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   PROM QUEEN OF DISASTER
 
    
 
   WELCOME TO THE CITY OF SAN RAFAEL
 
    
 
   Nobody does drama like cheerleaders do. They'll do anything to win, and ruin your life doing it. 
 
    
 
   AT MARIN COUNTY HIGH SCHOOL
 
   Every girl wants the crown at prom, their picture in the yearbook to prove they were popular. But most importantly, a reminder they have no problem taking you down.
 
    
 
   You're not worth anything until someone thinks you're a threat. From toddlers in tiaras to pubescent prom queens, everyone is competition when there's a crown involved.
 
    
 
   Zoey will never know how deep she's in until it's too late, and now there's no going back because good girls always go bad.
 
    
 
   Standalone: Yes
 
   Cliffhanger: No
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sign up to Joseph’s newsletter for new releases, upcoming specials, or promotions.
 
   Don’t worry, we won’t spam your inbox.
 
   CLICK HERE
 
    
 
   *warning: this book has mature themes*
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Their high-pitched wailing sent me upright in the driver’s seat. My clammy hands gripped the steering wheel tight. I drummed my fingers, watching the door above the neon sign for the Fat Cat bar.
 
   “C’mon.” My teeth set into my bottom lip.
 
   Occupying my hands, I flicked through radio stations and reached for the gloss-stained Starbucks cup—it was freezing, but a latte was a latte. I pressed the peddle gently and let the engine roar, that way they knew I was ready.
 
   Moments waded slowly before a clatter of hands struck the windows of the silver Range Rover. I yelped. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, I saw the girls tugging the door handles. I flicked the latch for the doors. The four of them jumped inside.
 
   “Drive!” They barked.
 
   I fumbled my way out of the lot, spitting gravel and wishing my driver’s ed teacher could see me now. They were panting and scraping their hair into ponytails. Charlotte, always known as Char sat beside me, and behind us, Ava, Hannah, and Libby.
 
   “What happened?” I asked as soon as we were outside of the bar. I pulled the car to a halt.
 
   “What are you doing?” Char slammed her hands down on the dashboard. “Get moving!”
 
   My foot on the gas. We were gone.
 
   The bar was a thirty-minute drive outside San Rafael. We’d been going there for the past month now, each of us taking a turn to be the designated driver, except Char because it was her Range Rover. 
 
   “So?” I came to a stop light. “Did you break it off?”
 
   They chuckled together. “You should’ve been there, Zo,” Char said.
 
   “I was,” I said. “Before I had to start the car.”
 
   “It was going so well,” Ava added.
 
   Hannah snorted out a laugh. “It was not.” She threw her arms up. “As soon as they tried to blackmail, it went south of the border. We’re talking Mexico.”
 
   “What?” I slapped my hands on the steering wheel.
 
   “You know, guns, tequila, cocaine,” Libby listed on her fingers.
 
   “That’s a party,” Char said. “But when the old guy loaded his gun.” She tssked her teeth.
 
   I kept my eyes on the road. I couldn’t be caught driving. I was a minor, and it was 3 minutes until midnight. “How much did you ask them for?”
 
   “A thousand,” Ava said.
 
   “Two,” Char added. “Enzo was gonna pay. I could have bought myself a new pair of Loubies!”
 
   “Why didn’t he?” I asked.
 
   Ava forced a laugh. “Bellamy was snorting. So he freaked, pulled a gun, and like four other guys grabbed theirs.”
 
   “Enzo then asked me if I’d go into the backroom with him,” Char scoffed. “What was he thinking?”
 
   “You did, or you didn’t?” I asked, half-smiling. “Not judging, hope you used protection. Don’t want you finishing senior year chasing child support.”
 
   Char punched me in the arm. “Could you imagine cheering like that?” She pulled herself out of the seatbelt to kneel. “But no, not this time. I had my fun. It’s senior year now.”
 
   Ava, Char, Hannah, and Libby were all single. I, on the other hand, had been with Dylan McAlister since spring formal of freshman year. He knew what my friends did out here in the middle of nowhere; he was thankful they had me, perhaps because my parents were still some of the only people he knew that were churchgoers and they had instilled something in me.
 
   “I barely had a drink of cola when Libby pushed me out the door,” I laughed, watching the lights turn green.
 
   “Those boys didn’t understand us,” Char said. “All our money is on plastic, and of course, the little beat-up bar doesn’t have a card reader. I guess using these, can get out of hand.” She pushed her breasts together, bursting out at the drop.
 
   “I swear they water their beer,” Ava said.
 
   Hannah sighed into her chest. “I was supposed to be meeting that guy again.”
 
   “Which?”
 
   “Blue eyes,” she said.
 
   Char laughed. “Can’t go back there now.”
 
   “Sure there’s plenty more dive bars around,” Ava said.
 
   “That was probably the biggest dive!” Libby snapped her fingers.
 
   Char coughed loudly into a closed hand. “So.” She wiggled herself around to face us. “Back to mine, my mom’s out of town. There’s two bottles of wine, plenty ice cream, and the Prison Break box set.”
 
   “I told my parents I’m stopping over anyway,” Ava said. “Least Zo can have a drink.”
 
   “Yah!” Char snapped once. “Fun Zo.”
 
   The other agreed and clapped with excitement.
 
   It had only been since June when we would dress in the latest American Apparel and Forever 21 haul, caking our faces in make-up and filling social media with selfies. Now it was weekly. I drove, glancing in the rear view mirror, catching my eye shimmer with the purple smoky eye, forgetting who I was.
 
   Our evenings had once been full of cheer practice and pom-poms. Spelling out “Marin” and dancing with our school mascot, Paddy the Panda. We all had matching blue and white outfits, short tops and even short skirts, except for the guys.
 
   Thud! A whipping strain from a pothole in the dirt road pulled us to a stop. Char went flying into the dashboard, whacking her hip.
 
   “Owh.” She whacked the dashboard, pushing herself back into the seat and strapping down the seatbelt. “What was that?”
 
   I changed gears, putting it in reverse. The car hissed, kicking dirt up without any movement.
 
   “Well, that’s fantastic!” I said, thudding my forehead on the wheel. “We’re gonna have to push.”
 
   “What?” Hannah asked.
 
   “With these shoes?” Libby added.
 
   “With these nails?” Ava said. They shoved their hands in their faces. French tips, manicured today. “What if they chip?”
 
   “Maybe if we used a real road,” Char said.
 
   “Yeah, where the real cops are,” I replied, trying to reverse out of the pothole.
 
    
 
   August 1st, 2015 was the first time I went to the bar, Char and Ava had been before, they’d asked me, but it was date night with Dylan, and I would get stomach cramps lying to my mom. Mainly because she would visit me on sleepovers, the just-in-case mom. Since I was little, she’d befriended all my friends’ moms and bake them a welcome wagon of goods.
 
   Saying yes to lying gave me palpitations—at first. It was pure adrenaline, chugging through me. Safe to say I was becoming good at lying.
 
   Fat Cat was the epitome of a dive bar. The front door was heavy with a metal mesh, and there were thick grid bars around the windows. Plumes of smoke released out into the clean air as we hauled open the door.
 
   There was quiet as we walked in, dressed in crop tops and jean booty shorts. It was too hot to wear anything else, and free drinks came at a price, but as cheerleaders, we were hardly afraid to show a little—or a lot of skin.
 
   “God damn,” an older man wearing ripped biker clothes said. Standing beside the pool table, pool cue in hand, he gestured to us. “Ladies.”
 
   It was dark and seedy inside. Only a few lights gave way over booths and tables, and a further neon sign sat illuminating the bar. We sat in a booth of our own, but before long, the girls would move and sit on the knees of men for free drinks.
 
   I’d join the end of a table and buy myself drinks. When it was my night to drive, I’d stick to soda and become the mom of the group, meaning no matter how hard Char would to remove her clothes and pose for free shots of top-shelf liquor, I’d have to shut it down. The other girls would always follow what Char did, so even when I did drink, I always found myself becoming the mom.
 
   Most nights would be spent on my phone, texting Dylan and taking pictures. People wanted to know us and people wanted to be us, so posting about our lives was essential. Thankfully, neither of my parents or younger sister had social media, so they were none the wiser.
 
   Dylan called me every time, asking if he could join me. It was our girl’s night, so the answer was always no. He worried, with Char’s history, he had to.
 
    
 
   We sat arguing over who would get out and push. I sat in the driver’s seat, my hands on the wheel and my feet ready on the pedals. My position wasn’t up for discussion.
 
   “Like, can’t you call Dylan?” Ava asked, “bring Bryce, Jonny, maybe Zack, someone who could get us out of this ditch?”
 
   “Or get into your ditch,” Char said, smirking at Ava.
 
   “You bitch!” Ava slapped her hands on the headrest. “I’ve been with Jonny before; his mom wants him to focus on school. Whatever.”
 
   “No signal,” I said, throwing my hands. He was the first person I’d texted; I didn’t see them assessing the situation or getting us out of the pothole, even with their high-heeled shoes off. “Anyone got any signal?” I knew Dylan would be here if I asked.
 
   We’d found a dead zone. Even with our phones pooled together, there was nothing. The only light around came from the car; everything else was dark.
 
   “Someone needs to go out and find phone signal,” Hannah said.
 
   “Great idea,” Char said. “Are you volunteering?”
 
   “Let’s throw for it,” Libby said, holding out a closed fist. We would throw in cheer practice if there were something we wanted or didn’t want to do.
 
   “I’m dr—” I began.
 
   “No, no, no,” Ava stubbed her finger to my lips. “This is only to find signal, no driving involved.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Rock, paper, scissors!” Char shouted. We threw our hands into the middle. “Rock, paper, scissors.”
 
   The winner won the most hands, and they were safe, it got all the way to the last two. Me against Ava. I played paper, and she played scissors.
 
   “Winner, winner,” she laughed.
 
   “You can’t even drive, Ava, you’ve failed your test, like, twice already?” Char said.
 
   “Three times?” Libby added.
 
   Ava’s eyes shifted. “Two and a half,” she said. “I quit during the third; I didn’t want her to flunk me again. So I quit.”
 
   Dud, dud, dud.
 
   We screamed. All eyes on my side of the car. I didn’t turn. I pushed my entire body weight toward Char as she fumbled inside the dashboard. Our reflections painted on the inside of the windows in horror.
 
    
 
   Cold washed over me as a breeze rolled through. I glanced up from my phone to see a guy of a similar age. He glared at me with a scowl on his face and his eyes a little red and busted. He walked over with a dirty cloth wrapped around his fist and wrist. Opening his mouth to say something, he was grabbed by his arm and pulled aside.
 
   I went back to adding filters on pictures. But his face, it was familiar, or the face behind the bloodied eyes. For all I knew he was someone I went to school with, but in a school of over 1,200 students, people got lost all the time. I knew if I didn’t cheer, I’d be in the art studio wearing a paint-covered smock. I tried not to be that girl.
 
   “Really?” he asked, whipping a towel over a shoulder. “Are you their photographer?”
 
   “Huh?” I turned to see him. His face in full light. “What’s it to you?” The recognition vanished beneath his patchy stubble and eye swelling.
 
   “Guess we can’t all be vapid valley girls,” he chuckled. “I thought you girls came from Calabasas.”
 
   I smiled at his comments. “Now I know why you’ve been beaten up,” I said. “You’re a bit of an asshole.”
 
   “A bit?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows at him before setting my eyes back on my phone.
 
   “You want another drink?”
 
   “You’re offering?” I picked my head to his gaze and pulled the loose blonde hair behind my ears.
 
   “It’s my job,” he laughed. “Don’t flatter yourself, valley girl.”
 
   “Valley girl,” I grumbled. “Whatever—but I’ll have another.”
 
   “Non-alcoholic?” he smiled to himself. “You’re clearly underage.”
 
   I looked away. “Nobody else seems to mind.” I gestured to the room of men clinging to every word the girls were saying.
 
   “You with them?” he asked, tipping his head up at them. “People like you don’t come here. What are you looking for?”
 
   “Yeah, they’re my friends. I’m driving tonight, and I have a boyfriend, so, yeah.”
 
   He chuckled. “Didn’t ask if you were single.” His jaw clenched. “Valley girls aren’t my type.”
 
   “Oh,” the heat in the room tickled up the back of my neck. “You asked—I mean.”
 
   He held his hands up, wiping them with the cloth over his shoulder. “Innocent question, nothing more,” he said with a wide-toothed smile before leaving with my glass.
 
   Before I could ask for his name, he was out of sight. Any name would’ve done, although his familiar face faded the closer he came, I wanted to know if we had any mutual friends. That was the first night I saw him.
 
    
 
   The knock on the window came again, followed by a voice. “What are you still doing here?” Kaleb, the guy from the bar. The only teenager without any social media, but he had a name, and the more I visited the bar, the more familiar his face became.
 
   “Bar guy?” Char asked, removing her hands from the dashboard. “What’s he doing?”
 
   I unlocked the door and pushed it open. Kaleb stood with his bike helmet under his arm. “I said, what are still doing here?” He craned his head to see the girls in the back. “Yeah, my brothers aren’t happy.”
 
   “And?” Char said. “We paid a little attention to them, so they owed us.”
 
   “You know that’s not what it was,” Kaleb said. “If only that’s what it was.”
 
   “He means because we’re underage,” Libby said.
 
   “And slept with them,” Ava said.
 
   Char rose her hand slightly. “I’m 18 now; I’m not a minor.”
 
   “You still can’t drink,” Kaleb said. “
 
   “I guess, telling them we were seniors wasn’t technically a lie,” Ava said. “We are, just not college seniors.”
 
   “I don’t care,” he said. “These men don’t take lightly to threats.” He hung the helmet on the handle of his motorbike. “I’ll push the front, just put it in reverse.”
 
   He was deceptively strong, pushing the car. “Now!” he shouted. I pressed my foot on the pedal, backing out of the pothole entirely.
 
   “There,” he said. “Now leave.”
 
   We had thanked him before I stepped on the gas.
 
   I hadn’t meant for it to slip. I thought they knew we were seniors in high school, not college and it turned out they were pissed. It was my fault, obviously, but they didn’t know.
 
   “Someone’s license would’ve slipped out sooner or later,” Libby said. “I know I spilled my bag on the table looking for coins, they might’ve seen.”
 
   Char waved a hand. “It’s happened,” she said. “We tried to get something out of it, we failed, I guess.” She chuckled to herself. “Now put your foot down.” She tapped my arm with the back of her hand.
 
   I didn’t make the same mistake twice.
 
   “Monday morning, back to practice and my campaign for prom queen begins,” Char said. “You know what that means?”
 
   “Operation boyfriend?” Ava asked.
 
   “Dylan and I will give you a run for your money,” I said. In the corner of my eye, I could see her scowl.
 
   “Obviously, you know this is what I’ve always wanted, Zo,” she said. “So, respectfully, I hope you know I’ll do anything to win.”
 
   I nodded. “I was kidding.”
 
   There was an audible sigh of relief, or exhaustion, both?
 
   The drive on the main road was smooth at last. We remained quiet, after an eventful couple of hours, we needed all the time we could to soak it in. They’d all fallen asleep by the time I pulled into Char’s driveway. She lived in a huge two-story white-paneled house in a nice suburban area 30 minutes from where I lived.
 
   It hit 1 AM. I beeped the horn to wake them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Cushions, pillows, and comforters made the bed for five on Char’s bedroom floor. We had the master bedroom, we always did, although each room was huge. It was only Char and her mom who lived here, and the living museum to their TODDLERS & TIARAS days.
 
   I stumbled and stubbed my toe on the Little Miss trophy cabinet outside the bathroom. “Fuck!” I hopped around, holding my foot. Char didn’t make a secret of being a child of the pageant circle, but you knew without her saying so.
 
   My reflection in the glass revealed the crop top and short shorts. The midriff of my stomach hadn’t tanned, and there was a clear fading into the milky white of my skin down my legs. The thought of cheer practice and homecoming was enough to prioritize a visit to the tanning salon.
 
   “Girls,” I said, wandering back into the bedroom. We binged on PRISON BREAK with ice cream and some cooking wine we’d found in the kitchen. I flicked on the bedroom light as they paused the TV to look at me. I tugged at my clothes. “I’m turning pale.”
 
   “God, Zo,” Libby said.
 
   “Think we all need it,” Char said. “My mom has self-tanner.” Ava and Hannah sniggered. “Or the salon.”
 
   “We’re not 14,” I said. “That stuff doesn’t come off; my mom bathed me in vinegar. Never again.” I could see their agreement in nods. We all suffered that day.
 
   “So?” Char spooned another mouthful of cookie dough ice cream. “I’ll schedule us in with Amy.”
 
   Amy was an ex-cheerleader, she graduated, but now she was our cheerleading god-mother, working at a tanning salon to give us free access and all-around even tan.
 
   I shut the light off before taking my spot between Char and Ava. There was a cold spot from where my ice cream had been. It was mostly froyo with frozen strawberries. “What’s happened?”
 
   Hannah waved her spoon around. “That creeper was getting all up in her business, so she was no, I’m not down for this, then the cops came.” 
 
   “So, not much,” I said with a chuckle. “When’s Wentworth getting his screen time?”
 
   “It’s all about the brother, the real bad boy,” Char said. “He was in prison first.” She shoveled ice cream in her mouth.
 
   We stared at the large screen mesmerized by the men. Everything was better in HD.
 
   I slept through my morning alarm, waking to Char’s wriggling legs. Then an “ow” from Libby, followed by “don’t be a pig.” I didn’t want to open my eyes, but I did.
 
   “Moooove.” I pushed Char’s leg.
 
   My phone clutched to my chest, buzzing in my hand. I glanced to see Dylan on the lock screen. His daily ‘good morning’ and a selfie in his basketball jersey, captioned with ‘Saturday training, being whipped into shape for homecoming’. I unlocked my phone to double check the selfie, his perfectly quaffed blond hair, and his huge smile warmed me.
 
   I sent him a quick text back. ‘Morning babe, just woke up! Hope you’re having fun’ full of X's and O's. He was my lucky thirteen, and now captain of the basketball team. Naturally, he was dating me, the cheerleader. We already had a shoe in for prom royalty, although Char wouldn’t let that happen.
 
   “What time is it?” Hannah asked in a drawn-out yawn. “Can I get more sleep in?”
 
   I lifted my head to see Char in a star formation, legs and arms out. She was solid in position, even after pushing her. I pulled on the blanket and Ava curled up to my other side.
 
   “Wake up, it’s half one,” I said.
 
   “Noooooo,” Libby groaned.
 
   “More sleep?” Hannah asked.
 
   I pulled the blanket again from around the girls. It wasn’t particularly cold, but there was a draft from the air conditioning, programmed to buzz when it was on. “I need to tan,” I said.
 
   “We all need to,” Char let out with a stretching yawn. “We all need to.”
 
   “What about the rest of the girls?” I asked, referring to the cheer squad. We were all friends, but us five were the best of friends, and we had been since freshmen year.
 
   “Yeah, group text,” Char said, reaching out for a phone. “Appointment is at three.”
 
   Stomach rumblings bubbled in my belly. “And food!”
 
   “My mom’s doing a vegetable cleanse,”Ava said. “So can we go to a veggie bar?”
 
   “A veggie bar?” Char laughed.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “No, Ava. I’m not eating any more nuts because your mom’s decided she’s on a cleanse.”
 
   Ava grabbed a cushion and whacked Char. Her phone fell, hitting her in the face. “I’m sorry. Yeah, not really,” she laughed.
 
   Libby and Hannah had already crawled out and sat at the end of Char’s actual bed. Libby had drawn her mousey brown hair into pigtails, and Hannah’s hair had been pulled back into a messy slept-in bun.
 
   I threw the blanket back over Ava and Char. “I’m getting a shower.” I didn’t have many clothes at Char’s house, but I had a pair of pink shorts and a short-sleeved top, mainly all I needed with my sneakers.
 
   Char’s bathroom was a large white-tiled room from ceiling to floor. One wall covered in a glass pane, and inside there were holes for water to shoot out. Absolute bliss! I tried not to wet my hair; it was too much to wash and blow dry.
 
   The girls were waiting for the shower, already wrapped in towels. “Was I long?” I asked.
 
   “Yea, forever,” Char said.
 
   “Had to get my skin prepared,” I said, combing my hands through my hair.
 
   “All the girls are coming, except Monique and Damaris, they thought I was being funny, asking them to tan. All girls can do with a tan, white, Hispanic, black, Asian; it’s all bonding.”
 
   Monique was one of few African-American girls at Marin County, a junior. Damaris was Latin-American, natural golden skin and eighty pounds soaking wet, usually top of the pyramid and the highest flyer.
 
   “Are you getting a spray tan or using a tanning bed?” Libby asked, bouncing on beside me on the bed.
 
   “The bed,” I said. “Least that way it won’t melt on my skin or come off in the shower.”
 
   “God no, just use cocoa butter,” she said. “I smell like a cupcake.” She pushed her hand under my nose. It wasn’t that—more antibacterial. The look on my face must have given my thoughts away; she pulled it back. “Just used a make-up wipe, so yeah, probably not cupcake right now.”
 
   “Yeah, not cupcake.” Of course, I knew what cocoa butter was, my mom would always tell us how she never had any stretch marks with me or my sister, Maddie because of it.
 
    
 
   San Rafael Mall was a large three-story building before a large parking complex. First order of business was the food court, and from the number of rumbling stomachs I could hear while we drove, the veggie bar was off the list.
 
   “I want wings, buffalo wings,” Char announced as we walked into the mall through the automatic doors. “Maybe fries, I’m feeling carbs.”
 
   “Fried chicken,” Hannah said.
 
   “Chicken Shack?” Libby asked.
 
   “Wait. Didn’t someone find a hair?” I added. “Maybe Big Fry?”
 
   Ava held out her hand and pulled us all to a stop. “Whoa! No, they fired me after a week. We’re never going back there.”
 
   “You gave us free soda from the machine that week, it was amazing,” Char said. “Like you even needed a job.”
 
   The decision was down to Char; she didn’t say a word. We walked by all the kiosks and women offering samples of new perfumes. Libby was caught off-guard by a woman spraying perfume in her face. I turned to see the woman shoving the perfume bottle in her face. “Buy this, buy this.” I rushed back to grab Libby’s arm.
 
   “Libby,” I said, snapping a finger in front of her eyes.
 
   “Uh?”
 
   “C’mon.” I pulled her along. “It’s like they want you to smell like some baby hooker.”
 
   “Where’d you go?” Hannah asked, as the girls ahead stopped to wait.
 
   Libby grabbed her t-shirt to smell it. “Some amateur saleswoman, looking like a realtor with her blue blazer,” she said, snapping out of the daze. “God, Zo. Baby hooker!”
 
   “Zoey,” Char said in a loud laugh. “Did you say that?”
 
   There was a preconception I was quiet. The daughter of conservative parents, do-gooders in the neighborhood, always part of the welcome wagon the day you move. “Well, where’s the lie?”
 
   Char chose the Chicken Shack, joking we had to keep our portions under 500 calories. I knew she was joking, or at least hoped so as I glanced at their menus on the illuminated boards. There was nothing under 500 calories unless it was two mouthfuls of a supreme meal deal.
 
   Finally made the decision of a chicken salad wrap and an XL soda, it was enough to keep me hydrated and burping for the rest of the day. We were sat outside on one of the tables, trying not to scoff down the food. We knew better than to get indigestion; nothing was worse than eating before having to lay still for 8 minutes on the tanning bed.
 
   We sat around waiting for the other girls. If we were under 18, we needed to get Char’s friend to approve us, which meant most of us needed to be approved. Char and Bex were the only 18-year-olds on the squad. Bex didn’t want anything to do with it, but she was getting a full gymnastics scholarship—a full ride to one of the large state schools, so she was staying.
 
   “Oh my gosh, I stood outside the salon for 5 minutes, then I got the texts.” Brianna walked through to our table. “I feel so stupid.” One of the newer girls to the squad, Brianna, a junior, she’d tried out in freshman year and again at the end of sophomore year.
 
   “Grab a chair; we’re still waiting,” Char said.
 
   “So what were you doing last night?” she asked. “I saw your Snapchat.”
 
   "There was a shared side-eyed glance. “It was interesting,” I said. “We ate ice cream and watched PRISON BREAK.”
 
   “I love Wentworth Miller!” she cried out, sitting down at the table. “Isn’t it a shame that he’s gay?”
 
   “To you?” Hannah asked. “He’s pretty old, and no, it’s not a shame.”
 
   She shrugged. “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   “Oh, Zo!” Ava yelled. “I forgot to ask last night, but who’s that guy?” My face creased at her. I wasn’t a mind reader. She nodded at me as if I’d understood. “The one on the bike that works behind the bar.”
 
   “What bar?” Brianna asked.
 
   “Kaleb?”
 
   Ava reached over to me, wide-bug-eyed. “Yes, him, he’s pretty cute, right?”
 
   “Creepy, borderline creepy,” I said. “He followed us, then helped us, not to mention the glaring.”
 
   “I think that’s hot.”
 
   Of course, she did. “Go for it,” I said. “Maybe he’ll pick you up on his bike.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Yes, Ava,” Char said. “You’re both clearly easy and gagging.”
 
   Mary-Beth, Sara, Jade, and Katrina, finally showed up. Minutes later, the basketball team showed up. I hadn’t noticed until Dylan came up from behind and wrapped his arms around my waist. He swung himself gently from side to side, slowly pulling me with him. I could feel the burning smile on my face; I knew it was him from the way his skin felt on mine. 
 
   “Hey,” I said. He kissed me on the neck. Heat blushed in my cheeks. The girls watched, most with awe-filled faces, others with the look of get-a-room, but it didn’t matter, I felt we were alone, just like every moment did when his hands were on me.
 
   “Have you been to get tanned up yet?” he asked, pulling away as I turned around into his body.
 
   “No, can you not tell,” I said, grinning. I wanted to pull my shorts to show him the white marks, but I remembered we were in public. “I guess that’s what happens when it’s fall.”
 
   “I think you’re perfect,” he said. “In every way.”
 
   “Guys and girls,” Char said, standing. “Let’s leave now before they get to first base in the food court.”
 
   “Char!” I said, my face swelling in the heat. I turned to her. “Not funny.” The girls were already giggling, but I would never start making out in the mall, with all eyes on me, no thank you.
 
   She threw her hand. “We’re jealous really,” she said.
 
   Anyone else who didn’t turn up now would have to tan on their own. It was considered a bonding activity. I loved comparing tans; my skin would bronze so easy. 
 
   “I’m getting the spray tan,” Libby said. “I burnt like a bitch last time.”
 
   We headed to the Salon. A hoard of valley girls with pasty skin. The girls walking out were glowing and golden. We were almost there. Amy stood behind the counter. The salon was decorated with reds and whites, the smell of cleaning bleach and lotions welcomed us in the air conditioned breeze.
 
   “Amy!” We called out collectively.
 
   “We’re doing tanning beds.” Char circled a hand over everyone but Libby and Jade. “They want a spray tan.”
 
   With finesse, Amy moved toward Char. She was probably 5’11” with her red satin Manolo’s. She appeared taller with her tan legs and the split in her skirt, riding up her thigh. I was in awe; she had been a senior when I was a sophomore. My eyes made my way up to her chest, and suddenly I felt out of proportion. Dressed in a white blouse with the top buttons undone and a push-up bra to hold herself in place.
 
   “Char,” Amy said, pushing back her wavy brown hair. “How’s the squad?”
 
   “In desperate need to get some color before homecoming,” she said. “What’s happened to the sugar d-a-d-d-y?”
 
   Sugar daddy? I’d heard Char mention Amy’s boyfriend, but not that he was an old man.
 
   “He’s okay, he’s not that old, well he doesn’t take Viagra,” she said. “I think he wants to get serious. He’s talking about buying another cat.”
 
   “Isn’t one enough?” Char asked.
 
   Amy grabbed a handful of key cards from behind the desk. “Lola is in the room at the end, she’s got a client in at the moment, but she knows you’re waiting.” She handed me a card. “I love your blond hair, Zoey.” She reached for the messy ponytail. “You think I’d suit it?”
 
   “Like an ombré? Or full?”
 
   “Ombrés are in,” she laughed.
 
   In the tanning room, I’d undressed completely and turned around to the shock of seeing my reflection in the long mirror hung on the door. I dipped my hand on my hip and swung slightly. I could see where my tan had faded.
 
   I slathered myself in moisturizing lotion. It smelled exactly like the cream my mom used on me when I was younger at the beach. The tanning beds themselves were like little tombs you close in on yourself. I’d placed the timer on for 8 minutes and listened to pop music in the surround speakers.
 
   “Surely you’re tan enough,” I heard someone shout, knocking on the door.
 
   I’d just finished getting dressed and wiping off the excess moisturizer. I pulled the hair elastic tight in my ponytail, watching myself in the mirror. I sucked the rest of the cola from the Chicken Shack cup, throwing it in the trashcan before leaving.
 
   “How do I look?” I asked as Ava, walking out of the room opposite.
 
   “You look more tan than me,” Ava said. “I need an extra 9 minutes and a nap.”
 
   “Only had 8 minutes,” I said. “I just wanted to look—you know, sun-kissed, like it was summer again.” I could see Hannah from the corner of my eye.
 
   “Yeah, I can see that,” Hannah said. She was only a little more tanned than she had been. “It won’t wash off, at least.”
 
   The other girls were waiting at the entrance of the salon. Libby was significantly darker from the spray tan. It always lighter after you washed, but you couldn’t for 24 hours.
 
   “Remember girls,” Char announced, rounding us up on the seats. “As of Monday, it’s homecoming week. So for the rest of the weekend, practice your pep, brush up on team spirit, and most importantly, get those lockers decorated. Naturally, Zo has Dylan’s locker, but we’ll group text the rest of the lockers.”
 
   “You need to beat the San Rafael High School cheer squad, that’s on you,” Amy said. “Let them play the sports, and you show those bitches who they’re dealing with. Go, Marin County!”
 
   “I heard you bleached the other cheer captain’s hair?” Jade asked.
 
   Amy smiled. “We did.” She laughed. “We were ruthless.”
 
   Char snapped her fingers. “Yah! Ruthless.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Life at home was different in the idyllic suburban Payton Lane. Quiet waved me in as Char dropped me at the end of the street. My parents’ house had four bedrooms, a garage with two cars and all the bicycles I had growing up, and a few years ago they’d had a pool installed out in the back, they had to pull out a tree and the make-shift swing, but we wanted a pool more.
 
   “Zo, is that you?” Mom called out.
 
   “Yeah.” I hung my bag and jacket up on the hook beside the door.
 
   From the hallway I could smell food, it hit like a heavy truck, welcoming me inside. The hallway led to the open kitchen, it was the center of the house, and with good reason, my mom was always seen there. She stood, stirring a crock pot on the stove.
 
   “Sweets,” she said. “Aw look at how tanned you are. Preparing from homecoming already?”
 
   I nodded, taking a seat on a stool. “It is Friday. Still got to find a dress.” I’d learned from Say Yes to The Dress how difficult it was, not only for me but for women all over America to find dresses they loved. “I have choices.”
 
   “Tell me when you need my bank card, hon.” She pinched at herbs from the rack, adding to the pot.
 
   I swiveled on the stool. “I’ll show you them later.”
 
   “I’m sure I will love them.” She placed a lid over the crock pot and dusted her hands on her apron.
 
   “Well, I have lots to choose from.” I poked my head over the glass lid. It had steamed pretty fast. “What’s that?”
 
   “Beef. Your dad’s home tonight and I promised him stew.”
 
   My dad worked as a pilot for a major airline, so he’d be away from home for days at a time, especially when flying internationally, while my mom was an assistant principal of an elementary school, mainly organizing events and fundraisers.
 
   “Mm!” I said, sitting back. “Can you believe I already have school work to do?”
 
   “Oh. What work?”
 
   I hummed. “English lit, read and research. I wanna sketch something too; we’re mainly doing cubes and shapes in class, but need to think about my senior project.”
 
   “I’m sure whatever you create will be wonderful.” She reached out for my hand. “Will there be a show?”
 
   A hum broke in my throat. “Not winter semester, but end of year I know there’s an exhibition, I think.” I smiled to myself. “Mrs. Galloway said if I needed, the studio was open to me after hours.” 
 
   “Well. Good luck with that and cheer practice,” she chuckled, rinsing veggies in the sink.
 
   “Mom!”
 
   “You know my thoughts on those bits of fabric. But, it’s your life, honey,” she said, turning her head to show her smile. “I know you love gymnastics.”
 
   It wasn’t a secret. If my knees or shoulders were on show, my mom was against it, as for my dad, he was indifferent, but I was his baby girl. They’d never attended any games when we performed, not because they didn’t want to, but because I wouldn’t tell them. Besides, they both worked a lot and had very little time for anything outside of the church.
 
   My bedroom hadn’t changed a lot since I was little. It was pink, even if the shade was lighter, almost white, and everything matched now.
 
   Dylan had texted me several times since I walked through the front door. I threw my body on the bed and laid there a moment, looking at my phone. I thumbed in the pin and opened up to video chat.
 
   “Hey,” he said, moving his phone to catch his face while he ran.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, smiling at his cute face.
 
   He caught his breath and paused. “Coach wants us to keep fit, so taking a run.”
 
   “You’ve been in training all day.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m the captain; I’ve gotta lead by example,” he said. “Plus, I get a rest day. Sooo—”
 
   “So you’re coming over tomorrow?” I asked.
 
   “We missed date night last week. Need to spend time with you before homecoming. We can watch whatever you want.”
 
   A chuckle came from the back of my throat. I thought it was going to be a cute giggle. In the reflection at the corner, my face blushed. “You’ll regret saying that.”
 
   “As long as I spend time with you, I don’t care.”
 
   “Even if it’s Clueless?”
 
   “Especially Clueless!”
 
   “You love it really,” I said, moving the phone between hands. “My dad’s home tonight as well.”
 
   “So, no kissing?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “Maybe a cuddle—on the couch.” I smiled at him.
 
   He raised an eye, still smiling into his phone. “I can see your tan at this angle.” He swiped his blond hair back with a hand. “I gotta finish this run. Call you later.”
 
   “Have fun,” I said. “Love you.”
 
   “Love you too,” he said before the video ended.
 
   The phone dropped to my chest. I hugged it close. He filled me with warmth; not the heat from the phone, or the warmer than usual temperature of my skin from the tanning bed, it was inside radiating outward.
 
   A paw attacked my arm. I craned my neck to see my cat, pawing my arm, a hint for me to move. Oreo was my cat, made up of black and white spots, a black patch over one eye and a white patch over the other. He was my cat-shaped Oreo. He leaped to my chest and sat staring.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked. He pushed his head forward and licked my nose, pulling back and staring again. “If you want feeding, ask mom.” I wrapped my arm around him as he laid on me.
 
   My phone buzzed beside him and his claws came out, nipping at my skin. “Little shit.” I pushed him away with the back of my hand. “Just my phone.” I shoved it at his nose. The phone buzzed again. He skittered away, scratching my arm again.
 
   It was a group chat, hitting me in full force, names popped up on my screen. The topic of conversation was decorating lockers. Char was seeing Benny on and off, he was one of Dylan’s friends. I noticed his name pop up a few times, and from what I could see, a few girls wanted his locker. Benny was the tallest on the team; I could see he was attractive, but not the appeal.
 
   Well, Dylan’s mine, I added to the chat.
 
   FYI Benny’s locker is mine, Char posted. Sorry to disappoint.
 
   When are you two going to be a thing? One of the juniors commented.
 
   On a second chat with Char, Ava, Libby, and Hannah, Char popped up. Did you see that? I know it’s no secret we had a fling. But do they have to be so thirsty?
 
   The shared expressions of sarcasm we’d pull when Char talked about Benny and their fling flooded my mind.
 
   But you’re not dating. Ava added.
 
   Yet! Char commented with an emoji of sass.
 
   Before I was called down for supper, everyone was all in agreement of the lockers. I’d had Dylan’s name cut out in the school colors, blue, white, and black. The school logo, and some pictures we’d taken, Dylan was in his jersey, and I was in my cheer uniform kissing his cheek. Of course, people knew he was mine, but I wanted to be on public display. Senior year was the year of prom, and every opportunity to show how we were the perfect couple, was an opportunity to be taken.
 
   My younger sister, Maddie stood at my bedroom door.
 
   “Oh. Zo.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I need a book to read for school.”
 
   I gestured to the shelves above my desk. I didn’t have much choice, among the Charlaine Harris and House of Night books, both of which, she wasn’t ready for. “What are you looking for?”
 
   “My friends are all reading The Hunger Games, but I don’t think mom wants me to. She said I can’t see the films.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Well, I have The Hunger Games if you want,” I said, playing the cool sister. “It won’t do you any harm, just don’t tell mom.”
 
   “Really?” She jumped at the shelf and pulled at the spine. “Thank you, thank you!”
 
   “Only sister, favorite sister,” I chuckled.
 
   “Girls,” mom called again.
 
   Over summer, I got most of my school reading in, so I’d barely touched any of my other books. The required reading list was longer each year, and I knew once school was in full swing, I wouldn’t have any time to read.
 
    
 
   Monday was the biggest day at school. It meant spirit and pep; we arrived early to decorate the lockers. Char had an old picture of her and Benny, I knew it had been from a group photo, she’d cropped everyone else out. It wasn’t creepy for Char; it was an average day in her life.
 
   Students piled into the hallways, filled with their voices, slowly building in excitement. Blue, white, and black streamers hung in the hallways, getting in everyone’s way, along with the pre-decorated banners. Don’t forget Homecoming this Friday! And Grab your Homecoming Tickets!
 
   A loud voice over the PA, “Morning all! Marin County High School is proud to be hosting our rivals, the Lakeside Lions to our court this Friday at 4. We’re expecting a great game from our own Mighty Marin Pandas! And don’t forget, the homecoming dance follows the game at 8, so buy your tickets, and don’t forget to ask that special someone.”
 
   Dylan poked at me from behind in homeroom for morning registration. “So,” he said, as I turned. “Will you go to homecoming with me?”
 
   I butted my lips and hummed. “That depends on what did you thought of your locker?”
 
   “Whoever did it was extremely talented and knew just how much I loved my girlfriend. They just glued down a bunch of pictures with her in them,” he said. “If you say no, you do realize I’ll have to ask them instead.”
 
   “But only if you win the game,” I said.
 
   “That’s not too much pressure,” he snorted, throwing a hand to his face. “But my locker is clearly the best.” He swiped a hand through his blond hair.
 
   I wanted nothing more than to have my hands combing through his hair, styling it. It was what I spent most of my time doing when he came over.
 
   “Good,” I said, pushing myself back in my chair as he kissed me.
 
   “Dylan, Zoey,” Mrs Parker said. “No PDA, you two should know better. Homecoming’s this Friday, leave it for then.”
 
   Dylan gave a sloppy left-handed salute as the entire class snickered. Mrs Parker was known for being strict on school rules, although PDA wasn’t a rule, more personal preference because it made her uncomfortable. Whenever I made contact with Dylan, we were the only two people in the moment; it made my skin tingle.
 
   The morning bell rang. “Right. Out! All of you,” Mrs Parker said, removing her glasses and waving a hand.
 
   My favorite period of the day was gym, it doubled as extra cheer practice, or at least as far as the senior gym class consisted. We changed in the girl’s locker room, our blue, white, and black striped cheer skirts, and our blue cheer tops with MC and the design of a panda roaring.
 
   “Oh look, Heather,” Mila said. “It’s the pathetic cheering pandas.”
 
   “It’s gym class,” Heather said. She pointed at our outfits. “Surely they shouldn’t be skipping class for cheer practice.”
 
   Mila was the president of the student body and the reject of cheer try-outs two years running. She’d rolled her ankle twice, both times during try-outs. 
 
   “And if it isn’t frumpy and frumplestiltskin,” Char said. She exhaled deeply and rolled her eyes. “That’s all.” She waved them along as Ava grabbed a deodorant can and sprayed at them like it was bug spray.
 
   “I hate that,” I said.
 
   “Should have bitched them out, Char,” Ava said.
 
   Hannah and Libby giggled to themselves. We weren’t elitist; we would never tell someone they couldn’t join unless we had a real reason to, often it was reported to the principal because they called it unfair, but if they couldn’t do a simple cheer, they were hopeless. A simple, M - A - R - I - N, Go Mighty Marin Pandas! And failing that, if they injured themselves, what use were they? I was all for having more people on the squad, but nobody looking for drama.
 
   Char was blunt and straight to the point, if she didn’t like you, you’d know, but not from the hallway three classes away, straight from her.
 
   “We should’ve volunteered to be part of the student body,” Char said. “At least then we’d know homecoming would be decent.”
 
   “I thought you were, Char,” I said.
 
   “Last semester they asked, and I wanted to, but I knew I was going to be cheer captain, so I said no. If I were in the student body, I would need to be president.”
 
   Among all the girls on the squad, we had three guys, Jack, Quentin, and Ant. Quentin had been at the Youth Olympic Games last year, and his uncle, Mr. June was our coach, but he’d only been our coach for the past two years, and he’d brought home the bronze at the 2012 Olympics. He would’ve competed in the 2016 Brazil Olympics until a sprained wrist got in the way.
 
   Mr. June stood outside on the field; adjusting the straps on his wrist splint, scrunching his lips at the dirty beige fabric.
 
   “Okay!” he said. “First game is this Friday, so we need to lock this routine down.”
 
   Char took a spot beside Mr. June and clenched her hands together. “Seniors, this is our last year. While squad practice is tonight, we need a routine. We know Mr. June is an Olympic medalist, we cannot let him down, if you don’t feel like you’re up to the challenge tonight, or for the rest of the basketball season, then please, hand in your pom-poms.”
 
   Mr. June laughed. “Thanks, Charlotte,” he said. “But, we won’t be cutting anyone from the squad, we don’t want anyone to leave, but I will say that if you do leave, the Lakeside Lions cheer squad will win.”
 
   Char snapped her fingers twice. “Exactly, and Mr. June, please call me Char,” she said. “Charlotte was the name my parents called me when they were together, so it reminds me of that.”
 
   Of course, that was a crock of BS she brewed to tell all the teachers if they dared call her Charlotte. I’d grown up with Charlotte before she was Char. Her dad had called her Char when she was younger, way before he split from her mom when she was 11. She still spent time with him in New York most summers, except for the past year when she was able to drive.
 
   “Sure, so Char has prepared some routines, and we also have new uniforms coming, I know that was a huge deal for you, so for cheer practice this evening, I’ll be handing out the new uniform. And we have a new mascot on the team.” He gestured to the opening behind us.
 
   Our mascot was a panda wearing a Mighty Marin Pandas top. He ran through, parting us to stand beside Mr. June. He gestured with a large grin. “Also, a new senior, who according to files was home-schooled up until this year,” Mr June said. “Say hello to our new Paddy the Panda!”
 
   The student inside pulled the head of the mascot slightly, before tugging at it completely. “Well, looks like this is my life now,” he chuckled.
 
   We snickered as he pulled at the costume, finally pulling himself free.
 
   Kaleb?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Kaleb didn’t say much, he smiled like he knew we’d be on the cheer squad. I’d probably told him about the school we went to or Char had let slip the wet dream about cheerleaders every guy had after he’d taken a seat at the bar beside me. He looked different in daylight, no bruising on his face and a boyish smile. It had been almost a week without a word from him. Almost like he’d forgotten about us.
 
   I laid on the grassy track field, staring into the clear blue sky.
 
   “He’s cute,” Ava said. “Thought he was older.” She threw her pom-poms at me.
 
   “I told you he was our age.” I threw the pom-poms back.
 
   “Is he staying for the game?” Libby asked.
 
   I shrugged, pushing myself up on my elbows. “He still hasn’t said anything.” 
 
   Ava shot a hand in the air. “I’ll do it.”
 
   “Make sure to ask why he’s here,” I said.
 
   Char sat beside me. “Still talking about him?”
 
   “What’s the deal with him?” Hannah asked.
 
   He was in view, pulling himself from the costume. His hair stuck to the side of his face with sweat. 
 
   “He’s textbook creeper,” Char said. “Homeschooled until senior year. Who does that?”
 
   Mr. June called us into the gymnasium. The basketball team was already in a circle on the court. Dylan had the basketball under an arm as he spoke to the team from the center. He stood with Coach Iñez. I’d heard his talk before; he’d practiced it with me to see how inspiring it was. He was a natural leader.
 
   “Listen up,” Mr. June said, gesturing us to gather around. “The Lakeside Lions are headed our way. The game starts in 2 hours, so people, family, friends, will be arriving. We’ll need to pump up the crowd and amp up the team.” He placed a hand in the center. “Ready?” He nodded. “One, two, three!”
 
   “We’ll do great,” Char said. “Now let’s stretch it out.”
 
   Both groups stretched and warmed up on the court; slipping into splits to get every angle stretched out. I stood upright and stretched out my arms. Dylan grabbed at my waist from behind. He kissed the side of my neck.
 
   “PDA,” I laughed. I turned in his arms and kissed him back.
 
   “Looking forward to the dance tonight,” he said. “Got something special afterward.”
 
   Conscious of the eyes on us. I giggled. “What is it?”
 
   “Wouldn’t be special if I told you.”
 
   The mascot bumped into us, catching the ball. It was part of a planned routine, not the bumping part but the ball catch. They didn’t have it quite down. Dylan pushed him away, mumbling something.
 
   “Who’s that jackass?” he said, rolling his shoulders.
 
   I shrugged. “New mascot.”
 
   “Gotta be new.” He laughed. “Is he the home school kid? He’s in my English.”
 
   “Dylan!” Coach Iñez called out, blowing his whistle. “I’m sure the cheer squad needs her more than you right now.”
 
   Dylan left, and an amble-footed mascot walked over. He pulled the head from the panda costume to reveal the sweat down his face. “Sorry,” he said, combing his hair back. “It’s hard to see in this thing.”
 
   “That’s fine,” I said, cocking my hand on a hip. “Weren’t you gonna say hi?”
 
   He laughed. “You wanted me to?”
 
   “Well, we wanted to know why you’re here.”
 
   “My brothers gave me school books and every few months I took tests at some crappy half-way school,” he said.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And after you guys were served, I told them I wanted a real school. Besides, the main reason was my older brother’s DUI,” he laughed, “my other brother is always too focused on the bar anyway.”
 
   “So, they won’t be here tonight?”
 
   “Hope not.”
 
   “But they’re such fun to have around.”
 
   He grinned. “Nah. The weekend is big business.”
 
   “Zo!” Char screeched. “Get your butt over here.”
 
   I shrugged. “Please make the basket tonight.”
 
   Char pulled me into the crowd by an arm. “No,” she said, “we don’t need him to know about us.”
 
   Ava grabbed at my other arm. “But he’s pretty cute,” she said. “Introduce me; I wanna see how much of a bad boy he is.”
 
   “Just speak to him,” I said.
 
   “Or not,” Char added. “He’s the mascot, and you know who gets with the mascot? The band geeks.”
 
   “He can’t even make the basket,” Libby said.
 
   Quentin wriggled into the conversation. “Just be glad we’re not made to wear that stupid costume,” he said. “God knows my uncle had some whacked up shit planned.”
 
   At least that much was true; it would’ve been one of the guys made to fill out the costume, mainly because it was too roomy for any of us girls to fit in. Or an unsuspecting freshman would jump at the chance be in Paddy the Panda’s sweat locker.
 
   Before long, the gymnasium was filling out at either side. Half for the home team, the other for the Lakeside Lions. Already they were cheering. It’s where the competition began.
 
   “1-2-3-4 the Pandas are back, better than before,
 
   Unstoppable, unbeatable,
 
   The best team on the court!
 
   Go Pandas, go!”
 
   Encored by the beat of feet on the floor. Boom, boom, boom. We rolled our pom-pom hands, raising them high and clapping.
 
   “Our team is backed by pride,
 
   We’ve got Lions on our side,
 
   Stand up, shout; we won’t hide!
 
   Go Lakeside Lions!”
 
   I always paid a little more attention to the other team, and if Char caught us, we’d be visually daggered. We were in charge of keeping pep and team spirit, if they noticed us looking away, they’d look away. It was hard to stay so focused when there was so much going on, especially the knot of nerves, wondering if my mom or dad would attend. I knew neither would, but the knot stuck with me whenever we went out on the court.
 
   A voice pulled attention over the speaker. “If you’d all like to take your seats while we welcome both teams to the court!” Both cheer squads descended to line the sides. We shook our pom-poms as the teams came from the changing rooms. “In yellow, we have, all the way from Phoenix Lake High School, the Lakeside Lions, who only recently retired their mascot from the beloved namesake Phoenix. And in blue, we have home team heroes, from Marin County High School, the Mighty Marin Pandas!” The crowds became ecstatic, stomping their feet and clapping their hands. “Give it up for your teams!”
 
   The gymnasium was alive with brash voices and cat-calls for their favorite team. Pre-game was in full force as each cheer squad had a five-minute routine slot.
 
   We went ahead with our chants, twirls, jumps and handsprings, getting the crowd to clap with rhythmic stomps.
 
   “You lions may have pep,
 
   You lions may have pride,
 
   But when it comes to slaying,
 
   You lions run and hide!”
 
   The crowd roared as we repeated the chant, ready for the finale. Kaleb came out in full costume, dribbling the ball and headed to jump. He jumped and faked the first shot, and around he went again. We pumped our fists to amp the crowd. The second time around, he threw with one swift hook, the ball went in. We screamed in support and shock.
 
   “He did that?” Char laughed.
 
   “Someone’s taking lessons,” Ava said. “Might ask him to the dance.”
 
   “Still a mascot,” Char said.
 
   “Thought your goal was a guy on the team.”
 
   Paddy the Panda, Kaleb ran from the court. I didn’t realize until a few moments later when he ran back on the court with Dylan, high-fiving in the panda costume. “Like what I did there?” Dylan asked, tugging at my side.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You believe he did that,” he laughed.
 
   Char hooked her arms around us. “It was you?” she chuckled. “I knew he couldn’t be that good.”
 
   “Saved us embarrassment.”
 
   “Didn’t want to make an ass out of himself,” Dylan said. “I’m a great shot.”
 
   We hadn’t realized the other cheer squad perform their routine until half-way through when two girls were flipped. Ava’s fingers to her lips as she watched them perform, almost in prayer to ruin their routine.
 
   “Mighty Marin Pandas,
 
   We see you over there,
 
   Where’s your trophy at?
 
   Oh, we get it, winning’s pretty rare!”
 
   The chant was in poor taste; we’d won most of our games. We soft clapped them away. It was a great attempt, and even though we didn’t care, we were good at pretending.
 
   “That’s a crock of shit,” Char said.
 
   Libby blew a gum bubble. It popped across her nose. “Is that all they got?” she said, gathering the chewing gum with a finger. “If the basketball team doesn’t win, I know we did.”
 
   Dylan had gone back to his team. “Don’t let Dylan hear you say that,” I said. “It would kill him.” Nerves banged in my chest.
 
   “Please take your seats!” The fuzzy voice crackled through the speakers. “You have 5 minutes until the game begins!”
 
   We whirred in motion again, motivating the crowd, getting them to stand and chant with us. They stomped their feet and clapped their hands. Game time had buzzed, and the referee’s whistle blared through the atmosphere. The mascot rushed off with Ava closely following. I tried to grab her arm.
 
   “Ava?” I threw my hands up.
 
   “The bathroom,” she said, “why?”
 
   “Hurry then.” I gestured to the court, watching Dylan arch his body, leaping with the ball, throwing from the three-point arc. Three points, the scoreboard screeched, and the backboard flickered with the change.
 
   We pulled together in a line. “Go Dylan, go, go! Go Dylan!”
 
   With the first quarter almost over. 12 – 8 to us. I had to take a bathroom break. I walked through to the locker rooms. Kaleb pushed passed me, almost stumbling to his knees. I grabbed at the matted costume. He tore away and rushed back onto the court. I held myself up on the wall trying not to burst my bladder in the skin tight cheer outfit.
 
   Ava didn’t look too impressed once I was back on the court and the buzzer timed out for the first quarter.
 
   “So it’s okay for you?” Ava said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “To go.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Didn’t say that. Only asked where you were going.”
 
   Char called over to us from the whir. She held her hand up and gestured to the center court.
 
   The mascots were in the center, tugging on a long piece of rope. There was a playful pull, back and forth. The team from the other side had joined before we engaged them in the game.
 
   My upper body strength couldn’t fail me now. I grabbed rope after Libby, right at the end. A fun game? The red in Char’s face said otherwise. I’d been to summer camp were tug rope was less competitive. “And pull,” Char said. “Pull.” We jerked the rope hard before it became slack and the opposition fell.
 
   “No more brick shots,” I heard Dylan tell the others on the starting squad. The coach hovered around before pushing into their circle. “Coach Inez, any words?”
 
   “We’re winning right now. Like Dylan said, let’s try and get some more shots from the three-point line, and no more brick shots. Benny, you’re tall, use it, block like it.”
 
   The ref blew his whistle again. Already on the offense the Lakeside Lions were aggressive; pushing the ball to our side, making fouls the ref wouldn’t call; they were another five points up before we scored a point from the foul line after delivering a foul to Mack, our small forward, an aggressive guy.
 
   Mack was taken off the court and changed for sophomore, Denny. Brianna jumped around on the side of the court; the secret of them dating was under wraps, or at least it had been. We cheered alongside her.
 
   Neck and neck with points as the second quarter came to a close. It was halftime. The players went back to the locker rooms while we cheered. Scores were tied up at 22 – 22, I imagined Dylan’s pep talk to the players, the same he’d practice with me when we were alone. He needed this, the first game, the first win, it was his passion.
 
   “Sorry,” Ava said. “I know you’re looking out for the team, and I’m—” She threw her arms at her side and huffed. “PMSing right now.”
 
   I smiled and pulled her in my arms. “Shut up.”
 
   “And I’m taking on water like a whale.”
 
   Char threw a pom-pom at us. “She’s taken,” she said.
 
   “Not a lesbian,” I said.
 
   “But if we were,” Ava said, grinning. “We’d be together.”
 
   Char raised an eyebrow. “Tough competition.”
 
   The music finished for the Lakeside Lions cheering squad. The crowd was tame, they stood and clapped, not too enthusiastically. “Now for the Mighty Marin Pandas!” the voice boomed.
 
   We took positions, almost like we’d rehearsed it in our sleep, our feet moved with swift automatic precision. One-by-one, giving everything for the half-time show. The routine was short, following the teams back on the court.
 
   Dylan jogged over to kiss my cheek. “Wish me luck,” he said.
 
   In the third quarter, the Lakeside Lions were up by four points. It wasn’t until the final quarter when we pulled it back, Benny scored a three-point shot. The red aggression heated on Dylan’s face pushed through to make the final shot, putting us one point ahead at 39 – 38.
 
   The buzzer rang. A sigh of defeat and deflation rumbled from the other side while the roaring excitement and celebration came from ours. The subs and the starting squad grabbed Dylan by the legs and hauled him up on their shoulders.
 
   We ran over with our pom-poms high. Our hearts pounded and our skin sweat with the electricity of winning.
 
   “So what do you have planned?” Ava asked Kaleb as he pulled the head off the mascot. I tried to pull her.
 
   “It’s homecoming. Right?” he said.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I might see you there,” he said to her. “Ava, right?” he winked.
 
   Dylan drew me from them, pulling me into his chest. “Can’t wait for tonight,” he said. “I have a surprise.”
 
   “Surprise?”
 
   “The one we’re waiting for.” He kissed my cheek. “Love you, Zo.”
 
   “Love you.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I looked myself in the mirror. I’d squeezed into a black and red dress. It reached my knees, a requirement my parents enforced. I’d combed my blonde hair to one side and pinned it in place, bumped at the top. I had a flat stomach, one of the perks of cheerleading every day. Turning to my side, I placed my hands on my hips.
 
   “Thought you could wear this,” my mom said, walking in my bedroom with a small jewelry box. She opened it to reveal a thin gold necklace and a small deep red birthstone. “Got this when you were born, it’s a bloodstone.” She lowered it in my hand. Cold to the touch. “Apparently your birthstone is aquamarine now, a darn sight nicer to look at.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I said. “Can I?” Turning slightly, I pulled my hair over a shoulder.
 
   “Beautiful, sweetie,” she said.
 
   The dress was above the safety line as my mother called it, but the line was anything proving I was female; cleavage, knees, the inner thigh, skirts were incredibly difficult to talk my parents around.
 
   My dad called me down to meet Dylan. Mom helped with make-up, more on telling me to tone it down, when all I wanted to do was reach into my bag and grab the hot pink lip stick Char had given me.
 
   Watching from between his fingers, my dad stood beside Dylan. I’d seen Dylan in a suit before, but never one so fitting. It was off-black, somewhat gray with red touches. We matched completely.
 
   “You’ll make sure she’s home by 10,” Dad said.
 
   “Mike.” Mom patted his arm. “Make sure you have fun. No later than half-past 10.”
 
   “I’ll have her home on the dot,” Dylan finally spoke. His eyes locked with mine. I wanted to run away with him, to lose myself with him.
 
   Dad held his arms open. The hope for the little girl inside me to hug him twinkled in his eye. “You look beautiful,” he said. He pulled me in and kissed my forehead. “Have fun.”
 
   He let go as Mom pulled me into a hug. She kissed my cheek and rubbed it with a thumb. “We need to get used to you looking so adult now.”
 
   “I’m almost an adult,” I said.
 
   Dylan stood awkwardly. I had the overly concerned conservative family, and he had parents who lived on opposite coasts.
 
   “Wonder how you’ll be when she’s ready for prom,” Dylan chuckled.
 
   “Still need to come to terms with me being a senior,” I said, leaving their sides. “Where’s Maddie?”
 
   “Out at a friend’s,” Mom said, nudging at my dad. “Someone needs to pick her up.”
 
   Dylan moved a hand to reveal a plastic box. There was a red rose corsage inside.
 
   “Thank you.” I kissed him as he placed the corsage on my wrist.
 
   “If you don’t mind, Mr. and Mrs. Jensen, I think we need to head off,” he said.
 
   “Take care of her,” they both said.
 
   Dylan kissed me again as soon as we were outside. “I don’t want to let you go,” he said.
 
   “You won,” I said. The phone in my black clutch buzzed.
 
   “I won more than the game.”
 
   I grabbed my phone as we stepped around the car.
 
   “Are we picking Char up?” Dylan asked pre-emptively.
 
   I looked at the stream of messages on my phone. “Looks like she’s going with Benny,” I said, piecing together her texts.
 
   Dylan had his dad’s white convertible BMW, with the top was down. He took the driver’s seat and flashed a huge grin at me. “Never thought he’d say yes,” he grinned. “But I won the game.”
 
   I put my phone away and turned to look him in the eye, inches from each other. “So you said you had a surprise for me,” I said. “Can you tell me now?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not yet.” The engine roared as he turned the ignition. “But soon.”
 
   Winning the game meant everyone had bought homecoming tickets, with or without dates. The parking lot at school was almost full, more than they were during the day. Music blasted through the doors leading to the entrance.
 
   “When prom comes around.” Dylan smiled to himself. “We’ll be King and Queen.”
 
   “You’ll be King, but I know Char is gunning for Queen.”
 
   He bit his bottom lip. “You’ll always be my Queen.”
 
   We parked the car. He reached around my shoulder and guided my head in for a kiss, driven by passion. We kissed for a lifetime, right before some asshat pounded on the hood of the car.
 
   Dylan jumped to see a sophomore standing like a rabbit in headlights. He stuttered an apology, but there was no damage. He flipped him off and sat back down.
 
   “We should go in,” I said, giving him a final kiss.
 
   He looked at me, expecting something more, I could see the want to say something else in his open gaze. He climbed out of his side and rushed over to my door.
 
   I grabbed his hand and collected the clutch bag under my arm. “A real man,” I said, my heart skipping a beat as Disney moments flashed before my eyes.
 
   We walked through the dimly lit school halls, following the signs and the people as they walked to the gymnasium. The sound of music filtered through; it was pop music my mom had grown up with and would play whenever she was cleaning. Teachers and chaperones ushered us along, “no loitering in the halls,” they said as we walked, hand-in-hand to the gymnasium.
 
   An arch of balloons welcomed us into the strobe-lit room. The gym was full, two tiers of chairs from the back had been taken out to make room, and a stage had been created for a band.
 
   Char and Benny made a beeline for us as we walked in.
 
   “Zo!” Char pulled me aside.
 
   “That’s a thing?” I whispered in her ear.
 
   “He asked me,” she said. I glanced back at Dylan beside Benny, smiling together. “Better than him going with some sophomore.”
 
   Girl talk must’ve made them nervous, from the way they fidgeted with their hands like we were discussing them in detail. 
 
   Char cupped a hand to my ear. “I grabbed his crotch in the car,” she said. “I know it’s not prom, and I’m not a virgin, but Benny’s getting lucky.”
 
   My throat now dry as I tried to swallow. “We’re waiting.”
 
   I felt Dylan’s warm hand scoop around my side. “Yeah,” he said and kissed my cheek. “It’s nicer that way.”
 
   “No distractions,” I said.
 
   Char looked neither happy nor disgusted. Her eyebrows knitted together in two arches with concern. “I’m happy for you, but if it’s right, it’s right.” Benny approached Char’s side as she placed one of her manicured hands on his chest and clawed at him playfully.
 
   It wasn’t right, not really. I’d always been told to wait for marriage, at least until the age of 13 when I stopped going to church to think for myself. Prom night was right for me. I’d thought about ignoring the magic of prom, I would even tingle sometimes when I saw him, it could make me forget everything I’d promised myself.
 
   “Who said I want to now anyway,” Dylan said, squeezing at my side and pressing his lips to my cheek.
 
   “You’re a boy,” Char said, “you think with your dick.”
 
   Benny and Dylan laughed. I knew that was true; I heard it sometimes when Dylan spoke, and I’d change the topic to something cooling, cheer practice, his next basketball game, playoffs, anything but touching or kissing, physical contact at all whenever he was like that.
 
   I smirked to myself. We’d had to get Oreo neutered so he couldn’t get any of the neighborhood cats pregnant. I pushed my hand into his as I moved my thoughts from the stupid cat to Dylan He nudged me over to the punch bowl.
 
   The student body who’d organized the homecoming dance were standing watch over the punch bowl; making sure nobody took too much or added something a little extra to get the party going. Mila, Heather, and Kirsten, each in a different color of pink, their hair parted off center and pushed to the side like rejects from a girl group losing their place on AMERICAN IDOL.
 
   “Take a drink and move along,” Mila said, unfolding her arms to gesture at the punch. “It is a cocktail of pineapple, orange, apple, lemon, lime, everything you don’t want in a drink.”
 
   Dylan laughed. “Loosen up,” he said. “We won! Celebrate.”
 
   “Your win isn’t our win,” Mila said.
 
   Kirsten grabbed a red cup and poured from the ladle. “Our win is having a successful homecoming, without you starting a fight, getting drunk, or destroying the gym,” she said, pouring the second cup.
 
   It must’ve been hard to enjoy yourself when you had a stick shoved so far up your ass. Dylan pulled me on the dance floor as the music cut to a slow song, couples invaded floor, synchronizing in movements, spinning and twirling.
 
   I rest my head on his shoulder. His fingers ran through my hair, shit my entire body could’ve collapse in his hands. He smelled good.
 
   Questioning whether or not we were the only ones in the hall dancing to the music, I opened my eyes and looked at him. More people found courage to ask their dates to dance. Beyond their faces, I found Kaleb with Ava. He kissed her before moving toward the girls at the punch bowl.
 
   “How well do you know him?” Dylan asked.
 
   I stood straight and creased my face. “Who?”
 
   He nodded to Kaleb. “New guy,” he said.
 
   “Oh.” I forced my body back into the swing of the dance. “You know how my mom likes to do her bit for the community.”
 
   “He was looking at you,” he said with a huge grin. “Thought he was gonna ask you to the dance.”
 
   I tightened my grasp playfully on Dylan’s hand. “Kidding, right? He’s with Ava; they’re so cute.”
 
   Another turn of my head and I caught a glance of Kaleb again. He stood over the punch bowl, his shifty eyes watching everyone move around and shuffle on their feet. A split second washed over as he poured liquid from a chemistry beaker into the bowl.
 
   “I need the bathroom,” I said, pulling my face. I tried to pull away, but he kept my hand.
 
   “I’ll dance on my own then,” he said, pulling me close for a kiss before letting me go.
 
   I cleared a path as I walked through the hall to find Kaleb. He stood beside the double doors of the hallway. We had made eye contact before he stormed off through the doors.
 
    “What are you doing?” I clenched my teeth.
 
   He paused halfway down the hall and turned to see me. I raised both my arms and in the dim light he shooed me. Two older guys stood at the end of the hall, their faces were familiar, matching the grunge lighting of the hallway, definitely his brothers. He handed them the beaker.
 
   “What’s she doing?” One of them shouted, pointing at me.
 
   “Oi!” They both bolted forward.
 
   I ran back to the dance. People spooned ladles of the punch into cups. Before I could tell anyone anything, my face became numb. I tried to call out to Dylan, but my speech slurred. I licked my lips as saliva collected on my tongue.
 
   “Someone spiked the punch,” I heard Dylan say. He cupped my elbow as I fell into his arms.
 
   Nothing was worse than being out of control; unable to control my feet. I’d barely touched any food all day; I wanted to fit in my dress, and God knows it was worth it, but in that moment, my life moving too quick; I wish I’d stuffed my face.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked me, taking my arm and guiding me to the tiered seating.
 
   I took a seat and a sharp breath. “I’m fine,” I said. “I haven’t really eaten.”
 
   “Babe, want me to get you some food?”
 
   My body wanted to say no, but I nodded. An earthquake erupted behind my eyes. “What was in the punch?”
 
   He shrugged. “Whatever it was, I don’t like what it’s done to you.”
 
   “I should feel better with food,” I said.
 
   I sat, slouched slightly in my seat. Dylan pulled up beside me again moments later, handing me a tuna fish sandwich. “They’ve got different sandwiches,” he said. But it was amazing; I scoffed it down in one bite.
 
   “Bet it was Char,” he said.
 
   I glanced up to Char rushing over, almost like she’d heard her name. “Those bitches!” She shouted, pointing over to the punch table where Mila, Heather, and Kirsten stood. A chaperone edged closer to us.
 
   “Zoey?” Mr. Brooks, my art teacher said. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “No, everything is not okay,” Char said, again, pointing at the punch bowl. “They’ve spiked the punch. Look at her; she’s not well.”
 
   I pulled my gaze up to Mr. Brooks. I could see his face crease as if overly concerned about how well I was doing. In short: I wasn’t. The strobe lights above ran across my face and body, inside I was spinning. I looked down to my feet and the gorgeous white shoes.
 
   The tuna came back up; it went everywhere.
 
   I wasn’t the only one. Others around were slowly slipping. It was a mess. Dylan combed his fingers through my hair, soothing the burning sickness in my throat.
 
   Dylan handed me a bottle of water. “Drink this,” Dylan said. “They’ve switched the punch bowl now; someone stole some pure ethanol from the science labs.”
 
   Great. “I’m poisoned?” I asked. Kaleb pouring the liquid into the punch bowl ran through my head.
 
   He stroked the back of my neck. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s happened to loads of people. Someone knocked into me after you went to the toilet, so it didn’t get me.”
 
   I grinned. “Lucky!”
 
   “Want me to take you home?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head and wrapped my arms around him. “No,” I said. “It’s a night to celebrate. Can I have some more water? I’ll see if I’m feeling better to dance.”
 
   “Almost half the people are going home,” he said.
 
   I picked up my head up from his shoulder to look around. I noticed people sitting around sipping cups of water. The band continued, and people still danced, but not many were sticking around.
 
   “Come to my house; my dad’s out of town,” he said. “Only if you don’t want to go home.”
 
   I nodded, feeling the warm sting of tears fill my eyes. “I can’t have my mom see me like this,” I said. “She’d kill me.”
 
   “That’s okay,” he said, kissing my forehead. He put my head on his shoulder. “School will look into what happened.”
 
   “How long’s it been?”
 
   “Over an hour,” he said.
 
   I reached into my clutch and handed Dylan my phone. “Text my mom,” I said. I could barely enter the passcode. “Tell her we’ve gone for food and that I’m sleeping over at a friend’s house.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “Do you wanna go for some food then?”
 
   I nodded and squeezed his hand. “In-n-Out?” I said, smiling. I mainly wanted water, but fries were a close second. I squeezed the bottle with the remaining water in my mouth.
 
   Leaning against him, he pulled me up to stand.
 
   “Such a wasted dress,” I said, as he wrapped his arms around me.
 
   “Still the most gorgeous girl here.”
 
   “Love you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I woke cuddling up to Dylan’s bare torso. A few thin hairs spread across his chest, now stroked between my fingers. Almost comfy again in the still warm air. Streams of uninterrupted light fell on us. He turned attacking me with a prod at my side. I reached down to grab it; I thought it was his phone, but it definitely wasn’t. I moved my hand and glanced up to the smile on his face. 
 
   “Good morning,” he said, dipping his head to kiss me. His dry lips on my licked-wet lips, the pucker sent my eyes shut. “How are you?”
 
   “Better,” I said, inhaling deeply. “Much better.”
 
   He took a long, drawn-out stretch putting a hand on my back. He kissed me again. “Char sent you a text last night, she wants to know what you’re doing today,” he said.
 
   “She’ll want to go for lunch,” I said. “What even happened?” He handed me my phone from the bedside table. I noticed my clutch bag on the side with it. I reached for my neckline. “What happened to the necklace?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, with a boyish smile. “It’s in your bag. I folded your clothes too.”
 
   I was no heart expert, but mine skipped a beat at the thought of losing it. I kissed him hard on the lips. “I love you,” I said. Much of his bedroom was a mess, except for the chair beside his desk where he’d folded my clothes neatly.
 
   “Had to clean those too,” he said, nodding to the shoes. “It’s fine, my mom’s been sick too many times in her shoes, I know how to remove the evidence.” He laughed.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, squeezing him against my body.
 
   I looked through all the texts on my phone. The light was blinding as names scrolled by; my mom had messaged me after Dylan had told her I was at a sleepover, she told me to have fun. The rest were group messages, mainly Char beginning a witch hunt for the person who’d spiked the punch bowls.
 
   Ava and Libby had been hit too. They’d posted pictures of the aftermath. Images of puke puddles and stained clothing. I replied to them. Dylan took care of me. Slept at his house.
 
   Social media feeds were a frenzy, everyone asking if we were okay. Some website news pages had even posted the information on their sites, asking for anyone with information to come forward. Char had even given a statement to a few of them, sharing the links alongside a picture they’d taken of Char as a pageant toddler.
 
   “It was buzzing all night,” he said. 
 
   “Yeah, Ava and Libby were ill too. I think they drank more than me,” I said. “They’re blaming the committee.”
 
   Dylan sighed. “I think it was.” He hummed. “They had access to it.”
 
   My eyes scrolled the next couple of text messages as they flickered across the screen. “Shit!” I sat upright in bed, pulling the comforter up to my chest. “Some of the juniors and sophomores are talking about suing the school.”
 
   He laughed. “Your mom would probably sue too if she saw you,” he said.
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “You were drunk,” he said. “Like, really drunk, from one drink. I pulled the roof of the car and locked the doors while I went to get food.”
 
   My cheeks felt warm in thought of needing to be locked in the car. “We still have winter formal,” I said. “I’ll make sure we don’t drink anything unless it’s from a sealed bottle.”
 
   “We do,” he said, reaching out for his phone.
 
   “I think the girls want a catch-up,” I said. “Are there any of my clothes here?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, grab a shower, I’ll get them for you.”
 
   “Which clothes are they?”
 
   He shrugged. “Whichever ones you left last time. Skirt and a top, I think, they’re clean, so it’s better than putting your dress back on.”
 
   “Underwear?”
 
   “If you left them here, then yeah,” he said.
 
   I climbed out of the bed, wearing only a thin sheet I’d wrapped around myself. I had panties on, I’d worn a strapless bra, but it hadn’t held much up anyway. The thought made me smile as I stood in the doorway of Dylan’s bedroom. “I’ll be 5 minutes,” I said, holding a hand up.
 
   “I’ll find them and leave them in the bathroom,” he said.
 
   “Your dad’s not home is he?” I asked. “Don’t want him coming in.”
 
   Dylan laughed, almost like it was the funniest thing I’d ever said. But if his dad was home, it was possible. “No, he’s away for the weekend. I told you.”
 
   I hummed and smiled. “See you in five.”
 
   I avoided washing my hair. God forbid the process of shampooing, conditioning, blow drying, and then straightening. I also highly doubted Dylan, who lived alone with his father, would have a blow dryer or a flat iron. The only body wash they had smelled like men’s locker rooms, nothing to the notion of soft or relaxing. I found an unused bubble bath under the sink; it had honey in the title.
 
   “Your clothes are on the toilet seat,” Dylan shouted over the sound of the shower.
 
   “Thanks!”
 
   There was a short white layered skirt with a white cheer top. It was something I’d worn for practice and left at his after getting changed. He’d supplied me with several underwear options, apparently I’d left several pairs, and none of them matched, maybe that’s what Victoria’s Secret was, matching bras and panties.
 
   Dylan gave me a gray hoodie and a pair of unworn sneakers; too small for him to wear.
 
   “Cute as hell,” he said.
 
   “I feel it,” I laughed. “But seriously, why do I have so much underwear here?”
 
   “Because you never take your clothes home,” he said. He jumped up from his bed and opened up his wardrobe. There was a small space at the bottom where he’d put things I’d left. “Cute or creepy?” he asked. At least he’d cleaned most of his room to create a walkway.
 
   “I’m glad you’ve not thrown anything away,” I said, pulling at the top, wondering whether or not it had shrunk. “What will you do with the dress?”
 
   “If you’re not taking it, I’ll put away, or bring it over later.”
 
   “You could come for dinner,” I said, “I mean, your dad’s not home, and my mom will more than happily set a place for you.”
 
   He pulled me to his bed by the waist. “Okay,” he said. “As long as your dad agrees. I still don’t think he likes me.”
 
   “Oh my god, he does,” I said, pushing myself back up and grabbing my clutch bag. “Does these go together?” I laughed.
 
   “Perfect.” He grabbed at my waist again kissing me.
 
   “Good!” I said. “Are you gonna drive me?”
 
   He stood and pressed a thumb inside the waistband of his sweatpants, clearly without any underwear. “Like this?”
 
   “Maybe a t-shirt,” I said, “and shoes.”
 
   He would catch me off guard whenever he did that. The V shape of his pelvis was hypnotic, pulling everything I’d believed to question. It was worse when he was out of the shower, and he would wrap a towel loosely around his waist.
 
   “So?” I hacked at the dry in my throat. “Are we going?” 
 
    
 
   I met the girls at the entrance of the mall. Char sat on the hood of a stranger’s car, sipping from a Starbuck’s cup. Ava, Libby, and Hannah stood around her, from what I assumed, they were waiting for me.
 
   Dylan had kissed me before I left his car. “Have a shower,” I said. “Before dinner, or my dad might actually hate you.”
 
   He sniffed himself. “I don’t smell, maybe like fast food, but that’s the car,” he laughed. “If you want I’ll pick you up later.”
 
   “I’ll see what they’re doing, but I’ll text you.”
 
   The girls stood watch, their eyes crossed my body, looking at the mismatch of clothing.
 
   “Were you mugged and beaten?” Ava asked, placing a hand theatrically on her chest.
 
   “I came straight from Dylan’s,” I said. “I’d left these at his house.”
 
   “Last semesters training clothes,” Char said. “Could’ve been worse, could be wearing that hideous pink eye shadow.” She nodded at Ava’s face. Her eyelids were beaten with a luminous pink powder.
 
   “I’m a little heavy-handed,” she said. “Remember, I had spiked punch too, it affected me.”
 
   Char threw her head flippantly. She jumped from the car with her Starbucks and pursued through the automatic doors of the mall. “First things first,” she said throwing her empty Starbucks in the trash can, “more coffee.”
 
   We headed to the sit-in Starbucks Café. There were plenty of coffee shops around, but nothing was better than Instagramming a picture of a Starbucks cup with the girls, and going through some ironic hashtags.
 
   I ordered a Strawberry Shortcake Frappuccino, very basic white girl of me. It was apparently only a seasonal drink, but I asked for it every time, and they never failed to deliver.
 
   We grabbed our drinks and snapped pictures of them. It wasn’t all about social media for me, but it was essential for a girl of the 21st century to be in contact with the world, that and I loved to tweet about TV shows in my pajamas with ice cream. I was relatable, with the popularity prize set on prom queen, even though I was hush, hush about that near Char.
 
   “Zo,” Char said, pulling me from thought. “Did you?”
 
   “Huh?” I asked, sipping on my drink.
 
   “Did you and Dylan have sex?” Ava asked. They all pushed themselves closer.
 
   I shook my head. “I told you guys, we’re waiting until prom night, you know that.”
 
   Char gave her sympathetic awe and the puppy eyes. “But Benny told me Dylan didn’t want to wait.”
 
   “He’s a guy,” Libby said. “What guy wants to wait?”
 
   “I know you’ve given into guys, so they expect you to now,” I said. “Dylan knows I’m more than some late-night fuck.”
 
   Ava raised an eyebrow with something to say. They went quiet for a moment before she spoke. “But sex is a maturity thing too; it’s not just about giving it to a guy.”
 
   “Benny said Dylan didn’t want to wait,” Char added again, “he’s a guy, give him something to hold onto, don’t just tease him like that.”
 
   “Tease him?”
 
   “Well you do sleep at each other’s houses,” Libby said.
 
   “Guys,” Hannah spoke up. “That doesn’t mean they need to sleep together.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said, taking a large gulp of the drink, cooling inside my throat and chilling the blush in my cheeks. “It’s not that he doesn’t try, but we’re waiting.”
 
   “Give him a handy or a blowy at least,” Char said, pushing her tongue out slightly. “He’s a goddamn guy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, conscious they could see. “It’s better than giving it up for any,” I said. “Because there could be worse things, right?”
 
   They went awkwardly quiet, identifying them as giving it up to guys whenever they asked. I knew it was true, but they’d like to think differently. They’d call themselves empowered, or whatever. My mom told me an empowered woman was someone who knew what they wanted and could defend that. 
 
   “Damn, Zo,” Char laughed. She took her phone out of her pocket. “Tweeting that,” she said. “So what’s everyone doing tonight?” There were unanimous shrugs and sighs before Char spoke up again. “I know who’ll be doing me,” she laughed.
 
   “Benny?” Ava asked.
 
   “Are you guys exclusive now?” I asked.
 
   “Well, we’ll give you and Dylan a run for your money at prom, that’s for sure,” she said.
 
   A laugh erupted from the depths of my throat. “Prom isn’t until Spring,” I said. “Besides, you’re already prom queen.”
 
   Char placed her hands above her head. “See the crown,” she said, pressing her lips into a pout and smiling. “My mom was prom queen her boyfriend was king; it’s in my genes.”
 
   “Is Benny your king then?” Libby asked.
 
   “I thought Dylan would be crowned,” Hannah added.
 
   Char smiled. “Whichever guys I chose will naturally be crowned with me, but like you said, we have ages yet to campaign. First semester has just started.”
 
   “Well we won’t be campaigning, I’d rather not have all eyes on me,” I said. “Unless we’re on the ballot.”
 
   Char stifled a chuckle with her hand. “Just decline it,” she said. “Having you on my side will help.”
 
   My mom had been prom queen too. I’d remembered her flicking through a yearbook when I was younger and showing the picture in black and white tones in her beautiful gown. I was sure she’d kept it in one of the boxes in the attic somewhere.
 
   “Can you imagine what prom season will be like?” Libby laughed. “Which girl will be on Teen Mom this year?”
 
   “Stacy!” Ava and Hannah said.
 
   Stacy had been to many parties, and was always found in the bathroom, stripped naked, or in the pool, naked. She’d developed some allergy to clothes when alcohol was involved. The last I remembered of her, she was being threatened with a reform school.
 
   My phone buzzed on my lap. It was my mom. Just at the Mall, honey, let me know if you need anything. “It’s my mom,” I said, punching her phone number in.
 
   “Hi sweetie,” she answered. “Do you need anything?”
 
   “I’m in Starbucks with the girls,” I said.
 
   “Want me to come meet you?”
 
   “Oh no, I’ll come meet you,” I said with relief on my chest.
 
   “Okay, I’m outside Forever 21 with your sister,” she said.
 
   “I’ll be there in five,” I said.
 
   I felt eyes and ears on me as I hung up. The only sound made was a long slurp as Ava polished off her drink.
 
   “I’m going to meet my mom,” I said, taking my drink and clutch bag. “So, I’ll see you later.” I gave them a one-handed wave. “Text me.”
 
   I knew they were going to be annoyed that I’d left, especially when things were getting exciting; the discussion of their sex lives was my favorite topic, it made me appreciate a little bit more that I had a secret part of me.
 
   With my eyes on my phone, texting Dylan, asking him what he’d said, I bumped into Kaleb. Our shoulders collided. My Starbucks was empty. Otherwise, it would’ve been everywhere, and I didn’t have another change of clothes.
 
   “Zoey,” he said, standing still in shock. “I—I—I”
 
   “Watch it,” I said, picking my bag up and throwing the empty cup into a trash can. “Well?”
 
   “Why are you always getting in my way?”
 
   “No, don’t start that,” I said. “What were you doing last night?”
 
   “Shut up,” he said.
 
   “You spiked the punch!”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Before he could move, I noticed my mom approaching us. She grabbed me in her arms and planted a kiss on my cheek. “Hon, you look like you’ve been rooting through Goodwill,” she said. “I told you if you want to keep your old clothes, just say.”
 
   “Mom,” I said, wrangling my way out of her arms.
 
   “And who’s this?” she tipped her head at Kaleb. Before I could speak, she squinted her left eye at him. “Wait, Delgado?”
 
   Kaleb grinned. “How’d you know?”
 
   “I knew your parents, hon,” she said, reaching out for his arm. “Sorry about your loss, it’s been what, eleven years now?”
 
   He nodded, smacking his lips together. “Yup.”
 
   If there hadn’t been enough reason not to trust Kaleb, another reason presented itself. His parents were dead, I knew he lived with his brothers, but I thought because he had the whole runaway thing going on.
 
   “I never knew,” I said.
 
   “Don’t go to school telling everyone,” he said.
 
   He left seconds later as my mom called Maddie over.
 
   “Well he’s very nice,” she said.
 
   I smiled. “What do you know about his family?”
 
   “Your dad and his dad worked together. He was your dad’s co-pilot for a few years. He died in a crash with his wife. Thought it was a hit and run. Such a tragedy.”
 
   “I bought that top, Mom,” Maddie said, holding up the glossy bag. She took one look at me and pressed her tongue to her teeth. “Zo, where’ve you been?”
 
   “A sleepover, and this was the only change of clothes I had,” I said quickly. “I know, it’s not a good look.”
 
   Mom tussled my hair and tssked. “Oh, honey, it has its charm,” she said. “But as soon as you get home, please for the love of all that is holy, wash the hairspray out. It’s gonna become a bird’s nest.”
 
   I pulled my head up. “Thanks, Mom,” I said. “Show me your top.”
 
   She pulled at it. A white and pink ombre top with a fringe midsection. “Do you like it?”
 
   I couldn’t lie; it wasn’t something I would picture my baby sister wearing. What was she becoming? “Is it really you?”
 
   “You hate it?”
 
   “No, just didn’t think you’d wear anything like that.”
 
   Mom intervened before I could do any damage, not that I’d meant to—I didn’t. I never want to hurt my sister, but everything was getting to me, everyone was somehow piling inside my head and cramming their voices down my throat. “She loves it, Maddie.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Well then tell your face that’s what you mean,” Maddie said, the sass vibrated throughout the mall. “I don’t ask you to be nice to me.”
 
   “But I do,” Mom said. “Now girls, let’s not make this a thing, the top is beautiful just like you. You’re both my beautiful babies.” She pulled us both along in her arms.
 
   I was pulled back to the phone buzzing in my hand; three missed calls and several texts from Dylan. I couldn’t stomach looking, so I turned it off.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   We reached home before I turned my phone on to more of Dylan’s calls or texts. I rushed straight to my room and threw myself on the bed. I punched in Dylan’s name and called him, to his many babes and answer me’s; he’d better answer before the first ring.
 
   “Zo, what happened?” he asked, and all the pent up anger I’d had over him discussing us vanished, like a hot breath after so long of holding it in, it cooled over me. “Zo? Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, sorry,” I said, “I was with my mom. The girls were saying shit about us, and it annoyed me like you didn’t want to wait until prom, and you told all the guys.”
 
   There was a break in silence. I laid back and stared up at the ceiling. “No, it’s not like that,” he said. “They were asking me why we were waiting, and I told them it was because I love you, we’d decided on prom.”
 
   “But if I didn’t want to wait anymore, what would you say?” It was a leading question, as much as I didn’t want to test him. It was something I wanted to know.
 
   “I’d trust you to make a decision on when you’re ready,” he replied. “I love you, Zo, you know that, right?”
 
   I nodded to myself. “I know,” I said. “I love you too.”
 
   “Oh, and my dad is coming home tonight so I won’t be able to make dinner,” he said. “Apparently he brought a new girlfriend home with him, so you know that’s going to be fun.” He laughed nervously.
 
   I knew Dylan hated it when his dad brought one of his many girlfriends over, let alone introducing him to them; he somewhat guessed their names based on popular stripper names or the pretentious name of a paint color. “What’s her name this time?” I asked.
 
   “Candy? Jazmonique? Caramel Shortcake?” he reeled off, “your guess is as good as mine.” He laughed harder.
 
    “Money is on Caramel,” I said. “Where did he go?”
 
   I could feel him shrug. “Phoenix or Tucson, so maybe something earthy.”
 
   “Definitely Caramel,” I said.
 
   “I’ll tell you when they get here.”
 
   Before long, we’d finished on the phone. Dylan had gone for dinner with his dad, and I was still staring up at the ceiling with my phone clutched to my chest. The buzz and beep of texts whirled in.
 
   It wasn’t unusual for me to disconnect myself from the internet and friends. I’d felt too connected recently. I had to paint to ground myself. I usually spent most of my time at the easel in my room covered in licks of paints.
 
   The weekend was already over. Dylan revealed the name of his dad’s new girlfriend, Carmelita; an off-brand caramel product found small Latino shops. I finally felt some normality from the incident at homecoming. I bathed in a bubble bath, sitting in the water until I was cold and wrinkled. It had been my mom’s answer to all life’s problems since I was little. 
 
   Dylan picked me up in his dad’s convertible. I climbed in, greeted by a kiss. It was either Dylan or Char picking me up, and I preferred it when Dylan did. He made me warm inside, kissing me and telling me how pretty I was, even when I was carrying five pounds of water and PMSing.
 
   “You’re gorgeous,” he said, on cue. “Do you have practice after school?”
 
   I kissed him and sat back to lock the seat belt in place. “Yeah. You?”
 
   “Hardcore now homecoming is over,” he said. “Coach wants us to be on our A game.”
 
   “There’s a cheer competition in a few weeks, so Mr. June and Char are pushing us,” I said, rolling my eyes at the thought. Last year we came in third at the Golden State Cheer Championship, where selected schools across California came together at one of the largest convention centers in Los Angeles to perform routines. This school year, Char was gunning for the top spot.
 
   “When?” he asked, reversing out of the driveway. “I’ll come along and cheer for you.”
 
   “I think it’s an overnight thing,” I said. “You should come!”
 
   He grinned. “I’ll talk to the guys and see what they think if you girls don’t mind,” he said, flashing his smile.
 
   The news of spiked punch was all over the bulletin board, from the large poster asking for information to the voice over on the PA advising of drug and alcohol safety.
 
   I sat beside Char and Ava in home room when the voice came again. “At 2 PM this afternoon, we’ll have a visitor from the local PD, this is a mandatory school assembly, you are required to attend. To repeat, that’s 2 PM in the auditorium. Arrive early to be seated.”
 
   Char playfully punched my arm. “Damn,” she said, “those bitches spiked the punch, and now we’re all being punished with a visit from the PD.”
 
   “If this eats into cheer practice, I’m gonna flip,” Ava said.
 
   “Cheer practice is at 3:30 PM,” I said, “it’ll be someone saying don’t do drugs. Not like last time when they brought in those dogs.”
 
   Char rolled her eyes. “Shit! You think?”
 
   “Have something to hide?” Mila spoke up from behind. “Sound mighty guilty.”
 
   “You look guilty of offending your face with an eyebrow pencil this morning, Mila. Did you sneeze or something?” Char asked, flicking her hair.
 
   I looked back. It was accurate. I turned quickly to grab a glance at my face; I’d gently wiped a brush over my eyebrows this morning to give them a fuller look. They were twins, not identical, but close enough. As someone who loved art as much as I did, painting my face was an easy feat. Only the slightest lip gloss, blush, but enough concealer to remove the darkness beneath my eyes and any odd blemishes.
 
   “You okay?” Ava asked.
 
   “Yeah? Why?”
 
   “The bell rang,” she said.
 
   That happened often. Losing myself in thought, I tried to make it less obvious, but sometimes I’d forget what I was doing before I began thinking.
 
   “I’ll see you at lunch,” Char said, blowing a kiss.
 
   First period, AP art studio. It was all focused on my final module, made from a portfolio of cohesive pieces shown at a gallery the school had connections with, but they’d only show the best, if you didn’t make it, you’d end up part of the school gallery showing in the auditorium or gymnasium.
 
   I pulled my hair tight and tied it high on my head in a bun. I switched out my clothes for the paint-stained smock. I didn’t have a vision, theme, or anything to resemble an idea. I was clueless. We weren’t allowed to paint direct to the canvas, a stupid decision for anyone to make, we had to sketch, then show those to the teacher, and Mrs. Galloway, the head of the department, she would approve or advise on improvements. Most canvases were made in house, from woodshop and tailor made to size. We had to think of measurements and shape it all together. Free reign.
 
   “Where’s the emotion, Zoey?” Mrs. Galloway said, looking over my shoulder.
 
   I paused in response, looking up and hiding the paper with my arm. “It’s not finished, so I’m not sure.”
 
   “I don’t doubt you’ll get there,” she said. “But try raw emotion. A necessary evil, Zoey.”
 
   I gave a full smile behind my lying face. “Thanks.”
 
   A single comment would throw me – it did. I didn’t expect anything else from Mrs. Galloway; she was always hovering over us. Of the seven of us in the AP class, I looked like I was struggling the most.
 
   Lunch rolled around. The girls sat at their table with their lunches on plastic trays. I’d brought my lunch from home, like I do every Monday, because meatball Monday could not be trusted, it was a mystery meat my body could not digest. But Friday was pizza day, and they couldn’t go wrong with pizza.
 
   “You should’ve reminded me,” Hannah said as I pulled my sandwich from my lunch bag.
 
   “Every Monday,” I laughed.
 
   “Think it’s real meat?” Libby asked.
 
   “God no,” Char said, “it’s all ball. No meat.”
 
   “Poor guys,” Ava added. “Question is which animal do they take them from?”
 
   We glanced at each other, often, we weren’t sure if Ava was serious. Usually, she wasn’t and trying to add something to the joke, but it would never seem to land. “It’s beef, so probably a cow,” I said, not believing myself. I had a sandwich; I didn’t need to believe.
 
   “Oh.” She creased her face at the thought. “So the male ones?”
 
   “Bulls,” Char said.
 
   “But cows are the ones you milk,” Ava said.
 
   “Yeah. Try and milk a bull and I’m sure he’d be upset, or excited.”
 
   “Ew.” She stabbed a fork into a meatball. “As long as they taste semi-nice, that’s fine.”
 
   I dug into my cheese and pastrami sandwich. Tuesdays in the cafeteria were usually hamburger patty days, the leftover mystery meat from Monday. Funny enough, I enjoyed Tuesdays.
 
   A voice came over the PA again before the bell for final period. “A quick reminder, at 2 PM, a mandatory assembly is being held, and you’re all expected to attend. That’s 2 PM in the auditorium.”
 
   Last year, something similar happened when a girl overdosed on some designer drug. They made it sound almost like she had died, but she didn’t, she had her stomach pumped and was back in school a few days later. She’d been a cheerleader, a year older than me. My mom threatened to homeschool me at the thought of drugs circulating the school.
 
   “If Sadie was here,” Char began, “she’d be having some serious flashbacks.”
 
   It was time for the dreaded assembly. We’d pre-emptively changed into our cheer outfits, an expression of how much we would rather be in gym class or cheer practice to the stuffy auditorium.
 
   Three tall men, bulked in their police uniforms walked on stage. They were from the San Rafael Police Department, their faces solid in place, like half of San Rafael’s over 50 within a mile radius of a plastic surgeon’s office.
 
   A microphone had been placed center stage, adjusted higher than it was for Principal Sanders. He stood awkwardly beside them. 
 
   He tapped three times. “Sure by now you know why you’re here,” the middle man boomed. “And if not, you missed out on the dance, but at least you were safe.” He took a step back.
 
   “We received a call at 9 PM on Friday night.” Another stood forward. “Reports of teenagers’ vicious vomit attacks. Now, one person, we can understand, two people, again, we anticipate you to experimenting with alcohol, but when almost forty students are reported, well that’s no coincidence. That’s a malicious attack.”
 
   Staged gasps sounded throughout, we all knew someone had spiked the punch, the question was, who? Our bets were placed on the student body, but mine were on Kaleb.
 
   “We pulled a sample from the punch and found traces of the ethanol that went missing.” The third took the microphone. “Known as pure alcohol. We’ve noted a substantial amount missing from the science labs, and we’re investigating this further.”
 
   They continued to use their scare tactics, asking for any further information. It was a witch hunt.
 
   “Does anyone have anything to say, publicly, or privately? We’ll be here for a few more hours,” the middle officer spoke up.
 
   Char cleared her throat and stood. “I have something,” she said. “The only people I saw beside the punch table were the student body.” She shrugged her shoulders. I glanced at the back of their heads; Mila, Heather, and Kirsten. “I mean, I’m not accusing anyone, but isn’t it weird, they stood beside it all evening, and none of them were ill?”
 
   Voices in agreement chimed up. “Not to name anyone specifically.” Ava stood beside Char. “But if the film HEATHERS taught is anything, it’s not to trust a Heather.”
 
   Heather Meakin wasn’t the only Heather in school, of course, she was the only one on the student body.
 
   The principal took the microphone. “Enough, Charlotte,” Principal Sanders said, straightening out his tie. “We won’t be accusing anyone; this will be dealt with by the school and the local authorities.”
 
   It was soon over, and I found myself waiting to bump into Kaleb. He had serious issues going on, and things he didn’t want anyone to know, but I couldn’t help it, I wanted to know what happened.
 
   “What do you want?” He stopped in front of me on his way into the locker room. “C’mon.”
 
   “What’s up with you?” I asked. “As someone concerned about the next school dance, y’know, in case you decide to throw something worse in the punch.”
 
   “Why would you think that’s something I would do?” he asked. “Because I’m damaged? Because my parents are dead? Am I vulnerable? Is that what this is, do I look like a project to you?”
 
   I took a couple deep breathes. “No, no, not at all.”
 
   “Good,” he said. “Now please move.”
 
   And yet it was clear as day; there was something painful to him. I was intrigued. He was what I needed for my art project; raw and emotional. I was an observer.
 
   “Get your butt out here, Zo. Practice is about to start,” Libby shouted down the hall. “If you see Han, tell her too.”
 
   I found Hannah lip-locked with a sophomore from the basketball team. She noticed me and pushed him away, straightening herself out. “C’mon Hannah,” I said. The guy blushed, rushing off before waving goodbye. “We’ve got practice.”
 
   We made our way out onto the field.
 
   Hannah pulled me aside. “Don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “Cute,” I said. “Max, right?”
 
   “You know him?”
 
   I laughed. “Dylan is their captain, of course.”
 
   “Really think it’s cute?”
 
   “And cradle robbing.”
 
   She smacked my arm with a pom-pom. “Don’t say that. Not funny.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Cheer season was in full swing, and I couldn’t quite get used to the idea of being in my final year. I was a senior now, and I had to decide what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Almost like I was supposed to know. People paid attention to what I said, interested to ask questions about my future, questions I hadn’t even discussed with my family or Dylan.
 
   Saturday the 31st of October, marked the first holiday, and as such, we needed to prepare and celebrate in style. We owed Instagram at least that much.
 
   Last year, Char had cemented herself with the Halloween Spooktacular party she threw. This year, we’d planned on doing it bigger and better, and her mom would help, even if she insisted on going out of town for it.
 
   “Half the senior class has been invited,” Char said. She held up a dress against herself, wrapping it to judge the type of fit. “Let them see their future prom queen.”
 
   “A shoe-in,” I said, glancing at my phone, it was mid-afternoon, and we still had lots to do. “So, where we going first?”
 
   “Target?” Ava suggested. “Can’t use last year’s decorations, find something cheap.”
 
   “Cutting it so late,” Char said. “We should’ve done this yesterday.”
 
   “I need some Spanx,” Libby said. “I’m feeling fat.”
 
   “Is it that time of the month?” I asked, dreading the PMS monster.
 
   “I’m supposed to start tomorrow, but I’m bloated,” she said.
 
   “My mom has some,” Char said. “Let’s not get caught buying Spanx, Lib. Not something we need to be seen with.” She threw the dress on her bed and spritzed herself with perfume.
 
   “Mm.” We sniffed at the air.
 
   “What’s that?” Hannah asked. “I need.”
 
   “Kings & Queens,” she said. “It’s gold dust, so use sparingly.” We all wanted some. Char splashed us twice, once on the wrist and second at the neck. It had probably been a gift Char’s mom was given. “So, what’s first?”
 
   I pulled up the notes on my phone. Everything we’d discussed was on there. “Last minute decorations, so, all decorations. Snacks, soda, solo cups, costume touches, and Halloween makeup, or just makeup. Also, still have to decide on the film to show in the background and a playlist.”
 
   “Obvi a HALLOWEEN film, Michael Myers and all that,” Ava said. “As for music, I have a Spotify playlist.”
 
   “Check those off then,” Char said.
 
   We took Char’s mom’s Range Rover. It fit all five of us perfectly, with room for shopping. Target was our one-stop shop. We grabbed a shopping cart and strolled the aisles, throwing everything Halloween themed in. From the success of last year, this year had massed over 100 RSVPs, and we needed enough of everyone.
 
   “Chips and dips!” Libby said. “I know I get real hungry.”
 
   “On the list,” I said.
 
   “We should have a list of people, and if they’re not on, we can turn them away,” Char said. “I might need their vote, but I can’t have them thinking we’re besties.” 
 
   “I’ll create it,” Ava said. “We should get someone to work on the door too.”
 
   Char waved her hand at her and smiled. “Overkill.”
 
   The cart was almost full. “Okay, let me take a picture,” I said. They gathered around, pointing into the cart and smiling.
 
   “Hashtag, you’re not invited,” Ava said.
 
   “Halloqueen, Queen for Halloween, crown me already,” Char added. “Any of those hashtags, because you know, I’ll be prom queen.”
 
   “Isn’t that bad luck,” Libby asked. “Tempting fate.”
 
   “Luck?” Char laughed. “We create our own luck, if you don’t put it out there, how the hell will it ever know what you want?”
 
   “Well, I want a bag of Cheetos,” Hannah said.
 
   “Ask, and you shall receive,” Char said, grabbing a bag from the shelf.
 
   I’d purchased a black lace mask; it went perfectly with the black dress I’d bought. It fit and it squeezed my boobs in the right way. It was an all-black fantasy, from mask to heels. My mom hadn’t seen the dress yet, and the thought of her asking to see it before I left for Char’s frightened me. 
 
   We took a pit stop at my house before going back to Char’s. My mom invited everyone in for lemonade, grilling my friends about the party and making sure there was a curfew in place, which there wasn’t, but thankfully Char was an expert in lying to parents and teachers.
 
   I phoned Dylan from my room.
 
   “Hey babe,” he answered. “Are you prepared for tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, just home before heading to Char’s,” I said. “Her mom’s bought alcohol, but, I’m not sure I’ll be drinking.”
 
   “Really? Why?”
 
   “Homecoming has got me all weird,” I said as a healthy reminder.
 
   “That was pure ethanol,” he said. “And weeks ago now. Plus, there’s no science lab at Char’s for that to happen.”
 
   “Well, I mainly called to ask what you were wearing tonight,” I said. “I have this real cute dress, think I showed it you, but anyway, it’s the black one, with the boobs, I’m sure you know. Well, I’m wearing that.”
 
   He chuckled as I prattled on. “I know the one,” he said. “I told you, Edward Cullen, I have the sparkles and shit.”
 
   “You were being serious?”
 
   “I lost a bet, and missed a three pointer, so I have to,” he laughed. “But I’ll have the hottest girl at the party, so I still win.”
 
   He melted my body to a warm sticky mess. “Love you,” I said. “I have to go.”
 
   “Love you,” he said. “See ya later.”
 
   I had all my things in a bag, and thankfully my mom didn’t ask to see what I was wearing. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and asked her to give one to dad.
 
   “Is it okay if Kaleb comes?” Ava asked once we were all in the car.
 
   Char took a moment to respond. “What do you mean? Of course he’s coming, he’s the mascot, it wouldn’t be the team without him,” she said. She paused before starting the ignition to look at her in the back seat. “Why are you asking?”
 
   “Oh,” she blushed. “We’ve been hooking up, and he doesn’t hang around with us.”
 
   “He’s a senior, so, of course he’s invited,” I said. “I definitely sent him an invite.” I definitely did not send him an invite, he was the one who spiked the punch, and now I wasn’t drinking at this party at all. I could’ve probably had one if I wanted, but with him there it wasn’t safe to think about having a drink.
 
   Ava grinned. “Good! He said he’ll bring a bottle too, probably something top shelf.” And there it was, the reason he probably spiked the punch, his brothers run a bar, but he isn’t a mixologist, no matter how much he tried at homecoming.
 
   Char’s house had been cleaned from top to bottom by the time we got back. Her mom had a part-time housekeeper, on discounted rates because she was a realtor and the company cleaned her houses before a showing. Char bragged about it as we hauled bags through the front door.
 
   “Spread the Halloween shit far and wide,” Char said. “I’ll get the lights set up.”
 
   We had Halloween confetti and ceiling streamers. We posted every inch of the Halloween fantasy to our social media sites. Red, black, and white pieces of sugar paper cut out into fangs, spiders, webs, and bolts of lightning.
 
   Hannah walked in on me pulling myself into the black dress. I’d noticed her in the mirror, she stood in a long t-shirt, her hair blown out, twiddling her hands together. “Zo?”
 
   “Yea?” I turned to her.
 
   “Do you think Char will be mad if I invite Max?” she asked.
 
   My brows knitted together in response. They’d locked lips in the locker room. “He’s not a senior.” I shrugged. “If you’re dating, it’s not like she’ll say no.”
 
   “Will you ask for me?”
 
   Twisting my arms in an odd position, I zipped the back of the dress up. “Just ask, or invite him anyway.”
 
   “Who?” Char said, walking into the room. “Who are you inviting?”
 
   I stayed quiet as Hannah blushed. “I’m seeing a sophomore,” she said.
 
   “Sure,” Char said, “as long as he’s not messy. Oh, and ask him to bring his own alcohol, in fact, scratch that, don’t let him drink, I don’t want a confused teen in my house showing up the seniors.”
 
   “He’s on the basketball team,” Hannah added.
 
   “Benchwarmer,” Char said. “How cute, we all need to do our bit for charity.”
 
   We were all used to Char and her quick wit. Hannah squealed in excitement, thanking Char before rushing off to get dressed.
 
   Char added finishing touches to her outfit. A crown from her mom’s closet. She pulled us all into her mom’s room to watch. “It’s Swarovski,” she said, weaving it inside her hair. “It’s insured, don’t worry.”
 
   “Beautiful,” Libby said. “You’re going to slay prom.”
 
   “Bitches be cray,” Ava said.
 
   I smiled. “Is Benny coming as your king then?”
 
   “Zo, you know a queen doesn’t make a king, they make a duke. A king can make a queen, but not the other way around,” Char said. Thoroughly researched for a history paper on the British monarchy.
 
   “Does that mean if Dylan becomes prom king, I’ll automatically be queen?”
 
   “This is prom we’re talking about,” Char said. “Don’t be silly.”
 
   Dylan, Benny, and some of the other seniors on the basketball team were the first to arrive. The party wasn’t due to start until 8 PM. Char had handed out pre-shots to prepare us, it was fruity. I drank mine, but that was my limit.
 
   “We’ve got a keg!” Two guys called out, lugging it behind Dylan. 
 
   “Put a towel down,” Char shouted at them. “You don’t know how much it takes to get scratches out, and neither do I, but I don’t want to find out.”
 
   Halloween, the 1978 film, played muted on the large flat screen. Strobe lights flashed around to the sound of Ava’s Spotify playlist on the surround sound.
 
   I made my entrance from the top of the stairs. I walked down to see Dylan, standing in his glorious sparkling mess. He stood at the foot of the stairs and took my hand.
 
   “You’re gorgeous Zoey Jensen,” he said.
 
   “And I would kiss you, but I’m scared you’d ruin my make-up with your glitter.”
 
   “Damn,” he bit his lip.
 
   “Looks like you lost a fight with the glitter. Did they steal your money too?”
 
   “If keeping this on means I won’t get to kiss you, I’ll be scrubbing my face very soon,” he said. “Maybe after everyone has had selfies with the mess I’ve become.”
 
   I let go of his hand and grabbed my phone from the side of my dress. “Good thinking.”
 
   He looked bewildered. “How’d you squeeze that in?”
 
   “A tight fit.”
 
   We took a selfie, the kind you’d see and scroll past. The one where they’re kissing. I let him kiss me, even with all the glitter on his face, he smushed his lips up against me as I took pictures. 
 
   “I love you,” he said, and kissed me again.
 
   “Love you,” I said, “but I don’t love that you lost a bet where glitter was involved.” With my mom working with kindergarten classes all day, I knew glitter was the devil, a living creature, and it would travel with you everywhere. “You’re going to need to be decontaminated.”
 
   He smushed his lips against me again. “You too.” I could feel the thick gloopy glitter on my face, but I wasn’t out to impress anyone, only him, and he loved me either way.
 
   More people came and music pumped progressively louder. Char had plugged a microphone into a speaker, she tapped the top of it before speaking. “I just want to thank you all for coming out tonight,” she said. “Hashtag Char’s Halloween!”
 
   Dylan handed me a solo cup of beer. “Don’t worry, I pumped it myself, it’s nothing else,” he said.
 
   I took a sip. “Mmh, it’s an—acquired taste,” I laughed.
 
   “If you drink more of it, you’ll forget how nasty it is.”
 
   He was right. I drank more and my taste buds adjusted. I had a second before I felt my face warming and my body inhibiting the rhythm of the music.
 
   I pulled Dylan to the living room where all the messy bodies intertwined and danced together. He kissed me again, catching the texture of glitter in my mouth this time. “Are you going to wash that off?” I asked, pulling him by his collar.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Where’s the bathroom?”
 
   I pointed to the stairs. “Use the one in the guest room,” I said. “It’s empty.”
 
   He squinted to watch my lips. “Where?”
 
   “Upstairs, I’ll come in a minute,” I said.
 
   He walked off and I walked through the kitchen. The rooms were packed with people. I grabbed at Char’s hand but she was with Benny. She shooed me. I moved to Ava, busy with Kaleb. Char finally took my hand. “What’s up, Zo?”
 
   “I need a towel,” I said. “Dylan is washing all the glittery shit off his body.”
 
   “You shoulda said. Back of the hall upstairs, there’s the linen closest. But try not to get too much glitter on it, you know that shits the devil.”
 
   I laughed. “Gotcha.” I rushed back through the crowd.
 
   Kaleb bumped into me, spilling something down my top. “Move,” he said. My entire body was now wet. I pushed him back. My face flushed with anger as he stared smugly. He shrugged.
 
   “Move,” I said through my gritted teeth. “You did that on purpose!” I grabbed the second drink in his hand and threw it at him.
 
   He laughed. “Fine with me,” he said and pulled his shirt off, revealing the sculpted body beneath his wet t-shirt. “Like I said, I’m not some vulnerable pushover.”
 
   “Whatever,” I pushed him harder and rushed upstairs.
 
   Dylan was lying on the bed. He’d pulled part of his shirt off and his pants were pulled to his thighs. I thought he was asleep. He looked up. “Char’s gonna kill us,” he said.
 
   “Tell me about it,” I said, “I’m gonna get towels, the bathroom is through there.”
 
   Char had the thick fluffy show-home towels, they felt brand new. They probably were. I grabbed two of them, stuffing them under my arms. “Dylan. Are you in the bathroom?” I asked, noting his shirt strewn on the floor.
 
   I pressed a towel to my chest, drying the wet from the beer. I opened the door to see him facing the doorway. He placed a thumb in the band of his underwear, like he knew what it did to me, framing the V from his abs and pelvis.
 
   “Is that necessary?” I asked, throwing the towels at him.
 
   “I didn’t want to get my clothes wet,” he said. “What happened to you?”
 
   He handed me a towel. “Someone spilled a drink on me,” I said, grabbing him by the waist and kissing him. “I’ll need to wash my face if I keep kissing you.”
 
   “Kiss away,” he said.
 
   I turned him to face the long mirror, the lights around it, lighting the entire bathroom. He flexed, glancing at me in the reflection. I pulled my dress up slightly and combed a hand through the bottom of my hair.
 
   “You’re sexy as hell,” he said.
 
   I turned on the faucet, filling the sink with warm water. “Let’s wash that glitter off,” I said, dipping an end of a towel. “Then we can go show everyone how goddamn cute we are.”
 
   “You’re the cute one,” he said. “Maybe we should stay up here a little while, the bedroom is free.”
 
   With the end of the wet towel, I wiped at his cheek. “We’re waiting,” I said. “I thought you didn’t mind.”
 
   “Oh no, no, no, I didn’t mean that,” he said. “You know I respect you, I don’t want to do anything you don’t want to do, but it’s nice to be alone sometimes though.”
 
   I dipped the towel and wiped his mouth before kissing him again. His entire face was soon clean of glitter. The sink resembled a bath bomb explosion.
 
   “How do I look?”
 
   “Better.” I continued to wipe away the glitter on his chest.
 
   I had more glitter on my face than he did in the end. I found myself pulling him from the bathroom back to the bedroom to put his shirt on and button his pants. He pulled me to his lap and kissed me. “We should be prom king and queen,” he said. “Don’t let Char steal that from us.”
 
   I laughed. “We have ages yet.”
 
   There was a knock at the door. Ava and Kaleb burst through with the bouncing vibrations of music. They pulled each other out of their clothes. I jumped from Dylan’s lap.
 
   “Oh,” Ava and Kaleb stood back.
 
   “Didn’t realize this was occupied,” Ava said. “I think it’s noble, the whole virgin thing – while it lasted.”
 
   I laughed. “I was just getting Dylan all cleaned,” I said.
 
   “No glitter,” Dylan laughed, standing up behind me.
 
   “So can we have the room?” Ava asked. “If you’re not using it.”
 
   I tugged on Dylan’s hand. “Sure, make sure to clean up and use protection.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Kaleb said.
 
   “I was speaking to Ava, who knows what you’re carrying,” I said, pulling Dylan’s hand to leave. He gave a one-handed salute as we left. “Laters.”
 
   We shut the door and Dylan pulled me to a halt. “Are you okay?” 
 
   “I don’t trust him,” I said, shrugging. “Do we even know who he is?”
 
   Dylan laughed. “You said you knew him.”
 
   “I did, I do, but I get a funny feeling from him,” I said. “Anyway, it’s Halloween, and we have to get back.”
 
   “We’re the cutest damn couple.” 
 
   “Exactly,” I said, kissing him again.
 
   We were in the thick of it, the music pumped through the room just as Michael Myers became stabby. It was a mix of drunken haze and images of random people screaming. I truly gave in to the alcohol. The empowerment of not holding back, I felt like I could conquer the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I woke inside one of Dylan’s hoodies. Through the haze of my vision, I found myself in his bed. We’d somehow made it back to his house. Thinking about what had happened through the night, I pushed my face into a pillow and groaned. 
 
   The heavy curtains felt like night. I reached out for Dylan, hoping to wake him. He mumbled and shifted his body away.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked. My breath was vile, like a backed-up sewer plant. “I don’t feel well.”
 
   “Shhhh,” his sleepy voice droned.
 
   It was noon, the bright screen of my phone blinding me. I made out several texts asking where I was, but the effort to reply was too much.
 
   “Take me home.” I nudged Dylan again.
 
   He turned. “Take an Uber.”
 
   I’d narrowly escaped an encounter with Dylan’s dad as I squeezed through the front door to the Uber outside. I’d slept most of the way home. My hair, dry and sticky from hairspray was pulled into a stiff ponytail.
 
   Maddie met me at the front door. I was in Dylan’s hoodie and a pair of leggings.
 
   “You’re lucky mom’s out,” Maddie said. “Gone to the airport.”
 
   “I don’t look that bad.” I lied.
 
   “They’ll only be a few hours. You should shower,” she said, holding the door.
 
   The gunk on my face and the sting in my hair ached. “Thank God!” I sighed, pushing my hands together in prayer.
 
   “How was your night?” she continued as I pushed myself past her. “When will I be invited to parties?”
 
   I chuckled. “Not yet, Maddie, it takes a lot out of you. Focus on school.” I was protective, like anyone would, I didn’t want her around friends like mine, or alcohol, she was still my baby sister.
 
   Showers were the worst place to find yourself in thought. Reflecting on how everything came to be. My freshman year, walking into high school with my two best friends, Brittany, and Delilah. I’d see them around now; they were still close, and I felt horrible for abandoning them for the cheer squad. We were a trio of Bachelorette watching besties.
 
   Maddie waited for me outside the bathroom. I bumped into her, wearing only a towel around my body and one holding up my hair.
 
   “How old’s your friend?” she asked.
 
   I stood abruptly. “Who?”
 
   “The guy we in the mall,” she said. “He was cute.”
 
   “Kaleb?”
 
   “Mom said she knew him.”
 
   “Oh, he’s my age, so, definitely not,” I said. “You shouldn’t even think about boys yet.”
 
   “I’ve had a boyfriend,” she said. “Remember Patrick?”
 
   A smile graced my face. “Patrick? You used to make soup for him?” I asked. “Wasn’t he ill?”
 
   “No!” She scowled.
 
   “Oh, Patrick was the one you used to bring home to do homework with then? I definitely would’ve have said you were in a relationship.”
 
   “I was old enough, Zoey,” she said, “I know what one of those is.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Sure, Mads. It was a relationship.” I rushed passed to my bedroom. “Yell to me when mom’s home.”
 
   The shower had made me more human, and my hair less like a nest. Behind me, in the mirror, as I dried myself, I noticed my unfinished canvas, the half-assed brush strokes with no direction. I pulled the hair dryer from the dresser, but before I could do anything, I closed my bedroom door and threw a white sheet over the canvas.
 
    
 
   Over 200 people at my high school were seniors, and every senior who had purchased a ticket to the dance was due to be quizzed by the local police department about that night. It had been weeks since it had happened. They’d searched lockers and frisked us. They had a list of people who’d been poisoned by the punch; I was on the list, but I was still due to be questioned. I did run off after Kaleb; it could’ve been me for all anyone knew.
 
   The first period was Biology and I was there early. My stomach bubbled in knots at the thought we would be hauled aside one-by-one like criminals. They’d never mentioned anything like this in the auditorium, but I couldn’t be too certain; I wasn’t completely focused. I could have given Kaleb up right there and then, but instead, I decided to play Nancy Drew. What a mistake that was!
 
   “Have you heard?” Ava asked, slumping beside me.
 
   “It’s all everyone’s talking about,” I said.
 
   Libby sat down at my other side. “Why are they only taking seniors?”
 
   I shrugged. It had crossed my mind; it was strange they only wanted to speak to the seniors, but somewhat made sense, they had a suspect in mind, probably Kaleb, and they needed someone to say so. “Who do you think it was?”
 
   “Char wants us to say it was Heather, Mila, and the bow-legged one,” Ava said, tapping her left temple. “What’s her name?” She glanced behind slightly at Kirsten, the obvious third person.
 
   “Honestly,” I began, “I don’t remember what happened, I had one drink, but it felt like fifty.”
 
   “That’s a good story, Zo,” Libby said. “Can I use that too?”
 
   “No Libby, that’s what happened,” I said.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Ava laughed. “Well, it boosts your alcohol immune system, Zo.”
 
   I heard people nearby laugh; I wasn’t sure if it was from what we’d said, or from something going on behind me. “If it was anything else, I doubt we would have noticed,” I said. 
 
   “It’s usually as freshman initiation,” Ava said. “Some cheap ass fruit liqueur.”
 
   I lowered my voice. “Did you guys already know?”
 
   Ava and Libby shrugged. “I mean, there was talk, but yeah,” Ava said. “The punch is usually spiked anyway, just not with ethanol.”
 
   It was still probably Kaleb. I’d watched him. But the more assured I was it was Kaleb, the more I questioned myself. “Who does it?” I asked. They shrugged again.
 
   Before the lesson began, I was called out to meet with the local PD officers. This time, a man and a woman, Officer Gerrard and Officer Renner. They shook my hand, introducing themselves.
 
   “Miss Jensen,” they said.
 
   They had a temporary office set up in a room with several pipes running through it. The rough regurgitating sound of water pumping through the bowels of the school. They offered me a seat.
 
   The male, Officer Gerrard, smacked his hands together. “So, you were affected,” he said. “I’m sure you want to know who’s responsible. We’ve spoken with a few of your peers, some with information on your whereabouts, the double doors leading to the science labs.”
 
   I grinned out of nervousness. “I went to the bathroom, you know that’s the direction,” I said.
 
   “We do.”
 
   “I don’t know who spiked the punch,” I said.
 
   “Good to know,” Officer Renner said. “So, your friend, Ze—Ka—Te—no, Charlotte,” she said, snapping her fingers as she hit the name. “Your friend Charlotte seems to be very vocal.”
 
   “Is she right?” I asked.
 
   “We’ll ask the questions,” Officer Gerrard reminded me. “So, what do you know?”
 
   I butt my lips together. “I don’t remember anything from that night, Char says a lot, but I find it best not to listen to everything.”
 
   “We understand you were severely affected by this,” Officer Renner said. “So you can understand why it’s important we found out who’s responsible.”
 
   “What would happen to them?”
 
   “Officially, they’d be suspended and could face fines, perhaps end up in a juvenile detention facility. You know breaking into a science lab and stealing concentrated ethanol is a punishable offense.”
 
   I nodded, the knots bulged in my stomach, like ulcers swelling inside bloating me. “Hopefully, someone else has more information.”
 
   They thanked me for my time, shaking my hand and escorting me back to biology. I walked by Char’s English class; she frowned like I’d done something to offend her.
 
   “So?” I found her text on my phone.
 
   “They asked me if I knew anything. I told them I didn’t, they mentioned you accusing people, I didn’t say anything though.” I replied from inside a book.
 
   “You should’ve said it was them!” she replied, followed by several laughter emojis.
 
   Biology was boring, not a surprise, followed by English and a discussion on John Steinbeck’s ‘Of Mice and Men’, before history class, learning about the great depression. It was a miracle we didn’t create the next great depression.
 
   As per personal rules for lunch on a Monday, I’d brought my own. I sat beside Char and the other girls. At this point, most of them had been interviewed by the police officers, and almost everyone but me had mentioned the student body. I didn’t dislike them; they were always nice to me, but they didn’t put themselves out there to be liked.
 
   “You can’t think they did it,” I said. 
 
   Char raised her eyebrows. “I don’t care who did it, this is something to pass the time while we’re forced to stay in school, you know, before prom, graduation, and the inevitable school scholarships I’m destined for.”
 
   “You’ll get one of the cheer scholarships,” Ava encouraged. “Which ones have you applied for?”
 
   “Only the ones with a full ride,” she said, looking up and down the table. “So you know what that means, we’d best get practicing new cheers for the competition next month in LA.”
 
   I often forgot about everyone else on the squad. I didn’t need them to occupy space in my mind, not that I was busy or anything, but I had a lot to think about already. I wasn’t in any position to look for scholarships in cheer, but I was for my art, even if I was being pushed to look for both by the guidance counselor.
 
   What do you want to do? I was constantly asked. Chewing on my sandwich, I found myself taking an aggressive bite and mulling over the question. An artist, I would reply to a smirk.
 
   “Hey,” Dylan said, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Can I have a bite?” He kissed my neck.
 
   I hadn’t realized I was scowling until Dylan’s warmth warped a smile on my face. I pushed the sandwich to his mouth to take a bite. “Have you talked to the police yet?”
 
   He laughed. “No, have you?” he chewed twice before swallowing.
 
   “They pulled me out of first period,” I said. “Was so pissed, they asked me questions like I was to blame.”
 
   Dylan kissed me again. “You didn’t do it,” he said. “Don’t worry, babe.”
 
   I wasn’t worried for me. I made eye contact with Kaleb as Ava jumped up to kiss him. She gripped his broad shoulders and muscular arms. “Working out?” she asked.
 
   “Bro!” Dylan smashed fists with Kaleb. “You should try out for the team.”
 
   That was all I needed, everyone getting along with him. My mum, my friends, even my boyfriend were becoming the best of friends with him. He’d changed from the slim frame of a body; there was substance to his bones now. 
 
   “Hey, Zo,” he said, pulling my attention. “Heard you spoke to the PD, hope everything is okay.”
 
   I gulped hard. “Yeah, I don’t think they know who did it, but they’re determined to pin it on someone,” I said.
 
   “Personally,” Char began, “we all know who did it, it was those pre-lesbatorian school body bitches.”
 
   Char probably had Kaleb do it, someone did, he wouldn’t have done it all on his own, his brothers could’ve. They were chaperones for the night, they were there, and easily able to sneak off or break into the science labs.
 
   It wasn’t until late Wednesday afternoon during cheer practice on the quad when we realized something wasn’t quite right. Mr. June came out and blew his whistle; two police officers strolled on with sniffer dogs.
 
   “There’s a drugs crisis out there,” Mr. June said. “Those Colombians are not only famous for their coffee but damned if there bringing their crack cocaine into our school.”
 
   Almost as if he was protecting us from a school swarming with death-defying blood-sucking vampires. Of course, they were fictional, and this was all real. Char stood close to the officers asking them what they wanted; she didn’t have any drugs, she’d never taken drugs, and she wasn’t interested in their police officers ruining our chances at a championship.
 
   “So if you’d please like to remove yourself so we can practice, we’d be much obliged,” she said, turning and heading back waving her pom-poms.
 
   “Ready, okay!” Ava shouted. “You’re ruining our day, you’re messing up our chance, go back to your PD, while we get back to our dance!”
 
   “Woo!” we roared in support. Ava rarely showed her smarts, but when she did, she really showed them.
 
   They left as swiftly as they came. We were in our short skirts and cheer tops, of course, we weren’t smuggling any bags of cocaine. But if spiking punch bowls at school dances were an issue, you’d have to think, what else was being hidden.
 
   “Okay team,” Char shouted as we rounded ourselves up. “The competition is in three weeks. I know, it doesn’t seem far away, but that’s around twenty-four days. It’s after Thanksgiving, so we’ll need to curb carb loaded dinners. And then a few nights later we have a basketball game to cheer for, so we cannot slack.”
 
   Mr. June butted in. “But the main goal is fun.”
 
   “And win,” Char added. “Always go for the win. We’re a team.”
 
   “Most importantly, the fun.” Mr. June laughed. “Char is your cheer captain, of course, she wants the win. I’d hope you all want to win.”
 
   We had practice scheduled in for most days after school, and when we didn’t, I was signed up for extra studio time to figure out a concept for my senior pieces. The better the pieces, the higher chance of being showcased in an actual gallery and receiving a scholarship.
 
   I waited in the bleachers for Dylan after practice had finished. He came over, covered in sweat and craned his head toward mine for a kiss, I pulled away and held a hand up. “Didn’t you shower?” I asked.
 
   “I knew you were waiting for me,” he said, stealing a kiss.
 
   Not having a car meant I had to count on friends, and my loving boyfriend to get to and from school. I would count on my mom but she drove Maddie, and if she drove me as well, it meant I would always be late, or she’d drop me off disgustingly early, and I was a fan of neither option.
 
   “Date night on Saturday?” he asked on the drive back to my house. “We both have practice during the day, but in the evening we could go to the drive-in theater.” He pulled up.
 
   “I’d like that,” I said, kissing him.
 
   “Good, I’ve bought tickets,” he said. “I think it’s Carrie.”
 
   “Old one, or Chloe Grace-Moretz one?”
 
   He shrugged. “I think everyone’s going,” he said.
 
   So, it wasn’t date night, it was an outing with friends. “It’ll still be nice,” I said.
 
   I kissed him again. “See you, tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It was the 1976 CARRIE, with Sissy Spacek. I made sure to look it up; it wasn’t half as scary as the new one. Having spent the past couple of days attempting to sketch something resembling the talent I believed I had, especially after so many years being told my art was good—perhaps it was refrigerator art. Either way, I was ready to relax.
 
   “Mom,” I called from my room. She stood in my doorway as I shimmied into a skirt. “How does this look?”
 
   She walked in behind me, looking at my reflection in the mirror. “Perfect, as always, sweetie.” I brushed my hand down to straighten the creases. “Is this for the drive-in movie theater they’ve just reopened?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   “Your dad and I would go there when we were dating,” she said. “In fact, we’d go there with your friend, Kaleb’s parents. We were so close.”
 
   “So you knew his family really well?” I asked, turning to her.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “What about now?”
 
   “Well, we sometimes bump into the older brothers, their faces are quite familiar, not so sure if they know me, but I always wave out of politeness. They own some club, bar, whatchamacallit, out on the freeway.”
 
   I knew that too well. I smiled. “Mom,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I think Kaleb spiked the punch.”
 
   “Oh?” she said, her eyebrows knit tight together. “I had an update from your school; they don’t know who’s responsible.”
 
   “I haven’t told them,” I blurted. “I don’t want to get him in trouble, he’s new at the school.”
 
   “Zo, honey.” She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me tight. “You know you should tell the truth, no matter how tough.”
 
   Forever told to tell the truth, well, the truth would set me free. I found myself worrying more about what would happen, and the pressure of Char telling us who pin it on. We all knew she wanted a spot to open up in the student body.
 
   “Zo, Dylan’s here,” Dad shouted from the foot of the stairs.
 
   Dylan was standing in the living room wearing those tight bum jeans and a white striped button-up shirt. I could see the vest top underneath and the sleeves rolled up almost completely. Even though it was November and cooler outside now, it was always t-shirt weather.
 
   “You ready?” he asked, flashing his perfect white smile.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   The choice of food was mine, fast food or traditional restaurant. I shouldn’t have wanted fast food with practice almost six days a week. 
 
   “Jack-in-the-Box,” I said. “Craving their fries.”
 
   “I won’t tell my coach if you don’t,” he said.
 
   “It’s not my coach I’m worried about,” I said.
 
   “Char?” We laughed.
 
   It wasn’t incredibly romantic, the white fluorescent lighting against the tiled walls and floors did no favors to anyone. We ate in a single booth, everything I got was large, my body craved it. I knew I’d be paying for it in some way over the next few weeks during practice.
 
   I grabbed snacks while Dylan filled up the tank. It was straight to the drive-in theater from there. Ava and Kaleb had arrived beside Char and Benny. We parked to the left of them both.
 
   “My mom said she used to come here,” I said. “I think it’s cute.”
 
   “I think you’re cute,” he said, pulling a blanket from the backseat. “In case it gets colder.” He placed it around my shoulders.
 
   To the left of me, Ava rustled a bag with glass bottles clanging. She turned, her face red. “It’s not beer,” she said. Kaleb pulled out a bottle opener. “It might be.”
 
   Char laughed. “As long as you’re not drinking and driving, you know they like to bring cops to these places.”
 
   The cops didn’t come. Although Ava never drank and Char had taken a bottle for herself, Benny wasn’t a huge drinker. He only drank soda at Char’s house, and even then, he had a great time.
 
   The film was great, I’d remembered most of it already, but all I could focus on, apart from Dylan kissing my neck, was Char and Benny in the next car over, chewing on each other’s faces. I might not have mentioned it, but my face sure painted the picture.
 
   “After party?” Char asked as the credits rolled. We turned to her and shrugged. Benny whispered leading to a smile. “Actually, I’m pretty tired.”
 
   I looked at Dylan, biting his lip as he sat back, his arms across the back of my headrest and the driver’s side door. “I need to get Zo back home too.”
 
   I laughed. I knew my dad had told him to get me back as soon as the film was over. He hated me being out late, and it was now pitch black, minus the light coming from the projector. It was 11 PM, but my curfew had been 10:30 PM unless I was sleeping over at a friend’s house.
 
   Without the streetlights on Peyton Lane, it was in complete darkness. I had a few neighbors who would leave the porch lights on, but the light didn’t filter out. Dylan walked me to the door. Leaving me with a kiss, and a reminder to book a hotel to see us at the cheer competition.
 
   My dad called out to me as I walked through the door. He stood in his night robe and reading glasses, pouring coffee in the kitchen. “How was your night?”
 
   “Dad? What are you doing up?” I walked over to the kitchen counter. “Yeah, it was good.”
 
   “Jet lag,” he said. “You’d think I’d be able to handle it by now.” His crooked grin was enough to make me smile.
 
   “Where did you go this time?”
 
   “Paris,” he said. “Stayed there for a night. Brought your mom some red wine. Boarded a flight to Australia, before catching my connecting flight home.”
 
   “I remember Paris,” I said. “Do they still have the bridge with locks?” I imagined one-day adding mine and Dylan’s names to it. 
 
   “Think so,” he said.
 
   We didn’t go away much since I started high school, usually for summers, but the past few years I’d been going to summer camps, or Orlando to visit my dad’s sister, Berta, a veterinarian. She used to live here before falling in love, and he turned out to be a she, a woman named Wendy. My dad would always tell the story, and made funnier because she still lived out there.
 
   “Are you taking us anywhere soon?”
 
   He shrugged. “Any ideas?”
 
   “Rome?”
 
   “We went to Rome when you were ten.”
 
   “I barely remember what I had for breakfast,” I said. Answering myself internally as I knew I hadn’t eaten anything because I woke up late.
 
   “Maybe I’ll think about taking you somewhere over Christmas,” he said. “But it depends on your mom.”
 
   “Mom’s the boss,” I said.
 
   He moved around the counter to give me a squeeze in his arms. “She is indeed.” He rested his coffee cup on my head slightly. “Are you up early tomorrow?”
 
   “It’s Sunday. But I should be going to bed.” I kissed his cheek. “God knows, Mom will try and get me to go to church.”
 
   My phone vibrated in my bag. The group chat was going hard and strong, messages beeped, one after the other. I undressed, climbing into bed in the dark. I flipped the bedside lamp on before looking at the messages.
 
   It all spiraled from a video one of the girls had recorded. The camera was shaky, and the voices were quiet. Mila was speaking with Delilah in the girl’s bathroom. Every time I went to watch it, another notification came through, pausing the video.
 
   I grabbed my earphones from the laptop on the desk. “Geesh, what’s happened?” I said to myself, blowing out my tongue as I laid back on the bed, ready to play the video. It was inside a cubical looking out onto Mila and Delilah.
 
   “Can you believe that bitch?” Mila said. “First off,capti we had nothing to do with the punch bowl, and secondly, that son of a—grrr, she probably did it herself.”
 
   Delilah snapped her fingers in support. “Exactly. I saw Zoey as well, since when did she go by Zo, what stupid effed up name is that? Who does she think she is? And she was affected, of course she was.” She said, raising her hands in air quotes.
 
   My chest swelled at the mention of my name. “Errrgh.”
 
   “I don’t mind Zoey, honestly, she’s quiet,” Mila said. “Bring those cheer bitches down.”
 
   Delilah mimicked a Bring It On! quote, “this isn’t a democracy, this is a cheerocracy!”
 
   “I’ll tell the others, we’ll discuss ideas,” Mila said.
 
   The video cut.
 
   It was on YouTube, and had hit over 12,000 views since its posting that afternoon, but it was the first I saw of it. My eyes scrolled through comments.
 
   They were asking me what they wanted to happen, they were coming to me for an answer. It wasn’t me they were after, from what I’d seen, they were after Char; the cheer captain, but I’d been mentioned as quiet, and having a stupid name, which was nothing in comparison
 
   Does anyone know what they’re planning? I asked.
 
   I think it’s The Golden State Cheer Championships – they’re going to come for us, a few of the girls had commented.
 
   Char’s name flashed on my screen as she called. I answered through the microphone piece on the earphones. “Who shot the video?” I asked.
 
   “Some sophomore,” she answered immediately. “I can’t believe this is the first we’re hearing of it. Well, we had no signal out in the middle of god knows where. So, what are we doing?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “They’re planning to bring us cheer bitches down,” Char said. “So, what are we doing?”
 
   I knew Ava was usually her go-to when it came to that sort of drama. I’d never been that person, I never knew. “Come Monday; we need to get a story,” I said. “No, not a story, we need to come together and have a truth, something we all recite. If they’re coming for us, we go for them three times harder.” I didn’t know where it came from, perhaps fear, or passion in the swell of my chest.
 
   “This is what I’ve already tried to get us doing,” Char said. “So, Mila or Delilah?”
 
   “Both?”
 
   “And we have that video as proof,” Char said. “Trust me. I’ve spent years acting a victim. If divorcing parents taught me anything, it was tears, lies, and inflating someone’s ego.”
 
   Before long, we had a new group chat aptly titled Those Bitches; the conversation was to destroy them, pulling from the extremes of suspension and all the way through to getting them criminal records and their last choice of college. It was a selective chat. We didn’t include any of the other girls, this way we could be completely radical without being judged.
 
   The darkness of the early hours crept in. Our text chat turned into a five-way Skype, as they usually did.
 
   “Should we let them know we’ve seen it?” Hannah asked. “I mean, even though the video is on YouTube, should we like, you know, tell them?”
 
   “I think we need to show Principal Sanders,” Char said. “He’ll be happy to see what the student body and a nobody have been saying. First thing, Monday morning, we march to his office and make sure he’s aware of it.”
 
   “Well, we don’t really know what they’re doing,” I said. “It could be anything.”
 
   “But it’s something,” Ava added. “I don’t think that matters, but something is more than nothing.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What could they do? Get us to carb load?” I laughed, harder and louder than I’d expected. “But seriously, poison us?”
 
   “Again?” Libby gasped. “Maybe they’ll try to pin the punch bowl thing on us, and if they do, we’ll probably be banned from all dances, even the cheer competition.”
 
   “Take a breath, Lib!” Char laughed. “That will never happen.”
 
   We continued, chatting about what we’d thought they were going to do with their revenge, when all I could think about was spooning the cold side of my pillow, before I was finally sleeping, my face staring blindly into the laptop screen.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Monday morning soon came as my sleepy Sunday left with the voice of my mom, reminding me I needed to go to church at least once a month. I had nothing against religion; I had nothing against the church, but inside, in the pit of soul, I didn’t believe, although most everyone in my neighborhood did.
 
   I walked into school with Dylan on my arm, hugging him close.
 
   “Zo!” Char shouted. “Get over here. We’re going to the principal’s office.”
 
   “Is this the?” He asked moving his hand in a circle.
 
   I let go of his arm. “Guess so.” I pushed myself on my toes and kissed him. “See you later.”
 
   “Later.”
 
   We lined up outside Principal Sanders’ office. We didn’t have hall passes or notes to be here, although his receptionist didn’t seem to mind us waiting, after all we were breaking school rules. We stood proud and prominent, waiting for our turn.
 
   Both Officer Renner and Officer Gerrard walked out, looking us up and down. They raised their brows. Char flicked her hair and led us into the office, ignoring the officers.
 
   “Principal Sanders,” Char said. She placed her hands on the desk and looked him in his eyes. “We need to talk.”
 
   He stood, fanning a hand and gesturing to the seats. “Ladies! How may I help you?”
 
   “Well, Principal Sanders, the other night, we came upon some disturbing footage. It shocked me,” Char said. “Now, I’m not here to put the blame on anyone or point fingers, because the evidence does that itself.”
 
   He laughed, as he did when entertaining Char, but this time, it wasn’t another crazy issue that didn’t exist, this time there was evidence. “Well, please, go right ahead.”
 
   Ava pulled out her tablet. “There’s a video. If you haven’t already seen it.” She flipped the screen and propped it up on his desk. “Now almost twenty-thousand views.”
 
   “This is only one, but we know there’s more, and it doesn’t make me feel comfortable or safe.” Char held a hand to her chest.
 
   Ava pressed play. “So uncomfortable.”
 
   “Feeling so attacked,” Char said.
 
   “Very,” Hannah and Libby added.
 
   The principal tipped his head to me in the sequence of opinions. I stood united. “I think it’s a form of bullying.”
 
   Char pulled open the code of conduct booklet and flicked through a few pages, scrolling with a finger. “Here,” she said. “The school has a zero-tolerance bullying policy.”
 
   “Exactly,” I added. “And for it to be online, where the entire world can watch it. That’s considered cyber bullying.”
 
   “You have a solid argument,” he said. “But I know you girls are very close, and you can power through even the most heated situations.”
 
   “But the rules, Principal Sanders.”
 
   “Of course.” He nodded. “This situation will be dealt with, and not lightly. But if you could put this much effort into finding out who broke into the science lab and stole from us, effectively poisoning your peers, that would equally as appreciated.”
 
   Char rolled her eyes. “They’re to blame, I’ve already told you, it was probably Mila and that nobody. But of course, nobody listens to us unless we’re pulling from your material.”
 
   He laughed. It was usual for Char to jump off at the deep end like this, she would be asking for help one moment, and biting your head of the next. But she was consistent. “That’s all well and good, Char, but give me some evidence, like you have done here today, and I’ll look into your claims,” he said. “But for now, there’s only so much of your first period that you can miss without being marked as tardy.”
 
    There was a logical step afterward; Char pulled us aside. “Well it wouldn’t be hard to put some AP chem-geek at the scene where pure ethanol was stolen,” she said. Referring to Heather.
 
   “Soak her shit in it,” Ava said.
 
   “It probably stinks too!” I said. Not that I noticed, I’d been poisoned by the stuff, even knowing it was Kaleb, I found it easy to start pinning the blame on someone else.
 
   Over the next few days, we practiced hard in the gymnasium and outside on the field when the weather was nice. It was almost the end of November now, and soon we’d be off to the competition. Last year we came in third place; this year we were determined to finish first in our division.
 
   “We have the soundtrack finalized, we know the music, we should all know the beats, the step-by-step, the blow-by-blow, and if you don’t, I expect each and every one of you to practice,” Char said, walking back and forth in front of us like a drill sergeant. “I’ve sent everyone links to the music. Download it, listen to it, but know where you come in, and going forward, if we make a mistake, we’re just going to continue.”
 
   Mr. June’s spiel about the having fun followed. “The main focus is the fun, of course.”
 
   “And if you’re having fun, how can we fail,” Char added, flicking her hair with the back of her hand. “Right?”
 
   My position on the team was mostly at the front. I was a tumbler, so any opportunity to flip, somersault, or hand-spring, I was ready. The only thing I wasn’t keen on was being a flyer. I left that to the smaller girls, like Ava, Damaris, and Jade.
 
   “All sixteen of us here today should have no problem in locking down this routine. That’s seventeen including Kaleb, but he’ll only be coming with us in support,” she said, nodding to Kaleb on the sidelines in the mascot outfit
 
   Bex moved to stand beside Char and Mr. June. “And as your assistant cheer captain, I am excited to be headed to the competition with you all. I know, I’ll be headed out on a full scholarship to Stanford this summer, but I will be giving this competition, like I do each game, my full commitment and passion.”
 
   Mr. June clapped alone. “Well done, Rebecca, we’re all very proud of the opportunities we’ve been provided with because of our success and talents.”
 
   Char coughed into a fist. “We’re happy for you Bex, early scholarship admissions are great, but if you’re waiting it out for the perfect school, do it, don’t bite the first worm because you’re starving, wait it out. And you don’t have to bend your legs behind your head to get an education.”
 
   At the end of junior year, Char spread rumors about Bex having slept with someone on the admissions team, and that’s how she came to have her college scholarship. Of course, after Char was elected cheer captain, Mr. June made sure to appoint Bex as the assistant, even though Ava was Char’s first choice, she didn’t have any say.
 
   Everyday training meant another day closer to the competition, and the closer we were, the more desperate we were for some salon treatment. Char called it our pre-tan, the base coat of our body.
 
   “Shower first,” Char called through the locker room. “I don’t want Amy to think we’re all animals; this isn’t the cheer squad she left.”
 
   Amy welcomed us in, locking the door behind us for our after hours special. She kissed Char on either cheek, having spent two weeks in Paris, she was all of a sudden European.
 
   “Girls,” Amy said. “I shouldn’t be doing this, you know, but I’d like to make sure all your tanning needs are taken care of; I’ve kept a few of the beds open, and only one spray room.”
 
   Only a few of us went, including Damaris and Monique this time, mainly for the after-tan food stop and moisturizers.
 
   “I’ll take a bed,” I said. “Can I get some lotion?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Amy’s heels clicked on the tile floor as she moved behind the desk. “How are you and Dylan?”
 
   “Good,” I said. “He’s coming to support me at the competition.”
 
   “I think that’s the cutest thing,” she said. She wasn’t wrong. I thought so too.
 
   The tanning bed was 8 minutes of bliss. I laid there for a few moments after the timer beeped and the lights shut off.
 
   “Are you finished?” I heard Jade squeak, knocking on the door.
 
   “Yeah, lemme get dressed.” I hauled myself out of the tanning bed and reached for the lotion. My body resembled an oil slick, glittering in different colors.
 
   Back in my cheer uniform with my hair pulled back into a ponytail, I admired myself in the full-length door mirror, putting my hands on my hips and framing my midsection. My skin took to the sun, no matter how artificial it was.
 
   We ate at Chicken Shack, the decision was unanimous, although the options were limited while Char was around. We each needed one bowl of salad per piece of chicken. Char would’ve been behind the counter if she could, to tell them how to cook the chicken with fewer calories.
 
   “So,” Ava whispered to me as she sat with her bowl of salad and stale croutons. “Kaleb stayed behind to pin some evidence on those bitches.”
 
   “What’s he gonna do?” I sniggered. “Put something in their lockers?”
 
   Ava’s eyes grew. “Good idea.”
 
   “No, that wasn’t an idea.”
 
   “I’ll tell Kaleb.”
 
   The internal torment over knowing Kaleb spiked the punch sent shooting pains through me, like bad period cramps. I took a deep breath, knowing I couldn’t be too sure, the alcohol had probably hit me by then.
 
   Char stood up, gesturing for attention. “This Saturday we have a game in San Fran. So, instead of those group chats blowing up my phone every waking minute, you should all take note that new uniforms have been ordered. I know I said that weeks ago, but they fucked it up. So they should be here tomorrow, just before the game. We need everyone fitted, and if you don’t fit, you’ll have to cut the carbs.”
 
   Every other weekend at school was game day, we cheered at both home games and away games, usually the schools were no more than an hour or two away. We used them to practice routines and gage reactions.
 
   There was pressure to be perfect at every angle.
 
   “Before you think of screwing the opposition to get an edge over the game, remember they have top knots and smell like patchouli,” Char said. “Flirt, play dirty, but don’t distract our team; if they win, we win, and they’ll bring it twice as hard to our competition.”
 
   Char made no effort to guard her tactics to win. Since she was captain, our basketball team won most of their games. If Char wore panties, she’d make sure they’d notice, if she didn’t wear panties, a 3-pointer could turn into a missed shot. I, on the other hand, always wore the cheering shorts they provided with the uniform.
 
   “And before anyone can imitate Mr. June while he’s not here,” Char said. “Having fun is the most important, and if we have fun, we’re already winners.”
 
   “That’s probably why Mr. June never won any more medals,” Ava said off-the-cuff.
 
   I checked to see if Quentin was around. As Mr. June’s nephew, you could never be too sure, but I noticed him, sitting across from Ant, both chuckling to the joke. Mr. June was a sweet guy, he’d only been angry with us one time, then afterward, he was relaxed, like he gave in.
 
   Char forked the final leaves of lettuce in her mouth. “I’m gonna have to love you and leave you. Benny's just texted me.”
 
   Soon, all the girls left. I’d asked my mom to pick me up. It was darker now at 7 PM, around the time she’d text me to say she was in the parking lot.
 
   I made my way outside, wrapped in one of Dylan’s jackets. The cold air nipped at my nose and cheeks. The parking lot was almost deserted. A wrenching guttural sound hacked out a cough, almost like a car unable to start.
 
   I grabbed my phone, moving through the parking lot. “Hello?” I turned my phone’s flashlight on.
 
   “Zo?” a voice sputtered. I craned my neck around a car to see Kaleb, crouched, a hand to his chest, and another over his mouth. “Zo?”
 
   “Kaleb?” I dipped to his side, scanning his body with the flashlight. “What happened?”
 
   He pushed at me, moving a hand from his chest. “No. Go away.”
 
   “Who did it?” Blood dripped from his lip; he covered it with his bruised hands.
 
   “My brothers,” he said. “They’ve—” he continued coughing. “Kicked me out.”
 
   “Did they do this, Kaleb?” I asked. “My mom should be here any minute.”
 
   My phone buzzed. “Mom?” I answered.
 
   Kaleb hacked at the coughs in his throat.
 
   “Where are you, hon? We need to get back,” she said. Before I could say anything, Kaleb sputtered and spat on the floor. “Hon? That sounds like a nasty cough.”
 
   “It’s not me,” I said. I tried to cover the speaker of the phone. “I think you need to go to the hospital,” I said to Kaleb.
 
   An immediate panic rang clear in my mom’s voice. “Who’s going to the hospital?”
 
   It didn’t take her long to drive around and find us behind a car. Kaleb continued to cough his guts up. In the full headlights of the car, I found more color to his skin. The purple welts and bluish bruising.
 
   “I don’t want to go,” Kaleb begged. My mom tugged him to his feet on one side.
 
   “You’re in bad shape,” she said. “We’ll take you home then.”
 
   “No!” he shouted, creasing in the center of his body. “I can’t. They kicked me out. Since I’m 18 now, they don’t have to take care of me.”
 
   “Your parents wouldn’t let me leave you like this,” my mom said. “You’re coming home with us.”
 
   “Mom?” I said, grabbing for Kaleb’s other side. “Are you sure?”
 
   “There’s nothing else we can do.”
 
   “The hospital,” I said.
 
   “No.” Kaleb tried to haul himself back to the floor in protest.
 
   Mom sighed. “Flesh wounds.” She cooed Kaleb. “He’s coming home with us.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   We guided Kaleb to the spare bedroom. I held him under one arm, and my mom had the other. He didn’t tell us what happened, but there was bruising on his body and blood had stained his clothes. He wasn’t cut, only a bloodied lip, but there was enough blood to suggest he’d been stabbed.
 
   I tiptoed out of my bedroom to see my mom peeking through a space in the bedroom door. She raised a finger to hush me.
 
   “Is he okay?” I asked.
 
   “He was beaten pretty bad,” she said. “Your dad wanted me to call the cops.”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ll let him decide,” she said. “I still can’t believe what he said about his brothers; I’m in half the mind to go see what happened.”
 
   I glanced at my watch. “Maybe in the morning.”
 
   “You should be sleeping,” she said and kissed me on the forehead. “Did you tell his girlfriend, maybe he can stay with her. If not, we have the spare room; he’s more than welcome to stay.”
 
   “Yeah, Ava said she’d be around after school tomorrow,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek. “Hope he’s okay.”
 
   I climbed back in bed and stared at the ceiling. There’s nothing worse than sharing the house with someone who’d been hostile since we’d met. I squeezed my eyes to try and force sleep, but nothing worked. I was thankful it was Friday tomorrow; that meant a half day followed by gym and cheer practice.
 
   Ava and Char rushed over that morning. They woke Kaleb to see how bad he looked. Char sat at the end of the bed, and I stood in the doorway, watching as they poked and prodded him like pre-med doctors in a mortuary.
 
   “Baby, what happened?” Ava said, holding him in her arms. “Zo told me, and I wanted to come over straight away, but my mom wouldn’t let me.”
 
   “That’s okay,” he said, pushing himself against the backboard.
 
   “This is a comfy bed.” Char bounced on it. “Has it been broken in?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “It’s the guest bedroom.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kaleb said. He glared at me. I could see the honesty in his eyes, it hurt, the pain stuck in my stomach. I gave a half-ass smile.
 
   “I’m not allowed to bring you into the house,” Ava said. “But we can work something out with your brothers.”
 
   He shook his head and clenched his jaw. “They threw me out. Like they give a shit.”
 
   Char snapped her fingers. “Do they know who they’re messing with? Did they do this to you?” He didn’t answer. “Whatever.” She huffed. “We’ve got to go.”
 
   “We’ll find out who did this,” Ava added, planting a kiss on his cheek.
 
   I hummed, breaking their moment. “We’ll find out,” I said, “and, if you remember who did it, that’s good too.” I watched as the corners of his mouth turned up into a smile, he nodded.
 
   Char stood and slapped her hands against her denim stretch jeans. “Love that sound.” She pulled her bag up on her arm. “Are we going then?”
 
   “Oh! Did you pin anything on them?” Ava asked.
 
   He shook his head, breaking the crack in his throat with a cough. “Didn’t have the time.”
 
   “Shit,” Char said. “Maybe next time.”
 
   We left Kaleb alone. My mom had waited at the bottom of the stairs before we left the house. “I’ll take care of Kaleb,” she said. “I still have to go to work. Nothing a little something extra in his breakfast won’t do to help make sure he gets plenty of rest.”
 
   Nobody said anything until we were in Char’s car. We sat for a moment silently before Char laughed out and Ava smiled.
 
   “Did your mom say she was going to drug Kaleb?” Char asked, looking me in the rear-view mirror. She smacked her lips together and pulled at a new lip gloss to reapply.
 
   “Technically yeah, she’s drugging him, but it’s better than taking him to the doctor.”
 
   “Glad your mom has a spare room,” Ava said.
 
   “His parents were family friends, apparently, so it’s the least she could do,” I said, “I think she’ll try and get him back to his brothers. It’s the Christian thing to do.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time my mom had brought someone into the house; she’d done it several times before when we were younger, we used to have houseguests my mom brought in from the church, some when they lost their homes. For the longest time, I thought I had a million aunts and uncles, but they were all strangers.
 
   News about Kaleb spread through school and social media. Ava had taken a selfie of Kaleb in bed; he looked twice as bad. It was being shared around, asking for prayers and likes. They were one step away from holding a candle-lit vigil in his honor.
 
   “Hope Kaleb’s okay,” Dylan said, hooking his arm around me.
 
   “He’s fine,” I said. “Well, he’ll be fine.”
 
   He kissed my forehead. “Sure he’ll be better for the competition; we’ve got to bring it on down to LA.”
 
   “Like a sequel?” Ava said, placing a hand between us. “Is it the one after Bring It On: All or Nothing.”
 
   Dylan didn’t get the reference, he looked at me, his eye glazed over. I laughed. “I’ve tried to get him to watch them,” I said, “maybe he’ll watch them before the competition.”
 
   Although nobody had mentioned it, with everything that had happened to Kaleb, my tanned complexion was radiating. I noted my reflection in the bathroom mirror. With my bag on the sink, I raised my t-shirt slightly to see if I had tan lines.
 
   Brittany walked out of a cubical catching me observing myself. “You’re looking healthy,” she said, flashing a smile. She washed her hands and staring in the mirror. 
 
   “Thanks, Britt,” I said. “How’ve you been?”
 
   “Well, we see each other all the time,” she said, combing her black hair to one side. “I’m good. I take it you and your posse are doing fine.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You mean the cheer squad? Yeah, we’re great, you should’ve tried out, you don’t know what you’re missing.”
 
   “Please, I’m with the student body now,” she said. She turned to face me. “Delilah there’s too. We saw your mom the other day, ask her if she liked the red heels she bought.”
 
   Delilah worked in one of the shoe shops; an expensive shop, my mom doesn’t hide her receipts from my dad well. “Aw, she loves those shoes,” I said. “How’s she liking the warehouse work? I’d hate to be stocking shelves all day, not even working on the floor for the commission, must hurt.”
 
   Brittany stuttered, but before she could get anything out, I grabbed my bag and waved her a goodbye.
 
   All I needed to make my mind up, their bitchy little front, pretending to be nice, it was something Char would do, it was something we would do. The further I found anger, the faster I found myself smiling and forgiving it. I knew, from some church sermon that anger only hurts the person who is angry.
 
   I found the girls sitting on the track field. Char had laid a towel to keep away grass stains. It was a track and field fitness day. 
 
   “You’ll never guess what Sara just asked,” Char said, as I dropped beside her on the ground. “She came to me after first period and asked to drop out of the squad.”
 
   “Shit, but she’s a flyer, if we didn’t have her it wouldn’t be even, there’s 16 of us,” I said.
 
   “That’s what I told her,” she said, flicking her hair. “Apparently she feels like she’s been shafted. I mean, we invite her places, but she’s a Sophomore. So lame.”
 
   Ava threw her head in a chuckle. “Mr. June’s already told her she has to wait until after the competition.”
 
   Char lead with a heavy sigh. “It’s beyond me, if we knew, we’d have given the bitch a pacifier.” The image of Char throwing small candy pacifiers at Sara wasn’t the weirdest thing she’d done, but it would’ve been the funniest.
 
   Quentin took a seat. “So, it’s my birthday when we’re away, and I know you love parties, so I was thinking—”
 
   Char’s eye grew. She slapped a hand on Quentin’s thigh. “Yes!” she said. “We’ll plan a party for you.”
 
   “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
 
   “Just make sure we win,” she said, moving her hand to reveal the outline of her hand on his leg. “This is going to be so good.”
 
   “And if you have a boy or girl friend that you want to bring along, that’s fine too,” Ava said. “It’s your birthday!”
 
   Char had already texted a round of messages. My phone buzzed. “Being in LA, I’m sure we can get someone to buy alcohol,” Char said.
 
   “What are you getting?” I asked him.
 
   “My mom and dad have gone all out, so I’m glad we’re away,” he said. “They were going to invite my entire family over, but I guess they’ll have to schedule that after Thanksgiving now.”
 
   “So do you?” Ava asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have a boy or girl friend?”
 
   Quentin forced out a laugh, like he’d been asked the same question every day. As a male cheerleader, the stereotypes were killer to a teenager’s dating life, but his uncle was an Olympic gymnast. “Well, I have plenty of friends who are boys, and plenty of them are girls,” he said, almost diplomatically.
 
   We didn’t have any out kids at the school, of course, they were there, but none of them ever admitted it, they were just allowed to be who they were without question, often in the confines of a safe space with a guidance counselor. Ava so desperately craved a gay best friend, and if they were anything less than how she had imagined them, then it wasn’t worth it.
 
   The bell rang for final period. I was in AP art, the class I loved to be good at, but found myself floundering this far in. I was being asked to deliver quality work and also be vulnerable, but vulnerable me was messy and careless.
 
   “Think of a time you were hurt most in your life,” Mrs. Galloway said, weaving between us. “Channel the emotion, the trembling in your skin, the adrenaline. Catch yourself, take a picture, a snapshot! Now transport yourself, transform what you see to your canvas.”
 
   Her eyes burnt holes through my canvas as she walked around, judging and giving her critiques. I guessed with a look or the way she sipped her tea, her inner thoughts. A slurp from behind drew my shoulders in.
 
   Staring at the blank canvas, my pencil ready to sketch. I needed something broad or bland to start myself with, but I couldn’t find myself hurt or upset. I was in a good place; I didn’t want to pull from bad memories. We weren’t allowed to speak, because speaking was a tool of procrastination.
 
   My mind wouldn’t admit to being in pain.
 
   “Still some empty canvases,” Mrs. Galloway spoke up, the clink of her china cup as she placed her teacup on the saucer was a piercing sound. “If there’s no emotion inside you, how can you pull emotion for the piece? How can you function as a full autonomous human being if you have no emotion? Class, you’re the best the senior year has to offer. Now, show it!”
 
   We were in a circle so none of us could see other canvases. I imagined the others to be doing well, but as I looked past my canvas, from the edge, I noticed Alec, across me, sat on his stool, spinning a thin paintbrush between his fingers. He rolled up his sleeve to check the time, before noticing me and grinning.
 
   Mrs. Galloway touched my shoulder. I turned, she nodded back at the canvas. I’d sketched the bare bones of a scene. The only time I could remember being devastated was when the dog died. I was eight. She was named Daisy, a chocolate colored Labrador. I’d sketched a tree in fall, but the tree was dying, and beneath it was a makeshift grave from two sticks in a cross. That was it. Looking at the sketch, it wasn’t much, I didn’t feel anything from it. I barely even remember it happening.
 
   The bell finally rang.
 
   “Color me unimpressed,” Mrs. Galloway said. “Hopefully you can find yourself in a better state of mind and find courage to be creativity.”
 
   Nobody said a word. We left our work there, grabbed our belongings and left. It was usually how class went, unless we were being taught new techniques, and considering this was advanced placement, it was time to put our skills into practice, whether or not it was by the curriculum – it probably wasn’t.
 
   Libby and Hannah swooped me in their arms. “Zo!” They said.
 
   “Han, Lib.”
 
   “You okay?” Libby asked, stopping the stream of students rush out of the school door. “Lemme guess, art?”
 
   I nodded. “I can go in there, super happy, and always come out wishing I had a razor blade, but I hate blood, so maybe not.”
 
   “Don’t be a downer,” Hannah said. “You should drop it if it’s not making you feel good, or talk to Principal Sanders, because you’re usually happier than that.”
 
   “I know, I know, everyone is just so ugh in there, it’s so depressing to go in there. Mrs. Galloway is Ursula the sea witch, stealing our souls.”
 
   “You’re not a good singer. Otherwise, you could’ve been in real trouble,” Libby said. “But you know I’m kidding.”
 
   We continued to cheer practice.
 
   “How’s Kaleb?” Hannah asked. “I saw Ava’s new profile pic; he’s a mess.”
 
   “And why’s he at your house?” Libby asked.
 
   I shrugged, he was probably out cold in bed from the pain medication laced breakfast. “He’s gonna be fine,” I told them, “and his parents were family friends until they—” I clenched my teeth. “You know, died.”
 
   They both gasped. I realized not everyone knew. He’d told me not to tell anyone, and the moment of guilt was replaced with the reminder he’d spiked the punch.
 
   “I didn’t know,” Libby said.
 
   “I mean, it happened when he was younger, and it was his birthday last week I think, so his brothers kicked him out.”
 
   “The ones at the bar?” Hannah asked.
 
   “We should go back and give those asshats a piece of our mind,” Libby said.
 
   We were at the lockers when Ava chimed in. “Yeah! I think we’re going to when he’s better,” she said.
 
   “I said tonight,” Char added, already in her cheer uniform. “But, with practice and the competition, it’s not worth getting the police involved. For all I know, we’ll be disqualified if we start something, and then we won’t be winning any trophies.”
 
   “Exactly,” Ava said.
 
   “Agreed, and it would stress Kaleb,” I said. “The more stressed he is, the longer it will take him to get better.”
 
   There was no bad blood between Sara and the rest of us; she told us at practice what she wanted, but she was only going to do it after the competition. Her studies were suffering because of practice. Char’s argument, was that nobody else suffered because they had their shit together.
 
   Often, I envied Char for being open to speaking her mind, and then other times, I didn’t want to be branded a bitch. She was already planning ways of phasing Sara out of the routines.
 
   “It will become a stronger routine, Sara’s a flyer, so fewer people needed as bases and more on floor work,” Char said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   We showcased our performance pieces at basketball games, occasionally stopping to recite chants. Kaleb had only been back in school the past few days, his arm bandaged up in a sling around his neck. We still weren’t too sure what happened, although I didn’t believe he was oblivious.
 
   Kaleb waited in the room between the changing rooms. He held the panda head in his free arm, staring into its eye sockets. “I wanna do it,” he said.
 
   I stood in the doorway. “You’re in a sling,” I said. “Good luck convincing Mr. June.”
 
   Char walked through. “Sure. If he says so.”
 
   Mr. June was in the corner filling up a water bottle. “And Mr. June says, no.” He laughed. “I’m sorry, Kaleb. You’re already hurt; I can’t have you pulling tricks on trampolines like that.”
 
   “Wo’s gonna do it?” Kaleb asked. He dropped the head on a bench. The question we all anticipated. We needed a mascot, if we didn’t, the other team would use it against us.
 
   “Listen,” Char spoke up. “Take one for the team, none of us are climbing into that sweat pot. We’re the cheerleaders, so it has to be you.”
 
   Mr. June laughed. “Let’s not get crazy. I’ve got a Sophomore from gym class. Everyone welcome, Chris.”
 
   A pale guy walked in behind. He was skinny. The sat heavy on him, like a wet towel. He would’ve had to put all of his strength into moving in it. He walked up and down the hall, moving slowly in the suit.
 
   “Don’t get used to it,” Kaleb said. He tapped the shoulder of the mascot. It tipped slightly, but he kept balance.
 
   As we performed the warm-up, the opening before the basketball game. We were against a school in San Diego, they’d traveled through the night to get here, their squad was larger, of twenty or so girls and guys. Their mascot was a goat, Gabby the Goat, a tall white and gray furry suit with a purple and pink atrocity of a cheer uniform.
 
   We cheered—hard. It was easy to destroy them with our cheers. Something to a fast upbeat pop track, and as the music dipped in spots, the flyers would come down, and as the music peaked, they’d be pushed up from the bases. The mascots came out, each ready to shoot hoops for their time. With an air of failure, our mascot dropped the ball before hitting the X on the court, matched with a sigh from the crowd, while their side made the shot. In the corner of my eye, I watched Dylan throw his hands to his face.
 
   We didn’t say a word to Chris, we told him this was his first try, but inside, it was the horrible ending to a perfect routine, and glad we didn’t have to involve the mascot in the competition.
 
   We stayed off the court, watching and cheering. “Go, Pandas!” But we were five points down halfway into the game. It was doable, we could still win, but for whatever reason, shots were hitting the rim and bouncing off the backboard. I tried to grab Dylan as he left the court pissed off. He stormed through the doors like a child, beads of sweat on his face in defeat.
 
   “Boys,” Char sighed, nudging me on the court. We had to distract the crowd.
 
   In the end, they lost the game; there was only one point in the game. We won, cheering our hearts out, but it wasn’t a game-changer, they weren’t out of any championships, they were still very firm on the state leaderboard.
 
   After the game was over, I rushed up to Dylan. His pulse beat solid around his entire body as I wrapped my arms around him. I felt the tension, throttling inside, wanting to punch something. I’d seen him like that before, I’d watch him when it was something he put everything into.
 
   “Shhh,” I whispered into his ear. “Take a deep breath.”
 
   His body eased into my embrace. He hugged me tight, I could feel everyone watching. “I’m sweating through this you know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I grinned. “I’ve been working my butt off. Sweating like hell.”
 
   “Good,” he said. He let go to take a full glance, the first time I felt him look at me. “Some of the guys are going for dinner after hitting the showers.”
 
   “Funny you say that,” I said. “Some of us are going for dinner too.”
 
   It was after 6 PM when we’d showered and changed. We had two large tables at Carlos’ Pizzeria, a staple for everyone and anyone on their visit to San Rafael. It was a little out of the way, but all the best places were.
 
   Dylan pulled a chair for me. He sat beside me and kissed my cheek. I savored each kiss like I didn’t know when I’d get the next. “What are you ordering?” he asked.
 
   “Sweet potato fries and Hawaiian pizza,” I said. “You should know.”
 
   “Every time you say Hawaiian, I wonder what kinda person you are,” he laughed.
 
   Ham and pineapple sounded wrong, in theory, but on a pizza and in practice, it was delicious, sweet and acidic. They would add anything to a pizza, as long as it was edible.
 
   “Have you booked your hotel room for this weekend?” Char asked, standing at the head of the table. “I sent out the memo, or tweet, whatever to tell you the hotel we’d be in.”
 
   Dylan nodded. “Booked mine with Benny,” he said. “Are we coming in the coach with you guys or do we have to drive ourselves?”
 
   “Mr. June hasn’t officially said yet, but there should be enough room on the coach, it seats thirty people.”
 
   The coach had been booked especially for the competition. “So you’re not going to be Debbie Downers?” Ava asked. “I mean, because you guys L-O-S-T today, and we’re going to bay harbor butcher the competition.”
 
   “In a totally non-violent way,” I added. “Because the bay harbor butcher is a killer from Dexter.”
 
   Ava shrugged. “Yeah, non-violent.”
 
   We laughed, mainly because nobody knew through the sarcasm whether or not Ava or Char was ever serious. They mimicked each other, but usually, Ava would follow Char’s lead.
 
   The smell of pizza wafted through the air, followed by the wait staff with our food. Char stood again. “We still need to fit into our outfits, we’re seeing them for the first time tomorrow, talk about poor timing, but stick to the water, eat the complimentary salad, and maybe only half a pizza, unless you want to work twice as hard tomorrow.”
 
   I was already a slice in as she spoke.
 
   Most of the younger girls, the ones Char was a crucial influence on, would only eat a small portion, and go for seconds on the salad, skip the dressing, and stick to water. I devoured the whole pizza, followed by three glasses of soda.
 
   “Are they splitting the girls and guys up at the hotel?” Dylan asked.
 
   I held my hand over my mouth to burp. “The school bought ours for the two nights, so probably,” I said. “But they don’t know we’re having a party for Quentin so that won’t matter. Why?”
 
   “I don’t want to be told I can’t see you,” Dylan said.
 
   I waved my hand. “Like Mr. June cares,” I laughed. “As long as we’re awake for the competition and win a trophy.”
 
   Char poked her head between us. “What you are you two talking about?”
 
   “Tomorrow,” I said.
 
   “Oh, so we’re leaving at 3:30 PM after school, and it’s like, what, six hours to get there?” She said. “I’ll send it a text, so make sure you’ve got your shit ready. We cannot waste any time.”
 
   Mr. June had already sent letters to our parents telling us what we needed and for how long we’d be away. It was a standard itinerary, copy and pasted to suit the occasion.
 
   Char commanded we each get 8 hours of sleep or we’d be suffering, even though the competition wasn’t until the Saturday. We needed to be well-rested.
 
   Dylan dropped me off at home. “See ya, tomorrow,” he said, “I’ll bring my iPad for the journey.”
 
   I lugged my heavy gym bag with me. I’d collected a lot over the years, although we were getting new uniforms tomorrow, I liked to make sure everything was washed in case something was to happen—or to have something to practice in.
 
   As I went to the front door, Ava parked up by the curb to drop Kaleb off. He grinned. “Wait up,” he said. “I tried yelling to you before you got into Dylan’s car.” I heard him but ignored him for a reason.
 
   “I forgot you were still here,” I mumbled to. “Hey.” I pushed open the front door and throwing my bag inside.
 
   He stumbled up the driveway, his arm still in the sling. Under the lighting of the porch, the deep purple bruising under his eyes now more prominent.
 
   My mom had finished up with dishes from dinner as I walked into the kitchen, she stood towel drying the last plates from the draining board. “How was the game?” she asked.
 
   “They lost, but we won,” I said. “What did you have for dinner?”
 
   “I made a quiche,” she said, “there’s leftovers if you want.”
 
   I grabbed my stomach. “No thanks, had pizza.”
 
   “What about you, Kaleb?” she asked, looking directly behind me at my shadow. I turned. He shook his head.
 
   “Annoyed I couldn’t get into the panda tonight,” he laughed. “Some poor kid volunteered.”
 
   “Aw, poor thing,” she said. “How’s the healing going?” She reached out and pulled him into the light of the kitchen.
 
   “Mom, is it possible to get this washed for tomorrow,” I said, nudging the gym bag with my foot.
 
   “Of course, hon,” she said. “I’ll pack you both snacks for the road. I’m gonna take a look at Kaleb’s arm first.”
 
   My dad sat in the living room with Maddie. I moved to the doorway to see them both watching reruns of old talent shows. He was away a lot, but when he was home, he’d spend as much time as he could with us. We were rarely ever the same when he came back from his long trips.
 
   He turned to me. “You can come join us, Zoey,” he said.
 
   “Early night for me,” I said. “Wanted to say goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, sweetie,” he said. He opened his arms to hug me, planting a kiss on the cheek. “And if I don’t see you before school tomorrow, wipe the floor with the competition. I know you can.”
 
   “Yeah, good luck!” Maddie said.
 
   “Thanks, Mads, Dad,” I said, blowing a final kiss before leaving.
 
   I ran myself a bubble bath, throwing in lavender salts from a basin beside the tub. Before I undressed, there was a knock.
 
   “It’s me,” Kaleb said.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   There was a pause as I turned the faucets off. He didn’t reply.
 
   I opened the door to see him standing tall, an arm resting on the frame.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked again.
 
   “Why do you hate me?”
 
   “I don’t,” I said, ready to slam the door.
 
   “No,” he put his foot in the way. “You do. I’m grateful for your mom, but you don’t want me to stay.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t,” I said. “Bye.”
 
   He didn’t move. “I didn’t spike the punch,” he said. “Well, I did, but I didn’t.”
 
   “That, again?” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t want to listen to it.”
 
   “I want you to believe me,” he said.
 
   “Give me the proof, and I will,” I said.
 
   Kaleb moved his hand behind my head and pulled me close. He kissed me. My eyes shut. His lips lingered for a moment over mine. I pulled away.
 
   “Will that do?”
 
   “What?” I threw my hands against his chest.
 
   He clenched himself his arm, looking at me with a smile. “I’ve wanted to do that since I saw you.” He bit his bottom lip.
 
   “Get out!”
 
   What I’d hoped to be a relaxing bath turned into a collection of thoughts and panic. I didn’t know what had happened. There was nothing there, I knew there was nothing between us, and now there was something. A debate about whether or not I was going to tell Dylan or the girls ran through me. I couldn’t.
 
   I crept past his room from the bathroom wrapped in a towel. I turned as I walked into my room. I took a deep breath and sat against the door. “Dear Lord,” I said. “Tell me that never happened.”
 
   In my worst nightmares, Dylan and Kaleb were stood in my bedroom with me asking, “what never happened?” My entire body collapsed into itself.
 
   I woke around 4:30 AM in the darkness. Cold sweats took over. I jumped out of bed and grabbed my sketchpad. I didn’t turn on the lights; I didn’t want my body to acknowledge how awake I was. I sketched and sketched, carving into the paper. I was embarrassed and annoyed about it, but it was never going to happen again.
 
   I slept with my pencil and sketch pad in hands. I woke to my alarm beeping. I jumped up and before rubbing my eyes, I noticed pencil smudges upside my arms.
 
   “Zoey, honey.” My mom knocked on the door. “You awake yet? I’ll drop you off.”
 
   I threw everything to one side, jumping out of bed. “I’m up,” I said.
 
   “I have your clothes downstairs, tell me if you want me to pack your gym bag,” she said.
 
   I’d slept in a large sack—it was probably one of those maternity nighties my mom had bought when she had Maddie. She didn’t like to throw things away; it was either handing them down or giving them to Goodwill. It was, however, a cloth sack.
 
   Kaleb walked out of the bathroom when I bumped into him.
 
   “Nice, nightie,” he said, walking off into the room we had so generously offered him. He stopped and took a second look.
 
   “When are you going home?” I asked, clinging to keep hold of my clothes.
 
   “Zoey!” my mom shouted. I turned to see her standing in the hall with an armful of clothes. “Kaleb is a guest. That’s not like you.”
 
   After I was dressed and thoroughly refreshed, I walked back to my room to see my mom making my bed. She patted a seat next to her.
 
   “What’s gotten into you?” she asked. “I thought you were happy to have Kaleb here, he’s a school friend and a family friend.”
 
   “He is,” I said. “I just don’t get why he’s not with his brothers.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to get to the bottom of that,” she said. “Nobody is ever there when I go to visit. But while he’s here, please make him feel welcome.”
 
   I hummed and nodded, trying not to show her as I picked the nail polish. “It’s an adjustment,” I said. “Having another person here.”
 
   “I know that side of you, Zoey,” she said. “When Madison was born, you hated it, if she was in your way, you’d push her, but you soon came to love and accept her.”
 
   I didn’t want to do either with Kaleb, love or accept. It felt like he was infiltrating our family. He’d probably poison us with carbon monoxide, the silent killer; I knew too well he wasn’t scared of poisoning.
 
   “Anyway, we’d best get you two to school,” she said. “You’ve got a big day ahead.”
 
   “Thanks, mom.”
 
   My dad was still sleeping when I left. He was set to fly out to Europe in the evening, and that meant getting as much sleep as humanly possible. I was used to it, since I was young, he’d disappear for days, my mom would say he’s gone into the sky, and at the time, we’d been in Bible classes, my only thought, he was Jesus. Safe to say, I’m not the daughter of the son of God, as I’d once told my pre-school teacher.
 
   My mom handed me three boxes of snacks and quiche.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, juggling the boxes. One-armed Kaleb was helpless.
 
   “Have fun!” she said.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Text me when you when you leave.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Everything about the new cheer outfits were perfect. They weren’t tailored, but they fit snuggly and they looked good. With each cheer captain as the year before, Char was able to choose the style, without going from the school colors.
 
   Char stood opposite a mirror, stroking creases from her outfit. She turned and bounced to see how the skirt sat on her butt She slapped it. “That’s right.”
 
   “Make it rain!” I laughed.
 
   “Need to make sure it feels right.”
 
   “Perf.” Ava hung hers on the clothes hanger. “I’m in love.”
 
   “Guys,” Libby burst into the changing room. “The bus is here. It’s absolutely huge.”
 
   “I’ll be 5 minutes.” Char held fingers up. “Need to get changed. Make sure everyone has their shit on the bus. I want to arrive with enough time to check out the venue.”
 
   It was an impossible task. Char loved impossible tasks. The journey itself was planned to take six hours, and only if we didn’t make any pit stops for bathroom breaks or food, which we were bound to do.
 
   “Is there a bathroom on the bus?” I asked.
 
   Char nodded. “Specifically asked for one.”
 
   One less thing to worry about it. I was glad it wasn’t my time of the month, but Damaris was. Out of courtesy to each other, we had an app called SYNC’D, it allowed us to post when we were on our periods, that way we knew if someone is being a little bitchy there was a reason, and also be prepared to throw Midol their way. As it was, it worked, and we were stronger for it, at least the girls among us were, except for Char, she was irregular and always a bitch.
 
   Ava pulled me aside. “Did something happen between you and Kaleb?”
 
   “No, why?” I asked, adjusting the straps on my gym bag.
 
   “He said he didn’t feel comfortable.”
 
   “Getting used to having a guy in the house is strange,” I said.
 
   Ava laughed. “Is it the bathroom thing? I hate that.”
 
   It wasn’t the toilet thing. I hadn’t noticed that. It was the unwanted kiss, knowing he wasn’t innocent or as nice as everyone else made him out to be. Now, nobody would believe me if I said anything, all because I didn’t say anything after it happened. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Like, why can’t they just put the seat down.”
 
   The bus was huge, and it didn’t smell like old people or cat urine, both of which I’d experienced before. I carried my smaller bag onto the bus with food my mom had packed.
 
   Dylan grabbed me by the waist, pretending to gnaw on the side of my neck. “Cannot wait to see you in that outfit,” he said. “I’ve heard good things.”
 
   “Well.” I kissed him. “I might have a picture.”
 
   We took seats at the back of the coach. I needed the window seat, mainly because six-hour journeys made me motion sick. There were six seats on the back, with the row in front having five seats; three on one side, two on the other.
 
   By the time Char was ready, everyone was already on the coach waiting. Mr. June stood by the door, waving her in. “C’mon Charlotte,” he called out. “We’re waiting on you now.”
 
   “So you should be,” she said. “I’m the god damn captain.”
 
   He chuckled, stroking the back of his neck as he followed Char. “Let’s wrap this up!” he said. He grabbed the microphone from the driver and tapped on it a few times. “So, we have some rules and an itinerary to follow on this trip.”
 
   Char reached the back of the coach. “Did you see my Instagram?” she said, sitting between Benny and Ava on the back seats. “That’s why I’m late, the outfit is on point, and it needed to be documented.”
 
   Ava grabbed her phone to search for the image, while Char shoved her phone in my face. “Look,” she said. “You’d betta double tap.” She laughed, although I knew she was serious.
 
   Mr. June continued through his list of rules. He made us aware we would be stopping only the once and that would be for dinner in 3 hours, probably at a fast food diner, which Char would definitely object to.
 
   “Hey, Mr. Serious,” Char said, shoving her phone into Kaleb’s face. “Do you even follow me?”
 
   Kaleb didn’t say a word to me. He laughed at Char. “Wondering if I remembered to bring the pain meds,” he said. “I think Ava’s already followed you for me. Don’t worry.”
 
   Ava nodded. “I did.”
 
   I turned to Dylan and punched his arm. “Have you followed her?”
 
   He laughed. “I probably have now.”
 
   “So, what games are on there?” I asked, reaching for his iPad.
 
   “It’s no Angry Cats or Flappy Chicken,” he said. “But that game with boxes, and you have to match three. It’s so hard.”
 
   “Oh god, that game!” I said. “You know I’m gonna beat your high score.” It was easy enough.
 
   Before the coach could begin moving, the engine cut out and the door opened. Mr. June waved more people on. I noticed Mr. Brooks, one of my art teachers climb on board, followed by Mrs. Jennings, my English teacher.
 
   Mr. June took to the microphone once again. “We also have a few more students joining us today on our trip today to Los Angeles.” From behind, Mila, Heather, and Brittany climbed on board the coach.
 
   Char stood and stomped a foot. “Mr. June! I thought this was for the competition, not some Greyhound.”
 
   Mr. June shrugged the comments off with a chuckle. “I’ll go through roll call, then we’re off.”
 
   Before I could occupy myself with the iPad, Char pulled our attention to her. She pointed to the front of the coach. “Did anyone else know about this?” she asked. “If they think of coming to the competition, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”
 
   Libby and Hannah sat the row in front of us. They popped their heads over the seats, one on either row, each with their new boyfriends. “They probably invited themselves,” Hannah said. “We need someone on the student body.”
 
   “Uh, Han,” Char rolled her eyes. “We tried that already, after they infect the newbies, they don’t want to hang with us. We need to get them first.”
 
   “What if you ask one of them to come on the squad, next semester,” Libby said.
 
   “If Sara leaves,” Char said as Sara turned at the mention of her name. “Just discussing what would happen if you left.”
 
   Sara knelt on her seat. “It’s not set in stone,” she said. “Jeez.”
 
   “Girls,” Mr. June called. “Take your seats. We need a headcount, and the driver’s not going anywhere until you’re all accounted for.”
 
   The first hour was loud; with plenty of energy to waste on singing music Char forced the driver to play. Mostly female pop ballads and for 2015, an awful lot of Destiny’s Child.
 
   Question, played over the stereo. Char jumped out of her seat with an entire choreographed sequence with hand shapes and slow drops.
 
   The second hour was quieter, people had turned to their phones and headsets for music. Char, still sang aloud to the music playing, thankfully only heard by people who’d forgot to bring headphones with them. By now I’d beat Dylan’s score twice. He’d tried to take the iPad from me to play, but I was on a roll, so I slapped his hands away and let him continue to wrap his arms around me.
 
   As the end of the third hour approached, Char took to the microphone. It wasn’t the first time she had during the coach journey, but it was the first time she’d made everyone listen.
 
   “So, cheer squad and those accompanying us, if you don’t fall within this category, please be advised your opinions will not matter,” she said. “Do you want to go for food now? It’s now 6:30 PM or we could wait another hour?”
 
   Undiscerning mumbles sounded through the coach.
 
   “Don’t mind,” one of the girls to the front said.
 
   “We need a decision,” Char said.
 
   I’d already eaten most of the quiche my mom had packed, and the rest I’d given to Kaleb.
 
   “You hungry?” Dylan asked.
 
   “I want fries and a shake,” I said. “But Char would kill me.”
 
   “She won’t kill me though,” he said, unraveling his arm from around my body. “Yeah. I could go for food.”
 
   “Right,” Char said with smile. “I CBA with cramps because I ate too late. That’s it settled. What food?”
 
   Quickly deciding with a firm push from Mr. June, although we’d have to eat somewhere without fast food in the title. We finally pulled to a stop in a small town between San Rafael and Los Angeles, I didn’t see any signs, but there was an oversized parking lot used by truck drivers, and it was fairly close to the restaurant we’d decided on
 
   A server at the door greeted us. “Welcome to The Glanville Family Restaurant, how many people are in your party today?” More bodies piled through the door. She nodded her head, taking a mental note. “I’ll grab you a few tables,” she chuckled to herself. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   The restaurant wasn’t empty, which was a pleasant surprise for a place dealing mainly with travelling business people and truck drivers.
 
   We took seats and placed our orders, I was conscious about what Char would say to fries and a shake, that’s all I wanted. She looked at me, expecting a response.
 
   “It sounds good,” Char said.
 
   “I hope so.” I clenched Dylan’s hand. “What did you order?”
 
   “Caprese salad,” she said. “My mom told me about going no-carb, flatten the stomach. So I’m giving it a try.”
 
   “You don’t need it,” I laughed, looking at her thin spaghetti arms. “You look perfect.”
 
   “Oh, I know.”
 
   It was nothing new. When I joined the cheer squad, my mom told me not to get involved with drugs or let the girls tell me I was less than beautiful. That was the day my mom knew I was becoming a woman, or at least more mature.
 
   “What even is a caprese salad?” Dylan whispered.
 
   I shrugged. “Salad?” I wasn’t far wrong, there was cheese and herbs. It came with stale croutons, untouched on the side of her plate.
 
   My strawberry shake and fries made its way over. I dipped the fries in the shake before I ate them, much to Dylan’s disgust. He shuddered beside me, slicing into the steak he’d ordered.
 
   Whatever we didn’t finish was put into go containers. As per the strict schedule, we had minutes to eat before we were back on the road. It was already 7:15 PM.
 
   Once back on the coach, I leant against Dylan, I was now wearing his oversized hoodie. I tried to stop myself from sleeping on him, but the drumming sound of the engine and the warmth of his body welcomed me.
 
   I woke to Dylan’s face in mine, repeating my name.
 
   “Yeah?” I said, frowning in the bright lighting.
 
   “We’re here,” he said. “We need to check in, then you can go back to sleep.”
 
   The coach wasn’t sticking around for the weekend, so we needed to take everything off. We were in a large parking lot with several other coaches parked up beside each other. I climbed off the coach to see Char trying to get a look at whether or not they were competition.
 
   “Checking in is separate,” Mr. June said. “The cheer squad, I’ll have your room keys, everyone else who choose to come on this trip, you’ll need to check yourself in. Don’t get yourselves into any trouble, and we’ll have a nice weekend. Okay?”
 
   A chorus of oddly timed okays broke out.
 
   “And those wishing to watch the competition tomorrow, I have extra entry bands,” he finished, leading the way to the hotel.
 
   We made our way to the electric doors of the hotel, leading through to the reception desk. The pristine white tiles were too bright. I hauled my bag on a shoulder and shaded my eyes. 
 
   Mr. June collected several room keys before handing them out. It was three to a room. I was sharing with Char and Ava. The only rule was no boys in the girls’ rooms, and no girls in the boy’s room. Mrs. Jennings made notes of who was sharing rooms.
 
   Before we could make our way to the rooms, they gathered us in the lobby. Everyone who wasn’t in the cheer squad was able to leave, but they tried to stress that we still weren’t able to go into different rooms.
 
   “Tomorrow, I want everyone to be here at 8 AM, I want everyone to have been showered. Please wear your uniform, or something to practice in for the first couple of hours, we will be going to the convention center around 8:30 AM, to get a feel for the routine space,” Mr. June said. “It’s only a few blocks, so we’ll be going on foot, sorry to disappoint.”
 
   I could feel myself sighing, louder than I’d thought. Char nudged me and laughed. “What about breakfast?” I asked.
 
   “Breakfast will be served at the convention center,” Mr. June said, taking a nod. “It’s a healthy breakfast buffet, I wouldn’t advise of the vending machines, we want everyone to be at peak performance.” If there was something he knew, it was giving a talk about nothing. My face yawned into a seizure of half-smiling and half-yawning. “Now, off to your rooms.”
 
   Char hooked her arm around me. “Let’s get to our room then,” she said, nudging Ava with her foot.
 
   “Ow, you—” Ava turned, frowning. “Oh my god.” She took a deep breath and pulled her gym bag up on an arm.
 
   “We don’t want to injure a flyer,” I said, “and nobody really wants to be pushing Ava around in a wheelchair.”
 
   Ava gasped. “If my calves weren’t half as strong, I would be in a wheelchair.”
 
   “Over it,” Char said, walking on, hauling me on the side of her arm.
 
   There were two elevators, and lines to both of them. Char bypassed everyone, telling them they didn’t want their captain to be tired for the morning. We could’ve waited the extra couple of minutes while people used them, they had a limit of five people, not because of weight, but because of how compact they were.
 
   Room 909. Most of us were on separate floors. Importantly, the teachers who were chaperoning were on a different floor. The hotel room was large, we had a huge glass window overlooking Los Angeles.
 
   There were two king-size beds to share. “I want to live here,” Char said, jumping from one to the other before bouncing back. She laid, looking up at the ceiling. “Forever.”
 
   “In this room?” I asked.
 
   “This city.”
 
   “Isn’t your mom always here anyway,” Ava asked in a yawn.
 
   Char hummed and threw a hand to her face.
 
   “Why don’t you move here?” I asked.
 
   She laughed at the question. “I need to follow in my mom’s footsteps,” she said. “I need to be prom queen, it’s everything I’ve grown up to want.”
 
   It was everything I’d ever wanted. I didn’t care about anyone; all I wanted was to feel the crown in my hair and to find myself center of attention with Dylan. It was also the night I’d been thinking of for a long time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Alarms sounded at 7 AM. I’d been awake for 5 minutes lost in thought before the alarms began; an alarm from my phone, a second from Char’s phone, and the loudest from Ava. I stayed still as they groaned. Ava was at my side, and Char had a king bed all to herself. They fidgeted with their legs and arms, reaching out to slap their phones.
 
   “Getting a shower first.” I threw myself out of bed.
 
   They jolted upright. “But I need to do my hair!” Char said.
 
   I grabbed my open gym bag and rushed to the bathroom. Flicking the light switch on. The bathroom was bright, it stung the corners of my eyes. I undressed and turned the shower on to find the perfect balance of hot and cold
 
   “You’ve got 5 minutes,” Char shouted.
 
   “Right, whatever,” I laughed, “I’ll leave the shower running.”
 
   I’d only washed my hair the night before, it took way too long to dry, and we didn’t have enough flat irons to go around. 
 
   My phone buzzed on the counter. It was either my mom or Dylan, probably both. I towel dried as I read the supportive texts on my phone.
 
   Char knocked on the door. “Move it.”
 
   I grabbed my belongings and walked out with a towel wrapped around my body. Ava sat on the end of a bed in a bath robe, waiting for her turn.
 
   “How are you doing your hair?” I asked. “I’m thinking of pulling mine all back in a ponytail.”
 
   Ava rolled her eyes. “Boring. I have my curling iron.”
 
   “In a ponytail still?”
 
   “That could work.”
 
   The bathroom door swung open. “What could?” Char asked, smoothing lotion into her arms.
 
   “Curling Zo’s hair,” Ava said.
 
   “I want loose curls, nobody with flat hair.”
 
   “Flat hair, flat performance,” I said, repeating something Char once said.
 
   I dressed in sweatpants and a red crop top with the school logo for practice. I packed my outfit on a hanger inside a garment bag. Ava wore hers but Char was worried she’d spill something on hers at breakfast.
 
   Char applied a light concealer and foundation to my face. “I only bought four lipsticks. So once we’ve eaten we can wear it.”
 
   Everyone was already in the lobby. Dylan pulled me into his arms by my waist. “You look amazing,” he said.
 
   “I’m starving.” I said, kissing his neck.
 
   Half the girls were in their outfits, the other half in their practice clothes. Before Mr. June could announce anything, Char took center stage. “I have a matte red lipstick, and all the girls will be wearing this after breakfast. The guys, well you’re doing your own thing anyway,” she said. “Oh, and loose curls.”
 
   Monique laughed. She had a thick black afro of curls, alongside Damaris, they were as diverse as our squad got. “You know I love curls,” Monique said.
 
   “You’re on curling iron duty then?” Char said.
 
   “Happily!”
 
   The competition was in a convention center 5 minutes from the hotel. We walked, the morning sun shining and the breeze snipping at us. We were used to it, northern Cali wasn’t always the warmest, but better than the four seasons everywhere else went through each day.
 
   Two-time Olympic world medalist and cheer champion, Alexa Bergdorf was one of the organizers and the face of the Golden State Cheer Championship. She was thirty, but you couldn’t tell by looking at her, only from her Wikipedia page. She welcomed each group into the convention individually.
 
   I left Dylan with a kiss. They weren’t allowed in unless they were part of the team, so they went out for breakfast. We were shown to a room with MARIN PANDAS plastered on the door and told to wait for Alexa’s arrival. I bit the inside of my lip in anticipation, I’d only ever watched her on YouTube videos.
 
   There was a knock at the door as she walked in, tall and slim in her fitted red dress. “Good Morning Marin Pandas!”
 
   “Morning!” We said back, almost like pre-school kids at roll call.
 
   “You all look so refreshed and beautiful,” she said, closing the door. “Have you all eaten breakfast?” she asked.
 
   “We were told to wait for you,” Mr. June said.
 
   “That’s silly.” She waved her hands in large gestures. “I don’t know why they told you that, we have a huge breakfast on down in the hall. You’ll get to meet a few other cheerleaders you’ll be competing against this afternoon too.”
 
   “What food?” Mrs. Jennings asked. “Because I’m starving!”
 
   Alexis stifled a laugh with her perfectly manicured hand. I glanced at my own, they were second-rate compared to Char’s. “It’s all high energy and high protein,” she said. “So, who’s the captain? Who will be leading your squad to victory today?”
 
   Char stepped forward. “Me,” she said. “I’m the captain, and I—we’ve been preparing since the start of the semester for this competition. We’re more than ready.”
 
   Of course, she told every squad they’d be winning today, and she was probably right, about one team at least. But she had me believing that of all the cheer squads here, we would take away the prize. We were only competing in the senior category.
 
   “There are ten other squads in your category,” Alexa said. “Each from high schools across the state. We have a few younger squads competing in other categories too. So, professionalism is asked for at all times.”
 
   “Exactly,” Mr. June said. “I know Alexa herself is very professional. We were both in the 2008 Olympics.”
 
   “You’re looking well, Jack,” she said. “I heard you were teaching now. Only happy to return the favour and let you compete.” She pulled him into a hug and kissed him on both cheeks.
 
   “It’s a pleasure, these students have been working around the clock.”
 
   “Fantastic!” she said. “Do any of you have questions?”
 
   I desperately wanted to ask for an autograph, or at least a selfie.
 
   “A selfie,” Char said.
 
   She beamed a white smile. “Sure, but I only have a few minutes before I have to go.”
 
   Mr. June stood, taking each of our phones to take pictures. I had my arm around her waist, hugging her close. She smelled like fresh flowers but I couldn’t get my words out to ask her what it was.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “Have fun now,” she said.
 
   The convention center was full of children and their parents. I regretted not inviting my parents to watch, but like every performance, I never invited them, and they were probably too busy anyway. It was more about the arts and less about the short skirts and crop tops.
 
   I ate a small bowl of scrambled eggs and a bagel. There was a lot of food, feeding over 400 people in a large buffet style cafeteria. It was between the greenrooms and the performance halls. There were three large rooms for each of the categories, and each group was performing twice, once in their category and a second for the grand title, but only the squads placing top three could compete in the final.
 
   It was 10 AM when we were given our schedules. Char had handed over the music for the routine. We had a five-minute spot at 11:30 AM. We’d already stretched ourselves out and changed.
 
   “Lipstick!” Char called out, holding her hand high in the air.
 
   “Don’t forget the hair,” Monique said, waving the curling iron around.
 
   Benny and Kaleb walked in with Dylan following behind. I ran to him and threw my arms around his neck.
 
   “I’m so nervous,” I said.
 
   “I saw your picture with Alexa,” he said. “Did you bring that poster?”
 
   I’d kept a poster of her in a box beneath my bed, one of her 2008 Olympic pictures with her and the gold medal.
 
   “I wish I had,” I said. “I was so nervous. I’m playing it cool.”
 
   “So you’re not going to spam her Twitter with your selfie?”
 
   “I’ll be doing that,” I laughed, kissing him again. “You have fun in LA?”
 
   “Well, we need more stuff for the party tonight,” he said. “Turns out Kaleb has a pretty good fake ID.”
 
   “It’ll be fun.”
 
   “They have a rooftop pool,” he continued. “It’s closed because it’s November, but we’ll figure that out.”
 
   “That’s gotta be freezing,” I said.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   The teachers walked in. Mr. Brooks had kept quite quiet during the trip, probably using it to get away from his family. “Didn’t realize you were bringing in the entourage,” he said.
 
   “Everyone not part of the squad should leave now,” Mr. June announced, leaving the door open. There were several people, some of them friends, but mostly boyfriends.
 
   Through the speaker a voice boomed. “Good Morning Los Angeles,” the voice announced. “We’re here for the third annual Golden State Cheer Championship, after reviewing all teams over summer, we’ve brought you, forty of the finest cheerleading teams from across the schools and colleges of California.” They explained we were in the second largest convention room with the other high schools.
 
   “There’s a five-thousand-dollar reward for each school coming in first, including the first place trophy. Two-thousand-five-hundred-dollar reward for second place, including second place trophy, and for third place, you will receive a thousand-dollar reward, including third-place trophy. For the school or college that comes in first place for the championship, you will win a spread in the upcoming issue of SPIRIT, the leading cheer magazine and a further cash prize of five-thousand dollars.”
 
   “You know you only move to the championship round if you place top three,” Mr. June said. “I expect you to come in top three. If anything, I’m looking at first place. I know, I know, I’ve said in the past, we’re wanting you to have fun, but now we’re here, we’re winning.”
 
   “I couldn’t have said it better, Mr. June,” Char added.
 
   “Also.” Bex pushed through to the front of the group. “Winning will mean we can upgrade equipment!”
 
   “Or a party,” Ava said.
 
   “What about a cheer camp, or at least the money to go to one,” I said.
 
   Mr. June’s smile widened. “Let’s not talk about spending money we don’t have yet,” he said. “Although, I will give you this, if you win, I’ll look the other way for the party you’re planning.”
 
   Everyone turned to see the burning grin on Quentin’s face. “If that’s not motivation enough,” he said.
 
   “Like we didn’t know,” Mr. June said. “Besides, it’s not your birthday until midnight.”
 
   We moved from the greenroom to the waiting room where all the other groups in our category were. We knew a few of the other groups by name, we’d never performed against most of them, mainly because they cheered for football teams. The Vipers were a squad from San Francisco, they were close, so we knew who they were. We’d competed against The Roseville Reds and The Napa Sharks before.
 
   The different groups were practicing their timings, counting their steps. The smell was overpowering, a mixture of cheap perfume and desperation. We were in a circle, Mr. June stood in the center.
 
   “I’m gonna have to go soon,” he said. “I’ll be on the sidelines watching, with the other coaches, so this is down to you, and listen to your captain—I believe in you.” He moved aside as we put our hands in the middle. “Go, Pandas!”
 
   Nobody looked. Everyone was involved in their own thing, but it was usually the same thing. One of the assistants came around to us 15 minutes before we were set to perform.
 
   “I need to use the bathroom,” I said. “Where are they?”
 
   The woman pointed out the hall. “Down there.” She pulled her wrist watch around. “You have 5 minutes before we need you all ready.”
 
   I always needed a nervous bathroom break at the most inconvenient of times, and true to girl code, Hannah and Brianna came along.
 
   “I’ve been bursting,” Brianna said. “They shouldn’t have given us all that juice.”
 
   “You didn’t need to drink it,” I said.
 
   The bathroom was full of girls puking their guts up and crying. Some older, some younger. All but one stall was full, and there appeared to be a line forming. I took a deep breath and put my best Char impression on. Hannah and Brianna followed.
 
   Straight to the front of the line. “I need to go next,” I said. “We’re up in five, and if I don’t go now, I’m going to going to personally see to it you lose, okay.”
 
   The girl didn’t say a word, she hopped back slightly to make room for us. I turned slightly with a smile to see the celebration on Hannah and Brianna’s faces.
 
   It was almost time. We were at the curtain ready to perform. I’d done smaller competitions before, but the sweat on my palms collected out of nervousness. I was glad I wasn’t a base for any of the flyers. I couldn’t even hold myself up. I wiped my hands on a cloth in the waiting room.
 
   “Zo,” Char called me forward, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me through the group. “We’re on in a minute.”
 
   We had perfect view of the group currently on the mats performing their routine. They jumped and twirled, giving back handsprings and somersaults. They were one of the larger teams and could cover more of the mats. It squeezed knots in my stomach.
 
   “We’re gonna kill it,” I said. “Don’t you think?”
 
   “If you have to ask,” Char laughed, followed by the unease of Ava and Libby, watching in silence. “It’s always nerving watching the competition, I’ve been doing this since I was five, there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   I’d always loved gymnastics, but I’d never been put in any competitions. Least of all, the children’s beauty pageants Char had grown up competing in. I guess this was what happened when the cast of TODDLERS & TIARAS grew up, they had a thirst for competitions and being the best at everything—or trying to at least.
 
   The voice over the speaker came through. “Thank you, San Diego Dolphins for that out-of-water, and out-of-body experience, we’ll give the judges a moment before we bring on our next group. Are you ready for the Marin Pandas, all the way from Marin County High School?”
 
   Okay, Zoey Jensen, you can do this. I told myself. We’d done it before, in practice, we’d done it in front of crowds at games, but nobody was judging or scoring us before, we were doing it for fun. That’s when I heard Mr. June’s voice in my head, remember to have fun.
 
   “Everyone,” Char rounded us up again. “I know this is what we’ve been working for, and what those bitches on the student body have been trying to destroy, but we can do this, we’ve done this already, this isn’t a practice run, this is a game, we’re giving it all for our team. We are our own team.”
 
   “Give a warm welcome for the next competitors, the Marin Pandas!” the voice came again.
 
   We were cheered to the mats. I scanned the crowd for Dylan, and there he was, howling out and clapping. The small section in the stands we had were cheering. Mostly everyone else just clapped.
 
   Moving into position, we stood in complete silence, our heads down as we’d planned for the routine to start. The music didn’t play. My heart raced, the thundering thud slamming hard in my ears, ringing out. I turned slightly to Char.
 
   The silence became impatient. The creak of our feet on the mats sounded as we stood, growing aware we were about to lose.
 
   Ding! The sound of a battle in the center of the ring. It was the opening to our track. All nerves vanished, and the routine began.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I saw nerves on all their faces as we pushed into the routine; throwing ourselves across the mats with clean precision, tumbling and jumping, flying through the air. I stopped myself from shouting out ‘go Pandas’. We didn’t have pom-poms, it was basically a floor routine for sixteen people, and we pushed ourselves throughout with ease.
 
   The music came to an end in quick succession with the routine. We stood, somewhat out of breath and glassy eyed as we looked out into the crowd and the judges. It wasn’t too bad, mainly because Alexa wasn’t watching, but she was watching the finals, and although I hoped we placed top three, the nerves of performing again for her were enough to want us not to place.
 
   “Thank you, Marin Pandas for a performance reaching above the bamboo sticks! Give another warm round of applause for the Marin Pandas of Marin County,” the voice came again, ushering us from the mats.
 
   We walked off, in the opposite direction we came.
 
   I grabbed Char’s wrist. “I thought I was going to have a heart attack!”
 
   “You’re telling me!” She puffed out her cheeks. “But we knew to wait for it.”
 
   Mr. June stood, clapping to himself and grinning. We’d done well, all things considered, at least we weren’t puking in the bathroom waiting to perform. In the corner I noticed Hannah hold her hands to her mouth before throwing up in them.
 
   “Ew, Han,” I heard everyone around her. It was mostly liquid, dripping between her fingers. Mr. June’s face dropped. Someone grabbed her a trashcan I couldn’t watch.
 
   “Try not to do that out there,” Char said, bunching Hannah’s hair from around her neck into a ponytail. “Anyone have an elastic?”
 
   Dylan watched behind Mr. June and I tripped over myself to jump in his arms.
 
   “You were beautiful out there,” he said, squeezing my sides. “I never get to see you doing your thing, but I should probably stand by the sidelines more often.”
 
   I squeezed him tight. “You’re their star player, wouldn’t want you being distracted.”
 
   “Do I distract you?”
 
   “No, I’m a professional.” I kissed him again.
 
   The competition heat was almost finished, all the groups in our division had now competed. The judges had been making their decision for the past 30 minutes, thirty nail-biting minutes, each one as bad as the last.
 
   “If all divisions for the Golden State Cheer Championship could make their way back to the main hall, we’ll be revealing winners and runner-ups. Those who place top three will be moving onto the championship, and starting from two—in just 1 hour and 30 minutes! So, make your way to the main hall.”
 
   They announced the winners of the middle grade division, I wasn’t paying attention. Just taking deep breaths, and hoping Hannah wouldn’t throw up through the nose again. Char pulled out a small compact make-up kit.
 
   “You’re blotchy?” Char offered me her powder press. “Don’t want to let them see us sweat. And I’ve already thrown up twice today.”
 
   I pressed the squishy foam into the foundation, dabbing it before pressing it on my face. Spreading evenly into the make-up already there, and mopping up the moisture on my forehead.
 
   They called the high school teams on next. Alexa Bergdorf sat in the center seat, watching us as we all came through to the mats of the main hall. It was larger than the hall we’d been in, more seating behind the judging panel. I had the image of her coming up to us like Tyra Banks, telling us who was going through and those who didn’t make the cut.
 
   “Let’s welcome back the High School competitors, give them all a round of applause for being the best that California has to bring!” Everyone out in the stands went semi-wild, not like they were this excited for a basketball match, but cheer moms got pretty heated.
 
   They cut straight to the chase. “Third place, we have The Oxford Blondes, all the way from Palm Springs!”
 
   We weren’t third.
 
   They collected their trophy as a team, holding it and posing for pictures with Alexa and the other judges. It was a lifetime of waiting. They were going to be performing again, they didn’t need to take so much time.
 
   “Second place, we have the Napa Sharks, all the way from Napa Valley!”
 
   And second place was taken. We clapped for them. We were civil, they were close to us, but they cheered for football, otherwise we could’ve been bittersweet rivals, and cheer squads thrived on rivalries.
 
   They took longer. Snapping pictures, flashes popping. Their parents, coaches, friends, screaming in the background.
 
   “Headstrong,” I heard Char say over the noise.
 
   “And finally, for the first place winners, and the final group going through to the grand championship this afternoon, we have the Marin Pandas all the way from Marin County!”
 
   The screams were deafening. We screamed, some of the crowd screamed, and we jumped to the first prize trophy. I was seconds away from crying, tears on the brink of my cheek, but one of the younger girls was already crying and I didn’t want the pictures of me with black panda eyes from mascara. Ironically, given we were the Marin Pandas.
 
   Time blurred. I wanted to savor as much of it as I could, but it was fleeting. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the lasting moments of this memory to be. I didn’t know what I needed to remember.
 
   Dylan stood and clapped, shouting out my name, or at least I let myself believe in the moment of temporary hearing loss.
 
   “You guys did so well,” I heard Alexa say as she nestled in for the group pictures. “I look forward to seeing what you can bring to the final.”
 
   I felt my soul escape in the excitement. We moved through to the waiting room, greeted by Mr. June and the rest of the entourage.
 
   “Another group picture for the school website,” Mr. June said, keeping us huddled together with the trophy.
 
   We had an hour and 15 minutes until the finals began. There was only first place up for grabs, but we’d already come first in our division, winning the $5,000 it came with.
 
   Back in our greenroom we were given food to keep energy levels high and plenty of bottles of branded water, I hadn’t realized, but the entire competition had sponsors plastered everywhere.
 
   “The party is on!” Benny shouted.
 
   Dylan hi-fived him above my head.
 
   For the final, we were allowed to perform the same routine, but if we had another, we were encouraged to do that. But we hadn’t thought so far, even though we believed we were amazing, we were just happy to place top three.
 
   “Even though we’ll be celebrating our win tonight,” Char said, she turned and gestured to Quentin. “It’s Quentin’s birthday tomorrow, so we would’ve been celebrating anyway!”
 
   Quentin blushed red in the corner of the room.
 
   Bex squeezed herself into the line of sight beside Quentin. “And if we need any more alcohol, I have my sister’s ID, plus, it’s LA, they’re giving it away.”
 
   Mr. June knocked before walking in. “You have 15 minutes. The schools are already lining up for the final routine.”
 
   Char clapped her hands three times in the air. “Let’s get it moving!”
 
   I kissed Dylan on the side of his neck, it was the only place my head could reach from craning up at him. He kissed my forehead. “I was going to buy a foam finger,” he laughed. “So you could see me.”
 
   “You’re a distraction,” I said, grinning. “But a cute one.”
 
   A roll call of the finalists sounded over the speaker. We waited, again, with all the other schools. The middle school kids were vicious, like they could violently kill you with their easy reach to your legs. The college kids were above it, sitting in silence together, like a prayer circle.
 
   Char created a circle around her. “You’re all my favourite people.” With a hand on her heart, it was warming sentiment. “We came in first, and even if we don’t place, that’s fine, we’re still winners. Only one group can come first, and usually I would tell you all we needed to win, but we’ve already won today.”
 
   “We’re always winners inside,” Bex added. As vice-captain, she liked to say something, anything, once in a while, usually repeating Char.
 
   “And who are we?” Char asked.
 
   “Marin Pandas,” we said, at once.
 
   “Who? Because I know they didn’t hear you.”
 
   “Marin Pandas,” we went again, raising our voices.
 
   “I don’t think the group at the back heard.”
 
   “Marin Pandas!”
 
   Other groups watched, disturbing their silence and down time.
 
   We were second up. All groups placing first were going in order, followed by second place and then third. Our time came once again, the nerves had fled, the tension in my stomach was now from laughter.
 
   Dylan waved the large blue foam finger. He’d written my name in all caps with black marker pen. Almost like he’d planned it from the start, and after telling me he didn’t have one.
 
   The routine went off without a hitch. We didn’t change it or do anything different, but when it came to an end, we wanted to keep going. We stayed on the mats for a moment to catch our breaths and wave at the crowd.
 
   Mrs. Jennings stood in the waiting room for us. Her smile beamed, the first that didn’t seem forced, but revealed far too many of the deep wrinkles on her face. “Whoa! You guys did a fantastic job out there! You’ve got this in the bag!”
 
   Mr. June appeared through the door behind her. “You can say that again!” He laughed. “I’ve already told Principal Sanders about your win. He’s made some room in the trophy case for it.”
 
   “Think he’ll need to make more room for a second?” Mrs. Jennings laughed.
 
   “Probably not,” Char said. “We won ours, but competing against college groups we’re not on a level with isn’t really fair. But we won our group.”
 
   “Did you see Dylan?” Libby tugged my arm. “So cute!”
 
   “I didn’t think he would,” I laughed.
 
   “You’re perfect for each other.”
 
   “I wish Kaleb would’ve done something like that,” Ava said. “He probably would, but with an arm still in a sling, it’s probably difficult.”
 
   “Could you imagine?” I laughed.
 
   “I was being serious, Zo.”
 
   “Yeah, me too, like, could you imagine him doing it?” I said. “Because, you know, he can’t raise his hands above his head.”
 
   “He’s still hurting.”
 
   All the groups had now performed. We stood in a group huddle as they called us back to the mats. The judges pulled out all the theatrics. I watched as they positioned confetti cannonsand the judges passed along a golden envelope to Alexa. A microphone was pushed into her hands.
 
   My mouth ran dry. I butted my lips. We squeezed each other, even Char, who hated physical contact with anyone she wasn’t hooking up with. I could hear her, heavy breathing beside me.
 
   “Good luck,” I whispered.
 
   Alexa readied herself on a spot marked on the floor. Cameras poised on both her and all nine of the competing groups. “The winner of the spread in SPIRIT magazine and the $5,000 of the 2015 Golden State Cheer Championship are…” she said, followed by a lifetime of silence. I looked up to see a net holding balloons in place. “College group, the Indigo Tigers from right here in Los Angeles!”
 
   Confetti canons blasted above our heads and balloons rained down. We were all winners, all nine groups, even though they were the best of the best, we’d all won something.
 
   “At least it wasn’t one of the middle school groups,” Char said over the noise and excitement from the screaming Indigo Tigers.
 
   If this was a romance, Dylan would’ve jumped through the crowd and swam to me in the sea of confetti, but this was a cheer competition and spectators weren’t allowed on the competition floor.
 
   He waved the foam finger around.
 
   “Love you.” I watched his lips move.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I looked out the window in the hotel room, watching the sun set over the city. Although it was winter, my weather app told me it was 68 °F, still t-shirt weather. I’d picked up my phone to text Dylan when there was a knock at the door.
 
   “It’s me,” Dylan said.
 
   The others had gone to check the roof out to make sure it was safe and had lighting. If not, Char had already sweet talked some guy at reception.
 
   I opened the door to him. “Is the roof open?”
 
   He nodded. “They stole a key card from a bell boy,” he said, closing the door behind. He pulled me in his arms and walked with me to one of the king beds.
 
   We kissed before I pushed him back on the bed. I jumped up and sat on his chest, looking into his eyes. They were ocean blue globes. I pushed my face close to his and kissed him again.
 
   “Prom night is gonna be magic,” he said.
 
   “When I’m prom queen and you’re the king,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve already given myself to you.”
 
   “Zo,” he said, turning me on my side to lay beside him. “You’re so fucking perfect.”
 
   We stared into each other’s eyes. My heart thumped through my chest, it forced me to press my lips hard against him. I held them there, attached to him.
 
   “Zo, are you in here?” Char said, walking in.
 
   We stayed, laid opposite each other, smiling. “Yeah, over here.”
 
   Char sat at the end of the bed. “First, get a room,” she said. “Second, did you?”
 
   “What? No!” I jumped up, laughing.
 
   “Good, you’re too pure, Zo.” Dylan sat up and Char punched him in the arm. “Don’t take advantage of her,” she said to him.
 
   “Couldn’t even if I tried,” he sniggered.
 
   I grabbed his hand. They were clammy in mine.
 
   “Everyone is headed up to the rooftop,” Char said, “so, take a cold shower and come join us.”
 
   I finished getting dressed while Dylan and Char headed to the rooftop. I’d bought a strappy white top with a dip-dye fringe, alongside some denim booty shorts and a flower headband. It was my Los Angeles Instagram fantasy.
 
   The elevator dinged as I called for it. The doors opened wide to Mila, Heather and Brittany. They climbed out as I walked in.
 
   “Have fun at your party, Zoey,” Mila said.
 
   “You too,” I said, in politeness as the elevator doors closed behind.
 
   They opened up again on the second floor. Quentin and Ant were stood holding hands. I accidentally bit my lip and gasped. They dropped each other’s hands and blushed.
 
   “Zo,” Quentin said, pressing the button for the rooftop.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Don’t tell anyone,” he said. “It’s still a secret.”
 
   Ant sucked on a sharp breath. “I’m not out—out.”
 
   I shook my head and smiled. “Love who you love,” I said. “As long as they don’t replace prom queen with two kings, even though you’re cute as hell.”
 
   “Didn’t think you wanted that,” Quentin said.
 
   “What girl doesn’t?”
 
   They laughed as the elevator doors opened up to the rooftop.
 
   “You’ve got my vote,” Ant said with a breath of relief.
 
   Hannah and her boyfriend Max were the first people I saw. She sat on his lap in one of the poolside chairs, drinking beers. They were incredibly cute, for the longest time, I thought Hannah and Libby were lesbians, mainly because they’d been best friends since pre-school, and often described as too close, but to see them without each other was strange.
 
   “Zo, come over here, let’s take a selfie,” Dylan shouted. He stood looking out over the city.
 
   I searched myself for my phone. I remembered last having it to text my mom, and Instagramming the picture I’d taken. But it was already in my hand.
 
   I pulled up to Dylan’s side. “We’d have to go to the beach to see a sunset like this back home,” I said.
 
   “We should do that more often.”
 
   During summer after Junior year, we used to always go to the beach, it was secluded. The person driving wouldn’t be able to drink, but we’d camped out a few times in large tents our parents hadn’t used, but bought with the best intentions.
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   Dylan had grabbed me a beer. “There,” he said, popping a straw into the bottle neck.
 
   It put an instant smile on my face. “What else do they have?”
 
   “Mr. June’s coming up every 30 minutes to check on us, so we only brought a few things up,” he said. “We also have solo cups in the room, Benny’s gone to grab some.”
 
   “Anything that doesn’t taste like perfume or piss?” I laughed.
 
   “That’s alcohol!”
 
   Mr. June came to visit on cue for the first few half hours, slowly, we could tell he was getting drunk. Each time, he’d take a beer, or two from the pile after counting them and advising us we couldn’t possibly drink that many. He was celebrating just as much as we were. The final time he came up was after we’d ordered eleven pizzas to the hotel.
 
   I sat on Dylan’s lap in a chair around the pool. I’d had two drinks, chased with water. I took pictures, like the cute couple everyone believed us to be, hashtagging the high heavens out of the pictures on social media. Maybe that was my platform for prom queen?
 
   From the pizza box at my side, I fed Dylan a slice of pepperoni, taking a bite for myself. Now that the competition was over, I was eating carbs without fear, especially chowing down on the pizza crusts.
 
   “Mm,” I sighed heavily into Dylan’s lap. “Delicious.”
 
   Char rushed over. “Zo!” She grabbed my arm and pulling me from Dylan’s lap. “I need your advice, and you have to be brutally honest.”
 
   I swallowing the pizza, nodding. “Sure. Whatever you need.”
 
   “Benny said he loves me.” She took a deep breath and pressed on her chest. “I didn’t say it back. Now I can’t say it back without it being weird.”
 
   I took her drink and guzzled it hard. “Whoa.” It was strong. I felt like telling her she’d never loved anything in her life, I doubt she even loved her mom if it wasn’t for her car.
 
   “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
 
   “No, do you love him?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged, taking the cup from me. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Does his smile give you butterflies?”
 
   “No, but his touch does,” she laughed. “I’m more of a physical person.”
 
   I nodded along with her. “Physical relationships are good,” I said, speaking from no experience of having any other relationship but the one with Dylan. “I think, they need to be emotional too, there needs to be a balance,” I said, this time, speaking from my mom’s Danielle Steel books.
 
   “But you and Dylan aren’t physical, like, really physical,” she said with a sudden cough of laughter. “Sorry, not like that, just the sex thing.”
 
   It was always about the sex thing.
 
   “I think if you get really really drunk, you’ll just tell him, and it won’t be awkward,” I said. I gave her a slight hug and a pat on the back. “Drink up!”
 
   She tipped the cup up into her mouth. “You’re a good friend, Zo.”
 
   I sat back on Dylan’s lap. He’d grabbed two solo cup. “What’s in this?”
 
   “You can’t ask that,” he said. “It’s a solo cup.” He took a sip handing it over. “It’s safe.” 
 
   “I know it’s safe,” I said. “But will I like it?” I took a sip. A fuzzy warmth warped my tongue, it tickled and tingled my body.
 
   I was three drinks in, dancing around the pool. Dylan danced with me from behind. I turned and pushed him to a chair as I found myself giving him a lap dance, not by choice, by influence, but it was liberating.
 
   “Ten seconds!” one of the girls shouted. I didn’t look to see who, but I stopped. It felt like a countdown on New Year’s eve.
 
   “Nine!”
 
   “What is it?” I asked Dylan, sitting on his lap.
 
   “Eight!”
 
   “Quentin’s birthday,” he said.
 
   “Seven!”
 
   “Shit, yeah,” I laughed.
 
   “Six!”
 
   I pulled away and turned to the crowd, all facing Quentin. My eyes focused and refocused around the shapes. I didn’t fully process what happened next. I felt Dylan’s arm tug at me as I dropped to the stone floor with a fire burning through my throat.
 
   I vomited in the pool. I almost reached in to splash myself before my entire body was pulled back and on my feet. “Are you okay?” Dylan’s echoing voice asked.
 
   “Zero!”
 
   I clenched my stomach and groaned, sitting back in the deck chair.
 
   “Happy Birthday, Quentin!”
 
   “H–h–happy birthday,” I chuckled to myself. I thought I’d had water between each drink, although clear liquids can change from water to vodka quite easily, especially when you’re not paying attention.
 
   “Water,” Dylan said, handing me a bottle from the cooler.
 
   He left me for a moment, kissing my forehead. I had just vomited after all, so I didn’t blame him for not wanting to kiss me. I stood for a second, no recollection of whether he’d asked me to stay.
 
   The elevator dinged and the door opened. The fluorescence orange light was welcoming, like a beacon. I found myself inside, pushing all the buttons.
 
   “Zoey?” I heard, as the elevator doors opened.
 
   I picked myself from slouching against the inside of the elevator. “Yeah?” I said, aligning myself to see properly. Brittany stood in front of me. Either she was swaying or I was.
 
   “Are you okay?” she reached out for my arm.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, but I couldn’t push her. I stumbled at best, and she caught me on her arms. “Let go.”
 
   “You’re drunk,” she said. “I’ll take you to your room.”
 
   She held me up on my feet as I looked for my room key. I found my phone. In the reflection, my hair stuck to my face and a few strands in my mouth. I picked them out, as Brittany took my arm again. “I don’t have my room key.” I reached again in my pocket and pulled it out.
 
   “There you have it.” She led me out of the elevator and into the corridor of the 9th floor. “Which room?” she asked, and I didn’t even know. I shrugged, my body weight dropped from side-to-side.
 
   “I’ll find it,” I said, pulling away from her and holding out the key in front of me. 
 
   “No,” she said. “We were friends at one point, Zoey, and I never stopped being your friend. I’ll take you to my room to sober you up, otherwise, you’ll end up bumping into someone, or worse the hotel throws you out.”
 
   I didn’t object. I let her guide me. Inside her hotel room sat on the beds were Mila and Heather. I dropped to my knees and crawled to the bathroom. It was the same layout as our room, part of me believed it was our room, except when I looked back out, all three of their faces stared back at me.
 
   “You okay in there?” I heard them shout, and whispering between that, but every time my throat wretched to throw up, all my senses silenced them.
 
   I finally finished. Laying face up, staring at the tiles on the bathroom ceiling.
 
   “Zoey?” Brittany knocked on the bathroom door. “Are you feeling better?”
 
   “Yeah,” I croaked from the back of my throat.
 
   They’d passed me water and towels. “You’re nice,” I said.
 
   “Thanks,” I heard Mila say. “If you could pass that on to Char as well.”
 
   My eyes rolled, a spontaneous reaction. “I’m not her keeper.”
 
   “She’s a pain in the ass,” Mila said.
 
   “She tried to get us expelled,” Heather chimed in.
 
   I hauled myself together from the toilet seat. Pressing to flush as I stood. “Who do you think did it?”
 
   “Her,” Mila laughed.
 
   “No, seriously,” I said. “She doesn’t have access to the chem lab, she wasn’t beside the table all night, so who did it?”
 
   “Was it you, Zoey?” Mila asked. I could see behind the mist in my eyes she was smiling. “It was, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Ugh, no, I hate chem,” I said. “If it was a chemical paint solution from the art studio, then fine, might have been me, but if you’re not forgetting, I was affected by the punch.”
 
   I stumbled to the bathroom door where Brittany balanced me at the shoulders. “Drink more water,” I heard her and watched her lips.
 
   “I don’t think you’ve got a problem with drinking yourself stupid,” Mila said. “You’re doing such a great job all on your own.”
 
   “You’re a grade A bitch too, y’know,” I said. “Well, have fun!”
 
   I threw my body weight with me as I strutted to the door. I checked myself for my phone and keycard before leaving. All in order, I sucked a deep breath before leaving, flipping them off as I left the room. “Bye bitches!”
 
   I walked out and collided face first with Kaleb. He pushed me against the wall as I stumbled to the floor.
 
   “Zo.” He grabbed for me.
 
   “Ugh, what do you want?” I’d been trying my best to avoid him, to forget about who he was and why he was here.
 
   “Why aren’t you up there?” he asked, pulling me to my feet. “Who’s room is that?”
 
   I shrugged. “I need water.”
 
   “They have water upstairs,” he said. “Are you going back up?”
 
   “I’m going to bed,” I said, throwing my room key at him.
 
   He laughed. “Which room?”
 
   “909?” I shrugged.
 
   “We can try,” he said, tucking me under his arm in support.
 
   “Why aren’t you drinking?” I asked.
 
   He smiled and sighed. “Not supposed to drink with these painkillers. I don’t want to get worse, or hurt myself,” he said. “Plus, your mom’s been real kind and I appreciate that.”
 
   “So, are you going to move out?”
 
   “You really hate me, don’t you?”
 
   “Hate is a strong word,” I fumbled. “I don’t hate you, I just don’t like you, and I have no reason to.”
 
   He walked me in a line to my room, swiping the room key.
 
   “Do you want me to get you some water?” he asked.
 
   “Give you a reason to come in and try kiss me again?” I laughed.
 
   He closed his eyes and puffed out a sharp breath. “Least I tried. Thought you felt the same.”
 
   I wagged my finger in his face. “No, you know I didn’t, I love Dylan.” I love Dylan, I repeated internally. Smiling. “Goodnight.”
 
   My phone buzzed in my denim booty shorts. Three missed calls from Dylan, followed by a stream of texts. I answered his call. “Dylan,” I said.
 
   “Is everything okay? Where are you at?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “I needed more water, and sleep.”
 
   “So you’re in your room?”
 
   I walked to the bathroom. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m gonna head to bed, you can always get a room key from Char or Ava and come cuddle me.”
 
   “If that’s what you want,” he said. “I’ll come cuddle you until you’re asleep.”
 
   The bedroom was dark, all the lights were out. I’d wrapped myself in the comforter and star-fished on the bed. I heard Dylan’s voice, he was speaking to me, but my eyes were only partially open. He rolled me out in the comforter.
 
   “Comfy?”
 
   “Very,” I said, trying to roll myself back up.
 
   He kissed me. “I’ll stay until you sleep,” he said. “Have you been sick again?”
 
   At that moment, I didn’t know if I had. I was wearing my matching Victoria’s Secret underwear set, but the clothes I’d been wearing had their share of vomit on them. I didn’t even remember undressing. “Yeah, don’t kiss me,” I said, pulling my face at the acidic taste in my mouth.
 
   He climbed into bed and stroked the side of my face. “That doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “It should.”
 
   He continued to stroke my face and hair, hushing me gently to sleep. I’d wrapped an arm around him. I didn’t want him leaving me, moving from the comfort of my side. I wanted him to stay.
 
   When he moved, my eyes blinked open, I wasn’t awake or alert, but I noticed he was gone. I felt the empty space he’d left and wrapped myself back up in the comforter. Still feeling the cool impression his lips left.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The buzz of my alarm vibrated in my hands. I opened my eyes to see the comforter wrapped around my body. Char and Ava were in the other bed, both snoring, their make-up smudged across their faces. I hauled my ass out of bed. For the most part, I was refreshed, but as I looked at my face in the mirror, I knew that was a lie.
 
   “Wake up.” I threw the comforter over them. I vaguely remembered them stumbling in.
 
   “Mom,” Ava grumbled.
 
   “If you don’t get up, I’m opening the curtains,” I said.
 
   The bus was set to leave at noon and I was ready for eleven. I scraped back my hair into a ponytail and waited around for everyone else to get ready. They whined and dragged themselves around.
 
   Char dropped her thick black sun glasses over her eyes. “I do not feel human,” she said, clutching her stomach. “Might throw up!”
 
   “What even happened?” I asked, sitting at the end of the bed. “I was in bed so early.”
 
   “They bought too much alcohol,” Ava said.
 
   “I would never say too much,” Char said. “But I’d agree. So much.”
 
   “Glad I left.”
 
   They finished dressing in oversized hoodies and sweatpants before we headed to the lobby for check out. Everyone was already there, waiting with their heads in their hands. Char sat on her suitcase as we waited on the chaperones.
 
   “Well, they totally fucked,” Char said, pointing at Mr. June and Mrs. Jennings as they stood beside each other in the elevator smiling.
 
   “What?” I said, cuddling up beside Dylan.
 
   “You okay?” Dylan asked. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing. Well, Mr. June and Mrs. Jennings are sleeping together.”
 
   Char nodded. “Quentin told us.”
 
   “She’s so boring,” Ava said. “He can do better.”
 
   “Into older guys, Ava?” Char snapped her fingers.
 
   “Wait. Who?” Kaleb asked, joining us in the lobby.
 
   Ava rolled her eyes. “Nothing.” She planted a kiss on his cheek.
 
   We managed to get breakfast from the small nook they served from. I made sure to grab an extra sandwich and a huge bag of potato chips for the journey home.
 
   I sat with my legs up on Dylan’s lap, playing with our hands, holding, and twiddling our fingers. We shared headphones and listened to music together.
 
   “Are you staying at my house tonight?” I asked. “I know your dad’s still away.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll need some clothes for school.”
 
   “Sure, I’ll tell my mom.”
 
   He pulled my hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I parked my car at school. We can go from there to my house.”
 
   I nodded along, texting my mom. “How long’s your dad outta town for?”
 
   “Until tomorrow, but back in Tahoe for Thanksgiving.”
 
   “You going with him?”
 
   He shook his head. “He’s hasn’t even asked me.” The tension in his hand, all sweaty. “I’s fine with me.” He laughed.
 
   “Stay for thanksgiving,” I said. “It’s better than staying with your dad.”
 
   “And your mom makes the best dinners,” he said.
 
   My mom always made the best Thanksgiving dinners. For the past few years, Dylan would come to Thanksgiving with us, mostly through choice. If he spent it with his dad, he would’ve been too busy to cook, and he never saw his mom, not since he was younger, he believed he was an accident, sometimes when we were alone, he’d tell me he wanted to live with her. I’d offered to go with him, but we never picked up the same conversation.
 
   The ride back home dragged. We made a pit stop, seeing the same dusty town in daylight. It was a whole lot blander in color, dull browns and washed-out oranges.
 
   “Dust bowl city,” I snorted, looking out the window.
 
   Another three hours on the bus and we were back in Marin County. It was 7 PM when we reached the school parking lot. I stretched my legs after getting off the coach, followed by Dylan. He wrapped his arms around me and yawned.
 
   “Are we going my house” he asked.
 
   “Grab my bag first.” I threw my arms in the direction of the bus, as the driver unloaded bags from the luggage hold. 
 
   He laughed. “Got it.”
 
   Kaleb stood alone awkwardly, as we headed for Dylan’s car.
 
   “Come with us,” Dylan said. We were all going to the same place anyway.
 
   “Really? Yeah. Thanks, Dylan.” Kaleb high-fived him.
 
   “Yeah, get in!”
 
   Kaleb and I waited in the car while Dylan grabbed his things from the house. We sat in blissful silence for all of three second.
 
   “See you didn’t choke,” he said.
 
   “What?” I rolled my eyes at him through the rear-view mirror.
 
   “On the vomit.”
 
   “God no,” I said. “Why?”
 
   He laughed, poking his head through from the back seat. “When I saw you, you were in no state to look after yourself.”
 
   “You don’t know how to look after yourself. You’re living at my house.”
 
   He laughed it off. “Your mom is nicer, that’s why.”
 
   “My mom doesn’t know you, that’s why.”
 
   Dylan walked back out. He threw his bag into the trunk of the car before climbing back into the driver seat. He planted a hand on my knee and kissed me. “Do you still have my hair stuff at your house?”
 
   “If you left it.”
 
   My mom waited for us on the front steps. She wore her flowery apron, dusting her hands on it as she welcomed me in with a squeezing hug.
 
   “Tell me everything,” she said, pulling me into the house. I dropped my bag in the hall and let her guide me into the kitchen. “I made chicken and dips.”
 
   “Make enough for everyone?” I asked.
 
   “I breaded them all by hand, enough for everyone.”
 
   Maddie sat at the dining room table, waiting on us. In the center was a large dipping platter and enough chicken to feed a family of twelve, with left overs for the dog.
 
   “Where’s dad?”
 
   “Phoenix. His connecting flight was delayed, yadda—yadda, but he should be home for the morning,” she said, rubbing my back. She welcomed Dylan and Kaleb in. “If you need anything washing before school, just tell me and I’ll have it ready.”
 
   “Thanks, Mrs. Jensen,” they both said at once.
 
   My mom giggled. “You know full well to call me Jennifer.”
 
   We all needed an early night after the excitement we’d been through. I forgot I’d left my room in a mess before school on Friday. I threw everything from my floor into my dresser, finally opening the door to Dylan.
 
   “I don’t know why you do this every time,” he said.
 
   I pulled the elastic from my hair and took a deep breath. “It was a mess. I don’t want to see my room like yours.”
 
   “What’s stopping me from making your room a mess?” he laughed, bouncing on my bed. “Your house always feels more like a home anyway.” He sat, going quiet. I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to reply. I smiled and closed the door.
 
   “Are you going away for Christmas?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe a cabin on Lake Tahoe,” he said. “Something about skiing. Rather spend it here with you though,”
 
   I crawled up next to him on the bed. “I know you would,” I said. “But we still have our New Year’s kiss.”
 
   Although we kissed all the time, there was something special about kissing at the stroke of midnight. We’d done it for the past two years, and we’d always have a picture taken, mainly because a selfie would’ve been too conceited.
 
   “That’s my favourite time to kiss you,” he said.
 
   My parents didn’t mind Dylan sleeping over. They trusted me, and they already thought of him as part of the family. They were more trusting than some of my other friend’s parents, some wouldn’t let boys in the house or be alone in the same room.
 
   I slept, midway through a film on my laptop. I let him choose because when I last picked it was Magic Mike, and I’m sure he didn’t realize it was about male strippers when it began, but he chose an X-Men film.
 
   A rasp of knocks hit the door. “Zo, honey!” my mom called. “Your dad’s making pancakes, get up before he goes to bed.” I heard her wholesome chuckle as she walked away to knock on Maddie’s door.
 
   Dylan stretched an arm around me. He yawned. “Morning.”
 
   “Morning,” I said, kissing him on the end of his nose. “My dad’s making pancakes. We should probably get up.”
 
   “Ooh,” he said. “Love pancakes.” He moved and wrapped a leg around me to where I could feel him poking me through his shorts. I was more than used to it by now, the first few times it happened, I laid still in bed, wondering what to do. Now, I realized it was a sign of a good night’s rest, at least for Dylan.
 
   “Are we gonna get up then?”
 
   “I just—need—to—” there was a pause as his entire body cracked and popped in his twists. “That’s perfect.”
 
   My dad stood over a pan in the kitchen. We had a skillet over the stove, perfectly slick to make pancakes on. It was a non-stick and when my dad wasn’t working, pancakes were made daily.
 
   Kaleb and Maddie were already at the table wolfing down plates of pancakes in Nutella and strawberries.
 
   “Morning you two,” we were welcomed.
 
   “Banana and chocolate?” Dad asked, already flipping a pancake. “What about you, Dylan?”
 
   “Just strawberries for me,” he said.
 
   “Ah! These are freshly grown in the greenhouse out back,” he said.
 
   My dad’s pride and joy, other than my sister and I, was his greenhouse. It was beside the small in-ground swimming pool, a full circle, but at the moment, there was a cover to stop leaves falling in. From October, my mom would usually stop the filter and pack it up until March, around my birthday.
 
   “Sweet! When did you pick them?” Dylan said.
 
   “The other morning, they’re still fresh,” he said. “That’s the beauty of strawberries, four to six weeks.” He kissed his fingers.
 
   Breakfast was always the most important meal of the day, my parents stressed that enough. She’d also packed us all lunches, she knew how much I hated school lunches on a Monday, and she labeled our paper lunch bags with hearts and kisses.
 
   “I’ve packed you ham salad sandwiches, some fresh fruit, and even a little yogurt,” she said. 
 
   Dylan drove us to school, with Kaleb in the back like a third wheel, but at that point it wasn’t awkward, although the eye contact and silence between the two of us was extremely awkward. I hoped nobody noticed.
 
   “Do you have practice tonight?” Dylan asked as he drove.
 
   I shook my head. “No, thank God,” I said. “Think we’ve practiced too much.”
 
   “It paid off,” Kaleb laughed.
 
   “There’s going to be school spirit,” Dylan mocked. “Ready, okay!”
 
   He would do that, if we ever argued, or said something he thought might offend me, he’d do that and I couldn’t feel annoyed or angry. “You should’ve tried out,” I said. “It’s not too late.”
 
   “It is if I wanna get a scholarship,” he said.
 
   “You’re really getting a scholarship,” Kaleb asked.
 
   “Yeah, well, coach hinted about it.”
 
   I bit my bottom lip. “And I cannot wait for college together.”
 
   “Where do you plan on going?” Dylan asked Kaleb.
 
   I could see Kaleb roll his eyes. “If I even get the grades to graduate,” he said. “They’re planning on putting me on for a GED, that way I can go to some community college or at least get a job.”
 
   “How much schooling did you even have?” Dylan asked.
 
   Kaleb shrugged off the question.
 
   The walk to the entrance doors of school was met with congratulations by everyone. Inside the hallways, colorful streamers draped from the ceiling tiles, and giant banners printing our win at the Golden State Cheer Championship. It was impressive what they’d done overnight, but they’d probably done this when they heard about our win on Saturday.
 
   The principal’s aide spoke over the PA. “Our winning cheerleaders will be performing their routine for the school tomorrow afternoon, right before you all enjoy your half-week off over the Thanksgiving period.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Dylan asked me, nudging my arm.
 
   “Not that I’ve been told,” I said.
 
   “And a reminder, police officers will be around the hallways today, co-operate with them to the best of your ability, they’re still conducting their investigation, so do your due diligence.”
 
   “Due diligence,” Dylan laughed. “They need to arrest someone already.”
 
   I glanced at Kaleb, hoping to see something to resemble what he’d done, but he continued walking to his locker.
 
   “I think they will,” I said.
 
   “I hate what happened to you,” he said. “If you’d had more, who knows what could’ve happened.” He tugged on my arm and kissed me.
 
   Char walked right past us, letting out a heavy sigh.
 
   “Char?” I called out.
 
   “Oh, Zo,” she said, turning her head slightly. “I’ve got to see Mr. June. Talk later.”
 
   I waved her off. “Weird.”
 
   “She’s probably going to plead her final case, god knows she still believes it was Mila who spiked the punch,” he laughed, putting away books into his locker. “For all we know, it might not have even been a student here.”
 
   Ava locked her arm in mine. “Why’s Char being weird?” she asked. “She hasn’t texted all night, have you seen her?”
 
   “Yeah, she just went to see Mr. June,” I said. “You know how she is, she’s probably too busy putting in her application for scholarships after the win.”
 
   “Uh, you’re so right, Zo,” Ava said. “Gotta love ya and leave ya.”
 
   It was midday when we were called to the auditorium. I shuffled in to sit beside Dylan and Ava. Char was still off preoccupied somewhere. Nobody had seen her all day. Officer Gerrard and Officer Renner stood on stage, clearing their throats.
 
   “We have good news,” Officer Gerrard announced. “We’ve had a person come forward to claim responsibility for the event.”
 
   “Char?” I mumbled, looking around. “Where’s Char?” I asked Ava.
 
   “What?” she gasped. “Was it her?”
 
   “Guys, sorry I’m late,” Char said, sitting on the end of the aisle. I finally had my breath back. I would’ve punched her in the arm if she hadn’t been so far away. “Ugh, I’ll explain later.”
 
   “A student you may know already, Jackson Catlett. A student, already suspended from school for indecent behaviour,” Officer Renner continued. “As for the witch hunt you’d all created, you can stop.”
 
   I knew it wasn’t, but I still couldn’t say anything. The more I thought about it, the more doubt I had it could’ve been anyone, I’d been spiked. And so far, all confrontations with Kaleb went nowhere fast.
 
   Dylan collected my hand from the seats below. He squeezed and pulled me from thought. “At least they’ve found them.”
 
   “He was in my art class,” I said.
 
   I couldn’t put a face to his name. He was rarely ever at school, from what I did know, a stoner, probably skipping most of his classes. Although I did remember him being expelled for spray painting nude pictures of Principal Sanders on the wall outside the art department last semester of Junior year.
 
   Principals Sanders took to the stage. He coughed down the microphone. “Okay,” he began. “As much as I know you all wanted justice, there’s nothing we can do in this matter, we have to keep this in the hands of the law now. Jackson Catlett is now no longer a student here with immediate effect.”
 
   “Again,” Officer Gerrard spoke. “We must advise you that underage drinking is illegal, and it can get you into serious trouble.”
 
   “Oops,” Ava laughed.
 
   “Glad Mr. June doesn’t believe that,” I said.
 
   “I think anywhere but here, Mr. June would be happy with,” Ava said.
 
   Dylan laughed. “You think?”
 
   “More or less told us,” I said. “Who’d want to teach high school cheer and gym for the rest of their life?”
 
   The comments Char would say went through my mind; her remarks were usually catty, something about seeing Mrs. Jennings would’ve come up, that was a definite, mainly because we didn’t know if she was married or not, or she if she dressed like that on purpose. “What was on the sweater she wore today?” I laughed.
 
   “It was definitely some personal tribute to cats with celebrity lookalikes.”
 
   She was quirky like that, probably had Mrs. Galloway design them for her. She had the same terrible fashion sense. “To think, that’s an actual business.”
 
   Char moved to the row above us. “Ugh, I hate being so far away,” she said. “Have you seen the hideous sweater Mrs. Jennings had on today? Talk about two sea lions fighting inside a sack.”
 
   And there it was. Almost like she was holding gas in, she finally let it out. Left relieved with a smile.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The following day, after carb loading and pigging out, we were set to perform the winning routine. Class had let out 15 minutes early as the school piled into the seating around the gym hall. Principal Sanders personally congratulated us on the win, although we were in no physical state to perform at our peak.
 
   Sara told us she was staying, mainly after winning the cash prize, and the idea of a cheer retreat was enticing. Char would’ve admitted it sooner or later, but having Sara continue as a flyer on the team was an asset.
 
   The routine for the school was the last thing we had to do for the rest of the week. It went well, not as good as the winning performance, but they clapped for us anyway.
 
   Finally, the end of our half week for Thanksgiving. I was thankful they’d given us that, I knew some schools in the district didn’t let out until the day before. 
 
   “My stomach is killing,” Char said. “Glad it’s over with.”
 
   “Need some Midol?” I asked.
 
   “No I don’t need a Midol,” she snapped. “Probably stress. You know Thanksgiving is a hard time for me.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   Did I know it was a hard time for her? I took a step back as Char opened a compact and patted at the foundation on her face.
 
   “What’s up with her?” Ava said, rushing to Char’s side.
 
   “Something about Thanksgiving,” I said, still thinking back to anything traumatic in Char’s life, other than being forced into ball gowns and hair extensions from a young age. “Probably something about her dad,” I mumbled to myself.
 
   Dylan hugged me with both arms. “I have a lot to give thanks for,” he chuckled.
 
   I kissed him. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   My body was in the routine of waking up early. It was Thursday, November 24th. I almost climbed out of the warmth of my bed, my leg stretching outside the comforter. Instead, I stayed lying down to read notes from my copy of Romeo and Juliet, all dog-eared on my bedside table.
 
   There was a knock, followed by my mom’s head as she poked it inside my room to see me in bed shrouded by paper. “I’m picking your dad up and doing a little bit of shopping,” she said. “Want to come?”
 
   I smiled, nudging the papers. “Need to make a start,” I said. “Have you asked Kaleb?”
 
   “I told him about the photos in the attic, so he’s up there finding some of his family. I mean, it’s Thanksgiving, it’s about giving thanks and family,” she said. “That’s okay, sweetie, Maddie’s coming along.”
 
   “How long you gonna be?”
 
   “A few hours,” she said, throwing her hands. “The turkey and the bison are in the oven, keeping with the whole Native American theme.”
 
   “Anything you need me to do?”
 
   She shook her head. “Don’t touch the oven, it’s on the perfect heat,” she laughed. “If you have free time, you can always set the table.”
 
   “Gotcha!”
 
   I’d planned through the first couple sections of the essay before I heard a bang coming from the ceiling, straight from the attic. The first time it happened, I ignored it, knowing Kaleb was incredibly clumsy with his one arm, but I was curious about him.
 
   “Guess he needs to be watched twenty-four seven,” I said to myself, kicking the comforter off my feet and getting out of bed.
 
   I put my hot pink sweatpants and a tank top on before leaving my room. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror from the open bathroom; my face was pale and patchy and my hair was hurled into a bun on the top of my head.
 
   “Kaleb?” I called up the stairs, dangling from the ceiling.
 
   The attic was full of boxes and dust, even some boxes of dust. There were three orange lights in the attic, neither of them bright, candles were brighter.
 
   “Yeah? Do you know where they are?” he asked, poking his head up behind some boxes. He held a black binder, flicking through pages of photographs.
 
   My parents were keen to document every moment of their life. I knew if I went into my parent’s room, I’d find my mom’s bedside stand with a stick of glue and a scrapbook, I guess teaching kindergarten for so long helped in the long run.
 
   “Which year are you looking through?”
 
   “What?”
 
   I waded through the boxes, parting them in an effort to get to Kaleb. “Guess we’re looking for late 90’s?” I didn’t know if it went that far back, but they kept everything since she’d met my dad in college; movie ticket stubs, take-out menus, old photo booth pictures.
 
   “2000?”
 
   “Well, we were both, what? Two?”
 
   We found boxes, three of them, full of cute baby pictures and scrapbooks of drawings made. I found a box of holiday photos, at a beach, I didn’t recognize who we were with, but as Kaleb looked at them, his face quivered away from the light.
 
   “Is this?”
 
   “Where is that?” he asked.
 
   “They’re your parents?”
 
   He nodded as I handed him the book.
 
   The picture was of two older boys and a baby with their parents. “Did my mom go see your brothers?” I asked.
 
   He ignored the question. “Everything was good then,” he said.
 
   We were babies then, nothing to worry about, no cares at all. Everything was perfect, the only thing we needed was feeding, and the occasional cuddle. I wasn’t sure how much he’d seen of his parents or if he had any family albums. I tried not to look, but I noticed him rub a finger across the picture.
 
   “I’ll leave you to look through the pictures,” I said. “Just remember which boxes are which.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I better go back down, Dylan should be here any minute.”
 
   “Do you think your mom would mind if I—”
 
   “Yeah, bring them down,” I said, cutting him off. “My mom would like that.” As much as I never understood or took any particular liking to him, in the moment as he sat in silence, I wanted to reach out. I didn’t.
 
   Dylan had texted twice already, and continued buzzing my bedside table. The girls stopped texting after the competition, it had taken the energy out of us; we were too drained to tolerate each other.
 
   I opened the door to Dylan. He stood with a bag of gifts. It wasn’t tradition to give gifts at thanksgiving in this house, my mom believed as long as we had our health and something to be thankful for, Thanksgiving was a success. Every year, Dylan would buy small gifts, he said he wasn’t good with words.
 
   “Happy Thanksgiving,” he said, kissing me. “Smells delicious.”
 
   “You too!” I grabbed the overnight bag on his arm. “Whoa, how long did you pack for?”
 
   He grinned. “My dad’s not home now until the weekend.”
 
   “You’re stuck with me.”
 
   “And anywhere you are is perfect.”
 
   His words made me blush, the compliments tingled up the sides of my neck. I kissed him before moving to let him through. “Put your bags in my room, then help me set the table up,” I said.
 
   He walked through to the empty kitchen-dining area. “Where’s your mom?”
 
   “Gone to pick my dad up,” I said.
 
   My mom already pulled out the table decorations, ready to set them up. I cleared the table and topped it with the red cloth, pre-ironed by my mom. Dylan joined me in the kitchen and glared through the glass oven door.
 
   “How’s it looking?”
 
   “I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in forever,” he said. Probably true. I didn’t ask about it, that never ended well. “What do you need me to do?” He stood to attention at my side.
 
   “I need plates,” I said. “The special plates in the cupboard.”
 
   He laughed. “I love those plates.”
 
   They were white china plates with tiny cartoon turkey’s around the rim, alongside peace, love, and thanks. For as long as I could remember, those were our Thanksgiving plates, they were probably bought when we were children, as a child, the appeal of cartoon turkeys was there. “As long as I can remember.”
 
   There was a further thud from the ceiling on the attic floor. It was muffled between floors, but loud enough. Dylan stood still. “What was that?” He placed the plates on the table slowly.
 
   “Kaleb’s up there,” I said, “in the attic.” I explained the reason why as we laid the table completely.
 
   We took seats on the sofa in the living room, my legs over him, flicking through the mix of holiday TV, football, and the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.
 
   “Don’t you wanna know what I got you?” He stroked my arm.
 
   “You’re giving it to me later, anyway,” I said.
 
   His smile beamed. “Might not.”
 
   “I’ll just get it.” I moved my legs slightly before he grabbed them.
 
   “It’s a surprise,” he said. “Buy me anything?”
 
   “You know how my mom feels about buying gifts for Thanksgiving,” I said. “She won’t even let us shop on Black Friday.”
 
   “Aggressive shopping,” he laughed.
 
   My dad called out from the front door. “I’m home!” I jumped up from Dylan’s lap and rushed to the door. “Zoey,” he said, and wrapped me in his arms. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Better with you home,” I said.
 
   Dylan came up behind. “Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Jensen.”
 
   “Dylan,” my dad said, smiling. “You know better, call me Mike, unless you’re taking my daughter out, then it’s Mr. Jensen.”
 
   “Like when my baby becomes prom queen,” my mom said, carrying bags through. She nudged my dad at the side. “Help bring the groceries in.”
 
   Dylan went out to help as Maddie walked in, stumbling through to the kitchen with the heaviest brown bags in her arms.
 
   “Where’s Kaleb?” my mom asked.
 
   I pointed to the ceiling. “Found the pictures,” I said.
 
   “What about my prom pictures?” she asked, clenching her teeth in excitement. “You’ve seen the prom queen pictures, right?”
 
   Vaguely. Some pictures of my mom in a blue dress with tiara from the crowning. She was her year’s prom queen. It was every girl’s dream at the dance, to have everyone watch you with your king.
 
   For certain, Char had prom queen in the bag. Like with everything else she did, it was the only reason she was seeing Benny, to scoop get their victory. The pulse in my neck twitched to think Char got everything she wanted
 
   My mom got Kaleb down from the attic, letting him bring down a photo album he was looking through. He showed us all images as we waited at the table while my mom put the finishing touches to the turkey.
 
   “She was a beauty,” my dad said. “Your father always spoke about her. Kept a picture in his wallet.”
 
   “He did?” Kaleb asked, wide-eyed.
 
   My dad nodded. “Wouldn’t fly without it.”
 
   The turkey was finally served up as the center piece of the table. My dad, as the man of the house, stood to carve it. He stepped to the mark with his carving knife, to cut thick slices from the glazed turkey. He plated it and we helped ourselves to veggies and potatoes, plenty of gravy and extras of everything.
 
   “Before we eat,” my mom began. “Let’s say what we’re thankful for. I’ll begin.” She sucked in a deep breath and smiled. “I’m thankful for you my loving family, to have a rewarding job, and a husband whose living his dream,” she said, taking a seat.
 
   I was beside my mom, and in turn, I stood and smiled. “I’m thankful for my family, my friends, my amazing boyfriend, winning the cheerleading competition, but most importantly, I’m thankful for this meal we’re about to eat, because it looks delicious.”
 
   I sat back in my seat. Dylan was next. It went around, full circle until reaching Kaleb, who sat opposite me. 
 
   “I’m thankful for everyone here, I’m thankful my parents had amazing friends, who would now take me in. I’m glad I can see through you what they were like. Thank you,” he said.
 
   It was a total 360 of the Kaleb I thought I knew. As much as I hated to admit it, he was growing on me, it wasn’t in the way you’d see bangs growing, but in the way of a tumor, a slow growth, you’d hate it at first, but it was something you could live with.
 
   We all dove into the food at the table. I was halfway through when my mom reminded me she’d made fresh apple and pumpkin pies. She’d prepared it the night before and let it sit in the freezer; her secret to locking in the taste before she put it in the oven to warm.
 
   Dessert came quickly enough, we didn’t eat straight away, we waited for Dylan as he went to get presents.
 
   “I know this isn’t something you do, Mrs. Jensen,” he said, “but you’ve been fantastic to me.” He opened up the bag and handed out gifts, leaving me out, waiting until everyone had opened theirs.
 
   He kept a small box growing restless in his hands.
 
   “Is that mine?” I asked.
 
   He smiled. “Maybe.”
 
   “So?” I bit my lip. “Is it?”
 
   The box was wrapped in red paper with a thick purple bow. “Open it,” he said.
 
   Tearing the paper up, my heart skipped a beat. I pulled out the box inside, the fabric was strange in my clammy fingers. His voice, telling me to open it was repeated softly in my ear. Inside was a small silver ring. I gulped, raising my eyes to his. All their eyes stared.
 
   “It’s a promise ring,” he said.
 
   My face flushed a heated red. “Um.”
 
   “I promise myself to you,” he said. “I hope you accept it.”
 
   “I do!” I threw my arms around him. “This is perfect.” I pulled back and put the ring on my finger.
 
   “I wanted something to represent what we have, and this is what we have,” he said. “A promise, to each other.”
 
   “Aww,” my mom gasped. “I’m going to cry, damn it, I’m going to cry.” She pulled the edge of a napkin to blot at her under eye.
 
   My dad didn’t say a word. He smiled, and patted Dylan’s back. If he was mad, or angry, he’d make sure we knew, but he smiled and nodded.
 
   I stroked the ring on my finger. “Thank you,” I said. “You’re perfect.” I could see across the table, Kaleb stared with a forced smile, and Maddie looked as though she would throw up at us.
 
   After dessert, Dylan and I went back to my room. I pushed him down on the bed and jumped on his chest. I kissed him and wrapped my arms around his body. “I love you so much.”
 
   He sat up and kissed me back. “You know I love you,” he said. “Nothing can change that.”
 
   “I was worried you were going to ask me to—”
 
   “Marry you?”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “I would’ve,” he said, “but I didn’t have your dad’s blessing, and we have more to do before we become high school sweethearts.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Prom,” he said.
 
   My heart thundered in my chest and buzzed in my ears. I squeezed him again. “I can’t wait,” I said. “And when it does, Char’s gonna be pissed.”
 
   “So pissed,” he laughed. “Have you told her?”
 
   “If she knows, she’d cut me out of everything.” I rolled my eyes, Char didn’t control the school, no matter how much the cheer captain she was. “I know how much she wants it.”
 
   “Don’t give in,” he said, kissing me again. “You’ve wanted this forever.”
 
   “I have,” I said, noticing the ring glimmer. “I have something special for you, but you’ll have to wait for it.”
 
   I’d planned on buying him something similar, it was a heart, his side with Z and my side with a D, they were engraving it at the store I’d had gotten my mom to get it done for me, mainly because she was paying.
 
   “You know I can’t wait.”
 
   There was another bang from the attic.
 
   “Oh god. I’ll go see what he’s doing,” I said.
 
   Dylan laughed. “Hope he’s not hurt himself.”
 
   Kaleb sat on a ledge. There was a box upside down, albums spilling across the floor. He huffed. “Stupid boxes.”
 
   I nodded, sitting beside him on the ledge. “I don’t know what you’re going through,” I said, “but what I do know is looking through all this can’t be good for you.”
 
   He looked at me with tears in his eyes. “Everyone has given up on me,” he said. “My parents, they got themselves killed, my brothers, they kicked me out, and—” he took a deep breath. “Why do you care?”
 
   “My parents care for you,” I said. “You could blow up in their faces, and they would still care. That’s the kind of people they are.”
 
   He thumbed through a few more pages. It was a yearbook for my mom’s year. I knew my parents weren’t high school sweethearts; he was older. We sat in silence as he stared intently at the pages.
 
   “Your mom was prom queen,” he said, pointing at a picture. It was a large spread in the yearbook, she stood with the king, some guy I’d never heard of before. The runner-ups were on the second page.
 
   “I know,” I said. I pointed at the picture of his mom. “I didn’t know they went to school together.” Kaleb gripped the yearbook harder on his hands.
 
   “She was pregnant with my brother then,” he said. She wasn’t visibly pregnant, but she held her stomach in her beautiful red prom dress. “She married my dad five weeks after that.”
 
   It was followed by silence. He touched the page, but I knew he wanted to stroke the image, or tear it out as a keepsake. He flicked through more pages before slapping it shut.
 
   “Did my mom speak to your brothers?” I asked again.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “They told her what they told me, they’re not taking care of me now, I’m 18, and I can legally take care of myself.”
 
   “But your parents left you all something in their will, didn’t they?”
 
   He nodded. “All invested in the bar,” he sighed.
 
   “So, you own part of the bar?”
 
   He shrugged. “They owe me college tuition,” he laughed. “That’s what it was for, and I’m probably not even going to college, I’ll end with a GED and a box by the highway,” he laughed, until the laughter became hoarse and turned into tears. “Ugh, you’ve probably seen me cry more than anyone now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   We had snow in December, freezing the driveway and powdered up the path. Some years we went without any snow, and other years there was a weak attempt as the ice cool air nipped at us in our cheer uniforms. When I was younger, we’d go to Lake Tahoe and ski, I skied before I walked.
 
   School canceled the winter formal, they’d prepared for the entire dance, but on the advice of the police, it wasn’t worth the hassle even though they expelled the person responsible; the wrong person, but given how vulnerable Kaleb was, I’d stopped pushing him.
 
   It made school dull and lifeless, especially without cheer practice or dance prep. Usually, we were out trying on new dresses, and we still did, but it was no longer any fun when there was nothing to prepare for.
 
   We sat in a mall café, just Hannah, Libby, and I. We were supposed to be meeting Ava and Char, but Char’s mom had a plastic surgery appointment in San Francisco, so they were making a weekend of it.
 
   I dipped my finger in the latte foam. “You bought Jarred and Max presents yet?” I asked. We’d just been to pick up the hearts on the necklace for Dylan.
 
   “I bought Max this super cute top,” Hannah said.
 
   “I’m nervous,” Libby said. “We’ve only been dating a little while, I don’t want to come on too strong.”
 
   “Jarred was in my art class. He seemed nice.”
 
   “Yeah,” she laughed. “He quit though, it clashed with English. He’s so passionate.” She dipped her neck into her shoulders. She whispered. “We had sex.”
 
   My eyes grew wide, watching her face glow red.
 
   “You—lost—your—” I mouthed the words.
 
   They laughed at me. “I was going to wait, like you,” Hannah said.
 
   “You too?” I asked, scraping my finger across the foam again. They giggled harder. “You both look so different.”
 
   “I feel different,” Libby said.
 
   I smiled at them. “I’m still waiting.”
 
   “I thought you and Dylan would’ve had sex by now,” Hannah said. “You’re so cute with each other.”
 
   “Right!” Libby said. “You and Dylan are perfect.”
 
   “He promised himself,” I said, showing them the ring again, by now, everyone had seen it, and everyone knew how special it was. “He’s calmed down.”
 
   “He’s a sports guy,” they said. “They don’t know how to calm down.”
 
   They were right. Some days the sight of him made me tremble, wanting to pounce on him and tear his clothes from his body, and now we were promised to each other. I was patient and glad he was happy.
 
   Dylan was picking me up. One of the last few nights we’d have together before he went away for Christmas. 
 
   I walked past Kaleb’s older brothers, giggling as I walked by.
 
   “Hey!” I shouted out, power walking up to them. Libby and Hannah left ahead of me while I waited for Dylan.
 
   “Where’s mommy?” Enzo said, dragging his fingers through his hair. “Still fighting Kaleb’s battles?”
 
   “And your hot friends?” Bellamy laughed.
 
   “That one chick with the ass.” Enzo gestured, cupping his hands in the air.
 
   I rolled my eyes, putting my best Char impression on. It was a possession, an extension of her sass. “You’re two small-dicked men, mutual masturbating and abusing steroids,” I said, pointing at the veins in their forearms, “you can tell.”
 
   “She’s spicy!” Bellamy said.
 
   “You owe Kaleb an apology, you screwed him out of his inheritance, you kicked him out, and now you’re acting like nothing happened.”
 
   They over-exaggerated a laugh, holding their stomachs.
 
   “Kaleb left, we asked him to pay his dues,” Enzo said. “He’s an adult, he needs to start acting like one, and less of a pussy.”
 
   “And we don’t have small dicks,” Bellamy said. “You wanna see?”
 
   “Ugh! You two!” Amy shouted. She stomped over in her Louboutin heels, her face glowing. “Why are you harassing this underage girl?” She pulled me in a one-armed hug.
 
   “She came at us,” Bellamy said. “We were minding our business, little banshee bitch.”
 
   “Banshee?” I laughed. “They kicked their brother out.”
 
   “You’re the kind of guys you’d find trolling the halls of high schools because every girl above the age of 19 won’t touch you, even with their car, and trust me, I’m sure people would love to run you off the road,” Amy laughed. “So, leave this girl alone, she doesn’t want your diseases.”
 
   “Diseases?” Enzo said. “I hooked up with her friend, so if I’ve got something now, it came from her.”
 
   “Who?” Amy looked at me.
 
   “Char,” I said.
 
   “Let’s hope she didn’t catch anything from these sleazes.”
 
   My phone buzzed in my hand as Dylan’s name flashed on the screen. “You better watch out,” I said. “Kaleb isn’t your punching bag.”
 
   They laughed as I turned with Amy at my side.
 
   “What happened?” she took my shaking hands in hers. “What did they do?”
 
   “They kicked their brother out when he turned 18,” I said. “He’s living at my house. They homeschooled him, or internet schooled. They run a bar, and obviously, he was an inconvenience.”
 
   “They’re such see you next Tuesdays,” she said, disguising the cuss word. “Any friend of Char knows to get their own back. Don’t get caught.”
 
   “Trust me,” I said. “They deserve everything coming for them.”
 
   “Invite them to the salon, I’ll make sure it sticks,” she smiled at me.
 
   “I should get going,” I said as we left the mall.
 
   “Bye, Zo.”
 
   I met Dylan in the parking lot. The snow laid heavy on the path. He stood with two hot chocolates he’d bought from a kiosk. “Thought you could do with this,” he said. “Perfect winter day.”
 
   I didn’t tell him what happened. I let him believe my hands were shaking from the cold. My thin cotton jacket was the only thing I wore with sleeves. It couldn’t keep out a draft at the best of times.
 
   “Did you put the heater on?” I asked, climbing into the passenger seat. I placed the bags behind in the backseat.
 
   “It’s freezing, of course,” he laughed. “Then I had to come out to get these.” He held up the hot chocolate from the cup holder beside the gearstick.
 
   “So, I bought you something,” I said. “And, I was thinking about giving you it later, but.” I grabbed a bag from behind and pulled out a red velvet box.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   I gave it him. “Open it.”
 
   He opened it up to see half of a heart. “It’s only one piece,” he said, holding it between his fingers.
 
   I unwrapped the scarf around my neck, there was the missing piece. “It has your name,” I said. Instead of the one letter I’d planned, his name was engraved inside, and on his, was my name. “Wear it at all times,” I said.
 
   “Happily.” He unlinked the chain and placed it across his chest to fasten it around his neck. “Keeping this forever.” He stroked it between his fingers.
 
   “I figured, we won’t see much of each other until after Christmas, when you’re back, and uninjured,” I said. “Then our college plans, I know you’re set on going to UC Merced, but I don’t know anything about their arts programs.”
 
   He kissed me. “We can look at after winter break,” he said. “3 hours from Marin County isn’t far enough.” Laughing, he leaned in for another kiss. “Anywhere with you and a sports scholarship is good for me.”
 
   I knew my parents had saved up for college, but only college close to home, they didn’t want me jetting across the country; coast to coast, they’d probably move with me before they let me do it on my own, even though my dad was a pilot and they could visit easy enough.
 
   “Are you staying for dinner?” I asked, as he pulled up outside my house.
 
   He shook his head and sighed. “Still have some packing to do.”
 
   I kissed him. “Talk to you later,” I said, grabbing my bags from the backseat. “Need to get this art portfolio started.”
 
   Yet another thing in my life without any forward moving motion. I tried my best to pull inspiration from Kaleb’s life; feeling of being lost with no family, and the dwelling anger burning inside, but every time I tried putting pencil on paper, I talked myself out of it, I was a fraud for even thinking I could pull from his pain.
 
   “Oo, what did you buy?” my mom asked at the stairs. “Can I have a peek?”
 
   I’d hoped to sneak them upstairs. “Nothing,” I said. “They’re presents, but not until Christmas day.”
 
   She laughed. “Don’t be long, dinners almost ready. If you need more wrapping paper, or help wrapping, I’m happy to help.”
 
   Kaleb sat against my bedroom door when I got back.
 
   “Zo,” he said, jumping up from his knees. “I want to thank you.”
 
   “Huh?” I said, busting into my room with the bags on my arm. “Why?”
 
   It was like watching an exorcism; he stuttered and stumbled over his words, still at the bedroom door, waving on the balls of his feet, almost waiting for an invite.
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   “I got an angry text from my brother,” he said. “He said you shouted at him, well made a scene in the mall. He said he’d give me a key, the bar’s legally part mine.” He bit his lip and smiled.
 
   “That’s good,” I said. “They’re jerks.”
 
   “Yeah,” he sighed. “Think I’m gonna meet them before Christmas, hopefully get some stuff.”
 
   I didn’t tell him about it. I left it with a smile as he said a final thank you, still clutching a photo album under his arm.
 
   I’d bought jewelry for my mom, chocolates for my dad, and stuffed animals for Maddie; I wanted her to stay young for as long as possible, she didn’t need the drama of high school in her life just yet, but I’d also bought her a make-up palette in all my favorite colors.
 
   They were wrapped neatly on the bed before the cat decided to investigate. He clawed at some of the paper before I shooed him away. My room was full of scratch-marked wood, nothing was safe when Oreo was around, especially gifts and Christmas decorations. Butterfly lights were pinned around my window, they were high enough to tease him but out of reach, even if he threw himself at them, which he often did.
 
   Christmas was almost here. All the decorations had been up for a few days, we’d decorated the tree as a family and drank hot chocolate, the same thing we’d do when we stayed in our lodge out in Tahoe, and with the snow outside, it was made more magical.
 
   “Excited?” Mom asked, placing presents beneath the tree.
 
   “I’d be a monster if I wasn’t,” I said.
 
   “Want to know what you’ve got?”
 
   I grit my teeth. “I think I can wait.”
 
   “Good,” she said. “Now come help prepare the dinner.”
 
   She was already preparing for the Christmas dinner; large enough to feed us for several days, which usually meant turkey sandwiches done fifty ways.
 
   “Bet he’s missing you as much as you’re missing him,” she said, catching me check my phone.
 
   “I’m—” I stopped and slipped my phone back into my pocket. “Are you going to the midnight mass?”
 
   She gasped. “We can if you want? I mean, we haven’t in a few years now, and I didn’t really want to drag you along like we have done.”
 
   I shook my head. “I hope to be passed out asleep by midnight,” I said. “And Kaleb, probably don’t want to force that on him.”
 
   My heart was heavy without having seen Dylan in 36 hours. He’d texted and called, sending me cute pictures of the lodge he was staying in and logs on the fire, but I knew he’d rather have been here with me. I couldn’t cope if my mom had the idea of midnight mass on her mind.
 
   It was always the most exciting night before Christmas. My mom had bought scented bath bombs for the tub, starting with Maddie, going in age order. Kaleb was nowhere to be found when it was his turn. The attic door had been closed shut, but I knew that’s exactly where he was hiding.
 
   “I’ll get him,” I told my mom.
 
   With the hook we kept inside the linen cupboard, I unhooked the door and pulled down the steps. The lights were on.
 
   “Yeah,” I heard his quiet voice.
 
   “Kaleb?”
 
   “I heard you,” he said. “I just—you guys are a family, and it’s Christmas.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said. “Now, get down.” I popped my head inside the attic. Kaleb sat on the same ledge, skimming through more family albums.
 
   “Found one from Christmas,” he said. “2003, in Rome.”
 
   “Yeah, we used to go all over when I was little.”
 
   “This one is with my family,” he said. “I never knew I’d been to Rome before. I should remember.”
 
   I hauled myself inside. “Don’t be hard on yourself.” I put my arm around him. “Honestly, I don’t remember leaving the country, but my parents tell me I have.”
 
   He pointed at the picture again. No words.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “My brothers probably remember.”
 
   “Ask them,” I said. “You might bond over it.”
 
   He puffed out his cheeks in a defeated sigh. “Don’t bet on it,” he said.
 
   My fingers itched to grab him by the collar and tell him to suck it up, almost like every time he saw me, he was teary-eyed. Did I smell?
 
   I touched his arm. “It’s Christmas tomorrow, we’re having baths before the movie. My mom bought everyone new pajamas too. Think about the future, what’s happening now, maybe after, I’ll help you go through all this.” He dipped his head to my eye line, almost in line to kiss me. I pulled my face away. “Are you coming?” I stood as far as the attic ceiling would let me.
 
   He nodded. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
 
   After that, he didn’t wallow or sit in pity, instead he smiled. If it was a fake smile, it was a convincing one at that. My dad had done his last flight until the New Year, and he’d even brought home a bag of pre-wrapped presents. He put them under the tree while we waited in the living room, fresh and clean in new pajamas.
 
   We watched THE GRINCH. On cue, I slept through half of it, my neck strained on the arm of the chair. I woke to the credits running on screen and Kaleb tapping my arm.
 
   “Wake up,” my mom said.
 
   My dad already had Maddie in his arms as I stood with my phone clutched at my waist. I’d probably been texting at the time.
 
   The cold pillow against my face in bed was welcoming. I curled up beside Oreo. He was already there; I was disturbing him. “It’s Christmas tomorrow,” I said, stroking his back.
 
   Christmas day was an early day. Maddie would wake my parents, then they would wake me. This year, it was 8 AM before any of us woke up. My body craved to sleep longer, but when they knocked with their “Merry Christmas”, I jumped out of bed.
 
   Our tradition meant sitting around the dining table while breakfast was served, staring at the presents beneath the tree. I knew I wasn’t getting a lot, they didn’t buy me clothes anymore, they gave me money, and we never saw our grandparents, perhaps once a year during summer if we were lucky, but at Christmas, they couldn’t travel, even though they only lived in Arizona now, they sent checks instead.
 
   “Ready?” My dad asked, collecting our plates from the table.
 
   We moved to circle the tree. “First present,” my mom said, picking one out at random. “Madison,” she handed the box over.
 
   We went through all the presents until one was left. It was a small pink box with a large ribbon. My dad picked it up. “Looks forgotten,” he said, laughing to himself.
 
   “Who’s it for?” My mom asked.
 
   He handed it to me. “For you, Zoey.”
 
   They stared as I tugged an end of the bow, it slipped out into one long piece of ribbon. Inside there was a piece of paper, and under the paper there was a black rectangle with a logo. I picked it out with my fingernails.
 
   “What?” I mumbled.
 
   “What is it?” my mom asked.
 
   It had the VW symbol on it. “Is it?” I stared up at my dad and his smiling face. Almost ready to burst. “Omg! Where is it?”
 
   My mom laughed. “Well it’s not under the tree,” she said.
 
   “Is it outside?” I gulped, my hand shaking as I pulled it out of the box. It flicked open with the key, and on reverse were the function buttons.
 
   “Put your coat on and see,” my dad said.
 
   I skipped the coat and ran to the door. In the driveway there was a white Volkswagen Beetle. A huge red bow stuck on the hood. My hands quivered over the key as I pressed buttons. The lights flashed as the doors unlocked.
 
   Without shoes or a jacket, I ran to it. The ground still covered in a layer of snow. It was cold, my feet froze in the ice. I sat inside and ran my hands across the steering wheel. The smell of new leather was intoxicating. I inhaled it deeply.
 
   “You’re not wearing any shoes,” my mom said. They put their coats and shoes on in the doorway. Kaleb stood smiling, almost like he knew.
 
   “I love it,” I said as my dad climbed into the passenger seat.
 
   I kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “This is your birthday present and graduation gift,” he said, laughing. “And I’ve put you on our insurance. So, you’re insured to drive her whenever you like.”
 
   “How do you know it’s a she?” I said.
 
   “Because your mom chose her,” he said. “Said she had your sense of style.”
 
   I adjusted the seat, relaxing into it. “Is this so when I go to college I’ll visit you guys at home?”
 
   He laughed. “That’s the exact reason, investing in your future.”
 
   It was the first thing to Instagram that day. Everything was perfect, or it would’ve been if Dylan had been there. He told me he already knew. I was surprised everyone had kept it a secret for so long. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The whirlwind of Christmas was swift and overwhelming. Dylan was back the day before New Year’s Eve. I drove all the way to his house in my new car; I hadn’t driven much, but it was smooth handling; heading everywhere without any real direction, just to drive.
 
   Dylan welcomed me at the front door with a kiss and a hug. “Suits you,” he said, adjusting the thermal sweater to keep warm.
 
   “Thanks.” I pulled out of his arms. “How was skiing?”
 
   “Cold.” He laughed. “Missed you.”
 
   Dylan’s dad stood at the bottom of the staircase behind Dylan. He waved. “Nice car, Zo,” he said.
 
   “Thanks, Mr. McAlister,” I said, waving back. I barely saw Dylan’s dad; I knew he was extremely busy, if it wasn’t business, it was women. “Glad you didn’t hurt yourself.”
 
   Dylan chewed on his tongue before he spoke. “One of his girlfriends is in there,” he sighed. “Maybe we can go out for food?” 
 
   I smiled. “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s grab lunch, then back to my house for a movie.”
 
   He crinkled his nose as he smiled. “I missed that.”
 
   “Are you getting changed?”
 
   “I’ve got about fifty layers on.” He chuckled. “I’ll be 5 minutes.”
 
   I waited in the car with my Britney Spears CD on full volume, singing along with all I had. Dylan knocked on the window. I sat abnormally upright, turning the volume down. He climbed into the passenger side.
 
   “What?” I said, without any shame. “It’s Britney.”
 
   “I’ll buy you some new CDs.” He skipped a few songs. “What’s the plan?”
 
   “In-N-Out?” I let out a deep moan in hunger, tightening my grasp of the steering wheel. “I’m so hungry.”
 
   “Have you eaten?”
 
   “I headed straight over.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows at me, skipping more songs. “Carb load before next semester starts up.”
 
   We grabbed In-N-Out in our take-out bags. It ruined the leathery new car smell, but I wasn’t unwinding the windows and risking frost bite. Once I was back home, I made sure to hang the air freshener on the rear-view mirror.
 
   Dylan made his way to my room while I grabbed plates and forks. I found him in my room, he was looking at rough sketches on the canvas. If it was anyone else, I would’ve thrown them out of the way, instead, I nervously moved over and looked at it with him.
 
   “Just rough scribbles,” I said. “So—”
 
   “Looks good.”
 
   “You wanna choose the movie”
 
   He shrugged. “Whatever you want.” He sat back on my bed, moving Oreo as he hissed.
 
   I had great taste in films, mainly romantic comedies starring Katherine Heigl.
 
   “27 Dresses,” I said, finalizing my choice.
 
   We’d watched it several times before, and every single time I did, I wanted a montage scene just like hers, because trying on several outfits never took 60 seconds.
 
   We sat and watched, eating our burgers and fries. We talked about his trip and cuddled in bed. I sketched for a little while as he slept on my shoulder with an arm around my waist. It was getting darker outside.
 
   Char’s number flashed on my screen.
 
   “Zo,” she said. “When are you coming over tomorrow?”
 
   “We’re coming around eight,” I whispered, careful not to wake Dylan. “But if you want, we can come over sooner.”
 
   “You’re coming over with Dylan?” she asked. “It starts at eight. Just making sure. Oh, and bring alcohol, if not, I’m sure Dylan can.”
 
   “Yeah, probably.”
 
   “Why are you whispering?” she asked.
 
   “He’s asleep.”
 
   She laughed. “Is Kaleb coming with you?”
 
   “He’s got his bike,” I said, referencing to the large motorcycle in the garage. He hadn’t been able to ride it since the beating, but that was over six weeks ago now.
 
   “Good,” she said. “Not really planned much.”
 
   “I’m still struggling for what to wear.”
 
   “Those outfits you tried on a few weeks back looked great,” she said. “Oh, if in doubt, go for something black. I’d heard my mom say that.”
 
   Whenever I had an outfit in color, I’d always find myself wanting it in black. Not because I was a secret goth, listening to heavy metal and smudging my eyeliner, but because outfits looked better in black.
 
   “What are you wearing?” I asked.
 
   “I have several outfits,” she said. “I’ll send pictures. Talk later, got a huge list of people to call.”
 
   “Laters.”
 
    
 
   New Year’s Eve was a special occasion, it meant the first kiss of the new year. Dylan wore a white shirt with small black diamond shapes, and a pair of slim-fit black jeans. He was perfect beside me in my off-the-shoulder black wrap dress, I’d bought it with the girls a few weeks back, we were all in agreement.
 
   “Are you driving?” Dylan asked, spraying his hair in place.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “I’ll need to pack flats. Can’t drive in heels.”
 
   We were ready for 7 PM. “Wanna grab dinner first? Drive-thru?”
 
   We knew we shouldn’t, with practice in the coming weeks, we should’ve opted for salads or whatever my mom was making.
 
   “You’re not driving,” my dad said, immediately. “What if you forget the car, or you park on the road, who’s to say it won’t get stolen. I’ll drive.”
 
   With that, the idea of fast food went out the window. Char’s mom was making food, to the extent of taking ham from the packet and throwing it inside some slices of bread.
 
   Before we could leave for the party, my dad made me promise to be responsible, by that, he was telling me not to drink. I’d done my hair, applied a life-changing amount of make-up and wore clothes that made me feel hot, so I told him I’d be responsible, that I preferred soda anyway.
 
   He gave me a kiss on the cheek, hesitating as if to say something else. “Have a good night, and call me if you need anything.”
 
   Dylan took me by my waist, keeping me upright on the paved driveway. Kaleb’s bike was already there, I couldn’t imagine Ava on the back of the bike, at least not with her hair in place.
 
   Char squealed and clapped her hands as I walked through the front door. “Bitch! I knew you’d work that dress,” she said, taking a step back. “You wanna drink?”
 
   I blushed and smiled; Char’s compliments were rare. “Whatever you’re having,” I said.
 
   “Did Benny bring the gin from m” Dylan asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, they’re in the kitchen.”
 
   Char’s mom had the most fabulous friends. I wasn’t sure what they did, given Char’s mom was a realtor and sold houses to the rich and famous. Their hair was blown out, with their make-up painted on their faces with the highest cheek contours; I’d watched a Kardashian video once, pointing out all the target zones to hit. I’d even tried, safe to say my face was fifteen shades darker, almost dirty.
 
   Char pulled me over to her mom, sat around a make-shift bar. “Zoey!” She held her arms out to hug me. “Oh that dress.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, my face flushed.
 
   “I’ve not seen you in forever,” she said. “You smell divine. Is that Marc Jacobs?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “How’d you know?” It was a gift, and I doused myself in the stuff every single day.
 
   “Oh, if there’s one thing I know, it’s my designer perfumes,” she said, giving me a final hug to inhale the perfume. She let go and turned to Char. “Where’s the music, hon?”
 
   Char’s mom went all out. She prepared the heated hot tub out on the back deck. I could see there was a selection of bikinis, in case you hadn’t brought yours; nobody had informed me this would be happening. It was freezing out.
 
   The house was getting busier, loud music boomed and color changing lights brought the room to life. I walked around with my solo cup in one hand and my phone in the other.
 
   “Cuties,” Ava said, taking a picture of Dylan and I as we stood beside a white wall in the house. I clung to his side and shoulder, kicking my foot up and kissing him on the cheek. “Made together.” She passed the phone back to me.
 
   The pictures were Instagram worthy, given a nice black and white filter. Ava pulled me aside. “What’s up?” I asked her, dipping my head to hear over the music.
 
   “Kaleb’s been off with me,” she said. “Is he okay?”
 
   No. “Christmas is for families,” I said. “And Kaleb’s abandoned him.”
 
   Ava threw a hand to her forehead. “Shit. I knew that. I feel like a bitch now, we argued about him being moody.”
 
   “Where’s he now?”
 
   She shrugged. “He can’t ride his bike, he’s been drinking, so he’s somewhere.”
 
   As much as it wasn’t my problem, I wanted to see if he was okay.
 
   “He’s not a baby, he’s a grown-ass man,” Ava laughed.
 
   I let it slide and walked out onto the patio. Some of the girls and guys were already in the hot tub. It was a giant orgy of bodies, everyone kissing, and I hadn’t yet lost my virginity, let alone join the swarm as they kick started their experimental stage. Even though it was freezing, they were embracing the hot tub.
 
   I took hold of Dylan’s hand out of nowhere and led him to the bottom of the garden in search of Kaleb. “Where are you going?” he asked.
 
   “Ava and Kaleb have fallen out, and Kaleb isn’t in a good state,” I said.
 
   “What!” Kaleb shouted. “You can’t go around telling people that.”
 
   He was behind us.
 
   “Kaleb!” I said, watching as he ran inside.
 
   “Is he okay?” Dylan asked. “I thought things were getting better?”
 
   “I came for a good time.” I rolled my eyes. “The last thing I need is someone else’s drama.”
 
   Dylan hushed me, dragging me into an unwilling hug, but it was comforting when he did. I wanted to pull away, part of me wanted to be annoyed with Kaleb and Ava, but I couldn’t, I was too self-involved.
 
   I drank more.
 
   “Where’s Char?” Her mom tugged on my arm. “She’s not the same.”
 
   “I can find her if you want,” I said.
 
   “Aw you’re a sweetie,” she said, topping up her wine glass. “Want some?”
 
   I shook my head. I drew the line at wine, for at least another fifteen years.
 
   On my search for Char, I bumped into Kaleb. He was taking shots, one after another. Like someone who definitely knew his way around a bar. I didn’t say a word. He offered me one as an olive branch. I accepted and regretted it, gritting my teeth as the burn touched my tongue. Alcohol shots were not for me.
 
   On my way to let the burn of alcohol come back up my throat, I found Char in the bathroom upstairs, her head over the bowl.
 
   “Char?”
 
   She pulled her head out of the bowl and glanced up at me. There were tears in her eyes. “Zo,” she grumbled.
 
   “You okay?” I knelt beside her and tucked the stray hair behind her ears. “What did you have to drink?”
 
   “I haven’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I haven’t even had a drink.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I—I—I—” she stammered before throwing up.
 
   “Food poisoning?” I asked.
 
   I handed her a cloth to wipe her mouth with. She looked at me with her doe-eyes, they were raw. “I—I—I,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Oh my god!” I wanted to slap myself into reality. “You’re what?”
 
   “Pregnant,” she said. “I took a test, over Christmas.”
 
   I rubbed her back and stroked her hair into place. “You sure?”
 
   She blubbered, sucking a deep breath through her nose. “I took several, and—and—and I don’t know what to do.” I pulled her in my arms. “What do I do?” she cried.
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, hushing her. It hit me, the reason why she’d been quiet, but it made me thankful to save myself. The promise ring on my finger reminded me of that. “How’s Benny taken it?” He was in high spirits downstairs, drinking with Dylan, probably celebrating.
 
   “He doesn’t know.”
 
   “Tell him,” I said. “I’ll get you water.”
 
   As I stood to get her water in the plastic cup beside the sink. I heard her sob, heavy in her arms. “It’s not Benny’s,” she said, crying harder this time.
 
   I passed her the water. “Who?”
 
   She sipped the water. “I can’t.”
 
   “Who? Enzo? Bellamy?” I asked, reeling through the guys she’d boasted to have slept with. “Kaleb?” I asked, going for a trifecta.
 
   She shook her head, bawling harder. “You’ll hate me.”
 
   I knelt beside her again. “Char.” I tipped her chin up to see her eyes. “Who?”
 
   She shook her head, like a baby, pushing out her bottom lip. “Promise you won’t hate me,” she said.
 
   I couldn’t. My stomach bubbled with nerves and a certain alcohol induced adrenaline jittered through me. I took a deep breath. “Char? Answer my fucking question!” I screamed at her.
 
   “It was Dylan,” she said. “I had sex with Dylan. Okay!”
 
   Shaking, I wanted to wrap my fingers around her throat. Everything was numb as I stood on my unstable legs. I clung to the door frame with tears in my eyes. The air in my lungs was trapped; I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe. So I ran.
 
   It was sobering. I threw my heels and walked into the living room. Char’s mom looked at me, expecting a response. Dylan stumbled in and went to give me a hug. I forced me entire body into a push.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I slammed my hands on his chest. “You dare, give me the wrong answer. I swear to God, I’ll cut your balls off.”
 
   He stood straight and looked at me. “Zo, you’re acting weird.”
 
   “No, no, no you don’t get to say that.”
 
   “What? What’s going on?”
 
   “Explain!” I seethed through my teeth. “Why?”
 
   “You’re not making any sense,” he said.
 
   The music was cut and suddenly even breathing was deafening. “Tell me. Tell me why you had sex with her!” I said.
 
   “Zo, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   I spat a laugh, reeling it back with a deep breath. “You know who, that walking 7-Eleven,” I shouted. “Well, she’s pregnant.”
 
   Their whispers traveled fast around the room. Everyone turned to see Char in the doorway. “It was—Zo—I’m sorry,” she said, clutching her stomach, like I needed a reminder she was pregnant. I’d already announced it to the neighborhood.
 
   “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to that baby for royally screwing its life up,” I said. “You deserve each other.”
 
   Through the crowd from the kitchen, I watched Benny amble through the silence, laughing to himself and high up to his eyeballs. “What’s happened?” he asked, looking at Char ugly cry.
 
   “Your girlfriend’s been cheating,” I said, cutting to the chase. “If you wanna ask who, ask Dylan.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s not like that,” Char said. “I love you.”
 
   Dylan turned to Benny. His fist collided with his jaw. He turned again and I threw the palm of my hand against his face, the sting was burning, but worth it.
 
   “And for what it’s worth,” I said, pulling the promise ring off. “You can’t keep a promise to save your fucking life.” I threw it at his feet.
 
   He steadied himself and took the abuse. He didn’t say a word, only exhaled deeply. I tore his shirt open, scratching his skin with my nails. I snapped the chain from around his neck. It didn’t make me feel better, but wouldn’t justify what he’d done.
 
   I moved away from him and grabbed my heels from where I’d thrown them. Defeat settled on my chest. Char watched me, tears rolling down her cheeks.
 
   “Zo?” Kaleb reached for my hand.
 
   “Go—away—please,” I said.
 
   He grabbed my hand anyway. “No. You’re not okay,” he said, gently pulling me to look at him. “I’ll call your dad.”
 
   I snatched myself from his hand. “No!” I shouted. “This has nothing to do with you.”
 
   Char’s mom gossiped with her friends before one of them handed me a bottle of wine. “You could use this,” she said.
 
   I thought it was a hint to throw at Dylan. I eyed the contents down the neck of the bottle. I swigged at it as the music played again minutes later. Char and Dylan went with her mom upstairs. It was too late for the condom talk.
 
   Benny sat on a couch, holding the tears back. I took a seat beside him.
 
   He breathed back a couple steady breaths before speaking. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should’ve known. It was too good.”
 
   Too good. I knew the feeling. Every day was a dream, every touch was electric. I knew how special Dylan made me feel, and now every memory with him was washed black and red with rage. “He deserves everything that’s coming,” I said, taking another drink before passing it over.
 
   “I don’t drink wine,” he said.
 
   “Me either,” I said. “But I think it’s only right.”
 
   “To celebrate not having unprotected sex.”
 
   “If only it was someone else.” I said in defeat. 
 
   I wanted someone to explain it in detail. Tell me it was a lie; this had to be a prank, there had to be cameras. But there was no “gotcha!”. I waited until midnight. The countdown. “Happy New Year,” I heard them scream. Still nothing. I didn’t see either of them again. They vanished off together, talking about the future I guessed.
 
   My future was now shot to pieces.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I curled up in bed to read through Romeo and Juliet, rolling my eyes at the entire premise; they were both stupid, willing to die for each other after only a few days of love. At least Romeo was monogamous during the time they were together.
 
   “You suck,” I grumbled in an outburst. Oreo laid beside me, nudging at me with his head to be petted. “At least you won’t cheat.”
 
   The first day of spring semester was set to start and sure to be exciting. I packed up my cheer outfit, ready to give it back. I scraped my hair into a ponytail and applied foundation and concealer to plaster up the dark patches and cracks showing on my face.
 
   “Zo?” My mom knocked on my door. “Stay home. I’ll call the school”
 
   I opened the door and forced a smile on my face. “Mom, I’m fine,” I said. “I need to get back, keep my grades up, go to college, and forget it ever happened.”
 
   She walked in and sat on the bed, patting the spot beside her.
 
   “It’s not about forgetting,” she said. “Never forget what’s happened. That’s part of you. It’s your past sweetie; it makes you the person you are today.”
 
   I hugged her. “I get that,” I said. “What I don’t get, is why it happened to me. We were in love.” I clutched the swell in my chest. I tried to speak but no words came, only tears. “It—it—hurts, here, it hurts.”
 
   She kissed me on the forehead and rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ll drive you to school,” she said. “Only if you want to go. Stay home, I’ll make you cocoa.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” I lied. “I want to get things over with. I want to get over this.” I lied again. Mentally, I wanted to get over it, to grow stronger, but I knew it would hurt me so much more.
 
   “Dylan’s lucky your dad’s at work,” my mom said, smiling. “He’s not a forgiving person, even though that’s what the church teaches, we need to give people a chance to fix things. People should admit to what they’ve done to help heal.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not saying you should forgive Dylan, but allow him to tell you, it will help,” she said and tapped the left-side of my chest. “You’re a fighter. You’ve always been a fighter.”
 
   She was right. I always challenged myself and fought for what I wanted. I wasn’t a push over and I wouldn’t let someone hurt me like that. I took a deep breath and calmed myself before I could drive.
 
   Internally I created a list of what I needed to do. First I had to quit the cheer squad. The outfit was cleaned, pressed, and packed. The thought was freeing. I could focus on my art and school essays.
 
   My stomach cramped at the thoughts in my head.
 
   “Shit.” My entire college essay would have to be changed now, I was going for the cheerleading artist, and now I’d be the girl whose high school sweetheart got her best friend pregnant.
 
   I slammed my hands on the steering wheel, again and again. I stopped when someone parked up beside me. Mila looked over at me before knocking on the window. I rolled the window down.
 
   “Sorry about what happened,” she said, sticking her head in the open window. I nodded. “I never thought she’d do something like that.”
 
   “Me either,” I said.
 
   “If you need anything,” she said, “someone to talk to, advice, anything, I can help you. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”
 
   I nodded smiled. Nobody else had reached out to me, especially the cheerleaders. All attention was on Char, as she liked it, she was pregnant, she was the one being asked how she was, and everyone who hated Char, was now a supporter of me.
 
   Mr. June’s office was beside the lockers. Char was already inside. I saw her through the frosted glass. She was with her mom, and every piece of my body wanted to walk away. Instead, I knocked.
 
   “One minute,” he called out.
 
   I pushed the door, swinging on a hinge as it flew open. I held the uniform on my arm.
 
   “Zoey,” he said. “One minute.”
 
   “No, Mr. June.” I stormed up to his desk and put the outfit down. “I quit. It’s not your fault. It’s hers. So I won’t be at practice, and you’ll only see me at scheduled gym period.”
 
   Before he could say another word. I left. I didn’t look at Char or her mom, although I imagined their bitter tongues ready to spit venom if I stayed for a response.
 
   As I sat beside Ava in first period, she reached for my hand. I pulled away but smiled at her.
 
   “I wanted to ask how you were,” she said.
 
   “Then ask,” I barked. 
 
   Ava’s smile dropped. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think she’d do anything like that.” She sighed. “I haven’t spoken to her either. I don’t want to take sides.”
 
   “There are no sides,” I scoffed. “Dylan cheated, Char’s pregnant. Everyone’s asking how they are, but nobody wants to know if I’m okay. Just because I’m not an easy lay, just because I’m not pregnant. But I’m probably the one hurting the most.”
 
   “Zoey Jensen,” Mrs. Jennings, the English teacher called out. “That’s quite enough.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, reflecting on what I’d spieled off at Ava. Benny was suffering as well. I looked ahead but he wasn’t there. He was doing the sensible thing and taking a few days off, but I couldn’t, I needed to be back for my own sanity.
 
   I spent my breaks between periods and lunch in the art studio. My canvas was blank, and the longer I stared with Mrs. Galloway hovering over my shoulder, the more frustrated I became. My sweaty palms and itchy fingers wanted desperately to put something on paper, or at least drafted on canvas.
 
   “It’ll come Zoey,” she said from behind.
 
   She sat at her desk. I thought she was directly behind me, breathing on my neck, or I was that self-absorbed to think everything was suffocating me.
 
   “I—I—I can’t,” I said.
 
   “I know what’s happened, so I know you have it in there somewhere,” she said, standing. It was only Mrs. Galloway and I in there at lunch. She pulled a sketch book from a shelf and presented it to me. “My husband died over four years ago now,” she said. “A dark time, I never thought I’d get back to drawing, I thought everything I would do from then on would be dark and cold, but it gave me depth, it gave me a voice and a reason to get my butt into work—I wanted to inspire.”
 
   She was inspiring. I took a deep breath as she flicked through sketches she’d bookmarked with dates and places. They were cohesive pieces; all visually similar.
 
   “I get it,” I said. “They go together. They match.”
 
   She grinned. “That’s what I’m trying to get you all to do, push the feeling inside you that you’re not good enough. Stop censoring your feelings from class.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Don’t guess,” she said. “The difference between someone having their work exhibited in the school auditorium and those in the gallery, isn’t a guess, it’s knowing the work you’ve put in has come from a real place of real emotion.”
 
   Mrs. Galloway continued mumbling to herself as she walked back behind her desk. I stressed myself to think on concepts, but everything was either dark, to the extent of channeling an inner massacre to the overly comic unicorns and smiles. I hated it.
 
   The bell rang and more people walked into the art studio to take their respective easels, standing quietly as they got to work. Nobody seemed to be struggling like me. I was mocking up designs and concepts, while they were on their canvases, throwing their base colors down.
 
   “In April, your works will be shown,” Mrs. Galloway said. “We need them finished for the end of March, and of course, they’ll be graded in March. That gives you three months. Each collection must have five pieces, exactly, no more, no less.”
 
   We’d already been given the briefing. One cohesive theme, five individual pieces, any size, and we had to present an essay behind the theme and the pieces, including why we’d chosen the canvas sizes, and any other decisions we’d made.
 
   I had a free period before the end of school, it would’ve been spent practicing, but as I’d given everything back and I wasn’t about to torture myself for another 50 minutes trying to pressure myself into being creative. I decided to go home.
 
   My name was called. There was nobody.
 
   “Zoey?” it came again.
 
   Mila poked her head outside a classroom door. My feet wanted me to keep walking, but my curiosity moved me.
 
   “Are you coming?” Mila asked.
 
   Mila, Heather, Kirsten, Delilah, and Brittany were sitting around a table. They appeared to be staging an intervention; their concerned faces and sympathetic eyes, they’d even prepared a whiteboard.
 
   This wasn’t a student body meeting; I knew there were a few guys to balance it out. One of the requirements the school put in place to stop cliques taking over.
 
   “Take a seat,” she ushered me in, closing the door.
 
   I placed my bag at my side and looked around. They stared.
 
   Heather reached for my hand. “We feel for you,” she said. “You and Dylan were perfect.”
 
   “I personally believe if a guy does that, he should be castrated,” Kirsten said, snapping her fingers in the air. “And he got her pregnant.”
 
   “That’s her captaincy and prom crown gone,” Delilah laughed. “Hope she drops out.”
 
   “She can still run for prom queen, can’t she?” I asked.
 
   “She can,” Mila said. “If she’s showing, she probably won’t.”
 
   That was a thought. If she was keeping the baby. She’d definitely be showing, but to think she’d go through and keep a baby that would be half Dylan, hurt me. Right in the center of my chest, the shooting pain of that should be me hit.
 
   “Well, it is a popularity contest,” Heather said. “Let’s be real, how many people are going to support her after what she’s done.”
 
   “So what did you want me for?” I asked, cutting to the point.
 
   “Okay.” Mila nodded. “We want to help you get back at her.”
 
   Shaking my head, I thought on it for a moment. I was all about letting go and doing my thing, but nobody was offering to help me before. “What do you have in mind?” I smiled. “Like, let’s not be crazy,” I said, “I don’t want to throw her in front of a bus, but I wouldn’t mind taking her from the top of her pyramid.”
 
   “How would you do that?” Heather chirped up.
 
   “Physically?” Mila laughed. “Or, do you want to go for the one thing she’s wanted for so long?”
 
   “A cheer scholarship,” I snorted.
 
   “If she keeps the baby, that’s already ruined,” Kirsten said.
 
   “I’m thinking of prom crown,” Mila said. “We can make you prom queen. We watch those ballot boxes on prom night.”
 
   A smile touched my cheeks. It was the only thing she’d wanted. I stood, and grabbed my bag. “I don’t have a reason to trust you yet,” I said. “It sounds great, in theory, and who doesn’t want to be prom queen. But I feel like I’m being set up to take a fall here.”
 
   “What?” Mila asked. “Why?”
 
   “Any of you could do this, for yourselves,” I said, raising my hands in the air and shrugging. “So, why do you need me?”
 
   I could see them fumble for a moment over the question. They looked to each other. I wanted to be prom queen more than anything, not because it would hurt Char, but my mom was, and I always grew up believing I would. I guessed that wasn’t a good enough reason. First world problems.
 
   “If any of us are crowned, Char will be pissed, yeah, but if you’re crowned, she is going to lose her shit,” Mila said. “I’m all for her being pissed, but the AV kids are filming it, and if they get her on camera, sure, it’ll go viral, but think of how it will ruin her life.”
 
   “She’s ruined my life already,” I said.
 
   “You promised yourself to Dylan,” Brittany said. “And she knew that, even before the promise ring. I know you, Zo, I know how much you loved him, and how much she hurt you.”
 
   Before I left. I hesitated over the door handle. “Okay,” I said. “Tell me what you need, embarrassing pictures, I’ve got them, texts she sent bitching about everyone, got them too. She’s got it coming.”
 
   Their faces lit with joy, gleaming eyes and wide grins. In that moment, as I left, I had the idea I was looking for. The pain, it was there, and I was only scraping the surface. The heat inside rose to my face, forcing tears.
 
   My idea was based on prom, the crowning of prom queen, a cutthroat competition the world would never know, unless they were a female high schooler. Thoughts of Miss America, but instead of people you only known in passing, you were up against friends, and that’s why Char would never have been friends with us after Senior year.
 
   Prom wasn’t until May, but I was excited. Not only did I want Char to break down on stage in front of everyone, I wanted Dylan to show up on her arm, another reason to hear the satisfaction of a slap against his face.
 
   “Zoey!” I heard his voice. My heart thumped in my ears. “Let me explain.”
 
   I wavered on my feet as I powered through the hallway. I dropped to the side of my locker and took a deep breath, unlocking it with the combination in my sweaty fingers. I blocked out his face with the locker door.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. The words I would’ve begged him not to use. He repeated, like it would help change things. “I didn’t mean it. It was a mistake.”
 
   I closed my eyes. “A mistake?” I said, behind the locker door. “Don’t say that, a mistake is writing in blue ink when they ask for black, a mistake is walking into third period when it’s fourth period, already.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it,” he said.
 
   I slammed the locker shut to see his face, lopsided with a black eye, all purple and bruised. I smiled. “You deserved that,” I said. “And fuck your excuses, Dylan.”
 
   Storming off out of school, I fumbled for my car keys. I sat inside the car and stayed for a moment as tears boiled over. Thankfully I had tissues on the dashboard, I blotted my face with them, glancing at myself in the mirror. The tiny stroke of mascara on my bottom lashes was now a watercolor down my face. I wiped it away before reapplying, I shouldn’t have, but I needed to make sure everything looked normal.
 
   Kaleb was already home. He was on the porch, checking his phone. I’d hoped I’d be alone. He smiled when he saw me, brushing himself off as he stood.
 
   “Why are you home?” I asked, getting the front door key ready.
 
   “I quit,” he said, like I was supposed to be impressed. “So, I had a free period.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, opening the door. There was a security alarm once the door was open. Kaleb punched in the numbers. I hadn’t realized he knew what they were.
 
   “Have you seen Char?” he asked. “Nobody’s spoke to her. Ava said she doesn’t want to get involved.”
 
   “The perks of being Switzerland,” I laughed. “I wish they’d grow some balls and have an opinion. They did it behind my back, nobody should be on their side. They shouldn’t even have a side.”
 
   “All Char wants is attention,” he laughed.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at him. “Clearly, she wanted my boyfriend as well—ex-boyfriend,” I huffed. “Either way, I’m sure she’s happy.”
 
   “Think she’s gonna have it?”
 
   “Not if she wants to fit in the prom dress she’s been eyeing up for the past six months,” I said. “Either way. She’s not going to win after what’s happened.”
 
   It felt nice to vent, spit the same bitter words Char would, and like her in my shoes, she wouldn’t get away with it. Neither of them would.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   After the first day back, I decided to keep to myself. I went about the same routine, spending break and lunch in the art studio, at least then the only person bothering me was Mrs. Galloway. I sketched my project in my book and mixed colors out on palettes. I was almost ready to mark the canvas out.
 
   “Aren’t you going home?” Mrs. Galloway asked.
 
   I stared up at her like a deer in headlights.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s Friday.” I hadn’t realized how fast this week had gone by. “Yeah, I’m feeling inspired.”
 
   “Bottle it up,” she said. “Because it’s the weekend now.”
 
   I rinsed the paint brushes off and hung a sheet over the canvas, taking my time. I was in no rush to get home, back to reality. Once I was home, I stayed in the driveway and collected myself.
 
   My mom stood at the door with her hands nestled into her apron. “How was school?”
 
   “It’s been good,” I said as she guided me inside.
 
   The table had already been set. “What’s for dinner?” I threw myself in a seat.
 
   “Your dad’s not home, so Maddie decided,” she said. “Homemade burgers.”
 
   “Need help with anything?” I pulled my phone out my pocket and turned it on.
 
   “It’s all ready.” She wrapped an arm around one shoulder and squeezed. “You okay?”
 
   I touched her hand. “Yeah. Focusing on school work.”
 
   She kissed my forehead. “If you need anything, I’m here.”
 
   Maddie and Kaleb sat around the table. The smell of burgers on the grill traveled through the house. I had cheese and ketchup on mine. I’d never comfort ate before, but now I’d eaten several large chocolate bars and gallon tubs of ice cream in the past week alone.
 
   “What happened to cheer practice?” my mom asked. I shrugged off the question. “Didn’t see your uniform in the wash.”
 
   “I quit,” I said, glancing up at her.
 
   She stroked my back with a smile on her face. She wouldn’t admit it, but she was happy.
 
   “I quit too,” Kaleb said. “In support of you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t ask, but it’s nice you did.” I pressed my lips into a smile.
 
   I ate with them, scoffing down three burgers before heading to my room. Oreo laid peacefully until I disturbed him, then he scratched at the door frame to get out. I didn’t let him. I pulled him into my chest as I read aloud from a Nicholas Sparks’ book. It gave me a reason to cry.
 
   Buzz! Buzz! My phone had been going off for the past few minutes. I didn’t look, I couldn’t stomach anymore questions about whether I was okay or not, even asking what I was doing. I put Oreo and the book aside to grab my phone.
 
   Text messages flooded the screen. Group chats were blowing up, followed by strings of omg and have you seen? I unlocked my phone to check social media. It was there, staring at me, right at me.
 
   I threw my phone across the bed, my hands were shaking as I let go, sputtering a couple breathes. It was a picture of Char and Dylan, engaged to be married. One picture was a group photo and the other a picture of the ring on her finger. I was beside Dylan in the group picture, we were together then. I grabbed my phone.
 
   It buzzed in my hand; Ava’s name flashed up. “Oh my god, I can’t believe what happened. I wish I knew. I would’ve told you,” She sniffled over the phone.
 
   A fuzzy haze covered me, it was suffocating. I tried to speak back, to scream, cry, anything. My hands shook. “What?” I said. “What? What!”
 
   Ava spoke, her voice now quiet. I imagined her apologizing, telling me she hated Char, but all I believed was Char had decided to keep the baby, and Dylan was being forced into marriage—or he chose to, probably had the ring for me.
 
   “Zo?” Ava squeaked. “You okay?”
 
   I hung up as the first sob broke out. Nobody was allowed to see me like that. Kaleb walked in. He knocked first, but I thought it was Oreo knocking something over.
 
   “I heard,” he said, closing the door behind him. “You’re not okay.”
 
   “What?” I asked, bawling my eyes into my hands. “I’ve been horrible to you.”
 
   He threw a hand at me flippantly. “You saved me,” he said, sitting at the end of my bed. “Now, I’m helping you. I’m not talking about painting your anger. Maybe going to the gym, get strapped in some boxing gear, something my brothers would do with me. Fight it out.”
 
   The dimpled smile on his cheeks as he pressed his lips to stop smiling. I wiped away tears and smiled. “Sounds good. I guess. But I don’t want him to get away with it.”
 
   He nodded, like he understood my mind. “What do you want?”
 
   “To hurt him,” I said with a wave of relief.
 
   “How?” he asked. “I’ve been hurt—and I’ve hurt people.”
 
   My chest swelled with hope. “I’d kill him,” I said, half-heartedly smiling. “No, I’m going to smash the windows of his car. He fucking loves that car.”
 
   His dad had given him his old car over Christmas, it was probably the only way I could think of showing how much he hurt me. Nothing would be close, but this was a start.
 
   “We can do that,” Kaleb said. “Dress in all black. Do you have a crow bar or baseball bat?” He laughed. I wasn’t sure if he was serious, but I knew he’d definitely smashed a few cars up in frustration.
 
   “Garage,” I said. “My dad always wanted a boy, typical.”
 
   “The garage it is,” he said. “Midnight?”
 
   I laughed. “I feel better already.” I lied; I’d feel better with his car busted up.
 
   In the garage, my dad had mementos of his dad, my grandfather, the things he would’ve shared with me or my sister if we were boys, although my sister had shown interest in baseball, it was nothing she did after turning 9 years old.
 
   My mom was in bed by midnight. We waited up. I wore all black, and met Kaleb in the garage. He was on his bike with a second helmet in his hands.
 
   “We’re taking your bike?” I grit my teeth.
 
   “Yeah.” He threw the helmet into my arms. “It’s faster and we’re gonna need to be quick,” he said. “If we’re caught, this could stop you from getting into college.”
 
   “If we get caught,” I chuckled. “You’re the one who’s done this before.”
 
   “I have a criminal record.”
 
   “Maybe I need one of those now to make me interesting,” I said, squeezing my head inside the helmet “Something for my college essay.”
 
   I opened the garage door, watching the top window in case my mom woke up. Kaleb wheeled his bike down the driveway to the main road. Somewhere it wouldn’t wake everyone in the house. I made sure I had my keys and a baseball bat before I closed the door again, making sure it locked. I zipped up my jacket pocket and walked over to Kaleb with my phone and baseball bat.
 
   “You sure?” he asked, resting on the bike seat. He scooted up to make room for me behind him. “We can go and see first.”
 
   “Don’t give me options,” I said. “I’ve made my decision.” I flipped the visor shut. “How’d I look?”
 
   “Looks like you’re about to steal my bike,” he laughed.
 
   “I don’t think I could drive with this in my hands,” I said, hitting the baseball bat in the palm of my hand.
 
   I led Kaleb to Dylan’s house. All the lights were off but his car was parked in the driveway. Of course, their garage could only hold the one vehicle, and his dad’s new car was already inside. Dylan’s was there for the taking. I hoped Char would’ve been there with hers too, that way I’d hit two birds with one bat.
 
   “Ready?” Kaleb said, pulling my helmet off. “I’ll keep watch.”
 
   Suddenly, there was fire in my stomach. I hopped back and forth on my feet. Sucking in quick deep breaths and blowing slowly. “I need to do this,” I said, switching my hands with the bat. “He deserves everything coming to him, and so does she.”
 
   He laughed. “We can do her after,” he said.
 
   “I’ll let Benny,” I said. “I’m sure he already is after their engagement.”
 
   “You think he will?” Kaleb asked.
 
   I rolled my eyes at the thought. Benny was sweet but responsible; he wouldn’t risk his life on a girl whose legs couldn’t close.
 
   “Ready,” I said, moving around his car. It was a beautiful car; a shame it was his. I imagined his face on it, mocking me; I knew he wouldn’t, but it helped.
 
   With a strong back swing, I hit the windshield. It cracked. I hit again, and again. After several cracks appeared, a loud roaring smash followed as all the glass crashed inside.
 
   The alarm finally sounded. I swung the bat, one final time, taking the rear-view mirror off completely. The alarm rang louder. Kaleb called me over as lights flashed on inside the house.
 
   I jumped on the back of the bike, forcing the helmet down. Kaleb prepared his hand around the throttle. I wrapped my arms around his waist as the screech of the tires left a smell of burning rubber.
 
   Euphoria ran through my body, my bones, I was weightless. I embraced it, letting go of Kaleb to raise my hands. The cool air snapped at us, chasing us.
 
   We detoured to Char’s house to see if anything had happened. The living room light was on; her mom was likely drinking herself into an early grave, given the huge plans she’d had for Char, this baby was the last thing she wanted. Now she was engaged to Dylan, her future was brighter at least, but she was still going to fuck the plans he’d made.
 
   “I’m happy for them,” I laughed. “They can go Romeo and Juliet each other.” I looked at Kaleb’s blank face as it went over his head. He smiled and reached for my hand. I let him hold it for a moment before pulling away to wipe it.
 
   “I don’t think she’ll keep it,” he said. “She’ll miss prom.”
 
   “You don’t know her like I do,” I said. “This is what she does, she finds something and uses it against everyone. That’s why she’s the cheer captain.”
 
   Kaleb grabbed my hand again. I pulled away and looked into his eyes. “That’s how she got me to spike the punch,” he said, sighing with a defeated relief. “Her and my brothers, I don’t know what they were doing, but I’ve not be truthful to you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said.
 
   “No, whatever it was they had on me, it was bullshit.”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “I wasn’t allowed to say.” He shrugged. “They kicked me out. Now someone’s been expelled, so there’s not much they can do now.”
 
   Inside I was shouting at myself, telling myself I told you so, he knew more than he was letting on, and all those times I’d pushed, I should’ve pushed harder, but I didn’t.
 
   “Why did they do it?” I asked.
 
   “Char’s idea,” he said. “Pinning it on Mila, Char wanted to come out on top, she wanted to be the school hero.”
 
   I grabbed his hand in mine. “It’s okay,” I said. “They can’t hold anything over you now.” But I wasn’t sure how many more things they had over him. “I guess it makes sense.”
 
   “You know if I’m caught again, they’ll put me in prison.”
 
   I stared into his eyes. “What?”
 
   “The criminal record. I wasn’t joking.” He squeezed my hand in his. “I’m technically an adult, I can be prosecuted as one.”
 
   “Three strikes and you’re out?”
 
   He chuckled. “Three strikes.” He smiled.
 
   It was 2 AM when we got back to the sleepy suburbia of Peyton Lane. There were no police, all the lights were off, and all things considered, my dad’s baseball bat was in good shape. It was the most exercise I’d done in a while; a lot like an amazing floor routine, I felt accomplished.
 
   For the first night in over a week, I slept as soon as my head touched the pillow beside Oreo. My eyes rolled back and my face cracked a yawn at the side of my mouth. It had been an adventure.
 
   “Zoey!” my mom called.
 
   It was 7:56 AM. I rolled over in bed and flipped to the cold side of the pillow. She called out to me again, this time knocking on my door.
 
   “There’s police officers at the door,” she whispered, trying the handle. It was locked.
 
   I jumped up. “I’ll be out in a minute.” My arms flapped around with nerves. I dressed quickly and ran to the door. My mom scooped an arm around me. She’d invited the officers in.
 
   Two men stood in the kitchen sipping coffee.
 
   “Zoey Jensen?” One of them asked. I nodded. “I’m Officer Kitt, this is my partner, Officer Franklin.” They nodded back.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “What’s this about?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and half-yawned.
 
   “There was an incident around 1 AM this morning. A car window was smashed in, and you know the person it happened to,” Officer Franklin said. “We have some questions.”
 
   “Where were you between midnight and 2 AM?” Officer Kitt asked.
 
   “In bed,” my mom laughed, throwing her hand up like it was obvious.
 
   “Home, in bed,” I said, shifting on my feet. “I have exams coming up so I’m studying every moment I get.”
 
   They nodded.
 
   “Do you know a Dylan McAlister?” Officer Kitt asked. “He claims this was you. Why would he believe you’d cause damage to his property?”
 
   “He cheated on her,” my mom huffed. “Are you accusing my daughter of this?”
 
   “Mom,” I said, pausing her. “It’s fine. You can check my car; it’s not been used since I drove home from school yesterday. Actually, I probably went for a Starbucks about 7 PM.”
 
   They nodded again, sizing me up, looking at my arms, very slim, not the arms you’d see swinging a baseball bat.
 
   “It could be anyone,” I said. “Dylan and Char, the girl he cheated on me with, probably have a lot of enemies, after what they did, I’m surprised someone hasn’t done worse. I mean, they screwed over a lot of people.”
 
   My mom reached out and massaged my shoulder with a hand. “It’s okay, Zoey,” she said. “I’m glad you’re throwing yourself into school instead of being destructive.”
 
   They nodded, taking in everything we did and said. Their beady eyes, stared back, making mental notes. “We’ll be in touch,” Officer Franklin said. “If you have any information in the meantime, don’t hesitate to contact us.”
 
   After they left, my mom made more coffee and we sat at the table. She stayed quiet for a moment. I drank the coffee, although what I really needed was sleep.
 
   “You can tell me,” she said.
 
   I closed my eyes, opening them to look directly at her. “I didn’t want to,” I said, hoping to see disappointment. Instead, her blue eyes welcomed it. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No,” she said, holding a hand up to me. “You’re not the one who needs to be sorry. He cheated on you, sweetie. I don’t think you need to destroy anyone’s personal property, but what is done is done, and you can only ask for forgiveness.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll forgive me,” I said.
 
   “Not Dylan,” she said with a smile and pointed upward. “Prayer. I know, you’ve heard me talk endlessly, but in the end, it’s only Him who can judge you, and only He can forgive you.”
 
   “Like, out of my mouth, or in my head?”
 
   “Whichever you feel comfortable with, as long as you believe in it.”
 
   I went back to my room with coffee in hand. I sat on the end of my bed, my knees close together, my elbows on my knees, and my head dipped into my arms. I pressed my palms together and thought.
 
   Please—please forgive me, I understand you’re the one in charge, but I couldn’t help taking it into my own hands. Now I ask for forgiveness, not for what I’ve done, but lacking control. I bowed. Amen.
 
   I sat back in bed, my mind clear of thought. Oreo purred at me, pushing his head into my fingers.
 
   “You make everything okay,” I said, but I wasn’t okay.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Everyone had questions. They wanted to know what happened to Dylan’s car. I told them it wasn’t me, but they knew it was. Their faces said as much, the half smiles as I walked the halls with a little more confidence; my head high and my shoulders back.
 
   “Did you do it?” Celina, a girl in the art studio asked.
 
   I didn’t respond. I glared and smiled.
 
   “Did you total his car?”
 
   That was a lie. Only the windshield and rear-view mirror were hit. That’s all, but gossip always had a way of creating fictions of itself. “I wish I did,” I said.
 
   “He deserves it,” she said. “Char’s a whore. I can’t believe she’d do that.”
 
   “Me either,” I shrugged, going back behind my canvas. I’d been given the go-ahead to start the pieces. Every collection needed a title, as I sketched out the bones on the first canvas, I mused over titles. Fight for prom queen, teens and tiaras, popularity princess. I scoffed, hoping nobody noticed.
 
   “Coming along well, Zo,” Mrs. Galloway said.
 
   I turned to her talking with Mr. Brooks. He glanced at my canvas. I was never usually conscious, but by the the way he looked at it, he was analyzing and judging it.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked him.
 
   “I’ll have to see it as a collection,” he said. “You can’t make comments based on a sketch, let alone a painting.”
 
   The judgement was still there, but what was expected when someone’s deep wrinkles were set in their ways. Perhaps he wanted to ask if I trashed Dylan’s car, everyone else had asked.
 
   Before fourth period I bumped into Dylan, my head in thought as I texted Mila, she wanted to meet later, she had new ideas on getting back at Char.
 
   “Shit, Zoey,” he said, collecting himself.
 
   “Yeah?” I said.
 
   He stared down at me. “Sorry,” he said, again. I heard him say it more this past week than any time before. “Are you happy?”
 
   I smiled. “Very. Why?”
 
   “About my car.”
 
   “What about your car?” I said, my heart beating in my ears.
 
   He sneered and grit his teeth. “I didn’t do it on purpose, Zo.”
 
   “Which part?”
 
   People stopped in the hallway, waiting for something, perhaps an explosion, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. I’d let out my anger already; it wasn’t all out, but I’d balanced myself out enough to keep from staying in bed eating cartons of ice cream.
 
   “I had the ring already,” he said. “I’m doing what’s best.”
 
   Heat rushed to my face. I knew I was moments from bawling my eyes out and becoming a mess again. “I give it a year before one of you cheat.”
 
   They stood around, gasping and gawking, but neither of us were winning, we were just cutting deeper into each other.
 
   “Break it up,” a teacher said, scattering everyone.
 
   Mila found me. She tugged on my arm and pulled me into a room where the girls, Heather, Mila and Kirsten had gathered. From what I knew, it wasn’t a free period, I was on my way back to the art studio when they’d stole me away.
 
   “Did you?” she asked, closing the door behind us.
 
   “What?” I asked, always oblivious to vague questions. I’d learned to ask what? from Char when she would get us to gossip about each other.
 
   Kirsten laughed, an abrupt ha. “You totally trashed his car, didn’t you?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t,” Heather said. “It happened, and it happened for a reason. He deserved it.”
 
   “I would’ve,” Mila said, and they all agreed on it.
 
   I gave a shrug. “Whoever did it, hasn’t gotten Char yet,” I said.
 
   “That’s what we’re here for,” Mila said.
 
   “I doubt Benny would,” I added. “Although he was cheated on, he doesn’t seem the type to cry over it.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, we thought you were high school sweethearts.”
 
   I thought so too, and now the phrase high school sweethearts irritated me. I thought we’d be together forever, as sappy as it was, it was what I felt deep down. Right at the core.
 
   “That’s not happening now,” I pushed on forward.
 
   “We want to make sure you’re okay,” Mila said. “And we have some more ideas on what to do, but the whole poisoning ideas were tossed because she’s pregnant. We’re bringing it down a little, just sticking to the prom idea.”
 
   “I wanted to give her a ridiculous haircut,” Heather said. “But what would that achieve? She’d grow it out, or style it.”
 
   “I’m okay,” I said. “I think pregnancy is punishment enough.”
 
   “Well, yeah. She’s gonna get fat. I don’t think she’s been heavier than 135 pounds,” Mila said.
 
   I was a little mouse around three hungry cats. They picked at wounds and reopened emotions. I told them I had to leave, but I’d be back during free period so they could tell me more of their ideas, like I had a real say in what they wanted to do to get their own back on Char. I had anger in me, real anger, what they had compared to me wasn’t real.
 
   I ran to the bathroom. Ava stood at the sink, blotting tears from her face. She looked at me in the mirror. We were the only two people in there.
 
   I stood quietly. “What’s up?”
 
   She sucked back on a few breaths. “Did you hook up with Kaleb?”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   Slapping her hands on the marble sink, she bared her teeth at me. “Don’t lie to me! I knew as soon as it was over with you and Dylan, you’d move on,” she said. “Plus, Kaleb is at your house all the time.” She slapped her hands again.
 
   “I wouldn’t,” I said. “You’re together, I’d never do that.”
 
   Sobbing into the piece of tissue, she looked up at me, shaking her head. “He broke up with me,” she said. “He didn’t say why.”
 
   I tried to reach out for her, but she moved, she threw my hand away with her arm. “Don’t,” she snapped. “If I find out you screwed him, I will make your life a living hell.”
 
   “Ava, why would I?”
 
   “You’ve always been jealous,” she said. She turned her back. “You thought Char was bad, I’ll go zero to the Hannibal Lecter.” She walked out, leaving me staring at my reflection.
 
   There was nothing between Kaleb and I, except a few unwanted kisses, but even then, that was on him and not me. I continued to tell myself this as I looked myself in the eyes. “Screw them,” I said, forcing a smile on my face.
 
   I skipped the art studio and went straight back to Mila. They stood around, laughing and giggling with each other.
 
   “Zoey?” They looked shocked.
 
   “I wanna know why you hate Char,” I said. “What did she do to you?”
 
   Mila smiled and took a seat on the edge of a desk.
 
   “I was friends with Char when we were younger, our parents were besties,” she said. “We did the whole pageant thing for a while, we were like 8 or 9, and I’d been winning against her in some circuits. Her mom hated it, she hated me, and one day, she took me and Char for haircuts, and she cut most of my hair off,” she said.
 
   “Oh,” Heather looked at Mila. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “The hair idea was good, but it’s been done,” Mila said.
 
   “And that’s nothing to Char,” I said. “It’s all about taking the crown, her cheer captaincy and any hope of a scholarship.”
 
   “We’ve talked about rigging the vote,” Heather said. “They wanted to turn everything into voting with your phone, but we’ve kept to paper ballots.”
 
   “You have this in the bag,” Mila said.
 
   “Don’t you want it?” I asked.
 
   Mila shrugged. “I told you, it won’t hurt her as much as you winning. Winning, for me would be to see her face, and to see how much weight she gains.”
 
   They were both the same. Mila and Char, but Mila hadn’t done anything for me to hate her, or even dislike her, she’d said things in the past, but she was doing that because we’d done the same thing, and she’d never hooked up with my ex-boyfriend.
 
   “Prom is only a few months away,” Kirsten reminded us.
 
   I’d have to finish my art work before I’d even think about prom, although my work was inspired by it. So I thought about prom a lot. Everything else took a backseat, even replying to text messages.
 
   “How are you doing the ballots?” I finally asked.
 
   “There’ll be pre-votes a week before prom, then the top four girls and the top four guys are put on the main ballot. This isn’t a couple’s vote; you vote for who you want. We can fix that, but you’ll win,” Mila said.
 
   Brittany and Delilah joined us after fourth period.
 
   “I’ve just seen Char,” Delilah said. “Is it me, or are her ankles swelling?” she laughed.
 
   “They’re recruiting for the cheer squad again,” Brittany added, giving me the poster. “I think Char’s gonna quit, unless she wants it popping out while doing handsprings.”
 
   “Brit,” I said, “you’re in class with Bex, right?” She nodded. “Bex is assistant cheer captain, if anything happens to Char, she takes over.”
 
   “We’ve never spoke,” Brittany said.
 
   “Me and Bex go way back,” Kristen said. “She’s got a bad side, y’know. Plus, she doesn’t like Char either.”
 
   “At the moment, who does like her,” Heather laughed.
 
   “She’s gone too far, for too long,” I mumbled.
 
   We gathered around in a circle. Although I’d moved from one group to another, there was something equal about this group, the only sense of entitlement came from Mila as the president of the student body.
 
   “In a few weeks we’ll be doing headshots for the yearbook,” Mila said, she pulled out a small notebook. “I’ve got facial swelling written down here,” she said.
 
   “Does pregnancy do that?” Heather asked.
 
   “Probably, but so does Photoshop,” Brittany added.
 
   Mila scrolled her finger down a few more lines, voicing more suggestions, whether it’d been done before, and no matter how ridiculous they sounded, she said them. “I know the woman who does most of Char’s dresses from her pageant days, maybe she’s doing her prom dress too.” 
 
   “Someone will have to tailor it,” I said. “She’s jumping from a zero to an eighteen.”
 
   “Is she having twins?” Kirsten laughed.
 
   “Get her to make the dress tighter.”
 
   Brittany snapped her fingers. “Maybe she won’t show up.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “We can’t have that,” I said. “She needs to show up.”
 
   “She will, just not in the dress she’d dreamed of,” Mila said. “After trying to pin that punch bowl poisoning on us, she deserves it.”
 
   I hated being part of that. I knew the truth; they’d tried to blame them.
 
   “Sorry,” I said.
 
   “It’s fine,” Mila laughed. “They had nothing on us.”
 
   Heather flicked her hair back. “So, when’s the baby due?”
 
   The question killed me inside, hit me with a sucker punch to the stomach. “They screwed each other in November.”
 
   “So.” Kirsten counted on her fingers. “August.”
 
   “She looks heavier,” Brittany said. “Are you sure?”
 
   “There’s only so many hoodies she can wear before she’s in a sack,” Mila said.
 
   I had a nagging suspicion Char would be one of those parents who didn’t put on any weight when they were pregnant, like an episode of HELP! I DIDN’T KNOW I WAS PREGNANT, where the skinniest girl at school drops to the floor in the middle of class to find she’s about to give birth.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   My mom left a note on the fridge to say she’d taken Maddie to the supermarket with her. They weren’t going to be home for another hour at least. On the note was also the plan for dinner, she’d planned on making pasta carbonara since my dad was coming back from Europe. 
 
   I stomped up the stairs to confront Kaleb, something had to have happened for Ava to believe we hooked up. I knocked on his door before storming inside. He was wrapped in a towel, laying on the bed looking up at the ceiling. That was probably why Ava thought we hooked up.
 
   Covering my eyes with a hand. “You broke up with Ava?”
 
   Soft laughter came from him. “Why are you covering your eyes?”
 
   Moving my hands, I huffed. “Did you tell her we hooked up?”
 
   “No,” he laughed again, “why?”
 
   “Apparently she thinks that’s why you broke up with her,” I said.
 
   He stood from the bed and flexed. Above his navel there was a silvery scar. I looked past to see the towel wrapped loosely, almost like he was directing my eyes. I shifted my gaze back to his face and held my hands up. “I never knew she’d slept with my brother,” he said. “I didn’t tell her that, but it made me uncomfortable, and I—I didn’t want to give that excuse.”
 
   I’d forgot he’d found out. I’d told him at the New Year’s Eve party. “Sorry,” I said.
 
   He sat, deflated. “She told you she thought I cheated?”
 
   “She said we might as well have hooked up,” I said, sitting beside him.
 
   “You are single now,” he laughed.
 
   It was awkward. I turned slightly. “Can I ask you a question?” He nodded. “How did you get your scar?”
 
   “This one?” he pointed to his abdomen. He rested back on his elbows and flexed the stomach muscles again. “From a fire about five years ago, it was a piece of really hot metal that cut through my clothes.”
 
   “Holy shit!”
 
   He grinned. “I got out alive.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You know I had a shitty life,” he said. “Brought up to do what my brothers told me, and, part of that meant burning buildings down for insurance money.”
 
   “That’s not true,” I said. “Is it?”
 
   He nodded. Glossy tears covered his eyes. He inhaled. “It was infected,” he added. “They wouldn’t let me go to the hospital. It was expensive, and they’d ask me how I got it.”
 
   I grabbed his hand. “It’s okay,” I said, squeezing it. “Did you get back at them? And there’s been worse things they’ve done?”
 
   He nodded. “It’s not always about that, your mom’s taught me there’s good in the world, and I don’t want to bring trouble for your mom. All she’s given to me.”
 
   “You helped me get back at Dylan,” I said. “And compared to what you’ve been through; I don’t think your brothers should get away with it.”
 
   “I’m learning to deal with the anger.”
 
   I understood that. If there was one thing I understood in these past few weeks, it was anger and pain, but it only cut the surface of what Kaleb had been through. I squeezed his hand again, and he squeezed back. I craned my neck to his and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
 
   We kissed, back and forth, getting heavier. A fire burned inside, an electricity in my fingers as the palms of my hands sweat, I grabbed a hold of his torso.
 
   “Zoey! Kaleb! I’m home,” my mom called.
 
   Immediately, I jumped back, almost rolling from the bed. I glanced back at Kaleb, he shuffled on the bed, taking a tight grasp of his towel.
 
   “Sorry.” I walked out, looking back only slightly as I closed the door.
 
   “Are you up there?”
 
   “Yeah,” I called, “is dad there with you?”
 
   “No. Should be here in an hour or so.”
 
   Kaleb walked out of his room, pulling a t-shirt over his head. “That was close,” he whispered to me. “What was it?”
 
   I didn’t have an answer. My heart still pounding, almost a prophecy Ava set in motion. I pounded a fist on his shoulder gently. “I don’t think that can happen again,” I said.
 
   “Why not?” he said. “It was the most excitement I’ve felt.”
 
   I smiled. “Excitement? Get back at your brothers,” I said. “That could be exciting.”
 
   “Is Kaleb up there with you?” my mom shouted.
 
   “Yeah, I’m up here Mrs. Jensen,” he called back.
 
   I opened my bedroom door as Oreo ran in. Kaleb followed me inside.
 
   “I haven’t told you yet. What I’ve got planned for Char,” I said.
 
   “Her windows too?” he laughed.
 
   “Not too loud.”
 
   “So, what’s your plan?” he asked, sitting at my computer chair. He stroked Oreo’s back. “How bad is it?”
 
   I laughed and sucked in a deep breath. “We’re fixing prom,” I said, the grin on my face growing wider. “So I need to choose an extra special dress, and Char’s going to blow up like a balloon with being pregnant.”
 
   “Oh,” he said. “I thought you were going deep.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Steal her clothes, shave her hair, have a man walk behind her shouting shame,” he said.
 
   “This isn’t Game of Thrones,” I said. “I wouldn’t even compare her to Cersei, although when we watched it, she definitely identified with her the most. Bitch.”
 
   He was silent for a moment, glaring at me, looking at me in thought. His lips parted to speak and his eyes squinted slightly. “I’ve been thinking.”
 
   “All three seconds?”
 
   He chuckled to himself. “Yeah. About getting back at my brothers.”
 
   I nodded. “I told you I’ll help.”
 
   “Burn that bar down,” he said. “That’s all they have.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “It’s crazy,” he said. “I know, but you gave me something the other night. I want to feel that again. Okay, it’s not smashing windows and they say play with fire and you’ll get burnt.”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t want to physically hurt anyone,” I said, picking at my fingernails. “Maybe just smash their windows a little.”
 
   “I know when they’re all out, I even have keys now,” he said. “And what better way at getting back at them than taking everything they have.” He took a breathy gasp. “Like they did to me.”
 
   “You own part of the bar now.” I laid back on my bed and gazed up at the ceiling. “But I’m in,” I said. “I’m not going inside, and I’m not coming home smelling of smoke.”
 
   “I do, but it’s not really mine, none of it. You sure?”
 
   “If this helps,” I said, turning my head to him. “Then yeah.”
 
   He jumped on the bed beside me and kissed me on the lips. He lingered for a moment. I liked it. I didn’t want him to leave, or I was still clinging to the need of having someone to be with in the way Dylan had been.
 
   “They’re out in over a week,” he said. “We’ve got time to get ready.”
 
   Neither of us mentioned the kiss, and we didn’t kiss again. Part of me wanted more, and the other part wanted to climb back under a comforter and scrape the bottom of an empty ice cream sundae.
 
   Kaleb’s brothers’ bar, the Fat Cat had a flashing Cheshire cat smile and a winking eye. It was all kinds of cheesy and creepy. I’d been there several times before, with Char and the other girls. This time, I drove by it a couple times to remember. The sleazy men in their rusted pick-up trucks with cheap whores as they danced circles around their wallets.
 
   It was almost time. Kaleb insisted we take his bike again, wearing all black. It was 1 AM when we rolled the bike out of the garage. Kaleb packed a bag full of lighter fuel and matches. We were rogue vigilantes, preparing for battle.
 
   “You sure?” I asked him as he handed me a helmet.
 
   “I’m sure,” he said. “Are you?”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   It was black out, including the sign for the Fat Cat bar, the only sign read CLOSED. It was Wednesday. The only night of the week it was closed, and Kaleb’s brothers were both out in San Francisco at a party.
 
   “Nobody’s home,” he said, throwing gravel as he parked the bike in the empty lot outside the bar. “Like I said.”
 
   I locked eyes with the security cameras above the door. “Do they?” I pointed.
 
   “They haven’t worked since they were installed,” he said. “Mainly to stop thieves trying to break in.”
 
   I almost asked who’d want to steal from them, but I held my tongue. We moved the bike around the building to the apartment door. All the living space was on the floor above. We moved quietly, even though there was nobody around for miles. We unzipped the bag with everything inside.
 
   “Have you taken your stuff out?” I asked as he unbolted the front door.
 
   “Ages ago,” he said. “We never had family photos or anything, so nothing sentimental.” He flicked the switch on for the lights at the bottom of the stairs. From the foot of the stairs, the path was lit.
 
   “My mom has lots of pictures anyway,” I smiled. “We need to be as quick as possible.” I twist the watch on my wrist. It was 1:32 AM. “What’s the plan?”
 
   He laughed. “It’s going to smell like gasoline,” he said. “So once we’re done, I’ll throw these clothes away, or I’ll be in the line-up at the precinct tomorrow morning.” He laughed again at the comment, but I wasn’t too sure it was funny.
 
   “I can’t have that,” I said. “You can’t get caught.”
 
   He smiled. “This isn’t the first time I’ve done this, Zo,” he said. “Remember.”
 
   I’d seen the scars. The smell of fuel filtered through the air as he uncapped it. “Where did you get the gasoline from?”
 
   “What do you mean?” He turned before heading up the stairs.
 
   “They just sold you that stuff?”
 
   He laughed. “Pretty much!”
 
   I left him to continue as I covered my mouth with the sleeve over my hand. The sound of gas glugging as he poured it over everything, the splash as it chugged out of bottles on the floor.
 
   “Is that it?” I shouted up the stairs. “C’mon, it’s cold out.”
 
   “It’s gonna heat up soon,” he shouted back, poking his head out of the hallway. “Any minute now!”
 
   The smell was strong, sharp as it hit the back of my throat. I coughed on the fumes. I noticed the bright amber light reflect on the walls. It flickered. I took a couple steps back to see the same light, flickering in the windows of the apartment.
 
   He jumped down the stairs with a bag swinging on one shoulder. “I stole a few things too,” he said. “Things my parents gave them.”
 
   “They’re yours now,” I said.
 
   “They should’ve always been mine,” he smiled, shutting the front door and wiping the door handle with a sleeve. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Agreed.” I grabbed the helmet.
 
   “We should stop somewhere, maybe a gas station to get changed.”
 
   Kaleb made sure to pack extra clothes. He changed in a gas station bathroom. I sprayed myself with perfumes, but I wasn’t getting changed until I was home. We passed several fire trucks headed to the bar.
 
   “Hope it burns down before they get to it,” Kaleb said.
 
   “I’m sure it will,” I said. I could feel his heart racing as I wrapped my arms tight around him. This was nothing compared to Dylan, there was no adventure, only a continuous cycle of the same, but it was safe. Dylan was safe. I’d enjoyed that about him. The beating in my chest, the thunder racing in my heart that Kaleb gave me wouldn’t compare.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   The fire department never came that day, or the day after, they never came at all. Kaleb worried they’d be here with the police and take him away. They were far from it, they would’ve thought it was an insurance job, it had been done in the past.
 
   Kaleb was called when both his brothers were in custody. He ignored their calls and was happier for of it. I’d noticed smiles for no apparent reason, sitting at the dining table with my younger sister, doing his homework.
 
   “Honey,” my mom called out to me from the kitchen before school. Standing at the counter. “Have you decided on your birthday?”
 
   I shrugged. I was turning 18 in a few days. “Can we open the pool?”
 
   “And a barbeque?”
 
   “I’ll invite some friends over.”
 
   She rushed over to squeeze my cheeks. “Aw I’m glad. I thought you were going to spend it alone in bed.”
 
   “That’s a good second,” I laughed, hugging her back.
 
   “My little girl, almost 18,” she said, kissing my head. “You’ll be in college before you know it.”
 
   I hoped, at least. I’d written, and re-written my college essay several times already. The only people I’d shown it to were Kaleb and the cat, and he shoved his nose up to anything that wasn’t tuna.
 
   Kaleb waited for me in the car. We enjoyed each other’s company, and nothing had happened since that kiss. He nudged the back of his hand against my arm. “They’ll tell me if I have enough credits to graduate next week,” he said. “Or GED city, here I come.”
 
   “You can go to college with a GED,” I said, adjusting myself in the driver’s seat. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “In life?” He took a sharp breath. “I haven’t given it much thought. Anything.”
 
   “You’ve got the money from the bar,” I said.
 
   He laughed. “The insurance paid out and my brothers have community service.”
 
   “Dream big!”
 
   Most of all, Kaleb wanted a normal life. A few weeks ago, my dad had taken him to where his dad once worked, although a lot had changed since then, and nobody really knew him from back then, but a few people did, those who hadn’t relocated or changed aircraft company.
 
   Before I parked up in the school parking lot Kaleb kissed me. I moved my head away, cautious of anyone watching.
 
   “Don’t,” I said. I didn’t want people to make this awkward. Although I’d made it awkward plenty of times, just from the signals I’d given him.
 
   “I have something for your birthday,” he said.
 
   Part of me wondered if he was working with my mom on a birthday party. It had been crappy since New Year’s Eve. I didn’t know how long it had been, before I knew it, it was time for finals.
 
   I walked into the art studio. I’d completed most of my pieces already; they were painted now, waiting on their final touches. They were black and white, and the central piece of each was a blood red prom crown. It was a story of fiction, but all true to what was happening. In one image, it depicted a queen being dethroned, while the other showed the happiness of crowning.
 
   “I never asked,” Mrs. Galloway said. “Is the character based on anyone?” She pressed her hands together. “It’s an interesting collection.”
 
   I hummed, glancing at them together. “How long do I have to submit?”
 
   “For consideration in the gallery, until the end of next week,” she said. “But if you don’t have it done by then, the school will show it.”
 
   I hadn’t worked this hard to be with everyone else in the school. I smiled at her and continued to finalize the pieces. There were five easels lined up in the way they would if they were hung for a showing.
 
   “Make sure to get your essay in as well,” she said. “Your final grade depends on it.”
 
   I’d been writing my essay; I’d written most of it before painting. I knew what I was doing and the inspiration I was pulling from; it was a social study on the extremes we would go to become prom queen.
 
   All the cheerleading girls had split. They still cheered, but Char and Ava sat with some of the younger girls. Libby and Hannah sat beside me at lunch. “Your mom invited me to your party,” Libby said. “I didn’t know you were having one.”
 
   “She only asked today,” I said. “It’s a pool party.”
 
   I saw the excitement on their faces.
 
   Kaleb sat on his own at lunch. He wouldn’t sit beside me, he was scared of Ava and the scene she would make if she saw us together.
 
   “Char’s really packing it away,” Mila laughed, taking a seat beside me. “Is it legal for her to cheer like that?” Hannah and Libby glared, although we were being civil, it didn’t stop us taking digs at each other.
 
   I looked over to see Char resting her hands over the baby bump she was hiding behind a thick layer of hoodies. “How far is she?” I locked eyes with Dylan for a moment, his eyes bulging in apology, like he’d cry. I hated it. Heather, Brittany, Delilah, and Kirsten joined us at the table.
 
   “The doctor said it’s growing fast,” Hannah said.
 
   “Or it’s not Dylan’s,” Mila said.
 
   My heart skipped a beat. “Hope her ankles swell.”
 
   “Ugh,” Libby groaned. “Can we talk about someone else?”
 
   “Zoey,” Brittany said. “It’s your birthday this weekend.”
 
   I nodded. “You’re all invited. I have a pool and a barbeque,” I said. “It’s supposed to be warm out.”
 
   “I thought it was a surprise,” Heather said. “I got your mom’s invite.”
 
   Libby and Hannah were both unaware of what I’d set up with Mila. They knew I was planning on going for prom queen, even without a date. But I didn’t need one, I’d be the first girl who wins without her king.
 
   “All the fun starts when you turn 18,” Kirsten said. 
 
   Turning 18 meant being an adult, although I’d only strayed from the plan I’d set myself. I was no longer on the cheer squad, I didn’t have a boyfriend, but I was on track to be prom queen. Plus, I had a car and my estimated grades were looking at a 3.5 GPA.
 
    
 
   Saturday came, and I woke to Oreo clawing my arm. I was another year older now, but it felt like only yesterday I was in Dylan’s car talking about our futures together.
 
   The smell of the birthday cake Yankee candle traveled into my room. My mom had a candle for every celebration, of course, my favorite was birthday cake, it was sweet like frosting, without the calories.
 
   “Happy birthday!” I heard outside my bedroom.
 
   I wrapped myself in my nightgown before opening the door. My mom held a tray with breakfast, and behind her my dad and younger sister, Maddie, grinned. I noticed Kaleb too at the side.
 
   “Happy birthday!” they repeated.
 
   “Sit back down,” my mom said, walking in with her tray. “We’ve got scrambled eggs and waffles, and I couldn’t choose, so you have orange juice and coffee.”
 
   Back in bed, I let them spoil me with food. They told me to stay upstairs, although I heard them quietly at the stairs. I knew they were setting up for the party. I heard knocking at the door and familiar voices of my friends. My mom told me to shower and get dressed, giving me the bag of new clothes I’d bought last week.
 
   “Go see what they’re doing, Oreo,” I said before I went for my shower.
 
   It was noon when I was ready, waiting by the bedroom door. I took the time to go through pictures on my phone, texting to see if I could see what they were doing. They wouldn’t tell me. My mom came to join me, sitting beside me on my bed.
 
   “My little baby girl,” she kissed my forehead. “I don’t want to see you grow up. You’ve always been my baby, and although today you’re an adult, I don’t want you get any big ideas.” She chuckled.
 
   My dad strolled into my room, almost on cue. He presented me a blown up picture of me on my 6th birthday blowing out candles on a birthday cake. I had two front teeth missing and ice cream around my mouth. “There’s my little girl,” he said. He sat at the other side. “We’re proud of you.”
 
   They were rarely sentimental, I felt their warmth inside, the pure love they gave. They hugged me together, I was the centerpiece to their family sandwich.
 
   “All your friends are downstairs, they’re waiting for you, and there’s also quite the pile of presents,” she said.
 
   I was excited to see what Kaleb had got me, he’d told me it was a secret.
 
   The presents sat on the table outside. Everyone shouted “happy birthday” in my face. I was surprise as I clapped my hands together. They rushed over from where they stood. It wasn’t a large party of people, just those who hadn’t hurt me in the past few months.
 
   Libby wrapped her arms around me first. “I have something to tell you later,” she pulled me close and whispered.
 
   They watched me unwrap my gifts. I thanked everyone, squeezing them with hugs. My mom already lit the barbeque when Kaleb came out with a large mint green box. There was a pastel pink bowl wrapped around it.
 
   Everyone came to a halt. My parents stood beside him, presenting it to together.
 
   “I bought this,” he said.
 
   It was a flat box. Immediately, I recognized it was a dress box. “What is it?” I asked, impatient to see, trying not to get my hopes up. I didn’t want it not to be a dress now.
 
   “Open it,” he said.
 
   I placed the box on the table. I waited a moment, looking up at their faces. Almost like they knew, the anticipation was killing them. The ribbon slipped out as I pulled on a loose end. Inside was pink tissue paper, folded over a dress. I rubbed it between my fingers for a moment before pulling it away.
 
   It was a coral dress. The fabric soft to touch. The chest area decorated with patterns and jewels. I brushed my hand across them. “It’s beautiful,” I said.
 
   “It’s for prom,” Kaleb said.
 
   “How’d you get my measurements?” I asked. The question was met with laughter. I must’ve been oblivious, but he obviously had help. “Mom?”
 
   She nodded and held a hand up. “Guilty.”
 
   “I had nothing to do with that,” my dad admitted. I wasn’t at all surprised.
 
   They asked me to try it on, but I didn’t. I kept it in the box, of course, before holding it up against myself and moving around, careful not to ruin it.
 
   Mila felt the fabric. “That’s good,” she said. “You’ll kill it on prom night.”
 
   “Right,” Heather said. “Is this custom made?”
 
   I turned to Kaleb. He shrugged. “It was tailored,” my mom jumped in. “To remove some of the height. It was long.”
 
   I hoped it’d fit, with the amount of pigging out I’d been doing and I would do as I smelled the burgers on the barbeque. I had a good month to get back to my cheer weight, the way I was when I could fit into those cheer uniforms and show my stomach knowing I’d worked hard for it.
 
   “Burgers!” my mom called out.
 
   A full table had been set with condiments and plates. I packed my burgers with cheese and ketchup, stuffing my face as it dripped down my chin.
 
   There was a knock at the front door. I heard it as I walked through the kitchen to grab a glass of water. Soda wasn’t a good choice to wash burgers down with. The knock came again.
 
   Dylan stood at the door with a box in hand.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, the first words from his lips.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “And happy birthday,” he said. “I have something to tell you.”
 
   “Zo?” Libby called through. I turned. “I was going to tell you,” she said.
 
   “Tell me?” I asked. “What?”
 
   “Char was pregnant before she hooked up with Dylan,” Libby said.
 
   “I didn’t know,” Dylan said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was going to tell you,” Libby said. “I didn’t want to ruin your birthday.”
 
   “What a way to bring Char up,” I huffed, turning back to Dylan. “I suppose you’re here because you’re expecting to form some kind of relationship, or kiss me and tell me everything is good?” I laughed in his face. “You’re a joke.”
 
   “Zo, I didn’t mean what I did.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Zo,” Libby said. “I only found out today.”
 
   I took a deep breath and pushed Dylan and his gift back. “Only she could make today about her,” I said. “I take it your engagement is off then?” I smiled at the thought, even though I saw the devastation in his eyes, he was probably stoned.
 
   I closed the door and turned back to Libby.
 
   “I was going to tell you,” she said.
 
   I wiped my eyes, careful not to smudge my mascara. “No, I get it,” I said. “You didn’t want today to be about her.” I pulled her into a one-armed hug and squeezed her close. “Thank you.”
 
   As Libby walked outside Kaleb walked in. Immediately, he gave me a hug.
 
   “What’s up?” he said.
 
   I grumbled. “Dylan.”
 
   “I heard them talk about it outside,” he said. “You’re okay though?”
 
   “Yeah,” I smiled, and hugged him back. “Thanks for the dress. It’s perfect.”
 
   “What if people see?”
 
   “Friends hug,” I said.
 
   “Do they kiss?” he asked.
 
   “Sometimes.” He kissed me on the lips. My face flushed, the thought anyone could walk in and see us. “A lot of sometimes,” I said.
 
   We walked back out into the back yard. One after the other. A few of the girls were already in the pool. Kaleb began undressing, lifting his t-shirt over his head to show the line of his underwear. He noticed me looking and grinned, rubbing a hand down his torso.
 
   I couldn’t control myself, my skin buzzed. I wanted to throw my entire body at him, but I stopped myself. We weren’t a couple, but as I watched, some of the other girls were looking at him as well. I wanted to be alone with him were nobody could see us.
 
   My parents and Maddie had left for the supermarket to get supper and ingredients for more cake. 
 
   Kaleb was supposed to be cleaning up. I grabbed him by the collar and kissed him, pushing my face up to his. My teeth wanted to bite, hungry to be close to him. I’d never wanted anything like that before.
 
   “Don’t stop,” I said as he kissed my neck.
 
   He paused and starred into my eyes. “I don’t want to do anything you don’t want,” he said. “I really think I’m—”
 
   I pushed my fingers to his lips to stop him from speaking. I kissed him once again, my hands lifting his t-shirt to feel his body, lingering over the scar above his belly button. He tensed his muscles as I move my fingers over his stomach.
 
   We moved to my room. I’d prepared everything for my first time with Dylan, it had been in place since August of last year when I believed I was ready. It was always different in theory than it was in practice; I didn’t get to light the candle I’d chosen.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Everything was different now. Smells were sweeter, the air was nicer, a touch was amplified by one-thousand fold, and the butterflies in my stomach were tiny jets exploding into fireworks. I smiled at everything and everyone.
 
   Looking at my art project, everything was different, I’d been holding back, and now it was finally flooding out like a leaky faucet, I knew what it needed. The final details were added, and although I felt different now, looking back at the collection, I remembered what I’d felt. That’s what made a collection great.
 
   “Mr. Brooks wants your work in the gallery,” Mrs. Galloway said as I stared at the final pieces. I held the essay tight in my grasp, ready to submit it. “Fingers crossed the gallery approve.”
 
   “This is it,” I said, handing her the essay. “Also, can you look over my college essay? I had Mrs. Jennings look over it, but I’m not looking to be an English major.”
 
   “So you’re going to do art?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. “I’ve always wanted to,” I said. “Even when I was a cheerleader, I’m always here.”
 
   “And from what I hear, you’re running for prom queen.”
 
   I planned on doing it. Everyone had kept me involved with all their drama, their personal lives and scandals. The truth about Char’s baby not being Dylan’s was a shocker, and her credibility went downhill from there, yet she was hardly a pariah.
 
   Kaleb kissed me for the first time in public. I was at my locker, for a moment I believed I was back in my old life, being pulled from behind and kissed on the neck, the little scratch of unshaven facial hair.
 
   “So,” he said. “I don’t have enough credits to graduate. But I can go for my GED, and still graduate—I think.”
 
   He pulled me into a hug as people watched.
 
   “I have to ask you something,” I said. “Prom is a few weeks away, and I don’t know if you were going to ask but—”
 
   “I was,” he smiled. “But if you wanna ask.”
 
   “Oh no,” I laughed. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Will you go to prom with me? And even if you luck out, you’ll be my prom queen.”
 
   I bit my lip. I didn’t know whether I was dreaming, or if this was my new reality. “Yes,” I said. “But you’ve gotta promise me one thing.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “You’ll let me tell my mom,” I said, biting my bottom lip.
 
   He laughed. “I asked them, before I asked you, before I even let myself have feelings. I told them it was real, at least for me.”
 
   “Shut up.” People stopped in the hall, staring at me. “You didn’t.” Tears rolled down my cheeks.
 
   He pulled me into his arms. “Why else do you think I bought your prom dress. I wouldn’t want anyone else taking you in it, but me.”
 
   The butterflies and turbo jets in my stomach tingled as I surrendered in his arms. My body was tangled in him. I didn’t think I would’ve been happy after what Dylan had done. I’d spent so much time self-loathing and going through ice cream—my calcium intake was higher than ever.
 
   “Does this make it official?” I cried laughing as I asked.
 
   “Are you asking me out?” he said.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I am.”
 
   Roaring cheers erupted in the hallway. It traveled through the school. Our names on the lips of others. He said yes, and they’re dating. Our names were spread faster than any viral picture.
 
   Kaleb wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t need that, I didn’t want that. Dylan had been perfect, he couldn’t improve anymore, apparently, he was smooth sailing, and that was nice, there was no variety, and I found that was what I needed more than anything else in my life. I needed someone to help me bust the windows of someone’s car, or carry a spare change of clothes if we accidentally spilt lighter fluid all over what we were wearing. I needed that.
 
   Ava stopped me as I walked into third period. Her arms folded, rolling her eyes. “I hope you’re happy,” she said.
 
   “This was after you,” I said. “And I am, thank you.”
 
   “Well you better watch your back, Zoey,” she said, moving to let me in.
 
   We usually sat beside each other, although she moved to sit at an empty seat on the front row. Char was usually here as well, but she was missing most classes now, peeing constantly. She was occupied in study hall, receiving one-to-one tutoring.
 
   I never paid any attention to what Ava said, until a girl in my fifth period science class tapped me on the shoulder. Her face was sincere with heartfelt eyes. “Do you have herpes?” she asked.
 
   “What?!”
 
   “I have some cream, but don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “No! I don’t,” I said, raising my arms to protest. “Who told you that?”
 
   I’d only recently lost my virginity, there was no way I’d contracted an STD in that amount of time, especially since I’d used protection and it had only been with one person. I waited for her response. She chewed on her bottom lip, glancing down at the science book.
 
   “So?” I nudged.
 
   “Ava tweeted it,” she said. “Over fifty retweets.”
 
   “So the truth is in retweets now?” I turned my back on her.
 
   I tagged her in a tweet, reading aloud. “Ava goes to the sexual health clinic so often she might as well apply for a job.” It wasn’t tasteful, I didn’t even know if it was true, except for once, when she thought she was pregnant, but she had really bad gas.
 
   Within minutes of posting it, people were already asking if it was true, and how many times she’d been. I told myself I should’ve left it, but I knew them, they’d take anything else as defeat, and I was not going to let them win.
 
   Zoey Jensen is so desperate to cling to popularity she sleeps with a cheerleader’s sloppy seconds. Char had posted, without the decency of tagging me. I left it for a moment before frustration set in. School was out and I sat in my car, thinking of something to reply with. It had to be well-thought out, playing on Dylan and her baby.
 
   Kaleb jumped into the passenger seat. “What the hell?” he said. “I saw those posts. Is this because of us?”
 
   “Tell me what you think about this,” I said, quickly tapping into the post box on Twitter. “Charlotte Brooke is so desperate for a guy, she stole mine, the sad thing is, the baby isn’t even his. Hashtag oops!”
 
   He cracked a smile, and before he could object, I’d posted it. “The engagement is still going ahead,” he said. “On Facebook it says she’s engaged.”
 
   “He doesn’t have the balls to break it off,” I said. “Maybe if he did, I wouldn’t have heard he cheated on me from her, maybe he would’ve been upfront.”
 
   Kaleb kissed me. “He lost something special.”
 
   My face flushed. “Me?” I smiled. “So, what happened with your GED?”
 
   “I have practice papers,” he said. “They gave me stuff to work through, apparently I have adequate high school education, but not the credits. I test well, just not essays.”
 
   Where he was lacking, I was good. I aced essays, but tests were time-controlled and I developed sweat patches in awkward places during tests.
 
   “I’ll help you study,” I said, kissing him again.
 
   My parents welcomed the news. They were happy. When we were younger, because we were the same age, our parents had decided Kaleb and I would be together. Our families had been the best of friends, but it was a little preemptive of them to say we would get married. For the moment, having him there was all I wanted.
 
   My mom pulled me aside. “I know I don’t monitor you girls, but—” she sighed deeply, pulling out her phone. “I saw these, and it was incredibly hurtful for you to say.” A sensitive soul, my mom once cried over a fabric softener commercial about an owl wrapped in a blanket, she believed it couldn’t fly.
 
   “Did you see what they wrote about me?” I asked, justifying myself.
 
   “Honey, you know, fighting fire with fire,” she began. “In the end, it’s not worth it. None of this matters.”
 
   “You were prom queen, right?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And that mattered?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “It matters to me,” I said. “I want that.”
 
   The one thing that really truly stuck with me from when I was a child, was that if you want something, and you really wanted it, you would do anything to get it. Morals and feelings were an afterthought.
 
   “You make me smile,” I told Kaleb as he laid on his stomach beside me, reading from a GED textbook. “If I don’t win prom queen, which, is doubtful because it’s fixed, it’ll be nice to go with you.”
 
   “But instead of fixing it,” he said. “You’d win anyway.”
 
   “If Char wins, I’d—”
 
   “You think she would?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You’d definitely get more votes though,” he laughed. “I overheard some of the cheer squad earlier, they were talking about removing her as captain.”
 
   “I guess that baby is taking her life away, and now her cheer captaincy, maybe she wants to be crowned,” I said. “But what she’s done to me, she’s not getting anywhere close to that crown.”
 
    
 
   Monday morning was the start of their smear campaigns. It wasn’t unheard of, each senior year had their part to play, and in the end nobody was friends.
 
   Mila tugged my arm to follow her. Kaleb followed me, naturally. We walked into one of the copy rooms. Mila brought a few already made templates to stick around the halls. Granted, smear campaigns were meant to be light hearted.
 
   “Don’t vote Char, she kills rabbits in her spare time,” Mila said, below it there was a picture of a dildo—the ones with the bunny ears—a rabbit.
 
   Kaleb burst into a fit of laughter.
 
   “That’s one way of putting it,” I said.
 
   “So?” Heather asked, her finger ready on the copier. “I say 100.”
 
   “Make it three.” I held my fingers up. “Hundred.”
 
   “Let me take a picture,” Kaleb said. “Do you wanna pose with it?”
 
   I shook my head, so did Mila and Heather.
 
   “Just a reminder, Marin County, at the end of the week, we’ll be holding a ballot to see who you want running for prom king and queen,” the voice over the PA called out. “And respect your fellow students, this is prom not a warzone.”
 
   The voice was wrong. This was war, and every student at Marin County High School knew it. They prepared, they’d been preparing since the start of senior year, saving up all the dirt they had and selling it to the highest bidder—those who were campaigning, the guys usually backed away from the drama.
 
   A freshman girl tapped me on the shoulder at my locker. “Is it true?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That you’re a virgin,” she said loudly.
 
   People around stopped to wait for my response.
 
   I threw my head in laughter. “Would it matter?”
 
   Her hesitant face looked back at me. She fidgeted to grab something from her pocket. I snatched it from her. “I’ve got to give you this,” she said. rushing off with her head down.
 
   It was a folded piece of paper, a picture of myself asleep. I knew exactly where it was because I was beside one of the oversized teddy bears Char had in her room. The caption above read You want a Prom Queen with Experience, and the caption below read Perhaps One who’s NOT a Virgin. I looked up from the sheet to see the stop-motion of everyone waiting on my response, waiting for me to react.
 
   “It’s a love letter,” I said, sticking it up on my locker. “Cute.”
 
   My phone buzzed with a flood of texts. Hannah and Libby told me they didn’t know anything about it. Followed by Mila’s advice at getting back. She had an idea.
 
   She was outside the AV room. Inside there was a small booth were the PA system sat. Only members of the AV club could go inside, but Mila, as student body president had access to everything and the studio was empty.
 
   “You can go one better,” Mila said.
 
   Kaleb ran to us, panting. “You sure?” He breathed heavily, a hand on my shoulder. “There’s no going back. What if you get in trouble?”
 
   “You won’t,” Mila said. “Ok, you might go to the principal’s office, and you’re grade average is great, he’ll chalk it up to getting into the spirit of prom. Trust me.”
 
   I did. I gave Kaleb a kiss on the cheek. “She won’t see it coming.”
 
   Inside, Mila locked the door. She knew how to operate the machine and make sure every room in the school was listening. I sat in the booth. There was a microphone in front of a podium for notes. I didn’t have anything prepared, it was all off the top of my head.
 
   “Prom is around the corner, and you have to ask yourself, do you want Charlotte Brooke, the former cheer captain who disgraced her team, and has so far lied and cheated her way through school—do you want someone like that to be your prom queen?” I said. There was silence in the booth. Of course, I couldn’t hear anything anyone was saying through the sound proofing. I turned to Mila, she held her thumbs up. “Who knows, she could’ve slept with your boyfriend too—he could be her baby daddy—even Jerry Springer couldn’t sort out her mess.”
 
   Kaleb laughed and Mila gestured for me to wrap it up. I turned the switch off on the machine and left the room, feeling exhilarated. Kaleb pulled me into his arms.
 
   “Let’s see what they’re saying,” Mila said, opening the AV Club door.
 
   There were no crowds, waiting for us, although from the classrooms, the spark of laughter moved fast.
 
   “I guess that’s better than any poster,” I added.
 
   “That last bit,” Mila said, smiling, “was genius.”
 
   It wasn’t long before Principal Sanders called me into his office. His aide sat at her desk outside, her eyebrows arched and her arms crossed.
 
   “Can I go in?” I asked her.
 
   “Can you?” she replied.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Yes, go in.”
 
   I knocked to hear his voice call out. It wasn’t too intimidating, although my body was doing somersaults, experiencing a new level of vertigo.
 
   “Do you know why I’ve called you in?” he said, offering me the seat at his desk. “I’ll cut to the chase.” I nodded as he paused awkwardly.
 
   “Because I used the PA?”
 
   “Because you used the PA,” he said. “That’s exactly it. I’ve seen you grow these past few years. You were part of a successful cheerleading squad and you’ve been spiraling since you dropped out earlier this year.”
 
   I nodded along with what he was saying. “You know why I did that?”
 
   “Enlighten me.”
 
   “Char hooked up with Dylan. Char got pregnant, she told me it was Dylan’s, and then it turns out she’s too far along for it to be his because apparently she was pregnant already,” I said. “So, that’s what’s happened, and within all of this, I found myself.”
 
   He rolled his hand to keep me going.
 
   “And just so you know,” I said. “It was Char who spiked the punch. We can’t rule anything out now, can we?”
 
   He huffed. “Zoey, we understand your situation,” he said. “But you really shouldn’t be going in the AV room or using the PA system without express permission of a teacher, or the club.”
 
   “So, nothing about the punch?”
 
   “That’s been closed now,” he said. “You should’ve told us sooner.”
 
   “You know I did everything to stop my dad from suing—I mean,” I placed a hand on my chest, “what if I did something I wasn’t ready for.”
 
   “That’s enough of that,” he said, clapping his hands together. “I think we’ve done all we can for now. Go back to your class, and I hope that’s the last of this behavior.”
 
   I nodded. “Truly,” I said, again with my hand on my chest. “I hope they get what’s coming to them.”
 
   “Please,” he said. “If you girls can’t get along I’ll cancel your prom.”
 
   My heart pounded through my chest. Almost an out-of-body experience as I spoke. Principal Sanders was probably bluffing, but they’d canceled our winter formal in December, so I took it as a warning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   They announced the four girls and four guys on the ballot a few days before prom. You didn’t have to be a couple, but it helped. I was up against Char, Ava, and Mila, but the votes didn’t count anyway.
 
   My mom sat at the table looking through her prom pictures. She still had the tiara they’d given her, in great condition, she placed it on her head.
 
   “My head’s grown since then,” she chuckled, removing hair from the comb inside the tiara. “You’re going to take plenty of pictures for me?”
 
   I nodded. “Of course, and you’ll take some of Kaleb and I before we go,” I said. I was lounging around after my shower. I’d tried the dress on, it fit perfectly, but I wanted to make sure I ate beforehand. Nerves brought out the worst in me, and I’d probably spill food over the dress.
 
   “After tonight, you’ll only have a few more weeks left,” she said. “You’ll have your yearbook, the exhibition, finals, graduation, and finally college.”
 
   “I haven’t heard back from any of them,” I said. “I sent off the applications and even submitted some art.”
 
   She kissed my forehead. “Don’t stress, you’ll be at college come fall.”
 
   I nodded. “Where’s dad?”
 
   “Upstairs talking to Kaleb,” she said. “Putting his suit on.”
 
   I’d never seen him in a suit. He wouldn’t show me when he was trying them on, much like I wouldn’t show him the dress, it was probably why he was doing it.
 
   We didn’t see each other until we were called down for the limousine my parents had hired. My dad came into my room. I held tight to the white rose boutonniere I’d bought for Kaleb. I swayed in the mirror. I had a pair of nice white satin heels, some my mom had grown out of, and a white pear; necklace.
 
   “Beautiful,” he said.
 
   “Thanks, mom did my make up.” I smiled.
 
   The night had been planned differently all those months ago. All the girls were supposed to be here, we were going to do each other’s faces and make sure we were perfect when our dates came. I’d already picked out a suit for Dylan, something that would match the dress I had, but the one Kaleb had bought was perfect. It was a boat neck with a detailed chest of sequins and stones. My mom had a perfume that glittered on your skin. I applied several coats, and the smell was delicious.
 
   “Kaleb’s waiting downstairs,” my dad said. “You’re really growing up.”
 
   He waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. He was in a gray suit with a coral tie, the same color as my dress. He twisted a corsage between his fingers, holding out a hand for me. I took the last couple of steps with his hand in mine. I locked eyes with him. He’d had his hair cut, it was combed and styled.
 
   My dad watched us from the top of the stairs and my mom and Maddie were in the kitchen, their hands covering their mouths to stop themselves from crying.
 
   “I got you this.” He presented the corsage as I held out my wrist.
 
   I gave him the boutonniere, the same white rose, completely coordinated. He took the back of my hand and kissed me.
 
   “The car awaits,” he said.
 
   “Aw,” my mom broke her silence as she sobbed. “Have fun.”
 
   They waved us off as we climbed into the back of the white limo. We took seats and sat silently for a moment, my heart skipping several beats. The driver put smooth romantic music on, almost on cue. He didn’t speak.
 
   “I’m lost for words,” he said. “How you make me feel, it’s—it’s like I’ve never been here before, I don’t know how I should feel right now, but it’s nice, and I want to always feel like this.”
 
   I kissed him. “You make me feel like all the bad shit was worth it.”
 
   He smiled. “I think so.”
 
   “I love you,” I said, moving my head to kiss him.
 
   “You drive my body crazy.”
 
   Strobe lights were visible in the sky from the school. It was the beginning of summer, days were becoming longer and it was much warmer. The driver dropped us off at the doors. One of the teachers, Mrs. Harkness stood outside like it was the entrance to an exclusive club. She had a clipboard in hand.
 
   “Have fun,” the chauffer said as we climbed out of the car.
 
   “Zoey Jensen,” I said as she scrolled a finger down.
 
   She ticked my name off.
 
   “Kaleb Delgado,” he said.
 
   They’d really increased the security at school since the last dance. Prom was mainly for the seniors, unless you were dating a senior. The theme was Guilty Pleasures.
 
   We walked through the hallway, guided by the lights of the main hall. We walked in to music from a live band, singing songs from romance movies. There was also a photo booth and the professional prom photographer. We went through both to have our pictures taken. It was essential they had options for the yearbook and my mom’s scrap book.
 
   “They have a chocolate fountain,” Kaleb said in excitement after the photos.
 
   “Not in this dress,” I said, twirling.
 
   I stopped him from heading over when I saw Char standing next to it. She wore a maternity style prom dress. She was almost about to burst out of it, I hadn’t seen her weeks, we’d avoided each other for so long now, she was double the size of the Char I knew.
 
   “You can’t hit someone if they’re pregnant,” Kaleb said. “Just FYI.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to. Maybe I thought about it.”
 
   “Good.” He took my hand. “Let’s get a drink before she spikes the punch again.”
 
   I’d waited so long for this night, and now it was here. I wanted everything to be perfect. I danced with Kaleb. Libby and Hannah were there with their boyfriends, and Mila had found herself a date, from wherever he was hiding—in her basement.
 
   “This is Rick,” she introduced. “We’ve been seeing each other for a few months.” They kissed. “It was on the DL, but prom is here.”
 
   “Hey,” we said.
 
   “Do I know you?” Kaleb asked.
 
   “If you smoke pot you might,” he laughed. I didn’t notice it in the strobe lights but I could see his eyes now. He was definitely high.
 
   “Guilty pleasures,” Mila said. “Tonight is going without a hitch. Everything is in place.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   She nodded. “I can’t wait to see you up there,” she said. “Don’t forget to submit your ballot cards.”
 
   “Where are they?” I asked.
 
   She pointed to a desk beside the photo booth. “Give your name and they’ll give you a card. Principal Sanders brought in a few teachers to watch over it.” She chuckled.
 
   “C’mon then,” I said to Kaleb, tugging his hand.
 
   The buzz of excitement made me sweat. I was glad I put on extra deodorant. Kaleb grabbed my sticky hand and smiled, he had a coral handkerchief in his top pocket, matching his tie. He pulled it out and gave me it to wipe my hands.
 
   “I’m the model boyfriend,” he said.
 
   We turned to lock eyes with Dylan, standing around with some other guys from the basketball team, beside them was Char and Ava. Char, no longer on her feet after taking her heels off to sit with a plate of food.
 
   “It’s funny,” I said, grabbing Kaleb’s hand to dance.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That I came out on top of all this,” I said. “Soon to be prom queen.”
 
   “You’ll always be my queen,” he said.
 
   With the right words at the right times. I felt nauseous, in a good way, if this had been Dylan, I would’ve felt comfortable and normal, because that’s how it was, but with Kaleb, I knew it was a struggle for him to say that. He wasn’t the most emotional person, and that made any expression special.
 
   I couldn’t help compare him to Dylan. He was the only person I could compare him with. Kaleb always came out on top. The things he said and the actions he carried out were worth more than any gift Dylan had ever given me.
 
   “Damn, I really love you,” he said.
 
   I took a couple fast hitched breaths. “I—I love you too,” I said, squeezing his hands in mine. “Love you more.”
 
   A wave of people flew past us. I turned to see Dylan charging for Kaleb, his palms clenched into fists. I pushed myself in front of Kaleb to stop him.
 
   “What are you doing?!” Dylan shouted. “Why are you here?” I’d thought he was speaking to me. I took a deep breath and before I could say a word. “Go on, Kaleb, what’s happened, quiet all of a sudden.”
 
   “What are you doing, Dylan?” I asked, pushing him on his chest. “You don’t have the right to come up to me and ask what we’re doing.”
 
   Kaleb kept quiet. I knew he was internalizing everything. I imagined him getting angrier. I reached behind for his hand, already in a fist and plied it apart with my fingers, pushing them into the palm of his hand. Dylan’s face flushed red as he puffed out of his nose.
 
   “Of everyone,” he said. “Him.”
 
   “Don’t be fucking ridiculous,” I said, slamming my hands into him again. “You slept with my best friend. Over everyone, you slept with her!”
 
   “It was an accident,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I laughed, the burning tears in my eyes threatened to fall if I dared stop laughing. “Your dick slipped out when she opened up her legs.”
 
   “You’re a joke,” Kaleb said. “Go somewhere else.”
 
   He turned away as we walked in opposite directions. Kaleb wrapped his arm around my shoulder as I dipped my head and took several deep breaths. I didn’t see what happened, but I felt his hands leave my back and shoulder. I noticed, several seconds later, Dylan dropped on the floor.
 
   “Don’t lie to her,” Kaleb said as Dylan groaned on the ground. “She’s worth more than that. Keep your hands to yourself.”
 
   I didn’t say a word. Kaleb wrapped an arm around my shoulder again and guided me to the punch bowl.
 
   “What happened?” I asked as he poured us both drinks.
 
   Mila joined me at the hip. “Oh my god,” she laughed.
 
   “I didn’t touch him,” Kaleb said.
 
   “He swung for you, Kaleb,” Mila said. “You’ve got cat-like reflexes, don’t cha.”
 
   The sweat of relief rolled across my brow. I’d expected the worst. The bloodied knuckles and bruised faces. “He put whatever force into that swing and it threw him to the floor,” he said. “Rookie mistake, I guess that’s a benefit of having older brothers to fight all the time.”
 
   Mila chuckled. “Crowning is in 15 minutes,” she said. “Prepare yourself.”
 
   I was already prepared. I’d been prepared for this since I was little. I locked eyes with Ava and Char sat in the corner, surrounded by their entourage of has-beens and wannabees.
 
   “Zo?” I heard a soft-spoken voice from behind.
 
   “Bex, hi,” I said, hugging her before taking a look at the beautiful blue and white dress she wore.
 
   “You know Char’s no longer on the team,” she said. I nodded. “Good, we miss hanging out with you. Of course, the season is over now, but I wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “I only left because of what happened. So, did you do anything nice with the prize money?”
 
   She raised and knitted her eyebrows together in thought. “Char wanted to use it on herself, because she’s fully pregnant now,” she snorted. “Mr. June put his foot down. But we had a retreat. It was nice, wish you could’ve been there.”
 
   I’d remembered something Libby mentioned. I’d wished I was there to destroy Char from within instead of Mila taking me in for whatever use she had.
 
   The band stopped playing. “If you could all make your way to the dance floor, we’re moments away from revealing your 2016 Prom King and Queen!”
 
   All four girls and all four guys took to the stage. The guys up for prom king were Benny, Dylan, Kaleb, and Rick; Mila’s boyfriend. We stood in a line as the awkward vibes were felt on and off the stage.
 
   Principal Sanders took the microphone. At either side of him there were two teachers holding the crowns and scepters.
 
   “Before I begin,” his voice screeched through the microphone. It was a loud static crackling through the speakers. I shuddered, plugging my ears with my fingers. “These are your nominated students before me, have been picked by you, they’re the best our 2016 student body has to offer. Apparently.”
 
   I took a deep breath clenching my hands by my side.
 
   “It’s with deep regret, I have been informed someone has tried to replace the ballot boxes to guarantee a win,” he said. “Zoey Jensen.” For a moment, I thought I’d won. “All votes under your name have been taken out, you tried to game the system. Please leave the stage.”
 
   Gasping, I snatched the microphone from Principal Sanders. “FYI. Char is a whore.” I handed him the microphone, glancing at Mila. She mouthed sorry. I walked off stage as Mila took the microphone.
 
   “Zoey approached me to replace all votes, she was going to pay me,” Mila said.
 
   Principal Sanders pulled the microphone from hand “You too. You’ve been disqualified after adding Rick’s name to the ballot. It turns out from the papers in the trash, he received only one vote.”
 
   Mila walked off stage, following me, her jaw lopsided and slack. I slapped her. “You’re just like Char,” I said. She didn’t reply or move. She held her cheek and watched the stage.
 
   “As for the two remaining girls, Ava and Charlotte. Someone came forward earlier this morning with some damning information. It turns out, you were responsible for spiking the punch at homecoming,” he said. “This is a disgrace. I hope you’re all pleased with yourselves.”
 
   Char and Ava walked off the opposite side of the stage. Char now moving in a waddle. She walked past the guys, trying to smile while they stood awkwardly. Waiting for instruction. Kaleb’s hands clenched in fists. They were beside each other, and next to Dylan was Benny, I could see him closing his eyes and trying to relax.
 
   “You can leave,” he turned to the guys. “We had runner-ups, so I’d like you to give a warm round of applause to the deserving king and queen of the 2016 Marin County High School prom. Libby Danforth and Jarred Pine!”
 
   They walked right by us up the stairs. I took a hold of Libby’s hand and smiled at her. “Good luck,” I said as the tears fell down her face.
 
   “Do you have any words to say?” Principal Sanders asked.
 
   Libby took the microphone as she was crowned. “As much as I love you guys, and I really do love you guys. I’m happy you destroyed each other.”
 
   Principal Sanders took the microphone back. “That’s one way to put it,” he laughed.
 
   “I thought you were a decent person,” I said to Mila.
 
   She glared, her eyes red and glassy. If I hadn’t watched her sob for the past few minutes, I would’ve been convinced she was a stoner. “I tried,” she said. “I still got what I wanted.”
 
   Before I could slap her again, Kaleb took me away. “There you are,” he said, spinning me around in my dress and kissing me. “You know I told you, you’re my prom queen, even if you’re not theirs.”
 
   “You’re my king,” I said.
 
   We danced through the evening. Although we weren’t crowned, and nobody got to watch us in the center of the floor as he spun me around and I twirled into one of his arms. He held me close.
 
   “Do you believe in love at first sight?” he asked, my head now on the lapel as the slow dance music started. He asked me again.
 
   “I don’t know, do you?”
 
   “The first time I saw you in the bar, I asked myself what the hell you were doing. You had that glow, and trust me, that’s a difficult feat to achieve in that cesspit,” he laughed. “But the first time I saw you, I wanted to kiss you.”
 
   “The body wants what it wants,” I said. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find you attractive, but I was with Dylan then. And we know how that went.”
 
   “If we could go back, knowing what you know now, would you kiss me?”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to ask me twice,” I said, lifting my head from his shoulder to kiss him. “That’s probably why I pretended to hate you.”
 
   “Pretend?” he laughed. “I thought it was some weird foreplay.”
 
   I playfully slapped his chest. “Fine, I really did hate you. But if we could go back, and I could be with you, maybe we’d be in those crowns.”
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “You know you’d planned everything for so long?” I nodded. “Because, I booked us a hotel room, and it overlooks the ocean. But it’s about 30 minutes from here.” He stroked circles on my skin. “We don’t have to go.”
 
   “No,” I said. “That’s perfect.” Tears bubbled in my eyes. “Damnit, my makeup is gone to shit now.” I laughed.
 
   “Do you regret what you did?”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   He nodded. “I don’t want you to live with regrets.”
 
   I smiled. “I regret trusting them, but they gave me the option and we played each other.” We danced and twirled some more.
 
   “I have a car outside now,” he said, kissing me. “We don’t have to stay here. They’ve crowned the king and queen, we’ve taken our pictures, and Dylan almost knocked himself out. What more could you want?”
 
   I kissed him. “You.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   As disappointed as anyone who’d been disqualified from being prom queen, I was at least upbeat about finals. With graduation only a few weeks away, I had a few exams to study for, and an art exhibition in the city—turned out, they approved it for the gallery over the school hall.
 
   Most periods at school were dedicated to study hall. I’d been helping Kaleb study for his GED as well, after finding out he could get into college if he passed his GED with an excellent personal essay, which he would, through everything life’s thrown at him, there were no excuses, he’d have something to tell them.
 
   I went home for lunch, especially with the amount of free time I had. I couldn’t keep myself in the stuffy library. My dad sat around the table at home with a letter in his hands. The debate over whether or not to open it was in his eyes.
 
   “Zoey,” he said. “Home early?”
 
   “Come to grab some lunch, and my English books,” I said, eyeing the letter. “Who’s that from?”
 
   He stumbled over his words before handing it over. “UCLA,” he said.
 
   “Shut up! Did you open it?”
 
   He shook his head. “I wanted to,” he chuckled. “Fingers crossed. Gonna open it now?”
 
   I didn’t want to. I wanted to go upstairs, sit on the floor and open it carefully. To read the letter completely before any of it sunk it. “Yeah,” I said, weakly.
 
   “Go on,” he laughed nervously.
 
   I nodded. The peaceful setting I’d laid out for myself disappeared and I tore the letter open. It went flying over the table. “Dear Zoey Jensen, Congratulations,” I said, stopping to take a breath. “Oh—oh, oh my god.” I handed it over to my dad.
 
   “We are pleased to inform you of your admission to the University of California, Los Angeles, within the school of arts and architecture for the fall semester, 2016,” he said, handing the letter over. “You’re going to UCLA!”
 
   I was crying. I slumped into the seat. After everything this year, I was just happy to have my first choice school.
 
   “I’ll let you tell your mom,” he said.
 
   I wiped my eyes. “She’ll probably get it out of you, or I’ll cry and won’t be able to get it out.” I wrapped my arms around him.
 
   “And we’re looking forward to the gallery opening,” he said. “We’re so proud of you.”
 
   They’d finally planned to attend something I was doing. Of course, I wasn’t going to be in any revealing clothes or jumping around for anyone’s attention or amusement.
 
   “Thanks dad.” I hugged him again.
 
   I grabbed lunch, re-reading the letter before collecting things I needed to study. On the way back, I called my mom to tell her the news, with the acceptance letter sitting on the passenger seat of the car. I pulled to a stop in the parking lot at school and phoned her several times before she finally picked up.
 
   “Honey, what’s wrong,” she asked.
 
   I burst out in tears again. “I got into UCLA,” I said.
 
   She screamed. “Oh my god, that’s amazing,” she said. “We’ll have to celebrate. I’ll have to invite everyone over. I have to tell the neighbors. We’re going to need banners and oh my god, that’s amazing, Zoey.”
 
   “Thanks, mom,” I giggled. If I didn’t know where my dramatic side came from, my mom was a pretty good indicator.
 
   “Does your dad know?”
 
   “Yeah, he was there when I opened it.”
 
   She controlled herself, hyperventilating down the phone. “I’m so happy for you. After everything that’s happened. You’ll be leaving it all behind soon.”
 
   “Still a few weeks until graduation,” I said.
 
   “Okay, hon,” she said. “I need to get back. I thought you were in trouble.” She laughed.
 
   Study hall was for quiet study only, so I texted Kaleb to meet me by the lockers. He rushed out, worried. I stood, frantically with the letter in my hands.
 
   “I got in,” I said.
 
   “You did?” He smushed his face up at mine with a kiss. “That’s UCLA, right?”
 
   I nodded. I’d read the letter at least ten times now, they’d taken the time to look through the portfolio I’d supplied and the personal statement I’d attached. “They liked my work ethic and believe I’ll be an asset to the course.”
 
   He kissed me again. “Good,” he said. “Even if I don’t get in, at least you’ll be in the same state, maybe I’ll get a job and do some open courses, but I’ll still be able to see you.”
 
   We walked back into the study hall holding hands with the largest grin on our faces. I couldn’t tell anyone why, except I could, and within moments I’d posted it online, several times over in excitement. Alongside the quiet study rule, there was also a strong no phone policy, but it was rarely enforced.
 
   “How many practice papers have you done now?” I whispered to Kaleb between the stacks of work books.
 
   “Social studies keeps getting me,” he said. “I got the mathematics, science, and language arts down, well I passed them, six times out of seven.”
 
   To pass the GED, you had to pass each section. If any section was to fail, the test itself was considered a fail. I wasn’t sure if I could’ve been any help with social studies; history, geography, and politics had never been my strong suit.
 
   “What if I write you some flash cards from the books,” I said, pulling his books to me.
 
   “No, you’ve got your studying to do,” he said, taking his books back.
 
   “Let me help,” I said. “This is what I do before exams.” I took the books back, this time without any objection.
 
   His GED was before my finals, and I had a place at UCLA, although it didn’t mean I could slack, it did mean I didn’t have to stress over finals uncertain about my future, not in the way I felt Kaleb was.
 
   My mom wasn’t lying about inviting the neighbors over. She’d been grocery shopping especially for it, setting the dining room table with sandwiches and savory food snacks. As I walked in, a few of my neighbors were there to congratulate me, and following that, Libby and Hannah walked in.
 
   “Congrats, Zo,” Hannah said, hugging me. “I saw the post, I’m still waiting on mine, but I’m planning on going out of state.”
 
   “Nursing?”
 
   “Yeah. In medicine,” she laughed.
 
   “Are you still coming to the gallery opening next week?” I asked.
 
   “I am, definitely,” Libby said. “I’m bringing, Jarred, is that okay?”
 
   “Yeah, bring everyone,” I said. “I’m worried nobody will show.”
 
   “Well I’ll bring Max,” Hannah said.
 
   My art teachers even showed up at my house, it must’ve been a teacher thing to contact all other teachers, even when they’d only met in passing at a parent teacher meeting. Mr. June, my former cheerleading coach showed up with Mrs. Jennings, now an item, and both of my art teachers, Mrs. Galloway and Mr. Brooks.
 
   Being around so many people was exhausting. I laid in bed with Oreo as he stole most of the pillow. I stared up at the moonlit ceiling, wishing my life away, wishing for time to move faster; to graduate, to move to the college campus and have Kaleb with me, I wished for so much. I’d begged myself to forget the past and only think about the future, but the past was the person I’d been, and the future was the person I would become. Right now, I was a work in progress.
 
   Most nights I helped Kaleb study. He was getting there, each one was a different length, and two of them over two hours. They were split up over two days.
 
   “You’re gonna be fine,” I told him, again and again. “I believe in you.” It’s like he’d never heard those words before. I didn’t doubt that. He smiled when I told him how much I believed in him.
 
   “My final test is in the afternoon before the gallery opening,” he said.
 
   “That’s fine, it means you’ll be able to celebrate twice as hard.”
 
   His first two tests had gone well; they were the ones he felt strongest in. He walked out of the exam hall with a huge smile on his face. I greeted him with a hot chocolate and a hug.
 
   “See,” I said. “Just one more day.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   “It will be.”
 
   “No, you are.”
 
   I stayed up with him until 1 AM, running through practice questions and flash cards. His exam was at 1:30 PM. I spent the night on his chest, laying on some flash cards where ink had transferred to my face. My mom woke us.
 
   “C’mon,” she said. “That’s a cute one.” I rubbed at me eyes to see her taking pictures with her phone. “I’m getting a jump start on a photo album for the two of you,” she said.
 
   I was in school all day in study hall revising notes I had for finals, but I couldn’t hold down anything from the excitement I had of Kaleb’s final GED test. I’d split my time to spend in the studio to prepare myself for the gallery.
 
   “The opening is at 6 PM,” Mrs. Galloway said. “They’re only exhibiting another two students. Two from Mr. Brooks’ class.”
 
   “Only three of us?” I asked. “I only have a small collection.”
 
   “Powerful pieces.” she laughed. “But be there before opening. All work is behind a curtain until the reveal.”
 
   I still hadn’t received a final grade on the art work. It was going to be in the final report with all my other classes. Kaleb would find out his grades at the same time, just before graduation. My robe had been ordered already in anticipation.
 
   The finished pieces felt like a prophecy all of their own. I didn’t win a crown, no matter how bloodied the paintings were. The school had been a war zone and everyone involved got burned.
 
   “Finished,” Kaleb said, walking into the art studio.
 
   “I thought it was another 30 minutes yet,” I said, glancing down at my watch. I was wrong. Time had escaped me. “How was it?”
 
   He smiled. “Did okay, I think.”
 
   “That’s great. Think you’ll be graduating with the rest of the class?” Mrs. Galloway asked.
 
   Kaleb’s jaw clenched. “I hope so.”
 
   I smiled. “We need to get changed for the gallery,” I said to him.
 
   “Aw, you two lovebirds have fun,” Mrs. Galloway said as we left.
 
   My mom was waiting in the parking lot. She’d brought clothes for use to change into. “We won’t have time to get home and have food, so here’s your clothes, we’re going for food to celebrate.”
 
   She’d brought the dress I’d picked out for tonight. On the mention of food, I had fast food in mind. My dad had booked us a table at his favorite pizzeria.
 
   “I’m proud of you,” my dad said. “You too, Kaleb. You’ll have done your parents proud.” I noticed Maddie looking up at my dad.
 
   “And Maddie, you’ve been there, and I’m sure high school won’t be half as dramatic as it was for me,” I laughed.
 
   “I’ll make sure to put my foot down then,” my mom said.
 
   “Zoey, don’t ruin high school for me,” she whined. “I promise not to get a boyfriend.”
 
   “That’s a promise I’ll hold you to,” my mom said.
 
   We ate at the restaurant in the city, it was only a couple minutes away from the gallery. They left the car in the parking lot of the restaurant after we ate to go to the gallery.
 
   We arrived 15 minutes before the grand reveal. I wasn’t allowed to look, but I hoped they were all in the correct order. They’d placed a red-rope around each piece. People arrived at six, but they weren’t planning on revealing the art until everyone was inside and the room was packed. They served flutes of champagne for the over 21s, and orange juice for everyone else. My mom gave me her champagne, I needed the bubbles to stop the nerves.
 
   “Just the one,” she said.
 
   We stood, ready for the reveal. I was front and center for my pieces. They were last, after both other pieces. They tugged at the rope to part the curtains as I screwed my eyes shut.
 
   I heard them gasp over the five pieces I’d slaved over for the past few months.
 
   I heard gasps. I’d kept my eyes closed. My heart racing through me.
 
   “Zoey?” my mom said, whispering in my ear. “Did you do that?”
 
   I wasn’t looking.
 
   She nudged me. “Look.”
 
   Acid from my stomach found my throat as I looked. Not what I remembered. Red paint with the word WHORE, one letter per painting. I went dizzy, dropping the glass. I ran off with the words of Kaleb trailing behind me, telling them that wasn’t my work.
 
   I found the bathroom, sobbing with my head in my hands and sucking back breaths.
 
   Standing at the sink washing paint off her hands was Ava. She smiled with pride. “You did it?” I asked.
 
   “Think I’d let you get away?” she asked, scrubbing at her hands with soap. “If you did, you’re delusional.”
 
   I wiped my eyes. “Okay, I get it,” I said. “You have nothing, and you’re clinging to some last ditch effort to hurt me.”
 
   “I almost had a scholarship,” she said. “Then they told me I wasn’t eligible because I had a mark against my name. I wonder where that fucking mark came from.”
 
   I ignored her and blotted my eyes with a tissue. “I did them a favor then,” I said. “Now they don’t have to put up with you for the next four years.”
 
   She laughed. “Well, what are you going to do now?”
 
   “I already have my acceptance letter, and these have already been graded,” I said. “You haven’t done anything to me but vandalize a piece of work in a public gallery.” I wiped my eyes, coming to terms with what had been done, I was oddly okay with it now.
 
   “It was still yours,” she said.
 
   “But this isn’t in school anymore,” I said. “Did you wait in here to tell me what you’d done it? Because that was stupid.”
 
   “You don’t have proof,” she said.
 
   “You could be fined, community service, heck if they’re strict, you could be put in jail.”
 
   “No proof,” she said.
 
   “I’m not angry with you, Ava,” I said, believing my words. I smiled at her, throwing the used tissue in the trashcan. “I feel sorry for you.”
 
   “Zoey?” I heard my mom call out as she walked into the toilets. “They think it was one of the new girls, they can’t find—her.” She looked Ava up and down.
 
   “Ava?” I turned. “You found yourself a job?”
 
   She barged right passed us both as my mom rushed to my side. She wrapped her arms around me, but I didn’t need to be held. I’d found happiness in not holding onto anger.
 
   “Was it her?” she asked.
 
   “She admitted it,” I said. “But I’m not mad.”
 
   “You’re not,” she laughed.
 
   “I’m happy to be surrounded with my family and friends.”
 
   Hannah and Libby piled into the bathroom next to make sure I was okay. They’d watched Ava escape the gallery without any being noticed. They were shocked to see I was okay. Mainly because my future no longer depended on whether the art work was amazing or not.
 
   “Besides, I have bigger things to worry about,” I said. “We have finals next week.”
 
   I wasn’t going to lose sleep over what had happened. I liked sleep too much, and I needed it if I was going to get through the next week alive. I wasn’t going to surround myself in that drama. They asked me if I knew who was responsible, but I didn’t give them Ava’s name, if other’s did, that was up to them, but she’d crash and burn herself. I didn’t need to give her a helping hand. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I dropped five pounds during finals, I took it as a sign I was doing well. Going from exams to study hall and back into another exam. I lived on coffee and five-hour energy shots, desperate times called for desperate measures, and I wasn’t doing any half-measures with my future at stake.
 
   The weekend after finals, I slept for almost twenty hours. My lack of sleep caught me off guard. With graduation a week away, I was nervous as hell. I wasn’t nervous for me, I knew I’d passed my exams, I knew I had all the credits I needed. I was nervous for Kaleb, but he was completely fine.
 
   “How’re you?” he asked as I lifted my head from his chest.
 
   We’d been watching movies, between them I napped and lost myself in thought. “Good,” I finally said. “Excited to graduate?”
 
   “If I graduate,” he said.
 
   “Have they told you?”
 
   “They’re sending the results out in the mail.”
 
   “What? Why not just give you it?” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “They better hurry.” I could sense the exasperation in his voice. He hadn’t even received a letter from the colleges he’d applied for. I squeezed him tight in my arms. I didn’t want to worry him or put those thoughts in his mind, I knew he’d have them already.
 
   I stayed cuddled up to him, my arms around his stomach and my head on his chest. Of course, my place at college was conditional on graduating, but I had a letter back. Kaleb was without any reply.
 
   Monday morning came and I waited beside the front door for the mailman Kaleb received two letters, one which I could see was from the high school, and another had the emblem of one of the colleges he’d applied to.
 
   I woke him up with them and a coffee, pestering him to open the letters. I was strangely optimistic for someone who didn’t know what either of the letters said.
 
   He sat up in bed and looked at them both, glancing back at me.
 
   “Do you want me to go out?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head and pulled me close. “Stay,” he said.
 
   Waiting with him, I touched his hand. They were warm in mine, but I kept tight hold. He opened up the first letter, it was from California State college, and in the first line, everything he needed to know was revealed.
 
   “We regret to inform you, your application has been unsuccessful,” he said in a puff. “Take it I failed.”
 
   “No,” I protested, snagging the opened letter from him. “Some colleges can only accept a certain number of GED students a year.” I’d been researching it, something to give him an answer to if he didn’t get in. It wasn’t UCLA, so there was still hope we’d be going away together.
 
   Inside the second letter, he closed his eyes and passed it to me.
 
   “You passed!” I said, scanning the letter through.
 
   “What? Really!” I gave it back so he could see for himself.
 
   He didn’t want to get emotional, so I left him with the letters. I had nothing to worry about now as I walked back into my room. Although I had all my things inside, it felt empty. I threw myself on my bed beside the graduation robe.
 
   Kaleb’s robe hung up on the back of my door, I placed mine beside it. At least he was graduating now, I hadn’t even told him about his robe.
 
   “Need to get you one,” I said as Oreo stood at the door looking up at them, probably asking himself if he should claw at them.
 
    
 
   Saturday, June 11th was graduation day – it was humid, the kind of heat that forced clothes to stick to your skin. It wasn’t any better having to wear the thick black graduation robes. Under my robe, I wore a thin white cotton dress, something airy enough to keep myself from sweating through my clothes.
 
   I remembered being told to wear colors in the heat, never black because it absorbed heat. So the reason for wearing black robes was beyond me.
 
   They’d set chairs out on the field and a stage for the graduation ceremony. The beauty of living in California meant there was always a good chance it would be warm enough to be outside. The smell of summer reminded me of strawberries and orange juice.
 
   “Good morning, Class of 2016,” the voice called out over the PA system.
 
   I walked into the main hall where the senior class stood around, talking to each other. I inhaled deeply as I walked in with Kaleb on my arm. My parents and Maddie went to find seats before the ceremony.
 
   “It’s okay,” Kaleb said to me.
 
   I chuckled. “I know,” I said. “I’m being strong for you.”
 
   “I’m being strong for you,” he said, nudging me.
 
   Chat was surrounded by the posse she kept close; Dylan and Ava mainly, but some of the junior girls she was mentoring were fanning her. She’d really ballooned, pregnancy made her glow, or at least her new contouring palette did, because a good contour could take you from being on TEEN MOM with a sex tape to a reality TV star.
 
   “Looks like Mila’s Valedictorian,” I said, tugging on Kaleb’s arm.
 
   Mila stood practicing a speech on cue cards, reading them out to Heather and Kristen. I saw Delilah and Brittany close-by, they’d grown a lot closer together, it used to be the three of us, now I was just me, and they were the best of friends.
 
   The principal’s aide walked around getting us all formed in an orderly line. It was alphabetical, from last name. Kaleb was before me, he was lined up beside Libby. And only a few people behind me, there was Dylan, shuffling his feet, his face, staring ahead.
 
   Pomp and Circumstance played as we marched out of the hall onto the field. We went straight down the middle of the aisle to take our seats at either side. Right at the front.
 
   Principal Sanders took to the stage for his speech.
 
   “First, I’d like to welcome you all on this fine summer day,” he said. “And huge congratulations to the senior class, the class of 2016, we are so overwhelmed and overcome with the talent, already some of you have secured places at prestigious colleges, while others have placed themselves on scholarships in art, science, linguistics, and sports. We are proud to have you call Marin County High School your home.”
 
   He went on to speak about things we’d accomplished. There was nothing about the scandal of prom night, nothing about the drugged punch bowl, mostly the awards that had been won, but of course, nobody wanted to relive the bad things that happened, least of all me.
 
   Principal Sanders were the department heads and some of the school officials. There was a large blue and white backdrop behind them. I almost missed my cue as I paid more attention to how my hair was looking with the cap on, and how the robe fell over my shoulders. I wanted to look perfect for the photos.
 
   “Zoey Jensen,” my name was called out, suddenly next in line to shake the Principal Sanders’ hand and receive a mock diploma in a small book secured with blue and white piece of fabric.
 
   “Congratulations, and good luck,” he said to me as I shook his hand.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, before being guided off stage and back into my seat.
 
   I forced myself through the chairs to sit next to Kaleb, there was someone already beside him, and my self-importance of having the seat beside him was more important than inconveniencing everyone by moving up a seat.
 
   “Zo,” he said, grabbing my hand. I could see him clutch a tight hold of the diploma. “Were you nervous?”
 
   “I’ve been in cheer competitions were people poison the water with eye drops,” I said. “Of course not.”
 
   “When you put it like that,” he laughed.
 
   After we’d officially graduated, he invited back to the platform the Valedictorian and the Salutatorian. Mila took to the stage with Char beside her, she couldn’t have had the second highest grades.
 
   “Welcome, Mila Dobrev and Charlotte Brooke, it’s a great honor to see you graduate today, and both with different futures in hand,” Principal Sanders said. “Round of applause for your Salutatorian who will begin.”
 
   Char took to the stand. She fanned herself with an open palm and caressing her bump with the other. “Being home, being unable to do anything but sit down and crave food, having to rest and retire from cheer for the season has been difficult,” she began, “but I came to enjoy the time I had, of course, I wasn’t in a lot of classes, but I had to occupy my time, and I found myself studying, and you know what, it really paid off. I’ve always thought I was a good student, but having time to reflect told me unless you were being praised for your academia, you weren’t quite good enough.” She took a step back and clenched her stomach.
 
   Principal Sanders took a step to her to see what had happened. They whispered to each other for a moment before Char nodded and took to the microphone again.
 
   “Sorry. She’s a kicker,” Char said. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve been in competition, and if I wasn’t coming first, I was ashamed, but being named your Salutatorian here today has been a great pleasure, and I know I’ll miss a lot of you, but I have something more important in my life now. I have a life inside me.”
 
   She took another step back. This time all the teachers in the back jumped up. Something happened behind the podium. I wanted to stand, but to watch Mila’s jaw drop was a picture in itself. 
 
   “Do we have a doctor in the house?” Principal Sanders called out. “It appears her water has broken.”
 
   Her mom immediately hurled herself from the chairs and stomped to the stage. Mila fumbled through her cue cards as she stared at Char, squatting on the floor in her graduation robe.
 
   “Did she even find out who the dad is?” I heard someone say from behind.
 
   Kaleb turned to me. “Did she?” he laughed.
 
   I shrugged. I knew it wasn’t Dylan, but it could’ve been anyone, as long as she had sex with them last August or September, because from the look of her squatting behind the podium with her mother shouting breathing exercisers at her, I knew she was at least full term.
 
   I glanced at Kaleb. “It can’t be,” I said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know of one person she slept with early fall,” I said. “Your brother.”
 
   He groaned hard, slapping his face with a hand. “Which one?”
 
   “Enzo,” I said. “Ava was sleeping with Bellamy, Char with Enzo. I’m surprised you don’t remember; they were always at the bar.”
 
   “Good luck getting child support,” he laughed.
 
   “Bet she’s regretting not lying to Dylan,” I said. “At least he could probably pay her.”
 
   Mila never got to make her Valedictorian speech, although I’m sure it would’ve been about self-importance and getting back at your enemies no matter what the cost—because that’s the real lesson I’d learned. She was the prom queen of nothing, and I at least had Kaleb and his tight grip on my hand.
 
   “Your aunt wanted to give congratulations on graduating,” my dad said, hugging me as we moved to leave. “She’s jealous she couldn’t be here to watch a live birth.”
 
   “You should’ve told her it’s like watching a cow give birth to a calf, but with more wailing,” I said.
 
   They laughed before my mom hushed. “Don’t be mean, child birth is beautiful.”
 
   “In private,” I said. “I think someone live streamed.”
 
   “Sorry?” my mom asked.
 
   “When they upload and film at the same time,” my dad explained. “Anyway, celebratory dinner, where are we going?”
 
   Before we could go anywhere, we had to head back home to drop off the cap and gowns and mock diplomas. On the floor, walking into the house there was a letter with the UCLA stamp on the front for Kaleb, there was another stamp marking the letter urgent.
 
   Without a second look, he tore it open and handed it to my mom.
 
   “Dear Mr. Kaleb Delgado,” she said. She mumbled a couple words, going through the rest of the letter. “After reviewing your application, we have granted permission with exceptional circumstance and condition. We would like to welcome you to the University of California, Los Angeles for the fall semester.”
 
   “I got in?” he asked. “I got in!”
 
   I grabbed him and hugged him, keeping him in my arm. “I knew you could,” I said, tears in my eyes. I pulled away to see we shared the same teary-eyed look.
 
   “You can never get rid of me now,” he said.
 
   My mom sobbed from behind. “We’ll leave you two,” she said.
 
   They waited in the car as we stayed inside. It was refreshing. He held the letter in his hand and read it aloud to me in full, taking deep breaths and pausing in places.
 
   “Better late than never,” I said. “But I knew it would come.”
 
   He wiped the tears, glancing at me like he didn’t think I noticed. “I never thought—I—I just,” he snorted. “You believed in me.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t know how to thank you, Zo.”
 
   “Being here is thanks enough,” I said.
 
   “You saw how I was.”
 
   I pecked him on his cheek. “I bet my make-up has all run,” I said, wiping at my eyes. “Now you have to stay with me,” I said. Mainly because I wasn’t too sure how to function on my own. I’d never really been on myself before.
 
   “I plan on it,” he said.
 
   It was perfect. We’d soon be heading off to the same college. We knew more about each other than anyone else. It was a feeling inside, the same feeling that had once broken my heart. It was love, unconditionally and forever, the superglue to mend each other.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   The summer before college was unforgettable. My parents had paid for a European trip for Kaleb and I. We were given a camera and a scrapbook and told to go make memories. We traveled through Spain, France, and Italy.
 
   We ate good food and met great people. No two days were ever the same; it was perfection. Several times throughout in different countries, I knew Kaleb was doing something, he was collecting.
 
   “Zoey,” he said, as I sipped coffee out on the balcony of our hotel room.
 
   I looked up from my journal. “You okay?”
 
   “When we get back, I don’t want anything to change,” he said.
 
   “What about good change?”
 
   He chuckled and inhaled a deep breath. “That’s just it.”
 
   “You’re acting weird,” I said, glancing back at what I’d written in my journal.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   I smiled. “I love you too.”
 
   The balcony of our hotel overlooked Rome. He pointed outside. “Isn’t it perfect.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave.”
 
   “Zo,” he said.
 
   I turned. He was on one knee with his hands behind his back. I threw my hand to my mouth and tried to stand on my wobbly legs. “Kaleb?”
 
   “Zoey Jensen.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You saved me,” he said. “You gave me a reason to fight. You helped me, and I don’t know where I would be without you.”
 
   A strange heat washed over my face. I sat back down. “I’m—I’m—”
 
   “Zoey,” he said. “Will you marry me?” He presented an open ring box.
 
   I was silent. The worst time possible to be silent. I couldn’t speak. My tongue became numb up in my mouth.
 
   “Yes,” I said softly. “Yes. I’ll marry you!”
 
   “Yes?” His eyes flooded with tears.
 
   I nodded.
 
   He reached out and pulled me in his arms, lifting me. We kissed.
 
   An inaudible sound came from a phone on the bed. Kaleb grabbed it and pressed it to his ear. “She said yes,” he said.
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “Your parents,” he said, handing me the phone.
 
   “Mom, dad?”
 
   “Oh sweetie! I’m crying. I’m so happy for you,” my mom said.
 
   “He’s a good kid,” my dad said, chuckling. “Hope you’re having fun.”
 
   He’d asked my parents for permission to marry me, just how he’d asked them to take me to prom. While we were by no means perfect, we’d found each other and fought through hate to fall in love. It was unbreakable.
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