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      I’VE HAD ELEVEN YEARS to think about this (twelve if you count kindergarten), and if you ask me, the first day of school should come with a checklist:

      
        	Your best guy friend manages to wear matching socks?

      

      
        
        A good sign.

        

      

      
        	Your homeroom teacher turns out to be a drama king?

      

      
        
        Proceed with caution; hilarity may ensue, but so may humiliation.

        

      

      
        	You find a jock in the tutoring room?

      

      
        
        A sign of the apocalypse.

        

      

      On my last first day of school, I counted the minutes to the final bell, then took the stairs to the tutoring room on the third floor two at a time. I paused at the threshold and sucked in a breath.

      The monitors inside the room, at least the ones that I could see, were spotless. I had new pencils sharpened to deadly points. My notebooks were filled with blank pages and promise. Everything was still first-day fresh. Through the open windows came the wondrous sounds of the Olympia High School football team warming up. “O-L-Y-M-P-I-A!” Anything was still possible.

      “Switch!” Coach Cutter’s voice, amplified by the megaphone, rode the breeze through the windows. The trip seemed to soften all the hard edges, making him sound like someone you might actually want to talk to.

      “O-L-Y-M-P-I-A!” the siren song came again. I loved it when jocks spelled. I loved the first day of school. I really, really loved my view of the football field from the windows of the tutoring room.

      But Jason “The Ab” Abernathy was ruining all of it.

      Jason was one of those A-list jocks you’d hope would only exist in stereotypes, the kind with big muscles, a small brain, and a long list of downtrodden victims. He was captain of the baseball team, but in the fall, he also headed up the Yell Club, probably because it put him up close and personal with the private parts of Olympia High’s varsity cheerleaders. Or maybe I was being unfair. Maybe Jason truly had loads of school spirit demanding to be unleashed.

      I took in the sight of him in the tutoring room, his tall frame hunched over a computer, typing something with a slow, two finger hunt and peck. Why didn’t he just use a smartphone, like everyone else in this century? I thought about leaving. It would be easy to turn around and slink away. But without my skybox view I’d have to hang off the chain link fence and watch football practice like some sort of fangirl. That was dance team/pom squad territory. I was so not pom squad. I was so not dance team, either. Plus, in my ancient jeans, a vintage Star Wars t-shirt, and wrists full of bracelets that had started life as string, I wouldn’t exactly blend in.

      So I inched into the room. Just in case, I pulled one of those deadly pencils from my book bag.

      “Uh, hi,” I tried. Tried and, I might add, failed. My voice barely reached my own ears. Except for a muted peck, peck, peck, Jason remained motionless, his eyes still locked on the screen. Outside, the football team moved from stretching to speed drills as I took a few more steps into the room. The newly waxed floor felt slick beneath my Chuck Taylors.

      I drew in a breath and said, “Hello?”

      Jason jumped. If he’d been going for a fly ball, he would’ve caught it. Not that we get a lot of those in the tutoring room. My heart rate doubled when he crashed back into his chair, his hands fumbling over the keyboard. That’s when he tried it: the screen switch.

      I know a few computer geeks (my best friend Rhino, my dad) and I’ve witnessed more than my fair share of screen switches. One minute, the swimsuit model is there; the next, poof! She’s a spreadsheet detailing the mechanical specifications of the Millennium Falcon.

      Jason might be a gifted athlete; he might have some amazing batting average, but he couldn’t pull off a screen switch to save his life. Whatever he’d been looking at was still on the screen. He went straight into full panic clicking mode, until at last, his finger landed on the computer’s power button.

      “Don’t—” I said.

      “Huh?”

      Too late. The monitor shimmered and turned black. I sighed. “Never mind.”

      “Sorry, I was just—” Jason pointed at the screen like I could somehow figure out the rest. Then his expression changed. He lifted one eyebrow and started studying me, like he’d never really seen me before. That might have made sense except he’d sat behind me in homeroom all last year. And the year before that.

      “Do you need tutoring?” I asked.

      “Do I ... what?”

      “Do you need tutoring? Help with schoolwork?” I waved a hand at the computer lab and then the side area with the long tables and individual carrels for studying. “It’s what I do.”

      “That’s okay.” He pushed back his chair. “I was just leaving.”

      But when he reached me, he halted, his blue-eyed gaze raining down on the top of my head. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. I wondered where the safer view was. His pecs? Or his face?

      “Tutoring,” he said, like he was trying out a new word in a foreign language.

      Outside of homeroom, I’d never stood this close to Jason before. It was almost like we were having a moment, except he was an A-list jock and I was an A-list … nothing.

      “I might have to try that,” he added.

      And then, as if the situation wasn’t already strange enough, he leaned in closer and inhaled. Deeply. It was almost as if he was sniffing me. Then he was off, charging down the corridor, body slamming the lockers on one side of the hallway, then the other, morphing back into the athlete that half the school loved—and the other half feared.

      When I turned back to the room the space felt oddly vacant, as though Jason had taken something crucial with him when he left. But I had what I wanted now: a blissfully empty room.

      Strange as it sounds, I like tutoring. I started in middle school as a homework buddy for the little kids at Olympia Elementary three days a week. It was fun. Then, the year my parents’ marriage got rocky, it felt almost like compensation for the little brother or sister I’d probably never have. When my group kept acing all their spelling tests, the guidance counselor suggested peer tutoring as the next logical step.

      But there was one more reason I liked spending time in the tutoring room. In those first weeks of school, when it was too early for anyone to need serious help with their schoolwork, it was mostly just me and the sights and sounds of football practice. Those were the moments I lived for. Up there, I was free to watch as long as I liked. And watch I did.

      I focused my gaze on quarterback Gavin Madison warming up his arm. He looked good this year. Oh, who was I kidding? He looked good every year. When he launched a pass to one of the wide receivers, my fingertips tingled in anticipation, as if the ball were headed straight for me.

      That’s not as crazy as it sounds. Once upon a time, I’d played in the same youth football league as Gavin. My body still remembered how it felt to reach for the ball, to grasp it and tuck it in tight, to run with it down the field. But my football career had ended in eighth grade at the bottom of a pile-up. I sighed and resisted the urge to touch the scars on my knee.

      As much as I was enjoying the view, something gnawed at me. Instead of admiring Gavin’s form, the spin he gave the ball, or—okay, I’ll admit it—the way he looked in those tight football pants, I turned toward Jason’s blank monitor. It was like a dare, just sitting there, taunting me. With a click and the fizz of static, I turned on the computer.

      The more I thought about it, the stranger Jason’s appearance in the tutoring room seemed. I mean, really—jock + tutoring room + first day of school? The combination didn’t add up. It was like he’d brought a negative integer into the equation. At least, that was what my friend Rhino, the math genius, might say.

      Surely Jason hadn’t felt an overwhelming urge to start a research project on the first day of school. So why else would he have sought out a computer? A few unsavory options entered my mind. Did I really want to get an eyeful of cheerleader types modeling their Spankies, or whatever skeevy fantasy tripped that boy’s trigger? What if it was worse? What if I got caught looking at something that could get us both in trouble?

      The first option was a definite possibility; the second, not so much. Sure, Rhino had hacked the school’s firewall. He could do the same to the grading system if, through some bizarre twist in the space/time/school continuum, he ever needed to. But he was not only good at math, he was a techno-genius. I was pretty sure something like that was beyond the abilities of anyone nicknamed The Ab.

      That didn’t stop me from checking the browser’s history files. The listing was short: the school home page, this year’s open gym schedule, the Minnesota High School Athletic League. Those last two made sense. Jason was an athlete. Maybe they’d changed something about high school baseball rules over the summer. According to Rhino (who knew everything about the sport), Jason was devoted to the game.

      I was about to give up when a final site caught my eye.

      The Hotties of Troy.

      True, the mascot for Olympia High was a Trojan warrior. But pulling up a website called The Hotties of Troy on a school computer? I knew better than that.

      I did it anyway.

      All I got for my daring was a login screen.

      But one with a familiar name in the user ID field: jasona. Oh, it was just too tempting. My fingers itched to try, and I quickly filled in the password field. Baseball? Cheerleader? I even tried the old standby: password.

      Nothing. Then the obvious hit me. I typed theab.

      Bingo.

      I squeezed my eyes half shut, finger over the mouse to close everything … just in case. When nothing raunchy happened, I opened my eyes all the way, feeling a bit of pride swell in my chest. Hacking? It was kind of fun.

      The site appeared to be the sort of place where a group of people contributed information, a wiki: a living, breathing (well, virtually) encyclopedia. The sidebar contained a list of pages: recently updated, most-accessed, hottest of the hot. Every single page was labeled with a girl’s name. A girl who went to Olympia High, which made her, I guessed, a Hottie of Troy. So, what we had here was a living, breathing girl encyclopedia?

      Of all the chauvinistic, sexist, and utterly stupid things.

      Stunned, I sat back, not sure what to do. I clicked the home icon. The main page contained instructions for the computer illiterate and a general chat board, with messages like:

      
        
        bro, Call of Duty throwdown tonite at teh abs

        

      

      Yeah, it wasn’t exactly a brain trust. Returning to the home page refreshed the sidebar as well. The girls’ names rippled and changed position. At that moment a new one popped up on the recently-accessed list.

      
        
        Camy Cavanaugh

        

      

      I’m pretty sure my heart stopped. For several seconds I sat, frozen, until footfalls in the hallway yanked me back to reality. Matching Jason’s earlier panic, I minimized the browser and brought up Excel. The footsteps got closer, a clipped stab against the linoleum. A teacher, I guessed. I plugged a fake formula into the spreadsheet. It took every ounce of willpower not to look at the wiki, not to click the Camy Cavanaugh page, not to see what someone had written about me.

      I hit right click and closed the browser just as Ms. Pendergast and her deadly sharpened high heels clip clopped into the room.

      She glanced around, a small frown on her face. It was as if her super-secret teacher sense had alerted her that, just minutes before, a jock had invaded the tutoring area, one focused on hotties instead of academic assistance. One who maybe had been looking at a page named after me?

      “Oh, Camy, you’re here?” Ms. Pendergast said, but her tone was more: Why are you here?

      I shrugged. It wasn’t like I could tell her how much I liked the view.

      “I guess so, but I think ...” I let the sentence trail off, not sure what I was thinking. That I wouldn’t be here long? That I couldn’t wait until she left so I could check out the strange girl wiki? That I had, in general, no clue what was going on?

      Ms. Pendergast adjusted her leather tote, then shot me another look.

      “I admire your dedication, but I don’t really think you need to stay. Is that”—she pointed a manicured finger at the computer screen—“something you could do at home? I was thinking of locking up and leaving early.”

      “I’m just checking to make sure the new video tutorials got loaded on all the computers this summer. As soon as I finish, I’ll shut everything down and turn off the lights.”

      Ms. Pendergast sighed and dropped her bag onto a desktop. “Camy, you know what they say, don’t you?”

      If by “they” she meant Jason and the rest of the users of the Hotties of Troy wiki, then no, I didn’t know what they said. But I was bursting to find out and would, if I could just get Ms. Pendergast and her tote bag to leave the room.

      “All work and no play makes …” She gave up, apparently deciding I was too lame to understand. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later,” she said as she walked toward the windows. “It’s a beautiful day. Get outside. Enjoy yourself.”

      I could hear Gavin calling a sequence of numbers on the football field below. How could I explain that being alone here, with my skybox view, counted as enjoying myself? I couldn’t. As if to prove her point, Ms. Pendergast pulled the last window closed and flipped the lock just as Gavin called, “Hut!”

      She turned toward a row of computers next and stabbed at the power buttons. Her eyes were on her task instead of me when she said, “You can’t just watch life from the sidelines, you know.”

      On any other day I might have marveled at the stiletto-shod Ms. Pendergast tossing out sports metaphors. Today that seemed no stranger than the rest of it. It was no weirder than finding Jason in the tutoring room, and definitely less odd than my name turning up on the Hotties of Troy website.

      I closed Excel and logged off before powering down the other computers on my side of the room. All the while, I wondered: What was the URL of the wiki? Could I remember it so I could log in from home later? And was I really so pathetic that even a teacher could sense my loser status?

      Ms. Pendergast locked the door behind us, dashing any hope I might have had of sneaking back in once she’d left. She shifted her tote from one shoulder to the other.

      “It really is good you’re so … dedicated,” she said again. “But it’s your last year of high school. Don’t forget to enjoy it.”

      She left me with those words ringing in my ears. I waited until the last click, click, click of her heels had faded, then tried the door, but the handle rattled under my grip.

      I thought about texting Rhino. I’d never seen him pick a lock, but I bet he could do it. I imagined his lanky frame stooped over the doorknob, dark strands of hair falling into his eyes. Rhino would come if I called. He always did.

      We’d been friends since preschool and we’d seen each other at our worst. I was sitting in the front row of the bleachers at the T-ball game when Rhino struck out, lost his helmet, and knocked himself unconscious with his own bat. In eighth grade, he came to my rescue after the girl I thought was my best friend ditched me in the restroom at the Spring Fling, leaving me half naked and with no way to get home.

      What now? My plans for a perfect first-day-of-school afternoon were completely blown. Should I walk to Rhino’s and ask for his help, or head home and hack Hotties by myself? Hang off the chain link fence and gaze at Gavin?

      Maybe Ms. Pendergast was right, I thought as I headed down the stairs. So far, I hadn’t enjoyed a single minute of senior year.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wouldn’t say Rhino hated school. The word hate requires far more passion than Rhino had ever worked up about an educational institution. Dislike, maybe. Disdain. I’m sure he could conjure up a dozen other D-words to describe how he felt. So of course, in a cruel twist of fate, he lived just a block away from Olympia, Minnesota’s only high school.

      On crisp autumn nights, you could hear the football games from his house. Every year, the homecoming committee used his street as a staging area for the parade. Last fall, as convertible after convertible arrived to carry homecoming royalty, Rhino had turned to me and said, “I’m being punished for something I did in a past life, right?”

      He forgets that when we were little, we loved it. All of it. Rhino wanted to be the drum major. I yearned to wear a long gown, to sit on the trunk of a convertible. Once, Rhino wove a paper chain crown for me. With it on top of my head, I practiced waving at an admiring crowd.

      Middle school had quickly demolished what was left of those wispy fantasies. I was never going to be popular enough to make it into the homecoming court. I’d even convinced myself that it didn’t matter. But I still didn’t see the point of treating school like it was a jail sentence.

      Things could be worse. Much, much worse.

      And today, they were. Because standing in Rhino’s garage was … Jason. Yes, that Jason, the one with the stupid nickname. For a second I considered Mr. Dawson’s opening lecture in Advanced Earth Sciences that morning. He’d talked about the Butterfly Effect, the theory that an insect flapping its wings in the Amazon jungle could cause a tornado thousands of miles away.

      I stared, open-mouthed, and couldn’t help wondering: Just how big would a butterfly’s wings need to be to make the jocktastic Jason appear both in the tutoring room and in my nerdy best friend’s garage on the same afternoon? In most cases, pretty freakin’ huge, I thought. But in this case, you had to account for Darren.

      To really understand Rhino, and why Jason “The Ab” Abernathy might be standing next to him, you don’t need to know much about earth science, but you do need to know a little about Rhino’s family. It was Rhino’s older brother Darren who defined the Rineholds. Darren, the superstar athlete who’d led Olympia High to not one, but two state baseball championships.

      If you took everything that was Darren and held it up like a photograph, Rhino would be the negative. He was dark where his brother was light. He shined in ways most people didn’t notice. The saddest part? Hardly anyone could see Rhino for the amazing person he was because they kept expecting to see Darren instead.

      No matter how different the brothers were, there was one sacred thing that connected Rhino to Darren, and both of them to Jason. That thing was baseball. I always wondered if Rhino loved the game the way I love football. Maybe he simply loved his brother. For the record, Darren is pretty cool.

      Whatever the reason, Rhino started keeping team stats when he was just a seven-year-old tag-along and Darren was a Gopher League All-Star. When his big brother joined the middle school and then the high school team, Rhino followed with his scorebook. After Darren graduated four years ago, Rhino kept at it. He can do things with statistics that make my brain hurt.

      Over the years, Rhino and Jason developed an odd sort of friendship. At first, I cringed whenever I saw them together, certain Rhino was being set up for a massive fall. But then I figured it out. There’s one thing I know about athletes: they’re superstitious. As long as Rhino was the one keeping track of RBIs and extra bases, then Jason would no more body slam him into a locker than toss out his own pair of lucky socks.

      That afternoon, the two of them were huddled over a card table strewn with printouts from Rhino’s computer. Neither boy noticed me standing there in the driveway. And standing there.

      At last, I tried, “Uh, hi?” because that had worked so well in the tutoring room.

      They both jerked back. Rhino recovered first.

      “Hey, Cams,” he said. “Jason stopped by to pick up a pair of Darren’s old cleats and we decided to look over the stats for the incoming freshmen.”

      “State,” Jason added. “We want to go to state.” He didn’t sound all that pumped about the prospect. Jason gave the printouts another look, stroked his chin like he was considering something earth-shattering, then he said to Rhino, “See ya, bro.”

      They did that fist bump thing boys do, then Jason wandered down the driveway, a haphazard path that put him close enough that he could—I swear I’m not making this up—sniff me. Again.

      It was getting kind of creepy.

      Jason’s SUV belched to life, the engine loud, the blast from the stereo even louder. He felt the need to leave a patch of burnt rubber behind as he rumbled down the street.

      “So,” I said to Rhino once the exhaust had cleared. “You guys.” I crossed my fingers. “Like this now? BFFs? I bet you’re planning to room together in college next year. He’s probably penciled you in as best man at his wedding already.”

      “Shut up,” he said in typical Rhino fashion. “You are aware that I would never attend any school that would accept the likes of The Ab, right? Besides, there isn’t a girl on the planet dumb enough to marry him.”

      Rhino might be a genius, but he didn’t know much about girls. Just one day into the school year and Jason already had a posse of freshman flirts following him through the cafeteria. I thought of the girls in my own class. The shy ones he never noticed, the popular ones he both flattered and tormented.

      There was something about The Ab, though. He was big and goofy, with dark blond hair and slightly darker eyebrows, which, combined with those killer blue eyes, was actually kind of cute. I’d never crushed on him, but I knew plenty of girls who had.

      “Last first day of school?” I asked, just to get a rise out of Rhino.

      “Four years too late.”

      I stuck out my tongue at him. “Come on, did you really want to go off to college without me?”

      He didn’t smile, but his eyes narrowed in a squint that I knew, from years of studying his face, was affection. That squint was also, in part, how he’d gotten his nickname. I should mention that his parents did give him a perfectly normal first name. It’s Ben. But back in grade school, before glasses, Rhino squinted all the time. And his nose? Well, he still hasn't grown all the way into it, though it was looking more Romanesque. He’s kind of grumpy too, if not actually wrinkled like a rhinoceros. And when he charges? Even I get out of his way.

      The nickname fit, so it stuck.

      Just then, something tiny and red flashed in his tangled hair.

      “Hold still,” I told him.

      I stepped closer, just a breath away from him, and went up on tiptoes. I parted the strands with my finger, half expecting to find that Amazonian butterfly, but a ladybug crawled onto my nail instead.

      I showed her to Rhino. “I think that’s good luck.”

      He held out a finger, and the ladybug clambered over to him.

      “It’s a real one, too,” he said, “not one of those heinous Asian beetle imposters.” The ladybug preened, testing her wings, then took flight, a tiny spot of red against a blue September sky.

      “Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home.” Rhino turned to me. “What about you? Are you flying away home or can you stay a while? Need help with calculus yet?”

      Thanks to Rhino and my pride, I’d managed to cling to the accelerated math track. Unlike Rhino, who raced through mathematics the way some kids leveled up in video games, I had to claw my way past each new theorem and function. The only upside was that once I understood something, I could almost always explain it. That I was the most requested math tutor in school was an irony not lost on me. Or Rhino, for that matter.

      “Maybe by the end of the week,” I said. “You’re on my speed dial.”

      “In that case, stay. The Twins are playing tonight.”

      I didn’t know why he thought that would tempt me. Baseball bored me, and Rhino knew that. I opened my mouth, not so much in response, but to tell him about that afternoon in the tutoring room. About Jason, and the wiki. Then, in my mind’s eye, I saw my name in the recently-accessed list and a fierce flush flooded my cheeks.

      “What?” Rhino asked, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      I never blushed around him. Well, almost never. Rhino could help me hack into the site, but that would also mean he could read about me on The Hotties of Troy. Was it worth it?

      I shook my head, both in answer to his question and my own.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      If I didn’t get anywhere with it at home, I’d log in tomorrow from the tutoring room. There was no need to involve Rhino at all, no need to expose him to what were sure to be unflattering remarks about me.

      If I knew one thing about myself, it was this: I was no Hottie of Troy.

      “Okay, then, Ladybug, fly away home.” He turned back to his printouts.

      Rhino was not a touchy-feely kind of guy. His self-containment was legend and his personal space sacred. That he let me inside his bubble, close enough to pluck an insect from his hair, said a lot. I still wasn’t getting a hug from the deal.

      I waved as I left, but with his head down, his focus on baseball stats, Rhino didn’t see me. I walked home, equally focused on the wiki.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I couldn’t remember the website address. I couldn’t find it in Google either. Someone had made sure that search engines didn’t pick up the site. I shut my eyes, trying to visualize the address field. It was like a test, and I was good at those. Wiki, I thought; that was part of it. The rest were letters. Initials. T-H-O-T?

      All I got was a blank page. Then I smiled and swapped numeral 0 for the letter O, and I was in!

      I glanced over my shoulder. My room was at the opposite end of the house from the driveway. Any minute, Dad could pull up, walk in, and be up the stairs before I realized it. I eased my bedroom door closed. A girl couldn’t have too much privacy, especially when she was about to hack into a website called The Hotties of Troy.

      Back at my desk, my fingers shook so hard that the first time I tried the login, I messed it up. I tried again, hoping Jason hadn’t gone all security-conscious since that afternoon.

      He hadn’t. For several heartbeats, I stared at the girl wiki in all its chauvinistic glory. Enough time had passed that my name no longer came up on the recently-accessed list. And let’s face it, no way would I pop up in any kind of hottie list. I used the box at the top of the page to search for myself.

      My name appeared, and all I had to do was click on it to get to my page. I pushed away from my desk again, cracked the door, just an inch, and listened hard. Then I rushed back, clicked on my name, and hid my face in my hands.

      I had all of four entries, two from last spring and two from today.

      
        
        Admin: She always smells good.

        

      

      Oh. Well. Let’s hear it for hygiene.

      
        
        Adm*n: She smells f**king fantastic.

        

      

      Okay, really good hygiene.

      
        
        jasona: UR rite. She smells like a chick should ... not all perfumey and fake. And bro, she was totally checking me out in the tutoring room today. I’m going to have to fail something this year, get some up close academic help, if ya know what I mean.

        

      

      Only someone with an ego the size of Jason’s would assume any girl who glanced at him was checking him out.

      
        
        Adm*n: Dude, how’s failing this year different from any other year?

        

      

      I snorted, starting to like this Adm*n with an asterisk guy. I clicked on the home page again, but then I sat back in my chair and thought: What now? I felt like I should tell someone. The principal? Ms. Pendergast?

      Or maybe the person who had the most at stake in all this, the one who topped every list, recently-accessed, recently-updated, hottest of the hot: the one and only … Elle Emerson.

      I clicked over to her page and read the first comment:

      
        
        jasona: Bro, totally hot, but completely lethal. I don’t have any pics from today’s cheerleading practice cuz she tossed my phone into the bleachers and I lost the battery.

        

      

      Well, that explained why Jason had been in the tutoring room, using a computer instead of his phone. And that was Elle, all right. She had all the intelligence and ambition of a Hillary Clinton packed into the body of a Victoria’s Secret model. Elle was student council president, star performer in the debate club, captain of the cheerleading squad, and when I say she ruled the school, I mean she literally Ruled. The. School. No one crossed Elle and escaped unscathed.

      More comments littered her page, way more than my measly four. There seemed to be nothing about Elle that wasn’t being discussed. Her class schedule was posted, along with a list of her favorite school lunch entrees. Someone who called himself mchottie pointed out that Elle hadn’t eaten broccoli since sixth grade, when it got stuck in her braces. Another boy disagreed. He’d witnessed her eating it with cheese sauce on a baked potato at Wendy’s last year.

      That led to a thread about her eating habits in general. Things went downhill when someone started a debate about whether Elle might be a secret scarf ’n’ barfer. They took an even more disgusting turn when several boys volunteered to hold her ponytail the next time she puked, especially if they could perform this act of gallantry in the girls’ locker room.

      
        
        i don’t know, one boy added.

        

      

      
        
        she’s really not that special. have u ever tried to make out w her? girl is totally made of ice.

        

      

      Adm*n had stepped in at that point, which was good. I guess. But why couldn’t he have stopped things sooner? And why did these boys think it was okay to talk about girls like this in the first place?

      I clicked on Elle’s photo page next. It took forever to load, thanks to endless pictures of her: at parties, at last year’s prom, in the center of an epic cheerleading pyramid collapse, adjusting her bra strap in front of school this very morning.

      Wow. These guys were dedicated. Total creepers, but dedicated.

      Elle needed to know about this, but I wasn’t sure how to tell her. Except for surviving three years of French with Madame Bourg-Schmidt (who was also Señora Bourg-Schmidt, the Spanish teacher) together, we barely knew each other. But thanks to French club, I did have her email address.

      I opened my mail program and started typing.

      
        
        Elle,

        

      

      
        
        This is going to sound strange, but I think you should look at this website. Log in using jasona and theab.

        

      

      
        
        Camy

        

      

      I included the website address, started to click send, then went back and added my last name, just in case she had no idea who I was. I waited, wondering if the seismic boom of her anger would shake my windows. Then I wondered how often she even looked at her email. I could be in for a long wait.

      Nothing was lamer than checking email every five seconds, so I made my bed and stacked my new textbooks on the shelf next to the desk. When my mail program chimed, the calculus book slipped from my fingers and thudded on the floor.

      Her message contained two words:

      
        
        K. Thanks.

        

      

      That was it? No seismic boom? No anger? No … nothing? A thought crept into my mind. Maybe everyone else in school already knew about the wiki and I’d just walked into a world of humiliation.

      I closed my email program, then shoved my feet against the desk. My chair careened backward into the wall and I’d hoped the jolt would knock some belated sense into me. All it did was give me a headache. Then I went downstairs, pretending I hadn’t just committed the first social blunder of the school year.
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      I FOUND DAD in the kitchen, staring into our refrigerator. He did that sometimes, like he expected the food to parade out and prepare itself. Even so, he was a pretty decent cook, a pretty decent housekeeper, and all around a pretty decent dad. Of course, these days, he did a lot of the mom stuff too.

      After the divorce, Mom moved to Iowa City to accept a teaching position at the university there. My summer visit with her had ended two weeks ago. When I got back to Minnesota, the sight of extra gray in Dad’s hair had startled me. When had that happened? It had always been thick and nearly black. We shared that, the same dark, unruly hair and matching dark eyes.

      “Hey, Cams,” he said after I’d tapped on the fridge door. “What about fried egg sandwiches for dinner?”

      One of the great things about living with Dad was all the dad-type food. In Iowa with my mom this summer, it’d been all vegan, all the time. If I snuck out to get a cheeseburger, I had to bring along one of those travel toothbrushes so Mom wouldn’t smell my evil, carnivorous ways on my breath.

      “So, how was the first day of school?” Dad asked, piling the butter and cheese slices on top of the egg carton.

      “Okay,” I said. Well, except for the whole girl wiki part of it, but it was probably best not to get into that.

      “I got an email from your mom,” he said, maybe a little too casually.

      “Oh?” It wasn’t completely weird that Mom would email Dad. They had me in common, after all. And they were pretending to have the friendliest divorce in the history of the world.

      Dad unloaded the food onto the counter. “You know those writing samples you did over the summer?”

      While I was in Iowa City, I took a teen writing course while Mom taught summer school. That way, she’d told me, I could experience “an authentic workshop environment” (group humiliation is fun!) and “real college student life” (with my mom three feet away!) while “exploring my issues about the divorce” (no comment!). I’d told Mom, more than once, that I had no issues about the divorce. To which she always said, “Nonsense.”

      Dad turned up the heat under the frying pan. “She showed the samples to one of her colleagues, who was impressed,” he said, a hint of pride in his voice. “You might have a lock on getting into Iowa.”

      “Wow,” I managed.

      “I’ve never doubted it.” He cracked one egg, then another into the pan. The whites sizzled and buttery steam floated in the air, making everything smell warm and rich. I pressed a hand against my stomach to keep it from growling and rolling over on itself. I’d applied to just two colleges: University of Iowa, where I could be near Mom, and the University of Minnesota, where I could be near Dad.

      Sometimes I pondered what would happen if both schools accepted me and I had to choose between them. I missed my mom when I was with my dad. But I missed my dad when I was with my mom. I didn’t want to deal with all that, not now, so I set two places at the table, then opened the fridge.

      “Orange juice or milk?” I asked.

      “You decide.”

      My decision. Right. I hesitated long enough that Dad, on his way to the table with the frying pan, rolled his eyes at me. He doubled back, pulled the OJ from the fridge, and plunked it down on the table like a centerpiece. I sat across from him, sopping up egg yolk with the crust of my toast, pretending we could go on like this forever.
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      After dinner, I loaded the dishwasher so Dad could watch the Twins game. Back in my room, I ignored my laptop for a good five minutes. It helped that I had a text from Rhino. It read:

      
        
        Your boyfriend is about to take the mound if you want to come over for the rest of the game.

        

      

      One time, just one time, I had mentioned that the Minnesota Twins relief pitcher was kind of cute, and Rhino had teased me about it ever since. The downside to having a guy as a best friend? Talking about other boys, cute boys, any boys, was off-limits. Rhino had been working this particular joke since May, and it was getting old. I deleted the text and switched to email.

      All I had was a message from my mom, recapping what Dad had told me earlier. She signed off with:

      
        
        Love you and see you soon. (Like on campus next fall!)

        

      

      Mom had a way of making difficult problems all the more impossible. The second I closed her email, a new one popped up, this one from Elle. My hand froze on the mouse. For a moment, I just sat there. Then, I opened it.

      
        
        Camy,

        

      

      
        
        Sorry about earlier. I was dealing with ... a problem. I think it has something to do with what you sent me. Don’t want to do this in email. Call me.

        

      

      She listed her number. In the seconds before I picked up my phone, the obvious, and most embarrassing, scenario flashed through my mind. The cheer squad gathered round, hands clamped over their mouths, giggles stifled, my voice broadcast on speaker, saying all sorts of stupid things.

      But that wasn’t Elle’s style. At least, not that I’d ever seen. I wouldn’t put it past a few girls in her crowd to do something like that (I’m talking about you, Clarissa Delacroix) but Elle didn’t usually rule through intimidation or mortification. I woke up my cell phone and dialed.

      “Hey,” Elle said. “Great. You called. This is going to sound dumb, but you know how some of us went on that student trip to Greece this summer?”

      Oh, of course. Some of us went to Greece, some of us went to Iowa City. Therein lay the difference.

      Elle took a breath. “Anyway, we were at the beach, following local custom, and apparently some asshat snapped a cell phone pic.”

      “Wait. Explain ‘local custom’.”

      “You might say we forgot our bikini tops.”

      No bikini tops + cell phone. The only answer to that equation was: Oh. My. God.

      “Oh,” was all I managed to get out.

      “Anyway, I think it has to be Aiden, since he was the only guy from Olympia on the trip, but really? It could’ve been someone from Prairie Stone, or anybody. Now I think Jason has the photo. Click over to my Facebook page. It’s all there.”

      I waited a beat, then another, wondering when Elle would figure out the obvious, and astoundingly humiliating, fact.

      “Hang on,” she said a moment later. “I’ll friend you.”

      It took only five seconds, but it felt like five hours.

      Sure, I had a page on Facebook and maybe thirty friends. Ten of those were family. And yeah, your dad reading your Facebook entries is So. Not. Fun. But Elle? I clicked through and joined her nearly six hundred friends.

      Jason had posted five comments in a row on her wall, things like:

      
        
        Can we see more of you?

        

      

      And:

      
        
        Wow, no tan lines.

        

      

      “He didn’t do anything helpful, like post the photo and tag you, did he?” I asked.

      “Not that I can see. But if this gets out, there goes ... everything. I swear, if I lose homecoming court over this, he’s dead. I’ll make sure he doesn’t play baseball in the spring, one way or another.”

      “Do you think he’s sending the picture around?” I asked.

      “Maybe, but I was wondering about the link you sent me.”

      “The wiki?”

      “Could it be on there?”

      “I didn’t see anything like it on your photo page,” I said, then rushed to add, “I hope you don’t mind. I was trying to figure out what it was.”

      Elle laughed. “No worries. I’m doing the same thing. What is it, anyway?”

      “Technically, it’s a wiki. You know, like Wikipedia? It’s supposed to be a place where a group can share knowledge.”

      “Talk about an over-share.”

      I logged in to the wiki and took another look around. If I wanted to hide something, where would I do it? Not somewhere obvious, like Hottest of the Hot.

      On the main page, I tried a link I hadn’t before, one called Site Statistics. I’d figured it led to some dull readout on site use. I was both right and wrong. Below a table detailing time of visits, length of visits, and so on, I saw a few more links. I picked the one with the most boring label: Disclaimer.

      Another login screen popped up.

      “Uh-oh,” I said.

      “What? Did you find something?”

      “I think so. It looks like there’s a second layer of security.”

      “Huh?”

      “I have to log in again. I’m hoping whoever set up the site gave Jason access to this page. Hang on.”

      I set the phone down to type in Jason’s information. The screen dissolved, or seemed to. All I could see was a shaky image of bright sunlight, immaculate white sand, a blue, blue sea, various shades of suntanned skin … and not a whole lot of bikini tops.

      Not that you could tell, really. This wasn’t the sort of photo that would destroy Elle’s career as student council president—or her eventual run for the U.S. Congress. You probably couldn’t tell it was her without prior warning. But still …

      “Hey,” I said to Elle. “Found it.” I directed her to the link and waited.

      “Balls,” she said, then fell quiet.

      “It looks like Aiden posted it, from what I can see.” Fewer comments littered this page. Someone controlled this site, maybe even removed messages when things got out of hand. Add in that second layer of security, and we definitely weren’t dealing with an amateur.

      “Can we delete it?” Elle asked.

      “I think so, but the question is, do we want to? We’re logged in as Jason. Someone might ask him why he pulled the photo.”

      Static buzzed on the connection. I drew a breath and waited for Elle to speak.

      “I like the way you think,” she said at last. “Even before all this, the guys in this school needed to be taken down a notch … or twenty. Remember that prom deal Jason started last year?”

      Remember? Kind of. I hadn’t attended a dance, or paid too much attention to them, since a traumatic experience with Clarissa in the eighth grade. But rumors had gone around for weeks last spring. For fifty dollars (or an unspecified sexual act) you, too, could have an A-list jock as your prom date.

      “I wasn’t really involved,” I told Elle.

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t miss anything.” She paused. “The guys in our school are tools. But it’s more than that. It’s their whole attitude. They have some serious entitlement issues.”

      I couldn’t disagree. After all, Jason now thought he had the right to sniff me whenever he pleased.

      “I mean, honestly,” Elle continued. “The Hotties of Troy? Is that supposed to be some play on Helen of Troy? They want Greek? I’ll be more than happy to make their lives a freaking Greek tragedy.”

      I snorted at that.

      “You want to help?” she asked.

      “Do I what?”

      “Want to help. I could use it.”

      A chill zipped down my spine and I sat up straighter. I could hear it in her voice: Elle had a plan. “What do you need?”

      “A list of all the girls with a page on the site. And we need our target list too. Do you think you can find the names of every guy who’s posted a comment?”

      “It could take a while,” I said. “Whoever set up the site was probably smart enough not to give Jason administrative rights.”

      “Yeah, clearly not an idiot. But can you do it?”

      “I might miss one or two.”

      “I already have a good idea who the culprits are,” Elle said. “I’d like to make sure, though.”

      “You know,” I said, wondering how to approach this subject, “Gavin Madison will be on that list.”

      Elle and Gavin had been a couple since last year’s prom. And no, it hadn’t been a pay-to-date swap, but the real deal.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

      “He hasn’t said anything bad.” From what I’d seen so far, Gavin’s posts were downright mild-mannered; polite, even.

      “Here’s the thing,” Elle said. Her voice grew intense. “Every boy who’s ever logged in to the wiki is guilty. There are no innocent bystanders here.”

      I nodded, not that Elle could see me.

      “So, do you think you can do it?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said, my voice catching.

      “Will you?” she added.

      She’d picked up on my hesitation. Really, it wasn’t like I thought the wiki was okay. It was awful with a capital A. I could imagine Dad’s reaction to my name on that site, or worse, my post-modern, ultra-feminist mom’s. (Not that either of them needed to know about it.) But still, a girl like Elle Emerson could take on half the boys in our senior class and survive. For someone like me it was a much bigger risk. I could lose the tiny speck of popularity I’d managed to carve out for myself.

      Of course, if I went against Elle, I’d lose that anyway.

      “I’ll do it,” I told her at last, blowing out a breath afterward.

      “Good. Thanks. And, hey, ask Pendergast for the tutoring room this Friday. Tell her we need the space for a homecoming project.”

      “Sure, easy.”

      Name-dropping Elle would get us the room and the privacy she wanted. Ms. P would be all, “Oh, Elle is such a good influence on everyone. She’ll draw you out of your shell.”

      Barf.

      “Oh, and Camy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is a secret. You can’t tell anyone about this.”

      “Of course.”

      “I mean no one. You haven’t, have you?”

      “N-no.”

      “Not even Rhino?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Not ever. Got it? I don’t want any boys knowing about this.”

      I almost said, “Rhino’s not a boy,” but I stopped myself in time. What I meant was, Rhino wasn’t an Olympia High asswad or whatever word Elle was using for them.

      “I haven’t seen any comments on there that sound like him,” I said.

      “I don’t care. There’s something very wrong about this site and about these guys.”

      I laughed. “Come on, Elle, this is Rhino we’re talking about.”

      Silence stretched between us, long and hollow. A muted cheer came from the television downstairs. When Elle didn’t speak, I broke the silence with, “I think the Twins just hit a home run.”

      “And if I have my way, none of these guys will be making it to first base for a very long time.”

      “Including Gavin?” The question left my mouth before I could reel it back in.

      Elle coughed. “Let’s not go there. But, yeah, I’m willing to make a sacrifice or two to set things right. What is it the guys say? Take one for the team? How about you?”

      We both knew I didn’t have an A-list boyfriend to sacrifice. But the truth was, I understood what she was asking, and what it would mean. Rhino wasn’t some guy I’d been going out with for a few months. We’d grown up together. We had a sixth sense about each other. We were the kind of friends who finished each other’s sentences. Still, I saw Elle’s point. I also saw, all wrapped up in the pretty package of helping, a threat.

      “Okay,” I said. “I won’t tell Rhino.”
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      How do you know your day is going to be bizarre? When the queen of Olympia High sidles up to you … and sniffs. Twenty minutes before first bell the next morning, that was exactly what Elle Emerson did.

      “Damn, girl,” she said. “You do smell good.” She lowered her voice an octave and, in a dead-on impression of Jason, added, “Like a chick should.” Then she rolled her eyes. “Seriously, though, what do you use?”

      I shrugged. “Burt’s Bees, a little Suave, some organic stuff my mom bought me.”

      The downside to living with Dad: He didn’t see the need for more than one kind of product, of any sort. Like plain ChapStick was going to cut it, even for me.

      “So?” She nodded toward my binder.

      I glanced up and down the hallway. Over Elle’s shoulder, I caught sight of Gavin, star quarterback to Elle’s head cheerleader, the other half of their perfect couple.

      Elle tapped on the notebook, demanding my attention. “So?” she said again.

      I sucked in a breath and banished Gavin from my mind. “We have a list, minus two.”

      By ten o’clock the previous night, I’d scoured all the pages of the wiki and had:

      
        	A definitive list of the Hotties of Troy, every last girl, including myself, who had a page on the site.

        	A list of perpetrators, minus the identities of Admin and Adm*n.

        	A whole new perspective on a large number of my classmates.

      

      I slipped Elle both lists. “I think,” I told her, “that the admin IDs are two different guys, and I’m guessing that they might have regular IDs as well, but unless they slip up—”

      “Don’t worry. We rattle these guys enough, and I’m sure they’ll slip up. In fact, I’m counting on it.”

      Down the hallway, Gavin was leaning against a locker. Jason was standing in front of him, hands swooping through the air, a mock windup and a pitch, last night’s Twins game on instant replay. Neither boy looked all that rattle-able.

      “You get the tutoring room for Friday?” Elle punched something into her phone, her attention half on me and half on the screen.

      “Pendergast wants to know what we’re doing, but yeah, we got the room.”

      She flicked a hand through her hair, brushing aside such mundane annoyances as teachers. “We might have bigger problems if everyone shows. It’s going to be crowded, and—” She narrowed her eyes and took in the hallway and the students around us. “Pull out your calc book,” she said in an undertone. “Pretend to be helping me.”

      I almost laughed out loud at that. “Blind leading the blind,” I told her.

      We huddled against my locker, book open, me with a pencil so I could pretend to walk her through a problem.

      “That many girls in one place could look suspicious,” she continued a moment later. “These guys aren’t stupid.”

      Down the hallway, Jason was fading back to catch a phantom fly ball, complete with play-by-play (“Back … back …”).

      “Okay, most of these guys aren’t stupid,” Elle conceded. “Anyway, do you know how to project what’s on the computer onto a screen?”

      I nodded. “Easy.”

      “Can you do that in the tutoring room?” Her voice held an edge.

      Again, I nodded.

      She pulled out her phone and started tapping. “I’m sending you links to some of the juicier comments I found on the wiki. Some of these guys really have a way with words.” She raised her eyebrows at me. “We might have to do the hard sell, and we have to be ready.”

      Not that I knew what the hard sell was, but a roomful of girls, plus a way to project the wiki up on a screen? Well, even I could figure that much out.

      “Oh, thanks, Camy,” Elle gushed, her words high-pitched and sudden. “You’re a lifesaver.” She slammed my math book shut and shoved it back at me. Then she whirled, facing a newcomer to our little group. “Hey, Aiden. What’s up?”

      My heart thudded against my chest. Between Elle and the distraction of Gavin down the hall, I hadn’t heard or seen Aiden Tuttle approach. He frowned at Elle, the crease between his eyebrows deepening when his eyes landed on me.

      “Student council,” he said. “We need to meet before Friday, to hash out some stuff for homecoming, things like that.”

      They stood in front of my locker, trapping me there. I started to pull out the binder I needed for that day’s block of classes, then decided it was more fun to eavesdrop.

      “It’s Tuesday,” she said, her voice all honey and homicide. “And we’re meeting tomorrow. Soon enough for you?”

      “I’m talking about you and me, without the others.”

      “Oh, you mean vice president.” Elle slipped the pencil from my hand and pointed at Aiden. “To president?” She pointed to herself.

      In that moment, when the light left his eyes and his lips went thin, a thought struck me. He might be the mastermind behind the wiki. After all, Aiden Tuttle excelled at school: in the academic decathlon, in cross country, and at being a jerk. He was, in fact, the worst combination: a guy with all the brains of Einstein and all the charm of a Neanderthal.

      I slid a glance toward Elle, but if she was thinking the same thing, it didn’t register in her expression.

      “I’ll be in my office after school and before cheer practice,” she said.

      Everyone knew Elle’s “office” was the third row of bleachers next to the football field on sunny days. When it rained, she commandeered the stairwell next to the lobby.

      She tapped Aiden’s shoulder with the eraser. “I’ll be sure to pencil you in.”

      “You do that.” He pushed his glasses up then, which might have been a reflex, except he used his middle finger.

      Elle stared at him until he really had no other choice than to turn and leave. Aiden never glanced over his shoulder, but he walked like he knew we were watching him, steps slow, neck rigid.

      “I swear, if I could,” Elle said, her eyes still locked on Aiden. “I’d have surveillance on that kid, twenty-four seven.”

      “You don’t suppose he’s the one behind the—” I began.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      I felt the air shift around me. Near the end of the hall, I caught sight of Rhino. He was slouching toward homeroom, gaze on nothing in particular, but I swore he saw me talking to Elle.

      “How much do you know about hacking?” Elle asked.

      “Not much. Just what I’ve picked up from my dad.” I stole another look down the hall. “And Rhino. We could always—”

      She arched a brow. “Do we really need to have the Rhino conversation again?”

      I sighed. “I searched, but I still can’t tell who set up the site. Maybe we should just tell someone,” I suggested. “Pendergast, the principal?”

      Elle whirled on me. “And why would we do that?”

      “Because what they’re doing is wrong?”

      “Right. Agreed. But telling on them is the least effective thing we could do.” Elle shook her head. “No one will really do anything about it. The boys will just get angry. They’ll be even more obnoxious, and they won’t learn a thing, either. I want to take them down myself, in a way they won’t forget.”

      Even if she had to take the rest of us with her.

      “You’re not tired of it?” she added.

      “Of what?”

      Just because I happened to have four little comments on the wiki didn’t mean I was a full-fledged member of the Hotties of Troy. I wanted to tell Elle: Welcome to my world. The place where you were just a means to an end, whether it be a better GPA, an easy A on a group project, or an object of ridicule. Even Rhino’s baseball statistician mystique went only so far. He’d taken more than one tumble over someone’s outstretched foot, resulting in a face plant on the cafeteria floor.

      After a moment, Elle said, “It’s just...” Her voice trailed off, and her gaze unfocused. “The way these guys treat girls. It’s really disgusting.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

      “And?” she prompted.

      “Okay.”

      “Great. We’ll need a PowerPoint presentation by Friday, so … I mean, could you please put a presentation together by the end of the week? I want to do some techno-whiz stuff, but you’re better at that than I am.”

      I stifled a laugh. “A PowerPoint presentation?”

      “Yeah.” She grinned. “Trust me, it’ll be great. I’ll text you later.”

      Elle left then, gliding effortlessly into the pre-bell crowd, as if a red carpet was perpetually rolled out at her feet. No one ever stuck a foot into her path, but no one was beneath her notice either, from the loners to the stoners to the lowly freshmen; she had a smile or a nod for everyone. Except for today.

      Today she walked right past Jason and Gavin without acknowledging either of them. Gavin stared after her, looking a little confused. He surveyed the hall as if that would help him pinpoint the source of Elle’s distraction. His gaze fell on me, and my cheeks burned.

      No matter how hard I tried, even the barest glance from him sent me back to eighth grade. It always reminded me that whatever I’d done back then, it had made him refuse to speak to me for three whole years. And now? Somehow I had his complete attention. Then Jason stepped in front of him, blocking my view.

      I gathered the rest of my books and shut my locker. By the time I looked back, Gavin was gone.
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