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HILARIE TOOK ONE, THEN two deep breaths as she looked up at the tall iron gate. She gritted her teeth at the ivy covering the iron rods when the breaths did nothing to slow down her racing pulse. Chill out. You’re just going to school, she thought. But she looked longingly behind her at the church and McDonald’s across the street, tempted to run into one of the buildings. She wasn’t a religious person by any means, but confessing her sins to a judgmental priest sounded more appealing than being among her peers. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. Daily, I fantasize about killing my worthless ex. Usually with a machete, always in excessively painful detail. And she could always go for a Big Mac.

After letting out a third breath, she forced herself to walk through the gate. She stiffened, bracing herself for condoms to hit her back. Fortunately, no objects were thrown at her as she walked between the ridiculously large and well-groomed lawns—seriously, not one blade of brown grass lay in the acres of green—but she did hear a redhead not-so-quietly whisper, “There goes the slut,” to her friend. Before June, Hilarie might have said something to her, but after how much the summer had sucked out of her, she was too tired to do anything except walk past her.

In the center of all the lawns lay a huge, extravagant fountain; the Nine Muses stood in a circle, all of them holding jugs that spouted streams of crystal-clear water. Hilarie glanced at her watch; she had 20 minutes till she had to get to class. Hoping the sound of the water would drown out later whispers of catty girls (and there were bound to be later ones), she sat down on the edge of the fountain and checked her flip-phone for messages.

Will b there soon, Hil baby! Jessica had texted.

You better, Hilarie thought. Jessica had been the one to suggest meeting up before school started. Otherwise, Hilarie would’ve still been in bed, wrapped in her comforter and dread of the slut-shaming she would have to endure. If Jessica was late, Hilarie was so going to kill her.

“Hey.”

She ignored the male voice, playing Tetris on her phone, till she felt someone tug at the straps of her backpack.

“Jesus!” she exclaimed, her phone flying out of her hand. Luckily, she caught it before it could go into the water. She turned, ready to drop a lecture about respecting girls’ boundaries on the guy, but had her breath taken away. The boy was beautiful: sleek, dark brown hair fashioned in an obviously expensive haircut; skin that seemed to have never known a zit or blemish; dazzling green eyes with flecks of gold; and full, pillow-like lips. He had to be a new student because she definitely would’ve recognized that face.

He smirked. “Like what you see?”

Pink filled her cheeks. Was he that cocky and/or was it that obvious she was drooling inside? “Don’t sneak up on a girl like that.”

“You weren’t paying attention.”

“How was I supposed to know you were saying ‘hey’ to me?” She narrowed her eyes at him. He wore a tieless white button-down shirt and vintage pair of Levi’s jeans—so not the school uniform, which for guys was a blue blazer, a black tie, a white dress shirt, black dress pants, and black dress shoes. 

“Was I supposed to say, ‘Hey, girl with the ratty Jansport backpack’?”

She asked through clenched teeth, “What do you want?”

“I just wanted to talk to you.”

She cocked her head. Hardly any guy ever “just wanted to talk” to her. “Are you trying to flirt with me? Word to the wise: don’t insult a girl’s backpack if you want to get under her skirt.”

A corner of his mouth turned up. “I often find people are quick to forgive insults that come from a face like this.”

“God,” she scoffed.

“My name is Eric Lawington.”

“Great,” she said, getting up and walking toward the academy itself, a building that looked like the epitome of Greek architecture with its smooth white marble walls and tall, elaborate Corinthian-style columns.

Sadly, he managed to catch up with her. “Aren’t you going to tell me your name?”

“Yoko Lennon.”

“Oh, come on.”

“You didn’t tell me to give you my real name.”

20 feet away from her, a girl with a diamond bracelet shot her a dirty look and said to her friend, evidently proud owner of a Louis Vuitton handbag, “What is she doing here? I thought she wouldn’t dare come here again after what happened last year.” Beside the girls were two boys typing things on their iPhones. Hilarie heard one of them say, “My friend told me she had three abortions this summer. Once a whore, always a whore, right?”

Hilarie clenched her fists, tempted to smash them into the assholes’ faces. After taking yet another deep breath, she decided to content herself with muttering, “I’m here because I couldn’t stand the terrible thought of spending senior year without you lovely people.”

“What was that?” Eric asked.

You’re still here? Maybe he would leave her alone if he thought she was crazy. “I’m talking to the voices in my head,” she said.

He gave her an infuriating smile. “You’re cute.”

“Why aren’t you wearing the school uniform?” She resisted the urge to scowl at her uniform, which consisted of a blue blazer, a white blouse, a black skirt, knee-high white socks, and black shoes. If she, the scholarship student, disregarded the dress code, she wouldn’t be able to flaunt it without any consequences. 

“I don’t believe in dress codes.”

“Oh, we have a wannabe rebel here.” She glared at his messenger bag—Armani, of course. Literally everyone else’s bags came with pricey designer names at Edith Wharton. She checked her phone and saw that there were no new messages. Where the hell is Jessica?

“Can you give me directions to my first class?” he asked as they went inside.

Though she didn’t feel inclined to help him, she sighed, then said, “Sure.” Perhaps she would be able to send him off in the opposite direction.

“I’m supposed to go to room 107.”

Her fingers went still. “AP English Literature and Composition?”

“Yeah, how did you know?”

“We’re in the same class.” Shit, she thought. Well, at least he wasn’t flinging misogynistic slurs at her (yet) like the rest of the school. With his good looks, he was bound to join the in-crowd, though. And the in-crowd would tell him all the reasons why he had to stay away from a slut like her.

“What a coincidence. We’re going to have so much fun analyzing Great Expectations together.”

When they stepped inside room 107, Hilarie threw her backpack onto a desk in the front row. Of course Eric set his messenger bag on the desk next to hers.

Hilarie texted Jessica, Seriously, WHERE ARE YOU?

Jessica: Sorry, running late! I might miss AP English

Are you saying I got up early for NOTHING?

Sorry, sorry! I’ll make it up 2 u! chipotle 4 lunch? On me ofc

OK. Steak burrito bowl. WITH GUAC.

You’ve got it, Hil baby

Exhaling, Hilarie leaned back against her chair. She loved Jessica, but God, could she be unreliable.

“How do you like the school?” Eric asked.

It’s hell. “It’s got its ups and downs.”

“That sounds like a diplomatic answer.”

She stared at his face, the smile on that oh-so kissable mouth. “You really shouldn’t be talking to me.”

“Why?” he asked, sounding amused.

She mock-whispered, “I’m the school slut.”

He laughed. “What? If I touch you, will I get syphilis?”

“Maybe.”

“Oh my God, my sister’s sweet eighteen was amazing,” a girl with pink streaks in her black hair said to her companions as she walked into the room. “She arrived in the most fabulous carriage, had fire-eaters from Morocco do tricks for her, and had Lady Gaga and Britney Spears sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her.”

“Did you go to Jason’s brother’s twenty-first b-day bash?” a boy with a basketball in his hands said to a group of boys who were hanging on to his every word. “Man, if you didn’t, you missed something sick! He had Miss January and Miss May wrestle each other – in the mud! Dude, it was so hot – especially since they were tearing off each other’s lingerie.”

“The summer internship at Italian Vogue was the best experience of my life,” a girl with perfectly straight auburn hair said to the circle of classmates surrounding her. “I learned so much about working for a fashion magazine. Plus –” She winked. “–I got to meet some sexy Italian boys.”

Wow, sounds like they had amazing summers. Hilarie thought about her own summer: attending a funeral and working as a waitress at a coffee shop. Fun.

“I went to Paris,” Eric said. “Bought the finest clothes and ate the best food.”

Hilarie couldn’t tell if he was serious or making fun of their classmates. “Oh,” she said.

“What did you do over the summer?”

“Nothing.”

“So what—?”

The bell rang before Eric could finish his question.  Ten seconds later, Mr. Gallagher walked into the classroom.

“Good morning, class,” he said. “Sorry for being late or for most of you, sorry for showing up at all.” A few students laughed politely. “There was a little accident in the parking lot. Don’t worry, no one got hurt, but someone’s helicopter did suffer a bit of damage, so I had to help the principal persuade the helicopter-owner to not sue the school. Anyway, let’s start –”

He was interrupted by the entrance of a tardy student. 

“Sorry, Mr. Gallagher, but my limo driver got stuck in traffic.”

A chill went up Hilarie’s spine. She knew the owner of the deep drawl all too well. Even without turning around, she could see every detail on his face: the lonely freckle on his nose, the twinkle in his dark blue eyes, the tiny scar next to his thin lips, and the soft blond hair that always smelled like papaya. 

Timothy Buck, her ex-boyfriend and the reason why her reputation possessed a big slutty stain, had arrived.

***

[image: ]


AS SOON AS THE BELL rang, Hilarie ran out of the room. She couldn’t believe she had to be in the same room as Timothy Buck for five days a week. How could she concentrate on writing in-class essays on poetry with the boy who had soiled her name sitting behind her? 

And to think I ever thought he loved me. Someone who had truly loved her wouldn’t have told the whole school such filthy lies about her. Someone who had truly loved her wouldn’t have just stood there as her classmates had done everything possible to make her high school life hell.

The stolen clothes, the torn textbooks, the dirty graffiti... The list of crimes committed against her went on and on.

And Timothy Buck, the boy who had claimed he loved her, had never lifted a finger to stop any of them.

“Hey, are you okay?” Eric asked, again managing to match her pace without the slightest hint of difficulty.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” She looked at him. “And didn’t I tell you that you shouldn’t talk to me?”

“I do a lot of things I shouldn’t.” 

“Are you following me?” she asked.

“I think this is the way to my next class.”

“Are you in AP Calculus AB second period?”

A grin. “Yeah.” 

“Of course,” she muttered.

“You know you’re excited at the thought of evaluating limits with me.”

Why did he make that sound so dirty?

“I’m having a masquerade ball at my house tonight,” he said.

She blinked. “Okay.”

“I want you to come.” 

Again, his words sounded like a double entendre. “Sorry, but I have other obligations,” she said. Like working instead of relying on my rich daddy.

“No, you don’t.”

“I don’t care if you believe me or not. I’m not going to your party.”

“Masquerade ball.”

“Whatever.”

She took the last empty seat in the front row before he could respond.

***
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HILARIE DIDN’T SEE Eric in her next two classes; she could study AP Statistics and AP Environmental Science without his presence. 

When Hilarie walked out of Environmental Science, she received a pleasant surprise.

“Hilarie!”

She turned around and saw her best friend. “Jessica!” she shouted, running to hug her friend. Then she remembered this morning. She slapped Jessica’s arm. “Where were you?”

“First, that hurt,” Jessica said, rubbing her arm. “And second, sorry. My mom had to find her diamond bracelet, making us late for our flight and wait three hours for the next one.” She held up two bags. “But I got us Chipotle.”

“I accept your apology,” Hilarie said, taking a bag. “How was Bermuda?”

“It was gorgeous.” Jessica put on a fresh coat of strawberry lip gloss as she gave a wink. “But nothing compared to Bermudan boys.”

“Let me guess, you hooked up with one of them?”

“Three.”

Hilarie whistled. “Impressive.”

“What do you think of my tan?” Jessica asked, touching her perfectly bronzed cheek.

“You look even more gorgeous.” Hilarie always felt a little homely in Jessica’s presence, for Jessica had silky black hair that boys would die for the chance to run their fingers through, plump lips that shined of strawberry lip gloss, and stunning eyes that were the color of dark chocolate.

“Thank you, dear.” Jessica nudged Hilarie. “Hey, did you see the new kid? Wow, he’s hot.”

“Brown hair, green eyes?” A perpetually self-satisfied look on his face?

“Yeah. Have you met him?”

“He’s in our English class. He seems like a douche.”

“All the hot ones do.”

“Oh, guess who else is in our English class?”

“Who?”

Hilarie answered, “Timothy. Fucking. Buck.”

Jessica became white with anger. “You have to be fucking kidding me.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“How do you think Mr. Gallagher would react if I stab Timothy in the middle of class? I can tell him it’s my interpretation of The Tragedy of Julius Caesar.”

“Hmm, my gut tells me he won’t be okay with that.”

Jessica let out a breath. “Well, I have the rest of the year to figure out how to make Buck suffer.” She then said, “I still can’t believe what he did to you.”

Hilarie bit her lip as she recalled her ex saying, “What? The baby’s totally not mine, man! The whore must have cheated on me.” In a quiet voice, she said, “Me neither.”

Jessica put her arm around Hilarie’s shoulders. “Want to go eat this Chipotle?”

Hilarie summoned a smile. “Yes.”
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​Cinderella
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THE REST OF THE SCHOOL day went well. Jessica turned out to be in Hilarie’s last two classes, AP European History and Art. During Art, they had fun rolling their eyes at classmates who threw splotches of paint at canvases and dared to call them abstract masterpieces. Some of Edith Wharton Academy’s students proved that all the money in the world couldn’t buy you talent.

“Need a ride to work?” Jessica asked Hilarie after school.

“Nah, I can just walk,” Hilarie said.

“You sure? Because if you want a ride, there’s more than enough room in my limousine.”

A limousine? Sometimes, Hilarie forgot just how wealthy Jessica was, that she was the only middle-class person—the sole scholarship student—at Edith Wharton. But who could blame her? Hilarie had known Jessica since they were nine, years before Jessica’s father had become a multimillionaire. She had known Jessica when she’d shopped at JCPenney, way before she’d started swiping her American Express black card at Neiman Marcus; when Jessica’s family had lived in the one-story house next door, and not in a mansion with an indoor swimming pool and a movie theater.

“No thanks,” Hilarie said. “I don’t want you to contribute more to global warming for my sake.”

“Global warming is a myth invented by Al Gore,” Jessica said.

“That’s not what they teach you in AP Environmental Science.”

“Screw Environmental Science. Physics is the only science that matters.”

“Okay, Sheldon Cooper.”

Jessica swatted Hilarie’s arm. “You know it bugs the hell out of me when you compare me to that socially inept and egotistical nerd.”

Hilarie grinned. “That’s why I do it.”

“You sure you don’t want a ride?”

“I’m sure.”

“Suit yourself,” Jessica said with a shrug. “See you later. Have fun serving coffee and wiping tables.”

“Bye, Jess.”

Hilarie headed to The Bean, the coffee shop she worked at. A sigh of contentment left her lips. People always complained about the suburbs, and how they were boring and a sea of architectural monotony, but not her. She loved Middleson and how quiet it was. So what if it wasn’t exactly a hotbed of culture and you usually couldn’t distinguish one house from another? She wouldn’t trade peace and feeling safe when walking alone for a vibrant nightlife and magnificent skyscrapers. Rows of personality-free white houses and a nonexistent art scene were fine with her.

“Hello, my punctual employee,” Mr. Chang said when she walked into his coffee shop.

“Hi, boss,” she said, going behind the counter to take off her blazer and put on an apron. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Today’s been kind of slow, but I finished Twilight. It’s not as bad as everyone says.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Chang.”

“I’ve told you a hundred times to call me Tony.”

“It’s just too weird.”

“It’s not. Say it with me. To—”

“Mr. Chang.”

He exhaled. “Do what you will.”

She glanced at The Bean’s four small tables, all of which were empty. “Has it been like this all day?”

“There were two teens who came in this morning. They left without buying anything when I told them I didn’t make Frappuccinos.” He ran a hand through his short black hair, his brown eyes on Hilarie. “How are you?”

“Good.”

“Sorry I’m late, dears!” Alabama, the second of The Bean’s two employees, said as she came in through the door. Her face was red and beads of sweat streamed down the side of her head. “Traffic was so awful that I had to get out of the cab and run here to make sure I wasn’t an hour late!” 

Mr. Chang snorted. “Traffic in the suburbs? If you’re going to make an excuse, at least come up with a plausible one. But Alabama, you know I don’t give a damn about punctuality.”

“Oh.” Alabama shrugged. “I overslept.”

“It’s four in the afternoon,” Mr. Chang said.

“I was sleeping off a hangover.”

Mr. Chang blinked, unfazed. Alabama was open about her adoration for a good Long Island iced tea in the morning. “I need to make you some of my detox tea.”

Alabama wrinkled her nose. “No thanks. I’d rather drink sewage.”

“You’re lucky I have an easygoing attitude and no customers at the moment,” he said.

“Oh, shush.” Then Alabama brushed a few strands of red hair away from her hazel eyes as she turned to Hilarie. “How are you, dear?” she asked, embracing her coworker. “Your first day of school went all right?”

“Wasn’t worse than usual,” Hilarie said.

“Are people still being mean to you?”

“Well, they’re not exactly friendly.” An understatement, Hilarie thought.

“They’re just jealous of your beauty.”

Hilarie smiled. Alabama was like a sweet grandmother from a fairy tale with her wrinkles, the mixture of red and gray in her hair, and the way she always smelled of chocolate chip cookies. But you knew she had a bit of a wild side when she opened her mouth and you could smell the never-absent liquor on her breath. “Whatever you say.”

Mr. Chang tapped Alabama on the shoulder as two men wearing black berets and holding slim volumes of Whitman’s poetry stepped inside the place. “Don’t say anything bad about my tea,” he whispered.

“How about your coffee?” she asked.

He narrowed his eyes. “Just get to work.”

***
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THE NEXT FEW HOURS at The Bean were busier, but only slightly. The black berets stayed at The Bean for over two hours, but only ordered a cup of black coffee each as they discussed the genius of Whitman at length. “I was going to punch them if they said the phrase ‘celebration of humanity’ one more time,” Alabama muttered after they left. Then a greasy-haired twentysomething in skinny jeans came into the shop but walked out as soon as Mr. Chang told him The Bean didn’t sell carrot-cinos. “Why would you put coffee in a carrot?” Mr. Chang exclaimed. “I don’t understand this generation at all!”

An hour before Hilarie’s shift ended, Alabama sat down at one of The Bean’s tables (which were all empty), giving a dramatic sigh. “I don’t understand why you don’t get more customers,” she said. “Your coffee’s not that bad.”

“Thanks for the glowing praise,” Mr. Chang said flatly. He glared at the business across the street. “That damn Starbucks! So what if their coffee is cheaper? At least my stuff is fair trade and organic!”

“Yeah!” Hilarie pumped her fist. “Ethical products!”

“Hil!”

Hilarie looked up from wiping a table. “Jess, what are you doing here?” she asked, gaping at the gorgeous silver silk dress her best friend was wearing. “And in that outfit?”

“Why, Cinderella, I came to see if you were up for going to a masquerade ball tonight.”

“Tell me you’re not talking about the ball thrown by the new kid.”

“I could, but I would be lying.”

“No thanks.”

“But I hear the ball’s going to be freaking amazing!”

“Then go by yourself.”

“No!” Jessica exclaimed, clutching Hilarie’s arm. “I need you to come with me! You’re the only person from Edith Wharton I even remotely like!”

“Why would you go to a party full of people you hate?”

“Unlimited amounts of free alcohol.”

“You’re rich,” Hilarie said. “You can buy your own drinks.”

“Not true! My dad’s become paranoid ever since he found those bottles of gin in my bedroom!”

“Good. Gin ruins your health.”

“Please come with me.”

“No, I don’t want to. Besides, my shift doesn’t end until—”

Jessica held a hand up. “Hey, Tony!”

He lifted an eyebrow at Jessica. “Hello, Jess.”

“Mind if I take Hilarie off your hands?”

“Go ahead.  I don’t anticipate a last-minute rush of customers.” He let out a breath. “Thank God I was a frugal investment banker for fifteen years before going into the coffee shop business. If I didn’t save up all that money, I would’ve surrendered to Starbucks already.”

“As opposed to surrendering to Starbucks six months from now,” Alabama said.

“Hey, if The Bean goes, your job goes too, you know,” Mr. Chang said.

“Mr. Chang, I don’t need to leave—” Hilarie said.

He waved his hand. “Go. Have fun. You’re only young once.”

“But—”

“Bye, Mr. Chang and Alabama!” Jessica interrupted, taking Hilarie’s hand and running out the door before Hilarie could utter another syllable.

“Enjoy your night, dears!” Alabama called after them cheerfully.

The minute Hilarie and Jessica stepped into the cool September air, Hilarie yanked her hand out of Jessica’s grasp and said, “What the hell? You know this party is going to suck for me. Have you forgotten that everyone at school looks down on me like I’m some gonorrhea-infected cockroach?”

“Don’t be so negative,” Jessica chided. 

“Easy for you to say.”

“Come on, we’re going to have fun.”

“Maybe you will, but I certainly won’t. God, I don’t even have a stupid mask.”

“No problem. The new kid will provide every guest with one.”

“How do you know that?”

“Facebook, duh. Why are you never on social media?”

“Because I’d rather read a book than someone’s status about getting shit-faced at a party.”

“Let’s get in the car.”

The “car” turned out to be Jessica’s long, black limousine. Hilarie whistled at the sight of it. She’d always heard Jessica talk about it, but she’d never actually seen it—and certainly never taken a ride in it.

“This thing better run on water or some other renewable resource that doesn’t cause air pollution,” Hilarie said.

“Sorry, this baby consumes Earth-killing fossil fuels.”

“You’re an awful human being.”

“I know,” Jessica said, shoving Hilarie into the limo.

“You owe me for going to this party.”

“Fine. I’ll buy you two burritos from Chipotle.”

“Three. With guacamole.”

“Deal.” Jessica reached under her seat and pulled out a shopping bag. “Hey, I have something for you.”

“What?”

“This,” Jessica answered, revealing a beautiful dress.

Hilarie had to repress a gasp; the dress was that gorgeous. It was made out of yellow silk, had straps as thin as wisps of smoke, and had a train that cascaded down like a golden waterfall.

“It’s a Valentino,” Jessica bragged.

“Why are you giving me this?”

“Because you can’t go to a masquerade ball dressed in your work clothes. Do you know how much that would embarrass me?”

Hilarie rolled her eyes. “You would practically die of shame.”

“Exactly. Now put the dress on.” Jessica snapped her fingers toward the front of the limo. “Start driving, Jeff. And you better keep your eyes on the road and not on my friend as she changes.”

Jeff, a thirty-something man, sighed as he placed his key in the ignition. “You know I wouldn’t peek at a lady while she’s changing, Miss Tian,” he said, narrowing his violet eyes at Jessica's reflection in the rear-view mirror. “I’m a gentleman.” 

“Yeah, right, perv. And again, keep your eyes on the road!” Jessica said. “And God, could you drive faster? A little old grandma would beat you in a race.” 

Jeff ran a hand through his black hair, letting out an exasperated breath. “You’re such a spoiled brat. Why do I work for you?” 

The corners of Jessica’s mouth turned up as she playfully swatted her chauffeur’s shoulder. “Because you hold a special affection for me. And my parents pay you a handsome salary.” 

“Both true.” He tipped his hat toward Hilarie. “Nice to meet you, Miss Hilarie.”

“Nice to meet you too, Jeff.”

“I swear on my soul that I won’t take a peek while you change. Even if I was a lustful being, I would rather  poke my eyes out than be a peeping Tom.”

“I trust you.”

“You shouldn’t,” Jessica whispered.

“I heard that!” Jeff exclaimed.

“Whatever.” Jessica opened the mini-fridge next to her. “Want something to drink, Hil?”
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