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      For Little Ty, who is precious exactly the way he is.
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      The house was so quiet my footsteps echoed on the tile. My phone was just as silent in my hand. I kept waiting for a call. A text. Something. But I was running out of time. I pulled open the front door and walked onto the porch.

      How could both my parents forget my last first day of school? Last year, Mom rolled out a breakfast buffet for my older sister, Ginger, and had her stand on the porch for a picture while tears rolled down my mom’s cheeks.

      But today? My last first day?

      Crickets.

      I had a contraband pop tart in my backpack for breakfast to prove it.

      To be fair, my mom was in LA with my little sisters while they filmed their first movie, and my dad was working, but I hadn’t even gotten a text message. No requests for so much as a selfie.

      Just for myself, I extended my phone and turned the camera on me. After tucking a loose red curl behind my ear, I smiled for the picture. I didn’t want to remember this day as the one when my parents forgot about me. As the confirmation that I would always be less important than my sisters. But so far, we weren’t off to a great start.

      Not only was it weird to drive without my sister at my side, but I also took Mom’s minivan. She got a brand-new car to shuttle the twins around, and I inherited the “mom car,” which wouldn’t have been bad at all if the rest of my classmates weren’t driving sports cars. The second I reached the school and looked around the Emerson Academy parking lot, I could tell it would be a horrible first day—if not, year.

      I pulled into my designated spot farther from the building—my parents hadn’t paid extra for a closer spot—and looked around for my friend Nadira. Unfortunately, her car was one I didn’t see. I sent her a text telling her I’d meet her inside and got out of the van.

      The sun shone brightly in my face outside of the tinted windows. At least the weather was nice, but then again, it usually was in our part of California. I saw a girl from the basketball team leaning against a car’s bumper with her boyfriend and waved. She grinned back and wiggled her fingers at me before getting lost in him again.

      I wished I had a guy to walk inside with me. Maybe this would be my year for romance. My sister Ginger had met her boyfriend after second semester started, and they were still completely in love.

      Feeling a little more hopeful, I readjusted my backpack and continued toward the doors. The loud guffaws of stupid guys sounded a few feet behind me, but I ignored them. No doubt freshman boys discovering their armpits could make fart sounds.

      “Stop, please,” a girl’s voice said, and my stomach went cold. I turned on the spot to see Ryker Dugan and a group of football players surrounding Faith Kelley.

      My blood boiled as I watched his friends pretend to corral her like a cow while Ryker sat back and laughed.

      “Get out of the chute, heifer,” his friend Grant said.

      She fell to her knees amidst their prodding. Of course no one in the parking lot did or said anything. Ryker was the king of this school. Senior wide receiver, rich as the dessert aisle at my parents’ store, and hotter than sin.

      I’d spent the last year watching him bully my sister and wishing I could do something to stop him. But Ginger always stood up for herself. When he said something mean, she fought back harder. Faith was too nice, and they were crushing her.

      I dropped my backpack to the ground, my fists clenching, and stormed up to them. “Stop it!” I yelled forcefully. “Now.”

      Ryker turned his gray eyes lazily on me, his lips forming a perfectly pouty smirk. “Who’s going to make us?”

      This close to him, I realized how much taller he was than me. At least six inches, which was rare considering I stood at five-nine. Still, I put my hands on my hips and stared him in the eyes. “Me.”

      He laughed, a deep, derisive belly laugh that his friends echoed.

      My cheeks got hot, and I wished more than anything my light skin didn’t show my blush so quickly.

      Ryker took another step forward, then another, so his face was only inches from mine, but I didn’t step back. I wasn’t going to be just another girl to back down from his power trip. This was ending, and it was ending now.

      His head lowered, and his eyes flicked from mine to my mouth. My stomach swooped in response, then my lips curled in disgust at him and myself. Ryker might have been attractive, but he was ugly inside.

      Those full lips parted, and my breath caught in my chest. What was he doing?

      He bypassed my mouth and leaned in, his breath teasing my ear. “You think you’re going to save her? Who’s going to save you?”

      I sneered, stepping back from him. “I am.”

      His eyes danced, lighting for the first time since I’d seen him that morning. I looked away from him, breaking the spell, and met Faith’s scared eyes instead.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I told her, reaching for her hand.

      Ryker put his hand on my arm. “You sure you want to start this battle?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “No, I’m starting a war.”
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      I yanked my arm from Ryker’s grip and made sure I had a good hold on Faith’s hand before marching away. His friends might have been laughing, and I might have felt his eyes on my back, but I was so mad I could have boiled water for a thousand of my mom’s organic food recipes.

      “Um, Cori?” Faith whispered.

      “What?” I snapped, still fuming.

      “You’re hurting my hand.”

      “Oh!” I instantly dropped her fingers and cringed as she shook out her hand. “Sorry, Faith.”

      She shrugged, hooking her fingers through her backpack straps. “I should be thanking you.” She held her chin high, but I could see the tremble in her lips. It brought my anger back full force.

      We reached the spot where I’d dropped my backpack, and I bent, swinging it over my shoulder. “Those guys are jerks, Faith. Karma will get them, and if not, I will.”

      Shaking her head quickly, she said, “No. You shouldn’t have done anything. Now we both have targets on our backs.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m fat with red hair. I don’t know how much more of a target I could be.” I stepped from the asphalt onto the cement curb leading up to our school. The imposing façade and the Latin words inscribed over the doorway stared back at me. Ad Meliora. Toward better things.

      Everyone at Emerson Academy was expected to do incredible things with their lives. My eight-year-old twin sisters were already on their way toward becoming famous actresses. Ginger was now at the most prestigious film school in the country. How could I ever measure up?

      “Still,” Faith argued, going up the steps to the school right beside me, “your life’s going to get harder. Did you really want to sign up for a year of his torture?”

      “I watched that guy pick on my sister every day last year. He’s a coward. She just mouthed off back, and that was it. It’s all a game to him, and he’s not used to losing.”

      Faith shook her head. “He’s just as bad as the IT girls.”

      My eyebrows came together. “IT girls?”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she muttered something I couldn’t make out.

      “What?” I asked, entering the crowded entrance hall.

      “It’s just what I call Isabella and Tatiana in my head.” She fluttered her lashes, barely meeting my eyes, then looked down.

      She was so self-conscious. Her size and acne didn’t help anything. I couldn’t imagine what those guys calling her a cow earlier had done for her self-esteem. I knew from personal experience it was hard to be a big girl at Emerson Academy, even after my sister and her friends had started the Curvy Girl Club, owning their fatness instead of all the people who had picked on them.

      But you couldn’t let people control what you did or didn’t do because of your size. There was always a way to make your assets work for you. What was a liability in the social realm quickly became my biggest advantage on the basketball court. Because of my size, I could push my way around opponents and be one of the best rebounders and highest scorers on the team.

      Besides, IT girls was a pretty funny name for the two girls who thought they ran the school. “I like it,” I told Faith. “I’m going to use it.”

      Her smile spread as she came to a stop in front of a locker. “It’s not trademarked or anything.”

      I chuckled. “Maybe you should trademark it.” I nodded toward the navy lockers. “This you?”

      She nodded, and she looked like she wanted to say something more.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      She lifted a corner of her lips. “I was just thinking... it would be cool if someone finally put Ryker in his place. Then this year might not be so awful.”

      I wasn’t planning on backing down on my promise to him. Not one bit. “Let me know if he bothers you again,” I said and waved goodbye.

      “See you around,” she said, turning to her locker and spinning the dial.

      I needed to find my own locker. It was down a different hallway, but I hadn’t taken the time to find it or try my combination at the Academy’s open house. I started down the east wing toward the athletes’ lockers. They kept us closer to the gym so we could get to practice on time.

      “Cori!” Nadira called from behind me.

      A sense of relief washed over me as I turned to see my best friend. She wrapped her arms around me, her bushy hair scratching my cheek.

      “You have the worst timing,” I told her. As we walked to my locker, I filled her in on everything that happened this morning.

      She leaned against the locker next to mine and said, “How have you already had a full-on face-off the first day of school? All I’ve done so far is forget my retainer and eat a bagel.”

      I laughed. “I’ll trade you.” I tried my combination for the third time and let out a frustrated groan. “Seriously?”

      Nadira stuck out her hand. “Give me your code.”

      I handed her the crumpled paper with the numbers and stepped back as she worked her magic. For whatever reason, she’d always been better than me at the get-your-life-together kind of thing, despite forgetting her retainer.

      Once she had the door open, she said, “Who’s your first hour?”

      “Aris,” I said, rolling my eyes toward the ceiling. “I hate calculus.” I reached into my bag and began unpacking notebooks into the empty locker. Once I found the paper that had my schedule, I passed it to her. “What classes do we have together?”

      “Second hour health...Sullivan for current events...Ryker...”

      My eyebrows came together as I zipped up my bag. “Ryker? Why are you bringing him up again?”

      A low voice hummed behind me. “Maybe because I’m the fantasy of every girl in this school.”

      I closed my eyes, already picturing his stupid beautiful face. Of course Nadira had gone silent, leaving me to fend for myself.

      “You’re in my way,” he said.

      I rounded on him, ready to put him in his place for the second time today. “This is my locker.”

      He inclined his head toward Nadira. “I was talking to the firehouse dog.”

      My mouth fell open. Was he seriously calling Nadira out for her skin condition? She had been diagnosed with vitiligo our freshman year and had struggled constantly with her self-esteem since then. It was one thing to pick on someone’s weight, but making fun of their skin color? How dare he. “You low-life piece of—”

      “Cori,” Nadira said. “Come on, let’s go.”

      She began tugging me away, but I pulled back and looked Ryker square in the face. “It is on.”

      His eyes lit with glee. “I’d ask if you’re ready to lose, but I watched you play basketball last year. I’d say you’re used to it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I might be used to losing, but it should be fun watching your first time.”

      Ryker came forward, his lips curling into a daunting smile. “I never lose.” He reached out and tucked a curl behind my ear. “But I’ll have fun watching you try to get on top.” He winked.

      “You’re disgusting.” I pushed his hand away and followed Nadira down the hallway, planning my revenge the entire way.
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      Senior year at Emerson Academy was no joke. By lunchtime, I’d already been assigned calculus homework, a research paper for health class, reading for British literature, and a pencil drawing for art class. How I was going to manage this, I had no idea.

      With my backpack feeling significantly heavier than it had at the beginning of the day, I made my way to the cafeteria. Seeing my friends and not risking another homework assignment was my favorite part of the day.

      After loading my tray, I scanned the tables and found Nadira sitting with our friend Desirae. Des sang the national anthem before almost every Academy sporting event because her voice was just that good and our school wanted to show her off. Where I was tall and stout, she was short and curvy thanks to her Hispanic roots. Ever since freshman year, the three of us had been inseparable.

      I took my tray and sat beside Des. “Please tell me we have a class together after lunch.”

      She finished sipping Diet Coke through her straw and turned to me. “Where are you doing your service hours?”

      “With the second-grade gym class.”

      She frowned. “You got stuck with those germ factories?”

      I snorted. “I’m actually kind of excited.”

      Both she and Nadira gave me a skeptical look.

      “Come on,” I argued. “A few hours playing games once a week can’t be that bad. Where are you volunteering?”

      Nadira picked at her food. “I’m helping Mr. Aris with grading freshman work.”

      Des gave her a teasing grin. “That’s your dream come true, right? More math?”

      Nadira rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry some of us actually like math.”

      “Uh huh,” Desirae said, seeming skeptical. “I’m playing piano at the hospital.”

      “That should be good for you,” I said encouragingly. “Do you think they’ll let you sing?”

      She shrugged. “We’ll see. Maybe I could even record it and add it to my YouTube channel.”

      “You have a channel?” I opened the app on my phone and clicked on the search bar. “What’s your handle?”

      “To be determined. I’m still setting it up,” she explained, tipping my phone back down. “What about current events? Are you in that?”

      “Seventh hour,” I said.

      She rubbed my shoulder. “Yes!”

      I grinned and began digging into my lunch. During basketball season, I stuck to our school’s “hEAlthy” menu, but in the off-season, all bets were off. Besides, with how healthily my mom cooked and the massive amount of frozen casseroles she’d left for Dad and me, I needed a little trans-fat in my life.

      Nadira leaned across the table, closer to us. “Ryker is totally staring at you.”

      She was obviously talking to me. And me, being the idiot I was, turned to meet his slate-gray eyes. His lips instantly quirked like I’d fallen straight into his trap, and he wiggled his fingers in a wave.

      I rolled my eyes, just as frustrated as the girl next to him who he was ignoring. Just another of the airheads who rolled their uniform skirts up three times and somehow got away with it. Ryker hooked his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, nibbling on her ear while looking at me.

      Feeling the small amount of food I’d eaten threaten to come up, I turned back to the girls. “He is so repulsive.”

      Nadira rolled her eyes. “Well, you basically guaranteed you’d be his target the entire year.”

      Des’s eyes ping-ponged between the two of us. “Okay, what did I miss?”

      By the time we filled her in, Des was not only disgusted with Ryker, but also seemed concerned. “Cori, you know how he treated Ginger.”

      “She handled it,” I said. I didn’t like everyone bringing up my big sister like some kind of victim. Ginger was one of the strongest people I knew.

      “He made her miserable,” Des said. “Remember how much happier she got when Ray started walking her into school so Ryker couldn’t bully her anymore?”

      “That might have something to do with the fact that Ray’s completely hot,” I pointed out, staring at my food. Suddenly, preservatives and refined sugar weren’t looking so appetizing.

      “Cori,” Nadira said. “Girls like us don’t stand a chance against guys like him.”

      “Girls like us?” I challenged, lifting my chin. “What are you trying to say?”

      Des put her hand gently on my arm. “We’re trying to say that we care about you. Just...give it a few days to simmer, and if you want to call a full-on war, then we can get the tanks together.”

      Nadira nodded. “Please?”

      I could see the fear in her eyes. Ryker’s comment earlier had totally shaken her up. And if I was being honest, Ryker, who was currently occupied with shoving his tongue down that girl’s throat in the middle of the lunchroom, had set me on edge as well. Maybe it would be better to let the vendetta rest.

      The lunch bell rang, and we all parted ways to our separate classes. English composition brought another homework assignment, but my spirits felt light as I made my way to current events with Mr. Sullivan. At least I’d be seeing Des in that class.

      But when I walked through the door, Mr. Sullivan pulled me aside. His mustache wobbled as he said, “Mrs. Bardot would like to see you in her office.”

      “College counseling already?” I asked, disappointed. Aside from having no clue what I wanted out of my future, I really wanted to catch up with Des and hear more about the YouTube channel she was setting up. Maybe I could give her some ideas on songs to cover.

      Mr. Sullivan shrugged. “Not sure what the meeting regards, but nonetheless...” He made a shooing motion with his hands.

      “I’m going, I’m going,” I said, turning around. The hallways were nearly empty now, and it felt weird not seeing Pixie Adler as hall monitor anymore since she graduated. There didn’t seem to be anyone out and about now to watch the halls. I wonder if they had just accepted that they’d never find someone as good as Pixie and given up on the whole institution of hall monitor.

      Mrs. Bardot’s door came up on my right, but when I rounded the doorway, there were already people inside. “Sorry,” I said, backing away, then my eyebrows drew together. Why were Nadira and Des in there?

      I bumped into someone behind me and turned to see Adriel Pruitt, another girl in my grade. We had a couple of classes together.

      “Sorry,” I rushed out.

      She gave me an easy smile. “No big deal. Just got called to Birdie’s office.”

      “I did too.” What was going on here?

      “Shall we?” she asked.

      Dumbly, I nodded, following her the last few steps into Mrs. Bardot’s office. Her finch, Ralphie, tweeted wildly at all the guests, and Nadira giggled at him, putting her finger close to the cage.

      “It’s okay, Ralphie,” she cooed.

      My eyes were on Mrs. Bardot, though. She stood at the side of her desk. “That’s all of us. Please sit, girls.” She ushered us toward the round table in her office.

      My mind spun as I looked at the girls around me. There was Nadira, Des, Faith, Adriel, and me. The only thing we had in common was our larger-than-average size. Suddenly, I felt self-conscious about my waistline and the way my stomach rolled over my thighs as I sat down.

      Mrs. Bardot clasped her fingers, showing her fingernails manicured with pencil and book decorations. “You’re probably wondering why I called you here.”

      Nadira and I glanced at each other out of the corners of our eyes, and I said, “Yes.”

      “I heard about an incident in the parking lot this morning and then again in the hallway, and I have to say, I’m concerned.”

      My mouth fell open. This was not going where it looked like it was. Was this some kind of fat pity party? Mrs. Bardot was a little out there, but she couldn’t be this dense.

      “I have plans to talk to Ryker Dugan about his behavior, but I wanted to make sure you girls were taken care of. That you had a place to feel understood.”

      I glanced at Adriel across the table, who just looked confused. Des, on the other hand, had her full lips pursed into a flat line. The only thing I ‘understood’ was that if Mrs. Bardot confronted Ryker, it would seem obvious I’d told on him, even if I hadn’t. Besides—

      Faith cleared her throat. “What happened to Emerson’s ‘zero-tolerance’ policy? Does it not apply to him?”

      Mrs. Bardot wouldn’t meet Faith’s eyes. “Since we didn’t see the incident, it’s hard to make judgements like that. Besides, you girls all know that if it wasn’t him, it would be someone else.” She tapped her fingernails on the laminate tabletop. “Which is why I’m forming a...support group of sorts for you ladies.”

      My lips parted. I couldn’t have heard her right.

      “It’s a trial run, but I want you to meet every Thursday for lunch. Mr. Davis has happily offered up the AV storage room as a private place for you to meet.”

      A tight ball of anger formed in my chest. “I’m not doing this.”

      Mrs. Bardot raised her eyebrows. “Is that so? Your parents already agreed it was a great idea.” She leaned forward, leveling with me. “Look, worst case scenario, you get a private, catered lunch once a week.”

      “Catered?” Adriel said.

      I shot her a look, and she pressed her lips together.

      “This is profiling, you know,” I said.

      “I know,” Mrs. Bardot replied. “Your commonalities are exactly why I brought you together.”

      I looked desperately to Nadira and Desirae. Nadira always followed the rules, but maybe Des would speak up.

      “How long do we have to do it for?” Desirae asked, then glanced at me, responding to my shocked look. “Let’s just get it over with.”

      I settled back in my chair, folding my arms over my chest.

      Mrs. Bardot looked from Desirae to me. “For the rest of the semester, and potentially the year.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Desirae said, “Deal.”
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      Since I didn’t have basketball practice after school, Dad asked if I would help stock for an hour or two at the store before heading home for dinner. I wouldn’t turn down a chance to hang out with his new cute stock boy, Knox.

      Driving up to Ripe, my parents’ health food store, felt just as much like going home. I pulled the minivan into the parking lot and stared up at the big sign with a flashing neon banana. Ever since Ginger recovered from a near deadly case of pneumonia, this store had been their life’s mission. That, and keeping her safe.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and stepped into the warm evening air. The lot was nearly full around me, which meant there would be plenty of work to do. The automatic doors slid open for me, and the main cashier, Janet, looked away from her current customer and grinned. “Hi, Cori!”

      I smiled and waved so she could get back to checking out her customer, then started down aisle three, lined with organic coffee blends and cannisters of teas and herbs. Another aisle passed by with bulk offerings of grains and rice, then I reached the door that said EMPLOYEES ONLY.

      The big storage room was filled with boxes, and I found my dad bent over a stack, loading them onto a cart to stock on the shelves.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said.

      He looked at me over his shoulder. “Hey, kid. Glad you made it.” The look of relief on his face was hard to miss. It almost made me forgive him for forgetting my first day of school.

      “Busy day?” I asked.

      He nodded. “You have no idea. Knox is slammed, the butcher counter’s almost completely empty, and Janet hasn’t had a break since lunch.”

      “Oof.” I reached for a box and said, “I’ve got it back here. Why don’t you let Janet tap out?”

      “You’re a godsend.” He kissed the top of my head.

      I smiled and got to work loading the boxes. This was a great workout, but not quite challenging enough to keep my mind off the day. Ryker had already messed up my senior year, and it was only the first day. What would come on day two? Day fifty?

      Shaking my head, I stacked the final box. I’d survived a summer watching my big sister waste away in a hospital bed. I’d taken on girls even bigger than me on the court. No way would some spoiled, promiscuous rich kid make me back down.

      With a little more force than necessary, I shoved the cart to get it rolling, and a box fell off. I may have let out a few cuss words as I bent to grab the box and all the cans that had spilled out of it.

      A chuckle sounded and I looked up to see Knox, the beautiful, completely off-limits college guy my dad had hired to help stock the store.

      “Struggling?” he asked as he bent to help me clean up.

      My cheeks heated. “Only a little bit.”

      He grabbed the rest of the cans in his big hands and stood. I got up as well, dusting off my jeans. “Thank you,” I said.

      “No problem.” He grinned, flashing a set of teeth that had to be his orthodontist’s best work. “What aisle are you working? Maybe I can join you.”

      “Seventeen,” I answered. “But my dad would probably have your head—or your job—for spending too much time with me.” With how attractive he was, I couldn’t tell which was worse.

      He snorted. “Maybe if the store weren’t completely packed right now. He won’t even notice.”

      “True.” A smile spread on my lips, but I tried to play it cool. “See you in a bit.”

      Maneuvering the cart around customers proved even more of a challenge. I almost ran into two people and lost a few cans on the way. Maybe “struggling” was an understatement.

      Finally, I made it and began loading the cans where they belonged, taking extra care to turn the labels out and line them up with the front of the shelf. Soon, a set of hands began working beside mine, and I glanced over to see Knox in his yellow Ripe shirt.

      “How’s school going?” I asked.

      He looked at me over his extended arm. “No classes on Monday. You?”

      I groaned. “A mountain of homework and an archenemy bent on destroying my life.”

      With a nod, he said, “Impressive. What did you do to earn that?”

      “Homework’s a pretty normal part of the Academy.”

      Laughing, he bent to grab another armful of cans. “I meant the enemy. Did you break someone’s nail?”

      I glared at him but couldn’t keep it up with the playful smile on his face. “I’ll have you know he was asking for it.”

      “He? What did you do to the poor guy?”

      “Didn’t let him pick on a girl because of her weight, and then I got coerced into this weird support group and he won’t stop looking at me.” The words all came out so fast, and when I reached the end of my sentence, I had to take a breath.

      Knox only chuckled softly and said, “You know, when a guy picks on you, it means he likes you.”

      “Oh please.” I rolled my eyes. “Take that sixteenth-century nonsense back to the dark ages. Some girls actually want guys to respect them.”

      “True.” He got out his box-cutter and began breaking down a box. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      A customer wanted to look at the canned vegetables, so we stepped out of the way while the guy weighed his options. Once he had selected with a few cans of hominy, the world’s grossest vegetable, Knox and I set back to work.

      “Maybe you should call Ginger?” Knox suggested.

      “I should,” I agreed. But maybe I didn’t want to. Did I want to admit that I was already in over my head when she’d handled Ryker’s nonsense every day of the year? But then again, desperate times called for desperate measures.
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      The house was empty when I got home, just like it had been when I left. No I’m-sorry-for-forgetting-your-first-day-of-school flowers from Mom in sight. Dad still had another couple hours at the store, and I desperately needed to get a jump on my homework.

      But instead of going to the kitchen table and working on it like I should have, I got out my phone and called my big sister.

      I had an ugly selfie she’d taken on my phone as her contact photo, and it still made me smile. Not as much as hearing her voice, though.

      “Hey, girl, hey,” she said, half-joking, half not. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, you know.” I settled into the comfy recliner in our living room. “Living the glamorous life of an indentured servant slash high school student.”

      She chuckled. “Rough first day?”

      “That’s an understatement. Please tell me yours was better.”

      “Mom only called me twice, and my roommate seems really nice. We’re actually thinking about heading out soon to check out a club here.”

      I tried to ignore the deep ache in my chest at the fact that Mom had remembered Ginger’s first day and not mine. “If our mother knew you were doing that, you’d be dead.”

      Laughing, Ginger said, “That’s why she doesn’t know. Besides, I’m underage. What am I going to do other than rub up with some sweaty people and go home with sticky shoes?”

      “Good point.” I cringed, thinking of the way the floors at Spike, the under-eighteen club in town, were always covered in soda and who knew what else.

      The line was quiet for a moment, something that didn’t usually happen in a conversation between my sister and me.

      Her knowing voice came through the line. “I’m guessing you didn’t call to chastise me about pub crawling.”

      I closed my eyes. How had I been so dumb? I should have just gone to get Birdie when I saw Faith being bullied. Instead, I’d gotten myself in the middle of Faith’s problems and bit off more than I could chew with Ryker. “I had a run-in with Dugan.” Ginger always called him by his last name because she thought it was uglier than his first. Just another form of her rebellion I couldn’t live up to.

      “Did he hurt you? I can call Ray and see if he’d be willing to use a little muscle.”

      “No, no, no.” I sighed, my chest tight. “The last thing I need is to have my future-brother-in-law fighting my battles for me.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Cori, you need to steer clear of him, okay? Walk into the building with Nadira and Des. Even if it means taking a little longer. Ask your teachers to sit you away from him in class. Do you understand? That guy is bad news, and I don’t want you getting caught up in his games.”

      I could hear people talking in the background, and Ginger said something away from the mouthpiece about being there in a second.

      I realized I was already dragging down her first days at college. She should be having the time of her life, not worrying about her little sister or things going on at her old high school. “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I just miss you is all. Go out with your friends, you dirty scoundrel.”

      She seemed uncertain, but finally said, “Okay. I’ll take you out when you guys come to LA?”

      “That sounds good,” I said. I could wait a couple of weeks to pick her brain. After all, how much trouble could I get into anyway? “Love you, Ging.”

      “Love you too.”

      Flipping down the footrest, I got up and went to the kitchen, digging for the bag of chocolate chips my mom always hid in different places. I finally found it stuffed behind the seasonings and brought it to the table.

      I video-chatted Nadira and propped my phone against my stack of books so I could get her help on algebra when I needed it. We mostly worked in silence, aside from the questions I asked every now and then.

      Her mom came into the video screen behind Nadira, and she waved at me. “Hi, Cori! How was the first day?”

      I gave her a look. “You heard about the fat camp, right? It’s even worse that they’re trying to bribe us into it with food.”

      Dr. Harris smiled slightly. “Fellowship is second only to scholarship.” As the dean of Brentwood U’s engineering department, she was always speaking cryptically like that. I wasn’t sure how Nadira understood anything her mom said.

      Nadira looked up at her mom. “Almost finished here.”

      I waved at the screen. “That’s okay. I think I managed at least a B. See you tomorrow, Dir.”

      I hung up the phone and stood from the table. I should have gotten a jump start on my last paper due, but I was tired. Tomorrow would be a new day. A better day.
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      Following Ginger’s advice, I waited in the parking lot until Nadira’s very sensible sedan pulled in, along with Des’s cherry-red convertible. The three of us walked side by side toward the school, and thankfully, Faith was nowhere to be seen. I hoped she’d taken the same precautions to avoid Ryker.

      Not that it would have been necessary. When we passed his tricked-out truck sitting in the front row of the parking lot, he had Isabella pressed up against the fender and his hand dangerously high on her thigh.

      “Ugh,” I said, taking my eyes off that train wreck. “Why do so many girls fall for that?”

      Nadira rolled her eyes. “Tall, dark, and dangerous. It’s a thing.”

      Des shook her head. “You have to admit he’s hot, even if he is a piece of human garbage.”

      I started up the stairs with them. “Thank God I don’t have any classes with him this semester. Hopefully we can keep it that way for the rest of the year.”

      “How did you not wind up with any classes with him?” Nadira asked. “There are only sixty kids in our class.”

      I shrugged. “Guess I’m lucky?” We stopped at the hallway that led off to the athletes’ lockers. “Just like I got lucky not having to see him at the locker today.”

      Des giggled. “I think he’s the one getting lucky.”

      I shoved her shoulder, laughing along. If Nadira’s skin was lighter, her cheeks probably would have been bright red. As it was, she shook her head at us and walked away.

      Des put her arm around my shoulders. “It’s fun corrupting her, yeah?”

      I put my forehead against hers. “Always.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Imagine what we can do with Faith and Adriel with one day a week.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that passed my lips. “Only you would see this forced lunch as a good thing.”

      “Hey.” She shrugged, stepping back and running her hands over her hips. “You don’t get to be this way by turning down catered meals.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If that’s all it took, I’d have bangin’ curves too.”

      “Oh, you do,” she said.

      “I tend to agree.” Ryker’s voice came from behind me.

      My lips parted in shock as he came to stand beside me, slinging his muscled arm over my shoulders like he owned me.

      I shoved it off and stepped closer to Des, my skin prickling. “Not if we were the last two people on earth, Dugan.”

      “We’ll see about that, sweetheart.” He winked and sauntered toward his locker.

      Desirae gave me a look. “You’re turning purple.”

      “And steam’s about to come out of my ears.” I groaned. “I can’t stand him!”

      “Looks like he’s a little fond of you.” She winked at me like he had moments earlier.

      “Get out of here,” I said, starting toward my locker.

      She called after me, “See you later, sweetheart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The speckled tile floor stretched out before me as Nadira and I walked to our first mandatory lunch. In the email Mrs. Bardot sent us, she called it The Curvy Girl Club 2.0. I had to remember to tell Ginger about the cringey name later.

      Nadira nudged my arm. “You okay?”

      I looked back into her deep brown eyes. “I don’t know. This all seems so ridiculous.”

      “It is.” She looped her arm through mine. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t be fun.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you you’re the best?” I asked, my hand on the handle to the AV room.

      “Yeah, just not enough.” She put her hand on top of mine and turned the handle.

      The inside of the AV storage room was lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves of VHS tapes and DVDs, almost like a time capsule. The round table in the middle of the room was absolutely loaded with a catered meal from the fanciest Italian restaurant in town, La Belle. Maybe Birdie really was trying to get on our good side.

      She grinned at us from where she stood behind Faith and Adriel, her hands on their shoulders. Of course, the perpetually late Desirae wasn’t here yet.

      “What are we having?” she asked, coming into the room behind us.

      “A bribe,” I muttered to her.

      “What was that?” Mrs. Bardot said.

      “La Belle,” I said louder, a fake smile on my face.

      Nadira half led, half dragged me to the table, and I took an empty seat by Faith.

      Mrs. Bardot clasped her hands over her chest, grinning proudly. “I hope you girls will find you have more in common than you think. This will be a place for you to share common challenges you might face and delight in your triumphs. And, of course, enjoy delicious food once a week. Any requests for next week?”

      Des lifted her chin. “How about some lobster tail? Seafood is supposed to be good for girls like us. You know, omega-3s and all.”

      “Sure thing,” Birdie said without batting an eye.

      With a smirk, Des said, “Glad to know our tuition’s being put to good use.”

      “Look, I know you don’t want to be here, but we have a donor who wants to support girls like you. Now, each of your parents agreed it would be good for you to be here, so I hope you’ll give it a chance.” Without providing us an opportunity to argue, she breezed out of the room and left us with our tableful of food.

      The awkward silence to end all awkward silences ensued as we all stared at each other and the food.

      Des reached for a serving spoon and dished pasta onto her plate. “Let’s not let the food get cold.”

      Adriel smiled nervously. “Don’t need to ask me twice.” She grabbed salad tongs and dished herself a healthy helping.

      Hints of parmesan and garlic hit my nose, and I couldn’t say no to carbohydrates any longer. I took the serving spoon from Des and dished myself a plate. With a mouthful of food, I said, “This is still BS.”

      Faith shrugged. “I don’t know. That did shake me up the other day.” Her words didn’t come close to conveying the hurt I saw in her eyes. “It wouldn’t be bad to have some friends.”

      “You don’t have friends?” Des asked bluntly.

      Quietly, Faith shook her head. “Unless you count the middle-aged women my mom makes me volunteer with at our church.”

      Her admission made me that much angrier at what happened. “You know what? Ryker should be the one having a support group with the rest of the football players on how not to be a jerk.”

      Nadira snorted. “That would mean someone at this school actually holding him accountable for his behavior.”

      “Exactly,” Adriel said. “Guys like him—society itself, is never going to change how it views girls like us, so it’s on us to get stronger.”

      “That’s crap,” Des said. “That just takes even more responsibility off of them.”

      Faith rubbed her temples. “Can’t we just forget about this?”

      “No.” I gestured at all of us sitting around the table, hidden away in the AV room like lepers. Here we were, five beautiful, curvaceous, lively, talented, incredible girls who were made to feel like less because of a few extra pounds. It was pure and utter crap. “This whole support group nonsense is exactly the type of thing that gives guys like Ryker power. If Birdie’s not going to hold him responsible, I am.”

      Nadira shook her head. “It’s not that easy. Half the school’s wrapped around his finger, the other half wants to get into his pants, and the other half’s too afraid of him to do anything.”

      Des gave Nadira a sardonic smile. “There can’t be three halves—and you call yourself a mathlete.”

      I smiled softly, then looked each of them in the eye. “Come on, how do you want your senior year to go down? Do you want to say you laid low and hoped for better days? Or do you want to sit at the nursing home, all old and decrepit, and tell your weaselly grandkids who don’t visit often enough that you stood up to the bullies and made this year—and Ryker Dugan—your bitch?”

      Adriel chuckled at the curse word. “You know what? I’m in. I’m sick of being made fun of because of my size. Maybe if we can get him to stop...I don’t know. Maybe everyone else wouldn’t feel like they have so much power to bully us too.”

      Faith shook her head. “I’ll do anything not to be afraid of walking to class.”

      Des reached out and slapped my hand. “You know I’m down.”

      All eyes were on Nadira now.

      She looked toward the heavens and muttered something to herself. Then she looked at me. “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s going to be hard. He’s powerful, and he can make your life a living hell.”

      I grinned at her. “That’s funny, because we’re about to do the same to him.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I know I’m going to regret it, but I’m in.”
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      With no football game on Friday, I felt a little lost. I usually spent all my time playing sports or watching them. Plus, with Dad working at the store, Ginger in college, and Mom in LA with the twins, I had the whole house to myself. Again. A girl could only watch so much TV before she lost her mind.

      My phone began ringing, and I looked at the name on the screen. Mom.

      I scowled, not wanting to answer, but knowing if I didn’t she would just call and call until she got what she wanted.
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