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For Gabe and Jess

The Girl: Charlotte Beverwil

The Getup: Crimson satin sheath by Narcisco Rodriguez, diamond briolette necklace by Chopard, and black patent slingbacks with matching black patent bow clutch by Christian Louboutin.

The Girl: Janie Farrish

The Getup: Backless gunmetal silk gown by Dries Van Noten, stacked diamond cuffs by Van Cleef & Arpels, silver mirrored leather peep-toe pumps by Chloe Eloise Ricoperto, and silver/gold tone lizard clutch by Bottega Veneta.

The Girl: Petra Greene

The Getup: Organic tulle toga by Behnaz Sarafpour, diamante platform sandals by Stella McCartney, and narcissus flower coronet by Nature.

The Girl: Melissa Moon

The Getup: Oh No She Didn’t.

“Thank you! Thank you so much!” Melissa Moon cried to her adoring audience. Except she hadn’t quite reached the microphone, so from their point of view she was mute as a puppet — a brightly glossed mouth flapping a series of silent O’s punctuated by the unexpectedly loud “. . . uch!” Melissa refused to fret. Of course, they’d assume she’d expressed her thanks, and hadn’t, for example, told them they were “Too ugly! Too ugly to touch!” This was the Academy Awards, after all, and her audience knew as well as she did: No Ugly People Allowed.

Well . . . at least not in the first two rows.

Melissa hugged the small gold man-trophy to her chest, wedging him deep into her jutting shelf of cleavage, while directly behind her, her esteemed colleagues gathered into a giddy half-moon. POSEUR, their new fashion label, had just won the Oscar for Best New Fashion Label — a category invented just for them. For the occasion, esteemed colleague number one, Janie Farrish, wore a stunning bias-cut gown in gunmetal satin, perfectly complimenting her elastic height and willowy limbs (and successfully disguising her somewhat wimpy personality). The petite and porcelain Charlotte Beverwil chose a strapless floor-length sheath in deepest crimson, a color as fiery and dramatic as she was (behind her cool and placid demeanor, that is). And Petra Greene, the reluctant Goddess of the group, donned an ethereal, one-shouldered toga dress in shimmering champagne tulle, her honey-hued locks crowned by a fragrant coronet of white narcissus, the flower symbolizing vanity (which Petra was anything but). Not that anybody noticed the flowers, the satin, or the crimson. Tonight, all eyes were on Melissa, who — for reasons she could not recall — had appeared in her underwear. She toyed with feeling embarrassed, and then brushed off the impulse. After all, she had worn her Agent Provocateur leopard-print stretch chiffon pushup bra with the matching low-rise bikini. And really . . .

Could you get more red carpet than that?

“This is just too amazing!” She gushed (into the mic this time) while the other three girls dutifully retreated from the limelight. As director of public relations, Melissa handled allPOSEUR communication — including (she’d hissingly reminded them as they mounted the polished ivory stage stairs) Oscar speeches. “When I was a little girl” — she cleared her throat, assuming a serious tone — “growing up in the dog-eat-dog streets of South Central Los Angeles, I would not have dared to dream that I would one day wind up here, behind this podium, accepting this . . .” She held the small-yet-weighty Oscar aloft, and her dark almond eyes, which flaunted real fox-fur eyelashes, batted away her sparkling tears. “This incredible award!”

The star-studded audience churned into an exuberant round of applause, and diamonds, like sea spray, glittered on their wrists: clearly they were moved by her tale of woe. So many obstacles. Such struggle! Of course, Melissa was more born in South Central than she actually grew up there (she’d boasted one uber-exclusive Bel Air address or another since the age of three). But, seriously. Why bore them with technicalities?

“My hope,” she breathed, clenching her paraffin-pampered fist, “is that our success with POSEUR serves to inspire young girls all over the world. No matter who you are, or where you come from — if you believe in yourself, if you work hard — you can rise above your circumstances, and . . .”

But before she could say become a star, her attention diverted to the opposite end of the pavilion, where two great doors had just swung open, thudding dramatically against the adjacent wall. With a swell of creaking hinges and rustling fabric, the illustrious members of her audience craned around in their deep red velvet upholstered seats, murmuring loudly. There, on the crest of the long, unfurled red carpet, a mysterious figure emerged from the gaping theater entrance. Melissa shielded her eyes and tried to make out his or her identity, but the blinding white glare of the spotlights rendered this effort futile.

“Um, excuse me,” she huffed, continuing to squint behind the visor of her hand. “I happen to be in the middle of a history-making Oscar speech?”

She glanced commiseratively to her audience, inviting them to share her incredulity, and found the rows of velvet seats empty. Her audience had disappeared! With a startled gasp, she whirled around. Janie, Charlotte, and Petra remained huddled together, smiling and clutching their awards, but Melissa could tell at once: something was wrong. Their clothes hung without movement, and their eyes stared, unblinking, and dull as stone.

“Why are y’all just standing there like a bunch of mannequins?” As if to answer, Charlotte’s arm creakingly dislodged at the shoulder, and clattered — pure plastic — to the floor. A sound like a moth wing fluttered inside Melissa’s ear and, fighting off a paralyzing twist of dread, she turned around again. The faceless intruder loomed only a few feet away, shadowy hands gripping the corners of a large sack, the gaping sack-mouth moving toward her like a toothless shark. In a spasm of self-defense, Melissa threw her Oscar with all her might, realizing only too late what she had done. As the sack’s mouth closed around her prize, she choked out a noise of regret. Warm breath filled her ear like a soupy fog, and a cool voice whispered:

“Trick or treat . . .”

Melissa startled awake with a long and terrified scream. She looked around, palm pressed to her wildly bucking heart, and took a moment to orient herself. She was in an absurdly opulent bedroom, in a palatial cliffside house, in exclusive Bel Air, California: nothing out of the ordinary here, right?

Exhaling her relief, she collapsed against some of the sixteen rose-and-cream-silk boudoir pillows piled high against her ornate, cream-and-gold Louis XVI headboard, and patiently waited for her father to come console her. She strained to hear the distant rumble of his footsteps, the low drone of his concerned voice, but the only sound to break the Saturday 2 a.m. quiet came from Emilio Poochie. Her somewhat asthmatic cream-and-tan Pomer-anian lay sprawled at the foot of her bed, snoring like a micro-machine truck.

This was seriously not okay.

Whipping aside her hibiscus pink silk Frette sheets, she padded a quick path across her hand-knotted ivory Indian silk rug, cracked open her solid oak bedroom door, positioned her Strawberry Rosebud Salve-slathered mouth inside the two-inch gap of space, and (oh yes she did) she screamed again. Eleven seconds later, her half-asleep dad appeared at her door, wavering above his half-dead Bugs Bunny slippers, and fumbling for the hall switch.

“What happened?” Seedy Moon’s distinct nasal voice, one of the most renowned in rap music today, cracked thickly with sleep. He found the switch and winced into the light. “You okay?”

“It’s nothing, Daddy,” Melissa reassured him from the bed, having perfectly rearranged herself into a position of dreamy repose. Her down-stuffed rose-bouquet duvet muffled her words. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Seedy’s eyebrows tied into a knot of suspicion, and his dark eyes slid about her high-ceilinged, birdcage-shaped room. “Cafeteria Lady in here?” he asked, referring to Melissa’s boyfriend of four months, Marco Duvall. Upon first meeting Melissa’s father, Marco made the grave mistake of wearing a hairnet, hoping to impress Seedy as a fellow reformed thug — maybe earn his respect. Sadly for him, the only thing earned was his not-so-thuggish nickname.

“No, Cafeteria La . . . Marco is not here,” Melissa scoffed. “And just ’cause he snuck in my room that one time . . .”

“One time is one time too many,” Seedy cut her off, whipping aside the sliding mirror door of his daughter’s wall-to-wall closet. He frowned, prodding the dark hanging clothes with his bunny-clad foot.

“Daddy, would you stop?” Melissa reached to drag the still-slumbering Emilio Poochie into her lap. She hugged him close, diminishing her voice to a plaintive squeak. “I had a real bad dream.”

“You did?” Seedy plopped on the edge of her featherbed-topped mattress and she instantly relaxed into a smile; the tug of her father’s weight on the end of her bed never failed to comfort her. Seedy smiled, too, squeezing the blanketed lump that was her foot. “What about?”

“Well . . .” She rubbed the furry point of Emilio’s ear between her forefinger and thumb. “It started with I won the Oscar . . .”

“Oh no . . .” Seedy laughed. “That dream again?”

“Okay, would you please listen?” She scowled, waiting a punitive beat before she resumed. She recounted the whole dream-turned-nightmare, taking care to omit nothing, not even the most seemingly insignificant detail (well, except that bit about the underwear). “And after that” — she widened her almond-shaped brown eyes for dramatic effect — “I woke up screaming.”

“Huh.” Her compact-yet-muscular father squeezed his interlocked fingers, free of their customary jewel-encrusted rings, between his soft gray sweatpant-clad knees, and frowned. “Seems pretty obvious to me. I mean, we’re getting into October now, right? It’s a spooky time . . . Halloween around the corner . . .”

“Daddy!” Melissa grimaced with disapproval. “Halloween hasn’t been ‘spooky’ since, like, the Middle Ages. And besides, that is the obvious interpretation. You got to get beneath all that. Crack the surface!”

“Okay, okay, lemme think.” He closed his eyes, pushing his fingers deep into the sockets. After a moment, he removed his fingers and blinked.

“I got nothing.”

Melissa smacked her overstuffed down comforter, launching a light-as-breath feather into the air. “It’s about the person who broke into my contest. Obvie!”

By contest, of course, she was referring to the raffle POSEUR had organized for their now infamous label launch (also known as the “Tag — You’re It!” party) one week ago, last Saturday. They’d been having major trouble picking out the perfect name for their new label, but (a few cat fights and one silent treatment later) Charlotte Beverwil proposed a simple solution: instead of naming it themselves, why not leave it up to their guests? It was, as Miss Frenchie-pants Charlotte herself might say, un bon idée. They mailed pink-and-black-lacquered invitations with small white tags attached, as well as instructions for the invitee to fill out the tag with the label idea of their choice. As their guests arrived to their swank-a-dank venue (the Prada Store on Rodeo), they dropped their completed tags into a clear globe-shaped safe (Melissa had chosen the globe to best convey her modest goal: to take over the world).

But “safe” their tags most definitely were not. Someone had busted the globe wide open — someone had tagged the tags — and scrawled one word, POSEUR, across each one.

“Until I find out who is responsible,” Melissa ranted to her father, “how am I supposed to get a decent night’s sleep? Ever since the launch, that crook’s been all up in my subconscious. Invading my dreams! It’s like she, he — whoever — has broken into my head.”

“Alright, alright, now hold up a minute.” Seedy fixed his daughter with his sternest you-better-calm-yourself stare. “Do you remember why, despite everything that happened, you decided, contrary to expectation, to go ahead and name your label POSEUR?”

“Because,” Melissa sighed. “It’s a message.”

“You remember that message?” Seedy asked. His daughter only shrugged, gently squeezing Emilio Poochie’s padded foot; hard, moon-shaped nails, painstakingly manicured in Chanel’s Blue Satin, protracted from the fuzzy ends of his toes. Her father believed naming the label POSEUR took away the word’s negative power (he called it “appropriating the language of the oppressor”). Still, despite her best efforts, she couldn’t quite let it go. “POSEUR” was maybe the worst thing someone could call you ever; it meant you weren’t who you were; it meant “you” was just an act. And (this is what really nagged) who among them was the POSEUR? If the perpetrator of this heinous crime meant to implicate all four of them, then he or she would have written POSEURS instead of POSEUR . . . right? Who among them was the target?

Was it her?

“The message is,” Seedy continued to lecture, happily under the impression she was hanging on his every word, “insults won’t keep me down. And as long as that message was heard — which you know it was — who cares about a little thing like ‘who did it,’ right? ‘Who did it’ is just secondary, unnecessary, supererogatory information!”

“Right,” Melissa dutifully replied. “I guess.”

Seedy kissed his daughter on the side of her Phytodefrisant-scented head and got to his feet, rolling his shaved head around his neck so it crackled. But as he shuffled toward the door, he heard her turn under her ironed sheets, releasing an extended, tragic sigh. Oh man. He winced.

Did she have to sound so sad?

“All that said,” he surrendered, and waited for his daughter to turn under her blankets and blink at him from her downy pink pillow. “If it’s real important to you . . . I could make some calls, you know. Try to figure this whole thing out.”

“Oh, Daddy!” she gasped, causing the ever-dozing Emilio to squinch his eyes open and flatten his ears. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”


The Girl: Janie Farrish

The Getup: Vintage navy-blue welt-pocket pants by Dickies, studded pink hipster belt from Jet Rag, and ladybug girl tank by babyGap.

Janie directed her cranky old black Volvo sedan, which she shared with her sixteen-year-old twin brother, Jake, toward their private high school’s entry, Winston Gate, which wasn’t so much a gate as a breezy peach-stucco Spanish Colonial archway, and tapped the gas, soliciting one of the many mysterious noises in the Volvo’s eclectic junk-heap repertoire: a frenetic clicking.

“Steady there, ol’ Bess,” Jake jokingly cooed, running a soothing hand along the car’s weathered black dashboard. “It’s gonna be all right.”

“Okay, why are you insane?” Janie bit the insides of her cheeks to keep from laughing, resuming what her mother liked to call “that simply terrible, sullen expression.” She shook her silky straight, brown, bobbed hair away from her lash-shadowed, soft gray eyes. “I mean, ol’ Bess? It’s a car, Jake. Not a cow.”

“What’s so cowy about ol’ Bess?” Jake asked, widening his dark brown eyes as if he were totally wounded. “Bess is a beautiful name,” he insisted, offering the dash a final, loving pat. “Isn’t it, Bessie girl?”

To their mutual shock, the stressed-to-the-max Volvo responded, not with a clicking noise, but with an actual, angry sounding meeuuurrrrroooo. One mutually stunned moment later, Jake and Janie turned to face each other, locked eyes, and promptly dissolved into laughter.

“It mooed!” Jake clenched his fists, his dark eyes bright with the miraculousness of it all. “It friggin’ mooed!”

“Omigod,” Janie squeakingly gasped, her earlier restraint a distant memory. “It’s too perfect!”

With a final, offended huff, the abused Volvo crested the top of the drive, and Winston Prep’s campus, with its Spanish-tile rooftops, spiraling staircases, terracotta courtyards, and tiered fountains, glinted dauntingly into view. Janie eased on the brake, allowing the Volvo to coast downhill, so by the time they rolled into the student parking lot, it percolated contentedly as a coffeepot, barely audible above the outside racket. Teeming snarls of students in their Monday bests laughed and shrieked, hollering greetings above the heavy slam of luxury car trunks and doors, the buzzing thump of state-of-the-art speakers, and the staccato pang-pang-pang! of Marco Duvall’s league-regulation basketball — just a final few hoops before the bell, a’ight? Jake and Janie grew quiet, their former exuberance squelched by a painful, if familiar, self-consciousness. According to an unspoken rule (at Winston, there were many) this particular lot, “the Showroom,” was reserved for the most popular students. As Jake and Janie puttered toward lesser, underground parking — aka “the Cave” — they couldn’t resist a wistful backward glance at a particular parking space, currently unoccupied, under the dappled shade of a Winston willow. Hard to believe, but as early as the week before last, that spot had belonged to them.

“I hate myself,” Jake muttered, and squeezed his dark brown eyes shut, blocking the spectacle of his squandered past. Due to some epically drunk behavior at his sister’s Prada fashion thing the weekend before last, he’d somehow cheated on his supremely hot, now ex-girlfriend, Charlotte Beverwil, with a whatever eighth grader named Nikki Pepperoni (or something). The kiss was meaningless, as accidental as tripping — not that Charlotte cared. She’d dumped his ass like diarrhea.

“Don’t hate yourself,” Janie sighed as she cranked the wheel, winding the car into now the third level of this dank, subterranean wasteland. I’ll do the hating for both of us. Okay, not that she hated her brother (she could never hate him), but could she seriously pretend she wasn’t a little annoyed he’d so royally screwed things up? Breaking up with Charlotte meant so much more than just “breaking up with Charlotte”; it meant breaking up with an entire Winston lifestyle. Goodbye long lunches at Kate Mantellini, and lounging poolside at Charlotte’s sprawling Hollywood Hills estate; goodbye romantic rides down Sunset Boulevard in her mint-condition cream-colored 1969 Jaguar, and prestigious West Wall seats at Town Meetings; goodbye to Cartier clocks ticking! But of all her brother’s revoked privileges, Janie found his Showroom parking spot the most difficult to suck up and accept. After all, however indirectly, that parking place had belonged to her.

They crammed into the elevator with a handful of fellow Nomanlanders, and one rumpled, coffee-reeking Winston faculty member, and pressed the glow-white button with the five-point star. Thirteen eternal seconds and one bing! later, they spilled into the terra-cotta-paved courtyard, blinking mole-ishly into the bleach white California glare. Jake and Janie were both on Accutane, a strong acne medication with bizarre side effects, for instance, trouble adjusting to changes in light. Janie re-squinted at their old parking space, now occupied by a glinting fire-engine red 911 Porsche, and sighed. That particular Porsche belonged to Evan Beverwil, Charlotte’s brutally handsome older brother, who Janie had disdainfully rechristened “Alan,” a term coined by her non Winston–attending best friend, Amelia Hernandez. “I mean, Phantom Planet?” she’d scoffed, referring to a sort of trendy band to which Amelia’s own band, the up-and-coming Creatures of Habit, had been recently compared in LA Weekly. “Those guys are total ALANS.” Off Janie’s blank look, she’d impatiently clarified: “All Looks And No Substance?”

Janie secretly disagreed with her best friend’s harsh take on Phantom Planet (they were good, okay?), but in the case of Evan Beverwil, she decided, the term totally applied.

Except . . . she got to thinking, having advantageously positioned herself at the Showroom’s bustling periphery, the edge of her painted-black thumbnail firmly lodged between her teeth. What if I’m wrong? Evan leaned against his buffed Porsche fender, his almost-too-hot surfer-boy body aglow in the morning light, and frowned deeply into a beat-up paperback edition of The Bell Jar, one of Janie’s absolute favorite books. Alans didn’t read books by suicidal feminist poets, did they? She sighed, liberating her mutilated thumbnail as he dipped his godly chin, ran his hand through his longish dirty blond hair and absently licked his middle finger. He pushed the moistened digit to the lower right-hand corner of the page, so that it (along with Janie’s poor, baffled heart) arced up and flipped.

“Ironic,” Jake remarked, and she blushed, paranoid he’d somehow divined her innermost thoughts. As the blush subsided, she realized his comment didn’t refer to Evan, but to his car — or, more specifically, the classic Porsche emblem on the end of its glossy, sloping red hood. Against a shield backdrop, a silhouetted stallion kicked into the air, its sprightly mane like a flame.

“How is that ironic?” she asked.

“You know” — Jake shrugged with a tiny, defeated grin — “just that it’s a horse. And not a cow.”

“Oh,” Janie forced a laugh. “Yeah . . . how embarrassing for him.”

And then, as if to charitably save them from their lame joke, which only thinly masked their paralyzing envy, the bell rang.


The Girl: Charlotte Beverwil

The Getup: White fringed tweed strapless dress and black skinny-bow belt by Chanel, black suede ankle boots by Christian Louboutin, and aquamarine-white-and-black block print silk scarf by Lanvin.

Charlotte Beverwil pinched her aquamarine silk scarf at both ends, snapped it open, and guided its fluttering, floating descent to the assembly hall’s cool, brushed concrete floor. For this Monday’s school assembly, known to Winstonians as “Town Meeting,” she’d worn her brand-new fringed white tweed dress — emphasis on the white — and planned to keep it pristine (emphasis on the priss). Her two best friends, Kate Joliet and Laila Pikser, chattered on either side of her, brainstorming sexy Halloween costumes, their bright eyes all but bolted to identical MAC compacts. Charlotte planted her ballet-butt on the square of designer silk, her long legs folded and modestly angled to one side, and propped her posture-perfect back against the West Wall. At the cool yet rough touch of brick, a pleasurable shiver of triumph ran up and down her spine. A West Wall seat not only broadcasted popularity, but also popularity of the very best (in Charlotte’s humble opinion) type. West Wallers exuded elegance, culture, sophistication; they were classically beautiful, they were beautifully bored; and among these refined urbanites it was she, five-feet-two-inch-tall Charlotte Beverwil, who reigned supreme.

(Okay, technically Adelaide Dallas reigned supreme. But only because she was a senior.)

Two hundred and fifty plus students, grades seven through twelve, were already seated on the brushed concrete floor, buzz-ing like worker bees on a slab of honeycomb. Charlotte fluttered her starry black eyelashes and scanned the expanding swarm, her chlorine-green eyes alert for signs of her latest little project: Jules Maxwell-Langeais. Illegitimate son to French playboy racecar driver Marcel-Antoine Langeais and eccentric British socialite Minnie Maxwell, founder of luxury candle and fragrance chain “Minnie Maxwell, London,” Jules’s arrival to Winston had been the hot topic of Showroom gossip for weeks. Sadly, Charlotte had been far too wrapped up in Jake Farrish to pay attention.

Good thing that was over.

Okay, not that it was over. Not completely. Jake had been the first boy to weasel his way into her heart since Daniel Todd, the Australian fashion photographer to whom she’d lost her sacred virginity in Paris last spring. She’d feared her return to L.A. might tear them apart, but passionate Daniel had calmed her anxiety, dismissing their rupture as “mere geography.” He promised to call, to write . . . or else throw his camera into the sea and never take photographs again (their adieus had been thrillingly tortured). But to Charlotte’s anguished disbelief, he never contacted her again. As for throwing his camera into the Atlantic, well . . . a recent photo spread in French Vogue suggested otherwise. Unless the subject of his shoot — a vacant eyed, pucker-mouthed, floaty-looking model named Kinga — was actually a rare species of fish, Charlotte could safely assume Daniel Todd’s Nikon D300 was not underwater.

[image: art]

As painful as the Daniel episode had been, the Jake Farrish fallout was a million times worse. She actually had to see him, five excruciating days a week, with his obnoxiously caressable dark brown hair, and his heartbreakingly familiar laugh. Uccchh! That he dared to laugh at all! Did he not realize he had cheated on her and they were living in a post-laughter world? Unless, of course, you counted the fact that she, the revered and ravishing daughter of Hollywood Royalty, had ever deigned to date him, the lowly and (until very recently) pimpled, pony-tailed spawn of Valley Village Peasantage. Even in a post-laughter world, that remained hilarious.

She attempted to recover in the usual ways — spa days at Pore House, shopping sprees at Ted Pelligan, fizzy peach cocktails at Chateau Marmont — but then she’d spot Jake in line at the food truck (that he dared to have an appetite!), and a week’s worth of pampering — down the drain. By the time Monday rolled around, there was only one sensible, mature way to proceed . . .

Revenge.

She could give him a taste of his own medicine, she decided. Let him stew in his own rancid juices. As her bosom friend and neighbor, Don John, advised in his cheerful Texas twang: “nothing goes down harder than a good, old-fashioned Jealousy Julep. No sugar, straight up . . . and honey, make sure that cup is chilled.”

“Enfin,” she gasped in French, springing her back from the West Wall. Having fixed her chlorine-green eyes on her target, she clutched Kate’s bony knee with one hand, and shot the other into the air. “Jules!” she sang, fluttering her pearlescent fingertips. “Jules, over here!”

“Oh my God.” Kate lowered her powder puff in shock and smoothed the immaculate fingerwaves in her platinum pixie cut behind her Jo Malone orange blossom-scented ear. “You know him?” 

“Not yet,” Charlotte trilled, as Jules, with a confused-yet-pleased expression on his face, carved a path through the floor-seated crowd, heading toward her while tying his wavy-ish black hair into a neat ponytail at the nape of his deeply tanned neck. Charlotte decided he was the spitting image of Orlando Bloom in Pirates of the Caribbean — if you could ignore the Eurotrash-tight Rock & Republic jeans. She smiled. With his transcontinental accent, moneyed lineage, acid-green Ferrari, and guy-in-a-Folgers-ad stubble, Jules exuded everything Jake did not. And nothing rankles an ex more than moving on to his or her direct opposite. It’s like saying: all those things I found oh-so-attractive about you? Turns out I was lying.

“Charlotte!” Laila cheeped in high alarm. A swooping wave of copper hair concealed her right blue eye, leaving the other to bug out for the both of them. “He’s a senior.”

“Mon dieu, you have to be kidding.” Charlotte beamed through her dear friend’s complete idiocy. “Wasn’t the guy you hooked up with at Villa, like, twenty-three?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t go to this school!”

“Um . . . congratulations.” Charlotte crumpled her porcelain brow. “You made zero dollars and no sense.”

“Seriously, Lie.” Kate clapped her compact shut, dropped it into her Tory Burch floral-print ballet tote, and sighed. “Don’t be a leotard.”

Charlotte giggled, rewarding her friend with a quick kiss on her freshly powdered cheek. “Listen” — she lingered, whispering into her tiny silver Me&Ro hoops — “do me une petit faveur and tell Janie Farrish she should sit with us.”

“What?” Kate wrenched away with abject disbelief, her NARS lip-lacquered mouth agog. “Why?”

“Just do it,” she hissed, before quickly tilting her face, fixing the full light of her attention on Jules; he had arrived, finally, in the grand tradition of most Winston boys . . .

At her feet.

“Okay, everyone!” Glen Morrison gently leaned his buttercup-yellow guitar against the North Wall, tucked his wiry gray bangs behind his ears, and surveyed the boisterous student audience at his Jesus-sandaled feet. In addition to chairing Winston’s estimable Social Studies Department and founding their bongo-therapy elective, Glen also found the energy to conduct the bi-weekly Town Meeting. As the babbling horde continued to ignore him, he clasped his hands and chuckled, shaking his shaggy head — the absolute image of parental indulgence. But behind his mild-mannered smile and crinkly brown eyes, there was a glow, a near-imperceptible pinpoint of hellfire.

Unless they shut up soon, he’d seriously lose his mind.

“We have a lot to take care of today, people! So please, settle down and take it down a notch, or two . . . or three.” The hot light in his eye dimmed at the same rate the volume decreased. At long last: peace. “Thank you!” he exhaled. “Welcome to the first Town Meeting of October. As you know, October culminates with one of Winston’s oldest and most anticipated events of the year: The Happy Hallow-Winston Carnival!”

The student body erupted into a round of whoops and hollers, and Glen straightened his posture, beaming. (He didn’t mind outbursts of enthusiasm when he was directly responsible.) The Hallow-Winston Carnival served as a “fun way” to raise funds for ongoing Winston improvements: last year the board agreed to establish Doggie Day Care (Melissa Moon being their most impassioned and vocal advocate), and this year they hoped to install state-of-the-art cedar wood saunas for the respective boys’ and girls’ locker rooms. Not to say the piffling two-thousand-something dollars raised from an annual sale of pumpkin cookies, carnival rides, and raffle tickets could possibly cover one of their extravagant construction projects. But they could pretend, right? The Monday following the festival, Bronwyn Spencer would stand up at Town Meeting and say, thanks to everyone’s participation, our saunas are a go! She’d clap her hands like a bored flamenco dancer while the good people of Winston hollered and cheered, congratulating each other for a job well done.

The following day their parents would mail in their checks.

But back to the present. While Glen blathered on about carnivals past and pending, Evan Beverwil seized his moment. Abandoning his seat at the Back Wall, he boldly clambered forward into the great uncharted masses. He tapped a few unsuspecting shoulders, muttering his polite excuse-me’s, but all they could do was turn around and stare, identical masks of confusion on their faces. Peering eyes followed his journey into the crowd with wonder and vague concern. What was he doing? Who in their right minds left a coveted seat along the wall to sit here, with them, in No Man’s Land?

He was like one of those poor whales that become disoriented and, like, beach themselves.

Oblivious to the silent tumult he’d caused, Evan planted his manly palm on a square vacancy of floor and settled into his new seat. Jake Farrish held his breath, the color draining from his boyish face, and forced a sideways glance. Evan trained his blue-green eyes on Glen, of course, but of his purpose Jake had little doubt: the day of reckoning had arrived. Jake had broken his little sister’s heart, and Evan was here to kick some ass.

“Halloween may be about terror,” Glen pontificated. “But it’s also about togetherness. About ghosts . . . but also about spirit. School spirit!”

He braced for a second round of applause, but was met with a wall of silence. Jake watched Evan’s strong tanned fingers drum the brushed concrete floor.

“Alright,” Glen surrendered. “More on that later. Our special studies director, Miss Paletsky, has a few quick announcements . . . Miss Paletsky?”

As their cute (but in desperate need of a makeover) twenty-eight-year-old teacher shyly approached the mic, Evan flexed his mighty hand, releasing a series of menacing crackles and snaps. Jake clamped his eyes shut. He wasn’t seriously supposed to just sit here and, like, take this, was he?

“Listen dude,” he muttered under his breath. “Do you wanna say something? Or did you just come here to show off your knuckle-cracking skills?”

Evan faced him with a blank stare.

“Because if it’s the latter, man, I give you a ten. Okay?”

Evan scratched the sandy, golden stubble at his jaw, waiting out a wave of mild applause as Miss Paletsky bobbed into a little bow, heading back to her seat. He cleared his throat, frowning at the rubbery toe of his navy flip-flop. “Um” — his blue-green eyes flicked up to meet Jake’s — “is it true Janie’s into that book, um . . . The Bug Jar, or whatever?”

“What?” Jake crumpled with relief. Then again, he really wasn’t in the mood to talk about Janie. She’d totally abandoned him to sit at the West Wall, which practically declared to the whole world that, yes, she’d taken sides: Charlotte was right and he, Jake, was wrong. In other words, she’d publicly denounced him — and for what? The cheap and ephemeral thrill of vicarious popularity? Could anyone be so pathetic?

Never mind he’d done the exact same thing to her last month.

And now, to make matters a million times worse, here was Evan Beverwil, politely inquiring into her reading habits. The dude could probably justify scalping Jake with a math compass, and yet he’d elected to just sit here, like, “being nice.” Jake’s relief subsided, making room for a slew of unsettling questions. Had his social status so dramatically nose-dived as to disqualify him from even the smallest act of vengeance? Or, perhaps, was Evan’s present indifference an act of revenge in and of itself, as if to say: “Dude, I hardly need to punish you. Just being you is punishment enough.”
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