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And to my sweet farm boy from Oklahoma—
what would I do without you?
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Chapter One

In preparing for this pageant, how much did you spend on wardrobe?




To-Do List:


	Study for algebra final

	Paint nails

	Rob bank



“Can I borrow two thousand dollars?” I look hopefully across the lunch table at my best friend, Justine Renault, who, unlike me, is incredibly rich.

Yeah, while my grandfather spent the sixties selling “love beads” out of a beat-up version of the Mystery Machine, Justine’s grandfather was busy going to Harvard medical school and inventing some sort of super-important surgical thingy that “revolutionized twenty-first-century medicine” and made a bajillion trillion dollars. Can you say, “Life is so not fair”?

“For what?” she replies absently, turning a page of the (yawn) Newsweek magazine spread out beside her lunch.

In addition to being incredibly rich, Justine is also incredibly smart, which means she reads the most boring magazines ever. Seriously. I can’t even read the covers of her magazines without going to sleep.

And for the record, I know this looks bad. But I swear I don’t normally go around asking my friends for large sums of money. Or any sums of money, for that matter. This is a special situation. The special part being that I’m desperate.

Plus, I’m totally going to pay her back—with interest, even. I had Riley Pilkington, the school’s resident math whiz, figure out a repayment plan and everything.

“Oh, you know,” I say casually. “College application fees, cheerleading camp, stuff like that.”

Justine looks up, frowning. “But the PTA is paying for us to go to camp this year. And you already mailed all your college applications. We went to the post office last week after practice. Remember?”

Rats. I totally forgot about going to the post office together last week. And that the PTA is paying for cheer camp.

Sigh. Why do I even try to lie? I totally stink at it.

Sure enough, Justine’s expression has gone from confused to suspicious. “What are you up to?” she asks, narrowing her eyes.

“Nothing,” I say innocently.

“You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. You’re twirling your hair. You always twirl your hair when you’re lying.”

I start to shoot back that she’s the one who is lying, because everyone knows I would never, ever engage in behavior that could cause split ends, but then I notice the clump of blond hair wound around my index finger. “Er, that doesn’t mean anything,” I say, yanking it loose. “And I wasn’t twirling. I was…finger-combing.”

Justine ignores me. “Just tell me what’s going on,” she says impatiently. “You know you will eventually, so you may as well get it over with.”

“Nothing! I already told you.”

“Presley,” she says threateningly.

I blow out a breath. “Oh, all right. I need it to buy a new evening gown.”

“You want me to loan you two thousand dollars for an evening gown?” She looks at me as if I’m deranged. Not because she’s appalled I would pay that much for a dress but because she knows what the dress is for.

And what is that, you ask? Well, Justine would call it a “cattle market,” or if she was really worked up, a “misogynist tool of patriarchy,” but to non-insane people, the Miss Teen State contest is generally what’s known as a beauty pageant.

(Shhh. Don’t tell anybody I used the b-word, okay? You’re supposed to say “scholarship pageant.” All the major pageants did away with the b-word back in the eighties because it’s not politically correct. Which is great and everything, but seriously—who wants to be called a “scholarship queen”?)

Yep, that’s right. My name is Presley Ashbury, and I’m a beauty queen. Big hair, fake tan, sparkly rhinestones—these are the things that make my heart go pitter-patter. So if you cringe at the sight of a tiara or have a bunch of freaky feminist issues, you should probably make a break for it now, while you still can. Otherwise, you’re going to end up quizzing me on current events and helping me practice my talent routine, because Miss Teen State is only two weeks away.

Aaack! Why did I have to think about that? Now I feel all nervous. Although, that could be because of the scary way Justine is scowling at me. I’m not sure.

“It’s not just any evening gown,” I say lightly, trying to ignore her I-can’t-believe-you expression. “It’s a fully liquid-beaded Mark Taylor original.” I reach into my messenger bag and pull out the picture I printed off the Queen’s Closet website. “See?” I push the picture toward her, my face hopeful.

Maybe she’ll forget about her pesky little moral standards once she sees how unbelievably gorgeous this dress is. I’m not kidding; on a scale of one to ten, this gown is, like, a twenty-five. The girl who is selling it must be crazy. Or broke. Just a basic Mark Taylor gown starts at around six thousand, so I can only imagine how much she paid for it originally.

And she’s only asking two thousand dollars for it! You have no idea what an awesome deal that is. I mean, Justine and I could probably sell it after Miss Teen State and make money. It would be an investment. You know, like mutual funds. Except way better because mutual funds don’t “mold to your curves and sparkle outrageously under stage lights.”

Unfortunately, Justine isn’t interested in admiring Mark Taylor’s genius.

“I don’t care if it’s made out of diamonds sewn on by magical fairies,” she scoffs, shoving the picture back at me. “You know how I feel about those contests.”

Sigh. So much for her being seduced by brilliant evening gown couture. Ever since the public library had Feminist Literature Month last fall, Justine has been on this whole Gloria Steinem, women’s rights, blow-up-the-glass-ceiling-with-dynamite craze. Which means she now thinks beauty pageants are evil and degrading and blah, blah, blah. The list goes on and on. Let’s just say that allowing someone to give you a numerical score based on how your butt looks in a swimsuit isn’t exactly a feminist’s idea of a rockin’ good time.

I tried to point out to Justine that maybe it’s a teeny-tiny bit hypocritical of her to have that kind of attitude about pageants, considering she’s a CHEERLEADER (hello—surely, jumping around in a little skirt cheering on a bunch of guys isn’t exactly proper feminist behavior either, right?), but she says it’s not the same thing because “cheerleading is a legitimate athletic sport.”

Plus, she’s on this whole quest to get our state education system to pass a law that says schools have to provide cheerleaders for girls’ sports teams just like for boys. So, you know, she’s like an inside agent, working for gender equality or whatever. I don’t know. We used to argue about it a lot, but now we’ve basically agreed to disagree. Not about girls’ teams having cheerleaders—I think that’s a great idea too—I mean about pageants being degrading and pointless. (And just to clarify—I totally support women’s rights; I just don’t see what my wanting to be Miss Teen State has to do with them.)


Justine and I have agreed to disagree about a lot of things in the ten years that have passed since we first met in Mrs. Dixon’s second-grade class. Or rather, in the ten years that have passed since Mrs. Dixon tricked Justine into becoming my personal tutor by telling her she was a “classroom assistant” and giving her a red teacher’s pencil.

Poor Justine. She thought she was going to get to grade papers and decorate the special bulletin board outside in the hall, and instead, she ended up teaching me how to read. And write. And whatever else you learn in second grade. Basically, if it hadn’t been for Justine, I’d be totally illiterate.

I know. It sounds sort of mean of Mrs. Dixon, but I can see why she did it. I mean, there were, like, a gajillion kids in that class, and we didn’t have an aide or anything. I can just picture the moment when Mrs. Dixon, probably on the brink of a nervous breakdown, realized that the teeny-tiny girl with the red braids and purple glasses was a child prodigy who was already reading Harry Potter by herself and could multiply decimals in her head. And then, when she realized all it took to sucker said child prodigy was a meaningless title and a fifteen-cent pencil…well, it must have been like winning the teacher’s lottery. Lucky for her, Justine’s parents don’t believe in private education or children skipping grades; otherwise, Justine would have been either off at some school for geniuses or in, like, tenth grade.

Lucky for me, too. Because Justine and I have been inseparable ever since then, despite our million or so differences. I guess there’s just something about bonding over “The cat sat on the mat” that you never get over.

“Well, what if it wasn’t for a pageant?” I say quickly, before she can launch into a lecture about how I’m setting the women’s movement back fifty years. “What if I was going to wear it for something else?”

Her eyebrow lifts. “Such as?”

“Prom,” I say automatically.

“Prom was three weeks ago.”

“Oh. Right.”

Rats! Does she have to remember everything? It’s okay, though. I still have the mutual fund angle. I’ll tell her to think of it as an investment, not a dress.

But before I can open my mouth, the bell rings.

“Ohmigod, we’re going to be late!” Immediately panicked, Justine leaps out of her chair and starts frantically gathering up her stuff. FYI: Justine is obsessed with being on time. She’s always convinced she’s about to be late for class or cheer practice or wherever, even though she’s never been late for anything in her life. Seriously. Even her period is freakishly punctual. Every twenty-eight days, between the hours of five and seven in the evening, no exceptions. And that’s natural. She’s not on the Pill or anything. But that’s Justine for you. She’s even got her ovaries whipped into shape.

I close my mouth. Oh, well. Maybe I can grovel after school.

I normally spend the two-minute walk from the caf to the main hall complaining about how much I hate my next class (chemistry—ugh), but as we spill out into the hall with the rest of the crowd, I’m greeted by a sight that makes me forget all about Mr. Crowley and his stupid periodic table.

In fact, it makes me forget about pretty much everything.

Because directly in front of me, right next to the handicapped water fountain, is Gabe Phillips, a.k.a. MY BOYFRIEND, sucking face with a girl who is clearly NOT ME.









Chapter Two

What does the word “loyalty” mean to you?




As a strong, self-confident woman of the new millennium, I’ve always assumed that if I ever caught one of my boyfriends in flagrante (which is the Italian term for when you walk out of the cafeteria and see your boyfriend with his tongue down some other girl’s throat), I would handle the situation like a mature adult. No screaming. No crying. No taking a bat to his car like that Carrie Underwood song. I would just calmly inform him that we were over, delete his number from my cell phone, and never think about him again.

The Italians have a name for this, too. It translates to “ideas that sound good in your head but totally suck in real life.”

But we’ll get to that part in a sec.

“Oh. My. God.” Justine’s voice (a mixture of equal parts shock/revulsion/indignation) is what clues me in that the unpleasant vision I’m having isn’t some sort of weird hallucination brought on by my prepageant diet of low-fat rice cakes and sugar-free gum. (Don’t judge. You try “eating sensibly” when you’re two weeks out from parading around in front of five hundred people in nothing but a bathing suit and a pair of five-inch Lucite heels.)

The spectacle across the hall is actually happening. My boyfriend is kissing another girl. No, not just kissing—making out with her. Passionately. In public.

Before I say anything else, let me give you the Cliffs Notes on Gabe.


	He’s a senior.

	He’s H-O-T. Broad shoulders, muscular arms, washboard stomach, sun-streaked hair, adorable dimple. Think young David Beckham.

	He’s nice. Not geeky, use-me-for-a-doormat nice or annoying your-hair-looks-lovely-today-Miss-Teacher nice, just regular nice.

	He’s an awesome baseball player. And I don’t just mean he’s the star of the school baseball team (although, of course, he is). I’m talking serious talent. As in, he’s going into the MAJOR LEAGUE DRAFT.

	He’s crazy popular. Normally, baseball players aren’t a big deal (it’s all about football, baby), but Gabe is an exception due to aforementioned Major League potential.

	He’s totally devoted to me even though skanky freshman and sophomore girls are always showing up at baseball practice in cleavage-showing tops and making goo-goo eyes at him. Oh, wait. That was the old Gabe. The one who didn’t go around KISSING OTHER GIRLS IN FRONT OF THE WHOLE SCHOOL.




Justine turns to look at me, her eyes bulging. This is the part where I’m supposed to say or do something, but I seem to have lost the ability to speak. Or move. I think I’m in shock.

Luckily, one of the good things about pageants is that they teach you how to handle stress gracefully, so it only takes me a moment to recover my composure and take charge of the situation.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?” My graceful shriek reverberates around the hall at roughly fifty trillion decibels.

“Presley, no,” Justine hisses, snatching frantically at my elbow. Like a good best friend, she’s trying to keep me from making a Big Scene Everyone Will Talk About, but it’s too late. Thanks to my super-human screech, everyone in the hall has now turned around to stare at me.

Well, almost everyone. Gabe is still preoccupied with the slut girl hanging off his neck. At least, I assume it’s a girl. It’s sort of hard to make a positive ID due to the way Gabe has her pressed up against the wall. It could be a guy, for all I know.

Actually, you know what would be awesome? (Well, not awesome, but fractionally less mortifying?) If it really was a guy!

No, I’m serious. I mean, think about it. That way, I wouldn’t be the poor girl whose boyfriend cheated on her (hello—can you say “cliché”?); I’d just be the girl whose boyfriend went crazy and turned into a pervert. (Not that I think gay people are perverts, of course. But sadly, not very many of my classmates are as progressive as me. This is the Bible Belt, after all.)


And just think about all the time and misery it would save me when the inevitable comparison game reared its ugly head! I wouldn’t have to lie awake at night obsessing about whether this new chick is smarter/prettier/thinner/funnier [insert assorted other desirable qualities here] than me.

I could just say, Oh, well. He was struggling with his identity, and go on with my life, secure in the knowledge that his decision to stray had nothing to do with me.

Seriously, I think I’m onto something here. This is, like, a Cosmo article waiting for somebody to write it. Not me, of course; publishing an article in Cosmopolitan is hardly appropriate beauty queen behavior. Plus, that’s the sort of thing that really needs a personal touch, and as much as I’ve just warmed up to the idea, the odds that Gabe has suddenly switched teams are basically nil.

Yes, I’m sure. Sigh. The boy doesn’t own a single hair care product (unless you count Suave shampoo, which I don’t) and thinks ESPN is the only television channel. Need I say more?

Which brings us back to where we left off. Now, what was I doing? Oh, that’s right. Freaking out.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I scream at him again, sealing my fate as the number one topic of gossip for the next week.

“Shush!” Justine almost yanks my arm out of its socket. I think she’s not-so-subtly trying to get me to stop yelling and go back into the cafeteria, but I can’t. I’m committed now.

You’d assume the sound of my (extremely loud and angry) voice (twice!) would make Gabe jump guiltily away from the tramp girl and start stammering out a bunch of pitiful excuses, or at the very least make him turn around, but no.

HE GOES RIGHT ON KISSING HER.

Clearly, I’m going to have to change tactics here. Hysterical screaming just isn’t cutting it. So I fly across the hall and jump on his back.

“What the—” Gabe stumbles backward, thrown off balance by the sudden hundred and ten pounds wrapped around his torso. (Okay, okay. A hundred and fifteen pounds. Geesh.) (All right! A hundred and twenty, but that’s all I’m going to cop to.)

“Presley! Stop it!” Justine shrieks. She rushes over and grabs on to my waist, trying to pull me down. Which is admirable and everything, but seriously. Can’t she see that we’re a teeny-tiny bit past worrying about appearances? I mean, I just tackled my boyfriend in the middle of the hall. The gossip train has so already left the station.

“Presley?” Gabe echoes, sounding bewildered, like he’s never heard the name before. Apparently, all the kissing has damaged his memory.

“Presley, your girlfriend?” I jab my heel into his stomach to jog his memory.

He grunts in pain and I smile.

See why I don’t want to get down? Kicking him is so much easier from up here. I only wish I’d worn actual heels today instead of my wedges. I also wish I’d worn my new peasant blouse from Charlotte Russe instead of this old Gap T-shirt. If you’re going to cause a scene in front of the whole school, you want to look as fashionable as possible, you know?


“I mean it,” Justine pants, locking her arms around me like a vise. “Let. Go.”

Okay. Now she’s just being annoying. If she wants to help me, why doesn’t she do something useful? Like go around to the front and kick Gabe in the kneecaps?

Note: I’m really not a violent person, I swear. I feel like I’m not making a very good first impression, what with the money thing at lunch and now this little altercation. Which is disturbing, because according to Pageant Girl magazine (“Dress to Impress: How Frosted Lipstick Can Kill Your Interview” March 2008), it can take five whole years to change somebody’s initial opinion of you. Five years! That’s crazy. So maybe you could, like, try to withhold judgment for a little bit? At least until tomorrow? That’s when I go to the nursing home and read to old people.

“No, you let go.” I push at her hands, trying to get her to release me, but for somebody whose digital talking bathroom scale has never announced any number over ninety-nine, she has a surprisingly strong grip.

“No, you.” She lets her legs go limp so that she’s hanging off me like a dead weight.

“Mother…” Gabe lets loose a string of unprintable curses as he is once again forced to do fancy footwork to stay upright. Poor baby. Now he has not one but two angry females dangling off his back. Well, technically Justine is dangling off my back, but you know what I mean.

“Fight, fight, fight.” The crowd edges forward eagerly, clearly thrilled by this turn of events. They look creepily similar to the people in this video about Roman gladiators my history teacher, Mr. Sims, made us watch last semester (not the one with Russell Crowe, unfortunately). You know, where people, like, had a picnic and partied while they watched these poor schmucks get ripped to shreds by lions and stuff? Gross.

Although, I have to admit, I wouldn’t mind having a lion or maybe a small bear to set loose on Gabe right about now. Too bad the closest thing I have to a man-eating deadly predator is my Hello Kitty keychain.

“Baby, please.” Gabe cranes his head over his shoulder, trying to see my face. “I can explain. Get down and let’s talk about this rationally.”

Ha. I can’t wait to hear his expl—Wait a minute. Did he just refer to me as “baby”?

I kick him with my other foot. How dare he use a term of endearment after what he was just doing? And where is the whore girl he was doing it with? My eyes dart toward the spot by the water fountain where they were standing, but all I see is…well, the water fountain. I frown. Where did she go? The water fountain is right in front of the girl’s bathroom…. Did she run in there while I was preoccupied with attacking Gabe?

I sweep the area with my gaze again. Crap. She must have. What a chicken. But it doesn’t matter. Because there’s only one way out, and she can’t stay in there forever. Plus, you know, I’m a girl too, so I can totally go in there after her.

“Fight, fight, fight.” Behind me, the chanting is getting even louder.


Sigh. Why do people always do that? Don’t they realize that a crowd of teenagers intoning “fight, fight, fight” is like flashing the Bat-Signal over Gotham? Except instead of super-hot Christian Bale, a ticked-off teacher is going to show up with a handful of detention slips.

Annoyed, I unlock my legs from around Gabe’s waist. As much as I’d like to give him another kick (or ten), I have no interest in spending my free time sitting in the detention room with Coach Tackett and half of Lincoln High’s juvenile delinquent population.

“Okay, you can release your death grip now,” I tell Justine. “I’m getting down.”

“Thank God.”

The crowd groans in disappointment as we drop to the ground. This isn’t the development they were hoping for.

“Presley, baby.” Gabe whirls around to face me.

Finally. This is the part where he gets on his knees and begs me to forgive him. First he’ll say something about being a stupid idiot who doesn’t deserve my love, and then he’ll cling to my—

“I want to date other people.”

My fantasy is interrupted by Gabe’s sudden outburst of gibberish. Did he just, like, speak in Latin or something?

I blink at him. “Excuse me?”

“I want to date other people. You know, break up.” He slides his hands into the pockets of his Diesels and regards me casually, like he’s just announced he’d rather go to Burger King than McDonald’s.

Okay, time out. This is so not in the script. He’s supposed to grovel and act pitiful, and then I’m supposed to break up with him. He’s throwing out completely unauthorized dialogue here. I look at him stupidly. “What are you talking about?”

“I…want…to…break…up,” he repeats, enunciating each word reeeeeallly slowly and clearly, like the way my mom used to talk to me when I was a little kid and she was trying to tell me something important. Look both ways before you cross the street. Don’t play with matches. Take those earrings off the cat. Except what he’s saying is, I never want to see you again.

He tilts his head, obviously waiting for a response, so I draw myself up to my full height, cross my arms over my chest, and say haughtily, “Fabulous. Have a nice life. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

At least, that’s what I mean to say.

What comes out is, “You want to break up?” in a little, squeaky, you-just-drove-a-stake-through-my-heart voice.

Great.

I must look as pathetic as I sound, because Gabe suddenly looks like he’d rather be giving up hits on the pitching mound than having this conversation. “Look, why don’t we talk about this later? After school—”

“No,” I say forcefully. “I want to talk about it now.” Is he insane? Does he think I can sit through three whole periods with this hanging over my head?”

Above me, the bell signaling the start of fifth period starts jangling. Great. Now I’m dumped and tardy.

“Pres, I have to go,” Justine says miserably.


I immediately feel like a piece of gum on the bottom of somebody’s shoe. Poor Justine. Her worst fear has finally come true, and it’s all my fault.

“It’s okay,” I say reassuringly. “We’ll talk after school.”

She looks relieved. “Okay.” She flicks Gabe a you’re-a-total-slime look and disappears down the hall. The crowd has already drifted away, bored by the absence of blood and/or broken bones.

I turn back to Gabe. “What the hell do you mean, you want to break up?”

Oh, wow. That sounded so much better. Much more I am woman hear me roar, you know?

My sudden attitude change flusters Gabe even more. Confrontation makes him super-nervous. Not that I care.

He runs a hand agitatedly through his hair. “It’s just that, well…um, you see…”

“It’s just that he’s met someone else,” a female voice cuts in smoothly. A girl with glossy black hair and mile-long legs steps up and presses herself against Gabe’s side. She wriggles her fingers at me. “Hi, Presley.”

I look back and forth between them, dumbstruck. This. Is. Not. Happening. Please tell me this is not happening. Being cheated on and dumped is bad enough, but this takes it to a whole new level of misery.

Because Gabe’s new “someone else” happens to be someone I know very, very well. Not because we’re friends—just the opposite.

You see, last summer she tried to kill me.









Chapter Three

How do you handle people not liking you?




Okay, so maybe “kill” is a little strong. I suspect she was actually trying to break my leg when she put the hair gel on my pointe shoes last year at Miss Teen State, but still. If I’d plunged off the stage into the orchestra pit and broken my neck (which totally could have happened), I doubt she would have shed any tears.

I’m just saying.

And now my boyfriend is dumping me for her. I swallow the bile rising in my throat. “Megan Leighton? You’re screwing around with Megan Leighton?”

“I—er—you see—,” he stammers stupidly. His face is flushed, like he’s just pitched nine innings.

“No, I don’t see,” I spit out.

Megan steps in front of Gabe and fixes me with her contact-enhanced green eyes. “It’s not rocket science, sweetie. You and Gabe are O-V-E-R. He’s with me now.”

I’m sorry, did she just SPELL at me? What is this, the first grade? Next she’ll tell me that she and Gabe have been K-I-S-S-I-N-G in a tree.


I’m about to spell her a four-letter word of my own when a new voice joins the conversation.

“Well, isn’t this a nice little party?” Mr. Smooter, the vice principal, comes to a halt beside me and surveys the three of us with a smirk. “I assume all three of you have a hall pass?” It’s clear from the tone of his voice and the mwah-ha-ha expression on his face that he assumes no such thing, but he’s one of those people who likes to draw out the torture. It’s part of his charm.

Fast-forward ten minutes and I’m huddled in a bathroom stall with no boyfriend, the beginnings of what promises to be a bitch of a headache, and a personally autographed slip from Mr. Smooter inviting me to come to school tomorrow at seven a.m. to “contemplate the value of the hall pass” in morning detention. But don’t worry, I won’t have to do all the contemplating alone—because, of course, Gabe and Megan will be there too! Isn’t that fabulous news?! I’ll get to spend a whole hour with them! Really, the only way this day could get any better would be if a giant meteor crashed through the roof of the school and fell directly on my head!

Cursing Mr. Smooter, I wad the slip into a ball and shove it into the “feminine hygiene receptacle” above the toilet paper holder. At least Justine was gone when he came up. Whew. Talk about a dodged bullet. The tardy is going to be bad enough, but if she’d gotten detention, she’d probably need, like, professional therapy or something.

Once the evil slip is safely out of sight, I dip my hand into the zippered pocket of my messenger bag and take out my emergency 3 Musketeers bar. I suppose hiding in a bathroom stall and cramming chocolate into my mouth isn’t exactly the scenario Mr. Smooter had in mind when he told me to go to wherever I was supposed to be, but hello—I can’t just go to chemistry and act like everything is normal. Because in case you didn’t notice, MY BOYFRIEND JUST DUMPED ME.

FOR MY ARCHENEMY.

Fighting the tears stinging my eyes, I rip the silver paper off the 3 Musketeers and shove practically the whole bar in my mouth. It’s stale because it’s been in my bag for probably six months, but I don’t care. I’m what the magazines call an “emotional eater.” Which basically means that whenever something bad happens, I gain ten pounds, but whatever. I’ll worry about that later.

I chew furiously as questions stab my brain like knives. How long has Gabe been seeing her? How did it start? Did everybody in the whole school already know about it except me (and Justine)? How could I be so clueless that I didn’t even suspect? Is it serious? Does he [shudder] love her? When did he fall out of love with me? Why did he fall out of love with me? And, the most burning question of all…HOW COULD HE DO THIS TO ME??

I mean, even if he didn’t want to be with me anymore, you’d think he’d have enough basic decency not to be so cruel.

Although, you haven’t really met Megan yet, so you can’t appreciate the enormity of the situation. Here, I’ll try to tell you about her, although she’s really just one of those people you have to be around to get the full effect. Let’s see…where to start? This is what she looks like in a pageant program book:



Miss Diamond Hills

(Totally Photoshopped picture of Megan here)

Megan Rachelle Leighton

AGE: 17

PARENTS: William and Annabeth Leighton

TALENT: Piano—“Rhapsody in Blue”

PLATFORM: Give the Gift of Life: Organ and Tissue Donation



Which is all true, but if I was doing a program book, her bio would look more like this:


Miss Diamond Hills

(Picture of giant skull and crossbones here)

Megan “Megabitch” Leighton

AGE: 17

PARENTS: She is the spawn of Satan

TALENT: Vicious Cruelty to Others/Destroying Lives

PLATFORM: I will be Miss America someday. Oh, yes.



Okay, what else? She’s a junior like me, which is the beginning and end of our similarities. When it comes to everything else, we may as well be different species.

Actually, as far as high school goes, we are a different species. Megan being a dazzling example of Homo super-rich sapiens and me being a prime specimen of the more common Homo poor-white-trash sapiens.

I know, I know. Now you’re going, Oh, great. Another tired Mean Rich Girl vs. Nice Poor Girl story. Let’s just skip to the end where Nice Poor Girl gets a makeover and surprises everyone at the big dance. But that’s not what this is about, I swear. First of all, I so don’t need a makeover, and second, I’m actually more popular than Megan.

At least, I’m more popular in the sense that I have a better chance of, like, being elected homecoming queen, or named Cutest Girl in the yearbook, etc. I’m not saying I’m necessarily going to get any of those things, mind you—just that I have a better chance of it than she does.

Of course, if Megan ever lowered herself to actually speak to anyone, she’d probably be elected everything, but she prefers not to “intermix with the lower classes,” as I overheard her put it to Randi Kaye Blythe backstage at the Miss Diamond Hills pageant last year.

And really, why would she? Thanks to her aloof and above-it-all attitude, the whole school thinks she’s this mysterious, untouchable goddess. (Okay, so the hundred-thousand-dollar Audi R8 she drives probably has something to do with it too.) Why would she want to ruin her image by doing something as uncouth as having a conversation with a regular person?

Anyway, Megan and I do have one other thing in common besides being in the same grade, as I’m sure all you Nancy Drew types have already figured out. Namely, that we both compete in pageants. Frequently at the same time. Against each other.

And sometimes she beats me. But then, sometimes I beat her. We sort of flip-flop. She wins the crown; I get first runner-up. At the next pageant, I win the crown, and she gets first runner-up. And so on.

If I wanted to sugarcoat it, I’d tell you that we have a “healthy rivalry,” but I can’t even think the word “sugar” for the next two weeks (the emergency 3 Musketeers doesn’t count), so I’ll just tell you straight out: We hate each other’s guts.

Like, if a magical genie poofed out of a lamp and offered me three wishes, I’d use one of them to send Megan to Antarctica. Forever.

Which is a horrible thing to say, I know. But Megan is horrible. I mean, hello—the girl tried to maim and/or kill me last year.

And before you ask: Yes. Sabotage really does go on. Stolen swimsuits, ripped dresses, broken heels, a dash of baby oil or red Jell-O powder added to somebody’s sunless tanner—there are so many ways somebody can screw with you. And a lot of them aren’t the obvious pour-nail-polish-on-an-evening-gown kind of stuff you’d normally expect.

For instance, if somebody really, really wanted to mess with your head, she might, oh, I don’t know—USE HER VOODOO WITCH POWERS TO SEDUCE YOUR BOYFRIEND TWO WEEKS BEFORE THE COMPETITION SO THAT INSTEAD OF GETTING READY YOU SPEND ALL YOUR TIME IMAGINING THEM TOGETHER.

Right now you’re thinking either (a) Poor girl, she’s inhaled too much Aqua Net, or (b) Poor girl, she can’t deal with the fact that her boyfriend just dumped her, so she made up this story that sounds like the plot of a bad soap opera. And I don’t blame you. But if you stick around long enough, you’ll see that my whole life is like a bad soap opera.

Except wait—that’s not exactly true. Because if this was a soap opera, I’d be in a tastefully elegant bedroom, shaking my fist and making vows like “I WILL get my boyfriend back from Megan Leighton,” or “Megan Leighton will rue the day she ever set foot in this town.”

But instead, I’m perched on a closed toilet lid in a mildew-smelling school bathroom trying not to cry. So instead of a character in a bad soap opera, I guess I’m just…pathetic.

 

I force myself to leave the sanctuary of the bathroom and go to my last two classes, algebra and Spanish (ugh and muy ugh), and then mercifully the day from hell is over. At least, the academic part, anyway. I still have a squad meeting to get through.

Rah-rah-ugh.

In case you’re picturing me as the clichéd super-popular blond cheerleader who everybody envies, let me rid you of that delusion right now. I know that’s the way it is at a lot of schools, but here at good ol’ Lincoln High, the only thing a cheerleading uniform gets you is free admission to football games. Don’t ask me why. We adhere to all the other stereotypes of teenage social hierarchy. Jocks are treated like minor deities, nerds are shunned unless needed for difficult homework assignments, slutty girls are whispered about on Mondays, guys suspected of playing for the other team are cruelly teased by aforementioned deity-jocks, etc., etc. You might say we like to “keep tradition alive.”

Because, you know, that sounds better than “we’re narrow-minded, insensitive rednecks.”

Justine is waiting for me outside the gym with Hunter and Lilly Reeves, our other two best friends. You haven’t met Hunter and Lilly yet. Normally, we all eat lunch together, but today the twins (yep, they’re twins!) had to go on an all-day field trip for choir. Some kind of performance to raise money for charity, I think? I’m sure one of them told me, but I always have trouble remembering little details like that.

Okay, so technically I have trouble remembering everything, but that’s not exactly the kind of thing a person wants to admit. I’d like to say it’s because my brain is so full of complicated smart-people stuff like Justine’s, but that would be…what’s the word? Oh yeah. Lying.

“Ohmigosh, are you okay?” Justine rushes toward me. Her forehead is super-creased, like she’s been worrying about me all afternoon. Which she probably has. Worrying is Justine’s favorite hobby. About me, herself, her family, global warming, getting into a good college, the plight of the American burying beetle (don’t ask)…You name it, and she worries about it.

Uh-oh. An evil thought just popped into my head. If I asked her about the Mark Taylor dress right now, I bet she’d totally go for it. You know, because of my life being in scattered ashes at my feet and all. (Can you say “pity loan”?)

No, no, no. Bad Presley. Must not take advantage of best friend’s sympathetic nature. Feelings of guilt and bad karma will result.

“Well, I haven’t attacked anyone in the past three hours,” I say wryly.

“Jussy told us what happened,” Hunter and Lilly say in perfect unison, simultaneously tucking their identical Katie Holmes brown bobs behind their ears.

Hunter and Lilly aren’t just regular twins, they’re mirror-image twins, which is sort of cool and sort of freaky at the same time. I didn’t even know such a thing existed until they moved here from Michigan last year.

Basically, they look exactly alike, except some things are reversed (i.e., “mirrored”). Like, they both have this really dark freckle under their eye, except Hunter’s is under her left eye and Lilly’s is under her right. And they both have this sort of long, rectangle-shaped birthmark on their arm, but it’s the same thing—Hunter’s is on her left arm and Lilly’s is on her right. Plus, Hunter is left-handed and Lilly is right-handed.

But the absolute freakiest thing about them (in my opinion) is the way they talk at the same time like they share a brain or something. I mean, sometimes I forget that they’re two separate people.

“Yeah, you missed an exciting lunch,” I tell them. I’m trying to act nonchalant because if Hunter and Lilly go all sympathetic and compassionate on me, I’ll lose the careful composure I built during algebra and Spanish and start crying. And I’d prefer to save my tears for the privacy of my bedroom, if you know what I mean. I have a strict no-crying-at-school policy.

Hunter thrusts out her lip at Lilly. “Well, if somebody would get over her obsession with going on American Idol and let us quit choir, then maybe we’d be around more.”

“I’m not obsessed with American Idol,” Lilly retorts. “I just think it’d be cool for twins to be on there, that’s all.”

Hunter rolls her eyes. “Oh, come on. You know neither one of us can carry a tune in a bucket, and—”

“You guys, we have to go in.” Justine cuts off their argument before it can get started. She taps the dial of her solar-powered wristwatch. (Don’t look at me! If she took my advice, she’d be tapping a twenty-thousand-dollar-plus Girard-Perregaux Cat’s Eye watch right now.) “The meeting is about to start.”

Justine and I head toward the double doors, and the twins trail behind us, bickering in the weird “twin language” they use whenever they think nobody’s paying attention. Actually, you know what? I was wrong. The secret twin language is the freakiest thing about them, not the talking in unison. It’s like a combination of pig latin and baby talk with a dash of Spanish.

Inside the gym some random guys are playing basketball, and the rest of the cheerleading squad is strewn haphazardly across the first two rows of bleachers chatting, putting on lip gloss, and, yes—Rachel is even braiding Brianna’s hair. Normally, we’d all be out on the floor stretching and warming up, but this is a meeting-meeting, not a practice. We have to work out the details of the graduation gala that’s coming up this Saturday because—for reasons that escape me and pretty much everyone else—the cheerleading squad is in charge of it.

I know. You’re probably picturing some sort of fancy reception with little sandwiches and colored streamers and a big sheet cake that says “Congratulations Seniors!” in big cursive icing letters, aren’t you? Ha. If only.

No, “graduation gala” is the name some sarcastic seniors from way back in the eighties bestowed on the annual drunken bash held in a field in the middle of nowhere the weekend before graduation. So instead of sandwiches, streamers, and cake, think beer, bugs, and a bunch of drunk guys acting like idiots.

I’m sure the gala started out as an informal thing, but now it’s, like, a mandatory event. Homecoming, prom, and the graduation gala. Those are the Big Three social events. Not that the graduation gala is a school-sanctioned event like prom and homecoming. No way! The gala is strictly off the grid, off the record, on the DL, whatever you want to call it. Now, all the adults know about it, of course. Because hello—most of them graduated from Lincoln too. But everyone operates under the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, so it all works out fine.

As for how the gala turned into the cheerleading squad’s responsibility…well, I’m just going to chalk that up to one of those strange things that defy logical explanation. Like UFOs or Donald Trump’s hair or why my butt gets bigger instead of smaller whenever I run up and down the football stadium bleachers, even though Shape magazine says that it’s supposed to tone all your—

What were we talking about?


Right. The gala being the cheerleaders’ responsibility.

I mean, promote school spirit, unite and motivate spectators at athletic events, provide gallons of alcohol to student body at end of year so everyone can get wasted…which one of these doesn’t belong in the cheerleading mission statement?

But hey, I didn’t make the rules, you know? I’m just trying to get by. And it’s not like we just buy a bunch of beer and turn everybody loose. We take everyone’s car keys and have designated drivers and everything. Which is good because otherwise I’d have to quit the squad because hello—I’m not having a drunk driving accident on my conscience.

I follow Justine into the second row and we all plop down to await the arrival of the grand pooh-bah, Romy Silvers. Also known as our squad captain. Or Captain Evil. Whichever you prefer. Most of the squad leans toward the latter.

She strides in at exactly three thirty on the dot, wearing her usual scowl and a Nike tennis dress. Her tennis racket is looped around her wrist. When she’s not torturing innocent cheerleaders, she’s apparently some kind of regionally ranked tennis player. Which, if she was anybody else, would be really cool and I’d totally go watch her play, but since she recently told me I had “back fat,” I’d just as soon shove her tennis racket down her throat.

I know. That’s not a very charitable attitude. But what can I say? I lost my What Would Jesus Do? bracelet.

“Listen up, people!” she barks, pulling out a hot pink clipboard from under her arm. “I have a match in thirty minutes, so I want to knock this out quick.”


Right. Because, you know, the rest of us were hoping to stay here all night.

She flips a page on the clipboard. “I’ve made out everybody’s assignments, so I’m going to call them out and then we can discuss any questions.”

“Oh, please. What’s there to discuss?” Nicole says condescendingly. “All we have to do is get a bunch of beer and plastic cups. It’s not like we’re putting on the prom here.”

Nicole is the only underclassman on the squad, and I’m pretty sure her mom dropped her on her head or something when she was little, because she is a complete idiot. It’s like she totally missed the part of childhood where you learn not to give attitude to people who can make your life a living hell just for the fun of it, i.e., the captain of the cheerleading squad.

Romy gives her a saccharine smile. “Well, since you’re so on top of things, then you won’t mind helping me get the alcohol, will you, Nicole?” she says sweetly. “You can get half.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” Nicole scoffs. “I’m fifteen. I don’t have a driver’s license.”

Romy shrugs. “Not my problem.” Translation: Learn to keep your big mouth shut.

“But I—”

“It’s already decided,” Romy says loudly, cutting her off. “You can either do it or consider yourself an alternate.”

There’s a whooshing sound as everybody gasps at the same time. Being demoted to alternate is the worst punishment ever. It’s better to just get kicked off the squad altogether. At least if you’re kicked off, that’s it—you’re done. You can go on with your life.

But if you’re an alternate, you still have to go to all the practices and learn all the routines, and you even have to dress out at the games. Hello—can you say “humiliating”? Sitting on the bench in your cheerleading uniform in front of everyone?

And it’s not like you can say, Oh, yeah? If you demote me to alternate, I’ll just quit. Not if you’re an underclassman and have thoughts of trying out another year. If you resign from the squad (unless it’s for a really good reason, like you’re in a full body cast or your dad suddenly gets transferred to Argentina), you forfeit your right to ever try out again.

I know. It’s so medieval.

And don’t bother suggesting something like reporting it to the proper school officials. The buck starts and stops with Romy. We have a cheerleading sponsor, Mrs. Kieklak, the biology teacher, but she’s totally lu-lu because she has a gajillion kids. Not kids like students in her classes, I mean kids that came out of her body. And they’re all really little, so she sort of has other stuff to worry about besides our little cheerleading dramas.

Romy goes down the rest of her list. “Adrian—trash bags. The big lawn-and-leaf kind. Rachel—plastic cups, the cheapest ones they have. Hunter and Lilly—designated drivers. Brianna—ditto. Justine—you’re in charge of coffee. Two or three big thermoses in case we need to sober anybody up. Presley”—she runs her finger down the list, looking for my name—“you’re designated driver too. We need at least four.”


My heart drops. Being a designated driver is pretty much an all-night affair, and this coming weekend is the last one before the pageant. Which means I have a ton of stuff to do. And if I stay up all night Saturday playing chauffeur, I’ll be too tired to do any of it on Sunday. Rats. Why couldn’t I have gotten trash bags like Adrian?

“Er, is there any way I could maybe, possibly, um, if it’s not too much trouble…I mean, only if it’s okay with you, um…please switch with somebody else?” I say meekly. Maybe if I act all humble and deferential, she won’t annihilate me like Nicole.

She flings the clipboard into the bleachers. “What, so you think you’re too good to be a designated driver? Is that the problem?”

Or…she could totally freak out and act like a psycho.

“No! I love being a designated driver!” I lean forward earnestly, trying to look like driving drunk, puking people around is my absolute favorite activity in the whole world. “It’s just that I, um, sort of have a lot of pageant stuff to do this weekend, so I was kind of hoping to, um, you know…not stay out too late Saturday night. I could get trash bags,” I add helpfully. “Or the plastic cups. Or both. Or, my mom has a really good coffeemaker because, you know, she works at night….” My voice trails off. Romy is caressing the strings of her tennis racket, and she has this weird look on her face, like maybe she’s considering beating me with it.

Her tennis racket, I mean. Not her face.

She puts her foot on the bottom bleacher as if she’s going to climb up to the second row, but then she just leaves it there. “Some pageant stuff?” she says mockingly. “Did you say you have some pageant stuff to do?”

I nod fearfully. I would say something like The air is so quiet you could hear a pin drop, but the janitor just turned on the giant fan that the school board insists is “just as good as air-conditioning,” so actually the air is pretty loud. And windy.

Romy leans forward, one arm resting on the leg that’s propped up on the bleacher. “Let me ask you something, Ashbury,” she says softly. “Are you a cheerleader, or are you a beauty queen?” The tone of her voice indicates that the difference between these two things is comparable to, say, being a nursery school teacher as opposed to a convicted felon.

“B-both,” I stutter. “I mean, um, they’re both hobbies I enjoy.”

She laughs condescendingly. “That’s your problem. Cheerleading isn’t a hobby. It’s a way of life. A calling. One you’re obviously not dedicated to.”

OMG, she really is a psycho, isn’t she? A way of life? Seriously, when did I leave reality and step into Bizarro World? It’s like God was sitting around bored, so He said, Hey, I know something that would be fun—let’s ruin a teenager’s life. And then He picked me.
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