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“Who would ever buy something like that?” Vivi Swayne grabbed the Lucky magazine her friend Lane Morris was holding. It was open to a page full of hideous black-and-white dresses that looked like they’d walked out of an Alice in Wonderland nightmare—all checkerboard patterns and ridiculously poufy skirts. It was only one month until their prom, and neither of them had a dress yet. But if this was the junk the fashion world was offering, Vivi thought she might be better off without one. “I wouldn’t even wear one of those on a dare.”




“Please. You’ve never taken a dare in your life,” Lane pointed out, leaning back in the green vinyl booth at Lonnie’s Bagels and Coffee Shop, sipping her chai. All around them, groups of kids from Westmont High chatted, sipped their coffees, and noshed on Lonnie’s famous chocolate desserts. The brightly lit family-owned place was all chrome accents, fluorescent lights, and old-school counters and booths, yet somehow it managed to maintain a cozy appeal. During the morning rush it catered to frenzied commuters and their caffeine addictions before they hopped the train to New York City. During lunch it was the local destination for deli sandwiches. But in the evening it was a favorite hangout for the Westmont High population, and it had enough designer coffees and sweets on the menu to keep their sugar rushes rushing all night long.




“It’s true,” Curtis Miles added from across the table, gesturing with a decadent-looking forkful of chocolate cake.




Lane blushed fiercely under her freckles and pulled her long red hair over her shoulder so she could busy herself with tugging at it. Vivi had come to recognize it as a nervous gesture—one that was most often inspired by Curtis. Even though the two of them had been neighbors since they were on tricycles, Lane had been harboring a huge crush on Curtis for the past couple of years. Curtis, however, was totally and completely clueless that he inspired it.




“I’ve taken a dare!” Vivi protested, snatching the fork from Curtis’s hand. She took a huge bite of the cake and pushed the plate back across the table. “What about the time I ate that entire carton of Chubby Hubby in ten minutes?”




“Yeah, but you wanted to do that anyway,” Lane said.




Vivi deflated slightly. “Okay, fine. So I don’t like it when other people tell me what to do. That’s not news.” Vivi pulled her long legs up underneath her on the bench. She tossed the mag aside and picked up her black-and-white cookie, taking a bite out of the white side. Slumping down, she settled back next to Lane and moved her head around until she found a comfortable position—one that kept the rubber band holding her thick blond ponytail from jabbing into the back of her head. “Where the hell is Isabelle already?” Isabelle and Vivi had been best friends since they shared a desk pod together in first grade, and when they met Lane and Curtis in middle school, the four melded together in a perfect little foursome. Even though Curtis didn’t always chill with them now, they were still all really close and had promised Izzy they would meet to talk about prom, since, naturally, they were all going together. “You told her Lonnie’s, right? Not Starbucks?”




“Why would we tell her Starbucks? We never go to Starbucks. It’s evil,” Curtis said, glaring out the window at the new shop that had gone up across the street last winter.




“Please. You’re addicted to their Frappuccinos,” Vivi scoffed.




“They do make a mean Frappuccino,” Curtis agreed, staring into his plain coffee.




“Curtis! God!” Vivi whacked his arm. “Lonnie’s right there.”




They all glanced over at the elderly proprietor behind the counter, who seemed to live in her shop. She was currently counting out change for Kim Wolfe, one of their classmates. Normally loud and totally obnoxious, Kim waited patiently, snapping her gum, as Lonnie sifted out her pennies one by one. Everyone was patient for Lonnie. The woman was an institution.




“It’s not like she can hear us,” Lane said, lowering her voice.




“She turns her hearing aid down when the place is this JP’d” Curtis added, shoving his long brown bangs away from his big brown eyes.




“JP’d?” Vivi asked impatiently.




“Jam-packed,” Curtis said with a shrug.




“Okay, the whole initializing everything is getting beyond annoying,” Vivi told him.




“Tell me how you really feel,” Curtis shot back, smoothing his bangs back again.




Just then, the front door opened and in walked their significant fourth, Isabelle Hunter. Tonight, Izzy looked as perfect as ever in a pink turtleneck sweater, skinny jeans, and black ankle boots. Her cocoa-colored skin was blemish-free, her straight hair pulled back in a white headband, and tiny diamonds sparkled in her ears.




“Omigod! You guys are so gonna love me!” Isabelle squealed, rushing over to their table. She slapped a pink binder down on the table with the word PROM spelled across the cover in big glitter letters.




“Uh, you really sure you want to bring that thing out in public?” Vivi asked as Izzy scooted in next to Curtis. It was Isabelle’s infamous Prom Planner, which she’d been working on since ninth grade.




“Uh, yeah, I do. Since it has inside…” Isabelle rifled through the many colorful, dog-eared pages filled with dresses, flowers, limos, jewelry, shoes, bags, and other random photos she’d cut out of magazines over the years, and she yanked out a yellow sheet from the back. “Ta-da!” she announced, holding it up with a huge grin. “One receipt for a white Mercedes stretch limo!”




“What!?” Vivi gasped, grabbing the page.




“I booked it this afternoon. It’s perfect and it’s all ours,” Isabelle said giddily. “It fits four couples, so we’re all in!”




“Iz, this is so OTH!” Curtis said.




“Off the hook?” Isabelle guessed.




Vivi saw the rental fee total at the bottom of the page and whistled under her breath. “Uh, Iz? This is, like, Mount Everest steep.”




“It’s already paid for,” Isabelle said, waving a hand. “I got graduation money from my grandparents, and it was about four times as much as I thought it was going to be.”




“You’re kidding,” Lane said. Isabelle’s grandfather, a former NBA superstar, was always bestowing insane gifts on his grandkids. “Isabelle, that’s incredible.”




“In that case, wanna pay for my tux, too?” Curtis joked, gulping down his coffee.




“Why not? I paid for Shawn’s,” Isabelle said, grabbing Lane’s unused fork and digging into Curtis’s cake.




Lane, Vivi, and Curtis exchanged a look of doom. “You didn’t,” Vivi said.




Isabelle shrugged. “This is what people do when they’re in a mature relationship, Vivi,” she replied, taking on the tone of a kindergarten teacher.




“Yeah, or when they’re in a relationship where one person is totally taking advantage of the other,” Vivi muttered. A comment that Isabelle ignored, as usual.




Vivi, however, was officially irritated. Isabelle was valedictorian of their class, captain of the girls’ varsity basketball team; she never drank, smoked, or cursed, and had recently received a commendation from the mayor of their small New Jersey town for her volunteer work with Meals on Wheels. She’d been accepted early admission to Stanford University. She was the class’s crown jewel. Her boyfriend, Shawn Littig, however, was the class screwup. Shawn was constantly rolling in late, cutting class to sneak cigarettes, and talking back to teachers just to show that he could. Everyone knew he was a total jerk, but Isabelle maintained that he was just misunderstood and that no one knew Shawn the way she did. Unfortunately, Vivi had a feeling it was the other way around: Everyone in the world could read Shawn Littig like a book—a seriously trashy, bargain-bin novel, to be exact—but he had Isabelle completely and totally snowed.




“He just spent all that money on his car, so he was totally tapped out,” Isabelle explained. “And my date is not going to prom in jeans and a T-shirt.”




“Well, he should have saved. Everyone knows how important prom is to you,” Vivi said. “Or is he the only one who’s never been taken on a page-by-page tour of that?” she asked, nodding at the prom book.




“Hey. Do not dis the book,” Isabelle scolded, placing a protective hand on the cover. “And yes, he has seen it. In fact, he got the exact tuxedo I picked out for him from the sophomore year Teen Vogue prom issue,” she added proudly. “Speaking of which, has Jeffrey rented his tux yet?”




Vivi took a deep breath. She had been hoping to avoid this conversation, but she should have known better. “Um…Jeffrey and I kind of broke up.” Vivi picked at a random crusty stain on the green vinyl.




“What? When?” Isabelle demanded.




“Did you know?” Lane asked Curtis, reaching across the table to smack his arm.




“Uh…I talked to Jeff this morning,” Curtis replied, rubbing his arm and looking snagged.




“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lane demanded.




“Hello, I’m a guy. We have a code.” Curtis rolled his eyes.




“Vivi, what happened?” Isabelle interrupted. “I thought—”




Vivi held up her hands, and her friends all fell silent. “We broke up last night. No big. It had to happen eventually.”




She cracked off the black half of her cookie, folded it, and shoved the whole thing into her mouth, looking out the window in hopes of putting a quick end to the subject. Across the street, Starbucks was overflowing with freshmen and sophomores who weren’t cool enough yet to get the understated allure of Lonnie’s.




“Vivi, what happened? Why didn’t you call?” Lane asked.




“Are you okay?” Isabelle put in.




“I’m fine,” Vivi said through her mouthful of cookie. “We only went out for, like, three weeks. It’s not the end of the world.”




It wasn’t like she could actually tell them the truth. Jeffrey had told her he liked her, but said that it was pretty clear that she didn’t actually like him. Every guy Vivi had ever gone out with since middle school had said pretty much the same thing—or some variation of it.




“He broke up with you, didn’t he?” Lane said softly. Then, when Vivi didn’t answer, she groaned. “Viv, I told you that if you kept picking on him like that—”




Vivi sighed. They had had this conversation ten million times before. Daniel Lin had been Vivi’s eighth-grade boyfriend. They had gone out for months, and Vivi had been crazy for him. He was smart, funny, hot, athletic, and totally attentive for an eighth-grade boy. Everything she could ever have imagined wanting in a boyfriend. And then, out of nowhere, he’d broken up with her for another girl, and Vivi had been crushed. But she had gotten over it and Daniel had moved away and that was that. Vivi thought it was mildly ridiculous that her friends thought that this one thing affected every relationship she’d had since. Vivi never even thought about Daniel except when Lane and Izzy brought him up. Well, almost never.




“Can we please change the subject?” Vivi asked, staring out the window again. Instantly, her heart dropped and she dropped her cookie. She could not be seeing what she was seeing. No way. No…freaking…way. She kicked Curtis under the table and nodded toward Starbucks.




Curtis looked out the window, and his eyes grew wide. “Oh my God,” he said.




“What?” Isabelle asked, looking over.




“Isabelle! Don’t!” Vivi said automatically. Vivi thought she was going to hyperventilate. Shawn Littig, the guy Isabelle had been dating on and off since freshman year, the guy she was so in love with that she was somehow blinded to the fact he was a total sleezeball, had just walked out of Starbucks with his arm around Tricia Blank—a sophomore who took her imitation of trashy celebutante fashion way too far. And now, he was pressing her up against the brick wall of the building, shoving his tongue so far down her throat, she was gonna need the Heimlich.




And Izzy had seen the whole thing. Her face paled, and she made a choking sound in the back of her throat.




“Oh my God,” Lane said, finally catching on. She looked fretfully at Isabelle. “Iz, it’s—”




“No. No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” Isabelle rambled.




She shoved herself out of the booth and ran outside. For a split second, Vivi was too stunned to move. Then, she, Lane, and Curtis all jumped up and followed. Isabelle stormed to the corner, where the evening traffic was lazily making its way down the road.




“Shawn!” Isabelle yelled at the top of her lungs.




Across the street, Shawn sprang away from Tricia. Isabelle quickly looked both ways, somehow judged that the oncoming Jeep Wrangler was not going to hit her, and dived into the street.




“Isabelle!” Vivi screeched, shoving her hands into the pockets of her green zip-up and running after her friend.




Curtis ran out ahead of Vivi and threw his hands up to stop traffic. The Jeep slammed on its brakes and squealed to a stop.




“What the hell are you doing?” the driver shouted.




“Sorry! Crisis in the making here,” Curtis said. He waved Vivi and Lane across the street, then quickly followed.




“What are you doing!?” Isabelle cried as all the kids on the sidewalk stopped to stare.




Shawn backed away from Tricia as if she were on fire and gaped at Isabelle. His light blue eyes darted around as if looking for an escape route. Vivi only hoped he would try to get past her. That way she could punch him right in his infuriatingly hot face.




“Isabelle!” Shawn said, stunned.




“Oh, please. Half the school is here,” Vivi blurted, her hands curled into fists. “Did you really think you wouldn’t get caught?”




“Back off,” Shawn snapped at Vivi. “This is none of your business.”




Vivi gritted her teeth and fumed.




“What’s going on?” Isabelle asked shakily.




Shawn looked imploringly at Isabelle. “Baby…can we just go someplace and talk…on our own?”




“Hey!” Tricia protested, crossing her skinny arms over her barely-there tank top. “You told me you broke up with her.”




Vivi’s heart plummeted as Izzy’s eyes filled with tears. “What? Shawn…you’re breaking up with me?”




Shawn glanced around and seemed to realize there was no way out of this. He looked at the ground, his dark hair falling over his face, and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Iz…I’m with Tricia now.”




“With her? With her?” Isabelle blurted. “For how long?”




“About a month,” Tricia said smugly, sliding her arm around Shawn’s waist and snuggling into his side.




“The last—” Isabelle buckled slightly, as if she’d been kicked in the knees. All the air went right out of Vivi’s lungs. She stepped over and put her arm around Izzy. Her friend started convulsing, tears streaming down her face.




“Iz, please…,” Shawn said, extricating himself from Tricia’s grasp. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I—”




Vivi glared up at Shawn. “Walk away. Right now,” she said through her teeth.




Shawn snorted a laugh. “You can’t tell me what to do.”




“I think we just did,” Curtis said, stepping up between Shawn and the girls and getting right in Shawn’s face.




Shawn had four inches and approximately twenty pounds on Curtis, but he was showing no fear. Shawn raised his hands and backed off. Coward. Vivi knew he welcomed the excuse to bail, not to have to deal. Just like all the other times he’d broken up with Izzy—via note, e-mail, text, a message on her voice mail. It was always in the most cowardly way possible. And yet, Isabelle always took him back. Every time. No matter what.




Well, maybe that was all about to change. Izzy couldn’t forgive him this time. This time he’d actually cheated on her. And half the school had witnessed it.




“Isabelle, are you okay?” Lane asked as Shawn and Tricia headed for his vintage Vette, parked down the street.




“He’s been cheating on me for a month!” Isabelle blurted, hugging Lane and clinging to her light blue sweater. “A month! How is that even possible?”




“I know, Iz. I’m sorry,” Lane said, stroking her hair.




Vivi glanced around at the freshmen and sophomores, who were still looking on quietly, eavesdropping as hard as they could. Vivi glared around at the onlookers and gently pulled Izzy away and back toward the street.




“And with Tricia Blank!” Isabelle ranted. “She’s a…a…”




Skank? Cheesebomb? Easy McSlutty? Vivi thought.




“…sophomore!” Isabelle wailed.




Lane frowned sympathetically. “We know, Iz.”




“It’s gonna be okay.” Vivi put her hand on her friend’s back. Her heart felt sick. Worse than it had when Jeffrey had dumped her last night. This was Isabelle. Her best friend since grade school. Izzy’s heartache had more of an effect on Vivi than her own did. “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” Vivi said.




“I’ll go get our stuff and meet up with you guys,” Curtis said, jogging over to Lonnie’s.




“We’ll go back to my house and…I don’t know…come up with a revenge plan,” Vivi said comfortingly. “Between us we should definitely be able to whip up a voodoo doll,” she joked, trying to lighten the mood.




Isabelle choked a laugh and nodded through a fresh wave of tears. “Okay.” Vivi had a feeling the girl would agree to anything right then.




“Don’t worry, Iz,” Lane said as they headed down the street toward the municipal parking lot and Vivi’s car. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”




“Yeah, it is, because if the voodoo doll doesn’t work, I’m going to go over there and kick his ass. Believe me,” Vivi said, determined. “That idiot has broken your heart for the last time.”




















two










Pick up tray with both hands. Place change on tray. Do not drop change. Do not…drop…




Lane managed to transfer the coins and bills from her sweaty palm onto the side of her plastic lunch tray without overturning the whole thing. She breathed a sigh of relief and smiled in triumph at the cafeteria worker. The woman looked like she was about to phone the school shrink.




Lane managed an apologetic smile and stepped aside.




“And then, out of nowhere, my dad’s like, ‘If you don’t get all A’s and B’s on your final report card, you’re not going to camp,’” Curtis babbled to her as he stepped up to the register. “I mean, how wrong is that? I’m a head counselor this year.”




As always, he was totally oblivious of Lane’s extreme stress—all of which was caused by him. Lane pretty much lived not to do anything embarrassing in front of Curtis. As long as she didn’t, she figured that one day her fantasy of him waking up and realizing she was his one true love might actually come true. She knew it was a thin thread of logic, but she had to cling to something.




“Don’t you think?” Curtis asked.




“What? Oh yeah,” Lane replied, not really knowing what she was agreeing to.




“So then I’m, like, I am so totally screwed. I mean, there’s no way I can pull a B in Calc. Lazinsky sucks, giving us that much homework,” Curtis continued. He paid for his lunch, pocketed the change, and picked up his tray with one hand. He clearly had no problem. “We’re graduating in a month. Is he some kind of sadist?”




“You could just not do it,” Lane suggested.




“Were you not listening to me? I have to get a B or no camp this summer. I have to do it,” Curtis told her as they started down the center aisle of the cafeteria. Lane glanced at him from the corner of her eye and smiled. As silly as it was, she loved the way he looked in this light. The gold flecks in his brown eyes seemed brighter, and the sun brought out the red highlights in his floppy brown hair. What she wouldn’t give to be able to paint him in the middle of the cafeteria. It would totally be her masterpiece. The best thing she’d done all year, hands down. If only she could get him to…




“So will you?”




Lane stopped walking abruptly, and her soda almost slid off the edge of her tray. Luckily, Curtis caught it in time.




“Whoops. That was close,” he said with a grin. There was the tiniest little chip in his front tooth from a skateboarding accident he’d had earlier that year. He always touched his tongue to it when he was concentrating really hard. It was totally adorable.




“Will I what?” Lane asked, balancing the tray against her hip. She nervously pulled her hair over her shoulder.




“Help me. With Calc. After school,” Curtis said in a voice that made it perfectly clear he’d said all of it already.




Lane had planned on spending her afternoon in the art studio finishing up her senior project. She’d been looking forward to it, actually. She had even created a new playlist on her iPod for inspiration. But Curtis was looking at her with big, puppy dog eyes, and she could never turn down that face.




“Sure. Want to meet up in the library after eighth?” she said, tugging at her hair again.




Curtis grinned. “What would I do without you?”




I don’t know. But right now you should kiss me, she thought. Then she blushed and turned around, heading for their prime cafeteria spot.




They always sat in the same place, right next to the glass doors to the courtyard, which were always open on a beautiful spring day like this one, letting in the warm sweet-smelling air. Lane’s knees were quaking a bit after her space-out, and she couldn’t have been more relieved when she slid safely into a chair. Unfortunately, the vibe at the table was not a happy one. Isabelle was slumped in her seat as she had been all week, listlessly toying with her fork, while Vivi eyed her sadly. This had to stop. Lane had never seen her friend so depressed for so many days in a row. Usually, she and Shawn would have kissed and made up by now—not that Lane wanted that to happen. She just wished she could figure out some other way to cheer Isabelle up.




“Hi, guys!” Lane said brightly.




“Hey.” Isabelle’s voice was barely a whisper.




“What’s up?” Curtis asked, shaking his chocolate milk. He looked around at the girls hopefully, as he’d been doing all week long. Lane knew he was just waiting for them all to snap out of it already. Curtis was a good friend to them, but he knew nothing about the required female mourning period after the end of an intense relationship.




“Nothing,” Isabelle replied in another near whisper, staring listlessly out the window.




Curtis sighed, shrugged, and grabbed a fry. Lane saw him look at Isabelle out of the corner of his eye, and she knew he was trying to think of a way to cheer her up. Which only made her love him more.




The door to the cafeteria opened, and Lane and Vivi both looked up automatically, as anyone facing the door did when there was a latecomer. It was Tricia Blank, and she was wearing a very familiar black sweater. Lane’s face prickled with heat, and she looked over at Vivi. Instantly she knew Vivi recognized it, too. They had, after all, spent an hour in the hot, crowded, Christmastime mall helping Isabelle pick it out. And another half an hour helping her select the perfect manly wrapping paper for it.




“Oh, I don’t believe this…,” Vivi snarled through gritted teeth.




“What?” Isabelle asked, turning around. Lane wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Izzy’s skin actually grew sallower before her eyes. “Wait. Is that the—?”




“The sweater you bought Shawn for Christmas?” Vivi fumed, shaking her head.




Isabelle looked over at Shawn’s table, where he sat with the rest of his friends—kids who thought that wearing offensive T-shirts and keeping packs of cigarettes in the back pockets of their jeans made them anarchists. Shawn instantly locked eyes with Isabelle, as if he had Izzy radar, then glanced over at Tricia, who was busy smiling and chatting with some of her girlfriends near the wall. He was out of his chair like a shot and walked right over to Isabelle’s side.




“Belle,” he said, his blue eyes pained.




“You gave her my sweater?” Isabelle said, her voice thick.




“No. I swear. She must have taken it out of my dresser,” Shawn said pleadingly. As if he cared about Isabelle’s feelings. As if he had any conscience at all.




“She was in your room?” Isabelle half whimpered.




Shawn pushed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and looked around at the others. “Belle, can we please just talk for a second?”




“Don’t call me Belle,” Isabelle said sadly.




“Fine. I’m sorry. You’re right. Can we just…please?”




“Fine,” Isabelle said, standing.




She and Shawn walked to the other end of the table near the open doors.




“Unbelievable,” Vivi said, shaking her head so furiously that her messy blond bun tumbled into a ponytail. “I can’t believe she’s actually talking to him.”




She got up quietly and walked around the table, headed for the vending machines near the wall—about three feet from where Izzy and Shawn were now standing.




“Vivi!” Lane hissed.




Vivi turned around and shot her a wide-eyed look, telling her to shut up. Lane deflated and turned back to her food. It wasn’t like she was going to argue. Vivi was going to do what Vivi wanted to do anyway.




Over at the vending machines, Vivi made a good show of it, pulling some change out of her pocket and pretending like she was totally baffled by the myriad candy choices. Meanwhile, Shawn and Izzy just kept talking, too engrossed in their conversation to notice the eavesdropper. Finally Vivi aggressively punched in a number, grabbed her Twix bar, and stormed back to the table. She yanked out her chair and dropped into it with a huff.




“Okay, that guy should be a politician,” Vivi said. “He is all slime.”




“Why? What’s going on?” Curtis asked, finally buying into the soap opera.




“First of all, he said he still cares about her and always will,” Vivi grumbled. “And that he’d never give the sweater she gave him to another girl.”




“Well, that’s good, right?” Curtis asked before chugging his milk.




Vivi rolled her eyes. “Then he told her that she should move on. That he thinks she’s too good for him and she can do better,” she whispered furiously.




Lane snorted. “Well, he’s got that right.”




“Yeah, but to him it’s a total joke. He knew she was going to disagree, which of course she totally did. ‘I don’t understand why you’re so hard on yourself. I love you. You know that,’” she said, doing a perfect imitation of Isabelle’s voice. “He’s totally keeping her hanging. I swear I could just—” She curled her hands into fists and grunted in frustration.




“Okay, okay. Calm down,” Lane said, putting her hand over Vivi’s.




“She can’t take him back,” Vivi said, shaking her head. “She can’t be second to Tricia Skank-Ho Blank. We need to stage an intervention. Threaten her with something.”




Lane rolled an empty straw wrapper in her fingers and laughed. “Like what?”




“I don’t know…maybe we should tell her we won’t be friends with her anymore! Freeze her out,” Vivi announced. “Tough love, like in that DVD we watched in health class sophomore year.”




“Um…Isabelle’s not a crack addict,” Lane pointed out.




“No. But she is a Shawn addict,” Vivi shot back.




Lane’s heart dropped. Vivi couldn’t be serious. At least, Lane hoped she wasn’t. Because usually, when Vivi came up with a plan, she stuck to it. And she made everyone around her stick to it as well.




“We can’t do that,” Curtis said, crumpling up the empty milk container. “It’s way too mean. And besides, none of us could actually go through with it.”




Vivi’s face dropped and she slumped. “You’re right. But we have to do something to make her realize she doesn’t need this jerk,” Vivi said, glancing over at them. Lane saw Isabelle nod at something Shawn was saying, and the very sight made her tense.




Lane shook her head. “Isabelle is way too good for him. If she goes back to him, it’ll be a total disaster.”




Curtis nodded, his mouth full.




“Good. At least we all see it,” Vivi said, setting her jaw in a determined way. She pulled her sneaker-clad feet up on the chair and rested her chin on her knees. “Now we just have to come up with a way to make her see it.”




 




“Do you really think empowerment-movie night is going to help?” Lane asked, sifting through the pile of DVDs Vivi had rented.




“It’s just a preliminary plan. Until I come up with the real one,” Vivi said, setting a huge bowl of popcorn down on the table in her basement.




The basement door opened. “Hi, honey! I’m home!” Vivi’s mother trilled jokingly as she tromped down the stairs.




She was wearing one of her more colorful head scarves, with her curly blond hair sticking out in two perfect triangles on either side of her head from her ears to her shoulders. Huge wooden monstrosities dangled from her earlobes, and her makeup was even more elaborate than usual. As always, Vivi’s mom had gone all-out for her work party that evening. It was one of the hazards of working at the regional theater, the Starlight Playhouse. There was, apparently, a lot of pressure to look as boho kooky as possible.




“I just thought you girls might want some snacks!” She lifted a grease-stained brown bag. “Leftovers from the cast party!”




“Oooh! I knew I loved you for a reason.” Vivi grabbed the bag from her mother. Inside was a stack of white takeout plates with clear covers. Mini hot dogs, mini quiches, mini spring rolls. She tore off the lids and started laying the food out on the table.




“Hi, Ms. Swayne,” Lane said, standing up. She walked around the table and hugged Vivi’s mom.




“Hello, dear!” Vivi’s mother exclaimed, high on life. “What are you girls doing? Movie night? Got anything good?” She inspected the array of films. “Oh! Kate Winslet? I just love her. The actress who starred in my production of Twelfth Night last month reminded me so much of her.”




“Cool, Mom. And we’d love to hear all about it. Really. But Isabelle’s gonna be here any second so…” Vivi advanced on her mother, steering her back toward the stairs.




“Oh. Okay. Well, if you girls need anything—”




“We won’t,” Vivi said, patting her mother on the back. “But thanks for the snacks.”




Her mother’s shoulders drooped, and her hundreds of plastic bracelets clicked together. “Okay. Well. I’ll be upstairs.”




“Bye!” Vivi smiled until her mother was gone, then turned around and rolled her eyes. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her oversized track hoodie and slumped down onto the couch.




“I don’t know why you’re so mean to her,” Lane said with a sigh, munching on one of the mini hot dogs.




“Lane, you know that she’d stay down here all night if I didn’t kick her out,” Vivi said, grabbing a quiche from one of the plates. “She thinks she’s one of us.”




“Well, she’s cooler than my mom,” Lane said, pulling her long hair into a high ponytail.




Vivi laughed. “I’d give anything to have your mom.”




Lane’s mother worked as an image consultant at a huge media conglomerate in New York. She was stylish, sophisticated, and unmeddling. In other words, the exact opposite of drama queen Sylvia Swayne.




“Yeah, well, if I ever see her, I’ll tell her you said that,” Lane deadpanned.




The doorbell rang, and Vivi and Lane both jumped up. “Finally!”




“I got it!” Vivi shouted.




She barreled up the stairs with Lane on her heels and slid across the hallway in her socks. But when she got there, her younger brother, Marshall, was already talking to Isabelle, who was eyeing him uncertainly from the front step, as most people eyed Vivi’s book-loving, pasty-faced brother. His blond hair was, as always, slicked back from his face with some thick gel, and he was wearing a T-shirt that read LOVE ME, LOVE MY MAC. Vivi wanted to groan just looking at him. The kid could have been somewhat cute and maybe halfway cool if he wasn’t so intent on being a dork.




“I got it, loser,” Vivi told him, hip-checking him out of the way.




“Shut up,” Marshall grumbled, blushing slightly. “See you later, guys. I’ll be in the living room,” he told them.




“Don’t care,” Vivi shot back. Marshall narrowed his green eyes—exactly the same shade as Vivi’s—and went.




“Bye, Marshall,” Isabelle said, polite as ever.




She stepped inside, and Vivi closed the door. “Okay, what do you want to watch first? The Holiday? She’s the Man? Erin Brockovich?”




“Iz?” Lane said uncertainly. “Are you all right?”




Vivi’s heart clenched, and she turned around. Tears were streaming down Isabelle’s face. She dropped her Kate Spade overnight bag on the floor and wailed, “He’s going to the prom with her!”




“Omigod, Izzy!” Lane said. “How did you…Who told you?”




“She did! I ran into her at the mall, and she was all showing off about it!” Isabelle cried. “He’s taking her to the prom in the tux I picked out. The one that I paid for!”




“What an asshole,” Vivi said through her teeth. The prom meant everything to Izzy. They all knew this, especially Shawn. It wasn’t like Vivi wanted Isabelle to go with him, but for him to ask someone else, and for her to find out this way, was devastating. “Am I allowed to kill him yet?” Vivi asked.




“I hate him,” Isabelle said as she gasped for air. “I hate him so much!”




As Lane hugged Isabelle, Vivi saw something move from the corner of her eye. Her brother was standing just on the other side of the open doorway to the living room, listening to every word that was said. She shot him a look that could have melted steel and put her arm around Isabelle’s shoulder.




“Come on. Let’s go downstairs,” Vivi said.




“’Kay,” Isabelle replied, her voice all watery.




After about ten minutes of incoherence and sobbing, Isabelle finally calmed down. She looked around the wood-paneled basement with heavy-lidded eyes and sniffled.




“What movies did you guys get?” she asked, pulling her hands into the sleeves of her fuzzy sweater.




“We don’t have to watch anything if you don’t want to,” Lane said.




“Yes, we do! She needs the distraction,” Vivi put in, reaching for the DVDs.




“True,” Isabelle said weakly.




Vivi got up and popped The Holiday into the DVD player. Just as the previews were starting up, the door to the basement opened and Vivi saw her brother’s dorky brown shoes on the stairs.




“Did we invite you down here?” Vivi shouted.




“I’m just bringing you guys some soda,” Marshall replied. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs with a bottle of Mug root beer and three plastic cups. “Seemed like you could maybe use something to drink.”




“Thanks, Marshall,” Lane said, cutting off the insult Vivi was about to spew.




“I love root beer,” Isabelle said blankly.




“Well, there you go.” Marshall placed everything on the table and backed up. “I’ll be upstairs.”




“Again, don’t care,” Vivi replied.




Marshall shot her an irritated look, but turned around and retreated.




“Vivi, he was just trying to be nice,” Isabelle said.




“No. He just has nothing better to do on a Friday night,” Vivi said.




She got up, took the stairs two at a time, and latched the old-school lock on the door. On her way back down, she turned off the lights, then settled back on the huge leather sectional between her friends. It was time to put Operation Distract and Empower Izzy into motion. No more diversions.




 




Vivi tossed a few kernels of popcorn into her mouth as Kate Winslet slammed the door on her idiot ex-boyfriend’s face and threw her arms in the air. Vivi couldn’t have picked a more perfect post-breakup movie than The Holiday. Cameron Diaz and Kate both think their lives are over after breaking up with their respective jerks, and then they both find real happiness. It was an inspired choice, if she did think so herself. She glanced over at Isabelle, half-expecting to see her grinning with romantic inspiration. Isabelle, however, was staring at the floor, chewing on her thumbnail.




“What’s the matter?” Vivi said, grabbing the remote to pause the movie. “You’re not even watching!”




“I know,” Isabelle said. She pulled her knees up and sat back. “I can’t stop thinking about Shawn. What do you think he’s doing tonight?”




Uh, getting dirty with a certain skank? Vivi thought.




“I don’t know, Iz,” Lane said.




Isabelle bit her lip. “Do you think we could still get back together?”




Vivi sat up so fast, she dumped half the bowl of popcorn on the cold cement floor. “What?”




“Vivi,” Lane said in a warning tone.




“You just told us he asked Tricia to the prom. What are you thinking?” Vivi asked.




“I know,” Isabelle said. She ran her hands up into her hair. “I know. It’s just…I love him so much. Tricia’s not going to make him happy. And the prom is still a few weeks away….”




“Omigod, do you even hear yourself?” Vivi blurted, gripping the couch cushions at her sides. “You’re worried that he’s not gonna be happy? You’re the one who’s miserable!”




“You don’t have to attack her,” Lane said, zipping her fleece hoodie all the way up as if for protection.




“I was just…talking,” Isabelle added, averting her gaze.




“You’re talking about getting back together with him after he cheated on you. After he asked someone else to the prom,” Vivi pointed out. She shoved herself out of her seat and started pacing in front of the TV, where Kate was paused in midcelebration. “I mean, come on. When does it end? Forget all the little breakups.” She raised her hand to tick off the big ones. “You took him back after he skipped the play last year. You took him back after the sweet sixteen debacle. You took him back after he dumped you on the day of your Stanford interview. Remember how freaked you were? You might not have gotten in because of him! And now he cheats on you and rubs it in your face and you still want him? When are you going to see that you deserve much better than Shawn Sluttig?”




“Oh, that’s very mature,” Isabelle sniffed, crossing her arms over her chest.




“Calm down, Viv,” Lane said, scooting forward and grabbing a mini quiche off the table.




“Why should I?” Vivi said. “Seriously. It’s time for an intervention.”




“Don’t say something you’ll regret,” Lane said in her schoolteacher tone. “I mean, if you rip him to shreds and then they get back together—”




“They are not getting back together!” Vivi protested, her hands on her hips.




“Uh, I’m right here.” Isabelle raised her hand, sounding frustrated. “And you can’t tell me what to do, Viv.”




“Well, I should be able to,” Vivi replied, her blood boiling. “Clearly you’re incapable of making your own decisions. I want you to be happy, and all Shawn does is make you miserable. Your relationship with him is all one-sided.”




Isabelle’s face screwed up in consternation, and she stood, facing off with Vivi over the coffee table. “Oh, please. What do you know about relationships? You haven’t had one that’s lasted more than a month since Daniel! Shawn and I have been together for four years!”




“Probably more like two if you factor in all the times you’ve broken up,” Vivi shot back.




“You guys—,” Lane said.




“Well, at least I’m not always reeling guys in and then torturing them until they dump me!” Isabelle replied.




Vivi felt as if she’d been slapped. “What?”




“Oh God, Viv. I’m sorry,” Isabelle said. She briefly covered her mouth with her hand. “I didn’t mean that.”




Vivi had to sit down again. Was that really what her friends thought she did? Systematically tortured guys?




“I’m sorry, Vivi,” Isabelle repeated. “Really.”




Lane looked at Vivi hopefully. Vivi took a deep breath and combed her fingers through her thick ponytail. She was a champion at the uncalled-for word bomb. There was no way she could hold it against Isabelle without being a huge hypocrite. Especially in Izzy’s current state.




“It’s okay,” Vivi said, grabbing Izzy’s hand and squeezing it.




Isabelle took a deep breath and turned to fold up the afghan she’d been huddled under all night long. “I should just go.”




“What? We haven’t even gotten to the ice cream yet,” Lane protested.




“I’m really not in the mood for ice cream,” Isabelle said apologetically.




Vivi suddenly felt desperate. This whole night had been intended to distract Isabelle and help her get over Shawn, and it hadn’t worked in the slightest.




“Don’t go, Iz,” Vivi said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to attack you. I just…I don’t want you to go backward. I mean, you’re gonna be at Stanford next year. It’s gonna be a whole new world, you know? New people, new guys…. Why would you want to go backward?”




Isabelle’s eyes watered as she shrugged. “I love him. I’m sorry I can’t just turn that off.”




She took a step past Vivi and grabbed her pink Nine West raincoat and Kate Spade overnight bag off the floor. “Thanks for trying, guys. I do appreciate it. I just kind of want my own bed right now, you know?”




Vivi and Lane exchanged a defeated look. “We know.”




They walked Isabelle upstairs, and Vivi gave her a hug before sending her off to her car. When Vivi closed the door, her shoulders sagged.




“How are we ever going to get her over him if she doesn’t want to?” she asked.




Lane shook her head. “I don’t know.”




Vivi stared at the tiled floor of the foyer. “You know, I could have a long relationship if I wanted one. It’s just that the guys at school can’t handle me.”




“I know.”




Lane put her arm around Vivi’s back and Vivi rested the side of her head atop Lane’s. Together they shuffled toward the kitchen with its 1970s avocado countertops and yellow Formica table. Vivi’s mother loved kitch, and therefore hadn’t changed one thing in their kitchen since buying the house from an elderly couple when Vivi was still in kindergarten. Vivi yanked open the ancient freezer and took out a few pints of ice cream while Lane went for spoons and bowls and toppings. Within two minutes they had put together a pair of towering sundaes. Vivi took a huge bite, dripping chocolate sauce down over her hand. She grabbed a napkin from the ceramic cow holder at the center of the kitchen table and sighed.




“All right. That’s it,” she said, sitting up straight.




“What’s it?” Lane asked warily, nearly losing some of her ice cream out the side of her mouth.




“We are going to come up with a way to keep Isabelle away from Sluttig,” Vivi said, determined.




“Like what? Kidnapping?” Lane asked.




Vivi narrowed her eyes, imagining Shawn tied up in a rat-infested basement somewhere, wearing nothing but dirty rags and begging for mercy. “Nothing that drastic,” she said. She grabbed her bowl and spoon and a few more napkins. “Come on. Let’s go up to my room and brainstorm.”




“But what about the movie?” Lane asked, stalling.




“Screw the movie,” Vivi said, shoving another huge wad of ice cream into her mouth. “This is much more important. We have to save Izzy.”




 




“Maybe we could find her a therapist, you know?” Vivi babbled, pacing back and forth behind Lane, who was sitting at the computer in Vivi’s bedroom. She had to step over the piles of clothes, books, and random crap all over the floor, and she kept kicking stuff out of her way. “Or a hypnotist! Someone who could deprogram her. Google that!”




“Yeah, sure. I’m on it,” Lane lied, typing her password into the MySpace login page.




“Not that she’d go, because apparently she doesn’t see this whole thing as a problem, which is totally OOC,” Vivi said, looking at the ceiling.




Lane smirked. “You sound like Curtis.”




“Oh, crap! I do,” Vivi said, holding her head. “Your little love bug has totally infiltrated my brain,” she teased.




“He is not my love bug,” Lane said, pulling her ponytail over her shoulder to toy with it.




“Whatever you say,” Vivi replied, sitting down on the edge of her unmade bed. She crossed her legs and bounced the top leg around as if she were stirring something. “I don’t know why you don’t just ask him to the prom already. I mean, you’re just as bad as Isabelle except you can’t get up the guts to get the guy and she can’t get up the guts to lose the guy. Why won’t you just ask him to the prom? What’s the worst that could happen?”




“Umm…he could run screaming in the other direction and never speak to me again, which would break up our entire group and change our lives forever,” Lane recited automatically.




“Oh. Yeah. That would suck,” Vivi replied, looking irritated that Lane actually made some sense. “Whatever—back to Isabelle. What are we going to do?”




“I don’t know,” Lane said lightly. She knew better than to encourage Vivi. If she did, this rant might sooner or later become an actual plan, and Lane knew from experience that Vivi’s plans rarely worked out for the best. But sometimes, if she was lucky, Vivi would just babble with no direction until she tired herself out and the whole thing would come to nothing.






Lane had already navigated to her in-box and was psyched to see a message from SurfBoy07 at the top of the list. He was supposed to be critiquing her last painting. SurfBoy07 was an art student from California whom she’d met months ago on the site. After a few IM conversations, they had realized they both harbored a love of art and a need for unbiased feedback from someone outside their regular classes. They had started sending jpegs of their work back and forth. and Lane felt that her painting had much improved, thanks to his comments. She crossed her fingers for luck and clicked his message.




“Oh! Maybe we could find a way to make Shawn totally unappealing to her,” Vivi continued, pushing herself off her bed to start pacing again. “I mean, the guy is hot—I’ll give him that. Maybe that’s how Izzy sees past all the other crap, right? Maybe we should break into his house and shave his head!”




“I draw the line at breaking and entering,” Lane said as she read through SurfBoy07’s message.








Hey Penny Lane,




This painting is amazing. Your use of shading and shadow has improved dramatically. Really. Your best work yet. Would it be lame to admit I’m jealous?


[image: image]
SB07









Lane’s heart expanded, and she could barely contain a grin. This was exactly the message she’d been hoping for. Her best work yet. SurfBoy07 was in a real art program at a great school. If he loved it, then it would have to earn an A.




“Whoa. Who’s that?” Vivi stopped and stared over Lane’s shoulder. Lane glanced at SurfBoy07’s picture. With his sun-kissed good looks and friendly smile, he was rather Oakleyicious.




“He’s just a MySpace friend of mine,” Lane said, trying to contain her critique-related glee so that Vivi wouldn’t grill her about it. “He’s an artist. We chat sometimes.”




“Omigod. There’s no way that’s his real picture,” Vivi said. She reached around Lane’s back and grabbed the mouse, scrolling quickly down SurfBoy’s page. “He totally stole that off the Hollister website or something.”




“No, he didn’t. I asked about the picture. That’s totally him,” Lane protested.




“No way.” Vivi stood up straight. “No real guy is that hot.”




“Do you have any idea how insane you sound? Somebody is that hot because that picture is of somebody,” Lane told her.




“Well, it’s not SurfBoy07. No one that gorgeous has time to be on MySpace,” Vivi said. “Sorry to tell you this, Lane, but he has to be a fake.”




Vivi scoffed, like Lane was ridiculous, and paced away. Lane’s heart hurt. Why did Vivi have to tear her down like that? Couldn’t Lane ever be right about anything?




“Wait a minute! That’s it!” Vivi announced suddenly.




All the tiny hairs on the back of Lane’s neck stood on end. “What? What’s it?”




“A fake!” Vivi whirled around, her eyes bright. She grabbed the arms of the chair and twirled Lane toward her. “We’ll make up a guy for Isabelle on MySpace! Someone who will totally take her mind off that skeezoid Sluttig.”




Lane’s skin tightened as her entire body filled with dread. Crap. Crappity crap crap. “What?”




“Come on! Who knows Isabelle better than we do? We can make up her perfect guy,” Vivi said, clasping her hands together. “We can make him a little bit dangerous, you know, because we know she likes that. But we can also give him a life! Make him interesting! Shawn’s only interests are smoking, playing three chords on his guitar, and being a jackass. We can do so much better than that. And MySpace is the perfect place to do it. We can make him as incredible as we want him to be!”




Lane squirmed in the chair. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”




“Do I look like I’m kidding?” Vivi asked, putting her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie.
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