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LOANN’S ALWAYS WANTED TO BE POPULAR AND PRETTY like her sister, Claire. So when Claire’s ex-boyfriend starts flirting with her, Loann is willing to do whatever it takes to feel special . . . even if that means betraying her sister.


But as Loann slips inside Claire’s world, she discovers that everything is not as it seems. Claire’s quest for perfection is all-consuming and comes at a dangerous price. As Claire increasingly withdraws from friends and family, Loann struggles to understand her and make amends. Can she heal their relationship—and her sister—before it’s too late?
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CHAPTER ONE



They say you shouldn’t try to be someone you’re not. But what about someone you almost are? Or how about someone you used to be?


My sister, Claire, walked into the Alder Grove High cafeteria, and on impulse, I sat up a little straighter. As kids, people used to tell us that we were like two peas in a pod with our perfect posture. “What little ladies!” they’d always say.


We’re far from twins, but I hoped others still might notice some small similarity. Our perfect posture could be the one reminder that Claire’s not the secret love child of Gwyneth Paltrow and Ashton Kutcher. And I’m not the true offspring of Danny DeVito and an ungroomed poodle.


“You trying to make them look like double Ds?” my friend Shayleen blurted at me from across the table.


You know those moments when you say something embarrassing and everyone around you stops talking at that exact second?


Yeah.


Even Claire looked over to see what everyone was gawking at, and in that second, I realized how stupid I probably looked. As if I could morph my potato-like body into the skinny French fry it used to be. Claire still wore her long, lean—and erect—body as naturally as her white capri pants and strappy sandals.


I collapsed back into a slouch, wrapping my arms across my chest. Thankfully, before Claire could register another of my attempts to emulate her, Josh raced up to give her a hug, stealing her attention away.


She leaned in and whispered something in his ear. Heat circulated like lava in my veins. Josh.


As in, Josh Garrison. The Josh Garrison. Not the quarterback, but certainly the cutest guy on the football team. I gripped my arms tighter, wondering if she was whispering about me.


This was Josh, the guy I’d been silently swooning over since middle school.


Josh, my sister’s boyfriend of three weeks, two days—I checked my watch—and about twenty-two hours.


Claire looked over again, but this time, the second my eyes met hers, her mouth broke into a huge smile, like her face wasn’t big enough to contain it. My embarrassment calmed with her excitement. Whatever she might have been saying about me didn’t look to be bad. She leaned in to say something else to Josh and then pointed in my direction. I resisted the urge to touch my chest. Who, me?


I was sitting with my friends Shayleen and Deirdre at our usual table, close to the cash register. Shayleen had her attention where it usually was: on her pocket mirror and eyeliner. I had to wonder, wasn’t she already wearing enough? She’d overemphasized her already large eyes and lips, making her look a little like Betty Boop. She was my reason for going easy on the makeup. Well, that and my lack of skill at applying it.


Shayleen and Deirdre looked up just as the rest of the most popular group of seniors turned our way. Other juniors probably didn’t have the same kind of senior envy we did. I think it stemmed from the fact that all three of us fit better with the freshman crowd than with our own class. Deirdre looked about twelve with her freckles and pixie cut, Shayleen had a habit of throwing juvenile temper tantrums about breaking a nail or something equally catastrophic, and I could pretty much walk upright through a doggie door. Not only was I the shortest person in the entire junior class, I was also the youngest. My parents registered me for kindergarten at the tender age of four, thinking I’d be some kind of prodigy like my sister.


It was only natural that the three of us “youngsters” had bonded, but Shayleen was the only one who seemed determined to break out of our mold. She had a broader circle of friends than either Deirdre or I, but always wanted to make more—especially of the senior boy variety. She practically frothed at the mouth toward my sister’s friends. Deirdre just gaped at the group of them.


“Hey,” I said, trying my best to act normally. Hopefully, if I broke my friends’ stunned gazes, we wouldn’t look like the starstruck nerds that we were. “What’s for lunch?”


“What is for lunch,” Shayleen stated, looking Josh up and down. He’d gone back to ordering his food, and thankfully the rest of the group also quickly lost interest in our little envy fest.


Shayleen knew I’d had a crush on Josh for forever, and she said things like that to egg me on, even if he was way out of my league. But still, when she continued to eye him, it irked me. I motioned to a wrapped gift sitting on the table beside her.


“What’s that?” I cringed inwardly at my question. I’d always been annoyed by people who made a big deal of their own birthday.


Shayleen turned her attention back to our table. “For you, of course!” She passed it over. “It’s from both of us.” Deirdre started to interrupt with a “But . . .” when Shayleen cut her off, asking me what I got from my parents.


I rolled my eyes. “You know what my mom’s like. She gave me these clothes that I’ll never wear.” I pulled open the pink shimmery wrapping of Shayleen’s gift. A few people glanced over at the flashy paper.


I barely had the back of the present open when I recognized it. More pink. Which was not my favorite color. But it wasn’t just the color. Shayleen’s gift was the exact same shade and texture as the tank top I’d gotten from Mom last night.


We’d had an early family birthday party because Mom and Dad both had to work late today. When I first saw the outfit Mom had gotten me, I figured there had to have been some mistake. She must have bought it for Claire and forgotten to give it to her for Christmas. Pink made my sister look like a fairy princess. Mom must’ve missed my sweats-abounding wardrobe and my acreage of boobage.


I swallowed, turning over the gift from Shayleen. Sure enough, the same dainty white flower shone up at me like a beacon of femininity.


The beacon had the wrong girl.


I’d never liked the term “tomboy.” I felt instead like I simply brought balance to the force of Claire’s flowery life. I could understand my mother wanting me to be more like Claire. But Shayleen and Deirdre?


“Uh, thanks. Wow,” I said, trying to sound happy and dazzled and all those other positive emotions I wasn’t feeling.


Shayleen pulled the tank fully from the wrapping, letting it fall open. “I hope I got the right size. Here, hold it up.”


I did as she said, purposely keeping it a foot away from me, as though the distance would hide the discrepancy between the size of the tank and the size of my breasts. In that second, I realized what seemed really strange about the tank top: it would perfectly suit Shayleen, especially with her dark skin and hair. Part of me wanted to push it back and hold it up to her.


“I hope it’ll fit.” Shayleen gave me a sideways look, scrunching her mouth a little in decision. I glanced at Deirdre for help. It wouldn’t seem so rude if she told Shayleen it would look much better on her.


But Deirdre’s dilated eyes looked like she’d been hypnotized. I followed them a few feet away.


Claire. Coming straight for me. With Josh Garrison on her heels, carrying a tray full of food.


Claire let out this lighthearted laugh before she’d even reached us.


“Look what Shayleen gave me,” I said, at the exact same time that Claire said, “Why’d you bring that thing to school?” She glanced behind her, laughing again, and that’s when I noticed how many people had followed Claire to our table. At least six, but it felt like a hundred. I sat there stunned, unable to speak, while Claire’s best friend, Jasmine, went on.


“Your mom always gets the most unsuitable clothes, Loann. I mean, can you see her in that tank top?” Jasmine said to Claire. Jasmine had been over for my birthday dinner last night. Claire had asked me if it was okay to invite her, and I figured, why not? Now I knew why not.


Shayleen’s face went from its normal flawless bronze to a deep tomato red. “What did you say?” she demanded.


Jasmine didn’t seem to notice the edge in Shayleen’s tone or me motioning toward the wrapping paper. “Did you bring the miniskirt, too?” she asked me. I shook my head, silently praying that Jasmine wasn’t about to make any kind of judgments on miniskirts. Shayleen was wearing one.


There was an awkward pause while everyone digested what had just been said. Recognition eclipsed Claire’s face first. She looked down at the discarded wrapping paper, then at Shayleen. She nudged Jasmine.


“Oh, you got this for Loann?” Jasmine’s words tapered off until they were almost a whisper, which made the whole episode seem even more humiliating for Shayleen. As if that wasn’t bad enough, now that the seniors had joined our little discussion I could feel stares from all over the cafeteria.


“Look, it was a stupid idea,” Shayleen seethed, “and it’s the last time I’ll ever get you a gift.” She pushed herself to a standing position.


“Wait,” I said, reaching for her hand, but she brushed it out of reach, spun, and marched for the cafeteria doors. The doors smacked shut behind her.


I turned to Claire for help. She always knew how to deal with people, how to solve problems that required charisma and diplomacy.


“You should let her cool off,” Claire said, reading my mind. “That Shayleen has quite a temper on her.”


I jerked my head in what might look like a nod, barely being able to function with Josh in such close proximity. I would just have to stay as still as possible until they made their way to their usual table near the window. Then I could calm down and talk over Shayleen’s hostility with Deirdre.


“It’s Loann’s birthday,” Claire announced, picking up the gift wrap and folding it. “Do you mind if we sit with her?”


Her friends surrounded our table like the Northern Lights, bright and brilliant in all their glory. I cowered in my seat. I wasn’t sure who Claire was asking, but if it was anyone at my table, I doubted it would be taken as anything but rhetorical.


Claire knew how much the upset with Shayleen would eat away at me and was trying to make me feel better. My sister wouldn’t want my birthday ruined if she could help it.


I thought Claire would squeeze in beside me, but instead she took the seat across the table. Deirdre shifted to make room for her. A few other seniors sat at the far end of the benches on either side. Jasmine and Lazarus—aka Jaz and Laz, a nickname Jasmine had come up with before they were even dating—stood staring down at Deirdre.


This was a problem. Jasmine obviously wanted to sit beside her best friend, Claire, and I wondered if in Deirdre’s awed state she’d be able to figure that out.


“Hey, Deirdre, could you . . .” I nudged my head to the side.


Suddenly Deirdre looked like she’d been woken up by electrical currents. “Oh! Of course!” She grabbed her bag lunch and cleared out of their way. Only I guess she’d taken my suggestion more drastically than I’d intended, and moved to the next table. She sat down and picked at the bottom of her short hair like she always did when she was embarrassed.


Great. Now I’ve alienated both of my friends. I opened my mouth to call her back, but when I glanced at the empty seat still beside me, my mouth went dry. Josh stepped over the bench and his leg brushed mine as he sat down.


Sure, he was sitting across from his girlfriend, my sister. But I had never, ever been this close to him. Close enough to smell his musky boy scent. Even though I’d crushed on him for years, it’s not like I ever expected to do anything about it. It was more like a celebrity crush, and I felt as nervous as I would sitting three inches away from Zac Efron. I was certain my heartbeat was as loud and erratic as a pinball machine.


Claire slapped one of her schoolbooks on the table in front of her, interrupting my cardiac arrest. It was kind of bittersweet, Claire dating Josh. It irritated me and yet gave me these beautiful opportunities to be near him I’d otherwise never have.


“Happy birthday, Loann,” Josh said quietly, like it was a shared secret. I met his eyes and his adorable, slightly offcenter smile made my lips tremble.


I cleared my throat for some composure. He’s my sister’s boyfriend, I reminded myself, though I was as likely to score an Olympic gold in men’s pole-vaulting as I was to have a chance with someone like Josh Garrison.


“I hope you like my gift,” Josh half-whispered in my direction.


Suddenly I had no feeling in my hands. Or the rest of my body, for that matter. Josh got me a gift? He must be joking. But he was so absorbed in his lunch, it was impossible to tell. His hand brushed my leg as he shifted on the bench and my heart stopped dead for a few seconds.


Get a grip, Loann.


Claire and her other friends chattered about classes and teachers and after-school plans. I could barely keep up. Deirdre watched from a few feet away with a huge grin on her face, like she couldn’t believe her luck getting to hang out with these people. Or at least near them.


Even though all the conversation at our table centered on my sister and her friends, it was way more entertaining than any normal day for me at Alder Grove High. I wondered how my sister handled living with this kind of adrenaline.


Purely out of nerves, I opened my sandwich and scarfed it down as though I was watching a really good movie. But I couldn’t get what Josh had said out of my mind. He had a gift for me. Seriously?


Claire scrunched her nose at me and I realized how rude my gorging probably looked. A couple of the other girls at the end of the bench were also raising their eyebrows.


“Did you forget your lunch again?” I asked Claire, to divert the attention from me. Claire forgot her lunch on the kitchen counter so often I’d started counting on it for my after-school snack.


“No.” She concentrated on the paper she’d pulled out to doodle on. I could dazedly daydream for hours, but Claire couldn’t let thirty seconds go by without doing something with her hands. “I have a big history test after lunch. Nerves,” she said.


As the girls started talking again, I felt a nudge to my arm.


“I love a good sandwich with lots of protein,” Josh said, as if to make me feel better. “Makes me strong and fast.” The football player in him clapped his hands together and rubbed them like even lunchtime was a competitive sport.


I was tempted to push the rest of my turkey sandwich in his direction so he could enjoy it, or inspect it for protein levels, but thankfully caught myself. He had a full plate of shepherd’s pie in front of him. And besides, passing a half-eaten sandwich to someone you barely know is just weird. “It’s good, too!” I said, cringing inwardly at my overenthusiasm.


Claire slid her golden-brown hair behind her ear as she doodled. It wasn’t a picture, just her name in big, embellished letters. Her full name first: Claire Isabella Rochester. Then just her middle name with a loop from the last a all the way around to the I. Then just “Claire” in letters so ornate I decided someone should name an opera after her.


My name wasn’t nearly as pretty. Loann Rochester. No middle.


Lo, as in low—the story of my life. Low man on the family totem pole, low grades in school, and a full six inches shorter than Claire. Then there’s the second half: Ann—aka ordinary. Take everything flashy in the world: metallic eye shadow, sparkly clothes, red sports cars—Claire—and wipe it all off the face of the earth. Basically, I’d be what’s left. I’ve always wondered if people grow into their names or if it’s just one big coincidence when someone like me ends up with a name like Loann.


As if Josh could sense my insecurity, I swear his foot touched the top of my sneaker. Nibbling at my crust, I waited a second to see if he’d do it again.


A little blond Superman curl fell onto his forehead and I had the urge to reach up and twirl it in my fingers.


He caught me looking and, pulled on the curl, letting it spring back up again, like he was teasing me with it.


Then. He winked.


I breathed in through my nose slowly and convinced myself I’d misread it or it was nothing or maybe he was just being nice because it was my birthday or sandwiches and shepherd’s pie gave him a homey feeling and I reminded him of his sister. Or maybe, oh, I don’t know, maybe he was just way too nice, and why couldn’t I stop thinking about my sister’s boyfriend?


My stomach started to bulge with a turkey sandwich and about a million acrobatic, caffeine-overdosing butterflies. The girls at the table all laughed at some joke I missed. I took one deep breath after another, trying to bring my body temperature down from a boiling point.


Laz stood, saying something about wrestling practice and a coach and something else I didn’t hear. Jasmine gathered her things and said she’d go with him. To wrestling practice? Whatever. They were pretty much Siamese twins.


But Laz obviously had the same thought. “You can’t come into the locker room, hon. You know that.”


She gave him a pouty look, so he leaned in to wipe it off with his lips. Josh got up too, and seemed to have a silent, nodding conversation with my sister.


“I’ll be right back,” he said, as he followed Laz out of the cafeteria. As sad as I was that he’d left, I was glad he’d be back. And that I’d have a chance to catch my breath.


“So, I wasn’t going to say anything yet,” Jasmine said, watching the boys walk away, “but I’m just way too excited! I got into the U!”


This grabbed the attention of the entire table. There was a pause while no one reacted. I admit, I felt a little stunned. Jasmine could barely think her way through a traffic light and it was hard to picture her walking the grounds of the University of Wisconsin.


“Seriously,” she added.


This seemed to kick everyone into excited banter. The girls at the end of the table let out squeals of excitement. Comments flew so fast I couldn’t place any of them. “No way!” “I got in, too!” “When did you find out?”


Claire smiled with her own congratulations. But even though she had gotten early acceptance to the same university, I could see something else in the way her eyes drooped slightly and didn’t light up with the rest of her face.


Was this one area in which Claire thought she’d trumped Jasmine, and now she was sad because Jasmine had caught up? Or did Claire, for some strange reason, not want to go to college with her bestie?


Claire met my eyes, blinked a few times, and then her whole face brightened. I had the feeling she wasn’t that happy to see me. She just didn’t want me to read her right now.


And that was one thing we had always been good at. She’d succeeded in distracting me from Shayleen’s outburst, the same way she’d realized I needed help talking to our parents when I got a D in math last year. I didn’t save her the way she did with me, but I at least understood.


And right now I understood she didn’t want to talk about this.


“Josh’s back,” I blurted, and then gave an inconspicuous slap to my chest to kick-start my heart again.


He walked toward us—toward me!—a gold-wrapped, toaster-size box with flouncing purple ribbons in his hands.


Josh placed it in front of me, then sat down again, leaning in even closer.


I hesitated, a little afraid to get fingerprints on the wrapping.


“I came up with the idea myself.” Claire beamed.


So the gift was from both of them? Even though another twinge of jealousy hit at the idea of them doing “couple things” like this, my foot bounced under the table. I’d never even dreamed that Josh would give me a gift.


I dug a blunt fingernail along the tape and yanked at the ribbons. All eyes at the table stayed on me and my shaky hands. Eventually the wrapping came free and I pried open the cardboard box inside.


At first I couldn’t tell what was inside, and I had to pull the heavy object all the way out of the box to see it.


“It’s a camera,” Claire confirmed, clapping her hands.


A camera? Okay. But this wasn’t the miniature digital kind of camera Mom had. It was a gargantuan fossil of a thing with a large, round lens sticking off of it like the cannon on a tank.


“Do you . . .” Claire ducked her head down to try to meet my eyes and I realized I was grimacing. I forced a quick smile.


“So cool!” I said, looking between Claire and almost at Josh.


“It’s used,” Josh said with a shrug. “But Claire saw it at my place and thought it might be your kind of thing.”


It was his! My cheeks warmed. I rotated the camera, staring at the zillions of buttons and sliders and gizmos to adjust. When I held it up and pressed the button on top, the mechanics inside sprang to life, surprising me and making me nearly drop it.


“You’ve always been so artistic,” Claire said, scratching her nail into a dent in the table. “Those paintings you brought home last year, and with drama.”


Okay, true, I’ve always taken art and drama, but only in an attempt to make up for my waning academics. Still, my face felt like it was about to catch fire with all this attention and compliments.


“Here’s some instructions from the Internet,” Claire went on. “But I don’t know, they seem pretty complicated.”


“I might be able to help you figure them out, if you need.” Josh nudged me with his elbow again, and in three seconds I pictured our entire lives together: taking pictures in our yard, hanging them in our house, inviting our couple friends over to see.


The others at the table had lost interest quickly after I’d opened the gift, and I could tell by the way Claire kept picking at the table that she felt unsure of whether to keep focusing on me or turn her attention to them.


I gave her a nod to let her know it was okay if she ignored me now, but instead she said, “I know you don’t like being in front of the camera, or onstage . . .” She flipped her hair and that garnered the attention of the girls at the table. “But you’re the perfect person to meld into the background and capture everything around you.”


My hand slipped on the edge of the camera box and I gave myself a paper cut. Sucking on my finger, I tried to process her words. Did she really just say I might as well just fade into the background? In front of everyone? Okay, I knew I was no match for her talent and grace and beauty, but was I that unimportant?


I looked over at Josh and he was nodding, but I couldn’t tell if it was at me or at Claire or at the story Jasmine had just started telling.


The bell rang, and I swallowed my embarrassment. I didn’t want Claire’s words to end my birthday lunch. “Thanks for the camera!” I said, forcing some volume as they all stood and the din in the cafeteria rose. “And for saying I was creative,” I added, practically shouting, but I don’t think a single one of them heard me.


Before I could think of another way to get their attention, they were gone.





CHAPTER TWO



When I arrived at my locker, the quiet guy assigned the one next to mine was hunched over, struggling with his lock. I knew of him from my drama class, but he was one of those quiet nonparticipators who always sat at the back.


It seemed he’d slipped his padlock on backward and was having an awful time with it. Something about his tall, lanky frame bent over, his tongue wedged out to the side, and his big hands fumbling over the small lock made me smile. He looked like a little kid trying to untangle the chain on his first two-wheeler. An exceptionally tall little kid.


“Here, let me try,” I said, placing my camera box at my feet. “I’m short. I can probably get right underneath it.”


He laughed, but at five feet nothing, it wasn’t much of an exaggeration. He gave me the combination one number at a time, and it occurred to me as I dialed to the last number that he was putting a fair amount of trust in a stranger. I was the opposite. I kept things private, never even giving Shayleen or Deirdre my combination, and we’d been friends for years.


I popped off the lock and passed it to him.


“Thanks.” He took it and met my eyes, but only for a second.


“No problem.” When he slung the lock through the open latch, I saw the 1492 stamped above it. I sang the little Columbus rhyme I’d learned in elementary school in my head. “You must be Christopher,” I said playfully.


He hesitated, looking lost. “Uh, no. Marcus.”


“Mmm. I think I’ll call you Christopher.”


Marcus studied my poker face, furrowing his brow slightly, then nodded.


“I’m Loann.” I slid the camera into the bottom of my locker and reached for my books for next class.


I didn’t expect a reply, so his voice surprised me. “Yeah, I think I’ll call you . . . Curly Fries.”


I suppressed a cringe. My übercurly (read: frizzball) hair was the most noticeable thing about me. Shayleen avoided talking about my hair but she often glanced up like there was something really wrong with it. Marcus’s blunt recognition of the state of my hair—I didn’t quite know what to do with that. But I shot him a grin anyway. He seemed nice, and I wondered why I’d never talked to him before. Well, besides the fact that I rarely talked to boys.


“So is that yours?” He motioned to the pink tank top draped over the camera box.


“Um, it was a gift.” Even though it was folded and he couldn’t see the Kleenex size of the thing, my face flushed.


He scrunched up his face, looking between me and the tank. “Hmmm. Pink? Really?”


A small part of me loved the fact that this total stranger could figure out this one thing about me: No, pastel pink is not my color—thanks, Mom. And Shayleen. Maybe you should take lessons from Marcus here.


He finished with his things and shut his locker. “See ya, Curly.”


As he fed his lock through its hole in the proper direction, I replied, “Going to sail the ocean blue, Chris?”


I tapped his locker number, and suddenly the 1492 registered. He coughed out a laugh and walked away.


Art class was next, and since I didn’t want to run into Shayleen quite yet, I cut through the cafeteria to the electives wing. I hoped to ask Mr. Dewdney if he’d marked my portfolio before class started.


Eagerness to check my grade may give the impression that I’m Artiste Extraordinaire. I’m not. I mean, I try. I’ve always loved the way the slightest change in shadow and light can give drastically different effects, but I only seem to recognize this in other people’s projects. I can’t accomplish it myself. Besides, a few of Mr. Dewdney’s tightly structured projects this year have killed my creativity.


Still, I worked really hard on the portfolio. It wasn’t like I expected a college scholarship from it, but maybe an A.


When I rounded the corner into his room, Mr. Dewdney emerged from a supply closet at the back.


“I was wondering if you’ve marked any of the portfolios,” I said, breathless.


He waltzed toward his desk at the front, his eyebrows knit together. “Yes, I’ve marked a few, but I haven’t seen yours. Are you sure you handed it in?”


Am I sure I handed it in? No, I just spent five hundred hours making it perfect and then left it at home. I cleared my throat and held back the sarcastic comment that was practically nose-diving off of my tongue about how mine was the very first portfolio handed in, well ahead of the due date.


“Positive,” I told him, keeping my face straight.


He flipped through a pile of portfolios on the table behind him. When he uncovered my bright-red folder, I yelled, “That’s it!” as if he had just found my missing arm. He flipped through it, and as he did, I could see sticky notes throughout with red-pen scratchings. His comments.


Finally, he shut it. “Um, no. I haven’t had a chance to give it a final grade yet, I’m afraid.” He glanced up to the clock. “I’m working my way through the pile and will have to go back over some of them again.” The way he motioned toward the pile, you’d swear it reached the ceiling.


I swallowed, and walked to my seat, suddenly noticing the room was full. I was too stunned to say “Thanks for checking,” or anything at all to anyone.


It’s not like I needed to be a natural performer or good with boys, like Shayleen. Or multi-talented and popular like my sister. All I’ve ever wanted was to be kind of good at one thing. Worth a second look. Maybe a compliment.


But not only was my work not good enough for an A, it wasn’t good enough to remember.





CHAPTER THREE



At home after school, I had only my nagging mind to keep me company. I questioned whether Claire was right about me. If she thought I should just fade into the background, is that what everyone thought? Was I just a vase or knickknack on the shelf of the rest of humanity?


It wasn’t like I needed to be in the spotlight. I’d never be the star of a ballet recital or step-dance captain like Claire, and that was okay. So why did I feel the need to keep trying to compete at that level?


I didn’t, I decided. Who needed that superstar stuff? Not me. I could be happy in the background if I didn’t always see it as such a bad place to be. I set the brown cardboard box with my new camera on my bed and flipped through the instructions.


Mom and Dad wouldn’t be home for hours. After some water damage to our house three years ago, my parents had had to put the whole repair amount on their credit cards. Mom increased her hours to full-time at the nursing home and Dad started working overtime at least a couple of days per week to keep up with the bills. Even if it was my birthday, I knew it was just what they had to do.


But I did take offense that Claire had after-school plans that she thought were much more important than me. It had been only a couple of years ago when she’d rushed home to pin up balloons and hide my gifts.


But she was busy and popular now, and I knew I should be happy for her. I was happy for her. Except that sometimes I wasn’t.


I flipped ahead a few pages in the camera manual until I found the instructions for loading the film. They seemed easy enough to understand. Following step by step, I inserted a roll of film.


When I picked up the loaded camera, its weight made it feel important. As I ran my hand over the buttons at the top, my brain surged on how intricate and stimulating and inventive photography could be.


In the instructions I found a layout of how to adjust the amount of light that came through the lens, and thought back to a picture Mr. Dewdney had drawn in art class of a big house with an eerie shaded quality. At the time, I’d done my best to copy it, but my drawing had turned into a muted mess of colors. It was completely unrecognizable.


A photograph. Now that you could recognize without even trying.


Even though I heard Claire come in sometime after dinner, I was absorbed and didn’t bother opening my door. I fell asleep with the camera on my chest, the instructions spread across my bed like a treasure map. There was so much more to play around with than on Mom’s little digital point-and-shoot model.


The next morning my birthday disappointments had vanished and I woke up with a smile on my face, thinking:


I have a cool new camera.


The camera was a gift from my sister and Josh.


Josh sat with me, smiled at me, and winked at me during my birthday lunch.


Why did I always have to focus on the negative, on all the ways that my life wasn’t good enough?


*   *   *


Two jocks stood right inside the school’s front entrance when I walked in. They laughed and said something I couldn’t hear as I walked past. Normally I would have wanted to be swallowed up by my hoodie, but today their reaction made me pull my shoulders back and walk a little taller.


When Marcus arrived at his locker, he focused on his books, not even saying hello. I tried not to take it as a snub. It probably had nothing to do with me. Maybe he was just incredibly shy and I’d have to work a little harder at getting him to talk to me each day.


The idea made me smile. That could be kinda fun.


I turned, about to open my mouth, when he said, “Did your highlighter explode?” He gestured to my shirt—a gray tee with a big orange blob that said SPLAT across it. “That happened to me once, only mine was green and went all over my hands.”


He said it with such a straight face, it took me a second—and a twitch at the side of his mouth—to realize he was joking. He wasn’t that shy, it just took him a little while to start a conversation. We were similar that way—not quick-mouthed like Shayleen.


I nibbled the inside of my cheek, holding back a smile. “Or maybe you just told people it was your highlighter after a really big sneeze.”


His stoicism was no match for my dry humor. He reached up like he was wiping his mouth, but I caught the edges of a smile there first. I liked how he didn’t hand his smiles over easily. How he was making me earn them.


“Later,” I said, waving a hand over my head as I spun and headed off to class.


All through English I noticed weird looks shooting my way from people I had never spoken to before. Jocks. Cheerleaders.


A folded turquoise paper was making its way around the room and I wondered if that had something to do with it, since the note conveniently bypassed me.


Seriously, what were we, in sixth grade? I had more important things to think about than if people were sending around notes saying “Loann has a fat ass” or whatever. I still had to tweak the last paragraph of my essay before handing it in. Grow up, people.


Thankfully our teacher quickly took over, and I didn’t think about the strange looks again until drama.


A lot of students take Mr. Benson’s drama class because it’s nonthreatening. He rarely calls on students who want to fly under his radar, and likes to work with those who participate. The kids who love to get involved sit in the front, people like Shayleen, who’s about as shy as a tornado.


And I’d always sat with her. But today she leaned in, murmuring with Deirdre and two other guys. Maybe my insecurity had risen because of the weird looks in English class, but I immediately wondered if it was about me. Shayleen had had temper tantrums, yes, but I’d always let her cool off. She was obviously no longer the object of anyone’s scorn after yesterday’s lunch episode, judging by all of the people huddled around her. So the whispering probably had nothing to do with me, I reasoned silently. I was overreacting.


I sucked in a breath and marched for my usual seat beside Shayleen. She didn’t look my way, but with the giggling going on between her and her crew, I didn’t really know if she’d noticed me.


Turning to the back of the room, I found Marcus and gave him a little wave. He returned it, along with a few scrunches of his nose—like he was going to let go of a really big sneeze—and then checked out his shirt and his hands to see if anything had exploded on them. I laughed quietly.


I’d never considered myself one of the nonparticipators like him—I’d always sat in the front—but now that I thought about it, when was the last time I’d volunteered for one of the drama games? The most I ever did was call out prompt suggestions when Mr. Benson asked for them.


Maybe I was more like Marcus than I realized.


The group around Shayleen dispersed to their seats when Mr. Benson started class with a long spiel about this year’s play. Shayleen watched our teacher intently, nodding her head at regular intervals. She looked consumed with thoughts of getting a good part in the play, and I was glad that she’d forgotten yesterday’s outburst.


Except she leaned in her seat to angle toward Deirdre and away from me. I heard whispering from behind me, from the guys she’d been talking to. Something wasn’t right. I could feel it.


By the time the bell rang at the end of class, Shayleen had not looked in my direction once. I tried to keep talking myself down about it, but when she stood and turned for the door, I decided I needed to know if she was still mad.


“Hey, Shay . . .” I said.


She stood with her back to me for several seconds so I couldn’t read her.


“I’m, um, sorry about yesterday,” I said. Because I was. Even though there was nothing I could have done about it, I did feel bad that Claire and Jasmine had embarrassed her in front of everyone. “My sister and her friends . . . they can be like that,” I added.


Shayleen turned around slowly, her eyes narrowing. “So now everything’s your sister’s fault?”


“That’s not what I meant. I—”


She cut me off, slapping a turquoise paper down on the desk in front of me. Then, with a smirk, she spun toward the door and marched away.


I flipped over the paper and my eyes widened at the lines of text. This was the sixth grade! Literally.


Shayleen had printed off a quiz—a private quiz—I’d done at least five years ago when we emailed each other almost every day. She’d obviously copied it on bright paper so it wouldn’t be missed. I gripped the edge of my desk and stared down at the list.


Most of them were lame questions about favorite movies and books, and there was nothing too embarrassing. Except for the last three:


 


Have you kissed a boy? NO! But WANT to!


 


Have you ever had a boyfriend? Sadly, no.


 


If you could kiss a boy, who would it be?


 


***JOSH GARRISON***


 


The asterisks were mine, along with a Google Image of a pair of pursed lips I’d included at the bottom. If the header of my email address wasn’t enough to identify me, Shayleen had scribbled the words YOUR SISTER’S BOYFRIEND, LOANN? right underneath. Of course it didn’t mention that Claire didn’t even know Josh when I’d answered this.


My face burned. How many people had seen the paper this morning?


For the rest of the day, my main agenda was this: Avoid Shayleen, avoid Claire, and hopefully—please, God—avoid Josh. It will blow over in a few days, I told myself again and again and again under my breath. I avoided people’s eyes in the hallways and ignored their whispers in my classes.


The only person I came face-to-face with was Marcus.


He gave me a playful nudge with his elbow at our lockers. Because I was off in another world, I lost my balance.


“Ha, ha,” I said, righting myself, but truthfully, after holding in my frustration and embarrassment all day, it almost brought tears to my eyes. “Don’t tell me you don’t know your own strength,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster to cover up my fragile emotional state. As soon as it left my mouth, though, I wondered if it might have sounded pretty mean. The guy wasn’t exactly oozing muscle.


But he came back quickly with, “Is that an invitation for an arm-wrestle?” He lifted his eyebrows a couple of times in quick succession.


I licked my finger and striped it in the air, giving him one point, mostly for distracting me and bringing a smile back to my face. He closed his locker with a bump of his hip. “Later,” he said on his way to his next class.


At least he hadn’t said anything about the turquoise paper. But the more I thought about it, he’d have to know someone who was passing around a copy to actually see it.


I spent the lunch hour alone on the grass outside the back of the school, and after last class I left the building before the bell finished ringing, my book bag already packed for home.


I sulked quietly in my room for about an hour before a faint tap sounded from the bathroom that joined my room on one side and Claire’s on the other.


I swallowed. I hadn’t heard Claire downstairs and I’d assumed—hoped—she had after-school plans.


“Come in,” I murmured.


Claire pushed through the door with a mug in her hand. Her head tilted to the side in concern, and in a second I knew she’d seen the turquoise paper. And worse, she wasn’t mad. Not at all. She pitied me.


I chafed a finger back and forth over the edge of my thumbnail. I didn’t want Claire and her perfect world anywhere near me right now.


“I heard about what happened,” she said, in this caring voice that reminded me of when we were younger. It was nothing like her strong and confident school voice, the voice she’d used at the lunch table yesterday. I don’t know how she pulled off a dual personality like that.


She held the mug out toward me and I noticed a few magazines in her other hand. “That Shayleen really doesn’t know when to stop.”


After a long second, I took the mug from her, smelling the sweet chocolate steam, and placed it on my nightstand without taking a sip. “Thanks,” I said.


She sat beside me on my bed. Years ago, Claire laid on my bed daily, flipping through fashion magazines, going through quizzes, or asking my opinion on things, even though it was obvious way back then that she had better taste.
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