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TO JASMINE

JULIA AND ALISON’S REVENGE WAS COMPLETE. They’d taken out the biggest threat at school.

Jasmine King had been expelled from Canterwood Crest Academy.

I’d been standing in Jasmine’s empty dorm room for a long time. Just staring.

I leaned my back against the wall and drew my knees to my chest, lowering myself to the bare wooden floor—shaking my head in amazement. It had happened so fast. I’d gone to the indoor arena to practice and had been using Mr. Conner’s camera to film my session. Jas hadn’t known the camera was on and she’d started to brag about how she’d framed Julia and Alison by making it look as if they’d cheated on their history test. I’d texted Julia and Alison about the tape and they’d taken it to the headmistress. I’d just left the Trio’s suite after a this-close-to-tears Heather had thanked me for saving her friends.

Jas was gone. I remembered her moving into my dorm and how I’d felt—I’d hated that she had transferred from Wellington Prep to Canterwood. It felt like she’d done it just to torture the Trio and me with her presence. Now, there was no trace of her in her old room. It was as if she’d never existed. Part of me felt a little sorry for her that she’d been yanked away to a new school, but mostly, I didn’t care. She deserved what she got for everything she’d done to us.

I reached for my phone to text Julia, Alison, and Heather. Everything had happened in an instant—Heather probably had no clue that Jasmine had been expelled. But before I could start a text, my phone buzzed.

Come 2 r suite & celebrate. ~H

That almost made me laugh out loud. Of course Heather knew. I should have known that. She was aware of everything that went on at school.

K. B there in a sec. I sent my text.

I got up and stuck my head of out the doorway and looked down the hallway toward my room. I’d planned to spend the rest of the evening with Paige, my BFF and roommate, but I couldn’t say no to celebrating Jas’s departure—something I’d hoped for since the day she’d arrived. I stepped out of Jas’s old room and left the door wide open behind me.

I left Winchester and walked back toward Orchard. I hurried, then caught myself. I surely wasn’t excited about hanging out with the Trio—it was just glee over Jasmine. Right? But maybe a tiny part of me wanted to hang with them. We still weren’t friends, but things had sort of changed.

I walked across campus and marveled at how gorgeous it was, especially with the fiery orange-red sunset. The manicured lawns were trimmed like golf course grass and the dark lacquered fence rails gleamed. Every inch of the winding sidewalks looked as if someone had just swept them. No matter how many times I crossed the campus, it never felt any less prestigious. There was a reputation to uphold as one of the top East Coast boarding schools.

When I got to Orchard Hall, I stared at it for a minute. The brick building was four stories tall and each window had a stark white frame with a small ledge underneath. Black shutters on either side contrasted with the frames and the rooms on the top floor had peaks over the windows. Two chimneys rose from the back of the building. A black old-fashioned street lantern was on each side of the front of the building. Soon, their light would illuminate the heavy wooden door that led into the dorm hall.

I took a breath before opening the door. Callie, my ex-BFF lived here, and the last thing I wanted was to run into her. But I pushed the thoughts away—tonight wasn’t about Callie—it was about celebrating Jasmine’s exit from Canterwood.

I walked down the glossy wooden floor and stopped in front of the Trio’s door. I’d barely knocked when a bouncy Alison pulled the door open.

“Sasha!” she said, grabbing me in a hug.

“I’m so happy for you,” I said. She let me go and I walked into Julia, Heather, and Alison’s living room. “You can start riding tomorrow.”

From her spot on the couch, Julia smiled at me. “Yeah, I bet we can.” She took a breath, glancing down before looking back up at me. “Thanks.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before.”

Julia shook her head. “Don’t be dumb. You’re the one who saved us—you don’t have to apologize for anything.”

Heather appeared from her room and motioned for me to sit on the couch. On the coffee table in front of us, there was a bottle of ginger ale and four plastic champagne flutes.

“Let’s toast,” Heather said. She tossed her long blond hair over one shoulder and sat beside me. Julia poured ginger ale into all of our flutes and we raised them.

“To Jasmine,” Heather said.

“To Jasmine,” I echoed with the Trio.
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DEARLY DEPARTED

AS WE SIPPED OUR GINGER ALE, I REALIZED I hadn’t been this relaxed in a while. Julia and Alison both had permanent grins on their faces and Heather hadn’t lost her satisfied smile since I’d arrived. She sat cross-legged on the couch and pulled out her cell.

“This definitely calls for pizza,” she said. She ordered a large half-cheese, half-pepperoni and snapped her phone shut.

Alison brushed a long lock of sandy brown hair off her face. “I almost can’t believe it. She’s gone. Jasmine isn’t coming back.”

“How did you find out so fast?” I asked. “I was in her room when Heather texted me. I was totally shocked that you knew.”

“Please, Silver,” Heather said, rolling her eyes. “We know about stuff at Canterwood before it happens.”

“That’s kind of true.” I almost shuddered. “Ugh, I was in her room thinking about the day she moved in. I thought I’d spend the rest of the year walking by her door or running into her in the common room. It would have been awful.”

Alison nodded. “You probably wanted to switch dorms when she moved into Winchester.”

“Almost,” I said. “It’s going to take me a while not to look for her.”

“Get used to it,” Julia said. “She’s never coming back.”

“Ever,” Heather said. “I mean, where’s she going to go? I’d be surprised if Wellington took her back. But her parents have tons of money, so they’ll probably buy her way back into the school if they have to.”

Alison rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I don’t care where she goes as long as she’s not here.”

We smiled at each other. It was surprising at how comfortable I felt in their suite. They’d somehow managed to get a triple with three separate bedrooms, a small living room, and a tiny kitchen area. As far as I knew, no other eighth graders had those.

Someone knocked on the door and Julia jumped up off the couch to answer it. It was Stephanie, the Orchard dorm monitor, with the pizza. She smiled and handed the steaming box to Julia.

“Hi, Sasha,” she said. “Nice to see you again.”

I’d slept over the other night, ironically, to escape Jasmine and her stalking me in Winchester.

“You too,” I said.

Stephanie smiled at us and left. Alison grabbed plates and napkins and we dug into the pizza.

Heather put down her slice of pepperoni and glanced at us—her blue eyes shining. “Let’s play a game,” she said. “In honor of our dearly departed, let’s talk about all the horrible things Jas did when she was here.”

“Ooh, definitely,” Alison said. “I’ve already got one.”

Heather motioned for her to go.

“Befriending the Belles,” Alison said. “That was dumb on so many levels.”

“Uh, for sure,” Julia said. She shook her head. “She really thought they wanted to be her friends. No matter how much help she assumed they’d be in going after us, she had to know they’d get bored and ditch her eventually.”

We all nodded.

“I know one,” Julia said. “When she decided to try to intimidate all of us at the show before she’d even come to Canterwood.”

“That was so lame,” I said. “She made us all mad at her. Plus, it didn’t help her at all that Heather already knew what kind of competitor she was. Talking trash and trying to freak us out was dumb.”

Heather took a bite of her pizza. “That’s for sure. And she didn’t stop there at that show, either. Remember when she poured oil on Aristocrat and I almost missed my class?”

“Yeah!” Alison said, rolling her eyes. “And Sasha helped you.”

“And when she ‘accidentally’ spilled molasses on my hair during Mr. Bright’s class?” I added. “Classy.”

“So her style,” Julia said. “She’s obvi got a thing for dumping things on people and animals.”

“I’ve got another one,” I said. “A good one.” Everyone looked at me, waiting for my answer. “The day she decided to come to Canterwood was her biggest mistake ever.”

And to that, we all raised our flutes and clinked them together. We fell into happy silence—everyone was probably going through Jasmine memories in their heads. It still didn’t feel real.

“I wish I’d been there when Headmistress Drake told her she was expelled,” Julia said.

“Yeaaah,” Alison said, sighing. “That would have been amazing.”

“Jasmine walked into Headmistress Drake’s office probably expecting to be told she’d won an award or was just all-around awesome,” Heather said, rolling her eyes.

“I bet she almost passed out when the headmistress showed her the tape,” Julia said. “I hope she felt the way Alison and I did when we were hauled out of class for cheating.”

“There’s no way she expected it,” I said. “She thought she got away with it and she was waiting for a chance to go after Heather or me next.”

“You’re lucky she got expelled instead of suspended or something less serious,” Heather said. “Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been after me. She would have gone after you for getting her in trouble.”

Heather was right. Jas definitely would have tried everything she could to get me out of Canterwood.

“Forget about that,” Heather said. “Jasmine King is gone. Let’s go back to the fun part—imagining how she reacted to getting kicked out.”

And we spent the next hour doing just that. After our zillionth recount of what we thought had happened, I remembered I hadn’t been back to my room for a long time.

“I better go,” I said. “Paige is probably wondering where I am.”

But as I stood, I was reluctant to leave. I liked their cozy living room, and maybe … I even liked hanging out with them.

“Don’t stay up all night,” Heather said, giving me her signature you-better-listen-or-else look. “We’ve got our taping for Mr. Nicholson tomorrow.”

I’d forgotten about that for a couple of hours after stressing about it nonstop for days. Mr. Nicholson was the head scout for the Youth Equestrian National Team—the YENT—and our coach, Mr. Conner, had to update him with a progress report via video on our riding.

“I won’t,” I said. “See you.”

“And Homecoming starts tomorrow,” Alison said, her brown eyes wide. “Try not to think about it or you won’t be able to sleep.”

I caught Heather’s eye and we shared a look. Neither of us were into Homecoming—any of it—and we both wanted this week to go by fast so we could get to fall break on Saturday. I was going to spend a wonderful week in Manhattan with Paige. Getting away from campus couldn’t come too soon.

I left their room smiling but then a disturbing thought occurred to me—were the Trio and I becoming … friends?
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AVOID HOMECOMING OR DIE

WHEN I WALKED PAST JAS’S DOOR FOR THE second time, it was shut tight. I smiled as I walked by and opened the door to my room. Paige dashed in front of me, hopping up and down.

“Omigod,” she said. “I have the most amazing news ever!”

“Me too!” I said.

We grinned at each other. “You go first,” I said.

“No, you,” Paige said.

I shook my head. “You were the first to say you had news. Go.”

Paige grabbed my hand and pulled me onto her bed. “Okay! Okay! I’ll go.”

I looked at her flushed face and had a feeling what this was about.

“I. Kissed. Ryan,” Paige said. She covered her face with her hands, blushing, then glanced up at me. “We kissed!”

“Ohhhhmiiiigod!” I screamed. “Paige! You and Ryan! You kissed Ryan. That’s so amazing. Tell me everything.”

Paige’s smile was huge. “He asked me to the Sweet Shoppe and when we were leaving, he held my hand. It was so sweet. Then, he walked me back to Winchester. We stopped at the bottom of the stairs and he looked at me and I just knew. I remembered you telling me about your first kiss with Jacob and how you had that feeling?”

I nodded. “Yep. You just know.”

Paige got up and started walking around our room. “So he took both of my hands and looked at me. We leaned in at the same time and … kissed.”

“Was it perfect?” I asked.

“Beyond perfect,” Paige said. “Sooo amazing. I thought I’d be nervous and worried about doing it wrong, but it was so special.”

I smiled at her. “That’s awesome, Paige. I’m so, so happy for you.”

Paige sat back on the end of her bed. “And that’s not even the best part. When I was about to go inside, he asked me to be his girlfriend!”

“I knew he would!” I said. “You’ve got a boyfriend, Paige Parker. A boyfriend!”

Paige shook her head like she didn’t believe it. “I know. But it’s so weird. I can’t even process it.” She played with the ends of her red-gold hair. “I have a boyfriend.”

I hadn’t felt this excited for her in a long time. Paige deserved this.

“Now spill your news!” Paige said. “I need to know!”

I smiled. “Well, it’s not as exciting as getting your first boyfriend, but it’s pretty close.”

Paige leaned forward. “C’mon already!’

I wanted to build it up, but I couldn’t help myself.

“Jasmine got expelled,” I said. “She’s gone.”

Paige’s mouth fell open in what looked like a scene from a teen movie we’d mock. “What?”

“It’s insane. I was riding in the arena with Mr. Conner’s camera on. I caught her on tape confessing to framing Julia and Alison for cheating. They got the tape and when I came back to go to our room a couple of hours ago, all of her stuff was gone.”

“Wow,” Paige whispered. “I feel awful for Julia and Alison because they’ve missed all of that time riding, but … Jas getting thrown out, just like that. Can you imagine?”

I shrugged. “Who cares? She framed them and she got caught. She’s gone. We never have to see her again. Ever.”

Paige nodded. “Yeah. True. I just wonder where she’s going to go. And you found out a couple of hours ago. Where’d you disappear to?”

I paused for a second. “The Trio’s. We were celebrating.”

“Oh,” Paige said. “That makes sense.” She looked down at her lap and twisted the silver ring on her index finger.

Paige was definitely not as thrilled as I thought she’d be.

“We’re all so happy,” I said. “She was our biggest competition and she made every lesson awful.”

“I know, I know,” Paige said. “You’re right. I’m really glad she’s not going to be stressing you all out anymore.”

“Exactly.”

Paige was quiet for a few seconds, her head bent down. “So, the truth about Julia and Alison finally came out.” She paused. “You think anything else might?”

“Like what?” I pretended I had no idea what she was talking about. She needed to stop going there.

Paige locked eyes with me. “I don’t know, like maybe the truth about what happened at your party?”

I got up and pulled open my closet door, searching for pajamas. “Paige, let’s not do this again. You promised you were done talking about it. We both had awesome things happen today, so let’s just enjoy it, okay?”

I turned away from my closet and faced Paige.

“You’re right.” Paige shrugged. “Sorry I brought it up.”

But I could tell by the tone in her voice that she wasn’t too sorry. She still didn’t believe that I’d tried to kiss Jacob, Callie’s boyfriend, at my birthday party. And she was right—he’d tried to kiss me. But Eric, my then-boyfriend, had caught me with my hands on Jacob’s chest. I’d been pushing Jacob away, but Eric had thought it was something else. Pain burned in my throat. I still cared about Eric and I’d hurt him so much. I knew there was no way we’d ever get back together.

I tossed my pj’s on my bed and opened my laptop. Beside my computer was the egg Jacob and I were “parenting” for health class. I couldn’t help but smile when I looked at the goofy face he’d drawn on it. I stared at the face for a second. I hated hiding this secret from Paige—it was hurting our friendship. Since my birthday party I’d been set on never telling her the truth, but how long could I keep it from my best friend? If I told her the truth about my party, she’d be there for me—listening and offering advice. Maybe I’d been making that mistake all along. Maybe I needed to tell her.

I looked back at my computer. I wanted to check my e-mail to see if there were any schedule changes for the week since it was Homecoming. I logged in and clicked on Homecoming schedule in my inbox. I opened the e-mail.

“Did you see this?” I asked Paige, pointing to my screen. I needed a light topic of conversation to ease the tension.

She walked over and stood behind me. Silently, we both read the e-mail from Headmistress Drake.

Dear Students of Canterwood Crest Academy:

It is with great pleasure that I present a list of activities for this year’s

Homecoming. Though the schedule changes from year to year, the tradition

of Canterwood Crest’s Homecoming remains the same. This week is a chance

for you to show your support and loyalty to our fine institution. Please review

the list below and I hope your schedule allows you to participate as often as

possible. I look forward to honoring Canterwood Crest with my students.

Sincerely,

Headmistress Drake

Homecoming Week Activities:

Monday: Physical competition after lunch periods

Tuesday: Crazy dress day

Wednesday: Bonfire

Thursday: Green-and-gold day, pep rally and football game

Friday: Dance

The rest of the e-mail listed the nominees for each grade and I tried not to roll my eyes when I read 8th-grade nominees—Sasha Silver, Paige Parker, Heather Fox, Nicole Allen, Callie Harper, Jacob Schwartz, Eric Rodriguez, Troy Brown, Ben Wells, and Ryan Shore.

“Omigod—look at all of that stuff!” Paige said. “A pep rally, the dance, contests—it’s going to be awesome.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep my voice cheery.

I closed my laptop—not wanting to look at the e-mail for another second. Even the font was hunter green and gold—our school colors. I couldn’t have been less interested in Homecoming. The last thing I wanted was to see Jacob and Callie together. Plus, Eric would definitely go and if he brought a date … also something I didn’t want to see.

The absolute worst part about my avoid-Homecoming-or-die plan?

I’d been nominated for Homecoming princess.
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AND THE MADNESS BEGINS

MONDAY MORNINGS WERE ALWAYS KIND OF awful just because they were Mondays, but Paige and I had been waiting for English class to start and I already knew today was going to be bad. The chatter about Homecoming would not stop. There had even been an endless announcement over the loudspeaker during breakfast about how Monday was the first day of Homecoming week and blah, blah, blah.

“Omigod, did you get a dress yet? You did, right?”

“Tyler already asked me to the dance!”

“I look awful in everything. I’ve got to find the perfect dress or I’ll die.”

I tried to read my notes on The Secret Garden for Mr. Davidson’s English class, but I couldn’t tune out the talk. It made things worse because the classroom wasn’t set up in the typical way. There were only ten of us since it was an advanced class. Instead of desks, Mr. Davidson had arranged comfy chairs in a circle and I couldn’t help but hear E-V-E-R-Y word about Homecoming.

I looked up when Alison walked in and took a seat beside Paige. Alison and I smiled at each other, then Alison saw the sparkly purple notebook on Paige’s lap. At the top of the page HOMECOMING was written in bubble font and Paige was making notes. She’d written Things 2 get 4 decorations as the first thing on her list.

“You’re helping decorate?” Alison asked Paige. Her voice was way louder than necessary.

“Of course!” Paige said. “It’s Homecoming.”

“I’m decorating too,” Alison said. “Omigod, everything’s going to look fabulous. Totally green and gold, but not too much so that it’s, like, tacky.”

Paige nodded. “Exactly. I’ve got a list of ideas. Want to see?”

Alison clapped her hands together. “Show me.”

I just couldn’t believe it. Even Paige and Alison were bonding over Homecoming.

“Hey, P,” I said.

She looked away from Alison. “Yeah?”

“Can we talk later? There’s something I want to—”

“Paige!” Alison interrupted.

Paige looked away from me and Alison pointed to a note on Paige’s paper.

“You’re going to use gold glitter on the tables?” Alison asked. “Omigod. Love.”

Paige looked back at me and started to say something, but Mr. Davidson walked into the classroom. He picked up a file from his desk and a worn copy of The Secret Garden, then took his seat.

“We’ll talk later,” Paige whispered.

Sure we would. After she did whatever she was doing for Homecoming.

“Happy Monday, class,” he said in a teasing voice. “I hope you all had a good weekend and I especially hope you enjoyed reading the assigned chapters. Let’s get the discussion started. Vanessa, please tell us what you thought about the reading.”

Vanessa blushed and, looking down, started fumbling through her papers. “Um, I, well, I …” She let her sentence trail off. “I thought it was good.”

“Good how?” Mr. Davidson asked. His kept his eyes on Vanessa.

Vanessa’s pink face brightened to red. “It was good because … the chapters weren’t boring. And the story was interesting. So it wasn’t … uh, boring.”

Mr. Davidson narrowed his gaze. “Vanessa, did you complete the reading?”

“No,” Vanessa whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“You know my rule about this class,” Mr. Davidson said. “Anyone who has not done the reading and cannot participate gets a zero for the day. Normally, I’d ask you to leave, but since is the first time you haven’t done your homework, I’ll allow you to stay.”

Vanessa blushed and looked down at her lap.
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