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Chapter 1


ANNALISE


Cooper Franklin thinks that just because I’m staring at the clock on the wall, I didn’t notice him sneak a peek at my boobs. But I did. I totally did. Didn’t anyone ever teach this boy the concept of peripheral vision?


I half-want to call him on it and give him a piece of my mind, but I decide I better not. Ms. Pinella, our tenth grade math teacher, has just partnered us up for today’s lesson on probabilities, reaching into her bag of teacher tricks for a gimmick guaranteed to get our attention—especially during fourth period, the last class before lunch.


Sheer bribery.


She’d tossed each team an unopened package of M&M’S and told us to start by tallying how many of each color are in a given bag. For a nanosecond, it feels like an end-of-the-year party, especially when loudmouth Tyler Walters calls out, “Can we eat the candy afterwards?” and Ms. Pinella laughs, “Yes—so long as you get all the answers right.” Then, naturally, she hands out a worksheet full of mind-numbing questions:



	When you open a bag of M&M's, what is the probability your first piece of candy will be tan?


	Brown or red?


	Not yellow?



Ooof. Way to crash a sugar high.


Cooper grabs the bag, full of enthusiasm, and starts sorting the candy into little piles on his desk, while I flip open my notebook, ready to mark down how many of each color we have.


Still, there’s no way my brain can concentrate because in T-minus five minutes, concert tickets will go on sale to the all-time, most awesome rock band, ever, ever, ever, to hit the States, since the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and the Sex Pistols combined. I’m talking, of course, about Brass Knuckles, who will be playing Boston’s Agganis Arena two weeks from today in their first-ever U.S. tour. And even though my mom swore up and down to Sunday she wouldn’t forget to call Ticketmaster right at noon today, do I trust her? No way, José Olé. Not with something this essential. I secretly programmed an alert on her iPhone, with an alarm set to go off exactly . . . three minutes from now.


Tick-tock. Tick-tock.


My eyes are Super Glued to the regulation black-and-white clock up on the wall, watching the sweeping second hand count down to the moment when those golden tickets are safely mine. I can imagine myself at the concert, singing along with 10,000 other Knucklies to the lyrics of their breakout hit, “Identity Crisis.”



“You see me, Baby


And I see you


But perception can be so untrue


I’m having an . . . identity crisis


Why’d you have to leave me to my own devices?”



I can’t stop fantasizing about The Moment. It’s Viggo Witts’s trademark move; I’ve watched him do it in countless YouTube videos. He strolls into the audience, plucks one lucky girl out of the crowd, pulls her on stage, and serenades her. Then, they sing the last chorus together, as a duet. Not like my voice would ever get me voted the next American Idol, but who cares? When I’m at that concert, Viggo will look out into the sea of girls, just know I’m his most devoted fan ever, and choose me. He’ll lead me on stage, and even though we’ll be watched by an arena full of people, it’ll feel like it’s just the two of—


“Bradley!”


I jerk at having my daydream so rudely interrupted. I realize Cooper has just said something to me—and I have no idea what.


“Hel-lo? Annalise Bradley, are you there?” Cooper is peering at me. “That’s seven yellows,” he repeats patiently, pointing to a pile of yellow M&M’S on his desk.


“Sorry,” I sigh. Sad but true, I am here, not where I really I want to be: in a private jet with Viggo and the guys, who I happen to know from following their tweets are flying down to San Fran for tonight’s show right this very minute. “Seven yellows.” I jot it down in my neatest handwriting, which isn’t exactly all that neat.


“Ten blues. Eight oranges. Got that?”


“Got it.” I make a big point of tilting my notebook in his direction so he can see for himself.


Pleased to finally have my undivided attention, Cooper grins at me, patting his belly. “I’m starving. Think Pinella would notice if I—” he scoops up the small pile of red M&M’S and cups his hand toward his gaping mouth.


“Cooper, come on!” I shriek, pressing my fingers into his arm, which I can’t help but notice is more muscular than I’d expected. “We haven’t finished counting those yet!” I’m pretty sure he’s just messing with me, but I can’t take the chance. I’m not some numerical savant like Little Miss “Brainiac” Noelle Spiers over there, and don’t want to blow this assignment because he’s having a mid-morning snack attack.


“Kidding, Bradley. Jeez.” He laughs and gently spills them back onto the desk. “Although, if I were to eat just one, it would be . . . this one.” He plucks out a green M&M and holds it lasciviously between his thumb and index finger. He leans toward me, close enough that I get a whiff of something sickeningly sweet. Cologne? Conditioner? Raging pheromones? “You know what they say about the green ones, dontcha?”


I can’t help but snort, half in laughter, half in disgust. “Funny.” I roll my eyes at him. Cooper is cute and all, with his wavy brown hair and green eyes and Zoom-brite smile, but he totally knows it, which kind of cancels it out, in my opinion. Elementary math, right? And I still haven’t forgiven him for the sneak peeks, either.


Not like that makes him any different than all the infantile boys at Dansville High. Chest-obsessed, every single one of them. Ever since I developed these darn “floatation devices,” as Tyler Walters chortled at Amanda Gerard’s pool party the summer before seventh grade, the entire male species has treated me differently. Oh, sure, their mouths still talk to me, Annalise Bradley—five-four, curly reddish hair, hazel eyes—but inevitably, their eyes slip southward, as if my brain is too dumb to notice.


The guys—and honestly, even the girls—at my school all assume that just because you look a certain way, you act that way too. Which is So. Not. True. It’s not like I vamp around in V-necked rhinestone bustiers like a Real Housewife, or post multiple selfies of me in a bikini daily, like the desperates in one of Tori D’Fillipo’s online beauty contests. No, every morning, I cram myself into a curve-flattening compression bra from Macy’s, like I’m Mulan trying to pass for a Chinese warrior, and slap a Knucklie T-shirt and a hoodie on top. Still doesn’t matter. The rumors that spread about what happened between me and Amos Landry at last year’s Freshman Fling didn’t help any, that’s for sure.


Thank god for my best friend, Maeve, who’s model-tall and string-bean skinny. She says that boys are just pigs and girls are just jealous, and that if she had my boobs, she would use them for world domination.


“Final tally?” Cooper asks, crumpling up the empty M&M’S bag and shooting it at the wastepaper basket in the corner without Ms. Pinella noticing. Score.


I point at my notebook.


Yellow: 7


Blue: 10


Orange: 8


Red: 7


Tan: 5


Brown: 7


Green: 10


Total: 54


As we get started on the worksheet, I can’t help but sneak another peak at the clock over his head. It’s a quarter after already. What’s taking my mom so long? Could she still be on hold? I’d told her to have Ticketmaster send me a confirmation text so I’d know the instant the deed was done. But my phone’s in my pocket set to vibrate, and hasn’t so much as made a twitch.


“What’s with the time check?” Cooper asks, tracking my gaze to the dial face. He arches an eyebrow at me. “Secret fourth-period rendezvous? Should I be jealous, Bradley? I thought this was our special time.”


“Puh-leeze.” A jock like Cooper wouldn’t get it. Sports is his thing, not music. He’d probably mock Viggo’s signature blue streak in his bangs, or Teen Heart Throb status, or how he got his start on the Disney Channel when he was eight, like most haters. Cooper probably still listens to Kanye. Or, worse, country.


The room fills with the sound of pencils scratching on paper and low murmurs. As Cooper and I work through the answers, heads tipped together and whispering softly, I can feel eyes boring into the back of my head. I glance over my shoulder and, sure enough, from two rows behind me, Eva Winters is giving me her trademark death stare, the one she’s perfected just for me. Brrrr. I quickly turn away.


After about fifteen minutes, Ms. Pinella comes around to collect our work, reviews the answers, and gives us all permission to chow down on the leftover candy during the last few minutes of class. Cooper offers me some, but I shake my head. As if I’d really want them, after his grimy boy hands have been all over them. Not to mention I’ve lost my appetite. A pit is beginning to grow in my stomach. Still no word. How could my mom blow this simple assignment? I am dying to text her for an update, but I know if Ms. Pinella even catches me checking my phone during class, she’ll confiscate it for the rest of the day, and I can’t take the risk. I’ll just have to wait until class is over to find out.


I sit there, antsy, distracted, willing the bell to just ring already, ring! as Cooper pops a handful in his mouth, savoring the taste of dissolving milk chocolate. He plucks another one, tan this time, holds it up, and looks me dead on in the eye. “Ever think how much M&M’S reflect humanity?”


I look at him warily. Where is he going with this? I’m really not in the mood for another dumb horny guy joke.


“We may come in different colors on the outside, but underneath?” He thumps his chest twice and makes the peace sign. “We’re all the same.”


Inwardly, I have to sigh. Cooper is relentless. Ever since we ended up as seat mates in math this year, he’s been doing verbal backflips to get my attention, and I’m pretty sure I know why. But I’m not falling for some wannabe homeboy’s charm act. Not again.


“Wow, Cooper,” I say. “You are soooo deep. Like, Grand Canyon worthy. I had no idea.”


Cooper puts on a face like he is actually wounded. “You know, Annalise, you have no idea of a lot of things about me.”


“Oh, really? Illuminate me.” I cross my arms. “Tell me your deepest desire, Cooper Franklin. Your innermost thoughts.” This ought to be good. Amused, I pop a piece of candy in my mouth and lean back to enjoy the show. I have no illusions. When it comes to Cooper, what you see is pretty much what you get.


Clearly, my challenge has put him on the spot. He opens his mouth, grasping for what to say. “Well—”


Before he can finish his thought, the bell rings. Freedom! I zip to my feet and sling my backpack over my shoulder. “Maybe next time,” I say, tossing the words behind me as I race into the hallway and pull out my phone. I need to text my mom right now and find out what’s going on with those tickets. I may not know Cooper’s deepest desire, but I definitely know my own.




Chapter 2


NOELLE


Even though nothing Eva does should shock me by now, I still honestly can’t believe her sometimes. She invites herself over to my house after school, with Tori, naturally, in tow, sprawls dramatically across my canopy bed, and announces, “Did you see how that skank Annalise was, like, throwing herself at Cooper all through math class? It was disgusting. She was all, `Oooh, Cooper, you are so funny. Oh, Cooper, you are soooo deep. Oh, Cooper, I want to scarf down green M&M’S with you.’”


Tori, the only one of our threesome who wasn’t with us in class, because she’s in remedial math—which we all know, but never mention—stops unwrapping the new lip plumper I’d just tossed her and turns to me sympathetically, as if to say seriously?


Then the two of them inspect my face, trying to gauge how upset I look. Even among my two besties, I hate being the subject of scrutiny like that. Hate it. Which Eva, of all people, should know. I try to tell her it wasn’t that big a deal, but it’s no use. Eva and Tori also know my dirty little secret that’s unfortunately crystal clean. That I’ve been in love with Cooper Franklin forever.


“Yes it was,” Eva says, indignant I dared contradict her. “You should have seen her giggling and squeezing his muscles. You were all the way on the other side of the room, but I was right behind them. I heard the whole thing.”


She’s right about one thing. Even from three rows over and two seats up, I can tell that Cooper’s into Annalise. He’s always stealing glances at her while we’re supposed to be doing the problem set—just like I do at him. It’s been like that since we all ended up together in fourth period math this year, either by fate, total randomness, or because some computer program has a wicked sense of humor.


I’m not sure Eva’s right about Annalise, though. She doesn’t seem that into him. Today, she was staring mostly at the clock on the wall, like she couldn’t wait to get out of there. But Eva’s what my English teacher, Mr. Charles, calls an “unreliable narrator”: a person telling a story that you really can’t trust, like the creepazoid in the book we just finished, Lolita. She’s had it out for Annalise ever since what happened last year with Amos. Even now, she puts a slutty spin on every move that girl makes.


Eva must have read my mind, because she brings up his name. “First Amos, now Cooper. Someone has to keep that girl’s claws out of Dansville’s entire male population.” She hops off my bed with an evil gleam in her eye, the same one that convinced Tori and me to cut class last spring and head into the city for a daytime Divergent marathon. The same one that got us busted when Tori’s mom found her ticket stub in her jacket pocket. Usually, I envy Eva’s bravado, something I totally lack. But not when it gets me grounded for a week.


Eva settles into my desk and starts tapping away at my laptop, suddenly shouting, “Noelle! Oh. Em. Gee!” so loud Tori practically smears the lip gloss across her perfect upper lip.


I rush over to the screen, freaked she’s discovered a virus about to fry my hard drive or some Net Nanny monitoring software my parents have secretly installed. But no. She’s just pulled up Annalise’s profile and is scrolling down through her friends, photos, favorite books, movies, TV shows, and music, where there’s just one artist listed: Brass Knuckles, with a link to their fan site. Well, duh. Anyone with half a brain can’t help but notice how Annalise cycles through a different Knucklie T-shirt every week, plasters their photos all over her notebook like she’s in middle school, and talks about them incessantly.


Eva whips around and scolds me. “I can’t believe you’re still friends with her! You traitor!”


Clearly, I’d missed the memo that I was supposed to defriend Annalise after the “Amos incident.” But I dreaded the defriending process. What if someone noticed and called you on it? Confrontation is not my thing. Besides, I don’t have over a thousand contacts like Eva, who friends every person she’s ever met—and even more she hasn’t. Or Tori, who’s practically an Internet celebrity, with a zillion tween followers from her weekly beauty pageant, InstaHotOrNot? When you have a measly 151 friends like me, every one counts.


I mutter something about forgetting to get around to that, not sure when I’d even friended Annalise to begin with. At the beginning of freshman year, probably, when the three middle schools in Dansville merged into Dansville High. Those first few weeks, things were fluid and everyone was still super-friendly to everyone, until you looked around and suddenly cliques had hardened into place, just like the chocolate dip on a Dairy Queen ice cream cone that starts all gooey then an instant later turns into a shiny candy shell.


Eva shoots me a look and says, “Well, I guess I can forgive you since it’s going to work to our advantage.” Tori drops the lip plumper and strolls over to the computer, curious what Eva is up to, and Eva turns to both of us and smirks mischievously. “Like I said, something needs to get her distracted from Cooper. Something like . . . an online romance!”


Tori laughs cautiously, asking with who, and Eva replies, “With nobody! With someone we invent. The perfect guy. Someone cute. Someone she has so much in common with they are meant-to-be. Her soul mate. A Brass Knuckles fanboy! And, someone who lives far away, so they have to do the long distance thing.” I see the familiar determined look in her eye and realize she is dead serious. I secretly believe everybody, whether they know it or not, has a defining motto, a principle by which they live their lives. Eva’s would be: only boring people get bored. She’s the original Drama Queen, even if she has to occasionally create her own.


“We can’t do that!” I object, thinking how wrong that would be. Not like I have much sympathy for Annalise, after what she did to Eva last year. And watching Cooper flirt with her every day for the last couple weeks feels like being stabbed in the gut, Caesar-style. I had this delusion that sharing math class with him this year might actually lead to something, but instead, I just had to sit and watch him slobbering over her day after day. Still, there were too many potential pitfalls in creating a bogus boyfriend. What if we got caught? We’d had umpteen assemblies about bullying and cyberbullying. I’m pretty sure concocting a fantasy boyfriend would qualify. I can’t remember exactly—wasn’t there some news story, some girl, some state law . . . ?


But Tori and Eva don’t listen, of course. They begin discussing strategy over my head, ignoring me completely—something they do more and more lately. Why is it that sometimes, the loneliest place in the world is sitting right in between my two so-called best friends?


“It’ll never work,” I say.


“It will,” Eva insists. “But for this to be believable, it has to be someone real. We need someone who doesn’t already have a profile.”


“Yeah, but, like who?” Tori wrinkles her nose in confusion, unable to imagine a world where someone could have no online presence.


“There must be someone . . .” Eva doesn’t seem at all deterred, so I try another tactic, pointing out that Cooper isn’t my boyfriend and can date whomever he pleases. This only makes her sigh in frustration. “Noelle, you need to get over this shy thing and make a move already. Something he can’t ignore. Just go jump his bones. I mean, we’re not freshman, anymore.”


I shake my head, looking away. Doesn’t she get it? I’ve thought about it a hundred times. Well, not jumping his bones. But telling Cooper how I feel. But it’s too much of a gamble. What if he shoots me down? What if he finds me repulsive? What if it turns our friendship into something all awkward? I just can’t take the risk.


Tori eyes me critically. “Plus, you’re ten zillion times cuter than she is. I mean, boobs aside, you have to give her that.” But Tori is just being loyal. Annalise is the kind of girl who’s hard to miss. She has curves to die for and traffic-stopping, reddish curly hair. She gets noticed without even trying. My looks are cute enough to get by on. Straight brown hair, large brown eyes like a trusty basset hound. Nothing special.


“Right.”


Hearing the doubt in my voice, Tori insists it is true in the way she knows best. “Seriously. I mean, if I set up a pageant between you two, you’d totally win.”


Reflexively, I make a face. “Don’t you even!”


I don’t want any part of Tori’s pageant. Early in their friendship, she’d put herself and Eva in the same pageant, and Eva had received two fewer “likes.” After that little episode, they practically didn’t talk for a whole week. But we never mention that, either.


Eva stands up and slings an arm around me, her voice softer this time. “We’re just going to chat with her. What’s the harm? Besides, we’re doing this for you, Noey. Because I just want you to be happy. Like me and Amos. With Annalise out of the way you totally have a chance with him. You guys could be so good together.”


Her words warm me. I do want what Eva and Amos have. A real boyfriend, not just a hook up. Someone to hold hands with during basketball games. Send me flowers on Valentine’s Day. Maybe even some top-secret, late-night sexts. There is a connection there, I know it. But how much longer will Annalise stay immune to Cooper’s full court press?


Eva sees me shrug and relent, and before I know what’s happened, she’s shouting, “Brainstorm! I’ve got the perfect guy!” She races over to my bed, snatches up her rhinestone-clad iPhone where she’d left it, and begins scrolling back through her photos until she finds what she’s looking for. “My second cousin, Declan. He lives way out in Worcester. He’s cute, I guess, but a total dork. He’s this homeschool freak, and his parents don’t allow him to do anything online. They’re like, off the grid. He does, like, chess and fencing and takes classes at the science museum. That’s it.”


She holds the screen up for me and Tori to see, and I have to admit, Declan’s not heinous. He’s decently tall, with really intense dark hair and eyes and is wearing a retro Disney World T-shirt. Tori gives Declan’s picture her professional appraisal, then nods her approval. Eva smiles, grabbing the cord to sync her phone to my computer, and a minute later, the photo of the two of them sitting at a picnic table pops up on my screen.


“Where were you?” Tori asks, squinting at the background.


“Oh, our family reunion. At my grandma’s house. Apparently, I’ve got, like, twenty second cousins,” Eva says as she deftly crops herself out of the image. I have to admit, I’m impressed; all those hours on Instagram have given her some wicked editrix skills. She is typing madly while we watch, Tori in amusement, and me, fascinated into paralysis. When she is done, she spins around and points at her handiwork, triumph shining in her eyes.


“Voilá! Meet Annalise Bradley’s dream guy.”




Chapter 3


ANNALISE


Why hasn’t my mom returned any of my texts?


Especially today, when she knows I’m counting on her? Isn’t she the one always lecturing how she expects me to answer her messages promptly? The whole forty-minute bus ride home, I’m freaking out because I still haven’t heard back. Where is she? Usually, she takes the night shifts, so she can be around when I’m home from school, but maybe some last-minute emergency called her in to the hospital?


Maeve had to talk me off a limb during lunch period, and has texted me twice from volleyball tryouts, asking if we got the tickets, and I still don’t know what to tell her. I burst into the house, breathless from jogging up the driveway, where I find my mom, totally alive and unscathed, sitting at the kitchen table, chatting merrily away on the phone. Unbelievable. As soon as she sees me, she holds up her finger and gives me the universal “one sec” sign, which always means fifteen minutes at least, so I grab an apple from the fridge and hover over her, frantically waggling my eyebrows at her, hoping she’ll cut her chat short.


Quickly, though, I can tell it’s just not a call with a friend but somewhat serious; her end of the conversation mostly consists of “uh-huhs” and “okays” and jotting down random numbers on a scrap of paper.


The second she hangs up, I explode, “Mom! What happened? Didn’t you get—”


But she is already sighing and slumping in her chair and talking over me. “You wouldn’t believe the day I had. This woman in a honking Odyssey comes out of nowhere on Route 15. Totally took out the whole fender. Then we had to wait for the police to get there to file a report, then forty-five minutes for AAA to tow me a mile to the body shop. Two weeks, they need, can you believe it? So then I had to wait for Enterprise to drop off a rental. Which reeked of smoke, so I had to get another. Nightmare.” She runs her fingers through her short brown hair in aggravation.


“Mom,” I say, a twinge of dread prickling down my spine. “You did get the tickets, right? The concert?”


She gives me a pained look. “I know, I just saw all your texts, Lise. And your alert. I’m sorry, things were a little crazed. And my phone was dead.”


“So that’s a . . . no?”


Now my mom is giving me a death stare almost as bad as Eva’s, her eyes like laser beams. I’ve gone too far. “Did you hear what I just said? How about, ‘Are you okay, Mom? Were you hurt? I’m glad you survived a potentially fatal car crash without a scrape, Mom?’ Really, Annalise. No, I didn’t get the tickets. I just got in the house ten minutes ago. I’m sorry. Life happens.”


Um. I am the Worst. Daughter. Ever. Because she is right. What if she’d been seriously injured? Or killed? Then what would happen? I know what: Elena and I would probably have to go off and live with Dad in North Carolina with his mistress-turned-new-wife Claire, or actually, just I would, since my sister’s escaped life in Dansville a.k.a. Dullsville and is now a freshman at UMass Amherst. So it would just be me. Which would be a nightmare. But none of that is my mom’s fault. She struggles mightily to keep things together, between being a single parent and her high-stress job as an X-ray tech. “Sorry, Mom. I just . . . I just . . .” I taper off, too upset to talk, my head reeling at this epic fail.


She heads over to her laptop, giving me a sympathetic smile. “Look, let’s check online right now. I’m sure there’s still something available. How quickly could they sell out?”


That quickly, Mom.


Five minutes later, a quick online search and phone call proves what I already know—they are gone gone gone. All of them.


“How can an arena that seats 10,000 people sell out in three hours?” My mom stubbornly argues with a customer service rep, while I click onto StubHub.com and find what I am looking for. “Mom, look! Front row tickets. Two of them!”


She comes over and looks over my shoulder at the screen. “Five hundred dollars?” Her voice is dark like thunder. “Ab-so-lute-ly not.” I give her a pleading stare, although my babysitting stash won’t come close and I know we don’t have that kind of cash to spare. “Absolutely not!” she repeats, her voice rising an octave. “I’m sorry, that is just highway robbery. There’s got to be another way.”


“Like what?” I try to choke back a sob. I could ask if Dad would cough up the dough, but I know if I bring up his name, her face will get that sour look like she’s just bitten into a lemon.
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