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To the BFFs of my YA years. You got me through the worst of times by showing me the best of times. Anne, Laura, Steph, Heidi, Tera, Beth, Donna, and Holly, for literally saving my life.


ONE

If I wasn’t dreading the lame-ass Prom nomination drama about to go down, I’d be staring at the back of Sean Mills’s short, sexy, brown hair in peace. To be fair to Mr. Norderick’s Language Arts class, the hair’s not really the main distraction, it’s everything about Sean. He’s tall, plays football and the guitar, which pretty much makes him a triple threat in my book. He’s got these swimming pool blue eyes—the kind you shouldn’t look at for more than a few milliseconds because, if he looks back and there’s eye contact, you’ll drown. Which is obviously the reason I’m sitting in the desk right behind him.

Unfortunately, across the aisle, my best friend Kallie’s eyes are practically waving a neon “get ready get set” flag in my peripheral. A tiny piece of folded paper flies from her hand and lands on my notebook. The note practically unfolds itself:

You’re gonna do it—right?

Instead of stressing my role in Kallie’s Prom Queen scheme, I give her a two-second “chill the hell out” look and go back to not taking notes and Sean. There’s even something about his ears that get me. They stick out a little—not too much—just enough to give him character. They make him more accessible, not so perfect. I shove the note into my pocket because I’d rather daydream about hanging out with Sean. Not as a girl sitting behind him getting high off his pheromones either. But on a date, somewhere like the movies as opposed to last period Language Arts.

Tap tap tap. Mr. Norderick’s highlighter jolts me to reality.

“All right ladies and fellas. I suppose it’s time to deal with these Prom Court nominations. You’ll need to nominate five queens and five kings. All senior class votes will be tallied up and your court will be announced on Friday.”

Here we go. My armpits sear and my knee bounces like a bobblehead.

The class roars and debates the must-haves and the maybes. As if we all really need another way and day for all the jerks of Belmont Senior High to get off on themselves.

Kallie taps her midnight blue fingernails together in front of her lips, and in spite of her hard-ass exterior, she’s dying to get on that court.

“All right, all right guys, calm down,” says Mr. N. “Let’s get on with it. We need five of each.”

Shandy “Kissass” Silvers raises her hand and asks if she can nominate two.

“Brian Wang and Molly Chapman.” Shandy, head of the Prom Committee, Yearbook Committee, and everything else boring committee, nods as Mr. Norderick copies the names on the board.

Brian and Molly. Our Senior Class’s Homecoming King and Queen and Class President and VP. Yes, let’s honor them with this incredibly humbling surprise, shall we?

Kallie gives me a sharp head nod. I’m pretty sure her thought is something like Please nominate me please please please prettyfreakingplease?

We had a whole conversation about this on the phone last night. My nose crinkles as I think right back at her, Dignity is not overrated. Don’t make me do it. I told her Prom Court was bullshit and did she really want to be forced into meetings and stage time with Belmont’s biggest jerks? Did she really want to be lumped into a category with those guys? Yep.

I get myself ready with a “you can do it” pep talk.

C’mon Bree, it’s not that serious. Or maybe it is. Referring to oneself in first person is never a good sign. But I’m just not the best candidate for public speaking or raising my hand to nominate my best friend as a Prom Queen when I think it’s an obnoxious idea. My face is getting warm already.

Kallie’s hand shoots up right before I’m almost about to raise mine. I’m totally embarrassed for her. She’s seriously going to vote for herself.

I try to send a telepathic text message: “OMG, Kallie DON’T DO IT!”

She blurts out, “Bree Hughes.”

Oh. Shit. My face goes from ninety-eight degrees to super freaking hot as my heartbeat picks up. That’s me. That’s my name. We did not discuss this last night.

My hand shoots up. Without breathing I say, “Kallie Vate” before Mr. N. can call anyone else.

“Well, okay, now we’re getting somewhere.” He writes our names across the board.

I stare straight ahead, slowing down my breath and wishing I could settle back into my movie daydream.

Shandy turns around sucking her teeth. She looks down her nose as if an unspoken Prom nomination sin has just been committed. Some girls on the other side of the room giggle. My heart’s ticking so hard and I want to dissolve into my desk. Pretty sure this is what it feels like for a loser. I shake my head and sigh as Kallie beams at me.

Justin, the guy who never has a problem laughing at his own jokes if someone else won’t, says, “Wow, what a crazy coincidence. The two best friends that anyone could have, voted for each other.”

I sink farther down into my seat, wondering what it’d be like to actually disappear into the hard brown plastic.

While Justin laughs and breaks into a song about two best friends, the girls name another girl, three more popular guys, and then Sean. Oh wow. His name is practically across from mine. A notion creeps into my head like a tiny spider. Maybe being on Prom Court wouldn’t be that bad. Seeing Sean in a tux and being on stage with him could be—

A snort erupts from the girl behind Justin. Mr. N. has written “Maisey Morgan” right under my name on the board. Sean laughs under his breath as I look over to check out Maisey’s reaction. She’s pulling and twisting her hair into her fist and I can only see the side of her face but it’s probably the same shade as mine. Like me, no way was she expecting someone to shout out her name.

Maisey Morgan is the biggest nerd in our class. She’s pretty much owned that title since elementary school. Maisey’s the homely doll at the bottom of your old toy box. Stringy red hair, gangly arms, wobbly legs; eyes beady and vacant. Our class has been singing the Maisey Mouse song to her ever since someone left a dead mouse in her desk in sixth grade. I’ve never sung the song to her personally, but I’m not going to lie. It’s almost a habit to hum it in my head when I see her scurrying down the hallway. Just because I haven’t walked up to her and called her “Maisey Mouse” to her face, or thrown wadded up worksheets at her, doesn’t mean she hasn’t been involved in the punch lines of a few of my jokes throughout the years.

“Oh, to be Maisey’s King!” Justin says in a high-pitched squeal. Then he sings in a cartoony voice, “I just caaaaan’t waaait to be king!”

Maisey turns, face flushed and her stare is blank. As she turns back, I smile at Kallie, raising my hand again.

“Justin Conner.” That shuts Justin up and everyone laughs. Sean Mills turns around and looks at me. (At me!)

“Good one, Bree.” And he winks. Wait. Maybe it was just a blink. I try super hard not to smile but the rest of my face smiles for me. I feel myself floating out of my chair. I also catch a breeze of his scent. It reminds me of hot apple cider and driftwood. To be real, I’m not even sure what driftwood smells like—but it’s for sure a woodsy tone. It feels like I’m immersed in whatever feeling people are talking about when they say someone is “boy crazy.” Which could be a good name for his cologne. Or soap. Hell, maybe it’s just his natural scent.

Kallie raises her right then left eyebrow and mouths something that looks like “I told you so.”

I smirk, pretending to write something important in my notebook while Mr. Norderick copies the names from the board onto his notepad.

“Good work, kids. Hopefully your choices will prevail on Friday and all will be right with BHS and the USA.”

I give him a courtesy laugh over Justin’s groan. Mr. Norderick’s not so bad for a teacher. He knows about my parents getting divorced and didn’t make a big deal about it.

My dad moved out this summer and I haven’t really made a big deal about telling everyone. Or anyone. I didn’t feel like talking about it, plus I’m not sure how something like that gets announced. And because it’s been like eight months, it feels more awkward to say something now. For some reason, my mom felt a need to call the school counselor to let her know that she and dad were in the middle of a divorce. Maybe she forgot that I’m seventeen. Ms. Selinski, the counselor for all students with last names A–L, must’ve passed our little family drama on to all my teachers. About half of them mentioned something first semester. But on the first day of second semester none of my teachers said anything except Mr. N. who asked me to stay after. He said he figured I’m still dealing with a lot right now and if his assignments got to be too much or I needed help with anything, to let him know. That’s all he said. He didn’t pry or give off any kind of creeper vibe, so I appreciated that.

****

That night at dinner Mom asks the usual, “How was school?”

I smile, contemplating how much to tell her. She’s tried to have more “sit down” dinners since Dad moved out. Since she’s a lot happier these days, it’s actually kind of nice. Also, I’m not the best person at putting myself out there to hang with other friends when Kallie’s not available. So, “Post-divorce Mom” is kind of like a live-in friend these days.

“Something more than ‘fine’ I’m guessing?”

I push the mozzarella and baby tomatoes around my plate, sliding them back and forth through Mom’s homemade balsamic dressing. The Sean story rests on the tip of my tongue. At the last second, I keep it to myself. “Kind of. Maybe. Prom Court nominations were today and everyone was going crazy about it. But Kallie nominated me, so, yeah, that’s that.”

“What? Prom Queen? Oh my God, that’s great! Congratulations honey, this is going to be so much fun.” She does this little squeal thing that instantly has me spearing a tomato and pointing my fork at her.

“Mom. Don’t even. It’s not like that. They’re just nominations, not even the actual court members yet. Every class nominates and then those votes are added up and then there are five girls and five guys to vote for on Prom Night. It’s only a nomination and there’s no way I got votes in other classes too.”

Her smile gets all beamy and she says, “I don’t care what you say, it’s still fun that there’s a chance.”

“A fat snowball’s chance,” I say, popping the tomato into my mouth.

That night in bed, I replay the Sean Mills “maybe a wink maybe a blink” scene over in my head, reminiscing how perfect our names looked together on the whiteboard. Maybe the whole court thing wouldn’t be so awful. Standing up there on stage in front of everyone looking like you matter more than you feel like you do. It feels shallow even thinking this way after I’d gone on a million tangents last night trying to convince Kallie she was making a big mistake.

I tally up any other nominations I could have gotten in the other classes today. I do have other friends, but not like really close friends. I’m not sure I’m important enough for anyone else to have raised their hand for me. In our class, the only people that got nominated were the coolest kids, me because of Kallie, and the joke vote for Maisey. I’m an in-betweener. Not cool enough for the popular girls to ask me to hang out, but not uncool enough to be hanging out with Maisey Morgan and her crew. Well, it’s not so much of a crew as it’s just two other girls she hangs with in the halls between classes and the library after school. Tera Welmore, the girl who wears a uniform to school even though we have no dress code, and Anne Violet, the class brain, who’s GPA is probably a four point ninety trillion. They’re all equal in nerd stature, but somehow, Maisey’s always managed to get the brunt of the teasing. But at least she has friends to hang with.

Now that Kallie is Todd White’s girlfriend, things are different. If she’s not at work, she’s with him at some party everyone’ll be talking about on Monday. She used to invite me, and I went to two or three, but every time I’d end up sitting there, by myself, pretending to drink a warm pissy-tasting beer while waiting for someone to ask me what I was doing at such a cool party. After a couple awkward Friday and Saturday nights, I stopped accepting the invites.

I grab my phone and dial Kallie to confront her about the nomination, since Todd, in one of his signature boy-bander impersonator outfits—blazer, jeans, and sneakers—was waiting for her right after class. As usual, he swooped Kallie up to rush her home so they could “hang out” before her parents got back from work.

“Kallie, do you know how embarrassing that was today? Why the hell would you nominate me?”

“Because, why not?” Kallie asks. “You deserve it just as much as anyone else—don’t be so modest.”

“Modest? Good one. I tried talking you out of it, so why would I want to be on court? Not like I’d get on there anyways. I’m the Libertarian candidate. You wasted your vote.”

“Actually, someone else told me they were nominating you and I thought if I did too, it might better your chances.”

“What do you mean someone else?”

“Hey, wouldn’t it be so awesome if we both get on the court? And even better if Molly Chapman doesn’t?”

“You and I both know there’s no way Molly’s name won’t be on that list. Just because she’s Todd’s ex doesn’t mean that everyone else hates her now.”

“I’m just tired of being nice. Wherever me and Todd go, there she is with her side bitch, Jane. Molly’s the ex-girlfriend that won’t go away. I mean, hello? Are you forgetting about the email she wrote when Todd and I first started dating?”

I laugh. “You stole her boyfriend. You’re lucky it was just an email. Even Jane was more pissed than Molly.”

“First off, I wouldn’t call an email with attached Bible verses, just an email. Second, I didn’t steal him. Todd got bored and started hanging with someone fun. As for Jane Hulmes, barf. She’s Molly’s best friend, so I get it. But she’s a bitch even without a cause. You should’ve seen her at lunch the other day. She cut in front of Maisey Morgan. Then, Maisey’s friend Tera—in her maroon sweater and khakis—was like, ‘Hey, that’s not cool.’ And Jane goes, ‘Who cares, it’s not like Maisey eats anyway.’ ”

“That sounds like Jane. I don’t even know why Molly hangs out with her.”

“When it comes down to it, they’re both bitches. Molly just tries to keep it on the down low. She kept telling Todd she wasn’t having sex until marriage, but you and I both know she gave it up at summer camp two years ago.”

“So everyone says. Who even goes to summer camp anymore?”

Kallie laughs. “Who cares, it’s still hilarious.”

“Well,” I say, “like you said, you’re fun, she’s not. Let’s stop worrying about her.”

“You’re right. I’m like Beyoncé and she’s Be-yawn-cé.”

I cough into the phone. “Ahem. Can we get back to me for a second? Who are you talking about? Who said they’d vote for me?” As soon as the words come out, I get a pit in my stomach. “It’s not a joke, is it? No one’s trying to Maisey Mouse me are they?” I laugh, but in all seriousness, I need her confirmation.

“Oh Christ, Bree, get real. Who else? Chip said he was voting for you too. But don’t say anything. It’s not a secret that he’s still psycho over you, but he made me swear not to say anything. I promised on my grandmother’s grave.”

“So basically, Nana’s going to die now because you have more allegiance to me than to Chip? I’m honored, but damn, I’m gonna miss your Nana.”

We laugh, and Kallie says, “Oh hell no, I was swearing on my dad’s mom. She died when I was two.”

Laughing with Kallie sends a wave of guilt into my stomach. These are the times I wish I had her to talk to about my parents’ divorce. Instead, I tell her I’ll talk to her tomorrow.


TWO

It’s Friday morning—the day we’re supposed to find out who’s on Prom Court. Kallie’s called me every night stressing about it. She’s worried that Todd will be nominated and not her. And the angelically evil Molly will sink her fake nail tips back into him. I tell her in a hundred different ways that Molly sucks, but she’s still sweating it.

I meet Kallie at the locker we share on the west end first thing in the morning. She’s dressed in her Friday best. Her tall military-style boots look shined, like her jet-black hair, waving like a waterfall onto a drop-dead maybe-a-little-too-hot-for-school black and red striped dress.

“Me-yow. You didn’t tell me we were going all out today,” I say.

“Dressed to impress, girl! I’ve got to be ready in case I’m not in. Todd needs to know that I’m hot—Prom Queen or not.”

“Well, I’m dressed for my special occasion too. School.”

“You look cute no matter what you wear. Besides, you did get dressed up. You matched your shoes to your shirt and they’re not mismatched today.”

I squint, looking down at my tight yellow Elvis T-shirt, black jeans, and two yellow sneakers. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Maybe you were thinking that since you’re almost a legal adult, you should stop wearing two different shoe colors on Fridays?”

“Nope, that’s not it. It was definitely a mistake. Too much of your Baby Promma Drama on my mind.”

“Yeah right. I think you’re trying to sex it up since you-know-who was practically all over you in class yesterday.”

The warning bell rings, leaving me just enough time to squeeze Kallie’s hand and beg her not to make a big deal out of it in class.

“Of course not, I’m cool. I got your back.”

We jog down the hall together and I tell her if I don’t catch her in-between classes, I’ll see her in last period where we’ll await her fate and my demise.

During Business Math, I chastise myself for getting so wrapped up in things that shouldn’t matter. Like how Dad used to get all worked up over a hall light being left on. I feel like an idiot for worrying about these nominations when I want to be the kind of girl who’s above all this stuff. But here I am worried about Kallie getting in, who she would or wouldn’t be in with, and of course I’m worried about myself. Sure, I’ve daydreamed about the high I’d be on if by some apocalyptic miracle I’m nominated, but I know it’s highly unlikely. The other stupid thought churning through my head is how to act when my name is not announced. It’s like the MTV or Academy Awards when the camera cuts to the losers. All those awkward stretched smiles accompanied by courtesy hand clapping. I’ll have to pretend my ass off that it doesn’t matter and I forgot I was a contender anyway. All day I imagine different scenarios and practice my nonchalant look.

As the bell rings to start Language Arts, Mr. Norderick almost closes the door on my sneaker. “Just in time Ms. Hughes, just in time.”

I do a quick sweep of the class to check for Kallie and Sean. Score. I walk over to the seat with Kallie’s notebook on it. She whisper mumbles something to me about thanking God and moral support.

“Seat’s taken,” says Justin in a southern drawl. I can’t place it but I know it’s another cheesy movie line. I roll my eyes and face forward.

Justin flicks my hair with a pencil. “Your hair smells so good today Jennaaay, like a box of chocolates.” Oh. Forrest Gump. He really needs to start watching some movies from this century.

Kallie leans into the aisle. “Dude, if you can smell her hair from your desk, I’m filing a restraining order.”

“Another thing, Justin, I forgot to give you the memo. My name’s Bree and Jenny’s dead. Your horrible old movie quotes have pushed her into an early grave.”

“Actually,” says Justin, “she died of AIDS, which is still a serious problem facing the youth of today.”

“You,” says Kallie, “are the serious problem facing the youth of today.”

Kallie and I stifle our laughs as Mr. N. clears his throat and starts talking about a new series on poetry, with weekly assignments.

Kallie’s foot taps her desk leg. I know she isn’t listening to any of this. She’s probably wondering when Nord’s going to hurry and announce the court names.

Looking ahead, I stare at Sean’s ears, which offer me the perfect distraction. The sun peeks in through the window shades, a ray hitting his shoulder. I take a deep breath in, and get a whiff of Sean’s foresty cologne and wonder if he’ll be at any of the parties by the docks at Lake Crystal this summer. Maybe he’d be leaning against a tree jamming on the same guitar he played during the Homecoming Pep Rally. My teeth gnaw the inside of my bottom lip as I copy poetry notes and conjure up my image of Sean outside of school. With his shirt off. I wonder if it’s weird for him to be playing the guitar with no shirt, and if I should ditch the half-nudity for a white T-shirt or his football jersey, but realize it’s my daydream. So no-shirt Sean stays. With the image of him in blue trunks, hanging low on his hips, his muscles suntanned and sweaty, I make a vow. If there are parties at the lake this summer, I, Bree Hughes, solemnly swear—

“Excuse me?” Shandy Kissass’s screechy voice pulls me back into class. I straighten my back against my chair. Shandy waves as if Mr. N. can’t see her right there in the front row.

“Mr. Norderick? Are you announcing Prom Court today?”

“Yes, Ms. Silvers, I’ll be announcing the names for your little Prom contest, after I finish the lesson and assignments for today.”

Shandy slouches back in her seat. Staring at Sean’s neck, I want to dive back into my daydream, or reach out, run my hand straight up the back of his neck, and feel his hair in-between my fingers. Instead, I quietly tap my pencil’s eraser against the desk, trying to drum a beat slower than my heart, which has picked up the pace. I’m not sure if it’s because the nominations will be announced soon or that I still have a vision of swim-trunks Sean in my head.

After a half hour and a couple pages of poetry terms and recommended reading, Mr. N. tells us to watch ourselves and that he’ll be right back with our court list. He then gives Shandy a wink and tells her if anyone gets out of line she has permission to use her cell phone to call the police.

Sean turns and faces me. “Did you understand any of that poetry stuff? I have to ace these next assignments to get my grade back up. I bombed the last few essays.”

Our eyes meet for a second and I have to look away because I am gone. Laser beams just shot through my body. Well, not actual lasers but close. It’s a wave of heat that knocks me slightly off-kilter. I look down at my desk, searching my notes for the answer to his question, mainly so he can’t see my face getting hot.

“Umm, well, alliteration is actually, um, it says that … or maybe if you start right here with the free-writing stuff you can …” I stop, realizing I can’t even hear myself. My heart is on a treadmill right now.

Sean squints and cocks his head to the side.

“I’m sorry,” I crinkle my lips together. “Um. I’m not making any sense. Sorry. Do you want my notes?”

“Sure. You mind if I copy?”

“No problem.” I tear out two pages, push them into his hands and he turns back in his seat. My chest caves with the pressure of a highly anxious swoon and I’m grateful for the break from his piercing eyes.

Nord walks back into class, waving a piece of paper as if it’s a winning lottery ticket. He says to make sure we bring our first poem in on Monday—no rules except it has to mention or be inspired by an animal.

“Is a chupacabra considered an animal?” Justin asks without raising his hand.

“You bet,” answers Nord as Shandy turns and casts Justin the kind of look I usually save for the d-baggy guys who catcall girls in the hallway.

“Without further ado,” Mr. N. continues, “here are the results you’ve all been waiting for, with bated breath and wild anticipation, please do not fall off the edge of your seats. In no particular order, Brian Wang, Todd White, Justin Conner, Sean Mills, Chris Monroe, Molly Chapman, Kallie Vate, Laura Rose, Jane Hulmes, and Maisey Morgan.”

Even though the names came out fast, a lot happens. Shandy scribbles the names into her notebook just as fast as they fly out of Nord’s mouth. Justin gives himself a high five and does one of those chicken neck, arm flapping, booty shaking football-end-zone victory dances. He ends it on bended knee, head down into his elbow and says, “Thank you little eight-pound six-ounce newborn baby Jesus.”

Kallie’s got the biggest smile anyone could have while trying to keep their mouth shut. If she was any happier, she’d be wiping away tears. She slides her hands into her bag and starts rummaging around rhythmically. Definitely texting Todd the news.

Maisey barely responds to her name. Slinking lower into her chair, her head hangs over her desk, as she scribbles indifferently into her notebook while the class half-asses an attempt at subtlety. Over half the class fake coughs, giggles, and snorts into their hands and the crooks of their elbows.

Over the roar, Justin says, “You were robbed—Mouse stole your spot!”

I roll my eyes, lean over, and squeeze Kallie’s hand. “I’m so excited for you.” The little pit that sinks to the bottom of my stomach surprises me. I’m not sure if it’s because I don’t want anyone to think I care or because I actually do.

Sean spins around with a grin and fist pounds Justin. His eyes hit mine, cranking the heat in my face but dissipating the pit in my stomach. “Too bad you’re not on the court,” he says. “It would’ve been fun.”

“It’s gonna be rough, but I think I’ll make it,” I say, sounding way cooler than I feel.

Sean shakes his head and laughs. “Well, hey, I didn’t finish copying these notes so maybe I could keep them and give them back to you this weekend? Here’s my number.” Sean doesn’t really let me answer before he starts writing his phone number on my black and white comp book.

“Okay, yeah, no problem.” I can barely pull my eyes away from his number as the bell rings.

Everyone rushes into the hall to join everyone else in a feast of gossip, disbelief, and high fives over underclassmen regarding the nominations. Todd, in a pink bow tie, cuts between Kallie and me belting his arm around her waist.

“Babe, this dress should be illegal. If I don’t get locked up for being your accomplice, we’re going to rock the Prom as King and Queen.”

I smile, letting them walk off into their own world, as if I have a choice. My eyes skim the crowd for Sean but he’s lost in the sea of everyone rushing to get their weekend started.

When I turn the corner, a loud voice bellows toward me, “Mousey Morgan, will you go to Prom with me?”

I turn and Maisey slams into me and my armful of books.

“Sorry,” she mumbles to my forearm, then tucks a clump of copper hair behind her ear, lowers her gaze even farther and rushes past me. Her shoulders hunch beneath her backpack as she ducks beneath the laughs and through the bodies mazed before her.

I frown as she disappears into the crowd until I catch a glimpse of Chip Ryan, my ex-boyfriend pushing his way toward me from the left. His shaggy hair swings over one eye while the other meets my eyes for barely a millisecond. I do the same thing I’ve been doing all year. Look away and try to stop my breath from catching in my throat. I push through the same path Maisey blazed. The Maisey Mouse song rings out at least twice among the Prom gossip and Friday night plan snippets before I’m hitting the double doors to the parking lot.

At home in my bedroom, I jump into sweatpants and peel off my wet-pitted Elvis shirt. Talking to Sean and dodging Chip can have that effect. My whole drive home from school was me pep-talking myself into longer breaths and a million repetitions of “just relax.”

Bummer of the day had to have been Sean Mills saying “too bad.” I don’t want him feeling sorry for me. He almost made it sound like if we got on court together, we’d have been hanging out, eating pizza, and engaging in secret Prom activities. But being around Jane and Molly and their clique would’ve been awkward. And I’d have to fake like hell that it wasn’t. It’s probably for the best that my name wasn’t called.

I once read or heard Oprah talking about being nominated for an award years ago. She was so stressed about how she looked that she didn’t want to get up in front of everyone. I can’t remember if she won and she was embarrassed about winning or if she lost and was relieved she didn’t have to be on stage in the end. Either way, I know what she meant. I’m fairly confident this year about my looks, but sometimes I still feel like my best isn’t good enough. Girls on Prom Court like Molly and Jane look like they stepped off the set of the latest teen movie. Getting my braces pried off last year and accepting that my hip bones will never shrink did cut down on mirror critiquing time, but it didn’t do much to bump up my social rank at school.

Sean’s face flashes in my head so I grab my backpack and fish out my notebook to make sure his phone number is still there. It’s slightly smudged but still legible: Sean 612–555-8000.

I snap a picture of it and message it to Kallie.

This actually overrides the whole “sorry you weren’t nominated” bit. Sean giving me his number means something. Guys don’t go around giving their numbers to girls they want to be friends with. Not guys like him. Nope. A voice and smile like his are not hard up for a study partner with no credentials other than “seat behind you” stalking. If only I was cool enough to wait until Monday to see if he says anything about me not calling him, but I don’t have that type of willpower.

To text or not to text. Texting in a situation like this is usually something I’d avoid since there’s always the chance my words will come off the wrong way and I’ll be in a mess until I construct forty more lines to explain myself. It can be a time suck. Sometimes it’s the chicken shit way to go. So that’s why I might text. I’m worried about my voice quavering on the phone and don’t want Sean to hear my nerves.

I pull the phone to my ear and pretend to call: “Hey Sean, it’s Bree. From class. Hughes, Bree Hughes.” Then I get carried away. “Yes, Bree with dark brown hair and blue-gray eyes. Five foot five and a quarter. I like shows and movies about zombies but serial killer movies freak me out. And you’ve never seen it, but I have a Massachusetts-shaped birthmark on my stomach and some cellulite on my thighs. Language Arts is my favorite class but your neck is very distracting. Sorry, but it’s true. And now you know that, you might as well know that I’ve been passive aggressively stalking you this whole semester …”

Buzzzz. My text alert goes off and I jump, hoping it’s Sean. Oh, wait. He’s the one who gave me his number. I check the screen.

KALLIE VATE.

Call him now! That’s WAY better than Prom Court. But still SORRY u didn’t get in!!!! : ( Thx for nominating me tho LUV U. I’ll call u tmrw!

An out-of-nowhere rock drop feeling assaults me, from the top to the bottom of my gut. My best friend feels sorry for me, too. Ugh. And, as usual, she’s hanging with Todd tonight. Weekends are so much easier when your best friend is single or you have your own boyfriend. Chip was the last guy I dated. And since that turned out so shitty, I haven’t been actively searching for a replacement. Just dreaming of one. If I can step it up a notch, maybe Sean could be the next guy.

It’s probably time to follow Kallie’s advice and call him before I overthink myself right into Monday. Sean’s number stares back at me as I suck in a deep breath while reciting his digits in my head. I tap them into my phone and then do a half-dancy jumping jack to get myself into “operation call hot guy” mode. It rings twice and I hope for voicemail while my nerves kick harder. Fourth ring and yes. Voicemail.

“It’s Sean—say something important or funny.” BEEEEEP.

His deep drawl followed by a superfast beep throws me off and I almost hang up. But I can’t. I have to leave a message or he might wait for me to call back. Or he won’t see my missed call. Or he might not know it was me and think I’m some salesperson trying to sell printer ink or pet insurance.

“Hi Sean, this is Bree. From Language Arts and um, Bree Hughes, so I was calling since my notes, um, because you have my—” And then I do something beyond stupid. I’m so nervous that I decide to re-do my message and hope to God his phone has that option like most voicemails do. So, I tap the star button key but nothing happens. Just air. I hit the pound sign. Still nothing. Oh Shit. I can’t hang up because that would be totally lame, so out of desperation I drop the phone then pick it back up. The cat clock on my wall grins at me like I’m a total idiot. “Omigod I’m so sorry, my cat just jumped in my lap and knocked the phone out of my hand. Sorry! Anyways, as I was saying it’s Bree from Language Arts and you have my notes so if—”

BEEEEEP. An automated robot lady says “Thank you” and hangs up on me.

I press pound and star again, but nothing. My heart punches my chest. I am horrified.

I throw my iPhone. “Screw you robot lady.” It lands with a thud on my shaggy blue carpet. For crap sake, I can’t call back. Two messages would sound pathetic. Defeated, I pick the phone back up and send a text.

Hey Sean its Bree Hughes from Lang Arts If u need to, u can have my notes til Mon or I can get whenever

I press Send right away so I don’t overthink and mess this one up too. Before I can conjure up a story of how I became the proud owner of a nonexistent cat, my mom breezes through my door, asking if I want to go out for dinner instead of pizza, the usual end of the week meal. My face contorts as I worry about looking uncool hanging with my mom on a Friday night.

“C’mon hon, it’s been a long week. Let’s get outta here.”

“Okay. Fine. Can we go to Azumi?” She agrees and tells me to be ready in about an hour. I pick Azumi because yes, I like Japanese but mainly because it’s not a typical hangout for anyone in our school. On Fridays most everyone goes to a movie or just hangs out in the parking lot at the strip mall and eventually ends up at 24/7, Belmont’s only diner. The funny thing about 24/7 is that it closes at three a.m. Since I’m not a morning person, I don’t know what time they open. I make a mental note to check the opening hours next time I go.

A few minutes after Mom leaves my room, my phone rings.

“Hello?”

“Is Bree there?”

“Yep, it’s me.”

“Hey, it’s Sean from class, but I know you know that since you just called and texted me … Um …”

“Oh hey, how’s it going? Crazy day right?”

“Yeah, all the Prom stuff, blehhhh.”

“Really? I thought you were into that,” I say. “Aren’t you the one who said it was going to be fun?”

“Oh, right. I did say that, huh? I guess in a way it’s fun and dumb. Does that makes sense?”

“Yeah, actually that does make sense.”

“It’s crazy that they actually nominated Maisey. I bet she wins too. Molly Chapman would probably—”

I interrupt to say she’d probably shit her pants and then have Jane jump Maisey for the crown. “Yeah she’d probably—probably be pretty bummed out. That’s kind of her scene.”

“I was going to say she’d wrestle Maisey to the ground for that crown and weird bathrobe they wear. But yeah, she’d be bummed,” Sean says.

I laugh, wishing I’d said what I was thinking. After pacing the length of my room a few times, I start rearranging the books in my bookcase by color as a way to calm the butterflies moshing in my stomach.

“So … thanks for letting me swipe those notes. I didn’t even take any in class. All those labels and rules for writing go over my head. It’s confusing.”

“Yeah, it can. But you don’t have to worry, really, since the first assignment is to write whatever you want.”

“As long as it’s about an animal, right? Maybe I should write about your crazy cat that jumped on your lap and made you drop your phone while you were all alone.”

I laugh and cringe, because a) Unless the black cat clock on my wall counts, I don’t have a cat, and b) His voice is so handsomely hot and flirty. Or maybe he’s just being nice. I frown at a book cover with a guy and girl almost kissing in the rain.

“So when can I get these notes back to you. We could meet up.”

Meet up? The inside of my stomach is swishing around like crazy so I offer my stupid Monday idea. “You don’t have to do that. I can just get them back Monday if it’s a big deal.”

“Um, well I was …” He leaves the sentence hanging mid-air.

Instantly I regret trying to act indifferent. I’m glad he can’t see me right now. Wide-eyed, hot-faced, and pacing, wondering where to shelve a bluish-greenish book with a girl tiptoeing underwater. “Or yeah, we could meet up this weekend.”

“Okay, let’s do that. Can you meet up tonight? Like later though? I have a … a thing. But I could probably meet you at 24/7 or Java Joint around 9:30?”

I hesitate. Meeting up somewhere almost sounds like a date. Unless he’s already going on a real date and meeting me afterward. Or hanging out with his friends first and then me second. Not that it matters. Sean Mills!

“Okay, that works,” I say. “I have a thing too, so that’s perfect. How about Java Joint?” My second request tonight in order to avoid a busy social scene.

“Sure, and if you want, maybe you could help me a little with this poetry stuff? Only if you wanted. If you have time or if it’s not too late?”

He does sound nervous. He needs to look in the mirror more. And take more selfies. And send them to me.

“Okay, yeah,” I say. “I’m such a party animal anyways. My day pretty much starts at 9:30 at night so it works.”

“Great. See you then.”

Click. “Good-bye?” I say to the air. I hate when people don’t say good-bye when they hang up. But it’s Sean, the hottest cutest everything on the planet, so he gets a pass. For now.


THREE

When Mom and I step into Azumi, I’m surprised there’s a five to ten minute wait. Along with not having a very adventurous palate, Belmont is one of the smallest towns in Northern Minnesota, especially in the off-season. There are a lot of lake houses and cabins around here so most businesses do better in the summertime—especially places that aren’t all cheeseburgers and hot dogs.

We wait on a bench while I give my mom a double take. She’s wearing a shimmery black shirt I’ve never seen before and has heels on with jeans. Guess she really was dying to get out. She does need to get out more, not that I’m sure she’s ready to date yet or if I’m even ready for that. Seeing her with someone else would be weird. It doesn’t feel that long ago when she told me her and Dad were finally calling it quits.

It was the Fourth of July. Mom woke me up with a box of donuts. I knew something was up since she’d been on an anti-processed sugar kick for a while.

“Honey, we have to talk.”

My stomach went into instant knots as I prepared for her to tell me she had some incurable disease. My breath started getting away from me, which is something I’ve started getting used to the past couple years. If my parents were fighting, or sometimes even out of the blue, my throat feels like it closes up and my heart starts beating harder and faster.
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