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			Wed, Sept 17

			Swim meet: First place in the freestyle today! And second in backstroke. 

			Calculus test: 97% 

		

	
		
			Tues, Sept 23

			Swim meet: First place in backstroke, third place overall.

			American History: 80% on quiz 

		

	
		
			Wed, Oct 1

			Chemistry: 92% on test, A on lab report

			Math team: Fourth place in meet. (No prizes for fourth place, Mom notes.)

		

	
		
			Fri, Oct 3

			English: A- on essay

			Swim meet: Third place in backstroke, second place in freestyle, didn’t place overall.

			American History: B on paper

			I deserved an A, but Mr. Franklin hates me. Now I’m screwed. 

			Why do I even bother? I’m only keeping this journal because Mom is making me. Guess she’s going for the Tiger Mom of the Year Award. “You’re a junior now. You have to keep track of all your accomplishments so you’ll have things to write on your college applications!” Right. Like colleges really want to read this litany of mediocrity. What’s the point of noting all my near misses for the admissions committees? “It worked for Mark!” she singsongs in Chinese, smiling encouragingly. 

			I’m not Mark! Do you hear that, Mom? Mark had straight As all through high school. Mark lettered in three sports. Mark was editor of the newspaper. Mark won every debate, every Science Olympiad, every math team meet, every EVERYTHING. I get it, okay? Everyone gets it. Mark certainly does. . . . I can see the pity for me in his eyes every time he comes home from college. His poor, stupid sister, who can’t do anything right. 

			The only person who doesn’t get it is Mom, who still believes I have it in me to be a genius. Who still thinks I can get into Stanford, if only I really apply myself. Mom is living in an FOB fantasy.

			Jenny Hsu taught me that the other day: FOB for Fresh off the Boat. Not that my parents are fresh anything. . . . They emigrated from Taiwan more than twenty years ago, before Mark and I were even born. But you’d never know it to talk to them. They still speak Chinese at home, and Mom switches into English only for words or phrases she has learned since coming here. A lot of these have to do with college applications. 

			Dad isn’t as bad. He works as a hospital administrator, so he speaks English all day, but with an accent that makes me cringe. I think I’d actually rather listen to him speak Chinese, even though I understand only, like, 70 percent of what they say. Maybe it’s better that way. It’s all nagging anyway.

			Sometimes I think Dad just wants me to be happy, but Mom would probably spit on that phrase. So American, she would say (in Chinese). Coddling kids, telling them anything they do is fine. How are they going to be happy if they are not successful? 

			She has a point, I guess. It’s a tough world out there, and if you don’t stay on top of it, you could be chewed up and spit out. 

			I know she just wants the best for me. She worries that I am too Americanized because my Chinese is crap (not like Mark’s!) and I watch too much TV and my grades aren’t perfect. But nothing is ever good enough for her. Well, that’s not true. Mark is. But see above: I am not Mark. 

			She would be so pissed if she knew I was just spewing random crap about my life in my special college-prep journal. But it feels good to get it out. I’ll just tear out this page later. 

		

	
		
			Mon, Oct 6

			French: 96% on quiz

			Swim meet: First place in backstroke, second place in freestyle and butterfly, though that was a fluke. Second place overall.

			Chemistry: 95% on test

			Good day.

		

	
		
			Thurs, Oct 9

			Debate tournament: Fifth place

			Newspaper: Got passed over for events editor even though I’ve been a reporter for four semesters and Chris has only done it for two. Totally unfair, but he’s friends with the editor in chief. Of course.

			Math team: Let’s not even talk about it

			How demoralizing. The thing is, I might do better at all this stuff if I actually cared about any of it. I’m only doing it for college. Well, I’m doing it for Mom, and she’s the one who cares about college. Not that I don’t care. It just all seems really . . .  abstract to me. Does it really matter where I go to college? I’m not so sure it does. It just seems like a lot of money and a lot of debt, and I’m not sure what I’m supposed to get out of it.

			But I keep showing up for all these stupid activities because Mom says it’s important, and I’m a dutiful daughter. The only one I really like is swimming. I love swimming, which is probably why I’m better at it than any of the other stuff. Not that I’m that great. . . . I’m not even the best person on my team, let alone in the whole Seattle area. Definitely not good enough to attract serious interest from colleges. 

			But that’s never bothered me.

			I don’t know, the other kids on my team all try so hard and work so hard. I work, but I don’t seem to have that competitive drive. That Mark had. That I’m supposed to have. I don’t care about winning or being the best or beating my best times. What I really like about swimming is the water.

			That sounds dumb, doesn’t it? But everything is better under there. I don’t have to deal with other people—how they see me, what they want from me or whatever. When I’m underwater, I’m not a daughter or a student or a competitor. I’m just a body.

			And when I lift my head to breathe, I hear the roar of the crowd and the echoing sounds of squealing kids, but it all feels far away, and a second later I’m down in that blue world again where everything is muted and wobbly. And I know it’s only temporary, but sometimes it’s the blue world that feels real and the dry world with all its noise and air and demands that feels like an uncomfortable dream.

		

	
		
			Fri, Oct 10

			American History: C+ on paper

			Mom is going to kill me. Not even kidding. She’ll . . . I don’t even know. This is untested water. I’ve never gotten a C before. And obviously Mark never did. I bet Mom doesn’t even know grades go this low. 

			I can’t tell her. I’ll just tell her it was an A. No, if I tell her it’s an A, she’ll be so proud she’ll want to see it. God. Okay. I’ll tell her it was a B+. She’ll be mad, but she won’t freak out. I’ll just have to make sure I bring my grade up by the end of the semester. If I start getting As from now on, I can bring it up, and she never has to know. 

			I don’t like hiding things, but what choice do I have? I guess I’ll tear out this page later too, in case she goes snooping. 

			I don’t know how to keep doing this. I’ve got so much bottled up inside, and one day it’s going to blow up and destroy everything in my path like a tornado. I have to get it out, or I’ll go crazy. And I have nowhere else to put my thoughts. Maybe if I had anyone to talk to . . . 

			I guess there are Jenny and Eiko and John and the others at the geek table, but I can’t really talk to them. In the end, they’re just like Mom. They might as well be spies for her. All they ever talk about is how they did on this or that test, or how nervous they are about the stupid Academic Decathlon. And if I told them I just got a C on something, they would judge me so hard. I can just imagine their faces. Jenny would be pitying: “Don’t worry. You can totally bring it up if you work hard! Maybe you can ask for an extra-credit assignment!” All while calculating how much closer to valedictorian she is now. Eiko would furrow her brow, look concerned, and be like, “What’s gotten into you? You used to be smart.” And John would laugh at me and say I’ve let myself get distracted . . . and he wouldn’t have to say anything more. Everyone at the table would crack up because they would all know what he meant. That I’m boy crazy. Just because Eiko told everyone that I have a crush on Tyler Adams.

			I don’t have a crush on Tyler Adams. . . .

			I do have a small, and slightly unhealthy, obsession with Tyler Adams.

			Who could blame me? Tyler’s on the swim team, but he’s not like me. He’s amazing. I mean he actually wins things. That’s not why I like him, though. 

			I know the reasons girls are supposed to like boys. I know that I’m supposed to love him from afar because he is intelligent, or kind, or generous, funny, and ambitious. But the truth is, I don’t like him for those things. I don’t even know if any of those things are true about him because I barely know him and have never spoken to him. What I do know is that he is intensely, painfully beautiful. That is something I know very, very well, because it is very difficult not to notice when you see him every day in a teeny-tiny racing suit. 

			So sue me. Tyler Adams is gorgeous, and there’s nothing wrong with me for noticing—not that he would ever notice me. I am not gorgeous. I am a nerd. I am a geek. I am not cool or pretty or sexy or popular. I’m wallpaper. I’m worse than wallpaper, because people might notice an interesting wallpaper pattern. I’m beige, industrial-grade, institutional wall paint. The kind you never notice at all, unless it’s to remark how totally boring it is.

			Tyler would never talk to me. And besides, Mom would freak if she knew I was even looking at a white boy. John is right. I should stay focused on my schoolwork, since that’s all I’m good for. Then maybe one day I’ll be a huge success with my own biotech company, and then cute boys will date me. Will they? Does that work? Do cute boys want to date girls who can buy and sell them? Maybe not. Maybe I’ll just buy and sell the cute boys, then. 

			Except I’m no good at schoolwork, either. So I really have nothing. Sixteen years old and already useless.

			Wow. Colleges are going to be really impressed when I send them this. Better rip out more pages. Not yet, though . . .  It makes me feel a little better to read over these rants, so I’ll leave them a bit longer. 

		

	
		
			Mon, Oct 13

			Calculus: 90% on test

			French: 88% on test

			Math team meet: Second place

			And in far more interesting news, Tyler Adams almost kind of looked at me today! Wow, I am so pathetic. But it was the greatest thing that has happened to me since . . . since Dad took me and Mark to the amusement park for my fourteenth birthday? God, that was a long time ago. My life is sad.

			But back to my miniscule triumph! It was on the bus home from swim practice today. I heard Tyler ask a friend of his when their next English paper was due. His friend had no idea, so Tyler stood up and called out to the whole bus, “Is anyone in my English class?” And, well . . . I am. I doubt he even knows that, since I’m sure he has never noticed me in class. But anyway, no one else said anything for a minute, and I saw my chance. I said, “Um . . . the paper is due next Thursday.” 

			I was sitting three or four seats away from him, and there were people in between us, so he heard me but I don’t think he knew exactly who had spoken. In any case, he sort of looked around in my general direction for a minute and said, “Thanks,” and then went back to talking to his friend.

			My brush with fame! Well, not fame but . . . attractive boyness. Okay, writing that out, it seems so incredibly sad, it makes me ashamed of myself, but it was genuinely exciting at the time. I was proud of myself for having the guts to talk to him . . . even if he couldn’t tell it was me. 

		

	
		
			Tues, Oct 14

			I saw Tyler talking to a girl today. I don’t even know her name, but I hate her from the very depths of my being.

			That’s a little crazy, isn’t it? I can’t explain it, but when I saw them together, all this emotion swelled up inside of me. I’ve seen Tyler talk to girls before—he talks to and flirts with girls all the time. He’s even dated girls on the swim team, but the thought of them doesn’t twist my insides the way the girl today did. 

			Something about the way he looked at her . . . It was different from the way he is with other girls. Somehow I knew right away: That’s what I want. I don’t care about college or the new debate topics or how I place in next week’s swim meet. My only ambition is to be looked at like that. 

			What is it about this girl? I wish I knew. There’s nothing special about her. As far as I could see, she’s nothing but a pretty, dumb white girl, interchangeable with all the others at our school. So what was it that made him look at her like that? What does she have that the other girls don’t? And how do I get it?

		

	
		
			Thurs, Oct 16

			Chemistry: 82% on test

			Debate meet: Fourth place PF, no place LD.

			English: 85% quiz

			I was wrong about that girl. Ada Culver. The one Tyler was talking to.

			I just assumed she was one of the popular girls, the ones who all blend together, with their honey-blond hair and their honey-tan skin and their skinny tan jeans. But she’s not like that.

			She’s not exactly popular, for one thing. She eats lunch alone every day, and I never see her talk to anyone. That makes her sound like a loser, doesn’t it? Like she’s an even more hopeless case than I am. But that’s not quite right either. 

			There’s something sort of mysterious about her. I tried to cyberstalk her, but she’s got almost nothing online. Usually the popular girls and the wannabes are all over the Internet, where they can control and curate their image from the safety of their bedroom. On the Internet, it’s easy enough to make yourself look cool in front of the whole world, but her profile is totally locked down. Almost like she’s hiding something.

			I wonder if that’s what Tyler likes: a little mystery. Or maybe it’s just that she’s beautiful . . . sheets of coppery blond hair and long legs like a model. I guess it’s not so hard to understand the appeal there.

		

	
		
			Thurs, Oct 23

			I think I’m becoming a little fixated on Ada Culver.

			Maybe it’s not the sanest hobby, but it’s something to do, something to think about other than the endless stream of tests and papers and competitions. I feel like if I just study her closely enough, learn everything I can about her, I could unlock her mystery. 

			There’s something so different about her. Strange? Weird? A little off? But not in a bad way. I almost can’t believe now that I ever mixed her up with the other girls at school. She doesn’t dress like the popular girls. She doesn’t dress like anyone else, really. It’s like she doesn’t even care about things like fashion and trends. 

			I guess people might say that about me, too (if they bothered to say anything at all about me). I don’t seem to care about fashion because all I wear are baggy jeans and bulky sweaters and plain T-shirts. Definitely not the height of fashion. 

			But I don’t think anyone could ever think Ada Culver and I have anything in common. If I avoid fashion, it’s mostly because I don’t have the time, don’t have the energy, definitely don’t have the money, and don’t see the point in it. The result is that I look frumpy and invisible at all times. Whereas with Ada . . . it’s not exactly that she’s outside of popular style. It’s more like she’s above it. 

			Obviously money is not an issue for her, because even I can tell that her outfits don’t come cheap. And it’s not that she doesn’t care or put in the effort, because she always looks amazing. Like, even the popular rich kids at school mostly just wear skinny jeans and tank tops or band T-shirts or whatever. They look cool, but they all look pretty much the same. But Ada . . . She dresses like a . . . like an adult, kind of? Or like a movie star. Maybe that’s it. 

			Just an example: Almost everyone in school has these puffy ski jackets that are popular right now. And the people who can’t afford those, or don’t care enough to buy them, we have lumpy hand-me-downs or jackets from thrift shops that don’t fit right. But Ada came to school yesterday in a perfectly fitted coat that swirls around whenever she turns, a deep blue scarf threaded with gold, and leather boots that click-clack on the pavement when she goes outside to smoke. No one else wears heels to school—not even the teachers.

			The other weird thing is that even though she doesn’t seem to have any friends at school, she’s on her phone all the time. (A superfancy top-of-the-line phone, obviously, in a shiny pink case.) I always see her at lunch or between classes, looking like a model in a fashion magazine spread as she lounges against some wall and talks or texts on her phone. But who could she be talking to? And who picks her up after school? She’s never on the bus. The other day I saw her get into the passenger side of a really nice car that I think was a Jaguar. I’m pretty sure no one at school drives a car like that. It must be her parents, and they must be loaded. 

			Okay, maybe I am being a little creepy. It’s not like I spy on her. . . . I’m just curious, because she is so weird. I mean, interesting. And so different from me. 

		

	
		
			Fri, Oct 24

			I did something crazy today. I wore a scarf. Blue paisley. Silk. My dad gave it to Mom for her birthday a few years back, but she’s never worn it. When I was putting away laundry yesterday, I happened to see it, and before I even thought about what I was doing, I grabbed it. And I wore a dress today, too—my piano-recital dress. It’s not particularly elegant or flattering. Actually, it kind of makes me look like a dumpling. But I had to do something.

			This all probably doesn’t sound that crazy, but for me, it is. The geek table noticed right away. They asked if I had a recital that afternoon and gave me a strange look when I said I didn’t. But a strange look is better than no look at all, right? I’m not sure, but it seemed like it might be worth a try, anyway. 

			I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve been feeling a little nuts ever since I wrote that last entry. It’s like expressing all those thoughts awoke something strange in me. And I know I should be worrying about my upcoming history test, and I am trying to study, but somehow all my mind wants to think about is what I can do to make myself less me and more . . . someone else. More Ada. 

			That’s hopeless, I know, but school stuff feels hopeless too these days. If I’m not going to be the brilliant scientist Mom dreams of, maybe I can be cool and exciting at least. Enough so Tyler might know my name. I’d be happy with that.

			I don’t know why he doesn’t just forget about her. She obviously has bigger things going on than him, though I can’t figure out what. Who is she always talking to on her phone? 

		

	
		
			Wed, Oct 29

			French: 84% on test

			Math team: Meet, but I didn’t place.

			I haven’t seen Ada and Tyler together in a while. Did they break up? Did he dump her? Did she dump him? A while ago I wouldn’t have believed it was even possible to say no to someone as gorgeous as Tyler Adams, but I guess if anyone is in a position to turn him down, it’s Ada Culver. She’s probably dating someone even better now. 

			But who could be better than Tyler? It would have to be someone pretty amazing. 

			A celebrity. A prince. An alien. Or maybe no one at all. Maybe a girl like Ada Culver is so cool she doesn’t even need boys. 

		

	
		
			Thurs, Oct 30

			I spoke to Ada today. And to Tyler. It was so weird! I almost can’t believe it really happened. Nothing this interesting has happened to me in . . . well, maybe my whole life. How can that be? How can a conversation with a couple of kids at school be the most exciting thing that ever happened to me? But Tyler is Tyler, and Ada’s not just any girl, as I’ve already made pretty clear. 

			I want to get it all down now while it’s still fresh in my head. I’m afraid if I go to sleep I’ll wake up convinced it was all a dream. Even now I’m not so sure. 

			It was lunchtime. I was in line to collect my uninspiring rations of institutional-grade chicken fingers, stressing about this huge history test I bombed that morning, when I noticed Tyler moving across the lunchroom. I let my eyes follow him because even though it’s painful to look at Tyler and see how gorgeous he is and think about how hopeless it is to be in love with him, I prefer that kind of pain to thinking about what’s going to happen when Mom sees my end-of-semester grades and realizes her dreams for me are dead. 

			So instead of dwelling on that, I watched Tyler. And as I watched, I noticed that he was heading toward the door out to the playing fields, and obviously if he went through that, I would lose sight of him. I don’t know what came over me exactly, except that I really didn’t want to go back to thinking about that history test or those chicken fingers. So I started moving. I stepped out of the line and I followed him. 

			It was drizzling a little outside, so there weren’t many people around. I scanned the low wall and the steps where students usually gather at lunchtime, but I didn’t see Tyler or anyone else. Then I turned and saw Tyler ducking down into a little passageway between the main school building and the auditorium. 

			I hurried toward where I’d seen him last, still with no fixed idea what I was doing or what I’d do if he spotted me. It’s like I was on autopilot. That’s when I heard the click-clack of heels on a small flight of concrete stairs, along with the soft thud of Tyler’s sneakers. He’d been looking for Ada, of course. And now he’d found her.

			From where I was, I could lean over a railing and see them both at the bottom of the stairs. Ada was wearing a short red trench coat that matched her nails. She slipped out of the rain under a little overhang and pulled out a cigarette and a book of matches. 

			“Dammit,” she said in a low voice as one match after another went out. The wind had picked up. She was facing away from Tyler, and at first I thought she might not know that he was there, but then she said, “I don’t suppose you have a lighter.”

			“I don’t smoke,” said Tyler.

			“Of course you don’t,” said Ada, still not looking at him. Her straight blond hair fell like a curtain between them. 

			They stood together in silence a moment while Ada tried and failed to get another match to light. Tyler took a step forward. “I can help,” he said. He leaned his body close to hers, rounding his shoulders to block the wind and blocking my view of her. After a moment, I heard her say thank you, and a plume of smoke rose to where I was standing. He didn’t move.

			“I said ‘thank you,’” Ada repeated, more sharply this time. 

			“Don’t be stuck-up,” said Tyler. “I know what you are.”

			“Is that a fact?” 

			“I’ll tell everyone.”

			“Be my guest,” said Ada, not looking at him. Her phone trilled with a text message. “I’ve got to take this,” she said. 

			“Okay.”

			“That was code for, ‘Run along, now.’”

			“Go ahead,” he said. “I don’t mind.”

			The phone trilled again. “Fine,” said Ada, and she moved out from behind him, back into the rain. She started to walk up the stairs, but he reached behind him and grabbed her arm, tugging her back down to his level. “Ow,” she said. “What’s the . . . ?” But she didn’t say anything else because he was kissing her. 

			“Hey,” I cried out. Not stopping to think, I took the steps two at a time. “What are you doing? She said no.”

			Tyler stepped away from her, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 

			“No, she didn’t,” he said. “Who are you?”

			At that point, my sudden attack of bravery wore off, and my throat closed over my voice. It’s funny, because even then Tyler barely glanced at me. He kept staring at Ada until she said in a low, hard voice, “Get lost now. I mean it.” At that he shrugged his shoulders, forced out a laugh, and wandered off toward the playing fields as if that had been his plan all along. 

			Ada’s phone trilled again. “I’ve got to take this,” she said, and she walked off in the other direction, leaving me alone in the rain. 

			I don’t know exactly what to make of that whole scene. But I guess Ada doesn’t really like Tyler. 

		

	
		
			Mon, Nov 3

			I spoke to Ada again today. Or actually, she spoke to me.

			I’d stayed away from her since our last interaction. I don’t know why, but somehow I was embarrassed. I thought maybe she was mad that I interrupted what was going on between her and Tyler. And I definitely didn’t want to see Tyler. So I did my best to stay out of sight, which is usually easy for me. 

			But Ada found me after school today. I was walking across the parking lot to the buses when she called my name. I was so surprised I didn’t even answer. Ada Culver knows my name? It was hard to imagine, but she must have done some detective work after our last meeting. 

			I stopped and stared at her. She was standing by herself, away from the crowd, in a dun-colored coat with a cream fur collar that almost blended with her pale hair. She had her hands stuffed in her pockets, and she was shivering even though it wasn’t that cold. I continued not to move, and eventually she approached and stood before me, maybe two feet away. 

			“Thank you,” she said. 

			“For what?” I had thought of her before as beautiful and stunning, but now that she was close-up, I realized there was nothing unusual about her face or her body. She was skinnier and taller than me, but not statuesque. Her skin was pale, and a smattering of freckles on her slightly snub nose made her look almost wholesome. I had been fascinated before by her confidence, her coolness, but standing in front of me now, she seemed almost fragile. But that was fascinating too. 

			“The other day,” she said. She pulled out a cigarette and lit it. She had a lighter this time. “Stuff like that . . .” She waved her cigarette vaguely. “We need to look out for each other.”

			We? I didn’t know what she meant. Humankind? Women? Or me and her? 

			“It’s fine,” I said, and I turned to go.

			“Why did you follow me outside?” she said abruptly.

			I stopped again. “I wasn’t following you.”

			She nodded as if she had half expected this answer. “You like Tyler,” she said. It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. She took a long drag. “A bit of advice,” she said on her exhale. “Stay away from him.”

			I stared at her in surprise. Did she actually think I was a threat?

			“You don’t have to worry about me,” I said. 

			“No?”

			“Boys don’t . . . do that to me.”

			“Lucky you.”

			I didn’t say anything.

			“You don’t think you’re so lucky,” she said. “Is that it? You wanted it to be you he was mauling.”

			“No,” I said quickly, but my hands were sweating. She was right. I hadn’t even admitted it to myself, but there was a part of me that did wish it was me he had pushed up against that wall. 

			Ada shook her head, her hair catching what remained of the winter light. “You think that’s what passion looks like, but it’s not. Tyler’s just a little boy, trying to be a big man.” She dropped her cigarette on the pavement and crushed it under her heel. “Anyway, I should have said thank you the other day. So thank you.”

			“Sure,” I said. 

			Ada turned away and walked toward a waiting car.

		

	
		
			Wed, Nov 5

			Screw this journal and screw Mom. I am so done with recording my pathetic attempts to distinguish myself for colleges, and I am really done with her nagging and demanding. I got second place overall at the swim meet today, but when I told Mom, she barely even looked up except to ask how the debate tournament went. Well, Mom, let me tell you: It was awful. I somehow got my notes out of order, and my opponent was really good, and the upshot was I didn’t even place. Not that this is any surprise—I’ve never been good at debate. I hate public speaking. I never would have joined that stupid club except that Mark was awesome at it, of course, so Mom naturally assumed that I should do the exact same thing.

			How hard would it be for her to just say congratulations? Or nice job? Or maybe make a comment about how all my hard work in the pool paid off? But no. She has to fixate on the debate thing, which spiraled into a monster list of all my other shortcomings, until she cornered me into a two-hour lecture about what a worthless, terrible, disobedient child I am. Disobedient! That was the real slap in the face. All I ever do is obey. For as long as I can remember, I have done everything she asked, everything she told me to do, everything she wanted, up until and including this dumb journal. And what has it gotten me? Not a whole lot.

			And the worst thing is, I don’t even know why. Do I care about her approval? Do I even want it? Or is it just a failure of imagination? Maybe I let her direct every tiny aspect of my life because it’s easier than thinking for myself, than actually deciding what it is I want and what’s important to me. 

			Everything in my life has always been for her, from which classes I take to which activities I do to the food I eat and the clothes I wear. And I have never questioned any of it, but what’s my reward? To be told that I’ve failed at being a dutiful daughter. The only thing I’ve ever really tried at.

			Sometimes I wonder what she would do if she had a really bad daughter. It would blow her mind. I should do that, just to make her appreciate how good I’ve been all this time. Just let everything go, let myself be bad.

			Oh, who am I kidding? I’d never have the guts to do that. 

		

	
		
			Thurs, Nov 6

			I did it! I can’t believe it, but I actually did something, well, bad today. I guess I am officially a bad girl now. And weirdly, the world didn’t end. In fact, I seem to have gotten away with it. 

			I feel like an idiot for spending so much of my life being well behaved and obedient, terrified that if I ever did anything wrong, anything for myself, anything fun, everything would come crashing down around me. I’m not even sure what I thought would happen, but I had to believe there was some terrible punishment awaiting me, or else why would I keep doing all that stuff I didn’t want to do?

			And now I feel like that was all a big lie. The world doesn’t work like that at all, and I don’t have to live in constant fear of messing up. I can live a little, breathe a little. Make my own decisions. And it will be okay. 

			Even if I do wind up getting found out and getting in trouble, I don’t know that I care. I wouldn’t change anything about today, because it was amazing. Even if I get grounded for a million billion years and never see sunlight again, I won’t regret today.

			It didn’t start that great, honestly. In my fit of rebellion last night, I decided not to study for my chemistry test, and taking the test without any preparation felt pretty bad. I even felt a little sick to my stomach, just thinking about having to turn it in with basically nothing on it. I never do that. Usually I’m freaking out if I think I might get anything less than a ninety, so the very thought of what a zero might do to my average made me break out in a cold sweat. 

			I started panicking right there in the middle of the test, and I guess I must have looked pretty bad, because the teacher asked me if I was feeling all right. I took that as my cue. I just said “no” and got up and ran out of the classroom. Part of me was sure he would come after me, but the decision was made for me pretty quickly by my stomach. So I just ran for the nearest bathroom and barfed into one of the toilets. 

			I felt a lot better after that, but I didn’t know what to do with myself next. I really didn’t want to go back to class and finish the test. But I didn’t want to go to the nurse either. So instead I just hid out in the bathroom until I could go to my next class. 

			That’s when Ada walked in. 

			She was wearing a wrap dress that clung to every line and curve of her figure. She gave me a quick look and said, “Hey,” before starting to reapply her lipstick in the mirror. “Shouldn’t you be in class?” she asked.

			“Shouldn’t you?” I countered.

			She shrugged and returned her attention to the mirror. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

			That seemed like the end of the conversation, but I didn’t want it to be. I cast around for something else to say to her, but before I could think of anything, she started up again. She capped the top of her lipstick with a delicate pop, then turned to me and said, “Why is it you never wear makeup at school?”

			“Me?” I said, as if there were anyone else she could have been talking to. 

			“You,” she said. “I always thought . . . you and your friends. None of them wear makeup. I always figured it was because you were above it. You seemed to have more important things to worry about than looking pretty for boys.”

			That in itself was a revelation. Ada Culver, of all the people on this earth, had not only looked at me and noticed me before we ever spoke, but it sounded like she might have been a little jealous of me. It’s weird to even write those words down. I can’t really believe that it’s true, but I don’t know. In the moment, I was so shocked I couldn’t even say anything. 

			“But now,” she continued, “now I know you’re just as boy crazy as anyone in this place. You want boys like Tyler Adams to like you. So why don’t you try?”

			“What do you mean, try?”

			“You’re a smart girl. You can figure it out. Take some of that brainpower you put into your classes and apply it to your looks. You could have ten Tylers if you wanted.” 

			I shook my head. “It would take more than a coat of lipstick to make a boy like that notice me.”

			Ada looked me up and down, appraising. “You’d be surprised what lipstick can do. Come here.”

			I opened my mouth to ask why, or maybe to put her off, but then I realized I didn’t want to, and I didn’t care why. I pushed myself away from the wall and stepped toward her. She smelled like jasmine and tobacco. 

			“Tilt your head up,” she said, “and relax your mouth.”

			One of her hands came up and rested just below my ear, steadying my head. With the other, she carefully smudged the waxy pigment around my lips. “There,” she said. “What do you think?”

			She stepped away from me, and for a minute I just stood there rubbing my lips together, acclimating to the strange feel of it. Then I turned toward the mirror. If I had been expecting a miraculous, Hollywood-style transformation, I didn’t get it. I guess I had been, because I couldn’t quite stop a bubble of disappointment from welling up inside me. It was still my face, still my boring, blunt haircut, still my broad swimmer’s shoulders and practical clothes. But now ornamented with a slash of bright red. It was definitely striking.

			“Hmm,” said Ada. “Not really your color. But I have more at home. You should come over. I haven’t played makeover in years.”

			Ada Culver was inviting me to her house? I couldn’t quite believe my ears. 

			“When?” I said. 

			She gave me a funny look. “What’s wrong with now?”

			“But it’s the middle of the school day.”

			Ada started to laugh but swallowed it back down. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s right.” Not like she had forgotten, but like she had forgotten that might mean something to other people. She dropped her lipstick tube into her purse and turned toward the door.

			“Wait,” I said, and she stopped. I thought about my fight with my mom, how just once I wanted to show her what real disobedience was. And how I’d never had the guts to really do it.

			“I . . . ,” I said, hesitating for a moment on the edge of this new me. “Okay. Let’s go.” 

			* * *

			We took the bus. I kept expecting someone to stop us and ask us what we were doing out of school in the middle of the day, but no one did. Maybe it was the lipstick. I don’t know if it made me look more grown-up, but it made me feel more in control. Like I was wearing a mask, almost. 
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She just wanted to feel special. . . .
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