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CHAPTER

ONE

“Hello? Yes, this is Alexandra Sackett.” Alex put her hand to her right ear to muffle the sounds of the food court. “Yes. I—I did? I did? Oh my gosh, thank you! Yes! Yes! Yes, I will! Thank you! Bye!” She clicked off her phone and stared at it in disbelief.

Her friend Emily Campbell had paused in mid-sip of her raspberry smoothie. “What’s going on, Alex? Who was that?”

Alex clutched her phone with both hands as though she expected it to leap away from her. “I won,” she said quietly. “I won?” Her voice grew stronger. “I won!” 

“That is so awesome!” squealed Emily, bouncing up and down in her chair. “Congratu­lations! Um, what did you win?”

Alex took a breath and composed herself. She looked at her friend, her green eyes shining. “That was the assistant to Marcy Maxon, the TV reporter.”

“Marcy Maxon! I totally know who that is! She’s a celebrity! Why did her assistant call you?”

“I won the essay contest, Em! The one for KHXA’s ‘Tomorrow’s Reporters Today’ series? I wrote an essay, and Marcy Maxon’s assistant just told me that I was selected to be a kid reporter. I get to write, produce, and star in a feature story, and it’s going to air next Sunday night! She said to check my e-mail, because they’ll be sending me all the details.”

“Alex, that is absolutely and completely amazing!” said Emily. “Everyone in Ashland watches that segment! I’ve never known any of the kids who’ve done it, though. I can’t believe I know you!”

Alex beamed at her friend. She loved that Emily seemed so genuinely happy for her, and it was fun to hear Emily’s enthusiastic words in her pretty Texan drawl. Ever since Emily’s best friend, Lindsey Davis, had started spending most of her time with her boyfriend, Alex and Emily had grown even closer.

Emily leaped out of her chair and came around the table to give Alex a big congratulatory hug.

“What are we celebrating?” asked a voice behind them.

Alex slackened her grip on Emily and turned to see who it was. She gasped with surprise.

Luke Grabowski was standing right there between their table and the smoothie counter. He looked impossibly gorgeous in a faded black T-shirt and khaki shorts. Behind him were two of his friends that Alex didn’t know. The three of them were holding paper cups from a fancy coffee place across the way, and Luke had a book under one arm. Of course he has a book with him, Alex thought. He was not just beautiful; he was also smart. And funny. And nice. In short, perfect. 

Luke was her twin sister Ava’s tutor. Alex had had a crush on him from the moment she’d first met him, but no one in the world knew it, she was positive. Well, except maybe Emily and Lindsey, because she might have mentioned to them that she had been talking to a high school boy—she couldn’t help gushing a little!

“Oh, hi!” she said, but her voice came out all squeaky. She didn’t dare look into his gorgeous blue eyes, so instead she focused her gaze on the coffee he was holding. Drinking coffee was such a high school thing. She’d never really liked it much, but she immediately resolved to add “try coffee again” to her to-do list. 

“So did you guys just win the lottery?” Luke prompted. “We heard the squealing across the food court.”

Alex giggled. She raised her eyes to look at Luke, and then quickly looked away, overcome with bashfulness. She wasn’t usually at a loss for words. On the contrary, Ava often told her she talked way too much and too quickly, but there was something about being in the presence of a crush that made her shy and awkward. And Luke was simply too handsome to look at for too long. It was like staring at the sun or something. But she recovered enough to introduce Emily.

“Nice to meet you, Emily,” Luke said, his voice as smooth as melted chocolate. “And this is Pete, and that’s Brandon. We were just loading up on caffeine before we hit the books.” He held up his cup of coffee. “But tell us what the big celebration is all about,” he said.

“Oh, ha-ha,” said Alex. “It’s no big deal.” She tried not to blush, although she knew she must be turning the same shade as Emily’s smoothie. 

Emily stepped up and saved her. “No big deal? Yeah, right! It’s a huge deal! I was congratulating Alex because she just won an essay contest! She’s going to be a kid reporter for KHXA. Marcy Maxon’s assistant just called her!”

“Wow!” said Luke. He put an arm around Alex’s shoulder and gave her a little squeeze. She gulped. 

“Awesome!” said Brandon. 

Alex felt herself flush even more deeply. She couldn’t think of a thing to say, but she knew that it was her turn to speak. Her eyes landed on Luke’s coffee. “So, um, how’s your coffee?” she asked. Lame, lame, lame. What a dumb, stupid, idiotic question.

“I haven’t tried it yet,” said Luke. He took a sip and made a face. “It’s actually awful,” he said, after swallowing with difficulty. “I think they gave me someone else’s order. It tastes like there’s pumpkin spice or something in here. They put pumpkin in everything this time of year!” 

“I love pumpkin spice!” said Alex quickly, and then mentally kicked herself. What if he thought that was babyish or something?

“Here, have it then,” said Luke, handing his cup to her with an easy grin. “I’ll pick up a more manly drink on my way out.” 

“Thanks!” said Alex. Say something, say anything, keep the conversation going. “So, are you enjoying the book you’re reading?” she asked.

“What book? Oh, this?” He held it up for them to see the cover. The title was Circuitry. 

Alex had no clue what circuitry was. 

“It’s scintillating,” said Luke with a grin. 

Scintillating. He had such a huge vocabulary! And obviously he loved circuitry, whatever that was. Alex made a mental note to study up on the subject.

“Well, congrats again, Al. See you soon.” 

And he and his friends ambled off.

Alex set the coffee down on the table and then fell into her chair. She stared at Emily. “That was Ava’s tutor,” she said. 

“I figured,” said Emily. “Wow, he is just the cutest thing ever. And he gave you his coffee!”

Alex stared down at the coffee drink. “He did, didn’t he?” she mused. “And he called me Al.”

“Sounds like he has a thing for you,” teased Emily. “Maybe you should ask him to Homecoming.”

“Oh, yeah, right,” scoffed Alex. “By the way, when is Homecoming?”

“In a few weeks,” said Emily. “And I’m waiting for Greg Fowler to work up his nerve and ask me to go with him. That boy is so shy.”

“Does everyone at Ashland Middle School go with a date?” asked Alex. She still felt like a newcomer to the school. She’d moved here to Ashland, Texas, from Boston with her family this past July. 

“No, most people just go with friends and stuff,” said Emily. “Although Corey and Lindsey will be going as a couple, for sure.”

As if Alex needed to be told that! She’d had a tiny crush on Corey O’Sullivan, Lindsey’s boyfriend, a while ago, but she was definitely over that. “How do their parents feel about their getting back together?” asked Alex. Lindsey’s and Corey’s parents had gone into the restaurant business together and had had a falling-out last year.

“I think they’re fine now,” said Emily. “They seem to have reached a shaky truce. And business at Lindsey’s family’s restaurant has picked up ever since the health department cited the chain across the street from them for health code violations. Hey. You listening?” Emily waved a hand in front of Alex’s face.

Alex snapped back to attention. “Sorry,” she said. “I was just thinking about Luke. It was really nice of him to give me his coffee. He could have returned it and gotten another one.” She took a sip of the coffee and wrinkled her nose.

“Well, he definitely seems to like you,” said Emily, taking a noisy last slurp of her smoothie.

“Oh, no, he’s just nice like that to everyone,” said Alex casually. But inside, her hopes soared. Did Emily mean he seemed to like like her? Could he possibly be interested in her? Sure he was in high school, but he was a sophomore. That was only three grades higher than hers. 

“Come on, let’s go to Cooper and Hunt and try on makeup!” said Emily, standing up and collecting their stuff to throw away. “After all, you’re going to be on television!”

In the excitement of running into Luke, Alex had temporarily forgotten about that. Winning the contest and having a high school boy possibly harbor a secret crush on her—this was definitely the best day ever! 


CHAPTER

TWO

Ava stared at Alex across the dinner table. They weren’t supposed to use their phones during mealtimes, but the rules seemed to have slackened with the news that Alex had won the young reporter contest. Of course Ava was happy for Alex, but she could already tell her twin sister was going to be difficult to live with for the next week.

“Sorry, this looks like an important phone call from my production team,” said Alex, standing up from the table. “I need to jump on this. Save me some dishes.”

Ava glowered at her retreating figure as her sister hurried from the kitchen. “She’s starting to throw around showbiz terms a little too much,” she pointed out to her parents. “And it’s only been a few hours since she found out she won.”

“Yes,” agreed Mrs. Sackett. “I think we may have to be patient with her, though. It really is a wonderful honor.”

Coach smiled wryly. “It’s only for a week,” he said. “Let her have her moment of glory, Ava. After all, you’ve certainly had your time in the limelight. You’ve been the most famous middle schooler in Ashland this year.”

Coach was referring to the fact that Ava was the first-ever girl to play for the Ashland Middle School football team. She’d gotten a ton of media attention because of it, even though she hated the spotlight. 

“It’s not my fault people have nothing better to do than make a big deal of me playing football,” grumbled Ava.

Coach patted her arm as he pushed his chair back and stood up. Their Australian shepherd, Moxy, who had been lying contentedly under the table, scrambled to her feet and looked up at him expectantly, as though wondering if an extra walk might be in her future. “Sorry I have to miss our movie night,” he said. He stepped around Moxy and carried the salad bowl to the sink. “I better get going; I’m already running late.”

Mrs. Sackett sighed but didn’t protest. Ava realized her parents must have discussed this already. What was going on? Sunday nights had been movie nights in the Sackett house for as long as Ava could remember. And now suddenly Alex was on the phone, their older brother, Tommy, was at jazz rehearsal, and Coach was leaving? This was the second Sunday in a row he’d missed!

“Where are you going, Coach?” asked Ava, jumping up to help clear the table. “It’s my night to choose the movie, and I picked an oldie just for you and Mom!”

“You mean from the 1980s?” he asked as he scraped the leftover chili into a container.

Ava shrugged. “Well, no, the nineties.”

“Sorry, sport,” he said, patting her curls. “I have to oversee study hall at school again. We have several players on academic probation, so we’ve set up a supervised study session. It looks like it may be a regular thing for the rest of the season.”

“But didn’t you do that last Sunday too? I thought all the coaches take turns.”

Ava noticed Coach and her mom exchange a quick look. Coach didn’t say anything, so Ava did.

“Did Coach Byron mess up again?” she asked worriedly.

He hesitated. “His babysitter canceled on him,” he said. “It’s tough being a single parent, no question. He’s struggling with all his personal obligations.”

“But it’s taking its toll on our house too, Michael,” said Mrs. Sackett quietly. “First Tommy skips out for his rehearsal, and now you have to go cover for Byron. Yet again.”

Coach engulfed her in a bear hug. “I know, hon,” he said. “I’ll talk to Byron.” 

Moxy watched him leave and then sank back down onto the floor and heaved a heavy sigh. 

Ava moved uneasily around the table, gathering up the napkins. She didn’t like the ominous tone in her father’s voice. Coach Byron was her favorite of her father’s assistant coaches. His kids, Jamila and Shane, were really cute. And it hadn’t been very long since his wife had passed away. He was still sad about it, you could tell. What if his job was in trouble just because he couldn’t find babysitters?

“I can babysit for him tonight,” she said quickly. “Movie night is no big deal.”

“You have your math homework to finish too, sweetie,” said Mrs. Sackett. “And I’m still counting on watching the movie with you and Alex after that.”

Alex bustled back into the kitchen, her eyes bright. “That was Marcy Maxon’s assistant again,” she said. “Her name is Candace. Isn’t that a cool name?”

“Awesome,” said Ava, but of course, Alex didn’t pick up on the sarcasm in her tone. Ava didn’t look at Mrs. Sackett, but she could feel her mother’s disapproving stare. 

“Candace was following up on the e-mail she sent me today,” Alex continued. “And she told me how great my essay was, and how impressed Marcy Maxon was by it, and she told me Ms. Maxon wants some ideas for my story by Tuesday. I’m supposed to e-mail Ms. Maxon directly!”

“That’s wonderful, honey,” said Mrs. Sackett. 

“So, I’m really sorry, but I just don’t think I can participate in our Sunday movie night this week. I need to concept some ideas.”

“Did you just use ‘concept’ as a verb?” asked Ava.

“That’s journalism talk,” Alex explained. “Anyway, sorry again about missing the movie. Such is the life of a features reporter.”

Ava waited for Alex to leave the room before she rolled her eyes. She had expected their mom to object to Alex skipping their movie. Sunday night movies were a time-honored tradition in the Sackett household. Ava knew Alex’s story was a big deal, but she wished it didn’t have to interfere. She and Mrs. Sackett finished up the dishes together.

Ava underhanded the sponge toward the counter and watched it bounce and then land almost right where it belonged next to the sink. “You do realize that she is going to be impossible to live with,” she said to her mother. 

Mrs. Sackett smiled. “Let’s be happy for her, Ave,” she said. “It’s a tremendous accomplishment.”

“I know. I am happy for her. But a tiny part of me is wondering if the fact that she’s Coach’s daughter might have had something to do with her winning the contest.”

Ava could tell by the look on her mom’s face that a similar thought had occurred to her, too. But her mom shrugged. “Everyone can use an angle,” she said. “She wouldn’t have won if her essay hadn’t been terrific. Come on. Go finish up your math, and then let’s you and I watch the movie.” 
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The next day at school Ava got to the lunchroom late. She’d forgotten to hand in her science homework and had had to run back to her classroom to put it into the basket. When she walked into the cafeteria, Alex and a big group of their friends were already sitting at a large table, chattering and eating. Ava’s friend Kylie moved over to make room for her.
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