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Labor Day is just around the corner. Swim team season is over, and many of the RSC regulars have gone away for the last days of summer. And some kids are returning from their summer vacations. Kids like Nikki Angelo. It isn’t long before Christina and Nikki become superclose. Nikki is just the kind of funny and carefree friend Christina is looking for, now that Grace has shown her true colors. But when Nikki starts bending the rules, Christina starts getting into major trouble. Will Christina realize who her true friends are before it’s too late?







[image: Image]




This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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Chapter One



New bathing suit? Check.


Latest issue of Rocker magazine, to show that she was as hip as the next girl? Check.


Expensive new leather flip-flops that she’d conned Dad into buying for her, knowing Mom would say no? Check.


Hottest guy in the Western Hemisphere just outside, who might just possibly, finally, notice she was alive? Check. Christina smiled ruefully. Of course Mike was out there. He was on his zillionth lap of the day, no doubt.


Christina did a little twirl in front of the locker room mirror, since no one else was in there. Yes, she had to admit, she looked pretty good in her new metallic-silver tankini, and she was having a great hair day. She clicked on her phone for perhaps the seventeenth time that day to reread Veronica’s text from last night:


 


I asked MM if he liked anyone. Don’t be mad. He said maybe kind of sort of but he wasn’t positive. Progress?


 


Christina sighed. It was hard to know where things stood with Mike Morris. He was definitely the Strong, Silent Type. But she considered Veronica’s text a step in the right direction.


She opened her bag to put her phone away when it buzzed in her hand. She clicked on the message. It was from Veronica.


 


Bad news. Sit down before you read my next text.


 


Christina stared at the text and then slowly lowered herself down onto the bench as though it were a too-hot bath. She texted back:


 


OK. I’m sitting. What?


 


The phone buzzed almost immediately.


 


I’m out here on the pool deck and so is MM. He’s brought a friend. A girl.


 


Christina blinked at the words on her phone screen. That couldn’t be possible. Veronica must have it wrong. Yesterday Mike had asked her if she’d be out at the pool today. That was as close as he got to asking her if she wanted to hang out with him. Why would he show up with another girl? There had to be some reasonable explanation. She texted Veronica:


 


OK, thanks. I’ll do some recon before I come out. C U soon.


 


She took a deep breath and stood up. Only one way to find out—she’d have to spy. In the bathroom area there was a high window, and it looked right out onto the pool. After peering under the stall doors to be double sure no one was in there, she brought a chair over and stepped onto it, stood up carefully, and leaned toward the wall so she could see out.


She didn’t have a great view, but she could definitely see at least a third of the pool. Mike wasn’t in any of the lounge chairs. Knowing him, he’d be in the water. She waited. Moments later, a swimmer powered across the pool and came to a stop at the end. His shiny brown head emerged and he swept his wet hair out of his face. It was Mike. She would know those muscular arms anywhere. He was talking to someone out of her sight line. Now he was laughing. He usually didn’t laugh that hard. Here came another swimmer, someone under the water. A head popped up, long blond hair, shining like diamonds in the bright sunlight. It was a girl. Christina watched as the girl dove back under the water, popped up again right next to Mike, and tried to push him down into the water by his shoulders. Laughing again, he casually peeled her delicate hands off his shoulders and playfully shoved her to the side. Now they were both laughing.


She heard the door open in the other room. Someone was coming into the locker room. Christina scrambled down off the chair, hurried out of the bathroom area, and nearly ran smack into Grace Davis.


“Oh!” said Grace, taking a step back and regarding Christina. “Hi.”


“Hi,” said Christina. Her thoughts were whirling. Grace was the last person she felt like seeing at a time like this. After the big fight the two old friends had a few weeks ago, they’d barely nodded hello to each other since, and Christina was not exactly in the mood for idle chitchat with her right now.


“You okay?” asked Grace as she smoothed her hair out in the mirror. “You look a little… upset.”


“Oh, I’m fine,” replied Christina.


Silence.


“Hi, Grace! Hi, Christina!” Kimmy came into the locker room with her little sister, Emily. Kimmy was one of the younger girls on the swim team. Emily looked about six. “Hey, Grace, congratulations on winning Best New Diver at the swim team banquet last week.”


Grace smiled, her braces glinting. Christina wished for her sake Grace would go for a different band color than green. It just seemed so, well, childish.


“Thanks, Kimmy,” said Grace. She shot Christina a look. Christina didn’t care. She wasn’t about to congratulate Grace. Grace’s head was way too big already, after all the praise she’d gotten for her diving talent this summer.


“So are you guys just hanging out together today?” asked Kimmy.


“No,” said both girls at the same time.


“I’m meeting Veronica here,” said Christina. “She’s leaving for vacation in a couple of days. Along with the rest of the universe,” she added bitterly. It was true. Besides Grace, Christina felt like the last girl on earth not to be on vacation. Everyone was away. She’d been getting giddy text messages from both Ashley and Lindsay, her friends from school, who were at their respective fabulous beach houses and who seemed to be having the best summers of their lives. It hadn’t been so bad when she’d thought she might have Mike Morris to spend quality time with. But now everything looked bleak. And even Grace had more of a life than she did—she always seemed to be with her sort-of boyfriend, Justin.


“I’m looking after Emily today,” said Kimmy, rolling her eyes. “Come on, you. Let’s get changed. See you guys.” Kimmy proceeded into the dressing area with her sister.


Grace and Christina stood there awkwardly. Finally Grace spoke. “Justin and I are working on some new dives today.”


Christina nodded, but she couldn’t come up with anything to say about diving. More silence. “Well, guess I’ll be going,” said Christina, turning to leave.


Veronica burst into the locker room. “So did you see her?” she asked Christina, then noticed Grace. “Oh! Hey, Grace! I didn’t know you were here! Congratulations again on your award!”


Grace smiled. “Hey, Veronica. Thanks. Congratulations to you, too. I think our winning the medley relay might just be one of the high points of my life so far. Who are you talking about?”


Christina cringed inwardly. Grace could be so annoying sometimes. Couldn’t she see that this might be a private conversation between her and Veronica?


“Mike Morris showed up with a superpretty girl,” said Veronica to Grace. “They’re out in the pool together right now. I’ve never seen the guy look like he’s having this much fun.” She darted a glance at Christina, as though she just realized what she’d said might have been insensitive. “Sorry. I just meant…”


“It’s okay,” said Christina. “Whatever. Let’s go see what’s going on.”


“All right,” said Veronica. As she opened the locker room door, she turned back to address Grace. “Hey, Grace. My dad is letting me treat my friends—what’s left of them not on vacation, that is—to lunch at the snack bar tomorrow. Are you around? We can have all the curly fries we can eat!”


Grace looked thrilled. “Sure!” she said. “I’d love to.”


“Awesome,” said Veronica. “Feel free to invite Justin if you want.”


Grace smiled gratefully. “Thanks, that’s nice of you. I’ll ask him.” She flung her bag over her shoulder and headed further into the locker room. Christina felt relieved. Now it was time for her and Veronica to scope out the Mike situation together.
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Chapter Two



Now what are they doing?” asked Christina. She and Veronica were out next to the pool, lying side by side. Christina was on her stomach, pretending to read her magazine. Veronica was on her back, pretending to lounge with her eyes closed, but her dark sunglasses allowed for ideal scoping. Christina had put on her own dark glasses as she walked out to the pool, so she could check the new girl out without being too obvious. The girl certainly was pretty. Slim; blonde; a silvery laugh.


“They’re having some sort of contest,” said Veronica. “I think to see who can swim the farthest underwater. Three guesses who wins every time.”


“Where did she come from?” said Christina. “I’ve been here all summer and have never laid eyes on her!”


“No clue. Now they’re cracking up again,” said Veronica. “I don’t know anything that’s that funny.”


Christina groaned softly. “He never laughs around me,” she muttered. “He—”


“Shhh! They’re getting out of the pool!” hissed Veronica. “They’re coming over here!”


Christina swiveled around and sat up in her lounge chair. Sure enough, Mike and the girl were headed their way.


“Hey, guys,” said Mike as they approached. “Want you to meet someone. This is Nikki Angelo. She’s my—ow!”


Nikki nudged him to shut him up and then smiled what Christina’s dad would call a 10,000-watt smile. Her teeth seemed impossibly white and straight. She shook Veronica’s hand and then Christina’s. “Hey!” she said. “So psyched to meet you! I was starting to think you had to be, like, over eighty years old to belong to this club. There seem to be no kids around at all!”


Christina forced herself to smile as naturally as she could. “Oh yeah,” she said with a strained laugh. “I guess a lot of people have gone off on vacation already.”


“Well, I just got back from vacation,” said Nikki, coiling her long, wet hair expertly into a topknot. Christina was fascinated to find that it stayed put on top of her head and wished she could ask her how she’d done it. “I’ve been in Paris all summer with my aunt,” she said. Nikki sat down on the empty chair next to Veronica. She had on a one-piece, but somehow managed to look totally awesome. Not awkward at all like Christina sometimes felt in her bathing suits.


“Paris?” repeated Veronica. “No way! I was just there over spring break! Do you speak French?”


“Mais oui!” said Nikki with a musical laugh. Christina listened to the two girls compare notes about Paris, feeling somewhat betrayed by Veronica’s obvious enthusiasm to talk to Nikki.


“It’s the latest thing in France,” Nikki was saying to Veronica. She was talking about her adorable, patterned bathing suit. “Every French woman is wearing this style right now.”


All Christina could feel at that moment was envious of this incredibly lucky girl. She’d never even been to Canada, let alone Europe. Maybe if her parents hadn’t separated, they might have taken a family trip there, but no such luck.


“So do you go to Central Middle School or something? Veronica and I go to Lincoln. I don’t think I know you from school, do I?” asked Christina.


“I go to Shipton Academy with Mikey-poo,” said Nikki.


Mikey-poo? Barf! Christina couldn’t imagine anyone on the planet getting away with calling Mike such a name. But he didn’t seem the least bit bothered by it.


“I’m almost always away in the summer,” Nikki continued. “That’s why I’ve never been here before. Last summer I went to the Italian Riviera. Molto bella!”


“Hey,” said Mike, giving Nikki’s foot a little nudge with his own. “We have to split. Remember we have to be you-know-where pretty soon.”


“Oh! Right!” said Nikki, springing to her feet. “Almost forgot! What would I do without you, Mikey?” She gave a pouty little smile that made Christina’s insides churn. “It was so great to meet you guys! See you soon, I hope!”


Veronica and Christina both smiled and waved and watched the two of them head off, shoving each other back and forth as they walked. The two girls lay there in silence for a minute.


Then Veronica spoke. “Mikey-poo? She did not just call him that.”


Christina nodded miserably. “She did.”


More silence. Then Veronica spoke glumly. “Her bathing suit was pretty nice, huh.”


“Yep.”


“Do you think she highlights her hair?”


“Nope. Looks natural.”


“Looks good.” Veronica sighed. “Sorry, Christina.”
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Chapter Three



Later that afternoon, Christina sat on the stone wall in front of Riverside Swim Club, swinging her legs and banging the wall semipainfully but not caring, waiting for her mom to pick her up. On her way out she’d seen Grace and Justin sitting together at a snack bar table, their heads bowed together, talking and laughing. She couldn’t swear to it, but she was pretty sure she’d seen them holding hands under the table. Grace Davis! Christina would not have predicted in a million years that shy, oh-so-unfashionable Grace would have a regular boyfriend before she did. Her misery deepened. She was the last girl on the planet not to have a boyfriend.


A minute later, her mom pulled up. Christina hopped down and threw open the car door, then plopped into the seat next to her mom.


“Hi, darling!” trilled her mother, who, irritatingly, did not notice that Christina was in a morose state of mind. Christina took her time clicking into her seat belt, but even that didn’t seem to annoy her mother as it usually did. She just sat staring straight ahead, humming absently to the song she was listening to on the oldies station—something from the eighties—a small smile playing on her lips.


“What’s up with you?” demanded Christina. She knew she was being disagreeable, but she didn’t care. What right did her mom have to be so cheerful, anyway? The divorce had gone through a few months ago, her job as a real estate agent was stressful, and she seemed always to be talking on the phone in angry whispers to Christina’s dad about money stuff.


Her mother turned to her and smiled. “Hmmm?” she said. “Oh, nothing. How about you?”


Christina glowered down at her fluorescent-pink fingernail polish and shrugged. “Nothing. Everything’s fine.”


A year ago Christina might have confided in her mom. She might have told her all about Mike and how he’d shown up with a new girlfriend and broken Christina’s heart, and her strained relationship with her ex–best friend, Grace, and her loneliness at feeling like the only middle school kid she knew who was not going away to somewhere fun for vacation, let alone without a boyfriend. But now she was getting older. Too old to cry to her mommy, that was for sure.


“I made you some tabbouleh and carrot bread for dinner,” her mom said.


Usually, Christina liked this dinner, but for some reason she didn’t feel like staying home. “Um, that’s great, but I have a counteroffer. Why don’t we go to Thai Gardens tonight?” she asked. “I could really use a good dinner out after the lousy day I just had.”


“Sorry, honey, I can’t. I have plans,” said her mom. The song changed to another ancient oldie, and her mom actually started swaying back and forth in her seat to the beat. Thank goodness no one was around to see that. There should be a law against moms dancing, Christina thought.
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