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For my mother, Valerie Walton.

Everything I am today, I owe to you.



CHAPTER ONE
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To: Stanton Middle School

From: Mia Hartley

This place could use a real-life Cupid.

I don’t ask for much on a Tuesday morning. A ride to school without listening to my big sister Kellie gabbing on the phone with her BFF, Margeaux. Maybe a few minutes where Mom actually listens to me instead of Kellie. Oh, and extra room in the backseat to set a box full of notecards to attach to chocolate roses so I don’t have to hold it in my lap all the way to school.

Unfortunately, none of those things were happening. My sister was doing the whole, “And then I said, and then she said” thing while my mom ignored my questions about dropping me off at school first. The cards in the box on my lap had to be filled out for our Valentine’s Day sale, which was a huge deal in my school every year. I’d been selling roses for a week. Today was the last day.

Why did I have the box? Blame it on my desire to be liked. I signed up to help sell these because my BFF wanted to do it. And because if you did things like this, people knew who you were. It was nicer than being invisible, I figured.

Why was the box on my lap? Good question. Because my cheerleader-slash-homecoming-attendant-slash-most-popular-sophomore-at-Stanton-High-School sister had to have a place for her stupid science project. Which she’d probably get an A-plus-plus on because, in case it wasn’t obvious, she’s perfect—the golden child.

I, meanwhile, have never gotten a carnation, a rose, or even a pile of fake doody from a boy. Today my best friend, Ashleigh, and I would sell chocolate roses before school. Then tomorrow—Valentine’s Day—we’d hand those roses out in homeroom. That was when things would really get boring.

If this year was the same as last year, we’d take orders for cards, only to find they were all for the same eight people. But this year, instead of watching other people hand out the cards, it would be me and Ashleigh. We’d have to pass out roses to those same eight people while people like me, Ashleigh, and most of the rest of seventh grade would be left sitting there, looking like nobodies.

“Mia!”

Kellie was yelling at me from the front seat. “What?” I asked loudly. If she was going to yell, I was going to yell too.

“You’ll be at the game Friday night, right?”

I frowned and wrinkled my nose. It was an automatic reaction to her “game requests.” If Kellie had been looking at me, she would have been mad. I went to six football games last fall because they were “big games.” Now it was basketball season, and a new round of “big games” was about to start. Gag.

“Friday night is movie night at Ashleigh’s,” I said. It wasn’t, but it would be. I just had to talk to Ashleigh about it.

“But it’s the biggest game of the year,” Kellie whined. “You’ll miss my back handspring.”

I’d seen Kellie’s back handspring. And her round-off. I’d also seen her back layout with half twist and every jump and split known to man. I had a pretty good feeling I knew what it looked like. Besides, after a while, all that showing off made it look like someone flopping across the gym floor to me.

“Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “I have a life too, you know.”

It was kind of a rude thing to say, but it felt really good. A surge of adrenaline actually shot through my body when I said it. It was about time I tried to point that out to everyone because, even now, I would swear my parents think my world revolves around Kellie like theirs does.

“Mia!” Mom scolded. I’m not sure why she was whispering, since Kellie was sitting closer to her than I was. But the good news was, while my brain was working overtime trying to come up with a way to get out of this without apologizing, the car slowed to a stop and I realized we were in front of my school.

“What’s with that box?” Kellie asked. “Some supersecret spy stuff?”

I could tell she was being sarcastic, but I guess I deserved it after what I’d just said. “Valentine’s Day stuff.”

“For the roses,” Mom added. “Mia’s selling chocolate roses for Valentine’s Day.”

Kellie perked right up. “I did that once,” she said. “Ours were carnations in different colors.”

“White for friendship, red for love?” Mom asked. “We did that when I was in school.”

“What was yellow?” Kellie asked Mom. “I thought yellow was friendship.”

While they hashed that out, I opened the box and looked inside. Stacks of cards, all ready to be filled out. We just had to sell them.

“Mia’s going to win a lock-in,” Mom announced.

I hadn’t been listening to the conversation, so I wasn’t sure how that had come up. I just kept going through my cards, making sure they were all stacked evenly.

“You mean one of those things where you spend the night in your school gym?” Kellie asked.

“This one will be at the Sportsplex,” I replied, feeling a little defensive. “There’s ice skating and pizza and all kinds of other stuff.”

The lock-in would be fun, but if anyone thought that was why I was fighting to sell more roses . . . wrong, wrong, wrong. Winning the lock-in would show everyone I could do something. I’d be something besides invisible for a change. I really, really wanted that.

“And Mia’s going to win,” Mom said.

“It runs in the family,” Kellie said. “Our seventh-grade class won a big pizza party–movie day when I was in charge of sales. It’s so easy to do. Tell the guys with girlfriends if they don’t buy flowers for them, their girlfriends will be mad.”

I frowned. I didn’t know very many guys with girlfriends. Even if I did, that wouldn’t work. Even in seventh grade, Kellie had been drop-dead gorgeous. All she had to do was walk up to a boy and he’d buy all the flowers she had.

“I’ll have to give that a try,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Get your friends to buy roses for you,” Kellie said, spinning around to look at me. “I got five roses in each color. That made us so much money. It works. Try it.”

I stared at her for a long moment. As annoying as Kellie’s perfectness was, she was a supergood sister. How could I ever be mad at her? Plus, she seemed to have no idea that I was a total loser compared to her. She always seemed to think I should be able to do whatever she did. It was annoying—and it made me feel bad for being annoyed.

Thankfully, Mom had pulled up in front of the school by then. The good news was, Mom actually had been listening when I asked to be dropped off first.

“Gotta go,” I said, reaching for the door handle and jumping out, balancing the box under one arm as I closed the door. I took off for the school so fast my backpack bounced against my back in an almost painful way.



CHAPTER TWO
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To: Ashleigh

From: Mia

Let’s sell some roses!

I slowed down as I made my way through the front door of school, but I still walked quickly, making a beeline for the cafeteria. Our table was directly facing the eighth-grade table, so we could see they weren’t selling many either. Each grade sold only to their own grade. The class that sold the most roses won.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Ashleigh said as I dropped down next to her. Besides possibly winning the day for my grade, the only good thing about all this rose-selling stuff was being able to do it with my BFF. Everyone in seventh grade was excited that we’d win a lock-in if we sold more roses than the other grades. If we won, I’d be the talk of the school.

Ashleigh, being the BFF she was, had agreed to suffer with me to help me out. She didn’t really get my obsession with winning, but I was grateful she was there.

“Hey.” My voice had much less enthusiasm than hers.

“What did Kellie do this time?” Ashleigh asked immediately.

“Kellie has a big game Friday night,” I said, deciding to skip over the part where she told me how great she was at selling flowers. Ashleigh and I shared a look. That was the awesome thing about a BFF who had been your BFF for, like, ever. You knew each other’s histories. You got things without having to spend an hour and a half explaining them. It saved a lot of time.

“Let me guess,” Ashleigh said. “She’s being crowned best cheerleader ever in the history of cheerleading.”

“She learned new ways to show off,” I said, shrugging. “So you’re having movie night.”

Ashleigh looked over at me, her eyes widening by the second. “I am?” Then, after thinking about it a second, she nodded. “Oh. So you can get out of going to the game.”

“Exactly.”

“Exactly what?”

That was Alex’s voice, coming from behind us. Alex was my BMFF (best male friend forever). He was the only one who’d go to the trouble of finding us before school.

“Looky who showed up to help,” Ashleigh said, knowing full well he had no intention of helping. He thought all this stuff was silly.

Or at least he pretended he did.

I tilted my head to the side a little and eyed Alex suspiciously. He’d changed recently, and I couldn’t put my finger on how. He used to hang out with us all the time, cutting up and punching me in the arm every time he got the chance. Now he was always acting all “cool,” like he was suddenly better than us.

Alex picked up my notepad and started reading the names on it.

“Hey.” I reached up and snatched the notepad out of his hand. “No peeking. Those are top secret.”

He grabbed a chair and scooted it over before plopping down on it. He was sitting in the chair backward for some reason, but I knew if I asked him why, he’d just shrug and say one word: Because.

“Did you hang the sign?” I asked Ashleigh. We had another fifteen minutes before class. If she hadn’t hung the sign near the seventh-grade lockers, I’d have to do something super soon. The three of us were sitting at a table in the huge cafeteria all alone.

“Yes,” Ashleigh said. “Maybe I should send myself a rose.”

She picked up the foil-covered chocolate rose we’d set out as a sample. It looked just like a real rose, with a green stem and red foil at the top. Only beneath that red foil was chocolate.

“It sucks to sit there, watching everyone else get roses,” she added.

I watched Ashleigh’s face. She looked like she didn’t care, but I knew she did. We all did. And that was why this whole thing really stunk, possible lock-in or not. It would never be fun because it would never be fair.

“Warning, warning,” Alex said softly. We both looked at him. He was staring straight ahead, where the girl I wanted to see less than anyone else in the whole universe was walking toward us. Kaylee Hooper.

I looked up to see her staring down at me. Tall and thin with a perfect nose and straight, even teeth, Kaylee was the seventh grader everyone wanted to be like. She even had a dimple on the right side of her mouth when she smiled, just like Jennifer Lawrence. I liked to think of her as Kellie 2.0.

Oh, and in case I forgot to mention it—right after I volunteered to sell roses, Kaylee reminded us, very loudly, that last year the sixth graders sold more chocolate roses in the history of chocolate roses themselves. We got a new computer in the computer lab and a pizza party, which was last year’s prize. I never really thought all of that stuff could have come from selling one-dollar roses, but whatever. Maybe Kaylee put extra money in to pay for the computer and pizza party. She was head of the committee last year, so it would have made her look good.

Whatever happened last year, Kaylee’s message was clear. If I messed this up, I’d be messing up something that was really, really good before I got my little hands on it.

“Hi,” I said back, trying to remember the last time Kaylee had spoken to me. Sometime last year, as best I could remember, and even then I think the most she’d said to me was, “Excuse me,” because I was in her way.

“I would like to purchase seven roses,” Kaylee said, handing over a ten-dollar bill.

Seven roses. I held myself back from rolling my eyes. It didn’t take a genius to figure out where those seven roses were going. Seven roses for her seven closest girlfriends, otherwise known as the seventh-grade cheerleading squad. They’d all get roses for each other, and Ashleigh and I would spend the morning handing them out to those same eight girls.

I held out the notepad and told her to write down the names and the message she wanted written on each card. She just stared at it.

“To Christina, to Faith, to Rosalia, to Claire, to Makayla, to Shonda, and to Ella,” she recited. Then she stopped to stare at me. “Aren’t you going to write this down?”

Sighing, I turned the notepad around and wrote Kaylee’s friends on the next seven lines. I’d list out all the names after Kaylee was gone.

“Message?” I asked, looking up at her.

“From Kaylee,” she said as though that should be obvious. She then rolled her eyes and stomped off.

“Wait!” Ashleigh called out. “You forgot your change.” She looked at me, waving the ten-dollar bill around. “She forgot her change.”

“Maybe it’s our tip,” I said. “Do you want to chase after her with it?”

Ashleigh thought about that a minute before putting it in the cashbox. No doubt she was picturing us walking up to Kaylee with three one-dollar bills, holding them out, and Kaylee looking at us like we were annoying her.

No, thank you.

I stared at the box in front of us, filled with blank cards. Two Valentine’s Day committee volunteers would get together after school to fill all the cards out for our grade.

On my notepad were the names of the few people who had bought roses in the past week. I’d been counting on a bunch of people showing up today. That wasn’t happening. If I didn’t figure something out, we’d lose this contest, and I’d go down in history forever as the girl who ruined the Valentine’s Day fund-raiser.

I imagined the look on my parents’ faces when they realized I wasn’t as good as Kellie . . . and never would be. Maybe I’d even lose my seat in the back squished next to Kellie’s projects, and have to walk to school. Probably not. My parents always said they were proud of me no matter what I did. But I knew parents were supposed to say things like that.

As I looked at the blank cards in the box, I suddenly realized how easy it would be to put names on each of those cards and attach them to roses tonight. I could afford it if I used some of the babysitting money I’d been saving for a new phone. I could slip it into the cashbox before I turned it in tomorrow morning. It would be worth every dime.

I rolled my pen between my thumb and forefinger, staring down at the notepad in front of me. We’d write the cards based on what was on that notepad. What if, after Alex and Ashleigh rushed off to class, I said that I’d sold a few more roses? With so many people filling out cards, chances were nobody would notice the big chunk of names and messages at the end.

I could write whatever I wanted and nobody would know the difference. And I didn’t have to send them all to “Kaylee’s friends,” either. I could play Cupid and make sure that this year, Cupid’s arrow didn’t strike just the popular people. They’d be happy and I’d win the contest, showing that I could do something as well as Kellie and Kaylee for a change.

I smiled to myself. This year was going to be the best Valentine’s Day ever.



CHAPTER THREE
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To: Ashleigh

From: Mia

I hope you don’t figure out I sent all these roses.

The next morning, I took a deep breath and stared down at the stack of roses on the rolling cart in the school office. I had a good reason to be so nervous. Before yesterday’s meeting, I’d snuck into the girls’ restroom to write twenty-five messages at the bottom of the list. Each message had been from a “secret admirer,” and those names had ended up on twenty-five cards. I’d checked to make sure they were all there while we were loading up the cart before school. I didn’t even want to think about the trouble I’d be in if I got caught. Could I get in serious trouble? Would I even be in trouble, since I’d paid for them out of my own pocket?

I just had to forget about that and hand them out.

The bell rang, signaling the beginning of homeroom. Time to roll.

My heart pounded as I opened the door and Ashleigh pushed the cart through. She had no idea one of those roses was for her. I’d made sure hers was on the bottom.

Homerooms at Stanton Middle School were organized by last names alphabetically, making this a piece of cake. We’d organized the roses by last name. We headed toward the classroom where the As through Cs were and knocked.

“I think Cupid’s here,” the always-cheerful Ms. Michaletz said as she whipped the door open and waved us in. Both Ashleigh and I were wearing red, knowing everyone would be watching us.

Two of Kaylee’s girls and four people receiving fake secret admirer roses, including Gillianni Carter, were in this homeroom. Gillianni was pretty, but she hid behind long, straight hair and baggy clothes. She had this I don’t care look about her that tended to scare people off. But she didn’t scare me.

I gave Faith and Shonda theirs first, taking in their smug smiles before looking over at Gillianni. She seemed to almost shrink into the background as she stared sadly down at her notebook. I knew if anyone asked her, she’d say she didn’t want a rose, but we all wanted roses. Nobody wanted to sit back and watch everyone else get attention. I knew the feeling.

We handed out six more roses—mostly from girls to boys they were going out with—until all that was left were the four secret admirer roses. I handed two to Ashleigh, and I took the other two, including Gillianni’s.

First there was a rose for Sun Patterson, a girl everyone called “Bucktooth” behind her back because of her long front teeth. As I walked slowly toward her, the two roses clutched tightly in front of me, she watched with a hopeful look on her face. I clearly remembered sitting across from her last year, when she had that same hopeful expression. That expression had fallen when one of Kaylee’s friends had smugly continued on past to give the rose to someone else. Not this year.

This year I stopped in front of her and, with a huge smile on my face, handed one of the chocolate roses to her. I’d written something about her pretty eyes—light blue with long, perfect eyelashes—on the notepad. Those eyes almost seemed to twinkle as she took the rose and set it down on her desk. She was probably waiting until later to open the card, when people weren’t staring at her.

Now for Gillianni. I didn’t know her all that well, but I’d never forgotten the time she’d stood up for me. It was second grade and we were at a school roller-skating party. Three of the girls, including Kaylee’s “girl” Christina, had tripped me, then stood over me laughing. Gillianni skated over and faced off with them, telling them to stop being such jerks.

As I walked toward her, she still didn’t lift her head. She was staring down at an open notebook on her desk, probably studying or something. Either she was convinced I was going to someone else or she didn’t want to get her hopes up. I kept my gaze on her as I approached, rose held out in front of me.

Even when I was standing in front of her, she didn’t look up. I had no other choice. I set the rose down on the desk in front of her and stepped back. No way was I walking off before I saw her reaction.

Slowly she moved her head until she could see the rose. She stared at it, her expression blank. I waited for her to reach out and take it, but finally I had no choice. I had to go.

“Mia,” Ashleigh whispered. Everyone turned to look at me.

I backed away from Gillianni, who had returned her attention to her notebook again. She’d look at the card on her chocolate rose as soon as she thought nobody was watching her. She’d look at it and smile for the first time probably ever. That was what I told myself, anyway.

I turned and headed back toward Ashleigh. She was already rolling the cart toward the door, the stack of roses looking as high as it had been when we walked in here.

The next class was stocked with Kaylee’s friends. Including Kaylee, there were six of them. It wasn’t so hard to hand roses to them now that I knew other people were getting them too. Like Alex, who was seated at the very back of the room.

Part of me wanted to give Alex his rose first, but I knew him. He didn’t care if he got a rose or not. What Alex was doing was watching me with a big smirk on his face. He was laughing deep down inside because I had to do this. I’d make a face at him, but everyone was watching.

Kaylee got twelve roses. Seven were from her friends, two were from boys she’d probably never even noticed, two were from girls who were kissing up to her in hopes of becoming her friends, and one wasn’t signed. Ashleigh took care of handing those over while I handled the rest of her friends. There was nothing fun about giving roses to that group. They fully expected it. But the other people, like the girls who got flowers from their boyfriends, were more than worth it. Their eyes lit up, and they looked like they wanted to jump up and down.

Because Ashleigh finished first, she was the one who handed Alex’s rose to him. I turned around and there she was, standing in front of him. He stared at the rose like it was some kind of foreign object and finally reached out and took it. As Ashleigh made her way back to me, I found myself frowning at her. Alex was her friend too, so I guess it was selfish for me to want to be the one to hand it to him. There was no way she could know I was the one who sent it.

I glanced back at him as we rolled out of the room. He was reading the writing on the card attached to the rose. I had to fight back a smile as I remembered what I’d written.

Once I was in the hallway, I paused for a second to think about what I was doing. There was a good chance this was going to work. I mentally patted myself on the back. If I pulled this off, that meant I could finally win something like Kellie always did. If our grade could win the lock-in, I’d be a hero, for sure. And I was boosting everyone in the process!

We barely had time to hand out the rest of the roses before the final bell rang. As we walked out of the last homeroom, I was still holding Ashleigh’s rose. I’d grabbed it off the cart to make sure she didn’t see it until I was ready.
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