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For Emily.
Sorry I was such a bitch when we were ten.






ONE


“Y’know what? If you tilt your head and squint, it’s the exact shape of Australia.”

“Literally shut the fuck up.”

Okay, now is probably not the time to point that out. (Even if it is objectively correct.)

Junior Homecoming is still raging on at the Coral Cove Country Club three miles up the road, but Stella and I are standing in her room. It looks like any other Friday night—we’re wearing the matching boxers-and-tank-top pajama sets her well-meaning but incorrect aunt who thinks we’re a couple bought us last Christmas, and I know later we’re going to end up falling asleep in front of a Hallmark original. The only thing different is our hair: my limp attempt at an updo and Stella’s big, bouncy curls.

Well, that and the dress.

Because there, hanging sideways in Stella’s closet in front of us, is Stella’s homecoming dress.

I’d been with her when she bought it, obviously. Teal, but not too teal. Sequined, but not too sequined. Tight, but not too tight. It had been perfect. Tonight, Stella was perfect—a combination of “you look like a mermaid” in a princess way and “you look like a mermaid” in a lure a sailor to his death and take a bite from his still-beating heart way.

The dress still is perfect. It’s just that, now, there’s also a burgundy period-blood stain (in the exact shape of Australia) across its ass.

“It wasn’t that bad,” I say, which is what you’re supposed to say when you and your best friend have to leave homecoming an hour early because one of you is unexpectedly bleeding out at the country club like something out of a shitty Lana Del Rey song.

Stella takes a deep breath, pressing her fingertips to the center of her forehead.

“It was the worst thing that’s ever happened,” she says. I open my mouth, but Stella cuts me off with a raised palm without even opening her eyes. “Not to me. To humanity at large.”

I scrunch my face, tilting my head to the side dubiously.

Stella opens one eye to peer at me.

“I said what I said.”

“It’s fine, though,” I say. “Like, who cares? Who would actually be that nineties and make fun of menstruation? We’re way past that. Besides, I don’t think anyone even noticed.”

I’m not sure what, exactly, does it, but something in that sentence makes both of Stella’s eyes flash open. She turns to grab me by the shoulders, a slightly feral look on her face.

“Winnifred,” she says, voice low. “Do you understand what happened tonight?”

I nod, but I suspect that I’m about to be told exactly why I do not, in fact, understand.

Sure enough, Stella continues.

“I got my period. In the middle of homecoming. With a ferocity previously unknown to science. We’re talking a Day Two, standing up after a twelve-hour sleep and then sneezing kind of bloodbath in a matter of seconds. I have to burn this dress, and that ugly banquet hall chair’s a fucking goner. As we were leaving, I left a trail of blood drops on the floor.”

For her grand finale, Stella pushes us together so we’re nose to nose, her hot, vaguely cinnamony breath much too close to my face.

“And not a single fucking person noticed.”

I blink at her. “Wait, sorry. You’re upset because you weren’t made fun of for bleeding like a Civil War amputee in the middle of homecoming?”

“Do you know how absolutely invisible a person has to be to leave a trail of blood in their wake and not even have anyone looking up from their fucking risotto?” Stella explodes, arms flying up in the air to punctuate her point. “Do you know how meaningless a person has to be to everyone around them for that to not even register?”

High School Invisibility isn’t really something I’ve ever given too much thought to, but not in the way cool people say that. It’s more that no one at school has wanted to look at me after I hit puberty and everyone could confirm nothing earth-shattering had happened as a result. I’ve just never seen much point in trying to change that. It’s not like it’s something I lose sleep over. I have Stella, and I had …

I have Stella. We’ve always noticed each other enough to make the rest of it not matter. We’ve always known that we’re more important than any of it.

Or I thought that way, at least. Apparently, Stella’s been living the plot of a preachy, low-budget teen movie behind my back.

I school my face into something serious. “Well, have you considered taking off your glasses and letting your hair out of your messy bun on prom night?” I gently place both my hands on her cheeks. “Stel, is it possible that … you don’t know you’ve been beautiful this whole time?”

She rolls her eyes, shrugging me off in a way that makes it clear I didn’t choose the right approach just then. Stella’s no stranger to the word prickly, but I’m usually the exception. If I’m not, it’s uncharted territory.

“You’re not invisible,” I try again, despite still not actually knowing why Stella suddenly seems to give a shit about this kind of thing. “Look, it was just weird timing. It wasn’t that no one was looking at you, it was just that everyone happened to be looking at—”

“Don’t you fucking dare finish that sentence,” Stella says, eyes flashing dangerously. I take a step back. “All of that, that fucking saga you just heard from me, and you’re gonna bring up Levi Preston?”

I don’t actually flinch when Stella says her name, but it’s a close thing. We haven’t been allowed to talk about Levi for so long that sometimes I forget her name isn’t actually some ancient curse.

“I’m just saying.” I hold my hands up in defense. “In general, people look at the homecoming queen while they’re crowning the homecoming queen. I just don’t think anyone was standing there thinking, Better do a quick scan for potential biohazards. It wasn’t actually about you.”

Stella laughs, one little hacked-out bark. “Yeah, don’t I fucking know it. Nothing ever is.”

It’s very, very rare for me to be at a loss with Stella. I can usually snap her out of anything, especially when it’s something as meaningless as a period at a high school dance neither of us actually care about.

But Levi’s different. I should have known better than to bring her into this; Levi’s always been different.

Okay, new approach. Maybe she needs some tough love.

I sigh. “I mean, is that what you want? Really, actually. Is that it? Your dream, your life’s goal is to be able to look back on your high school years and say, One time, everyone voted and said I was hot? Because that’s fucking bleak, dude. Maybe if we work hard and believe in ourselves we can, what, win homecoming queen one day? Come on. Tell me what it is you actually want. Don’t waste our time with this.”

For a second, I’m worried that tough love was a huge mistake. Stella’s eyes go dangerously red and I think I’ve massively backfired. She’ll either start crying (horrifying) or kick me out of her house altogether (unprecedented).

But then her face hardens. Her slumped shoulders straighten up. She takes a breath that starts out shaky and ends cool and clear. “You’re right,” she finally says, calm as anything. “I don’t want to be fucking homecoming queen.”

“No shit,” I say. “You’re more than that. What do you want?”

Stella meets my eyes. She enunciates every word carefully.

“I want to kill Levi Preston.”

“… What?”

“Oh, fucking calm down, Freddie, I mean metaphorically.”






TWO


It’s weird, saying Levi’s full name the way Stella does all the time now. Distance, I guess. Stella doesn’t want her to be Levi, the way she was when we were all close. She doesn’t want Levi Preston, Hottest Bitch at School, to be the same person as Levi, Girl Who Will Make You Cinnamon Apple French Toast if You Give Her a Head Massage at Sleepovers.

I never liked it. I think it makes her seem untouchable, like it was inevitable that someone as hot and fun and cool as Levi would leave us in her dust. I’ve always thought that, by turning Levi into Levi Preston, we were admitting that she was cool enough to justify the fact that she ditched us.

But it’s never really been about how I feel, when it comes to Levi.

Coral Cove Prep’s student population took a vote and decided to conscientiously abstain from the football game at the boys’ school this year, after a senior was in a Times exposé for having five concussions before his eighteenth birthday last year. The dance on Friday was our only contribution to the concept of homecoming, so I’d been hoping that would mean I wouldn’t have to hear about football today. Unfortunately, I forgot that the only thing Coral Cove girls love more than being holier-than-thou little assholes is talking about how incredible they are for being holier-than-thou little assholes. Everywhere I turn, I hear snippets of conversations that include gems like Did you know football was popularized in the wake of World War I in response to a perceived lack of masculinity in youth because they weren’t at war anymore?

Like, we all go to the same school. We all have the same history teacher. She told us that story last year. We all know that.

“Y’know how, in this whole production, we’re like the cool, underrated indie-movie high-school girls?” I ask, plopping down beside Stella in the auditorium and making my teal uniform skirt flounce dangerously up my thighs in a way I kind of enjoy but feel like I shouldn’t for vague, patriarchal reasons.

“Obviously,” Stella says, scanning the assembly crowd absently. We both know who she’s looking for, but I’d never call her out on it. Especially since I’m doing the same thing.

“Right,” I continue. “So y’know how in those movies there’s always some line about counting down how many days they have left in high school? So you know they’re destined for bigger and better things or whatever?”

“A classic.”

“I think we should adopt that one. I need to know how much longer I’m going to be forced to hear children who drive BMWs lecture me about my carbon footprint.”

Stella rolls her neck, taking a break from Levi-spotting to lean back against the auditorium seat and stare up at the vaulted ceiling.

“Yeah, see, normally I’d agree with you there, but I actually ran the numbers on that the other day. It was so deeply depressing that I can’t, in good conscience, share that information.”

I make a noise that some might call a whine.

“I could always just do the math myself,” I say.

Stella snorts loudly enough that a girl sitting beside us glances over. “Yeah, okay. Do math and then get back to me. I’ll wait right here.”

“Rude.”

She’s right, though. I’m not going to do unnecessary math.

Coral Cove isn’t big into assemblies normally. Our Student Support Liaisons, which is the douchey name we chose to assign to student government, lobbied admin to cut down on assembly times when Stella and I were first-years. What that means, though, is that when we do have to gather in the auditorium like normal high school kids (horrifying), we all get restless trying to figure out what’s going on. There’s an irritating buzz humming through the room, everyone trying to make everyone else believe they already know exactly why we’re here.

When the buzzing gets somehow louder, Stella and I lean over our seats in the balcony to peer down at the stage in unison.

“You’re kidding me,” Stella says flatly, realizing at the same time I do what everyone’s talking about.

Levi’s just walked onstage, ridiculously long legs letting her cross it in, like, half a stride. I try, for the millionth time, to figure out how Levi became the type of person that makes everyone stop what they’re doing to talk about the fact that she entered the room.

And then I watch her shake out her messy bun, running her sterling silver ring–clad fingers through her very shiny dark hair, and it’s like, Yeah, fair enough.

I think that girl beside Stella and me actually sighs when Levi flips her head upside down to put her bun back in place. She rolls out some tension in her shoulders and I swear to god there’s swooning involved from more than one of Coral Cove’s thirstier gays.

“Ridiculous,” Stella says beside me.

I hum noncommittally.

It’s at this point I realize I’m now laser-focused on Levi’s hands. She finishes fixing her hair and then rests a hand on her water bottle. Her rings are catching the light and her thumb is lightly brushing the lavender stainless steel handle back and forth and I’m following every little bit of it with a devotion usually reserved for religious figureheads and medieval royalty.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter to myself. Not a strong start to the day.

“I know,” Stella says, blessedly mistaking my self-loathing for Levi-loathing. Stella’s lip curls involuntarily as she watches Levi minding her own business onstage. “Did I miss the part where homecoming queen adoration was enshrined in the school constitution, or what?”

I snort. “Pretty sure that’s enshrined in the collective consciousness of the youth.”

“Okay, well, can we tell them that it’s something-phobic to support her or something?”

I laugh again, but then realize Stel’s actually looking for an answer to that. Yowza.

“Are you kidding me?” I ask. “You want to try and convince this school to not support their lesbian homecoming queen? She could eat a baby in front of them and they’d say it was performance art.”

I’ll admit that Stella and I have a tendency to exaggerate the power Levi has over the student body. The two of us know better than anyone that she’s in the same precarious situation the rest of us are. Any combination of wrong-clothes, wrong-grade, wrong-word could send her toppling right back down to the bottom with us.

But fuck, people love her right now.

I don’t know what changed it, or when, or how. It was sometime just after we started at Coral Cove. By that point, Stella, Levi, and I were a solid unit, leaving our bougie private middle school ready for our bougier private high school under the comforting shadow of anonymity. Stella would never admit it now, but the three of us were obsessed with one another back then. Sometimes it felt like if we weren’t joined at the hip I’d explode. Like life was a waste of time if we weren’t all together. I don’t know if it was because our friendship was actually that special, or because no one else at school wanted anything to do with us, but we were the most solid, permanent thing I’d ever known.

But when we got to Coral Cove, the rules changed.

It shouldn’t have been that different, really. We knew how to navigate this kind of world, the uniforms and the posture and the way everyone’s dad has an assistant but only, like, 10 percent of them are sleeping with them the way you always hear about. Stella and I were raised in it and were comfortable because it’s the only thing we’ve ever known. Levi started learning from her first day at The Cedars, our middle school. First by watching, and then because we told her. It became our thing: Levi didn’t have to worry about us judging her for not being able to discern some unwritten rule she didn’t know existed. She asked, we answered, she acted.

But she acted well. Really well. By the time Thanksgiving rolled around, Stella and I had determined, once and for all, that we weren’t destined for high school popularity. We were okay with that. Levi wasn’t. And we quickly realized that the way people looked at us was different from the way they looked at Levi.

Well, no. That’s not it, exactly. Because we always saw the way people looked at us—people didn’t care about speaking to us, but they knew us, knew that Stella’s dad was the best plastic surgeon in town and that mine wasn’t around but left us richer than god. No one at Coral Cove knew what Levi’s deal was, some scholarship girl who appeared fully formed in front of them one day. I think Stella and I might have thought, on some level, that made her safe. Levi wouldn’t ever leave us—no one would want to take her away.

But we didn’t know, back then, how much Coral Cove girls love an underdog. Especially when they can believe they’re the ones who discovered them.

What started as a missed sleepover turned into an excuse to get out of a shopping trip turned into a party invite just for her turned into Stella and me scrolling Instagram and seeing Levi’s face over and over, the center of attention. Before our second semester of high school had even started, neither of us could remember the last time Levi had spoken to us.

Since then, it’s just easier to say you hate Levi Preston than it is to admit that she made you sad.

“Thanks so much, guys,” Levi says now. She murmurs it, basically; she doesn’t need to raise her voice into the mic even a little bit. She talks like she’s chatting with a friend in the library, and we’re all so disgustingly attuned to her that we hear every word. Of course we do. I wonder what Levi thinks about that. Does she know? Does she see it?

“I’m here to speak on behalf of your SSLs,” Levi continues. “But, as always, we’ll host an open forum at the end of the assembly in case anyone has something they’d like to bring up with the team or the faculty.”

“I’m sure the faculty love that,” Stella mutters beside me. “Mr. Pratt is literally picking his nose right now; exactly what insights is he going to provide to the student body?”

I don’t want to look, but I can’t not. Mr. Pratt is, in fact, picking his nose over by the fire exit up here. I shudder and turn back to Levi.

Wait, shit. She’s smiling. That’s not going to help the way my brain felt like it was made of cotton balls at the sight of her this morning.

“I’m sure what I’m about to say isn’t news to many of you—well, if we’ve spoken at all in the last, oh, lifetime or so, it won’t be news.”

Pause for polite, adoring laughter. Stella’s is mocking and bitter, but it doesn’t really have the same effect when everyone else’s is sincere.

“I’m very excited to announce that the nomination season for the 2026 Beaumont-Gardiner Award is officially open!”

Ever since Levi ascended, there’s been something a little larger-than-life about her, but now she’s downright sparkling. She looks like a gay Miss America, perfect teeth actually reflecting the stage spotlights as she grins.

What makes the whole thing even more annoying is knowing just how much Levi means all of this. The BG has been her dream since middle school, when a Coral Cove guidance counselor visited and told us about it. Really, it’s a way for our parents to feel better about themselves for sinking so much money into these fucking private schools. Like, don’t worry, you don’t need to feel icky about using your money to help your kids get ahead! We even let in poors! We might even pick one very special poor who plays the game the exact way we want them to and send them to college and make all their dreams come true!

But for Levi, it was different. I still remember the way she sat up taller and taller the longer the guidance counselor droned on, as the rest of us slumped at our desks. Something solidified in her in that moment. BG first, life second.

“Again, I know none of this is news to most of you,” Levi continues from behind her podium, two swirly cursive Coral Cove Cs intertwined on a silver plaque shining in front of her. “But we do have a few new students this year, so for everyone’s benefit, I’ll give you a quick rundown. Every year, thanks to the generosity of our alumni, the student body votes for the person they think most exemplifies the best qualities of our first headmistress, Theresa Beaumont-Gardiner. The long list will be announced next month, followed by the short list announcement in November. We’ll announce the winner at our annual holiday gala just before winter break. The winning student receives a full-ride scholarship to the school of their choice.”

She doesn’t need it, the way I know people must be thinking. Sure, there’s no way Levi would be able to pay for college out of pocket, but her grades are practically an urban legend by this point. That mythical hot, popular girl who also manages a 4.0 and the exact perfect combination of extracurriculars. She’d never tell anyone this, but it’s about more than that for her. She doesn’t need the full ride—with her résumé, colleges are going to be Hunger Gamesing over her—she needs the validation that, even when she’s up against everyone who’s had it so much easier than her, the people with all the opportunities and chances, she still comes out on top.

What Levi isn’t saying about the BG up on the stage is that it’s an ass-kissing popularity contest designed to make people feel good about themselves. She isn’t saying that the BG is infamous around here, which means that now it’s infamous in practically every Ivy admissions office in the country. It’s not a guarantee or anything, but if Levi applied to a school with the BG in that admissions essay, it would take something earth-shattering for her to get slapped with a We regret to inform you. It’s just the logical conclusion of the myth: Levi rises above us and ends up somewhere fancier and better than all of us. She’ll be able to know, in her heart, that she was better than Coral Cove all along, even if Coral Cove thought it was better than her.

It is, to put it simply, everything Levi Preston has ever wanted. And we’re practically foaming at the mouth to deliver it to her.

Oh shit.

Stella and I realize it at exactly the same time. The dreamy look on Levi’s face, the dreamy look on the faces of everyone watching her, all this talk about our futures and what we can achieve and what the BG means for all of it …

If Levi didn’t win the BG, it would crush her. It would be the end of Levi Preston as we now know her. And, I realize with an acidic feeling in my stomach, that’s exactly what Stella wants.

I pause for a moment before I turn to look at Stella. This is the last chance I have left before I become embroiled in this. I’m trying to savor it.

Sure enough, when I finally force myself to face her, Stella’s looking down at Levi. Cold, angry, sneering. But this time, there’s something else in her face.

Determination.

“There is no way in hell we’re letting her win this thing,” she says.






THREE


Stella finds me in the library at lunch later that day, a stack of yearbooks taller than most toddlers in her arms and a deeply unsettling energy radiating off her entire body.

She drops the books in front of me, slamming the table so hard it shakes. MacKenna DeVries’s laptop, balanced precariously on top of a copy of War and Peace, for some fucking reason, wobbles and falls. It hits the library carpet with a soft thud that makes all three of us wince.

MacKenna gives us both a dirty look before she gathers her stuff and walks off, but I can see that her laptop is completely fine. Besides, her grandfather invented that little cardboard sleeve on to-go coffee cups, so, like, I think she’d be fine even if we had broken it.

“Anyway,” Stella says, rolling her eyes with the unbothered air only someone with money can have after nearly causing $2,000 of property damage, “this is the last twenty years. Apparently if we want anything older than that, we have to, like, put in a whole request with the archivist. Also, sidenote, did you know that we have an archivist?”

“Her name’s Edna,” I reply automatically. I’ve met her exactly once, in a media studies class I took in first year. She was … very Edna-y.

Stella’s whole face lights up. “Oh, that’s the exact right name for an archivist at a private school.”

“Would you like to elaborate about why we might have to go and visit her?”

I already know exactly why we might have to go and visit Edna. But I’m hoping that if I make Stella explain the thought process behind this idea, she’ll come to the realization that it is a terrible, horrible idea that, beyond getting us both sent straight to hell, is also annoyingly time-consuming. The whole point of not having popularity or athleticism or genius status in high school is that you get to fly under the radar and not worry about not living up to expectations. Why would I want to add an extracurricular to my plate this late in the game?

Alas, Stella’s already come up with this idea, which means nothing short of grievous bodily harm will stop her from seeing it through. I once saw a video that talked about this thing called autistic inertia and I bookmarked it just in case Stella’s therapist ever calls me in again.

“I remembered the BG winner gets that ridiculous fucking Vogue spread in the yearbook. It’s all these bullshit little sound bites about how grateful they are and how much they love Coral Cove and whatever else, but we can study them to figure out what makes people vote for them. There must be something that ties them all together. Like, we’re not exactly a school full of change makers. What they liked twenty years ago is probably basically what they like now.”

“And why do we need to know what makes people vote for the BG winner?”

Stella looks at me like she can’t believe it’s taking me this long to get it. “Uh, because if we know what makes people vote for them, we can make them vote for one of us? Keep up, Winnifred.”

Wait, what?

Record scratch. Glass shattering. Train off the rails, sirens blaring, multiple casualties reported because what the fuck did Stella just say?

“Make them vote for one of us?”

I must have misheard her. I must have, for the briefest moment, literally, actually died and caught a glimpse of the afterlife, which is exactly like normal life except people say absolutely absurd things like Let’s make people vote for you to win the BG.

Stella nods slowly, sarcastically, like she’s explaining something to a child. “Yeah, Freddie. Make them vote for one of us. As in not vote for Levi. As in the entire basis of my solution to our Levi Preston problem?”

“Don’t love you naming it, for the record. And in what universe does it make sense for us to try and win the BG?”

Even saying it aloud has laughter threatening to pop up out of my mouth. I try to picture me and Stella standing up in front of everyone as BG nominees. Some kid yells, Who? when they call our names.

“I thought your plan was just going to be to sabotage Levi,” I say. It was an awful plan, but I figured Stella would tire herself out on it with minimal involvement on my part. I’d already been thinking of what to say to her when Levi inevitably won anyway.

“What, and leave it up to fate to decide who wins this thing? With our luck, someone else would pull some stunt at the ceremony and pass the award off to her anyway. No. This way, we kill two birds with one stone: By the time the BG is announced, everyone’s going to fucking hate Levi Preston, and fucking love us.”

“Is this still about homecoming?” I ask incredulously. It sounds like I’m making fun of Stella, but I’m honestly just shocked that she’s still hung up about last week. This kind of thing isn’t like her at all.

“It’s not about homecoming,” she insists. “It was never about homecoming. That just showed me what our problem’s been this whole time. Problems. Levi Preston, and the fact that everyone thinks we’re so nothing that Levi Preston actually seems cool in comparison.”

With that, Stella grabs the first two yearbooks from her pile—last year and the year before—and opens them both. The BG spread is in the exact middle of the yearbook every time, so the books fall right open to the perfect, smiling faces of the last two winners.

“Are you really going to make me say this?” I ask, staring uneasily down at Scarlett and Jada, two faces I know on the basis of won the BG, and that’s about it.

“Say what?” Stella asks, already poring over the spread from three years ago.

I groan. Fine. “The girls who win the BG are hot. Like, invariably, inevitably, consistently hot.”

“What, and we’re not hot?”

Another groan, this one louder. “Honestly, dude? No, we’re not. And I don’t mean that in a woe-is-me, high-school-sucks kind of way, and I don’t mean it in a we’re-beautiful-in-our-own-way-screw-the-haters kind of way. I mean that if you stuck us in a lineup with all the girls who’ve ever won the BG, people would be like, Oh, did they let someone’s mid cousin in the picture? These girls are hot in a way that opens up the world to them. We’re hot in a might-clean-up-nice-at-the-ten-year-reunion-if-we-wear-a-lot-of-SPF-and-try-our-best way.”

Stella points at me, finger close enough to tickle the tip of my nose. “Exactly.”

“Exactly what?” I demand. I feel like we’re suddenly speaking two entirely different languages.

“We’ll clean up nice at the ten-year reunion. We’re underrated. We’re diamonds in the rough. We’re those girls who get hot after high school ends and everyone suddenly realizes how cool they must have been back then. How many fucking movies have we watched about girls like that? Like, suddenly they come back to school after summer break with tits, or whatever?”

I look down at my chest just in case Stella’s noticed something I haven’t. Nope.

“Right,” I say. “But we … haven’t done that?”

“It doesn’t matter!” Stella’s getting way too loud to continue this conversation in the library, but Ms. Shields loves her. Stella would have to commit arson to get kicked out of the library. “What matters is that we have potential. You said yourself that we could get hot, so why not do that now?”

“I don’t think it’s just something you can decide to do.”

Stella scoffs. “Maybe you can’t. I’ve already decided.”

I’m not under any illusions here. I know what Stella’s doing, and I know that, no matter what we do, we’re not going to suddenly become these mythical hot girls just because we decide we want to be. I know that the BG is Levi’s for the taking and I know that when she wins it, Stella’s going to be crushed and pretend like she isn’t.

But, honestly, I can’t stop thinking about homecoming, either.

Not period-gate. Not the fact that no one noticed us. But the look on Stella’s face. That horrible, slow realization that no one was looking at her. That she didn’t matter to them. I don’t care how confident a person is, or how much they know, objectively speaking, that high school doesn’t matter. That couldn’t have felt good. And with Levi up there, the actual queen of the night? Literally looking down on both of us from the stage while everyone else was transfixed by her every move?

I mean, yeah. I can see why Stella hit a breaking point.

It’s me and Stella. Now, sure, but before, too. It was the two of us before Levi started at our middle school and it’s the two of us now in a Post-Levi World. Stella is the most important person in my life, and it’s not even close.

So, actually, you know what? Even if we can’t take Levi down, she deserves to know what she does to people. She should have to live with the fact that she left us. She should have to acknowledge that she’s not who she wants people to think she is.

No one gets to make Stella feel small, and the last few days, I’ve never seen her smaller.

So I square my shoulders and pretend I’m a thousand times more confident than I actually am when I say, “Alright. Let’s destroy Levi Preston.”






FOUR


Technically, I saw Levi first.

It doesn’t matter anymore, but it used to. There was a moment in my life where that mattered so much. It felt like it belonged alongside the most important, basic facts about me. Winnifred Wickham. Twelve years old. Lesbian. Saw Levi first.

When we first met Levi, I’d only just figured out that third one. When Levi showed up to the first day of seventh grade in non-uniform cargo pants with her hair pulled up tight, it was a near-religious confirmation.

Back then I thought I was going to be a lawyer. My mom had always told me that being a lawyer was a surefire way to start building an empire and I thought that was the kind of thing I wanted to do. Seventh grade ended up being the year I started telling my mom that building an empire is actually a really shitty goal to have, and, also, you went to Spence and never once even heard the word imperialism?

(Seventh grade was also the year I was radicalized by my own unmonitored internet access, as it happens.)

But before that, I wanted to be a lawyer. And the kind of lawyer my family (and, subsequently, me) wanted me to be was one of those lawyers that makes eye-watering money. And to be a lawyer that makes eye-watering money, you need a double-Ivy undergrad–law school combo that no one could ever question. And to get that, you needed to be the kind of twelve-year-old who cares enough about their distant college applications that they volunteer for early morning office duty, thinking it’s the key to their entire future.

So, owing to me being an utterly insufferable preteen, the first thing I ever said to Levi was, “Those pants aren’t uniform.”

In my defense, it was a better thing to say than the first thought I had, which was, Oh my god, are you a real person?

There’s a reason Levi’s hypnotized the school as much as she has. There’s a reason Stella’s driven herself right up to the edge because of her. And there’s a reason I still look for her in every new class, every assembly. Levi Preston is the type of person that makes people stop what they’re doing. There, right in front of me, was the kind of girl I’d only seen online, in the niche, low-budget European art movies my mom didn’t know I stayed up late to watch. It’s honestly impressive that twelve-year-old me was able to form a coherent sentence.

The first thing Levi ever said to me was, “Shit.” She’d looked down at her offending pants and her face flushed maroon.

“I didn’t know,” she said. “I read the handbook and it said something about girls wearing skirts and boys wearing khakis and I didn’t really want to wear a skirt but I also wasn’t one hundred percent sure what khakis were.”

As she spoke, I started smiling. I didn’t mean to—I didn’t even realize I was doing it until Levi started trailing off, giving me a weird look. I’m sure I looked dumbstruck, starry-eyed. Everything Levi said was the best, funniest, most charming thing I’d ever heard in my life. It was the first time I’d ever really, actually felt that intense kind of twelve-year-old crush and I didn’t know what to do with myself.

I tried to squirm the smile off my face when I said, “Even if you were allowed to wear pants, those aren’t khakis.”

Levi’s face dropped, then twisted. She grabbed her backpack and swung it over her shoulder.

“Oh, I’m so sorry I didn’t know what kind of douchey pants I just had to wear,” she said. “If you’re going to be an asshole to me, I’ll ask someone else. The whole concept of this uniform is ridiculous in the first place; I still can be smarter than anyone here while I’m wearing my illegal pants.”

“No!” I said, actually reaching both hands out in front of me like I was going to grab Levi to stop her from leaving. I remember that clearly because I thought about it in the middle of the night for a solid three years after, positive Levi remembered too and was just too polite to bring up how weird it was.

When Levi stood still for long enough, and I got a better look at her beyond the blinding glare of cute girl cute girl cute girl, it was easy to piece together. Her scuffed shoes. Her ripped backpack. Everyone else had everything brand-new for the first day. Levi was a scholarship kid—often discussed, rarely observed.

She figured out what I was thinking almost immediately, shoulders slumping just enough that I noticed. She took a step closer to the counter so I wouldn’t be able to look at her shoes. Took her backpack off and set it at her feet so it was out of my sight, too.

And then we just … looked at each other.

It’s as embarrassing now as it was then to admit this, but I hadn’t had much experience with kids who had less money than me until I met Levi. And it’s not like she’s a lesson or whatever, but the longer I looked at her, the more awkward I felt about how sheltered I’d been for my entire life until that point. Everything I knew came from movies where scholarship kids have to rise above their shitty classmates, and I didn’t want to be one of the shitty classmates Levi was going to have to rise above. I didn’t want to say anything mean, or offensive, or wrong in some imperceptible way that I was sure Levi was going to be able to identify before I could even open my mouth.

When you go to school with people whose parents can afford Mandarin tutors starting in pre-K, you get used to not being the smartest person in the room pretty quickly. Even when everyone’s “greatness” was inflated by their parents and their money, it didn’t take me very long to realize that not everyone’s brain started spinning when they saw too many numbers in a row or had to focus on something for too long. By the time I was in middle school, I’d buried all of those insecurities—every math test handed back to me face down, every reference I didn’t understand, every amused look Stella threw me when it took me too long to get a joke—deep, deep down. And here was Levi, shovel in hand.

“I have a spare skirt in my backpack,” I said to break the silence, pushing past the weird feeling I had about sharing clothes with this girl who still hadn’t even told me her name.

Levi had squirmed, and I got it. I didn’t like the skirts, either. The way the boys in my classes had started making unfunny comments everyone hoped were jokes about upskirt shots. The way my mom had started making our housekeeper drive me to and from school after men started leering out the side of their cars when they drove past me on my walk. Hey, schoolgirl! You a good girl, schoolgirl?

(Stella told me that she put thumbtacks in the road the next day. I thought she was kidding until we got stuck in traffic driving me to school because some guy’s Mercedes was holding everybody up with a flat.)

“You should say something,” I said to Levi. “We should be allowed to wear pants if we want to.”

I had said it because I thought it was the right thing to say. Supportive and cool without being too in her face about either of those things. Something someone smart would say. What I absolutely hadn’t expected was for Levi to square her shoulders and slip past my counter, knocking on the headmaster’s door like she’d done it a million times.

The bell rang, and I got to first period French with Stella, and I wanted to tell her about Levi and wonder about her, why she was at our school and what happened after she disappeared into that office, but something stopped me. There was something, even back then, right at first, that warned me to keep Levi to myself. I wanted our interaction to be ours alone, for the smile she flashed me before she’d walked off that morning to belong to me and only me.

But Levi was always meant for bigger things than talking to me. She made her arrival fully into our world half an hour later, knocking on the doorframe of the classroom. Wearing uniform pants.

We hadn’t learned how to talk shit the way people in polite society do yet, the pinched little smiles and pointed remarks. Instead, some fucking clown named Thad I’ve lost track of since middle school shouted out, “You look like a lesbian,” and the rest of the class laughed.

I froze, full deer in headlights. The combination of Levi popping back up before I’d fully had time to process our interaction earlier that morning and the whole class laughing at something I’d only just figured out about myself, turning it sour, hit me in the chest.

This is the moment I should have known that Levi would end up being too big for me and Stella. I should have packed it in and never even bothered to try and let her into my life the way I so readily did.

Because instead of folding like a fucking lawn chair, the way I would have, Levi cocked her head at him from the front of the classroom and said, “Oh yeah? That’s a relief. I didn’t want you to get the wrong impression.”

It sliced through the laughter still faintly echoing around the room. Everyone went silent. Our teacher had no idea what to do with it, with us, with Levi, so she stuttered through a half-assed introduction—Levi Preston, new student, be nice—and handed out worksheets while Levi homed in on where Stella and I were sitting.

“Am I allowed to sit here, or did I just make myself a complete pariah?”

My heart sank. I had no fucking clue what pariah meant, but I knew that Levi was using it right, that she spoke the language everyone else did, that she’d blend and fit in like it was nothing. Sure, I had an idea—and based on the way everyone was sneaking tiny admiring looks at Levi, I was pretty sure she wasn’t whatever a pariah was—but that didn’t matter. Levi would only want to be friends with someone who already knew, I was sure. What had she said to me in the office that morning? About being smarter than everyone here? I believed it. I could tell. She wouldn’t waste her time.

“You can sit here.”

Stella’s voice pulled me out of my panic and led me straight into a new one. Levi smiled at Stella and sat down at the desk beside her and I could barely watch. The ugly feeling that bloomed in my chest pressed up against my ribs when I saw the way Stella was looking at Levi.

Stella and I have never technically come out to each other. At this point, we’d only just started making little comments here and there, talking about an actress in a movie being hot or making a joke about not caring what boys thought of us. Something about that level of vulnerability when Stella and I already lived in each other’s bloodstream felt like too much, somehow. We talked around it until we were both confident enough to talk about it, but there’s never been a moment where one of us turned to the other and said I’m gay, by the way.

The moment Stella first saw Levi was enough of a conversation, as far as I’m concerned. We locked eyes over Levi’s head when she leaned down to write her name on the top of her worksheet and Stella’s face said it all.

From then on, Levi belonged to Stella. Not in any real way, not in any way we’d ever acknowledge, but it was there.

But I saw her first.






HOT GIRLS ARE BELOVED BY THEIR TEACHERS







FIVE


“So do you have, like, a plan?”

“That’s on a need-to-know basis, Winnifred.”

I blink at Stella. It’s bad enough that it’s a Monday morning, but Stella greeted me at our locker (technically my locker, but Stella’s is in the creepy old building, so she moved into mine our first week) with an intense, determined energy.

Or, like, more so than usual.

“Is there anyone on the planet who needs to know your plan for taking on lesbian teen Jesus more than me, the person you’ve embroiled in this?”

“Don’t say embroiled, it makes me sound evil.” Stella shuts the locker door and I roll my eyes and open it again to grab my shit. “I do have a plan, thank you very much, and it’s simple and elegant. No one’s going to vote for us to win the BG—”

“That’s the most reasonable thing you’ve ever said.”

“—as long as Levi and her friends are contenders. So we take them down. Infiltrate, find the weak link, and knock them out one by one.”

My arms feel like they weigh a million pounds all of a sudden. It was one thing when Stella wanted to compete for the BG—it was ridiculous and terrifying, but it was one thing—but it’s entirely another thing for her to want to knock out the other contenders.

Because she’s right. About who the contenders are going to be, and about the fact that no one would vote for us as long as they’re around. Levi’s the obvious winner, but her new friends are some of Coral Cove’s best and brightest (the cynical part of me knows that’s exactly why they’re her friends, but I don’t say that out loud). The BG long list gets announced next month, and if Stella and I are on it, the run-up to winter break turns into a blitz of bougie brunches and campaigning and kissing the asses of every rich shitbag who’s ever set foot in this school. Levi and her friends are probably already talking about their plans for it all.

But before Stella and I can even begin to think about any of that, we have to be nominated in the first place. And the nominations have nothing to do with the student body, who are all rabid about Levi. It’s the teachers.

“It just feels like you should have put, like, the barest of bare minimum research into this,” I say to her.

“I have done nothing but research on this!” Stella says, indignant. Her voice echoes because she stuck her head back into the locker, rooting around for a pack of gum she swore she put in there last week. “I’ve read every yearbook for the last twenty years.”

“But neglected to consider the fact that you need a teacher endorsement to even qualify for the BG.”

“I’m not the details guy! You’re the details guy!”

She then makes a noise that’s both way too loud and way too enthusiastic for eight thirty on a Monday morning in a crowded hallway. Like, people turn to look.

“I fucking told you I had gum!” When she finally pulls her head out of the locker, the metal walls have done a number on her hair. She looks like she’s been touching that big static ball at the science museum they take you to in kindergarten. She triumphantly unwraps a piece and then hands the rest to me, since I essentially operate as our communal purse.

I guess it’s possible I’m the details guy.

“Anyway,” Stella says, “teachers like us.”

I blink at her. “Are the teachers that like us in the room with us right now?”

It’s not that Stella and I aren’t good students, and it’s not like we’re constantly goofing off in class, but that whole invisibility schtick we’ve got going on seems to have applied to the staff of Coral Cove as well as the students. Last week, a teacher I’ve had all three years of high school called me Freida.

“Well, they don’t dislike us,” Stella insists, refusing to admit that I’m right but plowing right past it so that doesn’t matter. “That’s the only thing that really matters. It’s way harder to recover from a bad teacher reputation than it is to create a good one from scratch.”

While that’s probably true, it doesn’t seem like something Stella and I can achieve between now and BG nominations.

“Here’s what I’ve decided,” she says. “I am, unfortunately, incredible at biology.”

“Yes, no one has ever suffered as much as you have, breaking the curve in AP Bio.”

Stella resents the fact that she’s what some might describe as scientifically gifted because she thinks it means her dad’s right and she’s destined to follow in his doctor footsteps. At this point, I think she’ll graduate from medical school and then start an unprofitable earring business on spite alone.

“And you’re incredible at film theory.”

“I do know how to watch a movie and then be annoying about it, that’s true.”

The reminder that Stella’s talent is, like, the potential to cure cancer and mine is watching movies is exactly what I needed this morning.

“So I say we play to our strengths,” Stella continues. “I’ll talk to Mrs. Dewitt about it today and then you can get to Rossi before class. Just kiss ass a bit, don’t make the request until you’re sure you’ll get it.”

“Film Theory is my first period,” I say.

“Yes, exactly,” Stella says. She shuts our locker decisively and gestures down the hall toward Mr. Rossi’s open classroom door.

We stare at each other for a moment, a brief standoff that I know right away I’ll lose. I admit defeat, hip-checking Stella lightly on my way by.

Mr. Rossi is one of those teachers who’ll never actually be cool because he wants it too much. We all like him anyway, not least because his class is mostly just watching movies and then yelling at each other about them, which has been the only real-world experience I’ve gotten in school so far.

He’s sitting at his desk, leaning on his hand while he reads something on a paper in front of him. He looks like the will to live drained from him about ten years ago. My brain goes, Same, and then I remember that he’s old, so if I go for I’ve-lost-the-will-to-live humor, he won’t get it and I’ll have to have a meeting with someone.

“Hi,” I say, standing awkwardly in the door. Rossi jumps like I screamed (the three empty coffee mugs surrounding him probably contributed to that), but composes himself.

“Hi, Freddie,” he says. I’m more pleased than I should be that he remembered my name. The bar is truly in hell. “Do you need something?”

Shit. I forgot that I’m not one of those kids who hang around classrooms with their favorite teachers.

I panic and say, “Have you had a chance to look at my last essay?”

He looks deeply disappointed at the fact that I’m making him do more work, which, again, hard same. Maybe Rossi and I can be unexpected teacher-student besties. Like The Edge of Seventeen except without the constant feeling of dread that they’re about to make it weird.

“I’m just looking at them now,” he says. “I haven’t had a chance to get to yours yet. Why do you ask?”

God, what’s with the questions from this man? Can’t a girl who’s never before expressed an interest in how she’s doing in school suddenly want to clean up her act?

“I just wanted to know what you thought,” I say. “I thought it was an interesting topic.”

At least that’s true. He’d asked us to contrast any two movies based on one element. I went with the differences in the lighting design between the first and last Twilight movies.

“I can take a quick look now,” he says, “But you won’t know your grade until everyone else does.”

“No, that’s fine!” I say. I scurry over to my desk and sit down, trying to ignore how extremely, deeply awkward this interaction has been so far.

Mr. Rossi shuffles through the papers on his desk with a badly concealed sigh, pulling my paper out and starting to scan it. His eyebrows rise, and I look down at the desk. I want him to love it, but I don’t want to watch him read it.

Actually, now that I think about it, it would be really cool if he loved it. Maybe he’ll love it so much that he’ll offer to nominate me for the BG right off the bat, and we’ll have a cool mentor thing going on where he asks my opinions about things and everyone in the class is always like, Ugh, of course he wants to know what Freddie thinks, he’s, like, obsessed with her. Maybe—

“Freddie.”

I look up, visions dancing through my head of having a teacher be obsessed with me. I sit up straighter when I answer. “Yes?”

“What the hell is this?”

Well, that thought was nice for the twenty seconds it seemed like a possibility. I try not to focus too hard on my disappointment that Rossi isn’t doing backflips over my genius.

“What’s what?” I ask.

Rossi puts my paper back on his desk just a bit too forcefully. “I’m so sick of you guys pulling shit like this with me. This isn’t a class you take just to graduate, Freddie. I actually care about it. I actually think this stuff is important.”

“So do I?” I say, but it comes out like a question because I still don’t actually have any idea what he’s talking about.

“I’m not grading another one of these … meme papers,” he says.

Meme papers? Jesus.

“You can’t tell me that you care about cinema but then write essays about films that added exactly nothing to society.”

“Wait, what?” I feel myself losing sight of why I was here in the first place, but I can’t stop. “It’s not a meme paper. The phrase meme paper doesn’t even make sense, by the way. I worked hard on that.”

Rossi rolls his eyes. “I’d put money on that what actually happened was you watched the movies when you were in middle school and then wrote this from memory, same as every meme … joke essay I have to read every year about Twilight or Cars or whatever else you all think is funny.”

I stand up. “Sorry, why did you even say they didn’t add anything to society? Because they were meant for teenage girls? You teach teenage girls! You do literally nothing but talk about movies to teenage girls five days out of the week and you don’t think things meant for us serve a purpose? That’s bullshit.”

“And that won’t be welcome here,” he says. “You can write me an essay containing actual film theory next time, or you can drop this class. Either way, this one’s a zero.”

“What the fuck?” I demand, briefly forgetting who I’m talking to.

“And you won’t talk to me like that, either,” Rossi says. “You can come to class tomorrow with an attitude adjustment.”

I stomp out of the room, ready to march myself out of the school to spite-eat a muffin at the café five minutes off campus. I’m sure I look like some kind of cave woman, angrily hunched over with the heaviest tread known to man.

Which is why it makes perfect sense, when you consider that the universe hates me, that before I can make it out the door I crash face-first into Levi.

I immediately take a massive step back, feeling my face heat up and my gut drop to my feet. She’s not that much taller than me, and when she looks down her eyelashes at my face, when her eyes briefly swoop up and down over me while she registers who I am, I feel it like she’s actually touched me, a quick burst of flame.

Levi has no right to make me feel like this. Not anymore. Not still.

“Sorry,” I mutter, trying to squirm past her with minimal contact.

But Levi says, “Hi,” instead of doing the decent thing and ignoring me.

“Hi,” I repeat automatically, trying my best to look past her and at the door she’s keeping me away from.

“Are you leaving?” she asks, stepping to the side to continue blocking my path. What the fuck is her problem? I stop trying to dodge her, shoulders slumping momentarily in defeat. Fine, Levi Preston, say what you’re going to say.

“Rossi kicked me out of class,” I admit. “Turns out he doesn’t want to hear about the lighting choices in Twilight.”

Levi makes a face that’s much too close to a smirk. “Yeah, he doesn’t like that shit. You have to take it really seriously.”

And I’ve officially hit my limit with this day.

“Well, it was the only thing my teeny little brain could handle,” I say earnestly. “I thought the class was just going to be about watching movies. That’s what they’re called, right? When the pictures go fast and there’s all those pretty lights? Movies?”

Levi doesn’t respond right away, so I give up and force myself past her, finally making contact with the door and freedom.

It’s only after I take my first bite of spite-muffin that I remember what Stella had actually sent me into Rossi’s classroom this morning to do.

“Shit,” I say to myself.

Crumbs fly out of my mouth and onto the table in front of me.

Absolutely nailing the hot-girl thing so far.






SIX


Like almost everything Stella’s ever tried to do when given a week and a dream, our first real attempt at hotness is like if a party was also a tire fire.

Stella had been sure that a party is what we needed to launch ourselves fully into the world of hot girls. I guess, hypothetically, I agree; from what I’ve heard on Monday mornings, Levi’s parties have gone from Let’s play spies to I heard there was a devil’s three-way. I still don’t know exactly how Levi managed to ascend as quickly as she did, but I’m sure her attendance at the parties her new friends seem to throw every other day didn’t hurt.

So, sure, it makes sense for Stella and me to try throwing one of our own. But I’m not 100 percent sure that we’ve gone about it the right way.

“I don’t understand why we didn’t do this at your house,” I say, not for the first time. Stella and I are standing on a corner of the beach Stella had dubbed Secluded enough for people to do weird shit to each other but not so secluded that we all get murdered. She’s wearing a new outfit that she must have spent hours agonizing over, but she wouldn’t even tell me that. Stel’s like a barn cat: She crawls off to some dark corner to die alone.

“I don’t want anyone to say that we bought our friends,” Stella says again. “Anyone can be like, Come swim in my infinity pool, and suddenly everyone’s up their assholes. Hosting a party that anybody else could have hosted is what’s gonna set us apart.”

“But if anyone could throw a party like this, how would that be impressive?” I ask. Neither of us are talking about the fact that no one is actually here, so it’s not so much a party as it is two moody teens getting sand in their toes.

“Because anybody could, but only we did,” Stella says, eye roll audible.

I scrunch my face up. I hate being the only person around to have to bring Stella down to earth sometimes. Levi and I used to go splitsies.

“You see that no one is actually in attendance at this party, yes?”

Stella sits down on the sand with a huff. I hate the feeling of sand on bare skin, but I sit down cross-legged beside her. Neither of us says anything for a while, letting the sound of the waves block out a very specific noise a bit farther down the beach that we’ve both refused to acknowledge up until this point.

“Are we going to talk about the elephant on the beach?” I finally ask. I fear that if I don’t, Stella’s going to make me stand on this empty stretch of beach all night, both of us refusing to look just slightly down the coast until the sun comes up.

“No,” Stella says. She stands back up, crossing her arms. I’ve known her since we were toddlers, which means I can confidently say that she looks like a toddler.

“Stel.”

“I’m formulating.”

“Stella.”

“Well, what would a hot girl do in a situation like this?” she asks. I think she actually stomps her foot. “The hot girl wouldn’t be in this situation in the fucking first place!”

“Lower your voice,” I hiss. I glance over at the thing we aren’t talking about, but there’s really no point. No one at the extremely, humiliatingly successful party down the beach is going to hear us. We could both strip naked and light fireworks and they’d still all be too captivated by the girl standing by the bonfire to take notice.

It’s not like Stella didn’t try to get people to come, talking way too loudly about the plan in the middle of class to get people to ask about it. And, to her credit, people did ask about it. They even seemed pretty interested at first!

And then they learned what day Stella was planning on throwing our party, and they all said the same thing.

I promised Levi.

I already said I’d go.

Sorry.

“Look at them,” Stella says, but I already am. It’s exactly the way it is at school, everyone surrounding Levi.

Stella’s taking it about as well as I thought she would.

I put both my arms around her shoulders, linking my hands behind her back. She refuses to look at me until I knock our foreheads together gently.

“Do you want to go home?” I ask. “We can walk the other way and disappear into the night. Change our names. Start a new life. Or at least, like, swing by In-N-Out on our way home.”

For a second, it actually seems like Stella’s going to agree. She goes heavy against me, defeated. I don’t want my best friend to feel defeated, but if it means we get to go home and I don’t have to keep trying to not look at Levi, then send in the fucking clowns.

But, of course, Stella has to be Stella. She has to take a big breath and collect herself. She has to stand up a little straighter. She has to detach herself from me and look down the beach, eyes steely.

“I know exactly what a hot girl would do,” she says, and then, to my complete and utter horror, starts walking down the beach toward Levi’s party.

“No,” I say, jogging alongside her to keep up with Stella’s determined stride. “Hey, Stella? Yeah, no. No, turn it around. Hard pass. Absolutely not.”

I’ve thought a million times about what it would be like if we ever spoke to Levi again. Actually spoke to her, not whatever the hell happened on Monday when I screamed at her in the hallway. On my best day, the fantasy ends with Stella and me walking triumphantly away from Levi, finally forced to think about what she did to us.

On my worst day, it ends with Levi and me kissing a little. It’s whatever.

What I haven’t thought about is Stella walking up to Levi when she’s in full Levi Preston–mode with a smile on her face I’ve only ever seen in horror movies and infomercials.

“What are the odds?” Stella says, face stretched horrifically wide like something out of Beetlejuice. “Freddie and I were just down there and we saw you guys!”

Stella needs to toe a line, here. Go too hard and people are going to think we’re full-on stalking Levi. Go too meek and she could muscle us out of here.

Oh Jesus, muscle.

One of the benefits to Levi cutting us out is the fact that I never see her out of uniform anymore. Don’t get me wrong, it’s bad enough when she’s in uniform—the Levi Glow follows her around at school so much that there’s not much I can do to not be pulled into it. I know she hates it, but I see it happen to Stella, too. There’s an unspoken agreement that I don’t acknowledge it, and as long as Stella doesn’t see the fact that I’m doing it, too, we’re fine.

But it’s an entirely different thing when we aren’t at school.

I haven’t seen Levi out of uniform since first year, when she’d only just started wearing her clothes a bit baggier. Stella and I could tell that she wasn’t comfortable dressing the way all the other girls we grew up with dressed, the way she drifted into the men’s section whenever we went shopping. But I guess she waited until she’d cemented herself as some kind of Coral Cove icon before she was comfortable enough to fully go for it, because she’s in a baggy white T-shirt with a rose and dagger across the back and a backward baseball cap with her hair down. My stomach drops out of my body so quickly at the sight of her that it’s actually disgusting. I think sometimes people think lesbians are all obsessed with the same things, the same bodies, the same features. The few times Stella and I have interacted with the boys’ school, I’ve heard them joking around about how much they’d love to be gay at Coral Cove, with the uniform skirts and button-up shirts. And, like, sure, but there’s something so much better, for me, about not seeing Levi’s shape. To know that she’s hiding it, and if I saw it, it would be because she wants only me to.

But while I’ve been standing by the fire trying not to join in with the whole bursting-into-flames thing, the world’s been going on around me. If Levi’s surprised to see us—and there’s no way she’s not surprised to see us—she doesn’t show it. She pauses for the briefest moment to take Stella and me in, and then smiles easily, like there’s no reason why we wouldn’t be at her party.

“Hey,” she says, raising her cup at the two of us. “Drinks in the cooler over there, if you want.”

This has to be making Stella’s blood boil, but she doesn’t react. She doesn’t say anything at all, actually, just gives Levi a tight smile and stalks past her.

The first mistake I make tonight is not following immediately behind Stella. It means that, for thirty agonizing seconds, Levi and I are standing in front of the bonfire staring at each other.

“Hi,” she says, just like she did in the hall the other morning.

I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Hi.”

I was aiming for I don’t care about you at all and, actually, I’m bored of this whole party anyway, but my voice comes out barely audible, rough as sandpaper. Like I’ve forgotten how, on a mechanical level, to talk to her.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” Levi says.

“What?”

She clears her throat. “Like, unexpectedly. Like the other day.”

To think Levi Preston is trying with me is even worse, somehow, than thinking she doesn’t want to try at all. The fire’s lighting her up a glowy orange and I can’t look away from the way it flickers on and off her face.

“Are you going to be an asshole like you were the other day?”

She sucks her lips into her mouth, trying to hide a smirk.

“I’m letting you guys crash the party,” she says. “That’s not very asshole of me, is it?”

“You’re letting us—”

“Oh my god, Freddie was saying she wanted to get those the other day,” Stella yells from the other side of the firepit, gesturing toward me and cutting off what was going to be some kind of inarticulate rage spiral in Levi’s direction. “Come here!”

I want to say that I hold Stella off for a second and ream Levi out the way I want to. Instead, I rush over to where she’s calling, trying to cap my mortification at the fact that Levi just saw me being so completely at Stella’s beck and call at a solid medium. I swear it used to be more even than this, the three of us balancing each other’s demands and dreams without even having to try.

“I was just telling Seema that you were literally about to buy those shoes last week,” Stella says when I reach her, putting her arm around my waist and squeezing me tightly against her. It’s half reassurance, half reminder of what we’re supposed to be doing here tonight.

Coral Cove would tell you that we don’t believe in a hierarchy, that the queen bee trope is something for less evolved schools. But because Coral Cove is also at least an approximation of the real world, that’s bullshit. And we’ve long established that Levi’s the queen (I mean, they literally crowned her at homecoming), but you can’t create that without some kind of machine powering the whole operation.

Stella, as it happens, has managed to locate two out of three pieces of that machine.

I look down at Seema Baqri’s platform sandals. It’s true, Stella and I had had a discussion about those shoes last week. It’s just that the conversation was more along the lines of Who in their right mind would ever wear those?

“What are the odds?” I say, hoping I’m a decent enough liar to sound excited about these ugly fucking shoes.

“Some people just have taste, I guess,” Stella says. Seema beams and I try extremely hard to not roll my eyes.

Stella’s being smart about this—as far as Levi’s new friend group goes, Seema’s clearly the weakest link. She’s really, genuinely nice to everyone, she volunteers even though she doesn’t need to, she smells amazing (that one’s less of a point toward her being a weak link and more something I’m realizing now that I’m standing next to her), and she’s looking at Stella like they’re already best friends.

“You guys don’t usually come to these,” Seema says, and then makes a face at herself. “I didn’t mean that, like, What are you doing here, sorry! I just mean I don’t think I’ve seen you outside of school like this before.”

Stella stiffens a bit. She doesn’t like the reminder of how hard we’re trying, even if that’s not what Seema means. I cut in before she can do something disastrous like let them know how much she cares about all of this.

“We’re normally under lockdown,” I say. “Y’know, Ivies to get into, worlds to conquer, that whole deal.”

The possibility of Stella or me getting into an Ivy is laughable, but I know that Levi’s new friends care about that kind of thing. Predictably, Seema exchanges an impressed eyebrow raise with Hannah Green, the second member of Levi’s VP-tier of friends.

“That’s honestly so cool,” Seema says. I look at Hannah, who takes a sip of her drink. I can’t tell if she’s not impressed or if she’s trying to hide the fact that she’s impressed. “I wish I had, like, half an ounce of that willpower.”

“I mean, I guess it’s not that great,” Stella says with a self-deprecating little smile. “Since we’re here now.”

She’s playing this shockingly, terrifyingly well. For the first time, I wonder if Stella’s actually going to be able to pull this off, and the thought makes me shiver even though I’m standing by an open flame in Southern California.

“You deserve a break, though!” Seema says, already-big brown eyes going wide in rapturous admiration. It should come across as so fake, but there’s nothing fake about Seema. It’s why she’s gotten popular enough to reach this point, but not so popular that she would ever replace Levi.

“Work hard, play hard,” Hannah says. I still can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic. When I meet her eye for a second, she smirks, but I don’t know if I’m in on the joke or not.

“We study at my house most nights,” Stella says. Study is a very generous way of saying do edibles and watch mid-tier romantic comedies, but I don’t call her on it.

“Are you a plant sent by my father?” Hannah asks around a little smile. “He’s always telling me to make smart friends to hitch myself to.”

As if Hannah Green needs smart friends. She’s the kind of girl teachers swoon over and we all know it.

“If you guys want to join us sometime, you’re welcome to,” Stella says, managing to conceal the fact that she must want to do a backflip at the way Seema and Hannah are falling right into her whole thing right now. She pinches the skin just above my elbow, a microscopic freak-out and a reminder that we’ll be dissecting this conversation for the rest of the week.

“I bring a mean snack selection, if that sweetens the pot,” I add. That part, at least, is true.

“That would be so good,” Seema says, Disney-princess eyes beaming at the two of us. “How are you with calculus?”

“Oh, really, deeply terrible!” I say brightly, and Hannah actually laughs at that.

Before I realize what I’m doing, I look across the firepit.

It’s not an active decision, but as soon as I do it, I understand why. I want to know if she saw me making Hannah laugh. If she thinks I’m doing something funny and interesting. I’m looking for Levi. Still, always, looking for Levi. Even when I know I shouldn’t. Even when she’s gone. Even when she’s a dick.

Tonight, though, for the first time in years, Levi’s looking back at me.

She should be over here and she knows it—everyone else must think it’s weird that she’s not standing with her best friends, but Stella and I know what Levi owes us. Or, I don’t know, maybe I don’t. Recognition, maybe. If I was a different kind of person, I would say that we built Levi Preston, but that’s not true. She built us. We built each other. That’s why it feels so much like Stella and I are missing pieces now.

I break the gaze with a roll of my eyes, ignoring the little voice in my head that’s worried Levi sees it, that I hurt her feelings somehow. We established a long time ago that Levi doesn’t care about hurting anyone’s feelings. I shouldn’t, either.

So when Stella and I leave the party an hour later, and Seema says, “See you Monday!” from where she’s sitting beside Levi on a blanket, Stella and I smooth on our brightest, debutantiest smiles and say, “See you Monday!”






SEVEN


“What are you going to do if Levi shows up?”

“Push her down a flight of stairs and roll her body up into a roll of carpet, soap-opera style.”

“I know you’re joking, but it’s frightening that you had that locked and loaded.”

Stella and I are standing in her foyer waiting for Seema and Hannah to get here for all of that studying we definitely do every day. Stella’s been pacing the floor like a zoo animal for the last half an hour, trying to figure out if our snacks are hot girl enough.

“She probably will show up,” Stella says then. She’s stopped pacing and instead she’s staring, steely and resolved, at her front door. Like she’s daring Levi to knock on it, to step back into her life. “I told Seema she could invite anyone she wanted. Who else could anyone possibly include?”

“So … what, we just pretend like it’s not fucking weird for Levi to be in your house?”

“We act so friendly and nice that she won’t know what hit her,” Stella says. “She probably thinks we want to go off on her for everything that went down. If we’re sweet as pie, it’ll throw her off. If she reacts to it, she’ll look like the weird one.”

It’s genius, actually. So much so that, when the knock on Stella’s door finally comes ten minutes later, I’m vaguely devastated to see that Levi is here, hands awkwardly stuffed in her oversized hoodie’s front pocket.

“Hiiiiiii,” Stella rolls out, voice a perfect imitation of that Hot Girl Greeting. Half Valley girl, half 1950s hostess. I don’t know where they learn it, some kind of bizarre heirloom passed down from hot girl to hot girl across the generations.

There’s four of them in Stella’s house now: Levi, Seema, and Hannah, plus Ramona Lopez, Coral Cove’s answer to Megan Rapinoe except Puerto Rican and, somehow, slightly hotter. She hadn’t been at the party on Friday, but we all heard why at school today when the soccer team came screaming in wearing their jerseys and talking about the total annihilation of some other school last week.

Seema’s a hugger, squeezing Stella and then me. She’s so enthusiastic about it that it sets a precedent, because she’s followed by Hannah’s slightly more reluctant one and then Ramona’s (which, sorry, not to be a big ol’ lesbian pervert, but she has incredible arms and I don’t hate the situation).

However. That leaves one person who hasn’t greeted me and Stella, and she looks downright queasy about it.

At first I don’t think she’ll do anything, but I glance at Stella and catch her raising her eyebrows at Levi challengingly.

My heart stops for a second. That’s the closest any of us have ever gotten to acknowledging what’s been going on for the last two years.

Levi steps forward, plastering a smile across her face and side-hugging Stella like a Mormon. She manages to look casual about it, but I see the way Stella tenses.

But somehow, that’s not the wildest part of the whole thing. Because yeah, Levi hugs Stella, which is already so bizarre that I’m surprised we don’t get sucked down into the center of the earth somehow, but it’s what happens after that messes me up the most.

“Your house is so nice!” Seema says, looking around hungrily. Even if you’ve been around houses like this your whole life, it’s still a bit of a thrill to be let in to a new one. We all like to size one another up like this, the way our parents taught us to. It’s why I’d bet my mom’s Birkin that these girls have never been to Levi’s house.

She does it so smoothly that it takes me a second to realize what happened. But Levi steps forward, walking slightly past Stella and me, to put her arm around Seema’s shoulders.

“Isn’t it?” she asks. “It’s great to see you guys again.”

My first thought: It’s so weird that she’s just acting like this is normal.

My second thought, approximately five seconds later: WAIT A MINUTE, THAT BITCH SKIPPED MY HUG.

I instantly hate myself for even noticing it. What, am I going to be like, Where’s my hug? I can’t say anything, can’t question anything, and Levi knows it.

Everyone makes their way into Stella’s kitchen, Stella pointing in the general direction and then hanging back so that she can make a wide-eyed, outraged face at me.

Okay, at least she also thinks the hug thing was fucked up. Like, I always kind of thought that Levi’s problem was more with Stella than with me. The way I made myself hang back right from the beginning meant that, sometimes, there wasn’t enough of a relationship between Levi and me for there to be something for me to ruin. Stella was always the one at the forefront of everything, making our plans and pushing our buttons. I’ve always assumed that Stella was the problem.

Was it me?

I don’t have time to hate myself too much for that thought, because then we’re all in Stella’s room. Levi’s friends clearly do this a lot, because they fall into formation without thinking twice, setting up camp on Stella’s floor. The two of us sink down alongside them, both of us trying so hard to follow their lead that we end up in a horrific circular arrangement. I’m between Seema and Hannah, but Ramona is beside Hannah. That puts Levi and Stella directly beside each other.

If Stella feels any kind of way about it, she hides it well. The two of them busy themselves with getting out textbooks and binders, carefully lining up pens and basically doing anything that isn’t studying or looking at each other. I know it would be weird if they touched each other, but it seems weirder that they aren’t. Like, I’m nowhere near Seema, but that’s because that’s how we ended up sitting. It looks way too intentional with Levi and Stella, both of them definitely melting down on the inside about the fact that they’re so close to each other.

We settle in, and it actually looks like it could resemble normal, if you didn’t know what was going on behind the scenes. Me, Stella, and Levi are all pretending to study while glancing up at each other in varying combinations with varying amounts of awkwardness. Seema, Hannah, and Ramona are, as far as I can tell, all actually studying.

I grab my phone as subtly as I can manage and text Stella.

I guess hot girls actually give a shit about calculus.

Stella’s phone is sitting on top of an open binder, so when it vibrates it practically creates a new fault line. Seema and I jump at the same time and Stella glares daggers at me. She picks up her phone and slips it into her pocket without reading the message. I give her a what the fuck look from across our little circle, which she ignores.

“I’ll be right back,” Stella says, quiet, like she’s devastated to have to break their very important concentration. “Bathroom.”

I know she’s not going to be happy that she added that last bit. Sure enough, I catch her digging her fingernails into the palm of her hand on her way out the door.

She texts me back as soon as she’s out the door. Texting each other while we’re in the same room as all of them is mean girl shit. Plus, one of them might read it. We’ll debrief re: hug-gate once they leave.

Fair enough. I put my phone away, trying to follow Stella’s lead.

“Are you in afternoon Bio?” Levi asks the eerily quiet room. I ignore her, assuming she’s talking to one of her friends. It takes me a second too long to realize that she probably already knows her friends’ schedules, and she’s asking me.

What’s sadder: The fact that after how close we were, we talk to each other like strangers now, or the fact that my heart does a backflip when she talks to me at all?

Trick question! It’s actually secret option three: the fact that my brain immediately runs through a fantasy wherein this is how Levi and I become friends again and then, years down the line when Stella’s married to someone way, way hotter than Levi and has explicitly forgiven her no less than five times, we fall in love.

I hate myself. It’s fine.

“I’m not in Bio,” I tell her. My voice is clearer than I thought it would be, after all of that deeply pathetic inner turmoil.

“Oh,” Levi says. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

I tense immediately. “I’m sorry? What’s that supposed to mean?”

My brain starts flooding me with Bad stupid bad everyone’s making fun of you everyone knows you can’t pull this off everyone sees how hard it is and I only know one way to turn that off: stomping it—and the person who made me feel it in the first place—down into the ground. But Stella would kill me if I took things too far, too quickly.

“You’re not?” Hannah asks. “You seem science-y.”

What I want to say is, You think I look science-y because you think I’m a loser, and there’s something deeply rooted in popular high school kids to think that people who are quiet and friendless are also really smart. But, ha ha, gotcha, because I’m not cool or smart! Isn’t that fun!

“I didn’t mean anything by that,” Levi says, looking genuinely a bit mortified. “I’m sorry.”

She pushes up her hoodie sleeve to reveal a half-inch-long white scar on the inside of her wrist. “I was just remembering this. Freddie’s handiwork: eighth-grade science fair, lemon battery clock. Just a shitty joke, sorry.”

I roll my eyes, sucked up into Levi’s orbit without her even needing to try.

“You make it sound like I electrocuted you,” I say. “I just dropped the glue gun when we were working on our poster board.”

“I didn’t know you guys went to middle school together,” Hannah says. “Ramona, why didn’t you say anything?”

That’s true. Ramona had been there, too. Had watched me and Stella consume Levi and then welcomed her into her own life when Levi was finished with us.

I almost enjoy the way that makes Levi clam up. Stella was right—Levi can’t acknowledge what she did to us without losing her whole reputation as Coral Cove’s Mother Teresa.

“We did,” I say, just to make her squirm a little bit more. “Cedars girls, right Ramona?”

“Wait, were you guys friends?” Seema asks. She seems so excited at the idea that I almost feel bad for her.

I look up at Levi, trying to stare into her eyes challengingly without actively thinking about how green they are. I tilt my head just slightly.

Were we friends, Levi?

She swallows hard before breaking away from my stare and answering.

“Not really.” Casual as anything. “Like, we knew each other, obviously. We went to each other’s birthday parties and stuff, but, y’know, middle school.”



“We went to each other’s birthday parties and stuff? I’m going to kill her. I’m not being metaphorical this time. I want her dead. Let’s Heathers this bitch already.”

“You really talk about murder plots a lot for someone who’s also convinced her phone is listening to her conversations.”

“My phone is listening to my conversations. That’s why I get ads for criminal defense attorneys.”

It’s easy for us to be Freddie and Stella about the whole situation after Levi and her friends have left, but I feel like shit and I’m just trying to figure out how quickly I can get home without drawing suspicion from Stella.

Hearing Levi say that we weren’t even friends was every shitty thought I’ve ever had about myself rolled up into one perfectly nonchalant little aside. I can’t stop thinking about it, replaying it in my head and wondering how Levi could sound so casual. How she could say that we barely knew each other.

The only answer I can come up with is that it really was just that easy for her to leave Stella and me behind.

“She must have had that answer in her back pocket,” I say, half to myself. “It was, like, practiced. So easy. She was probably worried about what they’d think of her if they found out how close we were.”

“Ew, don’t say that.”

“What am I supposed to say? That we weren’t close? That we went to each other’s birthday parties and stuff?”

“Yes, I like this,” Stella says. “You’re pissed off.”

I want to say, No, I’m sad. But we don’t do sad.

“Use it,” Stella continues. “We’re gonna need it.”

All I want to do tonight is mope around in my room listening to music where men who can’t sing very well have big feelings. The last thing I want is to talk about Stella’s fucking plan, and my involvement in the whole situation.

“Why? Tonight went well, if you don’t think about the Levi shittiness. We got invited to Hannah’s birthday.”

Stella invited me to Hannah’s birthday, actually. She just responded to Hannah’s invitation with We’d love to come! And Hannah was too polite to clarify.

“That’s not enough,” Stella says immediately, meaning my chances of getting out of here within the next hour just vanished into thin air. “I realized it tonight. We’ll be able to pull this off—we’ll get hot, we’ll become friends with them, we’ll slot right in like we’ve been there the whole time. But where does that leave us?”

“… Exactly where you said you wanted to be?”

“No! It leaves us part of the group. And think about it: Levi’s friends are nice, but nice isn’t the same thing as impartial. When BG time rolls around, no one’s going to vote for us above them just because they think we’re one of them.”

It starts to piece together slowly for me, but I don’t like where it’s heading.

“So you want to…”

“It’s not about what I want to do.” Stella waves her hand in the air dismissively, starting to pace. Both incredibly dangerous. “It’s about the only way the plan can work. It’s like I said, we can’t just be options: We have to be the only options.”

My heart sinks. That’s exactly what I was afraid she was going to say.

Stella continues, oblivious to my inner turmoil. “Seema’ll be easy. She’s way too trusting to ever think someone was coming after her. I think the toughest one’s going to be Hannah, but I say we play it by ear and figure out what we can do about her when the time comes. We take them down one by one until we’re the last ones standing.”

“When the time comes?” I laugh uncomfortably, trying to bring this just a little bit out of the cartoon Disney villain thing Stella’s going for right now. “How exactly are you going to know when the time comes? You’ll get a message from the woodland creatures?”

When I look back on it, I know that this will be the moment I should have walked away. Because this is the moment when Stella looks at me and rolls her eyes—expected. What I don’t expect, though, is the look on her face in the brief moment we make eye contact before that. There’s nothing behind Stella’s eyes right now. She’s filled to the brim with revenge and anger and whatever the fuck she’s been stewing in since Levi left. She doesn’t have room for anything else. I should know better.

But there’s a reason why me and Stella have stayed friends. There’s a reason I stuck around even when Levi didn’t. There’s a reason why Stella knows she can talk like this, be like this around me.

She knows that, even when I don’t want to admit it, even when I pretend like it doesn’t exist, there’s a part of me that’s just as angry as she is. There’s a part of me that’s just as hungry to take Levi down, to make her friends collateral damage in this revenge plot, just because of the way it felt that first time, second year, to see Levi walk down the hall with that Levi Glow and want nothing at all to do with me.

I’m not as ready to jump right to the most extreme solution the way Stella is, but I’m here, aren’t I?

So when Stella says, “One at a time. Seema, then Ramona, then Hannah. All of them, then Levi.”

I say, “Okay.”






HOT GIRLS HAVE HOT GIRL HAIRCUTS







EIGHT


“If you try to get me to do a makeover montage, I will kill you and dump your body into the ocean.”

“As if that’s not exactly how I’m planning on going out anyway.”

When Stella gets to my house the Saturday morning after our extremely ill-fated study date, she’s carrying her Louis Vuitton Keepall, contents clanging metallically together. It’s 10:00 a.m., so I’m pretty reasonably sure that she hasn’t brought booze to this impromptu meeting, which can only mean one thing. I step aside and let her in, but only because that bag looks heavy and I know she’ll start hitting me with it if I don’t.

“We’re not doing this,” I say. “I am not doing the thing where we try out new makeup and we convince ourselves that it’ll make us totally different, better, cooler people. We stopped doing that when we were, like, thirteen, and even then it had gone on for too long.”

I don’t know what part of being a teenage girl and playing with makeup feels so embarrassing. It probably has something to do with the way Mr. Rossi doesn’t call on me in class when I raise my hand anymore, writing me off because I wanted to talk about something that didn’t interest him. According to Stella, she’s making real progress with Mrs. Dewitt, so, per usual, I’m the one destined to be left in the dust when she actually manages to snag a BG nomination.

“I wasn’t planning on any of that, thank you very much,” Stella says. “We aren’t going to play with makeup.”

“Okay, so—”

“Someone else more talented than us is going to play with it for us.”

It dawns on me then. “Oh, you’re here because you need a ride.”

Stella’s been my official passenger princess since the day I got my permit, and she doesn’t plan on changing that anytime soon. I don’t mind—she pays me for gas even though I don’t need her to and she brings good snacks—but I at least usually get a heads-up more than ten minutes in advance.

“We both have appointments with the makeup guy who does the most famous people, and then I have a hair appointment with the girl who does, like, Real Housewives and up. It was the best I could do on short notice.”

I take a moment to briefly thank any deities who might be listening that Stella didn’t make a hair appointment for me.

“Besides,” she says, already heading back down my driveway and toward my car—RIP my breakfast, I guess; I grab my keys and follow behind her—“your hair’s already working for you. You’ve got that bullshit oh-I’ll-just-throw-it-up-in-a-messy-bun hot thing.”

I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror once I get into the car and know, without a doubt, that Stella is my best friend in the world. No one else would call my current look hot. It’s more Look at this little goblin we found in an alley; I wonder if it has a good personality.

Stella directs me to a salon nearly an hour away, basically hidden behind a matte black door in the middle of suburbia somewhere. I eye her dubiously and she puts her hands up.

“I know!” she says. “I thought the address was weird, too! But their Instagram is wild and they had amazing reviews.”

We get buzzed in and the salon opens up in front of us, surprisingly sprawling compared to the entrance. There’s an extremely polished blond woman sitting behind a desk, looking so glossy a Bratz doll would be jealous.

Stella gives Cloe/Yasmin/I-Forget-the-Names-of-the-Other-Bratz-Dolls her booking reference and we’re ushered into a lounge playing weird electronic music. Big white boucle couches are dotted around the edge of the cream-and-beige room, and overall the whole effect is decidedly culty.

I’m about to ask why Stella had to drag me out of my house to come to whatever the hell this is when I realize we aren’t alone in the room.

“Oh my god, hi!” Seema says, looking genuinely thrilled to see the two of us. She gets up and does that little shuffle-walk you do when you have toe dividers on, giving us both tight hugs. I glare at Stella over Seema’s shoulder and she pretends not to notice.

“What are you guys doing here?” Seema says. I help her back to where she was sitting and she squeezes my arm gratefully before she sits down. “I thought this place was my little secret.”

“You tag the stylist when you get your hair cut,” Stella says.

The tiniest flicker of That’s a little fucking weird flashes across Seema’s face. Stella realizes her mistake instantly, cheeks going pink.

“I was looking for a new place, so when I found this one on Instagram, I started looking through their tagged photos and saw you! I didn’t think you’d be here today, though, that’s so funny.”

I don’t know how Stella could have possibly known Seema would be here today, but there’s no way this is actually a coincidence. Stella’s right on schedule: befriend the chirpy, unassuming one as a way into Levi’s friend group. Poor Seema is our Trojan horse.

Stella doesn’t have much of a chance to act on whatever her plan might be for Seema today, though, because nearly as soon as we sit down, a woman comes into the room.

I recognize her immediately: She makes these videos of her clients before and after she does their hair that keep going viral because everyone’s so happy in them it makes them cry. I, personally, am of the belief that they keep going viral because her clients happen to be incredibly hot, but maybe I’m just being cynical.

Stella’s plan falls into place in my head now: She’ll be the star of this girl’s next mega-popular post (Stel’s been able to cry on command ever since she went through a phase when we were kids where she wanted to be a soap actor and taught herself through pure willpower) and walk away with a hot girl haircut to boot. The fact that Seema’s here is just icing on the cake.

“How are you?” Seema asks once Stella’s gone. “I feel like I see you guys everywhere now! Thanks for helping me out the other day, by the way.”

I hadn’t exactly helped Seema out when we all studied together, but I did a pretty convincing job of pretending like it mattered to me whether she passed Spanish. I guess it paid off.

“No problem,” I say. I feel gross and fake when I smile at her, but I’m not actually doing anything wrong. Stella’s the one with the grand plans here, and whatever she’s planning to do to Seema is going to pale in comparison with what Levi has coming to her.

“I’m really glad you guys came to Levi’s party the other night,” Seema says. “We’ve never really had the chance to hang out like that.”

I think she’s actually being serious, but the unpopular high school kid in me wants to scoff and remind her that the reason we never get the chance to hang out is because she never talks to me.

“Yeah, it was nice,” I say, pushing that other, less cool version of me down. “Thanks for welcoming us like that.”

“Oh my god, of course,” Seema says, looking horrified at the thought that she might not be including someone. “Levi always says that anyone who wants to come is always welcome. We aren’t, like, exclusive like that, y’know?”

I can think of about a hundred girls who weren’t at the party who’d beg to differ.

“Levi was happy to see you guys,” Seema barrels on. “She kept asking about you after you left! I think she felt bad she didn’t have a chance to talk to you.”

I know that Seema’s bullshitting me, just saying what she thinks she’s supposed to say. But it doesn’t stop my heart from racing, just the teeniest tiniest bit, at the thought of Levi telling her friends she was hoping to talk to me.

“That’s nice of her,” I say, because I have no idea what else I’m supposed to say.

“When she saw that we’d been talking she started asking me a bunch of stuff about you,” Seema says. “And then after Monday she asked if I had your number, but I realized that I don’t!”

I blink, trying to process all of that information without making it seem like I’m processing anything.

Seema must mean that Levi wanted to know why the hell Stella and I were at the party. She probably wanted to know what we were doing, inviting her and her friends to Stella’s house like nothing is different. There’s no way she was actually asking about me—or asking for my number in any real way.

“Oh, you can have it if you want,” I say, choosing to pretend like Seema hadn’t mentioned Levi at all and going for the response that I know will make Stella the happiest instead.

“Yes please!” Seema says. “I need to be in close contact with anyone I hang out with so they can rescue me when I get lost. Not if, when. I have the worst sense of direction, like you wouldn’t even believe it. I once got lost in a car dealership.”

What Seema isn’t saying is that her dad owns a fleet of car dealerships all over the state. She just expects me to know that already, and I do because that’s how we all operate. Even if you’ve never spoken to a girl before in your life, you know who she is. That’s why Levi was so interesting to everyone.

I put my number into Seema’s phone, and just when I start to think I managed to actually contribute something to Stella’s plan, Seema opens her mouth again.

“But you and Levi know each other, right?”

Some kind of response starts to come out of my mouth, but doesn’t manage to make its way out.

Shit. I can’t sit here gaping at Seema because I don’t know how to define my relationship with Levi. That’s gonna get bad fast.

Instead, I opt to be mature and smart about the situation.

“Oh, I forgot I need to tell Stella something!” I say. “I’m so sorry, it’s an emergency. She needs to know right away.”

And I all but sprint out of the room, following the pounding bass they pump out into the salon rooms until I find Stella and the vaguely famous hairstylist chatting to each other.

“Hi, bunny,” Stella says when she sees me in the mirror. Her blond waves have been chopped to a long bob and she’s leaning on her hand while she chats to the stylist, who’s giving noncommittal hum responses.

Wait.

“We’re just finishing up, right?” Stella says. The stylist hums again, adding a distracted nod to the mix.

“Uh, Stel?” I ask. I don’t want to be the person to bring this up, but I also fear for the lives of everyone in this building if I don’t.

“Do you love it?” she asks. Oh god, she’s smiling so widely.

“Have you been sitting like that the whole time?”

The stylist freezes.

“You haven’t, have you?”

Stella lifts her hand off her cheek, and oh fuck, it’s so much worse than I thought it would be.

One side of her hair comes to just above her chin. The other is resting on top of her shoulders.

“How could that possibly have happened?” I ask. “How did neither of you notice that?”

Stella’s still staring at herself in the mirror, looking completely shell-shocked. The stylist quickly grabs her phone and, I assume, deletes the video she was recording that now has the potential to show the internet that she’s kind of shitty at her job.

“I can even it out!” the stylist says.

“Do not fucking touch my hair again,” Stella says. The stylist seems to realize the grave danger she’s in and backs away slowly.

“I need you to be honest about this,” Stella says once she’s gone, still using that same vaguely numb voice. “I need you to tell me how bad it actually is.”

“No, it’s not actually that bad! It’s, like … European?”

Stella slowly swivels in her salon chair to meet my eye, glowering like I’ve never seen before.

“Are you trying to Fleabag me?”

“… What?”

“Fleabag, Freddie! The part in Fleabag where her sister gets the shitty haircut and she tells her it looks fucking French to make her feel better, you fucking asshole!”

“… Shit, I forgot you watched Fleabag.”

“I’m bisexual, Freddie, of course I watched fucking Fleabag!”

The Real Housewives never had to put up with any of this shit.

“Shit,” I say. “Shit, okay. What do you want to do?”

“Die.”

“What do you want to do that won’t have a former Disney star playing me in a Lifetime movie?”

“Do you think if we combined trust funds we’d have steal-a-jet-and-start-anew-in-Boca-Raton money?”

I’m trying to figure out how to get Stella to give me a serious answer when her meltdown is interrupted by a voice in the doorway.

“I just wanted to pop in and say b—oh!”

Oh Jesus. I turn to look in slow motion, watching Seema notice Stella’s hack-job and then try to pretend like it looks normal.

“That’s really cool, Stella!” she says. Even Seema can’t put a shine on this. Stella drops her head into her hands and groans.

“There was a leaning situation,” I explain. “The stylist didn’t notice until … this.”

“Oh,” Seema says. She looks back and forth between me, Stella, and the egregious space between her left shoulder and the bottom of her hair. “Okay! Okay. It’s not that bad!”

Before I can even register what’s going on, Seema grabs Stella’s salon chair with both hands and spins her so she’s facing the mirror again. She peers at her closely while Stella and I make what the fuck eye contact in the mirror.

“Do you trust me?” Seema asks, a glint in her eye I don’t think I’ve ever seen before.

Stella barely has time to say uh before Seema grabs the scissors from the banished stylist’s station and makes the first decisive snip.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” I ask. Stella, for her part, seems to be frozen in fear. She looks about two seconds away from passing out like one of those fainting goats.

“Not really,” Seema says. “I just feel like if you do something confidently enough, it works out.”

“Absolutely wild time to test that theory,” I mutter, but Seema continues flitting around Stella’s frozen head. Little blond clumps drift to the floor and I feel a bead of stress-sweat roll down my lower back.

“Okay,” Seema says. She puts her hand on the top of Stella’s head and ruffles, sending her curls out in a million different directions.

She looks … astonishingly better than I thought she would, considering Seema is a seventeen-year-old with zero experience and a can-do attitude. It’s far from the perfect, hot girl haircut Stella had in mind this morning, but it’s definitely better than what it looked like ten minutes ago.

“Are you a witch?” Stella asks, blinking at Seema in the mirror. For a second, her plan-mask slips, and I can see that she’s actually impressed. If I squint, this could be any normal day, any group of friends, any future joke.

“No,” Seema sighs. “I tried in middle school and my parents threatened to send me to India for the summer. I can barely handle summer here, so I took down the altar.”

Stella and I don’t say anything, because, uh, what the fuck do you say to that, but Seema doesn’t seem to mind.

“Anyway, I was just saying goodbye!” she says, back to her chirpy self. “Stella, I told Freddie earlier that it’s been so nice to see you guys more lately. Let’s keep doing that!”

Stella blinks again, trying to figure out how her perfect, planned day turned into her worst hair day ever turned into whatever the hell this conversation is. I watch her slip back into her part, a smooth, vacant smile stretched across her face.

“Yes please! I’ll DM you!”
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I had a brief stint in first year where I decided I was going to be a magazine editor, before I remembered that magazine editors are, based on the knowledge I have from mid-2000s rom-coms, overworked, underpaid, and generally frazzled. I’m already frazzled; I don’t need to make a career out of it.

However, part of that brief dream meant that I volunteered for the Schooner, Coral Cove’s student paper. I thought I’d help with the layout and maybe eventually work my way up to some kind of column situation (again, my understanding of print media is entirely Katherine Heigl based), but what actually ended up happening was the school kept using us as cheap labor to make brochures for the admissions faculty. I spent hours staring at nearly identical images of the campus, trying to figure out which one would make rich parents pour money into us.

It means that, even though I’m decidedly not the target audience for about 96 percent of them, I have an intricate knowledge of what Coral Cove refers to as its amenities.

(Honestly. Amenities, like we’re the fucking Four Seasons.)

So when Stella says we’re going to the gym before class on Monday, I know what it’s going to look like, but that’s about where my knowledge ends.

“Doesn’t it … I don’t know, perpetuate something to say that hot girls work out?” I ask, finishing the question with a big yawn that I immediately regret since it sucks way too much sweaty-smelling gym air into my system.

Stella rolls her eyes at me. “It’s not the results of the workout, it’s the fact that the workout happened in the first place. Then you say shit like, It’s so important to move your body in that really fucking irritating way hot girls who work out are allowed to say.”

“Oh, I hate that one,” I say. “Up there with It’s just about building inner strength.”

“Runner’s high,” Stella offers.

“Have you tried doing yoga?” we both screech in identical, mocking yowls. That’s been a favorite of ours since Stella’s old therapist cracked it out back in middle school the first time her dad got caught cheating.

“All we need to do is walk on a treadmill for, like, half an hour and talk to Ramona,” Stella says, focusing up now that we’re walking out of the locker room and into the main gym. “We’ll tell her my gym at home’s being retiled or something, and she won’t suspect a thing.”

Even though I’m not a gym person, I can admit that ours is pretty cool. One of the parents on the alumni board went on this big health kick in the Michelle Obama era and paid to have the whole thing completely redone. Everything’s cream and seafoam, Coral Cove’s official colors (I always thought the seafoam thing was a bit on the nose, but what do I know?), and the machines are pristine and obviously expensive, shined and polished by the staff every night. Before and after school there’s a fully operational juice and coffee bar and lounge. If you were into that kind of thing, this place would be your heaven.

Which is why it’s not surprising to see Ramona powering along on an elliptical as soon as we turn the corner from the lounge to the gym.

“Easy,” Stella says smugly. She drops her Keepall on the ground and strips off her hoodie and trackpants, revealing a brand-new lavender sports-bra and bike-shorts set.

“Are you fucking kidding me,” I say.

Stella looks at me over her shoulder. “What?”

I gesture down at myself, where I’m wearing a baggy Coral Cove gym shirt and basketball shorts.

“You didn’t tell me we were getting new clothes for this! You look like a goddess and I look like your shitty boyfriend who doesn’t deserve you.”

“You look fine.”

“I look like Adam Sandler and we both know it, you asshole.”

It’s incredible how much Stella looks the part dressed like this. Her hair is starting to settle in a bit more, and the little ponytail she can just about manage to put it in makes her look downright adorable, a couple of loose curls framing her face. And that’s not even considering the fact that she’s managed to find some kind of holy-grail sports bra that even I have to make a conscious effort to avert my eyes from.

“When did you even buy this?” I ask, still pouting as Stella leads me to an elliptical. She looks like she belongs here so much that I wonder if she’s been secretly sneaking off to do Hot Girl Workouts the whole time. (Then I remember how often we’ve both been late to class because we’ve been getting coffee and shit-talking our classmates and that sort of shuts that down, but still.)

“Oh, I’ve had it for ages,” she says breezily, which I don’t buy for a second but is exactly what a hot girl you compliment at the gym would say. Damn, she’s good.

Ramona has headphones on, so she doesn’t notice Stella and me standing behind her. There’s only one other machine next to her, and Stella immediately raises a finger to her nose.

“Yeah, you don’t actually need to call it,” I tell her, rolling my eyes. “I wasn’t really desperate for Ramona to see how unathletic I am in screaming, vibrant color today, anyway.”

“Fine,” Stella says. “In that case, talk to her.”

At first I think she’s still talking about Ramona and I prepare for a fight, but then Stella gestures across the gym, where a girl with a familiar head of incredibly shiny black hair (in a sleek ponytail, currently) is sprinting full tilt on a treadmill.

Stella slaps me on the ass, skipping off to go be a menace to Ramona and leaving me alone in the middle of the gym.

I approach Seema carefully, unsure whether people who can run like this need quiet to focus on the fact that they’re doing something I think would actually kill me. When I get on the treadmill next to her and clip myself in, I try to stare straight ahead for a minute and let her see me. She’s always been the one to say hi first, the three times in my entire life we’ve spoken, so I figure it makes more sense to fall into that again.

But when a few minutes pass—Seema still sprinting like she’s running from the law, me pretending I’m warming up with a brisk walk—and Seema still hasn’t noticed me, I risk glancing over at her.

“Oh,” I say without meaning to.

Seema’s face is bright red from the exhaustion of her workout, but she’s also crying, tears dotted along the front of her tank top and running down her neck. She has her eyes squeezed shut and her face scrunched up impossibly tight.

Suddenly, her hands slam down onto the treadmill bars and squeeze until I think her knuckles will pop out of the skin. She pushes herself up and away from the track, planting her feet on either side and breathing heavily. As she turns the treadmill off and wipes her face, I recognize this for what it is.

I’m not a runner, but I know what it looks like when someone’s trying to get their shit together after a breakdown.

I don’t really know what Seema’s going to do when she realizes I’m standing beside her trying not to stare, so I tap her on the shoulder.

She jolts, ripping her headphones off. When she sees me, there’s the quickest little flash of panic, realization that I saw her like that without her permission.

I really wish I’d agreed to take on Ramona.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Hi!” she says, but it’s too thick, too on-the-edge. She clears her throat, rubbing her face with both hands like she was only sweating. She’s breathing so hard I think I might see her heart actually fly out of her chest at some point. “What are you doing here?”

“Stella’s gym at home is being retiled,” I say automatically. It’s annoying how useful that excuse is, actually. “We thought we’d come here today instead.”

“Oh,” Seema says. She flicks her eyes around the room, wondering who else might have seen her.

“Do you want to go sit for a second?” I offer. Seema thinks about it, probably weighing the fact that she wants to go and sit against the fact that she doesn’t really know me.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I continue. “Or you can, if you want. Either way.”

Seema tries to hide a little smile, nodding and hopping off the treadmill. I unclip myself and follow her out to the lounge, making eye contact with Stella (who gives me an owlishly excited big-eyed look that I ignore) on our way out.

Seema gets some kind of frappé at the counter, which feels like a deeply bad idea after you’ve just Usain Bolted away from a meltdown, but I’m not in any position to comment about what she’s eating since this is my third coffee of the day and it’s 7:00 a.m.

We sit down at a table in the otherwise empty lounge—I think everyone at Coral Cove wants to think they’re the type of girl who gets up early to go to the gym, but very few of us actually are.

I’m fully anticipating sitting here in awkward silence while the two of us finish our drinks and then go on our merry ways, but Seema starts talking pretty much as soon as we sit.

“Sorry you saw that,” she says. “I texted Ramona in the middle of the night and she thought it might help for me to exercise it out of my system. Runner’s high or whatever, right?”

“Sure,” I say, stifling any previous shittiness I may have just expressed about the term runner’s high. “Did it help?”

Seema thinks about it, but then her lip quivers. She seems to consider being strong through it but then admits defeat, putting her head in her hands. Her shoulders shake a little and I have no clue what to do about it.

“Oh Jesus,” I say, which probably doesn’t help. “I’m sorry.”

Seema looks up, laughing through the tears that just erupted. “What are you apologizing for?”

“I don’t actually know. Just, like, sorry shit’s bad? I assume?”

She laughs again. This time, she grabs a napkin from the table and wipes her eyes.

“I had it out with my parents last night,” she says. “Well, they had it out with me, anyway.”

“Oh,” I say. You can pretty much run under the assumption that most of the kids at this school have complicated relationships with their parents, but we aren’t usually so forthcoming about it.

“I had a Spanish test the other day,” she continues. “I’d been really worried about it for weeks, but when I got it back on Friday it turned out I got a ninety-eight. I was so excited.”

“Shit,” I say. “I know parents can be strict, but getting pissy about a ninety-eight feels a bit extreme.”

Seema smiles and it looks like the saddest thing in the world. “They would have been fine with that, but then my brother came home.”

I know that Dev, Seema’s brother who goes to the boys’ school, is pretty popular and pretty smart and pretty well liked, but I couldn’t pick him out of a lineup the same way I couldn’t with any of the other guys over there. The schools are connected in brochure alone—if you’re like me and you don’t want much to do with them, you can get away with never interacting.

“He got an eighty-five on a computer science project and it was like he’d just, like, invented science. They were practically throwing themselves at his feet. And it’s just always like that, y’know? He’s decent at the thing that’s gonna make him even fucking richer, so everything he does—even some half-decent grade on a project—makes him their hero.”

I start to respond, but Seema’s not finished. “And it’s like that with everybody! Growing up all of my friends had crushes on him. Girls in middle school would try to be my friend just so they could hang out with him. He’s going to go to an Ivy and found some start-up that, like, just reinvents something that already fucking exists and it won’t matter what I do because it’s not good enough. Everyone chooses him before me.”

“I wouldn’t,” I say honestly. “I don’t think that means much to you since I don’t know your brother and I think it’s pretty clear from everything about me that I wouldn’t normally choose to spend time with a guy for fun, but I wouldn’t.”

Seema finally looks up from where she’d been staring down at the table and I’m beyond relieved that she’s smiling. I only really know how to talk Stella down; I didn’t know if those skills were transferrable.

“Sorry for dumping all of this onto you,” she says. “Thank you for listening.”

“Yeah, of course,” I say. “I’m an only child, but I spent a lot of time watching movies about siblings to figure out what I was missing while I was growing up, so I basically have a master’s degree in it.”

Seema’s phone buzzes on the table before she can reply to me, a message from a social media account I don’t follow. She opens it, keeping her phone on the table, and it’s a message from Levi. A picture: her squinting into the early-morning sun and shielding her face with one arm. White text is slashed across her face.

Way too fucking early dude you better still be sad when I get there (love you)

Not hanging out with Levi was hard at first, but it got easier the angrier I became. It’s not like I never see her, anyway—it’s pretty hard to avoid the most popular girl in school—so I forced myself to get used to seeing Levi from afar, glaring at her behind her back, pretending like I don’t notice when she walks past me in the halls.

What I’m not used to is the fucking candids.

As far as I know, Levi isn’t actively trying to send thirst trap pictures to Seema, which means this is just what she looks like, which means I’m going to have to become one of those weed-smoking nuns I read about a few years ago.

“I sort of rallied the troops,” Seema says, swiping away from the photo and sending Levi a bunch of pink heart emojis.

“I better get going,” I say. “I need to shower and change, and my first-period teacher hates me now, so—”

“Do you have a problem with Levi?” Seema asks. “You get really weird when she comes up.”

I hadn’t realized Seema was that perceptive, but it’s also possible I’ve been extremely, weirdly obvious about whatever combination of feelings I have for Levi at any given moment. So that’s embarrassing.

“I don’t have a problem with her,” I say, trying to tread carefully. If I go too hard on the anti-Levi front, Stella’s plan will be over before it begins. If I go too far the other way, Seema’s going to have the three of us going to, like, a paint-your-own-pottery night. “We’re just not close.”

“There you guys are!” Stella says, too loudly, sitting down beside me with Ramona somewhat reluctantly trailing behind her. She sits beside Seema and slings an arm over her shoulders, which Seema leans into gratefully.

“Ramona was just telling me that Levi was on her way,” Stella says. There’s no way the look she’s giving me is subtle enough to go unnoticed. “I was explaining that you had to get to class early because of your whole thing with Rossi.”

Actually, I’ve been getting to first period as late as humanly possible, slipping in at the last possible second and then getting out of there as early as I can without getting in trouble. The less contact I have with Rossi, the better.

But the less contact I have with Levi, the better my chances of surviving until my high school graduation become, so.

“Yeah, it’s a whole thing,” I say, parroting Stella because I don’t know what else to say.

“Well, if it’s a whole thing,” Ramona says. Am I making up the look she’s giving me? Is she smirking?

“It’s … yeah,” I say, and I let Stella usher me out of the gym before Levi graces us with her presence.
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If I was worried about embarrassing myself looking sloppy and unathletic in the gym this morning, I shouldn’t have been. What I should have been worried about was the fact that, after I was forced to run before 7:00 a.m., I still had to go to fucking Film Theory. The one class I used to be excited about, and now I basically try to smuggle myself in and out so I don’t have to make eye contact with Mr. Rossi since he hates me.

To be fair, I’m not exactly his biggest fan anymore, either. It should be illegal for film bros to have teaching degrees.

So when, at the end of class, Mr. Rossi says, “Freddie, can I talk to you for a sec?” I’m immediately filled with dread.

I think about what might happen if I say, No, actually, go fuck yourself. I’m mad at Mr. Rossi—not go-fuck-yourself mad, but mad enough—and I don’t know if it would be worth the effort to pretend like I’m not. I’m not exactly in the mood to be told that my taste is immature and useless or whatever else Rossi might have to say today.

But even though I’m not a straight A student, I’m still too much of a people pleaser to be able to do any of that. I stand in front of Rossi’s desk after everyone’s left, shifting uncomfortably under the weight of my backpack.

“I haven’t handed in any new work,” I say. “You have to wait until I do that to tell me it sucks, right?”

Rossi’s mouth goes tight, and he averts his eyes. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I owe you an apology.”

I don’t think anyone over the age of twenty-five has said those words to me in my entire life. I don’t actually know what to do with it, so I’m just kind of standing there blinking at him like I’m staring into the sun.

“I read the paper I gave you a zero on,” he says. “I’m used to kids writing about movies like that just because they figure it’s an easy grade; they’ve watched it before, so they can whip up a basic plot summary, get AI to do the rest of the work, and hope I can’t tell the difference. Or they think it’s funny to try and analyze a movie that’s a big joke to them. I got sick of it and I thought you’d done the same thing, but I shouldn’t have assumed that.”

“You shouldn’t have,” I agree.

“I gave you a ninety on the paper,” he says. “I’m hoping that works by way of apology.”

I pretend to consider it for a second. “I’ll take it if it means we can watch Twilight in class.”

He laughs. “You know, if someone said that to me before I read your paper, I would have laughed in their face. But you made some really interesting points. I think that was the first time I actually wanted to watch it.”

“I want to clarify that I like more movies than that,” I say. “This isn’t, like, a weird fan thing. I just don’t think it was fair of you to assume something was beneath you just because of its target audience. Even if something doesn’t seem artistic to you, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have any meaning.”

I’m probably pushing my luck with this. I should just take the apology (and the grade that’s going to push my average in this class way above any of my other classes) and run. But Mr. Rossi smiles even wider when I say that. I don’t know who body-snatched him, but I hope they’re not in a hurry to bring him back.

“That’s a great point, yeah,” he says. “And it’s kind of the other part of why I wanted to talk to you. Do you know what the Thibodeaux School is?”

I blank for a second, but then the vague college research my mom made me do when I started high school slots itself into place. The Thibodeaux School. A deeply fancy film and performing arts school that’s so hard to get into I stopped researching halfway down the PDF brochure I downloaded. More EGOT winners than any other college in the world. Even if the idea of it sounded exciting, there wasn’t any use getting too interested in something I was never going to have. The fact that it’s in London wasn’t even relevant—I’d be surprised if I was even allowed to apply with my seriously unimpressive school résumé.

“Yeah,” I say, looking away from Mr. Rossi’s face. I don’t want to be the one to tell him that he’s barking up the wrong tree, but I also don’t want to waste either of our time. “I don’t think I’d get into somewhere like that, honestly.”

“But you’d want to go if you did get in?” he asks. “You’d want to be in the industry like that?”

I fold my arms across my chest self-consciously. “I mean, if I’d get in and they’d let me do it, sure.”

I’m not the kind of person who has a clear-cut dream and the kind of determination it takes to get to it. I’m the kind of person who knows what she wants, on some murky, hidden level, but who also knows that most people don’t get what they want. If I was going to make movies, I’d just end up like all the other rich kids who think they have something profound to say, making short films about nothing and pretending they aren’t fully funded by their parents.

“I could tell how much you loved what you were talking about in that paper,” Mr. Rossi says. “It went beyond a vague interest.”

I shrug, but Mr. Rossi goes on, undeterred. “Thibodeaux hosts a summer program for high school students. Eight weeks in London taking sample classes and working on a short film for a showcase at the end of the summer. You’re right that the rest of your grades aren’t necessarily at the level they’d like them to be, but I know a couple of the professors there. If you’re interested in applying, I can write you a letter of recommendation for the summer program. And then, who knows? Maybe you’ll impress them the way you impressed me.”

I rack my brain trying to think about when the last time a teacher told me I impressed them was. It’s possible it’s never happened before.

I know I should jump at something like this: the opportunity to do something as big and serious as go to London for the summer and be around Movie People—Film People, they’d probably call themselves. I’d pretend it annoyed me for the first week, the silly American, but then I’d start doing it, too, and we’d get to talk about movies all day; to make movies all day.

But I can’t leave. Not my mom, alone in the house we both know is too big for us. Not Stella—especially not if Levi wins the BG after all. She’d never admit it, but I know that Stella’s biggest fear is me running away the same way Levi did. At least Levi stayed on the same continent after she left.

If I’m being offered something like this, I know what I should do. But I also know what I have to ask for instead.

“Actually,” I say, “instead of that, could you maybe … endorse me for the BG?”

Rossi makes a face, a little taken aback that I’ve come out and asked him.

“I mean, I can,” he says, sounding unconvinced but also like he doesn’t want to offend me any more than he already has. “I’ll be honest with you, though, I’m pretty sure Levi Preston has that sewn up.”

I grimace. “Yeah, that’s fine. I’d just like to be on the long list.”

That’s good enough—I’ll have done what I needed to do to make sure Stella knows that I tried my best. From there, when no one votes for me and I don’t make it to the short list, it won’t be because I didn’t try. At least I was there. At least Stella will know I’m not going to leave her.

“Sure,” Rossi says, still sounding a bit confused by the direction this conversation has taken. “But you know this wasn’t a one-favor-only situation, right? If you want to go to Thibodeaux, I can still help you apply.”

I look down at his desk again. “I don’t think I really want to go to college abroad.”

Rossi takes that in. “Okay,” he eventually says. “No one’s making you go to college abroad. But I already emailed you the application forms for the summer program, and I can get you a letter of recommendation by next week. Do whatever you want with them.”

I try to plaster on that smile Stella’s figured out that makes adults think she’s definitely listening to them and her life is definitely being changed by their words of wisdom.

“Just the BG thing would be great if you could, thanks.”






HOT GIRLS HAVE TATTOOS







ELEVEN


There’s something important you need to understand about how rich girls operate.

People have these ideas in their heads about what we get up to—California girls with new-money parents, big houses with a shiny new car in the driveway on our sixteenth birthday? You watch us on TV and they tell you that we’re evil, that we’re reckless, that we’re out of control. That all we do is whine about the things we don’t have even though it looks like we already have everything. Maybe, depending on what it is you’re watching, we’re sad underneath it all. Maybe we have hidden depths.

Maybe we’re just bitches.

Either way, it’s all wrong. We aren’t any of those things. Not in any way that matters, anyway. What we are is bored and unsupervised. That’s what leads to all the rest of it: The ability to do whatever we want without someone watching over our shoulder. The ability to invent ourselves before other kids are allowed to do the same thing. What most people do in college, we get to figure out for ourselves in high school.

Which is why it doesn’t surprise me for a second when Stella and I get to Hannah’s birthday party and notice two things: Her parents are clearly nowhere to be seen, and there’s an agonizingly hot tattoo artist setting up shop in her living room. Things like the legality of getting underage tattoos without express parental consent are for other kids. Hannah Green can have some Instagram-famous fine-line tattoo artist come to her birthday party if she wants to.

“I know I’m supposed to make some kind of snide comment about how gross it is that we can bend the rules like this,” I mutter to Stella as we both check out the flash sheet the artist brought with her, “but this is fucking cool.”

“Happy birthdaaaaay,” Stella says then, cutting me off and becoming an entirely different person in the blink of an eye. Hannah comes to sit down and Stella reaches into her bag and pulls out a little box. (It’s gold earrings we picked out in a panic last night when we realized we had no idea what Hannah would want for her birthday. We figured it was as good a bet as any.)

“Stop it,” Hannah says, “These are so cute!”

Gone is the Hannah Green from the bonfire. This Hannah makes much more sense beside Levi—smart, sarcastic, but genuinely nice underneath it all. I can imagine what Stella must be thinking, mentally jotting down whatever little weakness she can see in these girls so she knows how to screw them over later.

Stella and Hannah actually seem to fit together, or at least they do when Stella’s changed every facet of her personality specifically to align with Hannah as a person.

Or what we know about Hannah, anyway. Of the three of Levi’s friends, Hannah’s always been the biggest question mark to me. She transferred to Coral Cove from some East Coast prep school, and she’s lived under the cloud of new girl new girl new girl new girl chatter that pops up whenever someone breaches the Coral Cove bubble. I don’t know if any of them ever shake it—Levi was still the new girl when we left middle school.

I know that Hannah has a twin brother who goes to the boys’ school, and I’ve heard rumors that range from They moved because he did a stint in juvie to They moved because Hannah’s parents tried to send him to a conversion camp and Gabe sued them into submission. Seema and Ramona are easy to understand—Seema’s loyal, Ramona’s the star athlete—but I don’t know, exactly, how Hannah fits into all of it.

Levi comes and sits on Hannah’s other side, swinging her arm around her shoulders.

“Hey, birthday girl,” she says. Hannah beams at her, leaning her head on Levi’s shoulder.

Wait.

Fuck.

Stella and I are sitting squished close together, so it’s not noticeable when she darts her hand out to squeeze my arm: universal code for What the FUCK.

We haven’t been 100 percent sure how Hannah fits in with Levi’s group, but everyone’s going to make room for their queen’s girlfriend.

My stomach is puddled around my ankles somewhere. Levi’s never dated anyone, as far as we’ve been aware, but that almost makes this worse. That means they’re serious enough for Levi to be acting like this, to be making her claim at a party.

Jesus, making her claim? Who thinks shit like that?

I get up without really deciding I’m going to get up, walking away from Levi and the rest of the living room and finding my way into the kitchen, where a few of Hannah’s other friends—girls who aren’t necessarily Levi and co’s level of royalty, but second-string players who people generally agree are cool enough and nice enough to be here—are hanging out. I probably could have written the guest list myself.

“Do I have Physics with you?” Marlee McGowan, who I’ve known for at least five years, asks me when she sees me.

I just about control the urge to roll my eyes at her. The problem with the second-stringers is they haven’t learned that, if they want to reach the heights Levi has, they have to be genuinely nice to people (or, y’know, at least convince everyone else that they’re genuinely nice). Some of them—Marlee included, evidently—think they can get ahead by being that kind of low-key, under-the-radar bitchy.

“I don’t take science,” I say, but Marlee must know that because I’m pretty sure the physics class is only like twelve people.

“That’s so weird,” Angela Stewart says. “You have such a, like, science vibe.”

I pick up a nauseatingly green smoothie from a tray, hiding a deep, you-shouldn’t-hit-people-at-parties breath behind a fake sip.

“Are you getting something done today?” Marlee asks then. I’m starting to feel a bit like one of those sad little fish you see in nature documentaries just before they get ripped in half by a great white.

“Yeah,” I say. “One of the little flowers.”

“Cute!” Angela says. She holds her wrapped wrist out to me. “It looks like shit right now, but I got my angel numbers.”

Of course you did, I think, and then try to remember I swore off that not-like-other-girls bullshit in the ninth grade.

“Freddie?” A voice I don’t recognize calls from the living room. It’s not hard to figure out it’s my turn to get tattooed—first of all, I know all of the voices here otherwise, and second of all, no one but Stella is going to be asking for me anytime soon. I make my way in and, sure enough, the artist’s reset her station. She smiles at me when I come into the room, and I trip over my own big lesbian feet and fall face-first into Hannah’s plushy sectional.

It’s a soft landing physically, at least.

“Sorry,” I say nonsensically, my face heating up. Stella shoots up from where she was sitting (alone, now; I refuse to think about where Levi and Hannah—sorry, birthday girl—might be) and rushes to my side.

“Be fucking cool,” she hisses.

“I’m fine, Stel, thanks so much.”

It’s not my fault the tattoo artist is wearing a backward baseball cap she’s tucked the ends of her short hair into and she has tattoos up and down both her arms and she’s wearing a black tank top, alright? I’m only human. There’s only so much one irritatingly single dyke can do with what she’s given.

“What are we doing?” the artist asks. She has a little stand on top of her toolbox with her social profiles listed on it, but I still can’t figure out what her name is. Rude, honestly. How am I supposed to imagine our blissful married life if I don’t even know what her name is?

I point to one of the flowers that I’d picked at random (it’s possible that I should put more thought into my first actual tattoo, but today has a real fuck-it-we-ball vibe that I’m trying to go with). The artist places the stencil on the inside of my wrist, and once I’ve nodded my approval, she gets the machine set up while I watch. My heart starts to pick up speed when the reality of actually getting an illegal tattoo in Hannah Green’s living room hits me, but there’s no way I can back out now that I’m actually sitting in the chair. I try to rationalize it: I was probably going to get one eventually anyway. The design is cute and, crucially, small enough to hide and/or get rid of down the line.

Plus, and most importantly, at some point during my inner turmoil, Hannah and Levi came back into the room, and there is zero way I can let myself look like a baby in front of either of them.

“Ready?” the artist asks, and I nod again.

Wait, fuck.

“Ow,” I say before I give myself permission to say it. I was supposed to go through this whole thing stoic and totally normal, and then be like, No, it didn’t even hurt. But ow, what the fuck? Maybe I’m not like other girls, because Angela clearly had no problem getting her fucking angel numbers done but I’m already balling my other hand into a fist to try and not be a baby about this. So much for my genius plan to look tough in front of Levi and Hannah.

“Does it hurt?” Stella asks, peering over at where the artist is working.

“I want to say no,” I say honestly.

The artist laughs and then suddenly I don’t care that it hurts.

“Good for you for admitting it,” she says. “People always try to act tough and say Tattoos don’t even hurt, but it’s a fucking needle getting shot into you at high speed. Better to just admit they hurt and then deal with it.”

I make smug eye contact with Stella over her shoulder. Ha, hot tattoo artist thinks I’m cool.

It gives me enough misplaced confidence that I glance over at Levi and Hannah.

Okay, still ow. Levi has her arm around Hannah’s shoulders again (like, great, thanks, we get it) and, as luck would have it, the second I look over happens to be the second Hannah whispers something in Levi’s ear that makes Levi blush and swat at Hannah’s leg.

Well, I’m sure as shit not thinking about the tattoo pain anymore. I stare straight ahead and try to let the stinging buzz die down into the background while absolutely not thinking about anything at all. Stella watches the whole thing—my tattoo and Levi’s horrifying PDA—with a half-interested, half-queasy look on her face.

I saw Levi first, but it’s not like I ever had an actual chance with her. For one thing, when we were friends, she didn’t know that I was gay. I didn’t come out officially until we were well and truly living in the Post-Levi World. Even if she had been interested in me, she wouldn’t have known I was an option.

And then there was the Stella of it all.

From that first moment in that stuffy classroom, Levi and Stella had been so close that it sometimes felt like I had to squeeze through whatever possible crack I could find just to get at either of them. We were all friends, of course we were, but there was something about Levi that made you feel like you needed to be the only person in her universe.

Levi’s always been like this, on some level—after her grand arrival to our middle school, two girls came out as bi within a month. I’m not saying it had to do with Levi, but I am saying they had both been in that French class with us.

But she never noticed. Or, if she did, she didn’t give a shit. Levi never seemed to want anything but me and Stella until she wanted everything in the world. Levi didn’t do the She told me she likes you, the They’re going to kiss after school, the I saw them holding hands at the beach last weekend that everyone else did, so Stella and I didn’t do it, either. We all said that it made us better, that we didn’t need to waste our time with that kind of thing when we were meant for more important things.

What we didn’t say was that—for me and Stella, anyway—it didn’t matter. There wasn’t anyone else we wanted that with.

You’d think it would become a competition between the two of us, Stella turning all of this rabid energy she’s putting out against Levi right now into making Levi fall in love with her, into destroying me in her path. But it never got to that point. I never let it get to that point, because even when I was thirteen and gangly with bad highlights and a retainer that stank no matter what I did to it, I knew it was more important to keep Stella forever than it was to have Levi for a little while. And now that Levi’s proved that I was right, I know better than to let whatever lingering feelings I might have get in the way of what Stella and I are trying to do.

Stella never said she had feelings for Levi. Neither did I, but if I was half as obvious as Stella was, then Levi had to have known (a thought that comes back to haunt me roughly thirty-six times per month). Stella tried everything a middle school girl knows about how to make someone fall in love with you: stealing Levi’s hats at recess, kicking her feet under our desks, putting her name into MASH at sleepovers as a joke and then making sure that she always landed on her. Levi was either oblivious or (and this has always been my personal theory, but I would literally rather die than have Stella know) too awkward to acknowledge it—not interested in Stella like that but not wanting to give up everything that came with her, the way the three of us fit together better than we should have, better than anything else that any of us had outside of that. My empty house and Stella’s parents’ screaming matches and the way that Levi’s always felt like she wasn’t going to amount to anything went away when the three of us were together.

Which is why, after that first day Levi arrived in our lives, I stepped back. As long as Stella was doing the same, I was happy to ignore any feelings Levi might have inspired in me if it meant we were able to keep the thing we were building around the three of us.

“All done,” the artist says. I look down at my wrist—thankfully, she’s actually great and it looks really cool, a little fine-line daisy that probably won’t look like shit in a few years, which is pretty much the best I could have asked for given the circumstances.

I raise my wrist to show the living room at large to a chorus of approving oohs. The artist turns to Stella and says, “Just gimme a sec to stretch and then it’s your turn.”

Stella goes pale. I fucking knew it. I roll my eyes to myself before stepping in.

“Wait, Stel,” I say, pretending like I’ve just remembered something extremely important. “You were drinking earlier, weren’t you?”

“I don’t hear that,” the artist says, covering her ears. “Bad enough I’m doing this, I’m not also going to be an accessory to underage drinking.”

“Oh, I’m not drunk or anything,” Stella says. “But you can’t tattoo me if I’ve been drinking at all, right?”

“That’s why it’s a dry party,” Hannah says, arching an unimpressed eyebrow at Stella. I wince internally. This won’t be great for Stella’s game plan, but I think we’ve finally found the one thing bigger than Stella’s need for revenge: her fear of needles.

“Yeah, I didn’t know,” Stella replies, a little too brusquely to go unnoticed.

“What was unclear to you?” Levi asks. “The fact that the invitation said This is a dry party in big, bold font, or the fact that there wasn’t any alcohol in the house?”

Stella’s back goes ramrod straight, like she’s being jolted with something. I’ve always had to dig to figure my feelings out, go over them again and again in my head until they make sense. Stella’s the opposite. Her feelings hit her hard and fast and she acts on them as soon as they crystalize.

“That’s fine,” I say, slight panic edging into my voice. “It’s fine, right? Stella didn’t know, she won’t get a tattoo, we’ll all just pretend like this conversation never happened and move on with our day.”

Hannah rolls out a kink in her neck and then smiles, refreshed. It’s fake, but all of this has been fake, so that’s fine.

“You’re right,” she says. “Thanks, Freddie. People make mistakes! Let’s get everyone’s tattoos finished so we can have cake. Are you staying for cake, Bree?”

The artist—Bree—shakes her head.

“It’s definitely best for my license and my moral compass if I stop hanging out with the large group of minors today,” she says. She’s blowing us off, but no one seems to care. Stella’s right: Hot people get away with literally everything.



“So did you, just, like, chicken out?” Angela drawls two hours later. The party’s winding down, all of us hanging out by Hannah’s pool. Ramona gives her a look, and Angela laughs a catty little laugh. “What? We were all wondering! You didn’t seem drunk at all. Are you just that good at holding your booze?”

Stella, dipping her toes in the shallow end, leans back on her hands. She looks every bit the popular girl. She’s good at this, actually. I wonder if she’s realizing that, too. Maybe she’s wondering why she hasn’t been doing this the whole time. Why she didn’t ditch me when Levi did and get everything she’d ever wanted.

“I’m surprised Freddie didn’t chicken out right along with me,” Stella says from behind her sunglasses, oblivious to my mild inner freak-out. “You should have heard her ow ow ow-ing the whole time.”

Everyone laughs and I roll my eyes. Stella and I have talked about this, the way the line between good-natured ribbing and just being a bit of a dickhead seems to get more and more blurred the more popular you get. To be fair, she’s not actually lying. My wrist is still throbbing, which is probably nothing compared to the migraine my mom’s screeching about this situation is sure to cause.

“At least I actually have something to show for it,” I say. “I couldn’t chicken out, anyway. Bree was way too hot for me to just get, like, a petal.”

Everyone laughs—harder, this time, either because they agree that Bree was hot or because they want to prove to me how aggressively okay they are with the fact that I think she was hot. That’s been a major benefit of the school collectively latching on to Levi like a bunch of little orphan baby ducks: Anyone who would have given me shit for being gay wouldn’t dare now.

“Wait, what?” Levi asks from where she’s sharing a deck chair with Hannah, both of them squished up side against side in a way I definitely haven’t noticed and won’t think about any further.

“What, what?” I ask. I grab a chip from a bowl Ramona passes to me and bite into it distractedly, trying not to make a face when it turns out to be something healthy that turns into crumbly dust in my mouth and not a Dorito, which is the only reason I ate it in the first place.

“You thought Bree was hot?” she asks.

I flush. I really am mostly fine with being virginal and alone for the rest of high school, but it’s kind of another thing to have to explain that fact by way of defending my pathetic crush on a tattoo artist ten years older than me I interacted with for all of forty-five minutes.

“I mean, I’m a simple woman,” I say, laughing awkwardly. “Put a tattooed, masc artist in front of me and there’s only so much I can do.”

Everyone laughs again at that, and Stella nudges me approvingly with her shoulder. The only person who seems to feel any kind of way about this is Levi, who stands up so quicky Hannah nearly rolls over in her wake.

“Gotta pee,” she says, getting up and rushing away. I glance at Stella for any clue about what just happened, but she’s just trying to swallow a smile. Levi handed her a win without even realizing it.

“What was that about?” Stella asks once Levi’s out of earshot.

“I don’t know, actually,” Hannah says, eyes trained on the door Levi just disappeared through. “It was weird, though, right?”

“Really weird,” Stella agrees, definitely too readily. “Was it, like, a self-hating thing, or what?”

“I would find that very hard to believe,” Hannah says, voice lowering so that we’re all very, explicitly aware of what she’s talking about. Cool, thanks.

“I’ve known people who have this weird thing about being, like, the alpha queer,” Stella says. “Maybe it’s something like that.”

I’m expecting Levi’s friends to immediately jump to her defense, to say that of course Levi would never think like that. I think that Stella’s taken this too far, too soon, and we’re going to get knocked back a few steps in all of this before we’ve even had a chance to really start.

But Hannah, still looking at her sliding doors like she’s waiting for Levi to come back through and explain everything herself, just says, “Yeah, maybe.”






TWELVE


The morning the BG long list is announced, Stella comes to school looking like something out of a movie.

I recognize that, from me, that might be interpreted as a compliment, but, alas, no. I mean she looks like a Grease cast member with the way her makeup—and oh my god, did she get it professionally done?—makes her look ten years older than she is.

“Tell your agent you can’t pass for seventeen anymore,” I say by way of greeting. Stella beams at me for a second and then realizes I’m not complimenting her.

“Shut up,” she says. “I’m not going to get caught looking like I just rolled out of bed when they announce the list. Glad you’re backing yourself, by the way.”

I look down at myself, offended. “I look fine!”

“She-looks-fine girls don’t win the BG.”

There’s something just on the edge of not-actually-joking in Stella today. She’s been okay with the way I’ve only been half trying with all of this, but it seems like now that things are getting more serious, she’s more serious, too. Just like at Hannah’s birthday party, I wonder if Stella would ever be so seduced by what the BG offers her—not the scholarship money, but the status, the chance for everyone to know who she is and wonder how she got to be so impressive—that she’d leave me the same way that Levi did. The thought makes me feel itchy, embarrassed the way I used to feel as a kid when my mom would tell her friends I was shy and I didn’t like the way it seemed like she’d decided that for me. Stella’s decided that she’s going to win the BG, so where does that leave me?

“Calm down, Stel,” I say. I know the tips of my ears are hot and red, but my hair’s down today and I’m grateful for the cover.

“Absolutely not,” she says with a grin. That, at least, seems a bit more like the Stella I know. I relax just in time for her to ruin it again and say, “I’m about to ascend, remember?”

“Yeah, alright,” I say, tension firmly back at the base of my neck.

I’m not nervous about the nominations—the long list is totally decided by teachers, so as long as Rossi made good on his promise to nominate me, my name’ll be up there alongside Stella’s and Levi’s and whoever else’s who kissed enough ass to get up there. The list of things I am nervous about, though, could span the length of our unused football field, and the biggest and baddest of them all is currently burning a hole in my pocket.

There’s an email sitting at the top of my inbox. Unopened. Subject line: Thank you for your application.

Thank you for committing what your best friend will see as the ultimate act of betrayal.

Thank you for leaving her the same way everyone else has.

Thank you for proving once and for all that you only care about your own feelings.

Even with Rossi’s glowing letter of recommendation, I’m under no illusions that I’ll actually get into the Thibodeaux summer program. But the fact that I’ve even applied has left me jittery all weekend. I did it with my duvet over my head, lit up by the glow of my laptop while I reluctantly answered questions about my favorite movies and tried to explain away my GPA. In my head, Stella was sitting there beside me, snidely commenting on every answer I gave. Must not be too hard for you to leave, she had said, if you’re willing to go through the entire application.

Then there was the fact that the BG long list announcement is a whole fucking production, something else I’d forgotten about because the BG hadn’t been relevant to my life up until about a month ago.

We all file into the auditorium together for the first time since that post-homecoming assembly where all of this started. I head for the stairs, ready to claim my and Stella’s usual spots at the front of the balcony, but I’m stopped by a firm hand on my arm.

“Too far to walk from up there,” she says.

She leads me to the seats close to the front. For a second, I think we’re walking toward Levi and her friends, but Stella steers the two of us to a pair of unassuming spots off to the side, resting her feet comfortably in the aisle when we sit down.

“I’m surprised you aren’t planting us beside your new best friends,” I say.

Stella shakes her head. “Optics. Seema was telling me her parents were asking her about the BG the other day, so she probably got someone to nominate her. If all the nominees are sitting together, people might get pissy and call it a popularity contest.”

“Which it is.”

“Yeah, but no one wants to think too hard about that.”

Since everyone’s in agreement that Levi’s got the BG in the bag, someone must have had the forethought to not have her onstage to announce the long list. Instead, our largely absent headmistress is standing at Levi’s usual podium, looking down at all of us with the expression of a fond but distant aunt.

“Good morning, ladies,” she says, and we all murmur hellos because, even though none of us like that ladies thing, Mrs. Li is a scary woman no one actually wants to correct.

“I have the distinct pleasure, this morning, of announcing the nominations for this year’s Beaumont-Gardiner Award. I don’t think I can overstate how proud this school is of this award, and of the young ladies who exemplify Mrs. Beaumont-Gardiner’s legacy.”

Mrs. Li talks for a bit longer about how amazing the BG is and, more importantly, how special we are for having it in the first place. The longer she speaks, the more restless Stella gets beside me.

“Come on, bitch,” she mutters under her breath. “Keep it moving.”

It’s so harsh that it startles me. I give her a look. “Bit much.”

Stella flicks her hand out to smack me in the leg and I try to remember that it’s very likely I’ll be called onto that stage in a minute, so it’s probably best to not grab Stella’s hand and argue with her now.

“This year, we’ve received seven nominations from our faculty,” Mrs. Li says. Stella sits up straighter. Is seven more or less than usual? She’d know, but I have no idea. “Which, I think, only serves to remind us how wonderful this class of young ladies is. Once the long list has been announced, voting will be available in your online student portal on a rolling basis. Students and faculty will both narrow the list to three nominees. From there, our annual Beaumont-Gardiner Gala will allow those three lucky young ladies to speak to our alumni and yourselves, who’ll then vote one final time for this year’s recipient of the Beaumont-Gardiner Award.”

“We fucking know that already,” Stella hisses, loudly enough that the girl sitting in front of her glances over for a second. That, thankfully, seems to snap Stella out of it, and she sits up straight, face smoothed over.

“I’ll call each nominee individually, in alphabetical order,” Mrs. Li says. “If your name is called, please make your way to the stage so I can congratulate you in person and your peers can shower you with some much-deserved recognition.”

Shit.

Alphabetical order? I should have known, but I wasn’t expecting it. That would mean Stella first, me last. And who knows what might happen in between?

Just like I thought, the next time Mrs. Li opens her mouth, it’s to say, “Stella Astor.”

Stella stands up, full pageant queen mode activated. She’s covering her mouth like she just can’t believe it, doing a little hop as she gets up that I see at least three people smile at, so charmed by her. She gets to the stage and Mrs. Li actually hugs her, which feels illegal.

The applause dies down, and Li continues.

“Seema Baqri.”

More applause, including mine this time. Good for Seema. She must know that this whole thing is Levi’s for the winning, but I bet her brother isn’t up for anything like this. Even if she doesn’t win, hopefully her parents will be able to see she’s good enough for the BG.

When Seema gets up to the stage, she doesn’t seem to know what to do with herself after Li hugs her. She turns to Stella, who opens her arms excitedly. Seema practically leaps into her and the two of them hop around for a second. When they separate, they stand beside each other and Stella scans the crowd while Mrs. Li says, “Hannah Green.”

I know what Stella’s doing, obviously. She’s looking for Levi. She wants to know what she thinks about all of this. I wonder if she’s given much thought to the fact that she’s completely changed her life just to get Levi to look at her again.

Either way, Stella’s plan is working and she knows it. She knows it just as well as she knows she set a precedent with that Seema hug; when Hannah walks onstage, she hugs Seema, then Stella. Stella meets my eye in the crowd and raises her eyebrows significantly at me.

I don’t really know what she’s talking about until Mrs. Li says, “Ramona Lopez,” and Ramona goes down the newly formed receiving line on stage, hugging everyone one by one.

Stella did this for me. After hug-gate, both of us were outraged that Levi refused to acknowledge my existence. Now, not only will she have to acknowledge me, she’ll have to do it in front of the entire school.

Three more spots on that stage. One for Levi, obviously. One for me, probably. And one for …

“Marlee McGowan,” Li supplies. Right, that makes sense. Teachers wouldn’t want to just nominate Levi and her friends, so they picked one of the hangers-on. Just separated enough to give them deniability. Same as everyone who came before her, Marlee excitedly hugs the other girls onstage before taking her place beside Ramona.

When Mrs. Li says, “Levi Preston,” she can’t stop herself from smiling. The whole auditorium erupts, everyone screaming like god or the pop girlie of the month herself is standing before them. Levi has actual, genuine tears in her eyes when she gets to the stage. She hugs everyone—she and Stella both do it reluctantly, like they’re trying to get it over with as quickly as possible, but I don’t think anyone but me would notice it—and stands beside Marlee.

Six girls. Seven spots.

I find myself hoping Rossi didn’t actually nominate me, and Mrs. Li’s about to say some other girl’s name. Stella would know I tried my best, and she could go off and do god knows what else in service of the almighty BG. I could fade back into obscurity, watching Stella watch Levi and pretending like none of it mattered.

But Mrs. Li says, “Winnifred Wickham,” and I have to climb up the stairs to the stage whether I want to or not.

My knees are just about knocking together by the time I make it up there, the combination of being on display to the entire school and the fact that I know what Stella’s just orchestrated rendering me practically useless.

I get through my requisite hug with Mrs. Li numbly, plastering what I hope is an excited, normal smile on my face. I nod when she congratulates me, and then, when I can’t avoid it any longer, I turn to the group of smiling—some more evilly than others—girls lined up to hug me.

But when I approach Levi, she hooks her arm around Marlee, pulling her in. She looks down the row at everyone, holding her other arm up. Everyone figures out what she’s doing and a group hug comes barreling toward me whether I want it or not, surrounded by the nominees and trying to make sense out of what’s happening.

Levi can hug Stella just fine, even if it’s awkward and weird. But she can barely go near me. When her arm comes around my shoulders for this weird hug/huddle, it feels heavy and limp, like she’s putting it on a shelf rather than using it.

(It being the first real physical contact we’ve had in years means it still sends a full-on lightning bolt through me, but that’s not the point right now.)

We all separate, lining up again so that Mrs. Li can tell everyone how proud the school is of us and remind us all of the BG voting schedule. Stella looks down the row at me and smiles, but I know we’re thinking the same thing.

What the fuck is that?






THIRTEEN


“The concept of girls’ night makes me feel physically ill.”

“Then you’re really bad at being a lesbian.”

I fake laugh, giving Stella the finger. We’re in my room, fresh off a text from Seema about the, quote, girls’ night at Seema’s house tonight in celebration of the BG nominations. In terms of Stella’s plan, it’s like having a golden ticket tossed into our laps. In terms of things I actually want to do, it ranks right around Attend the Republican National Convention and Have a conversation that lasts longer than thirty seconds with one of the guys from the boys’ school, which, actually, are pretty close to the same thing.

“What are we even going to do at this fucking thing?” I ask. I know I’m pouting and it’s childish, but I don’t care. “Like, full-on braid one another’s hair and shit?”

“You have a very limited and clichéd understanding of girlhood,” Stella says. “Work on that before we get there.”

“Oh, perfect,” I say. “I’ll go ahead and reevaluate what girlhood means to me before we go to this party.”

“Not a party,” she singsongs. “A girls’ night.”

Both of our phones are pinging nonstop because Seema added us to a group chat after the long list was announced. It’s been a lot of unfamiliar music sharing and inside jokes that we don’t have a hope of catching up on, but what it hasn’t been is a lot of Levi. She’s been conspicuously silent since Stella and I showed up. It’s spurring Stella on even more; everything she’s said in the chat so far has been blatant Levi bait. Can’t believe I made the list. I didn’t even ask to be nominated! But so far, Levi hasn’t responded at all.

“We need to do something tonight,” Stella says.

“I don’t know how to do girls’ night things.”

“No, little baby dum-dum, I mean we need to do something tonight. We’ve spent enough time infiltrating. We’re group-chat official now; it’s time to get something done.”

My stomach dips. We’re going to Seema’s house tonight. Whatever it is Stella’s planning to do to Seema, she’s going to do it in her own home. Jesus, that’s cold.

“Are you planning on clueing me in to what exactly it is you’re going to do?”

Stella shrugs. “I’m gonna poke around a bit. Try to find something on her that we can use. She’ll have her guard down, thinking she has the advantage because we’re at her house.”

“Or she’ll think she has the advantage because she’s not actually aware of the fact that we’re planning anything.”

Stella grins like a wild animal.

“All the better.”



So, as it turns out, girls’ night is literally just a party.

When Stella and I get to Seema’s house, everyone’s already, like, three drinks in minimum, which means our greeting is much more enthusiastic than Stella and I are expecting. Seema hands both of us Solo cups filled with something pale pink with edible flowers dancing on the surface. When I shift it under the lights a bit, I can see that there’s also shimmer powder.

“The Elle Woods of underage drinking,” I mutter to Stella, who pours mine into hers and downs it all in long pulls.

“One of us has to stay sharp,” she explains.

“So considerate of you to take the decision out of my hands.”

Stella tries to crush the cup in her hand before she realizes it’s some kind of recycled, indestructible bullshit. She grunts a little in frustration before setting it carefully down on the floor.

Seema’s house is incredible even by everyone else’s standards, with gigantic windows that open up onto lush grass and a stone pool with a built-in waterslide that would definitely have made Seema the most popular girl in her middle school, but probably makes her a liability now if she’s throwing parties with this much alcohol involved.

“I’ll find something,” Stella says. “You distract them.”

I don’t even have a chance to ask Stella what she’s looking for, or how she plans on finding it, because she whirls away and disappears, definitely to go somewhere she’s not allowed to go.

“Alright,” I say to myself, the sound of it drowned out by everyone’s chattering and the pop music pumping through Seema’s speakers. “Cool.”

There are a couple of ways I could play this. I could throw myself into the party and try to take a page out of Stella’s book, doing whatever I can to make everyone here love me. I could find the few people I know well enough to talk to and be a loser who sticks to them for the rest of the night.

I could also leave, which would be so fucking great but would definitely piss Stella off so much that it would raise sea levels.

Before I actually realize what’s happening, I look around and see that I’m the only person in Seema’s kitchen. Everyone else is outside (well, Stella might be in the vents for all I know, but still), all of their voices combining into one gentle roar that I can’t pick anything out of.

“Hi.”

I know who it is right away. Of course I do. By the laws of physics and teen crushes, there’s only one person it ever could have been.

Levi looks great, obviously. She’s wearing sweatpants and a black tank top, which is totally normal sleepover wear but it’s making my face feel like it might melt off. I shouldn’t be getting this Victorian over collarbones, but here we are.

I haven’t had anything to drink, so there’s no excuse for the way my brain goes, I want to lick them.

The absurdity of that thought is only topped by the absurdity of what’s going on here. Me in a kitchen at a party with Levi. Her saying hi like we do this every day.

So I can’t quite help the way I snort when I say, “Hey.”

“Why’s that funny?”

A flash of anger zaps through my chest. “Oh, I don’t know, dude, why is that funny? Why would it be funny for us to be talking? We’re, like, best friends now, right? Even though we barely knew each other before?”

Levi winces. “I know. I just thought it would be weird if I said—”

“If you said what actually happened? Have you ever considered the fact that it might say something about your life as a whole if you can’t tell your current best friends what happened with your former best friends?”

I don’t know how Levi’s going to react to this—it’s our first actual conversation in years, and I’m kinda coming in hot here—but the last thing I’m expecting is for her to walk up to me until we’re scary close together, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry about all of it.”

Well, shit, I don’t actually know what to do with this.

It’s like the Levi Preston full name thing. It’s always going to be easier to be mad at her than it is to admit that everything sucked. In real life, when she’s standing right in front of me and she looks torn to pieces about what happened, I just want to tell her it’s fine, to hug her, to make it go away.

But if Levi actually wanted it to go away, she would have made it go away a long time ago. If she wanted it to go away, it never would have happened in the first place.

“Cool,” I say.

“Where’s Stella?”

I roll my eyes, all wanting-to-hug-her feelings evaporating as quickly as they came.

“Because I can’t be alone for more than thirty seconds, right? Because Stella needs to come and make me interesting?”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Then what?” When I throw my hands up in exasperation, my fingertips graze Levi’s arms. I hadn’t realized how close we were standing. “You can’t expect me to believe you’re trying to apologize to her.”

Levi sighs, weighing up her next steps. There’s a part of me that loves this, that’s thinking, Yeah, make your next move. Because that’s what Levi’s doing: playing chess, trying to see how she can get a leg up on me. She isn’t usually this obvious about it and it’s refreshing to see her lean into it.

“What’s Stella planning?”

I knew Levi had to be suspicious about Stella and me suddenly turning up in her life again, but I didn’t realize she assumed there was a plan involved.

I mean, there is a plan involved, obviously. But I didn’t think Levi thought that.

“Oops, sorry,” I say, hiding my mild panic behind bitchiness. “Information like that is reserved for friends. You’re just someone who went to my birthday party a couple of times in middle school, remember?”

“I said I was sorry,” Levi says. Then she does the worst thing she’s ever done to me and reaches out to touch my arm. “I wish it could have—”

“Freddie?”

Levi and I leap apart like we’ve been cooking meth together. Honestly, that would have been the better position for Stella to have caught us in.

“What?” I say, and then realize that makes me look even guiltier. “What’s up?”

“Nothing’s up,” she says. She comes farther into the kitchen, stalking slowly toward the two of us.

Toward Levi. I don’t seem to factor into this at all as far as Stella’s concerned. I should feel grateful for that, I guess, but it only makes it worse. If she’s saving something for me later, I don’t want to know what it is.

“I was looking for Levi, actually,” she says. “Seema wants to talk to you. She’s pretty upset.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” Levi peeks over Stella’s head to the backyard, where, now that Stella’s pointed it out, I can see there’s a distinct group of people clumped on one side of the lawn and Seema and Ramona on the other side.

“What’s going on?” I ask. I look at Stella. How the fuck could she have done something that quickly? She flashes me a grin while Levi’s distracted, and I feel sick.

“Your girlfriend’s pissed some people off tonight,” Stella says. She crosses her arms, leaning her weight on one hip.

Your girlfriend? Stella didn’t tell me she was going after Hannah tonight. She must have changed her mind. Seema’s the easier target, but Hannah’s the girlfriend.

Fuck.

“My who?” Levi makes a face.

“Hannah,” Stella says challengingly. Daring Levi to deny it. I peer at her from the corner of my eye.

“Hannah’s not my girlfriend,” Levi says. She’s looking angrier and angrier the longer this conversation goes on. “What the fuck are you even talking about? What would Hannah ever do to anyone?”

“You guys aren’t together?” Stella asks. She looks a bit disappointed. I give her a what the fuck are you doing look and she waggles her eyebrows at me, in full showboat mode. “Well, I guess that’s for the best, all things considered.”

“Just spit it out already, then,” Levi says. I haven’t seen her like this with Stella. The three of us never fought. Even when everything ended, there wasn’t any kind of blowup, just a slow fade away that left two of us pissed off and the other … Levi.

“I guess someone found out that Hannah and Seema’s brother have been hooking up for, like, two years,” Stella says. “Someone sent around screenshots of everything and turns out whenever Hannah would sleep over at here she was actually sneaking out of Seema’s room and sleeping over with Dev.”

Shit. I think back to Seema in the gym that morning, tears streaming down her face. Everyone chooses him before me.

“What the fuck?” Levi says. She looks genuinely upset for a second, but then shakes herself out of it to level Stella with a look. “Someone, huh? Someone sent around screenshots?”

Stella shrugs. “I guess someone had it out for her.”

Levi looks like she’s going to try and get more information out of Stella, to press the issue and keep up the argument. Stella looks like she’d love nothing more than that. I know that’s probably what she’s actually been dying for this whole time—a big, blowout fight with Levi, getting to scream at her the way she feels like she should. But Levi bites her lip, looking out the open French doors.

“I should go see who needs what,” she says, and brushes past Stella and me. Stella waggles her fingers at her back as she leaves, and then the two of us are alone in Seema’s kitchen.

A slow, wicked grin spreads across Stella’s face.

“One down.”






FOURTEEN


No one at Coral Cove gossips.

HA, just kidding, could you imagine? No, no one at Coral Cove admits they gossip. Everyone’s so busy trying to make sure they win this imaginary Best Person Alive competition that they’ve all had to come up with new and innovative ways to talk shit about people without it sounding to an outsider like they’re talking shit about someone.

A brief Coral Cove to Normal People glossary:

I’ve been meaning to reach out—I’m looking for information and I’m never going to reach out.

I’m so proud of her for living her truth—What a fucking freak.

Is she doing okay?—This bitch has gone off the rails.

On Monday morning, it feels like everyone got together over the weekend to come up with their new addition:

Of course they were both within their right to go for it, but …

The devil works hard, but Stella works harder. Everyone (everyone—I’m almost positive I see our gym teacher eavesdropping on one of the conversations) is talking about Hannah and Dev. And everyone seems to agree on one thing: Hannah was out of line, and it was a dick move for her to have hooked up with him when she knew the details of Seema’s relationship with her brother.

Which means Stella comes to school that morning happier than I’ve ever seen her.

“Good morning, my sweet prince,” she trills at me as soon as I walk through the front door, linking our arms and gesturing out toward the student body as a whole. “Hannah isn’t here today, but that probably makes sense, doesn’t it? I’d want to lie low, too.”

“You don’t have to sound quite so thrilled about wrecking Hannah’s shit,” I say. “She didn’t do anything to you.”

“She didn’t do anything to help me, either, did she?”

I don’t reply, letting Stella drag me down the hall.

“So I know I switched up the order of events,” Stella continues, undeterred by the fact that I’m not saying a word to her. “Seema was supposed to be first. But I couldn’t let an opportunity like that just pass me by. I won’t get that lucky twice. I mean, if you’re hiding a secret affair with your sister’s best friend, at least be smart enough to not have your iMessage connected to your iPad. And if you’re going to do that, at least be smart enough to not leave your iPad on your bed while your sister has a party. Anyone could come across that.”

“Yeah, anyone who breaks into someone’s bedroom and digs around looking for information on your sister’s life.”

“Exactly.”

Stella and I have similar schedules—apart from our first period, we spend most of the morning together—but after lunch we split off. Stella’s dad is still holding on to hope that she’ll take over his practice one day (the thought of which is so funny that, the last time Stella brought it up around me, I legitimately peed my pants a little), and he still has enough control over what she does (or, more specifically, the amount of money she has to do it with) that she’s currently pretending she’s not flying through AP Chem alongside her first period AP Bio like it’s nothing. I think at this point she’s going to end up with a neck tattoo that says If only you applied yourself and then just point to it when parent-teacher conferences come around.

I have Psychology next, which everyone agrees is a bullshit class that you only take if you’re looking for an easy A to pad an application, which is why I forgot that Levi was in this class until she plops herself down at the desk beside me.

“You need to tell me what she’s doing,” she says.

“Hi,” I say. “Lovely to see you and take part in our daily little chats, as always.”

Levi stares at me, unresponsive. Unfortunately for her, I’m feeling more irritated than usual with her this morning.

“What?” I ask, hand to my chest. “Is there something strange about this? Oh, do you think it’s maybe the fact that you’re literally only semiregularly speaking to me, for the first time in two fucking years, because you want information about Stella? Come the fuck on. You’re a big girl, talk to her yourself. I don’t know everything she does.”

“Bullshit, Freddie.” When I look up, Levi’s angrier than I’d been expecting.

Good. Levi Preston is supposed to be unflappable. I know that Levi isn’t.

“So, what?” she whispers now. “You’re just going to let whatever she’s planning happen to me? I don’t even get a warning?”

“Did I?” I hiss back without thinking. Levi and I look at each other for a beat and, entirely without my permission, my eyes flash across her face. Her green eyes, the little triangle of freckles on her right cheek, her mouth.

Mr. Valerian takes this extremely inopportune moment to get to class, immediately launching into a lecture about cogitative development. He’s one of those I’ll-talk-and-you-better-hope-you-catch-the-important-parts teachers, so Levi takes advantage of it to lean over and whisper to me.

“I know you,” she says. Her breath still smells like spearmint and strawberry. “I know you don’t think I do anymore, but I never unlearned you.”

I think she’s trying to be threatening, but Levi telling me that she knows me so well that she never stopped knowing me actually just makes my entire body tingle.

“So you already know I’m not going to say anything about anything,” I say, and try to figure out what the fuck Mr. Valerian is talking about.



After school, Levi finds me again, this time in the library. I’m telling myself that I’m only trying to find a book I need to write an English essay, but in the back of my mind I know I’m probably also hiding from Stella like a coward.

“So you’re really just not going to tell me anything?” Levi asks, cornering me between books about structuralism. Annoyingly, the one I need is directly behind her.

I roll my eyes at her. “I never got in between you and Stella before, I’m not going to start now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Shut up,” I say. “You know what that means. You can’t want me to talk and then get scared when I start saying things you don’t like.”

“There was never anything between me and Stella to get between. You know that, don’t you?”

We’ve never talked about it this plainly, but Levi still isn’t telling the whole story. Because I know that there was never anything between her and Stella. But we both know how badly Stella wanted there to be.

“I know what happened.”

Levi swallows hard. She looks down at my feet when she asks, “Do you? All of it?”

“I know that you fucked off,” I say. “That’s what we’re talking around, right? The fact that you disappeared on us and decided we weren’t worth your time because, sure, we’re rich and all that bullshit, but we don’t have enough fucking social capital to be useful to you. That part? We’re finally going to talk about that? Because yeah, I remember that. Not that you seemed to notice or, like, give a shit at the time, but I was actually there.”

Levi takes a breath. “What about the other part?”

“What other part? Is that not enough?”

“You’re going to make me say it?” Levi steps away from me, walks a little bit down the aisle to put distance between the two of us.

“Say what?”

“Guess my invite got lost in the mail, huh?”

Shit.

Levi and I both flinch just like we did the last time Stella caught us having an overly serious conversation in a moment when we shouldn’t even be around each other. Her arms are crossed and she’s watching the two of us with a half-annoyed, half-amused look on her face. And underneath it all, even though I can’t see it right now, I know there’s hurt, too.

“I need that book,” I say to Levi, smoothing my face over.

Levi looks sadder than she should, which pisses me off a bit—both because I still don’t think she has much of a right to suddenly act all mopey around me and because fucking be cool, Levi, you know Stella can smell fear—but she lets me grab the gigantic critical theory book that I do, technically, need for my English essay.

If the essay is actually a final project that isn’t due for months, that’s between me and god.






HOT GIRLS DO BRUNCH







FIFTEEN


The BG brunch is half tradition, half something some hot girl of yore asked for and was given because, y’know, she was a hot girl. Either way, on Friday the seven of us get signed out of our morning classes and ushered into a conference room in the south building, where Mrs. Li has a full catered brunch spread waiting for us.

Under normal circumstances, I’d be more than willing to deal with the potential awkwardness of making small talk with Mrs. Li, a woman who definitely had no idea who I was until last week, if it meant I didn’t have to go to class and I got to stab into a fancy poached egg instead. But now? Going to the BG brunch when Hannah hasn’t even been to class since everything happened? When Levi’s cornering me for intense conversations in the library? When Stella’s moving into stage two of her plan and doesn’t seem to care about telling me what she’s planning? There’s a nonzero chance I stab myself in the eye with a teaspoon today instead.

At least Stella managed to include me in her wardrobe plans today, arriving at our locker laden with bags like she’d just stepped away from a makeover montage. We don’t have to wear uniforms for the BG brunch and Stella knows as well as I do that the other girls are going to use it as an opportunity to show off a little, in all the subtle ways we’ve learned. The slip dress Stella brought me fits perfectly, even if it’s a bit fancy for my usual taste, clinging to me in a way that makes me immediately self-conscious. Stella passes me a jacket in the bathroom before we go to the south building, after she’s changed into her Chanel (which feels a bit on the nose for me, but I guess that’s why Stella went for that instead of giving it to me), and the two of us head out, Stella much more enthusiastically than me.

We’re the last ones to arrive, even though Stella made me get to school forty-five minutes earlier than I normally would and the brunch isn’t even supposed to start for another fifteen. Even though everyone still seems to agree that Levi’s the only person who actually deserves the BG, becoming long-listed for it has taught me that the other girls still want the status and bragging rights that come along with it. Everyone’s just as dressed up as Stella and me, each of us trying to edge our way into conversations with Mrs. Li.

“Are we missing someone?” Marlee asks the room pointedly. I look around, and shit—I hadn’t even realized that Hannah wasn’t here. I thought for sure she’d at least show up to BG brunch, even if I’ve heard rumors all week about her finishing high school remotely or going to boarding school in Switzerland.

“Ms. Green removed herself from the running yesterday,” Mrs. Li says. She does not look impressed as she says it. She loves the BG like it was her own invention—turning it down would be a massive insult.

Stella nudges my arm with hers, and I nudge her back because I don’t know what else to do. I thought, at a push, we’d be able to get Levi and her friends to back off each other for long enough for people to realize Levi isn’t actually that incredible. I didn’t think we’d get to the point of going to the BG brunch as nominees, let alone actually starting to pick off the others. I pour myself a freezing-cold glass of cucumber lemon water from a dispenser off to the side of the room to try and tamp down the queasiness building at the back of my throat.

Presumably to avoid physical fights breaking out for the best spots, there are place cards set up at the immaculate brunch table. Unsurprisingly, Levi is beside Mrs. Li’s spot at the head of the table. Extremely surprisingly, I’m across from Levi, on Mrs. Li’s other side.

Stella’s at the end of the table. I watch her deflate for half a second and then pump herself back up through sheer force of will, wincing internally on her behalf.

Something—self-preservation, probably—had stopped me from looking at Levi in much detail this morning, but as soon as I do look up at her, I know I’m going to have an extremely difficult time getting through this brunch. Levi’s out of uniform, too, obviously, and, per usual, she’s trying harder than all the rest of us. Her hair’s down, which feels like some kind of rare treat, something I feel lucky to get to see. She’s wearing a short-sleeved button-up shirt that shows off her arms (I don’t think that was her intention, so it’s possible I’m just a pervert) and tight (again, I could be making this weird) chinos, and when I finally manage to look at her face, I realize that she’s looking at me with a horrible, identical expression.

For a second, we just stare at each other. I want to cover myself up again, but I don’t want Levi to think I think she’s looking at me. But she is looking at me, is the thing. She’s drinking me in just as much as I’m doing with her. For a minute, I forget where we are.

But then Mrs. Li sits down, and hidden staff start bringing out food, and everyone’s so busy trying to one-up everybody else that the opportunity for me to completely and totally humiliate myself and destroy my life, blessedly, disappears.

For the first ten minutes or so, I manage just fine. Everyone has fancy coffee and freshly squeezed orange juice while putting their orders in from the cream-and-gold-foil menus sitting on our place mats.

But then, of course, someone has to start us off.

“Thank you for having us,” Marlee says. “It’s so amazing to think about all of the people who’ve been in this room before us.”

At the other end of the table, Stella takes a swig of her orange juice. I know she’s trying to cover up the annoyed look on her face when Marlee says that. I could practically script her response, if she was allowed to speak freely right now. The best anyone’s ever done after winning the BG is celebrity divorce lawyer, calm down.

But Mrs. Li buys right into it, of course. She was a Coral Cove girl herself, a fact I know because almost every time I’ve seen her address the school, she’s said the phrase I was a Coral Cove girl myself, so she’s bought into the hype in a big way.

“I’m extremely proud of where you girls end up after you leave here,” she says. “But it’s not all about the Ivies, you know.”

Levi cocks her head at that. If you ask her, there’s no part of her life that’s not all about the Ivies.

“For example,” Mrs. Li says, directing her sharp gaze to me next, “we’ve never had a student attend the Thibodeaux School.”

I swallow my mouthful of coffee too quickly, feeling it burn my throat the entire way down. At the end of the table, Stella leans over Ramona to peer at me confusedly. Shit. Shit shit shit shit shit.

“Mr. Rossi told me he wrote you a recommendation for their summer program,” Mrs. Li says to me then. “I hope you’ll forgive my ignorance, but when I saw your name on the nomination list, I wasn’t too familiar with you. I asked if I could read his letter, and I was so impressed. We get a lot of girls at this school who’re interested in the film industry, but not very many that Mr. Rossi would recommend for something like that.”

I sink a little in my seat now that, apparently, the focus of today’s conversation is my academic future.

“It’s probably because I yelled at him about Twilight,” I joke, trying to defuse the situation I know is already brewing with Stella. “Besides, I’m not applying to the Thibodeaux School. I just applied for a summer program with them. I don’t want to go to college abroad.”

It’s not the first time I’ve said something like that, but it’s the first time I haven’t felt certain about it as it’s left my mouth.

“Abroad?” Stella asks, not even pretending like she wasn’t listening in on our conversation. “Where is it?”

I glance up at Levi, who’s watching this exchange with a fascinated look on her face. She looks like an anthropologist studying the breakdown of my life.

I clear my throat, since apparently I’m addressing the whole table now.

“London,” I said. “Rossi practically forced me to apply, I just did it to be polite.”

“Surely you’d go if you got in,” Mrs. Li said. Her face has gone stern now, glancing between me and Stella. “I hope a smart girl like you knows not to give up on opportunities because of other people.”

“Well, maybe it’s not about other people,” Stella interjects. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to do it.”

“Maybe she does,” Levi says.

“Maybe I’ll decide,” I say, starting to feel like a doll getting pulled apart on the playground.

Something about the way Levi’s looking at me is driving me nuts. I can tell she’s impressed. On the one hand, she doesn’t have any right to be impressed with me—she doesn’t have any right to be anything with me. But on the other hand, isn’t that what I wanted out of Stella? Someone who heard what was going on with me and was excited about it? Doesn’t it mean something that Levi’s looking at me like that, like she wants to ask me questions and she’d care about my answers?

“We’ll see what happens,” I say, trying to keep the peace between, like, forty different people and twenty different relationships while also trying to not spill coffee down my dress. “It would definitely be an honor to get in.”

I add that last part to placate Mrs. Li, so she doesn’t think I’m the kind of fuckup degenerate who would give up a place at one of the most prestigious film schools on the planet, but Stella and Levi both take it as some kind of message directly to them. Stella’s shooting daggers at me from the end of the table, and Levi’s looking at me with … an entirely opposite expression.

That wasn’t for you, I want to say. Levi looks proud of me, and I don’t want that. I can’t have that. If she’s proud of me, then she feels like she has a stake in my future. Who knows where Levi’s going to be in the future? My only guess is nowhere near me.

“And what about you, Levi?” Mrs. Li asks, finally turning her attention away from me.

Levi shifts uncomfortably in her seat, looking down at her food for a second before her little internal politeness alarm system must force her to make eye contact with Mrs. Li.

“I don’t know yet,” she says. “I don’t have a specific school in mind, or anything. I’ll just see where I get in and then decide from there, I guess.”

Mrs. Li looks a bit confused at that and I cough to hide the snort I want to let out. She probably thinks Levi isn’t as driven as she thought she was, or some other bullshit. She’s used to Coral Cove girls knowing exactly what they want to do (or, at least, exactly what their parents have told them they’ll do) and exactly where they’ll do it (or, at least, where their parents are legacies and/or major donors). She probably doesn’t get a lot of I’ll just see where I get in. But Levi doesn’t have the luxury of a dream school, of something to work toward for the glory alone. What she isn’t saying is that she doesn’t have the benefit of a legacy or a college fund. The girls around the table who have dream schools have a much better shot at them than Levi would at any of hers. I haven’t exactly unlearned Levi, either: She’d rather die than tell the people in this room about a dream and then not be able to make it come true. To not be able to prove to all of us that she’s been right this whole time, that she’s destined for more.

For half a second, I let myself think about how different Levi would be if she actually did win the BG. Not different the way she changed between middle school and high school, but different for the better. Relaxed. At peace. She’d still be Levi, obviously—she’d still work her ass off to get there even if it was a sure thing and she’d still be determined to the point of irritating about it. She’d still worry herself awake all night, nervous about being able to keep up once she actually got to college, wherever it was. But she’d be lighter. I know she would be. And, even after everything, there’s a part of me that still thinks it would be nice to see her like that.

There’s a nudge to my foot under the table. At first, I don’t think anything of it, expecting whoever it is to realize they’ve butted their shoe up against mine and move back. But it stays put. And when I nudge it experimentally with my own foot, Levi hides a smile behind her hand, her words lifting up in the middle as she speaks to Mrs. Li about her plans for the future.

I bury my head in my eggs and pretend like I didn’t see anything. But I also don’t move my foot.






SIXTEEN


Stella plays the whole Thibodeaux thing exactly the way I should have expected her to: She waits until the end of the day, when we’re sitting in the café across from school and I’ve finally lost the caffeine shakes I’d given myself downing coffees so I had something to do with my hands. It’s not until I’m slouched in a corner booth in front of a plate of truffle fries that she brings it up.

“What’s Rossi even thinking? You’d hate London.”

The fact that she’s using that time she went to London with her parents when we were, like, ten and pretending that means she knows it well enough to know that I’d hate it only makes me want to dissolve more. The defenseless truffle fry between my fingers gets squished into truffle mashed potatoes.

But I still say, “Yeah, I know. He really wanted me to apply, and I didn’t want to do anything that would make him think I wasn’t serious about my future or whatever and not give me the nomination.”

“Smart.” Stella nods, appeased.

So maybe I don’t have any sense of self-preservation, because then I say, “It would be kind of a big deal if I got in, though.”

Stella freezes for a second.

“What, so you’d go?”

I shrug. “I haven’t really thought about it. But everyone freaks out when it gets brought up. It’s actually really wild that Rossi wrote me such a good recommendation.”

Stella doesn’t like that, I know, but she’ll never admit it. So I give her an out.

“Besides, how much would it drive Levi nuts if I was the one who got into the fancy, impressive school and one of us won the BG over her?”

That, at least, puts a faint smile on Stella’s face. I think I’ve managed to escape unscathed until she looks around thoughtfully and says, “Do you remember when I caught you guys talking in the library?”

My stomach turns. I try to mask it with a laugh.

“Caught feels a bit extreme. I remember when I was trying to get a textbook, Levi talked to me for all of twenty seconds, and then you showed up, too.”

But Stella doesn’t let up. “What were you guys talking about?”

See? Just when you think she’s forgotten about it.

“Nothing,” I say. It’s pretty much true. “She’s just starting to get worried that you’re planning something. She wanted to know what was going on.”

“You didn’t tell her anything, right?”

I roll my eyes. “Oh no, I told her every single detail of what we’ve been doing. Was I not supposed to do that?”

“Alright, bitch.” Stella rolls her eyes right back at me. “What does she think I’m doing?”

“She just knows you’re being sneaky and probably planning something. I told her to fuck off.”

Stella chews on that for a little bit. And, also, literally chews on her Caesar salad.

“She’s such a dick for trying to get you to help her like that,” she says. “Like, fucking typical. She was always trying to use you for that kind of thing.”

“Levi was always trying to use me to gain information on your nefarious plans against her? I don’t remember that, to be honest.”

“You know what I mean. She was always trying to get between us. Pitting us against each other.”

Stella’s remembering it wrong, but I won’t call her out on it. There was no pitting us against each other with Levi; she didn’t have the power to do that. We were all obsessed with one another, sure, but we all knew Stella was the one who had the kind of power she’s talking about. She never used it with us, and I never thought she would. Back when I thought a lot of things that I now know are deeply incorrect.

“She can try,” I scoff, because I know that’s what Stella’s looking for. Sure enough, she smiles.

“So what’s next?” I ask, but Stella just smiles again and pats my hand across the table.

“All in good time, my love.”

A bubble of annoyance pops in my stomach. Between Stella refusing to actually tell me anything and Levi expecting me to turn on a dime and help her just because she asked nicely, I’m starting to wonder if anyone’s planning on treating me like a real person in the near future.

I almost say something to Stella, start a whole thing that I wouldn’t be able to finish, but Stella starts waving and smiling at someone over my shoulder.

“Are you kidding me?” I whine. “I was in silk before noon today and you want me to Hot Girl again?”

“Oh, relax,” Stella says through her winning smile. “It’s just Seema.”

That does help, actually, but I don’t like the fact that Stella calls her just Seema. Taking Levi down is something I can get on board with, in the moments when I’m feeling angry enough. And, okay, in my most terrible moments I can admit to myself that in the millisecond-long window of time between Stella sealing Hannah’s fate and learning that she and Levi weren’t actually dating, I was the tiniest bit pleased.

But Seema’s different. Seema, who fixes Stella’s hair like magic without even being asked and who cried about her brother the second time we ever really spoke and who’s always been nothing but thrilled to see me. Seema, who, I’m pretty sure, could be our actual friend. Maybe not our best friend in the world, but a friend.

“Hi,” she says when she sits down. She slides into the booth beside me and I scoot over until my arm presses up against the wall. I don’t want to be too close to Seema if Stella’s planning some kind of Mafia hit.

“How are you doing?” Stella asks, putting on a big show of being so worried for her. It makes me feel like I need to take a shower.

Seema lets out a big breath, dropping her head and rubbing at her temples.

“I don’t even know,” she says. “I’m half, like, Fuck her, who cares, and half I can’t believe this is happening, I’m going to cry for a thousand years.”

“That makes sense,” I say.

“Do you think Hannah’s even coming back to school?” Stella asks. “I heard like three different people swear her parents were sending her back to Connecticut.”

“That’s where she is right now,” Seema says. “But her parents didn’t send her there. She sent herself; she’s with her grandma. She’s coming back next week.”

“What, so she fucks you over and gets a week-long vacation out of it?” Stella demands. She actually sounds pissed off at that; maybe because she clearly doesn’t do well with betrayal, maybe because that means Hannah could come back and reintegrate into Levi’s inner circle.

“What, you thought she was gonna get jail time?” I ask before thinking it through. Stella gives me a look that could melt the gold out of my earrings.

“No, you’re right,” Seema says. She sighs. “I’m just not ready to see her again, y’know?”

“Are she and Dev still together?”

Seema rolls her eyes so intensely it looks painful. “Oh, you bet. I’d been hoping they were caught up in the whole sneaking around thing and they didn’t actually like each other, but Dev’s been talking to her every night. Loudly.”

“Ew.”

I don’t mean to say it out loud, but Seema appreciates it, laughing and nudging me with her side. “Truly. I haven’t heard anything, like, gross gross, but the fact that he knows I can hear them and he’s still doing it is so annoying. He’s making it out like I’m the one being weird, so obviously my parents are on my case about Let your brother live his life and I thought you liked Hannah, you should be happy for her.”

“Does Hannah’s brother like girls even a little bit?” Stella asks. “Just asking. Hypothetically speaking.”

“Not remotely.”

“Follow-up question: Does Dev have a best friend?” I ask. “Again, totally hypothetical, here.”

“I would never do that,” Seema says. She pauses. “But, hypothetically speaking, want to go through his Instagram and decide who I’d go for?”

“You want me to mock and judge a bunch of boys?” Stella asks. “Give me your phone immediately.”



By the time Seema seems happy enough to leave on her own again, it’s too late to pretend like I’m going to do any of my homework, so I pile Stella and all of the loose papers and snack wrappers and whatever other debris she collects in the course of a day into my car and take her home with me.

We’re uncharacteristically quiet, even the radio volume barely audible. I have a gross, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and I know it’s not the truffle fries because that place knows they’d be sued into oblivion if they gave us food poisoning.

If Stella isn’t going to be the first one to talk, I guess there’s only one other person in this car.

“Are we both thinking the same thing right now?”

That we can’t keep doing this. That Seema’s too nice to destroy, too far removed from what we know Levi’s done and might do. Stella had a point when she was talking about what happened with Hannah: At least Hannah had been doing something that was hurting someone else. If you turn your head and squint, it’s just karma.

But Seema? Who just got completely fucked over by one of her best friends, who had one of her biggest insecurities confirmed? We can’t. I’ll be the one to draw the line if I have to.

Stella’s looking absently out of her window, and she doesn’t turn to face me when she replies.

“I think so,” she says.

All the air in my lungs rushes out. I stop at a light and slump over the steering wheel.

“Oh, thank god,” I say. “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said in the last, like, fifteen years.”

Stella nods. “Yeah, we can’t go after Seema on our own.”

Thank god the light goes green, because my foot slams on the gas in shock and we lurch forward before I catch myself.

“What do you mean on our own?”

“She’s too close to us now,” Stella says, still looking out the window with a steely expression. “I only barely got away with the Hannah shit—if someone tried hard enough, they could probably trace it back to me. But how many people saw us sitting with Seema just now? If some new vicious rumor started going around about her, how quickly would one of those people say, I heard it from Stella?”

I’m speechless. Literally, genuinely, actually speechless.

Stella doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. “So we can’t go after her on our own. We need someone to do our dirty work for us.”

I know she wants me to say, And who might that be? so she can have her moment. I’m still recovering from the whiplash between what just happened with Seema and this conversation.

Stella scoffs. I’m sure she’s rolling her eyes at me. “Be quiet all you want. I’ve already figured it out.”






SEVENTEEN


When we get to my house, Stella gets out of the car wordlessly and heads to the front door. Normally we sit and talk in my car for a bit until one of us runs out of things to say, and then Stella walks the two minutes slightly down the hill back to her house. On any other day, I wouldn’t think anything of it, but the thought of spending more time with Stella when she’s acting like this fills me with dread.

Every time I close my eyes, I picture Seema’s face. She has such a nice smile: open and generous. The kind of face that makes you think, No one could ever be a dick to you. Except her brother and Hannah already have, and Stella’s just waiting in line for her turn.

I’ve been thinking that if Stella ever took this whole Levi plot too far, I’d know it. And I know it now.

“Look,” I say once the two of us are in my room, “we can’t fuck with Seema.”

Stella rolls her eyes, a little smile on her face like she knew I was going to say it.

“We absolutely can,” she says.

“Seema hasn’t done anything wrong!” I say. “She thinks we’re friends. We are kind of friends, aren’t we?”

“You need higher standards,” Stella says. She sits down beside me on my bed. “Levi really did a number on you.”

I bristle. “Levi doesn’t have anything to do with this. I’m talking about Seema.”

“Doesn’t she?” Stella says challengingly. “You thought that Levi was going to stick around forever, and then she screwed you over. You’re seeing yourself in Seema, but it’s too late to change what happened with Levi.”

“So, what, we make Seema feel just as shitty? That’s what’s going to make you feel better?”

“Who said I was trying to make myself feel better with this?” Now Stella seems annoyed, too. “I wasn’t talking about myself.”

I look at her for a minute, waiting for the punch line. When it doesn’t arrive, I can’t help but laugh.

“Are you kidding me? When haven’t we been talking about you lately? Do you think I would have done half the shit we’ve been doing on my own?”

Stella makes a face. “You wouldn’t have done anything on your own. That’s the whole thing. You don’t do the big things, so I have to do them for you.”

I stand up. “Sorry, you have to do them for me? Is that what you’re telling yourself now, that this is all for me?”

“It’s for both of us.”

“It’s for you,” I say. “Don’t bullshit me. We both know that you’re doing this to make Levi feel shitty the way she made you feel shitty. And I’ve been going along with it because I don’t want you to feel like that, but I’m not going to hurt Seema because of it.”

“What, so this is just over now?” Stella demands. She throws her arms up in the air a bit helplessly. “Fuck me, man. We’re just giving up?”

“If we’re going to beat Levi, if we’re going to expose her, if we’re going to take her down, then we can do it without hurting Seema, too. That’s all I’m saying. It doesn’t mean giving up, it just means trying something different.”

“Do you know why it hurt so much when Levi stopped hanging out with us?” Stella asks.

Shit, are we going to talk about this? Something ties itself into a knot in my guts. Something about acknowledging Levi like this with Stella feels almost scarier than acknowledging it with Levi.

When I don’t respond, Stella continues.

“It was because we hadn’t done anything wrong. Because we let ourselves think that everything was fine. And when she ditched us, we learned that she was willing to hurt us if it meant something good would happen for her. It’s a hard thing to learn.”

I want her to leave, but saying that outright would only lead to carnage. I sigh, suddenly exhausted. This is why having more than one friend is useful.

“You’re right,” I say. “That was hard. It hurt. Which is why I don’t want to do the same thing to Seema.”

Stella gets up, grabbing her backpack off my floor.

“Fine,” she says. “It’s not like you were the key to this, anyway.”

She walks out of my room—anything for the dramatic exit—and doesn’t make a single other sound until I hear my front door slam.



Another major problem with only having one friend is that, when you piss her off, you’re basically like one of those orphan lambs that have to hope a farmer takes pity on them and bottle-feeds them. At school on Monday, Stella avoids me well enough that I barely see her all day, just a blur of blond hair rushing in and out of classrooms and shoving things into her backpack at our locker. I know she’ll get over herself eventually, just walk up to me and start talking like nothing ever happened in the first place, but in the meantime I’m waiting her out.

But even though I don’t think this is a friendship-ender, by the time I get to my Psychology class, I’m so in my head about everything Stella and I said to each other that I don’t even notice when Levi sits at the desk beside me.

“Are you okay?”

I jump out of my skin, either because I hadn’t realized someone was going to talk to me or because the person who’s talking to me is Levi. She looks genuinely worried, looking at me with a little line between her eyebrows.

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” I ask stiffly.

“You’re tapping your foot so quickly I can barely see it, you’re playing with your necklace—which you never do unless you’re worried about something—and you didn’t even react when Valerian told us to partner up just now. You’re mine, by the way.”

“I’m your what?” I ask, a bit dazed at the onslaught of information.

Levi bites her lip against a grin. “My partner? For the worksheet in front of you?”

I look down at my desk. When the hell did that get there? I guess I was more worked up about Stella than I thought.

“Oh,” I say.

“Do you want to talk about what’s wrong?” Levi asks. She’s moved her chair over to the side of my desk so we can fill out the worksheet together. It’s the closest she’s been to me in a very long time. When she leans down to write our names on the paper, I can feel her exhale against my hand resting on the desk.

If my head didn’t feel scrambled before, it sure as shit does now.

“I’m fine,” I say.

Levi nods, eyes wide and sarcastic like Yeah, sure.

“Okay,” she says. “Do you want to talk about the fact that I completely nailed down your mental state in like a minute and a half? Because, again, I know you?”

I don’t want to laugh at it, but I do.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Only the person with the key to my very soul could know I’m anxious about something because I’m tapping my foot. I’m the only person in the world who does that.”

Levi rolls her eyes, but there’s nothing behind it.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Really. It’s whatever.”

“Are you fine, or is it whatever?”

“Who are you, Oprah?”

“Yeah, look under your seat. Everyone’s going home with a free copy of The Communist Manifesto and a T-shirt that says dyke.”

I can’t help the way I snort. It’s nice hearing Levi talk like this, more open. She was out when we stopped being friends, but she didn’t carry it as well as she does now. She’s so much more sure of herself; she stands up straighter, she welcomes eyes on her.

It’s so hot it makes me want to throw up.

Why did you have to do it? I want to ask. We could have just been like this, all three of us, the whole time.

“I actually already own both of those things,” I say.

“Hot.”

She says it so casually that I’m positive I’ve misheard her at first, but when I glance over, she’s looking away pointedly, like she hadn’t expected to say it, either. Suddenly, this whole conversation feels different. Was she just flirting with me? Was she asking if I was okay and pestering me about how well she knows me because she was flirting?

I don’t know what to do with that. Two years ago, I shut down everything that I felt about Levi because I thought I had to. Because I thought that’s what we all needed to do. And more recently, I didn’t let myself think about Levi as anything other than A Problem. I assumed that she was doing the same.

I think about it for so long that it gets too weird for me to say anything, and whatever it was Levi was trying to do, it dies in the air between us. She clears her throat, still looking down at the blank worksheet in front of us. I wouldn’t be able to tell you what we’re supposed to be doing under threat of death.

“I know that all of this is fucking weird,” Levi says then. “And I’m sure I’m the last person you want to, like, confide in. But I’m around if you want to.”

I wait a beat before I reply. “Are you?”

It catches Levi off guard, which is what I was hoping it would do. The only way she’ll actually be honest with me is if she doesn’t have time to think of some kind of perfect, noncommittal answer.

She swallows. “I am. And I’m sorry that I haven’t been.”

“Yeah, you’ve said that already.”

“Well, it’s true.”

I don’t know if it’s that Stella and I aren’t on the best terms right now, or the fact that I can tell what Levi’s feeling the same way she knew it with me. She’s being serious. She’s actually sorry. And the part of me that’s always hoped things would just go back to normal one day is screaming out, begging me to accept Levi’s apology. To let it go. To see what happens now that we’re a bit older and know who we are just a little more.

“Thanks,” I say.

But here’s how I know that Levi doesn’t actually know me as well as she’s trying to make me believe. Because she should leave it at that, let me sit with my thoughts until they convince me to forgive her. But she just can’t resist.

“Is it about Stella?”

My stomach drops to the floor. Of course. Of course she was just trying to figure out what Stella was doing. Of course it comes back to Stella, the way everything comes back to Stella.

“What?” I ask.

Levi’s oblivious, or she doesn’t care. “Whatever you’re upset about. Does it have something to do with whatever Stella’s doing?”

“Fuck you,” I say. I’d been aiming for something more eloquent, but that’s what comes out.

“What?”

“Did you actually think you could pretend to be nice to me for, what, five minutes, and that would be enough to get me to completely turn on Stella?” I demand. “Did you really think I was that clueless? That naive?”

“That’s not—”

“Yes it is,” I say. “Because if it wasn’t, you wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place.”

I want to be angry about this, but the only thing I feel is shame. It is so, so embarrassing to be the last one to know. It never gets easier to be the slow friend.

I get up from my desk too quickly, conversations stopping around me when my chair squeaks. Valerian waves me off when I mutter something about feeling sick, and I make it to the bathroom just before the first tear spills down my face.






EIGHTEEN


Ramona Lopez and I have almost nothing in common.

I’ve always been peripherally aware of her, the same way everyone at Coral Cove probably is. It’s hard to miss her, six feet tall and glowy in that annoyingly natural way that athletic girls always have, like they’re constantly in a birth control ad about Tough Girls.

A big reason Levi was able to reinvent herself so completely once we got to high school is the fact that the three of us had gone to The Cedars, a private middle school in Lakeland, a suburb forty-five minutes away that our parents described as low-income to their friends, somehow managing to make even that into a brag; Stella and I because our parents paid extortionate amounts of money to get us in when The Cedars was listed as one of the best private middle schools in America, and Levi because she happened to live in the less-than-stellar outskirts of the suburb where The Cedars happened to be. It was easier for her to get a scholarship there as a local student, and then, when high school rolled around, it was easy for the best scholarship student The Cedars had had in years to land a four-year ride when she wanted to follow Stella and me to Coral Cove, down the road from our houses.

When we got to Coral Cove, most of the girls there had gone to the local middle school that feeds into it, an above-average (private, obviously) school a few blocks away. Stella and I knew some people from dance and gymnastics and the billion other things our parents had signed us up for over the years, trying to get us to become prodigies in something, but Levi was a blank slate for everyone. She was free to become whoever she wanted to be, and she wanted, apparently, to become Levi Preston.

But Ramona was a Cedars girl, too. She was one of the girls who came out after Levi’s abrupt arrival into our collective consciousness, the mini revolution she started without even knowing it. I remember Ramona from middle school, but she was like Levi: She used Coral Cove to become someone bigger than she used to be, because Coral Cove always asks us to become bigger than we are. So Ramona, a girl who didn’t have many friends in middle school because she was always away at some soccer tournament or practice, became Ramona Lopez, who’s brought Coral Cove’s soccer team to consecutive state championships and given the student body our favorite thing: a cause. Now everyone has an opinion about the USWNT and putting women’s soccer on TV. It’s easy to see why Ramona and Levi would be friends: They probably bonded over their Coral Cove branding strategies.

Which is why I’m the perfect person to go after her.

“I can’t do anything about it,” Stella says at our locker the next morning. Everything happened exactly the way I knew it would: All I had to do was talk to Stella like everything was normal, and then everything became normal. “Now that they aren’t hanging out with Hannah, Levi must be getting worried. She’s probably trying to get all of them away from me. But she doesn’t seem to be too worried about you, does she?”

My back goes immediately up. Stella hasn’t called me out on anything—I don’t even know if she actually knew how I felt about Levi back when we were all still friends, her own feelings probably drowning out everything else around her—but she’s done this, made little hints and comments, a couple of times.

“Levi doesn’t want anything to do with me,” I say in a rush. “She only wanted to know what you were doing in the library, I told you that.”

Besides, not even Stella wants revenge on Levi more than me right now.

“That’s a little reductive of her,” Stella says, fake-pouting. “Very rude of her to assume it’s just me calling all the shots.”

“Yes, because you famously love sitting on the sidelines and letting other people take the lead.”

Stella gives me the finger and I lean forward and lick it. She puts her hand to her chest, pretending to pearl-clutch.

“Winnifred, people will talk! Levi will be devastated.”

Something about the way she says it makes blood rush to my face, shame filling the spaces between my ribs like thick, sludgy molasses. Stella’s always had a way of making me feel like the things I want are embarrassing, like it wasn’t good enough just to want something. Stella only respects results, actions. And the action I would have needed to take, way back when, would have blown a black hole into my life.

“Shut up,” I say, hoping my face doesn’t look as red as it feels. “She wouldn’t be, first of all, but even if she was, I don’t care.”

I know that second thing is a lie. But, I realize as I say it, I’m not actually 100 percent sure on the first one, either.



Stella’s incredible about setting Ramona up.

Two weeks ago, she watched Ramona put her stuff in her backpack and saw a Film Theory textbook. Half the girls at this school want to work in media after college, so we have enough demand for two separate film classes. Ramona’s not in mine, so she must be in the afternoon class, the one just before the final bell.

Stella starts with a message to the group chat.

freddie how much would i have to pay you to write my essay about the rocky movies as post-cold war propaganda

Stella isn’t even in Film Theory. For a second, I’m too taken in by the propaganda model to remember what’s actually happening.

I reply, I would do that for freeeeee when’s it due?

Right on cue, Ramona pops up with a double text.

Wait are you in that class too? I have no fucking clue what I’m supposed to do

I don’t get the propaganda model thing at all waaaaaaaaah I thought we were just gonna watch movies in this class tbh

Stella texts me privately as soon as Ramona’s messages come through: should i become a literal fucking spy?????? i’m so good at this wtf

It only takes a few more messages for me and Ramona to set up time to hang out so I can help with her Film Theory homework. I just barely manage to convince Stella that, no, she shouldn’t hide in the bushes like she’s working on a Scheme in a Disney Channel show.

Ramona’s already waiting for me in the cool-but-not-so-cool-that-it’s-now-not-cool coffee shop on the beach when I get there. She has a table in the corner on the patio, overlooking the ocean. She’s struggling to keep all of her notes from blowing away in the sea breeze, holding them down with the little pot of creamers and her pencil case and her drink and a plate with two croissants on it.

“Sorry, I didn’t know your coffee order,” she says when she sees me. “So I figured no one can say no to a croissant. Except vegans, I guess. Fuck, are you vegan?”

In response, I grab one of the croissants and rip a piece off, then pop it into my mouth. Ramona visibly relaxes, smiling and gesturing to the vast array of crap she’s managed to pile onto this little table.

“Thank you for doing this,” she says. “I’ve been losing my mind over this essay all week and I have no idea where to even start.”

“You’ve been pretty busy,” I say. I can’t help but feel like a double agent when I continue, “Congrats on the win last week, by the way. And the BG. I haven’t actually said that yet.”

Ramona smiles. “Thanks. Team effort. And it’s not like I’m actually gonna win the BG. Nice to be recognized, though. Congrats to you, too.”

“I thought you got to take all the glory for yourself when you were the captain. Isn’t that, like, the whole point?”

Ramona actually looks like she’s about to nobly come to the defense of her team before she realizes that I’m joking.

“I’ll only steal the spotlight if, like, Christine Sinclair herself comes to one of our games. Ugh, actually, no, I couldn’t do that to the girls. They’d kill me.”

That’s my in, but I wish Ramona hadn’t made it so easy. I try to picture Levi’s smug face as she’s being handed the BG to spur me on as I feed Ramona the lines Stella fed me.

“Yeah,” I agree, pretending to nonchalantly read the little specialty coffees menu currently preventing a page of Ramona’s notes about Jojo Rabbit from flying into the Pacific Ocean. “I mean, Hannah just hooked up with a guy she liked and look what they did to her.”

The air immediately changes. Ramona shifts uncomfortably, glancing up at the door back into the coffee shop like she’s already planning her escape.

Shit, okay, maybe it’s not actually that easy to be a spy. Apologies to whoever is playing James Bond right now.

“It was really hard for Seema to deal with that,” she says. “It wasn’t just, like, attacking her for no reason.”

“Yeah,” I agree immediately, trying to figure out a way to fix whatever I just messed up. Inspiration strikes, and I can barely get it out fast enough. “Levi was telling me about the whole thing. Like, about Seema and Dev. It must be hard for you to be in the middle like that.”

Mentioning Levi makes everything a bit better. As far as Ramona knows, now I’ve been given the Levi Preston Seal of Approval. Anything that comes out of my mouth must have been sent from on high.

“It is a little, yeah,” she says.

I try to prod a bit more without taking it too far. “I mean, I get that it was a shitty thing for her to do, but you didn’t really have anything to do with it. So you kind of had to choose, right? That must have been hard.”

Ramona shrugs. “I kind of just went with what everyone else was doing. Ugh, sorry, no, I don’t mean that to sound so DARE, I just mean…”

“Everyone decided that it was shitty, so it was shitty,” I supply, and Ramona nods.

“Yeah, exactly. And it was shitty, but, like, was it so nuclear that we can never talk to Hannah again? I know that I’m not the person she hurt, so I get that my opinion doesn’t matter as much as Seema’s, but…”

“Do you know what I was wondering about with all of it?” I ask. Ramona leans forward. Never mind, I guess I’m good at this again. “Who was the person who actually leaked everything?”

“Right?” Ramona’s eyes go wide. “What kind of Gossip Girl bullshit was that?”

“Like, it had to be someone who was at the party. Who had access to everything. Who knew everyone’s numbers, so they could send the screenshots. Do you want to hear my theory?”

“Oh my god, so much.”

I grin a fake, oh-no-aren’t-we-so-bad grin that I know doesn’t meet my eyes. I also know that Ramona’s not going to be looking out for that, too interested in what I might say. “I kind of think it was Seema.”

Ramona’s jaw drops. “No. Oh my god, do you really?”

I shrug. “I was just thinking about it, and, like, if I was Seema, and I had all of this baggage about my brother, and I found out that my best friend was hooking up with him, I think I’d probably want everyone to know in a pretty messy way, too.”

Ramona thinks about it for a bit.

“But that was, like, extremely messy. Do you actually think Seema would do that?”

“You know her better than I do,” I say, Coral Cove speak for You know you want to believe me, so go for it.

“That would be pretty fucked up,” Ramona says.

I don’t say anything else, letting the thought take root in Ramona’s head. If Stella is to be believed, this’ll be the beginning of the end for Seema and Ramona, and then Levi will be without her protectors. It’s upsettingly easy to fuck up a girl’s relationships, as it turns out.

Ramona doesn’t say anything for a while, chewing on that. She highlights a few words in her notes with no real purpose.

“It’s nice to have you and Stella around again,” she says a minute later, still looking down at the table. “I know we didn’t hang out much in middle school.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Nice to be welcomed back into Levi’s world a bit.”

I can’t quite help the bitter edge my voice takes on at that, and Ramona catches it immediately. She finally looks up at me.

“Levi’s not like that,” she says. “She doesn’t dictate who we hang out with.”

It takes a whole lot to resist reacting to that, but I just barely manage.

“Besides,” Ramona continues around the metal straw in her iced latte, “I seriously doubt that Levi would ever tell anyone to not hang out with you.”

I choke on croissant.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask in the brief gaps between coughing fits. I sure know how it sounded, with the way Ramona’s lips pursed and her eyes widened on you.

“Speak of the devil!” Ramona says instead of answering me, looking over my shoulder at someone and grinning mischievously. “We were just talking about you.”

“Is that right?” Levi asks, making significant, slightly panicked eye contact with Ramona that I don’t think I’m supposed to see but I pretend I don’t notice. She sits down at the side of the table, beside both of us. “I was just grabbing coffee and I saw you guys were here.”

Levi lives nowhere near here. She wouldn’t be just grabbing coffee here, not least because I know the croissants are like $10 and Levi would disagree with that on principle.

Ramona seems to know that, too, saying, “Sure, yeah, of course,” and nodding exaggeratedly. There’s a quiet thump under the table and Ramona hisses, “Ow, fuck you.”

“I’m gonna go get you a coffee,” Ramona says to me. “I promised you one and never delivered.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” I say. “You got me a croissant—”

“Nope, no arguing, what am I getting you? Speak now or I ask them to combine the two grossest-sounding syrups.”

“Vanilla oat latte,” Levi says instead of me. “Hot. She thinks iced coffee tastes wrong.”

Ramona gasps, pretending to be offended. “I’m telling the other gays. They’ll have you excommunicated for that.”

I cross myself just to make Ramona laugh, and then she’s gone. Levi gives me a smug look that I roll my eyes at.

“You still know my coffee order,” I say. “That doesn’t prove you know me. It’s the easiest order in history.”

Levi’s is more complicated: single-shot iced coconut latte with two pumps of cinnamon. She doesn’t actually like coffee, but she didn’t want to be left out when we all started drinking it, so we figured out what she could handle one day before we started high school.

The fact that I remember Levi’s order, again, proves nothing.

“I know you as a person,” Levi insists. “So I know you’re better than whatever it is Stella’s doing, and I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing here.”

“I’m helping Ramona with her Film Theory essay.”

“Yeah, because Stella set the two of you up,” Levi snaps. “She’s not in Film Theory; we have first period Bio together. What, is she sitting at one of the tables over there in a trench coat and fake mustache?”

“Maybe I just wanted to help,” I say. “If you know me so well, you probably remember that I kind of like movies and I’m a half-decent person. Would it really be so hard to believe I wanted to help?”

“You’re not a half-decent person,” Levi says. “You’re a good person. You’ve always been a really good person. Which is why I have no fucking idea why you’re involving yourself in all of this.”

“But you know why Stella is, right?” It’s the closest I’ve come to fully coming out and admitting that Stella’s plotting against Levi, but by this point I think it’s a bit late to pretend like nothing’s going on. “You know why Stella would be so angry with you that you’re worried that she’s out for revenge? You do understand that for someone to be out for revenge, the other party needs to have done something deeply shitty?”

Levi swallows hard and I absolutely, definitely don’t watch it.

“And I … did something that shitty?”

I blink at her. “Are you fucking kidding me, man? Does abandoning your best friends to be a social-climbing asshole the first chance you get not count as something shitty?”

Levi takes that in for a second, nodding to herself. She lets out a breath and her shoulders relax with it.

“I don’t know what you want me to do. Everything I’ve done between then and now was for a reason. If Stella doesn’t want to tell you those reasons, it’s none of my business.”

“What the fuck are either of you ever talking about?” I snap. “This is ridiculous. How is it that neither of you have spoken to each other in two years but you’re both still doing the exact same annoying shit?”

Levi opens her mouth to reply, but I talk over her. “Everything I’ve done was for a reason? You’re not Batman, Levi. If you have such a good reason for everything you’ve done, just tell me.”

Levi balls a napkin up in her hand, squeezing tightly enough that her knuckles go white. “That’s a conversation all three of us should have together.”

I can’t stand it.

Sitting here with Levi like it’s normal, talking to her over fucking baked goods and Film Theory homework, Levi saying annoying shit. I can’t stand it.

“You don’t get to act like you’re above all of this,” I say. “Above us. Don’t tell me it’s none of my business like you’re this innocent little creature who just suffers and waits for Stella to decide your fate. You’ve made it abundantly fucking clear that you don’t care what Stella or I do.”

I stand up.

“You don’t fucking know me, Levi,” I say. “You remember me. That’s what happens to people you leave behind. You remember them.”

I grab my backpack and stomp back into the café, my only way out. I only remember that Ramona was getting me coffee when I nearly plow into her.

“Shit, sorry,” I say. “I have to go. You can call me later if you want and I can talk you through all the stuff we were actually supposed to talk about? Thank you for this.”

I grab my coffee out of her bewildered hands and walk out the door as quickly as I can without actually running, texting Stella on my way to my car.

Did it. Levi showed up. She’s really freaked out by us

She replies hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha amazing and, for at least a few minutes, it does feel amazing to have Levi right where we want her.
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Seema’s downfall isn’t as intense as Hannah’s. There isn’t a blowup or a party or a scandal. Instead, Ramona handles everything as seamlessly as Stella would have if she’d done it herself.

Which, I guess, she did.

Stella and I start hanging out with Ramona more, and the more often we do it, the less often Seema’s there. The group chat slows, until Ramona starts one with me and Stella alone. By the time Ramona’s birthday rolls around, Stella and I find ourselves with an invitation that Seema doesn’t have.

“Sorry we can’t do anything fun,” Ramona says, tightening the knot in her robe. “I swear I had big dreams that didn’t involve being a sober virgin when we started high school.”

“But then, soccer,” Stella supplies. We know all of Ramona’s little sayings now, and that one makes Ramona smile.

“But then, soccer.”

“If this is your idea of not doing anything fun, I want you to call me every time you’re not having fun,” I say. Ramona invited Stella and me (and Levi, but she backed out for some bullshit reason that I’m sure Stella’s going to bait Ramona into talking about over lunch) to this incredible indoor-outdoor hot springs spa for her birthday. We’re going to be here all day, dipping in pools and fancy showers and whatever else they’ll offer us, and even though I haven’t been relaxed for a single second since Stella first decided she was going to destroy Levi, this is the closest I’ve gotten.

“Besides,” Stella says, right on cue, “the last big party we had didn’t exactly have a happy ending.”

“Don’t say happy ending while we’re all wearing robes,” I say. Stella rolls her eyes at me for derailing her shit-talk train, but I couldn’t resist.

We make our way into the hot springs, which aren’t really hot springs but big hot tubs surrounded by stone and spa staff delivering drinks. There’s enough of what qualifies as a chill for California in November to make me shiver when I dip into the hot tub, and then Stella turns the jets on and all three of us lean back in unison.

“Can I say something so mean,” Stella says.

I roll my eyes behind my sunglasses. She could at least wait until Ramona’s had, like, a birthday cupcake or something.

“I think I know what you’re going to say,” Ramona says. “And I agree.”

“I’m sorry!” Stella says, sounding decidedly un-sorry. “I know this makes me a terrible person! But I’m glad Seema isn’t here!”

“No, me too,” Ramona says. “The only thing she’s capable of right now is talking about the Hannah thing. Like, I get it, she sucks, but Jesus.”

“And then when you think about Freddie’s theory, it just makes the whole thing feel gross,” Stella adds.

She’s deemed the seed she had me plant at the café with Ramona Freddie’s theory. An attempt to give me credit. Or shift blame, depending on how you look at it.

“I felt bad about not inviting her, but it’s not like I’m having an actual party,” Ramona says. “We’re just hanging out.”

“Levi’s not even here,” Stella agrees. Since we’re being mean, I’ll say it: Any excuse for her to bring Levi up.

“Ugh,” Ramona says. “I don’t know what’s going on there, either. Do you think she’s been weird lately?”

“No weirder than usual,” Stella says. “Aggressively into school, whole world falling at her feet. Nothing earth-shattering.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Ramona says. She leans farther back, kicking her toes up to the surface of the water. “Maybe she’s buying into her own hype.”

“What makes you think that?” I ask, mostly so that the two of them remember that I’m also here.

“She never would have bailed on something like this before,” Ramona says. “Like, it’s my birthday, and she gave me some bullshit excuse about helping her mom with something? Doesn’t Anne work on weekends, anyway?”

Over the last few weeks, Levi’s started to fade. Every time I think about Levi backing away from her friends or the sad looks she keeps giving me now, I remind myself of that day in Pysch. The way she thought she could get me on her side so easily, like I’ve just been waiting for two years for her to pick me back up off the shelf.

“She definitely does,” Stella says, even though she has no idea. Anne’s schedule could have changed. She could have quit her job and become a nun for all we know; I haven’t seen Levi’s objectively perfect mom since Levi threw me out with the rest of her garbage.

“She’s getting close to the thing she’s wanted for, like, her entire life,” Ramona says. It sounds less like she’s talking to us and more like she’s thinking out loud now. “Maybe now that she’s this close to the BG, she doesn’t need me anymore.”

Half of me thinks, That’s not true while the other thinks, That sounds like Levi. I don’t know how both sides can exist at the same time, me looking for Levi in every room but wanting her to leave once I find her. It’s like that feeling you get when you walk into a room and forget why you’re there; Levi’s always ghosting around the corners of my brain, popping up when I least want her to.

By the time lunch rolls around, I’ve realized two things. First, the queasy feeling in my stomach when Stella falls into her new hot girl life is starting to outweigh the imagined triumphant feeling I was relying on once Levi was toppled. I start pulling back, not replying as quickly and then not at all. I hang back and let Stella and Ramona lead the conversation.

The second thing I realize is that Stella and Ramona don’t notice at all.

I’d thought that Ramona fit in with us, but what I hadn’t realized is that means Stella and Ramona fit together, independent from me.

I’m trying to be reasonable about it.

Ramona goes to the bathroom halfway through our limp spa salad lunch, and Stella turns to me with a near-feral glint in her eye.

“This is going so well. Like, so well.”

“It is,” I agree. No matter what I might feel about the situation, that’s an objective truth. Stella has a plan, and today it’s working.

“Why aren’t you happier?” she demands. “You should be thrilled. Two almost down, one to go. Then you’ll never have to pretend like seeing Levi swan around the school doesn’t drive you up the wall again.”

I blink. “One to go?”

Stella gives me a look. “Have you, like, been alive for the last month and a half? One to go. Ramona. Remember Ramona? Upsettingly hot, final thing standing in the way before Levi’s toppled once and for all?”

“No, I remember Ramona, thanks. I just kind of didn’t think … I mean, you guys are getting along really well, aren’t you?”

I was surprised that Stella still wanted to go after Seema, but Stella made it very clear that she didn’t feel any loyalty to her. I thought her and Ramona were actually okay with each other.

“Ugh, I know,” Stella says. “She’s great. It’s so annoying, I can’t think of anything we can use against her.”

“Do we have to use anything against her?” I ask. I know I was just internally whining about Stella and Ramona getting closer, but the whiplash of Stella still planning on following through with her plan is too jarring to not bring it up. “You’ve heard her today, she’s ready to turn on Levi any second now. Wouldn’t it be more useful for her to be on our side?”

“No one who used to be on Levi’s side can be on our side,” Stella says. “I like Ramona, but I don’t trust her for a fucking second. For all I know, she’s running back to Levi and telling her the exact opposite of what she’s telling me.”

I don’t reply, but Stella doesn’t care. She stabs her salad aggressively, looking across the room at Ramona coming back toward the table.

“No,” she says around her perfect smile. “She’s gotta go, too.”
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The whole community involvement thing isn’t what makes the hot girl, according to Stella. She’s decided that hot girls need to have people to root for them. Coral Cove girls are, let’s face it, kind of hard to root for. So our popular girls need to either have the tragic backstory, like Levi (whose backstory isn’t actually any more tragic than the fact that she drives a used car), or they need to be nice enough that no one can deny they’re a good person, and thus worthy of our collective spotlight.

Which is why, a couple days after Ramona’s birthday, I find myself awake earlier than anyone not currently raising a newborn baby should ever be, surrounded by frozen waffles and a general feeling of dread.

Volunteering at a breakfast club had been my terrible idea, but doing it for the elementary school in Lakeland was all Stella. You have to hand it to her: She’s exceptionally talented at being mean.

We’re put to work right away, me sending frozen waffles through an industrial toaster and adding toppings that a bunch of sweet-faced little kids are going to annihilate. Stella wanders off after our supervisor gives us our assignments, trying to suck up in that very specific way she’s an expert at. I assume she’ll be running this entire operation by next week.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Shit.”

What Stella hadn’t considered, though, was the fact that Levi has evidently been quietly volunteering at this very school for the last god knows how long.

Oh, this is going to piss Stella off so much. Levi’s here and she hasn’t even needed to leverage this for herself? The only thing that makes Stella angrier than Levi doing objectively shitty things is Levi doing objectively nice things.

A couple of the kids who got here especially early giggle at me, scandalized that the scary teenager in their midst swore.

“Sorry,” I say to them, and they laugh again in that way kids have where you can’t tell if they’re making fun of you and then you feel weird about caring.

“I’m volunteering,” I say to Levi, trying to look straight ahead at the task in front of me. The only thing I care about is waffles and waffle-adjacent breakfast items. Former best friends and hot people don’t faze me at all. Especially not when they’re the same person. “Sometimes good people do nice things, remember?”

Levi looks a bit strangled for a second and I feel a brief moment of glee, like I’ve finally gotten the upper hand after, like, six years. Of course, that lasts about thirty seconds, because then Levi gets way too close to me for where we are (both as people and for the fact that we’re surrounded by children).

“Can we go somewhere to talk?” she asks, low and secret.

Intense is pretty much Levi’s default state, when it comes to the things she wants. I’d be lying if I said I’d never thought about what it would feel like to have all of that intensity focused on me, but, as it turns out, I never should have hoped for this at all. I feel like I’m going to explode like a fucking atom bomb. Full-on mushroom cloud just because Levi’s looking at me like the only thing she needs in the entire world is to talk to me.

I let Levi lead me away from the waffle station and into an empty classroom. I think about mentioning we should make sure Stella doesn’t see us, but it’s too much for me to fully admit that we’re doing something that Stella shouldn’t know about—besides, Levi definitely already knows, and she’s had much more experience at avoiding Stella than I have. It occurs to me that she immediately knew this setup enough to know where two people could be alone and I shoot that thought down as quickly as I possibly can.

“What?” I say, crossing my arms in front of me.

“Do you remember when you and Ramona had coffee a while back? When I ran into you guys?”

It’s not at all where I thought this conversation was going, and it takes me a second to get my bearings again.

“… Sure?”

“Did she say anything about me? Did you guys talk about me at all?”

“No,” I say automatically, but then I remember. “Oh.”

“Oh, what?” Levi looks genuinely panicked. If I was Stella, I could use that. I could taunt and withhold and use the fact that Levi wants this to get what I want. But the more I talk to Levi, the less I remember what it is I’m supposed to want.

“No, it was nothing,” I say. “She didn’t, like, say anything. She just said that you wouldn’t have told people not to hang out with me.”

Levi scrunches her face up. “Yeah, why would I ever do that?”

I cough out a rough ha, but then realize Levi’s being serious. “Is it really that much of a leap to think you wouldn’t want other people to hang out with me when you didn’t want anything to do with me, either? It’s like I said before, I know what happened.”

“Oh, okay,” Levi says, looking so suddenly furious I actually take a step back. But Levi doesn’t seem to even really register I’m in the room anymore, pacing in a circle and talking mostly to herself. “Sure, yeah, that’s it. Good thing Stella told you everything about what happened, right? Jesus Christ.”

I don’t know if I’m just reacting to Levi’s energy, or if I just reach my maximum level of irritation in this exact moment, but suddenly I’m snapping right back at Levi, rushing up to stand in front of her and stopping her in her tracks.

“Do you know what? I’m getting so fucking sick of the two of you acting like I don’t matter. If it’s not Stella telling me what our plans are and assuming I’ll go along with it all, it’s you treating me like a child who wouldn’t be able to handle whatever it was that happened. If there was some big secret thing, please feel free to let me know. But I don’t think there is. Despite what you clearly think of me, I’m actually smart enough to have figured it out. I think what actually happened is you couldn’t use us any longer because our usefulness maxed out, so you fucked off and found people you could coattail ride for longer.”

Levi’s eyes widen. She looks mad mad, like punch-a-hole-in-the-wall, blow-up-the-world mad. She leans down so she’s right in my face when she says, “If you think for one fucking second that I would have chosen to leave you behind, then you can’t be that smart.”

I take a step back. My stomach flings itself out of my body and lands somewhere around my kneecaps. Levi and I lock eyes and she’s actually breathing hard and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

“What?”

Levi swallows something down, breath back to normal now. She’s still standing so, so close.

“I don’t think we have to fight, guys, do we?”

I whip around with the full knowledge that I look like some kind of Regency romance novel heroine being swept away on the fucking moors. Stella’s standing in the doorway arching an eyebrow at the two of us. The look on her face says Please do actually fight.

“Oh! You’re here now! Of course you are! Amazing!” Levi says. She storms out of the room, practically hip-checking Stella on her way out the door. She mutters, “Do you have a fucking chip in her arm, or something?” on her way out, and then Stella and I are alone. The room is suddenly so eerily quiet that I realize I’m breathing hard the same way Levi had been. I try to stop it but that just makes it seem more obvious.

“You okay?” Stella asks. “That looked heated.”

I know what she’s actually asking, what she’s trying to figure out. Why were Levi and I alone here? Why were we that close to each other? What might we do to her if the two of us were anything?

“I’m fine,” I say. “She’s just panicking about everything. She knows you’ve got the upper hand. Nothing’s going on.”

Stella makes a funny little surprised face that definitely isn’t genuine. “I never said there was.”

You don’t have to be a Coral Cove girl to know what that one means. I never said there was, but you just did.

Levi waits until we’ve all left the school, made the too-long journey back to Coral Cove and gotten through our mornings—barely awake, I might add, how has Levi been doing this? Her message comes through just as I get to my locker before lunch.

Can we talk about this morning?

I put my phone away, silencing notifications just before Stella ambles over asking to get sushi.

It’s possible I’m a touch in over my head.
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I get the email on Saturday.

Saturday morning—who does this shit on a Saturday? I thought Europeans were supposed to be all about work-life balance. Surely that includes not emailing people acceptance letters to fancy summer programs on a Saturday.

Because that’s what it is. An acceptance letter. Information about applying for student visas and where to send payments and roommate selection. Stuff I’m not supposed to be worrying about until next year, when college is unavoidable. I’m not supposed to be the kind of person who voluntarily gets into all of this earlier than necessary. And I’m definitely not supposed to be the kind of person who gets into the Thibodeaux School.

But there it is, in black and white. We are pleased to inform you.

I’d kind of been thinking, in the back of my mind, that if I actually did get in, I’d know what I was going to do as soon as I saw the acceptance. That I’d feel strongly one way or another—some kind of calling to go to London and become this person, maybe. But I don’t think I feel anything at all, and I think I might know why that is.

I’m not excited because I never saw it as a real option. I still don’t. Stella needs me, and, even if she doesn’t, I need her. If I leave, I don’t know if I’ll have anything to come back to.

A notification peeks down above my acceptance letter, still yelling at me from my phone. Speak of the devil.

Stella: hey just wondering do you uhhhhhhh wanna fucking kill me???

I only remember after I read it that Stella’s parents are dragging her to her grandmother’s house today, that pristine penthouse that looks over the ocean. It’s not exactly a hardship, except for when you remember that Stella’s grandmother is an old-school heiress who wouldn’t think twice about cutting Stella out of her will—and out of her family—if she found out she was queer.

I text back yeah, pretty much always and she reacts with the middle finger emoji, but doesn’t message again. She must have gotten to her grandmother’s house, then: She’s also a stickler for phone etiquette.

Things get annoyingly listless on days like this, when Stella isn’t around and we can’t mindlessly bother each other the way we do most other weekends. If you asked me, I’d say I have no problem being alone with my thoughts, but I actually think that anyone who says that and means it should be studied by science and also maybe put in federal prison. Alone? With my thoughts? Absolutely not.

Right on cue, one of those thoughts starts as a spark in the back of my brain and then catches fire, growing and creeping closer to me even though I don’t want to acknowledge it.

You don’t have to be alone, it says. Don’t you have more friends now?

Generally, I try to limit my friendships to people I’m not currently wrapped up in plots against, but it’s starting to seem like this isn’t the best time to be picky about that kind of thing. I pick up my phone again and scroll through my recent messages.

Not Hannah, obviously. I haven’t spoken to her since just before Seema’s party, when Stella flipped her world on its ass. Seema would probably be thrilled to hear from me (or at least she’d act like she was, anyway), but I don’t know if I have the energy for her energy.

You know who you’re looking for, that same irritating voice in my head taunts.

Ugh. If there’s a day I’ll be able to get away with this, it’s today. Stella off in her own world, worrying about herself for once instead of what everyone else is up to.

You wanted to talk, I send to Levi. Let’s talk.



I regret my decision as soon as I open my front door and see Levi standing there.

It’s chilly outside, colder than I thought it was going to be, when the door opens. Levi’s wearing a big sweatshirt that, in an alternate universe, I probably would have borrowed and not given back because it looks beyond comfortable.

“Are you going to shut the door?” she asks. “It’s fucking freezing out.”

She’s right—distantly, I know that it’s chilly. I’m wearing a T-shirt and I have goose bumps up and down my arms. It’s just that Levi’s walking into my house for the first time since our first year of high school and it feels like the walls of the house close in around her when she gets inside, so the fact that it’s a bit nippy outside doesn’t really register with me.

I manage to snap out of it long enough to shut the door firmly behind her, but then I have to face the larger problem that Levi is really, truly, genuinely standing right in front of me in my house. My mom doesn’t know she’s here. Stella doesn’t know she’s here. It feels a bit like the first time you’re allowed to go somewhere by yourself as a kid—there’s that thought in the back of your mind that reminds you that, technically, you could do anything.

Levi seems to realize it at the same time I do, taking a couple of steps away from me even though she wasn’t anywhere near me to begin with. The fact that she seems wary of getting too close only makes my face heat up more, and the whole thing is embarrassing enough that it propels me forward.

“Can we agree to not be weird for, like, ten minutes?” I ask.

Levi clears her throat. She’s looking past me, at some point on the wall behind me instead of at my face. I don’t call her on it, but I file it away.

“Yeah,” she says. “I’m sure we can manage ten minutes. Why did you text me?”

I’m not ready to think about the details of my decision-making process so far today, so instead of answering Levi, I walk away from her, into my kitchen. Levi follows me, trying to perch herself on an uncomfortable stool at the island for a minute before giving up and hopping back down.

“Those are new,” I explain, even though she already knows that. “I hate them, too.”

Levi’s face goes too warm for a second, too much like she’s happy to be here and see me. Something about it feels dangerously good. Something about it makes me want to forget everything that’s happened over the last few months—the last few years, even.

So I say, “I got into Thibodeaux.”

Whatever weird line the two of us have been walking, it snaps as soon as that’s out of my mouth. Levi becomes a different person—she becomes my person again, the girl who let me rant to her about the Star Wars fans I used to get into fights with online and was always on my side even if she didn’t have a single clue what I was talking about. Her face lights up like all of her dreams have come true and she stands there in my kitchen, fingers splayed like a cheerleader, because she’s so fucking excited for me that she doesn’t even know what to do with herself.

“Holy shit,” she says. “Oh my god!”

And that’s when Levi finally gets over herself and hugs me.

She’s so happy for me that she must forget whatever weird hang-up she’s had all this time about touching me, because she grabs me so forcefully that I end up on tiptoe unexpectedly. It puts us both out of balance, me falling forward while Levi falls back, and the two of us topple into my kitchen island. I put a hand forward to catch us out of instinct, but still end up on top of Levi, a little puff of air pushed out of me on impact.

Both of us freeze. Until one of us acknowledges it, this is an accident. We don’t have to do anything about it if it’s just an accident.

Levi’s not looking away from me anymore. The two of us lock eyes and then it’s like we’re trapped there together. The brown sunbursts around her pupils, the bright green around the edges.

Her arms are still around me from the hug, and I assume she’s about to let go of me, to step away from me, to try and salvage whatever this meeting from hell was supposed to be in the first place. The two of us could still pretend like this never happened, if we wanted to. But instead, Levi grabs me harder. Her hand tightens into a fist, grabbing at the bottom of my shirt, and the feeling of her knuckles grazing the bare skin on my back nearly makes my elbow give out where I’m holding myself up.

“Why did you leave?” I ask, barely even a whisper. It feels like the only thing that matters.

Levi clenches her fist again. “What?”

“You said you wouldn’t have left me without a reason. What was the reason?”

She takes a breath, hesitating. But as she opens her mouth to reply, my phone starts buzzing, loudly, from beside us on the island.

“Oh, shit,” I say when I realize it’s a video call from Stella. I extract myself from Levi, looking between her and my phone helplessly.

“Answer,” she says. “It’s fine. I know how she is with missed calls. She’ll think you’ve been kidnapped or something otherwise.”

Easy for Levi to tell me to answer it. No one has to see the way she’s flushed and jittery the way Stella’s about to see I am.

But when I answer, I realize Stella’s not going to give a shit about what I look like. She’s calling from her room, and her red, puffy eyes only mean one thing.

“Okay, what’d the bitch say to you today?”

Stella sniffles and goes into a story about the comments her grandmother made about … well, everything about her physical appearance, essentially.

“Can I come over?” she asks. “I just want to pass out in front of the TV but I need someone to scratch my head while I do it.”

I look up and realize that, somewhere between whatever the fuck that just was on the island and now, Levi left. My heart drops, and then drops again when I remember Stella can see me looking somewhere out in my kitchen.

“What are you looking at?” Stella asks. “Is your mom home?”

I snap back to my phone screen, trying to lock into Stella’s face even though I’m tempted to try to run out the door and catch Levi before she leaves for real.

But I say, “No, sorry. I thought I heard something outside. Of course you can come over. Bring snacks.”

I’m sorry, I text Levi in the moments before Stella gets here. Our houses are so near to each other that there’s a possibility she could see Levi driving away on her walk over, but I’m banking on Levi being smart enough to know that already.

Me too, she replies, and it sits, heavy and urgent, on my chest for the rest of the day.






TWENTY-TWO


It doesn’t happen right away.

Actually, it happens the way it happened the first time: Levi distancing herself from her new friend group (or just her friend group, I guess—it’s been a long time since Ramona and Seema were Levi’s new friends, after all) the same way she did with us two years ago.

The first time it happens, not even Stella and I think anything of it. Ramona invites us to one of her games, and Stella and I dutifully paint our faces and hold the glittery posters Marlee made for all of us with Ramona’s jersey number reflecting so much midday sun that at one point, the ref tells us to put them down because we’re blinding the players. It’s fun in a way I hadn’t expected it to be, which, actually, could describe a lot of the outings Stella and I have had with Levi’s friends. Marlee brings orange slices as a joke, like Ramona’s a little kid playing rec league on the weekends, but we all eat them anyway, juice dripping down our wrists, Ramona pointing and laughing at us from the bench at halftime when she sees. It’s an aggressively nice day, warm enough to play outside even though it’s the end of November, and the sun is hitting me in that bright, perfect way that makes me realize how much I need it.

But, after the game (wherein Ramona and her team crushed the hopes and dreams of everyone who came in their path, of course), an only-slightly-familiar girl on Ramona’s team whose name I only know because it’s literally written across her back invites all of us to her house, and Levi steps back as all of us step forward.

“I have a ton of stuff I need to get done today,” she says, seeming genuinely apologetic. “I’ll text you guys.”

She hugs Ramona goodbye, saying, “You’re amazing, obviously,” into her hair. I look away before I put myself in Ramona’s place, before I think too hard about how close we’d gotten to this creeping Something we’ve been edging toward for months.

From there, it happens just as quickly as it did with us. Faster, even. Levi doesn’t need more than a week or so to detach herself, this time.

When she did it to me, I didn’t know why. That had been the worst part, worrying about whether I’d said or done something wrong. I remember thinking that, if Levi could only take a minute to explain why she didn’t want anything to do with me anymore, it would have made the whole thing bearable.

I was wrong. It’s so much worse to know why she did it.

“When was the last time she actually texted one of us first?” Ramona says now, sitting with her legs stretched out on her bed. Her room tells me a lot about her: namely, that she used to be much girlier than she is now, and that she’s too lazy to update her gauzy canopy bed and pale pink bedding. Marlee’s on the bed beside her, flipped upside down and fiddling aimlessly with a fraying piece of the canopy at the foot of the bed. With Seema on the outs, Marlee’s taken a tenuous step up. It’s not enough of a thing to concern Stella, I don’t think, but it means we’re seeing more of her than I previously thought I ever would. Stella and I are in plush, expensive-feeling beanbag chairs on the floor, but Stella has her feet up on the bed; a little claim.

“Maybe she’s going through something,” Marlee says. Stella rolls her eyes because she knows the two of them can’t see her, but she doesn’t have to worry about that, because Ramona rolls hers, too.

“She’s not going through anything,” Ramona says. “If she was, she would have told me in one of the, like, thirty million messages I’ve sent her asking if she wanted to talk about anything.”

“I didn’t want to say anything,” Stella says, in her element. “I thought maybe she’d changed. But there was a reason why we stopped talking. She just does this.”

“I don’t get it,” Marlee says, sitting up now. “What kind of person just ghosts their friends?”

“An asshole,” Stella says. “Like, I’m sorry, but it’s a shitty thing that shitty people do. She’s a shitty person.”

“She’s not a shitty person,” Ramona says. “I’m pissed at her, and maybe we aren’t friends anymore or whatever, but she’s not a shitty person. Don’t be like that.”

Stella’s reaction to that isn’t one I immediately recognize. There’s something familiar in it, steely, with a sharp edge, but with something else behind it. Panic.

I place it after a second: When we were in middle school, one of our friends had a birthday party where a company set up a go-karting track in his backyard. I watched while Stella took her turn, and, around the first corner, the tires started to wobble. I didn’t know what was going on, but the guy in charge started blowing a whistle and waving a flag. She’d taken the corner too quickly, I found out later, and the car was about to spin out of control.

She has the same look on her face now as she did then: She’s out of control.

But here’s the thing. At that birthday party, she didn’t lose control of the go-kart. She had that look on her face, and she yanked the wheel aggressively in the other direction. I don’t even know where she would have learned how to do that, but the car drifted around the corner for a second and then nearly took out the guy in charge, back in control and speeding around the track.

She won that lap.



When you’re in the background, you hear everything. Isn’t that the trope? The wallflower who knows everyone’s secrets? The problem is, Coral Cove doesn’t usually have interesting enough secrets for me to bother tuning in to what everyone’s talking about around me. The actual juicy stuff is better hidden than that, behind closed doors that you can only open if you say the right things to the right people.

I’ve found that even that stuff, though, is pretty boring. Or, at least, it’s all the same. Through her dad, Stella knows the names of at least ten girls who’ve already had work done, but when that many girls are getting nose jobs or chin implants or whatever, the whole thing just feels more sad than gossip-worthy.

Every so often, though, something breaks through. The same thing happened when Hannah and Dev were exposed: When I got to school the next morning, it felt like everyone who walked past me whispered something in my ear.

Do you think she really—

She isn’t—

—but maybe

And now here it is again, whispers following me around all morning. It’s like this until I get to homeroom, everyone murmuring in little groups or looking down significantly at their phones. It’s like a thrum, a pulse through everyone but me. And it has a name.

Ramona

Ramona

Ramona

“Morning,” Stella says, calm and collected when I get to our locker. “See anything interesting on your way in today?”

“What did you do?” I ask, but Stella just smiles, shrugs. “We’ll see,” she says.

I sit in homeroom, jitters getting worse and worse the longer I hear people’s phones pinging. They all keep giving each other looks, and that heartbeat spelling Ramona’s name keeps thrumming through the room.

Eventually, I manage to piece together the rumor. Someone saw Ramona with a baggie of pills in the bathroom last week. Someone wondered whether they were legit. Someone is worried about her.

I go into the bathroom after the last bell and put my head between my legs. No way. There’s no way Stella would go this far. At least Hannah had actually done something. Stella just told people that she’d done it. As shitty as it was for Stella to rat her out, at least it was the truth. Seema didn’t deserve it, but having people think she started a rumor isn’t exactly going to ruin her life. It’ll be just enough of a blip in her social life to take her out of the running for the BG, just like Stella wanted. But this? Stella making up a rumor out of thin air? A rumor that could ruin Ramona’s life, let alone her school reputation?

I text her. Don’t tell me you started this.

I text her. Stel, you need to stop.

I text her. Call me.

She reads them all and doesn’t respond. She told me once that she likes having her read receipts on. If I’m ignoring someone, I want them to know it, she’d said. I’d laughed.

I’m not laughing today. I walk back into the hall, scanning the crowd and trying to find someone. It’s only when I see Stella that I realize I was looking for Levi.

“Stop it,” I say. “Ramona doesn’t give a shit about the BG. She’s not your competition.”

“As long as Levi has friends, I have competition,” she says. “Didn’t you see Ramona yesterday? Even after everything Levi’s done to her, she still wants to come crawling back. She’s too loyal. She could ruin all of it. I told you, we’re taking this right to the end.”

“Stella, you sound—”

“Ooh,” Stella interrupts. “Watch this. Oh my god, what perfect timing! I’m, like, full-on villain era right now.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about until I see them. Mrs. Li and a cop—a legit, actual cop—walking through the hall. They cut through hallway traffic, stalking toward something. Someone.

Ramona, at her locker. Her shoulders seem a little bit hunched, on the defense, but until she sees Mrs. Li, she doesn’t look like the subject of a horrible fucking rumor. I would be kidding myself to imagine that she hadn’t heard it, so she must just be pretending it doesn’t exist.

Which must get pretty hard when Mrs. Li taps her on the shoulder. Everyone’s pretending like they aren’t watching, which, at this point, is kind of ridiculous. I’m suddenly angry on Ramona’s behalf—Mrs. Li couldn’t have waited another ten minutes until the hallway was empty? She had to do this in front of the entire school? When they search her locker and find nothing in it, all she’ll have achieved is turning Ramona into that girl who had to get her locker checked for drugs. No one’s going to care that there weren’t any actual drugs in it, and Stella must know that.

“Okay, I gotta go,” Stella whispers. “Scene of the crime and all that, y’know? Love you.”

She kisses me on the cheek and then flies out of the school unnoticed, because everyone’s still staring at the Ramona scene unfolding in front of all of us. I think about leaving as well, going home and trying to figure out what it is I’ll say to Stella to get her to stop this. Go after Levi, fine, but there’s no need to make shit up about Ramona.

But then the cop pulls a ziplock bag out of Ramona’s locker. I squint and can just about make out two or three white pills. The cop examines them while Ramona starts sputtering, saying she doesn’t know what they are and that someone must have put them there. Of course, the more she denies it, the guiltier she looks.

“I don’t even know what that is,” she says, “I swear to god.”

But I think I do. I’ve been around Stella’s family for long enough to know that, when things are good between her parents, her dad doesn’t have any issues with writing her mom a Tramadol prescription.

“Oh my god,” I say, drowned out by everyone else in the hall talking to each other about the scene unfolding in front of us. “Oh my god.”

Before I even really register what I’m doing, I’m leaving the building even faster than Stella did. I race home, heart pounding so loudly in my ears I can’t hear anything else. People could be blaring their horns or screaming at me and I’d have no idea.

When I get home, I tear through the house on shaky legs. It feels like I’m being chased, hunted. When I get to my room I shut the door behind me and lean against it, letting my knees give out the way they’ve wanted to since school. I slide until I’m sitting on the floor, and then I take out my phone and send Levi a message.

You’re right. About Stella. I need help.






TWENTY-THREE


I’d thought about telling Levi to meet me somewhere, some neutral ground where neither of us had the upper hand and I wouldn’t have to think about what it means that Levi’s in my house again when no one knows she’s here. But the risk of someone seeing us together, Marlee or someone mentioning it to Stella, was too high for that. And I know, now, that Stella’s worked herself up too much to risk something like that happening. I don’t think she’d have any issues with taking me out along with everybody else if she thought for a second I was against her. So Levi arrives at my house half an hour after I texted her and I let her in. We’ve done this before now but it still feels foreign enough to make my bones itch.

I walk away from her, into my living room. She follows me, sitting down on the same spot on my couch she always used to. Stretching her legs out like it’s nothing. She looks up at me like it’s the most natural thing in the world and I turn away on instinct. You don’t stare straight into the eclipse.

“What’s going on with Stella?”

I don’t know what it is. Levi in my house again, Levi asking me a question that would have sounded ridiculous two years ago. All of the above, maybe. Either way, it makes the rest of the day catch up with me and that’s when I start crying.

“Shit,” Levi says. She was never the best with big feelings. None of us are, really. It’s probably how we got to this point in the first place.

I sit down beside her because the only other option in my head is running out my own front door. Our knees are touching and it makes me cry harder.

“It’s your fault,” I say, feeling like a little kid the way it comes out as a half whine, half sob. I wipe tears with my uniform shirt sleeve. It comes back gray and mascara-stained, but I don’t care. “If you hadn’t ditched us, none of this would have happened.”

“Ramona’s tried calling me fifteen times since school ended,” Levi says. “I had cramps and my mom let me stay home, what the fuck did I miss at school?”

Everything’s too much—the overwhelming pressure of dealing with Stella’s plan and its aftermath, the fact that Levi’s in my house, and, even though I don’t want to admit it, the relief that I feel knowing that Levi came as soon as I asked her to. I’ve never been the kind of person who wants to go through life fending for herself—I know that I need people. I just seem to have had a bad habit of choosing people who either fuck off or become entirely consumed with revenge plots.

I explain what Stella’s been doing—from the beginning, from homecoming and that first BG assembly, infiltrating Levi’s life and getting in with her friends, exposing Hannah, framing Seema, all of it. By the time I finish, Levi’s gaping at me like I … well, like I told her I’ve spent the last three months actively trying to ruin her life, I guess.

“And you just went along with that?” she asks.

“I didn’t realize she was going to be able to do it!” I snap. “I thought she’d give it a shot, fail, and get it out of her system. I assumed your friends would be kind of polite to her at best. I didn’t think she’d actually get to this point. And I had no idea about what she did today, I swear to god.”

Levi scratches at the back of her neck. “A lot of people stop being friends in high school. It doesn’t usually end like this.”

“But you knew it would!” I say, my voice going thick again. I push it back. I’m not going to be the girl who starts crying when she gets called out on her shit, even if this might not technically be my shit. “I know you knew it would. You keep talking about how much you know me, but what you aren’t saying is how much you know Stella. You knew Stella better than I even did. You knew what you walking off would have done to her.”

“But do you know what it did to me?” Levi says. She turns, tucking her feet up underneath her so she’s facing me directly. “You keep talking about how horrible it was for you two that we all stopped talking. But what about me? It was fucking awful for me, too. I needed the two of you and then one day I just didn’t have you anymore.”

“We didn’t all stop talking,” I say. “You stopped talking to us. It was a choice. It was active.”

“It fucking was—” Levi cuts herself off. “Okay. This doesn’t help. Let’s talk about what we’re going to do about it. How do we stop her?”

“You need to tell me,” I say. I stand up. “You and Stella, you guys had, like … secrets. You didn’t think I noticed, but I did. You’d give each other these looks when we all used to hang out. You’d say something and forget that you’d been talking to just Stella about it, not me.”

“That’s not the point right now.”

“Don’t tell me what the point is! Do you think I give a shit about what some philosophical point of any of this is? Stella’s on a fucking crime spree, people are actually starting to be impacted by it, and you’re the only other person in the world who knows her well enough to stop it. So if you know anything about Stella that I don’t, you need to tell me right now.”

Levi’s still hesitating, so I try again. “Is it about why you left?”

That does something to her. She takes a sharp breath, steeling herself against me. Her knee removes itself from mine.

“I’m not talking about that,” she says. “You need me to stop Stella, to fix this, fine. But you have to agree that we can’t keep rehashing the past. It happened, I’m sorry, I’d change it if I could. End of story.”

I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to prod someone more. I want to stomp my feet and scream at her, but the only thing I want more than to know what the fuck Levi’s talking about is to get Stella to stop.

Fine.

“If we’re doing this, then we need to be normal with each other,” I say. I remember that the last time I told Levi not to be weird with me, it ended with me on top of her on my kitchen island, so I continue. “Really, actually normal.”

“I’m normal.”

I roll my eyes. “You can barely look at me. There have been, like, three different times the last few months where you’ve had to construct these whole elaborate scenarios just to avoid hugging me. That’s not normal.”

“I haven’t done that,” Levi says, like a fucking liar.

“Hug me right now, then.”

She laughs awkwardly, and I know I’ve caught her out. Good. Let Levi flounder for a second.

“Why do I need to hug you? I don’t need to hug you to help you.”

“I won’t do this with you if you don’t hug me right now,” I say. The longer she goes without doing it, the more soul-crushingly embarrassing this becomes, but I can’t go back on it now.

Levi eyes me warily, and I finally realize what she’s doing.

“I mean it,” I say. “I just want you to prove that we can be okay. No tricks.”

She searches my face for a second longer, and then steps forward.

I’ve had bad ideas before, but none of them have come close to the stomach-lurching feeling of instant regret I feel when Levi’s arms go around me. Because I just spent all that time telling Levi to be normal, and, as it turns out, I am very much incapable of being normal about this.

It’s just a hug. Of course it’s just a hug. I’ve hugged Levi before. But I haven’t hugged her like this, not when it’s been two years and we’re both older and we’re both out and she’s coming at me with all of her intensity and Levi.

I’m frozen for a second while Levi squeezes me around the shoulders, my own arms hanging limply at my sides.

“Let me know when you plan on being normal,” Levi says, too close to my ear so it echoes through me, static and tingle.

I’m jolted into action, wrapping my arms around Levi’s waist. When I squeeze, I know I haven’t imagined the way Levi startles, like she wasn’t expecting me to do it. I don’t know if I was, either; it’s a meaningless hug, but it’s also the first real, intentional physical contact we’ve had in two years, and I don’t know if either of us know what we’re supposed to do from here.

Levi’s hands slide lower down my back, squeezing until I have to take a step even closer to her. Suddenly it’s not a hug like the hundreds we’ve passed back and forth since we were kids. Suddenly it doesn’t feel so meaningless.

“I’m sorry,” Levi says, half into my hair. “About all of it. It should have been different.”

There are so many things I could say to that. So many things I’ve thought about saying to that, when Levi first stopped hanging out with us and I used to imagine what would happen if she decided to come back. Whether I’d tell her to fuck off or collapse onto her, forgive her immediately or make her sweat a bit first.

I’m sorry, too.

Tell me why it happened.

Tell me how you feel.

I’ve missed you.

But we don’t have time, and I don’t have the mental stability for any of those options and everything that could come with them. So instead I detach myself from Levi and nod.

“Okay,” I say. “Fine. That was normal.”






HOT GIRLS HAVE HOT FRIENDS







TWENTY-FOUR


Ramona’s our first stop.

We get to her house long after the sun’s gone down, everything feeling cold and sneaky in the dark. I wait in the car while Levi goes up to the Lopezes’ front door, talking to Ramona’s tired-faced parents for a little while. I know they’re probably saying that Ramona can’t come down, that she’s tired or grounded or going to fucking federal prison if Stella has things her way. But no one—and especially no parent—can resist Levi, probably putting on a big show about how concerned she is for Ramona. I don’t know the Lopezes enough to know how they’ll react to Stella’s latest. I don’t know if they’ll believe Ramona when she tells them she has no idea how those pills got into her locker or if they’ll assume the worst. I almost hope they think she’s gone off the rails; maybe then they’ll think Levi’s good influence is just what she needs.

Whatever Levi says, it works; she and Ramona, who looks like she’s hiding from the paparazzi in a big hoodie with the hood up, emerge from her house a few minutes later. Levi waves me over like we’re in a spy movie and I get out of the car uneasily, not sure how much Levi’s just thrown me under the bus.

“Hi,” Ramona says when she sees me. “No Stella?”

Oh, okay, cool, so 100 percent total bus throwing. Thanks, Levi.

“That’s why we’re here,” Levi says. “Freddie has something she has to tell you.”

“Thanks so much for that intro,” I say, glaring briefly at Levi’s innocent shrug.

I have no idea where to start with this. When I told Levi what Stella and I had been doing, I had all of the history behind me. It didn’t make it okay, but I know that Levi understood what had led up to it. Here, I don’t have a leg to stand on. I have to just say, So here’s how I contributed to ruining your life! Kinda did it just for funsies!

“Stella planted the pills,” I blurt out. Better to start with the facts. “It was her mom’s Tramadol, I think. She wanted to hurt your reputation so you’d be out of the running for the BG.”

Ramona blinks at me slowly, once, twice.

“What?”

Yeah, fair.

“She’s trying to get to me,” Levi says. “She knows how much I want the BG, and she wants to make sure I don’t win.”

“Her first step is getting rid of the other nominees,” I continue. “She was the one who leaked Hannah’s messages with Dev. And then she framed Seema for it.”

“She framed Seema for it?” Ramona arches an eyebrow at me. “Weren’t you the one who brought Seema into all of this?”

Fuck. I was kind of hoping Ramona would forget that detail; it doesn’t exactly make me look trustworthy.

“Freddie had her reasons,” Levi says before I can say anything. “She was trying to get back at me for being an asshole.”

Ramona crosses her arms. “I’m sure you were being an asshole, but that doesn’t mean I have to be okay with it.”

“You shouldn’t be,” I say. “That sucked. Levi is right, I was just trying to get to her and I let Stella suck me into the whole thing. You were next, but she said you were harder. So she went more extreme.”

“More extreme like planting drugs on me?” Ramona asks. I can’t tell if she’s being quiet because she’s still in shock or because she’s so furious she’s about to explode. Either way, I take a half step backward to be safe. At least she doesn’t seem to be focusing this energy on me anymore. “This was more than starting a rumor everyone’s going to forget about in a couple of months. I’m never not going to be the girl whose locker got raided. No one is ever going to forget seeing me get marched out of the school by the cops.”

“What did they say?” Levi asks. “How much trouble are you in?”

Ramona sighs. I only notice now how red her eyes are.

“I’ll be fine,” she says. “If it’s Tramadol, it’ll be way easier; like three girls on the team are on that and we all have each other’s locker combinations. My parents can make any of the police stuff go away. They’re just … ugh, they’re looking at me differently now, you can see it. They think I’m this totally different person.”

“But you’re not,” I say. “I can go in there and talk to them if you want, I can tell them.”

But Ramona’s already shaking her head. “That’s not what I’m worried about right now. I’m more concerned about drop-kicking Stella off a cliff.”

If we all get out of this situation alive, I’m making whatever lifestyle changes I need to in order for people to stop sharing their murderous fantasies with me.

“So what do we do?” Ramona asks then. “Just tell everyone she’s full of shit? Blow her up the way she blew all of us up?”

I open my mouth to say no, but Levi’s way ahead of me.

“That won’t work,” she says. “Everyone’s let Stella become way more popular than we even realized. Look at how easily she turned you against Seema. Against me.”

“I was never against—”

“I know it when I see it,” Levi says, waving her hand dismissively. “We’ve all been there, it’s fine. What matters is we know what’s going on now, and we know how Stella operates.”

“She has this plan,” I say. “Everything she’s doing right now, every thought in her head, it’s all the plan. She has no room for anything else. She’s hyperaware of anything she thinks might get in the way of that, so we have to be as sneaky and underhanded as she’s being.”

“Anyone know where to get meth?” Ramona asks. “If we’re being as sneaky as she is, a little felony drug charge might be just what she needs.”

I think she’s joking, but I really can’t be sure.

“What do you think we should do first?” Levi asks.

It takes me a second to realize that she’s looking at me. I’m going to have to get over myself if this is ever going to work, because Levi looking at me, talking to me, asking for my opinion like she actually cares and it actually matters, is nearly too much for me to handle. I briefly forget where I am, let alone my thoughts on this very urgent situation.

I don’t answer for too long, too busy looking at Levi’s face like a loser with an extremely ill-advised and deeply pathetic crush, which is, as it happens, exactly what I am. Once I realize what I’m doing, I turn away, feeling the tops of my ears go hot.

“The reason Stella thinks she has a shot at the BG now is because she’s taken everyone else out,” I say. “She wanted to separate you guys one by one so that Levi was alone.”

“Like she’s hunting her,” Ramona says. She sounds a bit impressed, actually.

“Like I’m a baby gazelle,” Levi agrees.

“So you need your herd,” I say.



“Fuck off.”

Levi and I jolt in unison, standing in Seema’s doorway. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Seema swear, let alone swear at me. And I’ve definitely never seen that look on her face before, either. When everything came out about Hannah, I never saw Seema angry. She was crying at the party, right when it first happened, and then all of it went away. Hannah went away. Once Seema got over her initial shock, it was like Hannah had never existed to her in the first place.

I guess I should have known from experience that someone who can erase someone from their life that easily was also capable of being this pissed off.

“We need to talk to you,” Levi says.

“Oh, and I’m supposed to fall at your feet and celebrate?” Seema asks. She steps out onto her front porch, shutting the door behind her. “Lucky me, Levi Preston’s decided I’m worth knowing again?”

“I never thought you weren’t worth knowing,” Levi says, but she’s quiet now. She knows there isn’t really a way to spin this where she comes out looking good.

“Stella’s been messing with everyone.” I step in when it’s clear Levi isn’t going to be able to Levi her way out of this. “She was trying to hurt Levi.”

“Well, she missed,” Seema says. She crosses her arms.

“She’s after the BG,” I explain. “She’s trying to pick all the competition off so that Levi doesn’t win.”

“She’s the one who framed you for leaking all the Hannah and Dev stuff,” Levi adds.

Seema’s head snaps up. “What?”

There we go. Everyone always perks up when they realize Stella’s messed with them, personally.

“Yeah,” I continue. “She has this plan to take everyone down, and she decided that making you out to be this, like, obsessive friend trying to control what Hannah did would be the best option.”

“I didn’t know that’s why you all stopped talking to me,” Seema says. When she says, Stopped talking to me, something in her voice turns sad, like a little kid talking about recess bullies. I look down at her feet. “Hannah was with Dev and then my best friends stopped replying to my messages and now you’re telling me that you did that because Stella told you to? Because you just believed her when she told you that I did this to myself?”

I don’t say anything.

“And what were you doing this whole time, Freddie?” she says then. “I really liked you. I thought you were nice. I thought I had a new friend. And you’re actually just Stella’s spineless fucking henchman?”

She’s not wrong, but it still sucks to hear.

Levi tries coming to my defense again. “It matters more that she’s helping to shut it down now.”

“Matters more to you,” Seema says. “Now that you have a convenient excuse to get rid of Stella forever and keep Freddie at the same time.”

“Seema.”

“Oh no, was I not supposed to say that?” she asks mockingly. “Did I not do my part right? I’m so sorry. Next time give me my lines in advance and I’ll do it perfectly, I promise.”

“Seema,” I try.

“One more time, just for the record,” she says. “Fuck. Off.”

She steps back into her house and shuts the door in our faces, leaving me and a red-faced Levi alone with the streetlights.

I open my mouth—I don’t really know why, because it’s not like I’d have any idea what to say—but Levi starts walking back to my car. I have to do a little jog to catch up with her, unlocking the doors and letting her in. She slides into the passenger seat and then puts her head in her hands, rubbing at her eyes.

I don’t know where Levi wants to go now, but I do know that we can’t sit in Seema’s driveway without her—probably rightfully—calling the cops on us for trespassing. I start the car and start driving aimlessly around Seema’s neighborhood.

“That sucked,” I say eventually, because if I think about the stuff that Seema said at the end of the conversation—the implications, Levi’s red face, any of it—there’s a very good chance one of my organs will explode.

Levi laughs humorlessly. “Little bit, yeah.”

“She’s right, though,” I say. “I never should have gone along with it. I saw the way Stella was escalating things. Like, fine, try and crush your dreams and destroy you, whatever, but your friends shouldn’t have been collateral damage.”

“Oh, thanks.” Levi’s laugh is more genuine now, and I wince when I fully realize what I said.

“I didn’t think she’d be this good at it,” I say again. “I thought she’d, like, try her best for a few weeks and then everything would go back to normal.”

“I guess that’s where we both went wrong,” Levi says. “Underestimating Stella.”

We’re both quiet for a minute, until I break the silence again.

“I get why she wanted to hurt you,” I say. “When you hurt her as much as you did.”

She doesn’t say anything. I can’t resist prodding one more time. “You hurt both of us.”

“I know that,” Levi says, a bit of annoyance creeping into her voice. She’s sick of hearing this, but I’ve spent two years sick of thinking it. “I told you I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t fix it, but that’s all I’ve got.”

But there’s something else, isn’t there? There’s that thing that keeps poking at me, that keeps reminding me of the question I’ve been asking myself every day for the last two years. And, as I start driving back to my house, I ask it again.

“Look, I’m sorry,” I say. “I know I agreed to stop bringing up the past, but I don’t think I can do this if I don’t know the full truth. I think I need to know. Why did you fuck off the way you did?”

For a while, I don’t think Levi’s going to answer. I don’t think she’s going to say anything at all, actually, letting the two of us drive back to my house in total silence.

She’s quiet for so long that she makes me jump when she finally says something.

“I never wanted to tell you like this.”

“Well, I never wanted to get roped into a multipronged scheme where the two formerly most important people in my life wanted to Lord of the Flies each other, but here we are.”

She goes silent for another long stretch. Just as I’m about to prod her again, she says, “Don’t look at me while I say it.”

“What?” I glance incredulously over at Levi’s beet-red face. “Levi, I’m driving a car, what are you talking about? Just tell me.”

Levi groans. I don’t listen to her and strain my peripheral vision to its limit to watch her squish her face against her window.

“Tell me or I’ll assume you were in love with me,” I joke, singsong.

“Oh my god,” Levi says, sounding agonized now. She pulls the neck of her hoodie up over her face and I realize what she’s saying.

“Oh,” I say. It comes out too shocked, too harsh, all wrong for what Levi just said—or didn’t say—to me. I try again to reply, but my brain isn’t quite online.

“I mean … yeah,” Levi says. She laughs, throwing her hands up in the air. “Fuck it, that’s about it, really. Nailed it.”

“You were in love with me?” It’s still not coming out right, too flat. Like I don’t care. Like it’s not impacting me.

“We were, like, thirteen, so maybe that’s dramatic,” she says. “But that’s how it felt. I mean, and now it … yeah. That’s how it felt. How I felt.”

When I don’t say anything for a moment, Levi laughs again. I recognize that laugh. The one she uses around other people, the one that says Everything is completely fine.

“And you obviously didn’t … I mean, I didn’t even know for sure that you were gay until Hannah’s birthday party.”

“Is that why you went racing out of the room when I said the tattoo artist was hot?” I ask. We’re at my house now, but neither of us make any move to get out of the car. I unbuckle my seat belt and turn to face Levi just because she told me not to look at her before and I like the feeling of being under her skin.

“Yeah, that sucked for thirteen-year-old me,” she says. That laugh again. “Maybe she would have tried harder if she knew there was a chance.”

A chance. Levi calling the all-consuming, world-ending crush I’ve had on her since the second we met a chance is like calling Stella passionate.

Speaking of Stella, though.

“What does any of that have to do with Stella?” I ask.

But I know the answer. I had been right all this time: Levi knew exactly how Stella had felt back then. She wouldn’t have done anything about any feelings she might have had, because Stella would have been destroyed.

Levi still can’t look at me, face still flushed dark. I want to touch it and see if it’s as burning hot as it looks, but physical contact probably isn’t the right move in this situation.

“Stella knew,” Levi says eventually. “She told me you were straight. That’s part of why Hannah’s birthday kind of messed with my head. Stella was always telling me about these crushes you had on boys at The Cedars. She told me that you weren’t like me and her, that you felt too awkward to talk about it, so you never said anything to me.”

Where Levi’s face is red, mine’s pale now. The blood rushes out of it so quickly it makes me dizzy.

“Stella told you I was straight?”

Levi nods. “I didn’t have any reason to not believe her, but when we started at Coral Cove, I started to think … I don’t know, I probably made it all up, but I thought maybe you might have felt something as well. But then at the beginning of first year, Stella pulled me aside one day and said that you told her I was making you uncomfortable. That you could tell I liked you and you felt weird about it. She said that I needed to stop wasting my time with you.”

I swallow hard. “So you did.”

“I took a step back,” Levi says. “I already knew Ramona from The Cedars, and she was friends with Seema and Hannah. I thought I could start hanging out with them for a bit to give you a break from me, but before I realized what was happening the two of you had moved on. I thought.”

My throat is so dry that I can barely creak the words out when I speak next.

“So when you said before that you wouldn’t have chosen to leave…”

“I thought you wanted me to go.”

It takes me a second to take that in. All of it: Levi’s feelings, the way Stella got me out of the picture without me even noticing it, the fact that Levi left us because of me, in a way.

“I didn’t,” I finally say. “I didn’t want you to go.”

“I know,” Levi says. “But back then I felt like such a monster. Like every time we spoke, I was making you uncomfortable, like I was this monster dyke preying on you.”

“You weren’t,” I say. “I’m sorry she made you think that.”

There’s novels more I could say and maybe even more that I could do in response to all of this, but my head’s spinning too quickly to pinpoint anything. Levi was in love with me. Levi didn’t think she had a chance. Levi liked me so much it made her feel like a monster.

But she looks small and sad and far away right now, like she’s right back there. Anything I might say about me in response wouldn’t be right.

So instead I give her an out.

“I can’t believe you knew me during my Kim Possible Cargo Pants phase and you were surprised to learn I’m a big fucking lesbian.”

Levi thinks about that for a second and then laughs helplessly, covering her face with her hands. Something in my chest settles when I see her calm down, when I know she doesn’t think she’s that monster anymore.

“Oh my god, I forgot about that. You wore them on a hundred-and-fourteen-degree day and passed out in my mom’s car.”

“I fell asleep!” I say for the millionth time. “I didn’t pass out.”

“You fell asleep in a way that necessitated medical attention,” she says around a smile. “Right.”

We sit there smiling at each other, but there’s only so much you can do to distract from an admission like the one Levi just made. So before it gets too awkward, I say, “I should go inside.”

Levi nods. “Yeah.”

I can’t help but add, “Man, fuck Stella.”

I think I’m feeling the maximum amount of emotions a human is capable of right now. Between everything Levi just told me and the rage slowly starting to churn in my chest over what Stella did, a short and sweet fuck Stella is basically all I’m up for.

Levi laughs, not expecting that. She gives me a look I haven’t seen in a long time—I’m physically unable to hold myself back from telling this inappropriate and/or ridiculous joke—and says, “I mean, yeah, that probably could have avoided all of this.”

“Levi!”

I swat at her arm, but she grabs my hand before I can make contact. We both lock eyes like trapped animals; I hadn’t meant to swat, she hadn’t meant to grab. When she lets go, I want to cry.

“We’ll talk about what we’re going to do about her later,” I say. “Just not at school. She’d skin me alive if she saw me talking to you again, I swear.”

“Okay, yeah, let’s avoid that,” Levi says. She’s still smiling. It’s the first time in two years where things around me and Levi have been calm enough that my brain has the space to say I want to kiss her, I want to kiss her, I want to kiss her.

“Yeah,” I say. I get out of the car and watch from my doorway as Levi gets into her own and drives off. I wave and then go inside, shutting the door behind me.

“Mom, are you home?” I call. My voice bounces off the marble, filling the whole house.

No response. Perfect.

“What the fuck?” I scream as loudly as I can.






TWENTY-FIVE


The BG short list is announced with less fanfare than the long list at school, so I should have known to be terrified of what would come after.

On Friday, a peppy first-year nepo baby who muscled her way onto the student news broadcast because her dad’s an Oscar winner—and whose name I’ve made a point to not remember on principle because of that—blinks onto the TV in the front hall at the beginning of lunch.

“Good morning, Coral Cove,” she says, or, at least, I assume she says something like that. I don’t pay attention until she says, “Today, we’re announcing the final three nominees for the 2026 Beaumont-Gardiner Award!”

Stella snaps to attention, zeroing in on that screen like her life depends on it. All I feel is dread. Either we’re on it, and Stella’s going to be spurred on even more, or we’re not, and I’ll have to pick up the pieces.

“As a reminder, the final three nominees will campaign for votes for the next three weeks, until Coral Cove’s annual holiday gala.” Nameless, soulless TV girl continues. “The winner will be selected by a combination of student, faculty, and alumni voting.”

I can’t hear her, but I can tell by the look on Stella’s face she’s grumbling at the TV, trying to will the girl to make the announcement sooner.

“In alphabetical order,” Bland nepo baby says in that same bland nepo baby voice, “The nominees are Stella Astor, Levi Preston, and Winnifred Wickham.”

Suddenly, everyone in the hall is looking at me. Some of them are clapping politely, some of them look deeply, deeply confused. Same.

Stella, on the other hand, opts to go for the less subtle route.

“Fuck yes!” she screams—and I mean screams. On the plus side, everyone turns away from me to aim their confused looks at Stella instead. On the negative side, Stella quickly realizes that that reaction isn’t exactly befitting someone short-listed for the BG. I don’t think she actually believed it was happening until this exact moment.

I try to warp my face into something happy and congratulatory. In reality, I want to slap the smile off Stella’s face after what Levi told me last night.

I stepped back. I let Stella flirt shamelessly and assign meaning to everything Levi did and stand there and pine after Levi left, because I thought our friendship was more important than whatever either of us felt for Levi. But I guess I was the only one who felt that way. Stella decided it was better for neither of us to ever speak to Levi again, just because it was me instead of her.

I spend the rest of the day doing two main things: accepting compliments from strangers, and avoiding Levi like the plague.

The compliments are weird and a bit off-putting, like when you figure out that you’re dreaming and know something sinister’s about to happen. I can’t let Levi be that sinister thing now.

I know that the next few weeks are going to put me uncomfortably close to Levi—now that we’re finalists, we have to actually campaign, and there’s a ton of annoying little events and traditions that we’re going to be subjected to until the BG Gala. And if I’m going to be trying to stop Stella without her realizing I’m doing it, and if the whole time I’m doing that, I have to talk to Levi who was in love with me, I’m not 100 percent sure that I’ll survive. I know I’ll have to speak to her after school, but I’m glad there’s enough distance between our houses that I won’t have to be in front of her extremely distracting face, at least.

But when I get home, I’m all but accosted by Tory Burch perfume and cold hands as my mother wraps me up in an uncomfortable and unwarranted hug.

“Winnie!” she’s saying, even though no one on the planet actually calls me that. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were nominated for the Beaumont-Gardiner!”

My mother is, unfortunately, part of a particular group of Coral Cove moms. The ones who don’t want to actually waste their time wondering about what their children do all day, but care very deeply when what their children do reflects well on them. As it stands, we’ve gotten to live blessedly separate lives up until this point, because I never did anything that would sound impressive to her friends at the club.

I hadn’t thought about this as a side effect. That’s so fucking annoying.

“It’s not a big deal,” I say. “Levi’s going to win it, I’m just nominated.”

“But you’re going to go to the gala, right?”

Ah, right. My mom’s eyes are hungry now, thinking about all the ways she might be able to dress me up, shove me onto a pedestal, and then take credit for all of it. Of course she’ll be there, front row, the night of the BG Gala. How else would she be able to fake-cry and draw attention to herself?

“Yeah, I’m going to the gala,” I say.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about any of this,” she says. “That’s not like you! Normally you’re such a sharer!”

I look around, wondering if she has another daughter stashed around here somewhere that she’s gotten me confused for.

She flits down the foyer, then heads up the stairs with a scary determination that usually means I’m about to have to do something I don’t want to do.

“I had to find out from the Astors!” she calls from the top of the staircase. “Go get dressed, we’re meeting them for dinner.”

I wonder if my newfound status as golden child prodigy comes with any benefits.

“I actually have a lot of homework tonight,” I say. “I want to make sure I’m getting everything done. Y’know, to make a good impression on the teachers who’ll vote?”

My mom smiles fondly, and for a minute I think I’ve done it. I get to spend about half a second fantasizing about the way I’ll absolutely be using these powers for evil before she speaks again and makes it all come crashing down.

“I love that, but you should have a chance to acknowledge your accomplishments! We have to celebrate the three of you.”

I drop my backpack. My laptop, tucked away inside, makes a sickening cracking noise when the bag hits the marble, but I barely notice.

“The three of us?” I ask.

If my mom notices anything strange in how I ask—the way my voice has gone quiet, the way I feel like I must be actually, literally green with how nauseous I suddenly am—she doesn’t say anything.

“Isn’t it so sweet that the three of you are the nominees?” she asks. “Go on and get ready; we’re going to the Astors’ for drinks and then we have reservations!”

As soon as she leaves, I whip my phone out so quickly I almost throw it across the room.

Holy shit has your mom told you what we’re doing tonight

I send it, separately, to Stella and Levi. Levi replies immediately: I’m going to die, thanks.

Stella starts and stops typing a few times, which usually means she’s talking to someone. Her mom’s probably telling her what’s happening right now. Oh god, what am I going to tell her?

Isn’t it fucking genius?

The only reason I don’t drop my phone is because I already did the backpack drop and I can only handle so much risk to my things in the name of drama in one day.

I call Stella and she picks up on the first ring, glee clear in her voice. My little picture in the bottom of the screen confirms that I look exactly as frazzled and panicked as I feel.

“You planned this?” I demand. I remember that I’m standing in the middle of my foyer, so I stomp up our front stairs and hide myself away in my room.

“Sorry I didn’t tell you,” Stella says, but she doesn’t sound particularly sorry at all. She puts her phone down on her dresser and takes her shirt off (I’ve long since gotten used to that), flicking through a rack of dresses in her giant walk-in closet.

Oh god, what the fuck am I supposed to wear to this?

(A little, evil, gay voice in the back of my head reminds me that Levi seemed to really like the slip dress I wore to BG brunch. An eviler, gayer voice reminds me that I have another, slightly sluttier one in the back of my closet that I’ve never had the occasion to wear. I tell both of them to fuck off.)

“How long were you planning on setting us all up on the dinner from the actual depths of hell without telling me?” I don’t have anything better to do, and I know too well that once my mom’s decided we’re going to do something, we’re going to do it, so I reluctantly start pushing around a few things hanging up in my closet.

I’ve managed to avoid Stella for most of the day, telling her I had a migraine at lunch after the short list was announced and letting her flit around from compliment to compliment. She was so busy with her head up her own ass, basking in the glow of being a BG finalist, that she didn’t even notice that I was barely speaking to her. Levi and I haven’t managed to figure out what we’re going to do, but I’m at least smart enough to understand that I can’t let Stella know how badly I still want to slap her across the face for everything she did to us.

“It was more serendipitous than that,” Stella says, oblivious (as always) to the way I want to throw my phone at the wall when I see her face. “I mentioned it to my parents, they freaked out, and my dad asked who the other nominees were. As soon as I said it was you two, they got all bullshit Oh isn’t that so sweet, three best friends as if Levi had set one fucking toe into this house between first year and two months ago. I realized it was the perfect opportunity to mess with her head a bit.”

I take a second to swallow down my anger, hoping Stella will assume my Wi-Fi lagged, before I reply. “You don’t waste any time.”

“No time to waste, Winnifred!” she chirps. “Now, I have an extra mission for you, and you’re going to accept it because you’re built to be a fucking spy, obviously.”

“I truly, truly cannot handle one single more responsibility tonight,” I say. At least that’s honest.

“I need you to look the hottest you’ve ever looked in your entire life,” Stella says like I haven’t said anything.

It makes me pause, looking over at her on my phone where it’s balanced carefully between a stuffed animal and a pair of Minnie ears from Stella’s last birthday (she made me do a blood oath to swear never to tell anyone she went to Disneyland as an almost-adult). Stella’s not on the screen, lost somewhere within her immense wardrobe.

“Why do you care if I look hot or not?”

“First of all, I always care whether you look hot. You’re my best friend and I think you should be the hottest you can possibly be at all times.”

Stella comes back into the frame.

Actually, a more accurate sentence would be Stella’s boobs come back into the frame. How is it that she’s put more clothes on than she had before but looks sluttier?

(It should be noted here that when I say sluttier, I mean it in the best way that word has ever been used. Stella looks incredible, like some kind of old-school femme fatale who’s about to walk into a detective’s office after murdering her husband. But Stella’s boobs have always had their own zip code, and she’s doing everything she can to make sure we all know it in the black velvet lace-up dress she’s currently wearing.)

“I’m pretty sure wearing a push-up bra when your boobs are already that big is considered assault in a few countries,” I say.

Stella grins, squeezing her boobs together even more and shimmying in front of the camera.

“Now that we’re actual nominees, we’re kicking it up a notch,” Stella says. “We’re going to look so good that Levi knows once and for all that we mean business. That we’re actually going for the BG and we can actually win it.”

I’m sure the possibility of Stella looking—her words—the hottest she’s ever looked in front of an unsuspecting Levi is more than a little bit of a reason behind Stella’s plan for tonight, but against all my better judgment, I hold out the slip dress in the back of my closet for Stella’s approval. She gives it (alongside a lot of catcalling, objectifying comments while I get dressed, which usually I’d appreciate but today they make my skin crawl), and before I can think too hard about anything else, the two of us are stepping out of Stella’s dad’s Porsche in front of the restaurant.

“Okay, all jokes aside, one of our families better be paying for this,” I say under my breath to Stella. “We can hate Levi all we want, but I’m not making Anne pay.”

“Oh good god, yeah, no,” Stella agrees readily. “Anne’s a national treasure, she’s not paying for this dick-measuring contest.”

That’s definitely what this is. My mom picked the restaurant—trendy, but not famous enough to be in the Michelin Guide (the sweet spot), but Stella’s dad booked us a private room. My mom and Stella’s parents are going to be going back and forth like this all night. It used to be a great way for their attention to leave Stella, Levi, and me so we could talk about whatever it was we thought mattered at the time. Now I’m terrified at the thought that it means the three of us are going to actually have to talk to one another.

I’ll admit that when I see Levi’s reaction to me (and to Stella, I remind myself; Stella’s the one who looks like Jessica fucking Rabbit tonight), I’m a little pleased. It’s a little like—and I know that this is the most embarrassing thing in the world, so just shut up—what I imagined, when I let myself imagine it back in middle school, it would be like if Levi and I went to prom together. Me looking hot and Levi telling me as much.

Levi gawking at me in a dark restaurant in front of our parents and Stella isn’t exactly the same thing, but after a certain point, you have to take what you’re given.

Stella and I both nod at Levi, because we can’t exactly just pretend like she isn’t here, but we give genuine hugs to Anne, her mom, who we haven’t seen for as long as Levi’s been AWOL.

“I’ve missed you two around the house,” Anne says, waggling a finger at Stella and me. “I don’t care if you don’t want to visit this one, at least come and see me.”

The sweetest part of that is how much I know she means it, and I’m suddenly struck by the urge to cry. I’ve missed Anne, the way she’s always been nice to me and the way she strokes the back of my head when she hugs me and the way she smells like bleach. This night could have been something so cool, a nice evening where everyone got to be happy for everyone else, but instead Stella made it into this. All of us eyeing each other warily, none of us knowing what we’re going to do next.

Stella made it this way. I clench a fistful of my dress under the table so hard that it’s wrinkled when I let go.

We make it through the parents’ first round of drinks and ordering without casualties, but I know my shoulders are hunched, on high alert for the thing that’s going to take all of this down. If Stella knows what she’s going to say, she doesn’t give me any warning.

But it’s Levi who decides to act first.

“Have you heard anything back from Thibodeaux, Freddie?”

I drop my fork onto the burrata.

“From what?” my mom asks, craning her neck from the other side of the table to give me a look. “What’s Thibodaux?”

I give Levi a thanks so much, asshole look and then lean over to address the parents. “It’s a film school in London. My Film Theory teacher wrote me a letter of recommendation for this summer program they do, but I haven’t heard back yet. It’s not a big deal.”

“Sorry, but that’s just not true,” Anne says. She was always telling me how important it was to not sell myself short, and I really did appreciate it, but I wish she’d let me get away with it just this one time. “Thibodeaux is the most prestigious film school in the world. The type of people who even apply are already ahead of the pack here. That’s amazing, Freddie. Good for you.”

My mom starts going on about how She doesn’t tell me anything and Stella’s mom laughs knowingly.

“But she’s not going,” Stella interjects. “Isn’t that cool? That she’s going to turn down this fancy film school?”

Everyone looks at her for a second. Just long enough for Stella to realize she miscalculated her audience and flush just slightly.

“I don’t even know if they’ll let me in,” I say, repeating my now-standard lie. “Let’s see if they actually want me around, first.”

The parents all make encouraging noises at that before floating off back to their own conversations, Anne at the edges like she always used to be but not looking like she minds too much.

“I’m peeing,” Stella announces, standing up and marching off. I’m almost positive that I’m supposed to follow her, but her leaving the table is the first time I’ve felt like I’ve been able to relax all evening. I let myself slide down just slightly in my seat, relieved at the opportunity to let my guard down a bit.

I must slip down farther than I think, because, just like at BG brunch, the tip of my shoe touches Levi’s under the table.

Also just like at BG brunch, I don’t move it. I don’t know what comes over me, but instead, I stretch my leg out even farther so I can nudge the side of Levi’s foot in her dress shoe with my toes. One tap, then two, then three. So she knows I’m doing it on purpose.

I watch as she pulls her phone out of her pocket and taps something out under the table. Right on schedule, my phone buzzes.

Stop it.

I look up at her, but she’s not looking at me, staring hard at her phone in her lap. I rest my foot against hers more firmly under the table and reply to her message.

Stop what?

Levi sits up abruptly, dislodging my foot and making her chair scrape loudly on the floor. The conversation falters for half a second, but Levi gives the parents an apologetic look and then starts typing on her phone again.

Freddie, come on.

Don’t be a dick.

Don’t be a dick? I try to make eye contact with her so I can give her a what are you talking about look, but Levi puts her phone away and leans down the table to reply to a question Stella’s dad asked her. My phone buzzes in my hand.

Stella, this time. Are you coming in here or what????

I excuse myself and get up from the table. Levi’s still refusing to look at me. Fine, then. I make it a point to not look at her for the rest of the night.

That’s normal, right?






TWENTY-SIX


When I get to Levi’s apartment on Saturday morning, she’s a ball of nervous energy that I don’t quite know what to do with.

After she lets me in, she goes back to what she must have been doing while she waited for me, Ramona, and Hannah to come over: pacing back and forth across the length of her living room.

Mr. Tumnus, her elderly and perfect cat, squeaks and comes running over to me, rubbing his face against my legs and letting me pick him up.

“Hello!” I squeal into his fluffy face. “Hello, perfect angel baby love of my life, I’ve missed you so much.”

“Hi,” Levi says. She laughs at her own joke once, and then clams up. “Sorry,” she says.

She looks at me for a second longer and then goes back to pacing.

Me and Mr. Tumnus look at each other. I put him down and walk over to Levi, catching her just as she turns away from the window at the back of the room. I grab her by the arm and hold her in place.

“You made a joke,” I say. “It was funny. You don’t make me uncomfortable. Not at all.”

I swallow hard, not sure if I’ve maybe said too much. But Levi nods and takes a breath.

“Thank you,” she says. And then, a bit unnecessarily, “I’m nervous about today.”

“You don’t say.”

“They’ve never come here before,” she admits, just like I suspected. “I know it shouldn’t matter, but I don’t know what I’ll do if it’s, like, this whole thing. Like what if one of them says it’s cozy? I’ll jump out the window, Freddie, I swear to god.”

“No one’s going to tell you it’s cozy,” I say, even though Levi and her mom’s apartment is the coziest place on earth. I get what she means, though; Ramona or Hannah driving across town from their full-on mansions and calling Levi’s two-bed cozy would be brutal.

I lead her to her couch (the most comfortable couch that’s ever been produced by man or machine, but, again, it might be weird to make that a whole thing) and sit down beside her.

“If they’re weird about it, I’ll ruin their lives,” I say. “But you’ll have to be patient with me and wait until we’ve finished this current life-ruining scheme, okay? Because there’s only so much I can handle.”

Levi laughs, but it doesn’t quite fill her up the way it’s supposed to. Before I even realize what I’m doing, I grab her hand.

“It’ll be fine,” I say. “I promise.”

Levi starts to pull her hand away, but something takes over me and I keep it in place. My thumb brushes one of her knuckles, then another.

I can tell her something. It doesn’t have to be the whole something.

“Remember what you said in the car?” I ask, almost too quiet to count.

Levi laughs, looking away. “Uh, yeah. My brain’s been replaying it to me on a loop because it hates me.”

“You said that when we started high school you thought I might have liked you back,” I say. “But I was obsessed with you from that first argument on your first day at The Cedars.”

Levi’s face jolts up to look at me now. She squeezes my hand, but I don’t think she even realizes she’s doing it.

“It was never, ever uncomfortable,” I say. “I could have hated you and it still would have been fine, because you never did anything bad. But I would have done a fucking backflip if I found out how you felt. You did not ever make me feel weird about that situation.”

I don’t regret saying that to her, but I do regret the fact that I keep looking at her after I say it. It means I have to watch it sink in for her, for her to realize what that might mean.

“Did you—”

Levi gets cut off by her buzzer and the two of us sit there blinking at each other for a second before she gets up. She lets Ramona and Hannah in, and then the apartment feels too full. Not because it’s small, but because it feels wrong that people who aren’t Levi exist right now.

I force myself to snap out of it, to stop thinking about what she might have been about to say. I greet Ramona and Hannah only slightly awkwardly, and then the four of us are sitting in Levi’s living room like I didn’t just get the closest I ever thought I’d get to telling Levi how I feel about her.

“Welcome to the Stella Astor Destruction Committee,” Hannah says, delivered to us, as promised, by Ramona. “Good to be back, by the way.”

Ramona rolls her eyes. “She planted drugs on me, Hannah. We’re all sorry we didn’t hear you out, but you were actually fucking Dev. I don’t think you get to be that superior.”

“This won’t work if we’re sniping at each other,” Levi says. “That’s what Stella expects us to do.”

Ramona and Hannah both grumble for a second longer, but they don’t say anything else about it.

“So what’s her next move, then?” Hannah asks me. “She’s just got Levi left to take out now, right?”

“Unless she aims for Freddie,” Ramona points out.

I’ve thought about that, too. It’s why Stella thinks I’m at a wellness retreat in Arizona with my mom this weekend.

“I don’t actually know what she’s planning on doing,” I admit. “She never told me.”

“So you’re not actually that much help,” Hannah says.

“You know what’s going on now, right?” Levi snaps. “Then I guess she’s pretty helpful.”

“I don’t think she has more of a plan,” I say. “Her focus was to get everyone out of the way, and then she figured if Levi lost some influence, then everyone would vote for Stella over Levi. So right now, she’s probably just hoping that she’s done enough.”

“She hasn’t,” Hannah says. “She’ll have to know that. Levi being our year’s BG winner has been the only thing the entire class can agree on from day one. They aren’t going to all change their minds now just because she has three fewer friends.”

“She’ll make some kind of big move,” Levi says with a nod. “That sounds like Stella.”

“So you need to do stuff that sounds like Levi,” I say. “People love you. Remind them why.”

“I have no idea why,” Levi says.

“Exactly,” Ramona says. “You’re humble. You’re nice. You throw good parties. Everyone’s been rooting for you to win the BG for ages. All you have to do is keep being that person, and people are going to forget Stella ever existed.”

Levi isn’t Levi Preston. The homecoming queen, BG winner Levi Preston isn’t the same person I saw this morning, worrying herself into the abyss. Levi Preston was someone Levi made up to get what she wanted and to protect herself from people like Stella. It’s not her fault that Stella liked that protection too much. It’s not my fault, either.

“A party was Stella’s first move,” I say. “It went terribly—it was that night you guys were on the beach.”

“So if we throw a good one, we get a point on her and we get to remind her of her failures,” Ramona says.

We all look at her until she rolls her eyes. “I know every one of you thought it. Look, we all know how to be the exact same kind of shitty that Stella’s being, so why not lean into it? That’s how we knock her off her winning streak.”

I don’t want to admit it, but she’s absolutely right. We all know how to be mean. Stella’s just being more up-front about it, lately.



I stay after Ramona and Hannah leave, even though Levi and I hadn’t talked about that. I’m supposed to leave. This is supposed to be normal. But when Ramona and Hannah get up to go, I stay sitting and Levi shuts the door behind them before she comes back to the couch.

Everything immediately goes back to what it had been like this morning. The air goes buzzy and wired and, I’m pretty sure, Levi’s eyes get greener. Dangerous territory.

“I think that went well,” I say. It sounds horrible, so awkward and stilted like I’m just trying to make small talk. I am, but I don’t want it to sound like that.

“Yeah,” Levi says. “Complicated feelings about being as horrible as possible for my own advancement notwithstanding, that was productive. Do you want food?”

She’s being so casual about the fact that I’ve been here for hours, about the fact that I haven’t left, about the fact that she clearly wants me to stay even longer. It makes something spring out of my throat without my permission.

“What were you going to ask me? Earlier, before they got here. You started to say something.”

Levi freezes, halfway to the kitchen. She stands facing away from me for a beat too long, and then comes back over to the couch.

Everything’s in slow motion. She sits down and it takes an hour.

“You said that I hadn’t made it all up. That you liked me back, before.”

I flush. “I know what I said. I was asking what you were going to say.”

“I was going to ask if you stopped.”

My stomach drops. I don’t know if I can do this. I’ve spent so long making sure Levi didn’t know that now I can’t tell her.

“Did you?” I ask.

At first, I don’t think Levi’s going to respond at all. We both let it hang over us for a long moment and I wonder if maybe that’s enough for me, the knowledge that we both know what the other would say. Maybe we don’t have to blow up our lives. Maybe this is all we needed.

But then Levi says, “Never.”

And it turns out I needed a lot more than that.

Before I’m fully aware of what I’m doing, I lurch forward, practically scrambling into Levi’s lap so I can kiss her.

I’m not a scrambling-into-someone’s-lap-to-kiss-them kind of person. I’ve kissed exactly two people (three if you count Stella as a joke, but I don’t even want to think about Stella right now, let alone be reminded of how much I used to trust her), and neither of them inspired any particularly intense feelings in me. My first kiss felt like checking something off a list, like I was becoming more of a person but only because that’s what happened. My second, with a girl way cooler than me who was bored at my mom’s firm’s holiday party last year, was at least a bit exciting, but that’s where it ended.

This is so different that it feels like the first two didn’t count at all, like they were totally different things. My first kisses were handshakes compared to this.

Levi clearly didn’t expect this from me, so for the first second or so she’s frozen underneath me. But when her brain finally catches up with what’s going on, she grabs me by the back of my head and presses up to kiss me back.

It doesn’t feel like this is the first time we’ve done this. It’s more like a relief, the feeling of things falling into place the way I always hoped they would. A glass of water. A hot shower. The sun coming out on a gray day. Relief, comfort, and it feels so good that I fall farther into Levi, looping my arms around the back of her neck and pressing myself as closely as I possibly can to her. But that makes her squeeze my waist with her other hand, which makes my brain start hissing yesyesfinallymoreyes, and—

The dead bolt on Levi’s front door slides open and I leap off her so quickly I’m dizzy, stumbling for a couple of steps while the stars blink out of my eyes.

Levi doesn’t look much better, sitting slouched and speechless on the couch. She looks confused for a second, possibly even hurt, and as much as I want to lean back down and kiss her again, make sure she knows it wasn’t about anything she did, I don’t have time, because Anne walks through the door and immediately locks eyes with me.

I’d like to say that I’m the kind of person who knows when to withhold information, who can keep a secret and has a bit of mystery about her. But what I actually am is the kind of person who just made out with Levi so much that I’m kind of still making sure my eyes aren’t going to roll back into my head with the force of it, and, while I have very limited experience with that, I do already know that I’m not good at hiding it.

So Anne clocks the two of us instantly, which kind of makes me want to throw up. Levi clears her throat and sits up straighter. It doesn’t help.

“Hi, Mom,” she says. Her voice is incriminatingly gravelly. I wince, suddenly very interested in the living room ceiling fan.

“Hi,” Anne says, very obviously trying not to laugh. “And hello to you, Freddie.”

“Hello,” I echo, still focused on anything but Anne’s face.

“Are you staying for dinner?” Anne asks, heading into the kitchen to put down the bags she’s carrying.

I look at Levi. For some reason, that question panics me more than the fact that we just got caught. If Levi doesn’t want me to stay, or if she thinks it’s awkward, I don’t know what I’ll do.

“Oh,” I say. “Uh…”

“Freddie,” Anne says, poking her head out from the kitchen door, “answer’s yes.”

“Oh,” I say again. Really crushing this, as far as interactions with humans go. “Uh, yes?”

“Great!” Anne chirps, disappearing back into the kitchen.

For a second, Levi and I just look at each other. I have no idea what she’s thinking, but her neck is flushed pink. I put my hand on my chest to try and cool myself down, but Levi’s eyes follow it hungrily. Our eyes meet again.

“In here where I can see you both!” Anne calls from the kitchen.

“Yup,” Levi says, getting up. She stares resolutely at the floor as she walks away.

“Yeah,” I agree, following her. “Yeah, that’s … that makes sense.”






HOT GIRLS THROW GOOD PARTIES







TWENTY-SEVEN


“Levi’s having a party.”

I say it to Stella at our locker on Monday morning and she raises her eyebrows.

“Where did you hear that?” she asks. Something about the way she looks at me lately makes my stomach turn. She’s doing the hot girl thing by the book, and what’s a stereotypical popular, hot girl without her quirky sidekick? Seema was right; it’s pathetic, the way I let myself fall into the role like I was born for it.

“I didn’t hear it,” I say. “Levi told me.”

This part had been Ramona’s idea. Unsurprisingly, she seems to be the one out of the four of us most dedicated to putting a stop to Stella’s reign of terror.

“Let her know that you’ve got secrets, too,” she had said. “If she knows you talked to Levi and she didn’t know about it, it’ll throw her off. She’ll start wondering what else you aren’t telling her.”

“And then she’ll cut my brake lines” I had said, but I knew that Ramona was right. Stella needs to be just a little off-kilter if we’re going to have any hope.

“Since when do you and Levi talk?” Stella asks then, looking me up and down.

I lean my head into my locker and pretend to look for something so I can take a breath. Seeing Stella now that I know what she did—to me and Levi—makes me want to scream. I have to remind myself that it’ll be much better to stop her long-term than it would be to get the brief satisfaction of causing a scene before homeroom.

So I say my next line. “She invited me. I’m not going, obviously.”

Stella slams our locker shut, even though I still had shit I needed to do in there.

“No, you’re not,” she says. “Because we’re having a party that night.”

Hook, line, and sinker. This had been another one of Ramona’s ideas, and I knew Stella would fall for it just as easily as Ramona came up with it.

I’d been feeling bad about all of this. I still do. But now I’ve also spent a solid chunk of Saturday making out with Levi and I know that it’s Stella’s fault that we haven’t been doing that the entire time, so I’m feeling pretty good about giving her a taste of her own medicine.

The week crawls the way it always does when something interesting is happening on Friday. For me, it’s even more glacial with the way I have to block Levi on my phone every day during school hours just in case Stella looks at it and sees a message from her.

On Wednesday, Hannah corners me in class.

“Are you hooking up with Levi?”

For a brief and terrifying second, I’m worried she’s about to say because so am I, and then I’d have to flee the country. But when Hannah sees the stricken look on my face, she grins.

“I fucking knew it,” she whispers. “Oh my god, does that mean she’ll finally shut the fuck up about you? If you’ve gotten her to stop pining after you, then you’re my new hero.”

“I don’t really know what we’re doing,” I reply honestly. “But … thank you? Or you’re welcome?”

“Both are appropriate.” Hannah nods. “To be honest, I’m just glad I’m not the only person engaging in an ill-advised friend-betrayal hookup.”

I make a face. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure mine’s different.”

“Is it?” Hannah asks. “Person you’ve had a crush on for ages, you find out it’s mutual, you get together even though you know it would break your friend’s heart?”

I don’t have anything to say to that, because that’s exactly what it is. Hannah smiles.

“Maybe once people know about that, there’ll be less heat on me,” she says. “Or maybe you’ll stop giving me those fucking judgy looks. Either one would be great.”

I hadn’t been judging Hannah, but she walks off before I can tell her that.

“Ignore her,” Levi says that night in our now-daily three-hour video call. “She doesn’t know where she fits in with all of this because she’s the only one of Stella’s targets who actually did something wrong. She’s just trying to find someone who can justify it.”

“It kind of is what happened, though,” I say. I don’t know why Hannah rattled me so much, but she planted a seed I can’t quite shake.

I realize why the next day, when I get to school way too early and meet Levi in the gym. We sit at one of the booths at the empty smoothie bar and I put my legs overtop hers and something in my chest says This is all I want forever and it hits me.

“What do you think Stella would do if she saw us right now?” I ask.

Levi laughs. “We’d find out once and for all whether spontaneous human combustion is a real thing.”

But I’m not laughing. “No, really. How badly is this going to hurt her feelings?”

Levi shifts awkwardly. “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about that, to be honest.”

“I haven’t, either,” I admit. “But I can’t get it out of my head now. Is she going to be, like, devastated?”

I want Stella to stop, but what I actually want is for Stella to go back to normal. I want her to be the person she used to be, who was always at my house and who cared about whether I was okay. The person who, I thought, was just as upset for me as she was for herself when Levi left. The same way I was.

I don’t know if that person even exists.

By Friday morning, I’m practically ready to jump out of my skin. Stella’s parents are conspicuously absent, as usual, so she has the entire house ready to go. Levi’s at her usual spot at the beach, a ten-minute walk from here. Once Stella’s party flops, I’m going to bring her down there so we can see Levi in action.

An hour goes by, Stella running around her house getting everything ready. The longer it goes on, the worse I start to feel for her. I still catch glimpses of the person I hope she is, underneath all the rest. I know something like this isn’t going to feel good for her. Maybe I’m just as shitty as I’ve been saying she is if I let it happen anyway.

“Are you sure you want to do this tonight?” I ask around the time people should be showing up. “We can just cancel it and hang out. We haven’t just done nothing together in so long. Wouldn’t that be kind of nice?”

Stella pats my face. “With all the love in my heart, Winnifred, absolutely the fuck not. Do you know what Levi’s doing tonight?”

“No,” I say, panicking instantly. “I mean, yeah. She’s having a party.”

“She’s challenging us,” Stella says. “She’s saying that she can still do whatever she wants. She can’t.”

As if to prove the universe is somehow still on Stella’s side, her doorbell rings.

“That’ll be my reinforcements,” Stella says, a glint in her eye I recognize and fear with all my heart.

She opens her door to reveal Marlee—sure, everyone needs a hanger-on or two—and …

“Shit,” I mutter to myself.

“Hey guys,” Seema says, smile stretched wide. She hugs Stella. “Thanks for the invite!”



Two hours later, Stella’s house is packed to its very limit.

I don’t know how, but it seems like all of Coral Cove and half of the boys’ school is here, everyone following some kind of unknowable hot girl trail that leads straight to Stella’s front door.

Seema’s here.

I’d texted it to Levi an hour ago, the earliest I could escape from Stella’s watchful eyes for a second and update the second party. But she hasn’t replied.

“Can I talk to you?” I ask Stella, surrounded by people laughing at something she said. I don’t know if this image of popularity was what Stella’s always hoped and dreamed of, but it’s hers now either way.

“What’s Seema doing here?” I demand once we’re away from the crowd. “I thought the whole point of your plan was to get all of Levi’s friends out of the picture.”

“It was,” Stella agrees. “But then I realized, what’s better than having someone out of the picture? Having them on your side.”

It’s so completely not the point right now, but I still bristle slightly. “You mean the thing that I suggested you do with Ramona ages ago? Now it’s your genius idea?”

“Don’t be like that.” Stella rolls her eyes. “Besides, no. It wouldn’t have worked with Ramona; she’s too much her own person. Seema messaged me and she was so embarrassingly desperate for a friend after everything that happened that she jumped ship right away.”

“And she’s just … normal with you?” I ask. She must be, seeing as Stella hasn’t tried to kill me tonight, but if Seema hasn’t told her anything about my and Levi’s visit the other day, then when is she planning on dropping that?

“I mean, she doesn’t know I was the one who did all of that, does she?” Stella laughs. “So yeah, she’s the same Seema she’s always been. Oh, speaking of!”

Seema approaches just as Stella gets called away by someone, so by the time she’s here, the two of us are standing there alone.

“Hi,” I say.

Seema rolls her eyes. “Ask me the question you want to ask me so I can check speaking to you off my list.”

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“That’s not the question you want to ask me,” she says. “You want to ask me, Have you told Stella about me and Levi? Has that happened yet, by the way? You and Levi?”

I don’t reply, and Seema smirks. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

“I’m going to stick with my original question,” I say. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“I got tired,” Seema says. “I’m exhausted being the happy, peppy, sparkly girl that no one actually gives a shit about when push comes to shove. I’m not doing that anymore. Before, if something like this had happened to me, I would have been sad about it at home alone and then accepted some bullshit apology so I didn’t rock the boat. But I’m mad now. So I thought about what would hurt Levi the most, and, as it turns out, Stella and I are on the same page there. This is win-win: Stella gets to think she has her perfect little sidekick, and I get to hurt Levi the way she hurt me. The fact that it might give you a heart attack is kind of just a bonus.”

“Stella’s going to get rid of you when she doesn’t think you’re useful anymore,” I say.

Seema shrugs. “That makes two of us, I guess. Say congrats to Levi for me; she finally got the girl! So exciting!”

She puts on her old Seema voice for that, over the moon for me and Levi. As soon as she walks away, I hide in Stella’s upstairs bathroom and call Levi.

“We’re fucked.”






TWENTY-EIGHT


It was one thing for Stella to have beat our party fair and square, but something about the fact that she has Seema in her pocket changes things. After I explain it to Levi, she’s quiet on the other end of the phone for so long that I worry the call disconnected. When I finally get a response, it’s not Levi on the other end of the line.

“Fuck that,” Hannah all but growls. “She’s going to tell me I’m the worst person alive for dating her brother, she’s going to go on and on about how I betrayed her, and then she’ll do something like this?”

“This kind of thing isn’t like her,” Ramona adds. I picture the three of them huddled around the phone on the beach like the witches in the Macbeth movie. “Who is she actually mad at, y’know?”

“Us,” Levi says. “Me. We’re all mad at each other, and we’re all fucking mean to each other, and it doesn’t actually matter how much any of us pretend like that isn’t what we’ve been doing this whole time, because it is.”

She’s right, the same way Seema was: Why would she care about the fact that Stella’s just using her when she’s using her right back? Why would any of us care, when we were getting our way? Seema and Stella, Hannah and Dev …

Me and Levi, I guess.

“I can’t be here anymore,” I say.

“You can’t leave yet,” Levi says, panic creeping into her voice. “If Seema knows you’re scared, she’ll keep using it against you.”

“I can’t be here anymore,” I repeat, and then Levi seems to get it.

“Can you get out of there? Meet us at the beach?”

“You have to act like absolutely nothing is different,” Ramona interjects. “If you can’t leave without Stella figuring something out, you need to stay there. Seema can’t have anything to use against you.”

I put my phone down on the bathroom counter for a minute, steadying myself against the wall. Breathe in. Breathe out. My options are stay here and fight, or hide out with Levi.

I turn on the sink and put my hand under the water for a second, then wipe it down my face. My eye makeup smears all the way down my cheek.

I find Stella exactly where I thought I would: surrounded by as many people as she could gather, looking on top of the world.

“Stel,” I call. She either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t care. “Stella.”

I give up trying to get her attention and push through the little crowd until we’re face-to-face. Stella takes me in and then laughs.

“Good god, what happened to you?”

“I just threw up,” I lie. It probably comes out more convincingly because it feels like I could. “I’m gonna go home.”

“Aww, Freddie can’t hang,” Stella says, loudly enough that a couple of people near us titter. Because obviously Stella’s the funniest person here.

“Love you,” I say, hoping it doesn’t sound as sour and fake as it feels. She gives me a squeeze and then lets me go, and by the time I make it down to the beach and stumble over to Levi’s open arms, I’m crying too hard to even see her.



Campaigning for the BG isn’t supposed to take over your life—the girl who wins it is supposed to be so effortlessly good at everything that she barely even tries, after all—but that doesn’t mean they don’t give us plenty of opportunities for it to do exactly that.

On Monday morning, we’re expected to arrive at school early to work on our gala speeches in the library. You’d think that the perfect BG girl would already know how to juggle everything well enough that she doesn’t need the extra time.

Levi’s going to be late, because we decided on the phone last night that she was going to be late. I send her one more message (Okay I’m going in and a kiss emoji I deliberate on for an embarrassingly long time) before dutifully blocking her number and making my way into the library. As expected, Stella’s already here, sitting at a big empty table. And there’s Seema sitting beside her, head on her shoulder.

“Hey,” I say to get their attention. It comes out just slightly too harsh, a bit like a bark instead of a good morning.

I clear my throat and try again. “Look at you two, getting all prepped.”

Stella smiles. We’ve always slipped back into normal life after one of us has pissed the other off. We never talked about what happened with Ramona, and we haven’t talked since the party on Friday. Hopefully, she’ll just think that’s what I’m doing now.

“Good morning to you, too,” Stella says, taking the second coffee in my hands.

“Sorry, Seema,” I say. “I didn’t know you were here. You can have this one, if you want? I’ve only had a couple of sips.”

“Freddie,” Stella laughs. “Don’t offer Seema your leftovers.”

Don’t tell me what to do, I think immediately. I laugh to try and smooth it over. Seema gives me an angelic smile.

“Sorry.”

Without Levi to give me an out, I find myself stumbling over what to say to Stella for probably the first time in my entire life. I slide into the chair across the table from the two of them.

“So,” Stella says then, gauging my reaction as she speaks, “I had an idea. The next step in my BG domination plan.”

For a second, I think she’s let Seema in on everything. But then Seema laughs, still faking it for Stella’s sake.

“Your domination plan!” she repeats gleefully. “I love it. Ruthless talking about it in front of Freddie, though.”

“I’ll fight you out by the dumpsters for the BG,” I say, and Stella and Seema both laugh at that. I watch Stella slot me back into the on-my-side section of her brain. Good. Right now, that’s the safest place in this school to be.

“We can all pretty much agree that campaigning for the BG during school hours is about the teachers,” Stella says. “But it’s not going to win me any points with the student body to walk around here like I think recycling is super cool or whatever the fuck.”

“Recycling is super cool, but go on,” I say.

Stella waves me off. God, this is easy. Why is it so easy? Am I as sneaky as Stella is, or do I just know my lines so well that I don’t have to even think about them anymore?

“I want to do something to actually introduce myself to everyone,” Stella says. “And I want it to be cool.”

“What are you thinking?” Seema asks. With the way she’s hanging on Stella’s every word, I can see why Stella wanted to keep her on board. Every queen needs a lady-in-waiting.

(The old Stella would have turned that into a dirty joke. It’s basically criminal that I had to fill in the blanks myself.)

“I want to throw another party,” Stella says. “But this time I’ll do it at the club.”

“What, the country club?” I ask. I make a face. “I mean, sure, but it’s not exactly the height of cool girl status to throw a party at the same place, like, half the student body had their bat mitzvahs, is it?”

“And isn’t it usually booked out way in advance, anyway?” Seema asks.

“It won’t be booked out if it’s closed,” Stella says in singsong, a little smile on her face she only gets when she knows she has people hanging on her every word.

It takes a second to sink in. “You want to … break in to the country club to throw a party?”

Seema’s eyes have gone massive, but there’s a hint of a smile on her face. She loves it. Shit. I touch my pocket where my phone is, desperate to text Levi about this new development.

“How would you even do that?” I ask. “Did you suddenly develop lock-picking skills over the weekend?”

“No,” Stella says. “Not least of all because the club doesn’t have physical locks. Good god, woman, what year do you think it is? Their system is all electronic, which means if you have enough money stashed away to bribe the rent-a-cop to key us in and then look the other way while we do whatever we want, you’re golden. It’s really not that difficult.”

“What’s not all that difficult?”

It’s truly embarrassing how excited I am to hear Levi’s voice—to get me out of this conversation, sure, but also just because my brain lights up whenever I see her. It’s like I’m trying to make up for lost time, just wanting to be in her space for as long as I can, as often as I can. Thankfully, Levi seems to feel the same way; even Anne telling Levi she had to keep her bedroom door open when we were in there over the weekend felt miraculous, an acknowledgment of something we hadn’t been able to acknowledge for years.

But I can’t think of any of that right now, I remind myself sternly when Levi and I make brief eye contact. The whole point of this part of our plan is to goad Stella.

And Stella looks pretty goaded to see Levi, walking up to the table as if nothing’s ever happened between any of us—with Ramona and Hannah in tow.

For a second, Stella’s rendered genuinely speechless, gaping slightly at the three of them. It’s Seema who ends up breaking the silence.

“Stella wants to throw a party.”

“Another one?” Levi asks. “I heard you had one last weekend, right? How was that?”

“This is going to be different,” Stella says. “But that’s not the point right now. Are you okay, Ramona?”

I thought she might do this: go the I’ve-got-your-back-girl route to try and make sure Ramona doesn’t suspect anything.

I try not to wince while I wait and see how well Ramona can tamp down her Stella-rage. She swallows hard and then shrugs.

“All good,” Ramona says. “Just a misunderstanding. I got a slap on the wrist for having someone else’s medication in my locker, but the team’s tested my pee, like, eight times and I’m fine. I’ll need your party to help everyone forget what they saw, though.”

Ramona laughs easily, and Stella follows after just half a second too long.

Anyone watching this wouldn’t see anything weird going on. Just a group of friends having a conversation. But Stella sees this exactly the way Levi meant for her to—a declaration of war. Levi, showing Stella that she can undo all of her work over the last three months in a weekend, if she decides she wants to. Stella, deciding she’s going to do it all over again anyway.

The angrier Stella gets, the more desperate she becomes to make her plan work. And the more desperate she becomes, the sloppier her plans get.

“It’s gonna be great,” Stella says. It sounds like a threat.






HOT GIRLS THROW GOOD THE BEST PARTIES






TWENTY-NINE


Stella and I never used to have parties to get ready for, but if we had, I’m sure it would have been an unspoken rule that we’d get ready together. So, even though I can think of about a thousand places I’d rather be, and a thousand situations I’d rather be in, I dutifully show up at Stella’s door the night of the club party.

“If I get arrested tonight, I will be spending your parents’ money on my bail,” I tell her.

“If I get arrested tonight, I’m making your mom defend me in court.”

Stella hugs me when I walk through the door. We never used to do that, but I think she’s starting to forget where Stella ends and Hot Girl Stella begins. I hug back limply; I’ve always thought it was weird when people who see each other every day do that. And besides, I’m still so pissed off at Stella that if I think about it too hard, I’ll actually catch fire.

When I said I’d get to Stella’s house early to get ready, what I meant was I’ll sit in your room, fully ready, while you get ready. I haven’t been invited to enough parties to know what to wear to them yet, so I threw on a pair of comfortable jeans and a medium-slutty top and called it a day. Stella, on the other hand, has practically wallpapered her room with her wardrobe, dresses and tops and jeans spread out over every available surface.

“Did you know I’m a creature from the black lagoon?” she asks.

“It’s the first thing I tell people about you.”

It’s easier and harder at the same time than I thought it would be to be normal with Stella. On the one hand, falling into the patterns that we’ve had for our whole lives is barely any effort at all. I say something, she says something, we poke fun at each other and act like nothing’s going on and it’s normal. I think, if we stayed in Stella’s room for the rest of our lives, we could be completely normal forever, and everything that’s happened would gradually fade into the background.

On the other hand, every time I look at Stella, I remember Levi’s face when she told me what she did. Levi when we first met, barely a teenager, Stella telling her that I didn’t like her, that she was making me uncomfortable. Stella turning Levi, a girl with a crush, into a predator making her best friends feel like they can’t be around her. Even if I hadn’t liked Levi back, she wouldn’t have ever made me feel like that.

“Every single thing I own is wrong,” Stella says then, forcing me to snap back to the conversation and focus on forgetting all of that. “Probably because it turns out my thighs are actually disgusting.”

I blink. We all have our days where we don’t love what we see when we look in the mirror, but Stella’s never said anything like that to me before. She’s always been the first person to call me out if I ever say anything remotely similar, to remind me how pointless it is to hate yourself. But now Stella’s looking at herself in front of her full-length mirror, pinching at the fat on her stomach.

“What are you even talking about?” I ask. “All of your clothes fit you perfectly. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who isn’t actively on TV who gets their jeans tailored.”

Stella rolls her eyes. “Yeah, because I need to size up to fit my pear ass.”

It reminds me of the night of homecoming, Stella acting like a completely different person because she didn’t want to just admit that she was feeling sad. This isn’t Stella, but I don’t know how to stop it.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” I say, grabbing her by the arms. “It must be so hard to have to alter your jeans because you have a perfect ass. Are you okay? Is there a GoFundMe I can contribute to?”

She shoves me off, but I think she’s smiling somewhere underneath it. The next time she looks at me, she’s more serious.

“You’re still in, right?” she asks.

It shouldn’t make me feel bad—if anything, it should probably make me angry, right? I should be annoyed that Stella’s trying to keep her claws in me, worried about losing the power that she fucked over a bunch of people to get. The power she doesn’t deserve.

Levi didn’t choose Stella. So now she wants the rest of the school to choose her instead.

But I know what Stella’s really asking, again. The thing with fucking people over to get what you want is that you’re never sure when someone else is going to fuck you over right back. That’s how much all of this has gotten into her head; it’s so ingrained now that Stella doesn’t even trust that I have her back.

You don’t, I remind myself. That’s the point.

“I’m in if you tell me what you’re planning,” I say. “It was enough of a shock that Levi brought Hannah and Ramona back into the situation and suddenly you’re hanging out with Seema again. I don’t need any more bonus content from you. What’s the game plan tonight?”

Stella shrugs unconvincingly, looking around. “I don’t really have one,” she says. “I actually do think I need people to see me as more fun, instead of just the other BG nominee. If I’m fresh enough in people’s minds when it’s time to vote, then maybe I actually have a shot.”

I nod slowly. “That makes sense,” I say. “So just a party tonight? No reputation-altering reveals? No illegal prescription drugs? No ruining anyone’s life?”

Stella steps forward, wrapping her arms around my waist. She squishes her face into my neck.

“Not yet,” she says. “Just a party.”

We stand there for a little while longer, Stella rocking us back and forth.

“So you’re in?” she presses, and when I say, “Yeah,” she beams, finally actually picking something to wear and moving on to makeup.

I watch her the whole time, sitting on an ottoman in the middle of her closet. She finishes quickly after that, pausing every so often to tell me something she did over the weekend or something Seema said to her at school last week or something her dad did to piss her off. I sit there, and Stella talks, and I get gradually angrier and angrier until I stand, too abruptly, and ask Stella if she’s ready to go. She looks a little surprised, but agrees easily enough. Of course she does.

We get all the way out of Stella’s house and to the club, and Stella still doesn’t realize that, when she was talking about the BG, she never mentioned the fact that I’m nominated, too.






THIRTY


There was a part of me that didn’t think anyone was going to come to Stella’s party. There’s a moment, when me, her, and Seema are standing in the middle of the empty club ballroom alone, surrounded by its disgustingly expensive stained glass windows they never shut up about, where I think This is really sad. I imagine this being the thing that breaks Stella—I don’t want her to break, but I also think that, at this point, it might be the only thing that would pump the brakes enough to get through to her. I could calm her down, the two of us could get out of here, and we could finally talk about what’s actually been upsetting her. It could maybe, possibly, eventually, get back to normal.

But, after a certain arbitrary point where people seem to decide it’s officially cool enough to get to a party, a trickle of people that turns into a tidal wave descends upon the club. I don’t know if Stella actually invited all of these people—I see a ton of girls I don’t recognize, and a few unfortunately familiar faces from the boys’ school, too—but word clearly traveled fast about this. By the time Stella stands on top of the baby grand in the corner of the room and starts waving her arms wildly to try and get the crowd’s attention, sweat is dripping down my back with the humidity of this closed-off room with so many people in it at once.

I’ve never known Stella to be the kind of person who stands on top of a piano and waves her arms around to be seen, but I’ve also never known Stella to be the kind of person who can do that and have it work. All she has to do is shout, “Hey!” a couple of times and the crowd is hers.

“Thanks for coming,” she yells, and her captive audience cheers for her. I watch the whole thing with a sense of creeping dread, the moment in the horror movie when you realize the monster isn’t dead after all. “Have fun and remember who threw you your favorite party of the year when BG voting comes around.”

Everyone cheers again at that, but I’m frozen in place. Stella hops down off the piano and I start clapping numbly so she doesn’t notice anything’s different, but she still gives me a look once she’s back at my side.

“What?”

I stop clapping, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “Nothing,” I say. “I just … it was bold, saying that about the BG, right? I thought your strategy was to just make everyone fall in love with you.”

Stella smirks, pointing generally into the crowd, where everyone’s either dancing or drinking or some combination of the two.

“I think we’re pretty much there,” she says. “Don’t you? A little campaigning can’t hurt.”

Stella’s gaze drifts to the corner of the room where the main entrance door is tucked away. When her shoulders stiffen, I know exactly what she must see. I look, too, and watch Levi, Hannah, and Ramona walk into the room.

Stella isn’t scared of Levi, exactly, but there’s something about her presence that’s been making her on edge this whole time. If Levi is actually around, Stella isn’t quite as bold, not quite as obvious about her intentions.

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from saying what I want to say to her, which is something along the lines of Shut up, you complete and utter asshole, I can’t believe you were deluded enough to buy into your own hype like this and also fuck you for what you did to Levi. Instead, I follow her around as she walks purposefully through the crowd, making conversation with anyone who stops her. I feel like I’m a child walking with my popular mom at the grocery store.

“They’re here,” I say to Stella, who’s in the middle of telling a made-up story about something she did in France (a place she hasn’t been since she was about thirteen) to a group of rapt first-year girls. “You saw them, right?”

Stella cuts herself off midsentence and looks up at where Levi and her friends are milling around. She throws me a placid, nothing smile before launching back into her story.

The message is clear: We aren’t going to interact with them unless and until they talk to us first. I keep an eye on Levi while she transforms, before my eyes, into Levi Preston. Her face smooths over and she’s smiling widely at everyone who comes near her, people gradually approaching her until she has her own crowd gathered the same way Stella does. Levi’s crowd is cooler, though, and Stella knows it. Anyone can impress first-years. Stella wraps up her story too quickly and stalks off, leaving me in the dust so I’m scrambling to walk behind her.

A group of guys from the boys’ school stops Stella on her way through the crowd to congratulate her on the party, all of them elbowing each other in the ribs and trying to subtly dare each other to shoot their shot. Stella, who defines her bisexuality as, quote, Every woman on the planet and five men, tops, rolls her eyes at them. She doesn’t need them here, since they don’t vote in the BG—she just needs the straight girls in attendance to have a good time.

One of the guys offers her a (sealed, blessedly) beer bottle, and Stella takes it with a shrug before she moves on to the next group. I have to elbow my way through the boys, who close ranks as soon as Stella’s gone, all of them trying to convince each other that they had some kind of moment with her. The more I struggle to break through the crowd, the farther away Stella gets, stopping to talk to everyone along her way. The girls give her excited hugs when they see her, everyone’s best friend.

Except, apparently, mine. I watch while Stella gets swallowed up by the crowd, accepting drinks and laughing at inside jokes I didn’t realize she had with people I didn’t know she knew, and after ten minutes of fighting against the current of people trying to get close to her, I stop resisting. I let myself get swept farther and farther away as other people step forward, and Stella doesn’t even glance in my direction.

There’s a tug on my hand that makes me jump—I felt so invisible in Stella’s shadow that a part of me had decided no one else could see me—but when I turn around and see that it’s Levi, I grin past the way my heart starts to pound.

“Hi,” I say. “You shouldn’t be talking to me.”

“Well, she’s not,” Levi says. She isn’t holding my hand now, and she’s standing a bit too far away, but I know that’s probably for the best. “I didn’t want to watch you fade away like that anymore.”

I glance behind me at Stella, who’s now barely visible in her crowd of admirers. Levi’s right; she’s not going to want to talk to me anytime soon.

“Do you think we’re safe to be … not here?” I ask.

Levi knows what I’m asking, which is good because I don’t think I have the guts to actually just ask, Hey, wanna go make out somewhere? quite yet.

“She seems pretty occupied,” Levi says, looking over my shoulder. “I don’t even see her; she’s been so swallowed up by her fans.”

“I don’t think she’d notice if I left,” I say.

Levi rolls her eyes. “Such bullshit. You’ve been such a good friend that a statue should be erected in your honor and she does this shit to you?”

I bite back my smile, stepping more into Levi’s space. “While I appreciate you coming to my defense, I’m just going to quickly remind you that Stella not giving a shit about me right now actually works very much in our favor.”

Levi laughs, open and goofy in a way I haven’t seen in years. It almost makes me want to cry; in happiness, because she’s back, and for the fact that she hadn’t wanted to leave in the first place.

I still can’t quite get over it. Levi hadn’t wanted to go. Levi didn’t want to leave me. Me, specifically. Levi wanted to stay with me, to be with me. The feeling makes me understand, a bit, why Stella’s so intoxicated with the way everyone seems obsessed with her all of a sudden. I know that I’m borderline addicted to the fact that Levi likes me, but when she leads me into the industrial kitchen, stainless steel appliances glinting under emergency lighting and a perfect silence away from Stella’s chaos, I find it kind of hard to care.

I sit on the work surface, and then make a face.

“Remind me not to eat here again. Who knows who else has snuck in here and sat on the counter.”

“I honestly feel like that’s not a big group of people,” Levi says, coming to stand between my legs. I wrap my arms around the back of her neck and think, again, how weird it is that none of this feels weird.

“Don’t people love hooking up in kitchens?” I ask. “Don’t tell me every restaurant-based drama I’ve ever watched was lying to me.”

Levi fake-gasps. “Film and television? Portraying something unrealistically? No. Surely not.”

“Oh, okay.” I grin. “She’s back for, like, two weeks and she thinks she can start being a shithead again. I get it.”

“I don’t know what to say. You just bring it out in me.”

I lean almost all the way in, so our noses are touching but our mouths aren’t quite, yet.

“Shut up,” I say.

Levi’s smile is so big I can even see it when we’re this close up and blurry. “Oh, are you looking for your movie moment? Do you want me to say, Make me?”

“Nah,” I say. “You can say whatever, I’m gonna kiss you either way.”

That’s the thing about things starting between me and Levi—before, I was too awkward to even admit that I liked her directly. Now that I know how she feels, and I can see the look on her face when I kiss her, I can say something like that and know that Levi’s going to take it well. Everything I’ve ever rolled my eyes at about good relationships making people more confident with themselves is starting to make sense, and I’m not even, technically speaking, actually in a relationship with Levi.

Yet, my brain supplies, and I ignore it. I don’t need to be worrying about what Levi might think about our relationship when she’s made it abundantly clear how she feels about me. Plus, I’d much rather focus on the task at hand, which is Levi closing what little distance there is between the two of us to kiss me.

I don’t know what the fuck goes on with time and space when I’m kissing Levi, but it’s like I step outside of it. One kiss can feel like it goes on for a million years, but it’s only a couple of seconds. Or I’ll think we’ve been kissing for, like, a minute, and then we break apart and it’s been half an hour. I know that I should be keeping an eye on the clock, keeping the two of us on track, but then Levi puts her hand on my thigh and I’m only human, okay? I wrap both of my legs around her hips and admit defeat.

When the overhead lights come on, it surprises both of us so much that we bump noses, crashing into each other and groaning. At first, that hurts enough to make me forget what those lights mean. But that doesn’t last long.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Stella asks.






THIRTY-ONE


I don’t really know what the worst part of this is.

There’s the fact that Levi and I were just caught making out by someone way before either of us wanted to figure out what we were actually doing with each other. We haven’t had any kind of conversation about what we are to each other, just that we’re both glad it happened. People knowing means people asking questions means we need answers to questions.

There’s the fact that the person who caught us is Stella, god, of fucking course it is. Of course we should have known that Stella would know exactly what everyone at her party was up to at every moment of it. Of course she’d be paying extra attention to Levi, even if it seemed like she wasn’t. Of course if she realized me and Levi weren’t anywhere to be seen in the ballroom, she’d go looking for us.

But, when I think about it a bit more, I think I do know what the worst part is, actually. It’s that when I meet Stella’s eye, and see the shocked, livid look on her face, I don’t care.

I don’t give a shit whether Stella hates me for this or not. She can scream and curse and promise to destroy my life forevermore, but the fact of the matter is, she knows that it didn’t need to happen like this. She didn’t need to chase Levi away. She didn’t need to turn all of her own bullshit insecurities onto Levi. And she definitely didn’t need to sacrifice me for them. I wouldn’t have stopped something with Levi for her, but I would have been nicer about it. I would have explained what happened and how I felt and tried to make her understand.

Levi holds her hands out in front of her like Stella’s some kind of fucked-up relationship cop. “Let’s talk about it,” she says. “Before you say anything, let’s figure it out—”

“Yeah, I think I’ve figured it out already, actually,” Stella says, voice fake-chirpy. “You’re a fucking asshole, and now you’ve brought Freddie into your little fucking asshole world, and you can both eat shit and die!”

“Jesus, Stella,” I say. I hop down off the counter and stand in front of Levi. I appreciate her, but I don’t need her to fight this long-overdue battle for me. “Stop pretending like everyone’s out to get you. Levi told me what you did. I know that you told her I was straight, which is a fucked-up thing to do even if you weren’t messing with Levi’s feelings. You let me go on for two years thinking that Levi thought we were, what, not important enough to care about? You can’t stand there and act like this came out of nowhere.”

Stella gapes at me incredulously, which I pretty much expected. What I didn’t expect was the way realization suddenly dawns on her. She laughs, covering her mouth, and then throws her head back.

“Oh!” she says. “Oh my god, that’s such a relief. I thought you’d completely betrayed me, but that’s not it, is it? I can’t blame you for this at all, can I?”

“Stella,” Levi says. “Come on.”

“I was a pretty fucking willing participant,” I say. “Don’t try to blame all of this on Levi.”

“No,” Stella continues. “It’s not that you decided to hook up with Levi to fuck up our friendship beyond all recognition. It’s that Levi tricked you into hooking up with her because she didn’t tell you what actually happened.”

I don’t want to give Stella the satisfaction of reacting to that. I know that’s what she’s looking for, a private show for me and Levi. But I can’t help the way I turn around to see Levi’s reaction. I don’t know what Stella’s talking about, but judging by the tortured look on Levi’s face, it’s not good.

Stella walks right up to me with the same look on her face she had when that cop was going through Ramona’s locker.

“She’s a complete and total asshole,” she says. “She doesn’t give a shit who she hurts or what she destroys to get what she wants. But, even I have to admit, she’s a pretty good kisser, isn’t she?”

The blood rushes out of my face so quickly I think that I actually hear it, a whoosh that leaves me feeling unsteady on my feet.

“What are you even talking about?” I ask, trying and failing to sound like I don’t care about the answer. I can’t look at Levi. I won’t look at Levi.

“Summer before first year. You were at tennis camp. It was just me and Levi for two whole weeks, remember?”

“You’re full of shit,” I say, even though I do remember that and I think I might throw up. “You wouldn’t have been able to hook up with Levi and not immediately run off to tell everyone you’ve ever met.”

Stella looks hurt at that for a second, and I think, Good.

“You can’t actually say that you believe her over me,” she says. “Come on.”

“Oh, believe the person who’s been nothing but honest to me over the person who tried to have someone illegally arrested last week? Do you know what, Stel, that’s actually not too hard a choice to make.”

Stella gapes at me again. I feel like the world is falling apart underneath my feet, but I’m still just aware enough for that to make me angry. She’s this shocked that I’m not immediately coming running back to her?

Her eyes are red and glassy, tears springing up that I know she must hate herself for. I half wonder if this is the thing we finally need to be able to have a conversation with each other about everything that happened two years ago, but then Stella does what Stella Astor does best: pretends.

She blinks away the tears so quickly that I’m almost convinced they were never there in the first place. Her furrowed eyebrows smooth over and her hunched shoulders straighten. She looks at Levi and me like we’re complete strangers who did something shitty to her. Nothing more than that.

“Okay,” she says. “Fine. Enjoy.”

She turns and walks away. I know that I should follow her—not to grovel the way that she wants, but to make sure she doesn’t do anything nuclear—but I clearly have more shit to deal with tonight.

As soon as the kitchen door shuts, I turn to Levi.

“It’s true,” I say. I don’t ask. I already know. “Isn’t it.”

I want to be better about this. Cooler, stronger, indifferent, tough. But as soon as I say it, tears start running down my face. I don’t stop them—let Levi see exactly what her bullshit is doing to me.

“It wasn’t like how she was making it out to be,” Levi says. She takes a step toward me and I take one back. “It wasn’t, like, this sordid thing. It happened just before first year, when she told me I was making you uncomfortable. She made me feel like shit and then she used me to feel better about herself.”

“You knew she liked you,” I say. We haven’t talked about this, but I know it has to be true. “Right? I know she thought she was subtle about it, but we both know she wasn’t. You had to have known.”

Levi looks away. It’s all the proof I need, but I want her to say it.

“I had a feeling,” she admits. “But you don’t understand, she’d told me before that not only did you not like me back, you were so disgusted at the thought of being with me that it was going to fuck up our friendship. She made me feel like complete and utter shit, and then she told me that it didn’t matter, because we had each other. She was going to leave you behind, I promise.”

The thing is, I believe Levi. I know what it would have felt like to think I didn’t want anything to do with her. I know that it would have felt good to have someone right in front of her, telling her that she didn’t need to worry about any of it. Telling her she was appreciated.

“She was going to leave me,” I repeat. “What, just like you did? If she was going to leave me, and you hated her so much for that, then why did you kiss her?”

Levi opens her mouth and I interrupt her before she can say anything. “And don’t say that she kissed you. If she’d just kissed you and you backed away, she’d be too embarrassed to bring it up ever again. You must have kissed her back.”

Her mouth shuts. She thinks about her answer for too long. “I did,” she finally says. “I kissed her back. It must have lasted for ten seconds, max. I was the one to stop it, and I told her I wasn’t interested. I left, and by the time I got back to my house, Stella had blocked me everywhere.”

I can’t look at her. I can’t think about her. I can’t do anything but stand there and listen to the details that I never asked for and never wanted to hear. The worst part of it all is how much it bothers me to hear it, to know that anything I’d been doing with Levi, Stella had done first. It makes me itch. The jealousy is worse than any of the pain, because it means I still give a shit. I still wish that it had been me first.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay?” Levi asks. She’s ballsy enough to look hopeful at that, like I’m going to forgive everything just because she told me the truth—after Stella told it for her first, of course.

“Okay,” I say. I shrug limply. “I don’t have anything else to say. I still need to make sure Stella stops all of her bullshit. That’s why I said I didn’t believe her. I don’t want her to think that I’m on her side, because I’m not. But you’ve got to be kidding me if you think that I’m on your side. I mean, Jesus Christ, it would be fucking awesome if someone would bother to be on my side in all of this.”

“I am on your side,” Levi says.

“If that were true, you would have told me what happened with Stella before anything happened with us.”

She doesn’t have anything to say to that, looking at me with that same agonized look she’s had on her face since Stella caught us.

“You’re on your side,” I say. “And you know it.”

I leave Levi in the kitchen, wiping my tears as I go. I probably look like some horror movie prom queen, makeup running down my face, but what does it matter? Stella doesn’t think I’m competition for the BG, and Levi doesn’t think I’m worth the risk of actual honesty. No one’s going to be looking at me for long enough to even notice.

“Are you okay?”

Well, there goes fucking that. I know it’s not fair to Seema, but in the moment it’s so annoying that I can’t even sulk about the implosion of my life without someone ruining it.

“You don’t give a shit whether I’m okay or not, remember?”

All I care about is getting the fuck out of here and not seeing Levi or Stella for the next week, during which I’ll be struck down by some kind of fake stomach flu so I don’t have to go to school and see either of them acting like whatever bullshit version of themselves they’re trying to impress people with that day.

Seema steps closer, looking more anxious than she should be. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know why she would do that. She just lost it on me.”

Oh, I see. I should have known Stella wasn’t going to go quietly.

“It was your decision to become Stella’s new best friend,” I say. “Dealing with this comes with the territory.”

The benefit to your life imploding and everyone you’ve ever loved abandoning you because they never cared about you in the first place, though, is that you don’t have to care about them back.

“Figure it out,” I say. “Or don’t, and let her get arrested or whatever. Maybe she needs to see a real consequence for the first time in her life.”

The one thing I know for sure is that if whatever Stella’s done is already getting reactions like this from Seema, it’s only a matter of time before everyone else catches on, too. And, based on what I’ve learned about Stella in the last few weeks, everyone else could mean anything from Levi’s friends to actual, literal law enforcement.

I leave without saying anything else to Seema, cutting through the crowd. By the time I make it to the door, it’s about half people dancing and drinking like they’re about to be executed, half people talking in close groups, shooting glances at the other side of the room at, I guess, whatever new stunt Stella’s in the middle of pulling.

The club isn’t necessarily walking distance from my house, but it is if you’re gay, pissed off, and in serious need of fresh air and perspective, so I close my rideshare app and set off, scrolling aimlessly on my phone with my house key between my knuckles.

The first message comes through on a group chat Stella made last week for party planning, all of the people she deemed cool enough to include in preparations that I’ve been ignoring, too busy getting sucked into Levi-land like a naive little kid.

Why the fuck would she do that

Can you send a picture I left

SHIT guys one of the boys just said he hears sirens

Fuck

Just get out

The messages start coming in thick and fast after that, and when I start doom scrolling, all I see are stories and posts about whatever it is, everyone asking everyone else what they saw and why it happened.

It takes me three people and at least twenty different stories before I finally see what actually happened: a smashed window in the ballroom, shards of stained glass everywhere.

It’s the only thing that could make me stop in my tracks, but when I do, I realize I’ve been so absorbed in my phone that I’ve finished the forty-minute walk already. I scurry into my house and into bed, hiding under the covers like the messages are going to jump into real life and find me.

Stella said it was a frying pan

Who the fuck had a frying pan???

Where would you even get a frying pan?

Stella’s plan comes into clear, sharp focus.

“No,” I whisper. “Don’t fucking do this.”

But Stella’s already done it. Of course she has. There was never any stopping her.

Stella said she saw Levi in the kitchen

Was it Levi??

It was Levi

Levi

Levi

Levi






THIRTY-TWO


I have six missed calls when I wake up the next morning. Five from Levi, one from Seema. I ignore all of them and roll over in my bed. I tell my mom I have a migraine so she’ll leave me alone and spend the rest of my weekend pretending nothing outside of my room exists. Half the time it works, the other half I cry in a way that feels permanent. Rough, strangled sobs lurching out of my throat. But it doesn’t matter, because no one’s there to see it. I mute the group chats. I delete every app someone could possibly contact me on (even the really niche ones; so long, Duolingo streak). I watch every comfort movie known to man and none of them do anything, so I switch to the most grotesque horror I can get my hands on and let it distract me just enough to get me through the weekend.

On Monday, people must have realized that I’ve gone radio silent, because there are eleven missed calls blinking back at me when I wake up and my mom informs me I do, in fact, have to go to school today.

Another five from Levi. Three from Stella. Two from numbers I don’t recognize, nameless bubbles in the group chat I’ve muted and refuse to look at. And one, again, from Seema.

I tap her name before I can think too hard about it. She picks up midway through the first ring.

“Oh my god, where are you?” she demands immediately. “Are you seeing everything? Do you know what happened? Stella isn’t answering my calls and I’m so freaked out that someone’s going to turn on all of us and tell the cops who threw the party.”

My jaw drops. “No one’s told anyone who threw the party yet?”

“Not that I can tell.”

Stella did it. She’s built herself up so high that no one’s going to say they went to Stella Astor’s party. No one wants to be on her bad side. And enough people are in her orbit now that if anyone does say something, they’ll get shut down.

“Shit,” I say. “Where are you right now?”

“The gym,” Seema says. “I needed to run about all of this.”

God, she is the platonic ideal of a hot girl. It’s so annoying.

“Is anyone else there with you?”

“No, it’s just me.”

“Give me half an hour.”



I’ve always hated being at school when no one else is here.

Parent teacher conferences, holiday concerts as a kid, whatever the reason, standing in an empty school hallway has always freaked me out. It’s like being in a museum, everything so still and silent that any noise sounds like an explosion.

The fact that I watched not one, but four school slasher movies this weekend probably has something to do with how on edge I am, but that’s neither here nor there.

I had called Seema way earlier than I thought, so by the time I make it to school it’s barely even 7:00 a.m. No one else is going to be here for ages, so, even though the empty school is decidedly creepy, I’m glad to be alone as I walk down the hall and to the gym.

In the middle of the main building, there’s an atrium I’ve never given much thought to other than to complain about when it gets hot out because its glass ceiling turns the whole thing into a greenhouse. There’s a plaque along one of the walls somewhere explaining whose family paid for it, so it’s mostly just another useless decorative feature the school accepted so that some rich person could feel better about themselves. There’s a display case at the far end of the room that I don’t think anyone pays attention to, but when the BG short list was announced they put our yearbook pictures inside it, the three of us side by side and blown up garishly big.

No one’s in the school right now, but we have plenty of teams and clubs that meet before school. So maybe it shouldn’t be as surprising as it is when I see that someone’s written bitch on Levi’s picture.

I don’t think Stella had gone into the party planning to do what she did, but she did it well anyway. Everyone with influence at Coral Cove is going to hate Levi for ruining the party, for threatening their own sterling reputations, for giving adults a reason to scrutinize. And those adults are going to be fucking pissed. Not only did we break into the club, we smashed one of those ridiculous windows they never stop talking about. The club’s logo is even based on them: a swan under a crescent moon. They’ll knock off her BG nomination before she can even blink.

The cabinet is slightly open; whoever drew on Levi’s picture didn’t bother shutting the sliding glass all the way back into place. I slide it all the way and knock the photo face-first down into the display, hiding Levi’s face and the word from everyone else. While I’m at it, I knock Stella’s down, too, the face smiling at me too similar to the girl I knew at the beginning of the year before any of this happened.

When I’m the only picture left in the display, I realize I can’t look at that girl, either. The girl who lets herself get dragged into anything her friend asks her to do even when she knows it’s a terrible idea. The girl who lets herself believe that someone likes her enough to actually be with her, to be honest and to stay.

The girl who can’t even take what she wants when it’s handed to her on a silver platter. The deadline for Thibodeaux summer registration was Friday and I was too busy hooking up with Levi or pretending I hated her to do anything about it. Now the idea of either feels repulsive to me, but not as bad as the fact that I let something as cool as Thibodeaux go because of something as meaningless as all of this.

I slam my picture down so hard I hear the frame’s glass shatter.

Seema’s still in the gym by the time I get there, sitting at the same table we talked at a million years ago when she told me about Dev. How easily did I tell Stella all about that? Seema crying, telling me something I knew made her feel like shit. I knew Stella would use it against her, but I told her anyway because I was so desperate to stay in her orbit. I don’t know why I’ve been judging all the girls who latched on to Stella with a few well-placed compliments; I’ve been exactly the same for years longer than they have.

“You look like hell,” Seema says when I sit down.

I laugh humorlessly. “Just got back.’” Seema doesn’t acknowledge the reference, but whatever.

“What were you planning on doing to stop Stella?” Seema’s all business today, I guess. In the time it took for me to get to the gym, she’s showered and changed, her dark hair in a slick bun and not a thread out of place in her uniform.

“We thought that people needed to remember how much they liked Levi,” I say. “Levi was throwing a party the same night as the one at Stella’s house. We thought everyone would go to Levi’s and Stella would take a hit.”

“Because she’s done nothing but graciously accept her losses up until this point.”

“We thought it would be the start, anyway,” I say. “It’s not like we had much time to try and figure something out. Or help.”

“I’m not going to apologize for not wanting to join the fucking Mean Girls Avengers,” Seema says. “I thought I’d picked the path of least resistance; Stella has the BG sewn up, now.”

“So why did you call me?” I ask.

Seema breaks eye contact, looking down at the table in front of her. I can hear the way her leg is shaking under the table, her knee gently thudding against it rhythmically.

“It really hurt when everyone left me,” Seema says. “Everyone talked a big game about being there for me when everything happened with Hannah, but then it was like the easiest thing in the world for them to turn around and take that away from me. I thought that I understood Stella that way. She’d been left behind by Levi before, and now that you were back in the picture and Levi was so in love with you she could barely see straight, she saw it happening again. I was on her side.”

“So what changed?” I’m currently choosing to ignore the way Seema said Levi was in love with me as if it was something happening right now.

“At first, I thought it was kind of cool how ruthless she was being. I appreciated the fact that she was going for it as hard as she was. But after Friday, it’s just … too much. And now with all the prom stuff, I—”

“What prom stuff?”

Seema gives me an incredulous look. “What prom stuff? That’s what everyone’s so pissed off about. Someone told the club that it was Coral Cove kids who trashed the place, so they won’t let us use it for dances anymore. Including prom, but now it’s too late to find somewhere good. So we’ll either have some shitty half-assed gym prom or no prom at all, and everyone’s blaming Levi.”

“Shit,” I say. “I guess that’s what I get for hiding all weekend.”

“You know Levi’s, like, obsessed with you,” Seema says, watching my face carefully. “Right?”

It hurts way, way more than I thought it would. Seema telling me something she thinks I don’t know, and me knowing the actual truth. Levi’s face when I walked out of the kitchen has been following me around all weekend, and I see it, clear as day, as I blink away the sting in my eyes.

“I know she liked me, yeah.”

“No,” Seema says. “It was more than that. She never talked about it. We all talked about people we were into and it was just whatever. Ramona asked about you more than once and every time you came into the conversation, she shut down immediately. That’s why we were all so excited about it when you and Stella started showing up at stuff. But Levi was so cagey about it that I figured something more must have gone on.”

I shrug. “Nope. Nothing happened with us back then. And nothing’s going to happen now. Stella wins.”

She rolls her eyes. “So, what, you’re not going to do anything? About Levi or Stella?”

“I am so fucking tired of doing shit,” I say. Yell, really. It’s a good thing no one else is in the gym. “Why does this fall to me? Surely it’s not my responsibility to save this school from Stella Astor.”

“No one’s asking you to,” she says. “Let her burn the whole place to the ground, who cares? Maybe it makes more sense for you to make an actual decision about something instead of letting everyone else choose for you.”

“Ouch,” I say, but she’s not wrong.

“I’m still kind of mad at you,” Seema says. “Excuse me for not being super chirpy.”

“Alright,” I say. “I’ll make an actual decision about something if you talk to Hannah.”

Seema bites her lip, so I keep pressing. “I think she feels really bad. She kept bringing you up. Even though she was making bad jokes about the situation, you could tell it was playing on her mind.”

“Dev’s cheating on her,” Seema blurts out. “I found out last week. I don’t know how to talk to her about it without her thinking I’m trying to hurt her.”

Yikes. For all Hannah’s little snipes about the situation, the one thing that’s been clear is that she genuinely really likes Dev.

“Wouldn’t you rather she hears that from you?” I ask. “And not through some fucking Stella plan?”

Seema thinks it over for a while. The breath she eventually lets out sounds exhausted.

“I need to talk to her,” she says.

“You do.”

“And you need to talk to Levi.”






THIRTY-THREE


There are exactly three situations that cause my mom to start giving a shit about my life.

The first is the death of a family member. When my grandma died, she didn’t leave my room for three days and I very seriously considered throwing one of us out my window (either of us—I wasn’t picky by that point).

The second is when other parents are around and she can try to win whatever imaginary Best Parent Ever award they all seem to be constantly competing for. You should see the woman at a parent-teacher conference. It’s seriously frightening.

The third is the rare occasion I do something impressive enough to warrant attention from important people. It’s only happened once before any of the BG stuff started, when I was in the country club newsletter for reading the most books in their summer reading program (at the time it was a much bigger deal than it sounds like, I swear).

The morning of the BG Gala, I wake up to find her standing over my bed like some kind of manic Toddlers & Tiaras stage mom. I jump, pulling my duvet up over my face instinctively.

“Jesus Christ,” I say.

“Don’t talk like that,” she says. “Come on! Time to get ready for tonight!”

I check my (still blessedly blank—I’ve managed to resist the urge to reinstall all my apps over the last two weeks) phone and groan.

“Are you for real?” I ask my mother, who is, I suspect, for real. “It’s not even eight in the morning.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry I woke you up for a day of pampering,” she says, rolling her eyes with a smile like we’re in on a joke together. “After massages, facials, and hair and makeup, it’ll already be time to get dressed and go anyway.”

“Did you, at any point in the planning process for this day, consider whether it was something I wanted to do?”

My mom doesn’t answer, but I hear her walk (just slightly stompy, so she doesn’t want to fight, which is kind of nice) out of my room and shut the door. An amateur might make the mistake of thinking that means they’ve won, but I know if I’m not ready to leave in fifteen minutes, there’ll be hell to pay.

I want to text someone.

At this point, I don’t even know who. Every night since Stella’s party I dream about either Stella’s broken-hearted face when I told her I didn’t believe her, or the way Levi looked like she was going to be sick when I walked out of the kitchen.

How is it that I ended up the one with no one to talk to after all of this?

I continue to stuff down the urge to unblock a number or reinstall an app, putting on sweatpants and a tank top and absolutely not thinking about the fact that Levi’s probably getting ready for tonight alone.

No one’s been able to concretely pin what happened at the club on Levi (probably because, y’know, she didn’t do it), but that doesn’t mean she’s out of the woods. Everyone’s convinced that Levi’s the one who ruined things. The only reason we’re still allowed to have the BG gala at the club is because everyone knows it’s actually for donors with deep pockets, not degenerate students who break in and smash shit. Sure, everyone in our year will be there, but only to cast their BG votes and sit beside their parents the way we’ve all gotten used to doing.

Plus, no one wants to have an event with one of the windows boarded up, so they need our money.

Levi was only just barely allowed to go tonight, according to the brief updates Seema’s been—unsolicited, by the way—sending me. I’ve been trying to not pay attention, but with the number of times I’ve heard her name called over the school PA system over the last two weeks, there’s clearly been some kind of debate about whether she should be allowed to keep her nomination.

I can practically hear Stella’s voice in my head saying It doesn’t matter anyway, no one’s going to vote for her, and head-Stella is probably right.

Not for the first time, I fantasize about telling my mom I have violent diarrhea so I don’t have to go tonight. By this point, she could go onstage at the gala in my place and tell the entire student body just that and I’d still prefer it.

After an unamusing and awkward car ride with my mom (so, a car ride with my mom), I realize I should have had more of a conversation with the imaginary Stella in my head. Maybe if I’d done that, I would have remembered the fact that her mom also drags her to the same ridiculous spas for any excuse.

Of course, both of our moms quickly find each other and head off into the sunset together, presumably to go somewhere where a nurse with an immobile face injects them with something while they talk shit about us. By the time I get to the lounge, Stella’s already there, untouched glass of cucumber water in her hand. She only gets it to have something to hold because she hates it when her mom’s friends try to make conversation with her in these places.

“You’re getting glam squad-ed, too,” she says. “Look at us go.”

“Nope,” I say. “I’m not pretending like everything’s fine.”

“Could you pretend that, like, one or two things are fine?”

“Stella,” I say. I look her in the eyes for as long as I can bear it. “I only just barely have enough willpower in me to have this conversation with you without punching a hole in the wall. I’m not interested.”

“You didn’t have to go along with all of it,” she says. “You could have told me no.”

I snort before I can help it. “Great idea. You’re so levelheaded and easy to talk to that it would have been super simple for me to tell you no. You would have said, Oh, that’s a bit disappointing, but I understand and respect your opinion and none of this would have happened. Is that what you expect me to believe?”

“You never once even suggested that you didn’t like the idea,” Stella says. She stands up and I’m glad, again, that we’re the only two people in the room. “Why was that? Do you think maybe you can look past your bullshit innocent act for long enough to recognize that you were just as pissed off at Levi as I was? That you wanted to hurt her just as much as I did? I mean, shit, you wanted to hurt her for the same reason I did.”

This is the first time we’ve ever acknowledged the fact that we both liked Levi. It’s so fucking typical of Stella to bring it up mid-fight.

“No, I didn’t,” I say. “I’ll admit that I wanted Levi to know how shitty she made me feel. I probably did want to hurt her. But that was it. I wanted to hurt her. Not Hannah. Not Seema. Not Ramona. Levi.”

Stella looks slightly abashed, so I give in to telling her what I actually want to say. “I wanted Levi to know it hurt my feelings when she stopped talking to me. You wanted Levi to suffer because even after you threw yourself at her, even after you messed with her head so she’d kiss you back, she still didn’t want you.”

She takes a step back like I hit her. I might as well have. Maybe I actually should have. It probably would have been easier to recover from than that.

I only say it to be a bitch. I only say it to hurt Stella’s feelings. I only say it because I want her to hurt the way I’m hurting. Is this what we’re stuck doing, now? Sad-mean-sad for the rest of time?

“As soon as I realized you liked Levi, I decided I never wanted to be with her,” I say. “Because I thought that you were more important than a crush. And when Levi became our best friend, I thought it was good enough for all of us. I loved you both so much. And now it’s like all of that was fake. What did you do when you realized Levi liked me? When you realized I liked her back? You must have figured it out at some point or you wouldn’t have spent so much time trying to convince Levi I wasn’t interested in her.”

“You were going to leave,” Stella says. There’s the tiniest quiver going through her bottom lip that I barely recognize. It takes me too long to connect the dots, to realize the wobble in her voice is what Stella sounds like when she’s about to cry. She does it so little—or, at least, she lets people see it so little—that I don’t get it right away. “Levi was already stepping back. Do you remember what that felt like? Knowing that she was choosing other people over us? Knowing that she could hang out with us, but she just didn’t want to?”

I blink slowly at her. “Yes, I do know what that was like. It turns out I’m the only person who was actually living that. You knew that Levi was only backing off because you made her back off.”

“I made her back off because I was some fucking fourteen-year-old with a crush? Do you even get how fucking humiliating that is? She couldn’t even be in the same room with me because, what, I was so pathetic and obvious that it made everyone too uncomfortable?”

The first of Stella’s tears start running down her face after she says that. I bite my tongue and look away.

“If I let you and Levi get together, do you seriously think we would have been all fine and normal to go on as Freddie and Levi … and also sometimes Stella is there? Levi would have brought you right into her new world and I would have been alone.”

“Oh, this is much better,” I snap. “Now we’re both alone.”

“But we don’t have to be!” Stella says. She steps toward me again and, when I don’t immediately retreat, she takes it as encouragement. “We can—”

“What?” I demand. “We can what? We can undo all the shit you did? Are you telling me you’re going to clear Levi’s name, let her win the BG, and move on from all of this?”

Stella swallows hard. “You can’t actually be on her side.”

It takes every single ounce of willpower in my body to keep from screaming.

“I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m not involved in this. I don’t have a side to be on. Or, no, how about this? For the first fucking time in my life, I’m on my own side. I’ve just spent months getting myself into shitty situations because I was on your side. Before that, I was miserable every time I saw Levi in the hallway because I was on your side. And I just spent a hugely embarrassing couple of days on Levi’s side until I learned that she sure as shit wasn’t on mine. I gave up Thibodeaux because I was on your side. Being on people’s fucking sides is ruining my life.”

“I never told you to give up Thibodeaux! I didn’t know you even wanted to go because you’re so afraid of rocking the boat that you pretended it wasn’t even happening until it was too late and the decision was out of your hands. You missed the registration deadline, didn’t you? Explain to me how that’s my fault.”

There are ways to respond to Stella that are thought-out and mature. There are ways to respond that are mean and catty, ways that would hurt her feelings and get her to leave me alone. There are ways to respond that would firmly put me on higher ground, and I could leave this room with my head held high.

“Come on, Freddie,” Stella says. “We’re both as bad as each other. Let’s just lean into it.”

Then there’s what I actually do, which is bop the bottom of Stella’s cucumber water so it flies out of her hand and soaks her robe, and then make the quickest exit possible before someone comes to find me and informs my mother I’ve caused a scene in her holy land.

I have to do everything by myself anyway, why not do my own fucking hair for the BG Gala?






THIRTY-FOUR


I walk into the BG Gala in a dress with a tag that scratches the back of my neck, shoes I haven’t worn since middle school graduation, and, above all else, a sense of total apathy about what happens tonight.

That last one lasts for about ten minutes. That’s how long it takes for me to see Levi sitting at a table alone at the back of the room, beside her mom. The rest of their round table is empty. Even a few of the tables near their table are empty, no one wanting to go anywhere near Levi now that Stella’s cemented her reputation as untrustworthy life-ruiner.

A total pariah.

Stella, on the other hand, seems to have her gravitational pull up and running just fine. Her table is packed, everyone sitting around her starry-eyed. The only person who looks happier about the situation than Stella is her mom, sitting primly beside her and smiling benevolently down at her daughter’s fans.

“I’m going to go say hi to them,” my mom says. It’s the first thing she’s said to me all day, if you don’t count the seven or eight texts from this morning that were all some variation of Are you fucking kidding me you ungrateful little brat.

I let her go, sitting at our own table. People aren’t flocking to me the way they are to Stella, but no one’s actively avoiding me, I don’t think.

As if to prove that point, Seema comes to sit down beside me.

“Can I count on your vote tonight?” I ask, my voice completely flat. Seema rolls her eyes at me.

“What are you going to do?” she asks. “You can’t expect me to believe that you’re going to go up there and give a speech all about how fantastic you are and how badly you want the BG.”

I shrug. To tell the truth, I actually completely forgot that I was supposed to give a campaign speech tonight. Seema’s right: If I went onstage and earnestly asked for people’s votes, I’d look completely fake. People may not know the finer details of who I am as a person, but most of the people in this room know who I am to Stella.

It’s exactly like that scenario I thought up when Stella first came up with this plan. I’ll walk onstage, and someone will say, Who?

“I don’t care what you do,” Seema says then. “For the record. But I think you’d have to be pretty fucking full of shit to think that you can get through tonight without talking to Levi.”

“Why is she even here?” I ask. “Is she even still nominated?”

Seema winces. “They’re still making her give the speech, even though everyone knows she’ll never be allowed to win. Some kind of fucked-up public punishment. All the more reason for you to talk to her.”

“Why do you care?” I cross my arms. It’s so exhausting to have to constantly answer to Seema. “Are you her pimp, or something?”

“I’m her friend, Freddie. And yours. Or I was. Whatever. Either way, I want my friend to be with the girl she’s been in love with since she was a kid. Sue me.”

I shift uncomfortably in my seat, suddenly wishing I was being swarmed as much as Stella is. “Which of us are you talking about?”

“Does it matter? I’m right either way.”

I don’t reply, but Seema doesn’t push me on it. We just sit there while all the BG networking and dick-measuring and everything else goes on around us.

“She lied to me,” I say. “She hooked up with Stella and never told me.”

“Okay,” Seema says. “Did you provide a full list of your romantic history before the two of you started whatever it is you were doing?”

“Maybe I would have if one of the people on it was her best friend!”

“Where are they registered?” Seema asks. “Have they picked out their baby names yet?”

“Okay, thank you,” I say, not wanting to waste the time explaining the whole situation to Seema, who seems to think of the situation as simply as They all lived happily ever after. “I get it.”

“Are you going to Thibodeaux?” Seema asks, which, honestly, feels a bit mean. The way Seema’s looking at me, I know she knows that I’m not. By the way I feel my face heat up, I know that she knows it wasn’t by choice.

“I decided not to,” I say.

Seema nods slowly. “Sure,” she says. “And I’m just suggesting that maybe you shouldn’t decide not to fix things with Levi the same way you decided not to go to Thibodeaux.”

It’s harsh, but I guess it’s not actually mean. Maybe this is real, actual tough love. I kind of hate it. Am I supposed to hate it?

“If you don’t want to be with her, make it your choice,” Seema says. “Stop letting shit just happen to you.”

It’s probably great advice, but, ironically, I don’t end up taking it because I choose to. What actually happens is my mom drifts away from Stella’s table and over to ours, and I’m up and out of my seat before I even fully decide to leave.

Levi looks up from where she’s been staring at her tablecloth at the exact moment I stop trying to resist the temptation to look at her. As soon as I see her, my eyes start to sting.

God, that’s fucking annoying. I can’t keep doing that. I mean, even just in terms of the logistics of it all, I can’t spend the next year and a half of high school crying every time I see Levi’s face.

Levi looks around when I approach her table, like she’s waiting for me to keep walking, to actually be coming to talk to someone else. Her eyebrows rise higher and higher the closer I get.

“Remember when you asked me if you were a pariah?” I ask, sitting down at the table across from her. She’s a safe distance away but it still feels like sitting too close to the sun.

Levi looks over at Anne, who stands up immediately.

“This feels like a lot of lore,” she says. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Ew, Mom, don’t say lore,” Levi mutters under her breath. Once Anne’s gone, she looks up at me. “Sorry, she’s started listening to D&D podcasts at work. I don’t know who showed them to her.”

“Do you remember?” I didn’t come to Levi’s table with the intention of asking her about this, but now it feels too important to back off. “You asked me if you made yourself a pariah when you came out to our French class at The Cedars.”

Levi nods slowly. “Yeah, I guess. Memory-wise, that day was basically just like terror, meeting you, more terror.”

“I told you that you weren’t.”

“What, and I am now? Yeah, cool, thanks, Freddie. I get it.”

I shake my head. “I told you that you weren’t, but I didn’t actually know what it meant. I looked it up on my phone as soon as the bell rang and then I deleted my search history because I didn’t want you to know that I was stupid.”

Levi startles. “What are you talking about? Of course you aren’t stupid.”

“But I felt like it,” I say. “I feel like it. It’s why I go along with whatever everyone else wants to do. I feel like I’ve spent most of my life trying to make sure I’m exactly what people want so they don’t give up on me. My mom’s put me in these fucking schools and these ridiculous extracurriculars with people who make something their whole life and get so good at it that no one could ever take it away from them. I’ve spent my entire existence knowing that she’s waiting for a return on investment. But I can’t give her that. I just play catch-up.”

Levi furrows her eyebrows. “That’s … not true?”

I scoff. “Oh, cool, thanks. Glad I shared.”

“No, I mean it’s literally not true. You don’t get referred to places like that summer thing in London if you’re just some random struggling to keep up. I looked it up when I found out you might be going. It’s amazing. I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you how impressive you are more. Two years ago and … more recently, too.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t tell you that because I wanted you to be nice to me.” I don’t bother explaining that Thibodeaux is a goner. I don’t need Levi looking at me like she’s disappointed, like she was wrong after all. “I didn’t need you to be nice. I needed you to be honest. I would have chopped off a fucking limb to be with you and you couldn’t even tell me about one nothing, embarrassing thing that happened years ago.”

It’s when I’m reaming Levi out that I realize, fully, how much I still want her. Nothing has actually changed since that first day at The Cedars. Levi is still one of the most objectively important things about me. Winnifred Wickham. Sixteen. Lesbian. In love with Levi Preston.

“I’ve been willing to give up this,” Levi hisses back at me, oblivious to the disgusting thoughts racing through my head, leaning across the table. “You know what that means. If I only actually cared about myself and my own shit, don’t you think I would have been a hell of a lot more focused on getting back on track to win the BG instead of with you?”

I flush at the reminder, but the lights dim at the same time and hide it. Unfortunately, being suddenly plunged into darkness doesn’t do much to curb the flashbacks of that weekend Levi just inspired.

Mrs. Li clearing her throat into the mic at the podium at the front of the room, however, does a decent job of it.

“Good evening,” she says. Every Coral Cove girl and half their mothers sit up straighter at the sound of her voice. “I am absolutely thrilled to welcome you to this year’s Beaumont-Gardiner Award Holiday Gala.”

Polite applause, because we’re all always disgustingly polite. You’d never guess the lead-up to this night was as dramatic as it was.

“Tonight, you’ll hear from our three nominees before your votes are taken into account alongside Coral Cove staff’s and faculty’s,” Mrs. Li continues. “At the end of the evening, we’ll be able to congratulate this year’s recipient of the Beaumont-Gardiner Award.”

More applause as the bile in my throat rises, acid probably burning a hole in some important organ.

“I know everyone is excited to begin,” Li says, “So I’d like to invite Miss Stella Astor onstage to speak first.”

When Li says Stella’s name, the applause goes from polite to Elvis is in the building. Everyone who’d been milling around her starts cheering and squealing, noise filling the room. Stella smiles at all of them like she’s a benevolent dictator, which, at this point, I guess she is.

Minus the benevolent, obviously.

“Hi,” Stella says when she gets up to the podium.

I tilt my head, trying to focus on her through all the bullshit. That’s Stella’s voice. Her actual voice, not her Hot Girl Voice.

“I want to thank everyone who nominated and voted for me,” Stella continues. “Standing up here has basically been the only thing I’ve thought about for the last few months.”

Gentle, knowing laughter. Levi and I are silent.

“The BG is given to the Coral Cove student who best represents the example set by our first headmistress. I looked her up, and one of the things everyone says she talked about, like, a lot was honesty. She was super into honesty.”

Another prim chuckle from the crowd.

“So I need to be honest.”

Levi and I look at each other. She tilts her head and I shake mine.

Do you know what she’s doing?

Absolutely fucking not.

“I was being honest just now when I said that I’ve been thinking about this moment for months,” Stella continues. “But it’s not because I’ve ever given a shit about the BG.”

Confused murmuring, right on cue. Even when Stella’s doing something unexpected, you can’t accuse her of not having the audience eating out of her hand.

“The only reason I even wanted the BG was so that Levi Preston couldn’t get it,” Stella says. She looks down at the podium. “Two years ago, she and I were best friends. I kissed her, she rejected me, and then we stopped being friends. I was so embarrassed and angry about it that I’ve spent the last two years hating everything she did. I wanted to hurt her the way she hurt me, so I made my whole life about winning the BG over her.”

The girls at Stella’s table give each other can you believe this bitch? looks. Stella doesn’t do things by halves, and I guess this is no exception. Not only is she losing votes by the second, she’s also not going to be able to recover from her newfound reputation as Levi Preston’s loser stalker.

Stella notices it, too. She’s trying not to look at them, but I see the way her eyes drift over. She had to have known what this was going to do for her, and she would never in a million years admit to this, but I can tell that she hoped, somewhere in the back of her mind, that they’d hear everything she was saying and say, That’s okay, we still love you.

So I wouldn’t blame her at all if she stopped here. She’s already proved her point, and no one else really needs to know the finer details of the last few months.

But Stella sucks in a breath and finds me and Levi in the back of the room. She laughs at herself quickly, an alright, fuck it, and continues.

“When I realized it wasn’t working in the exact way I wanted it to be working, I panicked. I needed everyone to hate Levi, so I threw a frying pan out a window and I framed her for it. I’m sorry about that, by the way. I’ll pay for it. And if there’s any way they’ll let us have prom here like we were supposed to, I’ll try and figure that out, too.

“To try and hurt Levi, I also hurt her friends. I dug up private information about … I mean, fuck it, I can probably use names, right? You all know who I’m talking about. I dug up private information about Hannah and then I made everyone think that Seema was the one who did it, even though she was the one who was most hurt by it. And then I put some of my own meds into Ramona’s locker and I told her coach so she’d get searched.”

More murmuring, this time louder and angrier. A few of the teachers get up from their tables to go and talk to Mrs. Li. More and more people are turning to look at Levi and me, reassessing, wondering why Stella was able to turn Levi into someone she never was.

“I know,” she says. “That one was unhinged, even for me.”

Mr. Rossi starts making his way up the stage, so Stella wraps things up.

“So, uh,” Stella continues. “Obviously you shouldn’t vote for me. I’m probably not eligible anyway, but just to be perfectly clear, I’m withdrawing. Sorry for being a bitch.”

She mutters that last part into the mic, and then, bizarrely, goes to sit down at the table beside her mom again. Her mom, of course, immediately grabs her by the arm and marches her out of the room. The final nail in Stella’s coffin: her mom being embarrassing on her way out of everyone’s life.

“Ding-dong, the witch is dead,” one of the obnoxious boys’ school kids shouts. Probably someone’s brother or boyfriend or something looking for attention. He gets it, of course, because they always do, everyone tittering as if they haven’t been lapping up everything Stella’s been giving them the last few months.

No one knows what to do in the silence that follows. Mrs. Li seems stuck to her chair, nearly vibrating with the rage she doesn’t want any of the rich people who might give Coral Cove money to see.

“I think I can speak on behalf of Mrs. Li and the Coral Cove faculty when I say we didn’t see that coming,” Mr. Rossi says, quickly getting up behind the microphone and failing to get a laugh to defuse the tension like he’d clearly been hoping for. “I think we should take a ten-minute break before we hear from our next nominee, Levi Preston.”

“What the fuck am I supposed to do with that,” Levi mutters to herself. “How am I supposed to go up there after that? What the fuck was she thinking?”

She’s getting herself more and more worked up, grabbing the tablecloth and squeezing so hard I see her knuckles go white.

Stella didn’t just let all that happen to her. She made a choice. Seema’s right: I need to do something, too.

“Stop,” I say. I get up before I fully give myself permission to, going around the table to sit beside her. Anne must be hovering around somewhere, but she doesn’t step in. I can feel eyes—too many, way too many—on us, trying to figure out what we’re saying, if we knew, how we feel about it.

“It doesn’t matter what Stella did,” I say. “She solved, like, ninety percent of your problems in a single, horrifically awkward speech. Let her do it. Take it.”

Levi doesn’t say anything. I can’t read her—we lost that somewhere between two years ago and now—but when she looks up at me, I finally actually feel like we can get it back. That we can get it back to better than it was, even, better than hiding and better than being too embarrassed to admit how we feel.

“You should take it while you can,” I say. “Before I drag you down to my loser level. No one’s gonna think you’re cool anymore when you’re associating with me.”

Levi looks at me, hope in her eyes that makes my heart break a little. Being responsible for a feeling like that, being responsible for the fact that I could break Levi if I decided I wanted to, is a weight, but it’s draping comfortably over me. I sit up straighter under the pressure.

“I mean,” I continue. “People already hate it when couples make out in the hallways and whatever else. And if it’s me? God. I don’t even know if the BG can save you from that.”

The smile Levi gives me in response to that is the best thing I’ve seen in months.






THIRTY-FIVE


I don’t know what happens between Stella’s speech and Mrs. Li calling Levi’s name. I can guess that Stella’s probably long gone, run away home and ignoring whatever her parents have to say about what they’re almost definitely calling her little stunt, because they aren’t very original people. All I know is that when Levi’s name echoes over the speakers twenty minutes after Stella’s little stunt, she looks terrified.

“I can’t go up there after that,” Levi says. “Are you kidding me? Stella tells this whole tale about me and then I’m up there like, Hi, guys, vote for me!? No way.”

I’m New Freddie now. New Freddie can make decisions. Especially when the decision is to help Levi.

“Stay there,” I say, squeezing her hand one last time. I get up, pretending like I don’t hear the way people start murmuring about the fact that I’m not Levi from the second they realize I’m approaching the stage. That doesn’t trigger any deep-seated emotional issues at all.

“Hi, everyone,” I say once I’m in front of the microphone. “I’m not Levi, obviously. I’m Freddie. Winnifred, but, like, y’know. I’m going to speak before Levi, if that’s okay.” I’m speaking clearly and confidently into the microphone, smiling placidly the way my mom has always wished I would. I’m her dream come true right now: poised, articulate, the exact right kind of pageant queen.

It’s amazing how easy this shit is when none of it actually matters.

“We’ve had a weird night,” I say, to scattered, awkward laughter. “So I won’t take up much of your time. Actually, I’ll save us all a bunch of time and cut to the chase: I’ll be withdrawing my nomination and disqualifying myself from the BG.”

Levi puts her head in her hands at the back of the room, her shoulders starting to shake. Everything Stella did the last few months feels worth it for this one exactly perfect moment. If I’d known that I’d be able to do this—to give Levi the BG, to want to give Levi the BG, to know that she deserves it and it’s going to make her dreams come true—I might have even come up with the plan myself.

“That, combined with the, uh … other thing that happened tonight, means there’s only one more nominee left,” I continue. “And I don’t think anyone in this room should have a problem with me going ahead and introducing Levi Preston as the 2026 Beaumont-Gardiner Award winner.”

Levi really folds at that, collapsing onto the table. When it becomes clear that she’s not going to be able to get up and reach the podium by herself, I look around at the room cheering for her and think, Fuck it.

I run down the middle of the ballroom to her table—packed full, now, with a combination of random people excited to be back in Levi’s space and the people we actually give a shit about, Ramona and Hannah and Seema all shaking Levi by the shoulders and trying to encourage her to get up. When I make it close enough to Levi to touch, the unreal joy of being able to do this takes over my body like some kind of love poltergeist and I practically leap onto Levi’s back, squeezing her around the middle.

“Go get it,” I whisper in her ear. “Go be the fucking best.”

I release her and she looks up at me, still sobbing. Her face is such a bright red and her mascara, which she never usually wears, is streaming down her face so intensely that the whole thing looks very Darth Maul and I still kind of want to tell her to tell the rest of this ballroom to wait for a second so I can kiss her the way she deserves to be kissed in this moment. But I need to be cooler about this. I need to make sure I don’t scare her off. I need to not make any kind of claim, any definitive statement in front of so many people. I don’t even really know what Levi’s thinking; maybe now that she’s got the BG, she’ll have to focus so hard on where she’s going to go to college that she won’t have time to be anything with me, and I’ll just have to be okay with that because we’ve just found out with exact clarity how much it fucks everything up when someone isn’t okay with it.

But when I open my mouth to tell Levi to go onstage again, what actually comes out is, “I love you.”

Levi’s eyes go massive, and I choke on my own saliva because I absolutely didn’t mean to say that. I don’t think I even knew that until after it was out. I can’t take it back, but I can regret it, and good lord do I ever regret it.

“Shit,” I say. “Jesus, I’m so sorry, that’s not what this moment is about, you need to go up there and you don’t need to respond to that, we can talk after, or, like, not, but you should—”

Levi Preston—BG Winner, Queen of Coral Cove, Levi Preston—doesn’t reply. Instead, Levi—best friend, first love, fucking BG Winner Levi—kisses me in front of god and the ridiculous fucking Coral Cove Country Club until I feel like my eyes are going to cross.

“Levi, we really do need you to come up here and accept the award,” Mr. Rossi says, having once again taken it upon himself to try and give this evening any semblance of order. “And I’d like it noted, by the way, that I’d make this same announcement even if you were kissing a boy, so don’t even try it.”

Levi and I both laugh, breaking apart but keeping our foreheads pressed together.

“Go make everyone pay for your whole fucking life,” I say. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

The wildest part of all of this—more than the plan, more than the downfall, more than me telling Levi I love her in the middle of the BG Gala—is the fact that it’s true. I’ll be here. And when she looks at me the entire time she’s accepting the award, crying on Mrs. Li’s shoulder when she hugs her and trying to catch her breath at the podium, I know she’s thinking the same thing. She’s here, too.

“That makes the whole thing make a lot more sense,” Hannah says. I jump. Jesus, I know it’s so ridiculous to say that someone makes the rest of the world disappear, but Levi would have to have that amount of impact on me to make me do something like declare my love and then kiss her in front of a roomful of people that includes both of our mothers.

“What, did you not know?” Seema asks. She scoffs. “It was the most obvious thing in the world. But I guess you’ve been busy.”

Hannah gives her a what gives look. “Okay, first of all, of course I knew. I have two functioning eyes. But also, you said we were okay! What was all that bullshit about needing to stick together in the face of manipulation and whatever the fuck?”

“We are okay,” Seema says, “But I’m also allowed to hold it over your head for the rest of my life. Those are the rules.”

I don’t know what this is going to look like, if Levi’s friends are going to become my friends or if my association with Stella means we’ll never get along. I wonder for a minute if Levi would choose me over them, if it came down to it, but I stop myself. I believe Stella’s therapist, when we aren’t laughing about her statement jewelry, would say that I don’t need to make everything into us vs. them. Right now, there’s only one us that I care about.

“Making an honest woman out of my daughter,” Anne says. I don’t know what to do with that—I’ve never had to be good with parents before, because the worse I am with Stella’s, the more she respects me. Anne, though? How am I supposed to impress the woman who once had to pin my wrist to her kitchen table while she put antiseptic on a cut for me?

So I say, “Uh…” and trail off into an extremely, devastatingly awkward little giggle that makes me want to rip out my eyeballs.

“Freddie,” Anne says around a laugh, “I’m just joking. I genuinely can’t think of anyone I’d rather Levi be with. Plus, maybe this will finally put an end to the two solid years of sulking I’ve had to put up with. My god, you girls can pine.”

“It’s a cultural thing,” Ramona pipes up. “Our people are very proud of our pining.”

Okay, I know I don’t have to turn everything into an us vs. them thing, but I really hope Levi’s friends don’t end up on the them side.

“Where is she now?” I ask. I crane my neck to try and see, but Levi’s been swallowed up by, presumably, a bunch of rich old people who all want to prove to her that they’re completely fine with the fact that she just lesbian-ed all over their biggest fundraising night of the year.

Thankfully, Levi’s only a giant because Anne was one first, so she rises up on tiptoe and immediately smiles in recognition.

“Just go wait by the stage,” she says. “I’ll hug her later. I’m no fool; I know who she really wants to see.”

I try to protest that—Levi’s going to lose her mind to get to be here and celebrate with her mom—but Anne just laughs at me, waving me off and shooing me (actually, literally shooing me) until I finally obey and make my way over to the crowd.

I hear Levi before I see her, in full Levi Preston mode.

“It’s the biggest honor of my life so far,” she’s telling an old lady wearing head to toe Versace, which is a hell of a choice for a gala that’s technically about charity. “It’s absolutely incredible.”

There’s a little tingle in the back of my head, something I don’t want to think about getting gradually louder and more urgent until I know I’ll have to actually face it. Watching Levi like this, so in her element, finally getting something she’s worked for the better part of her life to get, feels just slightly … worrying. The same way I’ve always worried, especially when it comes to Levi. Levi Preston, the textbook definition of The best and brightest. And me, the textbook definition of Who?

The worst part is I know what would have helped with this feeling. Accepting my Thibodeaux place would have made me feel more secure, sure, but with every day further away from the deadline I get, the more I realize, shit, that would have been amazing. I’m only just realizing what it means to want something enough to go for it, and now I can’t even do that.

Thankfully, Levi’s head pops out of the crowd, and she immediately locks on to me. My stomach full-on roller-coaster swoops at the sight of her, at the memory of what I said, at the memory of what she did after that (but, it must be pointed out by my deeply evil brain, also what she didn’t say back). She makes polite excuses to everyone she’s been talking to, which takes about thirty years, but then finally, finally, she’s right there in front of me. When she hugs me, she squeezes so tightly that both my feet rise completely off the ground.

“You fucking did it,” I say into her neck.

“I love you so much it’s embarrassing,” she replies, and then it’s a good thing she’s holding me up, actually, because my legs become suddenly incapable of supporting my own weight.

“Sorry I didn’t say it before,” she says when we break the hug. “There was kind of a lot going on.”

“Disagree,” I say. “This is just what fancy people do every night. Do you not do this every night?”

“I’m not fancy,” Levi says around a smile.

“You are now. Better get used to it.”

The two of us just stand there grinning at each other for ages, the happy chatter and inoffensive string music playing from the ballroom speakers flowing over us easily. I don’t do this every night, but I’d be willing to bet I’ve been to more galas than Levi, and even though I was joking, it’s kind of true: Fancy people do this shit all the time. They’re so good at throwing themselves these parties that I don’t even think we need to be here—the party ecosystem will continue to thrive either way.

When I realize I’ve been looking at the crowd of people milling around the ballroom, trying to see whether Stella actually left, I shake my head to try and snap out of it. But when I readjust the smile on my face to be back to 100 percent and look at Levi, she’s looking around, too.

“She should be here,” I say.

Levi takes a long, deep breath. “She should.”

We’re both quiet again for another beat, and then we both speak at the same time.

“Should we—”

“Do you think—”

We smile at each other, decision made. No one stops us when we slip out of the ballroom holding hands.






THIRTY-SIX


When Stella opens her front door and sees the two of us standing there, she looks at us like she’s not sure whether she’s dreaming.

“Sorry, have I lost all touch with reality, or…”

I don’t like the way her voice sounds. I haven’t liked the way her voice has sounded since October—either Hot Girl Voice or some kind of supervillain mastermind who thinks way too highly of herself. But she’s not either of those right now. Now her voice is quiet. Muted, like she’s finally decided to step back from all of the other shit.

I don’t want Stella to step back. I want Stella to be front and center, the girl everyone loves. Not because she’s reinvented herself in exactly the way everyone wants her to be, but because she’s actually just the fucking best. No one’s gotten to see Stella at her best, and with the way she’s talking now, it’s like she’s never going to let anyone.

“It was boring without you,” I say with a shrug.

“It’s Friday, right?” Levi adds. “I don’t have any of my stuff, but, like, that’s prime sleepover time.”

Stella stands there blinking at the two of us for so long that I don’t actually know if she’s capable of speech right now. I push past her into the house, dragging Levi behind me. If the two of them have an awkward moment of contact when Levi bumps into her on our way by, I don’t see it and I don’t want to know about it.

“Sorry,” Stella says again, looking a bit annoyed but closing the door behind her, so I know we can’t be too off base. “Weren’t you just telling me how much it pissed you off to do this non-apology let’s-just-pretend-everything’s-okay-and-it-will-be bullshit?”

She turns to Levi next. “And I don’t even know where to fucking begin with you. Do you actually think it’s okay to just show up at my house holding Freddie’s hand and pretend like that’s normal?”

Okay, stopping that train of thought before it goes any further.

“Stella, are you in love with Levi? If she, right this second, was like, Actually, I’ve always been in love with you and I want you to be my girlfriend, what would you say?”

Stella doesn’t answer, but she makes a minorly disgusted face when I say the word girlfriend that Levi picks up on.

“I don’t know if you need to make that face at the thought of being my girlfriend.”

“We are on a knife’s edge of this being too fucking weird for any of us to handle,” I say, holding out a hand to Levi. “I am begging you to shut up.”

Levi laughs, holding her own hands out apologetically.

“You’d say no,” I say to Stella, because someone needs to say it out loud. “You’d say, Shit, sorry, I don’t actually want to be with you, I was just hurt about the fact that you turned me down when I did like you, which, also, was fucking ages ago and doesn’t actually matter in the grand scheme of things.”

“Stella would never say in the grand scheme of things,” Levi says immediately. I’m about to hiss, Would you stop it, but then something miraculous happens.

Stella smiles.

“She’s right,” she says, which I think is one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse. “You’re just phoning it in at this point, Winnifred.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I say. “Obviously the two of you are experts at making people who up until, like, two hours ago were sworn enemies act like they’re best friends again. Please, show me how it’s done.”

I’m joking, but Levi takes it as a prompt. She lets go of my hand and walks over to Stella.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m really, genuinely, sick-to-my-fucking-stomach sorry. About everything. I have been every day for two years.”

Stella can’t look at her, too much sincerity focused on someone who tries very hard to not be sincere. “If you’re sick to your stomach every day for two years, that’s IBS, not me.”

Levi laughs. “Are you gonna make it fucking weird if I hug you?”

“Yeah,” Stella says immediately. “I’m going to come up with a multipronged months-long plan to destroy your life and then do a dramatic one-eighty on stage in front of the whole school.”

“Oh, perfect!” Levi says. “I already know how to handle that one.”

With that, she steps forward and squeezes Stella, the two of them seeming half-awkward and half-relieved to be able to do this at all. Stella freezes for a second and then wraps her arms around Levi’s shoulders, which is impressive considering how much taller Levi is.

“I’m sorry, too,” Stella says into Levi’s shoulder, so quiet I wouldn’t have heard it if I hadn’t been listening as closely as I am. “Now let go of me before you make Freddie jealous.”

“I’m not jealous,” I say, and mean it. “The way she hugs me is very different from that.”

Stella chokes. “Jesus, Freddie, okay. Are you guys going to make out in my bed if the two of you stay over, because I do feel like that’s a line that shouldn’t be crossed.”

“We saw you from across the BG Gala and we really dig your vibe,” I say, putting my arm around Levi’s waist and leering at Stella until she cracks, shoving me by the shoulder and laughing helplessly.

“Alright,” she says eventually, shrugging. “Fuck it. Let’s try this, I guess.”

“To clarify, you mean being friends and not the threesome joke Freddie just made,” Levi says. “Right?”

“Oh my god, Levi, you’re, like, obsessed with me, stop. I told you, just try and be happy with Freddie. We can never be.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” I say through the grin that I can’t, no matter how hard I try, wipe off my face. “I don’t want you two being friends anymore.”



“How much trouble are you going to be in for the window thing?” Levi asks Stella a few hours later, after a trip back to my house to grab clothes for the two of us and Stella and me pestering Levi until she made us cinnamon apple French toast.

Stella shrugs. “TBD. It’s not like I have any fancy shit going on right now anyway, so they can’t really take anything away. My parents’ll probably just pay for the window and then make me, like, get a job lifeguarding at the club this summer or something.”

“Ooh, she’s learning the value of a dollar,” I tease.

“Joke’s on them, because I plan on finding someone to aggressively make out with the whole time I’m there and we’re definitely going to get fired because of it.”

“There’s that can-do attitude,” Levi says, raising her mug of hot chocolate to Stella. Stella had told us we weren’t allowed to be a couple around her, but she’s full of shit, because she keeps smiling at the way I’m sitting between Levi’s legs, the two of us holding hands on top of my stomach, when she thinks we aren’t looking.

Stella rolls her eyes. “Well, it’s not like I have to worry about being the fucking BG winner, do I? Between you and Coppola over there, the best I can hope for is some kind of beige teen soap opera summer.”

“Okay, first of all … which Coppola do you think I am?”

Stella throws a piece of apple at my head with scary precision. Levi picks it up and eats it, which might actually be too much for even me.

“You’re whatever exactly right niche combination of Coppolas you want to be,” she says. “I don’t fucking know. Do you want to be Godfather Coppola or Virgin Suicides Coppola?”

“Why would you ask me that?” I demand, genuinely stressed at the idea of choosing.

“Do you know what?” Stella asks, talking to Levi now. “Actually, you guys should ditch me for each other. I cannot put up with one more conversation like this. Freddie, you better get it all out of your system in London.”

Levi squeezes my hand automatically. I don’t want her pity, but I guess I might deserve it.

“I’m not going to London,” I say. I try to make it sound like I don’t care, like it’s not a big deal and I didn’t give up the biggest opportunity I’ve ever had in my life because I was too sad about Stella and Levi to think about it. Stella’s been owning some of her embarrassing shit lately, but that just feels like a step too far. “I missed the deadline to enroll. Remember? We had a whole thing about it not even twelve hours ago?”

Stella rolls her eyes harder than I’ve ever seen her do it before, which is saying something because she once actually had to go to the emergency room when she rolled a contact into the back of her head.

“Oh, grow up, Freddie. Do you seriously think I didn’t log into your student portal using the same password you’ve used since you were ten, create a fake email to change your contact information so you wouldn’t know about it when they sent you the confirmation, accept the offer of admission, and then pay your registration fee on my mom’s credit card? Come on.”

Levi and I gape at her.

“Uh,” I eventually say. “No, I fucking didn’t think that. Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious!” Stella says. “What, you thought I was going to let you not go to this thing? WFWickham at gmail, bitch. Password is I’m a dickhead. No spaces, exclamation points for i’s.”

“Stella,” I say. “Be serious.”

“I’m dead serious! You needed to go, I wasn’t going to let you not.”

I leap out of Levi’s lap and throw myself onto Stella, getting maple syrup and apple chunks all over everything but not giving a single shit about that because Stella’s finally used her utterly terrifying powers for good.

“I can’t fucking believe you,” I say. Ugh, and I’m crying again, what is wrong with me tonight? “Thank you.”

“That was really, really great of you,” Levi says.

Stella winces. “Alright, you guys are being really nice to me, so now I feel like I have to admit that I originally did it because I saw that you guys were getting closer and I wanted to put a bunch of distance between the two of you so that you wouldn’t get together. But then I got home from doing what I thought was going to be the biggest thing to hit the BG Gala, only to see people talking about how there was a full-on declaration of love instead, so I guess that’s not gonna happen.”

I groan. “You didn’t need to tell us that,” I say. “You could have just taken the glory.”

“Where’s the drama in that, Winnifred?”

“Can we not do drama?” Levi asks, pulling me back to my spot. “We’re gonna have enough drama to deal with now that you need to grovel at my friends’ feet to get them to forgive you for all the shit you’ve been pulling. Let’s just have one night without it, please.”

I lean back, putting my head on Levi’s shoulder so I can look up at her. God, she’s distractingly hot. How does she get anything done when she’s just walking around looking like that?

It must be all over my face, because Levi laughs when she looks down at me. She leans down to kiss me once, and then twice, and then we have to stop because I’m smiling too widely and, crucially, because Stella just threw an entire plate at us.

“I meant it about the making out in my bed thing, you fucking perverts.”






HOT GIRLS ARE INTERNATIONAL







EPILOGUE


Have you ever wondered what it would be like if a mall had a baby with a bus station? And that baby wanted you dead? But was also massively wealthy for kind of no reason?

Look no further than Heathrow Airport.

I haven’t been back here since I landed three weeks ago, lugging too many suitcases and stumbling around until I found a girl with what I now know is a northern accent wearing a Thibodeaux hoodie waiting for me. Even thinking about it makes me feel vaguely nauseous now: no sleep, shitty plane food, and the fact that I was in a country I’d never been to and where I knew exactly no one.

It’s gotten better, or maybe it’s gotten busier and I don’t have time to see whether it’s better or not. Either way, I’ve settled in enough that I know when I leave here a month from now, I’m absolutely going to need another suitcase to haul back all the new stuff I’ve been buying. Once I was able to get my head around the time difference and figure out when I could talk to Stella and Levi, things started to calm down. And then I started needing to spend eight hours a day either in lectures or in studios, and, somehow, that’s helping, too.

I haven’t even skipped any of them. I think I like school in London. I have to assume it has something to do with whatever magic made Stonehenge, or something. (I don’t know, I haven’t been to Stonehenge yet.)

Even though Thibodeaux is actually managing to live up to the hype, it’s still been three weeks since I last saw Stella or Levi—and that’s the longest time Stella and I have been apart since kindergarten, I’m pretty sure. I might be a fancy London student who’s only cried on the tube twice so far, but even glamorous women such as myself still miss people.

Missing Stella is the only reason I would ever go back to Heathrow earlier than absolutely necessary. The manic energy and weirdly hostile politeness of everyone who works here freaks me out too much, but when Stella told me she booked a ticket to come and visit last week, I couldn’t get myself here fast enough.

I think her plane lands soon, I text Levi. I wish you were coming too.

I’ve had to toe a careful line when I’ve been talking to Levi about this trip. I don’t want her to feel left out, but I also want to include her in how excited I am to have Stella back for a bit.

It’s been weird and perfectly normal at the same time to have the three of us back together. We’re friends the way we were before, as if nothing ever happened. It’s better, even; I don’t have to worry about what I’m saying or watch Stella’s reactions to things to make sure she doesn’t know how I feel about Levi. It only starts to get weird if we let it get weird, like a few weeks ago when we were all drinking at Hannah’s house and I tried to get Levi and Stella to give me details about how their kiss went.

(There was also the unfortunate incident in Joshua Tree just before I left for London, but if Stella would just learn how to knock like a normal fucking person we’d be perfectly fine.)

For all my misgivings about Heathrow, the arrivals area isn’t so bad from this side of things. I have a take-out coffee in my hand, and I know I’m about to have another one. There’s no way Stella gets off a plane and doesn’t need to be immediately caffeinated.

Especially not with all the stuff she wants to do while she’s here. All week I’ve been inundated with messages from her, sending me links constantly about touristy afternoon teas and weirdly romantic-looking sunset Thames cruises. Honestly, I think she’s just so excited to get to do something just the two of us again that she’s going a bit overboard. She’ll need to be booked and busy, anyway: See the aforementioned eight-hour days I can’t get out of. She’ll have a full week of trying to figure out what to do to entertain herself while I’m in class.

I wonder if I should go to airport security and let them know Stella Astor is going to be unsupervised in London for the next week. Just to give them a bit of a head start.

Yay, have fun! Send me a picture when she gets there, Levi texts, and my heart leaps. She texted me last night to say her mom was taking her to some mother-daughter thing that I guess people who have good relationships with their parents enjoy. She’s been offline since then, which I’m totally okay with. I’m not the kind of person who can’t handle it when their girlfriend doesn’t talk to them for a few hours because she’s spending time with her family.

Except, apparently, I am, because I’m so excited to see Levi’s message that I forget to be embarrassed about how gross we both are together.

There’s a loud cackle from the arrivals door. A group of three obviously tipsy women with bleached-blond hair wearing sunglasses for absolutely no reason make their way through the doors and start loudly wondering how they’re going to get a cab to their hotel, laughing over each other.

Okay, so the plane from LAX definitely just landed. I crane my neck to try and see Stella, but she’s not here yet.

I don’t think anything of it until I realize that it’s been ages since the last American walked through the door. Oh man, if the airline lost Stella’s luggage she’s going to be miserable. I kept telling her that British summer is different from LA summer but she kept insisting she didn’t need to pack sweaters. It was sixty degrees and raining when I left my flat this morning. She might actually die.

Are you here???? I text her. She reads it, but no typing bubbles.

“You are not leaving me on read in the middle of the fucking airport,” I mutter to myself.

Stella

She reads it right away again, but this time she starts typing. It’s gone as quickly as it comes up, though, and I’m suddenly worried she’s being questioned by security and the day’s about to go to shit. I’m reasonably sure Stella wouldn’t have any reason to be questioned by security, but I also know that she has a serious problem with authority and if they are talking to her, it’s not going to go over well.

Is Stella online for you right now? I message Levi. She’s leaving me on read

What did you do??

HEY!! Why assume it was me??

Stella only leaves someone on read when she thinks they’ve done something to deserve it.

Oh god, she’s right. But what could I possibly have done? Everything’s been so good with the three of us for months. Have I been lulled into a false sense of security? Am I the only one who thinks things have been good, and Stella’s actually been upset about something that I haven’t noticed?

There’s only one thing to do, and I panic call Stella immediately, ready to either apologize for being a dick or explain that she’s really not that bad to the customs officer who might be picking up the phone.

But instead of an airport cop, Stella’s face appears on the screen. She’s smiling easily at me, nothing wrong at all.

Except, of course, for the fact that she appears to be in her fucking bedroom in LA.

“Um,” I say, because I don’t know what else I’m supposed to say. “Are you … not in London right now?”

Stella laughs. “Does it look like I’m in London right now?”

I swipe out of our call to check the date on my phone. No, I’m not wrong. Stella definitely sent me a screenshot of a booking confirmation last week that said she’d be getting here today. I’m right on time.

“Why the fuck aren’t you in London?”

Stella stretches lazily in her bed. “I dunno. I didn’t really feel like getting on a plane yesterday. They really dry my skin out, y’know? That recycled air. So I just didn’t.”

I’m sweating, approaching an actual panic attack. What the fuck. What the fuck.

“What the fuck, Stel!” I say, probably too loudly for an airport. A dad carrying a toddler wearing Mickey ears glares at me on his way by and I wince apologetically.

“What the fuck, Stel,” I say again, whispering this time. “Did I do something to piss you off, or something? You made me come all the way to the airport to pick you up, you had me booking shit for us to do all week, and now you’re just not coming? What are you even talking about? You sent me a screenshot of your tickets!”

“To be fair, I sent you a screenshot of tickets,” she says. “I never said they were my tickets.”

“What does that even mean?!”

“I think she’s fucking with you,” a voice says behind me.

No.

I know what Levi’s voice sounds like. Even when we hadn’t spoken in ages, I could have picked it out of a lineup, warm and honey-sweet. But my brain can’t process the fact that it’s hearing Levi’s voice now.

Now. Here. In London.

“You fucking didn’t,” I say to Stella, who’s cut the can’t-be-bothered act and is grinning massively at me from my phone.

I turn around and, somehow, it’s actually happening. Levi is standing there in a tracksuit I’m going to steal from her later today, in real life and close enough to touch.

Oh my god, wait. That thought reminds me that I can touch, can leap forward and cling, wrapping my arms behind Levi’s neck and letting her lift me off the ground. She smells like plane and a cinnamony coffee she must have spilled on herself before she boarded her flight.

“Oh my god,” I say. “Holy shit.”

“Not to be weird, but if you end up going to college out here for real I’m gonna have to follow you over,” Levi says. “Why is that flight so long?”

“So that you’ll be really really happy to see me when you land,” I say. Levi puts me back on the ground and then puts her hand on the back of my head to pull me in for our first kiss in three weeks, and I grab her by the toggles on her sweatshirt to make sure she doesn’t get any farther away from me than this.

“How did you not guess something was up?” Stella asks, and I realize she’s still talking to me from my phone. “I’ve spent the last week getting you to book the most romantic shit possible.”

“I don’t know!” I say, giddy with all of this—with Levi being here, with Stella setting it up, with the fact that Levi and I now have an entire week unsupervised to see London together. “Maybe I thought you were trying to go two for two.”

“Uh, you saw the creepshot I sent you of that other lifeguard, right?” Stella demands. “Sorry, I’m not giving either of you the time of day when they’re around. Go be in love in London or whatever. Send me pictures. Clothed pictures, Winnifred.”

“I was clothed!” I say. Shit, I forgot about that. It’s not my fault the only two people I ever Snapchat are Stella and Levi. There was bound to be a mix-up at one point.

“In the eyes of the law, maybe.”

I roll my eyes, but tell Stella I love her when I hang up. She says it back, and then it’s just me and Levi alone in Heathrow. Have I mentioned the fact that I love Heathrow? And that it’s the greatest airport in the world?

“You have me for the week,” Levi says, still refusing to be farther than a few inches from me. “Where do you want to go first?”

I grin.

“I have a plan.”
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