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Chapter 1
Being the new kid always sucked. Out of all the schools I’d attended over the years, this was the first one that required a uniform. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it yet. I tugged at the skirt, trying to coax another inch or two out of it.
I couldn’t exactly say it was immodest. The skirt hit mid-thigh, but I would’ve been more comfortable in jeans and sneakers.
Overall, the outfit was kind of cute. The blue blazer covered a white button-down which was pretty simplistic. The blue tie with green and white pinstripes, matching plaid skirt, and knee-high socks at least made it fun.
I felt more like I was going to a Halloween party as a naughty school girl than to my first day at the ritzy-ditzy Stratmore Academy. I grinned at that thought. I was about as far from a naughty-school-girl as you could get. I, Mirinda Amberley, was the textbook definition of a good girl.
I never gave my parents any worry, and even delegated myself chores without being asked, since they were always so busy working. I didn’t run around with the wild crowds, or date boys my parents would think were dangerous. Heck, I’d never even been kissed. Not that I was opposed to kissing. It was just that when you moved as much as we did, it was hard to make friends, much less boyfriends. I wasn’t interested in kissing a random guy just to say I’d done it.
Yeah, that majorly added to my complete “lack of naughtiness” factor.
The sun peeked through the clouds and beads of sweat popped out on my forehead. Other than the cuteness aspect, blazers in Texas were a terrible idea. I blotted my forehead. The last thing I wanted was to show up on my first day sweaty and crumpled like some kind of wilted flower. Not that people would notice anyway. I was more “wallflower” material on a typical day.
As I neared the school, I forgot the heat and my steps slowed. Cars weren’t really my thing, but I knew enough to guess the cars in the student parking lot probably cost more than my parents earned in a year. I mean, the fact that Mrs. Grayson, their current employer, was paying my tuition as part of their salary should have been a clue that the kids who went here were loaded.
I stared at the shiny new cars with a touch of worry. I’d expected at least a few clunkers in the mix. Wasn’t every school required to take on some scholarship kids? What in the world would I have in common with anyone here?
A car horn blared. I jumped back as a deep blue BMW whizzed two inches in front of me on its way to the parking lot. The pretty blond driver shot me a nasty look, but it was the boy in the passenger seat that held my eye.
His brown hair was stylishly tousled. A flush colored his cheeks, and his jaw was set. He appeared totally ticked. I was close enough to see deep brown eyes framed by heavy lashes. When those brown eyes locked on mine, the world around me froze. His expression didn’t alter, but his head swiveled as he drove past, watching me for as long as he could.
My heart danced some kind of samba in my chest that—along with the crazy heat—left me lightheaded and faintly dizzy. Oh, my. Talk about gorgeous. I wondered if all the guys at this school looked as yummy as he did.
I wasn’t surprised to see him with the attractive blond. Even though she seemed snotty, while he was all hot and brooding, they looked good together. Probably the school’s power couple.
I tried to rein in the burst of jealousy that sprang to life in my chest. I would never know what it felt like to be one of the “in” kids at school. We simply moved too much for me to make good friends. Plus, I was more prone to be shy and awkward than gorgeous and snotty, and from what I’d seen at my past few high schools, snotty was a key to popularity.
Who would have guessed it?
A hot pink sticker on the Beamer’s back window claimed Happiness Begins In You. I rolled my eyes. Leave it to a rich girl to go for something profound. She probably thought “happiness began in her,” but I doubted she’d be too happy at all if Daddy took away her sporty little car.
Shaking that thought away, I inhaled slowly and took in the imposing three-story stone building in front of me. It was hard to believe this beautiful old building was a school. With its stately brick walls partially covered in ivy, it looked like it should be part of a royal estate or something.
My parents took their new jobs specifically because it gave me a chance to attend a prestigious high school like this. With Mom as a cook and Dad as a jack-of-all-trades, they’d had a lifetime of barely scraping by. Now, they wanted better for their daughter, and were determined I needed to graduate from some fancy college to ensure I got it.
I was all for college. I’d already been accepted to Rice, one of the best colleges in the nation in my opinion. I just didn’t think I needed to attend a prep school to prepare me for it. The local public school would have been a better fit.
When I got to the end of the sidewalk, my eyes flicked from one group of students to another. Some stood around chatting while others climbed the steps to the oversized wooden doors that were every bit as imposing as the school.
Every person there had something about them that exuded wealth and confidence. Even dressed in matching uniforms designed to equalize us, I knew I’d never have that same aura they’d probably been born with.
My shoulders slumped. Yep, public school would have been a much better fit. I swiped at my forehead, which was now as clammy from nerves as it was sweaty from the heat. Lovely.
Most of the kids going through the front doors were younger, probably too young to have a driver’s license. They’d been dropped off by their parents. Or chauffeurs. Or however these kind of people got around.
Thankfully, we lived within walking distance so my parents didn’t have to drop me off in our station wagon. Yes, our one and only car was straight out of a 70s sitcom.
I got it. The car ran great and had room to haul around all their stuff when my parents had catering jobs. But being seen climbing out of it here would have crushed my social status before I walked through the front door.
A rueful smile tugged at my lips. In what alternate reality did I have a social status to be crushed? Laughter came from my left, and I found a group of kids talking and enjoying their last few minutes of freedom before the day started. An unconscious smile turned my lips as I wondered what it would be like to be part of a group like that. To belong.
Mom insisted it would be different in college. I’d be starting as a freshman like every other new student, and I’d be there the entire four years. I’d finally have a chance to make friends and fit in, according to her. I’d been an outsider for so long, I only half-way believed her.
With a deep breath, I trudged up the imposing steps and pushed my way through the front door before stopping, awestruck and intimidated by the ornate decorations inside. The floors were a dark polished wood and reinforced my original opinion that they belong in a mansion, not under the dirty feet of hundreds of school kids.
Dark wood trimmed the walls, while ornately-framed plaques and pictures hung, evenly spaced, giving an imposing but overall clean and uncluttered look. I had an eye for stuff like that.
Interior design had always been my secret dream job, but I doubted I would ever go that direction. My parents equated artistic pursuits—like Mom’s cooking and my interior design—with just scraping by financially.
Mom was a wonderful cook—like, people tasted her food and begged for recipes, but even so, money had always been tight for us. I believed once Mom opened the restaurant she and my dad always dreamed of, things would take off for her. Unfortunately, opening a restaurant took money, which they wouldn’t have until they were able to open a restaurant. It was all one big messy loop so far.
They wanted me to take a more financially secure direction with my future, and had decided interior design was just as fickle as catering.
Business degree here I come. Yay, me.
I glanced around for the office. There were several doors nearby, some open, some closed, but not one of them dared have anything so tacky as a sign above it to mark its purpose. I heaved an irritable sigh as I tried to decide which direction to go. Great, now I was going to be late.
“Excuse me.” I grabbed a short, dark-haired kid’s sleeve to get his attention as he walked by. He looked me up and down, his eyes lingering a little too long on my exposed thigh. Little perv. I tugged at the short skirt again. “Where’s the office?” I asked.
He ran his tongue over his teeth while his eyes roamed to my chest.
Wow. I guess money didn’t buy manners. “Hello?” I waved my hand in front of his face. “Office?”
His eyes finally moved to my face, and he gave me an approving grin. “What do I get for telling you?” he had the nerve to ask.
I wanted to tell him exactly what he was going to get if he didn’t cut the crap, but I couldn’t take any chances of getting in trouble here. My parents would kill me—and then die—if I got kicked out of the school they believed held the key to all of their hopes and dreams for my future.
Spinning away from the half-pint jerk, I took a chance, walking to the first open door to my right and sticking my head in. It looked like an office. A really fancy office with solid wood furniture and a chandelier rather than the fluorescent lights that graced my previous schools, but still an office.
The woman behind the desk wore her dull gray hair scraped back into a severe bun. She sat so straight I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a ruler jammed down her navy cardigan. I could tell just by looking at her that she was a barrel of fun at parties.
She turned, as if sensing I was there, and raised a brow behind the round, wire-rimmed glasses, which sat perched on her beak-like nose.
I took the look as a question. “I’m Mirinda Amberley. This is my first day.” I added a shrug, figuring that was about all she should need to know to point me in the right direction.
She took her time eyeing me up and down. I discreetly pulled my shoulders back and sucked in my stomach under her appraisal. Her expression never changed, so I wasn’t sure if I passed her silent inspection or not.
She slowly stood, and I’m pretty sure her spine never curved in the slightest. “Yes,” she said with an air of disapproval. “We’ve been expecting you. We don’t usually accept students in their senior year. Mrs. Grayson has assured us you’ll have no trouble catching up.”
Her voice held a note of irritation. It wasn’t hard to guess that if it had been up to her, I would be at the public school right now. That actually poked at my pride enough to make me determined to earn my place here.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said when she raised an eyebrow at me. “I’ve always been in honors courses, and I’m a hard worker. I’m sure it won’t take me long to catch up at all.” I wasn’t sure of anything, but that didn’t matter. My family might not have been rich, but I’d inherited a double helping of my parents’ pride.
“Hmph.” She sniffed at me before turning to pick up a manila file from her desk. “This is your schedule.” She slid a crisp white sheet of paper from the thin file.
“And this is your debit card.” She passed the card and schedule to me. “All school purchases, including your lunch, can be paid for with this, but absolutely nothing else.” She somehow peered down her nose at me even though she was at least a couple of inches shorter than my five feet, eight inches.
Yep, just as I guessed, she was a blast.

 

Chapter 2
After begging directions from a passing student, I found my first class at the top of the grand staircase and all the way at the end of the hall. Not only was I sweaty and winded by the time I got there, I was late.
The heavy wooden door opened with a low creak, and I cringed before stepping inside. Just as I expected, every set of eyes in the class focused on me.
Well, every set but one. Holy guacamole. The hot guy from the Beamer was sitting in the second row with his attention on his phone. The temperature in the room shot up several degrees. How did one guy manage to have all the good genes in the gene pool? Shouldn’t those be spread around a little more evenly?
Nah. I decided I was glad they weren’t. This guy would probably never know my name, but just looking at him was a treat to my senses. And I sounded as pervy as the kid who’d tried to undress me with his eyes in the lobby.
Thankfully, the teacher cleared her throat and yanked my attention from Mr. Gorgeous, or I might have been tempted to simply stare at him for the entire class.
“Can I help you?” the teacher asked, sounding annoyed. A pair of glasses topped her graying hair. She smoothed a hand over her snug black skirt which emphasized a set of hips entirely too wide for her tiny top.
“Yes.” I pulled out my schedule, unfolding it. “I’m Mirinda Amberley. Is this,” I focused on my schedule, First Period Mrs. Priest, World History, “World History?”
“Ah, yes. Mirinda Amberley. Mrs. Grayson’s, um,” she cleared her throat before adding, “protégé,” in a nasty tone that made her sound like she was in pain. A few kids snickered, and a rush of whispered conversations spread around the room like wildfire. Mostly among the girls.
My fingernails bit into the palms of my hands. Why didn’t she just come out and call me “the charity case” and get it over with? Why couldn’t I fit in for once? I didn’t want to be the new girl, or the poor girl, or even the shy girl. I wanted to be Mirinda Amberley. Nothing more. Nothing less. Was that really too much to ask?
A hundred snappy replies zipped through my mind, but not past my lips. No matter how badly I might want to say something, I’d been raised to respect authority. Even when they didn’t deserve it. I clenched my jaw and gave her a tight nod instead, and she pointed to an empty seat near the middle of the room.
“Class begins at eight sharp,” she said. I darted another glance at Mr. Gorgeous as I made my way down the aisle to my desk. He was completely ignoring me.
“I do hope you’ll be able to remember that,” Mrs. Priest added, delighting in her own snide humor.
My cheeks burned as subdued laughter erupted from around the room. I wasn’t sure what she thought being so mean would achieve. Did the thought of having a scholarship student in her midst offend her that much?
I plunked my backpack on my desk and sank onto the hard chair. Glancing up, I found the driver of the Beamer sitting right beside me, wearing a perfectly evil, cat-like smile
Great. Just perfect. I bit back a sigh, knowing her type and expecting the worst.
She was even more beautiful up close, I grudgingly admitted. Her silky blond hair flowed in perfect waves. How did someone even get their hair to do that? I fiddled nervously with my full —read that as unruly—ponytail.
Black eyeliner and mascara lined my self-proclaimed nemesis’s striking green eyes and made them pop while her full lips glistened like she’d just slicked on a coat of bubblegum-pink lip gloss.
My brown eyes were deep and clear, and my other features were well-defined with high cheekbones and a slender nose. But next to this girl, I knew my simple ponytail and subtle touch of makeup screamed junior high. No wonder the twerp downstairs was hitting on me. He’d probably thought I was in his grade.
I fought back another sigh. I wished I done a little more to fix up. I should have known girls at this school would dress to the nines even if they were just going to be sitting in classes all day.
“Mirinda, is it?” Cat Eyes asked, flicking a sly look at the girls closest to her. “So, you’re like a charity case or something, right?” The other girls, with their photo-shoot-perfect makeup and shining hair, stifled giggles behind perfectly manicured hands.
Cat-eyes didn’t beat around the bush with small talk, did she? I glanced up to see Mrs. Priest writing something on the blackboard. So much for her starting class and saving me from answering.
I swallowed, and my cheeks grew warm as the girl smugly waited for an answer. Pearl earrings adorned her dainty ears, and she wore a matching necklace that probably cost as much as her car. She ran a ring-clad hand through her hair, reminding me of her movie-star perfectness and making me feel even more out of place.
All three girls stared at me with almost gleeful looks of anticipation in their eyes. I could just imagine the field day they’d have with “charity case Rindi.” My heart sank. So much for a chance to finally fit in and have at least a couple months of a teen-movie-worthy senior year.
Blondie’s condescending attitude hit me wrong. She just sat there, so confident she had me pegged, and it ticked me off. I wondered if anyone ever told her she was wrong, even when she was.
An unexpected bitterness bubbled up inside me. Ms. Perfect Hair with her perfect car and gorgeous boyfriend had more than I’d ever dreamed of, and there she sat just waiting to pounce on me because I wasn’t as rich as she was.
I remembered the hot pink sticker on her back window. Happiness Begins In You. A sudden idea hit me, so ridiculous that I almost laughed out loud. But the more I thought about it, the more I liked it.
What if Smarty Pants was wrong for once? What if I was every bit as worthy of being at the fancy prep school as she was? What if I made my own happiness?
I didn’t think about anything other than not wanting to be known as a charity case when I tossed my long brown ponytail over my shoulder and said, “I hardly think my grandmother paying my tuition can be considered charity.”
The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to second-guess them, and my heart skittered nervously. I could imagine a red sign hanging over my head flashing “Liar! Liar! Pants on fire!” I cringed under its condemnation.
From the corner of my eye, I noticed Mr. Gorgeous whip his head my direction. His brows dipped low over those deep brown eyes, and he searched my face, but said nothing before turning his attention back to his phone.
Had he heard me from across the room?
Ms. Snotty frowned just as deeply as her boyfriend. “You’re Andrea’s daughter?” she asked with enough disbelief to make my stomach crash somewhere below my knee socks.
Crap! How did she know Mrs. Grayson and her family? It was my come-to-Jesus moment. Come clean now and sink even lower on the social hierarchy than charity case, or fake it.
I drew in my lips and cast a quick look around the room. What would it be like to fit in? To have friends and be invited to parties? If one little lie could do that for me, it would be worth it, right? It wasn’t like I’d be hurting anyone.
My eyes landed on Mr. Gorgeous. Even his profile was hot. He would never talk to charity case Rindi, but rich girl Mirinda? She might get his attention.
I sucked in a deep breath. Why the heck not, I decided. I was already in too deep to back out without repercussions, and it’s not like I had anything to lose. I only had three months here no matter where I ended up ranking.
But what if I could make those three months amazing? I was going for amazing.
“Of course I’m Andrea’s daughter.” I tried to add some of the girl’s bored snottiness into my own words, and peeked at her from the corner of my eye to see how believable I was.
Her frown tipped toward a mask of disbelief before her expression changed completely. skipping past a shared look of shock—or possibly fear—with her friends before settling on something that I could only describe as friendly.
“No way!” she exclaimed, loudly enough to earn a glare from Mrs. Priest. “How did we not know about you? You’re sitting with us at lunch,” she told me with a nod to the other girls, who eagerly added their agreement.
I gawked at her. A nervous tremor shook my leg, and I crossed my other leg over it to hold it still. What had just happened? This girl had gone from a disapproving snob to my new best friend in the blink of an eye. Apparently, money really could buy happiness.
“We’ll catch you up on everything you need to know about Stratmore. Especially, who you must avoid.” She let out a short laugh before holding out her perfectly manicured hand. “I’m Elizabeth Ruston. My friends call me Lizzy.”
I gave her offered hand a quick shake, entirely too aware of my own stubby, unpolished nails. If she noticed my lack of a manicure, she did a good job of ignoring it. She turned to face the front as Mrs. Priest cleared her throat but added from the corner of her mouth, “I’ll let you know what you can call me after lunch.”
Flashing her a cold smile, I rolled my eyes after she looked away. Nice. I had to pass some kind of initiation to be her friend?
I started to tremble as the full impact of what I’d done hit me. What was I thinking? It wouldn’t be hard to find out I wasn’t related to Mrs. Grayson in any way whatsoever. One Google search and I was toast.
I was just so sick of being a nobody that I hadn’t considered the consequences of slightly exaggerating my connection to Mrs. Grayson. I pursed my lips and let out a quiet breath. Who was I kidding? I’d flat out lied, and if word got around about what I was trying to pull, I’d be the laughingstock of the school.
Mr. Gorgeous shot me another curious look before raising his hip and tucking his phone in his pocket as Mrs. Priest started her lecture. His expression made me nervous. Did he suspect I wasn’t who I said I was?
If Elizabeth knew Mrs. Grayson, it was possible he did too. Mrs. Grayson, and her daughter, and her granddaughter . . . I didn’t even know if Mrs. G had a granddaughter. I rubbed a hand over my face and my heart raced in my chest as I realized just how deep I’d possibly sunk myself with one lie.
A folded, pink square of notebook paper landed on my desk. I eyed it warily. Elizabeth nodded at it before facing the front. Slipping the paper onto my lap, I unfolded it. Sleepover tomorrow. My house.
I drew in my lips and studied the words much longer than they called for. Could I pull off a “rich girl” attitude for an entire sleepover? What if I suggested pizza for dinner and they only ate caviar? Bleh. Why did people want to eat fish eggs anyway?
But what if I did pull it off? The question niggled its way into my thoughts. My heart raced even faster. What if, for once in my life, I not only had friends but was one of the in-crowd?
As silly as it might sound to some girls, I wished I could talk the situation over with my mom. One of the very few benefits of never having friends at school was developing a close relationship with my parents. I honestly thought they were both pretty great. A little overprotective, sure, but great. 
But what would be even greater was having friends my age for a change.
Elizabeth glanced at me again and raised a brow. Oh, well, what the heck? In for a pound and all that.
I gave her what I hoped passed for a bored look and added a shrug to my nod. I struggled to hear Mrs. Priest over the rat-a-tat-tat of my guilty heart pounding in my ears at somewhere near machine-gun speed.
I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I let out a long slow breath. I didn’t know how to act “rich.” Did rich people act differently than, well, less-rich people?
I covertly watched Elizabeth and her friends from the corner of my eye. One of the girls pulled out a phone and held it under her desk while she typed something. Elizabeth used her phone as a mirror and dabbed on fresh lip gloss when Mrs. Priest’s back was turned. The dark-haired girl unwrapped a stick of gum and stuck it into her mouth.
They basically didn’t pay any attention to the teacher at all. I could do that. I slipped a fingernail file out of my purse and worked on my stubby nails under the desk, trying to act totally uninterested in the class while soaking in every word.
Popular or not, I still had to be ready for college.
“Ms. Amberley,” Mrs. Priest called from the front of the room with a nasal twang. “No matter how badly they are needed, we usually reserve manicures for after school hours.”
The twitters of laughter that flew around the room made my cheeks burn with both embarrassment and anger. I couldn’t believe she’d said that. The girls around me were paying even less attention than I was, and she hadn’t called any of them out.
I slunk down in my seat, tucking my unsightly nails under my thighs.
“Please recap the assignment for this week’s paper.” She watched me with a cold smile, and I could tell she didn’t think I’d been listening.
“Two pages comparing the role of peasants in western Europe to serfs in Russia, double-spaced. Due next Friday at four o’clock sharp.” I rattled off her instructions verbatim, and a thrill of victory ran through me when her jaw dropped. She quickly snapped it shut, looking even angrier than before.
The bell gave a low, stately ring. “Class is dismissed,” Mrs. Priest said with a glare at me.
I fought back a groan. Great. I’d never been on a teacher’s bad side before. My new life was off to an amazing start.
While chairs scraped against the floor as students gathered their belongings and headed toward the door, Elizabeth leaned close and whispered, “That was so awesome. Please tell me you know what all that stuff actually means because you’re helping me with my paper.”
“Me too,” the thin blond girl sitting in front of me piped up. “History’s so boring. I can’t make myself pay attention.”
I shoved my stuff in my new backpack and stood without answering. The last thing I wanted to do was get stuck doing everyone’s homework, and yet, it might be a way to stay on their good side if I couldn’t pull off the rich kid act.
Elizabeth was already talking about something else. She surprised me by hooking her free arm through mine as we walked toward the door. My eyes were drawn to Mr. Gorgeous as we passed his desk. He wore his thin tie loosely around his neck, and his tousled hair had a sexy I-just-stumbled-out-of-bed look.
Oh, man. He was hot.
And he was staring right at me with such an intense look I instantly felt exposed. I started tugging at my skirt again, before nervously checking to make sure none of the buttons on my shirt had popped open.
Nope. Everything was buttoned up and tucked away, and yet his unwavering gaze burned into me until I felt uncomfortably warm. His hooded-eyed appraisal made me think he might be interested in me. But that would be way weird, since his girlfriend was attached to my arm.
I had a sick feeling that he wasn’t watching me because he was interested, but because he doubted my story about being Mrs. Grayson’s granddaughter. He’d sure seemed interested in my announcement. Would he call me out in front of everyone?
Elizabeth glanced around to see what had caught my attention and stuck out her tongue. “Ignore Tyler. He’s always upset about something.”
“Tyler?”
“My brother.” She tipped her head toward him and rolled her eyes as she dragged me out the door.
“Your brother?” My knees got weak. He wasn’t her boyfriend?
Her eyes narrowed at the excitement in my voice, and I added, “You two just don’t look anything alike.”
She shrugged as we walked out the door. “Guess I got all the good genes,” she said, and I’m pretty sure she was being serious. If I had a vote, I’d say it was Tyler who got all the good genes. 
 
 

 

Chapter 3
I was late to Every. Single. Class. Was it really too hard to slap a sign or two on the wood-paneled walls, or put numbers on the doors? By lunch, I was a frazzled mess.
Neither Elizabeth nor Tyler were in any of my other classes, and I hadn’t even attempted to talk to anyone else. After the morning’s fiasco, I was scared to open my mouth in case another lie tried to escape. Who knew what I might say next? I was a princess from a foreign country? My parents raised unicorns for fairies?
My head spun each time I remembered I’d claimed to be Mrs. Grayson’s granddaughter. Maybe not quite as outrageous as the unicorn story, but still, utterly untrue.
Now was my deciding moment. I crammed my backpack into my locker and shut the door before leaning back against it. I could hide out in the girls’ room and hope Elizabeth forgot about me by tomorrow. Or, I could claim a spot at Elizabeth’s lunch table and become Mrs. Grayson’s granddaughter. At least until someone discovered I wasn’t that at all.
Oh, this was a bad idea. The thought pounded at me as I slowly headed down the staircase to the lunchroom, but apparently, I was going through with it. Pulling open the heavy door, I sucked in a surprised breath as I took in the stunning dining hall.
Muffled voices filled the air along with the clank and clatter of utensils against plates and glasses. Four long tables with bench seats ran the length of the room. Chandeliers hung overhead, and heavenly smells floated through the room.
With the tantalizing scent of rich roast beef tickling my nose, my stomach gave a loud rumble, reminding me I’d been too nervous to eat breakfast. I fished the debit card the frosty receptionist had given me out of my purse before selecting a few of my favorite dishes. I was pretty sure this food was going to give Mom’s cooking a run for its money, although she’d never hear those words cross my lips.
With my filled tray in hand, I turned to search for Elizabeth and her crew. Row upon row of uniform-clad students blended together until it was hard to tell one individual from another. I almost hoped I wouldn’t find them in the crowded hall, so I could avoid telling more lies and digging myself deeper into the hole I’d unintentionally started.
This wasn’t going to be my lucky day. Elizabeth spotted me and waved me over. She shoved the tray beside hers down the table, forcing the brunette sitting next to her to scoot over before she patted the bench beside her.
“What took you so long?” She eyed my plate and pointed to the roll and cherry cobbler as I sat down. “No, and absolutely no. Right, girls?” She glanced at the two girls I remembered from history class for reinforcement. They eagerly bobbed their heads in agreement.
“No carbs at our table,” the cute brunette said while eyeing my plate with such longing I wouldn’t have been surprised if she dove across the table and started shoveling all those forbidden carbs into her bow-shaped mouth with her bare hands.
“Um. . .” I looked down at my plate to see what that left me. Roast beef and tossed salad. I’d been looking forward to my favorite dessert, and the rolls smelled heavenly—like they’d just been pulled from the oven. But if this was what it took to have friends, I could deal with it. I glanced up in surprise when a burgundy cloth napkin landed over my cobbler.
“Out of sight, out of mind,” Elizabeth said, glaring at my plate as if it magically developed lips and called her a nasty name.
“Okay, sure.” I glanced at the red apple on Elizabeth’s tray before checking out the other girls’ lunches. One was poking at a salad, while the other had nothing on the table in front of her but her phone. I looked down to hide my frown. Now I knew why Elizabeth and her friends were all fashion-model thin. They didn’t eat.
I was happy with the curves I had. I’d been a late-bloomer, as my mom liked to call it. I hadn’t needed a bra until my freshman year, when my body had finally remembered I was supposed to be a girl. I’d wished for curves for so long that I certainly wasn’t going to start wishing them away now.
“So,” Elizabeth drawled. “This is Megan.” She tipped her head toward the petite brunette, who was still eyeing my plate as if she had superhero vision and could see right through the napkin to the forbidden carbs underneath. I was a little concerned about her.
“And Tiffany.” Elizabeth nodded to the girl on Megan’s right. The striking girl with ice blue eyes and stick-straight, whitish-blond hair gave me a smile so frigid I shivered.
“Hi, I’m Mirinda.” I tried not to let the girls’ unenthusiastic welcomes put me off. A glance around the large dining hall showed I was the center of attention. Some people simply watched me curiously, but many—mainly from the female portion of the crowd—glared at me with envy.
I didn’t even try to stop the tiny smile that twisted my lips. I was the new girl, sitting at the popular table, and everyone was trying to figure out what I had that they didn’t.
I could have told them if they’d been brave enough to ask. My secret to instant popularity was my excellent lying skills. Who would have guessed that I, good girl Rindi Amberley, was a master at deception?
Well, at least I hoped I was. If Elizabeth caught even a whiff that I wasn’t who I claimed to be, I’d be in social Siberia before lunch was over.
My eyes landed on Tyler at a table across the room, and my smile dropped. He had an arm draped around a pretty girl’s shoulder. Her long black hair seemed to go on forever, and her skin held a stunning bronzed glow that could have either been the result of good genes, or the frequent flyer equivalent of tanning bed sessions.
Tyler glanced over and caught me staring. My heart jumped to my throat when our eyes locked and held. I forgot to breathe as thousands of feelings rushed through me. Something about him drew me in, making me feel things I’d never felt before. Things I couldn’t even put a name to.
After what felt like forever, he broke our gaze and glanced at his sister sitting beside me. His eyes narrowed, as if he was as confused about why I was sitting with Elizabeth as the rest of the student body.
“Un-uh,” Elizabeth knocked her knee against mine under the table. I let out a yelp, rubbing my leg while Elizabeth peered down her pert nose at me. “Tyler’s off-limits, so don’t even go there.”
“What?” My voice squeaked, and my heart pounded uncomfortably as I was ripped out of my Tyler trance. I tried to feign an indifference I in no way felt. “Who’s Tyler again?” I fought to keep my expression slightly confused and wholly innocent. It was clear, Elizabeth had a major hangup with her friends dating her brother. It didn’t take a genius to realize she wouldn’t put up with me drooling over him. 
Elizabeth opened her mouth, but Megan bubbled up an answer before she could say anything. “Tyler’s Lizzy’s brother and the hottest guy in school. He’s captain of the debate team and the swim team.” She ticked off his accomplishments on her dainty ring-clad fingers as she listed them. “Senior class president, and,” she leaned forward and gushed, “he’s going to Yale next year.”
It didn’t take a list to convince me he was awesome. One glance had convinced me of that. As hard as it was with my heart still fluttering, I tried to play it cool. “He’s a senior too?” I stole another quick peek of him. “He was in our world history class this morning, right?” I asked as if the image of him at his desk all hot and dreamy hadn’t been permanently imprinted on my brain.
“We’re twins,” Elizabeth said with a smirk his direction, looking equal parts proud and annoyed by her hot brother. “No matter which class he’s in, he’s officially off-limits,” Elizabeth coldly reminded me.
I shrugged and took a bite of the delicious roast, acting like my insides didn’t get all gooey just from looking at Mr. Gorgeous.
Tiffany eyed a table of guys on the other side of the room as if they were on the menu, while Megan picked at her tiny green salad. She soon dropped her fork and shoved a stick of gum in her mouth.
I was sitting at the popular table. There’d been no talk of caviar or diamonds or anything else beyond my limited social stratosphere. So far, by some extreme miracle, I was fitting right in. I calmly sipped my drink and tried to keep from jumping on the table and doing a giddy dance.
Elizabeth eyed me curiously before her expression morphed into something surprisingly friendly. She rested her arms on the table and leaned close. “So, tell me all about your mother,” she said. My stomach fell. So much for miracles.
“We want to know everything,” she continued. “She left quite a legacy here. Head cheerleader, homecoming queen, prom queen, and the first girl to join the swim team. Last I heard, she opened a new chain of boutiques in New York. I just never heard she had a daughter.” Her face held the slightest trace of disbelief as she watched me with a piercing look.
Her question sounded so simple and innocent, but was it a trap? For all I knew, everything she’d just said about my “mom” was a lie.
But, then again, it could all be true. I’d spent some time with Mrs. Grayson since we’d moved into her guest quarters, but I didn’t remember her even mentioning her daughter.
I shoved another bite of food in my mouth to give myself time to form an answer. I chewed. And chewed. And chewed some more, until even Tiffany glanced away from the guys she’d been ogling to see what my answer would be.
Swallowing the lump of meat that had swollen to an almost impossible size, I choked. I grabbed my glass of water, downing half of it as I prayed the food would go down without requiring something as mortifying as the Heimlich. Something that embarrassing would get me booted out of the popular table as fast as being poor.
 By the time I caught my breath, Elizabeth’s face had shifted into an impatient mask. I hurriedly answered, trying to fit as much truth into my answer as I could. “You know Mom. She’s an amazing woman. Always busting her tail to succeed. She’s thinking of opening a restaurant next.” All one-hundred percent true. Except it was all about my real mom, not Mrs. Grayson’s daughter.
My eyes darted from Megan to Tiffany before landing back on Elizabeth, as I wondered if they were falling for it. 
“Hmm,” Elizabeth said, inspecting her perfectly shaped fingernails. I held my breath and waited for the ax to fall. “A restaurant,” she finally said. “Yes, I can see her branching out like that. She’s not one to keep all her eggs in one basket.”
I let out a silent sigh of relief. It looked like I’d passed this test, but her knowledge of Andrea concerned me. How many more tests would there be, and what were the odds I’d be able to pass them, too? I made a mental note to learn as much as I could about Mrs. Grayson’s family, especially my “mom,” as soon as possible.
Elizabeth took a sip of her drink, then just like that, she changed the subject again, thankfully taking the spotlight off me. “Who should we invite to the sleepover?” She turned her question to Megan and Tiffany.
Tiffany rolled her eyes in reply to Elizabeth’s question. “Not Tonya. All she talks about anymore is her new house and new car and new blah, blah, blah. I get that she’s not used to having money, but what a bore.”
“Her parents won the lottery last year and enrolled her in school here first thing,” Megan offered, always eager to explain.
“New money,” Tiffany sniffed.
I raised a brow and fought back a laugh. If they were that snobby about new money, I hated to think how they’d treat someone—namely me—with no money. I tried to limit my comments for the rest of the conversation, hoping I wouldn’t give myself away.
When Elizabeth left the table to invite the lucky girls chosen to attend her sleepover, I let myself sneak another peek at Tyler. The girl who’d been sitting beside him was gone, and he was in an animated conversation with a group of guys. He wasn’t the most attractive guy at the table—not that he wasn’t attractive because he absolutely was—but he was the most appealing by far.
Something about him made even the other guys treat him with a special reverence. I could tell from where I was sitting that when he spoke, everyone clung onto his every word, and for the most part eagerly agreed with him.
Except for the guy sitting directly beside Tyler. His short blond hair was combed off his face and styled with some kind of gravity-defying hair product. I wanted to make fun of all the effort he put into his grooming, but the fact was, the effort was well worth it. He was hot, despite the perpetual smirk he wore.
Tyler frowned at him a couple of times, but rather than upsetting him, those frowns just set the guy off into fits of laughter. I didn’t know what their story was, but it was easy to guess they weren’t the best of friends.
When the golden boy glanced up and caught me watching him, a cocky grin spread across his face, while his eyes grew hooded. He tilted his head in a nod.  I swallowed, darting a glance side-to-side to see if he was really looking at me or someone sitting nearby.
It appeared I was his focus. My stomach fluttered, and my cheeks burned.
“Mirinda, no!” Megan snapped at me. I jerked my head, surprised by her outburst.
“I know you’re new,” she enunciated each word, “but Lizzy’s not joking about Tyler. She won’t share her friends with him. She made it a rule in eighth grade when her best friend, Jessica Montclair, started dating Tyler and dumped Lizzy cold to spend all her time with him. If she finds you lusting over Tyler, you won’t be sitting with us tomorrow.”
She leaned close, her eyes wide and her expression somewhere between earnest and snobby. “And in case you weren’t sure, since you are new and all, this is the place to sit, and we are the friends to have.” Yep, she was great with the explanations.
Tiffany tore her eyes from her phone long enough to add a nod of agreement.
I’d already figured that out for myself, but the confirmation made me desperate not to lose my chance to fit in. “Tyler? What?” I forced a laugh. “Oh, no. I was checking out the hot guy beside him. Who’s he?”
Megan pushed her thick hair over her shoulder in a move that made it flow like she was on a shampoo commercial as she glanced back toward the table of guys. “Oh,” her tiny nose scrunched up. “Cooper Hollingsworth. He’s kind of a jerk. He has this rule that he won’t date anyone more than two weeks.” Her lips bowed down, and she poked around at her mostly uneaten salad before simply dropping her fork again.
“Oh, get over him already,” Tiffany snapped, surprising me. “You know he just made that up to get rid of your clingy butt.”
I gasped, and Megan’s lips disappeared as she drew them in. I thought she was going to burst out crying. Instead, she shot Tiffany a nasty look. “At least he didn’t get to add me to his scorecard before he dumped me cold.”
Tiffany’s pale cheeks flared with color, but she just glared back down at her phone. I watched the interaction in amazement. I thought they were supposed to be the best of friends, and yet, they didn’t even seem to like each other at the moment.
Weird.
Was that normal in the popular crowd? People were just lumped together because they were popular, not because they shared any connection?
Maybe I’d be better off sitting by myself, shunned by the rest of the school, rather than having fake friends. A glance toward the table of hot guys showed both Tyler and Cooper staring at me now, and the flutter in my stomach grew to a frenzy. Guys like them wouldn’t give me a second look if I were at the losers’ table.
That was all it took to make me decide I was clinging to my illicitly-gained popularity as long as I could. Whether it was for one day or all three months, I was going to enjoy every second of it.
I drew in a deep breath and jumped into my role. “I want to know all the gossip on everyone who’s anyone.” I raised my brows at Megan and Tiffany. Megan grinned at Tiffany before she rested her arms on the table and leaned in close, her eyes twinkling with excitement.
“Well,” she began. “Lizzy just got dumped by her boyfriend from Southside Prep, but she’s telling everyone she dumped him. . .”
 
 

 

Chapter 4
My ears still burned at the end of the day from all the gossip Megan bombarded me with during lunch. Tiffany added her fair share to the conversation, and between the two of them, I was pretty sure there wasn’t a secret unturned in the entire school.
Except mine. At least, so far.
I made sure I had all the books I needed before walking back through the school’s grand foyer and out the front door. The sun bore down mercilessly. A trickle of sweat ran down my back between my shoulder blades before I made it down the front steps. How did people survive this kind of heat?
I stopped to shrug off my blazer and took a minute to take in the groups of kids milling around the yard. As I’d noticed earlier, most were younger than me, and I assumed they were waiting on rides.
Several watched me with a surprising amount of interest as I walked past. More interest than just being the new girl called for. I nodded to a few of them, but started getting uncomfortable as the stares continued. Was I trailing a strip of toilet paper from my new loafers? Had all the buttons on my blouse popped off? Boy, I longed for a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.
A quick glance down showed everything in front was as it should be. A look back showed I wasn’t leading a t.p. parade. I gave my skirt a quick swoosh down the back for good measure to make sure it wasn’t tucked into my undies, or something equally humiliating, but that was all good too.
I hesitated as a younger girl, likely a freshman, ran up to me. Her golden-blond hair was pulled back into tight French braids and a huge smile covered her face. Maybe she would fill me in on why I was drawing so much attention.
“Hi! I’m Suzanne. You’re new here, and you’re already sitting at the EMT’s table. You’re so lucky.” She sighed, but her dreamy expression fell when I narrowed my eyes in question. Why did she think I had anything to do with Emergency Medical Technicians? Did she have me confused with another new kid?
“I mean, not that you don’t totally rank a seat at Elizabeth, Megan, and Tiffany’s table. You’re so beautiful. And you actually look like a girl rather than a skinny boy with long hair like them.” She gasped. “Not that they aren’t gorgeous and all, but you . . .”
Now my brows shot up as the bubbly little girl continued to rattle on about my list of virtues that qualified me to sit at the. . . OH! The EMTs table. I got it. Elizabeth, Megan, and Tiffany. I wondered if they’d have to rename their little group if I became a permanent fixture. We could be the E, double M, Ts. I rolled my eyes and shook my head.
Odds of me sitting there for long were pretty slim. There was no way word wouldn’t get around pretty soon that Mrs. Grayson wasn’t really my grandmother. Then I’d be sitting in the dungeon level of the school’s hierarchy. Whatever that was.
“So, anyway, I just wanted to say hi. If you ever need anything, just ask.”
I gave Suzanne a bemused smile. “I’ll do that,” I said. She stood on the sidewalk on the corner of the street and watched me as I hurried across.
“Oh!” Suzanne called out, and I glanced back. “The blazer isn’t required.” She dipped her head to the heavy jacket in my arms, looking slightly embarrassed, apparently for me.
I’d noticed no one else wore a blazer today, but I’d figured they’d all been shoved in lockers like mine had after first period.
“Thanks, that’s useful.” I sent Suzanne a sincere grin. She beamed at me before running back to her friends. Being popular was strange but kind of fun.
I was deep in thought about my first day as a “popular” kid when a shiny, silver, almost bug-shaped car with dark tinted windows roared up beside me. I jumped back, certain the thing was going to run me down, but it jerked to a fast stop inches from my feet.
I’d never seen a car like it before, and its abrupt shape and sleek style fascinated me. My curiosity kicked in, and I strained to see the emblem on the front of the car. A fierce-looking bull under the word Lamborghini was emblazoned on it.
Holy moly. I might not know much about the car itself, but I recognized that name and knew it was pricey.
The window rolled down to reveal the sexy blond from lunch. He gave me the same smirky smile he’d worn earlier. “Hey, New Girl. Get in.”
My eyebrows shot up, and I continued walking. After what I’d learned about him at lunch, I was actually a little scared of him. I couldn’t get in the car with a guy who had a reputation like Cooper Hollingsworth, could I? He’d dated just about every girl in the state from the sound of it, and Texas was a big state.
Cooper drove beside me, matching my pace. He let out a sexy laugh. “What? Did your mommy tell you not to get into cars with strangers?”
“Try assholes,” I mumbled. I didn’t think I said it very loud, but Cooper let out a deep laugh. “New girl’s got some sass.” He nodded his approval. “I like that.”
I glanced over and saw his smirk was replaced with what appeared to be a genuine smile, while his eyes crinkled around the corners. I’ll be if he didn’t look even sexier.
“Come on.” He tipped his head toward the passenger door. “It’s too hot to walk, and I promise I don’t bite. Unless you want me to,” he added in a low voice with a devilish grin.
I stopped walking and spun toward the car as my jaw dropped in utter disbelief. I might be shy on a normal day, but his brashness made this anything but normal. “Did you really just say that?”
He held up his hands in surrender, but his eyes gleamed with amusement. “Hey, all I’m saying is if that’s something you’re into, we can discuss it.”
I shook my head, unsure whether to laugh or run. My already crazy day had just gotten blown off the charts. Not only was a hot guy talking to me, unless I was really off base, he was flirting with me!
His nice smile returned. “I’m only messing with you. I’m Cooper Hollingsworth. Want me to call Lizzy and get her to vouch for me? I saw you sitting with her at lunch.” He pulled out his phone.
“No!” My hand shot out and grabbed his before he could hit the first number. I wasn’t sure why, but I worried “Lizzy” wouldn’t appreciate a cute guy showing me special attention.
Even a guy with a reputation like Cooper’s.
Reputation or not, he was gorgeous and judging by his car, he was rich. I didn’t doubt for a second that he ranked somewhere near the top of the stratosphere at Stratmore Academy, and I instinctively knew Lizzy would think I was trying to outrank her.
Cooper lowered his eyes to my hand resting on his, and I yanked mine away, rubbing it against my skirt.
He arched a brow in question, his eyes burning into mine. I had the distinct feeling he was laughing at me under all his smirky looks.
“No need to bother Lizzy.” I tried to sound smooth, but fresh beads of sweat that had nothing to do with the Texas heat trickled down my back. “I trust you,” I lied. I didn’t trust him any more than I would a rattlesnake after the dirt Megan had shared on him during lunch. Strangely, that didn’t keep me from being flattered that he was showing me interest though.
Interest I knew he wouldn’t be showing the “real” me. The poor me. I tried to remember I was supposed to be like a millionaire’s kid or something. If I didn’t want to blow my chances of fitting in right off the bat, I needed to chill. I took a slow deep breath and did my best to replicate the bored expression Elizabeth had worn most of the day.
“Get in then,” he said, his words as much of a dare as an offer. “It’s hotter than Hades out there.”
I bit my lip and played out the possible outcomes of this scenario. I snub the almighty Cooper and get on his bad side—his very influential bad side—from day one and lose any hope of ever being truly popular at Stratmore. Or I get in the car and lower my reputation by association.
I grinned to myself as my heart beat a giddy dance. Lowering my reputation meant I had a reputation to lower. Heck yeah, I was getting in that car.
I hurried around to the passenger side, jumping back as the door slid up into the air instead of opening to the side. I blinked at it. I’d only seen doors like that on television, and I was starting to get the surreal feeling that I’d been dropped into the middle of a movie.
“What are you waiting for?” Cooper’s voice snapped me back to reality.
I slid onto the cool leather seat, cradling my backpack on my lap in the cramped space, then studied the open door. I wasn’t sure how to even close it. Cooper answered that problem by leaning across me and pulling it shut.
I couldn’t tell if he was pressed extra close because of the lack of space in the car or if it was intentional, but I was thankful my backpack made a barrier between us. He might be hot, but I didn’t even know the guy.
A blast of icy air chilled my clammy skin, and I let my eyes drop closed as I enjoyed it. When I realized the car wasn’t moving, I peeked at Cooper to find him watching me intently.
It was a hungry, almost predatory look, but it sent a thrill through me. That look clearly said he not only noticed me, he was interested. Hot diggity dog!
He searched my face with an unnerving intensity before his eyes dropped to my lips. My stomach gave a jolt while I sucked in a nervous breath. Was he going to kiss me? He didn’t even know my name.
Not that something as minor as a name would stand between Cooper and his next conquest. His eyes were hooded, but he didn’t make a move. He seemed to be waiting for me to react.
If I moved closer, I had no doubt he’d take things to the next step. But was I willing to go there? I wasn’t opposed to sharing my first kiss with a gorgeous, rich guy, but I wasn’t about to be anyone’s “conquest,” no matter how desperate I was to be popular.
“I thought you were giving me a ride home?” I tried to channel Lizzy’s snootiness. “Doesn’t this tin can move?” He continued to study me, and I swallowed hard, hoping he wasn’t going to boot me right out of his high-dollar “tin can.”
A smirk turned his lip. “Hold on,” he warned.
I grabbed for the door handle as the tires squealed to life. I guess he took my words against his precious car as a personal challenge.
I clenched my teeth and fought back a scream as we flew down the street, darting between traffic and flying through a yellow light.
“I get it!” I yelled. “I’m sorry I called your car a tin can!”
Flashing me a look from the corner of his eye, Cooper flew around the next corner, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I’d had my one day of popularity, and now I was going to die. Literally die, because I’d been stupid enough to get in the car with some psychotic egotistical rich kid.
Life was so unfair.
The car screeched to a stop. I pried one eye open and saw we were not only alive but parked neatly in front of Mrs. Grayson’s house. Cooper might not know my name, but he knew where I lived.
At least, almost.
He’d probably shove me out of the car right now if he knew my parents and I actually lived in the tiny cottage behind Mrs. Grayson’s grand mansion.
My heart beat wildly, and even with the AC blowing full blast, my back was wet with nervous sweat. It took me a minute to soak in the fact we’d survived Cooper’s Indy 500 driving.
“What is wrong with you?” I yelled at him. “You could have killed us both! Who taught you how to drive?”
I glared when Cooper simply laughed at my tirade. “Dad hired a top race car driver to prep me for my driving test.” He grinned as my eyes widened. “We didn’t spend as much time on the rules of driving as we did on the tricks.”
I tried to imagine a life where parents hired a famous race car driver to prepare a fifteen-year-old for his drivers’ test, rather than teaching him themselves. For some reason it made me feel sad for Cooper rather than jealous.
“Want to invite me in?” Cooper asked, pulling me from my thoughts. He sounded confident that I would.
Nerves wound themselves through my stomach as my eyes darted from the main house to the pretty gray cottage just peeking out from the side. Mrs. Grayson was pretty cool. I could probably waltz through the front door with Cooper, and she’d simply ask me how my first day of school had gone and offer us a snack. It would only take one wrong word to give away the fact I didn’t live there, though.
And that I was in no way related to her.
What would Lizzy do? I wondered, suspecting that was going to become my new mantra.
I licked my dry lips and opened the door, tossing what I hoped was a teasing smile over my shoulder as I answered him with an, “In your dreams.”
I heard him chuckle before he revved his sporty engine and drove off with his signature smirk. I let out a heavy sigh of relief as his car disappeared down the street. He didn’t appear upset. Thank goodness he hadn’t pushed the issue.
 I bit my lip as I studied Mrs. Grayson’s lavish home. If I was going to play her granddaughter, I needed to know everything there was to know about her. And I needed to come up with a cover story.

 

Chapter 5
I wasn’t a devious person by nature so planning out my cover story as a rich girl was agonizing. I wanted to keep the lying to a minimum. Telling the truth made me feel better. Plus, it was safer. There would be fewer things I could get busted on.
But I still had to fabricate some threads to my story to neatly tie everything together. Like why I lived in the servants’ quarters instead of in one of the fifty zillion rooms in the main house. And who the people I lived with were.
I wondered if I could pass my parents off as distant cousins or something. Not that it would explain why I lived with them.
I rubbed my temples as I walked through the back door into the main house. My head throbbed, and I wondered if being popular was worth what I was putting myself through.
“Is that you, Rindi?” Mom called. I followed her voice and the smell of a freshly baked peach cobbler to the kitchen. Mom glanced up from the vegetables she was chopping for dinner with a wide smile.
With her dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, she didn’t appear much older than me. People mistook us for sisters all the time. I took it as a compliment. My mom was even more beautiful now than she’d been at my age. I hoped that was a gene I’d inherited.
“So,” Mom said, her voice bursting with excitement. “Tell me everything.”
I plopped down on the bar stool at the island where she worked and broke off a tiny bit of crust from the cooling cobbler.
“Rindi!” Mom scolded, swatting at my hand, but I knew she wasn’t mad. Not really. Now, if I’d scooped out a section of cobbler before it had been served, I would have been in hot water, but no one would miss the tiny corner of crust I’d snitched.
“School was interesting.” A quick replay of my day ran through my mind. I tried to decide what would be safe to tell my mom. I wanted to spill everything out in the open and let her tell me how to fix the mess I’d created for myself, but how could I?
I sure couldn’t tell her I’d decided to adopt a new family and become a preppy rich girl. Besides hurting her and dad, I’d heard her advice to “be myself” for my entire life.
She would never understand that “myself” had no chance of hanging out with girls like the EMTs or scoring rides home in expensive sports cars with super-hot boys. 
I decided to focus on my classes. “I don’t think I’ll have any trouble catching up,” I told her. “We’re studying pretty much the same things we were at my last school.”
Mom scooped up a handful of sliced vegetables and dropped them into a roasting pan, drizzling them with olive oil and a healthy sprinkle of seasoning before putting them into the oven. “I’m glad to hear that. I was worried you’d be behind. Not that you couldn’t catch up, but it will be easier this way.”
“Mirinda?” I heard Mrs. Grayson call from the office and raised a questioning brow at Mom.
“She has ears like an elephant,” she said quietly with a conspiratorial wink. “Go see her. She’s been worried all day about how you were fitting in at school.”
I broke off another tiny piece of crust and popped it in my mouth with a grin. “Delicious as always,” I said, thankful Elizabeth wasn’t there to slap the flaky crust out of my hand.
Mom planted her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Go on now before I have to bake a whole new cobbler,” she teased. She lifted a hand and shooed me out of her kitchen.
I found Mrs. Grayson seated behind the shiny cherry wood desk that sat in the middle of her office. Tall windows lined one wall, letting in the bright afternoon sun, and the entire room smelled of the roses she was so fond of.
She closed her laptop when I came in and offered me a kind smile. “I thought I heard your voice,” she said eagerly. “Sit down.” She motioned to the pale blue wingback chair opposite her. “I want to hear all about your day.”
As warm and friendly as she was, Mrs. Grayson could have been mistaken for my grandma. Knowing I’d dragged her into my twisted new life at school made me feel guilty. I regretted the fact that I’d lied, but not enough to come clean.
I eased into the chair and crossed my legs. “The school is beautiful,” I began, although I knew that wasn’t the feedback she was asking for.
“Yes,” she nodded eagerly, and her fluffy white hair bounced around her smooth face. I didn’t know if she’d invested in plastic surgery or if she simply had good genes, but her skin showed few signs of aging, although she had to be pushing seventy. “I don’t know if I mentioned it, but my daughter, Andrea, attended Stratmore years ago.”
I squirmed in my seat at the mention of my “mother’s” name. Maybe I could use this as an opportunity to fill in some of my phony backstory. “You didn’t tell me that,” I said. “What’s she doing now?”
“Oh.” Mrs. Grayson shrugged her thin shoulders under her silky white blouse. “She’s in the big city, opening a new line of clothing stores. She’s always moving from one adventure to the next.”
So, the information Elizabeth had on her was correct. “Does she have any children?” I held my breath. I wasn’t sure if it would be better or worse for my story if she did.
“One son.” Mrs. Grayson smiled fondly, reaching for a framed picture on her desk. “Anthony is just about your age,” she said, turning the picture so I could see a dark-haired boy in his early teens.
“I spent a month with them this summer,” she said, “but it’s never long enough. Kids grow and change so quickly.” She let out a wistful sigh.
Crap. A son? Someone who knew someone at school would know Mrs. Grayson didn’t have a granddaughter. When word spread of my supposed connection to the family it wasn’t going to take long for that inevitable someone to out me. Or would it?
“Do they visit often?” I asked. “Your daughter and grandson? Or do you usually visit them?”
“Anthony used to spend every summer here. You know kids, though. Now that he’s older, he’s always busy and doesn’t have time for his old grandma.” Her voice was light and teasing, but I could see a touch of real hurt on her face. “But enough of that. I want to hear how your day went.”
With an apologetic cringe, she added, “Stratmore isn’t always known to be welcoming to strangers.”
I didn’t doubt her for a second. “Everyone was surprisingly friendly,” I told her, twisting my fingers together on my lap, remembering that my humongous lie was probably the only reason anyone had given me the time of day.
“I think I even made a couple of friends.” I considered the cattiness the EMTs had shown each other and realized the word “friends” probably wasn’t entirely accurate. But I hadn’t sat alone at lunch by the trash cans, so there was that.
Mrs. Grayson’s penciled brows shot up so high at my confession I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so stinking nervous about getting caught in my lie.
“I’m very surprised to hear that. Pleased,” she rushed to add with a firm nod, “but surprised. I’ve been so worried that sending you to Stratmore might have been a mistake.” Her brows furrowed. She folded her hands and rested them on the desk.
“After hearing from your parents how smart you are, and then having a chance to get to know you and discover your sweet personality, I just wanted to give you a chance to thoroughly prepare for college. I’ve been doubting myself all day, though. I know exactly how snobbish some of my friends’ children and grandchildren can be to those who are,” she hesitated, and I knew she was trying to avoid saying anything insulting, “different,” she finally said.
“So tell me who your new friends are.” She sounded so happy, I quickly rattled off the EMTs names, and then, after a moment of hesitation, I added Cooper’s name. Her expression knit with worry. I thought she’d probably heard something of Cooper’s reputation and prepared myself for a lecture about boys, but what she said surprised me.
“Not Elizabeth Ruston?” She pressed her hands to the desk, her eyes widening with shock.
I had to think about it for a minute, but that name sounded right. I nodded. “I think that’s her last name. She has a brother named Tyler.” Now, his name I’d never forget.
“I must admit she’s one of the girls I worried might give you a hard time.” She searched my face as if trying to discern the rest of the story. “I do believe she’s a bit of a Queen Bee at the school, from what I’ve heard.”
I wasn’t sure if she was calling her a Queen Bee or a Queen “B,” but figured either description would be accurate.
I gripped my hands together so tightly my knuckles cracked, but I somehow managed to keep my expression neutral. “Elizabeth was nice. She even invited me to a sleepover at her house tomorrow.”
Mrs. Grayson appeared downright anxious now. “And you’re certain she wasn’t pulling one of those ‘mean-girl’ jokes on you?” she asked. “I might be old, but I know how girls can be.”
I nodded confidently. That was about the only thing I was sure of, but only because Elizabeth thought I was within her social circle. My phone vibrated in my back pocket. “Excuse me.” I pulled it out and answered it. “Hello?”
“Out front, now!” I barely recognized Elizabeth’s voice, but as soon as I did, I wondered if she’d uncovered my secret and come over to confront me. The blood drained from my face as I met Mrs. Grayson’s worried look before glancing out the window.
Elizabeth’s Beamer was parked in front of the house. Megan and Tiffany were in the car with her, which was to be expected. I doubted she went anywhere without her sidekicks. What surprised me was that Tyler sat in the passenger seat.
“We’re going shopping, skank,” she said while my heart galloped in my chest. “Hurry up!”
I hung up the phone, unable to tear my eyes from the window. I couldn’t believe Elizabeth would just expect me to drop everything and go with her just because she said so.
No, that wasn’t true. I could absolutely believe it. But what was Tyler doing there? I bit my lip and peered through the window. I could barely make out his expression, but he didn’t appear happy at all.
I turned to Mrs. G. I didn’t know what to do. We’d only been there a few days, but we’d quickly fallen into a routine where I set the table for dinner and helped with dishes afterward before joining Mrs. G in her garden to help with the weeding or whatever she needed. I really didn’t know how Mom would feel about me skipping out not only on dinner but also my chores. Even if they had been self-assigned.
Mrs. G continued to stare at Elizabeth’s car in a mild state of shock. I wasn’t certain what she would think about me skipping out on helping around the house either. I mean, my tuition was part of my parents’ benefits for working here, but I still wanted to do my part.
“Those are your new friends?” Mrs. G asked, squinting out the window. “And they’ve come to spirit you away?”
“Well, yes.” My heart continued to pound at a frightening pace as I tried to figure out how to handle the situation. “If you’d rather I stayed and helped in the garden after dinner, I won’t go. I’m not even sure if my parents will let me.”
I couldn’t help but frown at the thought. This was what I wanted. This is why I’d risked everything with my lie, to finally fit in with the popular kids. Now that I had the chance, it was going to slip right past me because I had chores that I’d assigned myself? Life was totally unfair.
Pulling her attention to me, Mrs. Grayson narrowed her light blue eyes, taking in the red and white striped t-shirt and white shorts I’d changed into as soon as I got home from school. “You should go,” she said with a firm nod while reaching into the top desk drawer. “I’ll smooth it over with your parents.”
She pulled out an envelope and counted out two crisp hundred dollar bills.
“If I know those girls, they’ll be headed to the mall.” She handed the money to me. “Go buy yourself something nice.”
I stared at the money as blood rushed past my ears. It was like I was dreaming. Or perhaps living in some kind of fairytale. People, especially almost-strangers, didn’t just hand you two hundred dollars to go shopping. There had to be a catch.
“I can’t take your money.” I sounded offended, although I didn’t mean to. I was just in shock.
“Of course, you can,” Mrs. G said lightly, as if I was being foolish. “You’ve earned that and more with all the work you’ve been doing out in the garden. Now, take it and go have fun with your new friends. I insist.”
My eyes widened, but my fingers curled around the money. Mom would kill me if she knew I was letting Mrs. G give me money. But it was true, the other girls would probably be spending money like it was water. If I wanted to fit in, I had to be able to buy more than a pack of chewing gum, which is about all I could afford with the dollar in my purse.
“Thank you,” I said softly, giving Mrs. G what was probably a worshipful look. “I’ll work extra hard tomorrow to help earn this.”
“Nonsense.” She waved my words away. “You’d better go before your friends get impatient.”

 
 
 
 

Chapter 6
The two hundred-dollar bills burned a guilty hole in my purse. I still couldn’t believe Mrs. G had just given me that much money. Oh, she told me it was for helping her in the garden, but we both knew I didn’t expect to get paid for that.
“I’m trying on this one.” Elizabeth—who still hadn’t granted me the use of her nickname—held up a white one-piece swimsuit in front of her.
A one-piece might have sounded prim, or at least reasonably modest, but this was neither of those things. The neck dipped low—like almost belly button low—and the sides were scooped out. A bikini would probably cover more than that would, but it was super cute.
“You’ll try on that one.” She pointed to a light pink bikini for Tiffany. “And you’ll try on that one,” she said, pointing to a navy one piece for Megan that was all prim and proper. After a moment’s hesitation, she handed me the twin to her suit but in black.
“Hey!” Megan glared at my suit, while I stared at it in horror. “Why does she get to dress like you while I have to wear the granny suit?”
Elizabeth flicked a glance up and down her body, pushing her blond waves over her shoulder. “Mirinda and I are about the same height. Her dark hair and complexion will set off my golden features. You,” she eyed Megan up and down, “have to wear something that will hide that belly bloat you have going on.”
Megan’s face blanched and she pinched her lips together while pressing her palms against her stomach. I peeked at her flat belly. If Elizabeth thought that was bloated, she was going to think I was a beached whale when she saw me in that minuscule suit.
I took a deep breath. I’m happy with my body, I reminded myself. And nothing Elizabeth says can change that.
Surprisingly, I didn’t even need my pep talk, because Elizabeth never once mentioned my slightly fuller figure as we stood in front of the three-way mirrors admiring our suits. I couldn’t decide if that meant she thought my weight was okay, or if she didn’t care enough about me to offer a critique. I was torn between relieved and offended.
“Ladies.”
I jumped and spun around to see Tyler poking his head into the dressing room. Off limits or not, Megan and Tiffany did their best to show off their swimsuit perfect bodies. I took a step over until I was partially hidden behind Elizabeth. I might be happy with my body, but that didn’t mean I was ready to flaunt my sexy new swimsuit in front of Elizabeth’s hot brother.
“What do you want, Tyler?” Elizabeth asked with an eye roll.
He held up a yellow bag, but his focus was on something just behind us. “I’ve got my book. I’m ready to go.”
“Ugh,” Elizabeth huffed. “Stop wrecking your cars. I’m tired of driving you around.”
Tyler’s eyes grew hooded, and a slow smile crossed his face. That wasn’t an answering look to his sister’s words. I cast a quick glance over my shoulder to see what had caught his attention and met the reflection of my partially covered butt in the mirror.
“Hey!” I said, slapping my hands over my rear and shooting him a glare. His eyes moved slowly to mine while his smile widened.
“Looking good, ladies. I think you should all go with the suits you have on. Especially you, New Girl.”
“It’s Rindi,” I snapped, forgetting I’d decided I’d outgrown the nickname. What was it with this school and “new girl?” Was it really that hard to learn one new name?
“Rindi.” My name rolled off his lips as if he was testing it, tasting it. Goosebumps raced up my arms. Rindi didn’t sound childish at all the way he said it. It sounded smooth and seductive.
I swallowed, unable to think of a reply, while his eyes burned into mine. I bit my bottom lip as the overhead lights became overwhelmingly hot.
Or maybe that was just me.
“Rindi,” Tyler repeated. With a smile that hinted of secrets and promises, Tyler dipped his head in a nod before walking out of the dressing room, but not before adding, “I like it.”
All three girls whipped their heads to glare at me. My stomach fluttered like Tyler and I had just done so much more than look at each other, and my thoughts were bouncing around like free-day at the trampoline park. Somehow I had to get myself under control enough to convince the girls I was not interested in Elizabeth’s “off-limits” brother.
Even though, Heaven help me, I was.
“How obnoxious,” I said, hoping I wouldn’t offend Elizabeth by bad-mouthing her brother while trying to placate her. “I feel so sorry for you having to drive him everywhere. What a pain.” I added an eye roll and squeezed my hands into fists to hide the way my fingers trembled.
Elizabeth’s expression relaxed, and the other girls followed her lead. They always followed her lead, so I wasn’t surprised to see them do it now.
I couldn’t help but wonder what put her in that position of power. Was she meaner than them? Smarter? Richer? I didn’t know yet, but it was something to think about.
“I know, right?” Elizabeth said. “My parents wouldn’t get him a rental this time while his cars are in the shop because he wrecked the one he had last time. Like, don’t they know they’re punishing me more than him?” She splayed a hand over her chest, and I’m pretty sure tears sprang to her eyes.
Megan put a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder, her dark eyes rounded with sympathy. “It’s so unfair. At least it’s only for another week.”
Elizabeth brushed her hand away. “A week’s like forever, Megan. I don’t know why you think that’s okay.”
“Oh!” Megan’s cheeks flushed, and Tiffany smirked at her. “I didn’t mean it was okay. It is a long time. I just meant it’s almost over.”
Elizabeth looked down her nose at Megan before spinning toward the dressing room. “Let’s get out of here. I think I’m going to make Tyler buy us all smoothies to repay me for the ride.” She swished the dressing room curtain aside, and the other girls scurried after her.
I stood in front of the mirror and studied myself in the swimsuit Elizabeth had picked out for me. It covered all the important bits, but that was about it. Was I okay wearing this at her pool party in front of all of her friends?
I sucked in a deep breath. I wanted to be popular and fit in. If showing a little more skin than I was used to helped accomplish that, it wasn’t a big deal.
With my purse considerably lighter than it had been, I squeezed into Elizabeth’s backseat between Megan and Tiffany. I couldn’t believe the tiny bag I held, containing the equally tiny swimsuit, had eaten up almost all the money Mrs. G had given me. I’d have to do a lot of extra weeding in her garden to help thank her.
Tyler’s phone rang.
“Hello?” He paused. Megan leaned forward to make sure she didn’t miss a word, while I focused on the passing scenery and tried not to eavesdrop. Not like that was possible in Elizabeth’s tiny car.
“Yeah? I thought you said next Wednesday. No, that’s great. I’ll be right there.”
He hung up. “Pitstop,” he told Elizabeth. “My baby’s ready.”
My gaze flew from the cars passing by on the highway to Tyler’s profile. Baby?
Elizabeth stuck out her lower lip. “You’re buying us smoothies.”
With a noise of irritation, he dug in his pocket and pulled out some folded bills, then stuck them in the cup holder “Happy? Smoothies all around.”
Elizabeth’s expression turned to that of a cat who’d just finished a bowl of cream. Tiffany texted something on her phone, then said, “We should go to Luigi’s on the coast.”
Megan let out an excited squeal. “I love Luigi’s! Let’s do it. It’s only a three-hour drive.”
“Two and a half with Elizabeth driving,” Tyler said, but it didn’t sound like a compliment.
My stomach knotted. A three-hour drive? “Are you talking about going to the Gulf Coast for a smoothie? Don’t they have smoothies here?” I peered at the stores we passed, desperately searching for a smoothie sign.
If it was three hours there, then it was three hours back. Yep, I was good with math like that. Plus, however long they decided to stay once they got there. There was no way my parents would be okay with me staying out that late on a school night. And I hadn’t even started on my homework. I bit back a groan.
“We pop down to the coast a lot,” Megan said, putting on a cute, oversized pair of sunglasses.
Elizabeth exited the highway and zipped into an auto repair parking lot. Tyler hopped out as soon as she stopped without so much as a goodbye, slamming the door behind him.
I wanted to fit in. I wanted to be cool. But there was no way in H-E-double-hockey-sticks I was going to the coast tonight. “Um,” I cleared my throat. “Since this was my first day of school, I’m loaded with homework. I really need to get home.”
Elizabeth lowered her sunglasses until they rested on the tip of her nose and turned back to look at me over the top of them. “You live on the other side of town. That’s a good thirty minutes from here.”
Megan and Tiffany both watched me expectantly. I knew the “right” answer was “to heck with homework, I’m in.” And while I really wanted to say exactly that, I couldn’t. I knew what my parents had sacrificed so I could have this opportunity. I couldn’t blow off homework the very first day.
I considered the change I had from Mrs. G’s two hundred dollars. Would it be enough to Uber home? I swallowed and gave Elizabeth a pretty smile. “Oh, I don’t expect you to drive me home.” I glanced at the cars up in the air on racks at the shop beside us. “I’ll call for a ride. No biggie. Can you let me out?”
Tiffany raised a brow, but let me out before moving to the front seat. I waved as Elizabeth’s car disappeared faster than lightning. And that’s when reality crashed over me. Being alone in a strange city with less than fifty dollars to my name was a little terrifying.
I considered calling my parents to come get me, but I knew they wouldn’t like me hanging out with girls who were willing to leave me stranded in the middle of nowhere. Even if I had told them to. I didn’t want them to forbid me from hanging out with the EMTs right from the start.
Looking around to get my bearings, I saw a classic black Mustang back out of one of the workstations. If I ever got a car of my own, I wanted something just like that. I loved the power older cars exuded. And this one shone like a black diamond. It was easy to tell someone loved it dearly.
Checking out the stores on either side of the garage left me nervous. I didn’t recognize anything. Car exhaust filled the air, and I wrinkled my nose against the acrid odor. Elizabeth had said I was about thirty minutes away from home, but I didn’t even know which direction home was. I dug around my purse and found my phone. I could at least price an Uber before I broke down and called my parents.
“Hey.” I think I jumped a foot in the air as the deep voice called out almost directly beside me. I spun around to see the black Mustang I’d just admired with Tyler leaning out the window. “What’d you do? Tick Lizzy off?”
 
 

 

Chapter 7
“Huh?” I asked, sounding stupid as I tried to overcome the shock that Tyler Ruston was talking to me. I quickly shook my head, adding a frown.
“Oh, no. At least, I don’t think I ticked Elizabeth off. I have a ton of homework. As much as I’d love to see the coast someday, I couldn’t go all the way there and back with them tonight and still get everything done.”
His beautiful brown eyes widened. “So, she dumped you here?” He took in the neighborhood, and I followed his gaze. Interstate in front of me. Garage and auto parts stores behind. It really was kind of in the middle of nowhere.
“Well, I told her she could.” I don’t know why, but I felt a little defensive of the girl who’d been willing to let me out here rather than inconvenience herself by taking me home.
Tyler simply watched me for a minute, and I started to twist the plastic bag I held between my fingers. I wasn’t sure what to do. Start walking? Call an Uber?
“Get in, New Girl,” he said, sounding put out. “I’ll take you home.”
I glared at him. “I told you I have a name,” I spat before instantly regretting it. A super-hot guy was offering me a ride in a super-hot car, and saving me from being stranded in the middle of nowhere, and I was snipping at him because he forgot my name? I was lucky he hadn’t driven right past without stopping. Before today, I’d had the magical power of being invisible. Especially to cute guys.
He chuckled. “Spitfire. I wasn’t sure at first. You seemed a little on the sweet side.” I heard a hidden insult in his words and narrowed my eyes. Was it bad to be sweet?
“Get in, Rindi.” He said my name in a way that made me feel all warm and tingly. I could hold a grudge over his possible insult and figure out my own way home, or ride shoulder-to-shoulder with a guy who made me go ga-ga. It wasn’t a hard choice when I thought of it like that.
“Okay, thanks.” I didn’t hesitate again but hurried around to the passenger door and climbed in. “I’m sorry I snapped at you about my name.” I wiped a hand across my brow to keep a trickle of sweat from making it to my eyes. “It’s just been a long day. I appreciate the ride. I’m not exactly sure where we are,” I admitted, looking around the area again.
Tyler studied me until I started to feel self-conscious. I knew my hair was frizzed from the heat and humidity, and odds were good my makeup was smeared from sweating.
I would have loved to pull down the visor to peek in the mirror so I could fix as much of the damage as possible, but I didn’t want to appear vain on top of rude.
I forced myself to meet his gaze and got lost in his eyes. They were warm and expressive. I felt I could get to know everything about him if just given enough time to study those beautiful windows to his soul.
He abruptly shook his head and revved the engine, breaking the trance-like spell I’d been under. Had he felt it too? “Buckle up, Rindi.”
A smile tugged at my lips at the emphasis he put on my name, and my stomach cartwheeled like an excited kindergartener.
I pulled on my seatbelt as he merged onto the interstate. Unlike Cooper’s flashy driving, Tyler’s driving—while still faster than I was used to—was smooth and controlled. I wasn’t nervous at all as he carefully maneuvered the car through the heavy traffic.
After a few minutes of silence, Tyler turned some music on. I wasn’t surprised to hear classic rock. It fit the image I was forming of him.
“I like your car,” I said, speaking loud so he could hear me over the music. “A ’69?”
He glanced over at me and raised a brow as the corner of his lip bowed up. “Very good. I’ve had this car for two years now, and Lizzy still doesn’t know it’s a Mustang.”
My brows dipped. “I thought you just wrecked your car.” Or the last few, from what Lizzy had said.
He shifted his focus back to the road and shrugged. “Not this one. My “school” cars,” he said. “And none of those accidents were my fault. The Mustang here just needed a tune-up. I’m not sure if you noticed today, but this beauty probably wouldn’t be allowed on school property. Stratmore has an image to maintain and all that.”
I heard a sigh of exasperation, or acceptance, I wasn’t sure which. Without thinking, I blurted, “It’s a good thing I don’t have a car then. They’d make me park a mile away.”
His brows dipped low. “I’m sure Mrs. G would buy you something that met the standards.”
Oh, crud. For a second there I’d forgotten I was a “rich” girl. “Of course she would,” I quickly said in my bored drawl. “I’d want something like this though.”
“You would?” He grinned at me with surprise etching his face.
I hadn’t given my dream car too much thought, since I knew any car at all was out of my reach at the moment, but I knew I’d love a car like this.
I smiled and nodded. “Yes, I would.’
“Cool. I don’t know any girls who’d be willing to settle for a classic. They all want the latest and greatest fresh off the showroom floor.”
I felt like I’d just won some tiny bit of acceptance in Tyler’s eyes. The thought made me tingle with excitement. I needed his sister’s approval if I wanted to be popular at school, but winning Tyler’s limited approval was like a life-altering achievement.
I swallowed and tried to think up conversation. Tyler seemed comfortable just listening to the music as he tapped a finger on the steering wheel, so I leaned back and let myself twist the scenario into a dreamy version of reality.
My arm rested on the console between the seats, and when Tyler took his off the gear shift, he dropped his arm beside mine. In my dream version of the situation, he took my hand in his, lacing our fingers together.
“Ahh.”
Wow! I just sighed out loud! Tyler shot me a questioning look, and I did my best to hide my sigh behind a fake yawn. “Long day,” I said. “Starting a new school, and then keeping up with your sister and her friends at the mall. They take shopping to a competitive level.”
“You aren’t like Lizzy’s normal clones,” he said. “Why are you hanging out with her?”
Full of disbelief that he could even ask such a thing, I straightened in my seat before twisting toward him. “Are you kidding? Elizabeth’s the most popular girl at school. If I want to make my mark there, I have to fit in.” That was all true, but he didn’t know the half of it.
“Does all that stuff matter to you? Sitting at the right table. Wearing the right clothes.”
No, it didn’t matter in the least. The only thing that mattered was not being relegated to invisible girl again. After less than twelve hours of being noticed for the first time in my life, I knew I didn’t want to ever go back. But I couldn’t tell Tyler any of that.
“Of course those things matter,” I said instead. “I saw you sitting with a group of popular kids at lunch. You can’t tell me that stuff doesn’t matter to you too.”
He was quiet for a minute as he seemed to consider my words. “I don’t know. Maybe it does.”
Mrs. G’s house came into sight, and I suddenly had a new problem on my hands. I had to make sure it looked like I lived there. I bit my lip. Hopefully, Tyler would drive off as soon as I got out of the car like Cooper had. If he didn’t, I would have to go in the front door. I bit my lip.
I honestly thought Mrs. G would be okay with that. I wasn’t so sure how my parents would take it, though. They’d pounded on the importance of respecting Mrs. G and her house before they even accepted the position, knowing that living right there on her property would blur some of the normal employer/employee boundaries.
When the car stopped, I yanked my door open. “Thanks so much for the ride. You’re my hero.” I kept my tone light. I sprang from the car, trying to make a hasty exit and turned back to tell him goodbye. “Guess I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”
With my focus on Tyler, my heel hit the curb, and I fell flat on my back in the cool green grass.
“Rindi?” I heard Tyler’s door open and close and scrunched my eyes shut, wondering how I’d let this happen.
I sat up and rubbed the back of my head. A knot was already forming there. The worst of my pain came from my ankle, though.
“Are you okay?” Tyler knelt beside me with a concerned expression on his beautiful face.
“I think so.” I lowered my eyes, giving my aching head a small shake. “That was so clumsy of me. I didn’t see the curb,” I rambled, working my way to my feet. I let out a small cry as I tried to put weight on my throbbing ankle.
“You’re not okay.” Tyler took charge, scooping me into his arms and sweeping me off the ground as if I didn’t weigh anything, before I could say another word. I think my heart stopped beating as my entire body went into shock at being held close against Tyler’s warm chest. He strode toward the front door and panic dissolved my shock real fast.
“I’m fine.” I tried to reassure him, wiggling in his arms as I tried to get down. “You can put me down. Really.” Desperation filled me as Tyler rang the doorbell. “No!” I cried.
He watched me curiously as tears of helplessness and frustration sprang to my eyes. I’d had less than twenty-four hours of fitting in, and now it was all going to vanish because I’d been stupid enough to trip over a curb and twist my ankle. Who did that?
 
 
 

 

Chapter 8
Tyler must have mistaken my tears for pain. “You’re going to be okay,” he murmured soothingly as we waited for someone to answer the door. “We’ll get you inside and check to see if anything’s broken.”
The door opened and sweet Mrs. G stood there, taking in the situation with a frown. “Mirinda? Tyler?”
“Hello, Mrs. G,” Tyler said politely, and it was clear this wasn’t the first time they’d met. I squeezed my eyes shut, preparing for the humiliation as they both discovered my stupid lie. I should have stuck with being invisible.
“I think Rindi sprained her ankle,” Tyler explained.
“Oh, dear!” Mrs. G stepped back, pressing her hands to her chest. “Come in. Bring her to the sitting room.” Tyler followed her through the house, gently depositing me on the wide, pale yellow couch that softened the dark wood in the room.
“Rindi?” Mom’s worried voice caused more tears to push free of their bounds. There was no way I could even try to lie my way out of my “lie.” I was so busted. I could just see Elizabeth’s face filled with disgust as Tyler gave her the news that she’d spent the day with an ordinary girl like me.
“What happened?” Even Dad was there. Perfect.
Tyler explained again, and Mom started rotating my foot around in circles. “Does this hurt?”
I pinched my lips together and shook my head. The only thing that hurt was my pride.
“Good. Good,” she said. “Do you think you can stand?”
I obediently stood, sneaking a glance at Tyler’s worried expression. I tried to memorize it, knowing it was that last time I’d see it aimed at me.
“I think I just twisted it,” I managed to mumble, knowing my parents would be worried about the possibility of medical bills stretching their already thin budget. “Really,” I said. I took a few steps. “It’s already feeling better.” I gave Mom a weak smile, and she pressed a hand to her heart.
“Thank goodness!”
Mrs. G fussed over me for a minute. “Sit back down. Tyler, get that pillow for her, please.” Tyler handed her the decorative pillow she pointed to, and she tucked it behind my back. “You just take it easy for a bit.’
“Tyler, have you met Mirinda’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Amberley? They’ve come to help me around the house. Mrs. Amberley is a marvelous cook—she’ll be opening her own restaurant someday soon—and Mr. Amberley has been taking care of all the little things that have been getting away from me over the years.”
Tyler flashed me a questioning look before politely shaking hands with my mom and dad. My eyes dropped to the floor. And there it was. The death of my fake identity.
“And how do you and Rindi know each other?” Dad asked protectively. Oh, dear heavens. I wanted to clutch the pillow over my mouth and scream. Could this day get any worse?
“She and my sister, Elizabeth, are friends. When Elizabeth and the other girls decided to go to the coast for the evening, I offered to drive Rindi home. She said she had a lot of homework with it being her first day and all.”
Well, I had to give Tyler a little respect. He hadn’t walked out the door in disgust when he found out my parents were the hired help. And he hadn’t blurted out my secret. As the thought hit me, I narrowed my eyes to watch him. Why didn’t he say anything? At the very least, why didn’t he ask if we were in any way related to Mrs. G?
While my mom gushed her thankfulness for his help, and Mrs. G exalted the “good” family he came from, my mind raced over possibilities for his silence. Maybe he still assumed we were related to Mrs. G? Maybe he was too well-mannered to call me out in front of adults?
My heart pounded as nerves tangled in my stomach. When I couldn’t take another second of the uncertainty, I sprang to my feet. My ankle gave a small twinge of protest, but I ignored it.
“I think I’m all better now. Sorry to cause so much fuss. I’ll just walk Tyler to his car. We’ve held him up long enough.”
Tyler gave me a long look as a tiny smile curved his lips. “I’m not in any hurry.”
“Oh, good.” Mom said. She clasped her hands and lifted her shoulders with a painfully excited smile. No, I didn’t bring boys home on a regular basis. Or at all, really. I worried she was already planning the cake to bake for our wedding.
“I just made fresh lemonade,” she said, laying a hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “Rindi, take Tyler to the garden, and I’ll bring out a couple of glasses.”
I started to protest, but Tyler cut me off. “Homemade lemonade is the best, Mrs. Amberley. That sounds great.” He held out a hand toward me. “Rindi?”
Four pairs of eyes waited for my reaction, and the blood drained from my face. I didn’t have a choice but to go along with Tyler if I didn’t want to out myself. I couldn’t figure out what he was up to, and it made me so nervous that my stomach tossed and twisted.
I swallowed. “I can get the lemonade, Mom,” I said, staring at Tyler’s hand uncertainly.
“Don’t be silly,” she gushed. “I’ll bring it out in a minute.” She was so thrilled I had a boy over that I felt sorry for her. If she only knew he could never be interested in someone like me, she wouldn’t be nearly so eager to see us spending time together.
“Yes,” Mrs. G added, sounding almost as thrilled as my mom. “Show Tyler my dahlias. He and Anthony helped me plant them years ago.”
My head jerked toward her as my jaw dropped. Anthony was Mrs. G’s grandson, Andrea’s son. I’d known Tyler knew Mrs. G, but I didn’t realize how well.
My brain shut off at that point. When Tyler took my hand, I let him lead me to the garden. As soon as we were out of the house, I made sure we were alone then snatched my hand from his.
“So what’s your game?” My voice quivered as my whole body shook. “This whole time you knew I was lying about being Mrs. G’s granddaughter, and you didn’t say anything. Are you planning to bribe me?” I let out a harsh laugh. “Because let me tell you,” I held up the bag I still held with my new swimsuit in it and shook it in front of his face, “this swimsuit is probably the most expensive thing I own.”
Spinning toward the garden, I took a few hurried steps, stopping when another, even worse thought hit me. “You’re planning on embarrassing me in front of everyone,” I said with the scenario playing out in my mind. “You just want me to tell as many lies as possible, and then you’ll expose me in front of the entire school.” I flashed a look back at him, his image blurring through my tears. “I didn’t think you were like that.”
He closed the distance between us, putting his hand on my shoulder and gently squeezing. “Take a breath.” His voice was soft beside my ear. “I wouldn’t do any of those things. Those thoughts never crossed my mind.”
“Then what!” I yelled, turning toward him and finding no more than a foot separating us. “What do you want from me?” A tear ran down my cheek. Tyler reached out to brush it away. I was so surprised by the sweet action, I didn’t even think to push his hand away.
I swallowed, searching his eyes for answers I wasn’t sure I wanted to find. “Why didn’t you just tell everyone the truth at school today?” I asked in a low voice.
“I didn’t know earlier. I couldn’t remember if Tony had a sister or not.” He shrugged. “It’s not something nine-year-old boys talk about. I didn’t remember ever seeing a sister though, so I was surprised when you said Andrea was your mom.”
I drew in my lips, looking down. “And now that you know?”
Mom came out just then with a tray holding the lemonade and a plate of freshly baked cookies. “I hope you like chocolate chip,” she called. Happiness radiated off of her like sunbeams. She sounded so excited, I almost burst into full-fledged sobs. Tyler put an arm around me and pulled me to his side with a reassuring smile, while I brushed away the rest of my tears before my eagle-eyed mother spotted them.
“Chocolate chip are my favorite, Mrs. Amberley.” Tyler eased into conversation as he led me to the patio table and pulled out my chair. He took a cookie from the plate Mom offered him and bit in. “Mmm, these are the best I’ve ever had.”
Mom blushed and fluttered her hand at him, looking like a school girl in her peach blouse and trim navy blue shorts. “Oh, go on now!” She winked at me. “I’ll just leave you two kids alone.” Thankfully, she was so focused on Tyler she didn’t notice how miserable I was.
I poured the lemonade and took a long drink. The perfectly balanced sweet-tart flavor that Mom had perfected years ago went a long way toward clearing the tears from my throat—but did nothing for the questions stumbling over each over like clumsy toddlers in my brain.
 

 

Chapter 9
Tyler munched on his cookie and sipped lemonade, perfectly at ease, while he looked out over Mrs. G’s manicured yard. Muted splashes came from the fountain in the corner, and birds twittered from the cool shade of the trees as they bedded down for the night.
The overhead mister cooled the air to a pleasant temperature, making it a perfect evening. I wanted to enjoy the moment. Wasn’t this what I’d longed for since puberty? To have a gorgeous guy spending time with me?
But I couldn’t enjoy anything about it. My heart was on the verge of exploding in my chest as the uncertainty of what Tyler would do with my lie grew at an astronomical speed.
I twisted my fingers together, waiting for Tyler to bring it up. I expected him to tell me how I needed to confess the truth at school tomorrow. Or something along those lines.
He just bit into another cookie, as if everything was peachy-keen in his world, while mine lay as tattered as an old newspaper blowing through the rain.
“Say something,” I demanded, running my finger through the condensation on the side of my glass. “I can’t take any more suspense. Are you going to run home and tell Elizabeth? Post pictures of my real house,” I pointed to the cute guest cottage, “on Instagram? Just tell me.”
Tyler’s brow creased. “I already told you I wouldn’t do anything like that.”
“Then what’s your game?” I splayed my hands by my sides.
“What’s yours?” he said, his voice much calmer than mine as he leaned close.
I dropped my head to my hands, hiding from the questions in his eyes. “I don’t have a game. I just wanted to fit in for a change. I saw all the expensive cars at school, and I knew no one would even talk to me if they knew my family had a total of one car, and it was a used station wagon.”
I peeked up to find him watching me intently, his brows slightly furrowed.
“I never planned to lie,” I shoved my fingers through my hair and gripped my head, “but when Elizabeth started teasing me about being a charity case, the words just slipped out. It was stupid. I was stupid.” I swallowed and let my hands fall. “But it worked.”
“How’s that?” Tyler tilted his head.
I let out a short laugh. “You did see me eating lunch at the “cool kids’” table today, right? And you saw me, me,” I pointed to my chest, “out shopping with three of the most popular girls. And now, you’re here,” I added that last part quietly before pressing my lips together.
He shook his head while deep lines marred his forehead. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m here?”
I bit my lip, studying him as I wondered if it was possible he really didn’t understand what I meant. It was clear as glass to me.
“You and I don’t orbit in the same social circles,” I finally said. I twirled my finger in a slow circle, watching his brows dip low. “You can’t tell me you would have come over to have lemonade and cookies with the “help’s” daughter. The only reason you’re here at all is because you thought I was someone worthy of your presence. Then I had to go and fall.” I closed my eyes and shook my head, still not able to believe that had happened.
“That’s not fair.” His voice was soft, but his words were firm. I opened my eyes to find the same angry flush on his cheeks that he’d worn the first time I saw him. “You go on and on about how we were all going to judge you, then you turn around and do the same thing to me. You don’t know a thing about me, yet you feel free to make all kinds of accusations about what I would or wouldn’t do. Sounds a little hypocritical if you ask me.”
My jaw dropped. “I didn’t. . .” But I kind of had without even realizing it. I pressed my hands to my temples. Could this day get any worse? “I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right. I wasn’t looking at it that way, but I did judge you, and your friends, before I even met you. But you can’t tell me I’m wrong about everyone.”
He opened his mouth to argue, but I interrupted. “Elizabeth,” I said shortly. “Do you think Elizabeth would have done anything more than make fun of me today if she knew I didn’t have the kind of money she’s used to being around?”
“Elizabeth judges people about everything. It’s not just money with her.”
“Cooper,” I said next. “He gave me a ride home in his fancy car after school. Do you see him driving around any other cook’s kids?”
Tyler’s eyes darkened until they were almost black. “Cooper drove you home?”
“Yeah, and he wouldn’t have if he hadn’t thought Mrs. G was my grandmother.”
“You need to stay away from him.” Tyler dropped the cookie he held onto his plate, and his hands balled up into on the table.
“What?”
“Cooper’s trouble, whether you have money or not. Stay away from him.”
If I didn’t absolutely know better, I would have said Tyler sounded jealous. But what was there to be jealous about? He surely wasn’t interested in me, and the girl he’d sat with at lunch was his girlfriend, according to Megan. Yeah, jealous wasn’t the right emotion. But he was something.
“Cooper was a perfect gentleman.” And that was the truth, if I left out his sexual innuendoes.
“I’ve known Cooper a lot longer than you have. He’s anything but a gentleman.” He shook his head. “Let’s forget about Cooper. What do you plan to do at school tomorrow? Are you coming as yourself or Mrs. G’s granddaughter?”
Was he giving me a choice? “What would you do if I came as Mrs. G’s granddaughter?” I asked, peeking up at him through my lashes.
“Is that what you want?”
I gave a weak shrug. “It’s more fun having friends than it is sitting home alone every day.”
He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “I don’t think anyone else knows the Graysons well enough to know there’s not a granddaughter. If it ever comes up, you can be a step-daughter from a previous marriage.”
A smile tugged at my lips, and I tipped my head to the side. “You’re going to help me lie to everyone? Even your own sister?”
He let out a contagious laugh. “That’s the best part. Lizzy’s such a snob. I love seeing her socializing with someone she normally wouldn’t be caught dead talking to.” He sobered. “No offense.”
My smile dropped at his words but quickly resurrected itself. “Thanks. I know it sounds stupid to you, but if I can just keep up my cover story until the end of the year, school’s going to be much more bearable. It might even be fun.” I added a shrug. It was hard to think of school as fun, but it just might be.
“Maybe you didn’t get a true sense of the EMTs today.” He smirked. “I don’t know if anyone could call the three of them ‘bearable.’”
“I will.” I nodded hard. “We’ve moved so much over the years. It’s hard making friends when you’re new. And different.” I glanced over at the garden, feeling so light and happy I gripped my chair to make sure I didn’t float away. Mrs. G’s flowers caught my eye. “How did you happen to help Mrs. G with her garden?” I asked.
Tyler smiled, and it was such a nice smile my expression softened in reply. Now that I knew my secret was safe, I could relax and enjoy being in the presence of this handsome, and kind, guy.
“Anthony, her real grandchild,” he winked at me, “used to spend summers here when we were kids. I’m not sure how we met, but we got to be good friends. I spent a lot of time over here back then, and I still drop by from time to time to tell Mrs. G ‘hi.’”
He looked at the table. “These cookies are great,” he said. “But I’m starving. Want to go grab something to eat? I can fill you in on the Graysons.”
My heart fluttered. My first real date! And then my heart fell. Of course it wasn’t a date. Tyler had a girlfriend. He was just hungry. I smiled and nodded my consent. Date or not, I was hanging out with one of the most popular guys at school. The next couple of months were going to be fantastic!
“I’ll just let my parents know. What are you hungry for?”
 
 
 

 

Chapter 10
We ended up with a bag of burgers and fries, and Tyler took me to the lake to eat. The sun was just setting over the water, lighting the sky in a fiery burst of color that no masterpiece in any museum could ever compete with.
Tyler was surprisingly easy to talk to. And even if I did hold to my theory that he never would have noticed me without my lie, he was very down-to-earth.
We talked about sports, and cars, and even college. The one thing he didn’t mention was his girlfriend, so I decided to bring it up. “Megan said that you’re dating the girl you were with at lunch today. Have you been together long?”
He gave me a teasing grin. “Were you spying on me?”
I shoved his shoulder and hoped he wouldn’t notice my red cheeks since I’d absolutely been spying on him. “You wish.” I laughed.
He laughed with me. “Maybe I do,” he said with a half-smile.
My stomach sprang to my throat, and I let out a nervous cough. Did he mean that? Was it possible he was interested in me?
Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow! I was going to hyperventilate if I didn’t get myself under control. Before I did something even more embarrassing than falling in front of him—like fainting—he thankfully started talking about his girlfriend.
“Sierra and I have been together for about a month. It’s not real serious.” He turned his gaze to the lake. “Our parents just want us to give it a shot.”
I forgot about my excitement of thinking he might like me and tilted my head in confusion. “Your parents want you to give what a shot?” I asked. Surely they weren’t trying to arrange a future marriage or something archaic like that, were they?
“You know.” He lifted his shoulder in a slow shrug. “Our dads are partners. If things worked out with Sierra, it would be good for the company.”
I stared at the lake with him, the beautiful sunset slipped away almost unnoticed as I thought about that. “I’m sorry,” I said.
With a confused smile, he said, “Why are you sorry?”
I swallowed and twined my fingers together. “I can’t imagine dating someone for the sake of a business. I mean, not that I date at all,” I wrinkled my nose, “but when I do, I want it to be with someone I truly care about.”
“Sierra's okay. It’s not like anyone’s going to force us to get married or anything. We both know what our connection would be worth to our families, so we’re giving things a shot.” He sounded resigned to the situation.
I smiled over at him. “For the first time in my life, I’ve realized it might not be as easy to be rich as I thought.”
I think I surprised Tyler with my honesty. He let out a loud laugh—that I was starting to love hearing—and dropped his arm around my shoulder in a friendly manner. I couldn’t stop the butterflies that migrated to my stomach at his casual touch, but I did scold them. Tyler was off-limits for so many reasons. I couldn’t afford to let myself enjoy his touch too much.
“So,” he said, changing the subject. “Want some tips for fitting in at Stratmore?”
“Yeah, I do!” I said. “I have to admit I gave this plan zero thought. The only way I faked my way through today was by imitating Elizabeth’s sour grapes expression—” he chuckled when I showed it to him, “—and letting the other girls do all of the talking. What do rich people even talk about?” My question was sincere, so when Tyler burst into laughter again, I frowned at him.
“In case you didn’t notice, I happen to be one of those “rich” people. We’ve been talking all night.”
I giggled at the teasing light in his eyes. “That’s different.”
“How?”
“You know the truth about me. If I slip up and tell you I bought my purse at the Dollar Does It store, you aren’t going to freak out.”
“Did you?” he asked, staring at my snappy blue purse with a big gold heart on the front as if it was an alien creature.
I nodded, suddenly embarrassed.
“It’s nice,” he said with a touch of surprise in his voice.
I laughed at him this time. “It’s possible to find nice things that don’t cost over a hundred dollars.” I thought about the swimsuit I’d just bought with a similar price tag and cringed.
“Okay,” he nodded. “If you say something like that in front of Lizzy’s crowd, turn it around to make it sound like a cool thing to do. Make them feel like losers for never shopping there. They’re followers through and through. If you keep your game face on, they’ll believe whatever you tell them.”
“I don’t know.” I tucked my hair behind my ears. The EMTs might be followers, but they weren’t stupid. Except for maybe Tiffany. She never did much more than look at her phone or flirt with cute guys. It was hard to tell what she was thinking.
“Tell me some of the “in” stores and restaurants I should know about.”
Tyler removed his arm from my shoulders as he started filling me in on everything, and I bit back my disappointment. Even if he could never be anything to me, that didn’t stop me from enjoying his touch.
Tyler and I finished our food and talked until the moon rose, casting a shimmering white reflection across the lake. It was the perfect backdrop for a romantic date. I glanced at Tyler from the corner of my eye, covertly studying his strong profile. His nose was straight, and dark, long lashes framed his eyes. His firm jaw held the beginning of a five o’clock shadow that looked really good on him. Sierra was one lucky girl. I wondered if she even realized it, or if Tyler was just a business arrangement to her.
I swallowed and forced my eyes back to the lake. I didn’t want the day to end, but I did have a boatload of homework to do. And I knew my parents would start texting me before too long, wondering when I was coming home since I didn’t really have a curfew—since I didn’t really have a life. Before today.
“I should get home,” I forced myself to say, telling Tyler about all the homework I had to do before tomorrow.
“Sure.” He gathered up our trash and offered me his free hand to help me down from the tabletop. “How’s your ankle?”
I’d forgotten all about it and gingerly added some weight. “Pretty good. I still can’t believe I fell in front of you. That’s another reason why I don’t date. I’m a total klutz.”
Warm brown eyes locked on mine. “The right guy enjoys the occasional opportunity to rescue his girl,” he said, his voice just above a whisper. The breeze ruffled his dark hair, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his face.
My heart skittered, as I once again wondered if there was any possible way he meant those words about me. Focusing on his lips, I then found myself wondering what it would be like to feel them touching mine.
I brought a finger to my lips, and Tyler’s hands found my arms. I looked from his lips to his eyes and found him watching me. Studying me. Searching for an answer to a question that hadn’t been asked. Or had it?
His head dipped toward mine, and my eyes fluttered closed. I might not have ever been kissed before, but some primal instinct sprang to life, guiding me. I tentatively placed my hands on his waist, so unsure how I’d ever come to be in this position but unwilling to give it up for anything.
Until my phone shrieked through the quiet night like an alarm.
“Holy macaroni!” I jumped two feet away from Tyler, and dug through my purse for the offending object as my pulse pounded as erratically as new wave dance music.
“Hello?” I shouted into the phone, running on sheer adrenaline. “Oh, Mom.” I glanced up and saw Tyler watching me with a burning gaze that made my mouth dry. I swallowed, unable to look away. “Sorry. No. Everything’s fine. We’re heading home now.”
I hung up and returned my phone to my dollar store purse. Tyler rubbed a hand over his mouth and turned toward his car. “We better get going. I don’t want your parents to worry.”
To say I was disappointed he didn’t try to pick things up where we left off would have been an understatement. But I knew it was for the best. Elizabeth would crush any hope I had at a future at Stratmore if she knew I even thought about her brother that way.
And Tyler did have a girlfriend.
That thought gave me more pause than the first. I couldn’t help wondering what would have happened if we’d kissed. Would it have led to a relationship? Or would it have been one more dark secret to add to my bulging closet?

 
 
 
 

Chapter 11
I woke up wondering if my entire first day at school, and then evening with Tyler, had been some kind of off-the-charts realistic dream. A slow smile spread across my lips as I replayed every second of it.
Not a dream at all. I was one of the in-crowd. Or at least I was yesterday. I knew how fickle girls like the EMTs could be. It wouldn’t take much to send me to social Siberia. But, now that I’d had a taste of their world, I wasn’t going back without a fight. A slow smile grew across my lips as determination filled me.
I jumped out of bed, smoothing out the cotton-candy-pink covers and fluffing the fluffy decorative pillows. Even in the cottage house, everything was utterly adorable, just on a smaller scale than in Mrs. G’s house.
Standing in front of my closet, I thanked the powers-that-be at Stratmore for enforcing a school-wide dress code. It would be much harder to pull off my new identity if I had to try to compete with pricey wardrobes like the one I was certain Elizabeth had.
But I did need to put some effort into my hair and makeup if I was going to fit in. I did my best to replicate Elizabeth’s I’m-a-supermodel look before blinking at my reflection in the mirror. With smoky eyeshadow and cheek-defining sweeps of blush, I hardly recognized myself. I grinned at my reflection. That was exactly what I was going for. Good-bye, Rindi. Hello, Mirinda!
I spent a few extra minutes in front of the mirror arching my brow in an attempt to imitate one of the EMTs most popular looks. One brow goes up. Opposite eye almost closes. Rindi looks ridiculous. Oh, well. I could work on that.
I blew out a deep breath before adding a touch of perfume. I gave my reflection a firm nod. I could do this. I could be a rich girl.
Mom and Dad were already at the main house. I hurried over and washed the few dishes that were in the sink before finding the plate Mom left for me in the oven. I pulled it out and took a deep breath.
Umm, my favorites. Pancakes and bacon. I sat down to eat but remembered Elizabeth’s warning about carbs as the first bite of pancake neared my mouth. Ugh. If I didn’t want her to call me out for being fat at her pool party, I needed to watch what I ate. I took a couple of bites of everything, then washed my plate before grabbing an apple for my walk to school.
The apple wasn’t nearly as tasty as the pancakes, but it did its job filling me up. My nerves kicked in as I got closer to school. I’d gotten lucky yesterday with my rich-girl act. What if someone found holes in my story today? Or tomorrow? Or the next day?
I’d be the laughingstock of the entire school, and that was so much worse than being invisible. I drew in my lips, putting one foot resolutely in front of the other as my thoughts flew. Until my secret came to light, if it ever did, I would fit in and have friends and even draw envy from those not invited to sit at Elizebeth’s table. That was all well worth the risk.
The roar of a car I already recognized sped down the road. I’d kind-of-sorta hoped Tyler would pick me up this morning. After everything we’d shared last night, I felt like we’d become friends, if nothing more. The car zooming toward me wasn’t Tyler’s, though, but Cooper’s.
The window rolled down, and I could only stare as I was reminded of how hot the guy was. It was no wonder he had the reputation he did. I was sure girls threw themselves at him all the time. His smirk was firmly in place. “Good morning, New Girl. Your chariot awaits.”
I couldn’t hide my smile. Super-cute guy was giving me a ride to school. Oh, yeah. “The name’s Rin. . . Mirinda,” I quickly corrected, biting my lip. For some reason, I liked the thought of only Tyler using my nickname.
Cooper laughed at me as I got in. “You have some kind of hang-up about your name don’t you?”
“And you have some kind of hang-up about not using it,” I said, but I wasn’t angry. I was on top of the world. “Think you could try not to kill us today?”
Cooper gave me a lazy smile before putting on a pair of sunglasses with reflective frames. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t kill us yesterday, but I’ll see what I can do.” I saw him take up the challenge I hadn’t meant to lay down, and scrambled to buckle my seatbelt before we zoomed away from the curb.
“Aren’t you worried you’ll get a ticket?” I yelled, trying to think of a way to slow him down as he whipped around a corner so fast the G-force plastered me against his arm.
His lips quirked, and I decided he probably had the kind of money it took to ensure he didn’t get mundane things like tickets. We flew up to a yellow light that turned red right before we got there. Cooper didn’t so much as take his foot off the gas.
I grabbed his arm with both hands and let out a scream. Tires squealed as he jerked the steering wheel right and then left to avoid the side-traffic that had the right-of-way.
“Stop! You’re crazy. Let me out.”
Silent tears ran down my cheeks. I’d been joking about him killing us, but that was too close. There were mere inches between Cooper’s car and the others, and as fast as we were going. . .
“Hey.” Cooper’s voice was soft. I realized my eyes were pinched shut. I opened them, glancing over at him. He looked honestly concerned. “I’m sorry. Look,” he tipped his head toward the speedometer. “I’m driving two miles under the speed limit now.”
My hands still gripped his arm like a lifeline, and I forced myself to let go and wipe the moisture from my cheeks. So much for making a good impression. He might think I was rich, but he’d also think I was a scaredy-cat. His hand rested on top of mine before he wove our fingers together. I swallowed.
“I am sorry,” he said. “You all right?”
His hand was warm and firm on mine, and he sounded sincere, but I wasn’t forgiving him just yet.
“We could have died just then. If one of those cars had been going a little faster or slower than you expected, we would have crashed into them.”
“But we didn’t, New Girl.” He gave my hand a squeeze. “And we won’t, okay?”
I nodded. My heart was still racing, and I think the only reason I didn’t rip my hand free from his was because I was in shock.
Since I didn’t have a lot of friends, I’d never done stupid stuff like blow through a stop light when it was red. Of course, I hoped even if I’d had friends, they wouldn’t have been the kind of people who did stuff like that.
Cooper whipped into a parking space and took off his glasses. With a move more gentle than I would have expected he reached over and cupped my cheek in his hand. His smile was self-deprecatory rather than cocky for a change.
“That wasn’t the impression I was going for,” he said with his eyes locked on mine.
I wrinkled my brow, confused.
He moved in closer. “I planned to impress you, not terrify you.”
I watched without moving as he continued to ease toward me. A picture of Tyler’s face flashed over Cooper’s, but it was quickly followed by angry montage of his girlfriend, his sister, and even Tiffany and Megan all shaking their fists at me for even thinking about Tyler “like that.”
I gave myself a mental shake. My imaginary stalkers were right. Tyler had no business showing up in my fantasies.
Cooper’s face was no more than a hair’s-breadth from mine. His warm, minty breath touched my lips, and his eyes held mine. “May I kiss you?” he asked, his voice a mere whisper. “Mirinda.”
Thoughts of his reputation did streak through my mind, but the sweet way he said my name was what made me nod. With a gentleness I never would have expected from a guy with Cooper’s rep, he pressed his lips to mine.
I kept my eyes opened, analyzing my first kiss without meaning to. My conclusion was. . . It was nice. Not the mind-blowing, earth-shattering event I’d anticipated for the last seventeen years, but pleasant in an “I’d do it again” kind of way.
I thought Cooper would deepen the kiss. I actually thought he would try to take things a whole lot further, even in the tiny space the front seat offered. He surprised me, though. His lips lingered on mine before he pulled away with a quiet smile.
I smiled back shyly. I’d finally had my first kiss. In a fancy car. With a super-cute guy I actually thought I could really like. I’d say my world was looking up.
“You’re different, Mirinda. I don’t know what it is about you, but I like it.”
I considered his words; weighed them. Was that a line he used with all the girls? He appeared sincere, and I found myself wanting to believe him. “You might just be different than I expected, too,” I said, hoping it was true.
The school didn’t seem so imposing with my hand tucked safely in Cooper’s. This was his domain, and the fact that he was so at ease put me at ease until a sudden fear snuck its way into my thoughts. I still had to stay on Elizabeth’s good side if I wanted the year to go well. I didn’t know her well enough to guess if she’d be upset if she saw me with Cooper or not.
I decided to play it safe and gently tried to tug my hand free, but Cooper simply tightened his grip. He brought my fingers to his lips, brushing a tender kiss across them. “I like you, New Girl, and I don’t care who knows it. Do you?”
I knew the gossip said he was a snake and treated girls terribly, but he looked so sweet, and maybe even a little scared as he waited for my answer, that I ended up twining my fingers tighter with his.
An alarm sounded at the back of my mind, telling me I was making a big mistake. But was I? Gossip was called gossip and not “truth” for a reason. It was twisted and turned until it made the best story. Just because the gossip about Cooper was bad didn’t mean he was.
 
 
 

 

Chapter 12
Feeling pretty good about myself, walking down the hall with a handsome boy by my side, I almost didn’t notice Tyler standing by his locker. His face lit up when he saw me—at least until he noticed Cooper.
Before I could smile back, his eyes dropped to our joined hands. Red flushed his cheeks, and his eyes narrowed with disbelief before he stormed across the hall, shoving Cooper against the wall with a thud.
“Don’t play your games with her, Coop.” Tyler shoved him again, getting in his face. “She’s not like your normal victims.”
Cooper dropped my hand, shoving Tyler back while I watched in growing horror. A crowd started to gather, hoping for a fight. The guys glared at each other, chests heaving, while I looked on anxiously, trying to figure out if I should try to break them up or stay out of the way.
“What’s she to you?” Cooper snarled. His voice turned sly, accentuating his mean smile. “I don’t think Sierra will appreciate you getting a black eye over any girl beside her.”
“As if you could give me a black eye.”
Cooper took a step forward. “Watch me.”
I could see Tyler struggling to control himself. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. His chest continued to heave like he was in the middle of an intense workout, and his nose flared slightly with each rapid breath.
He whipped his head toward me. “Are you okay, Rindi? Did this jerk lay a finger on you?”
He’d definitely touched me, but I knew that wasn’t what Tyler meant.
“No! Of course not. He gave me a ride to school.”
Tyler’s eyebrows darted up in surprise before his entire expression dropped. “So you want to be with him?” he said, his jaw clenching in anger.
My eyes moved from Tyler to Cooper. Given my choice, I would have picked Tyler any day of the week. But that wasn’t what he asked. He wasn’t asking me to choose between them, because as Cooper had just pointed out, Tyler had a girlfriend. He was just asking if I wanted to be with Cooper.
Walk down the halls alone, or on the arm of a guy who was being really nice to me? That wasn’t a hard decision.
“I want to be with him.” I swallowed as Tyler searched my face. He shook his head and muttered something under his breath that I didn’t catch.
Turning to Cooper, he said, “Don’t mess with her, dude. I’ll be watching.”
I stared in amazement as Tyler strode down the hall with anger radiating from him. I wasn’t sure what just happened, and from the way Cooper glared at Tyler’s disappearing form, I could tell he wasn’t either.
The crowd broke up amidst disappointed comments and a few jeers. People did love a good fight. Cooper closed the distance between us. His expression was hard and cold. “Is something going on with you and Tyler?”
I shook my head and searched for a plausible answer to the way he’d just acted. “He’s a friend of the family,” I said with a frown. “I think he’s taking on the role of my big brother or something.” Was that what just happened? While super-sweet, the thought left me depressed. It was nice to have any guy notice me. I just wished it would have been Tyler.
“He’s never even played big brother to his own sister.” Cooper bit his lip and studied me through narrowed eyes.
I shrugged. I didn’t know why Tyler had acted so protective, but I didn’t want anyone fighting because of me. “I need to get to class,” I tried to tear Cooper’s thoughts from Tyler. “Mrs. Priest already hates me. I can’t be late again.”
He didn’t answer for a few long seconds. “She hates everyone,” he finally said, extending his hand toward me. He didn’t take my hand. He simply stood with his in the air, giving me the choice of taking it or not. 
The hall had grown quiet as everyone else made their way to class, making the thump of my heart all the louder as I tried to decide what to do. I could take his hand and add myself to the list of girls he’d dated. Or, I could walk away, leaving him as a potential enemy.
I took his hand.
He stared at our joined fingers, looking young and vulnerable—he’d been uncertain whether I’d take his hand or walk away. Totally uncharacteristic from my limited experience with him. That sweet expression—that peek at his vulnerable side—flipped a switch in my heart. While I didn’t fall in love with him right that second or anything that outrageous, I did fall firmly into like.
“I’m glad you drove by this morning.” I broke the silence, adding a small smile and told myself that was the truth. Yes, I would have been more glad if it had been Tyler that had driven me to school, but that wasn’t the way things played out.
There were a lot of things I could like about Cooper, I decided. If he was honestly interested in me, I would give him a chance.
I didn’t even get to sit down before the EMTs pounced on me when I walked into first period. “Cooper walked you to class?”
“How’d you even meet?”
“You need to watch out for him. He has a pretty face, but his heart’s as black as coal.”
“Why the hell were Cooper and my brother fighting over you?” That question trumped all the others. The room grew silent. I was the focus of half the class as everyone near us turned to hear my answer.
Megan and Tiffany rubbed their hands together like tiny mice, eager for crumbs of fresh gossip. Elizabeth, on the other hand, was a cat that had just been dropped in a tub of water. Spitting mad. Even though the situation was dire, I couldn’t help but admire the perfect arc of her thin eyebrow. I really had to work on that look.
How on earth had she heard about Cooper and Tyler’s confrontation already? My hands shook so I hid them under my desk. This was only day two of being popular. I hoped I wasn’t going to lose my status already.
“They weren’t fighting over me,” I quickly said. I remembered how annoyed Tyler had acted around Cooper at lunch the day before and added, “I think they have something else going on and were just looking for an excuse to fight.”
That sounded so lame, but as far as I knew it was true. Tyler wasn’t fighting over me. We’d had a good time together last night, but that was it. He’d given no signs he was at all interested.
Well, other than almost kissing me. . . Had he been on the verge of kissing me, or was I reading more into the situation than there was?
No matter how I downplayed it to Elizabeth, he was acting protective today. I wished I knew what to make of that.
Megan and Tiffany watched Elizabeth, waiting to see how she’d respond. “So you and Cooper?” she said.
I shrugged. “I think so.” I felt myself blush.
Elizabeth seemed to consider that. Suddenly, she leaned closer with a leering smile. “Tell us everything,” she demanded. “Starting with how you met.”
Apparently, I was off the hook about Tyler. I found I didn’t want to tell her anything about Cooper, though. Just because Cooper wasn’t my first choice in a boyfriend, didn’t mean our time together wasn’t special.
But isn’t that what having friends was all about? Sharing secrets and exciting news. Isn’t this what I’d always wanted?
I leaned forward, and the girls closed in while I whispered how I’d first talked to Cooper after school yesterday and led into our morning’s kiss. Megan’s face twisted with jealousy, but Elizabeth seemed pleased. I guessed she was just glad there wasn’t anything going on with Tyler and me. I sure hoped she never found out we’d spent the evening together.
“Cooper’s a good catch,” Elizabeth said as if discussing a job opportunity. “He comes from a good family. You have to watch out for him, though. Don’t let him go too far, or it will get around, and you’ll be labeled a slut.” She gave Tiffany a disapproving glare while I blushed. I’d barely been kissed. There was no way things would be going “too far” anytime soon.
I looked at the three pairs of eyes focused on me before darting a glance to the far side of the room. Tyler was in his seat. Now that I knew who she was, I noticed that Sierra sat right in front of him.
Her pretty face was twisted with anger. Her head was bent close to his, her dark hair partially cloaking her face. Even though I couldn’t hear what she said, I could tell she was letting him have it about something.
Probably me. Odds were good she’d heard about Tyler’s confrontation by now too.
I watched, unable to look away as Tyler took her hand and joined his fingers with hers, giving her a private smile. He cupped her cheek with his other hand, saying something that brought a smile to her face. I realized a frown covered my own as a rush of disappointment crashed over me. There was no way he’d been fighting over me earlier. Not when he had a girlfriend he clearly liked.
“So,” Elizabeth was saying, and I snapped my attention away from Tyler. “The sleepover’s tonight, and the pool party’s tomorrow. We have plans to make.”
I’d forgotten about the sleepover and the pool party. I’d been so busy thinking about boys they’d completely slipped my mind. I tried to forget Tyler and Sierra were just feet away getting all cozy together.
It didn’t matter. Tyler was so far out of my league—especially since he knew my secret. I needed to be happy that I had what I did. Friends.
I glanced at the EMTs and remembered the cutting way they talked to each other. That wasn’t the kind of friendship I had in mind, but it was better than nothing. I wasn’t going to lose it by doing something stupid like chasing after Tyler.
I forced myself to focus on Elizabeth as she clicked away on her computer, pulling up glitzy websites. My eyes narrowed, and my stomach tensed as Elizabeth elaborated on her plans. She’d hired a masseuse and manicurist to come to her house tonight, and she had her own tanning beds. Plural. We were supposed to all spend the evening getting pampered so we’d look fabulous for the party on Saturday.
I’d never even had my nails done before—not that they didn’t need it. I snuck a quick peek at the ragged edges before sitting on my hands to hide them. I couldn’t imagine hiring people to come to the house to do those things. I was out of my league and more than a little scared that I wouldn’t know how to fit in. Even so, excitement was the primary emotion running through me.
Heck, who wouldn’t like a chance to live like a rich girl?

 

Chapter 13
I didn’t see Cooper again until lunch when I found him waiting by my locker. My steps slowed as I studied his profile. My mouth went dry as I realized the hottest guy in school was waiting for me. Dressed in the mandatory white shirt with tan slacks, he defied the establishment by loosening his tie and unbuttoning the top couple of buttons on his shirt. His hair still held its gravity-defying shape, and his cheeks carried a hint of a flush.
Everything about him looked perfect. Almost staged. From the way he leaned against the locker to the way his brows dipped low as if he were deep in thought. I wondered if he was born with the confidence he exuded, or if it had been learned somewhere along the way. I wondered if it was something I could pull off for the next three months.
For just a second, a premonition of my lie crumbling around me and exposing me for the poser I was flashed before my eyes. An icy chill ran down my spine, but I forced it away. So far, Tyler had kept his promise to keep my secret, and no one else had a reason to dig into my background.
I didn’t have any social media accounts, and since I never had close friends at my other schools, I doubted my picture would be floating around on any of their accounts. Even if it was, I’d always gone by “Rindi” before. Anyone searching for me from Stratmore—except for Tyler—would be looking for “Mirinda.”
My steps ground to a halt as a new thought hit me. My “mother” was probably all over social media. Wouldn’t it be strange if she never posted anything about her “daughter?”
Cooper caught my eye. A heart-stopping smile spread across his face. I forgot all about social media as I lost myself in his eyes. Drawn to him like the proverbial moth to a flame, I started walking again. He surprised me by pulling me into a quick hug before kissing me in front of everyone.
He smirked down at me, his face inches from mine. “I missed you.”
My heart melted like a popsicle in July. “You did?” I asked, so surprised by his words I couldn’t think of a better reply.
He studied me for a long minute, seeming surprised himself. “Yeah,” he said, his voice a low, sexy whisper that made me quiver inside. “I did.”
It took me a minute to stop grinning at him. When I did, I realized he wasn’t the only one whispering. The hall sounded alive with a swarm of bees. It didn’t take long to see Cooper and I were the cause of all the buzz.
Cooper followed my gaze and let out a sound that fell somewhere along the lines of a snort. “Ignore them,” he said, dismissing the curious stares with his customary confidence. He put an arm around my shoulders and tugged me close to his side. “They’ll get used to us before the day’s over.”
They might get used to “us,” but I wasn’t sure if I would. Was it possible bad-boy Cooper actually liked me, or was I nothing more than a new challenge? I shoved my books in my locker and decided it didn’t matter. He was fulfilling part of my life-long dream. After eighteen long years, I apparently had a boyfriend. I wasn’t questioning it.
We made even more ripples when Cooper dropped his tray beside mine at the EMTs table.
“Since when do you eat that crap?” Elizabeth said, flinging a quick glance over his tray. I noticed he’d picked the same foods I did. “I thought you had your lunches catered.”
Cooper helped me get settled on the bench before answering her. “It’s nice to change things up every now and then.”
“Hi, Cooper!” Megan beamed at him from across the table. Her hands fluttered in front of her until she finally sat on them. If Cooper had given her an ounce of encouragement, I just knew she would have leaped over the table and landed in his arms.
I didn’t know her well enough to be able to guess how far she would’ve taken things from there, but she bit her shiny bottom lip in a way that said she was much more interested in devouring Cooper than the minuscule salad on her plate.
I wasn’t sure if I should pity her or be jealous. Cooper quickly made sure she knew exactly why he was at our table by leaning close and whispering in my ear, “Megan and I were over before anything even started.”
His breath tickled my ear, and I let out a giggle, swatting him away. I decided I felt sorry for Megan, while at the same time, I hoped I wouldn’t be in her exact shoes a month from now. For all I knew, Cooper might be treating me just like he did every other one of his girlfriends.
Surprisingly, it was Tiffany who put my mind to ease on that score.
“I thought you didn’t hang out at school with the girls you dated,” she said, a trace of bitterness dripping from her words like acid. “At least that’s what you told me.” She met my eyes, and I was thankful they didn’t hold any hostility toward me. “You do know he’s dated every eligible girl here, right?”
I told myself it didn’t matter as I lifted my shoulders in a small shrug. It wasn’t like he was my true love or anything. We were simply dating. If things didn’t last, it was no big deal. I liked him, but my heart wouldn’t break if he dumped me for another girl tomorrow.
“Not every eligible girl,” Elizabeth corrected, sharing a teasing look with Cooper.
“Not even I can bat a thousand,” Cooper replied in a lazy drawl.
Elizabeth looked pleased at his comment, and I caught an easiness between them that I didn’t quite understand. If I wasn’t wrong, I’d say Cooper and Elizabeth were very close. Maybe they hadn’t dated, but something was going on between them.
“I hear you’re having a pool party tomorrow,” Cooper said.
“I don’t know how you heard that,” Elizabeth calmly said, poking at her salad. “I’m quite sure you weren’t invited.”
“Brent just happens to be in town this weekend.” Cooper ignored Elizabeth’s jab. “Any connection between that and the date of your party?”
Megan and Tiffany both darted surprised glances at Elizabeth, and if I wasn’t mistaken, a flush rose on the ever cool “Lizzy’s” cheeks. I couldn’t help but wonder who this Brent guy was to her. It was obvious he was someone important.
“I don’t imagine you could get him to drop by.” Elizabeth’s entire demeanor screamed boredom, but the slight tremor in her voice and the way her hands tightened around her energy drink told a whole other story. Scratch my original observation. Brent was someone extremely important to her.
No one spoke as we all waited for Cooper’s response. He leaned back in his chair with hooded eyes and a lazy grin, giving Elizabeth time to sweat his answer. “I think I would need an invitation to be able to bring Brent by.”
Elizabeth snarled at him. “Of course you’re invited. Will he come?”
“He’ll come,” Cooper said with a nod. Elizabeth visibly relaxed while Megan dove into the Brent conversation.
“I thought you two were done for good,” she said, her eyes round with surprise and possibly even concern as she turned to face Elizabeth. “Does this mean you’d give him another chance—you know—after what happened?”
After a glance at Megan that could cut glass, Elizabeth changed the subject, discussing snack and drink options for the party. Megan grew quiet, focusing on her salad with her shoulders slumped. I wanted to say something to her—something to ease the sting of Elizabeth’s look—but when I opened my mouth someone kicked me in the shin.
Tiffany gave her head a quick shake and cut her eyes toward Elizabeth. I wasn’t sure what to make of her. She didn’t seem to like me, well, she didn’t seem to like anyone, and yet, it appeared she was trying to keep me out of trouble with the Queen. Interesting.
I still felt bad for Megan, but she rallied, telling Elizabeth how great all of her ideas were. Cooper had plenty of input about the party, too, all of it involving hard liquor in one way or another. From the way he chuckled each time Elizabeth huffed at one of his suggestions, it appeared he enjoyed irritating her every chance he got.
I didn’t have anything meaningful to contribute to the conversation. I mean, seriously? Elizabeth was worried about the correct chilling temperature for the flavored waters? I knew better than to suggest she just dump them in a bucket with ice and let the temperature take care of itself.
Cooper’s hand rested on my knee, his fingers occasionally grazing my skin in a way that made me warm inside rather than all goose-bumpy. I liked it though. It was sweet.
I tuned the conversation out for a minute as I let my gaze slide over to the table Tyler had sat at the day before. My breath caught as I found him staring at me. A worried frown marred his expression but did nothing to make him any less heart-stoppingly gorgeous.
His eyes flicked to Cooper, and he gave his head a small shake before turning back to his friends. My lips twitched. I’d disappointed him by hanging out with Cooper—that was easy to see—but why did it make me feel so guilty?
There was nothing between Tyler and me besides my secret. I didn’t want him to think poorly of me though. I noticed his girlfriend was all smiles now, touching his arm as she laughed at something he said. She must have recovered from hearing her boyfriend was fighting over the new girl.
She glanced over, and her smile vanished while her eyes narrowed in warning. She might be making nice with Tyler, but she still wasn’t happy about him fighting over me.
Fingers snapped in front of my face, and I blinked. “I asked if you have any black sandals with heels,” Elizabeth said irritably. “I’ll be wearing a white pair to go with my suit, so you’ll need to wear black.” I shook my head. I could only imagine what she’d say if she knew I didn’t have a single pair of heels to my name.
“7 1/2?” she asked.
“My shoe size?” My forehead creased as I tried to catch up with the conversation that had been about perfect beverage temperature when I’d checked out.
“No, your bra size.” She rolled her eyes at Megan and Tiffany, saying with a look exactly how stupid she thought my question was. Megan was quick to giggle at her not-so-funny quip. I assumed she was doing all she could to get back on Elizabeth’s good side. Which reminded me that’s where I needed to stay.
“Of course, duh.” I shot her a smile. “7 1/2 exactly.”
“Good. You can borrow mine.”
With that crisis solved, she dove back into plans for the party, while I had a whole new problem to worry about. How was I going to walk around a swimming pool in heels without falling in?
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 14
Thankfully, Mrs. G’s house had almost prepared me for Elizabeth’s. I was at least able to keep my jaw from dropping when I walked in the front door. And I didn’t even jump—at least not noticeably—when a maid in full dress, down to the white apron over a black dress, appeared out of nowhere to collect our bags.
“Thanks, Margret,” Elizabeth said without more than a glance her direction. I gave the plump, middle-aged woman a small smile as she reached for my backpack and silently thanked Mrs. G for insisting on buying me a stylish new one for my first day of school. I’m afraid my graffiti-covered bag that had followed me from junior high would have found its way to the recycling bin in this house.
“Thank you,” I said. She took my bag with a nod and walked away.
Elizabeth led the way up a grand staircase. Megan and Tiffany stayed close to her heels while I hung back, drinking in the beauty around me. Incredible artwork draped the walls. From paintings that I recognized from art books, to sculptures resting in niches and on small tables, which were themselves works of art. Crystals dripped from a massive chandelier overhead, winking rainbows onto the walls and floors.
Mrs. G’s house was larger, and if I wasn’t wrong, more expensive. But this house oozed money. It was like it was designed for no other purposes than to impress and intimidate. And boy, did it do both.
By the time we got to Elizabeth’s room, my knees were shaking. Playing a rich girl at school was one thing, but I didn’t know if I could pull it off here. I stood awkwardly in the doorway and studied the massive four poster bed, surrounded by filmy pink curtains. The rest of the room complemented the bed, both in muted pastel shades and beauty.
At some of the apartments we’d lived at, I’d been stuck on the couch while my parents claimed the only bedroom. It had never bothered me before now, but seeing Elizabeth’s room drove home how very different our lives were. We might both be eighteen-year-old girls, but that was where the similarities ended.
Unexpected jealousy curdled my stomach. Elizabeth, and Megan and Tiffany for that matter, hadn’t done a single thing to earn their lives. They’d simply been plopped into them by the hands of God and fate. Why wasn’t I where they were? Driving nice cars and living in big houses while buying anything my heart desired?
“Are you just going to stand there?” Elizabeth turned on a surround sound system and started to dance, raising a brow at me in question. I wasn’t the type of girl to dance around randomly in my bedroom, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t dance. I slunk across the room and grabbed Elizabeth’s hand. Walking around her in a slow circle, I let the music guide my moves.
Elizabeth let out a rich laugh, and Tiffany jumped up to join us while Megan sat on the bed with her hands tucked under her thighs and her lower lip pulled between her teeth. “What’s wrong?” I shouted to her over the music.
“Megan has no rhythm and two left feet.” Elizabeth laughed. “Believe me, she’s better off where she is.”
Megan looked as dejected as she had at lunch. Regardless of Tiffany’s earlier warning, I danced to the bed and grabbed both of Megan’s hands, hoisting her to her feet. Her eyes filled with surprise.
“Let the music fill you, then do what it tells you to do.” Still holding her hands I shimmed down then back up, pulling her along with me.
She tried to move with me, her body stiff and disjointed as she cast nervous glances at Elizabeth. With a mean smirk, Elizabeth told her to sit down before she hurt herself. Megan ripped her hands free from mine with a bitter glare before dropping down on the bed and crossing her hands over her chest.
“Don’t give up,” I started to say before Elizabeth cut me off.
“She needs to stick to things she can do. And so do you,” Elizabeth said, her words cold enough to leave a chill in the air.
I hurt for Megan and wanted to tell her to ignore Elizabeth, but I heard the warning in Elizabeth’s words loud and clear. Megan had a pretty tight connection to Elizabeth. She wasn’t in direct risk of being kicked out of the EMTs, but Elizabeth hardly knew me. I had no doubt she’d drop me like a slimy newt if I displeased her. And I wasn’t ready to be dropped just yet. I was just getting started in the popularity thing.
It wasn’t in my nature, but I turned my back on Megan and gave Elizabeth a cool smile before I started dancing again. With a gleam in her eye and a tight smile on her lips, she joined me. “Good girl,” she said in a way that made me want to walk out of her big fancy room, her big fancy house and never look back.
But I didn’t, and I hated myself just a little bit for staying.
Elizabeth got bored dancing after the next song and fell back on the bed. “Woo, you’ve got some moves, Mirinda.”
Megan shot me a nasty look but didn’t say anything. That made me feel a little less guilty about not sticking up for her. If she was going to be mad at me when all I tried to do was be nice, that was her problem.
I plopped down on the bed beside Elizabeth while Tiffany grabbed one of the bed poles and started some kind of stripper routine. I gaped at her before letting out a loud whoop. “You go, girl!”
Elizabeth watched for a minute before a small smile started to form on her lips. “We need a routine for tomorrow,” she said, her face lighting with excitement. “You,” she nodded at Tiffany as Tiffany wrapped her slender leg around the pole and leaned way back, “you,” she pointed to me, “and me,” she finished.
“What about me?” Megan piped up. “I’m always part of the routines. You know I’ll practice hard so I don’t mess up.”
“Un uh.” Elizabeth dismissed that without a moment’s consideration. “We’ll do the routine at the party tomorrow. You won’t have time to learn it.”
Megan opened her mouth to argue, but Elizabeth shut her down with a look. “Let’s get started.” She hopped up and fell into step with Tiffany’s moves. “Come on, Mirinda. Megan, how does this look?”
After a surprisingly fun hour or so, we had the framework for the dance we’d do at the party. Elizabeth and Tiffany acted so normal as we joked together or laughed when one of us came up with a crazy dance move.
It was easy to forget that they weren’t just normal girls like me. I wondered, briefly, if maybe we could have still been friends even if they didn’t think my family was loaded.
I doubted it.
Megan was a sickly shade of green, but she gamely offered advice and encouragement. Mostly for Elizabeth. Each time I caught her watching me I got chills. I was pretty sure she was plotting a way to break my leg or something so I couldn’t do the dance so she’d be able to take my spot.
I needed to watch out for her. She was all peppy and cheerful, but I didn’t know her well at all. For all I knew, she might be meaner than she appeared.
“Maybe we can add something like this,” I said as inspiration hit. I swayed to the side before pivoting then jerked to an awkward stop. Tyler leaned against the doorway, watching me with an unreadable expression on his face.
“Oh! Uh, hi,” I stammered, smoothing down my skirt as embarrassment trickled through me. I don’t know why knowing Tyler’d been watching me dance made me so uncomfortable. I think, more than anything, I just wondered what he was thinking. Did he like what he saw, or was he laughing at us?
“Tyler!” Megan jumped up, moving her hips in a disjointed way to the music. Elizabeth turned it off while she was trying to dance seductively “Oh, haha.” Her cheeks turned pink, and she finally, thankfully, stopped dancing. “What do you think of the routine? Isn’t it going to be awesome?”
It was a few more drawn seconds before Tyler tore his attention from me, and I was more aware of it than anyone as my heart raced and my body longed to step closer to him.
“What I saw was okay,” he said, sounding bored. I couldn’t figure out how he could sound so calm. He apparently wasn’t having anywhere near the same reaction to me as I was to him. I sank to the bed before my knees could give out.
“What do you want?” Elizabeth asked, annoyed.
His eyes flicked to her. “There are people at the door with tables and crap. Said you scheduled some beauty stuff.”
“Massage time!” Elizabeth’s entire face brightened as she grabbed Tiffany’s hand before taking mine and pulling us toward the door.
Tyler stepped aside. I couldn’t help sneaking another peek at him. My heart jumped to my throat when his lips twitched. He gave me a slow wink. I smiled, but my smile froze when I turned back and saw Megan watching us with narrowed eyes and a wicked smile.
Great. Megan would do anything to keep her place at Elizabeth’s side. I waited for her to tattle that I was flirting with Tyler—even though he was the one doing the winking—but she didn’t say a word.
I tried to enjoy the pampering Elizabeth scheduled for us, but I kept waiting for Megan to mention Tyler’s wink. By the time other girls started arriving for the sleepover, I was a nervous wreck. I literally jumped when Megan asked me to pass her a drink.
I’d been so worried I was going to lose my chance at popularity because someone found out I didn’t have any money. Now, I realized Tyler would be the key to my destruction. I couldn’t help being drawn to him, and nothing would tick Elizabeth off more than finding out I’d broken her number one rule. I needed to stay away from him.
Far, far away.
Boy, was that a depressing thought.

 
 

Chapter 15
The sleepover was like a scene from a movie. There were snacks and videos and even a pillow fight before the night was over. I was on cloud nine. This was what I’d been missing all my life—only it was on a much grander scale than I’d ever imagined.
Gold polish slicked my finger and toenails, and every muscle in my body was loose and relaxed after our pampering session. I’d never understood the allure of having a stranger rub you down with oil, but oh, wow, talk about Heaven on Earth.
Ten girls besides the EMTs and I had made Elizabeth’s invite list. They weren’t all what I expected appearance-wise. For some reason, I thought they’d each be as thin and beautiful as the EMTs, but that wasn’t the case.
A couple fit that profile, but several girls were overweight. One was so tall I wouldn’t have been surprised if her parents were professional basketball players, and another had a limp. Not that those things bothered me. I just expected Elizabeth to be all snobby and refuse to surround herself with anything other than perfection.
What the girls did have in common was an air of money. Some of that was in your face with an array of gold and diamonds and designer labels. Some of it was simply attitude. I covertly studied a couple of the most obviously wealthy girls and tried to note what it was that made them scream money without saying a word. It wasn’t something I could pin down, but it rang through loud and clear.
I studied their expressions, wondering if Elizabeth’s I’m-better-than-everyone look was something they all shared. Maybe perfecting that intimidating arch of the brow was the key to success in their world.
One girl smiled so much I figured her cheeks would be sore by tomorrow. Another didn’t look like she was capable of smiling at all. Nope. Elizabeth alone seemed to have perfected the “look.”
I’d been joking about the look being the key to popularity. Kind of. But it was curious how some of the girls exuded confidence and others flocked to them. While others, like me, were the flock-ees.
Two of the girls were major snobs—and the funniest part about that was they weren’t even the ones who appeared to have the most money. I decided they tried harder because they didn’t have the security the wealthier girls inherently had. Who knew though? Maybe they were just born snotty.
The snobby girls were the ones who demanded fresh drinks if their ice started to melt and water down the ones they had. I thought they were joking at first and almost laughed. As the waitstaff Elizabeth hired for the party rushed to replace those drinks, the laugh dried up in my throat. They weren’t joking at all.
I tried to take in everything around me as discreetly as possible. One minute someone would say something that reminded me I was as out of place as a fish on the moon. Then the next minute, giggles would erupt about the most common dominator of them all: boys.
As long as they were kept happy, even the snobbiest girl seemed pretty normal when we were all just sitting around in our pajamas gossiping and having our nails done or watching videos. I tried to force myself to remember that they were no different than me on the inside, and there was no reason why I couldn’t fit in here as well as any of the others.
For a while, I believed it.
Elizabeth singled me out more often than not, either to sit beside her or tell her what I thought of the nail polish she’d chosen or whatever. It was flattering, but it also added to the fire burning in Megan’s eyes when she darted her poisoned little looks my direction.
As much as I wanted to feel sorry for her, her rotten attitude soon had me going out of my way to rub Elizabeth’s friendship in her face. I felt equal parts low and empowered when Megan drifted to the outskirts of the party to focus on her phone, while I sat directly in the center by Elizabeth’s side.
Tiffany didn’t seem to care at all that Elizabeth talked to me more than anyone else. She was either that confident of her own popularity without Elizabeth, or that oblivious to what was going on around her. Sometimes she seemed totally out of it, but other times I’d catch a crafty glint in her eye that said she knew what was going on more than anyone and only acted clueless.
It would probably be a good idea to keep an eye on her too. Whereas I worried Megan might have a nasty streak, I was pretty sure Tiffany was a lot deeper than she acted. And that meant she’d be the one to pick out holes in my story faster than the others.
“So why isn’t your last name Grayson, if Mrs. Grayson’s your grandmother?” One of the two snobby girls, Cynthia, asked me.
“She would have her dad’s last name, not her mom’s.” Bethany rolled her eyes and added a long-drawn “Duh.”
My pulse jumped. So far no one had asked me anything personal. Not even why I’d moved here. But that one question focused the spotlight on me, and I knew every word I said would be scrutinized. I couldn’t afford to mess up.
I sucked in a quick breath and crossed my fingers under the fuzzy yellow blanket I’d wrapped over my lap. “Technically, Mrs. Grayson is my step-grandmother. My dad and Andrea were only married a short while, but the Graysons will always be my family.”
I’d decided to go with Tyler’s story that I was a step-relative. That would go far in explaining why I didn’t resemble any of the Graysons and why no one around here had heard about me.
Cynthia considered that. “So, you’re not a Grayson.” She looked down her nose at me as she drawled the words in the most condescending tone possible. I swallowed hard. This was my chance to either sell my story or get booted out for being a liar before the night had even begun
Affecting the bored attitude I’d stolen from Elizabeth while my heart raced, I did my best to look down my nose right back at her. “Daddy doesn’t mind if I claim the Graysons as family. He says they have a suitable lineage. He never would have married Andrea if they didn’t.”
I held my breath as the other girls exchanged glances. I didn’t know a thing about the Grayson’s “lineage.” All I knew was Mrs. Grayson lived in the largest mansion in town and could afford to send me to private school and pay my parents well.
“Yes,” Cynthia sniffed, giving her freshly manicured fingernails a bored look. “They do come from old money.”
And just like that, the conversation veered from me to Brent, the boy Elizabeth asked Cooper to bring to the pool party. My entire body slumped in relief. I’d sold my lie. I knew I wasn’t completely in the clear. One good Google search could crush my story in seconds. I just had to count on the fact that no one seemed to care enough to research my background.
“Didn’t he cheat on you?” Bethany asked. With cartoon characters on her pajamas and her hands folded demurely on her lap, she looked all sweet and innocent, but the evil smile she leveled at Elizabeth told another story.
“Is that what you heard?” Elizabeth gave her a cold glance in return. “I’d gotten tired of him and cut him loose long before he ended up in bed with that skank.” She gave her hand a dismissive wave. “I don’t know how many guys I went through before he finally moved on.”
Megan looked up from her phone with round eyes, and I could tell she was biting her tongue. From what she’d said at lunch, Elizabeth’s story about “cutting Brent loose” wasn’t how things went down at all.
Guess I wasn’t the only liar in the room.
I also wasn’t the only one to notice Megan’s expression. Elizabeth met her stare until Megan broke first and looked away. Rather than let the questions continue, Elizabeth started a game of truth or dare. She chose Megan as her first victim, and the cruel glint in her eye as she watched Megan sent a nasty shiver down my spine.
No way did I ever want to be on Elizabeth’s bad side.
Megan went with the dare. I couldn’t tell if she was being brave or stupid. It was clear Elizabeth was feeling mean. I just didn’t know her well enough to know how mean she could be.
 

 

Chapter 16
All eyes focused on Elizabeth as she pressed a ruby-red-tipped finger against her lips in deep thought. I tried to imagine the worst dares possible. She could make Megan eat a bug, or down a glass of champagne.
The sparkling pool outside the windows caught my eye. Maybe she’d make her do something crazy like go skinny dipping. It hit me that I really was a goody-two-shoes, because I couldn’t come up with any dares that sounded too bad.
Everyone scooted around, circling Elizabeth while we waited for her dare. A slow smile spread across her lips, and I think we all held our breath in anticipation of what she’d come up with.
“I dare you,” Elizabeth drawled, “to kiss Marc!”
A couple of girls giggled while Megan’s cheeks flushed a soft shade of pink. I glanced around the room at the servers and massage therapists, wondering who “Marc” might be.
There was one hot guy that couldn’t have been much older than us. I strained to read his name tag from across the room as he folded white towels and stacked them in a bag.
If he was Marc, Megan had gotten off pretty easily in my opinion. A quick peck on the lips of a hottie couldn’t be that bad.
Megan stood with a hard look at Elizabeth. She walked resolutely across the room, holding her head high while the others girls rushed to follow her. I trailed along behind, surprised when she walked right past the cute massage therapist and went into the kitchen.
An elderly man in formal dress came out of the pantry. He jerked in surprise when he saw us all gathered in the massive kitchen.
“On the lips,” Elizabeth whispered. “For five full seconds.”
I noticed Megan’s hands fist at her sides, but she walked straight up to the silver-haired man, who I now guessed was Marc, and pressed her lips against his. Elizabeth started counting out loud and everyone joined in.
At the count of five, Megan stepped back, pushed her way through the other girls, and bumped her shoulder into me as she passed. “My turn to give the challenge,” she said as if there was nothing odd about kissing Elizabeth’s, what? Manservant? Butler? My dad went by the title of handyman when pressed, but that didn’t sound fancy enough for this Marc guy.
I glanced back to see the man give his head a quick shake before setting the silver platter he held on the counter. He didn’t appear unduly surprised to have a young girl lock lips with him, and I wondered if Elizabeth had used this dare before.
Megan dropped onto the oversized, beige ottoman in the center of the living room, claiming Elizabeth’s spot and attention as we all sat around her. Her eyes flicked to me a couple of times, and I held my breath, wishing I could make myself invisible. The last thing I needed was for Megan to ask me a question I couldn’t answer honestly.
I think we all squirmed while waiting for Megan to choose her victim. Before she could, Tyler walked into the living room wearing no more than navy swim trunks and a white towel thrown over his shoulder.
I’d known he was fit, but seeing all that bare, tanned skin stretched tight over rippling muscle reminded me of a statue of an Olympian god. My insides went all gooey.
“Ladies,” he said as he walked past us to the back door leading to the pool. His gaze might have lingered on me a tad longer than on anyone else, but otherwise, he ignored me.
Elizabeth threw a pillow at him that he easily caught and tossed back. “Put some clothes on.” She rolled her eyes.
I forced myself to look away from all his gorgeousness just in time to find Megan studying me with her lip caught between her teeth and a crafty gleam in her light brown eyes.
“I choose Mirinda.”
I bit back a groan. I knew she would. Deep down, I really knew she would choose me, and yet, my stomach still clenched into a tight knot as she said my name.
“Truth or dare?” she  asked, darting a glance at Tyler’s retreating form.
Truth was probably my safest choice. I could always lie if she asked anything that would give me away. “Tr. . .” I started to say before Tiffany nudged me in the side with a brisk shake of her head and a frown.
I swallowed. What did she know that I didn’t? I licked my lips. “Dare?” The word came out as a question, and I felt queasy. I didn’t want to make out with the butler dude, but I guessed it would be better than being asked something that could shred my fragile web of lies.
I swore Megan’s eyes gleamed with anticipation as soon as I said “dare.” I could only imagine the horrors she had in mind for me. She’d probably have me do something disgusting like lick the bottoms of her sandals.
“Tyler,” she called before he could walk out the door.
He turned back with his hand on the doorknob and tipped his head in question.
“Don’t leave us just yet,” she said with her eyes on me. “We need you for a little game we’re playing.”
Tyler crossed his arms, and Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed to suspicious little slits while my blood ran cold. I didn’t know what exactly Megan had in mind, but I had no doubt it wasn’t going to end well for me.
“Same as my challenge,” Megan said with a cruel smile. “Only you and Tyler.”
Elizabeth’s eyes shot to me, and I shivered. Her menacing expression convinced me this was one challenge I couldn’t take.
“I changed my mind,” I said. “I’ll take truth.”
Megan smirked. “Un uh. It doesn’t work that way. You chose the dare. Now do it.”
“That’s not fair,” Tiffany hissed from beside me. “You know he’s off-limits.”
Megan ran her tongue over her teeth as she glared at her “friend,” and I wondered, not for the first time, how close the two of them really were. They didn’t even seem to like each other most of the time.
“There are no rules in truth or dare. She takes the challenge or suffers the consequences.”
I had no idea what the consequences were that Megan was talking about, but her words sounded dire.
Tiffany started to say something else, but Elizabeth raised a hand to stop her. “No, Megan’s right. All’s fair in truth or dare. The challenge is yours,” she said to me. Her words said one thing, but her face said another. She would make me pay for kissing her brother, game or no game.
I heaved an indecisive breath. Kissing Tyler wouldn’t be a hardship under normal circumstances, but with everyone, especially Elizabeth, watching, I wasn’t sure if I could go through with it. I started to shake my head when Tiffany nudged me again. She tilted her head toward Tyler.
I frowned at her. I wasn’t sure what she was up to, but she seemed to be trying to keep me out of trouble again. I could only hope she knew what she was doing, because I was clueless.
My legs shook when I stood. The room was huge, and in my nervous state, it seemed to grow with each step I took toward Tyler. Behind me whispers and giggles made my cheeks burn.
I couldn’t make out the exact words, but I didn’t have to. I was in so much trouble. And it was all Megan’s fault. This was her way of driving a wedge between Elizabeth and me so she could wiggle her way back into Elizabeth’s good graces. Her jealousy was coming through loud and clear. I just wondered if anyone besides me, and possibly Tiffany, had any idea how upset she really was.
Tyler watched me with a confused smile touching his lips as I approached. My heart melted a little at his gentle look. I felt terrible using him, but I hoped he wouldn’t see it that way. To someone like him, a kiss would be no big deal, right?
With my back to the other girls, I bunched my lips to the side, wrinkling my nose as I whispered, “I’m sorry.” I stood on my tiptoes and tilted my head to his. His eyes widened in surprise when he caught my intent.
I had to force myself to lean closer while tiny darts from Elizabeth’s glare pricked my back.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kiss a guy just because of a dare. And I really couldn’t break Elizabeth’s one cardinal rule if I wanted to have any chance of clinging to my contrived popularity.
I closed my eyes and shook my head, prepared to back out on the challenge and face whatever stupid consequences Megan came up with. Tyler’s hands brushed my shoulders. My eyes flew open to find a tiny smile on his lips.
“If I’m not mistaken, this is that part where you kiss me and seal your position as one of my sister’s favorite few.” He tilted his head toward the other girls. His words were light, and his eyes sparked playfully, easing my embarrassment and uncertainty.
I squinted up at him with a half-smile. The fact that he seemed okay with the thought of kissing me unleashed a nervous flutter in my stomach. Here was my chance to kiss the guy of my dreams. Elizabeth would probably understand since it was a dare, and she had given me her okay, no matter how grudgingly.
“Yeah, something like that,” I agreed. My breaths came fast as I made my decision. I was going to do it.
I licked my lips and prepared myself to kiss the second guy in as many days. After eighteen years of no kisses, I seemed to be making up for lost time.
My entire body hummed with nerves and excitement. Tyler was just so perfect. From his casually tousled hair to his bronzed, rock hard torso.
Cooper was attractive too, model-worthy really, but he didn’t draw me in the way Tyler did. No one had ever affected me the way Tyler did.
With a deep breath, I leaned in close enough that the heat radiating from Tyler’s broad chest passed to me. I swallowed. Since I had precisely two kisses under my belt so far, I wasn’t sure what to do.
Should I put my hands on his shoulders like he had his on mine? Maybe I should rest them on his waist like I did at the lake? With everyone watching it might be best to leave them dangling by my sides like a rag doll. I didn’t want Elizabeth to think I was too into the kiss.
In the end, I decided touching him would be too dangerous. Not only because I knew Elizabeth would be scrutinizing my every move, but because I wanted to touch him so badly. I could almost imagine how warm and smooth his bare skin would be under my palms.
I sucked in a deep breath and scrunched my eyes closed. I just needed to do this and get it over with so the girls could turn their attention to something besides me.
Tyler bent close. I tilted my head, eagerly awaiting the feel of his lips on mine, when the hushed giggles I’d tried to block out were shattered by a shriek.
“What the hell is going on here?” A cold voice screeched behind me, breaking the spell I’d fallen under. I jerked away from Tyler to find him watching me inquisitively as if he was trying to analyze me. Or what had almost just happened. Or maybe all of it.
I didn’t want to look away from his gentle gaze—I had questions of my own—but when bright red talons hooked into my shoulder and spun me around, I had no choice.
“Ouch!” Meeting Sierra’s bitter glare wasn’t a surprise, since I’d recognized her squeaky voice, but that didn’t make it any more comfortable. She wore a cute white cover-up over a red and white striped bikini, which showed through the sheer material outlining her model-perfect figure. Of course, she had a perfect figure. A perfect figure, a gorgeous face, and a rich daddy.
Dressed in fuzzy pink pajama bottoms and a mint green tank top I’d borrowed from Elizabeth, I felt dumpy in comparison. I rolled my eyes.
Rather than anger or embarrassment at being caught almost kissing her boyfriend, the first thing I felt at seeing her was disappointment. I don’t know why it hurt to know Tyler invited her over to swim with him, but it did. It was like he’d betrayed me, although I knew how ridiculous that was. She was his girlfriend. Of course he’d invite her over.
Tears of pain and disappointment pricked my eyes. The last few minutes, standing there with Tyler about to kiss me, was the most exciting thing I’d ever experienced. For a minute, I was sure he’d felt something too. Hadn’t he? I was almost positive he wanted to kiss me, too, before his crazed girlfriend showed up.
Whether he’d wanted to kiss me or not, he did have a girlfriend, and odds were good I was going to end up with the scars to prove it. I yanked away from Sierra’s grasp to rub my shoulder, checking for puncture wounds.
“What are you doing all over my boyfriend?” She spit the words at me like an angry cat.
Twitters of both nervous and excited laughter echoed around the room as the girls closed in so they wouldn’t miss a word of the confrontation. I wanted to close my eyes and tell myself this was just a bad dream, but I knew I couldn’t.
 It was all too real, and I was in too deep.
“It was a dare,” I tried to explain with an apologetic glance toward Tyler. “It didn’t mean anything.”
Tyler’s eyes chilled at my words, and I instantly regretted saying them. They were true. Well, at least halfway true. The dare part was true, of course. But the part about it not meaning anything? Yeah, not so true. At least not for me.
Hurt and maybe even disappointment flashed across Tyler’s face before his expression grew shuttered and became unreadable.
 Reaching around me, he grasped Sierra's arm with his eyes locked on mine. “Yeah, just a game. You know how immature my sister and her little friends are.” His words were cutting.
Did he think I was immature?
I bit my lip. I didn’t blame him for his harsh words. I wanted to tell him it wasn’t just a game to me. I wanted to be back in his arms with his eyes soft and gentle rather than hard like they were now.
I glanced at the girls behind me. They were taking in every word.
If I confessed my feelings, I’d lose everything.
If I didn’t, I’d only lose him.
His eyes were cold as he snaked an arm around Sierra’s trim waist. I let out a silent sigh.
I can’t lose what I don’t have, and I don’t have him. Sierra does.
I forced myself to turn away with a brittle smile on my lips and a false ring of elation in my voice. “My turn to issue the challenge,” I said to the gaping room of girls. “And I choose Elizabeth.”

 

Chapter 17
Megan put up a little fight about me getting off the hook without completing my dare, but I jokingly showed everyone the angry half-moons on my shoulder from Sierra’s claws.
I somehow convinced them getting caught almost kissing her boyfriend more than made up for not actually kissing him.
The fact that Elizabeth took my side went a long way in taking the air out of Megan’s sails, and she was forced to let the issue go. Thank goodness. My mind buzzed, and Tyler’s last look at me was etched on my brain.
Was he simply being a good sport about the dare or had he wanted to kiss me?
My eyes flitted to the back window just in time to see Tyler grab Sierra around the waist and pull her close before taking her into the pool with him. I yanked my gaze away, clenching my hands into tight fists in my lap.
Tyler obviously wasn’t too upset about our kiss getting interrupted. I hated to admit it, because it felt so good to think he might have at least a tiny bit of interest in me, but I probably imagined the entire thing.
My first assessment was most likely correct. A kiss didn’t mean a thing to him, and he was just playing his part by letting me complete my dare. All the hurt and longing I thought I’d seen on his face was probably no more than a reflection of what I wanted to see there.
And didn’t that make me pitiful?
I let out a heavy breath. I needed to stop thinking about Tyler and focus on Elizabeth and the others. I watched as the girls laughed and chatted with each other and firmed my jaw. They were why I was here. They were who I wanted to be. Tyler fascinated me, but I had to remember that his sister was the key to my popularity, not him.
The game of truth or dare fizzled out after Elizabeth confessed she was a virgin. I wasn’t sure if I believed her, but I didn’t care one way or the other. I’d only asked the question to try to get everyone’s thoughts off of Tyler and me.
I tried to get Tiffany alone a couple of times. She was back to doing her own thing and acting spacey, but she’d pushed me to take the dare Megan offered rather than answer a question. I couldn’t help but wonder why.
I replayed the tiny bit of information I’d offered the group about my family connection to the Graysons. Everyone had seemed satisfied that I was a step-relative. I didn’t think I’d given anything away, but had I?
I caught Tiffany’s eye and tilted my head toward the back door. She darted a pointed look at Megan, who was bent over her phone, and gave her head a quick shake. Something was definitely up, but what? Was it simply Megan’s strange obsession with Elizabeth, or did it have something to do with my fake identity?
Tables were soon set up around the living room, and chefs wearing professional attire took turns creating amazing desserts. My favorite was the crème brûlée that they torched to create a crunchy, caramelized topping, but all the desserts were almost equally delicious.
I decided I’d have to convince my mom to add crème brûlée to her menu when she was finally able to open her own restaurant.
“I’m going to fast for a week.” Elizabeth moaned patting her flat stomach through the sparkling blue sequined tank top after only a bite of her dessert. I set my fork down with a nervous glance at every other almost untouched dessert. Why would Elizabeth go through the trouble and expense of having all these fancy desserts made if she knew no one would eat them?
“Megan.” Elizabeth’s clear voice rang through the oversized room, drawing everyone’s attention to Megan as she lifted a fork to her mouth. “Should you be eating that? You do have a swimsuit to fit into tomorrow.”
Megan’s fork rattled against her plate as she dropped it. With one hand covering her mouth as she chewed, she shook her head. “It was a tiny piece of cake,” she said once she swallowed. “And I didn’t eat all of it.” She tilted her plate up to show the remaining bite.
Elizabeth’s brow shot up before she rolled her eyes. “You just keep telling yourself that.” I couldn’t help but wonder if Elizabeth had planned the desserts as a test of sorts. It didn’t make sense to me, but why else would she offer all these amazing foods and then scold someone for eating them?
Megan slipped another piece of gum in her mouth and chewed hard. She was mean and hated me, but I still felt sorry for her. She was starving herself to please Elizabeth, and it wasn’t right. My mom would have had a long talk with her about the importance of balanced nutrition for proper growth and good health if she knew what was going on. I’d received plenty of those talks myself over the years, and I guess they’d stuck, because now I couldn’t stop worrying about Megan’s health.
The doorbell rang, and Elizabeth glanced in that direction. The maid appeared in the doorway, and I was shocked to see she was followed by Cooper.
“Cooper Hollingsworth to see Miss. Mirinda.” My heart skipped a beat. Cooper was here to see me?
“Good evening, ladies,” Cooper said with a sexy grin. I noticed he met each girls’ eyes, and I’m pretty sure I heard swooning going on as he did.
It was funny seeing him out of his uniform and in a pair of long tan shorts with a pink golf shirt. It was like he was a different person out of uniform. A little more approachable, maybe, but no less attractive.
It was hard to believe this gorgeous guy was here for me, but it didn’t keep me from gloating a little when Megan’s face twisted with jealousy. Worried about her or not, she’d been treating me terribly.
“Cooper,” Elizabeth drawled, sounding put out. “This is a girls’ night. What on earth is so important that you couldn’t wait until tomorrow to see Mirinda?”
Cooper jogged down the two steps that led to the sunken living room and strode straight to me across the white marble floor. His eyes locked on mine while a sweet smile played on his lips. I found myself smiling back, even as my heart fluttered a warning at the predatory way he was coming toward me.
“Hey, New Girl.”
I was about to protest that he knew good and well I had a name, and it absolutely wasn’t New Girl. The protest died on my lips when his hand smoothed over my hair before cupping the back of my head and lowering his head for a kiss.
His lips met mine, and my heart kicked against my ribs in an apparent attempt to break free. He pulled back after just seconds with a heart-stopping grin. “I missed you.”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile, and a couple of girls clapped and whistled. I blushed.
“I missed you, too,” I whispered. And I was surprised to find it was true. I had missed him. I tried to remind myself that he was a player and would probably move on to a new girl in a couple of weeks, but I couldn’t make myself believe it.
He was so sweet around me. There was no way he could fake the affection that shone in his eyes. The fact that his affection was aimed squarely at me was more than a little flattering. I didn’t think there was a girl in the room, except possibly Elizabeth, who wouldn’t give quite a bit to be in my place right now.
“Cooper.” Elizabeth’s tone held a note of warning, but she was still smiling, clearly amused by his antics. “You’ve seen your girl, now get out.” She pointed back the way he’d come.
I rolled her words around in my mind. Was I Cooper’s girl? Did I want to be?
“You’re so bossy.” Cooper winked at Elizabeth then surprised me by wrapping an arm around my waist and leaning me back for another, much longer kiss.
I still didn’t feel the fireworks I hoped for, but it was romantic, and my heart fluttered just the same.
“Uh-um.” Tyler cleared his throat from somewhere nearby. I pushed at Cooper’s chest, but he took his time finishing his kiss. He finally straightened, pulling me up with him, but he kept his arm around my waist.
My eyes flew to Tyler, standing in the doorway beside Sierra. I couldn’t believe his timing. Why did he have to walk in right when Cooper kissed me?
I knew it shouldn’t matter, and it probably didn’t to Tyler, but I felt like I’d betrayed him. Whether he was interested in me or not, he’d made it clear that he didn’t want me to date Cooper.
“Another game of truth or dare?” Tyler asked in a hard voice.
Cooper’s arm tightened around my waist. He pulled me close with an arrogant smile. “It doesn’t take a dare for girls to kiss me. I guess your experience has been different?”
I wanted to say something, but words failed me. I couldn’t say what I wanted, which was that I didn’t need a dare to kiss Tyler.
Those words would have gotten me in trouble with everyone in the room.
I almost wished I’d never met Tyler. Here I was with a sweet, cute guy who actually seemed to like me, and I couldn’t appreciate him because all I wanted was Tyler—the one guy who was off-limits in every way. What was wrong with me?
Tyler glowered at Cooper until Sierra poked him in the side. “Let’s go,” she said sending her best glares my direction.
I hoped they would just go. I wasn’t afraid the guys would get into a fight or anything. I was afraid I would end up saying something I shouldn’t. Something that would erase the trace of hurt I was certain I saw in Tyler’s eyes. Something that couldn’t be taken back.
Tyler headed toward the front door, brushing close to us as he passed. “I already warned you not to play your games with her,” he said almost under his breath as he passed. “I don’t like repeating myself.”
“Who says I’m playing?” Cooper glared at him. “It’s not your business anyway.”
Tyler left without another word, but the look he gave me said more than any words could. I’d disappointed him, and if I wasn’t completely off, I think he was worried about me too.
 
 

 

Chapter 18
“Can we talk privately?”
This wasn’t the same sweet Cooper who’d kissed me not more than a minute ago. His jaw was clenched and his words were brittle. Stepping to the side, I put just a little room between us although his arm around my waist didn’t let me move too far.
I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be alone with him or not. I knew next to nothing about him, and Tyler’s worry was just enough to set off warning bells in my head.
“I don’t think so.” I shook my head and glanced at Elizabeth surrounded by the group of gawking girls. “We’re in the middle of a sleepover, and I think we’re going to practice our routine soon.” I turned to Elizabeth, hoping she’d come to my rescue.
 Instead, she threw me to the wolves. “You can use my room. Go work things out. Neither of you will be fun at the party tomorrow if you’re fighting.”
Were we fighting?
Cooper took my hand and led me toward the stairs. I swept a desperate look around the room. My eyes landed on Tiffany. I gave her what I hoped was a pleading look and relief swept through me when she gave me a brief nod before dropping her eyes to study her fingernails with a bored expression.
I wished it was Tiffany I was going to talk to privately rather than Cooper. I needed to know what was going on in that girl’s mind.
Cooper led me into Elizabeth’s room. I only had an instant to wonder how many times he’d been here and in what capacity. Not that I was jealous. I couldn’t be jealous of a guy who’d supposedly dated every girl in the state. But if he and Elizabeth had ever been a couple, I worried that she might not like sharing him with someone else, even though she wasn’t acting like it bothered her.
Cooper strode to the window and whipped back the curtain. Cool blue lights shone in from the pool below.
“I’m only going to ask you one more time. Is something going on with you and Tyler?”
With his back to me as he stared out the window, I could just see his profile. He didn’t sound overly upset, but his clenched jaw made it clear he wasn’t happy about the thought of Tyler  and me having something going on either.
I walked to his side. “Nothing’s going on with Tyler and me,” I told him truthfully. “I think the real question is, what’s going on between you and Tyler.”
He whipped his head toward me so fast and looked so shocked I let out a small laugh. “Not like that.” It was my turn to study the beautiful pool below with the water shimmering blue in the tinted lights. 
“Tyler warned me to stay away from you,” I admitted. “He said you’d wind up hurting me.”
I glanced up to find him watching me intently. “Are you going to hurt me, Cooper?”
Cooper swallowed before cupping my cheek in his hand. His fingers were gentle and smooth. His eyes burned with an intensity I hadn’t seen before. “Never,” he said softly. “All I want to do is protect you.”
I took in his words, studying him as I nibbled my lower lip. “Except when you’re behind the wheel of that death-trap of yours,” I finally replied with a shake of my head.
“You were always safe.” He leaned closer, putting his other hand on my hip. “I’m sorry I scared you. Believe it or not, I’m an excellent driver, and I don’t have a death wish. Usually,” he added then kissed me before I could question that.
I wrapped my arms around his waist and closed my eyes, letting his lips move over mine so gently it felt as if he was worshiping me. My lips tingled beneath his, and when Tyler’s face appeared behind my closed eyes, I shooed it away.
I liked Cooper. He was sweet. Much sweeter than I would have ever expected considering his reputation. I wanted to find out if there could be anything between us, and to do that I couldn’t let Tyler stand in the way.
But, unfortunately, thinking about Tyler made me remember his warning. I broke off the kiss and stepped back. “Why did Tyler warn me about you? He must have a reason.”
Cooper’s sexy green eyes were half-closed, and he tried to pull me back to him. “Let’s not talk about Tyler right now.”
I loved the fact that he wanted to kiss me, but if we were going to have a chance at a real relationship, we needed to clear the air between us. I squeezed his hand before moving to sit on the edge of Elizabeth’s oversized bed.
“I need to know,” I persisted. “He’s worried about something bad happening between us.” I bit my lip. “You must have some idea what he’s talking about.”
“I’ve got the hottest girl in school alone in a bedroom. The last thing I want to do is talk about another guy.”
My emotions skittered all over the place at his comment. From “Oh, my gosh! He thinks I’m hot!” to “Oh, crap! I’m alone in a room with a bed and a boy.” I might legally be an adult, but that didn’t instantly tell me how to handle the situation. 
What if Tyler was right, and Cooper was dangerous? I studied him from the corner of my eye. What if he tried to go further than I wanted to go? The fact that when he sat beside me he left about a foot of room between us eased my fears a little bit.
It also helped to know the house was full of people. If I called for help someone would hear me. Probably.
I closed my eyes and squeezed my hands together on my lap. I was so out of my depth right now.
“Tyler and I rub each other wrong from time to time,” Cooper said, and I angled my head toward him, ready for the whole story. He shrugged. “We’ve known each other almost our entire lives. Things have been competitive sometimes. We’ve even fought over the same girl a time or two. That’s why I want to make sure he’s not trying to put the moves on you behind my back.”
I let out a startled laugh. “You do know he has a girlfriend,” I said. “I don’t think you have to worry about him ‘putting the moves’ on anyone else right now.”
Even as I said it, I remembered him almost kissing me at the lake. And being more than willing to kiss me tonight, if I wasn’t reading him wrong. He wasn’t “putting the moves on me” though. That was just silly.
“Are you really as innocent as you sound?” Cooper studied me as if trying to discern the answer. “Is anyone as innocent as you?” he said, apparently to himself.
I bristled. “I’m not that innocent.”
His lip quirked up at the corner. “I hope you are.” He peered into my eyes with a steamy look. “I really hope you are.”
He stood and held out a hand, drawing me to my feet. “We should get you back to the party before Elizabeth blows a gasket. She doesn’t like for her plans to be disrupted.”
I could only stare at his handsome face as my heart pounded. He could be so sweet. Just like he hoped I was as innocent as I seemed, I hoped he was as sweet as he seemed. My heart gave a tug, and I knew if I wasn’t careful I could lose it to him. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
Just then there was a knock on the door. “Mirinda? We’re going to run through the routine and need you.”
Cooper gave me a small smile before leaning down to kiss me. “Elizabeth roped me into helping with the party tomorrow, but I’m free Sunday. Would you like to do something with me?”
“That sounds good,” I told him as the door opened, and Tiffany stuck her head in.
“Break it up you two,” she teased. “Lizzy doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
“Then maybe we should make her wait even longer,” Cooper said with a wicked smile.
“Oh, no.” I pushed him toward the door. “You’re too charming for her to get mad at, so she’d take it all out on me.”
He grinned over his shoulder at me in a way the made my tummy flutter. “You think I’m charming?”
I just laughed and gave him another shove toward the door.
“Okay, okay. I’m going.” He held his hands up in surrender and winked at Tiffany as he walked past her.
I started to follow him out the door, but Tiffany grabbed my wrist. “Um, can you see yourself out? I need to talk to Mirinda for a minute. Girl stuff, you know.”
“I suppose I can.” Cooper drawled not trying to hide his disappointment. He gave me another quick kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said before walking down the hall.
Once he started down the stairs, Tiffany dragged me back into Elizabeth’s room and shut the door behind her with a heavy thud.
“Okay,” she said. “Who the hell are you?”
“What?” That was the last question I expected from her. I thought she might say something about Megan or even Cooper, but why was she asking who I was?
“Cut the crap,” she said in a surprisingly friendly voice, considering her words. She crossed her arms over her chest. “You aren’t a Grayson through blood or marriage, so who are you, and why are you pretending to be someone you’re not?”
Lightheaded, I sank down on the bed, dropping my head on my hands. I knew the odds of being found out were high, but I’d hoped I’d somehow make it through the rest of the school year.
Apparently, I wasn’t going to be so lucky. I’d had a couple of days of popularity, one amazing sleepover, and time alone with a guy who wasn’t going to give me a second thought once the truth came out. Some pretty incredible experiences all in all.
 “How’d you know?” I didn’t try to deny it. It was clear she knew the truth.

 

Chapter 19
Tiffany stood with her arms crossed, studying me. Letting out a dramatic sigh, she dropped down beside me on the bed.
“You do know Tony, right? Please tell me you did at least that much research into the family you’re trying to claim.”
I felt myself blush. I hadn’t known about any of them until after I decided to make myself one of them. “Of, course,” I said. No need to admit just how unprepared I’d been.
Tiffany narrowed her eyes, looking unconvinced. “Well, did you happen to know Tony and I dated for a while?” My eyes widened at her confession, and I shook my head. Was there anyone the girl hadn’t dated?
“Yeah,” she let out a short laugh, “I didn’t think so. All it took was a quick text to him while you were trying to convince everyone your dad had married into the family to find out that was a load of BS. So, I’ll ask again, who are you? Tony’s eager to find out all about his new step-sister.”
My stomach tossed and threatened to eject the few bites of crème brûlée I’d eaten. “What do you want?” I asked, nibbling on my lower lip.
“For now, I just want the truth.”
Standing, I crossed my arms across my protesting stomach. A dozen lies ran through my head. I bit my lip and tilted my head as I tried one on her. “I’m an undercover agent working for a secret intelligence agency?”
Tiffany burst out laughing. “Oh, wow!” She wiped at the tears pouring from the corners of her eyes. “Please don’t tell me that’s the best you can come up with. You’re a terrible liar.”
My face shifted to a pout. “I am not!” I shook my head, surprised at my words. How had I gotten to the point that I wanted to be known as a “great liar?” Maybe it was best to have my secret exposed now before I managed to do anything even more stupid.
Tiffany was still giggling, and I gritted my teeth.
“I wanted to fit in,” I said harshly. “For once, I wanted to fit in.”
That stopped her laughter cold, and she squinted at me. “How did you think pretending to be a Grayson would help you fit in?”
“Exactly the way it has,” I snapped at her. “I don’t come from money like all of you. My parents work for Mrs. Grayson, and she’s the only reason I can afford to go to Stratmore.”
I blinked at the ceiling before dropping my eyes to Tiffany. “Would you have so much as talked to me if you’d known my parents didn’t own a mansion, or have trust funds, or run huge companies?”
With her expression unreadable, Tiffany finally shrugged. “Probably not,” she admitted. “I still don’t understand why you lied about who you are though.”
“Don’t you?” I raised my voice and spread my hands at my sides. “Maybe because I wanted to have people to talk to at school, and get invited to parties like this, and even wind up with my very first boyfriend. None of that would have happened if you’d all known I wasn’t rich.”
Tiffany’s eyes grew round. I thought I was getting through to her until she said, “Cooper’s your first boyfriend?”
I simply stared at her.
“I mean,” she continued, “I get where you’re coming from, and I guess I even understand why you did it. More importantly at the moment is that Cooper’s going to chew you up and spit you out. Especially once he learns you’re not who he thinks you are.”
I shook my head. “He’s not like that with me. I know his reputation, but he’d never hurt me.”
“Try him.” Tiffany pinched her lips together. “If you really believe that, come clean about who you are and see how fast he runs. And how miserable he makes the rest of the year for you.”
“He wouldn’t do that,” I continued to defend him, although her words started a niggle of doubt in me. “But I can’t tell him. If I do, everyone will find out, and I’ll be the laughingstock of the entire school.”
A tiny smile played on Tiffany’s red lips. “What makes you think I won’t tell?”
My stomach dropped. I was pretty sure my dessert was about to make a reappearance for real this time.
“I’m not going to,” she said before I had a chance to actually be sick. “But what made you think I wouldn’t?”
“You’re not going to tell?” Tiffany shook her head. The relief that rushed through me was similar to what I’d have felt if I’d just been reprieved from a death sentence. I knew my priorities were out of whack, but this life that I’d stolen had the potential to make every one of my dreams come true.
My knees grew weak with relief, and I sank to the bed beside her. I sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t know what made me think you might not. Maybe because you don’t seem to be worried about your popularity and social status as much as everyone else at school. And you were trying to keep me out of the line of fire with Megan earlier, right? What was that about?”
“Megan hates you,” she said without hesitation. “She’s studying your every word and every move to find something that will pit Elizabeth against you. I didn’t want you taking a chance with truth or dare because if you answered one question wrong that would just give her ammunition to use against you.”
I gave my head a slow nod as her words simply confirmed what I already knew. “What about you and Megan?” I couldn’t help myself from asking.
Curiosity flickered in her cool blue eyes, as she pushed her long hair over her shoulder. “What about us?”
“You’re supposed to be friends, right?”
She nodded.
 “And yet you don’t even seem to like each other most of the time.”
At her raised brow, I quickly apologized. “Sorry, not my business. I just thought it would be so great to make some real friends, but then I see you two, and I wonder if that’s all friendship is. Someone to hang out with, but not to trust or confide in, or even care about.”
Tiffany was so quiet I peeked over at her, wondering if I’d ticked her off.
“I care about Megan,” she said slowly. “And Lizzy. They’re my best friends.” She pursed her lips. “We used to be the kind of friends you’re talking about.” Her voice trailed off.
We sat together in silence for a few minutes. My thoughts were torn between disappointment that my fake identity had been discovered so fast, and a surprising amount of relief. This wasn’t my world. I’d hoped for real friends. Not a group of vindictive girls that I’d always have to watch my back around. I let out a heavy sigh.
“What?” Tiffany asked.
“I was just thinking my rich girl cover had a pretty short run.” I gave her a weak smile already planning how best to sneak out of the house without having to face anyone else tonight.
She simply stared at me until it was my turn to ask, “What?”
“What if it’s not over?” she asked.
I tilted my head.
“You’re right that Megan and I don’t get along great anymore. I mean, we’ve been friends forever, and I love her like a sister. But sometimes I hate her like a sister too, you know?” I shook my head, but she continued, “I think having some fresh blood in our group is just what we need to shake things up.”
My pulse sped up, but I was afraid to get too excited until I found out exactly what she meant. “So, you’re going to let me keep playing the part of a Grayson?” I asked uncertainly.
“I said I would, and I will.” She sounded firm, but as surprised by her decision as I was.
I still found it hard to believe that she would keep my secret, but I was beginning to. “Um, I don’t imagine you could ask Tony not to say anything either, could you?” I wrinkled my nose and pleaded with a half-smile, not very optimistic that she’d say yes.”
She stood up and moved toward the door. “It’s already done. I didn’t want him messing things up for you before I found out what was going on.” With a hand on the door handle, she turned back.
“I don’t care that you’re not from money. I think it’s kind of hilarious that you’re pulling something like this over on everyone. Just because I don’t tell, doesn’t mean no one will ever find out. Tyler and Tony still talk sometimes, it wouldn’t take much for Tyler to find out Tony, your supposed step-brother, doesn’t have a clue who you are.”
I drew in my lips, and my eyes darted to the side as I wondered if I should tell her Tyler already knew my secret.
Her eyes narrowed on me and seemed to read the truth in my expression. Her lips parted. “Tyler knows?”
I tipped my head with a shrug. “Like you said, he and Tony keep in touch. He wasn’t fooled for more than a minute.”
A curious smile curved her lips. “And yet he didn’t out you.” Her eyes gleamed. “Interesting. Very interesting.”
Before I could ask what she meant by that, she opened the door. “Lizzy will wonder what happened to us. She really did send me to find you so we could practice for tomorrow.”
She started to walk out the door. I caught up with her and grabbed her arm.
“What?” she asked with just a hint of curiosity in her pale blue eyes.
“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t know if you can understand why I’m doing this, but I appreciate you not embarrassing me in front of everyone. That’s really cool of you.”
She studied me, and for a minute I thought a hint of compassion started to melt her frigid stare, but it disappeared before I could be sure.
“I’m not doing it for you, honey,” she said in a cool drawl. “This is the most exciting thing that’s happened around here since Jody Miller went to boarding school for eight months and came back with a new baby “brother.” She grinned. “I’m just in this for the entertainment.”
My hand dropped from her arm and fell to my side as she started down the stairs. Her words left a chill in the air. For a minute there, I’d thought we were moving toward something like friendship. I guessed that wasn’t going to be the case.
Firming my chin, I followed her to the living room. I didn’t need her to be my friend. I just needed her to keep my secret.
 

 

Chapter 20
By morning, I was a bundle of nerves. The nubs of my freshly manicured nails were proof. The sleepover would have been fantastic, exactly what I’d always imagined a sleepover to be—well, what I’d imagined multiplied by a million since Elizabeth seemed to have full access to daddy’s credit card—except for Megan.
She’d gone from glaring at me from a distance to changing tactics and attaching herself to my hip, asking me question after question about my “family.” My stomach had been in a ball of knots for hours as I dodged her questions and offered half-truths when pushed.
I had no doubt she was on to me. She just didn’t have any proof. Yet. I shot Tiffany a beseeching look when Megan cornered me, asking about my “parents’” wedding.
“Was it a spring wedding?” she asked, peering at me through narrowed eyes, analyzing my slightest expression. “I can just imagine an outdoor wedding,” she continued. “You were a bridesmaid, of course. I’d love to see the pictures.”
“Um,” I turned sideways and did what I could to adjust my swimsuit in the mirror. I was pretty sure the material had shrunk by at least fifty-percent since I’d tried it on, which meant at this point, it was all but invisible.
“So, spring?” Megan persisted, frowning at her own granny suit in the mirror.
Why was she pushing so hard for an answer? Did she know something about my “mom” that would prevent an outdoor wedding? Maybe she had severe seasonal allergies. Maybe she hated flowers. Ugh! I needed to do some in-depth family history if I was going to keep my cover through the day.
“I think I have some pictures,” Tiffany pushed between us, dressed to kill in her pink bikini and tall heels, her white-blond hair a sleek sheet half-way down her back. She thumbed through photos on her phone as Megan turned her frown on her.
“You have pictures?”
Tiffany cut a quick glance at me before saying, “Sure, Tony needed a date, so I went with him. We’re still friends, you know.”
My jaw literally dropped at Tiffany’s blatant lie—and timely save—but thankfully, Megan was so focused on Tiffany she didn’t notice my expression. “You were at the wedding?” she asked. “So you already knew Mirinda?”
Tiffany glanced at me again before shrugging. “We didn’t meet or anything, but I’m sure I saw her at some point.”
Megan snapped her mouth shut before spinning on the sloppy flip-flops Elizabeth had made her wear and storming out of the room.
I sagged against the mirror, swiping mock sweat from my brow. “I owe you,” I told Tiffany.
A small smile played around her lips. “That you do, little imposter. That you do.”
Without another word, she left me to finish getting ready. My heart pounded. What was I getting into? What if Tiffany really did think I owed her? How would she collect? I couldn’t possibly have anything she wanted.
“Hey.” My thoughts dropped and shattered as the voice I dreamed of filled the room. “I’ve been searching for you. Why are you hiding out alone in here? Have you had enough of my sister’s lifestyle already?”
Tyler cocked his lips in a sexy half-smile while he lounged in the doorway. His short-sleeved, pale yellow button-down was left unbuttoned over his navy swim trunks giving me full view of his bronzed abs. I sighed, remembering how many times I’d been close to that impressive chest before reality had ripped me away. Thankfully, the sound of my pitiful sigh jerked me back to reality once again.
What was it about Tyler? I had a perfect boy who, for whatever reason, seemed to sincerely like me. Yet I knew, given the choice, I would throw him over for Tyler in a heartbeat. And yes, that made me feel like an awful person.
Tyler’s eyes roamed my body before moving back to my face. My entire body heated under his appraisal, but I didn’t rush to cover myself. His expression told me he liked what he saw. For the first time, I appreciated Elizabeth’s choice in swim attire.
“So.” He took a few steps toward me. I licked my lips as he neared but held my ground. He glanced over his shoulder to ensure we were alone before adding, “I hear our little secret has spread.”
The words were like a dousing of cold water. A dousing I desperately needed, considering I couldn't seem to be able to tear my eyes from that magnificently sculpted chest. And abs. And calves.
“Huh?” I shook my head and gripped the back of the nearest lounge chair while I focused my thoughts—and my eyes—on something besides Tyler’s perfectness. “Oh, Tiffany.” I sighed again, this time without a trace of lust. “You didn’t tell me she knew Tony,” I accused. My equilibrium restored, I straightened, crossing my arms.
Tyler shrugged. “And now the plot thickens.” He grinned, obviously enjoying that fact, although it was turning me into a nervous wreck
Facing the mirror, I smoothed my hair and tucked one side behind my ear. “Megan’s on to me, and Tiffany keeps bailing me out.” It was my turn to shrug as I met Tyler’s eyes in the mirror. “She says I owe her, and I’m not sure exactly how much that should scare me.” I tried to smile, but my lips trembled.
Tyler stepped up behind me. His warm hand rested on my bare shoulder as he turned me to face him. “Tiff and I go way back. You won’t have a problem with her.” His eyes were soft and inviting as they moved from my eyes to my lips. He swallowed, and my breath caught as my tongue darted out to lick my lips.
“What is it about you?” he said in a low deep voice as his head bent toward mine. “I can’t get you out of my head.”
His words were so similar to my thoughts I wanted to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, but when his mouth touched mine, no pinch was needed. Every nerve in my body electrified, standing the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck at attention. This wasn’t a dream. I didn’t dream dreams this good.
His lips touched mine, not moving, yet setting off an explosion of tingles in my stomach. All my senses came alive, overloading my mind with everything Tyler. His skin was warmed by the sun and smelled outdoorsy with just the faintest hint of the intoxicating cologne I already associated with him. His lips were firm but gently teasing in the way he kept the kiss at the merest hint of a touch.
Just when I couldn’t bear another second of his teasing, his lips brushed over mine before he deepened the kiss, drawing me closer until I was pressed against the full length of his body. The gentleness of the moment before vanished and heat flared between us. He drove his hand into my hair to pull me even closer. My heart pounded. Stars flickered behind my eyes.
I rested my hands on his forearms as much to support myself as out of desire to touch him. I slid my hands up his forearms, over his shoulders, finally settling on his neck. The shiver that ran through him at my touch repeated in me.
This was a kiss. This was what I’d expected after years of listening to girls brag about their make-out sessions. This was a kiss that was making my knees literally go so weak I had to grab onto Tyler’s shoulders to support myself.
This is what I’d expected from Cooper but never got.
Cooper!
Elizabeth!
As much as every fiber of my being rebelled, I stepped back, pushing Tyler away. Pressing a hand to my swollen lips, I blinked up at him in confusion. I could have everything I’d ever dreamed of; friends, parties, popularity.
Or I could have Tyler.
There was no question of having both. Elizabeth would never allow it. Cooper probably wouldn’t be a very good sport about being thrown over for his nemesis either. I shook my head when Tyler reached for my arm.
“Don’t.” The word came out as a raspy whisper, but it was clear enough that Tyler dropped his hand to his side. As I watched, the warmth in his brown eyes was extinguished by a chilling look that was painful to see.
My heart told me I’d made the wrong decision. My short stint of popularity was nothing compared to the way I felt when I was with Tyler. I opened my mouth to tell him exactly that when Megan stormed into the room, tugging angrily on the unflattering granny suit Elizabeth had picked out for her.
She jerked to a stop when she spotted us. Her eyes flicked between Tyler and me. A slow, mean smile tipped her lips as she appraised the situation. “So, what do we have here?” Gliding the rest of the way into the room with a predatory look in her eyes, she moved to stand between Tyler and me.
I kept my hand over my mouth and turned back to the mirror. “Tyler thought Elizabeth might be in here,” I said, stumbling over the excuse. “Have you seen her?”
Megan wasn’t fooled for a second. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” She dragged her bottom lip between her teeth while meanness sparked in her eyes. “I wonder if you’ll still be Elizabeth’s shiny new toy once she hears you broke her number one rule.”
“What rule is that?” Tyler asked, his brows dipping low.
Megan gave him a happy smile. “The rule that her brother, namely you,” she poked his chest flirtatiously, and he brushed her hand away, “is off limits to her friends.”
Tyler’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “Is that why you pulled away?” My heart dropped at the pleading expression on his face. “Because my sister might not be your friend anymore if she finds out we kissed?” he asked incredulously. 
My eyes shot to Megan in time to see her jaw drop. I couldn’t believe Tyler had come out and admitted we’d kissed in front of her. What was he trying to do? He had his own reasons for not needing anyone to know about that kiss. The main one being Sierra.
“Ohmygosh!” Megan exclaimed so fast the words came out as one. Her face lit up like a Christmas tree, and she clapped her hands. I’d never seen her so happy. I was so thankful to be able to spread joy like that. Not.
“I’m going to tell Elizabeth.” She rushed toward the door, but Tyler stepped in front of her and grabbed her arm while keeping his eyes on me. “I don’t think you want to do that.” He pulled his eyes from me to focus on Megan. “Rindi’s not the only one of my sister’s friends I’ve kissed.”
I stared at the scene unfolding in front of me in sheer and utter disbelief. I thought there was no way Megan would have ever risked Elizabeth’s wrath by making out with Tyler. But her deathly pale cheeks and frightened eyes said otherwise.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Megan tried to bluff, but not even I was fooled. “I’ll tell her I was drunk and didn’t know what I was doing,” she said while Tyler watched her with a cold smile.
“For three weeks?” He let out a chuckle. “Sierra knew all about it. She’ll be quick to confirm my story if Elizabeth needs convincing.”
Megan’s chest rose and fell as she took a few quick breaths. I could read the indecision in her stance. I was pretty sure she was willing to suffer Elizabeth’s wrath if it meant the end of me.
In the blink of an eye, her expression turned angry, and with a hate-filled glance she brushed past Tyler and stalked out the door.
“Wow.” I didn’t know what else to say. My thoughts were in a whirlwind. I couldn’t believe Megan and Tyler had ever dated—or whatever hidden kissing sessions amounted to—even if it was for only three weeks. I also couldn’t believe that anyone would blow Tyler off to appease his sister. 
But wasn’t that exactly what I’d done? What I was doing. What was wrong with me? The old Rindi never let people boss her around. My heart fell. The “old Rindi” never had friends to boss her around.
“Tyler,” I started, but he held up a hand halting my words. His eyes were so cold and hard I shivered despite the heat.
“I thought you were different, Mirinda. I should have known if my sister picked you, you must share her more un-redeeming qualities.”
My stomach plummeted. He’d never called me Mirinda before, and I didn’t have to be a psychologist to know that didn’t bode well for our relationship. “Tyler, don’t. It’s not like that. You know my entire plan hinges on being in Elizabeth’s good graces.”
“Then it’s exactly like that.” His words cut me off.
I pressed a hand to my forehead. “I’m not explaining myself right. That is why I stopped kissing you, but I decided I didn’t want to choose her over you. I was going to tell you that when Megan came in.”
I closed the distance between us. My heart was pounding like a locomotive chugging up a hill. Each beat pounding the impossibility of the situation into my head.
I was poor little Rindi, and he knew it. There was no way a guy like Tyler could ever really like me. Not for anything more than a temporary distraction. He already had his little-miss-perfect-socially-acceptable girlfriend, and he hadn’t made any mention of things being over between them.
Not only would Elizabeth kick me out of her clique when she found out I’d kissed Tyler, she’d destroy me at school. People would be scared to so much as look my direction for fear of getting on her bad side.
All that and more raced through my head as my eyes locked on Tyler’s. I searched his expression for reassurance that if I chose him, it would mean something more than whatever little three-week tryst he’d had with Megan.
I knew it would to me, but was it just a game to him? Was it anything?
I opened my mouth to tell him I would choose him a thousand times over, but what I said instead shocked both of us. “You and Megan?” I started to giggle. For some reason, the thought of Tyler and Megan sneaking around behind Elizabeth’s back became unreasonably funny.
Tyler surprised me by grinning. “I think I was the one that was drunk.”
“For three weeks?” I let out a loud laugh. The stress of the situation finding a release in the most unexpected way.
Tyler watched me with a quiet smile until I got myself under control. I dabbed at the tears under my eyes and shook my head. “Sorry,” I said.
He shrugged. “I always wondered why Megan insisted I didn’t break up with Sierra. I never dreamed it was because she was hiding things from Elizabeth.”
“Yep,” I said, teasing him now. “Elizabeth is pretty jealous of her friends. I guess she’s afraid you’d steal them all given a chance.”
Instead of laughing like I’d expected, Tyler’s jaw tightened. His eyes locked on mine. “Except for you,” he said in a low voice.
My breath caught. He sounded upset by that fact. Was that even possible? “Tyler, I . . .”
“Sierra will be looking for me. I should go.”
My heart begged me to grab Tyler and stop him from walking away, but my head bobbed in a quick nod. “Of course.” I somehow managed to add a small smile before Tyler left me alone with my regrets.
 
 

 

Chapter 21
“What are you doing in here?” Elizabeth’s voice punctured my whirling thoughts, and I spun guiltily to face her. I’d been so wrapped up in what happened with Tyler I didn’t have any idea how long I’d been standing there alone. From the expression on Elizabeth’s face, it’d been awhile.
“Um, sorry,” I mumbled.
Megan stood behind her with an all-too-satisfied smirk on her face. I braced myself for the worst, certain she’d blabbed everything to Elizabeth. That just made me angrier at myself for pushing Tyler away. If I was going to lose my popularity anyway, at least maybe, I could have seen where things went with Tyler.
Ugh! I circled right around to the same thought that kept haunting me. Did Tyler really want some kind of relationship with me? Or was I reading way too much in our limited time together? Just because he’d kissed me didn’t mean it meant anything at all to him. For all I knew, he’d kissed all the girls at school, and he just needed to mark me off the list.
Or not.
It’s not like I had much experience with boys. I’d been thrown into the deep end of the relationship pool and didn’t know how to swim. I was so far in over my head.
Elizabeth’s next words dispelled my fear that she had any hint about Tyler kissing me.
“Perfect.” She squinted, eyeing me up and down with an approving nod. “I’m glad my heels fit you. It wouldn’t have looked right if we didn’t match exactly.” And we did match, from our hair to our makeup to our shoes. It was kind of weird in a way, I guess, but we really did complement each other. And it made me feel like I truly belonged.
Just like I wanted.
Megan’s bitterness was almost palatable as she glared at me from behind Elizabeth’s back. That look quickly tarnished my sense of belonging. I wished there was something I could do to get Megan off my back. I just wasn’t sure what.
“I want to run through the dance once more.” Elizabeth fluffed her hair in the mirror. “Brent should be here soon, and I don’t want him to be able to keep his eyes off me.”
Megan chose the wrong time to roll her eyes, and Elizabeth caught her. Elizabeth jerked around to face her. “Is there a problem? You’ve been acting so strange lately,” she snapped, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.
“No!” Megan was quick to deny. “I just thought you’d decided to forget about him. You know he really did you wrong.”
I was a little surprised to hear Megan voice an opinion that I was sure contradicted Elizabeth’s in every way. She sounded pretty sincere, though, and it was clear that whatever else was  going on, she was concerned about Elizabeth getting hurt.
“Brent and I simply had a misunderstanding.” Elizabeth’s nose tipped up. “I think we’re on the same page now. I just need a chance to talk to him.”
“And you think dancing for him half naked is what it’ll take to get his attention? Don’t you see anything wrong with that?” Megan pleaded, spreading her hands at her sides.
“You know,” Elizabeth said in a deceptively soft voice, “I think it might be best if you left now. Those desserts really bloated you. I know you don’t want anyone to see you like that.” Her eyes rested on Megan’s flat stomach, and I reflexively sucked in my own.
The girls stared at each other. Megan opened her mouth, and I was pretty sure from her expression that she was finally over Elizabeth and was ready to tell her off.
If that happened, she’d have no reason to protect my secret, because she wouldn’t be worried about Elizabeth finding out she’d kissed Tyler too.
I panicked. If I didn’t stop whatever was happening between them, Megan was going to take me down.
“Ow!” I yelled, intentionally stumbling on Elizabeth’s borrowed heels. I sank to the nearest chair and rubbed my ankle. “I think I sprained it.” I let my eyes meet Megan’s “I can’t do the dance.”
“What?” Elizabeth roughly grabbed my ankle, twisting it so hard it really did hurt.
“Ouch!” I frowned and pulled my foot away to rub the tender area.
“I can’t believe you did that. You act like you’ve never walked in heels.”
If she only knew.
“You’ve ruined everything. The dance will be stupid with just me and Tiffany.”
“Megan could do it,” I said softly, keeping my eyes on Megan’s. Hope flashed across her face before she hid it behind a bored expression. I had no doubt this would smooth a lot of the animosity she held toward me. No matter how fed up she was, Megan’s goal in life was to be Elizabeth’s number one sidekick.
Elizabeth tossed her hair over her shoulder and shook her head. “No, it’s too late. We already practiced with the three of us. We don’t have time to rework it.”
Megan’s hands clenched, and she pinched her lips together. Hopefulness built in her expression, although she was trying hard to hide it.
“Megan knows the routine better than I do,” I continued, “and she can wear my suit so you guys will still look hot.”
Megan’s eyes darted to mine, full of surprise at my offer.
“I don’t know.” Elizabeth glanced back at Megan. “Can you do it without embarrassing us?”
“Yes,” Megan hurried to reassure her. “I’ve been going over the moves in my head. Mirinda always messed up on that second turn. I won’t mess up.”
“And you’re sure you won’t feel better before Brent gets here?” she asked me.
I grabbed my ankle and shook my head. “I don’t think so. Megan’s your best bet if you want to pull it off.”
“Fine.” She stood up and headed toward the door. “Change and meet us at the pool.” She wrinkled her nose. “And hurry up.”
Elizabeth shut the door behind her, and Megan stripped out of her suit, tossing it to me. I tried not to squirm as she casually stood there nude, waiting for me to give her my suit.
“I know you’re faking,” she said. I turned my back and took off my suit, throwing it back to her. She wiggled into it.
“If you think this makes us friends, you’re wrong.”
I put on Megan’s suit and relaxed for the first time since I’d gotten dressed this morning. The skimpy black suit did amazing things for my figure. I wouldn’t deny it. I wasn’t the type of girl who needed to parade around almost naked to feel good about myself though. Having just a bit more covering was a relief.
I bit my lip and considered her comment. “Why do you let Elizabeth treat you the way she does?”
Megan raised a brow at me in the mirror, and I hurried on while I had her full attention. “I mean, look at you.” I waved a hand down her reflection. A tiny waist. Curves in all the right places. “You’re gorgeous, yet Elizabeth harasses you every time food even gets near your mouth. And she was so mean about the dance. There was no reason all four of us couldn’t have done it. It would have been fun.”
Megan watched me, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth. I wondered if I was getting through to her.
“Do you even know what it means to be friends?” I asked in a low voice as Megan shoved her feet into my recently discarded heels.
I was out of my league, reaching out to her the way I was, but I ached for her. She was pretty. And popular. And wealthy. She didn’t need Elizabeth to make her way at Stratmore. I honestly wondered why she put up with her.
“Cry me a river,” she snapped without looking up.
I jerked back, surprised by the venom in her voice.
“Friends are the people who can take you where you want to go.” She drew in her lips as she studied herself in the mirror. “And I think you know that better than anyone. Would you even want to be here if we weren’t popular?”
Her eyes met mine briefly, but poignantly, before she whisked from the room, her accusation trailing behind her.
Her words left me so stunned I couldn’t move. She wasn’t wrong. My entire reason for being here was because the EMTs were popular, and I wanted a taste of what they had.
I slid my feet into the flip-flops Megan had left behind while I considered that. I’d been ready to lecture Megan on being a good friend, but what did I know about it?
I worried my lip between my teeth. For just an instant, I wondered what my mom would say if she knew what I was doing. It wasn’t hard to guess that she’d be disappointed in me.
The surprising thing was, even though my plan was apparently working, I was disappointed in me too.
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 22
I sat on a bright yellow lounge chair by the pool, soaking up the sun as well as the atmosphere as people mingled around me. They laughed and flirted and splashed in the large kidney shaped pool. A few couples even made out right in the middle of the sidewalk while people walked around them.
I wanted to be thrilled since I was at my very first A-list party, but my thoughts ran dark and deep. Were all of these people faking life just like Megan—and me? Or were any of them truly happy? As much as I struggled to define it, I couldn’t pin down that elusive something that made happiness.
“Hey, New Girl.” The nickname brought a resigned smile to my lips. Cooper dropped into the chair beside me. A tall, clean-cut guy with stylish blond hair stood beside him.
“Have you met Brent yet?” I shook my head and reached out to shake the infamous Brent’s hand. A tight designer t-shirt showed he was built, and his face outshone many models I’d seen. Looking between him and Cooper, it wasn’t hard to imagine I’d been dropped into the pages of a fashion magazine.
I couldn’t say I was really and truly happy all the way down to a cellular level but, wowza, I was still one lucky girl.
“New Girl, is it?” Brent’s teeth gleamed pearly white as he flashed me a teasing smile. I wondered if maybe he really was a model.
I rolled my eyes at the name. “Mirinda,” I corrected, giving Cooper’s shoulder a light punch. “This guy seems to have a mental block when it comes to my name.”
Cooper grabbed my hand and brushed a kiss across my knuckles. “No block, I just like getting a rise out of you. You’re sexy when you’re mad.”
I shook my head at his outrageousness but couldn’t stop a grin. He kept my hand in his, and it wasn’t unpleasant. It was kind of nice actually, but that was it. Still no tingles or goosebumps, and I resigned myself to the fact that, for whatever reason, I just didn’t have the chemistry with him that I had with Tyler.
The music started on the patio, and everyone turned that direction as the EMTs emerged on the makeshift stage and began their routine to some “whoops” and cheers.
Elizabeth found Brent in the crowd and kept her eyes on him through the entire dance.
Unfortunately, Brent spent more time watching other girls around the pool than Elizabeth, and I felt sorry for her. He wasn’t interested—at all—if my guess wasn’t too far off.
Cooper rubbed his thumb over my palm in a way that should have been distracting, but it simply set me off in search of Tyler. It didn’t take long to find him on the other side of the pool. My breath caught when I realized he was staring at me. Our eyes met and held. I was so tempted to walk straight over to him and demand he tell me why he’d kissed me.
And then maybe demand he do it again.
The clapping and whistles told me the EMTs had successfully pulled off their dance. I was happy for them, but at the same time, I realized I didn’t miss being up there with them for a second. Popularity was one thing, being a showgirl quite another.
I smiled at Cooper and found him staring across the pool at Tyler with a dark expression. He must have noticed me watching him during the dance.
Tyler caught his look and held it. I could almost see the tension building between them and shimmering across the pool.
“So, Brent,” I leaned across Cooper, intentionally putting myself between him and Tyler, deciding to try my hand at matchmaking while hopefully distracting Cooper. “What’d you think of the dance? Elizabeth has some great moves, doesn’t she?”
Brent’s forehead creased as he stripped off his t-shirt, proving that he was even better built than his snug t-shirt had hinted at. Whoa, mama. The guy must work out daily to have that kind of definition.
“I guess,” he said, shaking his hair back in a way that made it fall in perfect layers. Thankfully, he either didn’t notice me ogling him, or he was just used to girls staring.
I forced myself not to gawk at his statue-worthy physique, and glanced at Cooper. His jaw was tight and his brows low. He was hurt and disappointed —or maybe just annoyed. I couldn’t tell exactly, but I knew he wasn’t happy catching me staring at Tyler. I didn’t blame him, and I felt bad knowing I’d upset him. 
It was funny, parts of popularity were everything I dreamed they’d be: sleepovers, gossip, chicken fights. Cute boys. But, it was all the back-biting and pettiness that surprised me. Including what I was doing to Cooper by leading him on. I always imagined popularity was the key to happiness, but Megan was first-hand proof that wasn’t true.
I found her in the crowd. She might be smiling and laughing now as everyone told her how great she looked in my swimsuit, but just a couple hours ago she was an unhappy mess.
And now, I could just imagine how mad and hurt Elizabeth was going to be when she talked to Brent. If the guy had a hint of interest in her, he was doing a fantastic job of hiding it.
“What’s up with you and Tyler?” Cooper narrowed his eyes at me. “And don’t give me that ‘protective older brother’ crap again either. There’s something else. Do you like him?”
I drew in my lips as my breath caught. A quick glance his direction showed Tyler watching us closely. He leaned forward in his chair. I worried he might jump out of it and head our way any minute.
This could be my chance to set things straight with Cooper. I could break up with him right now and put the ball in Tyler’s court, so to speak. Then it would be up to him to make the next move.
I might not have much experience with boys, but I knew I didn’t want to use Cooper. It was just frustrating because I was pretty sure I could really like him if it wasn’t for Tyler. I opened my mouth to tell him I didn’t think things were going to work between us when I saw Sierra in a tiny green bikini, wrapping her arms over Tyler’s shoulders from behind to kiss his neck.
I forgot what I was going to say as I waited for Tyler’s reaction. This was his chance to pull away, let her know things were over between them. The wide smile that covered his face as he scooped her into his arms and jumped into the pool while she shrieked made it clear he wasn’t breaking up with her.
And I was a fool for ever imagining he was interested in me. I’d known our kiss might not mean anything to him. That didn’t make it hurt any less to find out it was true.
I closed my eyes and took a slow breath. Tyler or no Tyler, I wasn’t going to lead Cooper on. It wasn’t right, and it wasn’t me. I’d only been acting the part a couple of days, and I was already becoming a “snobby rich girl.” And I didn’t like myself too much at all.
“Cooper.” I searched for the words to let him down easy. To ensure him that I did like him. Just not enough.
“Girl, what are you doing keeping all the hot guys over here to yourself?” Elizabeth sat on the chair beside me, forcing me to scoot over with a bump of her bony, tanned hip. “Hey, Brent.” She sent him a look I hadn’t seen her use yet. Somewhere between coy and interested and downright desperate.
I was immediately embarrassed for her when Brent did no more than send her a cool nod in reply. His attitude ticked me off. Elizabeth might not be perfect, but no one deserved to be snubbed like that. I decided to see if I could get back to that matchmaking goal I had.
“You guys were great,” I told her. “Lance couldn’t keep his eyes off of you. I know where you’ll be later.” I wiggled my eyebrows up and down suggestively.
Elizabeth’s brows dipped so low, I had to laugh. “Don’t be shy.” I bumped my shoulder into hers. “Lance is so hot. He treats you like a princess too. You are so lucky.”
Elizabeth was still looking at me as if one of us, namely me, had lost our minds. I tipped my head toward Brent, who was giving our conversation his full interest now, and raised my brows while widening my eyes. Surely Elizabeth was enough of a schemer to catch on to what I was up to.
I could see the moment Elizabeth caught onto my plan. Her face smoothed and she took her time crossing her legs, smiling when Brent followed her every move. “Yes, Lance is pretty great,” she said. “I’ve never known anyone like him before.”
“So, you’re dating someone?” Brent asked, his beautiful face bunched into a frown.

 

Chapter 23
I was still chuckling at how attentive Brent became to Elizabeth as soon as he thought she might be unavailable. What was the matter with people, always wanting what they couldn’t have? Including me.
I didn’t mean to, but I automatically scanned the crowd for Tyler. I found him just as he did a perfect dive off the diving board. He was so athletic. Diving and swimming came as naturally to him as breathing.
I watched him for a few minutes before I couldn’t stand it anymore. I needed to talk to him. I wanted to find out why he’d kissed me. More than anything, I wanted him to do it again.
I wasn’t a bad swimmer myself, and I decided it wouldn’t hurt to swim right over to Tyler and find out what he’d do.
“I’m going to swim for a while and cool off.” Cooper had been watching me with a mopey expression while Elizabeth and Brent flirted. I was as eager to escape his stare as I was to talk to Tyler.
“I’ll come with you,” he said.
I shook my head. “No, that’s okay.” I pulled out of his grasp. “I’ll just swim some laps. Maybe try out the diving board. I’ll be back soon.” I hurried away before he could stop me. I knew I should have let him come with me so I could break up with him, but it was so much easier to let things stay as they were.
And yes, I was a little scared about how he would take it. He and Elizabeth were friends. Breaking up with him could kill my popularity as quickly as kissing Tyler. I was already getting tired of all the “rules.” At my previous schools, I might have been invisible, but I never used people, and I never had to jump through hoops trying to figure out who I was allowed to talk to and who I wasn’t.
I hurried across the hot ground and climbed the two steps to the rough diving board. I couldn’t help myself—I waited to catch Tyler’s eye and smiled before doing a backflip into the pool. The water was cold and refreshing, and I swam all the way to the ladder before coming up for air, appreciating a moment of almost silence as the water muffled the party noises.
As soon as I emerged I searched for Tyler and felt disappointed when I didn’t see him.
I dragged myself out of the pool. “Rindi!” I heard Tyler yell above all the talking and laughing. I found him on the diving board. As soon as he caught my eye, he grinned and did a front flip that went all the way around into a dive. I laughed and hurried to the board, accepting his silent challenge, forgetting anyone else was at the pool but us.
When his head popped above the water, I was ready with a double front flip. Our impromptu competition drew interest without my even noticing. I was having a blast.
We soon had a crowd gathered and cheering us on as we either matched each other’s moves or did our best to one-up each other with something just a little more impressive. We eventually ended up in the water at the same time.
“Not bad,” Tyler grabbed one side of the ladder. I faced him and held onto the other side, catching my breath.
“Not bad?” I asked, raising both brows. “I’ll show you not bad.” I started to hoist myself out of the pool, but Tyler stopped me.
“Okay, okay.” He grinned. “Maybe a little better than not bad.” His hand slid from my wrist to my hand, twining my fingers with his under the water. 
I shivered at his touch, but my smile dissolved into uncertainty. I realized I knew how to flirt even less than I know how to be a rich girl. I needed things laid out for me in plain and simple English. He either liked me, or he didn’t. “Tyler, I don’t know what you want. . .”
A huge splash interrupted me. I gasped, shielding my face from the water and was surprised when someone wrapped his arms around me from behind. I recognized Cooper even before he spun me around to face him. I found myself thankful for the extra inches of swimsuit material between us as he pulled me close.
Funny how I hadn’t minded being close to Tyler in my skimpy suit.
Cooper smiled tightly, but he wasn’t happy. His lips pressed against mine before I even realized he planned to kiss me. I spluttered and shoved against his chest. He backed away, laughing but keeping me securely in his arms as if he was worried I would escape if he let go.
“I’m stealing my girlfriend,” Cooper informed Tyler in a teasing tone, but his cold expression said he wasn’t teasing at all. “I’m pretty sure you have one of your own to take care of.”
We all reflexively turned to find Sierra glaring at us. I couldn’t stop the shiver that coursed through me at her murderous look.
“Chill, Coop. Rindi and I were just messing around.”
“No kidding.” Cooper’s words were iced. I flushed at his implication. “Let’s get a drink,” he said.
Cooper led me to the bar and handed me a bright red drink with a cute little paper umbrella before downing a shot of amber liquid that I guessed to be something strong like whiskey. He tossed back a second shot and closed his eyes for a second. I caught a touch of vulnerability in his expression and guilt flooded me.
Whether I had a chance with Tyler or not, I didn’t like Cooper the way I should if we were going to be a couple. And he deserved to know that.
“Cooper, there’s something I have to tell you.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, clenching his glass so hard I had serious concerns it might shatter in his hand. “I let Tyler get to me, and I shouldn’t. The guy just always gets everything he wants in life. He needs to know he can’t have you.”
He sent me a sweet smile that arrowed into my heart. Could he make this any harder? I took a sip of my drink while I tried to figure out how to break things off without hurting him and without in any way leading him to believe Tyler had anything to do with it.
“Oh my gosh!” I spluttered as the drink hit my tongue. “What is this?” My eyes watered while I tried not to gag. Fingernail polish remover would have been smoother than the drink in my glass. 
“Carbs.” Elizabeth snatched the drink from my hand and set it on the bar with a clank. Red, sticky liquid sloshed over the edges. I watched with morbid fascination to see if the drink would eat a hole through the wood like acid. It didn’t, and I hoped my stomach would be as lucky.
“That’s two pounds just waiting to hit your hips,” Elizabeth snapped, but she didn’t sound as disgusted as I expected. More like she was saying the words out of habit.
I wasn’t sure about the carb thing, but I was thankful to have an acceptable excuse not to drink the vile stuff.
“We need to talk.” Elizabeth grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the house. “We won’t be long,” she called over her shoulder to Cooper. He watched us walk away with his lips pinched and his jaw tight. It was clear he wasn’t happy, but I guess he knew better than to push Elizabeth too often.
As Elizabeth’s fingers dug into my arm, my stress level skyrocketed. She smiled and nodded as people called out to her from all sides as we made our way past the pool, but she didn’t stop to talk to anyone.
All I could think was that Megan’s digging must have finally revealed some shred of proof that I wasn’t wealthy. I started working up excuses. It didn’t take more than a few seconds to realize nothing I said would make my lie okay in Elizabeth’s eyes. Being duped by someone, especially someone she would consider beneath her, wouldn’t fly in her book.
The door closed behind us in the spacious guest bathroom. I fought to keep my breathing slow and even, but I was still on the verge of hyperventilating.
Elizabeth checked her hair in the mirror with a cold expression. I decided to try to circumvent the tongue-lashing I knew was heading my way.
“Elizabeth,” I started, twisting my hands and wishing, not for the first time, that I’d simply accepted my fate and my seat by the trash cans. Being unpopular would have been better than being a laughingstock. And I had no doubt my stupid con would make me just that once word spread.
“Lizzy.” The single word cut through my thoughts like a hot knife through butter.
“What?”
Elizabeth twirled around and grinned at me. “My friends call me Lizzy.”
 

 

Chapter 24
My head spun as I tried to make sense of Elizabeth-Lizzy’s declaration. I even darted a quick look around the elegant bathroom to see if there was someone else there she might be talking to. Unless that someone was hiding behind the white and gold shower curtain, we were alone.
“Oh, wow!” Elizabeth grabbed my arms with a radiant smile. “How did you know Brent was the jealous type? Mentioning another guy was all it took to get his full attention. You are a genius!”
That was so far from how I expected this conversation to go I could only stare at her until she shook my arms.
“Did you hear me?” she squealed in a very un-Elizabeth-like way. “Thanks to you, Brent wants to get back together. I’ll need some desperate texts from a fake guy from time to time to keep his jealousy at a simmer. You and the girls can take care of that for me though.”
I licked my lips and nodded. I’d never seen Elizabeth so happy before. And it made me sad to know that happiness was all because of a fickle guy who “liked” her because he thought another guy liked her.
But I so wasn’t going there. I had no doubts Elizabeth—and why was it so hard to think of her as Lizzy?—would tear my head off if I even mentioned that.
“I’m really happy for you,” I said, and Elizabeth crushed me in a hug, bouncing up and down.
“Me too! I know he’s not perfect, but I think he could be my soulmate.” Gone was the cold hard mask that made Elizabeth Ruston Queen B at school. For the first time since I’d known her, she was no more than a young girl in love.
I nodded again, but my heart ached for her. “Maybe,” I hedged with a surprising burst of protectiveness toward my she’d-drop-me-in-a-minute-if-she-knew-I-was-poor friend, “you should play hard to get for a while. Don’t jump right into a relationship with him.” I nodded hard, satisfied with my own advice. “Make him prove himself to you first.”
Tipping her head from side to side, Elizabeth considered that. “You might be right. But, I won’t make him wait too long,” she hurried to add.
With a secretive smile, she squeezed my arm. “I knew I was right to bring you into our group. I owe you big time. Just name your price.”
Typically, I would have told her she didn’t owe me a thing, and that’s what friends did for each other. This was the perfect opportunity to ensure I stayed in her good graces when I broke up with Cooper though.
I licked my lips. “Well, there is one thing.”
“Sure, anything.”
“I know you and Cooper have some kind of special friendship, and I think he’s a great guy. I just don’t feel anything beyond friendship for him though. I was about to break up with him over by the bar.” Whoa. I needed a couple of deep breaths after that spiel.
My words might not have been a question per se, but they were to me. If I could get Elizabeth’s blessing to break up with Cooper, my life would be a lot smoother. With or without Tyler.
“Really? That’s too bad.” Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. “You’re good for him.” She shrugged. “But sure, no hard feelings. If he’s not the one for you, you should definitely move on. After the ball.”
“Huh? What ball?”
Elizabeth arched her brow. “The Grand Berkley ball, of course. Surely your parents have told you about it. Mrs. Grayson attends every year. Everyone who’s anyone gets an invitation.”
“Oh, sure, that ball,” I bluffed. “I meant, why should I wait until after it to break up with Cooper?”
She scrunched her lips to the side and turned back to the mirror, adjusting her swimsuit. “I didn’t want to say anything to hurt you,” she darted a glance at me through the mirror, “but Cooper’s only dating you to get back in his parents’ good graces. They gave him an ultimatum. If he didn’t stop running around with low-life girls, they would cut off his allowance.”
“What?” My jaw dropped, and I did my best to clench it shut.
“No hard feelings,” Elizabeth said. “I actually think he likes you more than he expected to. He went through some kind of rebellious stage recently, dating outside of our peers. His parents put up with it for a while but finally put their foot down. He dates someone worthy of him, or he’s cut off. Indefinitely. I don’t think Cooper would make it a day without that sporty little death-trap of his.”
That was pretty much what I thought she’d said, and the irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me. Cooper went for girls below his social status, and I happened to be precisely that even though he didn’t know it yet.
The blood drained from my face, but I kept my voice calm and slightly teasing although my question was deadly serious. “What are they going to do? Subpoena my bank statements?” 
“Don’t be silly. The Grayson name holds its own in any circle around here. Cooper simply has to show up with you on his arm looking gorgeous, and all will be forgiven. I hate to say it, but it will probably be him breaking up with you after the dance.”
She narrowed her eyes. “I haven’t ever seen him so taken with anyone else before though. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen Cooper jealous of a girl before ever. That little show he put on in the pool with Tyler was just ridiculous. As if any of my friends would even consider dating my brother.”
She laughed, and I forced myself to join her although the last thing I felt like doing was laughing. Her comment about Tyler was just icing on the cake of my cruddy life. I’d thought money and popularity would make me happy, but if this was happiness, I wanted no part of it.
I faked another small laugh. “What if it turned out I was as poor as some of the other girls Cooper dated? Wouldn’t that be hilarious?”
Elizabeth squinted her eyes at me and smirked. “Not really. Come on. I’ve left Brent alone too long already. I don’t want him talking to any other girls.”
My footsteps were heavy as I followed her back to the pool. I hadn’t expected her to jump up and down and say she would love it if it turned out I wasn’t rich. Her dismissal of the idea told me just how she’d react when the truth of my situation came out. Because it would come out.
I didn’t know how to get on the internet and post fake information about my background, and I sure couldn’t afford to hire someone to do it. And so what if I did? Just a few more steps would turn up my birth certificate or driver’s license or some other piece of proof that I wasn’t related to the Graysons.
I had a feeling that Megan might back off for a while since I’d given her my place in the dance, but odds were, Coopers’ parents would research the heck out of the girl Cooper was dating to make sure he wasn’t trying to pull anything over on them. I was so dead.
Cooper sat in the lounge chair beside me and took my hand, kissing my fingertips. I gave him a watery smile. He was sweet. Regardless of his reputation, he was a sincerely sweet guy.
“What did Elizabeth want to talk to you about?”
His question was innocent, but barely-concealed panic filled his eyes. He must have suspected she’d told me about his little secret. I considered telling him the truth. I wasn’t sure how many lies I could juggle after a lifetime of being a “good girl.” The truth would be messy though, and messy was the last thing I wanted.
“Sounds like she and Brent are getting back together. She wanted to share her excitement.”
Cooper’s lip curled. “I can’t believe she’d take that guy back after what he did to her.” He glared in Brent’s direction.
“I told her to take things slow, but I don’t know if she’ll listen to me.”
The way Elizabeth had her body pressed against Brent’s in the lounge chair they shared made me pretty sure my words had gone in one ear and out the other.
 

 

Chapter 25
Mom wanted to hear all about my first sleepover the minute I got home. I was tired and stressed, but I gave her some of the highlights focusing on the manicures and the dessert chefs. It wasn’t until her face drew up into a worried pucker that I realized I probably should have left those details out.
“I worry putting you in that school was a mistake.” Mom said. “I don’t want those kids with all their flashy cars and disposable money making you unhappy with your life.”
“That’s stupid.” I snapped, surprising us both. “I’m sure they probably all envy me for not having money.”
“Rindi!” Mom’s crushed look cut deep, but I had too many things on my mind to deal with it right then.
“Sorry,” I said shortly, rubbing my brow. “We didn’t sleep much last night. I’m just really beat.”
Mom watched as if she wanted to say more but instead pursed her lips and nodded. “You should take a nap before dinner. I’ll call you to help set the table.”
 
The weeks flew. Megan had let up on me ever since I’d let her take my spot in the dance at Elizabeth’s pool party. Since she’d been the only one digging, as far as I knew, I wasn’t as worried about anyone finding out my true social status in the immediate future.
It was my true financial status that had my stomach in knots now.
Everything these girls did required a credit card. Manis. Cha-ching. Pedis. Cha-ching. Lunches at fancy restaurants. Dancing at hot clubs. New outfits for each event.
Cha-ching, Cha-ching.
My hair now shone with highlights and lowlights, and my closet bulged with A Dollar Does It buys that I snuck in when the EMTs weren’t around, snipping off the tags before anyone saw the non-designer labels.
I’d sucked as much money from my parents as I could for made-up charities, mission trips, and even a non-existent orphan in Africa that I felt called to help. Cooper had officially invited me to the Berkley ball, and I’d found out from Elizabeth that I would need an actual ball gown. I was pretty sure A Dollar Does It wasn’t going to have anything suitable.
“Mom! This is important.” I gripped the edge of the granite counter and tried to stay calm. The kitchen smelled amazing from Mom’s cooking, but I hardly noticed. “Not everyone gets invited to the Grand Berkley Ball. I have to go. I just need a little bit of money for a dress. I’ll pay you back.”
I’d run out of fake charities to pimp to support my new lifestyle and had gone with honesty. From the way Mom briskly shook her head back and forth as she stirred a large pot of red sauce, honesty wasn’t going to get me anywhere.
“You have your dress from prom at Forest Ridge High. Why don’t you just wear that?”
My last school had prom crazy early, just before Christmas, so I’d already bought one dress this year. I’d been hoping Mom wouldn’t remember that.
“Mom,” I might have whined a little. “That second-hand dress was good enough for a prom but not for a ball. I need a ball gown.”
“Rindi,” Mom put down her spoon and turned to face me, her face filled with question and concern. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you. You ask for money every time I turn around. Just because your friends are rich doesn’t make you rich. If they’re really your friends, they won’t push you to do things you can’t afford. You were never like this at your other schools.” 
“I never had friends at my other schools, in case you didn’t notice!” Mom stepped back, shocked at my outburst. I forced myself to lower my voice, but plunged on, “I know it’s a lot of money, but I just want to fit in for a change. I’m being offered the chance of a lifetime. I just need a dress. I’ll get a job and pay you back.”
Mom’s raised brow told me I wasn’t doing myself any favors. I crossed my arms on the counter and dropped my head on top of them. Mom wasn’t wrong. If the EMTs really were my friends, and they had any clue I didn’t have a limitless bank account like they seemed to, they might not push me to do expensive stuff all the time.
But since neither of those statements was true, I needed five hundred dollars asap. It was too near the end of the year to blow my cover now. I was popular. I had a hot boyfriend, and I was going to an event most girls only dreamed about. All my dreams were coming true. I simply had to keep up the charade for a couple more weeks.
I squeezed my eyes tight. My dreams might be coming true, but I was an unhappy mess. I was fighting with my mom, which never used to happen. I had a handful of fake friends and a boyfriend who was only dating me for my supposed fortune. Wasn’t that a laugh?
I hadn’t told Cooper I knew he was dating me because he thought I was rich. I felt that would be the pot calling the kettle black. Wasn’t his money and fancy car part of the reason I was still with him? I just hoped Elizabeth was right, and he would dump me as soon as the stupid dance was over. I couldn’t believe I was looking forward to getting dumped the way some girls looked forward to prom invitations.
Tyler had stepped out of my life. I still ran into him from time to time, but I was usually lucky to get a nod of acknowledgment when I did. I’d blown him off at the pool party, and while I’d hoped he’d somehow understand why I did, I hadn’t expected him to. I couldn’t blame him for keeping his distance. He’d put himself out there. He’d kissed me, and as far as anyone could tell, I’d chosen Cooper over him.
Oh, Cooper. Just the thought of him and his adorable little smile made my head hurt. I’d tried to give him a real chance, but although I liked him as a friend, I just couldn’t make myself feel anything more for him. And now, every time we kissed, it was Tyler’s face I saw. 
Ugh.
“Rindi.” Mom’s sharp voice broke through my pity party, and I sat up to rub my temples, trying to stave off the killer headache that was brewing behind my eyes. “Your dad and I have been talking. I know you don’t want to transfer, but what if you finished the year online?”
At my incredulous look, she hurried on. “Your grades have been slipping, and I can’t remember the last time I heard you laugh. I think putting you in this school was a terrible mistake.”
“Well, you should have thought about that before you did it. I only have a couple of weeks left. I’m not dropping out.”
“It wouldn’t be dropping out,” I heard Mom say, but I was already out the back door and on the way to the cottage. I couldn’t believe she would even suggest something like online schooling. If she had any clue how hard I’d been working to be part of the in-crowd. . . Well, she probably really would pull me out of school and chain me to a computer for the rest of the year.
And maybe that would be the best thing that could happen.
I wasn’t sure how I was going to maintain my fake identity through the ball. Even if I somehow came up with an appropriate ball gown, I still had to convince Cooper’s parents I was worthy of their son. Wasn’t that a laugh. Financially, I was probably the least well-off girl Cooper had ever dated.
My steps slowed when I spotted Mrs. G tending her roses in a pale blue blouse and beige pants with her wide-brimmed straw gardening hat. I would have to pass her to get to the cottage.
Mrs. G was great. She was so kind and generous, it often felt like she was my grandmother most of the time. After my fight with Mom, I wasn’t up to making small talk, not even with her.
I turned to sneak back to the house, but Mrs. G spotted me. “Rindi, dear? Do you have time to help me with the weeding?”
I turned and worked up a smile, although I wanted to cry. There was no help for it. Snuggling under my soft covers and feeling sorry for myself would have to wait. And I would have to get back into performance mode. Of course, the longer I played the role of rich-girl Mirinda, the harder it was to remember who the real me even was.
 

 

Chapter 26
Tyler stood in front of his locker focused on his cell phone. I had no reason to be on this hall other than my insane need to get my first glimpse of Tyler for the day. A familiar ache started in my chest at the sight of him.
I bit my lip, walking slowly in the hopes he might happen to look over and see me. And then what? I wanted to talk to him. That would be the mature thing to do. Walk right up to him and say, “Hey, Tyler. How’s it going?” 
If he didn’t blow me off, I could play it by ear from there. In my daydreams, I often told him the entire truth. I was just dating Cooper until after the ball because Elizabeth had asked me to. The only person I liked and wanted to date was him.
And that’s where I got hung up every time. I wanted to go out with Tyler, but what? I expected him to patiently wait for me to fulfill my promise to see Cooper through the ball? I rolled my eyes.
I knew I wouldn’t appreciate a line like that from him. Even if it was the truth. All I could do was make it through the next week. Once the stupid ball was behind us, if Cooper didn’t break up with me, I’d tell Cooper things just weren’t working out.
Then I’d tell Elizabeth I was interested in her brother. My stomach jumped to my throat at the thought of her reaction to that.
Well, I shook my head to match my internal debate, it didn’t matter what Elizabeth thought. I would try to maintain her friendship by not going behind her back, but I was going after Tyler. With or without her approval.
“You just don’t give up, do you?” The teasing tone in Tiffany’s voice as she fell into step beside me had my cheeks flaring red, but I pretended I didn’t notice. Tiffany and I had developed a friendship of sorts since the pool party, and it didn’t take long to discover that she was sharp as a tack. Not much slipped past her. Unfortunately.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said staring straight ahead.
She laughed, not for an instant fooled. “I don’t know why you don’t just go for it. I saw the chemistry between you two at the pool party. Heck, everyone there saw it. He’s as interested in you, as you are in him. Dump Cooper and give Tyler a chance.”
I let out a huge sigh that brought another laugh from Tiffany. “It’s not as easy as you make it sound.” I pouted. “Cooper’s so nice. I don’t want to leave him hanging right before the ball. Plus, you know Elizabeth would kill me if I did that after she asked me not to.”
With a roll of her eyes, Tiffany changed the subject. “Have you found a dress yet? I’m going with a coral designer gown with acres of material.” She spread her hands lavishly with a laugh. “Go big or go home, right?”
“Are you sure I can’t get away with wearing my prom dress?” I asked in a small voice even though I knew what she’d say.
“No way! This is not some silly dance. This is the biggest event of the year. If you’re trying to convince Cooper’s family that you come from money, you have to look the part.”
“That’s the problem,” I snapped before lowering my voice. “I don’t come from money, and I don’t have a spare penny for a new ‘ball gown’ right now. Have you seen the price tags on those things? The cheapest one I’ve found is five hundred dollars. I can’t come up with that.”
Tiffany wrinkled her nose as we walked into the classroom. “Is that all you’re worried about? I have a rack of gowns at home to choose from. There’s no reason why you can’t borrow one of them.”
My eyes bulged. “Did you buy all of them?” I was doing the math and couldn’t even imagine that kind of money. Of course, I could hardly even imagine the money that allowed my “friends” to do pretty much anything they wanted.
“Don’t be silly.” She sat down and pulled out her books. “Designers want their clothes to be seen. Several designers sent dresses over, hoping I’d wear one of theirs to the ball.”
“Wow.” That’s the way life seemed to work. The people who didn’t need help, like Tiffany, had more dresses than they could ever wear given to them for free, while someone like me was expected to shell out more cash than my parents earned in a week for one dress.
Megan walked through the door beside Elizabeth, so I quickly told Tiffany I would love to borrow a dress, and sat back, amazed that my biggest problem was solved just like that. Ever since Tiffany discovered my secret, it was like she’d let me into her world. She still acted spacey when she wanted to but not around me.
I’d discovered her “act” afforded her an escape from her busy world of non-stop friends, and gossip, and boys. Well, she never seemed to tune the boys out, but that was something else I’d learned about her. While most people thought she was a slut for dating a new guy every other week, she’d confided in me that she hadn’t even gone all the way yet. Not even with Cooper, although she’d let everyone believe it.
She had a fairytale romance in mind full of love at first sight and a happily ever after. She’d give a guy a couple of weeks, but if the magic she was searching for wasn’t there, she moved on. Something about her earnest search for Mr. Right made her seem younger and more innocent than even me, and I’d grown protective of her, going so far as to shut Megan down when she tried to imply Tiffany was more than just a little boy-crazy.
Megan and Elizabeth sat down, and it didn’t take long to discover Megan was trying to get back into Elizabeth’s good graces. Again.
“I’m sure you’re right. I don’t even know why I said anything. There’s no way Brent would cheat on you after you gave him a second chance. He knows how lucky he is. I’m sure the guy I saw at Harvey’s just looked like Brent. The lights were dim in the restaurant, and he was on the other side of the room.”
My stomach dropped. Megan wouldn’t have said anything if she wasn’t sure it was Brent. I remembered how concerned she’d been that Elizabeth was giving him a second chance. Now it was clear why.
Elizabeth refused to accept it. She glared at Megan. “I don’t know why I tolerate you. You never have supported my relationship with Brent. Now you’re making up stories to break us up?” She shook her head, and I did my best to hide the pity from my face.
“At least Tif and Mirinda are on my side, aren’t you?” We both nodded before sharing a worried look. I forgot about my problems for a minute to focus fully on Elizabeth.
“You two haven’t been back together long. Have you ever thought about taking a little time off to make sure you still have feelings for each other and not just memories from the last time you dated?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Elizabeth’s words were icy, but her eyes were scared. “The ball is this weekend. Brent and I are going together. Period.”
I quickly nodded. “Of course, maybe after the ball, you might want to take a break though. I know Mason Cooley has been watching you lately. You two haven’t ever dated, have you? Maybe you should give him a chance.”
Tiffany kicked me under the desk, and I winced. Elizabeth might not be a great person, but she was my friend. Kind of. I didn’t want her to get hurt. Tiffany’s narrowed eyes said I was going too far though.
“What’s with you today?” Elizabeth scowled at me. “You sound like you want me to break up with Brent. You don’t have your sights set on him, do you?”
“What? Gosh, no!” I might have denied it a little too vehemently, but while Brent was attractive, he was a jerk. I had no interest in ever dating someone like him.
“I guess I was just thinking it’s getting close to the end of the year, and there are so many cute guys right here at school who you haven’t dated. . .” I shut up when Tiffany kicked me again, but shot her a glare. I hoped the gown she let me borrow for the ball covered my ankles because I was sure they were going to be bruised.
Tyler slunk into his seat just before the bell rang, and I forgot all about Elizabeth’s boy problems. I had problems of my own. I couldn’t stop thinking about Tyler. Watching him. Wishing things were different. Wishing that there were things between us at all.
Sierra whispered something to him, and he grinned while I furrowed my brows. No matter what happened with me and Cooper after the ball, I had to remember Tyler was happy with Sierra.
Sure he’d kissed me, but maybe she was okay with that. I mean, I wouldn’t have been, but I didn’t know a thing about their relationship. Other than I burned with jealousy every time I saw them together.
I rested my chin on my fist. Maybe Mom’s idea to finish school online wasn’t that terrible. If I didn’t see Tyler every day, maybe I could forget about him.
The thing was, I didn’t want to forget about him. No matter how much it hurt, I would rather have a chance to at least see him every day. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when school ended, and we went off to our separate colleges. I’d accepted a position at Rice here in Texas, but the last I’d heard, Tyler was still set on Yale. Ugh. It was possible I’d never see him again.
“Mirinda,” Tiffany whispered. “Wipe the drool off your mouth.” Her eyes shone with laughter. Rather than trying to deny I’d been watching Tyler—again—I just shook my head.
“Shut up. Someday you’re going to fall for someone, and I’m going to tease you every time you so much as glance at him.”
She let out a snicker, and Elizabeth raised a brow in question. Thankfully, Tiffany was a quick thinker and told her to check out Linus’s mismatched socks. I glanced a couple of rows over and saw the poor guy sporting one white gym sock and one black dress sock under his slacks.
From the little bit I knew of him, the guy was a genius. I doubted matching socks was something he ever worried about. The excuse was enough to distract Elizabeth and before long the bell rang.

 

Chapter 27
“I’ll catch up with you guys later,” Elizabeth said, hurrying to the door before I even closed my book.
“What’s her deal?” Tiffany asked, watching Elizabeth race away. 
Megan leaned close. “I don’t know, but I’m worried about her. That was Brent I saw with another girl last night.” She sucked in her lips and shook her head. “He’s going to break Lizzy’s heart again.”
I tore my gaze from Tyler to confront Megan. “If you’re sure it was Brent, why didn’t you say so?”
“You’ve heard the expression, ‘Don’t shoot the messenger,’ right?”
I nodded.
“Well, Lizzy hasn’t, and I don’t feel like being iced out for the next month while she takes her anger out on me instead of the dipstick she insists on dating. I tried to warn her he hadn’t changed, but she wouldn’t listen. She never listens.”
Although Megan’s words were kind of harsh, her voice broke, and she had to swallow hard to get the last words out. She and Elizabeth might not have an ideal Disney-movie friendship, but they cared for each other in their own twisted way.
Tyler and Sierra walked out the door hand in hand. I pursed my lips, earning another kick from Tiffany. “You’re pitiful,” she whispered before walking out, but there was no meanness in her words. Unfortunately for me, they held only truth.
I was pitiful. I knew it. Tiffany knew it. From the exasperation on Megan’s face, even she knew it, but for whatever reason she was holding her tongue. I was in love with a guy who was off-limits while I dated a guy who I didn’t feel more than friendly toward. And thanks to Tiffany’s offer of a dress, I was less than a week away from attending a ball with some of the most exclusive families from around the country.
The odds of my secret coming out at the ball were astronomical. Everyone knew the Graysons. Someone was bound to remember there was no granddaughter. My only hope was that I was too insignificant to rank on anyone’s gossip radar. I bit my lip, wondering if I’d get that lucky.
I walked to my locker deep in thought and almost jumped a foot when someone grabbed my arm.
Suzanne tugged me away from my locker with a terrified look on her face. “You have to come,” she said as I tilted my head in confusion. “It’s Elizabeth.”
She didn’t have to say more to put my feet into gear. We zig-zagged through the halls, avoiding students, and ran down the stairs to the main floor. “Richard saw her duck into the supply room.” She glanced back at me. “It sounded like she was tearing the place apart, but then she started crying.” Her face was filled with true concern.
My heart tightened in my chest. Elizabeth knew Megan was telling the truth about Brent cheating on her—again. She was just too proud to admit it.
“Who else knows she’s down here?”
Suzanne led me to the supply closet. A tall dark-haired boy I assumed to be Richard stood in front of it with his arms crossed like a guard.
“Just us and Jamie and Fisher. They’re keeping everyone away.” A girl at one end of the hall and a guy at the other both turned people back when they tried to head our direction.
“Why are you protecting her?” I asked. “I know she’s not very nice to you and your friends.”
Suzanne gave me a small smile. “She can’t be nice to us and reign as Queen B. We’re underclassmen, it’s like a law that she has to snub us until we earn our place. It doesn’t make her a bad person.”
Didn’t it? I narrowed my eyes but nodded. “Thank you. I’ll be sure she knows you had her back.”
I took a deep breath as Richard moved from in front of the door so I could go in. I didn’t know what I was going to say to Elizabeth, but I’d come to care about her. Even though I was pretty sure she was going to shred me just as soon as she learned who I really was—or rather, who I really wasn’t.
“Wish me luck,” I said under my breath, turning the cold brass knob. The supply room was dim but not dark. Books and papers and pens littered the floor in a haphazard mess. A tornado would have left less damage.
I stepped carefully around a shattered computer monitor. “Lizzy?” I whispered, hugging my arms around myself. For a second, I felt like the star of a horror movie just waiting for the killer to spring from behind a storage shelf.
A sniffle from the back of the room reminded me it wasn’t a killer I needed to be worried about, but a broken “Queen B” who might not take kindly to being found crying. I’d thought the ball would end my short popularity stint, but if she was upset enough, Elizabeth could end it for me right here, right now.
I bit my lip and hesitated. Elizabeth sat hunched in the corner with her knees drawn to her chest and her head tucked between her arms. I was pretty sure she didn’t know I was here yet. I could turn around and sneak out before she saw me, and send Suzanne and her friends on their way, leaving Elizabeth to deal with someone walking in on her unexpectedly.
Or, I could do what a real friend would do. What I would want someone to do for me. I sank to the floor beside her. Her head jerked up and her tear stained face held a deer-in-the-headlights look before she recognized me.
“What are you doing here?” Her voice came out hoarse and drained.
Her pain pricked at me as if it were my own. I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m here for you,” I said. “Want to talk about it?”
“Who all knows I’m here?” I almost smiled. Leave it to Elizabeth to be more worried about “who” knew what was going on rather than what was actually going on.
“No one knows. Well, Suzanne and a few of her friends are keeping everyone out of the area to give you some privacy, but no one else knows anything. Suzanne’s the one who told me where you were.”
“I suppose they’ll think I owe them something now.” She sniffed. “I don’t owe anyone anything!”
I scrunched up my face at her outburst. “I’m pretty sure they don’t expect anything from you. They’re just being nice. It wouldn’t hurt you to tell them ‘hi’ in the halls or something though.”
She leaned her head back against the wall. “And if I speak to freshmen, everyone will say I’m slipping. Getting weak. Add that to the fact that I can’t keep a guy from messing around on me, and someone will take me down. Probably Megan. She’s wanted my spot since junior high.”
“Megan idolizes you. I don’t think she wants your spot. She just wants your friendship.”
“What do you know about it? You’ve never been the Queen of your class. You have no idea how hard it is to maintain that spot. And I have.”
She poked a finger against her chest, her eyes slightly wild. “I’ve ruled this school for almost four years, and weeks before graduation a stupid Ken doll is going to ruin everything for me. I mean, he was out in public with some skank. He’s not even trying to hide it. Word’s going to spread before the day’s over, and I’ll be a laughingstock.”
She closed her eyes and let out a quiet moan. “I was so close. For the past four years, my mom’s been so proud of me. Of how I’m following in her footsteps. No guy would have ever dared cheat on her when she was a student here. She’s not going to understand.”
“Sure she will. You’ll tell her what a jerk Brent is and that you’re glad to be rid of him, and she’ll be happy for you. This doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”
“Like you know anything about popularity.” She sneered the words.
“What?” I sat back, startled by her comment.
“No one even knows you at your last school. You can’t tell me you were popular.”
My face blanched. “You checked up on me?”
With an eye roll that said that was a stupid question, Elizabeth said, “Of course I did. You don’t think I let just anyone into our group, do you?” I was too shocked to answer. If she’d checked up on me, there was no telling how much she knew.
“I dated a guy at Forest Ridge High for a few minutes, Jace Freeman. He was a hottie,” she said, “but way too deep for me. Anyway, I reached out to see what he knew about you.”
My mind raced. I remembered Jace, but I was pretty sure we’d never even talked. He was dating one of the popular girls at Forest Ridge while I was there, so it was no surprise if he didn’t remember me.
“I wasn’t there long,” I said quietly. “I’ve never been at the same school for more than a few months.” Before the pity-party I wanted to indulge in could take full root, I shoved it away. This wasn’t about my messed up life for a change, but Elizabeth’s.
“So, what did Jace have to say about me?” I steeled myself, unsure what to expect.
I felt Elizabeth’s shoulder lift in a shrug. “Not much. All the guys thought you were hot, but you didn’t give anyone the time of day, so they were all scared to ask you out. As they should have been. It doesn’t sound like any one of them is worthy of a Grayson, no matter how convoluted your step-divorced-whatever connection to the family is.”
I froze, unsure which was more surprising. That the boys at Forest Ridge thought I was hot but were scared of me, or that Elizabeth still thought I was a Grayson—of sorts. We sat in silence for a minute, each lost in our thoughts.
“So, I don’t know what it’s like to be popular like you,” I finally said, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t know about people. We can turn this Brent thing on its head and make you come out on top.”
Elizabeth let out a derisive snort. “You’re like Mary Poppins or some other perpetual optimist. I thought I liked that about you. But I don’t.”
I blinked at her and let out a startled laugh. “You have no idea how pessimistic I am.” And she really didn’t. Even now, I was waiting for her to spring an “oh, by the way, I know you’re a phony” on me. Since she hadn’t, I was starting to believe fate wanted me to play the part I was playing . . . and, okay, so that did make me an optimist.
“I try to find the bright side in things,” I admitted, “but I’m honest enough to know there’s not always a bright side.” I twisted around so I was facing her and grabbed her hands. “I know there’s a bright side in this though. You can turn this to your benefit.”
Hope sprang to Elizabeth’s raccoon rimmed eyes before it shut down. “How? Brent was seen in public with another girl. I don’t know how to make that work to my advantage. I just look like the duped girlfriend. Which I am.”
My eyes darted around the room as my mind raced over scenarios that would have Elizabeth coming out on top. I didn’t like Brent from the minute I’d met the cocky guy. Taking him down a few notches wouldn’t be a hardship.
“What if,” a slow smile covered my face, “word comes out you’ve been dating him out of pity.”
Elizabeth didn’t say anything but tilted her head, clearly intrigued.
“I don’t know Brent as well as you. He must have some flaws.” I nibbled on my lip, feeling devious. “Bad breath? No inheritance? A really hairy back that he has to wax every week?”
Elizabeth giggled, and I smiled, thankful to see her brightening.
“Well, there is this one thing,” she began hesitantly.
“Yes?” I prodded.
She lowered her eyes, but a smile covered her face. She peeked up at me, and I leaned close and nodded encouragingly. “Well,” she said, “he’s scared of clowns.”
I sat back with a frown and dropped her hands. “I don’t know if that’s exactly the type of thing that will take him down. I mean, clowns are creepy. I think lots of people would side with him about that.”
Elizabeth was still grinning. “He’s so scared he wets his pants if a clown gets too close.”
“What?!”
She nodded happily. “You’re a genius! We’ll make sure there’s an appropriately placed clown at the ball. He’ll wet his pants in front of everyone. It will be great!”
I bit my lip. That wasn’t exactly what I was going for. Starting a rumor was one thing. Making a guy wet his pants in front of the most elite families around could be life-altering. And not in a good way.
“I was thinking more like we spread the rumor he has mono or an STD,” I said slowly. “We want to crush his reputation, not destroy him.”
Elizabeth’s smile became frigid. “He deserves to be destroyed. You know the last time he cheated on me it was with a little nobody. In my bed! Brent deserves what’s coming to him.”
I wasn’t sure about that, but just then the bell rang. The halls would soon be flooded with students. I couldn’t ask Suzanne and her friends to guard the hall all day.
Elizabeth jumped to her feet and brushed off her skirt.
I stood slowly. “Um, let’s not finalize that just yet. Tiffany and Megan will probably have some great ideas. We should talk to them first.”
After a swipe of her fingers under each eye to remove some of her smeared mascara, Elizabeth linked her arm with mine, completely ignoring my words. “We’ll have the clown backstage,” she said, walking toward the door. “And when Brent’s announced, the clown will jump out behind him. That way no one will miss the show!”
I cringed, imagining the scene but let her lead me out of the storage room without a protest. Hopefully, Tiffany and Megan could help me come up with something a little less traumatic for Brent.
I mouthed a “thanks” to Suzanne as we passed and noticed Elizabeth tipped her head in acknowledgment to Richard. It wasn’t the profuse gratefulness I’d kind of hoped she’d show them, but it was a start.
 
 

 

Chapter 28
Thanks to Tiffany I had everything I needed to show up at the ball in style. And I was seriously considering skipping it.
Something terrible was going to happen at the ball. I could feel it. Whether it was Brent wetting his pants in front of everyone, and then needing therapy because of me and my bright idea, or someone exposing me in the middle of the dance. Even if it was just having to watch Tyler looking all gorgeous in a tux with the wicked Sierra in his arms on the dance floor, I sensed the night wasn’t going to end well.
Cooper had been extra sweet all week. He’d even bought me a diamond bracelet which I’d tried to give back, although he wouldn’t hear of it. His kisses still didn’t put a sizzle in my tummy, and no matter how much fun I had with him, he wasn’t Tyler.
Megan was adding some curls to my hair. Surprisingly they were turning out pretty nice. I figured she planned to model me after some kind of creepy sea creature when she offered to help me get ready.
I fluffed the loose curls and smiled at my reflection as they gave a light bounce. “Why are you helping me?” I turned and asked Megan. Elizabeth and Tiffany were spending a few minutes in the tanning beds downstairs, so Megan and I had Elizabeth’s room to ourselves.
“I kind of thought you hated me,” I added.
“Who says I don’t?” Megan smirked at me before freshening up her own curls.
“Oh.” I stuttered in surprise at her bluntness. “I just thought since you were actually making my hair look nice you might not hate me too much.”
Megan raised her brows with a sigh. “I don’t hate you. Anymore,” she added with a forced sigh.
I laughed. “So you did?”
“Sure I did.” She added some hairspray to her hair before turning it on me. “Close your eyes.” I barely had a chance to close my eyes before I was surrounded in a cloud of sticky chemicals.
“There,” she said. I risked opening an eye to see she’d set down the can of spray.
“You came waltzing in here and claimed a spot at our table on your very first day. Then you snagged the school’s most eligible bachelor and became something of a goddess to all the little underclassmen. I’ve had to fight for my position almost daily. There’s always the implied threat that Elizabeth would be more than happy to replace me. And even though Cooper was a jerk to me when we dated, I still like him. I’d do almost anything to go out with him, yet you treat him like an old coat, and he clings onto you.”
“An old coat?” I choked out with a laugh.
“Comfortable but hardly noticed.”
That actually wasn’t a bad description of how I felt about Cooper, but I couldn’t admit that to anyone. Not until this stupid dance was over.
“So, why’d you stop hating me, if I’m so terrible?”
“You care about Elizabeth,” she said shortly as if that explained it all. And maybe it did. Maybe for all I judged her, she really was a true friend to Elizabeth somewhere deep, deep down inside. She simply showed it differently than others.
“What do you think about the ‘Brent annihilation?’” I asked thinking about Elizabeth’s plan which had grown to include a whole group of clowns dancing around Brent on stage to some creepy clown music she’d found online. “Don’t you think it’s a little harsh?”
Megan raised her brows. “Wasn’t it your idea?”
“No,” I vehemently shook my head, making my curls sway. “Well, yes,” I corrected. “It was my plan to bring him down, but I was thinking about starting a stupid rumor that he was a terrible kisser or had an STD. I’m worried that if Elizabeth’s right and he pees his pants on stage, things are going to go really bad.”
Megan scrunched up her brows and picked up an eye shadow brush, running her finger over the soft bristles. “Bad how?”
“I don’t know? Like he decides to get revenge on Elizabeth, or all of us, and we have to watch our backs for eternity. Or,” I swallowed, “if he can’t take the teasing, I’m afraid he might, you know.” I could barely think the word much less say it.
“What?” Megan swept gold shadow over her eyelids, but I could tell I had her attention.
“What if he decides he can’t live with the embarrassment and tries to,” I lowered my voice and leaned close, “kill himself?”
The brush stilled in her hand, and she bit her bottom lip. “So what if he does?” she said after a pregnant pause.
“You don’t mean that!”
She dropped the brush and walked to the window, staring down at the pool below. “Maybe I do. Brent’s a jerk. You don’t know how bad he hurt Elizabeth the first time he cheated on her. Tiffany and I took turns watching her around the clock to make sure she didn’t hurt herself. And then he goes and messes around on her a second time. That creep’s just made to hurt people.”
I flew to my feet. “But that doesn’t give us the right to push him to do something so permanent. I don’t mind scarring his dating reputation and knocking that ego of his down a few bars, but if he killed himself because of us, I don’t think I could live with it, could you?”
For a minute, I thought Megan was going to say she wouldn’t care at all, but she once again surprised me. “No, I couldn’t live with it either. So,” she spun to glare at me, jamming her fists on her hips, “what are we going to do?”
My eyes widened. “I . . . Well, I don’t know. I told you my idea was to start some rumors about him or something. I don’t know how we can call off Elizabeth’s big clown scene without making her mad at us.”
Megan picked up her phone. “Well, you have two hours to figure it out. Let me know the plan, and I’ll help you.”
With that she walked out of the room. I watched her go with my mouth hanging open. I had two hours to figure out a plan? I also had two hours before I had to pull off my Grayson charade in front of Cooper’s parents. I wasn’t a schemer. I had no idea how to out-scheme someone as skilled as Elizabeth.
“Crap!” I said to the empty room. I couldn’t believe Megan had bailed on me like that. And just when I was beginning to like her.
Cooper lifted my hand bearing the bracelet he’d given me and pressed his lips to my skin. The gesture was sweet and so Cooper-like, but it did nothing to calm my frazzled nerves. The ball was beyond anything I’d imagined. The gold and jewels that adorned the guests would have sunk a ship. Everyone looked beautiful and distinguished. Surprisingly, thanks to the EMTs, even me.
“You look lovely, Mirinda,” Cooper said, lacing my hand around his arm. “My parents are going to love you.”
I closed my eyes and let out a nervous breath. I had to find a way to keep Brent from publicly humiliating himself, yet still teach him a lesson. Meet and satisfy Cooper’s parents. Watch Tyler lead Sierra around the dance floor. And I had to do it all from the dizzyingly-skyscraper height of the heels Elizabeth insisted I borrow from her.
I tottered beside Cooper, clinging to his arm for support. He mistook my lack of balance for nerves and patted my hand with a tender smile “Everything's going to go beautifully. You’ll see.”
I wanted to screech at him that nothing was going to go right, but I bit my tongue and forced a tight smile. If I made it through tonight, at the very least I could break up with Cooper without a guilty conscience.
 
 

 

Chapter 29
“I need to borrow your date.” Megan grabbed my arm and dragged me across the ballroom toward the door. I’d been trading glances with Tyler all evening and hadn’t seen Megan come up behind me.
I shot an apologetic glance at Cooper before hissing at Megan. “If you don’t slow down, I’m going to trip in these shoes and take us both down.” I held one hand to the side like a trapeze artist and prayed I wouldn’t really fall in front of everyone.
Megan rolled her eyes but did slow down.
“Where are we going?” I asked as I hurried along behind her with mincing steps.
“Tiffany had the best idea for crushing Brent without the public humiliation,” she gushed. “Elizabeth doesn’t know that the plans have changed, so we need to get this done before she finds out in case she doesn’t want to go along with it.”
I was instantly intrigued. “That’s great. So what’s the plan?”
“You have to get Brent into the men’s room. Tiffany should be herding the clowns that way as we speak. I’ll video Brent’s reaction—which will hopefully be as bad as Lizzy implied—then we’ll bribe him.”
“Bribe him to do what?” My mind reeled, and my borrowed shoes pinched my toes.
Megan stopped short in the grand entryway, and I bumped into her. She pointed to Brent with his head bent toward a pretty young girl who wasn’t Elizabeth.
Megan jammed her hands on her hips and glared at him. “We’ll bribe him to ensure no one ever suspects he dumped Lizzy. He’ll make sure everyone knows she tired of him. Or the video hits the internet. But you’ve got to get him into that bathroom.”
“Why me?” I squeaked as she gave me a shove in his direction.
She smiled. “Because I do still hate you just a little bit.” I shook my head. Some things would never change, I guessed, but hate me or not, she wasn’t trying to destroy me. I was thankful for that.
“It’s the men’s room at the end of the hall.” She pointed before disappearing down the hall in that direction.
I stood where I was for a minute in a pile of flowing blue fabric and delicate lace. Tiffany’s plan wasn’t terrible. I really didn’t want Brent to wet his pants, but if he did, at least it wouldn’t happen in front of everyone. It would be up to him to play nice if he wanted to keep Megan’s video private.
If I could persuade him to go to the men’s room. My mind was totally blank on how to do that, but I was willing to try. I took a step toward him when I heard someone call my name.
“Rindi!”
I spun around. Tyler had apparently followed me out of the ballroom. He closed the distance between us, and I forgot to breathe as he drew near. It had been weeks since we’d spoken, but as he neared, it felt like no time had passed at all.
His brown eyes held mine, and I couldn’t have moved if I wanted. But I didn’t want to move. I wanted to talk to him. I was ready to explain everything. What difference would a few hours make?
Tyler stood in front of me. His eyes taking in my face and hair. My gown. When he looked at me like that, I felt like a princess, and when he finally spoke, I wanted to weep. “You’re so beautiful. Ah, Rindi. What are you doing to me?”
“To you?” My heart pounded so hard I wasn’t sure what he was asking or if I’d even heard him right.
He reached out like he was going to take my hand but let his arm drop back to his side. “You watch me from across the room, as if I was the only person there. Yet, you ignore me if I get close. What do you want from me?”
“What do I want?” I knew I sounded foolish, spouting question after question, but he’d caught me so unprepared, I couldn’t think straight. I was close enough to smell his cologne, and all I wanted to do was take a step closer still until I was in his arms.
I was tired of scheming and lying and faking. Tyler was real. What I felt for him was as real as anything I’d ever imagined.
Staring into his eyes, I said, “I want. . .” A high-pitched laugh came from the end of the hall and reminded me why I was here. Brent! I glanced over my shoulder to see the blond he’d been talking to walking away with a flirty sway of her hips. Brent glanced around before starting after her with his hands tucked in his front pockets. He was walking away from the restroom. No!
“Tyler, I can’t explain now. I have to go. I’m sorry,” I added as I raced away as gracefully as my heels and long gown allowed.
My last look of Tyler showed his face shuttering as it did when he’d given up on something. My heart broke as I realized this time that something was me.
I’d fix things with Tyler later, I promised myself. Brent was getting away. If Tiffany’s plan failed, Elizabeth would embarrass him in front of everyone. I had to stop him.
“Brent!” I yelled, causing more than a few heads to turn at my unladylike outburst. He stopped, watching me curiously as he waited for me to catch up.
Crud! I had no plan for getting him into the restroom. If I’d held a drink I would have thrown it at him then offered to help clean his shirt or something, but I didn’t, and I didn’t see any drinks nearby.
“You’re Lizzy’s friend, right? From the party.” He squinted at me, as I stopped breathlessly in front of him. “Did she send you to find me?”
I wondered for just a second if that would work. I could tell him Elizabeth was waiting for him in the men’s room. He hadn’t sounded happy that Elizabeth might be searching for him though. I decided to keep my tactic but change the player. I wasn’t sure if Brent would go for one of Elizabeth’s friends or not, but considering what a sleaze he was, I was gambling that he would.
“No, Elizabeth doesn’t know I’m here.” I gave him what I hoped was a flirtatious smile. As nervous as I was, my cheeks felt brittle from the effort, and I hoped I wouldn’t scare him away. I ran a hand down his jacket sleeve.
“I thought maybe you and I could get to know each other a little better. Without Elizabeth around.”
Brent’s face lit up, and I wanted to roll my eyes. The guy was entirely too easy. What a jerk. It made me wonder what Elizabeth ever saw in him.
“What’d you have in mind?’ His smile was closer to a smirk. It was all I could do to keep from slapping it off his too-perfect face.
“I know somewhere we can go to be alone.” I turned and walked toward the bathroom, praying he’d follow. A peek over my shoulder showed him hot on my heels. I felt a little mean, knowing what I was leading him into, but I reminded myself I was saving him from something much worse.
An “Out of Order” sign was posted in front of the men’s room. I walked around it, sending a secretive smile back at Brent. I hoped this was the right bathroom and that the girls had set the sign out so we’d have the privacy we needed for our plan.
As soon as the door closed behind Brent, he snaked an arm around my waist and pulled me back tight against him. His hot lips hit my bare neck, and I wanted to puke. The guy didn’t waste a second.
Before I could slam my heel down on his instep, the lights went out, and an eerie glow came from each of the four stalls in the room.
“What the?” Brent stopped his assault on my neck. I took advantage of his distraction and twisted out of his grip.
The doors to the stalls opened as one, and even though I knew what to expect, I found myself shaking when evil clown faces, made even worse by the dim glow of light sticks, stepped out and moved toward us.
I could make out Megan leaning over the top of one of the stalls, recording every second of the show. I did my best to step out of the shot. And stay away from the clowns that I was pretty sure came straight from the set of the scariest horror movie ever. Or hell. I thanked the good Lord above when they ignored me to circle Brent.
“What the hell?” he yelled, yanking desperately on the now locked bathroom door.
I felt sorry for him as the clowns starting a surprisingly frightening dance. I noticed they stayed just out of arms’ reach and didn’t fault them.
The whites of Brent’s eyes glowed in the greenish light, and his hands were clenched at his side. It looked like he’d start swinging if any of the clowns got too close. I tried to remind myself there were regular men behind the garish white face paint and smeared red lipstick, but scooted farther away from them just the same.
“Get away from me! Do you know who my father is? He’ll sue your butts up and down. You need to unlock this door right now. Do you hear me?”
My hands trembled as I pressed myself against the smooth tile wall. I hoped this would end soon. I wanted out of there almost as badly as Brent did. An eerie cackle filled the room, and Megan let out a short scream—while Brent proved true and wet his pants. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but he clasped both hands over his crotch, drawing attention to the darkening stains running down his slacks.
“Got it,” Megan said calmly as the lights flicked on. “Thanks, guys,” she said to the clowns. “Your checks will be in the mail.”
Tiffany held the door as the clowns filed past.
“That was great,” a deep voice chuckled. “Did you see that guy pee himself?”
“Not a word!” Tiffany warned. “Or you won’t get paid.”
“We won’t say anything,” the same voice grumbled. “It’s just funny is all. A tough guy like that peeing his pants at the sight of a couple clowns.” Laughter filled the room before the door closed behind the clowns. I took a deep breath of relief once they were gone.
“So.” Megan tapped the phone in her hand. “I’ve already sent copies to Tiff and Rindi.” My eyes flew to her. The only person who’d called me Rindi at Stratmore was Tyler. I grinned at Megan. She smiled back before glaring down at Brent again.
“What do you want?” Brent growled at her, keeping his hands over his crotch.
“It’s not what I want. It’s what you want, and that’s Lizzy. You want her so badly that you’ll give a public declaration of your fidelity. When she dumps you, you’ll be appropriately heartbroken for a predetermined amount of time.”
“You’re crazy. Lizzy and I have an understanding.”
The door swung open just then, bumping Brent’s shoulder and knocking him forward. “The only understanding we have,” Elizabeth said, looking regal in her deep purple gown and tiny tiara, “was to be faithful to each other. You couldn’t do that without coercion, so now you’ll do it with.” Disgust covered her face, and she shook her head with a sigh.
“Thanks, ladies,” she flashed a tight smile that included us all. “Truly. You guys are the best.”
I tried to smile, but I was so overwhelmed by the entire situation it felt more like a grimace.
“Well, Brent, where do you stand? Are we the perfect couple until I dump your cheating ass, or do you want this video floating around the internet?”
“You know the answer to that.” Brent scowled at her, turning his pretty face into something dark and frightening. Something almost as frightening as the clowns.
“Fine.” She threw a pair of black slacks toward him. “Get changed and come be my minion.”
Megan, Tiffany, and I squeezed past Brent and out the door. Tiffany started laughing before it closed behind us. “Oh, wow! Did you see him? He was crying!”
I laughed with her but couldn’t help but defend him. “Crap, Tiff, those clowns were terrifying. I was crying!”
“So was I!” Megan howled with a burst of laughter, and we all joined her.
Elizabeth caught up with us and drew us in for a group hug, rocking from side to side. “You guys seriously are the best,” she said.
“How’d you know what we were up to?” Megan asked.
Elizabeth gave her a haughty look. “I know everything.” She giggled, killing her snobby look. “Anytime any of you ever need me,” she said earnestly, “I’m there. No matter what.”
My thoughts flew to Tyler, and my heart leaped in my chest. Would her magnanimous offer extend to breaking her number one rule of no friends dating her brother?
One way or another, I would find out tomorrow. As soon as things were over with Cooper, I was telling Tyler everything. I could only hope he’d understand.

 

Chapter 30
The four of us entered the ballroom with our arms linked, ready to take on the world. For the first time since I’d transferred to Stratmore, I felt like I had a real chance of fitting in. Of making real friends.
I wasn’t ready to push it, but I even had hope that these girls might like me for who I was, even if they found out I didn’t have any money.
“There you are!” Cooper swooped in before we made it to the dance floor. His perfect hair was a little ruffled like he’d been running his hand through it, and a deep crease marred his brow. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. My parents are here and want to meet you.”
His nerves transferred to me. I darted a glance to Elizabeth. Her nod was reassuring. It helped to know she’d dug into my past and hadn’t stumbled across my bold-faced deception. Hopefully, Cooper’s parents had accepted I was a Grayson and hadn’t done any digging. It’s not like we were getting married or anything.
Cooper reached for my hand, but Megan swatted it away with a frown “Oh, no you don’t.” We all turned in surprise at her outburst. I wondered if her jealousy was finally going to explode and end my short stint of fitting in.
“What are you doing?” Cooper’s face darkened. I could tell he was as eager to introduce me to his parents and get it over with as I was.
Megan’s icy expression thawed with a laugh. “You are not showing off my work of art until we get her fixed back up.” She flicked a hand up and down as she studied me. “Just look at all those frizzes,” she exclaimed her eyes widening with fake horror. Or possibly real horror, knowing her.
“She’s right,” Elizabeth agreed, and Tiffany nodded. “You don’t want to introduce her in this state.”
“Thanks, guys,” I muttered, feeling like a damaged work of art at a garage sale.
“Give us five minutes,” Tiffany said, grabbing my arm and leading me back toward the restrooms. Elizabeth and Megan closed rank behind me. I shot Cooper an apologetic glance over my shoulder. There was no stopping the force of nature that was the EMTs, so I didn’t even try.
Plus, how great was this? My friends were helping me get ready to meet my boyfriend’s parents. I had to say, I’d come a long way since I’d started Stratmore.
In the ladies’ room, Megan went straight to the cabinet under the sink and pulled out a basket filled with all kinds of necessities from deodorant to mouthwash. She dumped it upside down on the counter and everyone dug in. Megan attacked my hair with a comb and a generous dose of hairspray while Tiffany lifted my arms and shot a liberal squirt of deodorant under each one. Elizabeth unwrapped a disposable applicator and swooped fresh eyeshadow over my lids. I did my part and stood like an obedient rag doll as they poked and prodded until they finally deemed me ready to meet the parents.
When the hairspray cleared, I checked out my reflection. Everything about me was perfect from my hair to my makeup to my clothes, and it was all because of the three girls who shared the mirror with me.
My eyes misted up as emotion overcame me. “You guys are the best,” I choked, giving each of their reflections a watery smile.
Elizabeth glared back at me. “Knock it off! If you ruin our work, you’ll sit alone at lunch for a week.”
I let out a startled laugh but noticed her eyes were as misty as mine. Megan and Tiffany smiled at me. “They’ll love you,” Tiffany said.
I laughed again. “I don’t know about that, but as long as they don’t hate me, I’ll be content.”
“You can’t introduce her to them right now!” Tyler’s voice was muffled by the door, but it was unmistakably him
My brows wrinkled in surprise before I moved to the door. He had to be talking to Cooper about me, but why wouldn’t he want Cooper to introduce me to his parents?
Cooper said something, but his voice was so low I couldn’t make it out. Tyler’s next words couldn’t be missed though.
“You are so stupid. I’m not jealous. I’m trying to save you.”
My hand rested on the door handle, and I hesitated, feeling the blood drain from my body as I tried to make sense of what Tyler was trying to do.
I eased the door open just in time to hear him say. “She doesn’t come from money, you fool. Her parents work for Mrs. G. She’s not related in any way.”
My jaw dropped. I hovered in the doorway uncertain if I should go back in or out. I heard Megan gasp behind me. The sound alerted the guys we were there. Tyler looked my direction. His entire expression froze when he saw me.
“Rindi. Crap! You weren’t supposed to hear that.” He shoved a hand through his hair. I watched in a partial daze as the strands fell into the gorgeous tousled style I loved. I felt like I was underwater, or in the midst of one of those dreams where you want so badly to run from whatever’s after you, but your body refuses to cooperate. All I could do was stare.
The girls nudged me out into the foyer, and Cooper turned toward me, his face a broken mask of pain and disbelief.
The orchestra music stopped just then, and a flood of formally dressed strangers descended on the foyer. Most of them headed straight toward us since we were by the restrooms. It was clear our group was in the middle of some kind of drama, and since there was nothing that people loved more, a crowd quickly gathered around, eager to see what the excitement was.
Lucky me. Just what I needed, a ritzy-ditzy audience to witness my humiliation.
I shook my head, tears clouding my vision. “How could you?” I whispered to Tyler. “I trusted you.”
“Mirinda?” I forced myself to face Cooper and could see he was reeling from Tyler’s announcement. “Is this true?” Hurt and confusion warped his features, and my heart fractured. He might have been using me to appease his parents, but that was just part of it. I had no doubt he really liked me, and I’d lied to him. I’d been lying to him from day one.
“I’m so sorry.” I drew in my trembling lips and reached for his hand. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”
“You didn’t mean for what to happen? For everyone to believe you were one of us? Seems to me that’s exactly what you told us.” Elizabeth’s words were like miniature knives stabbing at me, shredding the tiny bits of sanity I clung to.
“I did say that,” I admitted, “but I had to.” I twisted my hands together.
Cooper took a step away from me, narrowing his eyes as if he’d never seen me before. I realized the crowd circling us had grown, but I didn’t care. I had to explain. The one thing I’d never wanted was to hurt Cooper.
“You wouldn’t have talked to me if you’d known who I really was.” I shot a pleading look toward Elizabeth and Megan and Tiffany where they stood huddled together in unity with Cooper. “You would have never let me sit at your table. You,” I turned my watery appeal to Cooper, “would have never asked me out.”
I took a deep breath and lifted my head to meet Tyler’s troubled eyes, “And you would have never betrayed me if I’d been one of you.” My lip curled. “I thought stuff like this didn’t matter to you, but when it comes down to it you choose your ‘equals’ over the poor girl.”
“Rindi, that’s not fair,” Tyler said. “Cooper’s my friend.”
The words hit their mark, making my chest burn with agony. I tilted my chin up. “Then what does that make me?” I choked out. I clenched my jaw and swallowed hard, fighting the hysteria that hovered way too near the surface.
The foyer grew so quiet, I could hear my heartbeat as everyone waited for Tyler’s reply with bated breath. I willed Tyler to give me something. Even if he just said I was his friend too that would be more than enough.
“Don’t you see I did this for you?” he blurted.
I studied his face—his earnest eyes, his tight jaw—and my heart shattered, but I didn’t believe him for a second. “You keep telling yourself that,” I said softly.
I turned to Tiffany, giving her a chance to side with me, but she stuck close to Elizabeth, acting like she and I hadn’t become friends over the past weeks. I didn’t expect anyone else to support what I’d done, but I’d thought—hoped—Tiffany and Tyler would stand by me.
I shook my head as the tears broke free and streamed down my face. I backed toward the door and caught a glimpse of Mrs. G with sympathetic tears on her cheeks.
When she took a step toward me, I broke eye contact. I knew she would try to defend me, but I didn’t want her tied to my mess any more than she already was.
She’d be forgiven, she was a Grayson, of course, but she’d be embroiled in gossip for months to come. Unless I could ensure no one thought she was in on my deception. I rushed toward the door before she sacrificed her social standing for me.
I noticed Suzanne and her friends watch on in horror, but I didn’t expect anything from them. Their own social standing was too fragile to stand up against the school’s elite. It still would have been nice to have at least one person say, “Hey, you might not have money, but I like you anyway.” From the appalled stares condemning me from every direction I turned, that wasn’t going to happen.
Knowing no one would stand up for me, I ran from the building, yanking off my heels as soon as I got outside. My eyes were so clouded with tears I could hardly see where I was going. I didn’t have a plan. I simply had to get away. Fast.
I doubted anyone would follow me—who’d want to be associated with the social outcast?—but if they did, I couldn't be here. I couldn’t face anyone right now. There was nothing left to say. Tyler had said it all for me. Bitterness burned my throat, and I took off running down the street, ducking into the first alley I came to.
I lowered myself to the ground beside a green dumpster, dropping my head to my arms. My heart thudded against my chest. I had to look outrageous dressed in my beautiful gown, cowering in the middle of trash bags.
It was a fitting place for me, though. A perfect metaphor for what I was going through. My life was officially a pile of garbage, and as much as I wanted to be mad at Tyler and Tiffany for not sticking up for me, I knew I had only myself to blame.
From the second I uttered the first lie, everything had been leading to this very moment. I’d hoped I’d get away with it, but deep down, I’d always known I wouldn’t. I could only imagine how rough school would be on Monday.
 

 

Chapter 31
My parents had heard the entire story before I made it home and were waiting on the front porch. Mom stood with her arms crossed over her chest like she was doing her best to physically hold herself together. Dad held her close to his side.
I couldn’t remember ever seeing either of them look as down as they did now. Not when we’d stretched our budget to the last penny and still couldn’t quite pay the bills. Not when we’d had to move for the umpteenth time in the search of better jobs just as we’d gotten settled.
My bare feet ached from the long walk, but it was nothing compared to the crushing pain on my heart. Good Girl Rindi would have never put those looks on their faces, but I had. When had I become the type of person who disappointed those I cared about the most? I swallowed, unable to meet the disappointment in their eyes.
“You know.” I didn’t have to ask if they knew, but I was a little surprised word had traveled so fast. “How?”
“Tyler stopped by. He was worried about you. He told us what happened at the ball.” Mom’s eyes shone with unshed tears that shredded me even more than her look of disappointment. “We’ve been worried sick. Why didn’t you call?”
I peered down at my hands as I tried to remember what had happened to my phone. Ah, I remembered now. My phone was in my purse, and my purse was checked at the ball. I vaguely wondered if I’d ever see it again.
“I don’t have my phone. I’m sorry you’ve been worried.” My voice came out scratchy and raw. Mom’s face twisted with fresh concern.
“Why, Mirinda? What made you even dream of saying you were someone you aren’t?” This was from my dad, and I merely hung my head. I couldn’t tell him the wonderful life he and Mom worked so hard to provide for me wasn’t good enough. It would break his heart.
“I don’t know,” I mumbled, rubbing my head. And right then, I really didn’t know. What had I ever expected to gain from my crazy game? Well, I knew what I’d hoped to gain, but there’d never been a real chance that I could pull it off. Someone had been bound to discover my deception at some point and blab to everyone, because dirt that hot never stayed buried.
I still couldn’t believe Tyler had done the blabbing though. And in front of everyone! He’d had months to expose me if he’d wanted to. It didn’t make sense that he waited until the ball to do it.
Unless he’d been waiting for the perfect moment to embarrass me the most.
Another tear escaped, and I angrily swiped it away. I was a fool. Tyler was no better than the rest of them. I’d thought I could trust him, but based on what? The fact that he’d kissed me, and Megan, and who knew who else while he had a girlfriend? That just made him a swell guy.
I gritted my teeth and prepared to face the music. I felt confident Mom and Dad would enforce the online school they’d discussed, and I was totally onboard. All I wanted to do was bury myself under my covers and never come out.
After a weekend of discussions and debates and lots of crying on my part, I was heading to school Monday morning. And had a summer internship lined up with my “fake” mom as a form of retribution set up by Mrs. G.
I’d spoken to Andrea on the phone to confess my sins first-hand and ask for her forgiveness. She reminded me a little more of Elizabeth than Mrs. G with her cold reply, but I had a sneaking suspicion that my “punishment” of doing an internship with her was more of a chance to become what I’d lied my way into than actual punishment.
I was surprised but thrilled with the opportunity, but was careful to hide my excitement from my parents, or they probably wouldn’t let me go. I’d mortified them and used Mrs. G, and they weren’t going to let me forget it anytime soon.
Mrs. G had been more understanding than anyone. She blamed herself for dropping me into Stratmore, knowing how cruel the kids could be. She was the one to convince my parents that I had to go right back to that school though. She said if I didn’t face this thing now, it would continue to grow and follow me the rest of my life.
Tyler had called the house a couple of times. Once Mom assured him I’d made it home safely, the phone stopped ringing. I was thankful I wasn’t on any social media because I knew I’d be tempted to see what people were saying about me. And I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant. I’d made the elite kids of Stratmore look foolish by letting a nobody into their midst. They wouldn’t be quick to let that go.
With my hair tied back in a simple ponytail and my face scrubbed free of makeup other than a hint of eyeliner, I felt like myself again. Myself naked, without the armor I’d grown accustomed to, but myself.
I walked past the parking lot for the first time in almost two months. Cooper had driven me almost every day since that very first ride, and when he couldn’t, Elizabeth or Tiffany would. I couldn’t resist peeking at the parked cars to see who was all there. My heart sank as I picked out every car I dreaded seeing. Elizabeth’s, Cooper’s, Megan’s. . . But not Tyler’s.
I stopped on the sidewalk and peered around the lot, wondering if I’d somehow missed his car. Nope, it wasn’t there. He was either running later than I was, or he’d be a no-show today. Would he miss school because of me?
I couldn’t imagine why he would. He wasn’t the one humiliated at the ball. My thoughts turned bitter, and I forced myself to trudge up the steps to the front doors past a few freshmen who stared at me like I’d grown horns over the weekend.
I so didn’t want to be here, but my parents and Mrs. G had made it clear I had only two choices. Face what I’d done head on or run from it for the rest of my life.
I wanted this behind me. No matter how painful it was, I wanted everyone to tell me off or snub me or whatever they were going to do now, so I wouldn’t have to fear running into them at some distant point in my future.
“Mirinda.” I cringed as someone called my name. Peeking up, I saw Suzanne running toward me, her blond hair streaming behind her. “Mirinda, wait!”
I stopped and let her catch up. No sense trying to avoid her. She was one of the people I least dreaded facing.
“Mirinda,” she said yet again, slightly breathless as she stopped in front of me. “I’m so sorry,” she gushed, her eyes so shiny she looked like she was about to cry.
I shook my head. “Why are you sorry?”
“I should have said something at the ball or stood by you somehow.” Her cheeks flared red, and she fought back the hovering tears.
I forced a tiny smile, touched by her apology. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one who lied to everyone. Can you forgive me for deceiving you?”
Suzanne peeked up at me, her expression timid. “I’ve been onto you for a while,” she admitted. “My friends and I wanted to know more about you and found some pictures of you at Forest Ridge High. We have friends there who told us they knew you, but just barely. They said you moved a lot since your parents did catering or something.” She stared down at her feet, looking more embarrassed than I felt.
“Why didn’t you tell everyone here?” I asked, truly surprised neither she nor her friends had mentioned their discovery. “That could have been your in with the EMTs. You could have been the most popular girl at school.”
Her shoulders jerked in a quick shrug. “You’ve always been nice to me while they haven’t. I’d choose a “poor” you over a snotty EMT any day.”
Her words touched me, and gave me pause. “You’re wise beyond your years,” I tried to tease, but my voice broke. How did a little freshman have her head on straight, while I, in my last days of high school, was such a mess?
“Well, you have nothing to be sorry for,” I told her. “But if you’re sure you’re not too embarrassed to be seen with me, I’d love to call you my friend.”
Her face cleared like the sun breaking through the clouds. “I’d like that.” She pinched her lips together for a second before adding, “And you’re welcome to sit with us at lunch. We already discussed it.” She tipped her head toward her waiting friends. “I mean, people will talk if you sit with us freshmen, but they’re going to be talking anyway. No sense in you sitting alone.”
I knew I wouldn’t do that to her, but the offer was genuinely kind. I wished I’d spent my time getting to know Suzanne and people like her who liked me for who I was rather than pretending to be someone I wasn’t for the past few months.
“You know,” I eyed her appraisingly, “I think you and your friends might just have what it takes to turn this school around. I have no doubt you’ll be Queen Bee by the time your senior year rolls around, and Stratmore’s going to be the better for it.”
She surprised me with a quick hug before running back to join her group. I smiled as I watched her go, but crumbled as I remembered I still had to face the rest of the school. I had no disillusions that they’d be as nice as Suzanne.
With my shoulders hunched and my eyes on the floor, I slipped into history as quietly as I could, hoping some of my former invisible ninja skills would kick back in. I’d never been especially lucky, and today was no different. The normal before-class chatter died away as if someone had orchestrated a collective halt to the conversations.
I didn’t have to look to know I was the center of attention. Of course I would be. I’d tried to pull one over on the entire school, and no one liked being tricked.
If I were Elizabeth, I would have stared everyone down, arching my eyebrow just so until they were all forced to turn away. But I wasn’t her, and trying to be her was what started all my troubles to begin with.
I clutched my book to my chest and hurried to my desk, anxious to get the focus off of me, but then I hesitated. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t slip into the seat beside Elizabeth as if nothing had happened. As if we were still friends, and I expected to be invited to her next big party.
I was back to where I should have been day one. Charity Case Rindi without a single thing in common with anyone. I hurried past my regular desk and slunk to an empty one at the back of the room. I’d said I wanted to face all my fears and put this ordeal behind me, but now all I wanted to do was run home and crawl back in bed. Forever.
High heels clattered into the room, and the door closed just as the bell rang. Stares hit me from all directions. I tried to ignore them, but my stomach was in a tight knot, and it was getting hard to breathe. I took out my book and hoped I’d make it through the class without breaking down—or passing out.
Mrs. Priest scratched something on the chalkboard. I lifted my head to start copying down notes and found her staring right at me.
“We don’t switch seats without permission in this class.” Her voice scraped at the steel I’d wrapped around myself for support. I began to gather my papers, prepared to take my seat beside Elizabeth after all, when Mrs. Priest continued, “But after the horrific display you’ve put on for the school, I believe the back row is the best place for you. Out of sight, out of mind.”
Her beady little eyes danced gleefully before she started the day’s lesson. Elizabeth glanced back at me, but I couldn’t read her expression through the tears in my eyes. I’d known facing everyone would be hard, but I hadn’t expected that even the teachers would be cruel.
Of course, Mrs. Priest hadn’t liked me from day one. But, wow, did she really have to embarrass me like that?
I somehow made it to lunch without any other major incidents. I mean, I’d been tripped. I wore a sign on my back that said “Princess. Not” for at least one whole period, and I was met with stares and glares at every turn. It wasn’t my best day to say the least, but so far Mrs. Priest had actually been the worst of it.
There was no way I’d make it through lunch, though. And it’s not like I was hungry anyway. As twisted as my stomach felt, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be hungry again.
I unintentionally copied Elizabeth one last time and slipped into the supply closet. It had been tidied up since Elizabeth’s breakdown. Neatly stacked shelves lined the aisle, and I wondered if the pain would go away if I swept everything to the floor the way Elizabeth had.
Just the thought of it made me tired. I wasn’t made for outbursts and drama. I was made for sitting in the shadows by myself. And that’s what I did. I chose the same dark corner where I’d found Elizabeth and dropped down, stretching my short skirt under my thighs as far as I could to protect myself from the icy floor. Not for the first time, I told myself just how badly my stupid plan had backfired.
At my previous schools I might have been a nobody, but at least I could sit in the cafeteria like a human being. Here, I’d relegated myself into hiding out in a dusty storage room like an invisible mouse. Pressing my palms against my eyes, I bit back a moan. This was so not what I’d been going for.
Light flooded the room as the door burst open. Footsteps clattered against the tile floor. I dropped my hands and scrunched tighter into the corner, praying whoever’d come in would go right back out without spotting me. I wasn’t so lucky.
“There she is,” Megan’s voice carried through the room, and I squirmed. What were they doing here?
The EMTs surrounded me, and I wished I could sink into the floor and disappear as they all stared down at me. Elizabeth with her hands on her hips. Megan with a smirk. And Tiffany carrying a huge designer bag over her shoulder.
I let out a low groan. “Seriously, you had to hunt me down so you could gloat some more?” I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m poor! Get over it.”
Elizabeth raised a brow in her perfect arch, and I leaned my head back against the wall.
“How’d you even find me?” I asked.
“Are you kidding?” Elizabeth asked with a half-smile. “This is where all the cool kids come to cry. And by cool kids, I mean us.” She used a look to include me, Tiffany, and Megan.
“I’m not crying,” I shot back. My eyes narrowed with confusion as her words registered. She didn’t sound mad. I tilted my head to the side. “Aren’t you here to chew me out some more? Make fun of the pitiful girl who thought she could fake her way into the in-crowd?”
They all stared at me before a pile of folded clothes and a pair of strappy sandals landed on my lap. “What’s this?”
Elizabeth let out an overdrawn sigh before pushing her long waves over her shoulder. “Just get changed already.”
I almost threw the clothes right back at her, but my curiosity overcame my stubbornness. I stripped out of my uniform, pulling on a stylish cropped white shirt and Capri jeans before sticking my feet in the sandals.
“So?” I spread my hands and waited to see what they had planned next.
“So,” Elizabeth said with a frown. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”
 

 

Chapter 32
Tiffany dropped her bag on the floor with a thud and started pulling out makeup while Megan snatched the hair tie from my ponytail. “Hey!” I exclaimed, stepping away from her grabby little hands.
“Sit down,” Elizabeth said. I narrowed my eyes at her but surprised myself by sinking back to the hard floor.
All three girls pounced on me. A brush swept through my hair. Makeup was added to my face. And Elizabeth plopped fresh polish on my stubby little nails “tsking” at them before pulling a mini-fan out of Tiffany’s bag to dry them.
Megan chatted non-stop while I sat stone-like for my unexpected make-over. “At least one good thing came of this,” Megan sang. “I met Cooper’s parents in your place, and they loved me. We’re going out next weekend.” She ended with a squeal that echoed through the room.
I blinked, giving my head a quick shake. “You’re going out with Cooper’s parents?” I was so confused by everything that was happening. Nothing made sense. I kept waiting for the big joke, but the girls actually seemed to be being nice to me. There had to be a catch.
“No, with Cooper,” Megan said, sounding exasperated. “Keep up. So anyway, I think he really likes me. I comforted him all night after the ball. He was pretty broken up about you at first, but I helped him get past that.”
“And you think that’s something good that came from this?” I gave her a blank stare. The world still wasn’t making sense.
“What?” Megan’s eyes rounded in honest surprise. “It’s not like you liked him or anything. You were going to break up with him after the ball anyway, right?”
My eyes darted to Elizabeth. She shrugged but kept her focus on my nails. “A whole lot of secrets came out at the ball after you ran off,” she said evasively, leaving me with more questions than answers.
“But I also got to make a big show of dumping Brent. It was so awesome.” She grinned, and Tiffany nodded. “He kept his end of the deal, groveling and begging me not to leave him. He put it on pretty thick, but I loved every second of it.”
“I think it was perfect,” Megan said. “He owed you heaps of groveling for the way he treated you.”
The girls were visiting and laughing and doing my hair and makeup like we were the best of friends. I swallowed, darting glances from one serene face to the next. Something was going on, and not knowing what it was made me super nervous.
I wished they’d just yell at me or tell me off or threaten me or whatever they’d come here to do. I kept waiting for the axe to drop, and I finally couldn’t take it anymore.
“I don’t understand what’s going on,” I said. “Why are you here? Why are you doing all this? Is this a set up for some big prank that you’re going to post on the internet? Are the clowns on their way as we speak to see if they can scare the pee out of me too?”
Megan had the nerve to giggle, and I glared at her. “At least you’ll look hot if we do.” She shrugged with a smile.
I darted a glance at Tiffany. Out of the three of them, I still trusted her the most. She’d known my secret almost from the beginning and hadn’t been upset about it. “No clowns,” she assured me with a surprisingly soft look in her eyes. “But,” she said briskly, “you’re going to be late if we don’t hurry.”
“Late for what?!” I cried, yanking my hands away from Elizabeth to shove Megan’s hands from my hair. My head throbbed. I was growing more and more convinced that whatever the EMTs had in store for me wasn’t going to be good. Regardless of what Tiffany said.
“You lied to us and made us look foolish,” Elizabeth said calmly, and my eyes jerked to her.
And there it was. That was what I’d been waiting for. I let out a tiny sigh of relief. I didn’t know what the makeover was about, but now they were going to chew me up and spit me out.
I braced myself for the onslaught but didn’t argue. How could I? What Elizabeth said was entirely true.
“You pretended to twist your ankle so I could take your place in the dance.” I’d expected Megan’s words to be an accusation. When they registered, I jerked my head back to frown up at her.
“You gave me a way to save face with Brent,” Elizabeth said. Her words also sounded like an accusation, but they weren’t. I swallowed, more confused than ever. This so wasn’t the tear down I’d been dreading.
Elizabeth jabbed Tiffany in the arm, and she glanced up blankly from the makeup she’d been putting away. “What?” she grumbled. “Oh, my turn?” She shrugged. “I just like you. Stratmore hasn’t been this exciting since we got that hot British exchange student. What was his name?” She tapped her lip as she tried to come up with it. “Dale?"
Even I groaned as Tiff’s boy-craziness shone through, but it was nice to know she liked me.
“You messed up,” Elizabeth continued mater-of-factly. “But we’ve decided you’re one of us. Friends mess up, but they forgive each other and move on.”
“We’re friends?” My mouth fell open. I couldn’t think straight. Of all the things I’d been expecting to happen today, this wasn’t one of them.
I was touched by Elizabeth’s words, but not convinced. “But I’m not one of you.” I shook my head. “We live in different worlds. I can’t keep up with your lifestyle, and I can’t ask you to slum with me.”
“Get over yourself.” Elizabeth’s sharp retort startled me, and Megan giggled. I blinked at them both. “Friendship isn’t about spending money. It’s about being there for each other. Like how you let Megan take your place in the dance. And how you were here for me when I was the one crying in the corner.”
“I’m not crying,” I half-heartedly denied again, and Elizabeth rolled her eyes.
“We’ll find common ground,” Elizabeth said as if I hadn’t interrupted. “Now shut up and let us finish our work. We don’t have much time.”
There it was again. We didn’t have much time for what? I didn’t know what to think. The girls were being so nice, and Elizabeth sounded like she meant what she said. I still halfway expected the crazed clowns to burst through the door any minute though.
My fearful gaze darted to Tiffany.
She patted my arm. “This is going to be great. I promise.”
With a heavy sigh I settled back, resigning myself to whatever was to come. Even though she didn’t stand up for me at the ball, I trusted Tiffany. If she thought whatever we were going to be late for was going to be great, I believed her.
Almost.
“There!” Elizabeth stood back to inspect their work and nodded her approval before glancing at the time on her phone.
Tiffany pulled me to my feet, while Megan held up her phone. “Selfie!” she said. Everyone scrunched in around me for a quick picture. I’m pretty sure I looked like I was facing a firing squad because that’s how I felt. The girls were up to something major, and despite their reassurance, I was terrified.
Elizabeth grabbed my arm, leading me to the door. “He’s here!” she said. Megan and Tiffany giggled, following close behind as Elizabeth dragged me down the hall to the front entrance.
“Who’s here?” My stomach flip-flopped with fresh nerves. “The clown?” I cringed and tried to hang back as Elizabeth flung the door open, but Tiffany and Megan pushed me through.
I skidded to a stop and shielded my eyes as the sun temporarily blinded me. As soon as I adjusted to the bright light, I saw something even more terrifying than a group of killer clowns.
Tyler’s black Mustang was parked at the curb in front of us.
My heart missed a beat. “No!” I turned and tried to run back inside, but Megan and Tiffany held out their arms, barring the way. “Just hear him out,” Elizabeth said.
I shook my head, but she continued. “I told you lots of secrets came out at the ball after you ran out. Tyler wasn’t lying when he said he spilled your little secret for your own good,” Elizabeth said close to my ear. “He had a good reason.”
I clenched my jaw before huffing out a deep breath. “What possible reason could he have had to destroy me like that?”
“That’s for him to share,” Elizabeth said with a surprisingly gentle look. “If you’ll let him.”
The driver’s door opened, and Tyler stepped out of the car. My breath caught in my throat. His casual white t-shirt and jeans did amazing things for him. It hurt so much just to see him.
I tried to remind myself I was mad at him. He’d embarrassed me and hurt me. But more than anything, I wanted to hear what he’d say. I wanted to know what his big “reason” for outing me had been.
And I wanted to forgive him
“What about school?” I bit my lip in indecision as Tyler hesitated by the car, watching me uncertainly. I wanted to run down to him and let him take me wherever he wanted, but was I being stupid? Obviously, he didn’t think I was good enough to date Cooper, so surely he wasn't interested in me.
Even if he wasn’t, it wouldn’t hurt to hear what he had to say, would it?
Elizabeth looked from Tyler to me with a tiny smile before surprising me with a hug. “I hereby lift my “no dating Tyler” ban for you and you alone.” She glared at the other girls in warning. “Whatever happens between you, I won’t stand in your way.”
My jaw dropped, and my throat tightened. How much crying could I possibly do in a day?
“Un uh,” Elizabeth stepped back and scolded. “Don’t you dare ruin all our hard work with a bunch of messy tears. We’ll make excuses for you here. Oh,” her jaw tightened, “and Mrs. Priest won’t be here when you come back. No teacher has the right to treat a student like she’s treated you.”
My mind spun. Everything spun. Too much was happening too fast, and I couldn’t take it all in much less process it. Elizabeth gave me a tiny shove toward Tyler. I moved forward, but only because I was too confused not to. My heart thumped so hard it hurt.
“Call us tonight,” Tiffany yelled after me. “We want all the deets!”
I could only stare at her blankly. What on Earth was happening?

 

Chapter 33
Tyler stood by his car with his hands in his front pockets as I approached.
“Hi,” he said, glancing down at his shoes. I realized I’d never seen him act anything other than confident, and his obvious discomfort just added to my confusion.
“Hi,” I answered feeling shy and unsure of myself.
“Can we go somewhere and talk?” he asked.
I shrugged, and he opened the door for me. I glanced back to see the EMTs beaming at me from the front step, giving me thumbs-ups and excited waves. Megan turned around and wrapped her arms around herself before pretending she was in a hot and heavy make-out session.
I gaped at her. Oh wow. Why did I think it was a good idea to have friends again? I blushed and hoped Tyler wouldn’t see her.
With an uncertain wave, I got into the car. I was so nervous I felt like I’d swallowed a jar full of butterflies that were now desperately trying to escape from my stomach.
But, now that I was sure no clowns would be involved in whatever came next, excitement started replacing my nerves.
Tyler wanted to talk to me privately, and he didn’t seem mad at all. I mean, not that he had a reason to be mad, but still, it was a good sign. Wasn’t it?
Gripping the wheel with both hands, Tyler stared straight ahead as we pulled away from the school. He tapped his finger against the wheel. As I covertly watched him from the corner of my eye, he swallowed hard, like he was about to say something but then stopped.
I clasped my hands together as we passed the miles in virtual silence. I didn’t know if I should say something or wait for him to speak. I finally crossed my arms over my chest and sat back, deciding this was all his plan. He needed to make the first move.
We pulled up to the airport gates, and I had to go back on my decision to not say anything until he did. “What are we doing here?”
He punched in a code, and the gate rolled open, allowing him to drive right out onto the ramp. He stopped beside a small white plane with a blue stripe. He bit his lip and hesitated. Before today, I never dreamed Tyler Ruston got nervous about anything, but he was nervous now.
“Will you trust me for a little while?”
My eyes widened. Was he kidding? He’d exposed my biggest secret in front of everybody, and now, he expected me to trust him? I snorted and rolled my eyes in answer to that. Throwing open the car door, I jumped out, prepared to storm off and make a dramatic exit.
Unfortunately, I stood in the middle of the airport surrounded by what looked like miles of concrete dotted with airplanes. It didn’t leave me a lot of places to run.
Tyler came around the front of the car and reached for my arm. I shrugged away, hugging my arms across my chest and shooting him a dark look. With nowhere to run, I had no choice but to face him and his betrayal.
“You destroyed me.” I swallowed, my eyes locked on his, searching for answers. “How can I ever trust you again?”
Tyler dropped his head and tucked his hands in his front pockets. His shoulders heaved with a heavy sigh. “It’s not what you think.”
An airplane started nearby, and I had to strain to hear his words. When I did, I clenched my jaw so hard my teeth clanked together. I wanted to believe him so badly a physical ache formed in my chest.
From the moment I first set eyes on Tyler, I’d wanted him. And Heaven help me, after everything we’d been through, I wanted him still.
Tyler looked up through his dark lashes. It hurt to see those eyes I loved filled with pain. “Will you at least let me explain?”
I couldn’t have resisted his simple plea if I’d wanted to, and that scared me as much as anything. Even now, crushed by his betrayal, a tiny thrill coursed through me at the thought of spending time with him.
I searched his face for signs of treachery. Maybe he had some elaborate scheme planned to embarrass me more than he already had. Although, I couldn’t even imagine how that would be possible.
I saw nothing but regret on his face, and maybe a hint of hopefulness as he waited for my answer. I tried to remind myself that, while they were twins, Tyler had never shown Elizabeth’s dramatic flair for humiliating those she thought deserved it. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of it.
He’d asked for a chance to explain, and I craved that explanation enough to risk him doing something else to hurt me even more. “I guess?” I shrugged.
He gave me a hard nod and swallowed. “Lizzy and the girls helped me plan a surprise for you. Will you see it through?” He tilted his head to the small plane beside us, looking so uncertain I found myself wanting to hug him and tell him everything was going to be okay.
Man, I was messed up. He was the one who’d hurt me, not the other way around. I needed to remember that.
I couldn’t say I wasn’t bursting with curiosity about the surprise he and the EMTs had planned for me. From my impromptu makeover in the supply closet to a flight with Tyler, I couldn’t even imagine where this surprise would lead.
Or where it would leave me when it was over.
Even though Tyler had for some reason crushed me at the ball, I was starting to believe he honestly hadn’t meant to hurt me. Not that that made any sense. Why else had he said the things he’d said if he wasn’t trying to hurt me? And yet, I stole a peek at his grim expression as he helped me into the plane, he looked so sincere and determined. Determined about what, I couldn’t say.
I couldn’t figure out his final game, or why he thought we had to fly somewhere for him to tell me what was going on. But a small part of me bubbled with excitement. A week ago, heck, two days ago, this would have been the most romantic thing I could have imagined.
Was it too late for us to ever have a chance at a relationship? Was I a fool to imagine he was even thinking about relationships?
Tyler surprised me by climbing into the seat beside me where I’d expected the pilot to sit. He handed me a headset before putting on his own and began running through some kind of checklist as he adjusted some of the instruments on the dash.
My heart raced as I realized Tyler expected to fly this tiny plane with me in it. I shook my head and reached for the door handle. A spontaneous trip with my dream guy was one thing. Allowing that guy to hold my life in his hands while we soared thousands of feet in the air was another. “Oh, no,” I said. “You cannot fly this thing.”
His eyes widened with surprise. “I’ve been flying with my dad since before I started driving. I’ll keep you safe.”
I shouldn’t have believed him. They were just words, but they were words that soothed my soul in a way not much else could have just then. He said he’d keep me safe, and Heaven help me, I believed him.
I gave a brisk nod and took a deep breath, steeling myself as he started the engine. After a few words with the tower we were taxiing toward the runway. There wasn’t really anything to hang on to so I gripped my hands together until my knuckles turned white.
“You know, I should probably talk to my parents before I just let you fly me off somewhere,” I said a little desperately with my face pressed against the side window. We weren’t moving very fast yet. I wondered what would happen if I opened the door and jumped out.
“Already taken care of,” he said without taking his eyes off the runway.
“You talked to my parents?” I spun toward him, thoughts of bailing out forgotten. My brows bunched in confusion. I wasn’t sure what I thought about him talking to my parents without me knowing about it.
I was even less sure how I felt about them giving him permission to whisk me away in a little metal plane. They knew exactly what Tyler had done at the ball. Weren’t they supposed to protect me?
Did I need protecting?
A tiny dimple peeked out of Tyler’s cheek when he grinned. “Here we go.” He pushed in the throttle, and I didn’t have any more time to think. The plane picked up speed. We went faster and faster until I finally squeezed my eyes shut just as the plane floated into the air.
I opened an eye to see Tyler glance over at me with a calm smile. “Have you flown before?”
I gave my head a frantic little shake, pressing myself back against the seat as I tried not to hyperventilate.
“Don’t worry. You’ll love it.”
We smoothly climbed higher and higher, and I risked a peek down.
“Wow.” My fear evaporated as awe replaced it. “Everything’s so tiny.” The trees, the houses, everything was reduced to a child’s dream world.
“Like a bunch of ants, right?”
“I didn’t know it would be like this.” I pressed a hand against the window, leaning as close as I could for a better view.
“It’s great, isn’t it?”
I smiled as emotions overwhelmed me. “It is great.”
We flew in silence, but this time it was comfortable.
“Want to fly?” he asked.
I grinned at him, sure he was joking.
“Really. Grab the yoke, and just keep it straight and level. I’ll be here if you need me.”
“I can’t,” I said, panic creeping into my voice. “I don’t know anything about flying.”
He took his hands off the yoke and crossed his arms. “Well, someone has to fly this thing.”
I let out a squeal and grabbed the yoke, giving it a slight pull. The nose of the plane jerked up, pushing me back in my seat.
“Easy there.” Tyler calmly pressed the yoke forward, leveling the nose back out.
“I can’t do this,” I said with my fingers clenching the yoke, my entire body prepared for the plane to simply fall from the sky.
“You already are.”
His arms were once again crossed over his chest while the plane moved along smoothly. I was flying the plane!
“I can’t believe this! I’m flying a plane. I can’t wait to tell my parents and the girls. Elizabeth probably flies all the time, doesn’t she?”
“Elizabeth is flown around a lot, but she does very little flying herself. She does have her license though.”
“That’s so cool.” Just the thought of my friends flying around in airplanes when I didn’t even have a car reminded me of how far apart our lives were. The EMTs had surprised me with their willingness to try to keep up our friendship, but could we? Or were our lives just too different to have any common ground?
I apparently did a good job keeping the plane in the air since Tyler let me keep control, while he sat back and watched me with a warm look. After a little while, I said, “Can I ask where we’re going?”
Tyler took the yoke and pushed it forward until the plane started to descend. “Will you trust me a little longer?”
I wasn’t sure why we had to fly somewhere to talk, but with each mile behind us, I grew lighter. My fears and disappointments melted away, fading like the wispy clouds in the clear blue sky around us.
“You’re not kidnapping me, are you?” I teased. “Because you know my parents can’t pay a ransom.” I wasn’t sure if it was too soon to drop jokes about my lack of a trust fund, but Tyler merely smiled without replying.
Once we were safely on the ground and in the rental car, Tyler pulled a long scarf out of the bag he’d brought with him. “Will you wear this until we get there?”
I gave the bright blue scarf a nervous glance. It had a designer pattern even my untrained eye recognized. I was sure he’d snatched it from Elizabeth's closet. I hoped she wouldn’t mind.
I realized I still feared Elizabeth’s wrath more than I feared the killer clowns.
I shrugged. “I guess so.”
Tyler’s face relaxed into a warm smile as he carefully tied the scarf over my eyes. “It won’t be long.”
Driving along without being able to watch the scenery pass gave me lots of time to think. Too much time. Flashes of Tyler at the ball flat out telling Cooper I wasn’t good enough for him. Cooper’s devastated expression. Elizabeth’s cruel comments. How could any of us put those things behind us? I might have been in the wrong, but every one of them had hurt me, too.
The car stopped. “Give me a second,” Tyler said before coming around to my side. He helped me out. “We’re almost there,” he said.
I let him guide me, surprised when my borrowed sandals sank into something soft and squishy. Sand? A few more steps and Tyler stopped. “Ready?”
I could hear the cry of birds and the crash of waves. I didn’t know exactly where we were, but I knew we were by water. My throat tightened. I’d confessed to Tyler that I’d always wanted to see the ocean. Had he remembered?
I nodded, and Tyler’s strong fingers  loosened the knot on the scarf. He stood so close I could smell his heady cologne, and as he so often did, he smelled of sun-warmed skin. The scarf fell away, and bright sunlight kissed my eyelids.
“Open your eyes, Rindi.” His words brushed my ear like a gentle breeze, and I took just a second to savor them before opening my eyes to the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.
My hand flew to my mouth as I stared out over an expanse of bluish-green water, extending farther than the eye could see. Waves swelled, tipped with crests of white. Gulls swooped around us begging for food. The breeze carried a smell that was all ocean; salt, seaweed, and nature at its rawest. I loved everything about it.
“It’s amazing.” I turned moist eyes to Tyler. “It’s more perfect than I could have imagined.”
“You sounded so disappointed that you didn’t get to go to the gulf with Lizzy and the girls that day they ditched you in the parking lot. I’ve wanted to bring you here ever since.” He took my hand, and goosebumps raced up my arm. “I’ll take you to the ocean one day, too. If you’ll let me.”
I smushed my lips together to keep them from quivering at his sweet words. I’d long since suspected he wasn’t mad at me. But was I still mad at him?
“Why’d you do it?” I couldn’t tear my eyes from his gentle brown ones. I prayed he’d have an answer I could accept. And I worried I’d accept any answer he gave.
I forced myself to drop his hand and walk toward the turbulent water, sympathizing with its never-ending motion. That had been my life from the moment I’d decided to mold myself into a borrowed one. I was constantly in a swirl of emotions, from fear of being caught, to joy at having a place in the world, to disappointment that I wasn’t strong enough to accept who I was without the lies.
Now, those emotions swirled and frothed inside me just like the growing waves in the gulf as I waited for Tyler’s answer. He followed me to the waters’ edge but didn’t reach for my hand again. Even though I’d be able to think clearer without his touch, I still longed for it.
Tyler stared out across the gulf as if he could see something on the other side that I couldn’t make out. Perhaps memories visible only to him.
“Believe it or not,” his voice carried above the waves but only because he stood so close, “I wasn’t trying to hurt you at the ball. I was trying to keep you from getting hurt.”
I heard true regret in his voice but couldn’t stop the snort of disbelief that slipped out. A sad smile touched his lips. “I failed. I know.”
“I don’t understand what you thought exposing my lie in front of everyone would accomplish.”
“That wasn’t my intent.” He dug the toe of his shoe through the sand, sounding frustrated. “I tried to get Cooper alone. He was so nervous about you making a good impression for his parents that he didn’t want to listen to me. I followed him to the restroom where he was waiting on you and tried to convince him to postpone his introductions at least temporarily. The more I tried to tell him it wasn’t a good time for you to meet his parents the more worked up he got.”
I remembered the snatches of conversation I heard through the door. “He thought you liked me.”
Tyler sighed and nodded. “He’s always been jealous of me. And somehow he’s twisted things up in his mind, so he thinks I’m just as jealous of him,” he said earnestly and reached for my hand again. “Don’t ever for one second believe I only want you because he had you.”
The world froze as those beautiful words washed over me. “You want me?” I whispered, my eyes widening.
“More than anything. From the first time I met you. And then you had to go and fall and let me play the hero, swooping in and carrying you to the door.” He gave me a lopsided smile and playfully puffed out his chest. “I have to admit, you brought out a protective side I didn’t even know I had until then.”
His words heated my cheeks, but I let out a self-deprecatory laugh. “I was so mortified. And then to find out you already knew I was lying about who I was. Definitely not my finest day.” I covered my eyes with my free hand, and Tyler gently pulled my hand away, forcing me to look at him.
“You had nothing to be embarrassed about, not then or now. Not with me.”
My heart told me to let the past lay and to start a new future with this wonderful guy who could say such romantic things, but my brain wouldn’t let me. I needed the whole story behind his betrayal, and then I needed to be strong enough to walk away if he’d intentionally hurt me.
Because if there was one thing I knew about human nature, it was that it was hard to change. If he hurt me once, he’d do it again. Just like Brent had done to Elizabeth.
“I need to hear the rest,” I told him, slipping my hand from his again since his very touch had the power to cloud my thinking. “I need to understand why you exposed me like that in front of, well, everyone.”
He hung his head. “I panicked. Cooper was so determined to introduce his ‘perfect catch’ to his parents and get back into their good graces that he wouldn’t take my hints to wait. Andrea Grayson-Feldman and her new husband were seated at the same table as the Hollingsworths at the ball.”
He let those words sink in, and I shivered. “They were there?” I pressed a hand to my forehead. “Sitting with Cooper’s parents? Of course they would have been. Elizabeth said everyone who was anyone attended. I just never dreamed. . .” My words trailed off as I realized just how bad I sucked at assuming a fake identity.
“I guess introducing me in front of my fake mom could have been a little scene-worthy.” I tried to smile
Tyler shoved his hand through his hair without a trace of a smile. “He wouldn’t listen to me. I tried to talk to him privately. He was so determined that I was trying to steal you from him that nothing I said was getting through. I didn’t want you to go through the scene I knew would follow if he introduced you as Mrs. G’s granddaughter. In my desperation to stop him, I ended up putting you through a scene just as bad.”
His brown eyes held a world of pain as they met mine. “Rindi, can you forgive me?”
 

 

Chapter 34
The restless breeze coming off the water added a chill to the late spring air. I wrapped my arms around myself, unsure if the chill coursing through me came from the air or Tyler’s confession.
“Rindi?” Tyler’s voice scattered my thoughts, and I absently studied his worried face. “Please say you forgive me. I’m honestly and truly so sorry I hurt you. That was the last thing I wanted to do. Since the day we met, I’ve only wanted to keep you safe.”
I considered his words, amazed that he was apologizing to me. I’d been the one lying to everyone at school, and yet, he was the one doing the apologizing. I drew in my lips and slowly shook my head. “No,” I softly said.
When his face fell, I realized what he thought I meant. My eyes widened. “I mean no, it wasn’t your fault,” I hurried to clarify. “I was the one who thought making up a fake life was a good idea. I knew from the beginning I wouldn’t get away with it forever.”
I drew in my lips, letting my eyes roam his handsome face. “I just didn’t think you’d be the one to expose me.”
Tyler stepped close and rubbed his hands down my chilled arms. “I didn’t want to. Andrea would have caused an uproar if she’d found out you’d been pretending to be her daughter. She’s not quite as sweet as Mrs. G.”
His words about Andrea rang true. She’d given me quite the tongue lashing when I’d called to apologize to her.
“I get it.” And I did. “You were trying to be my knight in shining armor again and protect me. It’s actually kind of sweet.” And it was sweet. The sweetest thing anyone had ever done for me.
“But?” Tyler drawled, lowering his head so he could see in my eyes.
“But what now?” I gave a heavy shrug. “I’m still a social outcast. You still have a girlfriend. And we’re still from different worlds. You saw how Cooper’s parents reacted when he dated girls who didn’t come from money. What will your parents think if you try to bring me, the hired help’s daughter, home?”
“My family’s not like that.”
“Aren’t they?” A sad smile crossed my lips. I wanted to believe him but thought he might be fooling himself. “Elizabeth sure is.”
“Elizabeth’s a spoiled brat.” He fisted his hands. “My parents judge a person by their actions.”
I rolled my eyes, certain they’d heard all about my “upstanding actions” of lying to everyone. “Perfect. They’ll just love me then.” I let out a weak laugh.
“They know the whole story. They don’t think what you tried to pull off was a good idea, but they understand why you did it. Stratmore’s not an easy place to fit in, even with a hefty bank account.”
He took a deep breath, rubbing his teeth over his lip in a deliciously distracting way. “And things didn’t work out between me and Sierra.”
I peeked up at him through lowered lashes with my heart pounding. “What happened?”
A faint blush painted his cheeks, and he wouldn’t meet my eye. “She was tired of coming in second place behind you. The ball was the final straw. When you ran out, I ditched her and searched for you for hours. She said when I found you, I should hang onto you because she knew you had my heart.”
His gaze flitted across the water again, but those words did more for his case than anything else he’d said.
“Was she right?” I asked, empowered by his confession.
He slowly turned, his eyes deep with emotion. “More right than she’d ever been about anything.” We stood on the beautiful beach with waves crashing beside us and gulls calling overhead, lost in each other’s eyes, overwhelmed with growing emotions.
When Tyler dipped his head toward mine, I knew I had to make a choice. Yes, he’d hurt me, but I believed him when he said he’d been trying to do the opposite. If he was willing to overlook my entire fake-identity charade, I could certainly forgive him for embarrassing—okay, make that mortifying me, couldn’t I?
A child’s delighted laugh ran in the distance, and I felt a joyful laugh of my own building up inside me. A slow smile covered my lips and hope flared in Tyler’s eyes. To think the guy of my dreams wanted me, simple little Rindi Amberley, without a penny to my name, made me feel as free and light as the birds that soared overhead.
I didn’t have to be anyone besides myself around him, and it was amazing. The weight of my lies and deception lifted one layer at a time, carried off by the breeze. My emotions grew until I couldn’t contain them.
I launched myself into Tyler’s eager arms, wrapping my legs around his hips and meeting the laughter in his eyes with a laugh of my own before I leaned in, instigating a kiss for the very first time in my limited kissing career.
Passion clouded Tyler’s eyes just before his eyelids slid shut, making me feel powerful as my lips touched his. I clung to him, fireworks erupting in my chest before showering behind my closed eyes as I put every bit of emotion, every ounce of desire, every bit of apology and forgiveness into my kiss.
For the first time, I could kiss him without regret or embarrassment or fear of being discovered. That thought in itself made me giddy. Or maybe the giddiness was from the way his lips moved over mine as he held me close to his warm body. First gently, with reverence, before quickly heating into something I’d never dreamed possible.
Warmth spread through me where our bodies connected and time had no meaning. The kiss could have lasted a minute or an hour before he lowered me to a towel he pulled from the bag he’d brought with him from the car.
I was surprised to see my purse peeking out of the top of his bag. “You found my purse,” I said, a touch of wonder in my voice.
“You left it at the ball. I knew you’d want it. It is a Dollar Does It creation after all.” The corner of his lip hitched in a crooked smile.
I sank onto the soft towel covering the warm sand, overcome with emotions. He’d remembered where I bought my purse. For some reason, that simple fact touched me at my core.
Tyler eased down by my side. His fingertips just grazed the bare skin of my stomach. I squirmed with anticipation, drawing a self-satisfied grin from him.
“I like you Rindi Amberley. I like you quite a lot.”
I pulled him closer until our lips almost touched. “And I like you too, Tyler Ruston.” I grinned. “Even if you are a spoiled rich kid,” I teased.
“What?” His eyes widened with surprise. He tried to pull back, but I raised up to meet his mouth, moving my lips over his instinctively until he relaxed beside me.
 
 

 

Chapter 35
“And then what’d you do?” Tiffany wiggled her brows suggestively. I blushed, giving her arm a shove. 
“Well, we didn’t do that.” My cheeks flared hotter as I tried to imitate her wiggling brows while Megan laughed at my failed effort.
Lizzy walked on one side of me and Tiffany and Megan on the other as we passed one expensive store after another until we finally stopped in front of our goal. The A Dollar Does It store.
Lizzy warily eyed the interior from a safe distance away. Megan waited for her reaction while daintily nibbling the corner of a granola bar. Lizzy glanced over at her, but didn’t comment on her weight, or bloated tummy, or anything else like she usually would have. She hadn’t been as hard on Megan since the ball. I didn’t know if her experience with Brent had mellowed her, or something, but she hadn’t been as hard on anyone lately.
I grinned at all three girls’ cautious expressions. “You’ll love it,” I told them over my shoulder, striding into the store. “Trust me.”
It was hard sometimes, but we’d somehow hammered out a friendship that bridged the gap in our finances. We spent the majority of our time hanging out at each others’ houses. Mom had even given us a few cooking lessons, allowing me to, for once, feel superior to my wealthy friends, since they knew next to nothing about cooking, while I’d been cooking since I could walk.
We hadn’t become known as the E double-M T’s yet, but that was okay. I’d decided I preferred Rindi anyway.
A couple of guys walked by outside. Tiffany raised her head, giving them an eager appraisal as if she had some kind of sixth sense that detected hot boys.
“Oh, no you don’t.” I grabbed her hand before she could ditch us to chase down the flavor of the week. “Today’s my day to pick what we do, and it’s not watching you search for Prince Charming. What happened to Donald, anyway?” I asked, wrinkling my brow as I tried to remember if Donald had been her last boyfriend or if there’d been someone else since.
“Donald was last week.” She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “And he wanted to be exclusive. After three dates.” She rolled her eyes, and I laughed at her. “Talk about clingy.”
She pouted, staring longingly after the guys until they were out of sight. “You guys are so boring with your boyfriends. I wish you’d all get in big fights so we could hit the clubs and pick up some new guys together.”
“Nice, Tif,” Lizzy said without any real annoyance. “Someday you’ll find the right guy, and you won’t want to chase after any others either. Let us enjoy our happiness while we have it.”
Megan and Cooper’s relationship had made it through the week since the ball. As had Tyler’s and mine. Elizabeth had surprised us all by admitting she’d met a waiter at the ball who’d asked for her number. And she’d given it to him!
They’d been talking every day since. Tiffany was between guys at the moment, but it wouldn’t surprise me if she had someone new texting her before we left the mall today. She was happiest with lots of variety in her life as she searched for her fairytale romance. And that was fine. For her.
For me, I smiled and hoped the girls wouldn’t notice my giddy expression, I was pretty sure I’d be perfectly content to have the same guy in my life for the rest of my days. As long as that guy was Tyler. Speaking of which, I yanked my phone out of my purse to check the time.
“Crap! I’m meeting Tyler in half an hour, and I’m not even ready yet.” Panic filled me as I wondered how the day had slipped away so quickly.
Tiffany held up her trusty bag, which I knew would be filled with makeup and beauty supplies, and gave me a confident grin. “We’ve got you covered! Let’s go find the ladies’ room and work our magic, girls.”
Lizzy sighed, setting down a cute keychain she’d been considering “You’re more high-maintenance than I am, Poor Girl.”
The nickname had stuck since the ball, and while for the most part I hated it, a little piece of me secretly liked it, too. It said I had a place here, with people who knew who I really was and accepted me anyway. It said I had friends.
I wasn’t sure if our friendship would withstand the test of time and distance as we went our separate ways to college, but I suspected it might. And, despite all of their flaws, and despite all of mine, I hoped it did. I loved these girls, and if I wasn’t mistaken, they loved me right back.
I gave them a sappy grin, and Megan let out an exaggerated groan, tossing her hair over her shoulder with fake annoyance. “Ugh. You’re not going to start carrying on about how we’re the best, and you love us and all that again, are you?”
Her words might have been harsh, but her eyes twinkled, and she added a quick hug, whispering, “We love you too,” before jumping into drill sergeant mode and clapping her hands.
“We have less than half an hour to do something with this mess. Let’s get busy, ladies!”
We rushed from the store, giggling and joking and ran right into Cooper. He glanced at the name of the store before frowning down at us. “Don’t tell me you shop here now,” he directed his question to Lizzy, but his eyes rested on me. I tried not to squirm under the weight of his stare.
I’d managed to avoid him at school all week, for the most part. It helped that he was apparently avoiding me too. There was no avoiding him now.
Megan rushed to his side and grabbed his hand. “Hi!” She gazed up at him with an adoring expression that made me cringe. I waited for him to blow her off, but to my surprise, he broke his stare-off with me, his face softening in a way I’d never seen before as he looked down at her.
“Hi,” he said in reply. A quick grin graced his lips before he pressed them against hers.
I raised my brows at Lizzy and Tiff. Lizzy rolled her eyes, and Tiff gave me a slow nod, whispering, “They’ve been like this all week.”
I checked my feelings. I wasn’t jealous or angry. The closest emotion I could come up with was happiness. They were good together, and I was happy they’d given it another chance after their first failed attempt at a relationship.
“We should probably talk.” Cooper’s words wiped the grin from my face, and I swallowed hard.
Lizzy tucked her arm in mine, and Tiff quickly mimicked her action on my other side. “Anything you have to say to our friend can be said right here.” Her voice was cool and her warning clear. She had my back, and Cooper would risk her wrath if he tried to be a jerk. I’d never felt more like I belonged than at that moment.
Before I had time to get all emotional, Cooper nodded. “Agreed,” he said. He swiped a hand over his mouth. “I owe you an apology.”
My jaw dropped, and I blinked hard. “You what? Aren’t you going to yell at me for tricking you?”
His lip quirked. “I could,” he said slowly with a slight nod. “But then you and your posse there would yell at me for using you, and it would all turn into a big ugly scene. I have better plans for my time.” He pulled Megan closer, and she snuggled against him.
I was so surprised by his easy forgiveness that I couldn’t speak at first. “I am sorry, Cooper,” I said as soon as I found my voice. “I never set out to trick anyone. Then everything just snowballed out of control. You and Megan make a great couple.” I smiled as Megan beamed at me. “I’m happy for you both.”
Apparently, that was all there was to it. Megan stood on her tiptoes for another quick kiss then grabbed my arm. “We need ten minutes,” she called back to Cooper as she dragged me in the direction of the restrooms. “Meet me here.”
With everyone working together, they proclaimed me satisfactory in eight minutes flat. “I think that’s a new record,” Megan said, brushing her hands together with a proud nod.
“I’m getting better at putting your makeup on than my own.” Tiff teased, leaning close to the mirror to touch up her lip gloss.
Lizzy stood back and eyed me critically. “You’re dating my brother now. You have standards to meet.”
I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. Studying myself in the mirror, I thought I looked terrific for an eight-minute makeover. My dark hair flowed in fresh waves, and expertly applied makeup played up my best features while hiding my worst. Like the tiny pimple that had decided to pop up on my chin. “Do I pass?”
With her lips pursed, Lizzy started to nod before she laughed. “I’m just so thankful not to have to see that prissy Sierra at my house every day. You more than pass. You’re perfect for Tyler. Don’t you let him forget it.”
Her words rang in my ears as I waited for Tyler in front of the cafe where we’d decided to meet for dinner. Was I perfect for Tyler? We had more differences than commonalities. And not just where finances were concerned.
He liked sports. I liked music and reading. He loved to snow ski every chance he got. I hated the cold. I’d discovered that I loved the beach after our brief getaway. . . Well, that was one thing we had in common. He’d loved it too.
Tyler appeared around the corner. A huge smile lit his face when he saw me, and my expression echoed his. “Hey!” He jogged the rest of the way, scooping me into his arms and off my feet before spinning us around in a quick circle.
“Hey, right back.” I laughed, wrapping my arms around his neck. A few people walking past smiled at us, and then I didn’t notice anything else as I got lost in those sweet brown eyes I adored and eagerly waited for the kiss I knew was to come.
“I missed you,” Tyler said. I wanted to tease him and tell him I’d just seen him a few hours ago, but I felt the same way.
“I missed you too,” I told him breathlessly as a storm of emotions churned inside me.
“Do you think it will always be like this?” he asked, his eyes dark and sincere.
I almost said I didn’t know, because who can really know the future? But that wouldn’t have been the truth, and I was committed to sticking as close to the truth as I could from now on. So I told him the only thing I could, “I think it’s only going to get better.”
His lips touched mine in reply. Soft and warm and already so familiar, but not too familiar. Sparks still ignited in my chest, making it hard to breathe in the very best of ways. A couple of tears snuck past the corners of my eyes.
Tyler brushed them away with a worried look “They’re happy tears,” I managed to say though my throat was tight with emotion. “You, Tyler Ruston, make me very happy.”
His face cleared, and he kissed me again. “And you, Rindi Amberley, make me crazy and confused and sometimes downright angry.” I gasped in surprise. “And I think I’m falling in love with you.”
My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to say it was too soon, but that wouldn’t have been the truth either. Love didn’t have a time limit. It was something that simply appeared, sometimes when it was least expected, and I’d felt the same way about Tyler for some time now. Even when he had a girlfriend clinging to his arm.
Feeling shy, I bit my lip, the words caught in my throat.
“Okay,” Tyler chuckled, but I heard true concern in his voice. “I just told you I love you. That’s kind of a big deal. You’ve got to give me something here.”
I laughed at him. “You know I love you too, Tyler. I think I started loving you when I caught you checking out my butt at the mall when we were trying on swimsuits.”
Tyler set me down with a grin and a shrug. “What was I supposed to do? Pretend I didn’t notice that cute little bottom of yours?” He tried to look behind me for a peek of said bottom, and I swatted his arm with a laugh.
He opened the door for me, and I felt like I had that day in his plane with him just as it left the ground. Light and carefree but safe.
I finally truly understood Lizzy’s hot pink window sticker. Happiness Begins In You. It didn’t mean I had to create my own happiness. It meant I had to be happy with myself first and the rest of life would fall into place.
I’d thought I’d be happy if I were a rich girl, but I was wrong. It didn’t matter how much money I had or didn’t have. What mattered was that I was happy with myself. And I’d discovered I was. Sure, it was amazing to be surrounded by good friends and the perfect guy by my side, but I’d finally come to realize I had them because of who I was, not what I had.
Of course—Tyler pressed a soft kiss against my ear, his warm breath starting a fresh batch of tingles in my chest—I might not have ever gotten to know Tyler and the EMTs if I hadn’t been unhappy with myself and created my fake life.
So, it was almost like a which-came-first scenario. The chicken or the egg?
Was I happy with myself because I’d been unhappy with myself and choose to do something about it? Or had I always been happy with myself but hadn’t given others a chance to be part of my life?
A low, breathy laugh escaped my throat as Tyler playfully nipped my earlobe, and my deep thoughts vanished like smoke. Who cared why I was where I was? I turned until my lips brushed Tyler’s. I might not have buckets of money, but I had everything else I’d ever dreamed of. Not even a rich girl could ask for more.
 
*****
 
***Thanks for reading If I Were a Rich Girl. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. Rindi had such a fun story to tell! But the story doesn’t end here! Please leave your review on Amazon and tell us what you thought of this book. Also, don’t miss these other exiting books. (And keep reading for a peek of High School Hero!)￼
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High School Hero - Chapter 1
Some girls cried. Others broke things. I, Kristen McDonald, cleaned when I was mad or upset, which accounted for the lemony fresh scent permeating the entire bedroom and creeping out into the hall. My room was a girly combination of light pink, light green, and crisp white, and I loved every inch of it. I swiped my hair off my face with the back of my hand and surveyed my work.
I’d already dusted almost every surface in my room but had saved the collection of perfume bottles that filled the corner of my dresser for last. I choose perfume based on fragrance, of course. But if it came down to two and one happened to be bottled in an awesome container, that’s the one that would be coming home with me. I lifted a bottle shaped like a diamond, swiped underneath with the blue cloth I was using, and slammed it back down before reaching for the next one.
If George Masterson wanted to date a bubbly, overenthusiastic sophomore, that was up to him. The fact that he was still “officially” my boyfriend was the only part that ticked me off. This was my year. I was a senior at Forest Ridge High, head cheerleader dating the star quarterback. Everything was supposed to be perfect.
I slammed another bottle down just a little too hard this time, and the entire thing shattered in my hand. “Argh!” A sliver of glass sliced my palm leaving an instant beading of blood. The cut didn’t look too bad, but it stung. “Crud!”
“Everything all right up there, honey?” Dad called from downstairs. I could picture him sitting on the couch with the news on TV and his head stuck behind a newspaper. It was a wonder he even heard me.
“Fine, Dad.”
I mopped up the perfume and glass with my dusting rag and dropped the whole mess in the trash. I stomped to the bathroom holding my wrist and rinsed my hand under a stream of cool water. As I’d thought, the cut wasn’t deep, just annoying, so I patted it dry and stuck a bandage on it. I added this to the list of strikes against George. Not that making out with another girl wasn’t a doozy itself.
We’d had a good thing going. The perfect couple, everyone loved us. The votes for homecoming king and queen were almost guaranteed, but oh, no! George had to follow his male body part where it led, and from what I’d heard about Misty Holly, it had led straight to “easy.” 
I looked up and caught my own eyes, burning with anger, in the mirror. Brown shot through with flecks of gold, rimmed with naturally dark, long lashes. My nose tipped up slightly at the end. Not too much where you could stare down my nostrils or anything gross. Just enough to earn me the label of “cute” every time.
My hair almost matched my eyes. Brown with golden strands highlighting it. I wasn’t supermodel gorgeous or even as pretty as my best friend Michelle, but what I had worked just fine. Misty Holly was pretty in a more painted and obvious sort of way, but I knew her looks weren’t why George had gone sniffing after her.
And, boy, did I sound snippy. I decided to blame that on George, too.
I trudged back to my room. George and I had an understanding. At least, I thought we did. Our school didn’t vote for the prom king and queen individually but as a couple. We’d planned to capitalize on our combined popularity to make everyone love, or, at least, envy us and secure the crowns at prom. George wanted the title, along with the included scholarship, just as much as I did.
Where on earth could I find another “perfect” boyfriend to help maintain my popularity once George and I broke up, so I could still win prom queen and ensure this was still the best year of my life? Somewhere, deep down, I knew winning the crown at prom wasn’t a magical event that would change my life, but it would be something I could claim.
Like I’d said, I wasn’t as pretty as Michelle. Nor was I as smart as our friend Jules, or as athletic as Kara, or bilingual like Megan. My life was okay, but I didn’t have that special “something” that everyone else seemed to have. But being voted prom queen would be my thing. If George didn’t mess it up for me.
Music filled with entirely too much bass thumped from the street below. I squeezed my eyes shut as the offensive noise twanged on my last nerve. Matt Brady had been a thorn in my side since the day his family moved in next door two months ago.
Matt was a senior like me, but we didn’t have any classes together. I barely knew the guy, but what I did know was annoying as all get out. He walked down the halls with a swagger that said he was too cool for anyone, and he dressed like he was an angst-filled star of a ’50s teen movie, complete with the fitted t-shirt, loose jeans, and black leather jacket.
The way he dressed was almost funny since his parents were clean-cut, upstanding citizens. From what I’d heard, his dad was some kind of lawyer, and his mom worked at a doctor’s office. I didn’t know if he thought his thuggish look was a good one or if he dressed and acted the way he did to tick off his parents. The fact that the look really worked for him was something I would never admit to anyone and was beside the point as far as I was concerned.
 When Matt turned off his car, the music finally stopped vibrating the pictures on my walls. I eased back my frilly lace curtain with one finger and peeked out the window. Matt was parked in the driveway next door. After a minute, he got out of his car and stretched with one arm in the air, the other behind his head. His black t-shirt rose just enough to let his six-pack abs peek through.
My face warmed as I stared at that bare strip of skin and wondered what he looked like without a shirt. Pretty darn good, I decided, unconsciously nibbling my lower lip. He would look really, really good without a shirt. As a matter of fact, there should be a rule that he never wore a shirt again. My lips curved into a slow smile.
His shirt fell back into place covering those amazing abs when he lowered his arms. I let out a disappointed sigh. Looking away from his stomach, my eyes roamed up his broad chest before landing on his face. He was staring right at me. He smirked when he caught my eye and jerked his head in his typical head-tilt nod. My entire body froze. I could feel my appreciative smile morph into a small “o” of dismay. 
Forcing myself to move, I swished the curtains back into place and spun away from the window looking for a place to hide. I ended up plastered against the wall next to the window, so he couldn’t see my shadow.
“No. No. No. No,” I chanted, pressing my palms to my burning forehead. How utterly humiliating. How could I have let him catch me watching him? My breaths came faster and my heart knocked around in my ribs like I’d just run a mile. Stupid! 
I gently pounded my head back against the wall. Now he would be even more insufferable than before! Every other girl in school—including most of the female teachers—already fawned all over him. The last thing I wanted to do was add my name to his fan club.
But the fact that all the girls were in love with him gave him an instant degree of popularity. I nibbled my lip some more, tilting my head to the side as an idea unfurled.
If I could convince him to act like we were dating, at least until after prom, there was a very good chance I could still walk away with the crown even without my cheating-dog-of-an-ex-boyfriend, George.
My heart, which had just started to calm down, kicked its beat back up a notch. Could I do it? Would Matt go along with a plan like that simply because I asked?
I carefully pushed the curtain aside with one finger before peeking back through the opening. Matt was still there staring up at my window. No! He gave me a cocky wave and a smug grin before turning and jogging up the steps to his front door and going inside.
I stood frozen at the window this time. There was no sense trying to hide now. I was simply going to stand there and die from mortification. Or kill him for being so cocky. Either choice was as likely as the other. My knees started feeling rubbery, so I plopped down on the floor with my legs straight out in front of me.
That boy was absolutely irritating!
There was no way I could involve myself with someone like Matt. I clenched the shaggy lime green throw rug in my fists. Getting involved with him would be like playing with fire. And I knew good and well that when you played with fire, someone got burned. I wasn’t taking a chance on that someone being me.
 
*****
 
You can read the rest of Kristen’s story on Amazon!
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