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Chapter 1

 

J
EEZ
,
Brynn just wanted to hide in her corner of the lunchroom, away from the preppy-populars and the nerd-herds, the drama club geeks and the overachievers, and listen to the new Donnas album while she crammed for her calculus exam. But nooooo, her BFF, Miss-Nancy-Drew-Wannabe, kept nudging her arm every five minutes just to point out something Brynn really had, like, zero interest in. She played along, though, peeking through the cotton-candy-pink bangs covering her face to see what Laura wanted. This time it was Cassidy Rivers, and the queen of the in-crowd looked like she was on the prowl, with her bleached blonde clones loyally in tow, as always.

Brynn rolled her eyes and buried her head back in her book. She didn’t care about Cassidy. The chick didn’t even hit Brynn’s radar, well… except for the fact she was probably the most gorgeous girl Brynn had ever seen. She had these startling steel-blue eyes and pouty pink lips, bright blonde hair that was obviously really hers because her perfectly shaped brows were about the same shade of blonde. Her cheeks were rosy and round, and when she smiled, the cutest dimples formed at the edges of her mouth.

Brynn mentally facepalmed herself. Was she seriously admiring Cassidy Rivers—of all freakin’ people?

Maybe on some level she would’ve liked to have been accepted by Cassidy and the in-crowd. Those kids lived in the nicest houses and had the best cars. They shopped in all the swanky Majestic Hills shops, wore designer everything, and had the best life had to offer. Brynn had the means to fit in. She came from money like the rest of them, but those shops didn’t appeal to her. Name brands didn’t mean anything either. Her favorite boots came from an army thrift store. She listened to bands like My Chemical Romance and The Used, not Bruno Mars and Britney Spears. Still, it would’ve been nice to fit in, but there was no way she would admit that to anyone. No, it was totally more hardcore to pretend the preppy-popular kids were a vapid waste of space, and she could do soooo much better… with her
one
friend.

One earbud plopped out of her ear and landed in the crease of her book. Laura had her finger hooked around the white cord. The noise from the lunchroom chatter and the object falling in the line of her sight distracted her. Brynn hated being distracted when she was focused on something important, like making the grades she needed to get into the college of her dreams. She turned her eyes up to Laura who sat beside her, purple ponytail high on her head, black-lined, brown-eyed stare set on Cassidy and the pom-pom squad.

“Beware, she’s headed this way,” Laura said.

“Why do I need to beware?” Brynn mumbled as she stuck her earbud back in her left ear. The music was low enough she could still hear Laura without missing out on track five, which would totally go onto a playlist when Brynn got home and could sync her iPod. “She never stops at our table. We’re
so
not on her radar.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed,” Laura teased.

“Who said I was disappointed? I kinda like it.” Brynn looked up and tilted her head, considering what would happen if Cassidy Rivers actually noticed her existence.

Hmm… probably nothing.

They both watched as Cassidy
I’m-destined-to-be-prom-queen
Rivers swished on by their table, her bleach-bottle-blonde besties flanking both sides. A few of the brain-dead jocks that always followed them around fell in behind the three girls. It was so tragically cliché and so
After School Special
.

Brynn couldn’t stand it, or so she kept telling herself.

Keep on walking, girl. Keep on walking,
she thought as Cassidy and her clique rounded the edge of the table. Brynn pulled in a deep breath, kept her head low, and only watched them through the part in her pink, chin-length, straight-as-a-freakin’-board hair. She reached up and tugged at one of the six silver loops hanging from either ear—a nervous habit she’d recently developed—and casually kept her black-lined eyes fixed on Cassidy.

A white cashmere sweater clung to Cassidy’s slight curves and met at the pink skirt hugging her waist and thighs. The skirt stopped just above the knee, and below that was a pair of white, high-heeled boots that reached all the way up past her calves. The outfit had to be designer. It had that classy look to it. But what really caught Brynn’s eye was the golden pendant hanging from Cassidy’s neck. It looked Celtic—a knot of some sort—with lots of loops and weaves. Brynn had seen something like it before in one of her cool Gothic jewelry catalogs, but the one around Cassidy’s neck didn’t look like a cheap knockoff. It looked like the real deal—maybe priceless, maybe even antique. It definitely gave Miss Better-Than-Everyone-Else a depth she didn’t have before.

Cassidy and crew kept walking but not without smirking down at Brynn like she was the scum of the earth. Something wicked flickered in that girl’s big blue-gray eyes, something mean and totally deceiving to the rest of the world—the ones who believed Cassidy was as innocent as the Virgin Mary or something.

Pfft!

“Looks like we got lucky again,” Laura whispered as soon as the in-crowd cleared the table.

Brynn finally exhaled, little strands of pink hair fluttering in the breeze. Yeah, they got lucky again, but they always got lucky. They were such an insignificant blip Cassidy didn’t even bother, not like the poor nerd-herd the jocks loved to bully three tables back.

Something stupid and curious came over Brynn. For some dumb reason, she glanced over her shoulder to see what they were doing. The jocks were hovering over the nerds. Cassidy and the blonde squad worked their way over to the table where the cheerleaders and the other popular kids always sat, but for some messed-up reason, Cassidy kept watching her. If Brynn didn’t turn around now and mind her own business, she knew she would be on the receiving end of some snarky comment, and honestly, Brynn would rather study calculus than get into a battle of wits with the unarmed.

“Why is she staring at us?” Laura asked.

“I don’t know.” Brynn turned back to her book. “Just don’t look at her, and maybe she’ll forget we exist.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

“Hey, it’s worked for two years, hasn’t it? I mean like, we’re seniors now, and we haven’t been bullied by her or her friends. She doesn’t even waste her time with us. So, let’s just keep doing what we’ve been doing and pretend she doesn’t exist either.”

“Right,” Laura said as she looked down at her lunch tray and the massive helping of beef surprise that had started out as meatloaf at the beginning of the week.

Jeez, Brynn didn’t see how Laura could eat that crap. It smelled like something died on a plate, and the lovely Lunch Lady Brigade couldn’t wait to serve that slop up to the unsuspecting masses. She cringed and began gathering up her books, then grabbed her backpack from the chair beside her. Brynn tucked her iPod into the pocket of her black hoodie and said to Laura, “See you in sixth period.”

“Yeah. Totally. Good luck on the exam.”

“Thanks,” Brynn muttered before heading out of the cafeteria.

She wandered down the nearly empty hallway, past all the bright red lockers, platform boots thumping against the white linoleum. The bell hadn’t rung yet, so most of the other students were still in their classes or hanging out in the cafeteria. Brynn liked the halls like that. She didn’t have to push through the crowds, didn’t have to fight her way through the cliquey circles just to get to her locker. She could take her time and just… chill.

Brynn hugged her black hoodie tight around her body as she headed up the stairwell to the second floor. The Donnas’ latest album played from her iPod and spilled some of her favorite music into her ears. She’d made it all the way to track eleven, and it would probably end right before she made it to her class.

She thought about Cassidy, about how mean and snarky the girl could be. Brynn wondered if that was the real Cassidy or just a show she put on to be the popular girl, because being part of the in-crowd came with certain responsibilities—which apparently included walking all over everyone else in the school. Whatever. It wouldn’t matter much longer. They had one semester left before they graduated. She would go off to college, and Cassidy would… do something with her empty, narcissistic life. Not that Brynn cared what Cassidy did after high school.
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