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For anyone who's ever made a huge mess.


Chapter 1
“Rachel, what could possibly be taking so long?” Mom calls, banging on the bathroom door. “Do you want to be late for school?”

“I'll be right out!” I try to wrangle my hair into a bun one more time, but it's hopeless. Nothing can cover up the disaster springing out of my scalp.

Mom's pounding comes again. “You'll miss the bus!”

Ugh. Why did I think putting my hair in small braids for the night would make it look good? The genetic lottery gave me all of my dad's thick, black mane and none of my mom's blond waves, so the braids only succeeded in putting a million zigzag creases into my hair. I don't think a poodle could pull off this look. And even worse, because my hair is sticking up all over the place, the widow's peak that I'm always trying to hide is now on full display.

With a sigh, I open the door. When Mom sees me, she starts giggling. Great. You know you look ridiculous when the one person who's always supposed to support you laughs in your face.

“Mom, what am I supposed to do? I look like I ran my head through a car wash.”

Maybe I should take a page from my best friend Marisol's book and plop a tiara on my head to distract from my hair disaster. She did that last year to take attention away from a huge zit on her chin. But I have a feeling even a tiara won't help me now.

When she finally stops tittering, Mom gets a thoughtful look. Then, in full Ms. Fix-It mode, she takes my hand and pulls me over to the sink. “Dunk your head under,” she says, turning on the tap.

“What about the bus?”

“I'll drive you,” she says. “But we have to hurry.”

There's no time to wait for the water to heat up, so I shove my head under the cold stream and close my eyes. So much for starting high school on the right note. On top of the hair fiasco, I also accidentally globbed toothpaste on my lucky shirt and somehow misplaced one of my shoes.

When my hair is soaked through, I quickly towel it off and rush to change my shirt and throw on a pair of worn-out sneakers that probably should have gone in the trash months ago. When I glance at myself in the mirror, I groan.

Oh my goldfish. I look worse than my usual self, not better! But it's too late to do anything about it. I grab a banana and my backpack and dash to meet my mom at her dented minivan, which is loaded up for her day of cleaning houses.

“Why would you do that to your beautiful hair in the first place?” Mom asks as we speed off toward the school. The mops and brooms in the back of the car bang together with every turn.

I shrug, embarrassed to admit that I had imagined myself stepping into the high school for the first time as the new and improved version of myself. After the summer I've hadâ€”working for my mom's cleaning business, running baking competitions, and dealing with all sorts of family dramaâ€”I feel like a totally different person than I did last spring. I guess I wanted to look like one too.

“Was it to impress Evan?” Mom adds with a smile.

Okay, it doesn't hurt that my boyfriendâ€”my
boy
friend
!â€”is going to be at my school this year. His dad lost his job a few weeks ago, which means that the private school for geniuses where Evan had been going is no longer an optionâ€”at least for now. I know Evan was bummed about having to change schools, but I'm selfishly glad that I'll get to see him every day and show him off to everyone.

There's another reason I was hoping to make myself look better than normal today. I wanted to get my mind off the fact that, for the first time in my life, my dad isn't here on my first day of school. There's no silly joke from him at breakfast or funny note from him in my lunch. Ever since my parents split up six months ago, Dad's been in Florida, and even though he's been talking about moving back home, it's probably not going to happen anytime soon.

“Oh!” Mom says as we pull onto Main Street. “Isn't today the day you find out about
Pastry Wars
?”

I groan. “Didn't we say we weren't going to talk about that? I don't want to jinx anything.”

She laughs. “Sorry! I'm just so excited! I know you'll get in for sure. Your audition video was adorable.”

I almost died a few weeks ago when I found out that my favorite show,
Pastry Wars
, was holding auditions for a teen episode. Of course I had to send in a video, and since my fashion-designer best friend made me look amazing and her filmmaker boyfriend shot the whole thing, I'd like to think my chances of being picked are pretty good. I bet not a lot of the other kids made super-fancy French desserts for their auditions.

“Okay, I won't bring it up again,” Mom says, “but I'll be keeping my fingers crossed all day! Wouldn't it be wild if we actually got to meet Chip?”

Mom has recently developed a huge celebrity crush on
Pastry Wars
host Chip Ackerson. You'd think her boyfriend, Mr. Hammond, would be jealous, but he finds it hilarious that she acts like she and Chip are old friends when she's never even seen him in real life. But maybe that will change. Fingers, toes, and eyes crossed.

It might seem crazy that painfully shy me would be excited about being on TV, but if I'm really going to be a pastry chef one day, then I can't imagine a better way to show everyone how serious I am than by winning a major Cooking Network competition. Besides, shy me was middle school Rachel. High school is a fresh start, and I'm determined to finally leave my loser-ish reputation behind. If only the thought of finding my way through that huge building filled with strangers didn't make my whole bodyâ€”even my elbowsâ€”quiver!

We turn into the school driveway, and Mom suddenly starts sniffling. “I remember when you were a little bundle in my arms, no bigger than a loaf of bread. And now you're getting so grown up!”

Oh boy. Thankfully, we pull up to the school before Mom can start crying. “Thanks for the ride!” I say as I give her a quick peck on the cheek and then rush out of the car.

“Have fun today!” she calls after me. “Don't forget to floss after lunch!”

I practically run toward the entrance, hoping no one heard her. But I make it only a few steps before I spot Angela Bareli leaning against the flagpole in front of the school steps. I haven't seen her in over a month, and the last time was right after she'd confessed to stealing a necklace and blaming it on me. Even though her clothes and hair look the same as usual, there's something about her that seems completely different. It takes me a second to realize what it is. She's smilingâ€”genuinely smilingâ€”for the first time inâ€¦well, maybe in forever. And she's surrounded by a group of kids I've never seen before.

“Rachel Lee!” she says, waving me over. “How was your summer?”

“Um, it was good,” I say, eyeing the small crowd around her. Unlike my middle school, the high school is regional, so half the kids are from the neighboring town. That's probably why I don't recognize any of these girls. “How about you?”

“Fantastic,” she says. “Have you met my cross-country friends? We've been training like crazy for the past couple of weeks. It's going to be an amazing season.”

An older-looking girl with spiked black hair gives Angela a bright smile. “Definitely,” she says. “I'm the captain this year, and Angela's one of our star freshmen. She says she's never run before, but she's a natural.”

“Wow,” I say, and it's not because I'm impressed by Angela's running skills. For as long as I've known her, Angela Bareli has been a total follower, flocking after the popular kids, desperate to be accepted. But now, finally, she seems to have found people she actually fits with. Hopefully, when I go to the school's Cooking Club meeting this week, I'll find my people too.

Suddenly, Angela's eyes double in size. “Um, Rachel?” she whispers. “Not to freak you out or anything, but I can kind of see your bra.”

I glance down and gasp. Oh my goldfish! My wet hair soaked through my T-shirt and now the fabric is practically transparent. I yank a sweatshirt out of my bag and throw it on, my cheeks burning hotter than the late August sun.

Shockingly, Angela doesn't laugh at me the way she would have even a few weeks ago. Instead, she gives me a reassuring smile and whispers, “Don't worry. I don't think anyone else noticed.”

Clearly, Angela's got the whole “starting high school off on a good note” thing down. And she didn't have to suffer any wardrobe or hair malfunctions to get there.

I mumble a thank-you and then rush up the front steps, hoping to get inside without any other mishaps. If I can find Evan and Marisol, everything will be okay.

But as I'm about to dart through the door, I hear an all-too-familiar voice call my name. “Rachel!”

I gasp and spin around, sure I must be hallucinating. But it's true. My dadâ€”my
dad
!â€”is there on the front steps, waving at me.

“What are you doing here?” I ask after I can tear myself away from hugging him. We saw each other a few weeks ago when I went down to Florida, but having him here, at home, in front of my new school, is totally surreal.

“I wanted to surprise you!” Dad says. “I couldn't let my Rachel Roo head off for her first day without me, could I?” He holds out a little-kid lunch box. “PB&J with a sprig of mint, just like you asked me to make you in first grade. Do you remember? I should have known back then that you were a budding chef.”

It dawns on me that kids around us are staring. It's great to see my dad, of course, but this is not exactly helping me shed my loser reputation.

“Um, thanks,” I say, shoving the lunch into my bag and then pulling Dad away from the doorway so that we're not in sight of every person who passes by. “Are you back for good?”

“Yup,” he says. “I'm staying in a hotel for the moment, but I'm hoping to find an apartment soon.”

I can't believe it. My dad is really home! Okay, so the fact that he's living in a hotel is a little weird, but now that my parents are officially split up and my mom is dating someone else, I guess it would be even weirder if he stayed at our house.

“Soâ€¦” Dad says, glancing around. “Where's this boyfriend of yours? I never had a chance to talk to him at the Bake-Off.”

A bell rings, making me jump. Uh-oh. Is that the homeroom bell? “Dad, I have to go. I don't want to be late.”

“Let's meet here after school, okay?” he says, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “We can go to Molly's. I've been dreaming about their ice cream for months!”

“Today? I told you I got a job at Ryan's Bakery, right? Training starts this afternoon.” I was beyond excited when Chef Ryan, the toughest critic I know, called last week to offer me a job at his bakery. For a few hours a week, I'll be ringing up customers and helping out with some of the grunt work for the bakery's catering jobs. Not exactly glamorous, but it's one huge step closer to making my dream of becoming a pastry chef come true. And if I have my way, I'll be assisting Chef Ryan with the cakes and pastries in no time.

Dad's face falls. “Oh, of course. I should have known you'd have plans. No worries.” He lets out a soft laugh. “We'll get together another day, okay?”

“Maybeâ€¦maybe you could come over for dinner or something this week. I'm sure Mom wouldn't mind.” As I say the words, I realize that I have no idea if they're true. Mom and Dad have barely been in the same room together since they split up. I'm not sure how she'd feel about him setting foot in our house again after everything.

“We'll figure it out,” he says. “Now, off you go. I don't want you getting in trouble because of me.”

I give my dad a quick hug and rush away. As I go down the nearly empty hallway, I realize I have no idea where my homeroom is or where to find my locker. So much for starting high school off as the best version of myself. At this rate, I'll be lucky to start high school on
any
note.
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