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one

A Date with Destiny

It's only 3:47 PM. How can that be? It feels like I've been here for hours, not just forty-seven minutes. If I've only been at work for forty-seven minutes, then that means I still have two hours and thirteen agonizing minutes to go before my shift ends.

I stare out the fogged-up window of Milk and Sugar, which is this quaint coffeehouse/eatery I've waitressed at all school year, and silently pray for Mother Nature to give me a break. But nothing happens. Raindrops continue to pelt the windows and the wind rattles the frame, reminding me how drafty this place is. I pull my cable-knit sweater tighter over my cream-colored apron.

“I doubt we'll get anyone in here this afternoon,” Ryan says with a slight frown. His forehead wrinkles as well, which looks pretty funny with his shaved head. Ryan is my forty-something boss and the owner of Milk and Sugar, and aside from the two of us and Grady, the wiry twenty-year-old who helps out in the kitchen, there's only one other person here, a customer named Susan who has been by several times this week. Susan told me she's vacationing here, which makes sense because I've never seen her before, and in our town, everyone knows everyone. But why she'd chosen a beach community like Cliffside for a little R&R in the off-season is beyond me.

“Today is supposed to be just like yesterday—heavy rain all afternoon and night,” I tell Ryan as I aimlessly wipe the counter. I side-eye him hopefully. Maybe he'll close early!

It's not that I don't like working here. I love it—when we have customers. I just hate standing around doing nothing. Being bored is one of my biggest pet peeves, and I usually never feel that way when I'm at work. Milk and Sugar is Cliffside's version of Starbucks (which the town protested so one never opened here) and the place is usually packed. Our ambience has a lot to do with it. Instead of cheesy Formica counters and five-dollar cups of coffee, our shop has blue and burgundy–striped couches, worn-leather recliners and distressed white wood coffee tables. Hanging pendant lights give a soft glow over each eating area and the walls, which are covered with local artists’ prints of the ocean. The one thing we do have in common with Starbucks is a soothing, bluesy soundtrack that drowns out the churn of the espresso machine (our lattes are only $2.50). We have a full coffee service menu plus bagels, paninis, eggs, and salads. The place is so cool that even on my days off I hang out here with my friends.

“Maybe the forecast is wrong,” Ryan says and my smile droops. “It wouldn't be the first time.” Ryan looks around the place. “In the meantime, why don't you do what you do best?” He smirks.

“Really?” I say excitedly.

Ryan nods. “As long as you promise to dance your way over to the pictures. They could use some dusting.” He grabs my arm before I can take off. “But, Charlie? First see if our new regular needs a refill.” He motions to Susan, who is sitting in the back texting instead of reading the latest Oprah book club pick she has lying on the table. “On the house.”

As I walk over to her table, Susan picks her head up and smiles. She's had some variation of the same outfit on all week. Today it's a brown cashmere-looking sweater, cute jeans, and her BlackBerry glued to her short, polished fingernails.

“Hey, Susan. How's the book?” I ask as I start cleaning her table.

Susan laughs. “I'm taking a short break,” she says, motioning to her BlackBerry. “But it might be Oprah's best pick yet.” Susan pats the cover of the book that is sitting on the table. “I've got forty pages left. I can give it to you when I'm done if you want.”

Since it's been raining practically all week, and Susan's been here every afternoon, we've had a lot of time to talk. I've told her all of my high school drama, which she soaked up like a good piece of biscotti dunked in coffee. And she's dished to me about how she's single—she told me yesterday that she's swearing off men for a few months after a brutal breakup with her last boyfriend—and she's a self-professed workaholic. She still hasn't told me what she does, though. Every time I bring it up, she changes the subject.

“How did your English midterm go?” Susan asks. Chatting 
up Susan makes me miss my sister, Isabella, who is away at college. Susan may be older—I think she's in her mid-thirties—but she's got it all together, just like Bella, both inside and out. Susan's super-skinny and has the most amazing blond highlights I've ever seen on a brunette. Her blue eyes, accented with perfectly applied eye makeup, stare up at me.

“I think I nailed the essay,” I say proudly.

“How did Brooke do?” she asks with a sly smile.

Brooke is one of my best friends and I've told Susan all about her too. Brooke and I agonized over our notes all week, quizzing each other about The Joy Luck Club and The Crucible. Brooke is the perfect study partner. I swear she has a photographic memory. “She thinks she got an A-plus. I'll be happy with a B, though.” I grab Susan's plate, littered with crumbs from her blueberry muffin, and spy her empty coffee cup. “Ready for a refill?” I ask.

Susan grabs her Hermès bag, which I'm pretty sure is the real deal, but I put my hand up to stop her. “It's on the house,” I tell her. “It's the least we can do after torturing you with my singing all week and my blabbing on and on about my crush.”

Susan smiles. “I like hearing your little soap opera. And as for the singing, your Britney impersonation is dead-on.”

“Thanks.” I blush. “I don't normally do that in front of customers.”

“Except this one, because I've been here so much I kind of blend into the walls,” Susan jokes. “You've certainly kept me entertained this week, Charlie. Your Gwen on Monday was impeccable, and the SNL spoof you did with Ryan was hysterical. You have a real spark.”

“You're just saying that because I slip you extra sugar cookies every day,” I point out. “But thanks. I don't normally sing at work, but it helps pass the time.”

I've been singing and dancing my way around Milk and Sugar for weeks because business has been so slow. Cliffside has been flirting with spring, but we're still having some cold, wet, rainy days. Until they finally disappear, our sleepy beach town will stay a ghost town. In the meantime, I pretend I'm auditioning for Simon, Ellen, Randy, and Kara, even though singing is not something I see in my future. I just like doing impersonations.

I gather Susan's cup, walk back over to the counter, and make her another no-fat soy milk latte with an extra shot of espresso. I place two sugar cookies on the plate as well and bring it back over. She sees the cookies and groans.

“I'm going to need a diet after this vacation,” she complains, even though she takes a bite of the cookie right away. “So tell me—when do I get to meet these friends of yours who I've heard so much about?”

I glance at the clock. “It's been raining so hard they might not stop by.” I can't help but grin. “Although Brooke is dying to wear her new rain boots so she may drag everyone here.”

“I hope she does,” says Susan, and she blows on her latte. “If she's anything like you, I think I'm going to like her.”

Ryan thinks it's bizarre how into my little high school world Susan has been, but I think she's just bored and probably regrets blowing into town in the first place. Either way, she's out of here tomorrow. “I'll keep you posted,” I tell her. “Now if you'll excuse me, I have a date with Beyoncé that I can't miss.”

“Of course.” Susan winks. “Divas don't like to be kept waiting.”

I cue up Ryan's iPod that is sitting in the Bose dock, grab a mop, and begin to clean along to the beat. It's only a matter of seconds before I break out my song and dance moves. I belt out “Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)” at the top of my lungs, using the mop as a microphone. I'm so into Sasha Fierce mode that I barely hear the bell on the front door.

Three girls come dashing in out of the rain, holding their jackets over their heads. None of them have umbrellas and their clothes are soaked. But I don't care that they're soggy. I run over and hug them anyway. That's what you do when best friends show up at the perfect moment.

“I'm just about at the chorus,” I tell them. “Want to sing backup?”

“I never do backup,” Brooke Eastman says, looking like a Greek goddess with her long, fiery red hair and a scowl on her face that quickly turns into a smile. As I expected, she's got her Burberry rain boots on. Water drips off her favorite black shirt, a BCBG she got at the Tanger outlets on clearance, not that anyone other than us three is supposed to know that.

“But I do do hot chocolate,” Brooke tells me. “Make me a big one, pronto.” Brooke is the most, shall we say, direct in our group. She says whatever is on her mind—whether it stings or not. She's been that way since she started eating lunch with Hallie, Keiran, and me in first grade, the year she moved here from Chicago. Her parents wanted to fulfill their lifelong dream to run a farm, a fact that Brooke hates and pretty much pretends isn't true. But as long as you don't mention cow manure, Brooke is a blast. She always has her friends’ backs too. Last year, when Tom Stamos turned me down for the homecoming dance, Brooke toilet-papered his locker.

“Could you make me one too?” asks Hallie Stevens as she shakes out her long, curly brown hair. She pulls out a mirror and examines her look with a frown. I find her frown amusing considering the fact that Hallie could never look bad, even drenched from head to toe. With gorgeous hair, tan skin, and a smile that makes both local guys and visitors swoon, she is every guy at Cliffside's fantasy, not that she seems to notice (“You're exaggerating!” she always says when some poor dude trips and falls straining to look at her walk by). Hallie gives her lips a swipe of gloss before she plops down on the nearest couch. I watch Ryan wince. The couch is going to be soaked.

“Three, please,” says the third girl, quieter than the rest. Keiran Harper is my oldest friend—she's lived down the road from me since we were both three—and everyone at school thinks she's impossibly shy. But she's not. If Keiran is quiet, it's only because she uses school to get a few hours of peace. When she isn't there, she's babysitting either her three younger siblings or for local families to save money for college. Keiran grabs a few napkins and dries off her shoulder-length blond hair before she sits down next to the others. Even though Hallie is the one guys notice, and Brooke is the one people are equally in awe and fear of, I've always thought Keiran was the prettiest of all of us. She is the only one who never wears makeup. Her freckled face and green eyes are all the enhancing she needs, and her tiny frame looks good no matter what she wears, even if it's covered in baby spit-up and Crayola marker. Me, on the other hand—I'm a different story. I keep praying I'm a late bloomer. My dark brown, almost black, medium-length hair isn't bad, and I like my wide set eyes, but my longish nose drives me nuts. Brooke says it makes me look regal. I think that's just a polite way of saying I need a nose job.

My mom jokes that the four of us could be a new version of Charlie's Angels. We fit the movie profile. We're all thin enough to wear tankinis, which is surprising to me considering how many bagels I eat at Milk and Sugar, and we get so dark in the summer that our tans don't fade till November. We're a great team, but that's where the similarities end. Keiran is the quiet blond, Brooke the feisty redhead, Hallie the unknowingly beautiful brunette, and me the raven-haired “ringleader,” as Hallie jokes. I can't help it if I like making plans and keeping us busy on the weekends. I'm a tad Type A, as my mother likes to say.

“Are you going to sing ‘If I Were a Boy’ today?” Hallie asks. “I like when you get all soulful.”

“Too depressing for today,” I tell her. “I'm thinking I should switch it up with some ‘Amy’ or go vintage Britney and do ‘I'm a Slave 4 U.’” I pretend to use the map like I'm going to pole dance. Hey, Miley Cyrus has done it. “You interested?”

“Woohoo! Go for it,” Brooke says with a laugh.

I glance at Ryan. “Two more songs,” he says with a sigh. He's trying to look annoyed that I'm performing with customers around, but my friends aren't really customers. He heads into the kitchen shaking his head and I can't help but smirk. Ryan can be such a pushover. That's how I got hired. He never hires any of the kids from Cliffside as waiters, plus I'm only sixteen, which he thought was too young, but I wouldn't take no for an answer. I wore him down after I volunteered to wait tables for a week for free. “Why don't you get the girls something to drink on the house?” Ryan added.

“Thanks, Ryan.” I hurry behind the long coffee counter to make four hot cocoas.

“It wouldn't kill you to throw in a bagel,” Brooke yells, her loud voice sounding even louder in the empty room.

Keiran swats her, giggling. “Nice.”

“Don't pretend you don't want one too,” Brooke points out. “I could barely swallow one bite of Wednesday's meatball hero surprise.”

Hallie groans. “That might have been the worst cafeteria special they ever had. I heard Sylvie Morton got sick in the bathroom and then Karla Platt was walking in behind her and got sick because she saw Sylvie get sick.”

“Eww!” the others screech.

I pour the steaming two-percent milk into four red ceramic mugs and add cocoa and whipped cream. Then I balance the four cups on a round tray and carry them out to the girls, being careful not to let the cocoa slosh over the sides.

“Don't trip again,” Hallie teases as I come dangerously close to losing my balance. I've been waitressing almost a year. I didn't say I was good at it.

“I'd like to see Charlie sing, dance, and waitress at the same time,” Keiran comments.

“I think Charlie needs to do a cafeteria exposé,” Brooke says as I slowly put the tray down on the coffee table. The girls grab their cups and Brooke looks at me. “Are you out of bagels?”

I should have known Brooke was being serious. I hurry back around the counter and grab four bagels and bring them over to the couch. “Thank you,” she says gratefully. “Do you have cream cheese?” I roll my eyes at her and run over to the fridge.

“Brooke's totally right, Charlie. You should do an article on bad cafeteria food,” Hallie says. “It's an epidemic. Remember last week's green chocolate cake?”

“Or last month's pink chicken scare?” Keiran reminds us.

“Something like this could finally give you the front-page story you so deserve,” Brooke insists. “I can see it now—Cafeteria Killers by Charlotte ‘Charlie’ Reed. ‘How your life is threatened by your Caesar salad.’” Hallie giggles.

“I've got a better idea,” Keiran suggests. “Forget food and do an editorial on the rich, private school kids who live in Cliffside and act as if the rest of us townies don't exist. I saw Marleyna Garrison the other day at the Associated and she pretended to be so into picking out grapes she couldn't look at me. And this is a girl who was my best friend in preschool.”

Brooke shrugs. “Maybe she didn't see you.”

Keiran gives her a look. “She saw me. I'm sure of it.”

“She said hi to me a few weeks ago,” Brooke says casually, not looking up from her mug. “I said hi first, but still.”

Hallie groans. “Brooke! You need to quit sucking up to those people.”

Brooke feigns innocence. We all know she's obsessed with Marleyna Garrison and the lives of the rich and fabulous in our neighborhood, but she won't admit it. “I'm not!” she insists.

“They won't cover either topic,” I say, changing the subject before it gets heated. “I'm going to be stuck covering arts and entertainment—which basically means zip—for the rest of my high school career.”

“You're never going to become the next Diane Sawyer if you keep letting those blockheads at the paper tell you what to write,” Brooke tells me. “Whatever happened to free speech? You're a better writer than half the people they have on staff. I've seen your English papers. I should know.”

“Charlie needs something exciting to write about,” Keiran agrees.

“Ooh! Let's make something up,” Brooke suggests, making me laugh. “We can say we found an alien baby near the Sound, or start a rumor that Brangelina and the kids are renting a house here this summer!”

“Who is going to believe that Brangelina would settle here?” Hallie wants to know.

Brooke takes another bite of her bagel and flashes us a mischievous smile. “Leave it to me, darling. If I say it, people will believe it. It's all in the details.”

“It's a nice thought, Brooke,” I tell her, “but I think my writing career would be over before it started if people found out I was creating my own news.”

“The Enquirer does it all the time,” Brooke says innocently. I shake my head.

“Okay, so lack of news is a problem in Charlie getting a front-page story.” Keiran steers us back on track and smears her bagel with cream cheese. “What are we going to do about it though? Aside from March's wine and cheese dinner at that new vineyard, and the fact that Cliffside Cinemas finally got rocking stadium seats, there hasn't been much news in town.”

“You can say that again,” Brooke grumbles, her mood darkening. She blows on her hot cocoa, sending whipped cream over the side of the cup. “Cliffside should be wiped off the map.”

We hate when Brooke talks like this. It's not like I want to stay in Cliffside forever; I want out of here for college too. But at the very least, I do like it here, even if every store in town closes by seven PM. I could definitely see myself someday spending summers here with my rugrats.

“I've never heard you complain about Cliffside during tourist season,” Hallie sniffs.

“That's because at least then we have the beach to keep us busy, and your parents’ dock for a little entertainment,” Brooke says.

Hallie's parents own a dockside restaurant in Greenport, just a few towns over on the North Fork (or NOFO as it's sometimes called. Brooke says it stands for “NO Fun On this side of the island.”). For actual five-star eateries and celeb sightings you have to go to the South Fork and the Hamptons. The Crab Shack is the name of Hallie's parents’ place, and it's always hopping with tourists and wealthy locals driving over on their boats. Hallie's parents do so well from the dock boat parking fees and their summer café of fresh seafood and salads that they're able to be off all winter (except for the dockings, which run through the fall and spring). They reopen for business next week.

“You're going to miss this place someday, Brooke,” Keiran says quietly. “You're going to miss us.”

“You're all coming with me,” Brooke insists. “Especially you, Kiki—you need to get away from all those screaming kids.”

“It's not that bad,” Keiran says, sounding unsure of herself.

“It so is,” agrees Hallie. “When I called your house last night, Joseph answered and started babbling and then dropped the phone on the floor and I had to listen to Stevie screaming for milk and Hannah begging you to put on The Backyardigans. Then Joseph came back on and started babbling some more before he hung up on me!”

“I thought I heard the phone ring,” Keiran says sheepishly.

“Would you please start leaving your cell phone on?” Brooke begs.

Keiran takes a bite of her bagel. “I keep forgetting. Mom and Dad were out late at dinner and I was trying to get the kids’ baths done. We can't all have fun jobs like you, Hallie.”

“My job's not so great,” Hallie says without a hint of irony. We all groan.

“You get to work at the café on the dock where all the hot guys are, including the ones that go to the Ross School, you get paid for getting a tan, and you get half the year off since the place is closed in the winter!” Brooke sounds indignant.

“I can't help it if there are cute boys.” Hallie grins.

“Who all want to date you,” I remind her.

“Not that you ever notice until they're sending you flowers.” Keiran giggles.

“Okay, fine, my job is cool,” Hallie admits. “But at least I work.” Hallie glances at Brooke and Brooke glares at her in return. This is a dance the two of them do all the time.

“I would never work you-know-where.” Brooke says the phrase fast, like it's on fire.

“Whenever Brooke says it like that, I feel like she's talking about Voldemort or something really awful,” I quip and Keiran and Hallie can't help but snort. “When in reality she's just talking about the—”

“Don't say it.” Brooke puts her hands up wildly, trying to cover my mouth.

“You are so touchy.” I laugh when she starts to tickle me. “What's so wrong with owning a—”

“Don't!” Brooke begs and now I can see she's getting upset. “Just sing. You promised us some Britney and if I'm going to get soaked in my gorgeous new boots you better deliver.”

“Okay,” I tell her. The others applaud as I stand up and go reclaim my mop-turned-mic. Grady and Ryan, hearing the commotion, step into the kitchen doorway and whistle. Grady's beloved All-American Rejects shirt is covered in chocolate, since he's just made another batch of his homemade double chocolate Tropic Thunder cookies (Grady is a movie junkie who likes to name all his creations after his favorite films). I run behind the counter and punch up the tune. “I can't deny my public.” Then I break into full Britney mode, remembering some of the dance steps we used for the talent show a few years back and singing to the mop at the top of my lungs. When I'm done, I'm met with loud cheers. I bow.

“Ryan, when are you going to let her perform like this for real one night?” Brooke demands. “Charlie would bring the house down.”

“I would not,” I say with a laugh. “I only do this sort of thing when no one is here, or it's just you guys. You know I have a terrible voice. I couldn't do it, like, for real.”

“I think you should try out for the school play,” suggests Hallie. “You can act.”

Before I can tell Hallie how crazy she is, I hear more clapping and turn around. Susan is applauding. I guess I forgot she was here. “That might have been your best performance yet,” she says and walks over with her oversized Milk and Sugar coffee mug in hand. I notice she's wearing super-high heels. She strides gracefully over to the table—unlike I would in those shoes.

“Susan, I want to introduce you to my best friends—Keiran, Brooke, and Hallie.” The girls all shake her hand and look at me curiously. “Susan has been my number-one customer all week—or should I say my only customer. She's here on vacation.”

Brooke gasps. “I'm so sorry for you. Did Priceline.com do this to you? I hear they pick the most rinky-dink places sometimes, which would explain how you wound up here.”

Susan laughs. “Charlie said you were funny, Brooke.”

The girls look at me again. “I've been bragging about you guys,” I explain. “I've been giving Susan a little background on my Cliffside existence.”

“And you haven't left town yet?” Brooke deadpans. I swipe her with my cleaning rag. “EWW! Charlie, stop!”

“Do you want to sit?” Keiran asks Susan politely.

“I'd love to,” Susan says, before I can protest. I'm sure Susan wants to finish her book but doesn't want to be rude. “I was hoping to meet you three all week.”

“You really are bored,” Hallie says, and I glare at her. “I'm just saying.”

“Are you writing a book about small-town girls?” Keiran asks seriously. Hallie laughs so hard, she almost spits her drink out.

“Who are you calling small-town?” Brooke pouts.

Susan holds up her hands in peace and then clutches her stomach, laughing. “You four are funny together.” She studies us carefully. “And each one of you is more beautiful than the last. It's amazing.” She stares at us, not saying anything, and I find myself getting uncomfortable. “And this town”—Susan glances out the window and around the room—“is the cutest thing I have ever seen.”

“It's dead,” Brooke deadpans, “if you haven't noticed.”

“What she means is, come back in the summer,” Hallie interrupts. “The wineries are awesome and the antiquing can't be beat.”

“When have you ever gone antiquing?” Brooke wants to know.

Hallie blushes. “I haven't, but I've heard it's good.”

“Have you all lived here a long time?” Susan asks.

“Yeah,” Keiran says and I'm surprised to hear her speak to a stranger. “My dad is a fisherman, Hallie's parents own a dock and restaurant, Charlie's dad is a ferryboat captain, and Brooke's is…”

“A local native too,” Brooke finishes with a bright smile. She can't stop staring at Susan's shoes. Are they Gucci?

Susan smiles. “Well, I think this town is anything but dead, and believe me, I've seen a lot of towns and a lot of girls. Especially lately.” She frowns. “I think Cliffside is picturesque and completely charming, just like you four. Not that I'm surprised. Charlie talks very highly of the three of you and I already adore her.”

Brooke elbows me. “Aww. Thanks, Charlie.”

“There's something I wanted to talk to you all about now that I have you together,” Susan adds and pulls something from her pocket. It's a business card holder.

She hands a card to each of us and I read the card carefully. susan strom, fire and ice network. executive director of creative programming.

So this is what Susan does for a living? Why didn't she tell me? Her job must be beyond cool. Fire and Ice is like the new MTV. We just started getting the network on cable out here. They air more videos than MTV and also have a mix of reality and game show programming during prime time.

“You work for Fire and Ice? That's so cool,” Hallie says in awe.

“I love Peggy Pierce,” gushes Brooke. Peggy is the host of their video countdown show and Brooke so wants to be her. “She's like my idol.”

“I can introduce you,” says Susan. “She'll be at a party we're throwing next weekend in the Hamptons. Next Saturday night. Would you girls like to come? As long as your parents approve, of course. They can come too. I'd love to meet them.”

Meet our parents? Go to a major party? I thought Susan just said she didn't know the area. If that's true, then why is she having a party out here? I guess it is on the other fork, but still. My amateur journalist mind is spinning.

“Us?” Brooke shrieks. “A Fire and Ice Party? We're so there.”

“I can't,” Keiran says meekly. “I have to babysit.”

“Kiki, cancel!” begs Hallie. “How often do you get the chance to go to a party with Peggy Pierce?”

“She's right, Keiran,” says Susan. “You don't want to miss this. If you give me your numbers, I'll even call your parents personally.”

“Um, geez, you're nice.” Hallie looks at her strangely. “Want to drive us there too?”

Susan smiles. “I'll admit, I have an ulterior motive. Can I tell you girls a secret?”

“Yes,” says Brooke, her breath short, but her answer quick.

“I kind of lied before,” Susan admits and looks at me. “Especially to Charlie. I do know this area. I've vacationed here before, and I'm actually in town scouting a new TV show. I've been all over the country doing it and I've been let down everywhere I've gone.” She looks at me. “Except here.”

“What kind of show?” I want to know.

“A reality show about regular everyday teens. Nothing flashy and overdone, just as real as it can get,” Susan explains. “I've been looking for my next stars and having a tough time.”

“Shut up!” says Brooke and Keiran nudges her. “Tell us more.”

“It gets better,” Susan adds, pulling her umbrella out of her bag. I notice it is Louis Vuitton. She pulls a twenty from her wallet and hands it to me as a tip. I try to protest but she waves me off. “I think I've found my star.”

“Who is it?” Hallie wants to know.

“You've got to tell us,” says Brooke, leaning across the table anxiously. “Is it Marleyna Garrison?” Hallie groans. “We know every teen in this town and we can tell you if you've made a huge mistake.”

Susan looks at me. “It's Charlie.”

I audibly gasp. Hallie squeals. Keiran just looks stunned.

“Charlie on her own TV show?” Brooke practically stutters and looks at me in shock. “That's… I mean, wow, Charlie! How cool!”

“Me?” I feel dizzy. “You're joking, right?”

Susan shakes her head and smiles. “You're exactly what I've been looking for, Charlie. You're vibrant and real and sweet and you have great friends.” She looks at the girls. “With them at your side, I think you could have an amazing show and hit home with our viewers.”

Brooke practically cries. “You want us too?” The color flushes back to Brooke's face. “You want all of us?”

Susan nods. “Charlie's Angels.”

“That's what Charlie's mom calls us,” Keiran marvels.

“I always thought it should be Brooke's Angels, but it doesn't have the same ring,” Brooke says with a smile.

Susan laughs. “I want you all. Obviously there's a lot to discuss together and with your parents. So if my proposal sounds at all interesting, maybe we can meet before the party to chat. Lunch on me?” We're all still too stunned to respond. “Anyway, I'll talk to you, Charlie. Call me tomorrow and I'll have invitations messengered over.” Susan looks at me. Brooke nudges me and I finally manage a nod. “I know this is a lot to process,” Susan says. “I'm going to give you guys some space to think about things. I really hope we can make this work. This is an opportunity you don't want to pass up.”

Susan gets up and gathers her coat, Hermés bag, and umbrella. The rest of us can barely move, let alone squeak out a goodbye. Is this woman for real? Does she really want me to be the star of a show on the Fire and Ice Network?

The bell on the door jingles and snaps me out of my fog. I look up and Susan's already gone, leaving the four of us behind, our mouths hanging on the floor.





two

Trust the Ones Who Know You Best

Three minutes after the bell rings we've already claimed the lone picnic table in the student-run garden outside the cafeteria. Brooke, Keiran, and I unpack our lunches while Hallie hits the lunch line to test out today's Philly cheesesteak. The air is breezy and I button my spring coat before sitting down.

The weather is still crisp during the first week of April—barely sixty degrees—but since we didn't want anyone learning about our TV show offer till we'd decided whether to take it, we needed a covert meeting place. I guess the garden was probably the right spot. We're the only people here. I'm sure everyone inside the cafeteria thinks we're freaks.

If my friends knew what I was thinking right now, I'm sure they would think I'm a freak. It's been five days since Susan dropped her bombshell on us, and the girls are ninety-five percent on board. I'm the holdout. The sun suddenly pokes its head through the clouds as if to listen in on my decision.

I wish I had one. I can't sleep. I can barely eat. I don't know what to do! I pull a small spiral-bound notebook out of my messenger bag and place it on the table, opening it to the appropriate page. It says Reality Show—Pros and Cons. Pros are obviously the money (duh), the chance to impress college admissions offices (How many applicants can say they've already starred on their own TV show?), and—I'm ashamed to admit this—I know we are all thinking of the fame. My cons column says the invasion of privacy, the lack of time to study, and the effect the show could have on our friendship. Not to mention my future journalism career—how will I ever be the next Diane Sawyer if I've done a reality show? I've scribbled notes all over the pros and cons and I jotted down questions for the others. I spent last night doing my list instead of watching 90210.

I know what Brooke's response is going to be to my cons. No one in their right mind would give up the chance to have their own TV show. And she's right. I know she's right. But I still can't get myself to say “yes” yet. I have too many questions.

A TV show about me? ME? Brooke, I could see. Or Hallie. But me? What was Susan thinking?

Brooke pulls a sparkly purple flip pad out of her Burberry bag (an off-season purchase with an 80% markdown price. Shh!) and places it on the table. She looks at me. “What?”

“Nothing,” I say, staring at her. “Did you write notes too?”

Brooke rolls her eyes. “Char, you're not the only one who can come up with a pro and con list, you know.”

“I know that,” I say, indignant. I should mention that I'm the only one who takes the initiative to do one when we're all indecisive, but I don't. I also wish I could remind Brooke of the time Hallie's mom decided to take us all away for Hallie's sixteenth birthday and we had to figure out where to go. Or when we were debating being camp counselors for the summer at this camp called Whispering Pines (which was vetoed because we'd be too far from the beach). But I don't want to set Brooke off. “I didn't think you had a con list.”

“I have cons,” Brooke insists, then smirks. “Okay, they're not really cons, but…”

“Let me guess,” I say as I unwrap my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “ ‘Con: Peggy Pierce's job is the one I want and it's already taken.’”

Brooke giggles. “Exactly!” She snatches my sandwich, forcing me to look at her. “Char, tell me the truth—do you want to do this? I know you get stressed out easily and the last thing I want is for this to send you over the edge. If you want out, just say so.”

I lose my voice for a second. I know Brooke wants this more than any of us, and her saying that shows me she still puts our friendship first. She can be tough sometimes, but she's also amazingly thoughtful. Sometimes when Keiran is pulling a six-hour babysitting gig, Brooke will drop by with food. And when I'm dealing with boy stress, Brooke is the first to offer up a makeover or a sweater from her wardrobe to cheer me up. “I can't tell you how much it means to hear you say that, but I do want this,” I tell Brooke. “And I know how badly you do too. I want to say yes.” I hesitate. “I think.” Brooke sighs.

Hallie walks over carrying a lunch tray piled high with a Vitamin Water, Baked Lays, a Philly cheesesteak, and pudding.

“Eww, Hallie, pudding and cheese?” Keiran pulls a face.

“They both looked good and I couldn't decide.” Hallie shrugs. “And besides, Bobby bought me the chips and Joe insisted on getting me the pudding, so it didn't cost me anything extra.”

“I need to stand next to you in the lunch line and whisper what I want in your ear,” I tell her.

“People, this is a serious lunch today.” Brooke pretends to sound stern. “We have a big decision to make and very little time to make it.”

“Twenty-five minutes to be exact,” Keiran seconds.

“Brooke's right,” I agree and feel my stomach flip-flop. “Let's get to business.” Everyone pulls out notes. I thought I'd be the only one, as usual, but I guess this is a huge decision, and I'm not the only one with concerns.

It gets quiet except for Hallie's chip munching and the sound of a lawn mower in the distance.

“I think we can all check ‘parental concerns’ off our list, right?” Keiran asks, holding her pen.

“They want to adopt Susan,” Hallie tells us. “She's been so accessible. My mom has called her twice already and she always takes her call.”

“Mine too!” Keiran says. “My parents can't wait to meet with her later this week—if we say yes.” Keiran looks at me. Susan suggested we all meet for dinner Friday night to discuss some of our questions.

“No problems with mine either,” says Brooke. “They know how much I want this.”

I nod. Mine seem to be on board too. They have concerns, obviously, and I know they'll be watching every move the show makes with us, but I think they're okay with the idea of their daughter going Hollywood. “I was surprised mine didn't have more to say, but I guess that's because they don't watch the Fire and Ice Network.”

“Mwn don't ev know wha Fir and Ice is!” Brooke says happily with her mouth full. “Which is prob why ey said yes.”

I look down at my notebook to avoid seeing the turkey sandwich roll around in Brooke's mouth. “Okay then. So to the pros and cons—”

“Char, we already know what they are.” Brooke swallows the last of the sandwich and looks at the others. “This meeting is really for you. You're the one Susan wants. We want to do it. We just want to know if you want to do it.”

I shift uneasily in my seat. My butt is cold on this metal bench. “I do, but there are some cons you probably didn't think of.” I look down at my notebook again. “Like—”

Brooke cuts me off. “I know you're going to say school, but if we're not shooting at school, then school won't really be a problem, right?”

“Susan told my mom we're only shooting a few days a week, so yes, some days will probably be long, but other days will be regular days and we can get more work done then,” Hallie suggests.

“True.” I cross “school” off the list. Crossing a con off gets me excited. And more nervous. This could really happen. I don't know whether I should scream or throw up.

“Besides, how long could a shooting schedule actually be?” Keiran asks. “Three months? They're only taping twelve or so episodes, right?”

“Yes, but each episode takes more than a day to shoot,” I explain as if I actually know (which I don't).

Brooke leans over and scribbles all over my list with black marker. “HEY!”

“Charlie, this is crazy!” Brooke says. “We can ask these sort of specifics after we say yes. The question is: What will it take to make you say yes?”

I look at all of their hopeful faces and sigh. “Am I the only one who is scared of us losing us in all this?”

“What do you mean?” Hallie is doodling flowers on her own list.

“You see it in Us Weekly all the time,” I explain. “People feud when they are on these TV shows. Look at Heidi and Lauren! Lauren and Audrina! The folks on Survivor! I don't want us to be like them.”

“We won't,” Brooke assures me. “Is that what you're so afraid of, Charlie? That's not going to happen to us! I won't let it!” She sounds so determined, I sort of believe her. “Stop thinking of the negative things that won't happen. Think of the good stuff. All the great places we'll get to go, the clothes, the celebs we'll meet. We'll be dating the Jonas Brothers in no time.”

“So you're over Justin Timberlake?” Keiran asks.

Brooke grins. “I'm keeping my options open. Marleyna Garrison is going to be so jealous.”

Hallie moans. “Her again?”

“What?” Brooke asks innocently. “If she happens to find out that I'm rich and dating a Jonas, I'm just saying I wouldn't be broken up over it.”

“Stay on track, people! We don't have much time.” Keiran is more focused than I've ever seen her. “Do you really think this show could tear us apart?” she asks me nervously. “I never even thought of that.”

“We all fight sometimes and if they catch us saying something and then it's aired, we could wind up mad at each other,” I worry. “I don't want our friendship shredded for some TV show. You guys mean more to me than Justin Timberlake does.”

“We won't let the show tear us apart,” Brooke insists. “We'll make a pact to remember that what one of us says on camera could be taken out of context. We're not the type to let fame go to our heads. We'll still be the same people.”

Hallie and I look at each other and she raises her right eyebrow. I want to believe Brooke, but somehow I think she's going to be the first one booking the cover of People.

“We know each other better than some TV show can portray us,” Keiran agrees. “We're not going to fly off the handle with each other.”

“You think?” I question. I've seen Brooke when she's mad at one of us and being subtle is not her strong point. I'm sure I'm not that great in a fight either. I don't shut up till I've said every last thing I want to say. I'm our group's Judge Judy.

“Charlie, I think we're going to be fine,” Brooke insists. “How could we ever get mad at each other when we're making so much money?”

Susan hasn't said exactly what we'd be paid yet, but when Mom called her yesterday she hinted that it would be in the $10,000-an-episode range. That's more than I'd make at Milk and Sugar in three years and the show's paycheck is for a week or two of work! “I'm still so blown away and it's all happening so fast,” I admit. “Don't any of you think this is happening a little too fast?”

Keiran snorts. “You think too much.”

“I do not!” I protest.

“Do too,” Brooke agrees, and takes a bite of celery. It's not school lunch if Brooke doesn't have some sort of crudités set up. “You pro and con yourself to death until you can't even make a decision. One minute you're singing with your mop and cracking jokes and the next you're Ms. Serious. Now, what's it going to be? We're supposed to call Susan and tell her whether we're meeting with her for dinner on Friday. She's too important to be kept waiting. What's your answer? The clock is ticking and I have a long walk to gym.”

The bell rings before I answer. Everyone groans.

“Charlie, after school you have to have a final answer,” Brooke demands. “You know you want to do this. Just relax and say yes! Think of how much fun we're going to have.” She throws an arm around me. “The four of us together are unstoppable. We're not going to get ripped apart, I promise. And don't forget the best part of all this.”

We look at Brooke expectantly. “We're going to be paid to hang out.”

We all laugh. The girls begin grabbing their bags and throwing away the remains of their lunches, but I move a little slower. I have free period next, and no one is going to care if I show up at the newspaper office five minutes late. I need air and sun for this decision. If I could go to the beach that would be ideal, but I'm stuck with the school's dead garden. Guess this isn't the best place to ponder my decision either.

“We'll meet at my locker at three,” Hallie yells as she heads back inside.

I head indoors and I hike my heavy messenger bag higher on my shoulder. I turn down one of the long, dark halls. There are no windows, which is sort of depressing, and every hall is painted the same shade of blah beige (just like the brick walls and the lockers). The only things brightening the landscape are fluorescent flyers taped to the walls reminding students about spring play tryouts, Friday's pep rally, and the dance committee. The Cliffside school halls are crowded—well, if you call about a hundred students per grade at a high school crowded. We have three minutes to get to class between bells and sometimes you can get knocked over by a freshman making the mad dash from the gym on one side of the school to the English cluster all the way on the other. I slide right to avoid one such girl, brow sweating, biting her lip, as she zips by.

I round the hall corner and enter the large storage room that once housed kitchen supplies and now has been transformed into our newspaper office. There's one long row of computers, a large table, and a sad-looking couch in the back. Zac Harris is waiting. I stop short. This is the best part of my day.

“You're three minutes late. I'm going to have to report you to Ms. Neiman.” Zac is sitting in one of the reclining desk chairs chewing on a pencil while he stares at me. This is what the two of us have been doing for months—staring at each other and making mildly flirtatious comments.

“How do you know I wasn't on official Cliffside Heights business?” I ask Zac as I throw my messenger bag onto the floor and turn on the iMac next to him. The screen lights up the 
room. Our office is windowless, but we did hang two posters that look like windows to spruce the place up—one shows a picture of the Caribbean, the other looks like a big green backyard with a swingset. The beige room also has several dry erase boards with upcoming story deadlines written on them, a large corkboard with newspaper policies and goofy staff photos, and a poster from Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen that got sent to us when we reviewed the movie and gave it an A-minus. It's the first time a studio has ever acknowledged one of our requests, but then again maybe they sent them to every high school and college across the country. The film did make like a gazillion dollars.

“What kind of official business?” Zac wants to know. “Because if it's official, as features editor I should officially be in the know. I'm all about being official. Should I mark you down as being officially late?”

He's smiling at me and I try not to crack up. Zac makes me laugh. A lot. Which is good, because it cuts some of the tension I feel about working so close to him. I've had a thing for Zac all year, but it kicked into high gear in December when he switched out of AP calc and into regular eleventh-grade math, clearing his schedule for sixth period, which is the same free period I have. Now, instead of seeing him once a week and smiling weakly at him during meetings, I get to see him every day. Usually we're alone. Ms. Neiman is supposed to be in the office, but she takes these extended two-period lunches to grade papers. Everyone else on staff just floats in for five minutes and then leaves.

All this one-on-one time with Zac has only intensified my crush. Especially since Hallie thinks he's crushing me back. 
I can't say she's entirely wrong. There's the mild flirting thing and the staring thing and the fact that neither of us spends sixth period anywhere other than in this office, even though we could be at the gym or the library for free study. I'd rather get a C in social studies than miss a day with Zac.

Today he looks particularly cute. Okay, I think he looks cute every day, but today he has on this shirt that I love. It is a royal blue T-shirt that says “Jesus Hates the Yankees.” Zac is a huge Mets fan and if you're a Mets fan, it's your job to hate the Yankees, which Zac does. (Not that the Yankees care what Mets fans think, but still.) Zac's wearing his pro-Mets shirt over a long-sleeved thermal with dark denim jeans. But it's not just his choice of wardrobe that causes my mouth to go dry. I'm itching to run my fingers through his slightly curly dark brown hair and stare deep into his blue eyes.

“Earth to Charlie. Come in, Charlie,” I hear Zac say.

“Sorry.” I pray I'm not blushing. “I'm sort of spacey today.”

“You're lucky we're not on deadline,” Zac scolds. “Otherwise I'd have to swat you with my leftover pasta salad.”

“I wouldn't want that.” I laugh. “It looks disgusting.”

Zac peers skeptically at the half-empty Tupperware container. “It's not that bad,” he says and pretends to sound hurt. “Even if is from Zorn's.”

I groan. Zac works after school at Zorn's and even he admits it is the worst deli ever. It's hard to have a bad deli when you live in New York, home of fresh bagels, real cold cuts, and decent pizza, but somehow Zorn's manages to butcher every dish they make, including grilled cheese (who messes up grilled cheese?). I glance at Zac's computer screen and see a Duke University logo staring back at me.

“Um, that doesn't look like official newspaper business either,” I say.

“Caught me,” Zac says. “I'm reading the admission application form again.”

“Even though we won't be filling one out till next fall,” I remind him.

“If I fill one out,” Zac says lightly.

“What are you talking about?” I ask. Going to Duke is one of Zac's favorite topics. His dad went, his brother went, and Zac practically has his bags packed to go.

“They raised tuition again,” he tells me. “We're talking almost forty-nine thousand a year. A year! Even if I get a small scholarship, how am I going to be able to swing that one?” He grins mischievously. “You think Zorn's would give me an advance on my paycheck?”

“I'm not sure the place is even worth that much,” I joke, but Zac still looks bummed. “You'll figure it out.”

He shrugs. “The school didn't cost anywhere near this when my brother graduated a few years ago and it was probably two thousand dollars a year when my dad graduated.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “I don't know how these schools expect us to pay for college anymore. Unless my dad becomes a brain surgeon in the next year, I think I'm going to have cross Duke off the top of my list.”

Of course, this makes me think of the show. I haven't settled on anywhere yet, but I like Boston University and that costs just as much as Duke. My parents definitely don't have that much saved, but they've never pushed me to think about state schools that are cheaper. Maybe they're just as much in denial as I am.

Forty-eight thousand a year, plus inflation. Two hundred thousand-plus for the four years. TWO HUNDRED THOUSAND. How do you pass up the chance to make that much plus more? I'd be a fool not to go for this show. Zac would do the same thing if given the chance. Anyone at Cliffside would! Brooke is right. My friends and I have been close forever. I shouldn't think a TV show is going to tear us apart. And if that's my only big concern, then I have to get over it, pronto.

“I think someone spiked your Snapple at lunch,” Zac tells me. “You are anywhere but here today.”

“I'm sorry,” I apologize. “My head is ready to explode at the moment. I have a big decision to make and I have to make it by three o'clock.”

“Want to share?” Zac asks, and leans back in his swivel chair.

“It's so complicated.” I groan, looking at the clock. There is no way to explain it all in twenty minutes. “I'll definitely give you all the details when I have them, but the short version is that I have the opportunity to do something huge that would pay me a ton of money and give my friends a ton of money, but I'm not sure if I should do it.”

Zac looks at me skeptically. “Did you join the mob?”

“No!” I swat him.

“Are you selling stolen merchandise?” Zac's mouth begins to twitch.

“It's nothing like that.” I smirk. “But it is kind of far out there. And if I want to avoid paying college loans till I'm sixty, the smart thing would be to consider the offer.”

“Then what's holding you back?” Zac asks.

“I'm kind of scared,” I admit. “It's HUGE. So huge, you have no idea. It's a little overwhelming to wrap my head around.”

“You've got me so curious,” he tells me, and smiles. “I didn't mean to pull you down on this sinking college tuition ship with me. Let me throw you a life preserver. What are you doing next Friday night? We can get together and talk about this huge decision you will have made by then. I'd ask you to hang out this weekend, but my parents are dragging me to my cousin's baby's christening in Philly.”

Did Zac really just ask what I'm doing on a Friday night? Is he asking me out on a… date? “Next Friday I'm probably reviewing whatever awful indie Ms. Neiman is obsessed with and no one else will go see for next week's issue,” I say nervously and rock in my swivel chair to calm down.

“What if I suffer through it with you and we get dinner before or afterward?” Zac asks.

He is asking me out on a date! I tilt so far back on my chair I practically backflip over it. Zac catches the armrest and steadies me. I try to pretend like nothing happened. “That would be…”

Awesome? Amazing? What I've been hoping you'd ask all year?

“Okay,” I say calmly.

“Okay,” Zac repeats and grins. “We'll wait for your awful assignment and make plans after that. And celebrate you saying yes to that huge decision you have to make.”

“You don't even know what I'm making a decision about,” I point out. “How do you know I'll say yes?”

Zac smiles. “Because I know you—you wouldn't be obsessing over it this much if you didn't want to do it. It's like the time Ms. Neiman asked you to cover Z100's Zootopia concert. You freaked out about interviewing Taylor Swift, but you had the guts to do it anyway.”

“I asked her three questions before they whisked her out on stage,” I remind him.

“But you did it, didn't you?” Zac says. “Sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith, Charlie. Ask yourself this—are you going to be more happy that you said yes and were a little scared, or more upset that you said no and always wondered what if?”

I pull my cell phone out of my bag and look at the photo wallpaper of Taylor and me. Covering the concert was worth it. I look at Zac. “I think you just made my decision for me.”

Two periods later, I'm practically floating through the hallways. Zac asked me out! Sure, I'm nervous about what will happen, but I don't want to miss out on something that could be amazing. The same goes for the show. I have to give it a shot.

When I see the girls standing anxiously by Hallie's locker, I can hardly get the words out, I'm that excited.

“Zac asked you out,” Hallie says the minute she sees me.

I stop dead in my tracks. “How did you know?”

“He did?” she shrieks, sending the others into near convulsions as well. “I was just guessing! I didn't really know.”

“I think you have a career as a psychic ahead of you, Hallie,” Brooke marvels. “Not that I didn't think this would happen eventually.”

Hallie waves her off. “Tell us every detail. How did it happen? What did he say? Where are you going? What was he wearing when he asked you?”

I put my hands up to protest. “I'll tell you everything, just not here.” I glance around the crowded hallway. One thing about a small school is that all news—good and bad—travels at lightning speed. “And besides, that's not the only reason why I'm excited,” I blurt out and Brooke instinctively grabs her chest. “I'm in. I want to do the show.”

The girls throw themselves at me.

“You're not going to regret this.” Brooke hugs me tight. “This show is going to change all our lives.”

I squeeze her back. “I know.”





three

The Grass Feels Plush on the Other Side

Brooke lets out a scream so loud it could shatter the car windows. “Can you guys believe this? We're less than fifteen minutes away from being at a party with celebrities! Someone pinch me.” 

“I haven't seen her this happy since Marc Zeaman dumped Sara Meyer in tenth grade so he could take Brooke to the spring carnival,” Hallie quips. 

I laugh. If anyone is ready for a TV close-up, it's Brooke. Her hair is a trifecta of cool—smooth, shiny, and curly at the ends after spending hours in foam rollers this afternoon. Brooke said we had to go all Blake Lively, so she's wearing a black-and-white strapless mini she scored at the Off-Fifth outlet. It's just like one we saw on Gossip Girl a few weeks back.

Brooke insisted we meet to prep at her house three hours before we had to leave. We did each other's hair and makeup and basically let off steam—all four of us were so giddy and so freaked out that we couldn't stop talking about tonight. Brooke even 
got her mom to call Keiran's mom and beg her to let Keiran get out of babysitting so she could do some primping with us. Brooke is usually pretty good at swaying the parents on things.

Yesterday that job fell to our new boss, Susan. Once we said we were on board for the show, she called our parents to thank them for saying yes and to invite them to dinner with her and a few executives in Greenport on Friday night. Our parents accepted and, of course, they had a ton of questions: What kind of show is this going to be? How do we film an episode? Will this interrupt our schooling? How were they going to keep us from becoming overindulged reality TV brats (yes, they're thinking of you, Paris Hilton)? Since Susan's vision revolves around me—something that still seems surreal and disconcerting—my parents were especially concerned about my schedule and how I would manage my job at Milk and Sugar, work as entertainment writer for the school paper, study for exams, and shoot a TV show at the same time.

Susan wowed every last one of them, including Hallie's parents, who were more than a little skeptical about having their daughter spend all her time filming something without them. Susan explained in painstaking detail how our filming schedule would work, what kind of commitment we'd be making, what our paychecks would be like, even though she'd be discussing that with each of us privately—you name it and Susan had an answer. Our parents were so chill by the end of dessert that they even agreed to let us go to the Fire and Ice party without them (which is great because who wants to meet the Jonas Brothers with their mom?). Susan promised to keep a close eye on us and to meet with all of us again next Wednesday to go over any new concerns we might have. She's hoping we can sign contracts as soon as the end of next week.

Everything is happening so quickly that I feel like I've dropped into a Disney princess movie and found my happily ever after in twenty-four hours! I can't believe it was a week ago that Susan dropped the bomb on me and now we're zipping along in Brooke's brother's banged-up Jeep Cherokee to go to some swanky eatery in the Hamptons for the Fire and Ice Network soirée. (Susan offered to send a car for us, but since Todd was going this way anyway, we declined. Mom said it wouldn't be right for us to take advantage of Susan's generosity when we weren't officially employees yet. I guess, but it would have been nice to show up in a Hummer limo.)

“We're going to be home by midnight, right?” Keiran sounds nervous as she chews on a strand of her hair. Brooke insisted on giving Keiran a full makeover for tonight's party. Keiran has on bronzer, smoky eye makeup, and flat-ironed hair. Brooke also made Keiran wear one of her own ensembles—she's always letting us “shop” from her closet—so now Kiki's in a cute black halter top and sparkly heels that go well with her skinny pants. “If I'm home even two minutes after midnight, I'll be grounded for a month.”

“Would you stop worrying?” Hallie leans over and hugs her, smacking Keiran in the cheek with her dangly silver earrings. Hallie has her hair up tonight, and little wisps hang down her neck. She opted to wear Brooke's super-short multicolored sundress, the one Brooke wore to her cousin's wedding last month. The dress barely fits Hallie, who has more curves than any of us, but the look works. “We will not let you miss curfew, okay? Todd is picking us up at 11:15.”

Todd grunts in agreement. Unlike his sister, Todd is anything but a fashionista. He spends all his time working on cars in the family's barn, so he's always covered in grease from head to toe. Underneath all that dirt, he's kind of cute in a scary, bad-boy kind of way, with his short dark brown hair and big brown eyes and his biker-chic wardrobe. He skipped college and works at a local mechanic's shop. It's just one more thing Brooke doesn't like to talk about.

“Kiki, you can't be grounded for a month,” Brooke yells from the front seat, where she's just turned up the radio to party mode. “We'll be filming by then.”

“We could be filming in a month!” I repeat in awe. I anxiously thumb the bottom of my bright blue strapless sundress. My hair is down and curly, per Brooke's instructions, and I'm wearing more makeup than my usual lipgloss and eyeliner, so my pale skin feels itchy under all this foundation. “Do you think this is really going to happen?” I wonder aloud. “Maybe they're talking to a lot of different girls about this show.”

“There is no way they'd sweet-talk all of our parents like that and spring for a pricey dinner if they didn't want us,” Brooke insists. “We are so in!” Her eyes are practically dancing in the glow of the streetlights.

“You really think so?” I ask. “This sort of thing never happens to me. Or us. How did we wind up being the ideal girls for a Fire and Ice reality show?”

“We were meant to shine.” Brooke smirks. “I keep telling you guys that we're too good for this cheesy little town! We're going to be famous and get so much free stuff.”

“Imagine if they start writing about us in Us Weekly,” Hallie shrieks. “I will die.”

“That would be awesome,” Brooke agrees. “As long as we're not fashion don'ts. I mean, I won't be, but you know…”

“This is all great, I know, but it is a little scary to think they'll be taping every second of our lives,” Keiran reminds us darkly. “I don't think I want to shoo a cameraman out of my bathroom so that I can shower.” She frowns.

I shake my head. “Susan said we'll have a schedule. We'll have days off and the cameras won't always be running even when we're working. It's going to be fine. They couldn't pay someone enough money to be taped twenty-four-seven.”

“I can't believe we're going to get paid to do what we normally do,” Brooke says with glee. “Hang out, shop, and talk. We're getting paid to talk!”

I keep replaying what Susan told us at dinner: “It won't be all games. This will be a lot of work. You'll be making an ironclad commitment to the network to shoot a full season's worth of episodes, with the option of the show continuing. But with that commitment comes a lot of perks. As I also mentioned, the paycheck will be better than anything you're collecting at Milk and Sugar. I'm talking enough money by the end of the season to pay for college and then some. A car, maybe more. On top of that, we'll be helping you with wardrobe for events and publicity; there'll be TV appearances, red carpet events. You'll be networking with Hollywood. Doors will open that you never could have imagined.”

My brain still can't compute everything Susan promised, and every time I try to process it, my head spins some more. College paid off? Networking with Hollywood's royalty? This sounds too incredible to be true.

“I feel like I'm going to throw up,” Hallie says hoarsely. “Our whole lives are going to change for the better if this really happens.”

We look at each other and start to laugh. Giddily. This is how we've been for days—on a permanent sugar high. The possibility of becoming famous can do that to you.

“Guys! I'm trying to drive here,” Todd grumbles. He brakes hard at a red light and the engine revs loudly. “Where is the invitation for the party? It should be on the next block.”

“You can drop us off here,” Brooke says quickly.

I know what she's thinking. She doesn't want to be seen in this car.

“Nah,” Todd peels away quicker than Brooke can unfasten her seatbelt. “We're practically there.”

I feel my stomach lurch. I can't believe how nervous I am. I'm about to go to a party I would normally read about in People! Our car begins to slow down as my pulse races faster.

“Everyone take a deep breath,” Brooke says, just as much to calm herself as to calm us. “We want to seem like smart, sophisticated, self-assured young women.”

“Especially you, Charlie,” Hallie adds.

“Why me?” I ask.

“Because you're going to be the star of this grand production if it happens,” Hallie reminds me. “And because you tend to get really nervous during stressful situations and, well, trip or spill something on yourself.”

Brooke groans. “Please don't spill anything on my dress, Char! I've only worn it once.”

“Guys, about this whole star thing,” I say uncomfortably. It's the first time I've ever really addressed it, but it's true. I feel strange being singled out from the rest of them, as if I'm somehow better than them, when I'm not. “You know I don't care about that, right? I don't want to be treated any differently from either of you. I'm not star material.”

“You are with us standing right beside you,” Brooke tells me and squeezes my shoulder. “Not that I ever like to play backup, but I guess I can try.”

“This is killing her, you know,” Hallie says to me. “Brooke would rather be doing The Brooke Show.” We all laugh.

“I admit it.” Brooke shrugs, her red hair flying around as the wind whips through the open windows. “I wish I were the lead, but I'm still glad to be here. Without Charlie we wouldn't have this chance to get out of Dodge. Thanks, Char.” She smiles gratefully and I blush. I know it took a lot for Brooke to say that.

We roll to a stop and I look out the window. We're in front of a restaurant called Nick and Toni's. The sign out front says closed tonight for a private party. The restaurant sounds familiar, but I'm not sure why. It's not like I spend much time in this part of town. The north shore we live on is mostly made up of farmland, wineries, and small towns, while the south shore has morphed into a mini-Hollywood. In the summer, celebrities flock to Amagansett, Sag Harbor, and the Hamptons as if they're giving away free face-lifts. Cover charges to get into clubs are high, Jimmy Choos are part of the dress code, and party invites are tougher to come by than Justin Timberlake tickets.

“Oh my God, I know this place!” Hallie tells us excitedly as it comes into view. “It's a huge celeb eatery. I see it all the time in Star. It's supposed to be impossible to get in here. I can't believe they closed it down for a party.”

Brooke practices her yoga breathing. “Everyone act like the stars we know we are,” she instructs us. “And Kiki, stop biting your hair! It's gross.” Keiran lets the blond strand fall from her mouth and colors slightly. Satisfied, Brooke closes her brown eyes, takes another deep breath, opens her car door, and steps out. The rest of us follow like cattle.

“Have fun, girls,” Todd tells us with a wink. “I'll be back at eleven-fifteen. That is, if I remember to check my watch.”

Brooke approaches a young guy in a perfectly pressed suit and a wireless headset who is holding a clipboard. “Brooke Eastman,” she says confidently.

The guy looks at his list, scanning the first page with his thumb and then the second. “Sorry, miss. You're not on the list.” At the same moment, he lets two people by him with just a nod of his head.

Brooke waves the invite in front of him. “Check again. I have an invitation. Susan Strom herself gave it to me, I mean us, personally.”

He doesn't seem to care who gave Brooke the invite. He gives a small smile. I think. “If you're not on the list, you're not on the list.”

“That's impossible,” Brooke snaps.

“Calm down.” I whisper and pull her out of the way. I give the guy a huge grin. “Hey there. Can you check again? I'm sure she's on there.” He shakes his head. “What about Keiran Weber?” Nope. “Hallie Stevens?” Nada. “Charlotte Reed?” I try.

After checking page two, he looks up at me and unclips the rope. “Charlotte Reed plus three. You're all set.”

“Figures,” says Brooke and Hallie nudges her. “What? I'm just saying that it's no shocker that Charlie's name is the one that's on there.”

“She probably put us on the list when she only knew my name,” I tell Brooke as I pull open the door. “She knows mine from work, remember?”

That's the last thing I'm able to say without straining my voice. As we enter the restaurant, the four of us stop and look around. Whatever Nick and Toni's usually looks like, I'm sure this isn't it. You can tell the restaurant is used to more restrained affairs. The walls are stark white, covered with folk and kiddie art, and there are tons of windows that don't have curtains. In the center 
of the main dining room is a large wood-burning stove that is 
covered in mosaic tile. One room of the dining area has been cleared to make way for a DJ, and through the window, I can see an outside patio that has Christmas lights on the canopy. Instead of people eating quietly at tables, the place is jam-packed. There are several large TVs playing music videos, and Fire and Ice shows, like Firing Up!, Peggy Pierce's countdown program that Brooke loves, and Surf's Up, this new reality show about extreme surfing starring all these hot guys, one of which I'm sure just brushed past me.

Brooke grabs me. “This feels so right, doesn't it? Like we belong here?”

I don't know about that, but it sure is fun to be a fly on the wall. I feel like I should be reporting on this bash for the school paper. “Should we look for Susan?” I ask. Everyone nods and we make a chain, like we always do when we're someplace crowded. Hands linked, we move through the crowd, going from one room to the next looking for an attractive thirty-something brunette with great taste in clothes. Unfortunately, a lot of people fit that bill. Everyone is so beautifully dressed and has such immaculate hair and nails that I almost feel out of place in this outlet mall dress, even if it is pretty. Suddenly Hallie stops short, pulling us all to a standstill.

“Oh my God, Oh my God, I think that's Connor Evans!” Hallie whispers in my ear, since she's directly behind me. “Would it be tacky if I asked him to take a photo?”

“Hallie, do you see who that is?” I hear Keiran squeak a few heads back.

“Connor?” Brooke asks loudly.

The guy turns away from the conversation he's having with some older dude in a suit and smiles the grin that has turned him into a household name. Yep, it's him all right. Connor's twenty-something, with brown hair, light stubble, and a bod that would make the Surf's Up guys envious. The physique is attributed to twice-daily workouts (according to TMZ.com) for his Fire and Ice–produced series, Cool as Ice.

“Hi there, ladies,” he says smoothly and strides over to Hallie. “Having a good night?”

“Now we are,” Hallie says, holding Connor's gaze. The two of them stare at each other, which you'd think was odd, but considering Hallie's looks, it's not. This sort of thing happens to her all the time. Brooke calls it the Hallie Triangle—as in the Bermuda Triangle. Men get trapped in her hazel eyes and are never the same.

“Do you think we could get a quick picture?” I ask.

“Who's going to take the picture?” Keiran wonders aloud.

“I can,” I offer. Connor's cute, but I'm more of a Robert Pattinson girl myself.

“You need to be in it too,” Connor insists and taps on a waiter's shoulder. “Do you mind?” he asks, taking the camera from my shaking hands and giving it to the waiter, who snaps three pictures before I've even blinked.

“I see you guys are settling in just fine.” Susan Strom appears out of nowhere wearing a sleek, strapless black dress and super-high heels. Her hair is pin straight and glossy. She leans forward to give Connor a quick kiss. “Connor, babe, good to see you.”

“You're looking good, Susan, as always,” he says with a big smile. I'm not sure how he's able to do that—smile and talk at the same time without looking dumb—but somehow he always does it on TV. “If you ladies will excuse me, there is a crab cake calling my name,” he adds, and with a wink he's gone.

“I'm so glad you guys are here,” Susan says, and proceeds to give us all kisses on the cheek. “I have a ton of people who are dying to meet you. They're on the back patio cooling off. It's a bit stuffy in here. They tell me they have the AC on, but with all these bodies, it feels like a sauna. Shall we go?” Susan asks. It doesn't sound like we have a choice.

She leads the way outside, me following close behind, my hand firmly around Hallie's, and hopefully she has the chain behind her. I'm afraid it's going to be cold since it's early April, but there are several heat lamps keeping the area warm and toasty. A group of well-dressed men and women are sitting around a table, some smoking, some laughing, but all noise stops when they see us, and I have the strangest feeling that they know exactly who we are.

“Everyone, I'd like you to meet Charlie, Hallie, Brooke, and Keiran.”

People immediately get up to shake our hands and introduce themselves. We already know Jarred, an executive who took part in the conversations with Susan and our parents. The other names start flying and I hear Chloe, Jesse, and I think Sebastian. Not that I'll remember who is who. It's my one journalistic flaw. Good reporters remember every detail thrown at them, but I'm bad with names. Zac likes to joke that I wouldn't remember my own name under pressure.

“Wow, we've got a fan club already,” I say, aware that everyone is staring.

“Please sit down,” says one of the suits as he pulls out chairs for us. “Do you want something to drink? Have you eaten? They make the best homemade ricotta gnocchi. It's not being served tonight, but we can have them whip it up for you.”

“Oooh, that sounds delish! I'll have one,” Hallie says. 

How she's a size two, I have no idea. The girl eats enough to feed all of us. Brooke is sitting between me and Hallie. I feel her leg move and then a stomp. I think she's just stepped on Hallie's foot.

“Never mind,” Hallie says glumly, giving Brooke a nasty look.

“I'll order them for all of you,” he says with a crooked smile and glances at Susan.

“That would be great, thanks,” I say before anyone can object. “The truth is, I am hungry.” Now Brooke hits me. “Well, I am! I'm sure people in the Hamptons eat just like we do, Brooke.”

Susan laughs. “I told you she was funny,” she says to the group.

I'm not trying to be funny. My stomach is growling. Brooke was so busy doing makeovers that we didn't get to eat dinner. Then when Hallie wanted to order pizza, Brooke balked, fearing the grease would ruin our outfits. Or should I say, her outfits, which we had on loan.

Susan smiles brightly, revealing what I'm sure are laser-whitened teeth. “So, are you four excited about the show? Once you sign on the dotted line we'll probably start shooting in the coming weeks.”

The four of us look at each other and try not to flash Cheshire Cat grins. “You mean you definitely want us?” I ask tentatively.

Susan and the others laugh. “Yes, Charlie, we really want you. We wouldn't be doing all this if we didn't. You're exactly what we've been looking for.”

My heart feels like it's going to thump out of my chest. We're exactly what Fire and Ice has been looking for? Four girls from Cliffside on Long Island?

This. Is. So. Cool.

Brooke squeals and starts shaking me violently. “I told you! I can't believe it. This is really going to happen.”

Susan takes a sip of red wine. “It's a real offer, if you want it.”

“Absolutely,” Brooke jumps in, changing her octave to something sounding uber-professional, like she always does when we're shopping somewhere expensive and she wants to know if anything is on sale. “As we said at dinner yesterday, we're completely on board.”

“I think we all have a few more questions if that's okay,” Keiran interrupts, looking straight at Susan to avoid Brooke's piercing stare. “One thing you haven't really gone over is the idea behind the show.” I try not to smirk. I'm proud of Kiki for saying what's on her mind, even when Brooke doesn't want her to.

“Smart question,” says one of the suits, the one I think is Sebastian.

“I want you to feel like this is your show,” Susan tells us, and leans forward. “And I promise there will be time to answer any additional questions and concerns you have before we do contracts.” She smiles. “But tonight is about celebrating! We wanted to invite you here tonight to meet the Fire and Ice family and experience what it would be like to be part of our network. I really think you'll like it here,” Susan tells us. “The network likes to say I have killer instinct,” she adds. “When I saw you four, I knew I had found my stars. I was eavesdropping on Charlie all week while I pretended to read Oprah's latest book pick,” she tells the table, and a few people laugh. My mouth opens in surprise. I thought Susan was really reading! “And when Charlie told me about you three, and I finally got to see you interact, I was impressed with how mature you all were, how close you seemed, how you could finish each other's sentences.”

“She was hooked, plain and simple,” says a woman with salt-and-pepper hair who looks a little older than the others. “Susan called us right away and said she'd found her stars for The Cliffs.”

“The Cliffs?” Hallie repeats.

“That's what I want to call the show,” Susan explains. “Catchy, no?”

“But our town is called Cliffside,” Keiran says slowly.

“In television, we call this poetic license,” Sebastian says with a laugh. “The Cliffs sounds hotter than Cliffside.”

“We toyed with Beach Babes too, but that seemed too Playboy,” says someone else and everyone laughs.

“The Cliffs works for me,” I say quickly. I do not want to be a Beach Babe.

“We want a look at what life is like in your town,” Susan adds. “Something real for a change. What you girls do for fun, who you hang out with, what your dreams are, what your friendships entail. Everything.”

“We have plenty of material for that,” Brooke gushes.

“We couldn't be happier to do just that,” I say carefully, “and I'm glad you think we're so intriguing. I certainly do not want to change your mind, but…” I hesitate when Brooke nudges me.

Susan looks at me curiously, which makes me nervous.

“It's okay, Charlie, continue.”

“Of all the places to set a new show, why did you pick Cliffside?” I ask. “It doesn't seem sceney enough for Fire and Ice. Our population is less than five thousand people. Half the roads in town don't even have street lights. Every shop on Main Street closes at six PM. And the most exciting activity we have this spring is the strawberry festival.” I gesture at the rooms inside. “I would think you would find much better material on this fork.”

“I love how blunt she is,” someone whispers.

I glance quickly at Brooke. Her face is hard. I know what she's thinking: Another Charlie Moment. A Charlie Moment is when I get out of the backseat to take charge—I hate when things don't go according to plan, which is why I'm our organizer, but Brooke is our star. She likes to shine, but here I am commanding the room. Or should I say the patio.

“That's just it, Charlie,” Susan says, placing her tanned elbows on the table and leaning closer to me. “We know what the Hamptons are like. In fact, we know too much. This place has become almost a caricature of itself. And the west coast, with Laguna Beach, The Hills, even The OC, that's tapped out. We want seaside life and a coastal town, but we want real life, not a celebrity-reality.”

“Even if that real life sometimes is boring?” I ask.

“Your lives aren't boring,” Susan insists. “You have school, some of you have jobs, you have love lives, you have fights, friendships, families. How could that be boring?”

“Everyone has those,” Hallie points out.

Susan and Sebastian (or is it Steve? I think there was a Steve too) look at each other. “I have a hunch that you girls are what I'm looking for,” Susan says simply. “You are all gorgeous, and the scenery in your town is breathtaking.”

“It is?” I ask incredulously.

“The docks, the beach, the quaint storefronts, Milk and Sugar,” Susan rattles off. “We love it! And viewers will too.”

“I never thought of our town that way,” Keiran enthuses.

“Me either,” I admit, and I love where I live. It would be cool to see Cliffside get a place on the map.

“We're looking for a reality version of, say, One Tree Hill or The Secret Life of the American Teenager, only without the pregnancy. We hope,” explains Sebastian. “That's what we think we've found with this concept and you four.”

“Plus we have the most amazing camera crews,” someone else adds. “Have you seen Surf's Up? That beach the guys are on was practically all rocks till we came in and cleaned it up and now we shoot the best angles we can. It looks like a painting. You'd want to vacation there tomorrow.”

“So you're going to revamp the beach?” Hallie asks, confused.

“No, no, we just mean we're here to take what you have and enhance it,” Susan tries to explain, but I'm not really sure what she's getting at. Nor do I care. They want us to be their version of Secret Life! Sign me up, pronto!

“I know my parents are still concerned about the workload,” Keiran mentions. “Would you be taping us at school too? We forgot to ask you that yesterday.”

“Kiki,” Brooke says through gritted teeth, “Susan said we'd go over this all at our meeting. We're not here tonight to do business.” Keiran blushes.

Susan shakes her head. “It's okay, Brooke. I was going to tell you all this when we met again this week. We just got word from the town and they won't give us permission to tape on school property. Everything we shoot will be off-campus.”

I guess it would be a bit disruptive to have cameras taping Mr. Donald during chemistry.

“We're going to shoot you around town, at work, at each other's homes,” says the older woman again. “We'll be checking in with you constantly about your schedules and then choosing where to film accordingly. You won't be filming every day or all day. We want you to still have a life.”

That sounds pretty fair.

Just then the back patio door opens, changing the noise level instantly. I see a tall, thin girl in stilettos. She's wearing an amazing gold tank dress and her collarbone-length dark brown hair is flyaway-free.

“Susan, I'm going to cut out and head over to Saracen in Wainscott to meet some friends, so I wanted to say good night,” the girl says in a deep voice, and I realize immediately that she's—

“Peggy Pierce!” Brooke freaks.

The girl smiles. “In the flesh.”

“Pegs, do you have a sec to meet the girls?” Susan asks. “They're about to sign on to do our newest reality show, The Cliffs. Anything you can tell them?”

Peggy's face lights up. “This has been the absolutely best experience of my life.” She nudges Brooke. “And the money and the fame are to die for.” Brooke looks like she may pass out.

“As you guys may know, I scouted Peggy off the street too,” Susan adds.

“At a Baskin-Robbins, right?” I ask. Susan nods. I remember reading the Cinderella story. Peggy was scooping rocky road when someone at Fire and Ice (apparently Susan) approached her and asked if she'd ever considered hosting shows before. Peggy was on air in a month and quickly replaced the original Firing Up! countdown host, Lauren Zeale. Now she's even fielding movie roles. Could this show do the same for us? Make Brooke an actress? Land me a writing gig? Hey, Lauren Conrad got that fashion internship at Teen Vogue. What would be wrong with me getting an internship at Glamour ? This opportunity could open a ton of doors.

“Could you take a quick picture with the girls before you go?” Sebastian asks.

Brooke is up from the table before she even answers. Keiran hurries to Peggy's other side and Hallie drapes herself over Keiran. I join them and someone takes a few pictures with Brooke's camera.

“Thanks, Pegs,” Susan says. “See you tomorrow for lunch?”

“Totally,” says Peggy. She grabs my arm. “Hopefully I'll see you guys soon too. You have to join the family just for the holiday party. The gift bag is killer.” She air kisses and then scoots back through the patio door.

Susan smirks. “Charlie, you look a little starstruck.”

“It's not that,” I say. “I can't get over how good she looks in person. I thought no one looked as good in person as they did on TV.”

Sebastian chuckles. “That's usually true.”

“So, girls, what do you think about Peggy, the network, your new lives?” Susan asks with a wide smile.

I'm the first to answer. “I think I've never heard anything more exciting in my entire life.”





four

Signed, Sealed, Delivered, We're Yours

Talk about warp speed. The following Friday, the four of us and our families are in New York City to sign on the dotted line at the Fire and Ice Network offices. We are such a large group that we take over the reception area. The woman monitoring the phones can barely squeeze through us to get from her desk to her printer. She doesn't look too happy about it.

“Charlie,” my mother whispers. She's sitting next to me wearing her favorite black pants and a red blouse, and she had her light brown hair blown out for the occasion. “Look at that wall. Is that an autograph from Gwen Stefani?”

I try to look without appearing too obvious. Yep, that's Gwen Stefani. I try to nod. Discreetly.

“Check out the other wall,” my dad whispers. “Susan has autographs from Chris Rock, George Clooney, and Jay-Z! Can you imagine? She told me the other day that she can even get me one from Harrison Ford. She agreed that we definitely look alike.”

Mom and I exchange quick glances. Dad has always thought he looks like Indiana Jones. Mom and I don't see the resemblance, but we've never wanted to burst his bubble.

“Pretty soon our girls are going to be on this wall right next to that spunky little Selena Gomez,” says Hallie's mom proudly. She hugs Hallie tightly and Hallie winces.

Parents can be so embarrassing.

We've been at the offices all morning. First they had us meet with the programming department and public relations. (I like to think part of the meet-and-greet was an informal interview session to make sure we were as normal as Susan claimed we were.) After a quick lunch—on the house in the funky Fire and Ice cafeteria—it was time to get down to the serious stuff: signing contracts, and doing an interview for the show and our future crew.

“Charlotte Reed?” the receptionist asks as she deftly puts two calls on hold and answers a third with her wireless headset.

I stand up, almost knocking into Mom's and Hallie's mom's heads since they're still whispering about Susan's wall of fame. “Yes?” I squeak.

“Susan will see you and your parents now.”

“Should the rest of us come too?” Keiran's mom asks. “The girls are on the show together. We still can't believe they're going to be on TV! I always knew they were stars, but—”

“Susan wants to see the lead first,” the receptionist cuts her off and I start to flush. “Then she'll see the rest of you.” She turns back to the phone ringing off the hook and picks it up.

“What else are the girls doing today?” Brooke's mom asks.

“Susan will explain,” the receptionist says briskly, covering the headset mouthpiece, but that brush-off won't work on this group. The parents surround her desk in seconds. Keiran, Hallie, and Brooke look mortified. I look back at them apologetically as I hurry through Susan's open door and away from the stampede.

“Charlie! Mr. and Mrs. Reed! I'm so glad you could make it today.” Susan is sitting behind a large mahogany desk, but as soon as she sees me, she springs up and extends her tanned, toned arm. A diamond tennis bracelet dangles on her delicate wrist. Her hair is down again today, ironed straight, and she's wearing a fitted black pantsuit. “I'm sorry I haven't been down to see you yet today. It's a little hectic around here. Things have been going well, I hope?”

“Absolutely. We're having a lovely time,” Mom says, sounding as if we've popped over for tea. She takes in the high-tech, sleek-but-cold room around her. “And please, call me Katherine.”

Susan's office is huge, and one side is completely covered in floor-to-ceiling windows that look out onto Times Square. On the other three walls hang awards and photographs of Susan with more celebrities. There's a large, framed poster of the annual Fire and Ice Charity Ball autographed by last year's celebrity attendees. Susan's desk is metal, and her chairs are orange molded plastic ones that look cheap, but you know they aren't. Otherwise, the office is pretty empty, like she is moving. There are no papers on her desk, just a state-of-the-art iMac, a desk blotter, and a small clock.

“Have a seat.” Susan motions to the chairs in front of her desk. There are two, but someone has brought in a few folding chairs and Dad sits awkwardly on one. He's pretty tall and his knees hit Susan's desk when he sits down.

“I wanted to meet with each of you girls one final time,” Susan says efficiently, sitting down and placing her elbows on her desk. “I wanted to make sure you didn't have any other questions before I send you off to sign papers with your lawyer and ours. After that, we wanted to have you film an interview where we'll gather more information about you for the show. Then you can have dinner,” she says with an easy smile. “We made reservations for everyone at Gagliano's, this great Italian restaurant, and the bill is on us.”

“That works for me.” Dad laughs loudly and I cringe.

“What kind of interview do you have to do with the girls today?” Mom asks.

“Just standard questions,” Susan says as she focuses directly on each of us. “Things we need to know about the girls before we start so our producers can shape the show and get a better feel for the subjects they're dealing with.”

“Shape?” Mom asks quizzically.

“Yes, well, as you all know, this is a reality show, but like most of our programming, it's scripted reality,” Susan says, and drums her pale pink manicured nails on the desk. “I promise, Katherine, everything we ask is benign. You can even sit in on Charlie's interview if you want.”

“I had one question, Susan,” I pipe up. “What exactly is scripted reality? I've heard you mention it before, but I'm not sure what that means. Do we have to memorize lines and act things out? I'm not a good actress.” I couldn't even remember my one line (“Santa is on his way!”) in the first-grade Christmas pageant.

“I may have to disagree with that,” Dad says with a twinkle in his eye. “You should see her try to win us over to meet the girls for ice cream on a school night.”

“Dad,” I say through gritted teeth.

Susan laughs. “One of the things I love about you, Charlie, is how charismatic you are. If we wanted a professional actress for this, we would have hired one. We want you to be you. I've seen you in action with your friends and at work, so I'm not worried about personality at all. That's why you're our lead girl. You're a star with your friends and I think our viewers will really gravitate toward what you have to say. When I say scripted, I mean we know what each episode is about before we start filming.” Susan's phone starts ringing and she presses a button to mute it. I can see the tiny blue light still flashing and I try not to pay attention to it. “Just to go over this one more time, this is how things will work: We'll call you on a Saturday and find out what your plans are for the week, and what the girls’ plans are. Based on that, we try to secure those locations for filming. Everywhere we shoot and the people featured have to sign a release so if we have trouble securing a location, we may have to ask you to move it, if need be, but generally things work out. Most stores and restaurants love the free publicity, believe me. Now sometimes we can't be there for an important conversation or moment that drives the show, so we may ask you to repeat it somewhat for the cameras, but it's just for continuity.”

“Which is kind of like acting,” I sum up.

Susan unclasps her hands and waves one in a small shrugging gesture. “The difference is we're not asking you to say anything you haven't already said on your own.”

“That makes sense,” Mom says, nodding at me. “Does this all still sound okay to you, Charlie?”

I nod. I guess if I'm not being told what to say, it doesn't matter how and when we tape the conversation. The location thing makes sense too. You can't have permission to film everywhere. We know we can't film at school and if we have some sort of powwow, I guess the show needs to know about it. The show and the rest of the paying cable world.

Whoa. Scary thought. Breathe, Charlie. Just concentrate on the cool part: I'm going to be on TV!

“There's someone important I'd like you to meet,” Susan tells me. “You're going to be spending a lot of time together and I really hope the two of you will gel.” Susan pushes a button on her phone. “Addison, would you come in, please?”

Susan's office door opens and a girl in her mid-twenties walks in. She's tall and thin with wavy shoulder-length dirty-blond hair. She doesn't have on a lot of makeup, just eyeliner and lipgloss, and she's wearing thin brown-rimmed glasses. Her clothes are more casual than Susan's—dark denim jeans and a cute, fitted green top, and, I don't believe it, sneakers! She must be an intern.

“Charlie, I want you to meet Addison Baxter,” Susan says as she walks around the table. “Addison is going to be your main day-to-day producer on the show. She'll be your contact for everything going on here, and will keep you informed about filming, location changes, hours, camera stuff. You name it.”

Wait. This girl isn't an intern? But she looks so… young. I eye Addison skeptically. She's going to be running our TV show? Somehow I naively thought Susan would be overseeing things. “Hi.” I try to sound friendly.

“It's great to meet you, Charlie,” Addison says with a warm smile. “I can't wait to start working together. I don't want you to think of me as your boss, especially since I don't look old enough to be one.” She laughs. “Think of me as your assistant—a super one at that.”

“Don't undersell yourself.” Susan looks appalled. “Addison is my protégé. I plucked her from the intern pool two years ago and have been grooming her ever since. She is more than ready for the job of producer.”

“I would do anything for this woman,” Addison tells us. “She takes such good care of me. And I could not be more excited about this show. The way Susan has been describing it—a reality Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants focused on four best friends with you as the lead, Charlie—I just can't get enough of it. I'm so lucky to be a part of this.” She beams at Susan.

“Is this the first show you've worked on?” I try not to sound as anxious as I feel. They're giving us a first-timer. What if she doesn't know what she's doing?

“I look young, I know,” Addison admits, “but I've been an assistant on Surf's Up for the last six months and before that I helped with Firing Up! I promise, I know what I'm doing, and when I don't, I'll ask for help. I want this to be a great first experience for both of us, Charlie,” she adds.

I can't help but smile. Okay, maybe I was wrong to freak out about her age. Addison seems cool.

“Charlie, I hate to rush you out, but I want to make sure I meet with all of the girls this afternoon and I'm already late for a meeting,” Susan says apologetically. I glance at her phone. There are three blinking light now and her cell phone has been vibrating on and off for the last few minutes. “Addison will take you to meet with the lawyers and after that we'll start your interviews. Hopefully I'll catch you before you leave.”

“If not, when will I see you next?” I ask.

“Soon,” she says and glances at Addison. “I'll be checking in with Addison all the time.”

“Will you be on set?” I'm confused. This project is Susan's baby, isn't it?

“Someone has to man the fort here,” she says and knocks on her desk. “But don't be disappointed. You're going to be sick of me! I'll be around a lot. You have my cell number and can call me anytime. I'm at your beck and call. I'll get back to you immediately. That goes for you too,” she tells my parents. “But for day-to-day stuff you can rely on Addison. I'm not abandoning you, Charlie, I promise,” she says and winks. “We'll talk soon,” she promises, and holds out her hand to shake.

Susan's office door opens and the receptionist leads in Hallie and her parents. Hallie looks like she's ready to burst, but there's not much I can tell her with all these people around.

“Suze, I'll be right back,” Addison tells Susan.

We move through the reception area and into the corridor, where I see Keiran arguing with her mom. I hear the words “babysitter” and “have to go,” which can't be good, but I pretend not to eavesdrop. Keiran's mom waves mine over, but Addison is still walking, so Dad and I follow. She leads us to a conference room where the lawyer our parents hired for the four of us is waiting, along with three guys in suits, who I assume work for the Fire and Ice Network.

“Are you okay here, Charlie?” Addison asks. “I have to meet Hallie, but I'll be down after you sign and then we can spend some time chatting. I really want us to get to know each other.”

“I'd like that too,” I tell her as I fiddle self-consciously with my wavy brown hair. I wanted to look nice for today's meeting, so I'm wearing black capris and a cute purple tank top that has small flowers embroidered around the neckline.
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Signing papers takes forever! Who knew there were so many things to sign off on? My lawyer tries to explain everything to my parents while I focus on the big stuff: I'm going to get $10,000 an episode, which is incredible, with an increase in pay if we agree to shoot a second season; I'm signed on for one season with the option of picking up additional seasons with our say, plus bonuses and appearance fees. I start calculating my paycheck in my head. Fifteen episodes times ten thousand dollars is ONE HUNDRED FIFTY THOUSAND DOLLARS! And that's for a few months of work! Almost enough for college, before taxes of course, and after this lawyer, who doesn't look cheap. But as Susan said, there will be other perks and money down the line. I can barely hold my hand steady as my parents sign and watch me do the same. I'm loaded!

About an hour, two Perrier waters, and a fruit salad later, Addison comes back for me. She takes my parents and me down another hall. She walks briskly; I notice she does that a lot. Maybe I should wear sneakers more, instead of clicky slides, which I have on.

“Susan told me you're on the school newspaper,” Addison says as we walk. “I was on the paper in high school and college too. I did features.”

“I mostly do entertainment,” I tell her. “Where did you go to college?”

“Northeastern in Boston,” Addison says. “Ever hear of it?”

“Of course. It's near Boston University. That's where I want to go,” I tell her.

“BU is so nice,” Addison gushes. “I had a lot of friends who went there. And Boston is beautiful. You'd love it. Do you know what you want to major in yet?”

“Communications or journalism,” I tell her. “I really like to write. I just wonder,” I hesitate, worrying that this is too much information, “if doing the show will mess that up.”

Addison shakes her head. “I doubt it. If anything, it could open a ton of new doors for you. Maybe they'll want to work a writing internship into the show for you.”

“You think?” I gape.

“You never know where you'll get your big break,” Addison points out. “I was going to switch my major to communications junior year and then I got a summer internship here. After that, I was hooked on TV. I do miss writing though.”

Addison starts telling me about college and the do's and don'ts of freshman year. Do join some sort of activity to meet more than just your roommate. Don't do something crazy like try out for rugby. Addison says she practically broke a rib during the tryouts. Then we move on to talking about my other favorite topic: guilty pleasure TV shows (mine is, fortunately, The Secret Life of the American Teenager ; Addison's is Jon & Kate Plus Eight). We enter a large studio and I recognize it immediately. It's the Firing Up! countdown set.

“What are we doing here?” I ask excitedly.

“Your interview,” says Addison. “The show doesn't tape till four so we're borrowing the set.”

“Are you serious?” I freak. Brooke is going to flip out.

Addison laughs. “I had the same reaction the first time I was here. It's pretty cool seeing it in person, isn't it?” She walks me over to the camera crew, which is setting up in front of the funky pink leather chairs that are a signature on the Firing Up! set. The show's logo, bedazzled and sparkling, is in large letters on the wall behind the chairs. Autographs cover the walls—it's customary for stars to sign the wall when they come on the show—and there are beanbags littering the floor where the audience sits. Addison quickly makes the introductions. “You're going to be seeing these faces a lot,” she tells me. “This is going to be The Cliffs' crew—Hank, Phil, Kayla, and Steven. Sometimes we'll all be together, and sometimes we'll split up.” I guess Addison can tell I'm confused, because she explains. “If you four girls are shooting a scene together, we'll be with you. If you go to different places, the crew will break up too so that all of you are covered.” Addison looks at a duo standing nearby. “And this is Anthony and Bruce, two of our other producers.”

I notice everyone looks a lot more relaxed down here. They're in jeans and tees, talking loudly, joking around. It reminds me of a party, except this one has video cameras and Cliffside's parties don't. I instantly feel at ease.

“Charlie, we're going to be asking you a bunch of questions, based on interviews we've done with the other girls,” says Bruce, a stocky twenty-something who has short blond hair and a Bob Dylan shirt on.

“I thought I was the first one down here,” I say.

“Since everyone has been waiting for Susan, we pulled the girls down here earlier,” Addison explains. “We didn't get enough time with Brooke, so she'll finish up after signing contracts.”

Anthony pulls me aside. “Do you mind your parents being here for this? Because we can find somewhere for them to sit if you want.”

“Why?” I ask, alarmed. “What exactly are you asking me?”

Bruce smiles. “Nothing too personal. School, friends, boys. That kind of stuff.”

“We're not using any of this, “ Addison assures me, and pulls out her BlackBerry. “We just need it for background purposes.”

“Unless you say something so spectacular that we have to use it on the season one DVD.” Anthony winks.

“We're getting a DVD?” I ask excitedly. The thought hadn't even occurred to me. I picture my face staring back at me from the Netflix website.

“Probably,” Bruce says. “Along with a lot of other things too, like TV specials.”

My head is spinning. Wardrobe, salary, DVDs, TV specials, photo shoots. This offer just keeps getting better. “Um, maybe you could find my parents a coffee cart or something?” I ask.

Bruce nods. “We'll set them up in the green room. They'll love it. You can retrieve them afterward.”

“Thank you.” I breathe a sigh of relief. I get the feeling it will be a lot easier spilling my high school horror stories and the other embarrassing moments I assume they're looking for if Mom and Dad aren't listening.

“Charlie, I'll check back later with the other girls,” Addison tells me, listening to a message on her phone at the same time. “Keiran is with the lawyer, but all of you should be finished by four o'clock and then you can walk around the city or do whatever you want before dinner.”

“Okay.” Kayla walks over and blots my face with powder and then adds a swipe of lipstick. I wonder if they'll be doing my makeup all the time.

“Are you ready, Charlie?” asks Bruce a few seconds later. He has a headset on and is clutching a clipboard with what looks like pages of notes.

I step onto the platform and make myself comfortable in the chair, wincing when they turn on a bright light.

“Try not to think about the camera,” says Phil.

“Even though it's right in my face—oops.” I can't help glancing at a huge camera on a rolling tripod that is inches from me.

“Exactly,” Phil says as if it's the easiest thing in the world. “By the end of the first week, you won't even notice them.”

“If you say so.” The heat from the light is already making me sweat.

“Just stay focused on me and forget the camera is even there.” Anthony's voice is soothing. “Are you ready for the questions?”

“I think so,” I tell him as my palms begin to sweat. Everyone is here to interview me. I'm usually the one doing the interviewing.

“We'll start off easy; how did you get the nickname Charlie?”

“My real name is Charlotte, which I can't stand.” I stare at the crease in his forehead to keep from looking at anything else around me. “It sounds so formal. I wanted my parents to change my name for a while to anything other than Charlotte. Charlene even, but they wouldn't budge. Brooke calls me Char sometimes, but I don't love it.” Was that okay to say? Too late now. “Not that I mind it too much. Then my friend Hallie started calling me Charlie Girl in tenth grade and then it was shortened to Charlie and it just sort of stuck. I like Charlie.”

“Let's talk about your friends,” Anthony says, reading off a sheet. “Would you say you're very close?”

That question is easy. “Definitely. They're my best friends.”

“Who are you closest with?” he asks without looking up.

I pause. I wasn't expecting that question.

“It's okay, Charlie, it's just us,” Bruce says, reading my mind.

“I guess Keiran,” I say slowly. “We've known each other the longest.”

“How do the others feel about you being closest to Keiran?”

“I don't know,” I admit. “We've never really talked about it, but if something major happens, I probably call Keiran first.”

“How does Brooke feel about that?” Anthony asks. “Would you say it bothers her to be out of the loop?”

Umm… I feel like I'm on a witness stand all of a sudden. I'm sweating and now I know it's not just the lights. It's like Bruce knows the answer he's going to get before I even say it. How does he know these things? Have the girls been blabbing in their interviews?

The next few questions go the same way: “Would you call yourself the group leader? Do you think the others like you to be one? What makes you leader material? Would you say Brooke is difficult? Would you call yourself a perfectionist? Do you think you're better than your friends sometimes? How many boyfriends have you had? What did your friends think of them? What's your biggest fear? Describe your friends’ best traits and biggest flaws. Would some people say you and Brooke have the biggest rivalry of the group?” Other questions are easier and much more fun, like “What's your favorite breakfast food? Who's your celebrity crush? If you could live anywhere, where would it be?” Bruce and Anthony ask every question with the same calm voice, smiling as they read them, looking like my old pediatrician who used to swear a shot wouldn't hurt even as it stung my arm.

I try to be honest with my answers, but sometimes the truth feels like a betrayal. At the end of the taping, I feel like I need a nap.

“Super, Charlie, just super,” Bruce tells me, shaking my hand as I slide off the stool. “I'll have Kayla show you out to your parents and then after Brooke's interview, I think the four of you are all done for the day. We'll see you again before taping starts in the next few weeks.”

“We can start up that fast?” I ask. I had thought Susan was exaggerating when she told us that.

“Absolutely,” Anthony says. “Addison will probably be calling you next week with details about the first shooting week. She's very efficient. We call her the mini-Susan,” he tells me with a laugh. “She'll have this up and running in no time. You'll see how smoothly things go.”

“We've got the reality format down pat here at Fire and Ice,” Bruce assures me. “You have nothing to worry about.”

I thank everyone and find my parents in the Firing Up! green room with Hallie's parents. Keiran's had to get back to their other kids, and Brooke's parents had to get back to work, Hallie tells me. Not that Brooke seemed to mind, but Keiran looks upset. Actually, both friends seem weird. Keiran is biting her blond hair, and Hallie has a finger in her mouth. She bites her nails when she's nervous.

“How did it go?” Keiran asks as Hallie looks on anxiously.

“It was cool, but… weird,” I admit with a deep breath.

Keiran exhales. “Oh, thank God.”

“I thought it was just me!” says Hallie, and plays with the long strand of black beads around her neck. They look great with the khaki tank dress she has on. “I got so nervous when they started asking me about you guys. I wasn't sure if I was being watched behind a mirror like on those cop shows.”

I laugh. “Me too! That part was bizarre, but it was kind of cool to have everyone want to know everything about us, wasn't it? Who knew my favorite ice cream flavor was important?”

“Cake batter,” Hallie and Keiran say at the same time.

“I loved when they did our makeup,” Keiran says excitedly, and practically twirls around, her flowery tunic flying around her black leggings. “They said that they'll probably do our makeup all the time so that we look good on camera.”

“I wish we could hire them to do our makeup at school too,” Hallie says as she plays with her brown hair. “If I could look this good every day, I would love it.”

“You always look good,” I insist.

A door slams and we turn around and see Brooke striding across the room in that gorgeous black pantsuit she got at Off 5th, the discount store. She's smiling. “Hey, girls. That was fun, wasn't it? I so played with their heads.”

“Brooke, you didn't!” Keiran scolds. “You're so bad.”

“I couldn't help it,” she scoffs, crossing her slender arms, from which her Tiffany heart bracelet dangles. “You should have heard the stuff they were asking me. Is Charlie jealous of me? Do Hallie and I compete over guys? Is Keiran always that quiet or is she hiding something? Am I obsessed with money? They were being rude. I told them I don't talk about my friends that way.” The rest of us look at each other guiltily. “How did you guys do?” Brooke asks.

“Same,” Hallie says hurriedly. “We told them the same thing.”

“I did like all the attention,” Brooke admits and begins to play with her shiny red hair. “I wanted to take that makeup artist home with me.”

Everyone starts talking at once about makeup, wardrobe (Hallie heard we're going to get to go to the next Fire and Ice party and we'll be dressed by the stylists for it), and our shooting schedule. I feel a hand on my shoulder and turn to see Addison.

“Are you girls ready to celebrate?” Addison asks, and looks at her watch. “It's later than we planned, so we should head to dinner. Susan said the restaurant is holding a reservation for us. I thought I'd join you, if you don't mind, so we can talk more.”

Brooke grabs her arm. “Quick Q right now,” she says. “What was with all the backstabbing questions? I felt like Bruce was trying to get me to bad-mouth the girls.”

Addison groans and clutches her head. Her funky silver bangle hits her in the face. “Sorry about that. I told them to feel you girls out about everything, but I didn't mean for them to make you uncomfortable. I was just trying to get a sense of your group dynamic.”

I relax a little. “I felt like they wanted me to say I hate Brooke!”

Addison laughs. “I'm sorry. The show will not be like that. When I first started here, I spent a week on this Fire and Ice dating show.” She looks around to make sure no one is listening. “That show was all about the controversy. You know when you're watching a reality show and they cut to a person alone in a room doing an interview?” We all nod. “Well, a lot of times the way they get a person to talk trash about someone else on the show is to set a trap. They tell one person what another person said to get them fired up.”

“No way,” Hallie says, flabbergasted. “I always assumed the people doing the bashing were the jerks.”

Addison shakes her head. “Not always. If you push someone hard enough on camera, anyone can sound or look like a jerk. They do it to get better sound bites.” Addison smiles. “But enough of that talk. Let's eat.”

“Sounds great,” says Hallie, and then when Addison walks ahead of us, she whispers to me, “I really like her.”

“Me too,” I admit. “At first I was worried she was too young, but she seems so cool and together.”

We walk through Times Square to an Italian joint called Gagliano's. The streets are crowded and we huddle together, hands linked, trying to avoid being separated by a street performer and a group of girls hovering outside MTV. I watch the people walk by, most of them barely looking at us, and I can't help but wonder if that will change after our show airs. Will people want our autographs? Will our pictures be in the tabloids? Will we get invited to cool parties in the Hamptons this summer? The streets around us are so loud between the taxis honking and the chatter of tourists and bus companies trying to get people on board, that I imagine if I screamed happily, no one would even hear me.

We reach the restaurant and a hostess seats us at a large table in the back. Gagliano's is a crowded place with dim lighting, loud Italian music, and typical Italian restaurant scenery—the pictures of Italy, Frank Sinatra songs, and smell of roasted garlic. I eye the food at the next table. The plates are family style with huge, overflowing bowls of pasta and chicken cutlets the size of my fist. Once we're settled and our parents are looking over menus, Addison nudges me. “I promise next time you're in the city, we'll take you someplace less touristy and more fabulous.”

“This place is cool,” I tell her.

“Yeah,” Addison says, “but you girls are TV stars now—we have to take you to the Soho Grand or the Library. You're going to be the toast of the town before you know it.”

“What if our show tanks?” I want to know. I want to shred the napkin on my lap, I'm that afraid of her answer.

Addison shakes her head. “It will never happen. We know how to make a show a success and with you guys we won't even have to try that hard. The viewers are going to love you.”

“Hell yeah!” Brooke seconds and raises her diet Coke.

A waitress appears with a tray of champagne flutes, filled high with bubbly. I glance at my mom as the waitress places glasses in front of each of us.

“I guess this is a special occasion,” my mom says to Hallie's mom, who nods. She lifts her glass and I do the same.

“A toast,” Addison announces, “to the future cast of The Cliffs. With Charlie and these three bright, funny, smart young ladies as stars, we're sure to have a massive hit on our hands.”

The four of us clink glasses and smile. “To us,” Brooke says.

“To us,” I second, looking at my friends. And then I take a large gulp of fizz.





five

Lights, Camera, Action!

“Okay, girls, just act natural,” Addison tells us with a big smile. “Forget about the cameras. Just pretend we're not here.”

Everyone keeps saying that, but it sounds impossible. How am I supposed to pretend that there are not three cameras surrounding our table right now, all of them within feet of us, aimed directly at our table.

We're sitting at the Crab Shack, Hallie's parents’ restaurant/boat dock, for our first-ever taping of The Cliffs, and at the moment, I'm so nervous I want to dive off the dock, swim to nearby Shelter Island, and live there permanently. I have my cell phone and my toothbrush in my bag. What more do I need to survive?

“Should we look at the camera?” Keiran asks Addison nervously, and bites another strand of her blond hair. We were told to dress naturally, but I know Keiran's bright green twinset is a date ensemble for sure. Not that the rest of us obeyed either. Brooke is wearing a new waffle-print white sweater, Hallie is in her favorite red tank and black miniskirt, and I'm wearing a new navy-and-white-striped nautical top.

“No looking at the lens.” Addison shakes her head, and the pencil behind her right ear falls onto the dock. She leans down to pick it up, rests it on her clipboard, and fixes her Bluetooth again. It's been glued to her ear the whole time we've been here and she's had several calls, which she's disappeared to answer. This is the first time I've gotten to see Addison at work, and I have to say she seems to be really on top of things. The crew hangs on her every word, and she's been pretty efficient about our time, knowing we can't tape all day.

Unlike the rest of us, who agonized over our outfits for days, Addison is not worried about her work wardrobe. She's wearing a long-sleeved blue shirt, jeans, and sneakers. She doesn't have on anywhere near as much makeup as the makeup artist (yay!) put on us. “I know this first taping is overwhelming for you girls, but I promise, it will get easier,” Addison assures us. “Just think of us as the fourth wall to a room. We're not here. Don't look in this direction unless there is something over here other than us that you need to see. In a few days you won't even realize we're around. You're going to become pros fast. You'll see.”

Taping started faster than we could have imagined. Addison actually called the day after the signing to see if we would mind getting a day or two in that week. I almost fell off my chair I was so surprised, but I guess jumping in headfirst is a good thing. I didn't think we had anything exciting on our calendars, but Addison thought everything I mentioned sounded “super” or “perf.” She stressed that Susan wanted us to be as natural as possible so whatever we normally do together should be fine. We decided our first taping should be at the Crab Shack. Hallie's parents were more than happy to let us shoot. The crew got here early to set up and passed out waivers to everyone (they have to make sure people sign one if they're going to be on camera). By the time we arrived, everyone was ready for us.

“Promise you guys won't mention where I live, okay?” Brooke whispers to me while Addison is still on her call.

“Brooke, we swear, but you know they're going to find out eventually,” I tell her gingerly. “It's nothing to be ashamed of.”

Brooke's house is a stately old colonial, and the barn on her property is fully functional and has a bunch of horses that we all take riding. She has a bigger room than any of us, which seems to be redecorated in Pottery Barn outlet stuff every two years. What's not to like about Brooke's home sweet home?

“Charlotte,” she says stiffly, sounding like my mother. “I'm 
not a farm girl and I don't want certain people to think I am one.”

I know who she's talking about again. Brooke's never gotten over Marleyna Garrison's ribbing in ballet class about how Brooke smelled of horse manure.

“Okay,” I assure her. “Just relax.” I have to admit, I'm alternating between nausea and fits of giddiness myself. We are about to start taping a TV show about us.

“You're right,” Brooke says and breathes a little easier. “This is our starring moment. What am I worrying about?”

“So, Addison, how do we start?” Hallie asks. “Should we tell a funny story? Or talk about boys?”

“Or gripe about homework? Family?” Keiran asks. “Should we avoid sounding negative? I don't want to come off as cranky.”

Addison laughs. “Just do what you'd normally do. Chat. Talk about school, especially since we can't tape you guys there.”

The four of us nod. Talk about school. Talk about school. What about school? Do I mention my possible date with Zac? No, no, that wouldn't be good because then it would be on tape. I'd be talking about Zac to the world and I have no clue if he'll be around long enough to hear it on TV. Okay, school. Classes? That's boring. Homework? Nah. How much I hate Mr. Sparks? That would just get me an F in social studies. School…

“Ready?” Addison fixes her headset and looks at us hopefully. “We'll go slow and we can always stop when you want.”

The girls and I look at each other. Brooke puts her hand in the middle of the table and we all give it a squeeze. “Let's get this party started!”

We've already ordered our usual: mozzarella sticks, clam strips, and a round of Cokes. The order covers the checkered tablecloth. The furnishings at the Crab Shack are pretty cheap—white plastic chairs and rickety patio tables with tacky tablecloths. A large canopy hangs over the fifteen or so tables, giving us some relief from the sun. Food is ordered at the shack window and then your number is called over a staticky intercom so you can pick it up. Definitely not fine dining, but the place is always packed. Not many restaurants around can beat the spectacular scenery. The dock is right on the water and overlooks Shelter Island, a quiet residential town a short ferry ride away. Sailboats and small yachts slip by or dock right here, some with local license plates, others from as far away as Florida.

“Girls, I've got the perfect opener for us.” Hallie's eyes light up. “I figured we could start out talking about the spring fling. At least that sounds exciting, right?” Hallie fingers her green v-neck sweater that brings out her eyes. It's her favorite shirt and she's wearing it with a denim skirt, tights, and her brown knee-high boots that we covet.

We all nod. “What do you think, guys?” I ask the crew, but their faces are blank. Fourth wall. Fourth wall. I have to remember that. They're not going to answer us.

“Perfect!” Addison says enthusiastically. “Let's try it on for size.” She turns to the crew, who jumps into action, yells out a few commands, and then someone says “Rolling,” faster than I can even take a sip of my Coke to wet my lips.

“Can you guys believe the spring fling is next month?” Hallie asks, trying to sound natural even though I know her voice is an octave higher than it should be.

“Um, yeah, that's pretty close,” Keiran seconds, her eyes moving toward the cameras and back again. I notice she's shredding the napkin in front of her.

“Has anyone started thinking about dates?” Brooke asks, a mischievous smile on her face. “It's never too early to start.” She turns to me. “I know Charlie has her eye on someone.”

My face burns—and it's not that hot out. Thanks, Brooke! She knows how uncomfortable talking about Zac makes me. “Maybe,” I say cryptically. “Don't you?”

“I always keep my options open.” Brooke winks.

“What are you thinking of wearing?” Hallie asks. “It's never too early to think of a dress.”

“Oooh! I saw something in Seventeen that was sweet,” Keiran gushes and then she's off and running describing it. This somehow turns into a conversation about the lack of great places to shop out here on NOFO. And then before I know it, I'm weighing in on where to find cute clothes, and Brooke is boasting about her amazing sales collection, and Addison is calling cut.

“Girls, that was amazing!” Addison says and sounds like she means it. “You guys totally forgot the camera was there.”

“We did, didn't we?” I say to the others excitedly, my confidence growing. “That was fun.”

“And surprisingly easy,” Brooke admits, and stares at her raspberry nails.

“A total rush,” Hallie agrees.

“Take a breather, get a drink, and we'll start up again in a few minutes,” Addison says as she walks away to take yet another call.

“Brooke, I loved that line you gave about Tanger being the new Target—everyone who is anyone goes there,” says Hallie as she checks her makeup in her compact mirror. Tanger is the outlet mall where we shop.

Brooke grins. “That was good, wasn't it? And Kiki, you were so cute describing that dress.”

“Do you think we were trying too hard?” Hallie asks with a frown. “I had to work it to be that witty.”

“Nah,” I dismiss her. “It's good for us to be funny on camera. They'll like us more, won't they? It's not like we were lying.” I did notice our conversation was hipper than normal, but who cares? It was still us. I'm sure it will tone down the more comfortable we get.

The four of us are so busy rehashing our lines, we barely hear Keiran's phone ringing. “It's my mom,” she says, and frowns. “Hello? What?” She freaks out, making me jump. “Now? I can't. I'm working. Remember, working? But, Mom? Mom? FINE.” She runs her fingers through her blond hair and looks at us worriedly. “I have to go. My mom needs me to watch my brother while she runs to a parent-teacher conference.”

“Kiki, you can't go now!” Brooke complains. “We're in the middle of taping.”

“I have no choice,” Keiran says, coming down off her high. She throws tip money down on the table and grabs her green Gap backpack that has butterflies embroidered on the front. “I'm sorry,” she says, looking at Addison.

“It's okay,” Addison tells her and motions to some of the guys. “We'll send a small crew with you on your babysitting gig and the rest of us will hang here. Keiran, tell your mom we're coming and we just need a few minutes to set 
up, okay?”

“Really? You don't mind?” Keiran asks, her shoulders relaxing.

“Of course not,” Addison says. “We knew your babysitting skills were very much in demand. We love shooting this sort of stuff.”

“It looks great already,” says Hank. “The way the sun hits Charlie's hair is perfect.”

“Perfect,” seconds Phil. “She looks like an angel.”

“Me? An angel?” I joke. “That's a new one.”

“The rest of you look great too,” Addison adds and I hear her phone ring. Again. Her face darkens. “I have to take this. Excuse me.”

I lean back in my chair as Keiran gets whisked home with a small camera crew of three people. “This is pretty cool,” I say to the others. “I thought it might be a little weird taping our conversations, but I don't mind it.”

“Me either. But I hope we all get to shoot some individual scenes, don't you?” Brooke asks, and fluffs her red hair, which she deep-conditioned last night, so it is super shiny.

“I'm sure we will,” says Hallie and nudges me.

“Hal! Hal! Someone here for you,” a voice crackles over the intercom. We turn toward the Crab Shack window and see a cute guy wearing shorts (in April no less) and a hoodie, with curly blond hair, waving at Hallie.

“Whoa, who is he?” I have to ask.

Hallie's whole face flushes. “Patrick Waters. He goes to Greenport. He works here at the restaurant and—guys, do I look okay?”

“You look great,” Brooke tells her. “I dressed you so I should know. Go talk to him.” Hallie stands up but hesitates. “Why do you look so nervous? You never have trouble talking to guys, Hallie.”

“This one is different,” Hallie says shyly.

Addison appears again. “Oooh… who's that?” she asks Hallie.

“Hallie's crush,” Brooke teases.

“Do you think he'd appear on camera?” Addison asks wistfully. “If so we just need to ask him to sign a release.”

“Let me run and ask him,” says Hallie. Hallie talks animatedly for a few minutes and then we watch as Phil hurries over with a camera while Patrick signs the form. Hallie backs up and they tape her walking over as if it's for the first time.

Brooke sighs dreamily. “She's getting good airtime.” I hit her. “I know, we're all going to get it. I just wish mine was now. I really like being in front of the camera.”

“You?” I tease. “Never.” She swats me back.

“All this talking is making me thirsty,” Brooke says, holding up her empty Coke.

“Me too,” I realize. “I'll get us refills.” I grab our cups and head to the counter. Hallie's mom is always telling me to just walk into the kitchen, but I feel funny doing that when there are paying customers around. Instead, I wait in line, making sure to stay out of the way of the cameras taping Hallie. I feel a tap on my shoulder and turn around quickly, almost knocking the cups of ice into the person's chest.

“Whoa. I wanted a drink to cool down, but not that cool.” It's Zac, and we're standing so close, with the cups between our chests, that I can smell his minty mouthwash. His curly hair is damp and he's wearing a plain navy long-sleeved shirt and khakis. But it's his eyes, those awesome blue eyes that seem to pick up every speck of light in this place and reflect my image back at me, that make me want to drool.

“Hey.” I try to sound calm and natural even though I'm anything but.

“Hey yourself,” he says. “I have a confession to make: I thought I might find you here.”

“Really?” He came here looking for me?

Zac nods. “I didn't see you at the office at lunch, and someone mentioned you were heading here after school, so I decided to track you down.”

He tracked me down? Wow. “Here I am.” I try to smile. “Everything okay? They didn't kill my piece on the band's trip to Disney World, did they?”

“Nope, nothing like that.” Zac looks down at his dirty black Converse. “I just wanted to make sure we were still on for Friday night. I was hoping you weren't avoiding me.”

“I wasn't avoiding you,” I say quickly. God no. Never. It killed me not to go to the office today. “I had to get some homework done early since I'm…” Oh, yikes. I've never told Zac about the show.

Zac looks over to where Hallie is talking to Patrick. “Is there a reason why a camera crew is following Hallie?”

“Um…” Okay, this is awkward. How do I explain this in less than five minutes? “You see…”

“Charlie?” Addison has joined our little twosome. Her clipboard is in hand and she's smiling. “Who is your friend?”

“I'm Zac,” he says, extending his hand and shaking Addison's.

“Addison,” she says. “I'm Charlie's show producer.”

“Show producer?” Zac says with a cock of his head and a curious grin. “As in theater?”

“As in TV,” Addison corrects. “For The Cliffs, Charlie's new TV show.”

“Charlie is getting her own TV show?” Zac looks really confused now.

“Um… yeah,” I admit, feeling awkward.

Addison looks at me apologetically, but I smile. “Addison, could you give us two minutes so I can explain?”

Addison nods. “Sure, and make sure you explain this too.” She hands me a release. She walks away, dialing her phone again.

I stand there holding the release in my hand. “So.”

“So,” Zac repeats. “Let me guess, you're secretly Hannah Montana and you've never told me?”

“Not exactly,” I tell him sheepishly. “Remember how we were talking last week about paying for college? Well, the short story is that I was approached to do my own reality show on the Fire and Ice Network. If I do this for even one season, it will probably pay off all my college and then some.”

“What kind of reality show?” Zac looks interested. We've moved off the line now and I'm still holding the empty cups, which are freezing my hands thanks to all the ice.

“One about me and Keiran, Brooke, and Hallie,” I say, knowing how silly it sounds out loud. “This executive from the network was watching me at work and she approached me about the show. Today is our first day of taping.” I glance over at the table where Brooke is talking to Hallie and Patrick. Addison motions for me to hurry up.

“Do you they follow you all the time?” Zac wants to know as he watches the taping.

“No, they have to get our permission to tape things beforehand, which is why I'm holding this release,” I explain, feeling embarrassed. “If I talk to you on camera, you have to sign this saying you're okay with being on the show.”

“I think I'll leave the spotlight to you today,” Zac says and winks. “I want to hear more about your new career tomorrow though. See you at the office? Without the cameras, of course.”

“Of course! I'll see you there,” I tell him. Okay, that didn't go so badly.

When I walk back over to the girls, Addison is eagerly waiting. “Charlie, he's adorable! Did he sign a release?” She watches Zac closely and I see him grab a brown bag from the pickup window and take it to go. He gives me a little wave and I wave back. “Where is he going?” Addison asks worriedly.

“He didn't want to be on camera today,” I tell Addison.

“Oh, okay,” Addison says, looking dejected. “He's just so cute. He'd look gorgeous on celluloid.”

I giggle. “Back off, Addison, he's my crush.”

“Did you tell him Patrick signed a waiver?” Hallie asks me. I shake my head.

“Maybe he'll change his mind,” Addison suggests. “The more, the merrier! We want to feature you four and your larger circle. Patrick is a cute addition, and Brooke said she has some prospects that sound good. Zac would be perfect too. We want this show to cover your whole lives, not just pieces.”

“Understood,” I promise. I like how into showing the real us Addison seems to be.

“Okay then, let's get back to work.” Addison puts her headset back on and I feel a rush of excitement. “Hallie? Make sure you talk about Patrick now that he's gone,” Addison instructs us. “And Brooke, tell that story about the girl in gym class. I loved that. And Charlie?” She smiles. “You just be Charlie. Got it?”

“I think so,” I tell her, and sit down awkwardly at the wobbly table.

Addison grins. “Good. And we're rolling!”
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Sometimes Life Really Is Like a Movie

At seven PM on Friday night, I'm standing anxiously at my front door, peeking every few minutes through the door window by standing on my tiptoes.

“I thought he said seven-fifteen,” my mom says, as she sits at the kitchen table doing her weekly scrapbooking. She's been into the hobby since I was a baby and we must have about fifty scrapbooks on the family room bookshelves that span my sister's and my whole lives. At the moment, Mom is working on Bella's freshman orientation weekend at Loyola College in Maryland, which shows you that she's a little behind because that happened last July.

“He did say seven-fifteen,” I tell Mom, “but what if he shows up early?”

“Then he'll ring the bell,” Mom says without looking up. She's gluing little flowers on the page and half the package spills on the floor. I leave my post to help pick them up. “I keep telling your dad I need a scrapping area,” she says with a sigh.

“Why don't you use Bella's room?” I ask. Mom gives me a look. “She's not home three-quarters of the year.”

I want to say it's either that or have Dad build you an extension. We certainly have the property for it. Right now our house doesn't have a room to spare. We live in a restored early 1900s farmhouse, which has big rooms, but not a lot of them. There are three bedrooms upstairs, a large kitchen and dining room downstairs, a family room, and an enclosed front porch, but no basement. Apparently they didn't build them back then. My parents have restored the house inside and out since we bought it, and most people can't tell how old it is. I only know because when something breaks, it costs a ton of money to fix it. We're in a historical section of Cliffside and in order to do any sort of renovation, you have to get permission from the town and the historical society to make changes to the structure. You also need permission when you're updating inside, which is a major pain.

Not that I don't love this house. Mom and Dad's taste is pretty traditional when it comes to furniture and paint (“It has to feel like the rest of the house, Charlie,” Mom is always telling me when I pick something that doesn't gel with her vision), but the country vibe is cozy. We have lots of hand-painted wood signs that say things like “Long Island” or “Dust is a country accent” and a ton of knickknacks in some variation of a rooster or an apple or a sailboat. Nautical is a big theme in the Reed household. Living so close to the water, there is not a room you can enter without seeing a seashell. Still, no matter how cute I think this place is, I'm not ready for Mom to give Zac a tour. Or let him be subjected to a lengthy conversation with her. Thank God Dad went from the ferry to his fantasy baseball draft pick tonight.

“Did you call Bella and tell her about your date?” Mom asks, after we've found the last of the gold flowers and placed them back in their container. She's trying not to smirk, but I can tell she wants to.

“No,” I say, not looking her in the eye. “It's not like this is the first date I've ever been on.” Okay, so maybe it's the first date I've had in months after my short-lived relationship with Ethan Prose. It went south when he told me that whatever “this thing was” it would have to end by summer because he was always single in July and August. I saved him the trouble and dropped him in January.

“I'm surprised the girls aren't here to send you off,” Mom adds.

“They all have plans,” I tell her. “Plus, it would look weird if I had an entourage waiting for him when we're going out alone, don't you think?”

Not that my friends weren't excited. Brooke was so thrilled she brought three outfits to school that I could borrow. We talked about my date all day since this was our day off of taping. I settled on my own jeans and Brooke's red peasant top, which bunches at my waist and has loose sleeves. My hair is down and wavy, per Brooke's instructions (“Leave it wet and put product in it, then dry it an hour later.”) and I'm wearing makeup, but not so much that it looks like I'm trying too hard (Hallie's words, not mine).

“You've been talking about Zac for months,” Mom says. “I just thought you would be a bit more worked up about tonight.”

“It's no biggie,” I lie again. Wow, my third lie in less than an hour. What is wrong with me?

The phone rings and we both jump. I get to it first and see from the caller ID that it's Brooke. “I'll take it inside,” I tell my mom. I race into the family room, which is the farthest from the kitchen I can get without going upstairs, and pick up. “Hey,” I whisper.

“Are you ready?” Brooke asks. “How did your hair come out? Did you do your nails? Don't bite them. We finally just got them to grow back. How is your makeup?”

I laugh. “I did everything you told me to do, Yoda.”

“Good,” Brooke says. “She says she's ready,” she adds to someone else.

“Who's over?” I ask.

“Hallie,” Brooke says. “My brother is going to the crash-up derby in Riverhead tonight, so he's going to drop us off at Boulder Creek Steakhouse.”

This is what happens when you live this far out on the fork. The closest chain restaurant you can go to is Boulder Creek in Riverhead, which is about twenty-five minutes away. What I wouldn't do for a Chili's.

“Good luck, Charlie!” Hallie yells from the background.

“Are you nervous?” Brooke asks.

“A little,” I admit. “What if I can't stop talking? Or I trip? I'll be mortified.”

“You won't trip,” Brooke says firmly. “Not tonight. This isn't Milk and Sugar. You're going to be calm and funny and act like the Charlie we know and love.”

“Okay,” I say as my breathing starts to get more rapid by the minute. Fine, I am nervous. Very nervous! I have liked Zac for months and I can't believe he actually asked me out. Me. That never happens. At least it's never happened to me before now. It happens to Hallie all the time. And it has always happened to Bella. But me? The boy I like usually never likes me back. “I think I'm going to throw up,” I say weakly.

“You can't,” Brooke insists. “You'll smell bad all night! No nerves. You didn't eat, did you? So then you have nothing to throw up.”

“You're right,” I squeak. “But Brooke?”

“No! No freak-outs, Charlie, you can do this! We know you can, and call us on one of our cells afterwards, okay? We want every detail,” Brooke says.

A familiar song makes me jump. It's our doorbell, which is as old-fashioned as everything else in this house. I hear footsteps and know Mom is heading to the door.

“It's him!” Brooke freaks. “GO! Before your mom tries to show him her rooster collection.”

“Talk to you later,” I say hurriedly, then hang up and throw the phone on the couch.

“So, Zac, you're a junior?” I hear my mom say and I pick up my pace. Oh no. Oh no. Please don't let her ask something about his SAT scores or where he wants to go to college. “What made you choose there?” she says next. Shoot! I dart around the dining room table and slow down before they can see me in the entranceway. Unfortunately I slow down too late and my foot slips on an area rug. I fly forward and Zac catches me mid-fall.

“Hey,” he says with a soft smile. How come I never noticed the freckles on his nose?

“Hi,” I say back, feeling myself blush. Zac still has his arms around me. I'm vaguely aware of my mom watching this whole exchange with much amusement. Zac lets go, but the two of us stand there staring at each other. He looks good. His hair is damp, probably from a recent shower, and his curls are super shiny. He's wearing jeans, just like me, but he also has on a dress shirt that is half open, revealing a navy tee. But it's those blue eyes, once again, that stop me dead in my tracks. I still can't believe they're looking at me right now.

“Charlotte, I keep telling you not to run around the table like that,” Mom scolds. “That's how she knocked out her two front teeth when she was seven.”

“Time to go,” I say and Zac laughs.

We head toward the door and Mom yells out, “Have fun! Nice meeting you, Zac. I hope we see you again.”

“I hope so too, Mrs. Reed,” Zac says as he closes the door behind us.

The night air is cool, but not cold, and my spring trench coat is all I need to keep warm. I got it at the Gap outlet just last week and have been dying to wear it. Navy is one of my favorite colors, and I love how the coat makes me look sort of like a college student. I awkwardly stick my hands in the pockets.

“So, which movie do you want to see?” I ask, even though I know. I checked the times myself. 8:10 or 9:45. It's rare to find anything starting after 10:30 around here. I have to file my review for the paper Monday morning.

“I thought we'd try to make the eight-ten,” Zac says as he opens the car door for me. He's driving his parents’ Nissan Maxima and when I slide inside, I get a whiff of vanilla. “I hope the scent doesn't make you sick.” He reads my thoughts. “My mom had the car cleaned today so I could use it and they sprayed something that smells like baked cookies.”

“It's making me hungry,” I tell him and pray Zac can't hear my stomach growl.

“One large popcorn with butter coming up,” he says as he shifts the car into drive.

Ten minutes later we're at the packed Cliffside Theater and Zac is buying two of the last tickets for the movie. When you live in a town like ours, all the theaters are small, so even though they have four movies playing, the total seating is really only equal to one major stadium theater. You're so on top of the small screen that it's only a step up from watching it in your living room. The two of us fight the crowd to get through the ticket line and inside to the small concession stand.

“We'll be lucky they even have popcorn left,” Zac jokes.

“You're not kidding. Maybe we can duke it out with the guy in front of us for a pack of Twizzlers.” The place is loud and the two poor guys behind the counter, whom I recognize from school, look harried as they try to keep up with the orders.

Zac makes a face. “I'd rather starve. How about Sour Patch Kids? Or Raisinets?”

“Either,” I say. “Even if I have to dive over the counter and swipe them myself.”

I thought it might be weird coming up with stuff to talk about with Zac, but it's not. It feels just like when we're in the newspaper office. We've talked about everything (next week's cover story) and nothing (the latest wedding dance video on YouTube) and didn't stop talking all the way to the theater. Brooke said to come up with topics to discuss ahead of time, but I didn't need to. With Zac it's easy. But that also makes me worried. Is it supposed to be this easy? Maybe this means we're more friends than anything else. 

At that moment, Zac's hand brushes against my side and the hair on my arm stands up. No, definitely not just friends. At least not on my end.

“Hey, Charlie,” I hear someone say, and turn around. Bridget Eaton from my Spanish class is in line behind us. We've barely said one word to each other since the eighth grade.

“Hey.” I smile. “How are you?”

“Good,” she says and pushes a lost strand of her short blonde hair out of her eyes. “I'm with Gwen. She went inside to get seats.”

“Why didn't I think of that?” I ask.

Bridget is staring at me. “Cute shirt,” she says. “Is it new?”

“I've had for a while,” I say awkwardly, aware Zac can hear our conversation. I wouldn't dare say it's Brooke's. Lately, people I barely talk to have been stopping me to say hi. Maybe just a few days of taping have made me ooze more confidence already. That's what Mom thinks. She says I have a whole new positive outlook about me. “You know Zac, right?”

“Hey,” Bridget says absentmindedly and continues to look at me. The popcorn guy clears his throat. Bridget is next. “I should order,” she says sheepishly. “See you at school.”

“See you at school,” I say. I turn around and smile at Zac. “I'll get the snacks.” He bought the tickets.

Zac slides me out of the way. “I'll get them. I asked you, remember?”

“But—” I start to protest.

Zac motions for me to shush. “Don't fight me, Charlie. You know I'll win.” He winks and I practically melt into the floor. “If we get something to eat after, I'll let you buy me a soda.”

“Okay,” I say, “but it better be a large one.” The two of us grin at each other and I suddenly wish we were anywhere but in this long line. If we were alone outside maybe he'd kiss me right now. I've been moisturizing my lips all week, just in case. (They don't get much use in that department.) Zac finishes paying and we head inside. The theater is crowded, but we manage to get seats in the middle. We've got separate sodas, but we're sharing popcorn, and I feel a shock every time our hands reach in at the same time.

“So how is your career as Hannah Montana going?” Zac asks and takes a handful of popcorn.

“I like it,” I admit. “Every time we tape, I get a little more comfortable. Even when we're not rolling, I like what we're doing. I got interviewed by Us Weekly this week, and had media training, and got to pick out some clothes for a photo shoot we need to do. Hallie, Brooke, Keiran, and I have a lot more to talk about than I realized, and so far I think we sound pretty good on camera. Much cooler than I imagined,” I quip. I grab a few kernels of popcorn, being careful not to dribble the butter all over my jeans.

“Is that really reality then if you come across that cool?” Zac teases. “Because I know you and cool seems to be stretching it a bit.”

I throw a handful of popcorn at him and he laughs. “Didn't I tell you? Our show is ‘scripted’ reality.” It's a term Addison pounds in our heads whenever I question something we're doing. “Since we don't shoot every day sometimes we have to recap things for the camera or shoot them over again so that there aren't any holes in our story line.”

“So does that mean tonight's date is going to be recapped during your next taping?” Zac wants to know. His grin is mischievous so I know he's still teasing me.

“We're being taped right now actually,” I tease right back. I point to the button on the sleeve of my shirt. “Hidden mic.” Then I point to my necklace. “Covert camera.”

Zac laughs. It's loud and deep and infectious. I find myself giggling too.

“I give you credit,” Zac says. “I can't talk on camera. Ms. Harmon cast me as a shepherd in the Sunday School play in second grade and I had one line. I choked.”

“I'm sure you'd be fine now,” I say.

He shakes his head. “I don't think so. I'll tell you a deep, dark secret: I throw up before every oral presentation I have to make in class.”

My eyes widen. “Really?”

“Really. But if you tell anyone that, I'll have to deny it.” He tosses some popcorn my way this time. “I guess we all have our own demons.”

Zac stares at the screen. They're still showing the previews, which are usually a lame reel of movie trivia that loops over 
and over.

“Absolutely,” I tell him. I think it's cute he can't do public speaking. I'm about to tell him just that when I feel a vibration in my Coach wristlet. I pull out my phone. Addison. “I have to take this,” I apologize. “I'll be right back. The reception is so horrible in here.” I pick up. “Hold on.” I step over a few people who have entered our row and duck out into the still-crowded hallway. Two other movies are starting at the same time. “Addison?”

“Hi Charlie.” Her cheerful voice is instantly recognizable. “Sorry to bother you on a Friday night when you're off. Your mom says you're on a date.”

I blush for two reasons: one, Mom is telling people about my date. And two, she's telling my boss, who didn't know about it. Great. “Um, yeah.”

“Is this the guy from the other day?” Addison asks. “He's so cute. I think Susan would love him, Charlie. She loves the idea of you having a boyfriend.” Susan knows about Zac? I tried calling her once last week, like she said I should, but she never returned my call.

“It is him,” I explain awkwardly. “And actually, we were just talking about the show, but I don't think he's into the whole TV thing.” A few people stare at me as they walk by to their theaters, but I just smile.

“That's too bad,” Addison says, sounding really disappointed.

The way she says it, I find myself getting nervous. “Do you think that will be a problem?”

“I don't think so,” Addison says, sounding unsure herself. “Don't worry about it tonight. We'll talk more when I see you on Sunday, okay?”

“Thanks,” I say, and I glance at my watch. The movie will be starting any minute. “Was there something else you needed?”

“Yes, I left messages for each of the girls about Sunday. I hear there is a spring street fair in town and we thought it would be a lot of fun to tape the four of you there. Very colorful. Do you usually go to it?”

“I do,” I say. We didn't have plans to go yet, but it's not like we wouldn't go.

“Keiran has to babysit, but I told her she could bring her siblings,” Addison says. “We thought it would be a hoot to watch all of you babysitting. Should we say ten AM? I'll pick you guys up while the team scouts out the spring festival. I have to call in to get permission to shoot there, but I don't think it will be a problem. Your mayor is pretty accommodating.”

“Great,” I tell her.

“See you Sunday!” Addison says.

I hang up and change my phone setting to silent. Then I run back to the theater. The room is already dark because the movie previews are playing, and I can barely see where I'm going. Or where I'm sitting.

“Charlie!” I hear Zac whisper and I move toward our row.

“Sorry about that,” I tell him when I finally make it back to my seat. “It was the show. They want to shoot at the spring festival.”

“If you thought you were getting attention before, just wait till you're taping in front of the whole town,” Zac says as he passes me the popcorn.

I didn't think about that. Now everyone will know about the show. Kind of exhilarating, kind of nerve-racking at the same time. “Yeah.”

The movie is starting and Zac places the popcorn on his lap. With his free hand, I feel him reach over and grab mine. It's warm and slightly sticky from the butter. “I'm sure it will go great,” he whispers.

Zac is holding my hand. Zac is holding my hand and he's not letting go. That's all I can think about. “Sure,” I manage, but I'm not sure what I'm saying “sure” to.

“I wanted to ask you something,” he whispers. “Do you have a date yet for the spring dance?”

He's asking me to the dance! He's asking me to the dance! Could this night get any better? “No,” I whisper back, afraid to even breathe.

“Do you want to go with me?” he asks.

I feel like I'm going to slide right off my chair. I'm not sure I even have it in me to speak. “Yes,” I manage. “That would be fun.”

“Great,” he says and then he leans back in his seat, his hand still holding mine.

I have an overwhelming desire to text Keiran and the girls, but my one hand is occupied and besides, I'm not sure how I could pull it off without Zac noticing. I want to tell the whole theater. Zac is holding my hand and he asked me to the dance! But I calm myself down and sit perfectly still, praying my hand isn't too sweaty. I think about the Zac moment over and over again in my head. My hand feels sweaty, but I don't move. All I do is sit and pray this is a three-hour movie so that I can stay like this for as long as possible.
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Spring Fever

The street fair is crowded and Brooke, Hallie, and I link arms so that we don't get separated. Keiran is two steps behind us, pulling her sister and two whiny brothers in their Radio Flyer wagon. Normally our appearance wouldn't cause people to turn their heads, but today we've got a camera crew in tow. There are two cameras in front of us, walking backward, and one behind us, plus Addison and a lighting guy. I'm a little distracted so I can only imagine how everyone else in town feels as they see us walk by.

“Ooh, fudge!” Hallie exclaims and pulls us over to the booth for a free sample. Our lighting girl, Kayla, hurries to get a clear shot, as does Phil, camera guy number one. Addison explained earlier that if we have to separate for any reason, we might have to delay filming to get an additional crew on hand (three people) to follow each of our stories. So far we haven't left each other's sides.

It's the Cliffside Spring Fever Festival and our usually desolate Main Street is hopping with street vendors, food, a kiddie carnival, pony rides, and a bouncy house. Hallie's parents are here with food from the Crab Shack, and we're supposed to stop by their booth. For now, we were told to do what we'd normally do at a festival: People watch and shop.

Hallie grabs a huge chunk of vanilla fudge and then spears another with a toothpick and plops it in my mouth before I can protest. “Wow, that's good,” I admit. I spear one for Brooke, but she shakes her head.

“I just had popcorn,” she groans. “Give it to Kiki and the kids.”

Keiran's not in as great of a mood as the rest of us. It's hard to have a good time browsing craft stands when you have three bored, hungry, and tired little kids in tow.

“Keiran, Joseph is putting his foot on my side of the wagon again,” her four-year-old sister, Hannah, whines.

“AM NOT!” Her twin, Joseph, shouts at her.

“Are too!” she says and folds her arms angrily.

“Hungry, Kiki,” her two-year-old brother, Steven, complains and pulls on her pants.

“How about some fudge?” Keiran suggests.

“How about a muzzle?” Brooke says under her breath and Keiran hits her. “What? He needs one. He's so loud.”

“I know,” Keiran says wearily. “He doesn't stop talking or whining from the minute he opens his eyes in the morning.”

“You need a break,” Hallie tells her for the umpteenth time. “Tell your mom she has to find someone else to babysit. They're wearing you out. You don't even match today.”

Keiran looks down at her outfit. She's wearing a navy blue shirt and dark teal khakis. She groans. “I thought this shirt was black.” She rests her head on my shoulder. “I've been watching these three since my mom got up at five to do the dairy rounds.” Her head suddenly snaps up. “Not that I mind, of course. My mom pays me to help her and—”

It's as if Keiran has suddenly remembered the camera is watching our every move and bashing her mom on television is a bad idea. I squirm uncomfortably. I've noticed this trend happening a lot in the past few days. When we hit an uncomfortable moment in conversation, everyone's answer is to say something fake instead. Normally we'd never do that.

“That doesn't mean you're not allowed to ask for a day off,” I remind Keiran, hoping to calm her down. “We all help out at home, but there's a difference between pitching in and being a full-time employee.”

“Are you saying my mom treats me like hired help?” Keiran snaps as Stevie begins to tug on the back of her shirt.

Uh-oh. I blush.

“HUNGRY! HUNGRY!” Stevie rages. Hannah and Joseph join in the chant. “KIKI, HUNGRY!” Keiran ignores them and stares at me angrily.

“I just mean you help out an awful lot,” I try tactfully.

“My parents need my help, Charlie, you know that,” Keiran huffs. “Their jobs are demanding and if I don't do it, who will?”

“Daycare?” Brooke suggests with a small smile. Hallie tries not to laugh.

“Nice,” Keiran says sarcastically. “Way to be supportive.”

“Kiki, we are supportive,” Hallie tries, “but we feel for you. You're like a full-time nanny, and sometimes,” she hesitates, but then keeps going, “it's really hard coming up with stuff to do when you have to bring them with you.”

I hear a crash and see Joseph, Hannah, and Stevie pulling on each other's macaroni necklaces. They've knocked a glass jar of pickles we just bought out of their cart and the juice oozes down the side of the wagon. Then the first of the macaroni necklaces bursts open and pasta flies in ten different directions. We just helped the kids make the necklaces at the Cliffside High free kids’ stand. They also got temporary tattoos even though Hannah cried when they wet her arm to put a Cinderella one on her.

“Enough.” Keiran holds up her hands in protest. “I have to feed them. I'll be by the food stands. You can join me when you guys have stopped bashing my family.”

“I didn't mean it like that,” I try to explain, but Keiran begins tugging the wagon through the crowd as Stevie continues to wail. Addison motions for one of the cameramen to follow her and he quickly heads off in pursuit. I see her radio a second crew to come in and help out.

“More fudge?” Hallie offers me.

I shake my head. “Now she's mad at me.”

“She's only mad because you embarrassed her,” Brooke points out.

“How did I embarrass her? It's just us,” I say and stop talking. Oh. It's not just us and apparently being as real as we normally are is kind of weird when a camera is watching.

“Cut,” Addison yells and the fudge folks jump. “That was great, guys. Let's take a five-minute break.” Addison puts a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

I nod. “I feel bad that I made her feel uncomfortable on camera.”

“You were just being honest.” Addison is frank. “That's what we want you to do. Sometimes the truth stings. She'll get over it. I thought you sounded really strong. It was a good scene.”

But it wasn't a scene, was it? It's my life, and in the real world, I hate fighting with my friends.

“Are you okay to finish up the conversation with Brooke?” Addison asks me as she consults her clipboard. “We should wrap this up before moving to the next location. It's getting kind of crowded over here.” I look up and realize she's right. There is a sea of people hanging around, watching us. The festival security is trying to usher them away (apparently the mayor agreed to give us extra security for the day in exchange for all the free town publicity), but it isn't working so well. “Tell Brooke and Hallie what you're upset about and that should do it.” I nod. Addison alerts the remaining camera guys—crew two isn't here yet—and then gives me the cue to start filming again.

“I feel bad for her.” The words tumble out, but they're the truth. “She misses out on so much because she's always watching the kids. I know she doesn't mind, but it's got to be hard having to clear your schedule with your parents before you make plans with your friends on a Friday night.”

Brooke nods. “She's just mad because you're right. We all agree with you, by the way, and I'm happy to tell her that. I want to hang out with Kiki, not her rugrats.”

“She'll calm down,” Hallie consoles me. “We'll catch up with her after lunch. She needs some space.”

“Excellent!” Addison breaks in. “Let's hold here,” she tells Hank and Phil. “Girls, do you want to meet across the street while we set up the next shot and wait for the additional crew?”

We make our way through the crowd to the other side of the street and head down a side alley that is pretty quiet. There's a view of the water on the other side, and I see a sailboat float by.

“While we set up the next shot, which I think will be you guys at Hallie's parents’ stand, I wanted to hand out this week's schedule,” Addison tells us as she distributes the papers. “Remember, this could change, but it is pretty solid.”

She hands us a typed memo. It has our days and calltimes on it. Today, we're together. On Tuesday, we're split up doing different things. Brooke has a date that they're taping. Hallie has play practice at her friend's house. Keiran is babysitting again, and they chose to follow me around Milk and Sugar. It's funny, but now that we're doing the show, I feel like the four of us spend more time apart than together. While we'd usually meet at Milk and Sugar almost every day after school, now we're split up to tape our own segments and only tape group ones once or twice a week. I scan the page for my name and am momentarily confused. Underneath my name, it says “date” with a question mark. Date? What date?

“Addison? What's this?” I point to the date section.

Addison takes a swig of her Gatorade. “I wanted to talk to you about that. Do you have a second?” She walks a little ways down the alley and I'm aware everyone is watching us. I nervously look back at Hallie, but then I look at Addison's face. She looks odd too. “I know I told you on Friday night that it was okay if Zac didn't want to appear on camera, but I was wrong.”

Wait. “Wrong?” I ask, trying to understand.

Addison fidgets slightly. “I should have explained things better when we spoke. If you and Zac aren't hanging out again, it's fine, but if you're going to be dating Zac, we need to see him. You'll obviously be talking about him on camera and viewers will want to know who he is, why you like him, where you two go…”

My head is spinning. I have to convince Zac to be on the show? He'll never do it. I know it.

“. . . You're our star. The other girls are all dating on camera and it looks strange not to see you doing that.” Addison looks at me nervously. “What do you think?”

“I… I don't know,” I admit. “I didn't know this was a show requirement.” Zac and I weren't hanging out in that way when I signed on to the show so I never thought about what it would mean to make my private life very public. 
“What happens if Zac says no? What if I don't want to ask him?” I hold my breath.

Addison brushes her hair behind her ear, looking a tad uncomfortable. “Well, you did sign up to show your life on camera and if your life includes Zac and you refuse to let him appear…”

“I'm not refusing. I just know what he thinks, and I don't think he will do it,” I butt in.

“If you refuse to let him appear,” Addison repeats, “we'll have to hold you in breach of contract.”

Breach of contract? What does that mean? It's obviously bad, from the looks of Addison's face. “I've only gone on one date!” I say a tad loudly. I look anxiously back at the girls, who are staring at us. “Sorry,” I say to Addison. “It's just I spoke to Zac about this and he made it pretty clear that he wasn't interested in being part of the show. I can't force him to do something he doesn't want to do.”

“I know,” Addison says quietly, not offering me another alternative.

“I don't know what to do,” I say helplessly. “Should I call Susan about this? Maybe she'd reconsider.”

Addison shakes her head. “Susan has left the decisions up to me, Charlie,” she says, and I wince. “And I'm telling you, if you're dating Zac, we need to see him. I'm sorry.”

I inhale sharply. Addison doesn't look sorry about Zac. You don't throw around the term “breach of contract” if you're sorry. Whatever that means.

“Brooke had a fun idea—a group date.” Addison tries to sound upbeat. “She thought it would be cute. She and Hallie are setting Keiran up on a blind date and tagging along with dates of their own. It would be great if Zac and you went along too. We told Brooke it would be better if you were there since you're our focal point.”

Since when is Brooke setting up scenes? This is also the first I've heard of Keiran's blind date and I have to hear about it from Addison?

“Could you try talking to Zac again?” Addison begs, sounding friendlier than she did a moment ago. “I don't want to tell you what to do. We just want a good show.” I shrug and Addison smiles. “Okay then, next topic.” She heads back to the group and I walk slowly behind her. “I wanted to tell you guys some great news,” she says, avoiding my gaze. “Another thing we were talking about at our weekly meeting was your spring fling. We want to tape it.”

“I thought you didn't have permission to tape on school property,” Hallie says as she fiddles with her yellow belt. She's wearing jean capris and a green tank with sequins around the neckline.

“We don't,” Addison tells us, “but that doesn't mean you can't throw an after-party.”

“The spring fling doesn't usually have an after-party,” I tell her.

“What do you guys think? You could be in charge of the invite list and the décor. We'll do it the way you guys would—we want this to feel real. That's why I was thinking the location could be the Crab Shack. Make it sort of spring fling weekend.”

“Really?” Hallie says excitedly. “My parents would love that.”

“The atmosphere is perfect with the water and the boats and we could bring in a DJ—maybe someone you guys know—and food, decorations,” Addison says. “Nothing over the top. Susan wants it to be as normal as possible. What do you think?”

“I think it sounds ten times better than the lame dance we're going to have in the high school gym,” Brooke tells her, and chomps her berry gum loudly. Her tongue is going to be as pink as her shirt if she's not careful.

Addison looks at me. I know I'm being quiet. “Charlie? It's your decision. This is your show.”

I feel Brooke's eyes bore into the back of my head. “An after-party could be fun,” I agree even though I'm still unnerved by our earlier conversation.

“Great,” Addison says and begins dialing her cell phone. “I'll let production know they can start readying plans. Do you think all of your dates will be up for two dances?” She speaks into her phone. “Hello? Hi. It's me. Yes, Charlie loves the idea,” I hear Addison say as she walks out of earshot.

“We all love the idea,” I hear Brooke mumble, but I don't look up. My head is spinning as it is.

“Are you okay?” Hallie asks me.

“Yeah,” I lie. “I'm fine.” I can't talk about this. What am I going to do about Zac? What about Keiran? “Addison said something and I'm still trying to wrap my head around what it means.”

“Well, figure it out fast.” Brooke sounds snippy. “No one makes a move without the star of the Charlie show.”

“What's with you?” I grumble.

“Nothing,” Brooke says. “I wouldn't dare cross our star.”

“I didn't ask for this,” I remind her. I feel hot all of a sudden, even in my purple tank and white cargo shorts. “I've got enough on my mind already. I'd be fine if this was everyone's decision.”

“Then tell Addison that,” Brooke demands. “Tell her the rest of us aren't leftovers.”

“You don't even care what Addison just told me.” I'm shaking. “All you care about is your face time on camera.”

“Charlie,” Hallie warns. “Brooke, stop.”

“Of course I care about face time,” Brooke says, not denying it. “You're lying if you say you don't.”

Kayla comes running down the alley and interrupts the argument. “Addison! Addison!” She turns around and rushes back over. “We just played back the tape and there was no sound,” Kayla tells her. “We need to redo the scene by the fudge booth.”

“What?” Addison groans. “You're kidding me! How did that happen?”

Kayla shrugs. “Better we know now instead of later. We'll have to redo it.”

Addison nods. “That's fine. I forgot that we need to have the girls recap their week at school since we haven't seen them there.” Addison is jotting down notes.

Kayla scratches her head. “Okay, Hank will get right on it. We're setting up the shot at the stand now and team two is getting the Crab Shack booth ready. Hopefully we can get this all done in an hour. Keiran is done taping her lunch scene with the kids.”

“I don't even remember what I said at the fudge shack.” Hallie is freaked out. “How am I supposed to redo the scene?”

“Bigger problem—the majority of that scene had to do with me and Keiran fighting,” I remind everyone. “She's not going to want to redo that, let alone have me bash her parents again. I don't think I can fake this.”

Even Addison looks perplexed. “I liked what we had earlier and don't want to lose it. I'll run ahead and look at the playback. Meet me over there. I wonder if we can just dub over.” She looks at us and smiles. “I'm sorry, girls. This happens sometimes and I know it stinks. No one likes redoing real life.” She looks at me when she says that.

“Keiran is going to be so mad,” I tell the others.

“She'll live,” Brooke declares. “This is part of the process. We just have to suck it up. That's what actors do.”

“But we're not actors,” Hallie reminds her, sounding frustrated herself. “We're replaying our own lives.”

Brooke shrugs. “You heard Addison. It happens. What can we do?”

“I feel like I'll be lying.” I fidget slightly. “If I could redo my fight with Keiran I'd do it differently. And besides, the whole fight was so stupid to begin with.”

“It's always poor Charlie,” Brooke snips.

“What's wrong with you?” Hallie hits Brooke's arm. “Stop being so jealous of Charlie! Of Marleyna Garrison! Of the world!”

“I am not jealous!” Brooke yells at her. “Why don't you stop being such a flirt?”

“A flirt?” Hallie bellows. “What's that got to do with—”

Addison runs over. “We have to try to redo the scene now.” I groan. “I radioed to Keiran and she's on her way back over.”

“Was she okay?” Hallie asks.

“Totally fine,” Addison says, but she seems distracted. “Let's go.”

We walk across the street and over to the fudge stand, barely speaking to one another. Security is holding the gawkers back, but there are still shoppers. Joseph, Hannah, and Stevie are sitting happily in their wagon, sucking on ice pops.

“I really appreciate you guys doing this,” Addison tells us. “I promise we'll try to keep this from happening again.”

None of us will look at each other. I look at Keiran. “Kiki?” I ask. “I'm sorry about before. I didn't mean to upset you.”

“Forget it,” she says, but stares at the fudge. “I thought if anyone would understand it would be you, but I guess I was wrong.”

“You're not wrong,” I tell her. “I feel bad, that's all. I don't want you to spend every waking moment taking orders.”

“Are we ready?” Addison asks. “Okay, let's try this again. Action!”

“You need a muzzle for those three.” Brooke doesn't flinch. She stares bitterly at Joseph, Hannah, and Stevie, who for once aren't making a peep.

Keiran explodes, louder than she was the first time. Her voice is shaking and I can tell she's still really mad. “You know what, Brooke? I'm sick of you guys harping on me because of how I help out at home! At least I pitch in. Unlike you on the farm.” The color drains from Brooke's face and her mouth clamps shut.

Uh-oh. Uh-oh. This isn't good. I try to intervene. “Kiki, we're just trying to be honest.”

Keiran turns toward me. It's unsettling how mad she is. I've never seen her like this. “Honest? Let's talk honesty, Charlie. Where were you Friday night? Why haven't you talked about that today? How was your date with Zac?”

That's low. This isn't the way I want to introduce Zac.

“Keiran,” Hallie says quietly. “Stop.”

“What? If we can bash Keiran's family, we should be able to talk about Charlie's precious date,” Brooke agrees, a sick smile on her face.

“She's right,” Keiran agrees, surprising me with her nasty tone. “If you can all start with me about babysitting, why can't we talk about Brooke's family farm, or you being a major flirt, Hallie, or the fact that Charlie hasn't mentioned her crush on Zac.”

“Shut up, Keiran,” I hiss. “You too, Brooke. You're both acting like Hannah and Stevie.”

“I'm acting like Hannah and Stevie?” Keiran points to herself. “I'm not the one hiding things. Who died and left you boss?”

“Chill out, Keiran, you're acting like a brat,” Hallie says stonily. “Chill out! We're allowed to boycott the Little Einsteins. You bring them everywhere!”

“Tell us more about Zac,” Keiran presses, ignoring her 
and looking at me. “Why won't you tell us about your date? Didn't you have fun?”

“Cut it out, Keiran,” I warn.

“Why should she?” Brooke asks. “What, Charlie? You don't like being the center of attention?” She laughs. “I find that hard to believe.”

“I'm out of here,” Keiran says, and I see a stray tear fall down her cheek. “I'm not going to listen to this stuff anymore. Enjoy the fair.”

“Keiran, wait,” I beg. “Don't leave like this.” But she ignores me.

“I'm out of here too,” says Hallie in a huff.

“Cut!” Addison yells. “Wow, I think that may have even been better than your first round.”

“I couldn't agree more,” Brooke tells her, and I want to hither. I'm not really sure that was a compliment. I can't even look at Addison or Brooke.

“Cheer up, guys,” Addison tells us. “She won't be mad for long, I promise. Sometimes filming gets to people. If I know you four, you'll make up by nightfall. Phil,” she calls. “Get Hallie back here for the Crab Shack segment.”

The last thing I want to do right now is tape anything else. This was fun this morning, but at the moment, I don't want to go anywhere but home to bed. Too bad that's not an option. I walk away to compose myself and sit down on a storefront bench just as my phone rings. It's Zac and his timing couldn't be more perfect. I need a pick-me-up. “Hey,” I say, trying to sound casual instead of out of breath.

“Don't think. Just answer.” Zac's voice comes over the line and I instantly lose my composure. “What are you doing at this exact moment?”

I don't hesitate. “Talking to you.”

“Funny.” Zac laughs. “Where?”

“I'm taping,” I admit. I could ask him to stop by right now. Addison would want me to, but…

“Bummer,” Zac says. “I was hoping you were at Milk and Sugar and I could pick you up for dinner.”

Really? “I'll be back by six,” I hear myself say hopefully.

“I think I could hold out till then,” Zac says. I hear a dog bark in the background and I know it's his Chihuahua, Two-Face. He named him after a character from Batman, which he's all geeked out over. When he talks about movies, he sounds so cute.

I look over at Addison, feeling my annoyance come back. “You might not want to eat with me when I tell you about this dance after-party my show is throwing.”

I fill Zac in, leaving out the breach-of-contract term Addison threw around to threaten me. “I really want you to be there—and not just to get you on camera, because I know how you feel about that. I think it could be a lot of fun and I really want to share it with you.” Was that saying too much? Sometimes I can't shut up when I'm nervous.

Zac doesn't say anything at first. “I guess it wouldn't kill me,” Zac says finally. “My grandparents would love it. They live three thousand miles away and are always complaining they never see me. If this makes it on air they'll be the most popular couple at their senior center.”

I laugh. “I promise to make sure Phil gets your best side.”

Zac laughs lightly. “My best side is the one you'll be standing on.”

I blush. Did he really just say that? What am I supposed to say back?

“So, six?” Zac fills the empty space.

“Six,” I agree, and hang up feeling happy again. I want to tell the world what just happened. I want to rush over to my friends to repeat the conversation word for glorious word. But then I remember: We're barely speaking.
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Breakups and Makeups

“Is this sand taken?”

I shield my face with my hand and look up into the late afternoon sun. Keiran is standing in front of Brooke, Hallie, and me, holding her beach bag and a polka dot beach towel. She looks kind of miserable.

“That depends,” I tell her. “You're not going to throw sand at us, are you?”

She smiles. “Nah. My toddler outburst is over, I swear.”

“Then park it,” Brooke instructs her.

Keiran places her towel on the cool sand next to us. It's the middle of the week and we're having an unusual 70-degree April day. I figured it was about time we all stopped bickering and made up, so I extended a peace offering: a group tanning session at the beach. With the spring fling a week away, and today being one of the only days we all have off from taping, I thought it was the perfect opportunity to talk and get some color (I'm as pale as the sandy shore along the Long Island Sound). Hallie and Brooke showed up first, but when Keiran didn't come, I thought we were doomed.

“We didn't think you were coming,” Hallie tells her.

“I had a makeup test for Spanish,” Keiran says as she sits down. “I told Ms. A that I had to finish fast so I could get to my friends and do some groveling.”

“Grovel away,” Brooke says, not looking over. She's got her eyes closed and her face heavenward. She's pulled her hair up into a bun and her crewneck shirt and bra straps off her shoulders. The rest of us have done the same. Tan lines are an absolute faux pas in a beach town like ours.

“I overreacted at the street fair,” Keiran says with a sigh. “I freaked when you guys mentioned my mom. The cameras were on me and I kept thinking about how my mom was going to see it. I guess I wanted the rest of you to see how that felt. That's why I started bringing up all that other baggage.” She looks away guiltily.

“It's okay,” I tell her, feeling bad myself. “We shouldn't have ganged up on you like that. We all said things we probably shouldn't have.” I look at Brooke, who doesn't say anything. She sort of apologized for the “Charlie Show” comments, but I still get the feeling she hates that the show is centered around me. As if I had anything to do with it.

“I'm sorry too,” says Hallie. “We all are.”

“But you should have known better, Kiki,” Brooke interjects. “You're supposed to be honest. Not worry about what your mom thinks.”

“Why, because you could care less what your parents think, Brooke?” Keiran says, surprising me with her continuing 
fiestiness. “I'm not like the girls on My Super Sweet 16 you seem to want so badly to be. My parents care about how I come across, and I care about how they come across on TV. I'm not going to make my family look bad just to get a good line.”

“Keiran is right,” I agree, when Brooke is too stunned to speak. I roll over on my towel and lean on my elbows. “Our families and friendship should come first.” Keiran grins. “And I would have agreed with you sooner about this, but you've been ignoring my calls.”

“And snubbing us in the hallways,” Hallie adds.

“I know.” Keiran sighs again. “I have to be more mature about this stuff. Now that we're taping a reality show, I guess every part of my life is fair game.”

“Especially Charlie, since she's the star,” Brooke quips, and sits up to get some sunscreen.

I give her a look. “Can we clear the air about this?”

“Please do!” Hallie glares at Brooke.

“We all knew this was how the show was going to work from the beginning,” I remind Brooke. “I don't know why Susan picked me, but she did. What I do know is that I could never do this without you guys.”

Brooke shrugs. “True. I'm just saying it wouldn't hurt for Addison to realize there is more star potential lurking in her cast than just her favorite player. I, quite frankly, have a lot of cool things going for me that you guys don't.”

“Hello? Sensitive chip. Missing,” Hallie tells her.

Brooke sort of laughs. “I'm sorry. Okay, Charlie, I know this isn't your fault. I just get frustrated. Addison should utilize all of our strong points.”

“Agreed,” I say, and apply more sunscreen. “We should all be happy with the direction the show is taking. Not that I am at the moment.” I quickly fill the girls in on my conversation with Addison about Zac. Their mouths could catch fish.

“I can't believe Addison dropped the term breach of contract,” Keiran says. “What does that even mean?”

“I think it means I would be sued.” I frown. “I can't believe Addison would even go there! The two of us get along so well. She's always making sure I'm happy with the tapings, so I was surprised when she mentioned Zac being a deal breaker. She had just told me on Friday night that it probably wasn't a problem to keep him off camera, and then two days later she's threatening legal action.”

“You definitely don't want that,” Brooke says, horrified. “Your career would be finished.”

“So would all my college money!” I remind them. “Anyway, I've been so upset about what happened with Addison, I called Susan.” They all look at me.

“What did she say?” Hallie asks breathlessly.

I sigh. “It went right to voice mail. I tried to explain everything in a one-minute message. She called me back at like two AM telling me how sorry she was if I was freaked out by the breach-of-contract talk, but that Addison was in charge of the day-to-day stuff so if Addison said it, I have to abide by it. Not exactly the answer I was hoping for.” I want to add that I feel like Susan's abandoned us, but why fuel the fire? Brooke will say I'm just overreacting.

Everyone is quiet. We stare at the ocean as tiny ripples of white, foamy water wash in and out. The sound is so relaxing, I could fall asleep waiting for someone to say something.

“So did you talk to Zac?” Brooke asks.

I thought that would be their next question. “I told him that it would mean the world to me if he'd go to the after-party and that it was being taped,” I explain. “He actually agreed to go with me.”

“Was that so hard?” Brooke says as she applies more tan accelorator.

I don't say anything. I feel guilty about asking Zac when I know how he feels. I still can't believe how good he was about the whole thing. That just makes me feel worse.

“What about you, Miss Brooke?” Hallie asks. “If Charlie can come clean to Zac, can you own up to being a farmer's daughter?”

Brooke traces a circle in the sand with her big toe. “Absolutely not. That's different. It's… humiliating.”

“No, it's not,” Keiran insists. “Look, maybe I should be embarrassed that I look like the star of The Secret Life of the American Teenager with all these kids in tow all the time, but it is the way it is. My parents need my help and I want to help them. Even if I don't love doing it all the time.”

“At least your dad doesn't shovel cow manure.” Brooke is glum. “My dad is a farmer and we live in a farming town. It's so cliché. I know that's what people see when they think of me. I don't want the world to see it too.”

She means what Marleyna Garrison thinks of her, I'm sure. Marleyna is Brooke's Achilles heel. When we were all in elementary school we took tap and jazz at Toe Tappers in town, which is also where Marleyna and her friends danced. Every year our teacher, Miss Lisa, would let us come up with two bonus recital numbers that all the classes could audition for. Brooke was a better dancer than any of us, and she was desperate to be in this Christina Aguilera number that Marleyna was yakking about. When Brooke asked her when the audition was, Marleyna lied about the day and time so that Brooke would miss it. Brooke acted like it was no big deal, but the rest of us knew she was crushed. That was around the time we became tighter with her. She was so sweet and incredibly loyal. Whenever anyone started with any of us, Brooke was the one to step in like an overpriced bodyguard.

“I guess if we're being all touchy-feely today, I should tell you that Patrick and I are finito,” Hallie says. “He was seeing someone from Cutchogue. I caught him texting her when we were at dinner. The idiot left his phone when he went to the bathroom and I read his texts. At least Addison caught the whole thing on camera. Now his humiliation will be on display for the whole country.” She giggles.

Brooke is furious. “Do you want me to have my brother beat him up?”

“No need,” says Hallie, and pulls her brown hair off her neck. “I took care of him. I dropped his whole platter of spaghetti and meatballs in his lap.”

Brooke and I applaud her, but Keiran groans. “Now I feel awful, Hallie. I was giving you all that grief about being a flirt just because I couldn't think of anything else to be mad at you about, and here this guy was two-timing you!”

Hallie shrugs. “That's not your fault. I should have seen it coming. But now tomorrow's triple date is a single date with two blind ones. Brooke, I need a date for this dance.”

“We'll find you a guy ten times better,” Brooke declares.

Hallie smirks. “Maybe we could change The Cliffs to the Cliffside Dating Game. Or I could ask this waiter at the Crab Shack,” she tells us. “Brandon. He seems cool.”

“Go for it,” Brooke encourages her. “You'll have more fun with a new guy. We have to make sure you look fabulous too.” She snaps her fingers. “I want you to wear my new BCBG dress.”

“But you just bought it!” Hallie says, surprised.

Brooke cuts her off. “So? It will look killer on you. You wear it first.” She looks at the rest of us. “And anyone who doesn't find a dress for the spring fling is welcome to raid my closet.”

“Thanks, Brooke,” Keiran says gratefully. “I know I'm going to find nothing I like except something you already own.”

“Are you coming on the date tomorrow night too, Charlie?” Brooke asks. “I just got a new Gap sweater that would look awesome with your coloring.”

“I have to pass on this one. Zac has to work, so his first TV appearance will be at the dance. I'm sure I'll have to explain all that on camera tomorrow when they tape me at home with 
my mom cooking dinner.” I grin. “Addison says they love scenes of me around the house.”

“I hate recapping,” Hallie says and turns her chair around to follow the sun. “It's so awkward.”

Keiran moves her towel. “I always sound so stiff when Addison makes me repeat a line,” she agrees. “So,” she mimics herself, “Charlie, you gonna apologize to me or what?”

“The other day they made me remake a latte at Milk and Sugar three times,” I tell the others. “Phil wanted the perfect shot of foam being made. Grady and I had to have the same conversation three times!” I use my deepest voice. “ ‘Hey, Grady, am I working Friday night? Pass me that half and half, will ya?’ It was embarrassing.”

“I don't know why you guys get so hung up over the reenactments.” Brooke shakes her head. “They're just for continuity.”

“Easy for you to say,” Hallie snorts. “You have a theater background. To you this is all just acting.”

“Maybe,” Brooke says with a shrug. “This comes easy to me. I think it's my calling.”

“Someday we'll all be watching a new version of Brooke Knows Best with a new Brooke,” Hallie jokes, referring to that boring reality offshoot of Hogan Knows Best.

“Absolutely,” Brooke tells her. “You better make sure my ratings are through the roof. I am so worthy of my own spinoff.” We all laugh.

“I wouldn't be surprised if you had one within the year,” I tell her, “but first we should promise each other one thing.”

Brooke groans. “What now?”

I give her an annoyed look. “I'm serious. This is important. Let's promise we won't turn on each other the way we did at the fair. We should be more concerned about each other's feelings than how we sound on camera.”

“Charlie is right,” Keiran agrees. “That goes for me especially.”

“All of us,” Hallie corrects her. “That was the first argument we've had in months! We can't let the stress of the show get to us. Agreed?”

“I hope we don't come off as idiots on TV,” Hallie says as she flips through the latest Us Weekly. “It won't be long before it's our faces in magazines like this and God knows what they'll say about us.”

“We have to have a huge viewing party for the premiere,” Keiran says excitedly. “And invite everyone we know and everyone who has ever been mean to us!”

“I bet Fire and Ice will throw us a huge party,” I tell them. “You always see TV shows having these amazing bashes.”

“Maybe they'll throw in some more clothes too,” Brooke says dreamily. “I keep asking Addison when we're going to do another shopping episode. I got the best stuff that day we went to Juicy. They gave me all these comps.”

“That was the best,” I agree. “I loved how they let us pick out anything and everything we wanted.”

Hallie interrupts me with a huge scream. “Guys, look at this,” she says, and points wildly at her magazine. “LOOK! LOOK!”

We lean onto Hallie's towel and I read the tiny box she's pointing at. Her hand is shaking.
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“They didn't mention our names.” Brooke sniffs. “They only mentioned you.”

“I'm sure the network gave them all our names and they just didn't have the space,” I tell her, but Brooke just shakes her head. “Hey!” I try again. “Brooke, this isn't me, remember? I have nothing to do with this. We're all the stars in my eyes. I couldn't do this without you.” Brooke doesn't say anything.

“But what about this May date?” Keiran asks with a frown, trying hard to keep Brooke from letting her jealousy turn her into the Hulk. “Are we really on TV in a few weeks?”

“That's like three weeks away!” Hallie says.

“I thought we were on this fall,” Keiran says.

“Didn't you guys hear Addison the other day?” Brooke asks. “The studio wants viewers to experience beach life as it's really happening so they're airing us as soon as possible. That's why we're taping such long days. They need more material.”

“May?” I repeat. “While we're still in school? That means everyone will be watching. Including Zac.”

“Including the whole country,” Brooke clarifies. “How great is that? We're going to be household names.”

“God, I hope people like us.” Keiran looks worried. “How much would it suck to be canceled before a full season?”

“My dad said when he was in the Associated the other day, we were all anyone was talking about,” I tell them.

“Well, you had to figure this was going to happen in our town,” Brooke points out as she pulls her phone out of her bag and starts texting. “It's not like—”

“Anything else exciting ever happens around here,” Hallie finishes in a high voice that is supposed to sound like Brooke. Brooke glares at her.

“Who are you texting anyway?” I ask Brooke. “We're all here.”

“Addison.” Brooke holds up her phone. “I wanted to let her know we made up and we need to shoot a scene for it.”

“You so want to be the teacher's pet,” I tease her. “You're telling Addison already?”

“What?” Brooke looks offended. “If anyone is the pet, it's you. I'm just trying to keep Addison from forgetting my name.”

“Brooke,” I say wearily. “This conversation is getting old.”

“It's the truth,” Brooke says for the umpteenth time. “You're the reason they wanted us in the first place. They think you're so cute and likeable.” She makes a face.

“Are you saying I'm not?” I try not to laugh.

“You are.” Brooke rolls her eyes. “I'm just trying to create a niche for myself by being the one who keeps Addison informed. I want to be valuable too.”

“Brooke, she finds us all valuable or she wouldn't have picked us,” Keiran says.

“Still, it can't hurt,” says Brooke as she continues texting.

Hallie looks at me and shakes her head. Brooke throws herself into everything she does at full force. We shouldn't be surprised she's doing the same here.

“Brooke Eastman? Is that you?” A girl about our own age is walking by with a group of girls and she stops and stares at Brooke.

She looks vaguely familiar. Wait a minute. That's—

“Marleyna Garrison from dance?” she says to Brooke. “We took that class at Toe Tappers years ago.”

I look at Brooke. I want her to be rude, and snotty, and all the things Marleyna has ever been to her. But instead, Brooke flashes a huge smile. “I remember,” Brooke says and pulls herself up. “How are you?” I give Hallie a look.

Unlike the rest of us, Marleyna is already tan, which means she must go to a tanning salon. Her skin is a golden bronze, as is her long, slightly curly blonde hair. She must still be dancing because there is not a lick of fat on her. Her jeans hug every curve and leave nothing to the imagination. She's got a fitted green tank on that barely covers the top of her jeans, and she's walking barefoot, revealing a perfect red pedicure. “How have you been?” Marleyna asks. “Is it true you're doing TV now?”

“Yeah,” Brooke tells her coolly. “We have our own show. These are my friends. Hallie, Keiran, and Charlie. They danced at Toe Tappers too.”

Marleyna barely glances our way. “Hi,” she says stiffly, then turns her attention back to Brooke. “What's it about?”

“Us,” Brooke explains. “Our friendship, our lives. It's really cool. We've only been taping two weeks, but the show airs in May. It's called The Cliffs.”

“Unique title,” Marleyna says sarcastically, not that Brooke notices. “I heard they scouted the whole fork looking for the right girls. I wonder why they picked you guys.” The way she says it, you can tell she doesn't mean it as a compliment.

“Charlie hooked them,” Brooke admits and smiles at me. “She's so goofy that people just want to eat her up.”

Marleyna finally looks at me, and gives me a total once-over. “You're Charlie?” she says. “Lucky you.”

“Lucky me,” I tell her, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. I wish Marleyna would go away and let us get back to our tanning session. There aren't many rays left at five o'clock. But Brooke is mesmerized and I can't break the spell with my mind power.

“If you want to check it out, you should come to this party we're having after our spring fling,” Brooke tells her. “We'll be taping it.”

I see Marleyna's eyes flicker. “Really? That would be spectacular.”

“I think we're only supposed to invite people from our own school,” Hallie says, looking at Marleyna in disdain.

“Addison didn't say that,” Brooke says. “You should come and bring friends.”

Marleyna shakes her head. “No need.” She looks over at them and laughs. “But I'll be there.”

Eww. I still don't like this girl at all. Why is Brooke so smitten?

“Great,” Brooke says and to my disappointment writes down the day and the time of the party on the back of her magazine. She rips off the info and hands it to Marleyna.

“Excellent,” Marleyna says, reading the info. “I'll call you so we can debate ensembles. I'm sure you're going to wear something incredible. You always had the best clothes.”

Brooke blushes. “Stop. You did! But yeah, call me.”

“Will do,” Marleyna says and slips the paper into her very tight jeans pocket. “See you later.”

Of course, she doesn't say goodbye to the rest of us. When she's out of earshot, Hallie pounces on Brooke.

“Are you bonkers? That girl was always evil to you! Don't you remember the dance recital?”

Brooke looks at us like we're nuts. “That was ages ago! Didn't you see how nice she was to me just now?”

“She's the same girl she always was,” Hallie tells her. “She's Marleyna Garrison, the snotty rich girl whose parents own that mansion in Mattituck high on the cliff. She treks to the Ross School in the Hamptons every day for class and ignores townies.”

“Thanks for reminding me how fabulous her life is compared to mine.” Brooke rolls her eyes.

“Your life is more fab,” I remind her. “You're a TV star now. You don't need some less-than-desirable hanger-on kissing your butt.” Brooke nods, but I can tell she's not convinced. She stares at Marleyna as she continues to walk down the beach.

“Next time you invite someone, clear it with us first, okay?” Hallie says bitterly. “I can tell that girl is going to want the spotlight.”

Brooke laughs. “She'll have to fight me for it.”

I smile. Brooke still has one thing right and you've got to love her for it.





nine

Dance as if the Cameras Weren't Watching

Zac and I are walking onto the pier, toward the Crab Shack, holding hands and giggling about some stupid America's Funniest Home Videos we both happened to watch last night, when the two of us look up and stop dead in our tracks.

Zac whistles. “Whoa.”

Whoa is right.

I can't believe it. The Crab Shack has been transformed. It's as if overnight a team of designers from one of those HGTV shows my mom is hooked on came in and tore down all the corny fish humor signs, netting, and seaman touches, and turned the Shack into a gorgeous outdoor club.

I like it better the old way. “Are you sure we're in the right place?” Zac asks me with a lopsided grin. “Because if this is the Crab Shack then I've been getting my shrimp roll somewhere else all these years.”

“You and me both,” I say, feeling confused.

“I thought you said this was supposed to look like a party you would actually throw.” Zac's lower lip turns into a slight frown. “You must make a lot at Milk and Sugar.”

Addison had asked us all for suggestions on how to make the party our own. What kind of decorations we'd have, what kind of music would be playing, the type of food served. And yet, from a distance, this doesn't look the kind of party we'd throw at all. It looks beautiful, but not really “us.” I was hoping for something low-key and romantic overlooking the water. This is big and flashy and very New York. The only thing I recognize is the large white canopy that hangs over the entire restaurant. And even that has been spruced up for the evening, with thousands of twinkling strands of lights and a disco ball hanging in the middle of the tent. A DJ has taken over the lobster tank area. He's blasting music so loud I'm surprised the lobsters haven't tried to jump out of the tank. Most of the tables we usually sit at are missing and have been replaced with smaller, higher bar tables and stools that line the dance floor. Speaking of the dance area, it's beyond packed with my classmates. I'm not even sure the school dance was this crowded. It's as if everyone we know—and don't know—has given the after-party the official stamp of approval.

“Charlie!” Hallie sees me and begins waving frantically. She's already on the dance floor with her date, a waiter at the Shack named Brandon, whom she asked yesterday. Hallie looks great in a strapless ivory sequined dress. Her hair is down and curly and her tan is better than ever, thanks to this tinted foam we found at CVS two nights ago. Brooke is the only one of us who didn't use it. She went professional tanning with Marleyna, but Hallie, Keiran, and I didn't want to pay the sixty bucks so we did the bottled version for ten. Not that we were actually invited to go tanning with them. Brooke has been hanging out with Marleyna all week.

Hallie drags Brandon off the dance floor and I notice one of the camera guys, Phil, is taping her. She takes off running so fast, he can barely keep up. “Can you believe this?” she asks me when she makes it to where Zac and I are standing. “My parents freaked. They like it, but it's not really lunch crowd–friendly.”

“I thought Addison said they wanted this party to be like something we'd throw.” I frown. “We don't have the money to do this.”

“Oh, Addison didn't redecorate,” Hallie says and makes a face. “This is a Garrison production.”

“Garrison?” I ask. “Marleyna Garrison?” Hallie nods. “But why? How? I don't understand.”

“Apparently yesterday Addison was setting up the very low-key version that we wanted when Brooke and Marleyna stopped by. Addison told me that Marleyna offered to help add some dazzle to the space, so they filmed Brooke and Marleyna adding other touches—courtesy of Marleyna's dad, of course.”

“Why didn't Addison stop them?” I want to know.

Hallie shrugs. “I guess it wouldn't have been real if she did, right? Anyway, it's too much, isn't it? Now we look like we live in the Hamptons.”

“Seriously,” agrees Zac.

Hallie glances from Zac to our hands, which are still interlocked, and grins. “Hey, Zac.”

Zac looks so good tonight I can barely stop staring at him. I'm not used to seeing him dressed up. He's wearing a button-down light blue dress shirt and khakis. We actually coordinate really well. Feeling guilty about raiding Brooke's closet again, the girls and I all tried on a slew of dresses last weekend at the Smith Haven Mall, cameras in tow. While Hallie's and Brooke's are definitely on the trendy side, Keiran's and mine are a bit more toned down. No sequins. No beads. I'm in a cream-colored sundress with spaghetti straps and a wide brown sash. Brooke said it made me look extra tan and as thin as a rail. That sounded like a keeper to me.

“Hallie.” Zac bows. “Long time no see.”

Hallie left the real Cliffside High dance before I did to check on her parents’ restaurant. Zac and I were having so much fun that we were part of a handful of people who actually stayed till the end. Everyone else who had an after-party invite hightailed it over here.

Phil stops recording. Unlike the rest of us, he's in jeans and a T-shirt. “Charlie, Addison wants me to tape you walking in to the party. Are you ready?”

“I'll see you in there,” Hallie says with a wink. “I have to get back to Brandon. And make sure my dad isn't having a coronary that we're breaking the fire code with the amount of people here.”

I look at Zac nervously. I know he said he'd do this for me, but I feel guilty. “Are you ready to do this?”

He nods and gives my hand a little squeeze. “Let's give it our best shot.”

Phil radios Addison. “I've got Charlie and I'm bringing her in on camera one. Cameras two and three get a long shot.”

I decide it might help to give Zac a quick off-camera pep talk. “Pretend the camera isn't there. Just focus on me.”

He laughs. “How am I supposed to do that when he's in our face?”

“You'll forget all about them in a few minutes,” I reassure him. I squeeze his hand back. “If it gets to be too much, just let me know.”

He shakes his head. “I can handle it.”

I wince as Phil turns on his camera light. One of the sound guys walks up behind him. “And go,” he says.

Zac and I start walking and I have to admit, this feels weird. Different than it usually does. “I think Brooke, Hallie, and Keiran are already here,” I tell Zac awkwardly.

He looks at me strangely. “Didn't we just talk to—” he stops himself. “Yeah, I'm sure they're inside. I think I see Brooke.”

He points to the middle of the dance floor and I see Brooke. She's wearing a black sequined dress that has sheer sleeves, a sheer neckline, and a pleated skirt. She said Anne Hathaway has one just like it. I look for Brooke's date, this guy named Keith, but he's nowhere to be seen. “Yeah, that's her.” I frown. “But where is Keith? He's her date.”

Instead of Keith, Brooke's after-party date seems to be Marleyna. The two of them are attached at the hip. They're both guy-less and they're holding hands and dancing like maniacs to Rihanna. Brooke was texting Marleyna all night at the dance. Marleyna wanted to make sure she got to the party at the same time we did. Brooke was so freaked out she met Marleyna early so they could head over together. I wonder why she didn't tell the rest of us about Marleyna's Crab Shack Extreme Makeover. 

Keiran bops along nearby, with her date, Tom, a friend of Hallie's date, Brandon. She's wearing a dark green tank dress that looks amazing on her. It has a fitted top and then flows into a bell shape to her knees. The color really does bring out her blond hair, which is twisted back into a soft bun. Even if Keiran looks the fashionista part, Brooke doesn't seem to be paying her much attention.

“Should we go say hi?” Zac asks me.

“Yeah,” I yell over the music. It's much louder under the tent than it was on the pier.

Zac leads the way through the crowd, holding my hand tightly, and makes his way over to Brooke's circle. She sees me and shrieks, as if we haven't seen each other in weeks, not an hour.

“Char, you made it!” She throws her arms around me and squeezes tight, not letting go. One of her dangling earrings hits my neck. It's ice cold. “Go with it,” she whispers in my ear.

Go with what, I have to wonder.

“Hey, Zac,” Brooke says, flashing him a large smile. “Listen, I have someone I want you two to meet.” She grabs each of our hands and drags us over to Marleyna.

Marleyna looks stunning. Her hair is curly, but it barely moves as she bounces. Her makeup is perfect, her tan dark, and her short dress is incredible. It's black, like Brooke's, and it hugs her every curve from the strapless beaded top to the fringe along her mid-thigh. It's hard not to stare. Both she and Brooke look like they belong at the VMAs, not a Cliffside after-party.

“This is Marleyna,” Brooke says. “We met yesterday when she and I both happened to be at the Crab Shack.”

Huh?

“She goes to the Ross School in the Hamptons so she hardly knows anyone local,” Brooke adds. “Marleyna offered to help with the décor for tonight. Doesn't it look incredible, Char? Ten trillion times better than we could have done on no budget.”

“It does look different,” I say tactfully.

“It's so nice to meet you.” Marleyna, pulls my hand from Zac's and shakes it madly. “Charlotte, is it?”

“Charlie,” I correct her.

“What a gorgeous name,” she gushes. “You hardly hear anything old-school like that anymore. Do you and Brooke go to school together?”

I feel like I just entered the Twilight Zone.

I stare at Brooke, who nods encouragingly. “Yeah. We have forever. We're really close.”

Marleyna smiles sweetly. She's said more to me in the last few seconds than she has since we met her at the beach, where she barely grunted hello. “That must be nice to have tight friends. My school friends are all on the other fork so I don't get to see them outside classes that much. That's why I was so excited to hear about this party. I thought it would be nice to meet some local people my own age.”

The music pumps louder as a new song starts and Marleyna whips around to Brooke. The two of them scream and start dancing. I stand there dumbfounded. Then I feel a tap on my shoulder.

“Hey.” It's Keiran. “Some party, huh?”

“Has Brooke been like this all night?” I ask, not caring that Phil is still taping.

Keiran laughs. “Pretty much. She seems really into her new friend Marleyna.” She looks over at her date, Tom. “Have you guys met Tom?”

I'd like to say yes, at the dance, but since we seem to be pretending this is the only party that matters, I don't.

Zac shakes his hand and the two get into a deep conversation about the Mets.

One of the camera crew, Kayla, drops the bright light that was just trained on my face. “Girls, Addison is radioing me,” Phil informs us. “Some new scene they're setting up. I'll be back. Addison wants to see you too, Charlie.”

“Be right there,” I tell him and watch him leave. Hallie bounces over in the meantime.

“Okay, someone tell me what is going on,” I say. “I'm so confused. We just met Marleyna and she's being nice now? And why are she and Brooke acting like BFFs?”

Hallie rolls her eyes. “They showed up together and had a long talk with Addison before the cameras started to roll. Get this—they were here when I arrived and when I tried to walk over, Brooke actually said ‘not now.’ And brace yourselves: I overheard Addison say to someone on the phone that Marleyna could be a great ‘addition.’”

“Addition to what?” I freak out. “The show? Our group? That girl can't stand us and we can't tolerate her!”

“But she loves Brooke,” Keiran points out. “Every time I try to talk to Brooke, she pulls her away, and I have to say, Brooke doesn't seem to mind.”

“Brooke is in awe of her,” Hallie agrees. “The money, the house, the fact that Marleyna is fawning all over her and throwing money at a party we're supposedly throwing. Obviously, this girl wants on the show.”

“You think?” I watch Brooke and Marleyna dancing. Hank and two other camera guys, hired for the night, follow their every move. The two are laughing and falling all over each other. A group of people are gathered around them, either to get on camera or to see what the commotion is about.

“There you guys are,” Addison says. Like the rest of the crew, Addison is underdressed for the party, but she still looks great in a white cropped jacket, a navy v-neck, and jeans. “You look beautiful, Charlie. I have a dress just like that.”

“Is that what you wore to your sister's wedding?” I ask.

She grins. “Yep, and my sister was so mad that everyone kept complimenting me on it. That's what she gets for not making me a bridesmaid.”

I laugh. Addison had told me stories about how she and her sister got along—or rather didn't—when they were growing up. Addison is the younger sib too, just like I am to Bella, and being the younger sister can be pretty rough sometimes.

“What do you think of the party?” Addison asks me.

“It's beautiful,” I say tentatively. “But just so you know, no one at school is going to believe we paid for this.”

Addison tucks her hair behind her ear nervously. “I know what you mean.” She looks around. “It's not really what I had in mind.” I look at her curiously. Isn't she the one who let Marleyna and Brooke have free rein? “It will still look great on the show. Phil has gotten some beautiful shots of the boats going by at night and everyone dancing. He'll want to get some stuff with just you later as well.” Introduction time. I grab Zac's arm. “By the way, Addison, this is Zac.”

Addison smiles brightly. “I figured as much. It's nice to properly meet you. We've heard a lot about you.”

I blush. I don't want Zac to think I talk about him all the time, even if I do.

“All good, I hope,” he says and shakes Addison's hand.

“Absolutely.” Addison grins. “Speaking of new faces, what do you guys think of Marleyna?”

“Brooke made us pretend to meet her when we were reintroduced last week,” I say.

“This was a much better introduction though, don't you think?” Keiran says wryly. “At least this time Marleyna did more than just grunt at us.”

Addison frowns. “You guys don't get along? Brooke made it sound like you were fast friends.”

Hallie scrunches up her nose. “Not in my book. Especially when she keeps Brooke all to herself when we're around.”

“Interesting.” Addison begins typing on her BlackBerry. I can't tell if she's texting or just writing notes, but her face looks concerned. Then she slips the phone back in her pocket. “I should tell you guys that Marleyna has signed a waiver and her early footage went over well with the suits.”

“Are you hinting that we're adding a new ‘friend'?” I ask.

Addison shifts uncomfortably. “I wouldn't say you have to be friends with her, but she will be in Brooke's segments when we don't tape the four of you together. Speaking of which, Brooke and Marleyna had a great idea for tonight and I'm guessing none of you know about it.”

“About what?” Hallie asks darkly.

“Hey guys!” Brooke rushes over with Marleyna. “Are you ready to go?”

“Go where?” Keiran looks at Brooke, who is holding hands with Marleyna. The two of them look like kindergarteners and they're giggling madly.

“Didn't I tell you?” Brooke asks. “Marleyna's dad gave us their boat to use tonight! We're going to shoot on it. Is that incredible or what?”

Brooke points to the small yacht (yes, yacht) that is anchored to the pier. I've seen boats this large docked here before, usually with license plates from Florida or Massachusetts, but I've never actually known anyone who owned one. The boat has a large deck, several levels, and an interior living area. Phil and Hank are already on board setting up their equipment. I look at Brooke. Her face is flushed and she looks happier than I've seen her in weeks, which is funny because I thought she'd been pretty happy already.

“But the party just started,” I say delicately so that Brooke doesn't get crazy. “And it's our party. We can't leave.”

Marleyna rolls her eyes. “No one expects the host to actually socialize with everyone here. Trust me. You can slipout.”

“We were hoping to get some footage of all of you on the boat,” Addison tells me gingerly. “But obviously if Charlie isn't going…”

“Let me guess—if Charlie isn't going, it isn't worth doing the scene,” Brooke snaps, shocking me.

“No,” Addison says slowly, “I was going to say if Charlie isn't going then we need another crew here to cover her. We haven't done a lot of footage with Charlie yet.”

“I'm not going on the boat either,” Keiran says. She avoids Brooke's piercing stare and the loud sigh from Marleyna. “I don't know why I'd go on the boat when my real friends are here.”

Marleyna rolls her eyes. “Brooke, are we going or not, because Daddy already gassed up.”

Addison looks at me. I look at Zac. Leave? Now? I just dragged him here.

“What do you want to do?” Zac asks me, but his face says it all. He doesn't want to go either.

“Well, I'm staying,” Hallie says defiantly.

“Girls, let me hold you right there,” Addison says, and she appears to be listening to the voice in her head phone. “We want to get this discussion on tape.”

“Nothing like an awkward conversation to make good television,” Zac quips, but no one laughs.

“Hallie, what do you mean you're not going?” Brooke demands. “Marleyna was nice enough to—”

“You didn't ask us, Brooke,” I interrupt. “You decided without talking to any of us first. Just like you did with the decorations for tonight's party. This place doesn't look anything like the Crab Shack we know and love.”

“Forgive me for wanting to add a little glamour to our lives,” Brooke says.

Marleyna puts a hand on Brooke's shoulder and gives her a sympathetic glance. “Brooke, don't ruin your night.”

“I'm not,” Brooke says. “I just can't believe my best friends would question me about a surprise. Surprises are usually good things.”

“This one isn't,” Hallie says. “Especially if it involves hanging out with her.” Everyone looks at Marleyna.

Three of the camera guys from the second crew come running over. They turn their equipment on and start taping immediately.

I look sheepishly at Zac. He hasn't said much, but I feel like my new world is being judged, and seeing it in a harsher light, it doesn't look all that glamorous.

“I think I'll give you guys a second,” Zac says.

“You can stay,” a camera guy says. “Addison wants you in the shot.”

“That's okay,” Zac tells him. “I'll wait over there.”

I look at my friends and at Marleyna, who is staring at us with a look of disgust written all over her pretty face. “Maybe Marleyna wants to wait somewhere else too,” I suggest lightly.

“Why?” Brooke snaps. “It's her boat. She can stay.”

“This is between us, Brooke,” Hallie reminds her. “Unless you're now a package deal.”

Marleyna holds her hands up in defeat. “I have to say goodbye to a few people anyway. I'll meet you on the boat, Brooke. Don't take long.”

Brooke looks like steam may come out of her ears. “How could you be so rude?” she asks.

“Rude? What about you?” Hallie asks. “How could you book a ride on that Kim Kardashian wannabe's boat without even asking? Or do all this redecorating behind our backs? This is my parents’ place.”

“You've been with her all week and have barely given us the time of day,” I add. “You missed coffee Tuesday afternoon and you got ready for the dance with her instead of us. You didn't even tell us you weren't bringing a date!”

“Sorry, Char, that I actually made plans without clearing them with you first,” Brooke says, her voicing dripping with disdain. “I forgot I have to ask the show frontrunner before I make plans.”

“God, Brooke, get over it already,” Keiran says, sounding angrier than I've heard her in a while.

“Guys, we're getting off base here,” I say. Things are getting heated and it's not just from all the people crammed into this tiny space. The cameras have been all but forgotten. “Brooke, it's a nice offer, but we don't want to go on Marleyna's boat. Marleyna can't stand us. Besides which, this is our party, and I don't care what she says, the host doesn't just sail away while everyone else is watching.”

“I don't know why you think Marleyna doesn't like you guys.” Brooke is shaking. “She said it's you three who are being rude to her.”

“What?” Hallie gapes. “She barely speaks to us!”

“That's not what Marleyna says,” Brooke counters. “You'd think you could be nicer to one of my friends.”

“We're your friends,” Keiran says. “Remember us?”

“Brooke, who are you going to believe?” I question. “Us or a girl who seemingly became your best friend at the most convenient time ever.” I can't say “when we just landed a TV show” but I think she gets my point.

“Brooke! Let's go!” Marleyna yells. A cute guy is helping her onto the ship and she moons Hank, who is filming her.

Brooke looks at us. “So what's it going to be? Are you going to try to be nice and come or not?”

“I'm not leaving,” Hallie says quietly, and crosses her arms, her beaded bangles jingling.

“Me either,” Keiran seconds, looking away.

Brooke looks at me. I look back at Zac. I don't want to go, but I know if none of us goes this is going to be a major problem. How did a good night go sour so fast? “Zac and I just got here,” I say. “I want to enjoy the party.”

“Suit yourselves,” Brooke says, and pushes through the crowd, almost knocking Kayla out of the way. Addison is standing behind her and she radios to Phil that Brooke is approaching the boat.

“Brooke, don't be like this,” I yell after her.

If Brooke hears me, she doesn't let on. Instead she marches straight toward her obvious new BF, Marleyna.





ten

Star Power

It's Thursday morning at school and a cute senior I've never spoken to before is smiling at me. “Hey, Charlie! What's up?”

A guy from our chemistry class winks at Hallie. “Looking good, Hallie.”

“Keiran, that is the most fab shirt ever,” Pat Neiman tells her, which is funny because Pat has never said a single word to any of us before. As school royalty, she only speaks with those in her inner circle.

I look at Hallie, confused, and she bursts out laughing. “Did we just enter an alternate universe?” I ask as the three of us walk down the hall to our lockers.

“I think word about our show is officially out,” Keiran says just as a group of freshman girls walks by us, whispering.

“Do you think the after-party was the tip-off?” I deadpan. I stop for a second to tie my belt again. It's a high-waisted one that ties over my blue wrap shirt.

“The after-party or Brooke's seemingly new alliance with Marleyna,” Hallie quips.

“Brooke or no Brooke, word travels fast in Cliffside,” Keiran marvels as she puts books back into her locker and tucks new ones against her red short-sleeved sweater.

Hallie opens her locker and checks her salon-perfect brown hair in the tiny locker mirror. “The Crab Shack was packed last night and everyone was asking if we were coming in to do another taping or party. The place is never that crowded on a Wednesday night in the spring.”

“Even Mr. Sparks asked me about the show after class today,” I tell them. “You should have seen how excited he was about getting Cliffside on the map.”

“I'm glad Cliffside is getting props too, but being recognized is a little weird, isn't it?” Keiran says as she looks over her shoulder at a girl standing, mouth open, a few feet away. “The attention feels fake. It's not like these people suddenly realized how amazing we were and decided we should be friends. They're talking to us because we're on a TV show.”

Keiran's right and the thought makes me feel a little queasy.

“Imagine how odd it's going to feel when our faces and actions are all over TV,” Hallie says, sounding nervous. She swipes her lips with pink gloss and then checks her reflection, bending carefully to look at her locker mirror so her jean mini doesn't ride up too far. Putting her gloss away, she straightens her black ballet top.

The class bell blares above our heads and I wince. I will never understand why it has to be that loud.

“Weren't we supposed to meet Brooke here before lunch?” I frown.

Things are definitely strained after Saturday's pier blowout, but I called Brooke yesterday to make a peace offering and she said we could talk things out at lunch. “Addison left me a message last night saying she needed our schedule for next week by the end of the day.”

Hallie looks around. “I don't see her. Maybe she thinks we're meeting at the cafeteria.”

We head down the hall, making it barely two feet before we're stopped by yet another person asking about the show.

“How do we get on it?” Molly Lawson wants to know as she snaps gum in my face. “Are you taping at work one day this week so we can be in the background?”

“You know, I took a year of acting classes,” Bridget Minter brags. “If you need extra people, let me know.”

“Thanks, we'll think about it,” I say as we keep walking. Keiran tries not to laugh.

Two guys on the basketball team run up behind us and drape themselves over Hallie. “Tell us about this show of yours,” Corbin Peters says. “Is it true you might let that guy you're going out with be on it?”

“Bad move.” Kyle Boren shakes his head. “I'm a lot more photogenic. And I actually treat my dates to more than just McDonalds.”

“I'll keep you in mind,” Hallie says with a smile. “But right now, we have to get to lunch.”

“I'll buy you lunch,” offers Corbin.

“I'll buy you dessert,” says Kyle, lightly pushing Corbin out of the way.

“Maybe another time,” says Hallie as she follows us up the hall ramp.

The cafeteria is packed by the time we get there and there's a large commotion in the center of the room. I strain to see what's going on. Brooke is standing on a table waving us over.

“What's going on?” Keiran asks. “Why is she surrounded?”

“Excuse me! Excuse me!” Brooke yells over the crowd. “Could you let my friends through?”

“Hi, Charlie!” I keep hearing as I squeeze through the crowd.

The three of us take seats around the table and Brooke beams proudly.

“Is that a new outfit?” I ask her.

She looks down at herself. She's wearing a funky wrap dress that has green and blue swirls all over it. “Do you like? I splurged on it yesterday in Greenport when I was shopping with Marleyna. A little thank-you to myself.”

I frown. “I thought we were going to go shopping this Saturday.”

Brooke shrugs and pulls her red hair into a low chigrion. “Marleyna thought shopping would be a good pick-me-up since I was so devastated by our fight,” she emphasizes. “I told Addison we were going and they taped me at the shop. The store even gave me a twenty percent discount as a thank-you for the publicity.”

“About Saturday night,” I start to say, but Brooke cuts me off.

“Let's not talk about it,” she says, looking around. “Especially here.”

I'm confused. “I thought that's why we were meeting for lunch today.”

“We always have lunch together,” Brooke says matter-of-factly. “But today I'm in a good mood and the last thing I want to discuss is why you guys dissed Marleyna, who bent over backward to help our party be a hot topic for the remainder of the school year.”

“Hmm… why would we dis Marleyna?” Hallie asks sarcastically. “Maybe it has a little something to do with the fact that she always treated you like dirt till you got your own TV show.”

“Or the fact that she completely ignores us and just focuses on you,” Keiran adds, taking a bite of her turkey sandwich.

“And that you've dropped us the past week or so just to hang with her.” I can't help bringing it up again.

Brooke stirs her Sprite with a straw, not looking at us. “I didn't realize you guys were so jealous of me making other friends.”

“That's not it,” I say defensively. “This is about Marleyna's attitude, and you know it.”

“Marleyna sees the real me,” Brooke declares. “She realizes who I am and that she never should have put me down like that. She's apologized. Sort of. Why can't you guys be happy that the two of us are getting along?”

“Because,” Keiran says quietly. “We don't trust her.”

“You have no reason not to trust her,” Brooke insists. She takes a spoonful of her yogurt, letting the spoon slide slowly out of her mouth.

“You haven't given us a reason to trust her either,” I point out. “Now that she's around you've all but disappeared except for group tapings. You're acting sort of…” I look at the others for guidance and Hallie nods encouragingly, “different.”

Brooke looks offended. “No, I'm not.”

Drew Folton intercepts our conversation by sitting next to Brooke. He's a junior who plays football and I know for a fact that Brooke has always thought Drew was cute. “Hey, Brooke.” He flashes her a dazzling smile. “I was wondering if you wanted to go out sometime.”

We all look at Brooke, trying not to get excited. She looks skeptical rather than elated. “Where would we go?”

“Your choice,” he says, leaning on the table.

“How do you feel about being on TV?” Brooke asks, dead serious. “Because if we're going to go out, you have to sign a waiver saying you'll be on camera.”

“Brooke!” I scold as I unwrap my sandwich. I'm glad I brought a peanut butter and jelly sandwich because I do not want to brave the cafeteria line and a zillion more questions about The Cliffs.

“What?” Brooke's stare is taunting. “I don't want your problem.” I flinch.

“I'd sign it,” says Drew, and winks.

Brooke writes her number down on a napkin. “Call me then. By Friday or the offer is off the table. Now go!”

“Brooke, you've always liked Drew. ‘Offer off the table'? Who are you?” Keiran asks.

“I'm just weighing all my options, which is something Addison, I'm sure, would appreciate we all do more of,” Brooke says sharply.

“Say what you really mean, Brooke,” I seethe.

“Addison isn't here to be our best friend,” Brooke states matter-of-factly. “She's here to get a great show out of us, and I, for one, know I've given her great material—especially this week. Addison adores Marleyna and she loves the segments we're taping. She told me so.”

“She did?” I don't believe it. I thought Addison said that what we normally did was what they wanted from The Cliffs. They didn't care about glam. They wanted a show about four best friends, not bickering buddies who are being pushed aside by an obnoxious outsider. At least that's what Susan told me she wanted. Addison too, I thought, but now… maybe I don't know Addison as well as I thought I did.

“Don't get all freaked out,” Brooke tells me with a classic eye roll. “The show is still all about you, I'm sure. I'm just saying that when it comes to me and my story line, I want to spice things up. The guys I see have to be on the show,” Brooke says. “I don't want to hide my relationships or who I am from the world.”

That was a dig at me. I wince. Her story line? What has come over Brooke? I stare down at my sandwich miserably.

“You're all telling guys the same thing, aren't you?” Brooke asks. “Hallie?”

Hallie blushes. “Right now I'm concentrating on Brandon. But I have been telling any guy who asks that if they want cameos they have to sign waivers to be on the show. That kind of scares some of them off, which is perfect.” She smirks.

Keiran peels her string cheese, ripping it to shreds. “How come this show has done nothing for my love life?”

“You have to have a night off from babysitting to actually take a guy up on an offer,” Brooke reminds her, but for once, she doesn't sound like she's teasing when she says it.

“So, listen, Addison mentioned our schedule for next week,” I say, changing the subject before Brooke brings up Zac and how I'm a fool for letting him tell me he won't be a show regular. “She wants to know what we have going on so we can set a taping schedule.” I pull out my binder and Brooke slaps a piece of paper on top of it.

“Done,” she says simply, and pops a grape in her mouth.

“What do you mean, done?” I ask, and pick up the paper. Across the top it says The Cliffs schedule. “Did Addison make this?”

“I did,” says Brooke. “You're not the only one who can type.”

“I know,” I stammer. “I just thought… what's on here?” I glance at the list. Hallie at cheerleading. Again. Keiran babysitting. Again. Brooke on a double date with Marleyna. Brooke taking Marleyna shopping. Me at the coffee house. Again. Marleyna and Brooke at the mall.

Marleyna, Marleyna, Marleyna. Her name is all over this sheet!

“There's nothing on here that includes the four of us,” I mention casually, hoping Brooke won't explode.

Hallie grabs the list and frowns. “I'm doing the cheerleading thing today. I don't want to do it again next week. And Kiki did babysitting already. I'd rather waitress at the Crab Shack or something.”

“Can I get a job there too?” Keiran begs, looking over Hallie's shoulder at the paper. “I don't want to babysit on camera again. That was a nightmare.” Brooke snatches the paper back.

“Fine,” Brooke snaps. “If you don't like my choices, then we can let the star set our schedule again.” She looks at me.

“Brooke, I'm just saying there is nothing on here with the four of us,” I try again. “That's the backbone of our show. Us. Four best friends. Remember us? Everything you've scheduled only involves Marleyna.”

“If you guys won't include her then I have no choice but to spend time with her alone.” Brooke sounds apologetic.

“What's come over you?” Hallie looks hurt.

“What's come over me is that I see what I want and I'm going after it,” Brooke declares. “I'm not satisfied being the farmer's daughter. I never was: This is my ticket out of here and I'm going to make it work.”

“At what cost?” I ask, flabbergasted.

But we're interrupted again. Two more guys want to ask Hallie out. While Brooke peppers them with questions about signing releases, Keiran whispers in my ear.

“I'm worried, Charlie,” she says. “This isn't our Brooke. She's like a Stepford version created by Marleyna. We're not even on the air yet. What's Brooke going to be like once Teen Vogue starts calling?”

We both look at Brooke. She's holding the waiver up for the guys to read. “I'm worried she's going to be consumed by this,” I admit sadly and hear the bell ring.

Brooke leaves before I can ask when we can really talk, and a few minutes later, I'm walking the semi-dark hallways of Cliffside. The darkness fits my mood. 

What's happening to my friends? My biggest fear is coming to life already and we aren't even on the air yet. Is it the show that's the problem or Brooke's friendship with Marleyna? Would we still be fighting this much if Marleyna had never come into the picture?

My next thought hits me so hard, it almost knocks the wind out of me. The real problem isn't who we are; it's who we're becoming the more we do this show.

We shoot footage and I can't get over how fake we're starting to sound. These aren't things we'd normally say to one another. It's what you say when a camera is shining in your face. And Brooke, sadly, only cares about one thing: The Cliffs being her ticket out of here. A ticket, it seems, that no longer includes us. Marleyna is her travel partner now.

The newspaper office is packed when I get there and when I walk in, everyone looks up guiltily, like they've been talking. About me. I spot Zac in the back and make my way over to him to avoid the staring.

“I'm so glad to see you,” I tell him and sit down next to him. “It's only one PM and I've already had the worst day.”

“Are you okay?” Zac asks.

“Yeah, just drama in the cafeteria,” I tell him. “More stuff with Brooke. What about you? How are you surviving your first experience in front of the camera?” I ask him.

Zac tugs on his shirt, a cool navy blue one that looks great on him. “I made it out in one piece.” He sounds tired. “Although if you listen to the gossip around this place, you'd think you and I and a few others were ripped to shreds.”

I groan. “People are talking about the fight at the party?”

“More like giving nine million different versions of what went down,” Zac explains. “Some claim Brooke tried to push Hallie off the dock. Others say you threw a drink at Marleyna because she wouldn't let you on her boat. And then there is a third group, definitely in the minority, who claim you guys weren't even at the party. Apparently by the time I arrived, you had split.”

“I'm sorry you got dragged into this.” I pull out my notebook and a pen to take notes.

Zac sort of smiles. “What can you do? Three years of flying below the radar and one night on The Cliffs and everyone knows my name.” I must look as upset as I feel because then he says, “Listen, this isn't your fault, I'm just not…”

I cut him off. “It's not?” I ask. “Because I could swear I'm the one who got you into this whole thing and you're not even getting billing.”

“Or being paid.” Zac winks.

Here is the silver lining in all this. My paychecks have started arriving and there is nothing like holding a check that big in your own hands. Every time I start to get a little down on what the show has been doing to my life, I see that check, signed by some bigwig at Fire and Ice, and I have to admit I feel ten times better. Especially after I've deposited it into the bank.

Then we go back to filming and have a fight or say something we regret, and the not-so-good feeling starts creeping up on me all over again. My sister is right. I'm going to develop an ulcer for sure.

Ms. Neiman rushes into the cramped office, looking harried. Her hair is frizzy, her glasses are falling off her nose, and her button-down shirt is buttoned improperly. She's carrying a boatload of papers and some of them fly out of her arms and float to the ground. A few people rush to pick them up. “I know I'm late—as usual—so let's get started.”

Ms. Neiman jumps right into the regular features and each editor offers an update on their coverage. It's amazing to me how many brownnosers there are on the Cliffside Heights staff. They're always trying to make the mundane—this week's lunch menu!—sound mega-exciting just so they can get some sort of coddling from Ms. Neiman. While Jack Peters goes on and on about an editorial he wants to write about pep rally injustice (huh?), I slide closer to Zac and whisper in his ear. Maybe Brooke has a point about life being easier when you don't have to hide things. If Zac is on the show, I might enjoy myself more too.

“Any chance I can persuade you to come by Milk and Sugar on Thursday? I'm working and taping that day. I can offer bribes—free scones and frozen lemonade smoothies,” I joke. “I'll even throw in an extra piece of triple-layer chocolate cake if you can be there by four.” Maybe I would enjoy everything about taping more if Zac was there on a regular basis. It would make life easier. I wouldn't have to worry about breaches of contracts or disappointed looks from Addison. And Zac seemed to have a good time at the party—after Marleyna's boat set sail.

Zac doesn't look at me. He's concentrating on Ms. Neiman's every boring word. “I thought the after-party was a one-shot deal.”

“It was, but…” I try not to sound too disappointed. “I thought you had fun the other night.”

“I did,” he whispers back. “Sort of.”

My heart starts to pound. What does that mean? I try another tactic. “I'll make sure this time is smoother than the last. I'll even perform some magic tricks to up the fun factor. How do you feel about juggling?”

This time I at least see a smile on his lips. But he still doesn't say anything. My heart is galloping now.

“Zac, what do you have planned for the features section?” Ms. Neiman asks and people look in our direction.

He clears his throat. “I haven't really come up with a good angle yet,” he admits. That's very unlike him. Zac is always prepared.

“I have one,” Ms. Neiman says. “I was thinking we should do a follow-up story on the spring fling. There's been a lot of controversy about the dance being outshined by an after-party that was thrown by a few students.”

I shrink lower in my chair.

“I totally agree,” Shonda Adams says as she chews her gum loudly. “I worked hours on gym decorations that people barely saw because everyone was rushing to that Cliffs party.”

“Of course they were,” pipes up Peter Mitchell. “That party was being taped for Fire and Ice and most Cliffsiders are pathetically obsessed with getting fifteen minutes of fame.”

“I didn't go, but did you hear about that yacht that 
Marleyna Garrison showed up on? I heard Brooke Eastman is her new lackey.”

Going to die now. Did these people forget I'm one of the four The Cliffs girls?

Ms. Neiman nods approvingly. “It sounds like this after-party is the hot topic this week. Zac, get right on that.” Zac doesn't say anything. Nor does he try to get out of doing the assignment.

Ms. Neiman looks down at her notes. “Speaking of The Cliffs, I need someone to review the premiere next week. I guess I can't expect you to review your own show, Charlie.” She laughs.

“I'll do it!” Shonda's hand shoots up.

Groan. I can only imagine what she's going to say now that I've ruined everyone's chance to see her papier-mâché palm tree.

“Great.” Ms. Neiman jots it down. “Now, Charlie, I know this is sort of taking advantage since you're on staff, but as you know, journalism is all about connections and…”

Uh-oh. Here it comes.

“…kicking myself if I didn't bring this up,” Ms. Neiman continues. “I'd like you to write something about your new show for us. It can be whatever you want. An inside sneak peek. How it came about. How you're holding up under the pressure. Whatever. I just want to lock you in before Teen Vogue calls you.” She looks at me expectantly. “What do you think?”

Fifteen pairs of eyes stare at me as I squirm in my chair. It's nerve-racking enough that the whole town will be watching the show, but now I have to comment about it in our school paper as well? But how can I say no? “Okay,” I agree.

Ms. Neiman smiles. “Great!” A loud ring jolts her and she starts nervously gathering papers again. “I'll see you all later. Any questions, come see me in my office.”

People begin to file out, but I hang back, pretending to look for something in my backpack, as I wait for Zac. He's being weird. I need to know how he feels. He's busy talking to one of the editors so I linger longer and longer. So long, in fact, that the second bell rings. Zac finally turns around.

“I hope you weren't waiting for me,” he says and smiles.

“No,” I say hurriedly and pat my backpack. “I couldn't find this, uh, paper, I mean, pencil, I need for math.” He nods.

I can hear the clock above the door tick loudly. Zac grabs a chair on wheels and turns it around so he can sit facing backward. He steers one over to me with his free hand.

“So listen, since we're late anyway, and we're actually alone, I thought we could talk,” Zac tells me. “Is that okay?”

Why do I have a feeling that whatever Zac is going to say isn't good? I grab the chair to steady myself. “Okay,” I say, trying to sound totally nonchalant even though I'm freaking out. I sit down and face Zac. “What's up?”

He shifts uncomfortably, not looking in my direction. I notice he even glances at the door to see if we'll be interrupted. “First of all, I'm sorry about Ms. Neiman's assignment,” he says, looking embarrassed. “I didn't know what to say. Everyone knows we went to the dance and after-party together so if I didn't take the piece, I'd catch a lot of flak.”

“I understand,” I say even though I'm not sure I do.

He nods. “I had a great time with you Saturday night.” He smiles. “I always have a great time with you. It's just—”

Uh-oh. “It's just” isn't a good sign.

“I don't know exactly how to do this,” he says with a sigh. “I've been playing out the different scenarios in my mind over and over trying to find a solution and I can't find a way to make this work.”

I try to decipher the awkward guy speak. It's not you, it's me is code for breakup, of course, but we're not officially a couple, so what exactly is not working? Hanging out with me? “Can't make what work?” I ask.

Zac stares straight at me and I realize he actually looks bummed out. That's when I really get worried. “I like you, Charlie. A lot. But after what I saw Saturday night, I realize I can't be part of some TV circus. It's just not me. I told you what a bad public speaker I am and how much I hate being on display. And as much as I like some of your friends,” he stresses and it doesn't take a genius to know who he must not like, “I can see you guys have your hands full. There's too much drama for me. I don't think I can handle being part of that.”

“So you don't want to hang out with me anymore because of a fight Brooke caused?” I ask shakily. “But that had nothing to do with me.”

“It's not about Brooke,” Zac says quietly. “It's about the show.”

“Then don't be on it,” I say quickly, forgetting for a moment about Addison's warning. “We'll keep things separate.”

Zac shakes his head. “How? Your whole life is the show now.”

“No,” I protest. “It doesn't have to be.”

Zac doesn't budge. “I think it's great that you are enjoying it and you're going to make all this money for college, but I don't want to be this recurring character in your life. I want to be a main character, and I don't think that can happen right now.”

“Fine.” I nod fervently and pray I'm shaking any possible tears out of my ducts before they can plop onto my cheeks. “I understand.”

Zac grabs my hand. “This is really hard for me,” he says. “Part of me knows I'm making a huge mistake, but I have to do this. I'm really sorry, Charlie.”

I don't want to listen to any more. I stand up quickly, letting Zac's hand drop, and my chair flies out from under me. I lose my footing slightly, and Zac reaches out for me, but I can take care of myself. “I should get to class,” I tell him, not exactly looking him in the eye.

Zac stands up too. “Charlie, are you sure—”

“I'm fine,” I lie and cut him off.

I'm not fine. I'm almost angry and I don't know why. I know Zac didn't sign up for this. I did. But I didn't think so much would change in my life so quickly. I certainly didn't think it would upset my friendship with Brooke or wreck any chances I had with Zac. “I have to go.”

Before he can say anything else, or I burst into tears, I grab my backpack and hightail it out of there.
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A Dose of Reality

I'm nestled in my warm bed and I'm drifting in and out of semi-sleep. I check the time. My alarm will go off in a few minutes so I can get ready for school, but it's not beeping angrily yet. I close my eyes again and try to fall back to sleep.

“Give me a little bit more light on the right side of her face.”

Huh?

“That's good. And Phil? Get a closeup. I want every zit, all the drool, that smudged makeup under her right eye…”

Wait a second. Is that Addison talking?

“Closer. Closer. That's good. Zoom in so that we can see the tip of her nose.”

Something cold hits my nose and my eyes pop open.

“Oops.” I hear someone laugh.

A big, bright camera lenses is inches from my face. It pulls back and I realize there are several people crammed in my tiny room. Addison is standing near my door with a clipboard. Our lighting and sound guys are standing on either side of my bed. Kayla is getting a long-range shot and Phil is practically lying on top of me holding the camera that just nearly gave me a nosebleed. I sit straight up, shaking.

“What are you guys doing in my room?” I freak. “Sleeping is off-limits. You know that.”

Addison's phone rings and she picks up, listening through her earpiece again. I hear her mumbling and then she hangs up. “Sorry, Charlie—no pun intended—Susan says the show is a little dull. She thought this would spice things up. You know you don't make the rules. I do. Whoa!” She laughs. “Watch your top.”

My hand instinctively goes to my chest and I look down. The shoulder strap from my tank top has fallen and I'm dangerously close to flashing everyone in the room.

Phil laughs too. “Smile, Charlie, and watch your hands. You don't want to give the world a show.”

Their laughter gets louder and louder and more obnoxious. Phil brings the camera in tighter and crawls on my bed to get closer to me. I can't take any more. I start to scream.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

What the?

I practically throw myself out of my bed and whirl around.

There's no one here. My hands spring to my pajama top. My tank-top straps are snugly in place. The sun is coming up.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

And my alarm is going off.

It was just a dream.

Or more like a nightmare.

Someone knocks on my door. “Charlotte? Are you okay?” It's Mom. The door creaks open a crack. “I heard you yell.”

My heart is still pounding and I sit Indian-style on the floor to calm down. “I'm okay. I just need to sit here for a minute.”

Mom pads in, wearing her fluffy pink robe and cream Isotoner slippers. She wears her slippers so much they're threadbare. I keep telling her not to wear them outside. “Are you sure you're all right?”

I shake my head. “I'm fine, Mom. Really. I just had a bad dream.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

I stand up and stretch. I should get going. I have a newspaper meeting at 8 AM and Zac will be there so I need time to go for the “I'm-fine-and-look-hot-so-don't-you-regret-dumping-me” look.

“Nothing to talk about, Mom.” I head to my closet to find something to wear. I still feel a little jumpy. I throw the closet doors open and half expect to see Phil, but instead, it's just a row of shirts and jeans on hangers. Just to be sure I push apart some of the clothes and peek behind them.

“Is this about Brooke?” Mom tries again. She is the queen of never letting things die. No wonder my sister went away to college.

“What about Brooke?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant.

“I know you're fighting.” Mom gives me a look. “I saw Keiran's mom last night and she told me what happened at the after-party. She heard from Hallie's mom, who found out from a bus boy who was there.”

Great. This means the whole town knows.

“We're fine, Mom,” I lie. “It's no big deal.”

“Is Brooke hanging out with Marleyna Garrison?” Mom asks.

“How do you know that?” I can't help but smirk. Look at Mom getting all the hot gossip.

Mom gives me withering glare. “Everyone knows the Garrisons. That daughter of theirs is a prima donna. I've seen her at the Associated and she always acts as if she's better than everyone else. You know, her parents only sent her to the Ross School because she got caught on a date with one of her dad's business partners when she was fifteen!” Mom shakes her head.

“Mom?” I try gingerly. “I really have to get going.”

Mom glances at my clock. “Right. It's a school day! How could I have forgotten?”

I didn't.
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I never thought I'd be happy to hear Zac is out sick, but today I am, even if I did spend twenty minutes flat-ironing my hair. I mope through the newspaper meeting, force myself to eat half a muffin for breakfast on the way to first period, and wait for Brooke by her locker before Spanish. She never shows up. I guess I'll see her at lunch. The girls and I agreed to meet Addison during our lunch hour once a week to go over schedules and other stuff. Since we're only taping three days a week, Addison says it's crucial we have time off-camera together to discuss everything else.

But Brooke isn't waiting outside school when Addison comes to pick us up. Addison doesn't look surprised not to see her and when I ask where Brooke is, Addison makes a face. “She's not coming,” she says matter-of-factly. “We already went over her schedule for the week.” Addison looks at me sort of sadly and then says. “I'm so sorry, Charlie,” as if my dog just died. I don't say anything. I fasten my seatbelt and sit silently during the short ride to the Windjammer restaurant while Addison, Keiran, and Hallie talk about mindless things, like the Harbor Festival coming up and when the beaches officially open. No one mentions the after-party. Or Brooke again.

As soon as we get to the restaurant, Addison gets a phone call she has to take in private, and she's gone so long we order without her. Our food comes and I stare miserably into my clam chowder, stirring it absentmindedly while we wait for Addison to come back.

“Char, forget him,” Hallie insists. “He doesn't deserve you.” Keiran nods in agreement.

“Thanks, guys,” I say with a small smile, “but I think in this case he had a point.”

“He didn't try hard enough,” Hallie says angrily as she pushes a greasy fry around on her plate. “One crappy night on camera and he wants off? He should want to do this for you. That's what Brandon said to me at the dance. He wants to be there for me on-camera and off.” She stares dreamily at one of the nine billion sailboat pictures hanging on the walls. I've still never figured out why ninety percent of the restaurants in a beach town have to have a beach theme. Do they think we've forgotten where we live?

Keiran nudges Hallie.

“Oh. Right,” Hallie says quickly. “We're not talking about me, we're talking about you and Zac. My point is, I think he wimped out.”

I sigh. “Not helping, Hallie. He didn't wimp out. He didn't want to do the show. I knew that and pushed it anyway.”

“Why are you defending him?” Hallie wants to know.

I crush some chowder crackers in my soup. “Because at least he was honest. And because I really like him.” I look at Keiran glumly. “Thoughts?”

She gives me a grim smile. “Yeah, but you're not going to like them.”

“Tell me anyway,” I say, and crush my oyster crackers into my bowl.

“I don't think you can be mad at Zac, as much as you want to,” Keiran says. “It's not like he didn't warn you that he felt this way. I have to give him credit for being so upfront about it.”

“I know.” I agree. “That's what makes it even worse. Zac is a decent guy. That just makes me like him more and we have zero shot together.” I find myself staring at those darn 
sailboats. “Now I have to find a way to stop liking him.”

“Why the long faces?” Addison asks as she rejoins the table, carrying a hamburger. She must have ordered in the bar while she was on the phone.

“Charlie got dumped by Zac,” Hallie explains. I glare at her. “What? It's true.”

“By Zac? When?” Addison looks shocked. “He seemed so into you on Saturday!”

Part of me wants to say something sarcastic to Addison. Blame her for all of this, but Bella says I can't. I called her at college and told her everything. “You agreed to do this show and you asked Zac to be part of it instead of insisting to keep that part of your life separate. You have no one to blame but yourself.” As mad as I am, I know she's right.

“He doesn't want to be a TV star,” I say miserably. “And he thinks it's too complicated to try to be a couple off-camera, so I guess we're over.”

“Oh, Charlie, I'm sorry,” Addison says, and rudely pulls out her BlackBerry. She texts as she talks. “Susan is going to be really bummed. She loved the dailies she saw of Zac from the party. She thought he was a cutie.” Addison frowns. “I wonder what she's going to say when she hears about this. She really liked having him on the show.” I look at her strangely. “I mean, of course, our first priority is you,” Addison says quickly. “I'm so sorry, Charlie. I had no idea when I pushed you to get Zac on the show he'd react this way. Are you okay?”

“I've been better,” I admit. Everyone is quiet.

A waiter arrives with refills and I gratefully take a full Sprite and gulp down several sips.

“Fame is a funny thing,” Addison says quietly. “Some people love it, others hate it, and still others can't get over how much it changes them or the people around them.”

“I'm noticing that,” I tell her and bite into my burger. “Particularly when it comes to Brooke.”

“Yeah, what's the deal with her not being here today?” Hallie wants to know. “I thought we all had to show up to the weekly meetings.”

Addison takes a huge bite of her burger, making me think she's trying to avoid answering the question. We all stare at her patiently. “Brooke called me yesterday and explained how awkward things were between you guys. She asked if she could meet with me separately this week.” She looks like she feels bad. “I'm sure this will all blow over by the weekend.”

“I doubt it,” says Keiran. “Brooke doesn't forgive too easily. She's furious at us about Marleyna. Unless we adopt the girl as our new BF, I don't think that's going to change anytime soon.”

“She's also still mad at me about the show,” I tell the others and Addison looks at me. “I've been getting a lot of ‘oh, you're the star’ comments from her.”

“I noticed that,” Addison says with a small smile. “I also notice Brooke doesn't like to share the spotlight. I take it that's why she's doing so much with Marleyna. Sadly, guys, I don't that's going to change anytime soon. The network likes her footage and wants to see more of her. Susan says she adds dimension to your relationships.”

I groan. “In other words, you guys like us fighting all the time. I thought our show was about friendship.” I shake my head. “Now The Cliffs is all about feuds and breakups.”

“Don't say that,” Addison insists. “It's not. I swear. It's about you guys, it's just…” she sighs. “This thing with Marleyna will work itself out, you'll see. The guy thing will get fixed too. Maybe Zac couldn't handle the spotlight, but a lot of other guys can.” Her phone rings again and she glances at the caller ID. “I have to take this. Sorry, girls. I'll be quick.”

“I called Susan again,” I tell the others with Addison gone. “I actually caught her this time and told her what happened with Brooke and Marleyna.”

“Charlie, you can't go behind Addison's back like that,” Keiran freaks. “We'll get in trouble.”

“I didn't go behind her back,” I insist. “Susan said to call her when I had issues, and this is definitely an issue, isn't it? Anyway, I told her how much we hated Marleyna and how I didn't want her on the show. If I'm really the star I should have some pull.”

“What did Susan say?” Hallie asks, wide-eyed.

“She said she felt terrible,” I tell them, and keep glancing over my shoulder to see whether Addison is on her way back. “She said she'd talk to Addison about making sure we don't have Marleyna around to cause tension.”

“But didn't Addison just say the network loved Marleyna?” Keiran asks, confused.

“Yep.” I lean in tight to the table, making sure Addison isn't anywhere nearby. “Susan told me the exact opposite.”

“Which means someone's lying,” Hallie notes. “But why?”

“I don't know,” I admit. I do know my stomach is doing flip-flops. I don't like what is going on here.

“So what are we going to do?” Hallie asks and polishes off a few of my fries. Hers are already gone.

“I guess we need to watch our backs,” Keiran says darkly. A chill goes down my back.

The three of us are quiet. Watch our backs? On our own show? That doesn't make sense, but then again, what does make sense lately? Someone is lying about Marleyna. But who? And why? Keiran and Hallie look freaked out. “Maybe I got things mixed up,” I say to calm them down. “I'm sure this thing with Marleyna and the show is just a misunderstanding. I'll talk to Addison about it another time. For now, let's concentrate on the premiere party on Sunday. That's going to be great, right?” I say, faking enthusiasm that I don't have at the moment.

“That is going to be fun,” Hallie admits, perking up. “I wish I had something from Brooke's closet to wear.”

“Yeah, I don't think that is going to be happening this week,” I deadpan.

Keiran giggles. “Brooke is probably shopping for her dress in Marleyna's closet now. I bet there is nothing from the Tanger Outlet Mall in there.”

“You girls look a little better than when I left you,” Addison says, as she slides into her chair. She checks her watch. “I've missed the whole lunch and you guys have to get back soon. Should we go over the schedule?” We all nod. “It's going to be a busy week,” Addison warns, pulling papers from her Coach bag. “You guys have your regular schedule to shoot and then we'll want to tape you on Sunday for the premiere. We're throwing you a party.” Addison leans in excitedly. “This one will be in town, probably at Milk and Sugar. We're talking to Grady today. We'll set up a large TV to watch the show, but the party will be smaller than last weekend. Some friends, some family, and a few local celebrities. On Saturday we'll have some stylists out here to help you pick premiere outfits.”

“Yes!” Hallie fist-pumps the air and we all laugh. “We were kind of worried we'd have to find things to wear on our own.”

“We're not as good as Brooke when it comes to picking out clothes,” I tell her.

“Not to worry, we're here to help.” Addison smiles. “This is going to be a lot of fun. You're going to love the premiere show. We're going to do some background interviews with your other friends and people who work at Milk and Sugar.”

Grady is going to love that. And think of the publicity for the coffee house! “That does sound cool,” I say, my spirit lifting for the first time in two days.

“The town is having their own party as well,” Keiran informs Addison. “My mom said they're using the big movie screen that they use in the summer for movie nights and putting it up in the park for a town-wide viewing.”

“Excellent,” Addison says and jots down a few notes. “We'll get some footage of that as well.”

“Addison, do you think it's weird to tape us watching our own show?” Hallie asks.

Addison laughs. “Sort of, but we'll be using the footage for the DVD bonus features.”

“Our own DVD.” I shake my head. I still can't believe what's happened in such a short time. “It should be a big night,” I say.

And Zac won't be there to see it, I think. I smile sadly.

“Don't worry about Zac, Charlie,” Addison says, reading my thoughts. She looks genuinely concerned and I'm touched. “You're going to find someone ten times better.”

“And hotter!” Hallie seconds.

“Yeah, right.” I shake my head. “I've been in this town forever and there is no one like him around.”

“Well, maybe you have to broaden your horizons,” Addison says. The waiter brings the check and she signs for it quickly. “Let's get you guys back to class. I don't want your parents mad at me that you're missing school.”

The drive back to school is much better than the drive to lunch. By the time we pull up in front of Cliffside High, I'm actually smiling. I hop out of the car and Hallie is right behind me. I turn to look for Keiran, but she's talking to Addison.

“I'll be there in a sec,” Keiran yells to us. “Addison just has to ask me something.”

I nod. “See you inside.”

“I wonder what that's about,” Hallie says as we hurry inside.

“I don't know, but I'm sure we'll find out.” These days, nothing stays secret for long.





twelve

Smile! The World Is Watching

Deep breaths. In and out. Out and in. 

Ahhh…

Nope. This isn't working. I never should have turned down Hallie's offer to join her in yoga class! Those breathing techniques would really come in handy now.

“Charlotte, the car is waiting!” Mom yells up to me for the third time.

“Coming!” I promise again, but this time I mean it. I stare at my reflection in the mirror and pray I don't look as nervous as I feel. At least my hair looks good. Even my makeup is much improved. I'm wearing a ton, but it looks like I have nothing on. The artist Addison hired to do our makeup today told me this is what's “in.” Too bad I couldn't look this good wearing no makeup every day. My dress is a wine color that has a ballet neck, a fitted bodice, a drop waist, and a pleated skirt. I don't think I've ever owned anything quite like it. I picked it out when I went with Hallie and Keiran to be fitted and styled. The team fawned over us so much that I think I actually started to believe 
I was a model (for about five seconds). The only thing that would have made the afternoon better was if Brooke had joined us. She opted to do a separate fitting with Marleyna. Shocker.

I guess I should be happy that Brooke is speaking to us again even if the whole situation is totally bizarre. On Thursday, she was back at our table at lunch as if nothing ever happened. All she said was, “Truce?” We were so shell-shocked all we could do was nod. That's the last any of us has said on the subject, not that I don't have a ton of to say. Part of me wants to tell Brooke exactly how hurt I am by her behavior, but the other part of me is afraid to rock an already unsteady boat. Instead we spent the last two lunches talking about our upcoming tapings—
Brooke had decided to join us for those—and the premiere. 
Marleyna's name never came up, but Brooke got several texts during lunch. And when we mentioned a pre-party get-together on Friday night at my house, something we had talked about since we signed on to the show, Brooke said she already had plans.

Brooke isn't the only one freezing us out. Keiran has been unusually quiet the past few days herself. Every time I ask her what's wrong, she just shakes her head and says she's got a lot on her mind. I know there is more to it. I just wish I had an extra few hours in my week to force it out of her.

“Charlotte! Let's go!” Mom tries for the fourth time.

Tonight is a huge deal and I should be doing cartwheels around the room. But with Brooke's Jekyll and Hyde act, Keiran's weirdness, and my heartache over Zac, I feel anything but celebratory. Why do I have to look good on the one night I feel like yesterday's leftovers?

“I'm coming right now,” I yell. I grab my small clutch, turn off my bedroom light, and force myself to finally leave the safe confines of my room.
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When Dad drives down Main Street, I realize instantly this event is bigger than I even imagined. The street is packed with cars and people trying to get a glimpse of what's happening inside Milk and Sugar.

“Is all this for you guys?” Dad asks me incredulously. “I had no idea this many people knew about your show.”

Mom and I look at each other and laugh.

“I think you've inhaled too much salt air,” Mom tells him. “Charlotte's show is all anyone in town is talking about.”

Our car crawls along and I notice Hallie jump out of a car up ahead with Brandon. She looks gorgeous, as usual, in a fitted black pant suit. Her brown hair is curly and piled high on her head. Only she could pull the look off. I see her walk onto the small red carpet that has been set up in front of the restaurant and smile for the cameras. Flashbulbs pop quicker than I can count them.

Addison had insisted the four of us arrive separately. She said it would give us more press. They have a photo op set up for after the show with the group of us together, and we have interviews scheduled with Peggy Pierce from Fire and Ice for the countdown show, and for their news program, not to mention local media and the New York stations. The idea of being interviewed about my life is overwhelming, which is why, I think, Addison had us take a short media training course on how to handle ourselves. Who knew you should repeat the reporter's question back before answering so that they get a good sound bite? Or that you should look directly at the reporter, not the camera, when you answer?

Our car inches up and now we're feet from Milk and Sugar's cream-colored awning. A tall woman with a headset knocks on the car door. She's blond with curly hair, and she's wearing a short black dress. I roll down the window.

“Hi, Charlie. I'm Paige from Fire and Ice,” she says and sticks her arm through the window to shake my hand. “I'll be taking you through the press line and then inside. Are you ready?”

Um, no?

I look at Mom and Dad.

“We'll see you inside, sweetie,” Mom insists. “Have fun!”

Paige opens the back door and smiles patiently. I guess I really do have to go.

The minute I step outside, the noise level increases to an insane degree. I can barely see in front of me with all the camera flashes and my head begins to spin at the sound of paparazzi calling my name. I don't know how Brangelina would handle this sort of thing. Paige walks me through a crowd of well-wishers standing behind a velvet rope.

“Charlie! It's me!” I turn around and see Jack from the school newspaper, trying to elbow the guy next to him out of the way. “Can you get me in?”

Paige doesn't stop moving, even in four-inch stilettos. She has my hand and I twist back to look at Jack. “I'll do what I can,” I yell over the roar of photographers peppering me with questions.

We stop in front of the first reporter and I look down the line. Hallie and Brandon are at the end. Next is Keiran. She looks pretty in a short silver slip dress, long dangling earrings, and big, bouncy hair. She sees me and waves. A pair of girls I don't recognize are behind her.

Wait a second. Is that Brooke?

Yes! Brooke is wearing a super-short black dress that hugs her body. Her red hair is pulled in a severe high ponytail. She has on at least four-inch heels and I can't believe she can manage in them when Marleyna is hanging on her. Wearing an equally short, white sequined dress, Marleyna is laughing at Brooke's every word and seems to be giving her own two cents whenever she can. I watch the two of them pose like they've been besties forever. A part of me feels a twinge of jealousy.

I should be the one posing with Brooke like that. Keiran should. Hallie should. Not some girl who is using Brooke for a chance at fame. I know things aren't the same between us right now, but I have to find a way to get through Brooke's thick skull and make her realize the truth about Marleyna.

“This is Charlie, the star of The Cliffs,” I hear Paige say and I stand at full attention and smile.

Paige turns to me. “Charlie, when you're done with the line, I'll be waiting to bring you inside where you can watch the show with the other girls.”

She's leaving me alone to do this? “Is Addison here?” I ask nervously.

“Inside,” Paige says and fiddles with her headset. “I'll see you in a few.”

I look at the reporter and smile sheepishly. “Hi,” I say awkwardly.

“So Charlie, tell me this Cinderella story of yours,” the reporter asks. She pushes a microphone in my face. “Were you really discovered pouring coffee at this adorable little shop right here?”

I'm so confused by the lights and the cameras that I actually have to turn around and make sure I am standing in front of the right place. Yep, it's Milk and Sugar. “Yes.”

“That must have been the most amazing day of your life,” the reporter gushes.

“Definitely surreal,” I tell her. “This has been such a ride, and I'm enjoying it a lot.”

Is that the right thing to say? I'm not sure what to say. We had media training, but not much, and besides, am I supposed to be totally truthful or lie a little? I haven't loved every moment, especially not lately, but I don't think I'm supposed to tell a reporter that. Jennifer Aniston doesn't give the details of her love life, even if old boyfriends like John Mayer keep giving them up.

I walk over to the next reporter, and the one after that. All ask basically the same questions, which I find funny, but at least by the third time, I'm got my answers down pat. “We've been friends for a long time,” I respond when a reporter asks about the girls. “I think the show has made us even closer.” Semi-lie, but it sounds good.

When I reach the end of the carpet, Paige is waiting for me, as promised. “They want to take a few pictures of you alone and then when we walk inside, the other girls are waiting to take a group shot.”

“Me alone?” I ask nervously. “But I don't know how to pose.”

Paige smiles and squeezes my arm. She leads the way. “You'll get the hang of it.”

I will? She pushes me gently toward a large background poster that says The Cliffs. A picture of us four girls stares back at me. We're on the beach. I stare into the bright lights and pose as best as I can.

“Charlie! Charlie! Charlotte! Over here!”

I turn and turn and turn again, whipping myself around like a contortionist trying to cover everyone's requests. It's hard when I can barely see. Finally after an eternity, Paige grabs my arm and leads me inside. That's when all hell breaks loose.

My Milk and Sugar boss, Ryan, is the first one by my side. “Can you believe the crowd out there? The press we're getting is amazing! It's all thanks to you, kiddo!”

Mom and Dad have made it inside too. “Charlie, we had no idea this thing was so big,” says Mom. “We're so proud of you. Make sure you go say hi to Hallie's Aunt Sophie,” she adds in a whisper. “She flew in from Tulsa.”

And Addison. “Susan is here and she wants to take a picture with all of you when you get a chance. Are you having fun?”

Um… overwhelmed is more like it. Where are my friends? I strain to see the girls over the crowd surrounding me. I feel my arm being pulled backward and I squeeze myself out of everyone's way. It's Paige. She pulls me backward and I land right in front of Hallie, Keiran, and Brooke.

“Hey!” I say happily. Then I see their faces. No one is smiling.

Keiran looks miserable, Brooke looks bored, and Hallie is shooting Brooke nasty looks. Marleyna is standing a few feet away—of course—and she keeps yelling to Brooke, which is the only time she smiles.

This looks so bad. I wonder if anyone here has noticed. Our first episode hasn't even aired and no one is talking? “What's wrong?” I ask, afraid to hear the answer.

“Ask her,” Hallie seethes, glaring at Brooke.

“We're ready to take the group shot,” Paige interrupts, and motions for us to follow. She leads the way to the back of the restaurant, where there is another The Cliffs poster surrounded by the Fire and Ice logo.

“Is everything okay?” I ask Brooke as we walk.

“I guess,” Brooke says, not looking at me.

“What could have happened in the last ten minutes that I missed?” I try again. “I just saw you whooping it up on the red carpet.”

“That was before she found out about the group shot we're taking and freaked out about you standing front and center,” Hallie jumps in angrily.

Brooke gives her a look. “Is there anything wrong with asking if we can all have a chance at being in the middle? Charlie isn't the only star of this show.”

Brooke drags out the word star and I feel like roadkill. “Are we back on that again?” If there weren't so many people around, I'd tell Brooke what it's really time for—a major smackdown about what a jerk she's become.

“Forget it,” Brooke says, looking mad. “You wouldn't understand. She said you wouldn't.”

“Who?” Keiran asks. “Marleyna?”

“I don't need this,” Brooke says, and stomps off to stand with her new best friend while we wait for the photographer to set up the shot.

“This is insane,” I tell the others. “I thought things were okay again. She just had lunch with us yesterday!”

“Did you really think things were okay?” Keiran says wryly. “I figured she was only eating lunch with us because she had no one else to eat it with. Give it three weeks and she'll be begging for a scholarship to the Ross School to go with Marleyna.” 

“Ready, girls?” Paige asks. “Charlie, stand in the middle. Maybe stand a foot in front of the others too.”

“Shocker,” Brooke mutters under her breath loud enough for Marleyna to hear from the sidelines. She laughs loudly, reminding me of a hyena.

“Get over it, Brooke,” I snap and she stares at me, shocked. Even Paige's jaw drops. “Your green streak about the show is getting stale.”

“Maybe you're the one who's jealous,” Brooke says icily. “You can't handle the fact that everyone likes Marleyna and my scenes. They're ten times more exciting than the lame ones of you making cappuccinos.”

“Girls, not here,” Paige says through gritted teeth, looking around. But it's too late. We're on a roll.

“I guess I don't have to do a dog and pony show to make my scenes appealing,” I seethe. “I'm exciting enough just standing around in my apron. I don't have to borrow people's yachts or go shopping with money I don't have to get good screentime.” Brooke pales and Hallie can't help but snort.

“Girls, there are reporters here,” Paige tries to interject.

“You're pathetic,” Brooke spits. “You never wanted the spotlight or a better life, the way I do. You're all happy to stick around this dump. Well, I'm not! You want to hold me back, but you can't. This friendship is too toxic to continue.”

“Get Addison,” I hear Paige instruct someone. “Quick!”

“Toxic?” I blare. “All we've ever done is support you. But it's never enough for you! If the spotlight isn't all yours, you're not happy.”

“Hi, girls.” Susan appears out of nowhere. She looks great in a tight black beaded skirt and a black tank that has beading around the neckline. “Is there a problem?” She looks from me to Brooke. We both shake our heads no. I feel my face begin to burn. “Good.” Susan's smile is thin. “Let's take some pictures, shall we? Charlie, stand next to me. Everyone smile.”

FLASH! The photographer starts shooting and I have to remind myself to grin. After several shots, he lets us go.

“Ready for your big debut?” Susan asks us. I'm too afraid to speak.

“Absolutely,” Brooke gushes, answering for all of us. “This has been a dream come true and we're so lucky you made it a reality.”

Hallie gives me an eye roll and I force myself not to laugh.

“How are you doing, Charlie?” Susan turns to me and asks. “Addison said you had a rough week. You broke up with Zac?”

“He wasn't actually her boyfriend,” Brooke interjects.

I shoot daggers at her. “He didn't want to be on the show,” I explain.

“That's too bad,” Susan says regretfully. “You'll find some people can't handle your new fame while others want to be around you just to be famous by extension.” I look at Brooke, wishing I could telepathically tell her how well that describes Marleyna. “I'm sure you'll meet someone better suited to your new lifestyle before you know it.”

“Maybe.” I don't really believe that. Despite what everyone's said, I know Zac is a keeper. Whether he wants to be on TV or not shouldn't be a factor. If anything, I should be more impressed that he doesn't want to pimp himself out like Marleyna does.

“I know you have some more photos to do so I'll let you all get to it,” Susan says with a smile, but before she can go, I grab her arm.

Susan will listen to my griping. She told me she would that day at our contract signing. “Susan, I was just wondering if you got my voice mails,” I ask quietly, stepping aside so no one else can hear.

“Yes,” Susan says. “I'm sorry I haven't had time to call you back, but I've been taking them very seriously. The last thing we want is for our star to be unhappy.”

“So you'll keep Marleyna out of our group scenes?” I ask hopefully.

“I'd like to do that, but I'm not sure I can,” Susan says evenly. “Addison is really pushing for Marleyna to be part of the show.”

“She is?” I ask. “But…” That's not what she said, I want to say, but am afraid to.

“I'll talk to her about it again,” Susan assures me, patting me on the shoulder. “I know Addison likes the footage she's getting of Brooke and Marleyna, but I'll remind her that it shouldn't come at your expense. Keep me posted if you have any more problems, okay? I may not be around every day, but I'm always watching.”

“Thanks,” I say, feeling more confused than ever. Didn't Addison say it was the other way around?

“I'll see you four after the show for a toast,” Susan promises as she walks away.

“Charlie?” Paige calls me. “Just a few more shots.”

I turn back to the group, stand in the middle, avoid eye contact with Brooke, and smile. When we're done, Brooke stomps off. Instead of getting myself more worked up, I tell Keiran and Hallie what Susan just told me.

“So I guess Addison is lying,” Hallie says, sounding confused. “Right?”

“Not necessarily,” Keiran interjects. “I'm sure it's the other way around.”

“Why would Susan lie?” I ask. “She's in charge of the show.”

Keiran shakes her head. “I'm sick of this! All I get is dumped on by Brooke, by this show, by my parents…” She looks miserable and I'm worried. It's not like her to explode.

“Kiki, is this Brooke thing what's really bothering you?” I ask. “Or is something else going on?”

“I don't want to talk about it right now,” she says. “I want to enjoy the party.”

“People were begging me to get them in,” Hallie says, to lighten the mood. “I had to have Addison get Brandon in for me since he wasn't on the list. Too bad Marleyna wasn't left off it.”

We look at Brooke's new BF, who is applying what looks like her seventeenth coat of lip gloss.

“I do have some good news to report,” Hallie tells us. “Guess who just signed a contract to have a recurring role on our show? Brandon! Addison asked him and he said yes without hesitating.” Then Hallie looked at me. Horrified, she added, “I didn't mean it like it sounded.”

“It's okay.” I push the thoughts of Zac out of my head. “I'm so happy for you, Hallie.”

“Susan is taking the mic,” Keiran points out. “We should find a seat.”

“Thank you so much for coming,” Susan says as we grab a couch near one of the large, flat-panel TVs they brought in. Ryan rushes over with some iced coffee and a platter of fruit. “I'm thrilled to be here for the first of what I hope is many episodes of The Cliffs,” Susan continues. “Charlie and her friends have been a pleasure to work with and I think you'll find their dynamic and their situations riveting not just because you know the girls, but because they represent what every teen goes through, whether they live in a small town or a big city. Enjoy the show!”

Everyone claps. A few people whistle. I look around. Mom and Dad are sitting a few tables away with Keiran's and Hallie's families. Brooke's are nowhere to be seen. The lights begin to dim and I grab Keiran's hand tightly and squeeze. She grabs Hallie's. My heart begins to race in anticipation. Here we go…

The theme song is the first thing I hear. It's a song I don't recognize, but it's loud and quick and images of Cliffside flash by. The Long Island Sound, Milk and Sugar (which gets a loud holler), Main Street, the pier, the Crab Shack… you name it, it's on here. Then you see the four of us, walking along the beach, laughing.

We look so happy together that it instantly makes me sad. I turn quickly and look for Brooke. She is sitting a few seats away with Marleyna and she stares at the screen intently. I notice her face darken and I look at the TV again. The first credit is mine. They show three images of me—one laughing, one at work, one at the beach. Then Hallie's, Keiran's, and Brooke's names follow, along with one shot of each of them. The show finally starts and I see our first taping. We were at the Crab Shack and we were all so nervous.

“This should be hilarious,” Hallie whispers to us. “We were so stiff.”

We are. It is a little awkward to watch. But people laugh at the appropriate parts and clap when they see Hallie's parents onscreen. The next thing you see is Patrick, the guy who cheated on Hallie, and Hallie running over to talk to him. They flash to Brooke, who rolls her eyes. “Could she keep her hormones in check for just one afternoon?”

Whoa. I don't remember her saying that.

Hallie's head—the real Hallie, that is—whips around and stares at her. Next comes my brief moment with Zac. You only see the back of him, since he wouldn't sign the waiver. You can hear me talking and I cringe, knowing my parents are watching. They flash back to our table. Another eye roll from Brooke. Then one from Keiran. Huh?

“She'll never make a move with him,” Keiran says. I turn to her, surprised.

“Charlie, that's not what I said at all,” Keiran insists. “I was talking about Hallie, not you.”

But it doesn't look that way. At least not the way it 
was edited. Same goes for my comment a few minutes later about Keiran. “She'll never stand up to her parents.” But that's not what I meant! I said so much more than that. I remember.

“If she doesn't get what she wants, she can't deal,” we hear Hallie say about Brooke, and the rest of us agree. Brooke glares at us.

“But that's not how we said it,” I tell Hallie. I look around. “Remember? We were talking about clothes, not guys.”

Next there is a commercial break. My parents look slightly stunned and my face flushes. I stare at Ryan—who heard me say on tape how much I hate working dead shifts at Milk and Sugar—and he gives me a small smile. Not his usual effervescent one.

“I need air,” I tell the girls and jump up before anyone can stop me. I walk quickly to the back of the restaurant, swinging through the kitchen door and walking past Grady without letting anyone get a word in. I'm not watching where I'm going and I bang right into a waiter carrying a tray of mini egg rolls. Fire and Ice hired their own staff for the food tonight, but Ryan and Milk and Sugar are handling the drinks.

“Whoa, slow down,” the guy says as the egg rolls slide to the floor.

“I'm so sorry,” I apologize, bending down to pick them up.

“Don't worry about it,” he tells me and does the same. “I didn't pay for them.”

This for some reason makes me laugh. I look up at him and suck in my breath.

He's really cute. Like Chace Crawford cute, with long bangs, light brown hair, and incredible gray eyes. He gives me a lopsided grin. “You look like you could use some air,” he says.

“You noticed?” I ask dryly.

“Want some company?” he asks.

I'm about to say yes, when Hallie bursts through the kitchen doors. “It's back on!”

“I have to go,” I say, wishing I didn't.

“Maybe later,” he says and holds out his hand. I take it. It's warm and he's got a firm handshake. “I'm Danny.”

“Charlotte,” I say. “But you can call me Charlie.”

“It was nice bumping into you, Charlie.” He winks. “Maybe we can do it again.”

I rush out of the kitchen and jump back into my seat. As excited as I am, my mood doesn't last long because the next segment is more of the same—the four of us are 
constantly bickering. I had no idea we did it that much! Almost everything I've said has been taken out of context. And I'm sure it's the same for the others, but it's hard not to bristle at the comments. Hallie talking about Keiran being a wallflower… Brooke acting obnoxious about our less expensive clothes… Me going on and on about our weekend plans to the point where Keiran snaps, “Who made her the cruise director?” Ouch.

Keiran is no longer holding my hand. Hallie is staring straight at the screen. I glance quickly at Brooke, and Marleyna has her arm around her sympathetically. We'll be lucky if Brooke ever talks to us again after this episode. She just heard Keiran, Hallie, and me call her a barracuda.

The show creeps by and the room gets quieter and quieter. I feel my heart pounding loudly and I'm sweating. What is everyone thinking? What are my friends thinking? I don't think I can handle watching another episode of our show if it is like this one. We all look beautiful—I don't know how the cameras do it, but our skin and makeup are flawless—and our tiny town looks like the Hamptons. The shots are gorgeous, but it doesn't feel…

Real.

When it's over, Brooke jumps up and escapes through the kitchen. I follow, and Keiran and Hallie are right behind me.

“Brooke, wait up,” I tell her, as I rush past Danny and out the back doors.

Brooke whirls around. “You have a lot of nerve trailing me.”

“Me? What about you?” I blurt out. “You're the one who called me controlling and a dictator.”

“You called me obnoxious and a barracuda!” Brooke's voice is shrill.

“Guys, calm down,” Keiran says. “Half that stuff was taken out of context. We didn't say those things that way.”

“We didn't?” Brooke asks, and crosses her arms, her bracelet dangling. “So, Keiran, you don't think I'm a snob?”

“Well, no, it's just…” Keiran trails off.

“Whatever.” Brooke holds up her hand. “You were barely in the show. You had nothing interesting to say anyway!”

My breathing practically stops. Ouch.

“Unlike you, who was all over every shot,” Hallie says angrily. “You're a camera hog!”

“I can't help it that the lens loves me!” Brooke is unapologetic.

“Hold up!” I yell. “We're ripping each other apart! Why? Because of a TV show? We promised we wouldn't do this. We knew it would be edited. They want good TV and they cut it to look a certain way.”

“Um, guys?” I think Keiran is trying to get our attention, but I'm too fired up to focus.

“You promised not to,” Brooke tells me. “But you're not the boss of me anymore. I don't take orders from Charlotte Reed on the show or off. What I saw tonight only proves Marleyna is right. You three have always been jealous of me. We are no longer friends.”

“Fine!” Hallie yells back. “But know this: we're not jealous of you. Marleyna is. We don't want to be anything like either of you!” She's literally shaking she's so mad.

“Marleyna will say anything to keep herself on TV,” I add angrily. “We've been your friends for years. How can you not see that?”

“Because she's blind,” Hallie answers for her. “She's always wanted to be Marleyna Garrison's pathetic lackey and now that she is, she's done with us.”

Brooke raises her hand and for a moment I think she's going to hit Hallie. “What I see is the show is all about you and it shouldn't be.” Brooke points a finger shakily in my direction. “Well, it's not going to be that way anymore.”

“Guys?” Keiran tries again.

“Are you threatening us?” My eyes are seriously going to pop out of my head. “Because since this is my show, I can have you fired!” Okay, I doubt that, but I'm really mad.

Brooke laughs. “I'd like to see you try! You wanted this to be the Charlie show so you could have the glory to yourself. Imagine what you'd be getting paid if we weren't each getting eight thousand dollars an episode!”

“You mean ten thousand dollars an episode,” I correct her.

Brooke's eyes bulge and I immediately realize I've said the wrong thing. “You get ten?” she screams. “I knew it!”

“I get six thousand,” Keiran says quietly and we're all stunned for a moment.

“I get eight,” Hallie says sheepishly.

“You are not the star here,” Brooke tells me and her eyes are watery with angry tears. Her mascara is running down her cheeks, but I'm sure mine is too. I can't believe how emotional I'm getting. “You're not as interesting as me. I don't know what they're thinking, but they're wrong and I'm going to change their minds!”

“Brooke, what is more important here—being the star of some TV show or our friendship?” I'm suddenly exhausted and I just want this fight to end.

Everyone is quiet. I can hear dishes clanking in the kitchen and the sound of the Fire and Ice wait staff calling for more orders of sushi. The four of us stare at each other sadly.

“You've left me no choice,” Brooke says quietly. “I love what the show has done for me. Think about how people look at us now. Marleyna wouldn't give me the time of day before this, and now we're inseparable.”

“Doesn't that say something to you?” Hallie asks hoarsely. “She's not a true friend.”

Brooke laughs bitterly. “I don't care. For the first time I have a chance at getting out from under my parents’ thumb and getting away from this sad little town. Whether Marleyna is using me or not doesn't matter. I'm using her just as much. We work well together and our scenes make great TV. I'm going to ride this wave as long as I can.”

“So that's all that matters to you now?” I feel choked up. “I don't even know you anymore.”

“Me either,” Hallie agrees.

“I'm not going to apologize,” Brooke says frankly. “I've always been honest about what I wanted in life and now 
I'm this close to getting it. I'm not going to let any of you blow it.”

“How are we going to film if we're not talking?” Hallie's voice is rising. “The show is about the four of us.”

Brooke pulls out a compact and begins touching up her makeup. “They'll figure it out. This is television.”

“Um, guys?” Keiran tries again.

“WHAT?” The three of us yell at the same time.

Keiran looks mad now too. “I've been trying to tell you that you're on camera!” She motions to the kitchen doorway and I realize Phil is there. And on his shoulder is his video camera.

Oh. My. God.

“Phil!” I freak. “Why didn't you say you were there?”

He lowers the camera and stares at us guiltily. “Sorry. Susan—I mean, Addison—asked me to tape this. She said they'll edit out anything show-related if that makes you feel better.”

“But Phil, this was a private conversation,” Hallie tells him.

Brooke sighs. “Get over it,” she says to Hallie and pushes her way through the three of us. “Phil, use what you want to use. Unlike them, I have nothing to hide.”

She strides past him, head held high, and Phil follows her. The three of us just stand there.

“I guess we should go back in,” Hallie says, looking sort of hopeless.

Keiran laughs bitterly. “You two can. No one else cares that I'm there. You heard Brooke.”

“Don't listen to her,” I say.

Keiran hesitates. “She's right though. That's what—never mind.”

“What?” Hallie presses.

Keiran sighs. “Nothing. Look, I'll go with you, Hallie. I'm starving.” The two turn to go. “You coming in?” Keiran asks.

“I need a minute alone,” I say, still feeling weepy, which is something I don't want to be in front of a room full of executives and family. I plop down on an overturned milk crate and put my head on my lap. The girls must know I really need space because I hear Hallie's heels click-clack on the concrete until they're gone.

What have I gotten myself into? What have any of us gotten ourselves into? Is this what we have to look forward to? Fights every week over every little thing we say on camera? Never speaking to Brooke again? I wish I had someone to talk to about all this, but everyone I'd usually talk to is too involved. Zac would have listened. But now…

“I thought you might need this,” someone says and I look up. Danny is standing in front of me holding a box of tissues.

I take them from him and hug them to my chest. “Guess you heard everything, huh?”

He crouches down next to me. “Not everything,” Danny says and I give him a look. “Okay, ninety percent of it. Are you okay?”

“No,” I say with a sigh. “But I guess I have to be.” I motion with my head to the kitchen door. “Someone will notice if I don't return to my own party.”

“I could give you a great getaway speech,” Danny suggests. “I can say a crazed fan was stalking you and I helped you get away in a waiting yellow Camaro.”

My eyebrows raise. “Yellow Camaro?”

“You know, like the car Bumblebee the Transformer comes from,” Danny says and blushes. “I'm a robot geek. Can't help it.”

Transformers. Zac is into them too. Now I feel sad all over again.

“I'm not liking that frown on your pretty face,” Danny says softly. “What can I do to erase it?”

“I'm not sure,” I tell him honestly.

“What if I try over dinner, say Saturday night? At Buon Gusto?” Danny suggests. “Do you like Italian?”

Is he asking me out on a date? “I love Italian.” I smile just slightly.

“I saw that,” Danny points to my lips.

“It was nothing!” I say with a laugh. “I had a twitch.”

“Look! A smile and a laugh. If I can do that in two minutes, imagine what I can do over an entire evening. So, dinner?” He presses again.

I don't know. Do I really need a date on top of everything else going on right now? I look at Danny. He is cute. What do I have to lose? “Are you sure you want to go out with me? There will probably be a camera crew present the entire time.”

Danny smiles. “I've never met a camera I didn't like.”

“That's good, because they'll have a bunch,” I say.

“Now you're starting to brighten up.” He holds out his hand. “Ready to go back inside?”

It's just then that I notice Phil is back and probably has been for a while. I guess that's life now.

I look up at Danny. “Sure,” I tell him and, taking his hand, I head back in to the party.
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thirteen

A Date with Destiny

“Don't you think it's a little warm out for hot chocolate?” Ryan asks as I pour myself a steaming cup and add a large dollop of whipped cream.

I've stopped in to Milk and Sugar. It is an hour before my date with Danny and I'm so jittery that I need something to calm me down. Things couldn't be more upside-down at the moment and I'm throwing a new guy into the mix? And starting things off in front of a camera crew? Am I crazy?

The TV crew is arriving in a half hour so they can capture every second of our date, and the thought of that makes me itchy. I warned Danny again, but he was amazingly cool about it. He said he'd pick me up here and we'd head over to Buon Gusto together. Addison rigged Danny's car with a camera for the ride over. Guess that means we won't have a single second alone.

“Relax and enjoy yourself. You need a fun night,” Addison told me. I want to believe she means that, but my head is all over the place about Addison at the moment. Someone isn't telling the truth and I don't know who it is. Does Addison want Marleyna on the show? Or does Susan? Why would Susan lie to me when she keeps stressing how happy she wants to make me regarding the show? Then again, why would Addison lie? I want to hash this out with someone, but everyone is in their own little world at the moment. Hallie is hiding out with Brandon, and Keiran has been MIA since the party a few days ago. I haven't even talked to them about the review of the show that came out in the school paper.

My face burns at the thought of everyone at school, including my teachers, reading Shonda's review. I couldn't even look at her at this week's newspaper meeting. I just stared at the clock, willing the minutes to go faster so I could bolt and avoid Zac, who was sitting a few feet away. He waved to me when I came in, but I didn't go over. I couldn't face him. Especially after this biting review.

“Ah, I get it.” Ryan interrupts my thoughts and brings me back to the present. “I forgot hot cocoa was your comfort drink of choice, whether it's thirty below or a freakish eighty-degree May day. You're an odd girl, you know that?”

I smirk. “I've been hearing that a lot lately.”

“Don't sweat the article,” Ryan says. “Folks around here are just jealous of your new paycheck—speaking of which, it makes me wonder why you're still hanging around this place.”

What? “It wouldn't even occur to me to quit Milk and Sugar,” I tell him. “To me, waitressing is real life, not the twisted world you see on The Cliffs. I feel like I don't even know that girl who was on camera,” I admit. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“Never.” Ryan grins. “You're my best waitress, and if the Cliffside Gazette had thought to check with me, I would have told them that.”

“Cliffside Gazette?” Oh no. “There's another review of the show in there?” I panic.

Ryan's face pales. “You didn't see it?”

Groan. I take a large sip of my hot chocolate and let the milk burn my throat. “No, but I don't think I want to. I'm just going to sit over there and wait for my date.”

“You do that,” Ryan says hurriedly. “Do you want a cookie to go with your cocoa?” I shake my head. “Okay, I'll leave you be.”

I pick a seat by the window and place my napkin on my lap. I don't want to get anything on my dress. It was hard to find something to wear without Brooke's closet to pick through. The dress I'm wearing is from last Easter. It's a one-piece tank dress in bright green that reminds me of the new grass growing on our lawn. I take another deep sip of my cocoa, savoring the whipped cream on top, and stare out the window at the people passing by. No one is taping their cell phone conversations or watching what they purchase at the five-and-dime. Right now, I'd trade places with any of them.

The bell on the front door jingles and I look up so see if it's Danny or Addison. But it's neither, and I practically drop my mug in my lap. It's Zac.

I take a huge gulp of my hot cocoa to numb my nerves. Maybe he won't see me. I shrink down in my seat.

“Hey,” Zac says, approaching my table. “I was hoping I would find you here.”

He was? “I'm here,” I say dumbly as he grabs the chair opposite me. “There's a camera crew on the way.”

“Oh. I don't, I mean, it's fine, I just…” Zac is rambling. “Do you mind if I…?” He motions to the chair again.

“No.” I take another gulp of hot chocolate. Neither of us says anything. Zac is just staring at me. Finally, I can't take it anymore. “So why did you come to see me?” I blurt out, feeling sad and upset with Zac, even though he doesn't deserve it. “I mean, I'm just surprised to see you since we haven't exactly been talking at school or anything. Sure, you've waved and I've waved, but…”

“Charlie?” Zac interrupts and points to my upper lip. “You have a little whipped cream on your face.”

Oh. Geez. I grab my napkin and turn around to wipe my mouth. Good one, Charlie.

“I stopped by to see how you were doing,” Zac says. “After Shonda's obnoxious editorial I thought you might be a little bummed.”

You think? “I'm fine,” I tell him, and smile. I hope I don't have chocolate on my teeth.

Zac nods. “I'm glad. I was hoping all this drama surrounding the show wasn't getting to you.”

“No, as a matter of fact, things couldn't be better,” I lie. Zac gives me a quizzical look and I find myself backpedaling before I can even stop myself. “Okay, maybe that's not true, but I'm hanging in there. It's not as bad as they make it seem. So much of that episode was taken out of context.”

“I figured,” Zac says. “Best friends don't fight that much.”

“We don't, I mean, we didn't until…” I trail off. I want to say until the show started.

“You're kind of dressed up for serving coffee,” Zac notices and grins. “Did Ryan adopt a new dress code?”

My face feels warm. “I'm not working tonight.”

Oh God. I so don't want to tell Zac I have a date. And if I don't want to tell him that, what does that say about me going out on a date in the first place? Am I not ready? Or is it that I still like Zac too much to try things with someone new? I look at Zac in his faded Gap logo tee and baggy jeans. His hair is a mess in a cute way and his smile makes me more gooey than the whipped cream on my cocoa.

Yeah, I still like Zac.

I can't lie to him. “I'm meeting someone,” I admit finally.

He looks from my dress to my face and nods. “Meeting someone. Got it.” He starts to get up and I don't try to stop him even though my heart is breaking. “Well, I guess I'll let you wait then,” he says and smiles. “See you at school?”

“Yeah,” I tell him, feeling faint. Please, God, don't let Danny show up right now and bump into Zac. “Zac?”

He turns around. “Yeah?”

“Thanks for checking up on me,” I squeak.

He smiles. “No problem.” He's at the door now and he pushes it open. It's only then that I see what is tucked into his back pocket. It's a small bunch of spring flowers, wrapped in cellophane. Were those for me? My heart breaks a little more. I want to call him back here, but as he makes his way out, I see Addison glide in. Thankfully she doesn't see Zac.

“Hey! Ready for your big date?” she asks as Phil and Kayla start setting up behind her. “You look so pretty!”

Kayla has her camera ready near the front door and Phil's is being set up behind me. I stare longingly at the door and wish I could go after Zac. “Thanks,” I say, feeling very confused. “I told Danny he could pick me up at seven forty-five. He should be here soon. He's been so good about all this stuff. What guy on a first date is that accommodating to a camera crew?” She laughs.

Addison takes Zac's old seat, which is probably still warm. She looks at me seriously. “That gives me a few minutes. How are you feeling?”

I shrug. “Fine.”

“Fine isn't good,” she says with a small smile. “Have you talked to Zac?”

I shake my head. I don't need to tell her he was just here.

“I'm sorry about that,” Addison says. “I had something sort of similar happen to me in high school. The guy I was dating dumped me because I wouldn't apply to the same colleges as him.”

“Really? What a jerk.” I run my fingers through my 
raven hair.

Addison laughs. “Yeah, I thought so too. But Zac, I guess his reasons are more valid. If you don't want to be on TV, you don't want to be on TV. It doesn't make the reason any easier to swallow though, does it?” Addison asks.

I shake my head. “No, but I guess it's just the way my life is going lately.”

“Are you referring to the Brooke stuff or the first episode?” Addison asks.

“Both,” I say quietly.

Addison smiles. “I was kind of bothered by the first episode too,” she admits, and I'm surprised to hear her speak so candidly. “I cut it a certain way and was really proud of it.” She stares out the window. “I told everyone at home about my first masterpiece. Then the tape got sent to the network and I guess, I don't know, they wanted more than I gave them. Drama sells, but it's not what I envisioned putting out there.” She shrugs. “They don't tell you when you're in school that these things happen,” she says, wagging a finger at me and smiling. “They show you how to work a camera, and make a short film, but dealing with real people and advertisers…” She looks at me. “I'm sorry if it caused a major meltdown with the girls. I wouldn't have let them, I mean, I would have said something if I knew…” Addison looks sad and I feel bad for her.

“So you didn't have the final say?” I ask gingerly. Maybe Addison can help me get to the bottom of this thing with her and Susan. “If you didn't, who did?”

Addison's face changes. “Me. I do,” she says, looking flustered. “Forget it.” She takes a deep breath. “The important thing is the ratings. And guess what? The Cliffs was our second-highest reality programming premiere ever.”

“Are you serious?” I'm shocked.

Addison nods. “People find you four engaging. At least that's what our research is showing. And they love you. They find you fresh and easily relatable.”

Not annoying and controlling like Shonda said? “I can't believe it.”

Addison pats my hand appreciatively. “Go easy on yourself, okay? And the thing with Brooke, well, like I told you after your first fight, I've seen reality shows do strange things to friendships, not all of them good, but you'll find new friendships pop up all the time.”

What if I just want to keep the old ones?

“Susan is in love with the show,” Addison adds. “She can't get enough of the reels we're sending.”

“Even the ones with Marleyna?” I prod again.

Addison doesn't answer me at first. “You're not having a lot of fun, are you?” she says quietly.

I look at her. Addison is never that frank, or that personal. And for some reason I want to tell her the truth, which is only just dawning on me. No, I'm not having fun.

But before I can even consider saying anything, the bell rings again and we both look up. This time it is Danny. He sees me and smiles. He's not wearing his penguin suit like he was the night I met him, but he is dressed up in a button-down shirt and black dress pants. I'm glad I'm wearing a dress. I read the reviews for Buon Gusto online and it's pretty expensive, which in my book equals dress code.

“Wait!” Addison begs. “Let me get out of the shot. Danny, I'm so sorry, but would you mind coming back in?”

“No problem,” Danny says good-naturedly. “Was that okay the first time?”

“Perfect,” Addison tells him. “Just what we need.”

“I'll be right back.” Danny winks.

I smile warmly, but inside a little voice says what I already know in my heart: I wish I was going on a date with Zac instead.

“Cameras rolling,” Addison announces.

Danny walks back through the door and looks directly at me. “Hey.” This time he has a bouquet of daisies in his hand. Where did those come from? “These are for you,” he says, “because you're more lovely than a flower.” He bends down and kisses me on the cheek.

Somewhere behind the kitchen counter I hear Ryan cough. Loudly.

More lovely than a flower? Who says that sort of thing unless they are in an ABC Family made-for-TV movie? “Thank you,” I reply. I can't believe how composed Danny is in front of the cameras. I was nowhere near this calm the first time a lens was shoved in front of my face.

“Should we get going?” Danny asks. “I made reservations for us at eight. They set aside a table for us on the patio overlooking the water. It's the best seat in the house.” He extends his arm and I stand up and take it.
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Ten minutes later we're at the restaurant one town over, and we're sitting at a table outside, watching the twinkling lights of boats in the distance. It's a little cool and Danny has already sweet-talked a waiter into giving me his jacket since Danny didn't have one. I'm staring at the menu and thinking about our date so far.

On the car ride over, Danny gave me a quick course in Danny 101. Everything from how he lost his first tooth to the time he was waiting tables in the Hamptons and got a 
hundred-dollar tip from George Clooney. I learned the name of his two dogs (Shelby and Magnolia, his Mom's decision, not his), his favorite ice cream flavor (Friendly's butter crunch) and how he got his nickname, Slick (he skidded on a patch of mud during a track meet and fell in headfirst).

Want to know what Danny knows about me?

Absolutely nothing. He didn't ask me a single question about myself. How could he when he's been talking nonstop since he arrived?

“So there I was, trying to decide what to do—break curfew, or follow my best bud, who I knew was getting himself into a sticky situation…”

Danny is telling another story while I decide between lobster ravioli and chicken Parmesan.

“. . . Thank God I chose option B. He broke up with his girl and headed straight for the bar. If I wasn't there he says he probably would have driven home smashed and who knows how it might have ended.”

“Wow.” This is what I've been doing: saying little phrases here and there to acknowledge him. The one time I tried to interrupt with my own witty story that related to his, he cut me off.

After the waiter has taken our order—he had to step around Phil and Kayla's cameras, plus the sound and lighting guy to get to us—Danny looks at me and smirks as a Frank Sinatra song comes blaring over the outdoor sound system.

“If I didn't ask you to dance right now, I think I'd always regret it,” he tells me and offers me his hand. Oh, God. I hesitate, but Danny doesn't take no for an answer. He pulls me up and into an embrace and starts dancing with me right there on the patio, in front of an older couple celebrating their forty-sixth wedding anniversary and a family with three kids who are flinging spaghetti at one another. I feel self-conscious, but I feel even more so when Danny starts singing in my ear. Loudly.

For some reason, as nice as Danny's voice is, I start to giggle uncontrollably.

“Is something the matter?” he asks. “It's not my voice, is it? Because I've been told I sound like John Mayer.”

“Your voice is great.” I try to muffle my laugh. “Would you mind excusing me for a second?” I try my hardest to control myself. “I have to go to the ladies room.”

“Sure,” Danny says, “but don't think this is the last of our dances.” He winks.

I rush off the patio, expecting Addison and the others to follow. But instead, they stay put. I guess even they know better than to trail me to the bathroom. I ask a waiter where it is, lock myself into the one-person powder room and pull out my phone.

Hallie picks up on the first ring, even though she's probably out with Brandon. “Charlie? Aren't you on a date right now?”

“Bizarro date is more like it.” I quickly fill her in on Danny's self-involved behavior. “Danny is making Brooke look like Mother Teresa.” Hallie laughs. “I don't get it,” I groan. “He was so cute and funny the other night at the party. Tonight I feel like he's auditioning for boyfriend of the year.”

“Either that or he's trying to reenact lame scenes from romantic comedies,” Hallie says. “Dancing in a crowded restaurant? Telling you you're as lovely as a flower? It's almost as if…” she hesitates.

“Almost as if what?” I ask.

“I'm sure I'm wrong.” Hallie instantly sounds nervous. “But it sounds almost as if he rehearsed the whole thing ahead of time.”

“Rehearsed? But what would make him do that?”

And then it hits me. Danny knows about The Cliffs. He knew about the show before he even officially met me. He was a waiter at the premiere party!

“Charlie? Are you still there? You don't think, I mean, he wouldn't, no one would…?”

“Yes, I do,” I tell her, the anger building inside me. “Hallie, I've got to go.”

When I hang up, my hands are shaking. It all makes sense now. Considering the night I was having at the premiere, why would any guy be interested in me?

I race through the dining hall and onto the patio. Danny sees me and stands up. He puts up his hands.

“Take five,” he says. “Your crew decided to take a few 
minutes’ break while you were in the bathroom. They'll be back any minute.”

“Why did you ask me out?” I grill him.

Danny looks taken aback. “Don't you want to wait till they're back to…”

“No,” I blurt out. “Why did you ask me out, Danny?”

He looks momentarily confused. “I thought you were cute. And funny.”

“I wasn't funny that night at all,” I remind him. “If anything I was angry and cranky and teary. So what made you ask me out?”

“I…” Danny looks like he wants to jump over the railing and into the water below. The kids at the next table stop flinging food and stare at us, even though their mother is begging them not to.

“It's a simple question,” I say calmly. “And you can't seem to answer it, which makes me think—no, I know—you probably asked me out because I'm on a TV show.”

Danny shifts uncomfortably.

“Well?” My voice is growing louder. “Is that why you asked me out? Come on, Danny. At least be honest. You take me to this perfect restaurant where everything is $40 a plate and up, on a high school waiter's salary. You start dancing with me when there's no dance floor. And every story you tell makes me think you're auditioning for a movie. What gives?”

I'm furious now and Danny just shakes his head. He pulls off his microphone. “I didn't sign up for an interrogation.”

I'm right? I was pushing for this response, but now that he's said it, I feel a little woozy. “Sign up?”

He shakes his head. “They told me you were pushy, but they didn't say you were insane. Do you really want to do this here?”

“Do what?” I feel ill. “Who told you—wait—are you saying what I think you're saying?”

Danny looks around cautiously. “They picked me. I didn't pick you.”

“Who did?” I ask, afraid of the answer.

“The show!” Danny exclaims. “They even gave me your number.”

I think I need to sit down. I got more than I bargained for with that answer. I thought Danny was a fraud, but the people at the network are, too? My legs feel like they're going to buckle. The show set me up on a fake date? They planted a guy at the premiere party to ask me out? The show did this. The show. That means Addison. How could she do this to me?

“They said we'd have one date and you'd be all happy, but instead you've been sullen all night and just weird,” Danny goes on. “Nice TV moment.”

“Me?” I can't help but laugh. “You haven't let me get a word in edgewise. I think you should leave.”

“With pleasure,” Danny says and drops his microphone, wire, and battery box on the table.

I turn to watch him go and that's when I see Addison, Phil, Hank, and company making their way back outside. Addison takes one look at Danny's face and then at the table.

“What's wrong?” Addison freaks.

I ignore her and throw my microphone down on the table. I start to unhook my battery pack. “You know what happened,” I say, feeling eerily calm.

“No, I don't,” Addison is panicked. “Why is Danny leaving? Did something happen?”

Everything that's been bothering me has reached its boiling point and I finally explode. “Stop lying!” I snap. I'm in her face. “You set me up! You hired Danny to go out with me! He just admitted it to me!”

Addison's jaw drops. “What? No. No. That's not possible.”

“Of course it is. You guys will do anything to get good story lines. I thought this was supposed to be a reality show,” I say, my voice shaking. “Not surreality. How could you do this?”

Addison looks forlorn. “I didn't! I swear. Charlie, I know how upset you've been about Zac. I thought you were getting over him and that's why you were going out with Danny. It wasn't me—”

I hold my hand up in front of her face. Hot, angry tears spill down my cheeks. “Save your speech for someone who cares. You're a liar. You're the only one who could have done this! I don't want to hear any more.” My voice cracks and the tears stars start coming harder now. I motion to the other patrons who are watching, gobsmacked. “You guys enjoy your meal. 
I hear the lobster ravioli is amazing. I'm out of here.”





fourteen

Somebody Throw Me a Life Preserver

I'm so mad that if I were a cartoon character, you would see steam shooting out of my head. If I could, I would yell at everyone on my evil list—Danny, Brooke, Addison, even the school bus driver, who jokingly said our show reminded him of The Jerry Springer Show.

I can't eat. I can't sleep. I don't want to talk to anyone, even Hallie and Keiran, who I haven't spoken to since I called them crying after my fake date to tell them what happened. Addison's left me ten messages between my house, cell, and texts. I haven't answered any of them. Mom says I'm acting like I'm three, but I don't care. I want to be left alone and I guess because of that I'm growling at anyone who gets in my way.

But mad or not, I still have to show up at a TV Guide photo shoot today. Our first- and second-week numbers for the show were good enough that the media has taken notice, and Addison told us that the TV Guide shoot will probably be the first of many offers piling in. She even suggested we might want to get a publicist, although the Fire and Ice publicist, Mandy, can coordinate and deal with our requests. I'd already said yes to the shoot before the Mr. Inflated Ego (aka Danny) incident so now I have to smile for the camera even though there is a permanent scowl on my face.

“Hey,” Hallie says, when she and Keiran pick me up to drive over to the Marina. “Is it okay to say hi or are you still taking peoples’ heads off ?”

I give Hallie a withering stare.

“Yep, she's still in wicked queen mode,” notes Keiran. “Off with their heads!” Keiran says it with a thick accent and makes a chopping motion and the two of them start to laugh, which makes me laugh—just a little.

“That wasn't so hard, was it?” asks Hallie, looking at me through the rearview mirror of her mom's Volvo. Hallie got her license last week (which, of course, was captured on tape for the show even though she was a nervous wreck about the test). Hallie's mom has been more than generous with her wheels—as long as they're only used during the day. She's too anxious to let Hallie take the car at night yet, which is fine because Brandon drives so Hallie doesn't need a car 
that much.

“I fully admit I'm weepy and whiny and in full-on annoying Meredith mode, but I can't help it,” I tell them. When one of us is extra grumpy and full of complaints, we call that person a Meredith, which is code for Grey's Anatomy's constantly whimpering resident. “I don't know how I'm even going to look at Addison,” I add. “I don't want to wear a mic, take cues, or dress up for the camera. I feel used.”

“Maybe Addison wasn't the one who used you,” Keiran says quietly.

“Kiki, have you been listening?” Hallie asks, her brown curls bouncing angrily as she stresses her point. “It has to be Addison! She's in charge of the show.”

“Maybe that's what we're supposed to believe,” Keiran says, staring out the window. She looks so pretty with her blond hair held back by a headband and with her beloved J. crew green cardigan on.

“She is in charge,” I insist. “She's the one who handles the day-to-day stuff. She gives us our schedules. She's the one who wanted Marleyna on the show, not Susan. Addison knew I was upset about Zac. She had to be the one who set me up with Danny.”

“Did Danny mention Addison's name?” Keiran asks.

“No,” I stammer, “but still.” I look at her oddly. “Do you know something?”

“I know you were lied to,” Keiran says angrily. “We all were. We were duped into thinking the show they wanted was one that was about us, but instead it feels like they're constantly creating scenarios for us that fit what they want our lives to be. God forbid our lives aren't exciting every moment of the day! ‘Nothing witty to say today, Keiran? Maybe we should just drop you.’”

“Who's being dropped?” I question as I check my reflection in my compact. My black hair isn't too bad-looking today; I blew it out straight. 

“No one,” Keiran says quickly. “I was just making a point.”

Hallie looks at me curiously through the rearview mirror. “Kiki, is there something going on that you're not telling us?”

“No,” Keiran says firmly. “I'm just mad for Charlie and for all of us. This isn't what I thought we were signing up for.”

“Me either,” Hallie admits and looks both ways before making a right turn. “I haven't minded the taping so much, but seeing myself on TV has been cringe-inducing. I really enjoyed how the second episode focused on what a huge flirt I am and how all I care about is guys,” she says sarcastically and rolls her eyes. “My mother so loved seeing that.”

“It's the way they edit,” I agree. “Anything can be altered to fit what they need. I can only imagine what the Danny date will look like. At least no one watching will know that he was hired by the show to date me.”

Hallie and Keiran don't say anything.

Oh no. “What?” I ask nervously.

“We were waiting for the right time to tell you this.” Keiran hands me a piece of paper. It's a printout from a website.

“My brother found it when he was surfing the web last night,” Hallie says. “He said the story was picked up by several sites, like E! Online.”

I don't want to look at this. It can't be good, but I can't tear my eyes away.

“I don't want to read any more.” I hand the paper back to Keiran and take some deep breaths. In and out. Out and in. Slowly. Slower still. I will not get manic.
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“Are you okay?” Keiran asks quietly, looking over her shoulder at me, slumped down in the backseat, picking at the threads of my jeans.

The angry tears that have been so frequent the past few days spring back to my eyes. “No, I'm not.”

“He's a jerk, Charlie!” Hallie says defiantly. “I can't believe a guy would stoop that low. Wait till I tell Brandon. Do you want him to track Danny down and pummel him?”

I shake my head. “I don't need any more press.”

Zac is going to see this. What's he going to think? I feel like such a fool.

Hallie pulls into the Cliffside Marina parking lot. It's just a short walk to the actual boat slips and the boats kept by half the town. That's where the shoot is taking place. Apparently TV Guide thought it would be fun to have us beach girls shot on a large boat. Yeah, that's original. Sigh. Maybe I'm just bitter.

When we get out of the car, I can hear music thumping in the distance. A large boat near the end of the slip is full of people and I can see camera equipment and flashes. That must be the boat.

Keiran grabs my arm. “Does that boat look familiar to any of you?”

“It's a big, fancy, schmancy boat.” Hallie shrugs. “They all look the same. It's probably some local hoping to make gas money.”

Keiran shakes her head. “I don't think the owner of that boat needs gas money. Look at the name on the back of the boat. You've seen it before.”

Hallie inhales sharply. “NO. WAY.”

My eyes nearly bulge out of my head. “They're using Marleyna's boat?” I freak. “Are they crazy?”

Further proof that Addison is a big fat liar who doesn't care a shred about us. All she cares about is the show! How ironic is it that it's okay to acknowledge the show within the show now by taping our TV Guide shoot, after Addison stressing forever that we can't talk about the show on camera. I am calling Susan.

“I am not going on there,” Keiran says defiantly. “I can't stand that girl.”

“Brooke must be eating this up,” says Hallie bitterly.

“I'm calling Addison,” Keiran says and punches the numbers in her cell phone. A second later she groans. “It went right to voice mail.”

“What do we do?” Hallie asks.

“I can't believe I'm saying this, but I think we have to go.” I make a face. “We can't show up. TV Guide will freak.”

“So?” Keiran demands. “They didn't give us all the details. This is entrapment. I bet they did this on purpose just to force another confrontation with Brooke and Marleyna.”

“So let's give them what they want,” Hallie pushes. “They want a war, we'll give them one. I am not being nice to either of them just because the camera is on.” She tugs on Keiran's and my arms. “Let's go.”

“Addison has turned the screws on us again,” I tell them angrily. 

“You let us worry about Addison,” Hallie tells me. She's staring straight ahead at the boat slips and the dock we're fast approaching. Her beaded flip-flops clack and click as she walks. “You just concentrate on getting through this photo session. Brandon is stopping by later anyway and if they give us any trouble, I'm sure he can take care of them. You have enough to worry about.”

I smile at her and open the gate to the dock. “Thanks, Hallie.”

The three of us slowly approach the back of the boat. I wasn't really paying attention to Marleyna's boat the night of our party, but now I can't help but stare. Up close, the boat looks like it's the size of my house. There is a mammoth outdoor deck area with a wet bar and several white cushioned seats and banquets, and sliding glass doors that must lead to the interior kitchen and bedrooms below. There is a camera crew, which I assume is TV Guide's, setting up lighting and taking test shots, but I don't see any sign of Brooke or Marleyna. Addison is MIA too. Above the deck is a smaller one for the captain. Since we're staying docked, the crew has cameras up there to capture every angle. Hank spots us and runs over with our mics and our battery packs. Without asking, he hooks us up.

“You girls are going to be on all day today,” Hank tells us. “Boss's orders.”

“Where is the boss anyway?” Hallie asks, casually, tugging on one of her curls.

Hank shrugs. “She was flipping out when we got here and she's been on the phone ever since. I'm sure she's around someplace.”

“Charlotte?” A thirty-something woman with wire-rimmed glasses and a chic fitted blazer and jeans stands beside me. “I'm Grace from TV Guide. I'll be writing the profile on you and the girls.”

Smile. Make nice. “Hi, Grace.” I shake her hand. “Nice to meet you. This is Hallie and Keiran.” Everyone says hello.

“We're so glad you girls were available to do this,” Grace tells us. “I'm a huge fan of the show already. Everyone in the office is talking about it.”

“That's good to hear,” Hallie says.

Grace nods. “It sounds like you have a lot of killer story lines coming up and some great new additions to the cast. 
Marleyna was just telling me about her first taping. Speaking of which, I was wondering if one of you would want to get an interview done now before…”

But I'm no longer paying attention. At the word Marleyna, my blood boils. Marleyna is part of this photo shoot? Even if this is her boat and she is joining the cast, which we already know, she's not one of the principals. Addision never mentioned she'd be here.

“Marleyna is here?” Hallie questions darkly. “Who approved that?”

Grace looks confused. “Well, I thought you guys did?” She poses it as a question, which only leads me to believe she's right. This came from our side. “We saw her in a promo, but she's not in the press material. Addison was—”

“Where is Addison?” I want to know and I want to know now.

Grace points to the double doors. “She's inside with the other girls, who are picking wardrobe. I haven't had a chance to talk to her yet because she's been on the phone, but—”

I don't need to hear more. I storm through the double doors with Hallie and Keiran hot on my heels. My slip-on sneakers are perfect for hurrying along. We may be contracted to do press and shoot the show, but they can't treat us like this.

I look at the spacious living room. It's been transformed into a wardrobe area. Racks of bathing suits and cover-ups surround the room. Rows of cute heels line the floor. In one corner, a makeup artist is laying out her equipment in front of a traveling mirror. Next to her is a guy with styling tools. Both of them smile at us. I try to smile back, but I have a one-track mind: Find Addison.

“Where is everyone?” Keiran asks and Hallie shushes her.

“I hear someone talking,” she says.

The three of us take a step into the room, but stop. The voices are coming from another room. We tiptoe across the living room, aware that we're being watched by the stylists, and move closer to what I assume is the kitchen. A bright light shines through the doorway. I know that type of light well. It can only be one thing: a video camera light.

“Are you sure it's okay I'm here today?” I hear someone say in a small voice.

“Leyna! Of course it's okay.” I recognize Brooke's voice.

“It's just, after the way the girls treated me at your party…” Marleyna's voice trails off.

“They're just jealous,” Brooke says dismissively. “They can't handle the fact that I'm moving on. We don't have the same interests anymore and I'm not the type to be friends just for the sake of being friends. You and I have much more in common.”

“True,” Marleyna admits. “They have no taste in shopping. Especially Hallie. What was she thinking wearing that dress to the party? I guess that's what you wear when you're gunning for the Slutty Playmate crown.” The two of them giggle.

I grab Hallie's arm to keep her from diving through the door and tackling Marleyna to the floor.

“What about Charlie?” Brooke's voice drips with disdain. “‘Hey! Look at me. This is my party and I'm not leaving. I want to stay with my people. I can't go on that boat.’ Please. She just put on a show for the cameras. She loves coming off as little Miss Goody-Two Shoes. Always in charge. Always the center of things. And you know what? When you and I showed up on your yacht and people were all over us, she couldn't handle it. She can't stand when someone else gets the spotlight.”

I grab Hallie's hand and squeeze tightly. She actually yelps, but thankfully not loudly.

“Well, she better get used to sharing,” Marleyna tells her. “You and I are the new act in town and we're not going anywhere. The only one being voted off around here is Keiran. She's such a wet blanket.”

Brooke giggles. “That girl is a ghost both in school and out. Charlie and Hallie are the only people who actually pay attention to her.”

I glance at Keiran. Her face falls. Hearing Brooke be so evil toward one of my best friends—one that was her best friend too only weeks ago—is more than I can take. Even though I'm still holding Hallie's hand, I push into the kitchen and she stumbles in behind me.

Brooke and Marleyna are at the kitchen island munching on a vegetable platter. Both girls are wearing bikinis, their mics, and heels. Marleyna has a tiny pink wrap tied sideways around her matching bikini. Brooke is wearing a black one that leaves nothing to the imagination. If TV Guide thinks I'm putting on anything that looks like that, they've got another think coming. Phil and Hank are taping them.

When Marleyna sees me, she drops her celery mid-bite. Phil whispers something into his headpiece and turns one camera my way.

“Hi, girls!” I say cheerfully, and shaking, I make my way over to the island. I grab a carrot, swipe some dip, and take a munch. “What are we talking about?” I rest my elbows on the cool marble countertop.

Brooke looks momentarily stunned.

“Wait a minute. Brooke, you weren't just bashing your best friends, were you?” I tsk. “Oh, that's right, we're not your BFs anymore. You dumped us for the Paris Hilton wannabe over here.” I nod toward Marleyna. “Smart move. She does have a lot more money than us. She's thinner. And this boat rocks. Which kind of makes me wonder, what does she see in you, Brooke? After all, you're a farmer's daughter who shops at the Tanger Outlets.”

Hallie is behind me and she gasps. I don't care if I sound mean. I can't stop now. Brooke's jaw is on the floor. I look at Marleyna and smile sweetly. “Makes me kind of wonder about you too, Marleyna. What do you need Brooke for? You have tons of friends from your private school, I'm sure.”

“Why do you have to be so mean, Charlie?” Marleyna sniffs.

I laugh. “Don't pretend to be so innocent. It's amazing how different you act when you have an audience. When you don't have one, you can barely give us a simple ‘hi.’ Could it be you're only interested in Brooke for the publicity? She does have a pretty sweet deal going here.”

“CUT!” Phil yells. “Um, Charlie, you know you can't refer to the show when you're on the show,” he reminds me.

“Why not?” I demand. “Isn't that what this whole episode is about? Us shooting a photo shoot for our show? You can't contradict yourselves all the time! You twist everything,” I shout.

Phil turns to Hank and mumbles what I think is: “Find Addison.”

Marleyna pulls her mic off. “How dare you say that stuff about me! And while we're taping!”

“If it's true, why not?” Hallie retorts and moves into Marleyna's personal space.

“You may be through with us, Brooke, but I never thought you would stoop this low,” Keiran says quietly.

Brooke turns away and doesn't say anything. I hear footsteps and the next thing I know, Addison is standing at the table.

“Girls, what's going on here?” Addison is out of breath. Her cell phone is clutched tightly in her hand. “There's a reporter here. You're going to make things look very bad for yourselves.”

I glare at her. “I think you've done a good enough job of that yourself.”

It's as if Addison just realized who she was talking to. “Charlie. I didn't know you were—I wanted to talk to you. All of you.” She looks at Hallie and Keiran. “I didn't know we were shooting here today. I didn't—”

“Save it,” I tell her bitterly. “I'm done listening to your lies. We all are.” I storm out of the room and bump right into Grace, who is furiously taking notes in the doorway. I look at her tiny tape recorder. The wheels are moving on the cassette. She's heard our whole conversation.

“Hi, Charlie,” Grace says, trying to sound upbeat. “I was hoping you might have time to answer a few questions.”

Addison is right behind me. “Not right now, Grace. I need to talk to Charlie privately for a second.”

She ushers me into the bathroom and tries to close the door, but I won't let her shut it. “We don't have anything to say to each other.”

“If you would just hear me out,” Addison pleads. “I didn't know Marleyna was going to be here.”

“Of course you didn't! You're on our side. How could I forget?” I say and try not to cry. I feel so beaten down and I haven't taken a single picture yet. How am I supposed to smile when I feel this way? Heidi Klum has a much tougher job than I thought she did. “I don't want to talk to you right now,” I seethe.

“Oh, Charlie,” Addison says, sounding forlorn. “You've got to hear me out. Please. This isn't what I signed up for either. If you would just listen—”

“I'll stay and do the shoot; you can tape whatever you like, but I am not posing with Marleyna,” I cut her off. “She is not part of the main cast. If she wants to take some shots with Brooke, then fine, but not with us. I'm not talking about her to Grace. Hallie and Keiran won't want to either and you better back us up. It's the least you can do.”

Addison puts her hand out to stop me. “I took care of that. She's not in the cast photos.”

Wow. Really? “Good.” I stare at Addison and Addison stares back in silence. “Can I go now?”

Addison looks like she wants to say more, but she fights against it. “Yes.” She holds the door open and I slide past her. “But, Charlie?” she questions. “You can't avoid me forever. There is so much I want to say. We have to talk.”

I don't quite understand what Addison is getting at, but I know one thing. “I'm tired of talking,” I say wearily. “On camera and off.”





fifteen

A Spoonful of Sugar Doesn't Help the Medicine Go Down

Keiran, Hallie, and I sit glumly in Milk and Sugar, aimlessly stirring our iced coffees. I'm supposed to be waitressing, but Ryan took one look at my puffy face and said to take the afternoon off—and eat and drink anything I wanted on the house. None of us have said anything for almost an hour.

“I don't think I want to do this anymore.” Keiran's voice cracks as she says the words.

I instantly feel a wave of relief come over me. “Neither do I.” I look at Hallie's sad face.

“I'm out too,” Hallie chimes in quickly. After the TV Guide shoot ended, she got a call from Brandon. He confessed that he was only dating her to get on TV.

“But we signed a contract,” Keiran says glumly as she pulls apart her cranberry muffin. “I don't think we have a choice.”

“Maybe if we tell Susan how miserable we are she'll listen,” Hallie suggests and takes a bite of her second glazed donut of the afternoon. “Charlie, you said she's been supportive every time you call her.”

“Supportive, yes, but we're still making the network money,” I point out glumly. “Why would she let us leave? It will never happen. We're going to have to finish out our episodes with Brooke and Marleyna.”

“I can't believe she's a regular cast member,” Keiran says and rolls her eyes. “Just the thought of having to see her all the time makes me want to throw up.”

“A lot of things make me want to throw up,” Hallie seconds. “Like Brandon.”

Hallie just spoke to Brandon, and her day went from bad to worse. Turns out he's as into getting his fifteen minutes of fame as Brooke is. He dated Hallie only because of the show.

“How did I miss the signs?” Hallie looks terrible. “I mean, sure he had no problem with the show and some guys wouldn't have been so willing, but I thought he really cared about me.”

“Maybe he did,” Keiran points out. “Fame does strange things to people. Maybe he fell for you and then fell harder for the cameras.”

Hallie shakes her head. “No, Brandon knew what he was doing. And he probably would have kept doing it if that thing with Danny hadn't happened.” She looks at me. “I was so angry about what he did to you that I wouldn't shut up about it. I guess I freaked Brandon out because he finally felt the need to tell me the truth.” She sips her iced coffee. “Maybe Zac had the right idea after all.”

“He tried calling me last night,” I tell them and they both look at me with piqued interest. “I didn't pick up.”

“Why?” Hallie is shocked.

I stare into my drink. “I feel like a fool. I've been mad at Zac for so long, and I finally realized something: Maybe the reason I was so mad is because part of me didn't want to be on the show either.”

“And now we're trapped,” Hallie says, and buries her face in her hands. “This really sucks.”

The tiny bell on the Milk and Sugar front door jingles and the three of us look up. Addison. She looks miserable. Her dirty-blond hair is frizzy, her gray tank is wrinkled, and she has a stain on her dark jeans.

“Well, if it isn't the she-devil,” I say bitterly. “Ryan?” I yell. “Can you tell our guest she's not welcome here anymore?”

Ryan knows the whole sordid story and he's not happy about it. He moves around the counter and tries to speak, but Addison holds up her hands in surrender.

“Please? This is really important. I need to talk to the girls for two minutes and then I'll leave.”

Ryan looks at us and I look at Hallie and Keiran. Fine. I nod to him and he makes room for Addison to walk past. She stops a few inches from our table.

“Can I take a seat?” she asks quietly. She has dark rings under her eyes.

“We'd prefer if you stand,” Hallie tells her.

“I understand,” Addison says and places her hands in her jeans pockets. “I came to apologize.”

“For what exactly?” I want to know. “For setting me up with Danny? For caring more about the show than our feelings? For letting Marleyna be a cast member and claiming the decision wasn't yours?”

Addison shakes her head and shifts uneasily. I can tell she's uncomfortable. She has all the trademark signs. Not looking me in the eye. Shifting from foot to foot. Running her hand through her hair. Classic Peyton Schmidt, my friend in fifth grade who used to lie all the time. “I know this looks bad, but—”

“No buts.” I cut her off. “You don't care about any of us. You're just doing your job and part of your job is to be a liar.”

“Charlie, please, if you would just have taken my call, I could have explained,” Addison begs, looking upset.

“Did you get Brandon to ask me out as well?” Hallie asks angrily.

“What are you talking about?” Addison asks.

“Brandon only dated me because I was on this ridiculous show.” Hallie's hands are flying, and her bracelets clank angrily too. “He just told me.”

Addison looks miserable. “I'm so sorry, Hallie. I had nothing to do with that one, but still. I'm sorry about a lot of things. You know, you three aren't the only ones who've been lied to. If you would just give me a minute to explain—”

“Why would we believe anything you have to say?” I spit. “I don't want to hear any more. If we're stuck doing this show then we want you off it. I should have done this sooner. I'm calling Susan.” Addison's eyes widen. “She needs to know the truth.” I pull out my phone, find Susan's number, and hit send.

“Charlie!” Keiran wigs out. “Wait. Don't call her.”

“Why?” Hallie asks. “We have every right to call her. She's the one who hired us, not Addison.”

“Charlie, listen, Susan isn't who you think she is,” Keiran says.

“Kiki, enough with the cryptic messages. What are you talking about?” Hallie demands.

“Charlie, hang up, please,” Addison begs.

I ignore them both. “I've been talking to Susan the whole time,” I tell Addison. “She's been sympathetic. She told me you were the one who hired Marleyna full time even though she didn't want her on the show.”

“Susan said that?” Addison asks, her mouth hanging open.

I nod. “She said she wanted to give you the reins to the show and that making big decisions was part of the process. Why couldn't you have just told us that, Addison?”

“Charlie, you don't know everything,” Addison says. “If you would just hang up, I'll tell you everything. I promise.”

“Hang up, Charlie,” Keiran tries again.

“Kiki, whose side are you on?” Hallie is upset too.

The receptionist picks up. “Susan Strom's office, please. Yes, I need to speak to her. It's urgent. Tell her this is Charlotte Reed. I'm on hold,” I tell the others.

“Charlie, you don't want to do this,” Addison tells me worriedly. “Susan hasn't been truthful with you either.”

“Charlie! How are you?” Susan's pleasant voice comes over the line. “Is something wrong? I thought you were supposed to be at the TV Guide photo shoot. It's a big day for you girls. I can't believe you're shooting your first cover.”

I cut her off. “Susan, we did the shoot, but we ended early. I need to talk to you seriously about Addison.” I stare at her coldly. “I don't think she's working out as our producer.”

There is silence on the other end. “Oh? Why is that?”

“A number of reasons, but mostly because she's a fake,” I explain. Keiran is motioning wildly for me to stop. “Did you know she set me up on a date with a guy to get good soundbites? This guy Danny, who was a waiter at the premiere party, didn't actually like me. He asked me out for the publicity—
publicity that Addison promised him. You can read his whole interview online. And today, our shoot was supposed to happen on a boat and no one told us it was Marleyna's boat. No one asked us about Marleyna becoming a cast member either.” I could go on and on. “I know you said you wanted Addison to feel like this is her show, but the rest of us don't want to be on it if it includes Marleyna. I thought this show was about the four of us,” I continue. “Instead, Addison has looked for controversy and backstabbing at every opportunity. This show is nothing like Secret Life! I think Addison wants our friendship to go bad because it looks good on film.” I keep rambling on, citing examples.

I look up. Addison's face is white. Keiran won't look at me. After a while I realize Susan isn't saying anything. “Susan?”

More silence. Finally she says coolly, “I didn't realize we were making you so unhappy, Charlie. I'm really surprised to hear this. You know, most girls would kill for this opportunity and yet you're getting caught up in minute details.”

“I'd hardly call the things I mentioned minute,” I say, confused by her tone.

“You've signed a contract to do this show,” Susan says sharply. “And you have several more episodes to film. We have the option of picking up more. This is scripted reality. I told you that at the beginning, Charlie. You should have thought about what that meant if you had a problem with it. Scripted means we have a say and when we see an opportunity that would work for the show and for you, we have an obligation to take it. There is a lot of money and a lot of jobs at stake here, including mine. Can you blame me for being invested in exploring new cast members and plot lines?”

Oh my God. “You're the one who set me up with Danny, aren't you?” My voice is hoarse. Hallie's eyes widen.

“Yes,” Susan admits. “I was doing what I thought was best for you and the show. The same goes for Marleyna. You were having problems with Brooke long before this girl came aboard. Marleyna only heightened your problems and the dramatics have made for some great scenes.”

“But you told me Addison hired Marleyna,” I say, feeling suddenly very stupid and very naïve. “You made it seem like Addison was making all the decisions behind the camera. You were so sympathetic every time I called you.” I look at Addison. She looks just as bothered as I feel.

“I did what I needed to do to make this show a success,” Susan says bluntly. “You're a teenager. What do you know about ratings and salaries and making a hit show? If I lied, it was only to protect you from things that would have upset you. You didn't need to know that I was the one calling the shots. Addison has been my go-to girl and my fall guy when I've needed it.”

“Well, she's not your fall guy anymore,” I snap. “None of us are doing this. Keiran, Hallie, and I want off the show. We're not going to be part of your game.”

“Charlie, I suggest you watch your tone,” Susan says icily. “You work for the Fire and Ice Network. You signed a contract and I'd hate to remind you what it would mean to fall into breach of that contract. Even your parents couldn't bail you out of that one so I would tread lightly here. We're going to be working together for a while and I'd hate to have there be tension between us. Now I have a meeting I'm needed in and I'd like to hang up before you say anything you regret. I suggest you head back to the boat and finish your shoot.” Click.

I'm dumbfounded. I resist the urge to drop the phone like it's on fire.

It's Susan. Susan is the mastermind behind everything. Why didn't I see it before? I'm such an idiot.

“That's what I came here to tell you,” Addison says quietly. She bites her lip nervously and looks around. She pulls the mic off her gray tank tee and shuts off the battery pack. She pulls her BlackBerry out of her back pocket and shuts that off too. Addison's eyes are filled with tears. “I feel as lied to as you guys do,” Addison laments. “I've been Susan's protégé for a while. I was her intern before that. She always treated me amazingly and when she told me she was putting me in charge of my first-ever show, I was shocked. A lot of the people I worked with were jealous. They said twenty-five was too young to run a show, but Susan didn't care. She said she'd be there for me every step of the way and show me how things are done. Susan said she wanted a series about four best friends and their lives. Something happy and cute. Not backstabbing, fistfights, and broken hearts. I didn't sign up for this either.”

Hallie pulls out a chair and Addison takes it gratefully. She makes herself comfortable and I motion to Ryan to get her a drink. He's heard the whole conversation—there's no one here but us since school hasn't gotten out yet—and he quickly pours her an iced coffee.

“Thanks,” Addison says and takes a long sip through the straw before continuing. “The minute we started the series, I knew I was in over my head. Susan was demanding from our first day of shooting. She called me incessantly! That's why I'm always slipping away to take calls. She said there was a lot of money riding on this show and it was on her head if it failed. She was the one who pushed for a warm and fuzzy look at best friends and then when she saw the first episode and how—no offense—boring it was, she freaked out and decided to spice things up.” Addison looks miserable. “She didn't want anyone to know it was her. Susan wanted me to be the one taking the punches. She watches every tape reel! Reads every e-mail about the week's plans! She's desperate to beat MTV in the ratings for reality programming and she wants this show to be the biggest ever. She watches the dailies and comments on all of you. She tells me if you are being too boring, or too stiff, and what she wants. She makes me create scenes and refilm other ones.” Addison looks at Keiran. “She's been the toughest on you, Keiran, and I'm so sorry.”

Keiran is crying now and all I can do is look at her. “What did she do to you?” I whisper.

“I've been too embarrassed to tell you guys,” Keiran sniffles. “That's what Addison wanted to talk to me about after lunch that day at the Windjammer. Susan thinks my babysitting spots are lame, I have no personality, and my parents are dull. She suggested I pick a fight with them to jazz things up. I almost died when I heard that.”

“Susan told me if Keiran's story lines didn't improve, she wanted to phase her out.” Addison's voice cracks. “And she wanted me to be the one to tell Keiran. I felt awful about it. I came up with all these scenarios to save Keiran's story line, but it made me sick to my stomach to have to do it. Keiran's life is real and we shouldn't have to fake it to make it appear more interesting.”

“Addison broke down when she saw me break down,” Keiran tells us, and smiles at Addison. “That's when she confessed everything to me. I've known the truth about Susan for a few weeks now, but I couldn't tell you guys. I didn't want Addison to get in trouble and I knew you were talking to Susan, Charlie, and you were so mad at Addison. I couldn't tell you what was going on without the risk of causing more problems.”

“Kiki, you've been holding this in the whole time?” Now I feel even worse.

Keiran nods. “Addison's been trying to help me with my segments, but it's hard to concentrate. All I want is off this show. I've just been too ashamed to tell you two, especially after what happened with Brooke. I didn't want you guys to be mad at me for wanting to leave. I couldn't stand losing another friend because of this stupid show.” She's crying really hard now.

“You could never lose us.” I hug Keiran. “You shouldn't have held all this in. We could have helped you.”

“What happened with Keiran made me really see how Susan's ways were affecting you guys,” Addison confesses. “The crew doesn't get involved so they don't know what is going on, but I couldn't handle it. I confronted Susan and she basically threatened me to keep quiet or I'd never get another producing job again. But I'm not sure I want one if this is what it takes.” Addison's eyes are watery. “This isn't a drama or a sitcom. She's messing with people's lives.”

Addison takes another sip of her iced coffee and the rest of us hold our breath, waiting to hear more. “She's the one who found Danny. She didn't even tell me about him! She's the one who let Brooke bring Marleyna on. Susan loves the controversy she's caused between you guys. When I told her that Marleyna was destroying your friendship with Brooke, she didn't care. She only cares about what makes good television. She gave Marleyna a contract, but I know, Charlie, she told you it was me who did. She said not to tell you that she was suggesting it. It was just the way things were done.” Addison looks at the table. “I believed her. What did I know? I've only been at Fire and Ice for two years, and Susan loves to remind me of that. She said if I wanted to create a name for myself I would listen to everything she had to say.” Addison laughs bitterly. “I thought she was trying to be my mentor. Not run the show from behind the scenes. But that's what she's doing.”

“I feel like a fool,” I say shyly. “I just assumed. I mean, you work for Susan. I figured you wanted to make this job the best thing on your resume so you'd do whatever it took.”

Addison shakes her head. “Everyone does things to get ahead in their careers, but if this is how television production works, then I don't want to be a part of it. I should have listened to my mom and become a writer.” She smiles. “That's what I really wanted to do anyway. TV is cruel. I want to sit in an office all day and write by myself.”

Ryan brings over a plate of cookies and puts them in the center of the table. “On the house,” he says and winks at me. The four of us take one.

“So Addison's miserable and we're miserable,” I say in between bites. “What are we going to do about it?”

“You said it yourself—they're not going to let us out of the contract if they're making money,” Keiran says miserably.

“Keiran's right,” Addison agrees. “Susan will never let you guys go. She likes this show and she's determined to do what it takes to make it huge.”

“Which means she may let me go,” Keiran says brightly. “She already thinks I'm dead weight.” This makes her laugh a little. “We just have to figure out how to spring you guys.”

“Kiki, you might be on to something there.” Hallie grabs another cookie. “If Kiki is boring and Susan doesn't want her around, maybe all we have to do is be boring too and she'll let us go.”

I shake my head. “Won't it be obvious if we're all suddenly sullen and drab? Susan will just come up with new scenarios to make us more exciting.”

“Maybe you can't be boring, but you can be honest,” Addison suggests. “The last thing Susan wants is bad publicity. Fire and Ice already has enough PR problems with Surf's Up and all the fights those boys get into. She wanted The Cliffs to be anything but problematic.”

“So what do you suggest?” I ask, intrigued.

“The one thing Susan can't stand is negative press,” Addison tells us. “Scandalous details and catfights, she adores. Right now you're giving her exactly what she wants. But if you were to somehow start telling the truth about how fabricated some of the story lines were, what happened on your date with Danny, well, then Susan might go off the deep end.” Addison smiles devilishly.

“Would she be mad enough to fire us?” Hallie asks hopefully.

“She might,” Addison says. “Or she could make your lives miserable and hold you to the contract. She can be vindictive so there is no way of telling.”

We're all quiet. I'm sure we're wondering the same thing: How do we get kicked off The Cliffs without making things worse for ourselves? Whatever we do has to be on a scale so big that Susan can't deny what we're saying is the truth. “I've got it!” I yell. “We need to do a live show!”

“That's perfect!” Addison agrees. “The Apprentice has done one. Dancing with the Stars does it all the time. Live TV is one way Susan couldn't stop you.”

I'm all wound up. “Think of all the ways they could publicize it.”

“I don't get it.” Keiran is confused. “How would a live show help our cause?”

“If we bash Susan and the show on live network television they won't be able to edit it and they'll be forced to let us go,” I tell them excitedly. I look at Addison. “Susan would be so humiliated that she'd have to terminate us immediately, no?”

“What if she sues us for defamation of character?” Hallie asks worriedly.

“Yeah, Charlie, maybe bashing Susan isn't the best idea,” Addison agrees. “But I do like the live show idea. If you reveal how the show really works it still makes everyone look bad.”

“What about Brooke?” Keiran points out. “She'll try to stop us.”

“She won't know what we're up to,” I insist. “All she'll know is that the show is live.”

“I feel kind of bad,” Hallie says, sounding sheepish. “Brooke loves the show.” We all look at her like she's crazy. “I know she's not our friend anymore, but you see how happy it makes her.”

“I'm not sure ‘happy’ is the word,” I say dryly.

“Maybe you won't ruin it for her,” Addison says. “Brooke won't say anything bad about the show. She'll come out sparkling clean. Susan can always spin off the Brooke and Marleyna show. I'm sure they would love it.”

“But what about you?” Keiran asks quietly. “You'll be fired for helping us.”

I forgot about that. Now that I know the truth about Addison, the last thing I want is to take her down. “I don't want you to take the fall for us.”

“I sort of got you guys into this and I'm going to help you get out,” Addison says firmly. “I want off this show too. I'm not sure TV is for me anyway. The hours, being so far from home all the time, taking orders all day long. The stress… my acupuncturist says it's doing bad things for my qi.” She smiles. “I've been thinking about things a lot the past few days and I think I want to go back to school and get my master's in communication. Who knows? Maybe I'll work at a magazine or write a book about Susan—it could be The Devil Wears Prada of the television industry.”

“I would read that.” I smile. I look at Hallie and Keiran. “So what do you guys think?”

“I think it could really work,” Hallie says excitedly.

“I'm one hundred percent behind this,” Keiran agrees.

“You're sure?” Addison asks. “It's a lot to give up, you know. Not everyone is ready to walk away from the fame, the money, the perks.”

I look at my friends, the ones I have left. Brooke is a totally different person now. I don't think we'll ever be friends again. The four of us have fought more these last few months than we ever did before Fire and Ice came knocking. Keiran's self-esteem has plummeted, Hallie has been used, and I chose the show over the first guy I ever really liked. We've been damaged enough. It's time to end this. “We want our old lives back,” I say softly.

Addison smiles. “I completely understand. First things first—I have to get Susan behind the live show concept. I might not call her now; after just talking to you, Charlie, she's probably in a bad mood, but I'll call tomorrow. I want to go back to my place and brainstorm. After we get a yes, we'll hash out the details.”

“Brooke and Marleyna will jump at the chance to do live TV.” Hallie's eyes flash mischievously. “They'll be your biggest supporters. Hey, maybe we should tell them we want to have a sit-down on the show to discuss things. That would definitely entice them and Susan.”

Addison laughs. “I love it!”

“We'll do whatever it takes to make this happen,” I insist.

“Good,” says Addison, sounding satisfied. “Because if this is going to work, it's going to take all of us. We need major organization here.”

Hallie and Keiran look at me and try not to laugh. “Don't worry about that,” I tell Addison. “When it comes to being organized, you've come to the right place.”





sixteen

Get Your Game Face On

I'm pacing the floor at Milk and Sugar and talking to myself like Lou, that creepy cashier at the Five and Dime in town. Unlike Lou, who is stuck wearing a dull brown worker's shirt, I'm dressed to impress in a green sleeveless mini. I figured if this was my last TV appearance—and probably the one that will be YouTubed the most—I'd better look good.

“Charlie, if you keep doing that, you're going to wear out the linoleum,” Ryan jokes. “Maybe you should sit. Or have a hot chocolate. That always calms you down.”

“Ryan, it's eighty-five degrees out,” I remind him, feeling cranky.

“That's never stopped you before,” Ryan says as he adjusts his apron with the snazzy new Milk and Sugar logo.

I stop in my tracks, and let my shoulders drop. I'm feeling my Meredith whiny side returning. “What if this doesn't work? What if it totally backfires and my life only gets worse? What if someone realizes what we're trying to do?”

“You're doing a live show,” Ryan reminds me, as if I need reminding. “You're going to make mistakes. No one will notice anything odd. Just be your usual, adorable self.”

Ryan knows our game plan—he was there when we discussed it with Addison—but he's the only one. We agreed that the fewer people involved, the better off we were and the safer they were. We didn't want to take anyone else down with us. It's been two weeks, and so far, everything Addison has set up is going according to plan.

When Addison pitched the idea of a live episode centered around a confrontation between Brooke's camp and mine, Susan thought the idea was brilliant. Addison said she ate up the idea of publicizing the episode everywhere from Us Weekly to Teen Vogue. She even had the press department invite both magazines, plus People.com, to the set for exclusives.

Addison and I were worried that Susan would bring up my irate phone call to her, and of course she did, but 
Addison assured her I was just upset about my failed date with Danny and I was fully committed to the show. It's been hard faking things while we waited for the live episode, but Hallie, Keiran, and I managed to shoot our episodes both together and separately—only running into Brooke once at the Crab Shack—without incident. As Hallie pointed out, having a stop date to the show (well, we hope) made filming the last few weeks easier.

Even being ignored by Brooke hasn't been so bad. I watched our latest episode the other night and it's almost like we're on two different shows. There are the Hallie/Keiran/Charlie segments and the Marleyna/Brooke ones, and inevitably at some point in the show, one group will talk smack about the other group. One of the weekly tabloids told Addison their readers can't get enough of the controversy. Apparently I come across as quite sympathetic—the best friend dumped for the fabulous, flashy rich girl—and readers polled are on my side. That news aggravated Marleyna and Brooke, who, the editor told Addison on the down low, have been doing all they can to stay in the gossip mags themselves. Last week they actually sent pizza to the entire staff of one magazine on closing night (which is the night an issue goes to print. They work sometimes till 3 AM!). They included a note saying “We know you're up late! Thought you could use some sustenance. Love, Marleyna and Brooke, The Cliffs.”

I guess bribery is Brooke's new weapon these days.

And now, here we are. Less than an hour before everyone is due to film the biggest show we've ever done. Phil, Hank, Kayla, and the crew are setting up angles around the center table in the closed restaurant where our powwow will take place. Addison is running around, BlackBerry glued to her fingers, taking care of last-minute details. Hallie and Keiran should be arriving soon. There's no sign of Brooke and Marleyna yet, but this is real. It's going to happen. And while it might have been my bright idea, now I'm ready to throw up.

“Are you sure you don't want a hot chocolate?” Ryan frowns. “You don't look so good.”

I grab for the nearest chair, reaching a paisley print recliner, and plop into it. “Maybe I will take that drink.” I look just fine—well, physically. My raven hair is wavy and shiny, and my outfit is really cute, if I do say so myself. I'm wearing a snug green tank dress. And I picked it out without Brooke's help!

“Hot cocoa with extra cream,” Ryan recites. “Coming right up!”

The front door jingles, announcing someone's arrival, but I don't bother to look up. I'm too busy thinking about the things I'm going to say on live TV. Things that can never be taken back. I know I have to say them—I want to say them—but I'm petrified.

“Charlie?”

I look up. “Zac!” I spring out of my chair. “What are you doing here?” I panic.

“Looking for you,” he says with a grin.

He looks as good today as he did yesterday at our weekly paper meeting, or the day before that when he came to school with stubble after oversleeping and not having time to shave. (I overheard him tell one of the guys that. Not me. I'm still sort of keeping my distance.) He smells terrific—that can't just be soap, can it?—and I can't stop staring at his eyes. I wish I could stare at them all day. They're very calming.

“Do you have a minute?” Zac interrupts my fantasy. He grabs the chair next to mine. “It's kind of important.”

Wait. What? A minute? To talk? I glance at the clock. No, no, no. Not now. “Actually I don't,” I say even though it 
kills me.

His face drops. “Just hear me out. I know I was a jerk about things, but I've been doing a lot of thinking—”

“You weren't a jerk,” I tell him. “It's just—”

The jingle on the door makes me jump. Addison's face is grave.

“Zac, can you give me a second?” I ask. I rush across the room.

“Susan is coming,” Addison practically whispers. “She wouldn't miss the opportunity to talk to the press about her brilliant idea to do a live show.” Addison rolls her eyes. “That woman is a grown-up Marleyna.” Addison glances over my shoulder. “You've got to get Zac out of here.”

I cut her off. “I'm on it.”

“Work fast,” Addison tells me as she glances at her BlackBerry. “Susan just turned off the highway and is only twenty minutes away.”

“Sorry about that,” I apologize to Zac. “We're shooting a live episode today and everyone is really nervous.”

“I heard,” Zac says.

“You did?” I ask. “How?”

He smiles his picture-perfect grin. “E! Online, People.com, the Cliffside High halls. Word travels fast in this town.”

“Don't I know it,” I deadpan. If one more person at school asks about my fight with Brooke, I'll scream. “Anyway, my executive producer is showing up in a few minutes and I have to get ready.”

Zac's face is suddenly serious. “That's why I'm here. Confession time. That day you were going on a date with another guy, I realized I was making a big mistake.”

He did?

“I shouldn't have let you slip away just because I didn't want to be on the show,” Zac says regretfully. “I'm sure we can work something out. TV isn't something I want to do, but if you're into it, I could make more of an effort.” His face is hopeful.

And then, before my jaw can fall off my face completely, he adds this: “I like you, Charlie. Too much to be scared away by some cameras.”

Oh. My. God. I've fantasized Zac would say this a million times. But not today!

He looks around the room and smiles. “Besides, you said it's short-term, right?”

Shorter than you know, I want to tell him. But I can't explain right at this moment, as much as I want to. I grab his hand tightly. “Zac, I really want to talk to you about this, but something major is about to go down and I have to take care of this first.”

The doorbell jingles again and I see Brooke and Marleyna. They see me and start to whisper. I push Zac toward the door. “You have to get out of here. I promise I'll explain everything later.”

“Charlie, what's going on?” Zac asks. “Are you okay?”

“I will be.” I'm honest. “You just have to trust me.”

I open the door for him just in time. Susan is walking up to the store as I push Zac out. She is wearing a fitted khaki pantsuit and high heels. She's too busy reading her BlackBerry to notice him. I give Susan a wave. I'm surprised I can even lift my arm.

“What was that?” Hallie freaks as she skirts up next to me with Keiran at her side. They both look great for their final close-up. Hallie is in skinny jeans and a flirty lavender tank top that matches her flip-flops. Keiran is in a mini-dress, like me, hers paisley and white, which showcases her darkening tan. She always gets a good one early.

I can barely breathe I'm so freaked out. I'm still in utter disbelief over what just happened. “Zac wants to be with me. TV show or no TV show.”

“I knew Zac was a good guy,” Keiran says, and plays with her ponytail. “What did you say?”

“I told him I couldn't talk right now,” I say miserably.

“You'll explain everything later,” Hallie assures me, and pulls me with them. “First we have to deal with the elephant in the room.”

Susan is chatting with Addison, who has her headset on, and two women I don't recognize. Brooke and Marleyna are with them. Both are in red, which I find kind of funny. Marleyna has on red shorts, a navy dress shirt knotted at her waist, and navy heels. Brooke is in a red slip dress.

“I don't think I can come clean with Susan standing feet away.” Keiran chews a strand of hair nervously. “It's like standing calmly by while a ship sinks—and we're the ones sinking it.”

I put my hands on her shoulders and steady her. “It's pretty much us or her,” I remind Keiran. “This is our one shot at freedom. If we don't take it, we may never get another one. We have to go for it.”

“But not too quickly,” Hallie stresses. “The show is twenty-two minutes with commercials so we have to remember what Addison said. We have to pace our put-downs.”

Keiran groans. “So I have to look at the second hand on my watch to time my bashings? This is torture. No wonder Susan wanted me off the show. I don't have the guts to do this.”

“Yes, you do,” I say firmly. “You're ten trillion times better than Susan realizes.” I smile. “Today will prove it.”

Susan's clicking heels announce her arrival. “Hi, girls,” she says cheerfully, sounding just as bubbly as she did the first time she talked to me at Milk and Sugar. Her hair is pin-straight. “The network is buzzing over tonight's live show,” she says. “Addison told me you girls came up with the idea yourselves. Who was the mastermind?”

Mastermind is more fitting than Susan realizes. “Uh.” We all look at each other. “It was a group decision,” I tell her.

“I was just telling the same thing to Brooke and Marleyna,” Susan confides. “A live show is a great opportunity for all of you girls to air out your differences. There should be no secrets between friends.”

Funny coming from Susan, who has thrived on keeping secrets from all of us. “You're absolutely right,” I tell Susan with a smile.

She grabs my hand. Hers is ice cold. “And how are you doing, Charlie?” She pulls me close so that only I can hear her. “Your last phone call had me quite concerned.”

“Sorry about that,” I apologize. “My head was a little loopy from my date with Danny. I wasn't thinking clearly.”

Susan nods. “It happens. Just remember, I'm an executive producer for a reason. Anything I do, I do for the best of the show, which includes you.”

“I understand that now,” I tell her sweetly.

Satisfied, Susan walks away. Now it's Addison's turn for a pep talk of a different kind. “Okay, we have thirty minutes before we go on,” she reminds us. “Since this is live they're going to fix your makeup. Brooke's and Marleyna's are being done now. We'll want this to look like it's unfolding in front of the viewers’ eyes so some of you will repeat your entrance into the restaurant.” Addison takes a deep breath. “Are you ready?” The three of us look at each other and nod. “Good luck,” she whispers.

The next twenty-five minutes are a blur. Hank mics us and goes over our cues—Marleyna and Brooke will walk through the door and Hallie, Keiran, and I will already be seated at a table. Hallie and Keiran get their makeup retouched while I do an initial interview with the reporters.

I stay focused and keep my tone light, but inside I'm flipping out. Addison looks like she's ready to pass out too, and I feel like Susan is watching every move I make. Keiran is right. Taking down our own TV show is a lot scarier than I realized. But when I feel myself start to hyperventilate, I think about Zac. He was willing to give up a lot for me. I should be able to stand up for myself and get my life back on track.

After getting my makeup done, I pass through the kitchen, where hair and makeup are. On my way, I bump into Brooke. Instead of brushing past me, which is her new norm, she stops short when she sees me.

“Hey,” she says in a tone that isn't biting for once. Maybe that's because Marleyna isn't with her.

“Hey,” I say back, surprised.

“Ready for tonight?” she asks.

I nod. “You?” Brooke nods too. We stare at each other awkwardly.

This might be my last chance to spill my guts to her. I have to know for sure our friendship is gone before I let it slip away forever. “I don't know what happened to us, Brooke,” I say before she can walk away. “We've been best friends forever. I thought the four of us could survive anything thrown our way. And as ugly as things have gotten, I miss your laugh, the way you critique an outfit, your no-nonsense answers. I miss us.” I search her blank face. “Do you think there is any chance we could go back?”

Brooke just looks at me. “I'm sorry things have gotten so out of hand,” she admits, and for a split second I think maybe, just maybe, Brooke wants to fix our friendship too. Then she says, “But people change. I've changed. I'm happier now. I like doing this show and I like what Marleyna brings to it.” She seems to be searching for the right words to say and for once she doesn't sound bitter when she says them. She's actually telling the truth. “I miss you guys sometimes, but I can't go back. I don't want to be part of the Charlie show anymore. I like the spotlight too much.”

I feel flushed. So that's it then. Right from Brooke's mouth. She thinks our friendship revolves around me and I always thought our friendship revolved around keeping everyone happy. Maybe we really have changed. Either that, or we never really knew each other, even after all these years. Instead of zinging her, I just say: “Good luck tonight.”

“Girls! You're on in five!” Addison yells as she rounds the hallway.

Brooke smiles. “You too.”

We walk in silence through the kitchen into the dining room. Hank grabs Brooke and Marleyna and leads them to the front door and gives them some final instruction. Kayla checks my mic again.

Addison seats Keiran, Hallie, and me at a table in the center of the room. There's already a platter of cookies and glasses of iced tea. I know both will go untouched. “The crew will be out here, but Susan and I will be in the back,” Addison reminds us. “Since we're live we don't want to catch anyone on camera accidentally. Ryan will be behind the counter the whole time unless he's serving you.”

I look at Hallie and Keiran. They're as worked up as I am. They have all the trademark signs. Keiran is chewing her hair again and Hallie's neck gets a rash whenever she freaks out. I sweat. A lot. My hands are actually slimy. Eww.

“We're on live in four!” Phil announces.

My heart starts to palpitate.

“Your mics are on,” Addison says and gives us a knowing look. “When we say ‘in one’ start talking nonchalantly about anything you want. About a minute after the show starts, after the opening credits, we'll signal Marleyna and Brooke. Good luck, girls.” Addison crosses her fingers and then she's gone.

“In three!”

“In two!”

“IN ONE!”

“We're live! Credits rolling.”

My heart is racing. We're live. As in, on the air and millions of people are watching. No editing. No reshoots. We've got twenty-two minutes to fill. Twenty-two of the most important minutes we've ever shot. And if we get them right, our TV careers will be finito.

Keiran surprises us by speaking first and breaking the ice. “Could it be any hotter today? Mom says it's supposed to be the hottest summer we've had in years. The almanac says it's going to be a scorcher.”

“At least we live near the beach,” I say lamely. “Although a pool in the backyard doesn't sound like such a bad idea right now either.”

A few seconds later, the door jingles and we look up. Marleyna and Brooke come in animatedly. They see us and walk over.

“Hi,” Brooke says flatly.

“Hi,” Keiran says back. “We're glad you guys could come.” She motions to the empty chairs.

They look at each other. “I really didn't want to,” Marleyna says stiffly, looking at me. “Especially after how you treated me at the photo shoot the other day.”

“I was harsh,” I apologize. “We've all been angry and I guess we've been taking it out on you, Marleyna.” She refuses to look at any of us.

“Will you guys take a seat?” Hallie asks. “We really want to talk about things.”

“We don't want it to go on like this,” Keiran presses. “It's time to stop acting like preschoolers, don't you think?”

Brooke looks sort of surprised and it makes me wonder what she and Marleyna planned to talk about tonight. They knew this was a confrontation episode. Did they just think this would be another headline-making blowup? It kills me to apologize, but we have to keep things going as long as possible and if that means groveling to Marleyna for ten minutes, then that's what we have to do.

“Marleyna, why don't we at least listen to what they have to say?” Brooke suggests. “The movie doesn't start for an hour anyway.”

Marleyna sighs. “Fine.” She sits down, arms crossed, and she looks glumly at the plate of cookies.

“Great,” Keiran says happily. “Let's get it all out on the table starting at the very beginning…”

“BREAK!” Hank yells.

Addison runs out. “Girls, that was perfect! Great timing too. We'll be back in ninety seconds. There'll be three more commercial breaks during the show. You're doing great!”

The five of us don't speak to one another as the makeup artist retouches up our shiny faces.

“This is such a waste of an episode,” Marleyna says eventually. “It's not like this is going to solve anything. We're done with you three and as the mags prove, we don't need to be a fivesome. Brooke's and my scenes kill on their own. We don't need to do lame street fairs or go horseback riding. Our scenes have drama. That's what the audience wants.”

Hallie picks at a cookie. “Sorry to hear you find us in the way, Marleyna. I thought we were making progress here.”

“We're back in fifteen!” Hank yells. “Ten! Five! We're on!”

During the next segment all the way to the commercial break, Keiran takes the ball and runs with it. I've never seen Kiki so focused. She's like a moderator on The View. We go back and forth—who's to blame, who's not, who hurt who, who's not hurt, who feels slighted, blah, blah, blah, with Keiran interjecting where it's needed and saying things like, “How does it make you feel, Brooke, to hear Charlie say that?” Brooke and Marleyna spend the whole time acting as if someone kidnapped their puppy. They're wounded, sad, and trying to work a major sympathy card. But Keiran doesn't let them off the hook. “Marleyna, you can admit you haven't liked us from the beginning,” Keiran says. “We won't be offended. It's pretty obvious.”

“Commercial break!”

“Kiki, you rock,” Hallie marvels.

Keiran is glowing. “I don't know what's come over me. Maybe we should have been doing live shows the whole time.”

“You're the queen of zingers. Have you been practicing in front of the mirror?” I ask. Brooke and Marleyna are too busy whispering to one another—probably going over their strategy—to pay attention to what we're saying.

“Girls, we're back in ninety seconds,” Phil reminds us.

I look at Hallie and Keiran. We have less than ten minutes to go. Addison looks over at us and nods. The reporters are busy taking notes in the doorway. They're going to get more than they bargained for now. I see Susan on her cell. She waves.

This is it. There is no turning back. It's now or never.

“And ten! Five! We're back!” Phil informs us.

Keiran has more than held her own. It's my turn to pounce. “I guess this meet-and-greet was a waste of time,” I say. “We should have known nothing was really going to change. You two like how things are.”

“What's not to like?” Brooke asks me. “Marleyna and I have a great time together. We're not competitive. We're not trying to be the star. We respect each other. Marleyna respects me and our friendship in a way you guys never did.”

I could make a dig, but there's no time. “I'm sorry you feel that way, Brooke,” I say. “We've changed, I guess. We don't want the same things that you do. None of us do.” I look at the girls. “We're tired of the games and the backstabbing.”

Here it comes. Here I go. I take a deep breath. I've got to say it. “We want out.”

Brooke looks confused. “Out of what?”

I close my eyes for a second. Just say it. Say the words. “Out of this show.”

Brooke laughs nervously. The room is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. “What show?” her voice cracks. “You mean our friendship, right? You don't want to be friends anymore?”

I shake my head. “No, I mean the show. You can have it. It's all yours.”

“She's lost her marbles,” Marleyna says shrilly. “We're here to talk about the friendship! The one you girls think I stole from you.”

“We're here to talk about us,” Keiran informs her. “You're not part of that equation, but you are part of the reason our friendship has collapsed. But I'm not angry anymore. I should really thank you for it.”

“Excuse me?” Marleyna snaps.

Hallie gives her a small smile and jumps in. “What Kiki is trying to say is that you reminded Charlie, Keiran, and me what friendship is all about—it's being there for each other. Putting each other first. Not putting a show before your friends’ needs. And that's why we've decided we want off this merry-go-round. You can have it. We don't want to be part of it anymore.”

Brooke is panicked and is still trying to keep us on point. “You can't just disappear! We're in the same town, same school, our parents are friends. We're going to see each other.”

Now that we've gotten the ball rolling, it's gaining momentum. There is no stopping it. “We're tired of being pawns in a game we don't want to play. We hate the lies and the fabrications, just like my date, Danny, said a few weeks ago to the papers. The Cliffs is all about staging things. The producers pick locations and set us up for catfights and confrontations, like this one. They add new characters without telling us.” 
I look at Marleyna. “They make us repeat dialogue.”

“You're lying,” Brooke hisses and stares directly at the cameras. “They're lying!”

“It's true,” Keiran says. “They said I was too drab to be on the show. They wanted to drop me because my story line,” she uses air quotes, “ ‘wasn't exciting enough.’”

Brooke is shaking her head back and forth. Marleyna is speechless.

“Go to commercial! Go to commercial!” I hear Hank whisper. “COMMERCIAL!” he says loudly.

Susan is on the floor in seconds. She storms over and looks like she wants to flip the table we're sitting at. Addison runs in behind her. “WHAT do you girls think you're doing?” she says, her voice booming, and I literally start shaking. “We're live. LIVE. Do you girls know what that means? Everyone at home is hearing you spew this rubbish! We do not talk about being on the show while we're on the show.” She looks at me icily. “And we don't talk about what it takes to put on such an elaborate production. You three are heading into dangerous breach of contract territory here.”

I'm shaking, but I manage to say, “I don't think it's breach of contract if we can prove we've been lied to this whole time.” Susan looks momentarily flustered, but I can tell. She knows I'm right.

“Back in five!” Hank yells. There is a ton of commotion behind us. Addison's phone is ringing. The reporters are writing furiously. Kayla pulls a camera in for a close-up.

“FIX THIS,” Susan yells at us, but I can see she's shaking too. “Fix it or… or… you'll regret it for the rest of your lives. You'll never work in television again, and that will be the least of your problems!” She whirls around and answers her phone. “Yes? Yes, sir,” she says calmly. “I'm taking care of the situation as we speak.”

“What are you doing?” Brooke hisses. “You're going to get yourselves kicked off the show.”

“Good,” Marleyna mumbles.

“Isn't that what you want anyway?” I dare Brooke to answer. “You said you're sick of the Charlie show.”

Under the table, Hallie grabs my sweaty hand. Hers is shaking too. This is rough, but we can do it. We're in the home stretch now and Susan can't stop us.

“And four! Three! Two! One! We're on!”

I go in for the kill. “This show is not reality. To those watching and loving it, know what is going on here. We're scripted reality. The Fire and Ice Network treats us like puppets. We get paid to pretend to be people we're not.” I look at Keiran and Hallie. “And we're not going to lie to you anymore. We're done.”

The three of us rise from the table and remove our mics.

“What are they doing?” Phil freaks. “Stop them! We're live.”

Susan appears in the doorway looking as red as a tomato. She doesn't seem to care anymore that the cameras are rolling. “Charlotte, I will tell you this one last time: If you walk out that door you'll never work on this network or any network again,” she says, sounding eerily calm. “None of you will. Your career, your college dreams, it will all be over.”

I don't look at her. The three of us place our mics and battery packs on the table.

“Addison!” Susan sounds shrill now. “Do something! You're letting them ruin your show! Talk. They'll listen to you.”

Addison doesn't move. “I think they've made their decision, don't you?”

Susan looks on helplessly.

Brooke grabs my arm. “Are you crazy?”

“Goodbye, Brooke,” I tell her, and she just stares at me, like a ghost of someone she once knew.

“Charlotte, don't do this,” Susan tries again, looking suddenly very nervous.

“We have six minutes to fill!” Phil is freaking out.

But I can barely hear any of them. Hallie, Keiran, and I make a chain and walk out the door, and don't look back.





epilogue

A New Reality

Our walk-out was three weeks ago. Getting fired wasn't as easy as removing our mics, of course. As threatening as Susan was, she still raced out the door after us and begged us to come back. We told her there was nothing left to say. The reporters on set were right behind her. They all wanted exclusives, but we agreed to give one interview, at that moment, if they wanted it. Once Susan heard us say that, she knew we weren't joking. She headed back to Milk and Sugar, hugging her jacket tightly to her chest, her high heels click-clacking down the street. That was the last time I saw her.

Lawyers handled the rest of the dirty work. Even though we were in breach of contract, our lawyers were able to successfully argue that the network was deceptive in their true motives when they hired us. Fire and Ice agreed to let us out of our remaining episodes if we'd agree not to publicly speak about the show anymore. (The fallout from the interview we had already given caused major ripples at the network. I read in Newsday that all future reality show programs that Susan is in charge of are currently on hold while the network makes decisions about what to do with her.)

Addison made good on her promise to kick her reality television career to the curb. She gave notice at Fire and Ice the day after our live episode and immediately started sending out grad school applications to half a dozen schools on the East Coast. Addison said Susan didn't try to stop her. Susan suspected her of having something to do with our live meltdown, but she couldn't come out and accuse Addison of anything when her own head was possibly on the chopping block. The dirt Addison had on Susan's show tactics was enough to get Susan fired on the spot. So Addison struck a deal too—she wouldn't talk about what went down behind the scenes if Susan didn't give her a hard time about breaking her contract.

Two weeks ago, Hallie, Keiran, and I gathered at the Crab Shack to say goodbye to Addison in person. Her huge collection of Vera Bradley traveling bags was packed and she was taking the train from Greenport back to New York before spending a few weeks with her family in Connecticut.

“So I guess this is really it,” Addison said after hugging the three of us at least six times each. Hallie's parents had
put out a celebratory spread of clam strips, lobster rolls, 
and assorted finger foods in Addison's honor. They were thrilled to have Hallie off the show, as I think both my parents and Keiran's were. We never gave them all the details of what 
went down, but they knew enough to know all the college money in the world wasn't worth their daughters’ lack of privacy or the lies.

“It's not really goodbye,” Hallie told her and us. “We'll talk to you on Facebook and e-mail, and I'm sure we'll trek into Manhattan over the summer. I really want to see Jersey Boys.”

Addison laughed. “Maybe I'll go with you. I haven't seen the show either.”

Addison looked at me and smiled. I think we both knew that even though we claimed we were going to stay in touch, we probably weren't. What did we have in common other than the traumatic experience of the show? Too much had happened between us. Even though Addison was apologetic about doing Susan's dirty work, she still did it. She was still our boss. Does anyone have that much in common with their boss? I like Ryan well enough, but I don't think I'd invite him to my parents’ clambake on July fourth.

“I guess I should get going,” Addison told us. “My train is going to be here in fifteen minutes.”

“Actually it's more like twenty to twenty-five minutes,” 
I joked. “The Long Island Rail Road is never on time.”

Addison laughed. “Still, just in case. If I miss it, the next train doesn't come for another two hours.”

I gave her one last hug. “Thanks, Addison. For everything,” I tell her. “We couldn't have pulled this off without you.”

“I'm the one who should be thanking you,” she said softly. “You got me out of a potentially life-ruining career.” She looked at me. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

I nodded. “You too.”

We walked Addison to the train station, which is only feet from the main drag in town, and waved till her train rolled away (ten minutes late, I might add).

A few days later, we read on the Fire and Ice website that The Cliffs was going to continue on without us. They had changed the name to The Cliffs: New Beginnings. Brooke was the new lead and Marleyna her trusty sidekick. They planned on taping new episodes all summer long and the rumor at school was that Brooke wouldn't be coming back for senior year. She and Marleyna were going to have a set tutor so they could devote more time to taping.

The news was sort of a relief to me. When we saw Brooke in the halls, we usually went in the opposite direction and she did the same whenever we were around. As much as we weren't giving each other nasty looks anymore, seeing Brooke every day at school still made me sad. I'll always wonder if her allegiance to Marleyna would have happened if we'd never agreed to do the show.

With Brooke finally getting her star turn, our contract kaput, and Addison back in New York, the rest of life went back to normal. Well, as normal as life can get after you've exposed your secrets to the world and on TV. Cliffside Heights did several stories. One was about Keiran's, Hallie's, and my exit, another was an interview with Brooke about what she was calling a “spin-off,” and the third was an editorial on reality television in general. Ms. Neiman wanted me to write it, but I didn't have the heart.

But forget the show. I'm sure what everyone really wants to know is what happened with Zac.

A few days after the live episode, when things had calmed down just slightly, I asked him to meet me at Milk and Sugar so I could explain everything. After facing Susan, talking to Zac should have been a snap. But knowing the way Zac felt about me made me feel all tangled up inside.

“Hey,” he said, sneaking up on me. I was so freaked out I dropped the iced latte I was making and the ice and milk spilled all over the floor.

“Hi,” I said awkwardly. “I've got to clean this up.” I dropped to the floor. Ryan raced to my aid and I glared at him menacingly. “You were supposed to warn me,” I hissed.

Ryan gave me a crooked grin. “Talk to the boy,” he whispered. “Is that so hard?”

“Yes,” I said, and threw the wet, milk-stained kitchen towel at his face. I heard Zac clear his throat and I slowly stood up. “Hey.”

Zac smiled. “Hey.”

We stared at each other awkwardly. Not a word popped into my head. I couldn't ask him about the last newspaper meeting because I was there. And it seemed lame to bring up the weather or the history exam we had that week. He was close enough now, just the counter between us, that I could touch him if I reached out my hand. He smelled like Downy, just as I remembered, and I inhaled deeply.

“Ready to spill all the dirty details about your escape from TV prison?” he said with a wry grin.

I stopped breathing in his heavenly scent and smiled. Leave it to Zac to put me at ease.

“I wanted to call and congratulate you on the breakout,” Zac added with a sly grin. “But I figured between Barbara Walters and People, my Cliffside Heights press badge wouldn't hold up.”

“I'm sorry it took me a few days to call you,” I apologized.

“You had a lot going on. I watched the show,” Zac said. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

Then I gave Zac the short version of events—from our breakup with Brooke, to the truth about Addison, to Susan's puppet-mastering. He already knew about Brooke's so-called spin-off. Okay, so my talk wasn't that short, but Zac listened the whole time, never once interrupting until the very end.

“So,” Zac said when I was finally finished, “if you wanted off the show, and I was willing to go on the show, and there is no more show, is there a reason why we're still not together?”

I wasn't sure what to say to that. Together? As in dating? As in boyfriend and girlfriend? Zac said he liked me, but I guess the boyfriend part of the equation wasn't something I had dared hope for. “I don't know,” I said lamely.

Zac moved around the counter and I stood as still as a statue. My face started to feel hot. “Do you want to be together?” he asked softly.

All I could manage was a nod. And then, not thinking, I fell into his chest and buried myself there. Zac wrapped his arms around me. “The show we were doing wasn't real at all. What happened to reality TV being reality TV ?”

“I don't think it ever was reality TV,” Zac said with a small smile. “Fame does funny things to people. They think they're being honest and truthful, but you can't ignore the camera staring at your face. People start to change. They crave the stardom and they'll do anything they can to keep it. Think Paris and Nicole. Pauly D. and Snooki. The list goes on. That's what Brooke and Marleyna are doing, aren't they?”

His arms were still around me and mine around him and I didn't want to let go. Instead I continued to gaze up at him. He's a few inches taller than me, which I really like. “I thought you hated reality shows,” I tease. “How do you know who Paris and Nicole are?”

He chuckled. “I don't live under a rock, you know. Those two are annoyingly everywhere.”

“I'm happy to report, I won't be,” I said. “I feel so 
stupid,” I told his wonderfully smelling green shirt. “I was so embarrassed. I took this show for the money and it turned out to be a nightmare, and then I gave up you for the show, went on a fake date, and blew my chance with you.”

“Is that how you think it all went?” Zac's muffled voice traveled to my ear. “I told you. Charlie, show or no show, I missed you. I missed joking around with you. I knew I'd rather be with you than without you. That's why I came back.”

I look up. “I'm glad you did. And I'm glad we didn't have to date on camera,” I admit. “At least I got something out of this whole experience. I may not have made enough money for four years of college, but I definitely have a good chunk saved. But that's still a huge price to pay for losing one of my best friends.”

“What happened with Brooke really bites.” He rubbed my back. I couldn't stop thinking about his hands, his smell, his everything. My pulse began to race. “Thankfully, you still have Hallie and Keiran. And me,” he added, his face questioning. “Is there anything I can do to make this all better?”

“I don't know,” I said, feeling short of breath.

“How about this?” Zac said, and then before I could react, he was tilting my chin up and his lips were planted on mine. And that helped me forget about everything that happened, if only for a few minutes.
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And now, well, things are pretty great. Zac and I are officially 
seeing each other. Keiran and her mom worked out a babysitting schedule that nixes weekends so that she can have a life, and Hallie is seeing a cute college freshman who just came home for the summer and is working the dock at the Crab Shack. School is officially out in a week, and the three of us can't wait.

“I'm not working this summer,” Hallie says as she bites into the ice cream cone we just got at Licks in town. “I think I've worked hard enough this spring, don't you?”

“You're not working at the Crab Shack?” I ask.

“I mean, except for there,” Hallie clarifies with a laugh. “I keep thinking we have this crazy shooting schedule and we don't anymore. We're free.”

“We deserve a little break, don't you think?” Keiran asks, licking her Rocky Road. “I was talking to my mom and she said she wants to take us up to Rhode Island for a week in July. She said we could use some R&R.”

“I'm in,” I agree. “I need to rest. I'm still having that nightmare where I'm being videotaped in bed.”

“Still?” Hallie asks. “You've got to get over it.”

“I know.” I laugh. “But it's hard to stop thinking about cameras taping your every move. I'm constantly on alert.”

“Even with Zac?” Keiran teases.

I make a face. “Okay, not with Zac. He's the only one who can take my mind off everything and anything.”

The three of us stop talking at the same time. I can hear loud music coming from somewhere nearby. It's dusk and it's tough to see, but I look through one of the alleyways and see the pier next to the Crab Shack is packed. The three of us look at each other and start walking toward the commotion. Keiran puts her arm out to stop us.

“Guys, look,” she says sounding amused.

There on the dock are Brooke and Marleyna in the middle of a big party, dancing their hearts out. They're surrounded by people I've never seen before and about two feet behind them is a camera guy. A twenty-something dude standing nearby has a headset and a clipboard. He must be the new Addison. There's a long line of people waiting to get on the pier to get into the taping.

“Thank God that is not us.” Hallie shudders.

The three of us creep away, the same way we came, and head down a different street where things are much quieter and the only music you can hear is the sound of crickets. We walk along in silence, enjoying the warm night air. Suddenly I stop short.

“What?” Hallie asks, alarmed. “Do you hear something?”

I shake my head and smile. “Nope.”

“Then why'd you stop?” Keiran asks.

I grin. “I just realized we're alone. Completely alone.”

“Feels good not to be mic'd, doesn't it?” Hallie grins.

She laughs and before long Keiran and I join her. The sound is loud and infectious, but for once, no one but the crickets is around to hear us. Which is just the way it should be.
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