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“Great, another stellar day,” I say.

I flick off my computer and head for school.

When I arrive, as per usual, I don’t acknowledge a single soul.

I don’t say, “Hello, Rue.”

“Hello, Martin.”

“Hello, Hasan.”

“Hello, Nelly.”

“Hello, Inez.”

“Hello, Katrina.”

“Hello, Damon.”

“Hello, Ignacio.”

And no one says hello to me all day. But I don’t care.

Last period, I book for Mrs. Perez’s AP English class, making it in just as the bell rings. There is something new today that I don’t like at all. A new kid is sitting next to me.

I slide into my seat, scanning him with my laser-sharp modified eyes. I notice a smell. It’s skunky, musky, boy sweat. For a second I think I like it. Then I decide it’s gross.

He stinks, I think. The new boy stinks.

I move away from him and then look at him sideways. Why did Mrs. Perez have to sit him next to me? It is so unfair.

I look at him again. His hair is black and slicked back into a small ponytail. There are flakes of dandruff on his black sweatshirt. He is wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt that says Hellblazer. That seems to be the coolest thing about him. I like that comic book.

I shift away from him.

He is working on his environmental poem, scratching away like a chicken. I can see by the crinkle in his brow that he is struggling with it. He’s probably not that smart.

“What are you looking at?” he whispers, turning to look at me.

He has nice eyes, the new kid, even though the rest of him is disgusting.

“I’m not looking. I’m smelling,” I say, putting on my best Egg impression. When I have to speak to strangers, I turn into her.

“Let’s make a rule,” I add. “If you sit here, you have to shower.”

By reading his face I can tell he expected something different to come out of my mouth. Instead of being shocked, his face cracks into a movie-star antihero smile.

“I just got off an airplane. I’ve got travel slime,” he explains.

He looks me over. His pretty eyes look me up and down, taking in my shaved head, my ring-covered ears, my colored-in eyebrows, my pale skin.

I make my most scary face. The one where I bulge my eyes out like I’m dead.

“Boo!” I spit at him.

“Whoa!” He puts his hands up in mock surrender and then goes back to working on his poem.

“Impressive, it took you thirty seconds to cringe. That’s the longest anyone’s gone ever.”

“Well, I’m a winner,” he says.

I look up at the clock. It’s two-twenty. I watch the second hand inch by the face. I concentrate on it and try to bend time like Egg does in Terminal Earth. No such luck. Time won’t move any faster for me.

I’ve been done with my poem for twenty minutes. I can slip out of school early. There’s a three-thirty showing of Terminal Earth, which is only the best movie ever made, starring Zach Cross as Uno and Saba Greer as Egg.

I grab my army bag and shove my seat into place with a bang and head out the back door of the classroom.

“See you later,” the new kid says as I push past him.

“Not likely,” I say.

And then he chuckles.

Asshole.
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I shove the rest of a bagel in my mouth as I go to snag my perfect seat in the movie theater, fifth row from the front, exactly center screen. The theater is dilapidated, frayed at the edges, stale smelling. The curtain, once magnificent, looks like a sad garbage bag.

But I can see through the wear and tear of time. I can imagine the theater in its glory days, when it was new and bright. When there was a piano on that stage. When Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin had swank film premieres. When there were women in beaded dresses and beaded shoes. When men wore suits and hats were in fashion.

Sometimes, though, it’s harder to picture.

I heard from the concession-stand guy that the theater has been sold. That means no more two-dollar first-run movies by this time next year. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, except that I wonder if they are going to reupholster the seats. I like the theater the way it is, all worn and frayed, hinting at its greater glory. They’ll ruin it by making it modern, by adding cup holders to the seats and some bacteria-resistant carpet. I wonder if they’re going to charge fourteen dollars and serve sushi. That would be annoying.

Terminal Earth, my favorite movie, has three screenings left today, and I plan on staying for them all. They say the DVD isn’t going to come out until the summer. I hate having to wait for it. My “friend” on the Terminal Earth message board says she has a pirated copy of it but that it’s all shot from an angle and the time and date are burned into the bottom right-hand corner.

I can wait. I’m not that desperate.

I finish my homework before the lights come down — I can do my homework anywhere — and then the previews start.

Previews are like a little taste of candy. I give them my full attention. I’ve already seen all the movies they’re previewing because I see every single movie. I am always amazed at how much better the movie looks in its condensed form. It’s like the potential of the film is better then the full-length reality.

Terminal Earth starts. I get that tingly excited feeling that I get every time I see it. I have seen it forty-two times already. I never get bored.

In honor of watching the movie today, I am wearing my best Egg outfit. Long white cloak, white pants, and white shirt. Hair freshly shaved to a buzzed perfection. Pale white skin. Colored eyebrows. Neutral lips. In the future there is no lipstick. Thank goodness for that. I’d be quite content with a world that doesn’t force women to wear makeup to be beautiful. I’m sure it would destroy my mom though.

“How can you leave the house without your face on?” Mom says over and over again.

“My face is on,” I have to say to her. “My plain, not beautiful, just normal, no-makeup-on face.”

“Ugh, you make yourself boy proof on purpose,” she always says.

And that’s what I am. Boy proof.

I have never been asked out. No boy has ever even flirted with me. I am invisible to the opposite sex.

Egg is not boy proof though. She has a scar on her face and she’s got a bullet mark on her arm and a burn on her back and Uno still loves her.

The second time the film plays I examine every single aspect of Zach Cross as Uno. I love his crooked smile. The way he swaggers. His monosyllabic lines. The glint in his eye. The way he furrows his brow. He is so handsome.

I’ve seen every film that he’s been in, but Terminal Earth is definitely the best.

I also examine the special effects, especially the makeup. I look for clues on how it was done. I look for flaws so I can learn. I am developing my effects eye.

The third time the film plays, I pay close attention again to the details of the story. There are going to be three films in all and I want to figure out any clues the filmmakers left in the first film. On the Terminal Earth message board there is a lot of speculation as to what’s coming next.

I have my own ideas. I keep most of them to myself.

I stay until the last credit of the film rolls and then sit for a bit to digest it all after the lights come on. The usher comes in with his broom and garbage can. I wonder how much he gets paid to pick up the trash. I wonder if he’s an aspiring actor, like the concession girl and the ticket-booth guy. Like everyone in Hollywood, except for me.

It’s eleven o’clock, and when I get outside it’s dark and a bit chilly. It might even rain by the time I get home. I walk briskly toward La Brea, past CBS Studio, past the Good Stuff natural supermarket, past the fancy restaurants and the Orthodox temples, then down La Brea to Third Street and over one short block to my house.

My Egg cloak doesn’t cut the wind. I might have to winterize it. I think my dad has some fabric in his workshop that he used for some monster’s hair that will work nicely as a lining. I’ll check it out tomorrow.

When I get home, Mom is in the living room with a mud mask on her face. She’s smoking a cigarette. A nasty habit. I cough to let her know it bothers me.

“You’re supposed to smoke outside,” I say.

“Well what am I supposed to do when I’m worried about where you are? I had to sit in here and watch the door. I’m sure I got two new lines on my forehead.”

I put my keys on the hall table and head to the kitchen to see what leftovers I can eat. She follows me.

“It’s not my fault you’re not twenty-two anymore,” I say.

She lets it slide.

Her mask is half dry. The dry parts are cracking as she speaks. The damp wet parts are like craters on a far-off planet. I laugh.

“Don’t laugh, Victoria,” she says. “What did I give you a cell phone for if you don’t take it with you to school?”

“They cause brain cancer, Mom. Do you want me to get brain cancer?”

“Victoria. Please. Everything causes cancer.”

“I would prefer if you call me Egg.”

She knows this. I tell her all the time.

“Egg is not your real name.”

I slam the fridge door shut. I have found a bag of baby carrots and some leftover mac and cheese.

“My meal will be fluorescent orange tonight,” I say. “Very futuristic.”

“It’s eleven-thirty.”

“Since when do I have a curfew?” I say.

“I hate you walking around the neighborhood at night.”

“There are people around,” I say. “And I’m not a baby.”

“If you don’t want to be treated like a baby, don’t act like one.”

The mask, now completely dry, is flaking off onto her pink silk bathrobe.

“Mom, you look like a lizard,” I say.

She throws her hands up in the air and goes to the bathroom to wash the mask off.

I go to my room.

Mom always starts acting more motherly toward me when she hasn’t had an acting job in a while. It’s like all of a sudden she has too much time on her hands and nothing to do except get in my face about everything.

I wish she would just let me live with Dad. Dad is perfect, even if he is so focused on his work that you can’t even say anything sometimes or he’ll blow up at you.

Mom has to ruin that as well.

“He’s just perfect because you only see him once a week,” she says.

“You are just jealous because of how well Dad and I get along,” I always say.

“You think I make your life hell? Living with your dad would make me seem like a kitten.”

“Meow, meow,” I hiss at her, clawing the air with my hands.

I can’t wait to go to college and be on my own.
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I’m dreaming about Zach Cross. He takes me to an L.A. Kings hockey game. They’re playing the Toronto Maple Leafs. He’s from Toronto. He rolls up his program and whispers into my ear that he would like to make out with me but the paparazzi are watching. I think it is so great that he notices things like that. Later in the dream we find a utility closet at the Staples Center and make out. I am making out with Zach Cross. It is out of this world.
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That stinky new guy arrives late to AP Global History, my favorite class. He sits in the front row right next to Mr. Gerber’s desk. Right in front of me.

“Nice of you to join us,” Mr. Gerber says. “I expected you in this class yesterday.”

“Hey, no problem, man,” the new kid says, and I notice he takes out a little sketchbook and places it on the corner of his desk.

Mr. Gerber turns back to the board and writes The French Revolution in his obnoxiously perfect cursive. Mr. Gerber is wasting no time getting right back into the semester. I like that. Then he turns back to us, his mostly sleepy students, and he leans his hands on the back of his chair and asks us, defeated, “Who can tell me what they learned about the French Revolution in their required winter-break reading?”

My hand shoots up in the air.

“Is there anyone else who’s done the reading who wants to try before Miss Jurgen enlightens us once again?”

The class just shifts in their seats.

“It’s called required reading, folks, because I require you to read it,” Mr. Gerber says, exasperated. “This is an AP class. You actually have to do the work.”

And then that new guy raises his hand.

“Mr. Max Carter, I’m pleased you’ve decided to jump right in. Do tell us all you know about the French Revolution.”

I leave my hand in the air.

“Mr. Gerber, I always answer the question first,” I say. “I always enlighten the class.”

“Miss Jurgen, please,” Mr. Gerber says.

This is my special class. This new guy doesn’t know the protocol. So I lean forward and enlighten him.

“I always say my piece and then Mr. Gerber adds on to it,” I say.

“Interesting,” Max says. Then he flips open his little black sketchbook and jots something in it.

I hear everyone in the classroom start to snicker. I can imagine Rue behind me pressing her lips together and Nelly shaking her head down at her desk.

I don’t care what they think.

“Max, why don’t you share what you know about the French Revolution and use your free time later to sketch,” Mr. Gerber says.

“All right, Mr. Gerber. Basically when the monarch of an absolute monarchy is weak, it is easily brought down. The king, Louis the Sixteenth, was a very weak monarch. The nobles wanted power that had been taken away from them by the monarchy. The bourgeoisie resented the privileges of the nobles, and the bourgeoisie and the peasants criticized the tax system . . .”

Blah, blah, blah.

I stare at the back of Max Carter’s greasy head. I want to look right into his brain and erase all he is saying.

He’s showing off by adding little splashy details.

“Well, most of that isn’t from the required reading; it’s from the PBS documentary The Revolution,” I say.

Max turns around and stares me down. He knows nothing about boundaries or personal space. He is looking too intensely at me. He is looking right down deep inside of me. I don’t like it.

“I know,” he says. “My dad made that documentary.”

Oh, shit. Max Carter. His dad is Flint Carter, the documentary filmmaker.

I can hear the class breathing as one. They want to see what’s going to happen next. They’re dying to see the fireworks.

“Well, Miss Jurgen,” Mr. Gerber says, his mood brightening a little bit. “It looks like someone is finally going to give you a run for your money.”

Then Mr. Gerber turns back to the board and pulls down a map of France and begins his lecture on the origins of the French Revolution.

Max is still turned around in his seat looking at me.

“Turn around, face front,” I say to him.

“Yes, ma’am. Good to know who the autocrat is,” he says, chuckling, and turns his eyes back to the front of the room.

“Is that an insult?” I ask.

“Yeah, you could definitely take it that way.”

“And I’m a miss, not a ma’am,” I say.

“Actually, you’re neither. Those words apply to women of refinement,” he says. Then he opens his sketchbook again and jots something down.

I jostle my desk into the back of his seat.

“Hey!” Max says. “Relax.”

Rue, who is sitting behind me, reaches out and takes my arm.

“It’s okay,” she says to me. I shake her off.

“It is not okay,” I say.

Mr. Gerber turns around. Clearly, I have committed some kind of classroom crime by slightly shoving my desk. I’ve never seen Mr. Gerber look so disappointed in someone before. I have been his best student all year.

“Miss Jurgen, I don’t know what the problem is, but why don’t you leave the room until you can calm down,” Mr. Gerber says.

I shove my books into my army bag and walk out. Fuck that guy Max. He’s a jerk. I notice he’s the only one not freaked out by my behavior. He’s not scared. He’s actually chuckling as I leave the room. He’s like a hyena, always laughing.

I head straight for the library. Straight for the history section. Straight for the French Revolution. I will know more about it than Max Carter and his stupid genius father.
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As a rule, I eat by myself, under a tree on the far side of the quad. But today I don’t make it past the corner table, where the members of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Club sit every day, unseen.

“Egg! Egg!” Rue is shouting for my attention. She’s so loud, I can’t ignore her.

I’m caught.

Rue is patting the empty seat on the bench next to her with one hand and motioning for me to join them with the other.

Martin looks up at me with his moon-round face and smiles.

Martin is pear-shaped and doughy. His eyelashes are extremely long. He is sensitive and smart, but not as smart as I am. Rue is his girlfriend. She is thick-waisted but not really fat. She wears a scarf and a fedora hat all the time because she loves Doctor Who, but they don’t go with her glasses and my mom would say that the browns wash out her pale skin. I think she should at least get rid of that old fedora or get over Doctor Who; I don’t know which is more outdated.

Martin and Rue are so in love it makes me sick. They are in the kind of love you want to be in. They respect each other. They give each other space. They have individual personalities but they complement each other. I envy them.

I hate anybody in love.

I mean, how did two such geeks luck out so young? I think Rue is just as boy proof as me, and yet she has a boyfriend and I don’t. Not that I would want Martin. Not that I care about any of the boys around here. I’m the only other girl in the club, but I wouldn’t date any of these guys even if they were the last men on earth.

I want someone as cool as Uno.

“Question for you, Egg,” Martin says.

“Shoot.”

“We’re having a debate about the most influential classic sci-fi film. I say it’s Star Wars. Rue says it’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. And Hasan says Blade Runner. I’m sure you have an opinion.”

Martin is so formal in his speech. He is a nerd and he has the unfortunate luck to sound all nasally like one, too. It makes me cringe.

“It’s The Day the Earth Stood Still,” I say.

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that one,” Martin says.

“That’s the one I meant. I change my answer to that one,” Hasan says.

“Classic,” I say. “Plenty of films borrow from it. Message of peace and all that.”

“Egg, why don’t you sit down and join us? Lunch is half over and you still haven’t eaten,” Rue says, patting the empty seat next to her again.

Mental note: Take different route over to tree at lunchtime.

“I gotta do homework,” I say, making a hasty retreat.
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“What are you doing here?” I ask Max.

“I’m just sitting in my assigned seat,” he says.

He’s more interested in what he’s doing than in me. So I bang around my books and the chair and the desk to show him how pissed off I am that he’s sitting next to me again.

“Careful. You don’t want a repeat of this morning,” he says.

New tactic: Take matters into your own hands.

I push my way up to the front of the room and confront Mrs. Perez.

“I’d like for that new kid to be moved away from me,” I say.

Mrs. Perez has her arms crossed and she’s looking me over. She is sucking on a lozenge, which is making the hairy mole on her lip jump around. She always has a lozenge in her mouth, because she’s always screaming and her throat always hurts.

“I place people in certain seats to maintain a certain order in the classroom so that I won’t have to yell as much.”

“I had an incident with him this morning in Global History.”

“Well, you won’t have one here in my class or I’ll fail you, even if you are one of my most gifted students.”

Mrs. Perez is one tough cookie. That’s what I like and hate about her.

“Well, he stinks,” I say.

“Get over it.”

The bell rings and she turns her back to me and picks up her stack of graded papers. I skulk back to my seat and sit down next to Max. I sniff loudly and make a face. He doesn’t even smell today, but he continues to ignore me, which is highly annoying. He is busy with his pen and that little black book.

Now I’m interested in what he’s doing.

“What are you doing?” I say.

“Drawing,” Max says. “I study people. I draw them and take notes like an ethnographer.”

I lean over and look at the black ink sketch he’s made of my profile. There is a bubble under it that says, Quick to anger, thinks she knows everything.

It’s a good rendition of me and he’s made me look prettier than I really am, but I don’t want to be in his book. I don’t want to be collected.

I shoot my hand out to rip the page from its place. In anticipation of my move, he pulls the book away from me.

“Give it,” I say.

“Nuh-uh,” he says. “It’s a social record.”

“Look, I’m superstitious. You’ve drawn me. It’s like you’re stealing my soul or keeping my toenail clippings.”

I throw him the evil eye.

“What are you trying to do?” Max says. “Get me with your superpowers?”

“You’re an asshole,” I say.

He laughs and continues sketching.

“Ars longa, vita brevis,” Max says.

“What?”

“It’s Latin,” Max says. “It means ‘Art is long, life is short.’ This is art. This is forever.”

He taps the drawings in his book adoringly.

“This,” he says, drawing an imaginary circle around my face, “is not art. This does not have to be forever.”

Mrs. Perez walks down the aisle toward us, passing back our environmental poems. She hands mine and Max’s back. I hold it up for him to see: A+.

“Why don’t you draw this?” I say.

“Why don’t I draw this instead?” Max says, and holds up his poem: A++.

I grab for his paper and this time he lets me take it. I scan the poem for flaws, and my eyes fall upon these lines:



Silent is the ruined land.
Man is brutal
and the rain does not wash away
the pain
or rid the distant memory.
It makes it glisten.



I thought he was stupid. Now I know he’s gifted, just like me.
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An eyeless head is ogling me. I look over at the cemetery set from Blue Hill Wyoming. Skeletons are pushing up from the graves. On the walls are apes, monkeys, aliens, mummies . . . you name any creepy thing and it’s there.

On a shelf to my left is the wall of blood. Jars and jars of fake blood and the ingredients for each kind.

My father, Sam Jurgen, master mask-maker, animatronic freak, monster and alien specialist, special-effects makeup wizard, is hunched over his worktable constructing the perfect eye.

I plop my bag down on a stool and remain quiet until he is finished. From years of experience, I know not to interrupt him while he’s concentrating this hard.

Once, when I was about nine, I was bored and I wanted him to pay attention to me. He turned purple and shoved everything off the table onto the floor, then he yelled at me for getting in the way of the flow and ruining the lizard alien he was making. It’s better to remain invisible until he turns his eyes on you. Once he does, he gives you all the careful attention you deserve. You just have to wait your turn.

“There,” my dad says to me, holding up the eyeball.

Now it is okay to talk.

“Looks good,” I say.

“No, really look at it,” he says, and holds it under the work light. I lean forward and notice that the pupil dilates.

“Cool,” I say.

He’s like a little kid.

I can see pretty clearly why he and my mom didn’t work out.

I try to imagine them falling in love while he applied foam latex appliances and makeup to her on the episode of The Nemesis when she gets some weird skin radiation sickness and her whole face is peeling off.

Mom got kicked off the show when she got pregnant, and then Dad was doing his first big feature, a low-budget sci-fi film called Star King, which won him his first Academy Award. Soon after that, they split up.

She was mad about him applying lizard scales to all the naked models on the film, and he was mad that she wouldn’t let him mix up the latex in the kitchen. I was probably screaming all the time, making them even more tired and annoyed.

“I can’t believe that man-child won an Oscar before I did,” Mom always says.

And I always remind her that she has never even once been considered for an Oscar, much less won one.

Freaks shouldn’t breed, I think, looking at my dad while he works. They end up having freaky kids like me.

But as far as I can tell, as dads go, he’s a good one. Every Tuesday I make my way over to his creature shop and we make stuff in silence. He even has the Victoria Tuesday clause put into his contracts, so when he’s working in town we don’t have to miss a date. It helps that he has a whole team of assistants.

“How’s school?” he asks.

“Fine,” I say.

“How’s your mom?” he asks.

“Fine,” I say.

“Do you have any boyfriends this week?” he asks.

“Nope,” I say.

“Well, you’re a catch,” he says. “I wish I had known a girl who could design an alien exoskeleton.”

I don’t remind my dad that boys like that are total dorks.
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I’m reclining like a woman in a Matisse painting. I flick through the channels, jumping between the evening news on three different stations.
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“What’s the news?” Mom says, shoving me over on the couch and pulling her salad out of the takeout bag. She pulls out my sandwich and hands it over.

“It’s all doom and gloom.”

“Oh, well. Did they announce the Screen Actors Guild nominees?”

“No.”

I unwrap my sandwich and take a big bite.

“How was school today?” Mom asks, shifting full gear into mom mode.

“It sucked shit,” I say.

“That is not the language a young lady uses,” Mom informs me.

“I’m not a young lady,” I say. “According to some new kid, I’m some kind of autocrat.”

I grab my sandwich and get up so I can go eat alone in the privacy of my room, but she follows me down the hallway and she’s talking, saying something that she probably thinks is important. I’m sure it’s not, so I slam the door in her face as a response. Then I throw myself down on the bed and put my pillow over my head. Three, two, one . . .

The door opens and Mom barges into my room.

“Victoria —”

“It’s EGG!!!” I scream. Maybe this time she will hear me.

“I’m not going to call you Egg,” she says. “That’s not the name I gave you.”

“Well, Ursula’s not your real name. Some agent gave you that name,” I say.

“That’s different. It’s a professional name, not an item of food,” Mom says.

I scream into my mattress.

“I’m meeting a director for drinks later,” Mom says cheerfully.

“I don’t care,” I say.

Her weight makes the floor creak. She’s put on some pounds since her glory days as the hot chick on the eighties TV show The Nemesis. She hasn’t had a real role in years. She still looks like a model, though. My mom is gorgeous by anyone’s standards. She is the total polar opposite of me.

She’s standing there, waiting, hoping that I’ll be impressed. She’s hoping that I’ll say what she always wants me to say to her before an audition or meeting. Even though I don’t want to say it, I turn my head from under the pillow.

“Break a leg,” I mumble.

I can see Mom smiling upside down. She’s so happy I said it. She thinks it’s going to bring her luck.

“I have a good feeling about this one. I’ll be back later. Please be home when I get here.”

I wave for her to go, go! GO! Move away! If I had a Helgerian laser like Egg does, I’d blow her out of my room.

I stay on my bed until I hear the jingle of her keys, then the click of her high heels down the hallway. Then the door closes, and the lock snaps shut.

When I am sure she is gone, I log on to my computer. I set my play list on shuffle. Strains of Ella Fitzgerald fill the room. I surf over to the Zach Cross–Terminal Earth message board. No news today. He must still be in New Zealand filming the sequels. I check out some other sites of some other sci-fi films I’m tracking. I do a search on the guillotine. I read all about the Reign of Terror from 1793 to 1794. It freaks me out. It seems to me that the world has always sucked.

Amelissa13 instant messages me.



Amelissa13: hey eggtoria have you heard that Zach Cross broke his ankle?

Eggtoria: No shit.

Amelissa13: Just yesterday. It was in the papers here down under.

Eggtoria: that sucks.

Amelissa13: yeah. I thought I saw him at the movie theater in Christchurch, but it was just some old guy. But from far away, when I squinted, it totally looked like Zach Cross.

Eggtoria: I gotta go. Homework.



I shut my instant messenger off. I don’t know why I even have it. Nobody in my real life chats online with me. It’s only those silly girls who like Zach Cross that do. I am different from them.

I’m not boy crazy. I have tried to explain it to them one million times.

I’m a cinephile.




End of sample
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