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Alana and Tiffany were heading toward the cafeteria when they heard the boys fall in close behind them.

“Notch, notch, notch,” one of them said. His voice was soft and insulting.

Alana whirled around. “What?” she demanded. The taller boy smirked as he looked her up and down. The shorter one stared hard at Tiffany. His look was threatening.

“Hey—” Alana shouted, but Tiffany tugged at her arm to keep her quiet.

The boys followed them down the hall. Now they made wet smacking noises. The taller boy said, “Hey, Torres, looking good! If you’re lucky, baby, you’ll be my next notch.”

Alana stopped and faced them.

“Ooooh, Torres looks real mad now,” the taller one taunted. “Protect me, guys! I’m scared to death!”

Alana clenched her fist. Her hand was strong from hours of basketball.

The girls quickly ducked into the bathroom. Derisive hoots of laughter followed them.

“What’s with them?” Alana said. “What’s this notch thing?”

“It’s like a club,” Tiffany said. “They put a notch on their belts for every girl they’ve gone out with. You just have to ignore them.”

Alana was furious.

“Look, you’re new here, so I’m telling you, Alana—don’t mess with them. Especially that shorter guy, Chuy.”

Alana remembered the way Chuy had looked at Tiffany. She started to speak, but then Marisol stuck her head in the door. “Come on, you guys,” she said. “It’s time for lunch.”

Their friends were waiting in the cafeteria. Seeing their smiling faces, Alana felt a warm rush of gratitude toward Tiffany. On her first day at Oceanside High, Tiffany had invited Alana to sit at her table at lunch. Now Tiffany’s friends were hers, too.

Alana had just pried the lid off her yogurt when Chuy appeared at the head of the table. “Hey, Tiff,” Chuy taunted. “I got something you’re really going to like.” He moved his hips. Alana got a good look at his thick black belt, which was cut with deep notches halfway around.

She glanced at the other girls. Tina and Marisol were talking, ignoring him. Tiffany stared at her sandwich.

With a flick of her spoon, Alana sent a gob of blueberry yogurt flying. It landed at the top of Chuy’s zipper.

The girls broke out in nervous giggles. Chuy, his face contorted with anger, made a lunge for Alana.

But just then Ms. Martin, one of the PE teachers, strode up to her. “I saw you throwing food, Alana Torres!”

“He was hassling us!” Alana cried.

“Mr. Perez, you sit down! And you, Alana—anymore food throwing and you’re on detention,” said Ms. Martin.

As the teacher walked off, Marisol said, “Chuy’s like the head of the Notch Boys, Alana. Don’t make him mad.”

“Oh, yeah? What can he do to me that’s so terrible?” Alana grumbled.

“He’ll spread stories about you. Real nasty stuff, believe me,” said Tina.

“Last year this one girl, Briana, tried to get Chuy and another guy expelled,” Marisol said. “They made it so bad for her that she had to leave. She goes to a different school now.”

Alana looked at Tiffany, but Tiffany seemed very busy opening a package of cookies. Alana noticed that her friend’s hands were trembling.

When the bell rang, Alana had barely finished her lunch. Alana and Tiffany left the cafeteria together.

“Want to come over after basketball today?” Alana asked.

Then, too late, Alana sensed someone moving up behind her. She looked back just as a boy grabbed the back of her skirt and flipped it up above her waist. Chuy did the same thing to Tiffany.

“Whoooo!” A chorus of hoots and cheers came from the kids who were walking along behind them.
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