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There w as a l oud, g urgling g roan. S omebody shouted, “Oh my 
gosh! Miss Delaware just died!”

“—  for gettin’ some of us here safe,” Taylor continued. “And we 
pray that, as we are f ine, upstandin’, law-abidin’ girls who represent 
the best of the best, you will protect us from harm and keep us safe 
until w e a re r escued a nd c an t ell o ur s tory t o People m agazine. 
Amen.”

“Amen,” the girls echoed, then fell into noisy chatter. Where were 
they? What would happen to them? Would they be rescued? Where 
were the adults? Was this something to do with the war?

“Teen Dream Misses!” Taylor singsonged above the din, smiling. 
“My stars. It’s gettin’ kinda noisy. Now. My daddy is a g eneral, and 
I k now what he’d say i f he were here: We need to do a r econ mis-
sion, see if there are any more survivors, and tend to the wounded.”

“My h ead k inda h urts,” M iss N ew M exico s aid. S everal o f t he 
girls gasped. Ha lf of an a irline serving t ray was lodged in her fore-
head, forming a small blue canopy over her eyes.

“What i s i t?” M iss N ew M exico c hecked t o m ake s ure h er b ra 
straps weren’t showing.

“N-nothing.” Miss Ohio managed an awkward smile.
“First t hings f irst,” T aylor s aid. “ Any o f y ’all h ave f irst-aid 

training?”
Miss Alabama’s hand shot up at the same time as Miss Mississippi’s. 

They were both artificially tanned and bleach-blond, with the same 
expertly layered long hair. If not for the ragged state sashes they still 
wore, it would be hard to tell them apart.

“Names?” Taylor prompted.
“I’m Tiara with an A,” said Miss Mississippi.
“I’m Brittani with an I,” said Miss Alabama. “I got my Scouting 

Badge in First Aid.”
“Ohmigosh, m e, t oo!” T iara t hrew h er a rms a round B rittani. 

“You’re so nice. If it’s not me, I hope you win.”
“No, I hope YOU win!”
“Ladies, this part is not a competition,” Taylor said. “Okay. Miss 
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Alabama and Miss Mississippi are on first-aid duty. Anybody have a 
phone that survived?”

Two o f t he g irls b rought f orward phones. One w as w ater d am-
aged. The other  could not get a signal.

Adina spoke up. “Maybe we should have a roll call, see who’s here 
and who’s missing.”

Missing s ettled over t he g irls l ike a s udden c oat o f snow sh aken 
loose from an awning, and they moved forward on autopilot, dazed 
smiles i n p lace, a nd s tated t heir n ames a nd r epresentative s tates. 
Occasionally, one would divulge that she was an honors student or a 
cheerleader or a volunteer at a soup kitchen, as if, in this moment of 
collective horror, they  could not d ivorce themselves f rom who they 
had been before, when such information was required, when it got 
them f rom one pageant to the next, a ll the way to the big one. Of 
the f ifty s tates, only t welve g irl r epresentatives were a ccounted for, 
including M iss C al i fornia, S hanti S ingh; M iss M ichigan, J ennifer 
Huberman; and Miss Rhode Island, Petra West, who, ironically, was 
the biggest g irl in the pageant at nearly s ix feet. Some g irls a rgued 
over whether the death of Miss Mas sa chu setts —  favored by bookies 
to win the whole thing —  meant that the competition would never 
feel entirely fair.

“Thank y ou, l adies. I ’m g uessing t hat’s w here t he r est o f t he 
plane is.” Taylor pointed to the thick black smoke spiraling up from 
the jungle. “There might be more of us in there. We need to orga-
nize a s earch p arty. A M iss T een D ream R econ M achine. A ny 
volunteers?”

As a un it, the girls turned to gaze at the forbidding expanse of jun-
gle. No one raised her hand. Taylor clicked her tongue. “Well, I g uess 
there aren’t any Ladybird Hopes4 in this crowd. My stars, I’m glad she’s 

4 Ladybird Hope, the most famous Miss Teen Dream who ever lived, making 
her name as a b ikini-clad meteorologist, small-town talk show host, lobbyist, 
mayor, and Corporation businesswoman with her own clothing line. Rumored 
to be running for president.
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not here to see this. I b et she’d vomit in her mouth with d isappoint-
ment. And then, like a pro, she’d swallow it down and keep smiling.”

Taylor t ook a p ink g loss f rom a h idden p ocket a nd s licked t he 
glittery w and o ver h er l ips. “ You r emember t hat T he C orporation 
almost canceled the Miss Teen Dream Pageant last year due to low 
ratings, and they were gonna replace it with that show about Amish 
girls who share a house with strippers, Girls Gone Rumspringa? And 
then, just l ike a shining angel, Ladybird Hope s tepped in a nd said 
she would p ersonally s ecure the a dvertisers for the p ageant. I h ave 
lived my whole life according to Ladybird and her platform —  Being 
Perfect in Every Way —  and I’m not about to let her down now. If I 
have to, I will go into that jungle by myself. I’ll bet those Corporation 
camera crews will be real happy to see me.”

“I’ll go!” Shanti’s hand shot up.
“Me, too!” Petra yelled.
Mary Lou nudged Adina. “I guess it wouldn’t be very congenial 

of me not to go. Will you come, too? I want to have one friend.”
Adina didn’t know what they’d find in the jungle, but journalists 

always went where the story was, and Adina was the best journalist 
at N ew C astle H igh S chool. I t w as w hat h ad g otten h er i nto t his 
mess. She raised her hand to volunteer.

Two teams were or ga nized and, after much debate, names were cho-
sen: The Sparkle Ponies would stay on the beach, tend to the wounded, 
and t ry to salvage whatever they  could f rom the wreckage. The L ost 
Girls would soldier into the jungle in the hopes of finding survivors.

Shanti g ave instructions to the g irls heading into the surf  toward 
the mangled half plane, which was taking on water quickly. “We need 
to remember to bring out anything we can —  first-aid kits, blankets, 
pillows, seat cushions, clothes, and especially food and water.”

“But w hy?” T iara a sked. “ They’ll b e c oming t o r escue u s 
real soon.”

“We d on’t k now h ow l ong t hat w ill b e. W e’ve g ot t o s urvive 
till then.”
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“Ohmigosh. No food at a ll.” Tiara sank down on the sand a s i f 
the full weight of their predicament had f inally hit her. She blinked 
back t ears. A nd t hen t hat megawatt smile t hat b elonged on c ereal 
boxes across the nation reappeared. “I am going to be so superskinny 
by pageant time!”

96342_01_1-396_r5ss.indd   11 1/22/11   7:30:04 AM



12

C h A p t e r  t W o

The L ost Girls s et off down t he beach. Taylor led the way. Adina, 
Shanti, Petra, Mary Lou, and Tiara followed. Above them, the sun 
was a jaundiced eye. To the right, the vast turquoise ocean bit at the 
shoreline, gobbling small mouthfuls of sand. The sand itself, white 
as desert-bleached animal bones, stretched for miles, in one direction 
yielding to jungle growth and, farther on, green mountains and lava-
formed c liffs, w hich c reated a n a lmost t urretlike w all r unning t he 
length of the island. Just behind those cliffs a v olcano rose, vanish-
ing into heavy cloud cover. Its rumble  could be heard on the beach, 
like a giant groaning in its sleep.

Shanti pointed to the volcano. “I hope that’s not active,” she said 
in a slightly British Indian–inflected voice.

The girls walked in the direction of the smoke and possible sur-
vivors, c haperones o r h andlers w ho m ight t ake c harge a nd m ake 
every thing b etter. T hey t rekked t hrough t he i nhospitable g rowth, 
breathing i n g elatin-thick h umidity m ixed w ith so ot a nd s moke. 
The jungle sounds were what they noticed first: Thick. Percussive. A 
thrumming heartbeat of danger wrapped in a muscular green. Sweat 
beaded across their upper lips and matted their sashes to their bod-
ies. A b ird shrieked f rom a n earby t ree, making a ll the g irls except 
Taylor jump.

“The s moke’s c omin’ f rom o ver t here, M iss T een D reamers,” 
Taylor said. She veered to the right, and the girls followed.

The jungle gave way to a small clearing.
“Holy moly . . .” Mary Lou said.
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