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Epilogue

Have you ever looked at someone and known – just known – that he was the one you wanted to be with the rest of your life? And every time you see him, your heart pounds, your stomach cramps, your face burns, and a wave of raw emotion floods though your body – longing so much for him that it hurts. You could stare at the lines of his face for hours and be perfectly content. You know that the two of you together would be perfect. Only there’s just one problem. 


You’ve never said a word to him.

Chapter 1


The rain came down in sheets that morning, pooling in the areas of the back yard where there was no grass and turning everything into a wet mush as I stared out the window. But I didn’t care. I loved rainy days. Even better if it stormed. Something about the gloom and the darkness appealed to me, probably the same reason I loved horror movies. For some reason, rain put me in a good mood. An optimistic mood. After all, this was the first day back to school after New Year’s, and things were going to happen. I was going to make this the best year of my life. 


I, Natalie Bishop, was going to talk to Jeremy Birch today.


Really.


I made a resolution.

***


Yeah, my best friend, Samantha Meyers, didn’t believe me either. We sat at our usual table in the cafeteria before first bell, and while I poured my little heart out to her, her lips kept twitching. Finally, I stopped and glared at her, and she burst out laughing.


“What? You don’t think I’m serious?” I demanded.


She cleared her throat and, to her benefit, attempted to be solemn. Which lasted a whole 10 seconds. “Oh, I think you’re serious,” she said, her blue eyes widening as she nodded. “But I don’t think you’ll actually do it.”

“And why not?” I couldn’t help feeling a bit offended at this. I mean, come on. She was my best friend. She was supposed to support me, not treat me like the punch line of some joke.


Sam leaned back in her chair and began ticking off the reasons on her fingers. “Well, first, you’ve never talked to him in your life. Second, the reason you’ve never talked to him is because you freeze up and mumble like an idiot every time you’re near him. Third, you don’t have any classes with him. Fourth, since you don’t have any classes with him and you’ve never talked to him before, how exactly do you think you’re going to start the conversation? Fifth …”

I stopped her. “Enough already! I get the point.” Moaning, I dropped my head into my arms. “You’re right. I’m a wimp. But I have to do something!”

“What’s wrong with what you’re doing now?”

I lifted my head and stared at her in amazement. “What I’m doing now? I’m following him around in the hallway pretending not to be following him. I’m watching him at lunch while pretending not to watch him. When I drive by his house, I always hope to catch him outside. And sometimes I drive by his house when I don’t really need to! Sam, there’s a word for that. It’s called stalking.”

Sam shrugged. “Well, then the solution is easy. I think you should definitely talk to him.”

Sometimes I could kill Sam. 

***


So that out of the way, I began to work out a plan. Without Sam around, it was a little easier to focus. Then again, I tried to do it in first-period English Lit class with Mrs. Watts, who I mentally refer to as the Attention Nazi. If she thought in the slightest you weren’t paying attention, she would focus on you for the rest of the class, pummeling you with question after question that you didn’t know the answer to. Which could get really interesting when three or more people weren’t paying attention. But seriously, there has to be some kind of rule against this. I mean, isn’t it cruel and unusual punishment? Is it the end of the world if I don’t know what the hidden meaning of “Hamlet” is? 


Anyway, so I had to come up with my plan while pretending to be paying attention, which in Mrs. Watts’ class meant sneaking thoughts while her back was turned. And let me tell you, when you’re coming up with something as monumental as I was, a fragmentary mental process is not the best way to do it.


What I finally came up with was this: I have calculus third period, and Jeremy has it second period in the same room. We were both taking it for college credit, but as luck would have it (and I mean this with utmost sarcasm), he was placed in the other class. So sometimes, if I’m early enough, he’ll still be in the room when I get there. Yes, this means most days I practically sprint there from second period history – You really think I would miss a chance to see him? Even though it meant racing from one end of the school to the other and ending up out of breath and slightly sweaty. It’s well worth it for the view, trust me. 

Well, so, what if I go in, and he’s in there putting away his things? And I walk by his desk and, whoops, accidentally knock off his notebook. Well, then I’d have to pick it up for him, and he’d say thanks, and then – whammo! – I vault into a conversation about that day’s class. Brilliant, huh?


The way I see it, once I get the first talk out of the way, it should only be easier after that, right? He might even say hi to me in the hallways.


God, the fact that I’m all excited about that just proves how much of a pathetic loser I am.

***


The more I thought about The Plan, the more I was sure it would work. I caught up with Sam in the hallway after first period and ran it by her. She seemed to think it was a pretty good idea. 


“Except…” she said, leaning against her locker and biting her lip. “What if he’s already got his notebook put away before you get there?”

I sighed. “You always have to burst my bubble. Why do you have to think about these things?”

She smiled. “Somebody has to. If I didn’t, you’d be jumping into the pool without checking for water first.”

That she could think that of me! I was stunned! Well, okay, so I did have a tendency to not think things through first, but for the most part I had made it through life fine. So what if I’d never even had a boyfriend? I was just … picky. If you were 17 and in the prime of your life, would you be rushing into a relationship when the perfect guy could be waiting just around the corner? I didn’t think so.


“So what’s your plan B?” she asked.


I pursed my lips and scrambled for an alternative. “Well… I could always… just bump into him. Yeah, and then we could talk, and I’d get to touch him!” 


Sam nodded. “That could work. He’s definitely very touchable.”

“But what if I bump him and he just keeps on walking?” I sighed and collapsed against the locker. “I’m doomed, Sam. This is never gonna happen.”

“Oh, Nat. I’m sure you’ll talk to him. Just let it happen. Quit making all these little plots. It’ll happen eventually.” 


The bell for second period rang then, and I grabbed my bag from where I’d dropped it. 


“Yeah, I guess,” I sighed. “I’ll see you at lunch.”

She smiled encouragingly at me and took off down the hall. I trudged despondently in the opposite direction to my history class.


Time to drown my sorrows in World History. I’m sure that will have something way worse than my life. Maybe we’ll learn about Nazi Germany. Or Apartheid.

Sometimes you just have to put things in perspective.

Chapter 2


I didn’t do it.


I know what you’re thinking. What a wimp. But really, I had every intention of doing it. I even got to class quicker than usual. But as I ran in the door, I saw Jeremy standing at his desk, gathering his things, and I froze. I couldn’t do a thing, except stare. If my mouth had been any drier, my tongue would have shriveled up and fallen out. I couldn’t have talked to him if I’d wanted to. 


I stood there, taking in the sight of him, my heart spasming like it always did at the sight of that gorgeous, lopsided grin. Even though he was looking down, I knew his eyes were hazel, clear and intelligent, with just a hint of green in them. And his hair - well, he hadn’t been named the guy with the best hair for nothing. It was an ordinary brown, but he made brown look good. He was constantly changing it. Last fall, it had been long, reaching his chin. He’d had a habit of tucking it behind one ear while he talked. The year before that, it had been short, but just long enough to part in the middle. And now, he wore it the shortest I’d seen it, slightly spiky on top, but not like he’d made it do it. 


It didn’t matter how he wore his hair, though. I loved him whatever his current style was, and I had since the first day of eighth grade. This is why I believe in love at first sight. Because that day in algebra when he took the seat next to me and smiled at me, one corner tipping up a bit more than the other, it was over for me. I fell hopelessly – and completely unrequitedly – in love with Jeremy Birch. I honestly can’t explain it, and I’m sure to some people it sounds stupid. But even though I’ve never talked to him, and never even really had another class with him, I get the weirdest feeling in my chest every time I see him. I can only describe it as an intense, wonderful, horrible longing to be with him.


Which is why I completely lost my nerve for the first minute or so. I had to bask in the awe of his wonderfulness, because just the sight of him threw my entire body into overload.


Even then, I still fully intended to at least say hi. I even ran my little speech through my mind as I stood there – “Hi, Jeremy. Oh, I’m sorry, is that your pencil I just knocked off your desk? Let me get that for you. Oh no, did I just knock your notebook off too? Jeez, what a klutz; maybe you better come down here and help me with this stuff. What’s that? You’re so thankful you want to kiss me? Well, if you insist …”

Okay, that wasn’t really the speech. My mind gets a little carried away at times. Oh, but that amazing mouth… Imagine those lips, pressing against mine…


Right, moving on.


As I was saying, I was just about to take a deep breath and march over there and say hi. He hadn’t left his desk yet. He was still putting his things away. I had plenty of time before he reached his last book.


It was what happened before he got to that book that killed the moment.


Something tall and blonde approached on the horizon. I focused in on it just in time to realize it was Heather Mason – cheerleader, point guard, and A-student extraordinaire – stopping next to Jeremy and flashing her best 10,000-megawatt smile at him. 


My heart died then.


Because I’d seen her flash that smile before. That smile was dangerous, to be used with extreme caution. The last time she’d given that smile, the president of the drama club dropped his girlfriend of two years and came running.


You understand why I felt slightly concerned. 


See, I’d been rather lucky. All these years that my heart burned for Jeremy, he’d somehow managed to stay unattached. I’d never been able to explain it; to me, every girl in school should be pining for him. I mean, look at him. Not only is he ultrahot, but he’s extremely shy, which only adds to the ultrahotness of him. That first class together in eighth grade, I loved when the teacher asked him a question, because his face would slowly burn bright red, starting with his ears. His voice would be strong, but his face gave him away. The spotlight was not the place for him. It was absolutely adorable.


And he always knew the right answer! Not only was he cute and shy, but he was smart, too! Could this guy be any more attractive? Not to me, but apparently the rest of the female population didn’t agree. Not that they didn’t like him. But maybe he just fell below their radar because of his introvertedness. I didn’t care. It meant he would be saved for me. Whenever I got around to talking to him, that is.


But today, I saw Heather and her smile, and I knew it was all over. No way could I – with long chestnut hair but a rather plain face, if I said so myself – compete with Super Woman. 


And even worse … He smiled back.

***


“Can I borrow your knife, Jamie?”

Jamie Kirchner glanced at me over the ham sandwich headed for her mouth and shrugged. “Sure.” She set the sandwich down and reached for the utensil, still wrapped in plastic.


“No.” Sam slammed her hand down on Jamie’s, then looked at me. “Nat, do you realize how long it would take to slit your wrists with this? Days, months even. It’s totally not worth it. If you’re going to kill yourself, do it right. Wait until you get home and get the kitchen knife.”

I sighed. “It’s not fair! Just kill me now!” I let my head fall onto the table and wrapped my arms around it. 


Jamie, the picture of innocence with her blond hair and blue eyes, patted my arm. “It’s okay, Nat. I heard they’re only going to the Sadie Hawkins dance together. They’re not dating or anything.”

I moaned. “Why her?” I lifted my head and tried to give Sam my most pitiful expression. It never works with her.


She took a bite of her slice of pizza and said, mouth full, “Well, she’s tall, blonde, athletic, absolutely gorgeous, devastatingly smart …”

“Sam! How is it we’ve been friends so long?”

She shrugged. “Just stating the facts. I’ve been telling you for how many years to go talk to him? I mean, come on, Nat. You can’t expect him to save himself for you when he doesn’t even know you exist.”

I glared at her, mostly because I knew she was right.  “So what do I do?”

“Do about what?”

The voice came from behind me at the same time as a tray slammed down next to me, making me jump. I whirled around in surprise. “Jeez, Matt, could you give me some warning next time you want to give me a heart attack?”

He grinned and slid into the chair beside me. “Now what would be the fun in that?”

I rolled my eyes and turned back to my lunch of a Pepsi and a butterscotch pudding cup. At one point, I had been completely head over heels for Matt Taylor. Or so I’d thought. He’d showed up at our school one day in the middle of sophomore year and somehow found himself in our group. He’d been new and exciting – not to mention not too bad on the eyes, with his shaggy blond hair and pale blue-gray eyes. And he’d been great fun to hang out with. 

But that was all it ever was – fun. I had a great time when I was with him, but there was never anything more serious to it. Matt had never been serious with any girl since he’d moved here. He’d never been serious about anything, and that was the problem. He had a habit of floating through life unattached, with no real ambitions or goals. That was my big problem with him. He was so smart, and so talented at a lot of things, but he didn’t seem to care. Maybe to some girls that wouldn’t be a big deal, but I wanted a guy who knew what he wanted and how to get it, not someone who would squander his life away. I’d eventually talked myself out of any feelings for Matt, and we’d just been friends the last few years. 

Not that he knew any of that, of course.

As I dug into my pudding cup, ignoring the looks of disgust Sam kept throwing me – she hated both pudding and butterscotch, so my lunch was a deadly combination – Matt turned to Jamie and asked, “What does Natalie want to know what to do about what?”
Jamie stared at him blankly. “What?”
Sam snorted and patted Jamie’s shoulder. “Let me translate. Matt wants to know why Natalie wants to slice open her wrists with your cafeteria knife.”
Matt opened his eyes wide and turned to me in mock horror. “Oh, no, Nat. That wouldn’t do. That knife’s way too dull. It would take too long.”
I stared at the ceiling and shook my head. “You and Sam belong together.”
They looked at each other, and Sam raised an eyebrow. “Well, I don’t know about that. I mean, look at what he’s eating.”
Despite trying not to, I had to look. On his tray, Matt had a jumbo size oatmeal cream sandwich, some popcorn shrimp smothered in ketchup, and a pile of the school’s corn (which Sam and I swore we’d never eat because we felt certain it wasn’t really corn). 

“That is kind of disgusting.”
Matt stared at his food. “What? What’s wrong with it?”
“It’s disgusting,” I repeated and went back to my pudding cup. 

He shrugged. “Whatever. Why do you want to kill yourself?”

I sighed. “I’m not telling you.”

“Why not?”

“Because first you’ll make fun of me, and then you’ll tell Josh and Brad, and they’ll make fun of me. Then they’ll tell everybody else, and I’ll really have to kill myself.”

As if on cue, Josh and Brad appeared and collapsed in the remaining chairs at the table. So of course, Matt had to tell them I had no faith in them.


“Why’s that?” Brad asked as he dug into his pizza.


“Oh for God’s sake!” Sam slammed her Sprite can down on the table. “This conversation is a never-ending loop! I can’t take it anymore. Matt, Natalie wants to kill herself because the love of her life, whom she’s never talked to, is taking someone else to the dance. Brad, Josh, she doesn’t trust you, because she knows that you’ll make fun of her if you know. Everybody happy? Jeez…”

Matt sat back in his chair and stared at Sam, wide-eyed. “Sam, you’re a little scary sometimes.”

Sam pretended to glare at him, but ended up grinning. “Only when you guys are being morons.”

“Which is why she’s always scary,” I added, smiling sweetly at Matt.


He ignored me. “So who is this guy?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. “No way. I’m not telling you.”

“Jeremy Birch,” Jamie said brightly, then clapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh God, Nat, I’m so sorry.” I closed my eyes. There was a reason we didn’t always tell Jamie things. She was our friend, but sometimes – okay, most times – she spoke before thinking. 


“Hey, isn’t Jeremy Birch going to the dance with Heather Mason?” Josh asked.


Wonderful. They’d only been going together for an hour and apparently the whole school knew already. I definitely needed to find a kitchen knife, even if I didn’t use it on myself. 


“Yes,” I groaned. “Which is why I was wondering what to do.”

Sam nodded. “I know what you need to do.”

“You know?”

I know it’s cliché, but I could swear her eyes gleamed just then. And when Sam’s eyes gleam, it’s never a good thing. “There’s a month until the dance. Plenty of time.”

Sam could definitely have that whole mysterious vibe going on when she wanted to. I sighed. “Plenty of time to do what?”

She grinned and lifted an eyebrow at me. 

“Steal him back.”
Chapter 3


 Luck doesn’t happen to normal people. People like me. Luck is something that happens to people like Heather Mason, who seem to get every good thing that could possibly happen to them. Have I ever won the lottery? No. Have I ever been given any kind of award from the school? No, of course not. Have I ever just happened to run into Heath Ledger while on vacation in Maui? Definitely not (though rumor has it that Heather did, if you can believe it). I am the unluckiest person I know.


But apparently luck didn’t agree with me, because that day I became the luckiest person ever. At least in my mind. 


That day, the first day back to school in the second semester, was also the day Sam and I started conditioning training for track. Now, I’ve been in track for my entire high school career, but I’m far from the best. I do it, and I stick with it, and sometimes I even like it. But I’m not any kind of phenom. Sam, on the other hand…. Have I mentioned I hate her? 


No, just kidding. But seriously, Sam is a member of the 400-meter relay team, and boy is she fast. My event is the 100-meter hurdles. I love it, and it’s lots of fun, but my sprinting has seen better days. I like to say that I have the best form on the team – and I do; ask anyone – but dammit if I’m not also the slowest person on the team. My legs just don’t seem to want to move that fast. 


Anyway, track conditioning started that day, to try to get us lazy bums into some semblance of shape before the season actually started – some two months away. 


So Sam and I were in the locker room after school, and I finally was able to ask her the question I’d been burning to ask since lunchtime.


“Steal him back? Sam, how do you steal back someone you never had?”

Sam sighed and rolled her eyes at me. “I swear, Natalie, don’t you have a single creative bone in you?” 


“Apparently not.” I pulled my sweatshirt over my head and waited for her to answer me. I knew she would eventually. 


She did, but she took her time at it. First, she slowly tied up the laces on each of her running shoes. Then she rummaged through her gym bag to find her sweatshirt. Then she slowly turned to me. Sometimes I think one of Sam’s hobbies is torturing me.


“Well, all you have to do is make him wish he had had you before now. That he’s missing out on something and he better act now to get it before it’s too late.”

I stared at Sam, somewhat confused. “And how do you expect me to go about doing this?”

“Bribe him.” Erica, another girl on the track team, popped her head around the locker row and grinned. “Give him a hundred bucks to go to the dance with you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks a lot, Erica. That makes me feel so much more confident.”

She stuck her tongue out at me and returned to her side of the lockers. 



Sam narrowed one eye and looked at the ceiling thoughtfully. “You know, $100 wouldn’t be so bad.”

“Sam!” I threw my shoe at her and she ducked.


“Alright, alright. So I haven’t exactly figured out that part yet. Don’t worry. We’ll get him, Nat.”

I sighed and sank down on the bench. I wasn’t feeling nearly so optimistic.


 ***


Yeah, so that wasn’t the lucky part. I got a little sidetracked. The luck came when I walked into the gym a few minutes later.


Sam and I left the locker room pumped and ready to begin conditioning. Conditioning always starts that way. You think, “Yeah, I’m going to work my butt off this year, and I’m going to do great!” So you come into it all positive thinking and actually – dare I say it – looking forward to it. It’s only a week or so later that you realize, “Hey, this is cruel and unusual punishment, and no matter what I do, I’m not going to be any better this year than last year.” Life sucks.


But that’s beside the point. 


We walked out into the gym, and the rest of our team had gathered on the far side of the basketball court. To get there, we had to walk by the bunch of boys’ track team members who were preparing for their own conditioning on this side of the gym. 


Nothing unusual. They always started at the same time, because, hey, school started at the same time, regardless of sex. 


Anyway, this day, the Day of the Big Break, as I like to call it, they were spread around their half of the gym stretching. Sam and I picked our way through them as they lay on their sides and pulled one leg behind them to stretch their hamstrings. 


One of them, a junior named Trevor, whose last name I can never remember for some reason – I always thought of him as That High Jump Guy – grabbed Sam’s leg as she passed. She stopped and turned to him, saying in a low, giggly voice that I had never heard her use before, “Trevor, please…”

Feeling a little confused, I turned back to tell her to move her butt, since we were already late. Well, stupid me didn’t watch where I was going, and I tripped on the leg of the next guy down the line. 


Just like in the movies, my eyes opened wide, and I pinwheeled my arms (probably in slow motion), and then I crashed to the floor on my elbow. As a flash of pain flared up my arm, I turned to the owner of the leg, fully prepared to unleash the full set of Natalie-fury on him. Which, in all honesty, really isn’t that threatening. 


And my eyes met a pair of hazel eyes, deep browns reflecting from the gym floor enriching the pale brown and gray and green already in them. And my breath caught.


Seriously. I always thought it was incredibly cheesy in books when they said that “so-and-so’s breath caught.” But at that moment, I experienced it myself. It was like a hand reached up my throat and took hold of the air there, gripping it tight so I couldn’t use it. 


“Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” The voice was much deeper than the last time I’d heard it. Yes, I realize it was just that day, but hey, I’d been across the room. Anyway, it was deeper, but it was the same voice, most definitely. A rush of adrenaline raced up my arms, and I pushed myself to my knees, unable to pull my eyes from his. How embarrassing, on many levels. 


“Are you okay, Natalie?” Jeremy asked. 


“I …” Really, that’s all I got out. How pathetic is that? I mean, at least in the movies, the shy girl is able to stutter out a few words – in a totally cute and endearing way, of course. But me? No, I get one word out, then sit there with my mouth opening and closing like a fish. He probably thought I was brain damaged.


Jeremy rolled over onto his stomach and pushed himself onto his knees, flexing – I noticed wistfully – the muscles in his upper arms as he did it. He reached toward me and touched my hand gently.


“I’m really sorry. I didn’t see you coming, or I’d have moved my leg.”

This just wasn’t right. Jeremy wasn’t a track person. He’d never belonged to the track team. Or any athletic team. What was he doing here? I was so confused! I nodded, still staring at him, wide-eyed. 


He wrinkled his eyebrows. “You are okay, right?”

Finally, the lump in my throat moved. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay. It’s my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“Okay, good.” And with that, he turned away from me and, with a sweep of one hand through his spiky hair, collapsed onto his side again.


At that moment, as I sat staring at him, probably with my mouth still hanging open, Sam rescued me. She grabbed my arm and started dragging me toward our team. 


“Oh, my God, Sam. Did you see what just happened?” I babbled as I followed her, resisting the urge to turn around and look at Jeremy again.


Sam nodded. “Yes, Natalie, I saw it. I saw you make a complete fool of yourself.”

I sighed, collapsing against her and moaning. “Was I really that bad?”

She linked her arm through mine and gave me a sideways grin. “You made Rainman look like Don Juan.”

I covered my face with my arms. “God, I’m such a moron! But what was he doing there?”

We were almost to our team – the members of which were looking at us curiously – but Sam stopped and turned to me. She grabbed both my shoulders and turned me toward her. “Natalie! Don’t you get it? This is your lucky day! Apparently, our Jeremy has decided to join the boys track team. It’s perfect! Not only did he just talk to you, if you hadn’t noticed, but we’ll get to see him every day!”

She wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and we strolled over to our teammates, my look, I’m sure, one of astonishment and dawning wonder.


And that’s how Lady Luck finally decided to grace myself with her presence. If I ever saw her in person, I was going to kick her ass.

Chapter 4


It wasn’t until later, while I was in the worst hell of my life – otherwise known as the three-mile run – that the full impact of what had happened in the gym hit me. 


Jeremy had spoken to me! Me! After all that planning, and it had just happened naturally. And not only that… He had used my name!


I couldn’t breathe. Granted, most of that was the running, but honest, I’m sure I still wouldn’t be able to breathe even if I weren’t moving. 



I swung my arm out and landed it right in Sam’s stomach. She gasped, the air rushing out of her mouth, and she stopped running. 


“Natalie! What is wrong with you?” 


I grinned stupidly at her. No, I couldn’t see my own mouth, but I’m positive it was the goofiest grin ever made on the face of this Earth. I was that excited. 


“Sam! He knew my name! He called me Natalie.”

“Oh lord.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head, then started jogging again. “Call the papers!”

I took off after her again, my lack of breathable air forgotten. “But Sam, I’ve never talked to him before. And he already knew my name! Doesn’t that mean something?”

“Yeah, it means he pays attention who he goes to school with. It’s just your name. You knew his, right?”

“That’s totally different, and you know it. I know it because I’m in love with him. He has no reason to know mine.”

Sam shrugged. “I guess. Just… Don’t go getting your hopes up because of this.” She stopped and grabbed my arm, keeping me from running on. “Not that I don’t think you have a chance. I just don’t want you to give this more importance than it has.”

I nodded and sighed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s just kind of exciting, is all.”

We started running again, and at that point a voice shouted from behind us. “Hey, wait up!”

We both turned, jogging backwards, which really takes quite a lot of talent, and watched as Matt ran up to us.


“Matt, what are you doing?” I asked. 


Did I mention that other than being incredibly smart and funny, Matt was also incredibly athletic? He was arguably the best distance runner on the track team. If he weren’t a guy, I’d be soooo insanely jealous of him.


“Catching up to you, what’s it look like?” he said as he reached us. The three of us began jogging again, though Sam and I had to run a bit faster to keep up with the Million-Dollar Man.


“Why are you here, Matt?” Sam asked, pausing long enough for us to cross the street as we began heading back to the school. “I mean, you guys don’t even run the same routes as us.”

He grinned at us, striding easily alongside us. “They let us pick our routes today. And I heard something today that I thought Natalie might want to hear.”

My eyes widened. “Jeremy’s not going to the dance with Heather?” Hey, what can I say? Can’t a girl hope? It was the first thing that popped in my mind. Yes, I’d been thinking of nothing other than Jeremy – except the torturous run, of course. And it had really come out sounding like: “Jeremy’s not… pant … going… pant pant … to the dance … gasp … with Heather?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Move on, Nat.”

But, “Close,” Matt said.


“Close? What do you mean, ‘close’?” I grabbed Matt’s arm to pull him back so he was even with me. When he just smiled at me, I let go of his arm and smacked it. “Matt! Tell me!”

His blue-gray eyes gleamed with amusement. I knew he wasn’t going to tell me until he was ready. He’s a jerk, too, did I mention that?

We plodded along for probably a good half-mile before he finally decided to break the news to me.


“Jeremy’s failing English.”

I blinked and stared at him. “Failing? He can’t possibly be failing.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, the great god couldn’t possibly be doing something as mundane as failing English. Well, believe me, he is. I overheard it in the locker room. He’s not doing so well.”

My heart plummeted. He couldn’t be failing. That was just … too horrible for words. At least, it was to me. I couldn’t imagine failing anything.


“But… If he fails, he won’t be able to do track.”

Matt tapped his forehead, smirking. “Hey, the genius figures it out.”

I looked at Sam, frantically. “He has to do track. That’s how we’re supposed to finally hook up!”

Sam sighed. “Natalie. How many times do I have to tell you? Just let it happen.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sam, if I waited for that, I’d die an old maid. I’m tired of waiting.”

“What are you going to do?” Matt asked.


I sighed. “I don’t know. Can’t I just kidnap him and keep him in my closet?”

 ***


I had hoped that when I got home after conditioning my younger sister would be in her room and I wouldn’t have to deal with her. No such luck.


“I got a date to the dance with Todd Jenkins!” Rachel announced to me as soon as I walked in the door. 


“That’s great. And I care why?” 


She smiled slyly. “I just thought you might want to know, since you don’t have a date and all.”

I shook my head and stomped to my room. “Go away.” 


The whole Jeremy-failing-English thing really had my stomach in a knot. I’d been so sure that track would be the way that we would finally meet. You know, I would run around the track, looking all sexy and not at all sweaty, and he’d see me and suddenly realize, “Wow, that’s the girl I want to be with.” Cheesy, I know, but I can hope, right?


If he failed, he wouldn’t be in track. Then what would I do? I don’t actually have a class with him. How in the world would I run into him? I know. I really should come up with a different plan, but I’d been so sure this would work, it was hard to get my mind off it. 

And have I mentioned how much I really hate Rachel? She couldn’t aggravate me more if she tried. She was everything that I hated, and at the same time everything I wanted to be. She was prettier than me – she’d somehow gotten blue eyes even though the rest of the family had boring brown – and she always had guys interested in her. Me? No, no guys. Ever. But don’t get me wrong. I didn’t want to be like Rachel. She was a slacker, always shirking her homework, not involved in school at all. Plus, she hung out with Heather Mason’s crowd. I guess I was just bitter that I worked so hard at everything and couldn’t seem to get Jeremy’s attention, while my younger sister just had to breathe and guys asked her out. Or maybe I was just jealous – no, I’m not going to think about that.


I collapsed on the bed, throwing an arm over my face. I was ready for a good self-pity party. 


My mom had other ideas.


“Natalie!” she called to me from the living room. I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut, hoping she’d go away. But that never works.


A soft knock on my door, and she entered, without waiting for me to say she could come in.


“Natalie, Rachel needs to go to the library for school. Can you take her?”

My day could not get any worse. I thought about saying no, but I knew it would make no difference. 


“Whatever.” 


Fifteen minutes later, I was cruising the aisles of the library, breathing in the scent of the pages upon pages stacked onto the shelves. At least I was forced to go to a place I liked. I used to come here all the time, checking out a dozen books at a time and devouring them in a week. But that was before high school, before I had to give up all my spare time to studying and track and sighing over Jeremy. I still liked coming here when I had a chance, though; it had a relaxing effect on me.


So, anyway, I was wandering around the aisles, just randomly glancing at books while I waited for Rachel to find whatever it was she needed from here, when I saw a familiar head through the shelf. 


I froze, my heart immediately seizing up. It couldn’t be… But when I leaned forward and pushed a few books aside, I knew it indeed was him… Jeremy! Standing not six feet away, his back to me and his head leaning forward to look at a book. I realized how strange I looked, standing there with my mouth hanging open and staring through a shelf, but I honestly could not move for a full 10 seconds. 


And then a hand fell on my shoulder and I squeaked in surprise, flinging my hand sideways and knocking half a dozen books off the shelf. I spun around, my face red, to find Rachel standing there wide-eyed. 


“Jeez, destroy the library, why don’t you?”

I scowled, brushing my hair out of my face, and knelt to pick up the books I’d knocked down. “You scared me.” From this viewpoint, I could see Jeremy’s shoes turn toward us, as if he was looking at us, then they turned away. I must not have made enough noise to keep his attention.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Well, you were standing there like some kind of freak. What were you looking at, anyway?”

“No!” I gasped, jumping to my feet to block the hole in the shelf, but I was too slow. She gazed through it, her eyebrows lifted. 


“Aha, I see …”

“It’s not what you think…” I sputtered. In my mind, I could just see her spreading around school tomorrow how she’d seen me drooling over Jeremy Birch in the library. Or, worse yet, storming to the next aisle and telling him.


She turned to me, a sly grin spreading across her face. “Natalie, do you have a crush on Jeremy Birch?”

I cringed and motioned for her to be quiet. “Of course not! I was just looking for a book.” Go away, flaming red face! Panicked, I looked back through the hole in the books, but Jeremy, mercifully, was gone.


Rachel didn’t believe me, of course. “Uh huh.” She crossed her arms across her chest and leaned against the shelves. “What are you going to do about it?”

I bent back down to pick up the books on the floor, avoiding eye contact. “Nothing.” It was the truth; I had no plans for Jeremy. But even if I did, I sure wasn’t going to share them with Big Mouth. 


Rachel must have decided I wasn’t going to tell her anything, because the interest in her eyes blinked out and she shrugged. “Oh well, I have to go find my research books.” And with that, she was gone. 


I stayed kneeling on the floor for a minute longer, squeezing my eyes shut and willing my heart to stop its stutter-stepping. I couldn’t believe Rachel had said that about Jeremy with him standing right there! If he’d heard, I swear I’d have had to kill myself, right here and now. Did the library have anything I could use? Maybe I could pull a shelf down on top of me or something. 


I hugged the books to my chest and stood. As I turned back to the shelf, I bumped into somebody who had just walked up. Surprised, my eyes flicked upward – and met a pair of clear hazel eyes. And then my heart really did stop.


“Hey, Natalie,” Jeremy said with a smile.

Chapter 5


First off, I did not freak out, as you might think I would. I was cool as a cucumber (where do they get that phrase, anyway?). I was calm and collected as Jeremy smiled at me with that oh-so-cute lopsided grin and the sparkly eyes. 

Okay, I’m such a liar. 


I totally freaked. I could not have been any more of a spazz if I’d tried. Jeremy continued talking, but to be honest I have not a clue what he said. There was this roaring in my ears, as if I’d been tossed in the ocean. I could see his mouth opening and closing, but the ocean drowned out whatever he was saying. My own mouth went so dry, I’m surprised my tongue didn’t shrivel up and fall out – and wouldn’t that have been attractive? 

And then he touched my arm, and the roaring sound cut off abruptly. 


“Here, let me help you put those away,” he said as he pulled a few of the books from my arms. I realized I’d only been standing there staring at him for a few seconds, though it had felt like an eternity. He probably hadn’t had a chance to realize how utterly incapacitated I was.


“Uh, thanks,” I mumbled, struggling to string together a coherent thought in my mind. I shoved the rest of the books on the shelves forcefully, almost triggering a new avalanche of books. Then I turned back to him, taking a deep breath and forcing myself to concentrate on acting normal. “So, uh, Jeremy… How are you?”

He shrugged the backpack he’d set on the floor back onto his shoulder. “I’m okay. I was looking for some books for school, and I saw you over here. I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

“Oh?” I tried to sound nonchalant, but it came out a little high pitched. “Why’s that?” I turned and began skimming over the book titles on the shelf next to me, not really seeing them. 


Jeremy ran a hand through his spiky hair – Have I mentioned how much I love when he does that? – and looked at the ground. “Well, it’s kind of stupid. You see …” He rolled his eyes and looked at the ceiling. He didn’t look very happy to be having this conversation. “I’m not doing so well in English, and Matt Taylor told me you’re awesome at it. I was hoping maybe, if you have time, you could help me out.”

I stared at him a second, awestruck. This couldn’t be happening. This was the kind of thing I dreamed about, not something that actually happened. “But I thought you’ve always done well in English.” I mentally kicked myself as I said it – Could I sound any more stalkerish?


He shrugged, grinning wryly. “I usually am. But I’ve been … preoccupied lately, and I’ve kind of gotten behind. I just need someone to catch me up.”

I admit, I seriously thought about saying no. All my nerves were panicking, and the thought of having to talk to him regularly scared me. But I knew deep down that if I turned him down now, I would hate myself for the rest of my life.


“I can help you,” I said quickly, before I lost my nerve.


“Great!” He flashed his brilliant smile at me. “Can we start tomorrow? We can meet here after track practice.”

I nodded, smiling weakly. What was I getting myself into?


“Excellent. See you then!” He patted my shoulder and strolled off.


I collapsed to the floor and died. No, not really, but that’s what I felt like doing. Instead, I headed numbly in the opposite direction to look for Rachel.

***
“I hate you.”
Matt didn’t seem too concerned. “Why’s that?”
I rolled over on my back and began twisting the telephone cord around my forearm. “I ran into Jeremy at the library tonight.”
That got his interest. “Oh yeah? Did you talk to him?”
“Yeah, I talked to him. He asked me to help him with English. He said that you told him to ask me.”
Silence on the line. 

“Matt?”
“I’m here.” I could hear laughter in his voice. “So why is it you want to kill me?”
“Matt!” I couldn’t help being a little mad at him. I didn’t like things being forced on me; he could have at least warned me first. But at the same time, I was grateful. I knew I never would have gotten up the nerve to do anything if he hadn’t given Jeremy the push. “You could have told me, you know.”
“I know.”
I growled into the phone. It was just like him to be so unremorseful about it. “I’m not going to talk to you about anything anymore.”
He was smiling, I just knew it. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t do you a favor. You know you wouldn’t have done it yourself.”
I sighed. “If this thing crashes, I’m blaming you.” I was beginning to lose feeling in my left arm, so I began unwinding the phone cord from it.

“It won’t. Trust me.”
I hung up and dialed Sam’s cell phone number. She didn’t answer, so I left her a voice mail summing up the evening. It was kind of strange that she hadn’t answered her phone. I had thought she was only going to be studying tonight. But I shrugged it off; I had other things to worry about. 

Like how I was going to survive tomorrow’s study session without spontaneously combusting. 

Although, that would look pretty cool.

***

The next day at school, being the wimp that I am, I avoided Jeremy as much as possible. I saw him a few times in the hallway, even almost made eye contact once, but I ducked my head or looked away each time. 

I spent the first half of the day trying to find Sam so I could get her advice on how to act during the study session. When she didn’t show for lunch, I began to worry. Matt and Jamie hadn’t heard from her either, so I trucked on over to the pay phone in the student center. 

Her mom answered the phone. She sounded tired.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Natalie. We forgot to call you.”
“Call me? For what?”
“Samantha is in the hospital. She...”
I interrupted, my heart rate skyrocketing. “The hospital? Is she okay?”
“She’s fine. She’s got appendicitis. Don’t worry, they’re taking care of it. She should be out in a few days.”
I breathed a sigh of relief and leaned against the wall. “When can I come see her?”
“The doctor said she can have visitors tomorrow. You can come by then.”
I hung up the phone and trudged back over to the lunch table, deflated. I was glad Sam would be okay, but so much for my moral support - I knew I wouldn’t get any from Matt, and Jamie really wasn’t any help in that area. 

Call me self-centered, but how dare Sam’s appendix burst in my time of need!

***

I approached the library in dread, my hands clenched in tight fists around the straps of my backpack. I stood for a moment just outside the door, letting the wind whip my hair around and cool off my burning cheeks. 

“Here we go. Don’t make a fool out of yourself,” I muttered to myself as I pushed open the door. I didn’t see Jeremy right away, so I made a side trip to the bathroom to brush my hair and make sure I looked okay. 

Finally, satisfied that it wasn’t going to get any better, I went in search of Jeremy. 

I found him at a table in the corner, his head bent over one of the English textbooks. He wore a dark blue sweater that brought out the blue specks in his hazel eyes - I knew that even though I wasn’t close enough to see his eyes. It was my favorite sweater of his.

I approached slowly, taking in the sight of him and feeling as if my heart were going to burst. How could somebody possibly look so good to me? It was completely incomprehensible that I could feel so much for someone I barely knew. But the feelings were there, and I knew I couldn’t just push them away.

He lifted his head and spotted me. “Hey, Natalie.” He smiled and motioned for me to sit down.

“Hi,” I said softly, distracting myself by rummaging around in my backpack for my books. 

“I brought the draft of this paper I’m writing for Mr. Roberts,” he said, pulling out a sheet of paper and pushing it toward me. “It’s not the writing part I have trouble with; it’s finding the symbolism and the meaning. I can never seem to get what he wants.”
With something to focus on, I was able to toss out thoughts of how much I wanted him and instead help him with the paper. Before I knew it, an hour had passed, and my work for the night was done.

Jeremy looked up from the newly written paper and grinned at me. “This is so much better. Thank you so much.”
I couldn’t help but smile back - not only was his smile cute, it was also contagious. “You don’t even really need my help. You seem to be doing fine.” Not that I would be averse to a reward of some kind - like maybe a makeout session in the car.

He shrugged. “I am now that you helped me.”
Enter flaming cheeks. I looked down at the table, unable to meet 
his eyes anymore. 

“So when do you want to meet again?” I asked without looking at him. 

“Thursday?”
I nodded and began gathering my things. “Okay. I’ll see you then.”
He reached across the table and grabbed my arm. “Hey, wait. I’ll walk you to your car.”
“Okay.” 

He held the door for me as we walked outside. My heart was pounding so hard against my rib cage, I was surprised he didn’t hear it.

We walked down the sidewalk in silence, hints of snow floating on the night air. When we reached my car, he spoke.

“Hey, I have to ask you something.”
I turned, my hand still on the car key in the door, and looked at him. He was standing close, and even under the yellow glow of the streetlight, I could see his face was turning red.

“I have to admit, I had an ulterior motive in asking you here tonight.”
My eyes widened, and if I had been a cartoon character, I would have cleaned out my ears. “An ulterior motive?” I repeated weakly. 

What was he talking about? He couldn’t possibly be about to ask me... No, that was too crazy. But it would be so amazingly wonderful if he asked me out! The notion whipped through my mind, and I let it. 

He ran his hand nervously through his hair, looking away from me. “This is so embarrassing.”
I didn’t say anything, staring at him. I couldn’t say anything. I just waited.

Remember me talking about spontaneously combusting? Right then would have been the perfect time for it. My face felt so hot, I almost expected to see flames reflected in the car window. Like they say in the cheesy romance novels, I waited with bated breath for him to continue.

He sighed and turned back to me. “Okay, please don’t think I’m stupid.”
“Jeremy, what?”
He cleared his throat and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Alright, to be totally honest ... I have this crush ...”
I thought about calling the fire department to come put me out, but then he continued.

“... on your friend, Samantha.”
Good thing I hadn’t called the fire department because any flames were just extinguished by a waterfall of emotion.

“Sam?” I choked out. I suddenly felt like I was going to be sick 

“Yeah. I mean, I’ve been watching her for a while, and I think she’s great, but I’ve been too nervous to talk to her, and I don’t know if she would even like me...” He blurted it in a rush, looking relieved to have gotten it out.

I could feel tears of disappointment stinging at my retinas. I had never been so grateful for it being dark. 

“And you want me to help you?” I asked, trying heroically to keep my voice steady. “You want me to hook you up with my best friend.”
It wasn’t a question; it was more of a statement, said aloud to reinforce the idea in my own, crushed little mind.

“Well, yeah. Will you?” His face looked so anxious, so full of hope. And then the image was marred by tears that I couldn’t hold back any longer. 

“I have to go,” I choked out, spinning around and unlocking the car so I could throw myself in it before the flood was released.

As I drove off, I could see him standing in the parking lot staring after me, his shoulders slumped. And then all I could see was a blur of lights as the tears fell.
Chapter 6


Jeremy tried to catch me in the hall the next morning, but I saw him coming and pretended not to hear him calling for me as I walked quickly in the other direction. I couldn’t face him, at least not yet. Besides, I looked awful – restless, crying-induced sleep doesn’t do much for your complexion. 


When lunchtime rolled around, I stood in the entrance to the cafeteria and sighed. The room was crowded and noisy, and I didn’t particularly want to go in today. My head still throbbed vaguely, and the thought of facing the others after such a humiliating night didn’t particularly appeal to me. I didn’t see Jeremy at his usual table, but I didn’t want to risk running into him. I wasn’t ready for that – I might just burst into tears again.


I whirled on my heels and, lunch bag in hand, pushed violently through the outside doors.


It was cold and blustery outside, not really ideal for lunch, but I didn’t care. I went around to the side of the building and settled on a bench against the wall. The school building blocked most of the wind, and I was able to spread out my lunch – a turkey sandwich, carrots, juice, healthy for once – without worrying about them blowing away.


Snow clouds hung low in the sky, and I was grateful for the less-than-perfect weather. On a nicer day, others would have gathered here. Now, I savored the solitude. 


I bit into my sandwich and closed my eyes, thinking of the night before. My emotions still felt raw and grated, despite a night to sleep on the pain. Sam. Jeremy liked Sam. Just thinking of it now brought fresh waves of hurt rolling through me. What was I supposed to do now? I couldn’t hope he would ask me out while he was pining for my best friend. But I also couldn’t just forget about him. He’d been a part of me for a long time, even if he didn’t realize it.


You can’t just cut out a part of your heart that’s gone bad without the rest also dying. 


And I couldn’t let Sam have him either.

I sighed again, picturing Jeremy in my mind. I can’t really explain how just the sight of his face could fill me with so much emotion. I know it sounds stupid, but just the thought of his face – his kind eyes and adorable lopsided smile – filled me with so much longing I thought I would burst.


Before, the longing had always had an underlying layer of hope. Now, only bitter disappointment remained.


For a brief moment, anger welled up deep inside. Damn you, Sam. Here was my chance, and she was ruining it. Why did she have to be so tall and athletic and gorgeous – and apparently exactly what Jeremy wanted, and everything I wasn’t?

As fast as it came, the anger disappeared. I thought of Sam, lying helplessly in the hospital, and immediately felt guilty. This wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anybody’s fault. Except maybe my own for letting so many years go by without doing anything. Sam was my best friend and some dumb guy wasn’t going to change that.


I dug into my sandwich again and gazed thoughtfully at the tree in front of me. Its winter-dead arms clattered back and forth in the wind. I tried to push Jeremy out of my head. I was letting the incident bother me too much.


I didn’t hear anyone approaching when a hand suddenly fell on my shoulder. Gasping, I jumped to my feet, spilling carrots into the grass. 


“Matt!” I cried, smacking his arm. “You scared me to death!”

He grinned and dropped to his knees to help me gather the remains of my lunch. “Sorry, I thought you heard me coming. Guess I was wrong.”

I couldn’t help smiling back at him. He was in a good mood today, and, at the risk of sounding cheesy, his eyes sparkled. He wore a dark gray sweater that made the blue in his eyes look steely, and being outside gave his hair a wild, windblown look. For a split second, I remembered why I’d had a crush on him when he first moved here and why half the girls in school still did.

“It’s okay.” I couldn’t help giggling at my jumpiness. “What are you doing out here?”

“I could ask you the same.”

We sat back on the bench, and I went back to my sandwich as he picked through whatever he had in his paper sack.


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wanted to think.”

He lifted an eyebrow at me. “Alone, in the freezing cold? Couldn’t you have tried thinking inside, where your brain won’t ice over?” He bit into his sandwich and gazed questioningly at me.


“Yes, but my head may have exploded inside. Too many people. I wanted to be alone.” I turned so I was sitting cross-legged on the bench, facing Matt. “What’s your excuse?”

“Hmm?” He finished chewing and tipped his head. “Oh, I saw you outside the cafeteria and you looked kind of depressed. Thought I’d make sure you were okay.”

I smiled weakly. “I’m fine, I guess.”

He stared at me. “You guess? That doesn’t sound fine to me.”

“I had a bad night, that’s all.” I turned away from him. A few flakes of snow landed on my black shoe, and I watched it intently. I didn’t really want to share with Matt what a failure I was, and I was hoping he’d let it go at that.


Not so. Matt can be damn persistent when he wants to be, an endearing trait when not directed at you. When I finally lifted my head to look at him again, he was giving me his best ‘I don’t believe you’ look – head tilted left, right eyebrow arched, eyes narrowed knowingly.


“You had your study session last night,” he said. It wasn’t a question. 


I could feel my cheeks flushing. I wanted to confide in him, in somebody, but suddenly I was overwhelmed by embarrassment. It was one thing to share rejection by the love of your life with your best friend, quite another to tell a guy, especially one as good-looking and popular as Matt. 


But in the end, I did tell him. He had, after all, been the one to tell Jeremy to ask me for help. And somehow I felt Matt might know what I should do. So I spilled the entire heartbreaking story, fighting tears as I recalled the hope shining on Jeremy’s face when he asked about Sam.


When I finished, Matt sighed and wrapped an arm around my shoulder, squeezing tightly for a moment.

“I’m sorry, Nat. I really had no idea.”

“I know,” I said softly. I swiped at my teary eyes, which were stinging in the cold winter air. More snowflakes had begun falling, and I glanced at the sky. Dark clouds were building overhead; it looked like we were in for a storm soon. “What should I do now?”

I dropped my gaze from the sky to his face when he didn’t answer. He stared off into the distance as if he hadn’t heard me. “Matt?”

“Well,” he began. “I have an idea, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

When he didn’t elaborate, I smacked his arm lightly. “Well? What is it?”

He smiled wryly. “Promise you won’t hit me?”

“I promise.”

“Because I may look manly, but inside I’d be crying like a woman.”

I glared at him.


“I’m a delicate flower.”

“Matt!”

He grinned, dimples magically appearing. Then the smile faded, and he looked serious. “Well, I think you should do it.”

I stared blankly at him. “Do it?”

He nodded. “Hook Jeremy up with Sam.”

I almost choked on the carrot I’d been chewing on. The fury flared instantly, like a match dropped at a leaky gas station.


“What do you mean hook Jeremy up with Sam?” I asked forcefully. Disbelief and anger washed through me in alternating currents.


Matt held his arms protectively in front of him. “You promised you wouldn’t hurt me.”

I jumped to my feet. “I lied!” I punched him squarely in the chest, paused a moment, then did it again for good measure. “How could you say that?”

He took the blows like a man, I’ll give him that – delicate flower, my ass. He cringed and rubbed the spot where I’d punched him, then stood and grabbed my wrists to keep me from inflicting more damage. 


“Listen to me, Natalie.” I set my jaw and looked indignantly away from him. A gust of wind blew some of my dark hair across my eyes, but I ignored it. “Natalie,” he said in a low voice. “Just listen, okay? Then I’ll let you beat on me some more if you want.”

I rolled my eyes and looked at him again, trying my best to look furious. 


“I know it sounds crazy, but if you play this right, it could work out great. You help set him up with Sam, and in the process you get to know each other and he gets to know Sam and realize she’s not who he wants.”

I stared at him a moment, then sighed and looked away. “I guess that makes sense. I don’t like it, but it makes sense.” In a horribly twisted sort of way, I couldn’t help adding mentally.


He smiled and let go of my wrists. “It’ll be hard, but in the long run it’ll be worth it. I promise. And I’ll help you, if you want.”

I nodded absently. Could I really do it? I was usually such a spazz around Jeremy. Could I really pretend to do something while wanting to do something else? And what about Sam? She would never go for Jeremy if she thought I still liked him. I’d have to lie to her, too. And … 


I jerked my head to look at Matt again. “Matt, what if I do this and he still likes Sam?”

He smiled and patted my arm. “Won’t happen. And if by some slim chance it does, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

Sometimes I love Matt.

***


I found Jeremy at his locker right before the last class of the day. He saw me coming and smiled, waving. A day earlier, I would have completely melted into a puddle on the floor from shock at the sight of that smile directed at me. Now, as the excitement welled up inside me, I shoved it back down and slammed the metaphorical door on it.


“Hi, Natalie,” he said as I reached his locker. He wore a green T-shirt that brought out the greens and blues in his hazel eyes, and I forced myself to look at his locker instead. “Are you okay?” he asked. “I looked everywhere for you today.” 

I still couldn’t stop my heart from speeding up, and it took a moment before I could answer. I took a deep breath and tried to ignore how cute he looked with a little spike of hair falling across his forehead. “Yeah, um, sorry about last night. I … suddenly remembered I had to be somewhere.” It sounded lame, but Jeremy seemed to accept it. 

“It’s okay. I’m sorry I kind of sprang the whole Samantha thing on you.” His cheeks flushed as he said Sam’s name, and he turned to dig around in his locker. I stared at the back of his head, half of me wanting to run away and the other half wanting to spin him around and kiss him. 

I did neither. I swallowed nervously, steeling my nerves. “Yeah, about that … I’ve decided … I will help you.” The words spilled out in a rush, and I collapsed against the row of lockers, relieved that I’d said it.

Jeremy slowly looked around the locker door at me, his eyes wide. “You will?” A slow smile spread across his face. “Wow, that’s so great! I mean, I really appreciate this, Natalie!”
He was so happy, so excited. And although I managed to keep a smiling facade, I was so heartbroken. 

***


Samantha was asleep when I arrived at the hospital after school. I’d stopped off to buy her a big bag of Kit Kats – her favorite – on the way. I’d taken my time doing it, nervously pacing the aisles in search of something else to buy. I was dreading the visit. I know, what a horrible thing to say about visiting your best friend in the hospital. But I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation we were going to have, and just thinking about it made my insides knot up.

So I hovered for a while in the magazine section, grabbing the month’s “Cosmo,” then spent a while staring at the hair products. I contemplated buying some hair dye, thinking about how dull my own straight, dark locks were compared to Sam’s bouncy blond curls. I examined a box of blond dye.


The last time I’d tried to dye my hair had been in eighth grade, when I let Sam talk me into going blond with a home kit. We’d pooled our resources and bought a box called “Sun-kissed honey,” opening it secretly later that night after her parents had gone to bed.


I’d then spent a week of eighth grade with horribly orange hair.

Thinking back on that disaster, after which I’d sworn never to home-dye again, made me smile and eased the mass of nerves in my stomach, and I finally headed to the hospital.


Anyway, like I said, she was sleeping when I entered the room. I snuck over to her bed and set the bag of chocolate on the bedside table. 

She had apparently been feeling better today because her curls were smoothed and she wore makeup. Even asleep in a hospital after surgery, she still managed to look gorgeous.


I tried not to think about what a cute couple she and Jeremy would make.


I didn’t want to wake her, so I wandered to the other side of the room, where balloons and cards lined the windowsill. As I absently looked through them, a nurse came into the room with another balloon and a couple of cards. She looked surprised to see me but said nothing as she set the new gifts by the others, gave me a curt smile and left.


I knew I shouldn’t, but curiosity got the better of me and I thumbed through the new arrivals. I recognized the handwriting on a few – Jamie and Matt had both sent cards – but it was another card that caught my eye.

It was addressed to Samantha Meyers. Samantha, not Sam. None of our friends would have written it that way.

Oh, I know it could easily have been from a teacher or a relative, or even one of her friends just being different. Still … 


I flipped it over. The card wasn’t sealed, just tucked into the back. I stared at the back for a moment, torn. I knew it was none of my business, but at the same time, it was just a get-well card, so what difference did it make?

I bit my lip and looked at Sam guiltily. She was still asleep. I turned my back on her and carefully opened the envelope.


The card itself was nothing spectacular – flowers in a field, with mountains and a rainbow in the background. Inside, however… 


My eyes automatically skipped over the block of handwritten text to the signature: Jeremy Birch.


My heart stopped and I could feel moisture backing up behind my eyeballs. I don’t know why I was surprised that he sent her a card. After all, he’d told me himself that he was in love with her, and I – oh, stupid I – had agreed to help him. Sending a card was a natural thing for something in pursuit of another to do. Still, I guess I figured since he’d asked for my help that he’d wait a while before doing anything like this.


It hurt, and after I read what the card said, I felt like someone had shoved a hot poker through my heart. 


If I reacted horribly to one little card, how was I ever going to go through with this plan?

“Dear Samantha,



I realize you don’t know me, and you probably think it’s weird to be getting this card from a total stranger. But I heard you were in the hospital, and I guess it gave me just the push I needed.



I’ve been wanting to tell you this for a long time, but I guess I’ve been too much of a coward. I think you’re the nicest, sweetest, smartest woman at school. You intrigue me. I’ve imagined what it might be like if I ever got the nerve to ask you out, how we might click – and I really think we would. I guess what I’m trying to say is I want to get to know you. I think if you gave me a chance, you’d discover that I’m someone you have a lot in common with and who has adored you from afar for far too long. By putting this in words, I’ll now be forced to do something about it. I would really like to adore you in person.



I really hope you don’t think I’m sort of psycho stalker now. If I was, would I bother writing this? Please give me a chance.



Feel better soon!



Jeremy Birch”

I stared out the window, not really seeing the kids playing in the park across the street, or the cars zipping back and forth. 


Jeremy – my Jeremy – had written a letter exactly like what I would have written to him. It was as if he’d reached into my heart and pulled out all the tender, aching feelings I’d felt about him, then turned around and flung them at Sam.


It was as if we were part of the same soul – only he wasn’t interested. I narrowed my eyes at the window, new resolve suddenly filling me. I would do anything – anything – to make this boy mine, and if it meant walking through fire first, so be it.


Okay, I was being a bit dramatic. Thinking about Jeremy tended to do that to me. But I would try my hardest to get him with Sam; the sooner I broke down the pedestal he held her on, the sooner he would realize how perfect we were for each other. 

A pedestal like you have him on? a voice spoke, unbidden, in my head. But before I could consider it, Sam spoke from behind me.


“Natalie?”

I shoved the card instinctively into my inside coat pocket and whirled around to smile at Sam. 


“You’re awake!’

She nodded wearily. “Yeah, the drugs they have me on keep knocking me out. Ooh, are those for me?”

She’d spotted the stack of cards I still held in my left hand. I handed them to her, minus the one hidden in my coat pocket. I may set her up with Jeremy, but I swore to myself that she would never see that card.


I know what you’re thinking: What a horrible, cruel friend I am, lying to my best friend and plotting to set her up with a guy I only want for myself. Yes, I’m a huge bitch, and I can’t say there weren’t guilty feelings. But at the same time, I’d known Sam forever, and I honestly thought there was no way she’d be interested in Jeremy and/or get hurt. I didn’t see the harm in a few dates, and then she’d move on to someone else. Maliciousness was not a part of my plan. She’s my best friend, after all.


“The nurse brought them in while you were sleeping. You’re pretty popular here.” I motioned to the gift-packed windowsill. 


She fell back on her pillow and sighed dramatically. “Well, if the price of popularity is having your insides cut open and vital organs removed, I think I’ll pass.”

“How do you feel?” I asked, sitting on the chair next to the bed. 

“I miss my appendix already. I’m envious of yours.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “I brought you chocolate sustenance,” I said, motioning at the Kit-Kats sitting next to her.


“Oh, thank God!” She tore into the package, ripping open one of the bars and biting into it happily. “You don’t even know how horrible the food is here! Much as I love balloons and flowers, they simply can’t compare with chocolate!”

She tossed me a Kit-Kat, and we sat in silence for a few minutes. I turned over thoughts in my head, trying to decide how best to bring up Jeremy.


She took care of it for me. Her eyes widened. “Oh! How did your tutoring session go last night?”

I stared at her for a second. “How did you know about that?” She’d been in the hospital since the night before, and I certainly hadn’t told her anything yet.


She grinned slyly and lifted an eyebrow. “The whole town has been talking about it. I heard it from my nurse.”

“What?” I squeaked. I knew it was a public library, but my God, I didn’t think it was that public.


Sam threw her head back, laughing. “Oh my God, Natalie. You are so easy! You should see the look on your face!”

I collapsed against the chair in relief. “I hate you.”

She smiled at me. “I know you do. No, really, Jamie visited me yesterday, and she’d heard it from Matt.”

Matt. Of course. If that boy’s mouth was any bigger, I swear he’d fall into it.


“Well?” she continued, leaning forward slowly, one hand pressed to her side. “Did he ask you out?”

I shook my head. “No. Actually …” This was it. This was the moment I either sank or swim. I kind of wished I had a life preserver. “I’m kind of over him.”

Sam stared at me in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?”

Yes. I shrugged. “Well, we talked, and I realized he’s not really my type.”

Sam’s jaw dropped so low, I wished I had a camera so I could send a picture to the “Guinness Book of World Records.” “Natalie, you’ve been in love with this guy for years.”

I nodded. “I know, but I didn’t really know him. And now, I don’t know. He’s more your type.” I thought that was pretty sly.


Her eyes widened. I could see that the thought had never occurred to her before. “My type? What does that mean?”

“Nothing, I just think you would like him.”

I could tell she wasn’t going for it. I fiddled with a strand of hair, winding and unwinding it nervously around my finger as I struggled to think of a way out of the dilemma.


She narrowed her eyes at me. “Nat, what are you up to?”

“Nothing!”

Then she gasped and clapped her hands over her mouth. “Oh my God! I know what it is!”

My eyes widened, and I froze at the edge of my chair.


“You … do?”

She nodded excitedly. “You so met somebody else! That’s the only thing that would make you forget about Jeremy.”

I gawked at her. “Somebody else …”
 “Yes! Admit it! Who is he?” Her eyes fairly gleamed. Sam loved gossip.


I had planned to deny it, but then I realized she’d given me my answer. Another guy would explain everything. “Umm …”

The problem was there wasn’t another guy. How did I explain that?

He goes to another school, my mind screamed at me. She doesn’t know him. Seemed lame, but I had nothing else.


“Are you going to the dance with him?” she asked.


I found myself nodding numbly before I realized what I was doing. Why? I screamed at my head. Why are you so stupid?

Sam clapped her hands and grinned at me. “I’m so proud of you, Nat! Who is he?”

Now I was in trouble. I couldn’t show up at the dance with a nonexistent date. She would definitely see through that. 


And before I knew what I was doing, I answered her.


“Matt.”
Chapter 7


They say hindsight is 20/20. Mine most definitely is – I look back on all this and I realize what a moron I am. You may be thinking the same thing. I have a history of making things harder than they need to be, and this was no exception.


Why, when I first formulated my plan, didn’t I just tell Sam what I wanted to do? She is my best friend, after all, and I’m sure she would have gone out with Jeremy for the sake of dispelling his infatuation with her. It would have made things so much easier. She probably could have made him hate her if she tried hard enough, and it would have saved me all the trouble and the lies I was about to deal with.


But no, I’m a moron, cursed with an overcomplicated brain.


***


As soon as I left the hospital, I bee-lined for Dog Ears downtown, the used bookstore where Matt spent his evenings. His aunt owned the store, and I’d been going there since I was little. Matt had worked there on and off since he moved to town a few years ago. Luckily, this was an on period, so I knew where to find him.

I tore through the front door, almost ripping the little bell off the top of it. As always, the scent of musty pages and old bindings, mixed with the aroma of coffee, washed over me, and I stopped for a second to breathe it in. The store always helped me relax, and at this point I really needed it.


I had never seen Sam look so surprised. Not even all the times when we were little and I used to hide behind doors and furniture and jump out at her. If she hadn’t already been lying down, she probably would have fallen over when I said Matt’s name.


“Matt,” she’d repeated, disbelief shining in her face. “Our Matt?”

I had thought my heart was going to stop. Why? Why had I said it? Why, out of all the things that could have come out of my mouth, had Matt’s name been the one to do it? I was going to need some alone time later to kick myself. Maybe cut out my tongue so it would quit getting me in trouble.


Somehow, I think I would lose any chance I might have had with Jeremy if I had no tongue.


Anyway, I’d been able to do nothing but nod weakly.


Sam stuttered for a moment, so shocked that she couldn’t form understandable sentences. “When … How … What?”

Finally, a bit of cool level-headedness washed over me. “It’s not a big deal, really. We’re just going to the dance, that’s all.”

Sam sat back and nodded. “Well, it’s about time.”

It was my turn to be shocked. “What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “Well, I just always thought you two would be a cute couple.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Me and Matt?” I almost laughed, but thankfully I choked it back. That probably wouldn’t be so good for my case. But Sam had never told me she thought that, and it surprised me.


“Yes. I’m glad it finally happened. I’m so happy for you two!” She smiled at me knowingly.


Oh boy. This was going to be an interesting month. Hopefully I would be able to sort everything out before the dance.


The dance that I hadn’t actually asked Matt to. That I hadn’t actually asked anyone to.

Somebody please kill me. 


All I needed now was a shovel to dig my hole a little deeper.


So of course, the first thing I had to do after visiting Sam was find Matt.


Dear God, what if he already had a date? Or what if he wouldn’t go with me? This was bad.


See what I mean about overcomplicated?


I stood in the doorway of the shop, simultaneously trying to collect my thoughts and praying that everything worked out and I didn’t spend the rest of my senior year as a social pariah. 


“Natalie!”

I opened my eyes, not realizing I’d closed them, to see Matt’s aunt staring at me from around a bookshelf. She had Matt’s blond hair and blue eyes, but her hair fell around her face in chaotic waves, and she had the short height genes that his mother also had.


“Hi, Mary,” I said, genuinely happy to see her.


She looked at me over the rims of her glasses. “Are you looking for Matt?”

I nodded, finally coming to my senses and closing the door behind me. “Is he here?”

“In the back.”

I wound my way through the maze of shelves. Normally I would have stopped to see if anything new of interest had arrived, but I was on a mission.


I opened the door to the office, finding Matt huddled at the desk over a stack of papers. I swallowed nervously at the sight of him. God, please don’t let him hate me.


“Hi Matt!” I forced myself to sound cheerful, and I hoped Matt didn’t realize how hollow the greeting was.


He wasn’t paying attention anyway. Without glancing at me, he waved one hand at me while the other scribbled furiously on a spreadsheet. “Hey Nat. I’m trying to fix Mary’s books. They’re always such a mess when she tries to do them. Can you come back later?”

I could feel my face burning, but I couldn’t walk away now. “Well, actually, I really need to talk to you. Now.”

The ‘now’ got his attention. He set the pencil down and swiveled the chair around to face me. He hadn’t bothered to fix his hair since earlier that day, so it still lay wildly around his head from the wind. In the dim lighting of the office, his eyes were a deeper, darker blue. “Is everything okay?”

I twisted a strand of hair nervously around my finger. “Yes. Well, sort of. I just need to talk to you. But not here. Do you have time?”

He motioned at the spreadsheets. “I really need to get these done. Can it wait?”

I didn’t want to pull him away from work over something like this, so I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll just … call you later.” I turned to go.


I must have looked disappointed because he stopped me before I reached the front door.


“Natalie.” He jogged up to me and grabbed my elbow, steering me toward the back door.


“But your work,” I protested.


“It can wait.” He flashed a smile at me, and we went through the door to the alley beyond.

He collapsed on a box next to the door and stared up at me. “Okay, now, what’s the problem?”

“Well …” I leaned against the rough brick wall, uncertain how to start. A cold wind blew through the alley, and I wrapped my coat more tightly around me. “Aren’t you cold?” I asked, suddenly realizing he wore no coat, only the dark gray sweater from earlier.


He shook his head. “I never get cold. It’s all the muscles. Insulation.” He pretended to flex his arm at me, and I rolled my eyes, a grin fighting its way onto my face.


I sighed and sat next to him, my smile fading. “It’s so stupid … You’re going to hate me.”

He looked intently at me. “What?”

“I did something horrible. Promise you won’t yell.”

He held up his hand to reveal his crossed fingers.

“I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Natalie!” He grabbed my hand to stop it from twisting my hair. “What?”

I looked away from him, staring down the alley at the street. Flinching, I squeezed my eyes shut and said quickly, “I told Sam that you and I are going to the dance together, and not just as friends.”

Silence. I opened my eyes and looked at him. He stared at me, his lips pursed. For a second, I thought he was furious, but then he burst into laughter. He leaned back against the wall, hugging his arms around himself, laughing away.


“Matt.” I could feel a giggle rising inside of me. “This isn’t funny.”

He wiped his eyes and took a deep breath, still chuckling. “My God, Natalie, the way you were acting, I thought you were going to tell me you killed my cat or something.”

“You don’t have a cat.”

“Good thing, too, if you were going to kill it.”

The giggles finally escaped, and I felt a rush of relief. There would be no homicide in the alley today. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I told her that. She wasn’t believing that I don’t like Jeremy anymore, and I panicked.”

He said nothing for a moment, staring at me thoughtfully, then he smiled. “Well, I guess we’re going to the dance then.”
***

Later that night, I sat in front of the mirror, staring at myself in disbelief. If someone had told me that morning that I would have a (sort of) conversation with Jeremy in which I agreed to help set him up with my best friend, tell Sam I was going to the dance with Matt and no longer liked Jeremy, and then actually end up going to the dance with Matt, I totally would have laughed in their face. 


What a bizarre day. I stared at my face in the mirror for a moment, trying to decide if it was a face Jeremy could grow to love. I knew I wasn’t gorgeous or anything, but I thought I was at least pleasant looking. Generally, I was happy with my hair – when I put effort into it, it was dark and silky and reached the middle of my back. My eyes were a boring brown, a little far-set, habitually a little wide-eyed. My nose was definitely a little too big and my mouth a little too small, although if I smiled big enough, a sort-of half-dimple appeared in my right cheek. I liked to pretend it was noticeable to others besides myself. Hey, a girl can dream.


Right now, the mouth was pouty, the boring brown eyes a little sad.


I sighed. Was I just kidding myself? Why would Jeremy choose boring old me over Sam? When I was feeling optimistic, I liked to believe he’d be drawn to my sparkling personality. But really, Sam’s personality sparkled just as much, if not more. 


Maybe it was better this way. If Sam and Jeremy did end up together, I would be forced to quit him cold turkey, instead of dreaming about him longingly for years more to come. And besides, what good would all that dreaming do me anyway, when we were graduating in five months, and I likely wouldn’t see him again. I’d applied to NYU to study English; you couldn’t get much farther away than that without leaving the country, and I highly doubted Jeremy would also be going there. Not that I’d even been accepted yet, but on that subject at least, I still remained hopeful.


A new thought occurred to me. What if by some miracle I succeeded in making Jeremy forget about Sam? Why would he want me when Heather Mason was still lurking out there? I’d kind of forgotten about her in all the drama the past few days. If he did get over Sam, she would still be there to snatch him away. She was obviously interested in him, or she wouldn’t have asked him to the dance. How could I possibly compete against both her and Sam?


I slammed my hairbrush down on my dresser. I was just going to have to make Jeremy interested in me, instead of merely not interested in Sam, that was all there was to it. I nodded resolutely at my reflection. Tomorrow would be a new era – I would play this part to the hilt. Jeremy would find me desirable, dammit.


How easy it is to be confident when you’re sitting alone in your bedroom.

***


School the next day was very strange. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I could swear everybody was staring at me. It was nothing I saw directly that made me think that, more just an intuitive feeling. I’d pass a group of girls in the hallway, and they would glance at me, no biggie there, but as soon as I passed, I would hear a low whispering. Maybe it was just a coincidence, or I was hearing things.


Finally, on my way to lunch, I veered into the bathroom to see if I had something on my face or looked funny.


“What is going on?” I muttered to myself as I checked my makeup. I couldn’t see anything that would cause a disruption – any more than usual, anyway. I’d put a little more effort into looking nice today because I had another tutoring session with Jeremy after school, but it wasn’t that different. I’d put a little more makeup on – which isn’t saying much since I’m usually too lazy to bother with any at all – I’d put clips in my hair, and I’d dug a pale blue sweater and a black skirt out of my closet. I thought I looked nice, but all of a sudden, I wasn’t so sure. 


The answer to my questions came rushing into the bathroom a few minutes after I’d entered.


“Natalie!”

I cringed as Rachel appeared behind me in the mirror. She looked distraught, and for a split second, I thought maybe something had happened at home. But then she spoke.


“Tell me it’s not true!” she gasped, grabbing my arm and turning me toward her. I backed away as much as the sink behind me would allow.


“What’s not true?”

She rolled her eyes at me as if I must be the dumbest person in the world for not knowing what she was talking about. “The rumors!”

I sighed. “Rachel, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“The dance! You’re not really going with Matt Taylor, are you?”

Oh my God. Was that what all the looks and the whispers had been about? Me going to the dance with Matt? Dear lord, why did anybody even care? I mean, I know a lot of girls have crushes on Matt, but why was it such a big deal that I was going to the dance with him? He was my friend, after all, and most people knew it.


I wrinkled my brows and looked skeptically at Rachel, who was staring at me as if I was a three-headed alien instead of just her older sister.


“Well, actually …” I began.


“Oh my God, Natalie!” she squealed in her best “I’m-16-and-the-world-is-ending” voice. “How could you?”

I bent down to pick up my backpack. I might need to make a quick escape soon. “Well, I asked him and he said yes. It was easy. What difference does it make?”

Rachel face crumpled into the wide-eyed pout she usually reserved for our parents and boys she wanted to date. “But Jessica was going to ask Matt! She’s had her heart set on it all year, and now you’ve ruined it!”

At that moment, I found out what it was like to be truly shocked into silence. I stared at Rachel, physically unable to speak. There are times when I wonder how Rachel has made it this far in life – especially with me around with violent tendencies – and this was definitely one of them.


Let me explain about Jessica. Jessica Marshall was Rachel’s best friend. She was a junior, a year older than Rachel, and she was also good friends with Heather Mason and the rest of her cheerleading cronies. She also happened to be very rich and gorgeous – flaming red hair, bright green eyes, full, pouty lips – a combination which meant she felt like she owned the world and everybody in it. She was manipulative and two-faced, probably why she was friends with Rachel.

I didn’t really care for any of Rachel’s friends, but of all of them, Jessica Marshall is the last one I’d want to meet in a dark alley. 


And now I’d apparently ruined her year. Go me!

“Umm, excuse me, Rachel,” I said when I finally got my voice back. “But Jessica could have asked him a long time ago. It’s her own fault, not mine.” Not that he’d have said yes anyway, I thought. I think.

Rachel stomped her foot – yes, she actually stomped, an act which resulted in a rather large thudding sound from the platform boots she was wearing.


“Well, it’s not fair!” She put her hands on her hips and fixed me with a glare. “She didn’t think he’d end up going with someone like you. And besides …” Rachel blundered on, oblivious to my narrowing eyes or my reddening face. “Besides, you have no right! Jessica’s been working on Matt forever! Everybody knows that! And you’re just friends with him anyway. Why do you have to go with him? Can’t you just cancel?” She gave me this pleading look, as if she thought I would just agree with her on the spot.


I took a deep breath and counted to five. Okay, I was aiming for ten, but I didn’t quite make it. “You have no idea, Rachel, what’s going on,” I began in a low, even voice, trying desperately to keep from shouting or throwing a punch. “Maybe Matt and I are more than friends, huh? How would you even know? You don’t. And either way, whether we’re just friends or not, there is no way in hell I would throw away my plans just to make you and your snobby little friends happy.” 


I pushed past her angrily, turning back to her when I reached the door. She stared at me, motionless, her eyes narrow slits and her mouth hanging slightly open. “Mind your own business, and grow up!”

I shoved through the door, almost maiming a girl who’d been about to open it, and stalked toward the cafeteria. I needed food. Now.


As the door swung closed again, I faintly heard Rachel say, “I’m telling Mom!”

“What’s wrong, Nat?” Sam asked me as I sat at the table with her, Jamie and Brad. 

I wondered vaguely which tipped her off: my flaming red cheeks, my scowl, or the way I slammed my tray down on the table with enough force that the table of freshmen next to us looked at me in surprise.


“Rachel,” I growled. “Rachel is always wrong.”

Sam nodded and shared a knowing glance with Jamie.


“What did she do this time?” Jamie asked.


I pushed the piece of pizza I’d bought back and forth across my plate and tried to get a grip on my temper. “She had the nerve to ask me not to go to the dance with Matt, just so Jessica Marshall could.”

Silence. I looked up from my plate. Brad was staring at me with an eyebrow cocked, Sam had a hand over her mouth – trying to hold back laughs from the look of it – and Jamie’s mouth was hanging open. “What?”

“You’re going to the dance with Matt?” Jamie asked at the same time Brad said, “Jessica Marshall? Hey, tell her I’m available.”
“You’re this mad about that?” Sam asked.


“Yes,” I answered Jamie, then turned to Sam, choosing to ignore Brad’s comment. “Can you believe she said that?”

Sam laughed. “Oh, I can believe she said it. I’m just wondering why you’re so worked up over it. Just ignore her. Not like she can do anything about it.”

As usual, Sam was so right. Why was I reacting like this? I guess I just got so tired of Rachel’s flakiness, and with everything else going on, this one just pushed me over the edge.


I sighed despondently. “I don’t know. I just hate her.”

Sam wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Totally understandable.”

I could already feel my anger draining away. Rachel had always been all talk and no thought. It was just the stress getting to me, I guess. I pushed Rachel out of my mind and concentrated on my lunch, pointedly ignoring the glares I could see being sent my way from Rachel’s table across the cafeteria. I decided to change the subject before Matt showed up.

“How are you feeling today, Sam?” I asked.


She grinned at me.


“Oh, much better. In fact, I had so much fun in the hospital, I’m going back next week to get my tonsils out!”


Chapter 8


As I entered the library that night to meet Jeremy, I was still fuming about my run-in with Rachel. I was so distracted by it, in fact, that I completely forgot to be nervous about talking to Jeremy.


I found him at the same table in the corner as before. He smiled when he saw me coming and gave me a little wave before turning back to his notebook. Papers and books sprawled around him.


“Wow,” I said as I sat down across from him. “You look like you’ve been busy.” 


He nodded. “I got here a little early so I could try to get some work done. I can’t do badly in this class, Natalie.”

“I know that feeling.” I pulled out some books of my own. “I can’t stand the thought of failing anything.”

He reached across the table and grabbed my hand. The shock of the touch raced up my arm, and I suddenly remembered who I was here with. “No, you don’t get it.” He lowered his voice and stared intently at me. “I have to get into a good school, so I can get into med school. My dad’s a doctor, his dad’s a doctor. They’ll be so disappointed in me if I don’t make it, especially if it’s because I slacked off in senior English.”

His voice had taken on a frantic edge, and he squeezed my hand hard before abruptly letting go. 


I couldn’t think of anything to say. I hadn’t known he wanted to be a doctor – I really hadn’t known anything about him, except that he looked cute when he wore dark colors. He had such high goals for himself, and I’d had no clue. My heart swelled with affection. 


He ducked his head, flipping quickly through the textbook. His face had flushed bright red. “I’m sorry. I’ve been stressing over this too much. It’s just important that I get this grade up.”

I smiled at him. “Jeremy, it’s okay. I’ll help you, and you’ll do just fine. I promise.”

He lifted his head and grinned at me, a smile that lit up his whole face. “Thank you. I knew you were the right person for this. Why couldn’t I have met you years ago?”

It was my turn to look away, cheeks flaring.


***


After we’d worked a few hours, going over paper-writing pointers and coming up with a layout for his next paper, Jeremy insisted that he buy me an ice cream as thanks. Being as I loved ice cream, especially when it came with the man of my dreams, I agreed. There was a Dairy Queen a few blocks away, so when we finished studying, we strolled off into the dark night.


“You know,” I pointed out through chattering teeth. “We’re probably the only idiots going for ice cream in mid-January.”

Although it was only a little after 6 p.m., the sun had set an hour ago, and a cold north wind had picked up. The skirt I had so stupidly picked out that morning whipped around my ankles, which were beginning to feel numb. I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, hoping to keep whatever warmth I still had inside.


The cold didn’t seem to bother Jeremy much, despite the thin leather coat he wore. He sauntered along next to me.


“You’re cold,” he said, looking at me. “I’m sorry. This was a bad idea.”

I looked sideways at him, thinking how absolutely adorable he looked in that jacket, with the wind whipping through his spiky hair. And he was here with me! It was almost like I was dreaming – I was spending time with Jeremy, and I wasn’t passing out or struck speechless. My God, I was normal! It was a miracle!


If only …


Yes, I was tutoring him, but walking along in the dark with him, it was easy to imagine we were on a date. And I could hope he would realize how nice it was, too.


But maybe my brain cells were just frozen.


“Well, it’s my own fault for wearing this skirt,” I said. “I never wear skirts. I don’t know why I felt the need to today.”

Yes, such a total lie, but no way was I going to tell him the truth: “Yes, I risked frostbitten legs and possible amputation because I wanted to look nice for you for our study session, in which the skirt would be hidden under the table anyway.”

I swear, sometimes I’m a moron.


He was a little bit ahead of me, so he turned and walked backwards while he examined the villainous skirt.


The side of his mouth flipped up in a grin. “I like it. It’s nice.”

I swear, sometimes I’m a genius.


His comment distracted me from the cold until we reached our destination. Just as I’d thought, the restaurant was empty except for one old woman behind the counter. Still shaking from the cold, I ordered a hot chocolate instead of my usual banana split.


We sat in a booth in the corner, silent while Jeremy dug into his Blizzard and I used my hot chocolate as a hand warmer.


“Thank you again for helping me,” he finally said. His eyes looked dark green under the low table light, and the tips of his ears were red from the cold. I had the urge to lean across the table and kiss those ears. “And I don’t just mean with English,” he continued.


The urge vanished. So that’s what he was up to.



“Oh,” I said, nodding and trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice and off my face. I know, not like I thought one little ice cream trip would change everything – or even anything. But I really didn’t want to deal with this right now. “Sam.”

He nodded, the rest of his face slowly changing to match his ears. “I was hoping we could talk about … that.” His voice, so relaxed and easy a while ago, suddenly sounded strained. He was nervous. “Do you think I should ask her to the dance? I mean, I know the girls are supposed to ask for this one, but …” His eyes widened. “She hasn’t already asked someone, has she?”

“No,” I said slowly. Be calm, I told myself. This is what you’re trying to do, remember? “She hasn’t.”

He visibly relaxed. “Oh, thank God.”

I took a swig of my hot chocolate, enjoying the almost-scalding heat running down my throat. Maybe if I badly burned my mouth, this conversation would be over. Plus, then I could sue Dairy Queen and make lots of money to drown my sorrows in, like that lady did to McDonald’s a few years ago.


Then a thought occurred to me. “Wait a minute. I thought you were going with Heather Mason.”

Jeremy sighed and rolled his eyes. “My God.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how that rumor got started. She asked me, yes, and all her friends were standing there, so I told her I’d think about it. Next thing I know, the entire school is saying we’re going. I think one of her friends must have misheard. I already told Heather my answer is no, but the rest of the school apparently hasn’t caught up yet.”

More likely, Heather had been so confident he’d say yes that she’d spread the rumors herself. Or she’d hoped to use them to pressure him into agreeing. Trust me; I’d heard their locker-room conversations. I knew how their minds worked.


I didn’t tell him that, though. “Yeah, I’m sure it was just a miscommunication.” Inside, my head was screaming: He told her no! He doesn’t like Heather after all! It was a relief because he’d seemed better than a guy who would be attracted to Heather. Not that she wasn’t pretty, of course. She was gorgeous! But I knew Jeremy was above all that shallowness. He would be more attracted to a less flashy girl. Like, say, me!


He poked at his ice cream. “So what do you think about me asking Sam?”

I bit my lip. “Umm, you could do that. Have you talked to her yet?”

“No.” He narrowed his eyes and nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. Maybe I should ask her on a date first. Something not so big. I don’t want to blow it.”

Doh!


“Good idea,” I said weakly.


He put his elbows on the table and leaned toward me. “Has she ever mentioned me? God, I don’t even know if she knows who I am! I … sent her a card in the hospital. Did she mention that?”

The card, which I still had in the inner pocket of the coat I currently wore.


I shook my head. “No, sorry.” His face fell a little. Then, realizing I wasn’t playing my part very well, I added, “Do you want me to talk to her? Find out what she thinks of you?”

I already knew what she thought – that he was the guy I’d been madly in love with for years.


“That would be awesome! Thank you, Natalie!” His smile stretched across his entire face as he turned back to his ice cream. 


I couldn’t help but think that I was going straight to Hell after all this was over.

***


The next day at lunch, I decided I might as well talk to Sam about Jeremy. I had decided I couldn’t do it earlier that day, but by the time lunch rolled around, I had decided to quit being such a wimp about it.


Plus, Matt kept motioning toward Sam with his eyes, and I was afraid she would notice him if I didn’t do something to stop it.

So I waited until there was a break in conversation and said casually, “So, Sam, I tutored Jeremy last night.”
“Oh yeah? What happened? Are you still over him?” Then she looked at Matt, then back at me, and wiggled her brows at me.

I could feel my face heating up; I swear it was like a stove lately. I’d been so focused on Jeremy that I’d forgotten I also had to pretend to like Matt. Is my life a soap opera or what?
 
“Well …” I cleared my throat and took a swig of my Diet Coke. “It was actually really interesting. He asked about you.”
She’d just put a potato chip in her mouth, and she froze, arching an eyebrow at me. She made an “Ehh?” sound in her throat, then bit down on the chip with a loud crunch. After swallowing, she said, “Me?”
I nodded. Matt stood to take his tray back, giving me a rather obvious thumb’s up underneath it as he stood behind Sam. Jamie, sitting next to me, saw it too and gave me a quizzical look.


I shook my head at her and turned back to Sam. “He wanted to know if you’d asked anyone to the dance.”

Sam stared at me, surprise clearly written all over her face. 


“Wait a minute,” Jamie interrupted. “I’m confused. I thought he was going with Heather Mason. And since when are you over him? You tried to kill yourself over him with a plastic knife earlier this week.”

“Haven’t you heard?” Sam motioned toward Matt at the tray return. “Natalie’s in love with Matt now.”

“I am not in love with him!” I burst out. “We’re just going to the dance.” Despite my efforts against it, I knew my face had now gone bright red, and I ripped into my slice of pizza with new zeal.


Why was it so hard to pretend to like Matt? I wasn’t like we were enemies or something, and he was in on it, after all. Why did I keep getting so defensive about it?


Damn me for being such a spazz!


Sam nodded at me knowingly. “Uh huh, sure.”

“Oh my God, Natalie, this is so great!” Jamie squealed, grabbing my arm excitedly. “You two are perfect for each other.”

That was the second time I’d heard a similar phrase. I suddenly felt the urge to bolt. I took a deep breath and, with a tight-lipped smile, tried to steer the conversation back to where it had started. “Anyway, Jeremy said he told Heather no. And I think he wants to ask Sam.”

That crazed look on Jamie’s face turned toward Sam, and I sighed in relief. I could see Matt coming back to the table, and I didn’t want him in on that conversation.


Sam looked flabbergasted. “But … I don’t understand. Why? He doesn’t even know me.”

I shrugged, trying to look like I couldn’t care less. “I don’t know. But I think he likes you.”

Just then, Matt returned and Brad appeared, and the conversation switched to some math class they shared with Jamie. 


Sam didn’t mention Jeremy again, but she was suddenly quiet, and I kept catching her staring into space throughout the rest of lunch. 

***


Track conditioning that afternoon involved circuit training because it had begun snowing outside, and the temperature had dropped to 10 degrees. Not that we had anything against becoming human popsicles in the name of fitness, of course.


As I came out of the locker room, Sam came sprinting toward me, still in her school clothes, looking panicked.


“Sam, what are you doing?” I asked as she reached me. The rest of the team was already gathering. “You’re going to be late.”

“I know, I know. I need to talk to you later, okay?” She pushed past me into the locker room.


I shrugged to myself and joined the rest of the team, sitting on the floor at the back of the group. While we waited for the coach to arrive, I covertly watched the boys’ team as they milled about on the other side of the gym. Then Jeremy appeared from the locker room, talking to Matt. Their heads were bent together as if they were discussing something serious.


That was odd. Matt had never really been friends with Jeremy, yet there they were, looking awfully buddy-buddy. I had a sudden fear that Matt was saying something about me. Oh God, I was so going to kill him. But Matt wouldn’t do that to me, I told myself. I trusted him. I was sure it was all perfectly innocent. The panic subsided, and I forced myself to turn around.


Just as Coach Johnson arrived, Sam dropped to the floor next to me, giving me a look that clearly told me we were talking as soon as we had a chance. I tried to give her a supportive smile.


Coach Johnson clapped her hands to get our attention. “Girls,” she said. “We have a new member joining us today. She wants to try out for the hurdles.”

I stared in dismay as a head of red hair stood at the front of the group and turned to face us with a smile. “Hi, I’m Jessica Marshall.”

***


“This is a disaster!” I moaned into my hands as Sam and I circled the gym for our warm-up. Well, I don’t know if it technically qualified as a warm-up since we were just walking quickly. Sam wasn’t really able to run yet, just getting out of the hospital and all. “Why her? And why did she have to pick my event?”

Apparently, Jessica, who’d never run track before, had decided she was bored in the cheerleading off-season and wanted to try something new. Or so I’d heard her telling a few of the other girls on the team. 


I could see my dreams of having a great final track season slipping away.


“It’ll be okay, Nat,” Sam said, not-so-reassuringly. “You’ll do way better than her. She’s never done hurdles before. And if she acts like a bitch, just trip her.”

I shook my head miserably. “This is because of the Matt thing, I just know it. She’s mad he’s going with me instead of her, and now she’s out to get me.”

“You’re being paranoid. You just need to show her who’s better, that’s all.”

She was right. I just had to think of this as a little bit of incentive to work extra hard at getting in shape this year. And it wasn’t like we were really competing for Matt, since I was only pretending to like him. And he was my friend. He wouldn’t drop me because she showed interest in him. 


Right?


I groaned again and scowled at Jessica on the other side of the track. 


“Really, though, Nat. I need to talk,” Sam began. “Nat.” She grabbed my arm to get my attention. 


“Sorry, Sam.” I tore my glare from Jessica. “What did you want to talk about?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but just then Coach Johnson blew her whistle, telling us to start the circuits. Sam and I paired off and headed for the sit-ups station, as far as possible from Jessica.


As I started the first set, I couldn’t help but think that whoever thought stomach muscles were a good idea should be shot.



Sam held my feet down as I counted to 25, and checked to make sure we were far enough from the other groups before speaking.


“Jeremy asked me out,” she said in a low voice, staring at me with wide eyes. I stopped mid-situp and stared back.


“He … asked you out?” Damn, that boy moved fast. I’d told him before school ended that I’d talked to Sam and she knew who he was, but I didn’t expect him to do anything so soon.

She nodded. “What should I do?”
Coach Johnson gave me the evil eye, so I restarted the sit-ups. When I got to 25, I took a short break. Lucky Sam couldn’t really do sit-ups yet, so she got to watch me struggling through them. 


“What did you tell him?” I asked, sitting up a little to look at her.


“I told him I’d think about it. I panicked!”

I nodded. Well, she hadn’t laughed in his face. That was either a good thing or a bad thing. I wasn’t sure which. “Well, what do you want to do?”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. She leaned over my knees as I started my next set of sit-ups. “You know, the funny thing is … Oh God, please don’t hate me, but I think I want to say yes. He seemed really nice.” She suddenly looked at me, alarmed. “I mean, if it’s okay with you. If you don’t want me to, I won’t.”

I fought the urge to tell her I didn’t want her to. “No … If you want to, you should do it. I have Matt now, remember?”

Damn Matt.


Sam stared straight ahead for a moment. “I think I will tell him yes. As long as you’re sure you’re okay with it.”

I gave her a weak smile. “Go for it.”
***


Normally on a Friday night, I would go over to Sam’s or we would do something, but that night I was too depressed to be social. I decided instead to sit at home with my parents and try to keep the image of Sam and Jeremy talking after conditioning out of my mind.


I’d tried to get out of there as fast as I could; I’d known it was coming. Sam never was one to think things over for long. But I wasn’t fast enough.


Sure enough, as I headed out to my car I spotted Sam talking to Jeremy next to hers. She was leaning against her car, laughing, and he had this big goofy grin on his face, despite the snow and freezing wind.


I felt sick.


And at the same time, strangely proud that things had happened so quickly.


And a little scared. 


I hurried to my car before either of them spotted me, deciding on my way home that I had to have some mint chip ice cream.


So I decided I would be antisocial. After dinner, I holed up in my room with my music blaring so I couldn’t hear Rachel in the next room getting ready for whatever date she had that night.


I was lying on my back, staring at the ceiling, when the phone rang. I turned the music down and heard Rachel’s door open in anticipation, then close again as my mom yelled up the stairs at me. I turned the music off and picked up the phone in my room, fully expecting it to be Sam wanting to talk about Jeremy.


“Hi,” Matt said.


“Oh, Matt!” I was surprisingly glad to hear his voice. It was nice to have someone who knew what was really going on.


“I heard about Sam and Jeremy. Nice job.”

I sighed. “Yeah. I really hope this works, Matt.”

“It’ll all work out. Don’t worry.”

“I hope you’re right. Thanks for all your help, Matt. I’m sorry I screwed up any dance plans you might have had.” I collapsed on my back again, using my shoulder to hold up the phone. 


“Don’t worry about it. It’ll be fun going together.” I could hear a smile in his voice. “Beats going with someone I barely know, right?”

“Yeah.” I sighed again, but I felt a little better. At least I wasn’t setting up everyone’s life for possible ruination.


“Hey, speaking of Jeremy …” He paused a moment before continuing. “He talked to me at conditioning tonight. He told me he had asked Sam to this party tomorrow night.”

My eyes widened. “Party? You mean Tracy Schaefer’s party?”

Tracy’s house was out in the country, and her parties were infamous. I’d never in a million years imagined going to one of them. They were always wild and tended to get busted by the cops every third or fourth time. 


Plus, I’d never been invited. 


“Yeah, that’s the one,” he said. “Apparently, she’s Jeremy’s cousin or something like that. Anyway, Jeremy said that since you’re Sam’s friend, he thought she’d be more comfortable if you were there too. So I …” He paused again, and when he continued he sounded embarrassed. “I thought we could go together.”

“I see …”

“Just to, you know, cement the whole ‘us’ thing, and to keep an eye on them,” he added quickly. 


I’d never been to a party with those people. It would be interesting. And I would feel bad sending Sam there alone. Sam could be a bit of a partier herself. I should be there to make sure she didn’t do something stupid.

“Well, I guess, sure,” I finally said. “Let’s do it. But if Sam starts making out with him or anything like that, I’m out of there.”

“Fair enough. I’ll come get you at 8 tomorrow night, okay?”

“Alright.”

I hung up and stood staring at the phone for a second.


Things were starting to get very interesting.

Chapter 9

I went to the mall with Sam early Saturday afternoon. We had planned the trip well before “The Jeremy Incident,” but I knew that was her new reason for shopping. So it was no surprise when she held up a red dress and asked me, “Do you think Jeremy will like this?”

I felt tempted to find an outfit he wouldn’t like and tell her to get that, but I really had no clue what he would or wouldn’t like.


Not to mention it would be wrong.


“I’m sure it would be fine,” I answered instead. I flipped listlessly through another rack, thinking half-heartedly that I should find something for myself, too.


She stared at the dress a moment longer, then sighed and shoved it back onto the rack. “I don’t know. I don’t even know why I’m so nervous. I barely know him.”

“You’ll be fine,” I said automatically. Sam gave me an inquiring look.


“Nat, are you okay? Are you sure you don’t mind me going out with Jeremy? I can call it off.” She pulled out her cell phone and started opening it.

“No!” Oh sure, tell me how excited you are, then ask it to be my fault for you not going. I mentally slapped myself. I was going to ruin everything if I kept acting like this. I stepped toward her. “I mean, don’t do that. It’s fine, I swear. I guess I’m just … not feeling well or something.”

She gave me a wide-eyed look of panic. “You’re not getting sick, are you? I need you to come tonight!”

Right then, I really didn’t feel like going. The thought of watching my best friend and the love my life “get to know each other” made me feel sick to my stomach. I also felt really bad because Sam seemed to be so excited about it. I didn’t want either of us to get hurt in all of this. Just then, I wished I could close my eyes and have everything be back to normal when I opened them again.


“No, I’m fine,” I finally said. “I’m probably just hungry.”

So we tromped over to the food court, Sam giving one last longing look at the red dress.

We ordered some cheeseburgers and fries and sat at a table along the wall. The day was cold and blustery, with snow swirling along the parking lot. Although it wasn’t too bad yet, if it really started snowing, nobody would be going to the party – or anywhere else.


I found myself hoping for a Wrath-of-God blizzard.


As I munched on a fry, Sam stared at me, looking thoughtful. Finally, when she didn’t say anything, I burst out: “What?”

She gave a half-smile. “You’d tell me if it bothered you that I’m going out with Jeremy, right? You’re not just pretending for my sake, are you?”

I felt a twinge of guilt. If she only knew the truth… And if she kept badgering me, I just might snap and tell her.

My bite of sandwich stuck in my throat, so I took a minute to answer. “Sam, I’ve told you, it’s fine. Believe me, if it bothered me, you’d hear about it. And besides, if anyone’s going to get him, I’m glad it’s you.”

The last part, at least, was true.


Sam smiled, looking relieved. “Oh, thank God. I’ve just been feeling so guilty. This party should be a blast. I’m definitely going to find a new outfit. Everybody will be there.”

We stood to throw away our trash and get back to shopping.


“Too bad that includes some people who shouldn’t be,” a voice from behind me said. I spun around to find Jessica and Heather glaring at me haughtily. Rachel and a few other girls stood behind them, Rachel looking faintly uncomfortable.


“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Sam said angrily, stepping forward so she and Jessica were barely a foot apart. I couldn’t say anything; my tongue had suddenly fused with the top of my mouth.


“It means I don’t know why you two are bothering going. You don’t belong,” Jessica said in a low, threatening voice. Heather smirked beside her, tossing her long blond hair over her shoulder. I couldn’t help but think that Sam, being gorgeous and athletic herself, had no problem belonging wherever she went.

Sam’s face flushed bright red, and she clenched her hands into fists at her side. “You going to stop us, Jessica?” 

I touched Sam’s arm and muttered, “Sam, don’t.”
Jessica obviously didn’t know Sam very well. Sam was a great person – if you were her friend. She didn’t take crap from anyone. When we were in fourth grade, she had been suspended for two days after a boy had called her a name on the playground and she’d punched him, then shoved his face in the rocks. His face had been swollen for a week.
I, on the other hand, was a perfect target. Except when it was Rachel, I never knew what to say to girls like Jessica. I usually just took it, then fumed about it later. 

Jessica seemed to sense that she was treading dangerous water when she realized I was essentially holding Sam back. She sniffed and turned on her heel, her posse close behind. When she was almost out of reach, she turned back and called, “Oh, and Natalie, tell Matt I’ll be waiting for him.” The others burst out laughing. Jessica dropped me a wink, then stalked off.

“Okay, Jessica, I will!” I growled after her retreating figure, too late, as usual, for her to hear me. “But he’ll be too busy with me to bother looking for you. So have fun waiting … and waiting …” I groaned and turned to Sam. “God, why can’t I say that when she can hear me?”
She patted my shoulder consolingly.

I could feel a hot coal of hatred simmering in my stomach. I wanted nothing more than to run after Jessica, knock her to the ground and pummel her face until it matched her fiery hair.

I restrained myself. Sam turned to me, looking like she wanted to do the same. “Looks like you weren’t being paranoid. What a bitch.”

I nodded, clenching my jaw and trying to contain the scream of anger welling up inside me. Damn that Jessica. She always fried my brain cells. This is your brain. This is your brain on Jessica. I grabbed Sam’s arm and started pulling her to the food court exit. “Come on.”
She jogged to keep up with me. “What are we doing?”

I narrowed my eyes. “We’ve got shopping to do.”
***


Sam dropped me off at my house a few hours later. 


“See you tonight!” She waved as I got out of the car. “Matt’s going to go wild when he sees that.”

I glanced down at the bags in my hand. I wasn’t going to tell her it was Jeremy I wanted to go wild when he saw it. I doubted Matt would care one way or the other what I was wearing.


And to be totally honest, I had bought it for myself in an attempt to feel like I could compete with Jessica and Heather and their crowd. I was going to go out on a major limb tonight. I just hoped it wouldn’t break beneath me.

Still, as I changed into the new clothes a half hour before Matt was to arrive, that limb seemed more like a twig.


“I can’t do this,” I muttered to my reflection. I definitely wasn’t used to wearing clothes like this. I preferred “safe” clothes, clothes that didn’t show a lot of skin. This outfit definitely was not safe.


It consisted of a tight black tank top that didn’t even reach my belly button. Over that went a gossamer pale blue shirt that tied in the front. It was so transparent that it really didn’t do much in the way of keeping me warm. I also wore a pair of dark blue hip-hugger jeans, the first and probably only pair I’d ever owned. Toss in a pair of clunky black shoes I already owned, and the outfit was complete.


I felt so exposed.

I closed my eyes and hugged my arms around myself. You can do this, I told myself. I had to show Jessica I wasn’t someone who could just be dismissed. Even though the thing with Matt was just a sham, I still felt like I needed to fight. I refused to be just another nobody like I’d been all my life.


When the doorbell rang 20 minutes later, I was pacing the length of my room, trying to get rid of the lump of nerves jangling in the pit of my stomach. I kept checking the mirror to make sure my curls were holding and my eyeliner wasn’t smudged. 


Why was I so nervous? It was just a party. Okay, so a girl who hated me was going to be there. And yes, so was the guy of my dreams. And yes, I was wearing skimpy clothes that made me extremely self-conscious.


Oh, who was I kidding? I had plenty of reason to be nervous.


My mom yelled up the stairs that Matt was there. I threw on my heavy winter coat, hiding the dreadful clothes, and headed downstairs.


Matt smiled up at me as I came down the stairs. I couldn’t help but notice how good he looked. His hair was neatly combed, and he wore a dark blue sweater I’d never seen before under his coat. His dimples flashed as he grinned at me, and for a split second I completely forgot how nervous I was.


“Hi Matt.”

He held out his elbow to me, and I took it.

“You ready?”

I nodded. He smelled good too; I leaned toward him slightly, breathing in the scent of his cologne. I’d never known him to wear cologne either. Who was he trying to impress?


Well, there would be a lot of girls at the party. Who could blame him for trying to look nice.


“You two be careful,” my mom warned as she followed us to the front door. “It’s supposed to start snowing later.”

“I know, Mom.” I looked at Matt and rolled my eyes. “Don’t wait up.” I opened the door and shoved Matt through it quickly before she could keep going down her list.

She didn’t know about the party, of course. She thought we were going to a movie, then over to some friends. This definitely wasn’t the kind of party parents would approve of.

As we walked to Matt’s Jeep, he looked sideways at me. “You look nice. I like your hair curled.”

My hand instinctively flew up to touch a curl. “Thanks.”

“Are you ready for this? You seem nervous.”

I gave a small laugh. “That’s because I am. What if Jeremy doesn’t notice me? What if he falls hopelessly in love with Sam?”

Matt took my hand and squeezed it, then opened the car door for me. “You’re worrying too much. Just go and have fun. Stop analyzing everything.”

I sighed and nodded. “You’re right. We’ll have fun together, at the very least.”

“Definitely.” He shut the car door and crossed around to the driver’s side. As he started the car, he flashed me a brilliant smile. “I’m your fun machine tonight.”
***


Apparently, half the school had been invited to the party. We were still half a mile away from the house when parked cars started appearing along the side of the road. I had time while Matt looked for a close parking spot to marvel that Tracy’s parents were both perfectly aware of and approving of parties like this. My own parents would have a heart attack if this many people showed up at our house. And the alcohol that was almost certainly already at the party … I’d be grounded for the rest of my life, if they didn’t kill me first.

Matt finally gave up on a close spot and pulled in behind the last car in the line along the road.

“Hope you brought your walking shoes.”

We got out of the car, and a cold wind immediately blasted me. I tugged my coat tighter and squinted my eyes. Flakes of snow pelted me as we walked, and I wondered for a brief moment if this was such a good idea.

Matt looped his arm through mine and pulled me along. “Come on, the faster we walk, the faster we get warm.”

I nodded, teeth chattering, and picked up the pace.


The knot of nerves in my stomach returned as we reached the house. I stared wide-eyed at it. Already, I could hear the thump of rock music and people shouting. A few people stood outside smoking, but it looked like most were staying inside.


The house was huge, a two-story farmhouse, and it looked like every light in the place had been turned on. As Matt opened the front door, a wave of heat and loud music washed over us. 

Focus, I told myself, trying not to look too in awe. It’s just a party.

Still, as we stepped inside, I found myself scanning the large front hall for Jessica and her friends. Not that I really thought they would or could do anything, but I still wanted to avoid them if I could. 

“Here, give me your coat,” Matt said. I absently shrugged it off, still checking the faces in the room.


“I wonder if Sam and Jeremy are here yet. What?” I’d finally noticed Matt standing there, my coat in his hands, staring at me.


He blinked. “What? Oh, sorry. I’ve just … never seen you wear anything like that.”

The realization flooded over me, and I wrapped my arms around my almost bare stomach, face flaming. “Oh God. Does it look horrible? It does, doesn’t it?”

He shook his head slowly, a grin sliding across his face. “No, you look … great.”

Thoughts of spontaneous combustion crossed my mind. “Are you sure? I can’t believe I let Sam talk me into this.”

He smiled at me, eyes sparkling. “So Sam’s the one I should thank?”

I ducked my head, fighting the urge to rip my coat from his hands and run. “Quit it.” I looked at him again. “Do you think Jeremy will like it?”

He pulled my hand away from my waist and squeezed it. “If he doesn’t, then I’m going to gouge out his eyeballs because he doesn’t deserve them. Stop worrying. I’m going to go store our coats in a safe place. Go have fun.” And with a wink, he was gone, leaving me alone and entirely too self-conscious for my own good.


I pushed hesitantly through the crowd into the living room, where a makeshift dance floor had been set up. The furniture had been pushed to one side, and a complex stereo system pulsated with extremely loud pop music. 

I stood in the doorway, checking to make sure Sam wasn’t in the room. I saw a few people from some of my classes and a surprisingly large number of people I’d never seen before – but no Sam.


I made my way farther down the hall until I reached the kitchen, which apparently was where all the fun was. The kitchen was enormous, shelves and counter space everywhere, expensive appliances gleaming. And yet, it was standing room only. As I risked certain death and pushed my way in, I realized why. Lining the counters were a number of kegs, from which cups were gleefully being filled. 


I stared at them a second, visions of the house being raided by police flitting across my mind. Yes, this was going to be an interesting night. 


I spotted our semiregular lunch-table-joinee Josh standing by one of the kegs, a beer in one hand and his other arm around a girl I recognized from my English class. He saw me standing in the doorway and lifted his cup at me in hello.

I waved at him, then motioned from him to come to me. He stared at me a second, looking confused, then smiled and nodded.


When he reached me, I could tell he’d been here a while – he didn’t so much walk toward me as weave.


“Natalie!” he cried, way too happy to see me. “Hell of a party, huh?”

I gave him a humoring smile. “Oh yeah. Listen, have you seen Sam?”

When he stared blankly at me, I fixed him with a stare.


“Samantha. Our friend? Blonde, about this tall?”

Josh giggled. I kid you not; giggle is the only word to describe what he did.


“Ohhh, sorry. No, I haven’t seen her. Is she here?” He pushed his dark hair from his eyes and leaned toward me, wiggling his eyebrows. “If you see her, tell her to come see me.”

“Right. I’ll be sure to do that.” I turned and pushed my way back into the hallway, shaking my head. I liked Josh, but I definitely didn’t hang out with him outside of lunch. He was more Matt’s friend than Sam’s and mine. He tended to have only one thing on the brain.


I stood for a moment in the middle of the hall, letting my ears get used to the sound level and halfway wishing I was at home in my room where I didn’t have to talk to people – especially a bunch of drunk kids.
I had just wondered where Matt was when I saw a familiar head over the back of a couch in the living room. All my insecurities were forgotten as I pushed into the living room.

“Rachel?” 

She turned and looked over the back of the couch, rolling her eyes when she saw it was me.

“What do you want?”

She stood so she could glare at me more effectively, and I was appalled to see that not only was she wearing less clothing than me and lots of makeup, but she also had a beer in one hand.

“What are you doing here?” I gaped at her. Call me a goody-goody, but, my God, she was only 16. Illegal drinking when you’re 18 and about to graduate is one thing; doing it when you’re a sophomore could only lead to bad things.

Not that I had the first clue how the 16-year-olds in Rachel’s clique acted. I didn’t exactly have the same lifestyle. For all I knew, they had always started early.

Plus, much as I hated Rachel, she was my sister, and I guess I was a little protective.

Just a little bit. Miniscule, even.

She cocked her head and glared at me. “What does it look like I’m doing here? It’s a party.”
“Mom would kill you if she knew you were here.”

Rachel laughed. “Are you going to tell her? Does she know you’re here?”
Good point. Damn.

I bit my lip to stop myself from saying something I’d regret later.
“Fine,” I said evenly. “But if your ride home crashes in an alcoholic stupor and kills you, don’t come crying to me.”
And much as I hated to do it, I turned and walked away. She was right. Unless I wanted to get into big trouble myself, I was going to have to look the other way this time.

Once again, I found myself in the main hall, and I suddenly became overcome by claustrophobia. It was so loud and so many people pressed in around me that I felt the overwhelming urge to escape, and fast. I could see some stairs at the end of the hallway, so I pushed my way toward them, looking for Matt as I went.
When I reached them, I realized they went both up and down. I stood for a second, debating, then decided to go down.

The stairs opened into a den. A big-screen TV stood along one wall, turned to a hockey game. A group of guys sat on the leather furniture, watching the game. In the corner, some girls I thought were juniors were playing pool. A couple was making out on the loveseat next to the pool table.

Still a bit crowded, but at least it was quieter and there was room to breathe. I stepped off the bottom stair and collapsed against the wall next to it, heaving a sigh of relief.

I definitely hadn’t seen anything to make me think I had missed something by not being at all those other parties. Maybe it would get better once I found Sam and Matt. 

As I stood there reflecting, someone came down the stairs next to me.

“Natalie?”
I jumped, startled, and turned to look at the person.

“Jeremy, hi!”
He smiled at me. “Hi. I’m glad you came.” He wore a black button-up shirt over a white T-shirt and his hair spiked adorably. He leaned against the wall and tipped his head at me. My heart fluttered. “What are you doing down here all alone?”

“Oh, I was just looking for some quiet. It’s so crowded.” I was staring at him, but I couldn’t seem to stop. He’d appeared so suddenly, and I felt unprepared to deal with him.

He nodded. “I know what you mean. I didn’t know so many people would be here. Did you come with Matt?”
I nodded slowly, watching the light from the TV flickering on his face, creating and dispelling shadows. If he noticed I was staring, he didn’t seem to care. “He’s around here somewhere.” Then I shook my head, snapping out of my stupor. “Wait a minute, where’s Sam?”

He motioned upward with his eyes. “Bathroom. There was a line, so I thought I’d see who was here.”

I pushed myself off the wall and looked up the stairs. “I should go find her.” I put my foot on the first step.

Jeremy grabbed my arm at the elbow and pulled me back to him. “Hey, wait a minute.” I fought the urge to gape at his hand on my arm and instead focused on not choking.

“Yeah?” My voice sounded a little strained, but it wasn’t bad. Yay, self-control!

He gave me a shy smile. “Listen, I just wanted to say … thanks for talking to Samantha. I know you told her to say yes to coming tonight. And I think it’s going really well.” He ducked his head, and I could have sworn he was blushing. “I don’t think I’d have had the nerve to ask her if you hadn’t encouraged me.” He looked relieved to have said it.

I stared at him, wanting to kiss him and smack him at the same time. It was such a joy knowing that I could look forward to him gouging out my heart every time I talked to him. 
I cleared my throat. “It’s no problem. I … hope it works out for you.” Liar!
He patted my arm and grinned at me. “Okay, how about we go get something to drink.”

I nodded, smiling back despite the cramp around my heart. I turned and headed up the steps, Jeremy right behind me.

“By the way,” he said as we neared the top. “You look really nice tonight.”

I had to stop and pick up my heart from the floor. No, not really, but that’s what it felt like.


As we emerged from the stairs, I spotted Matt standing by the kitchen, craning his neck to look around. He saw me about the same time I saw him, and a wide grin broke across his face. He waved, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him. As Jeremy stepped up next to me, Matt stared at him, clearly surprised. Then he looked questioningly at me with one eyebrow raised. 


I pretend-glared at him, then shook my head.


“Oh, look, there’s Matt!” I said for Jeremy’s benefit. “Let’s go get him.”

I dove into the crowd, squeezing between quite a few very lovey couples before reaching Matt.


“Matt!” Suddenly inspired, I wrapped an arm around his waist and gave him a half hug. I gave him a look before turning around to face Jeremy.


Matt’s eyes widened as he looked at me in surprise, then he nodded. “There you are!” He dropped an arm over my shoulders and pulled me to him, then looked at Jeremy. “Hey, Birch.”

I don’t know what I’d expected to happen. Maybe I thought Jeremy would be jealous. You know, suddenly realize his undying love for me and rip off Matt’s arms in a blind rage. Not that I wanted Matt’s arms torn off.


Anyway, none of that happened. Matt and Jeremy shared a high five and the requisite “How are you?” and then Jeremy went off to get us all drinks.


As soon as Jeremy was out of earshot, I sighed dejectedly and collapsed against Matt.


Matt looked down at me, amusement flickering on his features. “What was that?”

I buried my face in his shoulder and groaned. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” I detangled myself from Matt’s arm and leaned my back against the wall. “This really sucks, Matt. He’s too busy talking about Sam to even think about noticing me.”

Matt gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’ll happen, Nat. Give it time. It’s not going to happen overnight, you know.”

I nodded. “I know. I just wish it would. Then we wouldn’t have to do all this pretending anymore.”

He grinned at me. “It’s okay. I don’t mind. Want to go somewhere private and pretend some more?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively at me.

I gave a small laugh and smacked him lightly on the arm. “You wish.” I shook my head and wrapped my arms around myself. “Thank you for doing this. You’re such a good friend. What would I do without you?”

“Probably not much. You would be bored to tears if I wasn’t around.”

“That’s for sure.” I leaned against him again. “So now what?”

“Now we stop trying so hard and just have a good time. It’s a party after all.”

I sighed. “I’ll try.”

We stood in silence for a moment, watching people pass by. Matt seemed to know everyone; it seemed just about everyone waved or said hi to him as they walked by. Quite a few girls, I noticed, also sent me looks of jealousy. It was kind of nice, being the object of someone’s jealousy for once. Usually, I was the one being jealous. I would kind of miss it when this was all over.


I was considering taking Matt to find Jeremy and see if he needed help with the drinks when someone stopped in front of me.


“Well, hello, Matt. I’m so glad you could make it.” Jessica gave me a sideways look of disdain, then turned back to Matt, clearly dismissing me.


“Uh, hi, Jessica. How are you?” Matt stared at her warily.


She gave him a sly smile. “I’m just perfect … now.” I watched in morbid fascination as Jessica trailed a perfectly filed nail down the outside of Matt’s arm. She wore a tight, low-cut white sweater and tight black pants, and she was playing the “low-cut” part of that ensemble for all it was worth. She leaned toward Matt, pouting her lower lip as she said, “You know, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something. It’s kind of important. Can we go somewhere more private and talk?” She narrowed her eyes at me as she said it.


“Umm…” I’d never seen Matt look so flustered. He was usually so cool and sure of himself. And he always knew what to say. “I … guess. If it’s important.”

Except with Jessica, apparently.


He looked at me apologetically. “I’m sorry, Nat. I’ll be right back.”

I opened my mouth to say something – I don’t know what; something, anything – but Jessica grabbed his arm and practically dragged him toward the stairs. As I stared awestruck at their backs, she looked back at me over her shoulder and smiled triumphantly. She mouthed the word “sorry” at me, and they disappeared up the stairs.


A wave of fury and disappointment washed over me, so intense it paralyzed me for a second and I couldn’t breathe.

Why did he do it? Couldn’t he see she was playing him? Everybody knew Jessica Marshall thought of guys as objects, as toys to be played with then thrown away. Of course, that hadn’t stopped most guys, but Matt was smarter than that! How could he fall for her act?


I clenched my fists, taking deep breaths and trying to keep my head from exploding. Calm down, I told myself. If he wants to throw away his life on Jessica Marshall, let him. It’ll be his own fault.

But I couldn’t not care. Matt and I may only have a fake relationship, but he was still my friend. I didn’t want him to get hurt, especially by that … trashy whore.


And God, I hated Jessica Marshall! I’d never really hated anything in my life, but at that moment I hated her, and I hated Heather Mason, and I hated their whole group with a bright, burning passion. They just waltzed through life, leaving a path of destruction in their wake, not caring who they hurt, whose lives they destroyed. And everybody knew they did it, yet they still got away with it. They shook their hips and the guys came running, ready to throw themselves off a cliff. They would never have to face up to being total bitches their whole lives, and God, I hated them for that.

I could feel waves of resentment reaching the boiling point inside me, so I pushed off the wall and headed for the kitchen to find Jeremy. I needed to talk to someone and take my mind off Jessica before I blew a fuse. 

Bad move.


I saw why Jeremy hadn’t come back yet. He’d found Sam. They were standing in a corner of the kitchen by the kegs. Sam was talking animatedly, leaning against the counter and waving her arms while Jeremy stood listening, a cup in his hand. She wore the red dress she’d been looking at earlier; we’d gone back for it. The low cut flattered her figure and the color complemented her blond curls. Even from across the room, I could tell her cheeks were flushed as she talked to Jeremy, a wide smile on her face.


I could feel the resentment inside me turning to focus on Sam, and I struggled to put it down.


And then it happened. Jeremy said something, and Sam’s eyes widened, then she nodded. I almost choked on my tongue as Jeremy leaned in and kissed her quickly on the lips. He stepped back, and they both looked embarrassed.


“Oh God,” I breathed, fighting back tears of both disappointment and anger.


For a moment, I thought I was going to be sick. An aching started deep inside me, emanating out to my fingertips, and I stepped back into the hallway. I leaned against the wall next to the door, taking gasping breaths as I fought the tears.


I’m not sure what came over me then. I guess seeing that kiss so soon after Matt going upstairs with Jessica made me snap. A sort of calm descended over me, and I walked back into the kitchen, stopping by the first keg, out of sight of Sam and Jeremy. 

I made a face as I examined the keg. “God, I hate beer.”

“Here, have this!” A guy standing next to me shoved a bottle into my hands. I examined it.


“Vanilla vodka. That’ll work.” I unscrewed the cap and took a gulp, coughing as it burned down my throat. I grabbed a red plastic cup from the bag next to the keg and filled it with the vodka. Then I set the bottle on the counter.


This is stupid, my inner voice tried objecting. I pushed it back down. I knew it was stupid. I also knew I would regret it later, but at that moment I felt so numb inside that I didn’t care. I wanted to do something stupid. I didn’t want to think anymore.


I wandered back into the hallway again, taking gulps of vodka every few minutes when I could handle another. I stood for a while, watching people walking by, and tried not to think about Jeremy kissing Sam, or Matt upstairs with Jessica, doing who-knew-what. A small fire had started in my stomach, and my eyes were watering, but I kept drinking from the cup. I was tired of being responsible all the time, of plotting, of trying to pretend to be someone I wasn’t. To hell with everyone.


When I’d drank enough of the vodka to calm my nerves, I headed back into the kitchen. 

Sam smiled and waved when she saw me coming. “Nat, hi!”

I forced a smile back. I looked down at my cup and realized I’d drank almost all of it.


Jeremy turned to me. “Oh, sorry about the drinks. I got sidetracked.” He threw a sideways smile to Sam as he said it. She smiled back.


Gag.


“It’s okay,” I said hollowly, taking a drink from my cup.


Sam gave me a look. “Are you okay? Where’s Matt?”

I took another swig and snorted. “Upstairs with Jessica Marshall.”

She and Jeremy both stared at me. 


“What?” Sam cried. 


I nodded and took another mouthful of the vodka. Boy, it really goes down easy after you’ve had half a bottle’s worth, I noted.


“But, that can’t be true,” Sam objected.


I nodded again. “Oh, it’s true all right. I saw them go upstairs myself.”

Sam looked absolutely crushed. “Well, I’m sure it’s nothing. Matt wouldn’t go for her.”

“She’s that redhead, right?” Jeremy asked, looking thoughtful. Sam nodded at him.


“Yep,” I said brightly. “Why would he hang out with me when he could go make out with her?”

The room had gone a little unsteady, and I leaned against the counter to take another drink. Yep, it definitely was easier to drink it now. That was convenient because I was going to drink every drop in this cup. 

I looked at Sam and plastered a huge smile on my face. Funny how if I looked away from Sam and back again, she took a moment to come sliding back into focus. Boy, the vodka was hitting me fast. Good.


“Enough about Matt, how are you two?” I asked, waving a hand at them. I may have slurred a little, but I couldn’t really tell.


“We’re fine,” Jeremy said, looking uncertainly at Sam.


Sam narrowed her eyes suspiciously at me. “What’s in the cup, Natalie?”

I took a gulp, then turned the now-empty cup over. “Nothing,” I said, giggling. I dropped the cup and stared at it rolling around on the floor. “Oops.”

Sam and Jeremy shared a look.


“What used to be in it?” Sam asked as she bent down and picked up the cup. She held it under her nose and sniffed.


I suddenly couldn’t remember. My mind had gone blissfully foggy. “I don’t know. Vodka?”

I longed for a camera to capture the expression on Sam’s face. Her mouth dropped open and she stared at me in horror. “Natalie Bishop,” she shrieked. “Are you telling me you drank a whole cupful” – she looked at the bottom of the cup – “16 ounces of vodka, straight?”

I shrugged. “I guess.”

She grabbed my shoulder and shook it. “Why? What were you thinking? Is this because of Matt?”

“I guess,” I repeated. I stared at her, trying not to move my head because if I did, I’d have to refocus all over again. In the back of my mind, I wondered what she would say if I told her it was because I’d seen her and Jeremy kiss.


“My God.” She turned around and filled the cup with water from the sink, then shoved the cup into my hands. “Drink this.”

I stared down at it, holding it in both hands so I wouldn’t drop it.


“Watch her,” Sam ordered Jeremy. “I’m going to find Matt. Make sure she drinks that.”

He nodded, and Sam stalked off, looking beyond angry.


I took a sip of the water, knowing Sam was right – I should drink it. Though I had a feeling it was far too late for that.


Jeremy leaned over to look into my face. “Are you okay?” I realized I was slumping against the counter and attempted to stand up straight, spilling water on my shirt in the process. I definitely was no longer thinking in a linear line.

“I need to sit down,” I mumbled.

“Good idea.” Jeremy looked around the kitchen, then pulled on my arm to help me to my feet. “Come on. Let’s go over there.”

He slid an arm around my waist and, half carrying me, helped me stumble across the kitchen to a bench next to the back door.

I sighed in relief as I sank onto it. The room didn’t spin so quickly when I was sitting down. 


Jeremy sat next to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and squeezing. “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, just dandy.” The loud music had somehow become even louder, echoing around in my ears. “How are you feeling?”

He smiled at me and raised an eyebrow. “Better than you, I’m sure.”

I snorted. “I saw you.”

“What?” He looked startled.


I turned my head – slowly – to look at him. “You kissed Sam. I saw it.”

His face lit up. “Yeah, I did. I don’t know why. I’m not usually like that.” Then he looked at me, alarmed. “Do you think I shouldn’t have?”

I shook my head. “I’m sure it’s fine. She likes you.”

“Really?” That dopey sideways grin appeared.


“Yes.” I nodded miserably. “Just keep being the same wonderful, great guy you are, and you’ll have her in no time.”

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, staring at the floor. 


Jeremy patted my back and smiled thoughtfully. “Thanks.”

My mouth was moving, but it was no longer attached to my brain. Or maybe it never was. It was hard to tell.


“I’ve known that, you know.”

“Known what?” He gazed at me, perplexed.

I leaned back, twisting sideways so I could lay my cheek against the cool wall. It felt good; my whole body felt like it was on fire.


“What a great guy you are. I’ve known that since eighth grade.”

He stared at me, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly open. Then he blinked. “You … I’m sorry, did you say eighth grade? I didn’t even know you then.”

I laughed bitterly. “We had math class together. With Mrs. Van de Waal.”

He narrowed his eyes, thinking, then nodded slowly. “Oh my God, you’re right. I think I remember. You sat by me, didn’t you?”

I nodded against the wall. “Yeah, I was kind of an ugly nerd then. I don’t blame you for not remembering.”

“No! I just … It had slipped my mind. And you weren’t ugly.”

I smirked. “Yes I was. With the braces and the glasses. It’s okay.” I was beginning to feel very tired. I fought it – no way I was going to fall asleep when Jeremy and I were having a real conversation.


“No, I just had … other things on my mind then, I guess.”

“Like Sam now.” I just blurted it; I didn’t really think about it. Kind of like everything I’d said tonight.


He looked at me, surprised. “I wasn’t thinking about Sam just now.”

I tipped my head back to meet his eyes. “You were. You always do. It’s okay.”

He shook his head. “No. I wasn’t. Contrary to what you may believe, Samantha is not all I think about. In fact, just now I was thinking about how I hoped you would feel okay in the morning.”

I gave a small smile. “You’re so nice and smart, Jeremy. Sam would be stupid not to go for you.”

He stared at me thoughtfully. “I … thanks. That means a lot, Natalie.”

I don’t know what came over me then. Maybe I was going for a record in “Most stupid things done in one night.” He was looking at me so intently, and his face was so close, and the room wasn’t spinning quite so quickly. 

I leaned forward and kissed him.


His lips were soft and gentle, just like I’d always dreamed they would be – for about five seconds.


He made a little panicked noise and pushed me away from him. “Natalie, what are you doing?” He stared at me, shock and distress written all over his face.


“Oh God,” I cried, and slid away from him, knocking over the glass of water in the process. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that!” Tears sprang to my eyes. “No, I know why I did it, I just shouldn’t have,” I babbled. I jumped to my feet. The world tilted crazily, and I fell to one knee. Jeremy leaped off the bench, grabbing my arm and pulling me up. “I’m so sorry,” I repeated frantically.


I tried pulling my arm from him, but he had a tight grip.


“Natalie, calm down. I’m sorry I reacted that way. I was just surprised.”

I shook my head wildly, not really hearing him anymore. All I knew was I had to get away. I gave one last yank and freed my arm from his hand. “I’m sorry.” I leaped for the back door, grappling with the knob as the door turned sideways in my vision.


As I ripped the door open, letting a blast of cold air and snow into the house, Jeremy made a grab for me.


Somehow, blinded by tears, I evaded his reach.


“Natalie, no!” he cried as I flung myself through the door and into the night.

Chapter 10


I stumbled over the lip of the back door and onto a deck. I noted with surprise that an inch of snow had fallen while I was inside. A blast of cold air instantly chilled me to the bone and swept the fog from my brain. Snowflakes slowly soaked my hair.

“Natalie, what are you doing?” I asked myself, then, with a sob wrenching from my throat, I flung myself at the stairs going down the side. I was sure Jeremy would follow me out, and I didn’t want to see him now – maybe ever.


I practically fell down the steps, and as soon as I hit the bottom, I heard Jeremy calling my name. I looked around desperately, blind panic overcoming me. I couldn’t see far through the wall of snow coming down, but I could see trees pressing in on the back yard in the distance.

As I considered sprinting for the woods, Jeremy called my name again, closer, and I knew I’d never make it. Instead, I whirled around and flung myself under the stairs, where I could squeeze under the deck itself.

I huddled against the wall of the house, tears flooding my eyes, leaving stinging, half-frozen trails along my cheeks.

This is crazy, my rational part protested. You’re going to freeze out here, and for what? Just to avoid a guy who you kissed in a drunken bit of stupidity? I shrugged it away. The fog may have been chased from my mind, but I still wasn’t thinking clearly. I don’t know if I would have been even if I hadn’t been drinking.


From my vantage point, I could see Jeremy’s feet descend the stairs and stop at the bottom.


“Natalie, please come back,” he called again. I held my breath, expecting any moment for him to turn and look under the stairs and discover me.


 But he didn’t. He stood at the bottom of the stairs a moment, then, swearing, turned and went back. A minute later, I heard the back door open and close.


I heaved a sigh of relief. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d found me. Maybe gotten violent. I don’t know. 

I had a moment to feel offended that Jeremy hadn’t looked longer for me, and then I realized how really cold I was. The temperature had to be near zero, and I’d run out without a coat, or even a decent sweater. All I had was this skimpy, thin shirt. The deck helped block the worst of the wind and snow, but the air itself was like an icy weapon, shooting daggers into my lungs. 

A violent shudder raced through me, and I pulled my knees to my chest. I debated sneaking back into the house to get my coat, but I had no clue where Matt had put it. And I just couldn’t risk them seeing me. There was no way I wanted to talk to anybody right now.


I just wanted to go home and sleep. A pounding had started deep in my skull, and I knew it would only get worse. I laid my forehead on my knees and closed my eyes, shivers wracking my body.


I knew I should move, but it was as if my brain had been disconnected from my body; it could shout all it wanted, but my legs weren’t going anywhere. Though, from the way the night had gone, my brain had been disconnected for a long time. 


All I could think was ‘Why?’

Why had I done it? There was no way kissing Jeremy could be good, especially after he’d been ranting about Sam. So why had I done it? I wasn’t like Jessica and her cronies, who reeled in plenty of guys with the kiss of death. 


And why had Matt left? I’d thought he was my friend. I’d shared a lot of my deepest secrets with him, and the first chance he got, he ditched me for Jessica. It hurt, a lot. Almost more than seeing Jeremy and Sam kiss.


Why had I drunk all that vodka? I normally didn’t drink at all, and when I did, it certainly wasn’t enough to kill all my brain cells at once. This whole ‘plan’ was driving me crazy. If Matt hadn’t gone off with the wicked witch, I probably never would have done it. If I’d even still seen the kiss and considered drinking away my sorrows, Matt would have been there to talk some sense into me. He’d always done that.


And then it hit me. Matt! Or, more specifically, his Jeep. He never locked it, and he always kept blankets in the back. If I could just get to it, I could hide out there until he left. I’d always nagged at him that keeping the Jeep unlocked was dumb, that someday someone was going to steal it, but he’d always shrugged it off. I’d never been so glad to have him be a typical, I-don’t-need-a-girl’s-advice guy for once. 

Reinvigorated, I pushed myself off the rock-hard ground – and promptly fell down again. The vodka was still working its magic. I had to sit a moment and let the world right itself again before pushing myself slowly onto my feet. 

As soon as I was successfully standing without falling on my face – rubbing my numb rear end while I was at it – I heard the back door open. I froze, fighting the nausea that had suddenly surfaced in my stomach.


“Which way did she go?” I heard Sam say. Footsteps tromped across the wooden planks above me. 


“I don’t know,” Jeremy said. “She moved too fast. She went down the stairs.”

“You saw how much she drank. She was smashed! And you couldn’t catch her?” I could hear barely suppressed anger in Sam’s voice, and I realized faintly that they were almost fighting.


“I know. I’m sorry. I thought I should come get you.” Jeremy sounded miserable.


I could see feet going down the steps now, and I held my breath, sure they would hear the clattering of my teeth.


Jeremy’s apology didn’t faze Sam. “And why did she come out here to be sick, anyway? There was a sink right there in the kitchen.”

“I don’t know,” Jeremy mumbled. 


I narrowed my eyes into the darkness. Sick? What was she talking about? I wasn’t going to be sick. Maybe later, but certainly not now. That made no …


“Oooh,” I breathed, my eyes widening. Jeremy was covering for me! He hadn’t told Sam what happened. I smiled a little against my chattering teeth. What a dear, sweet boy!


Too bad I could never, ever talk to him again. 


They had stopped at the bottom of the steps, and Sam sighed. 


“No footprints. Okay, Jeremy, you check that side of the yard and I’ll take this side.”

“I’ll check the front of the house,” a voice above me, sounding a bit frantic, said. 


Matt! He’d come out to look for me. Surprise washed through me. I didn’t figure he’d be willing to tear himself away from Jessica long enough to be worried about me.


“Good idea. Let’s go,” Sam said. The feet started walking away. “And you and I are going to have a talk later, Matt.”

I waited until I couldn’t hear any more footsteps then crawled out from under the deck.


The wind had picked up, biting into my skin with sharp teeth of ice, and I wrapped my arms around myself in a vain attempt to retain body heat. When I reached the front corner of the house, I stopped, debating whether to go to Matt or his car. If I went for Matt, I would be warm sooner, but I’d have to face Sam and Jeremy. Plus, just because he came out looking for me now didn’t mean I was ready to forgive him for abandoning me earlier.


I turned and headed into the woods. I wasn’t sure where Matt was, and I didn’t want to risk running into him by walking through the yard.


Of course, as soon as I did, I cursed myself. It was so dark in the woods, and I stumbled over something every other step. I wasn’t worried about getting lost – the woods weren’t that big – but my legs had gone numb, and I was shuffling along blindly. It occurred to me that I could fall into a hole or hit my head or something, and nobody would think to look for me here.

Stupid, Natalie! I scolded myself. Just like everything else I’d done all week long. If I survived this, I was going to have to look into a brain transplant. And not a brain labeled “Abby Normal” either. Hah. Drunk humor.

By the time I reached the road again, I could no longer feel my arms, and I had to keep looking down to make sure they were still there. It would be awful to have to go back through those woods to find where I’d dropped them. A panicked giggle escaped my throat.

Ironically, once I was out along the smooth shoulder of the road, that was when I tripped on something and fell. A shock of pain flared up my left arm, but I barely noticed it. 

I could see the Jeep not too far away, and I forced myself to get up and walk to it. When I finally reached it, I lifted the door handle, cheery thoughts of warm blankets filling my mind – and nothing happened. I stared in horror as I lifted the handle again and got the same result. He’d locked it! Of all the times for him to actually listen to me. Why did he choose now, in the middle of nowhere, on a night when no car thief in his right mind would be out, to lock the damn car? 

I leaned dejectedly against the door, ignoring how cold it was against my legs. There was no way I would be able to make it back all that way. I just couldn’t move anymore. Hot tears of frustration froze on my cheeks, and I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, hunching up my shoulders so I could stick my nose under my arms. 

Snow gathered in the crooks of my arms, but still I just stood there, gazing blankly at it. I knew I should go back, or at the very least walk circles around the car, but I just couldn’t. It was like my mind had shut down from exhaustion. I couldn’t even cry anymore – or maybe my tear ducts had just frozen shut.

I was so tired; maybe if I just closed my eyes for a second…

And then someone grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. I peeled my eyes open, noticing blearily that I’d sank down to my knees and was sitting on the back of my heels. 

“Jesus, Natalie, what are you doing?”

Matt’s face hovered over mine, stark white in the darkness and contorted in panic. At least, I could tell it was Matt, but I couldn’t seem to focus on him. 

“Matt?” I mumbled. 


“God.” He struggled out of his coat and threw it over my shoulders. Then he rubbed my arms vigorously. “Why are you just standing out here?” With one arm, he began unlocking the car door behind me. 


I stared numbly up at him. “You locked the door.”

He stopped what he was doing and gaped at me for a second. Then he let out a short laugh and I suddenly found myself enveloped in his arms as he squeezed me tight. “You’re such a moron, Natalie. Thank God you’re okay.”

He let go of me and gently pushed me down onto the passenger seat. I knew faintly that I should object to being called a moron, but by the time my sluggish mind had grasped a comeback, Matt had gotten in on his side and turned on the Jeep. As heat slowly came flowing out of the vents, I leaned my head back against the seat and sank into blackness.

***


When I awoke again, I wasn’t in the Jeep anymore. I didn’t know where I was.

“What?” I muttered, blinking my eyes groggily. It was dark, so I couldn’t see much, but I was warm. I could feel blankets weighing down on me, and for a second I lay basking in the heat. It had never felt so good to be warm.


I sat up and immediately regretted it. An intense throbbing pierced through the haziness in my brain, slamming like a strobe light against the inside of my skull. I groaned, pressing a hand against my forehead, and lay back again.


A light flashed on, and I squeezed my eyes shut against the sudden brightness.

“Natalie?”

I peeked through one eyelid to see Sam standing in the doorway to the room staring hopefully at me. When she saw my eye open, she smiled and approached.


“Good, you’re awake.”

I opened the other eye and struggled to a sitting position. With the light turned on, I could see I was on a couch in a living room, but I didn’t recognize it. “What happened?”

She sat on the edge of the couch and fixed me with a stern look. “You got really drunk, then you went outside and almost froze to death. You’re a dumbass.”

I started to protest, then stopped. She was right; I was a dumbass. “Where am I?”

Sam glanced around the room, then shrugged. “Matt’s house. His parents won’t be back until late, and we had to bring you somewhere. Your parents would kill me if I brought you home like this.”

Matt’s house. That explained it. I’d never actually been inside his house. And now that I looked, I could see a picture of him on the end table.


I closed my eyes as another spike of pain slapped me. “I feel like crap.”

Sam was unsympathetic. “You should. You could have died out there, Nat! What were you thinking? You’re lucky Matt found you.”

“Where is Matt?”

She motioned toward the doorway. “I told him to stay out there. I didn’t know if you’d want to talk to him after … You know.”

“No, I want to talk to him.” Actually, what I really wanted was to sleep 12 hours and wake up with my head a normal size again. But I had to see Matt. 

Sam sighed. “Okay, but don’t let him get away with anything.” She stood and went to the door, where she turned and looked at me again. “I’ll take you home when you’re ready.”

She disappeared through the doorway and a minute later Matt appeared. He closed the door behind him and came into the room. He stood by the couch, looking down at me with a remorseful expression. Despite his having rescued me, now that I was no longer freezing, I still had to fight to keep the anger from bursting out of me. 

“Nat, I’m sooo sorry,” he sighed, falling to his knees next to the couch so his face was level with mine and pleading with me with his eyes. I noticed he was twisting his hands nervously, and the anger faded a little. “Are you okay?”

I’d never seen him look so upset; usually he was upbeat about everything. Now, his eyes were wide and darker than usual under brows tightened with worry.

I tried to glare at him, but he looked so pitiful I found I couldn’t. Instead, I sighed and looked at the ceiling. 

“I’m fine,” I finally said. “Other than the splitting headache.”

“This is all my fault. Sam told me how upset you were. I didn’t realize… I should have stayed with you.” I didn’t argue with that, and my heart clenched just thinking about it again. When I didn’t say anything, he continued. “You know I would never intentionally hurt you, right?”

I turned to look at him. “It’s not your fault, it’s mine,” I tried not to sound too bitter about it. “I should never have roped you into helping me. It’s not fair of me to keep you from Jessica.”

Horror washed over his face. “What? Nat, you think Jessica and I …” And he burst into laughter. 


I stared at him in surprise. “What’s so funny?” I asked angrily. 


He wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. “Oh God, Nat, you really think I’m interested in Jessica?”

I glared at him. “Well, aren’t you?”

“No. Definitely not. I would have to be crazy to want to date her.”

My anger was fading and confusion was rapidly replacing it. I shook my head uncertainly. “But … Why did you go upstairs with her then?”

“To talk!”

If I had laser beams for eyes, Matt would be a pile of ashes. “Right. To talk.”

“Really.” He sighed and took my hand. “Listen, a while back, I dated Jessica’s sister.” I hadn’t even known she had a sister, much less one that Matt had dated. He must have seen the surprise on my face because he added, “It was over the summer. Anyway, Ashley had problems. She had multiple sclerosis. She was up and down the whole time we dated. She broke up with me when she left for college, but I still worry about her. Jessica keeps me updated. That’s why I went with her. I thought maybe something had happened to Ashley.”

“But …” I began, then stopped. I didn’t want to believe him – I wanted nothing more than to believe he was lying and fly into a rage. But Matt had never lied to me before, and he seemed so sincere. Kind of stupid, but sincere. “Was that what it was?”

He laughed dryly. “No. Once we were alone, she was all over me, and I realized she didn’t really want to talk about anything.” He squeezed my hand tightly. “But we didn’t do anything. I fought her off and came down to look for you, but I couldn’t find you. And then Sam said you’d gone running outside.”

I bit my lip, thinking. If he was really telling the truth, I couldn’t very well be mad at him for being naïve and worried about someone. I so wanted to be mad at someone – because then I didn’t have to be mad at myself – but I really couldn’t. I sighed and nodded. “Okay.”

He squeezed my hand again and peered anxiously at me. “I swear nothing happened with Jessica.”

“It’s okay, Matt,” I said. “What you do with other girls is none of my business.”

“But I’m not doing anything with other girls. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

“Okay, okay.” I didn’t know why he was so worried about it. What did I care who he made out with? Well, okay, yeah, I’d been a little upset earlier, but that was just because that was Jessica. Anyone else and I’d have been fine with it. It wasn’t like we were really dating… 


He seemed satisfied that I was no longer mad at him, and he dropped my hand, looking relieved. 


“I promise I’ll never do anything like that again,” he said. “From here out, I’m yours and only yours. For the plan.”

He was giving me this funny look, so I busied myself adjusting my blankets. Something in his eyes made me feel weird, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint it. I cleared my throat. “So you still want to help me?”

“Of course.”

I looked at him and gave him a small smile. “Thanks, but to be honest, I don’t think it’ll matter anymore.”

“Why not?”

I took a deep breath and stared at the blanket. “I didn’t go running outside to be sick.” Though thinking about it now made being sick sound pretty good. Feeling incredibly stupid, I told him the whole story about the kiss and the vodka. “So it really wasn’t your fault I was so stupid. Well, I mean, it was my fault anyway, but it was because of them, not you. So quit blaming yourself.”

He was quiet for a moment. When I looked up at him, he was staring at me thoughtfully, the strange look gone from his eyes. “I see,” he finally said. Then his face cleared and determination filled it. “Well, maybe it’s not as bad as you think.”

I stared at him, one eyebrow cocked. “What do you mean? How could this not be bad?” 

He moved so he was sitting on the edge of the couch next to me. “Well,” he looked over his shoulder at me, “You were pretty drunk, and he knew that. And being drunk gives you a license for forgiveness of stupid things. He can’t be mad at you for doing it. Plus… It’ll give him something to think about.”

I narrowed my eyes, thinking. “You mean … It’s telling him I like him without really telling him?”

Matt grinned at me. “Basically. If you play this right – you know, say you don’t know why you did it and promise never to do it again – he’ll wonder why you did it in the first place. It’ll be in the back of his mind.”

“But…” I still couldn’t quite get my mind around it. “What if that’s not what happens? What if he really is mad about it? Or just forgets it ever happened? It’s too embarrassing.”

He squeezed my upper arm. “Nat, have some faith. Trust me, if you play it like it was nothing, it’ll become something. I’m a guy. I would know, remember?”

I bit my lip. I really didn’t want to just give up, but the thought of facing Jeremy again made me queasy. “I … guess. But I swear if you ever go running off with Jessica again, I’ll chop off your legs while you sleep.”

That guilty look reappeared on his face. “I really am sorry. I wasn’t trying to hurt you…”

I sighed and leaned back against the couch arm. “I know. But you owe me big time.”
***


After Sam dropped me off at my house a little bit later and I’d run the parental gauntlet and survived – my Mom believed I was so late because of the snow – I crawled into bed, fully dressed, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. I woke up a few times, feeling sick to my stomach when I moved, but by the time I dragged myself out of bed a little after noon, I felt much better. After a long shower, I felt almost as good as new. 


Then the thought of my stupidity with Jeremy reared its ugly head, and the nausea came crashing over me again.


I was going to have to face him eventually. I was his tutor; it was unavoidable. I just dreaded what his reaction would be if I could even get two words out in the first place. 

I was looking around my room for an object sharp enough to pierce my sternum when my mom yelled up the stairs at me that Sam was there.


Groaning to myself, I yelled back at her to send Sam up.


Just what I needed on my day of recovery: a scolding from Sam.


I was lying sprawled on my bed, face buried in my pillow, when she came into the room and shut the door behind her.

“Hey Nat!” she said brightly as she plopped onto the bed beside me. “How are you feeling?”

I moaned into my pillow, then turned to see her grinning at me. “I was fine until I remembered last night.”

She patted my shoulder consolingly. “You were a wild woman, Nat. I can’t believe Matt got to you so bad.”

I must have looked concerned because she continued with, “Oh, not that I wouldn’t have done the same in your position. Only I might have broken the bottle over his head.” She leaned on her elbow and gazed at me. “So Matt said you cleared things up?”

I nodded absently, chewing on a fingernail as I considered what Sam would have done if she’d really been in my position. I finally concluded the situation never would have happened because Sam never would have gotten involved in such a crazy scheme to begin with. 


“Nat?”

I jumped. “Huh? Oh, sorry. Spaced out.” She gave me a knowing look. She obviously thought just hearing Matt’s name was enough to send me into a blissful dream-state. Well, let her think what she wanted. “Yeah, he explained the whole thing. It was all just a big misunderstanding.” I really didn’t feel like going more into it than that.


Luckily, it seemed to satisfy her. She nodded. “I thought so. I knew Matt would never do something like that.”
“Yeah, I guess I did too.” I meant it. Matt had always been so honest and dependable. Of course he’d had a good reason. I don’t know why I’d gotten so upset about it. It wasn’t like I was in love with him or something like that. I was so moody lately.


Sam rolled over on her back and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. “I’m glad you worked it out. It’s about time you and Matt hooked up. I didn’t want it to end already.”

There it was again. “Why do you keep saying ‘about time’? We’ve always been just friends.”

She shrugged. “Oh, you know. You two have always gotten along so well. And he’s always liked you best. Jamie and I have discussed it before and she agrees you two have always had this spark. We were just waiting for it to ignite.”

I stared at her, my face growing warm. They’d talked about me and Matt? How long had this been going on, and why hadn’t I known about it? And besides, it was crazy! There was nothing between Matt and me, and there never would be. Even if I were at all interested – which I wasn’t – he wouldn’t be. He was just a really good friend. Okay, a friend who happened to be pretending to be otherwise right now, but still, it was ludicrous. It was an act.

So why did I keep obsessing over it? 


I shook my head and changed the subject. The conversation was just stupid, and it made me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t want to talk about Matt anymore.


“So, how’d it go with Jeremy?” I already knew, of course, but I feigned ignorance.


To my surprise, she just shrugged. “Pretty good.”

My mouth dropped open a little, and I narrowed my eyes at her. “Just pretty good?”

She rolled off the bed onto the floor and started shooting my little foam basketball at the hoop on the back of my closet door. A leftover from my younger years when I’d wanted to play basketball. “Well, I like him a lot. He’s really nice. I just … haven’t decided yet.”

“Decided what?” I watched as she missed the basket and knocked a bottle of perfume off the dresser.


“Oops, sorry.” She put the perfume back on the dresser and turned to me. “If he’s more than a friend. He’s fun to hang out with and all, I just don’t know if it’s more than that.”

Inside, my heart was doing cartwheels. She wasn’t in love with him,! I’d been so sure they were already planning their wedding invitations. It was as if a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I fought to keep myself from breaking into a song and dance.

Of course, it was still a bit premature to be so excited about it. I really had no idea if he was thinking the same way. After all, he’d told me himself it was going really well. But it was a definite plus if she didn’t think of him that way. Plus, I didn’t have to feel so guilty about everything if Sam wasn’t falling madly in love with him.


And this was all assuming I could smooth things over with Jeremy without a) me having a heart attack or a nervous breakdown or b) him hating my guts and never speaking to me again.


But I was so happy and relieved at that moment that the thought of confronting him didn’t seem so bad anymore. And if Matt was right about his crazy “thought-planting” theory, then maybe things were actually going much better than I thought. 

I even smiled – genuinely – at Sam when she gave me a mischievous grin and said, “It was kind of nice when he kissed me though.”
Chapter 11

I wasn’t nearly as confident halfway through lunch the next day as I approached Jeremy’s table. My heart beat so violently against my sternum that I felt sure that if everyone couldn’t see it trying to get out, they could at least hear it. I swallowed repeatedly, fighting the sandpaper dryness in my mouth. It was as if every one of the pores on my body had shrunk to nothing in pure fear.

He’s not going to hate you. It was just a kiss. You were drunk, I tried to reassure myself. I wasn’t very good at it. I wiped my clammy hand on my jeans and forced my legs to walk toward Jeremy.


He saw me coming and, with a word to his lunch mates, met me halfway.


I noticed, painfully, that he was wearing my favorite dark blue sweater, the one that brought out the blue-greens in his hazel eyes.


“Hey, Nat,” he said, almost shyly, as he reached me.


I swallowed, fighting the urge to turn and bolt for the bathroom. “Hi,” I choked out. “Can we talk?”

My face felt hot enough to fry an egg on, and I prayed it didn’t look as red as it felt. I wondered if there was a way to have your blushing cells removed, because mine were definitely overactive.

“Of course.” He took my arm and steered me down the hallway toward one of the exits. The hallway was empty of students; anyone who would have been in class down here was at lunch. When we reached the doors, he pulled me down onto a bench along the wall.

“How are you?” he asked, touching the back of my hand lightly and sending bolts of electricity racing up my arm.


I smiled weakly. “Physically? Fine. I didn’t drink enough to kill me.”
“No, just a small horse.” His face flushed and he chuckled. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s okay. You’re probably right. I was stupid. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

The fact that he was joking with me emboldened me a little. It didn’t appear he hated me. Okay, here goes nothing.


But before I could say anything, he spoke up. “I wanted to talk to you too. Listen …” He lifted a finger, motioning me to silence as I opened my mouth to interrupt. “No, let me go first.”

I stared at him in surprise for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.”
  
He sighed and looked out the glass doors thoughtfully. “I wanted to apologize for the way I acted.”

I closed my mouth again as he turned back to me and shook his head.


“I was a real jerk. I shouldn’t have reacted that way. You were nothing but nice to me, and I shoved it in your face. I feel so bad about the way I acted and that it made you run off like that.” He looked at me intently, and my eyes were locked in his gaze. Even if the building caught fire right that moment, I don’t know that I could have looked away. “I was just surprised; I acted without thinking. I know I gave you the impression I was angry, but the truth is …” The corner of his mouth tipped up in a wry smile. “The truth is, I was flattered. And I know you were a little … under the weather, but everything you said was so nice, and I’m sorry I snapped at you.” He took a deep breath and looked at me uncertainly.

I stared at him in shock. Had I heard right? Had he really just apologized to me? Well, that was not the way I’d expected the conversation to go. I’d expected me to be on my knees, begging forgiveness, and here he was saying he was sorry. 


“I’m done. You can talk now.”

I blinked. “Oh! Sorry. I’m just … surprised. I thought you must hate me. I wanted to apologize to you. I don’t know what came over me. I’d just had sooo much to drink, and you were right there, and I don’t know… I wasn’t thinking straight. And I swear it’ll never happen again. I’m so sorry. I’m such an…” He interrupted my babbling.

“Natalie, it’s all right.” He smiled at me. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. Like I said, I was flattered. I think you’re a great person, and I want us to be friends, okay?”

I flushed. “Sorry. Of course I want to be friends. I just want to forget it ever happened. The whole night.”

He cocked that crooked grin at me. “Forget what happened?”

Relief flooded through me. “Thank you. I swear I will never drink again.” That was the truth.


H patted my knee and stood with a wink. “Good. I’m glad we cleared this up.” He held out his hand to help me up. “See you at the library tomorrow?”

I nodded.


The bell rang, signaling the end of lunch, and he smiled at me. “See you tomorrow then.” And he headed off down the hall, leaving me staring after him.


I sank onto the bench again, still feeling stunned at the way the conversation had gone.


Bless his little heart, Matt had been right. I could almost kiss him!

***


I tried to pay attention in my history class, I really did. But all I could think about was Jeremy. What exactly did he mean by “flattered”? Did that mean he liked it, that he was ready to think of me as more than a friend?

No, of course not. I stared dejectedly at my pencil as I rolled it back and forth across my notebook. He’d even said he wanted to be friends. That was like the kiss of death.

Well, at least he wasn’t mad at me. And in a few weeks, maybe he would forget all about it and I could stop being so embarrassed.


I jumped when the bell rang at the end of class. I stared in dismay at my mostly empty notebook page. I’d barely heard a word Mr. Lewis had said. I was going to have to get my act together.


I packed up my belongings and headed out into the hallway. 


“Natalie!”

I waited to let Sam catch up to me. “Hey.”

“How’s it going?” she asked brightly.


I shrugged. “Dreading Mr. Lewis’ test in a few weeks. I can’t seem to pay attention in his class.”

Sam waved a hand at me in dismissal. “You’ll do fine. You always do.”

We stopped outside Sam’s next class, and I leaned against the wall. “Where were you at lunch? I had to listen to Josh talk about his ‘conquest’ at the party.”

If I didn’t know any better, I’d say her face reddened a little. She shrugged casually. “Oh, you know, I had stuff to do.”

I stared at her suspiciously. “You’re in an awfully good mood. What are you up to?”

She grinned at me. “What?” Can’t I just be in a good mood?”

I quirked an eyebrow at her, but I let it slide. Sighing, I pushed myself off the wall. “I’ve got to go. See you after school.”

“Later!” She waved and practically skipped into the classroom.

As I hurried down the hallway, suspicion gnawed at me. She was hiding something. She was usually so open with me about everything, but now there was something she wasn’t telling me.


My mind flashed back to the kiss. I had a horrible feeling she’d made up her mind about Jeremy. And I wasn’t going to like it.

***


I sat as far from Jessica as I could get at conditioning after school. I watched as she kept glancing with determination over at the boys’ team. Looking at Matt, I was sure. I could feel irritation grating against my insides. I wished I could just do something, say something to make her leave Matt alone. Matt had said he wanted nothing to do with her, but I was still worried he would give in. After all, Jessica almost never lost when she had her eye on a guy. And I didn’t want Matt to get hurt.


But I doubted the police would accept that as a reason if I ‘accidentally’ ran over Jessica with my car.

Sam must have seen me giving Jessica the evil eye because she squeezed my arm and gave me a sympathetic smile.


Coach Johnson appeared then, and I gratefully focused on her instead of Jessica. After a few pleasantries, she announced, “And I have a surprise. North Ridge has agreed to an early-season meet with us. Which means we’re going to end conditioning a little early. Our first official practice will be next Monday, and we’ll go every day after that.” Some gasps of surprise from some of the girls. I wasn’t particularly shocked because Coach Johnson had tried to arrange the meet every year since I started. It was bound to happen eventually.


“This also means,” she continued, “that we need to figure out our lineup. So next Wednesday, we’ll be holding event tryouts.”

That got my attention. My jaw dropped. Next week! But I wasn’t ready! I needed another few weeks to get in shape – maybe a few lifetimes. I stared at the floor in misery, no longer hearing Coach Johnson as she continued with the details. Only two people could compete in each of the sprint events. Katrina Sanders, a junior, was a lock for one of the hurdles spots – she’d gone to State every year. So that meant a week and two days from now, I was going to have to defend my hurdles spot from Miss Athleticism, Jessica.

When I looked up, Jessica narrowed her eyes at me, smirking. 


The elation I’d felt at lunch completely drained away.

***


The next day’s tutoring session thankfully went without event. I kept waiting for any sign that Jeremy was thinking about the party, but if he was, he hid it well. We discussed English and that was it. For once, I was relieved that nothing happened. My life had been so dramatic in the past week and a half; I was glad for the chance to get back to normal.

The normalcy ended the day after that, when Sam brought up Jeremy at practice.


“What are you doing this weekend?” she asked as jogged slowly around the gym. Her doctor had given her the okay to participate more in practice as long as she took it easy. 


I shrugged. I really hadn’t thought about it. I’d spent all day thinking about Jessica and having to beat her next week. I was bound and determined to get the most out of each practice until then. The weekend was still a little far ahead for my thinking. “I don’t know. Sit around and plot Jessica’s demise?”

Sam laughed. “Nat, I don’t know why you’re so worried. You’re the hurdler. She’s just a cheerleader; she’s never done track before. And besides, if you kill her, you’ll go to jail and she’ll win by default.”

I sighed dejectedly. “I know. But it’s still a nice thought.” Then I remembered her original question. “Why do you ask?”

“Well …” She paused as we stopped at the water fountain for a quick drink. She wiped her forehead and looked at me. “Jeremy asked me to go ice skating on Saturday. You know how awful I am at it. I need your moral support.”

It was true. Ice skating was one of the few things Sam had never been able to pick up easily. In fact, she was downright horrible at it. Both times we’d gone, she’d spent the whole time clinging to my arm in fear for her life. And she’d still managed to go home covered in bruises.


“Umm.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about another ‘date’ so soon after the last disaster. “I don’t know.”

“Nat,” Sam pleaded. She stared at me with wide eyes. “Please. I can’t do it without you.”

She looked so pitiful and panicked, like she would absolutely die if I didn’t come. Finally, I groaned. 


“Oh, God, fine.”

Her face instantly brightened and she threw her arms around me. “Thank you.”

I rolled my eyes but smiled at her. “You owe me.”

She pulled me back toward the track. “It’ll be fun! And just think! If by some slim chance you see Jessica there, you can ‘accidentally’ stab her with your skate!”

The thought was too tempting.


***


“Matt, please!”

The next morning I found myself copying Sam’s method. I’d caught Matt before first bell at his locker and asked him to come with me on Saturday. But Matt, usually willing to try anything, was being stubborn.

He gave me this horrified expression. “Ice … skating,” he repeated slowly.


“Yes! Go with me, please! I need you there!”

He shook his head worriedly. “Nat, people have died ice skating.”

I tried not to laugh, really I did. “No they haven’t! You’ll be perfectly safe. I’ll protect you from the big, bad ice.”

He still looked concerned. “But … I can’t skate.”

“So? Neither can Sam.” I put all my effort into giving him the best pout of my life. “You said you’d help me.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know I’d be risking my life.” He leaned against his locker and sighed. “All right, but if I fall and break my neck, will you tell my family I died saving a baby or something?”

I patted him on the arm and grinned. “You’ll be a hero. Thanks!”

As I hurried off to my first class, I felt much better about Saturday. With Matt there, it wouldn’t be so awkward. Unless he decided to run off again. But he’d promised never to do that again, and I believed him. And besides, if he did, I’d beat him to a bloody pulp, and that would relieve some of my stress.


Sometimes violence is the answer to everything.


***


Saturday arrived extremely quickly. I’d put all my energy Thursday and Friday into studying and getting ready for the track tryout, and before I knew it I was waking up with only a few hours until The Second Date. I prowled the house looking for something to distract me from obsessing over Jeremy. Finally, I just collapsed on the couch and stared at the TV. And before you think I’m crazy, yes, the TV was on. At one point, Rachel walked past me on her way to who-knew-where and fixed me with a scathing glare, which I pointedly ignored.

Much as I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about Jeremy. I couldn’t help but feel it had been a bad sign when he said wanted to be friends. I knew I was overreacting – he’d only meant he didn’t want us to be enemies, not that he’d never be interested in me. But my mind kept replaying the look on his face when he’d said it. It had been so … brotherly.

I tried to tell myself to be happy for Sam if this ended up being the date at which Jeremy convinced her he was more than a friend. It could happen, and I didn’t want to be a seething, jealous best friend. Especially since it had been me who started the whole mess.


And I wasn’t going to interfere today, either. I vowed to just act normal and let things happen. I didn’t want another party incident.


I sighed and went back upstairs to change my clothes for the third time.


I had just slipped into a pale blue sweater when the doorbell rang. I rushed downstairs to let Matt in.

To my surprise, Matt wasn’t there when I opened the door.


“Hi Ma…” My words died on my tongue as I stared at Jeremy, standing in the doorway looking sheepish. “Jeremy!”

His cheeks flushed adorably as he shrugged. “Hi. Matt’s having car trouble and he asked me to pick you up. He’ll meet us there. We’ll get Samantha next.”

I yelled mentally at my mouth to stop gaping. Matt, that devious little… “Great!” I fought the surprise off my face and smiled broadly. “Just let me get my purse from upstairs.”

I motioned for him to come inside, then left him standing in the front hallway, hands in his pockets, as I sprinted up the stairs. 

Calm down, Natalie, I told myself forcefully as I yanked my hairbrush through my hair. You’ve been alone with him before.


It had just been so unexpected, him showing up on my doorstep like that. My thoughts had scattered uselessly.


I took a final look at my clothes in the mirror, then sighed and went back downstairs. Jeremy shot me that crooked smile when he saw me, and I wanted to just grab him now and put him in my closet for safekeeping.


Yeah, that would really get him to like me.


“You ready?” he asked as I shrugged on my coat.


I tried not to let the nervousness show on my face as I nodded.


We rode in silence for a few minutes. I stared out the window, all too conscious of Jeremy’s hand on the gearshift, just inches from my leg. My mind scrambled for something to say, but everything I thought sounded completely stupid.


And I didn’t think “Jeremy, I love you. Run away with me.” would be a very good conversation starter.


A few blocks from Sam’s house, Jeremy broke the silence.

“Want to hear something weird?” he asked, giving me a sideways glance.


I looked at him and nodded, my heart skipping a beat as I admired his profile, lit up by the sunlight flooding in the driver’s side window. “Sure.”

He gave a small smile. “You know, I’ve been talking to Sam a lot on the phone this week.” I raised my eyebrows in surprise; she hadn’t told me that. “And it’s been great and all. I really like her. But …” He paused a moment, looking thoughtful. Meanwhile, my heart had completely stopped, waiting for him to continue. No word had ever sounded as beautiful to my ears as that “but” did just then. “I’ve been thinking. And I realized, the more I get to know her and spend time with her, the more I’ve come to consider her a really good friend.”

I almost choked. My right hand had such a tight grip on the seat belt that I wouldn’t have been surprised if it sliced right through my hand. “Friend?” I squeaked.


He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “Yeah. Just a friend. Isn’t that strange? I don’t know what it is. I love spending time with her, but there’s no spark. It’s all felt completely platonic. And even stranger, I’m okay with that.” He looked at me guiltily. “Does that make me a horrible person? I mean, I started all of this. I don’t want to hurt her.”

I was so overcome by relief and a roaring in my ears that I almost didn’t answer him. I cleared my throat and swallowed. “No, it doesn’t.” He doesn’t love her! “And I’m pretty sure she won’t be hurt. You should talk to her.”

My heart was doing cartwheels in my chest – no small feat considering all the other stuff packed in there. All the nerves I’d been fighting since finding Jeremy on the front step were washed away in a flood of blind exhilaration. I felt like screaming to the world in excitement, but I held it back. 

Jeremy looked relieved. “Good. I’m glad you think she’ll be okay with it. I’m glad I got the chance to talk to you. I’ve been feeling so guilty about it. I’ll talk to her today.”

I smiled brilliantly at him. “Everything will be fine.”

As we pulled into Sam’s driveway, my mouth muscles had begun to cramp up from fighting the huge smile threatening to erupt.


Sam came bounding out the door, and I got out of the car and climbed into the back seat.


“Hi Nat!” she cried as she got in next to Jeremy. “I’m so glad Jeremy found your house okay.”

I smiled beatifically at her. Everything suddenly seemed so much simpler.


Matt was waiting for us when we got to the mall, which had an ice skating rink in its center.


He shrugged when he saw us. “Stupid car started right up after I called Jeremy. Wouldn’t you know it.”

I let Jeremy and Sam go before me through the doors, then poked Matt in the side.


“You sneaky little rat!” I hissed as we followed them inside.


He gave me a wide-eyed look of innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I laughed and looped my arm through his. “Thanks anyway.”

He winked at me as we caught up with Jeremy and Sam. “Hey Birch, how’s it going?”

We made our way to the rink and rented skates, Sam babbling the whole time about how glad she was that I had come. We sat on a bench and put on the skates, and when Jeremy and Matt, being gentlemen, walked off to store our things in a locker, she grabbed my arm. 


“Oh my God, Nat,” she said softly. “Thank God you’re here.” Her powder-blue eyes were open wide and she looked at me frantically.

I wrinkled my brow. “What? Are you okay?”

She looked over her shoulder for Jeremy, then leaned her head toward mine. “I need you to rescue me if things get violent.”

“If … What?”

She shook her head, suddenly looking miserable. “If Jeremy tries to kill me. I’m … going to tell him I just want to be friends.”

I stared at her. This couldn’t be my life. Good things didn’t happen, especially twice in the same day. “You only want to be friends?” I wondered vaguely if anyone had ever exploded from pure excitement.


Sam moaned. “Yes, and I feel awful about it. Jeremy’s such a nice guy, and I like him a lot. I just … don’t feel anything for him that way. Do you think he’ll hate me?”

I smiled sympathetically, every bit the understanding friend. “He’s not going to hate you. Just be honest.”

She sighed and leaned against the short wall behind us, looking immensely relieved. “Okay. Right.”

I could see Jeremy and Matt coming back, hobbling on the blades of their skates. I patted her shoulder. “Good luck.”

Matt held out a hand to me, his face a mask of uncertainty. “You ready to go die?”

I smiled at him and let him pull me to my feet as Sam and Jeremy moved onto the ice. Sam threw me a nervous smile over her shoulder, and I gave her a thumb’s up.


“Come on, coward.” I pulled Matt out onto the ice. We slid wobbly along the wall, Matt keeping one hand tightly in mine and the other along the wall. “Look, just … push out, like this. It’s just like roller blades.”

He watched what I was doing, then tentatively repeated. It was so cute watching him. He was always so confident and sure of himself. It was fun being the dependee instead of the dependent for once.


Matt let go of the wall and immediately slipped. He would have fallen if he hadn’t been hanging on to my arm with a vise grip.


“Matt, you’re cutting off the circulation in my arm,” I said, only half joking.


“Sorry.” He loosened his grip a little and stared at his feet, as if simply by staring at them they would know how to skate. “I really hope you appreciate me making a fool of myself out here.” He’d finally gotten the hang of it enough that he could look at me instead of the floor. 


“Are you kidding?” I asked with a grin. “I appreciate any time you make a fool of yourself.”

He fake-glared at me, then smiled back, dimples flashing. “Because it takes a lot to take the attention off of you making a fool of yourself.”

I gaped at him, trying not to smile. “Oh, okay, Mr. Scared-of-the-itty-bitty-ice. Remember, I have your life in my hands. All I have to do is let go.”

Matt’s eyes flashed. “Speaking of cowards… You who wouldn’t even come here if I didn’t.”

I rolled my eyes at him, then looked around for Sam and Jeremy. I spotted them across the rink, talking intently even as Sam clung awkwardly to Jeremy’s arm. I could feel a grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. For once, a plan of mine had worked! Well, the first part of it, anyway.


Matt followed the direction of my eyes. “They’re looking awfully serious.”

I nodded, unable to stop the smile this time. “Yep. They’re telling each other they just want to be friends.”

Matt stopped moving his legs and stared at me. “What? Really?”

I nodded again, giggling. “Yeah. They both told me.”

He looked surprised. “Wow. That’s … great, Nat!”

I looped my arm through his and squeezed it to me. “I know! Now he just has to realize he’s in love with me, and the plan’s complete. You’re brilliant, Matt!”

He grinned at me. “Finally, you admit it!”
“Oh please,” I groaned. 


“You won’t be so reluctant to admit it when I have him eating out of your hand.”

“Oh yeah? Who says it’ll be your doing? Maybe he’ll just be drawn in by my own magnificence.” I sniffed my nose at him disdainfully, then giggled.



His eyes twinkled at me. “Not likely.” 


I glared at him, then cleared my throat as I suddenly realized how close his face was to mine. I tried to ignore the thoughts of how cute he was in his thick red sweatshirt, with his shaggy blond hair windblown and his cheeks flushed and little puffs of breath escaping his lips. For a moment, I forgot where I was, then I blinked and shook my head, embarrassed. 

I looked back at Sam and Jeremy and coughed. “Anyway, thanks for coming today. I appreciate it.”
“No problem.”

We glided along in silence for a few minutes. Matt really was getting better at it, and his grip on my arm had loosened considerably.


“Let’s try going a little faster,” I suggested.


He gave me a wary look but nodded.


For a full minute, we cruised along quickly. I was enjoying the cold breeze in my hair and generally feeling pretty good about things. How could I not be? This was quite possibly the best day of my life.



I glanced gratefully at Matt, who looked like he’d finally relaxed and was having fun. He still had a hold of my hand tightly, but he’d floated a little away from me. Apparently he didn’t feel like he was on death’s door anymore.

He must have felt me staring at him, because he turned to look at me. “What?”

I shook my head with a smile. “Nothing. You’re just doing really well.”

A wide grin spread across his face, and his eyes – looking slate in this light – twinkled. “I do everything well.” When I gave him The Look, he laughed. “Okay, I admit it, this is actually fun.”

“See! I told you it wasn’t life-threatening.” I reached across with my left hand to smack him lightly. Bad idea.


As soon as I did it, his eyes opened wide, and his mouth fell open in a surprised ‘O’. He pinwheeled with one arm, then yanked me toward him with the arm he had a hold of. I lost my balance and went flying into him. I might have been okay, but then he grabbed my other arm and pulled us both down.


I landed on my side on the cold ice, a hint of pain shooting up my arm and Matt flailing sideways on top of me. His ribcage dug into my stomach, and I grimaced.” 

When he stopped panicking and realized he was still alive, he lifted himself off me enough to look at me accusingly.


I grimaced. “Sorry.” Then I burst into laughter. 


He glared at me for a second, then his face crumpled and he collapsed on me again, shaking with laughter.


“I’m … sorry,” I gasped between fits of laughter. Tears streaked down my face. “You should … have seen … your face.”

That made him laugh harder. He pushed himself to his knees, reaching out to help me to my knees. I hugged my stomach tightly.


“Oh, it hurts.”

“Are you okay?” he snorted.




I nodded, gasping for breath. “I can’t … breathe.”

He wiped at tears wet on his cheeks and grabbed my arm. “Good. You almost killed us.”

That set me off again. He smirked at me, looking satisfied.


“Help me up, jerk,” I gasped.


He grinned and pulled me toward him. I expected him to help me get up, but he didn’t.


He kissed me.


I know. I was as surprised as you.


There we were, on our knees in the middle of the rink, and he grabbed my shoulder with one hand and my other arm with the other. And then his lips were on mine.


For a second, I was too surprised to do anything. I stared at him in shock, my eyebrows hiked up practically past my hairline.


His lips were soft, and his hands cupped the side of my face gently.


Oh my, I found myself thinking, and before I knew what I was doing, I had closed my eyes and leaned into him.


And then it was over. He pulled back, his hands dropping to his sides. I couldn’t speak; I just stared at him with my mouth hanging slightly open. I suddenly felt very warm despite sitting on the ice. He looked at me for a moment, his eyes hooded and a corner of his mouth twisting up slightly. 


I swallowed and tried to speak. “I …”

Before I could really think of anything to say, though, he looked around the rink then back at me with a grin. “Think they saw it?”

I blinked. “They?” Then a flood of realization washed over me. Of course! It was all part of the act! “Oh! Sam and Jeremy!” I could feel my face flushing.


He gave me an odd look. “Who else?” Then he pushed himself to his feet and reached down to help me up.


I felt very strange. Every time Matt looked at me, the heat rose to my face. The kiss had caught me completely off-guard. I felt flustered, unable to put together a coherent thought. 


It was just a fake kiss. It didn’t mean anything, I reminded myself. But I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and my knees suddenly felt weak. 


Which was stupid, because this was Matt we were talking about. I didn’t have any feelings for Matt. Maybe a long time ago when I first met him, but not now. He was just a friend. It was just because of the kiss; I suppose being kissed suddenly by any guy would have the same effect on me.


“There they are,” Matt said, interrupting my thoughts. He jerked his head toward the other side of the rink, where Sam and Jeremy sat on the bench. They had definitely seen – Sam had this huge grin on her face. I couldn’t read Jeremy’s expression. 


Matt turned to me. “Hey, are you all right? Sorry about that. I should have warned you, but I thought if you knew it was coming it would look staged.”
I nodded slowly. “I’m fine. Just … surprised.” I cleared my throat, hoping Matt couldn’t tell how much it had affected me. “Good idea.”
He winked at me. “Just gotta get Jeremy jealous is all.” He held his hand out to me. “Come on, take me over there.”
An hour later, Matt dropped me off at my house, speeding off with another wink. I stood for a moment staring after his car. He hadn’t said another word about the kiss during the ride back, and I’d been glad to keep it that way. It had been nice, but it wasn’t Matt I wanted. That was just absurd. And even if by some far stretch I did want Matt, which I didn’t, he was just faking; he didn’t want me. I pushed the memory of the feel of his lips to the back of my mind. I needed to focus on Jeremy, not distract myself with meaningless things.

Still, as I walked back into the house, I suddenly had the inexplicable feeling the whole pretending thing was going to be a lot harder than I thought.
 
Chapter 12

Sam called me later that night, but before I had the chance to ask her how it had gone with Jeremy, she burst into squeals.


“Oh my God, Nat! You and Matt were so cute today!”

I could feel my cheeks getting warm just thinking about the kiss again. I’d spent most of the night doing everything I could think of to keep my mind off that topic. I felt so confused; why couldn’t I stop thinking about it? It wasn’t like I’d never been kissed before.

Not by Matt.

It wasn’t even real, for God’s sake!


“Uh, thanks,” I mumbled. What else would I say? “We were only so cute because we were both trying really hard to pretend to be.” Right. Time to change the subject. “How’d it go with Jeremy? Did you tell him?” I asked, feigning innocence.

I could hear the smile in her voice. “Yeah, I told him. And guess what! He said he totally agreed! It’s such a relief.”

I nodded into the phone as if she could see me. Or maybe she could hear the rocks rattling around in my head. “What did he say?”

“He just said he’d been thinking the same thing, that we were just friends. We’re still going to hang out and stuff.”

“That’s good.” I lay back on my bed, absently twirling the phone cord as I grinned up at the ceiling.


I just couldn’t believe how well – and how quickly – the plan had worked. And nobody had gotten hurt. Now I just had to figure out how to get Jeremy to like me.

I was envisioning a makeout session with Jeremy in the library, so I missed what Sam said next. As it slowly sank into the back of my mind, I sat up, eyes wide. “What did you say?”

I could hear her sigh. “Are you even paying attention? I said, besides, I think he likes someone else.”

My breath caught in my lungs. I had heard her correctly. “What? Who?” I choked. My face suddenly felt hot, and my fingers tingled.

No, that just can’t be! I pressed my fingers against my eyes as tears suddenly welled up.


I could hear Sam chewing on something. Snacking as she delivered the fatal blow to my fragile psyche. “I don’t know, really. Just a feeling I have from talking to him. Probably Heather Mason.”

Her tone was casual, but shocks of panic ricocheted around inside me. “Heather Mason?” I repeated weakly. 


“Well, you know… She asked him to the dance and all.”

“Yeah. I know.”

My poor body. Lately, I was on an emotional roller coaster. The two-second trip from sky-high elation to the rock bottom of misery left me feeling queasy.

Heather Mason. Of course. I should have known I’d dismissed her too quickly. And there was no way in hell I could compete with her for Jeremy. She wasn’t quite as obnoxious as Jessica Marshall, but she was just as good at the one-wink male snatching.


“You okay?” Sam asked. “You sound weird.”

I almost choked on my tongue. “No. I’m fine. Just … Heather Mason.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said sympathetically. “But I could be wrong. Like I said, it’s just a feeling. Anyway, I’ve gotta go. See you Monday?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I let the phone fall from my hand back into the cradle, barely aware of hanging up. I felt suddenly numb. It was as if the whole world was against me. A conspiracy. Whenever something good finally happened to me, something else just had to ruin it.


Maybe I was doomed to be miserable forever. My penance for not paying more attention in Mr. Lewis’ history class. 


I collapsed back on my bed and threw my arms over my face. I thought about calling Matt to see if he’d heard anything about this, then changed my mind when my stomach knotted up at the thought.


It looked like I was on my own for this one. 

***

I don’t think I’ve ever studied as hard as I did that weekend. I practically had each of my textbooks memorized in my attempt to avoid thinking about … Well, pretty much anything.

As I dragged myself to school Monday, I felt more miserable than I had in years. It felt like weights were pulling down each part of my body. Somehow, it was so much worse this way, being so close to victory, tasting it, and having it ripped out of your grasp at the last second.


I walked the hallways with my head down, my hair hanging along the sides of my face like a protective curtain. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone, and I certainly didn’t want to talk to Jeremy.


I know you’re thinking I was overreacting, that I was putting way too much importance on Sam’s intuition. And you’d be right. But I couldn’t help it. I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach, and the more I thought about it, the more certain I was that it was true.


It didn’t help that when I arrived to my third-period calculus class, Jeremy was still there – and talking to Heather.


Damn her for having the same class as him!


He was packing up his things, and she stood on the other side of the desk, leaning on her hands, this brilliant smile on her face.


I scowled at the back of Jeremy’s head and took my seat toward the back.


They were talking about some math project that was due. Or rather, Jeremy talked and Heather listened raptly, pouting her perfectly lipsticked mouth for all it was worth.

I got out my notebook and tried to review my notes from the last class, but my eyes kept returning to the back of Jeremy’s head. I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell he was smiling by the tone of his voice.

He’d gotten his hair cut since Saturday afternoon, I noticed. Not a lot, but enough that someone who’d spent hours dreaming about running her hands through it would notice.


New jeans, too. They complimented his, uh, calves nicely. Yeah, his calves.

I nibbled on the tip of my pen absently, for a moment just completely caught up in the familiar awe at his presence. I would have done anything for him to simply turn around, see me, and give me that lopsided smile I loved so much. And promptly forget about Heather, of course.


It didn’t happen that way. Instead, Mr. Adams came into the room.


“Mr. Birch, Miss Mason, don’t you have somewhere to be?”

“Sorry, we’re going,” Jeremy said apologetically, turning his head to look at Mr. Adams. I was in his peripheral vision then, but he didn’t see me. He shrugged on his backpack and strolled out the door, Heather following closely behind. 


Mr. Adams closed the door behind them so he could start class. I tried to pay attention, but all I could do was scowl at the door. 


Strangely, I found myself getting angry.


Angry at Heather for making Jeremy late for his next class – English, incidentally, the class I was trying to rescue him in. And for wanting my dream guy when she could have anyone else in school.


Angry at Jeremy for being so stubborn about realizing I was his soulmate and wanting Heather instead.


I was mad at Sam for telling me about Heather. 


And I was even mad at Matt, though I wasn’t really sure why. I couldn’t pinpoint a good reason.


But I guess mostly I was mad at myself for not having the courage or the confidence to go for what I wanted. If I hadn’t wasted four years watching Jeremy from the shadows and just talked to him, maybe now he would already be with me, and Heather Mason wouldn’t even be an afterthought. Instead, I chose to sneak around and moon for him, and I suddenly hated myself for it.


These were the thoughts on my mind when I walked out of calculus. I’d obsessed over it to the point where I was seething helplessly inside. I needed to unleash it on someone. 


Unfortunately, Matt chose that moment to walk up to me and sling an arm around my shoulder. I shrugged it back off and glared at him.


“Quit it, Matt!” I snapped.


He jerked his arm to his chest and stared at me in bewilderment. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I growled. “I just don’t want you hanging all over me. You’re not really my boyfriend, remember?”

He looked taken aback, and I felt a twinge of guilt at the hurt in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

I didn’t want to hurt Matt, but whatever had built up inside me all weekend couldn’t be held back. “Just leave me alone, okay?”

He frowned and nodded. “Sure.” He stopped in the middle of the hallway and let me stalk off.


I went outside into the cold with my lunch and threw myself onto a bench, letting the cold seep into my body and taking deep breaths. I could feel the anger bleeding away, and frustration and hopelessness taking its place.

I felt really bad about the way I’d treated Matt. He hadn’t done anything except be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I wanted to go find him and apologize, but my pride kept me rooted to the bench.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I needed to face reality. This plan wasn’t going to work. You don’t make someone who isn’t interested jealous. It just doesn’t work that way. Especially if they want someone else.

I’d thought it would work when it was Sam, because she was my friend and I knew her. But Heather… That was just too much. There was no way I could manipulate that situation. And if Jeremy hadn’t noticed me by now, having a pretend boyfriend certainly wasn’t going to solve anything. Except maybe make me feel even more pathetic than I already did.


I needed to cut my losses and run with what little was left of my dignity. It wasn’t fair to anyone involved, especially Matt. I never should have gotten him involved. He should be able to take whoever he wants to the dance, date whoever he wants, not waste all his time pretending to like me. 


Even if he was a good kisser.


Only five months of school remained. After that, I could move on with my life, go to college, maybe find someone who was actually interested in me. 


If I could just focus on my studies, it would all be over soon.


I stood, decided. I would cut Matt free and forget about Jeremy. Heather could have him. 


Jessica, however, better keep her claws away from Matt.


***


On a normal day, I would run into Matt in the hallways two or three times after lunch. I kept looking for him, hoping to pull him aside and apologize, but it was as if he’d disappeared from the face of the Earth.


Which made me feel even worse, because I knew he was probably avoiding me. And who could blame him? I’d turned into an evil she-bitch without provocation.


I hurried out of my last class hoping to catch him before practice. When I arrived in the gym, however, Matt was nowhere in sight. I sighed and trudged slowly over to Sam, who was leaning against the wall by the bleachers talking to Trevor, That High Jump Guy. Trevor was saying something but stopped as I approached.

“Hey Nat!” Sam waved when she saw me.


I gave her a small smile. “Hi. Have you seen Matt?”

She shrugged. “Not lately. Why?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to talk to him.” I started walking away, cursing Matt for hiding from me, then said over my shoulder, “You better get changed or you’ll be late for practice.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” she called after me.


I had changed into my track clothes and was sitting on a bench thinking about Jeremy when Sam came bounding into the locker room, a grin on her face.

“Why are you so chipper?” I asked as she took out her gym bag and set it beside me on the bench. 


“Oh, no reason,” she practically sang. She pulled on a pair of shorts and flashed me a wide smile. “I just asked Trevor to the dance and he said yes.”

I stared at her a moment, drawing a blank. “Trevor?” Then it sank in. “Oh! That High Jump Guy?”

“Trevor Wilkins,” she corrected me patiently. She knew I could never remember his name.


I furrowed my brow. “But… When did all this happen? I didn’t know you liked him.” She’d never said a single word to me about him.

She sighed and leaned against the lockers, staring dreamily into space. “Last summer. Remember? I told you his family has a lake house down the beach from ours.”

I vaguely remembered her telling me that, but I hadn’t thought much of it at the time. “Yeah.”

“Well, we sort of got to know each other then, but I didn’t talk to him for a long time. And now we have bio together, and… I don’t know. I like him. He’s so sweet.”

It still seemed weird to me. “But… What about Jeremy? And why didn’t you tell me about this?”

She pulled a sweatshirt over her head and looked at me. “I don’t know. I wasn’t sure if anything would happen with Trevor. And I didn’t think it could hurt anything to get to know Jeremy a little.”


“You should have told me!” Imagine how much less stressful the last few weeks would have been if I’d known she kind of liked another guy. 


Well, okay, I still would have worried beyond belief, but it was the principle!


Not that I’d exactly been sharing everything myself.


“I should have, I know. I guess I didn’t want to jump the gun. And then the whole Jeremy thing happened. Well, you know …”

I nodded and stood. “Well, I’m happy you’ve got a date.”

We began walking toward the exit. She turned to me, eyes flashing. “Oh, you and Matt should double with us!”

“Maybe.” I looked away. I wasn’t sure if Matt and I would still be going once I called everything off. I was sure he’d rather find a real date.


Which also meant I’d have to find a date.


But I chose not to think about that. 



***


I finally caught Matt before school the next day as he stood at his locker. As soon as I saw him, my heart leaped into my throat. He stood with his bag perched against the edge of his locker, his head bowed as he rummaged through the bag. His hair fell messily into his eyes, as if he hadn’t bothered to do anything with it, and I felt the overwhelming urge to push it off his forehead. I bet it would be soft and silky …

I stopped, blinking. What was wrong with me? Why had I thought that? I took a deep breath and shook my head. Yes, Matt was hot. That was all it was. I was just noticing it more lately because I felt guilty about yelling at him. It was okay to appreciate a friend’s looks, wasn’t it?


And that kiss had been nice.


Get a grip, I told myself. I needed to stop being so flaky. I swear, recent events had fried my brain cells or something.


I walked up to him and leaned against the locker next to him. “Hey.”

“Hey.” He didn’t look at me as he said it, and though I knew I deserved it, I still felt hurt.


“How are you?” I tried.


He shrugged. “Fine.”

“That’s good.” I fumbled nervously with the straps on my book bag. “Listen … I’m really sorry about snapping at you yesterday.”

He finally looked at me. “It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize. Like you said, I’m not really your boyfriend.” He fixed me with a piercing gaze for a second, unsmiling, then went back to shoving books in his bag. 

“But…” He was still hurt, much as he tried to pretend he wasn’t. He wasn’t very good at hiding it. “It wasn’t you. I was just upset because I think Jeremy…” I stopped when he sighed heavily and looked skyward. “What?”

He shrugged the bag onto his shoulder and closed the locker, turning to me, his expression almost angry. “I don’t mind helping you, Natalie. It’s been fun, actually. But I’m so sick of hearing about Jeremy. He’s all you talk about anymore. You’re obsessed. And I’m sorry, but there are other things going on besides Jeremy, you know.”

Before I could reply, he shook his head and took off down the hallway with an “I’ve got to go.”

I stood staring after him, gaping, my face flushed. What was wrong with him? I sighed and rubbed my forehead. Was the whole world going crazy? I knew Matt was still angry with me, but that didn’t give him the right to be mean back. 


Well, okay, yes it did. But still… I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. I wanted to go home, but the day was just starting. 


I trudged dejectedly to my first class as Matt’s words ran in an endless loop through my head.


I knew I’d been pretty focused on Jeremy lately, but no way was that the only thing I talked about anymore. And besides, Matt was helping me in that area, so of course it was only natural that Jeremy came up a lot. Besides, there wasn’t anything else going on. Matt didn’t know what he was talking about. He was just mad.


Right?


“Do I obsess over things?” I asked at the lunch table, from which Matt was conspicuously absent. The question had been eating away at me all morning, to the point that I had absolutely no idea what had happened in any of my classes. More specifically, the question was if I obsessed over Jeremy, but I couldn’t very well ask that since I wasn’t supposed to like him anymore.

“Yes,” Jamie said without hesitation.

“Definitely.” Sam nodded as she poked at her macaroni and ham casserole with a concerned expression on her face. “Does this look like the same stuff from last week?”

Jamie leaned across the table to look at it, then wrinkled her nose. “It kind of does.”

I stared at them. “Guys, I’m serious.”

Sam pushed the plate away from her, a disgusted frown on her face. “So am I. You’re like a terrier, Nat. When you get a hold of an idea, you don’t let go until it’s dead. It’s okay. We all do it.”

Jamie nodded. “Yeah, remember last year when I thought Derek Gordon liked me?”



I sighed. “Yeah, I guess.”

Sam stopped tearing into her snack cake and gave me a speculative look. “Why do you ask?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

She shrugged. “Okay. But trust me. It’s okay to obsess over Matt. That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it? Trust me, guys love being obsessed over.”

I just stared at her. If she only knew…

***


I floated through the rest of my classes, utterly unable to concentrate. If Matt had been wrong about me obsessing over Jeremy before, he definitely wasn’t now. I wished I’d never started any of this. It was just one big mess.

By the time school ended and I headed to the gym for the first Tuesday practice, I was in no condition to deal with anybody, much less the person lying in ambush for me in the locker room.


I stopped dead in my tracks when I entered my area of the locker room and saw Jessica standing there looking impatient.


She narrowed her eyes when she saw me. I was so surprised to see her there – she usually changed on the other side of the locker room, thank God – that I just stood there for a moment, then sputtered tactfully, “What are you doing here?”

Jessica gave me a dirty look and stalked over until she stood mere inches from me.


“I just wanted to tell you, Natalie dear, not to get too set in your plans for the dance,” she said in a low voice only I could hear. The tone was conversational but an undercurrent of threat ran beneath it. “Matt is mine. So you might as well wake up from your deluded little world and face reality. He’s going to the dance with me, not you.” Her voice dripped disdain as she said “you,” as if it was just completely inconceivable that I was going with Matt to begin with. “I’m sure he was only taking you because he thought I was unavailable.”

I fought the bile rising in my throat, clenching my teeth as I stared at her, completely unable to speak.


Triumph shone in her eyes as she realized I wasn’t going to fight, and she smiled sweetly at me. “We used to date, you know, back when he first moved here. So you see, you have no chance. As soon as I tell him I’m taking him back, he’ll drop you like that.” 
She snapped her fingers in my face, and in a fit of rage, I grabbed them and broke them off. No, not really, but I really, really wanted to. 
Jessica turned, flipping her brilliant red ponytail in my face. “Just thought you should know.” She started to walk away, then stopped and looked back at me over her shoulder. “Oh, and good luck at the tryout tomorrow,” she added with a sly smile. And then she was gone.

I stood for a moment, awestruck at the sudden assault. I definitely hadn’t seen it coming, and with as distracted as I’d been all day, I was a little slow in reacting. 


Then the anger began to seep in. I took a deep breath, balling my hands into fists at my side. Just who did she think she was, anyway? Queen of the school? What gave her the right to…


Wait a minute. The rest of her words sank in. Did she say she and Matt used to date? My mind scrambled frantically back over the conversation. Yes, she’d definitely said that. I collapsed hard on the bench, feeling suddenly dizzy.

No. That couldn’t be true. Matt had said he’d never date a girl like her. He’d said he’d dated her sister, not her. Jessica had to have been lying. She was just trying to get to me. 


And it had worked. I leaned over, putting my forehead on my knees. I felt like I was going to throw up. Matt and Jessica. Just the thought made me queasy.


I had to admit, I didn’t really know Matt when he first moved here. I really had no clue who he did or didn’t date then. He very well could have been with Jessica without me knowing.


But no, that wasn’t right. It couldn’t be right. Matt wouldn’t be stupid enough to fall for her. He was too smart for that.


Or was he? If I really thought that, why had I been so worried about that very thing this whole time?


And on that note, why had I been so worried? What did it matter to me?


The memory of the kiss unexpectedly popped into my head, and I squashed it. 


Because he’s my friend and I don’t want him to get hurt! I told myself forcefully. Even if he is mad at me right now.


I was still leaning over my knees, gasping for breath, when Sam arrived.


“Nat? What’s wrong?”

I lifted my head and looked at her miserably. “Sam? Did Matt used to go out with Jessica Marshall?”

She didn’t need to say anything. I knew the answer by the flash of guilt that raced across her face and the way she bit her lip.


“Umm…”

That was all I needed to hear. I jumped to my feet, suddenly more angry than I’d ever been in my life. As I pushed through the locker room door, I could hear Sam calling after me. 


“Nat, wait!”

I pushed through the group of guys huddled along the wall outside the locker room until I reached Matt. I grabbed his arm as he leaned over to drink from the fountain and dragged him away. 


“Natalie, what the…?”

“We need to talk,” I scowled. 


I pulled him to an empty corner of the gym and stopped. 


He apparently was in a much better mood than earlier, because he kind of laughed and raised an eyebrow at me.


“I’ve never had anyone want to talk to me badly enough to drag me away like that,” he said with a grin.


The grin died as I fixed him with a glare. “You lied to me.”

He stepped back, looking at me in surprise. “What?”

I crossed my arms tightly across my chest and set my jaw. “You said you never had anything to do with Jessica. That you’d never be interested in her. And now I find out you used to date her! You lied!”

He looked taken aback. “What?” he stammered. “Yes, it’s true I used to go out with her, back before I knew anyone. But I never lied about it.”
“Don’t lie!” I cried. I was so upset, I wasn’t thinking straight. People were starting to stare, but I barely noticed.


Matt took my arm and tried to steer me toward the hallway, but I dug in my heels. “Calm down, Nat.”

It really wasn’t the best thing to say to me at that moment. I gasped and yanked my arm violently out of his grip. “No. I’m not going to calm down, Matt. I trusted you!”

He sighed and shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. In a quiet voice and with a level gaze, he repeated: “I never said I never went out with her.”

I clenched my teeth, fighting back the waves of fury that told me to hit him. Just the thought of Matt and her together made me want to hurt something. “Yes, you did. After the party. You said you’d never be interested in her.”

He nodded. “I did say that. Now. I said I’m not interested in her now. That was all I meant. I never said I’d never been interested in the past. That didn’t seem important.”

“Right,” I scoffed. “I’m sure. That’s why you went off with her at the party, because you weren’t interested. And what about the party anyway? Were you lying about what happened then too?” He opened his mouth to protest, but I continued, “I see what you’ve been up to. You’ve been using me to make Jessica jealous so you can get her back.”

His eyes widened in shock, then narrowed at me. I set my jaw and stared at him, suddenly feeling the urge to cry. I hadn’t really thought of that before, that he’d been trying to make Jessica jealous, until just now, and it was like a dagger to my heart. 


Matt drew in a deep breath through his nose and smiled bitterly. “Me using you. And just what the hell do you think you’ve been doing to me the last few weeks? I knew I was being used, and I let it happen. You have no right to accuse me of something like that.”

My mouth dropped open in a surprised ‘O’. “I was not using you. You were helping me. All too willingly, I might add. I wondered why, and now I know. You just wanted to get Jessica back.”

He let out a growl of frustration and waved his arms at me. “What do you care anyway? You don’t give a damn about me, except what I can do to help you get your precious Jeremy. Even if it was true, which it’s not, what difference does it make to you if I’m interested in Jessica or was in the past?” He sneered at me, his face red. I’d never seen him so angry. “I’m not your boyfriend! If I want to date Jessica, I will.”

For a moment, I couldn’t say anything. I was too busy being shocked at his vehemence to put together a complete sentence in my mind. I swallowed and spoke slowly. “Don’t be stupid! Jessica is not human. She will use you for a while, then dump you. You’re my friend, and I don’t want to see you get hurt. I know how Jessica is, and you’re better than that!”

He leaned in toward me, eyes blazing. “What I do or don’t do with Jessica is none of your business. I’m a big boy now, and I can take care of myself. I don’t need you babysitting me. And, speaking of stupid, have you failed to notice that Jeremy isn’t falling for your little plan? Newsflash: He isn’t interested! Why can’t you see that? When are you going to give up this stupid scheme and move on?” 

I felt like I’d been slapped. “Fine!” I snapped. “You’re absolutely right! I don’t need you anymore. No more of this stupid pretending. Go run off to Jessica like you’ve been wanting to. Take her to the dance! See if I care.” I scowled at him and pushed past him, the tears finally welling up and blurring my vision. 


“Maybe I will!” he shouted after me. 


I ducked my head and rushed across the gym to the outside exit, ignoring the stares of the people gathered in the gym. I didn’t think they had been able to hear what we’d been saying, but the fact that we’d been fighting was obvious. 


I hurried out into the cold, relishing the icy blast on my overheated skin. I jogged around the corner of the building and collapsed against the wall, hugging my arms across my chest and closing my eyes.


Screw Matt, I thought angrily. I didn’t need him. If he wanted to mess up his life, let him. I was tired of trying to save him from himself. Hell, Jessica was probably in there right now, comforting him. He’d see I was right about her after she ripped out his heart and trampled on it.

I admit, I probably had overreacted a bit to finding out about her, but it had been such a surprise, and it had hurt so much to think about Matt lying to me. All he had to do was tell me from the start that he had a thing for her. 


And I still would have flipped out. 


He was right, though. I wasn’t his mother, and we definitely weren’t dating. It wasn’t like he had any kind of responsibility to tell me about Jessica. Still, I’d felt really close to Matt lately, really connected to him, and to find out he wasn’t who I thought he was … It hurt more than I would have thought.

I heard the gym door open and quickly swiped at my wet eyes. I took a deep breath, half expecting to see Matt come around the corner.


He didn’t. “Are you okay?” Sam looked worriedly at me. “I saw you and Matt fighting.”

I nodded and gave her a weak smile. “I’m fine. I just need to calm down.”

She wrapped an arm around me and squeezed. “What were you fighting about?”

I snorted. “What do you think?”

She tightened her lips. “Jessica.”

I nodded, sniffling pathetically. “He’s still in love with her.”

“I’m so sorry, Nat. I should have told you he used to go out with her.” She hugged me again. “Did you break up?”

“Let’s just say I’m going to have to find a new date to the dance.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “Want me to go kick his ass?”

I let out a choked laugh. “No, that’s okay. I’ll get over it.”

We stood for a moment in the cold, silent except the chattering of my teeth. Finally, Sam looked at me. 


“You okay to go back in now?”

“Yeah, I’m okay.”

We started walking back to the door. 


“You know,” Sam said as she pulled the door open. “It was a long time ago that Matt dated her. He didn’t even know us then.” She shrugged. “Just something to think about.”

***


Much as I didn’t want to, I headed to the library after practice for my tutoring session with Jeremy.

What I really wanted to do was go home and mourn my losses. Both Heather and now Jessica had won, and I absolutely hated myself. Not that I’d been trying to get Matt or anything – that was absurd. But I’d at least hoped to talk some sense into him.


Yeah, freaking out is a great way to talk sense into someone. Next time I’d have to try ripping off my arm and beating him with it.


It had been bad enough going back in to practice and having to face Jessica and her triumphant smile – she knew exactly what the fight had been about. And I’d had to try not to look at Matt at all. Having to face Jeremy now was just the icing on the cake. When I looked at Jeremy, all I could see was him and Heather in calculus class. 


Jeremy didn’t say anything about the fight with Matt when I sat down at the table. Either he hadn’t been there to see it, or he wasn’t asking. Or he didn’t care. Whatever the reason, I was grateful. We got down to work, and I threw my whole focus into it. As long as I was thinking about English class, I couldn’t think about how badly I wanted to hurt Matt, or how much I still ached for Jeremy despite my new resolve to forget about him. 


He did look awfully cute tonight, with his hair carefully spiked, and just a hint of some really nice-smelling cologne I’d never noticed before…

Stop it.

I was moving on. It was studying and nothing else until the end of the year. I couldn’t take all this stress, and now that the deal was off with Matt, I couldn’t continue it anyway, even if I wanted to. I was too much of a wimp without Matt, much as I hated to admit it. 


Anyway, working on Jeremy’s latest paper helped me get my wits about me again. By the time we were done, I was feeling more relaxed than I had all day.


The sun was just going down when we packed up for the night. 


“Well, see you,” I said quickly, turning to go. Despite feeling better, I was ready to get out of there and go home to mope in my room.


“Hey, Natalie?” he asked before I could escape. 


I turned around, my brain screaming, “Please don’t ask why I was such a freak today in the gym!”

He didn’t. “You have Mr. Adams for calc, right?”

My insides sighed in relief. I could handle school. “Yeah, why?”

He pulled his backpack onto his shoulders and walked next to me as we headed for the door. “Well, I missed the first part of class yesterday, and I was wondering if I could copy your notes.”

“Sure.” I started reaching for my bag, then stopped. “Oh wait, they’re at home.”

His face fell. “Damn. I heard they’re important for tomorrow’s assignment.”

I nodded. “Yeah, they kind of are.”

A blast of cold air smacked me in the face as we left the library. It had felt good earlier, but now it just hurt, and I winced.


Jeremy shoved his hands into his coat pockets and followed me out to my car. “Well, would it be okay if I came by later and got them?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He smiled at me. “Great. My sister has my car today, but I’ll see if my mom can drive me by.”

“Okay. See you then.” I unlocked the door and started to get in, then stopped and sighed. “Jeremy, wait,” I called after him as he walked back to the library. He turned around. Mentally cursing myself, I continued. “That’s stupid. I’ll just take you there now to get them and drop you off at home.”

His face brightened. “Are you sure?”

I nodded at the passenger-side door. “Yeah. Get in.”

So much for my mope time.


He got in, and I started the car, turning the heat to high.


“I really appreciate this,” he said, giving me a brilliant smile. His cheeks and nose were pink from the cold. 


“No problem.” Because I knew now I had no chance with him and wasn’t going to try anymore, I was strangely calm. A week ago, I’d have been a nervous wreck with him sitting in my car.


We rode in silence for a while, and I found my thoughts drifting back to the look on Matt’s face when I’d called him a liar. A stab of guilt wrenched through my gut. He’d looked so surprised and hurt. As if it all was news to him. 

No, I told myself forcefully. Stop thinking about it. Even if he really didn’t want her now – and it was so obvious he did – he had still lied about going out with her in the past. Or at least bent the truth or something. I had every right to be mad.


But still… Now that I’d had a chance to cool off and think about it, I felt bad. I’d unleashed on Matt twice this week now, and like it or not, he didn’t really deserve it either time. I couldn’t control who he dated, and it was wrong of me to be mad at him for that.


And why was it that not being able to control who he dated was driving me crazy?


I’m just stressed, that’s all, I told myself. Stop obsessing.

I made idle chatter with Jeremy to take my mind off it. We talked mostly about school, but Jeremy also told me about his older sister, Alicia, who was off at college. I hadn’t even known he had a sister until tonight.


When I pulled into my driveway, I noted with surprise that my parents weren’t home. It was better that way. I really didn’t want to have to pretend having a nice day at school for their benefit. 


I got out of the car and motioned at Jeremy to wait. “Just a second. I’m going to grab the mail real quick.”

He stood on the front walkway as I collected the stack of letters from the mailbox at the end of the driveway. 


“Are you thirsty or anything?” I asked as we entered the front hallway. I flipped through the envelopes quickly, planning to leave them on the kitchen table for my parents. “We have…” 


I stopped walking, and Jeremy collided with my back. “Natalie?”

I spun around and grabbed his arm, still staring at the envelope in my hand. “Oh my God.”

He gave me a confused look. “What? What is it?”

My eyes flew to his face. “It’s from NYU! I’ve been waiting to hear from them!”

He grinned. “That’s great! Open it.”

I groaned. “I can’t.” I stared at the crisp white envelope. “It’s awfully thin. What if they’re turning me down?”

“They wouldn’t be that stupid. Open it.” He nodded encouragingly at me.


“Okay.” My heart leaped into my throat. I’d dreamed of going to NYU, but I hadn’t been sure if I’d be able to get in. I hadn’t expected to hear from them so soon, and with the way my day was going, I was a little worried. I tore into the envelope and pulled out the letter, skimming quickly over it. “Oh my God.”

“What’s it say?” Jeremy looked as anxious as I felt.


I looked up at him and gave him my widest smile. “I got in!” I cried. I threw the letter into the air and grabbed his arms, jumping up and down in excitement. 



“That’s great, Natalie!”

The scent of his cologne enveloped me as I threw my arms around his neck and gave him a spontaneous hug, but I barely noticed. All I could think about was the letter.


“I can’t believe I got in!” I babbled, leaping away from him and kneeling to the ground to pick up the rest of the mail, which I’d scattered across the floor. “I mean, I really hoped I would, and I thought I might, but I really wasn’t sure.”

I stood and dumped the mail on the table, turning back to Jeremy, who just stood there with a goofy grin on his face. “Oh, I forgot about your drink. Let me get you a Coke.” I rushed to the refrigerator even though Jeremy had never actually said if he wanted a drink. I rummaged around in the refrigerator, unable to stop gushing. “Sam will be so excited. She has this friend who…”

I spun around and was surprised to find Jeremy standing right behind me. I bumped into him, a Coke held to my chest, and fell back against the refrigerator door. “God, you scared me. Here.” I held out the Coke to him.


His eyes gleamed as he looked down at me. “Congratulations on getting accepted,” he said, the corner of his mouth quirking. He took the Coke from my hand and set it on the counter without taking his eyes off me.


“Uh, thanks,” I breathed, suddenly sobered and feeling awkward. He was so close. And God, I loved how he smelled. “Umm, the notes are upstairs. I’ll go get them.” I turned to go, and his hand fell on my shoulder.


“Listen, Natalie…” he began. I turned back to him. “I wanted to tell you…”

Only he didn’t say what he wanted to tell me. 


Well, he did, but he didn’t exactly say it.

Chapter 13

I could have been dreaming. For a second there, I really thought that I must have fallen asleep.

Instead of finishing his sentence, Jeremy leaned down and planted his lips firmly against mine. I fell back against the refrigerator again, my heart racing as he slid one arm around my waist and pulled me tight against him. His free hand, the one that had been on my shoulder, raked through my hair. 


Seemingly with minds of their own, my hands snaked up and around his neck, and I closed my eyes as his lips pressed harder against mine. My heart fluttered as I breathed in the scent of his cologne.


If I was dreaming, I didn’t want to wake up. But when the pressure left my lips and I opened my eyes, Jeremy was still standing there with his arm around my waist. 


I stared at him, stunned and almost gasping for breath. My entire body tingled.


“What…” I found myself rasping.


He gave me a small smile and stepped back, my side suddenly cold where his arm had been. His face flamed bright red, and he stared at the counter next to me. “I’m sorry. I just had to do that.”

I blinked, my hand hovering near my throat, still unsure what had just happened was real. “Was that what you wanted to tell me?” I sputtered, my composure completely wrecked.


He smiled sheepishly at me. “Yeah, I guess it was.” Then he shook his head. “No, actually, it wasn’t.” He held up his hand to stop me from interrupting. “Just let me get this off my chest.” He leaned against the counter next to me and gazed at me. “Listen, since I’ve gotten to know you, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I realized about a week ago that our tutoring sessions were what I looked forward to most every week, and it was because I was excited to see you. I think you’re amazing.” He gave me a small smile. “I guess … I just needed to tell you that. But I know you’re with Matt. So I’m sorry. I took advantage of you.”

I stared at him in astonishment, struck speechless from the shock. Then I burst into laughter. I couldn’t help it. 


Jeremy cringed and turned away. “I’m sorry. I’ll go now.” He walked hurriedly toward the front door.


“No!” I gasped in panic, the laughter choking up in my throat. I ran after him and grabbed his arm. He whirled around, and his face was etched in hurt and disappointment. “Jeremy, no. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. I was just so surprised.”

Emotion swam in his eyes as he looked down at me. The sun had gone down, and shadows enveloped his face, darkening his eyes. “I should go. It’s okay. I’ll get the notes later.” He turned and reached for the front door, and I grabbed his hand.


“Jeremy,” I said softly, any shyness in me momentarily overtaken by panic at the thought of him walking out the door. “You have nothing to be sorry about. Do you know how long I’ve dreamed that you would say something like that?”

He froze, still facing the door. “You mean …”

I reached up and turned his face toward me. 


“I mean, I’ve been in love with you for so long now. And I thought I could never have you.”

A smile crept across his face, and he looked at me in astonishment. “You have?” he asked softly.

I nodded. “When I first saw you in eighth grade. That was it for me.”

His mouth moved silently, as if he couldn’t decide what to say. “But what about Matt?”

I squelched the small twinge of guilt at hearing Matt’s name. “We, uh, broke up this afternoon. You weren’t in the gym when it happened?”

He shook his head. “Apparently not.” He stared at me thoughtfully. “You really mean what you said about eighth grade?”

Now I began feeling embarrassed again. Nothing like telling a guy you’ve been a stalker for years to win him over. But I nodded.


He took my hand and squeezed it. “But, why didn’t you ever say anything?”

I gave him a small smile. “You didn’t know me. You’d have thought I was crazy. Or laughed at me.”

He held up a finger. “I wouldn’t have laughed,” he said sternly.

“Maybe not. But can you honestly say you’d have given me a chance?”

Jeremy ran a hand through his hair. “I … don’t know.”

I nodded. “I just thought it would be better to keep it to myself.”

He still looked confused. “But you were helping me with Sam.”

I cringed. “Yeah. I was hoping to get to know you better. Kind of stupid, I know.”

He took my other hand so he was holding both of them. “No, I’m glad you did.”

I smiled, my hands tingling. Then something occurred to me. “Wait a minute. I thought you liked Heather.”

He stared at me blankly. “Heather? Heather Mason? Where’d you get that idea?”

I could feel myself turning red. “Well, Sam told me she thought you did.”

“What?” Now he really looked confused. “No. In fact, I told her I thought I liked you. I wanted to find out how you and Matt were doing.”

He’d told Sam he liked me! Oh God! And Sam hadn’t said a word to me.


But why would she? She thought Matt and I were “so cute.” Still, why would she tell me he liked Heather? If I ever got up the nerve to tell her I liked Jeremy again, I was going to confront her about that.

“I … I don’t know. Maybe I misheard her,” I finally said. I looked at him in relief. “So you don’t like Heather?”

He stepped closer to me, so our faces were only a few inches apart. “No,” he said softly. He ran a hand gently along my cheek. “You’re the one I want.”

I stared up at him, shivers racing up and down my spine as his words echoed in my head. He leaned toward me, and I closed my eyes in anticipation. 


But my parents chose that moment to come home. 

The front door rattled, and we jumped apart, both of us smiling guiltily as my mom opened the door, a bag of groceries in one hand. 


“Oh, Natalie, I didn’t know you were here,” she said, looking at me in surprise. As if she hadn’t seen my car parked in the driveway.


“Yeah, um, this is Jeremy from school.” I motioned at him, blushing furiously. “I’m taking him home. We just stopped to pick up some notes. Be right back.” I threw Jeremy an apologetic look with my eyes, then fled up the stairs. 


Once in my room, I collapsed on the bed and threw my face into my pillow. That way my giddy shriek wouldn’t carry down the stairs. With that out of my system, I grabbed the math notebook off my desk, threw a quick glance at myself in the mirror, and headed back down the stairs. 


I’d been calm when we’d been talking, but now that my parents were home and I’d had a chance to think about what had just happened, I was suddenly flustered. Air still came and went through my lungs, but let me tell you, I really had to struggle to make that happen. There was this pressure in my head, like it was going to explode, and I stopped at the bottom of the steps to close my eyes and take a deep breath.


I could hear Jeremy and my mom talking in the kitchen. It sounded like he was telling her about his desires for medical school. That would win her over just about instantly, I was sure. She’d always told me I should marry a doctor. 


Not that I was thinking marriage! One declaration of love wasn’t enough to frazzle my brains that much. 


I smiled at the sound of his voice and thought back to his lips on mine. It was better than any of my million daydreams. My heart felt about ready to burst with joy. I’d waited so long for this, and it had finally happened.


But at what expense? I pushed the thought away. 


I hugged my arms to myself and went into the kitchen. 


A minute later and we were on the road again, heading for Jeremy’s house.

“Your mom seems nice,” he said after a while of driving in silence.


I nodded, keeping my eyes on the road. “She’s okay.”

We fell quiet for a few minutes until he broke the silence again. “Hey, I hope I didn’t come on too strong before.”

I turned to look at him. His face was in shadow, but light was reflected in his eyes, and I could see they were focused on me.


“No, no way. I don’t think there’s any way you could come on too strong.”

His hand scrabbled in the darkness until it found mine. I squeezed it, a grin fighting its way back onto my face.


I would probably be looking a lot like the Joker for the next few days. Minus the being-burned-by-acid part, of course.


Jeremy’s finger lightly rubbed back and forth against my palm, and I suddenly had trouble focusing on the road. Then he sighed.


“Are you okay?” I asked, giving him another quick glance. We’d entered an area with more lights, and I could see his face now. He looked worried.


“I’m okay.” He hesitated a moment. “It’s just … You and Matt seemed so happy. You aren’t … going to get back together or anything, are you?”

My heart clenched. “No. That’s not going to happen. Matt and I, we’re really just friends.” I thought of Matt’s face earlier, so angry and hurt, and felt guilty again. Maybe I should call and apologize when I get home. It was ridiculous to think he would use me to get Jessica. 


“Are you sure? I mean, I’d hate to be the reason you stay broken up or something like that.”

Could he be any sweeter?


I gave him an assuring smile, touched – and elated – that he was so concerned about it. He still had my hand, so I squeezed it again for good measure. “Matt and I are over. Believe me.”

He gave a small smile and leaned back in his seat. “Okay.”

A minute later, I pulled into his driveway, sad that I had to leave him. Thoughts of a goodbye kiss danced through my head, but instead he gave me a wondering look.


“What?” I asked, looking nervously at my clothes, then back at him. “What?” I repeated when he burst into laughter.


He shook his head, then lifted my hand and kissed the back of it softly, his eyes gleaming. He let go of my hand and reached for the car door, then turned back to me with a grin.


“I never told you where I lived.”
***

When I arrived home, I ran into Rachel in the upstairs hall.


She gave me a triumphant smirk and said, “Good going with Matt.”

“Go screw yourself, Rachel,” I replied cheerfully, giving her a broad grin as I cruised past her into my room. 


The grin got bigger as I caught her shocked expression just before I closed the door.

***


I awoke the next morning with rats gnawing at my stomach. No, not really, but that’s what it felt like. Not that I’d ever had rats gnawing at my stomach to know what that would feel like. For all I knew, rats would feel better than my stomach did now. If this was butterflies I had, then I apparently had the Mothra version. My stomach was one big, extremely unhappy knot. 


Oh, I’d been perfectly happy all night, lounging around on my bed with hearts over my head and stars in my eyes. I’d thought about calling Matt, but I lost the nerve. Instead, I just relived in my head the moment when Jeremy said he couldn’t stop thinking about me. In one night, I’d gone from cursing the evil plan that had ruined my life to praising it as the work of a genius. I’d fallen asleep with the taste of Jeremy on my lips. 

And then I woke up with Matt on my mind for some reason, which of course made me think of Jessica, which reminded me that today was Wednesday.


Track tryouts.


I moaned and rolled over on my stomach, hiding my face in my pillow. A day of extreme happiness followed by a day full of the agony of painful, humiliating defeat. 


“You’re the hurdler, Nat,” Sam had told me. 


Yes, but Jessica was good at everything. I just knew she would walk all over me.


I contemplated pretending to be sick, but I knew that wouldn’t do any good. And besides, if I didn’t go to school, I wouldn’t get to see Jeremy.


My heart flip-flopped at the thought of seeing him. For the first time, he would be happy to see me. Me! At least, I presumed he would be happy to see me, if everything he’d said the night before was true. 


My eyes widened. What if he’d changed his mind? Maybe he’d had a chance to sleep on it and decided I wasn’t the one for him after all. 


That got me moving. I jumped out of bed, anxious to get to school and find out.


The first person I saw at school was Sam, standing outside the front door and obviously waiting for me. 


“Hi Nat, how are you today?” she asked, grabbing my arm and dragging me inside. 


“Um, fine,” I answered, confused by the way she was acting.


“Fine. Okay. That’s good. Just, you know, after last night …”

Last night? Stupid me, the first thing I thought of was Jeremy, and panic flared up inside me. How did she find out? I hadn’t told her. Before I could say anything incriminating, though, she smacked her forehead. 


“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up,” she said. “I’m sure you don’t want to think about Matt right now.”

Oh, Matt. Right.


I gave her a smile. “It’s okay. Really. I’m fine. It’s for the best.”

She looked at me with wide eyes. “I’m not so sure. You two were so right for each other.”

“Uh, right.” I looked away, not really sure how to respond. I was getting tired of her saying that; it made me uncomfortable. Thankfully, she didn’t press the issue.


We walked to our lockers, and I used every ounce of energy not to spill the beans about Jeremy. I mean, how bad would that look? The day after a horrible breakup with my boyfriend – okay, not my boyfriend, but Sam didn’t know that – and I’ve already hooked up with another guy? And not just any guy, but the one I’d tried to set up with my best friend and whom I supposedly had no interest in anymore.

Boy, my life was beginning to sound like a soap opera. Next, Sam would lose her memory or get possessed by a demon, or both, and I would be kidnapped and hidden on an island. 

Right. 


Anyway, so I wisely kept my mouth shut. I would have to tell her eventually. Just not … anytime in this lifetime. 


I know this was what I’d worked for, but I dreaded telling Sam about Jeremy. Because no matter how long I waited, it would still seem weird that it happened at all, with all my claims of being over him. I was afraid of how she’d react. Would she be suspicious? Or mad? I definitely couldn’t tell her how I’d used her to get to Jeremy. 


So it would just have to wait. 


Luckily, Jeremy didn’t come up in the conversation. Instead, Sam turned her focus to Trevor, her date for the dance. I barely heard her as I stood next to her locker, lost in thought.


“And then he said he could get his dad’s Cadillac for the dance,” she chattered on, not noticing my lack of a response beyond a perfunctory “Oh yeah?” or “Uh huh.”

I’d spotted Jeremy at the end of the hallway. He was walking in my direction, but he hadn’t seen me. I could feel the corners of my mouth react in an upward direction at the sight of him. He wore a green sweater with black stripes on the sleeves, and that sideways smile was on his face as he chatted with a friend. Sam was talking, but Jeremy was the only thing in my awareness. Then he turned into a classroom and the spell was broken.

I sighed happily and turned back to Sam – who stared at me with one eyebrow hiked. 

“What’s with you?” she asked. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

“Umm…” My mind scrambled for an answer. “I was just thinking … about NYU! I got my acceptance letter yesterday!”

“Nat!” she squealed and pulled me into a hug. “That’s great! I told you you could do it!” I sighed in relief over her shoulder.


The first bell rang, and I detangled myself from her arms. “I better get going. I can’t be late again.”

She nodded, her eyes gleaming. “We’ll talk later.”

I gave her a thumb’s up and made my escape.
***


I didn’t see Jeremy until calculus. He was waiting for me outside the classroom.

“Jeremy, hi!” I exclaimed, a wave of emotion running through me. 

“Hey, Natalie,” he said shyly. “How are you?”

“I’m good.” I grinned at him, unsure what to say but absolutely certain I didn’t want to be anywhere else. I glanced at my watch and saw he only had a few minutes to get to his next class. “Don’t you have to get to your next class?”

He nodded, then held out a notebook to me. “I didn’t want you to go to calc without your notes.”

“Oh! Thanks.” I’d completely forgotten he’d borrowed them. My mind had been elsewhere – like in the gutter. I took the notebook from him and hugged it to my chest. 


He ran a hand through his spiky hair and glanced down the hall. “Well, I’d better go. I’ll see you?”

It had started out a statement and turned into a question. I flashed him a smile. “Definitely.”

He nodded and smiled a good bye at me, then sauntered down the hallway, his hands in his pockets. 


I watched his back until he turned the corner, then, with a sigh of happiness, went into the classroom.


The bell rang just as I got situated in my desk. Mr. Adams fired up the projection screen and began the lecture.


I flipped open the notebook to the previous class’s notes – and stared in shock at the page. It was filled with writing, but it wasn’t mine. I glanced around quickly to make sure nobody was watching me, then read the neatly slanting text: 


“Dear Natalie,
I have a confession to make. I didn’t really miss calculus the other day, and I didn’t need your notes (which are amazingly thorough, by the way). They were simply an excuse to see you longer after tutoring. I would have just asked you out, but I thought you were with Matt, and I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.

Now that you’re single again, I no longer need to be sneaky in getting time with you. And, well, since I had your notebook, I figured I might as well use it for something. 

I know the girls are supposed to ask the guys for this one, but I guess I’m greedy and can’t wait. Will you go to the Sadie Hawkins dance next Saturday with me?

Check your answer here:           Yes             No 
No, I’m kidding about the boxes. I’m serious about the question.


Yours, 



Jeremy”

I blinked, half expecting the words to change. They didn’t. Stupidly, I found myself putting an ‘X’ in the ‘Yes’ box.


Jeremy had asked me to the dance! And in an incredibly romantic way, if you asked me. I covered my mouth with one hand to keep giggles from erupting and glanced up at Mr. Adams. He was still writing on his transparency, so I looked at the note again.

Not only had Jeremy asked me to the dance, but he’d also totally lied about the notes! Just to spend time with me. How cute was that? That sounded like something I would do, actually. I could kiss him!


Another round of giggles fought their way up to my throat as I realized I really could kiss him. Any time, if I felt like it. 


I could feel my face heating up at the thought, and I hoped nobody could tell. I quickly turned to the next notebook page and began copying down what Mr. Adams had on the transparency. I really needed to start paying attention or I’d totally miss that day’s lesson. My hand moved on autopilot though; my brain was completely stuck on Jeremy. I found my thoughts drifting back to how he’d signed the note: “Yours.”
***


Jeremy found me as I entered the cafeteria. He grabbed my arm and steered me back down the hallway.

“Jeremy, what…”

He pulled me into an empty classroom, and, without a word, wrapped his hands in my hair and pulled my face to his. My entire body exploded in flames as he kissed me. Well, not really flames, but I was definitely feeling warm.


When he released me, it took a moment before I got enough breath back to speak.

“Hello to you too,” I gasped, my eyes open wide.


He grinned at me, his face turning red. “Sorry. I wanted to do that earlier, but, class…” He shrugged.


The grin was contagious, and I laughed. “Oh, it’s okay, believe me.”

He slid his hand around mine, and I instinctively glanced down at it. I liked the way that looked, my hand entwined in his. He had nice hands, strong and soft at the same time. 


“I, uh, got your note,” I said softly, still looking at our hands. I looked up, and he smiled.


“Did you mark a box?” he asked, a twinkle in his eyes.


I flushed. “Uh, actually…” I pulled my hand out of his and snagged the notebook out of my bag, holding it up so he could see the ‘X’ in the ‘Yes’ box. “I really wanted to make a ‘Maybe’ box and mark that instead,” I added, teasing.


He burst into laughter. “It’s like middle school all over again! Except… I never did that in middle school.”

“Um, me either,” I lied, shoving the notebook back in the bag.


“So… Your answer is yes? Or maybe?” He looked worried, as if he thought maybe I’d only checked the ‘Yes’ box as a joke.


I tipped my head sideways and gave him a patient smile. “Of course it’s yes.”

He visibly relaxed, then smiled widely in that crooked way, sending that familiar thrill through my body. “Good. I thought maybe you and Matt were still going.” Before I could interrupt, he continued. “Oh, I know you broke up, but I thought maybe you were still going to the dance. Because it’s so close.” He shrugged. “You know how some people do that.”

I nodded slowly. Would he always be this worried about Matt? Boy, for someone I never actually dated, Matt was kind of a pain in the ass in the ‘ex’ sense. All the problems of an ex without the benefit of having actually dated him in the first place. “Matt and I aren’t going to the dance,” I said firmly.


“Okay. Good. It’ll be a blast, I promise.”

We left the room and headed back toward the cafeteria. We were no longer touching, but my skin tingled as if we were.


Then I thought of something. “Oh, don’t mention this to Sam, okay? I haven’t told her … anything yet. Let me talk to her first.”

He nodded in agreement, and when we got to the cafeteria, he headed for his usual table while I went the other direction to the table I could see Sam sitting alone at. The others hadn’t arrived yet.


I was going to have to break the news to Sam sometime before the dance. Now was as good a time as any, while I was still feeling confident. I was about ready to burst with excitement as it was. I couldn’t keep it to myself. She was my best friend. She would understand.

***


“I don’t understand.” Sam stared at me over her plate of pizza. “You’re going to the dance with Jeremy?”

I nodded, exasperated. “What’s not to understand? He said he likes me and asked me to the dance. I said yes.”

She bit her lip. “But … What about Matt?”

I sighed. Matt, who I hadn’t even seen all day and who I wasn’t even sure had come to school at all, had turned into a bigger problem then I’d expected. Sam couldn’t seem to get past him.


“We broke up, Sam.”

“Yes, but…” she poked at her pizza, looking depressed. “I guess I thought … I hoped you would get back together.”

For a moment, I thought of all the fun Matt and I had together when we were a fake couple, and I felt inexplicably sad. 


Which was ridiculous. Just because we ‘broke up’ didn’t mean we wouldn’t still have fun together. He was still my friend. Or at least, he would be, once we worked out the current fight. I intended to find him and apologize for my behavior the day before. And the plan was finished; we would all be a lot happier now that we didn’t have to pretend anymore.


“We’re just friends, Sam,” I finally said, popping open my Diet Coke and taking a swig. “He doesn’t want me like that.”

She looked at me with this imploring expression on her face. “That’s not what he told me.”

I almost choked on my Coke. “What? When?”

“Last night after practice. I called him. He felt really bad about what happened, Nat. He’s still in love with you.”

I stared at her in surprise. “He said that?” I finally choked out.


She nodded. I stared at my Coke can, not really seeing it. Why would Matt say that? I’d called off the whole scheme. He didn’t have to keep acting. Which he was doing really well, by the way.


I shook my head. We’d both been angry. He must not have understood that I was ending the plan. I’d said it pretty plainly, I’d thought, but when you’re all worked up about something – and we both had definitely been worked up – things sometimes don’t register. Maybe he hadn’t really heard me say it. I would have to find him and let him know he could stop pretending – after I apologized for being a jerk, that was.


“You must have misunderstood, Sam. We’re finished.”

Sam frowned. “You won’t even think about it?”

I stared at her. “Sam, have you been listening to me? Jeremy asked me to the dance. He finally knows I exist! This isn’t about Matt.”

“But I thought you weren’t interested in Jeremy anymore.”

Oh yeah.


“Well…” I scrambled for a good reason and came up with nothing. “I guess I was wrong,” I finished lamely.


Sam sighed, looking defeated. “Fine. I’m happy for you, Nat.”

Only she didn’t sound like she really meant it.

Chapter 14


As the day went on, my attention slowly slid from Jeremy to the track tryout. By the end of the day, I had worked myself into a frenzy of nerves. 

Jessica was so gonna kick my ass. She was like 6 inches taller than me, which meant her legs were longer, which meant she could take longer strides and didn’t have to jump as high to clear the hurdles. It all added up to my humiliation. Damn her!


Hey, I never said I was an optimist. 


As I entered the gym after school, I was surprised to see Matt waiting for me just inside the doors. 


“Matt!” I exclaimed. I hadn’t seen him all day, and I’d just assumed he’d stayed home. Yet here he was with his backpack slung over his shoulder and his hair falling sloppily into his face. 


He gave me a weak smile. “Hi.”

I stopped and stared at him, unsure what to say. I’d wanted to apologize to him, but I hadn’t expected to see him now and wasn’t prepared for it. I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again.


“Listen,” he finally said. “I just wanted to wish you good luck today. I know you’ve been worried. You’ll do great.”

“Thanks.” I shifted my weight nervously from one foot to the other. Do it, my mind ordered me.


Before I could say anything else, though, he nodded and turned to walk away. 


My breath caught in my throat, and I reached for his arm. “Matt, wait.”

He stopped and turned back to me, frowning. 


“Listen, I’m so sorry about the stuff I said yesterday,” I said, dropping his arm and staring at my feet as if they would tell me what to say. Stupid feet. “I didn’t have any right to get mad at you about Jessica. And I don’t really think you were using me to get her back. I was just … hurt, I guess, that you didn’t tell me about her.” I sighed. “And I feel bad that I made you help me for so long. It was my own stupid dream, not yours.”

He leaned against the wall and gave me a sympathetic look. “Nat, I’ve told you. I helped you because I wanted to, not because you made me. And if you remember, it was my idea in the first place.”

I leaned against the wall next to him and looked at him guiltily. “Yeah, but you were right. I was using you, and I feel bad about it.”

He crooked a smile at me. “Don’t be. Don’t be sorry about anything. You said what you were feeling; I understand that. If anything, I should be the one who’s sorry. I said a lot of awful things yesterday.”

“We were both angry,” I said softly.


He nodded. “How about we both just forget it ever happened?”

“Okay.” I sagged in relief against the wall. “So…”

“So,” he repeated with a nod.


“Oh!” I stood up straight and shot him a grin. “I got into NYU yesterday!”

A smile lit up his face. “Awesome, Nat! Congratulations!” He unexpectedly pulled me to him and gave me a quick hug. 


For some reason, I felt myself turning red. He released me, and I stepped back quickly, avoiding eye contact. “Thanks.”

We started walking slowly toward the locker rooms. I spotted Jeremy across the gym and waved.

Matt gave me a peculiar look. “That was an awfully friendly wave.”

I could feel a smile working its way across my face. “It was, wasn’t it?” I gave him a sly sideways look, with one eyebrow raised. 


He stared at me for a second, then his mouth dropped open slightly. “Oh! You mean… You and Jeremy…” He couldn’t hide the surprise on his face quickly enough as I nodded.


“Yeah, you were so wrong about that,” I said, glancing back at Jeremy again. “He even asked me to the dance.”

Matt was frowning now, his brows pulled down to his eyes as if he were deep in thought.


“What’s wrong?” I finally asked.


He looked at me and the frown disappeared, replaced by a smile that looked suspiciously forced. “Nothing. He told you he liked you?”

I couldn’t help giggling. “Well, I wouldn’t say he told me.”

I could swear Matt’s face had gone pale. But that must have just been the bad lighting in the gym. 


He cleared his throat and looked at me sideways as we walked. “You told him yes? About the dance.”

I smacked his arm lightly. “Well, duh.” I snaked my arm through his and gave it a quick squeeze, then gave him a guilty look. “Unless … You weren’t still planning for us to go together, were you? Should I tell him no?”

He pulled his arm from mine and shook his head. “No, of course not. Don’t even worry about it.”

I smiled up at him. “Thanks. Listen, I really do want to thank you for everything. Despite what I said yesterday, I really do appreciate what you’ve done for me. It actually worked! And now you don’t have to pretend anymore,” I added, just to make sure he understood that. 


He gave a small smile. “Yeah, good. I was tired of pretending. I’m … glad for you.”

I smiled widely at him. “I’m glad we talked. I hated being mad at you.”

“Me too,” he said softly, once again looking thoughtful. Boy, he was awfully moody today. What was with him?


I glanced around the gym and saw the team gathering at one end. “Hey, I’ve got to get ready. I’ll talk to you later.” 


He lifted a hand in good-bye, and I took off for the locker room.


The talk really had made me feel so much better, as if I’d been buried under a pile of rocks and they’d now been cleared away. Guilt was never good for anyone. Now that I’d cleared the air with Matt and had finally earned Jeremy’s interest … Well, suddenly the tryouts didn’t seem so bad. 


I passed Jessica leaving the locker room as I entered. She narrowed her eyes at me, but I was feeling so good that I actually smiled at her. I could see suspicion flare in her eyes and felt strangely satisfied.


Somehow, fixing things with Matt – despite how weird he was acting – made me feel that I could handle anything, even Jessica. I guess I was the type of person that couldn’t handle being in a fight. I hated confrontation.


Still, confrontation was what I was going to get, and Cloud Nine or not, my heart still leaped into my throat when Coach Johnson called over the hurdlers.


Katrina Sanders looked calm. She was a shoo-in for winning, and she knew it. A freshman named Susan huddled next to me as we went into the bitter-cold wind to the outdoors track. We’d been practicing inside, but the coach apparently thought this was a big enough deal for the real thing. 


I could see the sprinters on the other side crouching down for the 100-meter tryout. As I watched, a blast of chill wind hit me from behind, and I was suddenly glad we would be going with the wind. Maybe it would blow hard enough to speed me along. Of course, if it sped me along, it would also speed Jessica along. Bah.


“Good luck,” Susan told me, looking like she was going to be sick. I knew how she felt. On the other side of the fence I could see a group from the guys’ team standing there watching, Jeremy among them. He saw me looking and gave me a thumb’s up. The sight of him brought a smile to my face but also increased my nervousness tenfold. I hated audiences for things like this.


Jessica walked past me, purposely bumping into me. I glared at her back, wishing for a lighting bolt from the sky. Not that there are many lightning bolts in the middle of winter. 


“Alright girls, get in your blocks,” Coach Johnson called, and I swallowed nervously. I glanced at Jeremy again, and he gave me a wide smile. I realized Matt had joined the group and was standing behind Jeremy, the wind whipping his hair around. 


“Great,” I muttered to myself. Even better. I was sure to make a fool of myself now. I could never do anything right when guys were watching.


With a deep breath, I knelt down on the track, positioning my feet in the blocks. Jessica, of course, being the pain in the ass that she was, took the lane to my right. I was sure she did it just to try to intimidate me.


And it worked.


I stared at my hands splayed out on the ground in front of me, making every effort to pay no attention to either Jessica or the audience behind me.


“Runners, on your mark,” Coach Johnson called. I froze in my position, taking deep breaths. Next to me, Jessica muttered, “You’re going down.”

“Get set.”

I lifted my butt in the air and stared ahead at the hurdles, trying not to think about how I must look to the guys behind me. “See you at the end,” I returned.


The gun went off, and I pushed off and up, sprinting toward the first hurdle, Jessica instantly swept from my mind.


I cleared the first jump, then the second, “1, 2, 3, Jump” looping through my thoughts. 


By the third hurdle, Jessica and I were almost dead even, with her only slightly ahead.


I was just thinking that I really needed to kick it into gear when it happened – the disaster straight out of a bad movie.


I was just cresting the fourth hurdle, slightly behind Jessica. She was heading downward, but she apparently wasn’t going in a straight line because when her trail arm swung back around, it slammed into my lead arm.


Turns out Jessica hadn’t been wrong with her “going down” comment.


I gasped as, knocked off balance by Jessica’s arm, my trail leg caught the hurdle. 


Yep, I went down in flames. 


On the plus side, I didn’t go down alone. 


As I tumbled toward the ground, my momentum sent me flying into Jessica’s legs, and we both skidded to a halt on the rocky track.


For a minute, I couldn’t move, too paralyzed with the shock that I was lying on the track instead of celebrating at the end of it. 


Then I blinked and everything came rushing back in startling clarity. Sam appeared at my side and helped me to a sitting position. 


“Nat, are you okay?”

I nodded slowly and looked at my legs. Icy cold wind rushed through the newly torn holes around my knees. “Yeah, but my pants are ruined.” 


And probably my track career.


Sam grinned and grabbed my elbow to help me to my feet. But as soon as I tried to get up, sharp pain flared up my left leg. I hissed and stared at my foot. 


Oh, no way. You are not hurt, I told it with my mind. Not now.

But when I put weight on it again, stinging pain wrapped around my ankle with a vise grip. “I can’t stand on this foot,” I moaned miserably.


Sam opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, a head of brilliant red hair entered my field of vision. 


“You bitch!” Jessica snarled and shoved me. I stepped backward onto my left foot, and that leg collapsed underneath me. Thankfully, Sam caught me before I could do a faceplant in the asphalt.


“What’s your problem?” Sam snapped, as always stepping in to protect poor, helpless little me.


Jessica, barely scratched in the fall, ignored Sam and pointed a finger in my face. “You did this on purpose!”

Despite the pain in my ankle, something in me snapped. “That’s crap, and you know it!”

For a second, Jessica looked surprised, but she quickly covered it. “You sabotaged my race!”

I gaped at her. “Oh please! Why would I hurt myself to keep you from finishing? And besides, the reason I fell is because your lousy form hit me!”

Her face turned an interesting shade of purple, which really didn’t go with her hair. If I had to describe the color, I’d say “apoplectic.” She narrowed her eyes at me and clenched a fist.


I really thought she was about to hit me, but thankfully Coach Johnson arrived and stepped between us. “What’s going on here? Are you two okay?”

Jessica glared at me over the coach’s shoulder. “I would be fine if she hadn’t tripped me.”

Coach Johnson held up a hand to silence Jessica and turned to me. “Bishop, what happened?”

“I lost my balance when Jessica’s arm hit me, and I fell into her.” Sam nodded beside me.


Coach Johnson sighed. “Alright, well, accidents happen. Why don’t you go see the trainer.”

I could see the rage washing over Jessica’s face as she realized Coach Johnson wasn’t going to do anything about it. As I hobbled past her, leaning heavily on Sam, Jessica fixed me with what could only be described as the look of death. I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at her, or something equally juvenile.


“You’ll pay for this,” she growled.


Suddenly too tired to even care anymore, I simply shrugged and continued on. “Yeah, whatever.”

Jeremy came jogging up to us as we left the track and headed for the gym doors. 


“Are you okay?” he asked, taking my free arm and looking worriedly at me.


I gave Jeremy a smile. “I’ll be okay. And you know, I only hurt one ankle. I don’t need two crutches,” I teased.


He let go of my arm and smiled sheepishly. 


“Hey Jeremy,” Samantha said, a weird tone in her voice. “Where’s Matt?”

I craned my neck to look for Matt but didn’t spot him. 

Jeremy shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought he was behind me. Maybe he’s seeing if Jessica’s okay.”

I felt the by-now familiar flare of jealous anger jolt through me. No, I told myself. You agreed you’re over it. He can see Jessica if he wants.

Still, it hurt that he hadn’t come to see if I was okay. I mean, isn’t that what friends were for?


My pride stinging along with my ankle, I shoved Matt out of my mind. After all, look who had rushed to my side.

I gave Jeremy a broad smile, and he gave me a slow grin back. My heart fluttered, and the quick flash of anger disappeared.


“Come on, Nat, let’s get you to the trainer,” Sam finally said, and we began the slow, hobbling trek to the gym again. 


A half hour later, I was sitting on the bleachers along the track, my ankle wrapped and stretched out in front of me. A bag of ice slowly killed all the feeling in it. Not that I needed the bag of ice. The cold wind was already freezing the rest of me, and my teeth chattered as I miserably watched the rest of the team.


Jeremy had wandered off for his own practice, and Sam was on the other side of the track, helping the coach time the two-mile tryout – which really was not needed. As many people as we wanted could be in that event, and there never were enough people in it to need to thin the crowd anyway. But Coach Johnson had them out there. I guess she didn’t want anyone feeling left out. Lucky them.

Anyway, so Sam was out there, but she wasn’t who I was watching. I’d seen Matt come jogging up, apparently done with whatever he’d had to do at practice. He was on the other side of the track, walking slowly in the direction of the school. I could tell that his face was red from exertion, and the wind blew his hair straight back from his face.

And behind him, closing the distance between them at a remarkable pace, was Jessica. Even from where I sat, I could see the look of determination on her face.

She didn’t so much follow him as stalk him. She looked like a cat about to pounce on a poor, innocent mouse. If I’d been in a better mood, I’d have started humming the “Jaws” theme.


Run, Matt! I found myself shouting at him in my mind. I felt like I was in a bad horror movie. You know, the kind in which you’re yelling at the oblivious characters about to meet their demise. 


And, just like in the movies, Matt didn’t hear me. Of course, if I’d actually shouted it out loud, he would have. But that’s beside the point.


Jessica caught up with him and grabbed him by the elbow. He turned around, and she fixed him with her best supermodel smile. I found myself leaning forward, as if that would magically enable me to hear what they said, even all the way across the track. 

So I couldn’t hear them, but I could tell Jessica was flirting by the way she kept smiling up at him and touching his arm. And, well, she’s Jessica. 

I narrowed my eyes at them. God, I wished I had Superman’s heat vision. 


Matt definitely was not objecting to the flirting. He wasn’t doing the touchy-feely thing himself, but he certainly wasn’t stopping her from doing it. 


Jessica must have asked him a question – I would have killed to know what, though I had an idea – because she stopped talking and looked at him expectantly. He stared at her for a minute, then, unexpectedly, he looked at me. We made eye contact, and my eyes widened. 


Just then, a voice spoke in my ear. “How’s the ankle?” I jumped in surprise and turned to Jeremy, my face growing warm. 


“Huh? Oh, better,” I mumbled. My eyes flew back to Matt, but if he’d answered Jessica, I’d missed it. He was walking back toward the school again, and Jessica was talking to Coach Johnson, who’d wandered too close. 

What was his answer? my mind screamed. I found myself feeling slightly annoyed with Jeremy for distracting me, but the feeling disappeared almost as soon as it came. 


I turned back to Jeremy, a cold knot of dread settling in my stomach. I didn’t know for sure that Jessica had asked Matt to the dance, but I had a bad feeling she had. If only I knew what he’d said! 


I smiled at Jeremy, who had sat down next to me and fixed me with that crooked grin. The cold knot melted a bit as I looked at him. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it, then turned toward the track. 


I stared down at Jeremy’s hand over mine. I really needed to quit being so possessive about Matt. Here I was, finally with the perfect guy, and I kept thinking about Matt and his death wish. My brain just couldn’t seem to accept him and Jessica, no matter how hard I tried to make it. I suppose it would be different if Jessica weren’t my mortal enemy and a real pain in the ass to boot. And if Matt wasn’t such a good friend. I guess I just needed time to deal with it. Or go crazy. Whichever came first.

Still, my eyes apparently weren’t following my train of thought. Even with Jeremy’s hand gripping mine, I found myself glancing again at Matt’s retreating figure. 
But then Jeremy’s hand slid under my chin and turned my face toward his, and as his lips closed on mine I completely forgot about Matt, Jessica, and the dance.
***

Luckily, my ankle wasn’t broken or anything. The trainer had told me it was only a slight sprain. All I had to do was stay off it for a week, ice it every night, and I’d be good to go.
Jessica was damn lucky that was all it was. If I’d been maimed for life, I might have been a little more angry – and bad things might have happened. As it was, I was going to be on crutches for a week, and despite what you might think, hobbling around on crutches does not make a person more desirable.

Anyway, so Coach Johnson was going to give us a rematch of the tryout in a few weeks when I could run on it again. And you could bet I would be as far away from Jessica as possible when that happened.

Assuming I didn’t kill her before then, anyway.

Despite the injury, I drove home with a smile on my face. At least it had been my left foot so I could still use my right to drive. I wasn’t thinking about my ankle though. I could still feel Jeremy’s lips on mine, and just thinking about it made me feel warm. 
Jeremy definitely wasn’t afraid to show how he felt – and I had no problem with that.
It was going to be nice going to the dance next weekend with someone who actually was interested in me for once, instead of just a friend. And this would be the first dance at which I wouldn’t spend the whole time staring longingly at Jeremy from behind a bunch of streamers.
Sam’s car was sitting in the driveway when I pulled up. Somehow, she’d beaten me home. I suppose it didn’t take her nearly as long to get to her car as it did me, hopping on one foot and clinging to Jeremy’s arm. The good-bye kiss probably hadn’t shortened things either. I grinned at the memory.
After my mom finished fussing about my injury, I hopped up the steps to find Sam in my bedroom.
“Hey Sam,” I said cheerfully as I entered the bedroom, closing the door behind me. Sam was lying on her stomach on the bed, flipping through a Cosmo.

“Hey.” She closed the magazine and sat up. “I brought you the crutches my brother used last year when he broke his leg.” She motioned at the crutches lying on the floor next to the bed.

“Thanks.” I collapsed next to her on the bed.

She turned to me and gave me a scandalized look. “You and Jeremy seemed pretty cozy on the bleachers this afternoon.”
I was never going to be able to stop grinning. “Oh, you saw that?” I cleared my throat, a little embarrassed.

She quirked an eyebrow at me. “Everybody saw it. I was just waiting for Coach Johnson to start yelling. I think she cut you some slack because you’re hurt.”
I fell back onto the bed and put my hands over my face. “I didn’t mean for everyone to see.”
Sam had gone back to the magazine, looking as if she were bored, but her tone said otherwise. “It’s a good thing Matt wasn’t there. I must say, you got over him awfully quickly.”
I sat up and stared at her. “Sam, are you mad at me?”
She shrugged and rolled over on her side to look at me. “No. I just think this Jeremy thing happened awfully fast. I mean, one minute you’re with Matt and Jeremy likes me, and the next you’re with Jeremy.”
I sighed and stared at the floor. “Well, you know how I felt about Jeremy for so long. I guess when he told me he liked me, all the old feelings resurfaced. I never felt that way about Matt. And believe me, Matt is okay with all of this.”
Sam looked surprised. “Are you sure?”
I waved a hand at her in dismissal. “Of course. I talked to him about it today. He said it was okay.”
Sam thumbed through the magazine again. “Of course he did.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means of course he said it was okay. What was he supposed to say? ‘No, you’re not allowed to be with anyone but me’? Matt’s too nice to say what he really wants.”
I felt confused. Matt and I were good friends. He’d tell me if he wasn’t okay with it. Right? And besides, it was all pretend; why would he care? I shook my head. I was letting Sam throw me off when she didn’t even know the whole story. 

“No,” I insisted. “He’s really okay with it. Trust me.”
“Alright,” Sam said, shaking her head. “I just don’t want either of you getting hurt.”
I stared her. We were all perfectly happy now. Who would be hurt?

“We’ll be fine.”
***

 The whole school was atwitter when I arrived the next morning, rather similar to the way it had been the day everyone heard Matt and I were going to the dance. As I worked my way down the hall on my crutches, I again was getting looks. Only this time, instead of jealousy, they were a blend of smug satisfaction and sympathy.

“God, what now?” I muttered to myself. Didn’t these people have anything better to do than pry into other people’s lives?
Oh yeah, this was high school.

I managed to ignore the looks until I ran into Sam at my locker. Her face was a mixture of curiosity and nervousness.

“Hi, Nat!” she said, too cheerfully.

I sighed and spun my locker combination, a pretty good feat considering I was on crutches. “What is it, Sam?”
She looked surprised. “What?”
“What is it you want to tell me but you’re too afraid to? I can tell by the look on your face – and everyone else’s.”
She bit her lip. “That obvious, huh?”
“Definitely.” I nodded as I awkwardly shoved some books into my bag.

“Well,” she began. “What have you heard?”
“Heard? Sam, I just got here. I haven’t heard anything. Will you just tell me already?”
She sighed. “Well, Jessica asked Matt to the dance.”
“I knew it!” I cried, interrupting her. She stared at me in shock, and I clamped a hand over my mouth. “Sorry. I just saw them talking yesterday, and I had a feeling that was what it was.” I turned back to my locker to avoid her eyes. “What did he say?”
Sam sounded apologetic. “He said yes.”
For a brief second, a red film dropped over my eyes. But that was probably because I was pushing my knuckles into them. A quick flash of emotion raced through me, and I squelched it. I wasn’t really surprised. After all, why wouldn’t he say yes? But I’d still hoped he’d say no. I felt suddenly disappointed.
I took a deep breath and turned back to Sam, closing my locker door with a small smile. “Well, it’s his choice. If he likes swimming with piranhas, let him.”
***

As if that hadn’t been a bad enough start to my day, it only got worse after third period. And it had nothing to do with the fact that my arms were beginning to kill me from dragging myself around on the crutches. And speaking of the crutches, did I mention how pleased I was that I possibly might have to be on them for the dance next weekend? 
No, the bad part was when I stopped into the bathroom before lunch. I’d just closed the door of a stall when I heard a familiar annoying giggle echo into the bathroom. I’d hooked the crutches on the back of the stall door, and I hung on them for support as I froze, my eyes widening as I listened.

“I swear, Heather, I can’t believe I’m even related to her,” Rachel said as she entered the bathroom. Through the crack in the door, I could see them stop at the mirror to fix their hair, their backs to me.
Heather Mason tossed her golden mane over her shoulders and leaned forward to fix her lipstick. “Rachel, I don’t know how you put up with living with her. She’s such a loser. I mean, look what she did to Jessica!”
“I know. I feel really bad about that. I can’t believe she totally wrecked Jessica’s race. She’s just doing it because she’s mad Jessica stole Matt.”
I could feel every nerve in my face tingling, and I struggled to breathe as my throat constricted in anger.

Heather laughed. “You know what I heard? Matt broke up with her because of how she treated Jessica. And Jessica told me Matt said Natalie could never compare to her. He said she was always clinging to him and expecting him to do things for her and stuff. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she went psycho on Jessica now.”
Rachel giggled. “I don’t know how she got him to begin with. I guess he just felt sorry for her because she never had a date or anything.”
I stared angrily at my crutches, resisting the urge to grab one, rip open the door and bash both their skulls in with it. Thanks for sticking up for me, Rachel, I swore at her in my mind.

“And this thing with Jeremy Birch… Oh my God,” Heather continued. “I heard he has a thing for Samantha Meyer and is just using Natalie to make Samantha jealous.”
Irony aside, I suddenly wanted to vomit.

Another giggle from Rachel. “Pathetic.”
“As if there was any way Matt would pick Natalie over Jessica,” Heather said as she put her lipstick back in her purse. The bell rang for lunch, and the two turned to go. “Thank God you’re nothing like your sister, Rachel.”
“Amen to that.”
I was gripping the crutch handle so tightly that my knuckles were turning white. When I heard their voices fade away, I struggled back out of the stall and stared at myself in the mirror. Well, sort of. I wasn’t actually seeing myself. My face was burning with rage, and I closed my eyes, taking deep breaths.

Calm down. Just calm down. Don’t let them get to you. They’re just snobs, and they can’t do anything to you.

Except they had. I knew now why everyone had been looking at me like I was a leper all day. There was no doubt in my mind that the same things Rachel and Heather had been talking about had made their way around the school. And I also had no doubt who had started the rumors. 

God, how low could Jessica stoop? She got the guy; why couldn’t she just leave it at that? It wasn’t enough for her to try to make my life miserable in person. No, she had to try to mess with it indirectly too! I had never met a more manipulative, vindictive…

Waves of fury were rolling through me like a thunderstorm, and I had to fight to focus my thoughts. When I’d calmed down enough, I headed out of the bathroom to the cafeteria, where I could already see Sam and Jamie eating.  
Before they saw me, though, I impulsively turned and headed in the opposite direction. I just couldn’t face anyone right now. I was too angry, and I didn’t want to end up saying something I would regret later. I crutched my way down the hall to the library, which I knew would be mostly empty. Only the real losers spent their lunch in the library, or at least that was what the “rule” was at this school. And as angry as I was, deep beneath it I was ready to burst into tears. Because the library meant I had suddenly been relegated to ‘loser’ status. I’d been okay before, aybe not in the popular crowd, but definitely not bad off either. And now, because of one stupid accident that had nothing to do with anybody else, even that was suddenly gone.
I found a table back in the corner and collapsed into the chair. For a moment, I just glared at the table, letting the waves of emotion wash through me. I knew the rumors were just that – untruths spread by gossips. But I also knew that the people at this school could be mean and vindictive. They would want to believe the rumors, whether they knew in their hearts they were ridiculous or not. 

Just like I, deep down, knew that there was no way Matt would have said those things about me. He may be interested in Queen Bitch, but he wasn’t the type to go badmouthing his friends, even after a fight. He could never be that … petty. But deep down or not, I still felt hurt, and I wanted to go find Matt and talk to him about it. Because even if he didn’t say it, maybe in some small way there was truth to the rumors. Maybe he did think I couldn’t compare to Jessica. After all, she was the one he was interested in. I may not have been interested in Matt as more than a friend, but that didn’t mean I had to like being thought of as less worthy than another girl. And maybe he did think I sabotaged Jessica’s race. Which would be stupid, but sometimes boys could be so dense. I needed to find out how he really felt about the rumors. 
And maybe, in my own bit of pettiness, point out to him how this showed Jessica’s character – or lack thereof. 

Not that I expected any miracles. But it would certainly make me feel better to have evidence on my side. 

I sighed and rested my chin on my arms. Before I talked to anybody, I needed to cool off. I wouldn’t get anywhere with anybody this angry and in my condition. Knowing my luck, I’d say something horrible, and then trip on a crutch and fall on my face. And then I’d be left lying there with my broken face because the person who could help me was too ticked off and left me there to die. 
Could somebody die from a broken face?

Anyway, I decided I would just sit there hidden away in the back of the library until lunch was over. Maybe by then, by some stroke of luck, everybody would have forgotten about the rumors. 
Yeah right. And maybe the school would burn down with everybody in it. 

I was definitely no Carrie, but I couldn’t help but wish there was some way I could get back at Jessica, some way I could humiliate her as much as she’d humiliated me. It would be nice for her to be on the other end of the pain for once. 
Chapter 15


The only bright point of the day came when the final bell rang, and I was finally able to leave the school. I’d finally calmed down, mostly bored into calm by my last few classes. I’d even tried going to practice despite the risk of Jessica getting in an “accident,” but Coach Johnson had taken one look at me and told me to go home. It was probably better that way. If I had to see Jessica just then I might have ended up spending the night in prison, and that really would have been fodder for the rumor-spreaders.


I’d planned to meet Jeremy at the library after our practices for one last tutoring session – he didn’t really need me anymore. I suppose at that point we could have studied elsewhere, but we stayed at the library mostly out of habit.


So with nothing else to do, I decided to go to Dog Ears to kill some time. I hadn’t been there in a while, and I knew Matt wouldn’t be working. 


Matt’s aunt was busy with a customer when I hobbled in. Her face lit up when she saw me, and she threw me a quick wave. I waved back, then started roaming the aisles, trying my best not to knock over any shelves with my crutches. 


I really did feel better being there. As I ran my fingers over well-worn book spines, I could feel the tension seeping out of my shoulders even as they strained under my weight. 


The whole situation really was ridiculous. What did I care what the people at that school thought of me? I never really had before. Why start now? Of course, I’d never been the focus of this much bad attention before, either. And okay, I guess I did care a lot of the time, especially when I got a new haircut. But never this much.

I was pulling a book from the shelf when I heard the tinkle of the bell over the door, and before I knew it, Matt’s aunt was standing in front of me, peering up at me through her wide, owlish glasses.


“Natalie! What in God’s name happened to you?”

I shrugged and flipped absently through the book in my hand. “Track accident. I’m okay.”

She gave me a look filled with sympathetic understanding. “I was so sad to hear from my Matt about you two. I always told him he should ask you out.” She blinked and gave me a sheepish grin. “I thought it would last a little longer, I admit.”

I blushed and stared hard at the book in my hands, then stuck it back on the shelf, avoiding her eyes. Everybody seemed to have strong feelings about Matt and me. I felt the urge to scream at her that it had all been a fake, but that would probably give her a heart attack, so I restrained myself. Instead, I just shrugged.


“Well, it’s too bad,” she tsked. 


I could see she was raring for a long conversation I didn’t really want to have. Awkwardly, I grabbed a book – any book – off the shelf. 

“Do you mind if I read this a while to kill time before I have to go?” I asked quickly before she could start grilling me about my love life.


She blinked again, caught off guard. “What? Oh! Of course. Why don’t you go in the office? The chair in there would be much more comfortable for you.”

I smiled quickly. “Thanks.” I shoved the book in my bag and headed for the office, barely avoiding losing a crutch on a slippery rug at the office door. Once settled in the office, though, to my horror I discovered the book I’d grabbed was some kind of medical textbook.


“Great,” I muttered. I didn’t want to go hunting for another one though – the exertion just getting back to the office had been enough. 


Well, this was a bookstore’s office, right? There were bound to be books lying around. But when I glanced around the room, I saw nothing. Just binders and notepads. On impulse, I tugged open the bottom left drawer of the desk – and found a well-worn copy of “The Fellowship of the Ring.” 


I’d read it before, but it would work for now.


As I pulled it out of the drawer, though, I noticed a small wire-bound notebook underneath it, with Matt’s name printed neatly across the top.


I stared at it a moment, curiosity gnawing at my insides. It was probably just a school notebook he’d left here by accident, I told myself.


But my curiosity got the better of me, and I grabbed it. As I opened to the first page, full of Matt’s neatly slanting script, it became very clear that this wasn’t any school notebook. It began with a date: Aug. 13 of last year, the beginning of this school year.


I froze, my eyes widening as I scanned the first line. “Oh my God,” I breathed, and slammed the cover shut, looking around guiltily. I could hear Matt’s aunt rummaging around on the other side of the store, paying no attention whatsoever to me.


I stared at the looping handwriting on the cover for a moment, my mind racing wildly.


That was a journal, Matt’s journal! I hadn’t thought guys kept journals, but apparently I was wrong. Every inch of my body was screaming that this was private, that I should put it back in the drawer and not think twice about it.


But in the very back, behind the screams, this little voice was whispering that Matt was my friend, that he wouldn’t have written anything that I wouldn’t already know or that he would be upset about if I knew, and what could it hurt anyway?


Guess which voice I listened to.


I bit my lip and opened the notebook again.


“Aug. 13



First day of my last year of high school. My God, it took forever to get here. Once again, I spent the morning wondering when I would get to see her for the first time in forever. She made me wait. It wasn’t until lunch that I set eyes on her, and it was perfect. She wore her hair down, kind of wild, the way I like it. And that smile – I would love to kiss that smile.”

I could feel my face growing warm, those scolding voices growing louder. But it was like watching a train wreck; I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

He changed subjects to his classes, and I flipped randomly toward the middle and stopped, startled to find an entry dated just a few weeks ago. 


The day after the party, I realized with a jolt.


“I went to that party at Tracy Schaefer’s last night. I hadn’t really wanted to go, but I had to. I couldn’t turn down the chance to see her. She didn’t disappoint; her hair was curled, and she looked absolutely gorgeous.”

I stopped reading and stared at the desk, a ball of nausea forming in my stomach. 


Jessica, my mind spat at me. Of course. He’s mooning over Jessica. I knew he’d gone upstairs with her for more than talking. Then he probably came here the next day and wrote about how great it was. 


I felt sick. I couldn’t – physically couldn’t – sit here and take Matt gushing over his romantic interludes with Jessica.


Not to mention thinking about all the vodka I imbibed at that party made me feel queasy.


I fumbled with getting the drawer open to shove the notebook back in before I could read more. But I knocked the corner of the book on the edge of the drawer and it went flying out of my hand and landed on the floor next to the desk. 


Sighing, I reached for it, then paused. I could see the corner of something sticking out of the notebook toward the back. I grabbed it and pulled it out – and stared.


It was a photograph, one I remembered well. Sam had had a birthday party at the lake last spring. We’d all piled onto her uncle’s boat, and her uncle had taken a picture of us – six of us in all, crowded onto one cushioned bench on the boat. Matt had been in the middle, between Sam and I, and Jamie had been on my other side, crushing me against Matt. His hand had been smashed behind me, and he’d taken great joy in poking me in the side from behind. This shot had been right after one of those times, and I’d been giving a surprised laugh. I thought I looked stupid; Sam had told me it was cute.

We all had a copy of this picture; it had been a fun time.


But for some reason, looking at the photo now, a half-smile on my face, a funny feeling came over me. I couldn’t quite place it. I set the photo on the desk and stared at it, knitting my brow.


Sure, it had been a fun day, but I’d had plenty of fun days since then, and now that I finally had Jeremy, everything was perfect. 


So what was it about this day that was making it suddenly hard for me to breathe? 


Then I remembered – that was the first time Matt and I had ever really sat and had a long conversation. I mean, we’d been friends a while, but not that close. That day, while the others were messing around on Jet-skis on the lake, Matt had sat with me on the dock, and we’d just talked, like we’d been friends forever.


I remembered feeling very content, and wanting the day to never end. 


And then a cold wave of realization washed over me, and I gasped. 


I’d felt so comfortable and whole with Matt that day. A way I didn’t feel with Jeremy, much as I liked being with him. That strange feeling in my gut – it was longing!


My head spun as every word my friends had ever said about me and Matt tore through my thoughts. Everybody had known but me … 
“Oh my God,” I breathed, staring intently at Matt’s smiling face in the photo. “I’m in love with Matt.”
***

It was like the slow trudge of a prisoner walking – or in my case, hobbling – toward the electric chair as I made my way across the library parking lot to meet Jeremy – the supposed love of my life.
It was a wonder I even made it that far. My mind was on autopilot, going through every little memory I had of Matt and seeing new meaning in them. How could I have not seen it before? Especially the past few weeks, when Matt and I had been pretending to be a couple – when he kissed me, for God’s sake, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it! I had been so completely and utterly blind in my pursuit of Jeremy. Matt had been right there in front of me the whole time. And maybe I even would have had a chance with him, if I’d just told him how I felt.

Or maybe not, considering how much he’d gushed over Jessica in his journal. But now I’d never know.
Because I’m an idiot.

I stopped just outside the library’s entrance, spotting Jeremy’s car in the lot.

And Jeremy – I’d been so sure he was the one for me. Could I really have been that wrong? Okay, so maybe we didn’t have the same chemistry as Matt and I, but we’d barely been together. I hadn’t given it a chance to develop. And I certainly liked being with him. Maybe, given time, Jeremy and I could end up being everything I expected.

I nodded resolutely at his car. That was it then. I was with Jeremy. It would be pointless to throw away something I’d worked so hard for just for some stupid feeling in my stomach, especially for a guy who wasn’t interested. I wasn’t going to ruin my friendship with Matt.

Jeremy jumped out of his chair when he saw me and helped me get situated at the table he’d claimed. 
I smiled wanly at him as he leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead.


He sat down across from me and opened his notebook, then stopped and looked worriedly at me. “Are you okay?”

I realized I’d been staring at him, thinking about how cute he was in his blue button-up shirt, with his hair all tousled. And how I really didn’t know much about him, other than I liked the way he looked. I suddenly remembered what I’d heard Heather say in the bathroom about Jeremy using me to get to Sam, and I looked quickly away from him. 

“I’m fine.” I gave him a small smile. “Just … rough day at school.”

His expression darkened. “I heard what they were saying about you. I wished I could stop them. I know there’s no way you’d have sabotaged Jessica’s race.”

I scowled, anger flaring in my chest just thinking about the race. “Yeah, because it worked out so well for me.” I rattled one of my crutches for emphasis.


“And anyway,” he continued, his face reddening. He looked down at his notebook, “You said you’re over Matt, right?”

A jolt raced down my fingertips. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked me that, but it was the first time that I couldn’t laugh it off. It was the first time I had to lie. My breath caught in my throat, and for a second I couldn’t answer.


“Of course,” I finally choked out, my voice sounding incredibly false. “We’re through. I told you.”

He blushed even deeper and looked at me shyly, his hazel eyes dark. “I know. I just … I like being with you so much, and I can’t help but feel like you could slip out of my grasp at any moment. I don’t want that to happen.”

Now I was getting warm. My misgivings about Matt melted away as I looked across the table at Jeremy, and I could feel a steel core of resolve forming inside of me. I’d waited so long for this, and I was insane if I thought I was going to ruin it by thinking about someone I didn’t even know I wanted until an hour ago.


I reached across the table and took his hand. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.”
***


The next day at school started out much better than the previous day. For one, it was Friday, so most people were preoccupied with their weekend plans, and the dance was coming up the following weekend. And apparently my psychotic leanings weren’t as interesting as Jessica and her gang had hoped, because the emotional, very public breakup of Todd Jenkins and Sarah Fleming in the student center quickly became the hot new topic.

I had never been so grateful for other people’s misery.


Jeremy sat with us at lunch, and I was happy to see that there didn’t appear to be any animosity between him and Sam. Quite the opposite, actually – they joked around like they’d been friends forever.

Matt, yet again, did his vanishing act. I had to wonder where he was eating his lunches. Jessica crossed my mind, but no, she was sitting at a far table with my sister and Heather, no Matt in sight.


Coach Johnson let me stay at track practice that night, but all I could do was sit and watch the others, my butt slowly turning into an ice cube on the cold bleachers. I did my best to avoid looking at Jessica, because every time I did, seething hatred aside, she fixed me with a triumphant smirk. And once, I saw her giving Matt a fluttery-fingered wave across the track, which he either didn’t see or didn’t react to but which served to up my ‘seething’ to ‘boiling.’

At the end of practice, Jeremy jogged over to me, wrapped his arms around me and planted a quick kiss on my lips. 


“I’ll call you later,” he said with a grin, then jogged back toward the locker rooms.


“Well, he’s definitely not shy anymore,” Sam smirked as she walked up next to me.


I couldn’t help the smile that slid across my face. “No, I guess not.”

She started talking again, but I didn’t hear what she was saying. I’d spotted Matt in the distance over her shoulder, looking at us with an expression I couldn’t read on his face. I felt my smile slipping, and as soon as he saw me looking at him, he turned and headed back toward the gym. Jessica then slinked up behind him, looping an arm through his and leaning on him.


“Nat, are you listening to me?”

“Huh?” I wrenched my attention back to Sam. “Oh, yeah, sorry. Uh, what were you saying?”

She lifted a brow at me. “Jeremy must have really scrambled your brains. You’re so distracted lately.”

I gave her a small smile and stared at the ground. Little did she know … “Yeah, sorry.”

She clucked her tongue at me, and we started walking back to the locker room. “Anyway, I was asking you what movies you want me to bring over.”

In all the drama in the past 24 hours, I’d completely forgotten we’d agreed to hang out after practice. We hadn’t done it in so long, it would be nice for a change.


I shrugged. “I don’t care. Whatever you want.”

She shot me a brilliant smile. “Alright, then it’s a Brad Pitt night! See you in a half hour!”

I nodded, but she’d already jogged ahead to catch Trevor, who’d been walking slowly about 15 feet ahead of us, not-so-subtly waiting for her. 


By the time I gathered my things from the locker room, everybody else was long gone. There was just one car left in the parking lot, other than my own – Matt’s Jeep. I looked around quickly, but he was nowhere to be seen. With a sigh of relief, I crutched my way hurriedly to my car. I really didn’t want to run into him. 


I settled myself awkwardly in the seat and turned the key – and nothing happened.


For a moment, I just stared at the key, as if I could make it work simply with the power of my gaze. I tried turning it again. Still nothing.


“Oh, wonderful,” I sighed, leaning my head back against the seat and pressing my fingers into my eyes. It was quite obvious the battery was dead, and now that I thought about it … I flipped the headlight switch to off. “Brilliant, Natalie. Sheer genius.”

I sighed again and looked around the parking lot. The sun was setting, drawing long shadows across the school, and I could see dark clouds forming along the horizon.


So now what? I didn’t have a cell phone, despite my many pleas to my parents to let me have one. Or jumper cables. Or a car to hook jumper cables to. I could maybe go back to the school and see if I could find an open door to get a pay phone…


And then I saw a figure come out of the door by the gym, and my heart sank even lower.


I hadn’t talked to Matt since Wednesday, before my ‘startling revelation.’ I really didn’t want to start now. I considered ducking, but before I could do it he spotted me. He’d been walking toward his Jeep, but now he veered left and headed toward me.


“Great,” I muttered.


I opened the door when he got to me – power windows: not so powerful when the battery’s dead.


“You okay?” he asked, looking like he shared my feeling of wanting to be somewhere else.


“I’m fine,” I said quickly, sounding harsher then I meant. I couldn’t help it. Seeing him here, talking to him, made my stomach clench up. The cold winter wind blew his blond hair across his forehead, and he gazed down at me with steely blue-gray eyes. My heart jolted. How could I have not seen it?

He glanced around the parking lot, looking slightly taken aback at my tone. “Well, okay, but you better get home. It’s supposed to snow again.” He hiked his backpack higher onto his shoulder and turned to go.


I closed my eyes for a second and sighed. “Matt, wait.” He stopped and turned back to me. I held my hands out helplessly. “My battery’s dead.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Well, why didn’t you say so? I have jumper cables. Wait here.” 


As if I really could’ve followed him.


I stared at his back as he went to his Jeep and rummaged around in it. He came back empty-handed, looking embarrassed. “I must have left them at home. Come on, I’ll give you a ride.”

I could feel my whole body tingling with anxiety, something I’d never felt around him before, as he helped me out of the car and then into his Jeep.

“Thanks,” I said as he tucked my crutches behind the front seats. He gave me a small smile and closed the door.


We drove in silence at first, not the comfortable silence I was used to, but an awkward, tension-filled void. I was sure he was cursing my car for putting him out like this. I was probably making him late for a date with Jessica or something. I tapped my good foot nervously as the silence dragged on.


“I’m sorry,” he said suddenly.


He caught me by surprise. “Huh?”

He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “About what people have been saying. I’m sorry.”

“Oh,” I said weakly, staring straight ahead.


“It’s not true, you know,” he continued. “What they said about me. I never said anything like that. About Jessica being better than you.”

But did he think it? I couldn’t help wondering. I could feel my cheeks growing warm, and I turned away from him, staring out the window. “Oh, I know.” I tried to make it sound light, but it came out like a dead weight.


“They’re just rumors. Not true.”

I nodded, thinking that if I didn’t encourage it, the conversation would die. Otherwise, I might.


“But,” he continued anyway. Then he stopped.


I turned back to him, curiosity overcoming mortification. “What?”

Now he looked embarrassed. “Well, I also heard that Jeremy is using you to make Sam jealous.” He coughed, not looking me in the eye. “If that’s true …”

The anger, fueled by all the tension that had been building inside of me, flared suddenly and intensely. “Of course it’s not true! He wouldn’t do that to me.”

He looked quickly at me, then back to the road again. “I’m sorry, I just thought…”

I crossed my arms across my chest and glared at him. “Thought what? That it’d be what I deserved, for doing it to him?” As soon as I said it, I wished I could take it back. But, funny thing about saying things – once they’re out there, they’re permanent.


It was almost full dark, but I could still see the hurt surprise on his face. “What? No!”

It was like my mouth was detached from my brain; I couldn’t stop it from talking. I knew I wasn’t really angry with Matt, but I poured all my frustration about everything into him.


“I know it may be hard for everyone to believe, but Jeremy actually likes me. And I like him, and nothing anybody says is going to change that.”

He set his jaw, his expression hardening. “Yes, I’ve seen how much you like him – at lunch, at practice, in the hallways …”

I gaped at him. “What Jeremy and I do is none of your business!”

“It is if I have to watch you two all over each other every single day!” he snapped back.


“As if that’s any worse than watching Jessica throwing herself at you!”

He glowered at me in the darkness, then said in low, even tones, “Oh, trust me, it’s worse. It’s much worse.”

I didn’t even know how to respond to that. The fury boiling inside me was so intense it was shorting out what few brain cells I had left. I sputtered for a moment, then slammed my fist on my thigh. “That’s it. Stop the car! I’m walking the rest of the way.”

He looked at me and let out a sharp laugh. “What? That’s ridiculous. You’re on crutches. You can’t walk home.”

Good point, damn him.


I scowled. “Fine. Then I’ll hitchhike. Maybe a serial killer will pick me up. It would be a hell of a lot better than riding with you!”

He sighed, his anger seemingly deflating. “I’m not letting you out until I get you home. I’m not going to be responsible for your death at the hands of a serial killer.”

My anger, however, was still definitely alive. “Fine,” I snapped. “But if you say one more word to me, I swear I’ll open this door and jump out.”

He looked at me and shook his head. “Fine.”

“Fine,” I repeated lamely.


I had the crutches out from behind the seat before he even came to a full stop in my driveway.


“Natalie…” he started as I slid out of the Jeep, but I didn’t give him a chance to say whatever it was he was going to say. I slammed the door and hurried toward the house. 


After a moment, he backed the Jeep out and took off down the street. I stopped and stared at his taillights, suddenly filled with regret. I hadn’t meant to get in another fight with him. It was like I was always on edge lately, set off by the slightest things, an emotional timebomb. No wonder Matt wanted Jessica instead.


I sighed and looked at the car in my driveway. At least Sam was here already. I needed someone to talk to.


When I entered my bedroom, Sam was waiting for me.


“You won’t believe what just … Sam?”

She was sitting on my bed with her back to me, her hands in her lap and her head hanging. I started clumsily toward her.


“Are you alright?”

She whipped her head around to look at me, and I froze at the expression on her face. As angry as I’d been 15 minutes ago, Sam looked like the nuclear version.


“You want to explain this?” She held up something small and rectangular.


“Sam, what?” Then I realized she was holding an envelope, with her name written neatly on the front. 


Crap.


I could feel the blood draining from my face. “It’s not what I looks like,” I began, even though it was, in fact, exactly what it looked like. 


She narrowed her eyes at me, pushing blond curls out of her face and saying in a falsely cheerful voice: “Oh, you didn’t steal Jeremy’s card when I was in the hospital? I suppose it accidentally fell into your pocket, and then it accidentally fell into your desk drawer when you came home?”

She’d gotten up and was pacing back and forth. I stood leaning helplessly on my crutches, my mouth dry, wracking my brain for a reply.


Tell her the truth! an inner voice screamed. 


I wussed out and lied.


“Um, Jeremy gave it to me to give you, and I forgot …”

Sam’s lips stretched into an angry smile, and she flung the card onto the floor. “That’s bull, and you know it. You weren’t even speaking to him yet. You knew he liked me, and you tried to hide it because you wanted him for yourself!”

My mouth was moving, but nothing came out. Finally, I choked out, “No! I mean, I didn’t want him. But I did tell you he liked you, remember? And I swear, I just forgot to give it to you.” That, at least, was partly true. I’d put it in my drawer the night I’d swiped it and forgotten about it. If I’d remembered it, I’d have torn it up and burned it. “And besides,” I babbled on, despite warning bells in my mind telling me to stop, “you decided you didn’t like him.”

She nodded, looking bitter. “Yes, and you sure waited a long time after I decided that to pounce on him, didn’t you? What, was it all some kind of game to you? You were trying to get us together so you could try to get him away from me? Or maybe you hoped I would just hand him to you.”
Damn, that was amazing. In a really bad, horrible way.


She must have seen the guilt on my face because she stopped pacing and stared at me. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “That’s it. You used me to get Jeremy.”

I could feel hot tears welling up in my eyes. “It wasn’t like that,” I choked out. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

She gave a bitter laugh, grabbing her coat from the bed and sliding it on. “Well, you did anyway. And you got the guy. I hope you’re happy.” She pushed past me and wrenched the door open, turning back to fix me with a steely gaze. “I can’t believe you were so desperate, Natalie. People are not your toys. Especially your friends, if you still have any left. I hope it was worth it.”

She slammed the door so hard that the vibration knocked a few figurines from my shelves.


I collapsed on my bed and shut my eyes. 


A beautiful way to end a wonderful week. 


Chapter 16


Okay, I know what you’re thinking. I brought all this on myself, and I deserved what I got. And maybe you’re right. Other than going to pick up my dead car from the school parking lot, I spent all day Saturday in my bedroom, feeling incredibly guilty. 

Every once in a while, I reached for the phone. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t call anyone. What would I say? “I’m sorry I used everybody and treated everybody like crap, and you should just forgive me now”? I probably wouldn’t be able to keep Sam on the phone anyway; she’d just hang up on me.


By Sunday, I was determined, at the very least, to explain to Sam exactly what had happened. Maybe it would only make things worse, but at least I would be honest with her. I was so tired of all this lying.


I knew the only way she’d listen to me would be to confront her in person. It wasn’t like she could physically toss me out of her house like she could hang up the phone. So I drove over to her house, where her mom answered the door.


“I’m sorry, Natalie. She just left. She said she was going downtown to that jewelry shop she likes to find something for the dance.” 


Of course, it couldn’t have been as easy as her actually being there. She was going to make me work for this apology. 


I sighed a thanks and went back to my car. Sam would still be at Rings & Things, I knew. She could never be in and out of there; it was her favorite store. And she couldn’t kill me in a public place, at least. 


As I turned onto the street, my stomach slowly slid into my feet. Every parking space by the store was full, and even Sam’s car was parked a half-block away. The only place to park was two blocks down – next to Dog Ears, Matt’s aunt’s store.


“Oh, come on,” I hissed, glaring at the sky. “Is this some kind of karmic retribution?”

Still grumbling, I slipped the car into the spot. 


Please, please, let Matt not be working.

But as I stepped out into the bitter cold air, I saw something that sent a flash of heat through my body. Somebody tall – someone with brilliant red hair – had just entered Dog Ears.


And there was no way Jessica was there looking for a book.


I had been feeling relatively optimistic until just then, but it was like seeing Jessica had sapped my will to live. Wearily, I trudged toward the store. I wasn’t going to go in, but I had to walk past it to find Sam. 


Don’t look in the window. Don’t look, I told myself.

Nobody else listens to me, why should I?

It was as if a magnet in the store was pulling my eyeballs that direction. I couldn’t help looking in the window.

And, of course, they couldn’t be in the back, where I couldn’t see them. No, my luck dictated that they be standing in the one aisle I could see down through the dusty front window. 


Matt’s back was to me. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew it was him. Just the sight of his blond hair brushing his shirt collar made my heartbeat quicken.


God, why hadn’t it done that back when I could have done something about it, before all this mess? Stupid heart!


Jessica was halfway facing me, looking at Matt with that smug little smile of hers. Feeling incredibly stupid, I backed up so just my head was visible to Jessica. I couldn’t chance her seeing me, not that she was paying any attention to the window. I hoped nobody walked by while I was standing there looking incredibly suspicious. Knowing my luck, it would be a cop. 


Yeah, there was a way to get Matt’s attention. “Can you come bail me out? I got arrested while I was stalking you.” Too bad I wasn’t really a juvenile delinquent – if I was, I could just kick Jessica’s ass.


Instead, I just leaned awkwardly on my crutches, staring through the window like a peeping Tom. 


Of course, I had no clue what they were saying, and I couldn’t even see Matt’s expression, but Jessica was looking extremely pleased with herself. She kept giggling and batting her lashes and touching Matt’s upper arm. And the whole time, I could feel my heart squeezing tighter and tighter. 


And then my heart exploded from my chest.


No, not really. That only happens in Indiana Jones movies. But that’s what it felt like. 


Jessica slid a hand around behind Matt’s head and leaned in. Before I knew it, a simple conversation had turned into a hot suck-face session.


I couldn’t see Matt’s face, but I highly doubted he was objecting to making out with Jessica. His arm snaking around her waist kind of killed that theory. 


I turned and crutched back to my car as fast as I could, tears of both anger and misery combining to make my fact one big, wet mess. All thoughts of finding Sam were banished from my mind.

***


“Are you okay?”

“Hmm?” I realized I’d been staring at the sandwich on my lunch tray and forced my eyes back to Jeremy, sitting next to me. He looked at me with concern in his hazel eyes. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’m fine.”

He could have pried, but he didn’t. Instead, he just nodded and gave me a small smile. 


Yeah, he totally knew what I was thinking about. He was too perceptive for his own good.


Well, he obviously didn’t know everything. He couldn’t. But he knew Sam and I had had a fight a few days ago and that I was miserable about it.


I wanted to talk to her, apologize for what I’d done, but she – like everybody else – had been giving me the brush-off all week. Kind of hard to apologize if everybody’s avoiding you. There were only two days until the dance, and I was friendless – Sam avoided me, and Matt had suddenly become attached to Jessica’s hip, so I avoided him. And Sam had apparently gotten to the rest of our group because they, while not being openly hostile, kept suddenly remembering places they had to be.


Jamie, for example, suddenly had to go pick up her little brother, and I knew for a fact she was an only child. She had always been a horrible liar. 


If only I could say the same. It was all my lying that had gotten me to this point in the first place. I just wished I could turn back the hands of time and slap myself silly with them back when I first considered this scheme. 


And Matt, too, because he’d been the instigator.


The irony. It killed me.

Well, from now on, I was going to be Abe Lincoln. No, I wasn’t going to grow a beard and wear a top hat. That would be silly. But I was going to be nothing but honest from now on.


Starting right now.


I leaned against Jeremy’s shoulder, feeling comforted by his warmth. He kissed the top of my head, and I closed my eyes for a second. 

I thought back to the eighth grade, when I’d first seen Jeremy and fallen madly in love with him. I’d wanted this for so long, and it had finally happened. How could it suddenly seem not so important? I could be throwing away the one person I still had. 


There’s that irony again.


I took a deep breath and looked up at Jeremy’s face, a dull ache hitting my heart as he cracked that cute smile at me. 


“I have to tell you something.

***


Jeremy took it better than I expected, considering Sam’s reaction. After I told him he’d merely been a pawn in my attempt to win him over – I even told him about the card I’d hidden – he simply lifted an eyebrow and asked, “Why didn’t you just come talk to me?”

Men. They’ll never understand.


He actually looked relieved when I told him Matt and I had been faking it. Because he didn’t have to worry about us getting back together, I guess. 


Gulp. 


I didn’t tell him about my newfound feelings for Matt, of course. I’d blown any chance I might have had with him, so why mess up whatever I had left with Jeremy over it?


I mean, I’d obsessed over the guy for four years. It wasn’t like I suddenly wasn’t attracted to him anymore. I still felt a fluttering sensation in my chest whenever I saw him.


So that was why Saturday evening found me getting ready for the dance. It wouldn’t be nearly as much fun without all my friends, but darn it, Jeremy and I were going to have a good time.

Even better, the trainer had given me permission the night before to set aside the crutches. I still had to be careful, of course, and the ankle was a little sore, but I was free! 

I gave the crutches a triumphant smirk as they lay unused in the corner.


Jeremy’s lack of anger at the news that I had schemed to get him, combined with the sudden ability to walk like a normal person, left me feeling buoyant as I got ready for the dance. I was in a better mood than I’d been in week, and I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin it.


Not even Rachel, who strolled into my bedroom as I was curling my hair into dark ringlets.


She had died her hair platinum blonde for the occasion and wore a frilly pink off-shoulder shirt and what had to be the shortest pair of shorts I’d ever seen in my life. 

Like, I think even Daisy might have blushed. 

And, I mean, I know you’re supposed to wear flannels and overalls and stuff like that for the Sadie Hawkins dance, and a girl has to find a way to look cute somehow with those options, but come on. 

Well, our parents had better not see her dressed like that. 


On second thought, I hoped they would. That would be fun.


She flopped down on the end of my bed as if she did it all the time, and I pointedly ignored her. She watched in the mirror for a few minutes as I curled my hair. I tried not to make eye contact, hoping she’d go away – eye contact with Rachel was always her cue to say something nasty.


She didn’t wait for eye contact this time, though. Instead, she cocked her head to one side and asked loudly, “Are you and Matt going to get back together?”

It’s a good thing the curling iron had a firm grip on my hair at that moment because I probably would have dropped it and done lethal damage to some unlucky part of my body.


I tried not to give her the satisfaction of looking surprised. I slowly unwound the strand and set the iron on the dresser.


“No. Why?” I asked calmly, not turning around to face her. 


She shrugged and looked at her nails as if bored. “Jessica’s been a real jerk all week, rubbing it in my face that she ‘stole away’ Matt.” She made quotation marks in the air with her fingers. “And I know perfectly well you broke up before he went to her.”

I swallowed, feeling the blood drain from my face and urged myself not to say something stupid. I concentrated on brushing out my hair instead, something that suddenly required a lot more thought than usual.


“Anyway,” Rachel continued, obviously not expecting or wanting a reply from me. “I’m tired of hearing how great he is, and they’re always making out at the lunch table. It’s disgusting. And Jessica keeps bragging about how tonight she’s going to ‘close the deal,’ whatever that means.” Finger quotation marks again.


I suddenly felt violently ill, but no way was I going to give Rachel that satisfaction.


She shrugged again. “I’m just so tired of her. She’s such a snob. I just thought it would be perfect if he went running back to you.”

She jumped to her feet and strode out of the room, leaving me staring, pale-faced, at myself in the mirror, the hand with the brush floating aimlessly in midair.

***


I’d vowed not to let anything – or anyone – kill the good mood I was in, but Rachel’s spontaneous urge to share came awfully close.


So I was much more subdued when Jeremy arrived to pick me up. I managed a smile when he clapped for me as I walked toward him without crutches. In my head though, I kept hearing Rachel’s voice repeating: “She’s going to ‘close the deal.’”

Rachel, in her strange sort of innocence, may not have known what that meant, but I most certainly did, and it made me want to throw up.



I was glad it was time for the dance, though. Being with Jeremy would help jolt my mind from its sickening loop. And he did look good, in a pair of dark jeans and a soft green flannel shirt that brought out the green in his hazel eyes. 

That’s why I liked this dance: no uncomfortable dressing up. I could wear what I had on now – a denim skirt I’d borrowed from Sam before our fight, a deep red v-neck shirt, and a pair of normal black shoes. 


Of course, some of the girls would still dress up. I had a feeling Sam would probably wear something stunning – she never missed a chance to dress up, especially if she was going to a dance with a new beau. But I wouldn’t be ostracized for being comfortable. 


I passed Rachel sitting in the front room as I headed out the door. This time, she wore a pair of loose jeans. I knew full well that as soon as she was out of parents’ sight, the jeans would be swapped for the shorts from earlier. She probably had them on under the jeans, now that I thought about it.

Apparently sneakiness is a family trait.


I didn’t say much in the car. I kept tugging down on my skirt and thinking that Jessica probably would be wearing something much flashier than this, and Matt probably wouldn’t even notice me. 

God, could I be any more horrible? Here I was going to a dance with the man of my dreams, and all I could think about was the guy I’d ignored for two years. I needed some serious help.


If Jeremy thought I was being too quiet, though, he didn’t say anything. He just gave me sideways smiles every once in a while, and at one point he tugged on a strand of my hair, saying he liked it when I curled it. I wondered if Matt liked it curled.

See what I mean? Serious help. 


The gymnasium was hopping when we arrived. Music blared from one corner, and hay bales had been strewn around. Red and gold streamers hung from the ceiling, fluttering in the flashing neon lights. A crowd of people danced in the middle of the room, while others sat around tables set up along the walls.

The first person I saw when Jeremy and I entered was Jamie, standing just inside the entrance with a junior whose name I thought was Dan. Her powder-blue eyes widened when she saw me, and before I could hurry away, she rushed over and grabbed my hand. She pulled me away from Jeremy and unleashed a flood of words.


“God, Nat, I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to be mad at you, but Sam was upset, and I had to at least make an effort or she’d be mad at me too. You know how she is.” The expression on her face went even guiltier. “And I really don’t have a brother. I totally lied about that, and I’m so sorry.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but she continued, squeezing my hand and spitting out words at machine-gun pace. “And I know you’re totally in love with Jeremy and wouldn’t hurt Sam on purpose, and I’m sure if you just talked to her, everything would be okay, and I hope you don’t hate me now. You hate me now, don’t you?”

She stopped and stared up at me hopefully. It was a second or two before I realized it was safe for me to reply. 

“It’s okay, Jamie. I’m not mad at you.” How could I be, when she looked so pitiful? Granted, I’d been pretty hurt earlier in the week, but I wasn’t one to hold grudges. 


Except against certain people. But that’s not the point.


Jamie sighed in obvious relief, her face brightening. “Good. Well, have fun then. And I really think you should talk to Sam. She’s here somewhere with Trevor.”

I nodded, and she flashed a giant smile at me and hurried back to Dan. I walked over to Jeremy, and he gave me an inquiring look. I wrapped an arm through his, and we made our way through the crowd to a table in the corner. 

“She thinks I should talk to Sam,” I finally said as he pulled out a chair for me.


I sat and carefully put my sore ankle on the chair next to me, suddenly wishing I’d worn pants instead of a skirt. Jeremy took the chair on my other side and nodded.


“Probably not a bad idea.”

I shrugged. “I just don’t know. She was really mad at me. We’ve never really fought like that before.”

“You’ve been friends a long time, and Sam strikes me as the type of person that forgives. I’m sure you’ll work it out.” He patted my hand gently and smiled at me.


We sat for a few minutes in silence, broken occasionally by greetings from people we knew walking by. A couple of girls in Jessica’s posse strolled by and scowled at me. I returned the looks with a brilliant smile, which seemed to unsettle them. 


Which, of course, boosted my mood immeasurably.


I didn’t see either Sam or Matt at first, and I’d begun to think they hadn’t come. Then, on the other side of the room, I saw Sam heading in the direction of the bathroom. I touched Jeremy’s shoulder lightly and stood. 


“There’s Sam. I’ll be right back.”
He smiled up at me. “Good luck.”
When I entered the bathroom, Sam was standing at the mirror checking her makeup, a dreamy smile on her face. The smile faded when she saw me. 

“Hey,” I said softly, stepping up next to her. 

She stared at her reflection a second, then looked at mine. “Hey.”
I sighed and gave her what I hoped was a mournful expression. “I’m so sorry about everything, Sam. I didn’t want to hurt you. I … I miss you.”
She turned back to her reflection. “Do you?” She asked, her voice edged with ice. She wore an elegant black dress that tied around her neck and was now reapplying brilliant red lipstick that contrasted nicely with both the dress and her blonde hair.

I nodded. “Yes. Of course. I really did forget about that card, or I would have given it to you. It was stupid of me to take it, I know, and I shouldn’t have. I just kind of freaked out when Jeremy asked me to hook him up with you.”
She turned to me, surprise written on her face. “He did that?”
I nodded, remembering how much I’d wanted to die when he’d told me he liked Sam. “And then Matt said I should help Jeremy because otherwise he’d always be wondering about you. I never thought you would get hurt, Sam, or I never would have done it. And then Matt pretended to be my boyfriend, and it all got so complicated, and I wanted to tell you everything, but I couldn’t because it was so ridiculous.” I was starting to babble like Jamie, but I couldn’t stop myself. Meanwhile, Sam’s eyes were getting larger and larger. “And then Jeremy said he liked me, and I was so happy, and so confused, and …” I took a deep breath, suddenly fighting tears. “I need you, Sam. I hate not being able to talk to you. Please forgive me.”

She stared at me for a moment, her mouth slightly opened. When she spoke, it wasn’t what I expected. “Matt was pretending to be your boyfriend?”

I gaped at her. Out of everything I’d said, all the bombshells I’d just dropped, that was what she’d homed in on. I nodded slowly, then decided that while I was pouring out my heart, I might as well be completely honest.

“And the worst part,” I said softly, brushing a tear from my eye, and looking up at her miserably. “I think I’m in love with Matt. And he’s completely with Jessica now.”
She bit her lip and gazed at me for a second, then shook her head. “Oh my God, Nat, you are a mess.”
I snorted. “Tell me about it.”
Sam sighed and crossed her arms across her chest. “Well, I’ve been thinking about this, and you really didn’t do anything I wouldn’t have done in your place. And I never liked Jeremy as more than a friend. It was wrong of me to date him when I knew how much you’d liked him. Even if you were with Matt … Or weren’t … Or, whatever. The point is, we were both stupid, and I’m not mad anymore. I miss you too.”
She gave me a small smile. I stared at her a second, shocked, then squealed in delight and threw my arms around her. “Thank you! I promise I’ll never hide stuff from you again!”

I let go of her, and we smiled at each other goofily. Then she turned back to the mirror to finish her makeup, looking much happier this time. “So what are you going to do about Matt?”
I ran a comb through my own hair and stared dejectedly at my reflection. “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I can’t compete with Jessica.”
Sam fixed me with a scolding look. “What are you talking about, can’t compete with Jessica? You are so much better than her, in every way! And I’m sure Matt knows it. Just tell him how you feel.”
I groaned. “I can’t! What if Matt doesn’t want me?”
Sam tsked and shoved her makeup back into her purse. “Just trust me, Nat. And you don’t have to do it tonight. Let’s just go have fun. Forget about Matt tonight and have fun with Jeremy.”
Easier said than done. “I’ll try.”

We turned to go but stopped as a shrill voice echoed through the hallway outside the bathroom.

“God, Dave, just because I agreed to come to the dance with you doesn’t mean I’m going to have sex with you! Get a life!”
I could hear the sounds of high heels clicking quickly down the hallway, then a male voice shouted, “Heather! Come back!”
Sam and I stared at each other for a moment, mouths open in surprise, then we collapsed against each other in hysterical giggles.
Sam wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “Come on, let’s get back to the dance. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll get to see a fight.”
It felt good to have finally told Sam everything. Even though I still didn’t know what I was going to do with myself – torn between wanting Matt, who I couldn’t have, and wanting to stick with Jeremy, who I’d fought so hard to get – at least I could confide in Sam if I wanted.

And now I’d have her to talk to at the dance, too, to keep my mind from wandering. I probably wouldn’t even see Matt, anyway. He and Jessica were probably out there on the dance floor, getting jiggy with it, and I wouldn’t be doing too much dancing myself.
Oh my God, did I seriously just say “getting jiggy with it”? Shoot me.

I motioned at Jeremy to follow as Sam and I walked over to her table. Jamie waved as we walked up, and Brad and Josh nodded in acknowledgement. I didn’t even care that they didn’t apologize for avoiding me all week. After all, I’d deserved it.

“Hey Birch,” Brad added. 
Jeremy gave a small wave of hello, then turned to me, holding out his arm. “Dance?”
Okay, so much for the not-dancing part.

I smiled at him and looped my arm through his. “Of course. As long we don’t get crazy.” I held up my bad foot for emphasis.

“I’ll try to resist.”

He led me to the dance floor, me limping slightly. I’d been walking on the bad ankle a lot tonight, and it was definitely letting me know. 

“You okay?” Jeremy asked me when we stopped. Luckily, it was a slow song, so I nodded and wrapped my arms around his neck for support. 


“Yeah, just a bit sore. I feel like a flamingo, though,” I teased.


He looked down and saw my bad foot raised slightly off the floor, and he flashed me a brilliant grin. “Well, we’ll be flamingos together then. They can’t laugh at you if we’re both doing it.” And he stood on one leg himself.


I stared at him in surprise, then burst into laughter, giving him a quick squeeze around the neck. We danced for a few minutes, my head resting on his shoulder. When I looked up at him again, I was surprised to see him looking at me thoughtfully.

“What?” I asked.


He turned up a corner of his mouth. “I was just thinking… Thanks for letting me be your date tonight. I know you’d rather be here with somebody else.”

I gaped at him, wrinkling my eyebrows in confusion. “What? Who? What do you mean?”

He gave me a small smile. “You know who I mean.”

“But…” I blustered for a minute, not even a clue about how to reply. “But I told you. We were just pretending.”

He nodded, looking down at me intently. “It wasn’t all pretend. I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

Crap.

He shrugged. “It’s cool. I mean, I really enjoy being with you, Natalie, but we can’t make it something it’s not.”

I took a deep breath, staring at the ground. Wow. Totally hadn’t seen that coming. But he was right. I may have lost Matt, but it wasn’t fair for Jeremy and me to stick together just because we could. 


Yes, I’d loved him from afar for forever, and now that I finally got to know him, he was still the great guy I thought he was. But it was no end-all romance. It was nice, but what I really wanted wasn’t going to come in the form of Jeremy. And apparently he felt the same way.


I sighed and looked back up at him, a rueful smile on my face. “It doesn’t mean I don’t like you. You’re a great guy, and I’m so happy you finally saw me. You made me the happiest girl in the world when you did.”

It was dark, but I could see his cheeks turning red. “It sucks, but I’ll deal. Let’s just finish this night, okay?”

I nodded and stepped close to him again so I could lay my head on his shoulder. “Definitely.”
***


When the song ended, I told Jeremy I was going to go get a drink from the refreshments table, and he walked off to talk to one of his friends. 


I was deep in thought as I approached the table. I couldn’t believe I’d just had that conversation. If you’d told me a month ago that I would willingly give up Jeremy Birch, I would have laughed myself sick. Talk about the world’s shortest relationship.

So I didn’t realize who I was standing next to as I poured my drink. 


“Decided to stop faking and lose the crutches, huh?”

I’d just taken a sip of the punch, and I almost choked on it. “What?” escaped my lips before I could stop it as I turned to face Jessica. 

She stood with her hands on her hips, green eyes blazing, flaming hair tossed back over her shoulders. The halter top she wore didn’t leave a lot to the imagination, and I could see she shared my sister’s taste in shorts.


She nodded knowingly and smirked at me. “That’s right. I know it was all an act so you wouldn’t get in trouble for that little stunt you pulled at tryouts last week.”

I glared at her. “You have no clue what you’re talking about, Jessica,” I said softly and started to push past her. She wrapped a talon around my wrist, and I whirled back toward her. “Let go of me,” I hissed.


“As soon as you admit that your skanky ass sabotaged my race.”

“Your no-talent ass did that to yourself,” I threw back at her.

She narrowed her eyes and leaned toward me. “My ass has plenty of talent.” She smirked again. “Just ask Matt.”

I knew it was a mistake, but I rolled my eyes and turned my back on her. I hoped it looked uncaring, but in reality I didn’t want her to see how much that stung. 


She apparently took it as a challenge, though, because she grabbed my shoulder and spun me back around.


“Don’t forget your drink!”

And she dumped the contents of her cup on the front of my shirt. 


Seriously, she did that. What, were we in second grade?


My jaw dropped, and I couldn’t even move as the icy liquid soaked through to my skin. A tittering alerted me to the presence of Jessica’s gang of evil she-bitches.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a platinum-blond head shake, and Rachel moaned, “Here we go again.”

As I stood there silently, feeling blind rage filling my every pore, Jessica laughed.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. You’re a loser. How much did you have to pay Jeremy Birch to bring you here tonight? No wonder Matt came crawling to me.”

I could see Matt approaching behind Jessica and her friends, looking angry, but I barely noticed. I swear to God, Jessica grew devil horns the longer her mouth flapped.


Okay, maybe not, but I certainly wouldn’t have been surprised if they had appeared.

Jessica glanced triumphantly over her shoulder at her friends, obviously taking my silence for victory. It wasn’t that I didn’t know what to say; the anger had built up so quickly inside me that I physically couldn’t speak. 


If she’d walked away then, maybe it would have been okay. But bullies like Jessica never walk away when they think they can keep rubbing their prey’s face in the dirt.


She gave a tinkling laugh and leaned in toward me again, whispering loudly enough that her goon squad also could hear: “Matt will be screaming my name tonight.”
I snapped. It’s the best way to describe it. It was as if something else took control of my body, and I could only watch. For once in my life, I stood up for myself.
I punched her. 

In the nose. 

The satisfying crunch will remain with me forever as one of my most cherished memories.

She shrieked and fell to her knees, blood rushing around her fingers as she clutched them to her nose.

“Oh my God!” Heather Mason rushed to her side, pulling Jessica’s fingers from her face. “Oh my God, Jessica,” she repeated although I highly doubted Jessica heard her over her own wailing. I stood immobile, stunned at what I’d done, my hand still clenched in a fist at my side. 


“Rachel!” Heather barked. “Go get the nurse! Now!”

My eyes lifted from the gushing fountain of blood and met Rachel’s eyes. To my surprise, they were twinkling.


Yes, twinkling, like eyes do when their owner is happy about something. Why the hell were Rachel’s eyes twinkling when I’d just broken her leader? It unnerved me.


And then it got weirder. She smiled at me – smiled! Then, in a singsong voice, she said, “Of course, Heather, dear,” and strolled off at a leisurely pace. 


As I was mulling that strange occurrence, Matt finally reached us, flashing me a look of pure awe as he knelt in front of Jessica. 


I wanted to kick him while he was down there, but I resisted the urge.


Instead, cradling my stinging fist to my chest, I spat, “Who’s screaming now, Jessica?” and walked away. 

Chapter 17
I didn’t walk away too far, though. Just about everybody in the gym had seen what happened, and when Mr. Scott the principal came racing up, about ten people immediately pointed to me. 

Five minutes later, I found myself sitting in Mr. Scott’s office, a room I’d never visited in my four years at the school. Mr. Scott had sighed and told me to wait for him while he went to see to Jessica.

I’d never been in trouble at school before, so I was a little concerned, but I have to admit I didn’t particularly care. Seeing all that blood messing up Jessica’s carefully made-up face was well worth whatever punishment I faced. 

I stared at the shiny copper nameplate sitting on Mr. Scott’s desk and found myself giggling as I remembered the cheers and claps I’d gotten as I’d been marched down death row to the office. One girl had even shouted, “Do Heather next!” although it had sounded suspiciously like Sam.

I’d probably completely blown it with Matt now. It had looked hopeless before, but now that I’d broken his girlfriend’s face right before the dance pictures, well… Impossible seemed a more fitting description.

But God, it had felt good. I didn’t know if this would make Jessica back off or only make her worse toward me, but at the moment I didn’t care. I would be having wonderful dreams that night. I smiled at nothing and sank back in the chair.

It had definitely been an eventful night.

Mr. Scott came back in the room, looking flustered. He sat down in his chair, crossed his hands over one another on the desk, and fixed me with a gaze that obviously said he wished he were at home with his wife instead of here with us crazy kids.

“You punched her?” he finally asked me.
I tried to look contrite. “Yes.”
“She provoked it?”
I nodded.
He narrowed his eyes sternly at me. “Young lady, I hope you realize violence is not permitted at this school. It is not the answer to your problems. “
I nodded again, trying to look like I agreed, when in actuality I was thinking just the opposite. Every once in a while, violence is exactly the answer.

Mr. Scott sighed. “Alright. Detention Monday and Tuesday. Don’t do it again.”
When I just stared at him, he nodded his head in the direction of the door. “You can go now.”
I didn’t have to be told twice. I bolted for the hallway, feeling light-headed and joyous. 

That was it? Two detentions? I needed to punch people more often. 


I began walking back toward the dance through the darkened hallway, feeling the overwhelming need to find Sam and gloat. I didn’t even notice the person standing in the doorway across from the principal’s office.
“Natalie.”
I gasped and spun around, half expecting to find a hairsprayed mob waiting for me. “Matt! You scared me.”
“Sorry.” He came toward me, and I realized he had a few tiny blood stains splattered on the gray-blue shirt he wore. Despite that, I couldn’t help noticing the shirt perfectly matched his eyes. I’m sick, sick I tell you.
I nodded at the bloodstains. “Get your girlfriend taken care of?”
He stopped and looked down at his shirt, then shrugged. “They took her to the hospital to check out her nose.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him what I hoped was a stony gaze. “Well, if you’re expecting me to say I’m sorry, I’m not. She deserved it.”
He shook his head, brushing his blond hair out of his eyes. “I just wanted to see if you were okay.”
“I’m fine,” I said coldly. “What do you care anyway? Shouldn’t you be at the hospital? She told me all about your plans tonight. I’m sure you’d hate to miss them.”
His eyes flashed. “What about you and loverboy? I’m sure you have plans of your own.”
I put my hands on my hips and glared at him. “Nothing like yours, apparently. I saw you and Jessica pawing each other all week. Why didn’t you just get a room?” To my surprise, tears stung my eyes, and I turned around quickly before he could see them. “I don’t want to talk to you. Go away.”
Silence. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Matt still standing there, so I decided I would be the one to go away. I strode as quickly as I could back to the gym. He didn’t try to follow me; he could’ve caught me easily if he’d wanted.

Sam came running over as I entered. 

“Nat,” she cried, eyes wide, as she grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the others. “How much trouble are you in? Did they kick you out of school? Oh my God, I want to see that again.”
Over Sam’s shoulder, I could see Matt join another group of people across the dance floor. I sighed, feeling suddenly tired.

“Detention, Sam. That’s it,” I sighed again.

Her smile got even bigger, if that was possible. She let go of my arm to let me sit at the table, but she sat right next to me and leaned toward me. “This is the best dance, ever, Natalie. I wish I had a camera for the look on Jessica’s face when you punched her. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
The others at the table smiled and nodded, and Brad said, “I didn’t think you had it in you, Nat.”
I looked down at my swollen knuckles, then around the table at my friends, and suddenly Matt didn’t seem so important. So I didn’t get the guy of my dreams… It wasn’t that big of a deal. I had my friends, I was almost finished with high school, and now I also had the respect of half the school. Despite the disasters my life had devolved into, sticking up for myself had not been one of them. I was not a loser.

I looked down at my still-swollen knuckles, then leaned back in the chair and smiled ruefully at everyone. I was going to enjoy this dance, suddenly dateless or not.
And I did, for about an hour. It was nice sitting around and talking to my friends, without any hidden little plans dancing about in my head. Sam and Trevor seemed to get along great, and I was really happy for them. To think, I could have ruined that by pushing her on Jeremy.

Speaking of Jeremy, I wondered where he’d run off to. I hoped he was having fun too. I’d feel really bad if his night was completely ruined because of me.

I turned around in my chair to look for him, just in time to see two people enter from outside. One of them had red hair and a white bandage on her face and looked ready for murder.

“Oh my God,” I breathed. “I can’t believe it.”
Sam, who’d been talking to Trevor, turned to me. “What?”

I nodded toward the entrance. “She came back.”
Of course Jessica wouldn’t be the type to miss a social event, broken nose or not. My God, she was like the Energizer bunny. Only evil. I could see her scanning the room, her eyes narrowed to slits. I just knew she was looking for me so she could do something horrible. Even worse, other people were staring at her, whispering behind their hands. That would make her want me dead even more.
“Does she just want more punishment?” Jamie, on my other side, asked. 
“Or to give it,” I said, dry-mouthed.

Sam clapped her hand on my shoulder. “She’s not going to try anything with you, Nat. You showed her you won’t take it. She’s probably just trying to scare you. Besides, you know she wouldn’t miss the crowning.” She motioned toward the front of the room, where I could see a group of teachers massing with stacks of paper and pens.

“Oh God,” I groaned. I’d forgotten all about the Sadie Hawkins king and queen. Those titles hadn’t even existed until about two years ago. Apparently, they’d decided rubbing these popularity contests in our faces twice a school year wasn’t enough. “What other school has a crowning for this dance?” I protested.

Sam shrugged and turned back around. “Just ignore it. It’s all rigged anyway.”
At that moment, the art teacher came to our table and handed us pieces of paper and pens. “Just write your vote for king and queen, and I’ll be back in five minutes,” she said. 

We stared at the papers as if they were poisonous. Finally, Jamie sighed and reached for one. “Well, I know who I’m voting for.”
Sam smirked. “I’m voting for Natalie.”
“What? No!” I could feel my face instantly flush. 

“Oh, come on. Why not? You deserve to be queen for the night. It’ll be my form of protest.” 

I sighed. “Sam, there’s no point. We already know who’s going to win.”
She shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”
I shook my head and turned back to the paper. I knew who I didn’t want to win, that much was simple. And it really didn’t matter who I voted for, but I still felt like I should write down someone who deserved it. So I wrote Sam for queen and, after a moment’s hesitation, Matt for king. That had nothing to do with me; Matt was easily one of the nicest guys in school, and he should be king.
The art teacher came back around and collected the votes. For fifteen minutes, we waited anxiously for the teachers to tally up the results. Despite our hatred of the whole process, we still had this morbid fascination with it. It was sick, really. 
Finally, the principal got up on the makeshift stage with a microphone. “Alright folks, here’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for. The crowning of the Sadie Hawkins king and queen.” The student activities teacher, Mrs. Sweeney, stood next to him, holding the two crowns.
“Oh my God,” Sam said. “Those are the same ones they use for Homecoming!”
I took a closer look and decided she was right. “Boy, they went all out for this, huh?”
Sam pretended to put a crown on her head, then fluttered her hand in front of her mouth and batted her eyelashes. “It’s such an honor. I’m going to cry.”
I rolled my eyes at her, but looked back at the stage with a smile. 
“Okay, here we go. Your Sadie Hawkins king for this year …” He leaned forward and grinned at us, waiting until someone yelled “Come on!” to continue. PrinciPAL, my ass. “Matt Taylor! Come up here, Matt.” 

I clapped, truly happy for him. He walked onto the stage with a big smile, and I could see that his face was a little pink. Mrs. Sweeney put the crown on his head, and he turned toward the crowd and made a wide, dramatic bow. Which made the crown fall off and the crowd laugh. He grinned and picked up the crown, putting it on again.

Sam leaned toward me and whispered, “Oh my God, Nat, wouldn’t it be romantic if you were named queen with Matt?”
“No way!” I hissed. “That wouldn’t happen.” Damn her, though. As I stared up at the stage, I couldn’t help envisioning it. Mr. Scott would announce my name, and I would go up there for my crown, and Matt would be so overjoyed that he would just have to kiss me. It would be perfect.

Yeah right. 
I sighed, watching Matt forlornly, hoping he’d at least look in my direction. He didn’t.
“And your queen …” Mr. Scott pulled the paper out of the envelope and paused for a brief second, looking uncertain. I admit it, lame as it is, my heart did a little jump at the look on his face. Because my name on that piece of paper would certainly surprise him. 

Then he looked up and smiled. “Jessica Marshall.” I released the breath I had been holding in my lungs and turned to Sam with a small smile. 
“See. It was always going to be her.” I took vengeful joy in the smattering of boos that underlaid the applause, though. 

Sam shrugged. “Worth a shot.”
“Jessica, are you here?” Mr. Scott asked, obviously assuming she would still be at the hospital. But no – pure evil, remember?

She climbed onto the stage, taking the crown from Mrs. Sweeney’s hands and setting it on top of her head. “Thank you everyone,” she said into the microphone still in Mr. Scott’s hand. Her voice sounded muffled, altered by the huge bandage over her noise. In the bright spotlight, I could see that her face was swollen and bruised, and I hid a smile. She was tough, you had to give her that.

Mr. Scott shrugged, looking at Jessica incredulously, then said, “Alright, then. Time for the royal couple’s dance.”
Jessica smiled at Matt, or at least what I thought it was a smile; I don’t think she could do it too much without causing too much pain. But as she reached for his arm, he stepped forward, not even looking at her. 

“Mr. Scott. Can I just say something really quick?”
Mr. Scott eyed Matt, as if trying to decide whether Matt would cause trouble, then shrugged and handed him the microphone.

“What’s he doing?” Sam muttered in my ear. I shrugged and stared at him.

Matt looked down at the microphone for a second, then scratched his head and looked out at the crowd with a small smile. “I’ve done a lot of things lately I’m not proud of,” he finally said. “And I just want to set things straight.”
Jessica was gaping at him, or at least the best she could with a broken nose. Sadly, I was doing the same thing. 

“Jessica,” he turned to look at her. “You look great tonight… Or… well, you did… Anyway, the point is…” I think Jessica was trying to glare at him, but it was hard to tell. He cleared his throat and continued. “It’s great that you guys voted for us to be king and queen. But Jessica is not who I want to be standing up here with. She never was. I’ve been pretending otherwise, and I’m tired of it.”
I was having trouble breathing, probably because my heart had jumped into my throat. I couldn’t help hoping… But oh God, what if I’d been a complete idiot and Matt had been in love with someone else, and now he was about to profess his love in front of the whole school. I just might have to kill myself. 

Instead, I grabbed Sam’s arm and squeezed tightly, not even looking at her. To her credit, she let me. 

Matt’s face was flaming red. He opened his mouth to say more, and I leaned forward in anticipation, but instead of speaking, he shoved the microphone back into Mr. Scott’s hands. Mr. Scott just stared at it like he was afraid it would bite him. 

Then Matt turned and jumped off the stage and strode … right toward my table. 

“Oh my God,” Sam and I breathed simultaneously, and I subconsciously pushed myself to one knee on the chair to get a better view. Thank God there was no movable spotlight; I was sure it would have followed him if there had been.

With everybody watching, Matt strode up to me, wordlessly grabbed my upper arms, pulled me up to him and kissed me.

I had a vague notion that people were talking excitedly around me, and whistles and catcalls were circling the room, but I honestly didn’t really notice. I was kind of distracted by Matt’s wonderful mouth.

And then Mr. Scott’s voice in the microphone: “Um, Mr. Taylor. Mr. Taylor, if you please. Mr. Taylor, stop.”
Matt jumped away from me and spun around, grinning guiltily. I fell helplessly back against the chair, a grin of my own spreading across my face. Next to me, Sam giggled and gave me a not-too-surreptitious thumb’s up. 
“Sorry,” Matt called. 

Mr. Scott shook his head and waved his hand at the DJ. The lights on the stage flicked off and the music started again. Jessica stood unmoving on stage, her hands clenched at her side, sending me the look of death. Then Rachel and Heather grabbed her arms and pulled her off the stage, Rachel obviously trying not to smile. 

Matt turned back to me and held out his hand. “We need to talk.”
“No kidding.” I took his hand and let him pull me to my feet. He led me across the room to the exit, and I tried to ignore the stares everyone was giving us.

The blast of cold air as I pushed open the door stung my eyes, and I gasped in surprise. I suppose the smart thing would have been to grab our coats first, but hey, you can’t tell passion to wait while you get your coat. Matt pulled me over to the bench just outside the exit and we sat down. Out in the parking lot, I could see a few couples standing around talking, but nobody was near enough to identify. 

I hugged my arms around myself for warmth. Matt gave me a small smile, then took off his sweater and wrapped it around my shoulders. 

No, don’t get excited. He had a T-shirt on underneath.

“Thanks,” I said quietly, looking at the ground. Now that we were out here alone, I was suddenly too embarrassed to look at him. 
He grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Sorry if I embarrassed you back there. I just … I had to do something drastic.”
“Drastic? Why?” I forced myself to look at him, and the way he was looking back gave me goosebumps. I’d never seen him look at me like that before.

He shrugged. “Well, I was acting like such a jerk. I didn’t think you’d ever forgive me. This whole thing is my fault, really.”
I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”
He squeezed my hand again. “Let me tell you a story.”
A story. I’d prefer making out, but okay…

“There was this person,” he began, “who was in love with this other person. But the other person wasn’t interested. So this person pretended to go out with another person to make the first person jealous.”
I gave him a blank look. “Matt, what are you talking about? What does this have to do with me and Jeremy?”
He smiled slowly and touched my cheek gently. 

“I’m not talking about you.”
 “But …” My mind was slowly turning in my head, but it was so fuzzy from all the events of the night that it wasn’t making connections.

Matt shook his head. “Nat, I was only dating Jessica because nothing else was working. I figured, it worked for you and Jeremy …”

I was still confused. “But… Who were you trying to make jealous?” 
His face was growing red, and he looked at the ground. “Who am I with now?” He looked back up at me, his expression guarded.

My mouth slowly dropped open, but I was so overcome by surprise that I couldn’t do anything about it.

Matt had begun to look worried. “I’m sorry if I upset you, but I didn’t know what else to do. I thought if I helped you with Jeremy, you’d see he wasn’t right for you.” He snorted. “Boy, did that backfire. I didn’t really want to do it, but I had to try Jessica. I had nothing to lose. And I knew it would drive you nuts.” He shrugged. “I’ve waited for two years for you to notice me. I was desperate.” He turned away from me, dropping my hands and looking toward the parking lot. All I could do was stare at his profile as he spoke to me over his shoulder. “I should have known better. I knew any guy would be stupid not to see how special you are, and obviously Jeremy’s not stupid.”
I swallowed hard, still unable to talk.

 
Matt hung his head. “I know you’re completely in love with Jeremy, but I had to tell you the truth. I couldn’t stand Jessica any longer, and as long as I stayed with her, she’d keep tormenting you. Plus,” I could tell that he was smiling, even though he wasn’t facing me. “I have never been so in love with you as the moment you punched her.”

“So you’re … not in love with Jessica?” I said slowly. I’m a bit dense, I know. But hey, I’d had a rough night.


He shook his head and turned back to me. “God, no.” Disdain flashed across his face for a brief moment. “It was an act. A lie.” 

“But,” I persisted. “Your journal. You said you couldn’t wait to see her.”

“My… What?”

Oops. I cringed and looked away from him. “I found your journal at your aunt’s store. I didn’t read all of it, I swear!”

Matt let out a sharp laugh. “And you think I was talking about Jessica?”

“Well… You said you liked her curled hair.”

He shook his head, giving me an incredulous look. “Um, hello… What are these?” He tugged one of my own … curls. Oh hell. 


I about choked. “I just thought… And then you were going out with her.”
“Lies,” he repeated, then slid toward me so he was merely inches from me. My breath caught in my throat as I looked up at him. “No more lies,” he breathed. “This is what’s real.”

He gently placed a hand on each side of my face and pulled me to him, kissing me gently. 


It was just like at the ice rink, when he’d pretended to kiss me. Only this time, he definitely wasn’t pretending. I could feel it in the growing intensity of his lips on mine, the way his fingers wrapped around my hair and tugged gently. And the way the kiss didn’t end after a few seconds. 


It seemed we were there like that forever, slowly leaning against each other, oblivious to the snow collecting in our hair and on our shoulders. It was as if something magnetic was drawing us together.

And before I knew it, I was pouring everything I’d felt over the past month into the kiss – all the longing, the frustration, the realization too late that it was Matt – had always been Matt – who I wanted to be with. All the times I’d dreamed about kissing Jeremy, and none of them even compared to this.

When we finally pulled apart, I was gasping for breath, and even if I’d wanted to walk, I would have been physically incapable. My whole body felt like it was on fire.

There was bit of laughter from some people just leaving the dance, who’d apparently just had quite a show, but I ignored it. Matt’s hands were still entwined in my hair, and my hands were wrapped around his wrists. He stared wonderingly at me.


And I burst into tears.


He yanked his hands back like he’d been stung.


“I’m sorry.” He clumsily pushed away from me, his face deep red. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated.


I hiccupped and grabbed his hand, yanking him back toward me.


“Don’t be.” I flung my arms around his neck, and he patted my back uncertainly. I pulled back to give him a broad smile. “You just made my lifetime.”
His eyes widened. “You mean …”
I nodded. “I feel exactly the same way. In fact, Jeremy and I broke up tonight because even he knew I was madly in love with you. I just ... I was so stupid. I didn’t even know it until last week.” I touched his cheek, overjoyed at the fact that I could do it without feeling guilty. “And I really thought I’d blown it.”
He grinned and grabbed the hand on his cheek, kissing my fingers gently. “We were both stupid. I should have just asked you out to begin with instead of goading you with the Jeremy thing. I always make things more complicated than they need to be. I guess we both do.” He pulled me to him, holding me tightly. “Everything will be simple from now on. Like this.” And he kissed me again.

***

Ten minutes later, we walked back into the dance, hands entwined and both of us wearing goofy grins. 

It was a fast song, but Matt pulled me to him as if it were a slow one. Over his shoulder, I could see Jeremy watching us, a thoughtful expression on his face. When we made eye contact, he gave me a slow smile and nodded. Behind him, Sam was alternately grinning at me and pretending to make out with her hand. I rolled my eyes at her, then grinned back.
“Oh, by the way,” Matt said in my ear, releasing me from his arms. “I forgot to tell you something.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re not secretly married with twelve kids are you?”
He snorted, then reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper, handing it to me with a sheepish smile on his face.

I looked at him quizzically, then unfolded the paper and read the first line aloud. “Dear Mr. Taylor.” I scanned the rest quickly, then jerked my eyes back to him. “You got into NYU?”
He nodded and shrugged. 

“But ... Why didn’t you tell me?”
He shrugged again. “I guess I was a little preoccupied with being an idiot. I figured, I don’t care where I go to school, and you’re always telling me to do something with my life. So I figured, why not go where you go? I thought I might get into acting.” He winked at me.

I looked at the letter again, awestruck. “This is dated even before mine. What if I didn’t get in?”
He grinned and tugged at one of my curls affectionately. “I knew you would.”
This time it was me who made the move. I pulled him to me and pressed my lips on his.
I had a feeling we would be doing that a lot – and that was okay with me.

For once, my heart knew exactly what it wanted. 
