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Prologue
There are moments in our lives that define who we are, and who we will become. Will we be popular or outcasts? Will we be smart or funny? Will we choose to be cruel or kind?
I thought I knew who I was. I thought my defining moment had come and gone, and maybe it had. If that’s the case, then the summer before my junior year of high school held my “redefining” moment.
The moment I had to decide if I would be a victim or victor. If I’d find happiness or pain. If I’d ever get my first kiss or learn to dance. Most importantly, I had to decide if I’d settle for where life and society had boxed me in, or if I’d draw my story outside the lines.
I didn’t always make the right choices that summer. But I didn’t always make the wrong ones either. I went into summer wearing rose-colored glasses and came out with the lenses shattered.
For better or worse, I learned the world’s a brighter place without them.

 

Chapter 1
The light flickers in a zig-zag pattern across my wall, illuminating the poster of my favorite pop band, the TRBs. I suck in a deep breath but can’t stop a tiny smile. Tonight could be the night I get my very first kiss. Maybe even my first boyfriend. My stomach tingles with nerves at the thought.
The flashlight zig-zags across the wall again, and my smile morphs into a full grin at Caden’s impatience. Thankfully, I hadn’t fallen asleep yet, or I would have missed the signal that my bestie and I have been using since we were kids.
Throwing back the covers, I scoot to the edge of the bed and pull a Puffy Cheese Pop out of the half-empty bag on my nightstand. I shove it in my mouth. After a couple chomps, it dissolves on my tongue in a puddle of salty goodness. Umm. . .
I eat one more—because who can eat just one, right? Licking the bright orange cheese-coating off my fingers, I shuffle to the window to see what Caden wants.
On the other side of the ten-foot expanse that separates our houses, Caden’s window is already raised, and he’s there waiting for me. I kneel on my pillow-topped window seat, shoving my stuffed animal collection aside to push my window up as well.
“What’s up?” I ask Caden, although I have a pretty good idea his frown has something to do with his love life. Or more specifically, his lack thereof. The fact that we’re days away from the end of our sophomore year of high school and neither of us has been in a serious relationship, or even had our first kiss, has suddenly become all he can think about.
Or worry about.
Or talk about.
I can ask him if he wants pickles with his hamburger. He answers by asking if I think hamburgers are a safe bet for a first date. I get it. I’ve probably been dreaming about my first date longer than he has, but lately, he’s become obsessive. He doesn’t know it yet, but I have the perfect solution to his problem and mine.
Caden and I have lived next door to each other our entire lives. Our parents are BFFs, we’re BFFs, and my little brother, Tommy, and Caden’s little sister, Susie, are BFFs. It’s the perfect arrangement for all of us. We spend more holidays together than not. Rather than falling into the trap of feeling like he’s my brother, though, I’ve recently been considering him my boyfriend-in-waiting. I mean, I haven’t developed any sudden bursts of desire toward him, but isn’t friendship the perfect base for any great relationship?
Caden’s always been what people call “scrawny.” After his recent growth spurt, the jerks at school have resorted to calling him “bean pole.” Nice, right? I won’t even mention what the kids call me.
With my D-cup bra—while most of our classmates are a B-cup at most—and women’s-size hips, the comments are frequent and not overly creative. I’ve learned to ignore them. Mom says I’m just slow to shed my baby fat. It will go away eventually.
And Caden will grow into his height. I don’t see him as scrawny or a bean pole. To me, Caden is simply the most amazing guy ever. My closest confidant and biggest supporter. With his serious, light blue eyes and perpetually ruffled blond hair, he’s absolutely adorable. Skinny or not.
Caden rests his chin on his cupped palms, wearing a mopey expression like he’s lost his best friend. But that’s impossible because his best friend is me, and he knows I’m never going anywhere. We’re friends for life.
“Hey, Summer. Want to hang out?” Caden asks across the short expanse that separates us. “I want to talk to you about something.”
I glance at the full moon overhead. It’s the last week of school, but we still have class at eight a.m. tomorrow. I bite my lip to hold back my smile. School or no school, this would be the perfect opportunity to let Caden know I’ve come up with the most perfect solution to our kiss-virgin status. And if that kiss does turn into a relationship, all the better.
“Sure! There’s something I want to talk to you about, too. My house or yours?”
“Yours, I guess.” His voice is pensive.
I fight back a giggle at the thought of how my plan is going to cheer him right up. No more kiss-virgin status for us.
“Okay,” I say, giddy with my secret. I fling my dark braid over my shoulder. “See you in five!”
I close the window and dash to my closet. Shimmying into the tiny white shorts I wore earlier, I suck in my stomach to button them. The oversized t-shirt I sleep in is exchanged for my favorite yellow tee, and I slip on a pair of flip-flops, ready to go.
I hurry toward the door but jerk to a stop. I plan to tell Caden we need to share our first kiss so we can both stop worrying about it, and hopefully, start our perfect boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, but does that mean it will happen tonight?
My stomach does a nervous flip-flop thing as I press my lips together imagining what my first kiss will feel like. I decide tonight could be the night I find out for sure and make a pitstop in the hall bathroom. I yank open the drawer and squeeze an oversized dollop of toothpaste on my toothbrush that promises to make my breath minty fresh. Minty fresh is better than cheese pops when it comes to kissing, right?
The mirror above the sink reflects more frizz than I’d like haloing my face, so I quickly undo the braid I sleep in and rub a dab of gel between my hands to slather over the frizzies.
Dragging my bottom lip between my teeth, I eye my bare face. Caden has seen me looking both my best and my worst and loves me anyway. But tonight’s special. I want to look at least kind of cute for what I hope is about to happen.
Someday we might tell our kids about this moment, our first magical kiss when we knew we’d be together forever. I don’t want Caden remembering me with sleep in the corners of my eyes and blotchy skin.
Digging through my makeup bag, I slather on a layer of base then add some eyeliner and mascara to make my green eyes stand out. After the slightest hesitation, I slick on a layer of strawberry lip gloss. Caden always tells me I smell good when I wear it. Now he can find out how good it tastes, too.
My cheeks flush at the thought, and I press my hands to them as I stare at my reflection. My mom always tells me I’m pretty, but any nice features I have are tucked away under that layer of baby fat that’s hounded me my entire life.
But I know Caden doesn’t think of me as fat. Just like I don’t think of him as a beanpole. We’re the perfect match. I honestly can’t believe we didn’t start going out long before now.
“This is going to be amazing,” I whisper with a nod. Turning off the lights, I scamper down the stairs and out the back door, ready to begin our future together.
 

 

Chapter 2
Caden’s waiting for me, sitting on the edge of the pool with his back to me as his feet dangle in the water. I kick off my shoes and run over to join him. My feet make a slight splash as they hit the water, and I let out a gasp as the cool water rushes over my bare legs.
“Dang! It’s still cold.”
Caden looks over at me. “We ought to turn the heater on this week so we can swim at least once before I leave for the summer.”
My face falls at his reminder that he’s leaving me for almost an entire three months. I kick the water a little harder.
“Do you really have to go?” I ask. “You know my parents would let you stay with us until your family gets back.”
He shrugs and drags a foot back and forth through the water, casually bumping it into mine. “Nah, the trip sounds like fun. Our house is right on the water, and my parents have all kinds of fun stuff planned. You should have come with us.”
I scrunch up my lips. Caden and I’ve shared every vacation together as far back as I can remember. Except for the week we spent in Idaho after my grandma on my mom’s side died. But that was far from a vacation.
“Mom already enrolled me in the contemporary dance class. I’m kind of looking forward to it.”
Caden’s dark expression cracks with a half-smile as he bumps my shoulder. “Kind of looking forward to it?” he teases. “It’s all you’ve talked about for weeks.”
I blush a little bit. You know those girls that hear music and their bodies start moving along with it? Yeah, I’m not one of them. But for some crazy reason, I still love to dance, so when Mom found this adult pop music dance class for beginners and begged me to try it, I figured it was worth a shot.
“What about you?” I ask. “Are your parents still making you go to soccer camp while you’re there?”
“Yeah.” He focuses on something across the yard. “It will be good, though. I need to do something to get in shape, and I don’t see myself surviving a pile up in the other kind of football.”
I grin at him. “Football’s barbaric anyway, right?”
Instead of quickly agreeing with me like he usually would, he just shrugs again. “I’m ready for a change, Summer. I’m tired of being teased and not getting invited to parties. I’m tired of not having any friends.” He glares at the water with a frown. “I’m tired of always being on the outside, aren’t you?”
“No.” My brows draw together, and I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. “And you have friends.” I watch him from the corner of my eye as I try to make sense of his words. “You have me and Mia.” Mia’s our other best friend. She’s not as close as Caden and I are, but she’s really great.
How could Caden say he doesn’t have any friends?
A low sigh escapes Caden, but he doesn’t reply. My chest tightens likes someone’s squeezing the air out of me. Something’s so off with him tonight. He’s usually cutting jokes and being silly. I have the distinct feeling rather than inviting me out here to talk about moving our relationship to the next level, he’s trying to pull away.
I bite my lip and trail my feet in the water as my scrambled thoughts try to make sense of what’s happening. The water’s not as cold now that I’m getting used to it. My foot bumps Caden’s and a chill that has nothing to do with the water races up my leg. I yank my leg away and fight down a wave of rising panic.
I want to tell Caden my fantastic plan about us sharing our first kiss. But suddenly it doesn’t seem as great. He’s acting so strange. What if he doesn’t think it’s as good an idea as I do? What if he doesn’t want to kiss me at all?
“Umm.” I grip the edge of the pool, my short nails scraping against concrete. I hesitate, suddenly too nervous to mention my grand idea. I flick a side glance at Caden before deciding on a safer course of conversation. “What’d you want to talk about?” I ask.
Maybe I’m overthinking things, and he is just down about the whole lack of kissing subject. If I can get him to bring it up, I’ll slide my suggestion out there. Tonight could still end on a high note, but I’m starting to worry that’s not going to happen.
Caden takes a deep breath before blurting, “I’m going to kiss Chloe Grace Rankle at the dance Friday.” He turns his head to meet my eyes. The amount of resolve hardening his normally placid face shocks me.
I blink at him as too many thoughts to consciously register swirl in my mind. Finally, I tip my head and pretend to shake water from my ears. “Excuse me?” I force a grin, although the last thing I feel like doing is smiling. “I must have heard you wrong,” I say. “I thought you just said you were going to kiss the most popular girl in the senior class at the dance.”
He nods, his expression unmoving. He kind of looks like I imagine he might if he’d told me he was going to fight a medieval battle the next day with swords and axes and the promise of death.
“Caden . . .” I straighten and my lips twist in a half-smile. “How can I put this gently? Chloe doesn’t know we exist,” I blurt out, realizing there is no kind way to remind him we’re invisible to the popular crowd. “What on earth makes you think she’s going to let you kiss her?”
“I asked her,” he shoots back. He nods again, focusing on something in the darkness beyond the pool. “And she said yes.” I can all but see determination flow through his veins.
My jaw drops. Night sounds float around us, but I don’t hear the frogs calling or even the buzz of the mosquitos that are starting to hone in on us. All I hear is she said yes. I simply stare until Caden reaches over and pushes my mouth closed without looking at me.
“What? Is it so impossible to believe a girl wants to kiss me?” His voice is bitter, and I hurry to reassure him.
“That’s not what I was thinking at all.” If he only knew how many times I’ve thought about kissing him, he would have never asked that.
“Chloe dates college guys, though,” I remind him, peering at him with narrowed eyes as I absently swat at a mosquito. “No offense, but why would she want to kiss a sophomore?”
“Summer,” he turns to face me, “I’m nervous enough about this, but I’m doing it. I need you to support me.”
My head bobs automatically, and I swallow.
“Always,” I say without hesitation, although my heart is painfully being ground into dust in my chest. Caden doesn’t want to kiss the pretty me hidden under a padding of baby fat. He wants the head cheerleader with blond hair down to her waist and dimples in her cheeks to be the one he remembers as his first kiss.
Of course he does.

 

Chapter 3
“Ow! Sorry!” I slam into someone as I round the corner by my locker. My favorite blue notebook flies out of my hand, scattering papers across the floor in the math wing.
Great. Perfect. I blink and suck in a deep breath before squatting to gather everything up.
My head’s been stuffed with cotton all day. The only thing I can think about is my best friend, my supposed-to-be-future boyfriend, is days away from kissing the hottest girl in school. I still can’t believe sweet innocent Caden had the nerve to ask Chloe to kiss him in the first place, but I’m flabbergasted that she said yes.
Why would she say yes? Has she had a secret crush on him and has been waiting for him to make the first move? Is it a sympathy kiss because she feels sorry for his skinny self? I mean, I would kiss him because he’s Caden. My friend. My buddy. My pal. The one guy who doesn’t make smart comments about my size. But Chloe doesn’t know him like I do, does she? I can’t make heads or tails of the situation, and it’s stressing me out.
“Nice plumber’s butt!” someone calls as they walk by. My face flushes, but I don’t even look up as I struggle to tug my oversized shirt over the back of my jeans.
Finding cute clothes in my size that fit right isn’t always easy. My mom, bless her heart, has been trying to convince me that shopping in the Women’s department wouldn’t be the end of the world. I’ve been fighting to wear Juniors’ clothes regardless of the fact that most juniors aren’t shaped like me.
My whole body burns with embarrassment thanks to my stubbornness. I love my new jeans. They have multi-colored hearts trailing down the washed-out blue leg. But now I wish I’d given the women’s jeans a fair chance instead of trying to look cute. Not that I’d known in advance I’d be squatting in the hall in front of everyone, pushing my low-rise jeans well past capacity.
“Sorry about that,” a deep voice says beside me, jerking me from my internal rant. For the first time, I realize I’m not on the floor alone.
Looking over, I see Issac Black crouched beside me with a stack of my scattered papers in his hand. Gorgeous, muscular, cool-kid Issac Black. Great. Perfect. There is no way he missed the plumber’s butt comment.
“You whipped around that corner so fast, I couldn’t avoid you,” he says, ignoring my burning cheeks, and thankfully not bringing up my unfortunate jean-fail. “I think I got all your papers.”
He searches the area for any escapees before standing and holding out a hand to help me up. Issac Black is a junior and everything Caden and I are not: popular, outgoing, and super hot. He could easily run in Chloe Grace’s circle, but for some reason, he keeps to himself for the most part.
And I’m holding his hand and staring at him like an idiot. My cheeks burn even brighter, and I yank my hand from his, stuttering a thanks as he gives me my stuff.
“No problem.” He flashes me a sexy smile and my weakness, dimples, appear. “Are you going to the end of the year dance?” he asks, still smiling. I blink at him. We have art together, and he’s smiled at me a few times and even held the door for me once or twice, but we’ve never said more than “hi” before today. I’m trying to find my voice to answer his simple question when Justin Pierce snags his arm as he walks by.
“Get a move on, Black. We’re going to be late,” Justin says without a glance in my direction.
Issac lets Justin drag him along, walking backward a few steps, keeping his eyes on me. “See you in class, Summer.”
Thankfully, he turns before my jaw drops. He knows my name. Issac Black knows my name. I guess it’s a small thing, but the fact that he knows my name and was nice enough to help me pick up my stuff in all kinds of ways makes up for the cruel plumber butt comment. Stars flicker at the edges of my vision.
“What was that?” My friend Mia grabs my arm and hisses, bouncing up and down on her toes.
I shake my head and cradle my notebook and papers to my chest. “He knows my name,” I say dumbly, watching him make his way down the hall.
“And he asked if you’re going to the dance!” Mia lets out a squeal that draws unwanted attention from everyone nearby. I shush her, although I’m on the verge of letting out a squeal myself.
“I’ve noticed him watching you,” Mia says. At my incredulous look, she gives a nod that has her hair swinging. "Have you ever talked to him before? He’s so dreamy. Do you think he’ll ask you to the dance tomorrow?”
My eyes widen at the thought of Issac Black watching me. I decide Mia has either been imagining things or is stretching the truth to make me feel good. I learned early on that guys like Issac Black don’t watch girls like me.
Mia’s waiting for answers to her list of questions. I take a second to run back over them.
“No. Yes, he is. And are you on drugs?” I joke. There’s no way someone like Issac would ask me to the dance. And like I said, even though I might like to dance, that doesn’t mean I should be allowed to do it in public. I’m hoping the dance class this summer will at least teach me basic rhythm.
When I can’t see Isaac anymore, I finally look down at Mia. I’m only five-five, but I tower over her. I’m not even sure if she tops five feet, although she fights fiercely to claim that number. She’s petite and has the cutest little pixie face and matching haircut to go with it. But right now all I see is shock in her wide brown eyes, and I’m sure my expression is mirroring hers.
 “Would you dump Caden for Issac?” Mia asks in a furtive whisper, darting glances around to make sure no one’s listening.
My heart falls at the reminder of Caden, and I feel my lips bow down as my brows furrow.
“Caden has set his sights on Chloe Grace.” I start walking toward our next class still clutching my notebook like a shield against the pain of that reminder.
“What?” Mia screeches. “Why? How?”
I still wasn’t real sure about the why and how, but I tell her what I know. “He asked to kiss her, and she said yes, I guess.” I raise a brow and shrug. I still can’t believe it myself, but I know Caden wouldn’t lie about something like that, so it has to be true.
“But why?” Mia gives me an owlish look. “Chloe snaps her fingers and guys come running. Why would she agree to kiss Caden? Pity?”
“Be nice,” I say, but without any bite. Pity had been my first guess, too, but it sounds disloyal to Caden when I hear it said out loud.
Caden is amazing. Any girl would be lucky to date him if they could get past his social awkwardness. He’s great when we’re alone, but in a crowd, he’s prone to freeze up or say something goofy.
The fact that I’d thought he might kinda-sorta like me when he could have someone like Chloe is simply embarrassing now. I’m so thankful I didn’t dump out my entire plan of spending the rest of our lives together last night. I feel queasy thinking how close I’d been to doing just that.
“To answer your first question,” I continue, setting my notebook on my desk and sticking papers back in it, “not that Issac would ever be interested in me, but if he was, dropping Caden wouldn’t be an issue since he’s set his sights on Chloe.”
I catch Mia’s sympathetic look from the corner of my eye but ignore it. She knows about my plan of moving from friendship to more with Caden. I wish I hadn’t mentioned it to her now that I know Caden’s not on the same page.
The class gets rowdy as it starts to fill. It’s hard to tone down the excitement with summer vacation only a few days away. No one interrupts us, though. Mia and Caden and I kind of live in our own bubble. Other than an occasional fat joke—or skinny joke in Caden’s case—I sometimes feel we’re invisible to the rest of the school.
“Ugh,” Hanna Jones says from beside me. “I forgot my pencil.”
I tap her on the shoulder and hand her mine. I have two more in my purse. She gives me a surprised look, like maybe she forgot I sat beside her, which perfectly proves my point. She takes the offered pencil with a quick “thanks” before turning back to her friends and forgetting about me once again.
Mia, Caden, and I aren’t popular or unpopular. We’re just kind of ignored. I know it’s bothered Caden for a while. He’s determined to break into the popular crowd, but I’m okay with how things are, and I think Mia is, too. I’m happy with my two best friends. I don’t really need anyone else.
“What’d your mom say about you taking the dance class with me?” I ask Mia, hoping to turn the subject from my lack of a boyfriend.
Mia grins at me and her head bounces while she digs through her purse to pull out lip gloss. “She said yes! We’re going to have the best summer. Dance every morning. Swimming and tanning at your house every afternoon. Spying on my sister’s hot college guy friends every time she brings them home.”
I laugh. Mia’s happiness is infectious and eases the sting of Caden’s rejection. I mean it’s not like I put myself out there to officially be rejected, thank goodness, but if he felt anything toward me besides friendship, he wouldn’t be so excited about kissing someone else.
Even if she is beautiful and popular and probably a great kisser from all the experience she’s had, if rumors are to be believed.
I want to get mad at him.
At her.
At someone.
But I can’t. If there’s anyone to be mad at, it’s me. I should have let Caden know I was interested long ago. I’d stupidly thought he’d be there whenever I was ready.
 
 

 

Chapter 4
“So, you’re going through with it?” The windows separating our rooms stand wide open, and I watch as Caden slicks back his blond hair in the mirror. He’s dressed in creased dark blue jeans and a light blue button-down shirt. The jeans hang loose on his thin frame, but that does nothing to detract from his cuteness factor. Not in my eyes, at least.
“Stop asking me that,” he snaps without turning to look at me. I lift a shoulder without comment. I have asked him some version of the same question about ten times a day since he told me about his big kiss.
“I still don’t get it. Are you and Chloe friends? Does she owe you a favor? Has she been flirting with you?”
Caden’s shoulders rise and fall with a heavy sigh as he turns to face me. “Summer, just accept it, okay? I asked her. She said yes. We’re kissing tonight. The end.”
“If you say so.” I glance at the time on my phone. It’s only four-thirty. “Why are you getting ready so early anyway? The dance isn’t until eight.”
Caden squirts on some cologne, and it’s not long before the heavy fragrance drifts to my window and tries to strangle me. It’s not a bad smell. It’s just strong. I try to hide my cough. Hopefully, the scent will tone down before Chloe has a chance to smell it.
“Susie’s play is tonight. We’re going to dinner before the play, then my parents will drop me off at the dance after.”
“And then you’ll kiss Chloe Grace,” I can’t help but say.
“Summer.” His voice holds a warning note, and he meets my eyes in the mirror. I lift my hands in surrender.
“Sheesh. Fine. Sorry. I won’t say another word about it.” I pretend to lock my lips and throw away the key.
He crosses to the window with worry lining his face. “Sorry for snapping at you. I’m nervous, you know? Here’s this beautiful older girl who’s had tons of boyfriends, and even more kisses, who’s going to kiss me. I honestly don’t know why she agreed to do it, but I’m sure she’ll be mentally ranking my kiss with every other one she’s ever had. That’s a lot of pressure.”
He runs his fingers through his hair, ruining the slicked-back look he had going. I think it looks much better a little rumpled.
“I have all these thoughts going through my mind that my lips might be too soft or too firm or too wet or too dry. Do I go for tongue, or stick to lips only? And what the heck do I do with my hands? Do they stay by my sides? Do I put them on her waist?”
I see panic in his eyes, and as much as I’m not on board with this kiss, my heart goes out to him.
“If I do it wrong, Chloe Grace has the power to destroy me. She could tell the entire school I’m a sucky kisser. Then who will ever want to go out with me?”
I bunch my lips to the side. “I hadn’t even thought about that.” A first kiss is nerve-wracking enough, but yeah, kissing a popular girl like Chloe Grace really could make or break the rest of Caden’s high school career. As his best friend, it’s up to me to make sure Chloe doesn’t break it.
Sucking up my jealousy, I lean out the window. “Okay, no one wants a sloppy wet kiss.”
Caden blinks at me, probably surprised by my words, but he leans out his window, closing the distance between us, listening intently.
“And there’s got to be a middle ground between soft and firm lips. You want Chloe to know you’re there, but you don’t want her to think she’s kissing a stone.” Caden nods slightly, hanging on my every word.
“I’d say your hands go on her waist. Lightly. Keep a little distance between you, and see if she moves in. Tongue is going to have to be dependent on how the kiss goes,” I say, sounding like an expert on the subject even though he’s perfectly aware I have no more experience than he does. Some things you just know, though.
“You start with lips only,” I tell him, thinking it out, “but if the moment lasts long enough, it would probably be worth chancing a bit of tongue.”
My heart falls at the thought of Caden’s hands and lips on another girl, much less his tongue, but what else can I do? His happiness means more to me than my own.
“And take a toothbrush with you. Or some mouthwash. You don’t want to kiss her smelling like onions.”
“You know I hate onions.” He narrows his eyes at me.
“You know what I mean. Your first kiss should be minty fresh.” I swallow hard, remember how minty fresh my breath had been the night I’d thought I’d be the first one kissing Caden.
Caden nods again and shakes out his hands releasing a deep breath. “That’s great advice, Summer. All of it. I’ll take some gum with me, too, just to be sure. Are you sure you haven’t been kissed yet?” He’s teasing, but his words make me sad.
“Nope, but you know I’ve given it some thought.” Apparently, what he doesn’t know is that he’s the one I think about when picturing my first kiss. I shake my head and force away my gloomy thoughts. “So, how are you going to do it? Are you going to kiss her on the dance floor, or after the dance?”
Caden looks grim but determined. “We’re meeting behind the gym at nine-thirty. That’s all I know.”
I watch Caden, sensing his nervousness as if it’s my own. I twirl a strand of hair around my fingers. “It’s going to go great,” I tell him with a confident nod. “Chloe’s probably at her house right now, trying to figure out the best way to kiss you.”
Caden stares at me for a minute before we both burst out laughing. “No, she’s not,” he says.
“No, she’s not,” I agree with a smile.
“Caden!” I hear his mom call. “Time to go.”
Caden glances toward the door before looking back at me. “Thanks for being here for me, Summer. You really are a great friend. I’m going to miss you this summer.”
A lump instantly fills my throat. As if it’s not bad enough Caden’s kissing another girl tonight, he and his family leave in the morning for their vacation. I’m not sure how I’ll survive without him for an entire three months. Thank goodness I’ll still have Mia.
“We’ll text you every day,” Caden promises, snatching a pack of gum from his dresser. “I expect to see some hot dance moves when I get back.”
He shoots me a smile. Tears fill my eyes, but I blink them back and beam a bright smile at him.
“I’ll see you tonight at the dance,” I tell him, unable to say goodbye yet.
With a wave, he disappears out his door, and it’s not long before I hear his parent’s SUV start and pull out of their driveway. I stay in the window, letting my tears fall for a few minutes as it hits me what a pivotal moment this is in our lives.
Will Caden and Chloe start dating after their kiss? Will he meet a cute girl on the coast over summer break? Where will our friendship stand come fall?
Wiping my wet cheeks with the back of my hand, I suck in a deep breath, then close and lock my window. There’s something so final about it, as if Caden and I will never lean across the divide between our houses to share secrets again.
I clench my jaw and turn to my closet. I don’t know why I’m being so melancholy, but I need to get over it. Tonight Mia and I are going to have fun at the dance, even if we don’t actually do any dancing. I’m not going to ruin the night by thinking about Caden and Chloe all night.
At least I’m going to try not to.
Black stretch pants with a high waist and a belted yellow shirt get thrown into my bag along with a pair of black sandals. I’ll be getting ready for the dance at Mia’s house. Her older sister offered to help us with our makeup and hair. I hope I can put Caden out of my mind long enough to enjoy it.
 

 

Chapter 5
Mia opens the door, and I instantly sense something’s off. She won’t meet my eyes, and she looks guilty. Mia’s about the sweetest person ever. I can’t imagine what she has to be guilty about.
“What’s wrong?” I give my mom a quick wave as she backs out of the driveway then follow Mia inside. She bites her lip and cuts a look at me from the corner of her eye. “There’s something you need to see.”
She hurries through the living room with me at her heels and closes the door as soon as we get to her bedroom. Soft music plays from the speaker beside her unmade bed.
A poster of the TBRs hangs on her wall, too. Beside it is a cork board loaded with pictures of her and Caden and her family and me. Everything looks normal.
My mind whirls, trying to imagine what has her so upset.
“Oh, Summer. This is so bad.”
By now, I have knots in my stomach. “What? Are you sick? Grounded? Just tell me.”
I toss my bag on her bed, and set the plate of homemade cookies Mom sent with me on Mia’s desk. Mia snags a cookie as she plops down and opens her computer.
“I was scrolling through some social media while waiting for you,” she says, taking a bite of cookie, “and I saw this.”
I grab a cookie for myself. It’s still slightly warm from the oven, and the chocolate chips are nice and shiny, in that middle ground right between melted and hard. Yum. I take a gooey bite then rest my free hand on the back of Mia’s chair and peer over her shoulder at the screen to see what has her so agitated.
A picture of Chloe Grace stares back at us. She holds a cute little pink piglet and wears a wicked smile. 
Check back at 9:45 to see a real pig lover.
I swallow as my mind races. Mia shifts in her chair to face me. “I think she’s planning to prank Caden.”
My eyes widen. “No!” But even as I say it, in my heart, I know Mia’s right. Caden’s meeting Chloe at 9:30 and she expects to have something to post at 9:45. I finish off my cookie in two large bites.
Mia nods. “Chloe has like a zillion followers, and she keeps them happy by posting far out stuff all the time. I think she’s going to trick Caden into kissing her pet pig somehow and then post pictures of it.”
I flop back on Mia’s bed and frown at the ceiling. “That would be so mean. Caden said they were kind of friends. She wouldn’t do something like that to him, would she?”
Mia swivels on her chair to face me and raises a brow. “Of course she would. She’s probably been pretending to be his friend to trick him into something like this.”
“Maybe this doesn’t involve Caden at all.”
I sit up, trying to think of scenarios that don’t end in Caden being humiliated in front of the entire world. “She’s cuddling that pig like it’s her best friend. Maybe a ‘pig lover’ is a good thing in her world?”
Mia sets the remainder of her cookie back on the plate and gives me a pitying look. “I don’t know,” she says. “I’m pretty sure Chloe’s up to something.”
The knots in my stomach tighten. “Caden’s going to be crushed if he finds out this was all just a big joke to her. I don’t think he thinks she likes him as more than a friend or anything. But I know he thinks the kiss is legit.”
“Maybe we can convince him he doesn’t want to kiss her. We’ll tell him she has a cold sore on her lips.” Mia sits up straight, her entire face brightening.
I wrinkle my nose at the thought. “I’ve been hounding him about this kiss all week. He finally told me to back off. He’s not going to listen to anything else I have to say about it.”
Mia sits back and sticks her thumbnail between her teeth as she thinks. “Okay. If he won’t listen to you, we’ll show him this picture and tell him what we think Chloe has planned. He can make his own decision after that.”
I kick my foot back and forth, leaving lines in the beige carpet as I try to decide what to do. “Knowing she only agreed to kiss him in order to embarrass him is only one step better than actually being embarrassed. I don’t want to have to tell him something like that.”
Mia nibbles her nail some more before hopping up. “I’m going to ask Lexi what she thinks.”
I stand with her, grabbing her arm. “You can’t tell your sister about this. What’s she going to think about Caden?”
“Lexi’s cool and she likes Caden. She was also one of the popular girls in high school. Maybe she’ll be able to think like them.”
That kind of made sense. The popular kids sometimes seemed like another species to me.
“Fine,” I tell her. “But she has to promise not to say anything about this to anyone else.”
“Lexi saying something about this is the least of Caden’s worries, but I’m sure she’ll be okay with that.”
Mia hurries from the room, and comes back quickly, followed by her sister. Lexi is slightly taller than Mia but has the same adorable pixie look. She wears her hair long though, and tonight, it’s twisted up in a cute, messy bun.
“Hey, Summer,” she says in greeting before getting right to the point. “What’s the big secret?”
I imagine as a beautiful twenty-year-old college student, she has much more important things to do than hang out with her little sister and me. She looks from Mia to me and crosses her arms over her chest.
“We think Caden’s in trouble.” Mia scrambles back into her chair and enlarges Chloe’s post before scooting over so Lexi can see the screen.
“Ugh, not Chloe Grace,” Lexi says before reading a word. “We cheered together my senior year. She was a sophomore, and let’s just say she’s not a very nice person.”
Her words aren’t a surprise. I didn’t think anyone, except maybe her mother, would call Chloe Grace a nice person. It just makes me more certain that Chloe has something mean in store for my sweet Caden.
I’ve already committed Chloe’s post to memory, so instead of re-reading it along with Lexi and Mia, I grab another cookie and watch Lexi’s expression as she reads it.
Her head tips to the left, and her eyes narrow more with each word. My nerves skyrocket. I’d hoped she would laugh the whole thing off with a simple explanation that had nothing to do with Caden getting hurt. She certainly isn’t laughing.
“What’s this have to do with Caden?” Lexi pushes her long hair over her shoulder and glances back at me.
Mia spills the whole first kiss story before I can say a word. Which is probably a good thing, considering the lump that grows in my throat as I watch Lexi’s expression fall. I stuff the rest of the cookie in my mouth and swallow hard to get it down.
“I think you’re right,” Lexi says without hesitation, destroying the simple explanation I’d desperately hoped she’d offer for Chloe’s weird post.
“So, are you going to tell Caden about this?” she asks, planting her hands on her hips.
Mia looks at me, and I shrug. “I don’t want to hurt him.” My words come out slowly. I don’t want him to get hurt. I also don’t want him to think I’m trying to destroy his first kiss by making up stories about his dream girl. He’s already told me to lay off about the kiss.
Lexi taps her foot. “You don’t think finding himself in a compromising position with a pig instead of a hot chick is going to be hurtful?”
I drop my eyes under her raised-brow stare. “Maybe we can talk to Chloe. Convince her to forget about whatever she has planned.” There might as well be a question mark on the end of the sentence from the way my voice rises on the last few words.
Mia snorts, and I shoot her a glare. “Get real, Summer. When’s the last time Chloe ever talked to us?” She taps a finger on her chin and pretends to think. “Um, never,” she answers her own question before continuing. “Why do you think she’d listen to what we have to say about this? Or anything, for that matter.”
Lexi shakes her head. “Mia’s right. Chloe already posted this. She has to come through if she wants to save face with her followers.”
“So, we have to tell Caden,” I say quietly, wondering if he’ll even believe me, or if he’ll think I’m making it all up to stop him from kissing Chloe.
Lexi drops on the bed and tucks her legs under her. She’s petite like Mia, and her thin tanned legs are topped with a tiny pair of pink gym shorts that say Hot Stuff across the butt.
I try not to be jealous, but I can’t help the thought that crosses my mind that the only words that would ever be printed across my butt would be Wide Load.
“Not so fast.” Lexi’s words come out thoughtfully, and I twist around to face her.
Mia bounces on the bed beside her sister with an eager smile. “I know that look! She’s coming up with a plan!”
Lexi grins at her. “What if someone else kisses Caden before Chloe and her pig get to him?”
I narrow my eyes at Mia, wondering how on earth Lexi thinks Caden is going to randomly kiss someone else and think it’s Chloe. Mia just keeps smiling at her sister as if this is the best idea she’s ever heard.
“I’m not so sure Caden’s going to accidentally kiss another girl and think he’s kissing Chloe,” I voice my concerns. I don’t want to offend Lexi. I mean, I appreciate her trying to help us. I’m just not sure she’s on the right track.
Lexi focuses on me, taking in everything from my hair to my waist to my feet. I wrap my arms around my stomach and start to squirm under her intense inspection.
“What?” I finally ask, unable to take her appraisal any longer.
“Caden is supposed to meet Chloe behind the gym at nine-thirty, right?”
Mia and I nod in unison.
“Well, Chloe has to send him a message to meet her a little earlier, and one of us has to show up to kiss him.”
I blink at her, and even Mia’s smile falters as her brow wrinkles.
“Lexi,” Mia says, “Caden isn’t going to kiss one of us and call it good. This entire thing is about him kissing the Chloe Grace.”
Lexi grins. “And that’s who he’ll think he’s kissing.”
At our blank looks, she rolls her eyes but continues, “We’ll have Chloe tell him she’s shy and he has to keep his eyes closed, or the deal’s off. He’s going to be so worked up thinking about this kiss, I doubt he’ll have a problem with keeping his eyes closed. It will make everything a little less nerve-wracking for him and easy for one of us to slip in, give him a quick kiss and slip away. When Chloe shows up, Caden will be long gone. She’ll probably think he chickened out and will try to find some other unsuspecting guy to pull her prank on.”
“And Caden will still think he shared his first kiss with Chloe.” I picture the scenario. I see a hint of potential in her plan, but there are enough holes in it to drain a pot of spaghetti. I’m not sure it’s doable. “Um, that’s a great idea,” I say, trying to sound appreciative. “I’m just not sure how we’re going to get Chloe to go along with it.”
Lexi doesn’t answer right away. Her face is bright with excitement, but I don’t really like the way she’s still studying me. The cunning look in her eyes is setting off alarm bells in my head, and it doesn’t take long to realize I’m right to be concerned.
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 6
“What do you mean ‘I have to kiss Caden?’” I shriek. I spin around to face Mia and Lexi, and their twin expressions of innocence make my heart start to pound like a bass drum.
“You and Chloe are about the same height,” Lexi says, and Mia bobs her head in agreement. “He’d have to bend down to kiss either of us, and I’m pretty sure no matter how nervous he is about this big kiss, he’d still notice the height difference. And Chloe has a fuller figure than us,” she continues. “If Caden put his arms around one of us, he’s going to know we’re not Chloe.”
I splutter at the absurdity of their words. “Chloe has a ‘fuller figure,’” I restate. “She’s not fat. He’ll know I’m not her if he puts his arms around me!”
“You’re not fat!” Mia jumps off the bed and grabs my arms, glaring at me. “I don’t want you to ever say anything like that again.”
I shake my head and let out a huff. “However you want to put it, you know good and well I have a, um, ‘fuller figure’ than Chloe.”
“You can hold his hands,” Lexi says, sounding inspired. “That way he won’t try to put his arms around you.”
I continue to shake my head at the insanity of this plan. No, I don’t want Caden to get hurt, but I don’t want to get hurt either.
“What if he opens his eyes?” I ask.
Mia bunches her lips to the side, deep in thought. “I know.” Her face brightens, and she rummages through her dresser drawers, pulling out a black sleep mask. “Chloe will tell him he has to put this on when he goes behind the gym and can’t take it off until she leaves.”
I let out a chuckle. “There’s no way any of this is going to work. No offense. I appreciate you trying to help, but Chloe isn’t going to tell Caden to do any of the things you want her to. And I’m not kissing him.” I cross my arms and glare at both of them.
Yes, I thought I wanted to share my first kiss with Caden, but not if he thinks I’m someone else. But the only other options I can think of are to tell him Chloe’s only using him for some kind of prank, or not tell him anything and let him end up the center of her joke.
I bunch my lips to the side, pretending not to see the sisters exchange a smile.
“What?” I finally ask, as their grins grow bigger.
“We’re going to steal Chloe’s phone,” Lexi says. “We’ll text Caden from it with the new plans and erase the texts before we give it back.”
“That’s brilliant.” Mia bounces back on the bed. “We’ll change the time to meet, tell him he has to wear the mask, and then you’ll swoop in for the big kiss. It will be over and done before Chloe even gets there.” She brushes her hands together with a smug look.
I sit on Mia’s window seat and gaze outside. The cherry tree near her window is covered in pink blossoms. Bees are circling it like it’s an all-you-can-eat buffet. Which for them, I guess it is.
I love Caden. He’s my very best friend. Yes, it hurt that he wants to kiss Chloe instead of me, but that doesn’t make him any less my friend. I don’t like the idea of tricking him, but it’s not like he and Chloe were going to start dating. It was a one kiss deal.
Chloe’s graduating. He’ll probably never see or hear from her again. Maybe, just maybe, Lexi’s plan could work. I chew on my lip for a minute before turning to Lexi and Mia.
“So, what’s the plan?” I ask, and both girls squeal in unison while Mia bounces up and down on the bed on her knees.
“This is going to be so great,” Mia says. “For once, Chloe’s not going to get away with her cruel little scheme.” She gives me a sly smile. “And you and Caden will both get your first kisses.”
My cheeks insist on heating up at the thought.
“We need to start getting ready,” Lexi says. “I’ll take you two to the dance, and go in and distract Chloe long enough for you to snatch her phone and text Caden. After that, it’s up to you to do the smooching.”
Lexi and Mia giggle.
“Stop it.” I slap my hands over my fiery cheeks before moving them to my queasy stomach.
“I don’t know if I can do this,” I say, and I’m not in any way joking, but Mia ignores me and drags me to the bathroom while Lexi pulls out a basketful of cosmetics.
“You’ll be fine.” Mia perches herself on the counter and watches as Lexi starts dabbing goop on my face. “You can’t tell me you’ve never thought about kissing Caden.”
I watch my cheeks take on a fluorescent shade of red in the mirror. “You know I have,” I grumble. “But I thought I’d be doing it as myself, not as some experienced kisser like Chloe.”
Lexi snorts. “That’s a nice way to describe that girl,” she says. She blots at my makeup with a damp cosmetic sponge. “Kissing is one of the most natural experiences in the world. When it comes down to it, you’ll know what to do.”
Mia laughs. “Not very helpful, Lex. What if Summer’s kissing instincts don’t kick in automatically?”
I’d given Caden instructions on the perfect kiss, but who’s to say I had a clue what I was talking about. I swallow and wonder if I have any kissing instincts, and what the odds are of them “kicking in” when I need them.
Lexi is sweeping a shimmering eyeshadow over my eyelids, with her bottom lip caught between her teeth as she concentrates.
“They’ll kick in,” Lexi says earnestly, but at Mia’s prodding, she adds, “Go for gentle. Light touches, slow movements. You can always let things heat up from there, but this way the poor guy won’t feel attacked—like you’re trying to eat his face off.”
“Ew!” Mia laughs, and I grimace, earning a scolding from Lexi.
“Keep your face still,” she says. “Unless you want to end up looking like a clown.”
Clown is not the look I’m going for tonight, so I instantly smooth my expression into a placid look, but my insides are churning with worry. “Maybe we should get someone else to kiss him. Someone with a little more experience than me.”
Lexi shrugs. “The more people who know about this, the more likely it is that someone will let the whole thing slip. It’s one thing to protect Caden from that witch Chloe, but to have him find out he’s been protected ends up making him a laughingstock, after all. I really think the safest bet is if no one outside this room knows anything about it.”
What she says makes sense. And I kind of like the thought that Caden and I would share our first kiss after all. Even if he never knows it.
“What if he knows it’s me?” I ask as the thought hits me. “We’ve been friends our entire lives. He knows my favorite perfume, and what kind of toothpaste and even deodorant I use. He’ll be furious if he thinks I’m trying to trick him into kissing me.”
Mia slides down from the counter and starts pulling things out from under the sink. “Let’s see. We’ve got deodorant, hairspray, mouthwash, perfume.” She dumps an armload of items in front of me. “Do you use any of these brands?”
I shake my head.
“Perfect! You’re going to use all of them tonight. Caden won’t be able to see you. He’ll only touch your hands. And you’ll smell like a combination of me and Lexi. He’s not going to have a clue it’s you.”
I nod slowly. I’m still nervous, but I’m getting drawn in. As long as we can get Chloe’s phone, this crazy plan just might work.
“And there you go.” Lexi steps back so I can have a clear view of my reflection.
I stare in awe, lifting my hand to my cheek before she slaps it away. “No touching. You don’t want to smear your makeup.”
“Wow.” I lean close to the mirror, wondering how I can be looking at me, but not me. “I look so different.”
“You look amazing,” Mia says. “Look how long your eyelashes are. Can you make my eyelashes look like that?” she asks Lexi.
“No,” Lexi says shortly. “You have to have something to work with in the first place to end up looking like that.” As Mia’s face crumples, Lexi adds, “You can wear my falsies, though.”
“Yay!” Mia claps her hands together, and I want to laugh at her excitement over false eyelashes, but I’m still overwhelmed by how hot I look.
“Can you show me how to do my makeup like this sometime?” I ask Lexi.
“Sure! You have gorgeous features. And those bright green eyes are to die for. You should always play them up.”
I can only agree with her as I leave the bathroom to get dressed while Mia gets her turn at a makeover. I wonder what Caden will think when he sees me tonight. Would he have wanted to kiss me instead of Chloe if I always looked like this?
I tug on my black pants, pulling them up to my belly button before slipping on my shirt. Is this what it takes to win a guy? I’m all about fixing up and looking nice, but would I even want Caden if he only liked me for the way I looked?
Wow. My thoughts have run away from me. Who says Caden would ever want me at all, no matter how I look? I go back to the bathroom so Lexi can curl my hair. Mia’s fluttering her false eyelashes, and I laugh at her.
“Be careful you don’t bat those things too hard,” Lexi teases, “or you might just fly away.”
Mia sticks her nose in the air. “That’s exactly what I’m trying for.” We all laugh while Lexi does our hair and regales us with tales from her days of cheerleading with Chloe.
It sounds like Chloe’s always had a bit of a mean streak, and it makes me think tricking Caden to save him from her is a good idea after all.
I’m still not sure how we’re going to pull everything off, but Lexi and Mia seem confident enough for all three of us. I only hope they’re right.
 

 

Chapter 7
The dance is underway when we get there. The gym is decorated in a beach theme with colorful fish suspended from the rafters and fake waves taped to one wall. Most of the kids are dressed in shorts and tank tops.
It doesn’t take long to realize I’m overdressed in my long black pants and long sleeved shirt. After the ‘plumber’s butt’ incident, I didn’t want to take a chance of showing any more skin than necessary.
Mia’s wearing capris so I’m not the only one not in shorts, but I still feel out of place, and I’m scared to death about our scheme to save Caden.
“Maybe I should go back home and change.” I stop walking, and Mia bumps into me.
“You look fantastic,” Mia tells me. “You’re just nervous about kissing Caden, but it’s all going to be fine. Lexi has everything planned out.”
She has everything planned out except for the fact that I’m freaking out so much my armpits are sweating past the ample deodorant Mia squirted on me, and my legs are literally shaking. I guess if nothing else, I should be thankful I didn’t do something stupid like wear high heels tonight. The last thing I need to do is fall in front of everyone.
Lexi’s checking out the room, probably looking for Chloe and her crowd. I’m a nervous wreck. There’s no way I can pull this kiss thing off. I grasp Mia’s arm, pulling her a couple of steps away.
“I think you should do it,” I tell Mia with an enthusiastic nod. “You kiss Caden. At least you’ve been kissed before, so you have some experience to draw on. He’s going to know I’m not Chloe as soon as his mouth touches mine, and he realizes I have no clue what to do with my lips. Much less my tongue.” I freak out a little. “Do you think there will be tongue?”
Mia removes my hand from her arm, giving it a quick pat. “Calm down. You have as much experience as I do when it comes to kissing. That kiss with Ryan Suthers does not count. It was wet and slobbery.” She closes her eyes and shudders. “I’m pretty sure all he did was use his lips to smear spit around on mine. I refuse to claim that as a first kiss, so I have just as little experience as you do.”
Mia must have seen the panic in my eyes because she softens her voice when she continues. “You heard Lexi. You’ll know what to do when the moment comes. It’s going to be fine,” she repeats, but I don’t believe her anymore this time than I did the first time she said it.
“Apparently, that’s not always the case, or Ryan would have done a little better job initiating you to the world of kissing.” I sound a little snarky, but I can’t help it. I’m freaking out.
“Eh.” She wrinkles her cute little nose, shrugging. “Maybe that’s how he likes to kiss.”
I shake my head and dart a look around the gym before it lands on Chloe Grace. She sits at a table surrounded by all her popular friends, looking like a queen with her court. A ripple of laughter escapes her, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s laughing about what she has planned for Caden and her pet pig.
Caden texted me a few minutes earlier saying he was on his way, but I don’t see him yet. I almost texted him back to tell him to check Chloe’s post, but the thought of how hurt he’d be to see she’s simply playing him keeps me from doing it.
A lot of things have to fall into place to make Lexi’s plan a success tonight, but it may actually work. And if it does, Caden never needs to know he’d almost been the brunt of a senior joke.
Lexi comes over to us. “Chloe’s over there.” She tips her head toward Chloe’s table.
“I’m friends with half the kids sitting with her, so it won’t be too strange for me to go say hi, but you’re going to have to be quick with her phone. She’s already checked it three times since we got here. If she notices it’s missing, our whole plan goes up in smoke."
Mia and I stare at the table of popular kids and nod. Butterflies zoom around in my stomach, and from Mia’s stoic expression, I have a feeling she’s as nervous as I am. Even if she won’t admit it.
We’re doing this for Caden, I remind myself. If anything goes wrong, he’ll understand we’re only trying to protect him. Won’t he?
“It’s already eight-thirty. We have a lot to do in the next forty-five minutes if my plan has any hope of working,” Lexi says. “Are you two ready?”
Mia slings her oversized bag over her shoulder and takes a deep breath. “I’m ready for my part,” she says with her eyes fixed on Chloe.
“And I guess that means I’m ready for mine.” I let out a sigh. I’m so not ready, but it looks like this is happening. “We really need to do this before Caden gets here, anyway. If he sees us with Chloe, he’s going to have questions.”
“All righty, then.” Lexi takes off with a confident stride, walking around the dance floor, smiling and saying hi to the people she recognizes.
Mia and I stay right on her heels. We aren’t nearly as popular as Lexi, but a few of our friends wave as we pass them. I try to smile, but my entire face feels brittle.
“I don’t think I can do this,” I hiss out of the corner of my fake smile. Mia jabs me with her elbow.
“You already are,” she says, and she’s not wrong. I’m walking toward the cool kids’ table, prepared to steal a phone and save our friend’s reputation. Oh. My. Gosh. This is so not a normal day in my very typical, very boring, life.
“Summer!” a voice calls my name. I look around to see Issac Black working his way through the crowd and heading straight toward me. I give Mia a desperate look, unsure if I’m more stressed by the fact that a gorgeous guy is heading my way, or that he might throw a wrench into our entire scheme.
“Talk to him.” Mia gives me a shove in his direction. “But be quick about it!”
I stop while Mia and Lexi continue on to Chloe’s table. I can see Chloe’s sparkly pink phone from here, sitting beside her glass of red punch, and nod to myself. Everything is going like Lexi said it would, I just have to get rid of Issac.
“Hey, there.” Issac stops in front of me with a friendly smile. He’s dressed in a pair of loose, dark blue shorts and a white t-shirt that’s just snug enough to show off his muscular arms and pecs.
His hair’s short on the sides and longer on the top, and it still looks wet, like he just got out of the shower. I drink in every detail about him before moving back to his beautiful green eyes. Just standing this close to Issac Black is a treat.
“Hi,” I say, wrapping my fingers together and giving him a shy smile. “Enjoying the dance so far?” I peek over his shoulder to see Lexi laughing with her old friends while Mia is urging me to hurry.
Issac looks around and shrugs. “One school dance is about the same as the next.” He looks back at me with a sexy half-grin. “How’d you end up doing on that final art project?”
My brows dip. Issac wants to talk about school? “Um, not bad,” I tell him, deciding I don’t care what he wants to talk about. I’m just thrilled he’s talking to me. “I ended up with a B overall, though. What about you?”
He shrugs. “I got an A. I’ve always liked art.”
I nod and twist my fingers together nervously not sure how to reply to that. “Um, yeah, art’s cool.”
Art’s cool? I mentally roll my eyes. Here I always accuse Caden of being socially awkward, but the first time a cute guy tries to have a conversation with me, I forget how to converse.
Issac’s sexy half grin fades to an even sexier serious look as he gazes into my eyes. “So, I don’t know if you came here with anyone, but I wanted to ask you to dance with me.”
My heart gives a hard jolt. Issac Black just asked me to dance. Tingles race through my body. Tingles I never get from Caden, I manage to think in some far recess of my mind. I look from Issac to the dance floor, which is crowded with kids who have at least basic dancing skills, and let out a nervous laugh. I want to say yes to Issac, more than almost anything, but I need to get back to Mia and Chloe. Plus, I have no doubt me attempting to dance would end poorly.
I wrinkle my nose. “You’re asking the wrong girl, unless you’re hoping for someone to stomp on your nice clean shoes.”
We both glance down at his bright white sneakers, and the corner of his mouth kicks up in a grin.
“You can’t be that bad,” he says. “And who’s to say I won’t be the one to leave a footprint or two on your shoes?”
Watching the graceful way Issac moves through a crowd is confirmation that he’s not going to be the one stepping on toes on the dance floor. Even though I’m tempted, Mia’s now frantically waving me over.
If we don’t send a text to Caden from Chloe’s phone with the time change, the entire plan’s off. I can’t risk one dance with a cute guy for my best friend’s happiness. No matter how much I might want to.
“Thanks, Issac. Really, I’m flattered you’d trust your feet in my vicinity, but I promised I’d hang with Mia until our other friend gets here. Maybe I’ll see you around?” I ask the last part hopefully, totally confused why Issac is even talking to me, but hopeful that he’ll do it again.
After we rescue Caden.
Issac steps back with a look that somehow resembles disappointment. “Sure,” he says, tucking his hands in his front pockets. “I’ll look for you later.”
He easily maneuvers through the dancers and disappears into the crowd. I stare after him in shock. Why is he being so nice to me? Does he have a joke of his own to play, only with me as the target?
Issac’s a loner, like I’d said, and he doesn’t have a rep for being cruel like Chloe, but I can’t come up with any other reason why a hot guy like him would ask a fat girl like me to dance.
Yeah, that plumber’s butt comment didn’t do my self-esteem any favors.
I shoot a guilty look over my shoulder, thankful Mia can’t hear my thoughts. I don’t need her chewing me out again for thinking I’m fat.
Mia stands behind Chloe’s chair and is staring daggers at me by this point, so I hurry over to her. Lexi raises her brows at me but continues telling her friends all about college life.
“I saw her enter her code,” Mia whispers to me. “It’s 5545.”
 I nod.
“You ready?” she asks.
“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”
With a practiced move, Mia slings her giant purse over her shoulder, hitting Chloe’s punch in the process and knocking it over.
“What the hell!” Chloe jumps to her feet, her face screwed up in shock and anger. She starts brushing at the punch running down her arm.
“I’m so sorry! Let me help.” Mia leaps into her role, dabbing at Chloe with a paper napkin. “That punch is going to be sticky when it dries. Let’s get you to the bathroom so you can wash it off.”
“Leave me alone, you spaz. No, offense,” Chloe offers to Lexi. “Help me clean up,” she orders her friends. At her command, three girls all rush off to the bathroom with her.
I’ve already slid her phone off the table and have the code punched in. Thankfully, it works, and I go straight to her texts. Caden’s name is right on top. Her last message to him was only minutes ago and says, “I can’t wait for tonight.”
The witch. I text out the time change and instruction to put the mask on, deleting my text as soon as it sends. He’s quick to reply that he got the message, and I delete that too, before sliding the phone back on the table.
I nod at Lexi, and she wraps up her conversation. “Well, I just wanted to pop over and say hi since I was here. Tell Chloe bye for me.”
Everyone gushes how great it was to see her again, and I wonder how popular she was during high school. She’s always just been Mia’s sweet older sister to me. I can’t imagine her ever being like Chloe and her friends.
Mia and I follow Lexi to the door. Lexi pulls the face mask from her purse and dangles it from her finger with a grin. “I’ll leave the blindfold on the doorknob to the gym,” she tells us. “The rest is up to you.”
I’m quaking in my shoes, but I lean in to give her a quick hug. “Thanks for helping us. You’re really awesome.”
She laughs and pushes her hair over her shoulder. “I am awesome, aren’t I?” She sends us a wink and is out the door.
Mia lets out a giggle while I slouch against the wall. “Did you hear Chloe screech? You’d think someone had covered her in hot tar, not spilled a little punch on her arm.”
I give her a weak smile. Chloe’s overreaction was pretty funny, but that was the easy part. Now, I have to kiss my best friend and make him believe I’m that prissy, over-reacting popular girl.

 

Chapter 8
Mia and I hide beside the gym and peek around the corner. The faint sound of music carries from inside, but otherwise it’s pretty quiet. I’m glad to see no one else decided to come back here to make out.
The sleep mask dangles from the door handle as Lexi promised. All that’s left is for Caden to get here on time so we can kiss and get out of here before Chloe shows up.
I don’t imagine the kiss will take more than a minute or two, but what do I know?
“What if he figures out it’s me?” I ask Mia for the hundredth time.
“He’s not going to.” She pulls her perfume out of her bag and sprays me a few times for good measure.
I cough as the perfume goes straight to my lungs. “Who needs breath freshener?” I mumble, tasting nothing but flowery perfume.
“Here.” Mia unwraps a stick of gum and holds it in front of my mouth.
“Juicy Fruit?” I pout, frowning at the gum. “I wanted to have minty breath.”
“Beggars can’t be choosy.” She sticks the gum in my mouth. “Now be quiet. He should be here any second.”
Caden texted, telling us he was running late, but I know he won’t risk missing his nine-fifteen appointment. It’s nine-fourteen now. Mia’s right. He’ll be here soon.
“Shh,” Mia grabs my arm and shushes me although I haven’t said a word. “He’s here!”
I hear footsteps hurrying against the sidewalk and seconds later Caden appears around the opposite corner of the building. He sends a sweeping glance around the area, and Mia and I jerk back against the wall.
“Do you think he saw us?”
“Nah,” Mia whispers, her back pressed against the wall. “He would have said something if he had.”
She’s probably right. We give him a few seconds before peeking around the edge of the building again. Caden is standing there with the blindfold on. I almost didn’t think he’d go along with that request.
It goes to prove how badly he wants this kiss. I hope my inexperienced lips won’t be too much of a disappointment. The upside is, at least if the kiss sucks, he’ll blame Chloe, and not me.
“Here goes,” I tell Mia, heaving a deep breath of air. I force my legs to walk forward and cup my hand to check my breath. Juicy fruit-y. I can live with that.
Caden stiffens as I get close. “Chloe?”
I nod and remember he can’t see me. I dart a worried look to Mia. She gives her hands a crazed wave and mouths, “Say something!”
“Yes, it’s me,” I whisper, making my words as breathy as I can and praying Caden won’t recognize my voice. “Are you ready to do this?”
“I am,” he says. “But why the blindfold?”
I look at Mia again, and this time, she just shrugs. I didn’t expect this to involve any talking, just a quick kiss. I’m not prepared for his question.
“Um. It might be hard to believe, but I’m kind of shy. I’ll be self-conscious if you’re looking at me.”
“You’re so beautiful. You should never be self-conscious. . .” My heart thuds at his sweet words until he adds, “. . .Chloe.”
Ugh, right. Chloe’s the beautiful one. I’m the fat friend who’s not worth kissing. My armpits are sweaty, my hands keep shaking, and something deep in my heart aches. This is so not how I imagined my first magical kiss.
“Let’s just do this, okay?” I whisper, ready to be done with the whole ordeal.
“Okay.” Caden holds out his hands. After a slight pause, I step closer and take them. He dips his head, and my eyes lock on his lips. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I dart a quick glance at Mia. She’s nodding and giving me two thumbs up.
Sucking in a deep breath, I rise on my tiptoes to touch my lips to Caden’s and realize I can’t go through with this. I can’t steal his first kiss when he wants it to be with someone else.
For better or worse, I can’t trick Caden into kissing me.
“Caden, wait,” I say out loud.
Caden hesitates, tipping his head to the side. “Summer?” He steps back and tears off the blindfold to stare at me. I see so many emotions roll over his face it’s dizzying. I can only imagine how he’s feeling.
I bite my lip and wait for him to take the situation in. His eyes narrow.
“What are you doing here?” he asks. “Where’s Chloe?”
I shoot another look to Mia. She stares at me wide-eyed with both hands over her mouth. She’s not going to be any help.
I really wish we’d discussed the possibility of something like this happening and worked through some scenarios because I’m drawing a blank. Do I tell him what I think Chloe had planned, or make up a lie to ease the pain?
I quickly realize it’s not much of a decision. Just like how I couldn’t trick him out of a kiss, I can’t lie to him about Chloe.
“Mia saw this thing Chloe posted online.” I lick my lips before firing off the rest of it. “It looks like Chloe was setting you up as a joke. She planned to have you kiss her pet pig instead of her and then post a picture of it.”
Caden stares at me. I try to read his expression. Is he mad at me? Hurt about Chloe? Disappointed that he still isn’t going to get his first kiss?
For the first time in our lives, I just can’t tell what he’s thinking. It’s unnerving and again makes me feel he’s pulling away.
Caden closes his eyes, and I see him swallow. My heart goes out to him. I don’t know what he expected from Chloe, but it wasn’t this.
“Maybe,” I say, licking my lips again. “If you wanted to, you know, you and I could kiss. Get that first one out of the way so we don’t have to stress about it anymore.” I’m not sure if I’m offering for him or me, but suddenly our first kisses seem like a burden I’m ready to just be done with.
I peek up at Caden through my lashes, leaving the thought hanging as nerves ricochet my heart around in my chest like a pinball.
Caden opens his eyes. Baby blue tinged with a hard edge of pain. Ah, Caden. I hate that I’m the one to hurt him.
“Or, maybe I’m wrong about Chloe,” I say, trying to make him feel better, although I don’t believe it. “I can disappear,” I tell him, thinking that’s the best idea I’ve had all night. “You can talk to Chloe when she shows up. Maybe she really does want to kiss you?”
My heart pounds so hard my chest starts to hurt. I’m so nervous. I don’t know how I let Lexi and Mia talk me into this, and now I don’t know how to get out of it without humiliating either myself or Caden or both of us.
I take a step back, and Caden grabs my arm. “Let’s do it,” he says so softly I barely hear him. “Let’s get this stupid kiss out of the way.”
Not exactly romantic, but I nod. It was my suggestion after all. I’m willing to share my first kiss with Caden.
Caden lowers his head, and I close my eyes, breathing hard as we move close. Suddenly our noses collide.
“Ouch.” I jerk back.
“Umph,” Caden mumbles.
We go through a stupid dance of tilting our heads to the same side again and again until finally we both tilt to the right. Caden’s lips land on mine so hard my teeth rub against my inner lip. I wince.
Neither of us moves. It’s not exactly my dream kiss, but we are definitely kissing. Goosebumps race down my arms and a small sigh escapes me.
I don’t know if it’s the noise from my sigh that pushes us into action, or maybe that instinct Lexi was talking about, but suddenly we both start moving at once.
Our lips brush together lightly before Caden increases the pressure. I step closer, letting out a slight gasp as his tongue traces my lips before I part them. He’s forgotten the gum, but that’s fine. Pizza breath isn’t the worst thing ever.
Saliva soon coats my mouth, and somewhere in my mind I scold Caden for not taking my kissing advice about no one enjoying a sloppy wet kiss, but it’s okay. I can look past it. My thoughts are consumed by the feelings flowing through me. I’m kissing Caden. Caden’s kissing me.
I move my hands to his shoulders while his settle at my waist. The kiss remains clumsy and the excess moisture makes me want to gag, but I can forgive all of that because it’s with my best friend. I’m sure things will get better if we practice enough.
“Oh, my gosh!” A loud voice shrieks before light floods my eyes. I stumble away from Caden as he jerks his head to the side to see Chloe and her friends staring at us. Chloe holds the piglet that was in her post under her arm and half of her friends have their phones pointing at Caden and me, no doubt recording us.
A look of pain crosses Caden’s face. I don’t think he fully believed that Chloe planned to set him up, but the squirming pig in her arms is proof. I want to drag him away from the laughing fools, away from the embarrassment and teasing I know is about to ensue. I want to do whatever it takes to shield him from the pain I know these kids are eager to dish out, but before I can, a shout stops me.
“Wow! We got a picture of him kissing a pig, anyway. This is going to be better than if he’d kissed Julie. People think she’s cute.”
I shoot a confused look at the laughing faces around us. Mia appears at my side, grabbing my hand in a tight hold.
“Think she’ll oink for us?” one of the guys asks, and it finally hits me that I’m the pig they’re talking about. My breath catches in surprise. I look to Caden for support. I can handle the teasing. I don’t like it, of course, who does? But as long as my friends are by my side, the words of practically strangers can’t hurt me. But as I watch, Caden backs away from me, his haunted expression swinging between me and Chloe and her crew.
“Caden, wait!” I call, frowning at him as he continues to back away. But he doesn’t stop. He slowly shakes his head before spinning away and pushing through Chloe’s friends, leaving me to face them alone.
I stand there, unable to move as I watch him go. He’s not sticking up for me. He’s not taking my hand and dragging me away with him, like I’d planned to do for him if he’d been the target of their teasing.
I swallow. My throat feels raw, dry, like I’m trying to swallow a mouthful of sand, and my thoughts bounce around out of control, while I try to make sense of the last few minutes. If I’m not mistaken, Caden looked like he wasn’t just embarrassed to be caught of video, kissing behind the gym. He was embarrassed to be caught kissing me.
Phones are still pointed at me, and the pig in Chloe’s arms lets out a snuffling sound that everyone finds hilarious.
“We’ll use that as a voice-over,” someone calls. “You’re going to get so many new followers from this, Chloe.”
My eyes meet Chloe’s condescending look as everything starts coming together. Chloe’s going to post the video of Caden and me sharing our first kiss. Something that should have been private and special is going to be tossed out into the world for everyone to see. “Don’t do this. Please,” I add, only to be met with laughter.
“If you don’t want to be a piggie, maybe you shouldn’t eat so much," someone yells from the back of the small crowd that’s gathered to witness my humiliation.
I can’t think straight. The laughter and talking become a buzz, and my vision blurs. I can’t believe these kids are being so cruel. Yes, I’m overweight. I’m the first person to admit that, but a pig? What did I ever do to deserve any of their wrath?
“Come on.” Mia wraps her arm around me, and half drags me as we scurry past the gym and away from Chloe’s crowd to the parking lot. “I’m calling Lexi to pick us up.”
I stumble a couple of times because I can’t see anything but the look of horror and maybe even disgust on Caden’s face when he’s caught with me. I can’t make sense of it. Sure he was embarrassed to be caught making out behind the gym. So was I. But even in my shocked state, I know it was more than that. He wasn’t just embarrassed to get caught. He was embarrassed to be seen kissing me.
Mia helps me hunker down behind a car tire, effectively hiding us from the world. She doesn’t say anything while we wait, but her grip on my hand is the only thing keeping me from losing it as I replay the scene over and over in my mind.
When Lexi screeches into the parking lot, Mia helps me inside the car and buckles me up like a toddler before climbing in the front. I want to protest that I can buckle my own seat belt, but honestly, I don’t think I’m capable of even forming the words.
“What happened?” Lexi asks, and I hear real worry in her voice. “Summer’s as white as a sheet.”
Mia shakes her head. “Just get us home, okay. I’ll tell you later.”
The car ride passes in silence, but my brain is anything but quiet. I replay each second of tonight from my sloppy, first kiss with Caden to his horrified expression as he all but ran away from me. I have a sick feeling he would have been happier kissing Chloe’s pig.
There’s a ball of fire in my chest. Embarrassment, humiliation, and anger all wrap together, tightening so much I can hardly breathe, but I don’t make a sound. I can’t. My emotions are frozen.
“Summer,” Mia fiercely whispers. “Are you okay?”
My best friend bailed on me when I needed him the most. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be okay again.
 

 

Chapter 9
“Summer?” I pry my burning eyes open and find Mia right in my face. “Oh, thank goodness,” she says, pressing a hand to her chest. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to wake up.”
I frown at her and stretch, shoving my hair off my face.
“Why would you think that?” I ask, but even as I say the last words, it all comes rushing back. The kiss. The cruel comments. The betrayal.
“Please tell me last night didn’t really happen.” I drop my arm over my eyes and let out a low moan as my stomach clenches. Mia doesn’t reply, so I move my arm to peek at her. Her cheeks are bright red and she won’t meet my eyes.
“What?” I ask, unsure if I want to know.
Her eyes flick to mine and she bites her lip.
“Tell me.” I’m not looking forward to whatever she’s hiding, but I’d rather just get it out in the open, like ripping off a bandage rather than dragging it out.
Mia sighs. “Chloe posted the video from last night.”
I let out a heavy sigh, not really surprised. “Ugh. Of course she did. And I even asked her not to.” I sit up. “Well, let’s see it,” I say, resigned to watching myself kiss the boy I’ve known my entire life, and finding out he’s embarrassed of me. I’ve replayed the moment a thousand times, and that’s the conclusion I’ve come to. My best friend was embarrassed to be caught kissing me.
“It’s not very nice.” Mia pushes her laptop behind her like hiding it from me will make me forget about it. “Why don’t we go have some breakfast? Dad made pancakes.” She gives me a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, and my heart starts to race.
 “Mia,” I draw out her name in warning. I know she’s trying to protect me, but I don’t need to prolong the inevitable. “Just show me and get it over with. You know I’ll see it eventually. And how bad can it be, anyway? I kissed Caden. Not that big of a deal.”
Mia shakes her head and moves the computer farther behind her, but I get up and take it from her half-hearted grip, setting it on her desk. I prepare myself for fresh humiliation. But nothing could have prepared me for this.
The video starts with Caden and me kissing. Then these piggy, snuffling noises start, and it looks like I’m the one making them.
Fine. Stupid and immature, but I can handle it.
The camera moves around to show me from behind, only someone has edited a real pig’s butt over mine. A little note pops up that says, “Actual pig’s butt has not been resized for this video!”
The wide pink piggie cheeks align with my hips, and I see the muffin top above them that my shirt can’t hide. It’s been a long time since I’ve really checked myself out from behind. A quick glance to make sure I don’t have a panty line is about all I can usually handle. Now, I’m confronted with a full-on view of what the rest of the world sees when they look at me.
I swallow and resolutely watch until the end, realizing the worst part is yet to come. Yep, there it is.
My hands clench in my lap as Caden pulls away from me. He looks toward the camera first and his brows knit when he sees Chloe with a pig cuddled in her arms.
But it’s when he looks at me that his expression twists. He looks upset, regretful. Maybe even disgusted. The video ends there, giving me plenty of time to memorize that look as it haunts me from the screen.
My heart shatters a little and I drop my head to my hands.
“Am I really that terrible?” I whisper, as the first tear plops on Mia’s desk. “Am I so disgusting that my lifelong friend can’t bear to have anyone know he lowered himself to kiss me instead of Chloe?”
Mia’s arms are instantly around me. “Stop it! I doubt that’s what he was thinking at all.” At my pinched look, she changes her tune. “Caden’s a jerk,” she says. “A scrawny, mean jerk who doesn’t deserve a friend like you. We were trying to help him.”
“The whole plan sounds so stupid now,” I say with a moan. “What was I thinking? He planned to kiss the most popular girl in school and had to settle for me instead. Of course he was disappointed.”
Mia gives my shoulders a shake. “Stop talking about yourself like that! You’re gorgeous, and you’re an amazing friend. Everything hit Caden really fast last night. Now that he’s had time to think about it, I’m sure he’s going to call, thanking you.”
The tiniest bit of hope creeps into my chest, and I rub away my tears as Mia bolts out of the room, returning seconds later with a box of tissues. I know Caden and his family are already on their way to the coast to start their summer vacation, but he’ll have his phone with him. Maybe he’ll call soon, and we can laugh about the entire disaster and put it behind us.
“Here.” Mia hands the tissues to me with a sympathetic smile. I whip out a couple and blot the rest of my tears away.
“Scroll back on that video about halfway.”
“Summer, no. You are not going to torture yourself by watching that drivel again and again.”
I don’t argue, just rewind the video myself, stopping at the view of me from behind.
“Do I really look like that?” I ask Mia, taking time to study my frozen image more carefully. I try to look at the image impartially. It’s not me on the screen. Just some other poor girl who became the brunt of a joke.
Looking at myself in this detached way is a little easier. Those aren’t my arms with fat dangling from them like a pendulum. And that puffy cheek that’s angled just right to make it into the shot is a stranger’s.
I swallow hard. “I look like I have mumps,” I say. “Do I always look like that?”
Mia gives me a long-suffering sigh. “You do not look like you have mumps. You look like my best friend in the entire world. The girl who would do anything for the people she cares about, like try to save them from being made fun of. You’re beautiful Summer Murphy, and if you can’t see that for yourself, well, I’ll have to knock some sense into you.”
Mia scrunches up her tiny fists and sends one into my upper arm. She’s pretty puny, so there isn’t a lot of force behind the punch, but I actually feel the fat on the back of my arm jiggle from the impact.
“I somehow didn’t realize I’d gotten this big,” I admit. “I mean, I’m not in denial or anything. I just have a mental image of myself, and it’s about half this size.”
“I’ve heard the camera adds ten pounds,” Mia says. “That’s why so many Hollywood actresses are stick thin. They have to be to look normal.”
“But this…” I gesture toward the computer screen. “Were there ten cameras on me?”
“Ugh!” Mia throws her hands into the air and stomps out of the room, returning a couple of minutes later with Lexi. She crosses her arms and cocks her hip. “Tell her how gorgeous she is,” she demands of Lexi.
“Summer.” Lexi squats beside me, laying a hand on my forearm. “Are you okay? I never expected Chloe to do something this cruel.”
I shrug. “Recording Caden puckering up for a real pig wouldn’t have been much nicer.”
She runs her fingers through her long silky hair, and I wonder how long she’s been up. Her makeup is on, her hair looks freshly straightened, and she’s dressed in a cute coral tank top and bright red shorts. Maybe she wakes up this gorgeous.
“I’ve been trying to get Chloe to take the video down.” Lexi lets out a loud sigh.
“And let me guess, she won’t.” I can’t keep the bitterness from my tone. I don’t need Lexi to answer. This post has thousands of likes already. There’s no way Chloe’s going to take it down simply because Lexi asks her to.
“I have a few more tricks up my sleeve. I can call in some old favors with mutual friends.”
I hold up a hand. “Don’t worry about it. By now everyone’s already seen it anyway. It’s not going to matter if she takes it down or not.”
I can’t quit staring at my image on the screen. I’ve always had a layer of baby fat. I thought it was just part of who I am, and that it would somehow magically vanish on its own someday. But this is more than baby fat.
No wonder Mom tries to get me to shop in the Women’s department. From behind, I look like a heavyset, middle-aged woman. And I’m not even sixteen yet. I don’t know how I haven’t realized it before now. Maybe I have been in denial.
“This is all my fault.” I’m so fixated on myself, Lexi’s words startle me.
“What?” I blink at her. She looks like she’s fighting back tears. Her words register, and I shake my head. “No, your plan worked. We just didn’t count on Chloe showing up early with all her friends.”
“But I should have planned for that. Summer, how can I make this up to you?”
I’m shaking my head again, about to tell her not to worry about it when I notice again how cute and put together she looks, even though it’s first thing on a Saturday morning.
I glance at Mia. Her pixie cut is standing on end right now, but she’s trim and healthy looking. I bite my lip and wonder if I’m crazy to even be thinking what I’m thinking. Can Lexi help me get in shape and fix up a little?
I meet her eyes. “You don’t owe me anything,” I clarify. “Chloe’s video isn’t because of you, but. . .” I stop, uncertain if I’m willing or able to go on.
“What is it?” Mia’s the one to ask.
“Can you make me look like you two?” The words tumble out, and both sisters simply stare at me until my cheeks start to burn. “Sorry. Forget it. It was a stupid idea.”
“Hold on,” Lexi says, tilting her head to study me. “What do you have in mind?”
I stare at the wide pig butt that perfectly lines up with mine before letting out a heavy breath.
“I was thinking about a full-fledged makeover.”
 

 

Chapter 10
“That would be so fun!” Lexi looks to Mia, and Mia claps her hands, nodding her agreement. “Makeovers happen to be my specialty. Just ask the Squirt here.”
“She’s the one who convinced me to chop off my long hair and embrace this pixie cut.” Mia turns her head from side to side and her short hair swings through the air.
I reach up and protectively gather my hair into a ponytail, giving Lexi a leery look as my stomach does a nervous flip. “I don’t know if I’m quite ready to lop all my hair off.”
Mia comes over and closes her computer with a click of finality.
“I think we can all use a summer makeover.” Lexi laughs. “I’ll teach you how to do your makeup the way I did it last night. Let’s grab some breakfast, and then we’ll work on our tans. It’s gorgeous out.”
Lexi’s excitement about my makeover helps lift my mood. Yes, Chloe’s video is humiliating, but it’s not the end of the world. I’ll feel even better after I talk to Caden. With everything that happened, I haven’t even had time to think about our kiss, but I do so now.
I’d hoped for some of that instinct Lexi was talking about to kick in, but it never did. I hate to admit it, but overall, the kiss was pretty gross. I let out a quick sigh. There’s one good thing about it, and it’s that I shared it with Caden. That makes it special. I’m sure Caden will think so, too. Once he has time to get over his embarrassment.
Lexi’s already heading to the kitchen, and Mia stops in the doorway to look back at me. “Coming?” she asks.
I clench my hands in my lap and dart a glance at my phone on her nightstand beside the bed. “You go ahead. I’ll be right there.”
“’kay. But hurry up. We need to get our summer started!” She gives her hips a sassy swing, and I laugh at her.
We do need to get our summer started. I’m already feeling better. Chloe and I aren’t friends. We aren’t even acquaintances. Her little stunt was mean, but reflects more on her than me. Once I have everything cleared up with Caden, I’m going to put the entire situation behind me.
I hurry over to my phone and go straight to my text messages. My phone’s on silent. Caden’s probably been sending texts all night to make sure I’m okay. I need to reply before he gets too worried.
I have a ton of unread texts and make the mistake of clicking on one from a number I don’t recognize.
“Oink, oink, Little Piggie. Or should I say fat sow?!!”
My entire body freezes as I stare at the pink pig emoji that ends the text. I can’t breathe and hot tears sting my eyes. Why would someone feel the need to send me a text about that awful video? How’d they even get my number?
I swipe a hand across my eyes and quickly scroll past more numbers that I don’t recognize, forcing myself not to open any of them. There has to be at least one text from Caden in here.
I’m sure this morning was hectic as he and his family finished up all their last-minute packing so they could get on the road, but he must have seen the video by now. He’d be worried sick about how I was holding up.
I go down to my last unread text then slowly scroll back up again. Not a single thing from Caden. I double check to make sure I haven’t missed a call from him, but there’s nothing there, either.
I set the phone down and stare out the window. Caden was upset last night, but he loves me. At least as a friend. The only reason I can think of that he wouldn’t be reaching out is if he somehow hasn’t heard about Chloe’s post yet.
I give my head a brisk nod. That has to be the case. He’s been so busy helping his family get everything together for their trip that he probably hasn’t even been on any social media. I bite my lip. And he’s probably driving now.
For all I know, Chris and Susan, his parents, might have imposed a social media ban for the day. They’re prone to doing things like that from time to time, saying it increases their quality time together as a family.
That has to be it. I pick up my phone again and type out a quick text, hitting send before I can chicken out. “Wow, last night was rough, right? Call me so I can explain.” I don’t know what else there is to explain, but we definitely need to talk.
With a nod, I start out of the room with the phone in my hand. I glance down at it, and some type of intuition tells me it’s better not to carry it around with me all day. The last thing I need is to get “oink” texts every few minutes. I toss the phone to the bed and make my way to the kitchen.
Mia and Lexi are at the table. Mia’s halfway through a short stack of pancakes, and Lexi’s working on an apple while reading something on her iPad.
“Help yourself,” Mia says around a bite of pancakes. “Food’s in the oven.”
“Smells great. Did your parents already eat?” I take a plate from the cupboard, as at home here as at my own house, and open the oven to snag a couple of warm pancakes. Before I stick my fork into one, the picture of me with a wide butt and a curly pink tail flashes before my eyes.
“You know,” I close the oven door and straighten, “fruit sounds really good this morning. Okay if I grab an apple instead?”
“Sure.” Mia tips her head to the fruit bowl on the counter top filled with apples, a couple of peaches, and a plum. I choose a shiny red apple and wash it off before sitting between Mia and Lexi. I take a big bite. It’s crisp and juicy, just how I like apples, but I can’t stop myself from giving Mia’s syrup-drenched pancakes a longing look.
Mia catches my look. “There are plenty of pancakes, really. Help yourself.”
“Somehow people who’ve seen Chloe’s post are getting ahold of my number,” I say instead of answering her.
Lexi looks up from what she’s reading, and Mia stops eating. I try to keep my voice calm, but I can’t stop the small tremor that runs through it. “I probably have like a hundred texts from strangers who think they need to comment on my oinker status.”
“I’m going to kill that girl.” Lexi pops out of her chair and marches out of the room with her long ponytail swaying before I can stop her.
I give Mia a worried look. “I didn’t mean for her to do anything about it.”
“Lexi knows what she’s doing,” Mia says, giving my arm a rub. “Were there any supportive messages, or were they all harsh?”
I pop a shoulder in a nonchalant shrug, although my stomach feels full of lead instead of the one meager bite of apple I’ve managed to choke down so far.
“I only read one,” I confess. “I looked at my phone to see if Caden texted me, and I saw all these strange numbers. I didn’t have to read more than one to know they all had to do with Chloe’s post.”
“People are so stupid!” Mia snaps, slapping her palm against the table. The plates rattle, and her juice splashes out of her cup.
“Easy there, tiger,” I joke with a small laugh. Watching Mia get angry is like watching an inch-tall fairy throw a temper tantrum. More amusing than scary. But it’s the thought that counts. “Look,” I tell her. “I’m not going to give those stupid comments another second of my thoughts. Let’s finish eating and go to my house. We can lay out by the pool. Think Lexi will come?”
Mia’s chest rises with a deep breath. I can tell she’s not done being mad yet, but she’ll let it go for me. Because that’s what kind of friend she is.
A tiny niggle of guilt worms its way into my thoughts. I’ve always put Caden first when it came to him and Mia. Not that I’m mean to Mia, but there’s been more than once that I’ve canceled plans with her when Caden suggests we do something last minute. And Mia never complained.
My excuse was that Caden was my bestest-best friend simply because we’ve been friends forever, but how good of a friend has he really been? While I canceled on Mia to spend time with him, he canceled on me when anything else came up.
I’ve always made excuses for him. I know his desire to be popular and move in other crowds besides ours. But that was kind of sucky of him. And kind of sucky of me.
“Mia?” I scrunch up my nose. “Have I ever told you what an amazing friend you are?”
“Maybe once or twice,” she quips, but her smile tells me how much the words mean to her.
“You do it now, or your next four years at Central U will be miserable.” Lexi’s raised voice carries from the other room. Mia and I exchange side glances. “You don’t want to test me on this.” Lexi’s voice is laced with a steel I didn’t know hid under her dainty figure. “She’s my friend. What you do to her, you do to me.”
Lexi storms back into the room with rosy cheeks and fire in her eyes. Her phone lands on the table with a clatter before she takes a deep breath and brushes her hands together. “That’s taken care of. So, how are we starting our summer makeovers?”
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 11
Ten laps later, I’m flat on my stomach on my red beach towel, panting for air and debating just how badly I want to get in shape.
“Look at you.” Mia barely moves from her lounge chair, but she does push her sunglasses up with one finger to look at me. “That was awesome.”
My heart’s pounding like a locomotive, and I still haven’t caught my breath. I don’t think awesome is the best way of describing it. I can’t believe how out of shape I am.
“You could have joined me,” I huff, irrationally irritable.
“Nah, I would have been in your way.”
It’s true. Our pool is pretty tiny. It’s more of a play pool than a competitive lap pool.
“I might swim a couple of laps later,” Mia adds. She closes her eyes and lets her red-framed sunglasses fall back into place. “Or maybe I’ll lie here until I’m nice and crispy.”
Without meaning to, I compare her cute little yellow bikini with my black boy shorts and industrial strength swim top all covered with an oversized blue tank top. Even with all that, my dimpled thighs still aren’t hidden.
I can’t pinpoint when I moved from “baby fat” to plain ole “fat-fat.” Some part of me hadn’t even noticed, and the realization hits me hard now.
No wonder Caden wasn’t happy to share his first kiss with me instead of the beautiful Chloe Grace. I let out a heavy sigh.
“Stop thinking about it,” Mia orders without opening her eyes, letting the sun do its work on her tan.
I prop myself on one arm. “Stop thinking about what?” I ask, sincerely confused. There’s no way she knows I’m wondering how I’ve managed not to notice I was fat.
Mia huffs but sits up and swings her legs over the side of her chair. “You know what,” she snaps. “Last night. Chloe Grace and her friends are stupid, but you never have to see any of them again. School’s out, and they’ll be in college next year. No one else is going to care about their stupid joke, so you have to put it behind you. Starting right this instant. Don’t let Chloe Grace ruin our summer,” Mia ends on a pleading note that has me nodding my head.
“You’re right.” My stomach starts to untangle itself from the pretzel shape it’s been clenched in since the dance.
“Chloe and I don’t have any of the same friends or even go to the same places. I’m sure her post about me has already been buried by a hundred others. The worst of this is already over, isn’t it?” There’s a hopeful flutter in my chest that maybe the worst really is over. If only I could get ahold of Caden and make sure he’s not upset, I’d feel a lot better.
“Exactly!” Mia hops off her chair with a clap of her hands. “Last night sucked, but starting right now, we’re still going to have the amazing summer we planned out.”
“Along with makeovers.” I stand with a grin. “You have the best sister ever.”
“I do, don’t I?” She grins.
Lexi passed on tanning with us so she could go buy face masks and nail polish and who knows what else for our makeovers this afternoon. And she stood up to Chloe for me with her phone call during breakfast. Best sister ever doesn’t even scratch the surface of the adoration I have for that girl.
Mia sits beside me, sticking her toasty legs in the water, letting out a hiss as the cold washes over her. “What we need to be talking about is Issac Black.”
My head spins as I face her. “Why would we talk about him?” I ask as calmly as I can, considering a jolt, that feels much like I imagine getting struck by lightening would feel, races through me at just the mention of his name.
“He likes you,” Mia says with a confident nod and a smug smile.
I shove her. “He does not!” I almost shout the words, unsure why they terrify me so much.
“Face the facts, Summer. He was all sweet to you in the hallway at school, and then he nearly tripped over himself, racing to talk to you at the dance. He likes you.”
My jaw drops at matter-of-fact words. Is it possible that a hot guy like Issac Black could like a fat girl like me?
“What?” Mia yells. “Don’t ever say that again. You are not fat.”
Heat that competes with the full sun overhead radiates from my cheeks. “I said that out loud, didn’t I?” I scrunch up my shoulders and wrinkle my nose, feeling guilty.
“You did.” She pokes a finger in my arm. “And it better never happen again. You’re smart and funny . . .”
“Oh, wow.” I lie back on my towel and cover my eyes with my arm. “You just gave me the smart and funny title. I really am fat.”
“. . .and beautiful,” Mia continues, undeterred. “Unlike Chloe Grace, you’re beautiful inside and out. Issac would only be too lucky to date a girl like you.”
I keep my arm over my eyes, unable to look at Mia yet. The warm scent of her tropical sunscreen fills the air. Birds sing from the shade of the trees lining the yard. I try to let myself relax. As my second best friend in the world, I shouldn’t be embarrassed around Mia, but I am. About my weight, and about her theory that Issac might actually like me.
I’ve looked at guys besides Caden. I mean, I have eyes, don’t I? But I’ve honestly never even considered that anyone besides Caden might be interested in me. I’ve heard too many fat jokes over the years and too many fake “will you be my girlfriend?” notes shoved in my locker that guys for some reason saw as hugely hilarious.
The thought of a beautiful boy like Issac liking me is hard to take in. He’s smart and funny. Not that we’ve ever really talked much, but I’ve heard him joking around in art class. And he’s so nice. I can’t name another guy at school who’s ever held the door for me. Not even Caden.
“You’re way off about Issac,” I finally say, feeling more than a little regret about that. I sit up and bite my lip. “And you’re way off about me not being fat.” I hold up a hand when she tries to argue. I sneak a peek at her before looking away again.
“Will you help me lose some of this?” I pinch the skin dangling under my upper arm. Chloe’s stupid video opened my eyes to the shape I’m in, and in a strange way, I feel thankful to it. This isn’t the me I picture, and I don’t really like what I’ve let myself become.
Mia’s expression wars with itself. She can never hide what she’s thinking. Anger crosses her face first, and I can tell she wants to argue with me some more, but then pity comes into play, and she gives me a quick nod.
“We can both afford to eat better,” she says. “And exercise hardly ever kills anyone.”
I grin at her.
“Between dance class and swimming laps, we’ll both be in great shape when school starts.”
I wrap an arm around her shoulder, leaning in until our heads touch. “Thanks, Mia.”
I don’t know how I got so lucky to end up with Mia as a friend. She’s cute and funny and sweet. She could hang with the popular crowd anytime she wanted, and yet she chooses to stick with Caden and me.
Thinking of Caden, I need to get ahold of him.
“Do you think it would be weird for me to call Caden again?” I ask quietly. I’ve probably tried his number four or five times already, but the calls keep going to voice mail. “I know he and his family are busy traveling and getting settled into their summer house. I don’t want to be annoying.”
Mia’s expression puckers like she just bit into the world’s most sour lemon. “He should be the one calling you to see if you’re okay. Last night was much worse for you than it was for him.”
“But what if he thinks I was in on Chloe’s joke somehow? That I got him to kiss me just so she could get a video of it.”
“That’s crazy! You were trying to protect him from that conniving witch.”
“He might not know that.” I can’t stop myself from defending him even though Mia’s words pound nails into my heart. Everything she says is true. Last night was much worse for me than him. I’m the one on social media with a pig butt and curly tail.
I hadn’t expected him to run off after the dance and leave me to face everyone alone. But again, I know he was upset that Chloe really was planning to prank him. I just need to talk to him.
“I’m going to call him.” I stand and grab my phone from the table, ignoring Mia’s tsking noises.
I’ll call him, we’ll clear the air. Laugh about how mean Chloe is, and things will be back to normal. Only they’re not.
“Caden?” I’m so surprised he actually answers that I can’t think of anything else to say.
“Look, Summer,” a cold voice I barely recognize says. "You need to stop calling me. I’m going to be really busy this summer, and I don’t have time to talk.”
I blink and shake my head, my hands slick with sweat. What?
“Caden?” I say again. “I wanted to talk about last night. I didn’t mean. . .”
“I’m serious, Summer. Last night was an eye opener. We want different things out of life. It’s time we grow up and go our separate ways. You need to leave me alone.”
The phone goes dead in my hand, and my heart shrivels up with the silence. Mia stands and walks toward me, looking worried.
“What’d he say?” She takes my arm and lowers me into the nearest chair. It’s not until I’m sitting that I realize my legs are shaking so hard my knees knock together.
I shake my head. “He said not to call him.” My voice is flat. Dead. My lungs burn. It takes a minute to realize I’m not breathing. I suck in a breath before letting it out on a sob. “He told me to leave him alone!”
Mia kneels in front of me and rubs a hand over my knee. “No way! What an asshole.”
“No,” I defend reflexively. “Caden’s the nicest guy ever. It’s me. I’m a terrible person. A terrible friend. I should leave him alone. You should go too, before I end up doing something to hurt you.”
Tears stream down my cheeks. I stare hollowly toward the pool, remembering sitting there beside Caden just a couple of nights ago when everything still made sense in my world.
The sting on my cheek snaps me back to the present, and I cup a hand over it as my eyes fly to Mia. “What was that? You slapped me!”
Mia looks as surprised as I feel, but she holds her ground. “I’m sorry, but you were losing it. I never got what you saw in Caden, but you were lifelong friends, so whatever. But he’s never been as nice to you as you are to him. He’s always looking for a way to step up the social hierarchy, even if he has to use your back to do it.”
I start to protest, but Mia won’t allow it. Scrambling to her feet with her hands on her hips, she looks like a vengeful pixie, and I find myself thankful I’m not on the receiving end of her wrath. 
 

 

Chapter 12
“Remember school clean-up day?” Mia paces in front of the pool like a General in front of his men.
“Yes.” The word comes out hesitantly. School clean-up day was only a couple of weeks ago. Of course I still remember it.
“Who was your partner?”
My eyes snap to Mia’s face.
“You know I didn’t have a partner,” I mumble, drawing my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around them as if that will somehow ease the pain I feel.
“And why didn’t you have a partner?” Mia persists, narrowing her eyes at me.
I didn’t have a partner because I’d snubbed Mia, certain Caden and I would partner up. Only he ditched me without a second thought when one of the football players needed a partner, leaving me with no one left to partner up with.
I wrinkle my nose. “That was a misunderstanding. Caden didn’t know I planned to partner with him.”
“He could have asked,” Mia snaps. “Just like I asked you if you had a partner before I teamed up with Riley. Just like you would have checked with him before partnering up with someone else. Because you care about him.”
She left the thought hanging, but I could hear the words she didn’t say: “and he doesn’t care about you.”
My stomach starts twisting its way back into that painful pretzel shape, and I hug my knees tighter, my stomach squished painfully against my thighs.
“We’ve been best friends our entire lives,” I try to explain. “I know he cares about me.”
Mia lets out a long-suffering sigh. “Sure, okay, like a sister, maybe, or a distant cousin. If he was truly a best friend, he would have stuck up for you last night, and he sure as heck wouldn’t have blown you off on the phone just now. What was that anyway? Leave me alone? What a creep.”
My first instinct is to defend Caden again, but I clamp my lips together and let Mia’s words sink in. She’s so right. No matter what the situation, I’d never tell Caden to leave me alone.
“So, what? I’m a fool, throwing myself at a guy who doesn’t even like me as a friend, much less anything more?”
“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying he’s not always Mr. Wonderful, like you think he is.”
There’s an undertone of hurt running through her words that sends a jolt through me. “Did he do something to you?” My feet hit the ground and I sit up straight, with fear lacing my spine. I don’t know if I can stand the truth if it puts Caden in a bad light, and yet I have to know.
Mia shrugs. “Not exactly. It’s more what he didn’t do to me. He never talks to me unless you’re around. I don’t get more than a nod if I tell him hi when I see him. It’s clear he’s embarrassed to be seen with me, especially if he’s hanging on the coattails of one of his idols.” She gives me a pinched look. “And I’ve been getting the feeling recently that he’s almost as embarrassed to be seen with you.”
Mia turns away and, with a light splash, cuts through the water in a graceful dive, effectively ending our conversation and leaving me with way too much to think about. Is Caden embarrassed of us? Of me?
I rest my chin on my knees as the sun beats down on my neck and shoulders. I have a picture of Caden in my head. Tall and gangly. A little awkward. And kind. Above all else, my Caden has always been kind.
Mia’s words force me to see things in a different perspective. Suddenly I’m realizing that there have been quite a few things Caden’s done that weren’t necessarily kind at all, but I didn’t notice at the time because he was my Caden. Has he been changing over the years without me noticing, or has he always been a bit of a jerk?
I can’t help but think back over all of the days we played together when we were little and hung out or swam as we got older. He was my friend, I know he was, but now it sounds like he’s ready to move on, and I just don’t know how to wrap my head around that. How do you dump a friend of almost sixteen years just because you hope you’ll have a better chance of being popular without her?
It’s time for lunch, but I’m not hungry. My stomach feels like its minimal contents are sloshing from side to side, and I squeeze my lips together, trying to force everything to stay down.
I thought it was devastating to have Chloe humiliate me in front of all her social media friends, but that was nothing compared to the feeling of losing the person who I thought was my best friend. The person who I thought was going to be so much more.
I want to go back to last night and stay out of Chloe’s plot against Caden. They could kiss, and she could embarrass him or whatever she had planned. That way Caden would be mad at her, not me.
And yet, deep down, I know that event was only the fuse on the bomb.
Mia’s right. Caden hasn’t treated me like a real friend in a long time. At least not in public. I’ve just been too stupid to notice.
Mia’s head pops to the surface, and she brushes water off her face “You okay?” She gives me a pitying look that I hate, but I know it’s only because she’s worried about me.
“Not yet,” I tell her truthfully. “But I will be. I’m sorry Caden was a jerk to you. I honestly didn’t know.”
Mia pulls herself up and out of the pool, grabbing a bright blue towel to dry off. “Caden has issues. He’s so wrapped up in being popular that he doesn’t appreciate what he has. Are you ready to head to my house?” She smoothly changes the subject. “We can grab something to eat on the way, and then see if Lexi’s ready to start on our makeovers.”
“Yeah.” I stare down at my ragged fingernails. A makeover sounded fun, but now I see it not only as a chance to feel better about myself but as a way to show Caden just what he’s missing. Petty? Maybe, but I’m not at the point of rising above that feeling just yet.
“Let’s get salads,” I suggest, pushing to my feet. New makeup, new hair, and a trimmer figure are exactly what I need.
*****
“I don’t know,” I hedge.
Lexi holds a box of hair dye beside me. She and Mia and I all stare in the mirror, comparing my reflection to the picture on the box.
“You have great hair,” Lexi says, turning the box over to read the directions. “It’s thick, long, and full of curl. But I think going a couple of shades lighter will look amazing. Especially with the tan you already have started.”
I run a hand through my dark hair and meet Mia’s eyes in the mirror. She gives me an enthusiastic nod. “Just imagine Caden’s reaction when he sees you,” she says, sealing my decision.
I’d shared my thought of getting revenge on Caden by making myself the best I can be, and Mia jumped in with both feet.
“All right.” I swallow and nod. “Let’s do it.” I imagine my parents’ reactions when they find out I’ve dyed my hair without even talking to them about it. I’m not sure if they’ll care or not. Between the sun and the chlorine, my hair gets lighter in the summer anyway. They might not even notice.
Lexi grins at me as she rips the box open. “This is going to be so fun!”
I’m not sure if fun’s the right word as the three of us choke on fumes from the dye and finally run outside for fresh air, but it is exciting. Mia throws herself down on the grass and laughs up at the clear blue sky. “Oh, man. That stuff is so strong. Are you sure you mixed it right?”
“Pretty sure,” Lexi replies drily, wiping at the tears that stream from her eyes. “There were only two containers, and the directions said to dump one into the other. It’s hard to mess that up.”
Mia lets out another small laugh and looks over at me with my hair slick with chemicals. “It’ll be worth it,” she promises. “I’m getting blue steaks in mine,” she says decisively.
“Blue?” I ask, startled, but as I look at her, I can see it. “You really will look like a pixie then.”
Her shoulder bobs up and she gives me a wide grin. “Gotta use what we have, right?”
“Absolutely.”
“So.” Lexi checks the timer on her phone and settles onto the front step. “Have you checked Chloe’s social media account this afternoon?” Her words come out softly, and she won’t meet my eyes.
“No. Why?” Panic flares through me. What else could Chloe possibly do to hurt me?
Lexi nods slowly. “It’s probably best if you don’t look. I just wanted to warn you that comments are still pouring in on her post. I’d hoped it would have died down by now.”
I can’t say I’d forgotten about her post, because I haven’t. But I had let myself believe that the worst of it was already behind me.
“How bad is it?” I ask, not sure I want to know.
Lexi cringes. “It’s been picked up by a couple social media celebrities who have lots of followers. I’m afraid it’s pretty widespread.”
“What?” I gasp as that sinks in. People around the world are laughing at me. Calling me a piggie. I drop my head to my hands and try to control my breathing because I’m getting lightheaded, and it has nothing to do with the chemicals still wafting from my hair.
“I’m sorry,” Lexi says. “I didn’t want to say anything, but at the same time, I didn’t want you caught off guard if someone else said something.”
“None of those people even know you,” Mia rushes to support me. “It’s like us watching funny videos. We don’t care who the people are in them and don’t judge them personally. People are just laughing at the stupid Photoshopping job, not at you.”
My stomach clenches around the small scoop of chicken salad I ate for lunch. I appreciate that Mia’s trying to make me feel better, but nothing can do that at this point. I’m the one with a pig’s butt, but even worse is that look of disgust on Caden’s face when he’s caught kissing me.
Lexi’s phone vibrates, and she hops up. “Time to wash that stuff out of your hair.” She leads us back inside.
I let Lexi and Mia wash and condition my hair and sit pliantly as they come at me with a pair of scissors just to even out the ends before hitting me with the blow dryer and straightening iron.
I was really looking forward to a makeover, but now I’m numb. All I can think about is the way Caden rejected me both after the kiss and then on the phone today.
Even now, I completely blame myself for everything. What’s wrong with me?

 

Chapter 13
Lexi and Mia insist I don’t look in a mirror until both my hair and makeup are finished. I don’t fight them. I don’t care enough to try. Caden has broken my heart, and I’m coming to realize that I let him do it by not seeing the guy he’s been becoming over the years.
I’ve always known popularity was something he craved. Heck, I wouldn’t mind being popular myself, but I like to think I wouldn’t ever throw my friends to the wolves to get there.
I pull myself from my thoughts when I realize there aren’t anymore brushes sweeping over my eyelids or fingers ruffling my hair. Lexi and Mia share a giddy look that makes me a little nervous.
“What?” I reach up to touch my hair, hoping they didn’t chop it all off or give me a mohawk while I wasn’t paying attention.
“You look so hot,” Mia says. I frown at her, but Lexi gives an eager nod of agreement.
“It’s true,” Lexi says. “I might have to consider giving makeovers to help pay for college.” Her voice is light, but there’s a gleam in her eye that tells me she’s honestly thinking about the possibility.
My heart flutters a little desperately. I want so much to look different. To feel different. To no longer be the “piggy girl" in the video. But is it possible a bottle of hair dye and a few extra swoops of makeup are enough to change me that much?
“Let me see,” I say, suddenly unable to wait a second longer.
Mia smiles and gives my stool a dramatic spin so I face the bathroom mirror. I can’t move. My hair is shiny and silky straight. The new color’s working with my light tan, exactly how Lexi thought it would, enhancing it while making my eyes pop with color.
Of course, the shimmering copper shadow and black-as-coal eyeliner and mascara help with the eye-pop. Pinkish-bronze sweeps across my cheeks, defining cheekbones I haven’t seen in a while, and my lips are plump and full with a hint of added color.
I look similar to how I did after Lexi fixed me up for the dance, but with the added hair color and styling, I somehow look even better.
I slowly reach up and run my fingers through my hair. “How did you do this?” I ask, unable to look away from the reflection of a girl I never knew I could be.
“You gave us everything we needed to work with,” Lexi says sweetly. “You’re stunning. You just don’t work at making your best features stand out.”
“I didn’t know I had any best features,” I admit, earning a swat on the arm from Mia.
It’s still me in the mirror. My cheeks are still full and more round than I’d like. My eyes, while appearing vibrant, are the exact same shade of green as they were when I woke up this morning.
And my hair, well, my hair is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in my reflection. I thought curl and frizz were both simply my destiny. I didn’t know it could be tamed into something so smooth, and if I do say so myself, glamorous.
Tears well in my eyes.
“No you don’t,” Lexi snaps at me, but there’s a gentle smile on her lips. “You are not ruining your eye makeup already. We’re going to get Mia fixed up, and then you two are coming out with my friends and me tonight.”
“Really?” Mia squeals, flying into her sister’s arms for a quick embrace. “You never let me hang out with your friends.”
I see the sympathy flash in Lexi’s eyes before she hides it from me, and I realize she’s doing all of this for my benefit. I’ve avoided looking at the comments on Chloe’s post so far today, but my guess is they must be fierce for Lexi to be so extra nice to me.
“Come on,” Lexi says, ignoring Mia’s comment. “Let’s see if we can do anything with you.”
“Hey!” Mia protests, but she’s laughing as she digs a box of deep blue hair dye out of the sack. I glance at it before my eyes are drawn back to my reflection.
I’m not ready to get all deep and say Chloe’s cruel joke was the best thing to ever happen to me. There’s no question that it’s changing my life, though, and other than the bone-crushing humiliation, I think there’s a real possibility it’s changing it for the better.
Mia ends up going with one wide strip of blue that tapers into her chunky bangs. Her makeup goes on fast because Lexi has been practicing on her for years and knows just what looks best. It isn’t until it’s time to get dressed that I start to feel nervous.
I brought a pair of Capri jeans, a floaty red peasant blouse that somewhat hides my stomach, and a pair of sandals. I stand in front of the full-length mirror on the back of Mia’s bedroom door and see my beautiful hair, carefully applied makeup, and a piggy tail wiggling on my extra-large butt.
I want to put the video behind me and say it’s no big deal. I want it to be no big deal, but it is. I swallow as a feeling like a knife twisting in my heart wrenches through my chest.
I’m overweight. Obese, if the numbers I found online are accurate, and I wonder how I’ve let myself believe the padding I carried was no more than baby fat.
I spent a little time surfing the web while waiting for Mia’s hair color to set. I was careful to avoid all social media, instead researching diet tips, which led me to some health information.
Talk of heart disease and fatty liver and sleep apnea jumped out at me from the pages. I’ve never thought about my weight being a health issue, but I’m now more determined than ever to at least get out of the obese category before the end of summer.
I keep finding myself feeling angry at my mom. Instead of appeasing me with talk of baby fat and big bones, I wish she would have hit me with the hard truth years ago when I first started heading this direction.
But I can’t put the blame on her. I have eyes in my head, and I can read the sizes on the labels of my clothes. I knew how big I was. I just didn’t let myself really see it.
I think about all the things I’ve missed out on over the years, like volleyball and soccer, simply because I was too out of shape to do much running. I loved soccer as a little girl and used to run circles around my teammates.
I can barely make out the transition from the active little girl I’d been to the much more sedate, larger girl I am now. Even though I can’t pinpoint it, it clearly happened, and I’m ready to change it. I have to change it.
Right or wrong, I’ve tied my size to Caden’s betrayal. I can’t make Caden like me again, but I can take control over my weight. Not for him, but for me. I want to be the girl I picture myself as, and while she’s not model thin, she’s not obese either.
The thought of dance class pokes through my thoughts and makes my heart skip. What if I can’t keep up with the rest of the class? What if I have to sit out because I can’t catch my breath while everyone stares at me and laughs?
I smooth a hand over my shirt, picturing how embarrassing that would be. With my luck, someone would probably video me and post it on social media.
Maybe it would be best if I didn’t go. I can still swim and eat healthy and focus on losing some weight and working on getting fit. Maybe by next summer, I’ll be in good enough shape to try the dance class. The thought is depressing, but it’s probably the best thing I can do right now.
Mia comes to stand beside me, wiggling into a pair of light colored, skinny jeans with slashes in both legs. A sleeveless top hugs her trim curves, and she tosses her short hair back.
I’m not jealous of her. I can’t be, she’s Mia, but I also can’t help but imagine what it would be like to wear cute little outfits like the one she has on.
Mia laughs, fingering the chunky blue streak in her hair as she eyes it in the mirror.
“I love it.” She laughs. “I can’t believe I didn’t add some color a long time ago.” She tips her head to the side, making her hair swing. “We are going to look so hot at dance class Monday. Do you know what you’re going to wear? Something cute or just shorts and a tee?”
I let out a heavy sigh. “About that,” I say, giving her a side look. “I think maybe I should wait until next summer to take the class.”
Mia’s long-lidded pixie eyes widen. “What? You’ve been looking forward to this class for months.”
It isn’t something I want to say out loud, but I figure Mia deserves the truth. “I can’t walk to the end of the street without getting winded.” The words are painful, but they resolve my determination to change. “There’s no way I’ll be able to keep up with the class. I don’t want to be the piggy sitting in the corner gasping for air while everyone else is having fun.”
Mia opens her mouth then closes it, looking a little like a fish out of water gasping for air herself. “I didn’t know.”
Her gaze drops to the floor and there’s a flush on her cheeks. She’s as embarrassed as I am. I’m sure she can’t even imagine running out of breath from something as simple as walking down the street. I wish I could say the same.
“I’m going to make some changes,” I tell her, studying my reflection and frowning at the way my stomach pushes my shirt to its limits. “But I don’t think I’ll be ready by Monday.”
Mia peeks up at me, biting her lip. I can almost see her mind whirring with an idea. I raise my brows in question, not sure if I want to hear what she’s thinking or not.
“Go,” she says. I squint at her in question. “Go Monday. When you’re ready for a break, I’ll be ready for a break. If you need to sit down, I’ll need to sit down. I’ll stick by your side the entire time.”
I shake my head, but that doesn’t stop her.
“You’re the one who got me psyched for this class, Summer.” She grabs my arm. “I know you’ve been dreaming about it. If you really want to make some changes in your life, start right here with this class.”
Longing shoots through me. I want to be the girl who hears music and automatically starts moving to it. But I have no natural rhythm at all, as far as I can tell. I’d hoped this class would give me some direction. Some basic moves that at least made it look like I was doing more that spazzing every time music played.
But to get to that point I’ll have to put myself out there in dance class, and I don’t know that I’m ready to do that just yet. Haven’t I been through enough humiliation?
“I don’t think so. You could go learn everything, and then teach me some of your moves,” I say hopefully.
“Un-uh.” Mia’s arms cross over her chest as she draws herself up to her full five-feet. “We’re doing this together.” At my look, her voice takes on a pleading tone, “At least try it once and see how it goes. If it’s terrible, we’ll both drop it.”
If I didn’t want it so much, I could have deflected her appeal. But I do want it. Badly.
“The added exercise will help me lose weight faster,” I hedge, drawing my lower lip between my teeth. Mia jumps in as I hoped she would.
“Exactly!” She grabs my arms and bounces up and down. “I love you as you are. You’re fun and sweet and a really great friend. If you want to lose some weight, I get that, and I’m there for you. But we have to do this class. Can you even imagine school dances next year when we get out on the dance floor and actually have some moves?”
She swings her hips from side to side, emphasizing the fact that she has no moves at all at the moment.
“And think how Caden’s going to act when he sees you.” She waggles her eye brows up and down.
I laugh at her. The thought of Caden is both depressing, yet somehow motivational. “Okay.” I suck in a quick breath “I’m in. We need to concentrate on tonight first, though. You look amazing. How about me?”
Mia eyes me up and down with a nod before saying, “Hot stuff, sister!”
I’m scared to believe her, but after another peek at the mirror, I decide I really don’t look half bad. It makes me feel a little bit giddy and a whole lot terrified. It’s like I’m playing dress-up, and I’m worried someone will rip off my disguise to find I’m still the same old piggie underneath the cute clothes and makeup.
If only I knew how accurate that fear was.
 

 

Chapter 14
Lexi drives us to the movie theater where her friends are waiting. She easily introduces us to three girls and four guys, and I forget their names before we even get tickets.
I guess it shouldn’t be a big deal, but I’m a nervous wreck hanging out with Lexi’s college friends. From the way Mia laughs at everything anyone says, she’s as nervous as I am.
I wonder if all of Lexi’s friends are couples. One of the taller guys with short, light brown hair quickly dispels my theory when he drops an arm over Mia’s shoulder as we wait in line for popcorn.
“Where’ve you been all my life?” he asks her with a cheesy smile.
Mia’s cheeks turn red, and she bites her lip as she gives him a shy glance. She’s so cute. Getting hit on by a college guy is definitely the highlight of her day. I want to laugh at the bright pink glow on her cheeks, but I don’t want to embarrass her, so bite my lip to keep my chuckle in.
Lexi’s not nearly as amused and goes into protective-big-sister mode, shoving her way between the two until the guy is forced to step back. “She’s fifteen, Keith. Back off,” Lexi snaps, crossing her arms and glaring up at him.
Keith raises his arms. “Cool it, Lexi. I’m only seventeen. She’s closer to my age than you are.” He grins and shoots her a wink.
Lexi continues to glare at him before rolling her eyes and moving to the counter to order, apparently conceding defeat.
I raise my brows at Mia. Keith’s cute, and he must be smart if he’s only seventeen and already taking college courses. I want to ask him about it, but butterflies are fluttering in my stomach, and I don’t want to say anything stupid that might make Lexi regret inviting me along.
Keith keeps his hands to himself, but I notice he sticks close to Mia’s side. She definitely has an admirer. Her eyes meet mine for a second, and I can read every bit of excitement she’s feeling in that one look.
I want to grab her and bounce up and down in excitement, but I tuck my hands in my pockets and try to play it cool instead, as if hanging out with college kids is no big deal.
For some reason, my thoughts turn to Caden. I wonder what he’s doing now, and if he’s thinking about me at all. An ache builds in my chest. I miss him. Plain and simple. I won’t make the mistake of admitting that to Mia, because she’ll be quick to remind me of what a jerk he’s been to me, but I feel hollow inside after not talking to him for just a couple of days. 
Everyone chats, and one of the girls, Carla, I think, makes an effort to include Mia and me in the conversation, asking us about our college plans.
I notice one of the guys keeps watching me. He’s kind of cute with short dark brown hair and a purposeful sweep of stubble across his jawline, but I can’t decide if I’m intrigued by him, or if his staring gives me the creeps.
I make sure to keep some distance between us until I can decide what kind of vibe he’s giving off. It would be super cool if both Mia and I ended up with college boyfriends, but like I said, something’s strange about the way this guy keeps watching me.
The other two guys are both open and friendly. One has shaggy dark hair and the other sports a blond buzz cut. The blond sticks close to the chatty girl, I think Lexi said her name’s Ami, and the dark-haired guy shoots lots of looks at Lexi. Maybe they aren’t couples, but it looks like at least two of the guys are interested in going that direction.
Mia giggles in reply to something Ami says while I study the menu. I usually get a large popcorn and large soft drink because they’re a better value than the smaller sizes.
I know I should probably avoid both the drink and the popcorn, but the warm buttery smell is too much to resist. I decide on a small popcorn and a bottle of water, feeling proud of my self-control.
Carrying our goodies to the theater, I feel a heavy arm drape across my shoulder. I jump, spilling some of my popcorn and find the guy who’s been watching me has moved in. He gives me a smirking smile that curdles my stomach.
“Gonna share that with me?” He dips into my popcorn without waiting for an answer, and I simply blink at him, unsure what to say.
“Brad!” Lexi says, on alert again. “She’s fifteen.”
Brad eyes me from head to toe, not budging from my side. “No way did this chick get this big in fifteen years.” His eyes rake my body, leaving me feeling exposed and vulnerable. My stomach clenches as his words register, and I feel sick. I try to pull away from him, but he wraps me in a tighter hold, patting my back.
“Don’t get your panties in a knot. I like my girls big. Gives me something to hold onto.”
Someone rips Brad’s arm from my shoulder and shoves him away. “You’re sick, man,” the blond guy says with a hard glare. The other guys flanks him. “She’s just a kid. Leave her alone.”
My heart thumps and my cheeks burn. Harsh laughter floats from down the hall. I spin, blinking hard as I find Chloe Grace and her entourage holding up their phones to record us.
I have a split second to wonder what the odds are that Chloe just happened to be here at the same time the guy beside me is being a jerk when she lowers her phone and meets my eyes with something that resembles apology. I narrow my eyes in question, but her expression quickly smoothes.
“Got it!” Chloe yells about the same time Mia lets out a gasp and rips off a piece of paper that’s been taped to my back.
I look from Chloe’s now laughing face to Mia’s pale, haunted expression. Mia shoves her hands behind her back, and I can see just a hint of yellow paper peeking out from behind her.
“What is that?” I ask, shaking so hard popcorn bounces out of the bag as if it’s still popping. Some part of me knows what it is. It’s a fat joke or picture of a pig. Another part of me is slow—or perhaps unwilling—to catch up. Maybe I leaned against a sign that got stuck to my shirt. It’s a flyer for guitar lessons or a warning about wet paint. Mia’s stricken expression doesn’t let me believe that lie for longer than it takes to register.
“Nothing.” Mia shakes her head and hurries to the nearest trashcan, crumpling the paper before shoving it through the opening with enough force to tip the can to the side. It rocks hard before settling and all I can do is stare at the opening where the paper disappeared. I don’t want to know what that paper said, I need to.
Lexi’s yelling at Chloe, but Chloe’s unrepentant. If I did see a look of apology on her face before, it’s long gone now. She reminds me of a fallen angel. Beautiful on the outside with her flowing blond hair and immaculate make-up and clothes. But rotten at the core.
“College isn’t the same as high school,” Chloe tells Lexi, snidely. “No one cares what you say there. You don’t rule the place, and you can’t tell me what to do.”
Chloe’s as confident and put together as always. A cute, tall guy stands close to her side, probably her boyfriend, and the rest of her group huddles around her, waiting for the drama.
Lexi rounds on Brad, as I take slow steps toward the trashcan as if drawn there. There’s a buzzing in my ears, but over it I can still hear Brad laughing, telling Lexi it was a joke. That she should lighten up. I set my popcorn and drink on top before reaching into the trash to pull out the crumpled sheet of yellow paper on top, unfolding it almost as if my hands have a mind of their own.
I don’t want to know what it says. I could tell from Mia’s expression that it’s something hurtful, and yet here I am smoothing out the wrinkles as the arguing behind me fades into the background.
I stare down at the paper. Piggie Sighting is sprawled across it in thick black marker. Not the most original insult, I somehow manage to think, although my brain feels numb. But clearly intended for me. No matter how much I’d hoped Chloe being her was some strange coincidence, it’s clear it’s not.
“How’d you know we’d be here?” I hear Lexi ask, voicing my thoughts. “Are you stalking Summer or something? Because that’s against the law.”
Chloe lets out a twinkle of laughter, but when I turn, I find a slightly worried look on Chloe’s face.
“Brad told us you were bringing your baby sister and her friend. We decided to take advantage of the situation.”
Lexi shoots a glance my direction, frowning when she sees the yellow paper in my hands. She glares at Brad and lets out a huff. “You’re right, Chloe. I don’t have the same pull at college as I did in high school, but Central doesn’t take bullying and harassment lightly. I didn’t want to do it, but I’ll report you if I have to. They’ll check your social media accounts, and when they see what you’re doing to Summer, they’ll kick your butt right to the curb.”
Chloe’s face pales, and she shares a scared look with one of her friends, but she’s not ready to back down. She comes to stand beside me, going so far as to loop her arm through mine.
“Piggie knows this is all in good fun, right?” Her brow arches, and her look holds a warning. I’m not sure what she could possibly do worse to me, but I’m scared to find out. I drop my eyes and nod, feeling sick.
“Sure,” I say, shrugging my arm from hers. “I’ve got to go.”
I hurry down the corridor and hear padded footsteps on the carpet as someone rushes to catch up. Without looking, I know it’s Mia. Sweet, loyal Mia. But I’m not ready to talk about this. Not yet. My thoughts are still churning along with my emotions. I just want to escape and be by myself for a little bit, until I can corral the stupid pain that runs through me and move past it. I know what Chloe and her friends think and say about me shouldn’t matter, but it does.
I stop when Mia catches my arm. After a quick, deep breath, I spin to face her. “Go watch the movie,” I tell her. “I’m okay. Really. I just want to get out of here. The walk home will give me time to clear my head, plus I’ll get some extra exercise in.”
Mia opens her mouth, but I stop her before she can argue. I work up a grin that feels like it’s going to split my face in two.
“Keith likes you,” I say. “You can’t leave now.”
Mia sends a longing look down the hall to where Lexi’s still yelling at Chloe, and her cheeks turn pink. “You think he likes me likes me?” she asks, sounding so sweet and unsure.
I nod vigorously because I do think he likes her likes her, but even more, my emotions are about to explode. I have to get out of here before they do. The last thing I need is to offer Chloe Grace any more videos for her blog.
“He likes you. Now get back there and call me tomorrow and tell me everything!”
I see that Mia wants to go, and I want to shove her down the hall. My stomach is tossing back and forth like I’m in a storm at sea. I’m going to puke, and I refuse to give Chloe and her friends the satisfaction of witnessing it.
“Go,” I say with a final forced smile. “I’m fine.” I start hurrying toward the exit, praying I’ll make it outside before I toss my cookies. “I’ll see you at dance class in the morning,” I manage to say for her sake, although I’m pretty sure we both know I’m lying.
 

 
 

Chapter 15
I burst through the door, shoving through couples coming in, and rush around the side of the building. My feet barely leave the sidewalk before I heave toward the grass.
I was so stupid to think a college guy liked me. I should have known it was a setup from the minute he gave me a second look. I cough as my stomach empties itself, and tears involuntarily squeeze from the corners of my eyes.
I had no way of knowing the jerk was friends with Chloe, or that she planned to continue tormenting me for whatever reason. But I should have known no college guy would be interested in me, no matter how high-lighted and shiny my hair is, and no matter how much my eyes stand out with their fresh makeup. I was stupid to think differently.
Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
My stomach empty, the word repeats with each step as I push myself from the side of the theater and pound down the street.
I don’t know why Chloe decided to target me. I kind of stumbled into her crosshairs when I tried to protect Caden from ending up as the brunt of her joke. But why would she follow me to the movies just to stick a stupid sign on my back?
I’ve never done anything to her. I certainly haven’t stolen her boyfriend or tattled on her for cheating on a test or even looked at her funny. Chloe and I have never run in the same circles.
My steps slow as a thought hit me. According to Lexi, the video Chloe posted of me attracted the attention of social media celebrities. Which indirectly made Chloe famous. Was she trying to build on the first video to gain more popularity?
I hate living in such a small town that the odds of my running into Chloe or one of her friends are astronomical. We have one movie theater, a handful of restaurants on Main Street, and a bunch of random stores. Also on Main Street.
Chloe has a car. It’s not like she’s stuck here like I am, but it’s convenient for her to stick close. The only sure way I know to avoid her is to lock myself in my room. With the way I feel right now, that’s not the worst idea ever.
My phone pings with a text. I rip it out of my purse, for some reason certain it’s Caden. He’s had time by now to overcome his embarrassment and regret the way he treated me. And more than anything I just really need it to be him. I need to hear his voice. To have him tell me everything is going to be okay. Maybe we are growing apart, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to let him go.
My shoes falter on the sidewalk as I click on my texts and see it’s Mia checking on me. I purse my lips as disappointment flows through me. It should have been Caden checking on me or at least texting to say hi.
We’ve talked and texted almost every day of our lives before that stupid dance. How could he dump me the way he has? Doesn’t he miss me at least a little bit?
I let Mia know I’m fine as I move through downtown without a real destination in mind. The streets are busy, flowing with college students who either haven’t gone home for the summer yet or who plan to stay year round.
Sandstone has more than its share of bars and nightclubs specifically to cater to those students, interspersed with quaint shops selling anything from homespun taffy to locally carved wooden statues.
I usually love roaming Main Street, but tonight with each storefront I pass, I catch my reflection in the windows, and I somehow grow larger with each glimpse until I’m the size of a whale, and I wonder how there’s room for anyone else to share the sidewalk with me.
I come to a stop in front of the ice cream shop. Rocky Road calls me by name. I’m already Piggie. One, maybe two scoops of ice cream isn’t going to make me much bigger.
I press my hands against the front window. Teens huddle around tables, giggling with their friends and there are a few families with little kids. Everyone’s enjoying their treats while smiling and laughing.
As much as I want that sweet, numbing goodness, I can’t go in there alone and be around all of that happiness right now. Whether they did or not, I’d feel like everyone was staring at me and judging me for my size and snack choices.
I hurry away from the storefront before I change my mind and stop at the street corner, waiting for the light to change. My thoughts tumble over themselves. I’m not ready to go home, and my only friend is at the movies, possibly making out with a cute guy.
My only friend, besides Caden. Biting my lip, I lift my phone and stare at Caden’s name. I need to talk to him—to hear his voice. No matter what got into him before, he’s still my best friend. When he hears what’s going on, he’ll put everything else behind him and know just what to say to make me feel better.
It’s scary but I push the button to call him. His phone rings and rings. Right before it goes to voicemail, he picks up.
“Caden,” I gasp, suddenly crying. “Don’t hang up. I really need to talk to you.”
I hear breathing, so I rush on. “Chloe ambushed me at the movies tonight. She had someone stick a sign on my back that said Piggie Sighting, and I think she’s going to post it online.”
I take a breath to rush on when I hear a slight giggle. A female giggle.
“Caden?” I frown at my phone, wondering if I somehow misdialed.
“She really is a disaster,” I hear a girl say. The voice is muffled, but the words are clear.
I tilt my head, my brows dipping low as I try to make sense of her words. Is she talking about me? Did Caden tell someone, a girl, about our kiss and the big joke it turned into?
“Caden,” I say again, as a strange hollowness fills me. “Are you there? Is that you?”
There’s another giggle followed by a heavy masculine sigh. “Summer, I’m sorry you’re having a rough time, but I already told you we need some time apart. My girlfriend is a little on the jealous side. She doesn’t want you calling anymore.”
The giggles are louder this time. I hear a smacking sound that can only be wet lips on skin. I can picture a girl all over Caden while he’s trying to get off the phone with me. I blink and a heavy emptiness fills me as I force myself to push the button to end the call.
While I’m here, dealing with Chloe’s idea of a joke, Caden’s off with a girlfriend. I start walking blindly, oblivious to the shouts coming my direction. Caden has a girlfriend, and I’m the laughingstock of the internet.
Car tires screech. I dart a glance toward the sound to see headlights rushing toward me. Instead of leaping out of the intersection, I stand without moving, staring at those rapidly approaching lights.
I’m frozen. In my head, I don’t hear the squeal of brakes or the shouts of bystanders. I hear Chloe’s shrill laugh and people yelling Piggie Sighting. My brain won’t connect with reality, leaving my feet stuck in place instead of leaping out of the street to safety. I’m the proverbial deer in the headlights.
A scream rips from my throat, but instead of feeling cold metal of the car connect with my skin, a strong, warm body tackles me, throwing me out of the car’s path. Strong arms twine around my body to brunt some of the impact, but my shoulder collides with the street before my head follows it.
I wince, squeezing my eyes closed. My arm and hip ache, and my head throbs. A stranger is wrapped around me, breathing heavily near my ear, and all I can think is, What just happened?
“Summer? Can you hear me? Are you okay?” The deep voice is soothing but frantic at the same time. Did he really just call me by name, or did I imagine that?
I crack one eye open and see Issac Black’s pretty green eyes studying me from only inches above. “Issac?” I blink up at him, trying to make sense of the situation. Just how hard did I hit my head? Is it possible Issac Black just appeared out of nowhere to rescue me, or am I having a really delicious, stress-induced fantasy?
“What are you doing?” I murmur, taking in every inch of his face, from the way his hair falls over his forehead, making my fingers tingle with the desire to reach up and brush it back, to the worried bow of his soft lips. Firm arms are twined around my back and warmth from his bare skin sinks through to my icy bones. If this is a fantasy, I’m prepared to cling to it as long as humanly possible.
“Making a mess of saving you,” Issac says, the corner of his lip quirking with regret. “Can you stand up? I didn’t mean for you to hit your head. I just couldn’t turn in time to cushion your fall. You aren’t dizzy, are you?”
The fantasy wears off, and I can’t say I’m altogether disappointed. If this isn’t my imagination, it means Issac Black is really and truly laying half on top of me in the middle of the street. Not the worse thing that’s ever happened in my life “Um, I can’t stand up. . .” Issac’s eyes widen with worry “. . . until you get off me,” I say.
“Oh, sorry. Crap! Here.” Issac disentangles himself and grabs my hands, helping me to my feet. “Are you okay?” His eyes roam up and down my body, searching for injuries. “Should I call 911?”
A circle of onlookers has crowded in, the driver of the car apologizing profusely even though it wasn’t her fault. I scan the faces, as my hazy feeling of unreality fades, leaving a tightness in my chest. I’m suddenly, if perhaps unreasonably, terrified I’ll see Chloe catching my latest disaster on video. There are plenty of phones aimed my direction, but thankfully, Chloe’s isn’t one of them.
“I’m okay,” I say, not quite sure if it’s true, but desperate to get away for all the prying eyes. “Can we get out of here?” I duck my head. “Everyone’s staring.”
“Yeah. Of course. She’s fine,” Issac says loudly. “Nothing else to see here.”
His hand presses against my lower back as he eases me through the slow to disperse onlookers. My head, shoulder, and hip throb with each beat of my heart, but I’m pretty sure nothing’s seriously injured.
“What are you doing here?” I ask. My thoughts feel cloudy and confused. Now that I know it really happened, I realize how strange it is that Issac Black, of all people, is the one to save me.
“I work nearby,” he says, guiding me through the throngs of people flooding the sidewalk with a protective hand on my back. “I saw you pass the studio and came out to say hi.”
He stops walking and moves until he’s fully facing me.
“What happened back there?” he asks. “It almost looked like you walked out in front of that car on purpose.”
 

 

Chapter 16
My breath catches, and I can’t meet Issac’s gaze. I didn’t walk out in front of that car on purpose, but I didn’t get out of the way when I saw it, either. I can’t tell Issac that though, can I?
“I’m not sure what happened,” I hedge, answering his question without really answering it. I’m still not looking at him, studying my freshly polished pink toenails peeking out of my sandals instead.
Issac takes my hands and squeezes them gently. I peek up at him.
“Thank you for what you did back there.” I can’t say, “for saving my life” because that drives home the point that I could have just been killed, and I didn’t do anything to try to prevent it.
I’m not the suicidal type. I’ve never been overly dramatic or dwelled on death. I don’t want to die. I don’t know why I froze the way I did. Fear? Maybe my thoughts were too focused on Caden to fully register the danger I was in? I can’t even process the situation yet, so I try to direct the conversation toward Issac.
“Are you okay?” I ask, hoping he won’t push the question of what I was doing standing in the middle of the street in front of an oncoming car. That question terrifies me because I have no answer for it. It was almost like my mind shut off and forgot how to react. Could stress cause something like that?
At my question, Issac drops one of my hands and twists his arm to look at his elbow. It’s skinned pretty badly, and blood trickles down his arm. I swallow, covering my mouth with my free hand.
“You’re hurt.” My stomach falls and I squeeze his fingers.
“Nah.” Issac shoots me a sexy grin. “This is nothing. You should have seen me during my skater phase.”
He’s trying to lighten the situation, but I still wince, imagining even more of his beautiful body raw and scraped up. “It needs to be cleaned up.” I look up and down the street as if a walk-in medical clinic is going to somehow magically appear.
“Yeah, probably so.” Issac eyes his arm again before lowering it. “What about you? Any scrapes or bruises that need doctoring?”
His words somehow seem intimate, and I find myself flushing. “Um,” I look back at my shoulder and see my sleeve is torn, and my skin beneath it is scraped. The material, and Issac did a decent job of protecting me though, because I’m not nearly as bloodied as he is.
“Not too bad, thanks to you.” I remember feel the weight of his body on mine. See the sweet look of concern in his eyes. My eyes feel heavy and I hope for once I’m not blushing as my mind relives ever second of being in Isaac’s arms. “Um,” I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “I could probably use some antiseptic, though.”
Issac moves to study my shoulder, running a gentle finger over it. Shivers race down my arm. From out of nowhere I have the thought that if Issac can make me feel so good with the touch of a finger, what would it be like to have both of his hands firmly on me when he wasn’t saving my life?
“Tell you what,” Issac’s voice jolts me from my thoughts. “The studio where I work’s about a block behind us. We have all kinds of first aid stuff there. Are you willing to let me doctor you up, even though it’s my fault you’re skinned up to start with?”
I study Issac’s profile as he focuses on my arm and my heart throbs.
“You saved me,” I whisper. It’s still hard to admit, but it’s not fair to underplay Issac’s part in my lack of injuries. He could have been hurt much worse than he was and it would have been all because of me. “I could have been killed if you hadn’t been there.”
Issac still has my hand in his, and he squeezes gently. “The car wasn’t going that fast, but I’m so glad I was there,” he says, his voice hoarse with an emotion I can’t even begin to understand. “I couldn’t stand the thought of you being hurt.”
Mia’s words that Issac likes me race through my mind, but I push them away. The jerk at the movies was a good reminder that guys don’t like heavyset girls like me for anything but jokes.
I tug my hand away, prepared to tell Issac I need to go, when I notice a drop of blood fall from the fingers on his injured arm. I struggle with my emotions then clench my teeth. I can’t bail on him until I know he’s okay.
“You’re really bleeding. Let’s go get you cleaned up. Then I need to get home,” I add to make sure he doesn’t think I expect him to spend the rest of the evening with me or anything.
Issac gives me a sweet smile and surprises me by taking my hand again. “It’s this way,” he says, turning us back the way we’d come.
My skin tingles from his touch, and I feel my palm getting sweaty. I want to prolong the feeling as long as I can, but at the same time, I want to rip my fingers from his. I don’t want to be a joke to him or anyone else. For all I know, he could be in on Chloe’s twisted Piggie prank. She could be videoing us right now.
I free my fingers from his and shoot a sweeping look up and down the street. My heart starts to race, and I imagine the photo-edited piggy tail on my butt again. I stop walking in the middle of the sidewalk and scrunch my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. I look up at Issac, my eyes locking on his.
“Is Chloe here?” I force myself to ask. “Did she put you up to this?”
“Chloe Rankle?” Issac’s eyes narrow in confusion. “Why would she be here? You two aren’t friends, are you?” There’s a trace of disgust in his tone that leads me to believe he doesn’t think very highly of Chloe, but that doesn’t mean I can trust him, does it?
My empty hand grows chilled, and I wish he would hold it again. I really want to trust him. He seems so sincere, and he did literally risk his life to save me. That’s a little beyond what a stupid prank would call for.
I’ve spent the past couple of years of high school being teased and made fun of for my weight, so it’s hard to believe a cute guy is being nice to me with no ulterior motive. No matter how much I might want to. Of course, in his defense, Issac has always been nice at school. He’s never once teased me, and I don’t even remember ever seeing him laugh when someone else did.
I shrug. “Sorry. Chloe’s been giving me a hard time since the dance. I guess I’m being paranoid.” I wrap my arms around myself, feeling more foolish than paranoid.
Issac gives me a long look before he starts walking. “I learned long ago to steer clear of Chloe and her entourage. School’s going to be much more pleasant next year when she’s gone.”
His words have a bite to them that makes me wonder what exactly Chloe did to him, but before I can ask, he stops in front of the old brick warehouse where I’m scheduled to take dance lessons in the morning.
“What are we doing here?” I take a step away from him as my eyes narrow. How could he possibly know about the class Mia and I signed up for?
Issac digs into his pocket and pulls out a key ring with several keys clanking together. He waves them in front of me.
“First aid supplies, remember?” He gives me a funny look that I return in full.
“You work here? At the dance studio?”
Issac opens the door and steps back to let me pass. “You have something against guys dancing?” he asks, and I hear the defensiveness in his tone.
“No! I just. . . I signed up for a class here this summer.” My cheeks heat just admitting the fact, and I wonder what he thinks about someone like me trying to dance.
I’ve never had self-esteem issues before in my life. Now, thanks to Chloe, all I can think about is my imperfect figure and how others see me. I hate that I’ve come to this, but no matter how much I want to, it’s not something I can brush off and forget about. Not this time.
“Oh.” Issac’s face relaxes as he ushers me inside and toward an office. “That’s cool. Which class are you taking?”
“Pop for Everyone?” The name comes out as a question as I look around the crowded office when Issac flips the light on. A small desk covered in mounds of paper dominates the small room with a couple of chairs and two metal filing cabinets taking up almost all the rest of the space.
“Oh, yeah.” Issac nods his recognition. “I’m not teaching that class, Chrissy Baker is, but you’ll have fun in it. She’s a great dancer and breaks things down really well for new students.”
Issac slides open the side drawer of the desk and starts piling supplies on top of the papers scattered on the desk. A box of bandages follows a can of spray antiseptic some tape and a pair of scissors. He grabs everything and walks past me.
“You teach dance?” I ask, sounding entirely too surprised.
When he said he worked here, I thought maybe he cleaned the place, or worked in this office. I eye him discreetly. His jeans are loose, but his t-shirt is fitted, giving me a good look at his frame.
He’s not all bulked up like a bodybuilder, but his muscles show through his shirt with every move. He’s lean and graceful. I can picture him dancing. Moving like the TBRs. He’s suddenly even more out of my league.
“Yeah. This is my mom’s studio. I’ve been dancing since I could walk.” He shoots me that sexy grin of his, and my heart skips a beat. I’m glad to see I haven’t offended him again.
“Let’s clean up in the bathroom.” He gathers all the first aid supplies from the desk. “We need to wash up.”
I follow him to the small bathroom next door. He hands me an antiseptic pad to wipe my shoulder and turns on the faucet, pulling out some paper towels. He turns so he can see his elbow in the mirror. The bleeding has stopped, but I still wince at the dried blood and raw skin. It makes me appreciate again what Issac did for me.
Issac wets a paper towel and starts blotting at his arm, while I quickly run the antiseptic pad over my scrape. It stings a little but it’s not bad. Issac got the worst of our fall.
“What made you dive in front of that car the way you did?” I ask as my heart thumps a little harder than it should. I know the answer is, that’s what any decent human being would have done. But somewhere in my mind, Issac’s comment that he saw me walk by and had come out to talk to me is still bouncing around.
Issac glances at me, raising a brow and cracking a slight smile. “Um, I dove in front of that car because it was heading straight for you. What was I supposed to do? Stand there and let it hit you?”
“That’s what everyone else did,” I say softly. Sure the crowd swarmed around us once the danger was over, but Issac was the only one who risked his own safety for me. I toss the used cloth in the trashcan and draw in my lips as I wait for his reply.
“I never claimed to be like everyone else.” Issac lets out a hiss and frowns down at his arm.
“Here.” I draw in my lips, taking the wet paper towels from him. “Let me.”
Issac releases the towels slowly, turning so I can get to his elbow. It’s a mess, but it’s mostly surface damage, thankfully. I rewet the paper towels before carefully dabbing at his skin.
“Am I hurting you?”
When Issac doesn’t reply, I look up to find him watching me with a look that I can’t quite understand, but that makes my stomach flutter in a really good way.
“What?” I stop working on his arm, unable to look away as he runs his tongue over his bottom lip.
“Would it be okay if I kiss you?” Issac asks. His voice is husky, making my stomach flutter even harder.
“Kiss me?” I croak as if I’ve never heard of such a thing before. And I guess honestly, I haven’t. No one has ever asked to kiss me. No one’s ever wanted to kiss me, best I can tell. Not even Caden.
Is it possible Issac wants to? I stare at him, my emotions bouncing all over the place. Issac makes me feel things I’ve never felt before. Beautiful, marvelous things. I would like nothing more than to kiss him. Especially after my first, not very successful kiss with Caden, but can I trust him?
My stomach falls. Even if he’s not working with Chloe, this could still be some kind of “fat girl” joke. Chloe’s not the only cruel person in the world.
I’m almost positive we’re alone in the building, and a glance around shows there aren’t any apparent cameras pointed my direction. I focus on the mirror and picture all the two-way mirrors in the movies. Just because I don’t see a camera doesn’t mean there’s not one hidden somewhere. Someone could be watching us right now, waiting for me to fall all over myself at the thought of a hot boy like Issac wanting to kiss me.
My panicked look flies to Issac. I drop the paper towels in the sink and back away from him. I want to believe in him. I want to trust that he’s as honest and kind as he seems to be. But I can’t. Chloe’s broken something in me, and I don’t know what it will take to fix it.
“I have to go.” I spin around and race out the of bathroom. I know I look foolish, but I’d look more foolish if this really is a joke. The front door flies open under my hands, and I’m thankful Issac didn’t lock it when we came in. I can’t stand the doubt I feel and need to get out of here before I do something really stupid, like burst into tears. Or kiss Issac and open myself up to a new line of teasing.
I’m already running down the street when I hear Issac call my name. I want to stop. I want to go back, and more than anything, I want to kiss him.
But I don’t want to be the brunt of a new fat joke. Issac seems like a sincerely nice guy, but what do I really know about him? Chloe’s joke has made me fragile, and I know I can’t take much more before I shatter. If I find out kind, sweet, caring Issac is only setting me up for a laugh, I won’t be able to handle it.
I’ve only made it a little over a block, but my lungs are already burning. Running is not my idea of fun. I slip into the nearest shop, glancing around before ducking behind a rack of t-shirts to peer out at the street. I wonder if Issac will follow me. I’m panting hard as I try to catch my breath, and I’m so confused.
I want Issac to follow me. I want him to tell me that he likes me and would never play a cruel joke like that on me. But how would I ever know if he was telling the truth or telling me what I wanted to hear until I played right into his hands?
My eyes burn as I stare out the window, and I finally give in and blink. I’m pretty sure if Issac was following me, I would have seen him by now.
“Miss?” I hear someone call. I look back to see the cashier frowning at me. “Are you okay? Can I help you find anything?”
“Oh.” I straighten from my hiding place behind the t-shirts and notice several people are giving me curious looks. Great. “No, thanks. I’m good.”
I give the t-shirts a pat then hurry back out the door with my head tucked and my arms wrapped around my waist as I head home. I just need this night to end.
 

 

Chapter 17
“Summer? Is that you?” I groan and close the front door softly behind me. My mind and heart have been arguing all the way home. My heart saying it’s possible that Issac really did want to kiss me. My head telling me no one wants to kiss a piggie.
The last thing I feel like doing is putting on a happy face for my parents, but Mom swings around the corner with a wide smile and I’m trapped.
“Yep, it’s me.” I force myself to return her smile.
“I thought you were spending the night with Mia again.” Mom’s smile morphs into a questioning look.
“I’m beat.” Not a lie. “I thought it would be best to get a good night’s sleep in my own bed before dance class tomorrow.” Quite probably a lie.
Issac said he wasn’t teaching my class, but that doesn’t mean I won’t run into him there. I’m ninety-eight percent sure there will be no dance class for me this summer.
I can’t tell Mom I’m not going or she’ll start asking all kinds of questions I’m not ready to answer.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I made your favorite pie for dessert.” Even with the huge smile Mom’s giving me, her full face is smooth and almost wrinkle-free. She’s a little on the heavy side too, but she’s beautiful and soft-spoken, and an amazing cook.
She glances over her shoulder as she heads back to the kitchen. “Coconut Cream,” she says in a sing-song voice. “We’re sitting down for a slice now.”
My mouth salivates, and my stomach rumbles as I follow her like a zombie. Coconut Cream is my favorite, and I sure could use some comfort food right now.
“There’s my Summer-girl,” Dad says, looking up from his plate. “Just in time for pie.” He waggles his dark bushy brows as he pops a bite in his mouth. “Your mother outdid herself with this one.”
“Oh, you.” Mom gives a twittering laugh, cutting a large slice of the creamy white pie and setting it on a plate before placing it in front of me.
My little brother barely looks up as he shovels pie into his mouth. “It’s yummy, Summer,” he mumbles with a full mouth. “You should have some."
As if I need any encouragement to drown my sorrows with comfort food. I pick up a fork and cut off the tip of the pie. I can already imagine the creamy texture. The smooth, rich sweetness topped with crunchy, toasted coconut.
I lift the fork as if in a daze. I’ve turned my mind off. I’m not thinking about clothes sizes or looking hot to make Caden regret not liking me. I’m not even thinking about beautiful Issac. I only know this pie will fill the aching pit in the center of my chest.
The pit carved out by Chloe, and Brad, and Caden, and even Issac, whether he’s guilty or not.
“Summer!” Mom’s screech stops the bite of pie from hitting my lips. I glance up to see her horrified look focused on my shoulder. She rushes over, tugging my torn shirt to the side to see the raw skin underneath.
“What on earth happened to you? Are you okay?”
Dad’s out of his chair and standing behind me in a second to inspect the damage. Even Mason stops eating long enough to run over and stare at my arm.
I see the car’s headlights getting closer and closer. I feel my feet root to the asphalt until I’m unable to move. What’s wrong with me?
I drop my fork, and it clatters on my dish as I jump up.
“I’m fine,” I say, brushing away their worried looks and probing fingers. “I tripped over a curb on the way home.” I force a stupid laugh. “I can be so clumsy. Hopefully, this dance class will help with that.”
Mom’s expression instantly lightens, but Dad studies me a minute longer with a piercing look.
“Are you sure that’s all that happened?” he asks. “Your blouse is torn and everything. You must have taken a hard spill.”
“Yep. I’m sure. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.” I look back at the irritated skin, thankful it’s not gushing blood because I know my parents wouldn’t let it go if it was worse than it is.
“It doesn’t even hurt,” I lie because the more I focus on it, the more it stings. “I think I’ll go take a shower to rinse it off then go to bed.” I give them both a quick kiss on the cheek and pat Mason on the head as I hurry past. “See you in the morning.”
“But your pie,” I hear Mom call as I push my bedroom door closed behind me.
My head throbs, and I lean back against the door, closing my eyes. Blinding lights shine behind my eyelids. I hear the scream before feeling Issac tackle me out of the car’s way.
I was literally frozen. Whether from fear or hurt or maybe even anger, I couldn’t move. The thought terrifies me. I could have been killed tonight because I couldn’t handle some teasing and my ex-best friend basically dumping me.
I’ve never thought of myself as weak, but then again I’ve never faced anything like what the past few days have brought, either. I take a deep breath and force a resolve. I will not be weak ever again. Not like I was tonight, anyway. I’m not sure how to make that change, but I know in my heart I can do it.
My eyes open, and I look around my room. My boy-band posters cover the walls, and my stuffed animal collection watches me from the corner. The bright yellow comforter covered with happy white flowers looks young and innocent as it lays in a sloppy, half-hearted attempt at making my bed.
I feel too old for this room that fit me perfectly a day ago. My childhood vanished in the blink of an eye, and I’m not sure who I am now. Or maybe more importantly, who I want to be. I know I don’t want to be weak, broken because someone teased me. And I know I don’t want to be overweight.
I’m thankful I didn’t take that first bite of pie because I doubt I would have stopped with one piece. Mom would have had another slice set on my plate before I finished the last bite of the first, and the way I’m feeling, I would have devoured it without a second thought.
My eyes travel to the window—the secret portal that connected me with Caden for the better part of our lives. I walk across the room and shove it open with a heavy heart. Caden’s curtain is open, and his room is dark and still. So still that it’s almost like he’s died. The thought crushes me. He’s ripped me apart by dumping me with hardly any explanation, but I don’t wish him dead or even ill. Not really.
I kneel and rest my chin on my hands as memories play through my mind. Every important one includes Caden. Summers filled with swimming and camps. Falls cramming together for tests. Whispered dreams and hopes. Shared pain and despair. I wasn’t secretly in love with him or anything, although I thought our relationship would grow into love someday. But he was a part of my life. A huge part of it.
It all hurts so much. Too much.
I don’t understand why Caden dumped me the way he did. If we’d had a big fight or something, his desertion would be easier to understand. But we didn’t. As far as I know, everything was perfect between us until that stupid kiss.
I scrunch my eyes closed and regret my decision for the millionth time. Caden wanted to kiss Chloe Grace. I should have let him kiss her. Trying to rescue him not only made him despise me for some reason, it’s thrown my typically boring life into a tailspin that I’m not sure I can recover from.
I still haven’t gone online to read the reviews on Chloe’s post. I’m burning with a morbid curiosity, and now I’m dying to know if she posted the new video from the theater, or if Lexi’s warning about the college not tolerating bullying was enough to scare her from doing it.
I don’t think I can handle the comments I know I’ll find. Comments from skinny people who are sickened by someone like me. Comments from heavy people, thankful it’s not them in the limelight for a change.
Guilt swamps my body like an angry swarm of bees. How many times have I laughed at the fat person on a funny video? How many times have I been thankful I’m at least not as big as that person?
I’ve never personally attacked anyone, like Chloe Grace has done with me, but I’ve never defended anyone, either. And for the first time in my life, I realize that makes me pretty much as bad as Chloe.
 
 
 

 

Chapter 18
My phone beeps with one text after another. I checked the first few, stupidly thinking it was Caden apologizing. Now that I know it’s Mia trying to ensure I’ll be at dance class, I’ve muted my phone and pulled my pillow over my head to block out the sun.
There will be no dance class for me this summer. I spent half the night tossing and turning, trying to analyze Issac’s actions last night. My only conclusion is that he sees me as some kind of joke.
I don’t think he’s involved with Chloe, but I wonder if someone dared him to kiss the piggie or something stupid like that.
Issac seems like a nice guy, but I’m too broken to take a chance that he’s not. So that means I need to stay far away from him, and that means I stay far away from the dance studio. I wasn’t even sure if I still wanted to take the class, but now that I can’t, I’m pretty crushed about it.
I stare at the poster on my wall. Five cute guys stare back at me. The TBRs dance as if they were born to do it. All of them have moves that I would die for.
Maybe I can teach myself a few steps by watching their videos. I wonder for a second if Issac can dance as well as them.
I roll over, and my shoulder and hip moan in protest. I haven’t looked yet, but I’m sure I’m one solid bruise on my left side. I can’t keep my mind from wondering if Issac’s okay. He took more of the impact than I did.
I can’t believe I was almost run over by a car last night. I think Issac suspects I stood in front of that car on purpose, and that’s one more reason I can’t face him. I don’t know how to explain what happened. I barely understand it myself. I guess the expression frozen with fear has its roots in reality. I was frozen all right.
“Summer, sweetie?” Mom gives a brief knock before opening my door. “You’re going to be late for your first dance class if you don’t get a move on. I made pancakes and bacon, and there are strawberries and whipped cream.”
My stomach lets out a growl, telling me it would like pancakes and bacon and strawberries and whipped cream very much, thank you. I squeeze my eyes shut as I fight the urge to jump out of bed and run downstairs to devour everything Mom’s gone through the trouble of making.
Mom comes over and sits on the edge of my bed, smoothing the hair from my face. “Are you and Mia walking to class together, or do you want me to drive you?”
“I’m not going,” I mutter, keeping my eyes closed tight.
“What? Why not?”
I can’t tell her the truth. She’d be crushed to hear her baby is literally the biggest joke in in the town of Sandstone.
“My arm still hurts from my fall,” I tell her instead. “I should probably rest it today.”
“Let me see,” Mom says with a worried look, pulling back the covers.
 I shove up my sleeve, not surprised by the purple that runs down my arm.
Mom’s face puckers. “That looks awful. Maybe we should let Dr. Ritchie check that out.”
“No, I just need to rest. It’s only bruised.”
Mom’s face has turned stern, and she crosses her arms over her ample chest. I look at her as if for the first time ever, seeing her as someone besides Mom, seeing her as a heavyset woman. She’s not even as large as me, but her loose top can’t hide the extra weight I’ve never paid attention to before. 
“No.” Mom shakes her head, and I morbidly watch the skin under her jaw jiggle. “If your arm’s bothering you so much you’re willing to miss the dance class that you’ve been looking forward to for months, it must be bad.” She stands. “I’ll call Dr. Ritchie’s office now.”
Ugh. Go to the doctor’s office for a bruise, or possibly see Issac. I bite my lip. I don’t normally lie to my parents. I’ve never really needed to, but maybe I could tell Mom I’m going to the dance class and hang out at the park for a couple of hours instead. I have a new book I’ve been dying to read.
“You know,” I say, sitting up and rolling my shoulder, fighting back a groan as the muscles pull and stretch. “Now that I’m up, it’s not as bad as I thought it was. The bruises make it look worse than it is.”
Mom’s gentle blue eyes go from my shoulder to my face, and I can see the indecision there.
“I’m fine.” I make myself get out of bed and raise my arm over my head before lowering it.
“See? Nothing’s broken. Let me change, and I’ll be on my way to class.”
“If you’re sure,” Mom says, still sounding uncertain.
I walk her to the door, gently closing her on the other side of it.
“Positive,” I say. “I’ll be down in five minutes.”
Leaning my head against the door, I draw in a slow breath. I’m heavier than my mom, and I’m only fifteen years old.
The smell of bacon drifts through my closed door, and my stomach tells me to get a move on. My head though reminds me the only way I’ll ever dispose of some of this extra unwanted weight is to cling onto my diet as if one bite of forbidden food will kill me.
I have a feeling everything in the kitchen is forbidden. Except the strawberries. I happen to love strawberries. The fact that there’s something tasty I can eat perks me up a little.
I go get my phone, plopping down on my bed. No texts from Caden. Surprise, surprise. Eight texts from Mia that I’ll read in a minute, and one from an unknown number. I click it first.
“Hope you don’t mind I got your number from Lexi. I’m sorry if I scared you last night. Or offended you. Or whatever I did. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Hope you’re feeling okay. Maybe see you at the studio?”
My lungs burn, and I realize I’ve forgotten to breathe again. I have no doubt the text is from Issac and not the dumbass from the movies. I want to get excited. I want to squeal and jump up and down on my bed and call Mia and squeal some more, but I still can’t stop wondering if Issac’s just playing a prank on the fat girl.
He doesn’t sound like he has any ulterior motives, and he was super nice last night. He literally risked his life to save me. That doesn’t sound like something a creep who wants to make a joke out of me would do. Does it?
I scroll through Mia’s texts from last night: Am I okay? Keith asked her out. She can’t wait for dance class. Then one from this morning: She woke up with food poisoning, or something, and isn’t going to dance class today.
Shoot. After his text, I almost-kinda-sorta wanted to go now to see how Issac would act if I did happen to bump into him.
I stare at the ceiling picturing him. I’ve never let myself dream that a guy like that would ever like me. I always thought my scrawny, socially awkward neighbor was about as good as I could do, and when he didn’t want me, I was pretty sure no guy would. I’m scared to let myself think Issac might like me, but a rebellious spark of excitement flares in my stomach, anyway.
There’s no way I’m stepping foot into that dance class alone, though. If Mia feels better Wednesday, I might go with her then, but I am not going alone.
*****
“Are you sure you don’t want to take a protein bar with you?” Mom leans out the car window waving the wrapped bar at me like she’s trying to tempt a stray dog with a treat. I ignore her efforts, trudging toward the red brick warehouse Issac brought me to last night. “You hardly ate two bites of your breakfast,” she calls even louder.
A few people nearby turn to stare at me, and my ears burn. I can imagine they’re thinking I shouldn’t have even eaten those two bites. I clamp my teeth together and wish Mom would hurry up and leave.
She insisted on driving me so I wouldn’t be late, but I am not walking in that building alone. As soon as she drives off, I’m sneaking off to the park. My book’s in my backpack, and I’m prepared to kill a couple of hours in the safety of my own company.
Only she’s not leaving.
“I’m fine, Mom. Thanks for driving me.” I give her a little wave, hoping she’ll take the hint and drive away. She doesn’t. She sits there, beaming at me from the curb like it’s my first day of kindergarten.
Ugh. At least she’s not taking pictures.
“Hey!”
I jump as a warm hand touches my uninjured arm and find Issac smiling at me. The entire world brightens as if the sun just came out from behind the clouds.
“I hoped I’d run into you today,” he says, kicking my heart into overdrive. “How are you feeling?” he asks when I just stand there and stare at him like I’ve forgotten how to form words.
His eyes drop to my shoulder, and I reach up to rub it through my t-shirt. “Not too bad, considering my run-in with the pavement last night. How about you?” I ask. I’m thankful to see Mom drive away. It’s awkward enough talking to Issac without her watching us.
“I’m fine.” Issac shrugs, twisting his arm so I can see two bandages side by side on his elbow. The skin around them is red and irritated, but it looks much better than I thought it would. He reaches up to rub his neck. “Did you, um, get my text?”
I nod dumbly because my mouth has gone drier than a sun-scorched desert.
“Good. I wanted to apologize in person too. We hardly know each other. Asking if I could kiss you last night was really rushing things. I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
His bright eyes burn into mine. I search them for deceit, but I only find kindness filtered though regret. I shake my head, letting Issac lead me to the door. My thoughts are spinning out of control. That does not sound like a guy trying to set me up for a fat girl joke. Does it? Is it possible that Issac truly likes me? I so want to be brave and accept that he might, but I don’t want to get hurt again.
I realize we’ve stopped walking.
“This is your class,” Issac tells me, tipping his head toward the door. “I’m teaching until noon then have to be back at one. Any chance you want to grab a quick bite to eat with me for lunch?”
I blink hard. Is Issac asking me out on a date? I mean a “quick bite to eat” isn’t really all that romantic or anything, but it sounds like he wants to spend time with me. My heart slams against my ribs. This is my chance to start being brave. It shouldn’t be so scary to say “Yes, I’d love to grab a bite to eat with you,” but it is.
I nibble my bottom lip. My life will never change unless I change it. I suck in a deep breath and give Issac a quick nod, still unable to form words. When his face relaxes into an easy smile, it chases most of my fears away.
“Great! I’ll meet you out front at noon. Have fun in class. You’re going to love it.”
He hurries down the hall, giving me a quick wave before turning into the room next door. I stand where I am with my heart beating out of control and gulp in a deep breath. I’m going to lunch with Issac Black. 
“Are you in this class?” I turn to see a girl around Lexi’s age standing in the doorway with her hand on the doorknob. She has long golden blond hair pulled up into a high ponytail, and a full face of makeup that looks great on her, but I can’t help but wonder how she’ll keep from sweating it off during class.
The thing that stands out the most is that under her black leggings covered with jean shorts and a long t-shirt tied at her hip, she’s as large as I am.
I breathe a sigh of relief. I won’t be the only one sitting out half the class. I like this girl already.
“Yep, this is my class,” I say with a burst of confidence and a newfound spring to my step. “I’m Summer,” I add. I send a final look in the direction Issac went before walking into a studio already filled with about twenty people of all ages and sizes.
“Chrissy Baker,” the girl says, shaking my hand with a friendly smile before closing the door behind me.
That name sounds so familiar, but as I make my way to the back of the room, I can’t place her. Maybe she used to go to our school? I’ll have to remember to ask Lexi about her.
“Good morning, everyone!”
I find an empty space on the wooden floor between a lady older than my mom, and a guy who looks younger than me. Turning to the front of the room, my jaw drops when I see Chrissy standing in front of the full wall of mirrors addressing the class.
“I’m Chrissy Baker, your instructor for Pop for Everyone. Are ya’ll ready to get started?”
I glance from side to side, waiting for someone to make a crack about Chrissy’s weight. Everyone’s just watching her, some smiling, others even bouncing on the balls of their feet, eager to start moving. No one seems to have a problem with a large instructor.
Awesome! Hopefully that means no one will have a problem with me. Between my brief exchange with Issac this morning, and now having Chrissy as my instructor, I’m feeling better than I have in days.
“Okay,” Chrissy says, starting some music. The TRBs latest hit blasts through the room, and I find myself grinning, feeling light and thankful I didn’t end up skipping class. With a glance around, I bounce up and down a couple of times, too, just to test it out. It’s not exactly dancing, but I’m too excited to stand still.
“I’m going to show you the dance we’ll be learning over the next few weeks. Now, no one panic. It looks like a lot at first, but we’ll break it down into steps so easy a toddler could do it.”
Chrissy starts moving, and I feel my mouth drop open. People around me clap and cheer as she moves every bit as good as my favorite boy band.
I’m in awe and more than a little ashamed of myself. I absolutely judged her by her weight, thinking she’d be a student sitting on the sidelines with me gasping for breath just because she’s large.
I’m ashamed of my thoughts. If I’m judging people by their weight, how can I expect people not to judge me? I’m quickly caught up in the beat of the music and the grace of Chrissy’s steps.
I want to move like that so badly—all fluid and smooth—that an ache starts in my core. If Chrissy can dance like that, I have a flare of hope that I can, too. Again, I’m judging her on her weight, but not necessarily in a bad way this time.

 

Chapter 19
“Okay! Everyone ready to dance?” Chrissy’s cheery voice has everyone clapping. I even tentatively add a little whoop to the noise.
I’m so excited and so nervous, but more than anything else, I’m determined. Today’s the day I’m going to learn how to dance. Well, at least a little bit. I don’t expect to leave the class with professional moves, but I vow to myself that I will have more moves than I have now.
Chrissy turns to face the mirror and tells us to follow her lead. She steps to the side with her right foot while swinging her arms out to the sides. I can do that, and I do. After waiting for everyone in the class to step out, she then brings her foot back to the center, clapping her hands when she steps down.
Easy peasy so far! She repeats the same thing with her left foot, and I start feeling pretty darn confident. Is this really all there is to dancing? I exchange a smile with the older lady on my left. Chrissy has us repeat the simple move a couple of times before clapping her hands.
“Okay, people. Let’s bring it up to speed!” Chrissy starts the music, nods her head a couple of times to the beat then counts off. “Here we go! One, two, ready, and step out, together, out, together.”
My right foot forgets to come back to the center before my left leg moves to the side, and I’m left standing straddle as I wonder what the heck happened. I look around the class, thankful to see I’m not the only one having trouble keeping up.
Sure, over half the class is moving along with Chrissy as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, but it’s those others who aren’t who keep me from giving up right then and there.
The woman beside me gets out of synch, stepping left when she should go right and right when she should go left. She sees me watching her and gives me a huge smile and a shrug as she works to get her feet back on track.
The guy to my right has already added a few extra moves to his steps. He looks like he could be dancing at a club right now. He notices my look and gives me a wink.
“You got this,” he says. “One step at a time.”
I’m surprised he’s being friendly, but his words give me courage. Chrissy keeps repeating the same steps over and over to the music. I wait until both her feet are together and then step to the right and back in just as she does. And then to the left and back in.
As long as I don’t think about what I’m doing too much, my feet cooperate pretty well. I work on adding my arms. Step, together. Step, together. I tear my fixed stare from Chrissy long enough to watch myself in the mirror. I’m dancing! I can’t wait to show Mia!
Chrissy stops the music to teach us the next step. It’s a little more complicated, and my feet get tangled time after time, but I’m not even tempted to sit out.
That first simple step gives me the faith that I can do this. I just can’t give up.
Halfway through class, we stop for a water break. The guy beside me lifts his hand for a fist bump. I cut my eyes to the side, expecting to see someone standing beside me but realize the fist bump’s for me!
“I’m Trey,” he says, pulling a refillable water bottle out of his bag and sucking down about half of it. “First class?”
I again glance around before I answer. “Summer,” I say when it’s clear his question’s for me. “Yes, this is my first dance class ever. I guess it shows.” I wrinkle my nose, feeling a little embarrassed as I unscrew the cap from my water.
Trey shrugs. “We’re all beginners at some point. Chrissy’s a great teacher. I’ve had her before. You’ll be up to speed in no time.”
My eyes widen at his kind comment. Is he just being nice, or is he flirting with me? I’m not sure how to reply, so I give him a nod and keep drinking and drinking and drinking.
He puts his water bottle back in his bag and starts talking to a cute red-headed girl beside him. Ah, now that’s flirting.
My cheeks turn almost as red as the girl’s hair, and I’m thankful Trey’s not focused on me anymore. It’s a little embarrassing that I thought he was flirting with me but not too bad. I’m just happy that he was so nice.
Plus, the only guy I really want to flirt with me is Issac, but I’m scared that I pushed him away. I still can’t believe he invited me to lunch after how crazy I acted last night.
I’m afraid to get too excited and think it means anything, but doesn’t it? He must have some reason for asking me to lunch, and I’m finally ninety-nine percent convinced that it’s not to make fun of me.

 

Chapter 20
Class was rough. I’m tired, my shoulder and hip ache, and I feel like the most uncoordinated person on the planet. More than anything, though, I’m psyched.
I can’t say I have any moves other than the very first one down, exactly. But there are a few more I can sort of do without stumbling over my own feet, and I’m pretty much on par with the rest of the class.
My fear of everyone else picking up the steps the first time they saw them and leaving me in the dust was unfounded. Sure, a few people like Trey can really move, but for the most part, this is absolutely a beginner’s class.
I can’t believe I almost didn’t come.
I use the towel in my backpack to swipe away a layer of sweat, and I’m surprised when the instructor stops beside me.
“Summer, right?” Chrissy asks.
I look up at her and nod, wondering if I did something wrong. Maybe she’s going to ask me not to come back.
“Great job today! I saw your shuffle step. If you bring your back leg up each time, it will go smoother.” She steps to the side and slides into a graceful shuffle step, making it look so easy I actually laugh.
“I’m not sure I’ll ever get that down.” I scrunch up my lips. She looks like she’s sliding across the floor. When I did it earlier, I looked like an angry horse stamping its hooves.
Chrissy grins at me. “Sure you will. You have a lot of natural rhythm. Once you learn the moves, you’ll put it all together in no time.”
I have natural rhythm? I look behind me to make sure she’s not talking to someone else over my shoulder. When I see that she’s really saying that about me, I shake my head.
“I don’t think I have anything natural when it comes to dancing. I just hoped to pick up a few moves so I don’t look goofy at school dances.”
Chrissy pats my shoulder. “Don’t underestimate yourself. I’ve been dancing since I was little, so it’s a part of who I am now. It might take you a few classes, but you’ll pick it up before you know it.”
My chest swells with something that feels like pride. I’ve always wanted to be able to dance. The fact that she thinks I can leaves me elated.
A hushed whisper comes our way from the almost-empty room. “With a cow like that teaching class, I didn’t think we’d learn anything. She’s okay, though.”
My cheeks burn, and I hope Chrissy doesn’t hear the mean comments as they continue.
“Look,” another voice says, “she’s found her herd.”
I can’t help but glance around to see who the loudmouths are. I find a couple of pimple-faced guys with long lanky hair, cracking up over their joke. Why do people find humor in being overweight? There’s not a thing funny about it from where I’m standing.
Chrissy glances at me before marching over to the guys. She cocks a hip and puts a hand on it.
“You’re out. Both of you,” she tells them with an arched brow, pointing a finger back and forth between the two of them.
“You can’t do that!” the first speaker protests.
“Actually I can,” Chrissy replies in a level tone. “I can refuse to teach any pupil I deem a menace to the class. Harassment is a menace in my book. Don’t try to sign up for a different class either. You’re out of the school.”
“Bitch,” the taller guy snarls at her. Chrissy stands her ground and simply points to the door. Both guys leave in a huff, and I feel like cheering.
“Sorry about that.” The room’s empty now besides Chrissy and me. “Most of the students I have are cool. I get jerks from time to time. Sorry they had to drag you into their ugliness.”
“You were awesome.” I watch her through wide eyes, impressed by the calm way she handled the situation. “I probably would have run away crying if I was in charge,” I tell her seriously.
Chrissy shrugs and moves to the small table at the front of the class to pick up her phone from beside her speaker. “Don’t think I haven’t done that exact thing before. I’ve learned that people like that aren’t worth my tears.”
Music starts, and she looks at me, raising a brow and grinning. “My next class doesn’t start for fifteen minutes. Want to work on the dance steps we learned today?”
I drop my backpack and hurry to her.
“Sure! That’d be great.” I’m not meeting Issac for an hour, so I have plenty of time.
By the time the next class starts trickling in, I’m actually remembering the steps to our dance. I mean, yeah, some are super easy, like step to the side with one foot and slide your other foot to meet it.
For an uncoordinated girl like me, though, it’s an accomplishment every time I don’t stumble over my own feet. I can’t claim I look good doing the moves Chrissy taught me yet, but I am doing them. I’m so happy, I feel like I might float out of the room.
Except for the burning pain between my inner thighs that’s starting to sting. I glance in the mirror and see my thighs are bright red.
Chrissy catches my look.
“That’s why I wear these Spandex under my shorts,” she says. “It gives the skin something to slide against so there’s not as much chafing. If you don’t have any, you don’t have to go out and buy them. Long shorts or warm-ups help, too.”
I’m starting to idolize this girl. She moves like a pop star. Handles bullies without breaking a sweat. And now she’s offering me big girl advice without making things uncomfortable or making me feel fat.
“Thanks for the tips, Chrissy. And for the extra practice.” I grab my backpack. “I can’t wait for Wednesday.”
She flashes me a smile. “Look up ‘hip-hop dance lessons’ on YouTube. That will give you even more to work on.”
I wave and walk out the door, already looking forward to seeing what YouTube can teach me. I wish Mia could have come today. She would have loved it. When she’s feeling better, I’ll teach her what I’ve learned so she won’t be behind.
There are only a few people in the hall since the next class is about to start. I take a few steps toward the front door to wait for Issac to finish his class, then bite my lip and slowly pivot around.
Creeping down the hall like a criminal, I stop at the class that I saw Issac go into. Would it be weird to spy on him? I mean, the window’s in the door so people can watch, right?
I decide to go with that and slowly peek into Issac’s class. Music seeps around the door frame, and I grin at his choice of songs. It’s TRBs first hit. The one that made me fall in love with them. I wonder if he’s a TBR fan, too.
Issac’s class is about the same size mine was with around twenty students, but it doesn’t take long to realize this is a more advanced class.
As soon as Issac starts moving to the music, the others start mimicking his moves. I can’t decide who to watch, him or them, but my eyes are soon locked on Issac. His body effortlessly keeps time to the music, and I try not to drool. I’m somewhat amazed that a kid I go to school with can dance like a pop star, but Issac makes it look easy.
I watch him run through the whole dance, and when he starts breaking down the steps, I make my way outside to wait for him. My thoughts are in a whirlwind. The thing that stands out the most right now is the easy way Chrissy dealt with the jerks in her class.
Have I been overreacting to Chloe Grace’s teasing? Did Chrissy under-react to the guys in class? It’s hard to know, but I could tell that Chrissy really didn’t let the guys’ words bother her. I’m not sure if her personality makes it easier for her to let things like that slide, or what.
Well, she didn’t exactly let it slide. She banned the guys from the studio. Which was so awesome. But she didn’t seem sad or even hurt by what they said.
I want to be like that. Not just about my weight, because I’m more determined than ever to lose a few pounds and get in better shape, but about any teasing that comes my way. I’m not sure how to go about it, but seeing Chrissy’s example gives me faith it can be done.
While I’m dwelling on how to deal with teasing like Chrissy did, Issac appears beside me.
“Hey,” he says, looking down at me with a warm smile. “Are you hungry?”
I’m so hungry I’m surprised my rumbling stomach hasn’t set off earthquake warnings, but I play it cool.
“I could eat.” I stand and grin up at him, brushing off the back of my shorts as I steal a long look at Issac. His hair’s damp and darker than usual, and his skin glistens with a light sheen of sweat. With his toned muscles and strong jaw, he looks like a sculpture. An absolute work of art. It takes my breath away just standing this close to him. I feel like a sweaty mess compared to his glistening beauty. I discreetly try to pat my hair into some semblance of order.
“Great.” Issac sticks out a hand before dropping it back to his side. He gives me a lopsided grin that almost looks embarrassed. Was he going to hold my hand like he did last night?
Flurries or excitement whirl in my stomach. If I’m not careful, I’m going to let myself believe Issac sincerely likes me.
“I usually go to Barbie’s Dinner down the street for lunch. Is that okay with you?” Issac asks.
Anywhere would be fine with me as long as I’m with Issac, but I try to play it a little cool. “Perfect,” I say. “I haven’t been there in ages, but I used to love their grilled cheese sandwiches.”
Issac looks down at me. “They do make the best,” he agrees. “How was your class? What did you think of Chrissy?”
I start to gush, telling him how much I love the class and adore Chrissy. He chuckles, and I blush.
“Guess I got a little carried away there,” I direct my words to the sidewalk.
Issac’s fingers brush the back of my hand. Instead of moving away, he takes my hand in his. His skin is warmer than mine, his large hand gentle as it encompasses my fingers, somehow making me feel safe and dainty.
“No, that’s great,” Issac says, thankfully not noticing that I’m about to hyperventilate from his touch. “I’m glad you’re happy with the class. It would be nice if you were in mine though, so we could spend more time together.”
He glances over at me, brushing his dark bangs from his face. “Think you’re up for an advanced class?”
I can’t tell if he’s teasing or serious, but my next step has me stumbling over a crack in the sidewalk. Issac tightens his grip on my hand to keep me from going down while I laugh at myself.
“Um, I think that answers your question. If it wasn’t for Chrissy’s patience, the beginner’s class would be beyond me right now. I almost didn’t even come today.”
My eyes are on the sidewalk again, which is good since there are some more uneven patches ahead that I probably would have tripped over, but that’s not the reason I’m looking down.
I don’t know why I said anything about almost not coming to class, and I’m nervous about Issac’s reaction. I don’t want him to push me for answers I don’t want to give about why I almost skipped.
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 21
“Because of me?” Issac’s voice is so soft I almost miss his words over the lunch-hour traffic noise. When I realize what he said, my eyes fly up to meet his.
“What? No! Why would you think I’d miss dance class because of you?”
He’s looking straight ahead now, so I take time to study his profile. It doesn’t look like he shaved today. His square jaw is hard and covered with the beginning of a five o’clock shadow.
Caden’s skin is always baby smooth. He never needs to shave more than a couple of times a week.
And why am I thinking about him?
 I shake Caden from my thoughts and refocus on Issac. “Tell me,” I say, giving his side a gentle nudge. “Why would you think I’d miss class because of you?”
“Because I tried to kiss you,” he says. His voice is flat, without emotion. His fingers are still wrapped with mine, but I feel them loosen. I don’t want him to pull away, but it feels like he’s going to. I have to stop him. Even if it means telling him the truth.
“No! That wasn’t it.” The entire night before flashes through my mind. If he hasn’t already seen the video, I don’t want Issac to know that thousands of Chloe Grace’s followers refer to me as Piggie.
But I also don’t want him to think I was put off by the idea of kissing him. My tongue involuntarily darts across my lips to moisten them. I’d like very much to kiss Issac Black, if he honestly wants to kiss me.
Issac stops walking, and some people walk around us before he pulls me from the middle of the sidewalk closer to the storefront. With my back against the rough bricks, Issac takes both my hands and leans in as his eyes burn into mine.
“Then what?” he asks.
I’m trying to figure out how to answer that when he continues, “I like you,” he says. “But I’m getting mixed signals. You smile at me like you might be interested, and then when I asked you to dance the other night, you couldn’t get away from me fast enough. And then last night. . .” he lets the thought trail off. We both know I literally ran from him last night.
Should I tell him I was worried he was setting me up for a joke like Chloe and her friends? I don’t want to admit to the teasing. I mean, he knows I’m fat. He’s standing two feet away from me. He can see my chubby cheeks and neck rolls.
If he looks down, he’d see the red skin on my thighs below my shorts where they rubbed together during class. But I don’t want to point it out.
“If you just want to be friends, I’m cool with that,” he says in an even tone. “Or if you want to move slow, I can do that, too. I just need to know where we stand.”
He’s putting himself out there by admitting he likes me. I suck up my courage and put myself out there too.
“Have you seen Chloe Grace’s social media account lately?”
Issac’s dark brows furrow, and he gives his head a slight shake as if he’s trying to figure out how my question in any way answers his.
“No,” he finally says.
I let out a huge sigh and focus on Issac’s shoes.
“Chloe made a video of me and somehow edited a pig’s butt over mine. It’s getting tons of comments, so last night she set me up for another video. That’s why I was downtown alone last night. I needed to get away from her and her mean friends. I needed some space to think.”
Issac draws in his lips. “Is that why you stepped in front of that car?”
“No!” My eyes fly to his. “I didn’t even notice the car.”
I bite my lip and decide if Issac really is interested in me, he deserves to know the whole truth. “I didn’t step in front of that car on purpose. But when I saw it coming for me, I couldn’t move. I was so overwhelmed and hurt that my mind just shut down or something. And, yeah, that was because of Chloe and her teasing.”
I feel like the worst kind of loser as I wait for Issac to distance himself from me. Who is so weak that a few stupid comments mess them up so much they forget how to step out of the way of a moving car? Well, other than me, that is.
Issac pulls me into his arms and simply holds me. I’m so surprised I just stand there, but after a minute, I tentatively raise my arms to wrap around his waist.
“I’m sorry,” he whispers against my hair. “I had no idea you’ve been going through that. And then I throw you down on the street and try to kiss you.”
I give a choked laugh. “That’s not exactly how it went down,” I mumble into the soft material of his t-shirt. Taking a deep breath, my nose is filled with Issac’s light cologne and the scent of warm skin. I can’t say sweat because sweat is gross and stinky and offensive. This scent, that’s all Issac, is warm and safe.
“I didn’t kiss you last night because I was afraid you were setting me up for another one of Chloe’s videos,” I force myself to admit.
Issac leans back until I can see his face. “I would never do that.” His eyes tell me his words are true, and I give him a weak smile.
“No, I don’t think you would.”
My legs shake and my eyes drop to Issac’s lips. He’s standing so close with his arms around me that I’m sure he’s going to try to kiss me again. And this time I’m going to let him. He leans in, and my tongue darts over my lips before I close my eyes. My entire body’s taut with anticipation, and suddenly I feel his lips brush across my forehead in the sweetest, most gentle touch.
I swallow. It feels like a light of joy is shining down on me, and my lips curve in a slow smile. Neither of us move for a minute, but Issac finally pulls back. He clears his throat, and I open my eyes to find his cheeks are stained dark red, but his eyes shine. Again, I can only think he looks nervous or embarrassed, but that’s so hard to comprehend. From the little I’ve been around Issac he always comes across as completely self-assured. Is it possible I make Issac Black nervous?

 

Chapter 22
Mia and I lie beside the pool that afternoon, letting the sun work its magic on our pale skin. Mia still looks a little green around the gills, but she’d decided the worst of the food poisoning was behind her.
I’m not sure if that’s true or not, but I need to tell her about Issac before I burst, so I’m willing to risk it.
“I didn’t even eat the entire hot. . .” Mia moans and shoves a hand over her mouth. “I can’t even say it, but I didn’t even eat the whole thing. I don’t know how it made me so sick.”
“That’s rough.”
The word hot dog is making Mia ill, but it’s making my stomach growl with eager anticipation. Issac ordered a chicken Caesar salad for lunch, so I had the same. It was tasty, but only a couple of hours after my last bite, I feel like I’m running on fumes.
I eye Mia’s pale skin and pinched expression, releasing a guilty sigh. She’s obviously feeling miserable. The right thing to do is let her go home and recuperate. I can wait a few more hours before sharing my excitement.
“We don’t have to do this today,” I force myself to say. “Maybe you should go back to bed.”
“No.” Mia lets out a small moan with her eyes squished shut. “I have to tell you about Keith.”
In my excitement about Issac, I totally forgot about Mia’s college cutie.
“So is that who you ate hot dogs with?” I wiggle my brows, but sober when Mia’s hand slaps over her lips at the mention of the deadly food. “Sorry.” I scrunch up my face.
Mia’s in misery. It looks like she’s doing all she can to keep the barf-fest she told me she went through last night from starting back up again.
Although I want to start talking about Issac—and Chrissy, and the dance class—I pinch my lips tight and focus on the ripples of light moving around on the bottom of the pool as a slight breeze moves the water as I give her a chance to recuperate.
It’s hard to believe that not a week ago, Caden and I sat right there in that spot, legs touching, innocence and friendship fully intact. I feel as if I’ve aged years in the few short days since that night. In a way, I have. My life’s gone through such drastic changes I hardly feel like the same young girl, bubbling with excitement to share my first kiss with my best friend.
A snort rumples from my nose at the thought of Caden being my best friend. He couldn’t dump me fast enough. I wonder if it was something he’d been planning anyway. Having a heavyset friend like me couldn’t have been helping with his quest for popularity.
Thinking of Caden makes me wonder how he managed to get a girlfriend his first day of vacay. He’s normally so shy, it’s hard to see him making the move on some random girl.
“What are you thinking?” Mia asks, squinting at me through one eye.
“Feeling better?”
She shrugs. “Just don’t mention the h-word. Actually, don’t mention food at all, and I’ll probably survive.”
I give her a sympathetic smile and draw an X over my heart with my finger. “This will be a food-free conversation,” I promise her. “Want to tell me about Keith first, or do you want to hear about my night?”
Both eyes blink open at me, and Mia sits up even though the movement causes her to grimace.
“Did something else happen last night? Did Chloe Grace follow you from the theater? I knew I shouldn’t have let you leave alone.”
“No.” I hold up a hand to stop her worried speculations. “My night turned out pretty good.” That wasn’t exactly the truth. My night was miserable, but it had led into my marvelous day. Now, I’m on top of the world, and that’s what I can’t wait to share.
“You know how you thought Issac Black might like me or something?” Mia’s watching me with wide eyes and gives a quick nod that makes her blue-tinted bangs swing.
“Well,” I try to fight back a smile but fail miserably as my cheeks stretch tight. “You were right!”
Mia spins around on her cherry red towel until she’s sitting, and peers down at me. “You saw Issac? When? Where? What happened? Are you two dating?”
I laugh at her barrage of questions and let the story spill about how I ran into him last night—telling her how he saved me from the car, but leaving out my mental state at the time. “And he’s one of the instructors at the dance school.” I squeal.
“No way!” Mia’s eyes look ready to pop out of her head, and I’m pretty sure she’s forgotten all about being sick. “A guy who looks like a teen idol and can dance, too?”
I nod a little smugly. “Boy, can he dance.” A sigh escapes me as I picture the way he moved while demonstrating the dance for his class. Yummy.
I’d be content talking about Issac all afternoon, but I’ve vowed to be a better friend to Mia now that I’ve realized I haven’t been that great of one over the years.
“Your turn,” I say. “Tell me about you and Keith.”
Mia’s wide eyes relax at the mention of his name, and a dopey smile crosses her lips. I have a feeling it’s the same smile that I’m still wearing. I don’t know how we both managed to find boyfriends on the same night, but I’m thankful it worked out the way it did. This way neither of us has to feel bad about our love life or lack thereof. And we can share all of our firsts together.
A thought hits me. “Did he kiss you?”
Mia’s cheeks grow pink, and she gives a shy nod before turning the question back on me.
“Did Issac kiss you?”
“Almost.” I bite my lip before explaining the way he brushed his lips across my forehead. I get chills just remembering it. It might not have been a lip-on-lip kiss, but it was still amazing.
Mia and I let out happy screams, and she grabs my hand.
“See,” she says. “You didn’t have to change anything about yourself. A perfect guy likes you just how you are.”
Mia means it in the very best way, but her words are sobering.
“I’m not changing myself for a guy.” I hunch my shoulders and let out a slow breath. “It’s something I need to do for myself, and my mom, and even Mason.”
My dad’s pretty thin, but Mom and Mason are on the heavy side with me. At some point, it hit me that I might be an example to them. A motivation for them to get into shape too.
As much as I want to look good, the possible health issues of being overweight are scary. If I can avoid them by giving up a few slices of pie, it will be well worth the sacrifice. Even though I have been missing my Cheesy Cheese Pops lately. But not enough to break my diet.
“That’s cool,” Mia says. “What do they think about your diet?”
I picture Mom shoving a sugar-loaded breakfast bar toward me this morning since she didn’t think I’d eaten enough breakfast.
“They don’t really know about it yet,” I admit. “I have a feeling Mom’s going to take it hard. Keeping her family well-fed is like her number one goal in life.”
“She’s such a great cook, too,” Mia adds. “That’s got to make dieting rough.”
I hadn’t thought about how hard it will be to stick to a diet with Mom’s home cooking coming at me three meals a day. “I’ve got to do it. No matter how hard it is, I want to lose fifteen pounds before school starts.”
Mia lets out a low whistle. “That’s a lot.”
It is, and it isn’t. I’ve done the calculations, and I think I can lose more than that in three months. I don’t want to set my goal too high and then fail and give up, though. And fifteen pounds would be awesome. I’ll be more than happy if I can go back to school in the fall, safely out of the obese zone.
I jump up, ready to change the subject since the thought of dieting makes me think of food, and the thought of food makes my stomach demand a snack—right now.
“Want to see what I learned in dance today?”
“Yes.” Mia’s face brightens. I grab my phone and find the song that goes with our dance.
“Okay,” I tell Mia. “Don’t be too hard on me. I’ve only had one lesson, you know.”
Mia grins and gathers her legs to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. “Get it, girl!”
I start out moving in minced steps, feeling nervous and like an uncoordinated bundle of lard. The music soon gets to the steps that Chrissy helped me work on, and my confidence jumps enough for me to put some actual effort into the moves.
Mia cheers and hoots at me. My cheeks get hot, but her encouragement keeps my feet and arms moving. I stumble over a few steps, and forget others completely, but for the most part, I dance like I know what I’m doing.
“That was so awesome!” Mia jumps up. Her smile falls as she clasps her stomach for a second, but she powers through the wave of nausea. “You look like you could be on a music video. I can see it now, you’ll be a backup dancer for the TBRs!”
My cheeks burn hotter and I’m breathing hard, but I can’t stop grinning at her. I know she’s over-exaggerating, but the fact that dancing has been a dream of mine for years makes her enthusiasm warm my soul.
“Want me to teach you what I remember?”
“Yeah, I do!”
Mia holds her queasy stomach with one arm wrapped around her waist, but her focus is fully on me as I break down the steps the way Chrissy did.
“This is a shuffle step,” I tell her. We both laugh as I do more of a stutter step on repeat as I try to get my feet to obey. “Well, you get the idea. Our instructor’s great. She makes dancing look so easy, and she goes really slow with each move so we can follow along. I can’t wait for you to go Wednesday.”
“Me, too.” Mia’s eyes are bright. “I hate that I missed our first class, but it sounds like it gave you some extra time with your new boy-friend.” She drawls the word playfully, and I swat at her arm.
“What about you and your new boy-friend?” I drawl the word right back. “When are you seeing him again?”
Mia gives me a guilty look. “I know you and I were going to watch Dance Dance Two tonight.” She hesitates, and I fill in the blank.
“But you have a date with Keith?”
Her head bops up and down, but she looks at me meekly. “If you want me to cancel, I absolutely will. Friends before mens, as they say.”
I wrinkle my nose. “I’m pretty sure no one says that.”
Mia laughs. “You know what I mean.”
And I do know what she means. She’d cancel a date with a guy she really likes to keep me company. I give her a quick hug.
“You’re the best friend ever,” I tell her. “But you are not missing out on your first real date because of me.”
I don’t want to think about Caden, but a small part of my mind reminds me how many times Caden broke plans with me over the years when something better came up. He was great when we were alone together. So funny and silly most of the time. Somehow, I didn’t notice the other side of him. The side that chose to do stuff with the popular kids instead of me anytime he had a chance.

 

Chapter 23
Mia left before dinner to get ready for her date with Keith. That means I’m at my dinner table with my family, a mounded bowl of mashed potatoes, rich, creamy gravy, and an overflowing plate of fried chicken taking up the middle.
My stomach growls so angrily it hurts.
“Tell me all about your little dance class,” Mom says, scooping potatoes onto Mason’s plate before smothering them with gravy. I want to be disgusted by the amount of food she’s giving to a nine-year-old, but I’m drooling too hard to think about it. 
“Thigh or leg, dear?” she asks, setting two legs on Mason’s plate when he answers. The plate is settled in front of him, and Dad says a quick grace before Mason digs in.
“So?” Mom’s attention is back on me as she piles food on her plate now. “Did you enjoy the class? They didn’t make you work too hard, now did they? You know this is just something you’re doing for fun. They can’t make you run laps or anything.” She makes it sound like running laps is a form of corporal punishment.
Dad’s attention is on the television in the living room. He leaves the volume off so Mom won’t catch him watching during our family time. Meals are a big thing to Mom. I understand she works hard preparing them, and she expects us to all share time together while we eat.
I don’t snitch on Dad. He works a lot, and I know he likes to unwind when he’s home. Unwinding for him means watching sports of any kind.
I poke a chicken breast with my fork and set it on my plate before mounding salad beside it. I want potatoes and gravy. I want the rolls Mom has covered with a light cloth in the center of the table. I want the coconut cream pie I missed out on last night.
But more than those things, I don’t want to be fat.
“Class was so fun,” I say, regretfully knocking tasty golden crust off my chicken with the tines of my fork to reduce the calories. “The teacher’s great, and I already picked up a couple of steps.”
Mom sets a roll on Dad and Mason’s plates, taking one for herself before passing me the bowl. “Who was that boy I saw you with this morning? Does he . . . dance?” She hesitates before the word dance making it come out like an insult.
“He’s a friend of mine. His mom owns the studio, and yes, he dances very well. He’s an instructor.” I feel defensive of Issac, and I suddenly wonder if he gets teased a lot for dancing. I think it’s the coolest thing ever, but I know some people have hang-ups about guys dancing.
“He’s just a friend?” Mom pushes, sounding worried.
I’m not sure what to tell her. I mean, he held my hand and took me to lunch, but he hasn’t even asked me on an official date or anything. I’m still not sure how to classify lunch. It seemed too casual for a date, but he did buy, even though I tried to pay.
“I like him,” I admit honestly. My parents are pretty cool, and there’s not much I don’t feel like I can tell them. Other than about the bullying and the diet.
Mom and Dad would both totally freak if they knew people were being mean to their little girl. And I know instinctively that Mom’s going to say I’m perfect the way I am, and that I don’t need to lose an ounce. I love that she wants to shelter me, but I want to change and her comments will only hold me back.
“Summer has a boyfriend,” Mason sings with his mouth stuffed full of potatoes.
“I do not!” Or do I? I sure hope I do. I had such a good time with Issac today. He was sweet and attentive. And he was adorable when he’d get nervous or flustered around me. It somehow made me less nervous.
Dad shovels bite after bite into his mouth with his eyes glued to the TV. I’m not even sure he’s listening to the conversation.
“Well, I talked to Caden’s mom today,” Mom says, cutting up her chicken. I freeze at the mention of Caden. I don’t even want to think about him, but our parents are best friends. It stands to reason they’re going to talk.
“What did she have to say?” I ask. My hand shakes as I take a bite of salad. I’m being stupid, but the thought of Caden makes me anxious and more than a little sad.
“It sounds like Caden has a little girlfriend himself. Susan says they met last summer and have been talking all year. Apparently things clicked when they saw each other again.”
Mom looks up from her plate with a penetrative gaze. “I always thought you two might get together.”
Boy, didn’t we all? Her words aren’t a question, so I don’t answer, attacking my meal as if it requires my full attention. My stomach buzzes with nerves, though, and I don’t even taste my delicious chicken.
I’m surprised to hear confirmation that Caden has a girlfriend. I kind of thought the girl I heard on the phone might have been someone he’d just met at a party or something. It makes me feel weird to know he’s been talking to a girl all year and never mentioned her to me.
“Aren’t you going to have any potatoes?” Mom studies my plate with a frown. “And you didn’t get any gravy. It’s Granny Jan’s recipe.”
I’m not ready to tell her I’m dieting. I know seeing us eat makes her feel like she’s doing her job as a wife and mother, and that makes her happy.
“I had a big lunch.” I take another bite of salad, as my eyes land on the gravy bowl. My stomach gives a monstrous growl that makes Mason chortle. His drink spews out of his nose.
“Cool!” He laughs, half chokes, then starts laughing again, apparently impressed with himself. Mom rushes over to help clean up the mess, and I roll my eyes. Boys are so strange. At least Mason’s display helped me break eye contact with the gravy.
“How’s your shoulder?” Dad’s question startles me. He’s been so quiet, I almost forgot he was home.
My shoulder, hip, and thigh are all stiff and bruised, but I downplay it. “A lot better. It wasn’t as bad as it looked last night.”
Dad grunts with a nod and turns his attention back to the TV, accepting my answer. I’m glad. The last thing I want to focus on is my near run-in with a moving vehicle.
My phone pings and I check my texts as Mom calls, “No phones at the table.”
It’s Issac, and my heart gives an excited flutter. I set my phone on my lap and shove a couple more bites in my mouth, finish off my glass of water, and push back from the table. “May I be excused?”
Mom’s brows raise. “Oh, I wanted to hear more about your dance class.”
“There’s not much to tell yet, but I think it’s going to be great. Thanks again for signing me up for it.”
Mom gives me a soft smile. “Well, I know how much you like to dance. Maybe I can come watch one day.”
Heavens no. The last thing I need is my Mommy monitoring the class. “Um, I’m not sure they allow people to watch. I’ll let you know if they do, though.”
Mason’s asking for dessert, and I take the opportunity to slip off to my room. My phone gives a second ping, reminding me I have a text. As if I could ever forget I have a text from Issac.
I drop on my bed with a wide grin and type in a quick reply to his “Hey.”
Hey. What are you up to?
I instantly dissect my response as soon as I send it. Does it sound presumptuous? Does it sound like I’m hinting around to do something? I watch my phone without blinking, waiting for his reply. Oh, I hope I don’t sound stupid.
Stop it! I take a deep breath and blink a couple of times to moisten my eyes. I didn’t say anything wrong. Plus, he’s the one who texted me first.
I’ll be at the studio tonight. Want to come by for extra practice?
 Yes! Yes, I do! Or do I? Even with Chrissy’s extra instruction, I still look clumsy as I try to dance. Do I want to let Issac see me trip over my own feet?
I really want to see him. And what if he can actually help me control my clumsiness?
I bite my lip and stare at the screen. Mia’s on a date. Caden is no longer part of my life. Mom and Dad will be at Mason’s baseball game. I can sit home alone, or go dance with a hot guy. I look up at my TBR poster, and Tristan seems to give me an encouraging wink.
I grin. If Tristan approves, who am I to say no?
Sounds fun, I type. What time?
7
See you then!
I let out a quick squee and throw my phone down before flipping over on my back and kicking my legs in the air. I think I just got asked out on my first official date. I check the time. Mia will be leaving for her date soon, but I can’t resist calling her.
“Guess who asked me out?” I gush when she answers the phone.
“No way! Issac?” Her words rush out, and I can tell she’s as excited as I am. Just another reminder of what a great friend she is.
“Yep!” I pop the “p” a little smugly.
“We’re both going on our first dates on the same night!” she yells into the phone. I’m not sure if this is technically my first or second date, but who cares. I’m going out with Issac Black!
I hear the doorbell ring at Mia’s house. “Oh! Keith is here. I want to hear every detail! Text me when you get home.”
“Will do. Have a good time!”

 

Chapter 24
I leave the house a little early to buy some spandex shorts. Thankfully, almost anything you can imagine can be found in one of the little shops on Main Street. I stand in front of the mirror in the dressing room with black Spandex hugging my stomach and hips and thighs.
I look like an overstuffed sausage. It’s not pretty and does nothing for my self-esteem. I realize I’m only a couple of days into my diet, but it would be nice to see some positive changes.
I dread it, but I’m going to have to weigh myself soon so I can tell if I’m losing weight or not.
With a long t-shirt and shorts covering the majority of the spandex, I make my way to the dance studio. I’m a little early and can’t decide if I should wait outside or go ahead and go in.
The front door’s unlocked, so I consider that an invitation and slip into the deserted warehouse. The hall is empty, but I hear muffled music. I slink down the hall like a criminal, following the music to Issac’s classroom.
Peeking in the window, I spot Issac first at the front of a small class of about ten people. I recognize the song playing as a current pop hit. Issac’s wearing a snug tank top over loose jeans. He moves to the music as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. I wipe imaginary drool off my chin and swallow hard.
How is it that a talented, gorgeous guy like Issac even noticed me? A rush of insecurity swamps me, and I ease away from the door before I’m spotted. I don’t want to dwell on Chloe Grace and her teasing. I don’t want to see my wide butt with a pig tail on it. But I do.
And then I see Issac. Tall and trim. A handsome face and a hot body. I don’t want to think I’m the butt of a joke. Issac has been so nice to me. I honestly can’t imagine him being mean to anyone.
But what if he is? What if this is some elaborate setup to make it even funnier when I finally realize a guy like him would never look twice at me?
I slide down the wall to sit on the cool concrete floor. I don’t want people to make fun of me. Especially not Issac. I could leave now and ignore Issac for the rest of the summer. Hopefully, by the time school starts and I did see him again, I’d be thinner, and he wouldn’t be able to make fun of me even if he wanted to.
But what if it’s not a joke? I like Issac. And as terrified as the thought makes me, I honestly think he likes me. I don’t want to mess that up just because I’m scared of being hurt.
But I am scared. As much as I want to blow the teasing off, I can’t. I still haven’t even braved the comments on Chloe Grace’s post.
Before I can decide what to do, the door swings open. People start walking out of Issac’s class, talking and laughing.
“How’s it going?” a girl with pink hair asks me as she walks by.
“Good, thanks.” I force a smile and stand up. I missed my chance to run. Looks like I’m facing Issac.
“Hey!” Issac’s face and hair are damp with sweat. He looks tired, but his entire expression brightens when he spots me. “You made it. Come on in.”
I push away from the brick wall and drag my feet as I walk to the door of the now-empty studio.
Issac grabs my waist as soon as I walk in, spinning me to face him. He grins down at me. “I missed you.” His eyes burn into mine and somehow burn away my fears. I love the feel of being in his arms, his hands warm and gently, yet somehow possessive.
His gaze drops to my lips and I shudder. “So, there’s something I’ve been thinking about all day,” he says.
“Oh?” I tip my head, and his smile widens.
“Would it be presumptuous to ask if I can kiss you now?”
“Right now?” I dart a look around the empty room. His question catches me off guard. I really want to kiss him, but I’m still plagued with doubts. I swallow and try to channel Chrissy’s fearlessness. “Um, I guess so.” Okay, so I sound far from fearless, but at least I’m not running this time.
“You guess it’s presumptuous of me to ask? Or you guess I can kiss you?” Issac’s lips are bowed up into a teasing grin, and the look eases more of my fears. I can’t help but smile back.
“You can kiss me.” My heart flies up to my throat as Issac doesn’t waste any time and moves closer. I make the mistake of opening my eyes and catch our reflection in the mirror behind him. Tall, trim Issac who looks like he could have stepped out of a music video. And then me. Even hidden under my extra large t-shirt, it’s easy to see my true size—big.
I feel sick, all the warmth and joy draining right out of me. We don’t look right together. Issac should be with some cute, thin girl. Someone like Chloe Grace.
“Is this a joke?” I ask, pushing against his chest and stepping back just before his lips touch mine. I hate my uncertainty. I hate my neediness.
Part of me doesn’t even want to hear his answer. How will I know if I can believe him anyway? But another part of me demands the truth. No matter how hurtful it might be.
“What?” Issac’s eyes flutter open. He looks disoriented as his dark brows dip close. “Is this about Chloe and her stupid video again?”
I shrug, my throat too tight to answer, but I force myself to anyway. “Maybe,” I say. I gather my courage and meet his eyes. “I like you, and if I find out you’re leading me on as a prank or something, it’s going to crush me, but I’d rather find out now than before I fall for you all the way.” Admitting that leaves me raw and exposed, but it’s the honest truth.
Issac takes a step back and runs a hand through his hair. I see him take a deep breath. “Did you know Chloe and I used to be friends?” His voice is soft, not more than a whisper in the large room, but his expression’s hard.
From the way he spoke of Chloe when I’d mentioned her before, the last thing I ever would have thought was that they’d been friends. I give my head a quick shake, and Issac smirks.
“We took dance together. Right here actually.” He glances around the room. “When we were in junior high. She was one of my best friends, and technically my first girlfriend if you can call the things we do in junior high a relationship.”
I watch him, stunned. I’m mortified that he has this connection to Chloe, and yet intrigued. It’s clear he doesn’t have feelings for her anymore. At least not any good ones.
“But you’re not friends now?” I feel it’s necessary to clarify that point. A friend of Chloe Rankle’s is no friend of mine.
Issac’s chest rises and falls as he lets out a heavy sigh. “I caught Chloe making fun of me one day. She was with a group of popular kids, and she made up this whole story about how I was secretly gay, and that’s why I took dance classes. It was stupid—nothing I hadn’t heard before—but coming from a girl who was supposed to like me, it got old real quick.”
I can picture a young Issac, happy with himself and his world until Chloe ripped it all apart in her quest for popularity—much as she did with mine. My chest feels funny as I realize Issac knows exactly what it means to be the brunt of Chloe’s mean streak.
“It was kind of funny,” Issac continued. “Chloe was pretty chubby in junior high. None of those cool kids even talked to her before she started spreading rumors about me. She used me to pull herself up on the social ladder, then dumped me. By the time I started high school, it was like I didn’t even know her anymore. She’d lost weight and gained an attitude. She acted like she was too good for anyone.”
My jaw drops and my chest aches at the thought of Issac being teased. And I can’t even wrap my mind around the thought of the perfect Chloe Grace being fat.
But the thought burning brightest of all after Issac’s confession is that maybe, just maybe, Issac truly likes me.
Issac catches my eyes in the mirror. “I’m sorry Chloe and her crowd targeted you. I hate that they hurt you, but please, don’t ever lump me in with them again. I’m not like that. I could never be like that. I despise people who step on others to build themselves up.”
“How can you like me, though? You don’t even know me.” The words are out before I can think them through. I hate the insecurity I feel. I’ve always been so comfortable with who I am, but not anymore.
Not since Chloe.
My cheeks blaze, and I wish like crazy that I could take the questions back, but they’re out there now. I only hope they don’t push Issac away. Because if he’s real—if he honestly likes me for who I am—that’s going to go a long ways toward healing what Chloe tried to destroy in me.
 

 

Chapter 25
It’s too quiet in the room. My breath hisses out, amplified by the brick walls and wooden floor, and my heart drums in my ears. The ghost of my questions echo in my head. Isn’t it enough to know that Issac does like me for whatever reason? Why do I have to push it?
Issac turns from the mirror, and I’m surprised to see his lips tipped up. I’ve been worrying that my question turned him off or scared him away.
“Do you want the list?” Issac asks, and I give him a confused look. “The list of reasons why I like you?”
“No, I didn’t mean that.” My entire body flushes in embarrassment. I scuff the toe of my shoe across the floor. “I just meant, look at you.”
I wave a hand at him, and Issac glances down at himself.
“You could have any girl. Even the Chloe Graces of the world. And look at me.” I press my lips together, searching for my next words. “Well, I’m not exactly a Chloe Grace.”
Issac gives a dry laugh. “You think I’d ever want to date a Chloe Grace? Did you not just hear the story about how she stepped all over me to climb the social ladder?”
“But still.” My gaze drops to the floor. “She’s pretty.”
Issac crosses the room and presses his hand to my cheek. “She’s pretty on the outside. But you’re beautiful, inside and out. I’ve seen you at school. You don’t make fun of people. You’ve never thrown your friends to the wolves to increase your own popularity. Unless I missed something major, you’re a genuinely nice person. And I like that.”
He’s thrown the nice comment out there more times than I can count, but he also just called me beautiful. My cheeks grow warm again. I’m starting to feel like the lights on a Christmas tree, flashing off and on as emotions continue to overwhelm me.
I’m not sure what to say in reply to that. If Issac’s lying, if he’s just messing around, or even worse, setting me up for a joke, he’ll break my heart. But heaven help me, I believe him.
I blink at him a few times. His sincere expression. Those sweet eyes. Yep, I absolutely believe him, and my heart swells with so much happiness, it’s possible it could burst right from my chest.
“What about you?” Issac asks, dropping his hand from my cheek and moving back a tiny bit.
“What about me what?” Now that I’m convinced he’s not setting me up for a fall, I wish we could get back to the kissing thing he asked about when I came in.
“Same question,” Issac says seriously. “Why do you like me?”
“Um. . .” I have a feeling that, Because you’re the first guy to show me any attention, would be even worse than him calling me nice. But there are so many reasons I like Issac, even though I hardly know him. “The fact that you risked your life for me is pretty high on the list.”
Issac grins. “Oh, so all I had to do was throw myself in front of a car to get your attention.” It’s clear he’s teasing, and I laugh, although it was far from funny when it happened.
“Anything else?” he pushes, stepping in closer.
“I, um. . .” I lick my lips. “I love the fact that you dance. And I like that you helped me pick up my papers at school.” He looks up at the ceiling and shakes his head as he tries to blow that off.
“No, really. Did you see anyone else stop to help me? It shows your character.”
“Or maybe I wanted to ask for your phone number but chickened out.” Issac’s hands are warm on my upper arms as he moves in even closer.
That catches me off guard. I can’t imagine Issac being scared to ask for my phone number. He’s always so self-assured, but it’s not the first time I’ve noticed that he's seemed nervous around me, and I like it. In my eyes, it’s just more proof that he does like me.
Before I can offer any more reasons why I like him, Issac’s leaning toward me with a gleam in his eyes. “So are we still on for that kiss?”
 His words surprise me, but I can’t think of anything I’d like more at this moment. I can only nod.
My heart flies up to my throat as Issac doesn’t wait for another word, moving so his lips settle on mine. They’re warm and firm, and when they move over mine, they’re butterfly soft. I shut my eyes and a feathery sigh escapes me.
I thought Caden’s kiss was nice. And I guess, besides the slobber and pizza breath, it was okay. But it was nothing like this. For all its gentleness, this kiss has every one of my nerve endings abuzz with sensation. My heart’s pounding, and my stomach’s clenched in such a good way.
I forget we’re supposed to be dancing. I forget that I don’t have minty fresh, or at least Juicy-fruity fresh breath. I think I even forget to breathe as I grow lightheaded.
Issac doesn’t take the kiss any further than lip on lip, and when he pulls away, I keep my eyes closed a minute longer, treasuring the moment and every wonderful sensation that flows through me.
“That was nice,” I say
Issac chuckles softly, and my eyes fly open in question.
“Nice? Nice? Not earth-shattering or amazing?” He presses a hand to his heart and gives me a playful, hurt look. “Because it was for me. All of those things. You, Summer, are a very special girl.”
“That was my first real kiss,” I tell him. Because me ambushing Caden just can’t be counted. “And it was beautiful.”
“Just like you.” Issac’s lips are on mine again, and I’m pretty sure my feet float an inch above the floor. Earth-shattering and amazing don’t do justice to the way Issac’s kisses make me feel.
All too soon, Issac presses a final peck on my lips and leans back. I try to focus on him, but my eyes are heavy, and my lips, still tingling from his touch, long for him to come back.
Instead, he kisses my nose. “Keep looking at me like that, and we won’t get any practice in tonight.”
His fingers gently squeeze my hips, and mine have drifted from his chest to his waist. It takes entirely too long for me to remember that we’re at the dance studio. When I do, I get even more excited. I’m with a guy who can melt me with a kiss, has moves like a pop star, and wants to teach me how to dance. How did I get so lucky?
“Want to work on the dance you’re learning with Chrissy, or do you want to try some new steps with me?”
That’s a tough decision. I’d love to do both, but there are only so many hours in the night.
“I think I’d like to work on Chrissy’s dance, if that’s okay. Then maybe I won’t look too uncoordinated in the next class.”
Issac picks up his phone, starting some music that goes straight to the speaker at the front of the class.
“Everyone has to start somewhere,” Issac says. “Do you think the TBRs were born dancing?”
My face brightens at the mention of the TBRs. “Yeah, kind of.”
Issac laughs, standing beside me as he faces the mirror. “Well, they weren’t. You’ll pick this up in no time. Are you ready to go through the whole thing?”
I nod and follow along the best I can as Issac starts to dance to the song at full speed. My legs get twisted up, and I spin when Issac crouches, but I’m able to laugh at myself instead of feeling like a goof.
Issac stops the music and breaks some steps down for me. Much like Chrissy did. Only Issac’s hands rest on me. A lot. And when he stands behind me, placing his hands on my hips to show me how to move them, I feel faint with happiness and longing.
I want to turn until I’m in his arms and kiss him all over. I’m not quite brave enough for that yet. But as his warm hands burn into my hips, I wish I was.
I wonder briefly how Mia’s date’s going. I wish her well, but I can’t imagine she’s having anywhere near as good a time as me.
Two hours later, I’m so beat I’m not sure I’ll be able to walk tomorrow. But it’s a good feeling. My feet have stopped tripping each other up as often, and when I watch my reflection, I kinda-sorta almost look like I have rhythm.
Issac spins me into his arms, and I fall against his chest, laughing. “Oh, that was great! I envy you working here! You get to dance every day.”
“Eh,” Issac says, tipping his head in consideration. “Tonight was fun. A lot of the time, it’s just a job. Want to go get a smoothie?”
I glance at the time. It’s after nine. “That sounds good, but I have to be home by ten.” I worry my lip between my teeth.
Issac thinks about it for a second. “We can order to go. I’ll walk you home while we drink them.”
My face breaks into a smile.
“I’d like that.” I can only imagine the discussion I’ll have with my parents if they see Issac walking me home. But since it sounds like we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other this summer, I guess I need to bring it up anyway.
Since I’ve never had a boyfriend, I’ve never had any rules about dating. I can’t help but wonder if my dad’s going to go all super-strict on me like the dads do on TV shows.
I kind of doubt it. My parents have always trusted me. I don’t think it will be a big deal.
 
 
 
 

Chapter 26
“What do you mean, I’m too young to date? I’m almost sixteen years old. You two got married when you were nineteen!” I prop my fists on my hips and stare at both of my parents in shock. That was the last thing I expected to hear when I told them Issac and I were going out tonight.
I’d managed to slip in last night without them seeing that Issac had walked me home, but I knew I had to bring him up before our date. I just never expected them to care if I dated.
“That was a different time.” Mom twists her hands together and looks at Dad for support. “Don’t you think, Larry?”
Dad purses his lips and looks out the window before his eyes rest on me with a tired smile. “I agree it was a different time, but I think kids grow up a lot faster now than they did during our time. I think it’s good for our Summer to have a boyfriend.”
Mom frowns at him. “But I always thought Caden would be her first boyfriend. At least then we’d know. . .” Mom breaks off with a nervous look at me, and I prod her to continue.
“You’d always know what?”
Mom darts another look at Dad before studying her feet. “Some boys can be cruel, Summer. You and Caden have been friends for so long that we know he likes you for who you are, not. . .” Again she hesitates, and I cock my head with a sick feeling growing in my stomach.
“Not what?” I ask forcefully, feeling my nails bite into my palms.
“You’re a bigger girl, Summer. Some boys like to tease girls. Make them think they like them, then dump them. How do you know this boy isn’t doing that? How well do you know him?”
I’m humiliated. This is the first time in my life that my mom’s referred to my weight in a negative way. My emotions are in a whirl, and I bite my lip to keep from yelling that she’s the one who made me like this with her extra helpings of potatoes and homemade pie every night.
But I know that’s not fair. She never shoveled food in my mouth and made me swallow. That part was all on me.
And it doesn’t take more than a glance at Mom’s tormented face to realize she’s speaking from first-hand experience. It breaks my heart to think of anyone teasing my sweet mother. And that sucks the anger from me like somebody deflating a balloon. I know she wants nothing more than to protect me.
I release a slow breath. “Issac’s a nice guy.” And I love that I can finally believe those words now. “I’ve already run into kids who’ve teased me about my weight, and Issac and I’ve talked about it. People teased him when he was younger, so he gets it, and he doesn’t like it.”
“Oh, Summer!” Mom says. Her eyes are shining with tears, and Dad’s jaw clenches. “We didn’t know. I’ve always wanted to protect you from that.”
I know she means it, but I’m not sure what she could have ever done to protect me. Even if I wasn’t overweight, people could have found other things to tease me about. Like Issac and his dancing.
“I want to meet this boy,” Dad says.
I bite back a groan. I knew Dad would want to meet him. I even warned Issac last night that would probably be the case. Issac was cool about it, though, and said he looked forward to meeting my family.
“You can meet him when he picks me up tonight. Now, are we done? Mia’s coming over soon.”
Mom nods. “Honey, I want you to know you can talk to us about anything. We’ll always be here for you.”
“Thanks, Mom.” I pat Dad’s shoulder as I walk by and give Mom a quick kiss on the cheek before heading to the bathroom. I appreciate the sentiment, but there’s only so much a parent can do. I’m responsible for my life, and today, that means finally stepping on the scale to see exactly where things stand.
I lock the bathroom door and start shedding clothes. I don’t want an extra ounce pushing up my weight. I eye the scale like a wild horse that needs to be tamed before cautiously stepping on it. The numbers that flash on the digital readout make me feel ill.
I’m officially in the obese zone if the chart I’d found online was correct. I let my head fall back and close my eyes. I’ve known I was heavy. When I looked at the obesity calculator online at Mia’s house, I guessed at my weight. But I’d honestly thought I was high-balling it. I’d actually guessed a little low.
I swallow and step off the scale, wrapping up in a towel since I’m just going to my room to put on my swimsuit. I wonder if I’ve lost any weight the past couple of days since I’ve been eating better but decide that if I weighed more than this, I’m glad I didn’t know it.
I sit on the edge of the bed for a minute and try to gather myself. I feel a little disgusted, but at the same time encouraged. I have a starting point, and I have a plan. I haven’t really thought about a goal weight, but now I know where I’ll be if I am able to lose fifteen pounds by the first day of school.
Fifteen pounds in three months is certainly possible, and I’m suddenly confident that I can do it.
 

 

Chapter 27
Over the next few weeks, Mia picks up the dance faster than me. I don’t mind because we’re both having a blast in our class. And we’re both learning a lot.
After each class, we come back to my house and make up our own moves by the pool. I don’t think anyone will be copying us anytime soon, but my confidence is bumping up by the day.
Of course, dating a hot guy like Issac doesn’t hurt my confidence one little bit either.
I think about Caden from time to time. I still can’t believe all our years of friendship could end the way they did. But it doesn’t hurt anymore. At least not much.
Mia’s spending the day with Lexi, so after I swim my daily laps—which no longer make me feel like I’m dying—I decide to spend a little time on the computer stalking Caden. I’m curious about his girlfriend, and his summer, and yeah, as stupid as it makes me feel, I miss him.
I’ve done my best to avoid social media all summer, so I won’t catch a glimpse of myself as the Piggie. If I go straight to Caden’s page, though, I shouldn’t run into anything I don’t want to see.
I dry off and start up my computer to stalk Caden. There’s a picture of him with a girl as his cover photo. I lean in to study her. She’s cute, with freckles across her nose and braces on her teeth. The picture only shows their faces, but I can tell she’s thin. Maybe not Caden thin, but on the skinny side.
My eyes move to Caden, and I feel a longing in my stomach. I loved that stupid boy most of my life. Sure, as a friend, but still, it hurts that he must not have cared about me much at all to be able to dump me the way he did.
He looks happy, and I try to make myself be happy for him. Maybe someday, we’ll put this summer behind us and be friends again. I almost don’t think it’s possible, but maybe. I start to scroll through his posts. There are several of his girlfriend, and a few of him playing soccer.
If I’m not imagining things, it looks like he’s starting to fill out a little. He’s not nearly as skinny as I remember.
I scroll a little more and freeze. He’s shared Chloe’s video of me with the piggy tail. I want to close the computer and forget about it, but somehow I’m scrolling through the comments before I can stop myself.
They’re not worse than I expected, but it still hurts to know all those people are laughing at me. I’ve already lost a few pounds, but I know I’m not thin yet. I’m not even sure if I’m out of the obese category yet.
My eyes flit from one comment to the next.
You should have kissed the pig.
Oink. Oink.
Don’t let her sit on you.
The comments are stupid. Foolish. They shouldn’t hurt, but they do. I hate Chloe Grace for starting this whole thing. And I hate Caden for sharing the video.
I finally slap my computer lid closed so I can’t read any more comments and take a deep breath. A part of me wishes I could hurt Chloe the way she’s hurt me. She’s out being all popular and happy at other people’s expense, like mine and Issac’s. She doesn’t deserve that happiness.
I shower and change and try to force my anger away. I don’t want to hate anyone, but the way my stomach burns tells me I hate Chloe.
I tell Mom I’m going downtown and am out the door before she can reply. I don’t feel like shopping, but I can’t sit in my room right now. I know I’ll open my computer again and search to see if Chloe posted the video of me at the movies.
It doesn’t matter if she did or not. And yet I know if I find out she did, I’m going to hate her even more.
I stalk down the quiet street, poking my head into one shop after another, but I can’t focus on shopping. My thoughts are too consumed with Chloe Grace. I slip into the candy store and instantly regret it as the smell of freshly made fudge bombards me. My eyes drift closed and my mouth waters. I’ll have fudge again someday, but not until I meet my fifteen-pound goal.
I spin back to the door and freeze as I spot a familiar face walking by with his arm around a girl’s shoulders. Pressing my nose to the window in the door, I stare hard. I’ve only seen Keith once before, but I have no doubt the guy I’m watching is him.
And the girl he’s with isn’t Mia.
My stomach crashes, and I forget about my own problems as I ease the door open and dart out after they’re a safe distance away. My feet take off after them as my mind tries to decide what to do. Should I follow them and see how they act? Confront Keith? Call Mia and tell her she needs to get down here ASAP?
I creep along the sidewalk, careful to keep a few bodies between Keith and me. Fresh anger billows up inside me. I try to keep my calm. The girl with Keith could be a friend, or even his sister. But if it’s not, it’s going to crush sweet little Mia. My heart hurts just thinking about it. I know how much she likes him.
Keith and the girl go into a cafe. I stop and peek in the window, still undecided if I should confront him or not. He and the girl sit across from each other. They aren’t holding hands, and there’s been no kissing so far. I really want to believe she’s just a friend, but I’m so scared for Mia that it’s hard to believe that.
I spy on them until their food comes. I don’t know what to do. It looks like they’re probably just friends from the way they’re acting, but then Keith takes the girl’s hand and keeps it in his on top of the table. What does that mean? Do friends hold hands like that? Caden and I never did, but I guess some could.
I know I’m going to look foolish but I have to march in there and talk to Keith. Mia deserves that from me. I take a step toward the door and a blonde sitting at a table near the back catches my eye. I don’t remember her name but she’s a friend of Chloe’s. Did I mention how much I hate small towns? It’s like living in a fish tank and you can never escape running into the same people over and over.
I stop walking and suck in a breath. If I go in, odds are good that girl and her friends will recognize me as Piggie. I want to say it doesn’t matter, and that it won’t bother me, even if they end up teasing me. But I’m still raw from the comments I read on Chloe’s post.
Feeling like the worst friend in the world, I pivot away from the cafe and race down the street. I end up sitting on the front steps of Issac’s dance studio. Resting my chin on my fists, I stare at the occasional students running in or out of the studio, but I don’t see them. I see Chloe Grace with a bright smile on her face, pointing and laughing at me.
I hate how I’m letting her run my life and make my decisions, even when she’s nowhere around. I should have gone into that cafe and talked to Keith, regardless of who else was in there. I want so much to be strong, like Chrissy is, but I’m not sure how to get to that point.
Issac texts me, interrupting my musings, and I tell him I’m outside. He’s by my side in a minute.
“Hey!” He greets me with a hot kiss that makes my thoughts grow fuzzy and does a lot to temper my anger. “What are you doing here?”
I consider telling him about seeing Keith, but I decide not to until I know more. No sense spreading rumors when I don’t know the whole story. “I made the mistake of going on social media today,” I say instead, trying to keep my voice light. I must not have done a good job of it because Issac smile drops, and he squeezes my hand before wrapping his arm around me.
I shrug. “I read some of the comments on the video Chloe posted about me.”
Issac looks off into the distance and shakes his head. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sure they were rough.”
I shrug. “Stupid mostly, but still embarrassing. The whole thing just makes me so angry,” I tell him. “I want to go and punch Chloe right in the nose.”
Issac tries to hide a smile at that. He knows by now that I hate physical violence of any kind.
“Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t actually punch her,” I say with a self-deprecating smile. “But that doesn’t keep me from wanting to.”
“I know.” Issac lets out a sigh and rubs my back. “I’d like to punch her in the nose for you, but I have a rule about not hitting girls.” He’s trying to make me laugh, so I let him, but I’m still upset. Not just about the video, but about how it’s changed me from the girl who didn’t let teasing or name calling bother me in the least to one who can’t bear the thought of someone laughing at her.
I rest my cheek against Issac’s chest. “I wish I could make her see what it feels like to be on the other side of a joke,” I say, thinking out loud. “She’s always the one laughing. She probably wouldn’t think it was so funny if people were laughing at her.”
“Probably not,” Issac agrees, rubbing his thumb over the base of my neck before dropping his arm from my shoulders. “Ugh,” he moans after glancing at his phone. “I have to get to my next class. Are we still on for tonight?”
“Of course.” I lean in and kiss him this time. I’ve grown a little braver over the past few weeks since our first kiss.
“Great. Mom’s looking forward to it.”
Issac goes inside, and I sit back on the step. I’m having dinner with Issac and his mom at their apartment tonight, and I’m a little terrified.
I’ve met his mom. She’s at the studio almost every day. She seems nice, but formidable. I’m guessing she’s in her forties, but she still has the lithe body of the professional dancer that she used to be.
I’ve caught her watching me in class several times. Issac thinks I’m imagining things, and maybe I am, but I always get the feeling that she’s judging me and that I’m coming up short.
I’m sure she’d be much happier if her son dated some thin girl like Chloe Grace, mean or not. Suddenly I remember Issac telling me that Chloe was heavy in junior high. I barely remember her from back then. We didn’t run in the same circles then, any more than we do now, but I can kind of picture her being chubby.
With everything else going on, I’d forgotten about that. I wonder what people would do if they knew Chloe used to be a Piggie, too.

 

Chapter 28
“This lasagna is delicious, Mrs. Black.” It was too delicious. I’ve been dieting all summer and haven’t had pasta in ages. I try to control myself, so I won’t inhale the whole pan and embarrass myself.
“Thank you, Summer, dear. It’s my grandmother’s recipe. She brought it with her straight from Sicily many years ago.” Mrs. Black’s hair is dark like Issac’s, and tonight she wears it in loose waves that fall past her shoulders. The light, sleeveless blouse and dark slacks she wears show off her petite figure.
With meals like this, I wonder if it’s dancing that keeps her so thin. It gives me hope that as long as I stay active, I’ll be able to add some more fattening foods back into my diet on a regular basis someday.
The evening’s going more smoothly than I expected. Issac’s mom walks around with perfect posture and a regal manner, but I’m starting to believe it’s not snottiness, just the result of being a dancer for most of her life.
Given a chance, I think I could really like her.
“How is your Pop for Everyone class going?” Mrs. Black asks after taking a dainty sip of water.
I jump on her question, eager to answer. Besides Mia, dance and Issac have been the highlights of my summer.
“I love it. I never thought I’d be able to catch on, but Chrissy and Issac are great teachers.”
“Issac says you’re already moving on to some more advanced moves.”
My face burns and I shove Issac’s leg under the table.
“Yes, ma’am. I’m not sure I’m ready for them yet, but it’s fun to try.”
Mrs. Black gives me a sweet smile. “I admire your enthusiasm. Some people have dance in their souls. I’ve noticed you in your classes, and I believe you may be one of them.”
I think my chin drops. To me, that’s the best compliment ever.
“She’s one of them for sure,” Issac agrees, digging into his meal. His plate is covered with pasta, salad, and warm, toasty garlic bread. I passed on the bread since I’m already splurging with the lasagna. I don’t want to gain back all the weight I’ve lost this summer in one meal, but that doesn’t mean I don’t crave a piece.
Eleven pounds down, four to go. Eleven pounds doesn’t sound like a lot, but I’ve already had to buy clothes in a smaller size to keep them from falling off of me, and I don’t get short of breath as easily. I’m afraid to even think it, but since summer’s only half over, it’s a real possibility that I’ll be able to lose twenty pounds before school starts.
Maybe even a little more with all of the exercise I’ve been getting in between dance and swimming. It’s easier to turn down a delicious slice of garlic bread when I can actually see the positive results of sticking to my diet.
After dinner, Issac and I go back to his room. We’ve spent a lot of time here listening to music, and reading, and yeah, making out. I think about my first awkward kiss with Caden and have to laugh. I’ve come a long ways from bumping noses.
Issac pulls up a dance video on his computer while I glance over his bookshelf. I haven’t said anything to Mia about seeing Keith yet, and I feel guilty. I should just matter-of-factly tell her I saw him with some girl and let her ask him about it.
But if that girl wasn’t just a friend or relative, what’s going to keep him from lying to Mia. As much as she likes him, I’m pretty sure she’ll believe whatever he tells her. I want to be able to offer Mia the truth. I just don’t know how to go about finding it, though.
A thin brochure stuffed between two conspiracy novels catches my eye, and I pull it out.
“What’s this?” I hold it up so Issac can see.
He glances back. “Oh, that’s a program from one of my early dance recitals.” He rolls his eyes. “Pretty sure I was a sunflower in that one.”
I grin as he turns back to the computer and eagerly flick through the program. I can’t wait to see pictures of Issac as a little boy, and a sunflower at that.
“You were so cute,” I tell him as I drop down on the bed and study his picture. He groans.
There’s a group picture on the next page, and I run a finger over the faces, searching for Issac. I stop on a very familiar girl’s face, tacked onto a surprisingly chubby body. If I’m not mistaken, that’s Chloe Grace. 
I pull the picture close and study her for entirely too long. She’s probably about twelve here, and she’s still pretty, but she looks like she was about the same size I was at that age.
I don’t really remember her from when she was that young. I know we played on the same beginning volleyball team one year, but we never talked or anything. I struggle now to remember what she’d looked like. I guess she was heavy then, but it wasn’t something that stood out to me. Maybe because I’d looked the same.
I wonder when and how she went from heavy to perfect curves, and wish I’d done the same thing. If I had, would I be popular now? Would I sit at Chloe’s table at school and hang out with the cheerleaders? Maybe I’d be a cheerleader. I frown for a second.
I’ve never craved popularity like Caden. I’m not sure that I would have been happier if the popular kids would have accepted me as one of their own or not. I kind of doubt it. I’ve never needed a huge group of friends. I was always content with just Caden and Mia.
Regardless of popularity, I’m ready to take control of my weight now. Better late than never.
I glance at Issac’s back. When I’m certain he’s engrossed in what he’s doing on his computer, I slide my phone out of my back pocket and click a couple of pictures of Chloe
I slip my phone back in my pocket, close the program and stick it back in its spot on Issac’s shelf.
Issac wraps his arms around me from behind, and I jump, feeling guilty before relaxing back against his firm body. We’ve been officially dating for over a month now, and I still want to pinch myself from time to time to make sure I’m not imagining it.
Music’s playing softly from Issac’s phone, and he sways me in his arm, dipping down to trail kisses along my neck. I shiver and tilt my head to give him full access. I’m pretty sure I’m the luckiest girl in the world.
Issac turns me until we’re facing, and I loop my arms around his neck, smiling as I raise on my tiptoes to kiss him. Issac can’t help but move when there’s music, and we’re swaying as the kiss heats up.
Thanks to Issac and my dance class, I’m able to move along with him fluidly without feeling awkward or jerky. A lot has changed for me this summer. I’ve gone from being a chubby, uncoordinated, kiss-virgin to a slightly less chubby, slightly more coordinated, far from never-been-kissed version of myself.
And I’m happy. I still miss Caden sometimes. The Caden I thought I knew, at least. And other than my peek at Caden’s account today, I still do all I can to avoid social media. According to Mia, Chloe’s stupid post about me is still getting traction. But all in all, I’m in a really good place.
“So, your birthday’s coming up,” Issac says with a gleam in his eye. “I have a surprise planned for you. Think you’re up for it?”
“What is it?” I ask eagerly.
He shakes his head. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, now would it?”
“But how will I know if I’m up for it if I don’t know what it is?” I give him a playful pout.
Issac grins, looking proud of himself. “Mia’s in on it. She’ll help you get ready and stuff.”
I pull back and cock a brow, slightly worried. “Will I need help getting ready?”
Issac laughs. The soft rumble transfers from his chest to mine. “Not ‘help,’ exactly. She’ll just tell you what kind of clothes to wear.”
“Hmm. So do you think I’m going to like this surprise?”
“I’m counting on it,” Issac says before his lips land back on mine. Right where I like them to be.

 

Chapter 29
I’ve been nervous the past couple weeks. Ever since Issac mentioned a birthday surprise, I’ve been trying to figure out what it might be.
Mia’s been surprisingly tight-lipped about it, considering how she usually babbles anything she’s thinking. The only thing she’s been willing to admit is that we’re all—she, Keith, me and Issac—going somewhere together, and she thinks it’s going to be a blast. That makes me as nervous as anything.
I still haven’t told Mia about seeing Keith with that girl. I’ve been trying to find out who she was to him on my own. I scoured all my old yearbooks, looking for her face so I could find out her name, but didn’t have any luck. Now that so much time’s passed, I feel uncomfortable telling Mia what I saw, but I’m going to have to do it because, if I’m not mistaken, she’s in love with that boy.
“Try this on.” Mia tosses a short black skirt and shimmering silver top over the the dressing room door. I obediently try it on, pleased to see I’ve gone down another size. I give my entire body a quick wiggle, and silently pump a fist into the air. Yay, me!
I step out of the dressing room, and Mia nods, her face lighting up. “That’s so perfect. You have to get it.” She circles me, taking in every inch of.
I study myself in the three-way mirror. The skirt hits mid-thigh, but it’s much shorter than what I usually wear. The top has three-quarter length sleeves with slits down the top. It does a pretty good job of hiding my underarm flab that I’m still not happy with.
“So you think this will look good at the movies?” I ask innocently, waiting for Mia’s reaction.
Mia just shakes her head. I’ve been trying all week to trick her into telling me where we’re going for my birthday, but she’s like some kind of undercover spy who won’t give away her secret for anything. I’m not too upset I haven’t been able to get it out of her. It’s actually pretty fun trying to guess.
“Okay, I’ll get this,” I tell her. “But I’ll need shoes.”
She looks down at my bare feet. “You’ll want something cute but comfortable.”
“Comfortable.” I spring onto the “almost” clue. “So we’ll be on our feet a lot, but I need to look cute.” I put a finger to my lips thoughtfully. “We’re going to the pier.” She shakes her head. “Sightseeing.” Her blue bangs give another hard flop.
“Stop trying to guess,” she scolds. “It’s a great surprise. Don’t ruin it.”
“Fine.” I give in easily because I don’t really want to know anyway. “How does Keith feel about hanging out with us little kids?” I probe, looking for an opening to talk about him.
Mia rolls her eyes and laughs. “I think he’s glad to spend time with people his own age for a change. Half of his college friends can drink. The other half are in way-serious relationships. Starting college early meant missing out on a piece of his childhood. He seems happy to have a chance to experience it now.”
I envied Keith for skipping through life so quickly, but I can see there could be a downside. “You two still doing good?”
“So good,” Mia agrees with a dreamy smile. Oh, this is going to be hard, but I have to tell her about the girl I saw Keith with.
I suck in a deep breath, my eyes meeting hers in the mirror. “So, a couple of weeks ago, I saw Keith downtown.” I bite my lip.
“Really? Why didn’t you tell me?” Mia doesn’t look worried yet, just confused.
“I, um, saw him with another girl.” No sense in dragging it out. Mia still just stares at me. “She was probably just a friend. I thought she might even be his sister. I’ve been looking for her in old yearbooks and can’t find her. I’m not sure who she is.”
Mia swallows and shakes her head. “He doesn’t have a sister,” she says shortly.
“Maybe a cousin then? I don’t know.”
I see hurt start to spread across Mia’s face, and I grab her shoulders. “I didn’t see them do anything that would mean they were more than friends. I just thought you needed to know.”
Mia’s skin has lost its golden tan. She looks a little like she did the day she had food poisoning. It doesn’t take her long to spring into action. “I’m calling him,” she says, dashing into the fitting room to grab her phone.
I follow her. “Are you just going to ask who that girl was?” At her nod, I can’t help but say, “How will you know if he’s telling you the truth?”
Her hand pauses over the phone, and she draws in her lips. “I don’t know.”
I see doubt and worry churning over her face, and I wish I’d just confronted Keith when I saw him. “Keith likes you a lot. You spend almost all of your free time together. I doubt he has time for a second girlfriend.”
“Maybe,” Mia says. “But why wouldn’t he tell me he was going to spend time with whoever she is if it’s not a secret.”
I don’t answer. What’s there to say? I could make up a hundred excuses for him, but only he knows the truth. “Maybe you should talk to him in person. You might get a better feel for if he’s telling you the truth if you’re face to face.”
Mia nods and drops her phone in her purse. “I’m meeting him for lunch around noon. Will you come with me?” Her eyes are wide and her lip trembles. I can do nothing else besides tell her yes.
We finish shopping in much more somber moods than we started. I keep casting looks at Mia. She flicks hangers to the side like a woman on a mission rather than a girl having a fun day out. I’m worried sick and wonder if I did the right thing by telling her.
Of course I did. She deserves to know the truth about Keith. I only hope the truth will be something pure and innocent. The knots in my stomach tell me that might not be the case.
We pay for our clothes and walk down the street toward the pizza parlor where Mia is meeting Keith. I want to say something reassuring, but my nervous thoughts lock up my tongue. I tuck my empty hand around Mia’s arm instead, nodding when she gives me a tight smile.
Whatever happens, we’ll get through this because we have each other. No matter what. Friends before mens, as Mia once said.
The pizza parlor smells like a delicious combination of Italian spices and warm melty cheese. The interior is dim, thanks to shades covering the windows so it takes a minute to spot Keith sitting in a booth near the back. Mia takes a step toward him before jolting to a stop. Her eyes are fixed on Keith’s table and I notice a girl sitting across from him with her back to us.
“Is that her?” Mia asks without tearing her eyes from the couple.
I can’t be sure without seeing her face, but the hair looks like what I remember. “I think so,” I tell her. I swallow and my thoughts fly. Would Keith invite Mia here to meet his new girlfriend and break up with her? That doesn’t make any kind of sense, but it seems like he would have mentioned he was bringing someone else to lunch if she was just a friend.
Keith sees us and a wide grin splits his face. He waves us over. There’s no way he’d be that calm and happy if he planned to dump Mia, right? Mia takes a tentative step forward and I lean down to whisper in her ear. “She’s got to be a friend. Look how happy he is to see you.” I cross my fingers and hope I’m right.
Mia’s expression remains pinched, but she nods and leads the way to Keith’s table. I stay behind her. I’m there for support, but I don’t want to get in the middle of whatever’s about to happen, unless Mia needs me.
“Mia! Summer! I’m so glad you’re both here.” Keith stands and tries to kiss Mia. She turns so his lips land on her cheeks. His eyes narrow, but he’s quickly smiling again as he turns back to the table with one hand on Mia’s waist and the other motioning to his lunch date.
“Mia,” Keith takes a deep breath. “Remember I told you I was adopted?” Mia nods, and Keith hurries on with a wide smile. “Well, I recently found out I had a sister who was adopted by a different family.” He smiles down at Mia, and I swear there are tears in his eyes.
“This is Loren Elizabeth Maddox, my sister.”
Mia stares at the girl and then surprises us all by bursting out sobbing.
“Mia?” Keith gives him a questioning look over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
“I th. . .thought,” Mia splutters. “I thought she was your girlfriend.” Her last words end on a wail that no one in the restaurant can miss, but after a few glances, most of the diners go back to their meals.
Keith settles Mia into the booth before sliding in beside her. She picks up a napkin and continues to cry in it while Keith pats her back, looking helpless.
I sit beside the sister, offering her an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid this is mostly my fault,” I say, nodding at Mia as she struggles to get herself under control. That gets Keith’s full attention so I hurry on. “I kind of saw you two together awhile back. I’m afraid Mia and I both thought the worst. I’m really sorry.”
Keith draws Mia to him and kisses the top of her head while she wraps her arms around him. I feel my cheeks turning pink and try to look anywhere but at Keith. I should have just talked to him, and Mia wouldn’t have had to go through this.
 
 

 

Chapter 30
It takes a couple of minutes before Mia gets herself under control. When she does, she and Keith huddle together, whispering to each other and stealing kisses. Loren and I make small talk, and try to pretend we aren’t there.
I order a slice of pizza and a salad and quickly discover I enjoy Loren’s company. She’s outgoing and funny. Once Mia and Keith have everything resolved, we all visit, and Keith and Mia tease me about where we’re going for my birthday.
“Oh! I forgot to have you buy new gloves,” Mia says, looking innocent.
“What kind of gloves?” I ask, picturing a throwback to the ‘80s.
“Ski gloves!” she says.
“No.” Keith winks at Mia. “You need to be sure she has a new swimsuit.”
Loren laughs as Keith and Mia snuggle into each other, enjoying their little game. I roll my eyes, but smile. I’m just so thankful Keith turned out to be the nice guy Mia thought he was. I’m feeling light and happy, and I’m just about to reply when someone stops by our table.
I glance up and feel the smile melt off my face. I only know the guy smirking down on me because he was caught on my Piggie video, but his face is burned in my memory.
“I knew it was you.” The guy laughs as if that’s the funniest thing ever. “Look, guys,” he shouts back to a table full of his friends. “We have our very own ‘Piggie sighting.’”
He’s cackling and people are staring, I don’t even think, just snap back at him. “Lucky us. We have a ‘creeper sighting.’”
He blinks down at me his laughter drying up. “What did you say?”
I don’t know where I got my courage or if it was more that I was just too tired to take anymore crap, but I don’t break eye contact. “I said,” I drawl each word slowly, “that we have a ‘creeper’ sighting. What kind of person teases high school girls about their weight?” I tap my finger on my lip and pretend to think. “Oh, that’s right, a creeper.”
Mia lets out a loud snort and Loren chuckles beside me. “Go back to your table, Chris,” Keith says. “No one thinks you're funny.”
Chris looks at each of us before glancing behind him. People frown at him and his friends disappear behind menus. One older lady with curly white hair shakes a finger at him. “You leave that nice little girl alone or I’m calling the police,” she scolds him.
Chris’s ears flare bright red, but without the support of his buddies, he slinks back to his table without another word.
Mia looks at me, her eyes huge. “Go, Summer!” She holds up her hand for a fist bump, and I oblige. “I didn’t know you had that in you.”
I shake my head and take a deep breath, running the last few minutes over in my head. For the first time since I can remember, I’ve stood up for myself. I grin around the table. “That felt really good.”
Mia and I start walking back to my house after lunch to swim and lay out. She’s on top of the world, happier than ever with Keith. I’m still stunned that I had the nerve to talk back to that guy. I reminded myself the slightest bit of Chrissy and wonder if she’s rubbing off on me.
“I’m so glad Keith wasn’t cheating on me.” Mia gives a happy sigh.
“Yeah.” I cringe. “Sorry about that. I should have handled it better.” She waves that away, too happy to be upset with me.
I grin at her. “I can’t believe his cheesy pickup line worked,” I tease, remembering the night they met at the movies.
“It was his dimples that drew me in,” Mia jokes. I can hardly blame her. I’m a sucker for dimples, too.
Mia chats easily about Keith, dance class, and Lexi’s new boyfriend. Most of what she says doesn’t require input from me, so I nod and let my mind wander a little. Now that I don’t have to worry about Keith anymore, my thoughts drift to something new and much worse.
My birthday is just over a week before the start of school. Which means a week before Caden and his family get back. Which means I’ll have to face him soon.
It’s not like I can avoid him. We share a backyard. Our siblings play together. Heck, our parents hang out a couple of times a week. No, I can’t avoid him. I wish I knew why he turned on me the way he did, though. If I could make sense of it, maybe I could let it go. Right now, it’s a dull ache that won’t quite go away.
“So, what do you think?” Mia peers up at me, and I have to admit I wasn’t listening as closely as I should have been. We’ve left the stores of the downtown district behind and are on the shade-covered sidewalk that leads straight to my house. The warm scent of honeysuckle from nearby vines tickles my nose and a group of younger kids laugh and shout as they ride by on their bikes.
“I said,” Mia clears her throat to let me know she’s perturbed, “we should make up a dance. What do you think? We can use the moves from class, and I know you’ve picked up other moves from Issac.”
My cheeks involuntarily flush, and Mia jabs me in the side with her elbow. “Not those kinds of moves.” She laughs. “Dance moves. Maybe we could do it at the homecoming dance.”
I give her a horrified look, trying to imagine dancing in front of all of our classmates. Mia reads my mind and continues. “Even if we don’t, I still think it will be fun.”
I nod slowly. It does sound like fun. Issac might even be willing to help us. “Sure. Why not? Let’s start on it today.”
We change into our suits. Mia slips on a new pink bikini, while I shove myself into a maximum control one-piece. Yes, it came from the Women’s department, but it’s a huge step up from the tank top and boy shorts I wore at the beginning of summer.
I turn from side to side and check myself out in the mirror. My belly still outdoes my boobs, but not by much. My thighs are still full, and unfortunately dimpled, but I can clearly see the difference losing weight has made on me.
I don’t have a clear goal weight now that I’ve lost my first fifteen pounds. But I know I want to lose some more. I’ll never look like Mia and Lexi. We’re not built the same way, and I’m okay with that. I just want to be healthy and feel good about myself. I give myself a timid smile in the mirror, realizing I’m already starting to feel that way.
Mia dives into the pool before me and starts on her laps. We’ve kept up our routine almost every day this summer, and usually, I look forward to our daily swims. Today, I’m already thinking up dance moves, and mentally trying to pick the perfect song for our routine. I want to get my laps out of the way and move on to the fun stuff.
Mia already has a song in mind. After we let the sun dry us off for a few minutes, she scrolls through her music and it starts playing. I instantly smile.
“Oh, that’s perfect!” I beam at her because it is perfect. It’s about two girls who rule summer. I think that sums Mia and me up nicely.
“All right. Up, up!” I grab her hands and pull her to her feet. “Let’s get started.”
“Slave driver,” she teases, but she’s already shaking her hips to the music. 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 31
I wake up with a yawn, stretch and flip on my side so I can stare at my TBR poster. Today’s the big day. I’m sixteen years old. For the first time in my life, I feel the difference. Maybe not from last night to this morning, but from the beginning of the summer until now for sure.
Tristan’s white teeth flash at me, and I smile back. I still love him, but not with the same infatuation that I used to. I have my own guy now, and that somehow makes a difference.
I stretch again before jumping out of bed. Today’s a big day. Dance class this morning. Lunch with Issac, and then, the most exciting part of all, my birthday surprise tonight.
Neither Mia nor Issac have offered me another clue about the big surprise, and I’m going crazy with curiosity and excitement. All Mia will tell me is that I’m going to love it.
Hot pink sports bra and black Spanx go on before I slip on a teal tank top that covers my butt. I turn from side to side and press a hand to my stomach. Sure, I’m still technically overweight, but I look and feel so much better since I started eating healthier and exercising.
Dance class ends next week, and it will soon be too cold to swim. I’m going to have to come up with a new exercise to carry me through the winter. There’s time to think about that later. If I don’t get a move on, I’ll be late to dance.
“Hey, birthday girl! Love the new sports bra!” Mia gushes as I rush into class minutes before it starts. A quick glance in the mirror shows the bold pink really stands out. After years of wearing dull colors so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself, it’s fun wearing something bright and flashy.
I find my place between Mia and Lilly, the fifty-year-old grandma who can somehow out-dance us all.
“Want to show Chrissy our dance after class?” Mia leans close and asks.
“I don’t know.” I worry my bottom lip for a second. “Do you think it’s ready?”
“Sure,” Mia replies easily. “And if it’s not, maybe she’ll give us a few pointers. You never know when we might want to try it out,” she says with a mischievous grin.
I laugh. I can’t imagine having the courage to break out in dance anywhere but in the safety of this warehouse or my backyard. “We can show her,” I agree. “But don’t count on me auditioning for So You Think You Can Dance with you.”
Class starts, and I give it my all. Arms out, then up. Feet twisting, then sliding. I love that I’m no more winded than Mia, and even less so than Lilly who’s huffing on my other side, but still, she’s fifty. I’ve got nothing but respect for the woman.
“Good job, people!” Chrissy claps, and we all join her. “Next Monday is our last class. You’ve all come a long way. I’m proud of you.”
Mia pulls a water bottle out of her bag and sucks down half of it while I dig for mine. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand as I take my first sip.
“I can’t believe school starts in less than two weeks.”
“Don’t remind me.” I swipe my bangs off my face.
We wait for most of the class to clear out, then approach Chrissy.
“Hey,” Mia says. “Do you have a minute?”
Chrissy turns from smoothing her hair in the mirror. “Sure. What’s up?”
Mia flashes me a grin. “Summer and I came up with a dance routine. We want to see what you think about it. Mind watching?”
“Not at all,” Chrissy says, sounding excited “I’m ready when you are.”
Mia has the music ready to play on her phone. She starts it and runs to stand beside me. My heart gallops in my chest like a herd of wildebeests. I try to tell myself it’s just Chrissy watching. She’s seen me dance almost every day this summer. There’s nothing to be nervous about. But I am.
Mia starts to move. I stumble over my feet and follow her, a full step behind. She gives me a “You can do this” look, and I nod in reply. I can do this. I just have to concentrate.
It takes a few steps, but I manage to fall into step with Mia, and soon I’m lost in the music. When the dance ends, I’m startled out of my mini-trance by Chrissy’s thunderous applause.
“That was great. You two choreographed it yourselves? Issac didn’t help.”
“Nope.” Mia and I share a smile. “We came up with it all by ourselves. Well, we stole a lot of your moves,” Mia laughs. “But we put it together.”
“You didn’t steal a thing,” Chrissy says kindly. “That’s what these classes are all about. Learning the basics and making them your own. I’m so proud of you two. You’ve both really come a long ways.”
My cheeks are still warm from Chrissy’s compliment as I sit on the front steps and wait for Issac to finish his class. Keith’s already picked Mia up, and they left with promises that they’d see me tonight.
It’s been fun looking forward to Issac’s surprise, but now I just want to know what it is. I guess I can manage to control my curiosity a few more hours somehow.
*****
Mom insists on a family dinner for my birthday, and Issac joins us. I’m dressed in the skirt and top Mia picked out for me, and I keep catching Issac staring at me. The way he looks at me makes me feel really good. Beautiful and confident.
My mother has broken birthday tradition. Instead of making all of my fattening favorites, we’re having lean chicken breasts, broccoli, asparagus, and salad. With Mom’s touch, it’s all delicious. 
“Thanks for dinner,” I say. “I guess we should be going soon.” I give Issac a curious look because he still hasn’t given me a single clue about what we’re doing tonight, and I don’t know if we need to leave soon or not.
“Oh!” Mom exclaims, jumping up and hurrying to the kitchen. “You can’t leave yet.”
Two minutes later she’s back, carefully carrying a white frosted cake with sixteen lit candles flickering on top.
“Happy birthday to you,” she starts to sing, and everyone joins in. Issac adds his voice to the group, and I realize I’ve never heard him sing before.
Like everything else about him, his voice is perfect. Deep and smooth and on key. I get a warm, melty feeling inside just listening to him. With his dance moves and that voice, I absolutely believe he could join the TBRs, no problem. They’d be lucky to have him.
“Blow out your candles, honey,” Dad says. I hold back my hair and try to think of something to wish for, but I’m so ridiculously happy I can’t think of anything. I just blow them out with a heart full of gratitude. 
Mom has slices of cake on plates and is passing them around the table in no time. I’m thankful to see she’s given me a tiny sliver. When I catch her eye, she winks at me. She’s come a long ways from her food-pusher days. Just one more thing to be grateful for.
A few bites into my cake, Mason starts trying to spew milk out of his nose. Ever since the first time he accidentally did it, he’s been obsessed with trying to do it again.
“Gross!” I say, pushing back from the table as milk splatters everywhere.
Issac laughs and stands up with me, gathering plates to help clear the table.
“Leave everything in the kitchen,” Mom calls to us. “You two go enjoy your evening. Mason and I will wash dishes later.”
“Ah, mom,” Mason groans. I snicker, and Issac winks at me.
“Boys will be boys,” he says.

 

Chapter 32
Issac stops to pick up Mia and Keith at Mia’s house. They’re both dressed really cute. I’m glad to see Mia’s in a white skirt about the same length as mine. She’s topped it with a bright blue shirt with fashionable slashes in the side. It makes the blue in her hair pop in a fun way.
Keith’s dressed similar to Issac in jeans but he’s wearing a light blue button down instead of a t-shirt like Issac. He’s left the top couple of buttons open, and a white tee peeks from underneath. His hair still looks wet, but that could be the styling product he uses to give his bangs a tousled look.
 They both look great. And happy. I’m so thankful Keith wasn’t cheating on Mia.
I start getting nervous about my birthday surprise again. “Are you sure I’m dressed all right?” I ask after they buckle up in the back and Issac pulls away from the curb. I smooth a hand down my short skirt and realize my palm is sweaty. Gross.
“You look perfect,” Issac confirms, darting a warm look my way. He takes my hand, and I’m glad I just wiped it. Mia’s in a chatty mood, talking mostly about school starting soon and which classes we’ll have together.
I nod and give one-word replies as my heart seems to pound with each rotation of the tires. We’ve driven through downtown, passing the restaurants and the movie theater without slowing. When we pass the mini-golf course on the edge of town, my mind whirls, still trying to guess where we’re going before we get there.
“Are we almost there?” I interrupt Mia’s rant about why it’s not fair that we have to take gym class as juniors. We passed the city limits sign about twenty minutes ago, and we’re still driving. For some reason, I thought we’d be going somewhere local.
Issac flips on his turn signal and turns into a crowded parking lot. “We’re here.”
My eyes fly to the bright sign on the outside of the building. Let the Good Times Roll. I frown as I try to figure out what kind of place it is. One thing’s for sure, it’s popular. The parking lot is almost full, and a line of teens snakes all the way around the front of the building, disappearing around the side.
Issac lets go of my hand to park.
“What is this place?”
Mia giggles. “Let the Good Times Roll? Think about it. You’ve heard of it.”
I frown back at her, trying to place the name. I’ve heard the song, but I can’t think of anything else with that name. Then it hits me.
“The teen nightclub?”
Issac shoots me a grin. “Thought you could put your new moves to use here.”
“Oh, my gosh!” I say, and Mia lets out a squeal. I throw my arms around Issac’s neck and squeeze. It’s the only teen nightclub in the area and I’ve been dying to come. I know lots of kids from our school come here all the time.
“This is the best surprise ever,” I tell Issac. “Thank you!”
Issac gets my door for me. We walk to the building, bypassing the long line and heading straight for the door. People are tossing dirty looks at us, and I push closer to Issac. “Don’t we have to wait in line?”
“Nope. Mom knows the owner. Our armbands are waiting for us at the door.”
Nice. I raise my brows at Mia. This is going to be so great.
Issac’s right. There are armbands waiting for us that include admission and free non-alcoholic drinks. When the bouncer opens the door, loud music blasts us. Mia lets out another excited squeal, and we all move inside.
My eyes skirt around the building, trying to take in everything at once. Tables are arranged on all sides of a large crowded dance floor, and there are people everywhere I look. The music has me bopping my head as I soak everything in. The flashing lights. The oversized screen on the back wall showing live images of the dancers. The bar on the far side.
“This is awesome!” I yell toward Issac’s ear so he can hear me over the loud music. “Thank you!”
Issac gives me a happy smile. He stops walking to give me a quick kiss. “Are you ready to dance, or should we get some drinks and snacks first?”
“Dance!” I yell at him. I can’t believe I’m ready to dance in front of all these people, but I so am.
Issac leads us onto the dance floor. I see people with real moves, others just stepping to the rhythm, and still others floundering around, having a great time and not caring how they look.
My smile stretches so wide it almost hurts. I might not have the best dance steps, but I can at least fit in with the flounderers.
Issac finds a small space for us, and Mia and Keith stop beside us. We all start to dance, and I can’t stop the joyful laugh that escapes me. I’m so happy I could almost cry.
Issac’s the best dancer of us all, but he keeps his steps simple. Mostly just moving to the rhythm. His hands land on my hips, and we start moving together. I’m seriously the luckiest girl ever.
We dance through several songs before Issac leans forward and asks if I’m ready for a drink. I nod eagerly, and he leads us to an empty table.
“Are you having fun?” Issac asks.
All I can do is beam at him in reply. “So much fun,” I finally say.
Issac and Keith leave to get drinks. The line at the bar is crazy. They’re going to have quite a wait.
“So, is this what you expected?” Mia asks me.
“Not at all! I can’t believe you were able to keep this a secret.”
Mia grins, and we watch the crowd on the dance floor. The song we made our routine to comes on, and Mia flashes me an excited look, grabbing my hand.
“That’s our song!” she yells, bouncing up and down. “We’ve got to do our routine.”
I’m shaking my head.
“No way!” There are so many people here that for the most part we’ll get lost in the crowd, but at least some of these people are going to see us. I don’t think I’m ready to be the center of attention.
“Come on!” Mia pleads, tugging me toward the floor. “Chrissy said it was awesome.”
Chrissy was pretty impressed with what we’d come up with. Or at least she’d acted like she was. I draw in my lips and let Mia lead me to a less crowded spot on the floor.
She instantly jumps into the dance with full-blown moves. I move awkwardly beside her, darting nervous glances toward the people closest to us. No one seems to be paying us any extra attention, so I finally let myself go.
Mia and I fall into step, and I laugh. Dancing is so much fun. I’m more thankful than ever for our summer class. Without it, I’d be sitting on the sidelines watching and wishing I was out here.
People have backed away from us, giving us some space on the floor. It almost feels like we’re famous. Pretty soon, the sound of laughter breaks over the heavy bass pounding through the building.
I wrinkle my brow at Mia, and she shrugs without missing a step. Looking around, I notice more and more people with their focus on the back wall.
I glance back, and it takes a minute to realize it’s Mia and me on the screen. A jolt of joy rips through me. We made the video screen!
My first thought is that we look kind of hot in our cute outfits with our smooth dance steps. I’m about to nudge Mia in the ribs so she can see us too, when I realize my face looks strange on the screen.
It takes a second to realize there’s a pig’s snout over my nose. I freeze, my smile morphing into shock as nausea turns my stomach.
The camera circles us, and it looks like someone drew a squiggly pig tail on my butt with a black marker.
“Who knew Piggie could dance?” appears on the top of the screen like a caption.
Mia notices I’ve stopped moving and follows my gaze. “No!” she yells. She grabs my hand and pulls me from the floor. I let her drag me along, but my eyes stay focused on the video.
Our faces are on the screen. The pig snout looks realistic. Lucky me. They just happened to have pig clip art ready to go. Or did they?
Was it possible someone knew I’d be here like what happened at the movies? The camera follows us for a minute before it finally refocuses on people who are still dancing.
Fear, embarrassment, and anger ice my veins while my eyes burn with unshed tears. I tear them from the video screen. Darting looks around the room, I wonder who’s in charge of the video editing. It has to be Chloe Grace or one of her friends.
I’ve worked so hard this summer to put Chloe’s humiliation behind me. Why is she tormenting me like this?
A glimpse of long blond hair catches my eye from across the room as Issac and Keith walk toward us carrying two bottles of water each. With so many people in the building, the odds of this blonde being Chloe Grace are super slim. And yet there’s something familiar about her.
I can’t look away. I narrow my eyes, catching flashes of her as the people standing between us move in and out of my line of vision. I stare at the blond girl as she turns, and I finally get a good look at her profile. Just before the guys reach us, I recognize Chloe.
Time seems to freeze. Chloe laughs at something. She’s so happy and carefree, and here I am, sick to my stomach. I don’t know if standing up to the guy at the pizza parlor freed up something inside me or what, but I’m done being teased. I storm Chloe’s direction.
Mia tries to grab my arm, but I shrug her off. I don’t know what I’m going to do or say, but I’ve had enough. Chloe is going down for this.
I push and shove my way through the crowd. I get some rude comments, and more than one person flips me off. For the first time in my life, I’m not stammering apologies as I go. My eyes are fixed on my destination, and I hardly notice anything else.
When I reach Chloe, I grab her shoulder and spin her around to face me. Her eyes widen in surprise, but when she sees it’s me, she throws her head back and laughs.
“Oh, wow! It’s Piggie herself. Someone get this on video.” Her friends obediently point their phones at me, and I know they’re recording. I’m so angry, I’m shaking.
I poke a finger at Chloe’s chest. “Don’t. Call. Me. Piggie,” I grind out the words. I register that Issac and the others have followed me. Issac moves to stand on one side of me, while Mia and Keith face off with Chloe from the other.
“What’s the matter with you, Chloe?” Issac says. “Back off, and leave Summer alone.”
“Oh, look. Piggie has a little gay dancer friend.” Everyone around Chloe laughs likes that’s the funniest thing they’ve ever heard. I’m so mad, a literal haze of red tints the edges of my vision.
Picking on me is one thing, but Issac? She’s not getting away with it.
I whip my phone out of my skirt pocket. “Do you want to see a real Piggie?” I direct my question to Chloe’s pack while my fingers fly over my phone. “Do you?”
“We’re looking at the real Piggie now,” a deep voice says from somewhere behind Chloe. Chloe laughs but gives me an uneasy look. She won’t be laughing for long.
I find the picture I took of Chloe from Issac’s dance program. I haven’t used social media all summer, but it’s easy to get into my accounts. I type out a quick message and attach the photo of Chloe before repeating the steps on every account I have. I don’t have a lot of followers like Chloe, but I tag her and all of her friends I can think of.
Issac sees what I’m doing and grabs my hand before I can push send. His eyes meet mine, and I see surprise and true concern there.
“Summer, don’t do this. Don’t lower yourself to her level.” His voice is warm and calming, and for a second, I hesitate. I’m tempted to walk away. Again. But if I do, when will it ever stop? I don’t want to be a granny with Chloe following me around calling me a Piggie.
“Chloe deserves it,” I snap at him, regaining my anger. “Did you hear what she called you? Did you see the video of me on the screen with the pig tail and a snout this time?” I point toward the screen. “She can’t keep getting away with this, or she’ll never stop.”
Issac shakes his head. “Bullying a bully doesn’t make you righteous, it just makes you a bully, too.”
My finger hovers over the post button as I suck in a deep breath. I don’t want to upset Issac. And I don’t want to be a bully, but I literally almost died, indirectly because of Chloe. She deserves a taste of her own medicine.
I jab the button to send my post. Issac’s eyes widen in surprise before his expression grows shuttered. He didn’t think I’d do it. He pinches his lips together. I hate the look he’s giving me, but I’m doing this for him, too.
He has to understand that. I’m doing this for all the people Chloe’s hurt.
It doesn’t take long before someone sees my post. Phones are pulled out, and there’s snickering among Chloe’s friends. I can only imagine people are sharing my post because soon, more and more people are laughing at their phones and taking tiny steps away from Chloe.
Chloe gives a nervous look around.
“What?” she asks the person closest to her. He shakes his head and hides his phone without giving her an answer.
I’m facing the back wall, and before I know it, my post is on the video screen for everyone to see.
My caption of “Chloe Grace, the original Piggie” hovers over the picture of the extremely chubby little girl Chloe. Chloe turns back, and when she sees it, the color drains from her face. I can almost see it dripping to the floor.
She flashes a haunted look around, perhaps searching for someone to stand up for her, but all of her friends are laughing and pointing. Fickle.
That haunted look lands on me. My stomach shrivels up, and I clench my phone while fidgeting. I want more than anything to take my post back. Yes, Chloe’s a terrible person. But instead of making me feel righteous, seeing the stricken look on her face makes me feel like an even worse person than she is. Just like Issac said it would.
“Chloe.” I reach toward her, not sure what I’ll say, but she avoids my grasp, dodging through the crowd with a loud cry as she runs toward the front door.
I close my eyes and swallow. I can delete all my posts, but the damage is done. The picture is out there for the whole world to see.
“Issac. . .” I turn toward him, feeling terrible and needing him to help me fix the mess I created, but he just shakes his head.
“I think we should go,” he says in a gruff voice I hardly recognize. I follow him slowly to the door. Mia pats my arm sympathetically, but for once, she doesn’t have anything to say either.
The thirty-minute drive home is done in silence. I try to talk to Issac a couple of times, but it’s like talking to a stone wall. Issac drives to my house first, and I swallow. He’s always taken me home last when we’ve gone out with Mia and Keith so we can steal some goodnight kisses after we drop them off.
Tonight he doesn’t even come around to open my door. Just sits behind the wheel, staring straight ahead.
“Issac,” I try again to get through to him. “I’m sorry. You were right. I shouldn’t have posted that, but you’ve seen what she’s posted about me. I was just paying her back.”
My words are lost on him as he stares forward with his jaw clenched.
Just as I give up on him and open my door, he finally speaks.
“You asked me before what I liked about you.” Issac’s words are hard, and he still won’t look my direction.
“I told you a few things, but one thing I didn’t mention is that I liked the fact that you were kind. I’ve had plenty of ‘Chloe Graces’ in my life. Always needing to step on someone else to make themselves feel better. I’d see you in school with your awkward friend, Caden, and you never once made fun of him or teased him. Even when people around you were. You could have jumped in on the teasing and used it to make yourself popular, but you never did. You were a friend to him. No matter what anyone else said about him. That stood out to me, and I liked it, and I liked you because of it.”
He swallows and tears fill my eyes. “I guess underneath,” he says, “you’re no different than Chloe Grace after all.”
I can’t speak as his words rebuke me. It’s true, as soon as I had ammunition against Chloe, I chose to use it. I could have walked away. Been the bigger person. But instead, I sank down to her level and played dirty.
I want to argue with Issac and tell him I’m not at all like Chloe, but I can’t. Tonight, I was exactly like Chloe.
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper before darting out of the car and running to the house. I don’t look back to see if Issac’s watching, just fly inside.
Thankfully, the house is dark, which means my parents have gone to bed. I couldn’t handle their questions about how my night was right now. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to handle them.
Without thought, my feet take me straight to the kitchen. Mom’s covered the remaining half of my birthday cake, and I rip off the plastic wrap and stab a fork into the moist cake, shoving a bite in my mouth. I chew the first bite, letting the sugary sweetness cover my tongue. That first bite is followed by a second, and then a third as tears stream down my face.
Before I know it, the cake’s gone. I stare at the empty plate in disbelief. All my hard work to lose weight, and I go and sabotage myself. My stomach screams at me. It’s not used to having so much food shoved in it at once anymore. With a tiny moan, I slap a hand over my mouth and run for the bathroom.
The cake comes back up even faster than it went down, and my salty tears join it in the toilet. I feel so worthless. I was given a chance at the most perfect life I could imagine, but it wasn’t enough for me. I had to be the tough girl and put Chloe Grace in her place.
I swish my mouth out with water and stumble to my room. No matter what else happens, I have to get Issac to forgive me.
Unfortunately, I have no idea how.
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 33
Mom taps on my door before slipping into my room with a bowl of yogurt topped with fresh fruit. 
“Well, how was it?” She sets the bowl on my nightstand. “Issac asked us if he could take you to that teen dance club.” She’s all excitement and bright eyes while I want to moan and throw the pillow over my head, but that will only lead to more questions from Mom.
“Great,” I lie, struggling to adjust my pillow so I can sit up. My stomach clenches, still not happy after my late-night binge. I force myself to hide the wince.
“Lots of fun,” I add as Mom watches me expectantly. “I think I might be coming down with something, though. I don’t feel so good.”
“You didn’t drink any alcohol last night, did you? That place isn’t supposed to even serve alcohol.” Mom twists her fingers together, watching me anxiously.
I fight not to roll my eyes. “No, Mom. No alcohol. We danced and drank water.” I technically never drank anything, but if the night had gone differently, I would have drunk water. I almost wish I had been drinking. At least I’d have something to blame my stupid actions on. Unfortunately, I apparently didn’t need any booze at all to act like and idiot.
“I think I heard someone say there’s a stomach bug going around.” I lie because it’s so much easier than the truth. “I might have caught it.”
Mom’s smooth palm is instantly on my forehead. It’s soothing and makes me feel like a little girl for a second. I wish life was as simple as it used to be. Where all it took was Mom wrapping her arms around me to make all my hurts go away.
“Hmm, you might feel a little warm. Why don’t you take it easy today? You need to be well before school starts.” She turns and walks toward the door. “Let me know if you need anything.”
I glance at the yogurt. “Thanks for the breakfast in bed.” I give her a quick smile, which she returns.
“I noticed someone finished your birthday cake,” Mom says suddenly, watching my expression. “I asked Mason if he got into it, but he claims he didn’t.” She doesn’t ask, but I see the worry on her face and hear the question she doesn’t voice. Did I down half a cake by myself?
That’s another discussion I’m not ready for, so I lie again. “I sent the rest home with Mia. I hope you don’t mind.”
Her face smooths as she relaxes. “I’m glad you thought to do that.” She runs a hand over her stomach. “It will help my diet to have that temptation out of the house.” She gives a quick laugh and takes another step toward the door before turning back again.
“Oh, I talked to Caden’s mom yesterday. They’re coming home today. That ought to make you feel better.” Her smile brightens as if she’s just delivered the best news in the world, then she closes my door and leaves.
I fall back on my pillow and close my eyes with a loud moan. How did my perfect life turn into a train wreck because of one stupid decision? Issac will forgive me. He has to. He’ll understand that I was doing nothing more than defending myself last night.
I tell myself that over and over, but I don’t quite believe it. Issac hates bullying, and whether she deserved it or not, I’d bullied Chloe. I deleted all my posts as soon as I finished puking last night, but I know that doesn’t totally erase them or the pain they caused Chloe.
And I can’t believe I have to face stupid Caden. I was really hoping his family would stay gone until the day school started.
I pick up the yogurt Mom brought me, bring the spoon close to my mouth then set it back down again. Even the smell of it turns my queasy stomach. I need to talk to Issac. Once I work things out with him, everything else will be okay.
I pick up my phone from my dresser. I have tons of notifications on my social media accounts, but I don’t even check them. I can’t face the fallout of what I did last night yet.
Five new texts draw my attention, though. Oh, please let at least one of them be from Issac.
Four are from Mia. One’s from an unknown number with a single word message of Bitch.
Well, that stings. I’ve been called fat, and Piggie, of course. Even fluffy a time or two, but no one to my knowledge has ever called me a bitch. Of course, I’d never really done anything to deserve that title until last night.
I feel truly sick by now, but put the message behind me. My fingers move to my phone, and I click *1 to dial Issac. After the way Caden ignored my calls and messages when he was mad at me, I’m not expecting Issac to answer my call. So when he picks up on the first ring, I’m at a loss for words.
“Um, Issac?”
“What is it, Summer?” His voice is hollow. I barely recognize it. It’s not the happy voice he usually greets me with.
“I deleted my posts,” I blurt. “The stuff I posted about Chloe, I took it all down.”
I hold my breath. Part of me hopes it will be as easy as that. I deleted the posts, I erased the past. Everything can go back to how it was.
I hear a weary sigh. “It’s too late,” Issac says.
“No,” I quickly say, shaking my head, although I know he can’t see me. I’ve thought this out. I’m going to make it right. “I know other people shared the post,” I say, “but I’m going to ask them to take it down. Or I’ll report them as abusive. I’ll undo this. I’ll fix it. I’ll fix everything and then—”
“Summer, stop.” Issac’s words break into my rambling. “Chloe’s in the hospital. We still have some mutual friends, and word is she tried to take her life last night.”
My lips part and my throat swells. “No.” I shake my head. “Chloe’s pretty and popular. She wouldn’t do something like that because of what I posted.” My words deny my involvement, but in my heart, I absolutely believe I’m at fault.
“Did she say it was because of me?” I ask softly. I’ve despised Chloe for months, but never once have I wished her dead. Not even when I was at my lowest point.
“Please tell me it wasn’t because of me,” I demand, tears filling my eyes.
Issac’s quiet for a minute. “She’s unconscious,” he says. “No one knows exactly what happened. Rumor says she took some of her mom’s prescription meds last night. She hasn’t woken up since. Not that I’ve heard, anyway.”
“I didn’t mean. . . Issac, you know I didn’t want that to happen. It’s not my fault,” I rush on in a panic. “She did even meaner things to me.” My fear is making me defensive. I jump from the bed and pace around my small room. I’m worried about Chloe, but I’m starting to worry about myself, too. “Will I be in trouble for this?” I whisper.
Issac hisses. “Really, Summer? Chloe could have died, and you’re worried about yourself? You’re not who I thought you were.”
“Issac!” I scream into the phone with tears on my cheeks. “She did the same thing to me. If it hadn’t been for you, I might be the one in the hospital or worse right now. You know that.”
There’s another sigh I barely hear over my sobs.
“I know, Summer. And I hate that Chloe did that to you.” He swallows, and I swipe at my tears. “But I hate even more that knowing exactly how hurtful Chloe’s stupid posts were, you turned around and did it to someone else. I thought you more than anyone would understand the damage something like that can do.”
And just like that, the fight leaves me. What else is there to say? Issac’s right. I do know how hurtful stupid words can be. I tilt back my head and close my eyes. I’m worse than Chloe Grace.
“Where is she?” I squeeze the words past the lump in my throat.
Issac doesn’t answer, and I wonder if he hung up.
“Issac,” I say again, louder this time. “Which hospital is Chloe at?”
“Regis Memorial,” Issac says. “I don’t think you should go see her, though. I’m sure everyone knows about your post. Most of her friends will be blaming you for what happened, whether it was your fault or not.”
Chills run through me, but rather than scare me off, they somehow strengthen my resolve. I have to see Chloe. When . . . if . . . she wakes up, I need to apologize to her in person and maybe even help her if I can.
 

 

Chapter 34
“Summer?” Mom calls from downstairs. “The Melbournes are home! I’m going over to visit. Do you feel up to coming with me? I know you’ll want to see Caden.” She sounds so chipper it just drives home how un-chipper I am.
The last thing in the world I want to do right now is see Caden. I’ve spent the past couple of hours alternating between crying and screaming into my pillow. My throat is raw, but I use it to my advantage.
“I think I’m a little worse,” I call in my scratchy voice. “You go and fill me in later.”
“Okay, honey. I have soup on the stove when you’re hungry. I won’t be gone long.”
Dad’s at work. Mason’s at baseball practice, and now Mom will be next door. I’ll be home alone.
For a few minutes after hanging up with Issac, I felt like giving up on everything. But now, more than anything, I want to help Chloe. I don’t know how or what I can possibly do that will make any difference with her, but like Issac said, I do know her pain. Probably better than almost anyone. Because I’ve lived it.
I pick up the phone. I can’t help checking to see if Issac had texted, even though I would have heard the beep if he had. With no new messages, I quickly dial Mia’s number.
“Mia,” I’m so thankful to hear my best friend’s voice, I almost start crying again. “Mia, I need your help.”
“Summer! I’ve been worried sick about you. Did you hear about Chloe?”
“Yeah.” I blink hard. “That’s what I need your help with. Do you think she. . . Do you think it’s my fault Chloe’s in the hospital?”
“Summer, don’t do this,” Mia says, her voice soft but firm. “You didn’t do anything to her that she hasn’t done to you and tons of other people. This is not your fault.”
I appreciate Mia’s loyalty, but it’s not what I need right now. I need redemption.
“Mia, do you think Lexi would drive us to the hospital? I need to see Chloe.”
“No way, Summer. That’s a terrible idea. You’re going to be the last person she wants to see.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t make me sound too innocent, does it?” I bite my lip and close my eyes to hold back fresh tears that threaten.
“I didn’t mean it like that.” Mia’s quiet for a minute. “Why do you want to see her?” she finally asks. “What would you say to her?”
Isn’t that the question of the day? I’ve been trying to think of something that covers the multitude of pain I caused. Something that will somehow redeem me. Because whether it was my fault or not, I can’t live with the guilt of pushing Chloe to try to take her own life—no matter what she did to me. So far, I’ve come up blank.
“I don’t know. I need to do something, though.”
“Look, I get it, I guess, but Lexi’s been giving me updates, and only family can see Chloe right now, anyway. Why don’t you give her a few days? Then if you still want to go, I’m sure Lexi will drive us.”
I don’t miss the fact that she says “us.” She’s not bailing on me, although I’m sure everyone at school’s going to hate me.
School.
I haven’t even thought about school starting. This story’s going to spread like wildfire. By the time school starts, everyone will know I almost killed their idol, Chloe Grace. And odds are good, Issac will avoid me like the plague. This is going to be the worst year ever.
Ugh. I rub my temple because there’s a hammer pounding somewhere in my head that just won’t stop.
“Do you still want to swim today?” I ask Mia, although I really don’t feel up to our daily routine.
“Um,” Mia sounds guilty. “Would it be okay with you if I skip today? Keith wants me to meet his family.”
“Oh, that’s great,” I tell her sincerely, although I hoped she’d be willing to come over and mope with me. “I guess things are getting serious with you two.”
“They kind of are,” Mia says then almost as if she’s reading my thoughts, she adds, “I’ll be happy to break my plans with him and spend the day with you if you want me to, though.”
“No! Absolutely not. Go and have a great day. I’m sorry I ruined last night.”
“You didn’t ruin last night, Summer. Chloe did. If she would have left you alone, I know good and well you wouldn’t have posted that picture. She brought everything that happened on herself. It’s not your fault she’s so weak she can’t take a taste of her own medicine.”
I’ve never told Mia all the details about my near run-in with a moving car after the teasing at the movies the night she met Keith. It wasn’t a suicide attempt, but I was so messed up, I almost died anyway. It’s not weakness that pushed me to that point, and I don’t think Chloe’s weak either.
I’m not sure how to explain it to Mia. Unless you stand in a pair of shoes telling you that you’re at the lowest point in your life and things will never get better, there’s no way to understand the thoughts a person in that position has. I hate to think Chloe was at an even lower point than me.
“Will you update me if you hear anything else about Chloe?” I ask instead of even trying to get into a discussion I can only half-way explain.
“I will,” Mia says. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come over? We could invite Keith and Issac and make a day of it.”
My stomach burns as it fills with acid. “I don’t think Issac’s exactly talking to me anymore.”
“No! I knew he was upset last night, but I figured he’d be over it by now. He has to understand this is all Chloe’s fault. What were you supposed to do? Let her tease you the rest of your life?”
That was my exact thought earlier, but now I wish I’d done exactly that.
“Go make Keith’s family fall in love with you.” I change the subject. “I’ll talk to you later.”
I probably shouldn’t, but after I hang up with Mia, I turn on my computer. First, I make sure I really deleted all of my posts about Chloe. Next, I spend some time following shared posts and reporting them as abusive.
Once I feel I’ve done all I can about Chloe, I go to Chloe’s account. I suck in a fortifying breath, and find her first post of me and Caden. I start with the first comment, and read for the next hour or so. Some of the comments are just stupid. Others, so cruel they make my entire body flush. But what surprises me is that not all of the comments are mean.
She’s so pretty! You’re just jealous.
Who are you to judge her? Look at your ears. Elf much?
I sit there stunned. The nice comments are few and far between, but they’re there. I almost wish I would have read them months ago. I think it would have made the post easier to deal with if I knew not everyone agreed with Chloe’s assessment of me.
Then I start running across the comments from those who know what it is to be teased.
 
And when she disappears, will you be sorry?
 
 
That’s just cruel. Why do you have to pick on others to make yourself feel good?
 
 
You people are all laughing, but it won’t be so funny when you’re the one they’re making fun of.
 
 
By the time I’m done reading, my stomach is twisted in knots. Careless words have hurt so many people. It makes me furious to think about others going through what I’ve been through. It makes me sick to think I did the same thing to Chloe.
I don’t even glance at the comments on Chloe’s other posts. My stomach’s grumbling with a combination of nerves and hunger. The promise of homemade soup lures me away from the computer and downstairs.
I eat and find the warm soup does help me feel a little better. More optimistic even. But now that I’m done eating, I’m not sure what to do with myself.
I decide I might as well get my laps in for the day. I can’t do anything to help Chloe right now, and Issac and Mia won’t be keeping me company.
I decide to wear my two-piece. The top has a built-in bra and then looser material that hangs down, almost touching the top of the high bottoms. Even though it’s a two piece, only a small strip of skin across my stomach shows. I feel as protected in it as I do in my one piece, but it’s a little more comfortable.
The laps pass quickly. For some reason, I remember the first laps I swam this summer that left me huffing and puffing for air. I’ve come a long ways. Things were looking up for me. I can’t believe one lousy night destroyed everything I'd gained.
Well, not everything. I’m still getting in shape and I have a couple of basic dance moves down. I pull myself up to sit on the edge of the pool and let the sun chase the water’s chill away. Leaning back on my elbows, I close my eyes and wonder how Chloe’s doing.
“Hey.”
I jerk up and dart a look toward the gate that separates our yard from Caden’s. Caden stands there in long shorts and a fitted tee. His skin carries a coppery tan, and his hair is longer, and it actually looks like he styled it. He looks different than he did at the beginning of the summer. Better. I guess having a girlfriend was good for him.
I pivot until I face him. I don’t smile or say hello, but I also don’t tell him to leave when he comes over and sits in a chair near me.
 
 
 

 

Chapter 35
I didn’t think Caden would have the nerve to face me after being so mean, so I haven’t given any thought to what I want to say. I study him for a few more minutes, then stand and grab my towel, drying off slightly before heading to the house.
If Caden doesn’t have anything to say to me, I sure don’t have anything to say to him.
“You look great.” Caden’s words stop my steps. I’m not sure how to react to that. If he’d told me I looked great a couple of months ago, I would have been on top of the world. Now, not so much.
I start walking again without answering him.
“Summer, wait,” he says. “Don’t you think we should talk?”
“About what, Caden? I tried to talk to you this summer, and you didn’t want to have anything to do with me. What do you think there is to talk about now?”
“We could start with how amazing you look.”
I turn to glare at him.
“I doubt your girlfriend would appreciate you telling another girl she looks amazing,” I snap. Seeing him—talking to him—brings back the raw pain of his desertion. We should be splashing around in the pool, laughing like the best friends we were a few months ago. Instead, I feel like I’m looking at a stranger. In a way, I am.
“We broke up.” Caden stands and takes a few steps toward me. “We didn’t want to try to make the long-distance thing work.” He hesitates for a second before continuing. “I’m sorry about how I treated you after, you know.”
“After I kissed you to try to save your butt, and then you threw me to the wolves? After that?”
Caden has the decency to look regretful. He hangs his head and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, after that.” His eyes dart to my face before dropping again. “For some reason, I thought you were the one trying to embarrass me,” he admits. “Everything happened so fast, it took me a while to sort out what really happened.”
I let out a hoarse laugh. “And you just now figured it out?”
“No.” His head snaps up. “Of course not. I figured it out after I saw Chloe’s post.”
“So, you’ve known all summer what I sacrificed to protect you, and you couldn’t even send me a text.”
Caden takes a couple more steps toward me. “I was confused, and I’ve had a lot going on.”
My brows arch. I don’t know how to even reply to that. If it hadn’t been for Issac and Mia, I would have been miserable all summer because of Caden’s refusal to talk to me.
“All righty then,” I finally say when it appears Caden’s said his piece. “I’m going to shower.”
“No, wait. Please.” Caden grabs my arm in a loose grip. “Let’s talk for a while. I need to apologize to you, and I’m having trouble finding the right words.”
I look down at his fingers wrapped around my forearm. I want to tell him where he can shove his words, then it hits me that I’m going to be having a very similar conversation with Chloe at some point. I’m at least hoping she’ll hear me out. I guess I can do the same for Caden.
That doesn’t mean I have any interest in being his friend again. But I will do my best to forgive him.
“Fine.” I yank out of his grasp and wrap the towel around me as I stomp past him to sit by the pool. “So let’s talk.”
Caden moves slower than I do but finally settles beside me.
“I was an ass, Summer, and I’m so sorry. I’ve regretted the way I treated you every day.”
I can’t stop my smirk. “And yet you wait until now to tell me?”
Caden runs his hand through his hair before dropping his arms on his knees and leaning forward. “I know how it looks. What could I say after I told you I didn’t want to talk to you again?”
That was the night I’d needed him the most. The night he’d abandoned me. The night I’d walked in front of a moving car because my thoughts were too confounded to warn me not to. I stare at the ripples in the water. I want to forgive him and be done with this converstaion, but his weak apology doesn’t make it easy.
“I needed you,” I bite out. “Chloe’s post was so mean, and you ditched me without a word. What makes you think you deserve forgiveness?”
That wasn’t what I meant to say. In my mind, I’d pictured graciously forgiving him before never speaking to him again. But the hurt is still there. I want Caden to know what he put me through. It’s petty, but I want him to hurt like I did.
Caden bows his head. “I was hurt too, you know. Do you even know how much flack I took this summer? People called me the piggie lover.”
I blink and stare at the boy who used to be my friend as waves of disbelief crash over me. “Are you kidding me right now? That was your hardship? Caden, you do realize I’m the one everyone was calling Piggie, right?”
“What?” Caden’s head snaps up. “I didn’t mean it like that. I know people were hard on you, too. I was just saying that you weren’t the only one being teased.” Caden draws in his lips, his eyes dipping down my body. I pull the towel tighter around me as if it can protect me from Caden’s roving gaze
“You do look great, you know. You’ve lost weight.” His eyes leisurely move back to my face, “And there’s something different about you. In a good way."
I take a couple of deep breaths. Something inside me latches onto his comment. This is the Caden I know. The guy who would never hurt me. Our years of history outweigh a couple of months of bad decisions, and I let out a sigh. “You look good, too,” I grudgingly admit. “It looks like you put on some muscle.”
“A little. Soccer camp five hours a day six days a week will either kill you or make you stronger. I came out stronger.”
I give him a sad smile. I want to be happy for him. I want to accept his apology and put the last three months behind us. But it’s too soon, and I’m not sure if we can ever go back to what we had. No matter how much history stands behind us, we’re different people than we were when the summer started.
“I really need to rinse this chlorine off.” I stand and look down at Caden. “I’m glad you had a good summer. Guess I’ll see you around.”
I head to the house without waiting for a reply. My insides feel funny. Nervous, and hopeful, and empty, all at the same time. It’s a strange combination. Confusing and depressing. I’m glad I got my first run-in with Caden out of the way, though, so I don’t have to dread it every day.
I just wish I felt like things were resolved between us. If it’s this hard for me to forgive my ex-best friend for hurting me, how much harder is it going to be for Chloe to forgive me, a stranger, for hurting her?
 

 

Chapter 36
I shower and dry my hair. My thoughts ping-pong from Issac to Chloe to Caden and back. I need to fix everything, everything I messed up, but I’m no closer to knowing how to do that than I’d been this morning. I make my bed, clean my room, and close the curtain over the window that faces Caden’s house.
The comments I read earlier on Chloe’s post keep haunting me.
If you call her a piggie, what does that make me?
Stop picking on people!
Piggie, I don’t know your real name, sorry, but you’re gorgeous. Don’t let these shallow people hurt you. They’re not worth it. Ask me how I know.
I think the last one haunts me the most. “Ask me how I know.” That sounds so ominous. Did teasing and bullying drive this person to hurt themself? Someone else? The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up as a chill races through me. I can see it happening so easily.
I know what it is to have someone randomly attack you for no reason. It hurts, and it catches you off guard. Worst of all, it makes you doubt yourself.
I’m thankful that Chloe’s post helped me see that my weight had gotten out of hand. I don’t know why I didn’t notice it on my own, but I didn’t. Still, I hate the pain her teasing put me through. All the days of self-doubt and loathing. If Issac hadn’t come into my life when he did, my summer would have turned out much differently.
Dance and getting in shape helped me regain my self-esteem and courage. But so did Issac. Without him and Mia, I would have been left completely broken. It scares me to think how the summer might have ended if I’d been left in that state all alone.
I open my laptop again and stare at my social media page, tapping my short fingernails against my desk. I wish I could give a hug to every one of the people who supported me with comments on Chloe’s post. I wish I could offer hope and comfort to those who are still suffering from cruel, hurtful words from Chloe and every other bully in the world.
With no more than those desires burning in me, I click “Start a New Group.” I have no solid plan, just the vague thought that I want to be part of the solution. Somehow. Time flies as tentative thoughts weave through my mind, and I search for encouraging posts and pictures.
I post the ones I think are most fitting then stare at the “Add Something About This Group” button. Nibbling on my lower lip, I click the button and start typing. Three paragraphs later, I reread the raw words I’ve written. I even admit my near run-in with the car.
My eyes burn as I read the words describing someone I never wanted to be. I’m terrified to open myself up and share my lowest point with the entire world. But what if facing my own near destruction helps someone else avoid theirs?
I click “Publish.”
Sitting back, I stare at my new group page feeling dazed. I doubt anyone will ever find it. And who on earth is going to join a group, admitting that they’re on the receiving end of bullying?
With a smirk, I shake my head. My intentions were pure, but I didn’t do anything more than kill a few hours this afternoon.
There’s a light knock on my door just before it opens.
“Honey?” Dad pokes his head in. “Can I come in?”
“Sure, Dad.” I’m not really up for a chat, but I can’t keep using the “I’m sick” excuse or Mom really is going to make an appointment for me with Dr. Richie.
Dad settles himself on the edge of the bed. He takes off his glasses and rubs them on his shirt before putting them back on and looking up at me. I watch him patiently. Dad’s a man of few words. Mom does most of the talking for both of them. But he’ll get around to what he wants to say when he’s ready.
I shift in my desk chair. Dad might not talk much, but once he gets started, sometimes he lets out a month’s worth of words all at once. I decide it’s best to get comfortable.
“Has anything been bothering you this summer, sweetheart?”
I narrow my eyes and try to read the question beneath the question. He can’t possibly know about the Piggie situation, can he? Or maybe he heard about what I posted about Chloe, how I sent her to the hospital.
“Um, no?” I love my parents, and I really can talk to them about most things. This isn’t one of them, though. They’ll be more hurt than me if they know what people have been saying about me, their little princess. Their baby girl.
And they’ll be disappointed to hear how I decided to fight back. Not that they’d want me to sit back and take it. They just wouldn’t approve of me sinking to the same level.
“Are you sure?” Dad asks, arching a bushy brow. “I stopped at the Melbournes after work. They asked how you’ve been coping with the teasing.” He leaves the words hanging between us, and I close my eyes. Stupid Caden and his big mouth. I wonder if he told his parents his part in the whole thing.
“I’m fine, Dad.” I let out a slow sigh. “Someone Photoshopped a picture of me to make me look like a pig.” I shrugged, not as hurt by the memory as I used to be. “It was mean and hurtful, but I think the joke’s pretty much run its course.”
I see lines crease around Dad’s lips, and his eyes grow weary. “I’m sorry.” He folds his hands in his lap and shakes his head. I can tell he’s fighting to hold back his emotions.
“Kids . . . people of all ages, really, can be so cruel. You’re such a good girl. You should have never been on the receiving end of that. Why didn’t you tell your mom or me what was going on? You know you can talk to us about anything.”
I rub a hand over my mouth. The Piggie thing is pretty much behind me, but what I did to Chloe looms in front of me.
“I think I hurt someone, Dad.” Dad’s eyes widen in confusion as I apparently jump subjects. “I didn’t mean to.” I clench my hands together. “I got fed up with the teasing and posted something mean about this girl at school, Chloe Grace. She’s the main one who was teasing me, and now she’s in the hospital. Word is she tried to kill herself last night.”
“Oh, baby.” Dad lets out a heavy sigh. I hear fatigue and pain and disappointment in that one breath. Dad rubs the bridge of his nose. “You think she tried to commit suicide because of what you did?”
I don’t have to consider his question. I played judge and jury on myself as soon as Issac told me Chloe was in the hospital. “She was really upset when she left the club last night.” I nod. “I think it was because of me.”
Dad stands so he can wrap his arms around me. I didn’t expect to, but at his touch, I burst into tears. I sob into his chest, and he holds me, rubbing my back until I’m all cried out.
“I didn’t mean it,” I mumble into his shirt.
“I know you didn’t, sweetheart, but our actions have consequences. We’ll do what we can together to make it right with this girl.”
“Am I going to jail?” I let out another sob. I’ve tried not to even think about jail, but what if it’s a possibility?
“Don’t say that. No one’s going to jail.” Dad pulls away, his warm brown eyes comforting me as they narrow in on mine. “Now is this the Chloe you played volleyball with when you were little?”
It was so long ago, I’m surprised Dad remembered that we played together. “Yes, that’s the her.”
Dad steps back. “I do business with her father from time to time. I’ll call him.”
“Dad, no!” I grab his shirt in fear. “You can’t just call him and say, ‘Oh, hey. My daughter almost killed your daughter. Are we all good?’”
Dad frowns and carefully removes my fingers from his shirt. “That’s not exactly what I was going to say. I’ll let you know what I find out.”
Dad leaves, closing the door behind him, and I jump up to pace the room. My eyes fix on my TBR poster and I don’t even see five hot guys. Instead, a pale Chloe Grace lying on a hospital bed glares back at me.
I swallow and spin around. I can’t imagine what Dad will say to her dad. He’s going to hate me. Her entire family will. And all of her friends. I won’t be able to show my face around our tiny little town ever again as long as I live.
I’m going crazy, so I pick up my phone. I bite my lip. I want to talk to Issac. I’d give anything to talk to him, but he’s made it clear how he feels about me. I’m not brave enough to call him, but I do send a text.
Any updates on Chloe?
Again, I’ve lumped him in with Caden and don’t expect a reply, so when my phone pings in my hand, I let out a short scream.
Nothing new yet. Sorry.
He’s not ignoring me. That has to be a good sign, right? My heart gives a little pitter-pat, telling me it’s a good sign indeed, but what do hearts know? Seriously? Heartache. Heartbreak. All these things are caused by hearts wanting what they want, whether they can have them or not.
I stare at my phone, breathing hard. Should I reply? Tell him my dad’s calling Chloe’s dad and I’ll update him when I know something? Ask him if we can talk?
In the end, I force myself to settle for a simple Thank you before I set my phone down.
I’m crushed that Issac seems to be done with me after one bad thing happened. But I try to turn it around. He said I wasn’t who he thought I was. What if I found out he wasn’t who I thought he was? It’s not like you can force yourself to like someone if they aren’t the one for you.
But all the rational thoughts in the world can’t dam up the pain of missing Issac.

 

Chapter 37
“Summer, can you come down here a minute?” My head jerks toward the bedroom door as I analyze Dad’s voice. He sounds calm, restrained. I seriously hope that bodes well for both Chloe and me.
I jog down the stairs and find my parents in the living room, side by side on the couch. Mom is watching me with her I-failed-as-a-parent eyes, so I know Dad filled her in on everything.
“Come sit down.” Dad motions to the recliner.
I sit and curl my legs under me before grabbing onto the cushion and letting my fingers dig in tight. Mom and Dad wear similar expressions that I can’t read. It’s all I can do to keep from screaming at them to end the suspense and tell me what’s going on.
“I talked to, Robert, Chloe’s dad,” Dad says slowly. I clench the cushion so hard I wouldn’t be surprised to see stuffing start popping out at the seams. I want to rush him along, but I’m too scared to. What if the news about Chloe isn’t good?
Mom rubs Dad’s arm. “Tell her, dear. You can see how worried she is.”
“Oh! Yes, sorry.” Dad rubs a hand over his brow. “Chloe is going to be fine.”
My muscles are like taut rubber bands that have finally been released. With nothing left to hold me up, I sink into the chair like a puddle of melted ice cream. “Thank goodness,” I whisper.
I peek at my parents and suck in a breath. “Did she. . .? Was it my fault she. . .?” I can’t finish any of my questions.
Mom comes to put her hands on my shoulders. “Chloe had a reaction to a prescription she was taking. It had nothing to do with you. She wasn’t trying to kill herself. She took the pill right before bed, so no one noticed she’d even had a reaction until they checked on her in the morning. Like your dad said, she’s going to make a full recovery.”
Tears of relief prick at my stinging eyes, and I nod.
“But Summer,” Mom says, “we still need to talk about what happened between you two. Dad told me about the teasing on both sides. That’s not like you.”
I have nothing left to hide, so spill the entire story. “At the end of the year dance, Chloe made a video of me, basically saying I was as fat as a pig. She put it on social media and it spread like crazy. In Chloe’s world, I got the nickname Piggie.”
Mom’s hands tighten on my arms, and her eyes shine with tears. “And that’s why I didn’t tell you.” I look over at my dad and tip my head toward Mom. “I knew it would hurt you two more than it hurt me. I thought I could deal with it, but last night I couldn’t take any more. Someone at the club videoed Mia and me dancing and put us on the big screen. But they put a pig snout over my nose and drew a tail on me.”
I shake my head, even now wishing I’d been the bigger person and laughed it off. Or at least ignored it.
“I’d found a picture of Chloe from her chubby days, so I posted it online. A lot of her friends saw the picture and shared it. She left the club really upset. So when I heard she tried to kill herself, I just thought. . .”
“You thought she did it because of the picture you posted,” Mom finishes for me. “Oh, honey.”
She wraps her arms around me, and I lean into her. Her hug makes me feel better, and for once, I don’t feel like crying. It’s a relief to have everything out in the open.
“Can I see Chloe? I still want to apologize for what I did.” Want isn’t the correct word. The last thing I want to do is go to a hospital and see Chloe Grace lying in a hospital bed. But I need to. I need to apologize to her before I can move on with my life.
“Oh, I’m not sure—” Mom starts to say, but Dad interrupts.
“Robert said you’re welcome to come by. Do you want to go now?”
My eyes widen, and my breath catches. “Right now?” I squeak. Yes, I need to apologize, but I’m not prepared. I didn’t think I’d be able to see her today.
Dad studies me for a long minute. “I think it would be best to clear the air between you, don’t you?”
He’s right, and I guess the sooner I get it over with, the less time I have to dread it. But, boy, am I dreading it right now. Chloe is not going to want to see me, even if I do go bearing apologies. This is as much about me as her, though. I doubt telling her I’m sorry will change her life in any way, but it will make a big difference in mine. Whether Chloe needs to hear the words or not, I need to say them.
“I can be ready in ten minutes,” I say. I run upstairs and yank my makeup bag out of the drawer. My hair is already done, thankfully, so I spend a couple of minutes covering the dark circles under my eyes, and adding a trace of eyeliner. I stop and stare at my reflection. It seems like a hundred years have passed since the night I stood here thinking I was going to kiss Caden and that we’d start dating and live happily ever after.
I shake my head, brush my teeth, and head back downstairs with three minutes to spare.
*****
The hospital is too bright and too white and too sterile looking. The atmosphere compounds my nervousness one-hundred fold. Dad leads us straight to the elevator and pushes the button for the second floor. I rehearse my apology to Chloe.
I have this faint scenario playing in my head where I apologize to Chloe. She breaks down into tears and tells me it was all her fault. I may or may not cry along with her, then we hug and make up.
It’s perfect. Straight out of a Hallmark movie. Something tells me it won’t be that easy. The elevator doors slide open with a whoosh. We step out, Dad scanning the signs for her room number.
He starts walking, and I plaster myself to his side. We pass doctors and nurses. Patients in wheelchairs, visitors. It’s a busy place. It suddenly hits me that Chloe’s room is probably packed with her friends, and I gulp. Apologizing will be hard enough, but will I be forced to do it with an audience? My shoulders tense and I have to force my feet to keep moving.
“Here it is.” Dad stops at room 210. “Are you ready?”
No one’s standing in the hall, and I don’t hear any noise from her room. I cross my fingers by my side, hoping Chloe’s alone. Whether she is or not, I have to do this.
I let out a long breath and nod. “I’m ready.”
Dad taps on the door. Someone calls for us to come in. With a slow wink and an encouraging smile, Dad pushes the door open.
A couple about my parents’ age sit on chairs beside the bed. The man stands and shakes Dad’s hand.
“Robert,” Dad says. “I’d like you to meet my daughter, Summer.”
The man’s eyes drop to my face. I’m terrified of what I’ll see in his look. Anger? Hate? Pain?
He surprises me a small smile. “Robert Rankle,” he says before reaching for my hand. “I’ve heard Chloe has been a little rough on you this year. I’m sorry for what she’s put you through.”
My eyes bulge as I slowly put my hand in his. “No,” I stutter and clear my throat. “I’m the one who needs to apologize.”
“We’ll give you a minute so you and Chloe can work things out.”
The woman, who I assume is Chloe’s mom, joins her husband. I give her a tentative smile, but her cold, hard expression doesn’t change. Mr. Rankle might be willing to forgive me, but Mrs. Rankle wishes I was the one in that hospital bed. Or worse.
I shiver as she brushes past me and out of the room. Mr. Rankle follows, and Dad squeezes my shoulder before leaving with them.
The door closes, leaving me alone in the quiet room with Chloe. I let out a slow breath, and my eyes drift to the bed in the center of the small room. I haven’t let myself glance that direction until now. The sheets are raised over a figure in the middle. I follow the form up to Chloe’s face.
I almost gasp when I see her. Her skin is so pale, it almost matches the sheets. Her blond hair hangs limply on her pillow. And her eyes are narrowed at me with fire shooting out of them.
I swallow as her look of rage shreds my vision of the picture-perfect apology where we share some tears and hug in the end.
“Oh, look,” she says. “It’s Piggie, the tattletale.”
Her venomous words catch me off guard. I shake my head. This isn’t just about me, I remind myself, it’s about both of us. I need to apologize for what I did, hope she’ll accept it, then get the heck out of here.
“How are you feeling?” I ask. She doesn’t look great.
“How do you think I feel?” She glares at me, clenching the thin blanket that covers her. “I’m laying in a freaking hospital bed.”
“Um. . .” Okay, time to spit it out before I turn tail and run. “I want to apologize for last night. I shouldn’t have posted that picture of you. You were just a little girl, and it was a mean thing for me to do. I’ve deleted all my posts. I’m sorry if they hurt you.”
I hesitate for a second. I thought I’d feel better once I apologized, but I don’t. If anything, Chloe’s glare makes me feel worse.
“I guess you’re waiting for me to apologize to you now,” Chloe snaps.
I shake my head quickly. “No!” I mean, in my vision of this scenario, that’s how it had worked, but I can see Chloe doesn’t have a shred of remorse in her. “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry. That’s it. I’ll get out of your hair.”
I turn, but Chloe’s voice stops me. “Did you know, not one of my friends has come to visit me? They’re too busy feeding the gossip mill with details about my supposed suicide attempt.”
I’m torn. I want to run out that door and never look back. I’ve done what I came to do. I can’t make Chloe accept my apology. But I hear pain in her bitter words, and it tugs on me.
I slowly turn back to face her. “Why do they think you tried to commit suicide?” I ask, honestly curious. “Didn’t anyone talk to your parents about what happened? My dad said you had an allergic reaction to a prescription you were taking.”
Chloe rolls her eyes before turning her head away. “Yeah, that was my mom’s idea. Can’t have the ugly truth get around about her perfect little Chloe Grace. The truth always has a way of coming out though.”
My eyes widen, and I gasp as I realize what Chloe’s telling me.
I take a step toward the bed. “So you did try to kill yourself. Because of what I did?” My heart’s pounding and my palms are sweaty. I don’t want to believe what Chloe’s saying.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Chloe says in a flat voice, still facing the wall. “My boyfriend dumped me when he saw the picture. I know how important appearances are to him, but I never thought a picture from my childhood would make him despise me.”
I see her swallow. It looks like she’s fighting tears. I’m fighting them myself. I might not be directly responsible for Chloe being here. But indirectly? Oh, yeah. That’s all on me.
“And instead of supporting you and using the cover story your mom came up with, your friends are posting the real story on the internet? Why would they do that? Don’t they know what you’re going through?”
“An allergic reaction doesn’t get near the number of views as a suicide attempt,” Chloe says without an ounce of emotion.
I blink. “So,” I drawl the word, walking even closer to Chloe’s bedside, as if drawn by her pain. “They’re using this, your pain, to boost their popularity on social media?” My brows wrinkle as I try to make sense of that. “You could have died.”
Chloe finally looks at me as she lets out a harsh laugh. “Now wouldn’t that have given their pages a boost?”
“But you’re their friend.” I swallow, feeling torn between horror and confusion. Surely Chloe’s not saying her friends wish she’d killed herself just so they’d have something exciting to post.
“It’s not personal.” Chloe rolls her eyes at me like she thinks I’m stupid. “Just like the Piggie post with you.” She shrugs, her expression bland. “It had nothing to do with you personally. You plopped yourself into a perfect setup. I had no choice but to take advantage of it.”
My chest tightens as my eyes narrow. “It felt personal to me,” I say softly.
Chloe swishes a hand through the air to wave that off. “No one who saw the post cared who you were. They just got a laugh at your size.”
Is it possible that Chloe doesn’t understand the enormity of her post? How it affected me? Made me doubt myself? Even made me despise myself a little?
“How is that not personal?” I ask softly. “You used my face, my body, and encouraged people to laugh at me.”
Chloe lets out a mirthless chuckle. “At least you didn’t get labeled drama queen. My best friend posted “Drama Queen’s Suicide Attempt” on her site. She made up all this crap about how I couldn’t handle being known as the “Original Piggie,” as you so eloquently put it, and posted a coffin under it, making it look like I was dead.”
“That’s sick,” I whisper, honestly surprised. I know the world’s a mean place, but I guess I thought people like Chloe were immune to that side of it.
Chloe shrugs. “Whatever.”
Chloe sounds like she doesn’t care, but I can’t believe that’s true. She’s lost her friends, her boyfriend, and probably her popularity in one fell swoop. I want to help her, offer some kind of support, but I have no delusions that Chloe Grace will take kindly to anything I say.
“I started an online group.” The words burst out unexpectedly. I want to snatch them out of the air before they reach Chloe’s ears, but from the frown she’s bestowing on me, I can tell I’m too late. “It’s, um, called Words Shouldn’t Hurt. You should check it out sometime.”
Chloe stares at me as if I’m speaking a foreign language.
“I guess I should go,” I say. “I really am sorry I posted that picture of you. And if your boyfriend dumped you because of that, he wasn’t a very nice guy.” Chloe’s eyes narrow, and I hurry on. “I hope you’re feeling better soon.”
Without giving her a chance to reply, I pivot and race to the door, slipping through it without a backward glance. The three adults standing outside all turn to me with curious expressions.
“I’m glad Chloe’s feeling better,” I say to her parents. “And I really am sorry I teased her. Dad?” I give his sleeve a desperate tug. I need to get out of here. Now.
“Robert.” Dad shakes Mr. Rankle’s hand before addressing Chloe’s mom. “Margie, thank you for letting us stop by. Let me know if we can do anything to help.”
As soon as Dad starts walking, I grab his arm and almost run to the elevator. My heart’s beating too fast, and my lungs burn. I can’t stop thinking about the things Chloe said. It sounds like her friends would have been happier if she’d died so they had something really juicy to post. And her boyfriend dumped her because she was a chubby kid. That was terrible!
“How’d it go?” Dad asks carefully, obviously aware of my inner turmoil.
“I don’t really know.” I focus on the numbers on the elevator panel. “I apologized, but Chloe didn’t seem to care. She said teasing isn’t personal, it’s all about gaining popularity.”
Dad purses his lips as the elevator doors glide open. “Do you believe that?”
I wasn’t sure what I believed right now.

 

Chapter 38
As soon as we get home, I text Issac and Mia to let them know Chloe’s going to be okay. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the way Chloe simply accepted that her friends used her tragedy for their gain. I mean, she wasn’t happy about it, but she acted like she expected nothing different. Like she would have done the same if the situation had been reversed.
Mia texts back quickly, letting me know she’s glad to hear the news. I don’t hear from Issac right away and start to wonder if he’s finally decided not talking to me anymore. Instead of feeling hurt, I finally get mad at him.
I did something stupid. I’ll take full responsibility for that. But I can’t believe he would end things between us because of it. I might not be the “person he thought I was,” but maybe he’s not the person I thought he was, either.
That thought is crushing. Everything about Issac seemed so perfect. I’d thought he was an amazingly nice guy. But then he can’t forgive me for one mistake? That’s not very perfect at all.
I open my laptop and click on my new group, then tilt my head and narrow my eyes at the screen as I focus on the numbers. I have followers.
Quite a few actually. I wonder if it’s some kind of reporting error. I mean, how would anybody even find my group?
It doesn’t take long to see that people have been posting. I scan the first few comments, terrified that they’ll be making fun of my post about how I became known as Piggie, but they’re all supportive and commiserative. I read story after story about how each person was teased or bullied.
I have people thanking me for providing a safe place they can talk about their pain. There’s a short poem that pokes at my heart.
 
Cuts on my arms
Cuts on my heart
They say words can’t hurt you
But they tear me apart
 
There are posts after posts of people sharing their stories with new comments popping up as I read.
I have thyroid problems! Why do people think I just eat too much? Why do they have to judge at all?
I’m every bit as big as this poor girl. If she’s a piggie, I’m a sow. I don’t want to be a sow.
 
I start at the beginning and comment on every single post. I pour my heart into my words, wishing I could somehow reach through the screen and give every one of these people a hug. I hope my words can do that for me.
By the time Mom calls me down to dinner, my fingers are cramping, and I haven’t even made it halfway through the posts. My apology to Chloe didn’t make me feel better, but responding to the hurts these people are trusting me with does. Many of them have gone through a lot worse than what I have, yet I still feel I can relate on some level. I do all I can to let them know they aren’t alone.
Issac responds to my text while I’m eating. His reply is short, but civil. I’m not sure what to think about the fact that he hasn’t completely cut me off. Is he just upset? Is this something we can work through after he’s had some time to think things out? Or is he really too nice to not respond even if he despises me?
I rush back up to my bedroom after dinner, eager to check my page. I put Issac out of my mind as I read the new posts that have come in while I was downstairs. I smile when I see people aren’t just pouring out their problems, they’re also responding to other posters, offering encouragement and support.
It’s painful to think so many people have been hurt by others’ words. And if Chloe’s to be believed, most of the teasing isn’t even really focused on the victim, it’s more about how much mileage the teaser can get out of them.
I have no idea how people are finding my page, but three new people have joined since I’ve been watching the screen. I’m a bit overwhelmed, but if I can make even one of these people feel better, it will make me happy.
For the next couple hours, I reply to posts and searching for motivational memes to add to the page. Some of these people have had it rough. It makes me feel childish for getting so upset that people put a pig’s butt over mine.
I mean, I know a lot of my hurt stemmed from the way Caden reacted to the whole thing, but still, being called a Piggie is nothing compared to what others have had to deal with.
When it’s time for bed, my eyes won’t close. I stare at my TBR poster but see the stories of teasing and abuse that people have been sharing on my page rather than the hot singers. A zig-zag of light flashes over Tristan.
My curtain’s still closed between my house and Caden’s, so the light’s muted, but I can still see it. I almost wish I couldn’t. It doesn’t feel right to ignore the signal that’s had me happily bounding out of bed almost my entire life, but I can’t say I’m eager to talk to Caden again so soon.
I’m kind of surprised he wants to talk. What’s left to say between us? He apologized. Kinda-sorta. I accepted. Again kinda-sorta.
I sit up and rub my forehead before dragging myself all the way out of bed. If I don’t talk to him, I’ll be up all night wondering what he wanted. The curtains slide to the sides under my fingers, revealing Caden framed in his open window.
“Can we talk?” he asks. I shrug, keeping my expression neutral. He takes that as a yes, and his face brightens. “Meet me by the pool.”
He’s gone before I can reply. I stand at the window considering my options. I don’t have any. I’m still going to be curious about what he wanted if I ignore him and go back to bed.
I slip on some clothes and shuffle downstairs barefoot. I don’t stop to make my breath minty fresh or even smooth my hair. Kissing is not on my to-do list tonight. There’s only one guy I want to kiss, and it’s not Caden.
The stone path is cool under my feet, and I wish I’d slipped on sandals. I wish even more that I’d been asleep when Caden’s light flashed across my wall.
Caden’s waiting for me in a chair by the pool. He jumps up and gives me a broad smile when he spots me. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”
It’s a struggle not to roll my eyes, but I win. “What do you want, Caden?”
The moon is full, and between it and the nearby streetlight, the yard is clearly lit. I see Caden swallow hard before closing the distance between us. He surprises me by taking my hands in his.
“Mom said you were seeing Issac Black this summer, but you broke up or something.”
I clench my jaw, for the first time in my life regretting our parents’ close friendship. The last thing I want to do is talk about Issac with Caden. I finally give him a small nod.
His smile stretches. “You and your boyfriend broke up. Me and my girlfriend broke up. Why don’t we give things a shot?”
My eyes narrow and my thoughts flounder. Is Caden saying he thinks we should date? Before I can take in the words, he closes the space between us and his lips are on mine. I’m too surprised to move, so I stand there as his overly firm lips bump against mine. His tongue sweeps out, coating my face in saliva. I jerk back, swiping at my mouth with the back of my hand before he can go any further.
He might have had a girlfriend this summer, but I’m not sure they did any kissing. His kiss is as mediocre and unappealing as the first one we shared.
I glare at him. “What was that?”
Caden has the nerve to look surprised by my question. “That was a kiss. You like me. I like you. It’s time for us to put the past behind us. I want you to be my girlfriend.”
I step close to Caden and sniff deeply.
“What are you doing?” He looks confused as he sniffs the air himself.
“I’m smelling for alcohol. Are you drunk?”
“No! Why would you ask that?”
“If you’re not drunk, you must be delusional. Have you bumped your head lately? Maybe had one too many soccer balls bounced off it this summer?”
Caden’s watching me like I’m the crazy one. “I thought you’d be happy. I know you’ve always had a little crush on me. Now that you’ve lost some weight, I think we should go out. See where it takes us.”
I squeeze my hand into a tight fist and imagine popping Caden right in the nose. I force myself to take a few deep, calming breaths before I dare speak.
“Did you just say we should go out since I’ve lost some weight?”
Caden takes a tiny step back at my tone. “I didn’t mean it like that.” He raises his hands palms up as if to appease me.
“How exactly did you mean it then?” I’m so mad, I’m seeing stars. I force myself to take another deep breath before I go off on him.
“You know how rough kids can be. Especially guys. I’ve always liked you, but you know, you were on the heavy side. If anyone thought we were dating, they would have made fun of me.”
I look around for a camera. I feel like Caden has to be making this crap up. I have no doubt this is exactly what he thought, but he’s not stupid enough, cruel enough, to say it out loud. Is he?
There’s no camera. We’re alone in my backyard. I can’t tell if Caden is oblivious to the effect of his words or unconcerned. Either way, he’s not the guy I thought I knew.
I stare at him, through him, searching for the Caden I once knew. It hits me that maybe I never really knew him at all. “I thought we were friends,” I tell him. “All those years we hung out, told each other our secrets. Did you always just see me as the fat girl next door?”
I watch his brows dip as he considers that question much too long.
“You know what? Forget it,” I say, holding up a hand. “And do me a favor and forget me. I don’t need people in my life who judge me by how I look. There are enough strangers in the world to do that. I need friends who like me for who I am, no matter what.”
 

 

Chapter 39
I’m thankful Caden let me walk away. I still can’t believe he said the things he did. Did he think his words would make me feel good, that I’d be flattered he wanted to give things a “shot?” Or did he think we’d been friends for so long I wouldn’t be hurt by them?
I haven’t begun to figure him out, but I realize it doesn’t bother me. At least not how it once would have.
I spent most of Sunday on my Words Shouldn’t Hurt page, reading stories. Posting what I hope were helpful replies. 
Today’s our last dance class, and I’m a nervous wreck. I stand outside the class, waiting for Mia, but really I’m hoping for a peek of Issac.
I’m so confused about him. I miss him so much it’s tearing me up. And yet, I’m so furious that he was able to walk away from me as easily as he did that I don’t want to miss him at all.
Thankfully, Mia shows up before I run into him. I’m not sure if I would have gushed at his feet and begged him to give me another chance, or popped him in the nose for turning out to be as big a jerk as Caden. I’ve been having a lot of violent thoughts lately.
Mia has a bright smile and red, swollen lips. I smirk at her.
“Did Keith drive you here?” She nods. “And did you spend the past five minutes in his car making out?” I grin at her.
“I’d say ten,” she tells me in a saucy voice. She pauses and acts like she’s considering it before she nods. “Yeah, I’d say it must have been at least a good ten minutes.”
We laugh, and I drag her into class. “You two are entirely too happy,” I tease.
“I know!” She’s totally unrepentant as she changes her shoes. Her smile suddenly drops, and her eyes grow hollow as she slaps a hand over her mouth.
“Oh, Summer. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t trying to rub it in. Have you talked to Issac? I know you two will work things out.”
“You’re fine,” I tell her, although it does hurt. “I’m happy for you. And no, I haven’t talked to Issac. I mean, not really. He’s not actively ignoring me. If I text him, he’ll answer, but he doesn’t go beyond a short reply.”
Mia’s lips twist in sympathy. She rubs my arm, then stands and offers me a hand to pull me up. Chrissy bounces into the room, and I’m happy to see her. I can’t wait to get lost in the music for the next hour so I can put all other thoughts behind me.
I soon get my wish as the music starts. Chrissy leads us through all the steps we’ve learned this summer, putting them together in fun new ways. I love that I’m able to follow along, changing steps almost as quickly as she does.
This summer has been a whirlwind of highs and lows, but dance has been the one thing that’s remained a consistent high. I’ve accomplished a long time goal of being able to move when music plays without looking goofy. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it, so it feels good to see how far I’ve come.
Mia high fives me when class ends. “Hate to dance and run—” she starts.
“But Keith’s waiting for you,” I finish for her.
She gives me a sappy smile as she grabs her bag and heads out the door. “Your house after lunch?”
“You know it.” Our afternoons of exercise and tanning, and of course gossip, have been a highlight of the summer, too. I’m going to miss them once school starts.
Lilly pats my arm as she walks by. “It’s been fun. I hope you have a great year at school, dear.”
I smile and wave. I have a feeling school’s not going to be so great this year, after all. I walk to the front of the studio to tell Chrissy thanks, and she shoves a flyer at me.
“We’re offering more classes this fall. You should sign up.” My heart gives an excited leap before reality slows it back down. As much as I’ve loved this class, I don’t know if I’m up for seeing Issac any more than I might have to at school.
“I’ll think about it,” I tell Chrissy, leaving with a wave.
I make it all the way to the front door before I hear someone call my name. I see Issac step outside his class, and I take a minute to soak him in.
I miss him. I miss him. I miss him, my heart yells at me.
It’s over. It’s over. It’s over, my brain fires back.
I want to talk to him. Even if it’s just so we can officially end things. But my feet have a mind of their own. Issac’s eyes widen in surprise as I push the door open and rush through it. But he can’t be half as surprised as me.
I walk fast, making quick work of the distance home. I’m not even panting when I walk in the door. Yay, me! 
Mom has celery and carrots washed and cut up on a plate in the fridge. I grab a handful and head to my room. I chomp on a carrot, throwing my duffle bag on the floor near my closet. Before I shower or anything, I start my computer and check my page.
“Whoa.” I sit back and stare at the screen. The number of people who have joined my page has quadrupled since last night. The quickly rising numbers make me feel both good and bad.
I love that people are finding my page, and apparently enjoying it. I hate that so many people can relate to being teased past the point of humor.
Thoughts of Issac are fresh on my mind. Without naming names, I type out a summary of the situation. How I retaliated against the person teasing me and caused my boyfriend to shy away.
I’m not really looking for answers. It’s more an outlet for my confusion, but I somehow feel better after I post it.
I’m tempted to start reading new posts, but I’m sweaty from dance and my power walk home. I decide I should shower first.
After I dry off and get dressed, I smooth my hair back into a ponytail. No sense spending time on it when I’ll just be getting it wet again when I swim with Mia.
I pull on a cute new tank top Mom picked out for me—from the juniors’ section, thank you very much—and turn from side to side, sucking in my stomach. I’m still a little pudgy. There’s absolutely no chance light will slip through the lack of space between my thighs, and my bootie still fills my shorts to capacity.
But I’m a lot trimmer than I was at the beginning of summer. And healthier. There’s no way I could have walked home a few months ago as fast as I did today without being worn out for the rest of the day.
I have plans to lose twenty more pounds, hopefully by the end of the school year. I’ve read weight comes off slower as you near your goal weight, so I’m trying to be realistic. I think nine months is more than enough time to lose twenty more pounds, but we’ll see. Since I won’t be swimming or dancing, it might take even longer.
I try not to let that thought discourage me.
As soon as Mia comes over, she throws herself down on my bed. I raise a brow at her.
“I think I’m in love,” she says dramatically. I laugh at her.
“Don’t tell me you’re just now figuring that out,” I tease.
She rubs her arms up and down on my comforter like she making a snow angel before scrunching up her shoulders. “I might have suspected I was in love, but Keith told me he loves me today.”
“Really?” I watch her, full of happiness for my sweet friend. And full of pain for myself. I thought Issac and I would be saying those words to each other before too long, but we never had, and now it didn’t look like we’d ever get the chance.
I push away thoughts of myself and plop on the bed beside Mia. “Spill. I want every detail. Did you say it first or did he?”
Mia lets out a long sigh before walking me through every second that led up to the big event. Keith seems like a nice guy. I really hope he is, anyway. I couldn’t bear it if he hurt sweet little Mia.
Mia finally flops over onto her stomach. “I’m sorry. I’m rambling.”
“Not at all. You deserve to ramble.”
She grins. “What have you been doing?”
I start to say nothing when I think about my Words Shouldn’t Hurt page.
“Well, actually, I want to show you something.” I go to my desk and flip the lid up on my computer. It opens to my page, and my mouth drops. The page has a ton of new likes.
Mia cocks her head. “What’s wrong?”
I frown at the screen. “I started this group to support people who’ve been teased to the point of pain. I kind of just did it for myself. I found some inspirational sayings and pictures that I liked and posted them. And I posted the story of what Chloe did to me.”
Mia puts her hands on her knees and leans forward so she can see the page better. “You have over a thousand likes. When did you start this?”
“Saturday.”
Mia arches a brow at me and mouths “Wow. As in, two days ago, Saturday?”
“I know. Every time I check, there are more followers and more posts. You should read some of these stories.” I scoot over, and Mia shares the chair with me. Somewhere in the back of my mind it registers that we wouldn’t have been able to share a chair like this before without me falling off the side. Another small victory I can chalk up and tuck away.
I give her a few minutes, and she says, “Whoa, have you read this one yet?”
“Which one?” I frown and peer at the post Mia’s pointing at.
 
I was teased as a young girl. I was always “big boned,” and I did love my sweets. One day I said enough is enough. I stopped eating. For a week. I eventually started eating again, but not much, and I did lose weight. But I still saw myself as the fat girl, the ugly girl. I found that when I pointed out people who were heavier than me, or funnier looking than me, or less coordinated than me, I felt better about myself. And it became a habit.
I judged everyone I saw, looking for someone who I felt was less than me in some way. Then I’d poke fun at them to make myself feel better. The truth is, I honestly never judged those people. I didn’t really even think about them at all other than as a source of boosting my own self-esteem. When someone teases you, try to remember 99% of the time, it’s not about you at all. It’s about them and their own broken sense of self-esteem.
Piggie—Summer—you’re beautiful, and you’re brave. Never be scared to be who you are.
I’m going to try to take my own advice. Wish me luck.
 
I read the post twice then go back to read it again as goosebumps dance on my arms. While we watch, comments start coming in on the post. The first couple are pretty sweet and supportive. The third isn’t very nice at all, and since it’s my page, I delete it.
The person who wrote this post was brave to do it in a public forum. I’m not going to let anyone tear her down.
“Wow,” Mia says quietly. “She sounds so sad.”
She does sound sad and her words are humbling. “I wonder how she knows my name,” I say more to myself than Mia. I haven’t added my real name or a picture to my page. Maybe someone recognized my story who’s seen the Piggie posts. I swallow hard. Or maybe it’s Chloe. She’s the only one I’ve told about my page until I told Mia just now.
Mia and I stare at the screen in silence. I’m not completely sheltered. I know sometimes people tease others to make themselves feel better. But his post is so raw, it’s hard to read. And the thought that it might be Chloe makes it that much more painful. She was so callused and matter-of-fact at the hospital, but here there’s an openness to her. Like she’s baring her soul.
I want to ask Mia if she thinks the post could be from Chloe, but I decide not to. The whole point of my page is to give people a safe place to share their feelings. Whether the post is from Chloe or not, it’s not my business. It was left anonymously and that’s how it will stay.
Mia twists on the chair to face me. “You’ve started something amazing here. Something that can change lives. I’m proud of you.”
I shake off her compliment. “I didn’t really do anything. I was looking for a way to vent. There are a lot of people who’ve been hurt by bullies. I think they’re thankful for a safe place to share their stories.”
I’m still shocked that they’re sharing them with me.
 

 

Chapter 40
For once, Mia and I skip our workouts. We spend the afternoon reading and responding to new posts on my page.
“Do you think I made a mistake starting this group?” I push back from the computer and ask Mia, gnawing my lower lip. “All of these people are acting like I’m some kind of expert on bullying. And you know I’m the farthest thing from an expert. What if I say the wrong thing and cause someone to hurt themselves or the person bullying them?”
It’s something I’ve been seriously worrying about as I type out platitudes telling strangers they’re strong. That they should rise about the teasing. What if that’s terrible advice?
Mia’s typing a comment from her account to a young girl whose boyfriend dumped her when she didn’t make cheerleader.
“Summer, you can’t tell me you’re not doing a good thing here. These people need someone to talk to, and you’re giving them that. And it’s not all on you. Look at all these sweet comments. People are helping each other here.”
I smile at the screen. People helping each other. Why can’t all of life be like this?
“What does Issac think about this?” Mia asks, giving me a hard side glance.
I raise both shoulders before letting them fall heavily. “I doubt he knows about it.” I bunch my lips to the side. “He tried to talk to me after class today.”
“And?” Mia jumps off the chair.
I study my fingernails. “And nothing. I left.”
“Summer.” I hear disappointment in Mia’s voice.
“What was I supposed to do? Go running back to him and tell him it’s okay for him to bail on me whenever I don’t live up to his standards of perfection.”
I run a fingernail back and forth across the pad of my thumb while I wait for Mia to agree with me. Maybe offer me some support. At least confirm what a jerk he is.
When she doesn’t make a peep, I glance up warily to find her with her hands on her hips and her brows arched.
“No one’s perfect, Summer. Not you.” She licks her lips and stares me down. “And not Issac.”
What the what?
“Issac didn’t handle things the way a perfect guy might have, but I’m pretty sure he never made a claim of being perfect. You like him,” she states. “He likes you. You should at least talk things out.”
I never expected anything less than Mia one-hundred percent taking my side. Isn’t this the girl I was just thinking was the bestest-best friend ever? How is she not taking my side?
“Talk to him,” Mia says. “The worst that can happen is he’ll prove he’s as big an ass as you think he is.” She watches me for a full minute, and I start to squirm. “But I’m betting he proves you wrong.”
“Wow,” I finally say. She’s put a different spin on things, and I’m not sure what to think about it, but she doesn’t sound wrong.
Lexi comes over to pick Mia up at four. She wraps me in a quick hug before pulling back and lifting a strand of my hair to study it. “I think it’s time for touch ups before school starts.”
“Yay!” Mia squeals. “Makeovers!”
Lexi rolls her eyes. “We just redid your blue streak last week.”
“But I need hot pink for school.” Mia flutters her eyelashes at her sister, and we all laugh.
“Mia told me you saw Chloe,” Lexi says. “How is she?”
“She’s going to be fine.” I try to decide how much of our conversation I’m interested in sharing. Chloe put on a cold front, but it wasn’t hard to see how broken she was. Between her boyfriend dumping her, and her friends jumping on her depression for their gain, she was fighting a lot of pain. I’m not going to add to it by gossiping about her.
“She wasn’t very nice.” I shrug. “It sounded like she was as susceptible to bullying as the rest of us, so I told her about my page. I doubt she’ll ever look at it, though,” I tell her, although a tiny piece of me is almost certain it was Chloe that left the post earlier.
“What page?” Lexi asks.
“Look what Summer did,” Mia says, scooting over so Lexi can see the computer.
Lexi tips her head to the side. “You started this page?”
I shrug, feeling self-conscious. “It’s no big deal.”
She leans closer to the screen and takes a minute to scan a couple of posts. “Oh, wow. This is something else.” She reads through a few more. “Interesting. Would you mind if I share this with some people who might benefit from it?”
“No, that’s fine. Share away.” I mean that’s what the page is all about, right? Getting it to people who need it. It makes me feel good that Lexi thinks it might help someone.
My room is too quiet after Lexi and Mia leave and take their peppy spirits with them. For some reason, I spend time stalking Chloe Grace online and find all of her posts have been deleted.
Her accounts are active, so it doesn’t look like she’s been kicked off any of the sites. Apparently, she deleted the posts herself.
I smile slightly. Is it possible for someone like Chloe to change? Is this her way of going about it?
After all of the posts I’ve been reading on my page, I realize what I went through was no more than a light hazing. Some people have dealt with so much worse. I’m thankful to think that maybe Chloe’s getting out of the bullying game instead of progressing to a true tormentor.
I look around my room. Everything about it screams youth and innocence. The cheery bright comforter. My stack of stuffed animals on the window seat. The TBR poster on the wall.
I feel older and more mature now. It’s time for a change. I flip my comforter over so that the white side is up. Something about the pureness of white makes it feel less cheerful and more mellow.
My stuffed animals end up on the top shelf in my closet. I might not want them on display, but I’m not ready to get rid of them yet, either.
I stop in front of the TBR poster and look from one handsome face to the next. Each of the guys look so young. In just a couple of months, I’ve somehow outgrown my favorite band.
I take the poster down, roll it into a neat tube and rubber band it. I’m not ready to get rid of it yet, either, but I already feel lighter just having it off the wall. I think I’ll replace it with a cork board full of pictures of my life like what Mia has.
The curtain between my house and Caden’s is still closed, and I swish it open. Thankfully, Caden’s not there, and I’m able to stare into his room as waves of nostalgia wash over me.
Oh, Caden. What in heaven’s name happened to you?
We grew up together. How did we end up veering off in such different directions? Was it Caden’s drive for popularity that molded him into the jerk he’s become? I have a feeling he hasn’t handled the teasing he’s been the target of over the years as well as he let on, and now he’s willing to do whatever it takes to get out of the spotlight.
I don’t blame him. I know exactly how much teasing can hurt. I only wish he’d gone about it differently.
There’s a new soccer poster on Caden’s far wall over his bed. I imagine he’ll play soccer at school this year. He’ll finally be able to fit in with the jocks he’s always looked up to. It’s what he always wanted. I hope it’s everything he imagined it would be.
I decide I’m not ready to have a view straight into his room yet, and carefully slide the curtain back into place. Maybe someday we’ll be able to be friends again, but it’s not something I’m the least bit interested in at the moment.
I’m restless, and Mia’s reproach about Issac keeps replaying in my mind. She’s not wrong. Issac never claimed to be Mr. Perfect. I put him in that category all by myself. It’s unfair to hold him up to impossible standards.
Still, it’s not like he’s beating the door down to work things out with me.
But, the other side of my mind argues, he did try to talk to you today. You were the one who blew him off. Do you really expect him to chase after you like a puppy?
Issac’s no puppy. And that’s part of what I like about him.
So, I could go to the studio and wait for him to finish his class. If nothing else, I can ask what he wanted to talk about this morning. Or I can pick up the phone right now and call him. My heart rate escalates as fear of the thought of calling zooms through me.
Maybe I should shoot him a quick text. Something casual like, “Hey, what’s up?”
I roll my eyes and fall face down on my bed. If I knew he still liked me, it would be easier to make a move. But I’m “not who he thought I was.” So what does that make me?
 

 

Chapter 41
Somewhere during my internal debate, I must have fallen asleep. I wake up to a dark room with a lightweight blanket thrown over me. Thanks, Mom.
I get up and check the time. It’s after midnight, but I’m not tired after my long, impromptu nap. I decide to see if anyone’s hanging out on my page.
As I start my computer, I wonder if Chloe has been on my page, and if any of the posts there might help her in some way. I know they’ve helped me.
I spend a minute checking email. It’s stupid, but I’m checking everything in case Issac might have tried to contact me. I mean, I don’t think he even has my email address, but it doesn’t hurt to check, right?
The first new post I read on my page is a nasty one.
If you weren’t so fat, no one would have ever called you Piggie to start with.
I roll my eyes and delete the post. The words sting a little bit, but they don’t hurt. I’ve worked hard to make myself into something I can be happy with. A random stranger’s words don’t matter anymore. At least not too much.
I scroll through a few more comments, then tip my head as a familiar name catches my eye. Issac Black. I sit there and stare at his name for a minute. I fist my hands so tight, my fingernails dig into my palms. I’m scared to read what Issac wrote, because he’s not a random stranger, and his words could hurt me.
I draw in my lips and shake out my hands before letting my eyes dart down to his post.
 
I’m a dancer. And I’m a guy, so yeah, I’ve had my share of teasing over the years. I’ve been called twinkle toes and fairy. The most popular comment is “gay” which is kind of funny since I’m about as straight as they come. I actually had a smoking hot girlfriend who was a dancer too, until I turned into a judgmental jerk and pushed her away. Losing her hurts more than all the names I’ve been called combined.
 
I race through the words the first time. They hit me like a bullet to the chest. Sharp, painful, and real. It takes me a few read-throughs before I convince myself the smoking hot dancer girlfriend is actually me, and chills race up my arms, leaving behind trails of goosebumps.
I like being called a dancer just as much as I like being called smoking hot. But most of all, I like the he called me his girlfriend.
I tap my fingers on the desktop. I can’t believe Issac found my page. I really can’t believe he posted on it. Does he mean his post to be an apology? Should I reach out to him?
Or is he using the page as I hoped it would be used? As a safe space where he can voice his pain.
It’s almost one now. I want to call Issac, like right now. But it’s late. I should probably wait until morning at least, shouldn’t I?
I check the time of his post. It was about thirty minutes ago. I’m scared. Terrified, really, but I take a chance and dial Issac’s number. He reached out to me with his post. I don’t know what kind of response he expected from me, but I’m not going to ignore him.
“Hello?” Issac answers on the second ring.
“Did I wake you?” I ask, feeling shy and uncertain of what to say.
“No. I’m up.”
“Think we can talk?” I ask, tapping a finger on my desk.
“I’d really like that. Can you go out this late?”
 I scrunch up my nose. That would be a hard no. “Um, not really, but you could come here if you want. We could talk in the backyard.”
I hold my breath as I mentally make excuses for Issac. It’s late. He has class in the morning. It’s kind of lame to hang out in my yard. I don’t think he’ll come over tonight, but at least he wants to talk. It’s only been three days since we went dancing on my birthday, but it feels like an eternity.
“I can be there in fifteen minutes,” he says, surprising me.
“Oh! Okay, great. Come in the back gate. I’ll meet you by the pool.”
As soon as Issac hangs up, I drop my phone and press my hands over my mouth. Oh my gosh, he’s really coming over. I want to see him so bad, but I’m so nervous, I start to shake.
I read his post one more time, letting his words remind me that even though I don’t like the way he reacted to what I did to Chloe, he’s still a pretty great guy.
With my heart skittering around like a frightened rabbit, I jump up and run to the bathroom. I brush my hair, touch up my make up, and squeeze a huge blob of toothpaste on my toothbrush to make sure my breath is as minty fresh as possible. I’m not positive there will be any kissing tonight. But I sure hope there will be.
I’m sitting on the edge of the pool with my legs in the tepid water when I hear the gate give a slight creak. I turn my head to the side to watch Issac walk across the yard. He’s wearing a baseball cap, and his hands are tucked in the front pockets of his long shorts.
I can tell when he spots me because his steps slow for a second.
“Hey,” I call softly.
“Hey.” He closes the distance between us, dropping into a chair close to me. I’d hoped he’d choose to sit beside me, but it’s probably best to have some distance between us until we clear the air.
Issac’s cap partially shades his face from the already-dim light, but it’s not hard to see that he’s tense. I wonder if he’s as nervous as I am. I decide to help him out a little bit.
“I saw your post on the Words Shouldn’t Hurt page.”
Issac nods, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “Chloe Grace told me I should check it out.”
My eyes must bulge out like a cartoon character at that surprising bit of news.
“Chloe told you about it? I didn’t know you two talked.” I wasn’t sure which part left me most stunned, the fact that she’d even remembered the name of my page or that she’d made a point to tell Issac about it.
“Yeah, we don’t. She called me out of nowhere and said there was something she thought I should see.” Issac looks up at me. “And she was right. What you’re doing is amazing. You’re giving a voice to people who often feel unheard. And you shared your story with the world to let them know they aren’t alone.” The corner of his lip curves up, forming the hint of a smile. “I’m proud of you.”
It takes a minute for everything Issac says to soak in. Somehow I know that this is Chloe’s way of apologizing to me. She didn’t have it in her to come up with the words, but in so many ways this is infinitely better. Not only does it have Issac finally talking to me again, but maybe, if Chloe spends any time on the page herself, she might find a path to her own healing. Despite everything, I really want that for her.
I still kind of wish we could have hugged it out in my movie version of our apology, but this is okay too. The thought that something I created might help her gives me goosebumps. I rub my hands up and down my arms, chilled despite the warm air and the heat of Issac’s stare as he waits for me to respond. His words are nice, and they mean a lot to me, but what if that’s all he wants to tell me? I know he has an issue with bullies, so my page would be a big deal to him. But I’d thought—hoped—he wanted to talk about us.
He’s still watching me, so I force a small smile.
“Thank you. That means a lot to me. I don’t know how people are finding the group, but they seem to like having a place to share their stories.”
Issac nods. His jaw clenches. “I’m sorry,” he blurts. He shakes his head, glancing up to catch my eyes. “When you posted that picture of Chloe—that I know you took at my house . . .” he raises a brow and a trickle of guilt races through me. “I was so surprised, I didn’t think. I just reacted.” I hear him draw in a deep breath.
“I don’t like bullying. I don’t even like teasing once it passes the line from funny to hurtful. Maybe because I’ve had to deal with it since I was about seven and the world decided I was too old to dance unless I was gay.”
I swallow and nod, feeling a fresh wave of remorse wash over me. I did know how sensitive he is to teasing, but I wasn’t thinking about him that night, just myself.
“You have a right to defend yourself though,” Issac says with a nod. “Chloe and her friends have been making fun of you all summer. I’m the one who should have done something about it. I could have shut Chloe down, but I didn’t. I kept thinking she was done picking on you, and I didn’t want to put you back in her sights.”
He shakes his head, looking disgusted. “But you’re my girlfriend. I should have protected you, and instead of protecting you, I got upset when you tried to protect yourself.”
Issac’s baring his heart, and I should be soaking up every sweet word, but you’re my girlfriend is blaring in my head like a bullhorn. Was that a slip? Did he mean to say I had been his girlfriend? Or that I still am?
And how do I feel about it either way?
“You hurt me,” I say, picking my words carefully as the memory of that pain swirls through me, a burning reminder of how easily he could tear me apart. “I’d come to expect Chloe and her friends to be cruel, but you cut me off. You didn’t even want to talk it out, or give me a chance to explain or apologize. And that was even worse than what Chloe did, because you claimed to care about me.”
I love Issac. I know I do. But I’m not the same desperate and naive girl I was at the beginning of the summer. I can’t. . . no, I won’t. . . date a guy I can’t trust. No matter how cute or sweet he may be. I deserve better than that.
Issac nods. His jaw clenches again as he looks out across the yard. “I know, Summer,” he says in a low voice filled with raw pain. “I messed up. It’s not an excuse, but I’ve never had a real girlfriend before. A lot of the stuff happening between us is new to me, and I don’t always know the best way to react.”
He stands and walks over, squatting beside me. He takes my hand. “But I love you, and if you’re willing to put up with my learning curve, I’d like to give this thing between us a chance.”
His thumb is brushing back and forth across the back of my hand, causing the chills inside me to melt into liquid heat. My heart swells at his words. He’s being as real and as honest as he can be. I can only do the same.
“You’re my first boyfriend, too,” I tell him. “And I love you.” I’ve never uttered those words to a boy before, and they’re scary. Issac’s happy grin wipes away that fear and makes me feel powerful.
“We’re both going to make mistakes as we figure things out,” I continue. “And I’m okay with that. You can’t close me out like you did, though. We have to be able to talk things out.”
Issac’s hands move to my cheeks, cupping them in a way that makes me feel cherished. “I’ll never close you out again,” he promises.
His bright green eyes search mine, sending tingles of excitement through me. Time slows as I reach up to wrap my fingers around his arms. Tension and pain and confusion melt away as Issac leans forward, drawing out the moment until I want to grab his shirt and yank him to me.
His lips finally touch mine. Firm, but not too firm. His tongue teases my lips. There’s absolutely no excess slobber involved. And when I part my lips in reply, our minty-fresh breath meets and combines.
Although I don’t want to, I can’t help but compare this beautiful kiss to Caden’s, um, less than perfect attempt. I’m not sure if Issac’s had a lot more practice than Caden, or if it just comes naturally. Truthfully, at the moment, I don’t care. I just enjoy it.
It’s hard to believe that only a few months ago, I sat by this pool thinking that all my dreams would come true if I could just kiss Caden. As I lean into Issac’s chest, his hand roams over my back, and I realize that indirectly, that’s exactly what happened.
My disastrous kiss with Caden led me to Issac, and with Issac, every one of my dreams is coming true.￼
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*****
 
I hope you enjoyed watching Summer find herself in Redefining Summer. Please leave a review on Amazon! (And keep reading for a peek at If I Were a Rich Girl. I think you’ll love Rindi’s story!)
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If I Were a Rich Girl - Chapter 1
Being the new kid always sucked. Out of all the schools I’d attended over the years, this was the first one that required a uniform. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it yet. I tugged at the skirt, trying to coax another inch or two out of it.
I couldn’t exactly say it was immodest. The skirt hit mid-thigh, but I would’ve been more comfortable in jeans and sneakers.
Overall, the outfit was kind of cute. The blue blazer covered a white button-down which was pretty simplistic. The blue tie with green and white pinstripes, matching plaid skirt, and knee-high socks at least made it fun.
I felt more like I was going to a Halloween party as a naughty school girl than to my first day at the ritzy-ditzy Stratmore Academy. I grinned at that thought. I was about as far from a naughty-school-girl as you could get. I, Mirinda Amberley, was the textbook definition of a good girl.
I never gave my parents any worry, and even delegated myself chores without being asked, since they were always so busy working. I didn’t run around with the wild crowds, or date boys my parents would think were dangerous. Heck, I’d never even been kissed. Not that I was opposed to kissing. It was just that when you moved as much as we did, it was hard to make friends, much less boyfriends. I wasn’t interested in kissing a random guy just to say I’d done it.
Yeah, that majorly added to my complete “lack of naughtiness” factor.
The sun peeked through the clouds and beads of sweat popped out on my forehead. Other than the cuteness aspect, blazers in Texas were a terrible idea. I blotted my forehead. The last thing I wanted was to show up on my first day sweaty and crumpled like some kind of wilted flower. Not that people would notice anyway. I was more “wallflower” material on a typical day.
As I neared the school, I forgot the heat and my steps slowed. Cars weren’t really my thing, but I knew enough to guess the cars in the student parking lot probably cost more than my parents earned in a year. I mean, the fact that Mrs. Grayson, their current employer, was paying my tuition as part of their salary should have been a clue that the kids who went here were loaded.
I stared at the shiny new cars with a touch of worry. I’d expected at least a few clunkers in the mix. Wasn’t every school required to take on some scholarship kids? What in the world would I have in common with anyone here?
A car horn blared. I jumped back as a deep blue BMW whizzed two inches in front of me on its way to the parking lot. The pretty blond driver shot me a nasty look, but it was the boy in the passenger seat that held my eye.
His brown hair was stylishly tousled. A flush colored his cheeks, and his jaw was set. He appeared totally ticked. I was close enough to see deep brown eyes framed by heavy lashes. When those brown eyes locked on mine, the world around me froze. His expression didn’t alter, but his head swiveled as he drove past, watching me for as long as he could.
My heart danced some kind of samba in my chest that—along with the crazy heat—left me lightheaded and faintly dizzy. Oh, my. Talk about gorgeous. I wondered if all the guys at this school looked as yummy as he did.
I wasn’t surprised to see him with the attractive blond. Even though she seemed snotty, while he was all hot and brooding, they looked good together. Probably the school’s power couple.
I tried to rein in the burst of jealousy that sprang to life in my chest. I would never know what it felt like to be one of the “in” kids at school. We simply moved too much for me to make good friends. Plus, I was more prone to being shy and awkward than gorgeous and snotty, and from what I’d seen at my past few high schools, snotty was a key to popularity.
Who would have guessed it?
A hot pink sticker on the Beamer’s back window claimed Happiness Begins In You. I rolled my eyes. Leave it to a rich girl to go for something profound. She probably thought “happiness began in her,” but I doubted she’d be too happy at all if Daddy took away her sporty little car.
Shaking that thought away, I inhaled slowly and took in the imposing three-story stone building in front of me. It was hard to believe this beautiful old building was a school. With its stately brick walls partially covered in ivy, it looked like it should be part of a royal estate or something.
My parents took their new jobs specifically because it gave me a chance to attend a prestigious high school like this. With Mom as a cook and Dad as a jack-of-all-trades, they’d had a lifetime of barely scraping by. Now, they wanted better for their daughter, and were determined I needed to graduate from some fancy college to ensure I got it.
I was all for college. I’d already been accepted to Rice, one of the best colleges in the nation in my opinion. I just didn’t think I needed to attend a prep school to prepare me for it. The local public school would have been a better fit.
When I got to the end of the sidewalk, my eyes flicked from one group of students to another. Some stood around chatting while others climbed the steps to the oversized wooden doors that were every bit as imposing as the school.
Every person there had something about them that exuded wealth and confidence. Even dressed in matching uniforms designed to equalize us, I knew I’d never have that same aura they’d probably been born with.
My shoulders slumped. Yep, public school would have been a much better fit. I swiped at my forehead, which was now as clammy from nerves as it was sweaty from the heat. Lovely.
Most of the kids going through the front doors were younger, probably too young to have a driver’s license. They’d been dropped off by their parents. Or chauffeurs. Or however these kind of people got around.
Thankfully, we lived within walking distance so my parents didn’t have to drop me off in our station wagon. Yes, our one and only car was straight out of a 70s sitcom.
I got it. The car ran great and had room to haul around all their stuff when my parents had catering jobs. But being seen climbing out of it here would have crushed my social status before I walked through the front door.
A rueful smile tugged at my lips. In what alternate reality did I have a social status to be crushed? Laughter came from my left, and I found a group of kids talking and enjoying their last few minutes of freedom before the day started. An unconscious smile turned my lips as I wondered what it would be like to be part of a group like that. To belong.
Mom insisted it would be different in college. I’d be starting as a freshman like every other new student, and I’d be there the entire four years. I’d finally have a chance to make friends and fit in, according to her. I’d been an outsider for so long, I only half-way believed her.
With a deep breath, I trudged up the imposing steps and pushed my way through the front door before stopping, awestruck and intimidated by the ornate decorations inside. The floors were a dark polished wood and reinforced my original opinion that they belong in a mansion, not under the dirty feet of hundreds of school kids.
Dark wood trimmed the walls, while ornately-framed plaques and pictures hung, evenly spaced, giving an imposing but overall clean and uncluttered look. I had an eye for stuff like that.
Interior design had always been my secret dream job, but I doubted I would ever go that direction. My parents equated artistic pursuits—like Mom’s cooking and my interior design—with just scraping by financially.
Mom was a wonderful cook—like, people tasted her food and begged for recipes, but even so, money had always been tight for us. I believed once Mom opened the restaurant she and my dad always dreamed of, things would take off for her. Unfortunately, opening a restaurant took money, which they wouldn’t have until they were able to open a restaurant. It was all one big messy loop so far.
They wanted me to take a more financially secure direction with my future, and had decided interior design was just as fickle as catering.
Business degree here I come. Yay, me.
I glanced around for the office. There were several doors nearby, some open, some closed, but not one of them dared have anything so tacky as a sign above it to mark its purpose. I heaved an irritable sigh as I tried to decide which direction to go. Great, now I was going to be late.
“Excuse me.” I grabbed a short, dark-haired kid’s sleeve to get his attention as he walked by. He looked me up and down, his eyes lingering a little too long on my exposed thigh. Little perv. I tugged at the short skirt again. “Where’s the office?” I asked.
He ran his tongue over his teeth while his eyes roamed to my chest.
Wow. I guess money didn’t buy manners. “Hello?” I waved my hand in front of his face. “Office?”
His eyes finally moved to my face, and he gave me an approving grin. “What do I get for telling you?” he had the nerve to ask.
I wanted to tell him exactly what he was going to get if he didn’t cut the crap, but I couldn’t take any chances of getting in trouble here. My parents would kill me—and then die—if I got kicked out of the school they believed held the key to all of their hopes and dreams for my future.
Spinning away from the half-pint jerk, I took a chance, walking to the first open door to my right and sticking my head in. It looked like an office. A really fancy office with solid wood furniture and a chandelier rather than the fluorescent lights that graced my previous schools, but still an office.
The woman behind the desk wore her dull gray hair scraped back into a severe bun. She sat so straight I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a ruler jammed down her navy cardigan. I could tell just by looking at her that she was a barrel of fun at parties.
She turned, as if sensing I was there, and raised a brow behind the round, wire-rimmed glasses, which sat perched on her beak-like nose.
I took the look as a question. “I’m Mirinda Amberley. This is my first day.” I added a shrug, figuring that was about all she should need to know to point me in the right direction.
She took her time eyeing me up and down. I discreetly pulled my shoulders back and sucked in my stomach under her appraisal. Her expression never changed, so I wasn’t sure if I passed her silent inspection or not.
She slowly stood, and I’m pretty sure her spine never curved in the slightest. “Yes,” she said with an air of disapproval. “We’ve been expecting you. We don’t usually accept students in their senior year. Mrs. Grayson has assured us you’ll have no trouble catching up.”
Her voice held a note of irritation. It wasn’t hard to guess that if it had been up to her, I would be at the public school right now. That actually poked at my pride enough to make me determined to earn my place here.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said when she raised an eyebrow at me. “I’ve always been in honors courses, and I’m a hard worker. I’m sure it won’t take me long to catch up at all.” I wasn’t sure of anything, but that didn’t matter. My family might not have been rich, but I’d inherited a double helping of my parents’ pride.
“Hmph.” She sniffed at me before turning to pick up a manila file from her desk. “This is your schedule.” She slid a crisp white sheet of paper from the thin file.
“And this is your debit card.” She passed the card and schedule to me. “All school purchases, including your lunch, can be paid for with this, but absolutely nothing else.” She somehow peered down her nose at me even though she was at least a couple of inches shorter than my five feet, eight inches.
Yep, just as I guessed, she was a blast.
 
*****
Now available on Amazon!
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