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Chapter 1
“I don’t understand,” I said through clenched teeth. I stood on my front porch in the freezing wind and gave Danny a fake smile while batting my lashes.
When he’d texted last night saying we needed to talk, I’d for some crazy reason convinced myself he was going to propose. I mean isn’t that what any girl would think when her boyfriend of thirty days said they needed to talk? I did an internal eye roll. Apparently, I’d been way off base.
I tipped my head to look up at him. Other than his nervous expression, he was still my Danny. He looked amazing as always with his short dark hair and those deep, dark eyes that I liked to get lost in when we talked about important stuff like our future hopes and dreams.
His jaw was smooth and his lips were soft and kissable, and I absolutely didn’t mind getting lost in them either—in between our deep talks—but I had a sinking feeling we wouldn’t be doing any kissing today.
I was trying to handle his announcement maturely, but it was getting harder by the second. I couldn’t believe he was even thinking about moving. Words started spewing out of my mouth. “But we had a great time at prom, right?” I said. “What about the five kids you said you wanted to have? How could you do this to us?” Okay, so my self-control was rapidly slipping.
Danny took a small step back as my voice grew louder and watched me cautiously like he thought I might go off on him at any second. Well, he should be worried. How could he just spring something like this on me, and just two days after we’d had the most amazing time at prom? Talk about being broadsided.
Narrowing my green eyes, I glared up at him, shoving my long dark hair behind my ears before crossing my arms over my chest, almost as if daring him to even mention moving again.
“My old coach said he’d let me join the team even though I missed tryouts.” Danny shrugged, trying to explain.
I stared at him blankly before I tilted my head with a confused frown on my lips. “But you’re playing here, for Forest Ridge.”
I saw him swallow. “Forest Ridge lost several key players thanks to all that steroid crap. Their team isn’t going to stand much of a chance of doing well this year.”
He’d said their team, not our team. My eyes darted to his, suddenly realizing this wasn’t a discussion. He’d already made up his mind.
A small part of my mind refused to believe what it was hearing. It was still half-way waiting for him to pull a ring out of his pocket and tell me the moving thing was a joke to throw me off so his proposal would be a huge surprise. Yeah, that part of my mind was clearly delusional.
He let out a long sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m a senior this year. It’s my last chance to make an impression on the college scouts. George wasn’t the only one depending on a scholarship to help pay for college. I’m going back to Wylie.”
The last words shot out so fast I wanted to pretend I didn’t hear them correctly, but I knew I did.
“Wiley has some awesome guys on the team this year.” An eager smile touched his lips, and excitement coated each word. “Since I played with most of them last year, Coach already knows we work well together.”
My head swam. I started to feel dizzy as I watched not only my engagement ring but my entire future evaporate before my eyes. I forced a tiny smile. “Wiley’s over two hours from here,” I said unnecessarily since he’d been the one to offer me that fact originally.
He finally stepped close and put his hands on my arms. The warmth from his skin sank through my sweater and made me long for him to wrap his arms around me and melt the ice that was growing around my heart, but he didn’t.
“I like you, Michelle. I think, if you’re willing, we can make this work.” He nodded as if he’d been giving the idea a lot of thought. “We only have half a year of high school left. I’ll make the drive down here just as often as I can, and maybe you can come visit me too.”
He kept talking, but he’d lost me at his second word. He liked me? A sharp, stabbing pain arrowed straight at my heart. I tried to force myself to listen to him, but my heart was shattering so loudly it was hard to hear over the noise. “You like me?” I interrupted whatever he was saying.
His excited expression turned puzzled. “Yeah, you know I really like you.”
I drew in my lips and slowly nodded. “Oh, so now you really like me. That’s so sweet.” There was a saccharine-sweet edge to my voice as my fear and worry from the moment he’d said we needed to talk bubbled up and combined with fresh anger and disappointment, creating a dangerous brew.
His dark brown eyes were puzzled, and his brows pulled close together as he tried to figure out what I was getting at. He looked completely stumped so I decided to help him out. “I love you, you idiot.”
I pressed my finger against his chest and glared up at him. “I thought we had something special.” I choked on the last word. “I thought you loved me too.”
He dropped his hands from my arms so fast the cold quickly iced my skin, erasing his touch as if it had never been there. As if he was already fading from my life.
Oh, wow. Was that what was going to happen to us? Would our special, perfect, enviable relationship slowly fade away as if it had never been? The thought made me physically ill.
Taking a step back, he held up a hand, looking more confused than ever. “Now, Michelle, we never talked about anything like that.” He looked a little scared now.
I could only stare at him. I couldn’t even blink. His eyes were wide and panicked, mimicking an untamed horse and his lips were slightly parted as if maybe he’d planned to say something else but had lost the ability to form words.
I bunched my lips to the side. It was possible my confession had not only scared him but had also given him a temporary case of brain damage. Definitely not the reaction I’d expected to receive the first time I told a guy I loved him. I huffed out a short breath and clenched my teeth.
“I’m trying to make this work. I don’t know what else you want from me.” He looked away and shoved his hands deep in his pockets.
The anger drained from my body as it hit me that I’d pegged all my feelings on Danny and wrongly assumed he felt the same. Running a quick replay of our entire thirty-day relationship, I clearly saw he’d never done anything to lead me on. My disappointment was my own doing, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.
I couldn’t meet his eyes and focused just over his shoulder on the empty street behind him instead. “When are you leaving?” The words burned my throat, but I needed to know.
He glanced toward his shiny beige car parked in the driveway. I followed his look. Even from here I could see boxes stacked in the front seat and clothes hanging in the back. My stomach dropped so hard I felt like I was on a ride at the fair only I wasn’t moving.
“You’re leaving right now?” I said, hearing and hating the desperation in my voice but unable to hide it.
He nodded. “Practice starts today.” He reached for my hand, but I whisked it behind my back and clamped it into a tight fist so he couldn’t take it.
His hand fell back to his side. “Michelle, I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t know that was how you felt. I mean you never said it.”
A wave of sadness and disbelief washed over me. I was blinking back tears by now and could only shake my head. Would it have made a difference if I’d told him I loved him sooner? Would that one word have made him decide to choose me over basketball? Was this somehow my fault?
He ran a hand through his short hair and glanced at his car. I could tell he was eager to get on the road. “Look, I know this is all really sudden. It is for me too. I wasn’t even thinking about playing for my old school until I ran into Coach yesterday. It’s a really good opportunity for me. I don’t want to mess it up.”
Looking down, he said, “Why don’t you take some time to think things over, and I’ll call you tonight okay?”
He pressed a kiss to my forehead and left. Just like that.
 
 


 
 
 
 

Chapter 2
I stood out in the cold with my arms wrapped around my chest and stared after his car. I knew I should be freezing, but I didn’t feel the biting wind. I couldn’t feel anything except for the ache coming from the giant hole where my heart should have been.
Heavy gray clouds hung low in the sky, and a gust of wind whipped bare tree branches together with a hollow clatter, painfully reminiscent of my life. I couldn’t believe Danny was gone. He’d crushed me on so many levels.
Here I was planning our future together while he was only focused on his. I rubbed a hand across my face and, noticing how icy my skin was, made myself go back inside.
I stood by the front door for a long time, so deep in thought, I didn’t even move. I tried not to hate him for choosing a sport over me, but I couldn’t understand what had happened to our dreams of a future together. Our big family with at least five kids.
I sucked in a breath as the answer hit me. He hadn’t necessarily meant he wanted that big family with me. That thought twisted painfully inside me.
I knew a month wasn’t long enough to even really get to know someone usually, but my heart had been sure we were the exception. We had an instant connection—well, once I’d forced him to talk to me. He’d been so nervous at first but had quickly come around, showing me his true self. I’d fallen deeper for him each minute we were together. Had that really all been one-sided? I didn’t think it was.
I blinked and looked around, realizing I still stood in the entryway. The house was so quiet it was stifling. Mom wouldn’t be home from work for hours, and I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. They were too fresh and too raw and too humiliating.
I wasn’t a crazy-stalker girlfriend. I really wasn’t, regardless of how I’d just acted with Danny. But now Danny probably thought I was, and I couldn’t blame him. He’d just caught me so off guard I didn’t have time to prepare myself for his decision. 
Needing to get out of the house, I grabbed my coat and purse and drove to Kristen’s house. Maybe she could help me understand how I’d been so wrong about Danny. How had I seen marriage where he’d only seen “like?”
I swung the car into Kristen’s driveway and jogged up the front steps to her porch, sucking in a deep breath of stinging cold air. I just had to hold myself together a little longer. In a few more minutes, I could pour everything out to a pair of sympathetic ears. Kristen would know what to say to make me feel better. As my best friend, she always did.
As I lifted my shaking hand to the doorbell, I heard Kristen's laughter coming from next door. I slowly turned my head towards Matt’s house and saw Kristen in the driveway playing basketball with a couple of guys.
Huh.
I stared at them blankly. I hadn’t even considered Kristen might not be home. I mean she was right there, but she looked like she was having so much fun I didn’t want to interrupt her. She deserved to have fun after everything she’d just gone through.
I saw her guarding Matt. He passed the ball to the other guy before grabbing her and swinging her over his shoulder. She let out a shriek of laughter, and a reflexive smile tipped my lips.
They were so good together. Just like I’d thought Danny and I were. A giant sigh seeped from somewhere deep within me, carrying with it just a touch of the bitter pain I struggled to hold inside.
Deciding it would be best to sneak away before she saw me, I turned and retraced my steps to my car. I stared down at the grass and tried to figure out where to go next. I could call Kara and see if she wanted to hang out, but I wouldn’t be able to talk to her. Not like I would with Kristen. Kara was great, I loved her, but she was known as the class gossip.
Maybe I’d text Jules and see what she was doing. I really needed to talk to someone. At the very least I didn’t want to be alone.
“Michelle!” Kristen yelled my name from across the yard, and I knew I’d been spotted. I cringed and hunched my shoulders as if that would make me invisible.
“Where are you going?” I heard her running towards me, her steps squishy on the dead grass that was still soggy from all the rain we’d had yesterday. I worked up a smile.
I turned around right as she got to me. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes sparkled with happiness. She gave me a quick hug then grabbed my hand and started dragging me towards Matt’s house.
Thankfully, she hadn’t looked at me too closely. If she had, she would have seen past my fake smile to the pain underneath, and I didn’t want to burden her with my problems. Not now when she was just finding her own happiness again after so many weeks of stress.
“I’m so glad to see you,” she said over her shoulder, smiling from ear to ear. “These guys are killing me over here, but we can take them. Come on!”
She caught me so off guard that I let her pull me across the yard. I wasn’t about to play a game of basketball but needed to think of an excuse that wouldn’t lead to questions.
“Look who I’ve got,” Kristen crowed towards the guys. “Reinforcements. Now let’s see how hot you are.”
Matt wrapped his muscular arms around her from behind. He wore a snug long-sleeved black t-shirt that clung to his muscular arms and chest and his dark hair had recently been cut and was a little spiky on top. “You’re the one who’s hot,” he said, giving Kristen a squeeze.
He tore his eyes from Kristen long enough to wink at me. “Hey, Michelle.” His dimple flashed in his cheek when he smiled.
Kristen laughed and broke free of his arms to run across the driveway to the yard. Matt scooped her off her feet before she reached the grass. He swung her around, and she let out a laugh of sheer joy.
I stared at them wide-eyed. As happy as I was for Kristen, it didn’t keep her joy from reminding me of what I’d lost. Each laugh was like sandpaper scraping over an open wound. And boy, were they laughing a lot.
“Yeah,” a deep voice said beside me. “They’ve been like this all morning.”
I looked over to see Jace Freeman had been the third player. He walked over to me and we stood side by side watching Matt and Kristen chase each other around the yard. Jace crossed his arms while a playfully annoyed expression rested on his face.
“Hey, Jace,” I said. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”
He shrugged, keeping his eyes on the lovebirds. “I homeschooled first semester, but I’ll be back after break.”
I was mildly intrigued by that statement and almost asked him to elaborate. I simply wasn’t in a frame of mind capable of carrying on a real conversation at the moment though. “That’s cool,” I said instead.
I couldn’t decide if I should leave or wait for Kristen to stop flirting with her new boyfriend.  “Think they’ll be at this for a while?” I asked without looking away from the happy couple.
“Yep,” Jace answered so seriously it surprised a laugh out of me.
He grinned down at me, reminding me what a nice smile he had. His wavy brown hair fell across his forehead in the front and just touched his collar in the back. It didn’t look like he’d shaved today and a dark shadow spread across his jaw.
He was really cute in a scruffy way. I didn’t remember him looking like that last year. I remembered him being thinner. And somehow, I don’t know, just different. I guessed he’d had a growth spurt over the summer.
His light brown eyes were friendly, but it was his smile that told you he was a good person. Someone you could trust. As soon as he aimed it at you, you knew you were in good hands. I’d forgotten that about him.
“Are you still writing?” he asked.
I furrowed my brow, trying to figure out what he was talking about.
“Mrs. Harrison’s English class last year,” he said, jogging my memory.
“Creative Writing,” we said together. I let out a small laugh.
“No, not really. I jot stuff down in my journal sometimes, but that’s about it. What about you?”
He didn’t answer. I glanced over and noticed his cheeks were red. He shrugged. “I do a little.”
Again, I was intrigued. Any other time I would have prodded him to find out what he’d been working on, but I couldn’t today. I was still too raw from Danny’s visit. A cold breeze rustled leaves around my feet and tried to slip under my coat. I pulled my coat tight and shoved my hands in my pockets
Jace stared thoughtfully at me for a minute.
I glanced over at him. “What?”
“I could use a cup of hot chocolate,” he said. “What about you? My treat.”
His offer surprised me. I looked at him out of the corner of my eyes. Was he asking me on a date? The words “no thanks” formed in my throat, but before they made it past my lips he gave me that smile of his, and added, “Please, I can’t take much more of these two.”
Kristen was in Matt’s arms again, and as depressed as I was about Danny, my heart still lifted at the sight of them. I was so glad she was happy. She and Matt deserved to enjoy their new relationship. Kristen knew only too well how short life could be.
But that didn’t mean I wanted to stand around and let their happiness remind me of how unhappy I was. I rubbed my lip between my teeth then said something that surprised me.
“I’d love some hot chocolate.”
Jace’s smile grew wider. “Great. I know the best place.”


 

Chapter 3
Jace and I sat across from each other at Chester’s Diner. It was in a long, narrow building nestled between a bookstore and a clothing resale shop. Red booths lined the perimeter and a counter with bar stools stood in front of the kitchen.
It had a cozy, old-fashioned feel, and Christmas decorations adorned every free space. Reindeer even flew in the windows pulling Santa and his sleigh in the form of vinyl stick-ons.
I felt just the tiniest bit guilty for skipping out on Kristen without saying goodbye, but as wrapped up as she and Matt were with each other I wasn’t real sure they even knew we’d left. I’d just taken my first sip of hot chocolate and Jace was right it was really tasty.
“Mmmm,” I licked sweet whipped cream off my lips. “You weren’t over-exaggerating about their hot chocolate. This stuff is delicious.”
Jace lifted his blue mug for a drink. He returned it to the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. It was kind of endearing. “My sister used to work here,” he said. “She introduced me to their decadent brew.”
I laughed at his choice of words, but it made me remember his earlier comment about writing. “So what kind of stuff have you been writing?” I asked taking another sip.
Jace’s gaze darted across the diner, and he shrugged, looking embarrassed.
I tilted my head. I didn’t want to prod, but he had me really curious now. And while I was focused on Jace, the pain I felt about Danny leaving simmered on a back burner instead of roiling to a full boil out front. I decided to focus on Jace.
I squinted at him. “You don’t write in a diary do you?” I teased. “One of those girly ones with all the sparkles all over and a cute little lock on the front.”
He whipped his head to look at me in confusion. I propped my chin on my hands and gave him an innocent smile. “Well as embarrassed as you’re acting, what do you expect me to think?”
He simply stared at me for a minute. I started to worry that maybe he did write in a diary. Maybe even a sparkly, girly one. I sat up straight and my smile fell.
“Diaries are great,” I said. “I was just teasing about the girly part.” My face crumpled into a worried frown. Here he was being nice and taking my mind off Danny, and I had to go and insult him. So smooth.
I was about to apologize again when he burst out laughing. Really laughing. He was laughing so hard he soon held his stomach with both hands.
I raised my brows at him and started chuckling along. Who knew what was so funny? His deep, warm laugh was simply contagious.
“Oh, wow.” He wiped his eyes with a napkin and dropped his head back against the booth, still chuckling softly. “No,” he said when he caught a breath. Wavy brown locks of hair fell over his forehead and he shoved them to the side. “No, diary, although I might have to get one now just to remind me of today.”
What a relief. I was really worried I’d hurt his feelings. I tilted my head curiously. “So what do you write if it’s not notes about who likes who at school and how you wish you had a date for homecoming?” I playfully batted my eyelashes.
He chuckled again. His eyes met mine, and I felt an unexpected flutter in my stomach. Oh, no, I thought, breaking eye contact. I had enough problems in the romance department to allow any kind of flutters.
I took a deep breath. Jace was a nice guy. Nothing more. The fact that he was funny and attractive and knew where to find a cup of the most “decadent brew” in the city should not be enough to induce any sort of “flutters” in my recently demolished life.
“I write about my deepest, darkest fears and fantasies.”
Jace’s response jerked me from my personal scrutiny. I stared at him, letting his words sink in. “Um, so, you do keep a diary,” I said but raised one eyebrow in question.
He smiled and bit his lip, turning his cute scruffy look into a sexy one that electrified those flutters I had absolutely no business feeling until my entire body tingled. My eyes widened, and I clutched my hands together on my lap. Uh-oh. I swallowed hard as my heart sped up. I didn’t see that coming.
There had to be some kind of rule about how long it took a broken heart to mend. I was sure it had to be more than a couple of hours. And rule or no rule, I was still dating Danny. I think.
 Jace dropped his arms on the table and leaned towards me. “Can you keep a secret?”
He looked so earnest, I forgot about my worries and quickly leaned forward to meet him in the middle of the table.
“Sure?” I knew my answer sounded like a question, but he was acting so strange, so excited, I wasn’t sure how to respond.
“I’m writing a fantasy series,” he said softly, flicking a nervous glance around the diner. “The first book is already published and the second is with the editor. I’m drafting the third one now.”
I raised both my brows. Of all the things I might have expected him to say, this wasn’t one of them. “Wow, impressive! You’re a published author.”
“Shh.” He held up his hand and glanced around to make sure no one was listening. None of the red booths around us were occupied, and our waitress was in the back taking an order. “Please, you can’t tell anyone, okay?”
He looked so worried, I hurried to reassure him. “I won’t tell a soul. Pinky promise.” I stuck out my pinky, and he frowned at it.
“Come on,” I said grabbing his hand and hooking his pinky with mine. “Now, I’m forever sworn to secrecy.”
He looked at our joined fingers. “This is one of those girly things like a diary that you’re going to tease me about now, isn’t it.”
“Absolutely,” I grinned, enjoying him and his cute sense of humor.
He smiled back and for just a second I lost myself in his eyes. Warm brown pools that drew me in, making me want to know what thoughts were going through his head right now. My finger was still linked with his, and I was suddenly overly aware of the contact.
I carefully slid my finger from his and fisted my hand in my lap. I was having some pretty strange feelings considering I’d had myself all but married off to Danny this morning.
I felt my cheeks warm and lifted my mug for another sip, giving myself time to get my feelings under control. “So,” I leaned forward and whispered, “You’re an author. That’s fantastic. You always did pull the highest grades in Mrs. Harrison’s class, dang you,” I teased.
He looked proud of my praise but nervous at the same time.
“Why’s it so secretive?” I asked.
He sat back and rubbed his eyes. A smile played on his lips. “Does that pinky promise thingy count for what I tell you next.”
“If you want it to.”
“Your comment about the diary wasn’t entirely wrong.” He raised his eyes to the ceiling and shook his head like he couldn’t believe he was about to tell me whatever it was he was about to tell me.
After another glance around he said, “The main character in my novels is a seventeen-year-old girl. She rides a silver unicorn and has a crush on one of my other characters. He’s training to battle dragons, and while he’s attracted to her because, of course, she’s hot and amazing, he’s embarrassed that she can outfight him with one arm tied behind her back. They’ve got some issues to work out.”
I leaned forward, eager to hear more of the story, but he’d stopped talking. “So what happens? Do they work things out? Does his pride keep them apart? Is there a unicorn uprising and all the humans are massacred?”
Jace winked at me. “You’ll have to read the book to find out.”
I groaned dramatically and sat back. “You’re such a tease.”
He shrugged with a mischievous smile.
“Why’s that such a big secret? It sounds really interesting.”
Jace’s eyes grew round. “Are you kidding me? Do you know how much crap my teammates would give me if they knew I make up romance stories about girls and their unicorns.”
I laughed. I had a pretty good idea. “Well, when you put it that way. . .”
“I write under the pen name J.C. Freeman to ensure I’m never found out.”
“That’s pretty similar to your name. If someone wanted to find you they could.”
“Sure, they could, but no one’s looking for me. No one, other than my family and now you, has a clue I’ve written anything.”
I was flattered but confused. It wasn’t like Jace and I were close. I hadn’t even seen him since last year. “Why’d you tell me?” I searched his face waiting for his answer.
The waitress stopped by our table and asked if we needed anything else. We told her we were fine, and I wanted to shoo her away so I could find out how Jace would answer my question.
Why would he choose to share something so deep and special with me? We’d visited when we had class together last year, waved at each other in the halls, but we’d never hung out or anything before today.
“I don’t know.” He wrapped his fingers around his mug but didn’t lift it. “I guess seeing you today brought back memories of our writing class. You were very talented. I might have earned better grades, but you could always tell Mrs. Harrison enjoyed your stories more than anyone else’s. I thought you might understand the drive I feel to write, and,” he gave me a half-grin, “the reason I have to hide it.”
“Mrs. Harrison liked my stories?” I wrinkled my nose at him. “I don’t remember making a single A in that class. I think I was lucky to pull a B for the year.”
“You never followed the writing prompts.” Jace frowned at me. “She couldn’t exactly give you an A when she asked us to describe a picture of the lake and you wrote that whole story about the duck who lived on the lake from his point of view.”
I’d forgotten about that story, but I smiled, remembering it now. It had been fun to write. “How’d you remember that?”
“It was great writing. It was easy to feel what your little duck felt about the lake and his struggles to survive even though he loved living there.”
“And you think Mrs. Harrison liked it?” I squinted at him with an unsure smile. I wasn’t sure if I’d even earned a C from her on that one.
“She read it out loud to the class. I think she might have wiped a tear or two from her eye at the end.”
“She did not.” I reached across the table to swat his arm.
“Okay.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Maybe I’m remembering the tear part wrong,” he grinned, “but I do remember that wasn’t your only piece she read out loud.”
“Humph.” I stared down at my hot chocolate. “I never had a clue. I thought I must be a pretty terrible writer since I always tried so hard in that class and walked away with mediocre grades.” I looked up at him. “Thanks for telling me that. It makes me feel pretty good.”
And surprisingly, I was feeling pretty good overall, considering Danny had hacked out my heart only hours ago. Taking Jace up on hot chocolate was turning out to be one of my better decisions of late.

 

Chapter 4
“So tell me more about your books?” I said. The door opened with a jingle from the overhead bell and a brief gust of cold air as an older couple hurried inside and looked around for an empty booth.
As odd as the thought was, I hoped they’d choose a table far from ours. I was enjoying having Jace to myself.
Jace glanced back at them, and we watched them walk to the back, choosing a booth in the corner before he answered me. “What do you want to know?” He finished his hot chocolate and set his empty cup down with a thud.
“I don’t know.” I thought about it for a second. “Maybe how you got the idea for a girl riding the unicorn into battle.”
“I blame my sister for that,” he said with an affectionate smile. “She loved unicorns when she was younger and had her whole room decorated with unicorn stuff. Posters, sheets, stuffed animals. I think she even had a t-shirt with unicorns on it.” He rolled his eyes dramatically, and I grinned at him. I could picture the room exactly.
“I was three years younger than her and her room was strictly off limits to me. So, of course, I snuck in there any time I could just because it was forbidden.
“You naughty boy,” I teased.
“What can I say?” He lifted his hands palms up in a shrug. “As you can probably guess, the thrill was in the sneaking part. Once I was in her room it was pretty boring. I mean she didn’t have any Legos or toy cars or anything.”
I snickered at the disbelief in his voice.
“One day I was in there bored out of my mind, but I didn’t want to leave because that would’ve been like admitting defeat. Out of desperation I picked up her stuffed unicorn and started pointing its horn at the posters on the wall, pretending it was a laser gun annihilating all the other unicorns. My imagination took over from there.”
He looked down. “She eventually outgrew her unicorn phase, and I outgrew sneaking into her room. But the idea stuck.”
He shrugged. “And there you have it. The secret to my success: Be a sneaky disobedient kid.”
“That’s a pretty cool story,” I said. I was really enjoying visiting with him. More than I would have expected. “Did you ever get caught?”
My phone gave a beep, and I forgot all about Jace. I yanked it out of my purse so fast my wallet and a couple of pens spilled out with it. My heart pounded as I fumbled to open my texts. It had to be a text from Danny telling me he’d made a huge mistake and wasn’t going to move after all because he couldn’t stand to live that far from me.
It was from Danny! I grasped the phone with both hands, holding back an excited squeal. Everything was going to be fine. He was probably at my house right now, wondering where I was.
Heading to practice. Sorry I hurt you.
I stared at the screen with my brows drawing low over my eyes. I blinked a couple of times certain I had to be missing something. I’d bared my heart to him, admitted I loved him, and this was his response?
I read the lines a couple more times then slipped my phone back into my purse without replying. I absently gathered everything I’d dumped out while trying to get to my phone and shoved it in my purse too.
My lip gloss dropped and rolled under the table. Jace quickly ducked down to get it, offering it to me across the table. I reached out to take it, but he didn’t let go. I looked up with a frown.
“Everything okay?” His face held a look of such true concern it almost broke the tentative hold I had on my emotions.
I drew in my lips and lowered my eyes with a nod. What could I say? No, things were not okay? I was an idiot who confused a casual relationship with true love? Oh my gosh, that sounded so pitiful it made me feel even more sorry for myself. Not only was I naive, I was stupid too? I gave the lip gloss tube a gentle tug, and Jace let it go.
I stuck it in my purse with everything else and closed and snapped the flap.
“Let me guess. That was Kristen and she’s so disappointed you left she’s cutting you out of her life forever.”
He was teasing. I knew that, but his words made me think of Danny. He hadn’t officially cut me out of his life, but it felt like it. I sniffed and rubbed a hand over my mouth, squeezing my lips together to hold in the sobs that hovered just behind my tongue. I tried to give him a smile, but when I met his eyes they were so kind, so worried, that one of those sobs snuck out.
That sob, of course, led to another, no matter how hard I tried to hold it back. I covered my eyes and let the tears flow. The vinyl covered booth dipped as Jace came over and sat beside me. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, tugging me against his warm chest.
I sat stiffly for a minute. It was strange to cry in an almost stranger’s arms, wasn’t it? Instead of fighting I collapsed against him. He didn’t say a word, just ran a hand over my hair and occasionally patted my back as he let me cry.
And cry I did. I cried over what I considered Danny’s betrayal. I cried from the scare Kristen had just had and the fact that Laurie had been missing since the game Friday. I even shed a few tears for my unknown dad and the family that could have been.
I don’t know how long Jace held me, but when my tears turned to sniffles he was prepared with a handful of napkins. He pressed a wad in my hand, and I dabbed at my face without moving away from him.
I felt safe in his arms, as if none of the things I’d cried about could hurt me while he held me close. I also knew my makeup would be smeared from here to high heavens, and even with my life in tatters, I was still just vain enough that I didn’t want him seeing me looking my worst when he was being so kind.
I ran a napkin under my eyes until I felt I’d cleaned the black streaks of mascara and eyeliner as best I could. Deciding I’d held Jace’s chest hostage long enough, I let out a deep, wavering sigh then leaned away from him with an embarrassed smile.
“I’m so sorry.” I blinked and darted a glance at him before looking away. “Believe it or not I’m not much of a crier.” I let out a short laugh and shook my head.
I don’t know what I expected from Jace at that moment. Maybe for him to go back to his side of the table and act like my entire waterworks display had never happened. Or even more likely, pay the check and escape as fast as humanly possible.
What I didn’t expect was for him to keep his arm loosely around me while he gently lifted my chin with his other hand until I met his eyes.
“What’s wrong?” he said softly, his dark eyes searching my green ones for answers.
I was about to say “nothing” when he said, “And don’t say nothing’s wrong. Something really upset you.”
When I looked down, he dipped his head to look at me with a sparkle in his eyes. “Come on now. I told you about my embarrassing writing habit. Doesn’t that pinky promise make us some kind of confidence buddies or something?”
I let out a watery laugh. I would never have dreamed I’d be confessing my troubles to a really cute boy I hardly knew but words started coming out of my mouth, and it was such a relief I found I didn’t want to hold them back.
“That was my boyfriend.” I tipped my head towards my purse where my phone was now hidden away. I blinked and looked up at the ceiling, noting a surprising number of ketchup stains. “He might be my ex-boyfriend.” My voice caught on the word “ex” and I felt my chin quiver. No more tears, I told myself.
Using my calming technique, I took a couple of slow deep breaths, holding them for a few seconds before blowing them out with all my stress attached. Okay, so it wasn’t one-hundred percent effective, but it did give me a chance to get my emotions under control.
Jace waited for me to collect myself. He didn’t try to push or rush me. His thumb occasionally brushed across my shoulder and it was nice, comforting.
“Yeah,” I finally said. “I’m not sure where our relationship stands. He said he needed to talk to me. When he came to my house this morning his car was packed, and he told me he was moving back to his old school.”
I decided that unless I wanted Jace to know how crazy I was I needed to leave out the part where I thought Danny planned to propose rather than tear out my heart. I still couldn’t believe how far off base I’d been about that.
Jace looked at me intently. “Did he ever say he was breaking up with you or just that he was moving?”
“No.” I stuck out my bottom lip and looked down at the muscular cartoon lumberjack on Jace’s Forest Ridge High t-shirt that was now a darker green where it was wet with my tears. “He said he thought we could make things work.”
Jace tipped his head to the side, looking utterly confused. “Maybe I’m missing something, but that’s good news right?”
 
 


 

Chapter 5
I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath before forcing the worst part of the conversation past my lips. “And then he said he liked me!” I sniffed and waited for Jace to comfort me.
When he didn’t say anything I peeked up at him through my lashes. He looked like he was fighting to hold back a smile.
Whipping my head to fully face him, my mouth dropped open. “Are you laughing at me?” I couldn’t believe I thought he was such a nice guy, and then he had the nerve to laugh in the face of my pain?
“No!” he said quickly, but his lips twitched. He rubbed his hand over his mouth, trying to hide it.
“You are too!” I scooted away from him until my back hit the wall so we were no longer touching.
“I . . . No,” he said again, but the lie was lost under his chuckle. “Okay, I am. I’m sorry,” he added, letting out a real laugh. “I’m just pretty sure you told me your boyfriend likes you and wants to work out a long distance relationship with you.” He chuckled again. “I’m having trouble finding the heartbreak in that.”
I stared at him wide-eyed. “I thought I could trust you. I didn’t laugh once when you told me about your laser equipped unicorn stories.”
His smile fell. He automatically shushed me and darted a nervous glance around the diner to make sure no one had heard me. He really was worried someone might find out about his writing.
Apparently satisfied his secret pastime was still safe, he moved back to his side of the table and rested his forearms on it. It was a weird thought considering we were talking about my supposed boyfriend, but I wished he hadn’t moved. I liked having him close.
Up close he smelled clean and fresh like soap and the outdoors. It was different than Danny. Danny always smelled like heavy cologne. Always. Which I loved, but in comparison to Jace’s light natural scent, Danny’s was almost too much.
“I am sorry,” Jace said again. “I shouldn’t have laughed. Of course, you’re upset your boyfriend’s moving. That’s got to be rough. But seriously, I know I’m just a guy so not totally qualified to give relationship advice,” he winked at me, “but I think everything you told me is very encouraging. If he didn’t like you he would have used the move as his easy exit.”
He lowered his voice and furrowed his brows. “He’d have given you the ‘things have been great but long distance relationships never work. It’s been nice knowing you’ speech, right?”
I frowned hard to fight the beginning of a smile. Jace saw it anyway and smiled in return.
“Right?” he said again, nudging my foot under the table with his.
“Maybe,” I admitted, looking down as a full smile curved my lips.
“There it is,” he said.
“What?”
“That gorgeous smile.”
His eyes rested on mine, and I couldn’t look away. I knew he was just trying to cheer me up. He was probably doing everything in his power to make sure I didn’t start blubbering again. But his look said something else. Something tender and sweet and full of longing.
I tore my eyes away. Confusion swirled inside me. Did Jace like me? And even more important, why did I hope he did?
I huffed out a breath that lifted the hair off my face. Maybe coming here with him had been a mistake. My feelings were all mucked up because of Danny. I didn’t like Jace as more than a friend, and I certainly didn’t want him liking me.
“I should go,” I said, shoving my arms in my coat. “Thank you so much for the hot chocolate and the very generous shoulder to cry on.” I gave him an embarrassed smile.
“It’s getting late and I want to do some more Christmas shopping before dinner. Mom and I are having pizza.” I don’t know why I added that. It wasn’t like he cared what my plans were for the rest of the day but words just kept bubbling through my lips as I tried to make a graceful-ish exit.
“I love pizza,” he said.
I paused beside the booth, slinging my purse over my arm. “Me too,” I grinned at him. “We know this awesome place that makes the best deep dish pizza around.”
He looked up at me. I looked down at him. I knew what I was saying as I said it, it wasn’t that the words slipped out, but when I heard, “You should join us,” I wished I could suck the words right back in.
He wouldn’t take me up on it. People said stuff like that in passing all the time and everyone knew they didn’t really mean it. Of course, I’d taken him up on his offer of hot chocolate. He raised up and tugged his phone out of his back pocket and handed it to me.
“What’s this? A parting gift?” I teased.
He smiled. “If you give me your number I’ll text you and you can send me your address.”
Oh. Wow. He was taking me up on dinner. I swallowed and typed in my number, handing his phone back. “We eat around six,” I said, walking towards the door.
“See you then,” he called after me without getting up.
I walked calmly through the light drizzle that floated around me like an earth-bound cloud. Unlocking my car, I climbed inside and started it up. I put both hands on the wheel and checked the rearview mirror. When I was sure Jace was nowhere in sight. I gently pounded my head against the steering wheel before letting it rest there.
What was I doing? I loved Danny. I was heartbroken about Danny. Danny and I really needed to talk tonight so we could work out a game plan for this long distance relationship thing. And yet, I’d invited another, really hot, really nice guy over.
Huh.
I looked in the rearview mirror again this time catching sight of myself. My eyes were red and puffy, and I’d missed several blotches of black mascara dotting my cheeks. I stared at myself in horror before I sat back and laughed.
Jace wasn’t interested in me as anything other than a friend. He couldn’t be. Not after he’d seen me looking like this and I’d cried buckets on his shirt. He liked pizza and wanted to hang out.
And no way did I like him. He’d just been super sweet when I needed a friend. That did not equal romance. I pushed my hands against the steering wheel. I was way overthinking the whole thing.
“Friends,” I said out loud. I had lots of guy friends. Now that Kristen was going to be so wrapped up in her new relationship it would be nice to add another friend to my list.
Okay. Feeling better now that I had that all straightened out in my mind, I put the idling car in gear and headed towards the old warehouse downtown that had tons of individual shops inside.
They sold a little bit of everything there from handmade soaps to name brand jeans. I had an idea for a small gift for Jace, kind of a thank you present for listening to my troubles, and I thought I might find it there.
 
 
 


 

Chapter 6
I picked up two deep dish pizzas on my way home from shopping. One pepperoni and one the works. My mom and I usually made do with one, but I wasn’t sure how much Jace ate or what kind he liked so I was playing it safe.
My whole car smelled like delicious Italian spices and warm melty cheese by the time I got home, and my stomach wouldn’t stop growling, demanding at least a sample. I opened the top box and snuck a slice of pepperoni, popping it in my mouth before sliding both boxes in the empty oven and turning it on the “warm” setting.
I might not know how to bake, but I had warming down to a science. You couldn’t warm for too long or the food would get all dried out by the time you ate. Mom should be home any minute though, and Jace should be here soon too.
I licked a little bit of sauce off my finger. I still wasn’t entirely sure how I’d ended up inviting him for dinner, but I repeated my new mantra “friends” and felt a little better. I had lots of guy friends. This was no big deal.
Setting the table with real plates and glasses made dinner seem more important than I wanted it to. I stood with my hands on my hips and stared at it for a minute before putting everything away and pulling out the paper plates and napkins. Mom and I usually ate in front of the TV. That’s where we would eat tonight, and if Jace didn’t like it he could just . . .
I blew out a breath and shook out my hands. I was letting myself get all wound up. I needed to relax. I’d probably feel better if I’d been able to talk to Danny more today.
I tried calling him while I was shopping. He answered but was in a hurry and had to get off the phone. He did say he missed me. I was afraid to make any assumptions at all by this point since I was apparently the master of wrong assumptions, but I thought that was a good sign.
The doorbell rang, and my head jerked towards the sound. Jace was here, and Mom wasn’t yet. I twisted my hands together. I was suddenly nervous to be alone with him.
I took a deep breath and walked to the door. No problem. I’d invite him in. We’d visit. Maybe I’d offer to buy him another shirt if I’d ruined his today. Friends, I said for the millionth time.
I swung the door open and felt my jaw drop. Jace, cute scruffy Jace from this morning, stood in my doorway looking like he’d just stepped off the cover of a men’s fashion magazine.
He’d shaved and his wavy hair had been styled and held back off his face with some kind of product. He wore a dark, expensive looking overcoat. It was open, and a gray sweater with a repeating burgundy pattern peeked out from under it. Matching slacks and dress shoes completed the image. In his hand was a beautiful bouquet of pink roses.
I snapped my mouth shut and tried to catch my breath. His appearance had caught me off guard, but I tried to play it off. “Wow! You clean up nice.” I winked to let him know I was teasing, kind of, and stepped aside so he could come in.
“Let me take your coat.” I hung his coat in the hall closet surprised by the feel of it. It was soft and heavy and my guess was that it really was expensive.
“You look nice too,” he said.
I blushed and waved the compliment away. I’d redone my makeup and run a brush through my hair. I knew I didn’t look that great, and now I wished I’d fixed up at least a little more. “I guess anything’s an improvement over the tear-streaked look I tried to pull off at the diner, right?” I laughed, and he smiled.
I looked down at the roses he held. I hoped he didn’t think this was a date. “Um, are those for me?”
His smile widened. “Nope,” he said.
I raised my brows, surprised by his answer.
“They’re for your mother. Is she here yet?”
Aw, that was so sweet of him. “No,” I started to say as I heard the garage door opening. “Actually, I hear her now.”
He inhaled deeply. “Mmmm, I can smell the pizza from here.”
“I know! I had to ride home with it in my car. You’re lucky I didn’t eat it all before you got here. Come on. Let’s go to the kitchen.”
He followed me as we walked through the house. He didn’t say anything, but when I looked back I saw him taking everything in.
“I told Mom you were coming so she’s expecting you,” I said as the garage door opened.
Mom walked in wearing her pink hospital scrubs. Her face looked so haggard my heart jerked to a stop. “Mom?” I said worriedly.
She looked up and smiled and her entire demeanor shifted. I narrowed my eyes and searched carefully for the look I’d seen, but I’d either imagined it or she hid it well.
“You must be Jace.” She shook his hand, and he held the flowers out to her.
“These are for you, Mrs. Morris. Beautiful flowers for a beautiful woman.”
Mom giggled and my eyes bugged a little at the sound. My mom did not giggle like a school girl. Only apparently she did.
“Oh, go on now,” Mom said as she took the flowers and lowered her head to them. “Mmm, they smell so nice. Thank you.” She looked at me. “Michelle, will you put these in a vase? I want to change before we eat.”
I took the flowers from her and set them on the counter while I stretched to reach our heavy crystal vase on the top shelf in the cupboard. Mom disappeared to go change, and Jace came over and grabbed the vase before I could get it down.
“Let me help you with that.”
His fingers brushed against mine, and I felt a surprising jolt shoot through me at the contact. I yanked my hand away and stuck it behind my back.
Friends. Friends. Friends. I repeated a little desperately, taking quick short breaths. He handed me the vase. He was so close I could smell his shower fresh scent and just a hint of warm cologne. I grasped the vase, staring into his eyes as he slowly released it and stepped back, just out of my personal space.
I fought to hide my shaking hands, busying myself with cutting the flower stems and putting them one by one in fresh water. I trimmed some of the greenery a little shorter than the roses and arranged everything quickly.
“You’re good at that,” Jace said, watching me work. He’d tucked his hands in his pants pockets and crossed one leg in front of the other, casually leaning a hip against the counter.
I kept my eyes on the flowers and repeated the word friends a couple more times for good measure.
“Thanks,” I said. “I love flowers. I’ve actually thought a time or two that I might want to open a flower shop one day. I want to own some kind of business.” I ran my finger over the velvety soft rose petal. “Can you imagine being surrounded by flowers all day long and getting paid for it?”
I glanced over my shoulder to see what he thought about that. Probably that it sounded lame. Most people were all about the money when it came to careers, and while I knew that some florist did quite well I figured quite a few others struggled to keep their doors open. You had to sell a lot of flowers to make the business a success.
Jace’s eyes simmered with something that again looked like longing. “I wish I’d brought them for you,” he said quietly, and my heart jumped in my chest. “I didn’t know you liked flowers that much.” He swallowed. “I also wasn’t sure if you’d accept them since you have a boyfriend.”
He didn’t ask, but I heard the question in his words. Would I have accepted flowers from him?
I turned back to the sink. My heart pounded treacherously, telling me that although it was shattered just hours ago it had already begun patching the pieces and was ready to take another chance.
But I wasn’t, was I? I loved Danny, even if he did only like me. I decided the safest thing to do would be to ignore Jace’s comment no matter how sweet it was.
“It was really nice of you to buy them for Mom. I know she loved them. Did you hear her giggle?” I laughed remembering the carefree sound.
I thought I heard Jace sigh but ignored it, fiddling with the flowers some more before carrying the vase to the living room since that’s where we would eat. Now that I saw how dressed up Jace was I wondered if maybe we shouldn’t sit at the table after all. Mom helped answer that.
“Bring the flowers in here,” she called from the dining room as she set the table with the very plates I’d put away not long ago. “That way we can enjoy them while we eat.”
I turned and carried the vase to the dining room, setting it in the middle of the table.
“Ah,” Mom said, “they’re so pretty. And you did such a nice job arranging them.” She looked back at Jace as she walked to the kitchen for glasses. “Did Michelle tell you she’d like to be a florist someday?”
“She has a nice touch with flowers,” Jace said. “That would probably be a good field. It’s nice to earn a living doing something you love.”
Mom stopped filling the glasses with water and shot him an appraising look. “That’s a very mature attitude. It takes most people half their lives to figure that out.”
He looked embarrassed by the compliment but took the filled glasses to the table as if we ate together every night. I got the pizzas and some extra parmesan cheese and sat in my normal chair. Jace waited until my mom sat down before he took his seat.
Mom caught my eye and raised her brow at his manners. I’d been very clear that Jace was just a friend when I’d called to let her know he was coming for dinner. I hoped she didn’t get any crazy ideas.
I glanced up and caught Jace staring at me with a hungry look that I was pretty sure had nothing to do with the pizza on his plate. I looked away and shook cheese on my first slice. I hoped I didn’t get any crazy ideas either.

 
 
 
 

Chapter 7
Mom went back to her room to rest shortly after we finished eating. Jace helped me clear the table while I put away the food. Now that we were done eating, I wasn’t sure what to do about him. Would he go home? Did he expect to stay and visit? Should I pull out a board game?
I decided to treat him like I would any friend. I carried the flowers into the living room, setting them on the side table and turned on the TV. “I don’t imagine you like romances, do you?”
I gave him a hopeful look as I plopped down on the couch, but I didn’t expect an affirmative answer. The only movies Danny would watch with me were the ones filled with lots of action and gore.
Jace grinned and sat beside me. Not so close that our legs touched but close enough that there was room for two or three more people on the other side of him. “I can always use some fresh inspiration for my books,” he said. “What do you have?”
I’d forgotten he’d written a book for a minute. I looked from his expensive clothes to the expensive flowers and my eyes narrowed. “Just how popular is your book?” I asked.
I’d picked up a copy at the bookstore along with a little Christmas present for him. I noticed it had its own cardboard display case and was easy to find right at the front of the store, but I hadn’t really considered the possibility that it was a best seller.
He gave a modest shrug and focused on the TV. “It does all right. I found an untapped market and people seem to enjoy it.”
That wasn’t really an answer, but in a way it was. I hadn’t really thought about him getting paid for his writing. It made him seem older all of sudden. More mature than the rest of us high schoolers with our little part-time jobs. Or me with no job at all.
“So is writing your dream?” I asked. “I mean, is that the job that will make you happy.”
“Yeah.” He gave his head a slow nod. “It’s a lot of work to actually complete a full-length novel, but there’s nothing better than getting lost in the story as I’m writing it. Usually, I’m just along for the ride as the characters decide what their roles are going to be and come alive as I type.”
There was a smile on his face as he said it and I could tell it really did make him happy.
“I’m proud of you,” I said then felt my cheeks start to burn. I wasn’t sure if he’d take that as condescending or too personal.
Instead, he covered my hand with his where it rested on my knee. “That means a lot coming from you.”
“Coming from me?” I laughed slightly.
“You helped me get where I am.” His face was so serious, his eyes locked on mine.
I let out a surprised laugh. “How’s that?”
His face relaxed, and he sat back. “Well, I guess you wouldn’t have known this, but in our writing class, I always challenged myself to write at least as well if not better than you. You had a natural style I always envied. What seemed to come so easily to you was hard for me, but I kept pushing myself and finally found my pace.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I was flattered and embarrassed and intrigued all at the same time. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
He removed his hand from mine and crossed his legs, settling his arms on the back of the couch, looking relaxed. All except his mouth. It was pinched with little lines around it. “I had a lot going on last year,” he said. “I didn’t want to get too attached to anyone. So, what are we watching,” he asked, cutting off anything further on the subject.
The subject change was so abrupt I jerked and looked at the black screen. “Oh. What about Sixteen Candles?”
He grinned. “A classic. That sounds perfect.”
Jace laughed out loud several times during the movie and shot me lots of looks. I laughed when he did and made a few comments, pointing out themes I thought he should use in his books, but my main thoughts were on our eleventh grade English class.
I remembered Jace. He was nice. I’d liked him, but he was so quiet. And thin. I remember always thinking he looked too thin, almost ill. I watched him from the corner of my eye.
He was trim now, but muscular and the sunken cheeks were full and healthy. I remembered he’d had dark circles under his eyes most of the time too. I’d thought he just didn’t sleep enough like a lot of high school kids, but now, along with finding out he’d homeschooled for half a year, I had another thought. I wondered if he’d been sick. Like really sick.
The thought made me sad. I hoped I was wrong. I hated to think of him going through something serious like that without any of his friends there to support him. I was pretty sure if he was sick no one at school knew about it because word would have eventually gotten around, and I’d never heard anything.
I shook my head. Maybe I should write my own book because I sure did have a wild imagination. The movie was about half over when my phone rang from the kitchen where I’d left it.
“Excuse me,” I said and sprinted to answer it. It was Danny. My heart caught and I answered it breathlessly.
“Hi,” Danny’s voice came through the phone soft and deep. I couldn’t believe it had been less than a day since he’d driven away. It felt like he’d been gone forever.
We chatted about nothing for a little bit before he started talking about his basketball team and what a good decision it was to move back. I’d thought at some point we’d talk about us, and how we were going to make our relationship work. I thought he’d say he missed me or he was sorry. I thought a lot of things that didn’t happen.
Before I knew it he was hanging up because he had to get up early for practice. I wasn’t surprised he didn’t end the call with an I love you. I knew that was too much to expect since he only “really liked me” this morning, but he didn’t say anything personal at all. No “good night, sweet dreams.” No “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
All I got was an, “Okay, we’ll talk later.”
“Sure,” I’d said, and he was gone. I stared at the phone, absently noting I had five new texts from Kristen, I wondered if she’d just now noticed I was gone. I smiled, then remembered I left Jace sitting alone in the living room for the better part of an hour.
Oh, no! I ran through the house and skidded around the corner into the living room. My eyes landed on the empty couch and I cringed. I darted looks around the room, searching every corner, hoping he might be checking out the books on the shelf or looking out the window, but the room was empty. Dang, it!
I ran to the front closet and yanked it open. His coat was gone. He was gone. I felt terrible. He’d been so nice all day, and then I ditched him without a word.
I cupped my hands on the window in the door and peered out, hoping maybe he hadn’t left yet, but his truck was gone. “Nice, Michelle.” I heaved a long sigh.
I trudged back to the living room. The movie was almost at my favorite part. The part just before the end when the girl finds out the cool guy she’s crushing on likes her too. I settled onto the couch to watch it and something on the table caught my eye.
I leaned forward and picked up a really nice navy blue pen with gold accents. It felt solid and smooth in my hands. A note dangled from a gold ribbon tied around. I flipped the note over and read, Always follow your dreams. Thanks for motivating me to follow mine. JC
I tipped my head to the side and let the words course through me. Long after the movie ended I sat with the pen in my hand, thinking about Jace.


 

Chapter 8
Even though it was Christmas break we still had cheerleading practice. There were two scrimmage basketball games this week and next week the season officially started for us. It was strange driving up to the almost empty parking lot. Kristen’s 4-Runner was there along with two other cars, but that was it.
I was kind of surprised Kristen beat me. I was the morning person while Kristen decidedly was not. I hadn’t slept much last night though. I felt guilty about it, but if I was honest it was thoughts of Jace and not Danny that kept me awake.
I pulled into the gravel parking lot by the gym and the tires crunched into the rocks as I parked. I turned off the car with a look at the sky. The clouds were still full and heavy, hovering just above the tall trees that surrounded the school, but they were being stingy with their snow. As much as I wanted it to snow, I guessed I should just be glad it wasn’t raining anymore. Freezing rain was the worst.
I grabbed my dark green cheer bag off the passenger seat and jogged to the side door that led to the gym. My breath left white puffs hanging in the air and my lungs stung from the cold as I hurried to get inside. “Brr,” I said as soon as the door closed behind me, rubbing my hands together to ease the chill.
“Michelle!” Jules yelled as if we hadn’t just seen each other at prom a couple of days ago.
I laughed when she ran over and wrapped me in a hug, rocking back and forth as she turned us in a full circle. “Wasn’t prom amazing?” she gushed.
Before I could answer, she said, “How has your Christmas break been so far?” She led me over to where the other girls sat in the middle of the gym, stretching. I stared at her back with a grimace.
I should have prepared myself for that question, but I hadn’t. What was I supposed to say? Danny crushed me like a beetle on the sidewalk yesterday, but it’s all good because this really nice guy I barely know is patching me back up?
She would have been shocked by that answer, but it was how I felt. I knew if I hadn’t run into Jace yesterday I’d still be a blubbery mess today. While I still didn’t know what was going to happen with Danny, Jace had soothed a lot of the sting.
“Okay,” I answered vaguely. “And I know you’re having a great break.” I pointed at Kristen, and her cheeks turned pink. Her light brown hair was up in a ponytail and love lit her brown eyes.
“I’m so sorry about yesterday.” She scrunched up her face.
I stopped her before she could go on. “No, no. You don’t get off with an ‘I’m sorry.’ I want all the details. I take it you and Matt are, um, getting along?” I laughed.
The girls all spun to face Kristen, their faces full of various degrees of expectation and curiosity as they waited for the dirt. She smiled around at all of us and nodded. “You could say that.”
“That’s hardly a detail,” I complained.
“What about George?” Megan asked and everyone turned to stare at her. She shrugged without looking up as she tied her shoelace, and her dark hair partially obscured her face. “I’m just asking. You guys were all hot and heavy one day and the next day you’re hot and heavy with someone else.”
I narrowed my eyes and took a step towards her. Kristen shook her head at me. “There was a lot going on behind the scenes with me and George that you might not have heard about. We hadn’t been in a real relationship in quite awhile. And something else you might not have heard is that he broke up with me so he could date someone else. Not the other way around.”
Megan shrugged and kept her eyes on her shoes as she messed with her laces. Everyone else busied themselves with stretching. I didn’t know if they knew the whole story of what George had put Kristen through or not, but they should.
It wasn’t right that anyone thought Kristen was in the wrong, but I’d let her deal with it the way she felt best. And I had to admit, her abbreviated statement not only gave a framework of what had happened, it had also shut Megan up.
Kristen handled that so much better than I ever could have. I gave her an admiring look. That was probably why she was head cheerleader. She always seemed to know how to handle sensitive situations. The door opened and the gym echoed with chatter as more girls started straggling in.
It was hard to get practice going. Everyone was mentally on Christmas break. There was a lot of visiting and even more gossip, but pretty soon Kristen cracked the whip.
We all stood up with groans. Or maybe that was just me. I was stiff and sore even though I hadn’t done anything more strenuous than my crying jag yesterday. I wondered if that really was why I was sore.
“Where’s Laurie?” One of the younger girls, Allison Carr innocently asked, looking around.
That started a fresh burst of chatter as those who knew, or at least thought they knew about Laurie’s involvement with the canceled game Friday, shared their knowledge with everyone else. I went over to stand beside Kristen, ready to offer her my support if she needed it in whatever way I could.
Kristen could have been killed Friday, thanks in part to Laurie and George, and I knew it had to be nerve-wracking to hear everyone talking about it so casually. I put a hand on Kristen’s shoulder. She smiled at me but shook her head, making her brown ponytail swing slightly.
She whispered, “Don’t make it a big deal. It will die faster that way.”
I noticed her hands shaking, but her face was expressionless as she listened to the speculations being tossed around. I was so thankful she had Matt in her life. I had no doubt she wouldn’t be sailing through the George fiasco nearly as smoothly without Matt beside her.
Kristen let the gossip fly for a few more minutes before clapping her hands. “Ladies,” she said, gaining everyone’s attention. “Let’s get this practice started so we can get out of here early enough to enjoy the rest of the day.”
She started some music and faced the groups. “I’ve been working on a new routine. It’s similar to one we learned at camp with just a few changes so it shouldn’t take us too long to get it down. Ready?” She snapped her fingers in time with the music and ran through the routine while we watched.
I focused on her feet, noting the changes she made. They were good, and she was right, they shouldn’t be difficult to remember. I loved cheering. I’d been doing it since seventh grade. Today, though, I would have preferred sneaking away with Kristen so we could just talk. I was sure she still had things to rehash, especially with all the things the girls were saying about Laurie.
And I was ready to pour out all my confused feelings and get her opinion on them. Because boy, was I confused. Danny had sent me exactly one text this morning telling me their team was playing us Thursday so he’d see me then.
I should have been excited, but instead, I was hurt. What would have happened if our teams weren’t playing? Would he have made the drive to see me or would he have been too busy jumping back into his old life? I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that and it made me feel hollow inside.
I’d thought about offering to drive up and visit him, but he didn’t really give me an opening. All he talked about when he called last night was how busy he was with basketball and stuff. I felt like it would be an imposition on him if I went to visit. I’d be cutting into his precious basketball time.
I figured once he’d been there a little while things would settle down. He’d have more time then and we could make some plans for our future. I already felt him drifting away, though, and I was as mad as I was hurt.
Was I really that far off in thinking we’d shared such a special connection? Had it all been in my imagination? I’d been rushing things thinking about marriage so soon, I realized that now, but I thought we were at least in a solid dating relationship.
After running through the dance routine more times than I wanted to count, we spent a little bit of time on cheers. Most of the cheers we used for basketball were simple and repetitive, but there were a couple of complicated ones we were going to try out at the practice games this week so we spent most of our time on those.
When Kristen finally announced practice was over I laid out flat on the gym floor and spread my arms to the sides with my eyes closed. I was beat.
“Aww. Did I push you too hard?” Kristen teased, nudging me with the toe of her shoe.
I laid a hand over my eyes and peeked up at her through my fingers. She looked as perky and fresh as she did when we’d started practice. “What’s wrong with you?” I grumbled. “You didn’t even break a sweat.”
She reached down and grabbed both of my hands to help me to my feet. “I’ve been playing basketball with Matt.” Her whole face lit when she said his name. I’m pretty sure the gold flecks in her eyes actually sparkled. “I guess it’s getting me in shape,” she added.
“I don’t think that’s all you’ve been playing with Matt,” I tossed over my shoulder as I went to get my water bottle. I took a long drink, watching her blush as I did. “Um-hm.” I wiped my mouth and nodded. “I saw the way you two couldn’t keep your hands off each other.”
She couldn’t stop smiling, but she wrinkled her nose. “I’m such a terrible friend. You came over to visit me, and I totally ignored you. Where’d you and Jace disappear to anyway?”
She packed her stuff in her gym bag, and I took another drink, giving myself time to come up with an answer. I wanted to talk to her about Jace but not here in front of everyone.
Kara came over, giving me a reprieve. Her curly red hair did its best to spring loose from the bun she had it in, but instead of looking messy it made her look even cuter. “Hey, guys. Bobby’s having a party at his house Friday. You have to come.”
I frowned and shared a look with Kristen. I was pretty sure Bobby’s drug test didn’t come back clean. I couldn’t believe he’d be having a party this soon if that was the case. I figured it would be rude to bring that up though. “He’s having a party on Christmas Eve eve?” I asked instead.
Kara giggled. “Is that even a thing?”
It was to me, but I shrugged.
“It’s his birthday,” she explained. “You should really come. It’s going to be awesomeness. Of course, you can bring your boyfriends, too.”
Ugh! It was starting already. I didn’t think I was wrong in guessing that if Danny wouldn’t make the two-hour drive to visit me he sure wouldn’t do it for a party with people he probably didn’t even like. I had a feeling it was going to take him a long while to forgive his teammates who’d decided to use steroids and had taken away their chance at the state championship because of it.
I was going to be the third wheel wherever we went. And even worse, then I’d have to answer the pity questions of, “Where was Danny?” I dreaded it already.
“We might stop by.” Kristen grabbed her bag and my arm and headed towards the door.
As soon as we got outside she stopped. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You got pale as a sheet in there.” Her worried eyes roved over my face, searching for an answer. I hadn’t told her about Danny yet.
“Do you want to come over? There’s something I want to talk to you about.” The door opened behind me and a couple of girls walked out.
“Bye, Michelle. Bye, Kristen,” they called.
“Cute necklace, Jenna. Love the new hairstyle, Cora,” Kristen called in reply.
“See ya,” I said shortly, just wanting to get out of there so I could tell Kristen everything.
“We have leftover pizza,” I added, not above bribing Kristen to come over if I had to.
“What are we waiting for?”
 


 

Chapter 9
“Cold leftover pizza is one of the best things in life,” Kristen said, finishing her slice. “Now tell me what upset you so much at practice.” She wiped her hands on a napkin and wadded it up, dumping it into the trash with her paper plate.
I took the last bite of my pizza. Well, the last bite before the crust because as yummy as the pizza was I didn’t do crust. I chewed and swallowed, swiping crumbs off my shirt. “Danny moved,” I said without looking up.
There. Finally. It was out in the open. I hadn’t said those words to anyone besides Jace yet, which still seemed so strange since we hardly knew each other. 
Kristen shot a glance at me. Her eyes narrowed. “Danny moved where? Across town?”
I shook my head slowly. “Nope. He moved back home. He’s going back to his old school.”
“Oh, Michelle.” She pressed her hand over her mouth, and her eyes instantly got all glassy with tears. And then my eyes got all glassy with tears. I blinked hard. I didn’t want to cry about this anymore, but it hurt, and her sympathy just made it hurt more.
“When’d he leave? He was just with you at prom Saturday.”
“He said he had something to tell me and came over Monday morning and said he was leaving.” I bunched my lips to the side and blinked at the ceiling a couple of times, fighting back tears.
“He told you just like that? What about you? Are you going to keep dating? How far away will he be?”
“I don’t know what’s going to happen. He’s two hours away. He said he thought we could work something out, but then. . . ” I sniffed and bit my lip, trying and failing to hold back a sob. “Then he said he liked me.” I let out what sounded pitifully like a wail and threw myself towards Kristen.
“He did not!” Kristen caught me and held tight. “That jerk.” She sputtered against my hair. “How dare he say that.”
And that’s why Kristen and I were best friends. She got me. Unlike Jace who’d thought my comment was funny even though he’d tried to be sympathetic, Kristen understood why it hurt.
She was lucky I’d already shed most of my tears on poor Jace’s chest because I was able to dam them up much faster today. And why did thinking about the patient way Jace held me while I cried make me feel all warm and comforted inside? 
I got a tissue for myself and handed one to Kristen.
“Thanks,” Kristen said, wiping her eyes before throwing away her tissue. Her nose was bright red from the cry and I was sure mine matched it.
“So what are you going to do?” she said after a minute.
We sat on the couch in the living room and for once the TV was off. I looked over at the brightly wrapped presents under our miniature tree on the table and sighed. “I loved him. Or I do love him? Or I thought I loved him? I don’t know what to think. One minute I’m dreaming about our wedding. The next he likes me but is still moving two hours away.”
Kristen slipped off her shoes and stretched her legs out on the couch. She wrinkled her brow, giving me a curious look. “Your wedding, huh? I didn’t realize you guys were that serious.”
I closed my eyes and shook my head, too embarrassed to look at her. Apparently, we weren’t that serious at all. I’d just gotten really carried away.
“But you said he wants to make it work right?” Kristen squinted at me, and I could tell she was letting me slide on the wedding comment.
I tapped my nails against the beige couch cushion and cut my eyes to the side. “He said he thought it could work.”
“Pretty much the same thing.” Kristen dismissed my correction. “Obviously he cares a lot about you or he wouldn’t even try to keep up with a long distance relationship. Maybe once you’re together longer his feelings for you will deepen.”
“Maybe,” I mumbled. I wasn’t too hopeful about that. I filled Kristen in on the way he’d been acting since he left. He’d hardly texted or called. He sure didn’t seem to miss me.
“He’s got a lot going on right now.” She said the same thing I’d thought a million times. “You have to give him a chance to get settled in and then see how things go.”
“Tell me this.” I leveled a look at her. “If Matt moved two hours away, how many times a day would you text him?”
Kristen’s face fell as she saw my point.
“I just don’t know what to do. I mean, I told you how I feel about him. Should I fight for him and try to make him love me back or cut my losses now instead of letting him slowly rip my heart out?”
“You don’t need to make that decision yet. You’ll see him Thursday, right?”
I tucked my hair behind my ear and nodded.
“All right.” Kristen’s voice was matter-of-fact and she pressed a finger to her lip as she came up with a game plan. “So you’ll see him Thursday for sure, and Christmas is this weekend. I doubt he’ll have practice Monday. Maybe he can come visit. Or you could go there. I’ll keep you company on the trip if you want.”
That made me smile. I knew that the last thing she wanted to do was be away from Matt and yet she’d do it for me. “You’re right,” I said. “It’s going to take some time to figure out what our new relationship is. One day at a time.” I tried to force some optimism into my words, but I wasn’t really feeling it.
She grabbed my hand and squeezed it, bobbing her head encouragingly. “Exactly.”
“So what about you?” I changed the subject. “Are you doing okay after that gossip fest this morning.”
Kristen dropped my hand and looked past me, wrinkling her nose as she focused on her thoughts. She bit her lip before letting out a deep breath. “I’m trying not to think about it. Right or wrong, I’ve worried myself sick over George and Laurie, and I’ve relived the moment that guy pulled a knife on me at the game so many times the image is burned behind my eyelids. Every time I close my eyes it’s all I can see. Now all I want to do is forget about all of it.”
She met my eyes with such a pained expression I wished I hadn’t brought it up.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “That was a lot to go through.”
She nodded and pulled a throw pillow on her lap. “It sounds like George is just going to get probation. He should be back at school after break.”
“Did you talk to him?” I raised my brows in surprise. I didn’t really think she was quite ready to face him after everything that had happened.
She shook her head. “Matt’s dad is his lawyer.” She gave a little laugh. “Kind of funny how things work out, huh?”
“Wow! So, your new boyfriend’s dad is representing your ex-boyfriend who almost got you killed. That’s kind of messed up.”
“Matt’s dad is good at what he does, but it was actually Matt who asked him to defend George. You know finances have been tight for his family so there’s no way they could have hired a lawyer for him.”
I lowered my brows. “Oh, yeah,” I said softly. “They were going to lose their house.” Man, I was starting to feel like such a whiny baby. Oh, boo-hoo. My boyfriend moved. These people, including Kristen, were dealing with real problems.
Kristen darted me a nervous look and a hint of a smile played on her lips.
“What?” I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes at her.
“You didn’t hear it from me,” she said, and I tilted my head to the side, even more curious, “but George might get to keep the money he borrowed from Laurie’s Uncle Marvin. If so, their house will be completely paid off. I don’t think there will be anything left to help with college, but I don’t even know if George will go to college now. He’s going to have a record and be on probation for a long time.”
“How can he keep the money? Wouldn’t it transfer to Marvin’s estate since he’s dead?”
With a shrug, Kristen said, “I don’t know for sure what will happen, but there’s no record of the loan. It doesn’t appear to be stolen money or anything either so without a paper trail it could have as easily been a gift as a loan.”
I sat back against the couch and thought about that for a second. “I hope it works out that way,” I finally said. “It’s not that I think George deserves any favors, he made a lot of stupid decisions that hurt a lot of people, but I don’t like the thought of anyone being homeless. If Marvin’s bad deeds can be turned into something good I think that would be pretty awesome.”
 


 

Chapter 10
“What’s the special occasion?” Kristen asked.
“Huh?” I’d been peeking at my phone, hoping for a text from Danny. There wasn’t one from him, but Jace had texted asking if I wanted to hang out later.
Blood was whooshing past my eardrums so loud I could barely make out what Kristen had said. I knew it had to be wrong to be so excited that Jace had texted, but I couldn’t help it, and I was ninety-five percent sure I was going to tell him yes.
I focused on Kristen’s face, trying to figure out what she was talking about. She pointed to something behind me. I glanced back and was met with Jace’s beautiful roses. I know he said they were for Mom, but I was pretty sure they were mostly for me, and I got a little melty inside every time I looked at them.
Oh, wow. I hadn’t even told Kristen that Jace and I had hung out. How was I going to explain the roses?
“So,” I started, searching for an explanation. “You know how you absolutely ignored me yesterday.” I decided if I made her feel guilty enough she might blame me less for my decisions.
“Michelle,” she sat up straight, looking alarmed. “I told you I was sorry. I didn’t mean to get so caught . . .”
I held up a hand to stop her apology but offered her a smile so she’d know I wasn’t mad.
“Well, Jace invited me to get some hot chocolate with him since Matt was ignoring him too. I’d had a pretty cruddy morning and didn’t really want to be alone so I took him up on it. One thing led to another, and before I knew it he was here with a dozen roses having dinner with me and mom.”
Kristen’s chin almost hit her chest and her eyes were so wide she looked a little like a cartoon. The fact that she looked pretty much like I felt made me laugh. “Close your mouth.”
She did but continued to stare at me. “And you’re just now telling me this?” She shook her head and held her hands up with her fingers splayed. “Oh my gosh. What happened between you two? He brought you flowers? That’s so sweet. Roses are crazy expensive. What about Danny?”
“Take a breath.” I rubbed my forehead and grinned.
“Sorry.” She laughed. “You have to admit that was from out of nowhere.”
“Tell me about it.” I pulled my legs up on the couch to sit cross-legged. The whole thing had been from out of nowhere, but I couldn’t deny I’d enjoyed Jace’s company.
“No,” she said pointedly. “You tell me about it!”
I chuckled. “I hadn’t seen Jace in a really long time, but we were kind of friends before so it wasn’t too weird to hang out with him.” I considered the understatement in that. It hadn’t been weird at all. If anything it had been very natural.
“So . . .” Kristen drawled, eyeing me curiously. “How did a cup of hot chocolate turn into a dozen roses?”
I reached over and ran my finger over a smooth petal. “He brought them for my mom.”
Kristen raised a brow, not buying it.
I shrugged, but a smile touched my lips at the memory. “That’s what he said at least.”
Kristen crossed her legs like mine, and rested her arms on the pillow on her lap, leaning towards me. “Do you think he likes you?”
My smile grew even though I tried to hold it back. I did think he liked me. I just wasn’t sure what to do about it.
“He does!” Kristen saw my smile. “And you like him too!” she yelled.
I felt my cheeks start to burn and ducked my head.
“You do!” She laughed and bounced up and down on the couch cushion.
I rubbed my hands over my face and peeked at her over my purple nail tips. “I do,” I admitted. “So how terrible does that make me?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’m supposed to be in love with Danny. How is it that I can even think about liking someone else?”
Kristen’s smile faded and she leaned back, giving me a wary look.
“What?” I frowned, confused by her look.
“Do you want to know what I really think or do you want me to stay out of it?”
“You know I want to know what you think,” I said without hesitation, but she had me a little worried.
“All right,” she dragged out the words, picking at the pillow she held. “What I think is that you’re pretty much friends with all the guys at school.” She peeked up at me.
I shrugged, wondering what that had to do with Danny or Jace specifically. “I guess.”
“Well, that made it hard for you to date any of them. They were your friends. When you went out with any of them there wasn’t a spark because, well, they were friends.”
“Okay.”
“And then a brand new guy walks in. He’s handsome and nice and he likes you a lot. Most importantly, he wasn’t a ‘buddy’.”
I looked down at the floor as I considered her words. “So, you think I made our relationship out to be more than it was just because it was more than I’d had with anyone else?”
“Maybe,” she said so easily I wondered if it was something she’d thought of before.
I stood up and focused on the pink roses. I moved flowers around, pulling some up a little higher and moving all the greenery to the back. I don’t know why, but Kristen’s words, as gentle as they were, hurt. I took a deep breath.
“Or maybe I’m completely off base,” Kristen quickly said, seeing my expression. She stood up and put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”
I nodded. “What does that say about me then? I’m so desperate for a guy I threw myself at the first available one?”
“No, I didn’t mean that at all.” She dropped her hand from my shoulder and went to look out the window.
“I know it’s not exactly the same,” she said, “but I felt really guilty when I started to like Matt before I should have had time to even start getting over George. I loved George. Or I thought I did. Every day I spend with Matt, though, I realize what George and I had doesn’t begin to compare to what I have now. It was just that I’d never known anything more than the feelings I had for George until Matt came along.”
“But I still love Danny,” I said, although I wasn’t sure if that was completely true. “I’m just, I don’t know, disappointed in him? George had cheated on you by the time you and Matt started talking. I’m pretty sure you weren’t still in love with him.”
She turned from the window with a sympathetic look. “Maybe it’s what you said then. Danny hurt you so you’re looking for someone to make you feel better, and it sounds like Jace is doing that. Either way, it doesn’t make you a bad person.”
Didn’t it though? I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but her words only made me feel worse. What was wrong with me?
Kristen and I decided to veg with a movie. As hard as it was, I thought it would be best to ignore Jace’s text about hanging out. At least for now. Kristen had given me a lot to think about, and no matter which way I turned those thoughts I didn’t feel very good about myself.
Which was it? I didn’t know the difference between love and like and misjudged my feelings for Danny? Or, possibly even worse, I only liked Jace because he was making me feel better after Danny had hurt me?
It was harder than I expected, but I slid past Jace’s text without answering it and started a new text to Danny. Sure I’d be the one reaching out to him first as usual, but it wasn’t a big deal. He always got back to me eventually.
Hey! How’s it going? I miss you! I added two hearts at the end and hit send. I was prepared to wait for hours for a reply so I was surprised when my phone pinged in my hand.
You too. Can’t wait to see you Thurs.
He hadn’t added any hearts, but the words gave me hope. He couldn’t wait to see me? Maybe I’d blown the situation out of proportion.
It was understandable. He’d totally blindsided me when he said he was moving. Anything that came after that was like a train wreck, each small thing piling into the next making it bigger than it should have been. It wasn’t any wonder my feelings were so confused.
I pressed my lips together. I knew I’d blindsided him too when I told him I loved him. It wouldn’t be surprising if he was as confused as I was.
Kristen had flipped to her stomach with her head resting on her folded hands, as relaxed in my home as I was in hers. She let out a loud laugh at something on the movie. I glanced at the screen to see what was so funny, but as much as I usually enjoyed movies, I couldn’t focus tonight. I’d forced all my thoughts to Danny, trying to remember every tiny detail that made our relationship special. Everything that had made me love him or at least think I loved him.
As hard as I tried, the only memories willing to parade themselves for me were those of him standing on my porch with his hands jammed deep in his pockets and his car loaded for his move. I dug for the sweet sensation of being wrapped tight in his arms, but it alluded me, and instead, I saw a quick flash of Jace’s strong arms.
Traitorous brain. That was absolutely not the memory I’d been searching for. With a mental sigh, I swatted it away like the bad thought it was. I couldn’t like two guys at the same time. It wasn’t fair to either of them, and it just wasn’t who I was.
Danny was still my boyfriend, and unless I decided to change that I needed to put some distance between myself and Jace. I felt bad leading Jace on because I was sure I had. He’d just been in the right place at the wrong time. I’d needed someone and he’d been there.
As much as I tried to convince myself that was true, I couldn’t entirely believe it. If that was all Jace was, just someone in the right place at the wrong time, why did the thought of never being more than his friend hurt so bad?

 
 

Chapter 11
Thursday I was so full of excited energy I got to the gym an hour before the game started. After hours of internal debate, I’d finally convinced myself that I wasn’t wrong about Danny and I having something special. Maybe it wasn’t love, but we’d been good together.
I still wasn’t sure where that left Jace, but this wasn’t the time to think about it. Any minute now I’d get to see Danny, and as confused and mixed up as my feelings had been the last few days, I could hardly wait.
I’d already imagined our reunion a hundred times, and it would be better than any movie. As soon as Danny walked in the gym our eyes would meet across the room. I’d run to him and he’d sweep me off of my feet into a giant hug because he’d missed me so much. Maybe he’d even bring me flowers. He knew I loved flowers. I bit my lip and nodded. Tonight was going to be amazing.
Danny’s team wasn’t there yet so I spent some time in front of the mirror in the empty girls’ locker room.
Studying my reflection I decided I looked about as good as I could. My dark hair was loose and curled. I had spent extra time on my makeup until my green eyes stood out and my cheekbones looked high and defined. I smoothed on a fresh layer of strawberry scented lip gloss and smacked my lips together, making a popping sound.
I peeked out the door to see if Danny was there, but he still wasn’t. Our team was starting to straggle in and the sound of basketballs hitting the floor and the backboard filled the gym. Someone started some loud music and my heart pounded in time with the heavy bass.
I went to check my reflection one last time. I wanted to look perfect for Danny when he got there. We’d talked for a couple of hours last night, and he’d already texted me once today.
I mean it was all about basketball and getting settled back in at his old school, but at least we were talking. I guessed Kristen was right and he did just need some time to get used to his new life before he could make time for me.
I hated that I’d dragged Jace into the middle of my insecurities, but I was glad I hadn’t been wrong about Danny. Okay, so he still didn’t love me as far as I knew, but he wasn’t a callous guy who’d walked away without looking back either.
The locker room door flew open letting in all the noise from the gym. Kara poked her head around the corner and when she saw me a wide smile lit her face. “Wylie’s bus just pulled in,” she said.
I’d ended up telling the girls about Danny’s move. I mean it wasn’t like they wouldn’t notice he was wearing the wrong jersey when they saw him at the game tonight.
Everyone had felt sorry for me, but they were really supportive. Kara had even said her sister and her boyfriend had dated long distance for over a year and they were happily married now. It was nice to hear that it really could be done.
Nerves flared in my stomach, and I turned to Kara, running a hand down my cheerleading skirt. “How do I look?”
She grabbed my forearms and looked me up and down critically. “You look gorgeous,” she said. “Danny will probably decide to move back after he sees you tonight.”
I beamed a smile at her. That was the most perfect thing she could have said because it was exactly what I was wishing for. School hadn’t even started yet. Danny could move back and it would be like he’d never gone at all.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“Wait.” I unzipped my bag and took out a carefully wrapped gift box. I probably wouldn’t see most of the girls again before Christmas so I’d brought their presents tonight. I handed Kara the box and her eyes lit up.
“For me?”
“Yes. Open it.”
“It’s so pretty,” she said, turning the box from side to side to look at it. “I don’t want to ruin it.”
And that was the reaction I was going for. Some people didn’t even notice if a gift was carefully wrapped but to others, like me and Kara apparently, it made the present extra special.
“Tear into it,” I urged her.
“Okay!” She untied the ribbon before ripping through the paper. Taking the lid off the white box inside, she squealed. “It’s so cute!” She held up the ankle bracelet and read the inscription. Cheerleaders Rock.
It was simple and not too expensive, but I thought it was fun. I lifted my leg to show her I was wearing mine.
“I love it. Thank you.” She put hers on then looked at me. “I’m sure Wylie’s coming in by now. We need to get out there so you don’t miss Danny.”
I nodded, suddenly nervous, and she took my hand, pulling me into the gym. She was right Wylie was already coming in. Two more minutes and I would have missed my first chance of seeing Danny.
I spotted him right away. He didn’t look as tall as usual, surrounded by his equally tall teammates, but he was still heart-stopping-ly gorgeous. I stared hard at him, waiting for him to look my way so the perfect reunion I’d imagined could begin, but he walked straight to the guest locker room with the rest of his team without a glance my direction.
I frowned as the door closed behind him and let out a sigh. That wasn’t the way our reunion started in any of the scenarios I’d imagined.
“Aw.” Kara’s brow wrinkled in disappointment. “Well, I’m sure they’ll come out soon.” She patted my arm and ran over to talk to Megan. I watched the locker room door for a second then went back to get my bag of presents so all the girls could wear their ankle bracelets for the game if they wanted.
By the time I’d given them all out I was feeling antsy. I thought Danny would have come out of the locker room by now but none of his team had yet. I chewed on my nail and looked around the gym.
Matt was dribbling a ball from one hand to another as he talked to Kristen. It was clear they were lost in their own world. I glanced at the rest of the players. Our team was smaller than usual.
Unless more showed up later it looked like we had a total of eight players. I knew George would have been there if it hadn’t been for the drugs so I figured that was the reason some of the other guys probably weren’t there this year too.
I heard someone come running up fast behind me, dribbling a ball. I spun around, hoping I wasn’t about to get trampled. I was met with a smiling face, happy brown eyes, and arms more muscular than I’d imagined even though I’d spent quite a bit of time wrapped up in them recently.
“Hey!” Jace said. “You look really great.” He eyed me up and down exaggeratedly. I twisted back and forth making my cheerleading skirt fly out to the sides before I laughed and swatted his arm, but then let my hand rest there.
“And look at you?” I teased. “Who knew you had all these muscles hidden under those sweaters you wear.”
He waggled his eyebrows at me while keeping the basketball in constant motion as we talked. “So nice of you to notice.”
I laughed at him then bit my lip. I’d never gotten back to him about hanging out Tuesday and he hadn’t texted again. “I wanted to thank you for the pen,” I said. “It’s beautiful, and it writes so smoothly. It’s like I’m writing with liquid satin.”
He nodded, looking pleased. “I have a matching one and I love it. I use it to outline before I move my thoughts to the computer.”
“I’m sorry I haven’t texted. It’s just, Danny . . .”
He held up one hand while he dribbled with the other. “I get it. He should be here tonight, right? You did say he went to Wylie.”
I glanced back at the closed locker room door. “Yeah, he just got here. I haven’t even talked to him yet.”
Jace held my eyes for a minute with a solemn look I couldn’t read before he smiled. “Well, I’ll get out of here so you can spend time with him. I just wanted to say hi.”
He dribbled around me with a wide grin before heading down the court. I watched as he made a layup then glanced back to be sure I was watching. I smiled, holding my hands up so he could see me clapping. He laughed and turned away to start running through drills.
I watched the guest locker room feeling more anxious by the minute. They’d been in there at least fifteen minutes already. It was all I could do to keep from barging in and asking how long it could possibly take to hang up their jackets.
Just when I didn’t think I could wait another minute, the door burst open with a loud yell. Wylie’s team ran out in a single file line, each player looking fierce and intimidating, as their cheerleaders waved their pom-poms and cheered them on. They ran to the ball rack, the first four guys grabbing balls before lining up for drills.
“Impressive.”
I jumped at the voice right beside my ear and looked over to see Jules standing close. I hadn’t even noticed her walk up. Her blond hair was curled and so shiny it was almost glossy. Her crystal blue eyes were locked on the rival team.
“I love the bracelet.” She held onto my arm and lifted her leg so I could see she was wearing it. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Her eyes went straight back to the opposing players while mine zeroed in on just one of them. Danny. I’d never seen him play basketball before. He handled the ball with ease and looked so graceful as he moved around the court.
“What are we looking at?” Megan bounced over and draped her arms around our necks. Her silky black hair was cut short in the back and longer in the front. The ends brushed her cheeks as she swung her head back and forth between us.
“We’re checking out the hot guys on the other team,” Jules said without looking away from them.
“Oh! There’s Danny,” Megan exclaimed as she saw him. She fluttered her hand in an excited wave, but he never glanced our way. Megan shrugged and stood on her tiptoes for a better view.
She swore she was a solid 5’5”, but I’d be surprised if she measured in at 5’3”. In heels. She was the tiniest girl on our squad which meant she was almost always on the top of the stunts. She said she loved it so it was a perfect fit.
She could have it. I was secretly glad I was too tall to be a flyer. The idea of being tossed into the air and trusting my squad to catch me was a little terrifying.
We silently watched Wylie’s team for several minutes. Pregame music blared from across the gym, and as the stands filled, talking and laughter joined it. Suddenly Jules said, “Do you think you can get Danny to set me up with that tall guy with the really short blond hair?”
My focus had been solely on Danny so it took me a minute to pick out the guy she was talking about. “Him?” I asked, pointing to the only guy with short blond hair I saw..
She pushed my arm down and spun away, hiding her face. “Oh gosh. He didn’t see you, did he?” She peeked over her shoulder.
Megan let out a twinkling laugh.
“No, you’re good,” I said, and Jules carefully peeked back around. When she was sure the guy she’d been staring at hadn’t noticed her, she turned to watch some more. I was pretty sure I could have held up a flashing sign asking if he was interested in her, and he wouldn't have noticed.
No offense to Jules or anything it was just that no one on their team even looked around. They only focused on the ball. I think it was all part of a big intimidation thing, and it was actually pretty cool. Other than the fact that I wished Danny would at least glance at me. A wave—heck, a wink—would be enough to let me know he was excited to see me even if he did have to act all standoffish for his team.
I tried really hard not to, but I couldn’t help comparing Jace’s eager greeting with Danny’s nonexistent one.

 

Chapter 12
Wylie was up twenty points at half-time. It wasn’t that our team was terrible. We had some great plays. Matt even made a three-pointer. Our players were just kind of clumsy with each other, unsure where they should be while Danny’s team worked like they were different parts of the same body.
One player would pass to the other without ever looking his direction and his teammate would be there every time. I remembered Danny saying most of the guys had played together before, and it really made a difference.
Not that I was watching him in particular, but I did notice Jace scored more than his share of the points for Forest Ridge. A jock-author. I smirked at the thought.
As soon as he told me he wrote, I’d pegged him as a geek. Not in a bad way. I just pictured him spending all his time in front of a computer or maybe reading books by other authors for inspiration. I wasn’t expecting him to be a star on the court, but he kind of was.
Jace smiled at me a couple of times from the court. I would smile back and then turn my focus on Danny, boring holes in him with my stare, trying to force him by sheer will alone to at least look at me. It hadn’t worked so far.
I was doing my best not to let it get to me. I imagined he was working hard to impress his coach and earn his spot on the team. Flirting with cheerleaders while he was supposed to be focused on the game would surely get him in trouble. But it still hurt.
I’d been eagerly awaiting half-time, counting the seconds on the clock and grumbling at each time out. I was certain Danny would be able to at least tell me hi then, but his team disappeared into the locker room as soon as the buzzer sounded and didn’t come back out until it was time to warm up again.
“Have you even talked to him yet?” Kristen stood beside me and whispered.
Matt scored and we automatically ran through a cheer.
As soon as we finished, I answered, “He won’t even look at me.”
Kristen gave me a pitying look that I tried to ignore. “No one on his team is looking around,” Kristen said. “It’s not just him. They actually look pretty scary.”
I laughed but agreed. They were probably all terrific guys, just like Danny, but I wouldn’t want to run into any of them in a dark alley, looking as they did now.
“Matt’s doing great.” I gave her a little nudge with my elbow.
She sent a sweet smile his direction. “Without him and Jace, we’d barely be on the scoreboard.” She glanced over at me. “I saw you and Jace talking. Everything okay?”
“Yeah, he was great. He just wanted to tell me hi. I said something about Danny, and he was totally cool with it.”
“I’m glad. He’s been at Matt’s house a lot so I’ve gotten to know him better, and I really like him.”
“Uh-oh! Does Matt know about this?”
She shoved me, and I laughed. “Not like that.” She rolled her eyes. “I just think it will be fun if things are smooth between you two and we can all hang out sometime. You really do need to come over and play basketball with us. They always team up against me.”
“Are you actually going to play this time or are you going to run around the yard so Matt chases you.”
She tucked her hair behind her ears with a prim look. “I’m not making any promises,” she said before grinning.
Danny scored, and I wanted to cheer for him but restrained myself. I heard Wylie’s cheerleaders going crazy though. Especially a perky little blond who looked like she might hurt herself from the way she was slinging her pom-poms and yelling his name.
Kristen raised a brow at her, and we shared a glance. It looked like Danny had a fan club. I hoped it was one-sided.
At the end of the night, we were only down twenty-two points which was kind of a relief. There were a few times that I was afraid we were going to get beat so bad we’d all have to hang our heads in shame.
I watched Danny on the floor as the teams slapped hands. Seeing him made me miss him more than ever. All I wanted to do was run over to him and throw my arms around him and let him tell me he missed me too. Only the lead ball in my stomach was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen.
When the Wylie team went directly back into the locker room, I forced myself to keep my expression calm and even. Inside though, where it mattered, I was screaming, “Please don’t let him leave without a word.”
He’d shattered my heart Monday. If he left without acknowledging me today I felt it would be like him ripping out my soul. He was slowly dismantling me until I would be no more than an empty shell. I stared at that closed door unable to look away, afraid I’d miss him when he came out.
Matt and Jace came over. Kristen gave Jace a fist bump before Matt swept her up in his arms and spun her around. I knew Jace was watching me, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the door. I couldn’t even blink.
“You should wait for him by the exit.” Jace’s voice was almost beside my ear.
“Huh?” I asked lost in my own tormented thoughts.
“Wylie’s coach is pretty strict, but he’ll probably head out to the bus first. If you wait by the exit you can probably steal a minute with Danny before he’s missed.”
His words broke through my thoughts. I turned to face him with my brows knit low over my eyes.
He simply gave me a soft smile and nodded. “I’d go now if I was you. I doubt they’ll stick around long.”
His plan made sense. My heart gave a hopeful leap, and I glanced towards the exit. I bit my lip then turned to Jace and threw my arms around his neck, giving him a quick hug.
“You’re awesome,” I said. I darted away, maneuvering through the crowd as quickly as I could without running. I thought, but couldn’t be sure, I heard Jace say, “You’re awesome too.”
Part of me wanted to turn and see if he was watching me. A bigger part was more worried about reaching the exit before Danny did. Sure enough, the locker room door flew open just then and the coaches walked out followed by the team.
They were again in single file, staring straight again. Oh no! I was going to miss him. I watched for him to appear as I fought the crowd. There he was. The last person out. I broke through the crowd and ran to the door just as he got there.
I stopped breathlessly just in front of him. If he walked by now without a glance it had to mean things were over. No one was here to see but me and him. I waited, unsure if I should call his name. Reach out and touch him.
I knew he knew I was there. He took another step without expression and everything inside me froze. The Danny I knew wouldn’t treat me like this. No matter what kind of coach he had. Just when I’d given up on him he threw a quick look over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching then grinned at me.
“Michelle,” he said my name as he wrapped me in a quick hug.
“I’ve missed you so much,” I said. “Can’t you stay for a few minutes?”
He shook his head and pulled away. “Coach will have my head if he knows I broke protocol to talk to you.” His lips thinned as he looked at the door and shook his head. “I’ve got to go. I’ll text you tomorrow.”
Staring straight ahead once again, he shoved the door open. He walked past me without another glance but from the corner of his mouth, he said, “We’ll talk soon.”
The door closed behind him but not before I caught sight of the little blond cheerleader waiting to board the bus with Danny. I tipped my head to the side with a frown.
I wanted to throw the door open and watch him until he was on the bus and I couldn’t see him anymore, but I didn’t want to get him in trouble. Was that girl waiting for him or did it just look that way? I leaned against the wall and took a couple of deep breaths. Talk about a stressful night.
I got a couple of curious looks as people walked past me to the exit. I forced a smile and pushed away from the wall. I wish he’d told me ahead of time that he wouldn’t be able to talk to me so I wouldn’t have had to wonder what he was thinking all night.
The gym had almost cleared already so I was able to quickly make my way back to the locker room to get my stuff. Kristen looked up in question when I walked in. I wasn’t ready to talk about it here with everyone listening so I just nodded to let her know I’d seen him. I guess there really wasn’t much more than that to say.

 

Chapter 13
Friday was a lazy day, Christmas Eve eve. A lot of the girls would be out of town visiting family and stuff so we didn’t even try to sneak in a cheer practice. I woke up early with a smile on my face. I’d decided seeing Danny with that cheerleader didn’t mean a thing. He would have told me it was over last night if he’d decided to move on to someone else.
Stretching against my silky purple sheets I wiggled away the last of the tension that had been weighing me down all week. It was so good to see Danny last night. Even though we’d only had a minute together it was all I needed to know Danny hadn’t been trying to ditch me. He really had just been busy.
I felt silly for getting so spazzed out. I mean, sure, it still wasn’t fun that he’d moved, but we could make it work. Two hours wasn’t that long of a drive. We just needed to start making plans to spend time together as often as possible.
I wrapped my arms around myself, imagining Danny was holding me again only when I closed my eyes it was another face I saw. Jace. My eyes flew open, and I stared at the ceiling. Why did Jace keep popping into my daydreams?
I rolled over and hugged my pillow, deep in thought. I wouldn’t have even had the single stolen moment I did with Danny if it hadn’t been for Jace telling me to wait for him by the exit. That was really thoughtful of him.
And it kind of answered my question of whether Jace liked me or not. No guy was so sweet that he’d help a girl he liked sneak away with another guy. He’d be doing everything he could to keep us apart, right?
I thought about that for a second then decided I was right. Jace was an amazing guy, but he was just looking for a friend. That was something I could be. Feeling that question was resolved, I popped out of bed, finally starting to feel like my normal chipper self again. I’d been moping so long, I’d forgotten how good it felt to be happy.
I jogged downstairs and made some bacon and eggs. I left a plate in the oven for Mom. She was off for the next three whole days, but I knew she’d sleep in this morning. I added a slice of toast to my plate, grabbed a glass of orange juice, and went back up to my room to eat.
Setting the food on my nightstand, I went to the closet and found the bag from Monday’s shopping trip. I pulled out a thick book with a glossy purple cover. A blond warrior girl threw a fierce look over her shoulder from atop a beautiful, but even fiercer looking unicorn as it raced across red, rocky terrain.
The cover made me think of Jace as a little boy, being so sneaky and going into his big sister’s room and then sitting in there bored until he came up with his unicorn game. I could picture him with his wavy brown hair flopping over his innocent brown eyes. No matter how innocent he’d probably looked it sounded like he’d been a bit of a stinker.
I still couldn’t believe he’d written and published the huge book I held. How long would it even take to write that much? I’d have to ask him about it sometime. And he said he’d already written the second book in the series. That was a whole lot of writing. I shook my head at the thought. I had trouble with ten-page essays.
I fluffed my pillow up against the headboard and got comfortable. Opening the book to the first chapter, I absently finished my breakfast as I got caught up in the story. The book began with an action scene, and I fell in love with Celeste, the main character, within minutes.
Jace had filled her with so much life she felt like a friend rather than a character birthed from his imagination. I’d finished the first two chapters and could have kept reading, but my phone rang. I had a second of hope that it might be Danny but saw it was Kristen.
“Come over,” she said when I answered. “The guys are here ready to play basketball. I need you on my team.”
By “the guys” I knew she meant Matt and Jace. I’d decided Jace liked me as just a friend which was perfect. But I remembered the more-than-friend’s sparks he caused in me. I bunched my lips to the side, searching for an excuse when Kristen added, “Please? I need you.”
“All right. I’m on my way,” I agreed before I hung up, but instead of getting ready to go, I sat there and thought about how I should act around Jace. Even more importantly I thought about how I needed to keep my distance so I didn’t feel anything for him that I shouldn’t.
I figured the easiest way to do that was to have Danny fresh on my mind. I dialed his number and listened to the phone ring, hoping it wouldn’t go to voicemail. He answered, sounding out of breath.
“Hi!” I said. “I’m glad I caught you. You’re always on the run.”
“Hey, yeah. I’m about to head out now.”
He didn’t offer anything more so I tried to fill the silence. “It was so nice to see you last night. You played a great game.”
“Yeah, it was a good decision coming back here. Forest Ridge doesn’t have their stuff together yet. It doesn’t look like they’re going to have a good year.”
My bottom lip stuck out in a small pout. Where was the “It was great to see you too?” I’d hoped for.
“So,” I said. “Christmas is Sunday. Think you’ll have time for a visit.”
“Oh, wow,” he said. “Probably not.”
“Don’t tell me you have practice on Christmas Day.” And I meant it. If he tried to pull that over on me, I’d know he was making up excuses.
“No,” I could hear the frown in his voice. “It’s just that we’re going to be seeing a bunch of family. My whole day’s shot.”
I heard the doorbell ring in the background.
“Hold on,” he said.
I held the phone and tried to decide if I was hurt or angry by the way he was acting. Everything had seemed fine last night. He’d seemed happy to see me, hadn’t he? I guessed happy was probably an exaggeration, but he had hugged me. Didn’t that count for anything?
“Hi, Danny. Are you ready?” I heard a girl’s voice in the background. It was muffled by distance, but I matched the blond perky cheerleader from the game last night with it. My eyes narrowed as I swallowed.
“Michelle?” Danny came back to the phone. “I’m going out with some friends and they just got here. What are you going to do today? Can I call you back later?”
I wanted to say no and hang up on him, but I knew I’d been overreacting to every little thing since he left.
“Sure,” I said instead, taking a deep breath and trying to keep my voice from trembling. “I’ll probably just hang out at Kristen’s.”
“Ok, talk to you later.”
He hung up, and I stared at the movie posters on my wall with the phone still pressed against my ear. Movie romances were supposed to have some serious hurdles to overcome because really, what fun would they be to watch if everyone was happy all the time? But was real life supposed to be this tough?
I knew it was probably just me. I kept getting upset with Danny, and every time I analyzed the situation it was just me overreacting about something. If we were going to make this relationship work he was going to have to carve out some time for me, but I was going to have to learn how to chill out.
And somehow not worry about the blond-boyfriend-stealing-cheerleader I was pretty sure he was “hanging out” with.
That wasn’t going to be easy. I was thankful that I’d agreed to go to Kristen’s. If I sat here alone I was going to pick apart every word he said, the few that there’d been, searching for hidden meaning whether good or bad. In other words, drive myself crazy with worry.

 

Chapter 14
Kristen and the guys were already in Matt’s driveway with a ball when I pulled up.
“It’s about time you got here,” Kristen called. “Come on.” She wore a heavy white coat with a baby-blue knit cap, sports pants, and sneakers. I’d dressed pretty much the same but instead of a hat I’d wrapped a long white scarf around my neck and my coat was silvery pink.
“I’m coming. I’m coming.” I laughed, jogging across the yard to join her.
“Hi, guys,” I said with a glance at each of them. I didn’t mean to let my eyes linger, but I noticed Jace had a bruise beside his right eye. “What happened?” I closed the distance between us in two quick steps and lifted my finger to gently touch the bruise without even thinking about what I was doing.
Jace smiled down at the concern on my face. “One of the hazards of the sport.” He shrugged. “I got a little too close to an elbow last night.”
“Stop being a baby,” Matt said tossing him the ball. “That little bruise isn’t even worth talking about.”
Matt continued to tease him, but I searched his face for any other signs of injury. “Does it hurt?” I asked with a worried look.
“Not when you’re touching it.” His eyes held that warm, longing look I’d seen so many times before.
I swallowed and took a step back, dropping my hand from his face. I couldn’t seem to remember that we were friends. Tenderly touching a boy’s face was usually reserved for those in the more than friends category.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” I said softly.
Kristen pulled me aside to discuss our game strategy. I was pretty sure it was more to rescue me before I made a fool of myself because her strategy so far consisted of, “Don’t let them get the ball.” 
“Good plan.”
She tipped her head to the side and we prepared to take on two guys who towered over us and actually knew how to play basketball. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
It wasn’t pretty, but it was so much fun. I’m sure half the stuff we did would have been a foul in a real game but the guys let us get away with everything. They even held back so we could each make a few shots.
Jace caught me from behind once to keep me from getting to the ball, and I pulled away from him, laughing. A few times I found myself wishing I didn’t have a boyfriend. Matt and Kristen shared lots of hugs and kisses. I looked at Jace from the corner of my eye. I wondered what it would be like to kiss him.
He caught me staring and gave me a smoldering look as time seemed to freeze around us. For just a second I thought he might kiss me right then and there, but then a basketball hit me in the leg.
I looked down, watching the ball roll across the driveway straight to Matt. He gracefully swooped it up and tossed it into the basket, adding his own “whoosh” sound for effect.
“Michelle,” Kristen complained. “They’re killing us.”
I glanced at Jace and found him still watching me. I swallowed hard. “Sorry,” I said. “I’ll do better.”
I did play better after that. I also noticed every move Jace made. Every time he looked at me. Every time we touched. And we touched a lot. My heart beat harder than could be explained by the small amount of running I did, and my chest felt tight but it wasn’t from exertion.
I was really having a lot of fun.
Matt’s mom invited us all in for lunch. I’d never met her before. She was thin with medium length brown hair and she was so short she would have made Megan look tall. What she lacked in height she made up for in personality. She made me immediately feel at ease.
A giant Christmas tree filled an entire corner in the living room where we walked in. It was beautiful and carefully decorated, I noticed, with no same color bulbs side by side and everything evenly spaced.
Mrs. Brady led us to the kitchen, visiting and laughing while doling out bowls of steaming soup and slicing off thick hunks of homemade bread. She kept an eye on our bowls and glasses and as soon as something started to get low she’d jump up for refills. Matt’s dog ran back and forth under the table looking for scraps, and I pet her soft fur as she ran by.
After my second bowl of soup, I pressed my hands to my stomach. “That really hit the spot on such a cold day,” I said and everyone agreed while Mrs. Brady beamed at us.
“It’s my pleasure,” she said. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I need to start on the pies for Christmas dinner. You’re still joining us at my parent’s house, aren’t you Kristen?”
Kristen nodded and shot a shy smile at Matt. “I’m looking forward to it.”
I was surprised her parents were going to let her miss Christmas dinner but decided they probably saw the same look on her face that I did. She was in love.
It took a few minutes to get back in the game when we went outside. It felt extra cold after being in the warm house, and we were all full. We started with a game of “horse” which was fine with me. I was pretty sure I’d get sick if I tried to do much running right now.
I made a shot from half-way down the driveway.
“Way to go!” Kristen yelled.
“No way.” Matt grinned. “I think we need you on our team.”
“What about me?” Kristen pretended to pout, batting her lashes with her hands on her hips.
“Um, I’ve seen you shoot,” Matt teased her less than impressive stats, and she playfully pounded on his chest.
Jace rebounded the ball and called out, “She cheated.”
“What?” I shouted back, getting in his face. “How could I cheat?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged with a teasing smile. “But I’m sure you did.”
“I did not! Give me that ball and I’ll do it again.” He held the ball above his head, and I grabbed his arm, trying to pull it down. The ball disappeared around his back, and I wrapped my arms around him trying to reach it. We were all laughing so hard it really wasn’t surprising that we didn’t hear Danny until he was standing right beside us.
“What the hell is going on?” Danny stood in Matt’s front yard wearing his Wylie letterman’s jacket with a nice button down dress shirt peeking out the top. He wore dark blue jeans and brown dress shoes. Other than the rage on his face he looked dressed for a date.

 

Chapter 15
“Danny?” I spun around so fast I knocked into Jace. He reached out to steady me, and that’s when things went from bad to worse. 
“Get your hands off my girlfriend.” Danny’s voice was low and menacing. I felt Jace’s hands tighten on my arms before he released me and held them up.
“It’s not what it looks like,” Jace said firmly.
“Danny?” I said, staring at him as if unsure it was really him. “What are you doing here?”
He tore his eyes from Jace to focus his anger on me. “I came to surprise you. I guess the surprise is on me.”
“Hey, man,” Matt called, his voice light as he attempted to ease the building tension. “We’re just hanging out. Why don’t you come shoot some hoops with us?”
Danny turned and strode back to his car with a shake of his head. He waved his hand in the air like he was out of there.
“Wait!” I ran after him and grabbed his arm. He shrugged me off but stopped without turning. “I know how that looked, but Jace is just a friend. Let’s go to my house and talk about it. I’ve missed you so much.”
I stared at Danny’s unmoving back. He was so still he could have been carved from the hardest of stone. I heard Kristen come up beside me and felt tears wetting my cheeks. I didn’t even know I’d started crying.
I didn’t blame Danny for being hurt and upset. I would have been furious if I’d caught him playing around with another girl the way I was with Jace. I just didn’t know how to make the situation better.
Danny finally moved. He turned to face me. I couldn’t read any expression in his eyes as he stared into mine. “Yeah,” he said in a cold voice I hardly recognized. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t going to work. I’ve hardly been gone a week and you’re already all over another guy.” He shot me a hard look. “I guess after two weeks you’ll be under him.”
The words were a slap as he’d meant them to be. I took a step back in shock. I couldn’t believe he’d say something so callous and so untrue. He knew I would never do something like that. I was sure of it. I started shaking my head but couldn’t speak.
Kristen put her arm around my waist and from the corner of my eye, I saw Jace and Matt move to flank us protectively.
“I think you need to leave,” Kristen said.
Danny ignored her, staring into my eyes. I wanted to beg him to forgive me. He wasn’t wrong to be upset. I had been all over Jace, but did he have to be so cruel?
Danny broke our stare to shoot a dark look at Jace before sneering. “You’re lucky all you got on the court last night was a black eye.”
I gasped and shot a look at Jace. Danny gave Jace the black eye?
Jace’s cheeks flared over his clenched jaw. He took a step towards Danny.
“Come on,” Danny said, shrugging his arms out of his coat and slinging it on the hood of his car. “Let’s go, tough guy.” He motioned Jace to come closer.
Matt jumped between them and put a hand on each of their chests. “We all just need to take things down a notch.”
A dog barked from down the street perhaps sensing the drama. Jace’s chest heaved, and I could tell he was struggling to keep himself under control. He and Danny stared at each other without blinking. After a few seconds, Jace pushed Matt’s hand away. “I’m fine.”
Danny gave a cold laugh. “You’re nothing but a chicken. You and Michelle deserve each other because she was too chicken to tell me she found someone else.”
“You don’t talk about her like that!” Jace closed the distance between them so fast it was a blur. His arm came up, and he punched Danny in the face. Danny’s head snapped to the side.
“Stop it!” I screamed. “Stop it!” My cries fell on deaf ears. Neither Danny nor Jace even glanced my direction.
I covered my face with my hands. I didn’t want to see what happened next, but I couldn’t help myself. I parted my fingers just in time to see Danny wipe a trail of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked down at the blood with a scowl then dove at Jace with his fists flying. There was a pretty good scuffle before Matt broke them apart. He shoved Jace towards the house and Danny towards his car.
He stepped close to Danny and said something I couldn’t hear. Danny gave me a narrowed look over Matt’s shoulder than shook his head. “No, man. I know what I saw. She’s all yours,” he tossed the words at Jace as he got in his car and tore off down the street.
I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I watched the car zoom away in sheer and utter disbelief that the last few minutes had even happened. This was all my fault. Two good guys were fighting because I’d put them in a position where they felt they needed too.
Jace stood on the grass with his hand on his knees, breathing hard. He lifted his head, and I saw blood running from his nose.
“No!” I covered my mouth. My knees grew weak. I felt wobbly.
“Let’s go inside.” Kristen took control of the situation, guiding me towards her house.
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered to Jace. I wanted to run to him and hold him. Convince him I never meant for him to get hurt because of me.
He shook his head, and I didn't know if he was saying I had no reason to be sorry or if, more likely, he didn’t want me talking to him.
I didn’t fight Kristen as she pulled me inside and up to her room. Christmas music came from somewhere in the house and a spicy cinnamon scent tickled my nose. Christmas was supposed to be about love and happiness. Not fighting.
Kristen sat on her bed and pulled me down beside her. “Let’s give them some time to clear out all that testosterone,” she said, rubbing comforting circles over my back, but I was too numb to be comforted.
“What have I done?” I squeezed my eyes closed. I shouldn’t have come over here knowing Jace was going to be here. I knew how I reacted to him.
I thought we could just be friends, but it was so easy to tease him, to joke with him. And I couldn’t deny his touch made me feel things I had no business feeling while I was dating someone else.
And then for Danny to drive all this way to surprise me. He must have left right after I talked to him this morning. He’d been dressed so nice. He was probably going to take me to lunch or something, and he had to walk up and see me all over Jace?
Part of it was just bad timing. The rest of it was my fault. I wouldn’t have been happy if I’d caught Danny wrapped up in that little blond cheerleader’s arms.
Kristen walked to the window and tugged back her pink and green flowered curtain to look out. Everything in her spotless room was super girly, but it suited her. “Jace is leaving,” she said.
I jumped up and ran to the window to watch his truck drive away. “I don’t know how to fix this.” I shook my head. “Now both of the guys I care about hate me, and Danny thinks I cheated on him.” I released a deep breath. That hurt more than it should have.
“He was mad,” Kristen said calmly, but anger hardened her voice. “It was just talk.”
I lifted a shoulder. I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but I couldn’t believe her. I’d seen the look on Danny’s face. He’d been furious.
“Do you think Danny will forgive me?” All I could see was the look of disbelief on his face when he’d walked up. It hurt so much to think I’d put it there.
Kristen tipped her head to the side thoughtfully. She picked up one of her many dusting rags and gave her dresser a swipe. “I think he will,” she said carefully.
I could tell she wanted to say more.
“But?” I prodded, dropping back down on her bed so hard I bounced a little.
“But do you want him to? I mean, of course, you want him to forgive you, but do you want him back? From what you’ve told me he hasn’t been making much of an effort. And the way he treated you at the game last night. . . ” She pinched her lips together and gave her dresser a hard swipe.
I thought about that for a minute. Did I want him back? He’d only been gone for a few days, and I was already so battered from the stress of not knowing where our relationship stood I felt exhausted.
It hurt to admit that I’d been so wrong not only about his feelings but my own. How could I possibly go from thinking I loved him to not even really liking him in a matter of days?
Of course, Kristen was right. The way he’d been treating me hadn’t done anything to help the situations. I wasn’t sure if he’d told me he missed me more than once since he’d left. Every conversation revolved around him and basketball.
And now that I really thought about it, almost all of our conversations had always revolved around him. I’d just never really noticed because I liked talking about him. But what about me? What about us?
“I don’t know.” The words slipped painfully from my lips. I twisted my hands together and looked down at my ring finger, remembering the engagement ring I’d dreamed I’d soon be wearing. It wasn’t like me to get so far ahead of myself, and now I wish I hadn’t. I felt foolish and I hated the feeling.
I tucked my hands under my thighs to keep them still. “And what about Jace? He must hate me.”
“Jace is a big boy,” Kristen said matter of factly. “He knew you had a boyfriend and that didn’t slow him down one bit. You can’t put all the blame on yourself.”
I absolutely could, and I was, but I didn’t tell her that. Instead, I asked, “Do you know what happened between them at the game last night? I had no idea Danny gave him that black eye.”
Kristen dropped her rag and sat on the bed beside me. “Matt said he heard Jace talking to Danny while they were on the court. He told him he needed to treat you better and said if he had a girl like you he wouldn’t ignore her no matter what the coach said.”
My jaw dropped. “I had no idea any of that had been going on.”
Kristen shrugged. “Then Danny told Jace to mind his business and spun away with his elbows spread. Matt didn’t know if he meant to connect with Jace or not, but he got him right across the cheekbone.”

 

Chapter 16
I sent two texts when I got home. One went to Danny and the other to Jace. They both basically said, “I’m sorry.”
I wanted to say more, but what? What on earth could I possibly say that either of them would want to hear? My feeling was by this point they were both ready to write me off as too much trouble, and I didn’t blame them.
I curled up in my cushy armchair and hugged my knees to my chest. How did this happen? I wasn’t looking for this. Danny and I were happy. I thought he would be my last boyfriend. I was planning our wedding and naming our kids.
I never thought I’d fall for someone else, and I sure didn’t expect anyone to fight because of me. I hated fighting.
At the same time, I couldn’t believe Danny had said what he did. I knew he was hurt and angry, but if he really cared about me wouldn’t he have at least listened to what I had to say? I frowned and bit my lip.
Yes, Danny had been cruel and crude, but he wasn’t completely wrong. I did like Jace. I liked that Jace made time for me. He played basketball just like Danny but that didn’t keep him from talking and joking with me at the game. I had no doubt that even if his coach had told them not to talk to anyone he would have still found a way to let me know he was thinking about me.
I also liked that he tried to help me talk to Danny after the game even though now I was pretty sure he did have feelings for me. Or at least he’d had feelings for me before he realized how much trouble I’d cause him. I let my head drop back on the arm of the chair and stared at the ceiling.
The silence in my room taunted me, telling me my phone was never going to ring again, and that hurt as much as anything. I’d just about resigned myself to the fact that neither Danny nor Jace were talking to me when I got a text. The noise startled me out of my self-pity.
I jerked my hand up and fumbled the phone, throwing it on the floor where it slid under the bed. I dove after it as it glided across the smooth floor, dying to know who’d texted. It was probably Kristen. Maybe even Megan or Kara.
But I hoped it would be from Jace. Or Danny. I didn’t care which at the moment. I wanted to know they didn’t hate me. But I was afraid they both did.
My phone was half-way under the bed when I finally got my hands on it, and I opened my messages right there. A few dust bunnies peeked over my shoulder trying to read my text before I did, but I brushed them away. They didn’t bother me too much although I knew Kristen would be horrified if she knew those things lived in my room.
Jace. It made me feel warm inside that he’d replied, although I was kind of scared to read what he said. I didn’t think he was mean enough to say he hated me or anything like that. But what if he said he didn’t want to see me again. I drew in my lips and focused on his words.
None of this was your fault. No apology necessary.
Humph. Better than it could have been I guessed, but still kind of disappointing.
I wiggled my way back out from under the bed with my phone in hand and analyzed his words over and over again. He didn’t sound mad. But at the same time, he didn’t give me an opening to reply. I almost asked how his eye, and now nose were, but decided he might not be ready to talk about it.
I tried to think of something light and friendly to text back but words deserted me. The best thing I could probably do would be to give him some time and see if he’d reach out to me again.
I stared at my silent phone for a second, wondering if I’d hear from Danny. I never did.
Exchanging my phone for Jace’s book, I curled back up in my armchair to study the pretty cover. Jace had been so nice to me. He’d let me cry all over him. Most guys would have run at the first sign of tears, but he’d known just how to comfort me. I hoped I hadn’t lost him completely.
Opening to where I’d stuck the book jacket cover as a bookmark at chapter three, I lost myself in the story, forgetting for a while that it was just a story.
After reading a couple more chapters, I heard Mom moving around downstairs. I decided to go down to spend some time with her. I marked my page then stood up and stretched. I’d been sitting in one position so long I felt stiff.
I found Mom in the kitchen. She stood at the sink with her hands resting on the counter, simply staring out the window over the sink.
“Hey,” I said.
She didn’t even move.
“Mom?” I walked towards her. I put my hand on her arm and she looked over at me. Her skin was sallow and her expression pained. Panic squeezed my heart. “What’s wrong?”
Her eyes widened like she was surprised to see me, and she worked up a small smile. “Oh! I was lost in thought. Sorry. So,” she stepped to the refrigerator, “what are we doing for dinner?”
She stuck her head in the fridge as if it was going to surprise her with supplies for a homemade meal.
She’d avoided my question, and she was still acting strange. “Mom,” I said again, hearing a prick of worry in my voice. “What happened?”
“Hmm?” She said from inside the fridge. “Nothing. I’m just worn out and have a lot on my mind.” She pulled out the boxes of left-over pizza and raised her brow at me in question. She looked slightly better now. More like herself, but I wasn’t completely reassured.
“Maybe we can order something else tonight. I’m about sick of pizza.”
She looked down at the boxes she held and frowned. Suddenly it hit me that maybe she was worried about money. She didn’t talk about our finances much, but I knew she worked hard to make ends meet each month.
“Or if that’s too expensive, pizza will be fine,” I said quickly. “Let’s heat it up in the oven. It will taste better than microwaving it.”
She shook her head and gave me a curious look, setting the boxes back in the refrigerator. “It’s not too expensive.” She gave me a teasing smile. “Unless you’ve found a place that delivers lobster or something high dollar like that.”
She laughed lightly, but I just stared at her, searching her smile. She looked okay now. Tired maybe but like herself.
“We haven’t had barbecue for awhile,” I said slowly, trying to decide if she was really okay or if I should be worried. “I could order some brisket sandwiches,” I suggested our typical barbecue order.
“That’s not very Christmasy.” Her face was full of apology. “Maybe I should cook something.” She looked around as if trying to remember how to prepare a meal from scratch.
“No, we’ll have a big dinner Christmas day. Brisket sounds good to me if it does to you.”
“All right” She sounded relieved. “I’ll call it in.”
We ate the sandwiches and potato salad while we watched TV. Mom wanted to watch a sappy Christmas movie, and I didn’t even tease her. She was acting fine now, but I knew I wasn’t imagining how down she’d looked earlier. I just couldn’t figure out what would be bothering her so much if it wasn’t money.
Before the movie ended, she took her plate to the kitchen then poked her head back in the living room. “I think I’m going to take a long bath and go to bed early. Do you have any plans tonight?”
I glanced at the time. It was only seven-thirty. Way too early for her to go to bed on a day off.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I wrinkled my brow and asked again. “You looked really upset earlier.”
She came over and leaned down to give me a tight hug. “Everything’s going to be fine. I don’t want you to worry about a thing.” She stood up. “So, you’re not going anywhere tonight?”
“Oh,” I hadn’t really thought about it after the day I’d had, but I remembered Bobby’s party that Kara told us about. I didn’t really want to sit home alone and dwell on Danny and Jace. “I might go to a party with Kristen,” I said. “I’ll text you if I do.”
She kissed the top of my head before smoothing a hand over my hair. “That sounds nice. Make good choices.”
I smiled at the familiar refrain, but my stomach was tight with nerves. She wasn’t acting right, but I didn’t know what to do about it. She left to start her bath, and I glanced back at the Christmas movie. It didn’t feel like Christmas was two days away. Even with the tiny tree we had up, the house felt gloomy. Or maybe that was just me.
I called Kristen to find out if she was going to the party.
“Matt and I are,” she said. “And I’m pretty sure Jace will be there too.”
I wasn’t sure if she was tempting me to go or warning me off.
“Do you think he’ll mind if I show up?” I curled my finger in my sleeve and rubbed it against the soft material.
Kristen laughed. “It’s not his party. Kara invited you. It doesn’t matter what Jace thinks.”
But it mattered to me. “I don’t know,” I said. as nerves started dancing in my stomach. “Maybe I’ll stay home tonight.”
“Come on,” Kristen said. “It should be fun, and the next couple of days will be so busy we’ll hardly see each other. You have to come.”
I didn’t really want to go, but it would be more fun than sitting here alone. “Are you and Matt going to be stuck to each other all night?” I asked only half teasing.
“Not all night,” Kristen joked. “Seriously, I’ll send Matt off to hang with his friends if we become annoying.”
I finally agreed to go but had a feeling I wouldn’t see much of Kristen regardless of what she said. I mean, I knew she’d be there for me if I needed her, but it wasn’t like I didn’t have any other friends. I wasn’t going to steal time from her and Matt this early in their relationship. I still remembered how intoxicating those first few weeks were.
 
 
 

Chapter 17
I took my time on my hair and makeup. I ended up coaxing my hair into a “messy” bun that took much longer than it should have considering the name. I dug around through my clothes searching for my long sapphire blue sweater and bright red leggings. It was an odd combination, but the colors really worked together.
I added some glittering blue eye shadow to my normal makeup for a festive touch. I wasn’t getting extra fixed up for Jace. Or so I told myself. But I did wonder if I’d see him. Then I wondered if he’d talk to me if I did.
Nerves pricked at my skin, and I started to think I might be better off just staying home tonight. I pulled a handful of empty hangers out of the closet and hung up some clothes to give myself time to decide if I really wanted to go or not. I ended up clearing away a big pile.
With a look around, I had to admit my room looked better. I vowed to work harder to stay on top of my laundry mountain. And maybe even tame the dust bunnies under the bed. But not tonight. I didn’t feel like being alone. Even if I didn’t get much Kristen time I could still catch up with my other friends.
After sending a quick text to Mom to let her know where I’d be, I grabbed a warm coat and I headed to Bobby’s house. He’d hosted plenty of parties over the years so I had no trouble finding his sprawling ranch style home.
Cars were parked up and down the street. Bobby lived in a nice but dated residential neighborhood. Most of the houses were one-story brick. Mature trees and landscaping spoke to the age of the homes.
I was actually surprised no one had ever called the police on one of Bobby’s parties. The music was always loud, lasting into the early hours of the morning, and more often than not the party spilled into his gorgeous backyard.
He either had very tolerant neighbors or maybe they were all so much older they simply turned off their hearing aids before bed and never had a clue what they’d missed.
I ended up having to park two blocks down. I tucked my purse under the seat and got out of the car to lock it. I’d considered leaving my coat behind too so I wouldn’t have to keep up with it all night, but since most of these parties did end up outdoors I figured it would be best if I held onto it.
I slid my keys into the inner pocket on my leggings, stuffed my hands in my coat pockets, and I hurried to the house. I ducked my head down into my coat, thankful I’d decided to wear it as the wind whipped cold air against me.
Matt’s black Challenger was there so I knew he and Kristen were already inside. I kept my eye out for a dark blue truck. There was no particular reason I was looking for a blue truck I lied to myself as I walked down the middle of the street since there wasn’t a sidewalk. The fact that Jace drove a blue pickup had absolutely nothing to do with anything.
I rolled my eyes. Wow, I was a terrible liar. I walked up the path to the front door and knocked lightly before pushing it open. I always felt weird just walking into someone’s house without knocking. Even at a party. I poked my head inside, recognizing lots of kids from my class right away.
I went on in and closed the door. The foyer opened directly into the living room where it looked like the majority of the people were hanging out so I headed that way. The music wasn’t as loud as I expected. Not that it wasn’t loud, but I could actually make out words as people yelled to each other across the room.
Someone lobbed a giant blow-up Christmas ornament across the room like a beach ball. It came right to me, and I swatted it back in the direction it had come.
“Michelle!” Kara spotted me and turned sideways to work her way through the crowd to hurry over to me.
She looked festive in a tight green top and gold pants. She’d worked her naturally curly red hair into long, loose rings. I gave one a gentle tug.
“Love your hair,” I said.
“Thanks! You look amazing.” She looked me up and down. “No wonder you have guys fighting over you.”
She grinned at me, but my smile froze and iciness quickly spread through my veins. There was no way she could have heard about Jace and Danny already. I couldn’t begin to guess what else she’d be talking about though.
“What?” I asked, giving her a scared look.
She either didn’t notice my distress or it didn’t bother her because she just laughed. “Oh, yeah. Danny and Bobby still talk all the time. Danny came straight here after he and Jace got into it this morning.”
“He’s here?” I pressed a hand to my stomach which was filling with nerves and jerked my gaze from Kara to search the crowded room for his familiar face.
“No, he left hours ago. He was so mad he ended up not even going to Bobby’s birthday lunch with us and that was the reason he came down to start with.”
The blood drained from my head as I tried to process her words. “Danny planned to go to lunch with you and Bobby?”
Kara nodded, and her curls bobbed. “And a couple of guys from the football team and some other old friends. It was fine though.” she flicked a hand through the air. “Bobby still had a great time.”
I blinked at her and tried to smile while my mind raced. I’d been so upset, thinking Danny had driven all this way to see me, and here I was just a pit stop on his trip. Considering how things had turned out, I wasn’t sure if this new bit of knowledge made me feel better or worse.
Kara touched my arm, and I jumped.
“Are you okay, Michelle? You look kind of funny.”
She studied me with a slight gleam in her eyes, and it suddenly hit me that she was baiting me. I liked Kara, but like I said before, she was the biggest gossip in our class. She’d dumped all this news about Danny on me right away so she could get my initial reaction before I had a chance to hear it from someone else.
Well, it wasn’t going to get back to Danny that he’d hurt me yet again. Not even if I had to do some Oscar-worthy acting to cover up the truth. I forced a bright smile to my lips and nodded. “I’m fine. I love this song though. Why’s everyone just standing around?” I grabbed her arm and pulled her with me to a relatively empty spot in the living room and started to dance.
It wasn’t that I particularly wanted to be with Kara at the moment since I was pretty angry at her. I just didn’t want to give her a reason to think anything she’d said upset me.
I knew she’d already told everyone about the fight. There wasn’t anything I could do to keep that hushed up now, but she was not going to start a rumor that Danny’d hurt me. Although it would probably be one of the most honest rumors she’d ever spread.
I kept a smile on my face, and as Kara and I danced people around us started to join in. It was all I could do to keep from running out of the house and going back home. I wanted to have a little fit in the privacy of my own room, but that would have to wait. If I left now Kara would rightfully assume I was upset and that would be all the fuel she needed to get her rumor started.
Kara watched me closely for a couple of minutes, and I pretended not to notice. Pretty soon she yelled. “So it doesn’t bother you at all that Danny came to see his bro-friend instead of you?”
I clenched my teeth. Why couldn’t she drop it? “Of course not,” I added a laugh for good measure. “You didn’t really think we were going to try to make a long distance relationship work, did you? You know your sister and her husband are probably like the only couple to ever survive that.”
Kara ran her tongue over her teeth considering my words. I could see her eyes narrow as she tried to decide if I was telling the truth. One of my guy friends, Andy, danced his way over to me. “Hey, good looking,” he said.
“Hi!” I turned away from Kara to dance with him, hoping to escape her appraisal. Andy was a good dancer, and I actually had fun with him, but my main purpose in dancing with him was so Kara would get bored and go away. There had to be some other juicy gossip floating around a party this big. I needed her to focus her attention on something besides me.

 

Chapter 18
After a few minutes of energetic dancing, Andy leaned close to my ear. “She’s gone,” he whispered. I shot a glance over my shoulder, thankful to see he was right. I spotted her across the room with Bobby’s arm around her shoulders.
“How’d you know?” I asked, not even denying I’d been trying to ditch her.
Andy worked his arms and his hips to the music, giving me a pitying smile. “She’s been jumping everyone as soon as they walk in the door to tell them about the big fight.” He air quoted the last two words with his fingers.
“When I saw her spring on you I knew she’d be digging for the real dirt so I came to rescue you.”
I gave him a real smile. “You’re a good friend, you know it?”
He pretended to pout. “Did you really just friend me?”
I grinned at him. “Were you hoping to join in the boxing matches with Danny and Jace?”
“You know I love you,” he teased. “But I don’t think Shelia would approve.”
The fact that Andy’s girlfriend was a powerlifter and extremely jealous gave me a moment’s pause. I drew down my lips in an exaggerated frown. “Actually I’ve seen enough fighting today,” I said. “Exactly how jealous is Shelia?”
Andy threw back his head and laughed. “She’s not as bad as you’ve probably heard. As long as you’re able to control yourself around me and not act on any physical urges you’ll be safe.”
It was my turn to laugh. “It’ll be hard, but I guess I’ll just have to force myself to resist you.” I spotted Kristen and Matt on the couch. “I’m going to go talk to Kristen. Thanks again for the rescue. I owe you!”
I was about to hug him but spotted Shelia a few steps away keeping an eye on us. I stepped back and shook his hand, giving Shelia a little wave while I made my second escape of the night.
I didn’t know if Shelia would actually get upset if I hugged her boyfriend or not, but I had no intention of finding out. I pushed my way over to the couch and sat on the arm beside Kristen. She looked up with a worried expression, and I knew she’d heard the rumors. I sighed. Everyone had heard the rumors.
“How are you doing?” she asked right away.
Matt saw me and scooted over, pulling Kristen with him so there was room for me on the couch. He gave me a sympathetic smile but turned back to Chris Tucker and some of the other guys from the basketball team.
Seeing all the guys together made me wonder if Jace would show up since most of his teammates were here. I hoped he wasn’t trying to avoid me. It hit me that he might be hurt. His nose could be broken or something.
“Have you or Matt heard from Jace?” I asked Kristen. “He’s okay, isn’t he?”
Kristen nodded. “I saw him a little bit ago.” She stretched her neck to look around for him.
“He’s here?” Oh, this wasn’t good. I’d kind-of-sorta hoped to “accidentally” run into him tonight so I’d have a chance to talk to him. But knowing that he was the subject of tonight’s gossip because of me made me feel worse than ever.
“I don’t see him now.” She stopped looking for him. “A little word of advice. When you do talk to him, don’t make it sound like you’re worried Danny hurt him.”
I gave her a funny look, trying to figure out what that meant.
She tipped her head towards Matt. “I learned from this guy that male pride is a very real and very delicate thing. I told Matt once that I was worried George might try to hurt him if he saw us together. You would have thought I’d said I was afraid he’d get hurt by a cotton ball.” She rolled her eyes.
I laughed. “That’s actually a good tip. The first thing I probably would have asked Jace was if he was okay. I guess if he’s at a party he can’t be hurt too bad.”
“There you go.” Kristen drummed her fingers to the music against her knee. She glanced at Matt deep in conversation, rehashing the last basketball game with his friends. With an exasperated look, she said, “Do you want to dance?”
“I just got off the dance floor,” I told her. I knew she was bored, but I just wanted to escape the noise for a few minutes and think about what Kara had said. “I’m going out back for a little bit. I’ll probably see you later.”
She nodded, and I worked my way towards the back door, squeezing through the groups of people clustered together talking. I knew it would be freezing out, but I still had my coat on so figured I’d be okay for a little while.
I slipped outside and slowly looked around. The backyard glittered with Christmas lights and instead of the pop music that blasted inside, Christmas carols floated from the outdoor speakers. It was a winter wonderland.
Bobby’s yard was laid out with gardens and paths and fountains and even a small pond on one side. In the summer it was full of flowers and greenery. I’d decided I wanted a yard just like it when I had my own house. For now, the flowers slept, but the Christmas lights in the trees and shrubs twinkled with life.
I followed a path towards the pond, walking slowly and enjoying the peace after the noise from inside. I didn’t really want to think about what Kara had told me about Danny, but I couldn’t keep her words from running through my head.
I couldn’t be upset that he’d only come to town for his friend’s birthday and not specifically to see me. He’d never said anything different. It was me, once again, making assumptions. I saw he was dressed nice and assumed he’d missed me so much he’d come to surprise me.
It didn’t make it hurt any less, though. I knew things were over between us. I mean if they weren’t already headed that way, this morning clinched it.
And I decided I was glad they were. It was more of a relief than anything. I just wished we could have ended on friendly terms.
I’d never been in a relationship that had ended badly. I kicked at a pile of leaves. I was friendly with all of my exes, and I liked it that way. Danny and I needed to talk. We could officially end our relationship, and maybe I could smooth things over with him. I didn’t want him back, but I didn’t want to have bad feelings between us.
I heard footsteps coming towards me and stopped walking, peering down the leaf-littered path. I figured I’d be alone out here since it was so cold but apparently not. Without really thinking about what I was doing, I stepped off the path and through some bushes, easing myself behind a large tree.
I wasn’t hiding exactly. I just didn’t feel like putting on a fake smile and making small talk while my heart throbbed painfully. I pressed my back against the tree and closed my eyes, waiting for whoever it was to pass.
As the footsteps got closer, I peeked around the tree to see who was out besides me. A glimpse of thick wavy hair and a strong shadowed jaw made my heart skip a beat. It was Jace! I ducked back against the tree and bit my lip.
Now was my chance. I could tell him I was going to end things with Danny, in case he hadn’t figured that out for himself. My heart thrummed eagerly. It was time to stop playing games.
I wasn’t sure how I’d do it exactly, but somehow I was going to let Jace know I was interested in him. And hope I wasn’t wrong about his feelings for me.
I took a step to the side, bracing myself to face him and heard a twittering laugh that wasn’t coming from Jace. Oh my gosh! He wasn’t alone. I jerked back behind the tree, making sure I was completely hidden and realized I knew that laugh. It was Jules.
I froze, eavesdropping without meaning to as their footsteps neared my hiding place. What were they doing out here? Together!
“So,” Jules said, sounding flirtatious. “What’d you think?”
“It was perfect,” Jace said in a low intimate voice that made me frown. “Just what I needed.”
They walked past me, and I heard Jules laugh again. 
I drew in a deep breath of biting air, thankful for the stinging pain it caused in my throat, momentarily distracting me from the hurt of finding Jace with another girl. I blinked at the night sky. Did I really misinterpret Jace’s feelings for me as much as I had Danny’s?
I squeezed my eyes shut. Jace had been so nice to me. He’d even punched Danny when he said something mean about me. Didn’t that mean he liked me at least a little bit?
My eyes flew open. I didn’t know he and Jules were together. They could be talking about anything. Just because it sounded like they were beyond the “just friends stage” didn’t mean a thing.
I needed to see what they were doing. How they were acting. Were they holding hands? Rubbing shoulders as they walked so close not even air could squeeze between them?
Or were they walking with a foot between them like the casual friends I hoped they were? It wasn’t any of my business. Jace could rub shoulders with any girl he wanted, and yet I was burning with curiosity.
I sucked in my lips and held my breath, trying not to make a sound. Clutching at the rough bark of the tree, I leaned around it trying to see what they were doing. The chunk of bark that I rested all my weight on as I leaned out entirely too far broke off in my fingers, leaving me grasping at thin air and finding nothing to hold onto.
 


 

Chapter 19
“Whoa!” I let out a squeal and flew towards the path out of control. My arms flailed like a windmill, and I scampered down the sloping ground, trying to keep from falling. Before I could regain control of my feet I tripped over a string of Christmas lights running through the shrubs and tumbled out into the path.
And smack dab into Jace’s broad back.
I pushed Jace a full step forward before slowing. Jules let out a little yelp of surprise and they both spun to face me with wide eyes. I jumped back a foot. My cheeks flamed, and I felt like my heart was going to burst from my chest. I covered my mouth with both hands.
That did not just happen.
Please let this be one of those terrible nightmares that feels so real, but all of a sudden you wake up and everything is just fine. I waited for just a second, but I didn’t wake up.
I wanted to curl up into a ball and disappear. How could I ever explain what I was doing without making it look like I’d been spying on them? Or worse, pushing Jace away from Jules because I was jealous.
Oh, my goodness. That’s exactly what it looked like I was doing. My cheeks flamed hotter. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see steam rising around me as my heat collided with the cold air.
For the first and only time in my life, I wished we had quicksand. Or earthquakes. Anything that could swallow me up and make me disappear so I didn’t have to face Jace and try to explain what just happened.
“Oh, Michelle! Hi!” Jules said as soon as she saw it was me. “What are you doing out here?”
I gave her a weak smile.
“Michelle?” Jace said at almost the same time, looking around. “Are you okay? Where’d you come from?”
He looked so good dressed in fitted jeans and a Forest Ridge letter jacket. In the dim light, I studied his face looking for bruises or cuts from his earlier fight. I didn’t see anything other than the slight shadow near his eye from Danny elbowing him at the game.
I wanted to talk to him. Apologize again. Anything just to be near him, but then I remembered Jules was there and was possibly his new girlfriend. I tore my gaze from Jace and glanced at the tree that had betrayed me, trying to think of something better than, “I was hiding and spying on you, but I didn’t mean to so it’s probably not as creepy as it sounds.”
“I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, staring at Jace in horror. “I lost my footing.” I looked at my feet before darting desperate looks around the garden, searching for a logical sounding excuse for why I’d basically pounced on him. My heart pounded as they both stared curiously.
I had to come up with a reason for lurking in the bushes that had nothing to do with them. “I thought the two-tiered fountain was over there somewhere,” I waved a hand vaguely towards the tree, “and went to look for it. I must have tripped over a root or something.”
I watched them both closely to see if they believed my story. Jules’s brow dipped low, but she smiled. Jace, though, tipped his head to the side and narrowed a look at me.
I hoped he wouldn’t question me. I was suddenly past my limit. I couldn’t take any more. This entire week had been rough, but today . . . Today was just one bad thing after another.
I shouldn’t have come to the party. I was in the middle of a streak of bad luck or something, and I just wanted to escape before it got any worse.
Before either of them could say anything else I flashed my teeth in what I hoped looked more like a smile than the rabid-dog expression it felt like, and said, “I’ve got to go.” Without waiting for a reply, I hurried past them down the path towards the house.
“Michelle?” Jace called after me.
I didn’t look back. I didn’t have an ounce of small talk in me. Please just let me go, I thought, hunching my shoulders and walking even faster. If I saw Jace hold Jules’s hand or anything else that would confirm my suspicions that they were together I thought I might lose it.
I wasn’t sure if I was at the point of laughing or crying at the outrageousness of my apparently non-existent love life, but I didn’t want anyone to see me have a breakdown. Or in Jace’s case, another breakdown.
Jace didn’t call my name again, and I was thankful. I followed the inviting lights coming from the windows of Bobby’s house. But at the back door I stopped with my hand on the cold metal knob.
I couldn’t go back inside. I didn’t want to face anyone. Not even Kristen. Not yet. I turned and headed to the gate at the side of the house. I wanted to get away before I lost control of my emotions.
I closed the gate and ducked my head, hurrying to my car. Maybe I was cursed. Why else would I keep looking like a fool in front of Jace? I shook my head at the foolish thought. I heard the gate open and close behind me and heavy footsteps rapidly moved my direction.
I didn’t look back. I didn’t want to see anyone. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I just wanted to go home and be alone. As the footsteps got closer a slight chill zipped through me. What if someone was following me?
I felt it was pretty safe to say everyone at Forest Ridge was fairly decent and wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, but look what happened to Kristen. She’d dated George for almost a year without having a clue he could be dangerous.
I could see my car up ahead. I nibbled on my lip while easing my car keys from my pocket. I could make a run for it. I’d look pretty silly if the person behind me was simply walking to their car, but it wasn’t the first time I’d look foolish tonight. I’d probably survive it.
What I didn’t know is if I could unlock my car and get inside before they caught up with me. If they were even following me. My thoughts flew and I regretted not telling anyone I was leaving. No one would be looking for me if I disappeared.
The footsteps got closer, and my nerves sprang into high gear. I figured I had two choices: run or fight.
With my heart throbbing somewhere around my throat, I gripped my key like a weapon and spun around with it high in the air prepared to strike.
Jace skidded to a stop only a couple of feet behind me and raised his hands in the air in surrender, keeping his eyes on my key.
“Michelle?” he said without looking away from my makeshift weapon.
“Jace? What are you doing out here? You scared me half to death.” My hands started to shake as the adrenaline coursing through me sought a release. I lowered my arm and stuck my hands in my pockets.
“I saw you leave alone and wanted to be sure you made it to your car safely.” He let out a short laugh. “I guess I didn’t need to worry.” His eyes dropped to my pockets where I’d stuck my key. “Looks like you can take care of yourself.”
I pulled the key back out and dangled it in front of me. I forced a laugh even though the last thing I felt like doing was laughing. “Sorry about that. I guess I got myself a little spooked.”
He took a step towards me and shook his head with his eyes locked on mine. “Never apologize for being safe. A lot of bad things happen in the world. I wouldn’t want any of them to happen to you.”
Just as I started getting all mushy from that sweet statement someone called his name.
“Jace?”
Jace and I both looked towards the gate and saw Jules peeking out. He hesitated and turned back to me. “I guess I should go,” he said. “Will you do me a favor first?”
I shrugged.
“Will you get in your car and lock the doors before I leave so I don’t have to worry about you?”
A sharp retort danced on my tongue about how he didn’t need to worry about me, but as I glanced from him to Jules the fight drained from me. I nodded and obediently trudged to my car, got in, and locked the doors.
I stared at the side mirror, watching Jace watching me and started the car automatically. I’d gotten my hopes up, thinking Jace had come after me because he liked me, and now seeing how wrong I was, the disappointment was almost too much to take.
I pulled away from the curb with one eye on Jace, watching him fade into a small black dot in the middle of the street as I drove away.
 


 

Chapter 20
I texted Mom to let her know I was home safe then started the shower. I was chilled to the bone but not just from the cold. All the way home I kept replaying all the ways I’d managed to embarrass myself in just a few short minutes.
I wasn’t sure, the list was rather extensive, but I thought the worst part had to be running into Jace on the path. There was no way it didn’t look like I was spying on him.
And even though he and Jules weren’t even holding hands or anything when I literally fell on top of them, I feared they were together. I’d come up with plenty of scenarios in which they were just friends hanging out, and I’d just happened to hear a piece of conversation that made it sound like they were doing things that were more than friendly.
Even now hope built in my chest when I thought about Jace wanting to make sure I got to my car safely. That had to mean something, didn’t it?
If he hadn’t gone back to Jules when she called I might have let myself believe it did. As it was I just couldn’t.
The hot water ran over me while I tried to wash away the pain of loss I felt. It was funny. I wasn’t mourning the boyfriend I really did lose today, but the boy friend who I knew could have been so much more.
Stepping out of the shower, I wrapped up in a white fluffy towel and used another to wipe the fog from the mirror. Then I just stood and stared at my reflection. I wasn’t sure what had happened over the past few days. I never meant to stop loving Danny or to start liking Jace.
I decided the best thing I could do right now was to stay away from both of them. I’d caused them both entirely too much trouble. And now they’d both hurt me.
My reflection looked back at me from the mirror with sad green eyes and pinched lines around my mouth. My hair clung to my face in heavy strips. Where was the easy-going Michelle from a couple of weeks ago?
Was this really what love did to you? Because if it was, I might have to seriously consider going back to the non-serious dating I was used to. The highs weren’t as high, but the lows were nowhere near this low.
I dried my hair and dressed in cozy pajamas then went back to my room. It was early. I didn’t want to go to bed yet. I knew I would lie there and relive things I didn’t want to think about right now.
I spotted Jace’s book on my chair where I’d left it and let out a sigh of relief. That was just what I needed. Something to get my mind off of tonight. I grabbed the book and laid on the bed on my stomach with my knees bent and my ankles crossed in the air. Opening to the chapter where I’d left off, I dove right back into the story, thankful for the diversion.
Celeste and Arnon were squared off as sparring partners. Every time Celeste bested him, Arnon grew angrier and more embarrassed to the point that Celeste almost gave him the next shot. At the last minute, she dove to the side and tucked and rolled across the red rocky ground before jumping back to her feet.
As much as she wanted to kindle the tiny spark that was growing between them, she knew she couldn’t nurture it with lies. Not only would it keep Arnon from becoming the best he could be on the battlefield, it would also be the foundation of their relationship. No matter what happened between them, she wouldn’t let it grow from a lie.
My mind wandered for a minute, picturing Jace, eighteen-year-old basketball-playing Jace, sitting behind a computer pouring out these words of wisdom and relationship advice. He was a special guy, and I wished I’d gotten to know him better in class last year. I wondered if I’d get a chance to know him better now or if things were just too weird between us to even be friends. My heart ached at the thought.
These were the kinds of thoughts I wanted to avoid so I dove back into the story, focusing on Celeste’s problems instead of my own. I read until my vision blurred and my eyes grew so heavy I couldn’t hold them open. I laid my head on the book, intending to rest for just a second, but when I woke again loud Christmas music was playing.
I dragged myself from a dreamless sleep, trying to figure out where the music was coming from. I sat up, rubbing my eyes and wiped drool from the corner of my mouth. I looked down and saw I’d drooled on Jace’s pretty cover. Gross! I used my sleeve to wipe it clean and set the book on my nightstand before sleepily stumbling out of my room to follow the music.
Mom’s voice floated up the stairs as she sang along with a Christmas song. I wrinkled my brow for a second as it hit me that today was Christmas Eve. That woke me up a little. No matter how depressed I felt it was hard not to get excited about Christmas. I jogged down the stairs and skidded to a stop when I got to the living room.
A live, full-sized tree stood next to the window. Mom was in front of it with her back to me, singing at the top of her lungs while hanging ornaments from the branches. A small pile of shiny wrapped packages stuck out from under the tree and the whole room smelled yummy, like cinnamon and oranges.
I blinked. I couldn’t process what I was seeing. I mean I could, but it didn’t make sense. We hadn’t had a real tree since . . . Well, it had been so long I couldn’t even remember the last time. And Mom hadn’t bought gifts since I was a little girl.
“Mom?”
She turned and gave me a surprised smile. “You’re up. Finally! Well, come on.” She waved me over. “Help me decorate this giant.”
Taking slow steps, I crossed the room, noticing she’d also set out some other decorations, making the entire room look festive. A large snowman music box sat on the coffee table.
A white ceramic tree with colorful spots of light on each branch gleamed from an end table beside the couch. Even our gumdrop tree was set up on the opposite end table with red and green gumdrops covering each pointy tip.
“What’s going on?” I asked, feeling like I’d stepped into the middle of a movie set only I didn’t know my lines.
Mom carefully hung a shiny red bulb and turned a bright smile on me. “It’s Christmas Eve,” she said as if that explained everything.
I raised my brow and drew a laugh from her. She wrapped an arm around me and pulled me into a side hug, tipping her head to rest against mine. “It just hit me that next year you’ll be in college. There’s no telling if you’ll even be home for Christmas. Life is so unpredictable. I wanted to have at least one memorable Christmas with you.”
Her smile wavered as if she might cry, and I pulled her into a real hug. As sweet and sentimental as her words were, they filled me with foreboding. Would this be our last Christmas together?
“Every Christmas with you is memorable,” I told her. “And we’re going to have so many more together we won’t even be able to count them. No matter where I go to college I’ll always find a way to come home.”
She hugged me back, holding me tight for several seconds before pulling away. “It sounds like my sweet little girl is all grown up.” Now the tears did threaten, and she swiped her eyes with a laugh. “None of that,” she said and handed me an ornament.
“Today is a day of new traditions. Let’s finish up the tree. I have cinnamon rolls rising in the kitchen. They can go in the oven pretty soon and we’ll have them for breakfast.”
I was overwhelmed and still slightly suspicious, but I took the ornament and carefully hung it on an empty branch admiring the way it reflected the overhead light. “This is all amazing,” I said feeling teary myself. “You know you didn’t have to go through all this trouble but everything is so nice.”
A small smile tipped Mom’s mouth, and she started singing along with a Christmas carol. I joined her. We spent the next half hour laughing and talking and making the plain green tree a showpiece.
When the cinnamon rolls were ready, we ate them in the living room, sitting cross legged on the floor in front of the tree. “Mmm,” I said as a bite of warm melty deliciousness hit my tongue. “These are so good. I can’t remember the last time you made them.”
Mom looked sad for a second, and I wished I could take my words back. I hadn’t meant it as an insult. “I mean, I know they take hours to make. You shouldn’t have to waste your few hours off work in the kitchen baking.”
Mom licked frosting from her lip and set the remaining half of her roll on the plate, wiping her fingers on a napkin. “I’m thinking about working a little less,” she said without looking at me. “We’ll have to cut a few expenses, but we’ll be fine.”
I searched her face. I thought it was a great idea for her to work less. I would love to have more time with her. Something felt wrong though. “Is everything okay?” I asked. “Is the hospital cutting back or something?”
She shook her head and another smile was on her lips when she faced me. “No, it’s nothing like that. We’re swamped at work. I can have as many hours as I want. I just thought it might be a good idea to slow down a little bit.”
I nodded. “Sure! I think that’s a great idea. I can start cooking some of our meals and we can save a ton of money by not ordering take-out every day.”
Mom grabbed my hand and squeezed it, turning back to the tree. “We need to try to have a real tree every year,” she said. “Don’t you just love that evergreen scent.” She drew in a slow deep breath and closed her eyes with a smile on her face.
I wanted to enjoy the moment. I wanted to believe she simply missed nice Christmas traditions like decorating a real tree, but while she sat there with her eyes closed, I carefully studied her face with a feeling of growing dread in my stomach. She looked relaxed and happy, but I was almost certain she was hiding something from me.


 

Chapter 21
Kristen came over after lunch so we could exchange gifts. Under her heavy coat, she wore a red satin blouse with black slacks while I wore an oversized green sweatshirt that hung off my shoulder with festive tights.
We sat on the floor in front of the tree. I handed her a flat clothing box wrapped in red Santa paper, and she gave me a square perfume sized box wrapped in shiny green foil paper with a curly gold ribbon on top. Before we even opened our gifts we both started to laugh.
“Perfume?” I asked giving my package a gentle shake and hearing a slight sloshing sound come from within. Kristen loved perfume and had an entire collection of different fragrances.
She smirked before narrowing her eyes thoughtfully and giving her gift a little shake. “Hmmm,” she said. “This is a little tougher.” She glanced at me, her eyes landing on my Christmas tree covered tights. “I’m going to say decorative tights or leggings.”
I laughed since she had guessed correctly on her first try. “Well, open it and find out.”
We tore into the wrapping on our gifts at the same time. I pulled out an egg-shaped bottle and spritzed my new fragrance into the air, taking a big sniff. “Oh, I love this.” I closed my eyes and tried to analyze the fragrance. “It smells like exotic spices.” I added a spray to both my wrists and my neck.
“It made me think of you,” Kristen said lifting the lid off her box. She pulled out the heart covered tights I’d bought her. “Tights!” She stood up and held them against her legs over her slacks. “I love them.” She leaned down for a hug.
“Valentine’s Day will be here before we know it. I thought those looked fun. I guess I probably should have bought you perfume instead,” I said.
Kristen shook her head. “No way. I have plenty of perfume and you have plenty of tights. We’re helping each other expand our horizons,” she joked. She started picking up scraps of wrapping paper, and I helped her clean up.
After throwing everything in the trash, she walked back to the tree and crossed her arms in front of her. “Your tree is gorgeous,” she said. “And you had no idea your mom was going to do all of this?” She looked at me from the corner of her eye.
I shook my head. “Not even a clue.” I still had an anxious feeling that something wasn’t right, but Mom had acted fine all morning. I figured it was possible she was just getting burned out from working so much. I already planned to find a part-time job after Christmas to help cover my own expenses and wished I’d done it years ago
“It’s really great,” Kristen said. “Our house is almost depressing this year.” She sat on the couch and looked up at me.
“Why’s that?” I asked, surprised. I always pictured Kristen having the perfect home life. Her parents were married so she lived with both her mom and dad and all three of them always seemed to get along. That in itself seemed fairytale perfect to me. I sat on the loveseat across from her and gave her a worried look.
“Oh, depressing probably isn’t the right word.” She bunched her lips to the side as she searched for a better way to describe it. “I don’t know. It’s just all that stuff with George just happened last week and the fear is still way too fresh in my parent’s minds.”
That made sense. Her family was very close. I imagined almost losing their only daughter had hit them hard. I gave her a sympathetic look.
Kristen tried to smile, but her lips turned down at the corners. “I get it. I really do.” She pushed her light brown hair over her shoulder. “I just want to put all that behind me, and they keep treating me like I’m some kind of fragile ornament,” she flicked a glance at the ornament covered tree, “that could shatter at any moment.”
I felt sorry for her. I was sure she did want to forget about the danger she’d been in, but I doubted her parents would forget about it anytime soon. “That’s the thing about parents,” I said, scrunching my lips to the side sympathetically. “I think they’re programmed to worry. They can’t help themselves.”
“I guess. I’m just tired of it all.” Kristen plopped back against the couch and crossed her arms. “Matt and I have to relive that night every time we run into someone who wants to hear the whole story all over again. Everyone thinks our story is so exciting. I’ll be thankful when something else happens around here and we become old news.”
“I’m sure. Well, maybe Danny and Jace’s fight will take some of the spotlight off you.” I rolled my eyes.
“It actually did.” She wrinkled her nose. “Thanks to Kara, everyone was talking about that at the party last night instead of me for a change.”
I snorted and crossed my arms. “I’m so glad you’re benefiting from my pain.”
Kristen swished a dismissive hand through the air. “The focus will be off you before you know it. That’s just the nature of the beast. The freshest gossip wins.”
“Hopefully, something major happened at the party last night that people can move on to.”
Kristen folded her tights and carefully laid them back in the box, setting the lid on top. “What happened to you last night? I never saw you come back inside after you went out back.”
“Ugh.” I laid my head back against the love seat and stared at the ceiling. “I had to get out of there.”
Kristen darted a look at me. “Did Kara do something? She dug around all night trying to get the whole story behind you and Jace. Was she poking at you too?”
I shook my head. “No, I wish that was it. I went outside to escape her and everyone else and ran into Jace.”
“Oh!” Kristen gasped, leaning closer. 
Now I had her full attention.
“So, what did he say? Did you guys work things out?”
I gave a harsh laugh and rubbed my forehead. “Not exactly. When I say I ran into Jace I mean I literally ran into Jace. I heard someone on the path so I hid behind a tree while he and his new girlfriend walked by. When I tried to peek out and see what they were doing I stumbled and ran right into him. Definitely not one of my finest moments.”
I decided I could leave out the part where I’d been preparing to confess my feeling to Jace. The moment was humiliating enough without adding to it.
“What?!” Kristen’s eyes bulged out and she leaned forward even more.
“I don’t know.” I cringed, wondering again not only why I’d hid, but why it had to be Jace that walked by. “He and Jules were out there alone and they sounded pretty friendly, and then the stupid tree I was hiding behind gave way under my hand, and I lost my balance.” I shrugged with a helpless expression. “Next thing I knew I was pushing Jace down the path. I almost fell at his feet.”
Kristen’s eyes were huge but her chest started to vibrate. She quickly put her hand over her mouth.
“It’s so not funny.” I shook my head, but watching her struggle to hide her laughter made me start to laugh. “It could have been anyone out there.” I moaned. “There must have been a hundred people at the party. But no, it has to be Jace, and I have to go and look like a stalker.”
Kristen gave up on trying to control herself and let out a loud laugh. “Oh wow!” Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes and she swiped at them with the back of her hand. “I can’t even imagine what he thought.”
“Oh, I can imagine.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s probably good he and Jules are together because there’s no way he’d ever give someone like me a chance. I’m either bawling all over him, getting him beat up, or spying on him like a psycho girlfriend. Oh!” I exclaimed, remembering my humiliation didn’t end there. “Then I almost staked him with my key when I thought he was following me to my car.”
“No way!” Kristen slapped her knee, apparently finding my last revelation the icing on the cake. She laughed so hard it took her a while to catch her breath.
Her laughter actually did tons to lift my mood, but I grumbled anyway. “Thanks, my friend. I feel so reassured now.”
 “Michelle,” Kristen wiped her eyes again and tried to force her face into a serious expression that ended up looking pained. “Jace likes you. I know he does. He’s not interested in anyone else.”
I shrugged. I wanted to believe her, but I couldn’t. My emotional roller coaster was veering off the tracks. I couldn't take any more ups and downs right now.
“It’s not like I saw them kissing or anything.” I looked down at my tights, trying to focus on the happy little Christmas trees, but all I could see was Jace standing beside Jules. “They just sounded very friendly.”
“No,” Kristen said firmly. “I don’t see it. And isn’t Jules dating that guy from Springfield?”
“And what?” I looked up at her. “You don’t think people can break up and move on quickly. I’m pretty sure the two of us are a perfect example of just that.”
Kristen wrinkled her nose at me but said, “I don’t think there’s anything between them.”
“Whether there is or not, I don’t think he’s ever going to be interested in me now.”
She gave me a pitying smile. “And you want him to be.”
I sighed. “I know it sounds crazy since I thought my life was over when Danny moved less than a week ago, but I do. I really do. There’s just something about him. He’s so kind and easy to be around. I always find myself looking forward to the next time I’ll see him as soon as he leaves.” I stared at the twinkling lights on the tree for a minute, trying to understand why I was so drawn to him.
With a guilty feeling in my stomach, I added, “And what about Danny? We haven’t officially broken up yet. I should really talk to him before I move on to someone else, shouldn’t I?”
Kristen looked down for a second, studying her short pink fingernails. “I wasn’t going to say anything because I heard it from Kara, and you know she sometimes says stuff just to get a rise out of people.” She peeked up at me.
A feeling of dread crept through me replacing the guilt I felt. I couldn’t even imagine what Kara could have come up with that would have Kristen reluctant to repeat it.
“Just let me have it,” I said with a weary sigh.
“Well, you might not have to worry about breaking up with Danny.”
I just raised a brow.
Kristen let out a long breath then raced on. “According to Kara, Danny got back with his ex-girlfriend and was going to break the news when he saw you yesterday. Supposedly his girlfriend rode down with him and was hanging out at Kara’s house while Danny came to see you. To break up.”
Kristen saw my look of shock and added, “But, like I said, there’s no telling if that’s true or if Kara was just trying to start some more drama.”
Humph. I sat back, feeling overwhelmed. I remembered hearing that bubbly voice in the background when I’d talked to Danny, but I honestly hadn’t expected something to be going on between them, or had I? I guess I’d started to suspect something was up when I saw them at the game.
“I’m sorry,” Kristen hurried to say, but I shook my head.
“I don’t know why I’m surprised,” I said, and I really didn’t. I knew things were over between us. “I guess I just expected an official breakup before he moved on.”
“You probably would have gotten it if Danny hadn’t seen you with Jace.”
“I guess.” I frowned. “So why was Danny so upset when he saw me with Jace if he had a girl waiting for him at Kara’s?”
Kristen didn’t even have to think about it before she said one word. “Pride.” She shrugged with a knowing smile. “Even if Danny had moved on he probably wasn’t prepared to see you do the same thing.”
I tried to analyze how Kristen’s news made me feel. Hurt? Relieved? Like the biggest loser in the dating world?
“Listen,” Kristen said, drawing my attention back to her. “I won’t betray any confidences, but I think you really should move on too. No matter what you’re worried he thinks about you, don’t give up on Jace yet.”
I shot her a puzzled look. “What’s that supposed to mean? Did you and Jace talk about me?”
Kristen’s eyes shone with excitement, and she smiled but pinched her lips together with her fingers while shrugging.
“You did!” Suddenly all thoughts of Danny with a little blond cheerleader on his arm vanished. I hopped off the loveseat and planted my fists on my hips. “You’re my best friend. You have to tell me what he said. It’s like a law of friendship or something.”
“Nope.” She was fighting hard not to tell me I could tell. “He made me pinky promise. He said you told him a pinky promise couldn’t be betrayed.”
My arms dropped to my sides as I remembered sitting in the diner with my finger locked with his. I narrowed my eyes and shot a look at Kristen’s beaming face. “Did he tell you to tell me that?”
She grinned. “I think he wanted to be sure you knew he’s been asking about you.”
I started to smile but stopped and let my head fall back. “That was before I spied on him. Or fell out of the bushes on him. Or almost gave him the vampire treatment.”
Kristen snickered.
“Now at the best, he’s going to know I’m clumsy, but at the worst, he’ll think I was following him. I wouldn’t be interested if I found out he was secretly following me around. I mean, not that I really was, but I know that’s how it looked.”
Kristen gave me a sympathetic smile, but no matter how much I alternately begged and threatened she wouldn’t tell me what Jace had said.

 

Chapter 22
Mom and I opened presents Christmas Eve right after dinner. Every year since I was a little girl she’d given me money for Christmas since she just didn’t have a lot of time to shop, but this year I had actual presents.
As much as I liked getting money, I had to admit it was fun unwrapping gifts. She’d bought me some cute clothes—including two pairs of decorative tights and a large black purse that I loved.
She seemed to like the perfume and books I ended up getting for her. We enjoyed the Christmas tree for awhile then she headed to bed, leaving me alone with a pile of gifts and my thoughts.
I spent some time cleaning up the living room, even going so far as to fluff the pillows on the couch and run a dust rag over the tables and TV. I didn’t blame Mom for going to bed early. She was still beat from all the hours she’d been putting in, and she’d have to go back to work right after the holiday. I just didn’t want to be alone right now.
I’d been driving myself crazy all day trying to figure out what Jace had said about me to Kristen. It could have been anything, from “why was I dating a jerk like Danny” to “did Kristen think I liked him?”
I really wished Kristen had just told me, but I understood why she didn’t. She was a good friend and wouldn’t betray someone like that. But, man! I was dying of curiosity.
I was afraid to get my hopes up too much. Whether they were friends or something more he’d definitely been hanging out with Jules last night.
I’d been checking my phone for texts all day. I had some from friends wishing me a Merry Christmas but none from Jace. Or Danny for that matter. I didn’t even expect to hear from Danny. It just seemed so strange that he’d been such a huge part of my life for so long and was now simply gone.
I thought maybe I should send him a quick text wishing him a Merry Christmas but decided it was probably best to let some time pass before I tried to smooth things over with him. If I ever did. His new girlfriend probably wouldn’t appreciate me texting him anyway.
I spent even more time contemplating sending the same text to Jace. Merry Christmas was short and sweet. There was no way it could be misinterpreted. I could send him those two words and then the ball would be in his court. If I didn’t hear back from him then I wasn’t really any worse off than I was now. But if I did. . .
I shook my head and unplugged the Christmas tree lights. He could send me a text or call anytime. He didn’t have to wait to hear from me first. I was continuously finding myself in embarrassing situations around him. It was probably best just to put him out of my mind.
But I couldn’t. Not completely. I made sure the lights were all off downstairs and checked the locks on the doors before heading to my room. I wondered what Jace was doing for Christmas Eve. Would he be with his family at home? Maybe they went out of town for the holiday. The thought that kept poking at me was that maybe he was with Jules.
I made myself comfortable in my chair, swinging both legs up over the arm and bit my lip while I stared at my phone. I hadn’t heard from Jules today. My thoughts spun. I could wish her a Merry Christmas. Maybe ask what she was up to. If she just happened to mention something about Jace I might be able to get some answers.
Before I could stop myself I typed Merry Christmas! and hit send. And then I stared at my phone, breathlessly waiting for her reply. Thankfully she texted me back right away.
Merry Christmas! she replied. And that was it.
“Ugh!” That told me nothing. I almost texted again and flat out asked if she and Jace were dating, but I just couldn’t. I dropped my phone and held my aching head. I stared at the romantic movie posters on my walls and ran through each theme, wondering if maybe I could learn something from one of them, but my problems were in a class of their own.
Girl loves guy. Guy isn’t all she thought he was. Other guy is more than she expected and girl starts to like him. He likes other girl. Yep, that was my life in a nutshell. I just wasn’t sure where I’d gone wrong. I mean, okay, I’d obviously pinned feelings on Danny that he just didn’t have for me. . . And I guessed that was the beginning of the end right there.
My question now was if I was doing the same thing with Jace. I thought he liked me, he’d given me so many signs that he did, but if that was true why was he with Jules last night?
 I grabbed Jace’s book ready to bury my trouble under someone else’s and was surprised to see I’d almost read the whole thing already. I was impressed by how Jace wrote the story so smoothly that it was easy to forget I was reading. It felt more like I was part of the book.
Just like the night before I again read until I fell asleep. This time I woke still propped up against the headboard with a major kink in my neck. I massaged my neck with a moan as I listened for signs that Mom was up. The house was quiet. I only had a few pages left so I decided to see if I could finish it up. I couldn’t wait to see how the story ended.
Only pride stood between the love the main characters so clearly felt for each other, and I was so frustrated with both of them I wanted to tell them both to shape up and stick their pride in the trash. I hoped Jace would end up doing that before the story ended, otherwise, I might have to have a little talk with him about reader expectations.
After a while, I heard Mom moving around in the kitchen. I only had a few paragraphs left so flew through them as fast as I could read. There were tears in my eyes by the last page but happiness in my heart.
“Ahhh.” I clutched the book against my chest. Boy and girl overcome even the largest obstacles in the name of true love. Jace knew all about reader expectations. What a terrific book with an even better ending.
I reluctantly set the book on my nightstand and ran a brush through my hair. Then I did one more thing before going down and helping Mom. I had a little present for Jace. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever actually give it to him, but it was ready now if I wanted to.
Mom looked good today. I decided all the rest she was getting was finally starting to pay off. She wore her long hair down for a change, and I realized it was longer than mine now, hitting her mid back. A red Christmas apron covered her sweatshirt and jeans and she looked trim and fit. A large ham was already in the oven and homemade cranberry sauce bubbled on the stove.
“It smells good in here already,” I said taking a deep breath.
She glanced up from the potato she was peeling over the sink. “Merry Christmas!” she said.
“Merry Christmas!” I glanced at the bowl of potatoes she’d already peeled. “It looks like we’re going to have leftovers for a week.”
A nervous look crossed her face, and she looked down to hide it.
“Mom?” I took the potato and peeler from her and made her look at me. “What’s wrong?”
She bit her lip before nodding slightly. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said maybe just a little too brightly. She went to the drawer for another vegetable peeler and started in on another potato. I slowly finished the one I’d taken from her while watching her from the corner of my eye.
I’d just been thinking she looked good this morning and now she was already acting strange. Something was going on, but I didn’t know what. “Mom, are we going to lose the house?”
The surprised look she gave me told me what a random question that was, but after hearing about George’s family almost losing their house I knew it was something that could happen.
“Of course not,” she said. “And you need to stop worrying so much. Everything’s going to be just fine. Here.” She took the potato from my hands and set it in a bowl with the others. “Why don’t you start the dressing for me? I have the recipe on the counter.”
She didn’t want to talk about whatever was wrong, and I couldn’t decide if I should push her to or not. I picked up the index card that held my grandma’s recipe labeled Christmas Stuffing. I’d never met my grandparents on either side and it was days like today when I felt that loss deeply.
Mom was the best Mom ever, but I often wished we had a great big rowdy family that got together every holiday. I was pretty sure that was why I’d gotten so serious so fast with Danny.
It was totally unlike me, I’d never even been in love before, but I remembered I started making wedding plans after Danny had joked about wanting to have enough kids to start his own basketball team. I was subconsciously planning my own big family.
I decided I didn’t want to spoil our Christmas so I didn’t ask Mom any more questions about whatever she was hiding. But I kept an eye on her. I watched her every expression trying to decide if she looked worried or scared. For the most part, she simply looked content.
After she finished peeling the potatoes she started some Christmas music and went to work on an apple pie. She used a frozen crust and canned apple pie filling, but it was still my favorite.
“Why don’t you go get cleaned up?” she asked with a glance at the clock. “We should be ready to eat in about an hour.”


 

Chapter 23
I did as she said, taking a quick shower and doing my hair and makeup. It would be just the two of us, but I still wanted to dress up a little. I found my favorite black dress laying across the back of my chair under some shirts and paired it with gray tights with a black argyle pattern. Just as I was putting on my red shoes for the Christmasy touch, the doorbell rang.
My first thought, for some reason that made no sense whatsoever since we hadn’t even talked since Friday at the party, was that Jace had come over to tell me Merry Christmas. I pictured him standing at the door holding a bouquet of flowers like he had last time only these would be for me. I raced down the stairs with a smile on my face.
“I got it!” I called to Mom, yanking the door open as I heard Mom call. “No, wait!”
It wasn’t Jace at the door but a tall stranger with short blond hair. He was dressed nice, and I thought for a minute he must have the wrong house. Mom ran up behind me and put a hand on my shoulder just as I looked at the man’s smiling face and saw my own green eyes looking back at me.
My breath caught in my chest, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t have to be told that I was standing face to face with my dad. What I would have liked to been told was why I was. Or even how I should feel about it because right now it felt like all of my emotions had gone on strike. I felt absolutely nothing. Not even surprise.
Mom pulled the door open more. “Drake,” she said. “I’m glad you could make it. Please come in.”
I sent her a shocked look. She’d known he was coming? Why wouldn’t she tell me something this huge and give me some time to prepare. Mom guided me back with a hand on my arm so Drake could walk in before she closed the door.
We stood in a small huddle in the foyer and just stared at each other. Finally, Drake cleared his throat. “And you must be Michelle,” he said offering me his hand. “I’m . . .”
“My dad,” I interrupted. I took his hand out of habit but dropped it quickly. Some of my emotions were coming back to work but they were each trying to outdo each other, and I still didn’t know how to feel.
“Lunch is ready,” Mom said with a forced lightness in her voice. “Let me take your coat and we can get to know each other while we eat.”
I stared at her like she’d sprouted an extra head as she hung this stranger’s jacket in our hall closet. As much as I’d been longing for a big family, adding a random stranger to the mix didn’t exactly count. He was no more family to me than the guy who worked at the bookstore. Less, because I’d at least seen the guy at the bookstore before.
We were just fine on our own. Sure I’d always wondered what my dad would be like, and yes, I envied people with large families, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t happy with what Mom and I had.
I wasn’t sure how inviting this man into the life we’d built was going to work. I had a feeling it wasn’t going to go well. But then a tiny little part of me started hoping that maybe it would. Sure he was a stranger now, but maybe we could get to know each other. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. Maybe I’d get my own big family after all.
Mom and Drake did most of the talking during lunch, and I was thankful because I wasn’t sure if I could string a coherent sentence together if I had to. My ears buzzed and my thoughts were foggy as my emotions ran rampant. I put bite after bite of food in my mouth, but I didn’t taste any of it.
Why would Mom randomly invite my dad over after eighteen years and on Christmas Day at that? Nothing made any sense. Maybe she’d decided being a single parent was just too hard and wanted his support. I couldn’t even pretend to believe that she would wait until I was almost off to college to make a decision like that though.
Maybe she thought she was giving me a gift by sharing a part of who I was with me. I didn’t have any real answers and I finally couldn’t take anymore guessing. I set my fork on my plate with a loud clatter that got both of their attention.
“What are you doing here?” I asked bluntly, staring at the man I could only call Drake. He wasn’t really my dad. He was a stranger off the street. If we didn’t have the same eyes I don’t know if I would have even believed we were related at all.
“Michelle,” Mom scolded. “Don’t be rude. I invited Drake here.”
I turned to her with my brows dipped low. I felt bad for upsetting her. It was Christmas Day after all, but a tiny voice argued that she’d started it by inviting Drake over without running it by me. We’d always been a team as much as mother and daughter, and she’d totally cut me out of this decision. I figured that gave me the right to be upset.
“Why would you do that?” I asked. “Why would you invite a stranger to our Christmas dinner without even mentioning it to me?”
Mom’s lips thinned, and she started to say something, but Drake interrupted. “No, it’s okay. Those are all good questions.”
He smiled at me, but it was weak. He looked nervous. “I think I felt almost the same as you did when Melissa called me out of the blue the other day. She thought it would be nice if we had a chance to get to know each other and I agree. If it’s okay with you I would really like that.”
I stared at him. It was the most perfect thing he could have said considering the circumstances, but it wasn’t enough. I rounded on Mom.
“Why now?” I asked, splaying my hands in question as my voice rose. “All those times I asked you about him when I was little you just blew me off.” I glanced at him, memorizing his sandy blond hair and strong jaw. “You wouldn’t even show me his picture. Why would you all of a sudden drag him into our lives like this? I just don’t get it.”
Mom’s cheeks grew red and her eyes narrowed. I could tell she was upset I was being so rude, but I couldn’t help it.
Mom glanced from Drake to me. Seeming to come to a decision she blurted, “I have cancer.” Her jaw tightened, and she sounded angry. “I go in for surgery tomorrow. And it was important to me that you not be alone if . . .” I saw her swallow and then her lips moved again, but I didn’t hear anything else she said after that.
I felt dizzy and grabbed the edge of the table. All I could think was that this was some kind of elaborate joke. Maybe part of a reality show or something. As much as I hoped that’s what it was, I knew Mom would never be that cruel.
Mom stood beside me with her hand on my arm. I turned to look right at her. Seeing the panic in her eyes, I wanted to comfort her, but I couldn’t make my mouth work to form any words. I started shaking my head slowly from side to side, getting faster and faster as if I could shake the words from my memory with the action.
Her expression didn’t change. Even Drake looked at me sympathetically from across the table. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, I knew it was true. Mom had cancer and was worried she might not make it.
I started to cry, and Mom pulled me against her chest. Sobs tore from my lungs. I couldn’t lose my mom. She was my only family. It didn’t matter if she did invite the other half of my DNA over to meet me. He was nothing to me. A complete and total stranger while Mom was my whole life.
Mom held me until my tears quieted, and I let out a choked hiccup sound. Drake stood and dropped his napkin by his plate. “I can only imagine how hard this is for you, Michelle. I’m so sorry you both have to go through it. It would mean more to me than you can imagine if you’ll give me a chance to get to know you, but for now, I think you and your mom can use some time alone. I’ll let myself out.”
Mom nodded and told him she’d call him later. I watched him walk away, wondering how Mom had ever thought inviting him here would be a good idea.
Mom started clearing the table, and I helped her. We didn’t speak just covered food and put it in the refrigerator and set dirty plates in the sink. I moved by rote, feeling like I was somewhere far away, watching the scene as someone else lived it.
This couldn’t be happening to us. Mom was a nurse. She took care of sick people. She didn’t get sick. As much as my mind fought to deny it, I knew it was true, and a small dark hole started growing in my chest, leaving me more hollow by the second.
When everything was put away Mom took my hand. “Let’s go sit down,” she said.
I followed her to the living room, my steps slow as if that dark hole in my chest was sucking away my energy as it expanded. The beautiful tree and decorations looked garish now that I understood she’d only decorated because she didn’t know if she’d live to see another Christmas.
A lump formed in my throat, and I pressed the palms of my hands to my eyes. Why was this happening?

 

Chapter 24
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, my voice coming out scratchy and hoarse. “How long have you known.”
Mom sat on the recliner and rubbed a weary hand over her face. “I’ve known for a while. I wanted to tell you.” Her eyes met mine and begged for understanding. “I wanted to tell you from the day I found out, but I couldn’t. I could never find the words. It was easier to ignore it.” She drew in her lips and was quiet for a minute.
“With the surgery tomorrow I couldn’t ignore it any longer.” She shrugged, giving me a sad smile.
I dropped down on the couch and shook my head. I knew she’d been looking tired, but the thought of cancer had never entered my mind. I was still mad that she hadn’t told me. I could have used the time to start preparing myself for whatever tomorrow would bring. But this wasn’t about me. She needed my support now. I knew she had to be scared. For herself. For me.
“You’re going to be fine.” I nodded at her, working to pull myself together. “You’re strong and healthy, and I’m going to do everything I can to make life easier for you while you recover.”
I went and sat on the floor at her feet taking her hand in mine. “You’ve always said we’re strong women who can overcome anything. We can overcome this too.”
She stroked my hair and looked relieved, I noticed, but not convinced.
“Drake is a good man,” she said, running her hand over my hair again. “He was so upset when I told him about you.” She glanced down at me. “And he has a right to be. I made assumptions about what he wanted and what would be best for him. I shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t fair to him. I should have told him about you when I found out I was pregnant and let him make his own decision.”
Her face contorted, looking as if she was struggling to hold back tears. I squeezed her hand, wishing I could take away her pain. She was always so strong. So sure of everything. It was hard seeing her like this. Weak and fragile.
“I cheated you both out of eighteen years, and I’m so sorry,” she said. “I hope you’ll give him a chance. No matter what happens with me, I hope you’ll let him into your life. I think you’ll find you really like him if you do.”
“You’re going to be fine,” I said, ignoring the rest of her words. It was all too much to think about right now. We needed to focus on what was right in front of us first. “You’ll get through your surgery tomorrow, and we’ll start you on the road to recovery. I’ve read that juicing vegetables is really good for fighting cancer. We’ll start making juice and whatever else we can think of, but you’re going to be okay.”
Mom looked like she wanted to push the dad issue, but in the end, she simply sat back and stroked my hair while I held her hand. It wasn’t long before she went to lie down and suddenly all her naps and early bedtimes made sense to me.
I couldn’t believe she was so sick and I hadn’t even noticed. I turned off all the Christmas lights and went up to my room. This was not the cheery Christmas I’d been expecting.
I immediately felt bad for that thought. It certainly wasn’t the Christmas Mom had been expecting either. I wanted to talk things over with someone and my first thought was Kristen but she was going to be with Matt’s family all day.
I picked up my phone and called Danny. I knew it was strange to call him, but only a few days ago we’d shared every hope and dream with each other. I’d thought we’d share forever together.
I wasn’t sure what I hoped to get out of the call, but until he’d moved we’d been close, and I guess I thought he’d at least offer me some sympathy. What I got after several rings was his voicemail.
I tapped my fingernails against the phone. I couldn’t decide if I should leave a message or not. I finally said, “Danny, it’s important. Please call me.”
I sat on the edge of the bed with the phone clutched tight in my hand. I knew it was Christmas Day and Danny was probably busy, but I also knew he always carried his phone with him. He’d check my message soon and when he heard how upset I sounded he’d call me right back.
I waited and waited. He wasn’t my boyfriend anymore, I knew that, but how could our underlying friendship evaporate within days. I started to cry softly as it hit me that Danny wasn’t going to call back.
I swallowed and dialed another number. Jace answered on the second ring. “Hello?”
“Jace?” My voice quivered as I fought to hold back fresh tears.
“Michelle?” Jace’s voice went from cheerful to worried. “What’s wrong?”
I cleared my throat and firmed my voice the best I could. “I just need to talk to someone.”
Jace didn’t say anything for a second, and I figured he probably wondered why I’d called him.
“Where are you?” he asked.
I told him I was at home.
“I’ll be right there.” He hung up before I could say anything else.
A smile played on my lips as I stared at the phone. He was such a nice guy. I was afraid dumping more of my troubles on him might really ruin any slim chance that remained of us ever getting together, but it didn’t matter right now. I didn’t want to be alone, and if I was honest the only person I really did want to be with was Jace.
I waited at the door until he pulled up so he wouldn’t ring the doorbell and wake Mom. He wore one of those “ugly Christmas sweaters” with a cartoon cat tangled in a string of lights. It was so bad it almost made me smile but not quite. It would probably be a long time before I actually smiled again.
I opened the door and Jace took one look at my tear-streaked face and without so much as a “hello” pulled me against his chest, wrapping me tight in his arms.
I sank into him, feeling more relieved that he came than I’d expected. His light, fresh cologne tickled my nose, and I closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath as I felt my tension recede. I was reminded at how safe he’d made me feel at the diner after Danny’d broken my heart. Something about him was so real, so sincere, that I couldn’t help feeling a little better just being around him.
Cold air raced through the open door so I forced myself to step away from him to close it. “Merry Christmas,” I said, although my voice came out weak and trembling.
Jace gave me a sad smile. “It doesn’t sound like it’s been too merry for you.”
I shrugged. That was one way of putting it. “Let’s go upstairs,” I said, and he followed me to my room. I sat on my bed and realized he was still in the doorway slowly taking everything in.
“You can come in.”
He glanced at me and took a step into the room but didn’t stop looking around. I started to feel uncomfortable. Like he was analyzing me from the way my room looked.
I looked around and tried to see everything the way he would. Copious amounts of purple. Romantic movie posters everywhere. Clutter on every free space. I was thankful I’d cleaned as much as I had.
He finished his study of my room and the corner of his mouth tipped up in a smile. “You and my sister would probably get along great,” he said.
I liked the thought of that and wondered if I’d ever have the chance to meet her. After another glance around, Jace sat in my purple chair and crossed his legs. I felt like he was giving me time to collect myself before asking questions, but I wasn’t quite ready to pour out my troubles.
“I hope I didn’t pull you away from anything important.”
Jace shrugged. “Nah, we were just opening presents.”
I’d been rubbing my satiny sheets through my fingers, and I froze, giving him a horrified look. “Please tell me you’re joking.”
“No.” He shook his head with a slight frown, and my stomach dropped.
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I was just upset and then I called you. You didn’t have to come over.” I took a deep breath to stop myself from rambling.
His eyes met mine and held. “I wanted to. You sounded like you could use a friend so here I am.” He leaned closer, resting his arms on his thighs.
Was that all he was? A friend. I knew I wanted more, but did he? I shook away that question. How could I even be thinking about that right now?
“Tell me what happened,” he said.
With Jace this close, the last thing I wanted to do was talk about my problems. I wanted to forget I had any problems, but his words were the perfect reminder that I did. I slowly started talking, telling him how my mom had been working so hard and had been so tired.
It took me a few minutes to get to today. As much as I wanted to talk about it, I also didn’t want to relive a minute of today, but I did. I told him about the stranger showing up on my doorstep on Christmas day who turned out to be my dad. Then I told him the hardest part of all.
 
 


 

Chapter 25
“My mom has cancer.” I rubbed my fingers over my sheets, wishing I’d taken a second to make my bed before Jace came over. Not that it mattered in comparison to what we were talking about.
“She’s having surgery tomorrow,” I said without looking at him. The full weight of that fell over me as if saying it out loud made it real. I started to shake.
Jace moved to sit on the bed beside me. He wrapped an arm around me just like he had at the diner. “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice. “I know how rough that is.”
“You can’t possibly know.” The words shot out without thought. I didn’t mean to sound as snide as I did, but I felt they were true. Before this afternoon when Mom dropped her bomb on me, I wouldn’t have been able to fully understand what someone else going through the same thing would be feeling so I didn’t expect him to either.
Jace didn’t argue just quietly held me.
“I’m sorry. I snapped at you.” I rubbed a hand over my face. I was thankful I was only snapping and not bawling all over him for a change.
“Don’t be,” Jace said. “What you’re going through is huge, and you’re right, I probably can’t begin to understand exactly what you’re feeling.”
He pulled back so he could look in my eyes. His eyes were warm and filled with sympathy. “I’ve known a lot of people who’ve had cancer,” he said. “I want you to know I’m going to be here for you through this. Whatever you need.”
“Even after I caused you to get in a fight and then almost tackled you at Bobby’s house?” As soon I said it I wished I could suck the words back in. I didn’t want to dwell on all the embarrassing things in my life, and I sure didn’t want Jace dwelling on them.
“That jerk had it coming for saying that stuff about you. As far as you running into me at Bobby’s,” he paused and gave me a curious look. “Explain to me again how that happened.”
I ducked my head and let out a groan. I couldn’t believe I’d brought it up. “Okay,” I admitted. “I wasn’t looking for the fountain. I was hiding behind the tree because I didn’t want to have to talk to anyone. When I heard you out there alone with Jules my curiosity got the best of me. I tried to peek around to see what you two were doing. I lost my balance and would have fallen flat on my face if your back hadn’t slowed my momentum.”
The corner of Jace’s mouth kicked up. “So you were spying on me?” A full grin spread across his face, and he looked rather pleased with himself.
“No!” I screeched, jumping off the bed. “Well, I mean kind of.” I ran my hands through my hair. “But I didn’t set out to so it doesn’t really count at all.” I peeked at him from the corner of my eye and saw him calmly grinning at me.
“Ugh.” I covered my face with both hands. “Believe it or not I’m usually a confident secure person. I don’t do stuff like cry on strangers or stumble over bushes or almost attack people with my car keys. The most embarrassing things always seem to happen to me when I’m around you.” My voice held a hint of a whine, and I knew I was losing it.
“Embarrassing?” Jace said. “I’m flattered that you hid out in the woods in the freezing cold just to find out if I had my eye on another girl.”
I dropped my hands to my sides and my mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe Jace honestly thought I’d been spying on him. Okay, so I might have ended up doing that, but I’d never intended to. Here I was pouring out my heart, and he had the nerve to accuse me of chasing after him.
Jace stared at me solemnly for a full minute before he burst out laughing. “I’m just teasing you. Come here.” He patted the bed, still chuckling. “It sure is easy to get a rise out of you. You should see your cheeks. You’re adorable when you blush.”
I stood where I was and threw my fiercest glare at him.
Jace stopped laughing but wasn’t bothered by my glare. “I know who you are Michelle Morris. This past week doesn’t define you. You’re still the cool, beautiful girl who everyone loves. We all have bad days, bad weeks. It’s part of life, but things will get better. They always do.”
I couldn’t stay mad at him for teasing me when he went and said something so nice afterward. I bit my lip to hold in a smile. “You think I’m cool and beautiful?”
“I always have,” he admitted easily without any sign of embarrassment.
I sat back beside him, leaning my head against his shoulder. “Thanks for coming over,” I said. “You have a knack for taking my mind off the things I don’t want to think about.”
“Maybe this will help too.” He reached into his coat pocket. I sat up straight as he pulled out a flat square present carefully wrapped in shiny gold paper. “This made me think of you.”
His eyes held mine as he laid the gift in my hands, and I found I didn’t want to look away. He smiled at me and my heart did a weird fluttery thing that wasn’t at all unpleasant. “Merry Christmas, Michelle.”
I swallowed and looked down at the package. I couldn’t believe he’d bought me a present. I eased my fingernail under the tape to lift it then folded the paper back to reveal a white jewelry box. I glanced up at Jace and found him watching me with a quiet smile.
“Open it,” he said.
I lifted the lid and inside was a gold bracelet with a single rose charm attached to it. I took it out of the box to admire it. “It’s so pretty,” I said. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”
“I wanted to. I wanted to give you a flower that would never die so you’d always think of me when you saw it.” He took the box from me and fastened the bracelet around my wrist.
I searched his face. I’d been so uncertain how he felt about me, but now I felt safe guessing that he must like me at least a little bit. He was so close to me the light fragrance of his cologne tickled my nose again. If I leaned towards him just slightly I could kiss him. I looked down at his lips and bit my own.
Apparently, he had the same thought. He started moving towards me, closing the distance with his eyes on mine. My heart pounded hard, and I felt light-headed. At the last second, I jumped off the bed and nervously ran my hands down my dress. I wanted him to kiss me. Oh, boy, did I ever. But all of a sudden my mouth felt dry and my palms were sweaty and gross.
“I have a gift for you too,” I sputtered, spinning away from him. I exhaled a deep breath, trying to decipher my reaction to him. A kiss from Jace would be a relationship-changing moment. Was I ready for that? I’d rushed things too much with Danny. I didn’t want to take a chance of messing things up with Jace.
I opened my top dresser drawer and pulled out the package I’d wrapped for him. I bit my lip and tried get my emotions under control before I turned back to him.
Jace’s eyes widened in surprise when he was the present. “You bought me a book?” he asked, guessing from the shape of the package.
I handed it to him with a tiny grin. “Not exactly.”
He smiled at me curiously while tearing off the wrapping. Looking down, his brows dipped slightly before he tipped his head back and started laughing. I bit my lip to hide my own smile, rather pleased with my choice and even more pleased with his reaction.
“You bought me a sparkly pink diary with a lock and key.” He nodded and laughed again. “That’s a good one.”
“It reminded me of our first date,” I told him, remembering how I’d teased him about hiding his writing and asked if he wrote in a girly diary like this or something equally as embarrassing.
He raised a brow. “Oh, so now we’ve already had our first date, have we?”
I felt my cheeks growing warm and blinked. Wow! Where did that word even come from? “Well, whatever you want to call it.” I shrugged, trying to downplay it.
He thought about it for a minute, tapping a finger against his lips. My eyes focused on those lips. They looked so kissable. It made me regret not kissing him when I had the chance.
“I like calling it a first date just fine,” he said.
His words jerked me from the beginning of a fantasy in which those lips and mine were becoming rather friendly. I shook that image away and smiled. I liked that he liked calling it a first date. That made me think he wouldn’t be opposed to us doing just that.
“I already started it for you.” I tipped my head towards the diary. “I used the pen you gave me and everything.”
The tiny key almost disappeared in his strong hand as he inserted it into the equally tiny keyhole. Opening the diary to the first page, his eyes swept back and forth over the few lines I’d written. I’d composed a short poem about his book this morning after I finished reading it. I felt silly now that he was reading what I wrote and wished I’d just given him the blank diary and left well enough alone.
His jaw tightened, and he looked up at me. “You read it,” he stated rather than asked with his eyes boring into mine. “You read the whole thing.” His voice grew rough with emotion.
“No one close to me has ever read my book. My sister’s about half-way through it, but she’s been at that point for months now. My parents support my writing completely but have never read a line of my work as far as I know.”
His eyes searched my face with that sweet look of longing he sometimes got. “You read it and you got it,” he said with a slight nod.

 

Chapter 26
“I read it, and I loved it.” I reached over and put my hand on his shoulder, a little overwhelmed by his response. It made me feel amazing that my little gift meant so much to him. “You are so talented. Once I started reading, I was transported to Celeste’s world, and I didn’t want to put the book down. I think I finished it in three days.”
He raised a brow at that. “Impressive.”
Without looking away he stood, putting us almost toe to toe. “Thank you,” he said softly. His eyes were dark with emotion, and he lowered his head to mine. I watched him as he got closer. My heart sprinted in my chest and my stomach tightened.
He was moving in for a kiss, and this time I wasn’t going to freak out. I wanted this so much. Sure, it would change our relationship, but in a good way. At the moment, I couldn’t imagine anything better.
I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress and closed my eyes. His lips were almost to mine and my eyes drifted closed. As I lifted my head to him his phone rang.
He let out a loud sigh, and I peeked at him. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking like he really was sorry. “That could be my family looking for me. I kind of disappeared on them.”
He stepped back and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He answered it while my mind reeled. Jace Freeman had almost kissed me. I pressed a finger to my longing lips. When I’d called him today, I’d never expected things to turn out like this.
I couldn’t help once again comparing him to Danny. While Danny couldn’t even be bothered to return my call, Jace had dropped everything for me when I needed him.
Jace hung up and squinted at me, wrinkling his nose. “I hate to do this. I really hate to do this,” he drawled, “but that was my mom. They’re holding dinner for me and everyone’s waiting for me before they’ll eat. I really need to get back.”
It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. My lips were still desperately waiting for his touch, but I nodded quickly. “Of course! I can’t thank you enough for coming over when I called. Even though things were kind of strained between us you didn’t even question why I was calling. You just came. That means more to me than I can tell you.”
Jace traced a finger down the side of my face, making my skin tingle. “You mean a lot to me.” He leaned down and brushed a kiss across my cheek. It wasn’t exactly the kiss I’d been dreaming of, but it was sweet, and I wished he could stay longer. The long sigh he let out when he pulled away made me think he felt the same.
“Thank you for my diary and the poem,” he said.
“Thank you for the bracelet. I love it.” I held up my arm and twisted it back and forth, making the tiny gold rose swing.
He was stalling, and I was letting him. I think he wanted to stay as much as I wanted him to, but I felt bad that his family was waiting on him.
“You should probably go so you don’t ruin Christmas dinner,” I said but didn’t move away from him.
His eyes stayed on mine. “I probably should,” he agreed. Instead of leaving he said, “I’m sorry we didn’t have more time to talk about your mom. Text me when you know what time her surgery is, and I’ll wait with you at the hospital if you’ll let me.”
I’d put my mom and her surgery out of my mind for a few minutes and now it came back, landing like a rough brick in my stomach. It was sweet of Jace to offer to come with me, though.
I walked him out and watched him drive away still amazed by how much things had changed since I’d watched Danny drive away down the same street less than a week ago.

 

Chapter 27
Mom and I ended up talking through the night. I was so mad at so many things but not at her. Never at her. Not that I didn’t wish she’d told me about her condition earlier so I could prepare more. Or that she’d given me at least a hint of warning that my dad was going to show up on my doorstep.
I knew she was doing the best she could. It wasn’t like she expected to get sick. The surgery was supposed to be something fairly common, but I knew as well as she did that there was a risk with any surgery.
We sat side by side on the couch, and I held her hand while we talked about how she was feeling. How this was going to affect our lives. As long as she recovered with no troubles, the changes she talked about would all be good things. She was already planning to work less, but she also wanted us to do some traveling together. Explore at least a small piece of the world while we could and build some special memories.
I didn’t go into details, but I told her Danny and I were over and hinted that Jace might be coming over more now. She didn’t push for more information, but she did give my hand a firm squeeze.
I wanted to stay up longer and talk because I knew once we went to bed Mom’s surgery would be right around the corner, but Mom was tired and I knew she needed as much rest as she could get. She dropped one more bomb on me before she walked out of the living room.
“Oh.” She put a hand on the doorway and looked back. “I’ve asked Drake to stay here while I’m in the hospital. It will give you a chance to get to know each other.”
I opened my mouth to argue that I didn’t want a stranger staying here when she added, “And it will give me peace knowing you’re not alone.”
I swallowed my protest and nodded. If it made her feel better, I could survive a day or two with Drake. I hoped.
We had to get to the hospital early so Mom could be prepped for surgery. I hated being there. Everything was too clean. Too white. Too medicinal smelling. Too terrifying. But I wouldn’t have missed being with Mom for anything.
I stayed with her as long as I could, but I was finally asked to sit in the waiting room. As soon as I sat down I picked up a magazine, flipping through pages without seeing anything that was on them.
I couldn’t believe my mom had cancer and was about to have a tumor removed. It just didn’t seem possible, and yet here I sat just another in the sea of worried faces waiting for a loved one.
I’d texted Kristen last night to let her know I wouldn’t be at practice. She’d called me right away and we’d talked for quite awhile. She’d said every supportive, encouraging thing she could think of and while I appreciated it, none of her words made me feel any better. The only thing that would really make me feel better was to know Mom was cancer free.
I didn’t really expect him to come because I knew he’d have practice, but I let Jace know what time we’d be at the hospital like he’d asked me to. Danny still hadn’t returned my call. I didn’t even want to talk to him anymore. It was just so hard for me to believe that whatever we’d had could totally end so suddenly.
I flipped through a few more pages of the magazine before tossing it down on the table. I couldn’t concentrate. My only thought was that in an hour or so Mom would be on the road to recovery. I wouldn’t even let myself consider the possibility that she might never leave this place. I couldn’t go there.
The automatic doors opened with a swooshing sound, and I looked up to see Jace hurrying towards me.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said, running a hand through his tousled hair as he sat on the hard plastic chair beside me.
I smiled at him, warmed that he’d actually come. “She just went back a few minutes ago,” I said. “You know you didn’t have to come.”
He took my hand in his like it was the most natural thing in the world. “I told you, you’re not alone in this.”
“What about practice?” I asked, knowing Danny would probably only miss a practice if he was the one on the operating table.
Jace shrugged with a glance around the room, taking in the other occupants. “This is more important. If Coach doesn’t understand that people come before sports then I don’t want to be on his team.”
I sat up straight and twisted on my chair to face him. “He didn’t kick you off the team, did he?”
Jace gave me a calm smile. “I haven’t talked to him yet. I left a message that I wouldn’t be at practice and told him why. I’ll talk to him later.”
I swallowed, giving him a worried look. “I hope he’s okay with it,” I said. “I’d hate for you to get in trouble, but it really means a lot that you’re here.”
And it really did. I would have faced the waiting room alone and been just fine. With Jace by my side, though, I was more than fine. I was calm and felt secure rather than scared. I didn’t realize how much I needed him to be there.
Jace squeezed my hand, and the bracelet he gave me clanked against the arm of the chair. He looked down and a content smile spread across his face. “You’re wearing it.”
I felt my cheeks flush although I couldn’t really say why. I wasn’t embarrassed exactly. It kind of felt like I was admitting I liked him by wearing it. I mean he had to know I liked him by now, but it still wasn’t completely out in the open.
He picked up the rose charm and ran his thumb over it before laying it back against my wrist.
“It was such a thoughtful gift,” I said. “I really love it.”
He looked like my words might have embarrassed him so I tried to lighten the mood. “And how many pages of your diary did you fill last night.” I gave his arm a playful poke. “I’m sure I’ve given you tons of material to write about.”
I lowered my voice pretending to be his thoughts, “There’s this girl who keeps causing problems for me. First, she gets me in a fight, and now she might get me kicked off the basketball team. I don’t know what it is about her, but she’s like an unlucky penny that I can’t seem to lose.”
Jace grinned at me and ran his thumb over my palm sending a burst of tingles through my hand. “See! That’s what I had to compete with in writing class. You never had to mull an idea over, trying to make it into a story. The stories just sprang out of you.”
“I don’t know about that. I am sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you, though. It’s really getting to be ridiculous. You should probably be scared to hang out with me. Who knows what I’ll do next?”
His eyes drifted to my lips. “I know what I hope you’ll do soon,” he said softly.
A thousand butterflies sprang to life in my stomach, and I ran my tongue over my lips. His look was enough to drive me crazy. I wanted so badly to lean forward and kiss him, but I didn’t want our first kiss to be in a hospital waiting room.
And that thought made me feel guilty. Mom was back there somewhere being operated on, and I was imagining our first kiss? I jerked my gaze away from him and looked around.
“I almost wish I hadn’t finished your book now,” I said, hoping to get both of our minds off kissing. “It would be a great way to pass the time.”
Jace settled back in his chair. “I have the edits back on the second book if you want to read it sometime.”
I darted a look at him. “I can read it before it’s published?”
He shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “I mean, only if you want to. It’s not a big deal.”
I squeezed his hand. “I’d love to read it, and it’s a huge deal. Who knew that knowing a famous author came with such great perks.”
He instantly shushed me, sinking low in his seat and hunching his shoulders until his black jacket touched his ears. He peeked around the room to make sure no one was listening.
I laughed but lowered my voice. “Why do you hide what you do? You’re an amazing author. If I was that good at anything I think I’d want to shout it from the rooftops.”
He looked at me for a minute as if trying to decide if he wanted to tell me something or not. Finally, he said, “When I write, pieces of me go into the story. Pieces of my hopes and dreams and fears. When you joked about keeping a diary you weren’t that far off. Of course, I’m not a teenage girl riding a unicorn and fighting evil, but there’s a lot of me in there.”
He rubbed a hand over his mouth as I considered his words.
“When a stranger reads my books it’s not a big deal. They don’t know me so they aren’t judging me. But when someone I know reads them they can’t help but look deeper into the words and wonder why I wrote what I did. ‘Do I dream about unicorns? Is purple my favorite color? Did I use them as a model for the character that has long hair like they do?’”
I nodded. “I was pretty nervous when you read my poem yesterday so I guess I kind of get it. People can’t help but judge and when they know you it’s like your laying yourself out there for them to pick you apart.”
He sighed. “Sometimes that’s exactly what it’s like.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. He tipped his head questioningly. “It’s sad that you’ve done something so amazing at such a young age and now you can’t show it off.”
He smiled slightly. “I got to share it with you. That means more to me than a hundred kids at school reading it.”
His eyes stayed on mine, and I couldn’t look away. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to have such a wonderful guy by my side, but I was thankful.
“Michelle Morris?” I jumped up and looked around to see Mom’s doctor standing in the doorway. I hurried over to him without letting go of Jace’s hand.
“Is she okay?” I asked before he could say anything. “Is my mom okay?” I felt Jace holding my hand tightly and drew strength from his touch. Once again I was so glad he was there.
Dr. Jackson smiled. “Your mother is in recovery now. Everything went very smoothly. There were no problems at all.”
Relief coursed through me like cool water on a hot day. I knew she still had a ways to go until she was well, but step one was behind her.
“Jace?” Dr. Jackson noticed Jace and gave him a worried look. “What are you doing here? Are you feeling all right?”
Jace squeezed my hand before releasing it. “I’m fine. I’m here with Michelle.” He tipped his head towards me.
Dr. Jackson looked back and forth between us before his forehead smoothed. “Oh, that’s good to hear.” He clapped Jace on the shoulder before turning his attention back to me. “I can take you back to your mom now if you want.”
I felt Jace pulling away from me, physically and mentally. “You should go,” he told me, stepping back. “I’ll probably try to catch a little bit of practice before it’s over.”
I looked at him in confusion. “Okay,” I said, but it didn’t feel okay. He gave me a tiny smile and walked away. I watched him go out the automatic doors and tried to figure out what had just happened.
“Michelle?” Dr. Jackson said, reclaiming my attention.
“Oh, yes. Sorry. I’m ready when you are.” I followed him down a long white hallway past door after door until he turned into Mom’s room, but I couldn’t get Jace out of my mind. I didn’t think I’d done anything to upset him, but I couldn’t figure out why he’d left so suddenly. And how did he know Dr. Jackson?

 

Chapter 28
I hung out in Mom’s hospital room until she finally kicked me out. She claimed she wanted to get some sleep, but I knew she just didn’t want me spending my whole day stuck in the hospital with her.
As mean as it sounded, I was a little relieved. I was ready to get out of that place. Mom was in great spirits and very optimistic that she was going to make a full recovery, and that made me feel as good as anything could have.
I stopped at the grocery store and loaded up on fruits and vegetables, adding a giant bag of carrots and apples to my cart. Mom and I had decided our diet could use some cleaning up, and I was determined to start fixing fresh juice for her every day to help her heal faster. I headed home in a pretty good mood until I saw the strange black car in the driveway.
Drake.
I let out a loud groan. How had I forgotten my dad was going to spend the night while Mom was in the hospital? I parked in the garage and hauled my groceries to the kitchen trying to figure out what Drake and I were going to talk about all night. I wondered if he’d sit through Casablanca with me. That would eat up a couple of hours.
“Michelle?” I heard Drake call from the living room.
“Yes, it’s me,” I said. “I’ll be right there.” I stuck a couple of perishables in the refrigerator and wiped my hands on my jeans. With a deep breath, I worked up a welcoming smile and went to the living room
“Michelle,” Drake quickly stood up. “I spoke with your Mother. She said everything went well.”
He was dressed in tan slacks and a striped button down. He was nice looking, and very clean cut, but he was still a stranger.
“It did, thanks.” I twisted my hands together and was about to suggest that movie when a loud crash drew my attention to what was once a snowman music box.
“What . . .?” I looked over and saw Drake wasn’t alone. A little girl with light, almost white blond hair looked up at me. I instantly saw she had my eyes. Well, technically Drake’s eyes.
Wow. I had a sister. I swept a quick glance around the room searching for any other random siblings, but she seemed to be the only one.
“Oops,” she said with a shrug.
“Leigh Ann,” Drake sounded all fatherly, and I almost smiled. “What did I tell you about touching things?”
Leigh Ann lowered her head, her blond hair draping around her face. “We don’t touch things that aren’t ours without permission.”
“That’s right, now apologize to Michelle.”
Leigh Ann peeked up at me from under her hair with a smirk on her face. I blinked in surprise.
“I’m sorry I broke your stupid snowman,” she said.
I think my eyes must have almost popped out of my head. I wanted to say my mom would have slapped me if I’d ever been that disrespectful, but I wouldn’t know because first, she’d never slapped me in my life and second, I’d never tried being that rude. Drake on the other hand simply shook his head.
“She’s twelve,” he said running his hand through his hair with a pained expression as if her age explained everything.
I cautiously walked over to the little girl and held out my hand. “Hello, Leigh Ann. I’m Michelle.”
The little twerp looked at my hand and rolled her eyes. “I know who you are. You’re my dad’s illegitimate child who we all have to do penitence for now that he knows about you. You’re the reason I’m stuck in this boring house instead of at home with my friends.”
She sounded liked she’d memorized lines for a play, and I could only gape at her.
This was going to be a great bonding experience I could tell already. It was funny. I’d always wished I’d had a sister. Big. Little. It didn’t really matter to me. I pictured us sharing all our secrets and talking about the boys we liked while we stayed up late giggling. Why was it when I finally got my wish the sister I got turned out to be the devil’s spawn or something?
“Leigh Ann! Where did you even hear such things?” Drakes face flushed to a dangerous shade of red. I could tell he was in over his head with this one.
She plopped down on the couch and crossed her arms, kicking her feet back and forth. “That’s all grandma and grandpa have been talking about.” She looked at Drake. “Grandpa said you didn’t keep it in your pants when you were young and now you have to deal with the consequences.”
I’d heard about all I could take without turning the little brat over my knee and teaching her the respect her dad obviously didn’t know anything about. And for the grandparents to say such things about me. . .
“I don’t know what you’ve been told.” I narrowed my eyes at the little hellion. “But I’m pretty sure you weren’t invited here. You need to knock off the attitude or you can go right back to wherever you came from.”
The girl smirked at me again before crocodile tears began rolling down her cheeks. “Da-ddy!” she wailed. “She’s being mean to me. You said she’d be nice, but she isn’t.” She cried, and Drake actually went over and comforted her!
I stared at them both in utter disbelief. I’d never seen such a show before except in the movies where it belonged.
“Michelle,” Drake said as he cuddled his crying child. “You’re older. You need to try to get along with your sister.”
I blinked at him. “You did hear the same things come out of her mouth that I did, right?”
He blew that off. “This was a big shock to her. She’ll adjust.”
I put my hands on my hips and stared at both of them. “And this wasn’t a big shock to me? No one even told me I had a sister.”
Leigh Ann let out another howl like someone had just pinched her, and I wished it would have been me.
“Listen,” I said, gritting my teeth and forcing myself to rein in my emotions. “It was so nice of you to come over here while my mom’s in the hospital, but I’m eighteen. A legal adult. I think we might need to ease into getting to know each other. Why don’t you take Leigh Ann back home so she can be with her friends and maybe we can get together for lunch or something sometime.”
Drake’s brow furrowed with worry. “But your mother. . .”
I cut him off with a look that dared him to defy me. “My mother will understand perfectly.”
I was actually surprised Drake caved in as easily as he did, but I figured this was as uncomfortable for him as it was for me. He grabbed their bags and hurried Leigh Ann to the door with his free hand on her shoulder.
At the door, he turned back to me before looking down at the floor. “I’m sorry this didn’t work out,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow to see how you’re doing.”
I wanted to tell him not to bother but bit my tongue. I was sure he was doing the best he could. It was an odd situation for all of us. “That sounds good,” I said.
Leigh Ann stuck her tongue out at me, and I gasped and opened my mouth to say something, but she tugged on her dad’s hand. “Let’s get out of here.” She looked up at him, her green eyes filled with conniving innocence. “She scares me.”
Drake gave me a wary look and opened the door. “Um, yeah, so I’ll call you.”
I shut the door behind them and watched until they drove away. I replayed the whole encounter in my head before I started to laugh. What was that saying? Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it?
I couldn’t stop laughing. I’d always longed for a big family and a real dad. Now I had a dad, a sister, and possibly even grandparents—I didn’t know if the grandparents Leigh Ann talked about were my dad’s parents or not. I could even have aunts, uncles, cousins, the whole works, but from what I’d just seen and heard I was much better off with just my mom.
I rubbed my eyes. I couldn’t even believe that little girl was for real. She had her dad, our dad, wrapped around her finger and he didn’t have a clue. How did that even happen? I wondered what her mom was like then decided I didn’t really care. I didn’t want to think about them anymore.
I got the broom and dustpan and carefully cleaned up Frosty. The things Leigh Ann said were embarrassing and hurtful. Was that really how Drake and his family thought of me? As something they had to do penitence for.
Mom said Drake was a nice man, but she hadn’t been around him in years. Once she was feeling better, she and I were going to have to have a heart to heart about the guy. Even now I wanted to have a dad in my life and possibly an extended family—I was really rethinking the extended family part after meeting Leigh Ann—but I wasn’t sure if it would be worth it.
I dumped the ceramic remains in the trash and put the rest of the groceries away. I was used to being home alone, but for some reason, the house seemed too quiet. I started a movie for noise and pulled out my phone. I still hadn’t heard back from Danny. It was fine. It didn’t even hurt. I just couldn’t understand how we’d gone from being inseparable to being almost strangers so fast.

 

Chapter 29
I watched part of the movie, but it didn’t hold my attention. It was nice having some noise in the house though so I left it on. I knew basketball practice was long over, and I still hadn’t heard anything from Jace. I didn’t think anything was wrong, but he’d sure rushed out of the hospital fast earlier, and I hadn’t heard from him since.
I sent him a quick text asking what he was up to.
He replied quickly again. Not much. Home, writing.
I wondered if he was working on the third book in his series or something else.
I was starting to get hungry and thought about making a salad with some of the fresh vegetables I’d just bought, but Burger Baby’s sounded really good. It had been over a week since my last veggie burger. It was possible I was having withdrawals. I decided I could start my healthy diet tomorrow.
I sent Kristen a quick text to see if she was interested in a veggie burger since she loved them too. She replied that it sounded great, but she and Matt were eating out. They were so cute. I was glad they were finally free to date like a real couple after having to hide their relationship from George for so long.
A sudden thought hit me. I texted Kristen again and asked her to get Jace’s address from Matt for me. Maybe I could surprise Jace with a burger. I bit my lower lip while I waited for Kristen to get back to me.
I could ask him if he wanted me to bring him something to eat, but for all I knew he’d already eaten and might say no. I wanted to see him. If I went over with food in hand he probably wouldn’t turn me away. I could say it was a thank you for waiting at the hospital with me.
Kristen texted me his address, and a smile crossed my face as I read it. I was going to do it. I ran upstairs to fix my hair and makeup then grabbed my coat and purse and hurried to the car. I hoped Jace would be happy to see me even though I was a little nervous about dropping by uninvited.
If he acted like he didn’t want me there I would hand him his food and leave. But hopefully he’d invite me in.
I typed Jace’s address into the GPS and followed the directions to a subdivision I’d never been in before. Big fluffy flakes of snow started to fall as I drove, and I turned on the wipers. The snow hadn’t made it in time for Christmas, but I was still excited. I loved snow.
Jace lived in a really neat area. There were lots of tall pine trees that were quickly being painted white as the snow clung to the evergreen branches. Even though it was a residential area the houses were set far apart and a ways off the road so it felt like each home was secluded.
I stopped just down the street a little ways from where the GPS told me to and double checked the address on the mailbox up ahead. Yep, that was it.
I stared at Jace’s house and tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. What had seemed like a pretty good plan at home now sounded silly. I tilted my head back to the headrest. I could go home and forget all about seeing Jace tonight.
I twisted the bracelet on my wrist and looked at the perfect little gold rose. Jace had given me every sign he liked me. Just because he wasn’t calling and texting every five minutes like some guys might didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. I knew he’d almost kissed me yesterday. I bit my lip and gave my head a firm nod. I needed to take more of the initiative.
The snow fell faster now, quickly covering my car in a spreading polka dot-pattern, hiding the shiny silver paint beneath a veil of wintery white. I worked up my courage and grabbed the bag of food from the passenger seat. I was going to do this.
Just before I opened my door, I glanced up and saw a blond girl come out of Jace’s house. Jace appeared behind her and she turned, wrapping him in a big hug. I couldn’t look away. Was that Jules? I couldn’t be sure from this distance, but from behind, that long blond hair looked like hers.
It suddenly hit me that Jace had never come out and said he wasn’t interested in Jules when we’d talked about it.
I blinked hard, determined I was seeing things. Jace was a nice guy. He wouldn’t keep sending signals that he liked me if he was dating someone else. Would he? But what did I really know about Jace besides the fact that he seemed like a nice guy? Not much.
I stared at the couple again before deciding I’d somehow been way off about Jace liking me. I needed to get out of there fast. I started the car and tried to sneak away before Jace spotted me once again unintentionally spying on him.
Whether he and Jules were dating or just friends I was too flustered to walk right up to them and find out. If I drove past his house he’d see me for sure, so I backed into the drainage ditch to make a three-point turn. Only when I put my car back into drive, my tires spun against the fresh snow covering the grass.
I glanced towards Jace’s house and saw both him and the girl watching me. I punched the gas, hoping something would catch so I could get out of there, but instead of propelling me to the road the tires slid to the side, pulling the whole car into the ditch.
I knew how to drive on snow and ice. I took a deep breath and put the car in low gear, determined to maneuver my way out of there with some sort of dignity, but before I could there was a knock on my window.
My heart jumped in my chest. I looked up to see Jace standing in the falling snow watching me curiously. I rolled down the window and shoved the bag of food at him. “I brought you dinner,” I said as if that in any way explained why my car was in the ditch beside his house.
The blond waved as she drove by in a heavy-duty SUV, and I saw it wasn’t Jules. I didn’t know if I should be relieved by that fact or not.
Jace bent so his face was even with mine. He looked deep into my eyes and said, “Spying on me again?”
I couldn’t decide if I wanted to die or throw the food at him. Instead, I just let out a long groan and closed my eyes.
“My sister thinks you’re pretty by the way.”
I opened my eyes and whipped my head to look at him. “The blond is your sister?” I asked, not totally convinced.
He started to chuckle. “I’ve been stuck in this ditch before. If you want I can probably get you out pretty quick and then we can get out of this snow.”
I realized snow was already covering his dark hair and that he was outside without a coat. On a normal day, I was confident I could get myself out of the ditch no problem, but I knew things never seemed to go as I expected when Jace was around. I simply got out of the car and turned it over to him.
It didn’t take him long at all to coax my car from the ditch. He parked in the driveway and handed me the keys. “Let’s go inside,” he said, heading that way. I grabbed my purse and the food and followed him.
I walked into his cozy house thankful to be out of the cold and looked around. A fire crackled in the fireplace in the living room, throwing a soft light over the leather and wood furniture. It reminded me of a cabin in the woods, and I loved it right away.
“I’m sorry for just dropping in,” I said, still looking around. “I wanted to repay you for sitting with me at the hospital.” I tried to explain why I’d just shown up. A bright light came from a room that looked like an office, and I saw a computer sitting on the desk.
Before I knew what was happening, I was in Jace’s arms. My eyes flew to his face and my breath caught as his eyes blazed into mine. “Never be sorry for dropping in on me.” His voice was rough and sent chills down my spine.
He lowered his head towards mine, and I was so surprised I could only watch as he got closer. “I’ve been wanting to do this for so long,” he murmured just before his lips touched mine.
His lips were soft and warm, and I found all my embarrassment melting away at his touch. I eased my arms around his back, and he pulled me closer as our kiss deepened.
I parted my lips, and his tongue met mine in a heated dance that had me tugging him even closer. His lips trailed to my neck, and I tilted my head to give him better access.
I couldn’t think of anything beyond what his touch was doing to my body, and I didn’t want to. Losing myself in him made me forget everything that had been troubling me.
His lips burned a line of kisses across my collarbone before moving to my ear. I brought my free hand to his chest, feeling hard muscles ripple beneath my fingers as I explored the curves of his muscular body.
His lips reached my ear. His breath brushed across it. . . and it tickled. I let out an involuntary laugh and pushed him away, rubbing my ear.
He raised his brows at me with a questioning smile.
“That tickles,” I said still giggling.
His face morphed from hot and sexy to the impish boy I pictured sneaking into his sister’s room. “Tickles?” he said. “I’ll show you what ‘tickles’ feels like.” His fingers dug into my ribs, and I let out a shriek of laughter at the unexpected contact.
I twisted out of his grasp and dropped my purse and the food on a chair as I raced towards the living room. Jace cornered me between the couch and table. Just as I made a break for it his hand snaked out and wrapped around my waist dragging me down to the couch to land half-way on top of him.
Still laughing, I looked down at him. The heat in his eyes dried the laugh on my lips. His head lifted to mine, and I lost myself in his touch. Author, basketball star, and skilled kisser. Jace was full of surprises and I let myself fully enjoy this newest one.


 

Chapter 30
Sitting at the table with plates of reheated burgers and fries, Jace looked up at me with a smile. “This is great. I can’t believe you brought me food. I don’t think I’ve eaten since breakfast.”
I took a big bite of my veggie burger more to hide the smile I couldn’t seem to shake than anything. I couldn’t believe Jace kissed me and now that he had, all I wanted was for him to do it again.
“Why haven’t you eaten?” I asked, thinking how cute he looked with his hair hanging over his forehead. It was funny how he could go back and forth from cute to gorgeous depending on his moods.
Jace shrugged and ate a cheese fry. “After practice, I had an idea for my book and got busy writing. I didn’t stop until Jana came over.”
“Jana’s your sister?”
“Yeah, she wasn’t able to make Christmas so she dropped off a gift.” He looked up and grinned at me. “You thought she was a girlfriend, didn’t you?”
I rolled my eyes but didn’t deny it.
Jace reached over and ran his thumb slowly under my lips, leaving a line of tingles in its wake. My eyes darted to his, and I swallowed hard. “You had a little sauce,” he said then leaned closer and replaced his thumb with his lips. Although still chill-inducing, this kiss was short and sweet.
He looked into my eyes. “I’ve liked you for a long time, Michelle Morris. You don’t have to worry about me being with another girl because you’re the only one I’m interested in.”
My heart lightened at his words. I gripped the edge of the table to help keep myself from floating away. “You’ve liked me for a long time?” I repeated his words dumbly.
He sat back and picked up a fry but didn’t eat it. “I’ve had my eye on you since Creative Writing,” he admitted, and I could only stare at him.
“That was a year ago. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
The corner of his mouth kicked up, but he didn’t quite smile. “I had a lot going on at the time. I was afraid to get close to anyone.”
He didn’t say it, but he didn’t have to. The puzzle pieces were coming together and everything suddenly made sense. “You had cancer, didn’t you?” I couldn’t believe I’d said that out loud, but I was almost positive I was right. It explained so many things. Why he’d been so thin and pale last year. Why he’d homeschooled the first half of this year. How he knew Dr. Jackson.
He was quiet so long I was afraid I’d upset him. “I’m sorry.” I pushed the remains of my burger to the edge of my plate. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, it’s alright. I’m just not used to talking about it.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth then looked over at my almost empty plate. “Want to go to the living room?”
I didn’t know if he was trying to change the subject or not. I wanted to ask him a hundred questions. I wanted to know if he still had cancer or if he’d beat it. I wanted to know if he thought my mom would be okay. Instead, I simply nodded.
I already knew he was a very private person. For him to even admit he’d had cancer was huge. I wouldn’t push him.
I sat on the edge of the couch, and Jace sat beside me, dropping his arm around my shoulders like it was the most natural thing in the world. We stared at the fireplace for a while, watching the flames dance with each slight breeze.
Searching my mind for any conversation starters, I came up blank. What could I possibly say that wouldn’t sound trivial in the light of what Jace had just shared. I decided to wait for him to say something and thankfully he finally did.
“I was sick and scared last year. I didn’t know if I’d be here now.” His thumb brushed over my shoulder, and I turned so I could see his face as he talked.
“I did know that no matter what happened I didn’t want to be the object of rumors and pity so I didn’t tell anyone I had cancer. I also didn’t want my friends looking at me differently. Like I was fragile or contagious.”
“I wouldn’t have done that,” I said softly.
He looked down at me and his hard look softened. “No, you probably wouldn’t have. I think I fell in love with you a little bit through your stories.”
My eyes widened, and I didn’t know what to say.
“I felt like I was getting a glimpse into your soul every time Mrs. Harrison read one of your papers out loud. There was so much depth in each phrase you used. So much longing for something that was missing from your life. Something I wanted more than anything to fill for you.”
He shook his head and let out a light laugh. “Maybe I was reading more from your words than was really there, but I felt like I knew you better than I’d ever known anyone. I wanted so much to tell you that, but I didn’t want to hurt you. Like I said, I didn’t know if I would get better.”
He stared at the fire again. “When I saw you at Matt’s house that first day, I decided the heavens must finally be smiling down on me. I’d planned to find you when I went back to school and for you to just show up at Matt’s,” he shrugged. “It felt like fate. Of course, then I found out you were madly in love with some other guy. That wasn’t part of the plan.”
“And yet you supported me and held me while I cried for him. You even helped me talk to him at the game.” My brow wrinkled, and I searched his face looking for an explanation.
“More than anything I wanted that longing I heard in your writing to be filled. If Danny was the one who could do that then I wanted to help you stay together. That is until I saw what a jerk he could be.”
He shot me a half grin, but I couldn’t work up a return smile. His words were too deep and too sweet, and he wasn’t wrong about my writing. Even the little duck in my lake story had longed for a home where he could be safe.
That was what I’d always wanted. Not that I didn’t feel safe with Mom, but it was just the two of us. I think I always had a fear that if something happened to her I’d be left alone.
My heart thrummed at his words. “I never knew,” I said. I felt tears fill my eyes as I thought of him going through everything he’d been through alone.
“I wish you’d told me. And you’re right. I did put my longings in my stories, but I didn’t think anyone ever noticed. It was just a way to express myself without having to face my fears.”
I scooted on the couch so I was facing him and licked my dry lips. “Do you still have cancer?”
“No,” he shook his head. “But I have to go in for tests every few months to make sure it hasn’t come back.”
“And then I dragged you to the hospital this morning.” I frowned at him feeling incredibly guilty. “That couldn’t have been fun for you.”
“First, you didn’t drag me anywhere. I wanted to go. Second, somewhere along the way, I realized we’ll all die someday. Hiding away until I had a clean bill of health was simply a waste of time when I could have been living. Of course, I did write a book during that time so it wasn’t completely wasted.” He shrugged and his half smile returned.
“Wow.” My mind reeled with all the new information he’d given me. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Say you won’t treat me differently now that you know.” He looked at me so seriously, I ached for him. “If you don’t want to date me, I’ll understand, but I won’t be able to handle it if you treat me like I could break.”
His jaw clenched, and I ran my finger down it, resting my hand against his warm neck, feeling his pulse pound beneath my fingers. I wanted to deny I’d have treated him any differently before if I’d known he was sick, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure how I would have reacted. But I could reassure him now. “You are one of the strongest people I’ve ever met,” I said. “And I’ll never treat you differently.”
He searched my face with a hopeful look, and I smiled at him. He pulled me against him in a long hug, and I prepared myself for him to kiss me again. Instead, he jumped up and grabbed my hand, pulling me to my feet.
“I want to show you something.” Excitement colored his words and lit his eyes.
Without letting go of my hand he led me to the room I’d seen before that looked like an office. He pulled a second chair over to the desk, and I looked around while he opened a laptop computer.
Three framed book covers were on the side wall. I recognized the first one and realized the others were for the next two books in his series. I walked over to admire them. “You already have the covers for your next books?”
He nodded without looking up from his computer. “I knew enough about what was going to happen in them to be able to have them designed.” I was happy to see the two main characters from his first book, Celeste and Arnon, fought side by side on the third cover. I was kind of a sucker of happily-ever-afters.
“I told you I wrote all day today, right?” I nodded and walked to him, noticing as I did that he was almost as messy as I was only instead of clothes, stacks of books were piled randomly around the room and some even tottered from the edge of his desk.
I sat down in the chair he pulled out for me and looked at the computer screen.
“You inspired my next character,” he said, sounding eager but nervous. I glanced up at him with a confused smile. He tipped his head towards the screen. “Read it.”

 

Chapter 31
I read for several minutes before Jace’s voice broke through my thoughts.
“What do you think?” he asked. He sat in the chair beside me and twisted a pen between his fingers while watching me intently.
I tore my eyes from the line I was on and blinked at him. “I think I don’t understand why you’re interrupting me. I have to know if Miranda tames the rare striped unicorn or not.” I frowned at him playfully, and he grinned.
“Miranda is you,” he said watching me closely with a nervous smile. “What do you think about her?”
I raised my brows in surprise and looked back at the screen. Miranda was the most beautiful woman in Jace’s made up world. She was a fearless warrior and Celeste was trying to recruit her to her force.
I gave Jace a funny look. “I love her, but I don’t think she’s anything like me.”
He shook his head and reached out to tuck some hair behind my ear. “I can’t believe you don’t see yourself in her. She’s strong and independent and fights for what she wants. She’ll be the one to save Celeste’s kingdom from evil in the end because she’ll do whatever it takes to protect her people.” He nodded and his eyes grew distant. I imagined he was envisioning the story.
I was touched. “Maybe I used to be her.” I closed my eyes as I felt them fill with unexpected tears. “But lately, I’m more the damsel in distress who needs rescuing. I’m not sure what happened to me.”
Jace easily pulled me into his lap. “Life happened to you.” He ran a finger down my cheek catching an escaped tear. “It happens to all of us, but it can’t steal your identity unless you let it. I can’t say I’m sorry your boyfriend, ex-boyfriend,” he quickly corrected, “moved away, because I’m not. But I know it came as a shock to you. Add that to meeting your dad for the first time and finding out your mom’s sick, yeah, those kinds of things might throw you off your game, but they aren’t who you are.”
I rested my head against his firm chest and let his steady heartbeat soothe me along with his words. No matter how good he made me feel I had something I needed to confess.
I stayed where I was because I wasn’t ready to face him as I shared my fears. “I made a lot of assumptions about my relationship with Danny. I thought he was more serious than he was.” I bit my lip, but I needed to tell him all of it. “After only dating for a month, I thought we were going to end up married.”
I let out a short laugh. “I like you, Jace. A lot. But I’m scared to take things too fast again. I want to say Danny hurt me, but it was ninety-nine percent my own doing. I can’t just jump back into a serious relationship.”
“I have no expectations,” Jace said, giving his head a slow shake. “I like you and you like me. That’s enough for today. I told you I wasn’t going to hide from life anymore, and I’m not. We might date for a few weeks and decide it wasn’t meant to be. And if that happens, we’ll both be okay with it because it’s better to try at something and fail than not try and miss out on all the fun along the way.”
He lifted my chin so I was looking up at him. “But,” his brown eyes locked on mine and chills tingled my spine, “I have a feeling we’re going to find out we have something real together. When I look at you I see our future. I see a home filled with beautiful flowers with me lost behind my computer and you reminding me to come out of my made up world to live in your real one.”
I swallowed hard as unexpected tears filled my eyes. His words were so beautiful. The picture he painted covered the emptiness I’d felt in my life, and I longed to see it become our reality.
“You don’t want to jump into a serious relationship,” he continued. “And I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking that you give us a chance.”
I nodded and swallowed, unable to speak. I was so moved not only by what he said but by the fact that he was opening himself up to me. I knew all too well how risky revealing your true feelings to someone could be.
I took a deep breath with my eyes still on his. “I was so sad when Danny moved. It felt like my life was ending, and yet really, it was the best thing that could have happened. If he hadn’t moved I wouldn’t have given you a second look as anything more than a friend. No matter how Danny made me sound, I don’t jump from guy to guy. As much as it hurt I guess really he did me a huge favor.”
Jace grinned and rubbed the faded bruise by his eye. “It hurt you?” he joked.
His words lightened the deep moment as he’d intended them to, and I laughed. I ran my finger down the bruise on his cheek to his lips. My laugh faded as I traced his bottom lip and watched his mouth part. He lowered his head to mine and I arched my neck to meet his lips, feeling a combination of heat and contentment swirl throughout my body.
I could have stayed like that for hours, but my neck finally had all it could take of the bent position. I ended the kiss, twisting out of his arms and rolling off his lap to stand. I rubbed my neck, and he gave me a sexy grin with longing still hot in his eyes.
“I should probably go,” I said with so much reluctance Jace laughed at me.
“I don’t want you to leave, either,” he said. “I think I have some ice cream if you’re up for dessert.”
It didn’t take me long to consider his offer. I could go home to an empty house and worry about Mom and dream of Jace or I could stay here and eat ice cream.
“I have room for ice cream.” I smiled.
Jace got out a couple of bowls and spoons and gave us each a big scoop of mint chocolate chip. I looked around and realized we’d been alone for hours.
“Are your parents home?” I took a bite of ice cream and looked up to see his face turning red. “What?” I frowned at him. I replayed my question. It was pretty simple, I wasn’t sure how it could embarrass him.
Jace licked ice cream from his spoon and set it in his bowl. He folded his hands together and rested them on the table. “You know I’ve written some books.”
I gave him a confused smile and nodded. I’d read one of those books. He knew that I knew he wrote.
He took a deep breath and nodded. “They’ve sold pretty well,” he said. “The first one has even been optioned for a movie with interest in the next two.”
He glanced up at me and must have realized I wasn’t following him. “This is my house,” he said looking around. “I bought it with my advance. It’s not huge or anything. I just wanted a quiet place of my own where I could work without being disturbed.”
I raised my brows. “You bought this house with money you earned from your books?”
He shrugged.
“That’s amazing.” I blinked and tried to comprehend someone my age buying his own house. “I mean, I know you’re an excellent author. I couldn’t put your book down. I just didn’t realize there was that much money in it.”
“I got lucky,” he said, but I didn’t believe him.
“You’re hard-working and talented,” I said. “I’m so happy for you.”
“So it’s not weird?”
“Of course it’s weird.” I laughed and ate a bite of ice cream. “How many eighteen-year-olds are already successful? Not many,” I answered my own question. “You are an incredible person. I really think if you don’t tell anyone else, you should tell Mrs. Harrison about your books. I know she’d be really proud of you.” I nodded. “Just like I am.”
I saw the tension ease from Jace’s shoulders as he relaxed. “Maybe I will tell her someday,” he said. “But not yet. I want to get the whole series out first and see how it does. If it’s not a flop maybe I’ll decide to stop hiding it.”
“It’s not going to be a flop,” I reassured him. I checked the time. “Well, as much as I don’t want tonight to end, I guess I should head home. It’s getting late.”
Jace took our bowls to the sink. When I stood, he pulled me against him and kissed me like it was the most natural thing in the world to do. “Wow,” I pulled back just slightly. “You’re making this even harder.”
Jace leaned down and kissed my nose. “I’m really glad you decided to bring me dinner. I wasn’t sure how many of your friends I was going to have to talk to before it got back to you that I was interested in something more than friendship.”
I tilted my head in question.
“Why do you think I’ve been playing basketball at Matt’s every day?”
I frowned, trying to figure out where he was going with that. I cocked my head to the side and tried the obvious answer. “Because you like basketball?”
“True,” he gave an easy nod, “but mainly because it gave me a chance to talk to Kristen about you. And why do you think Jules and I were outside alone at that party when you were spying on me?”
“I wasn’t spying!” I automatically defended myself, and Jace let out a loud laugh.
“It’s much better for my ego to believe you were,” he joked. “But I was out there with your friend, talking about you. I know how girls are. Pretty soon one of them was going to tell you I’d been asking about you. And that would have gotten you thinking about me.”
I bit my lip and smiled. “You’re still that sneaky little boy at heart who snuck into your big sister’s room aren’t you?”
He shrugged with a grin. “I like to think of it more as a master chess player setting up my moves.”
I realized my heart was completely healed, and Jace had been the one to heal it. I wondered for just a second what I’d be feeling right now if it wasn’t for Jace and decided I didn’t even want to think about it. Danny might have dumped me, but it was thanks to him that I was with this new incredible guy now.
I let out a contented sigh and rested my head against Jace’s chest. “I really like you Jace Freeman, and I’m so glad you’re in my life.”

 

Chapter 32
I finally, reluctantly, peeled myself away from Jace and picked up my purse, fighting back a sigh of regret this time. The last thing I wanted to do was leave him and go home to an empty house. From the way his fingers lingered on my arm, I knew he didn’t want me to go either.
“I had a really nice time tonight.” I walked to the front door and turned to face him, hoping it wasn’t too obvious that I was waiting for a goodnight kiss. Just the thought of kissing him caused yummy chills to tingle my spine. I drew my bottom lip between my teeth and looked up at him
“I had a nice time too.” Jace closed the distance between us and soon had my back pressed up against the door. Heat flared through me in the split second before his lips captured mine, and then my world exploded into a blaze of shiny bright fireworks.
His hands moved up and down my arms before settling on my hips. I wrapped my arms around his neck to pull him closer. I’d never felt like this before, not even with Danny, and I was enjoying every second of it. Jace was the first to pull away. I kept my eyes closed enjoying the lingering sensations. He smoothed a strand of hair off my face before pressing a kiss to my forehead.
“I’m really going to miss you,” he said. I opened my eyes and saw Jace had on his innocent little boy face, but my lips tingled with full awareness that he wasn’t as innocent as he looked. That boy could kiss.
I gave him a flirty smile. “I could stop by in the morning and bring you breakfast. Just in case you forgot to eat again. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for you starving.”
“I like the sound of that.” With a grin, Jace pulled open the door.
I tore my eyes from his and turned to brave the cold but was met with more than that. It looked like there was at least a foot of fresh snow covering the ground, and it was still coming down in fat lazy flakes.
 Jace stuck his head outside, looking up and down the street. He pulled me back in and shut the door.
“You really shouldn’t drive in that until the roads are cleared. I have four wheel drive I can take you home if you want. Or. . .” He tilted his head to the side.
“Or what?” I asked, pretty sure I knew the answer.
“Or.” He shrugged. “You can stay here. I have a guest room you can sleep in,” he quickly added with an adorable blush grazing his cheeks.
I bit my lip. I had no reason to go home, no pets or little sisters—thank the good Lord—waiting for me to come take care of them. I nodded. “If you’re sure you don’t mind. That would be great.”
A slow smile spread across Jace’s face until he was grinning from ear to ear. “How about I start a movie?”
Jace put another log on the fire and started a comedy. “Want some popcorn?” He called over his shoulder as he headed to the kitchen.
“Sure. Can I help?”
“Nope,” Jace called. “Just give me a sec.”
I walked around the living room, seeing it differently now that I knew this was Jace’s home and not his parents. I slowly roamed to the bookcase, picking up a framed picture of Jace and his family.
Jace looked a little younger in the photo than he did now. He wore his innocent smile, but his eyes looked like he was about to laugh. He looked a lot like his dad I noticed. His sister was easy to match to the girl I saw earlier. As much as Jace looked like his dad, Jana looked like their mom. They were both blond and very pretty with dainty features.
I set the photo back down and glanced at the titles on his shelves. He had a lot of fantasy books, but there were several mysteries and thrillers and even some horror. My eyes landed on the sparkly pink diary I’d given him, and I let out a laugh.
It was hard to believe only days ago Jace and I had been virtually strangers in the diner. I was so glad I didn’t turn down his invitation to get a hot chocolate. I was glad about a lot of things where Jace was concerned.
“Okay.” Jace walked into the room holding a large yellow bowl filled with popcorn in one hand and a couple of bottles of water in the other. He set everything on the coffee table, and I walked over to sit beside him on the couch. “I hope you like plenty of salt and butter on your popcorn,” he said, “because that’s the only way I make it.”
“That sounds perfect.” I took a big handful and popped it into my mouth, enjoying the buttery flavor. “Yum,” I said.
Jace draped an arm around my shoulders, at ease as always, and munched on some popcorn. We watched the movie for a few minutes. Or at least I tried to watch the movie for a few minutes, but with Jace so close to me I couldn’t think about anything other than him.
Pretty soon he leaned over and kissed me, slowly maneuvering us with each kiss until I was lying back on the couch, and he was lying right beside me.
Yep, master chess player he was. A contented grin curved my lips. I wasn’t complaining.
His lips moved back to my neck, and I ran my fingers through his thick hair. I heard a phone ring and at first thought it was on the movie but quickly realized it was mine.
I rolled off the couch with a groan. “Sorry,” I said, digging through my purse. “I need to get it in case it’s my mom. Or dad,” I added with a frown thinking how strange it felt to say that.
“Hello?” I said lightly, but my stomach quickly fell when I found out it was the hospital calling. “I’ll be right there,” I think I said before I hung up.
My chest felt so tight I couldn’t breathe. I gave Jace a panic-stricken look, and he shot up off the couch and put his hands on my shoulders. “What happened?”
“My mom,” I choked out as my throat constricted around the words.
Jace didn’t ask any more questions. He bundled me up in my coat since I didn’t seem to be able to function. He slipped his own on before grabbing his keys. “I’ll drive,” he said.
I knew the polite thing to do was tell him he didn’t have to do that, but I couldn’t think straight much less operate a vehicle in the heavy snow. All the woman on the other line had said was that something had happened to my mom, and I needed to come to the hospital right away.
Jace drove as fast as he carefully could through the uncleared streets. There wasn’t another track in the snow so far, and I appreciated even more that he was doing this for me. He reached over and turned the heater to high, but I didn’t feel the cold.
My mind spun on overdrive going through every scenario I could possibly imagine. From the most minor possibility that mom had a hangnail and they need me to sign a consent form so they could trim it to the deepest darkest fear I could imagine.
“Do you think she’s dead?” I stared straight out the window without blinking. “Wouldn’t they tell me that on the phone?” I clasped my hands together so hard I felt my knuckles crack. I hated even voicing the thought, but I needed him to reassure me that death wasn’t a possibility.
“No!” Jace said, reaching over to put his hand on my arm without taking his eyes off the road. “Don’t let yourself go there. We’ll be at the hospital in just a few minutes. There’s no good reason to worry yourself sick about every terrible possibility.”
I nodded but didn’t look away from the bleak white world outside. It wasn’t the firm reassurance that I hoped for, but what he said made sense. There was just no way I could rein in my thoughts. I prayed we’d get to the hospital before the worst of those thoughts caused me to have a nervous breakdown.

 

Chapter 33
Instead of the answers I expected to get at the hospital, Jace and I were led to a family waiting room and told the doctor was with Mom now and would update us on her condition when he could.
I sat on the firm couch and fought back the scream that filled my throat. Something bad had to be happening, and I just wanted someone to tell me what it was. Jace wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me to his side. He didn’t say anything, but the warmth of his body cocooned me, keeping me from losing whatever self-control I still had.
I lost track of time as we waited in the otherwise empty room for any word of my mom. I fingered the shiny rose on my bracelet. I briefly considered calling Drake, but I didn’t know what I’d even tell him yet.
Plus, I didn’t want to take a risk of him showing up here. Possibly with Leigh Ann. I rolled my eyes and shook my head slightly against Jace’s chest. Drake might be a nice guy like Mom believed, but this wasn’t the scenario where I wanted us to get to know each other.
After what seemed like hours but was probably less than twenty minutes, Dr. Jackson’s weary face appeared in the doorway. My heart stuttered over a beat and my breath caught. I wanted to stand. To ask what was wrong with Mom, but I was frozen.
When he saw us, he walked into the room and sat on the arm of the chair closest to me. He gave a small nod. “Your mother’s going to be okay,” he said.”
Blood roared through my ears. I slumped against Jace in relief, and he squeezed me tight. It didn’t matter that I was legally an adult. I didn’t know how I’d survive if something happened to Mom.
Dr. Jackson took a deep breath and exhaled it loudly. “She had a bad reaction to one of the pain medications she was given.” His lips almost disappeared as he pressed them together. “It was touch and go for a while there.” He tried to add lightness to his words, but exhaustion and worry lingered on his face.
“She’s stable now,” he said. “I’ll want to keep her an extra day or two, though, just to make sure there aren’t any other problems.”
“Can I see her?” I didn’t recognize my voice. I sounded like a frightened little girl and pressed so close to Jace I’m sure I looked like one too.
Dr. Jackson looked like he was about to say no, but his face relaxed. “She’s sedated, but if it will ease your mind you can see her for a minute.”
I nodded hard and stood up quickly, grabbing for Jace’s hand. I wanted to see her, but I didn’t want to go alone.
Dr. Jackson pushed himself to his feet and turned to the door.
“Thank you,” I whispered, and he looked back at me with a small smile, giving him a kind grandfatherly look. “Thank you for taking care of my mom.” I broke away from Jace and wrapped Dr. Jackson in a tight hug. He seemed surprised at first but soon hugged me in return and patted my back.
“I’m glad I could be there for her,” he said.
I let him go with a nod. I wanted to smile, but I knew I owed this man for my mom’s life and the depth of thankfulness I felt for him right then was too profound to allow me to do something as mundane as smile.
He seemed to understand and clasped my shoulder in a tight grip for a second, looking deep into my eyes, before turning and heading out of the room.
Mom was so pale and so still on the hospital bed, she almost looked like she hadn’t survived after all. My stomach tightened and I swallowed hard. The slow steady rise of her chest assured me that she was alive, and if Dr. Jackson was to be believed, would be back home very soon. But that didn’t lessen the shock of seeing her in such a fragile state.
I walked to her side and took her hand in mine. “You’re going to be fine,” I whispered with a nod. “You’re going to be just fine.”
Jace took me back to his house without even asking if I wanted to stay with him or go home, and I was so thankful. My brain felt like mush. I didn’t want to have to make any decisions, and I didn’t want to be alone.
Jace stomped snow off his boots at the door then helped me with my coat when we got inside. We hadn’t talked much, but it didn’t feel uncomfortable. Jace was always easy to be around, and I appreciated that more than ever right now since my every thought was focused on my mom.
He hung our coats in the hall closet. “The guest room is this way. Let’s get you tucked in.” He took my hand and led me down a short hall, turning into the second doorway. The room was simple and tidy and again gave me the feeling that I was in a cabin high up in the mountains somewhere.
Jace took my purse and set it on the nightstand before pulling back the red and black plaid comforter and giving the bed a pat. “I can get you a shirt to sleep in if you want.”
He looked at me uncertainly and waited for my nod before he left the room. “I’ll be right back.”
I sat on the edge of the bed and looked around the room. The dresser was made of a light colored wood that matched the nightstand and headboard. A braided rug was on the floor and simple plaid curtains that matched the comforter hung over the room’s single window.
Jace was back in under a minute and handed me a green Forest Ridge t-shirt. He stepped close and cupped my face in his hands. “She’s going to be okay,” he said looking deep into my eyes. “Dr. Jackson is a great doctor, and he’ll make sure she gets the care she needs.”
I nodded but my bottom lip quivered. Jace ran his thumb over it before leaning down to kiss my head. “It’s been a long day. I know you’re beat. Can I get you anything else before bed?”
I shook my head. “Thank you for being there for me,” I struggled to get the words out without letting any tears slip out with them. “I . . .”
“No thanks needed.” He gave me a tiny smile. “I’m in the next room,” he said tipping his head to the left. “Let me know if you need anything at all.”
I nodded, and he left, closing the door with a sweet smile. I sat where I was for a while and replayed the events of the night. Mom had seemed so healthy and happy when I left the hospital earlier. I felt guilty now that I’d left her. I should have stayed. Maybe I could have done something. I swallowed the growing lump of fear in my throat. It was almost more than I could wrap my mind around that she’d almost died just a few hours after I’d left.
I took off my clothes and let them drop to the floor before putting on Jace’s shirt. It was big on me and hung half-way down my thigh, but it was soft and comfortable, and I liked knowing it was his. I turned out the light and crawled into the unfamiliar bed to stare at the ceiling.
The house was quiet. Too quiet. My mind wouldn’t quit racing and at some point the tears that I’d been holding back since my phone rang found their release. I pressed a pillow over my mouth, hoping Jace wouldn't hear me as I let them flow. I couldn’t have held them back if I’d tried.
Jace was such an amazing guy. I couldn’t believe how he’d been there for me first with Danny and now with Mom.
He acted older than a normal high school senior sometimes, and I wondered if being sick had made him mature faster than he should have had to. My thoughts turned from my mom to Jace, and I ached knowing he’d gone through such a scary time alone. He’d had his family at least. He wasn’t completely alone, but I still couldn’t believe he hadn’t told any of his friends.
I tossed and turned and threw off the sheet before covering back up again. My mind seemed to want to torture me, flitting from Kristen almost being killed to Laurie disappearing before skipping over to Jace going through cancer treatments alone and finally landing hard on the fact that I’d honestly almost lost my mom.
When she’d invited Drake over, she’d mentioned that she wanted me to at least know who he was in case something happened to her, but I’d never let myself believe that was truly a possibility. I blinked at the ceiling. I couldn’t lie there and think about all those terrible things for another second.
I got up and went out to the hall. I started to walk to the living room thinking I’d watch TV to distract myself from my thoughts, but my feet turned the opposite direction, leading me to Jace’s door. I stood in front of it, hesitating, before giving it a quiet knock.
“Michelle?” Jace said right away, and I guessed he hadn’t been sleeping either. “Do you need something?”
I opened his door and walked into his room. Enough light from the moon slipped around the closed curtain to light my way. I noticed this room looked a lot like the guest room. Very simple and neat with blue plaids instead of red. I shyly stood at the end of the bed. “I can’t sleep,” I said. “Can I stay here with you?”
Jace pulled back the covers in invitation, and I quickly crawled into bed beside him. He pulled me against him, and I was surprised for a second to realize he wasn’t wearing a shirt. His skin was smooth and warm, and I laid my head on his chest.
He stroked my hair while I listened to the soothing rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my ear. “I’m scared,” I whispered into the dark. Jace’s arm tightened around me pulling me closer. “What if my mom never comes home?” I couldn’t say the word “dies” although it freely ping-ponged through my every thought.
Jace ran his hand over my hair again. “I can’t make you any promises, but I really think your mom will make it through this.” He was quiet for a second, and I thought that was all he would say, but then he started talking again, telling me how he’d first discovered he had cancer and the long road he’d traveled before coming out on the other side.
“I can’t make you any promises,” he said again, “but I do know your mom has one of the best doctors around. Dr. Jackson really cares about all of his patients and stays on top of their progress even when he’s off duty. I wish your mom didn’t have to go through this at all, but I don’t think she could have anyone better than Dr. Jackson by her side.”
With Jace’s arms around me, and his comforting words thawing my icy thoughts I slowly relaxed more and more with each stroke of his hand against my hair. I had a brief picture of how Danny would have reacted to my mom having cancer if we were still together.
I was sure he would have been upset and felt sorry for me, but I knew he wouldn’t have driven all the way to the hospital to comfort me when I needed it the most. I would have been lucky to get a text asking how I was doing, and that was only if he wasn’t at basketball practice. Danny would always come first in Danny’s mind.
Jace, on the other hand, was quick to drop everything whenever I needed him. I snuggled into his side and smiled when he pressed a kiss to the top of my head. Danny moving was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. Before I knew it, I was asleep.
 
 


 
 

Chapter 34
I wasn’t able to take Mom home from the hospital until Thursday. She said she was a little sore, but I thought she really looked good all things considered. And she looked relieved. I didn’t know if it was because her secret was finally out in the open or if she was thankful the surgery was behind her, but she was happier than she’d been in a long time.
Her near-death experience was still fresh and raw in both of our minds. I caught myself staring at her from time to time, simply thankful she was there. Things could have easily turned out much differently.
She was going to have to take it easy for a while and I was determined to do everything I could do pamper her. I got her settled in the living room with a movie, one of the sappy holiday ones she couldn’t get enough of, and made her a glass of fresh vegetable juice. She wrinkled her nose at it, but after the first sip, she nodded. “It’s not nearly as bad as it looks,” she admitted.
Jace came over after practice and helped me cook a whole chicken with carrots and potatoes. He knew his way around the kitchen, and I had to admit I sat back and watched him put the meal together more than I helped since I was more of a master reheater than a master chef.
I couldn’t stop smiling, and he couldn’t stop sneaking kisses which made me smile even more.
I shared some stories about my “dad” with Mom and Jace while we ate. Mom’s mouth dropped open when I repeated some of the things that little girl had said. Jace stared down at his plate but his shoulders shook with laughter.
Mom looked over at him and let out a chuckle of her own. “Well, that didn’t turn out exactly like I expected,” she said. “I do hope you’ll try to get to know Drake, though. He’s a piece of who you are and you might find out he’s not really a bad guy.”
“I don’t think he’s a bad guy,” I said. “But I’m not so sure about that daughter of his.” I raised my brows with a mock look of horror.
I got Mom settled in her room with everything I thought she might need for the next few hours and made sure her phone was charged and right beside the bed. We had a basketball game tonight, and Mom had insisted she didn’t want me to miss it. Once she was tucked in, I gave her a big hug and she kissed my cheek.
“Thank you for everything you’re doing, Michelle. I know this isn’t easy on you.”
“We’re going to get you through this together,” I said. I looked around one last time to make sure she was all set up and moved the TV remote to her nightstand so she could easily reach it if she felt like watching anything. “Call if you need anything at all.” I gave her a stern motherly look. “I mean it. If you need anything, you call me.”
“Yes, Mom,” she teasesd.
I rushed out of her room and found Jace sitting on the couch in the living room waiting for me. “I’ll get my coat, and I’m ready,” I said as I raced past.
“Come here for a minute.”
I hesitated. I didn’t want to make us miss the bus. Jace stood up and held open his arms. I grinned and ran straight to him. We could be a little late. His lips quickly settled on mine, and he gave me a long slow kiss that left my knees weak and my mind spinning.
“I’m going to be thinking about that all night,” he said, looking down at me with heat in his eyes.
And now I would be thinking about it all night too. I swallowed, blinking up at him. I already couldn’t wait for the game to be over so we could do that again. I might get used to Jace and his kisses eventually, but so far every one set me on fire. I couldn’t get enough of him.
We were playing Wylie in a real game at their gym tonight, and I was a little nervous about seeing Danny. I held Jace’s hand all the way there on the bus, and I was reluctant to let go when we got off.
I gave his hand a squeeze. “Watch out for Danny,” I said before he headed to the locker room. “I don’t want him causing any problems.”
Jace’s mouth kicked up on one side. “Don’t worry about me and Danny,” he said in a way that made me really worry. “I owe him one.”
Matt grabbed his arm as he walked by. “Break it up already,” he joked, pulling Jace away. “We’ve got a game to win.”
Jace looked over his shoulder and winked at me.
I crossed my arms over my chest and gave Kristen a worried look. “You don’t think Jace and Danny will get into a fight do you? Because I don’t think I can handle it.”
Kristen looked after the guys and shook her head. “Nah, I think they have something much worse in mind for Danny.”
“What?” I asked with a scared look. Danny wasn’t my favorite person right now, but I didn’t want him to get hurt. Jace and Matt were both nice guys. I didn’t think they’d hurt him, but Kristen made it sound like they had something planned.
“Don’t worry,” Kristen said, bending her arm over her head to stretch. “They wouldn’t do anything bad. Forest Ridge has just been practicing hard the past few days. The guys are really finding their rhythm. I think if Matt and Jace have their way Wylie’s going to leave here tonight with their tail between their legs.”
I let out a relieved sigh and joined Kristen in stretching. Wylie taking a beating was something I wouldn’t mind seeing.
Jules came running up to join us. “I see you and Jace are together,” she said breathlessly, giving me a quick hug. “He is so crazy about you. He about talked my ear off at Bobby’s party about how pretty you are and how smart you are.” She rolled her eyes in a friendly way.
“I couldn’t wait to tell you, but I’ve been out of town with my grandparents until today. You two look so good together.”
Remembering how jealous I’d been thinking Jules was dating Jace, I tried not to cringe. Thank goodness she couldn’t read my mind and find out how nuts I’d been. “Thanks,” I said. “I’m kind of crazy about him too.”
Megan came bouncing up to me with her eyes wide and her black hair swinging. “So it’s true? You and Jace are dating?”
I thought about how she’d jumped all over Kristen for moving on to Matt right after she and George broke up and prepared myself for some kind of rant. When I nodded, her face broke into a happy smile and she bounced up and down on her toes.
“That’s so exciting,” she said.
I cast a quick look at Kristen and was met with her look of disbelief. I guessed it was okay for me to move on to another boyfriend but not for Kristen.
“Danny totally blew you off at the last game,” Megan said. “I don’t care how strict Wylie’s coach is that was just wrong.” She planted her hands on her hips and gave a firm nod before turning to the locker room door as our guys came running out.
“Woo hoo!” she yelled, and the rest of us joined her.
My eyes sought Jace, and I was once again reminded how he could so easily slip from one role to another. Tonight, no one would guess that the tall, muscular jock handling a basketball like it was second nature spent hours almost every day in front of a computer inventing other worlds.
I saw him send a sweeping look around the gym until his eyes landed on mine. When they did his face lit up and he ran straight for me.
He grabbed my hands and looked deep into my eyes. “I missed you,” he said.
“You just saw me ten minutes ago,” I said, but a smile stretched my face so wide it was almost painful.
“One minute away from you is too long.” His warm brown eyes fixed on mine before he added a wink which made his words more playful than corny, but they still caused my heart to flutter.
Boy, oh boy, did he have a way with words.
He glanced over his shoulder to where his team was warming up. “Gotta go,” he said. He kissed his fingertip and pressed it to my nose with a shrug. “No PDA at games,” he explained as he ran off.
Jules let out a long sigh and Megan pressed her hands to her heart while pretending to faint. Even Kara smiled at his display.
“You are one lucky girl,” Kristen said, watching the guys form lines for layups.
I hooked my arm through hers and bumped her hip with mine as Matt caught her eye and tipped his head in this cute little “what’s up?” thing he did. “I’d say that makes two of us.”
“Ugh, no fair.” Jules stuck out her shiny pink lip in a pout. “I need a guy too.”
I hooked my other arm through hers and studied her options. “What about the blond you saw on Wylie’s team last week?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want a long distance relationship. I want someone I can see every day.”
I couldn’t argue with that. My three-day long-distance relationship with Danny had been a disaster. Of course, I was sure with the right couple it could be done.
The smell of fresh buttery popcorn wafted into the gym as the concession stand opened, and the stands quickly filled as the starting time neared. I watched our guys practicing and Brian Mathis caught my eye. His hair was longer than the Wylie player Jules had noticed last week, but he was tall and blond. He was a good player, too, I saw as he effortlessly tipped a ball into the basket.
Nudging Jules I tipped my head towards him. “What about Brian? He’s cute.”
Jules watched him and a slow smile spread across her face. “I’ve never really thought about him like that before.” Her brow wrinkled, and I could tell she was thinking about him like that now.
There was something about being in a happy relationship that made me want to help everyone find their special someone.
“What about you Megan?”
She shrugged and looked away. “I kind of have my eye on someone,” she said mysteriously. “We’ll see if it works out.” We all tried to pry more information out of her about her secret crush, but she wasn’t giving us any clues.
“Well, if you like him, I hope it works out for you,” Kristen told her with a smile.
Megan cut a look at her and gave her a cold, “Thanks,” before looking away.
Kristen met my eyes and raised her brows, and I shrugged. Something was definitely off between Megan and Kristen, but I had no idea what it might be.


 

Chapter 35
Wylie’s team ran out of the locker room to a deafening roar from the crowd. Since we were playing on their turf this time the cheering was almost overwhelming. The players were as cold and focused as the last time we played them, and my entire body tensed when I saw Danny.
To my surprise, he met my look before grabbing a basketball and passing it to another player. I shook my head. I would have given anything for that brief glance last week. Now seeing him just left me feeling distant. It was almost as if he was a complete stranger.
“You doing okay?” Kristen whispered when she saw me watching him.
I nodded. “I wasn’t sure what it would be like to see him again, but I’m fine. It doesn’t even hurt.”
“I think you can thank Jace for that,” she said with a knowing look. “You have something so good now with Jace that you don’t miss what you had with Danny. That’s how it was for me with Matt after George and I broke up.”
She was right. I had no doubt I’d be a wreck seeing Danny after the way he’d moved on so quickly if I didn’t have Jace in my life. It still kind of hurt that he hadn’t returned my call when I tried to talk to him about my mom, but I was glad he hadn’t now. If he had I wouldn’t have called Jace and there’s no telling where things would be between us.
The game was about to start and we lined up for the tip-off. Danny and Jace both jumped for the ball and my heart pounded wildly. I kept telling myself it was just a game and nothing bad was going to happen, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Danny whacking Jace with his elbow at the last game.
I clasped my hands tightly behind my back, and fought to keep the fear I felt from showing on my face. Wylie raced down the court and scored right away, and the few people we had in the stands in the visitor’s section let out a collective groan. It looked like tonight could be a repeat of the last time we played them.
We went into a cheer designed to boost our players’ spirits before standing quietly to watch. Wylie scored again. This time Danny was the one to make the shot. His blond cheerleader went wild, but I was almost positive he’d looked at me.
Was he trying to make sure I knew what I was missing? Did he regret breaking up with me? Was my eyesight failing me and he was really looking at something else, and I just thought he was looking at me?
It didn’t matter. It was strange, and it made me uncomfortable. I felt like he wanted me to watch him, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why. Wouldn’t he be more interested in whether his new girlfriend was watching him or not?
Our team ran the ball all the way down the court. We all cheered as hard as we could, but the shot went wide. Jules looked at me and scrunched up her face in a disappointed frown. I felt the same way.
Danny had the ball, I saw him look directly at me before pivoting with his elbows to the side, catching Jace in the chest. I gasped and held my hands to my mouth. Jace bounced back a step before running straight for Danny.
I wasn’t sure what he’d do but visions of their fight flickered like a strobe light before my eyes. I hoped Jace wouldn’t hit him because I knew that would get him in major trouble.
Jace got to Danny, and I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t look away. And then I was glad I didn’t as Jace knocked the ball right out of Danny’s hands and ran a few steps towards our basket before passing the ball to Brian. Brian took the ball down the court and as soon as Wylie tried to block him, he passed it to Matt. Matt easily made the shot and put Forest Ridge on the scoreboard.
It was kind of like everything finally gelled for us at that point, and Wylie was down by seven at halftime. 
By the end of the game, we ended up beating Wylie by eleven points. It wasn’t quite as impressive as their win against us, but since that was a practice game it didn’t count for anything anyway.
Jace ran over and wrapped me in a super quick hug before giving high-fives to the other girls as they congratulated him. I gave high-fives to the other players and told them all good game, but I kept my eye on Jace as he disappeared into the locker room. I was ninety percent sure Danny wouldn’t start a fight or anything else stupid, but I’d feel better when we were back on the bus heading home.
I was gathering my stuff when I felt someone stop beside me. I glanced up and was shocked to find Danny standing there.
“Hi?” I said uncertainly.
“So you really are dating him?” Danny stared hard at me. “You know we just broke up, right? I thought you loved me or something. Isn’t that what you said?”
I stood up and slung my bag over my shoulder, giving myself a minute to form a reply. I hadn’t expected to run into Danny face to face and especially not alone. I wasn’t intimidated by him though. I was simply hurt and angry.
“Yeah,” I said, “and you didn’t love me so what do you care who I date?” I saw his little blond glaring at us from across the gym, and I tipped my head towards her. “I hear you’re dating someone too, so I’m not sure what difference it makes if I’m dating anyone or not.”
He jerked like he was surprised I knew he and his ex-girlfriend were back together. I gave him a smug look, deciding Kara’s gossip had paid off for a change.
“That’s not what I wanted to talk about,” he said shortly. “I got your message to call you. You said it was important.”
I lifted a brow and my lips thinned. How many days had passed since I’d left that message? On one hand, I no longer wanted to share anything with him. On the other, I wanted to lash out and hurt him like he’d hurt me. “I found out my mom has cancer,” I said shortly, keeping my eyes fixed on his, “and I needed someone to talk to. Thanks so much for being there for me.”
I’d surprised him again. and he dropped his arrogant expression. “Michelle,” he shook his head, “I didn’t know.”
I searched his face for the guy I’d thought I loved. The hurt I thought I was over built up and poured out. “I might have rushed things thinking I was in love with you,” I said, breathing hard. “But I thought we were at least friends. I thought you’d be there for me when I needed you. I would have been there for you. If you’d called saying it was important, I wouldn’t have ignored you.” I shook my head and clenched my teeth together.
Danny looked down at his feet.
I saw Jace striding across the gym towards us with a cold expression on his face. I let out a short breath. I wasn’t sure what would happen next, but I wasn’t looking forward to finding out. Jace wrapped an arm around my waist. “Is there a problem here?” he asked. His voice was as hard as nails. I barely recognized it.
Danny ignored him, looking up to meet my eyes. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head again. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
He shifted his gaze to Jace. They stared at each other for a minute before Danny stuck out his hand. Jace looked at it without moving then slowly took it.
“Take care of her,” Danny said, surprising me. “She’s really special.” He turned and walked away without looking back.
“Are you okay?” Jace asked. Danny took the blond cheerleader’s hand and walked to the door. “What was that about?”
I took a deep breath as I watched Danny walk away. Maybe I felt a little better after talking to him, but I couldn’t decide yet. “I guess we finally got some closure.” I shrugged.
I broke my gaze from my past and turned to my present and possibly future. It was hard to believe how fast everything had changed in my life. “Does that whole no public displays of affection thing pertain to hugs too?”
Jace glanced around before giving me a tight hug. “Not as long as no one sees us,” he joked before stepping back. He took my bag and slung the strap over his shoulder with his then offered me his hand. I took it, and as we connected with his warm skin pressed against my cooler hand, I felt such a complete sense of peace I couldn’t hold back a sigh.
Jace grinned down at me and I grinned right back. I regretted that he hadn’t let me know he liked me a year ago, but I was thankful we were together now. I wasn’t going to rush things like I did with Danny, but I decided it wouldn’t hurt to get an idea of what Jace thought about kids.
“So,” I said, swinging our joined hands between us as we walked to the bus. “Do you like kids? Have you ever thought about having a big family?”
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