
        
            
                
            
        

     
High School Hero
By Sherri Renee

 
High School Hero
By Sherri Renee
Copyright © 2018 Sherri Renee. All right reserved.
 
 
This book is a work of fiction. All characters, locations and events in this book are either fictitious or used fictitiously. Any similarities to real persons either living or deceased, locations or events is purely coincidental.
 
 
 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38

 

Chapter 1
Some girls cried. Others broke things. I, Kristen McDonald, cleaned when I was mad or upset. Which accounted for the lemony fresh scent that permeated the entire bedroom and crept out into the hall. My room was a girly combination of light pink, light green, and crisp white, and I loved every inch of it. I swiped my hair off my face with the back of my hand and surveyed my work.
I’d already dusted almost every surface in my room but had saved the collection of perfume bottles that filled the corner of my dresser for last. I choose perfume based on fragrance, of course, but if it came down to two and one happened to be bottled in an awesome container that’s the one that would be coming home with me. I lifted a bottle shaped like a diamond, swiped underneath with the blue cloth I was using then slammed it back down before reaching for the next one.
If George Masterson wanted to date a bubbly, overenthusiastic sophomore, that was up to him. The fact that he was still “officially” my boyfriend was the only part that ticked me off. This was my year. I was a senior at Forest Ridge High, head cheerleader dating the star quarterback. Everything was supposed to be perfect.
I slammed another bottle down just a little too hard this time and the entire thing shattered in my hand. “Argh!” A sliver of glass sliced my palm leaving an instant beading of blood. I didn’t think the cut was too bad, but it stung. “Crud!”
“Everything all right up there, honey?” Dad called from downstairs. I could picture him sitting on the couch with the news on TV and his head stuck behind a newspaper. It was a wonder he even heard me.
“Fine, Dad.”
I mopped up the perfume and glass with my dusting rag and dropped the whole mess in the trash. I stomped to the bathroom holding my wrist and rinsed my hand under a stream of cool water. As I’d thought, the cut wasn’t deep just annoying so I patted it dry and stuck a bandage on it. I added this to the list of strikes against George. Not that making out with another girl wasn’t a doozy in itself.
We’d had a good thing going. The perfect couple, everyone loved us. The votes for homecoming king and queen were almost guaranteed, but oh, no! George had to follow his male body part where it led, and from what I’d heard about Misty Holly it had led straight to “easy.” 
I looked up and caught my own eyes, burning with anger, in the mirror. Brown shot through with flecks of gold rimmed with naturally dark, long lashes. My nose just started to turn up at the end. Not too much where you could stare down my nostrils or anything gross. Just enough to earn me the label of “cute” every time.
My hair almost matched my eyes. Brown with golden strands highlighting it. I knew I wasn’t supermodel gorgeous or even as pretty as my best friend Michelle, but what I had worked just fine. Misty Holly was pretty in a more painted and obvious sort of way, but I knew her looks weren’t why George had gone sniffing after her.
And boy did I sound snippy. I decided to blame that on George too.
I trudged back to my room. George and I had an understanding. At least I thought we did. Our school didn’t vote for the prom king and queen individually but as a couple. We’d planned to capitalize on our combined popularity to make everyone love, or at least envy, us and secure the crowns at prom. George wanted the title, along with the included scholarship, just as much as I did.
Where on earth could I find another “perfect” boyfriend to help maintain my popularity once George and I broke up so I could still win prom queen and ensure this was still the best year of my life?
Music filled with entirely too much bass thumped from the street below. I squeezed my eyes shut as the offensive noise twanged on my last nerve. Matt Brady had been a thorn in my side since the day his family moved in next door two months ago.
He was a senior like me, but we didn’t have any classes together. I barely knew the guy, but what I did know was annoying as all get out. He walked down the halls with a swagger that said he was too cool for anyone, and he dressed like he was the angst-filled star of a 50’s teen movie complete with the fitted t-shirt, loose jeans, and black leather jacket.
Which was almost funny since his parents were clean cut, upstanding citizens. From what I’d heard, his dad was some kind of lawyer and his mom worked at a doctor’s office. I didn’t know if he really thought his thuggish look was a good one or if he dressed and acted the way he did to tick off his parents. The fact that the look really worked for him was something I would never admit to anyone and was beside the point as far as I was concerned.
The music finally stopped vibrating the pictures on my walls when Matt turned off his car. I eased back my frilly lace curtain with one finger and peeked out the window. Matt was parked in the driveway next door. After a minute he got out of his car then stretched with one arm in the air, the other behind his head. His black t-shirt rose just enough to let his six-pack abs peek through.
My face heated as I stared at that bare strip of skin and wondered what he looked like without a shirt. Pretty darn good, I decided, unconsciously nibbling my lower lip. He would look really, really good without a shirt. As a matter of fact, there should be a rule that he never wore a shirt again. My lips curved into a slow smile at the thought.
His shirt fell back into place covering those amazing abs when he lowered his arms. I let out a disappointed sigh. Looking away from his stomach my eyes roamed up his broad chest, landing on his face. He was staring straight at me. He smirked when he caught my eye and jerked his head in his typical head-tilt nod. My entire body froze. I could feel my appreciative smile morph into a small “o” of dismay. 
Forcing myself to move, I swished the curtains back into place and spun away from the window looking for a place to hide. I ended up plastered against the wall next to the window so he couldn’t see my shadow.
“No. No. No. No,” I chanted, pressing my palms to my burning forehead. How utterly humiliating. How could I have let him catch me watching him? My breaths came fast and my heart knocked around in my ribs like I’d just run a mile. Stupid! 
I lightly pounded my head back against the wall. Now he would be even more insufferable than before! Every other girl in school—including most of the female teachers—already fawned all over him. The last thing I wanted to do was add my name to his fan club.
But, the fact that all the girls were in love with him gave him an instant degree of popularity. That thought sprang out of nowhere, and I nibbled my lip some more. I tilted my head to the side as an idea unfurled.
If I could convince him to act like we were dating, at least until after prom, there was a very good chance I could still walk away with the crown even without my cheating-dog-of-an-ex-boyfriend, George.
At the thought, my heart, which had just started to calm down kicked its beat back up a notch. Could I do it? Would he go along with a plan like that simply because I asked?
I carefully pushed the curtain aside with one finger before peeking back through the opening. Matt was still there staring up at my window. No! He gave me a cocky wave and a smug grin before turning and jogging up the steps to his front door before going inside.
I stood frozen in the window this time. There was no sense trying to hide now. I was simply going to stand there and die from mortification. Or kill him for being so cocky. Either choice was as likely as the other. My knees started feeling rubbery, and I plopped down on the floor with my legs straight out in front of me.
That boy was absolutely irritating!
There was no way I could involve myself with someone like Matt. I clenched the shagging lime green throw rug in my fists. Doing that would be like playing with fire. I knew good and well that when you played with fire someone got burned. I wasn’t taking a chance on that someone being me.

 

Chapter 2
“Hey, sexy.”
His low voice was a caress against my cheek. I recognized it instantly and felt myself shudder. I spun from my locker with a stack of books pressed against my chest like a shield. My cheeks flamed when I found Matt hadn’t moved back when I turned, and we were now almost nose to nose.
Locker doors clanked up and down the hall as students grabbed the books they needed for class. The volume was at its typical low roar with a combination of everything from low whispers to a short female scream followed by a ripple of laughter coming from the sophomore section. Just another day at Forest Ridge High. Well, other than the fact that the hottest guy in school was well within my personal space.
His dark almost black hair showed hints of brown where the light hit it. It was perfectly tousled in an I-don’t-care-that-I’m-gorgeous kind of way. I couldn’t decide if it was the result of careful styling or if he was naturally blessed with beauty. He leaned one hand on the locker beside my head and fixed his slow lazy smile on me, revealing the sexiest dimple in his cheek.
I sucked in a breath and pulled my books tighter against my chest. What on earth was he doing? He bent his head even closer while I simply blinked at him. He was going to kiss me!
Rather than give him the tongue lashing he fully deserved or walking away without a word and leaving him standing, my traitorous eyes fluttered shut and my tongue darted over my lips, eagerly awaiting his touch.
Only nothing happened. The hall grew quiet and the last few lockers slammed as the warning bell rang for class. I opened my eyes a crack, and there he was, still inches from my face, silently watching me.
His dark brown eyes searched mine without a hint of their usual cockiness before he reached up and smoothed a strand of hair off my cheek leaving a trail of tingles where his fingers met my skin. My breath caught in my throat at the unexpectedly gentle gesture. I clung to my books, thankful to have them because without them I was pretty sure I would be pulling him closer right now.
“What are you doing?” My voice came out as a breathless whisper.
Matt’s eyes lit, and he leaned in even closer. “Letting you get a closer look.” His sexy voice rasped against my ears, and it took a second to comprehend his words. When I did I frowned and tilted my head in question.
“What?” I choked out.
“Last night you almost fell out of your window staring at me, so here I am.” He moved back far enough to wave his free hand down his body like a game show host announcing a prize. “You can look to your heart’s content.” He grinned. “I don’t mind a bit.”
Blood sizzled under my skin. How dare he call me on that? He was looking too, or he wouldn’t have seen me looking. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I snapped, regaining my senses. “I just wanted to see what fool had his music so loud it made the windows rattle in my house.”
He smirked and leaned back in. I pressed myself harder against the lockers, trying to put more space between us. Oh, my. He was going to kiss me. My heart fluttered, and I licked my dry lips again.
“You’re going to be late.” His voice was so low and tender I almost missed the words.
“What?” I asked for the second time in less than a minute. I blinked at him as what he said sunk in. “Oh. Oh!” I pushed away from the locker and brushed past him, my mind spinning with desire and confusion.
“Mr. Thicke,” I called over my shoulder to explain my rush since everyone knew the Calculus teacher, Mr. Thicke, locked his door as soon as the bell rang and didn’t let latecomers in. I sure didn’t need Matt to think I was running from him. Even if I was.
Matt stood with his hand still resting on my locker and tilted his chin up in reply. His look wasn’t cocky or arrogant this time. It was curious, probing. Instead of racing for class my feet slowed as I watched him over my shoulder.
I could miss calculus this one time. Math came easy to me. I could go back and talk to Matt—find out what he was really up to—and borrow calculus notes from Michelle tonight.
It was a tempting thought. So tempting I turned and ended up running to class, slipping in the door just before the bell rang. What was I thinking? Matt was a jerk. A really sexy jerk with an appealing bad boy image, but a jerk just the same. I needed to get my mind off my neighbor and focus on a solid plan for ensuring the crown at prom. That was top priority, and Matt was not it.
George smiled from the far side of the room and patted the seat beside him where I usually sat. His short blond hair was damp from the shower I knew he took after practice and was perfectly combed to the side as usual. He wore a light blue golf shirt with his khakis, and his letter jacket rested over the back of his chair. He looked good as always but knowing what he’d done took the shine off for me.
Was he kidding? Did he really think I hadn’t heard about him and his new “friend?” I shook my head with a cold look, enjoying his confused frown as I walked to an empty desk in the back of the class without another look his direction.
Michelle quickly moved from her desk to the empty one beside her. “Hey! What are you doing back here?” she asked, her green eyes wide with curiosity.
“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard.”
“Guess not.” Michelle scooted her books to the side, pushing her dark curls off her face. “Spill.” She leaned in, eager for the newest gossip.
“Rumor has it George was seen making out with Misty Holly.” I tried to keep the anger and jealousy out of my tone, but I wasn’t altogether successful.
“The sophomore with the body of a porn star?” Michelle squeaked loud enough to have heads turning our direction.
I looked around until everyone turned back to what they were doing. “That’s kind of mean, but yeah, her.” I fiddled with my pencil.
“What about you? And prom?” Michelle’s voice rose as she realized the ramifications of me and George breaking up this close to prom. She knew prom queen had been my goal for the past three years.
“He is not getting away with this. The jerk!” Michelle glared at the back of his head then jumped up with her fists balled at her side. Her books slid to the floor with a crash.
“Ms. Morris, is there a problem?” Mr. Thicke raised a brow from the front of the class and waited for her reply. It was only first period and his black pants already sported more chalk than the chalkboard.
“Um, no, sir.” Michelle gathered her books and slunk back into her seat.
I couldn’t help but grin, wondering what Michelle would have said to George if Mr. Thicke hadn’t stopped her. Michelle was the queen of comebacks and quick replies. A skill I would forever envy.
“Good,” he said drily. “Everyone take out your homework and pass it to the front, please.”
Papers shuffled, and I dug through my notebook to find my carefully completed assignment. But my mind wasn’t on math. All I could think about was Matt.
My cheeks burned again as I remembered how I’d closed my eyes waiting for a kiss that hadn’t come. Oh, my goodness. What was I thinking? How desperate could I have possibly looked?
Maybe he didn’t notice. I passed my paper forward and frowned. There was no way he didn’t notice my reaction to him. I guess I was lucky he hadn’t called me on it and embarrassed me any more than he had. I gave him plenty of material to work with.
What was he doing at my locker, though? I certainly wasn’t the first girl he’d caught staring at him.
Mr. Thicke started explaining the new material. The chalk clacked against the board as he wrote out a sample problem. I tried to follow along, but my thoughts kept going back to Matt. He was too attractive for his own good, and he knew it.
I didn’t like to think I was as susceptible to his looks and attitude as the rest of the girls at school, but apparently I was. Too bad there wasn’t some kind of defense against it. A special pair of glasses that made him look like a frog would be a good start. I bit my lip. I’d have to do something about that sexy voice of his too if I wanted to be totally immune.
I fielded worried looks from Michelle and a couple of confused ones from George. It was funny, but I was so focused on Matt and what him showing up at my locker meant I wasn’t even mad about George cheating on me anymore.
Oh, I’d still make him pay. I tapped my eraser on the desk with a dull steady thud. That was only fair. But I realized my feelings for him must have been pretty shallow because I felt nothing now. No pain. No anger. And thankfully no desire to try to work things out. As far as I was concerned, we were done.
George clung to his popularity just as tightly as I did. The best way to get to him would be to make sure he wasn’t elected prom king. I nibbled on my lower lip as plans for revenge flew through my mind. I needed to find someone who I could make more popular than George in less than a month.
Although I knew it was a bad idea. A very bad idea. The only person I could think of who might be able to steal the crown from George was Matt.

 

Chapter 3
 
“What do you think about Matt?” I asked Michelle in my most nonchalant voice as we strolled down the hall to our next class. Thankfully, Mr. Thicke had asked George to stay after class to talk about his project. I appreciated the reprieve.
Knowing George he would be all innocence and excuses: Did I kiss Misty Holly? Well, of course not. Our lips just happened to get stuck together when we bumped into each other.
I rolled my eyes as I imagined his excuses. I’d invested entirely too much time on that guy. He might have been a star quarterback, but I’d been the one to teach him the importance of making connections. And schmoozing. Schmoozing never hurt anyone’s popularity.
“Nice dress, Allison! Great shoes, Tina.” I threw out a couple of compliments to ensure I reached my own schmoozing quota in for the day.
“Thanks, Kristen!” Both girls beamed back at me.
I wasn’t as shallow as I sounded. I really did like Allison’s dress and Tina’s shoes. I just took the extra step to let them know.
“Matt?” Michelle scrunched up her nose and gave me a funny look. “As in your sexy neighbor Matt who you won’t give the time of day? That Matt?”
“What?” I let out a choked laugh and cut her a look from the corner of my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know exactly what I mean. That boy bends over backward to tell you ‘hi’ and hold doors for you, and you go and act like he’s invisible or something. I guess you can see him now?” Michelle tossed her hair and sashayed down the hall, giving me a teasing smile.
I wasn’t that bad, was I? Picking a piece of hair off my shirt, I said, “I do not act like he’s invisible. He’s just so full of himself I don’t want to add to his delusions.” I tipped my chin defensively and clung to my books.
Michelle ignored my response. “He’s so hot. That little dimple in his cheek when he smiles . . .” Michelle pressed a finger to her own cheek and let out a sigh.
I fought a sigh of my own as I remembered exactly how adorable that dimple was up close and personal.
“And those muscles,” Michelle continued listing his assets. “Umm . . . Have you seen him without a shirt?”
I rubbed my forehead and quickly looked away. The reminder of my stare fest of his taut belly the night before was too fresh in my mind to hide. “Hmm,” I answered noncommittally.
Michelle skillfully skirted around a group of kids talking in the middle of the hall without missing a step. “I saw him playing basketball with a few guys the other day. When his shirt came off all the girls in the gym lost brain cells.” She laughed. “Myself included. So what got you thinking about Matt?”
Should I tell Michelle my plan to demolish George or keep it a total secret? Was I seriously even considering it? Deciding I wouldn’t bring it up until I was sure, I shrugged and pasted a bored look on my face.
“He stopped by my locker today.” I shrugged again to cover the shudder that ran through me at the memory of his body so close to mine I could have reached out and touched that muscular stomach, leaned up and pressed my lips to his.
Michelle walked into our next class and sat down, digging through her bag for a pen. “That’s strange, isn’t it?” Her forehead wrinkled. “What’d he want?”
I shook my head to clear the distracting images of my neighbor and tried to come up with a response. To give me a hard time about staring at him probably wasn’t the safest answer. It would lead to all the questions I wanted to avoid. “I’m not really sure,” I said evasively.
“Weird. So, anyway, how are we taking that cheating creep of an ex-boyfriend of yours down?” Michelle twisted in her seat to face me, and her eyes gleamed with possibilities.
Chairs scraped on the floor as students filed into class and a giggle came from the back corner where Rosie and Jerry flirted every day. Michelle didn’t even glance back at them. “We have to strip him of his popularity,” she said firmly. “No more sitting at the best table at lunch—ours. No more dating the most popular girl—you. That will hit him where it counts the most.” She nodded hard. “In his pride.”
And that’s why she was my best friend. We thought alike. “I can’t believe he cheated on me,” I said, frowning as I thought about it. “I mean, if he wanted to be with someone else he could have broken up with me first.”
“He wanted to have his cake and eat it too,” Michelle said with a dour nod.
I scrunched my face at the crude thought those words brought to mind while Michelle laughed. “You know what I mean.”
She swung her black hair over her shoulder and got serious again. “You need to dominate prom.” She pointed a finger at me. “Find yourself a date that will steal the title of prom king right out from under George.” She pursed her lips then broke into a wide smile. “I know!” She clapped her hands. “You should go with Matt!”
Yep, we definitely thought alike.
 


 

Chapter 4
 
The day went by fast with the last period bell ringing before I knew it. The fact that Michelle thought Matt would be a good replacement for George gave me a lot to think about. Would he go along with my plan? Pretend to be my boyfriend until after we were safely elected prom king and queen?
I bunched my lips to the side. Not too likely. He didn’t seem like the type who would even go to prom. But maybe I could find a way to bribe him to do it.
I’d have to get him to work on his wardrobe. I gathered up my books and headed to my locker. Not that I minded his worn jeans and snug t-shirts. My cheeks heated as I realized I could picture his body under those clothes all too well.
I tugged my locker open with a loud clank and every thought in my head evaporated when a bundle of miniature white roses fell out, landing on my black boots.
“What the . . .” I bent to pick up the lovely flowers, reflexively bringing the delicate little blooms up to my nose. Sweet. Such a lovely, sweet fragrance. Did Matt leave them? My heart sped up and a tiny smile tipped my lips.
“Hey.” The last voice in the world I wanted to hear crowed from just above. “Like the flowers?”
The sweet scent turned cloying. George. I should have known. He was trying to buy his way out of trouble with me. Like the time he completely forgot about our date and brought me a box of chocolates the next day to make up for it. At the time I thought it was sweet. Now, it just seemed conniving. Mess up. Buy a present. All is forgiven. Cheating on me wasn’t something he could buy his way out of.
I stood up and shoved the flowers against his solid chest, pushing him back a full step. His eyes widened in surprise as I caught him off guard. Petals fell to the floor in a shower of white where I knew their pureness and beauty would soon be trampled by hundreds of feet and crushed into an ugly mess.
I stared down at the petals feeling empty as it hit me how symbolic they were of our relationship. What had once been beautiful and happy was now dirty and ruined.
 I was so tired all of a sudden. Drained. “What do you want, George?”
“I wanted to give my girlfriend a little gift.” His brows bunched as he watched my expression closely. “Guess you don’t like flowers?”
I gave him a disgusted look. “I don’t like my boyfriend kissing other girls.” I slammed my locker shut and turned towards the door with my head high in the air, prepared to make a dramatic exit.
“Don’t you walk away from me.” George grabbed my arm and spun me around.
I gasped with surprise.
He stepped close, closer than Matt had been that morning, until we were almost nose to nose. His preppy, good guy expression morphed into something dark and dangerous. I stared wide-eyed at the transformation, too shocked to say anything. I hardly recognized him.
“We have this year planned out,” he hissed at me. “You’re going to forget all about Misty Holly. She was nothing more than a distraction since you couldn’t be bothered to go to that party with me. I told you I wanted you there. You should have gone.” He sounded like a petulant three-year-old.
Who was this guy? We’d been dating for months. I’d never seen an inkling of a temper. Well, other than on the football field. George was known to get a little rough when he played, but everyone blew it off as part of being a competitive athlete. Maybe there was more to it than that.
“Let me go, George.” I tugged against his iron-grip. “You’re hurting me.” I regretted the words when George’s smile turned self-satisfied. Hurting me was exactly what he’d been going for.
The hall was surprisingly empty. Not that I would have called for help if anyone had been there. How embarrassing would that be? Help, my boyfriend of forever has morphed into a scary monster overnight. Yeah, people would think I was nuts. I had to figure a way out of this on my own.
“George,” I scrambled for the right words, “I think there’s been a misunderstanding or something. I just think it’s time for us to break up. It’s not you. It’s me.” I threw a little Psych 101 in my speech for good measure. “I really hope we can still be friends. You’ve always been such a good friend. Someone I could depend on.”
I decided I was scooping it on a little too thick so snapped my lips closed on the rest of the words that wanted to babble out and gave him what I hoped was an innocent look.
“Shut up!” George shook my arm, rattling my entire body, and bent close. “Don’t try to pull that with me. Don’t you remember who tutored you in Mr. Larsen’s psychology class?”
My eyes widened as I did remember.
“Exactly,” he added smugly at my look.
Darn. He’d always done better in that class than me. I tried to take a step back as his hot breath seared my cheek, but he held tight.
He gave my arm another shake that was more degrading than painful. I felt like a helpless rag-doll in his grasp. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling at all.
“Here’s how things are going to go. Nothing has changed between us. We’re still the perfect couple. I’ll still dote on you, and you’ll keep batting those long lashes at me. Everyone’s going to love us and vote for us for prom king and queen, just like we planned. Once we’ve won, I’ll let you know if I still need you or not.”
“Kristen?” Funny how a voice I hadn’t heard often could be so familiar, so safe.
“Beat it!” George glared at Matt over my head, trying to intimate him with his look.
Matt held his ground, completely nonplussed. “Everything okay here?” he asked with his dark eyes fixed on my face.
“Um . . .” I looked from Matt to George. “Yep!” I said brightly. “Everything’s great. Maybe you can take me home, though, since you live next door. George was just telling me he wouldn’t be able to.”
George’s fingers dug into my skin. I winced as I imagined the purple bruises I’d be sporting tomorrow. I gave him a pointed look. I wasn’t calling him out. If he didn’t let me go he’d be the one drawing attention to what was going on.
George snarled and dropped my arm before turning to Matt with a forced smile. “Yeah, that’d be great, man. Have to get in some extra weight time or the coach will be all over me.”
We both stared at Matt. Me hopefully, and George with anger burning behind his fake smile. Matt looked back and forth between us, obviously not convinced that was all that was going on, but thankfully he went along with it. “Sure. I can take you home,” he finally said. “Ready?”
Boy, was I ever. I started to nod and took a step towards him before George pulled me back and pressed his lips to mine in a punishing kiss. Tears sprang to my eyes as he crushed his lips against mine so hard my teeth cut through the tender inner flesh of my bottom lip. I pushed against his chest, trying to get away from his punishing kiss. Thankfully he made it brief.
“Take good care of my girlfriend,” he threw over his shoulder with another smirk at me as he strode away.
I couldn’t move. I felt a strange combination of numb and violated. My thoughts were all over the place. They started with “I’m going to kill George” and ended with “what should I do now?” Should I tell my parents? Matt? Would anyone believe me? Okay, my parents would believe me completely. The problem with that was what they might do about it. Would they call the police? Tell the principal?
George hadn’t really done anything worth reporting yet, but they wouldn’t let me keep going to school with a boy if they thought he was dangerous. Would they make me transfer to another school for the remainder of my senior year? Maybe do homeschool online or something? I imagined being shut in my room alone day after day with my computer as my only friend as senior year dragged on. That wasn’t happening.
Was George dangerous or just being a jerk? Everyone had bad days. I shook my head to shake off that excuse. No way was I going to be one of those girls. Bad day or not, he’d intentionally hurt me. Not okay. I pressed my fingers to my bruised lips.
“Kristen?” I jumped when Matt gently touched my arm. “Are you okay?” He dipped his head to look me in the eye but kept his distance. There was no smirk on his face, no smugness in his eyes. I found myself wanting to pour out everything to him. Or cry on his shoulder.
“I . . .” I shook my head and clamped my lips together. I wasn’t going to do either with a virtual stranger. Especially not a hot stranger like Matt. “Can we just go?”

 

Chapter 5
Matt held the door for me when we got to his black muscle car. Tough guy had manners, I thought with a quiet smile. I looked around while Matt walked to his side to get in. The car was older. I knew very little about cars, but I guessed it was some kind of classic.
Everything was clean and shiny inside. Completely unlike George’s brand new pickup that was littered with fast food wrappers and empty soft drink cans.
Matt climbed in and shut the door but didn’t start the car. He dug around in the console and pulled out a clean tissue. After studying my face, he leaned in to dab at my lips with it.
I swatted his hand away in surprise. “What’re you doing?” The contact flustered me. It was suddenly too hot in the car. I wished he’d roll down a window or turn on the air conditioner even though it was in the forties outside.
His voice, when he answered, was soft, soothing, but his eyes held depths of anger. “You’re bleeding,” he said, reaching over again to dab the corner of my mouth. “I can’t believe you choose to date a Roid like that.”
I was left speechless as I processed what he’d just said. I sat quietly as he wiped my lips. His eyes narrowed in concentration as he worked. Apparently satisfied he’d cleaned me up the best he could, he balled up the tissue and threw it in the cup holder before starting the car.
A steady vibration rumbled through me as the car came to life with a deep purr. I wasn’t sure if the trembling I felt was simply the car or the after-effect of Matt taking care of me so gently.
Unfortunately, the coppery taste of blood hit my tongue and anger burned away the fog of numbness I’d been under. How dare George treat me like that? He wasn’t the most considerate guy in the world, but before today I would have bet anything that he would never hurt a girl. Especially not me, the girl he claimed to love.
At the same time, Matt had no right making judgments about things he didn’t understand.
“I don’t see how who I’m dating is any of your concern,” I said, crossing my arms.
Matt blinked once and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe I just said that. I kinda couldn’t believe I’d said it either. Was I really sticking up for George after he cheated on me and then treated me so bad?
“You’re right. It’s absolutely none of my business.” Matt pulled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires. I understood why this was called a muscle car. It had a lot more power than my car. I cringed and secured my seatbelt. Grabbing for something to hang on to, I watched him from the corner of my eyes. His hands clenched the steering wheel like he might tear it from the drive shaft at any second.
We flew by other cars, passing those that were going too slow for Matt before weaving back into our lane. I nervously peeked at the speedometer and saw he was going the speed limit. His driving just felt fast. Dangerous.
I sat as close to the door as I could and stewed. I was mad at George and wanted to take it out on someone, but Matt was the only person here and he was too agreeable to pick a fight with. I looked out the window and absently rubbed my swollen lip. I knew I was being irrational. Matt was going out of his way to be nice to me, and I’d lashed out at him. I didn’t quite have it in me to apologize yet.
“What’s a Roid?” I asked after a few minutes, more to break the silence than out of curiosity.
Matt turned a look of disbelief on me. “You don’t know what a Roid is, and you’re dating one?” He shook his head. “A Roid’s someone who uses steroids.”
“Steroids? Those are illegal.” My voice sounded all prim and proper, even to me, and Matt rolled his eyes before looking back at the road. My own eyes widened at the thought of my boyfriend using illegal drugs. I’d have known something like that, sensed it or something, wouldn’t I?
“George wouldn’t do that.” I again heard the goody-two-shoes in my tone, but couldn’t help myself. Matt didn’t know what he was talking about. “Plus he plays sports. Wouldn’t he have to pass drug tests or something?”
Matt let out a harsh laugh. “If the coach is providing the ‘roids I’m sure he has ways of helping his guys look clean when it comes time for testing.”
I sat back in my seat. My head was starting to throb with the beginning of a headache and my lip burned. I was furious at George. He’d been rotten, but I didn’t believe he was using drugs. I laid my head against the smooth leather headrest and took a deep breath. The cool scent of mint mingled with warm leather.
“What makes you think George has anything to do with something like that?” I asked, hearing the defensiveness in my tone. George had been a jerk lately, but not more than a week ago I’d thought I loved him. I couldn’t help feeling a little protective of him.
Matt raised his brows and let out a short laugh but didn’t look away from the road as he turned left at the light. “When a guy has a neck that big and a head that little, it’s usually not mother nature’s doing.”
I narrowed my eyes, preparing a sharp comeback, but an image of George filled my head. He had put on a lot of muscle between last year and this. But he also worked out twice a day six days a week. He could have built the muscle naturally. I touched the raw spot on my lip with my tongue where he’d crushed his mouth against mine, making the spot burn.
“Steroids make guys mean, don’t they?” I asked hesitantly. I didn’t know much about them, but I watched movies. I knew the basics. I tapped a finger on my knee. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, it felt like the missing piece of a puzzle. Something like steroids could very well explain George’s behavior.
“Sure, they can. Mean, aggressive, territorial.” He glanced at me and added, “Horny.” He refocused on the road with a half-cocked grin on his face.
The last word had me blushing. I looked out the side window to hide my rosy cheeks. George had certainly been putting the pressure on me recently to go further than the light petting I felt comfortable with. Steroids could possibly even explain why he’d felt the need to kiss another girl the one night I wasn’t with him.


 
 
 
 

Chapter 6
Lying on my bed with my earbuds in, I stared through the ceiling, replacing the white paint with images from the ride home with Matt as I replayed every word.
I’d come to the conclusion Matt was right about George using steroids. No, I didn’t have any proof, but everything Matt said lined up perfectly with George’s new attitude.
I understood football was important to him. He not only loved the sport, he was good at it. Really good. He was counting heavily on a football scholarship to pay at least part of his college tuition. Why would he risk everything by using drugs?
A song about forbidden love whispered through my earbuds, and Matt’s concerned look as he’d carefully wiped the blood from my lips replaced all other thoughts. He’d been so sweet and tender. When he hadn’t been a judgmental jerk.
My chest felt tight, and my stomach fluttered slightly as I imagined the scene differently than it had happened. In my version he dabbed at my lips then slowly, so very slowly, leaned closer until his lips replaced the tissue, brushing against mine with the languish beat of a butterfly’s wings.
My eyes drifted closed. I imagined the kiss going further.
“What are you doing up here? I’ve been calling you for dinner for the past five minutes.”
My eyes popped open. I shot straight up in bed to find Mom standing in the doorway frowning at me. She wore her favorite blue and white apron over a beige and white striped sweater and jeans. Her brown hair, just slightly darker than mine, was pulled up in a quick bun, and if she turned around I wouldn’t be surprised to find it secured with chopsticks or knitting needles or even twigs. She always just grabbed whatever was handy.
 I yanked out my earbuds. “Sorry! I had my music turned up.” I held the offending earbuds in the palm of my hand.
I felt so guilty, like I’d just been caught up here kissing our neighbor instead of only imagining it. What was the matter with me daydreaming about a guy I couldn’t stand half the time?
Hoping Mom wouldn’t notice my nervousness, I scampered off the bed and brushed past her out the door. “So what’s for dinner?” I asked over my shoulder, leading the way to the kitchen.
Mom stood where she was with her hands on her hips, studying me curiously. I pretended not to notice and hurried down the stairs. “Spaghetti,” Mom finally answered, coming up behind me. “You’re favorite.”
Spaghetti was usually my favorite, but tonight my stomach was as twisted as the noodles on my plate. I pushed them around with my fork until Dad gave me a worried look. “You feeling okay, sweetie?”
I swirled a bite of pasta onto my fork and pushed it into my mouth. I forced a smile at Dad, swallowing before I answered. “Just a lot on my mind.”
That felt like such an understatement. It was more like a tropical storm had taken up residence deep in my brain, spinning and swirling all my thoughts together into a hopeless pile of debris. “I’m thinking about breaking up with George.” I tossed the last part out there like a bomb.
“Really?” Mom looked up from her plate. I heard the surprise in her tone. I’d never said a bad thing about him before tonight. It was no wonder she was surprised.
I shrugged and twisted more noodles onto my fork. “Maybe. He’s pretty wrapped up in football.”
“The team is in the playoffs,” Dad said. He wasn’t one of those dad’s who sat on the couch all weekend watching football, but he liked the sport enough to keep up with our high school team. He took a drink of water, clinking ice cubes in his glass. “I think that should earn him a little leniency at least.”
I bit my lip and tried not to wince when I hit the raw spot. Lying to my parents was not something I usually did, and I didn’t feel comfortable now as I avoided the truth about George. I would have been all too happy to rat him out after the way he’d treated me, but I was afraid I’d be the one to face the repercussions.
“That’s true. The team is doing well, and I know it’s important he focus on that.” I decided to add a few drops of the real problem to my excuse. “He’s just not acting like himself anymore.” I reached for a piece of toasted garlic bread, the smell too tempting to resist. “He doesn’t treat me the way he used to.”
Small flames flickered from the two tall white candles Mom liked to place at the center of the table. I stared at them and nibbled on the crunchy edge of my buttery garlic bread.
“Well, honey,” Mom set her fork on the edge of her plate with a light clink and turned her full attention on me, “you have to do what you think is best. Try to remember he has feelings too, and let him down gently if you decide to break up with him.”
I forced myself not to roll my eyes. I was pretty sure it didn’t matter how gently I let him down. He wasn’t going to accept my decision. That was something I wasn’t ready to share with my parents yet, but it would be nice to talk to someone. “Is it all right if I go to Michelle’s for awhile. I’d like to talk to her about it.”
Mom’s eyes dropped to my almost untouched plate before sending Dad a questioning look. Dinner together every night was almost a law at our house and skipping out early was pretty much unheard of. I actually usually enjoyed the time with my busy parents, but tonight I just had too much on my mind.
“Sure,” Dad said with an understanding smile. “I’ll even take your turn washing dishes.” It was my night to wash dishes and clean the kitchen. I’d forgotten.
“Thanks, Dad.” I gave him a quick hug before hugging Mom. “I won’t be home late.”
I grabbed my purse and a jacket and was at the door when Mom called to me.
“Kristen? Would you mind running something next door for me before you leave? Let me grab it.” Mom disappeared into the living room without waiting for me to answer.
My stomach dropped. Please let her mean next door to the Fairfield's on the left and not the Brady’s on the right. I wasn’t ready to face Matt again just yet. I dug my fingers into my purse and fought to control my nerves.
“Here it is.” Mom came around the corner holding a large dog bed.
“That’s Jammies’!” I snatched the brown and white bed from her and cradled it. “What are you doing with this?”
Mom gave me an understanding smile. “Jammies has been gone for a while now, and that bed was almost brand new. I ran into Sharon Brady this morning. She mentioned they were getting a puppy today.” She reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “I offered her Jammies’ bed. I hope that’s okay.”
She looked at me as though she expected it to be just fine and dandy. I frowned down at the bed and blinked back tears. Jammies had been with the family since I was a little girl, but he’d always been my dog. I’d even been the one to name him. He was a spaniel mix and had been my best friend until he finally died of old age almost a year ago.
After almost a minute of silence, Mom reached for the bed. “If you’re not ready to let it go, I understand. I’ll call Sharon and tell her we’ve changed our minds. I’m sure they can find a good place for their puppy to sleep until they can get another bed. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if it ends up sleeping in bed with that boy of theirs. What’s his name again?” She tapped a finger to her lip as she thought.
“Matt,” I answered automatically. I sighed and tugged the bed away from Mom. “I’ll take them the bed. Keeping it isn’t going to bring Jammies back.”
“No,” Mom’s voice was gentle, “it won’t bring him back. If you’re ready to start thinking about getting another dog we could hang on to it.”
I shook my head. My chest burned. Just the thought of possibly losing another dog hurt too much to think about yet. “I’ll take this to the Brady’s before I go to Michelle’s.” I worked up a small smile. “It was nice of you to offer it to them.”
Mom leaned in for a quick hug. “Drive safe,” she said.
“Always,” I replied before slipping out the door.

 

Chapter 7
I trudged through the crunchy brown grass to the brick house next door, carrying the dog bed in one hand. I dreaded running into Matt and hoped he wouldn’t be home. A guy like him probably had a hot date every night. For all I knew, he might even have a girlfriend wherever it was he lived before.
The spark of jealousy at the thought of Matt with another girl was quick and unexpected. Why on earth would I be jealous of the poor girl who had to put up with Matt’s ego? It would eliminate him from my plan as the next homecoming king, but that was probably just as well.
He made me feel hot and cold all at the same time. Longing for him one second. Ticked off at him the next. The best thing I could hope for was that Matt was out with another girl. Or just out of the house period. I didn’t want to have to deal with him tonight.
As soon as I got far enough to see the side driveway I saw Matt’s car parked right beside the house. My steps faltered and I reconsidered. Maybe I could drop the bed by the front door and hope they found it.
I glanced back at my house. If Mom saw it sitting on the porch she’d question me about why I’d left it there instead of giving it to them. I wasn’t about to admit I was afraid to run into Matt. Because that was how I felt, afraid. Not afraid of him exactly but of my wacky feelings for him.
I shook my head and picked up my pace. I was being ridiculous. I’d ring the bell, and if I was lucky his mom or dad would come to the door. I could give them the bed and get out of there without seeing Matt.
I wasn’t lucky.
Matt opened the door right after my light knock, and my heart caught at the sight of him. He had on his black leather jacket and looked like he was heading out. Why did he have to look so good?
Just seeing him made me remember how it felt when we’d been nose to nose by my locker. A tremble ran through me that wasn’t altogether unpleasant. This time I couldn’t blame it on his car.
His eyes went wide, and I thought he looked happy to see me, but his expression quickly morphed into his “too cool for this world” smile that barely touched his lips. He leaned a hand on the door frame. “Didn’t get enough of me this afternoon?”
And just like that, the spell was broken. Why did he always have to act so arrogant? I rolled my eyes and shoved the bed at him, making him grab it.
“Don’t flatter yourself. My mom asked me to bring this over. She said you got a new dog or something?”
His whole expression changed again. He pushed away from the door to stand up straight and his sexy half smile became a full boyish grin. “We did.” He stepped back, pulling the white door open wide. “Want to see her?”
My instincts said get out of there asap. My heart was drawn to this new expression on Matt’s face. He looked young and happy. Totally not like the jerk he could so often be. I considered his invitation. I did love dogs. Especially puppies.
It wouldn’t hurt to go in and see the dog for just a minute before going to Michelle’s. It might even give me time to evaluate this likable side of Matt. This was the guy who’d gently wiped my lip. A chill trickled through my body. This was a guy I could really fall for.
Fall for? I shook that thought off real fast. Falling for a guy like Matt was not a good idea. Possibly using him as an escort to prom wouldn’t be too bad but getting my heart tangled up with a guy who could be so arrogant was dangerous. And he very well could have a girlfriend.
“You coming?”
I relaxed and found myself smiling at the excitement in his voice. He sounded like a little boy on Christmas morning. “Sure,” I said, stepping inside. “I love dogs.”
His home was beautifully decorated. Even though they’d recently moved in it looked like everything was unpacked. Pictures were hung on the walls and decorative pillows lined the couch.
I followed him through the living room and down the hall to a closed door. He stopped in front of it and waited for me to catch up.
He turned with an excited smile, one hand on the doorknob. “Ready?”
“Um,” I hesitated, wondering why he would ask. “I guess?”
He opened the door and a giant ball of black and white and brown fur bounded through the opening in a cacophony of barks and cries, wiggling so hard its entire body shook from the effort. It circled Matt before worming its way between his legs and focusing on me.
Its eyes went bright, and I took a cautious step back holding out a hand to ward off what I knew was coming. Before I could say a word, the oversized puppy closed the distance between us and jumped up, planting both paws on my waist. It licked at my hands and arms and wiggled and cried like it was being reunited with a long-lost friend.
I burst out laughing and dropped to a squat, letting the exuberant pup lick my face and my neck while rubbing my hands through its soft fur. “Oh, what a good puppy you are. Aren’t you. You are such a sweetie.” I laughed and glanced up at Matt to find him watching me with an unfiltered look of longing that had my stomach dropping to my knees.
My laughter dried up along with my mouth. I tried to swallow and choked, letting out a small cough. The puppy took that as a need for more love and got in a shot right across my lips with its tongue.
“Oh my gosh!” I stood with a startled laugh and wiped my mouth. “Looks like you’re going to have your hands full with this one,” I said.
Matt tore his gaze from my face and glanced at the giant puppy. “I think you’re right.” He rubbed the dog’s ears. “Want something to drink?”
My mouth was still dry from the look I’d caught him giving me so I quickly accepted. “Sure.”
He dropped the dog bed in his bedroom and took off his jacket, slinging it onto his unmade bed. He left the door open, and his puppy did all it could to get under his feet.
“She has to stay in my room unless someone’s with her until she’s housebroken,” he explained walking past me with the clumsy puppy scampering after him on the smooth hardwood floors.
I laughed. “She’s adorable. Bernese Mountain Dog?”
Matt flashed a grin back at me, looking impressed. “You know your dogs, huh?”
I couldn’t help feeling a little proud at the comment. I didn’t know all the dog breeds, but I did recognize a lot of the big ones. I loved big dogs.
When he got to the kitchen, Matt pulled two glasses from the cupboard. “Water okay?”
“Sure.” I leaned against the large island and watched Matt fill our glasses. He set mine in front of me before grabbing the dog’s dish and filling it with fresh water. He set the bowl on the floor and the puppy happily lapped at it, splashing water everywhere.
“What’s his name?”
“Her’s,” Matt corrected. “And it’s Anna Belle.”
The name stunned me for a minute. It was so graceful and dainty. “Not Harley or Rover?” I couldn’t help but ask.
Matt grinned and leaned on the island across from me. “Excellent names.” He took a drink of his water. “But not for a beautiful girl like her.” He looked down at her. “I do call her AB for short, though.”
He was being so sweet right now, and I could tell he really loved his dog. I liked this Matt. A lot. The black t-shirt he wore fit him like a second skin and reminded me of the flash of his abs I’d seen the night before.
I felt my cheeks start to heat and lifted my glass for another sip to try to hide the reaction. What would it be like to actually date someone like Matt? Well, not someone like him. Him.
I’d mostly dated good boys—although George was hardly acting like the good boy he was supposed to be—boys who did well in school and played a sport and held the door for me. Matt was the opposite of that from what I could tell. Although he had opened my door when he drove me home.
Was it possible the “bad boy” image was all an act? Or maybe he was as good as he was bad. I took another sip and licked a drop of water off my lips.
 


 

Chapter 8
“What are you thinking?” Matt gave me a curious smile, and I found myself blushing again. Good heavens. I don’t think I’d blushed this much through all of high school much less in one night.
I looked down at the water in my glass and swirled it slightly. I couldn’t exactly tell him I was wondering what it would have been like if he’d actually leaned all the way in and kissed me earlier. That would bring back the arrogant Matt, and nobody needed that.
“Oh, um. I was wondering if it was time for me to get another dog.” I sat down on the floor and that was all the invitation Anna Belle needed. She came over and plopped in my lap with a happy expression I would have sworn was a grin.
Matt surprised me by sitting down beside me. Right beside me. Our arms touched as he reached over to pet his puppy. I tried to act like I didn’t notice the contact, but my heart started beating so fast and so hard I was afraid he’d hear it.
“I, um, wanted to talk to you about something.” I couldn’t believe I was bringing this up, but I felt like I had to say something.
“Yeah?” He scratched AB under the chin, and she leaned into his hand while I stroked her soft back.
I felt so comfortable with him. Comfortable in a way I’d never been with George. Was that weird?
He turned his head to study me. “What is it?”
Oh, gosh. Should I make up something random or see what he thought about the prom king idea? Whichever way I went I could not let him think for even a second that I might actually like him.
“Did you know Forest Ridge High has prom in December?”
He shrugged. “I might have heard that.”
“Well, it’s only a few weeks away.”
“Um-hm.”
“I’m a senior this year.” I twirled my fingers through AB’s fur.
“Yep, so am I.”
 Glancing up I saw the confused smile on his face. I took a deep breath. I guessed I was doing this. “My hope is to be voted prom queen. I thought George and I would be prom queen and king actually.”
“Yeah, I can see your pretty boy getting into that.”
“He’s not my pretty boy,” I snapped, looking down at AB.
Matt laughed. “Okay, your boyfriend then. I can see your boyfriend getting into that prom stuff.”
I gently dislodged AB and stood up to take my glass to the sink. “He’s not my boyfriend either.”
Matt sat on the floor with his legs out straight and crossed at the ankles. He leaned back and rested his weight on his elbows. He looked gorgeous. Of course, AB climbing all over him cut into the “cool” vibe he was probably going for, but I liked this look so much better.
“I’m pretty sure today after school you called him your boyfriend. I think that might have been right before he busted your lip with that kiss to mark his territory.”
I turned away and leaned my hands on the sink. I probably needed to drop this. It was true. George wasn’t ready to let me go, and if I dragged Matt into the middle of our problems George might use some of his new ‘roid anger out on Matt.
That would be so unfair. I couldn’t do that. Especially now that I knew there was actually a nice guy under Matt’s tough guy act.
I realized I’d been standing at the sink for a long time when I felt Matt move behind me. He rested his palms on the counter beside my hands and his body just barely touched my back. “What’s wrong?”
His voice was right beside my ear. It was so low and gentle it felt like a caress. I couldn’t decide how much to tell him or not tell him. Maybe I should drop the whole thing and go to Michelle’s like I’d planned.
But I didn’t want to leave. All I wanted to do was lean back against Matt’s warm body and let myself get lost in his arms. And so I did.
I felt his body tense as I relaxed against him. He pressed his hands closer to mine and I leaned my head against his chest and closed my eyes. I could feel his taut muscles and heard his heart pounding hard. As hard as mine was.
His arms tightened against me, enveloping me. I started to turn to him just as he stepped back a couple of feet. “I don’t mess with other guy’s girlfriends.” His voice was a raspy growl. I turned to find him scooping food out of a large white bag and pouring it into AB’s bowl.
I closed my eyes. The feel of him was still imprinted on my skin. Now was my chance to tell him George and I were through. I opened my eyes a crack and saw Matt squatting beside AB, petting her back while she gobbled her kibble. If I really liked him—and surprisingly, I think I did—I wouldn’t drag him into my troubles.
“I hope AB likes her new bed.” My chest tightened until I could hardly breathe. “She’s adorable. I’ll let myself out.”
I flew towards the front door like I was being chased, but when I got there and glanced back the living room was empty. He hadn’t followed me. I slowed and opened the door with a heavy heart, letting myself out.
The chill in the air felt good and helped clear my thoughts. It also gave me the perfect excuse for the tears that coursed down my cheeks as I hurried to my car and headed to Michelle’s. I wasn’t crying over a guy I barely knew. The cold just made my eyes water.


 

Chapter 9
I never made it to Michelle’s the night before. I wasn’t ready to talk about whatever had almost happened between me and Matt, and that’s all I could think about. Even today as I gathered my books from my locker I could remember the feel of Matt’s body pressed against mine. His warm breath a whisper in my ear.
Why did the timing have to be so wrong with him? If only I’d already figured out a way to break up with George or if prom was over and George was ready to dump me, things would be so much easier.
Now Matt thought I was the kind of girl who cheated on her boyfriend. I shot a look at the ceiling in disgust. Not that anything serious happened, but he knew I was into him.
I shut my locker door harder than necessary and drew a few looks from the people standing closest to me, but I didn’t care. Everyone had a bad day sometimes, right?
The only good part of the day was I hadn’t run into George yet. His practices had been running longer and longer. He’d probably slip into first period just as the bell rang.
“Hey, girl!” Michelle was her normal chipper self as she fell into step beside me.
“You’re always entirely too happy in the morning.” The hall was noisy, and I had to almost yell for her to here me.
She laughed and bumped her hip against mine without missing a step, making me smile. She wore a pair of dark leggings and a long flowing blouse in forest green, our school color. “That’s the great thing about being a morning person.”
Her skin shone and purple eyeshadow sparkled above her eyes. Her hair was straight today, and I knew it took her forever to straighten it so she didn’t do it often. “Exactly how long have you been up?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her. “And who are you trying to impress?”
She cut a look at me with a wide grin. “What makes you think I’m trying to impress anyone?” She raised a brow, answering my question with a question of her own. “Maybe I just felt like getting fixed up today.”
I stopped in the middle of the hall to tell her I didn’t believe that for a second, and a freshman ran smack into my back. “Sorry!” His voice was a little frantic He pushed up his brown framed glasses with one hand while clutching a huge armload of books with the other.
“You ought to be.” George came up behind me from out of nowhere and stepped between me and the poor kid, getting right in his face. “You need to watch where you’re going Fish.”
The boy took a nervous step back and glanced at me for help.
“George,” I grabbed his letter jacket and tugged him back. “Leave the guy alone. I’m the one who stopped in front of him. He didn’t do anything wrong.” For some reason I expected George to accept my rational explanation like a sane person and let it go. I’d forgotten George had turned into psycho-George.
George shrugged out of my grasp with a hard shake and glared back at me. “Stay out of it.”
He took a step towards the freshman and beads of sweat popped out on the boy’s face. George towered over him by a good six inches and probably outweighed him by a hundred pounds.
“This is crazy.” I grabbed George’s arm again and tried to link mine through it. “Let’s get to class before we’re late.” By this time other letter jackets had surrounded the boy.
I knew all of George’s friends. Heck, I’d been going to school with Bobby Seymour since Kindergarten, but I knew not one of them would listen to me over George, their precious team captain.
A couple of them glared at the poor freshman they’d circled while the others grinned behind his back as if they were having a great time. The poor kid took a nervous step back and bumped into a wide chest only to spin around and bump into another. What jerks!
“All of you cool it!” I yelled as a circle of eager onlookers started to form, waiting for the fight like vultures standing over roadkill. Only there wouldn’t be a fight. It was nowhere near an even match. It would be a massacre.
I pushed myself between George and his target. I remembered what Matt had said about the steroids. They could make a person mean and horny. I knew I couldn’t physically stop George from fighting this kid, but maybe if I got his mind on something else he’d drop it.
I ran a finger down his chest and forced a sweet smile, stepping closer. “Thanks for sticking up for me, sweetie. Remind me to show you how much I appreciate it later.” I felt sick to my stomach as I met George’s cold blue eyes and wondered where the sweet boy I thought I’d known had gone.
Michelle followed my lead and started flirting with a couple of the other letter jackets. I heard her high pitched laugh followed by some deep chuckles and knew she had the rest of the guys under control. As long as I could get George to back off no one else was looking for a fight.
I forced down my revulsion and slipped my hand under his jacket and around his side. When he finally broke his glare from the boy in the hall to look at me I ran my tongue over my lips. A quick peek over my shoulder showed the boy who’d had the misfortune to run into me hunched over, hugging his books to his chest with George’s friends still circling him.
“How about I show you my appreciation now?” I said a little desperately. George was a coil ready to spring loose. I needed to diffuse his anger. Even if it meant making out with him in his truck instead of going to first period.
Ugh. Just the thought of kissing this version of George made me ill. I’d do it though. I wasn’t about to let some poor kid get his butt kicked just because he happened to be walking behind me.
I gave George a gentle nudge. “Let’s go to your car.” George’s jaw tensed, but he didn’t budge. Oh my goodness. He was a mule! Chanting started around us.
“Fight! Fight! Fight!”
I groaned. Idiots! Why did anyone want to stand around and watch people hurt each other? Michelle was joking with the guys behind us and they were talking and laughing along with her. If only I could get George reined in.
“Adam.” I heard a familiar voice behind me and froze. I turned back to see Matt walk right through the human wall of football players and drop a friendly arm around the trembling kid. “What are you doing, man? We’re going to be late to class.”
Without waiting for anyone to try to stop him, Matt eased Adam right through the crowd. But not before catching my eye. His raised brow and a shake of his head told me just what he thought of my boyfriend. I wanted to run after him and tell him I felt exactly the same way, but I had bigger problems to deal with.
George took a step forward, pushing me back. “Hey!” he yelled. “I didn’t say he can go. Get that kid back here.”
His goons looked from him to Michelle to Matt walking down the hall with his arm still across Adam’s shoulders.
“Is there a problem here?” Mrs. Fairchild asked. Finally a teacher! My shoulders slumped and I felt weak with relief.
“George, you know if any of you are caught fighting,” I turned to make sure the others heard me too, “you won’t play in the next game,” I spouted as inspiration hit me. “It’s so not worth it. Come on. We’re going to be late to class. Won’t that get you in trouble too?”
I knew how important playoffs were to George. I hoped the other guys felt the same.
I heard a couple of groans behind me before Todd Smith said, “Yeah, man, let’s go. The last thing I want to do is run extra laps at practice.”
Mrs. Fairchild watched them go before turning an expectant look on George. Her salt and pepper hair was pulled up into a tight bun. Her face showed the years she’d put in with unruly kids. It also showed she wasn’t going to put up with any nonsense from George no matter how big he was.
I held my breath, waiting to see what George would do. As the other guys broke up, so did the crowd around us. George glared at his teammates’ backs as they disappeared down the hall, but turned on the charm for Mrs. Fairchild. “We were just messing around. Sorry to cause any trouble.”
I don’t know if she bought it or not, but she didn’t try to stop us when George grabbed my arm and headed towards our class. I stumbled and almost fell, but he just kept walking. I scurried to keep up with his long stride, having the feeling that if I fell now he’d just drag me down the hall. How had I dated him so long and not realized he had the potential to be such a jerk?
Just before we got to our class George looked behind us to make sure Mrs. Fairchild was no longer watching. The hall was empty since the late bell was about to ring. He surprised me by pushing my back against a locker. He leaned his forearm against my chest adding enough of his weight to it to make breathing hard
 His lips moved close to my ear. “You ever embarrass me like that again, and I’ll make sure that kid doesn’t walk for a week.”
My eyes widened in shock. I wasn’t scared yet. I stupidly kept thinking, “This is George, my loving boyfriend. He’d never hurt me.”
He ran his tongue over his teeth. “I might make it two weeks for that boyfriend of yours. He deserves a beating for interrupting what didn’t concern him.”
His eyes were cold as they pierced mine. Cold and unfamiliar. I swallowed hard. I knew he meant what he said. He added even more weight to my chest before dropping his arm. Without a look back he walked into class, leaving me shaking in the hallway alone.
What had I gotten into? The bell rang. I heard Mr. Thicke close the door and lock it. I knew he wouldn’t let me in if I tried, but it didn’t matter. My feet wouldn’t move anyway. Fear had finally replaced my confidence. I slid down the lockers and sat on the cold floor. 
Cradling my head in my hands I wanted to cry or scream. Even though I was typically a very nonviolent person, at that moment what I really wanted was to kick George’s butt. What a jerk. And now he’d targeted Matt even though I’d tried to ensure that wouldn’t happen. What a mess.
 
 


 

Chapter 10
When I calmed down enough, I went straight to the nurse’s office and got excused for the rest of the day. It wasn’t hard to convince the nurse I was sick because I really was. My head buzzed and I felt nauseated. It felt like my temperature was swinging from hot to cold.
I grabbed some books for the classes I knew I’d have homework in and went straight home. Something had to be done about George. He was absolutely out of control. I’d seen guys act like him on movies and stuff but never in real life.
I dumped my books on my desk and crashed face down on the bed. I knew I wasn’t responsible for George’s actions, but at the same time if he did something to Matt it would totally be on me. I closed my eyes and remembered the feel of Matt’s body pressed close to mine. He made me feel so good barely touching me. I could only imagine what it would be like if we ever did kiss.
Not that we ever would. I cringed to think I’d defended George just yesterday. Matt must think I had issues for dating someone like George. He hadn’t been at our school long enough to know that George used to be a pretty decent guy. At least I’d always thought he was.
George’s angry face broke into my daydream. I sat up and stared out the window. I needed to convince him that he was over me so he would move on and leave me and my friends alone.
A couple of cardinals darted by my window, landing in the leafless tree out front before taking off again. It was a pretty, clear day. The sun was shining, and if I didn’t know better I would have said spring was in the air.
I texted my parents to let them know I’d come home sick before turning off the ringer on my phone and lying back down. I again considered telling them how George was acting. They were smart, and, as they often reminded me, they’d been my age once and lived to tell about it. Maybe they would have some good advice about the situation. I rubbed my eyes. Or maybe they’d confine me to this house until I graduated.
I ended up falling asleep, I guess, because when the doorbell rang I checked the time and it was after three. I jumped out of bed and jogged down the stairs with one hand on the banister, figuring Michelle had come to fill me in on how the rest of the day had gone at school.
I yanked the front door open, and my smile froze. Matt stood on the porch. His hands were shoved in his coat pockets, and he wasn’t smiling. He still looked so good, all tough and cool.
“Hi,” I said a little breathlessly.
He flicked his head in a nod. “Can I come in?”
I looked behind me and shrugged, wondering what he could want. “Sure, I guess.”
He walked past me, and I closed the door. “We can talk in the living room,” I said, leading the way. I sat in Dad’s brown recliner, and Matt dropped to the couch. He spread his arms across the back of it and crossed his ankle over his knee.
I watched him with a mixture of nervousness and desire. I was pretty sure he liked me. Or at least he would under different circumstances. I wished he was smiling and flirting or even pulling his arrogant act. Anything would be better than the iciness coming off him in sharp little darts I could all but feel.
I had a good idea why he was there, and I didn’t want to talk about it. “How’s Anna Belle?” I asked instead of giving him a chance to speak.
He looked to the side and took a deep breath before answering. “She’s good. She really seemed to like you yesterday. She’s not that friendly with everyone.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re lucky to have her.”
He stared at me without answering. I curled my legs up under me on the chair but tried not to fidget. The silence burned my ears. I longed to say something, anything to break it, but talking about AB or the weather or anything else I could think of would only prolong the torture of waiting for him to get to his reason for coming over.
The clock ticked in the hall and I counted the seconds with it. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi.
“Adam’s a good kid,” he said.
I remembered Adam was the name he’d called the boy in the hall. It wasn’t a question so I just nodded. I was sure he was a good kid.
“He’s really smart,” he continued. “I have Government with him.”
That perked my attention. Only seniors took Government.
Matt ran his tongue over his teeth. “Did you know he skipped two grades?”
It took me a second for his words to register. When they did I felt the blood drain from my face. It wasn’t hard to do the math. If he was a freshman but had skipped a couple of grades he couldn’t be more than eleven or maybe twelve years old at the most.
Matt noticed my look of horror and nodded. “Yeah, your boyfriend almost beat the snot out of a little kid.” His jaw clenched, and he looked like he wanted to beat the snot out of someone. My guess would be George, and I didn’t blame him.
I covered my mouth with my hand. “The poor guy.” It was bad enough George had treated anyone the way he had, but a little boy? “I’m sorry.” Tears pricked my eyes. “It was my fault. I stopped in the hall, and the boy, Adam, bumped into me. I don’t know why George reacted the way he did.”
Matt’s dark eyes burned into mine. “Don’t you?”
I did or at least I thought I did. I studied the floral pattern in the rug under the coffee table. “Steroids?” I said hesitantly.
He tilted his head to the side. “I thought he was just a jerk, but word of the confrontation got around school fast and it was all anyone talked about all day. The consensus seems to be that he was a decent guy until recently.”
I nodded. “He was.”
Matt leaned forward suddenly, resting his forearms on his knees. “Why are you dating him?”
Before I could answer he sat back and shook his head. “I told myself I wasn’t going to ask you that. Like you pointed out yesterday, it’s none of my business. What is my business is how to keep your boyfriend under control so he doesn’t hurt anyone.” His eyes dropped to my lips and narrowed into hard slits. “Especially not you.”
His focused look reminded me of George’s punishing kiss the day before. I wondered what Matt would think if he knew how George had treated me today. I didn’t want to involve him. I’d specifically decided I wouldn’t involve him in the drama that had become my life yet the words were out before I realized what I’d said. “He’s not my boyfriend.”
I pinched my lips together and wished I could suck the words back in.
His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
I huffed out a short breath before telling him everything. Well, everything short of the fact that even now I wondered what it would feel like to be safe in his arms with his lips on mine. I swallowed. “I broke up with him when I found out he’d been cheating on me, but he said no.”
“No?” Matt’s brows drew together. He looked so confused I actually smiled.
“Yeah. No.” I shook my head. “He wants to go to the same college his dad went to.” I started explaining the story the best I knew it. “Actually I think his dad’s putting a lot of pressure on him to go. Like father like son, or something like that. Anyway, that’s why he’s been working so hard at football and keeping his grades up. But he not only needs to be accepted, he needs a scholarship. His parents have had some rough times financially so they’re not going to be able to help him much with school expenses.”
“What’s that got to do with you?”
“I told you we’re likely to be voted prom king and queen as a couple, right?”
 Matt nodded.
“He’s been volunteering since ninth grade and has been on student council since junior high, but his dad has a connection in the admissions office and they said he’d have a better chance at scholarships if he rounds out his resume. Prom king was specifically recommended. Not only that, there’s a small scholarship attached to the crown. A thousand each for the king and queen. I know it doesn’t sound like much but it will help him.”
Matt raised his brow. “And he thinks he needs to be dating you to get the votes he needs.”
“Something like that.” I drew my lips in and debated telling him the next part. I figured he couldn’t think any worse of me than he already did. “When I tried to break up with him he told me we were going to keep dating until after prom.” I lowered my eyes before admitting the rest. “Then he’d decide whether he was done with me or not.”
Matt’s hands clenched into fists and he sprang to his feet. “That . . .” He pinched his lips together and paced across the living room to the window and back to the couch.
“What?” I asked. “That what?” I mean I had a pretty good idea he was going to say something bad about George, but I wanted to hear what he was thinking.
“I was taught not to curse around a lady. Well, actually my mom tried to teach me not to curse at all.” A small smile touched his lips. “Behind her back, Dad added the ‘around a lady’ stipulation.”
I could tell he liked and respected his parent’s from the way he talked about them. “You’re parents sound nice.”
“They are.”
It was totally off subject, but I’d been wondering why they moved in the middle of his senior year so I went ahead and asked.
“Work. My dad was offered a sweet job here so here we are.”
“Didn’t you want to finish your senior year at your old high school?”
“Sure, but I wasn’t going to keep my dad from this job, and they wouldn’t have moved without me. My dad’s entire career has been building towards a position with a firm like this one. If he’d turned down their offer they probably wouldn’t have asked again.”
“So you gave up everything for your dad. Your friends. Your girlfriend?” I twisted my hands together.
His eyes darted to my face. I held my breath and tried to look like his answer didn’t matter. But it did. I squeezed my hands together so hard my nails bit into my skin.
What if he didn’t give up his girlfriend? What if they were doing the long-distance thing? I knew it was crazy with everything going on, but that was the question that meant the most to me.
“I didn’t have a girlfriend. Well, I mean, I’ve had a few girlfriends, but I wasn’t dating anyone seriously before we moved.”
I nodded and tried to stop the smile that tugged my lips up but couldn’t.
He smiled back his dimple flaring to life. “What?”
I bit my lip before a full grin covered my face. “I’m just happy to hear I don’t have any competition.”
 


 

Chapter 11
I couldn’t believe I actually said that out loud. Thought it, sure. But said it? My cheeks flamed, and I couldn’t meet Matt’s eyes. 
“Want a drink or a snack?” Jumping up I rubbed my sweating palms against my jeans. Without waiting for his answer I headed to the kitchen. “Mom made cookies last night,” I called back to him. “Peanut butter.”
I found a couple of glasses and set them on the counter before pulling out the clear glass cookie jar. I spun around to get the iced tea from the fridge and found Matt had followed me. I almost ran right into him.
“Oh, hey, sorry.” A nervous laugh bubble up from my throat. I brushed my hair off my face and moved to squeeze between him and the counter.
He reached out and his hand rested on my arm. Unlike George’s grip this morning, Matt’s was gentle and filled me with happy chills. I looked up at him nervously. He smiled and drew me close.
“So, you would have competed for me if I had a girlfriend back home?” he asked with that cocky smile of his.
Instead of annoying me this time, I found his look irresistible. “Maybe,” I answered with a flirty smile in return.
He wrapped his arms around me. Hesitating only a second, I slipped mine around his back and looked up. His eyes were soft. He slowly lowered his head towards mine almost as if giving me time to change my mind. I wasn’t changing my mind though. I wanted this.
My stomach flip-flopped. He was really going to do it this time. He was going to kiss me. My eyes closed and for a fraction of a second as I waited for his touch I was afraid he’d changed his mind, but his warm breath touched my skin just before his lips brushed against mine as soft as a whisper.
A small moan escaped me as he teased my lips with tender touches before deepening the kiss. I melted into him. This was so much better than I’d imagined. So much better than any kiss I’d ever had.
I parted my lips and his tongue swept in to meet mine. I leaned into him, pressing my body tight against his. His fingers skimmed my neck under my hair. Fresh, delicious chills raced across my skin.
I ran my hands over his back. His coat was in the way so I slipped my hands under it, enjoying the feel of his heated flesh through the soft t-shirt material. He felt so good and smelled so good. He had just a touch of cologne mixed with the leather of his jacket and a hint of mint. It was the perfect combination.
I forgot all about how I’d thought he was an arrogant jerk. I forgot about George. And prom. And everything. All that mattered was Matt’s mouth on mine. His strong hands on me and mine on him.
I wanted the moment to last forever. I think he did too. His hands ran down my arms, around to my back. Hot skin connected with mine as he slipped his hands under my shirt, searing my back in a delightful way. I’d just tugged his shirt from his jeans when the rumble of the garage door opening yanked me back to reality.
“My mom,” I said, reluctantly putting some distance between us. “Her meeting must be over.”
“Should I go?” Matt loosened his hold but kept his hands on my arms. I loved the feel of his touch. Gentle, yet possessive like he just couldn’t make himself let me go.
I considered his question for a second. Things would be easier if I snuck him out the front door and ran upstairs and pretended to be sleeping before Mom came in. I wasn’t ready to explain why I’d come home sick or why our neighbor had come over. I didn’t want him to leave though. And I didn’t want to hide him.
I had no idea where things might go between us, but I didn’t want to start a new relationship as if I was ashamed of it.
“Stay.” I laid my hand on his where it rested on my arm and squeezed. “I’d like you to meet my mom.”
His face lit. “Parents aren’t really my thing, but I’d like to meet your mom too.”
I poured us some drinks, and by the time Mom came in we were sitting at the kitchen bar eating cookies and laughing like old friends. Mom held a bag of groceries and jerked to a stop when she saw us.
She tilted her head to the side and gave me a faint smile. “I thought you were sick?”
Matt took the bag from her and carried it to the counter although it was only a few steps away. She watched him with raised brows before turning her look on me. I knew I had some serious explaining to do.
“I didn’t feel well earlier. I ended up sleeping all afternoon, and I feel much better now. Matt came over after school to check on me. Have you met Matt yet? From next door?”
Her expression lightened, and she joined us at the bar. “Josh and Sharon’s son?”
Matt nodded. Mom held out her hand. “I had the pleasure of meeting your parents. I’m Kristen’s mom, Louise McDonald.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” Matt shook her hand. “Mom says we have you to thank for the great dog bed.”
“Oh, well Kristen too.” She glanced at me with a smile. “How is your puppy? What kind is it again? Sharon told me but I forgot.”
“It’s a Bernese Mountain dog.”
“It’s adorable. You should see it,” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice.
“I’m sure it is,” Mom said. “So should I expect any of your other friend’s to come check on you. Michelle? George?” She put a little emphasis on George’s name, and I knew what she was thinking.
“Not that I know of,” I said. “Matt and I are just friends,” I felt the need to add.
I didn’t like lying to my mom, but for now, no one needed to know Matt and I were anything more than friends. I couldn’t take a chance of it getting back to George.
I caught Matt watching me with a disappointed expression, and my stomach started to hurt again. I’d just decided I didn’t want to hide whatever was going on with him, but what choice did I have?
“We’re going up to my room. I’ll be down to help you with dinner in a little while.”
Mom gave me one of her penetrating looks as if she could peek right into my mind and read my thoughts. I fought to keep my expression nonchalant. “All right. Matt, it was nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”
Matt followed me out of the kitchen. My foot had just hit the first of the stairs when Mom called, “Leave the door opened.”
My cheeks burned. Matt chuckled softly, and I was careful not to look back at him as I led the way to my room.
I sat on the end of my bed and watched Matt check out my room. “You’re extremely neat, aren’t you?”
I remembered the quick look I’d had at his messy room and unmade bed. I shrugged. “I clean when I’m upset.”
He raised a brow and ran a finger across my bookshelf. He studied his finger then held it up. “Yep.”
“Yep, what?”
“It passes the white glove test.”
I laughed. “Let’s just say I’ve been upset a lot lately.” I tried to make it a joke, but Matt’s entire expression darkened. “Have a seat,” I said. Matt eyed me sitting on the edge of the bed and my heart raced as I waited for him to sit beside me.
Instead, he looked around and pulled out my white desk chair, whipped it around and straddled it, sitting to face me. “So, we’re just friends, huh?”
I laid straight back on my bed and put my arm across my eyes. “What was I supposed to say? George is sure to come over between now and prom. Mom’s going to know we haven’t broken up. Well, you know what I mean.”
He didn’t reply. I moved my arm to peek at him. A thoughtful expression covered his face as he stared out the window. Taking advantage of him looking away, I studied his face and his hair. The way his broad shoulders filled out his jacket.
“Why don’t you break up with him?” he asked suddenly and I jumped. 
Sitting up I gave him a dumb look. “I told you I tried. He won’t let me.”
“So make him.”
I shook my head hard, remembering George’s threats from earlier. “If I did and he found out you were involved, he’d kill you.”
Matt spun his head to look at me. His eyes were hard, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He let out a harsh laugh. “I don’t know if I should be flattered that you’re worried about me or flat out insulted that you think that Roid could do me any damage.”
He was angry. I was surprised, but I didn’t blame him. That did sound belittling. And looking at him, I imagined he could hold his own in a fight if it was just between him and George. I had little faith it would be if it ever came to that though. “I’m sure you could handle George just fine in a fair fight, but you saw his buddies today. It’s like they worship him or something now. If it came to a fight I think they’d all jump in.”
“You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve dealt with worse than those guys. I can handle myself.”
I wasn’t sure about that. What if it came down to him against the whole football team? There was no way one guy could win a fight like that, but I wouldn’t say it out loud. What I would say was, “I’m sure you could, but what about Adam?”
“What about him?” Matt frowned.
“Do you think he can take on George and all his cronies? George warned me today that he’d go after Adam if I didn’t do what he wanted. You can’t always be around to protect him.”
Matt’s fingers tightened around the edge of the chair until I thought it would break apart in his hands. “That ass.”
I knew he was pretty mad if he was breaking his no cursing around girls rule so I decided it would be wiser not to bring it up. Plus I totally agreed with him.
 
 
 


 

Chapter 12
Matt hadn’t said a word since I mentioned Adam. The silence became painful, and I got up and started rearranging the books on my shelf. I grouped the mysteries together and alphabetized them before moving on to the fantasies.
I felt Matt’s eyes on me but ignored him. I didn’t have any answers and wasn’t sure what else to say. I continued shoving books onto the shelf, letting the organizing relax me.
The doorbell rang and I heard Mom going to answer it. I tilted my head to hear who it was. I knew George had football practice, but fear swirled in my stomach just the same. If George came over to check on me and found Matt here he would blow up.
“Kristen? Michelle’s here.”
I let out a huge sigh.
Matt stood up. “I need to get going anyway.”
He took a step towards the door, and I hurried over to stop him. “What are we going to do about George?”
He looked down at me and the corner of his mouth turned up. I wouldn’t call it a smile exactly but it made the knots in my stomach disappear. “For now, we’ll act like nothing’s different between us, but I’m not keeping that up forever. I told you I don’t mess with other guy’s girls, right? Well, I don’t take lightly to them messing with mine either.”
My stomach somersaulted and I grinned. “I’m your girl?” I asked with my eyes locked on his.
He lowered his mouth to mine in answer. Ummm . . . I really liked being his girl.
“Kristen?” Mom called from downstairs.
Matt gave me a final kiss and stepped back with a wink. “We’ll work something out.”
He headed down the stairs, and I followed him. “It was nice to meet you, Mrs. McDonald,” he said as he walked between Mom and Michelle to the front door. “Michelle.” He tipped his head at her, and she giggled.
“See ya, Matt.”
Mom headed back towards the kitchen. Michelle watched Matt until the door closed behind him. Then she ran up the stairs and grabbed my arm, dragging me back to my room. She closed the door and plopped down on the middle of the bed cross-legged.
“Spill,” she said. “I want to hear every single delicious detail. Oh, man, that guy is hot.” She fanned her face, and I rolled my eyes at the drama, but I wore a happy grin.
I sat crosslegged facing her and debated what to tell her. I grabbed the comforter with both fists to steady myself as she bounced up and down across from me.
“I can’t believe you bailed on me today,” she said before I could say anything. “I’ve been trying to call you. I imagine George has been too.” She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “You can’t imagine how many times he asked if I knew where you were.”
She rushed on. “So, what was Mr. Sexy McHotPants doing over here and why can’t you stop grinning?”
I needed to tell her what was going on. I would burst if I tried to keep everything I was feeling inside. I knew she wouldn’t give away my secrets. I trusted her with my life. It felt like a dam burst when I started talking. Everything rushed out in a torrent.
I started with how George had been acting and what he said when I tried to break up with him and ended by telling her Matt and I might be secretly dating. I wasn’t sure what our relationship could be classified as at this point, other than weird and messed up, but it sure did make me happy just to think about him.
“No way!” Michelle yelled, grabbing my hands. “That is so awesome. Well, the George part is creepy, but you and Matt.” She bobbed her head, and the whole bed bounced again. “Oh, yeah. You two really work.”
I squeezed her hands. “I think so too. There’s a whole other side to him than the cool arrogant act he uses at school. I mean, he’s that too, but he’s also a really nice guy.” I thought about how he’d carried the groceries for Mom and opened the door for me.
I dropped Michelle’s hands and scooted up to the headboard so I could lean back. “I just don’t know what we’re going to do. You saw George today. He was ready to kill that kid just because he bumped into me. What do you think he’d do if I told him I was dating someone else?”
Michelle sat beside me and bunched her lips to the side. “That wouldn’t go over well.”
I nodded in agreement. “I think he’s using steroids,” I said without looking at her. I was embarrassed on so many levels to say the word out loud. It also felt like I was betraying George to talk about something like that no matter how he’d been acting.
“I can see it,” Michelle said carefully. “I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the other guys are juicing too.”
“Juicing?” I gave her a confused look.
“You know, juicing,” she drawled the word and rolled her eyes when I gave her a blank stare. “Steroids,” she said. “Those guys are determined to win the state championship this year. Danny said the coach is putting crazy pressure on them to claim the title.”
“Danny? Danny Armstrong? Since when do you talk to him?” I pictured the tall guy who’d supposedly transferred to our school just to join the football team. There were rumors the new car he drove was a “gift” from the athletic department, but of course, nothing had been proven.
Michelle tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, you know, I see him in the gym sometimes. We might have gone out the other night.”
“What! You’re dating the new guy, and you didn’t even think to mention it to me, your best friend in the whole wide world?” I pressed my hands to my chest and gave her my most crushed look.
She shoved my shoulder playfully. “Shut up. Everything happened so fast. I mean, I thought he was cute from day one.” I nodded. “He was just so quiet, though. I’d tell him ‘hi’ when I saw him, and he’d all but run the opposite direction. He seemed terrified of me.”
She laughed, and I joined her. I could picture the poor guy being nervous to talk to a girl as beautiful as Michelle.
“So how’d you get him to stop running?”
“I became a damsel in distress.” Her eyes flashed and she smiled mischievously.
I tilted my head and raised a brow, but couldn’t hide my smile. “How exactly did you do that?”
“I was lifting weights after school. Everyone else had cleared out except me and Danny.” She gave me an innocent wide-eyed look. “Those weights can get pretty heavy you know. I just didn’t have the strength to lift the bar back to the rack. If Danny hadn’t been there to save me I don’t know what would have happened.” She fluttered her eyelashes, and I burst out laughing.
“You did not! You tricked him into talking to you?”
She shrugged. “I had to do something. Prom’s less than a month away. He certainly wasn’t going to make the first move.”
“Did he ask you? Are you going to prom with him?”
She looked at me solemnly before breaking into a huge grin. “Yes!” she shrieked. I yelled with her and wrapped her in a quick hug. I knew she hadn’t been looking forward to going to prom solo but wasn’t interested in any of the guys we knew.
“Everything okay up there, girls?”
“Yes, Mom,” I yelled down to her.
“That’s so awesome,” I said. “When do I get to meet him?”
“I would have introduced you at lunch today if you hadn’t skipped out. He sat at our table.” Her eyes sparkled with happiness, and I hugged her again. It had been a long time since she’d seriously liked anyone.
“I’m really happy for you.” I put on a pout. “Sad for me because I’ll be stuck at prom with George the juicer, but happy for you.”
She giggled at my nickname for George, but her smile quickly faded into a look of sympathy. “There’s got to be a way for you to dump him without him taking it out on anyone.”
I shook my head, but said, “If you have any ideas I’m open. I can’t think of anything that won’t get either Adam or Matt or both of them hurt if I try to break up with George.”
 
 


 

Chapter 13
“What if you find him a new girlfriend? Someone much better than you.”
“Hey!” I slapped at Michelle’s leg.
“You know what I mean. Someone George thinks is better than you. Maybe someone who has a better chance of snagging the crown at prom.”
“That would be you,” I said with a sigh. “You want him?”
“Heaven’s no!” She looked horrified at the thought.
After shooting Michelle a wry look, I went back to the bookshelf and sorted a few more books.
“Maybe I can have Danny talk to him. As a teammate, he might be able to get through.”
“Unless you want Danny on George’s bad side that sounds like a terrible idea. Most of the team looks up to George. If George says the word they could all turn on Danny.” I shook my head and placed a book of poems that I didn’t even remember buying between the mysteries and romances.
“Why don’t we go hang out at my house for a while?” Michelle asked. I looked back at her in question. “My room could use some organizing.”
“Haha. Very funny. You know I clean when I’m upset.”
“Exactly! Let’s go before you calm down!”
I shook my head and laughed. “Why don’t you focus on saving me from my misfortunate choice in boyfriends.”
Michelle pursed her lips and tapped her shiny pink nails on the comforter. “I got nothing.”
I plopped down on the chair where Matt had been sitting. It was funny, but I missed him. Michelle seemed to pick up my thoughts because she flipped over on her stomach, rested her chin on her palms and started interrogating me about Matt.
I frowned at her barrage of questions but deep down I was thrilled to talk about him.
“He sounds great,” Michelle said after she ran out of things to ask. “Maybe after you work things out with George you and Matt can go on a double date with Danny and me.”
I liked the sound of a double date. It was the working things out with George that I wasn’t so sure about.
The next day at school things almost seemed back to normal. George met me at my locker before first period and acted like nothing strange had happened the day before. All he talked about was the game on Friday and what their chances of winning were.
I watched him from the corner of my eye as we walked towards class. He was in a great mood since he said their chance of winning was high. I, on the other hand, was a bundle of nerves. I kept waiting for him to flip the Jekyll and Hyde switch and go crazy on me, but he didn’t.
At lunch, I met Danny, and Michelle was right, he was really nice. A little quiet and reserved, but he had a quick wit and threw in some random and funny comments during the conversation that had everyone at the table laughing. Along with his great looks and nice physique I could easily see why Michelle liked him so much.
I tried not to think about Matt, but my mind kept straying to him. I found myself looking around the cafeteria for him every few minutes. George finally noticed my distraction. “What’s up with you today?” He growled towards my ear while keeping a smile plastered on his face. “You’re ignoring everyone. You won’t get their votes if they think you don’t listen to them.”
I wanted to roll my eyes and tell him to earn his own votes, but just then I saw Adam walking across the cafeteria carrying his tray. Our eyes met, and I started to smile, but he looked at George sitting beside me and almost dropped his tray. I could see fear written across his face. He spun around and headed away from our table as fast as he could without running.
Poor kid. It had to be hard enough for him being so much younger than everyone in his class. Having an over-grown bully like George target him had to be terrifying.
Seeing him was the reminder of why I needed to placate George. For now at least. I hid a sigh. “Sorry,” I whispered and did my best to jump into the conversation. I complemented Eva’s new shirt, which was really cute and asked Bobby who he was taking to prom.
It wasn’t hard to talk to my friends. I liked them all. I just suddenly hated the fact that complimenting someone or asking them about their day was no longer friendly conversation. It was all calculated to make them like me and remember to vote for me and my running mate when the time came. I hadn’t noticed before, but I was starting to realize I didn’t like the person I’d become. I blamed George for that too.
I didn’t see Matt at lunch and couldn’t remember if he usually ate in the cafeteria or not. I’d never looked for him before. As a senior, he could leave campus during lunch, and I wondered if he did. Then I wondered who he went with if he did. What if he took some other girl to lunch since things were so messed up with me?
I chewed off my thumbnail before Michelle hit my leg. “Knock it off,’ she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.
“What?” I asked even as my eyes darted over every table for the fifth time in search of the face I wanted to see.
“Stop looking for him. You’re being really obvious.”
My eyes shot to her face, and her worried look got through to me. “Thanks.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what got into me.”
Michelle cast a quick look at George to make sure he was still talking to Bobby about football. She leaned close. “He’s in study hall helping Rick Price with pre-cal. I overheard them making plans to meet during lunch.” She pursed her lips. “Girl, you got it bad.”
I let out a small snort. She didn’t know the half of it. I’d dreamt about Matt last night and ran to my window this morning to watch him drive off when I heard his car start. I did have it bad, and I wished I was in a position to do something about it. But I wasn’t.
I was no closer to coming up with a way to get George to move on than I had been two days ago. Thankfully he was at least acting human today.
George and Bobby left the cafeteria a little early to watch a video of the team they were playing tomorrow. George gave me a kiss on the cheek and told me he’d see me after school. I felt an oppressive cloud lift off my shoulders as soon as he walked out the door. I didn’t even realize how stressed I was when he was around.
I headed to my locker early too so Michelle could have some time alone with Danny. They made a really cute couple, and I liked the way Danny treated Michelle. He was attentive, and he took care of her without going overboard.
Like when Eva spilled her drink and Danny mopped it up with a wad of napkins before it reached Michelle’s tray. Or when her purse got stuck between the chair legs and he helped her work it loose. Little things, sure, but it was sweet to see them together.
I just happened to take the long way to my locker. The way that just happened to go past the library which was on the other side of the building. At the library, I stopped and casually read the poster taped to the window with red and pink hearts all over it advertising a fundraiser.
I tucked my hands in my pockets and rocked back on my heels trying to look cool as I glanced up and down the hall to make sure no one was watching me. The coast was clear so I ducked down and peered under the poster, searching the scattered tables inside for the face I wanted to see.
There he was. Matt and another guy had their heads bent in conversation, walking towards the door.
I drank in the sight of him before panic struck. I couldn’t let him find me standing here watching him like some kind of stalker. I quickly started walking away from the library before jerking to a stop. My locker was the opposite direction. Dang it.
I spun around and tried to hurry past the door before they came out, but I was too slow. I ended up running smack dab into Matt.
“Umph!” I grunted from the impact as I collided with his shoulder. He reached out and grabbed my arms to steady me. His eyes lit with surprise when he realized it was me who’d just tried to plow him down, and he started to smile.
Oh, he was so cute. All I wanted to do was wrap him in a giant hug. His friend was watching our exchange closely, though, so instead of hugging him I frowned and pushed him away. “Watch where you’re going.”
His eyes widened, and I shot a look towards the guy he was with, hoping he’d understand. He got a shuttered look, mumbled an apology, and fell into step with his friend as they headed towards the lockers.
I watched Matt’s back and felt like crying which made no sense. He’d acted as if he barely knew me, but that was what he was supposed to do, right? That’s what I’d just done. Nerves tightened my stomach, and I pressed both hands against it. Surely Matt understood I was acting the way I was so no rumors would get back to George about us.
Just before Matt turned down the side hall, he looked back. I held my breath as time froze for a split second. The air between us felt alive with tension, and I tried to send a message to him with just a look. I wanted him to know I’d stopped by the library to see him. I wanted him to know I missed him even though I barely knew him.
I debated running down the hall after him to apologize for being rude, no matter how foolish that would make me look when the corner of his mouth kicked up in a crooked smile before he winked at me. The nerves in my stomach unwound, and I let out my breath.
He disappeared around the corner before I could respond. A huge grin slowly grew across my face, and I hugged myself tight. Everything was okay with us. Strange and possibly dangerous, but okay.
I tamped down what felt like a hundred watt smile and looked around to make sure no one had seen us. I found myself smiling throughout the rest of the day every time I thought about the wink he’d given me. I couldn’t wait until school was over. We hadn’t made plans, but I hoped he’d come over to my house again.

 

Chapter 14
I didn’t see Michelle again until we had cheer together last period. Even dressed in green shorts and a white t-shirt like the rest of us she managed to look gorgeous. She was in a bubbly mood that seemed to be contagious. Our entire squad spent the period laughing and joking in between cheers which was great considering anytime you got twelve sometimes-hormonally-imbalanced girls together there was always a chance of pettiness and bickering.
We’d just finished running through the dance we were performing at the pep rally tomorrow, and I jogged over and turned off the music. “Great job.” I clapped my hands. “Let’s take a break.” Everyone dropped to the floor where they were, and I went back over and joined them.
Kara Jensen laid back and put her arm over her eyes. “I’m beat,” she said and got a few groans of agreement. It was a challenging routine, but it was a good one.
“It will be worth it tomorrow when Bobby’s watching.” I smiled at her prone form waiting for a reaction. She kept her eyes covered, but I saw the beginning of a smile on her lips. “I just happened to hear he may or may not have asked you to prom?” I ended the sentence in a question.
She sat up with a full grin and looked around, the center of attention. “He did!”
Everyone went a little crazy since we’d been hearing about her crush on the oblivious Bobby for the past couple of months.
“That’s great!”
“Congratulations!”
“How’d he ask you?”
She twisted her bracelet and her cheeks competed with her red hair for attention. “Tuesday night the doorbell rang. When I answered it no one was there except for a giant teddy bear sitting on the porch with a note pinned to it that said ‘Prom?’.”
“Aww. That’s so sweet,” Michelle said.
Kara nodded. “Then Bobby came out from around the corner with a dozen red roses and asked if I’d go to prom with him.” She hugged her knees to her chest. “It was one of the best moments of my life.”
She met my eyes. “I know you and George are going together, but did he ask you or was it just kind of understood?”
Everyone focused their full attention on me waiting for what should have been a romantic story. I thought about how George had “informed” me we were going together and clenched my teeth.
These girls were my friends, and I wished I could tell them all about how George had asked me to the prom, but that wasn’t an option at the moment. I pasted on a smile. “It was just understood. We’ve been talking about it for a while now.”
I jumped up and propped my hands on my hips. “I think that does it for today. Everyone needs to be here at three sharp for the pep rally tomorrow. Don’t forget we’re wearing French braids.”
Everyone broke off into smaller groups as we gathered our stuff. I put my coat on over my workout clothes and grabbed my gym bag. Michelle put an arm around my waist and squeezed me in a side hug.
She didn’t say anything, but I could read the look in her eyes. She felt sorry for me about George. I leaned into her hug for a second and sighed. I felt sorry for me too.
“Want to do some dress shopping with me?” I asked Michelle as we walked to our lockers. She already had her prom dress, a long purple sleeveless dress with a fitted bodice and flowing train. I, on the other hand, was still on the hunt for the perfect creation.
“Oh,” Michelle stopped beside my locker while I grabbed my books. “Danny asked me to get something to eat with him after he gets out of practice. She pulled out her phone and checked the time. “I could go with you for a little while, though.”
“Don’t even think about it,” I told her. “You know you want all that time to get ready for your date. I’ll probably just stop by Harold’s, and see if they have any new dresses in. I’ll text you pictures if I find anything.”
“Hey, beautiful.”
I rolled my eyes at Michelle before closing my locker and turning to face George.
“Hey,” I said with absolutely no enthusiasm. His brows bunched and I prepared for a tongue lashing, but he saw Michelle standing beside me.
His whole expression changed. “Hey, Michelle. I hear you and Danny have a hot date tonight.”
“Something like that,” Michelle said with an even look. “I’ve got to run. Text me.”
“What’s her deal?” George grumbled as she hurried away. “You didn’t tell her anything about us, did you? Because that’s private and sharing stuff like that could get someone in trouble. Someone like that kid in the hall yesterday.”
I stood and glared at him. I was already sick of him threatening me every day.
“Look,” George let out a sigh and sounded defeated. “I’m sorry, okay? I’ve got so much pressure on me right now. It’s like everything’s coming to a head with the playoffs and prom.” He slouched against the locker beside mine and tucked his hands in his pockets, staring down the hall. 
“My dad keeps pounding on me every day about college.” He frowned. “He just lost his new job, too, so I’ve picked up a few extra hours at the garage to try to help out at home. It’s not like I can support a family on a part-time job though.” He shrugged and kept his stare on some fixed point down the hall.
I reached out and put my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know all that was going on.” Not many people knew it, but he’d confided that his dad had a drinking problem. I wondered if it had something to do with him losing his job.
My heart ached for him. I couldn’t imagine trying to support my family much less do it while trying to earn a scholarship and get into a fairly picky college.
I leaned on the locker beside him. This was the George I knew. The guy I’d fallen in love with. I felt guilty now for the things I’d been thinking and saying about him.
“Even with all that, it doesn’t excuse the way you treated that boy yesterday.” I hesitated and drew in my lips. “Or the way you’ve been acting towards me.”
“I know.” He nodded. The back of his hand rested against mine. I tensed as he slipped his fingers into mine. I wasn’t sure what I felt or what to think. He’d messed up majorly, but all of the times he’d been sweet while we were dating came back to me. He wasn’t a monster.
“I’ve been a jerk.” He swallowed and looked down at me. “Can we start over?”
His eyes met mine with such gentleness, I squeezed his hand. My heart longed for Matt, but what did I really even know about him? He had a nice side and gave me chills? George, on the other hand, had been part of my life for almost a year. I had fun with him.
For a while, I’d been glancing at the wedding dresses while I searched for a prom dress. I mean, I was in no way ready to get married now, but I could vaguely see George filling that role someday in the future. That all had to count for something, didn’t it?
“Can we?” George asked again, turning to face me. “I really need you right now.”
Part of me wanted to say absolutely not. But another part of me thought maybe this was just a bump in the road. Something we could work out. All couples went through hard times.
I licked my lips and nodded. “We can try. You can’t go around being mean to people though,” I said. “Or messing around with other girls.”
He looked relieved and thankful. He leaned towards me, and I cringed, remembering our last kiss. This kiss was sweet though. Gentle. It didn’t send any chills up my spine, but it was warm and familiar.
“I need you to keep me in line, okay?” He looked at me earnestly. “Kristen, I don’t know what would happen to me if I didn’t have you. I get so wrapped up in everything. Sometimes I feel like I’m going to explode. I need you to remind me to cool things down if you see me getting to that point.”
That was a pretty big responsibility. I wasn’t sure I was up to it. I hadn’t been able to calm him down in the hall yesterday. If he was willing to try I guess I was too. I gave him a tentative nod, and he smiled, hugging me tight.
“I’ve got to go.” He sounded like he regretted the fact. “Are we on for the party at Tony’s house tomorrow night after the game?”
I worked up a tiny smile. “Sure.”
He gave my hand a final squeeze. I stood, for the second time that day, watching a guy walk down the hall away from me. 


 
 

Chapter 15
I was so confused. I drove home in a daze, wondering if I’d done the right thing. I didn’t exactly feel elated that George and I had worked things out. I felt more . . . disappointed?
And what was I going to tell Matt? I knew he thought the very worst of George, and a lot of his opinion was my fault. I could only imagine what he’d think of me when he found out we were back together.
I drove past Matt’s house extra slow half-way hoping I’d see him. His car wasn’t there. I decided I was relieved. I wasn’t ready to talk to him. I didn’t know how to explain I really did like him but felt I owed George something. 
I parked in the garage, noting Mom’s car wasn’t there, so I headed straight upstairs to take a shower. Deciding the last thing I felt like doing was dress shopping, I slipped on some warmups and a sweatshirt.
I blow-dried my hair and curled it but didn’t put on any makeup. I didn’t plan on seeing anyone tonight. Maybe I could even get out of dinner with my parents.
I went to the window and looked down the street wondering where Matt was, and if he was thinking about me. I trailed a finger down the cool glass. My stomach clenched. I tried to swallow what felt like a lump in my throat. I needed to tell Matt where things stood. I couldn’t leave him hanging. After that, though, I needed to put him out of my mind.
If things didn’t work out with George, maybe Matt and I would have a chance to see if there was anything between us. I couldn’t count on that though. Matt could have a girlfriend at the snap of his fingers. He wasn’t going to sit around and wait to see if George and I were going to make it. And I didn’t blame him.
I dug my phone out of my purse, pulling a couple of gum wrappers with it. I tossed them in the trash and plopped on the bed, scrolling through pictures of me and George. We looked like a happy couple. Had we been though?
I glanced at the pictures of us at the fair. The one at the top of the Ferris wheel was my favorite. George had his arm around me. I was wearing a bright orange tank top and snuggled close to his side.
We’d had fun that night. He’d even won me a stuffed rabbit by tossing rings around bottlenecks. I went and picked the pink rabbit up from my bookshelf and stared at it as if it held some answers. Instead of answers, it brought another memory to mind that I guess I’d blocked out.
When George won the ring toss the girl working the booth had tried to give him a plastic pair of dice. She said you had to win two times in a row to win the larger prize and pointed to the sign that spelled out the rules. George wasn’t having it. He’d made a huge scene until the poor girl gave in and gave him the rabbit just to shut him up.
I felt the embarrassment now that I’d felt then. George had blown it off. Had made it sound like the games people were always trying to cheat the players. That wasn’t the only time he’d bullied someone into giving him his way. I always excused it. Wrote it off as the other person’s fault. Looking back now, it was usually George causing problems.
Had I made a mistake giving George another chance?
I thought about his dad’s drinking problem, and the pressure on him to carry the football team to state. He had so much going on in his life. Things I couldn’t even imagine. I figured if I had all that stuff in my life I might lash out sometimes too. At the same time, he wasn’t the only one with issues and not everyone took it out on other people.
The loud thumping of Matt’s music interrupted my thoughts. I ran to the window to watch his car pull into his driveway. He got out and looked straight up at me like he knew I’d be there. He smiled and waved when he saw me.
My heart flipped with a spark of happiness at the same time my stomach dropped with disappointment. I lifted my hand in a half-hearted wave. Why was I so happy to see him when I’d just promised George another chance?
Matt walked towards his front door and pulled his phone out of his pocket to make a call. A second later my phone rang.
It was still laying on my bed. I dove for it and answered after the first ring. “Hello?”
“Hey,” Matt’s voice swept through the phone. Just the sound of his voice made me regret my decision about George.
“Hey,” I said, flipping over to lean against a pillow. “How’d you get my number?”
“Michelle,” he said. “You don’t mind do you?”
“No.” I swallowed and held the phone against my ear with both hands.
“I’m going to walk AB. Do you want to come?”
“Now?”
“Yep.” I could hear her happy yips and knew he’d made it inside. “I just have to grab her leash.”
“All right. I’ll meet you out front in a couple of minutes.”
“See you then.”
He hung up, and I sat there holding the phone. Spending time with Matt was probably a very bad idea. It would give me a chance to tell him about George though. I put on some shoes and grabbed my coat, slipping my phone in my pocket. I jogged downstairs and found Matt sitting on the front step with AB waiting for me right outside.
Matt’s face lit with a gorgeous smile. I stopped in the doorway and simply stared at him. How was I going to do this? All I wanted was to spend time getting to know him, and here I was about to push him away. AB let out an excited bark and strained against her leash to get to me.
I laughed and jogged down the steps to pet her. “Hi, there!” I rubbed her ears. She flopped down in the dead grass, rolling over so I had full access to her belly.
“She likes her belly rubs.” Matt squatted beside me while I pet her warm tummy.
“She’s so soft.” I rubbed her with both hands. She ate it up, wiggling back and forth on the brown grass.
“She’s also spoiled.” Matt laughed and leaned towards me for a kiss.
I jumped up and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Where are we heading?”
Matt stood and gave me a curious look. “I thought we’d take her to the park if you’re up for it.”
The dog park was about five blocks away. I glanced up at the overcast sky. “Sure. I’ll text my parents and let them know where I am so they don’t worry if they get home before me.”
We started walking side by side towards the park with AB running in front of us. She kept her nose to the ground running from one smell to the next.
I hadn’t had time to think about how to tell Matt George and I were giving things another shot. Now that I was beside him, so close I could brush my fingers against his, I found I didn’t want to tell him at all.
“So, pretty strange running into you at the library today,” Matt said.
“Literally,” I laughed, but my laughter died quickly. “I wanted to see you,” I admitted. I kept my eyes on the sidewalk and waited to see what he would say about that.
“I hoped that was the case.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “I don’t like acting like I don’t even know you at school. It’s not really my style to play games like that.”
I didn’t figure it was. He wasn’t the type of guy to play games at all, and yet here he was willing to put on a big act for me. I couldn’t stop my sigh. He grabbed my hand and stopped walking. AB gave a hard pull on her leash, eager to be on her way, but when Matt didn’t budge she contented herself with sniffing the grass in the yard beside us.
“What’s wrong?” Matt tipped my chin up until our eyes met.
I wanted to jerk away. I didn’t want him reading anything in my expression. On the other hand, what good would it do to delay the inevitable? I needed to tell him what was going on and get it over with.
“You don’t know me very well,” I started, and glanced over as a car drove by.
“I hope that will change very soon,” Matt said quietly.
Why did he have to be so sweet? I stepped back so he was no longer touching me, hoping I’d be able to think more clearly if he wasn’t so incredibly close. And didn’t smell so incredibly good. And wasn’t looking at me with that incredibly longing look.
“I need to just say this, okay?”
“All right.” Now Matt sounded confused. I could hardly blame him.
I blew out a huff of air. “I’m giving George another chance.” I peeked at his face to gauge his expression, but it hadn’t changed yet. “A real chance,” I added.
“He’s been going through all this stuff with his parents and everyone’s dumping buckets of pressure on him about football and college. He hasn’t been himself lately, but he promised me he’s going to try harder.” Try harder? That sounded so lame when I said it out loud.
“So, you’re breaking things off with me?”
I couldn’t tell what Matt was thinking from his voice. It was calm and even and I wondered for a second if he really understood that was exactly what I was trying to do.
“I like you, Matt. So much, but . . .” But what? I sent Matt a pleading look, hoping he’d fill in the blanks.
Instead, he appeared to study me. I started to feel self-conscious under his unwavering stare and swiped a hand under my nose to check for a trail of snot or something. I shifted my weight from one foot to another. Just when I couldn’t take his appraisal for another minute he finally spoke one word.
“No.”
I narrowed my eyes. “No?”
“Isn’t that what George told you when you tried to break up with him?”
I could only blink at him, I was so shocked.
“Well, I’m saying the same thing. No. That guy gives you some sob-story excuses about why he’s treating you and half the school so bad and you fall for it? That doesn’t sound like the girl I thought you were. I’m not stepping back and letting you make a huge mistake with that Roid. He’s going to end up hurting someone, and it’s not going to be you if I can help it.”
My mouth dropped open as I worked to process his words. I blinked at him, snapping my lips back together. “I don’t know if that’s the most romantic or most stupid thing I’ve ever heard,” I said.
He just grinned at me and started walking again. I fell into step beside him unsure what to do now. I mean, if I wanted things to be over with him then they were over no matter what he said. But I liked the fact that he didn’t want to let me go. Even more, that he wanted to protect me from George.
Not that I needed protecting. I frowned at my feet. At least I didn’t think I needed protecting.


 

Chapter 16
 
At the dog park, Matt bent to unhook AB’s leash from her collar so she could run around. The park was empty so she happily sniffed one spot after another. Leaves covered the ground from the giant oaks around the fence, giving her a lot of things to smell.
I sat on the bench by the gate and tucked my hands under my legs to keep them warm. I didn’t move away when Matt sat beside me.
He put his arm on the bench behind me not quite touching my back but close enough that I knew it was there. “Yesterday you said something about competing for me if I had a girlfriend.”
I still couldn’t believe I’d said that, but I nodded for him to continue.
“I feel the same way. I’m not going to step aside and hand you over to George.”
His eyes were on mine. I couldn’t look away. “I don’t play games, but I’m not opposed to winning your affection. I’m making a play for you Kristen McDonald, and I don’t give up easy.”
Those words played over and over in my head throughout the night and into the next day.
George and I were walking to the cafeteria and Matt came right up to me and said, “Hey neighbor. How’s it going?”
George grabbed my hand and glowered at Matt, but Matt’s smile didn’t falter.
“Hi,” I squeaked, pushing my hair behind my ear.
Matt’s eyes sparkled mischievously. “George.” He tipped his head at George before refocusing on me. “I’ll see you later. Maybe we can take AB for another walk.”
My eyes almost popped out of my head. I couldn’t believe he said that. He gave me a wink and continued down the hall.
“What the hell was that about?” George turned to watch Matt walk down the hall. “And who the hell’s AB?”
“AB’s his dog,” I said. “I don’t know what that was about.” But I did know exactly what it was about. Matt was pursuing me.
George handled it better than I expected him to. He didn’t blow up or make a scene, although he was unusually quiet during lunch. “I don’t want you talking to that guy,” George said as he walked me to my next class. “I don’t trust him. You’ve seen the way he dresses in that leather jacket and leather boots. I think he’s in a gang or something. He could be dangerous.”
I choked at that and had to stop walking until I could catch my breath. I guess before I got to know Matt, I could have assumed he might be in a gang. Now that I knew him, I knew how farfetched that was.
George patted my back until I stopped coughing.
“He’s fine,” I said lightly. “He’s my neighbor. Our parents are friends.”
I almost wanted George to explode, to give me a reason to break up with him once and for all, but of course, that would have been too simple. “I just worry about you.” He ran a hand through my hair. “You’re so beautiful. A creep like that could try to take advantage of you.”
His concern was sweet. In a way. For the most part, his words just turned me off. I knew right then that I was over him. Yes, we’d had something once and yes, I felt sorry for him, but that wasn’t something to base a relationship on. No matter what happened with Matt, I knew I had to end things with George for my own sake, no matter how nice he was being right now.
He’d already made it clear he wasn’t going to just let me walk away. I needed a plan. Something that would make him think he was the one doing the breaking up.
We stopped at my class and George gave me a quick kiss. PDA wasn’t allowed at Forest Ridge High, but as long as no teachers were around it happened. I fought the urge to wipe the kiss from my lips.
“I’ll see you at the pep rally,” he said. He strode down the hall to his class next door and waved before he went in.
“Michelle.” I fell into my seat beside her. “I need your help.”
“What’s up?”
“I’ve gotten myself into a huge mess.” And if that wasn’t a textbook definition of an understatement, I didn’t know what was.
“An even bigger mess than yesterday?” Her brow arched.
“Yes!” I screeched quietly. “Much bigger.” I rubbed my face. “I told George I’d give him another chance.” She frowned at me. “And I broke things off with Matt.” Her frown deepened.
“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
“I don’t know! And even worse, Matt wouldn’t let me break things off, and I’ve realized I don’t have any feelings for George anymore.”
Michelle stared at me before she tossed her head back and started to laugh.
“Thanks a lot,” I grumbled, crossing my arms. Her laughter was contagious, though and pretty soon I was chuckling along. My situation was pretty crazy.
“Just break up with George like a normal teenager and move on. It’s not like you’re married or anything.”
I kept my voice low, so no one would overhear me. “George told me things are really rough for him right now and he needs me. I can’t just turn my back on him, can I?” I added that last part almost hopefully.
“Is he still planning to get revenge on the little fish if you break up with him?”
“Oh my gosh.” I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and rubbed my temples. “I don’t know,” I whined without opening my eyes.
“He said he’d try to be nice, but that was if I was dating him.” I didn’t want to think that my taste in guys was so poor I’d chosen someone who would actually beat up a little kid, but maybe I had.
“Look,” Michelle turned to face the front of the room when our teacher started class but whispered back to me. “Let’s get through the game tonight, and tomorrow we’ll have a girl’s day and figure this out. Find you the perfect dress and maybe get our nails done?” She wiggled her long nails at me over her shoulder.
“Yeah, okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I just have to get through the game for now,” I repeated to myself. That shouldn’t be too bad.
The game itself wasn’t so bad, but the pep rally before it was almost a disaster. All the cheerleaders and dance team got to the gym early to hang posters and arrange a few chairs for a game we had planned for football players. I made sure the music was set at the right place so our coach, Ms. Riley, could just hit play when it was time for the dance routine.
After the early release bell, the bleachers quickly filled with students. I helped the other girls finish getting everything ready, but my eyes kept straying to the doors looking for Matt. I didn’t see him, but I couldn’t miss George watching me from the hallway with a goofy grin.
Great.
Once everyone was settled, our principal, Mr. Hoffman, opened the pep rally with announcements. The football team was introduced and the guys, led by George ran into the gym among a lot of yelling and cheering. I shook my pom poms in the air with the rest of the squad and once the guys settled into their seats we started our first cheer.
I knew the cheer backward and forwards and upside down. I kept my smile in place and cheered to the crowd while I felt George boring holes through me with his eyes.
Everything was going fine until the cheer had us turn to the rear of the gym before spinning back to the front. I caught a glimpse of Matt standing in the doorway watching me.
I did something then I couldn’t ever remember doing before. I missed a step. When everyone else’s pom poms went up mine went down, and when I tried to catch up with the others I ended up with my pom poms in the air while everyone else held theirs at their sides.
Michelle caught my eye and frowned. I simply shook my head. I was team captain, and I was making the entire squad look bad. Not the biggest deal in life, but we all worked really hard at what we did. When one of us messed up we all looked bad.
I gave the girls a quick apologetic glance before starting the next cheer. I gave it my full focus, determined not to let Matt distract me. I made the mistake of glancing at George and saw him frowning at me, probably wondering what had gotten into me to make me mess up on a cheer.
Without thinking I looked back over to see if Matt was still watching. He was, but it didn’t throw me off this time. I kept the beat and held my smile until my eyes landed on George again. He must have followed my look to see what was causing me to mess up because now he was glowering at Matt across the gym.
I flashed a helpless look at Michelle to see if she’d caught what was happening. She had but she was as helpless as I was to do anything about it. I forced myself to focus on the cheer and nodded to our coach to start the music for our big dance.
Head down, I nodded with the music, focusing on my feet. The first few seconds went smoothly, and I thought I was in the clear. I couldn’t help taking a peek at George to see what he was doing now.
Then I wished I hadn’t. George and the guys sitting closest to him were openly glaring at the doorway where I assumed Matt still stood. And that’s when my feet decided to improvise.
 


 

Chapter 17
 
I tripped over my own shoe and bumped into Kara, knocking her into Lisa. The momentum threw Lisa into Michelle and before I knew it half our squad was down. Cat calls came from the bleachers and there was as much booing as there was clapping.
My face burned and my hands shook. I couldn’t remember ever being so embarrassed. Glancing at the stands I was met with hundreds of laughing faces. People pointed.
I wanted to run out of the gym and hide, but I rallied like any good cheerleader and jumped back into the dance as soon as I could. The other girls joined me, and we finished the dance like the professionals we were, acting as if nothing at all had gone wrong.
I avoided looking at both Matt and George after that. With my smile plastered on at full wattage, I took the microphone and led the musical chairs type game we had planned for the football team. Everything else went smoothly. My heart never did settle back down to a normal pace though.
The pep rally ended and the gym started to clear out. I stacked chairs and did my best to avoid meeting anyone’s eye. I guess that’s why I was so surprised when a pair of black boots stopped in my line of vision. My eyes climbed from the boots to the jeans to the black jacket before meeting Matt’s worried expression.
I wanted to throw myself into his arms and let him tell me everything would be okay. I settled for giving him a weak smile. “Guess I made quite a mess of things.”
Matt started to reach out to touch me. He looked around and dropped his hand back to his side. “It’s a pep rally. They’ll get over it.”
“Did George, um, say anything to you?” I searched his face, wondering if he’d tell me the truth.
His expression darkened. “I can handle George,” he said. “But can you?”
I bit my lip and shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“Let’s go, Kristen,” Michelle called, and I saw everyone else had already left.
“I don’t know what to do about anything right now,” I mumbled. “I have to go,” I said louder and jogged over to Michelle, leaving Matt standing there watching me as I hurried away.
Michelle grabbed my arm and leaned in close. “What was that?” she asked as we quickly walked through the almost deserted halls towards the parking lot.
“Which part?” I asked with fake innocence. “The part where I accidentally made George jealous. The part where I thought George and Matt were going to get into it right in the middle of the pep rally.” I put a finger to my lips. “Oh, or maybe you mean the part where I single-handedly destroyed our entire dance.”
“Um-hm,” Michelle said, guiding me out the door and to her car. “What you said.”
I climbed in the passenger seat of her sporty little silver car and buckled up. “Are all the girls mad at me?” I cringed, knowing how many hours of practice we’d all put into that routine.
“If they are they can just get over it. There’s not one of them, including me, who hasn’t messed up at some point. Now forget about that and let’s figure out how to untangle you from the sticky web you’ve ended up in.”
I knew she was being silly, but her words painted a picture of me as a helpless fly trapped in a giant web. George was the spider climbing the silky threads to get me. But where did that leave Matt? Was he another helpless victim like me or was he part of the problem, like George?
We dropped by Michelle’s house for a snack before heading to the game. Michelle dumped chips into one bowl and snack mix into another. I popped a pretzel into my mouth while she went to the kitchen and came back with a bowl of apples and oranges. “What do you think, crackers and cheese or peanut butter.”
I sat down and picked through the snack mix for another pretzel. “Kara’s allergic to peanuts.”
Michelle snapped her fingers in the air. “Dang, I forgot. Cheese it is.” She came back again loaded down with a plate filled with crackers and another with a couple different kinds of cheese.
The doorbell rang. “You get it. I’ll get the drinks.”
I opened the door. Kara and Jules brushed past me.
“Brr. . . it’s freezing out there.” Jules rubbed her hands over her arms and jumped up and down a couple of times. Her blond hair was secured close to her head in french braids but the free ends bounced along with her. Her round cheeks were rosy and her light blue eyes shone.
“You better save that energy for the game.” I grinned. Megan and Laurie pulled into the driveway. I waved for them to hurry up, and they came running in.
We were the seniors on the squad and had started getting together before each home game at the beginning of the year and it had just stuck. We alternated houses. I’d host next time—if we won tonight and there was a next time.
We all headed back to the table. Jules was still complaining about how cold it was and how we were going to freeze our tails off at the game. Michelle had just set some drinks on the table when Kara burst out crying. I stared at her in surprise before looking around to see if anyone knew why she was crying. The other girls looked just as shocked as me.
“Hey,” I sat beside her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
Her red hair had pulled out of her french braids in places, sticking up in spiky tufts. Black mascara left meandering trails down her pale cheeks. She sniffled and covered her eyes. “I ru-ruined everything today. I can’t believe I fell during the routine. And in front of the entire school.” She let out another loud sob. I squeezed her shoulder while guilt squeezed my chest.
“You weren’t exactly alone on the floor out there,” Michelle stated matter-of-factly with a pointed look.
“No,” Kara babbled. “But I was the fi-first to fall.”
I felt bad enough before, but now I really felt bad. “Hey,” I grabbed her chin so she’d look at me. “That whole mess was my fault. I’m so sorry,” I included everyone in my apology. “I feel terrible. We all worked so hard to perfect it, and I went and blew everything. I got distracted and tripped over my own feet.”
I was quickly forgiven. Michelle was right. I wasn’t the first to blow a routine, and thankfully my friends remembered that. It took a little longer for Kara’s tears to dry up though.
She sniffed again. “I guess I feel worse because I really wanted to impress Bobby and then I landed on my butt.”
Ugh, just shove the knife in my chest and twist, why don’t ya?
Laurie came to my rescue, her blue eyes wide and earnest. “If he really likes you this won’t be a thing. Of course, if he only likes you because you’re a cheerleader it might be a bigger deal to him. But girl,” she picked up an apple slice and pointed at Kara with it. “If that is the only reason he likes you it’s better you find out now so you can dump him and move on.”
Kara sniffed again but nodded. I found a box of tissues in the bathroom and set them on the table beside her. “You’re right.” She blew her nose and crumpled the tissue. “I just pictured things turning out a little differently.”
I snorted and everyone laughed. “I’m pretty sure we all had a different picture of the pep rally in mind. If the guys win, we’ll have another one next week, and I promise,” I swiped my finger over my heart in an X, “I won’t mess up again.”
Kara’s smile was watery, but at least it was a smile. The worst of the breakdown was over.
“Let’s touch up your makeup.” Michelle took her arm and led her upstairs to her room.
Laurie sliced some cheese and piled it on crackers. “What did happen out there today?” she asked me before taking a bite. “‘Tripping over your own feet’ isn’t something I’ve ever seen you do.”
“Bad day I guess.” I wasn’t ready to share my messed up life with everyone.
Jules didn’t have my same concerns. She huffed out a snort and raised her brow. “Bad day my foot. Having two of the hottest guys in school fighting for you equates to a great day in my book.”
I gave her a blank look, and she smiled coyly in return. “Oh, yeah. I wasn’t the only one who witnessed the stare off between George and the new guy. Umm. . .” She drew out the sound.
“I’ve been having little fantasies all afternoon that all that drama was over me. My biggest dilemma is who to choose. Blond football star and class favorite or dark and mysterious, sexy biker dude?”
“What?” Laurie shrieked, her dark blond hair flew as she swung her head back and forth between me and Jules.
I stared at Jules in horror. Other people had witnessed the exchange. I don’t know why I thought no one would notice two guys blasting holes through each other with their eyes. Maybe I was an eternal optimist. Unfortunately, optimism wasn’t getting me anywhere.
“People noticed that?” My voice sounded tinny, and a loud buzzing sound filled my ears. I had to sit down.
“Oh, yeah,” Jules said, either not noticing or ignoring the fact I was teetering on the edge of a breakdown. “That’s all the girls talked about after the pep rally.”
“Great,” I muttered. “At least it kept them from focusing on our routine disaster,” I said the words still looking for a bright side, but while that might be an upside for the squad, it was a disaster for me.
“So,” Jules wasn’t ready to let the subject rest. “Are you really going to dump George for the new guy.”
“Matt,” I said. I picked up an orange but instead of peeling it I just held it. Jules was intent on building another cracker and cheese sandwich, but Laurie watched me with an almost frightening intensity. She held an apple slice, apparently forgotten, and I couldn’t be real sure she was even breathing. “You okay?” I asked, honestly concerned.
She quickly dropped her eyes and bit into her apple. “Um-hm,” she answered. She flicked her blond hair over her shoulder in a nervous gesture, though, that made me question if she really was all right.
When she glanced up and saw I was still watching her she let out what sounded like a forced laugh. “That’s just a lot of drama,” she said. “I was caught up in it. So,” she swallowed, “are you breaking up with George?”
Was I imagining things or did she sound hopeful? Was it possible she’d had an eye on George? Good heavens, if that was the case I sure wished I could put a ribbon on him and hand him over to her.
She was really pretty with her shiny blond hair and blue eyes. She was taller than me and noticeably curvier. She and George would make a good fit.
She stared at me intently as if what I said next would be life-changing. I opened my mouth on the verge of confiding everything when Michelle and Kara came running down the stairs. I set the orange down and picked up a cracker to nibble on instead. Kara plopped into the chair beside me.
“Sorry for the waterworks. I’m better now.” Michelle had her all fixed up. Her makeup was redone and her hair was contained in the braids. Best of all she wore a real smile.
“I talked to Bobby,” she said and a faint blush stained her cheeks. “He was sympathetic about the pep rally, but it didn’t put him off at all.”
She looked over at Jules and her smile grew wider. “Maybe he really does like me.”
“Of course he likes you. What’s not to like?” Michelle stated matter of factly. Her green eyes locked with mine. “When you find the right guy, nothing should keep you apart.”

 

Chapter 18
A cold wind teased my neck and cheeks, looking for a way to infiltrate the rest of me, but I was bundled up tight. Thankfully we had a winter cheer uniform with sweaters and thick knit pants, and Ms. Riley let us wear our coats between cheers.
I hadn’t talked to George or Matt, but George surprised me with a quick hug before the players took the field. I thought he’d be mad about the whole Matt thing, but he didn’t seem to be.
Michelle’s words ran over and over in my head like an out of control ride at the fair while I tried to focus on the game. “When you find the right guy, nothing should keep you apart. When you find the right guy, nothing should keep you apart. When you find the right guy, nothing should keep you apart.”
I flicked a quick glance at the stands, hoping to spot Matt. I wanted to see him so bad it hurt. Something had to give. There was no way I could pretend to be George’s girlfriend for the next two weeks when all I wanted was to be with Matt. I didn’t even care about being elected homecoming queen anymore.
It was funny that something I’d built up so much in my mind over the years could be reduced to less interesting than what was on next week’s lunch menu. It was like I’d overinflated a balloon and someone had poked a hole in it. There was nothing left to that dream. Not that I’d turn down the scholarship money if I did win, but the title itself no longer held the importance it did only a couple of weeks ago.
George threw a pass to Danny. He easily caught it and took off running towards the end zone. We all cheered for him, but Michelle jumped up and down and whooped so hard I knew she’d have a sore throat tomorrow. I envied her.
Danny scored the winning touchdown and the crowd went crazy. We were going to state! Our guys jumped up and down on the field as much as Michelle had. They hugged and high-fived, and a couple hoisted George and Danny into the air on their shoulders. I felt kind of bad for the other team. Their players dragged themselves off the field with heads down and shoulders hunched.
We went out on the field to congratulate the players. George scooped me into his arms and spun in a circle. I clung to his neck and laughed. “Put me down!” He set me down and dropped a sweet kiss on my nose.
“We won!” he said unnecessarily. He looked happier than I’d seen him for a long time. We were jostled about as everyone did their best to congratulate everyone else at least a few times.
I found myself smiling at George before giving him a hug. “Congratulations,” I said near his ear so he could hear me over all the yelling. He hugged me tight, and for a minute it felt good to be in his arms. “Are you riding to the party with me?”
I shook my head. Michelle always drove to parties after getting stuck at one all night when her ride forgot about her. She’d had to call her parents to come get her and while she wasn’t in trouble or anything, they weren’t thrilled. “I promised Michelle I’d keep her company. I’ll see you there, though.”
He took both my hands and squeezed. “Count on it.” His eyes held sweet promises. He turned and joined his teammates as they went to the locker room to get cleaned up.
I bit my lip and analyzed my feelings. I liked this George, but I realized I only liked him as a good friend. We’d had too much happen to ever be able to pick things up where they’d once been. I decided I had to break up with him, for good this time, and hope for the best.
I spun around and caught Laurie glaring at me. The intensity of her look stunned me. Her face was a brittle mask of anger. She covered her look with a laugh and linked arms with me as we left the field. Chattering about the game and party to come, she acted perfectly normal and I wondered if I’d imagined the look.
I hoped I had because that look was scorned woman with an ax. It majorly creeped me out. She really had no reason to dislike me. It wasn’t like I’d stolen George from her. Or anyone else for that matter. If she only knew how badly I wanted out of my relationship with him maybe it would keep her from dismembering me while I slept.
“I think I’m going to break up with George,” I confided in her as we headed towards the locker room.
“You’re going to dump him? Because of the new guy?” She gave me an incredulous look that was almost as scary as her ax-murderer face. Had I totally misread her? I thought she’d be thrilled if George and I weren’t together anymore.
“I, well, not because of Matt, exactly. Things have changed between George and me lately. I just think we’d be happier apart.” I gave Laurie a cautious look, wishing I hadn’t said anything.
“Look.” She led me out of the path of students heading for the parking lot and stopped, to face me. “You can’t break up with him now. They’re in the playoffs. Do you know how much something like you dumping him for another guy will mess with his head? He—they,” she corrected, “have to win state.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. This was not the reaction I expected. And I’d never pegged her as having so much school spirit either. Sure, we all hoped our team would claim the state championship, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world if they didn’t.
I took a step away from her. “I said I was thinking about breaking up with him not that I was going to for sure.”
Fear filled her eyes. She moved into the space I’d just made between us. “I don’t care what you do after state. Just don’t mess with his head before the game.”
She took another step towards me, and I jumped back. Wow! This was getting weird. I wasn’t sure what was going on so decided to try to appease her. The image of her with an ax was getting sharper by the minute.
“Um, okay.” I frowned and gave Laurie a wide berth before jogging the rest of the way to the locker room.
Laurie transferred to Forest Ridge at the beginning of this year. The only reason she was even on the squad, since tryouts had been held in the spring, is because another girl moved last minute. We had to hold a special tryout to fill her spot.
Laurie and I hadn’t been the best of friends, like me and Michelle, but we got along well. I thought I knew her, but I couldn’t begin to imagine why she was acting the way she was.
Until we got to the party.


 

Chapter 19
 
Laurie, Jules, and Kara rode to the party with Michelle too, so while I was dying to talk to Michelle about how strange Laurie was acting, I didn’t get a chance. I sat in the front seat and chewed on my nails, looking out the window and ignoring the loud music and conversation filling the car. I’d halfway made up my mind to break up with George tonight and just deal with whatever repercussions might come.
My stomach was a ball of angry hornets by the time we pulled up in front of Tony’s two-story house. It was white with black shutters on the windows. A wide covered porch extended all the way around it.
I always thought of old plantation houses when I saw it. It wasn’t exactly in the middle of nowhere, but his family owned about twenty acres of land surrounding it so the house was set far off the main road and was secluded.
It looked like the entire school had turned up for the party based on the number of cars there. Michelle parked in between two pickups, and we all piled out. I’d changed into jeans, and a cute pale pink top paired with suede half-boots, but my coat covered most of my outfit. If it wasn’t a lot warmer in the house than it was out here no one was going to see my shirt because I wouldn’t be taking my coat off. It was freezing.
Jules and Michelle and I headed straight for the house. I glanced back and noticed Laurie following us at a distance. She appeared to be deep in thought. I hoped she wasn’t thinking about how she was going to murder me. I shrugged off a chill along with the dramatic thought. Sure she was acting strange but she was my friend. She wasn’t a killer.
I hoped.
Michelle linked arms with me and Jules and started doing a shuffle/trot towards the front door. Our breath came out in a trio of white puffs. “Hurry up,” Michelle called over her shoulder to Laurie. “It’s freezing out here.”
Every window in the house was lit. I could hear music blaring all the way from here. My guess was Tony’s parents were either super-duper good sports, or more likely, they weren’t home. The open ice chest filled with beer by the front door made me think they probably weren’t home.
I pushed open the door as soon as I reached it without bothering to knock. I mean it was a party and seriously with the music as loud as it was, who would hear me anyway?
“Ah,” I let out a loud sigh as warmth hit my frigid cheeks and nose. Maybe I would be able to take off my coat at some point tonight, but not just yet.
A blast of cold air hit me from behind as Laurie reopened the door and came in after us. Her eyes met mine. I couldn’t describe what I saw in that look. Fear? Determination? I wanted to know what was going through her mind and especially how it affected me. I decided to ask her straight out.
“I’m getting a drink,” Laurie said and disappeared into the crowd before I could say anything.
I couldn’t decide if I should follow her and push her for answers or not. Michelle was already moving to the music and grabbed me and Jules by the wrists, dragging us to the center of the living room that had been converted into the official dance floor. I decided my questions for Laurie could wait.
I joined Michelle and probably fifty other kids in the crowded space, losing myself to the music and letting it guide me. Michelle was a great dancer, but other than at the pep rally today, so was I.
Jules moved with us, and I gave her a high five, but it was Michelle and I that people started clearing space for so they could watch as we danced. It didn’t take long to heat up. I tossed my coat on the couch and prayed it would be there when I went to look for it later.
My eyes closed, and I moved to the beat. I wasn’t dancing for the crowd. Just for me. The music seeped down to my soul, relaxing, refreshing. The freedom of the movement gave me a release for all my confused feelings, and I took full advantage of it, spinning and twisting, my arms overhead.
I opened my eyes and found Matt watching me with a hungry look from the edge of the crowd. I kept my eyes on his and suddenly I was dancing for him, wishing I was dancing with him. There was no one else in the room just him and me. His look smoldered. I lifted my arms again and let my body sway as the song ended. 
Familiar upbeat music flooded the room. Michelle let out a whoop and started dancing the routine we’d performed to that song in the fall. It took me a second to break eye contact with Matt.
“Come on, Kristen!” Michelle yelled. I laughed at her exuberance and jumped into the routine beside her.
Soon the other cheerleaders found us on the floor as we did the routine together. All of them but Laurie, I noticed, but didn’t really think about it. We finished with a cheer that got the crowd roaring. The claps and yells that followed were a slight balm to the sting of today’s pep rally.
When the dance was over, I quickly searched for Matt, but he was gone. “I’m going to get a drink,” I breathlessly told Michelle.
She grabbed my hand and pleaded with me. “You can’t leave now,” she yelled still moving with the music. “Who will I dance with?”
I looked around at the room full of gyrating bodies and grinned. “I think you’ll find someone.”
I pulled away with a smile and made my way through the throngs of people, searching for a drink, but with an eye out for Matt. I stopped a few times to talk to people I knew but finally made it back to the open kitchen. The music wasn’t quite as loud here.
I scanned the counters. There were large bottles of soft drinks sitting by a bucket of ice. Two glass punch bowls, one filled with something bright pink and the other lime green, drew a line of girls with plastic cups.
One rule my mom had pounded in my head since before I was old enough to go to these kinds of parties was to never drink from an open container because you had no way of knowing if anything dangerous had been slipped into it.
So even though I was really thirsty by now, and the punch looked tempting, I side-stepped the waiting line and opened the ice chest on the floor by the refrigerator. Yes! I pulled out a bottle of cold water and unscrewed the cap, downing half of it while I glanced around the room to see who I knew.
A girl from my English class waved at me, and I waved back. Then I spotted a familiar face standing in the corner. George was in deep conversation with a girl who had her back to me. He didn’t look particularly happy, so I wasn’t worried he was hitting on her. Of course, if he had been, that could have been my excuse to break up with him.
It looked like he and the girl might be arguing. My stomach tensed. I reflexively started picking up discarded cups on the countertop. I kept one eye on George and the girl while dumping the colorful remains from the cups in the sink before tossing the whole stack of them in the garbage can.
I grabbed a wad of paper towels and took a half-hearted stab at wiping the sticky island. My body turned to cleaning as a defense mood. As a way to calm myself, but my mind was fully on the conversation across the room.
Throwing the mess of towels in the heaping trash on top of the precariously stacked cups, I started to make my way across the room to find out what was going on. Before I got to them the girl suddenly turned so I could see her face. Laurie! She walked out of the kitchen, leaving George standing alone.
How strange.
“Hey.” I stopped in front of him. He jumped.
“Oh, hey!” His face lit, and he reached for my hand. I let him take it. “I didn’t know you were here yet.”
“Yeah.” He tugged me closer, and I could smell beer on his breath. I wrinkled my nose. “What were you and Laurie talking about?”
His brows knit, and his eyes darted to the floor. He was hiding something. I narrowed my eyes.
“Nothing really.” He glanced at me before looking at the hall she’d gone down. “I was asking if she knew where you were.”
He was lying. I didn’t know why, but it wasn’t hard to tell. It didn’t look like he was hitting on Laurie or vice versa, so what else would be so important he’d feel he had to hide it from me?
“I didn’t know you two were friends.” I probed, trying to find a way to get more information out of him.
“I never said we were.” His answer was short and surprisingly sharp.
I was curious if they’d been talking about me. Laurie had acted so strange after the game. Maybe she’d told him I was going to break up with him. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. I couldn’t read his expression, but he wasn’t happy.
“Do you want to go somewhere quieter so we can talk?”
I thought about that for a second. That was typically code for “so we can go make out,” and making out with him was the last thing I wanted to do, but I did want to talk. “Sure,” I told him, letting him lead me back through the crowded living room towards the stairs.
We were stopped every few steps by someone or other wanted to congratulate George on the game or talk about their chances at state. I smiled and nodded, but I wasn’t my normal chatty self. I was ready to end this charade with George and be free to give Matt an honest chance. I wondered where he’d disappeared to.
As if thinking about him made him appear, the front door opened and there Matt stood. He scanned the room before closing the door behind him, giving me a chance to stare my fill at him. His cheeks were red from the cold and his hair looked tousled, probably from the wind. He looked even better than he usually did. I wondered why he’d gone outside. It was so cold.
As if he felt my look, his eyes shot to mine, finding me in the crowd. A slow smile lit his face. He gave me a nod, and I smiled back. A ball of warmth filled me.
He started walking my way, and I swallowed hard. He had to see I was with George. As much as I would have liked to talk to him, I knew talking to him now would only make George mad.
I tried not to panic as he got closer. A hundred excuses I’d give George for talking to him flitted through my mind. Suddenly a blond girl stepped in between us and blocked his path. He gave her a surprised look, and they talked for a second. It didn’t take me long to recognize her since I’d just studied her from behind for over five minutes in the kitchen.
It was Laurie. She took Matt’s hand and smiled up at him, leading him to the middle of the dancing crowd. He didn’t look happy about it, but after a quick glance at me, he followed her until I lost sight of them.
I frowned in their direction, hoping for another glance. Were they talking? Dancing? Had Laurie wanted to introduce him to someone? What was that girl up to? First she corners my real boyfriend then makes off with my wanna-be-boyfriend? I didn’t think I was too far off base to think whatever she was doing somehow involved me. But how could it? Why would it? I barely knew her.


 

Chapter 20
 
George was in deep conversation with Maurice Wilson, a tall, heavy set guy who was on the varsity team with George even though I was pretty sure he was a sophomore. I figured they were talking about football because it seemed that was all anyone was talking about tonight after our big win—except maybe Laurie.
Ignoring them I stood on my tiptoes, trying to look over the sea of bobbing heads to find Matt’s dark hair but didn’t see him.
Suddenly Maurice raised his voice enough for me to hear him over the music. “Un-uh. I’m not doing it anymore. Do you know what will happen if we’re caught?” Maurice stood with his hands on his hips and murder on his face.
George dropped my hand and put both his hands on Maurice’s shoulders and leaned in close to his ear. I couldn’t hear what he said, but the color drained from Maurice’s dusky skin. Maurice nodded once, and George clapped him on the shoulder before Maurice slunk off, disappearing into the crowd.
George stared after him with a contemplative look before turning back to me. “Ready?” he asked, a smile replacing his serious expression as if nothing was wrong. It felt like there was something important going on around me that I should know about only I didn’t.
But George did.
Oh, yeah. I was ready. Ready to get some answers. I bobbed my head in a nod, knowing he wouldn’t hear me if I tried to talk over the noise. George led the way up the stairs.
There was a long hall upstairs with rooms on either side. George tried the knobs as we passed, finding most of them locked. One door finally opened, and George turned on the light
 It looked like we might have ended up in Tony’s room. A blue comforter covered the queen sized bed and there was a football along with a few football trophies on a desk.
George closed the door and the noise from downstairs reduced by at least eighty percent. I’d gotten used to it and forgotten exactly how loud it was until now. With a smile, George took both of my hands and backed straight towards the bed. He fell back on it, attempting to pull me on top him. I maneuvered slightly so I landed by his side instead.
I know I’d told him I’d give us a chance, but I couldn’t. I felt nothing for him. No sparks. No tingles. All I felt right now was a burning curiosity about what Laurie and Matt were doing downstairs together.
“What are you doing way over there?” George grinned and tried to pull me on top of him again.
I swatted at this hands. “George, stop. We need to talk.”
His playful expression dropped. He laid his hands over his eyes. “Are you kidding me? That’s all anyone wants to do tonight is talk. Talk, talk, talk. Well, maybe I’m all talked out.”
I sat up, surprised by his rapid change in mood but not deterred. “What were you and Laurie talking about earlier?” I asked. He didn’t say anything. “Okay, what about you and Maurice? You said something that upset him.”
“Drop it, Kristen. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Exactly.” I stood up too anxious to sit any longer. “That’s why I need you to tell me.”
“I said drop it!” he yelled, sitting up and glaring at me. His face twisted into an angry mask. “You need to forget you saw me talking to either of them tonight and just get through the next week.”
I licked my lips, wondering how far to push him. “What happens then,” I pushed.
His brows dipped even lower, and I expected him to yell again or do something even worse. Instead, he dropped back on the bed. “I’m in a load of trouble. I just need you to help me hold it together for a little while longer.”
He sounded scared, and that scared me more than his anger. I cautiously sat on the edge of the bed. “Is it drugs?” I asked softly.
“What?” He sat up and gave me an incredulous look. “What makes you say that?”
I threw my hands out to the side. “What am I supposed to think? You won’t tell me anything.”
He put his hand over mine where it rested on the bed. “You’re right. I won’t tell you anything because I love you. I’m not dragging you into this.”
This was getting nowhere. I raised a brow at him. “I can’t pretend that everything’s all right when I know it’s not. Just tell me what’s wrong.”
Turning my hand over in his, he absently ran his thumb across my palm. His lips tightened into a thin line and just when I’d decided he wasn’t going to say anything else he spoke, “You know how important winning state is to me, to my chances of a scholarship and going to college at all, right?”
I nodded. That was nothing new.
“Well, it’s not going to happen,” he said.
I felt my jaw drop. “Don’t say that! You guys played great tonight. I’m sure you’ll win state.”
He looked different all of a sudden. Tired. Haggard. Defeated. “Trust me, we won’t.”
He held up his hand to cut me off when I started to protest. “And they might take our house.” 
“Your house?” My stomach felt sick. I couldn’t even imagine the fear of being homeless.
He nodded. His hair fell across his forehead. Out of habit, I reached over and brushed it back. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe your dad will find a job soon and you won’t have to worry about it.”
He stared at me then laughed harshly. “Yeah, everything’s going to work out like some freakin’ fairy tale, right? Grow up, Kristen. Things are never that easy in real life.”
The outburst shocked me but quickly made me mad. “Look, I am sorry you’ve got so much going on, but I can’t help you. You keep saying I can, but I can’t.”
“That’s not true.” His voice softened and held a note of panic. “I love you.” He held my hand tightly in both of his. “I need you. We can work things out. I’ll change. Whatever you need me to do. I can’t live without you.”
Maybe it was an expression and he meant it to be romantic but “I can’t live without you” made my mind immediately jump to suicide. I narrowed my eyes at him. George was dealing with so much heavy stuff right now. Was it possible he was suicidal? Or even homicidal? I wasn’t sure what to do or how to react. If he was on the edge I couldn’t live with myself if I pushed him over.
“Please, Kristen.”
“Of course,” I said. I forced a smile as my mind raced. Maybe I should call one of those suicide hotlines. Or his mom. He looked so happy when I agreed. His entire body relaxed, and he looked like himself again.
I had no idea how much he’d had to drink. It could be the alcohol making him act the way he was. Or maybe the steroids, if he was taking them. Whatever the case I knew the best thing I could do was keep him calm for now.
“I told you earlier that we could try to work things out,” I said.
His grip on my hand eased. “And that’s why I love you so much. You’re such a great person. I know I don’t deserve you, but I really think you’re the one for me.”
That was much sappier than anything he’d ever said to me before. I gave him a weak smile. He laid back down and pulled me close beside him. Before I knew it he was snoring. Even though he hadn’t seemed drunk, I was going to guess he’d definitely had more than one beer tonight.
I laid still and let him sleep. How much of what he’d said was true and how much was the alcohol talking? Losing his house? Losing the game? His scholarship? Was any of that true or just stuff he was worried about?
As much as I didn’t want to accept it, he did need me right now. I could encourage him. And keep him away from alcohol. The smell of beer wafted off him, and I scrunched my nose against it. He was my friend, and he was in trouble. I strengthened my resolve to support him. Even if it meant staying in a dead relationship. At least until he’d made it through this rough time.
George let out a loud snore beside me. I rolled over and stared at the ceiling, thankful I wouldn’t have to dodge his roaming hands all night. Somewhere along the way, he’d taken up the word no as a personal challenge. The more I said it, the harder he tried to move our physical relationship to the next step.
That should have told me something right there. George and I’d been dating for seven months. Somewhere along the way, I’d realized he wasn’t the one I’d been saving myself for. I wasn’t necessarily waiting for marriage—although I wasn’t exactly opposed to the thought—but I was at least waiting for Mr. Right. And George wasn’t him. I wondered why I hadn’t realized our relationship was heading towards a dead end long ago.
 If things were different, maybe Matt could be my Mr. Right. My body flushed at the thought. I didn’t know him nearly well enough to guess if he’d live up to the image I’d built of him, but it would sure be nice to find out.


 

Chapter 21
 
I watched George sleep while my thoughts bounced from Matt to football to suicide. When it became obvious he was out for the night, I carefully slipped from his arms so I wouldn’t wake him. I felt so helpless. He needed help, but not from me. I didn’t know anything about winning football games, and I sure didn’t have the money to make his parent’s mortgage payment.
I gave his sleeping form a sad smile. After everything we’d been through, I couldn’t even love him anymore.
I knew he’d planned to spend the night here so I folded the comforter over him, and left him to his dreams. Hopefully, they were happier than his life was right now.
The party was still in full swing. The music almost unbearable after the relative quiet of the bedroom and grew louder as I headed down the stairs and towards its source. I wanted to find my coat, and then I was going to try to convince Michelle it was time to leave. I had way too much on my mind to even try to enjoy the party.
Near the bottom of the stairs I sensed someone watching me. I looked up and my eyes went straight to a pair of dark ones that made my feet falter. Matt sat on the couch where I’d left my coat and watched my decent without any kind of expression. My breath caught and I hesitated. I could only imagine what he thought seeing me come down the stairs and knowing that almost everyone who went up them was looking for a place to hook up.
Since George wasn’t with me, I hoped he’d think I’d simply gone looking for a bathroom or something. I realized his arm was around someone’s shoulder. Without looking away from me, he pulled Laurie into my line of vision and close to his side.
It felt like someone knocked the air out of me. I pressed a hand to my stomach, surprised how much pain just seeing him with another girl could cause me to feel. With a deep breath, I forced my feet to move while my dreams shattered around me.
So much for Mr. Right.
Logically I knew Matt was free to date anyone he wanted. It shouldn’t surprise me to see him with another girl. The fact that the girl was Laurie seemed strange but other than that he wasn’t doing a thing wrong. That didn’t make it hurt any less though.
I was tempted to leave my coat and beg Michelle to take me home. I knew I’d have to face Matt sometime though. The smell of sweat and alcohol and perfume turned my already upset stomach as I pushed my way through the throng of dancing bodies.
I caught a glimpse of Michelle swaying to the music in Danny’s arms and gritted my teeth. She wasn’t going to want to leave yet.
Finally making it to the couch, I tugged on the sleeve of my coat until the girl sitting on it turned to me with a nasty look before taking the hint and raising up so I could slip it out from under her.
I’d planned to ignore Matt and Laurie. What was there to say? Unfortunately, Laurie noticed me and waved hard, still snuggled against Matt’s side with a silly grin on her face.
“Hey, Kristen. You and George were upstairs forever.” She giggled at her implication. Her cheeks were rosy, and I wondered how much she’d had to drink.
My eyes were drawn to Matt’s. The hurt I saw there felt like a reflection of my own, and I hated knowing I put it there. I wanted to talk to him. Explain George needed me right now. But what good would that do? I already looked flighty and indecisive. One minute I said I was breaking up with George and the next it looked like we’d been upstairs doing who knew what.
I gave Laurie a cold look without bothering to reply to her suggestive comment and pushed my way towards the back of the house. When I got to the kitchen door I didn’t stop, just shrugged my arms into my coat and kept walking. The first breath of bitter cold hit my lungs hard, making it hard to breathe for a second, but I welcomed the stinging pain. It matched the pain in my heart.
Tears dripped down my cheeks, but I didn’t care. I kept walking until I came to a large wooden swing suspended from a giant oak tree. I sat, facing away from the house, and wrapped my arms around the chains before tucking my hands in my pockets. How had my life gotten so messed up so fast?
The moon was full in the clear sky and bathed the wooded area around Tony’s house with a cool light. I was alone. No one else was dumb enough to exchange the warmth of the house for the frigid air. I gave the ground an angry kick with my heel to move the swing and let my tears fall, appreciating the silence after all the noise inside.
No matter how unfair it was, I felt betrayed by Matt. He’d been the one who said he wasn’t giving up on me. I hadn’t forced him to say that. And now, not twenty-four hours later, he’d moved on.
I pushed the swing again sending myself higher and higher into the night’s sky. I’d made it almost eighteen years without having to deal with real-world problems, as George called them, but now I felt myself drowning in them, and I didn’t like it one little bit. Whoever said being an adult was fun was either delusional or flat out lying.
My cheeks started to feel numb and I let the swing glide to a stop. I figured I’d given Michelle enough Danny time. I was just getting ready to go in to find her when I heard footsteps rustle the fallen leaves behind me. I couldn’t make small talk with anyone right now. I was pretty sure I didn’t even have a smile in me.
The footsteps got closer, and I swiped at my tears.
“Hey.”
The word cut through the cold air, clear and sharp. And very close. I didn’t turn to look. Just the sound of Matt’s voice caused a crushing pain in my chest. When I didn’t turn around, he came closer. I kept my head tucked so he wouldn’t see I’d been crying. Maybe he’d take it as a hint that I didn’t want to talk to him. Although I really did. But what was there to say?
“Is there room for two?” He motioned to the wide plank swing on which I sat.
I hesitated a second but scooted to the far edge. He sat beside me. The wood creaked but held our combined weight easily. His arm was pressed to mine as if it belonged there. Why did he have to feel so right when he was beside me? We started to sway as he gave the swing a gentle push.
“Where’s Laurie?” I couldn’t keep the snideness from my tone. Well, maybe I could have but I didn’t even try. Right or wrong, he’d hurt me.
“Don’t worry. She gave me your message. I just wanted to make sure you were okay out here alone.”
I whipped my head to look at him with a puzzled expression. “My message?”
He glanced at me before staring straight ahead. “That you and George were back together and you want me to back off.” He gave me a sad look. “You could have told me that yourself. If I’d known you were really serious about that guy I would have stepped out of the picture. You didn’t sound very convincing yesterday so I thought we might have a chance. I told you I don’t go after other guy’s girls.”
My mind spun. I could only stare at him. “Laurie told you that?”
He shrugged, his arm rubbing against mine as he did. “Maybe not word for word, but something like that.”
I couldn’t wrap my head around his words and shook my head. “I didn’t ask her to talk to you.” I knew Laurie was up to something, but what? Was she interested in Matt?
Matt met my confused stare. “So you and George aren’t together?” His voice rose with hope and my stomach dropped.
“That’s not what I meant.” My hand burned from gripping the cold chain, but not as much as my heart did when Matt’s face fell.
“Well,” he stood up, “I guess whether you sent her or not she did you a favor, right?”
“No!” I jumped up and grabbed his arm. “I don’t want to be with George. I want to be with you. He just needs me right now. He has a lot going on.” I repeated the line I’d been telling myself, but it was wearing thin. Even to me.
 
 
 


 

Chapter 22
“I’ve got to go.” Matt removed my hand from his arm and headed towards the side of the house where the cars were parked.
“Wait!” I ran a few steps to catch up with him. “Will you give me a ride home?” I couldn’t stay outside much longer, but I was in no mood to face all the people inside.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. What will your boyfriend think?”
His words physically stopped me and I blinked at him. How had my world gotten to be such a mess? My hands started shaking. I ducked my head, hoping when I looked up he’d be gone. I couldn’t take anymore. I couldn’t face him. He was right. I did have a boyfriend, and I wasn’t being fair to George or Matt.
Instead of leaving, his arm came around my waist before he started walking again. “I like you, Kristen. There’s no reason we can’t be friends.” He squeezed me slightly. “I’ve got to stay on your good side so you’ll puppy sit AB for me over spring break when we go visit my grandparents.”
His tone was teasing and I appreciated him trying to lighten the mood. My heart was still heavy though. “What makes you think I don’t have plans over spring break?”
“Do you?”
“Well, no, but I could have.”
He grinned at me although his smile looked more sad than happy.
“Thanks,” I whispered.
“For what?” He unlocked his car and opened my door.
I crawled in and looked up at him. “For not turning out to be the jerk I thought you were.”
Surprise covered his face, but he laughed before closing the door.
I didn’t know what it was about Matt that had me saying things I normally wouldn’t give voice to.
He got in and started the car, turning the heat all the way to hot. I couldn’t wait for it to warm up and start blowing. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been outside, but I felt frozen to the bone. I took my phone out of my pocket and forced my numb fingers to type out a quick text to Michelle letting her know I wouldn’t need a ride home. I didn’t add how I was getting home, though.
“You thought I was a jerk, huh?” Matt drove slowly through the field around a maze of cars, making his way to the main road. 
A small smile tugged at my lips. “Maybe.” It was hard to believe I’d ever thought Matt was a jerk now that I knew him. “I might have been wrong,” I joked.
“Oh, now it’s ‘might have been.’”
I bit my lip then laughed, feeling so much of my earlier stress vanish under Matt’s teasing. “I really wish I’d been right about you.” I gave a long dramatic sigh. “It’d make my life much easier.” I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. The heater started to blow. I held my hands in front of the vent. “Oh, that feels so good,” I said, rubbing my hands together.
“Can I ask you something?” Matt didn’t take his eyes off the road.
“I guess.” I liked the light banter between us and was afraid his question would bring back the more serious tone.
“Why didn’t George come downstairs with you?”
I wrinkled my brow, thinking that wasn’t the type of question I expected. “He fell asleep. He’s spending the night at Tony’s.”
Matt’s jaw clenched, and I instantly knew what he was thinking. He thought we’d been messing around and George fell asleep after. I wondered what he’d say if he knew we’d never really done more than kiss.
“It wasn’t like that,” I hurried to explain. “We were upstairs talking, like I said he has a lot on his mind right now. I think he’d been drinking a lot because he just conked out.”
“Talking,” Matt said. His knuckles turned white from clenching the steering wheel so hard.
“Yes, talking,” I said firmly. “I’m really worried about him.” Now that my hands were warmer I jammed them back in my pockets.
Matt glanced at me. “Why?”
I didn’t want to betray George’s confidence, but it would be nice to share my worries with someone. “When I talked to him about breaking up, he said he couldn’t live without me.” I watched Matt’s expression. “I realize this will sound incredibly vain, but I think he might have meant it.”
“You think he’d kill himself?”
I shrugged even though I knew Matt wasn’t looking. Is that what I thought? It was an expression people used on a regular basis. I can’t live without pizza. I can’t live without football. Maybe I was being dramatic.
“If you’d asked me that question when we started dating a year ago I would have laughed in your face. He’s always been a strong, dependable guy. Lately, though, it’s like his life’s being held together by a very thin thread. I honestly don’t know what he’ll do if that thread unravels.”
I expected a sarcastic remark from Matt about how George was a big boy who didn’t need me taking care of his problems for him. Because that was about forty-eight to forty-nine percent how I felt. But he didn’t say anything. He’d clenched his jaw tight again. He stared at the road, but I had a feeling he was seeing something besides blacktop.
Touching the sleeve of his jacket lightly, I said, “You okay?”
He nodded tersely. “You can’t take a chance with something like that. If things are really that rough for him right now it might not take much to push him off the edge and make him do something crazy.”
“Like kill himself?” My voice came out like a high-pitched squeak, sounding more surprised than I meant it to. I never expected Matt to agree with my kind of far-fetched concern.
Matt gave me a haunted look. “Himself,” he confirmed before adding, “Or you.”
Huh. My thoughts had certainly not gone there. A chill raced down my spine. I worked my shoulders in a circle to chase it away.
“So, you don’t think I’m overreacting?” Even now I hoped he’d say that was exactly what he thought. That George was fine and Matt and I should move on with our relationship. But I knew he wouldn’t even before he opened his mouth.
Instead of answering he started telling me a story. “A couple of years ago there was a shooting at my old school. The shooter killed two people and injured a couple more before turning the gun on himself.”
I gasped. School shootings happened all too often, but I’d never talked to someone directly affected by one. “Were you there?” I asked softly.
He nodded. “I was there. The shooter and I had been friends in junior high but had grown apart. He’d tried to talk to me earlier that week, but I was always busy with something or other that seemed so important at the time so I put him off.”
He rolled his shoulders, stretching his neck to the side. “I shouldn’t have put him off.” He glanced at me. I didn’t try to hide the tears in my eyes. “Three people are dead, and I ask myself every day if there was something I could have done to save them.”
“I’m sorry.” I reached over and put my hand on the back of his neck. His skin was warm and smooth.
He nodded and swallowed hard. “If anyone had asked me if Travis was capable of taking a life I would have laughed. He was a nice guy. Quiet, but nice. I found out later that things had been piling up on him. Kind of like what you said about George. I guess it got to be too much for him to take.”
The car glided to a stop in front of my house, but I didn’t move. My heart was shredded from his pain, but I also felt closer to him than ever.
“Laurie and I weren’t together tonight.”
His admission surprised me. Especially since I hadn’t asked.
“She seemed pretty intent on giving me your message that you supposedly didn’t ask her to share. Do you think she took it upon herself to inform me about your situation, thinking she was helping you?”
Matt studied me intently. The streetlight left half his features in shadows. I couldn’t figure out why Laurie would tell him I wanted him to leave me alone. I’d specifically told her I planned to break up with George. That sentence really couldn’t be misinterpreted. I didn’t think she was trying to help me. But maybe she was trying to help herself.
“Do you think she likes you?” The only reason I could think of for her conversation with him was to keep us apart. Wasn’t it possible she liked him? A hot ball of jealousy started to take shape in my chest. Laurie and I weren’t the best of friends, but we were friends. Would she try to date a guy she knew I liked?
Matt glanced out the window, looking deep in thought. “She didn’t act like she was interested in me at all. She about talked my ear off, and part of that was telling me about some guy she likes.”
That shot down my theory. “You know,” I said as the thought hit me, “I saw her and George talking earlier. Do you think he put her up to it?” That ball of jealousy morphed from green to red as anger replaced it. I didn’t appreciate George playing games like that.
“He could have, I guess. If he’s worried he’s losing you there’s no telling what he might do.”
I don’t know if he meant to, but his words sounded ominous and made me worry George might end up hurting someone. With me or Matt being at the top of the list. I couldn’t let that happen.
“I’ll talk to George,” I said. “I don’t want him to think there’s anything going on between you and me.”
“But isn’t there?”
His warm fingers found my hand. I looked down at our joined fingers and swallowed the words I wanted to say, the words that would draw us together, give us a chance. Instead I said, “The timing’s off for us. No matter how I feel about you, I won’t risk pushing George over the edge, like you said. I’m going to talk to him though.” I squeezed his hand. “Maybe I can convince him to get help. Counseling or something.”
Yep, being an adult was no fun at all.


 

Chapter 23
 
“After Laurie told me you and George were together she started asking me about my dad’s law firm. I guess she wants to be a lawyer or something. I told her I didn’t know much, but that didn’t seem to faze her. She talked non-stop about law, her boyfriend, what she’d eaten for lunch. I couldn’t get away from her without being obviously rude. The only reason I was able to come outside to find you was because she had to use the bathroom.” His eyes were wide, and he looked slightly frightened.
I smirked at him. “You were held hostage by a pretty cheerleader and what? You want me to feel sorry for you,” I teased.
He relaxed and let out a quiet laugh. His eyes narrowed on my face and his smile disappeared. He leaned in until his lips touched mine in the lightest of kisses then pulled back. “The only reason I want you to feel sorry for me is because I can’t do that to my heart’s content.”
My heart pitty-patted with happiness. And then pounded harder with guilt. I wasn’t a cheat-on-your-boyfriend kind of girl. No matter how messed up the situation was, George and I were officially still together and didn’t that just suck. I sat back until I was pressed against the car door. I squeezed Matt’s hand then pulled away from his touch completely, feeling empty and cold inside as soon as I did.
“I guess I’ll feel sorry for both of us,” I said. I scrunched my lips to the side, fighting back new tears. “Until George and I break up that can’t happen again. I’m sorry.” I started to open the door, but Matt stopped me.
“No.” He shook his head and smiled sadly. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I’ll help you figure out what’s wrong with George, okay? As a friend. We’ll get him the help he needs. Together. You’re not alone in this. No matter what ends up happening between us.”
I threw myself into his arms and clung to him. No wonder I was so drawn to him. Underneath his blue jeans and leather jacket, he had a big heart.
“Thanks,” I sniffed. “I wish things were different.”
He pressed a finger to my lips to stop my apology. “I never expected to fall for the ‘girl next door.’” He grinned at me. “But you’re worth whatever we have to go through.”
Ahh. . . He made me feel so special. And safe. I would find a way to gently let George go. It was the only fair thing to do for all of us.
 
The phone rang entirely too early. I felt around on my nightstand without opening my eyes, knocking stuff off until I found it.
“Hello.” My voice was barely more than a grumble, but what did they expect calling so early?
“You are not still in bed?” I couldn’t tell if Michelle was telling me or asking me so I didn’t reply at all.
“Get up!” she yelled. I cringed at the volume. “We have manis in half an hour. I’m on the way to your house now.”
“You scheduled manicures in the middle of the night?” My brain felt so fuzzy. I hadn’t slept well, and when I did my dreams were filled with Matt and George. And a gun. It had been up to me to save someone. Did I? I scrunched my eyes. My stomach churned. I couldn’t remember that part.
“Kristen.” Michelle’s voice scolded. “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning, and the sun is shining. How much did you drink last night?”
I pressed a hand to my forehead and cracked open my eyes. Streams of bright light seeped in around my curtain. What do you know? The sun was shining. “I didn’t drink anything,” I muttered. “I’m getting up. I’ll be ready soon.”
I didn’t get up right away. First, I replayed yesterday over in my head from the apocalyptic pep rally all the way to Matt kissing me goodnight. With a groan, I forced myself out of bed. My feet hit the cold floor, and all I wanted to do was tuck them right back under the covers.
Manicures and dress shopping were not exactly what I wanted to do today. It would be good to get my mind on something besides my messed up love life for a while, though. And talk to Michelle. The thought of asking Michelle what she knew about Laurie woke me up the rest of the way. There was something strange going on with that girl, but I couldn’t figure out her motive.
My first stop after I forced myself out of bed was the window. I peered towards Matt’s house desperate to see him. He’d been so sweet last night. He was actually concerned about George and what was going on with him and not just focused on himself. How many other guys our age would act like that? Of course, having his friend kill himself probably made him mature faster than he should have had to.
I saw AB first. She bounded across the front yard, spun in a circle, and tripped over her own feet. I laughed, watching her pick herself up to do it all over again. She made me miss Jammies. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for another dog or not though. I’d be leaving for college in the fall. Since I planned to live in a dorm my first year, I knew I couldn’t take a puppy with me. It was probably best to wait.
Matt appeared from around the side of the house. My breath caught. He wore a dark blue shirt under his coat today. It looked nice on him. He tossed a red ball for AB. She sat beside him, watching it roll through the grass. I pressed my hands to the cool window pane, leaning closer. Matt squatted beside AB and pointed to the ball a couple of times. He finally ruffled her fur before they went together to retrieve it.
I wanted to be free to go over and play with them. I needed to figure out how to help George so I could move on. I knew it wasn’t my responsibility to save him, but he’d been my boyfriend for a long time. I didn’t hate him or anything. Guiding him out of the dark spot he was in was the least I could do. I’d do the same for any of my friends. I only wished I knew how to go about it.
Michelle’s car pulled up out front. I gave it a guilty look and jumped away from the window to run to my closet. I hadn’t realized how long I’d been daydreaming. I pulled a warm gray sweater with snowflakes on the front over my head then slipped on dark jeans and brown half boots. I applied a minimal touch of makeup and I swooped my hair into a ponytail. A glance in the mirror told me I wouldn’t be winning any beauty contests today, but I also shouldn’t make little children cry with fear. I decided that was good enough for me.
I hurried down the stairs and heard Mom talking to Michelle in the kitchen. The smell of pancakes and warm syrup came from that direction. I took a big sniff, and I followed my nose.
“Mmmm. . .” Michelle had a plate of pancakes in front of her and had already devoured a good portion of it. “I can’t remember the last time I had homemade pancakes. Thanks, Mrs. McDonald, these are delicious.”
“You’re welcome.” Mom turned from the stove where she had another batch of pancakes cooking and saw me come in. She wore her flowered apron over her clothes today. “Well, good morning sleepy head. Grab a plate. These are almost ready.”
“We have appointments for manicures soon. I don’t think I have time.” I glanced hopefully at Michelle as my stomach let out a pitiful grumble.
She waved a hand through the air. “I rescheduled for noon when I found out you were still in bed. You have time.”
She didn’t have to tell me twice. I got a plate out of the cupboard and kissed Mom’s cheek, making her smile. “Those smell amazing.”
She scooped two golden pancakes onto my plate. “Have some fruit with that,” she told me, pointing towards the fruit dish. “There’s still some coffee or there’s orange juice in the refrigerator.”
I poured a cup of coffee, hoping the caffeine would clear away the rest of my sleepiness, and obediently grabbed a banana before sitting at the table across from Michelle. “Sorry, I overslept. I had a lot of weird dreams last night.”
“How was the party last night?” Mom asked as she started cleaning the kitchen.
“It was terrific,” Michelle gushed before I could say a word. “Everyone was in such a great mood since we won the game.”
“I imagine so,” Mom said. “What about you Kristen? Did you have a good time? I noticed the neighbor boy dropped you off.”
She turned to give me a raised brow look full of questions. I should have known she’d look out the window when she heard Matt’s loud car stop out front.
“Matt?” Michelle stopped chewing. Her eyes grew huge.
I nodded and stuffed a bite of pancake in my mouth. “It was good,” I mumbled around the food. “Matt offered to bring me home since he lives next door. He was just being friendly.”
I got equally disbelieving looks from both Michelle and my mom. I felt my cheeks flushing. I shoveled down the pancakes, took a few bites of the banana and drained my coffee before grabbing both my and Michelle’s plates and rinsing them so I could stick them in the dishwasher.
“Hey!” Michelle protested. “Who said I was done?”
“I thought we had appointments to keep. We should get going.” I did not want to stay here and let Mom and Michelle tag team me with questions about Matt that I wasn’t ready to answer yet.
“Um-hm,” she said, each syllable dripping with disbelief. Thankfully, she didn’t push it though. “Thanks again, Mrs. McDonald. If all goes well Kristen will be coming home with the perfect prom dress today.”
Mom smiled. “I’m sure you’ll find something beautiful. You two go and have fun.”
I grabbed Michelle’s arm and pulled her towards the door. “Bye, Mom,” I called on the way out.
As soon as the door shut behind us, Michelle stopped walking and propped her fists on her hips. “Girlfriend, you have got some explaining to do.”
I rolled my eyes and continued towards her car. “Don’t worry. By the time today’s over, you’re going to be sick of hearing about my problems.”


 

Chapter 24
Our toes soaked in warm water while two women intently massaged our hands with warm lotion. I closed my eyes and tried to relax. It wasn’t hard. The pampering felt so nice. Michelle wasn’t having it though.
“Maybe Laurie’s after both your guys.” She narrowed her green eyes and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Or maybe she simply wants you not to have anyone. Does she have any reason to have it in for you?” She tilted her head on the chair to look at me.
I’d filled Michelle in on last night, and appreciated her help looking for answers, but I didn’t think she was on the right track. I shook my head. “Not that I know of.” I lifted my shoulders before letting them drop. “I’ve considered her a friend. I mean, I don’t know her well since she’s so new, but we’ve never had any problems.”
Michelle wrinkled her nose. “You know, I don’t know much about her either. We’ve never even been to her house. She always has an excuse why we can’t meet there. Do you think she’s hiding something.”
I laughed. “Like what? She’s leading a secret life as a teen and is really a grown woman with a family. Maybe a CIA agent or something?” I added just to be sure she realized how ridiculous the idea sounded.
Michelle shook her head at me. “Hardy har har. She could be hiding something. Who’s she friends with at school?”
I thought about that and darted her a look. “I can’t think of anyone she’s close to. She chats with everyone, but I don’t remember her ever hanging out with anyone in particular outside of cheer. That’s not unusual though. She transferred senior year. That’s a tough time to make close friends. She probably still has friends from her old school that she hangs with.”
“She could,” Michelle, said but she looked doubtful.
I eyed the nail polishes on the shelf across the room from us. “What color should I get?”
“I’m going for that light purple with the glitter.” Michelle turned her attention to the bottles.
“I guess I’ll do the glittery pink so we can match.” I shot her a smile.
With our fingers and toes sparkling, we focused on our main mission. Finding me a gorgeous prom dress. Michelle drove twenty miles to the three-story mall nearby. Just walking into the huge building lifted my spirits. The ceiling overhead was glass and showed blue skies with white puffy clouds outside. It was such a perfect day the view almost looked like a painting
Shoppers carried bags and even wrapped gifts. Although we still had the state championship and prom to get through first, Christmas was just around the corner.
“Let’s start at Seraphina’s,” Michelle said. “That’s where I found my dress.”
I joined her on the escalator to the second floor where the store was located. “Seraphina’s always has a great selection. Did you warn Danny he’s going to have to wear a purple cumber bun?”
Michelle flashed a smile over her shoulder at me. “He said he doesn’t care if he has to wear the whole rainbow as long as he’s going to prom with me.”
Her voice was sassy, but her green eyes shone.
“Aw, that’s so sweet. He really likes you.”
“I like him too.” Michelle stepped off the escalator, and I followed, peering in the windows as we walked past stores and enjoying the Christmas decorations that covered the mall. She didn’t have to tell me she liked him. She glowed just saying his name.
“Isn’t that George’s mom?” Michelle pointed to a woman heading towards us with a large sack in her hand.
“It is. Mrs. Masterson,” I stepped into her path. She looked up in surprise before wrapping me in a hug.
“Kristen, I haven’t seen you in so long. I keep telling George he should invite you for dinner, but as busy as he is he hardly makes it to dinner himself. Hello, Michelle.” She gave Michelle a warm smile. Her blond hair faded to silver in several areas, but blue eyes, almost identical to her son’s, peered out of a young face.
“I’d like that,” I told her honestly. I’d always gotten along great with George’s mom. I bit my lip. His dad, on the other hand, was a different story. “I’m sorry to hear about your house.”
She tilted her head in question. “Our house?” Her brows knit, wrinkling her forehead. She gave me a curious smile. “What about our house?”
I shook my head and shared a confused look with Michelle. Was it possible Mrs. Masterson didn’t know they were close to losing their house. Maybe her husband took care of the bills and hadn’t told her they were behind on the mortgage.
“I . . . don’t know. I thought George said there was some kind of problem with it. The plumbing or something?” If she didn’t know the future of her home was up in the air, I wasn’t going to be the one to break the news to her. It sure wasn’t my place. I just wished I hadn’t mentioned it at all.
“No. No plumbing troubles at our house.”
I forced a laugh. “Wow! I guess I got that confused with someone else. Well, I need to go find a dress for prom.”
“Oh, I can’t wait to see you and George all dressed up. Be sure to send me some pictures.”
“I will,” I promised as Michelle and I hurried away.
My heart beat hard. I glanced back at Mrs. Masterson. I felt so sorry for her. If they lost their house it was going to take her completely by surprise.
Michelle leaned close and glanced back at Mrs. Masterson herself. “What was that about? Didn’t George tell you they were losing the house?”
“He said ‘might’, but yeah. That was strange. I guess George and his dad are trying to protect her by not telling her how bad things are.”
My excitement about shopping for a dress dropped. I felt bad spending money on something so frivolous when they needed it for something so important. Like keeping a roof over their heads.
“Come on.” Michelle took my arm and turned into Seraphina’s. “Don’t let that get you down. Let’s have some fun.”
The small store was filled with dresses. Long, short, formal, semi-formal. They had something for everyone. I stood just inside the door and took a long look around. I hoped they’d have something for me.
“You have to go with long.” Michelle headed for a rack of floor length dresses. “Mine even has a train.” She shuffled through the dresses, eyeing each one intently.
I glanced at them and moved on towards the back of the store. There was so much glitter and sequins in the store that the walls sparkled every time a dress moved. As much as I’d thought about my senior prom and being crowned queen over the years, I’d never envisioned my dress. I ran my finger across a silky red dress with a poofy skirt but kept looking.
If only Matt and I could go to prom together. I let out a quiet sigh. I knew my wish was petty in light of what George was going through. I didn’t know how to really help him but decided to send him a quick text asking how his night was.
He didn’t reply. It was possible he was still sleeping, but I doubted it. He and some of the other guys had planned to go over football stuff today. That was too important to him to miss. I decided he was probably wrapped up in that, so I didn’t worry when I didn’t hear back from him.
Michelle called my name. I turned back. She had a wide smile on her face. In her arms, she held a shimmery white dress. There was a long sleeve on one side and no sleeve at all on the other. The top would be fitted but the skirt billowed out. It was beautiful in its simplicity.
I walked towards her and a smile slowly bloomed on my face. “That’s my dress.” I touched the smooth fabric.
“I know,” Michelle squealed. “You have to try it on.”
She hung it in the dressing room, and we both stood and admired it for a minute. “If I didn’t love my dress—and you—so much I’d be positively jealous.”
“Let’s see how it fits first.” Please let it fit.
I shucked my clothes and shimmied into the dress. Turning around, Michelle zipped it. I faced the mirror and ran my hands down my sides and over my hips.
“It fits like it was made for you,” Michelle’s voice held a note of awe.
It really did. It clung in all the right places before flaring gracefully into a romantic dream.
“I love it,” I said. I gave Michelle a hug for finding it. “You’re the best.”
She hugged me back then buffed her fingernails against her shirt. “I know,” she said, but her eyes sparkled teasingly.
I could finally cross dress off my list and move on to more important things. Like how to date Matt without hurting George.

 

Chapter 25
Leaving the mall with the bagged dress in my arms put a spring in my step. The dress was gorgeous, but even more than that, I was thankful I didn’t have to look anymore.
“We should go back to your house so you can try it on for your mom,” Michelle said as we walked out of the mall and into the nippy air. The sky was still blue and clear but the wind was biting.
I bundled my jacket around me with my free hand. Glancing to the right, I saw a small group of people talking. They were half on the sidewalk and half on the grass, partially hidden behind a leafless tree.
At first, I didn’t think anything about it. It was cold to be visiting outside, but not really strange. I don’t know what made me look again, but when I did I saw George step from behind the tree to shove his finger in another guy’s chest. 
I stopped in the parking lot and did a double take. Was that really George? It sure looked like him from the distance. I noticed he was wearing his letter jacket. It had to be him. Michelle didn’t notice me stop and kept walking to her car. I tried to figure out who the people with George were and why they all looked so angry. I took a few steps that direction. Someone from the group glanced at me, and I stopped in surprise. What was Laurie doing here with George?
Laurie froze when our eyes met. She cast a worried look at her group then quickly walked straight towards me. She shot a couple of glances over her shoulder as she closed the distance between us. When she got to me she didn’t stop just grabbed my arm and spun me around.
“You have to get out of here before they see you.”
She sounded terrified, and that was enough to scare me.
“What’s going on?” I asked, hurrying to keep up with her brisk steps. “Who’s George talking to?”
I craned my neck trying to see what was going on.
“Where’s your car?” Laurie asked looking up and down the row of parked vehicles.
“We’re in Michelle’s,” I said about the time Michelle came back to see what was keeping me.
“Laurie? Hey, girl. What are you doing here? We finally found a dress for Kristen. Did she show you?”
Laurie walked right past her to the car. “You have to go.” She looked over her shoulder. “Now!” she added when we both stood staring at her.
“Are you okay? I asked, knowing she was a ball of nerves but not knowing why. “Should we call the police or something.”
“No!” she almost yelled. She took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “Just go and forget you saw me or George here.”
“George is here too?” Michelle peered around with a frown. “Are you here with him?”
Laurie swallowed and looked back again. “I need to get back before someone gets hurt. You two have to go.” She jogged between parked cars and disappeared from sight.
I was so surprised by the way she was acting, I simply stood and stared after her. Michelle took her warning to heart though.
“Get in the car, Kristen.” She took my dress and shoved it into the back. “She was really scared. We have to leave before we get her in trouble. Come on.”
I jumped into the car, and Michelle sped out of the parking lot with both hands gripping the wheel. I glanced back a few times but couldn’t see George or Laurie. Michelle and I didn’t talk until we hit the interstate.
“What do you think that was about?” I finally asked. I’d run through several possible scenarios but none of them made sense.
“Laurie said we had to leave before they saw us. Who was she talking about? Did you see who she was with?”
I tried to remember what the guys talking to George looked like but I’d been so surprised to recognize George I hadn’t paid much attention to anyone else. “I think one of the guys was older,” I said not very helpfully. “They were talking to George, and George looked mad.”
“Maybe they were from the team we beat yesterday? They might have recognized George and decided to take out their disappointment on him.”
I considered that, but it didn’t feel right. “Only George had on a letter jacket. I’d think if they were football players they’d be wearing theirs too. And like I said, the guy George was talking to looked too old for high school.”
Michelle turned on her blinker and merged into another lane. She kept her eyes on the road. “Who do you think they are then?”
“I don’t know,” I said, but then a chilling thought hit me. “They could be drug dealers.”
“What?” Michelle frowned at me. “George doesn’t take drugs.”
“I’m not so sure,” I told her Matt’s theory about the steroids. She was quiet while she considered it.
“I can see that,” she said softly. “George has changed a lot this year. I know you keep saying how stressed he is, but using drugs could cause changes too.”
“Why would Laurie be with him though? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Are you sure they don’t have something going on the side like he had with Misty?”
I shook my head back and forth. “I’m not sure of anything.” And wasn’t that the understatement of the year. “Why would she warn Matt away from me if it was George she was interested in?”
“Maybe we should go back.” Michelle lifted her foot off the gas and let the car slow. “Laurie was really worried. She said someone could get hurt. What if they hurt her?”
My stomach flipped over. Was she in danger? Was George? Drug deals went wrong all the time and people got shot. At least according to the news. I shivered.
“I don’t think we should go back. She didn’t seem worried about herself, just us. We might just cause problems for her if we interrupt whatever’s going on.”
“That’s true.” Michelle chewed on her lip some more but pressed the accelerator again. “We have to talk to her. Send her a text. See if she’ll meet us somewhere.”
I did and my phone pinged almost instantly with her reply. “She says she’ll be at the gym at school around four.” Michelle and I both looked at the clock. It was a quarter ‘til three.
We killed time going over hundreds of unlikely scenarios. At four, I slunk into the gym with Michelle on my heels and checked both ways for anything that looked out of place. Specifically, bad guys with guns. Or knives. Or even baseball bats.
My imagination had been going wild during the last hour and Michelle was quick to throw even more scary scenarios at me that I would never have come up with on my own. To say I was nervous didn’t begin to touch how I felt.
The gym looked pretty normal A group of guys had a basketball game going, and some younger kids, maybe here with their big brothers, pushed tiny cars around the smooth floor.
“She’s not here,” I whispered to Michelle although there was no one close enough to hear us talking.
“This is so exciting.” Michelle scanned the bleachers with an eager look.
“Exciting isn’t exactly the word I’d choose,” I muttered. Terrifying was more like it.
“Let’s check the locker room. Maybe she wants to meet somewhere more private.”
I really didn’t want to be anywhere “more private.” I wanted to be in the middle of a large crowd, preferably with armed guards standing by. “Don’t you watch movies?” I glared at her. “People never get killed out in the open in front of witnesses, it’s always somewhere dark and secluded. I think we should stay here and wait.”
I planted my feet and crossed my arms. I’d sent another text to George. I didn’t mention seeing him, just asked what he was up to today. I still hadn’t heard back.
Michelle gave up her search of the bleachers and looked at me. “Come on, Kristen. We’ll just peek in the locker room. If Laurie isn’t there we’ll come right back out.”
I rubbed a hand over my face. That so didn’t sound like a good idea, but Michelle was already walking across the gym to the girl’s locker room. I checked my phone one more time to make sure I hadn’t missed a text from George that would hopefully explain everything. I hadn’t. Michelle was halfway across the gym. She was going with or without me.
After a brief internal debate, I jogged after her. “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I hissed at her as I caught up. I wrapped my arms around myself and stared at the painted green locker door apprehensively. Sure I was curious about what was going on. I also wanted to live to see my nineteenth birthday.
Michelle didn’t seem to share my fears. She pulled open the locker room door and disappeared inside. Oh, wow. My legs shook. I had to force myself to follow her.
It was dim inside. The lights weren’t on so the only light came from the high narrow windows overhead. There was plenty of light to see by but not enough to drive away the eerie factor.
I almost ran into Michelle when I rounded the row of tall green lockers. She was at a dead stop. I looked around her to see Laurie hunched over on a bench with her head in her hands.
“Laurie?” I said.

 

Chapter 26
Laurie’s head snapped up and her red-rimmed eyes met mine. Michelle crossed the room to sit on the bench beside her so I followed her lead and gingerly sat on her other side.
“What’s wrong?” Michelle asked, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Did those people at the mall hurt you?”
Laurie let out a harsh laugh but shook her head. “No.”
I expected her to elaborate, but she dropped her head back into her hands. Her blond hair hid her face. I raised my brows at Michelle in question. Now what?
“Is George in some kind of trouble?” I was worried since he still hadn’t replied to my texts and my thoughts turned dark. What if those guys had jumped him and left him in the parking lot? What if he was dead?
I gave Laurie’s arm a shake as panic clawed at me. “Does George need help?” I yelled at her.
She looked up and shook her head. “He’s okay. Right now.” I didn’t like the ominous sound of those last two words.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Michelle asked. “Right now?”
Laurie looked at Michelle before turning to me. “Look, he fell in with some bad guys. As long as he does what they say they won’t hurt him.” Her lips looked pinched and her cheeks were pale. “If he goes along with them they won’t hurt anyone.”
“Who else would they hurt?” I whispered as a premonition clutched my heart. “Me?”
Laurie looked down at her brown boots.
“Me?” I raised my voice as panic echoed the word through the deserted locker room. I jumped to my feet and stared down at her.
Laurie stood too. “George borrowed money from some dangerous people. Now he’s trying to renegotiate the terms of the loan.”
“He borrowed money?” I frowned and stared at her. I knew things were tight for him, but he made a decent wage working at the body shop. “Did he need a loan for prom?” I tried to wrap my mind around what he was involved in and why it was putting me in danger.
Laurie gave me an incredulous look. “Not unless he’s planning to buy the limo to take you to prom in. He borrowed a little more than a tux rental.”
“His house,” I whispered as the thought hit me. He’d borrowed money to help pay for their house since his dad was out of work. “So what now? He has to repay them and everything will be fine?” The look in Laurie’s eyes told me that wasn’t the case.
“How are you involved in this?” Michelle sat on the bench giving Laurie a dark look.
“That’s irrelevant. All that matters is you,” she pointed at me, “need to keep George in line until after state.” She nodded to herself. “After that, everything should be fine.”
“Keep him in line how? What does that even mean?” I started pacing as nerves pricked at me. I looked around for something I could clean. Unfortunately, the locker room had just been cleaned. There wasn’t even any trash on the floor.
Laurie grabbed my arm and glared into my eyes. “It means that he needs to care about you so much that he’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from getting hurt.”
I stopped pacing and stared at her.
The door opened and I heard a familiar voice float towards us before Jules appeared around the corner with a couple of the other cheerleaders. She took us in with a look of surprise before a smile covered her face. “Hey! Look who’s here. We’re going to work on the routine for the pep rally. We want to be sure it goes smoother than the last one.”
Kara groaned behind her, but she was smiling. “Want to join us?” she asked. “With the four of us and you three, we have over half the squad. I can call the rest of the girls and see if they want to come. The extra practice won’t hurt us a bit.”
No one said anything. I felt as cheer captain I should jump right in on an extra practice, but I felt sick and so confused. George borrowed money from, what, a loan shark? Now if he didn’t pay them back they planned to hurt me? Excuse me if cheerleading was the last thing on my mind.
Laurie nudged me in the side. “That sounds great. We were getting ready to do a run through ourselves.”
I raised my brows in surprise.
“How else are you going to explain why we’re here?” Laurie whispered to me before she walked over to talk to Jules while she hung her coat in a locker.
Michelle gave me a worried look. “We can get out of here if you want to,” she said quietly. “I’ll make up an excuse.”
I considered it. I really did. I wanted to talk to George or Matt or just go hide under my covers and pray this was all a bad dream. Instead, I turned on my cheer smile. “Let’s stick around for a while. Maybe we can get Laurie alone again later. I have more questions for her.”
“Where are your shoes?” Kara asked with a pointed look at our feet.
I looked down at the boots Michelle, and I both wore. “Well,” I started, “We were dress shopping.” I frowned at my boots as if they would come up with the rest of the excuse I needed.
They didn’t offer any help but Michelle did. “Yeah, we figured we’d be shopping all day but Kristen found a dress at the first store so we decided to catch a little practice time.”
“You found a dress?” Jules let out a high squeal and started peppering me with questions about it. Thankfully it worked to divert everyone’s attention from the question of why we’d come to practice cheers without a pair of sneakers between us.
I caught Michelle giving me worried glances throughout practice. And when she wasn’t, Laurie was. Between nerves and socks on the slippery gym floor, I wasn’t impressing anyone with my cheerleading skills.
I ran over to check my phone in between cheers and saw I finally had a text from George. It was a relief to hear from him, but I knew his reply that he’d been at Tony’s all day was a lie. He asked if I wanted to go to a movie tonight. I threw my phone down without answering.
No, I didn’t want to go to a movie with him, but I knew I would. I was getting the message from all corners that I needed to keep him happy so that’s what I’d do. Within reason. That didn’t mean I couldn’t let him sweat my answer for a little bit though.

 

Chapter 27
I avoided Matt completely for the next week to the point that if I saw him walking toward me down the hall I’d turn and go the opposite direction. Even though that meant I was tardy to a couple of classes.
Maybe I should have told him what Laurie’d shared with me, but I couldn’t. It hurt to be close to him and know there couldn’t be anything between us. And according to Laurie, there couldn’t be. Not anytime in the near future at least.
I tried to get more information out of her for the first few days after I’d seen her at the mall, but it was like talking to a wall. A nervous, twitchy wall, but a wall just the same. She knew much more than she’d told me and Michelle, but her lips were pinched tight now. From the way she acted, I was pretty sure she was in just as much danger as I was. I just hadn’t figured out her connection yet.
George had been on my case to step up my game for prom. I’d almost exploded at him and told him it was his fault I was a nervous wreck and couldn’t focus on prom court elections, but I bit my tongue. I had alternating visions of him. One, Matt’s perspective, had George holding a gun. The other, Laurie’s perspective, had George being held at gunpoint. I wasn’t interested in seeing either of those visions come true so I did what I’d been instructed to do and kept George calm and happy.
I brought up drugs and even steroid use specifically a couple of times, but he showed no signs of guilt. He simply seemed appalled by the idea. It didn’t matter, whatever he was into with the loan shark guys was bad enough.
His mood swung violently the closer we got to game day. Even though he never lifted a finger to me or anyone else that I’d heard about, I was scared of him. I was thankful the game was just days away because the one thing Laurie would tell me was that this whole problem would go away after the game.
I wondered if maybe George was betting on the game and planned to use his winnings to pay off his loan. I knew that was illegal, but I was pretty sure whatever dealings he had with the loan shark weren’t exactly above the table either. I was exhausted from stress and just wanted the week to be over.
I wasn’t even too sure I wanted to go to prom Saturday. I hadn’t been able to eat or sleep much all week, and so on top of everything else I was having to avoid my parent’s worried looks as I pushed food around my plate at dinner each night.
Once I knew George’s ordeal was over and no one was going to come after him or me I might simply lock myself in my room for a while. For now, I kept my fake smile in place as I worked my way down the hall. I called hello to some freshmen and encouraged a sad sophomore to ask the boy she liked to prom even though it was only days away. She caught up with me later, ecstatic because he’d said yes.
“I can’t wait to vote for you and George for the royal court.” She’d looked at me like I really was royalty, and I felt a pinch of guilt. I told myself I would have offered her the suggestion to ask someone to prom even if I wasn’t fishing for votes, but since I was, my good deed felt tarnished.
I forced a smile and thanked her before she ran off to join her friends. Focused on her I wasn’t watching where I was going until I bumped into someone. “Sorry,” I said before turning around. When I did I almost choked on the word. It was Matt.
“So we run into each other again,” Matt’s words were teasing, but he wore a sad smile that made my heart ache.
“Yeah, I guess so.” I looked down, unable to meet the hurt in his deep brown eyes.
He tilted my chin back with a gentle finger. “Why are you avoiding me?”
Now that I was looking into his eyes I couldn’t look away. I felt myself drowning in them. I wanted to throw myself into his arms and tell him everything. But even more, I wanted him safe. If nothing else, Laurie had convinced me we were dealing with dangerous people. Talking to Matt would only put a target on him too.
I firmed my lip and did what I usually did with Matt. I told him the truth. “I’ve been avoiding you because it hurts too much to see you.”
We stood in the center of the hall and students flowed around us like water around an island. For just a second I felt we were an island. Isolated and safe from prying eyes.
Before Matt could reply someone grabbed my arm. At first I thought it was George and my heart stopped. I couldn’t mess things up with just a couple of days left to go. Thankfully it was Laurie.
She gave Matt a way too chipper smile. “You won’t mind if I steal our cheer captain. We’ve got important things to discuss before the pep rally Friday.”
Matt held my eyes. I could feel him asking me to stay with his look. To explain what was going on. That was something Laurie had convinced me I couldn’t do.
I dipped my head and mumbled goodbye as Laurie chatted in my ear about dance steps and timing as she firmly led me down the hall. I knew she didn’t really have a question so I wasn’t even listening. I looked back and found Matt still standing in the middle of the hall watching me.
“Stop it!” Laurie hissed in my ear. “You think word of you and Matt won’t get back to George? Well, it will. There are little birdie’s up and down these halls that would be only too happy to run to him with the gossip.”
I nodded and stared straight ahead.
“Three more days, Kristen. That’s nothing, okay? I’ve been dealing with this for months.”
With a glance at her, I wondered again what her part in all this really was. I’d asked but she’d shut my questions down real fast.
“Look,” she stopped and faced me, “after Friday I’ll talk to Matt for you. I’ll come up with some kind of excuse for the way you’ve been acting.”
I shook my head. The last thing I wanted after Friday was to have any dealings with Laurie at all. That wasn’t totally fair. I believed she was trying to protect me and George, but somehow she was behind all of this to start with. She wasn’t exactly the kind of person I wanted to be friends with.
The halls quieted as students went to their classes. Laurie snapped her fingers in front of my face to get my attention as my mind wandered. “This isn’t easy for me either. You have no idea how much pressure I’m under right now.”
“Maybe not,” I exploded. My voice was low, but my words were tiny bombs. “But you chose to get involved in this. I did not.” I glared at her and balled my fists by my sides.
Her expression darkened. “You think I chose this?” Her voice held a note of hysteria. “You have no idea what’s going on.”
I grabbed her arm. “Tell me then,” I pleaded, more than ready to have everything out in the open. “Tell me what’s really going on and maybe we can help each other out of it. We could go to the police. They’d do something to protect us.”
She laughed. “You’re so naive. The cops have their hands tied for the most part. If they did try to help they’d only get me killed.”
“Killed?” My mouth dropped open. “They would kill you? I thought you worked with them.”
Laurie shut her eyes. When she opened them again the rising hysteria was gone and her voice was calm. “My problems aren’t yours but yours will become mine. Got it? Be sweet to your boyfriend and stay away from Matt.”
She walked away and left me standing in the hall. I was so shook up I couldn’t even remember which class I had next. I had to look at the books I held to remind me.
I couldn’t figure out how Laurie was involved in all of this. Michelle and I had finally come to the conclusion she must work for the loan shark people but maybe not.

 

Chapter 28
My afternoons were filled with cheer practice. There would be a lot of people at the state championship game and we all wanted to look our best. My evenings after dinner were spent with Michelle. We talked through hundreds of scenarios and ways to get George out from the loan sharks’ grasp, but in the end, we didn’t have any answers.
I’d mentioned paying off George’s loan to Laurie one time and she’d only laughed. I wasn’t sure if it was because the loan was for so much money she knew I could never come up with it or if it was because her people wanted something from George besides money. Since paying off the loan had been our best answer, Michelle and I were both stumped.
We sat cross-legged on my bed Thursday night. “One more day,” she said.
“Yeah.” I looked down at my fingernails. The pink polish was chipped in spots. Any other time I’d be having them redone before prom, but now I couldn’t make myself care about something as minor as chipped nail polish.
“Matt asked about you today.”
“He did?” My heart did a pitiful leap to my throat. I searched her face. “What’d he say?”
“He just wanted to be sure you’re okay. He’s worried about you.”
Yep, he was far from the jerk I’d originally pegged him as. “What’d you tell him?” I asked eagerly, desperate to hear anything about him.
She shrugged. “That you’d be better after we got through the game Friday.”
“Isn’t that the truth.” I only had to get through one more day, but it felt like forever.
“What do you think is magically going to change after the game Friday that’s going to let George walk away scot-free?”
“You ask me that question every day.” I gave her a tired smile to let her know I wasn’t as annoyed as I sounded. “I still don’t know. I just hope Laurie’s right about it. I can’t handle this stress much longer.”
She patted my thigh. “I know. I can’t either, and I’m on the outside looking in. I know it’s even harder for you.”
“And for George,” I said. “He’s been a bear lately. I try to let his moods slide, because what choice do I have? But he’s going crazy too. I wish he’d open up to me. If he’d tell me what was going on maybe we could work something out together.”
My phone buzzed with a text. I checked it and frowned at the screen. “It’s from Laurie.”
Michelle hopped off the bed and read over my shoulder. “Don’t leave your house. You’re in danger.” She read out loud. “What the heck?”
A chill raced down my spine. “Why would I be in danger?” I felt panic bubbling up in me. “I’ve done what she said.” The phone shook in my hands, and I set it down. I needed to clean. I grabbed an old cloth I kept just for dusting. Swishing the material over the already dust free desk—I’d been cleaning a lot lately—felt foolish but at the same time, it calmed my nerves enough so I could think.
Michelle stood watching me, twisting the bracelet on her wrist.
I walked back to the phone when I thought hit me. Is George OK? I texted and hit send.
Yes, was the only reply I got. It did make me feel a little better though. For a second I thought maybe something had happened to him and those goons were coming for me next. But if nothing had happened to George, why was I in danger?
“Maybe it’s time to tell your parents,” Michelle said. It was an option we’d brought up and shot down repeatedly. I remembered my fear that they’d want to homeschool me if they found out George was being mean. I think I’d welcome homeschooling right now if it meant all these other problems would go poof and disappear.
My new fear was of Mom or Dad getting involved and being hurt. Laurie said the police couldn’t even help. What could my parents do?
I shook my head. “I don’t think they’ll be able to help.” I think I grew up a little in that instant. Although I didn’t consciously think it, somewhere deep inside me I’d always believed my parents could fix all my troubles. From sewing up my teddy bear when it lost an arm to holding me while I cried over Jammies’ death. It hit me hard to realize this was the first of many things in my life that they weren’t going to be able to magically make all better.
“I need to talk to George.” I dialed his number. His phone went to voicemail.
“Practice,” Michelle and I said at the same time. Of course, they’d be at practice with the big game only a day away. I clutched the phone to my chest and tried to figure out what to do. I was fine with not leaving my house like Laurie said, but for how long? What about school tomorrow?
Michelle’s phone let out a trill, and I jumped. “Sorry.” She looked down and read her text. “Mom wants me to stop by the store for butter. She volunteered to bake cookies for the pep rally tomorrow.”
Tomorrow was a huge day for our school. The cheerleaders had hung banners on every hall and decorated all of the football players’ lockers with balloons and ribbons. Parents were bringing snacks and drinks. The whole day was going to be a big party. At least for those who weren’t terrified a creepy loan shark might be swimming the halls looking for them.
Michelle glanced at the window then at me. “Will you be okay if I go? I can tell Mom I can’t get away right now if you want me to stay.”
“No.” I figured if someone came after me it would be safer if Michelle wasn’t here anyway. “Go get your groceries.” I tried to smile, but my whole face felt too tight to move.
Michelle wrapped me in a fierce hug. “One more day and this is over. You’re going to be fine.”
I squeezed her back and nodded firmly. “Yep, now get out of here. Maybe you can catch Danny after practice.”
An automatic smile replaced her worried look at the thought of her boyfriend. “Are you sure?”
I nodded hard. “Um-hm. I’ll see you at school. Like you said. One more day.”
As soon as Michelle left I started to shake. I texted Laurie again with trembling fingers, trying to get more information, but so far she hadn’t replied. I sat on the floor and went over the little I knew. George owed people something and they wanted it back tomorrow. I still thought he must be betting on the game because why else would tomorrow be a big deal if it didn’t involve the game? I was still more than confused about why I was involved in this at all.
Something knocked against my window, and I shrieked. My eyes darted to the blackened surface and I’m pretty sure my heart stopped when I saw a figure appear in front of it until I recognized him.
“Open up,” Matt said, gently tapping the glass again.
My heart sprang back to life, racing in my chest. I jumped up and ran to the window, unlatching it and pushing it up. It groaned and caught. I didn’t open it often and certainly not during the freezing winter temperatures. I jerked up on it but it wasn’t budging.
Matt put his hands underneath and pushed hard. It finally broke loose and slid the rest of the way up. I stood back so Matt could crawl through. Then poked my head outside trying to find out how he climbed up, but there wasn’t a ladder or anything that would have made his climb easy.
I shut the window and whipped the curtain closed. My heart pounded wildly. I turned to Matt and drank in the welcome sight of him. “What are you doing here?” I clasped my hands together to keep from throwing myself at him. I couldn’t believe he was really here in my room. I blinked hard, hoping I wasn’t imagining him.
He was still there when I opened my eyes. “Michelle called me. She said you might appreciate some company.”
A rush of happiness filled me like a warm spring rain. I gave him a tiny smile. “So you what? Crawled up the trellis to get to my room. You do know I’m on the second floor, right?”
“Of course, I didn’t crawl up the trellis.” He rolled his eyes, sounding offended. “Because you don’t have a trellis. Believe me, I looked.”
I snickered.
He grinned and continued, “I climbed up the drain pipe to the overhang.”
“Impressive,” I said with a slow nod. “You didn’t have to come though.” I looked away. “I don’t know why Michelle called you.”
Before I knew it, he’d wrapped his arms around me and laid his head on mine. “She called because she’s a really good friend, and she’s worried about you.”
I relaxed against his chest and listened to his heart beating beneath my ear. I’d tried to push him away all week. I didn’t want to push anymore. “I’m glad you’re here,” I admitted.
 
 


 

Chapter 29
Matt held me without talking for a long while. I soaked up every second of his touch, wishing the moment could last forever. He finally loosened his hold and pulled back. “Are you ready to tell me what’s going on? Why you’ve been acting so strange at school? Why you haven’t even come over to visit Anna Belle? She’s rather offended.”
I forced a smile, searching his face. His brown eyes were patient but questioning. I stepped away and crossed my arms. In less than twenty-four hours the stuff with George should be over. It probably wouldn’t hurt to fill Matt in now.
“How long can you stay?” I didn’t want to waste our time together if we only had precious minutes.
His smile took my breath away. “I can stay all night.” His eyes met mine. “If you’ll let me.”
I liked the sound of that. Maybe a little too much. I sat on the bed and dropped a pillow on my lap. “Have a seat. It might take me all night to try to explain what’s going on.”
I thought he’d sit on the bed beside me, but he choose the desk chair again, giving me a cocky smile. Okay, he was keeping distance between us. I wasn’t sure what he was up to, but I liked it. I settled in so I could face him.
“You look tired,” Matt said.
I wrinkled my nose at him. “You better watch it with that smooth tongue of yours.”
He smiled and shook his head. “That wasn’t my best line.”
I laughed. “I’m glad to hear it. I had serious concerns about your social life for a minute there.” It felt good to joke with him. I’d been so caught up in the George situation all week it was nice to let off a little steam.
“Keeping up with my social life are you?”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” I told him with a saucy look, but let my eyes linger on his.
“All right,” he drawled. “I see how you are.” He chuckled and sat back, crossing one leg over the other.
“I’m glad you came over.” I squeezed the pillow against my chest. “I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too.” He came over to sit on the edge of the bed then and laid his hand on my thigh. I liked him being closer. My stomach got all fluttery and warm.
“Can you tell me what’s been wrong?” He squeezed my thigh slightly.
I sighed and wished we could go back to joking. “Apparently I’m under house arrest.” I tried to make light of the situation, but my voice broke on the last word.
“You were arrested?” Matt really looked confused now. I didn’t blame him. “When? What for?”
“I wasn’t literally arrested.” I picked at a loose thread on the pillowcase on my lap. “Laurie told me I couldn’t leave the house tonight because I’m in danger.” I tried to shrug it off, but it felt so scary to admit someone might want to hurt me.
“Laurie again.” Matt swung his legs up on the bed and propped a pillow behind his head so he was sitting beside me. He’d moved his hand from my thigh but our legs touched. It made me smile to think he liked being close to me as much as I liked being close to him.
“Yep, Laurie.” I bunched my lips to the side. “I don’t even know exactly how she’s involved in all this. I think she works for the loan shark George borrowed money from.”
“Whoa!” Matt sat up straight and held out his hand like a stop sign. “Loan shark? When did that happen?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t know what happened or when, but from what I’ve pieced together, I think George borrowed money so his parents wouldn’t lose their house. Now he has to pay it back but can’t so it sounds like he might have bet on winning the game tomorrow to raise the money.”
“Are you kidding me?” Matt’s eyes narrowed as he searched my face for the truth.
“Not kidding,” I said. “Somehow I’m involved as a way of keeping George in line so he won’t try to get out of paying what he owes.”
“We have to tell someone about this. You could be in real danger.”
I leaned back and let out a small laugh, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “You don’t know how many times I’ve circled back to the same conclusion, but in every scenario, someone gets hurt. It’s usually George.” I swallowed. “But sometimes it’s me.”
“That’s not going to happen.” He took my hand and held it firmly. Sitting back against the pillow, he said, “Tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out.”
I tried to tell him everything, including the part where Michelle helped me find the perfect dress.
“I bet it looks amazing on you.”
I blushed. I’d turned off the overhead light, and I hoped the light from my lamp was dim enough to hide my discomfort. “Thanks,” I said. “I’ve been looking forward to my senior prom since freshman year.” I smiled softly at the memory. “Becca Sanders was queen that year. I remember seeing pictures of her in her dress wearing her crown. She looked like a princess to me.”
I darted a look at Matt knowing I sounded silly but continued. “I got up the nerve to congratulate her and tell her how pretty she was. She was so sweet to me, a lowly freshman. She took a few minutes to talk to me then told me she wouldn’t be surprised at all if I was queen of my senior prom.”
I shrugged to hide my embarrassment. “Her words stuck with me. Somewhere along the way, they went from being a dream to becoming a goal.”
“She sounds nice.”
“She was. I should try to find her on FaceBook, and see what she’s doing with her life.”
“You might be disappointed.” Matt moved his fingers on the bed until they brushed mine. This time I was the one who took his hand.
“I might, I guess.” I tried to remember what Becca had looked like and imagine what she might look like now. She could be in her junior year at college. Or maybe be married with kids. I decided I probably wouldn’t look her up. I liked remembering her as the kind princess who’d taken time to talk to me.
“The worst part of it all is I’m two days away from prom, and I don’t even want to go anymore. I couldn’t care less who is crowned queen, and I sure don’t want to go with George.” I felt bad admitting it, but it was true.
Matt had one leg stretched out and the other bent. He absently rubbed slow circles on my palm with his thumb. “I bought tickets, but I doubt I’ll end up going. Transferring here so late, I only have a handful of friends.” He smiled at me to soften his next words. “And the only girl I would want to go with already has a date.”
He leaned towards me. I knew he was going to kiss me. And I wanted him to. At the last second, I put my hand on his chest to stop him. “I can’t.” I let out a moan. “I wish I could, but until George, and I break up I can’t kiss you again.”
He dropped back on his pillow and shut his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I said, hoping he would say something. “It’s still cheating even though I’m planning to break up with him just as soon as I can.”
“Don’t be sorry. I admire that about you. It makes me think that if we were dating you wouldn’t cheat on me either.”
“I wouldn’t!” I rushed to assure him.
“How soon after the game can you break up with George?” he asked. He grinned and looked at me through his thick dark lashes.
“I don’t know.” My heart pounded, as I lost myself in his eyes. “But I hope it’s as soon as the last second counts down on the scoreboard. I feel sorry for George and the mess he’s in. I’m trying to stand by him, I am standing by him, but he hasn’t been very nice for a while. This week his temper’s been simmering right under the surface. No matter what anyone says or does, it makes him angry.”
“He hasn’t hurt you again has he?” Matt pinned me with a stare.
“No, not at all. Well, maybe my feelings a couple of times.”
Matt studied me as if trying to ensure I was telling him the truth. Apparently satisfied, he sat back, staring straight ahead. “Adam’s transferring.”
 
 
 
 


 

Chapter 30
It took me a minute to put the name to a face. “Oh, Adam. Poor kid. Is he leaving because George was mean to him?”
Matt’s jaw tensed. “He’s leaving because George and his friends go out of their way to find him and pick on him every day. I tried to stay by his side as much as I could, but we only have one class together. There were just too many times when I couldn’t be there to protect him.”
“What?” I whipped my head towards him and spat out the word much louder than I’d planned. I cringed. My parents didn’t know Matt was in my room, and it wasn’t something they would approve of this late at night. I listened carefully for a minute but didn’t hear any movement from down the hall.
I lowered my voice and said, “I had no idea. Are you sure George was part of it? He told me he was going to shape up. I’ve seen him get mad a lot lately, but he hasn’t tried to fight anyone or anything that I know of.”
Matt’s face was hard, his voice matter-of-fact. “I saw him knock the books out of Adam’s arms before I could get to him. That was the only thing I witnessed, but Adam told me about the other times. It was a daily occurrence.”
“Did George hurt him?” I had to know. George was so big and strong, and Adam looked frail in comparison. It wouldn’t take much effort on George’s part to inflict pain. I was so mad at George I felt like I could explode. At the same time, I hurt for Adam. Poor kid. 
“Physically? Not really. I think he got shoved around a time or two. But those guys scared him. He was scared to go to school every day, a place he loved, because of them.”
I wanted to give George a piece of my mind. I wanted to break up with him right this second. I gritted my teeth. “Where will Adam go?” I asked just above a whisper.
“He’s going to a private school.” Matt glanced at me. “I think it will be a good fit for him. It’s just sad that he was run off after working hard and earning his place in high school.”
Adam would probably be better off at a private school. I knew there were bullies there too, but I hoped there were also other kids like him so he wouldn’t stand out so much.
We sat in silence for a few minutes each occupied with our own thoughts. It was comfortable not awkward as silences could sometimes become. I let out a loud yawn. “Sorry,” I said.
Matt pulled his phone out of his jeans pocket. “It’s getting late. Do you want me to head home so you can get some sleep?”
That was the last thing I wanted. “Would you mind staying a little longer?”
“Not at all.” He put his arm around me and tugged me closer to his side. I didn’t fight him. I relaxed against him and laid my head on his chest. I wanted to stay like this forever. I couldn’t wait to have tomorrow behind me so I could move on with my life.
I woke with a start. Something was wrong. I looked around my dark room and tried to figure out what was bothering me. And then it hit me: Matt was gone. I sat up and glanced around, even with the dim light I could tell he wasn’t there. The room was empty.
I went to the window and looked out. Testing it showed it was unlocked, but there was no sign of Matt. I flicked the lock into place and wrapped my arms around myself. Was it crazy that I missed him already?
A sheet of notebook paper stuck to my mirror caught my attention. I snatched it and turned on the lamp. I thought it would be best if I left before your parents woke up. Looking forward to the end of the game tonight. The brief note made me smile. He couldn’t possibly be looking forward to this day ending any more than I was.
The room was chilly so I crawled back in bed under the covers with my phone. It was already five in the morning. I wondered what time Matt snuck out. I was surprised I didn’t wake up. I had a new text from Laurie and three from George. I read Laurie’s first.
Don’t go anywhere alone today. Something’s not right.
If she’d meant to terrify me, mission accomplished. My stomach twisted into a knot. What did she mean by something’s not right? What had ever been right about this situation?
I clicked on George’s text. The first one asked what I was up to and if I wanted to hang out. That was at ten thirty last night. The next asked where I was, he needed to talk to me. The last wasn’t very nice, and made me thankful he’d be out of my life soon. He’d obviously gotten frustrated I hadn’t answered him, but, wow, what a jerk.
My alarm was set for seven, but I was wide awake so went ahead and took a long shower. Since it was a game day I’d wear my cheerleading uniform to school so I didn’t have to decide on an outfit. I did want to look nice though and spent some extra time on my makeup.
I used a shimmery gold shadow on my eyelids to make the gold in my eyes pop. A sweep of brown went in the crease. Eyeliner went on next followed by mascara and a touch of blush to emphasize my cheekbones. I studied myself in the mirror and decided I didn’t look half bad.
I couldn’t get Laurie’s text off my mind. For a few minutes I contemplated staying home today. I’d miss the pep rally and the state championship game, but I hardly cared at this point. It would leave the other girls in a lurch if I did. Not that I was irreplaceable, but they’d have to do some scrambling to fill my spot in the routines and as a base in our stunts.
As tempting as it was, I couldn’t do that to them. Today was almost as big a day for the cheerleaders as it was for the football players. I finished my hair and got dressed.
By seven thirty I was on my way to school. I’d get there early but that was fine. I wanted to double check that we had everything ready for the pep rally anyway. I parked in the empty lot by the gym and went in through the side door. The lights were on but it was deserted. Or so I thought until I heard a shriek of female laughter. Turning my head to find the source of the noise I spotted a couple making our against the side of the bleachers.
I raised a brow and started towards the locker room where our banners and signs were stored. I’d meant to give the couple their privacy until I heard the guy’s deep chuckle. I knew that laugh. It was George.
I stopped in the middle of the floor. I almost ignored them. What difference did it make? In about sixteen hours (I’d done the math earlier) George and I would no longer be a couple.
But my feet were already heading that direction. It was a matter of principle. It was true I hadn’t done a great job, but I’d tried hard to keep my distance from Matt. For some crazy reason, I’d expected the same courtesy from George.
George had his back to me, but the girl glanced over his shoulder and spotted me. It was Misty Holly. Surprise, surprise. Misty’s face blanched, and she struggled to push George away.
He must have thought she was playing hard to get because the more she struggled against him the more he kept pulling her back. Her eyes were on me and she looked so scared I felt sorry for her. If I’d had a spare smile in me I would have given it to her. She finally pounded on George’s shoulder and whispered in his ear.
All I heard was my name.
George stopped wrestling with her. He stood with his back to me, and I could see his shoulders rise as he took a deep breath. He turned around with an excuse on his lips.
“Kristen.” He left Misty standing where she was and came to me. “I was worried about you. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you all night. Didn’t you get my texts?”
I raised my brow. “Wow!” I said before I burst out laughing. “I catch you making out with another girl and you’re going to ignore it? I guess you don’t think I see the poor thing standing right there?” I pointed helpfully at Misty in case he’d forgotten she was there.
George stared at me and then changed before my eyes. His “worried boyfriend” look morphed into a snarl. “You know what?” He took a step closer and poked a finger in my chest reminding me of the day at the mall when his finger had been in that loan shark’s chest.
“I’m glad you saw us. I’m so tired of hiding this from you. We are officially over. I can probably win the crown at prom without you after the way you’ve been acting the past couple of weeks. Even if I can’t, after tonight I’ll have a full football scholarship and won’t need the puny thousand that comes with the crown anyway.”
I cocked my head to the side in confusion. “I thought you needed me,” I dumbly repeated his words. I wasn’t upset he was breaking up with me, I just didn’t understand why he’d fought so hard for me if he wanted to date Misty all along.
“You know what I need?” he yelled, his voice echoing through the gym. He held out his arm and Misty ran to him like a well-trained puppy. He dropped his arm around her neck and pulled her close. “I need someone who cares about my needs. You sure the hell never did.”
Misty gave me an apologetic smile but snuggled closer to George. She wasn’t too sorry she’d been cheating with my boyfriend.
“So you’re breaking up with me?” My brows drew together as I tried to ensure I understood what was happening.
“For someone so smart you’re actually pretty dumb.” George laughed, finding his own words hilarious. “Yes, Kristen,” he said slowly. “I am breaking up with you. Got it?”
I was so relieved I didn’t even care he was acting like a jerk. Misty still looked scared, and I had the weirdest desire to give her my blessing, but I didn’t want to tick George off. My only thought was “I’m free!”
“Got it,” I said, I gave Misty what I hoped was a friendly smile. I honestly didn’t blame her for anything although I knew she was aware George and I were a couple. I laid all the blame squarely at George’s feet.
I started to walk away then stopped. “Does this mean I’m out of whatever’s going on tonight?”
George paled and licked his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let’s get out of here.” He and Misty left me standing alone in the gym with my thoughts in a jumbled pile. My relief was short-lived, and I was tense again and filled with nervous energy. Something didn’t feel right about the entire situation.


 

Chapter 31
I made it to first class on autopilot. It wasn’t until I sat down that I realized I didn’t have any books with me. I’d been so intent on trying to figure out what was going on with George I’d forgotten to stop at my locker. A look at the clock told me I didn’t have time to go get them either. Great.
Hopefully, Mr. Thicke took it easy on us today like I knew most of the teachers planned to do. The game tonight was a huge deal. And with prom tomorrow there was so much excitement in the air it was tangible. Today it would be hard to keep the students in their seats much less expect us to actually learn anything.
That was probably why big games like this were usually on a Saturday. I don’t know if it was an oversight or if the prom planning committee had no faith this year’s team would make it to state, but they’d booked our venue for tomorrow. The day state was originally scheduled. Due to a large non-refundable deposit, someone somewhere had pulled enough strings to move the game to tonight.
The room buzzed with excited chatter as it started to fill up. George came in. I watched until he sat down, but he didn’t even look my direction. It wasn’t that it hurt my feelings or anything. It just felt weird that he’d gone from not being able to live without me to not knowing I existed.
Michelle scurried in right before the bell rang. She dropped her books on her desk and plopped in her seat, immediately spinning to face me. “Hey!” she said breathlessly.
I squinted at her. Her face was flushed and her smile was so wide it had to hurt. I didn’t think I was wrong in guessing she and Danny had spent some time together before class.
“You’re lipstick’s smeared,” I pointed out.
She swiped a finger under her lips.
“I’ll bet Danny’s lipstick is smeared too.” I crossed my arms and eyed her bright pink lips with a serious expression. “I hope that’s a good shade for him.”
“Stop.” She shoved my arm with a laugh. “Cotton Candy Pink is perfect with his skin tone.”
I laughed with her. “I guess things are going good with you two?”
“Yeah,” she nodded, her smile turning soft and mushy. “I’ve really fallen for him. He’s so quiet and mature on the outside. When you get to know him though, there’s this whole other side. All fun and sweet.”
Mr. Thicke closed the door with a bang. “Contrary to popular belief we will be learning something in this class today. Turn to page one hundred, thirty-two.”
Half the class let out a collective groan including me. Crud.
“Can I borrow some paper and a pencil?” I whispered to Michelle. She handed them back to me and gave my empty desk a questioning look, wondering where my book and stuff was.
“I’ll tell you everything later,” I promised. Mr. Thicke took the class period as a personal challenge to see if he could teach more than ever in one period. I was so busy taking notes I didn’t even think about George until class ended. As soon as the bell rang, though, George was all I could think about.
I waited for Michelle to stuff her things in her book bag and walked out with her prepared to update her with the latest episode in what I was tempted to label “My Very Strange Life.” Before I could say a single word, Danny appeared and Michelle disappeared into his letter jacket as he wrapped his arms around her.
“I missed you,” he said.
She stood on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss. “I missed you too.”
“Ugh,” I groaned, holding my jaw. “You guys are so sweet you’re giving me cavities.”
“Har har,” Michelle said, but she did disengage herself from Danny’s arms and settled with holding his hand.
“Hi, Danny.” I leaned around Michelle and smiled at him.
He looked away from Michelle long enough to tell me “hi” before his eyes went right back to her.
“Are you excited about the game tonight?” I expected some football talk about how bad they were going to beat the other team. What I didn’t expect was for his whole demeanor to change.
His face hardened. He tore his eyes from Michelle to stare straight ahead. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. “I’m ready for it to all be over. Other than the fact that I met Michelle here, I wish I hadn’t transferred to this school.”
I remembered hearing he’d transferred just to play football here. I didn’t know what to say to that and looked to Michelle for help.
She kept her voice real low, and whispered, “The steroid thing.”
Danny shot her a dark look.
“It’s alright. She knows. She knew before I did.”
“George,” he said with a nod, making the connection. He shrugged. “I don’t do that stuff, and let’s just say there’s been a lot of pressure on the few of us who’ve said no.”
“So it’s true.” I wasn’t completely surprised, but it was still hard to wrap my head around. I was glad to hear Danny say he wasn’t involved in that stuff though. The last thing I wanted was for my best friend to be in love with someone as messed up as George had become.
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I’m almost positive this is pretty new. It’s too bad you had to get caught up in it.” And I was sorry. I was sorry about a lot of things and ready to put them all behind me.
Green, white, and blue streamers decorated every hall. Balloons floated from random lockers. The students were challenged with dressing in school colors based on their grade. Seniors had to pull off a combination of green, white, and blue. Juniors wore green. Sophomores blue. And the poor freshmen were stuck with the boring color white. As we all mingled together in the halls it looked pretty awesome.
After Mr. Thicke’s class, the rest of the day was filled with cupcakes and “study periods.” It was hard not to feel my spirits lift with all the excitement swirling through the halls. I kept an eye out for Matt. I couldn't wait to tell him George and I were finally, officially, over. I thought about texting him but decided I’d rather tell him in person.
I still couldn’t believe he’d come over to keep me company last night. It made me all warm and mushy feeling inside just thinking about it. No one had ever snuck through my window. Especially not a boy. I knew my parents wouldn’t feel the same if they ever found out about it, but to me, it was the most romantic thing ever.
A plate of cupcakes sat on my English teacher’s desk. I picked one with deep green frosting and took a tiny bite. It was pretty good, and I was hungry. I was too nervous to eat breakfast before school, but my stomach felt better now.
I still looked forward to talking to Laurie to find out why she’d said I was in danger. I figured whatever it was didn’t matter anymore since George and I weren’t together, but I still had a perverse curiosity about it.
I didn’t see Laurie until the pep rally, and even then she came flying in just before the first cheer, jogging to her spot with a smile on her face that didn’t touch her eyes. Unlike last week, this time we made it through all the routines without a hitch. I almost stumbled once when I noticed George glaring at Laurie, but thankfully, all our hours of practice kept my feet in step even as my mind wandered for a second.
Laurie’s smile never faltered, but I noticed her hands shaking. My own smile dropped. Why was she so nervous? I scanned the bleachers, searching for a reason for her fear, but didn’t notice anything out of place. I planned to pull her aside after the pep rally so we could talk, but while I helped roll up banners, she disappeared.
A crack of thunder rolled through the gym. I jumped and a couple of girls screamed before giggling. Mostly there were groans as we considered the possibility that it could rain tonight. The cold was bad enough. Standing in icy rain would be miserable.
“Ready to go?” Michelle dropped an armful of pom poms in the basket, before brushing off her hands.
“Did you talk to Laurie today? Is she coming over to get ready?”
Michelle shrugged and looked around. “Where’d she go anyway? It’s not like her to skip out on the work.”
I sucked my lips in, fresh nerves taking root in my stomach. It was like I knew something was wrong but couldn’t quite pinpoint it. I tried to shake the creepy feeling off. “Are you riding with me?”
“Yeah, Danny brought me to school this morning.
I grabbed what I needed and opened my purse to get my keys. A crumpled scrap of yellow paper fell out. I frowned at it. I didn’t remember putting any trash in my purse. I picked it up and smoothed it out. I heard Michelle gasp as she read the note over my shoulder, but I didn’t make a sound. I felt petrified.
 Keep your boy in line or you’ll pay the price. The words were printed in a messy scrawl, but I, unfortunately, had no trouble reading them.
“Maybe they don’t know you and George broke up,” Michelle said.
That made sense. I’d only told Michelle about the break-up. I didn’t know who George told.
“I’ve got to let Laurie know we’re not together anymore. She’ll be able to relay the message.” I hoped she’d show up at my house before the game so I could talk to her.
“What do you think they mean?” Michelle looked at the note. “Keep him in line how?”
A nervous chill shot down my spine. My eyes anxiously darted around the almost empty gym. “Let’s get out of here.” I grabbed Michelle’s arm and strode towards the side door where I’d parked. As soon as we were in the car I locked the doors and looked around.
Michelle peered around too. “What’s going on?”
I shook my head and tried to insert the key in the ignition with trembling fingers. “I got the weirdest feeling. Like someone’s watching us.” I finally got the key in and started the car. It wasn’t raining yet, but the sky was thick with heavy clouds. I drove out of the parking lot with one eye on the rearview mirror. I didn’t see anyone, but I couldn’t shake the chill I’d felt.
I’d told Michelle I thought someone was watching us, but that wasn’t completely true. I was almost positive whoever it was had been focused completely on me.

 

Chapter 32
My mom had snacks ready for us when we got home. As good as everything looked, I didn’t think I’d be able to eat a bite. My short moment of relief from earlier today was gone and along with it my appetite. I smiled and thanked her, but kept looking out the window, hoping to see Laurie drive up.
She needed to know George and I were over so she could tell her people I wasn’t involved in this anymore. I had no control of George and didn’t know what keeping him in line meant even if I did.
Michelle swung the door open for the girls when they came over. Jules, Kara, and Megan came in together talking about our chances for rain tonight. Laurie didn’t come at all. Mom came into the kitchen to check on us while we snacked and visited.
“These chicken strips are delicious, Mrs. McDonald.” Kara tapped her toes against the chair rung, swirling a strip in sauce before taking a bite. 
“I’m so glad. Are you all ready for the big game?”
“For it to be over,” I muttered, frowning at the smorgasbord Mom had prepared for us. Michelle jabbed me in the side with her elbow.
“What dear?” Mom asked with a curious smile, adding a plate of peanut butter cookies to the table.
“Nothing.” I picked up a chicken strip and took a bite so she wouldn’t notice my nervousness and try to find out what was wrong. I chewed hard but almost couldn’t swallow over the lump of nerves in my throat.
“Okay then.” She swept a smile over all of us. “I’ll be in the office. Let me know if you need anything.”
As soon as she was out of hearing range, Jules and Kara both rounded on me with wide-eyed looks. “Are you okay? You look really pale.”
Tapping the chicken strip against my plate, I deflected their questions with one of my own. “Why didn’t Laurie come over?”
Jules looked around like she just realized Laurie wasn’t there. “I don’t know. I didn’t see much of her today.” Her forehead creased as she thought about it.
“She seemed out of it all day,” Megan added, tossing her short hair back off her face. “I don’t know what’s up with her.”
I rubbed my brow and checked my phone again, hoping for a text from her even though I hadn’t heard a beep. Nothing.
“I heard something at school today,” Kara said looking at me from the corner of her eye. “I’m sure it’s just a rumor.” She hesitated and bunched her lips to the side like she might not continue.
“What?” Michelle gave her a curious look.
“Well, someone said you and George broke up and he’s dating Misty Holly now.” She trilled a nervous laugh but watched me intently, waiting for my reaction. “Pretty silly, right?”
“Not silly at all,” I said calmly while my stomach roiled. “We broke up this morning.” I wasn’t upset that George and I were finally through, but I could imagine the rumors floating around. The fact that they were probably all true would make me look foolish. I didn’t care too much how I looked at the moment, but it was still embarrassing.
“But prom’s tomorrow,” Jules squealed as if we weren’t all fully aware of the fact. “Who are you going to go with?”
“I’m not going.” I actually hadn’t decided any such thing until now, but the words released a huge weight from me. Missing the prom was probably the best thing I could do.
“Oh, Kristen.” Kara jumped out of her chair with a pained look and came over to hug me. “You can’t miss prom. I just know you’ll be voted queen. You can hang with me and Bobby. It’ll be fun!”
I hugged her back. It was a sweet offer but not how I wanted to spend my senior prom. “That’s really nice of you, but I think it’ll be nice to chill tomorrow. I’ve had a lot going on lately.”
I caught Michelle looking at me. She didn’t say anything in front of the other girls, but I knew she’d try to talk me into going to prom. The more I thought about it, the surer I was that I really didn’t want to go. It was liberating to be able to think about the prom without the huge pressure of trying to win the crown swamping me. I felt a little sorry for myself that I’d wasted so many months focusing on it.
I stood up and took my plate to the sink. “If you guys are done, let’s head upstairs and start on our makeup.”
Walking into my bedroom the first thing I saw was my perfect white prom dress hanging front and center in the closet. I hurried over and pushed the door closed, hoping no one else had seen it. That would just bring the subject of prom back up. Just because I was over the idea of prom queen didn’t mean I wasn’t a little sad about missing the big dance. I didn’t want to dwell on it right now, though.
“Where do you think Laurie is?” Kara asked, picking up my earlier question. She smoothed her red hair in the mirror then leaned close and rubbed a finger under her eye to clean off some smudged makeup. “She ran off after the pep rally without even helping clean up.”
My ears pricked up as the conversation swirled with the possibilities of where Laurie might be. Amidst the talking and laughing the subject drifted to Kara’s latest date with Bobby. Above the giggles, a familiar noise snatched my attention.
That was Matt’s music thumping from his car outside. I nibbled my lip. “Hey, guys.” I interrupted Kara’s story and four heads turned to look curiously at me. “I’ve got to go do something real quick. Help yourself to whatever you need.” I pointed to my makeup bag on the dresser. “I’ll be right back.”
Michelle gave me a warning glance, but I ignored it and darted out of the room. I needed to talk to Matt. Just for a minute. I ran out the front door, skidding to a stop on the covered porch. It was pouring. Without an umbrella, I’d look like a drowned rat before I made it to Matt’s house and I really didn’t have time to redo my hair before the game.
Just then Matt got out of the car and started jogging through the rain towards his house. He caught sight of me and changed direction, quickly bounding up the steps and stopping in front of me.
He shook his head and droplets of water flew everywhere. Including all over me. “Hey!” I held up my hands defensively and laughed.
“Sorry.” He grinned, sounding anything but sorry, and stepped closer.
“I probably won’t melt,” I said as he moved in. I lost myself in his warm brown eyes. “I don’t know if you heard,” I couldn’t wait to share the news, “but George broke up with me today.” My heart beat fast. For some reason, I felt nervous telling him.
His smile widened, and I relaxed. “I might have heard a rumor or two.” He moved even closer. I closed my eyes as his chilly lips met mine before quickly heating from the kiss. Finally, I thought. We could date like normal people and put all the drama behind us.
Just then a car screeched to a stop in front of my house. I jerked away from Matt to see what was going on, and there was George’s white pickup, the front tire halfway up the curb. He rolled down the window and sneered.
“I knew you were messing around on me with that loser.”
Matt tensed and took a step towards him. I grabbed his arm, and he stopped walking, but his muscles were tense. I could tell he really wanted to go give George a piece of his mind.
“You two deserve each other and anything else that comes your way.” George took off, fishtailing on the slick street before resuming control.
“Nice guy,” Matt said, staring after him, his hands in tight fists at his sides.
George was a jerk, but I didn’t even care about that anymore. It was his final words that scared me and made me remember the creepy feeling of being watched earlier. I started to shake.
Matt turned and noticed me shaking. “Are you all right? Are you cold? Here.” He stripped off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. “It’s freezing out here.”
The gesture was so sweet. The warm jacket, still carrying his smell, made me want to go all gooey inside, but the icy chunk of fear lodged in my chest made sure that couldn’t happen.
Laurie going M.I.A., the note in my purse warning me to keep George in line, the creepy feeling of being watched, and now what sounded like a threat from George. Something was really wrong. Or if it wasn’t yet, it was about to be.
“Feeling better,” Matt asked with a concerned look.
As much as I wanted to have a problem so small a warm jacket was all it took to fix it, that’s not where I was. I shook my head and stared down the street after George although he was long gone.
I never claimed to have premonitions or anything like that, but I didn’t need a sixth sense to know something was really messed up. “I think something bad’s going to happen,” I said. I spent a minute giving him my reasons, and from the way his face hardened I could tell he agreed with me.
“I think you should stay home tonight. You said everything would end after tonight’s game. Hopefully that means you’ll be safe then.”
“I can’t,” I said. “I have no proof about anything. If I miss the game, the state championship game because I have a spooky feeling about it,” I wiggled my fingers in the air, “with nothing to back it up, I’ll be off the squad. And I’ll let the other girls down. We’ve worked really hard on all our routines, and it takes all of us to make them run smoothly.”
Matt jammed his hands in his jeans pockets and looked out over the yard with a dark expression on his face. I could tell he wasn’t happy with my excuses.
“Tell everyone you’re sick,” he said. “That’s an acceptable reason for missing the game.”
I drew in a deep breath. “I don’t know if you can understand this, but I really want to cheer at the game tonight. It’s a big deal. Something most cheerleaders only dream about. If I had hard proof that something bad was going to happen or that I was in real danger I’d skip the game in a heartbeat, but without that. . .” I shook my head.
Matt let out a huff. “I get it. I’m not happy about it, but I do understand. Tonight’s a big deal. Just do me a favor?”
I nodded.
“Let me drive you to and from the game. I’m going to watch you every second out there. If I see anything suspicious I’ll come pull you off the field myself if I have to.”
With a smile on my lips, I happily agreed. I’d feel safer knowing he was keeping an eye out for trouble. I really just liked the fact that he seemed to care about me so much.
I glanced at the door. “Some of the other girls are upstairs getting ready. I need to get back up there.” I reluctantly took off his jacket and handed it to him. “Thank you,” I said, taking a step closer and tilting my head.
Matt’s face relaxed. He lowered his head to mine. Our lips met in a kiss that was at once electric and comfortable. My body heated up so much I hardly missed his coat. I forced myself to end the kiss even though I would have been perfectly content to stand there for hours. “I need to leave by six thirty for the game.”
“No, problem. I’ll be here.”
I slipped inside and kept my eyes on his until the door closed between us. Leaning on the door I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to erase the silly grin I knew was on my face.
I’d never felt about anyone the way I did about Matt. I was so excited just thinking about spending time with him and getting to know him better. And if lots of kisses were involved I’d be perfectly okay with that.

 

Chapter 33
The game was held at a nearby college that was central to both our schools. I didn’t ever get nervous cheering in front of crowds, but as the stands filled up my nerves started to tingle. It wasn’t just the size of the crowd, but the thought that if Laurie’s creepy boss was here I might not even notice him. And I really wanted to keep an eye on him every second.
If something was going to happen tonight, I was pretty sure he would be in the center of it. I’d pulled Michelle away from the others for a minute before they’d left for the game to tell her about George and his possible threat so she could help me watch for anything that didn’t look right. With all these people here, though, how could we possibly tell if anything was out of the ordinary?
It wasn’t raining anymore, but the clouds hovered overhead ominously, dark and full, looking like they might burst any minute. We hung banners from the chain link fence that separated the track from the stands then went to get the giant breakthrough sign we’d hold on the field for the guys to run through when our team was announced before the game started.
“Laurie!” I yelled, spotting her in the crowd. She looked cute as always with loose curls in her blond hair. She wore her cheerleading uniform, and from a distance looked like a typical high school student. But up close her face was pinched, nervous.
She moved towards me at a speed just below a run and kept glancing over her shoulder. That couldn’t be good. I jogged to meet her. “What’s wrong?” I asked immediately, certain that whatever it was somehow involved me.
“Keep walking and smile.” She pasted a smile on her lips, darting looks left and right.
“What’s going on?” I asked through a wide smile without moving my lips.
“George isn’t playing by the rules. My uncle’s not going to let it slide.”
I stopped and shook my head, trying to figure out what her uncle had to do with anything. “Your uncle?”
“Keep your voice down.” Laurie darted a nervous look around. “The guy you saw me with at the mall. He’s my uncle. George is supposed to throw this game tonight or my uncle’s going to lose his shirt. Talk’s going around that George is bragging about how he’s going to stick it to ‘the loan shark.’” Her blue eyes finally stopped roving long enough to land on mine.
“My uncle hired someone to be here tonight. They’ll come after you sometime during the game to send George a message to uphold his end of the bargain if it looks like he’s not going to.” She rubbed her face. “I can work this out, but George has to do what he said. If Forest Ridge wins this game, someone could get killed.”
Tiny spots of light flicked along the edges of my vision as I tried to take that all in. I felt light-headed. I reached out and grabbed Laurie’s arm for support, but I almost wanted to faint. If I did, someone would take me away and tuck me in a nice warm safe bed until this was all over. But just because I was safe didn’t mean everyone was.
Laurie flashed a sympathetic look at me but started walking again. Her gaze never stopped moving as she swept the crowd for familiar faces.
“I’m really confused,” I said, keeping up with her brisk pace and scanning the crowd just as vigilantly as her. “I thought George bet on winning the game and was going to win a lot of money so he could pay off his parents house and pay for college.”
Laurie shot me a look. “That might be his big plan, but it’s not what he agreed to. If he does that there’s no telling what my uncle will do. He’ll be pissed for one thing, but he also has to maintain his reputation. He’ll have to make George pay, and he might do it through people George cares about.”
Mrs. Masterson’s sweet face flashed before my eyes. They wouldn’t hurt his mother, would they?
“Laurie,” I grabbed her arm and yanked her to a stop. “We have to call the police. This is illegal. We have to stop it before your uncle starts hurting people.” As much as I really was concerned about anyone at all getting hurt, at the moment I was more concerned about myself. Laurie said her uncle had targeted me.
Laurie pushed herself right into my face. “If we call the police, I’m the only one who can be linked to anything right now.” She pointed to herself. “That’s why my uncle made me transfer here when it became apparent Forest Ridge had a good team this year and might make it to state.” Her voice held a bitterness I’d never heard from her before.
“I’m the one who hooked George and his buddies up with the steroids to give them an edge and to lay a noose around George’s neck. It wasn’t hard after that to convince him to take out a little loan from Marvin to hold him over until after he won the game.”
I think my mouth hung open as she talked. As many scenarios as Michelle and I had cooked up, none of them had Laurie pushing drugs and funding loans.
“Once George was fully hooked,” Laurie said, “I threatened to go to the police about the drugs if he didn’t throw this game. I also let him know his loan would be considered paid in full if he did. It didn’t take him long to realize his entire future would go down the toilet if the police were involved. He not only wouldn’t get a football scholarship, he wouldn’t be eligible to play college ball at all. Odds were fair he’d even do time since he distributed the drugs to other players.”
We were slowing the flow of traffic. A few people gave us dirty looks as they shoved past us. I barely noticed. After all this time I finally knew what was really going on.
It wasn’t that it was so far off from what I’d been thinking that I couldn’t believe it. It was that while Michelle and I were trying to come up with what was happening, we were simply inventing far out stories. Things we kind of suspected might be true but didn’t totally believe. To have Laurie confirm that George was involved with illegal stuff and real-life criminals was hard to wrap my mind around.
Laurie stepped away as someone else bumped into her and started walking again. “My uncle had me do all the dirty work so nothing could be traced to him. George and I are the only ones who’ll face the music if the cops get in on this.”
“But what about the person you said he hired? Why can’t we call in an anonymous tip that there’s someone here with a gun?”
I followed her look as it swept the rapidly filling stands. There were hundreds of people here. Each wearing bulky winter clothes and many carrying umbrellas. Without any kind of description, where would they start looking?
And that’s if they took our call seriously to start with. I spotted a couple of uniformed police officers walking through the crowds and felt the slightest bit better knowing they were there.
“Look,” Laurie said from the corner of her mouth. “Something’s not right. I haven’t been able to get ahold of Marvin all day, and he always stays in touch when we have something big going on.”
My eyes widened. “You do this kind of thing often?”
Laurie pinched her lips tight and gave me a look I interpreted as “you are so sheltered it hurts” although she could have been going for something a little meaner.
We’d crossed the field and Jules spotted Laurie. She let out a high pitched squeal and came running towards us.
“Stick close to me,” she said, turning on a bright smile as Jules got close. “Once I talk to Marvin I’m sure I can convince him to leave you out of this. Until then don’t go anywhere alone.”
That made me feel a little better but not much.
Jules grabbed Laurie in a big hug. “I was so worried about you. Where’d you disappear to after the pep rally? I’ve been texting you all afternoon!”
Laurie’s whole demeanor changed as she jumped into what I guessed was her cover story. “There’s this guy I’m kind of seeing,” she said, sounding all bubbly and light-hearted and totally different than she had seconds before “Only we haven’t told anyone yet. We’re keeping it quiet until we know where things are going. You know how it is.”
Jules jumped up and down. “I’ve been trying to set you up with guys all year. I can’t believe you finally found someone. Tell me who it is.”
Laurie shook her head. “No can do.” She gave Jules a secretive smile.
Jules wasn’t deterred and started naming every guy at our school.
Laurie let Jules drag her over to the other girls so they could help her guess. I stood to the side and watched the stands fill with so many people I couldn’t make out each face. It was like staring into an over-crowded fish tank and trying to tell one fish from the other.
I twisted my hands together. How would I spot Laurie’s uncle if he showed up much less a stranger he hired? Any one of those unfamiliar faces could be working for him. It could be a man a woman. Someone young or old. I searched for anyone acting off or suspicious in any way, but all I saw were eager fans visiting and looking for seats. This was hopeless.
I didn’t want Laurie to get in trouble even though what she’d done was really messed up. I didn’t even want George to get in trouble. But this was really all George’s fault. Not only did he let himself get in such a bad situation, now he was going to renege on his end of the deal? Bad guys weren’t called bad guys because they had big generous hearts and were forgiving when someone tried to cheat them. Surely he knew that.
Laurie was still the center of the conversation, but I made up an excuse and dragged her aside. “You said someone will come after me if George doesn’t do what he’s supposed to. Is your uncle planning on hurting me? Talking to me? What? I don’t even know why I’m involved in this.”
Laurie’s face was pinched tight and her eyes never stopped scanning the crowds. “If it looks like George isn’t throwing the game, Marvin will send him a little message.”
I grabbed both her arms and shook her. “What does that mean?” All kinds of scary images raced through my mind. Sending someone a message on movies wasn’t a cute little note or voice mail. It was broken bones and burned buildings. I hoped I was over thinking this.
Laurie met my eyes and didn’t mince words. “He’ll hurt you to make sure George stays in line.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. My knees turned rubbery. I started to sink to the turf, but Laurie held me up. “I’m keeping an eye out. I won’t let that happen, okay? That wasn’t part of the plan. We have to act like nothing’s wrong though. If he thinks you know what’s going on he’ll move faster.”
“I can’t,” I whispered, feeling overwhelmed. I darted frightened glances at the crowd. “I can’t act normal, knowing someone might attack me at any minute. We have to call the police. We’ll explain he made you do everything. They’ll let you go and arrest him.”
A look of sorrow swept across Laurie’s eyes. “That’s not how it works.” She licked her lips. “Not only that, he’ll find out who called the cops and kill them. You. Me. He won’t care.”
“But he’s your uncle.”
Laurie’s face hardened again. “He’s my uncle in name only. He “raised” me since my parents were killed. Really he just wanted to live in their nice house and drive their cars, living off the insurance money that was supposed to be mine.” The bitterness was back in her voice one hundred fold. “He’s made me work for him for years. I’ve been saving up to disappear, but that’s not as easy as they make it look on TV.”
She gave me a hopeful look. “Why don’t you just talk to George and make sure he loses this game, but not too bad so it looks thrown, and then no one will get hurt?”
I shook my head. “George won’t listen to me. We broke up this morning, and he’s acting crazy.”
“You have to try.” She pulled her purple phone out of her waistband even though it was strictly against rules to have it. I figured cheer rules were low on my list of concerns right now. “If I can get a hold of Marvin, I’ll tell him you two broke up. That might at least take the bullseye off you.”
Without hesitating, I took the phone from her and pushed the button to hang up.
“Why’d you do that?” She narrowed her blue eyes at me and snatched her phone back.
I bit my lip, full of internal conflict. “At least if the target’s on me we can be on the lookout. What if they target his new girlfriend? Or his parents? No one’s watching out for them. They’ll be easier targets.” My forehead furrowed as I considered my next move. “Don’t tell him we broke up yet. I’ll try to talk to George.”
I didn’t wait to see what she thought about that. The football players were lining up, getting ready for the game to start. I spotted George’s blond hair and ran straight to him. Of course, he had to be surrounded by the entire team. I shoved my way through a sea of shoulder pads.
“We have to talk,” I said when I finally reached him. I kept my voice low and tried to drag him aside.
He dug in his heels and looked me up and down before laughing. “You had your chance, babe. I told you this morning, we’re over.”
My cheeks flamed as the guys near us coughed and laughed. “It’s not about that,” I hissed at him, scowling at his buddies. “I don’t think you want me to tell your friends what it’s really about.”
His eyes narrowed into dangerous slits, but he stalked through the team and stopped in a vacant spot a few feet away. He crossed his arms and waited for me to catch up. “I don’t know what you think you know but you better keep your damn mouth shut.”


 

Chapter 34
I was too scared of Laurie’s uncle to be scared of George. I got right in his face. “Someone wants to hurt me because you’ve been running your big mouth saying you’re not going to throw the game like you promised.”
He looked slightly surprised I knew that much but didn’t interrupt me. “I would have already called the police, but Laurie said only she and you would get in trouble if I did, and her uncle would just be more set on hurting someone.”
George’s face blanched when I mentioned the police. I prayed I was getting through his thick skull.
“I think it’s wrong to throw the game,” I hurried on since I had his full attention. “You’re team has worked hard for this. But if you don’t throw it I won’t be the only one getting hurt. You know a guy like that won’t take lightly to being cheated. George,” I took a deep breath, “he’ll kill you.”
George ran a hand through his hair and spun away from me, muttering a string of curses.
He ran his tongue over his teeth and shook his head. “Un-uh. He isn’t going to do anything. It’s just a bunch of talk. Marvin acts all big and scary, but he’s just a weasel. It’s not the first time he and Laurie tried to pull this scam.”
His blue eyes landed on me, full of forced confidence. “If you do your research you’ll see the last two schools Laurie went to just happened to win state. That’s not a coincidence.”
I didn’t think it was a coincidence either “All right, let’s say Laurie and her uncle ran this same scam at those schools. How do you know they weren’t supposed to win?”
George gave me a condescending look. “It’s a lot easier to throw a game than it is to win.”
While I didn’t appreciate his snide tone that told me how stupid he thought I was, what he said did make sense. There was only so much to do to win a game when you were up against a stronger opponent. But losing a game, on the other hand, could be done whether you were on the better team or not. “So you think those teams were supposed to lose but didn’t?”
“I don’t just think it, I know it. And no one ended up with broken legs after the games. There weren’t any shootings. Marvin’s not going to do a thing about it when I win tonight.”
I could only stare at him. “You’re taking a huge gamble on that, and it’s not just you who stands to lose. What about me? What if this is the time Marvin decides to stop letting kids cheat him without repercussions?”
George ran a hand over his mouth before stepping closer and lowering his voice. “If we win tonight, and I think we have a real chance of winning, my dad’s friend in admissions let him know I’ll have a full ride scholarship. Full ride,” he repeated, his eyes filled with hope. “Not only that, Dad might have placed a little bet on us winning. He’ll be able to pay off our house free and clear.” He gave me a pleading look. “We have to win tonight. My entire future’s riding on it.”
I looked away, swayed by his argument but not happy. “So I can’t talk you into upholding your end of the deal?”
He looked back towards his teammates. “I’d be letting all of them down too if I didn’t try my hardest tonight.”
I slammed my hands on my hips. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you made a deal with the devil.”
With a sad look, he shook his head. “I’m giving it my all tonight. Win or lose, it won’t be because I didn’t try. It’s going to be fine,” he added, probably thinking his words were reassuring. He ran back to his team before I could say anything else.
Someone slapped him on the back and a couple of the guys leered at me. My guess was they thought I was over here begging George to take me back. From the way he’d been acting lately, I was sure he’d let them believe that. I again wondered how I’d dated him as long as I had.
Opening announcements blared above the noise of the crowd and shook me from my thoughts. I jogged over to my squad to get ready for the breakthrough. Laurie gave me a questioning look, and I shook my head and looked away. I wasn’t able to convince George to go along with her uncle’s scam. I just hoped he was right that Marvin wouldn’t do anything about it.
Laurie placed a foot on my thigh to climb up and sit on my shoulders. “Well?” she said before stepping up. “What’d he say?”
“He said you and your uncle have tried to make other schools throw games and no one got hurt when they didn’t. He’s not going to do it.”
Laurie sat on my shoulders and held the top of the break through sign that we’d decorated with dark green trees and blue swirls and the words “Chop ‘em down, Lumberjacks!” She lowered her head close to mine. “He got some bad information if he thinks no one got hurt. Didn’t you hear about the ‘car accident’ two years ago that tragically took out the quarterback in Silver Springs a couple months after they won state?”
I looked up at her, and she nodded with a grim expression. My legs started to shake. I had to tell George, but just then the team gave a yell and ripped through the sign, running onto the field. I watched George jump up and down and pump his fist in the air. He had no idea what he was getting into.
I did my best to smile and cheer like I didn’t have a care in the world besides who won the football game tonight. I guess really, that was true. If the opposing team won, George might not get his scholarship and his family might lose their home but no one would get hurt. When the other team made the first touchdown, I tried to act disappointed but inside I cheered wildly.
As promised, Matt sat front and center, watching every person who walked by. I was thankful he was there, but I knew that unless someone was dumb enough to pull out a weapon in front of everyone there was no way to tell who was working for Laurie’s uncle.
Michelle scooted close to me as our team took offensive positions. “Laurie’s deep in this isn’t she?”
“Majorly,” I told her what I’d learned. “I don’t know what to do.”
The other team gained control of the ball and raced down the field, weaving and dodging our guys. Our team finally took the runner down just shy of the end zone.
“You might not have anything to worry about,” Michelle said as the rival team ended up making their second touchdown in the first few minutes of the game. “If the whole game goes like this, we’re going to get creamed.”
As un-cheerleader like as that sounded, I found myself praying that’s exactly what would happen. The easiest answer would be if the other team outplayed us no matter how hard George tried. Unfortunately, by half-time, Forest Ridge was in the lead by twelve points.
We had to perform during half-time and my stomach churned. What should have been a fun night had turned into my own version of a horror show. Our routine went smoothly, and we ran off the field to the fans cheers. Matt waited for me by the gate.
“You looked great out there.”
Just being near him relaxed me. The other girls headed for the locker room, but Laurie waited beside me. I reached up to kiss Matt’s cheek and whispered in his ear. “I might need to leave early. I’ll text you.”
Worry flooded his eyes, but after a look towards Laurie, he just nodded.
Laurie wrapped her arm around mine as we started walking. “You don’t need to be alone,” she whispered. I wanted to be thankful she was watching out for me, but I felt it was the least she could do since she’d been instrumental in putting me in danger.
“I’m not going back out there,” I said firmly. “Matt will take me home.”

 

Chapter 35
 
Laurie’s grip on my arm tightened. I thought she was angry about my plan to leave the game early, but her eyes were locked on a lanky guy with greasy blond hair walking straight towards us. She didn’t have to tell me he was the guy working for her uncle. He had a mean look in his eyes, and those eyes were fixed on me.
We stopped walking. I saw a flash of silver as he pulled his hand out from under his brown coat. I froze. He held what looked like a hunting knife. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I wanted to yell for help or run away, but my entire body felt frozen with fear. Laurie stepped in front of me. “Run!” she yelled, giving me a push.
I tried. I really did, but in my terror, my feet forgot how to work together, and I fell in a heap on the cold concrete. Stinging abrasions covered my palms. I ignored them and pushed myself to my feet determined to get away.
I shot a look over my shoulder just in time to see a fist connect with the greasy haired guy’s jaw. I followed that fist up to a black leather jacket, and I knew before seeing his face it was Matt.
Instead of running away, I ran towards the fight. I had to help Matt. He couldn’t get hurt because of me. Getting closer, I realized Matt needed no help. A couple more hits and the other guy flew through the air landing hard on his back.
A policeman ran our direction with a radio to his mouth. Before I could reach Matt another cop grabbed his arms from behind and slapped handcuffs on him.
“No,” I yelled. I ran up and tried to explain Matt had probably saved my life but was completely ignored until I was finally able to point out the knife on the ground. Things went crazy after that. People screamed. Sirens blared to life.
Somehow in all the commotion, Laurie disappeared. 
With one eye on Matt, I did my best to explain what had happened.
It wasn’t too hard to make the connection between my would-be attacker and Marvin. The guy had Marvin’s business card in his jacket pocket and a picture of me on his phone along with saved texts ordering the assault on me if Forest Ridge was in the lead at half-time.
When the guy came to, he was dragged to his feet and handcuffed. Up close he looked young and scared and dirty. My guess was he was a homeless guy Marvin had hired cheap rather than a professional killer which could easily explain why he’d been so sloppy with the texts and stuff.
Whatever the reason, I was so thankful for his carelessness I could have cried. It would have been awfully hard proving our story without it.
Someone unlocked Matt’s handcuffs, and I flew into his arms. He held me tight and stroked my hair. “You’re all right now. It’s going to be all right.”
I couldn’t stop shaking. I pulled back so I could see his face. “Thank you,” I whispered. I wanted to say so much more, but the words wouldn’t come yet. I was freezing cold, and the EMT who came to check me out said I was in shock. I believed it.
They tried to get me to go to the hospital but I knew I wasn’t really hurt. I just needed some time to process everything so I could put it behind me.
After my accusations about the game being rigged, it was called off until everything could be sorted out. Matt and I had to go to the police station so they could officially take our statements, which was pretty scary, but everyone was really nice and they let us leave after a couple of hours. They promised someone would keep an eye on our houses and George’s until Marvin was caught. That did make me feel better, but not great.
Matt and I passed George on our way out of the police station. He sat on a wooden bench with his head in his hands. Even though he’d almost gotten me hurt, I felt sorry for him. I didn’t know if he’d be in any legal trouble or not but he wasn’t getting that full-ride scholarship.
I hesitated as we walked past. Almost as if he sensed me looking at him, he lifted his head. He’d changed out of his uniform and wore jeans and a heavy coat. His blond hair was still messed up from his helmet and his eyes were empty.
My stomach tensed. I didn’t know how he’d react, knowing I told the police about his part in everything. He looked from me and Matt to our joined hands. Giving me a bleak look, he nodded before lowering his head again. I wasn’t sure exactly what the look meant, but I took it as acceptance of the situation. Thankfully he didn’t seem to blame me for anything.
Matt held my door before getting in the driver’s seat and starting the car. Instead of driving, though, he turned and pulled me into his arms. I clung to him. The tears that had been just below the surface sprang out in a torrent. The car was still cold but in his arms I was warm. And safe.
Matt gave me all the time I needed, just holding me and stroking my hair and back until all I had left were a couple of embarrassing hiccups.
“My hero,” I tried to lighten the mood, but my lips trembled. He really was my hero.
“I saw that guy pull his knife, and I knew he was going for you.” He pulled me closer, his voice a harsh whisper. “I didn’t know if I’d get to you in time. There were so many people between us. I might not have if Laurie hadn’t stalled him.”
I pressed my lips together. Laurie had shown a heroic side, but I had trouble fully appreciating it since I never would have been in danger to start with if it wasn’t for her. I hoped she managed to disappear like she wanted to. I didn’t want to think what would happen if her uncle found her.
“I’ve never been that scared,” I said. “And then I saw you hit him, and I was afraid he’d hurt you.”
Matt’s chest rumbled against me as he laughed. “Even now you have no faith in my fighting abilities.” Thankfully he didn’t sound truly offended.
I laughed too, and it felt so good, as much a release as the tears had been. “You laid him out pretty quick. I have a feeling I won’t ever question your ability to hold your own again.”
He gave me a long look. “I better get you home. Your parents will be worried.” I’d texted them, and I was sure he was right. They’d be standing by the door waiting for me to get home so they could see for themselves I was okay before grounding me for life.
“Kristen!” The front door flew open before we made it to the porch. Dad wrapped me in his arms before I could say a word. Tears threatened again, and I sniffed against his soft sweatshirt.
“Come in out of the cold,” Mom directed, ushering us inside. She looked me over from head to toe before pulling me into a hug against her. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she whispered against my hair.
“And you.” She pulled back so she could see Matt but kept an arm around my waist. “Thank you,” were the only words she got out before she started softly crying. I felt terrible for being responsible for her tears.
Dad clapped Matt on the shoulder before pulling him in for a hug. “We heard you saved our baby’s life. We can never repay you for your bravery.”
Matt shuffled his feet, and his ears turned pink. “I’m glad I was there,” he said modestly.
“Come sit down.” Mom started walking towards the living room.
“I should go,” Matt said. “My parents will want the full story too.” His eyes locked on mine. I could tell there were so many things he wanted to say but not in front of my parents.
“Call me tomorrow?” I asked.
He nodded. “Good night,” he said. Dad closed and locked the door behind him.
“He seems like a nice young man,” Mom said. I just smiled. He was so much more than that, but now wasn’t the time to go into it.
My parent’s wanted to hear the whole story from A to Z. Then they went back through and spent at least another hour questioning things. Once they were satisfied they understood the situation, and again told me how thankful they were I was safe, they started lecturing.
I don’t think they said anything I hadn’t already thought myself, but I didn’t blame them for rehashing everything. I knew they were terrified and had good reason to be. I sat on the couch with my legs tucked under me and patiently listened as they went on and on. And on. I might have tuned them out a couple of times as my mind drifted back to everything that had happened. But I did try to pay attention.
It was close to two in the morning when they finally ran out of steam. I hugged them both extra tight and told them I loved them then ran up to my room, ready to have a few minutes alone with my thoughts.

 

Chapter 36
 
After the night I’d had, I think it was perfectly forgivable that I screamed when something knocked against my window. I spun towards it with both hands pressed against my mouth certain Marvin or the blond guy from the game would be there staring at me.
Instead, I saw Matt’s face. He squinted his eye and grimaced just before Dad burst through my door holding a golf club over his head like a weapon. Mom was right behind him, her choice of weapon was a phone.
“It’s okay,” I held up my hands and tried to reassure them before Mom had the entire police force at our front door. I snuck a glance at the window, thankful to see Matt had vanished. “I’m okay. I. . .”
I looked around the room for an excuse and saw my makeup bag on the floor by the dresser. One of the girls had probably dropped it before the game. I pointed to it. “My bag fell, and the noise scared me. I guess I’m a little jumpy.”
“Oh, honey.” Mom hugged me to her side. She smelled of her favorite face cream and toothpaste, and I knew she’d been getting ready for bed.
Dad poked his golf club under my bed and looked in the closet. He even checked to make sure my window was locked. I held my breath while he did, hoping he wouldn’t spot Matt.
“Easy there, Dad.” I tried to joke. “You could put someone’s eye out with that thing.” I was pretty sure he held a driver and could brain someone much easier than poking an eye out, but I was going for light.
His eyes flitted across every space in my room again before he lowered the club. The corner of his mouth twitched in a half smile at my comment.
“Do you want to sleep in our room tonight,” Mom asked with a worried look.
I remembered a time when there was nowhere I felt safer when I’d had a bad dream or didn’t feel well, but I guess I’d finally grown up.
I shook my head but smiled. “I’m fine here. The noise just scared me.”
“Of course it did,” Mom said. “After everything you’ve been through.” She cupped my cheek with her hand and looked into my eyes. “I know I didn’t say it earlier, but I’m very proud of you.” Dad moved to stand beside her. “We both are,” she added with a glance at him.
I didn’t feel like I’d done anything to be proud of, but by now I was worried Matt was either freezing outside my window or had given up and gone home. I just wanted Mom and Dad to go to bed so I could find out.
“Thanks.” I let out a big yawn. “I think I’ll go to bed now.”
“All right, dear. We’re just down the hall. Yell if you need anything.”
Dad left the door open a crack behind him. I waited until I heard their bedroom door close and eased mine shut the rest of the way. I ran to the window and pushed it up, sticking my head out into the cold to search for Matt. I hoped he hadn’t given up on me and gone home. I looked down and there he sat on the roof right under my window. He grinned up at me.
My face lit with a smile. I was so glad he hadn’t left. “Get in here,” I said, moving aside so he could. He climbed in and blew on his hands before rubbing them together. I took his icy fingers in mine and tried to share my warmth with him. “What are you doing here?” I asked. I couldn’t quit smiling at him.
“I saw your light come on.” He shrugged. “Do you mind?”
I shook my head. I turned out the overhead light and left the lamp on. I climbed into bed and patted the pillow next to me. “Sit down.”
He did but kept some space between us. “So, how much trouble are you in?”
I sighed and dropped my head back against the wall. “A lot, I think. We spent so much time on the many ways I could have been murdered we didn’t get around to my punishment.” I bunched my lips to the side and wrinkled my nose. “What about you? What did your parents say?”
He shrugged. “It’s probably different for a guy. I mostly got patted on the back and congratulated for knocking that guy out. My dad wanted to hear the details of every punch.”
“Must be nice,” I laughed, and he chuckled with me. He moved his hand closer until our fingers touched. My skin tingled where it met his.
His smile dropped, and he searched my face “How are you? I mean really?”
I gave a tired laugh. “You did hear me scream when I saw you in the window, right?”
His face softened into a sad smile.
“I don’t know how I am yet,” I continued. “Relieved to have everything out in the open? Scared Marvin has a target on my back?”
Matt moved his hand until it covered mine. I looked down at our joined hands. “You know if you weren’t there tonight, it’s possible I’d be in the hospital right now. Or worse. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me. I told you I’d be there watching out for you. Anyone else would have done the same if they’d seen what was happening.”
I shook my head before he finished. “You know that’s not true. Most people would have run the opposite direction when they saw a knife. But not you. You stepped right in there and took that guy on.”
Matt’s ears were red again, and I knew I’d embarrassed him, but it was true. He was a hero. My hero.
“Did you happen to see where Laurie went?” I asked. I hoped she was somewhere far away, safe from her uncle, but I worried she might not have been that lucky.
He shook his head. “Too much was happening. She didn’t leave until that creep was down, though. I think she wanted to be sure you were safe.”
My phone beeped. I darted a look around my room trying to remember where it was. It beeped again from my jacket pocket, and I hopped up to check it. I hoped it was Laurie because I wanted to know she was safe, too. It was Michelle, freaking out from all the rumors floating around. I guess a couple of those rumors had me laid out in a morgue.
I’m fine. I texted briefly. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. I knew she’d want to know more than that, but I wasn’t up for rehashing everything again. I switched my ringer off and dropped my phone on my desk. I didn’t want to talk to anyone else right now. I just wanted to enjoy being with Matt.
“That was Michelle checking on me.”
I sat facing him, taking in his sweet dark eyes and full lips. I leaned in and he met me half-way. The kiss started slow and gentle. Teasing. Testing. It quickly moved to something deeper.
My heart beat in time with Matt’s. He moved until I was laying on my back. His weight rested on his elbow beside me as he continued to move his lips over mine. Warmth spread through my entire body, starting in my chest and branching out to my fingers and toes.
I felt both so tense and so relaxed and safe at the same time. I lost myself in Matt, forgetting about the danger I might even now still be in and just enjoyed the feel of him next to me.
His hands moved over my body, driving away the last remnants of icy fear. I pushed my hand under his shirt, sliding my fingers over his taut stomach, and drawing a low moan from his lips, before moving to his warm back.
At some point, Matt laid beside me, and I curved into him. I loved the way we fit together so perfectly. He was so warm and smelled so good. I inhaled a deep breath and held it for a few seconds, just enjoying being so close to him.
Somewhere along the way, I drifted off. Same as last time, I didn’t wake when he left. I didn’t even crack my eyes open until almost noon.
My first thought was how good it had felt in Matt’s arms. I stretched and started to smile, but my second thought wiped the smile from my lips and replaced it with a ball of dread in my stomach. Laurie’s uncle was out there somewhere, and he wouldn’t be happy we’d messed up his plan. I didn’t know who he’d focus his anger on, but I knew I was on his radar.
I got my phone. I had about a zillion voice messages and even more texts as word had spread of my involvement with things last night. I didn’t have any messages from Laurie, though. I was still mad at her, but I was growing more worried about her by the second. I understood she’d done what she had to to survive.
I scanned through some of the messages from Michelle. Apparently, there was a huge school meeting about whether to cancel prom or not after the scandal from the game came to light. 
Her last text, just over an hour ago, was filled with hearts and smiley faces. She said prom was on and still thought she could convince me to go. She had no idea. I was happy for her, but prom was the farthest thing from my mind.

 

Chapter 37
 
There was a soft knock at my door, and I tucked my phone under my pillow. “Come in,” I called.
Mom peeked in, giving me a smile when she saw me. Dark circles lined her eyes, and I felt guilty knowing they were there because of me. Otherwise, she looked good dressed in a bright sweater and navy slacks. It looked like she’d been up for hours. Which she probably had considering how late it was.
She opened the door, and I saw Dad stood behind her. They both came in and Mom sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand while Dad went to look out the window. I held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t notice the window was unlocked. He didn’t and came to stand beside Mom.
They were acting really strange. “Is everything okay?” I asked even as my mind sought the worst things that could possibly have happened. I sat up straight, panic surging through my veins. “Is Matt hurt? Laurie?”
“Shh,” Mom said with a reassuring smile. “I’m sure they’re okay.” She drew in her lips and looked up at Dad.
“The police were here earlier,” he said. He put a hand on my shoulder as I started to shake. “It’s okay, honey. They found Marvin Wiley’s body early this morning.”
I only knew one Marvin. “Laurie’s uncle?”
Mom nodded. Her smile was small but still in place.
I shook my head. “They found his body? So he’s dead?”
 I looked from one face to another, and they both nodded.
“The police said they connected Marvin Wiley with a lot of shady deals in the area. Their thoughts are one of those deals went bad.”
I swallowed, my emotions in such a jumble I didn’t know what to feel. I grabbed handfuls of the comforter, and I held tight. “So, it’s over? He won’t be coming after me?” I felt guilty for being happy a person was dead but that was the emotion that was shining through.
“It’s over. Not for George and some of the others involved with the steroid usage, but for you it’s finished.”
I threw myself into Mom’s arms. One more time tears poured from my eyes but this time they were tears of relief.
Mom brought me a grilled cheese sandwich. My favorite comfort food. The buttery smell made my stomach growl eagerly, and I dug into it right away. I didn’t realize I was so hungry, but I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d eaten more than a bite of food. When I finished the sandwich, I wiped my fingers on a napkin then dug my phone out from under my pillow.
Still nothing from Laurie and nothing from Matt, but five new texts from Michelle along with dozens from other kids, some who I hardly knew.
I needed to call Michelle soon so she could stop worrying about me, but I had something else to do first. I closed my eyes and tried to picture where Laurie might be. Was she on the run? Had the police found her or maybe her uncle before he was killed?
I didn’t know if she’d even get it, but I composed a text to her, telling her that I knew she helped save my life last night and how much it meant to me. I added a line at the bottom mentioning her uncle had been murdered during the night. I didn’t want it to come across crass, but I wanted her to know she didn’t have to look over her shoulder for him anymore.
I reread my text to her and hit send. I hoped our paths would cross again someday. I wanted to thank her in person for risking her life for me. Next on my list was a call to Michelle. After reassuring her I really was alive and okay, I didn’t get another word in for a full ten minutes. She filled me in on all the rumors going around before doing her best to convince me I had to go to prom.
“It won’t be the same without you there,” she said.
I laughed at her. “You’ll be so wrapped up in Danny you won’t even know I’m there.”
She released a long sigh. “I’m not sure if he’s going.”
“What?” I yelled sitting up straight. “Why not?”
She blew out a heavy breath. “With the game blowing up the way it did last night, his future’s uncertain. He along with all the players had to take a drug test. Now he’s worried his college won’t want him anymore. He’s pretty down.”
“The college has to understand he had no part in anything that happened. Maybe I can talk to them.”
“I’m sure they’ll make a decision once they have all the facts. I’m with you. I don’t think they’re going to hold his teammates’ poor choices against him, but he’s not too sure.”
Neither of us said anything for a minute. “I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I wish I’d handled things differently so no one would have been hurt.”
“Oh, no! Don’t you dare try to claim responsibility for any of this. If you want to point a finger you aim it right at George’s oversized chest.”
“I know.” I leaned back and shut my eyes. “I can’t help replaying everything in my mind and trying to find a better outcome.”
“Don’t.” Michelle’s voice was firm but kind. “You couldn’t have done anything that would have made last night turn out differently. Don’t beat yourself up about things that were far beyond your control. You were a victim in this.”
“I know you’re right. I just don’t know if I’ll ever stop feeling guilty.”
“That’s why you need to come to prom tonight! We’ll own the dance floor and forget all our problems.”
For a split second, she almost had me swayed. “I don’t think I’m up to facing everyone yet. You know there will be questions all night. And half the school probably hates me for costing them the game.
“Kristen,” Michelle’s voice held a note of warning.
“Just because we know I wasn’t responsible doesn’t mean everyone else will see it that way.”
Michelle didn’t reply right away. “Well, if you change your mind I’ll save you a spot on the dance floor.”
“Deal,” I told her. “Now you better go. You have to get ready.”
“Hey, Kristen?” Michelle said softly.
“Yeah?”
“I’m really glad you’re okay. You don’t know how sick I was last night when you and Laurie didn’t show up in the locker room and then there were all the sirens and everything.”
“I know. I was pretty sick myself.” I forced a small laugh. “Go get ready. Send me lots of pictures!”
After I hung up I opened the closet door and stared at my perfect dress. My heart felt heavy. I’d pictured tonight so differently over the years. Who could have ever guessed I’d be where I was right now, in the center of a huge scandal.
I imagined if they took a vote for least popular tonight, George and I could probably claim that title easily. I closed the door on the dress and promised myself I’d get rid of it soon. Looking at it was a painful reminder of what I was missing out on.
A long hot shower worked the kinks out of my neck and back and washed away some of the funk I was in. I put on my favorite fuzzy pink sweatpants and an old t-shirt and wrapped my wet hair in a pink towel on top of my head.
I ran downstairs to see what was for dinner. I was still starving. The doorbell rang as I walked past. I thought about ignoring it but decided I’d have to start facing people sometime. I pulled the door open and my jaw dropped. Matt stood in the open doorway dressed in a black tux and held a small plastic flower box in his hand.
He smiled that cocky smile of his but looked a little nervous. “A little birdie told me you might need a date to prom tonight.”
I forced myself to close my mouth. “Michelle?”
“Maybe,” he said, but his smile widened.
I moved aside so he could come in and shut the door.
“What do you say?” His eyes locked on mine. “Will you do me the honor of being my date tonight. I seem to remember you have a dress all ready to go.”
I twisted my hands together, tempted. I remembered my hair was wrapped in a towel. “I’m not ready.” I patted the towel self-consciously.
“I can wait.”
“How will I face everyone?” I bit my lip. “I’m sure I’m the most hated girl at school right now.” I stared at my socks.
Matt grabbed my chin and tilted my head until I was looking at him. “If they have a problem with you, they can talk to me. You didn’t do anything wrong and they’re going to have to figure that out real quick.”
“I . . .”
“Say yes,” Matt said, with a hopeful look in his eyes. “Say you’ll make me the happiest guy at prom tonight and be my date. I can’t wait to let the world know we’re together.”
I smiled at that.
“You should go.” I looked back to see Mom and Dad standing in the doorway smiling at us. Mom looked like she was about to cry.
“Okay.” I nodded. I didn’t need any more convincing. I took off up the stairs and called over my shoulder, “I’ll hurry!”

 

Chapter 38
The prom committee had reserved an old plantation that had been converted to an events venue. Matt found a spot in the lot across the street and parked while I stared at the beautiful old house. Welcoming golden light shone from every window. Fairy lights lined the walk and both the upper and lower porches.
Matt opened my door. I stepped out and took his hand. After everything I’d been through, I felt a little like a princess from a fairy tale ready for my happy ending.
“Ready,” Matt asked. He’d hardly taken his eyes off me since I’d walked down the stairs in my dress and heels. I’d managed to pile my hair on my head but let lots of curls spill down around my neck. I thought I looked okay, but the way Matt looked at me made me feel beautiful
I took a deep breath and straightened my spine. Michelle knew I was coming and had ensured me none of the cheerleaders blamed me for anything, so I knew I’d have at least a few friendly faces when we walked through the door. With that and Matt by my side, I thought I could make it through the night.
“Ready.” I nodded. By the time we got to the front porch, we could hear laughter and music spilling outside. No matter how much of a fiasco the game was last night, some people were still enjoying themselves.
Matt opened the door and we stepped into the opulent foyer and followed the music to a real ballroom. The lights were bright and the decorations were minimal because the room was so beautiful it didn’t need decorating.
The floor was highly polished wood. Three walls were painted white with brilliant gold accents. The forth wall was mirrored and reflected all the guests and the lights from the trio of chandeliers overhead. Bulbs shaped like flames lined each of the chandeliers, and I could picture the room with candles in place of those lights a hundred years ago. It was all so amazing it gave me a chill. I smiled up at Matt, thankful he’d convinced me to come tonight.
“Are you ready to go in?” Matt asked softly.
Taking a deep breath, I nodded. I could do this. With my arm linked in his, we stepped into the room. I was determined to make the best of the night no matter how people treated me. What I didn’t expect was the spatter of applause that started near us before growing to encompass the entire room.
Everyone stared at us and a few people cheered. My smile fell. I looked behind me wondering who everyone was cheering for. The music stopped mid-song. I looked over to see our class president, Alex Bruce, standing behind a microphone looking right at us.
“There are few true heroes in our schools today, but Forest Ridge has the honor of claiming two of them. Disregarding the risk to themselves, Kristen McDonald and Matt Brady helped stop a dangerous criminal who could have caused a lot of harm last night.” Alex lifted the glass of punch he held in the air. “Let’s give them both another round of applause to show them just how much we appreciate what they did for us all.”
The applause was deafening. I gave Matt a frightened look. He was a hero, sure. But me? I felt like such a fake. Matt gave me a reassuring look.
Apparently understanding my look he bent close to my ear. “You could have let Laurie tell her uncle you weren’t with George anymore, but you didn’t. You let the focus, and danger, stay on you so others would be safe. You’re absolutely a hero.”
Overcome with emotion, tears filled my eyes as I looked around from one smiling face to another. I held my fingers under my eyes and blinked hard trying to save my makeup. I shook my head, but let out a teary laugh. I’d been so nervous everyone would be mad at me, and here they were clapping and cheering.
Michelle broke through the crowd, followed by Jules and Kara. They looked gorgeous in their shimmering dresses. Michelle wrapped me in a fierce hug and held tight. The music picked up where it left off, and people got back to their conversations and dancing.
I was thankful to have the spotlight off me.
“I’m so glad to see you,” Michelle gushed. Tears shone in her eyes, and I understood how she felt. She was my very best friend. If the situation was reversed I would have been worried sick about her. I swiped at another tear that escaped.
“Thanks for calling Matt.” I said quietly before the other girls demanded hugs. Michelle smiled from me to him and nodded. “It was the least I could do for the class hero,” she teased, and I rolled my eyes.
Danny walked up behind her and put a hand on her back. I raised my eyebrows in surprise, and he just nodded happily in reply.
“Danny,” I started nervously, twisting my hands together. I needed to apologize to him. “I’m so sorry about the game and everything.”
He smiled at me, and I relaxed. “Michelle told me you were going to try to claim credit for the work of a crime syndicate. You might be a hero,” he narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, “but I don’t see you as a criminal mastermind.”
He was teasing me. If I’d known him better I would have given him a huge hug. Instead, I settled for a smile. “Thank you.” I nodded, overcome with emotion so thick it clogged my throat.
Matt seemed to sense I needed some space. “Let’s go find the punchbowl. We’ll see you all in a little bit.”
“You’re at our table,” Michelle called as we started working our way through the crowd.
It took forever to make it to the punchbowl because every few steps someone stopped us to tell us what a great job we did last night. A few guys slapped Matt on the back with twinges of envy on their faces. I was sure any one of them wished they were the one who’d knocked out a criminal at the game.
I squeezed Matt’s hand and waited for him to answer a question before we were able to move on a few more feet. By the time we got to the punch bowl, I really was thirsty from all the talking I’d done in the last thirty minutes. I grasped the cup Matt poured and took a long drink of the fruity punch. It was cool and refreshing and eased my dry throat.
Matt took a drink of his punch and scanned the crowd before looking at me. “Are you glad you came?”
“So glad. I could never have imagined such a magical night.”
“Yep,” he took another drink, “I’d say you’re more popular than ever. I think you’re a shoe-in for prom queen.”
I glanced around the room filled with mostly familiar faces and shook my head. “Everyone’s being so great.” I lowered my eyes and looked up at him through my lashes. “But that’s not why tonight’s so special. It’s because I’m here with you.”
Matt put his arm around me and bent to kiss my head. “I thought you were such a snob when I moved in next door to you.”
“What?” I might have shrieked, totally caught off guard by the comment.
“Oh, yeah,” he grinned at me. “I’d try to wave at you if I saw you in school, and you’d stick that cute little nose in the air and walk right by like you couldn’t even see me.”
I gave a guilty laugh. “You noticed that, did you?”
“Of course I noticed the prettiest girl in school giving me the cold shoulder.”
“Well, I only did that because you were so full of yourself I didn’t want to add to your overgrown ego.”
“Overgrown ego?” He burst out laughing, and some people looked over with curious smiles wondering what the joke was.
“I might have been wrong,” I joked.
He tilted his head back and forth thoughtfully. “No, you were probably right.”
I gave a surprised laugh and swatted his arm. A slow song started and he took my cup from me and sat it down beside his on the table. “I’ve been waiting to get you on a dance floor since that party at Tony’s”
My entire body flushed as I remembered dancing for him as he’d watched from the edge of the crowd. He led me to the center of the floor and pulled me into his arms. I rested my cheek against his chest and closed my eyes.
The people disappeared around us, and it was just me and Matt on the floor moving in time to the music. I felt so full of happiness it was almost painful. I couldn’t believe how much things had changed from one night to the next. And while I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, for right now, I knew I was exactly where I belonged.
 
 
Coming Soon: Book 2 in the Forest Ridge High Series, High School Heartbreak. Did you love Michelle? You can read her story in High School Heartbreak.
 
I hope you loved reading Kristen’s story in High School Hero. Now please show her some love by taking a minute to leave a review!
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