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Dedicated to all you hopeless romantics. I’m right there with you.
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On the day of the biggest party of the year, which occurred on the Friday night before the two-week holiday break, my mom scheduled me to have my wisdom teeth pulled. She was perpetually shitty like that and it wasn’t cool that she filmed me afterward, my slack and drooling face gushing about my high school crush. 

It was even more uncool that she uploaded it to YouTube all before the laughing-gas wore off. But more on that in a bit.

I was pretty much out of it, which meant I was none-the-wiser for a few hours, but wisdom-teeth-surgery-pain-be-damned, I wasn’t going to miss school for the world, not if it meant I’d miss getting a coveted invitation to Jocelyn Moore’s party. 

My plan was to ask Olivia Brewster to go with me. I even had a handwritten, calligraphy-style note ready to give to her. 

However, receiving an invitation was a long shot. I had a greater chance of winning the Heisman Trophy. Jocelyn and I weren’t exactly in the same social group. In fact, in high school terms, we weren’t even the same species. 

Paul DeChantis, my best friend, summarized as much as we left fourth period algebra.

“The only way you’re going to get an invitation, Katie,” Paul said as we closed our lockers and observed our fellow students, “is to steal one.” 

Paul’s head was shaved on one side and the other side, which had longer hair that went just past his ears, was dyed bright purple. He wore a black puffer coat, red plaid shirt, tight leather pants, and faded blue converse high-tops. That he was a bit eccentric was an understatement.

Best friends and neighbors since the second grade, we did everything together. Gymnastics (until he broke his ankle); painting (until we realized I was colorblind); junior cooking school (we both liked that so much our parents jointly decided to unenroll us when we kept baking and then eating cupcakes everyday); and music lessons, which continued to this day. 

We were in the Westwood High School marching band. Paul, a pretty rad drummer at school but also in his own band, held sticks in his hand, twirling them, and I played the flute, which I did not twirl since it was tucked inside its heavily padded, but compact, black case. The note I had written for Olivia was inside the case where no one would ever think to look. Non-band students had this weird fear that touching an instrument would make them instantly unpopular.

In the loud and clustered hallway, we witnessed what you’d call typical behavior: freshmen rushing to class, upper classmen hanging out, socialites and gamers on their phones, fingers flying, teachers encourage-yelling at everyone to get to class before the bell, and then, in the corner, near the restrooms and water fountains and a poster that read, “Plagiarism isn’t worth it!” my eyes zeroed on three seniors (two girls and one boy) holding neon green note cards. Each year the invitations were a different color.

“Like, beat them up and steal their invitations?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow at ranking my ability to take on two female students while Paul took on the studly boyfriend of the taller girl. “Keep two invitations and sell the third?”

Paul looked me up and down. “You’re the size of a store brand pop-tart, Katie, and I just got this nose ring, so no. Besides, I have band practice tonight.”

I was about to rib him about his bandmate and cool-as-hell guitarist and singer, Abbi, and how he should finally ask her out, but I stopped myself as I registered the gleeful (and snobby) expressions on those students’ faces.

Popular students were the worst. Jocelyn, who was uber popular and pretty and rich, but also sadly predicable, was selective in who received an invitation to her annual Winter’s Perfect Night party. It was held at her parents’ mansion and decked to the nines with sparkly decorations, food for miles, a famous DJ, a professional photographer, a dance floor, a game room, an indoor bowling alley, an indoor swimming pool, and a mini-theater that played the latest releases. Her mom owned a gaming company and her dad was Virginia’s top breeder of Golden Retrievers. It was like a private Dave & Busters with puppies.

“How about this,” I amended as I pulled my now incessantly-buzzing phone from my coat pocket, “we wait for the boyfriend to leave and then jump the girls?”

Paul felt my forehead. “Feeling violent today, are we? You seem pretty adamant on getting an invitation for yourself. But I wonder who you’d like to take? A certain person named Oli—”

“Oh, my God,” I said, cutting him off, but my response wasn’t on what he was about to say. 

Everyone in the school got the same text and, as I clicked on a video labeled, “Gibberish Flute Girl,” it turned out to be a video of me. I didn’t even remember my mom filming me.

I already felt like crap due to having my wisdom teeth pulled this morning, but this was ten times worse. It was like my mom punched me in the gut while also stabbing me in the back. Paul’s phone buzzed too, and as he stood beside me as we leaned against our lockers, his gaze alternated between my screen and his. 

He took on a sheet-white panic stricken expression. I noticed every other student stop what they were doing and look at their phones.

I turned up the volume and then wished I hadn’t.

“Da fwwwuuute is aaaa beeeauuuutiful innnnnnstruuument, riiiight?” I was in the back seat of my mom’s SUV, leaning sideways, heavy lidded, with tufts of cotton in my cheeks and drooling, like a messy-haired, drunk person who suddenly decided to eat a couch cushion. “Woooonndder ifffff Ooooffffivvvva would wiiiike it. Gooonnnnnaaaa ask herrrrrr tooooo Jofowin’s parrrrtyyyy.”

“Who is that?” another person asked as they tried to identify the dweeb from the video. “Like, she looks so familiar.”

Someone snickered and said, “Jofowin! I can’t wait to tell Jocelyn.”

Paul got right in my face, his hands braced against my shoulders. “Look at me!” His breath smelled like pizza hot pockets. “The video is barely understandable, Katie, and, as much as it pains me to say this, we’re nobodies around here. We’re lower than nobodies. We’re band geeks. It’s a large school. Most don’t know you and I doubt they’ll guess who you’re talking about.”

But it didn’t matter because it was still a video of me. My asshole mom posted a video about me, and everyone was watching it, and, oh by the way, Paul was wrong about one thing because the girl right next to us said, “Olivia, as in Olivia Brewster?”

I was going to be sick. “I need to go drown myself in a toilet,” I said in a monotone voice. My backpack and my flute made a loud clunk and clatter as I dropped them to the floor.

My legs felt as stiff as wood as I started walking toward the restroom. I caught sounds from the video in various stages of play as I made my way down the hall. The goal was to not draw attention to myself. However, the object of my affection walked out of the girl’s bathroom just as I was about to go in.

There was a slight cringe on Olivia’s face as she saw me. She knew who I was. We sat next to each other freshman year in band. We were sorta-friends. She played the flute, too. Or used to. She gave it up to join the volleyball team.

I wasn’t sure if she’d seen the video or not and I wasn’t about to stop and chit-chat to find out. She looked like she’d just finished volleyball practice. Her blonde hair, which was up in a messy bun, was slightly damp around the edges and her face was pink with exertion. She wore a turquoise green tunic dress with black tights and brown ankle boots. 

Olivia looked like she was going to say something, but I couldn’t stomach the questions building in her eyes. I turned on my heel, made my way to the school’s main entrance, and, Paul following me, walked right out.

If I had been thinking straight, though I don’t know who could’ve blamed me for my reaction, I would have realized that in that leaving behind the flute, I had left behind my note for Olivia.

But, like I said, I wasn’t thinking straight.
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