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one



“Layla Sunrise Carter! What the heck are you doing?” My best friend, Cara Matz, leaned on the locker next to mine and stared me down. “Explain yourself!”

“Okay, first of all, could we refrain from uttering my middle name in public?” I asked. I shoved my AP European History text into my locker and slammed the door shut. “I mean, harpoon my social life, why don’t you?”

“Uh, sorry, but I think you’ve already done that yourself,” Cara said, her pale blue eyes open wide. “Why did you break up with Josh? I thought you liked him.”

“Yes. Liked. As in past tense,” I said. “Let’s go to lunch already. I’m starving.”

I stepped around her and started down the crowded hallway to the cafeteria. I knew from experience that Cara was not going to be deterred so easily. The girl wanted to see me in a serious relationship more than she wanted to wake up one day with her corkscrew-curly blond hair spontaneously straightened—and she’d wanted that since kindergarten. But at least I could grab a bagel and eat while she ranted. For some reason, dumping a guy always made me hungry.

“I mean, two weeks ago we’re on a double date and everything is fine. You’re feeding each other French fries, you’re laughing at all his jokes, and then you just callously break up with him this morning in study hall. Without even consulting me!” Cara sighed as we shoved our way into the cafeteria. “He and Mike totally got along, too. It could have been perfect.”

Ah, Mike. The real reason behind Cara’s eagerness to see me tied down. Mike and Cara had been going out since freshman year. They were nauseatingly cute together and Cara was beyond happy with him. I suppose I couldn’t blame her for wanting to see me that happy, too, but I had yet to find a guy I wanted to hang out with for more than three dates. After that they all just became boring. Or annoying. Or both.

“Sorry. You are just gonna have to remain a twosome for a little while longer,” I said with a shrug.

“But I really wanted a foursome,” Cara complained.

A couple of sophomore girls looked at her in a shocked way as they walked past. Cara flushed.

“Not in a sexual way!” she shouted after them. “Great. Now everyone’s gonna think I have an orgy fetish,” Cara said, throwing her hands up.

“Who cares? They’re sophomores,” I said. I wrapped my arm around her as we joined the lunch line. “Josh and I were just not meant to be, okay? Sheesh. You’re more depressed about this than I am.”

“Yeah. What’s that about?” Cara asked, handing me a tray and taking one for herself.

I shrugged. “I’m just good at moving on. In fact, could we move on from this conversation already?”

“Uh, hardly,” she said, grabbing a plain bagel for herself and an everything bagel for me. “I want to know what happened. What was wrong with this one? Chewed with his mouth open? Strange body odor? Did he call you too often? Not enough? Wear too much blue?”

I paused in front of the fruit basket. “God. You make me sound so shallow.”

“I’m sorry. No. Those were all very good breakup reasons at the time,” she said. “And I’m sure you have a very good reason now unless you jumped to another one of your crazy conclusions.” She grabbed an apple and pulled out her wallet. “So, what was it?”

I winced. This was not going to sound good in the current context.

“Model airplanes?” I said.

Cara looked at me like, Come on, already! “Please tell me you’re kidding. You dumped Josh Thorenson because he has a hobby? Are you on drugs?”

I looked around. Cara really had to work on that volume problem of hers. “Yes. Yes, I’m on drugs, Cara. Are you trying to get me expelled?”

She rolled her eyes and we paid for our lunches. As we made our way to our usual table, I tried not to glance toward Josh’s. I hoped he wasn’t upset and moping, but if he was, I didn’t want to see it. Clean break. That was what it was all about. Don’t get emotionally involved too quickly.

Cara dropped her tray, sat down, and picked up right where we had left off.

“Okay, on a scale of one to ten, one being Deke ‘the Geek’ Kostopolis and ten being, of course, Drew Sullivan, you rated Josh a seven!”

She had a point. Not many people had come closer to Drew-level hotness. It had been two years since Drew Sullivan had graduated from Kensington High School and I still compared every guy I met to him—even though we had never actually spoken. Who needed to talk to the guy when he had those beautiful hazel eyes and that longish, messy brown hair that only he could pull off without looking like a reject from the grunge era? Then there was the motorcycle. And the artistic talent. Hot, artsy boy on a bike? Didn’t get much better than that. A girl could fantasize about Drew Sullivan for days.

“Hello? I’m over here,” Cara said, waving her hand in front of my face until I snapped to. “What was wrong with Josh?”

“Cara, you don’t understand. Yesterday I went over to Josh’s house and there were a zillion model airplanes hanging from the ceiling in his room,” I said, shaking up my iced tea. “So I’m like, okay, it’s a motif. Fine. I can handle that. But then the dining room table was covered with newspaper and there were five different airplanes in various stages of put-togetherness.”

Cara scoffed. “That is so not a word.”

“He had model airplane books and model airplane magazines and, get this, a huge poster of Leonardo DiCaprio from The Aviator inside his closet door,” I told her with all the gravity the statement merited.

“You’re kidding.”

“I am so not. By now I’m seriously questioning his sexuality, right? I mean, Leo? Inside the closet? Hello, sub-text!”

Cara laughed.

“But then he starts kissing me and he’s clearly into it, so I’m thinking okay, maybe he does swing our way, until he moves the action to the bed and you’ll never believe what I saw there.”

Cara’s eyes widened. She was riveted. “What?”

“Airplane sheets. The guy has airplane sheets. Sexually ambiguous with the sheets of a kindergartner? That’s where I draw the line.”

Cara laughed again. “So it actually wasn’t about the model airplanes.”

I blinked. “No. I guess not.” Apparently I wasn’t quite so shallow.

“Okay. So who’s next?” Cara asked, popping a piece of bagel into her mouth.

Ouch. I knew I dated around a lot, but she didn’t have to make it sound so…I don’t know…expected.


“What am I, a revolving door?” I asked.

Cara turned pink and took a sip of her water to make the bagel go down easier.

“You know that’s not what I meant,” she said, once she’d finally swallowed. “I just want you to fall in love already.”

“Why? Why is it so important that I fall in love?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light.

“Because I think you’d like having a boyfriend,” Cara said. “And you deserve one. A good one. Someone who’ll buy you little presents and drive you to school…”

“I have you for that,” I pointed out with a smirk.

Cara narrowed her eyes. “Maybe I should stop driving you. Then you’ll have to get a boyfriend.”

I pushed my long, chestnut brown hair over one shoulder. “I’ve got two feet that work,” I said blithely.

“Ha-ha,” Cara said, pulling out a notebook and pen. “That’s it. I’m making a list.”

“A list? Of what?” I asked, munching on my bagel.

“Eligible bachelors,” she said. “Ones you haven’t dated.”

“Good luck with that,” I said, rolling my eyes. I hadn’t been that busy over the past few years, but Kensington was a small school in a small New York town slightly north of the city. We only had so many worthy guys to go around. I glanced at my watch and gathered my things. “I gotta go.”

“What? Why? You’re not gonna help?” she asked, clearly bummed.

“I don’t know, Cara, chasing guys isn’t really my thing. I like it when they come to me,” I said. “If it’s gonna happen, it’s gonna happen.”

Cara sighed. “All right, fine. But can I make the list anyway?”

The girl did love her lists. Probably why she got a perfect score on her verbal SAT. For two straight years she lived for those vocab lists.

“Knock yourself out,” I said, hoisting my fringed messenger bag over my shoulder, and grabbing my bagel and iced tea. “Meanwhile, I’ll be in the library researching a viewpoint piece on the U.S. Patriot Act for next week’s Reporter. Who’s the smarty now?”

Cara and I were co-editors of the school newspaper, The Reporter, and sometimes we let ourselves get competitive with our pieces.

“Yeah. You keep telling yourself that.”

Cara waved me off, returning her attention to the list. She was such a romantic. Sometimes I wished I was more like her—that I could even wrap my brain around the idea of having a serious boyfriend—but ever since my parents’ seriously messy divorce, I had been sort of doubtful about the whole long-term relationship thing. And besides, I was only seventeen. Why would I want to tie myself down when I should be living it up?

I was almost to the cafeteria doors when I heard someone calling my name.

“Layla! Hey, Layla! Wait up!”

I stopped by the drink machines near the door and turned. Nate Henry, super hoop star and fellow psychelective student, was jogging to catch up with me. Never in my life had I talked to this guy. Not once. We didn’t exactly circulate in the same, well, circles. Nate was cute and all, with his short, wavy blond hair and cornflower blue eyes, but he was way too J. Crew for my tastes. All argyle sweaters and pristine white T-shirts. I liked my guys a little…dirtier.

Of course, half the girls in school were salivating to wear his varsity jacket. To all the jocks and social butterflies and anyone who aspired to be a jock or a social butterfly, he was the hottest of the hot.

“Man, you walk fast,” he said, catching his breath.

“What’s up?” I asked.

Nate blinked and averted his eyes. “Oh. I, uh…” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Good question! What is up?”

I raised my eyebrows. This was intriguing. He had come running after me and he had nothing to say. Could this be, perhaps, a prelude to an ask-out? Me and Nate Henry. Everyone would just die. Seriously. The halls would be littered with carcasses.

I found myself studying Nate for the first time. Could I go there?

“I was wondering if you did the psych reading,” he blurted finally.

“Uh-huh,” I told him.

He really was kind of cute. If I could just mess up his hair a little and maybe untuck that shirt…

“Cool…” he said, pressing one fist into the other palm.

He was exhibiting all the classic symptoms. Goofy greeting? Check. Lame conversational topic? Check. Fidgeting? Check. It was kind of charming. I would have thought with his star power and half the school wanting his bod, he’d be a cocky jerk, but he was practically sweating. But then I remembered that even though he’s super popular, he’d never had a serious girlfriend. Hmmm…

“I thought that stuff about the whole codependent relationship thing was kind of cool, you know?” Nate said. He reached out to rest an arm on a drink machine all casually…and missed. He stumbled, almost crashing sideways into the wall, but caught himself on the machine and turned beet red.

“Are you okay?” I asked, grinning.

“Yeah. Sure! I…uh….”

Okay. We had to end this before someone got hurt. I flipped my hair over my shoulder and tilted my head.

“Nate, is there…I don’t know, something else you wanted?” I asked.

“Right! Yeah, well, I…I heard about you and Josh,” he said. “I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And I was just sort of wondering if you might want to go out with me sometime,” he said quickly. “Like, maybe tonight? To a movie?”

Right. So I had two choices. I could either say yes and reveal the fact that I was planless that evening, or I could tell him I was busy and then stay home by myself watching Made all night long. And really, what kind of life was that? Option A it was.


“Sure,” I said. “Give me a call later. I’m in the book.”

“Yeah? Great. That’s great,” he said, suddenly psyched. “I’ll call you after practice.”

“I’ll talk to you then,” I assured him.

I waited for him to bound back to his table like a happy puppy before casually strolling over to where Cara was still sitting.

“Hey,” I said to Cara.

She glanced up, startled. “You’re back! Why are you grinning like that?”

“Oh, because Nate Henry just asked me out,” I said nonchalantly.

“Nate Henry?” she said with a gasp. “No way! Nate—”

I dropped down into the chair next to hers and slapped my hand over her mouth before she could go all supersonic again.

“Shhh! Calm down,” I said, even though my own heart was skipping happily. Who knew that Nate Henry could have that kind of effect on me? One conversation and already I could kind of see what all the other girls saw in him. It was very rare that a guy that hot was also that sweet.

“Omigod, Layla. Nate Henry is the single most eligible bachelor in school,” she said, producing her list. “Look!”

Sure enough, Nate was right on top of her, so far, very short list.

“It’s fate,” she said.

I smiled slowly. Maybe it was fate.

“Okay, stop channeling my mother,” I said. If there was anyone who was all about fate and destiny and star signs, it was Mom. “Want to come over after school to help me pick out something to wear? Hey! I’ll even let you do my hair.”

“My straightening iron and I will be there,” Cara replied with a grin. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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Six hours later, my hair was perfectly stick-straight and Nate was opening the door of his silver Prius for me. A seventeen-year-old gentleman. Who knew it was possible?

“My mom would love this car,” I said as he climbed in behind the wheel. “She’s all about the environment.”

“Ex-hippy?” he asked.

“Try current. Current, active, and cardholding.”

Nate checked out my outfit: knee-high boots, skinny jeans, and a graphic tee topped with a fitted blazer. “I never pictured you as the tree-hugging type.”

“I’m not,” I replied. “Not really. I mean, I’m all for recycling, but other than that I don’t have much in common with my mother. I want to be a lawyer. She burst a few blood vessels when I told her that one. May as well have said, ‘Mom? I’m gonna be a stripper!’”

Nate blushed at the mention of the word stripper. Aw. He really was just too cute.

“Sorry. Did I embarrass you?” I teased.

“No! Not at all,” Nate said, clearing his throat and checking the mirrors about two dozen times before pulling out onto the street. “So…what do you want to see?”

“I don’t know. I’m up for anything,” I said. As always. “What about you? Are you an action flick kind of guy, or are you down for something classic?”

“I could go for classic,” he said.

I smiled and sat back. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

 

By the end of Rebel Without a Cause, I was transfixed, but not by the movie. I couldn’t stop staring at Nate. When I’d suggested the throwback movie house, I had expected him to grumble about it or just grin and bear it, but he was totally into the flick. He had even mouthed a few of the lines along the way, as if he’d seen the movie a million times before. How many super jocks could say that? Nate Henry was a lot more interesting than I’d given him credit for.

Plus his profile was totally gorgeous.

The lights came up and I blinked my way out of my trance. Nate turned to me and I instantly looked at the screen, hoping he hadn’t caught me staring.

“Did you like it?” he asked, taking my soda cup and the half-empty bucket of popcorn as he stood.

“Loved it,” I replied. “You?”


“Are you kidding? That’s one of my favorite movies of all time, but I’ve never seen it on the big screen,” he said. “Thanks for thinking of it.”

I grinned. “No problem.”

Nate stepped out into the aisle and let me walk ahead of him into the lobby.

“So, where to next?” Nate asked as we slipped into our jackets with the rest of the movie-goers. I slid over next to the wall to let an elderly couple pass.

“I could definitely eat,” I said. “Why don’t we hit Johnny’s?”

A shadow of doubt crossed Nate’s face and instantly my insides squirmed. Johnny’s was a burger place in town where all the kids from school hung out. Did he, for some reason, not want to be seen with me?

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Everyone’s gonna be there,” he said.

Bingo. Mr. Big Man on Campus could not be seen with Ms. Couldn’t Care Less What You Think of Me. I knew there was a flaw in there somewhere.

“Nate, why did you ask me out?” I asked point-blank. I had never been much for game playing.

Nate blinked, clearly taken aback. “What? What do you mean?”

“I mean why did you—a guy who can have any girl in the school—ask me out?” I said.

Please don’t let it be because you heard I hook up a lot, I thought desperately. Please do not turn out to be that kind of guy.


Nate scoffed. “I can’t have any girl in the school,” he said, flushing.

“Are you trying to be modest, or are you really that clueless?” I said, my body temperature rising. “They all want you! The cheerleaders, the volleyball players, the fashion victims. All the most gorgeous, popular, cookie-cutter girls in the school.”

“Well, maybe I don’t want them,” Nate blurted, his ears turning bright red. “Why are you so mad all of a sudden?”

“Nothing. Forget it,” I said. “If you don’t want to be seen with me, that’s fine.”

I turned toward the door, but Nate grabbed my arm. “Wait. Is that what this is about? Johnny’s? Layla, the only reason I didn’t want to go there was because I wanted to be alone with you, you know, to talk or whatever. If we go to Johnny’s everyone’s gonna be all over us. I don’t know about you, but that’s not really a date to me.”

My heart warmed and I turned to face him. His blue eyes were open and honest and totally sincere.

“Really?” I said.

“Yeah,” he replied, releasing his grip. “And as for the most gorgeous girls in the school, I thought I was out with one of them.”

Whoa. Step back. We have a winner! I couldn’t have stopped grinning if someone had stepped on my foot with a stiletto.

“Well, you are,” I said, flicking my hair over my shoulder nonchalantly.

Nate grinned back. “You don’t have any kind of confidence problems, do you?”

“Not really,” I answered.

“I like that.”

He reached out and took my hand. His was soft and warm and fit perfectly around mine. Suddenly I felt tingly all over. Never felt that with Josh Thorensen.

“Now can we go someplace quiet and just…talk?” he asked.

I rolled my eyes playfully and ducked into the crook of his arm. “If you insist.”
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“You still haven’t kissed him?” Cara blurted, staring at me in the girls’ room mirror. “What, does he have perpetually bad breath or something?”

“Hardly.” In fact, Nate’s breath was always minty fresh—from a distance anyway.

It was Monday morning, three weeks after my first date with Nate. Since then, we had gone out on two more perfect dates, then hung out all weekend long, and he had yet to become annoying or boring. In fact, he had only turned out to be more sweet, more cool, and, if possible, more handsome, than I originally thought. But yes, it was true. He had yet to kiss me.

“Then I don’t get it,” Cara said.

“Hey, it’s not like I don’t want to. I mean, have you seen those lips?” I said, smoothing on a touch of strawberry gloss. “It’s just, he hasn’t made a move and I don’t want to, like, jump him and scare him off or something. I don’t want to ruin it.”

“Uh-oh,” Cara said, shaking her head. “You’ve got it bad.”

“I do not!”

“Yes, you do! You so do!” Cara cried. “Omigod, this could be the one. Nate Henry could be your ultimate high school romance. Who knew?”

“Crazy, huh?” I giggled. I couldn’t help it. Nate had turned me into a giggler. Me. Even thinking about the sweet way he’d kissed me on the cheek the night before made me shiver in a way a thousand lip kisses with other guys never had.

“I have literally never seen you like this,” Cara said. She pulled out her own tube of lip balm and sang as she reapplied. “Layla has a boyfriend, Layla has a boyfriend.”

Normally I would have smacked her upside the head, but instead I just sighed. “You know, I think I actually do.”

“And just in time for Valentine’s Day!” Cara announced.

“How cheesy is this?” I said, rolling my eyes.

Cara turned to me and smiled. “Actually, I think it’s the perfect amount of cheesy.”

Just then the door to the girls’ room whooshed open and in walked Debra Jack and Hannah DeSalvo. They looked us up and down like we were mildew.

Now, I have nothing against cheerleaders, per se, except when they use their perkiness for evil. Which these girls lived to do. To the guys on the varsity teams Debra and Hannah were perfectly sweet and attentive, but to anyone who was not in their group (insert Cara and me here) they were total bitches.

“Did you hear about Nate and Jenny?” Debra began.

Cara and I looked at one another. My heart pretty much stopped.

“No!” Hannah said dramatically. “Are they together now?”

“Looks that way. They were totally hanging out at my party after the game on Saturday, and he was, like, all over her.” She glanced at me in the mirror and smirked.

My heart thudded extra hard, but thankfully, I was able to keep my face impassive. After all, I knew she was lying. Nate had actually hung out with me after his game on Saturday. Plus there was no way Nate would ever go for Jenny “I have one functioning brain cell” Morrison behind my back. I knew where I stood.

“Oh, very subtle, Debra,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Did you learn that tactic at charm school?”

“Don’t be all defensive, Layla,” Hannah said, dusting some powder on her crooked nose. “It’s not our fault Nate came to his senses and decided he could do better than the school slut.”

She may as well have slapped me across the face. “What did you say to me?”

Debra sighed, snapped her compact closed, and tossed it in her bag. “If you can’t take it, Layla, try not dishing it out to every guy in school.”

For once in my life, I was rendered completely speechless.


“Who the hell do you think you are?” Cara said, stepping up to them. “You don’t know anything about her.”

Glad someone was able to find her tongue.

“Only that she keeps the Trojan company in business,” Debra said, causing Hannah to snort a laugh. “Come on, Hannah,” Debra said over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Then, with one more derisive glance back at me, they trailed by us out the door.

“Yeah! You’d better go!” Cara shouted after them.

I turned and leaned against the sink, feeling sick. “Did they really just say that to me?” I asked.

“Come on, Layla. They don’t know what they’re talking about,” Cara said.

“Of course they don’t! I don’t sleep with every guy I date!”

“I know you don’t,” Cara said. “Debra’s been in love with Nate since the fifth grade and he’s never even looked at her. She’s just jealous. Don’t let them get to you.”

I took a deep breath and groaned. “I’m not,” I said. “I’m not. I just wish I had said something. God, I hate it when I don’t have a comeback.”

“That’s why you’ve got me,” Cara said, rubbing my back. “And when I don’t have one, you always do.”

“True,” I said.

Cara’s eyes were mischievous when they met mine in the mirror.

“Hey. Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Dating Nate is the best revenge.”

I stood up straight and smiled back. She did have a point.


 

Thankfully, my first class was Spanish, where we were supposed to finish watching The Motorcycle Diaries. There was no way I would have been able to pay attention in an actual class just then. Thank goodness for Che Guevera and his poignant life story. The room would be dark and Mrs. Melendez would be riveted, so I fully intended to settle down for a forty-minute brood and catnap.

I leaned forward in my seat and rested my head in my hands as I waited for Mrs. Melendez to turn off the lights. If Debra and Hannah had decided I was a trashy slut, and they were part of Nate’s clique of superiority, did that mean that he thought the same thing? Had he heard those rumors as well? Probably, if Debra had anything to say about it.

Damn, I wished I had said something to her. Anything. Maybe I should spend the next forty minutes formulating the perfect comeback so that I’d have it ready for the next time.

“Class, before I start the film, we have a new student I would like to introduce,” Mrs. Melendez announced. “Everyone, this is Ian Cramer.”

“’Ello.”

Well, that got my attention. A British accent in the middle of New York State? We weren’t that far away from New York City but you still didn’t hear exotic accents every day.

I glanced up and time stood still. At the front of the room was one seriously gorgeous bit of Yorkshire pudding. He was tall and broad with dark brown skin, nearly black eyes, and dreadlocks that were tied back with a leather cord. His jeans, boots, and orange sweater were molded on a killer bod.

“Would anyone like to volunteer to help Ian get caught up in the class?”

Every female hand in the room shot up, including mine. Hey, the guy was a supermodel. It was sheer instinct.

“Layla. Good. Thank you
































































































































OEBPS/MSRCover.png





OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





