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Chapter One

 


Anything worth talking about in my mediocre
existence always starts with Tessa. Always has.

Glancing up as I walk in,
Tessa stands in her bra and underwear, with one leg balancing on
top of the bathroom sink, shaving her long leg. The top of her
short, strawberry blonde hair, recently cut into a Molly Ringwald
bob, is pulled back with a pink butterfly clip. She, and every
other girl in the country, copied the look as soon as they left the
movie theater after seeing Sixteen
Candles last year. Everyone except me. I
favor Kelly LeBrock’s look from Weird
Science. Tessa says I have the boobs to
pull it off. But I think it all comes down to the hair—I’ve got the
same crazy tangle of curly brown hair that’s so voluminous that it
kind of looks like I stuck my finger into an electrical outlet. But
in a good way.

“If you didn’t shave, you
totally better because there’s going to be some seriously cute guys
at Lori’s house tonight.” Tessa’s mouth curls into a sly smirk of
rebellion.

“Ugh, but I hate shaving
my legs unless I’m in the shower,” I say, bending over to run my
hands down my shins and doing a stubble check.

“So, like, dry shave.” She
shrugs and turns her attention back to her legs. “You’ll thank me
later.” Tessa finishes up and hands me the razor.

“What exactly is it that
we’re doing tonight?” I avoid looking at the razor that’s so full
of Tessa’s leg hairs that I want to gag.

“No questions remember? I
promised you an exciting Saturday night, and I’m totally going to
deliver. I’m stoked for the surprise I’ve got coming your way.” She lets out a
nasally squeal of happiness.

“What have you done now?”
I slap my hand over my mouth, realizing I asked another question.
The familiar feeling of being terrified that Tessa’s going to get
us in over our heads takes hold. It’s like the mix of thrill and
dread you feel when locking in your seatbelt on a roller coaster.
You have no clue how the ride’s going to go, but you want to do it
anyway.

Since Tessa
moved to a new school
last year, she met a new group of friends that I don’t know—thanks to being
stuck at home babysitting my brother almost every night of the week
when my dad’s working overtime. Gathering from what she’s told me,
some of them are a bit out of control, and that’s saying something
coming from me. My favorite pastime is
sneaking a smoke while stealing a couple sips of my dad’s beer when
he’s passed out on the couch after pulling an all-nighter at work.
The last time Tessa was at her new friend Lori’s house, she took
two shots of tequila and went skinny-dipping in a pond—with Lori’s
mother.

“Let’s just say you need a
change, and me being the awesome best friend that I am recognizes
that this change needs to come in the form of a really cute boy.”
She grins and slaps me on my butt. My skin stings a little in her
wake. “Also, I can’t wait for you to meet Riley. I know I don’t
have the best track record for picking a decent guy, but he’s a
total keeper.”

“I think I’ll be the judge
of that. You thought Brett Harrington was a keeper, and he was more
of a throw him back loser,” I say, concentrating on running the
razor up my leg in a smooth shave.

Tessa having a surprise for me that involves
her new crowd is what’s making me so skeptical about tonight. She’s
getting involved in things we’ve never done before. I guess she
tried smoking pot about a month ago at Lori’s house but said it was
no big deal. She explained that she coughed so much she felt like
an idiot and hasn’t tried it again.

It made me sort of jealous because I always
thought that if Tessa and I ever did try pot, it would be together.
Realizing that’s a stupid thing to get jealous about, I push it
from my mind. It’s not like she’s replacing me. You can’t replace
your best friend from second grade who trusted you enough to let
you teach her how to use a tampon at age thirteen. It was a bonding
experience I could’ve done without, but I couldn’t continue to let
her wear a pillow between her legs every month.

Unhooking her bra, Tessa takes it off and
stands in front of the mirror, doing what I call her
are-my-boob’s-bigger-routine. It looks like she’s doing some weird
mating ritual with her arms, flying up and back, her naked chest
out for all to see. She’s done this since the fifth grade, and it
never ceases to amaze me that she hasn’t caught onto the fact that
it’s a waste of time. But that doesn’t stop her from taking it very
seriously. She keeps measurements written down in her diary to
compare the stats week to week as if there will be a change.

“Notice a difference?” Her
eyes are full of hopeful anticipation, like a kid waiting for the
ice cream man to hand over her bomb pop.

“Yes, I think you’re for
sure finally getting them,” I say, trying not to make eye contact.
“Like totally.” I
drag the last word out for emphasis.

“You’re not a good liar,
and I swear to God if they don’t come soon, I’m going to have no
choice but to buy one of those padded bras like my mom wears. I
can’t have Riley thinking he’s dating a girl that’s as flat as
Kansas.”

“I think that’s an awful
idea. Those bras are the biggest sham ever. You go out with a guy,
and he thinks you have these great boobs and then when he takes
your bra off, he realizes it’s all a big trick. You don’t want to
be known as a bra stuffer,” I say.

“Well, I’m screwed then.
Riley’s going to be excited to see under my shirt at some point,
and all he’s going to get is this flat nonsense.” She juts out her
chest toward me.

“I really think if this
guy’s the keeper you say he is, he’ll be excited for whatever the
hell you have going on under your shirt. He isn’t worth a damn if
the size of your chest bothers him.” My smile drops, and she knows
I’m not kidding. She needs to stop picking guys that only care
about her looks and not everything else she has going for
her.

When I was eight, I heard my dad tell a
buddy that he fell for my mom because she had great knockers. Until
Tessa told me what knockers were, I was confused as hell, and once
I knew, it took effort to keep myself from puking. Even if my
parents weren’t together anymore, it’s still disturbing to think of
them like that. I’m not sure why my dad’s surprised that his
marriage went down the toilet. You don’t marry someone for her
boobs and expect to find your soulmate.

After spending two hours trying on outfits
and applying our make-up, we’re both satisfied with how we look. I
decide on a pair of bleach-splattered denim short-shorts that my
dad would kill me if he knew I owned, and Tessa’s gone with a short
denim mini-skirt and a pink tank top with silver and black paint
streaks splashed all over it.

We stand in front of Tessa’s full-length
mirror, double-checking our teased bangs and matching lavender eye
shadow. I turn around and admire my backside and the smooth olive
skin I’m naturally blessed with in the summer, and then we head
downstairs to ask Tessa’s mom if she can drive us to Lori’s house.
If my dad saw me done up like this, he would know I was doing it to
attract a boy. He thinks I’m sleeping over at Tessa’s and that we
planned a movie marathon for the whole evening. My dad nor Tessa’s
mom have a clue what we’re really doing tonight. Neither do I for
that matter, now that I think of it.

“You girls look fabulous,”
Janet says, turning from a sitting position in front of the giant
potted plant in her bedroom with her legs folded on top of each
other. She finishes her deep breathing and stands to stretch. “Any
fun plans happening tonight?” Rushing over to admire Tessa more
closely, she lays a hand on her shoulder.

Tessa shrugs her off with a look on her face
that implies she doesn’t think Janet deserves to know our plans.
“We want to go to Lori’s to watch some new videos on MTV and, like,
do each other’s nails,” she lies, barely making the effort to come
up with a believable story.

Before Tessa moved, that’s exactly what we’d
be doing on this Saturday while sneaking some of my dad’s peach
schnapps. Just the two of us. Schnapps in any flavor is our
favorite thing to get our hands on. My dad always has some stashed
in the back of our freezer that we can sip on. It makes us feel
warm and fuzzy inside—kind of like Nyquil without the medicinal
effect that makes you want to sleep for a whole day. She closes her
eyes in annoyance, waiting for Janet’s verdict. “Well? Can you
drive us to Lori’s or not?”

When Tessa’s rude to her mother, I want to
slap her. She doesn’t know how lucky she is to have a mother who
cares. I’m constantly telling her I wish to hell Janet was my mom.
She says I only wish for a mother like hers because my mother is on
another planet and completely checked out. She tells me that if my
mother was like hers, I’d be totally annoyed, too. I wish I could
give it a test run to confirm this—but that’s never happening.

I’ve lost track on how long it’s been since
I’ve even seen my mom. Not that she’s keeping a record since she’s
gone through one boyfriend after another in the last year. My older
sister Chelsea says mom wishes she was twenty-five again so she can
relive the life she had before having kids. The problem is—she has
kids. It’s not like we’re grown up and gone. I think having my
brother a little over a year ago caused something to snap inside
her. Her kids are no longer on her agenda.

“Of course I can,” Janet
says, her smile deflating from the rejection. My heart aches for
her. “You girls go jump in the car, and I’ll be right behind you
after I let Dad know we’re headed out to Lori’s.
Mmm-kay?”

Tessa and I start the car
immediately and blast the air conditioner. We spent way too much
time on our hair to have it ruined in this Missouri heat where the
humidity rivals the rain forest. We’re both sitting up front,
sharing the seat in her mom’s Honda Accord that smells like some
sort of potent patchouli oil. Tessa furiously presses every button
on the dash like she knows she’s missing
her favorite song.

“Holy hell, it’s hot.” I’m
angling my face in front of a vent, trying to find the perfect flow
of air to save my hair from ruin. This has been the hottest summer
in the history of Midwest summers that I can remember, and it’s
seriously cramping my style. I peek at my reflection in the
passenger mirror. Yikes, my hair is already starting to get frizzy
again and instead of looking like a hot Kelly LeBrock, I’m starting
to feel like a poodle. I should’ve put it up in a side
pony.

Tessa leans over to the driver’s side and
starts honking the horn over and over.

Janet emerges down the sidewalk, purse
swinging back and forth, once again rushing to please Tessa.

“Tonight’s going to be
totally awesome. I can’t wait to get to Lori’s and lay my sweet
lips on Riley’s.” She puckers her glossy, hot pink lips at
me.

“You’re completely crazy
you know that?” I laugh at her, but I can feel my chest tighten at
the thought of being around a bunch of guys I don’t know. If my dad
had even a clue that I wasn’t staying at her house tonight, I’d be
locked in my room until I’m eighteen.

Janet hops into the car out of breath. “What
are you girls conspiring about?” She shifts from one side of her
body to the other, trying to avoid having her butt cooked on the
scorching hot seats.

Tessa ignores her, scanning through the
radio stations until she catches the faint sound of Let’s Go Crazy
by Prince. She cranks the music up to the max. “Meg, it’s your
man.” She nudges me with her body, and a smile takes over my face
as the beats speak to my soul. Prince has a way of instantly
switching me into party mode, and Tessa knows it. She starts
shimmying her shoulders and I bop my head. “Meg, tonight’s going to
be so rad, just wait,” she whispers in my ear. “I have a feeling
everything’s about to change for you.”

Oh
Jesus, I think. She’s always been my
saving grace when it comes to pulling me out of the slump my home
life causes. Tonight, though, I think she has plans that’ll do more
than send me home tomorrow feeling like I can face another crappy
week. If her plan for this night does change everything, I’m not
sure I’m brave enough to go along with it.

She sways into me, belting out Prince while
Janet concentrates on driving, her head bopping a little to the
beat, too.

Tessa’s changing somehow, but I can’t quite
put my finger on it. Now that she’s going to a different school,
I’m terrified of the division I feel might happen between us. I’m
sick of being home every weekend watching my baby brother, knowing
she’s out having so much fun without me. Fear of my dad busting me
has kept me prisoner at home for too long, and I’m done with it.
Things have to change or I’m going to lose my mind. I must be
fearless and stop always playing it so safe. It’s not my plan to
break all my dad’s rules tonight, but that might be exactly what
needs to happen.

I’m going into high school, and at what
point do I get to go to parties and finally have a boyfriend like
all the other girls I know? Plus, my sister thinks she’s some sort
of badass because she’s managed to hide her boyfriend from my dad.
If she can hide her social life than why can’t I? Tessa keeps
telling me it’s time for a change, and I think I’m finally
ready.

Sitting up straight, I whisper back to her,
“I’m in.” Whatever this surprise is, it better be pretty damn good,
because if I get caught it’s all over. Tessa will move onto her new
life without me because my dad will make sure I’m not anywhere near
anything that resembles fun or Tessa.

Tessa grabs my hand and gives it a quick
squeeze. Leaning back in the seat, she closes her eyes and gets
lost in the song that’s still blaring at full volume. She doesn’t
have a worry in the world. It’s like nothing can touch her, like
nothing could ever bring her down.

I long for that exact feeling of freedom. I
close my eyes and let the music sweep away all my anxiety. I’m
ready for my life to change, too. It’s about time I start
living.

And I think I’m finally ready.

 



Chapter Two

 


Letting ourselves in at Lori’s, George
Michael is booming from a radio in her living room. She’s smoking a
cigarette and sitting on the red, shagged carpeted floor, petting
the belly of a wiener dog who resembles a barrel more than he does
a dog. With her head titled up and her eyes closed, she’s singing
along with the radio—it’s obvious she didn’t hear us come in.

Tessa strolls over and turns the radio
down.

“Hey, dudes!” Lori rocks
back and forth on the floor, jumping to her feet.

I’m not sure who lives here besides Lori and
her mom, but this house is bizarre with its bright tapestry covered
walls and oversized furniture filling up the whole room. Lori sort
of looks like E.T. with an oddly long neck and high cheek bones.
She seems kind of strange, but Tessa likes her so I guess it’s
okay. Reminding myself I’m here to have fun, I decide to stop
concentrating on Lori and the weirdness that seems to come along
with her.

“Who’s coming over
tonight?” Tessa claps her hands together in excitement.

“Mason, Riley, Jason, and
a couple of girls from Flat Burger, where Mason works.”

Flat Burger is a local fast food joint in my
town that’s been there since my dad was a kid. They sell giant
burgers that are flat and come in foil bags that you peel back as
you eat your burger. And the girls who work at Flat Burger are not
girls you worry about showing you up. They all look like members
who belong in a fast food cult with their bleached hair, white
eyeliner, and dark lipstick. To be honest, they kind of scare me.
I’ve never understood why every single one of them does their hair
and makeup the same like it’s a job requirement—but they do.

“Do you guys want a beer
or something?” Lori turns to us.

“Totally,” Tessa and I say
in unison.

Lori leads us into the kitchen and tosses us
each a beer from an avocado-colored fridge that appears not to have
a working light. The beer is lukewarm and tastes terrible. My dad
keeps his beer super cold, and now I’m ridiculously annoyed by beer
that’s not up to my beer temperature standards. His motto is that
you can buy cheap beer as long as you keep it ice cold. This always
makes my grandma roll her eyes at him. He’s right of course, even
if he doesn’t know that I too appreciate cold beer.

We sit outside on Lori’s porch waiting for
the others, sipping on our beers and sharing a cigarette. Guilt
nags at me for lying to my dad about tonight. If he knew I plan to
be around older boys all night, or any boys for that matter, he’d
flip out. I’d be grounded for what little summer I have left. He
needs to be worried about Chelsea not me—she’s the one having sex
these days.

By the time a couple of vehicles come
pulling into the yard, I’m relaxed and ready to talk to someone
else. Lori and Tessa have been blabbing about school drama that I
know nothing about, which is kind of bugging me.

“You excited to meet
Jason?” Lori asks, fiddling with one of the neon yellow hoop
earrings dangling from her ear.

“Umm sure. Who’s
Jason?”

“I didn’t exactly tell
her,” Tessa says.

“Tell me what?” I’m
confused and my heart starts pounding.

“Okay, so don’t freak out,
but we, like, sort of told Jason that you’re single and wanted to
meet him.” Tessa tries to act like it’s no big deal, crossing her
legs and leaning back on the porch, but she knows I’m going to
panic.

“You did what?” I jump up
to go inside before whoever Jason is gets to the porch.

“If I told you about Jason
you, like, never would have agreed to it,” Tessa says, standing up
beside me. “I did mention there was a boy though, remember? I just
didn’t tell you we already matched you up with him.”

She’s right, I would’ve backed out. I
scramble inside so I don’t look lame standing there like I’m dying
to meet him. Who wants some guy thinking they’re waiting around on
some chick’s porch like a puppy at the pound waiting for someone to
take her home?

Heading for the bathroom to check if my hair
isn’t a total mess, I shut the door and lock myself inside.
Adrenaline is now killing the buzz I’d been catching from the beer.
My hair looks like hell, thanks to sitting on the porch. Why I
agreed to sit outside is beyond me.

When I open the medicine cabinet to find
some toothpaste or something to fix my breath, prescription bottles
come flying out and land in the sink. I quickly stuff them all back
onto the shelf, struggling to grasp them all at once. One of the
items is a box of condoms. What kind of a parent keeps condoms in
the hall bathroom? Actually, I bet my mother probably does, but I
wouldn’t know because I haven’t been to her house in I don’t know
how long.

On the back of the toilet
next to a box of tampons, which totally grosses me out, I spy some
toothpaste. I don’t want to be bad-beer-breath girl so I do the
brush your teeth with your finger trick my grandma always has us do
when we sleep over at her house. I give myself one final look in
the mirror and smooth my tangle of curls down my back. The music is
turned up again, and everyone is talking in the living room. I
swing the door open. Here goes
nothing, I think.

Walking out fast and with confidence holding
my head high, I round the corner, slamming right into a guy,
spilling his beer all over my shirt and down my legs.

“Whoa.” He catches me
before I fall forward onto him.

I briefly look up at him and then down at my
shirt.

He smiles and says, “Well, now they don’t
have to introduce us.” He massages the back of his neck and stares
at me while I try to wipe all the beer off my arms.

“I’m Jason.” He leans
forward and speaks into my ear so I can hear him over the
music.

“I’m drenched,” I say. I
start back to the bathroom to find a towel, holding my arms out in
front of me like a walking zombie off Scooby-Doo as I drip beer all over
Lori’s floor.

I’m about to shut the bathroom door behind
me when he dashes in and stops the door from closing with his
arm.

“I saw a towel hanging in
the kitchen.” He glances down the hall in the direction of the
kitchen. “I’ll go grab it. Meet me out front?”

I nod and take a deep breath as I spin
toward the living room.

I weave past Tessa and a group of girls from
Flat Burger who are squatting on the floor, digging through tapes.
They have them strung out all over the place while they debate on
what to play next. Tessa looks up at me with a wide grin on her
face. I have no clue why she’s smiling so much, but I give her a
quick, dismissive wave and keep walking. She turns her attention
back to the tapes.

Discreetly, I go outside and sit on the
tailgate of a beat-up, old grey pick-up truck. I try to get it
together before I make a complete jackass out of myself—if I
haven’t already. A momentary thought crosses my mind that I’m going
to have to borrow something of Lori’s to wear home or Janet will
have a stroke when I get in her car tomorrow reeking like the local
bar.

The click of the front door opening and then
closing startles me. I turn and Jason is walking toward me with a
bunch of napkins balled up in a fist that look like the ones you
get at Flat Burger.

“Sorry. This is all I
could find.” He slides a hand into his front jean pocket after
dumping all the napkins on the tailgate next to me.

“I thought you said you
saw a towel in the kitchen?” Trying to sop up the beer as best as I
can, I avoid looking at him.

“I lied because I was
afraid if you went back into the bathroom again, you’d never come
back out.”

I stop drying off my shirt and look up at
him. I’m so stunned by his eyes that I can barely think of a
response. They are the color of honey. I’ve never seen eyes quite
like them. They’re light brown with gold flecks throughout, and the
effect makes them sort of light up. One deep-set dimple on the
right side of his face and his nose with a crooked curve to it,
draw me in for a closer look at him. At first glance I think maybe
his nose was broken before, but then I realize it’s a perfect
imperfection.

I manage
to say,
“Thanks.”

“I also brought you a
beer,” he says, handing me a tepid can, grazing my fingers as he
does it. My heart beats so fast, I’m afraid he can tell how nervous
I am. I crack open the beer and he slides onto the tailgate next to
me. I hope the beer can help calm my nerves some.

“So, Tessa tells me your
last name is Shine.”

“Tessa told you correct.”
I laugh.

“Can I call you Sunshine?”
He leans one shoulder into mine.

“Not if you want me to
answer,” I reply.

He smiles revealing that one adorable dimple
and I soften a little.

“They didn’t tell you
about me, did they?”

“Umm no,” I say softly
trying not to sound rude, like I’m not glad he’s here.

“I guess I can’t be a
disappointment when you didn’t even know you were meeting me,” he
says, continuing to flash an amused smile.

The sun is making its decent from the sky
bringing about the time of day when you’re ready for the hustle and
bustle of daytime to go and the winding down that evening brings to
begin. We sit there silently watching it go with nothing but the
loud buzz of tree crickets in the background. It’s not even
awkward. It’s strangely comfortable sitting beside him taking in
our surroundings. Just as I’m about to ask him how he knows Lori, I
hear Tessa hollering my name from the front porch in the slurring
way that tells me she’s had too much to drink already.

Tessa and I have a two-beer-apiece rule in a
one-hour timeframe. Even though that sounds like a stupidly precise
rule, it’s been tested. We learned the hard way that once we hit
three beers, we make complete idiots of ourselves. The only night
we’ve ever had three beers in less than an hour was when we played
Truth or Dare with one of the neighborhood boys, Brandon.

Tessa and I both ended up lifting our shirts
to flash him through my bedroom screen window like the little
drunks we were. He’d been supplying us beer from his dad’s cooler.
It was not a big deal until he blabbed about it to everyone, and my
sister Chelsea said the boys in the neighborhood all knew. We vowed
then and there to deny it all and never drink three beers in a
one-hour timespan again. I’m now wondering if Tessa has broken that
rule by the way she’s trying to get my attention.

“Duty calls.” I slide off
the tailgate and walk to the porch to handle Tessa, conscious of
the fact that he’s watching me walk away. I try to walk with a cute
sway, shaking my butt a little, but then I forget how I normally
walk. I’m a complete spaz.

“I think we need to, like,
find a ride home.” She’s definitely slurring, but she also has a
smile on her face. “The girls in there are being totally pissy.”
She swings her arm, almost hitting me in the process of pointing
back at Lori’s house.

So that Jason can’t hear the conversation, I
pull her close to me and lean into her ear. “What are you talking
about? Your mom thinks we’re sleeping over here, and I’m not about
to call her when you’re drunk. How are you already this drunk,
Tessa?”

She lets out a loud laugh, stumbling into
me, and then sits down in the middle of the yard, while
unsuccessfully trying to keep her skirt from riding up. “I made the
Flat Burger chicks mad, and Lori seems to think I’m being rude. I
thought I was being helpful, but I guess some people don’t
appreciate my advice.”

The front door opens, and a boy I assume is
Riley comes strolling out of it with a smirk on his face. He tells
me that the Flat Burger chicks don’t like to be told that they
could be pretty if they basically changed everything about
themselves.

Jason comes up behind me, putting his hand
on my shoulder. His touch sends a current through my body that I’ve
never known before.

“Tell me you didn’t say
that?” I look down at Tessa, and she shrugs her shoulders as if
we’re discussing someone other than her. “Well, we can’t go to your
house or mine,” I say to Tessa, placing my hands on my
hips.

“Isn’t your dad like
working an all-nighter?” she asks.

“Yes, but it’ll take us an
hour to walk there,” I say.

“We can walk you,” Jason
offers.

“Yeah, and it will do her
some good to walk off the alcohol,” Riley pipes in.

“What about Lori and
Mason?” I ask.

“We’ll tell them we’re
taking a walk. Besides, I came here to see you,” Jason
says.

I’m thankful that it’s almost dark out,
because I can feel the heat rushing to my face as he says this—and
I don’t blush easily. Poor Tessa is so fair-skinned that she
blushes from her neck all the way to her forehead.

“Yeah, they came here to
see us, Meg, duh,” Tessa says, and starts giggling. She topples
over and we help her up.

This is going to be a long
walk, I think.

In the back of my mind I’m terrified that my
dad will catch me with guys in the house. I’m not even supposed to
be home tonight. I don’t want Jason thinking I’m lame, though—I
hope to hell I don’t get caught. Jason holds my hand for most of
the walk, and soon my worries of getting in deep trouble melt away.
Tessa’s been jabbering on most of the way about whatever comes to
her drunken mind.

When we approach my house nearly an hour
later, Chelsea’s boyfriend’s beat up Monte Carlo sits parked up the
street in a weak attempt at camouflaging that he’s here. If dad
comes home it won’t matter who’s parked where—we’ll all be dead
meat.

“Looks like we have Ms.
Drama to deal with.” Tessa notices the car, too. Ms. Drama is what
she likes to call Chelsea.

The walk has helped her a little. She’s
still laughing and stumbling, but at least she’s making sense. We
all go in the back door, and I lead us to the living room.

Chelsea comes stomping up from the basement
huffing and puffing like the big bad wolf that she is. “Really Meg?
Dad thinks you’re at Tessa’s.” She narrows her eyes as she looks at
all of us.

“So, where does he think
you are?” I shoot back at her.

“Fine, hang up here so I
can have some privacy please,” she says, lowering her voice an
octave into her big sister bossy tone. She looks us up and down a
second time, pursing her lips—like we are the biggest losers
ever.

“Don’t have a cow. We
didn’t plan on hanging out with you anyway.” Rolling my eyes, I
turn away from her. Jason plops down on the puffy, brown corduroy
couch that I’m used to curling up on with a book. Instead of a
juicy novel, I have him to curl up with, which is a welcomed
change. He pats the spot next to him for me to sit.

I go sit next to him, well aware that our
legs are touching.

“Your sister’s a real
charmer,” Jason says.

“She’s not that bad as
long as you do everything she says,” I say.

Tessa laughs and takes Riley by the hand and
leads him to our back patio.

“If you’re going out there
you seriously have to be quiet,” I tell her. I don’t want the
neighbors hearing her and telling my dad we had boys
over.

“Oh, we won’t be doing
much talking.” She looks back at Riley.

It’s irritating that my best friend has
become the girl who’s drunk and acting like she has tons of
experience with guys when she doesn’t. Since she moved, Tessa has
kissed a couple of guys at parties, but nothing major has happened
yet. She loves to tell Chelsea all about it and get tips from her
on what guys want. Also wanting the tips, I listen, but I don’t
want them to come from my sister. I have no other options at this
point.

As I grab a deck of UNO cards off the coffee
table. I hold them up to Jason. “You ready to lose to the queen of
UNO?”

“Bring it on, I’m an UNO
master.”

“We’ll see about that,” I
say.

I shuffle the cards like a Vegas dealer
setting up a table. Grandma taught me and Chelsea to shuffle when
we were little, and we’re both bad ass at it.

“Geez, Sunshine, you’re
not messing around.”

“I told you I’m the
queen.” I give him a playful grin.

He motions for me to deal. We sit
cross-legged on the couch, facing each other with the playing cards
between us. He’ll be a junior this year like Chelsea, and I hope it
doesn’t bother him that I’m younger than he is. He isn’t shocked
that I live with my dad full-time either. He tells me he hasn’t
seen his dad since he was five. His mom works at Taco Bell and
she’s rarely home, so he pretty much runs his own life. Turns out
I’ve seen her several times at Taco Bell. She seems nice enough,
but a bit rugged, like she’s lived a hard life.

After I obliterate him at UNO ten times, he
gives up. We lounge on the couch and talk for a couple hours. At
one point, he rests his hand on my leg, and my body tenses. It’s
like a surge of lightning moving through me. I’ve got to calm down,
it’s his hand for God’s sake. We’ve been talking so much that I’m
surprised when Chelsea suddenly appears in the living room with her
boyfriend. I forgot all about them.

“Meg, everyone needs to
go. I have no clue when dad’s going to show up.”

She grabs her boyfriend’s hand and heads to
the front door as if he’s a toddler being delivered to his
mother.

I look at the clock in the kitchen, and I
can’t believe it’s almost three in the morning. Standing up, I
stretch my cramped legs that have been folded for way too long.

Jason reaches his arms over his head, and my
stomach quivers when the small trail of hair running from the
bottom of his stomach into his jeans shows like the trail of
seduction it is.

He draws me into him, smoothly placing his
lips on mine. His hand slides down and intertwines our fingers
while he kisses me. I’m pretty sure my legs are going to give out,
but I manage to keep standing. I get lost in the kiss, feeling some
of the freedom
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