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      First day of Kindergarten

      My empty lunch box hung from my right hand as my class walked into the noisy cafeteria in alphabetical order. With the name Ryan Andrews, I was second in line and the second person in our class to sit at our designated table. I sat in the middle along the invisible line separating the girls from the boys.

      I placed my lunch box on the table and watched as classmates sat with trays of food in front of them and opened their lunches in front of me. It was a slow torture, especially once my stomach growled.

      By first recess, I’d been starving, so I snuck my lunch out to the playground and finished it off before the bell rang. Now, I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it through the rest of the day on an empty stomach.

      The table filled up quickly, except for the spot to my right, giving me a comfortable amount of space between me and the girls from my class.

      I was looking into my empty lunchbox, checking to see if there were crumbs left when I sensed someone standing behind me. I looked over my shoulder into the eyes of my next-door neighbor, Anna Franklin. She looked at me nervously with her big green eyes before taking the empty seat next to me.

      I pretended not to know her, even though we’ve been next door neighbors since we were three years old. Our mothers were best friends who forced us to play together almost every single day of our lives. Anna never really bothered me since she was so quiet, but her sister Kimmie...

      Anna sat next to me but didn’t join in the conversations going on around her. I noticed her two best friends sat at a different table with their class. I kind of felt bad for her since she was alone, but I really didn’t want a girl sitting next to me.

      As she opened her lunchbox and pulled out her food, I eyed it, envious of how much her mother packed. I knew for a fact it was too much for her. Anna was a little thing with a small appetite. I knew since I’d seen her eat almost every day.

      I closed my empty lunch box and slumped my shoulders. It was going to be a long afternoon.

      Once her lunch was set out in front of her, I watched Anna as she split her ham and cheese sandwich in half then slid half of it my way on a plastic baggie. I perked up at the sight of it and wanted to thank her, but she wasn’t looking at me. Next, she opened her baggie of chips and placed half of them in her lunch box and slid the other half to me. Once again, she didn’t look at me but sat quietly, eating her food. Finally, she took a bite of her apple then, with her pointer finger, slid it to me. I took a bite and slid it back. We passed the apple back and forth until it was all gone. Neither of us said a word.

      Once we were finished, my friends at the table called out to me as they headed out to the playground. I bumped her shoulder. “Come on.” She shook her head no, but I pulled on her arm. “Let’s go play before they make us do school work again.”

      She looked at her empty lunch box and the book that lay next to it before giving me a half smile. Anna stuffed the book into her lunch box and followed me out the door. My friends whined about her playing with us, but I told them she was cool. Anyone who’d share their food with me would be a friend for life.
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      I flopped face first on the bed and grabbed a pillow to muffle my frustration. “UGH!” I had no idea dodging girls who didn’t get asked to tonight’s semi-formal would be so hard. I’d barely made it out of school alive.

      I hated dancing, and I hated dressing up. Put them together, and it created Ryan Repellant.

      While ruminating over the hardship of high school and dating, I heard a light tap on my bedroom door. “Ryan?”

      Anna.

      My door creaked as Anna slowly pushed it open. “Ry?” she called out again.

      I didn’t bother uncovering my eyes as I replied, “Yeah?”

      Her wet sneakers squeaked on the hardwood floors as she stepped into my room. I waited for her to say something, but the only sound I heard was a sniffle. I uncovered my face to see my best friend, Anna May Franklin—crying.

      A heartbeat later, I had my arms wrapped protectively around her and looked into her heart shaped, currently tear stained, face. “What’s wrong?” I asked. It had to be bad if she was crying in front of me.

      Her five-four frame had always seemed tiny, especially now that I was six feet tall, but she somehow felt smaller at that moment.

      She cleared her throat. “Ryan...” She wiped her nose with a tissue and cry-hiccupped. “Jason broke up with me and told me he asked someone else to the dance last week.” My chest muffled her voice, but I caught the words “Jason” and “broke up.”

      I should’ve known.

      Kimmie mentioned a few times that Jason often made Anna cry. This had better be the last time. For his sake. I was aware it wasn’t the best time to say, “I told you so,” but for the record, I’d warned her. He’d always been a jerk, and I wasn’t the least bit upset by their breakup. I just wished she’d been the one breaking his heart instead of the other way around.

      “I’m so sorry, Anna. You deserve so much better than him.”

      Anna fisted the back of my shirt and leaned her head back. Staring up at me with those big green eyes, she said, “He asked her when we were still going out, but he waited until today to tell ME!” Her voice cracked on the last word, and all hell broke loose. Big alligator tears fell down her cheeks, and her cries increased, her small body shook in my arms.

      I’d always been more of a lover than a fighter, but my hands instinctively clenched at the mere thought of Jason. Nothing would make me happier than punching him in the face.

      Anna startled at the sound of the front door slamming shut and someone running toward my room.

      “He’s a JERK!” Kimmie yelled as she barreled into the room with both hands fisted and her forehead creased into a deep scowl.

      I would’ve been lying if I said I didn’t feel a wave of relief that I wasn’t on the receiving end of Kimmie’s wrath. She was frightening.

      Kimmie Franklin was Anna’s polar opposite in almost every way. Kimmie was a tall, brunette, with brown eyes and an outgoing personality, while Anna was short with blond hair, green eyes, and shy. Differing from each other somehow evened things out, which was why they were not only sisters but also friends.

      “I just heard! That jackhole! If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay away!” Kimmie’s eyes widened and appeared a little wild.

      There were simple rules for Kimmie:

      1. Don’t mess with Kimmie;

      2. Don’t mess with anyone Kimmie loves; and

      3. Don’t forget rule number one and two.

      Her heart was as big as her personality. I loved this girl even when she scared the crap out of me.

      Relieved for backup, I let Kimmie pull Anna out of my arms and into hers. I didn’t want to be completely left out, so I wrapped my arms around both of them while Anna cried on Kimmie’s shoulder.

      “Thanks, guys. I’m sorry I’m being such a baby...I...I can’t believe he would do this.”

      Kimmie looked at me over Anna’s shoulder and raised a brow.

      We could believe it.

      Jason had been yanking her around since they started dating. One minute, he was all over her; the next he told her they should see other people. A few days later he would be back begging forgiveness, and without fail, she took him back.

      I quietly stepped away from the girls, sat on the bed, and watched as Kimmie calmed Anna and reassured her everything would be okay. Kimmie might be eighteen months younger than Anna, but she often acted like the older of the two. Of course, I would never say that to Anna, unless I wanted a very important part of my anatomy kicked.

      My eyes were wandering over them when they got stuck staring at Anna. She wore tight fitting jeans paired with a snug V-neck sweater, and for whatever reason, it was like I saw her for the first time. Besides blotchy skin from all her crying, she looked hot. I had to shake my head from the unexpected realization. Her silky, blonde hair hung past her shoulders, and her skin appeared soft and smooth. But it was her ass in those jeans that kept drawing my attention.

      Wow. How had I not noticed before?

      I raised my eyes, following the path of Anna’s tight body until I met with round eyes and a mouth wide open. Kimmie caught me ogling her sister.

      Awkward.

      I gave her a half smile, but her eyes were still bugging out of her head. I reached for Anna’s hand to get her attention. “Hey, I’ve got an idea; how about you and I go to the dance together?” I didn’t even realize what I was saying until the words were out.

      Anna’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Her eyes blinked several times, and her voice was a little hoarse when she replied. “I appreciate it, Ry, but you hate dances, especially ones where you have to dress up.”

      Kimmie had yet to take her eyes off me, and now her jaw practically touched the floor. She stared at me as if I’d grown an extra head or something.

      Was it really that strange to ogle my best friend and then ask her to a stupid dance?

      “That’s true. I don’t normally like them, but it would be fun to go with you.” I was dead serious. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the thought of us going together. “Plus, you told me you already bought a dress, and I hate to see it go to waste.” I squeezed her hand and waited for her answer. Every second that ticked by and she didn’t speak, my anxiety increased.

      What’s wrong with me? I practically begged Anna to go to a dance, knowing I wouldn’t get a make out session for my effort.

      I saw the gears turning in Anna’s head. She wanted to go but didn’t know if she should say yes. It was sweet that she thought about what I wanted even though I was the one who asked.

      She bit her lower lip and looked into my eyes. “Okay.”

      YES! I shouted in my head. Wait... Was I actually excited about going to a dance?

      “We’ll have a great time,” I reassured her. Her lips lifted into a big smile, and she wiped the last of her tears. “Thanks, Ryan.” She jumped into my arms and made a funny ‘squee’ sound in my ear.

      I set her back on her feet and kissed her forehead. Even though we hung out all the time, it felt strange to be excited about going on a date with her.

      “If you’re going to the dance, then we need to do something about your face,” Kimmie stated.
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      Once the front door shut behind Anna and Kimmie, I called Brian to make plans to go to his house after the dance. His home had a hot tub and basement with an amazing entertainment system. Plus it had a mini kitchen stocked with junk food, and privacy from his parents.

      Some of my best memories were made in that basement. Like my first kiss with Becky Smith when we were twelve. We’d even used our tongues. Playing spin the bottle countless times, giving me a chance to kiss a lot of girls. And last year, Amy Garrett let me touch her boobs over her shirt when we were making out on the love seat.

      I love that basement.

      Brian tried to guess who I was bringing, but I let it be a surprise. He wouldn’t believe me even if I told him. Anna and I had always made it clear we were just friends.

      I called Anna to tell her our plans so she could bring a change of clothes. She was excited about everything except for the hot tub part. She didn’t say why, but it was no secret she avoided wearing swimsuits in front of our friends. I didn’t really get it, especially after noticing her cute little body.

      Then again, it was only a few years ago that she stood in my bedroom in front of the mirror complaining about her boy body. I tried to avoid girl talk at all costs, but that day she was right. She hadn’t had many curves then, but now...
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      Wearing slacks, a long-sleeve shirt, and a tie I had to borrow from my dad, I knocked on the Franklins’ front door. Not my favorite clothes, but Anna’s smile would make it all worth it.

      Kimmie swung open the door and pulled me into the living room where her parents waited with a camera.

      Sigh.

      Pictures.

      I gave them a cheesy smile and tried not to roll my eyes. They took a few pictures of just me, which was a little awkward. Anna’s mom, Pamela, informed me she had already taken some single shots of Anna so I kept my trap shut and didn’t complain. At least not out loud.

      Dan, Anna’s dad, pulled me aside to let me know they weren’t enforcing her curfew tonight since she was with me. If he had any idea how I looked at his daughter a couple of hours ago, he wouldn’t let her out the door.

      I chatted with Anna’s parents until Kimmie cleared her throat and tilted her head toward the hallway. Suddenly the air in my lungs disappeared and all the moisture in my mouth dried up.

      Anna stood in the entryway, wearing a short, light-blue strapless dress. It did a fantastic job showing off her legs, her tiny waist, and breasts I hadn’t known she had. Her hair was pulled up, leaving her shoulders bare and the tops of her breasts visible. A heart shape locket I’d given her, hung from her neck, landing right above the swell of her breasts. Like I needed something to draw my attention there. It was already nearly impossible to keep my eyes on her face.

      Even though I liked her fresh face, I loved how her makeup made her green eyes stand out and how her lipstick drew my attention to her mouth. She looked absolutely, completely, and utterly—kissable.

      “Damn.”

      Her cheeks blushed slightly while she stifled a laugh.

      “Ryan Andrews, watch your language,” Pamela warned.

      “Thanks, Ryan.” Anna giggled.

      I offered my hand, and with the ease of long-time friendship, she placed her hand in mine.

      At the first flash of the camera, I slid my arm around her waist and smiled. For the first time ever, I was thrilled that Anna’s mother was camera happy. I’d do anything to get copies of these photos.

      After saying goodbye to Anna’s family, we made our way next door to my house.

      I glanced at Anna as we walked hand in hand. Our eyes met and she smiled shyly. “You’re beautiful,” I whispered. I didn’t mean to say it aloud, but I was glad I had when she beamed at me with her dimpled smile that hit me right in the feelings. She halted our movements, went onto her tippy-toes, and kissed my cheek. It wasn’t earth shattering, but left a warm tingle where her lips had been.

      “Oops. Sorry.” She laughed as she wiped her lipstick off my cheek. I wanted to keep her from erasing the feel of her lips on my face, but that would be weird. Right?

      I led us along the wrap-around porch to the back deck where my parents had set a table with Mom’s china and favorite wine glasses.

      “Wow.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “They shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble.” Her eyes shined under the torchlights that surrounded the deck. I was thankful to have the coolest parents on the planet who helped me make today special for her.

      “Believe me, they were more than happy to do this. I think Mom is just as excited about our date as I am. If that’s even possible.” Anna stared up at me with her mouth gaped open.

      It was true. This was already the best date I’d ever had, and it just started. Slowly, the corners of her mouth lifted. Her smile did funny things to my stomach. I wanted to throw up and jump up and down all at the same time.

      I tried to blame the strange feelings Anna caused in my stomach and chest on the flu that had been going around. But I had no other symptoms...

      I pulled out Anna’s chair and sat across from her just as my dad stepped out of the house wearing slacks, a white shirt, and a towel over his arm. After turning on the outside heaters, he offered to pour apple juice into our wine glasses.

      “Thanks, Pete.” Anna smiled and took a sip.

      “I’ll be right back with your first course.”

      The moment he stepped inside, she took my hand. “Ryan, thank you.”

      She didn’t let go and neither did I.

      I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me. I had seen her dressed up before, but tonight, every time I looked at her, she took my breath away.

      Why hadn’t I see her like this before?

      “Anna, I’d do anything for you.”

      “Ryan, you have no idea how much this means to me.”

      “I’m regretting not taking you to a dance sooner. Tonight is going to be awesome. I promise.”

      Dad stepped through the sliding glass door and set our entrees on the table. “If you two need anything else, let me know and be sure to leave room for dessert.”

      “Dessert?” Anna’s brows arched in anticipation.

      “Blackberry cobbler à la mode.” Anna’s eyes almost rolled back into her head.

      “Your mom is the best,” Anna gushed.

      “I know.”
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      I knew it would happen. When we walked into the dance holding hands, the whispering started and heads turned in our direction. Anna leaned into me and held my hand with both of hers. “Oh God. They’ll ask me why we’re here together, and I’ll have to tell them I got dumped today.” The smile she had on her face all evening slowly shifted to a grimace.

      I scanned the room, looking for the jackass who dumped her. It didn’t take long. He stood on the edge of the dance floor with a tall blonde who made an ear-piercing giggle when he pinched her butt. “You won’t have to say anything,” I said dryly.

      Anna’s grip tightened around my hand when Jason leaned into the blonde and kissed her in front of everyone. “I guess not,” Anna mumbled as one glistening tear streaked down her cheek.

      DISTRACT! DISTRACT!

      I stepped in front of her to block the view. “Let’s show him you can do better than him. I mean you’re here with me, so you’ve already made a huge leap up the hotness ladder.”

      She half snorted, half laughed as she leaned into me. “Thanks for that. It’s nice being with someone who thinks so highly of himself.” She stepped back and lightly punched my stomach.

      My shoulders relaxed as her smile returned. I wanted this to be a great night for her and not just to show up Jason. I genuinely wanted her to have fun—with me.

      I took her hand and we threaded our way through the tables set up on the edge of the dance floor searching for our friends. When we finally found them, I noticed eight pairs of eyes staring at our entwined hands.

      I guess going to a dance together could be seen as making a statement. Holding hands probably made a bigger one, but it felt right, and I wasn’t ready to let go.

      Our friends scooted closer together to make room for Anna and me. Before we could even sit, the girls pulled her away, claiming they all had to use the restroom. I would never understand why they couldn’t go by themselves.

      When the girls were no longer in earshot, David leaned over to ask me what everyone else wondered. “Holy shit! Anna? When did that happen?”

      Everyone but Anna knew David had a crush on her and had been waiting for her and Jason to break up. “We’re just friends,” I stated. The truth of it left a strange feeling of disappointment.

      We were just friends. We’d been just friends most of our lives.

      So why did it bother me now?

      “When Jason walked in with that girl, I wondered what happened.” By now, the other guys at the table had lost interest, but David wasn’t letting it go.

      “He broke up with her today, so we came together since I didn’t have a date.” I made it sound like it wasn’t a big deal, but it was becoming a bigger deal than I’d imagined.

      Even though David was here with Ginger, one of the hottest girls in our class, he smiled as if he won the lottery. He was a little too happy after hearing about Anna and Jason breaking up.

      Trent leaned into the table and whispered, “They’re coming back,” ending all conversations. I didn’t know what the other guys were talking about, but I highly doubt it was appropriate for our dates to hear.

      My eyes were glued on Anna as she and the other girls walked toward our table. The girls giggled and one of them said something that made Anna’s cheeks redden. She mouthed “shut up” then suddenly stopped. Her face paled as she stared at the dance floor.

      I followed her line of sight and felt the blood drain from my face. Jason looked like he was trying to have sex with the blonde on the dance floor—in front of everyone.

      Shit.

      I called Anna’s name as I walked towards her, but she didn’t respond. “You all right?” I asked.

      She pulled her eyes away from the dance floor and gave me a forced smile. “Yeah...” But her eyes fell back to them.

      I wasn’t sure what to do. Anything had to be better than watching her heart break as the guy she had been dating made out with another girl.

      “Come on.” I pulled on her hand and dragged her to our table. “Everyone on the dance floor now,” I demanded. All eyes were on me, and then in unison, everyone looked over my shoulder to Anna. Like a wave, heads nodded and the sound of chairs being pushed back echoed off the gym floor.

      At one time, I would’ve told her she owed me for this, but honestly, I would have done anything for her. Even dance.

      Two songs into a fast dance, I realized my dance suckage was only an eight on a scale from one to ten. Ten being so bad no human should be allowed to move like that in public. I’m pretty sure our friend Trent was way off the charts. It didn’t matter as long as Anna was smiling and laughing.

      She had a slight sheen of perspiration on her face and neck. When she pulled me closer by my shirt she laughed in my ear and teased, “I can see why you don’t dance.”

      I rolled my eyes and placed a hand on her lower back, pulling her even closer. I leaned down and whispered in her ear, “You’re just jealous of my mad dancing skills. It’s okay. You don’t have to admit it.” I stepped back and attempted to charm her with my moves. Some people might call it dancing. Most wouldn’t, but I did.

      She covered her mouth and shook
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