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Chapter One

 


Mr. Miller adjusts the
thick brown frames on his nose for the fourth time since starting
his lecture on the United States Constitution. I know I should be
listening to him explain the importance of the amendments, but my
focus is on Derek Stevens. He’s so
hot. I’ve had a crush on him since the
sixth grade when we were partnered up for the science
fair.

It’s not like I’ve been
daydreaming about him every day for the last six years. It just so
happens that three weeks ago, Lisa Downs dumped him for some
college guy. Rumor has it the “guy” is actually a professor. Every
female in school, teachers included, have been extra flirty with
Derek since the news broke. Apparently, I was absent on the day
they taught Flirting 101, because the only time I attempted to
flirt I walked into an open locker and gave myself a fat lip. Nick
Sokolovich, the foreign exchange student I was trying to impress,
hadn’t noticed my hair flip, but Lisa and her fellow cheer-bitches
had. That was our sophomore year, and Lisa still gives her
demonstration of the perfect hair flip every time she sees
me. Bitch.

“Are there any questions
regarding the assignment?” Mr. Miller asks with a fifth adjustment
of his thick glasses.

Assignment? What
assignment? This is great. I’ve spent the
last forty minutes of second period looking at Derek’s neck and
perfect jawline and have completely missed the instructions for a
paper worth a quarter of the final grade. There is no way in hell I
am going to raise my hand.

“Hey, Stef. Can I get your
notes?”

Stefan Jones, my best friend, rolls
his eyes and nods.

We gather our books and file out into
the hallway. Derek walks in front of us, giving me a fabulous view
of his tight jean-clad butt. I force myself to focus on getting
from Government to English class without inflicting bodily injury.
Fortunately, Derek goes to weightlifting for third period with the
rest of the football team so I’ll be able to listen to what the
teacher has to say.

“Wipe your mouth, jeez.”
Stef drops his backpack on the desk. “Here’re the notes—or should I
wait until I have the notes for this class to go with
them?”

“You’re so funny. I have a
lot on my mind.”

“You have one thing on
your mind. And you might wanna give it up. It ain’t gonna happen.”
He nods his head to the front of the classroom where Lisa sits with
her group of airheads.

“Thanks for the ego
boost.” I sit down and snatch the notes from his hands. “It’s not
like I’m gonna ask him out, anyway.”

“He doesn’t deserve you.
He’s into bitchy blonde chicks who freely give blowies in the
middle of a party at the crossroads.” Stef’s lip curls in
disapproval.

“Jealous much?” I ask with
a snort of laughter.

“Oh, please. I’m much
better at it than she is! I just have more class.”

“Clearly!”

Ms. Peterson calls
attention to the class, and although I know he was joking, I can’t
stop thinking about what he said. It’s not
going to happen.

The rest of the day is spent on
autopilot. I drive home, dropping Stef off on the way. He lives
three houses down from me.

“Thanks for the notes.
Text me if you want to come over for dinner.”

“Doubt it. Mom’s makin’
tacos. Maybe tomorrow.” He waves and heads up the
sidewalk.

I have to cook dinner. It’s one of my
chores. Most of the time I eat alone, but it’s still a must that I
prepare healthy meals. My dad’s an electrician and his company has
contracts with the surrounding mines, so he’s usually gone for days
at a time, but he always calls to check on me.

“Hi, Sissy! Come here,
girl.” I lift my big black cat and cradle her like a baby. My mom
was sick for so long we couldn’t have any pets. After she passed
away, my dad brought Sissy home to comfort me, and she takes her
job seriously. I’m never alone.

After I eat and finish my chores, I
sit on the couch forcing myself to ignore the TV remote and start
homework. I check my phone to see if I’ve missed my dad’s call. I
have one new message.

Stef: Hey. Tacos were the bomb. Doin’ homework. You?

Jessie:
Same. I had chicken and broccoli. You
win.

Stef: See you at 7:50 <3

Jessie:
<3

I set my phone down to focus on
getting my homework done. One of the things I love about Stef—he
takes fantastic notes. I make a quick outline for the Government
project before the phone rings. He makes it quick but promises to
be home tomorrow for the game. My dad jumped into his work when mom
died. I know he needs to keep busy to get through it. The
counselors said the first year is the hardest. He still makes time
for me and tries not to miss the important stuff. I lock up the
house and head to my bedroom. I lie in the dark juggling random
thoughts of my mom, Stef, my dad, and football. Thinking about
football brings on thoughts of Derek. I smile as the picture in my
head of his kind eyes carries me off to dreamland.

“Wake up,
sleepyhead.”

“No. Five more
minutes.”

“You don’t have five more
minutes!” Stef takes the pillow from under my head and hits me with
it.

“Oh, shit! I overslept
again?” I crawl out of bed clumsily and stumble into the bathroom.
“I’m so glad messy buns are in, because I don’t have time to do
anything else!” I brush my teeth and throw on whatever I grab from
my closet. I change in front of Stef, not shy that he sees me in my
bra and panties. Not because he’s gay but because we’re
that close. We used to
take baths together until we were told it was no longer
appropriate.

“No. Put this top on
instead. That one doesn’t match. Wear the brown boots.”

“Oh em gee! Do you ever
like what I pick out?” I ask with a mouth full of Scope.

“Of course I don’t.” Stef
holds up the shirt I was going to wear and tosses it away like it’s
toxic.

We make it to school without time to
spare. He goes to Trigonometry first period, and I have History.
Stef is almost out of earshot when he yells over his shoulder, “No
drooling today, huh?”

My cheeks blush when I see Derek
walking into the classroom right in front of me. I make a mental
note to kill Stef later. I walk to my seat and look up to see Derek
sitting one chair over. This is not his table—not that they’re
assigned or anything—but he always sits by the window.

“Hey.” It’s the only word
I can force out of my throat.

“Hey.” He gives me a grin.
His blue eyes are intoxicating; I fear if I don’t look away now
I’ll stare at them the entire class.

I sit down and look at the teacher
like she’s going to deliver the most interesting lecture ever. I’m
almost positive Derek is looking at me, and it’s freaking me out. I
refuse to look in his direction. It’s bad enough I can smell him
and want to inhale his scent like they do to the freshly washed
towels on laundry detergent commercials.

“The Donner party was not
the only group in history that turned to cannibalism, but they are
the most known,” Mrs. Linn begins.

“I would never eat a
person.” Sandy looks around for others to share her
disgust.

“Terrence wouldn’t have a
problem bitin’ that ass!” Mark, the center on the football team,
high fives Terrence.

“I got a bone for you to
chew on,” Terrence retorts.

I can’t believe the teacher didn’t
hear Mark’s nasty comment, or maybe she did and doesn’t want to
deal with it. I wait for Sandy to storm out of the room or get Mrs.
Linn’s attention, but she smiles at Terrence and gives him a wink.
I laugh. I notice Derek turn to stare at me so I cover my mouth
with my hand.

“Your friends are nasty,”
I whisper.

“You seem to think they’re
funny.” Derek chuckles.

There are multiple side conversations
going on while the teacher continues with her monotone version of
the deadly voyage. To be fair, it’s game day and everyone is
psyched to beat Belltown.

“It was more shocking than
funny.” I’m trying to whisper even though nobody is
listening.

“It sounded like a funny
kind of laugh. Just sayin’.” Derek is nudging my foot with his. I
feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. We grew up together
so we’re not strangers, but this is just too much for me to
handle.

“Okay, it was a little
funny.” I nudge his foot away from mine. “They’re still
nasty.”

“I didn’t say it!” Derek
nudges my foot again. I look at him, and he’s smiling even though
he’s trying to be serious. “I wasn’t the one who laughed,
either!”

Why did Stef have to excel
in math? He could be sitting here with me or at least be a witness
to the fact that Derek is flirting. He is flirting,
right?

I take a deep breath to control the
giggles that are building in my chest. “You obviously enjoyed the
fact that I laughed, which makes you guilty by
association.”

“So, we’re both warped
youths. This means we can be friends.” Derek slides his cell phone
in front of me. “Enter your number.”

“What’s this, your
electronic version of a little black book? No, thanks.” I play hard
to get when inside my head I’m already licking his neck like a
melting popsicle.

“You’re funny. But if you
don’t want to be my friend…” Derek slowly slides the phone
away.

I grab it from his hands
and quickly enter my name and number into his contacts before the
teacher turns around. Just as I hand it back to him, I notice Mark
has been watching me. I squint my eyes warning him not to call me
out in front of the entire class. He turns to face the teacher in
silence. Good boy.

The bell rings, and before I can
sprint to the door, Derek leans in to whisper in my ear. “You have
a cute laugh. I can’t wait to hear it again.”

“Thanks.” I grab my books
and walk directly to Stef’s locker.

A lifetime later, Stef is standing in
front of me with his head tilted to the right. “Whoa! Have you been
hanging out in the second-floor bathroom? You look high as
hell!”

“Shut up! I just had the
most bizarre first period ever. You’re not going to believe it.” I
hug my books to my chest like they’ll keep it from exploding all
over Stef’s locker.

We walk to second period, and as Derek
will be there, I won’t be able to tell Stef what happened. By the
way he’s looking at me, I’m guessing he has a clue. “What did you
do?”

“Let’s just say, you were
wrong. You said it ain’t gonna happen, but he asked for my number.”
I lean in close so no one around us can hear me. “And he thinks I
have a cute laugh.”

We sit at our desks, and I cannot miss
another lecture from Mr. Miller, so I push Derek and his adorable
smile out of my mind. Stef just gives me his signature eye roll and
begins jotting down notes.

Nixon Valley High School has a very
strict policy of not having cell phones in class. But when my
pocket vibrates in sync with Derek’s cough, I am compelled to check
it.

Derek: Goin 2 game 2nite?

Jessie:
Yep

Derek: Wanna get 2gether after?

Jessie:
Depends…

Derek: On?

Jessie:
If you win

Derek: Cool. Meet me at the field house.

Mr. Miller and the rest of the class
look at me trying to see what I’m snickering about. My face turns
bright red and I bury my head in my arms on the desk. When I think
the color of my face is back to normal, I raise my head and glance
over to see Derek looking over at me with a shit-eating
grin.

“You’re goin’ to pay for
that!” I mouth to him.

“Can’t wait,” he mouths
back with the cutest grin I’ve ever seen.


Chapter Two

 


“Okay, spill it,” Stef
demands as soon as we are in the privacy of my car.

“When I sat down in Mrs.
Linn’s class, he was sitting at my table.” I try to keep my cool,
but I really want to scream it out my window.

“He sits by the window,
though,” Stef says with growing interest.

“He asked for my number,”
I explain while pulling out of the parking lot.

“So, that’s why you were
snorting like Miss Piggy in Miller’s class?” He’s smiling, but I
can tell he’s about to spew negativity all over the interior of my
Corolla.

“You know what? Don’t be a
Debbie Downer. He asked me to meet him after the game tonight.” I
worry about having a perma-smile brought on by the thought of
him.

“Text me when you get
home. I want the details.” Stef raises his eyebrows and opens the
door. “Do you need help getting dressed?” He wrinkles his nose at
me.

“Shut up!” I reach out to
hit him, but he’s too quick.

My dad’s truck isn’t in the driveway,
so he must still be on his way home. I unlock the door to see Sissy
waiting for me as usual. I love game nights because it means
bonding time with my dad and concession-stand food. I lie on the
couch and click on the TV flipping through the channels, stopping
at an infomercial for a magic stain remover. I should be freshening
up for the game. I wonder what we’re going to do afterwards,
although it won’t matter. I just hope it’s not hours of awkward
silence.

“Hey, JJ. I’m home. Are
you ready to heckle some bad-call-making refs?” my dad calls from
the doorway.

I hadn’t realize how much I’d missed
him the last five days. “Hi, Daddy! You know it!” I wrap my arms
around his waist and hug for a long time.

“Are you okay?” When I’m
in need of extra affection, my dad always picks up on it. His hand
pets my shoulder.

“I’m okay. I really missed
you.”

“I missed you too, JJ.
Maybe we can watch Rocky IV
after the game. We can bring home some popcorn
and grab a soda?” I pull away from him when he mentions
after the game.

“Dad! I can’t. I mean, I
want to, but I have plans. I have … a date!” I can’t believe how
hard it is to talk to my dad about a date. I’m seventeen, for
crying out loud. He trusts me at home for days at a time. I cook
and take care of the house. I’m practically an adult.

“A date, huh?” He raises
his bushy eyebrows. “And who is this mystery man?”

“It’s Derek.”

“You’re dating the
quarterback?” He knows Derek. He’s friends with his dad,
Tommy.

“Daddy! Don’t tease me!
I’m not dating him. He only asked me today. Stef doesn’t think much of it.”
I shrug.

“Oh, don’t you worry about
Stefan. He’s just protective of you.” He gives me a pat on the arm
and picks up his bags.

“I’ll start your laundry
before we go.” I reach for his rucksack, but he pulls it
away.

“You should go freshen up.
Your hair is kind of a mess.” He points to the massive ball on the
top of my head and laughs. “You didn’t have your hair up like that
all day did you?”

I hadn’t think about my horrible
hairdo until now. “Yes, I did, but he asked me out any way!” My
voice squeaks.

My dad walks down the hall towards his
room just as my phone vibrates on the coffee table. I’m thankful
for the timing.

Derek: Excited for tonight

Jessie:
Me 2. I love beating Belltown.

Derek: Not what I meant

Jessie:
I know ;) CU after

I let out a squeal and run
to my room. I get a glimpse of myself and laugh. My hair
is a disaster. Before I
can do anything, I text Stef.

Jessie:
OMG. Look at this…

I send a screenshot of the quick
conversation and take my hair down waiting for his reply. I know
it’s going to be cold tonight so I pull my Nixon Valley sweatshirt
on and pair it with my favorite jeans. I can see Stef’s wrinkled
nose, but I’m not going to get fancy for a football game. Not the
way my dad and I watch football.

Stef: I do believe you’ve successfully flirted! WTG!
<3

Jessie:
Thanks, LOL! My dad made it home. =)

Stef: Have a good time. Text me after or tomorrow.

Jessie:
K <3

“Dad! Let’s go! I want to
get chili cheese nachos before kickoff!” I call down the
hallway.

“You’re going to
eat that before
your date? Brave girl.” He’s tightening his belt around his
slimming waist. My dad has a thick build, but I can tell he hasn’t
been eating when he’s away from home. I’ll have to talk to him
about this later.

“I’ll buy gum. Let’s go.”
I nudge his shoulder toward the front door.

****

Nixon Valley may be small, as most
rural Nevada towns are, but we sure do know how to support our
team. The stands are packed and the tailgaters are backed in along
the visitor’s side of the field. My dad offers to get food while I
get our seats. As we walk past the field house, my heart beats in
my ears. I’m sure I’m blushing, so it’s a relief when Mr. Freeley
from the hardware store stops and talks to my dad.

“Hello, James. Jessie.” He
shakes my dad’s hand, but my hands are full with an old ratty
comforter for the bleacher so he gives me a wink and a click of his
tongue. “I was hoping I’d run into you. We are expanding the store
in the spring, and I sure would appreciate it if you’d submit a
bid.”

I leave them talking and make my way
up the steps hoping my favorite spot is open. It’s near the end of
the bleachers and halfway up. I make it a point to avoid the
cheerleaders’ area. I come to the games to watch football, not join
in with the silly cheers. My stomach growls, and I turn to look
through the bleachers to see if my dad has made it to the front of
the line. When I turn to face the field, I see the high school and
youth cheerleaders unrolling the banner on the far end of the field
for the team to run through.

“Here. Take this. I forgot
napkins. I know how you eat nachos, so I’ll be right back.” He
laughs and so do the people around us.

The speakers come to life
with Cory’s voice, everyone’s favorite announcer, calling the Nixon
Valley High School Cougars to the field. He knows everyone’s names
and doesn’t miss a beat when he calls the plays. His voice
reverberates off the houses across the street from the field. The
crowd is on their feet. The team rips through the banner and onto
the field as their names and numbers are announced. I listen for
one in particular. Number 3, quarterback,
Derek Stevens. He holds his helmet high in
the air as he waves to the fans. I give a loud whistle, and he
points to me and then to the field house. My pulse quickens and the
butterflies awaken.

We win the coin toss so we’ll kick off
to start the game. Derek is talking to his coaches, going over the
plays. His butt looks amazing.

“Why aren’t you eating,
JJ?” my dad asks with a mouthful of cheesy tortilla
chips.

“I guess I’m not hungry.”
My stomach growls again, but the butterflies win over
hunger.

****

We’re up by seven with three minutes
left in the fourth quarter. During halftime, I noticed Lisa saying
something to Derek when he ran by her on his way to the field
house. The butterflies in my tummy turned into wild dogs that
wanted to tear her face off.

“I can’t believe they
didn’t call PI on that last one!” Even though Cory goes over the
Rules of Respect before each game begins, it’s hard to keep quiet
when the referees miss obvious calls.

“Come on now, you owe us
one, Ref!” my dad calls out to Tom Sykes, who points back to him in
friendly warning.

My dad was pleased when I
turned out to be his pal and not his little princess. I was always
on his lap on Sundays, yelling at the television screen even before
I knew what was going on. We’d try to explain the rules to my mom,
but it was useless. She never caught on. I miss her asking
us What is that flag for?
or What team is that
against?

“And the Cougars take a W
with a final score of 31-21!” Cory calls out in excitement. “Thank
you to the refs and Belltown. Have a safe trip home.”

“What a great game! Where
are you meeting up with Derek?” Dad asks as he folds the
comforter.

“I’m supposed to wait by
the field house.” I wonder if there’ll be a large group waiting. It
never occurred to me that I won’t be the only person there.
Great! Now, I’m even more nervous.

“I think I’ll wait with
you.”

“Dad!” Though I protest,
the idea of having him with me is comforting. “Don’t embarrass
me!”

I gather my dad’s food wrappers, and
we make our way through the crowd saying hi to the familiar faces.
“Great job as always, Cory!” My dad gives him a thumbs up as we
pass the announcer’s booth.

I’m shivering, but I can’t
tell if it’s because of the temperature or anticipation of Derek
coming out of the field house. The door opens and Mark and Terrence
come out hollering about the more impressive plays of the game.
They each grab their girlfriends and make their way out to the
parking lot. Derek is the next to come out. He’s wearing jeans and
a red flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He is so hot.

He looks around until he
spots us then makes his way through the remaining people who are
all giving him atta boys and way
to gos. I love that he reaches out to
shake my dad’s hand before saying hi to me. My dad must’ve liked
it, too, because his shoulders relax a little and they begin
talking about different play calls and how much he’s improved on
calling the audible plays.

“Well, I better get. You
two have fun. Don’t be out too late.” My dad kisses the top of my
head and shakes Derek’s hand again before walking to the parking
lot.

“What do you have planned
for us?” I ask on the way to his truck.

“I was thinkin’ about a
drive out in the desert. There’s going to be a party out at the
crossroads. We don’t have to go if you don’t want to.” He opens my
door for me. I’m happy there’s a step, because his Chevy is raised
and I’m sure I wouldn’t be able to get in gracefully without
it.

“That sounds fun.” He
closes my door, and I watch the line of tail lights making their
way out of the parking lot as he walks around the truck.

“Did you notice I
showered?” He holds out his arm for proof.

“I did. Thank you for
that!” I smile.

Derek wants to stop at his parents’
bar to tell them about the game before we head out. “I’m starving.
My mom always has a pizza waiting for me, sausage and onion. I’ll
share if you’re hungry.”

“I am hungry. I was so
excited for the game I forgot to eat,” I lie. I was excited to be
where I am this very second. But if we’re going to the crossroads,
I should have something in my stomach.

When we walk into TJ’s Bar, everyone
cheers and claps.

“There he is! We hear you
had a forty-yard scoring run tonight. Great job!” A short muscular
guy slaps Derek on his back as he gives him praise.

We make our way to the end of the bar,
and Derek kisses his mom on the cheek. My dad brings me in for the
spaghetti feed on Tuesdays, so we aren’t strangers. “Hi, Jessie.
It’s good to see you. It’s busy in here tonight, so I better get
back behind the bar. I’m so proud of you, Derek.” She hands him a
pizza box and a stack of napkins.

There’s a band playing, so it’s loud
and crowded. He holds the box over his head with his left hand and
takes my hand in his right to lead me to a table by the dance
floor. He leans down to ask me if I want a soda or water. I want to
tell him that I just want to keep holding his hand, but I ask for
water instead.

We eat while watching people dance, or
try to dance, for a few songs. “Are you ready?”

“What?” I call over the
music.

“Are you ready?” This time
he points to the door smiling that adorable smile.

I nod, wishing I could tell my
sixth-grade self that we are actually on a date with Derek Stevens.
He takes my hand, and we wave to his parents and walk out the back
door.

The drive to the crossroads takes
about fifteen minutes. At first I think it’s going to be awkward
silence but he starts talking about that science fair in sixth
grade. We are laughing and teasing each other about who did more
work. As we get closer, my nerves are getting the best of me, and
I’m having second thoughts. “Do you think there’s goin’ to be a lot
of people out here?”

“Yeah, the whole team said
they’re comin’. Do you want to do something else?” he
asks.

“No. It’s just that we’ll
be showing up together. People will be talking about it, I’m
sure.”

He drives another minute before the
bonfire is visible. “Are you embarrassed to be seen with
me?”

“Yes, but I can deal with
it if you can.” I give him a small grin.

He pulls his truck behind the other
vehicles and kills the engine. Before I can change my mind, he’s
opening my door. He holds out his hand to help me out but doesn’t
let it go. Together, we walk hand in hand through the crowd. I scan
the faces, saying hi to the ones I like and ignoring those I don’t.
People’s reactions are either nods and smiles or they appear
shocked and turn to whisper their disapproval. There is only one
face I’m searching for, and I’m relieved when I don’t see it. Lisa
isn’t here.

Terrence hands us a red plastic cup to
fill from the keg. “What a great frickin’ night, dude! I love
it!”

I sip my beer and join in the
conversations that interest me, all the while thinking about how
good it feels to be here with Derek and how I cannot wait to tell
Stef all about it. Stef isn’t a big fan of football, but we usually
come to the after-parties together. He said he wasn’t feeling it
tonight.

“That wasn’t so bad, was
it?” Derek asks as he puts his truck in park in front of my
house.

“It wasn’t
so bad!” I hiccup, which
brings on snorting giggles.

Derek walks around the truck and opens
my door. “Easy does it.” He helps me out and steadies me on the
sidewalk.

When we get to my front door I fumble
around for my keys. “Thank you, Derek. I had fun
tonight.”

“I’m glad.” He pauses for
a moment before turning towards his truck. “Good-night.”

“Good-night.” I jab the
key clumsily at the lock because my hands are freezing, I had too
much beer, and I’m struggling to keep myself from blurting out that
this might be the best night of my life. Finally, I feel the key
turning in the lock, but before I can open the door, Derek is
behind me.

I turn to face him and drop my keys.
When I look down to pick them up, Derek stops me and takes my hands
in his. His grin makes me forget how cold I am—or maybe it’s his
touch. He leans down and kisses me. I’ve been kissed before but
nothing like this. It’s not a porn kiss with lots of tongue and
spit swapping or an awkward, first-dance kind of kiss. It’s soft
and lingering, and I swear it’s happening in slow motion. But at
the same time, it’s over in an instant.

“I’ve been wanting to do
that since you yelled at Tom Sykes to make an appointment with his
optometrist to get his eyes checked.” He laughs and heads back down
the sidewalk to his truck.

“He missed that PI call
and we had to settle for a field goal!” I pick up my keys and go
inside, absolutely certain this has been the best night of my
life.


Chapter Three

 


“You knew this was going
to happen. Just smile and ignore it.” Stef is giving me a pep on
our way to school Tuesday morning. “Haters gonna hate.”

“It’s not like I’m a nerdy
girl who needs a makeover or I’m so hideous that he asked me out on
a bet! And of course Lisa is having a blast coming up with other
reasons he took me to the party.” I drop my keys into my bag and
force my hand to open my car door. “Seriously, a pity
date?”

Stef gets out and looks at me over the
top of the car. “I will disagree on the part about not needing a
makeover.”

“You’re hilarious. I need
to find a nicer bestie.” I slap his arm.

“Good luck with that. You
know I adore you.” He puts his arm in mine as we walk down the
hallway. “I’ll see you second period.”

I walk in, and Derek is sitting there
with my chair pulled out. “Well, well. I wasn’t sure if you were
going to join me today.”

“It took some persuasion
from Stef to get me out of the car, but I’m tough. I can handle it.
Things wouldn’t be so bad if your ex wasn’t making such a big deal
out of it. We went to one party. It’s not that big of a deal. It’s
like she talked shit all day long yesterday.” I slap my notebook
onto the desk and plop into the seat.

Derek tilts his head. “So, you won’t
be going out with me again?”

“That’s not what I mean.
Why? Are you planning on texting me during Miller’s class again?” I
tease him.

“Actually, it’s Tuesday
and I was hoping you’d help me … with the spaghetti feed.” He
whispers the last part because Mrs. Linn started the class by
continuing her monotone lecture from the day before.

I give him a smile but
don’t answer. I really can’t afford to not pay attention, no matter
how boring she is. He’s nudging my foot but looking to the front of
the class. Who knew the quarterback was such a romantic? Opening
doors, playing footsies, and that soft kiss he gave me when he
dropped me off Friday night, although it did leave me wanting more.
A lot more. I spent the rest of the weekend with my dad. We went
bowling, washed the vehicles, and watched Rocky IV, our favorite of the
series. But all I could think of was that kiss.

Second period is a bit more
interesting. Mr. Miller is out so there’s a sub. I tell Stef about
helping Derek. “Want to come with?” Having a substitute basically
means a free period as long as we are somewhat quiet.

“No. You know I have that
thing on Tuesdays. I wish I could though. Spaghetti sounds
delish.”

My phone vibrates, and since the
entire class is on theirs, I check it.

Derek: U never answered me about tonight

Jessie:
U will owe me big time…

Derek: How much?

Jessie:
2 kisses should do it…

Derek: DEAL!

I look up and Derek has turned around
to face me and is putting Chapstick on and pursing his lips. I
shake my head and smile before sending another text.

Jessie:
Make it 3

He raises his hands like refs do when
the field goal is good. “Score!” He calls out with
enthusiasm.

“Yes?” The balding
substitute looks up from his newspaper.

I cover my mouth to keep from laughing
out loud. Stef looks at me like I’m crazy. Lisa looks at Derek and
then me before rolling her eyes and continuing her conversation
with Stacy.

****

I park in the back lot of TJ’s behind
Derek’s truck. I check myself in the mirror before getting
out.

“You look fabulous!” Derek
is standing there in an apron.

“Oh, shit! You scared me!”
I hit him.

“I didn’t think school was
ever going to end today.” He pulls me into his arms and kisses me
with his right hand on the back of my neck and the other on the
small of my back. Our tongues dance playfully, causing me to moan.
He smiles but doesn’t step away from me. “I agree.” We continue
kissing until some stupid guy pulls into the parking lot and blinds
us with his stupid headlights.

“We better get inside and
feed the stupid people.” I glare in the direction of the
headlights.

“What?” Derek asks,
confused.

“I mean feed the hungry
people.” I wipe my mouth and calm my breathing before stepping
inside.

“Hey, Jessie! Good to see
ya. How’s your daddy?” Derek’s dad greets us as the door, and I
pray he wasn’t watching us in the parking lot.

“Hi, Tommy. He’s good. He
left yesterday morning to finish up a job at Borealis. It’ll be
nice to have him home.” I take the apron he hands me, and Derek
helps me tie it.

The tables are already set up on the
dance floor, each laid out with parmesan and salt and pepper
shakers. People come in, pay, then find a spot to sit, and
sometimes it’s not always together. This spaghetti feed started
when June wanted to come back to work when Derek was little. At
first she brought in enough for the three of them, but one of the
regulars told her it smelled amazing and she should bring in a
plate for him. It just grew from there.

“What do you need me to do
to earn the other kisses you owe me?” I smooth my apron.

“Are you ready? You’ve
always been on the other end of this circus. Things get pretty
crazy. We’re the eyes of the operation! We watch for newcomers and
get them ice water, tea, or coffee. If they want an alcoholic
beverage, they get it from the bar. Then we go into the kitchen to
bring out the plates of spaghetti and garlic bread. It’s also up to
us to clear the plates and refill drinks. I’m thinkin’ you might
want to ask for more pay.” Derek nods convincingly.

“I’m so ready. Let’s do
this! And if the rest of the payment is anything like it was out
there, I definitely want a raise!” Embarrassed by being so blunt, I
rearrange the salt and pepper on the table so he can’t see the
color in my cheeks.

I follow Derek into the kitchen where
June is stirring the largest metal pot I’ve ever seen with a wooden
paddle. She says hi, but she is all business and every step has
purpose. We make sure to stay out of her way. “You can get the
bread out of the oven and slice it up.” June nods to the large oven
behind me. “Use the potholders and don’t burn yourself,
Jessie.”

I do what she says, and Derek gives me
a wink before going out into the dining area to see if his dad
needs any help. When I join him, he has the biggest smile on his
face.

“What’s this all about?” I
point to his face.

“Just seeing you in there
with my mom is pretty awesome. Here come our first customers.
Garrett, the guy who pulled up outside, is
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