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Miranda 
I thought Henry Walsh wasn’t like the other rich upper classmen. He had a heart, was kind and made my heartbeat faster.
Then Victoria happened. He was hers; I was trash, and she made my life hell.
One crazy evening after school changed the course of our lives, and he crushed me. He chose her over me and showed me he was just like all of his friends.
Jerk.

Henry
Miranda Walker reminded me of a doll. She was quiet and kind and the opposite of my unwanted girlfriend, Victoria. My plans were to break up with Victoria, go to school, and live my life on my terms.
Life threw me a curveball, making me a dad. Then a car accident made me a widowed dad. Women were the farthest thing from my mind until I saw the beautiful redhead herding geese out of my backyard.
My beautiful doll was all grown up, and fate brought her back into my life.
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Henry 
Eighth grade
The chatter from the cafeteria flooded out into the hall where we were in line. We got out of class late because Victoria couldn’t wrap her one brain cell around the teacher assigning us a team project.
“Dude. What is it with Victoria?” Ethan kicked the carpet covered bench between us and the wall.
Wally shrugged. “She’s a pain in the ass.”
“Mr. Barron, language.” Our English teacher glared at us from the outside of the line.
“Miss Minks. You can’t tell me I’m wrong.” Wally flashed her a smile, and she sighed, shaking her head with a tiny smile on her lips.
I looked around the hall where they had us line up. Art decorated the walls along with awards.
Excellence in education, my ass. I couldn’t wait to be out of here.
My friends were talking about football as we neared the cashier. The lady sitting there looked like we kicked her dog every day. Gray hair, short in the grandma style, pruned up wrinkled face, and she sounded like she’d smoked since she was a kid.
I handed her a fifty and watched her roll her eyes. “Is it necessary to bring in such a large bill every day?”
Shrugging my shoulders, I smiled. “It’s what my dad gave me.”
“Pfft.” she snarled as she made change, handing it to me and then accepting money from Dexter.
We walked through the line, taking a tray filled with questionable food and entering the main cafeteria.
Pete lifted his tray, pointing to a small blond sitting alone in the cafeteria. “What’s the deal with the sixth grader in our algebra class?”
Wally laughed. “Worried she’s smarter than you?”
I shrugged. “Who cares?”
“Really, Pete?” Ethan shook his head. “She hangs around Henry’s cousin.”
“You know you don’t have to keep pointing out that Vivian is my cousin.” I set my tray down on the table where we’ve always sat.
“Dude.” Pete picked up his burger. “Rumor is she’s smarter than all of us put together.”
Dexter threw a fry at him. “And?”
I’d seen her around, and she never spoke. Even when I’d come across her on the trails, she sat alone with a book.
She reminded me of an old doll I saw at an antique store called Holly Hobbie. Her dark blond hair almost looked brown in the dim lighting of the lunchroom.
I watched as Vivi walked over to her table and sat down. Holly Hobbie looked up, then looked back at her lunch.
My friends’ voices thundered in the large room, mixed with laughter and groans. We were the cool guys. The group the loser kids wanted to be like or be a part of.
“Henry, I’ll give you ten bucks to tell her a your mama joke.” Dexter smiled.
Wally blew milk out of his nose, laughing, and I shook my head as I shrugged. “Yeah. Why not?”
I didn’t need the money. Having more money than god was all my mother ever bragged about. However, this would be my money. Not from my parents.
We cleaned up and took our trays to the brick wall where the return station was.
Port Stella Pirates. Argh.
Were all schools the same? Brick walls lined with metal lockers? While playing football, we rarely went through other schools. But every locker room mimicked the other. They all stank, too.
“Let’s go, Henry!” Dexter hollered at me as they headed towards the doors to go outside for fresh air.
As I walked past the table with Vivian and Holly Hobbie, she looked up and our eyes locked. I felt a small smile on my face. Her eyes looked like the sky when a storm rolled in.
“What are you looking at?” She sneered.
Blowing out a hard breath, I walked past her and dumped the contents of my tray into the trash, then tossed the tray on top of the others and walked out.
What a brat! Maybe that was why she was always alone.
I joined my friends outside and tossed around a football until the bell rang. Heading back inside, we walked to our lockers, grabbed our backpacks, and headed to Algebra.
The blond entered the room before us and I stopped in front of her desk, flashing her my best smile.
“Hey, your mama’s so ugly when she went to a haunted house, she came out with a job application.”
My friends howled with laughter as she looked up and spoke in a flat voice. “My mom’s dead.”
Her words left me dumbfounded as an awkward silence blanketed the classroom.
“Mr. Walsh, I suggest you get in your seat before the bell rings.” Mrs. Gold’s voice filled the void.
“Yes, ma’am.” I walked over to my desk and flopped into the chair as the bell rang.
Mrs. Gold launched into attendance and then walked to the board, putting up a problem for us to review and solve. My pencil moved on the paper but I couldn’t stop thinking about blondie.
Tapping Victoria’s shoulder, I leaned over my desk to whisper. “What do you know about her?”
She turned her head, confusion all over her face. “Who?”
I thumbed to the blond.
Victoria’s eyes rolled. “She smells like a barn animal.” She whispered back. “Why?”
“Mr. Walsh and Miss Parks, care to share with the class?” Mrs. Gold’s eyes were hard. “Or perhaps you’d like to teach?”
“No, ma’am.” I sat back.
“Thanks to Mr. Walsh and his rudeness, you will have homework today.”
The class lobbed pencils and paper balls at me, groaning, before we all focused on the lesson again.
Well, maybe they did. My thoughts were elsewhere.
Did she have a stepmom? I didn’t think she smelled like a barn animal when I walked past her. Maybe she lived with her grandparents?
The only grandparents I had were my dad’s parents, and they both passed away when I was in kindergarten. I never got to know them, but I remembered hearing my grandpa telling my dad they stayed away because of my mom.
My mom was a huge bitch. She was greedy, selfish, and manipulative.
I hated it. I hated her.
Wally and Dexter’s moms were completely opposite, and when I needed a mom, that’s who I turned to.
“You can go on your merry way, Margie. I’m not stopping you.”
“Fine. Agree to pay alimony and child support and I’ll leave.”
Dad barked out a laugh. “The boy stays with me, and I’m not giving you a dime.”
“A boy should be with his mother.” She hissed.
“You only want the money I’d pay in child support.”
“Well, as his mother, I’d need to clothe and feed him.”
“Uh-huh.” My dad shook his head. “You’re no better than your sister. All you see are dollar signs.”
Mom’s hand flew out and slapped Dad. “Don’t you dare compare me to Judy.”
“Truth hurts, sweetheart.” He laughed. “You can leave. The boy stays with me.”
“Fine. We can do shared custody.”
“He is not a pawn to be brokered over.” Dad’s glass slammed on the desk. “He stays with me. Period.”
“No court is going to take a child from their mother.”
My dad changed the pitch of his voice, mocking her. “I’m tired of this life, Thomas. I want the life we had before that brat came along. Where I could go out and enjoy my time with my friends.”
“You, asshole.”
Dad laughed. “That’s right. I’m the dick in this marriage.”
“What is so wrong about wanting time for myself?”
“Nothing if you’re single with zero responsibilities.”
“You said you wanted a child. I gave you one.”
“Is he even mine?”
A resounding echo told me she slapped him again. “How dare you?”
“How dare I, Margaret? You slept with my business partner.”
“And now you own the whole firm. I did you a favor.”
“And you want to divorce me and give you half of everything I worked for and built? No. I’ll see you in hell first.”
“Well, goodie for me. Being married to you and having that brat, I’m already there.”
My mother stormed out past me into the hall, leaving me standing there in shock.
The bell rang, and I realized I spent the entire class lost in my thoughts.
Pete punched my shoulder on his way past me. “Thanks, dick.”
“My pleasure.” I growled. “Hey, Dex! Gimme my money.”
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Sometimes being smart sucked. Like being advanced in math and ending up in a class of eighth graders.
Henry, Ethan, Dexter, and Wally were the biggest jerks in school. And with them came their entourage, the bitch brigade. And Victoria Bryant was the biggest bitch of all.
Her and her friends loved to torment me and my friends.
The last bell rang and I couldn’t wait to get to my locker and out of this building. My friend Tara fell in step beside me.
“You look pissed.” She bumped into me playfully.
“Stupid rich boy trying to be funny.”
“Um.” She cringed. “That rich boy?”
I looked up to see Henry Walsh standing against my locker, with a smirk on his face.
“God hates me.” My eyes rolled back as I walked closer. “Move.”
“Aww, where’s your manners, Holly Hobbie?” He mocked and leaned closer to me. “How about a please?”
I wanted to punch him in his smug face, but I didn’t want to get suspended. Counting to ten in my head, I tapped my toes on the floor impatiently.
He tapped his ear. “I’m not hearing anything.”
“Get bent.” I shoved him away from my locker, not expecting him to grab my arms.
“Damn, girl.” He pulled me close. “I just wanted to apologize.”
I struggled against him, and he spun us around pressing me against the lockers.
“You’re off to a rip-snortin’ start.” I braced my hands against his chest. “Get off me.”
His hot breath warmed my ear. “I’m really trying to apologize.”
Hoots and hollers from his friends and other students added fuel to my already burning fire. The tighter he held me, the more I struggled.
“I didn’t know about your mom.” He held me tight, keeping his words low.
“Get. Off. Me.” I growled.
“You smell like spicy cotton candy.” I felt him nuzzle my neck. “I’ve never smelled anything like it before.”
That comment caught me off guard, and I stopped fighting. “What?”
“You smell sweet.” His nose brushed against my skin. “And spicy.”
“Uh. Thanks?” Confusion flooded through me and I felt my stomach fill with butterflies.
His dark eyes flashed with guilt. “I’m Henry.”
“Yeah. I know who you are.” I rolled my eyes. “What I don’t know is why you know who Holly Hobbie is.”
He shook his head as he lifted a shoulder to shrug. “Look, I am sorry. My joke was in poor taste.”
“Can I get into my locker now? I have a bus to catch.” I didn’t like the way I was feeling. He seemed genuinely sorry.
“Miranda! Let’s go!” Tara yelled out, running back over. “We can’t miss the bus.”
Henry ran a hand through his dark hair and stepped back, letting me open my locker. I grabbed the book I needed, closed it, and walked away, turning back to look at him as he disappeared.
Just as well. I don’t have time for stupid boys.
Tara and I walked to our bus, stepped inside the cramped space, and took our seats four rows back.
“He’s kinda cute.” Tara smiled at me. “Tall. Dark wavy hair. Pretty cinnamon eyes.”
“You’re delusional.” I huffed. “He’ll also be out of this school next year.” I pressed my head against the hard seat.
“Wanna hang out after school?” She rested her head on my shoulder.
“Not today. I’ve got too much homework.” I frowned. “Maybe tomorrow?”
“Sounds good.” She smiled. “Maybe Henry likes you?”
I barked out a laugh. “Yeah, and maybe pigs will fly!”
As the school bus moved along, I looked out the window and tried to push thoughts of Henry Walsh from my mind.
He was cute, but unfortunately, boys like him are nothing but trouble. At least that’s what my grandpa said.
Our bus driver, Paula, pulled up at my stop, and I stood up and walked towards the door. “See ya tomorrow.” I waved at Tara and bounced down the stairs.
Stanley greeted me at the gate. “Aaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrgh!”
I laughed as I walked down the driveway toward the screaming goat. “I hear you, Stanley.”
“Maaaaaaaaaaah.”
“You too, Sophie.”
We ended up with the goats because some guy that works with Grandpa said he was planning to shoot them for yelling. Grandpa decided he couldn’t let that happen, so he brought them home.
Sophie produces milk, and Gran learned to make goat cheese and taught me how as well.
I love the smelly beasts! They’re gentle and fun.
Letting myself in through the gate, I jogged, letting the goats chase me up to the house. The moment I opened the door, all three dogs bounded out, running into the yard.
Larry, Moe, and Curly were mutts through and through.
While they did their thing. I went inside to drop off my backpack and put my hair up. My lip lifted in a snarl as I stared at myself in the mirror.
Gran said I looked like a carbon copy of my mom. Which, on one hand, was wild, and the other was weird.
I wonder if she resents me sometimes because I look like her dead daughter.
Heaving a sigh, I went to the kitchen and grabbed an apple to snack on while I cut up a few more apples to share with my four-legged friends.
The moment I walked outside, they lined up for their tasty treats. The dogs did a couple of tricks to get theirs and the goats snatched some from me and ran.
I got the goats into our blue barn and gave them each a couple more apple slices. Once I knew they had settled, I closed the heavy door and went to round up the dogs.
They knew the drill as I cut out a sharp whistle and followed me inside. Some of the small kittens tried to attack my feet as I walked and I picked them up, snuggling three in my arms. Once we got to the back door, I let the boys in, set the babies down, and went inside to make their dinner.
One scoop of powdered milk sprinkled over their kibbles. Then I turned on the hot water, waiting for it to get warm. I could hear the clowder of cats mewing for their food, making me move faster.
Grabbing my phone, I tucked it in my back pocket and went outside, setting the jumbo-sized bowl down for everyone.
I did a quick scan to make sure the dogs had food and water, then hopped on my bike and headed towards the trails.






  
  
Miranda 
The breeze on my face felt exhilarating, and I stood up pumping my pedals harder towards the small, wooded area that hid the trails I loved exploring on.
I steered the front wheel, taking a left and feeling the change from pavement to dirt. The trail reminded me of a sidewinder snake with all the curves and I knew after the fifth curve, I’d drop into a valley that would slingshot me up the other side.
Leaves and branches provided protection from the sun and created a magical canopy. Out here I felt free. No one else mattered.
Sometimes I liked to pretend the ground and I had a connection. We understood each other. I needed to feel important. And the ground needed me to help it feel needed.
I could ride these trails with my eyes closed!
The freedom I felt exhilarated me. I peddled harder, going up a small hill, and then squealed as I rode down the other side.
Every twist, turn and hill took me closer to the treehouse someone built near the creek. Inside that treehouse, nothing else mattered.
I crested over a hill and felt my stomach drop. It reminded me of Henry invading my space.
With a shake of my head, I cast him from my thoughts.
Henry Walsh was part of the “in” crowd and there’s no reason to give him a second thought.
The path twisted towards the water and I slowed my bike to not fly down the last dip. The last thing I wanted to do was land in the creek head first.
Like two years ago.
I pulled up to the huge tree, parked my bike at the base, and climbed the ladder up inside the house. The moment my head entered the space, I saw him.
Henry Walsh sat against the wall, looking at me.
I couldn’t stop the snarl on my face as I retraced my steps to leave.
“Wait!” He poked his head out of the opening. “Miranda!”
“What!” I snapped and glared up at him.
“I came here to talk to you.”
“When did we become friends?” I jumped down to the ground. “Because I didn’t get that memo.”
“C’mon.” He looked down at me and flashed a smile that showed off a perfect dimple in his right cheek. “I’m not a bad guy.”
“That remains to be seen.” I blew my bangs off of my forehead and climbed back up into the treehouse. “Don’t make me regret this.”
When I reached the top and climbed inside, he was sitting back against the wall again.
“What happened to your parents?” His soft voice punched me in the gut, especially since he was the second person to ask me.
“That’s what you want to talk about?”
“Look. Sometimes I wish mine were dead.” He shook his head. “And when you said your mom was dead … I don’t know. It made me feel weird.”
“They were hit by a drunk driver.” I looked at my lap and played with the hem of my shirt.
“Did you get along with them?” He pulled his legs up, folding them underneath his butt. “Were you with them?”
I shook my head and glanced up through my hair. “It was Christmas eve. They went to midnight mass, and I stayed at my grandparent’s.”
“Oh, damn.” He ran his hand through his hair. “They went to church and then …”
“Yeah.” I looked up, nodding. “Makes ya wonder if there even is a god.”
“I really am sorry.” He moved closer to me as I swiped at my face to clear the errant tears. “Maybe wishing my parents were dead is a bit extreme.”
“You could turn yourself in at the fire station.” I shrugged and jumped when he barked out a laugh. “What?”
“I just wasn’t expecting something funny.” He moved close enough to brush a tear away from my cheek. “My dad drinks.”
Sniffling, I looked into his dark eyes and saw sadness in them. “Adults think they’re smart and know what they’re doing.”
“But they don’t.” His voice was barely a whisper. “I miss my dad.” He nodded. “I mean before the drinking.”
“What about your mom?” I reached out and brushed a tear from his cheek.
“She’s a class A bitch.” He frowned. “She makes my dad miserable.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I felt I owed you something since I hurt your feelings.”
“I guess we’re even then.” I sat back and smiled at him.
He thumbed to the opening behind me. “I should probably go.”
“Wait.” I put my hand on his shoulder, stunned when I felt an electric shock on my fingertips. “How did you know to find me here?”
“Don’t sweat it, Holly Hobbie.” He moved around me and dropped down to the ground. “Later.”
I scrambled to the small window and the weirdest thought hit me as I watched him walk away.
You could’ve stayed.
I sat back and slammed my head against the wall as the tears poured from my eyes. “It’s not fair!” I slammed my head back again. “It’s not fair when I need you!”
Pulling my legs up, I sobbed against my knees. All I wanted was my mom back. I missed my dad too, but my mom kept my secrets and gave me advice.
I didn’t want some stupid joke, one of the cute popular jerks, said to me to hurt. And I didn’t want to wish he was still here, so I didn’t feel so alone in the world.
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Looking over my shoulder, I saw her watching me before she turned away. Then I heard a loud knock before I heard her sobbing.
I had no idea what I could do to help, but I turned back and climbed up into the treehouse. Miranda was balled up, her body shaking as she cried.
I’m an asshole.
She would give anything to have her parents back, and I would give anything to have my parents gone.
Okay. Not both parents. Just my mom.
I sat beside her and patted her back awkwardly. She leaned into me, and I moved my arm around her, holding her.
Her arms wrapped around me, and I pulled her into my lap.
I’d never seen someone cry like this. Not that I haven’t been around people crying before, but these weren’t little tears. Her tears were big and pouring from her eyes.
Moving my mouth to her ear, I whispered, hoping she would hear me. “I’m sorry, Miranda.”
“Everyone is sorry.” She shuddered as she tried to breathe. “I snotted on you.”
I shrugged my shoulders. “It washes.” I brushed her hair from her mottled face, covered in tears and snot. She still looked cute to me, and her freckles stood out more. “Holly Hobbie.”
A small smile graced her face. “Seriously? How do you know who she is?”
“I saw a doll at an antique store.”
Her lips curved upwards, smiling more. “My mom had an old sewing machine with her on it.” She sniffled as more tears fell down her cheeks.
I used my knuckle to wipe some away, and she looked up with her big, blue eyes. Leaning in, she met me halfway as our lips brushed against each other and my phone rang, making us jump apart.
She looked away as I pulled it from my pocket to answer it. “Hello?”
“Henry.” My mother’s voice chilled my ear. “You, young man, are supposed to be at home.”
“I’ll be there in a few.”
“Now, Henry.” She ended the call.
It doesn’t matter what I’m doing. It doesn’t matter to her where I am. All that matters to her is that I am a perfect person when she has guests or decides she wants to show me off.
She makes me feel like a prized show pony.
“I, uh, gotta get going.” I moved my eyes around the room, looking anywhere but at her. “You gonna be okay?”
“Yeah.” Her head bobbed, and she avoided looking at me. “I’m gonna head back home.”
“Um, okay.” I descended through the opening. “Later.”
She kissed me back.
I jumped down and ran towards where I left my bike hidden, leaning against a tree. Hopping on, I peddled towards home wondering what mom had her panties in a bunch about now.
Usually no one noticed if I wasn’t home. As long as I showed up at the dinner table.
Maybe I should’ve invited her to come with? Is that what you do for someone who’s sad? I’ve never seen anyone cry like that.
My wheels flew over the ground and the moment I felt the path beneath my bike changed, I felt the frown creep across my face.
All I wanted was for my dad to stop drinking and my parents to stop fighting
But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I followed the street around the curve, passing by Ethan’s place, which was a couple of houses away from me.
Making it to my driveway, I turned and peddled towards the garage, parking my bike against the wall before heading inside.
Running in through the back door, I slammed it behind me in time to hear my parents fighting.
Again.
“Have another drink, Thomas.” My mother growled. “That’ll help things.”
I screeched to a halt and waited for my dad’s response.
“Of course it does.” He yelled back at her. “It makes living in hell with you easier.”
“I. Told. You. Give me the alimony I want and half of everything.” She motioned with her hand all around. “And I will more than happily leave.”
My dad threw his head back, barking out a laugh. “And I’m telling you, again, that you’re not getting shit from me.” His glass flew across the kitchen into the wall, shattering into tiny pieces.
“Dad?”
“Not now, Henry.” My mom snapped and pushed me back.
I slapped her arm away from me and went closer to my dad. “Dad?”
“Your mother is being unreasonable.” Dad dropped down in a chair. “I am sorry that you have to hear this.”
“Oh, Thomas, puh-lease don’t pull the pity card.” My mom’s heels clicked on the marble floor.
“Dad.” I dropped my voice low. “You need to stop drinking.”
“Don’t tell me what to do!” His voice thundered as he pounded his fist on the table. “You are a child!”
Running from the room, I ran through the house up to my room, slammed my door, locking it and then turned my radio on loud.
Flopping down on my bed, I let the music thrum through my body and let the tears I held back go until I fell asleep.






  
  
Henry 
The next day at school, I saw Miranda walking with Tara, their heads close together.
“What’re you staring at?” Ethan moved into my line of vision before leaning against the closed locker beside mine.
“Looks like he was watching the smart girl.” Richard chimed in.
Wally snorted. “You mean his Holly Hobbie?” he teased.
“So?” I shrugged and reached inside my locker for my English book.
“And the party just grew.” Richard nodded to the girls, where Vivian joined Tara and Miranda. “Viv says she’ll rip someone’s balls off, but I bet Miranda is the type who would come at you without warning.”
Wally looked between the two girls and then back at us. “You think so?”
“Dude. She almost knocked Max out with a dodgeball.” Richard huffed in laughter. “I’m telling you. She’s the kind to sneak into your house in the middle of the night and chop parts off.”
I closed my locker as we walked down to our homerooms. “I don’t think she would do that.”
“Suddenly you know her?” Ethan raised an eyebrow at me as we rounded the corner.
“Well, no.” I shook my head. “I’m just saying maybe she’s not like a full on bitch.”
“Hi, Henry.” Victoria appeared in front of me. “There’s a dance Friday.”
“And?” I gave her a headshake and a shrug,
“Will you go with me?”
“What do you want me to do? Pick you up on my bike?” The guys snickered.
“I was thinking that we could use the limo.” She batted her eyes, thinking it would sway me.
“Tell you what.” Ethan turned her to walk with us. “I’ll use my limo and we can all go together.”
“That sound fun.” She smiled and ran to tell her friends.
“Dude. She’s annoying.” Wally groaned.
“Doing it this way leaves lover boy here open for his sweetheart.” Ethan thumbed pointing to me. “Later, losers.”
We all split off into our respective classrooms, with Richard, Wally and I going into Miss Minks room.
“You guys wanna meet on the trails after school? We could hang out by the tire swing and rope.” He slid into his seat. “Dad’s been on a bender, and I need a break.”
“Sounds good.” I nodded and took the seat behind him.
Maybe Miranda will be there?
I doodled in my notebook only half listening to what Miss Minks was saying. Thoughts of after school kept me going through the day.
And between each class, I searched for Miranda. This wasn’t something new. All year I’d been watching for her.
“Are you stalking me?” Her soft voice came from behind me, making me jump.
“Shit!”
Miranda giggled and walked past me. “Don’t be a creeper.”
Shaking my head, I jogged after her. “Hey! You gonna be on the trails after school?”
She shrugged and kept walking. “Maybe.”
“Hi, Henry.” Victoria pushed between us and linked her arm with mine. “Are you excited for after school?”
“Uh, sure.” I watched as Miranda jogged ahead of us and darted into her classroom.
“Ugh.” Victoria made a funny face. “Why would you let that bitch walk next to you?”
I stopped and pulled my arm away. “Don’t call her that.”
She stomped her foot. “Don’t be stupid, Henry.”
Rolling my eyes, I slipped into my final class for the day. Dexter held out his elbow for some silly greeting we did on the football team and I bumped against his as I sat beside him.
“Why do you look like you have a stomachache?”
“Victoria’s been up my ass.” I snarled.
“Dude. I bet she’s already got your wedding planned.” He threw his head back, laughing.
“No.” I shook my head. “Not just no. Hell. No.”
Mr. Crisman clapped his hands as he closed the door. “Let’s get ready to science!”
I got my notebook out and acted like I was taking notes. Glancing beside me, I saw Dexter balls deep messing around on his phone.
Good. He won’t notice I’m writing a note to Miranda.
Well, not doing as much as thinking about her and scribbling her name while Mr. Crisman droned on about the periodic table.
When the bell rang, most of the class ran out, even though Mr. Crisman was still speaking. I slowly closed my notebook, putting it in my backpack and then left the classroom.
I couldn’t wait to get home, drop this shit off and head to trails.
Ethan caught up to me as we walked down the stairs and towards the front doors to catch our bus.
“The girls are joining us.”
“Ugh. Why?” I rolled my eyes. “They’re gonna want to play truth or dare.”
“Yeah.” He laughed. “They’re easy.”
“Pervert.” I snorted as we climbed up the steps onto the bus.
“Yeah, so drop your shit off at home and meet us where the rope swing is.” Ethan brushed his shoulders off.
The bus was filled with noise and none of it provided a distraction to stop me from wondering if Miranda would show up.
Maybe I am a creeper?
When the bus stopped at my house, I walked up the aisle and down the stairs, running up the driveway.
No one home.
I heaved a sigh of relief and ran into the garage, dropping off my backpack and hopping on my bike.
The freedom I felt riding my bike was epic. No fighting parents. No bitchy mom. And no drunk dad.
I swiped a tear off my face and shook my head to push the memories out of my mind. I missed my dad. He was my best friend. Was. Until the booze took over.
I sped down the road, pedaling harder as I approached the park. Once there, I could enter the woods and find the trail leading to the enormous oak tree.
Usually we avoided this area and hung out at the treehouse, but today my friends had other plans. I really wanted to go by the treehouse to see if Miranda was there, but I didn’t want them knowing I liked her.
The guys wouldn’t care, it was the girls who would. And knowing Victoria liked me, I knew she’d make Miranda’s life hell.
Like I’m a piece of property for her to stake her claim on.
Dust kicked up as my wheels moved from the parking lot of gravel to the dirt. As I neared the meeting place, I saw Ethan and Dexter coming in from the other side.
Off to the left, I saw the girls walking towards the tree. When they noticed us, they ran to get on the tire swing and wait.
“We should play truth or dare!” Grace bounced.
Rolling my eyes, I turned to Ethan. “Told you.”
The problem with playing that was eventually, it always ended up becoming a make-out fest.
“Well?” Victoria came over to me. “You gonna get off your bike and play with me?”
“Don’t you mean us?” Lori glared at Victoria. “You’re not dating him. He’s free game.”
Victoria whipped her head around to glare at her friend. “I misspoke. We’ll all play together.”
I swung my leg around as I dismounted and parked my bike by one of the smaller trees, and then I climbed onto the tire swing. After the guys dismounted, Dexter sat opposite of me and we swung around.
“I’ll start.” Victoria clapped her hands. “Hey, Gracie, I dare you to swing out over the lake and not fall.”
Grace looked down at her white shirt and lifted her lip in a scowl. “It’s a new shirt.”
“That’s the best you got?” Dexter asked, laughing. “Swing out.” He mimicked.
Grace pouted. “You could take the dare for me.”
Damn, she’s playing him!
Dexter vacated the tire swing and watched him move around the tree and take a running start. He grabbed onto the rope and swung out. Just as he did, Grace flashed him, causing him to fall into the water and everyone to burst into laughter.
“What a shithead.” Ethan laughed harder, bending over with his hands on his knees.
I couldn’t help laughing at my friend. He should’ve known the girls had something up their sleeves.
“Whooooo!” A high-pitched voice broke into our laughter as Tara came flying over the hill, skidding to a stop in front of us. “Shit. What are you jerks doing here?”
“Hanging out, sped.” Dexter came out of the water and shook off. “What’s it look like?”
Her lip lifted in a snarl as she growled. “Great.”
From the other direction, Holly Hobbie came over the hill and skidded to a stop beside Tara. “Shit.”
I saw Victoria smile slyly at Grace and then look back to the party crashers. “Why don’t you girls join us? We’re playing truth or dare.”
“Uh, because there’s better things to do.” Holly Hobbie motioned her head to the side. “Let’s go over…”
“Wait.” I heard my voice call out. “Why not join us?”
“Because I’m not a toy for your girlfriend to play with, rich boy.” She turned her head away from me and anger filled me.
“She’s not my girlfriend, Holly Hobbie, and I think you’re chicken.” I hopped off the tire swing and watched her eyes narrow.
“Who’s Holly Hobbie?” Victoria sneered and walked over to me. “And why do you want her and sped to join us?”
“She’s an old character.” She pushed her bike over to a small tree and propped it up. “You cool with this, Tara?”
“Eh, got nothing else to do.” She did the same with her bike, and then the girls walked over and sat in the tire swing.
Grace sat on the ground with her legs stretched out in front of her, and leaned back on her arms. “So whose turn is it?”
“Dexter. You’re up.” I leaned against the tree and watched the breeze blow the small hairs that fell out of her bun.
He slapped his hands together and warmed them up. “Lori. Truth or dare?”
“Dare.” She batted her eyes.
“I dare you to lick a tree.”
“Seriously, Dex?” Her face scrunched up in disgust.
“I didn’t say the base where an animal might have pissed.” He made a silly face at her.
Her head whipped around, looking at all the trees. “Ugh. Fine.”
We watched as Lori stomped over to a small tree with fairly smooth bark and she stuck her tongue out, running it up a small length. “There.”
“That looked hot.” Dexter waggled his eyebrows at her and she flipped him off.
Her eyes took everyone in, and she stopped when she got to the tire swing. “Tara.”
“Truth.”
“Have you ever shoplifted?” Lori dropped down beside Grace.
“Nope.” Tara lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Wally, truth or dare?”
“Dare.”
One eyebrow raised as her lips twisted. “I dare you to ditch your shirt and do a Tarzan call before swinging out over the lake.”
Wally choked on his laughter. “Done.”
He pulled his shirt off, beat his chest and wailed before grabbing the rope and performing the swing Dexter failed at.
The girls in the tire swing laughed and Wally landed back on solid ground, taking a bow.
“Ethan.” He nodded at our friend.
“Truth.”
“What’s the weirdest thing you’ve eaten?”
“Bull balls.” He gave a shudder.
“Ew.” I laughed. “You’re sick, man.”
“Yeah. That was on a dare too.” He looked over at me. “Henry.”
“Dare.”
Ethan winked at me, and I knew I was screwed. “Flash your junk at Vicki.”
And here we go, asshole.
“Pass.”
“It’s not like I’ve never seen it.” Victoria smiled at me.
“Pass.” I groaned.
“Pussy.” Ethan laughed. “Fine. Kiss your Holly Hobbie.”
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