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      THE FIRST TIME I rode a rollercoaster, I ended up with vomit in my shoes. Ian Chang dared me to ride with my hands in the air. When I refused, he sat behind me, voice loud and taunting in my ear. I clutched the bar and worked to keep the bologna and cheese in my stomach.

      Ten seconds after the ride had come to a complete stop and we were standing on the platform, Ian threw up all over my shoes. His vomit soaked all the way through to my socks. The rest of our seventh grade orchestra screamed and ran away.

      Our director looked like she wanted to throw herself onto the rollercoaster tracks. “Oh, Mattie.” She clutched her hands together and stared at my shoes as if I’d purposely made vomit spew from them.

      “Don’t worry,” Ian said. “I got this.”

      With each step down the stairs, my shoes made a horrid squishy sound, and I left a trail of smelly vomit prints. Ian used the remaining few bucks of his cash to buy me a pair of flip-flops. We threw my shoes and socks in the garbage. For the rest of the day he hung out with me, since I still smelled like vomit and no one else would come near me. We rode the antique cars five times and used the last of my money to split a snow cone.

      That day, he went from being the annoying boy who stole my violin rosin to something else—what, exactly, is hard to say. He’s still annoying. He still takes my violin rosin. But ever since, we’ve shared a music stand in orchestra and a lab table in honors science.

      This is why first period physics is such a rollercoaster ride. Monday morning, when Ian plops down at our lab table, I don’t even get a hello. All I get is, “You haven’t asked him yet, have you?”

      “How would you know?” Two can play this game.

      “He doesn’t look like the happiest man alive,” Ian says. “That’s why.”

      He knows I want Marcus Prescott to ask me to prom. In a perfect world, Marcus would. Of course, in a perfect world, he would say more than two words to me.

      My plan: ask Marcus out first.

      In theory, this is brilliant. In practice? I’m back on that rollercoaster, only this time, I’m the one about to vomit. If the road to hell is paved with good intentions, then the path to prom is strewn with crepe paper streamers and petals from dying corsages.

      The thought of Marcus forces blood to my cheeks. “I’m afraid he’ll say no.” I am deathly afraid.

      “He’s a guy. He’ll say yes.” Ian gives me a duh sort of look. “It’s what we do. Here, I’ll prove it.” He turns to face our physics class and raises his hands like he’s addressing a political rally. “Poll for the guys,” he says. “If a girl asks you out, do you say yes?”

      The room erupts in agreement. Guys laugh and I hear a few “Yes’s” in response.

      I shrink in my chair, hoping no one connects me with Ian’s question.

      “She does the paying, too,” someone says. “Right?”

      “Of course.” Ian gives me a significant look. “Told you so,” he mouths, and plops back down.

      The class settles. Then, from the back, “Yeah, unless she’s a dog.”

      My face burns. I keep my eyes straight ahead, refusing to even glance at Ian. He’s all bouncy arms and legs next to me, trying to get me to look at him. I won’t. I can’t. There are some things you don’t want people to see. Right now, my expression is one of them.

      Ian grabs my notebook. Across the top of the page, he scrawls: You are NOT a dog!!!

      He underlines NOT three times, just so I get the point. But he’s written it across my physics homework. That’s due today. In five minutes.

      Now I glare at him.

      “But it’s true,” Ian says. “You’re actually—” He stops.

      I fight the urge to place a finger beneath his chin and close his mouth. Only one thing can cause a complete Ian system shutdown. I swivel in my seat in time to see Rebecca Rinaldi glide into the room. Sure, most girls walk, but not our Rebecca. She floats, head perfectly tilted as if the prom queen tiara already perches there. She is high school royalty to Ian’s court jester.

      Here’s something else about me and Ian: When it comes to crushes, our reach exceeds our grasp.

      “You haven’t asked her yet, have you?” Sure, I’m being smug, but I know it’s true. Ever since Rebecca broke up with Colin Matterson, half the male population of Fremont High has been scheming to ask her to prom. Not that any of them have the nerve.

      This especially includes Ian.

      “It’s all about timing.” He waves a hand in the air. “And the right gesture.”

      “What if someone gestures first?”

      Ian looks at me like I’ve said something obscene. “Colin put out the word that anyone who does has a death wish.” He sits back and crosses his arms over his chest, stealing some of my smugness. “Thins out the competition.”

      “So. You have a death wish,” I say. “I’ll keep that in mind for our final project.”

      Ian laughs. “Come on, if I ask her, Colin will think it’s a joke.” He grins at me, all charm and laughing eyes. I can tell this is part of his plan. “Who takes me seriously?”

      No one. But even as I think this, his face has never looked so solemn.
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      THE FIRST TIME I saw Marcus Prescott, my velvet orchestra skirt was pooled around my feet. It was the ninth grade band and orchestra fall concert. I stood with the other strings while the band streamed past, all shiny horns and gleaming woodwinds. I saw this amazing looking saxophone, carried by this amazing-looking boy with blond hair that dipped into his eyes, so I spun. Something snagged. Then, pop!

      My thighs got cold, my feet extra warm. Unlike seventh grade, no one could run away. The boys snickered and the girls gasped. But Ian was there, grabbing for his violin case, letting it thunk to the floor. While everyone went, “Shhhh!” he opened the case to reveal my violin rosin and several safety pins. He pinned me so my skirt bunched up in the back. Then, as if to make it all better, he lifted his cummerbund. There was his own wardrobe malfunction. Keeping his pants up was a series of interlocking safety pins. He looked so proud.

      Even today, I don’t know if Marcus ever got a peek at my pantyhose. But music is the reason I’m standing between the orchestra and band rooms on Tuesday morning. Well, music and Marcus. He likes to grab one of the practice rooms before first bell—something I know with stalker-like precision.

      I’m clutching my violin case to my chest like it’s my shield. When footfalls echo down the hall, my fingers grow slick. Marcus comes into view, and the case nearly slips from my grasp. My heart pounds. I’m convinced Marcus can hear it. He slows down. Then he stops. In front of me. He smiles.

      “Hey, Mattie.”

      Music, Marcus and Mattie. How perfect does that sound? We’re made for each other. I know it. It’s this knowledge that pushes me through everything—the fear gripping my throat, my terrible luck with first times, the unbelievable way he’s looking at me. All of it.

      “Hey.” The word comes out shaky, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “I hear you like movies.” And by “hear,” I mean Ian asked for me without letting Marcus know he was asking for me.

      Marcus nods.

      “The Campus Film Society is doing their spring film festival.” I shrug, going for casual. “They’re playing some good ones on Thursday.”

      Last night, my best friend Claire and I decided Thursday was the best first-date night. No competition with Friday night plans or Saturday parties, but close enough to the weekend to count as a real date.

      I hold my breath, but Marcus doesn’t say anything. All that happens is a slight smile tugs at one corner of his mouth, like he’s waiting for something—or waiting for me.

      “Would you like to go?” My words sound almost breezy, considering the vice grip on my stomach. I’m surprised I haven’t hurled all over his shoes. “With me?”

      For a moment, he merely stares. Then I find my answer in the smile that tugs at both corners of his mouth.
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      THE FIRST TIME I ever drove our car, I backed into our mailbox. There’s still a dent, above the left fender, that Dad never bothered having fixed.

      “It’s part of the legacy,” he says whenever Mom brings it up.

      Now I wonder if Marcus will notice the dent. Of course, he might never see it. My hands shake so hard, I can barely make the turn for his driveway. Then, when he’s all buckled in, I can’t seem to find reverse.

      “Relax,” he says.

      My cheeks flame. I’m certain I’ll throw up, right here. In the car. On Marcus. It’s only when I pull into a parking lot on campus that the tension leaves my shoulders and my stomach settles. Fremont State College is like a second home. Dad teaches physics here. I grew up riding my bike around the mall fountain and playing hide and seek in the department lounge.

      When both the cashier in the Student Union and the guy taking tickets call me by name, Marcus looks just the tiniest bit impressed. All my misgivings melt away. This really is the perfect first date.

      “You pick the movie,” I tell Marcus. Our choices are limited to an action flick with an aging, Hollywood bald-guy type, a documentary, and a 1950s musical.

      My heart sinks, just a little, when he chooses the action movie. I thought for sure he’d pick the musical. We share a bag of popcorn and our fingers meet as we both search for our next handful. It takes me at least thirty seconds to recover each time this happens, and I lose all sense of the plot. His choice doesn’t seem so bad after all.

      He doesn’t put his arm around me, but he sits close. His body warms mine. He’s a mix of sweat and spice, like warm gingersnaps. I decide this is the way a boy should smell.

      On our way out, we fall in with a group of college students who think we’re freshmen here on campus. The topic turns to majors (of course), and thanks to both Dad and honors physics, I can fake-talk my way through freshmen level courses.

      “Who’s your advisor?” one guy asks. He’s cute in a scruffy kind of way. “I got Collins. Man, what a dick.”

      Okay. Now? He’s just scruffy. “I haven’t really declared yet,” I say. “But I know who you’re talking about.”

      Sure, I know Professor Collins. I know him so well, I’ll be seeing him when I get home. Marcus looks like he’s about to burst. He grabs my hand and we run toward my car. He’s laughing when we get there.

      “Classic,” he says over the roof of the car. “You should’ve told him who your dad is. I would’ve loved to have seen his face then.”

      I think we fly all the way to Marcus’s house. But in the driveway, I have a three-second heart attack. Do I get out and walk him to the door? Lean in for a hug? A kiss? But Marcus flings open the car door and bounds up the porch steps before I can even kill the ignition.

      He waves, then vanishes inside. Thus, our official first date ends. I survived. I think. Maybe my trouble with firsts is all in the past.
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      ON THE FIRST DAY of Kindergarten, I left my lunch on the floor of the car. Someone stole all my glue sticks, and the teacher kept calling me Matilda instead of Mattie. Boys from my class chanted, “Matilda, Matilda” on the playground until the older kids took up the cry. By the end of the day, the whole school knew my name.

      When my mom picked me up, she was pleased I’d made so many new friends. I couldn’t tell her that not only was I the girl with no real friends, but I had zero glue sticks to show for it.

      The next day, my “cubby buddy” passed me one of her glue sticks, the purple kind with glitter. We’ve been best friends ever since, and Claire has never once called me Matilda.

      So of course, it’s Claire who’s sitting beside me when on Friday, Marcus swings by our table at lunch. “Hey, man!” he calls out, the perfect imitation of a frat-boy wannabe. “What’s your major?” Then? He winks and keeps going to his regular table.

      Claire clutches my arm. All the other girls around us have that gaping mouth, wide-eyed fish look.

      “Deets!” is the only thing Claire can get out.

      “Not much to tell,” I say, but no one believes me. I rehash the date. In this version, I’m not nearly as nervous and much wittier when talking to the college guys. It’s possible Marcus remembers it this way, too. I even make his flying leap from the car sound funny not frantic.

      “Prom.” Claire breathes the word. “We can double.”

      I shake my head. “Never came up,” I say. Despite everything, prom feels as far away as ever.

      “But he’s into you,” she says. “Maybe you should ask him out again.”

      “What?”

      “He might think he blew it or something. That’s why he ran from the car.”

      The heat in my cheeks goes up a notch.

      “But if you ask him out again—” Claire places a hand on mine, locking me in place, insisting on my full attention— “then he knows he didn’t blow it. Get it?”

      I nod automatically, convinced I can’t do this a second time, even as my mind churns out ideas. I hit upon one. Just like that, all my doubts vanish.
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      THE FIRST TIME I took our dog Einstein for a walk, he looped the leash around my ankles so many times I toppled like a felled tree. Today I pass the leash from hand to hand while Einstein gallops back and forth, completely wound up by the Fremont High boys track team streaming by.

      A dog, I think, is an even better prop than a violin. Already a few guys from the team have paused in their trek, jogging in place while Einstein sniffs their shoes. He’s a big, sloppy mutt (Einstein the dog, not Einstein the physicist). Even Claire, who’s allergic to dogs, loves him.

      In the distance, I catch sight of Ian’s impossibly long legs tearing up the path. A few whispered words to him during Honors English 12, and my idea became a plan. Now it looks like he’s sprinting to make that plan work.

      His breath is ragged when he reaches me. He swipes his bangs from his eyes and his sweat dots my face. “Sorry,” he pants.

      I pass the leash from one hand to the other to keep Einstein from tripping me. He loves Ian and would follow him home if I let him.

      “You’ve got a window. He’s right behind me.” Ian glances over my shoulder. “There isn’t anyone for another minute. He’s all yours.”

      “You’re the best,” I call as he starts down the path.

      Ian spins, holds his arms out wide. “Tell me something I don’t know.” He sprints off without another word.

      In a second, I see the glint of blond hair, darkened by sweat. The approaching boy looks hot—and I mean that in so many ways. He wears black compression shorts beneath the ultra-short track variety and a matching tank.

      “Hey!” Marcus shouts. “Have you seen Ian? Intervals, my ass. He’s sprinting.”

      “He’s…” I wave a hand in the air, indicating Ian was both here and gone.

      Marcus slows to a jog. “Nice dog.”

      Einstein settles at my feet, sitting upright, like he’s on guard.

      “He must be tired from everyone running past,” I say, “he’s normally not this calm.”

      Marcus nods. I think he’s about to swing onto the path again, and my heart leaps in my chest, starts beating as if I’m the one who’s been sprinting.

      Instead, he says, “Any more of those movies playing?”

      I know this is a gift. Maybe it’s karma, making up for all those terrible firsts. But what really matters is I have an opening. “Sunday night is the festival finale.” I pause, for a heartbeat, for a breath, for the time it takes a butterfly to flap her wings.

      Marcus drops his gaze, to his shoes, then Einstein. He looks at the playground behind us, then toward the path where Ian vanished. “What?” He seems almost startled by his own voice. “Yeah. Sure. Why not.” He glances at the path again. “I gotta go catch that bastard.” He takes off down the path. He’s thirty feet away when he stops dead. “Tell you what,” he calls. “My treat this time, and I’ll drive.”

      He flies down the path, taking my heart with him.
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      THE FIRST TIME I ever used Mom’s credit card, my hand shook so badly I tore the receipt. They insisted on seeing my ID and then, called my parents anyway. Today I can feel it burn a hole in my purse, but that’s not why my hands are shaking.

      “You’ve got to get it,” Claire says.

      I’m standing in the prom dress section of Macy’s department store, an incredible silk, lace, and tulle version of me staring back in triplicate. “It’s jinxing it, don’t you think?”

      “You guys are going out tomorrow night, right?”

      I nod.

      “And he’s driving and paying? Right?”

      Again, I nod.

      “And I bet after that,” Claire says, her voice triumphant, “he’s going to ask you to prom.”

      But he hasn’t. It’s this one tiny fact that keeps me in the dress and indecisive. Once I pull out Mom’s credit card, there’s no going back. I’m committed to prom, whether Marcus asks me or I take Einstein.

      “This dress won’t be here on Monday.” Claire’s right. Girls started shopping for prom weeks ago; I’m lucky to find something this good, in my size, still on the rack.

      “Technically,” I say, my voice as tentative as my words. “I don’t have a date to prom.”

      “And that’s just a technicality.” Claire grips me by the shoulders. “Second date. He’s paying.” She gives me a little shake. “He’s into you and probably just wants to ask you somewhere nice, not when he’s all sweaty from track practice.”

      What Claire says makes perfect sense—perfect dream-come-true sense. But doubt still eats away at my insides. First prom, first formal dress. My gaze scans the dress department as if one of the mannequins will come to life and pronounce some sort of guiding prophecy.

      They don’t, of course. All I have to guide me is that second date with Marcus and Claire’s unrelenting scowl.

      Second date. No more trouble with firsts.

      I pull out Mom’s credit card, and Claire’s frown melts into a grin.
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      THE FIRST TIME Marcus Prescott picks me up, he taps the horn lightly as he pulls into our driveway. Einstein barks. I jump, grab my purse.

      Dad glances from the stack of papers he’s grading. “He’s not coming in?”

      The parent meet-and-greet? Talk about a jinx. I slide open my phone and check the time. “We’re late.”

      “No.” Dad writes an F and See me on the paper he’s grading. “He’s late.”

      I dash out, pretending I don’t hear.

      On campus, we get popcorn to share. Tradition, I think. We have a tradition! The salt sucks all the moisture from my mouth—or maybe that’s excitement. I barely watch the film Marcus lets me pick. My heart pounds; my cheeks feel flushed. I’m still like this when the movie ends and we’re walking across campus. The way to the parking lot is lit with so many streetlamps, it’s like some strange, golden day.

      “So,” Marcus says. “Did you like that?”

      I want to say, Only because of you. But that’s territory for a third date or even prom. So I just nod.

      He holds open the car door for me. As I get in, he says, “You know, it’s been really good getting to know you.”

      The door slams, and I hear his unspoken word. But…

      I ignore the warning. When he slips into the driver’s side seat, I blurt, “Will you go to prom with me?”

      Marcus stares straight ahead, his hands clutching the steering wheel. When he finally turns toward me, I know he’s going to tell me something I don’t want to hear. My heart feels like it’s pumping ice crystals. My mind scans the last several days. I hear the echo of Claire’s words. He’s into you.

      But he’s not. It’s clear in the way he looks at me, at the way he plucks the steering wheel. I’m not the girl he wants in his car.

      “Here’s the thing,” he says. “I really admire you, but—”

      I bite my lower lip.

      “There’s this girl. I mean, I couldn’t even ask her out.”

      Clearly, this girl isn’t me. The taste of copper floods my mouth.

      Marcus continues as if he
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