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one



“So…what do you say we go celebrate?” Zach asked. He slipped his strong arms around my waist and pulled me to him. I could seriously swim in those gorgeous hazel eyes. We’d been together three years, and the eyes always got me.

We were going to celebrate my tennis victory. My boyfriend, Zach Miller, hadn’t missed one of my tennis matches all spring. And I hadn’t lost one. Today was no different. I was fresh off a win against Eden Chou of Lawrencetown High. She’d given me a hell of a fight, and there were a few moments where I thought she would come back and hand me my first loss of the season. But, thank God she didn’t. I, Noelle Bairstow, was the only singles player left in our suburban-Chicago athletic division without a loss. I’m not saying there’s any correlation, but one could theorize that Zach was my good-luck charm.

“What did you have in mind?” I teased. Flirting came easily with a boyfriend as hot as Zach. Today he looked incredibly cute in his distressed jeans, white T-shirt, and a Jefferson High baseball cap that covered his spiky brown hair. Six foot two, broad shoulders, that little bit of stubble along his jaw. Half the girls from the other school were staring.

“Ugh! Get a room!” my best friend Aurora protested. “Or at least a Porta-Potti,” she said, gesturing at the metal cubicle near the court.

“Um, ew?” my other best friend Danielle said.

As always, Zach ignored Aurora. But with her ripped fishnets, heavily ringed fingers, and pink streaks in her short black hair, that was actually pretty hard to do. I’m sure she’d earned her fair share of disturbed glances from the adults at the match who were wondering why she was even there. Did she make a wrong turn on her way to a rave?

On the outside, Aurora Darling and I might look like polar opposites, but on the inside we’re almost freakishly similar. We became friends on the first day of kindergarten when she carefully scrutinized the entire class and decided to offer me her extra RingPop. You gotta love a girl who deems you worthy of her extra RingPop. We’ve shared all our secrets and hopes—and, of course, candy—ever since.

Danielle Ruiz, on the other hand, fits the tennis-girl stereotype like me. She was still glowing from her own win, her long dark hair pulled back in its usual thick braid. Danielle and I met on the first day of practice freshman year and had bonded instantly over our equal lust for competition. It took a little while for her and Aurora to get used to each other, but that summer they discovered a shared lust for Napoleon Dynamite, which I just did not understand. We’d been a threesome ever since, though their taste in movies continues to baffle me.

“Let’s see…how do you celebrate with the most dominant tennis player in the greater Chicago area? I’ll have to think a minute,” he said.

“‘Most dominant’ is right,” Danielle said. “I’m glad I don’t have to play you. Who knew a scrawny-ass girl could have such power?”

I rolled my eyes as I shoved my racket into its case. My friends were always teasing me for being super-skinny. It was irritating sometimes, actually. I wasn’t big into dieting or anything—my size was in my genes. High metabolism, small bones. Sometimes I got the vibe that they were jealous I didn’t have to work at it, but what could I do? Besides, along with the skinniness came my awkwardly towering height, tiny boobs, and humongous feet. I also inherited my mother’s limp, plain-old-brown hair and my dad’s plain-old-brown eyes. I would have killed for Danielle’s gorgeous thick hair or her curves. And Aurora had these insane blue eyes and a cute, tiny figure that I would have loved to spend just one day in.

“Yeah, we’ll see how far this scrawny ass takes me,” I answered. “Getting to the state competition isn’t going to be easy.”


There wasn’t much I wanted more than to win states this year. Last season, as a junior, I made it all the way to the final match, only to be trampled.

“Please, Noelle,” Aurora groaned. “That girl whose butt you just kicked looked like her life was flashing before her eyes. Maybe more than one of her lives.”

“She’s right, Noelle. That girl’s attack was a lot like Melanie’s,” Zach said, pushing his hands into his pockets. “You’re totally ready.”

A rush of adrenaline shot through me at the mention of her name. Melanie Faison was a cocky girl from our rival school, Washington High—and the very one who trampled me last year at states. She was having a killer season again, and everyone knew we were going to meet up in the finals. “Since when do you know so much about Melanie’s game?”

Zach shrugged. “Just, you know, want to be up on your competition. Not that she is any competition,” he added.

“Okay, let’s not talk about her anymore. I’d rather savor this victory right now,” I said.

“How about pizza and a movie to celebrate?” Zach asked with a sideways grin.

“Pizza I can do, but no movie,” I said, hoisting my backpack and tennis gear over my shoulder. “I have that history exam tomorrow, and I have to go over my notes.”

“That’s our little Noelle,” Danielle said with faux pride. “What would we do if she stopped overachieving?”

“We’d stop looking so lazy,” Aurora joked.


“Right,” Danielle said. “Actually, that would be nice. Could you stop now, Noelle?”

“Ha-ha,” I said dryly.

“Don’t listen to them. I like my women powerful.” Zach reached out and slipped my tennis bag’s strap off my shoulder and onto his. “Pizza it is.”

Sigh. Did I mention that I love him? I so do.

 

Two slices of pizza and an hour later, I was leaning back on the velvety couch in Zach’s basement, paying zero attention to the television. Zach lay on top of me, one leg between mine, his fingertips touching my face as we kissed. He’d lost the baseball cap, so I ran my own fingers through his hair. Now this was a celebration.

I sighed and kissed him more deeply. Instantly Zach’s hands slipped around my back and up my shirt, groping for the clasp on my bra.

Damn. Had to remember. Sighs of pleasure were just as good as waving him on to the next base. I sat up quickly, and Zach dropped back onto his butt, surprised. He’d already unhooked me.

“You’re getting better at that,” I said, reaching around to refasten the bra.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, staring at my hands as if they had betrayed him.

“I can’t. Not today,” I said.

“But it’s the perfect time,” Zach said, shifting his weight as I swung my legs around and placed my feet on the floor. “My parents won’t be home for another hour.”


“I know. But I told you, I have to study for that test.”

I slid my ponytail holder out, then smoothed my hair on one side to retie it. On the other side Zach gently pushed my hair back and peppered my neck with kisses.

“Come on, Noelle. Blow it off,” he murmured. My skin tingled. He knew that this always got me. Neck kisses were my downfall. “We’re seniors. It’s spring semester. We’re supposed to be having fun.”

Slowly I let him ease me down again, my eyes closed. Everything inside me throbbed. And we hadn’t been together—really together—in a while. It was never easy finding time when we were both free, both in the mood, and in a parentless, comfortable spot. Maybe I could just—

Zach’s right hand went for my bra again.

“No.”

I sat up, and this time Zach scooted to the far end of the couch. Instantly the mood went from seriously warm to icy.

“I’m sorry,” I told him, tying my hair back again. “I want to stay. I really do. But I have to keep my grades up if I want to keep valedictorian.”

“And that’s important…why?” he asked.

“I thought you ‘liked your women powerful,’” I answered with a hint of sarcasm.

“I only said that to get your friends off your back,” he replied.

“Gee, thanks.”

He took one of my hands. “Don’t go.”

I bit my lip. I was not going to get into this argument with him. Not again. We went through it every spring. His football and wrestling seasons were over, and he had nothing to do, so all of a sudden I was supposed to be there whenever he wanted me to be. Never mind the fact that I had tennis and my job and my grades to keep up. Spring was always tense for us, but today I didn’t feel like playing into it. I’d won my match, and I was in a good mood. I wasn’t going to let him bring me down. He knew my grades were important to me, even if we were about to graduate. If he loved me, he should try to understand.

“I have to,” I said. Then I leaned in, gave him a quick but firm kiss, and got up. “I’ll call you later. I love you.”

“Yeah. I love you, too,” he grumbled.

He turned up the volume on the TV and sat back, not even looking up as I walked out.

 

“He can be such a baby!” I shouted so Ryan Corcoran could hear me over the hissing and spitting of the cappuccino machine on Saturday afternoon. “I mean, he was, like, sulking!”

“Sounds like a real winner!” Ryan shouted back.

“You always say that!”

“I always mean it!”

I shook my head as the machine finally finished doing its thing.

Ryan and I had been working together at the Magic Bean, a local, family-owned coffee shop, since the fall. Last year for my seventeenth birthday, my parents bought me a car on the condition that I hold down a part-time job to pay for the gas and any repairs. A big “responsibility lesson.”

My first job had been as a counter girl for Dairy Queen, but I quit at the end of the summer after one too many stomachaches from eating Oreo Blizzards. Then I applied here. It was my mother’s favorite coffee haunt, and I’d been coming with her since I was a kid. I felt right at home among the exposed brick walls, overstuffed chairs, cracked tile tables, and colorful modern art. Ryan, who was a freshman at the local state college, had been the shift manager on duty the day I applied, and he hired me after approximately four minutes of chatting about music and movies—all of which we agreed on. Probably the easiest interview I would ever have.

“What do your friends think about this attitude he’s giving you?” Ryan asked, pouring out a steaming hot cappuccino for the middle-aged woman waiting by the register.

I leaned back against the counter and toyed with the strings on my orange apron. “They kind of don’t know.”

Ryan handed the customer some change, thanked her, and slammed the register drawer.

“Come again?” He wiped his hands on his apron and turned around with an incredulous look on his face. His unbelievably handsome, magazine-cover face. We’re talking deep brown eyes, perfect skin, tiny stud in one ear, silver band around his thumb. Artsy, musically inclined, and beautiful.

It was way too bad he was gay.

“You don’t talk to Aurora and Danielle about this stuff?” he asked.


“Not really.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because…I don’t know…everyone thinks Zach and I are this perfect match,” I said. “We even won ‘Class Couple,’” I said, throwing in some air quotes. “I just don’t want them to know—”

“That everything isn’t perfect?” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“I guess.”

“But you can tell me,” he said.

“Well, yeah.”

Ryan smiled slowly. “Well, I’m honored.” He placed a hand over his heart and gave a slight bow.

“So…what do you think I should do?” I asked, grabbing a rag and wiping down the counter.

“Uh, dump the thumb-head loser already?” he suggested.

I laughed and shook my head. Ryan always made me feel better, whether he was just joking around or giving me actual advice. As a guy, he had an insider’s view I never could have gotten from Aurora or Danielle. He was so easy to talk to, and there was an added bonus of his not knowing my friends or other kids from school, other than to pour them coffee. There was zero chance anything I told him would get back to someone important. Not that he would have spilled. I trusted him implicitly. It was sort of strange: He was one of my best friends, even though I never saw him outside the Magic Bean.

“Oh! Hey! I almost forgot,” he said. He grabbed his battered leather bag out from a cabinet under the counter and pulled out a blue flyer. “Lazy Daze has another gig this weekend.”

My heart instantly sank. Ryan had been inviting me to his band’s shows all year, but I hadn’t been able to attend a single one. As soon as I saw the date, I knew that this time would be no different.

“I can’t come,” I said with an apologetic grimace. “This Saturday is our three-year anniversary.”

“You mean with the thumb-head loser?”

“Don’t call him that,” I pleaded.

Ryan snapped the flyer out of my hands and shrugged. “Whatever. There will always be another gig.”

Crap. I’d hurt his feelings.

“I’m sorry,” I said as he crushed the flyer back into the bag and shoved the whole thing under the counter again. “I swear I’ll come to one this summer.”

He straightened up and pushed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “No, really. It’s fine,” he said. “No big deal. I hope you guys have a good time. What’re you doing?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Zach’s keeping it a secret. He always surprises me on our anniversary.”

“That’s nice,” Ryan said with a tight smile. He was clearly still upset.

With almost perfect timing, Mitch Bookbinder stormed out of the break room. He’d gone back there to punch out half an hour earlier—so long ago that I’d forgotten.

“That’s the last time I call that bitch!” he announced.


“What happened?” Ryan asked.

“Oh, nothing! I just got my heart broken by cell phone!” Mitch covered his face with his hands and let out a distressed cry. “By cell phone!”

Mitch was the only person I knew who could give Aurora’s drama a run for its money.

“Excuse me for a second,” Ryan said to me. He walked to the end of the counter, nudging Mitch with him, and they started talking in low tones. When I first started working at the Bean, there were rumors circulating that Mitch and Ryan were hooking up. They spent all kinds of time together and were always whispering or making plans, so it had seemed to make sense. But while Ryan and I often talked about my personal life, he never divulged the details of his own, so I never knew if they actually were together or if they were just friends.

But apparently they weren’t together now, because Mitch was calling some other guy a bitch. I turned my back to give the two of them a little more privacy. Luckily, there was a distraction on tap for me.

“All right! I want a grande decaf mocha latte with extra foam, three shots of sugar, and a sprinkle of cinnamon! STAT!”

Aurora earned stares from everyone in the café as she traipsed in calling out her order. She was wearing green hair streaks today, along with a green T-shirt under a denim-and-leather jacket, and a pair of low-rise plaid pants. Danielle and Jonah Moss, Danielle’s über-jock boyfriend—also known as Zach’s best friend—trailed behind. The two of them were much more understated. Polo and cords for Danielle, denim and varsity jacket for Jonah.

“First of all, Kermit, this is not Starbucks. We have small, medium, and large,” I said to Aurora, leaning into the counter. “Secondly, can you repeat that majorly complicated order?”

I glanced over her shoulder, expecting Zach to walk in next, but the door shut behind them.

“Great,” Aurora said, putting her head into her hands. “Now I don’t remember it.”

“Whaddup, Noelle?” Jonah said, placing his hands flat on top of the glass pastry display and drumming with his palms. “Got anything good tonight?”

“There’s this new cinnamon-and-raisin roll that everyone seems to like.”

“Sweet! I’ll take three,” he said.

Boys and their appetites.

“Got it.” I took out the tongs and started loading up a paper plate with the heavy rolls. “Where’s Zach?” I asked.

“Weirdest thing,” Danielle said. “He called Jonah and said he wasn’t feeling well. Had to stay home.”

My heart gave a little extra thump. That was weird. “Is he okay? He was fine earlier today.”

Jonah lifted a shoulder. “Dude said he was booting it big-time.”

“Nice, Jonah. Very subtle,” Danielle muttered.

I handed over his cinnamon-raisin rolls.

Jonah took a huge bite out of one of the sweet pastries and rolled his eyes back in ecstasy. “Oh. That’s good stuff.”

“Wow. It must be really serious,” I said. “Zach wouldn’t miss a Saturday night out if he was half dead.”

“It’s true. Remember last year when he had that awful flu and he went to Six Flags with us anyway?” Danielle said. “We’ll take three coffees, regular. Here,” she said to me, handing over her cell phone. “I know you want to call him.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Mitch walked by, waving on his way out the door. Apparently Ryan had calmed him down enough to drive.

“Hey, Ryan, could you hook my friends up with some coffees?” I asked. “I have to make a call.”

“Sure thing.” He paused and looked at me. “Everything all right?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. I’ll be right back.”

I walked around the corner to the private end of the counter and quickly dialed Zach’s number. I hoped he wasn’t too sick. Maybe I could swing by after work and bring him something. Soup or crackers or one of those movies starring The Rock.

The phone rang three times. Four. Finally, on the fifth ring, the line clicked.

“Hey! This is Zach! Call me on my cell. If you don’t have my cell number, your loss.”

I was so flabbergasted by the answering machine, I was silent for a good five seconds after the beep. Zach had his own line, and he always picked up.

“Uh…Zach, it’s me,” I said. “Danielle and everyone are here, and they said you were sick, so…I just called to see if you were okay. Call me back.”

I hung up and quickly dialed his cell. Maybe he was in bed and his phone was too far away, but his cell was always nearby. He even brought it into the bathroom with him. This was a guy who hated missing anything.

His voice mail picked up instantly. I groaned in frustration as I listened to the message.

“Zach, it’s Noelle. Call me at the coffee shop as soon as you get this,” I said.

I hung up and took a deep breath. For some reason my heart was pounding fast and shallow, and my palms had grown slippery. In all the years I’d known him, Zach had never not picked up at least one of his phones—unless he was playing in a game at the time. He even insisted on keeping his cell on vibrate at the movies and would take every call, getting up and walking out to the lobby whenever it went off. He couldn’t handle the idea that his friends might be out doing something without him.

He must be really sick, I thought. Either that, or something was up. I couldn’t help the little flicker of uneasiness that flared inside me. This was totally unlike him. Was it possible, even the slightest bit possible, that he was playing sick?

“How’s he doing?” Danielle asked sympathetically when I returned.

“He didn’t answer,” I said.

“Huh?” Danielle said.

“Exactly.”


“Maybe he was…you know,” Aurora said, waving a hand in front of her. We stared at her quizzically. She shoved an index finger into her open mouth.

“Pleasant,” Ryan joked, capping the last of their coffee cups.

“I’m sure he’ll call you back,” Danielle said, grabbing my index finger and shaking it. This was her patented comforting gesture. I’d seen several generations of her family use it—mother, grandmother, great-aunt. Somehow it always worked a little magic.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said. I handed her her cell phone as another pack of kids from school walked in. “I’d better get back to work.”

Soon I was beyond busy, and Danielle, Aurora, and Jonah slipped out with a wave. I served up a couple dozen lattes, at least ten cappuccinos, a few Earl Greys, and a ton of sugary sweets before I finally checked the clock again.

Two hours had passed, and still no Zach.

That same uneasy feeling swirled through my chest. Where was he? Mr. I’ll Call You Right Back. Mr. I Wouldn’t Miss a Party Even If I Were Dead. Where, exactly, was my boyfriend?










two



Sunday afternoon Aurora and I trailed after my mother in the Rolling Ridge Mall as she Tasmanian-deviled her way from one storefront to another, oohing and aahing over the window displays, in search of a prom dress for me.

“What about red? You look lovely in red,” Mom said, pausing in front of BCBG. “Actually, I might try on this one. Your father and I have that gala at the hospital coming up,” she said, starting through the doorway. She paused and looked back over her shoulder at us. “Come on, girls!”

Aurora stared at me. “Has your mother ever been tested for speed?” she whispered.

“Trust me. I’ve thought about it,” I muttered, trudging into the store after her.

My mother had my slight build and she was fit and toned from a healthy routine of aerobics and Pilates. During the day, when she wasn’t working with one of her occupational therapy clients, she was either at the gym or at the mall. Working out and shopping were her first loves—after my dad, me, and my sister. Thanks to all that exercise, she was one big ball of boundless energy.

I tried to get enthused as my mother whipped through the racks of glittery, floaty dresses, but instead I slumped back against a wall just as I had in every other store. I was exhausted from a night of tossing and turning, and my stomach kept clenching. All I really wanted was to lie down and take a nap.

Zach had never called me back yesterday. I checked ten thousand times to make sure the ringer on my cell was on. Now here it was, sixteen hours after my first call to him, and nothing.

“Oh! What about this?” my mother said, pulling out a gorgeous aqua gown with a halter top and a skirt that hung in various lengths. “You would look beautiful in this.”

“You totally would, Noelle,” Aurora agreed. “We’re talking red-carpet good.”

“Can’t you just see her and Zach on a red carpet one day?” my mother gushed. “They are such a gorgeous couple.”

“Mom…” I said, rolling my eyes at Aurora.

“You really are, Noelle,” Aurora said with mock seriousness. She thought my mom was a kick and loved to humor her because it only made her gush more. Meanwhile, my mother loved Aurora because of her dramatic flair. Back when we were little, Aurora and my older sister, Faith (a girl who is very in touch with her inner actress), used to force me to put on skits with them. My mother would always sit through every last moment of the performances and award us with a standing ovation.

“See? Aurora agrees!” she said. “You and Zach could go to the prom in brown paper bags and it wouldn’t make a difference.”

“We’re not gonna wear brown paper bags, Mom,” I groaned.

My mother looked at me—really looked at me—for the first time in the last hour, and concern creased her pretty face. I stood up straight and tried to look alive.

“Noelle, are you okay?” she asked. She came over to me and touched a cool hand to my face. “You’re very warm, and you look pale.”

I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. It’s just hot in here, isn’t it?” I shot Aurora a glance.

“Yeah. Totally,” Aurora said. She looked a bit worried as well. “Maybe we should hit the food court, Mrs. Bairstow. Refuel a little. I’m gonna be needing a caffeine fix soon anyway or you’ll lose me.”

“The food court sounds like a great idea,” my mother said, replacing the dress on the rack.

“Actually, maybe we should just go home,” I suggested.

“Noelle…” my mother began.

“No, I’m serious,” I told her. “I wanted to wait for Faith anyway. We always went shopping for dresses together. It’s not the same without her.”


This was true. Faith and I had always had fun trying on gowns together for our various dances and it would be a great way to welcome her home from her first year at Northwestern next week. But I also played the Faith card because I knew it would work on my mother. She loved the idea of her two very different daughters bonding.

“You’re right. It’s not,” my mother said with a proud smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t think of that before.” She wrapped an arm around me and gave me a quick kiss on one temple. “But I still think we should go eat.”

“Okay,” I said with a sigh.

Back out in the mall, my mother broke off again, her window-shopping addiction kicking in. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my fluttering stomach.

“Hey,” Aurora said, stopping me with a hand to my arm. “Are you okay? You look like a zombie.”

“Thanks, Overreactor Girl. I’m fine,” I said, forcing a laugh. “Just a little tired.” I grabbed her hand and summoned up what little energy I had to pull her toward the escalator. “Come on! I’m feeling a little Burger King-y,” I lied.

“Aw, yeah. Love the King.” Aurora laughed and ran ahead to slide down the handrail—something she’d been warned about by mall security at least five times. I stepped onto the escalator, reached into my pocket, and pulled out my cell to stare at the tiny message-less screen.

Ring. Ring, dammit!

But it didn’t. And now I was facing a long lunch with my mother and Aurora watching me like a pair of earnest school psychologists. All I could do was hope that my nervous stomach would actually manage to keep something down.

 

When I got home, there was a message from Zach. He hadn’t even tried my cell like he always did. And when I’d called him back I’d gotten his voice mail. Again. He was definitely avoiding me. It was totally obvious. I wanted to know why.

So on Monday morning I was determined to find out. I waited for Zach in front of his locker. The football that the cheerleaders had taped to it back in November was still there. No one would dare tear it down, even though all the other team members’ had been trashed by Christmas break. That was Zach. Most athletic, best smile, totally untouchable.

Until today. Today was the day his girlfriend would stand up to him and demand answers. Today Zach Miller wasn’t going to weasel his way out of something just because he was Zach Miller. I was going to find out what was going on.

If my nerves would let me.

I heard his voice and his laugh just seconds before he rounded the corner, parting from Jonah and a couple of the other guys. I stood up straight and shook my hair back, scrutinizing him for some evidence of a weekend’s worth of vomiting. There was none. Same self-assured walk. Same rosy cheeks. Same carefree smile.

My own stomach turned. Where was the waxy skin? The pale lips? The tired eyes? That was how I looked after I was sick.

“Hey!” Zach said, wrapping me up into a bear hug. He smelled, as always, of Tide and evergreen aftershave. “I missed you this weekend.”

I kept my arms at my sides. “Really? Then why didn’t you call me back?” I asked.

He
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