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Chapter One

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Every minute dragged on forever, and each time the
clock ticked, the sound was magnified, like you see on those shows
where the entire class is waiting for the bell to ring, and the
clock goes in slow motion. Like Dazed and Confused or
something, except not as exciting when the bell did actually
ring.

Remington Stone was leaned back in her desk, one
foot propped up on the support bar between the two front legs.
Boredom threatening to choke her, she shifted in her seat, the
buckles on her jacket jingling. That jacket was her baby, and she
never went anywhere without it, even in the summer. Her daddy’d
given it to her before he—well, he’d given it to her.

She flicked her pencil back and forth in the air;
never put it to paper. She refused to do homework in detention,
just to piss off the proctor, but she always got it done before it
was due. Homework was for home, she thought, and there was no way
in hell she was going to let anyone see her doing it, anyway.

Finally, the last tick echoed in her ear and the
bell rang, signaling freedom. She tossed the school-provided pencil
back onto the proctor’s desk, watching it skitter across and plink
to the floor, then stood and threw her backpack over her shoulder,
crumpling the empty piece of paper and tossing it into the trash on
her way out.

“We recycle, Miss Stone!” came the
irritated proctor’s voice from inside the emptying
classroom.

Remington snorted, ignoring the balding, spectacled
man, adjusting her backpack as she walked.

Noise off to the right caught her attention, and she
wondered for a brief second what it would be like to be a
cheerleader, then laughed and fished her keys from her pocket,
depressing the button to unlock the doors and deactivate the alarm.
As she slid into the driver’s seat of her sparkling clean black
Mustang, she quickly checked her reflection in the rearview to make
sure she was presentable and headed to BJ’s, the burger joint she
worked at after school to pay for the car. She was going to be
late, and she’d damn well better not get fired.

 


* * *

 


“You’re such a dork.”

“Shut up.” Aspen laughed and
shoved Denna’s face away from hers, then flopped down onto the
grass and started picking at the blades. “How many more
minutes?”

Denna checked her phone and then slipped it back
into her spankies. “Two.”

“Sweet. What are we doing
after?”

Denna eyed her friend, jealous of the way her long
dark hair curled perfectly, without gel or spray or anything. “You
mean you don’t know? Somehow the Queen Bee didn’t get that
information from her faithful drones?”

“Just tell me,” Aspen said with a
groan.

“Riker and Bryce want us to meet
them on the corner. They said they’ve got booze.”

“When do they not have booze?”
Raleigh asked as she walked by, on her way off the
field.

“Shut up, Ral, you know you’re
invited too,” Denna said with a grin, reaching out to grab Raleigh
by her skirt and yank her backward.

Raleigh fell on her ass with a squeak and scowled.
“If you just got grass stains on my skirt…”

“Don’t you know, club soda gets
out anything.” Aspen snickered. “Anything.”

“You would know,” Raleigh said,
standing up and brushing herself off. “How many inappropriate
stains have you scrubbed out this week?”

Denna’s hand flew to her mouth, but it was no use
trying to cover her laughter. “Raleigh!”

Aspen sat up and sighed. “Not enough.”

“Slipping, are we?” Denna
asked.

“I haven’t been propositioned at
all today,” Aspen mock-pouted. “Is it my hair?”

“Yeah, right. I’d kill for your
hair.” Denna rolled her eyes. “Maybe it’s just that you’ve gone
through the entire student body.”

“Hardly,” Raleigh said. “Just the
males.”

“Not all of them,” Aspen said,
ripping a blade of grass in two. “Riker still hasn’t put out. He
only lets me jerk him off or give him head.”

“That’s disgusting,” Raleigh said,
looking at Aspen. “You’re disgusting.”

“You love me, Ral,” Aspen said,
holding her hands out, and Denna grabbed one hand while Raleigh
grabbed the other to help pull her up.

“I tolerate you. There’s a
difference.”

 


* * *

 


Remington was just getting ready to close up when a
group of drunk idiots from her high school poured through the door.
“Shit,” she muttered under her breath. Now she’d have to stay late.
BJ always said, “never turn down a customer unless the door is
already locked.” Stupid fuckin’ BJ. He never worked closing shift,
so of course he’d say that.

She stood, unimpressed, as they huddled around the
counter, staring at the menu taped to it instead of looking up at
the giant, lighted menu on the wall behind her. A few of the girls
started giggling, and one with long, dark hair, Aspen Wellington,
glanced up at her. Aspen had never spoken to her before, but
Remington knew who she was. Rem knew who everyone was, she just
didn’t like any of them.

“Does BJ stand for blow job?”
Aspen’s words were slurred as she asked the stupid
question.

Remington refused to answer or meet the girl’s
glassy eyes. She made it a rule not to speak to anyone she went to
school with unless absolutely necessary. Answering that question
was not, in any way, necessary.

“She asked you a question, bitch.”
That was Bryce Tanner, who wasn’t normally so bold, and he pointed
a fumbling finger at her.

Jaw clenched, she quickly surveyed her options. Kick
the shit out of all five of them, threaten them, or say something
witty.

She chose to threaten them. “You’re all underage,
right? Hang on a second, I’ve got the cops on speed dial.” She
reached toward the phone on the counter beside the register.

Riker seemed not quite as drunk, and held up his
hands, shaking his head. “Whoa! We were just leaving.”

Remington didn’t move, just stood there casually
holding the receiver.

Aspen’s eyes narrowed, but before she had a chance
to say something else stupid, Riker was ushering them all out the
door, none too subtly. That suited Remington fine.

As soon as the door shut behind them, she was out
from behind the counter to lock it. She shut off the outside
lights, then the blaring neon Open sign, and went about closing up.
It was eleven o’clock before she finished counting the till and
making the deposit into the safe, clipping together the day’s
receipts and putting them on BJ’s desk, washing the grills and
utensils and sweeping the floor. At least a janitorial service took
care of mopping, and cleaning the restrooms. As it was, she would
barely have time for homework and a shower before bed.

“M’home!” she called, dropping the
mail on the entry table and heading up the stairs to her room. Mama
probably wasn’t home yet either; she had to work two jobs to afford
the mortgage on the house.

Bed looked so, so inviting, but she refused to even
touch her sheets until the day’s grease and grime had been washed
away. She stripped and took a quick, hot shower, pulled on a clean
tank top and pair of panties, and slid into bed. Homework would
have to wait until the morning.

 


* * *

 


Aspen was pouting, sprawled on Denna’s bed. Riker
hadn’t even let her give him a hand job before he left. She wasn’t
that drunk, not drunk enough for consent to be an issue. Was
she? Hmm, maybe she was. “Why is Raleigh on the couch?” she
mumbled, waving her hand slowly in front of her face.

Denna set down her hairbrush and divided her hair
into three parts, beginning a tight braid. “Because you’re on her
side of the bed.”

“She doesn’t live here,” Aspen
said. “And hey, there’s room. Lots of room. It’s a big
bed.”

Denna looked a little too smug, finishing the braid
and winding a rubber band around the end. “She pretends not to like
you much.”

“Why?”

“Because you fuck everything that
moves? And she’s afraid you’ll go after me?”

Even drunk, that offended Aspen, and she frowned. “I
wouldn’t do that. And if I did, you wouldn’t. She should trust you
at least.”

Denna shrugged. “I don’t really care, and I’m tired.
Good night.” She climbed under the covers, reaching over to shut
off the bedside lamp.

“You realize I can hear you,”
Raleigh said from the couch, which happened to be about ten feet
from Denna’s bed.

“Yes, dear,” Denna said. “Good
night.”

A few minutes passed, and then Aspen spoke up again.
“I don’t fuck everything that moves.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t even
have to be moving,” Raleigh said.

“I’m fucking tired!” Denna
shouted. “Shut up and let me sleep!”

Another few minutes. “What do you mean by that?”
Aspen asked, frustration seeping in alongside her confusion. Why
was Raleigh talking in circles? Was it just because of the booze
that she didn’t understand, or was she really as dumb as she felt
right now?

“For fuck’s sake!” Denna screamed,
rolling over and shoving Aspen hard, out of the bed. “Shut up or
get the fuck out of my room!”

“Ow.” Aspen somehow found her way
to her hands and knees and crawled over to Raleigh. “Can I sleep on
the couch with you?” she whispered. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t
want Denna to hear the question.

“Not even if a portal to another
dimension opens up and sucks every other piece of furniture out of
this house.”

“What if it sucks
every—”

“No, Aspen,” Raleigh said. “That
answer was a no.”

“You can have the bed.”

“Do you honestly think I am going
to disturb her after that? You’re the idiot who got herself thrown
out of bed. Now suffer, and leave me in peace.”

Aspen sighed and laid her head on the couch cushion
by Raleigh’s waist. “It must be nice to have someone to love.”

She could feel the tension as Raleigh removed
herself from the couch and was pleased with herself at the small
victory.

“Enjoy the couch. I hope the
fruits of your manipulation serve you well.”

“I got your side of the bed back
for you, honey,” she heard Denna say.

“I’m surrounded by subterfuge.”
The deadpan quality to Raleigh’s voice made her snicker.

“Love you too,” Denna said, and
there was the sound of a blown kiss.


Chapter Two

“You threatened to call the cops
on Bryce Tanner?”

Remington’s head snapped up and she narrowed her
eyes. The skinny little girl who wrote for the school’s newspaper
backed away, obviously wishing she hadn’t asked the question.
Remington scarcely had time to wonder how the incident had gotten
around so fast before Bryce, who had been standing in the doorway,
spoke up.

“I was being a drunken asshole.
She was just defending herself.”

Remington whirled on him, hands clutching the edge
of her desk until her knuckles hurt. The drunken asshole part was
right, but it wasn’t self-defense, and she resented the
implication. She knew everyone was staring at her, waiting for her
to say something, and she felt backed into a corner. She grabbed
her backpack and stood up, glaring at Bryce as she strode to the
door and forcefully pushed past him, making her retreat.

Denna watched Remington leave and looked at the
clock. Why wasn’t Aspen here yet?

“Why doesn’t she ever talk?” the
newspaper girl asked, sliding into her seat. “Can she
talk?”

“I heard her say something
freshman year,” Denna said. “I don’t remember what it was.” She
knew that Raleigh and Remington used to be friends, but they
weren’t still in touch very much by the time she started dating
Ral. She had never asked what happened because there were certain
things Raleigh didn’t like to talk about, and her childhood was one
of them.

“God, she’s hot,” Bryce said,
jolting Denna from her thoughts. He shook his head as he sank down
into a chair.

“Dude, she almost called the cops
on you,” Connor, Bryce’s best friend as far as Denna knew, reminded
him.

“What’s not hot about that?” Bryce
asked. “I like assertive women.”

“I don’t think she’s even into
guys,” Connor said, folding his arms over his chest.

“Like I’d have a shot even if she
was. That doesn’t mean I don’t think she’s hot.”

Denna looked at him for a second, then turned to her
notebook and got out her homework.

 


* * *

 


The din of the cafeteria buzzed around her, but
Aspen sat pouting down at her lunch. Somehow, she wasn’t hungry.
She was angry. Memories of Friday night had been hazy at first, but
over the weekend they’d filtered back to her, and she was angry.
Denna manipulating her out of bed, that was fine. Raleigh refusing
to let her share the couch? Fine. Even Denna confessing to her that
Raleigh pretended not to like her very much was fine. They were her
friends. They could treat her like that. What was not fine?
Remington Stone threatening her. Outsiders did NOT get to treat her
and her friends like that. Who did the little bitch think she was?
Sure, she was all hot and rebelly and always in detention, but that
didn’t give her the right to call the cops on Aspen fucking
Wellington, head cheerleader and teacher’s pet, whose family
practically owned this town.

“Don’t,” Raleigh said as Aspen
started to stand up.

“What?”

“As much as I dislike you, I feel
I should warn you against what you are about to do.”

“Why?”

“Because while you may think you
are above reproach, and that may be true as far as the school board
is concerned, that girl’s father is in prison, and she is quite the
daddy’s girl.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning she wouldn’t just make an
idle threat, she’d follow through.”

Aspen sighed and sank back down, shoving her tray
away from her in disgust. As angry as she was, she didn’t feel like
risking another round on the losing end of an intimidation
showdown. “You really think she’d do something here? In the middle
of a crowded cafeteria?”

Raleigh’s smile was less than friendly. “Please, do
find out.”

Aspen kicked her under the table, and Raleigh
scowled. “I will,” she said determinedly, getting to her feet.

Remington sat at a table with a group of guys that
never tried to talk to her, but always sat around her. She liked it
that way. She speared an apple with the little plastic butter knife
that came with her lasagna and brought it to her mouth, taking a
crisp, juicy bite just as she caught sight of Aspen headed her way.
Ugh. The cheerleading uniform made her want to, well, heh. Maybe
not so much gag as put her hand up the skirt. She raised an eyebrow
as Aspen stopped at her table, not having expected that, and chewed
the apple more loudly and obnoxiously than was necessary.

Aspen folded her arms across her chest. “Remington,
right?”

Remington did not give her a response.

“Well, Remington, normally I
wouldn’t be caught dead speaking to you, but what I really want to
know is what the fuck do you think gives you the right to threaten
me?”

Rem made sure her facial expression didn’t change.
She slowly extended her free hand, fingertips slipping beneath the
hem of the cheerleading skirt and crawling upward until her hand
was slapped away. As soon as Aspen touched her, she was on her
feet, fist clenched tightly in a polyester uniform collar.

Remington stood, breathing heavily, unmoving, until
Aspen spoke, sweat dripping down the side of her face. All eyes
were on them. “Release me, immediately,” she whispered.

Remington tightened her grip and pressed a
fingernail against the corded muscles in Aspen’s throat.

Aspen’s eyes went a little wide and Remington could
feel how fast she was breathing where her wrist touched Aspen’s
chest. “Please let me go.”

Well, that was much better. Please, that
Remington could work with. She removed her hand and gave Aspen a
hard shove away from her, delighting in the stumble she caused and
the way Aspen almost fell. Satisfied that she’d gotten her point
across, Rem rolled her eyes and sat back down.

Aspen didn’t walk away, though. “You’re an asshole,
you know that?” she said.

Remington lunged at her and Aspen jumped, muttering
something Rem couldn’t make out as she finally walked away.

 


* * *

 


Aspen rubbed her throat absently as she sat back
down, a tiny smear of blood coming away on one fingertip. She
gasped, a little alarmed that she was bleeding even though it was
barely any, and pulled out her compact to survey the damage.

“It’s barely noticeable,” Raleigh
said, finishing her own apple and laying the core back on her tray.
“And I believe I warned you.” Pause. “Yes, that is my way of saying
I told you so.”

“She’s fucking unhinged,” Aspen
said, sounding a little too breathy instead of the angry confidence
she was going for. That irritated her even more and she snapped her
compact shut after fluffing powder over the faint wound. “Speaking
of, where’s Denna?”

“Eye doctor.”

“I hope she doesn’t need glasses.
She’ll have to wear contacts for cheering.” She pictured Denna
cheering with glasses on, the horror of the glasses falling off and
getting smashed, and the ensuing chaos that would erupt.

“Your shallowness is
astounding.”

 


* * *

 


“Hey, Mama,” Rem called out as she
shut the door behind her.

“I have to go back to work now;
can you fix yourself some dinner? Sorry about the timing,
baby.”

Rem nodded, giving her mother a quick hug. “I’ll
make macaroni and cheese. I’ll save you some.”

Mama kissed her forehead. “I wish I could stay home
with you and just talk, or watch a movie, or play a game, but I
can’t afford to lose my job. Either of them. I know you know that
but—well, anyway, I love you.”

“It’s okay, Mama, I get it. And I
love you too,” Remington said, and when she was alone, she slipped
out of her school clothes and into a pair of more comfortable
sweatpants and an old, faded T-shirt.

By the time she finished cooking she was starving
again and ate half the box right out of the pot, not bothering to
dirty a bowl. She packed up the rest into a Tupperware container
and put it in the fridge, then stuck a piece of tape on the lid and
wrote the date before moving to wash the dishes.

As she sprawled on the floor doing her homework, her
thoughts drifted to Aspen. Haughty, self-righteous Aspen, and how
good it’d felt to scare her a little. She imagined Aspen
struggling, begging her not to hurt her, apologizing for even
approaching her in the first place, and with a shiver, she got up
and closed her bedroom door, then climbed into bed and shut off the
light, dipping a hand beneath the waistband of her sweatpants.

 


* * *

 


“Do you think I should press
charges?” Aspen examined her throat in the mirror.

“No.”

“Why not? She assaulted
me.”

Raleigh tried to be patient, but Aspen really pushed
it sometimes. “I would hardly classify it as assault.” And Aspen
had gone over to Remington’s table, so what did she expect? The
lack of common sense was entirely grating.

“I haven’t gotten laid in days,”
Aspen said. “I need something to focus on so I don’t lose my
mind.”

Raleigh pulled a pipe from her back pocket and
tossed it on the ground at Aspen’s feet, followed by a small
baggie. “Smoke some of that and be silent.” She went back to
reading until Denna’s bedroom door opened and closed, and she
looked up, pressing her lips together to keep from smiling. Denna
had glasses.

Aspen had picked up the pipe and chosen the biggest
bud, tearing off a piece that would fit in the pipe and packing it
in, and was looking for a lighter when Denna showed up. “Oh God,”
she said, rolling her eyes. “I hope you got contacts, too.”

Raleigh bristled, setting her book aside and swiftly
crossing the distance to Denna, kissing her and nuzzling her neck.
“I think they look sexy.”

Denna was probably shocked that she had just used
the word sexy, because the look on her face was somewhere
between stunned and amused. She could always tell when Denna was
trying to hide surprise because her eyes narrowed the slightest bit
and crinkled around the outer corners.

Denna slid her hands around and cupped Raleigh’s
ass, giving it a squeeze. “Thanks, honey. It’s good to know the
only opinion that matters is positive.”

Aspen found a lighter and flicked it, placing the
pipe to her lips and sucking a long, slow breath, holding it in
before exhaling through her nose. “I meant because they’ll fall off
during cheers, you assholes.” She held the pipe out, but when
Raleigh and then Denna refused it, she shrugged and took another
hit.

“You missed it,” Raleigh said to
Denna after a few minutes of comfortable silence. “Your best friend
got into a little scuffle with Remington Stone during
lunch.”

“Uh!” Denna said, her mouth
falling open. “What?”

“She grabbed our dear Aspen here
by the collar.”

“Why do I hear sarcasm when you
call me that?” Aspen asked, finishing off the bowl and climbing
onto Denna’s bed, sprawling out across it.

“Are you fucking kidding me? She
manhandled my best friend and I missed it? Fuck!”

“Have I mentioned what good
friends you are?”

Raleigh felt suddenly mischievous, biting her bottom
lip as she looked up at Denna. “Is there anything I can do to
assuage your frustration?”

Denna froze for a split second, and then, “Aspen,
get out.”

“Too tired. Raleigh just gave me
weed.”

“Suit yourself,” Denna said with a
one-shouldered shrug, locking the door. “But you do have to move
over.”

Aspen pouted and rolled to the other side of the
bed, and as she heard kissing noises and felt the weight of her
friends on the mattress behind her, she wondered for a brief,
fleeting moment what it would be like to have a relationship like
theirs. Of course, that just wasn’t for her.

She had never really tried it, partly because she
couldn’t imagine just being with one person and partly because no
one had ever shown any interest in more than sex. Maybe that was
her fault; maybe that’s what she projected. She couldn’t really
blame the guys she slept with, because it wasn’t like she called
them the next day either.

She thought about whether she would even like
getting flowers or something and decided she wouldn’t. Flowers
died, anyway, and what did it mean to give someone flowers that
were just gonna die?

No. She was better off alone.

Within a few minutes, Denna’s ridiculous mushy
noises got too much for her, and she rolled onto her back, smacking
her friend in the arm, which she should have known would be a huge
mistake, because Denna’s blindly-flailing fist repaid her right
under her eye, and she shrieked, deciding to leave after all.


Chapter Three

Denna gave a snort of laughter as soon as she saw
Aspen in the hallway before homeroom.

“You realize you could have given
me a black eye or something, right?” Aspen asked, shoving Denna
lightly as she fell into step beside her.

“You realize you interrupted me
during sex, right?” Denna replied, matching the shove with one of
her own.

Aspen just frowned, pulling a water bottle out of
her backpack and offering it to Denna. “Thirsty?”

“Mm,” Denna said, accepting the
bottle and taking a sip. She stopped and spit the foul liquid into
the nearest trash can with a disgusted shudder. “Aspen!” she
hissed, thrusting the bottle back at her cackling friend. “Not
before noon.” How Aspen could drink at all hours of the day was
beyond her. She enjoyed a good falling-down-drunk time as much as
the next person, but not in the morning and not at school.
Jesus.

“Payback’s a bitch. Raleigh’s
going to smell that on you and refuse to kiss you.”

Denna snorted again. “Hardly. You know I keep a
toothbrush in my purse.” There was this one time she had eaten
tomatoes for lunch and Raleigh swore she could smell them on her
breath, so after that, a toothbrush had become a permanent fixture
in her purse.

Aspen grumbled as she walked into the classroom and
found a seat. She had never really noticed before, but Remington
was in their homeroom. Now she noticed. The bitch was on her radar,
and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end as she slid into
the desk and did her best not to throw a glare behind her.

When Connor came in a few minutes before the bell,
he sat in the desk beside Aspen and teasingly chucked her in the
arm.

Aspen hated that. Like so much. She hated being
treated like one of the guys, so she made a show of turning her
head away. Except that was the direction she was trying not to look
in the first place, and she caught Remington looking back, chewing
on the eraser of a pencil. And her nipples were clearly hard under
her tacky white tank top. Aspen swallowed, her throat suddenly dry,
and forced her gaze away, intending to tell Connor to fuck off,
when the thud of boots on linoleum echoed through the room, and she
knew Remington had just stood up. She didn’t want to look again but
she had to.

“Hi,” Rem said slowly, taking a
step toward Connor, leaving her chewed pencil on her desk. Aspen
didn’t know which of them she was talking to.

The closer Remington got, the harder it was for
Aspen to breathe.

“What the hell?” Connor asked,
standing to face Remington. “What are you doing?”

Yes, Aspen wanted to say, what are you
doing?

Remington hooked her thumbs in her pockets and came
to a stop just behind and to the right of Aspen.

Aspen snapped her head to face forward because she
couldn’t look at that fucking smug expression. She felt Remington
lean down and put her nose to the top of Aspen’s head, breathing in
the scent of her shampoo, and then the faint touch was gone.

Aspen held her breath, all sorts of prickly senses
standing up all over her body, and thank God she was saved from
further torture when the bell rang and the teacher came scurrying
into the room, apologizing for almost being late.

As Remington retreated back to her desk, Denna
leaned over toward Aspen. “What the hell was that?”

Aspen only then realized how hard she was gripping
her math book, and slowly flexed her fingers, her jaw working for
several seconds before she could even find an answer. “I have no
fucking idea,” she said honestly. It was the first time she’d heard
Remington’s voice, at least while sober, and the low, smoky timbre
gave her the chills. She had the random thought that it should be
illegal to sound so…stimulating. Especially when only saying the
word hi.

 


* * *

 


After lunch she found a note in her locker.

 


Dear Aspen,

So sorry about the misunderstanding in homeroom. Is
Connor still spinning in circles trying to figure me out?

All my undying love and affection,

X—Remington

 


Face burning, Aspen quickly crumpled the note in her
fist and shoved it down into the bottom of her backpack, glancing
around to make sure no one was looking at her before she shoved her
head in her locker, forehead resting against the cool metal, to
catch her breath. She wasn’t even going to dignify the note with a
response. She did wonder how Remington knew which was her locker,
though. Maybe she should find out.

 


* * *

 


Remington looked up as she heard footsteps
approaching in homeroom the next morning. As Aspen made to set
something on her desk, she shot one hand out and grabbed the
slender wrist, using her other hand to pry a note from Aspen’s
grip. She delighted in the soft gasp and the way Aspen snatched her
arm back, and the way her skirt raised to show her spankies as she
spun around to walk away.

Rem didn’t bother being discreet about opening the
note. She smoothed it out on her desk and snickered as she read
it.

 


Dear Remington,

How did you know which locker was mine? You better
not have followed me after class.

Love and kisses,

X—Aspen

 


She waited until she knew Aspen was watching from
her peripheral vision, then pressed the note to her lips, giving
the paper a kiss, then folded it and tucked it into the top of her
pants.

She turned the tiniest bit to catch Aspen watching,
and the embarrassed surprise on Aspen’s face as she turned away was
very satisfying. She could see the rigid posture and unblinking
eyes staring at the teacher, and she knew Aspen was trying to
concentrate on anything else. That was going to be difficult
for Aspen because the teacher wasn’t saying anything.

 


* * *

 


“What’s that?” Denna asked, and
when Aspen reacted like she’d caught her making out with the
principal, she knew she had to have the note. “Raleigh, hold her
down.”

“No.”

Denna growled at Raleigh and launched herself at
Aspen, toppling her over in the grass, emerging victorious with the
note in hand. “Dear Aspen,” she read.

“Stop it!” Aspen shrieked,
grabbing for the note, but Denna sat on her head.

“I followed your scent,” she
continued reading aloud. “You’re the only girl I know that uses
Bliss Lemon Sage shampoo.”

She stopped reading and moved herself down to sit on
Aspen’s chest so she could lean over and smell her hair. “How the
fuck could she tell exactly what shampoo you use? You just smell
like lemons.” She looked at Raleigh. “Smell her hair. Can you tell
what shampoo she uses?”

“How long have you known me?”
Raleigh asked.

“What?”

“Twelve years. And have I ever
once given you any indication that I would be willing to smell
Aspen’s hair for you?”

“Let me go!” Aspen yelled, and
with a mighty struggle managed to get Denna off her and reclaim the
note. She crumpled it and put it in her mouth.

Denna did not like to give up easily. “Are you
really going to keep that in your mouth for the whole practice?”
she asked, then shook her head. “Never mind. You’re used to having
foreign objects in your mouth.”

Raleigh, ever the picture of composure, laughed.

Aspen glared at her and Raleigh and picked up her
backpack, then strode off the field toward the parking lot. Denna
watched her until she disappeared between two rows of cars, and
then sighed. “Raleigh, I hate losing.”

Raleigh looked at her. “I am aware.”

 


* * *

 


Finally alone, safe, and locked in her bedroom,
Aspen smoothed the note out on her desk and reread it.

 


Dear Aspen,

I followed your scent. You’re the only girl I know
that uses Bliss Lemon Sage shampoo.

Kidding. I threatened Bryce Tanner into putting the
note in your locker for me.

Why is Connor so protective of you? I know he’s not
your boyfriend. I’m deadly curious. If you don’t tell me, I promise
I’ll make your day tomorrow very uncomfortable.

And I always keep my promises.

Love and butterflies,

X—Remington

 


Palms flat on her desk, eyes glued to the scrawling
penmanship, Aspen chewed her lower lip in worry. No one had ever
treated her so flippantly before, and she didn’t know how to
respond. She was intrigued, obviously, but she was also unnerved,
and then the fact that she was intrigued and unnerved made her
angry. The low pulsing in her belly at Remington’s promise also
made her angry. And sort of jittery, like she didn’t want to hold
still. But mostly angry.

She pulled her water bottle from her backpack and
took a long swig of the nasty tasting but potent liquor, then
slumped in her chair and pouted. Should she tell? Or not.

A half hour later, she was drunk and still hadn’t
decided whether to tell or not. It wasn’t even an exciting
explanation. He was protective because they lost their virginities
to each other.

She clutched her pen, poised above a blank sheet of
notebook paper, and her mind wandered as she started to write.

 


Dearest lovelyRemington,

Who do you think you are? I love bliss shampoo it’s
good for my curls. have you usedit?

 


Her pen slid across the page, and she blinked at the
line now marring her beautiful letter and scribbled it out, then
continued.

 


whered you get your sexy leather jacket, and why
dontyouw ear a bra? I could see your

 


When she came to, she groaned, lifting her head and
wiping drool from her cheek, giving another groan when she realized
she’d passed out at her desk and now had a headache. She glanced at
the time and groaned again. She sounded like some kind of
one-man ogre band. And it was quarter past one in the morning.

The real horror began when she turned on her desk
lamp and looked at the letter she’d been writing. “Oh God.” She
covered her eyes, hoping that would make it go away. Sexy leather
jacket? Why don’t you wear a bra? For fuck’s sake. Even if
Remington’s jacket was sexy and she always noticed that Remington
wasn’t wearing a bra, which meant she must look at Remington’s
chest a lot, but— No, no, no. She could not say those
things! She tore the note into pieces and threw it in the trash,
then scribbled a quick new one to take its place.

 


Dear Remington,

I don’t owe you an explanation for anything. Fuck
off.

Love,

X—Aspen
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