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      Love you, always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was a happy person, well, for the most part. I usually had a smile plastered on my face but every now and then, there was a little voice in my head whispering that something didn’t add up. Like right now. I should’ve been enjoying the moment, but instead I was daydreaming about what jaw-dropping dress I’d wear for the first day of school tomorrow.

      Bryan’s roaming hands snapped me out of my train of thought. I couldn’t take it anymore. Even if he was the best kisser and hottest guy in the world, I still wouldn’t want to be here with him. The feelings that fueled my flirting last school year disappeared once we became serious.

      I pulled away from his grasp, stretched my arms above my head, and let out an exaggerated yawn. “I really should get ready for tomorrow. Big day, right?”

      “Shorty, I just got here!” Bryan ran his hands through his dark brown hair. His muscles threatened to escape through his tight gray T-shirt.

      Did he purposely buy his shirts skintight to show-off his ripped body?

      I glanced at my silver watch. “Maybe some other night. Besides, my parents will probably be home soon. You’d better leave before they know you were here.”

      A sick part of me wanted my mom to come home earlier than usual and find us alone in the basement. If I was lucky, she’d ban me from seeing him.

      I was running out of excuses not to be with him.

      Bryan didn’t make a move to leave. Instead, he tightened his grip around my waist and pulled me closer, a glint of mischief in his eye. “Let’s keep going until we get caught.”

      Before he could act on his impulse, I escaped from his clutches and leaped off the couch. I tripped over one of the discarded throw pillows, landing in a disheveled heap on the floor. I quickly stood and adjusted my flowery sundress. “Stop! I’m waiting, remember?”

      Didn’t no mean no? This was the billionth time I had turned him down.

      Bryan threw his hands in the air. “You know what Shorty, I don’t care. I’m so done. You’re a big freaking tease.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Bryan stood. “You heard me. You’re all talk.” His expression was cold, and for a fleeting second, I thought I saw a sinister flash in his eye.

      I positioned my hands on my hips. “What do you mean?”

      Bryan pointed at me. “You flirted with me all last year, and then after we got together, you freak out if I touch you. Paul told me you did this to him, too.” His voice raised with each accusation.

      My jaw dropped. “Wait, what? You talked to Paul?”

      “We’re both on the football team. You don’t think we talk?”

      “I didn’t think you were friends, that’s all.”

      What was Bryan’s problem? Why was he freaking out so much?

      Bryan’s face reddened. “I thought maybe things would be different because Paul’s the kicker, and I’m the quarterback, but nope. You’re acting just like he warned me you would.”

      “Bryan, I’m not ready to have sex with you or anyone. You’ve known that!” I blew a loose piece of long, blond hair out of my face.

      “It’s not just that, but whatever. I’m done. Find someone else you can string along.” Bryan slung his navy-blue backpack over his shoulder and sulked up the steps from my basement.

      Once he was gone, I sat frozen on the couch. After a deep breath I felt all the way down to my toes, a small grin crept across my face. Oh, thank God. I wouldn’t have to deal with his excessive handsy-ness and ego anymore. Shouldn’t I be more upset, or run after him? Was it weird that instead I felt like a weight had been lifted off my chest?

      Why did this always happen? Sure, my fling with Bryan lasted longer than the others, but it ended the same way: me dreading to be around the guy a single second longer. All they wanted to do was fool around or talk about sports. Wasn’t a relationship supposed to be deeper than that? I had never felt a connection. Maybe it was because I had a deep-rooted crush on someone else? He was the reason I wanted to wear a sexy dress tomorrow, one that complimented my short frame and pin-straight blond hair.

      I’d harbored a crush on Zack Hurley ever since middle school when almost every girl in our grade shared a similar obsession. He had rumpled, sandy blond hair, dimples, and he always knew the right thing to say to make me smile. He was the type of person that was always there to help someone in need. I still remembered the day he paid for a random girl’s lunch when she burst into tears because her wallet was missing. When I told him how cool it was, he brushed it off.

      “Oh that? I was super hungry and next in line. Everyone should be able to eat, and I had the money,” he’d said, shrugging.

      I had an inkling he liked me, but the stars never seemed to align. We had always dated other people. Last I had heard, he and his girlfriend Zoe were on the rocks; coincidentally that had happened right after band camp where Zack and I began to move past the fake flirting stage with each other and into dangerous territory.

      In reality, Bryan actually did me a favor by breaking up with me. Every time Bryan came over, I would’ve rather been texting Zack. I’d put off the inevitable because who really wanted to break up with a person? It was literally the worst.

      I picked up my iPhone from the ground where it had fallen during my non-erotic make out session with Bryan and noticed I had a couple of missed texts from my best friend, Hannah Greer. I usually responded to her ASAP, so she was probably worried.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is Bryan still there?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        R u alive?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Text 911 if you need me!!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled and texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m alive, but Bryan broke up with me! The nerve.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What? He broke up with u? No one breaks up with u! R u ok? Tyler can punch Bryan in his stupid face.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hannah was dating my ex-boyfriend, Tyler. I had realized after a couple of months that it was more like dating a friend, so I ended that relationship. That breakup hurt the most because I had liked hanging out with him. We had talked about anything and everything, but I couldn’t get into his kissing. When Hannah had confided in me that she had a crush on Tyler, I told her to go for it. Just because I dated him didn’t mean it should ruin her chance at happiness.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yea, I’ll get over it. I mean, I was pretty much done anyways. He beat me to it. Btw do you know how Zack is? We haven’t talked since band camp.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        OMG, guess what?! Zack broke up with Zoe b cuz he liked someone else. 99% sure it’s u.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart beat rapidly, and my stomach fluttered.

      
        
          
            
              
        What!? I mean we did almost make out at band camp a month ago, but I didn’t think he’d break up with her so fast!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        YES! Txt him to see how he’s doing! Zoe’s gone so there’s an opening at our lunch table.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hannah, Tyler, and Zack’s lunch table was couples only. The only way I could secure a seat was if Zack asked me out; this was my golden opportunity.

      
        
          
            
              
        YESSSS. About freaking time! I’m going to text him now and see how he’s doing.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck 😘

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      I took a deep breath. The time had finally come; I was finally going to be happy! My hands shook as I typed in Zack’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey there. Sorry to hear about your breakup with Zoe. Are you ok? Let me know if you need anything.

      

      

      

      

      

      Almost immediately a reply appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s got a new guy already.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No way!? That’s SO rude. Probs to make you jealous.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      After a couple of seconds another text came in.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s Bryanland?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s so over. Now when I play the trumpet at football games, I don’t have to pretend to care about the game.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Really? I would have texted. You ok?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yea I’m fine. We weren’t right together anyways.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        True. Ur too good for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m blushing... 😉

      

      

      

      

      

      A couple of minutes passed without any word from Zack, and I started to panic. Did I scare him with the wink? What if I misinterpreted our random flirty texts throughout the summer?

      I thought back to a few weeks ago at band camp when we were inches away from each other’s lips in the empty practice room. He had run his hand through my hair, and I had lost track of how many minutes we stared into each other’s eyes. Right when I thought he would go in for the kiss, he re-directed it to my forehead instead. Maybe the forehead kiss wasn’t him being respectful, but showing he only liked me as a friend. Maybe …

      Then the typing bubble appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        You should sit with me at lunch.

      

      

      

      

      

      YES! Just according to plan. I couldn’t believe this was happening. There really was a god! I texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t wait!

      

      

      

      

      

      Shorty for the win. I smiled and sent a screenshot of the conversation to Hannah. She congratulated me on my mad skills, and I headed to bed after saying a quick goodnight to my parents after they arrived home. I laid out my flowery pink and blue dress for tomorrow.

      When I got straight A’s at the end of last year, I could pick any dress I wanted in the store. I ran around Macy’s in a flurry until I found the perfect one. I had been waiting to wear this since I saw it on the rack. I was blessed with a four feet, ten inch stature, hence my nickname. Pants didn’t fit me, and my mom didn’t want to pay to get them tailored, so I was forced to wear dresses, skirts, or shorts every day. Not that I was complaining, dresses were super cute, but it would be nice to be a normal teenager occasionally and wear a pair of skinny jeans.

      After I finished my prep for tomorrow, I tucked myself into my pink flowered sheets, and tried to fall asleep. Thoughts of my whirlwind night rolled around in my head, and I couldn’t wait for school. Hopefully, everything with Zack would work out and all the pieces of the puzzle would finally fall into place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      My school parking spot, number two, was a well-earned accomplishment. Anyone on the junior honor roll could enter the parking lottery to receive a prime spot rather than be stuck with one behind the school. At the end of school last year when my name was pulled for a spot, I let out a whoop of joy. No more lugging my trumpet case around the building!

      I stole a quick glance in the car mirror to inspect my make-up and was ready to take on the world. I stepped from my vehicle when I heard, “Shorty! Wait up!”

      I whirled around toward the sound of the voice. Zack strode toward me, his dirty blond hair slightly wet. He wore a Pink Floyd T-shirt, khaki shorts, and Chuck Taylor shoes. I wanted to ruffle his wet hair; he was so adorable. I felt a rush of warmth reach my cheeks. Who knew I’d fall for a true band nerd?

      “Hey! It’s so nice to see you,” I said, flashing him my million-watt smile. That smile had been absent around Bryan for at least a month. Thank God he was out of the picture.

      “You too,” Zack said, running his hands through his hair while his eyes scanned the length of my body. I swear they dilated while doing so.

      I stole a whiff of his shampoo as we hugged. It smelled insanely good—suave and earthy—enough to drive any girl wild.

      We pulled away and Zack said, “You look amazing.”

      “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

      “I’m glad you texted. I’d been hoping to hear from you.”

      I twirled a piece of my hair with my index finger.

      “Oh, were you?”

      This was happening just like I fantasized. Finally, we’re both on the same page.

      “Yeah, band camp was intense.”

      “It really was. Not going to lie, I’ve thought about that a lot,” I said.

      He raised his right eyebrow. “Oh really? What exactly were you thinking about?”

      I cocked my head. “Are you going to make me spell it out?”

      He pulled me toward him again. “I think I remember being this close to each other.”

      “Your memory is correct,” I said, very aware that my body was pressed up against his. My hands began to sweat. Was our first kiss finally about to happen, already?

      I could still smell the exhaust from my car, and I heard my classmates greeting each other in the background. I’d hoped our first kiss would be somewhere more romantic and private, not in a school parking lot full of loud people.

      He tipped my face up toward him, and I looked expectantly in his eyes.

      “But at band camp I couldn’t do this,” he said, closing the gap between us. His lips brushed against my own.

      I waited for my heart to burst, fireworks to explode, and birds to flock around us harmonizing melodious songs of love, but there was none of that. I didn’t feel a single ounce of excitement when his lips locked with mine, nor when he kissed me a second time with his tongue slightly slipping into my mouth. I ran my fingers through his hair to pull him closer to me, trying to feel some kind of emotion, anything. But none arose. Zack let out a small groan as he plowed ahead.

      What was going on? I’d been dreaming of Zack since forever. Shouldn’t I be feeling something?

      I tried not to venture into full-blown panic mode, but everything seemed wrong; kissing Zack was just like everyone else.

      How could this be happening? What was wrong with me? Was I doomed to never have a love story of my own?

      I kept my composure to prevent Zack from realizing that anything was awry. I even rubbed his back and prolonged the kiss to keep up the charade. Meanwhile, he was still going full steam ahead, oblivious to my inner meltdown and the unsolicited catcalls in the background that could only be for us.

      I thought Zack was the answer to all my problems. How could I have a crush on him for so long and then be this disappointed?

      After what seemed like forever, he pulled away, out of breath.

      “It’s like I always imagined it would be,” he said.

      At least that made one of us.

      “We had to wait how many years for this moment?” I asked.

      “Too long.” He came in for a third kiss when I put up my fingers to his mouth.

      “We should probably get to class. Walk me to my locker?”

      “Sure. Here, I can carry your lunch bag and iPad.”

      I handed over my stuff that had landed on the trunk of my car during our impromptu make out session. I should’ve tried dating nice guys sooner. Paul and Bryan would never have carried my bags. As we were walking through the school’s front door, I felt my phone vibrating. I rooted around for it, stepping off to the side to let my classmates go around me. My heart sank as I scanned the text from Bryan.

      
        
          
            
              
        I didn’t mean what I said last night. Let’s try again. Sit with me at lunch. I’ll make it up to u.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why did Bryan have to break up with me first? I really wanted to be the one to end it on my terms.

      “Who’s that from? Hannah?” Zack asked.

      “No, I wish. It’s Bryan. I guess he’s regretting breaking up with me. He wants to get back together, but that’s so not going to happen,” I said, walking toward my locker.

      Dale High seemed the same, as if I never left. Hallways devoid of color supplemented by that musty odor of old textbooks and a labyrinth of rows upon rows of gray, rusted lockers.

      “He broke up with you?”

      “Before I got the chance to end it with him. Guess I’ll have to tell him we’re done.”

      Zack wrapped his arm around me. “What if you don’t respond? He can figure it out himself when you sit with me at lunch.”

      I spun the dial to enter my combination to my locker. “That’s true. Speaking of lunch, thanks for carrying my stuff.” I tried rattling the lock when my locker didn’t open.

      Great. Well, now I looked stupid. Would this washed-up school ever get new things? Or maybe Zack’s lingering arm was making me nervous.

      “Here, let me try.”

      “That’d be great. God, I hate these things.”

      After one try, the locker popped open. Zack placed my lunch bag onto the gray, dusty shelf, and I slammed the door shut. I took the iPad from Zack and slipped it under my arm.

      “Thanks! You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No problem.” His lopsided smile should’ve made my heart flutter. He’s doing all the right things. I don’t get it. Why don’t I feel anything?

      “I guess I better get to homeroom. See you at lunch!” I kissed Zack on the cheek but slipped away before he could return the favor. Shouldn’t I want to be kissing him every chance I could get? I shook my head. No time to figure this out now, I can’t be late for homeroom on my first day.

      Most days I really didn’t mind being short; I loved my nickname, but when I needed to get somewhere fast, not having long legs was a pain, especially when your homeroom class was at the opposite end of school. With only a couple of minutes to spare, I slid into the desk with my predetermined paper name tent. Our degenerate public school never seemed to have any money. We still had the type of desks that were physically bolted to the chair. During open house last year, my mom commented how she remembered sitting in the same exact desk at Dale. Maybe by the time I had a child the school would invest in a desk and chair that were detached from each other. A girl can only dream.

      Homeroom was a glorified attendance tracker, PSA for school updates, and a holding cell for dreaded standardized tests. I always questioned the need for a homeroom period, but today it at least gave me some downtime to process what happened with Zack before having to pay attention at an actual class.

      As soon as I sat down, the teacher, Mrs. Jacobs, called my actual name.

      “Sam Daniels, can I see you?”

      I sighed, reluctantly rising from my seat.

      “As Student Council President, I thought it might be nice if you could show a new student around today. Her name is Kristy Davis, and she should be here shortly. It would be most appreciated.”

      “Oh, uh sure. No problem.” So much for having time for myself.

      Being voted Student Council President was once again biting me in the butt. I knew that random responsibilities would arise, but I didn’t think much of it when I ran for the job. I only signed up because my parents thought it would look good on my future resume. The election quickly morphed into a battle between myself and my sole competitor and former friend-turned-frenemy, Cashi. When I ultimately won, I thought victory would be sweeter, but not only did I lose my friendship with Cashi, I realized I had the added responsibility to schedule and run the meetings. One more thing to worry about and now, even before senior year officially started, other duties as assigned entailed serving as a glorified tour guide to the new girl.

      As the bell rang, a girl with short, auburn hair cut asymmetrically strolled in. She was wearing a leather jacket, a form-fitting maroon T-shirt, and the tightest black jeans I’d ever seen. You could trace every curve of her body. Her leather jacket strained against her toned arms. I couldn’t look away, even if I tried.

      “I take it you’re Kristy Davis. I’m Mrs. Jacobs. Your seat is right behind Sam Daniels. She’ll be showing you around today.”

      Kristy nodded her head and sat down behind me.

      I took a deep breath and turned around with an award-winning smile. “Hi, I’m Sam, but most people call me Shorty, because, well, I’m stupidly short. Happy to help you out today and tell you about all the great things Dale High has to offer!”

      Kristy slowly looked me up and down.

      Was she checking me out? I blushed and picked a hair nervously off my dress.

      “You obviously know who I am.”

      My grin wavered. What kind of reply was that? I contemplated what to say back, when Mrs. Jacobs handed out paper copies of our class schedules. I grabbed mine from Mrs. Jacobs’ hands. I already knew it by heart and was about to place it in my purse when Kristy tapped the back of my dress. I turned around.

      “Shouldn’t we compare schedules, so you know where you’re guiding me?”

      “Oh right, for sure!” I laid my schedule out in front of her. After comparing the two, it appeared we had creative writing and lunch together.

      “This should be easy. Dale High is simple to navigate so it shouldn’t take you long to figure it all out.”

      She arched a brow. “Already planning on how to ditch me?”

      “No, of course not!”

      Lie. I was trying to figure out what the heck to do with her during lunch. It was highly unlikely she could sit at my new lunch table; I secured the last seat there and she wasn’t a part of a couple.

      Lunch at our high school was cutthroat. If you didn’t secure a seat by the first day of school, you ran the risk of being stuck at the rejects table for the rest of the semester or even worse, a table by yourself. A few years back a popular cheerleader broke up with her boyfriend on the football team mid semester and clearly didn’t think of the ramifications. She had to sit by herself for the remainder of the year. She ended up dropping out of cheerleading because no one ever let her participate in the routine. Last I heard, she moved out of town.

      I didn’t break up with the other guy I dated last year, Paul, for fear of having nowhere to sit and losing all my friends. Cowardly and perhaps selfish, I know, but I hadn’t been ready to be a table of one, and I didn’t want to make Hannah leave her table to prevent my misery. Sure, she’d have done it in a heartbeat, but I didn’t want her to be put out just because I couldn’t find anyone that made me happy.

      After school was over for the year, I finally got the courage to break up with Paul. That night Bryan showed up on my doorstep, asking me out. Still not sure how he found my address, but at the time, I thought it was romantic and couldn’t refuse, especially since we’d started to text and flirt more before the end of the school year.

      I needed to make sure I maintained this new lunch seat and relationship with Zack the rest of the semester to avoid any table drama, especially now that I had secured a coveted seat at Hannah’s table. Introducing a random new girl to the table I’d only recently been invited to wouldn’t help me float under the radar.

      The bell rang signaling the rush to first period. I grabbed my iPad and on my way out, a guy touched my shoulder and said, “See you at lunch!”

      I looked over; it was one of Bryan’s jock friends. Guess Bryan forgot to mention our breakup. Maybe Bryan was still holding out hope that I would want to get back with him.

      “Hey Trev, see you around,” I said avoiding his stare and went the other way with Kristy trailing me.

      “Our creative writing teacher is pretty fantastic. I had him for Honors English last year, and he’s a lot of fun. I heard he lets you write about anything you want!”

      I rattled off a couple more fun facts about Mr. T when Kristy interrupted me to say, “Are you always like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “So full of energy for a Monday. You do realize it’s not even eight in the morning.”

      “She really is. Sometimes I get texts from her at five a.m., and I have no idea why she’s up,” a voice behind us interjected.

      I turned around and squealed, then gave her a huge hug. “Hannah! Where’ve you been hiding?”

      “Tyler was running late today so I sprinted to homeroom.”

      “I was wondering. But guess what? Zack walked me to homeroom and was waiting by my parking spot.”

      “That’s so exciting!”

      Hannah turned to look at Kristy.

      “Hey, are you new? I don’t think we’ve met,” Hannah said.

      “Oh! My bad, Hannah, this is Kristy. Kristy, this is my BFF Hannah. Kristy recently moved here and I’m showing her around.”

      Kristy’s eyes flicked up and down, giving Hannah the once over, but Hannah didn’t even notice. Hannah never thought she warranted any attention, but she was cute, with her long, wavy dark-brown hair and a few freckles dotting her nose; she was super skinny, and at least six inches taller than me. Hannah was wearing her typical skinny jeans, a light-purple tee, and white Adidas sneakers complemented with blue stripes.

      “That’s amazing about Zack,” Hannah said.

      “Right? It’s what I’ve always wanted! I wish you were in creative writing with me so we could talk about it more. You’re going to miss out on Mr. T’s awesomeness!” I exclaimed.

      “I know. You’ve gushed about Mr. T for the past year, but I wanted to take Honors Calc during that time.”

      “Why do you have to be all math smart?” I asked.

      Hannah laughed. “I better be or else I’d need to switch my actuarial science major next year.”

      “If you switched majors then you could come to my university, which has regular math degrees, not the fancy pants ones.”

      Hannah gave me a small smile. “Too bad it doesn’t, I’m going to miss you.” She glanced down at her phone. “I better get to class, see you at lunch.”

      Kristy and I approached creative writing. “Let’s grab a seat near the front.” Not waiting for an answer, I took my place front and center.

      Kristy sat in the chair behind me.

      “Sorry, I’m not the front seat kind of girl.”

      Huh. Maybe she was shy? At least I was short enough, she could easily see the whiteboard over my head.

      Mr. T, who wore a perfectly ironed, white dress shirt and red tie walked in the classroom as the bell was ringing. “Welcome, welcome! I see some familiar faces from the Honors English class I taught last year. Sam! Did you write anything over the summer?”

      “Of course. I’m always in the middle of writing a couple of stories. My newest novel is about how all the guys my heroine dates are never good enough for her.”

      “Looking forward to reading it.” Mr. T walked to the middle of the classroom. “That leads perfectly to our first writing project of the year, which is all about collaboration. Usually writing is an individual task, but novelists these days are always looking for new perspectives, so co-writing is becoming more and more popular. Look at Bill Clinton’s and James Patterson’s books, a very unlikely duo. In a similar fashion, everyone’s first assignment is co-writing a paper; I want you to pair up with the person behind slash in front of your seat! You can pick any genre or subject matter.”

      I have to write with someone else? Group projects were always the worst. I’d always get stuck with all the work.

      “You also have to read at least two books that are co-authored, and I’ll pass out a list of acceptable books. Once you’ve made your selections, I’ll give you the code to download them to your school iPad. Reading these will help you write your twenty-page short story, due in a month. The outline for the story is due by the end of the week.”

      Everyone groaned. You’ve got to be kidding me. I thought this class was going to be easy.

      I turned around to face Kristy. “Since you aren’t a front row kind of girl, guess you’re stuck working with me.”

      “Isn’t it my lucky day?” Kristy said, leaning back with a slight smirk on her face.

      Was she being sarcastic? I hoped writing this paper together would work out.

      “What are these school iPads?” she asked.

      “Some rich guy gave the school a boatload of money a couple years ago to provide each student a school-issued iPad. They didn’t give you one last week?”

      “No, this is the first I’ve heard of it.”

      “Last Thursday we all had to come in and check one out, because at the end of each school year, we’re forced to return it. That’s how I do all my non-school reading, so thank God I got it back. You might have to ask the library for one, because we get all of our textbooks that way.”

      Kristy’s face brightened for the first time. “That’s pretty sweet.”

      “It’s a really awesome deal, but sadly you have to give it back the day before graduation.”

      Kristy scrunched her eyebrows. “That’s stupid.”

      “It works out for those of us who could at least have it for all four years. You, not so much.”

      “Sounds like my life.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to such a depressing statement. How bad could her life be? I did what I usually did when I wasn’t sure what to say, pivot. “What do you like to write?”

      “I hate writing for school. I’d rather write what I want. I took this because it was one of the only classes that had openings left.”

      This didn’t bode well for us. Writing this paper together was going to be a nightmare.

      Kristy studied my face. “What about you?”

      “I love writing, especially fiction. I got into it freshman year and try to write stories not for school when I have time. Mr. T suggested this class to really help my writing grow.”

      “What kind of stuff do you write?”

      “I write about things that’ve happened to me but change it a little bit so I can call it fiction. Write what you know, right?” My next story should be based on Bryan. I could see it now, the future New York Times Best Seller, Devil Boy.

      “Like your current book?”

      I coughed. “Yeah, kinda.”

      “What guy is it based on, so I know who to watch out for?”

      “A combination of all the guys I’ve ever dated.”

      “That sounds like the title right there, All the Guys I’ve Ever Dated.”

      I laughed. “That’s a pretty good title to be honest. The guys here aren’t bad, but they are super immature. My ex, Bryan, played pranks all the time on his football friends and other classmates. I didn’t realize how annoying he was until we started dating and I really got to know him. I kept apologizing for his stupidity to everyone.”

      “What’s his deal?”

      “God knows. He’s also super privileged. If something didn’t go his way, he’d freak out. Like last night, he broke up with me for not putting out, but then lo and behold today he wanted to get back together.”

      “What a tool.”

      “For sure, and now I’m finally with my dream guy!” I said. But was Zack really my dream guy? Would his kisses get better in time?

      “Oh?” Kristy said, her face emotionless.

      “Yeah, I’ve been in love with Zack since forever, but our timing was always wrong. But I think we have it right this time.” It had better be. I’d been waiting too long to find the right guy.

      Kristy grunted. “How does Bryan feel about that?”

      “I don’t think he knows yet.”

      Kristy raised an eyebrow.

      “This just happened. I’m sure it’s fine. He’s the one that broke up with me.” I opened my iPad and looked away from Kristy. “I think we should figure out what books we want to read and maybe they can help us figure out what to write?”

      Kristy’s emerald green eyes were scrutinizing my face. After a moment she replied, “Talk about change in topic.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say, I hate talking about my ex.”

      “Fair enough. How about I’ll read one you pick, and you have to read one I choose.”

      “Works for me. I’ve been wanting to read the second James Patterson and Bill Clinton book, The President’s Daughter.”

      Kristy’s eyebrows raised. “Didn’t take you for liking thrillers.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “From the book you’re writing, I’d thought you’d read more romances.”

      “I’ve tried, but they’re pretty dumb and all have the same plot. Girl meets boy. Girl falls for boy, but he’s with someone else. Girl tries to make him love her but falls in love with the best friend in the process, and they live happily ever after. Like that actually happens. I prefer murder and treason.” You don’t end up disappointed when your happily ever after doesn’t happen.

      “You win, we’ll go with the cheesy thriller by the two famous people, but I guarantee it’s going to be as stupid as those romances.”

      “Whatever, I can’t wait to prove you wrong,” I said, happy I was able to read something I’ve had on my overflowing TBR list.

      I went to retrieve the download code from Mr. T with an extra bounce in my step. Even though Kristy and I didn’t seem to agree on books, it was fun talking with her. I wasn’t used to having discussions that were so engaging. I also explained Kristy’s iPad situation and Mr. T agreed to let us see the librarian, Ms. Weir.

      I grabbed my iPad off the desk. “Come on, we’re going to get your iPad now. Mr. T said it’s okay.”

      Kristy shrugged and followed me out the door. The library was close by and as soon as we came in, Ms. Weir greeted us.

      “Hello girls, I’ve been expecting you. Sam, nice to see you again. And Mr. T said you’re Kristy Davis?” she asked, turning to look at Kristy.

      Kristy nodded.

      Ms. Weir’s fingers hit a few buttons on her keyboard.

      “Ah, yes. I remember now,” she said. “We received your technology paperwork late last week, completed incorrectly. I re-sent the paperwork to the address of your legal guardians. Do you have it signed by them?”

      “I don’t live with my parents. That’s the whole reason I started going here; I live with my aunt. I even put that on the paperwork. Why can’t my aunt sign it?” Kristy asked, raising her voice.

      “I’m sorry Kristy, your legal guardians have to be the ones to sign the paperwork, otherwise we aren’t allowed to provide one. Can you call them and have them mail it in?”

      Kristy slapped her hand on the desk. “That isn’t going to happen. I’m sure they threw the papers away as soon as they saw it was something for me. What if my aunt becomes my legal guardian?”

      Ms. Weir looked around the room and lowered her voice. “That could work, but changing your legal guardian takes quite a bit of time. I’m sorry, I wish I could help more. That’s why it’s better to get paperwork filled out earlier rather than later.”

      Kristy gripped the side of the desk. “I didn’t even know I was coming here until last week. I filled out the paperwork as soon as I could.”

      A girl sitting alone reading her iPad, turned around and shot Kristy daggers.

      “Young lady, please lower your voice, this is the library,” Ms. Weir said, giving Kristy a stern look.

      I needed to help Kristy out somehow. This wasn’t fair.

      “How’s she supposed to do her homework? I can clearly see all the extras you have back there!” I pointed to an overstuffed shelf of iPads behind Ms. Weir.

      “Sam, I’m sorry, the school board voted that each student’s legal guardian must sign off on an iPad. I can bring it up with the principal, but that might take a couple of days. I can’t promise anything.”

      I sighed. “Come on Kristy, we aren’t going to get anywhere here.”

      “But what am I going to do?” Kristy asked, her eyes filled with concern.

      Ms. Weir pointed to a bookshelf filled with hardback books.

      “You can find older copies of the textbooks over there.”

      I walked over to the shelf and opened the first biology book I found; dust flew up into my face. I gave a loud sneeze.

      “Bless you,” Kristy said, picking up a monster-sized math book.

      I opened to the first page and saw the copyright was 1988. “These are way over thirty years old!”

      “And really heavy,” Kristy said, putting the huge math book back on the shelf. She rubbed her hand.

      “You can’t use these books. They probably say Pluto’s a planet. Let’s go. We can figure something else out.”

      We turned to leave and didn’t say another word to Ms. Weir.

      What the heck was this school’s problem? Why couldn’t they bend the rules a little to help Kristy out? She just moved here and already had to deal with this crap?

      Outside the library I said, “I’m really sorry. I didn’t think getting one would be such a big deal. You could always borrow mine or something while I try and figure out a way for you to get your own.”

      Kristy gave me a small smile. “Thanks. I used to have one, but it’s at my parents with the rest of my stuff, and no way I’m going back there.”

      The bell rang, which only meant one thing, math class, my least favorite subject in the world. I changed course and walked Kristy toward her next class. “I’ll come get you after class so we can walk to lunch together.”

      “Alright, see you then.”
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      The entire class I couldn’t focus, and it wasn’t because math was boring.

      What should I do with Kristy at lunch? I couldn’t leave her alone to fend for herself in the cafeteria, especially after that awful experience. It blew my mind she only found out last week she was moving here. I’d be freaking out too, and Ms. Weir certainly didn’t help make Kristy feel welcome.

      When the bell rang, I quickly gathered my stuff and shot out the door to Kristy’s class.

      “Hey! Hope you didn’t have to wait too long,” I panted.

      “You really take this showing me around seriously. You didn’t have to run.”

      “We need to get to the lunchroom ASAP. Need to stake out our seat.” I was still gasping for breath.

      I wasn’t kidding, the lunchroom was already filling up by the time we arrived. Some lunch tables only had one or two seats left, including the table where Zack stood waving at me. There was that sheepish smile of his again that used to make me weak in the knees. Sitting next to him at lunch had been a recurring daydream, but now that I could, I wanted to find a different table to sit at with Kristy where there were no rules, but then I wouldn’t be able to sit with Hannah because I didn’t see her leaving Tyler’s side anytime soon.

      This table couldn’t be too bad, right?

      “Come on, I see Zack.”

      I weaved between the tables and masses of people attempting to grab a seat. I gave Zack a quick kiss on the cheek. “Hey! So, this is Kristy. She’s new here and doesn’t know anyone. Is it cool if we pull up a chair for her until she gets to know more people?”

      “Hey Kristy. Sure, no problem,” he responded. He was about to grab a chair from the table behind us that only consisted of a girl burrowed in her iPad, when at the last minute he said to her, “This okay to borrow?”

      She looked up and gave him a smile. “Sure, no problem, Zack.” How did she know him? I’d never even seen her around before.

      “I owe you, um,” Zack said, scratching his head.

      “Maggie,” she said, turning back to her iPad.

      Maggie didn’t flinch when the chair made an awful scraping sound as Zack moved it to our table.

      Everyone else including Hannah, Tyler, and some other band guy Dylan, eyed Kristy curiously and mumbled hello.

      Hannah stared at me and raised one of her eyebrows.

      I shook my head and mouthed, later.

      After Zack, Kristy, and I sat down, I reached into my lunch bag to pull out my peanut butter and jelly sandwich when I heard, “Shorty! What. The. Hell.”

      I whipped around. Bryan elbowed people out of his way as he barreled towards my seat. There was fire in his eyes as he towered over me.

      Oh my god. I forgot about that freaking text. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken Zack’s advice and told Bryan in person we were actually over.

      Zack shot up from the table. He looked up at Bryan. “Sorry man, she made her choice. She’s with me now.”

      Bryan puffed out his chest. “The hell she is!”

      Zack straightened. “Go back to your table, Bryan.”

      “Why would she pick you over me? I’m on the Varsity football team! You’re just a band nerd!”

      Zack gritted his teeth. “I’m more than that. I’m also president of the robotics club. And Shorty’s a musician too.”

      “Robotics? Talk about nerd alert,” Bryan cackled.

      My mouth dropped. I was used to Bryan making fun of people when we were together, but it had never been one of my friends.

      Bryan got closer to Zack, looking at him with an expression that scared the crap out of me.

      “Shorty’s smoking hot and mine,” Bryan threatened.

      “You don’t think I can get someone that’s hot?” Zack asked. His eyes were stone cold.

      This was not how I expected my first day of senior year to play out. I glanced over at Kristy, who was munching on crackers with a bemused expression.

      “This is more entertaining than a trashy TV show on Bravo,” Kristy said.

      I covered my face with my hands. “My life isn’t a TV show.”

      “That’s why it’s more entertaining; it’s so real.”

      Bryan glared at Zack. “Let’s ask Shorty.” He faced me. “Are you with Zack?”

      My legs trembled as I stood. I took a deep breath and looked up at Bryan’s gaze. “Yes. We’re never getting back together. You broke up with me, so I’ve moved on and am with Zack now. I like that he’s a musician!”

      I turned to Zack and planted a kiss on his lips for an added effect. I needed to show Bryan I wasn’t playing around because he didn’t seem to get the hint.

      Zack kissed me back and tried to add a little tongue. I struggled not to gag and continued to kiss him as seductively as possible. I finally pulled away and snuck a quick glance at Bryan. His face was fire engine red.

      “Is this why you wouldn’t have anything to do with me? Were you with Zack the whole time?”

      “N-no, this just happened,” I said.

      “The hell it did. You two look mighty comfortable together.”

      “We weren’t together until today,” I said. Except for when we flirted all the time at band camp.

      “Whatever. You’re exactly like Cate. A cheater and a liar.”

      I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t think of anything to say back.

      “I’ll never forget this. Both of you need to watch your back.” Bryan glared at us and then stalked off to the jock table where they all were doubled over with laughter. Bryan shouted something indistinguishable at them and the laughter stopped. The jocks traded concerned looks and began eating their lunch in silence.

      How did Bryan have that much control over them? And how did I never notice this before?

      Zack and I slunk into our respective seats. After a beat, Zack turned to me, puzzled. “Who’s Cate?”

      “That’s his ex who graduated last year. They were together for like six months. Bryan found her in a dark hallway sucking on some guy’s neck at prom.”

      Zack’s eyes grew wide. “Woah, I don’t remember that.”

      “Yeah, Paul had to pull Bryan off the guy,” I said.

      “Was that near the end of prom?” Zack asked.

      “I think so, why?”

      “Zoe and I left early.”

      My face flushed. Did they sneak out early to go have sex? I knew there was a real possibility that Zack was more experienced than me in that department but hearing it from his mouth made it even more real.

      “Right … yea, that’s when the fight happened.”

      “What went down?”

      “Once Bryan found Cate making out with this senior, he punched the guy in the jaw. I guess it wasn’t hard enough because the guy also got a few punches in before Paul pulled them apart.”

      “Geez. I missed all the good stuff. What happened to them?”

      “They both got in trouble for fighting. Bryan was suspended from school for a couple of days.”
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