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“To understand, thoroughly
understand her own heart, was the first endeavor.” —
Emma by Jane
Austen

 


 


 


 


“And I’ve been holding out
for love…ever since I had a heart.” — How
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NOW

 From Emma Saffron’s Journal

 


The year my heart was
zipped open, everything changed. I know what fate is now. It had to
happen like it did. I don’t think it could’ve happened any other
way. Even after realizing the truth about him, it didn’t matter.
I’d do the same thing all over again. We’ll always be together, no
matter what. Love can hurt, but it doesn’t always end
badly.

 


As we drive, and as I write
this, I realize I’ve come such a long way. I can see that now. In
the end, I learned how good it can be to be true to myself, that I
had to love myself first before anyone else.

 


I’ve grown up, and even my
writing developed into a stronger voice. Still, I’m an everyday
girl, and the things that happened to me, can happen to anyone.
They can even happen to you. Is it the choices you make that shape
your life or is it fate? You decide.

 


 


 


 


LAST SPRING

A Call for All Your Fave
Tunes

By Emma Saffron

Freelance for the
Westlake Current

 


It’s the end of the school
year, and the editors at the Current want to know what’s on your
playlist. As classes wind down, we want to know what winds you up.
What’s your favorite song? The theme to this year? The soundtrack
to your life? What will you be listening to all summer
long?

We’ll compile the top tunes
and put the tracks on the Current
website. If your entry is drawn, you’ll get free
admission for two to the last dance of the 2013 school
year.

 


 


 


 



Chapter One




“You’re Emma, right? I’ve
been hoping to run into you.”

I looked up in surprise and
saw my life flash before my eyes. Blake, the hottest guy at school,
just sat down next to me at the café.

Only minutes before, as I
walked the long way home from school, I was dreaming about him. The
one.

It’s a pretty true fact
that most girls never give up hope of finding real love, and I was
one of them. At 17 and never fallen for anyone, I was ready to meet
him. Especially since everyone says he’ll show up at the right
time.

I walked on, my mind more
on the futuristic electronica music blasting from my iPod than
anything else. I was without a care in the
world, except for my usual crime of being bored. I
wished so badly for something unexpected to
happen, to carry me off the merry-go-round of life I was on.
As I walked, I noticed that the blooming dogwood
trees, just beginning to flower, gave off a hint of
sweetness.

I knew what I wanted the
soundtrack of my life to be and it didn’t include attending the
last dance of the school year. I definitely wasn’t going to be
hanging out with that crowd any more. We didn’t even like the same
kind of music. My future had something else in store — a whole new
playlist.

What I didn’t know was that
when I got to United News Café, he would be there.

Still oblivious, I ducked
inside and scoured the rack for the latest issue of
Bella. I had a
subscription mailed to me at home but couldn’t wait.
Bella was the thinking
teen’s magazine. It empowered girls to do their own thing, such as
write what’s on their mind and listen to music they liked. I loved
it because it didn’t talk down to me.

One day, it would be my
name, my words, on those pages. Sometimes when I was working on an
article for my high school publication, I’d find myself fantasizing about
writing for Bella. I just submitted my latest piece to the Current, and hoped someday I’d write
well enough for Bella. I snatched up the much-loved glossy and paid for it and a
raspberry iced tea at the cash register. Impatient to start reading
my lifeline, I headed next door to the adjoining café.

As I claimed a place in the
seating area, I noticed a guy from my school, Westlake High, at a
table across from me. It was him. Our eyes
locked and my heart skipped a beat. It was going to happen. I’d
never been this close to him before, and it was thrilling. Usually
my luck ran towards catching glimpses of him halfway down the hall
at school. I hastily opened the magazine and flipped the pages to
help quiet my racing pulse, while shyly averting my eyes, trying to
ignore him.

I knew him by his
reputation at Westlake — people called him a
prep-school-boy-gone-bad. A few months ago, I spotted him leaving a
party as my girlfriends and I pulled up. He was laughing with the
group of guys riding in his sports car, and I felt an instant
attraction. His car stereo blasted a song I loved and that was
significant enough to seal the deal for me.

That party was one of the
first I attended with Marnie, a girl I recently started hanging out
with. Unexpectedly seeing him made it worth all the insecurity I
felt about not knowing many people there. The electrifying sighting
lit up my night and afterwards I made it my mission to secretly
find out all I could about him. He’d been at our school a year or
so and was a junior like me. A transfer student, he’d been held
back as a result of getting kicked out of prep school.

He’s so amazing, I thought,
excited at the unexpected second sighting here at the café.
Glancing over, I watched as he ordered a coffee, one of those posh
drinks with foam on top. Just looking at him you could tell he’d
experienced things and was living an extraordinarily privileged
life. He knew something the rest of us didn’t.

I stole another look in his
direction and took in the dirty blond hair that grazed his chin at
the sides and gradually shortened as it was shaved up the back. He
wore hip-slung gabardine dress pants and a vintage rock concert
tee, which I wondered about. Did he really listen to that band? Or
was he trying to be cool? Right then, he caught me checking him
out, and I nosedived into Bella
and ignored the alarm bells going off in my
head.

He kept looking over as I
nonchalantly flipped through the pages of the magazine. It made me
a little uncomfortable, and the sight of his slim yet muscular arms
in the snug-fitting t-shirt was distracting. I forced myself to
breathe, and kept my eyes on the page. I was in the middle of
reading the feature story in Bella, an article about young women
who founded startup companies, and the fascinating piece sucked me
right in.

No one has better stuff to
say than Bella, I
thought with a sigh. Reading magazines and
blogs was my favorite escape from the suburban Midwestern hell
called boredom I resided in. It fueled me with ideas, and helped me
feel less isolated from the real world, the world outside the
small, somewhat elite, community my family lived in on the
outskirts of the large lakeside city nearby.

“You’re Emma,
right?”

I looked up. “Huh?” I
hesitated before I casually plucked the headphones out of my ears.
“What did you say?” I faked that I hadn’t heard him. Believe me
when I say my lackadaisical attitude had nothing to do with being
confident, it was the opposite — Insecurity. Blake was talking to
me, and it was no time for mistakes.

“I’ve been hoping to run
into you,” he repeated. “Tom, Gigi’s older brother, told me who you
are.”

A few beats that seemed
like an eternity passed. I couldn’t imagine why my neighbors Tom
and Gigi Hastert would be talking about me to this seemingly random
guy.

“Really?” I finally
managed, timid in unfamiliar territory. My voice wavered a little
as I spoke — the fact that he was absolutely gorgeous did nothing
to help me relax. My heart felt like a ticking bomb.

“I wanted to introduce
myself. I’m Blake Worthing.”

I knew exactly who he was.
I surprised myself with what I said next. “Oh yeah, I know you from
school. Didn’t you play soccer last season?” I asked him coyly,
narrowing my eyes. I was sure I’d seen him practicing on the soccer
field at the start of the year.

“Yeah, I play football,”
Blake said confidently. Without pausing
for a minute to second-guess his decision, he asked me, “So, do you
wanna go out this weekend?”

The question caught me
completely off guard. “Well, yeah, that would be great,” I said
after a significant pause. I grabbed the cup of iced tea to keep my
hand from shaking. “I’d love to go out.”

“Let’s meet up Friday. I’ll
call you.” Blake said hastily as he glanced at his watch. I noticed
it was the kind with three dials that tracked different time zones.
“I have to head back to my dad’s office — it’s right around the
corner. He’ll be pissed if I’m late.”

I knew Blake’s parents
owned a successful construction company — everybody knew that — and
thought I remembered something about the Hasterts and the Worthings
working on a land development project together.

“My break’s almost over,”
he said. “What are your digits?” He reached for his
phone.

“Here.” I wrote my cell
number on a page of Bella
and signed my name. I tore it out with a flourish
and handed it to him.

“Okay, then,” Blake said,
grinning as he took the page. “You can’t do that with an eReader,
can you?”

I shrugged. I guess I
could’ve texted my number, but I had too much personality pent up.
I looked for any chance to express myself, especially since I
couldn’t afford a tablet.

“You’re not like the other
girls, are you?” he asked with a cocky grin so devastating I felt
faint. He was so smooth.

I nodded that no, I wasn’t.
I was blushing now, pleased pink. No one like Blake had ever shown
any interest in me before. Somehow, after taking the first deep
breath, it was all so effortless.

“Talk to you soon, okay?”
Blake said as he walked away. He made a small ‘see you later’ wave
with the hand still holding the magazine page, making it flutter,
and shot out of the café.

“Bye,” I sighed weakly in
his wake. I couldn’t believe a guy I was actually attracted to
asked me out. I was wearing my scuffed
black penny loafers with lucky dimes in the slits on top. The shoes
were my mother’s in the 80s and completely broken in — comfortable,
old favorites, and I liked how they lent an unstudied look to the
crisp denim shirtdress I wore.

I dug around in my L.L.
Bean tote for my lip balm and compulsively applied a fresh coat. I
didn’t like to wear much makeup, but I was addicted to lip
products.

Maybe the combination of
cute outfits I cleverly tried to put together using a mix of
vintage clothing cast-offs and cheap, trendy items, along with
growing out my chestnut brown hair, was finally working. I was used
to some attention, but most of the time it came from all the wrong
places. I suffered from the curse of usually being asked out by
creeps.

After Blake walked out, I
glanced around the café, almost empty except for the girl running
the espresso machine. I loved the look of the shop. Light-filled
with white walls, its modern aesthetics had the ambiance of a
museum café, so you almost forgot you were in the suburbs. The
silver tables and chairs matched the magazine racks of the
newsstand in the next room.

I vaguely recognized the
girl behind the counter from school. She wore chunky red cat-eye
glasses and tight sunshine-colored ringlets framed her face. She’s
in one of my classes at school, I thought as I gazed over,
straining to place her. She looked like one of those quiet,
studious students who tried to stay under the radar, like the kids
I used to hang out with. This girl had much more style,
though.

“Older guys with a bad-boy
reputation are hot, aren’t they?” the girl said, glancing my
way.

“Uh, yeah, sure they are,”
I said uncertainly, not wanting to discuss my potential love life
with a virtual stranger.

I knew what she meant,
however. At public high schools across America,
prep-school-boys-gone-bad inevitably cropped up sometime between
junior and senior year. These guys, who’d been kicked out of
various prep schools, held a certain allure because of their
notoriety. Everyone gossiped about why they were kicked out. Bad
grades? Drugs? Bashing in the windows of the headmaster’s house
with a stolen field hockey stick?

To me at least, prep school
boys have an undeniable charm. Not only because very few ordinary
high school boys have any sort of manners or a clean, pressed
wardrobe worn rakishly, but these guys do. Popular because they’re
new students, the preppy boys are in demand. It was the ultimate
fashion statement for their girlfriends to wear the bad boys’ old
prep school ties woven through their belt loops, when perhaps they
should’ve been wearing them as a noose. Prep-school-boys-gone-bad
have a reputation as fierce heartbreakers.

“Come on, you know you’re
excited,” the girl said. She turned away from stacking coffee cups
to look at me.

“Oh, you’re Anna, aren’t
you?” I finally asked, trying to change the subject and hide my
embarrassment. I suddenly remembered her from school, as well as
the honor society. “You’re in my Psych class. Fifth period,
right?”

“Yeah. Only at Westlake
would they call something so lame a Psych class. It’s pathetic.”
Anna said jadedly, clearly enjoying slamming our school’s joke of a
curriculum. It was a favorite pastime of the smart kids.

Anna stacked the last of
the cups and abruptly faced me. “Hey, are you looking for work, by
any chance?” she asked, out of nowhere. “My parents own this café
and we were talking about getting another coffeemeister for after
school and the weekend rush.”

“What? Seriously?” I
inquired, looking around the empty café. If this offer was for
real, it could help solve my money problems.

“Yeah, it’ll get busy in a
few weeks when summer vacation starts,” Anna said. “My boyfriend
Patrick, who used to help out, moved away, so now it’s only me.
Here, take an application.”

“What do you mean,
coffeemeister? Is that a fancy name for someone who makes coffee?”
I joked, taking the paper.

“Oh, whatever. Don’t you
think calling someone a master of coffee sounds better than a
barista? Less pretentious.”

“If you say so.” I quickly
skimmed the application, then grabbed my pen and filled it out.
Finished, I handed the form back to Anna with a grin.

She glanced briefly at the
application and gave me an appreciative look.

“Emerson, huh?” Anna said
when she spotted my full first name. “I remember his poetry from
Honors English last year.”

“Yeah, I was named after
him. My Dad’s a Lit professor,” I shrugged.

“You’re definitely hired.
Can you come in tomorrow after school for a few hours of training?
We’ll take it from there.”

“Okay, yeah, that sounds
good.” I smiled, and paused to consider. A lot can happen when
you’re in the right space at the right time. All of a sudden
everything clicks so easily, and the things you always thought
labeled you a dork somehow work in your favor. I sucked down the
remainder of my iced tea, satisfied, and left the café.

I walked home, soaking in
the last of the sunny day. The quiet neighborhood where my parents,
sister, and I lived boasted a wannabe Main Street at the train
stop. It was lined with a small deli, dry cleaner, and the café and
newsstand, mostly for the convenience of commuters, and that was
it.

My mind buzzed with the
activity of the past hour. Usually nothing
ever happened, but now I had a job for the
summer, and possibly another new friend. And it was amazing that
Blake asked me out. The complete reversal of my situation amazed
me.

Maybe I’ll break my love
life curse after all, I thought optimistically.

 


+++ ++ +++

 


Well, that was
cool.

Blake was pensive as he
left work later that night. Emma was unlike anyone he’d ever
met.

Before he talked to her, he
was sure she was going to say yes for Friday night. For a second
there, though, he wasn’t completely positive. From all that he
heard, he assumed Emma Saffron was shy, but she seemed confident
enough. She even seemed kind of uninterested in him.

That only made him want her
more.

She’s pretty, too, he
thought. And smart. I hope she’s smart enough to realize what a
great catch I am.

I’m definitely calling her
tomorrow, he vowed.

Blake was taking control of
the situation. This girl wasn’t getting away.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two




You’re the one I want to
be with, Emma.

The next day as I was
getting ready to leave school for my first afternoon of working at
the café, I spaced out, imagining what Blake was going to say when
he called. Or maybe it would be something like, You’re exactly the kind of girlfriend I want,
Emma.

I couldn’t stop thinking
about him and the confident way he asked for my number. I would die
to have the self-assurance Blake had. I tossed the armful of books
I carried into the bottom of my locker. Final tests were just
around the corner but I was already well prepared for them. I only
took the book I needed to finish reading that night for Honors
English.

I had some minor crushes in
middle school and dated a few guys during my freshman and sophomore
years, but they were nothing major. They were nowhere near as
intense as what I instantly felt for Blake. It was love at first
sight. This was the first time I felt floored, that love had
knocked me out. I really liked Blake Worthing. Just thinking about
him made my heart jump with nervous excitement. I hadn’t seen him
at school today, which made me long for him even more.

In the past, I sometimes
got roped into dating guys who I didn’t have feelings for. I didn’t
want my rejection to hurt them, but I eventually figured out that
it was better than stringing them along. Those relationships
eventually wore out, because they did nothing for me. This was so
different — it wasn’t a charity project. I wanted Blake in all
senses of the word.

The sight of my friend
Marnie running down the hallway towards me interrupted my
daydream.

“Hi Emma! Wow, you look
really good today.” Marnie said as she skidded to a stop, pausing
to admire my sleek straight-leg jeans and black elbow-length sleeve
top.

Marnie wore skin-tight
denim and a tiny hot pink T-shirt. She refused to give up the
low-rider boot-cut look, even when they’d gone out of fashion,
because they flattered her.

I pivoted and quietly shut
my locker door, giving only a glimpse of the artful collage of
colorful magazine pages taped inside. Marnie was still too new a
friend to show everything.

“Did you hear that Rich
Lumer is having a party this weekend?” Marnie barely paused for
breath before rushing on hyperactively. “And Nick Jones just asked
me to go with him! Can you believe it?” she cried out, bouncing
with contagious energy.

Besides flitting through
life with an easy-to-catch sense of humor, Marnie Minuette was
infamous for her trysts with members of the snowboarding team.
There was something about her naturally outgoing, sweet personality
that attracted guys like flies, but they never held Marnie’s
interest long before she batted them away.

Marnie, also a junior, was
in my French class. We became friends by accident, the smashup
being that I caught Marnie cheating off my midterm. After I called
her on it, she apologized — sort of — and started acting friendly
towards me. She was probably worried about me turning her in for
cheating. Somehow, I figured out I held Marnie in the palm of my
hand, and offered to tutor her and help improve her grades, instead
of tattling. Someone less compassionate would have kicked her to
the curb for sure.

Out of my goodwill, a
friendship eventually developed. Marnie loved sharing news of her
boy escapades with me, and I listened eagerly to the random
adventures because I longed for some of my own. Eventually, she
started inviting me along but I found I couldn’t keep up with her.
The way she devoured boys was intimidating. Usually Marnie’s
encounters with guys didn’t get beyond the casual hook-up, so for
her to actually make a date was huge.

“Rich’s parties are always
really incredible,” Marnie continued, having famously attended one
as a freshman. After that, Rich went away to boarding school until
last year, when he was kicked out for smoking. Rich was most
definitely another prep-school-boy-gone-bad, and all he cared about
was partying and snowboarding. “He pours the best drinks, and the
coolest people from school will be there,” Marnie promised,
smoothing back her long blonde hair and folding it into a clip.
“Nick is picking me up at nine on Friday. I can’t believe he asked
me out! I’ve been hot for him forever.” She suddenly made a yucky
face and yelped, “My stepmonster better let me go!”

Marnie thrived on drama,
and it was even better if she had a leading role in the
performance. She didn’t mind if people gossiped about her — Marnie
lived for gossip. Unfortunately, I knew her grades were on a
downward slide the past two years because she was so distracted by
the on-going soap operas at our school. Marnie was a smart girl but
she didn’t want to deal with the pressures and competitiveness of
academics. Her parent’s divorce didn’t help matters, either. Now
that her mom was gone and her stepmonster joined the cast, it was
reality TV show time at home as well. Marnie’s only buffer against
the harsh realities of her world was acting silly.

“Marnie, be gentle with
Nick, okay? Don’t break his heart. He’s one of the good guys,” I
pleaded.

Nick lived in my
neighborhood and I had always liked him — as a friend. We played
hide and seek together when we were kids. Marnie’s family lived in
the next neighborhood over, in the new development near the
freeway. I hoped Marnie would act decent towards Nick and not play
her usual games.

“I won’t use him and abuse
him, promise,” she said half-seriously through her
giggles.

I wanted it to be true.
Before I thought too much about whether it was or not, I changed
the subject.

“I have news, too,” I
announced. “Blake Worthing asked me out for Friday
night!”

Marnie’s jaw dropped. The
shocked look that momentarily appeared on her face surprised
me.

I knew Marnie would’ve gone
out with Blake herself if he asked, even though he wasn’t really
her type. She didn’t go for blonde-haired, slightly built,
embryo-size boys — Marnie liked guys who were athletic. But Blake
Worthing had such a high profile at our school that she wouldn’t
turn down the chance to up her social status by going out with
him.

“What! When did this
happen? I can’t wait to tell Gigi,” Marnie shrieked after she came
back down to Earth. Marnie, along with Gigi Hastert, who was pretty
much her best friend, loved getting all the 411 on the popular kids
at school. They knew Blake by reputation only — and knew that he
was both hot and single.

“He came up to me at United
News Café yesterday after school. I was just sitting there
reading Bella and
he asked if I wanted to go out on Friday,” I said, stuffing the
book into my messenger bag. I still couldn’t believe it. “Should I
ask him about Rich’s party?”

“Yes!” Marnie jumped
towards me for a quick hug. “Blake is so connected that I’m sure he
already knows about Rich’s party and will wanna go. He’s pretty
good friends with Rich.”

“Cool,” I said, laughing at
the hug. “So, have you ever heard why Blake left his last
school?”

“No, I never found out what
happened,” Marnie’s eyes went wide. “You have to ask
him!”

“Yeah, maybe. But guess
what else? While I was at the café, Anna Mitchell hired me as a new
coffeemeister. Her family owns it.”

“What are you talking
about? What’s a coffeemeister?” Marnie asked, her voice slightly
snotty.

“It’s someone who makes
coffee, which is the perfect job for me. I’ve been looking for a
way to earn some money.” I was so bursting with good news, even
Marnie’s mood swings couldn’t faze me. Now that the school year was
almost over, I was psyched to have a summer job set up. I’d be able
to buy the car I was saving for, and it would be nice to have some
money for college — if I did I’d have more power with the parentals
about where I could go.

Marnie and I continued to
chatter loudly about our new news. It was pretty amazing that we
both had cute guys ask us out the same week.

“See you tomorrow, Marnie,”
I grinned and headed toward the school’s side exit.

I followed the sidewalk out
of the school grounds, past the old, stately-looking brick building
that was Westlake High. I always thought it looked more like a
mental institution than a school. My pace was relaxed as I went
down the boulevard median through town towards the café. I had
plenty of time before my shift started. Then, just a few blocks
from work, I suddenly heard a shrill voice coming from somewhere
behind me.

“You loser, who do you
think you are?! You’re such a poseur!” the voice
taunted.

Shocked, I looked over my
shoulder to see Jayne Baysen slowly rolling behind me in the car
she drove. Was she talking to me? My heart beat faster as I kept
walking.

I barely knew Jayne Baysen,
but from what I observed now and heard about her historically, I
got the impression that Jayne was well-dressed but foul-mouthed. A
trendy bully. Now I had in-my-face proof.

She looked stark raving
mad. The glare coming off the shiny candy apple red-painted
Mercedes she drove was nothing compared to Jayne’s malicious,
penetrating gaze. I still had three blocks to go until I reached
the café, so I rapidly turned around and picked up my
pace.

“You’ll never fit in, why
do you even try, you pathetic wannabe? Everyone knows you’re a
total dork. You don’t know what you’re getting into!” Jayne
screamed at me, in a total rage.

I risked another peek at
her. Bewildered by the horrific look on Jayne’s face, I looked away
and walked faster.

I had no idea what this
girl’s problem was but I wasn’t going to take the bait. Tired, I
shook my head in mystification as to why I was Jayne’s new target.
It was so typical for mean girls to act like this.

Before I could think of a
response, Jayne sped away. Her dishwater blonde hair flew wildly as
she swerved out of the path of an oncoming car while making the
turn. I kept walking, pausing cautiously for a second to see if
Jayne would come back from the opposite side of the boulevard and
try to run me over at the intersection, but it didn’t
happen.

All of a sudden, Anna
appeared, out of nowhere, and approached me at the crosswalk with a
concerned expression. As we safely crossed the street and walked
the rest of the way to the café together, Anna wanted to know what
was up.

“Are you okay? What was
that girl yelling at you about?” she asked.

“Oh, nothing. She was just
trying to intimidate me, but I have no idea why. I don’t even know
her.” I sighed, confused but trying not to care.

“We know
of her though. Everyone
knows that she’s totally combative. Jayne’s probably just jealous
of you.” Anna gave her opinion freely. “People who act like that
are miserable in their own lives and can’t bear to see anyone else
happy. Were you talking about Blake? Maybe she overheard
you.”

I was silent, thinking. I
knew Anna could be right — Jayne was ultra-competitive. Girls who
were already type-A personality about grades and sports were now
also competitive about guys. Then there were girls like Marnie, who
didn’t care about competing for grades or sports, they too only
cared about getting a boyfriend. Either way, it was an awakening.
Even though I didn’t really understand why, our world was beginning
to revolve around the opposite sex and who would get to the finish
line first.

“It must be so different
dealing with these backstabby people when you’re used to hanging
out with the honor society crowd. What ever happened to the kids
you used to be friends with?” Anna said.

“Oh, I don’t know. We
outgrew each other, I guess.” In reality, I had ruined my
friendship with the ringleader of that crowd by blowing off going
to one of her sleepovers. She was so mad about it that we basically
hadn’t spoken since.

“Yeah, I did, too. But it’s
so much easier being inconspicuous.”

“Being invisible isn’t for
me — I want more,” I admitted, my posture straightening. “I need to
do things — make my dreams come true — and no one can stop
me.”

We were at the café
now.

“Well, are you ready for
your first day of coffeemeistering?” Anna asked. “My parents are in
today, so I’ll introduce you to them.”

“As ready as ever.” I said
enthusiastically, my mood brightening a bit.

 


+++ ++ +++

 


After a few laid-back hours
of learning how to make cappuccinos and café mochas with the
perfect amount of froth, I sat on the curb outside the café and
waited for my ride. I liked my new job. It was better than slinging
burgers, which is what I did for work last summer.

While I waited, I nervously
fingered the friendship bracelets on my wrist and thought about
Blake. When is he gonna call? I wondered. It was already
twenty-four hours since we met and Friday was just two days away.
He said he would call soon, but I knew from SAT prep last year that
soon was a synonym for later — or possibly never.

A cloud of insecurity
hovered, and for a second I thought maybe him asking me out was
some sort of cruel joke or dare, a karmic payback. I bleakly
recalled one of my earliest boy fiascos, which scared me now, even
after all these years. I was terrified that my love life was
cursed.

Seven years ago the most
popular guy in the fifth grade wrote a note asking me out. Even
though I liked him and wouldn’t have minded talking to him more
often, or seeing him on the weekends, I didn’t want us to be the
first kids in our class to go steady. So instead of reading the
note he slipped me in silent study period, I took my safety
scissors out of my desk and cut it up in front of the entire class
without even reading it. I already guessed what it said, and was
embarrassed. One of my girlfriends heightened the silliness of the
situation by theatrically grabbing at the pieces of paper and
shrieking, trying to read what was left of the note. The whole
thing was pretty horrible.

I tried to forget my
impulsiveness and chalked it up to being at an age where I hated
boys. The only time it bubbled to the surface was when I felt
insecure about a guy I liked. I always wondered if there was bad
love karma coming my way because of cutting up the note. I flirted
with the idea, but ultimately didn’t want to believe in the power
of a curse.

I looked up through the
haze of the streetlight and saw my mom pulling to the curb in her
Jeep, on the way home from doing errands. After I climbed in, I
focused my attention on telling her all about the first day on the
job.

When we got home, I found I
had nothing to worry about. In my room, I noticed my buzzing phone
as I dumped out the contents of my bag. There was a voice mail from
Blake, asking me to call. My fingers shook slightly as I found his
number in the contact list and hit dial.

He answered on the second
ring.

“Emma? Hey — glad you
called. I’ve got killer news about Friday. There’s a really sick
party going on.”

“At Rich
Lumer’s?”

“Yeah.” Blake sounded
impressed I already knew about it. “Do you wanna go? I’m thinking
we could get some ice cream or something and then head to the
party.”

“I’d love to! But I work at
the café until 7 on Friday. Can you pick me up there?” I
asked.

“Sounds like a
plan.”

I hung up, relieved both
that we made a date and that he was picking me up at the café. I
wasn’t ready to introduce him to my parents yet. As a junior, I was
old enough to go out with kids from school without my parents
pre-screening them, as long as I was honest about where I was going
and who with. I wanted to get to know Blake first, without having
to worry about parental approval. Not that my parents put a lot of
pressure on me, but still.

The scene of Jayne Baysen
bullying me earlier that day suddenly flashed into my head. It
still upset me. I really hoped Jayne wouldn’t be at the party,
although I knew she was friends with Rich, which meant she might
be. Marnie told me that Jayne and Rich used to go out, which means
they probably even slept together — or so I imagined because it
seemed like everyone was sleeping with someone.

I hadn’t slept with anyone
yet. I wanted to wait for a guy I was in a serious relationship
with and really loved. The fact that girls my age and even younger
were starting to have sex really bothered me. I tried not to worry
about it and got ready for bed, all the while wondering why Jayne
was so hostile earlier.

Even though Jayne’s freak
out was really annoying, I wasn’t going to let it get to me. Why
should I care? I just wanted to have fun and be around exciting
people. I promised to stay positive. So what if Jayne wasn’t nice
to me? You can’t be friends with everybody.

I climbed into bed,
grabbing my journal and a pen. I just had to ignore her. There was
no way I was going to retaliate — it wasn’t my style. I’d go out of
my way to avoid her, I scribbled, even if we had friends in
common.

Tapping my pen
thoughtfully, I paused. I didn’t have a clue why Jayne acted the
way she did. As far as I knew, I hadn’t done anything. Did Jayne
know something I didn’t? Maybe she had the wrong idea.

Whatever it was, I wasn’t
going to make it real by obsessing over it. This much was true — I
couldn’t wait for Friday and my date with Blake.

 


 


 


 


From Emma Saffron’s
Journal

 


There’s a saying, take off
your clothes to those you oppose. Meaning, don’t be afraid to let
people see the real you. Even if I have to face people who try to
threaten me, who want to make me give up and stay home, I’m holding
my ground. I don’t want to hang out with the same old kids, just
because I’ve been afraid to break out on my own and make new
friends who I have more in common with. I’m not going to the dance
this Saturday and replaying the same old scene. I’m not starring in
that re-run. There will be no more repeats — I’m going to the party
with Blake, and it’s going to be amazing!

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three


“Can I have a bite?” Blake
asked.

“Sure.” I pushed the ice
cream sundae towards him.

Halfway into our date, I
knew what I felt was more than a sugar surge from my double fudge
sundae. It wasn’t just a chocolate high. I was falling for
Blake.

When he picked me up,
wearing dark denim jeans and a vintage old school blazer, I felt an
immediate rush. No other guy I knew was actually stylish enough to
wear a blazer, and the jeans were tight in all the right places. My
thudding heart beat out the words — He. Is. So. Hot.

We were at the ice cream
shop that recently opened, which had a kind of cool old-fashioned
soda fountain vibe to it for being a cheesy mall store. I wouldn’t
have picked it, but thought it was nice of Blake to suggest going
for an ice cream. It opened up a surprisingly sweet side to him,
especially compared to most guys who would’ve only wanted to
party.

My sweaty hand slipped a
little as I dipped a spoon into the sundae. Blake’s blue eyes were
bright, and I wondered if he was as high as me, or as nervous. He
didn’t seem it. Blake looked like the kind of guy who never got
nervous. Maybe he was a good actor though — it was hard to
tell.

“Here, try some of mine.”
Blake offered up a spoonful of pecan praline, which he fed
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