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    For Papa and Grandma, who loved me far more than I ever deserved.

      

    


I hated her.

Ryan Donnelly was my best friend and I hated her. In my defense, she was a lousy best friend. Case in point: she was currently winning tonsil hockey on my front porch with the boy she knew I’d been in love with for the past year.

Weeks earlier, Ryan complained numerous times that he was an arrogant jerk and she couldn’t stand him, couldn’t understand why I even liked him.

I should have known that was Ryan’s way of convincing herself that she was doing me a favor. What a great human being she was, especially with how she broke it to me just the day we came back to school after New Year’s.

“Guess who my new boyfriend is! I’m so excited!” Ryan squealed.

“Who?” I asked, amused at my best friend’s boy-crazy behavior. She would never change. I was a bit curious who the flavor of the week was.

“Dave!”

“Dave who?” There was a David, a Dave, and a Davy that I could think of in our senior class.

No. She wouldn’t. She knew...

“Dave Halstead, silly!”

“Oh.”

Ryan started talking even faster than she normally did. “I mean, we didn’t really mean to get together, you know. At least, I didn’t. Because you know I’ve always thought how arrogant he was and couldn’t understand how you could even like him, but I totally can now! He’s like, amazing!”

I shook my head, trying to clear it. “How—how did this happen, Ryan?”

I don’t know how in the world she couldn’t hear the accusation in my tone, even though my voice was faint.

“Well, just before Christmas break, Dave asked me out, and he kissed me—God, he’s such an amazing kisser—and then we totally made out in the movie theater, you know, during that boring Shakespeare movie you wanted to see?—and then we made out in his car in the parking lot, and in my driveway, just before he walked me up to the door.” She sighed. “And we’ve been together ever since!”

“So all Christmas break, when you were ‘busy’, you were with him?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Grace, listen, I didn’t tell you before, because, well, I knew how you felt about him, and I didn’t want to hurt you.”

And to delay telling me until after the fact didn’t hurt at all.

Right.

“Great,” I told her. “That’s...wonderful.”

“I knew you’d be happy for me! You’re like, the best friend, ever!” she squealed again. If she did it one more time, I was going to smack her. I might anyway.

I managed a smile that I hoped looked normal. I doubted she cared, the soul-sucking, crush-stealing hussy.

“But don’t worry,” she assured me. “He doesn’t know that you were like, in love with him, or anything. So things don’t have to be awkward....”

“Or anything?” I asked helpfully.

She peered at me, under her thick fringe of stupid blonde bangs. “You don’t, you know, still like him, do you? Because...”

“No.” If the loser wanted to date my backstabbing best friend, then no. Even if the thought of him with her made my eyes burn and my stomach hurt. Maybe I could learn to vomit on cue. I knew who I’d target first. I was looking at her stupid heart-shaped face. “No, I don’t still like him.”

Lying is never a good thing.

Back to the current face-sucking I was being forced to witness, along with eight other girls invited to my slumber party. Dave was dropping Ryan off. She’d told me that earlier, because he was just sweet like that.

We had been running through the house at the ring of the doorbell. Even though I was having some issues with Ryan, it was my birthday, and silly me, I wanted her there.

I pushed past the other girls, and unlocked the door, wrenching it open, hoping to catch her by surprise.

Well, some of us were surprised. “Oh!” I, and several of the girls, exclaimed.

Forget surprised. I was frozen in my spot, as I couldn’t stop watching Ryan and Dave kissing like the world was burning around them. He even had both hands on her bottom. I was sickened. Glancing over, I caught Francesca’s look of disgust. She shook her head.

Snapping out of it, I pushed everybody back into the house and said, “Everybody back. There’s nothing to see here,” just before I shut the door. I was tempted to deadbolt it, but decided not to.

I ushered everybody back to the family room, where everybody gossiped about Ryan and Dave. I was the only one who kept her mouth shut. It was one thing to know that my best friend and my crush were together and probably kissing, but it was completely different watching it right in front of me. If I could bleach it out of my memory, I would.

A few minutes later, Ryan came bouncing into the room. “Hey, guys!” she yelled.

“Hey, Ryan!” we all shouted. I think my shout may have been a little different than the others.

“So you and Dave, huh?” asked Francesca, crossing her arms. For a small girl, she could look quite fierce.

Ryan clutched my present between her paws and looked up towards the ceiling. “Yeah. Isn’t it wonderful?” she sighed.

Francesca snorted. “Yeah. He’s great.” She glanced over at me. Maybe I hadn’t been too good at keeping my crush a secret.

Ryan lost her dreamy stance. “You’re just jealous, Francesca!” Ryan actually stomped her foot. I thought it was hilarious.

Francesca made a face. “Yeah, you just keep believing that, Ryan.”

I decided to make the best of the situation. “Well, that was nice that he dropped you off. Pizza and Cokes are in the kitchen. Just help yourself. We’ll do cake and ice cream in a little while.”

“You didn’t wait for me?” she pouted.

“We couldn’t let the pizza get cold. You were almost an hour late,” I reminded her.

“Oh. Oh, here’s your present. It’s from Dave and me. He said ‘Happy Birthday.’ Isn’t that sweet of him?”

I took the wrapped gift from her. It was probably a DVD. “Yeah, that was really sweet.”

“Hey, Grace, I’m sorry things got a little heated out there. He said he couldn’t help himself.”

“No problem,” I lied.

“Looked like you were about to set the front porch on fire,” Sherry said.

“Well, when you’re in love like we are—”

I had reached my limit. “Ryan, go get some pizza. We’re about to start the movie.”

“Sure thing.” Ryan went to fix her food, and I dropped the present with the others in the corner.

Francesca patted the spot on the couch next to her, and I gratefully plopped down. “Remind me again why she’s one of our best friends?” she asked quietly, so none of the others could hear her. “It’s like she’s trying to rub their relationship in your face.”

“You saw that, huh?”

“I see a lot of things. Just remember, Grace, there are plenty of fish in the sea. Plus, Dave is kind of stupid.”

“He’s third in our class, Frannie.”

“Yeah, but
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