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This book is dedicated to friendship.

I certainly couldn’t have finished this one if not for the power

of that very special bond.

Thank you Mom, Jill, Kathy, Diane, Micahlyn, Karen,

Anne Marie, Mary, Mary Kay, Pat & Nora.

I don’t know what I’d have done without you all.


 
Prologue

                                                                                                                                       

Once upon a time, long, long ago, in a kingdom known as Potomac Middle School, there lived a young girl named Lucy Harper. Brave of heart (if not quite fleet of foot), our plucky yet coordination-challenged heroine struggled valiantly to confront her own shortcomings—and they were many—so that she could once again set forth and navigate her way through the dangerous and often uncharted waters of the preteen social strata (also known as the sixth-grade lunchroom) . . . 
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Oh, God. Why me? Why? Lucy struggled to keep her tray steady. She’d been so focused on making her way through the jostling crowds and trying to avoid ending up with food globbed to the front of her sweater or worse, like yesterday, accidentally allowing the ends of her ponytails to drag through her gravy, that she’d failed to chart a course to a predetermined safe harbor.

As usual, there was no answer to her silent plea. The only seats left in the whole lunchroom were at Buddy Aversom’s table. She sighed. Even God couldn’t save her now.

“We could always go sit outside.” Jana Fraser, best friend and fellow pariah geek, stood just behind Lucy’s left elbow, her own tray in balance.

Lucy didn’t dare glance Jana’s way. She was already doing two things at once, and that seemed to be her limit before causing catastrophic damage. “It’s freezing out there,” she reminded her. October had started off cold and nasty.

Jana jostled her own tray as she moved to one side to avoid getting plowed into by the students flowing around them. They were, as they had always been, invisible to their peers. “Well, we’ll just deal with it.” She sighed now, too. “Like always.”

Lucy made a face. “He’s doing that thing with the french fries up his nose again.” Buddy was the proverbial class clown for the entire sixth grade. Lucy, along with most of the girls on the planet, didn’t really appreciate his brand of humor. But most of the girls on the planet weren’t his favorite target. Lucy was. Of course, the rest of the sixth-grade girls had their own tables, their own cliques, so they didn’t care. Jana was the only one who understood what it was like, sticking out in all the ways a twelve-year-old girl didn’t want to. Too tall, too dorky, too klutzy, too smart. Which was why Jana usually brown-bagged it and spent more time in the library than the lunchroom.

Lucy, on the other hand, was just stubborn enough to stick it out, regardless of the torture, if for no other reason than to make it no easier on them than they made it on her. At the moment, however, she was seriously questioning that strategy. Buddy’s lunchroom specialty was doing this thing where he hiccuped and forced milk through his nose, resulting in the dislodgement of whatever food item he’d shoved into his nostrils. Last time she’d been forced to sit near him, he’d snorted Tater Tots into her reconstituted mashed potatoes. Much to the delight of all who knew him.

She and Jana shuffled their way over to the table and took their seats without making any more eye contact with the enemy than absolutely necessary. She was all about not backing down, but she didn’t see any reason to encourage them, either.

“Hey, if it isn’t Pippi and Bozo,” Buddy chimed, causing a ripple of laughter down the length of the table. “You know, if you’d put those wires in your pigtails like a real Longstocking, your hair wouldn’t drag in your gravy.”

Lucy immediately yanked her head back, looking down, expecting to discover the worst. There was nothing in her hair or on her sweater. But when she’d jerked back, she’d dragged the edge of her sleeve across her applesauce. She endured the laughter that followed the gag, telling herself she was just thankful her hair was still clean. She’d just wash her sleeve off in the washroom later. She was used to that anyway.

“Very amusing, Buddy,” Jana said bravely. “About as attractive as the Tater-Tot bits you have stuck in your nose hairs.”

Buddy didn’t fall for the poke, probably because he didn’t really care much if there were Tater bits in his nose. But Lucy felt a rush of affection for her best friend anyway. Fate might have set them up as targets since they’d first stepped onto the playground together in preschool, but fate had also given them each other to endure it with. Lucy thought it was a pretty decent trade.

While Lucy dealt with her Pippi Longstocking pigtails and giraffelike arms and legs and all the coordination issues accompanying it, Jana had been dealt a head of frizzy red hair, an overabundance of freckles, and the heart and soul of a jock who had absolutely zero athletic ability whatsoever. Alone, they both were strong in their identities, smug in the knowledge that they were too smart for these immature idiots, beyond their years in what was really important in life: true friendship and goals for the future.

But though she’d never say it to Jana, privately Lucy would give almost anything to make it through just one lunch break as a welcome guest at a table. Any table.

“So, Stilts,” Buddy said, taunting Lucy with yet another one of the many oh-so-original nicknames her peer group had labeled her with. “Why don’t you give it a try?”

Lucy could all but feel Jana’s sideways stare, silently commanding her to just ignore the stupid jerk. Of course she couldn’t. Not that Buddy Aversom held any kind of secret allure, even to someone as attention deprived as Lucy. She likened it more to responding to a challenge. At least, that was what she told herself. A far more palatable truth than the real one, which was that she was desperate to feel like she fit in somewhere. Even with Buddy and his moron friends. She lasted about five seconds before looking across the table. “Try what?”

It might have been her imagination, but it felt like the noise level of the room dimmed, that heads were turning their way. Buddy, who for some fathomless reason was still quite popular despite his disgusting and frequent display of proboscis prowess, smiled at her as he handed over two french fries and the rest of his milk. Even with Jana drilling holes into the side of Lucy’s head with her fierce gaze, Lucy was forced to admit that, for a teeny tiny moment, anyway, she debated taking him up on the dare. If she couldn’t be one of the popular girls, or one of any other kind of girl, really, except the dorky spaz kind, maybe she could milk-snort her way into the cool-kids culture by being “one of the guys.”

Everyone in the whole cafeteria seemed to hold their collective breath, as the moments ticked away and her mashed potatoes and gravy grew more congealed. In the end, all she heard was Jana’s disgusted sigh when she finally cracked under the pressure and began to reach for the fries.

“Wait just a minute. You don’t have to do that.”

Lucy jerked her head up, wincing as she heard the distinctive slurp of her ponytail hitting gravy. Closing in on the table was a tall boy with the unruliest mop of hair she’d ever seen. The new kid, Grady Matthews. She’d seen him in the halls. Being one of the only boys in her grade as lanky and geeky as she was, he was hard to miss. Her hands stilled in midreach, unable to pull her gaze away from those lost-puppy-dog brown eyes of his. Puppy-dog eyes that were currently blazing mad at something. What, she had no idea. She managed to look around, then realized he was heading their way. Surely he wasn’t coming over to this table. He couldn’t be—

“Don’t let him work you like that,” Grady said, making it clear he was talking to her, and pretty angrily, to boot.

Now he was mad at her? What the heck had she done to him?

“Leave her alone,” Buddy said. “Let her shoot the fries.”

“Yeah,” one of Buddy’s moron friends said, “let her shoot the fries.” Then he began to beat a tattoo on the tabletop, which was quickly picked up by the rest of the people lining their table, then grew like wildfire through the rest of the room, until the noise was almost deafening. Everyone was shouting, “Shoot the fries, Pippi, shoot the fries!”

Her hands wavered, her gaze darting from Grady, to Buddy, to Jana, then around the room in a quickly growing panic. How had she gotten herself into another mess like this? All she wanted to do was eat her lunch in relative peace and quiet.

“Put them down, Lucy,” Grady ordered.

He knew her name? How did he know her name? Sure, they had one class together, but it wasn’t like they even sat near each other, much less talked to each other.

“Make her,” Buddy said, shoving his milk at Lucy so it sloshed out of the spout and onto her sleeve. The clean one, of course.

Lucy jerked her hand back, slipping in her seat as she did, just as Grady came even with the table. What happened next panned out like a grotesque sort of slow-motion disaster filmstrip. Grady tripped over her big foot, which had inadvertently slid out into the aisle, and which sent him sprawling across the table. Causing—of course, because Loopy Lucy was involved—Grady to dump his entire tray of ketchup-laden Tater Tots directly into Buddy’s lap. Her potentially life-altering moment of indecision was lost in the ensuing tussle, which, given that Buddy had an entire posse of lugheads leap to his immediate defense, ended swiftly and quite unfortunately for Grady.

Before the lunchroom monitor could reach their table, Grady was already heading to the exit, scrubbing angrily at the ketchup stains on his shirt and flicking the Tater Tots from his hair and ears. Amid the sound of raucous laughter and much jeering, a horrified Lucy followed him out the double doors, with Jana right on her heels.

Grady didn’t stop until he was outside in the barren courtyard. Lucy sucked in a breath as the cold air snatched at her throat. Folding her arms around the waist of her button-down sweater, she followed her young knight-errant. “Why did you do that?” she demanded, not sounding as much the grateful princess as she’d meant to. But then, no one had ever mistaken Lucy Harper for any kind of princess. “You just made everything worse.”

Grady spun around. “You shouldn’t let them get to you like that. Bullies like Aversom aren’t worth your time.”

“What do you know about Buddy Aversom? You just transferred here.”

Grady scraped the rest of the goop off his shirt. “I’ve met enough of Buddy Aversom’s type to know one when I see one. You shouldn’t let him get to you like that.”

Lucy folded her arms. “I didn’t exactly have anywhere else to sit. And he’d just have kept at me until I did something stupid. So I figured it was best to get it over with up front, before my food got cold.” As bravado went, this was one of her better performances. It would probably have gone over even better if her teeth weren’t chattering. And gravy wasn’t dripping from her ponytails.

“He’s right, you know,” Jana said. “You really should have ignored him. I tell you that all the time. But do you listen?” She sniffed for dramatic effect.

Lucy gaped at her turncoat best friend. “What?”

“You should listen to your friend,” Grady said. “Strength in numbers works.”

Lucy rolled her eyes. “We’re two against . . . well, all of them.”

Grady smiled. “Now you’re three.” He stepped forward and reached out his hand, then thought better of it, and wiped it on his pants first. “Sorry.”

Lucy was still standing there openmouthed.

Jana moved in and stuck her own hand out. “Don’t be. You’re right. We should stand up for ourselves more often. Hi, I’m Jana Fraser.”

“Grady Matthews.” He shook Jana’s hand, then turned to Lucy and stuck his hand out to her.

“Why did you do that for me?” she asked, ignoring his hand for the moment. “I didn’t need saving. I can take care of myself.” Which was patently untrue. She was a walking land mine on most days. But that didn’t mean she didn’t try hard not to be.

“We all need saving sometime. And bullies shouldn’t get away with that kind of crap, but they do all the time. Most of them are just insecure scaredy-cats who pick on others to draw attention away from their own shortcomings. It’s a sad attempt at self-affirmation through domination. Pathetic, really.”

Lucy just gaped. “‘Insecure scaredy-cats’? ‘Self-affirmation through domination’?”

Jana grinned. “I’m liking you more and more by the minute, Grady Matthews.”

He smiled, and those sad-puppy eyes were suddenly lit with a devilish, almost impish light that was impossible not to respond to. “So, what do you say? Can the new kid join your exclusive little clique?”

Lucy and Jana looked at each other. “We’re not a clique.”

“I know. That’s what’s so great about you.”

Lucy glanced at him, at that smile, and felt her cheeks heat up while Jana nudged her in the back.

“Tomorrow, why don’t you come sit in the back with me and some of my new friends.”

“‘In the back’?” Lucy tried to picture what table Grady was talking about. “You mean—”

Grady nodded. “The exchange-student table.”

Lucy had been about to say “the foreigner table.” Not that she had anything against them at all. Potomac Middle School had a special program they ran for a number of foreign-exchange students, almost all of them from India and Asia. Most of them didn’t speak English well, if at all, but managed to be some kind of freaky geniuses anyway. She was more awed by them than anything. “You understand them?” she asked.

Grady shrugged. “A little. Science is science, you know?”

Lucy had no idea, really, but she wasn’t about to admit that.

He smiled again. “One thing I do know is that they’ll never make you do anything untoward with a french fry.”

Jana snorted a laugh. “‘Untoward.’ ” She nudged Lucy. “He’s funny.”

“What do you say?” Grady asked.

Jana looked to Lucy. “Come tomorrow, we’re going to need a safe port.”

“I was thinking I’d stay home sick,” Lucy said, only half kidding. “For a week, maybe.”

“Come on,” she begged.

“Listen to your friend,” Grady advised again.

“What about Buddy and his stupid friends?” Lucy asked, wanting what Grady was offering almost too much. There had to be some kind of catch. There always was with anything good that happened to her. “What if they try something else? I don’t want you to bring trouble to your table.”

“They’ll be fine. They’ll slide-rule Buddy and his friends to death or something. Besides, I think most of the students here are half afraid of their brains anyway. Collectively, you’ll be well protected by the force of their knowledge.”

Even Lucy laughed now. “You make it sound like something out of Star Wars. ‘May the force be with you.’ ”

“Whatever works, right?”

“Right,” Jana chimed in, beaming even as she shivered.

Lucy looked between her oldest friend . . . and her newest one. “Okay,” she said, finally reaching out her hand.

When Grady took it in his own, Jana impulsively stuck hers on top of it. “Okay.”

Grady grinned and capped their hands with his other one. “Okay.”

[image: image]

And just like that, it was settled between them. Like the knights of old, every day they met around the lunch table, for that year, and every year after until graduation, sharing stories of battles won and battles lost, shielding themselves from the slings and arrows of their brethren (along with the occasional french-fry launch from a nearby table) using nothing more than wry observation and a well-placed barb as their weapon of choice. Little did they know that the bond formed that blustery afternoon would someday be tested, and by the very peasants who brought them together in the first place. Which is where our story really begins . . . 
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Chapter 1

                                                                                                                                       

Looking back, she could blame the whole thing on an impulse purchase. Well, that and the invitation to her tenth high school reunion, which landed in her mailbox the very same day. Divine providence? Cruel cosmic joke? Hard to decide. Experience pointed to it being the latter. Then again, Fate had never done her any favors, either.

Before buying that issue of Glass Slipper magazine, Lucy Harper had pretty much accepted the fact that she was forever destined to play the Sandra Bullock role in Miss Congeniality. Only there was no Michael Caine. She was never going to make it to the transformation scene.

There were two truths in Lucy’s life. One she’d learned very early on. The other had crystallized the night of her senior prom.

First: She would never be one of the popular girls. That had been made painfully clear, oh, pretty much the first time she’d been stuck in a preschool playgroup with Andrea Steiner and Miriam Thompson.

Andrea, she of the perfect, glossy ringlets and shiny patent-leather shoes that never scuffed, not even on the playground. And Andrea’s best friend, Miriam, of the perfectly freckled nose and adorable matching dimples, complete with endearing lisp that Lucy pretended to hate but secretly coveted.

These two Benetton princesses took one look at Lucy, with her hazel eyes, magnified by bookworm-thick glasses, her mousy brown hair, lumpy rather than wavy, no matter how often she brushed it, topped with the fresh chicken-pox scar on her right cheek, and immediately decided she was not fit to climb the same monkey bars they were. The preschool version of the Corporate Model for Advancement.

Lucy Harper, already a corporate failure at age four.

Things didn’t change much in elementary school. Quiet, but more out of insecurity than shyness, she’d at least learned to tame her unruly hair by then. The Pippi Longstocking nickname had arrived shortly thereafter. Privately, she’d always thought Pippi rocked. But then, Pippi didn’t have to contend with both the whack braids and being the class beanstalk.

Taller than anyone her age from second grade on, she still had gangly awkward long legs, complete with matching big feet that refused to steer clear of even the most insignificant obstacle. Her arms were freakishly strong, yet still scrawny-looking, and her nose wasn’t quite straight due to an unfortunate flip-turn incident in the pool the summer of fifth grade, when she’d worked up the nerve to join the local swim team. The great thing about swimming, she’d discovered, was that it favored long legs and freakish arm strength, but didn’t require perfect eye-hand coordination, like basketball or softball. And, as long as she remained in the pool, she didn’t have to worry about tripping over her own feet. She’d prayed nightly that she was merely a late bloomer.

At twenty-eight, she was still praying.

Which brought her to truth number two: Popular boys never, ever fell for the geeky, beanpole, wallflower girl. Any doubts she might have harbored regarding this law of nature were completely and resolutely put to rest that long-ago June night.

Emboldened by a new pair of contacts that still kind of made her eyes water, skin imperfections only partly disguised by strict adherence to the tips outlined in the “Make Him Notice You, Not Your Pimples!” article in Teen magazine, and a black formal she’d begged her mother to let her wear—one that finally hugged her meager curves rather than hanging from her shoulders like the Shrouds of Dances Past—she’d worked up the nerve to approach the surprisingly stag Jason Prescott.

Jason was the magnificent, blue-eyed, broad-shouldered point guard of Grant High School’s varsity basketball team. And the best part wasn’t his blinding white smile, quick wit, or even his participation on the student council—long a haven for her fellow nerds and geeks. No, Jason’s number one attraction was the fact that, at six feet five, he towered over Lucy’s five-eleven frame. Whenever she could position herself in his orbit, which was as often as humanly possible—without ever actually being noticed, of course—she enjoyed the fleeting sensation of feeling almost girlishly feminine. And, dare she say it, petite.

Grady and Jana had both warned her, of course. But she’d known it was her last chance before they were all cut loose into the big bad world of unpredictable futures. Well, in her case, as much of the big bad world as was encompassed by the Georgetown University campus. Her future wasn’t all that unpredictable either, really, seeing as her father was a tenured professor in the English department, and her mother held a similar position at nearby American U. But Jason was heading off, scholarship already in hand, to play for Duke.

So Lucy knew she had to make her move now . . . or never.

Just one dance in Jason’s arms. That was all it would take. One dance, with everyone watching them, their bodies so perfectly aligned. Lucy, surefooted for the first time, as would surely be the case with his oh-so-natural grace guiding her, her arms lightly around his neck as he smiled down—down!—at her. The crowd would part, all other dancing would cease, as every eye was drawn to their absolute perfection. And when it was over, and the final strains of Seal’s “Kiss From a Rose” were but a mere echo in their minds, she’d accept his kiss upon her cheek, maybe even a brushing of the lips, then she’d smile knowingly up into his perfect blue eyes . . . and turn and walk away without so much as a backward glance. Mysterious Lucy Harper, so poised, so controlled. How did we misjudge her all these years? they’d all wonder. Yes! Twelve hellish years in the public school system eradicated in that one, perfect exit.

It was her dream, after all.

Her best friends had used a less flattering term, but in their defense they were only trying to look out for her. They didn’t want her hurt. Again. But that hardly made the plan delusional. Yes, Grady Matthews and Jana Fraser had seen that look of determination before, and okay, so it had rarely resulted in a positive outcome. But her pathetic little sigh of infatuation, bolstered by a plastic tumbler’s worth of spiked punch, and they both knew all the reasoning in the world wasn’t going to stop her.

She’d had a crush on Jason Prescott since freshman summer, when he’d been a lifeguard at her community pool. Her carefully orchestrated dives off the high board—the only mostly graceful thing she could do—had never seemed to get his attention. And her one attempt at drowning in order to secure a romantic rescue, complete with at least two minutes of glorious mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, had gone embarrassingly awry. It turns out it’s hard to get anyone to believe you’re drowning while wearing your local swim-team Speedo, rubber skullcap, and goggles. Planning ahead was never her forte when her hormones got the better of her.

But on that glorious June night, she’d planned everything down to the last detail, including bribing the DJ to play Their Song. Or what would be Their Song, just as soon as their one perfect dance was over. For years to come, every time Jason heard that song, he’d think about that night. That dance. And the mysterious Lucy Harper.

Fate had given her a sign by sending Jason Prescott stag to his own senior prom. Looking back, she supposed she should have realized that Fate had been trying to tell her to give up after that pool incident. For someone with a 4.5 GPA, she had serious learning disabilities when it came to matters of the heart.

Not only had Jason not fallen for her starry-eyed, sequin-splattered, come-hither charms—much less the opening chords of “Kiss From a Rose”—he’d thought she was joking when she’d asked him to dance. Joking!

Yeah, such a kidder, that Lucy Harper.

Lucy thought she’d done an admirable job of covering up the additional humiliation of having him not only laugh in her face, but pat her on the head before turning away. Like she was his bratty kid sister or something.

Then, because Fate wanted to make sure she got it this time, without so much as a backward glance at the conspicuously partnerless, hollow shell of a girl he’d left behind, Jason walked right into the arms of the blonde, blue-eyed perfection that was head cheerleader, Debbie Markham. She of the no-visible-panty-lines and questionable virginal status.

Unlike her heart, already shattered into so many irreparable pieces, Lucy’s smile had barely wobbled. She was pretty sure she’d made a halfhearted attempt at joking her way out of the situation—an automatic fallback position she’d mastered long before. Except no one was paying attention to her at that point. She supposed that should have made her feel a little better, being invisible and all. She knew from personal experience that it could have gone much worse for her. But Boyz II Men were crooning “On Bended Knee” now, and everyone around them had moved on without her. She stood there alone, completely ignored by the swaying couples surrounding her, which felt worse somehow. She wasn’t quite sure how to make that exit now, knowing it would feel a lot more like running away.

In the end, Grady had emerged through the crowd and quickly dragged her outside. He’d told her he was merely protecting himself from the stalkeresque wiles of Marching Band Girl, Paige Fernlow. But Lucy had known the real reason. (Although after spying the two of them leaving together, Paige had left rather disturbing tuba solos on the Harper family answering machine for three nights running. To this day Lucy could not sit through halftime at a football game without feeling a prickle of paranoia.)

No, Grady had been protecting her, as always. She’d been insisting she didn’t need rescuing since the day they met over the infamous Tater Tot incident in sixth grade, but her protestations were still met with the same response: “Everybody needs rescuing sometimes. It’s what friends do.” Then he’d trump her with the old “You’d do the same thing for me” routine. Which she would have. Gladly. Except it never had seemed to work out that way. One more thing Fate tossed her way that she couldn’t seem to alter.

Since the day Grady had firmly wedged himself into her and Jana’s life, he’d been routinely saving them both. So, okay, more often her than Jana. Could she help it if Jana didn’t seem to get into as many scrapes? He was still the quiet observer around others, but never with her or Jana. He was wicked smart, possessing a bordering-on-nerdlike fixation with all things mathematical and technological. Okay, so it wasn’t “bordering.” But it was his wry commentary on how the human condition afflicted the majority of their peer group that had kept Lucy and Jana sitting at his lunchroom table all the way through high school. They still enjoyed a rather loose interpretation of those erudite lunchroom discussions, only instead of being accompanied by the less-than-savory chili mac surprise and warm milk, they now took place over pizza and beer.

Jana had been in her life since the days of the Benetton princesses. (Jana flunked Playground Politics 101, too. She and Lucy were immediate best friends.) At that time, the Frasers and Harpers lived in the same apartment building in Arlington, Virginia. Their mothers wouldn’t be considered close friends, or even casual friends by the loosest of standards. Lucy’s mom was every English professor cliché rolled into one, from the serviceable clothes and bobby-pinned bun, to the wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her long, slender nose, a nose that was generally immersed in a book. Mary Harper was far more at home dealing with fictional characters than she was with real people. Not because she didn’t like real people, mind you. Real people were just fine. It took real people to write books, after all. It’s just that she was usually so distracted with writing her next lecture that observing even the basic tenets of friendship building were beyond her.

Jana’s mom, on the other hand, made friends very easily. Too easily, some might have said. Of course, that might have been envy talking. Or jealousy. Because most, okay all, of Angie Fraser’s “friends” were men. And because it was no secret that not all of them were single.

But Mary and Angie did have one thing in common—they shared car-pool duty, ferrying their daughters to and from Tiny Tots Preschool.

Jana had her mother’s bright red hair, but the similarity ended there. Angie Fraser was very Tina Louise as Ginger. Jana was more Lucille Ball as, well, Lucille Ball. Except with huge splotchy freckles, and big white teeth that were just a bit crooked, and still were, despite three years of braces, complete with the ever-so-attractive head appliance.

Of course, to mousy, unfreckled, and uninterestingly toothed Lucy, Jana was some kind of exotic creature, and the source of immediate fascination. Unlike the television-commercial cuteness of Miriam and the preppy perfection of Andrea, Jana was an absolute original. Lucy remembered thinking that her new friend must be something really special if God made her stand out like that.

Lucy had since learned that God merely had a peculiar sense of humor.

But her belief in the unique force that was Jana Fraser had never wavered. Unfortunately, that unique force, even when combined with Grady’s global-rescue theory, couldn’t protect Lucy from her own self-destructive crush tendencies. The Senior Prom Fiasco had only been a temporary setback to her apparently indestructible—and obviously deluded—libido. Jason Prescott had merely been the first in a string of unattainable men Lucy fell hopelessly for.

Through four years of college, not once did she find herself remotely attracted to any of her horn-rimmed-glasses-wearing, but ever-so-nice-and-dependable, lab partners. The same went for the unfocused yet earnest struggling poet in her English composition class, and the naïve but sweetly endearing member of her study group. She lost her virginity, but never her heart. She’d lost track of the number of end-of-date kisses where she’d close her eyes and pray that this time she would feel something. Anything. Nada.

But she knew she wasn’t holding out for the impossible. There was that Halloween keg party in her sophomore year, after all. Proof positive she could feel something. A whole lot of something, actually. As a joke, she and Jana had dressed up like cheerleaders. With their wigs, orange-hued fake Coppertone tans, and bust-enhancing Victoria’s Secret bras, even Debbie Markham would have believed they’d earned their pom-poms. Okay, only if the lighting was sort of bad. And a lot of beer had been ingested. Which was exactly the case when Lucy ran into the current target of her unrequited—hell, totally unnoticed—affections: junior-varsity quarterback Steve Van Kelting.

He’d mistaken her for the real thing, and the next thing Lucy knew, she was on her back in one of the frat-house bedrooms. A small, insignificant part of her knew she should tell him she really wasn’t Wanda—which is what he’d called her as he’d pulled off her letter sweater—but then his hands were on her, and his mouth found hers, and well . . . what Wanda didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

The earth definitely moved that night. Okay, so maybe there was someone else beneath the pile of coats she and Steve were making out on. The fact remained, she’d finally felt something.

After that—and despite the fact that Steve not only didn’t call her, but didn’t so much as notice she was still in bed next to him the following morning (she blamed it on all the coats)—the idea of settling for less than something was pretty much impossible.

Now getting ready to begin her fifth year teaching perpetually rowdy third-graders at Meadow Lane Elementary (no, not exactly the tenured position her parents had hoped for, but the apple hadn’t fallen so far from the tree after all), she was still searching for something.

The thing that Lucy envied most about her parents wasn’t their professional accomplishments, but that they had each found someone who appreciated their unique attributes. From the very first time her mother and father had laid eyes on each other, like had recognized like, and bam!, that had been that. Thirty-two years later, they still made a solid team, with common interests. It was clear, despite the rather cerebral nature of their relationship, how much love, support, and respect there was between them.

So why couldn’t she find herself madly in love, or even respectfully smitten, with some nice, average guy who’d appreciate her for her sharp mind and cutting wit? She had absolutely nothing against average guys. In fact, she’d hoped and prayed with each successive average-guy date that she’d get that like-recognizes-like thing and the bamming would happen. But there was never any bamming with them.

Now, put her in the path of the Jasons and Steves of the world? Bam! bam! bam! Problem was, there was never a reciprocal bamming. Back to that like-recognizing-like thing, she supposed. Except her “like” was still incognito. At twenty-eight, she was still a Pippi. On the outside. But on the inside, she felt like a Ginger. No one got that about her, though.

Why was she cursed with swooning only for the unattainable? Why was she so attached to the need to swoon in the first place? With thirty looming on the horizon, maybe it was time for her to let go of the need to swoon.

Jana, now a sports editor for the Washington Post, had found her bam!. She’d married him two years after graduating with a degree in journalism. Of course, Jana’s “like” had come out of hiding by then. She’d bloomed in their second year as college roommates. Although not exactly a swan, Jana had learned to make the most of her unique attributes. Attributes her husband, Dave, worshiped ad nauseam. Apparently the man had a thing for playing connect-a-dot with his wife’s freckles. Lucy, though privately fascinated, didn’t ask for intimate details for fear Jana would actually tell her.

Quebec-born Dave Pelletier, second-string goalie for the Washington Capitals hockey team, had been Jana’s first interview after getting the job with the sports editor at the Washington Post. Dave had fallen head over hockey sticks for the cagey redhead. (Lucy wanted a flashy moniker like that—“cagey redhead.” Brunette elementary-school teacher just didn’t have the same flair.) Jana had flair now, and she also had freckle-worshiping Dave. They’d married eight months later.

Not only did Dave think her splotchy freckles were endearing, he loved her frizzy, corkscrew red hair, calling it unbelievably sexy. Dave had a scar across his forehead from a hairline skull fracture he’d received his first year in the majors, and a nose that had been broken more times than a heavyweight boxer’s, which might explain his questionable judgment regarding beauty. But Jana adored his French-Canadian accent, his oddball sense of humor . . . and of course there was that quirky discovery that having a husband with removable front teeth made for some very interesting sexual side benefits. Lucy supposed there were other reasons, but she’d always gotten a little hung up on that one. Anyway, it was obviously yet another match made in heaven.

And this was all fine with Lucy. She was happy for her friend. Dave traveled a good part of the year, and other than being forced to bear occasional witness to their somewhat gooey attachment to each other, Lucy and Jana still had plenty of free time to continue their friendship relatively unencumbered by the change in Jana’s marital status. The only real downside was that in her three-plus years of wedded bliss, Jana had joined the ranks of the Come in, the Water’s Fine Club.

Just when Lucy had finally adopted her Single Pride mantra with a believable note of sincerity.

Not that it had been all that challenging, really. Jana’s occupation regularly put her in the direct path of hockey goalies, point guards, and shortstops. Lucy’s options within her immediate office dating pool were somewhat more limited. As in extreme to the point of laughable. Most of the elementary-school staff were female—though choral teacher, Bonnie Colvin, had given Lucy a few looks that could only be described as “suggestive.” Which left her to choose between Jared, the still-closeted art teacher; Ramon, the janitor, who, in addition to using gold dental plating as his main fashion accessory, was also married with three small children; or the former Navy bomber-cum-PE teacher, Ed Foley, who, though widowed and available, was old enough to be her father. Possibly her grandfather. There would be no bam! with him. Not ever. Even she was not that desperate.

Jana had taken it upon herself to fix her best friend up with the occasional athlete, newspaper reporter, or franchise executive. This was not a bad thing, in theory. Jana knew the kind of guy Lucy went for and came through like a champ. The problem? The only ones who called her back were the recent Russian athletic imports, who spoke next-to-no English but were very willing to let her do their laundry and fix them breakfast in the morning. Or the vertically challenged Washington power execs who thought that having an almost-six-foot woman on their arm—even a mousy, fashion-challenged klutz such as herself (she was the anti–Heidi Klum)—somehow compensated for their, uh, shortcomings.

It wasn’t like she was looking for wedded bliss. Or even a seriously committed relationship. But it would be nice on the nights that Dave was in town to have someone else to rely on as a movie-and-coffee date. Sex was optional, though preferred. Of course, there was Grady, providing he wasn’t working. Except he always was.

He’d become a think-tank genius for some government setup, in charge of creating God-only-knew-what kind of technological wonders. Lucy had asked him for details once, but with his typical deadpan humor, he’d spouted the very tired “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you” line. With anyone else, she’d have rolled her eyes. Only, where Grady was concerned, well, she still wasn’t entirely certain he hadn’t been telling her the truth. Of course, macho as all that sounded, the bottom line was, whatever he did for their government, he was doing it in a lab. Hardly James Bond. More like Q.

Not that he didn’t socialize in between designing fountain pens that were actually poison darts or nametags that secretly harbored powerful zoom lenses. He jogged and played racquetball—two activities he’d invited her to participate in a total of once. Her insurance through the school system just wasn’t that broad-ranging, and his first-aid skills were negligible. Apparently his mad-inventor genius didn’t extend to devising a racquet that magnetically attracted the ball to it, thereby rendering skill and coordination a noncompetitive factor.

Grady dated, but he didn’t talk about the women in his life much. Still, she and Jana knew they existed. You could always tell when Grady had gotten laid. He sprang for the pizza and the beer at their quasiregular get-togethers. But he still didn’t talk about them. Probably because he’d so wittily eviscerated every guy Lucy had ever dated, that he didn’t dare. But she and Jana suspected that if he ever got serious, they’d know, because he’d bring her to one of their get-togethers. That’s how they’d met Dave. It was like introducing your intended to family. They each had their own families, of course—in a manner of speaking, anyway—but the opinions that truly mattered would always be one another’s.

Lucy considered it a blessing that, despite his critiques, Grady never offered to fix her up. She’d met several of his coworkers over the years. Bam! candidates they were not.

But Grady came through for her in far more important ways. He’d long since stopped having to rescue her, of course. Well, not counting that time two Thanksgivings ago when she’d been craning her neck to get a look at the new frozen-food guy and ended up plowing her grocery cart into the carefully arranged display of pumpkin-pie filling, condensed milk, and canned cranberries. Grady had managed to calm the store manager down and get the hunky frozen-food guy to put a bag of frozen limas on the lump that had sprouted so becomingly on her forehead. Truly her hero, that Grady, even if the frozen-food guy had turned out to be more interested in getting Grady’s phone number than hers. But really, most of the time she hardly ever needed rescuing. Physically, anyway.

In the words of the great Mick Jagger, Grady was oftentimes her “emotional rescue.” The best thing about him was that she knew with absolute certainty he would stop whatever he was doing, possibly jeopardizing national security, to be there for her if she really needed him.

Of course, her parents were more than glad to fix her up, and did, with painful frequency. It seemed beyond their academia-saturated comprehension that their nice, well-educated, and respectably employed twenty-eight-year-old daughter wouldn’t fall for “a catch” like American alumnus and department head Hugh Wadell. A forty-two-year-old divorced anthropology professor with alternate-weekend visitation rights. She supposed it was her fault for not making a romance match while her parents were still going through the staff roster of single men in their thirties. She loved her parents dearly, but unlike her mother, she didn’t feel the urge to order wedding invitations simply because the guy in question could complete the Sunday Post crossword in pen. If these were her choices, she’d rather stay solo, bam! or no bam!

It was just, sometimes it got a little depressing that the guys who called her back weren’t the ones that sparked her. And the ones that did spark her didn’t even look in her direction, much less ask for a phone number. Not that she hadn’t put herself out there. But the result of her attempts? She could write a book on “I’m Hot, and . . . Well, You’re Not” letdowns:

“You’re such a nice person, I know the perfect guy is out there for you.”

“I wish I was the one for you, you have so much to offer the right man.”

“It’s totally me.”

“You’re so together and, well, I guess I still have some growing up to do.”

And her personal favorite:

“You understand me better than anyone I’ve ever met. Let’s stay friends, okay?”

She understood, all right.

But was it so wrong of her to want what she wanted? To be honest, and very possibly shallow, she wanted to experience, at least once in her life, a night of wild, out-of-control, down-and-dirty, multiple-condom sex. With a sober partner who called her by the right name. And no coats on the bed. Or other drunken party guests.

What she wanted was a guy who was as turned on by her as she was by him. At this point she’d be happy with missionary position and an orgasm, as long as both parties were still in the same room for Part A and Part B.

Did that make her pathetic? Desperate? She didn’t think so. A girl could dream, couldn’t she? Fantasize? Hallucinate?

Then the reunion invitation had arrived. The very same day she’d tossed Glass Slipper into her shopping cart. Who could have guessed that one innocent little postcard and a makeover magazine would start a chain of events that would turn her entire life upside down. Or at the very least, the last two weeks of her summer break.

Lucy opened the magazine to the “Inner Beauty Boot Camp” article she’d marked with the reunion postcard. They promised miracles.

So what if she decided to go to the reunion after all? Maybe what she needed to get her head on straight was to take this opportunity to go back and revise past history, beginning with getting the attention of a rumored-to-be still-single Jason Prescott. Well then, a miracle was exactly what she needed.

Fate had long since given up sending her signs. So, probably, had God.

It was time she took matters into her own hands.
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Chapter 2

                                                                                                                                       

How is it that Debbie Markham still manages to come across petite and blonde on an e-mail loop?” Lucy straightened from her hunched position behind her friend’s shoulder. She didn’t want to read any more reunion posts.

“You’re just projecting,” Jana told her, stuffing the last of her Sun Chips in her mouth. “For all you know, she’s turned into a leather-skinned tanning-bed junkie with overprocessed highlights, saggy tits, a flabby ass, and married to a balding, nearsighted CPA who likes it when she wears that leopard-print nightie he bought her at Marshall’s for Mother’s Day.”

Lucy’s smile was decidedly unkind as she clasped her hands beneath her chin. “Do you think?” Then her shoulders drooped. “Nah. My karma would never be that good.” She sighed and balled up her sandwich wrapper. “But I appreciate the visual, so thanks for that.”

“I live to serve.”

“I still say you should consider writing fiction. You’re a natural.”

“Right. Then you’d give it to your mother, who would delight in desecrating it with her beloved red pen.”

“My mother loves you.”

“Me, yes. My work, not so much. I get enough of that kind of love from my editor, thanks.”

Jana was probably right. But then her mother, much like the rest of the Harper clan, really wasn’t a sports person. Lucy brushed crumbs off her shirt and slid from her perch on the computer-lab table. Instead of reading about the exaggerated exploits of a group of people she’d once loathed and had long since ceased to care about, she should be using her remaining summer break time to put her classroom in order. “I guess I’m just not a loop person.”

“Truer words,” Jana agreed, having been the first one to point that out two weeks earlier when Lucy had signed up on a whim after they’d received their invitations from the reunion committee, complete with information on how to join the reunion group on Yahoo! Thankfully she didn’t rub it in. But then, the look on her face precluded that necessity. “You’ve become a first-class lurker, I’ll give you that. Most entertaining lunch breaks I’ve had in years. Of course, anything beats the hell out of listening to that insufferable asshole Frank belch out his latest know-it-all opinions on the Redskins, the Wizards, the Capitals, the effect of the Cold War on American sports, the dawn of the solar system—”

“You’re just pissed because his column got picked up for syndication.”

“Damn straight I am. His columns are pompous and arrogant, not to mention out of step and uninformed. And I don’t care if his father once played for the Senators. It’s not like he’s an effing sports guru just because his dad had a .341 career batting average and came within one season of tying DiMaggio’s record.” She lobbed her wadded-up trash at the small wastebasket beside Lucy’s desk, missing by a wide margin, despite being less than two feet away. It was a good thing Jana only wrote about sports.

“Yeah,” Lucy said, “but can he consistently miss an easy two-pointer with his fanny wedged in a third-grade desk? I think not.”

Jana sighed and let the front legs of her chair thump back on the tile floor. “True. My wrist action sucks and my release is all wrong. I shoot like a girl.”

Lucy lowered her chin and shot Jana a look. “Please don’t tell me you bribed Dave into trying to teach you how to play hoops again.”

She shouldn’t give her friend a hard time. It was sad, really. Jana was a die-hard jock, always had been. Maybe it was the very lack of any kind of continuous male influence in her life, but she’d been hooked on sports as long as Lucy had known her. From the time she could read, she devoured the sports section of the Post and every issue of Sports Illustrated. ESPN’s SportsCenter was her version of CNN.

Jana could tell you the starting lineup for any team, college or pro, in any of the major sports. She could whip out stats, debate the merits of the most complex coaching strategy, and pretty much wipe the floor with you in terms of predicting draft choices and win-loss records well before the season started. Any season. She worshiped sports. All sports.

She was just completely inept at actually playing any of them.

But it didn’t stop her from trying. Bless her heart.

Lucy, quite happy with her status as an avowed—and therefore injury-free—couch potato, said, “He’s a hockey player, Jana. How many times—”

“A hockey player with excellent eye-hand coordination. The man can routinely stop a puck flying at him over eighty miles an hour, while wearing skates and more pads than the Michelin Man. You’d think he’d be able to teach me how to sink a simple layup.” Jana frowned. “I tried hockey, remember? It’s too many things at once. Skating and trying to stay upright and trying to hit a ball with a stick? I can’t do any of that individually yet, much less combined. So I went for something more straightforward.” She pointed her Snapple bottle at Lucy. “And, more important, something that can be played in sneakers and shorts. Put the ball in the net. It just shouldn’t be that hard.”

After a “there, there” pat to Jana’s shoulder, Lucy went back to unpacking school supplies. One thing she loved about her best friend was that, while Jana might be quick to boil—a much-hated redhead cliché that she nevertheless owned up to—she simmered down just as fast. “I agree with you, if it makes any difference,” Lucy offered. “About the syndication thing. I like your columns. You’re not condescending, and you have the kind of style and energy in your writing that can make even fellow uncoordinated losers like me read the sports page. Well, a column of it, anyway.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jana, who’d turned back to the computer terminal. “Of course, you’re no Christine Brennan, but—”

“I have deadly aim and a whole box of Crayolas within easy reach,” Jana reminded Lucy, never looking away from the screen as she casually clicked through posts.

Lucy snorted. “Deadly aim. Right.”

“All I have to do is aim for the chalkboard and I could nail you in the back of the head with no problem. Trust me.”

Lucy grinned and went back to stocking tempera paint and brushes in the locking overhead cabinet, well away from the ever-questing fingers of her next batch of heathens. She’d given up on the honor system last year after coming back from a quick hallway consultation with the principal to find Billy Cantrell drinking Sunshine Yellow, straight up, no twist. Fellow classmate Doug “The Instigator” Blackwell had convinced him it would make him fly. Doug was her prime candidate for the first student ever busted in Meadow Lane Elementary for selling a controlled substance. Billy would probably be his first customer.

“So, should we unsubscribe?” Jana’s finger hovered over the DELETE button.

“No!” Lucy almost dumped a whole carton of Sky Blue in her efforts to get to Jana before she could act.

“Whoa there, hoss,” Jana said, laughing. “What’s up with that? Did we not just agree that reestablishing any kind of umbilical relationship with these people is detrimental to our psychological health? Not to mention our hard-won self-esteem?”

Lucy vainly attempted to reclaim what was left of her dignity. “That doesn’t mean we have to stop anonymously enjoying ourselves at their expense, right? I mean, they did that to us for years, right to our faces. Come on, Grady’ll be here soon. You know he’ll make you laugh. Besides, it’s only for a few more weeks.”

“Six,” Jana corrected, then her gaze narrowed. “You are not still considering actually going to the stupid reunion, are you?”

Lucy waited a beat too long in answering. She hadn’t quite gotten around to telling Jana about the appointment she’d already set up at Glass Slipper, Inc. She needed to do that. The last two-week session of their special miracle camp started this weekend. Someone had to water her plants.

Jana swore beneath her breath. “Didn’t we take enough abuse at the hands of these people? Are we such gluttons for punishment that, ten years later, we want to give them another shot? Why would you even consider putting yourself in that position?”

“Maybe I’m holding out hope that Debbie Markham really does have flabby tits.”

“Ass. Saggy tits.”

“Works either way.”

“Don’t jump off topic here.”

“Why are you drilling me about this? What are you writing, an article or something?”

“Hmm, maybe I should,” Jana said, tapping a finger to her chin. “How about: ‘Gearing Up for Your High School Reunion: A Full-Contact Psychological Sport, Not for the Timid.’ ”

Lucy squeezed herself into the seat next to Jana. “Maybe the whole point of going back is to prove we’ve progressed beyond allowing others to define ourselves.” That sounded pretty good, she thought. She almost believed it herself.

“There is nothing wrong with mocking our pretentious, overzealous, label-conscious classmates in the sanctity of your empty classroom. Considering it’s like a million degrees outside, this is the best lunchtime sport going. But why ruin the fun by giving them a chance to reciprocate?” Jana clicked through the messages posted since their last lunch get-together, skimming for something juicy they could pounce on. “You know, I thought we were on the same team here. Unified in our conviction to let the overbearing assholes inflict themselves on one another while we go out and do something less painful, like getting matching root canals. Why the sudden change of heart?” Then her fingers paused on the keys, before quickly clicking back to the previous message. “What in the what what?” Jana pushed her glasses up and leaned closer to the screen. Then turned an accusing glare at Lucy.

Who suddenly pretended a great interest in the last dregs of her Diet Coke. Dammit, why hadn’t she just let Jana unsubscribe when she had the chance?

Redheads, as it happened, made the best glarers. They’d known each other for over twenty years now and Lucy still was not immune.

Lucy fidgeted, which was hard to do, wedged as she was in the tiny desk/chair combo. “What?” she finally asked, feigning complete innocence even though she knew she was already busted. She set her empty can on the desk. Where was a good stiff belt of Sunshine Yellow when you needed it?

“Jason Prescott, is what. And you damn well know it. Did you think I wouldn’t find out? My God, I’m surprised every other freaking post isn’t about the golden boy coming home. Fatted calves are probably being slaughtered as we speak.”

“It’s been ten years. I’m pretty sure ‘the golden boy’ statute runs out somewhere by sophomore year of college.”

“Maybe for mere mortals.”

“My wanting to go has nothing to do with Jason,” she said, making a valiant effort. Then failing miserably by adding, “Not specifically, anyway.”

“Ah-hah!”

“Don’t ah-hah me.” Lucy fished the rolled-up magazine from her shoulder bag and smoothed it open. “If blame must be placed, focus your derision and scorn here.”

Jana adjusted her glasses and picked up the magazine, folding it back to the article Lucy had dog-eared. She read silently. Well, mostly silently. There was the occasional snort, punctuated with an intermittent eye roll or sigh of disgust. Finally she dropped the magazine back on the computer station like a piece of contaminated sewage, then lowered her glasses and looked at Lucy over the skinny black rims. Another thing redheads were good at, it turned out. “So, you’re honestly considering going to Beauty Queen Boot Camp? Have you completely lost your mind?”

“See why I didn’t tell you?” Lucy snatched the magazine back and stuffed it in her purse. “I knew you’d be judgmental.”

Jana just laughed. “Ch-yeah. And with good reason. Ten years of maintaining absolute distance from those jerks, a decade of proving to yourself that you’re everything they claimed you’d never be.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Successful. Happy.”

“Alone.” Lucy hadn’t meant to say that out loud, it just popped out.

Jana goggled. “And?” She waved Lucy silent. “First off, you’re single. Hardly alone. And hardly a curse, I might add.”

“Says the happily married woman who found someone who adores her.” Lucy’s tone turned dust-dry. “Frizzy hair, obnoxious attitude and all.”

“Yeah. A guy who gets hit in the head with flying pieces of rubber for a living. Obviously he’s an anomaly of the species.” But she had that smile. That smile she always got when the subject of Dave came up. Jana might be all harsh talk and frizzy edges, but mention her husband, and something in her demeanor softened in a way Lucy had never seen before.

Was it so wrong that she envied her best friend that telltale softening moment?

“But being single has nothing to do with this,” Lucy said, determined to get control of this conversation. She just wished she’d thought out her defense a little bit better before revealing her decision. “I’m not going for the makeover so I can go to the reunion to meet men.”

“Maybe not men, plural. But are you telling me that finding out Prescott is single and RSVP’d, didn’t seal the deal?” She waved her nail-bitten fingers in Lucy’s face. “Hello? I was at the prom, too, remember? And I was also by your side that whole summer, listening to you moon and moan over that jerk until we finally got to Georgetown and got your head out of your ass.”

“Thank you for that kind analysis. But he’s not—”

Jana flipped her hand up. “Uh-uh. Not another word.”

“He’s not the reason,” Lucy finished stubbornly. “I was already considering going to Glass Slipper and the reunion before I found out for sure that Jason was coming back. It just so happened that I picked up the issue with that article the same day the invitation for the reunion came. I couldn’t help wondering—”

“Hallucinating.”

Lucy just made a face at her friend. “—what it would be like to get the full makeover, then show up and blow them all away. You can hardly blame me for that little fantasy, can you?”

“‘Fantasy.’ Exactly.”

Lucy studied her own short, chipped nails. “Okay, okay. Maybe reading that post about Jason did cement the decision.” She looked up at Jana, serious now. “Is it really so awful that I want to get back some of what they took from me? Not just Jason. All of them.”

Jana sighed now and reached for Lucy’s hands, folding them in her grip. “It’s been ten years. How can you let them matter to you again?” She squeezed her fingers. “You’re a fabulous person. And the very last group you need to prove that to is a bunch of egotistical idiots we haven’t seen since high school. And don’t get mad at me for saying this, but part of me feels you’d be selling out. Admitting you’re not good enough the way you are. And you’re just damn fine.”

Lucy threw up her hands. “Easy for you to say. You have everything you want!”

“Not everything,” she muttered. “But I didn’t have to turn myself into someone I’m not to get what I do have.” Jana blew out a heavy breath. “I can’t even believe we have to have this conversation, but come on. You don’t have to change the way you look to prove anything to anyone. And please, you’re tall and skinny; do you know how many women would kill to have your metabolism?”

“Yeah. I’m the Janeane Garofalo of supermodels. Please.” Before Jana could get wound up again, Lucy tugged her hands free. “I don’t want to argue about this, okay? If any two people have hashed and rehashed why appearances aren’t everything, it’s you and me. And it’s not like I’m the walking wounded, ten years later.” Her gaze flickered to the computer screen, then back to Jana’s raised eyebrows. “Okay, yes, the invite and reading these posts did dredge up a few unpleasant emotions that I thought were long since buried. I’m not proud that I let them get to me.” She fingered the corners of the magazine. “But I can’t deny that when I saw the cover story about this two-week intensive program, I was a little tempted. Only, I don’t see it as giving in, more like beating them at their own game. You know, Julia Roberts rubbing it in the face of those snotty boutique bitches in Pretty Woman with her ‘big mistake’ comment. Everyone cheered her, everyone got that moment of triumph.”

“Lucy—”

“No, let me finish. You know, you kind of came into your own in college.” She ignored Jana’s snort. They both knew it was true. “I never felt like I did. And then you met Dave, and, well, I’m not saying you need him to validate your existence or complete you or anything ridiculous like that, but in terms of self-confidence, there has to be some sort of inner sense of satisfaction that comes with knowing you can fit in with another person like that. Share who you are with someone else on that intimate, connected level.”

“I understand,” Jana said sincerely. “I do, but—”

“Well, who doesn’t want that? I do. But I can’t make that happen. It either will, or it won’t. So is it really so bad to want at least a moment of satisfaction that I can make happen?” Lucy asked. “I know it’s a hollow victory, that these people mean nothing to me in my life today. But . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s not about them. Maybe it’s about me, and they’re just a convenient measuring stick. All I know is I have something I need to prove to myself.”

“Then prove it by going back the way you are right now and being fine in your own skin.”

There was no point stalling any longer. “I’ve already signed up,” she admitted, then forced a smile in the face of Jana’s sincere concern. “If nothing else, it will make for a great ‘How I Spent My Summer Vacation’ story, right?”

Jana gave her a halfhearted smile. “I want you to be happy. I guess I just wish you didn’t feel you needed this. The makeover or the reunion.”

Lucy unwedged herself from her chair and stood. “If I go to Glass Slipper and I don’t feel comfortable with how it turns out, I don’t have to go to the reunion. But you know, it’s not like they’re going to cut into my flesh. I’m not going to come out permanently altered or anything. They’ll primp and prod, and who knows, maybe I’ll finally learn the secret to putting on eyeliner so I don’t look like Tammy Faye. But really, what’s the worst that could happen?”

The door to the classroom opened just then and Grady walked in carrying a Domino’s box and a six-pack. He took in Lucy with her fists on her hips and Jana’s set expression and said, “What did I miss?”

Lucy jumped in before Jana could speak. “You can’t have alcohol on school premises.” She nodded to the six-pack.

“It’s root beer,” he told her, rattling the brown glass bottles in the cardboard carrier.

“Oh. With pizza? Ew.” But the pizza smelled so good she could almost convince herself she was still hungry. Okay, so it didn’t take that much convincing. He flipped open the box. Deep dish, loaded. She shot him a wry smile. “So I guess dinner went well last night?”

Grady gave his customary half shrug and changed the subject as he always did. “So tell me what’s wrong with you two. Nothing amusing on the reunion loop today?”

“You know,” Lucy began, wishing she’d never told Jana anything, “maybe we should head out somewhere. I can finish this stuff later, and a cold beer—a real beer—is actually sounding pretty good right about now.”

“She’s going to Barbie Boot Camp,” Jana informed him.

Grady looked at Lucy, then at Jana, then back to Lucy again. Then he smiled. It really was his best feature. His hair was still a mop of brown curls, albeit a shorter, salon-managed mop, and his eyes just as brown and soulful. Most of the time he looked exactly like what he was: a slightly distracted, somewhat overserious tech engineer who was probably right that minute thinking about something involving quadratic equations and microchips.

But when he smiled, everything changed. It brought this kind of charming yet devilish glint to his eyes. Add in the tousled hair, and he looked somewhat impish, like he might take delight in doing something a bit naughty. Jana and Lucy had long since decided this was the weapon he used to get women into bed. Because, unless they got turned on discussing things like complex atomic particle theory, it was pretty much the only weapon he had.

“‘Barbie Boot Camp’?” He sat on top of one of the desks and hooked his feet through the seat. When Lucy said nothing, he took a healthy bite of pizza and motioned Jana to continue.

“I’m not going to talk about it,” Lucy blurted, already disgusted with the two of them. “You two can dissect this all you want, but I’ve already sent in my deposit. It’s my two-week vacation; I can use it however I want.”

Grady just ignored her and motioned to Jana again.

“It’s the reunion,” she told him. “Lucy has this unhinged notion that if she turns herself into some kind of Stepford Graduate, the stunned reactions of our former classmates will magically erase the indignities she suffered at their hands.” Jana reached over and snatched a slice, carefully flicking off the offending olives first. “And then there’s the whole Jason Prescott element,” she added, pointedly ignoring Lucy’s openmouthed look of protest as she sank her teeth into her pizza.

Grady swung his gaze immediately to Lucy, all traces of his impish smile gone. “What about Prescott?”

“It’s nothing,” she said stubbornly, glaring at them both.

Jana snorted. “The teen idol of Grant High School is coming to the reunion.” She used her pizza to punctuate her statement. “Solo.” She looked at Lucy. “Don’t even try to convince Grady that wasn’t part of your plan.” She sat back then and enjoyed the rest of her slice, satisfied that Grady would finish things for her.

They both knew that Grady had never forgiven Jason for what he’d done to his best friend. Unfortunately, Grady hadn’t the requisite posse of defensive linesmen to help him do anything about it. Three guys from the math debate team weren’t quite going to cut it. But during her heartbroken months afterward, he’d made no secret of the fact that Lucy was wasting her tears on a guy like Jason Prescott.

She agreed with him wholeheartedly. Now, anyway. But that didn’t
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