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Chapter 1



Stop. Stop! I commanded my skates.

Look out! I cried, seconds before I nearly smashed into a group of boys. Instead, I opted just to fall onto the snowbank, my legs crumpling beneath me, landing on my hip and lurching backward. Very smooth, Kirsten, I thought. Could I go home now? Id had about as much embarrassment as I could take for one morning.

Come on, girls, one of the boys said as he skated over toward us.

Sure, where are we going? my friend Jones (whose real name is Bridget, but no one calls her that) said under her breath to me as she helped me up from the ice. I think I could follow him just about anywhere.

I fought back a laugh. Jones was right: Official Rink Guy, whoever he was, was extremely cute, but he also looked like steam might come out of his ears at any moment.

Then again, we were all sort of steamy, which sounds sexy, but wasnt, because it was only due to the fact that it was 12 degrees outsideand everyone steams in that cold. Dogs breath can be seen from a mile away, especially when theyre sled dogs running across the frozen tundra

Okay, so this wasnt Alaska, and this wasnt the Iditarodit was just Minneapolis, Minnesota, on your average late-December day.

And it was a gorgeously sunny day, which meant it was extra cold. We were at the park near my sisters house, which happens to have a huge cleared skating area, as well as a couple of enclosed rinks. The lake had some scattered ice fishing houses, which looked strange to methe last time I was here, Id hung out on the beach and built sandcastles with my nephew Brett.

The rink guy still stood there glaring at us with disapproval. He had a whistle on a chain around his neck, and he was wearing a red sports-team type jacket with the name Sean stitched on the front, sort of like a varsity letter jacket. SeanI liked that name. He had blond hair, brown eyes, and was seriously tall. But then everyone looks taller on skates. Anyway, he didnt look cold in the twelve-degree, wind-chill-of-five weather. He wasnt even wearing a hat or gloves.

Be a little more careful, okay? Thats all I ask, he said.

Careful? We are being extremely careful, Jones replied as she brushed snow off my back. (The good skaters never have snow on their backs.) Have we killed anyone yet?

No, but there are lots of little kids skating hereI dont want anyone to get hurt, he said.

But if the adults get hurt, thats okay? Jones said.

He smiled, and his whole face went from semi-tough-looking to very-gorgeous. Youre funny. But no. That wouldnt be too cool, either. Just take it easy. Dont do anything crazy, okay?

He shook his head and skated off to rejoin his friends, or should I say, co-skating-rink rule enforcers. They were circling the skating area as a group, as if they were the rink police of south Minneapolis, on the lookout for skating crimes. I kept my eyes trained on Sean for a lap. Watching someone that comfortable on his skates really impressed me. He was skating so fast, completely in control, and he looked good doing it, too. He had to be an awesome hockey player.

My friend Emma was a good skater, too, but me? Not so much. I was more into soccer and softball. When we went skating and played Crack the Whip, like today, I just held on for dear life and hoped for the best.

Hes very good-looking, but he needs to lighten up, Jones complained as she, too, watched the guys skating around. Hasnt he ever seen people play Crack the Whip?

Maybe its not a big thing here, I suggested. Maybe there are different rink rules or something.

Yeah, well, Crack the Whip does sound a littleiffy. Doesnt it? Jones asked.

Iffy how? I asked.

A little sadistic. Thats all Im saying.

I punched Jones lightly on the arm. Youre the only one who would think that.

Thank you. She took a deep bow, which made her wobble a little on her skates. Whoa. Thats harder than it looks. End of the Non-Stars on Ice show.

Look at Emma, I said. Speaking of stars on ice.

She was doing a spin, and the guys that we were watching had stopped skating to watch her.

Shes taken! Jones pretended to yell across the ice, her hand cupped around her mouth. Then she sighed. It must be difficult to be gorgeous and talented.

Let me tell you about it, I said.

Ha! She laughed.

We call our friend Emma Emma Dilemma because everything eventually becomes a giant problem with hereven the tiniest, most inconsequential things, like what to order for lunch or what shoes to wear. Shes beautiful and sweet and has a tendency to be undecided, which is a bad combination because she always has some boyfriend or other pining for her while she goes out with another guy because she thinks she should give him a chance, too.


She constantly comes to her friends for advice. It can drive you nuts at times, but she makes up for it by being really nice and thoughtful. She never forgets important days for you, shes always bringing little gifts, and donating her slightly-used clothes and shoes (and boys) to charitymeaning me and Jones, because Crystal, who completes our group of four, has a serious boyfriend.

Crystal, meanwhile, was tilting her face to the sun, hoping to feel some warmth. Crystal had a gigantic winter coat that always made me think of Kenny on South Parkits orange, with a big cone-like hood around her head that looks like an old diving helmet, only it has fur around the edges. Crystal and her family moved here from Colorado last year and she still hasnt adjusted to the low temps and the occasional four-day lack of sunshine.

My sister, Gretchen, was sitting on the bench beside the ice with her leg sticking straight out, looking as frozen as a fishstick.

I didnt know why she had come along with us to the lake, actually. I guess either she was still hanging on to the concept of being my big-sister chaperone, or she was sick of staying inside the house with a gigantic brace on her leg, or else she was hoping to meet a nice single guy who loved kids, which is what shes usually hoping to do.

Sometimes I really worry about my sister. Whenever I hear stories about girls buying wedding gowns and rings for themselves when theyre not even dating someone, it kind of makes me think she might do something like that. She can be a little out there at times. Besides, she was so obsessed with the concept of marriage that she got married at twenty-oneand was divorced by twenty-three.

Maybe that was partly why my parents had jumped all over the idea of me coming to stay with her, so that I could check up on her and make sure she was doing all right. Since her divorce last year, shes been pretty down, which is completely understandable.

But I mean, it was her idea to separate from Luke. Doesnt that mean she should be getting over it faster?

Of course, there were a couple other reasons I was staying with her.


One, my nephew Brett, whos three years old and adorablewhen hes not having a tantrum or pouring cold beverages down your back.

Two, their dog, Bear, whos one of those giant white Samoyeds and looks like a polar bear except that he moves a lot quicker than a bear.

(Then again, Ive never seen a polar bear run. Maybe they can really book.)

And three, the fact my sister crashed while skiing and landed really badly and broke her right leg in several different places, which meant she couldnt really take care of either her dog or her child all that well because she couldnt drive, or walk. It happened when she came home for Christmas and she was really rather pathetic, her leg half reconstructed with pins and bolts, which is when we all hatched this plan for me to spend my Januaryand February, if necessaryin the Twin Cities. I was basically done with school and ready to graduate, except for an Independent Study in Englisha writing project, which I could work on here as easily as at home. I needed to meet with my adviser now and then, and fill out some forms for graduation, but that was about it.


Kirsten, we would really appreciate it if you could do something thats important for the whole family. My mom put it in these very serious, very guilt-inducing terms.

But the truth was, I didnt need that much convincing. Even though Gretchen and I had never been that close, because of the seven-year age difference between us, and the fact that she still treated me as if I were nine, instead of eighteen, I had always looked up to her, in some ways. And others, not so much.

There were tons of things I wanted to do herego to museums, like the Minneapolis Institute of Arts and the Walker, and check out a play at the Guthrie Theater, and catch some sports events at the U or the Target or Xcel Centers. Of course, with Gretchen laid up, and me looking after a three year old, I probably wouldnt get to do any of those things, but they were on the list. Id miss my friends, but it was only a month we were talking about.

Gretchen was so thrilled by the idea of me coming to stay with her for a month that she scared me. Was she that desperate for companionship that shed take in Cursed Kirsten for a few weeks? (Shed nicknamed me that when she was twelve and thought it was hilarious. Now that she was twenty-four, apparently it still was.)

When Id tried to convince her to let me stay with her two years ago, for my April vacation week, shed done everything she could to talk me out of it. Shed gotten mad at me and Jones back when we were fourteen and we acted goofy at her wedding, and shed never given me any credit for maturing beyond that.

Now there was this sudden interest in her taking me under her wing. Id never been under anyones wing. I didnt know if I would like it. The position didnt exactly sound comfortablefor either one of us. I didnt understand why she saw me as some sort of project that needed work, like the way she went berserk with her home renovation and redecoration plans, but I could put up with it for a month if it helped her.

Come on, Kirsten. Lets do it again! Emma skated over and took my hand.

We probably shouldnt. Those guys keep watching us, I said.


They havent really taken their eyes off us. Or you, anyway, Jones said to Emma with a smile.

They want to watch us? Lets give them something to watch, she said with a grin. Come on, Crystal!

The four of us got into a line, and somehow I ended up on the end again. Hey, no fair, I said as we started to skate, faster and faster. Soon we were catching up to the guys.

Then my friends let me go.

I was like that battery bunny. I kept going, and going

And I couldnt stop. And then I was crashing intoall of them. Two of them went down onto the ice and I landed right on top of one.

Are you okay? one of them Id fallen onto asked, his face turning red, and getting redder and redder the longer I stayed flattened on top of him.

Then someone else kind of wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me up. Didnt I tell you to be careful? I looked over my shoulder and saw that it was Sean. His hands were warm as he touched my skinmy jacket was short and my shirt had come untucked from my low-rise jeansand he wasnt even wearing gloves.

S-sorry, I stammered, as he held onto me for a few seconds longer than necessary.

The boy Id landed on top ofwhod valiantly tried to stop megot to his feet and asked, You okay?

Fine, I said. Sorry. Really sorry about that.

He shrugged. No problem. I watched as he skated away. He was nearly as good on his skates as Seanwho was still holding onto my arm. Just dont let it happen again, Sean said, or well have to show you how its really done. He gave me a little squeeze as he pushed me toward my friends.

Good grief, I thought. It was almost worth falling again.

Congratulations, one of them is still standing, Jones told me as I wobbily skated over to her.

Everyone was giggling and I couldnt help smiling, too.

You know what? Lets go inside, Crystal suggested. Before they kick us out of the rink for good.

Great idea, I said. Itll be easier to kill you all when youre on solid ground.

You dont want to kill us, Jones said. Thanks to us you just met a completely adorable guy. Or four or five of them, actually.

True. And thanks to you, they all know Im a complete klutz. Cursed Kirsten strikes again.

We walked up the wooden ramp and steps into the park building to take off our skates, still laughing. A Girl Scout troop was selling hot chocolate while they took orders for cookies. We each got some and then went to sit by the window so we could check out the guys some more.

But all we could see was Gretchen glaring through the glass because wed forgotten and left her outside with Brett. She didnt want to come in and be tempted to have a hot chocolate with whipped cream on top, never mind order twelve boxes of Girl Scout cookies. If I were on a diet I probably would have avoided them as well.

Gretchen was very skilled at dieting. She did it a little too often, in my opinion, but when she was really into it she didnt even seem to be tempted by the stuff she couldnt have. She just stayed away. Period. It was funny because she couldnt do that with anything else in her life, like shoes, or new types of makeup.

Gretchens breath sort of fogged up the glass as she knocked on the window. Lets go, she mouthed.

Five minutes, I mouthed back, pointing to my watch. If I let her start bossing me around too much on Day One, Id be doomed.

God, your sister hasnt changed a bit, Jones commented.

What? I think shes nice, Emma said.

She is nice. Very nice, I said in her defense. When she wants to be. I did feel sorry for her. Her leg was probably freezing back into the wrong angles. It might never heal, in this climate.

Its just that shes starting a diet, and shes pretty grumpy right now, I explained. Or extra grumpy, anyway.

Why would she go on a diet? She looks fine. Anyway, thats dumb. She should just exercise more, Crystal said.

Hello? Broken leg? Jones reminded her. Whats she going to do, jog around the lake on one leg?

Oh. Crystal snapped her fingers. Right.

And whatever you do, dont get into it with her, dont give her any advice, I told everyone. Shell bite your head off.

That hungry, huh?

Yeah. Besides, shes always been kind of a perfectionist, I explained. So the fact everything now completely sort of sucksI guess its getting to her. She had to make a New Years resolution, and, being a perfectionist, she had to start before New Years.

You know what? I really hate New Years resolutions, Jones said.

Why? Crystal asked.

Because, people make them, they get really intense about them, theyre so boring because thats all they talk about, on and on about how theyre going to really do it this time, and then theyre unhappy when they cant stick to them two weeks later.

Umwhat about good intentions? Emma asked. Any credit for those?

Jones shook her head.

I dont know, I think resolutions can be kind of cool, I said. Stepping back and looking at your life and deciding what you want to do, or change. Id always admired people who could do thatdecide to run a marathon, or volunteer more, or quit smoking or some other equally bad and addictive habit.

Of course, when I was a kid and I tried to give up gummy bears for a month, Id failed miserably. When I tried to train to run a marathon in Duluth with my dad last year, I ended up running a 5K instead. And my last volunteer assignment? Well, I think coming here to take care of Brett was the only thing even close to qualifying.

Hello. Rink police at twelve oclock, Jones said under her breath.

The guys Id plowed intotwo of them with the same official-looking team jacketcame into the shelter. They pushed and shoved each other on their way over to get hot chocolate, still wearing their skates but with skate guards on. They nearly flattened a small child against the wall, and they had the nerve to complain about me?

As we eyed them over our hot cocoa, we all immediately, without discussing it, started talking a bit more loudly about where we were going for lunch. Yeah, we can be kind of immature when we want to be.

I thought I saw Sean look over at me a few times, but by the time Id glance over, he was always looking away. We were finally about to make genuine eye contact when Jones said, Lets make an exit.

Right, I said quickly. No point getting carried away. After all, hadnt I had enough contact with the guy already today?

Emma, Jones and Crystal got into Emmas Explorer to follow us, while I walked to the minivan to drop off Gretchen and Brett before the girls and I headed out for our farewell New Years lunch and celebration. I walked beside the lake and noticed the group of guys had come back onto the ice and were buzzing around, racing each other.

Hey! Wait up!

I turned around and saw one of the guys from the crash incident. He was the one Id sort of landed on top of when I fell, the one who had asked if I was okay.

When he stopped, he sprayed me with ice shavings. He had to have been practicing that stop since birth to be that good at it. Like, you could have taken the shavings and sprinkled them on a gourmet dessert, thats how good and fine and delicate they were.

You lost your hat, he said.

I did? I laughed, embarrassed, as I reached up to my head to confirm that, yes, I had completely lost my hat at some point. And also to confirm that, yes, despite the fact Id lost my hat a while ago, I still had really bad hat hair. I think some of my hair was floating straight up in the air from static. Yes. I guess I did, I said.

I reached for the hat, but before I could grab it from him he pulled it over my head, down to my ears, like a sock. I felt like a two-year-old being dressed by my mom.

You lost it out on the ice, when you fell, he said.

I felt my face turning bright red. Thanks for bringing it to me. I would have really missed it tomorrow.

Better luck next time, he said.

Huh?

With Crack the Whip. The first thing you learn when youre playing Crack the Whip is to make sure youre not on the end. But if you are, hang on, no matter what.

Gee. Thanks. Ill try to remember that, I said.

His smile vanished. Just trying to help.

Why, Kirsten? I asked myself as I adjusted my hat and watched him skate away from me. Why did you just act like that?








Chapter 2



My friends and I went over to Noodles & Co. in Highland Park for our goodbye lunch. Its a chain restaurant, but its still one of our favorite places in St. Paul because no matter what time we go, there always seems to be a big crowd of people our age, so its cool to hang out there.

After lunch, Crystal, Emma and Jones were driving home, so they could be there for New Years Eve. They had big plans. I did not.

So, I am going to see you guys soon, right? I asked after our dishes were delivered to the table and we started to eat. Youre coming for Winter Carnival at the end of the month. Promise me. I savored a bit of the spicy Thai noodles Id ordered.


And well show up other times, too, Emma said. When you least expect it.

Good, because I think Im going to be really lonely, I said.

Lonely? No way. We wont strand you here, Jones said. I mean, what are you going to do? What are we going to do at home without you?

Go to school every day, I reminded her.

Jones sighed. I hate you for being smart, she said. I do. Except that when you become a rich and successful lawyer or television producer or screenwriter or whatever, youll invite me over to swim in your full-length pool. She tapped my bowl with her fork. You will invite me. Right?

Definitely, I said.

If I were you, Kirsten? Id go back to that skating rink at the lake every day, Emma said. Did you see how many cute guys were there?

Kirsten, I know! You could take skating lessons there! Crystal cried. Then youd meet tons of

Girls, six-year-old girls, I interrupted her. With wobbly ankles.


Oh. Crystals nose twitched, a little like a rabbits. Kids. Yeah. Probably.

Just once Id like to meet a guy with wobbly ankles. Hed need to lean on me. A ton, I said. Hed be an even worse skater than me and Id hold him up around the rink and laugh at him when he fell down.

Somehow that doesnt sound like the kind of guy wed fall for, Emma said.

Butwait a second. Back to this skating class idea. Emma tapped her chopsticks against her bowl of mac and cheese. She insisted on using chopsticks every time we ate here, no matter what type of noodles she ordered and no matter how difficult they were to pick up. I think were onto something. Because I wonder who would be teaching the class. Maybe one of those hotties on the skating squad from today.

What was the deal with those rink police guys? Jones complained. Some people should not be allowed to have power. They completely let it go to their head.

I smiled, thinking of the way the one guy had pulled my hat over my ears. Maybe he was a bit obnoxious, but he was cute, too. I quickly told everyone the story, pointing out he couldnt be that terrible of a person, since he bothered to find me to return my hat.

Then again, he hadnt been all that suave about it, had he. Especially not after hed tried to be nice and Id been rude in return.

He brought your hat back? Cool. That means he likes you, Emma said.

No, I dont think so, I said. At least, not so much anymore.

Yes, of course, she said. Otherwise, why would he bother? He was looking for an excuse to talk to you.

Or to harass me, I said. Come to think of it, if he really liked me, he wouldnt have made fun of me. And, he would have kept the hat in the Lost & Found, so Id have to come back and he could see me again.

Well, drop your hat again the next time you go skating at the lake with Brett. Just in case he wants to keep it. As ransom, Emma said with a grin.

Jones rolled her eyes. Guys dont do that.

Can it hurt to try? Crystal wondered. The dude was cute. Leave your phone number inside the hat next time, maybe.

Oh, yeah. Sew it in, Jones said, rolling her eyes.

I think actually it would be a knitting project, I told her. And I cant knit, so dont worry. Anyway, Ill see if hes around the next time I go.

Go tomorrow, Emma urged. Or maybe tonight. Skating on New Years Eves so romantic.

More romantic than my current New Years Eve plans, anyway, I thought. Emma and Crystal both had plans to go out with their boyfriends that night. Jones was going to a big party with them, too. Id be sitting around home with Gretchen and Brett.

Just once I wanted to have romantic New Years Eve plans. Was that so much to ask?

I know you hate New Years resolutions, Jones. But I was thinking, if we all wrote something down, it would be a great start to my writing project. You know, for my Independent Studyits going to be a collection of different forms of writing. I was compiling poems, stories, and various fragments of writing: mine, as well as famous peoples, as well as not-so-famous peoples (my friends). I had told my English teacher and project adviser, Mrs. McCutcheon, that Id study how editors decided to do anthologies by deciding what to put in and what to keep out. The theme of the project was Life & Times: Mine and Others.

You guys can help me kick it off. We can check in later with a progress reportjust a sentence or two, no big deal. Write down a goal, a wishanything. I got a small, striped notebook out of my bag along with a pen and gently pushed it to the center of the table.

Why do we have to have goals? Jones complained. Cant we just exist? Isnt that hard enough in January?

Hey, Im the one who hates winter. Youre not allowed to, Crystal said.

Maybe your goal for the new year could be not to hate winter so much, Crystal, Emma suggested. You could buy a new, warmer coat. And get out in the cold and just

Embrace it? You werent going to say embrace it, were you? Jones asked her.


I laughed. You know how she hates that phrase.

Unless the word embrace is connected to the words Topher Grace, then yeah, I do. She sipped her soda. Embrace Topher Grace. Its a mini-poem. Hey, Kirsten, put that down in your book.

No, you do it. I pushed the notebook toward her plate.

I wouldnt be surprised if she took up a few pages; Joness obsession with the actor was well-documented. Her normally cool and detached attitude didnt apply where he was concerned. She had a Toph-oto Album, full of pictures of him. Shed even tried to convince her ex-boyfriend, Chris, to go by the name Topher instead. The fact that he hadnt didnt make her break up with him, but it didnt help his cause, either. She actually had never forgiven him for saying that Topher was just sort of okay in Win a Date with Tad Hamilton.

Since youre so interested in goals, Kirsten, you know what your goal for the next month should be? Emma asked.

Get along with my sister, even when shes being a pain? I asked. That sounded like a worthy aspiration. Gretchen had this thing where she treated me like she was my mother sometimes. She didnt see it, whenever I called her on it, but trust meit was there.

No. Actually, I say dont make a huge effort to get along with her. Youre doing her a huge favor by staying here and helping her with Brett, and if shes so self-centered that she cant appreciate it

I know, I know. Look, things with my sister will be fine. I stood up and went to refill my cola. I knew my friends were only trying to be supportive, but somehow theres something different about me dissing my sister and other people doing it. Like, if I joked about how horrible she was, that was one thing. But if someone else commented on it, I felt the need to defend her, like she was a lion in my pride. Not that I know much about lions. Or pride, after the way Id fallen ten times that morning.

I sat back down at the table, resolved to change the subject if necessary.

Weve talked it over and we decided were going to give you a task, Crystal said.


Darn it. I snapped my fingers. I was at the pop machine too long, wasnt I?

You like New Years resolutions, right? You said so. Emma smiled at me.

I started to get that sinking feeling you get when you know your friends are about to dare you. Okay I said slowly.

So, starting tomorrow, youre going back to that lake. Youre

Learning how to skate better, first of all, Jones said. Or not, because you did meet lots of guys today when you knocked them down. Anyway, we want you to meet a guy there at the rink. Preferably one with several good-looking friends

One of whom bears an uncanny resemblance to Topher Grace, so that I can hook you up, too? I interrupted.

Well. That wouldnt hurt your case any. Jones grinned at me.

I know I said I liked resolutions, but I was thinking more along the lines of Be more outgoing in the new year. How about if I just say something like, Ill be more outgoing? I offered.


Thats nice. Thats wonderful, Emma said. And best of all, itll help you meet a guy you can invite to come with us on Groundhog Getaway.

No, I said. Impossible.

Its not impossible, Emma said. Dont be ridiculous. You have a month.

Groundhog Getaway was a weekend trip to a cabin resort, and it was supposed to be our first major adult trip. Our parents had given us the okay to go there for a long weekend, right around Valentines Day.

But, natural procrastinators that we all were, we hadnt gotten around to booking the reservation until too late, and by the time we got around to it, the weekend closest to Valentines Day was fulland the only weekend even remotely close that was available was Groundhog Day.

You have to admit it wasnt quite as romantic-sounding.

Wed tried to come up with a cute name for it, like Hibernation Weekend, or Snuggle Down Weekend. So far, it was still being referred to as Groundhog Getaway. And me bringing someone was still impossible.


Youre giving me a month to meet a guy and get to know him well enough to invite him on a weekend trip, I said to Emma. Are you insane?

Yes, she is, but thats not the issue, Jones said. The issue is that we think youre great, and you deserve a romantic weekend just like the rest of us.

Oh, really? Thats sweet, but who are you bringing? I asked her. As far as I knewand I knew pretty much everything about Jonesshe didnt have a boyfriend, either. Neither of us had any prospects, exactly.

Well. Im not sure yet, she said. If nothing else turns up? Ill ask Chris.

You dumped him, I reminded Jones.

Yeah, but hes a good skier and he knows how to build a fire. Hed be fun to have along.

So youre inviting him because hes a Boy Scout, basically, Crystal observed.

Was a Boy Scout, Jones said. He didnt make eagle. I think he got stuck at like pigeon scout.

We were all laughing, so I decided not to tell her how mean that would be, to invite a guy who was still basically in love with her. Okay, I said. So you want me to find someone to invite. Well, that, uh, begs the question. Does inviting someone count, or do they actually have to show up with luggage and stick around for the weekend?

Oohthey? Youre bringing more than one guy now? Jones teased me. Hot!

Ha ha. Very funny. Ill be lucky if I bring my nephew and the dog, I said.

Oh, please. Its not like youve even asked anyone, Crystal said. There are tons of guys at school whod jump at the chance to spend the weekend with you.

Okay, but Im not even going to be home before Groundhog Getaway, I said.

Which is why you can find a guy here, Emma argued. Its not going to be a problem.

Yeah. Right. Ive never had a real, or real serious anyway, boyfriend.

I did go out with this guy Tyler last year for a few weeks, but then he fell for Emma.

Everyone acts like its no big deal that I havent dated much, and it isnt, I guess. Except that at times you do feel a little left out, and a littleold-maid-ish.

First it was that my parents were being super protective, not letting me date until I was sixteen because my sister was a bit, well, promiscuous.

Well, that backfired on them, now, didnt it? Seeing as how they drove away any potential boys in the surrounding area by forcing me to tell them, No, thank you, I cant, my parents wont let me. Some boys asked me once or twice, and then gave up for good. Other boys met my father when he came to pick me up after a group date and realized he is a very large, very strong, ex-football-playing-lineman-tackle. And they knew my mother from her showing up at school sporting events, like my soccer games, and screaming like crazy until you thought, well, maybe she is crazy.

You cant escape your family in a small town. I was doomed to remain a spinster until at least twenty-five, unless I got out of Cloquet.

Well, here I was, in the Cities for the next month. Leave it to me to antagonize the first boys I saw.

You know, if you dont find someone on your own, well invite someone for you, Emma said.

Yes, if you refuse to come up with a date, one will be provided for you, Jones said. And we all have really terrible taste in guys, so youd better pick for yourself.

I laughed.

Youre not going to have a problem meeting guys here, Emma said. All you need to do is find your inner flirt.

Inner what? I asked.

I saw a TV show about it, Emma said.

Well, then, it has to be true. Jones rolled her eyes.

Lets get in touch with our inner presents, Crystal said, lifting a bag onto the table. You guys ready for gifts or what?

The four of us have a tradition of giving New Years gifts instead of holiday ones. That way we have something
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