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Prologue
 
“Pass the bottle,” I yell. If Lucy finishes it I’ll kill her. And I’m not joking either. 
“Make me,” she cries taking a step closer and waving it under my nose.
“Right that’s it.” I leap up from the bench and lunge at her. But my feet get caught up in one another and suddenly I lose my balance. “Help,” I cry, but too late. Splat. I land in a heap on the ground. I roll over onto my back, stretch my arms and legs out and wave them up and down. “Look. I’m an angel. Weeeeeeeee. I’m an angel and the angel needs a drink. Please Luce. Please. I’m thirsty.” I close my eyes but everything starts to spin so I quickly jerk them open. Standing over me is Lucy.
“Why should I? I bought it.” She takes a drink and skips off holding her arms out like she’s a plane.
“Stole it, you mean.” I giggle at my joke. I’m so funny. 
A stream of dribble runs out the corner of my mouth then flows back in. Before I can stop myself I swallow and start to choke. I push myself up until sitting and cough and cough. Eventually Lucy comes over.
“Here,” she says holding out the bottle of vodka.
“Thanks,” I say grabbing it from her. I lift it to my lips but miss and pour it all over me. “Shhit. That’s just typical. Just fucking typical. I can’t do anything right. My life sucks. It’s the suckiest life in the whole world. Sucks, sucks, sucks. That’s me. And that’s my life.”
I drop back down on the ground still clutching the neck of the vodka bottle. My eyes close and I lay motionless until something bubbling in the pit of my stomach forces me upright. “Luce,” I moan. “I don’t feel well.”
“Stick your fingers down your throat. Works for me every time.”
“Okay.” I hold out my hand and Lucy pulls me up. “Take this while I chuck up in the bushes.” I give her the vodka. “And don’t drink it all. Or else.”
My feet point in the direction of the bushes but they’re too heavy to move. Then, without warning, vomit shoots out of my mouth and covers me. And my new sneakers.
“Suzy,” Lucy shouts. “You freak.”
“Lucy. I’ve been sick.” I lean forward and wrap my arms around my middle. “It tastes horrible. And I smell soooooo bad.”
“Well take your clothes off then, and wash them in the fountain.” 
“Yes. Yes. That’s such a good idea. You’re so clever. I wish I was clever. Why is everyone I know clever and I’m not. It’s not fair. It’s so not fair.” I yank at my shirt and a button flies off. “Oh, shit. That’s all I need.” A noise distracts me and I look up. “Fuck. Can my life get any worse?”
 
 



Chapter One
 
“Bye Dad,” I say, opening the car door and swinging my legs around to ease myself out. 
New state, new school, new start.
New state, new school, new start.
New state, new school, new start.
It really helped when Maddie (aka best friend and one person who knows nearly all my innermost secrets) and I were singing it the other night on the phone, but now it’s doing absolutely nothing to quell the nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach.
I couldn’t sleep a wink last night worrying my butt off about today. What if they all hate me and won’t talk to me? I’ll be a total Larry Loner. Or what if everyone there is really weird? I mean, if the uniform is anything to go by I’m in serious trouble. I glance down at my way-too-long green and grey checked skirt, which no-one at my old school would be seen dead in, and shudder. And having to wear a tie really sucks. It feels like I’m choking. 
Maddie would laugh herself senseless if she could see me. Ever since I told her my new school, St Peter’s Academy, is where all the religious rich kids go she’s been teasing me about having to dress like Deirdre our school librarian. 
I’m really going to miss Maddie. Dad’s secondment means most of our contact over the next year will be cyber. Why they couldn’t train someone else to do the job I don’t know. It’s not like he’s some sort of nuclear physicist. There must be plenty of structural engineers in San Francisco who would be suitable.
“Have fun. And be good,” Dad says as I close the car door behind me.
I fling my bag over my shoulder, wave in Dad’s direction, and put my best foot forward. I took so long getting ready this morning we were almost late—not good on my first day.
Walking in front of me toward the entrance are three really cool girls. It’s easy to tell; confidence oozes from every pore. Nothing to do with the uniform, as we’re all dressed the same. It’s just the way they stand tall while walking and the way people part to let them through. Maybe if I tuck in behind everyone will think I’m one of them. 
I push open the entrance door and follow the arrows to the school office. When I get there I knock on the door and wait, while my foot taps nervously on the wooden floor. 
No answer. 
After a few seconds I knock again. 
Still no answer. 
Panic sets in, as according to my watch school started exactly two minutes ago. This is so not good. Just as I lift my hand to knock a third time the door opens and a tiny grey haired woman stares out at me.
“Yes?” She says tersely, peering over the top of her gold rimmed, half-moon shaped glasses.
“I’m Suzy Green. I start today.”
“You’re late,” she says looking pointedly at her watch and frowning. 
Old Suzy would have quipped in a flash that if she’d answered the door sooner then being late wouldn’t be an issue. New-start Suzy however-
“Sorry, I lost my way.”
“Well never mind that now. Follow me.” She rushes off with such speed that a trail of dust rises behind her, and it takes me all my time to keep up as these disgusting black regulation lace-up shoes they force us to wear are murdering my feet. 
We go along a corridor, up some stairs, along another corridor, and around a corner - by which time I’m so sure I’ll never find my way back I give up even trying to remember the way.
Finally we stop outside a class with 7D on the door. She gives a sharp knock and walks in, with me following close behind. 
My jaw drops as everyone stands up. Not only that, they’re all quiet. 
“You must be Suzanne,” says the teacher standing at the front. She smiles at me. Phew. Thank goodness they’re not all like school-office woman (whoever she might be). “I’m Mrs. Richardson, your House Mistress. Take a seat over there,” she points to an empty desk by the window, “and I’ll talk to you at the end of the tutorial.” 
I sit down and pull out a pad and pen from my bag, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. I’m sensing all eyes are on me and I can feel my cheeks colouring—not a good look. Will someone tell me why I agreed to come to this school? Hypothetical question. It was Mom and Dad’s idea and I wasn’t in a position to say no. And there isn’t a better place to be if I want to stay out of trouble. 
The forty minute lesson goes by in a flash and I’m surprised that when the bell rings nobody jumps up and races to the door. Instead they wait for Mrs. Richardson to tell them to go. All except me and another girl—who only happens to be one of the cool girls I saw earlier—as we’re asked to stay behind.
“Hi,” says the other girl. “I’m Lori.” 
There’s something really familiar about her but I can’t quite work out what. Maybe it’s something to do with the preppy blond hair tied up in that couldn’t-care-less look, which probably took at least half an hour to perfect. Not that I don’t like it. I’d kill for hair like that, rather than the dark brown mass of curls I inherited from Mom that frizz out at the slightest opportunity.
“Suzy,” I say smiling back at her. My mouth freezes for a second as I worry my smile is too Cheshire-cat-like. First impressions count and I mustn’t screw up. 
“Suzy. You prefer that from Suzanne?” Mrs. Richardson asks as she comes over to where we’re standing. I nod my head. “Good. I’ll try to remember. Here’s your timetable.” 
She hands me a small piece of paper, and I take a quick glance. Oh, no. Period one is biology. I hope there’s nothing to dissect. Last term we dissected a sheep’s head, and all I can remember before coming over faint was someone throwing the eye across the class and it splattering in my face. Gross. 
“Lori is your allocated buddy,” Mrs Richardson continues, reminding me I’m at St Peter’s now and not Carlton High. “She’ll show you around and take you to all your classes during your first week. Anything you need to know, ask her.”
Someone, somewhere is looking out for me. I can’t believe she’s my mentor.  This is my big chance. I’ve got a week to get her to like me, and maybe I’ll get to hang with the in-crowd all the time. 
“Um. Thanks.” I look across at Lori, who’s smiling at me. Thing is I don’t know if it’s a wanting-to please-teacher smile, or whether it’s a genuine I-want-to-get-to-know-you smile. “I’ve got biology next.”
“Great, same as me. We can sit together. You can meet the rest of the gang.” Gang? I’m liking this more and more. Not sure if gang in St Peter’s vernacular has the same meaning as gang in Carlton’s—not that I was a gang member in the past. Not exactly.
Lori and I chat all the way to class which is another hike - well, to be honest, she does more chatting than me. What is it with this school? Is this their underhand way of getting us all to exercise? 
It turns out we take all the same classes, except she’s in the AP class for math and English—can’t see that happening to me somehow. I’ve never been known for my high-flying academic ability—studying used to be well down my to-do list.
***
Well, I’ve survived the morning. Now it’s lunchtime. At the moment I’m standing in line at the school cafeteria waiting to see what culinary delights are on offer. No-one brings their own lunch it’s included with the school fees. I’m starving, but judging by what’s on Lori’s plate eating a lot is passé. So I best follow her lead and take a salad, if that what it takes to belong. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for being healthy. As long as a few hamburgers and lattes are thrown in for good measure.
“Lori, over here,” calls a girl sitting at a table by the window, as we walk away holding our trays. 
Lori grins and turns to walk in her direction, with me following. But as I get closer I notice there’s only one spare seat. Oh. That’s me dumped then by the looks of it. Typical. Just as everything was going so well. As if sensing my dilemma Lori stops and calls over her shoulder. “You don’t mind sharing the seat, do you?”
Yay. Forget those last thoughts.
“Sure.” 
Especially if I can sit on the left because in the next seat is the hottest boy I’ve seen since moving out here last week. Okay, that’s not hard seeing as I haven’t actually been anywhere—not counting the supermarket. But even so, he’s really cute.
I place my tray on the table in such a way as to angle myself next to hot-boy—Maddie would be way proud of me.
“Hey,” he says, flashing a brilliant white smile and causing my knees to go all weak. “I’m Guy. And you’re new.”
I try to reply but somehow my voice and brain have slid into unconnected mode, and no words make it through my open mouth.
“Guy,” says Lori leaping to the rescue. Not that I think she realizes. “This is Suzy. And you’re right. She’s new. And this is Jana, Mark, Rachel, Lulu and Sam.” Lori introduces the rest of them before I have time to respond to Guy. Which is good because I still can’t do anything other than nod and smile—a bit like one of those nodding dogs you see in the back of cars. Which is so weird. I’m not normally known for my reticence in speaking. My old school reports wax lyrically about my inability to keep quiet.
“Suzy, you into badminton?” asks one of the girls. Rachel, I think. “The girls’ team is desperate for some good players. Especially since she,” Rachel nods in the direction of Lori, “has chosen to play netball instead.”
Help. Me and sport have never been best buddies. I could lie and say yes, but I’m recovering from a knee injury. Or I could tell the truth and wreck my chances of being part of the gang.
“Give her a chance, Rach,” says Lori. “It’s her first day. Suzy has plenty of time to decide what sport and clubs to be involved in. Although,” her voice drops to a loud whisper and she looks from side to side before continuing. “See the girl with black skanky hair over there, two tables behind Jana and sitting with a girl with short hair?” I scan the room behind where Jana’s sitting and see who I assume she’s talking about. 
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Well keep clear. That’s Janey North and one of her entourage.”
“Why?” I whisper back. 
She looks perfectly okay to me. And to be honest I wouldn’t call her hair skanky, I quite like it. Not that I can tell what it’s like down as she’s tied it up.
“It’s not that they belong to any official clubs, or anything. But, as my mother would say, ‘not our kind of people’. If you get what I mean.”
Oh yes, I more than get what she means. 
“Gotya.” I reply.
“Tarts,” says Lulu, clearly not caring about being overheard.
The other girls giggle, and the boys shuffle uncomfortably in their seats—at least I think that’s what they’re doing, if it’s not—well, let’s not go there. Meantime, I sit there not sure how to respond to this Janey North revelation. If I laugh they’ll think I’m a bitch as I don’t even know anything about this girl and her friends. And if I try and stand up for them (though, why would I?) they’ll think I’m one of them. And even if I was once, which is debateable, I’m certainly not now. Nor do I intend to be.
“Oh right. Thanks for letting me know.” Hopefully that response did the trick, not too interested and not too dismissive. “Tell me about the clubs. Any in particular I should join? Or not join?” I glance around the table. 
Rachel meets my gaze then reaches into her bag, which is hanging from the back of her chair and looks remarkably like the three hundred dollar one I was drooling over last week and Mom refused to buy me because ‘no-one in their right mind would pay that much for a school bag’, and pulls out a glossy leaflet.
“Here,” she says handing it to me. “This is where we all hang out.”
 
 



Chapter Two
 
“A what?” screams Maddie down the phone. 
“A Virginity Club.” I reply, trying extra specially hard to stop giggling. This is, after all, serious business. “You know, where everyone pledges to stay a virgin until they get married. You must have heard of them.” 
I make it sound like they’re everywhere, but to be honest when Rachel gave me the leaflet my reaction was much the same as Maddie’s is now. 
“Of course I’ve heard of them. Just never thought one would cross my path.” She pauses a moment. “Geez, I can’t believe you’re joining a Virginity Club.”
She laughs so loud I have to hold the phone away from my ear. Not that I’m surprised. I mean, me and a Virginity Club is hardly a match made in heaven.
“I didn’t say I was joining.”
“It sounded like it to me. You’re so funny, this beats the staple-gun incident hands down.”
“That was an accident, and you know it. Although I’m not saying she didn’t deserve it, after the rumors she spread. Anyway, all I’ve agreed to do is go to the meeting and see what it’s all about.” 
“Why?”
“Because everyone belongs. Apart from the school tarts, and a few geeks, and—well, there are lots of members.” I think. I don’t actually know how widespread membership is, but I won’t mention that for the moment.
“And now you. I know you want to turn over a new leaf after everything that happened, and I fully back you; but really, this is going too far.” 
Maybe she’s right, but I don’t care. It’s too important for me not to take every opportunity to be one of the in crowd and achieve my goal. 
“I told you, I’m just going to look. And don’t worry, I’ll tell you all about it. All I know so far is it’s called ‘Wait for Love’.”
“Wait for Love?” She makes loud vomit noises. “That name is so awful it’s not funny.”
“I know. I felt like reaching for the bucket myself when I heard it. But it’s only a name. I’m going to go with an open mind and then decide.”
“Look, I hate to burst your bubble. But aren’t you forgetting something?”
I drop down onto my bed and lean against the headboard, crossing my legs underneath me.
“And it’s taken you this long to mention it.” I laugh. “You’re definitely slipping Maddie. Most definitely slipping.”
“Well?”
“Well, I know that technically I don’t qualify for membership, but—”
“Technically? What do you mean technically? Is there any other way to qualify? You’re either a virgin or you’re not. And you my friend are not.”
“There’s no need to put it quite like that. What I meant to say was, although I might not be a virgin I’ve only done it once (well, twice but in the same session) and that was over a year ago. So I could well have closed up. Which means that although technically I’m not virgin, in reality it could well seem like I am when I do it again.”
That has to qualify as the most stupid thing I’ve said in a long time. And judging by the snorts coming down the phone Maddie thinks so too.
“Suzy. I’m going to miss you soooo much. No-one else I know could say something like that and get away with it. Maybe they’ll let you in if you explain your re-virginisation theory. I can see it now. You’ll stand up and say ‘my name is Suzy Green and I’ve been re-virginised. And I take the pledge to remain so until I next have sex.’”
“Stop it,” I say, laughing so much tears stream down my face. “I’m trying to be serious.” 
I reach over, grab a tissue from the box on my bedside table and wipe my eyes. I really should laugh more often.
“Yeah, me too.” I can almost see Maddie’s eyes rolling toward the ceiling and her head shaking in reproach. “Anyway, I still don’t understand why it’s such a big deal.”
“Because Lori’s a member.” How pathetic does that sound? I really need to get a grip.
“And Lori is?” I detect a note of sarcasm in Maddie’s voice. But I don’t know why. It’s not like Lori and I are best buddies or anything. We hardly know each other. Unlike Maddie and me. We go as far back as kindergarten, and apart from a couple of weeks when we were fourteen (which was very silly and over some boy who turned out to be a complete dick) we’ve always been best friends.
“A girl at school. She has to look after me and show me around.”
“What’s she like?”
“Cool. Really clever and sporty. And she’s pretty. But not up herself,” I add quickly, before Maddie has a chance to say anything, which she’s quite likely to when you think about our views on the in-crowd at my old school— views we weren’t reluctant to express. “You’d like her. She’s okay.”
“Sounds like Rosie.” The tone of Maddie’s voice drops a little when she mentions my sister Rosie. Or should I say ex-sister. That doesn’t sound right. I don’t mean ex as in isn’t my sister anymore. I mean ex as in Rosie is dead. “Sorry I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No it’s okay. I don’t mind talking about her.” Not to Maddie. Anyone else, well—some things are best left unsaid. At least they are until I can deal with it better. “And now you mention it I suppose Lori is a bit like Rosie. A passing resemblance, maybe.” 
In a pale imitation sort of way. Rosie is, I mean was, unique. Everyone loved her. There was nothing she couldn’t do. And no-one could have wished for a cooler older sister. And she was as popular as they come. Yet she always had time for everyone—unlike the aforementioned in-crowd. So where’s the problem in me wanting to be like Rosie? Especially as I know Mom and Dad want me to be more like her—even if it’s the total opposite of how I’ve been for most of my seventeen years.
“So this Lori. She’s the reason you want to join the VC?”
“VC?”
“Duh. Virginity Club. You know the place you’re wangling entry into, despite falling a tad short on the entry criteria.” 
“Oh, that VC. No it’s not because of her. And before you ask it’s not because of Guy either.” Oops, I didn’t mean to let that slip just yet.
For the second time a snort echoes in my ear. Maddie really needs to control herself. I’m feeling more and more like I’m on a farm.
“Excuse me,” she splutters. “Guy? Who is Guy?”
“Just some guy,” I say, sniggering at my sad attempts at a joke. “Who happens to be hot,” I add, sort of under my breath but it comes out louder than I intend.
“And who also happens to belong to the club. Now that’s more like the Suzy I’ve come to know and love. If there’s a guy-Guy involved then I can see why you want to join.”
“That’s not the only reason, though it may have a slight bearing on my decision. But really it’s all to do with my plan to become miss-perfect student, who the teachers don’t pick on for no reason at all. And if it means hanging out with the popular kids to achieve this, then I’m prepared to make the sacrifice.” I let out a huge sigh for effect.
“So, homework in on time from now on. No more cheeking teachers. And joining all the right clubs, with all the right people.”
“You can mock. But let me tell you being good all the time is a lot harder than our usual trouble-making modus operandi.”
“Modus operandi? One day at your new elite school and you’re spouting Latin. I can’t bear it.”
“Shut up,” I say giggling. “This is serious business. And not just involving my behavior. I’ve had a total appearance overhaul as well, remember.” 
“Oh to be a fly on the wall. And, by the way, I’m still waiting to hear what this guy looks like.”
A smile breaks out on my face as I think about him and my heart skips a beat. Oh dear. I think I’ve got it bad.
“He’s hot. With blond hair that curls a little over his ears. And he has pale blue eyes and such a killer smile.” I can feel a blush creeping up my face.
“And I bet he’s up himself. Guys like that usually are.”
“No he’s not,” I say hotly. “He’s confident. Well who wouldn’t be looking like that? And he’s in the football team.”
“Hmm. He doesn’t sound like your usual type.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” Actually I do but that’s beside the point.
“A blond, blue-eyed, sporty, alleged virgin—’
“What do you mean alleged?”
“Well, guys like that just belong to these clubs for their image.”
“How do you work that out exactly?”
“Simple. What better way to get a girl if she thinks he doesn’t want them just for sex.”
“Maddie not all guys spend their time wondering if they’ll get to third base you know.”
“Hmmm. If you say so.”
“Well, I do. And for the record he definitely is my type.” As from now.
“Come on Suzy. This is me you’re talking to. If you’d have said, cute, laid back, with a cheeky grin then that would be different. You’ve never gone for the obvious. Because of their obvious deficiencies.” 
Yes, and where has not going for the obvious got me? Precisely nowhere. Maddie and I are not exactly top of the in-crowd’s party list. We might spend our time drooling over various guys but that’s about it, being asked us out happens rarely. 
“Anyway, it doesn’t matter because he’s hardly going to notice me. Not with the likes of Lori around. And for all I know he’s already seeing someone.” I was going to ask Lori about that then changed my mind at the last minute in case she told him.
“Here we go again. Putting yourself down. Why wouldn’t he notice you?”
“You want a list?”
“Yeah. And don’t come out with the usual crap about your hair.”
“Hair is important,” I moan.
“But not the be all and end all. Come on, why else won’t he notice you, hmm?”
“It’s no use talking to you. You’re deliberately being difficult.” I hold the phone against my ear with my shoulder, fold my arms and stick out my bottom lip. 
“Stop sulking. Just because I’m not in your room doesn’t mean I don’t know what you’re doing.” I swear she’s got the gift, even if she does deny it. “So, tell me more about this elite school.” 
“You’d just die if you could see the uniform,” I say, my tense muscles relaxing and brief tantrum forgotten. “And they all conform. Not a non-regulation item to be found on any of them. It’s like being a Stepford Student. And don’t get me started on the shoes. I’ve already got through a packet of blister plasters.”
“And your tongue stud?” Did she have to remind me of that? Losing it caused me a great deal of angst.
“What do you think? I had to say goodbye to it. After all that time keeping it a secret. And now, in the space of a few of hours, you’d never even know it had been there. The hole’s totally closed up.”
“Is there anything good about the place, not counting guy-Guy?”
Good question. Apart from the obvious, as in if I play my cards right I’ll be heading for the right college with the right people, doing the right course and being a daughter any parent would be proud of. I can’t let them down again. I just can’t.
“Sure. The guys in my classes seem okay.” I pause for a moment. My mind’s gone a total blank. “Anyway, it’s too early to decide. I’ll tell you one thing, though. For a top school the work isn’t that hard. I couldn’t believe it, I thought I’d have loads of catching up to do. But not so far.”
“You watch it. If you’re not careful you’ll be the class nerd.”
“Yeah, right. In your dreams.” Or should I say mine?
 
 



Chapter Three
 
“Why didn’t you tell us you’ve been put in the top class for math and English?” Mom asks out of the blue, while we’re sitting down eating dinner and I’m contemplating whether to put mayo or ketchup on my fries.
“Sorry, I forgot.” I say shrugging. I decide on mayo and reach for the jar in the middle of the table.
“Oh, Suzy. How can you forget? It’s great news. We’re really thrilled, aren’t we dear?” She smiles at Dad who nods his head in agreement.
“It’s no big deal.” 
Which is just not true. I was totally freaked when they told me. I know I’ve been working hard and doing my homework, but I didn’t realize I was doing so well. Unless they’ve made a mistake—which is always a possibility. Then they’ll put me back in the other class, and I’ll look a right idiot. I don’t know why Mom’s so excited about it. It’s not like I’m in Rosie’s league or anything. Hang on a minute—
“How do you know, anyway?” I stop unscrewing the lid, put the jar down and stare at her.
“Because I phoned the school to see how you’re doing.”
What? Oh no. How could she? I lean forward and rest my head on my hand. This is so embarrassing.
“But why, Mom? Why?”
“I think that’s obvious, Suzy.” She raises her left eyebrow, a remarkable feat in itself, but I know it means it’s lecture time. It used to be a longstanding joke between Rosie and me. “How else am I meant to find out? Every time I ask you how school’s going you just say ‘good’. I know you’re working harder than before. I can see that for myself. But I want to make sure everything really is okay. So I phoned and spoke to the Principal.”
Spying on me more like. I shake my head in disbelief. This so isn’t happening. I mean, I’m not a baby. How many seventeen-year-olds are there who have a mother phoning their school? All I can hope for is no-one gets to hear about it.
“Well, please don’t phone again. I promise next time I’ll tell you when anything happens.” When it’s something I don’t mind her knowing. 
I’m not sure whether I’ll mention going to the VC meeting tomorrow night. She might start asking awkward questions. I wanted to go to the meeting two weeks ago, but couldn’t because it was Dad’s birthday and it’s always been tradition on birthdays for us all to go to the movies, birthday person chooses the movie, and then out for a pizza. I’ll admit there were times in the past when I tried to get out of it, unsuccessfully I might add, but I wouldn’t try that now. Especially as it was his first birthday since Rosie died.
“We only want the best for you, love. Sending you to this school seems to be turning out really well.” She reaches over and touches me gently on the arm. Now I feel guilty big time. I’m all they have, so of course they want me to do well. And I won’t disappoint. Not like in the past. 
***
I tear into Starbucks, praying they haven’t left already. What is it with me? With the best intentions in the world, I’m always late. There’s inevitably something conspiring against me—nine times out of ten it’s my hair. Maddie always used to tell me to meet her half an hour earlier than I needed to. And she thought I didn’t know. 
And tonight was a double whammy. Not only did I have my hair to contend with but finding something to wear was a challenge of the highest order. I mean, what does one wear to a virginity club? Clearly not ripped black jeans with studs and a Nirvana t-shirt. My eyes are drawn to the dark brown pants and green shirt I’m wearing. As my mother said when I left: ‘very neat and tidy, dear.’ Neat and tidy! 
I drag my thoughts back to tonight. If Lori and Rachel have already gone then I’m going back home. No way am I going on my own. Absolutely not. I scan the place and see them sitting at a table by the window. Phew. 
They don’t look happy, though. I bet they’ve been talking about me being late, probably regretting asking me to come tonight. Even though Lori doesn’t have to mentor me any more they’re still sort of including me in things they do. By that I mean if they see me in the cafeteria they ask me to join them. And I was asked over to Jana’s house last week after school. Of course, it does help that Lori and I now have all our classes together because of the AP classes I’m in. And she often sits next to me. So, I guess I’m on the fringes of the in crowd. 
Lori catches sight of me and waves. I start to walk toward them but before I manage even a couple of steps they get up and head in my direction.
“So sorry,” I say once they’re in earshot. “I had a hell of a time with my hair.” At least they haven’t heard that excuse thousands of times before, so hopefully they’ll be more understanding than my old friends. Not that it’s a lie. It took me ages to straighten it, which wasn’t helped by me forgetting to switch the straightener on once I’d plugged it in. 
“It looks cool,” Rachel says. “I wish I had hair like yours. It’s so thick and bouncy. And you can do so much with it. Mine,” she curls her bottom lip as she slides her fingers through her awesome blond, to die for, hair, “is so fine I can’t do anything other than this.”
Sure. And if I’d been drinking the caramel frappuccino I’ve been looking forward to all afternoon and which I’m clearly going to have to forgo, I’d have choked on it. I’m learning fast that Rachel is full of self deprecating crap which she indulges in just to get other people to contradict her. I mean, really. This girl is tall, slim with cleavage, and a face that wouldn’t look out of place on the front of Cosmo.
“Come on,” Lori says impatiently, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “We’re meant to be meeting the others in five minutes and we’ve got a ten minute walk.” Ouch. She turns on her heel and heads toward the door. Rachel and I follow.
“So, tell me again what’s going to happen,” I say while we’re striding down Main Street. “I don’t have to go up on a stage or anything do I?” 
This is really scary. What if they ask me to take the pledge and I say yes and somehow they know I’m lying and then everyone hates me? Or what if I take the pledge (not that I’ve decided yet) and the words come out all wrong? Or what if I laugh? 
I’m always laughing when I shouldn’t. I get told off and a smirk magically appears on my face. Then I get told off even more. I think it’s genetic. Because I surely can’t help it.
Although, I haven’t been told off once since starting this new school. And I have to say it feels pretty good not to have all eyes on me when something wrong has been done. 
Not that I blame my old teachers. Maddie and I did have a penchant for practical jokes. You tell me anyone who can resist gluing the teacher’s chair when there’s a glue stick on the table and the room is empty. Well, anyone who, like Maddie and I, tends to get themselves in a spot of trouble from time to time. Okay. Maybe that’s a tad under-played. I have to admit we got into a lot of trouble a lot of the time. But—yes there’s always a but—the things we did were relatively harmless. Well, they were until my last episode—but I blame that on all the stress I was under. And I truly learnt my lesson, that’s for sure.
“You’ll be fine,” says Lori. “At the beginning of the meeting Jamie will welcome everyone and ask the new people to put up their hands. Then if there are any new people, which there are.” She smiles at me. “He’ll talk a bit about what our philosophy is and ask you if you’re ready to take the pledge. Then you do. Voila. See, no problem.”
“And if I take the pledge do I have to stand up and put my hand on the bible or something. Like in court.”
“That’s up to you. Did you bring a bible with you?”
“No. Was I meant to? You didn’t mention it. Or if you did I’ve forgotten. Maybe someone will lend me one. Or—”
Lori starts to giggle. “Suzy. I’m joking. Of course you don’t have to. ‘Wait for Love’ isn’t a religious group. It’s all about wanting to save ourselves for that special someone.”
“That’s cool.” 
Did I just say that? And did I sound convincing? What’s weird is no-one has actually asked me if I’m a virgin. They just assume it. I wonder why? Maybe I give off a virginal air. 
“Hey, over there,” says Rachel looking over her shoulder and bringing me back from my thoughts. “Guy and Jana.”
My head spins around in double quick time and I see them walking toward us. I reach up and slide my hand down my hair in case it’s sticking up as it’s a bit windy. Guy’s been really nice to me since that first morning. We get on so well. Though I’ve missed him this last week because he’s been at on some football camp. 
“Hi guys,” he says when he catches us up. I swear his gaze lingers a few seconds longer on me than on Lori and Rachel. Or is that wishful thinking? Maddie always says I have a vivid imagination.
“Hi,” we all say in Unison.
“Glad you decided to come,” he says to me.
Me too. Me too. Me too. This is going to be the best evening ever. But I don’t want him to think I’m keen. Guys like him are used to girls running after them. I’m going to play it real cool. Let him think I’m not bothered whether he’s there or not.
“Thanks.” I turn away and follow Lori toward the entrance to the Bedford Center where the meeting is being held.
“Hey Suzy,” he calls after me. “Wait for me.” I glance over my shoulder and grin.
“Hurry up then,” I say, making a concerted effort to refrain from punching the air.
He jogs over to where I’m standing and we walk through the entrance and make our way toward the private room at the back where the meeting is taking place. Guy holds the door open and I walk in front of him into the room, where I come to an abrupt halt. 
Holy crap. 
Take me home now. The room is packed. As in so full it’s standing room only. There’s got to be way over fifty kids here probably closer to a hundred. All sitting in rows on wooden seats and facing a small stage at the front. Where’s this low key affair Lori promised?
“You okay?” Guy whispers in my ear.
Okay, as in will I get over the shivers racing up and down my spine caused by his closeness? Or okay as in there’s no way on earth I’m pledging anything in front of this amount of people?
I swallow hard. “I’m not sure. I didn’t expect to see so many here.” I lean back against the wall, welcoming the feel of its support. Guy stands next to me on one side and Lori, Rachel and Jana on the other.
“It’s a great turnout,” Guy says. “We don’t normally have this many. I think it’s because we’ve been giving out leaflets at St Bartholomew’s School. I recognize some of them from there.”
He must really be into this virgin stuff if he goes around trying to convert other students. Though I suppose convert isn’t the right word. You can’t convert from not being a virgin to being a virgin. Apart from in special cases, obviously.
“So that means there’ll be a lot of people pledging tonight then.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
That won’t be so bad then, because I can hide behind someone else and no-one will be able to spot the guilty look on my face. That’s if I decide to take the pledge. I really haven’t decided yet. And that’s the truth. Though I must admit to being swayed by Guy.
“Hi everyone,” says a man standing on the stage, who Guy tells me is Jamie the President. 
Something else I couldn’t believe. The club is run by a full committee with elections, fund raising and all those other things committees do. Not that I’ve ever been on a committee before. Or belonged to a club for that matter. I couldn’t see the attraction, despite Rosie’s attempts to convince me otherwise. Still, that’s in the past. I’m open to anything now. Sort of.
“Good to see you all. Sorry there aren’t enough chairs. We’ll fix that for the next meeting. Okay, hands up the new people.”
Standing where we are I get a full view of everyone putting up their hands and so gingerly put mine up too. I am not comfortable with all this.
“It’s great to have you here at ‘Wait For Love’. Where we believe in staying pure until we take those sacred marriage vows.”
What? Lori said it wasn’t religious. But ‘sacred’ and ‘pure’ sure ring religious bells with me. Not that I’m against religion per se. But I’m finding it so hard, since Rosie’s death, to come to terms with a God who could take away someone so perfect in the prime of their life.
“No one is twisting your arm,” Jamie continues. “But just know that if you take the pledge tonight you will be a better person because of it.”
So what does that make all the people who don’t pledge? Bad people? 
“Because it’s all about respect,” Jamie adds, after what seems like a well timed pause. Clearly done for effect. I wonder if he’s had theatrical training. He certainly gestures like an actor. And I know he’s not still at school. Unless he’s got that premature aging disease.
“Respecting yourself and others respecting you.”
I lean to the side and whisper into Lori’s ear. “Who is Jamie exactly? Apart from being the Pres.”
“He’s a youth worker with the church,” she replies turning so I can see her face and, more to the point, her eyes which are bright and shining. Oh no. She’s got it bad for Jamie. It’s written all over her face. “He’s cute. Don’t you think?”
Um, in a word. No. Creepy would be a far better description from what I’ve seen so far. I don’t mean creepy looking. He’s dressed okay, and quite passable for someone older. It’s more his voice and the things he’s saying that are freaking me out. But let’s be fair. I don’t know him like she does. Which clearly won’t be in the biblical sense as that is forbidden.
“Yeah, he seems okay.” Like I’m going to tell her my true first impressions. 
“So, are you going to?” Lori asks.
“Am I going to what?”
“Take the pledge, of course. What did you think I meant?”
Well, there’s the sixty-four thousand dollar question.
 
 



Chapter Four
 
“I call upon all people present to witness my pledge to remain a virgin until I marry, so I can give my partner the most precious gift I have. Myself.”
I let out a huge sigh and glance up to the ceiling, half expecting a loud clap of thunder and the floor to open up and swallow me whole. There’s lying and there’s lying. And this is definitely the latter. A shiver runs down my spine. I’m not superstitious but this is truly unnerving. Where’s Maddie when you need her? And what a mouthful I had to say. It sounded more like a marriage vow. Of course, unlike with a marriage pledge, you don’t get to go to a top hotel for the reception and honeymoon night. Not that I want marriage or anything remotely like it for a long time yet. God no. 
You know, I can’t believe I’ve actually done it. Well, we’ve actually done it. There’s about fifteen of us standing on the stage doing what Jamie called a ‘mass pledge’. I wonder if that makes it more effective, or whether we’re doing it together to save time? 
This has got to be the weirdest thing I’ve ever done, though. And what’s even weirder is that everyone around me believes those words that fell so eloquently from my lips. Well they do if the deafening cheers are anything to go by. So I must have been convincing, even if I did mutter quietly. Not that anyone would have noticed, the girl next to me more than made up for my lack of volume. She gave it her all, shouting so loud I swear they could hear her two blocks down. I had to hold myself back from shouting hallelujah once we’d finished.
On the other hand, it is sort of cool as well. I mean, never before have so many people cheered me on. In the past I’ve always steered clear of anything remotely team-like. I might not actually deserve the accolades but it’s not like I’m hurting anyone. And if I stick to the pledge from now on, however much temptation is put in my way, then everything will be perfect. And I’m hardly going to experience loads of temptation, if the past is anything to go by. It’s not that I haven’t had boyfriends—clearly, or I wouldn’t be in this mess—but there haven’t been many, and certainly none I’d consider sleeping with. 
“Yay, Suzy. Don’t you feel good?” asks Guy when I walk back to where he’s standing. “Now you’re really one of us.” A broad smile crosses his face and he puts his arm around my shoulder in a very protective like manner. My legs feel distinctly wobbly at this precise moment, I hope they’ll hold me up. Though if I do fall Guy can catch me. Mmm, now there’s a thought.
Surely I’m not wrong in thinking he’s a little bit interested in me if he’s acting like this. 
“Um, yeah. I guess. But a bit over-awed by it all.” What sort of answer is that? Over-awed. I ask you.
He gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze then lets his arm drop to his side. Crap. I guess he doesn’t want everyone else to realize he’s interested. Either that, or it’s not appropriate behavior for the VC. Or am I kidding myself? Whatever. There’s definitely some connection between us, that much I can tell.
“Suzy. Suzy,” Lori hollers in my ear, distracting me for a moment. She gives me a huge hug. “You did it. I’m so proud of you. We both are, aren’t we Rach?” Rachel, who’s standing behind Lori, nods in agreement. “After the meeting we’ll go celebrate. Everyone back to mine. Mom’s out for the night and won’t be back until really late. Some boring dinner in aid of the hospital.”
A party. That’s more like it. Can’t remember the last party I went to. Yes, I can. Nearly a year ago, just after camp. Dani’s sixteenth birthday (this girl at my old school). It’s a all bit hazy but I have it on the best authority (Maddie, who else?) that we had a good time—though I suppose the less said about that the better when you think about where I am at the moment. 
Not that I did it or anything. But whoever made the punch got a bit carried away and I was truly wasted. Good job I stayed with Maddie that weekend. I’d have been grounded for months if my parents had seen the state I was in—Maddie’s really lucky because her parents are always so busy they don’t notice what she does.
Maddie asked whether she should have a party for me when we moved away but I said no. Hardly surprising under the circumstances. I just wanted to leave quietly. 
I wonder if this party includes drink. I’ve still got some allowance left even though someone else will have to buy it for me. My fake id was ‘borrowed’ ages ago and I didn’t bother to get it back—what with everything else going on. Maybe Lori’s older brother will get us some, if he’s around. I’m sure he’s over twenty-one. Older brothers and sisters definitely have their uses. Or did, in my case. 
I shake my head to try and rid the cloud of depression threatening to fall. I can’t think of Rosie now. I’ll save it for later when I’m on my own.
“Sounds great.” I say brightly (hopefully not so brightly they think I’m faking it). “You coming Guy?” The words tumble out of my mouth before I’ve time to check them. 
What did I tell myself earlier? Not to come across as too keen. And what have I just done? Correct. Come across as keen. Will I ever learn? 
“Sure, I’ll try and get there.” He shrugs and looks away—in a very shifty manner, if you ask me.
I notice out the corner of my eye a look pass between Lori and Rachel. The ‘poor-thing-doesn’t-have-a-chance’ sort of look that Maddie and I have been doing for years. Now I feel like a right idiot. 
“Whatever.” I turn my back on Guy. See, I can do ‘who-cares’ like the best of them.
“So, what do we do now, Lori?” 
The meeting seems to have fallen into disarray, with everyone talking amongst themselves. Unless that’s all the meeting is. I mean what else is there to do after we’ve multi-pledged? Unless—nah. They wouldn’t do that ‘let’s-help-each-other-in-our-quest’ sort of thing. Would they?
“Jamie asks for anyone to come up on stage who’s found themselves tempted and they talk about their feelings and we support them in their drive to stay on the right path.”
Geez. I was only joking. This is too much. I can’t believe that kids go along with this sort of stuff. After taking the pledge that should be it. Who the hell would want to get up on stage and tell everyone what they’ve been up to? No way will I ever do that. It’s not normal.
“Surely no-one will admit to it in front of all these people.”
“I thought that when I first took the pledge,” Lori says, making me squirm her smile is so patronizing. “But it’s okay. And if it helps you not to give in to temptation then it’s got to be good, hasn’t it? Jamie says the clubs with the highest success rate are the ones where everyone supports each other and they meet regularly.” 
“Right,” I say nodding my head. “Has Jamie been involved in these clubs before?”
“Oh yes,” Lori says animatedly. “He set up one in the last city he worked. And he set up our club about nine months ago. He says one of the most satisfying areas of his work is knowing he’s helped young people realize they’re foolish to give in to an instant thrill when they can have an eternity of pleasure with the right person.”
Creepy. Definitely creepy. No other word for it. Even if Lori can’t see that. Or Rachel either, by the looks of it—as the expression on her face suggests she’s just as enamored with Jamie as Lori.
It must be me. I’m not cut out for this serious, conforming business. It was a silly idea. I don’t know why I even thought I could do it. Well, that’s a lie I do know why. So Mom and Dad will forgive my past and be proud of me. And I always knew it wouldn’t be easy. 
What is it Dad says? ‘Anything worth having is worth working for’. There’s no doubting I’ve done a pretty good job at my new school so far. The hard work I’m putting in is definitely paying off. Top marks. No detentions. In fact I doubt teachers from my old school would recognize me. I don’t recognize myself half the time. 
It’s like I’m undergoing a whole personality transplant. Not that I mind. It certainly beats constantly having to watch my back in case I get caught doing something I shouldn’t. Though it’s got to be said, I do miss the kicks. 
Okay. So I’ll give this a chance. As long as I’m not expected to go up there and ‘fess-up’ I’m prepared to support the other mugs. Oops, I didn’t mean that. I meant to say ‘those who need it’.
“Sounds like a good idea. Anyway, back to the party, Lori. What about drink? Who’s going to buy it?”
Oh no. Looks like I’ve done it again. Her expression is nothing if not stunned. If she tells me they don’t drink and all belong to the ‘No Getting Wasted Club’ then that seriously is it for me.
“Good point,” Lori replies. Phew. Substitute stunned for pensive. An easy mistake to make when you think of the stress this evening has put me under.
“Got your fake id with you?”
“Sorry. Fake id?” She frowns. “You’re kidding right?”
Duh. I give my head a metaphorical slap. How could I forget that the only kids in school who use a fake id are the naughty ones? The goodies might drink, given the opportunity, but they sure as hell won’t risk prosecution and a ruined career by carrying one.
“What do you think?” I grin and she visibly relaxes. 
Yes! I inwardly pat myself on the back for my successful attempt at rescuing potentially damaging situation. 
“We’ve got some beer at home. Plus Rob should be there, he’s home this weekend, and he’ll go and get us what we want.”
Rob’s her brother. Who I’ve only heard about and not seen. Can’t wait to meet him especially if he’s remotely like Lori described. Though most people are usually a tad biased when it comes to their family. Unless you hate the sights of one another, like Maddie and her younger brother—who argue non-stop about everything.
“Cool. Want to share a pack of beer?”
“Okay, guys” Jamie shouts over the noise, before Lori has time to reply. “Let’s get back on track.” 
Everyone shuffles to the places they were previously. Which means I’m propping up the wall again with Guy standing next to me. 
“Well done all you new pledgers,” Jamie continues. “Don’t forget to pick up your handbook on the way out. For the rest of you, I hope you’ve had a fulfilling week.” He smiles, then suddenly the smile vanishes and his face becomes serious (I wonder if he’s a proponent of the method school of acting) “Some of you may have experienced feelings toward someone that you believe could develop into something further if you’re not careful. Now, if that’s you then think about coming to the front and sharing it with us. So we can help you resist.” He pauses and scans the room. “Does anyone have anything to share? If so, come forward.”
I have this hugest urge to giggle, feeling suddenly like I’m on some evangelical TV program. Not sure I’ll be able to contain myself if someone does go up to ‘share’.
I look around me to see if anyone if going to take the plunge. It looks as if there aren’t any takers. Except.
Oh no.
Guy.
 
 



Chapter Five
 
“Don’t do it, Guy. Don’t.” I grab his arm and hold onto it. No way is he going up there to make a complete dick of himself. And me. Because we surely don’t know each other well enough for him to start confessing our feelings for one another on stage—however many hot glances have passed between us.
I stand my ground, refusing to release him even though he’s tugging with all his might. What I’m doing is for the best. We can talk this thing through together after the meeting, without opening it up for the whole world to listen.
“Suzy. Let go. Now.” His voice, though not raised is cold and actually quite scary. But I won’t back down.
“You’ll thank me for this later. Trust me. I know all about acting without thinking. I made it an art form.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let go.” He yanks his arm with such force that he slides out of my grasp.
Oh no. Someone tell me this isn’t happening.
I stand open mouthed as he marches off.
“Suzy. You freak. Leave Guy alone,” Lori’s voice comes in loud and clear from my left-hand side. That’s all I need, an audience. “He’s not likely to ask you out if you start acting like that.”
“You don’t understand,” I say, while keeping an eye on Guy, as he strides toward the stage, stopping just where Jamie is standing. Except for some reason he then takes a sharp left and pushes open a door. My stomach shoots to the floor and back. “Oh no. He’s going to—to the bathroom.”
Crap. Crap and triple crap. 
He had no intention of blurting out his feelings for me. I rest my head in my hand. I’ve totally ruined it now. Like Lori said, he’ll never ask me out now. Hey-
“What makes you say that about Guy asking me out? I don’t want to go out with him. He’s a friend, that’s all.”
“Really? I’ve seen the way you stare at him when you think no-one’s looking. And I’ll tell you now, there’s a line waiting for a chance with him.”
“So why isn’t he going with any of them?” Maybe there’s something about Guy that I need to know.
“Ever since Carla dumped him at the end of last year he hasn’t bothered. I don’t know what he saw in her. She was a bitch.”
“Carla? Have I met her?”
“No. She left school last year.”
“Well, I sure don’t have a chance now. Oh no. He’s coming back. What shall I say?”
“Try sorry, for doing what you did. For whatever your reasons were.” She frowns. 
I’m not going to tell her the truth. No way. She’ll really think I’m up myself for believing he has feelings for me.
“Guy, I’m so sorry,” I blurt out when he gets within hearing range. “You must think I’m so stupid. I thought you were going up on stage and I didn’t want you to go—”
“What’s it to do with you?” he growls, not giving me chance to finish, his eyes flashing in temper. 
“I mean, I didn’t want you to go without me.” I bite my bottom lip and put on my best sheepish expression. “I thought I might come on stage with you because I didn’t want to go on my own. I was too embarrassed.” Let’s hope he doesn’t remember all the garbage pouring out my mouth before—when I said I was doing it for his own good.
His face softens. It looks like he hasn’t. I inwardly let out the hugest sigh of relief imaginable.
“I don’t have anything to talk about, but if you like I’ll come up with you at the next meeting. If you need someone up there for support.”
“Thanks.”
Well, that’s me well and truly screwed. First of all he doesn’t have feelings for me that are remotely sexual. And second he thinks I have feelings for someone else that are tempting me down the wrong path. 
“Okay, is everyone ready to go?” Lori says.
I glance across to the stage and see Jamie putting away the chairs. I didn’t hear him end the meeting. Mind you, that’s hardly surprising when I’ve just done something that qualifies as one of the top ten most embarrassing moments of my entire life.
“Sorry, I can’t” I say, pointedly looking at my watch. “I’ve just remembered I told Mom I wouldn’t be late.” 
As much as I wanted to go earlier, I can’t now because they’re bound to go on about what happened, and being the butt of everyone’s jokes is not my idea of fun. Well, it’s not tonight. Home is a much safer bet.
“That’s a shame,” Lori says, in what seems a genuine tone. “Remember to pick up a copy of the handbook on your way out. They’re on the table by the door.”
“Will do. See you Monday.” 
***
“How was I to know he was going to the bathroom? I mean, really Maddie, would you have picked a time like that to go? I don’t think so.”
Thank goodness Maddie was home when I Skyped. I still can’t believe what a dick I made of myself yesterday. 
“But why did you think he was going to talk about you? You hardly know him.”
“Oh, I don’t know. It just seemed too much of a coincidence for it not to be me. I arrive at school, he’s very friendly and encouraging, and a couple of weeks later he wants to go up on stage for some mass therapy thing. I challenge anyone not to come to the same conclusion if they were in my position.”
Maddie’s whole body shakes she’s laughing so hard. She’s clearly not convinced.
“Suzy. You’re crazy. No-one but you would jump to that conclusion. Talk about left field.” She laughs again. She’s probably right. Thinking about it rationally, I could have jumped the gun a tad. “So what happened after he offered to help you next time?”
“I just said thanks and left. We were all meant to be going back to Lori’s for a party but I couldn’t face it. So that’s probably upset her.” 
And now I’ve got to wait the whole weekend before finding out whether I’ve blown my friendship with her and the rest of the gang. What a nightmare. So, all in all a great couple of days awaits. Not.
“Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. At least he seemed to accept your explanation and—” she stops, mid-flow. I can sense her mind ticking over. Now what? “Correct me if I’m wrong, but before you can go on stage you have to take the pledge. Yes?”
“Um. Yes,” I whisper, suddenly realizing exactly where this is heading.
“Which means—”
“Yes.”
“You did it. You actually did it. You told me you were going to watch and then make up your mind. So what happened?”
“Well—” A knock at my door interrupts me. “Hang on Maddie. Yes?” I call out.
“Suzy, are you nearly ready?” Mom answers. 
Oh crap. I forgot I said I’d go into town with her this morning to look for some new bed linen. Not that there’s anything wrong with her old stuff. 
“Won’t be a minute Mom. I’m just telling Maddie about last night’s meeting.”
“No. No,” moans Maddie. “This is way too weird. Whoever you are bring back my friend Suzy at once.”
“Shut up,” I say giggling. “You know it’s me.”
“It isn’t. This is Fake Suzy, who not only takes the pledge and becomes virgin reincarnated, but also tells her Mom about it. Well, not that she’s not a virgin but that she’s joined the club. My friend Suzy wouldn’t tell her Mom anything like that. Trust me on this I’ve known her for a very long time.”
Maybe I’ve been taken over by aliens and don’t realize. And that’s what’s making me strive to change. Or, maybe it’s Rosie. She’s looking down on me and some how infiltrating my subconscious to make me change and be more like she was. 
Don’t be so stupid.
“She wanted to know where I was going, so I told her.”
“But it’s just sooooooo embarrassing. I can’t believe you didn’t just say you were going to someone’s house. It’s not like you haven’t said that in the past.”
“Yes, the past. Things are different now and you know it. I tell her where I’m going and stuff. I mean, what would happen if she tried to contact me at someone’s house and I wasn’t there? We’d be back to square one, wouldn’t we?”
“That’s why we have cell phones, dummy.” She gives a loud sigh. “Anyway, what did she say? Was she pleased? I imagine most parents would be if their kids joined that sort of club. Though I wouldn’t want to talk about sex to my parents at all, even if it was to tell them I’m not going to do it. Which might a bit hard under the circumstances.”
Maddie’s first time was about two weeks after mine. And only because she didn’t want to be the last in our group of friends to lose her virginity. She hardly cared for the boy at all. I love Maddie dearly, but this was one area we didn’t agree on. No way could I have done it with anyone just for the sake of it.
“She sort of looked shocked and pleased, and then gave my Dad one of her looks. Whether that meant she was relieved because she didn’t think I’d qualify, your guess is as good as mine. Anyway, then she asked me who I was going with and when I told her Lori she gave another look in Dad’s direction—which was more smug than anything—and said have a good time. Not that I expected her to ask anything about the VC. You surely remember when she gave me the sex talk?”
The sex talk, if you can call it that, happened when I was nearly thirteen. Mom came into my bedroom and threw a pamphlet on my bed and said ‘read this’. She went bright red. I looked at it and said, ‘it’s okay Mom I know all about it, we had sex education at school, remember?’ She muttered something under her breath and walked out. And the subject was never mentioned again. It kept Maddie and I amused for weeks.
“God, yes. So funny. At least she said something. I’m still waiting for mine.”
“I hate to tell you this, but I don’t think you’ll be getting it.” 
I lean over and pick up my pants from the floor, where I’d left them after coming in last night, and pull them on. If I’m meant to be leaving soon I better get myself ready. I have multi-tasking down to a fine art, so talking and dressing at the same time isn’t a problem.
“No shit, Sherlock. Right. Back to what we were talking about,” Maddie demands. “The pledge. Tell me about it. What did you have to say? And how did it feel?”
Well, if I could sort it out in my own mind it would make it easier to explain to someone else, but I’m still not sure. Thinking about it, I can sort of see the value in having kids pledging. Would stop lots of teenage pregnancies, I suppose. Help. I’m sounding like creepy Jamie.
“Oh, you know. Just had to say I’d stay a virgin ’til I get married. And it felt strange. I know lots of people do it, but it does seem sort of—oh, I don’t know. Contrived I suppose.”
Yeah, that’s it. Contrived. It’s like they’re forcing kids into doing something because everyone else is doing it and not because it’s a good idea. Except it is a good idea with HIV and unwanted pregnancies. Oh, I don’t know. I’m confused.
“Well, the whole thing sounds weird to me. And you’re telling me it’s seen as really cool to belong to this club and take the pledge?”
“Yes. It’s just how they are at this school.”
“More like something in the water making them act like this, if you ask me. And what happens if they find out you’re not really a virgin? Will you be burnt at the stake like that French woman hundreds of years ago?”
“Do you think they’ll find out? I don’t know how they could. Unless we have a sleepover and I talk in my sleep and confess to them. I don’t talk in my sleep do I?”
“Suzy, the only thing you do in your sleep is snore. And believe me that will drown out any mumbling on your part. Come to think of it, it’s impossible to talk and snore at the same time so you’ll be fine.”
“Well, I suppose that makes sense. Even so the burden of this sort of secret is huge.” My body slumps in acknowledgement of the fact.
“Good job you’ve got broad shoulders then.” A snort reverberates around the room.
“Maddie,” I yell. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you didn’t burst my eardrums?”
“Sorry,” she says in between two more snorts. “Anyway, what I want to know is are you allowed to go out with guys?”
“Of course we are. I think. I’ll go check the handbook.” I leap off the bed and almost immediately come to a standstill. Where is it?
“Excuse me? The what?” Maddie’s incredulous tones interrupt my train of thought.
“Um—the handbook. Why? What’s wrong?”
“Earth to Suzy. Your new Virginity Club has a handbook and it doesn’t register on the TRULY WEIRD scale at all?” Put that way, she could be right—I suppose.
“It depends on what it says. Which I’ll tell you when I find it.”
“Back pocket of your pants?”
I reach into my pocket and it’s there. She’s done it again. I’m telling you, one day this girl’s going to make it big. I open up the handbook, scan the list of contents and flick to the chapter called “Dating, yes or no?” 
A giggle bubbles in the pit of my stomach. “This is so funny,” I say between giggles that simply won’t abate. “Maddie you’d just die if you could read this.”
“What does it say? Tell me.”
I perch back down on my bed, and take a deep breath. The look on her face is so funny I can hardly contain myself.
“Okay. I’m calm. I can do this. Right. There’s a chapter on dating and it gives a list of dos and don’ts.” 
“And?” Maddie asks impatiently. 
“And—I’ll read it to you. Being celibate doesn’t mean you can’t fraternize with the opposite sex, as long as you remember the golden rule: look but don’t touch—.”
“So no kissing then?” Maddie interrupts.
“Doesn’t look like it.”
“What about air-kissing? Does that count?” She moves her head from side to side and makes kissing noises.
I try to ignore her. “Should be ok.” I read a bit further to myself. “Hey, listen to this: If you feel you might give in to temptation take a chaperone with you. A chaperone. Can you imagine going to the movies and having someone sitting between you?”
“I’ve a better idea. Instead of taking a chaperone you could sit at either end of a row. That way you can have loads of people sitting between you. It might make sharing the popcorn a bit hard, though.” We both giggle. “What else does it say?” Maddie asks after a few seconds when we’re a bit more controlled. I open my mouth to read out some more when there’s a knock on my door.
“Suzy. Are you ready yet?” Mom’s impatient shout stops me in my tracks.
“Ooops, she doesn’t sound too happy,” says Maddie. 
“I’ll say. I don’t know why. I’m not that late, am I? Better go, before she calls again. Sorry. I’ll text when we get back, which hopefully won’t be too long. Shopping with Mom isn’t my most favorite thing, as you well know.” I log off and reach for my shoes. “Coming Mom.”
 
 



Chapter Six
 
I drag myself out of bed when the alarm goes off, a feeling of impending doom in my heart. Okay, so maybe I’m being a bit melodramatic, but today is make or break day. I’ll find out whether my performance at Friday’s meeting has earned me the privilege of being friendless.
Mind you, even if Lori and gang don’t want to know me there’s bound to be someone to hang with—not that that’s going to help my cause. Although, even the not so popular kids will be more acceptable to Mom and Dad than most of the ones at my old school. Of course, there’s always a chance that Lori will tell the other guys not to be friends with me. That’s the thing when you’re popular, everyone does as you say. Well, they do at St Peter’s.
At my last school the popular girls weren’t so influential, though they could be right bitches and some of us (aka the have-plenty-of-friends-but-aren’t-totally-up-ourselves-and-plastic group) took great delight in doing things to wind them up. 
It’s weird that here the coolest people support virginity, study hard and are sporty. And get invited to all the parties. The complete opposite to the cool guys’ behavior at Carlton High. Whatever. I’ve got to face Lori and the rest of them. And the sooner the better. 
“No breakfast for me, Mom,” I yell as I run down the stairs. “Or I’ll miss the bus.”
“Suzy, wait,” Mom says coming out of the kitchen. “Is everything okay?” 
“Yeah, why?” 
“You haven’t been yourself this weekend. Is it Rosie? It gets to all of us sometimes out of the blue when we least expect it.” Now I feel awful. They think I’ve been upset about Rosie when really my main concern has been me and my social standing. 
“I’m fine Mom. Just got a lot of work on at school.” She frowns. Isn’t she pleased I’m working so hard?
“There’s more to life than study, you know.”
Excuse me? Now who’s been taken over by aliens? If I had a dollar for every time Mom or Dad went on at me for not studying I’d be a millionaire several times over. This is so strange, but there’s no time to ask her, as I wasn’t joking about missing the bus.
“Very funny, Mom. I know your views on achieving and not letting the family down. And I’m really trying hard, honest.”
“I know you are. But remember—” her eyes glaze over. “Never mind,” she adds, giving herself a small shake. “Off you go. See you later.”
“Okay. Bye.”
I race down the street and only just make it in time for the bus. None of the gang are on it, because most of them have their own cars or get a ride. Something else I might work on Mom and Dad about soon. Rosie’s car is sitting untouched in the garage and I’ve been toying with asking if I can use it. Not sure how they’ll take me asking though. Rosie would have let me use it, I’m sure. 
“Hey, Suzy,” a voice calls, distracting me from my thoughts. 
I look up and notice the bus has pulled into a stop and Janey North is walking along the bus toward me. As in the Janey North, tart extraordinaire, who Lori warned me to keep away from. Thing is, I think she’s okay and am not sure she deserves the reputation she’s got. I don’t see her that much, apart from on the bus sometimes and she’s in some of my classes, but anytime I do bump into her she’s always friendly. She did ask me to sit next to her the other day in class but I made an excuse not to. I didn’t want Lori to get the wrong idea and it jeopardizes me being accepted. I feel really mean about that.
“Hi Janey. Want to sit here?” I pick up my bag and put in on the floor to make room.
“Thanks.” As she sits down a huge silver cross with green gem stones slips out the front of her school shirt.
“Hey, love that cross. I’ve always wanted one.”
Janey gives me the strangest of looks. 
“Yeah, sure. I can imagine you wearing one of these. Not.” She holds it in her hand then tucks it back in.
Oops. I should have remembered my people don’t wear jewelery like that.
“Good weekend?” I ask changing the subject before I drop myself in it even more.
A shy smile tugs at the corners of her mouth and she flushes slightly. “You could say.”
“Come on. Spill,” I say curiosity getting the better of me. Or as Maddie would say, my nosy-bitch beacon on full alert. 
She shifts awkwardly in her seat and starts to twist her hair around her fingers. She seems really embarrassed. I’d never have thought she would be like that. This has got to involve a guy, why else would she be acting like this?
“I met someone on Friday night at a party.”
“And?” I lean in toward her.
“He’s nineteen and goes to college. And—” 
“Janey,” calls a disheveled looking Amy, another girl from school, as she walks along the bus. “Geez,” she continues, clutching a hand to her chest. “I’ve just run half a block. I really thought I was going to miss the bus. I couldn’t believe it when it was still at the bus stop. The driver tried to close the door on me before I got on but luckily I shoved my arm in and it opened automatically.” She rubs her arm.
“Are you okay?” I ask. “I bet that hurt.”
“Yeah, I’m fine. It didn’t hurt that much. Move over and let me sit down.” Lucky we’re all small as three on a seat made for two is nothing if not intimate. “How was the party on Friday, Janey? As boring as you thought?”
“Depends on what you mean by boring.” Janey smirks. “I was telling Suzy about it, wasn’t I?”
“Yes, and we’ve just got to the interesting bit. Come on Janey, what happened? I’m getting all hot and bothered just thinking about it.”
Janey and Amy both look at me with bemused expressions of their faces. I think I might have said something wrong.
“That’s not the sort of comment we’d expect to hear from a member of the Virginity Club,” says Amy, her tone distinctly sarcastic.
What the—
“I’m not. Well I am, but I only went on Friday. How do you know?” And more to the point, does she know what else happened?
“I saw you leaving Starbucks with Lori and Rachel.” Phew. “I know that’s where they go so I put two and two together and got my answer. Hardly rocket science.” She rolls her eyes.
What a bitch. I used to think she was okay. I shrug. “Oh, right.”
“We had such a cool time,” Amy says, averting her gaze from me to Janey. “And there’s this real cute guy working in Starbucks. Have you seen him?”
I think back to Friday night when I was there for all of one minute. I don’t remember seeing any guys working there. Only girls.
“No,” says Janey.
“Neither,” I say.
“Well hands off, he’s mine.”
“Well, that might be a bit hard,” says Janey. “Seeing as we don’t even know what he looks like.” She glances at me and starts to giggle. “So maybe we’ll fight you for him.”
“Count me out,” I say emphatically. “I’m definitely not interested.”
“Because?” asks Janey, arching an eyebrow.
Luckily the bus pulls up outside school before I have time to answer. I pick up my bag from the floor, wait for Janey and Amy to slide out of the seat and follow behind them as we make our way to the door of the bus.
Looking out of the bus window I see Lori leaning against a big oak tree, and my heart plummets as the reason I’m dreading going to school this morning comes flooding back.  My steps slow to a crawl in an attempt to prolong the inevitable. I’m so pathetic. Where on earth is in-your-face-Suzy who dare face anyone and anything? 
I can’t delay stepping off the bus any longer as there’s a line of students behind me. Maybe Lori won’t notice me if I slouch and tuck in behind Janey.
“Suzy, over here.” Crap. She’s seen me. But she doesn’t sound as if she hates me. Not that I can tell after three words. I suck in a deep breath, but it doesn’t seem to slow my pounding heart.
“Hi,” I say when I get to the tree. I give my best and brightest smile. “What are you doing here?”
“Waiting for you.” She folds her arms and looks decidedly fierce.
Uh oh. Waiting for me so she can tell me not to go to the VC again and not to talk to any of them in future. I knew it. Things were going too well for something like this not to happen. And it’s no-ones fault but my own for being so stupid and for launching into act-before-thinking mode. Only when I was like this before I couldn’t care less about the consequences. 
“Oh right,” is all I can utter as I wait for the onslaught. I focus on my shoes, unable to look her in the face. 
“Yeah. To apologize.”
My eyes shoot up in surprise. This has got to be a joke, right? But she looks serious enough. Why would she want to apologize? I don’t get it.
“Apologize?”
“Yes,” Lori replies, hopping from foot to foot and looking uncomfortable. “For being so unsympathetic on Friday. I didn’t mean to drive you away. I felt awful all weekend. I couldn’t phone because I went away with my parents and didn’t get back until late last night. So I decided to wait for you this morning.”
I shake my head and pinch myself for good measure—just to make sure I’m not dreaming. Lori is apologizing to me, after the complete dick I made of myself with Guy and everything. I think I’ve entered a parallel universe.
“No worries,” I say. “My behavior wasn’t exactly cool. Especially after I got all silly with Guy. I don’t suppose he’ll be talking to me much after that.”
“No, you’re wrong. He felt as badly as I did. He said so when we were at my house later.”
“Oh.” 
So I was Friday night’s cabaret, despite being nowhere near the place. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Well, that does it. There’s no way I can face Guy today.
“Hey, Guy. Over here,” shouts Lori over my shoulder.
Crap.
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
“Hey, you two,” Guy says grinning at both of us. 
How does he manage to look so hot at this time of day? I daren’t even think about what my hair’s doing at the moment.
“Hi.” I smile then turn back to Lori. “Sorry, I’ve got to go to the library before first period. See you in class. Save me a seat. See you, Guy.”
I know, running away isn’t the most mature thing to do but there’s only so much a girl can take first thing on a Monday morning; and an apology from Lori and finding out what she and Guy, and probably loads of others, have been saying about me is more than enough for anyone. I pick up my bag from the ground and throw it over my shoulder before striding away like a girl on a mission.
“Suzy, wait.” The sound of Guy’s voice echoes in my ears. Now, I have two choices. I can either stop and wait or play it cool and pretend I didn’t hear him.
“Hurry up then,” I call over my shoulder. Okay, so playing it cool isn’t the preferred option today. “I don’t have much time.”
“I’ll walk with you to the library. I’ve a book to take back.” 
As we head toward the main school building I notice out the corner of my eye that we’re walking in step. It’s so sweet when that happens. I reckon it’s a sign. It means we’re on the same wave length and we have a great future together. Okay, maybe I’m being a little optimistic here. But it’s definitely a sign. And Maddie will agree. She’s into signs in a big way.
“I can take the book back. Save you having to go all the way.” Which isn’t so daft as it sounds, because it’s just dawned on me that if he’s with me I’ll have to find something to do once we get there. Though I could get a book out for the bio assignment we’re doing next. Mine’s on snails—how exciting is that?
“No worries.” He flashes a leg wobbling smile. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. But, no. My heart is now pitter-pattering all over the place. I haven’t felt this way since—well, just since. And I refuse to think of him now, and how stupid I was.
“Good weekend?” I ask, then inwardly kick myself for forgetting that in theory Friday night counts as part of the weekend.
“Okay. You?”
“Um. Not really.” Don’t be pathetic. “Well, what I mean is, fairly quiet. Hung out at home.” If he didn’t think me boring before, he certainly will now.
“I missed you on Friday night at Lori’s.”
I stop dead in my tracks causing Guy to stumble over my foot. I think we must have got out step without me realizing.
“You did?” Breathe. In, out. In, out. I am calm. I will not make a complete dick of myself. “That’s nice.”
That’s nice? Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.
“Yeah. There was something I wanted to ask you.” A sort of weird, nervous look crosses his face. I bet he’s going to ask me to keep well clear of him at the next VC meeting unless I can tone down my behavior. Well, I’ve almost definitely decided that in deference to my sanity I’m going to give the club a wide berth. So it won’t be an issue.
“Oh. What’s that then?” I raise a nonchalant eyebrow, not wanting to give the impression that I care. Can eyebrows be nonchalant? I like to think so. But I’ll check it out later when I get home and have access to a mirror.
“Um—I—um.” What’s going on? Guy lost for words. No, that can’t be right. You know, I swear he’s blushing.
“What?” I say, a little harsher than intended.
His mouth closes. Ooops. That’s blown it. I guess he won’t be asking me anything.
Scratch that. The corners of his mouth are twitching. It looks like he’s going to say something after all.
“Sorry. I-just-wanted-to-ask-if-you-fancied-going-to-the-movies-sometime-this-week?” he asks in a garbled rush.
I think I’ve died and gone to heaven. Guy has asked me to the movies. Despite my Friday night behavior. I can’t wait to tell Maddie. This is the best thing to happen in ages. I can’t believe it. I clench my fists at my side. I am not going to let them wave about in excitement. In case he retracts the invitation.
“Yeah, sure.” A good response. Keen but not over keen.
“Great. Wednesday?”
Wednesday. I’m sure I’ve got to go somewhere on Wednesday but I can’t remember what it is. Oh well, it can’t be that important if I’ve forgotten about it already.
“It’s a date.” No. No. No. Why did I use the word date? It’s like something my mother would say. And  even if I do use that word, which I don’t, did he say anything about it being a date? No. So why did I see fit to call it that? Because I’m a stupid idiot that’s why. “I don’t mean date, in that way. I mean date as in date like for a meeting or something.” Shut the hell up.
Guy stands there shaking his head and laughing. “Suzy, you’re so funny. That’s why I like you so much. Call it what you like, I don’t mind.”
You know, Maddie couldn’t be more wrong when she says someone like Guy would be up themselves. In fact I hate to say this but he’s almost too nice. Not that I mind. Nice is okay. And it’s sweet that he’s being like this. There’s a lot of guys I know who could learn a lot from him. 
***
“If you say you wear this I’ll just die,” says Lori as she stops flicking through my closet and pulls out my favorite long black skirt.
When I told her about going out with Guy she insisted on coming back with me from school to check out my closet. By the time I remembered about all my previous-life clothes hanging in there it was too late, she’d already opened the door and was rifling through. If she spots the Doc Martens she’ll really have me down as a freak. 
The best way to describe the way Maddie and I dress is that we’re on the fringes of Goth. Or in my case, I was on the fringes of Goth. When we moved I got Mom to take me shopping for some ‘normal’ clothes. I figured that however painful dressing normally might be, it’s certainly a necessity if I’m to achieve my goal.
“Only for costume parties,” I say quickly moving to where she’s standing and taking the skirt from her and putting it to the back of the closet, surreptitiously grabbing a couple of Green Day t-shirts in the process.
I angle myself between her and the closet and pull out a load of recently purchased clothes and take them over to the bed where I spread them out.
“Hmm,” Lori says, while she rests her chin in her hand and frowns. “If it was just the movies I’d say go with these pants and this shirt.” She picks up my new green skinny jeans and white kaftan. “But say he takes you somewhere after. Maybe something a bit—,” she pauses. “Ah ha. This is perfect.” She holds up my pink and silver stripy singlet—that I’ve yet to wear, as it’s sooooo pink. “With this over the top.” This being my white wrap-around top.
“Okay. More to the point what about my hair? Up, down, straight, curly, hat?”
Lori burst out laughing. “Hat. That’s so funny. I love it down and curly.”
What is this girl on? Down and curly? She must be kidding. Only in my worst nightmare do I see a guy for the first time with my hair down and curly. Not that I’ve been out with loads of guys. Anyway, that aside, when has Lori ever seen my hair like that? We have to wear it up for school. So she can hardly comment.
“Thanks for the advice, but important occasions like this definitely don’t get the down and curly treatment. Sleek and straight, with a lot of effort on my part, is probably what I’ll go for. Unless I don’t have enough time then I’ll put it up.”
“Whatever. Tell me about other guys you’ve seen. Have you ever been tempted to—you know—do it?” She perches on the end of my bed and fixes me with a baby-blue eyed stare. No, I am not jealous of her blond hair and blue eyes. Absolutely not. No way.
I shuffle awkwardly and start to fiddle with the button on the side of my school skirt. 
“Not tempted exactly.” Liar. Liar. Butt’s on fire. “Just a bit of over-the-clothes fumbling.” My mouth’s all dry and I’m struggling to get the words out. “You know.” Not that she probably will know, if she follows the guidelines in the handbook.
“I’m sooooo pleased.” She is? Nah. She’s being facetious. “I’ve done that too and I’ve been feeling really guilty about it.” My jaw drops and I have to force my mouth to close to stop the goldfish impression. “You know what Jamie says. If you start doing stuff like that it becomes much easier to take the next step. We must resist, like the virgin handbook says.”
“Virgin on the ridiculous handbook, if you ask me,” I quip. Lori frowns. “I don’t mean the handbook is rubbish,” I hastily add. “What I mean is it seems like everything is all or nothing but I think you just have to be sensible.”
“How sensible?” 
“We’re told not to touch anyone, right? To me, that implies we have no self control. Which is crap. We’re perfectly capable of knowing when to say no. And that doesn’t mean we can’t hold someone’s hand or, dare I say it, even kiss them.”
You know Lori might be Miss Popular here, but she wouldn’t last five seconds at my old school. She’s naive and immature in so many ways. No wonder she thinks Janey North is the biggest slapper of all time. When in reality Janey’s no different from Maddie and me.
“I guess.” She doesn’t look convinced. Hardly surprising I suppose, seeing as I’m new and she’s had months of Jamie’s indoctrination.
“Trust me.” Ha ha. That’s a joke. “So who’s this guy you fumbled with? Anyone I know?”
“George. He’s in our Classics class. We went out for a while, until the club started and he wouldn’t join so I finished it. Jamie says we shouldn’t go out with anyone who isn’t prepared to take the pledge. It will only put pressure on us.”
Jamie. Jamie. Freakin’ Jamie. That man. Talk about prize brain washer. 
“Yeah, I know him. He seems a nice guy. And definitely hot. Shame you had to finish. You couldn’t persuade him to join then?”
“I nearly did, then he came to a meeting, heard Jamie and said he wasn’t going to be told how to live his life by some wannabe do-gooder.”
You go, George. A boy after my own heart. 
“Poor you. Yet you decided to stay a member. Why?”
A pensive expression crosses her face. 
“If I tell you promise you won’t say anything.”
“Promise.” 
“Um—well. You see—I’m—well. It’s like this. I’m—-”
“Lori. Just say it. This is me you’re talking to.” 
God knows what she’s going to say but she’s redder than the cushions on my bed.
“Okay,” Lori says. She stands up and walks toward the closet, keeping her back to me. “I know you’re going to laugh but at the time the main reason I joined was so I wouldn’t have to have sex. The thought really scared me. And I wanted not to have to think about it until I’m older.”
That’s so sad. Then again, I might have thought that if it hadn’t been for you know who. Actually, no. I wouldn’t have thought it.
“That’s okay. Lots of girls feel like that.” Okay, I’ve no idea if that’s true or not. But I can’t let the poor girl feel like such an idiot.
“I didn’t realize.” She turns back to face me, a smile of relief on her face. “Trouble is it cost me George.” The smile disappears.
“Did you explain to him how you felt?”
“What do you think?” Yes, well I guess that was rather a dumb thing to ask. 
“Sorry. So now we’ve just got to work out a plan to get George to ask you out again.” Especially if it stops her crush on Jamie.
“No point. He doesn’t even speak to me any more.”
“And do you speak to him?”
“No. In case he ignores me. And I don’t want him to know I’m bothered.”
“We’ll think of something. This is my specialty, after all. Just ask Maddie about the time I got Dean, this guy she had the hots for, to ask her out.”
Lori grins. “What if he wants me to leave the club?”
“Look, Lori. If you’re only in it because you’re scared of sex then—”
“No. It’s different now. That was my initial reason. Now I really see how beneficial it is. How much it can help people. I don’t want to leave.”
“Oh.” So all I need to do is convince George to give the club another try. Hmm. Not too much of a mission.
Lori wanders over to my dresser and starts to peer at all the photos I have on there.
“Hey, love the frame,” she says picking up one of the glittery blue and green ones from the back. Who’s this with you? She’s really pretty.” Oh no. she’s picked up Rosie and me. 
“Rosie.” Please don’t ask. 
“Who’s Rosie, a friend from your last school?”
“Um—no. She’s my sister.” Lori frowns and turns to face me.
“You didn’t say you had a sister. You said it was just you and your Mom and Dad when I—.”
“She’s dead.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry.” She pauses. “What happened? Sorry I shouldn’t have asked.”
This is exactly why I decided not to tell anyone, because they’ll want to know what happened. And the thought of having to live through it every time someone asks is just unbearable. How do you tell people we couldn’t bury Rosie for ages because it took so long to find all her pieces? It’s so macabre you can’t even think about it. I can picture, as clearly as if it was yesterday, when the police came around during tea to tell us about the accident. And I’ll never forget the look on my Dad’s face as long as I live. 
“An accident, just over a year ago. You probably read about it. It was in all the papers. The exploding helicopter.” Lori’s hand shoots up to her mouth.
“Oh no. That was your sister? I remember. It was awful.”
“Yeah.” I take the photo from her hand and stare at it before placing it back on my dressing table. “Please don’t say anything to the others. I hate talking about it.”
“Of course I won’t. You have my word.”
“Thanks.” We stand awkwardly for a moment. “Anyway,” I finally say. “What about Guy and tomorrow? Anything I should know in advance?”
Lori looks relieved we’ve switched to a different subject. I don’t mind. I’m sure I’d feel the same if I was in her position. 
“Well, you know Rachel isn’t too happy about it. But she had her chance. Well, not her chance exactly. Guy knew she liked him but he told her he’d rather stay as friends.”
Great. That’s all I need. Rachel against me. Why didn’t someone tell me she had a thing for him? Shit. Shit. And triple shit.
“I didn’t realize. No-one said.” I shake my head.
“Don’t worry. She’ll get over it. At the moment she’s more concerned with getting herself elected to the Student Liaison Committee—you may have noticed her rather blatant campaigning.” 
“Yes.” You’d have to have been living on another planet not to notice that one. 
“Between you and me it isn’t because Guy wants to stay friends with her that he said no to them going out. It’s because she tells way too many lies.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
“The first round nomination results for seventh form representative on the Student Liaison Committee are: Michael Reardon, William Phillips, Suzy Green—”
My jaw drops and my heart skips a beat. Principal Roberts just called my name. That must mean loads of people put my name forward. I don’t believe it. You know, I’ve never been nominated for anything in my entire life. Non-conformists are always on the periphery when it comes to roles of responsibility. 
Of course, that’s how I always wanted it. So I’m not complaining. But now it’s actually happened to me, I have to admit it does feel kind of good. I suppose Rosie must have felt like this all the time. No wonder she kept her butt firmly on the pedestal.
“Decide which of the five candidates you wish to vote for,” the Principal continues, “and place your voting slip in the box by the stage on your way out.” Did he say five? Who are the other two? My mind wandered after he announced my name.
“Yay, Suzy,” says Lori in my ear from where she’s sitting behind me. “Two from the gang nominated. May the best person win.” 
I turn my head to face her. “What? Are you nominated too?”
“Duh. Not me. Rachel.” She laughs and shakes her head. 
“Sorry. It’s just after he said my name I sort of tuned out. We’ve both been nominated. That’ll sure cause a stink.”
“Why?” 
“Well, you know. I’m new and suddenly I’m nominated. I bet Rachel will really hate me now, especially because of my going out with Guy.” I get a warm fuzzy feeling when I mention Guy and the movies tomorrow night.
“Don’t worry.” She grins, looks from side to side conspiratorially and whispers in my ear. “I nominated you in this first round. But don’t tell Rachel.” 
You could knock me down with a feather. I never in a million years expected her to suggest me over Rachel.
“Why? It’s not like I told anyone I wanted to be on the Committee.” 
“That’s the whole point. You haven’t been begging for nominations like certain others. And that’s why people put your name forward.”
I pull out a pen from my bag and stare at the blank voting slip. Shall I vote for myself or is that not the done thing? Mind you, I’m not sure that I actually want to serve on the Committee. I like that I’m in the final round but if I win that means lots of extra work. On the other hand, it will look really good on my college application. And as I don’t have anything to put on it other than stuff from this year, it might not be such a bad thing.
“I think I’ll vote for Rach,” I say my pen hovering over the top of the slip.
“You freak,” Lori says, as she leans over my shoulder and grabs my hand just before pen hits paper. “Vote for yourself.”
“I can’t do that, it’s cheating.” Like that’s ever bothered me before. Not that I’ve cheated a lot in the past, but Maddie and I have been known to write ‘helpful exam hints’ on the inside of our shirt cuffs—only when things were desperate, though, like: ‘if you don’t pass this exam you’ll be chucked off the course’.
“It’s not. It’s called giving yourself the best possible chance.” She pulls the paper from my hand and writes my name on it. “There. I did it so it’s not like you can accuse yourself of cheating.”
“Thanks. I think.” I take the slip from her, fold it in half and slide it in my pocket—in case someone sees what she’s written.
It takes ages to get from where we’re sitting to the entrance because everyone keeps stopping to congratulate me. When we finally make it I give my voting slip a good luck kiss (under the pretence of coughing) and drop it in the box. 
***
“Hey Mom, guess what,” I say the moment she arrives home. She’s never usually out when I get home, but isn’t it typical that today just because I had news she wasn’t here? 
“What?” she replies not stopping to hear me out but heading toward the kitchen. I follow and watch as she reaches for the kettle and fills it with water.
“I’ve been nominated as seventh form rep on the Student Liaison Committee.”
The look of disbelief on her face is classic. Good job she wasn’t holding anything or she would have definitely dropped it. She hasn’t looked like that since the day I told her I was going to be a nun when I left school—luckily, the nun phase didn’t last too long. Once I found out you have to take a vow of silence it became much less appealing. 
“That’s marvelous,” she says after a few seconds. “Well done. Your dad and I are really proud of the effort you’re making. We know it hasn’t been easy.” She gives me a huge hug and it brings tears to my eyes. 
When I think of how close I came to destroying everything—as if things weren’t bad enough with Rosie dying.
“Yeah.” My voice is a little croaky so I cover it up by coughing. “A bit of a shock though.” She releases me and I turn slightly so she can’t see my tears—it’s not like me to get all emotional, but sometimes the enormity of what’s happened hits me without warning. 
“I can’t wait to tell your Uncle Peter tomorrow. He’ll be very impressed.”
Oh no. Uncle Peter’s coming tomorrow. That brings me back to earth with a jolt. I don’t believe it. How could I forget that? What the hell am I going to do? Mom will never let me go to the movies now. A huge sigh escapes my lips. Nothing ever goes right for me.
“What’s the matter, love?” Mom asks.
“I forgot about Uncle Peter. And I’ve arranged to go out with someone from school.” I bite on my bottom lip.
“Just explain to her. I’m sure she’ll understand.”
“He won’t,” I mutter. An urge to stomp up the stairs is coming on big time. But I guess it’s not acceptable behavior anymore.
“He? Did you say he? You didn’t tell me you were going out with anyone.” She leans against the work surface and fixes me with a stare.
“I’m not going out with him. We’re just going to the movies, that’s all.” 
A slow devious smile stretches across her face. “I’ll tell you what. Invite him around here for tea, which will give you time with Uncle Peter, and then you can go out with him.”
Yeah, that’s a great suggestion. I can just imagine Guy’s face if I ask him. I never bring boys home. Never. Mom and Dad would’ve freaked—the boys I knew were nothing like the boys Rosie went out with, who were all rich and heading for high-powered careers (well, maybe not all of them but definitely her last two). 
Although, just for argument’s sake, say Guy did agree to come. He would definitely be boyfriend material from a parents’ perspective. It could work. The only thing is, how to break it to him?
“I’ll ask him and let you know.” Mom practically chokes on the sip of coffee she’s just taken. “Is that okay?” I ask, trying to keep a straight face and failing miserably.
“Sure. I’ll look forward to it.”
“I’m going to my room,” I say trying to act all virtuous. “Call me when dinner’s ready.” 
I’ve got some serious planning to do. First thing is to text Lori and elicit her opinion on my best course of action. I race up the stairs two at a time, retrieve my phone from the dressing table and send Lori a message. In less than a minute my cell phone rings. It’s her.
“Hi. Can you believe Mom wants him to come to tea before the movies?”
“Why don’t you say no, if you’re not happy about it.”
“I can’t because my uncle is coming around, and we haven’t seen him for ages because he lives so far away. And Mom won’t let me go out if I don’t agree to Guy coming.” How sad does that make me sound? I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation. Old-Suzy would have just said ‘sorry Mom, I’ve made plans.’ 
And, more to the point, old-Suzy would’ve texted Maddie for advice of this nature. What sort of friend does that make me? In less than a couple of months Maddie’s been relegated to friend-when-it-suits-me. God, that makes me feel awful.
Thing is, she doesn’t know Guy like Lori does. Which is why Lori is the best person to ask. So I’m not really dumping Maddie. And I’ll definitely give her a ring as soon as Lori and I have sorted this mess out. If only to tell her about the committee. I just know she’ll barely be able to contain herself when she hears.
“But surely you can just have tea and then go straight out. Why does Guy have to be there? Or is she always like this about boyfriends.”
“No, she’s not. But things are different now. You know, with Rosie and stuff.” Stuff being the operative word and something not for sharing.
“Yeah. Well, looks like you have no choice then.” 
“I reckon you’re right. But what shall I say?” I pause for moment. “Hey, maybe you can ask him for me.” I say it as a joke, but part of me wishes she would agree to do it.
“What, seriously?” I can’t see her face, but I can imagine the expression of disbelief on it.
“Nah. Only joking. But you can tell me what to say. As you know him so well.”
“I’m not sure.” She’s silent for a few seconds. “I know,” she continues. “Why don’t you say haven’t seen your uncle in a while, since the funeral—”
“I can’t say that. Guy doesn’t know about Rosie.”
“Um—actually he does.”
“How? I didn’t mention anything to him. The only person I’ve told is you—” I stop speaking. Oh no. Lori told Guy. I don’t believe it. After I specifically asked her to keep it quiet. “You told him didn’t you?” My voice comes out harsher than I intend. Though if you ask me she deserves it.
“I’m so sorry Suzy. It was an accident. I was going to ring and tell you but I felt so awful. It just sort of slipped out after school today when he gave me a ride home. But he knows you don’t want the others to know. And he’ll keep it secret, I promise.”
Yeah like she promised not to say anything. Well if this doesn’t prove that Maddie is the only person I can trust I don’t know what does.
“Whatever.”
“Please say you forgive me.”
“I forgive you.” That couldn’t come across as more belligerent if I tried. Maybe I’m being mean. These things happen. I’ve done it myself. What about when I accidentally dropped Maddie in it when she said she was at my house and she’d gone to that concert across town with some guy her parents said she couldn’t see. “Sorry. Of course I forgive you. But please don’t say anything to anyone else. It’s just that I don’t want to go through everyone staring and talking about me again. I had enough of that when it all happened.”
“You have my word.” She breathes an extremely loud sigh of relief down the phone. 
I’m still cross, but it’s not going to change Guy knowing. Just as long as he doesn’t want to talk about it. 
“So back to Guy. What shall I say?”
“Like I said before, say it’s been ages since you’ve seen your uncle. Failing that, just say that your Mom wants to meet him. That’s perfectly acceptable.” For around here maybe.
“Anyway, you better phone him now. Give him some warning.”
“I suppose. Wish me luck. I’ll phone you right back once I’ve done it.”
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
“Guy, anymore?” Mom asks, her hand poised threateningly over the homemade lemon meringue pie, which is my absolute favorite dessert and I’m hoping there will be some left for breakfast—don’t mock it ’til you try it.
Dessert aside, I have to say this has been the most excruciating tea in the history of teas. And if I never have to sit through another it will be too soon. First of all we had the twenty questions—there isn’t a thing Mom doesn’t know about Guy and his family. Then we had so many awkward silences it was embarrassing. Most unlike Mom. Especially with Uncle Peter there. 
Now I know why I didn’t bring boys home in the past. I really don’t know how Rosie tolerated it. Though thinking back, I do remember Rosie giving Mom a talking to one time when Mom was so obviously impressed with this boy she was practically writing the wedding invitations.
I will admit, finding out Guy’s dad works for a TV company was pretty amazing. Maybe he can get tickets for us to watch a show being recorded.
“No thank you, Mrs Green.” He glances down at his watch. I think that’s a hint.
“We’ve got to go Mom or we’ll miss the start of the movie.” I jump up from my seat. “Bye everyone. Good to see you Uncle Peter. I won’t be late.”
Guy follows my lead and stands. You know, he’s got great manners. Mom and Dad should be very impressed. He even brought Mom some flowers when he arrived. Not only that Guy has all the right credentials: rich family, heading for an Ivy-League college and good career, virgin—okay obviously my mother doesn’t know that. Nor will she. Duh. Of course she does because she asked he was at the meeting the other night.
Guy’s car is parked at the end of our drive and when we’ve reached it I look back toward the house where Mom is standing by the window waving. I wave back then quickly close the door, sinking into the leather seat and wriggling around until I’m comfortable. I’ve never known an eighteen year old guy have a flash car like this before. Talk about how the other half live. And I bet his house is a mansion too, unlike ours.
“I’m so sorry for putting you through all that,” I say once Guy pulls away from the side of the road. “All those questions. Mom excelled herself tonight.”
He reaches over and rests his hand on mine, and my heart begins to zip-zap all over the place. Then, suddenly he snatches his hand away and places it back on the steering wheel. 
Why did he do that? Ah. The handbook. No touching. This is going to be a lot harder than I thought.
“It was fine. I like your parents. They’re cool.”
Cool? What is he on? Cool is not a word any of my friends have ever used to describe my Mom and Dad before. Not that they’re awful or anything. Just a bit boring and parent-like. Now if you want cool parents then look no further than Maddie’s—even if Maddie can’t talk about sex with her mom.
“I’ll take your word for it. And bringing flowers was definitely a smart move. Mom’s a sucker for anything like that.” 
“I didn’t do it to get on her good side.” He sounds annoyed I would even suggest it, but come on. Why else do you do that sort of thing?
“Not even a little bit?” I tease. He visibly bristles. 
“No. It’s polite to take a little gift when you’re invited places. I always do.” 
Well according to that it sounds like I haven’t been brought up properly. Which is just not true. I do know how to behave, even if I don’t shower my host with gifts every time I call around for a visit. 
For the next little while we travel in silence and I focus my attention on the cars parked in their driveways as we pass them. A couple of times I sneak a peek at Guy, but his eyes are firmly fixed on the road ahead and his chin juts out in a funny sort of belligerent way. I’ve never noticed it before. I’m beginning to suspect I’ve ruined the evening before it’s even properly started. Which is simply ridiculous, childish and pathetic. And I’m far too mature to let it continue.
“Hey, Guy,” I say brightly. “Fancy stopping at Starbucks on the way? I could murder a frappuccino.” He glances down at his watch and frowns.
“We don’t have time. But we can go after the movies. Okay?”
“Sure. As long as I’m not too late home.”
Shut up. Why do I always do it? At my age you don’t say you have to be in early. Arrggggh. What is it with me and this transformation? It’s playing havoc with any rational thought that enters my head. And turning me into my mother. If I’m not careful I’ll soon be buying sensible shoes and practical clothes.
“Me too. I’ve got a chemistry test tomorrow and I’d hate to fall asleep over my Bunsen burner.” He glances in my direction, grins then resumes watching the road.
He either means it, which is a huge worry, or he’s saying it to be kind and make me feel better. I prefer the latter.
“What movie are we going to see?” You’d have thought I’d have asked before now, but to be honest it completely slipped my mind. And I don’t actually care. As long as it’s not that new sci-fi wanna-be Star Wars movie just released. I can’t remember what it’s called but it’s got Mars in it. Or is it Pluto? Whatever, I hate that sort of movie.
“Jupiter Force.” That’s the one. Shit. “Is that okay?”
“Um, yeah. Great.” Well, I did say I wasn’t really bothered. And it might be okay. I’m prepared to give it a chance. “As long as I can choose next time.” Like there’s going to be a next time after a nearly argument and a misunderstanding. And that’s before we’ve even got there.
“It’s a deal.” 
I spend the remainder of the journey, which is all of two minutes, debating which movie I’ll take him to. Should I go for something funny? Which is my usual preference. Or what about something romantic? Nah. I can’t hack that. Or something scary so we can hold hands and snuggle up close? Would that be classed as exceptional circumstance in the handbook? 
***
“Now what?” Guy says turning to me as we see flashing red letters on the overhead screen saying that Jupiter Force is sold out. “I was so looking forward to seeing it.” He looks really dejected. 
“Yeah, me too.” I shake my head and try to look as sad as him. But it’s hard. “Let’s go to something else. What about the one based on that Stephen King book?” A snuggle up scary movie, if ever there was one.
“You like that sort of thing?” His voice is a mixture of amusement and disbelief.
“Sure. I love his books and most of the movies have been really good. Don’t you like him?” Hope I’m not stepping too far away from my newly cultivated image. I don’t want to blow everything.
“He’s okay. Not my first choice, but I’m game if you are.” He shrugs. 
After buying the tickets we head for the popcorn and buy a very large, as in the largest, tub. At last. Something we’re in accord about. I toy with asking for one of those ice-creams covered in chocolate and nuts as well, but decide he might think me greedy. Especially as we’ve only just eaten tea.
“Shall we sit in the back row?” he whispers in my ear as we walk in and see the advertisements already playing. “There are a couple of empty seats up there.”
Back row. Like he needs to ask. Things are definitely looking up.
The film starts pretty much as soon as we sit down, so no time for any cozy head-next-to-head chatting. And the popcorn is on the armrest between us. I think about moving it onto my lap which means Guy would have to lean over every time he wants some, but I don’t want him to think I’m taking it so I can eat it all. Of course, I could place it in his lap then I’d have to lean over and who knows what might happen when I’m fumbling in the dark and not concentrating where my hand is going because my eyes are glued to the screen. Trouble is if I do that he might go bouncing up on stage at the next VC meeting dragging me with him to confess all my impure thoughts—something to be avoided at all costs. I didn’t realize popcorn could be at the centre of such monumental decisions. Maybe it’s for the best if I leave it where it is.
I reach into the tub to grab a handful, except my hand isn’t the only one in there.
“Sorry,” I whisper.
“No worries,” Guy replies, quickly taking his hand out of the tub. You know what, I can see me and the Handbook coming to serious blows if this is how it’s going to affect any physical contact between us.
The movie sucks me in almost straight away and before I know it the credits are rolling and I suddenly remember Guy is sitting beside me.
“Starbucks?” Guy asks as we leave the movies. 
Before I have the chance to do anything other than nod he starts to walk down the street in the direction of Starbucks which is only half a block away.
It’s fairly packed when we get there, but I spy a table in the corner.
“I’ll grab us somewhere to sit,” I say. “Can you get me a caramel frappuchinno please.”
As he strides toward the counter I suddenly panic that I didn’t offer any money to pay for it. The last thing I want is for him to think I’m a freeloader. Mind you I did pay for the popcorn. Then again he did pay for the tickets.
From where I’m sitting I get a clear view of him from behind. You know, he definitely has a good butt. In fact he’s pretty well stacked in every department. Well, every department that I’ve been able to see. Of course, now I’m in the VC admiring from afar is the only thing I will be doing.
He seems to be lining up for ages, during which time I’ve scrutinized everyone in the place, bitten my thumb nail—which I’m really cross about—and made a tiny hole in my top from pulling a long thread.
“Sorry it took so long,” Guy says when he finally gets to the table. “There’s a new guy working and it took him ages to work out what went into each thing.”
A new guy eh? I wonder if it’s the guy Amy was talking about? Although that was days ago so you’d have thought he’d have learnt how to do everything by now.
“That’s okay.” I take a long sip of my ice cold drink. “Mmm. Well for a new guy he did just fine. You know I’m definitely addicted to these. I could drink them every day and still not be fed up.”
Guy laughs, and takes a sip from his mug containing what looks like ordinary coffee.
“I’m not keen. I prefer my coffee straight.” He definitely needs educating in the ways of caffeine—and I’m just the girl to do it.
“Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a sip?” I wave my plastic cup under his nose, but he shakes his head and laughs.
“Thanks but no.” He places his mug on the table and gazes at me in a sort of soppy way. “You’re so sweet, Suzy. You know, it’s been a long time since I’ve liked anyone as much as I like you.”
Wow. Where did that come from? And fancy him calling me sweet. That’s got to be a first. 
“Thanks. I like you too.” Even if you do have lousy taste in movies and are a bit too parent-friendly for your own good. Not that it matters. Don’t they always say opposites attract?
“Excuse me,” says a soft, and vaguely familiar, male voice to the side of us. We both turn to look. 
Oh. 
My. 
God. 
It can’t be. 
Quick, someone wake me before this gets totally out of control. 
“Yes?” says Guy.
“Aren’t you Suzy Green?” the voice replies, ignoring Guy and looking directly at me with the same twinkling brown eyes and cute smile that haunted my dreams for such a long time.
Crap. Crap. And a million times Crap.
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
Okay, here are my choices: 
I can acknowledge Ryan—smile sweetly in a totally unfazed sort of way and say ‘hi how are you?’ and act like he’s just a guy I happen to know from way back. Which seems like a real cool response, but I’m not sure I can pull it off. I suspect stammering and looking acutely embarrassed will let me down.
Or, I can pretend I’ve never seen him before in my life and that it’s a case of mistaken identity—except if I did that how would I explain him knowing my name? Good point. Looks like that one’s out of the question.
Or—and this is my preferred option at this precise moment—I can get the hell out of here, and scream as loud as my lungs allow. Thing is by doing that not only will I look a complete and utter freak it will also ruin any chances I have of Guy asking me out again.
So, it appears I’m completely screwed. 
“You know each other?” Guy says dragging me back from the crazy thoughts charging around my mind like things possessed.
“No.”
“Yes.”
We both speak at the same time and sharply turn our heads from staring in Guy’s direction to staring at each other. No prizes for guessing who said no. Well, it just sort of slipped out. And my heart is pounding so loud I swear it’s going to burst out of my shirt. 
“What I mean is we sort of do,” I say pulling myself together with the help of a deep breath and clutching the table for support. “We met at summer camp in The Blue Mountains just over a year ago, didn’t we?” That’s an understatement if ever there was one. 
“Yeah. At summer camp,” Ryan drawls. “I almost didn’t recognize you, but the hair gave it away.” It would be the hair. It’s always the freakin’ hair. A tiny smile tugs at his lips. I am so in the shit.
“So, Ryan,” I continue, forcing myself to look at him. “It’s good to see you again.” I smile, but suspect it looks more like a grimace than anything else. “I didn’t know you lived around here.” Thank goodness, or they’d have carted me off to the institution a long time ago. “How have you been keeping?”
He stares at me as if I’m totally crazy. Rightly so. I mean who in their right mind would say ‘how have you been keeping?’ to someone they once said they loved and also lost their virginity to? Just thinking about it sends shivers up and down my spine. And not shivers of pleasure. These are shivers of the scared-stiff variety. I don’t think the situation could get any worse if it tried. 
“Good thanks,” Ryan replies. He certainly doesn’t seem as bothered about this catastrophic situation as I am. Then again, why would he be? He probably couldn’t care less. He might not even remember what we did at camp. I’m probably a nameless notch on his bedpost. And I think I’ve been watching too many B movies. “You?”
My fists clench involuntarily into a tight ball, nails digging into my palms so hard that pain shoots up my arms. I seriously don’t know what to do. I spent goodness knows how many nights wondering what would happen if I ever bumped into Ryan again; playing over and over in my mind what I’d say. But never in all my dreams did I envisage meeting him while out with someone else. Especially when that someone else I’d planned on having some sort of future with. 
I wish Maddie was here. She’d tell me what to do. Not helpful.
Okay, I’ll wing it. But I’m definitely phoning Maddie the moment I get home. In fact I might even text her when we’re on the way so she can think about it in advance.
“I’m good too, thanks. Do you work here?” I say, my eyes suddenly drawn to the two white Starbucks mugs he’s holding in his hand and the dark green Starbucks polo-shirt he’s wearing (which under other circumstances I’d have said looks really hot against his tanned skin and dark hair). 
“Started a few weeks ago. After school and weekends.” He shrugs. “I better get back before I get into trouble. Catch you later. I’m on my break in half an hour.” He smiles at both of us and saunters back to the counter as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. If someone told me I was operating in a parallel universe I would totally believe them.
I pick up my drink, give a couple of long sucks on the straw until it’s finished and place the cup back on the table. So much for enjoying my frappuccino, it tastes more like cold porridge.
“Shall we go then?” I ask Guy who’s being a bit too quiet for comfort. He frowns.
“Don’t you want to wait for Ryan? Talk about old times.” He folds his arms and leans back in his chair.
You know what. I think he’s jealous. Who’d have believed it? Well he has nothing to worry about. Ryan and I are history. As in long gone. As in finito. As in—Oh no.. How could I be such an idiot for not thinking this sooner? What if Ryan says something to Guy about us doing it? Shit. I feel sick.
“No. Let’s just go.” I grab my bag from under the chair and stand up. Stupidly I glance across at the counter and see Ryan staring at me. My heart does a quadruple somersault. I immediately avert my gaze and look straight ahead, not breaking my stare until I’m outside on the sidewalk. I have no idea whether or not Guy is behind me until I feel his hand tap me on the shoulder.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I snap. “I just didn’t want to stay, that’s all. I have to get home because it’s late.” I make a show of looking at my watch, and shaking my head. On my present performance if I entered Nerd Olympics I could well be in the running for a medal.
“Sure,” he says shrugging. We walk in silence to the car. All I can think about is: what’s Guy going to say if he finds out my whole life since moving here has been based on one big fat lie? 
***
“Oh Maddie, it was awful. I’ve been in some sticky situations before but this has to be the worst ever ever ever. My entire life flashed before my eyes. Worse than drowning I reckon. I just wanted the ground to swallow me whole. It was so embarrassing I didn’t know what to do. And he just stood there staring at me as if—”
“Whoa, girl. Breathe.” 
Breathe? That’s a laugh. It’s easy for her to say breathe when she’s not involved.
“I am, it’s just that—”
“Suzy,” she bellows in my ear before I have chance to finish. I hold the phone out in front of me and stare at it. She’s still coming over loud and clear, despite the distance between the phone and my ear. “Breathe. Do you hear me?” I nod my head. “I said, do you hear me?”
“Yes. Yes. I hear you. The whole world can hear you you’re shouting so much.” I sigh very loudly to make my point. “I’m breathing. Okay? But that’s not going to help me if Ryan decides to blurt out my secret to everyone is it?” I pace up and down the room, running my fingers through my hair, until they get stuck in a knot and I end up yanking out a handful and squealing in pain.
“And you think he’s likely to tell?” 
“How the hell do I know? Why not? He’s got nothing to lose.” 
“And nothing to gain.”
“Apart from getting me back for not contacting him. This is going to screw up my whole life I just know it.” I tear up and roughly wipe them away with the back of my hand. I’m not a cry baby so why they’ve decided to fall now I’ve no idea. Unless it’s a premonition of the bad things to come.
“Suzy, you need to think rationally. I remember him from camp. He’s a sweet guy. He won’t drop you in it. And anyway, he doesn’t know all about your lies.”
“Lie,” I correct. “Just the one. Even if it is like the hugest lie in the history of time.” Okay, so I’m not normally prone to melodrama (well, in my eyes I’m not. Maddie would probably disagree) but really this situation would lead even the most reserved person ever to over-the-top behavior.
“Well it is bigger than most, I have to agree with you there.” 
“You don’t say.”
Maddie starts to giggle. “Sorry. It’s not funny. It’s just that why do these things happen to you all the time?”
She’s not wrong. I think I have a sign above my head saying ‘all trouble walk this way’.
“Yeah, but there’s trouble and there’s trouble. And if this lie gets out my life is ruined.” A sob escapes my lips. I sit on the end of my bed and lean forward, resting my arms on my knees.
“Oh, Suzy. Don’t cry. It’ll be okay. We just have to work out a plan.” The concern in Maddie’s voice gets me even more and I launch into a fully blown cry-attack.
“Sorry,” I say between sniffs. “Come on. Wow me with your failsafe plan.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
“I didn’t say I had a plan,” Maddie says.
“Yes you did. I heard you. And now you’re telling me you don’t have one. So what is it? Do you or don’t you have a plan?”
“I don’t.”
“So what the hell am I to do then?” I ask through clenched teeth, anger and frustration replacing my tears.
“First you go to the side of your bed, pull out a tissue from the box on the bedside table, wipe your eyes and calm down.” What did I say about Maddie and her special powers? She’s never seen my bedroom yet she knows exactly how it’s laid out. She truly has an awesome gift.
“Have you done that?” She adds a few seconds later.
“Yes.” I screw up the tissue and throw it in the direction of my rubbish bin. It goes in. Yay. That is definitely a sign. “I wish you could be here to help me. Especially as you know Ryan.”
“Well I can’t.”
“I’ll give you my signed photo of Justin.” We both love Justin Bieber more than life itself since seeing him in concert. She was soooo jealous when I got a photo of him at a book promotion.
“You don’t mean that.”
“I do. Honest. You can have it if you fly over here.”
“Suzy even if I had time, which I don’t, how would I pay for the flight? And my Mom wouldn’t let me. You know that. Come on pull yourself together. You have to sort this out yourself. I’ll guide you from afar.”
“I suppose you’re right.” I feel really awful. I’ve blown everything.
“Okay. Get some paper and pen from your desk.” 
I drag my feet over to my desk and do as she says. “Now what?”
“Sit down and we’ll start to think of different things you can do to make sure Ryan doesn’t say anything. We’ll write a list.”
Ah now I get it. Maddie is big on lists. Which I find totally weird. Lists are a thing parents do. But her room is covered with them. Sometimes you can’t see yourself in her mirror there are so many post-its up there. I think she’s bordering on obsessive compulsive. I saw a docu on it a while back and she certainly has a lot of the tendencies. I haven’t the heart to say anything about it to her. And she might grow out of it when she’s older. Anyway, as usual, I’m digressing and that’s not helping.
“You start,” I say, firmly. “My mind’s a total blank.”
“Kill him.”
“What?”
“Kill him. That would stop him telling everyone.”
“Ha ha. That would stop him doing anything ever again. Don’t you think it’s a bit drastic?”
“Yeah, well you know what my mother says. Desperate times call for desperate measures.” 
Just as I’m beginning to think Maddie’s serious a loud belly laugh storms down the phone. 
“If you tell me you believed me,” Maddie continues, “I’ll kill you too.”
I burst out laughing. “You’re so ridiculous. I’ll write it down anyway so at least we have something on the list.”
“Ooooo. I’ve had an idea.” 
My heartbeat quickens—Maddie’s excitement is so contagious.
“What? Go on, tell me.”
“Tell everyone he’s been spreading rumours about you and then if he tells them they won’t believe him.” She pauses a moment. “You know if I say so myself that’s a great idea.”
Well, Maddie might think so but I don’t. Then again she doesn’t know Ryan like I do (or did). You know, it seems just like yesterday when I saw him for the first time. And call me dreamy, but I knew the moment our eyes met, over the pile of rucksacks, that he was a special boy. 
And when the cords of our bags got all tangled while we were taking them off the pile and we ended up connected to one another; well, it was a sign. And Ryan felt it too. I could see. It was written all over his face. And from that moment on we were inseparable. I lift my feet up onto the chair and wrap my arms around my knees as a feeling of warmth engulfs me. There was nothing to dislike about Ryan. He was kind, funny, sensitive (not in a girly way) and to me, at age sixteen, perfect. 
I remember holding his hand while sitting beside the river watching the boats go by, and laughing at the fishermen desperately trying to catch something to take home for tea and justify their absence from home the entire day. 
In the evenings we’d sneak out of our cabins to meet. And when we decided to do it, it just seemed the most natural thing in the world. Ryan didn’t try to persuade me. We both wanted to. And I never regretted it for one single moment. And I’ve also never wanted to do it with anyone else since. How could I, it would just be sex for sex’s sake? And I know lots of girls my age don’t care. But that’s because they haven’t had what Ryan and I had. But that was over a year ago. 
I shake my head to try and rid the memories. Things have changed. I’ve moved on, at least in some ways I have. Ryan has definitely moved on. Dreaming about the past isn’t going to change the future. Even so, I can’t consider anything that might harm him.
“Sorry, no. It’s too mean. It’s not his fault I’ve got myself into this mess.”
“Here we go. You’re too soft. Look, remember he’s standing between you and Guy. You do still like Guy don’t you?”
“You know I do. But I don’t want to hurt Ryan if I can help it.”
“Suzy. What are you on? One minute you’re prepared to do anything, killing aside. And now you don’t want to hurt him.”
“I know. I know. It’s hard. I just don’t want everyone to hate him. Though they don’t even know him apart from Starbucks. I wonder what school he goes to?”
“Why? Are you planning to go see him? To beg him not to—” Her voice slows right down and I know we’ve got it.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I ask, dropping my legs to the floor and sitting upright.
“It depends on what you’re thinking.” Maddie replies.
“That I should speak to him and find out what it will take for him to remain silent.” Why are all the best ideas the most simple?
“Yeah. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it before. It certainly beats killing him. And a lot less messy.” She can say that again. 
***
“Suzy. Suzy. Come and sit here.” I glance up without thinking at the sound of Lori’s voice which effectively ruins my plan to sit as far away from her this morning as I can. Not for any reason other than she’s going to want the low down on last night. And I feel as much like discussing it as I do flying to the moon. I was even thinking about sitting next to Janey, though that probably isn’t a good idea. I can’t hack dealing with anything else at the moment.
Quite understandably I got virtually no sleep last night, spending most of the time working out how to approach Ryan and what to say. In fact I didn’t drop off until about half an hour before my alarm sprang into action—not that it will do that again. In my temper I threw it across the room. Not a good move, I’ll probably be late for school every day from now on.
“Hi,” I say dropping down on the chair and resting my bag on my lap while I start to take out my books and pens.
“Well?” She says, her eyes all wide and expectant, excitement clearly getting the better of her. “How did it go?”
“Good.” Well, I’m hardly going to say otherwise. “Went to see the latest Stephen King movie, which was awesome.”
“I bet. What did you see that for? You should’ve made him see what you wanted.”
“It was my choice.”
Lori rolls her eyes to the ceiling. “Are you sure? I hate movies like that. And how was tea? Did Guy behave himself?”
“He was perfect. I’m sure Mom and Dad liked him.” 
“What do you mean? Didn’t they say? My mom always makes her feelings known about my boyfriends.”
Now she mentions it, it’s strange that Mom hardly said anything about Guy. When I think back to Rosie’s boyfriend Steve, who she was seeing before the accident, Mom always said how much she liked him. He was nice. Probably still is. Similar to Guy in many ways, as in he’s rich and popular. 
“Hey Suzy,” calls Aaron when he walks past my desk, forcing my mind back to the present. “Good job.”
“Thanks.” I turn to Lori, after he’s gone. “What’s he talking about?”
“No idea.”
“Yay, Suzy.” Mark comes over and pats me on the back. 
“Thanks, Mark. But I haven’t a clue what you mean.” He drops his bag on my desk and leans on it.
“You haven’t seen the notice board then?”
“No. I—” My jaw drops to the floor. Shit. He can’t be talking about— “Do you mean I’m—”
“Yeah. You won the vote. You’re on the Committee.”
A broad smile crosses my face and sticks like glue. And all I can do is flash it at everyone. This is so amazing. I wish Rosie was here to see it. She’d never believe I could do such a thing. Well let’s be honest, I never believed I could do such a thing. And Maddie will just die—with shame or pride, I’m not sure which.
“Awesome.” I finally manage to reply. My jaw aches from smiling, but I can’t seem to relax it. I’m going to look stupid if I grin through the entire lesson.
“You rock, Suzy,” Lori says giving me a hug. “So the best girl really did win.”
Yeah, the best, lying, two-faced, manipulative girl won. Oh crap. That soon wiped the smile off my face.
“Thanks.” I pull away from her and pretend to rummage through my bag for more books and stuff. 
Suddenly my euphoria has turned to major-angst. What is the point in reveling in all this popularity when all too soon it will turn to shit? Unless by some absolute miracle Ryan disappears in a puff of smoke and my tangled web remains in tact. I’ve got to get to him as soon as I can. Trouble is I don’t know what shifts he’s working. He did say after school and weekends. Maybe I should risk going to see if he’s there today, rather than waiting for the weekend. As long as no-one from school is there. If anyone sees me talking to him and it gets back to Guy or Lori I’ll be in big trouble.
“Let’s go out after school to celebrate,” Lori says.
What is it with this girl? Does she have a hotline to my most dreaded thoughts? 
“Sorry I can’t. Promised Mom I’d meet her in town to do some shopping. What about tomorrow?”
“Can’t tomorrow. Netball practice. The weekend then. Unless you’ve already made plans,” she fixes me with a penetrating stare. “Have you?” She giggles then draws a heart on her pad and puts Guy and Suzy in the middle of it.
“Weekend’s great. I haven’t made plans with anyone.” I lean over and scribble out the heart. “Don’t. In case anyone sees.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
I shield the top of my eyes to reduce the glare from the glass and press my face against the window, lucky I have a small nose or it could be painful. But I still can’t make out whether Ryan is there or not. 
I can see the pretty blond girl, that all the guys have a thing for, swinging her hips as she walks to the tables and picks up the dirty mugs. And standing behind the counter serving is a geeky looking boy who I swear is barely twelve years old. Other than that, nada. And not many customers either. 
Knowing my luck he isn’t working tonight. Then again, it was a long-shot, especially as he worked yesterday. They probably share out the shifts. Looks like I’ll have to come back tomorrow, though I could go in and ask when he’s next working. If I dare. And if I can be sure none of them will say anything to anyone from school. That’s all I need, for some gossip-tart to tell Lori or whoever that I’ve been asking about Ryan.
I turn around and lean against the window with my arms folded, debating what to do. In my peripheral vision I see someone waving but that’s all I can make out. As they get closer I realize that the wave is, in fact, meant for me. Oh, yay. Now what am I to do? It’s too late to do a runner.
“Suzy, hi.”
I stand away from the window, whilst inwardly debating the probability ratio of Guy turning up and finding me—help I’m a math geek and someone forgot to tell me.
“Guy. What are you doing here?” 
Of all the people in all the world I had to bump into him. It’s like he’s electronically tagged me or something. I mean it’s very strange that he turns up at just the right moment. If I didn’t know better I’d say he’s stalking me. Yeah, right. Just like he’s prepared to go on stage to declare his feelings for me. I really need to get a grip. That or stop drinking so much diet cola because something seems to be fuddling my mind.
“I could ask you the same question. You told me you were working on your project tonight.” He doesn’t miss a trick.
“Well I was, then Mom asked me to meet her, but she hasn’t turned up. I bet the car’s broken down again. We’re always having trouble.” I roll my eyes upward in pretend frustration at our car. Which really is in perfect working order, even if it is several years older than the new car Guy’s parents bought for him. 
“Shall we go into Starbucks and wait, before this drizzle turns into a shower?”
Drizzle? I didn’t even notice it start raining. It might be nice to go inside now I know Ryan isn’t there, and actually enjoy my drink rather than rush it like last night.
“Sure. I’ll text Mom and tell her not to come. I’ll catch the bus. It’s too late for shopping now anyway.” Just listen to the lies drip out of my mouth. 
“I’ll give you a ride.” A smile plays around the corners of his mouth and I feel all gooey inside. He’s such a sweetie. And of course I wasn’t angling for a ride home when I said I’d catch the bus. As if I’d be that manipulative.
“Thanks. And my treat in Starbucks.”
We walk in and Guy goes to find a table while I head for the counter and stand in line behind a woman with her two children, and in front of them a couple of girls about my age. I turn to watch Guy from behind as he strides across the floor. Not that I’d say this to anyone, other than Maddie and probably Janey because she’s not in the club so won’t find it inappropriate, but he has an awesome body. I knew there had to be a purpose to the football team training sessions he attends twice a week.
“Suzy. Back again?”
No. No. No. This isn’t happening to me. I swallow hard. Tell me that voice and smiling face don’t belong to Ryan. That it’s just a hallucination. It’s got to be. 
“Suzy?” he repeats. 
“One grande caramel frappuccino, no cream, lots of caramel and a mug of coffee with milk please.” I desperately try to resist the urge to bring my hands up to my cheeks and hide the extent to which they are burning up, because that will only draw attention to them.
“Coming up,” he says smiling at me and appearing totally oblivious to my dilemma. He takes the money from my hand. “I’ll bring them over to you, if you like,” he says after giving me my change. “You’re over there with that guy, aren’t you?”
“You know Guy?” I ask, my voice sounding more like a strangulated cat than remotely belonging to me.
“No. Why?”
“You said his name. You said I’m here with guy and—”
“That guy, I said.” He laughs. “I don’t know him. So don’t worry.”
What did he mean by that? Does he know I’m worried about what he might say? Or is it a veiled threat? Don’t worry now but just watch out because sometime when you’re least expecting it I’m going to drop you in it from a great height.
“We need to talk,” I whisper. “Can you meet me?”
“Sure,” he replies in his normal voice. Hasn’t he heard of discretion? “Give me five minutes.”
“Not here,” I say through clenched teeth. “What about after school tomorrow at Victoria Park.”
He puts down the mug in his hand and stares at me, a puzzled look crossing his face.
“Is your boyfriend coming?” He nods in the direction of Guy.
“Don’t be silly,” I hiss. “Of course he isn’t. Will you meet me or not?” I glare at him. Stop it Suzy. You’re not exactly in a position of power here. “Sorry I didn’t mean to snap. Is it okay?”
“Yeah.” He shrugs. This boy certainly has perfected the art of acting cool. “Four o’clock by the children’s play area. Okay?”
“Thanks.” Phew. I could kiss him. Maybe that’s not such a good thought to be having.
“I’ll wait for the drinks, no need for you to bring them over.” I move to the side, so he can serve the person who’s just turned up behind me, and watch. He’s hardly changed a bit; maybe grown some and broader than before. And he still has that dimple in his chin. I used to think it so cute and—
Crap. 
He’s only wearing the diamond stud earring I gave him. I can’t believe he’s kept it this long. This is getting worse by the minute.
“Caramel frap and coffee.” A female voice cuts right across my thoughts.
“Thanks,” I mutter, snatching them from the counter and escaping back to Guy.
“I’d almost given you up for lost,” Guy says when I give him his coffee. “That new guy must be really bad at his job. Or were you catching up on old times?” He gives a laugh.
He should only know the truth, then laughing would be the last thing he’d be doing.
“A bit of both actually.” I arch an eyebrow. Oops, here I go again imitating my mother. “He’s still learning so he’s not very fast and he asked me if I remembered someone from camp. But I didn’t.”
“He seems okay. Ask him over for a chat.”
“No. No. Absolutely—” oh crap. I take a long deep breath. “I mean, we can’t do that he might get in trouble. For mixing with the customers. I’m sure that’s not allowed.”
Guy frowns. “Why ever not?”
“I don’t know. Maybe because it stops them looking after the other customers. I don’t know. I’ve never worked in a place like this.” I twist the bottom of my t-shirt around my finger until it’s creased to bits. Hardly a good look.
“I’ve never had a job,” Guy says dismissively. “Have you?”
“Of course. Everyone in my old school had a job. I worked in a supermarket. Really boring it was, packing shelves. How come you haven’t worked before?”
Guy turns his nose up and suddenly I feel like a lower class person.
“I don’t have to. My parents give me money. They’d rather I concentrate on my studies. They say there’s plenty of time when I’m older for me to work. And I’m more than happy to go along with them.”
“Oh. Well lucky you. Lots of guys I know have to work or they’d have no money.”
Guy shifts uncomfortably in his chair and sort of coughs.
“Sorry Suzy, I didn’t mean to sound like a snob. I understand that some people less fortunate than us have to work.” God he sounds like a pompous ass. And with an attitude like that you’d think he was fifty not eighteen. I blame his parents.
“Yes, well they do. So think yourself lucky your parents give you everything you need.” I sit back in the chair and fold my arms. 
Then, yet again, I drink my frap straight down and don’t enjoy it.
“I take it that means you want to go,” Guy says nodding at my finished drink.
“Yes please. I’ve got to finish my project tonight and it’s already late.”
As we’re on our way out Ryan walks past and winks. I can’t help but grin in response. Lucky Guy is walking in front of me so doesn’t see.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“Ouch.” I cry, banging my arm on the side. 
I give it a quick rub then resume pulling on my jeans. Trying to change in a small cubicle in the girls’ bathroom at school isn’t exactly what I’d planned during my pre-meeting planning session with Maddie last night. I’d got it all sorted: take the bus home after school, change, grab something to eat so my stomach doesn’t rumble, and get Mom to take me into town. Simple. And nothing could possibly go wrong.
So I thought. What I didn’t bank on was the freakin’ Principal asking all the Student Committee reps to meet him in the hall after school for a quick run through of what he expects of us. Like we need to be told how to behave and stuff. I don’t think so.
Lucky for me when I phoned Mom she agreed to bring my jeans and shirt to school at lunchtime or it would have been a nightmare—although she did take a bit of persuading. Imagine if I’d had to go in my uniform. At the moment all Ryan knows is I live around here. Who knows what might happen if he finds out where I go to school. Though I suppose if he really wanted to find me it wouldn’t be hard as he’s bound to see who I hang out with, we go to Starbucks so often. All he’d need to do is ask one of them, on the pretence of me leaving something there.
My other problem is getting out of school without being seen. School regulations state we have to be in school uniform all the time until we get home. I reckon they have an easier time in prison than we do here sometimes. Especially with all these silly rules. Like who cares if I take my tie off after school? 
When I’m ready—well ready in the loosest sense, my hair’s beyond fixing so all I can do is scrape it back and hope I don’t look too stupid—I peer out of the door and make a run for it. My heart’s pounding so loudly in my ears I swear the Principal will hear it in his office. The corridors are empty. Even so, I daren’t breathe until I get out of the back door and run down the side of the building and I’m in the street. If any teacher sees me now I can say I’ve already been home.
I stand still for a moment and take a few deep breaths. I need to appear calm and in control, whatever I feel like inside. If Ryan sees me all flustered and stressed out he’ll think he can do what he likes. 
The walk to Victoria Park takes about ten minutes and when I get close to the entrance my calmness evaporates and my stomach begins to churn. I feel so sick, I’m not sure I can go through with it. My hands are all sweaty so I wipe them down the sides of my jeans. I’m scared. Not only that I’ve totally forgotten what Maddie and I planned I’d say. I’m not going. I can’t. I’ll go back home and risk Ryan dropping me in it. 
***
“Geez Suzy. What is it with you? I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.” I knew Maddie would be angry. Hardly surprising. I could throttle myself too.
“I couldn’t do it. My brain froze. Couldn’t remember anything we’d planned, so I came home.” I kick off my shoes and lay down on my bed. “I feel so bad.”
“How far away is it? If you went straight back he might be still waiting for you.”
“It’s nearly five. He’s hardly going to wait for an hour is he?”
“I suppose not.” She pauses. “I wish I was with you. At least then you’d have gone. The only thing you can do is go to Starbucks next time he’s working and arrange to meet him again.”
“What’s the point? I’ll leave it. Let him do his worst.” I bite on my bottom lip. 
“And totally screw up your life. That’s not such a good idea. Don’t worry,” her voice drops and is much softer. “It’ll work out. You’ve got out of far bigger scrapes than this in the past.”
“I have?” That’s news to me.
“Okay. Maybe not this big, but something will happen and you’ll be fine. I have a good feeling about this.” Oh great. Now suddenly she’s admitting to having feelings when in the past she’s totally denied being able to see things.
“Whatever. Well one thing’s for sure I’m never going to be able to do my homework tonight. Couldn’t concentrate on anything even with a gun to my head.”
“Will you stop it. It’s not natural to hear you worrying about homework. It’s too weird.” I can’t help but grin. She’s so right. It is weird.
“Suzy,” I hear Mom calling.
“Hang on Maddie. Yes Mom?”
“Someone to see you,” she says poking her head around the door.
“Is it Lori? Send her up.” 
“No it’s a boy.” Oh no, not Guy I am so not up to pretending everything is okay. “Ryan.”
My stomach hits the floor and shoots back up again. I hold onto the edge of the bed for support. 
“I won’t be a minute,” I somehow manage to say as Mom turns away, closing the door behind her. “Maddie, did you hear—”
“Yes. Shit, Suzy. No escaping him now.” She gives a hollow laugh but I can’t respond because my breathing is becoming decidedly labored. I think I’m in the throes of a major panic attack. “Suzy, are you okay? You sound like you’re choking or something. Hold your breath, count to ten and then breathe.”
I do as she says and somehow my breathing sort of returns to normal.
“I’m fine now. I think,” I say still wheezing a bit. “Just got a bit weird for a moment.” I take another huge breath. “Okay. What the hell am I going to say?”
“If you can remember what we said last night great, if not then say the first thing that comes into your head. You’ll be good. I have every faith in you.” Glad someone has. “Go now before you totally freak. And phone me as soon as he’s gone. Good luck.”
I drop my phone onto the bed and force myself out of my bedroom and downstairs to the living room, where I assume Mom has taken him. The closer I get to the room the harder my heart pounds. And my tongue is stuck fast to the roof of my mouth it’s so dry up there.
Standing outside, I swallow, take a deep breath, and then push open the door. Ryan is sitting as relaxed as anything on the green leather sofa, with Mom opposite looking just as comfortable.
What I wouldn’t give to be on an island in the Caribbean at this precise moment.
“Hello,” I squeak, my voice sounding decidedly mouse-like.
Ryan jumps up from his seat, closely followed by Mom.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Mom says. “Good to meet you Ryan. Let me know if you want anything to eat or drink.” She smiles and leaves, closing the door behind her.
Thank goodness she didn’t hang around. Though she could be listening at the door. 
“I waited for ages. Why didn’t you turn up?” Ryan’s accusing tone draws me from my thoughts.
“Um—well—you see the Principal called a meeting for the new Student Liaison Committee members and he went on for ages and I thought you’d have left. So I came home.” Phew. It’s amazing how much easier it is when you tell the truth. 
“Really?” What? Doesn’t he believe me? “You on a student committee. I don’t think so.”
“I am. Truth. I’m not me any more. I mean I am me, clearly, but not the same me you knew before if you get what I mean. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You see things have changed and—” I stop and draw in a breath before I pass out as I’m feeling all light-headed.
“Stop.” Ryan holds up his hand. “Slow down. I didn’t get any of that apart from you’re not you but you are or something.”
“Sorry. Let’s sit down.” I gesture to the sofa and we both drop down onto it. Not too close though. It’s a large sofa, you can easily get four people on it, and we both sit right into our respective corners. Calmness engulfs me. It will be fine. I just know it.
“Tell me again,” Ryan says.
“I’m not the girl you knew before. Things have happened and I’ve changed.”
“What things?”
“Just things.” I pause for a moment while thoughts of Rosie and our past life flash through my mind. 
Though it seems more like a dream than anything else, so much has happened since. More than any person my age should have to go through. I have the strongest urge to tell Ryan about Rosie, which is weird when you think I avoid mentioning it at all costs to everyone else. But if it’s going to help him understand what I’m doing then it’s the right thing to do. Anyway, if he’s anything like the Ryan he was before he’ll understand. 
“My sister had an accident, and she died,” I hitch in a breath. Tears fill my eyes and one drops onto my lap. Ryan slides along the sofa, until he’s next to me, and rests his hand on top of mine, but I quickly pull it away on the pretence of wiping my eyes. His touch sent a shock right through me, even though I’m upset. It’s all way too confusing.
“I’m so sorry,” he says, obvious concern in his voice. “I remember how much she meant to you. You used to talk about her all the time. She was called Rosie wasn’t she?” I nod. “If it helps to talk about it I’m a good listener.” Oh no. It’s the understanding voice. 
“Thanks.” I sniff, giving a resigned smile through my tears. “But talking won’t bring her back. Won’t change what I did.” Shit. Where did that come from?
“What did you do?” His eyebrows draw together in a frown.
If I tell him and he hates me for it I don’t know what I’ll do. But if I don’t tell him he won’t understand how important it is for me to keep up my charade at school. To quote one of Mom’s favorite sayings: I’m between a rock and a hard place.
What would Rosie have done? That’s a no brainer. She’d have told him everything. She always said it was best to be upfront with people. Okay. I’m not at Rosie’s level yet, so I’ll tell him only what’s necessary. He doesn’t need to know everything. 
“When Rosie died it was like my world came to an end. You see it was my fault. I—” My voice cracks, taking me by surprise. I lean forward and rest my head on my knees.
“You said it was an accident,” Ryan says. “How can an accident be your fault?”
I turn my head to the side so I can see him.
“It was my present,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “The helicopter she died in. That exploded with her onboard. I gave Rosie the ride as a present for her birthday.”
“Suzy,” Ryan says putting his arm across my shoulders. “You can’t blame yourself for that. These things happen. It wasn’t your fault.”
“Try telling Mom that. When I told her about the present she asked me not to give it to Rosie because it was too dangerous. But I didn’t listen. Mom’s scared of flying, so of course she’d be worried.” I sit up, his arm still around me and lean into him. We fit so well together. Crap, did I just think that? I pull away. “And Rosie was so thrilled when I gave her the present. I knew I’d made the right decision. Knew I’d given her something she’d remember for the rest of her life. What life?”
“Suzy, stop. You can’t blame yourself.”
“Why not? Everyone else does.” I bite so hard on my bottom lip I taste blood.
“They told you that, did they?”
“Didn’t have to. It was written all over their faces. You don’t know. You weren’t there.”
This is crazy. Wallowing in self pity isn’t going to resolve anything. I jump up from the sofa and go stand by the French windows. I peer into the garden then turn to face Ryan. “Whatever. It’s in the past. I’ve started a new life. I can’t bring Rosie back, but I can do what it takes to make my parents proud and not be any more trouble.” I fold my arms and lean against the window.
“And how do I fit into all this? I’m assuming that’s why you asked to see me.”
“I don’t want anyone to know about us.”
“Why not? What difference does it make?” He frowns, then suddenly an ‘I get it’ expression crosses his face. “It’s because I don’t go to your elite school, isn’t it?”
“You know where I go to school?” 
“I recognized the guy you were with the other night. He played football at our school a few weeks ago and he’s also been hanging around giving out leaflets for this strange Virginity Club thing he’s involved in. He didn’t get many takers though.” He laughs. “Many at your school join?”
The blood rushes to my head faster than a speeding train and Ryan’s jaw literally drops.
“Suzy, don’t tell me you’ve joined.” I nod. “But you can’t.”
I clench and unclench my fists. “No-one there knows I don’t qualify. Please don’t say anything. I’ll do anything. I mean it. Anything. Just please don’t tell.” Ryan shakes his head an incredulous expression on his face.
“Why did you do it?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.” His voice is firm, but his eyes are kind. That was one of the things I always loved, I mean liked, about him. His kind eyes. But I can’t tell him the real reason. I’ve confided too much in him, as it is.
“Because everyone else is in it and I didn’t want to be left out. Please say you won’t tell. It will totally wreck everything if you do.”
“And you’ll do anything to buy my silence?” 
Geez. The way he said anything and that scary twinkle in his eye. I just know he’s going to make me sleep with him again. 
But I can’t. 
But I have to. 
But that would be a disaster. 
What the hell am I going to do? 
Maddie, help.
“I said so didn’t I?” But let me tell you if you force me to sleep with you again it will eradicate all the good memories I have of you from before. Not that you probably care.
“This is the deal,” he finally says, fixing me with a stare that makes me squirm. I hold my breath, bracing myself for the inevitable. “The price for my silence is,” he pauses a moment. He sure knows how to milk situations for all they’re worth. “The price for my silence—is—you—go out with me.”
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“You want to go out with me?” There’s got to be a catch here. It surely can’t be this easy for my secret to remain intact.
“You got it. Just once, in a few weeks’ time.” He sits back in the sofa looking decidedly smug. 
There’s got to be some ulterior motive. And why do I have to wait for a few weeks? Why can’t it be—Friday? Actually Friday isn’t good for me because it’s the meeting. And I’m certainly not going to suggest he comes along. No way. 
“And if I agree to this you agree to say nothing about our friendship.” 
“Friendship. Hmm. I’d have called it more than that.” A smile tugs at the corners of his mouth but it quickly evaporates. “But maybe that’s all it was to you.” His tone becomes harsher and he glares at me. 
How can he think that? Maybe I should tell him why I didn’t get in touch. But what’s the point? We’re history. And that’s where we’ll stay. Apart from when we go out. And it’s so weird that he wants to. He must realize I’m with Guy now—at least I hope I am, Guy didn’t say anything today about going out again. Though to be fair I didn’t really see him much and even then loads of other people were around. 
And another thing, if I go out with Ryan how on earth am I going to explain it to Guy? Not to mention Lori and the gang. They’ll truly think I’ve lost it if they find out. Ryan’s not exactly what they’d consider a prime catch. 
I look across at Ryan, absorbing the way he’s dressed and his easy manner. You know, he might be the total antithesis of what they’re like at school but he’s still cute. But cute won’t work for me. I’m a girl on a mission and that means my efforts must be firmly focused on my goal.
“It’s a deal. As long as I choose where we go.”
There’s a method in my madness. If it’s my decision I can make sure it’s well away from prying eyes. 
“No.” He looks across at me, the expression on his face daring me to disagree. Well he can’t frighten me.
“But I’m—”
“I’ve got two tickets for Truck-fest next month and—”
“Truck-fest,” I scream, my hand shooting up to cover my mouth. “Truck-fest,” I say through splayed fingers. “You have tickets for Truck-fest? That is the coolest thing ever.” I am just about to run over and fling my arms around his neck when I abruptly pull myself back and wrap my arms around my middle instead. 
Get a grip girl. Sorry.
Anyway, Truck-fest isn’t the sort of thing I go to now as I’m not that kind of girl any more. Though it looks like I may not have a choice. I’m going to have to bite the bullet and go. Oh dear!
Maddie and I lined up for hours when Truck-fest came to Dallas. And was it worth it? You bet it was. The sight of those trucks racing around the circuit. It was awesome. And the atmosphere was wicked. I couldn’t hear properly for a week after. Maddie’s going to be so jealous when I tell her where I’m going. She’s always saying we’ve got to go again. Good job I only put my Doc Martens to the back of the closet and didn’t throw them away. Same goes for my old clothes, seeing as it isn’t an event where one makes a fashion statement—well not one of the Lori variety, anyway.
“So you approve then?” Ryan grins and my heart does yet another flip. I dread to think how many times it’s done that since I’ve bumped into him, which isn’t a good sign. It’s not because I have the hots for him still. I think it’s just a bad case of nerves. Yes, that’s definitely it. Anyone in my position would be feeling the same. I’m sure.
“I do,” I say, unable to stop a huge smile crossing my face and staying there. And I can’t imagine anyone from school will be going which is the hugest relief ever. 
So at the moment all is right with the world. 
***
“He seems a nice boy,” Mom says after Ryan leaves. “Very different from Guy though.” Yeah well it doesn’t take rocket science to work that one out. Nor does it take rocket science to work out she means Guy is more suitable, coming from a rich family and being so polite and stuff. Definitely a Rosie sort of boyfriend. 
Not that Ryan isn’t polite, but you can just tell he comes from a different background. Though, to be fair, she wasn’t off with him at all. 
“Yes Maddie and I met him a couple of years ago at camp. He’s great. We all hung out together in a big group. It sure surprised me when I saw him working in Starbucks.”
“So how come he’s living here then?”
“I’m not sure. I didn’t ask. I’ll ask him next time I see him.”
“You’re seeing him again? Won’t Guy mind?”
“Mom, we’re friends. Of course Guy won’t mind. But I might not mention it to him. So don’t say anything it if he comes around.” 
Why am I telling her all this? I think Maddie’s right. I should go back to playing things close to my chest rather than blurting out everything given the slightest opportunity. It’s not natural for a girl of my age to confide in her Mom like this. Although Rosie did. I remember they used to have their ‘catch-up chat’ whenever Rosie came around. Mind you, Mom seemed to look forward to their chats more than Rosie did.
And Rosie did keep some things secret—I still don’t think Mom knows about the butterfly tattoo she had on her left butt-cheek. Rosie said she did it for a bet. I was more than surprised, let me tell you—you think you know someone then they do something totally random. It was pretty—pink, blue and purple in a swirly pattern and made me want to have one—except I couldn’t face the pain. 
“Don’t get yourself in trouble by playing them both along,” Mom says cutting into my thoughts. “You’ll get yourself a bad reputation. When I was your age girls who played the field didn’t get the nice boys.”
Yeah, yeah, yeah. I hardly think I’m going to get myself a reputation for being a ho, seeing as I’m a member of the Virginity Club. 
“Mom, don’t worry. I’m not messing either of them around. Ryan and I are just friends. That’s all.” And when we go out it won’t be like going out in the strictest sense, so it doesn’t count. “Call me when dinner’s ready, please. I’m going upstairs to do my homework.” 
***
“Suzy,” Lori calls when I walk into the class. “Sit here.” She pats the chair beside her. “I’ve got something for you,” she says, once I’m seated. “Here.” She hands me a big ivory colored envelope, which feels very expensive—not that I’m an envelope expert—with Suzy written on the front.
“Thanks.” I take it from her. “What is it?”
“Open it and find out.” She has this silly smirk on her face and is wriggling all excitedly in her chair. If I didn’t know better I’d say it was an invitation to a bouncy castle party, or something equally childlike. 
I slide my finger under the seal, open the envelope and pull out a big card. On the front, in fancy gold lettering, it says Marlene and Bruce.
“Who are Marlene and Bruce?”
“You’ll see.”
I open it up. Wow. Suzy and Partner are invited to celebrate the silver wedding anniversary of Marlene and Bruce Baker on—I turn to face Lori.
“This is your mom and dad isn’t it?” Lori nods. “And they’ve invited me?” She nods again. Holy crap. Why me? According to the invite it’s being held at the Ocean Breeze Country Club on the bay.
“They said I could invite a few of my closest friends. You will come won’t you? You can bring Guy. His parents will be going too. They’re friends of my parents.”
“Um, yeah. Thanks. Sure. What does it mean ‘black tie’? Surely I don’t have to wear a tie.”
Lori throws back her head and laughs. “You’re so funny. Men wear a tux. Women cocktail dresses. We’ll have to go shopping. What about Saturday?” 
Cocktail dress? That will cost hundreds of dollars. I hope Mom and Dad are okay with it. Unless they let me borrow something of Rosie’s. I bet she’s got a cocktail dress or three stashed away. I’ll sneak a peak when I get home later.
“Great. And you reckon Guy will come if I ask him?” Lori nods her head. “How come you didn’t invite him anyway?”
“Mom said I could only invite three friends and whoever they want to bring. So I chose Rachel, Jana and you thinking you’d want to bring Guy. I wanted Jamie for my partner but Mom said no. I think that’s really mean but she was adamant.”
Yay for Lori’s Mom. The thought of an evening with Jamie. No thanks.
“So who are you going to bring, then?”
“I’m not sure.” 
“I know who you want to bring,” I whisper in case anyone’s listening. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“No, don’t.” Color floods her cheeks. I seriously think she’s only saying no because she doesn’t want to be let down. But I don’t want to upset her if she really does mean it. I’ll see what Maddie says. 
“Well thanks so much for inviting me.” I say brightly. “It’s going to be great.” 
“That’s what best friends are for.” Excuse me? Best friends? Since when? She can’t be my best friend. I already have one. And we tell each other everything (almost). I know Lori and I get on well but it’s not like we confide in each other—apart from when we talked about doing it and other stuff, I suppose.
“Yeah.” I laugh. Well I can hardly say sorry but best friend position already taken. Anyway, I can be hers even if she isn’t mine, especially if I don’t tell her. Which is a bit mean. Or a lot mean. Oh, I don’t know. I don’t want to hurt her feelings but really, she knows about Maddie. Though she has made the occasional snide remark about her. Mind you, Maddie’s done the same about her, too.
“So you’ll ask Guy?” 
“I guess. At break, if he’s around.” And if I dare. 
Hopefully he won’t say no. If he does I’ll look a prize dick. 
I could always ask Ryan—I can just imagine his face if I ask him to wear a tux and accompany me. It’s almost worth asking just to see his reaction.
Really? I’m doing all I can to prevent him from disclosing my innermost secrets and now I’m thinking of inviting him somewhere all my friends are going to be. 
For goodness’ sake Suzy.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
As soon as I get home I charge into the kitchen, drop my bag on the floor mid-flight, and open the connecting door into the garage. I say garage loosely. It’s huge, as in the size of a small aircraft hanger. 
Ever since Lori gave me the invitation this morning I’ve been itching for a nose into Rosie’s boxes of clothes. We’re virtually the same size and build so there’s bound to be something really cool I can borrow. I vaguely recall last year seeing photos of her when she went to a rich guy’s party and wore a black clingy dress—very tasteful. It would be perfect, if I can find it.
Rosie’s things are stashed right at the back, which means clambering over years of accumulated trash before I can get to them. Whoever designed the garage as a place for keeping the car clearly doesn’t know our family. The only car in here is Rosie’s, an old mini so doesn’t take up much space, and the rest is family junk. You’d have thought moving might have encouraged us to pare down our belongings. But no. I come from a family of hoarders and unfortunately both Rosie and I inherited the hording gene.
Rosie’s boxes are all sealed with brown parcel tape. Luckily Mom labeled them so I can ignore the ones not containing clothes. Even so, that still leaves about ten for me to look through. 
Trembling slightly, from excitement or anxiety I’m not exactly sure, I pull one toward me and begin to carefully pull back the tape. Suddenly I’m hit by a pang of guilt, and I freeze. Should I leave Rosie’s things alone? Mom put them here out of the way for a reason. If she’d wanted me to go through them she’d have said, wouldn’t she? Unless she was so upset at the time she didn’t think to say anything. She packed up all Rosie’s things only a couple of weeks after the accident. It bothered me at the time, it was as if Mom wanted to put Rosie in a box too. So we didn’t keep bumping into her, if you get what I mean. I wanted to say something, but couldn’t bring myself to. Then other events took over and Rosie’s clothes were the last thing on my mind.
If only Rosie could give me a sign. Let me know it’s okay. Maybe the fact Lori gave me the invitation is the sign. Because Rosie knows I’d straightaway come to look at her clothes. Yes, that’s definitely it.
I give the tape one more gentle pull and as the top begins to part the smell of Rosie hits me and I reel backward, scraping my arm down a treadmill keep fit machine Mom bought, and is determined not to give away because she will definitely use it one day, and landing awkwardly on the floor.
My head pounds and I close my eyes. Images of Rosie dance before me. Rosie as a girl, Miss Perfect I remember Dad calling her. Clothes always immaculate, food never daring attach itself to her cheeks, and nothing but a smile on her face. And she didn’t change as she got older. Teenage tantrums weren’t for her—though I more than made up for that. Whenever I’d done one of my famous stomps up the stairs declaring my hatred for everyone, she’d knock on my door, come in and placate me—not that I’ve had a tantrum since I was about fourteen. Well, maybe only the odd one every now and again, when it was something I felt strongly about—like the time Mom and Dad refused to let me go to an all night party held in an old warehouse one New Years Eve. 
I clasp my legs and lean forward, resting my head on my knees. Why? What did she ever do—
“Suzy?” My head jerks upward at the sound of Mom’s voice. I must have been in here longer than I thought, she said she wouldn’t be home until after five. 
“Over here. At the back” I stretch out my legs in front of me.
“What are you doing?” She sounds cross. A shiver runs down my spine. I can’t face an ear-bashing. Not now. Maybe I should pretend I was doing something else—what exactly I don’t know. Except she’ll see the open box. Unless I can quickly push it to one side before she gets here. I glance across at the box and notice all the other boxes are out of place.
“Suzy. Answer me.” 
I guess I better tell the truth. Before she starts accusing me of all sorts. Maybe I’m being a bit melodramatic. She trusts me now. At least I think she does.
“Looking through Rosie’s clothes, but—” My words are lost as suddenly a huge lump forms in my throat and all that comes out is a strange choking noise. 
From behind me I hear her scrambling over the boxes. When she gets here she drops down and squeezes in next to me. “Suzy, are you okay? Is it Rosie?”
I nod slowly and she wraps me in her arms. 
“Mom. Why?” I say my voice all muffled as I bury my head.
“I don’t know love,” she says quietly over the top of my head. 
I can feel her shoulders gently bobbing up and down and I know she’s crying. Which sets me off. We stay like this for ages, neither speaking, both absorbed in our own thoughts. Suddenly Mom gently eases me away and she pulls out a couple of tissues from up her sleeve and wipes my eyes with one then her own eyes with the other.
“Thanks,” I say sniffing. “I better put this box back.” I lean over and bring the tape back across the box and start to push it along the floor to where the others are.
“Wait,” Mom says. “What made you want to look at Rosie’s clothes?”
“I wanted something to wear for Lori’s parents’ silver wedding party. I thought Rosie might have something I could borrow. But I think I’ll just buy something, if that’s okay with you.”
“You can do either, love. If Rosie was with us now she’d let you borrow whatever you wanted.” The wistful tone in her voice set me off again and tears spill furiously down my cheeks.
“I know,” I say between sobs. “She was so perfect wasn’t she?” Mom frowns and opens her mouth as if to speak then changes her mind. “What?” I pause for a moment waiting for her to reply but she remains silent. “Mom? What were you going to say?”
“Suzy. As much as I love your sister with all my heart and nothing or no-one could ever replace her. She did have faults. She wasn’t perfect. She was human.” She reaches out and rests her hand on my arm.
“No.” I shake my head. “She was perfect. Dad used to say so. Miss Perfect was what everyone called her, including you.” I don’t get it. Why would she say that about Rosie? 
“That was a nickname Suzy, something your dad said in fun when she was a tiny girl. No-one is perfect. Everyone has some failings. Remember the time Dad caught her smoking in the shed at the bottom of the garden?” I shake my head. I’ve never heard that story. “Well he did. And the night she came home drunk and threw up over Dad’s roses?” Well, I do remember that. It was so funny. Dad got really cross. I don’t know why, he could have started a whole new craze with vomit smelling roses. You could send them to people you hate. 
“Come on,” she continues. “Let’s get a cup of tea. We can look at the dresses later.” Oh yes, a cup of tea. The answer to everything. Well, it is in our household. Personally it’s times like these when a stiff drink would be of more use. Except bearing in mind my past behavior I don’t think suggesting that would go down too well. Plus Mom and Dad don’t drink, if you don’t count the odd beer and sherry at Christmas.
Mom pulls me up and keeps hold of my hand while we make our way back to the kitchen—which is a mission in itself as it makes it even harder to balance. 
My mind’s a mass of thoughts. Rosie was perfect. I don’t care what Mom says. And I know that deep down she believes it as much as I do. And those silly smoking and drinking incidents are so trivial they don’t count. 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“Don’t wait up,” I call into the sitting room after I see Guy pulling up in his car at the bottom of our drive. “I’m not sure what time I’ll be back.”
“Where are you going?” Dad asks, looking up from reading his newspaper.
 “I told you earlier. There’s a local band playing at McGinty’s. We’re all going from school.”
I’m really looking forward to tonight. I haven’t seen a live band in ages. And Guy’s been raving about Twice Bitten ever since I met him. His father’s best friend manages them. Which is how come we got free tickets. According to Guy they’re on the brink of making it big. Just about to sign a recording contract. 
“Do you want me to pick you up?” I don’t think so. He means well, but really.
“No thanks, Dad. Guy will bring me home.”
“Well, make sure he doesn’t drink. And if he does phone and I’ll come and get you.”
“Dad. This is Guy we’re talking about. He won’t drink and drive. Anyway, no-one will be drinking they’re really strict at McGinty’s and always check ids.” 
“Good.” He returns his gaze to the paper. “Have fun. And don’t be too late.” He suddenly looks up again. “Does your Mom know where you’re going?”
What is it with the twenty questions? I thought we’d moved on from that. I’m only going out with my friends. And I’m going to behave myself. Surely he realizes I’m different now?
“I told her yesterday.” My tone is decidedly sullen and a frown flies across his face. Uh oh. I think I might have overstepped the mark. He’s normally fairly placid, leaves most things for Mom to deal with. Every now and then, though—
“Suzanne.” Told you. He never calls me Suzanne unless he’s getting cross. “I hardly think asking whether your mother knows what you are doing warrants that sort of tone. We’re only concerned about you. Is that such a problem?”
“No. Of course not. I’m sorry Dad.” I go over and give him a hug, which usually does the trick. “Mom’s okay about it. She knows what I’m doing and who I’m with. Don’t worry.” I kiss him on the cheek then walk back toward the door.
“Try telling your mother that,” he mutters, more to himself than me, I think. 
Whatever, I can’t hang around or Guy will get cross. He hates bad timekeeping with a passion. I slam the front door behind me and race down the drive. Well, not race exactly as I’m wearing a pair of black heels that are totally crippling me. Not sure how I’m going to dance. I suppose I could always take them off. 
***
“Hey,” I say to Lori when we get into McGinty’s. 
She’s managed to grab one of the big tables at the back, which is great as it means we have a fab view of the whole place. I slide along the bench and sit next to her.
“Hi,” she says. “Don’t look now but guess who’s at the bar.” My head swings around before I have time to check it. George. I wonder if I can do something tonight?
“Suzy,” Lori shouts—so loudly I spin back in double quick time. “I said don’t look. He’ll know we’re talking about him now.”
“Don’t worry. He didn’t see me. And why would he know? It’s not like he suspects we’re up to anything.” Yet.
“Drink, girls?” Guy asks on his return from chatting with the band’s manager. “Mark will get them for us.”
“Beer for me please,” I say. “Lori?”
“Same. No, make that lemonade. I said I’d share the driving to Mom’s friend’s house tomorrow morning. Mom will freak if she smells beer on me when I get in, and give me one of her you-shouldn’t-be drinking-lectures ending with alcohol-stays-in-the-system-for-over-twelve-hours. Even if I do have only one.” And I thought sometimes I had it bad. 
“Have a Vodka-ice. Vodka is smell proof.” 
“Is it? I didn’t know.” She pauses a moment. “No. I better not.”
I glance away from Lori and scan the place. McGinty’s is so cool. It’s part of a chain of restaurant bars. This one reminds me of the one Maddie and I used to go to in Dallas, only it’s smaller. But they have the same muted lighting and décor. There’s a small stage at the side near the back door where the band is setting up. Four guys who look decidedly ordinary. Can’t say there’s a hot one amongst them. 
“What do you think of the band?” I ask Lori, nodding toward the stage. “Have you seen them before?”
“They’re okay. They played at Guy’s birthday party last year.”
“That would be so amazing once they’re famous to say they played at your house.” I am suitably impressed. If I’m still going with Guy maybe they’ll play at my eighteenth. Hey, maybe Guy will let me use his house for the party.
“If they become famous.” Lori laughs. “Guy’s told you about the recording contract, I take it?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“They’ve been on the verge of signing one for two years. I think it’s wishful thinking on Guy’s part. He was probably trying to impress you.” Well it worked. I’m so gullible.
“Surely they can’t be that bad if they’re playing here. Look at the place it’s packed. They must have a lot of fans.”
“They have, locally. And really they’re not that bad. Anyway, looks like you won’t have to wait much longer. They’re just about to start. Want to go down to the stage.”
“Sure.” We scramble out from the table and head toward the stage, along with most other people here by the looks of things.
We manage to find a space slightly to the left of the stage which gives us a great view. You know what, they’re not bad. Not sure whether they’re going to be as huge as Guy thinks, but I’m no expert. The drummer’s amazing that’s for sure. I’ve always fancied learning the drums, but Mom wouldn’t let me. I think the couple of years Rosie learned the violin put her off musical instruments forever. I’m not saying Rosie was bad, but in the end Mom made her practice in the garden shed. We all breathed a huge sigh of relief when she decided to have tennis lessons instead. Mom even bought a net for the yard.
“Come with me to the bathroom,” Lori says while the band are taking a break.
I agree and follow as she wends her way through the crowds. When we finally get there the line is huge. I hope she’s not desperate.
“I’ll wait out here for you.” I say.
There’s a red leather sofa close by so I drop down onto it. My feet are hurting so much I’m tempted to take off my shoes, except if I do I’ll never get them back on again. I haven’t seen Guy in ages. I wonder what he’s doing? Probably chatting with the band. I’ll find him once Lori comes back.
“Suzy, hi.” I glance up and am faced with George. 
George.
“Hey, George. I didn’t know you were here. What do you reckon to the band? Who are you with? Want to sit down?” Whoa, Suzy. Slow down. Play it cool. This is your opportunity. Don’t screw it up.
He grins, a sort of cheeky grin. If I wasn’t with Guy and I didn’t know Lori liked him I’d be tempted myself. He’s a real cutie.
“Thanks.” He flops down on the sofa and sticks his legs out, crossing them at the ankle. He seems relaxed enough. Let’s go for it.
“I’m waiting for Lori. She’s in there.” I nod toward the line by the bathroom.
“Yes, I know. I saw you earlier.” Did he? That’s promising. At least he’s still noticing her. 
He stares sort of vacantly in the direction of the door.
“Great band, huh?” I wait for an answer but none is forthcoming. His eyes remain fixed on the bathroom. “George?”
“Sorry. What did you say?” He turns his head and looks at me. Definitely cute. His eyes are such an unusual green color.
“It’s okay. I was just saying how good the band are.”
“Yes. Definitely.” 
“I guess you were thinking of Lori.” It’s so sweet because a little pink dot appears on each of his cheeks. “You still like her, don’t you?”
“Yeah, sort of. But she’s not interested. Because of that fucking club.” A shocked expression crosses his face. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it. I say much worse myself.”
“You do? You’re not like Lori then. She hates me cursing.” Yes, that is something I need to work on. Not that I curse much in front of Lori and the others. I mainly save it for Maddie.
“Anyway, back to whether Lori’s interested. Between you and me, she is.” Got to let him think Lori doesn’t know what I’m doing, in case he thinks it’s a set up. Mind you, she doesn’t know what I’m doing. So it’s not a lie.
“Are you sure?” I nod my head. “But she was the one to finish it.”
“Yes, and I think she regrets it.”
“But what about the club? I’m not joining. No way.”
“Hey. It’s not so bad” I can’t believe I’m saying this. “Why don’t you try it? And no-one is twisting your arm to stick rigidly to the handbook.”
“Handbook?” He frowns. 
Shit. Why did I mention that? Arrggh. I could kick myself.
“It’s just there for support. Nothing to worry about.” I wave my hand dismissively.
“I don’t know. That Jamie. He’s such a dick.”
“You can say that again. Only say it to me and not Lori because she thinks he’s way cool.”
“Why do you go? Sounds like you’re not that into it.”
“Yeah, well. I agree with some of it. And Guy goes. And—”
“Suzy.” Phew. Saved by the Lori. “Hi George.”
I move along the sofa so there’s a space between George and me. “Sit down for a minute.” I pat the seat and Lori looks from me to George and then gingerly sits down, smoothing her skirt under her legs. You know, some girls are just born feminine. Others of us—well—
“Hey, Lori,” George says. “How’s it going?”
“Good, thanks.”
“Listen, you two. I better get back to see Guy before he sends out a search party.” I jump up and once I’ve walked past George I turn and wink over his head so only Lori can see. She stifles a giggle by turning it into a cough. I guess that’s my good deed done for the day. 
***
I find Guy sitting all alone at our table. When he sees me a huge smile crosses his face. Awww. He’s so sweet. I shuffle my butt along the bench until I’m sitting next to him and our thighs are touching.
Both his arms are resting on the table and I put my hand on top of one of his. He moves his head in closer. I think he’s going to kiss me. I tilt my head up slightly and my eyes are beginning to close when suddenly he jerks his hand out from under mine and he jumps away from me.
“No, Suzy. We mustn’t. We’ll regret it.” He shakes himself as though he’s trying to get rid of something disgusting.
“Guy, we haven’t done anything. I hardly think a kiss is going to send us down the path of ruin.” This is seriously driving me crazy.
“Maybe, not this time. But each time we start something we’ll go further and further. The handbook is right.” 
Screw the freakin’ handbook. 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
“Remember, guys. The picnic next Saturday. Meet at Victoria Park gates at three. Before you leave write down on the sheet what food you’ll be bringing. And I’ll bring whatever we don’t seem to have enough of.”
“What picnic?” I whisper in Rachel’s ear. “And does he mean Saturday as in tomorrow?”
“We’re having a summer picnic. And no it’s not tomorrow it’s Saturday week.”
“Why didn’t someone tell me?” my voice comes out louder than I intend and Guy nudges me in the ribs with his elbow.
“Sssh, Suzy. Jamie will hear you.” 
I’m having a huge crisis here. Jamie hearing me is like minus fifty on the care factor scale at this precise moment. This is awful.
“We’ll take a break, then after have our support session.” Jamie steps down from the stage and as he saunters past our row he grins conspiratorially at Lori. What are they planning, I wonder? 
Anyway, back to my problem. What the hell am I going to do? The picnic is on the day of Truck-fest. Can it get any worse? Is it too much to ask for things to run smoothly for a change? Haven’t I been playing my part? Stepping up to the mark. Being the model daughter, model student and model anything else that crosses my path. And look how I got Lori and George talking again. Even if they’re not going back out yet, it’s still a step in the right direction. All I need to do is persuade her to ask him out. It’s not like we’re living in the dark ages. Girls do ask boys out. I reckon she should invite him to the silver wedding party. Mind you, it’s a pretty big ask to expect someone to embrace the full force of a family party. Well, in our family it is. It makes me go all goose-bumpy to even think about it. 
“Suzy, have you got a moment?” Lori asks, leaning over Guy who’s sitting between us.
“Give me a minute. I’ve just got to—to—” what have I got to do? Apart from grab some fresh air. On my own to try and sort this mess out. I don’t want Lori following me. I need to think things through. “To speak to Jamie about something.”
For God’s sake, is that the best I can come up with?
“I’ll come with you.” 
Great. Now I’ve got to get rid of her.
“It’s kind of personal. Sorry.” Her face drops. Yay, Suzy. Let’s make it even worse. “Not about me. It’s just Maddie wants me to ask Jamie something. It won’t take long.”
Where’s the freakin’ shovel, the hole I’m digging for myself is that big.
“Sure. Please be quick. I need to speak to you during the break.”
Now I feel guilty. She looks really anxious. I should stay but how will I explain that suddenly there’s no need for me to talk to Jamie. It’s all too complicated. I stride toward the back of the room and as I push open the swing door I run smack into someone.
“Sorry,” we both say together. 
“George.”
“Suzy.”
We again speak at the same time. My shock at bumping into him is reflected in his face. Though why he should be shocked to see me I don’t know seeing as he knows I’m a member.
“What are you doing here?” I ask.
“That’s what I’ve been asking myself all the way here,” George replies. The corners of his mouth turn up in a half smile. “I must be insane. There’s no way I’ll fit in with this lot,” He peers over my shoulder and I turn around to look with him. At the risk of putting him off, in many respects I agree.
“Don’t go inside yet. Wait until after the break and the meeting starts again, then sneak in the back. That way no-one will see you.”
George breathes a sigh of relief. Poor boy. He’s really got it bad if he’s here. I’m assuming it’s for Lori and not because he’s had a change of heart about Jamie and the club.
“Yeah, good idea. Will you stay with me?”
“Well, I was going outside to—,” I pause a moment, but his pleading eyes win me over. I’m such a sucker. “Yeah, sure.” 
***
“Come on,” I whisper to George. “There are a couple of empty chairs in the back row. We’ll sit there.”
“Okay. Lead the way.” We tiptoe along the back of the room behind the last row of chairs until we get to the two empty seats. Just as we sit down, there’s a piercing whistle from the microphone, causing me to put my hands to my ears.
“Sorry, guys.” Jamie’s voice echoes. He taps the mic a few times and goes to the side of the stage where he twiddles with the knobs on the black box thing—I know, I should definitely have some sort of technical career. “Time for anyone who felt themselves tempted since our last meeting to come up on stage and share,” Jamie says, once he’s back at the front of the stage.
“What the—” whispers George.
“I know. Don’t worry, I’ve only ever seen one person go up there. It’s no big deal. Just don’t laugh because they take it seriously.”
“Of course I won’t,” He looks quite offended. Just because he doesn’t feel he belongs here doesn’t mean he’s going to act in the same way as kids from my old school. He is a St Peter’s guy after all.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude. Anyway, it looks like no-one is going up there. Which means the meeting should end soon. I could murder a Starbucks. Want to come with us?”
“Sure. Is Lori going?”
I grin at him. “What do you think?”
“Well done, Lori,” Jamie says, distracting me from talking to George. Lori. What does he mean Lori? 
Oh. My. God. 
I am unable to do anything but watch, with my mouth wide open, as Lori edges her way along the row where she’s sitting and strides to the front. She’ll just die when she finds out George is here. And more to the point who is she going to talk about? Surely not George. Stupid question. Who else would it be?
She walks up the steps onto the stage and Jamie hands her the microphone. Now I can see her face, I have to say she looks shit scared.
“Thank you Jamie,” she says holding the mic close to her mouth. “Um—I’m here to talk about—um—well—recently I—um—”
“Come on, Lori,” Jamie says, wrapping his hand around Lori’s and pulling the mic toward him. “Don’t be embarrassed. You’ll feel so much better when you rid yourself of these impure thoughts,” He has the most patronizing expression on his face ever. I could seriously thump him at this precise moment. And I’m not a violent person. Well, I didn’t used to be.
Whatever. This calls for some quick thinking. I can’t let her start confessing her feelings for George, in front of George. That would be the sort of embarrassing moment to never be topped in someone’s entire lifetime. But what can I do?
Suddenly, an idea pops into my head. It’s freakin’ silly but it might work.
I jump up and let out a piercing scream. Everyone turns around.
“A rat,” I cry. “I just saw a rat.” I clench my hands in front of my chest. “Over there.” I point toward the door.
The noise from all the others (well, mainly the screaming girls) is deafening. George runs from where we’re sitting to the door, steadying himself on the chair backs as he goes. This is working even better than I thought. I didn’t figure he’d play the hero. Surely Lori will see him now.
“Quiet,” Jamie’s booms. “Everyone sit down and we’ll sort it out. I’m sure Suzy was mistaken.”
I glance at Lori who’s now standing near the front of the stage. A look of horror is on her face. I think we can safely assume she’s seen George. She gestures with her hand for Jamie to come over. I have no idea what she says but he doesn’t look happy and she walks back to her place with her head bowed and shoulders slouched. 
***
“Thank you, thank you thank you.” Lori says. “I owe you big time.” 
We’re sitting at a table in the corner of Starbucks while George and Guy are at the counter. The meeting pretty much ended after the rat sighting. Thank goodness. George hasn’t said anything about it. At least, not to me.
“No worries. But I don’t get it. Why did you go up there? You didn’t even say you were planning to.”
“Somehow Jamie found out about me and George at the concert. And he spoke to me about it earlier this evening before the meeting started. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about at break but I couldn’t find you.”
“Oh, no. I’m so sorry. I was with George. But it’s not like you did anything with George. So why did Jamie say you had to confess stuff? And, more importantly, who told him?”
Lori shakes her head. “That’s what I’ve been worrying about. You don’t think Rachel would, do you?”
“Nah. Why would she do that?”
“She’s got a thing for Jamie and she thinks I have too. Which I haven’t.” Hmm, that’s debatable. “So if Jamie knows about George he won’t like me so much.” She pauses a moment, and rubs her nose with her finger. “I’m probably way off base here. But what other reason is there?”
“No idea. Anyway, main thing is you didn’t totally embarrass yourself—though my guess is you’ll have to think of something to tell George. What about saying that Jamie asked you to come up on stage to encourage some of the newer members? So they don’t feel so embarrassed. But that you don’t really have anything to confess.”
“Hey, that’s a good idea. I don’t know how you manage to come up with these ideas all the time.” Years of practice.
“Neither. Anyway, going back to Rachel, why don’t you ask her at school and see what she says?” Suddenly, I start to giggle. “I have to say I’m really impressed at how effective the rat-trick was. I’ve never had such a good response before.”
Lori’s eyes widen. “You mean you’ve done that before?” 
Shit. What am I on? 
“Not really. At Maddie’s tenth birthday party I tried it. But no-one took any notice.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
“Hi, is that you Lori?” 
“Yes. Who is it?’ 
Yay! My pathetic, sick voice must be working if she doesn’t recognize me. I do a loud disgusting sniff and then cough. It sounds like I’ve been on forty cigarettes a day for a hundred years. 
“It’s Suzy,” I say making my voice come from the back of my throat so it sounds all hoarse.
“I didn’t recognize you. Are you okay? You sound dreadful.” The concern in her voice makes me feel really guilty. I hate having to lie like this but what else can I do?
“I feel like crap.” Sniff, sniff, cough. “There’s no way I’m going to make the picnic. Mom says I’ve got to stay in bed.” I reckon playing the Mom-card is especially crafty, as Lori always listens to what her Mom says. A little too much if you ask me, but that’s another story. And she is the youngest so she’s bound to be spoilt and wrapped up in cotton-wool a bit. Hey, I’m the youngest. Why didn’t I get that treatment? 
“Oh no. Poor you. Guy will be so disappointed.” 
He will? That’s news to me. I texted him earlier to say I couldn’t make it because I was sick and got a very terse text back saying: ‘ok c u monday.’ 
What’s a girl to make of that? It’s not as if we haven’t been seeing each other or anything. As well as our evenings out—of which there have been several—I see him most lunchtimes at school, unless he’s got a practice or I have a meeting. 
If I have a meeting. It still makes me laugh when I think of it.
“He didn’t seem to be when I texted him earlier. He didn’t seem at all concerned.”
“I’m sure he was, but you know what boys are like, can’t show their feelings. I’ll have a chat with him later, tell him off.”
“It’s fine. Please don’t say anything.” All I need on top of everything else is for Guy to think I’ve fallen out with him. 
“Okay. If you don’t want me to. Look why don’t I come over before the picnic starts? I’ll bring some magazines. Mom bought me the latest Cosmo you can borrow that if you like.”
“NO,” I shout then quickly cough to hide it. “I mean, thanks but no you mustn’t. I’m very contagious and you can’t risk catching anything. Not with the netball finals coming up.” Notice being ill hasn’t affected my talent for thinking on my feet. Except I’m not ill, am I? Oh well, whatever. I’m still good at wriggling my way out of things—hardly surprising the amount of balancing and wriggling I’ve been doing these last few months. “I’d hate to be responsible for the best player on the team missing the most important match of the season.” 
I launch into a long cough and throw in a couple of sniffs when I finish. You know I really should have taken drama. I’m a natural.
“I suppose you’re right. Well take care. And I’ll ring you as soon as I get home. If you’re feeling a bit better tomorrow I’ll pop around then.” 
You know, this is so weird. The most popular girl in school and leader of the in-crowd is concerned about me. And I’m having to let her down. Never in a month of Sundays did I ever picture myself in this situation. And believe me I’ve envisaged a lot situations in the past. Well, only the recent past because Maddie and I never cared about being in the popular group before. We used spend our time laughing at them. 
Just wait ’til Maddie hears about this. I’m sure she’ll agree this confirms I’ve truly made it. I’m where I set out to be. And it’s definitely worth all the sacrifices I’ve had to make. I feel sort of cleansed. A bit like how people must feel after a colonic irrigation. Gross, what on earth made me think of that? Oh yes. Maddie mentioned it to me. Said she was thinking of having one. Actually I think she was winding me up.
“Why don’t I phone you later instead. In case I’m asleep and the ringing wakes me up, you know how loud the ring tone is on my cell.” And just in case I’m back after you, which I could well be as Truck-fest is over an hours drive away. 
I glance at my watch. Crap. I’m going to be late if I don’t get rid of Lori. I have another coughing fit, which seems to do the trick and we say goodbye. Then I make a mad dash for the bathroom.
No need to make an effort, obviously. As I’m not trying to impress. Though for the sake of my personal pride I can’t go out looking a total wreck so I do put on a light covering of foundation, some lip-gloss and a touch of mascara—no eye-shadow as I read recently that you should do lips or eyes and not both. So, now I’m suddenly an officiando on make-up. It’s truly scary. 
More importantly however, and I’m really excited about this, laid out on my bed for me to wear is my favorite long black tie-dye skirt and a striped shirt that Maddie gave me for my birthday last year. 
After admiring them on the bed briefly, I put on my clothes and pull open my closet so I can see myself in the full-length mirror on the inside of the door. I gasp at my reflection. It’s like looking at the ghost of Christmas past or whoever it was in that book. I look strange, but in a familiar sort of way. And the more I stare at myself the more I like what I see. For want of something better to say, it’s like I’ve come home. Maddie will laugh when I tell her, she’s always saying I have over-the-top clichéd tendencies.
“Suzy. Ryan’s here,” Mom calls.
“Won’t be a minute.” 
Crap. I’m nowhere near ready. My hair isn’t properly dry which means I’ll be sporting the ultimate in frizz within a couple of hours. I’ll have to put it up. Even though Ryan loves it down. Oh no. I seriously didn’t think that. Some evil little monster in my head planted the thought there. 
Right, no question now. My hair is going up. I grab it with both hands and scrape it as tightly as I can off my face—so tightly in fact that I almost rip my hair from my scalp. Ouch. I look in the mirror and cringe. Well, Ryan won’t be under any illusion that I made an effort for him. That’s for sure.
I run down the stairs into the hall where Ryan is waiting by the front door leaning casually against the wall, a lazy cute smile on his face. Stop it.
“Hi Suzy.”
“Hi Ryan. You go to the car and I’ll join you in a sec. I just want to have a quick word with Mom.”
He frowns but doesn’t say anything, just shrugs his shoulders then opens the front door and heads off down the path toward his car.
“Suzy,” admonishes Mom in that special tone of hers. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
Suddenly it feels like I’ve stepped back into my old life with Mom having a go at me for everything I do. I wonder if it’s the clothes I’m wearing. They must bring out the tyrant in her. Or am I doing my usual and blowing things out of proportion? I guess I could be. I’ll put it down to these nerves of mine which are messing with my head big time. Not because of my feelings for Ryan, before anyone gets the wrong idea. But because of all this deceit. It doesn’t sit right. And I feel I’m setting myself up for a huge fall.
“What wasn’t?” I reply in the calmest voice I can muster.
“Speaking to Ryan like that.”
“He doesn’t mind. Anyway I need to speak to you and I don’t want him to hear.” She doesn’t look convinced. Oh well not a lot I can do about that now I don’t have time. “Look, if anyone from school phones, like Lori or Guy, please will you tell them I’m sick and asleep in bed?”
Now she really looks cross. She folds her arms and glares at me. And believe me she knows how to glare. Grown men have withered under less.
“Suzy. If you think I’m going to lie for you then think again. I’ve warned you before about playing people off against one another.”
“But Mom you don’t understand. I can go to VC events any time. How often will I get the chance to go to Truck-fest? I’ll tell you. Probably never again seeing as it won’t come back to this area for another five years and who knows where I’ll be or what I’ll be doing by then. I didn’t have a choice.”
“Of course you had a choice. There’s always a choice. You could have told your friends about Truck-fest. They might have wanted to come with you. In fact the club could have changed the date for their picnic so you could all go.” God help me. She’s on a roll. “See Suzy there’s always a choice. And lying shouldn’t be one of them.” 
I let out a huge sigh. She just doesn’t get it. Doesn’t get it at all.
“I know what you’re saying, Mom. And I’m really sorry for putting you on the spot like this. But it’s too late to change things now. I’ve already told everyone I’m not well. You don’t want me to lose all my new friends do you? Especially after I’m doing so well at school and everything.” Okay so that’s a bit below the belt but really I have to employ whatever tactics I can. And quickly. Or Ryan might go without me.
She breathes loudly through her nose. If fire comes out of her nostrils it wouldn’t surprise me.
“Just this once. But don’t ask me to do it again. Because you know what the answer will be.”
“Thanks Mom. You’re the best.” I fling my arms around her and give her a big kiss on the check. “See you later. Love you.” 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
I run down the path to Ryan’s car, a white Ford I think. Though I could be totally wrong as apart from Minis I suck when it comes to identifying cars. Whatever, it’s certainly seen better days that’s for sure. Unlike Guy’s brand new one. Not that I’m comparing the two. As far as I’m concerned, as long as the car gets me from one place to another without breaking down I don’t care whether it’s new or old—but don’t tell Guy I said that because I have a sneaking suspicion he won’t agree.
“Sorry to keep you waiting,” I say, opening the door and sliding into the passenger seat.
“Mom wasn’t impressed with me asking you to leave and told me so.” 
Ryan chuckles. “Don’t worry about it.” 
I sense his eyes on me as I straighten my skirt out from where it’s got all caught and wriggle around to make myself a bit more comfortable. I meant what I said about not caring about cars, but next time I’m in here I might just bring a cushion—if there is a next time, which I doubt.
“Well it’s good to see you haven’t totally changed beyond all recognition,” Ryan says, grinning at me. 
“Excuse me?” I scowl at him. His lopsided grin might have made me go all silly once but it doesn’t work now. And if he’s going to insult me the whole day then I’m going back home. Screw him. I know who Lori and others will believe if he tries to say anything about me.
“Hey. Calm down. I only meant since meeting again this is the first time you’ve looked remotely like the old Suzy. You know. With your clothes and that.”
Well, how was I to know that’s what he meant?
“That’s okay then.” I turn away, to hide the flush that I can feel creeping up my face, and stare out of the window. “Between you and me,” I say after a few moments, “it feels good to be like this. Not that it changes things.” I thump the car seat and a puff of dust shoots up. Gross. He could have vacuumed the car before coming around. Then again, why should he? He’s not making an effort either. “I have my goal for the year and if it means making some sacrifices then that’s fine with me.”
“Amen,” Ryan says.
“Okay so I do sound a bit preachy. I admit it.”
“A bit. That’s an understatement. Anyway, before we go anywhere I want you to know your secret, or should I say our secret is safe. I don’t want you worrying about it all day long and not enjoying yourself.”
“It is?” What a guy.  Don’t you just love him? In the platonic sense I mean.
“Yep. So, lets go.”
I pretend to be concentrating on the road ahead while Ryan starts the car and drives away from my house, but really I’m giving him the once over through my peripheral vision. You know, this whole going-out that’s not a going-out thing would be a lot easier if he still wasn’t so hot. 
And why did he have to wear that blue polo shirt with his jeans. He knows I think he looks good in blue. I remember when we were strolling through the park at camp we had this long conversation about colors and which ones he should wear. Not that he’ll remember. Why should he? Color is such a girly thing.
Suzy, enough already.
I’m right, this has got to stop. We’re a couple of friends out on a day trip. And if I start to go down the reminiscing road one more time I’ll—um—I’ll—
“Is that a yes or no?” Ryan’s question pulls me back from threatening myself.
“Sorry?”
“I thought you weren’t listening. You had that faraway look in your eyes.”
“You shouldn’t be studying my eyes, you should be concentrating on the road.” Help, I’m being visited by my mother.
“Yes, Mom.” See, even Ryan felt it. 
He takes hold of the steering wheel with both hands and keeping his arms straight he leans forward and peers ahead—trying to look serious except he keeps smirking.
“Okay, okay,” I say giggling. “Normal service will resume shortly. Parental invasion intercepted and dealt with. Now what was the question?”
“The tickets allow us into the stands, which means we can sit down, or would you rather hang by the trackside? It makes a difference to which car-park I go into.”
“Up to you. They’re your tickets.” Choose the trackside. Please choose the trackside. I’ve never been that close before. Though I guess it could be dangerous if one of them crashes.
“Our tickets.” Aw, he’s so sweet. “I fancy the trackside, but if you’d rather be a bit further away that’s fine. It’s quite noisy when you’re that close.”
“Are you kidding? I’d love to be that close. It’s so exiting.” I jump around in my seat like a small kid going to a party, then realize he must think me stupid and immature so quickly freeze and jam my waving hands under my legs to keep them still.
The rest of the journey goes in a flash, we either talk about nothing much or sit in silence. But not awkward silence, it’s easy and enjoyable. As we get closer to the venue the traffic becomes heavier and it takes an age to go just a few miles. Eventually we park the car and begin to walk across the fields to the track. 
“Wow,” I shout to Ryan as we get close to where some trucks are already revving up for one of the races and exhaust fumes are billowing everywhere. “This is awesome.”
He says something in reply but I can’t hear him and shrug. He grabs my hand and leads me toward a place just behind the starting post. I’m not even thinking about the beating of my heart because I know it’s excitement from the race that’s causing it to hammer against my ribcage so erratically.
From our excellent vantage point we can see these huge trucks vying for position as they start. The speed they fly around the track is nothing short of breathtaking. All I can say is it’s a good job they don’t drive like that when they’re on the road. Ooops, sorry. Mom sneaking out here again.
We watch three races, the third of which has my heart in my mouth as two trucks come charging around the bend and one accidentally (well, I hope it was) catches the wheel of the other one on the side bit of its bumper (no idea what the technical term is) and huge sparks shoot out of them.
“Lunch?” Ryan yells after the first four trucks finish. 
I nod my head in agreement. It’s seems ages since breakfast and I’m starving.
I follow him away from the track to where the food vans are parked and we both get burger and fries.
“Thanks for bringing me,” I say once we’ve found a patch of grass to sit on that’s far enough away from the action to hear each other. “I just love it.” I unwrap my burger and take a huge bite. Yum. Mustard and ketchup mixed together oozes out and I manage to stop it from dripping with my tongue. Crap. What must he think of my manners?
“I hoped you might. I knew old Suzy would. But wasn’t sure about new one.” I wish he’d stop going on about old and new Suzy. It makes me feel so superficial.
“What’s not to like?” 
“Not all girls share your passion for truck racing. It’s hardly glamorous.”
“I suppose. Maddie does. But Rosie definitely didn’t. When Maddie and I went last time Rosie thought it so funny. Called us Truckies. She should have tried it though, I think she’d have enjoyed it.” I put my burger in the wrapper and sit back on the grass, leaning on my elbows. I watch as Ryan takes two fries from his box and eats them. 
“So, tell me how come you ended up around here then?” I ask before he could ask me anything about Rosie. Not that I know for sure he was planning to, but I just have this funny feeling he might and it’s not the time.
“Dad lost his job and his family come from here so he decided we’d move.” A frown crosses his face. “It would’ve been nice to have been consulted though.” He strums his fingers on his thigh. Not the best of places for my eyes to be drawn.
“You didn’t want to move?’ Takes me back to when Mom and Dad said we were moving. Although Dad’s secondment is only for a year. And it’s not like he had a choice if he wanted to hang onto his job. And they did ask what I thought. But I suspect it was a fait accompli, they’d already decided. Not that I minded. I was glad to get away. Apart from leaving Maddie. 
Ryan stops strumming and leans forward wrapping his arms around his long legs. He fixes me with a bewildered stare.
“Are you kidding? Why would I want to leave my friends and school and job to come to here?”
“Do you keep in touch with any of your old friends?” What I really want to know is did he leave behind a girlfriend. Not for any reason other than general nosiness, of course, plus it’s the first thing Maddie will ask when we speak.
“Some of them. But I’m going back as soon as school’s over to enroll in a design course at college.”
“That’s cool. I remember the things you made at camp. I’ve still got that wooden box with shells on you gave me.”
His eyebrows shoot up in surprise. And I metaphorically slap myself on the head—am I a dick, or what?
“You have?”
“Yeah. Not sure where exactly. Probably in my summer camp box. I always keep things from places I visit. I’m such a hoarder.” His face drops. Crap. Now I feel mean. “Sorry.”
“Forget it. I didn’t think you were going to keep everything I gave you under your pillow or anything.” He turns his head but not before I see the flush creeping up his face.
We sit in silence for a while and finish our lunch. After, Ryan grabs our trash and screws it up into a tight ball. There’s clearly something on his mind, judging by the frown on his face. 
“Why didn’t you—um didn’t you—I mean after everything we did—why didn’t—”
“I couldn’t,” I interrupt. “I,—well—I sort of—” Oh what the hell, I might as well get it over with. “I threw the paper with your number on it out the bus window.”
“Why?”
“Someone told me something and I believed them. I did it in temper. It wasn’t until a couple of weeks later that I found out the truth. And it was too late.” I shake my head. I sound like the most stupid girl on the planet.
“Who told you what?”
“On the bus Mandy Johnson told me you kissed her.” Oh God. I can’t believe I’m telling him this. It’s the most embarrassing thing ever.
“And you believed her?” There’s no mistaking the disbelieving tone in his voice.
“At the time, yes. Anyone would, she was so convincing. Told me where it happened and everything and I knew that I wasn’t with you then. So it had to be true.”
“Suzy, you know I wouldn’t have done that to you. After all we shared.” He shakes his head slowly. “I thought you knew me better than that.”
“I’m sorry. But at the time—And when I found out she’d lied I thought about trying to find you. Maddie and I talked about nothing else. Planning what we were going to do. Then Rosie had her accident and—well, you know the rest.” Most of the rest, I should say. 
“If you’d have given me your number none of this would’ve happened. I could’ve phoned and put you straight.” Rub it in, why don’t you. At the time Mom and Dad, in an attempt to try and curb my behavior, were on their you’re-too-young-to-have-a-boyfriend kick so I couldn’t risk someone else answering the phone if I wasn’t there or them checking my cell if I left it lying around.
“I know that now.”
“As it happens I did phone you.”
My eyebrows shoot up in surprise.
“You what?”
“I managed to get your details. Took a bit of doing, but I did. I phoned about three weeks after camp. Spoke to your dad. I take it he didn’t tell you.”
What? This is so crazy. 
“That was when Rosie had the accident. Dad must forgotten all about it. I’m really sorry.” 
“Don’t beat yourself up about it. These things happen.”
“You say that now. But if I’d trusted you in the first place none of this would have happened. You know, I did some stupid things when I was younger, but I guess this rates up there as one of the stupidest.” But I have to try and forget it. It’s history. I’ve more important things to worry about now.
“You can say that again.”
“I did some stupid things when I was younger, but I guess this rates—Ouch,” I cry as the ball of trash Ryan throws hits my face. “Right. You asked for it.”
I pick up my drink, finished apart from the ice, take off the lid and throw the ice at him. Sensing my days are numbered, I take off as fast as I can from where we’re sitting. 
After a few seconds I glance over my shoulder. Crap. He’s gaining on me and I’m fast running out of breath. In front of me is the ladies bathroom, if I can get there I’ll be safe. And I’m almost there when-
“Gotya,” Ryan’s voice echoes in my ear. 
He spins me around by the shoulders and before I have chance to scream, run or do anything he kisses me squarely on the lips.
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
“Holy crap, Suzy. After all you said about keeping your distance and being just friends.” Don’t you just love Maddie? She instinctively knows which buttons to press for maximum effect.
“I know. I know. But in my defense let me say it was an in-the-moment-once-only kiss. It won’t happen again. It can’t happen again. I’m going out with Guy now. Ryan’s history.” 
My mind wanders back to that moment before sanity stepped in and made me pull back; when Ryan’s lips touched mine and my arms instinctively wrapped themselves around his neck. For one split second nothing else mattered. It was like the time we hadn’t see each other vanished in a puff of smoke. 
Lucky reality hit before it went any further. 
“And after this in-the-moment-once-only full-on kiss did he declare his undying love and beg you to go back out with him?”
“Shut up. Of course he didn’t. Well not really, he—”I pause a moment to replay in my mind the events of earlier. How understanding Ryan was and the way he accepted everything. 
“He what? Come on spill. What did he say? God Suzy, I knew this would happen. This had freakin’ trouble written all over it.”
“I know that. But if you remember I wasn’t exactly given a choice, was I?” Leaning forward on the wooden bench I’m sitting on at the bottom of our garden I stare absentmindedly at the grass. Right now I feel so—so— awful.
“Well, what did he say after you told him no?“
“He said he’s sorry everything turned out how it did, and he wants to be friends. He asked me to go out again to the movies or something. Just as friends. But I think no. Guy wouldn’t like it.” 
“Don’t tell him.”
“No. You know I don’t do lying.” A huge snort reverberates down the phone. “If you let me finish. I was going to say I don’t do lying unless absolutely necessary.”
“It’s okay, I get it. Virgin status and Truck-fest are the only things important enough to warrant deception.” 
A giggle escapes my lips and I sit back and straighten my legs out in front of me. Out the corner of my eye I notice Dad walking toward me holding the phone in his hand. He waves when he sees me looking.
“Phone,” he calls. “Lori.” Oh no. I forgot I was meant to phone her, and I bet Mom didn’t tell Dad to say I’m asleep if anyone calls. Or he forgot, which is quite likely, he’s hopeless when it comes to remembering things. I hope he’s not heading for one of those memory diseases, Mom and I couldn’t hack anything else.
“Won’t be a sec,” I whisper to Maddie. “The other phone.”
I jump up from the bench, run over to Dad and take the handset from him.
“Hello,” I croak, while strolling back to the bench and sitting down.
“Suzy, it’s Lori. I didn’t want to phone your cell in case you were asleep. Your Dad said you’re in the garden. Are you feeling better? You don’t sound it.”
“A little, thanks.” I try to make myself sound breathless, but to be honest it comes across more like someone in a porn movie than a sick person. “Got so hot upstairs I thought I’d come out for some fresh air. I’m hoping it’s just a twenty-four hour thing. How was the picnic?”
“Well, apart from Guy wandering around all pathetic because you weren’t there, it was great. It was so sweet to watch him though. Rachel tried her hardest to cheer him up.” Yeah, I bet. Bitch. “You know, he’s really got it bad. I haven’t seen him like this since—well—since ages.” She giggles and I’m tempted to join in except it’s hysterical laughter bubbling inside me, what with everything going on at the moment, and if I let it out Lori will think I’ve totally lost it.
“I wish I’d been there, instead of stuck in my room with no-one to talk to. Not that I can talk for long.” Cue the cough. “Sorry, it sounds worse than it is. I’m sure by Monday I’ll be fine. Especially if I take it steady tomorrow.”
“Hope so. You know I said about coming to see you?” 
“Mmmm,” I reply nodding.
“I can’t.”
“Oh no. Why not?” Yes!
“Mom wants me to go out with her and Dad to my aunt’s.”
“Poor you. Sounds really boring. You could always pretend to be sick.” I laugh, then panic she thinks that’s what I’ve been doing. “But then you couldn’t come over to see me if they thought you were, so probably not a good idea.”
“I don’t mind going. We usually have fun with them. So looks like I won’t see you until Monday, if you’re well enough to come back to school.”
“I’ll be there. We’ve got the English assessment and I can’t miss it.”
“No, best not to. Okay, I’ll see you then. Take care.”
I say goodbye and put the phone on the seat beside me. I then put my cell phone to my ear.
“Hey, Maddie, you still there?”
“I can’t miss my English assessment,” she mocks in a high pitched voice. “In case I damage my nerdy image.”
“It’s a good job you’re far away,” I say laughing. “Because this nerd packs a powerful slap when provoked.”
“Sorry. I should be used to it by now. Hey guess what? I forgot to tell you. Mom says I can come for a visit in the next school hols.”
“That’s awesome news. How come?” 
This is so not awesome news. 
I love Maddie to bits but how can I introduce her to all my friends? She’ll stick out like a sore thumb. Her clothes, attitude, the constant swearing. In fact everything I used to be. What the hell am I going to do? There’s only about six weeks before we break up. Shit. This is a nightmare.
“Mom said she knew how much we were missing each other and she managed to get me one of those cheap flights. I can’t wait to meet Guy and Lori and the others. And don’t worry I know I’ve got to pretend to be all goody-goody like you. Hope you’ve got something for me to wear. And I’ll need a few lessons in nerdiness before you let me loose on them all. I promise not to embarrass you.”
God, I couldn’t feel more awful if I tried. How could I have doubted her? She’s never let me down before, so why would she now?
“You bet. By the time you meet them you’ll be the biggest nerd in California.”
“I don’t suppose I’ll be able to see Ryan again, will I? He was such fun at camp.”
“Don’t push your luck.” I giggle. “Seriously, yeah I’m sure we can go see him at Starbucks sometime.” All in the line of duty, of course …
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
We walk up the stairs into a huge entrance hall and my arm tightens around Guy’s as the opulent surroundings hit me. It’s incredible. Huge windows with gold and maroon striped drapes, marble floor, and on every wall an enormous mirror. And as for the ceiling, it’s so high you need a pair of binoculars to work out the pattern, which is a shame if you ask me because someone went to a lot of trouble with all that plaster.
“Let me check your wrap,” Guy says lifting it from my shoulders. 
He’s seems so grown up. He clearly isn’t scared shitless by the Country Club’s finery, like me. I follow him over to where a young girl in uniform is waiting.
“Careful,” Guy growls, as the girl accidentally drops my wrap when he hands it to her. 
“Sorry, sir,” she says, her face turning bright red. Guy doesn’t say anything just glares at her. 
“It was an accident,” I say quietly in his ear when he turns to face me. “She looks really upset.” 
Now it’s my turn to get the treatment, if his arched eyebrows are anything to go by.
“Suzy, if you work in a place like this there are certain standards to be upheld.”
Oh, excuse me for being sensitive to another human being. Clearly that doesn’t happen in a place like this.
“Suzy, Guy.” The sound of Lori’s voice echoes around us, preventing me from turning this into a difficult moment, and everyone in the hall peers in the direction of her voice. She rushes over and stands between us, linking her arms through each of ours. 
“Lori, you look gorgeous,” I say.
She looks totally amazing in a dress that’s mid-calf and has a fitted blue bodice with sequins and a floaty blue and pink chiffon handkerchief skirt. She releases our arms and does a twirl.
“Thanks. I’m so glad you like it.”
“Like it? I love it. You make me feel really ordinary.” And I’m not just saying that so she can give me a compliment.
“Don’t be daft. You look so sophisticated. Black is definitely your color.” 
Well I won’t disagree there. Maybe I should get out some of my previous-life clothes and wear them seeing as they’re all black. Hmm. Maybe not.
“Thanks. I bought it from Cleo’s in the mall.”
“Well, it’s totally fab. Come on and I’ll show you where we’re sitting.”
She leads us into a huge ballroom off the entrance hall. And I mean huge. There’s a dance floor which starts in the middle and goes all the way down to one end of the room until it reaches the stage—on which a band is warming up.
We follow Lori to the other side of the room and stop at one of the round tables (there must be at least fifty of them) with eight seats around it. In the middle of each table is a silver artificial flower arrangement, and attached to each chair is a silver helium balloon with Marlene and Bruce written on it, surrounded by red hearts. And every place setting has a silver napkin pushed through a silver heart-shaped napkin ring.
Oh. My. God. Is this over the top or what?
“This sure is something else,” I say to Lori, not sure what the correct reaction should be. For all I know she thinks it’s as crazy as I do.
“I know,” Lori replies. “Isn’t it the most adorable setting ever?” Okay. She loves it. I glance at Guy to see if his face is letting on what he thinks of it all, but he looks enraptured too. 
It’s me. It’s got to be me. I’m way out of step again. I blame my parents for not having the sense to subject me to sufficient strange parties for my good taste to be eroded. I can’t wait to tell Maddie about it, at least she’ll laugh.
Already seated at the table is Rachel, with some guy I haven’t met before, Jana and Sam (who have just started dating—quite a shock to everyone because in the past they’ve never been that friendly toward one another even though we all hang out together) and George who Lori finally plucked the courage to invite.
“Ladies and Gentlemen,” booms a voice through a microphone from across the other side of the room, making me jump. “Please take your seats. Dinner is served.”
“Who’s that?” I ask Guy, nodding at the man on the stage who made the announcement.
“The MC, isn’t it?” Duh. If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking.
“MC?”
“Master of Ceremonies.” He noticeably shakes his head, and tuts. He clearly thinks I’m an idiot for not knowing. Well, at least I know which fork to use. Thanks to Rosie’s insistence on watching Pretty Woman on a regular basis.
Actually I’d know which fork to use anyway. My family isn’t totally devoid of social graces.
“Right. Thanks.” I go to pull out my seat—no fear of making a faux pas here as each place is named, I’ve got Guy on one side and George on the other—but Guy beats me to it and he holds out the chair for me to sit down.
“Thank you.” I sit down in a very ladylike manner, smoothing my dress underneath me and remembering to keep my legs together. No mean feat for someone used to wearing jeans or long skirts most of the time. “Hey, Lori,” I call across George who’s already seated beside me. “How come you’re not on the table with your parents?”
“It wasn’t easy,” she says giggling and shaking her blonde curls. “Took me ages to convince them that it wouldn’t be fair to leave you all on your own not knowing anyone. Not counting you,” she adds to Guy. “I want to have some fun tonight. And not sure sitting with them qualifies.”
“Probably not.” I grin, then pick the menu up from the table. “What’s Potage Nîmoise?” I ask no-one in particular.
“Roasted vegetable soup.”
“Thanks. A bit too—” Hey. That voice is familiar. And it sure doesn’t belong to anyone on this table. Nah. I’m losing it. It can’t be.
“You’re welcome, Suzy.” My head shoots around to the left. As if in slow motion I raise my eyes until they’re locked on the face belonging to the voice.
“Ryan,” I squeak. What is it with me and my voice in tricky situations? “You didn’t say you’ve been invited. How do you know Lori’s parents?”
He rolls his eyes upward. “Get real Suzy. I’m working. I’m your waiter for this evening. I don’t know these people.” His tone is decidedly frosty. It’s not my fault. I didn’t know he worked here, did I?
“Sorry. I’ll introduce you.” I turn back to the table. “Um, guys. This is Ryan.” 
You know, I can’t believe I’ve just done that. Am I not trying my utmost to keep him away from my friends? And now, without even having a drink to blame my behavior on, I’ve gone and screwed it up. 
They all say hi, with the exception of Guy who stares at Ryan. “I remember you from Starbucks,” he says. “The friend from summer camp. You get around don’t you? Are you sure you’re not stalking Suzy?” 
He grins and looks to the rest of them for applause. Frankly, I think he’s decidedly unfunny but the others laugh. Apart from Ryan, who momentarily scowls, shrugs and pulls out his notepad to take our drinks order. 
What say I get totally shit-faced? Then I won’t care if Ryan and Guy are in the same room. What say I get a grip and stop being so pathetic and just act like everything’s ok? It’s not like Ryan’s going to stand up and make some earth-shattering announcement about me and my virgin status and his role in the whole affair. 
This is real life, not the movies. 
***
Okay, we’ve got through dinner and everything’s going just fine. Fortunately Ryan, by design or otherwise (probably the former if his attitude earlier is anything to go by), didn’t serve our table after the initial time. He’s about ten tables over to the left. Anyway, I can’t see him unless I sit right back in my chair and peer over Guy’s left shoulder. Which is hardly polite, so I don’t do it too often.
“Suzy, dance?” Guy asks. 
Before I have time to answer he jumps up from his seat. Looks like I have no choice. Actually, I was going to say yes. I love dancing. Though I can’t say I usually dance to this type of music. 
“Sure.” 
The dance floor is packed, mainly with friends of Lori’s parents all dancing like they’ve just stepped out the seventies and are on some sort of drug that strips you of any sense of shame.
We push our way through until we find a space just about big enough for us to dance in. And wouldn’t you just know it, the bandleader announces they’re going to do an Abba medley.
“Oh no,” I moan. “Want to go back to the table?”
“Are you kidding? Abba songs are great. My parents listen to them all the time. Have you seen that tribute band that tours here?”
“Um, no. Can’t say I have.”
Half an hour later there seems no let up to the Abba revival, and I’ve had enough. I signal so to Guy and his face falls.
“Just one more?” he asks. 
“Sorry. Need the bathroom.” I don’t but at least it gets me away from here. I mean, there’s only so much Abba a girl can take and I passed that stage at least four songs ago. I fight my way back to the tables and then head out the way we came in. I’m not sure where the bathroom is but I guess there’ll be a sign somewhere.
I scan the entrance hall once out there but can’t see anywhere looking remotely bathroom-like. I suppose with these really smart places they try to be discreet about where the bathroom is. Like we don’t all use them all the time.
In desperation, I go through a door on the left and find myself in an empty corridor. I wonder where this leads to? Probably the kitchen or somewhere. I carry on walking until reaching another door, which leads into the garden. It must be a back way because French doors in the ballroom lead out here too. Oh well, I’ll hang around here for a while. Keep out of sight.
“Suzy. Is that you?” So much for keeping a low profile.
“Yes.” I glance from side to side but can’t see anyone. “Who is it?” 
“Me. Ryan. Over here, by the wall.” I stare in the direction of his voice and can just make out a dark shadow that looks about the right height, so I stroll over.
“Hey. What are you doing out here?”
“It’s my break. And I came out to cool off.” 
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“You mean apart from it being hot inside?” I don’t like the way he’s speaking. It’s so not Ryan.
“Um—yeah.”
“Well, how do you think I feel when I see you mixing with all those rich people knowing you’d rather be friends with them than admit our relationship?” He folds his arms and glares at me.
“But—you know it isn’t like that.”
“Isn’t it? If you can dismiss everything that happened between us so readily, clearly our relationship meant nothing to you.” This can’t be happening. He must think I’m such a bitch.
“Of course it did. More than you’ll ever know. But everything’s different. What I’m doing now, it’s all about the future. My future.”
“And for the sake of your future, you think it’s okay to deny our relationship just so you can be a member of some club you had no business joining in the first place?” 
I bow my head, not daring to face him. I really hate myself.
“No, it’s not okay. But what choice do I have, if I want to help Mom and Dad come to terms with Rosie dying? Surely you understand. It’s nothing to do with you and me. What we had. Well, that was so special and I’ll never forget it. But so many things have happened since.”
“Suzy, you just don’t get it, do you?” His voice is softer than before. Please let him understand. “This is you. And your life. You’re not Rosie. Not your mom and dad. You’ve got to do what makes you happy.”
It’s easy for him to say that when he doesn’t know the whole story.
“What’s happiness got to do with it?” 
Ryan reaches for my hands and holds them in his. A lump rises in my throat and my body starts to shake. He puts his arm around my shoulder and I lean into him welcoming his warmth and support. 
I couldn’t bear for him to hate me. I’ll do anything not to lose his friendship. 
“Suzy. What are you doing?” Guy’s voice shatters the moment.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
“Guy,” I say, trying to sound totally unfazed by his presence. “I didn’t realize you were here.” 
I glance up at Ryan. His face is emotionless. What’s he thinking? Will he forgive me? Or does he just think of me as Suzy the selfish bitch? 
“Ryan and I were just talking.” 
“Talking? It looks more than talking to me.” He diverts his attention from me to Ryan. “Do you always talk to people with your arm around them?” Sparks positively fly from his eyes.
“Listen bud—”
“I’m not your bud,” Guy growls. He’s clearly losing it. I’ve never seen him act like this before. “Suzy’s my girlfriend. So hands off. I don’t want to see you near her again. Understand? Now get back to work before I get you fired.
What the hell? Would he seriously try and get Ryan the sack? That’s so unfair. You don’t do that to your friends. Okay, I know they’re not friends but Ryan is my friend, whatever he might think. And I’ll prove it to him. I don’t know how but I will. 
“Excuse me,” I say. “I am not your property. You don’t say who I can and cannot talk to.” 
Guy’s jaw drops. Well that told him. Now perhaps we can act like adults.
“Keep out of this,” Guy says. “This is between me and him.” 
Forget the adult comment, clearly that’s not going to happen. Funny, isn’t it, how people don’t show their true colors until they’re in a confrontation?
“Oh no it isn’t. This is between you and me.” I’m so angry I wave my finger at him just like my dad does when he tells me off. “I’m sorry, Guy, I can’t go out with someone who thinks of me as one of his possessions. I’m a person in my own right. Which means I choose what I do and who I speak to.” I desist with the wagging finger and plant both hands on my hips.
“Even if it upsets the other person?” His anger lapses and a bewildered look clouds his face.
“I wouldn’t intentionally upset anyone,” I soften my voice. “I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea about me and Ryan. We’re friends and I was upset and he comforted me. That’s all.” 
“Okay, I believe you,” Guy says, the bewildered look now gone. “Come on back inside and we’ll forget all about it.” Let’s not be too patronizing. 
It hits me that something isn’t right. I don’t know whether it’s me or Guy or what. But things can’t continue.
“You know, Guy. I don’t belong here.” I make a rather grand gesture with my hand. I sure pick my moments for making a stand. What on earth is Lori going to say if suddenly I disappear? Actually maybe I won’t go down this road. “What I mean is, um—is—um. Oh shit. What the hell do I mean?”
“Suzy I’d rather you didn’t swear when we’re here. Someone might hear you.”
“Ah. That’s what I mean. Sorry Guy I can’t hack all this goody-goody stuff. I thought I could be like you and the others but I can’t. It’s not in my nature. I’m a rebel. Always have been. Always will be. You don’t want to go out with someone like me. If you spent time with the real me you’d be out the door faster than a speeding bullet.”
Yikes. I think I’m having one of those epiphany weird moment things. You know, when suddenly everything falls into place. What a laugh. I thought they were reserved for religious people. Mind you, the number of times I utter God I probably qualify by default.
“So, you don’t want to go out with me any more?” 
“That’s about the size of it. Look I don’t want to spoil anyone’s evening. Go back inside and I’ll be in soon. We needn’t say anything to others. We can wait until school. You can say you finished with me.”
Guy glares at me then Ryan, then back at me again. “Whatever.” He turns and walks away. 
Shit, I feel guilty. 
Ryan and I stand in silence for what seems like ages but is probably only a couple of minutes.
“Well,” I finally say. “I’ve done it now. No turning back. I’m toast once Guy tells everyone I’m not who they think I am. Still, I suppose you’re pleased about that. I guess you think it serves me right.”
Ryan runs his fingers through his hair, a sure sign he’s thinking—well it always used to be.
“Of course I don’t. I might not like what you’ve done but that doesn’t mean I want you to suffer. Far from it.”
“I’m so sorry, Ryan. Believe me hurting you is the last thing I’d want to do.” 
“Enough.” He holds up his hand to silence me. “We’re cool. And it will work out with your friends. It’s good they get to know the real you. Anyway, whatever Guy says I don’t think they’ll get it. It’s hard for someone to believe you’re really someone else when all they’ve seen is the person you’ve pretended to be. When they see the old you they’ll realize.”
“You mean I’ve got a stay of execution, then?” I laugh. But it’s half-hearted as thoughts of Rosie and my parents flood my mind. “In all this I’d forgotten about Mom and Dad. They’re going to be so disappointed in me. Again.”
“Why?”
“Try because I did this for them. I can’t bring Rosie back. God knows I would if I could. But by being like her, doing well at school, hanging out with the in crowd it was like I could bring some of Rosie back to them and I—”
“Suzy, stop.” The firmness of his voice stops me in my tracks. “Your parents wouldn’t want you living a life like Rosie’s just to make them feel better. Where’s the sense in that? They’ve lost one daughter, would they really want the other daughter to be unhappy and stifled for the rest of her life? Of course not.”
“Not consciously maybe. But deep down they might. Deep down they’re probably thinking the wrong daughter died. Especially with what happened afterwards.”
“What happened afterwards?”
I bow my head and rest it in my hand. “You don’t want to know. You really don’t.” My knees sort of give way and Ryan reaches for my arm. How feeble does that make me?
“Come on,” he says leading me to a wrought iron bench. “Take some slow deep breaths. You’ve got a lot of stuff pent up in there.” 
“I think you’ve been watching too much Dr Phil.” A half-smile tugs at my lips. We both sit down on the bench and I do as he says. It does make me feel a bit better.
“Come on. Tell me what happened. It can’t be that bad.”
I take a long slow breath. “Okay. You asked for it.” I swallow hard. “Rosie dying sent me into a tailspin. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t talk to anyone—even Maddie. Couldn’t eat. Couldn’t do anything. It was my fault, you see—”
“It wasn’t. I’ve already told you that—” I hold up my hand to silence him.
“Please, Ryan. Let me finish.”
“Sorry.” He rests his hand on top of mine. But I pull it away.
“Like I said. When Rosie died I couldn’t hack it. I totally lost the plot. Went on bender after bender. Most of it’s a blur until after I got arrested for causing a public nuisance.”
“What were you doing?” His voice isn’t sounding so gentle anymore. I knew this would happen.
“Let’s just say my clothes and I parted company and the people visiting Rydale Fountain might think twice before visiting again for their family vacation.” The thought of it makes me feel sick. Even though I can’t remember much about the whole thing.
“Were you on your own?” 
“No. At first a girl called Lucy from school was with me. She took off when the police arrived. Not that I blame her. Who wouldn’t in the same situation? I often wonder what happened to her. Anyway, Mom and Dad bailed me out. They said they understood. But I heard them talking. I heard Mom say, ‘why can’t she be more like Rosie?’. So, I’m not making it up about the wrong daughter dying. Am I?” I lean forward and wrap my arms around my knees and wait for Ryan’s rebuff.
“Suzy, you’re wrong. What you heard, it’s just what any parent might say. All parents want their children to be good. They didn’t actually say it to you, though, did they?”
“What difference does that make?” He’s annoying me now. Why won’t he listen to what I’m saying?
“It’s like how you might moan about Maddie sometimes. You just say it. But that doesn’t mean you wish she wasn’t there, or that you think any less of her. You must understand that.”
I stand up from the bench and walk over to the wall. I lean against it and wrap my arms around me. This is too hard. What if Ryan’s right? What if everything I’ve done has just been a waste of time?
Nah. He’s wrong. I know my parents don’t want me to be how I was. And they definitely want me to be more like Rosie. Who wouldn’t want their daughter to get top marks and do well? It’s only natural.
“Ryan, you might be right about them not wanting me to die instead of Rosie. But I’m right in knowing they want me to be more like her. And I don’t care what you say, you won’t persuade me otherwise.”
He jumps up from the bench and walks over to where I’m leaning. He stands in front of me with his arms outstretched and his hands on the wall—one either side of me. He’s so close I can feel the warmth of his breath on my face.
“Suzy. What’s going on?” The sound of Lori’s irate voice makes me jump three feet into the air. Ryan’s arms drop to his side and he spins around to face her.
She storms over and positions herself in front of us with her hands on her hips. 
“What do you mean?” I ask. Like I couldn’t guess.
“I’ve just been talking to Guy. He’s really upset. Muttering something about you totally losing it and not wanting to go out with him because you’re really a different person or something. Look, it’s nothing to do with me if you want to finish it. But why pick tonight? And 
why make up something like that? And what,” she glares at Ryan, “are you doing with him?”
“God, Lori. You sound as bad as Guy. I’m not doing anything with Ryan. We’re just talking. It’s not a crime you know. I wish you’d all just leave me alone.”
“Fine, I will. If that’s what you want. And thanks for totally ruining my evening.” 
Shit. What did I say that for? One day I’ll learn to keep my big mouth shut?
“Lori, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said.”
“Forget it. I’m going back inside.”
She marches off her arms swinging violently. I just wish this evening would hurry up and end.
“Now look what I’ve done. Things couldn’t get much worse if I tried,” I say to Ryan.
“I’m going home. No point in hanging around here.”
“I’ll take you,” Ryan replies. 
“Why? After what I’ve done to you?”
“Suzy. Give it a rest.” He slides his hand into his pocket and pulls out some keys. “Here, go and sit in my car I’ll be out in thirty minutes.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
I stare at my watch for about the hundredth time in the past half hour. Lori’s not coming. I knew she wouldn’t. Not that I blame her. I wouldn’t if the situation was reversed. Actually, I think I would. Everyone’s entitled to screw up occasionally—though I suppose it depends on the severity of the screw-up.
“Not here yet?” Ryan asks as he walks past the table.
It’s sad suggesting we meet in Starbucks, but knowing Ryan is around makes it easier somehow. I still feel guilty about what I did to him but I think he understands. And he knows I value what we had together. We talked for ages last night. About everything. 
“No. I guess it was a long shot.” I let out a long sigh. “I might as well go home. No point hanging around here all day.”
“Look, I finish at four. Why don’t we go for a coffee or something. What about the movies? Take your mind off what’s happened. I’ll come and pick you up.”
He’s such a sweetie. I don’t deserve such a good friend.
“Ryan, you don’t have to do this, you know. It’s my problem and I have to face it.”
“And it’s such a hardship. Seriously, I enjoy being with you. So, are we on for later?” I bite on my bottom lip, deliberating. “Hurry up,” he says. “I’m not meant to hang out with the customers. You know that. Are we going or not?” His warm smile totally negates the effect of his harsh sounding words.
“You’re so bossy. How can I refuse.” I giggle and for the briefest of moments forget everything.
I take my purse from the back of the chair, open it and drop in my phone. There’s a bus in ten minutes, which I should make. But first I need to pop to the bathroom. 
Pushing the door open I get the shock of my life. Lori is in there washing her hands. I stand open mouthed, while my stomach hits the floor. I hate it when that happens because it takes ages before my insides feel remotely normal.
“Suzy,” Lori says, a lot colder than she’s ever said my name before.
“Um, hi. I thought you weren’t going to come. Not that I blame you. I know that what’s happened is awful and you probably won’t ever want to speak to me again and I don’t blame you because it was so awful and it was just so awful and—”
Suzy, shut the fuck up. Right. Yes. Sorry. Breathe. Be cool.
“Sorry, for gabbling on Lori. Thanks for coming.”
“I wasn’t going to. I’ve been in here for twenty minutes deciding what to do. When I got your text earlier asking me to meet you I thought you had a huge cheek after what happened. But then—”
“Yes, I know. I totally agree with you. But I had to see you. To explain. Look come and sit down, we can’t talk in here.”
“Okay.”
She follows me out of the bathroom into the café area. There’s a table near the door so I head over there. Ryan is behind the counter and I catch his eye when we pass. He gives an almost imperceptible wink. I hope Lori didn’t notice.
“Do you want anything to drink?” I ask once we’re sitting down.
“No, thanks.”
“Right.” I take hold of the bottom of my T-shirt and start to wrap it around my finger. “I am soooo sorry,” I blurt out loudly. “About last night. I owe you an explanation.”
Lori’s face is unreadable. I feel awful. And you know what, now I’m faced with losing her as a friend I realize how much I don’t want to. I really like her. And I’m not just friends with her to achieve my goal. I really, really like her. And that makes me feel even more of a bitch than I was feeling before. 
“Yes, I think you do.” She folds her arms. I’ve read all about body language in Cosmo. I know exactly what arm folding means. “And it better be good.” Her words chill my insides. She can certainly be a tough nut when she wants to.
“Oh. It’s good alright.” I’m freakin’ here. This sure as hell isn’t going to be easy. “I’ll start at the beginning, but before I do, you need to know that I’m sorry. So very, very sorry. You’ve been great. And I didn’t want to lie to you or anyone else. But I had no choice.” This is sounding so ridiculous.
“You had to lie? Someone twisted your arm and made you tell lies to me.” She shakes her head in disbelief.
“Well, not someone exactly. Just the thought of someone,” I pause for a moment. “Rosie. I wanted desperately to be like her so when I started at school I sort of reinvented myself. Bought some new clothes, worked hard, behaved myself and hung out with the in crowd. And thanks to your help and kindness it turned out better than I could have ever hoped.”
Lori’s facial expression softens a little. “That’s not so bad,” she says. “I can understand you wanting to turn over a new leaf and—”
“Wait,” I interrupt. “You haven’t heard the worst thing.” I pause a moment. “I’m-not-a-virgin-I-did-it-with-Ryan-just over-a-year-ago.” The words tumble out of my mouth and I daren’t look at her, instead lean forward and bury my head in my hands.
Lori doesn’t say a thing, and after a few moments I turn my head to the side and peep out through my fingers.
“Say something,” I implore. “Even if it’s that you hate me and will never speak to me again.”
“I don’t know what to say,” she replies very deliberately. “Telling us you are a virgin was one big lie.”
“Well, technically I didn’t lie.” Here I go again. “Because no-one actually asked me if I was a virgin or not. You all assumed I was.”
“And the vow?”
“Ah, yes. But under my breath I did sort of change the vow to be ‘from now on I’ll stay a virgin’. And that would have been it, except Ryan turned up and made everything so complicated. And he made me go out with him on the day of the summer picnic. See, that’s another lie I told. I wasn’t ill then. I was with Ryan.”
“Is he blackmailing you? Because if he is my parents have a good lawyer who—”
“No. no,” I interrupt. “Nothing like that. Ryan is the coolest guy out. He’s helped me see how things really are. Ryan wouldn’t blackmail anyone. No way. You must meet him properly, you’ll love him.”
Lori’s eyes widen. “Ah ha. Now I get it,” she says.
“What?”
“No wonder you don’t want to go out with Guy. You’ve got the hots for Ryan.”
“No it’s not like that. Definitely not.”
“Mmmm. If you say so.” She’s silent for a while, and looks thoughtful. “Tell me what was it like,” she finally says. “Doing it, I mean. Did it—did it hurt?”
“It was awesome. Really special. Yes, the first time it did hurt. I knew it would. But Ryan was so gentle and sweet. No way would I have done it if I didn’t have strong feelings for him.” My insides go all gooey at the thought. I shake my head. I can’t think about what happened in the past. It’s pointless.
“What about getting pregnant. Weren’t you worried about that?” Lori’s has this huge anxious look on her face.
“He used a condom. Just because we were only sixteen doesn’t mean we’re stupid.”
“Yes, I know. Sorry.” She looks away for a moment, then suddenly turns back. “You can’t stay in the club now, you know.”
This is going to seem totally weird, but hearing Lori say that makes me feel really sad. I know I’ve mocked the Club and the Handbook but without it Lori and I wouldn’t have become such good friends. And creepy Jamie isn’t really so bad. He has his heart in the right place, even if he is a bit blinkered when it comes to the real world. 
“I know. I sort of wish I didn’t. Maybe I can be an Associate Member. You know, like they have in some organizations for people who don’t quite make the qualification criteria.”
“You can run it past Jamie and see what he says.” Lori shrugs. “I’m not sure how he’ll react, though.”
Yeah, I suppose it is a bit of wishful thinking on my part.
“Everyone’s going to hate me now.” I say, my voice becoming more serious. “For lying. Aren’t they?”
“It depends on what they know. If we don’t tell anyone.” I stare at Lori, my mouth open so wide a bus could get through with room to spare.
“You mean you won’t say anything?”
“Suzy, I really like you. You’re my friend. And I don’t want this to come between us.”
“But I ruined the night. You said so.”
“Well, that’s a slight exaggeration. I was really upset with you, at the time. But being with George sort of helped.” She blushes furiously.
“Oh yes. You and George. See, I told you inviting him to the party was the way to go. What happened? Did you, you know? Sorry. Of course you wouldn’t.” 
“No, we didn’t do anything. But we did talk a lot. About us and the club and stuff. He’s asked me to go out with him.”
“Did you say yes? Tell me you did. He’s such a cool guy. I really like him.”
“Yes. I said yes.” She smiles. For the first time since we met today she seems relaxed.
“I’m so pleased. And I’m soooo sorry for everything.”
“I understand. I just wished you’d trusted me enough to tell me.” 
I’m almost tempted to tell her the rest—about the arrest and stuff. But maybe not. One step at a time.
“I didn’t want to tell anyone. I thought it would be better that way. And we’re still friends?” 
“You bet,” she says resting her hand on my arm. “Since you’ve been at school things have much more fun.”
“But I’ve been behaving myself. I thought I was the being the most serious best behaved person out.”
“Really? And the time you told Miss Davis the Principal was looking for her so Jana could finish her homework and hand it in?”
“That’s nothing. You should have seen what I used to do. Actually no you shouldn’t. But the thing is Lori; it’s not just my behavior I changed. It’s my clothes, the music I listen to, in fact it’s everything. Are you sure you want to hang out with a Goth loving, grunge dresser? You saw evidence of the real me in my closet, remember?”
“I think I can hack it.” She laughs. “As long as you don’t try and change my closet.”
“As if I dare try. I didn’t realize how fierce you could be until earlier. Seriously scary.” We both start to giggle.
“What about school? You’re not going to drop the AP classes are you? You need them for your college applications. You are still going to college aren’t you?”
“I don’t know,” I say, and Lori’s face drops. “I think so. I might take a year out first, though. I promise I won’t go back to my old ways. Well, not all of them anyway, and—” I stop as an awful thought crosses my mind. I raise my hand to my mouth.
“What’s wrong?” Lori asks.
“I’ve just had a thought. What about Guy? If he’s told everyone about last night then it will be a total nightmare at school next week.”
“He won’t say anything if it’s going to make him look stupid. Trust me.”
“Are you sure? Why would it make him stupid?”
“Boys like Guy have an image to live up to.” This sounds so much like Maddie it’s not funny. “He won’t want people to think you gave him up for Ryan.”
“But I didn’t.”
“We know that, but Guy doesn’t. And now it’s over, I’ll admit to being pleased.” What?
“Pleased? How come?” 
“Look, I like Guy. But he can be totally controlling. I think that’s one of the reasons Carla dumped him.” Now she tells me.
“Why didn’t you say anything before?”
“Because you seemed so into him. And he might have been different with you.”
“I don’t think he was, when I think back to some of the things he said to me. Though at the time I didn’t notice.” Well, that sure eases the guilt some.
“So, come on. Introduce me to Ryan. Your friend,” Lori says, and I give her a pretend slap. 
“I’d love to, except he’s not allowed to mix with customers when he’s working. You can wave to him if you like.”
“Okay I will. But you’ll have to introduce him to me sooner or later. I have a feeling there’s more to you and him than you’re admitting.” 
If I didn’t know better I’d say Lori is Maddie incarnate. The similarities are ridiculous.
“Look, after what I did to him I’m lucky he’s talking to me at all.”
“What do you mean?”
“I made a choice. Be a virgin, or admit to having a relationship. And by taking the virgin route I hurt Ryan badly. What sort of person does that make me?”
“You did what you thought best. Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’ve sorted it now and that what counts.”
“I know. And it’s not even that I regret what happened between us. If I went back in time I’d do it all again. I’ll never forget it.”
“And you say you only think of him as a friend? Um—I don’t think so. Oh, there he is.” She points toward the bathroom and gives a huge wave.
She’s so cool.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“No dinner for me, thanks.” I say to Mom when I get home. “I’m going to the movies.” 
“You could have given me more notice, I’ve already taken the steaks from the freezer.” She huffs and puffs, and moves things around noisily—a sure indication she’s not happy.
“Sorry. I didn’t know until a little while ago. I told you as soon as I could. I’ll have it tomorrow.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she says stiffly. “Your dad can have two. They’re not that big. What are you going to see?”
“Not sure yet. I’ll see what Ryan fancies.”
“Ryan? You’re going with Ryan?” She spins around from the sink, knife in one hand carrot in the other. Carrots, yuck. My most unfavorite vegetable. Yet another reason not to stay in. 
“Yeah. Why?”
“Last night you went out with Guy. Tonight you’re going out with Ryan. And you don’t see anything wrong? How many times do I have to tell you about playing boys off against one another?” I take a step backward as in her excitement she’s waving the knife and getting perilously close.
“I’m not playing them off. For a start Ryan and I are just friends.” Even if something inside my head is trying to make me want more than that. “And also I finished with Guy last night.” I prepare myself for the barrage. Finishing with Mr. Perfect (her view, not mine) won’t go down well.
“You gave Guy his marching orders?” she says incredulously. “Why?”
“Mom, I’m sorry. I know how much you liked him. How he was everything you and Dad want in a boy friend for me. But I couldn’t do it. I tried, honest I did. And—”
“Wait,” she says cutting across me. “What do you mean he’s everything we want for you? Are you saying you only went out with him because you thought we approved?”
“No. It wasn’t that. I did like Guy. Do like him. But we’re so different. And he doesn’t even know the real me—” I pause mid-flow to process what she just said. “Hey. Isn’t Guy everything you want for me? He’s rich, good looking, has good prospects. As close to one of Rosie’s boyfriends you’re going to get, and you loved all of them. So you must think Guy’s perfect.”
Mom places the carrot and knife down on the counter. She then pulls one of the wooden kitchen chairs out from under the table and sits down, signaling for me to do so as well. 
“Sweetheart. I like Guy. He’s a nice boy. But if you ask me who’s more suitable for you, Ryan or Guy, I’d say Ryan every time.” I shake my head. This is so surreal. “Our feelings for Rosie’s and your boyfriends are not based on their prospects. Yes, we did like Rosie’s Steve. They were a perfect match. But remember that awful Harry?” I nod my head. “For all his money and potential, your Dad and I were more than pleased when she finished with him.” And I thought it was just me who thought him such a slime-ball.
“Oh.”
“Think about it. How shallow would it make us if we base our feelings about people on their material possessions?” She’s so right. That thought didn’t even cross my mind. Sometimes I’m such a freakin’ idiot.
“I’m sorry Mom.” All I seem to be doing at the moment is say sorry to everyone. Mind you, after all the things I’ve done I guess there will be a few more ‘sorrys’ before I’m done. “I don’t think you and dad are shallow. You’re not. I just got carried away with trying to do the right thing. Except I’ve had enough. I can’t carry on. The real Suzy wants to come back.”
“Yes, well it’s not a moment too soon for me. And your father. Watching you these past few months hasn’t been easy, let me tell you.” She shakes her head. 
I can’t believe I’ve been causing them all this hassle, without even realizing it.
“Why didn’t you say something?”
“You wouldn’t have listened. You had to work it out for yourself.”
“All I wanted to do was make up for Rosie. To be a daughter you’d be proud of.”
“Suzy. We love you for being you. We don’t want an unhappy Suzy trying to be Rosie. We want Suzy, who has us worrying all night when she comes in late. Well, maybe not that.” She gives a small laugh. “But the Suzy whose ridiculous pranks at school make us laugh even though we have to tell her off. Suzy who smiles and is happy.”
“Apart from when she totally loses the plot and gets arrested.”
“You couldn’t help that. We all reacted differently to Rosie’s death and this was your way. I’m not saying we weren’t disturbed by it. Of course we were. But we understood.”
“Yes but Mom, when we came home from the police station I heard you say to Dad that you wished I could be more like Rosie.”
“And that’s why you’ve done all this?” An expression of horror crosses her face. “Oh, no. Suzy I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I was confused. Didn’t know what to do to help you. If I’d known you heard me—. Oh God. This is awful.” Her voice cracks.
“Hey, Mom. It’s okay.” I can’t bear to see her upset. She’s the rock in this family. I quickly get up from my chair and rush around the table to where she’s sitting. I put my arms around her and give the hugest hug ever. “It’s okay. Things will be good from now on. We’re a family. And that’s what counts.”
She pulls away and looks at me. Not in a normal way. It’s almost like she admires me.
“You’re right. And so grown up.” 
***
“Hi, Dad. Bye, Dad,” I say, squeezing past him through the front door. I stop momentarily to kiss him on the cheek, then take off again.
“Bye, Suzy love,” I hear him say. I pause, turn and blow him a kiss. He grins, looking a tad bemused.
“Bye Dad, love you.” I turn back and don’t stop running until I reach the bottom of the drive and Ryan’s car.
“Hi,” I say breathlessly as I open the door and get in. I really need to think about exercising. Well, thinking about it is a step in the right direction, isn’t it?
“Come on, spill.” Ryan says.
“Spill what?” I say feigning innocence.
“Look at you. Relaxed and smiling. This isn’t the Suzy of the last few days. Or weeks for that matter. Come on, tell your Uncle Ryan. What’s happened?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I say teasing.
“Suzy,” he says in mock reproach.
“Okay, okay. Things are so cool you won’t believe it. Mom and I had this totally amazing chat about everything—me wanting to be like Rosie. And Guy. And school. We even talked about you. She really likes you. As in really likes you. Not that I said we were going out or anything, obviously as I don’t do lies any more. She understands what I’ve been trying to do and said that no way does she want me to spend my life trying to be like Rosie—”
“Told you,” Ryan says, a tad on the smug side.
“How did I know you were going to say that?” I punch him playfully on the arm and the weirdest of sensations shoots through me.
Am I stupid or what, trying to deny my true feelings for him? The feelings that Lori and Maddie so keenly pointed out. And while we’re on the subject of Maddie, I can’t believe she’ll be here in person in a couple of weeks. It will be so awesome to see her. I can introduce her to Lori and re-introduce her to Ryan. We’ll have such a cool time.
“Ouch. That’s no way to treat someone who made you see sense and sorted you out.” Ryan says cutting into my thoughts. He looks deep into my eyes and my insides go totally squiggy. 
“You’re so right, I will treat you much better from now on. Promise.” I grin. “And while we’re in being-nice mode. I just want to say thank you. For everything. For understanding. For being here. For putting up with what I did. And I’m so sorry for—” Ryan raises his finger and places it gently over my lips.
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