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ABOUT THIS BOOK

There is only one thing standing between Blair and the girl of his dreams. His mom. 

It used to be easy for Blair Howell to get a date. He had a new girlfriend every couple of weeks. 

Until his mom became principal at his high school. 

Now  girls  don’t  give  him  a  second  glance.  Not  with  his mother hovering over him like a pinstripe-clad overlord. 

Then Blair met Sandra. But with her spiked bracelets and Day of  the  Dead  t-shirts,  his  mom  would  run  Sandra  o   before she ever made it through the front door. 

There was only one solution. 

Make sure his mom never found out. 
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SANDRA

Sandra read the spine of the book she was holding, then scanned  the  shelves  as  she  searched  for  where   Anna Karenina  should  go.  Tolstoy…  Tolstoy…  ah,  there  it  was. 

Sandra  slid  the  book  into  place,  but  not  before  lingering  a moment  longer,  her  fingers  running  down  the  spine.  It wasn’t a cheap paperback cover like most of the other books in the library. This one had substance, like it had been made to  last.  Of  course,  the  book  was  so  large  that  it  may  have been out of necessity. 

“I see you’re enjoying the new job.” 

Sandra turned and saw her two best friends, Amanda and Gracie,  watching  her  from  the  end  of  the  aisle.  They  were both grinning and had their arms laden with books. 

“Sorry, I don’t get an employee discount,” Sandra teased. 

Amanda’s  lips  dipped  into  a  frown  and  she  exchanged  a disappointed look with Gracie. “I guess we’ll have to put all of these back.” 

Sandra laughed. “Or you could just use your library card.” 

Amanda’s smile returned. “Yeah, there’s that.” 

“You’re  so  lucky,”  Gracie  said,  shifting  the  books  in  her arms. “I always wanted to work in a library.” 

“I  honestly  don’t  know  how  I  even  managed  to  get  it,” 

Sandra  said.  She  had  applied  a  couple  of  years  earlier,  but Lakeview only had one small library, and there was rarely an opening.  She’d  forgotten  about  her  application  until  the librarian had called and told her they’d kept it on file and a position  had  opened  up.  Sure,  she  was  just  scanning  and shelving  books,  but  Sandra  was  thrilled  at  the  opportunity. 

She  hoped  it  would  open  the  way  for  her  to  eventually become a librarian herself. 

Speaking  of  the  librarian…Mrs.  Klemin  was  walking toward the aisle where Sandra stood talking to her friends. In an e ort to avoid making a bad impression on her first day, she  grabbed  a  book  o   the  cart  next  to  her,  and  as  Mrs. 

Klemin reached the end of the aisle, Sandra said, “A school project,  huh?  I  would  recommend  this  one.”  She  held  the book out to Gracie. 

Gracie raised an eyebrow, but when she glanced over her shoulder and saw the stern-looking woman with elf-shaped ears,  she  turned  back  and  took  the  book.  “Thank  you.  I think,” she looked at the cover, “Twelve Ways to Find Love is exactly  what  I  was  looking  for.”  Gracie  crinkled  her  nose, and Amanda stifled a giggle. 

“Just let me know if there is anything else I can help you with,” Sandra said with an over-the-top smile. 

Gracie  added  the  book  to  her  already  large  pile.  “I certainly will.” 

As  Sandra’s  friends  walked  away,  Mrs.  Klemin approached  her.  “It  seems  you’ve  got  the  hang  of  things.” 

She  eyed  the  cart  next  to  Sandra.  “Though  I  would  have expected  you  to  have  already  finished  shelving  those  books by now.” 

Sandra tried not to balk. The cart was still half full. How on earth did Mrs. Klemin expect her to have all those books

shelved already? “Sorry, still getting used to the layout of the library.” 

“I’m  sure  you’ll  be  fine.”  Mrs.  Klemin  didn’t  smile,  but her tone was warm. “Come find me when you’re done, and I’ll show you how to check books back into the system.” Her gaze lingered on Sandra’s wrists for a moment. 

Oh, shoot. 

Sandra had changed her shirt—she doubted Mrs. Klemin would’ve appreciated Sandra’s usual Day of the Dead attire—

but she had forgotten to remove her spiked wristbands. 

To  Sandra’s  surprise,  Mrs.  Klemin’s  lips  twitched  up.  “I like those. My daughter wears something similar, but yours are  a  bit  more  classy.”  And  then  the  librarian  turned  and returned to the main counter at the front of the library. 

Well,  all  right  then.  It  seemed  there  was  more  to  Mrs. 

Klemin than Sandra had first realized. 

With a smile and a shake of her head, Sandra returned to her cart. She had just placed the last book on the shelf when Gracie  and  Amanda  reappeared  next  to  her.  They  now  held cloth bags that bulged with weight. 

“Hey,  I  thought  Mrs.  Klemin  had  run  you  two  o ,” 

Sandra said. 

“We don’t scare that easily,” Amanda said. “Besides, she and  my  mom  worked  together  on  the  Town  Council.  She invited us to stop by her o ce for some to ee.” 

“To ee?” The librarian hadn’t o ered Sandra any. 

Gracie  laughed.  “Don’t  worry,  I’m  sure  you’ll  get  some too.” 

“I  wouldn’t  count  on  that,”  Mrs.  Klemin  said, reappearing  at  the  end  of  the  aisle.  “That  is  a  privilege Sandra hasn’t yet earned.” 

Amanda  and  Gracie  spun  to  face  the  librarian.  Was  she following them? 

“Meet  us  next  to  the  stu ed  panda  in  the  children’s section,” Amanda said under her breath. “We need to talk.” 

Then she gave a little wave and said loudly, “Thank you for your  help.”  As  she  and  Gracie  sauntered  o ,  Mrs.  Klemin’s gaze followed them. 

“Do they not realize I know they are your friends? It’s a bit  obvious.  Though  the  redhead  is  very  loyal.  She  checked out that book you gave her about ways to find love.” 

Sandra didn’t know what to say to that. She’d only been working  for  a  couple  of  hours,  but  it  seemed  the  librarian was like a living, breathing security camera who popped up whenever was least convenient. 

Mrs. Klemin seemed to have sensed Sandra’s distress, and she  waved  a  hand  in  the  air.  “Don’t  worry.  You’re  not  in trouble.”  She  paused,  and  her  gaze  landed  on  something  at the  other  end  of  the  library.  “They’re  looking  bored.  You might  want  to  hurry  over  to  your  secret  meeting.  But  next time, tell them not to choose the panda. They don’t exactly fit in over there.” 

Now Sandra really didn’t know what to say. If she didn’t know better, she’d say Mrs. Klemin had just tried her hand at being funny. But Mrs. Klemin was stern and humorless—at least  that  was  how  she’d  seemed  in  Sandra’s  interview  and for the past two hours. And librarians did have a reputation. 

“Well?” Mrs. Klemin raised an eyebrow. “Grab the cart by the counter. That one has the picture books. If I’m going to pay you, you might as well work.” 

Sandra gave a quick nod, then grabbed the handle on her empty  cart.  She  pushed  it  against  the  side  of  the  counter, then  grabbed  the  one  full  of  books  with  talking  animals. 

When  she  reached  her  friends,  they  grabbed  her  arm  and pulled her behind the panda that was as tall as they were. 

“You  know  you’re  not  fooling  her,  right?”  Sandra  said. 

“She knows you’re hiding here.” 

Gracie looked shocked. “You told her?” 

“Um…no. She saw you. It’s a small library.” 

The  three  friends  turned.  Mrs.  Klemin  was  helping  a patron, but her gaze met theirs and she gave a little wave. 

They shot back behind the panda. 

“Fine,” Amanda said. “Maybe we’re not as stealthy as we thought. But we really needed to talk to you.” 

What could possibly be so important that her friends were acting like they were in  Mission Impossible? “I was with you all day at school.” 

“Yeah,  but  we  didn’t  know  then  what  we  know  now,” 

Gracie said. “If we had known what we know, then we could have told you. But we didn’t.” 

Sandra looked between her two best friends. They stared back, their eyes dancing with excitement. She had a feeling she  didn’t  want  to  know  what  had  brought  them  to  the library  on  her  first  day  of  work.  Truthfully,  they  probably would  have  come  anyway,  but  Sandra  could  tell  these  girls weren’t there for idle chatter. “O-kay.” 

Amanda  and  Gracie  exchanged  looks,  like  they  were figuring out who should speak first. 

“As much as I love you two, you need to hurry this up,” 

Sandra said, tapping a bright pink book that sat on the cart. 

An elephant wearing a tutu graced the cover. “I don’t want to lose my dream job on my first day.” 

“Fine,”  Gracie  said,  releasing  an  exaggerated  sigh.  “So, the  Valentine’s  Day  dance  is  coming  up  in  a  few  weeks. 

Twenty-four days, to be exact.” 

Oh, not this conversation again. Amanda was going with her  dreamy  boyfriend,  Cameron,  and  Gracie’s  boyfriend, Markus,  was  visiting  from  MIT.  Sandra  didn’t  understand why  he’d  leave  the  college  scene  to  attend  a  high  school dance,  but  apparently  he  had  no  intention  of  missing  their first  Valentine’s  Day  together.  Which  left  Sandra.  Alone. 

They’d never had this problem before, because they’d always just  skipped  the  Valentine’s  dance  and  had  an  epic  girl’s night instead. 

Not this year. 

And out of the goodness of their hearts—or more like the guilt that resided there—her friends were intent on finding her a date for the dance. 

“I told you. I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me,” 

Sandra  said,  grabbing  the  elephant  book  o   the  cart  and looking  for  its  home  on  the  shelf.  Anything  to  keep  her occupied  and  not  having  to  look  at  her  friends.  She  didn’t want  them  to  realize  how  not  okay  she  was  with  the situation.  It  wasn’t  their  fault—it  wasn’t  anyone’s  fault.  It was just how the chips had fallen. They had found the guys that made them swoon, and Sandra hadn’t. It was as simple as that. 

Well,  maybe  not  quite  as  simple  as  that.  These  types  of things were never simple. Which was just another reason for Sandra  to  stay  far  away  from  anything  that  resembled  a romantic relationship. Nothing good could come of it. Maybe for other people. But not her. 

Amanda  hesitated  before  speaking.  “Look,  I  was  talking with Cameron—” 

“About  my  love  life—or  lack  thereof?”  Sandra interrupted.  Great,  now  everyone  knew  how  pathetic  she was. 

“And  he  thinks  you  should  go  with  Blair,”  Amanda finished. 

Blair. 

Cameron’s best friend. 

Sandra’s breathing grew shallow. She gave a quick shake of her head and grabbed another book o  the cart. No way. 

Sure,  he  was  nice.  More  than  nice.  He  had  attended Amanda’s  Christmas  party  and  he’d  been  Sandra’s  secret

Santa.  She  still  had  the  gift  he’d  given  her.  The   Nightmare Before Christmas snow globe sat on her nightstand. It was one of the most thoughtful gifts anyone had given her. But it had been because he’d picked her name—he’d had to give her a gift. It hadn’t meant anything. 

And now Amanda and Cameron were trying to force them together again. 

It would be a pity date, and Sandra was sure Blair would rather be at the dance with someone else—anyone else. She saw how the other girls looked at him. Why wouldn’t they? 

He was a hot swimmer who had toned muscles that she was sure felt amazing when they pulled someone in for a hug—

or a kiss—

No.  She  wouldn’t  let  her  thoughts  go  there.  Before Amanda’s  party,  Sandra  had  gotten  to  know  Blair  a  little when they were working on the set of the school’s Christmas play.  And,  although  they  had  worked  well  together  when wearing  safety  goggles  and  using  a  drill,  he  had  shown  no interest in her. 

Trying  to  be  anything  more  than  casual  acquaintances would get her hopes up and could only end in disaster. 

“I’m sorry. But I think Cameron is wrong,” Sandra said, shoving the book where it belonged. She didn’t miss the look Amanda  and  Gracie  shared—the  one  that  said  they  were unsure what to do at this point. What had they expected, that she would hug them and thank them for their brilliant idea? 

Gracie  tucked  a  strand  of  red  curly  hair  behind  her  ear. 

“It’s not like you’d have to date him. It’s just one night.” 

“Yeah, I’m not really into one-night stands.” 

Amanda hu ed. “It’s not like that, and you know it.” 

“Why  do  you  care?”  Sandra  asked.  It  wasn’t  like  her friends  to  push  her  like  this.  “Why  is  this  so  important  to you?” 

Silence. 

Sandra  turned  away  and  gabbed  another  book,  having given  up  on  receiving  an  answer.  She  wished  her  friends could  just  be  straight  forward  with  her.  And  then  Gracie suddenly  blurted  out,  “Because  Blair  needs  this  as  much  as you  do.”  Sandra  turned  back  in  time  to  see  Amanda  gave Gracie a warning look. Gracie clamped her lips shut. 

Sandra folded her arms. “Why?” 

Amanda  gave  a  resigned  shrug.  “From  what  I  hear,  it’s not easy being the principal’s son.” 
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SANDRA

Each day, as soon as school let out, Sandra hurried over to the  library.  It  had  become  her  sanctuary,  one  that Amanda  and  Gracie  hadn’t  entered  since  they’d  tried pressuring  her  to  go  to  the  dance  the  previous  week.  There had been a weird tension between them since that day. 

So Sandra had focused on being amazing at her job. If she was going to become a librarian, she needed to prove to Mrs. 

Klemin that she was the best there was. Sandra was getting quicker  at  shelving  the  books  and  could  now  do  a  cart  in twenty minutes. At night, she kept her mind busy by reading everything she could get her hands on. The more books she read, the more she’d be able to help the patrons in choosing the  right  book  for  them.  Mrs.  Klemin  had  noticed  the di erence, and Sandra had earned a to ee the previous day for her e orts. 

When Sandra arrived at the library that afternoon, late for her  shift,  the  key  was  barely  out  of  the  ignition  when  she jumped  from  the  car,  dragging  her  purse  with  her.  Mrs. 

Klemin was waiting for her when she walked in, which was unusual.  Sandra’s  footsteps  slowed,  and  her  mind immediately  jumped  to  worst-case  scenarios.  Was  this because she was late? It was only by about five minutes. Was

she about to be fired? Sandra didn’t think she could handle losing  her  job.  This  was  something  she  needed,  not  just financially or for her future career. 

She needed it for her own sanity. 

When Sandra was at school, she was lumped into a group with  her  two  best  friends—the  three  of  them  were  rarely apart and were seen as one entity. This had never bothered her, and until recently, she’d loved it. But ever since her two friends  had  gotten  boyfriends,  an  invisible  wedge  had appeared that they were trying to figure their way around. 

Not at the library. 

Here,  she  was  just  Sandra.  She  was  appreciated  for  her skills  and  her  knowledge.  No  one  cared  if  she  was  dating anyone, they just wanted to know things, like if she had any recommendations  for  an  eight-year-old  boy  who  loved trains. 

Mrs.  Klemin  wouldn’t  take  that  away  from  her,  would she? 

“Good afternoon, Sandra,” the librarian said. 

“H-i,” Sandra said, the word elongated into two syllables. 

“Do you mind if we have a quick chat?” 

Sandra  gave  a  slight  nod,  but  then  realized  Mrs.  Klemin had  probably  not  even  seen  it  because  she’d  already  turned away. “Sure.” Sandra followed the librarian into her o ce. 

“I am very impressed with you, as are the patrons,” Mrs. 

Klemin said before Sandra even had the chance to sit down. 

Sandra stared. There had to be a  but in there. Mrs. Klemin didn’t continue, however, and Sandra said, “Thank you.” 

Mrs. Klemin studied Sandra for a moment before saying, 

“I hope I wasn’t too hard on you the first couple of days. I’ve found  things  usually  go  smoother  if  I  start  out  more  strict and loosen up over time, rather than the other way around.” 

Mrs.  Klemin  looked  like  she  was  trying  to  choose  her  next words carefully. “I haven’t seen your friends since your first

day here, and you work nonstop from the moment you arrive until  your  shift  ends.  I  didn’t  mean  to  push  you  to  the extreme.” 

Sandra  released  a  long  sigh  of  relief.  Mrs.  Klemin  was worried  that  Sandra  was  working  too  hard?  That  was something she could handle. 

“No,  you  were  right.  I  wasn’t  trying  my  best,  and  that needed to change. Like I told you in my interview, I want to be  a  librarian,  and  that  means  excelling  at  everything, including shelving books.” 

“As  long  as  you  know  that  taking  an  occasional  break  is perfectly  acceptable,  and  your  friends  are  always  welcome here, provided you still get your job done.” 

Sandra  appreciated  the  sentiment,  but  she  wasn’t  going to  pass  along  the  message.  She  felt  a  prick  of  guilt,  then shoved  the  feeling  aside.  After  being  stuck  at  the  hip  with them for the past six years, Sandra needed some space from her  friends,  and  there  was  nothing  wrong  with  that. 

Although she wasn’t sure if Amanda and Gracie would agree. 

That was another thing she’d keep from them. 

“Thank you,” Sandra said. 

“To ee?”  Mrs.  Klemin  said,  extending  a  tin  toward Sandra. 

She  gratefully  accepted,  then  got  to  work.  She  finished shelving  the  books  quickly  and,  after  Mrs.  Klemin  said  she wouldn’t have anything for Sandra to do for a few minutes, she  found  herself  with  a  bit  of  extra  time.  Sandra  had  a physics  test  the  next  day,  and  she  settled  in  a  chair  behind the counter as she went over her notes. A few minutes turned into two hours. By the time seven o’clock rolled around, she knew  the  information  backward  and  forward,  and  even sideways. 

Sandra gathered up her things but paused when she saw a familiar handsome face in the entryway. 

Blair. 

He  wasn’t  holding  any  books,  and  he  wasn’t  walking down  any  of  the  aisles,  but  instead  seemed  like  he  was looking for someone. 

The floor seemed to drop from beneath Sandra’s feet, and she  placed  a  stabilizing  hand  on  the  counter.  Her  friends wouldn’t have sent Blair, would they? Not after what Sandra had told them. 

Yes, they totally would have. 

What  had  they  told  him?  That  she  couldn’t  find  a  date? 

Great.  He  was  there  to  bestow  his  pity  on  her.  Talk  about embarrassing.  She’d  never  be  able  to  look  him  in  the  eyes again. 

Sandra ducked behind the counter. How was she going to leave  now?  Blair  was  standing  right  in  front  of  where  she needed to exit. 

“What are you doing?” Mrs. Klemin whispered. 

Sandra  jumped,  startled  by  the  close  proximity  of  the voice,  and  fell  backward.  When  she  turned,  she  saw  the librarian  crouched  down  next  to  her.  It  would  have  been comical if Sandra hadn’t already been having a panic attack. 

Sandra tried to come up with a believable excuse for why she was on the floor. “I—” 

“If  you’re  about  to  tell  me  you  dropped  a  contact  or earring or something like that, I’m going to call your blu ,” 

Mrs. Klemin interrupted. 

Well, there went that. 

“Of  course  not,”  Sandra  said,  her  mind  reeling  as  she tried  to  come  up  with  something  else.  “I  was  going  to  say that—” 

Mrs.  Klemin  straightened  back  up.  “Good  evening.  Are you the reason my employee is hiding behind the counter?” 

she asked. 

Sandra stared at the woman’s knobbly ankles, thoroughly confused, and it was a moment too late that she realized the librarian was no longer speaking to her. 

“Um… I was just wondering if you have any books about Buddhism,” a low voice responded. 

Crap.  Did  that  voice  belong  to  Blair?  Sandra  couldn’t  be sure,  but  he’d  been  the  only  guy  she’d  seen  in  the  library before  taking  refuge  behind  the  counter.  If  what  he’d  said was  true,  then  he  wasn’t  there  to  ask  her  to  the  dance  as  a favor to his best friend. But it also meant that if she popped up now, he’d know she was hiding from him, which would be just as humiliating. 

“You thinking of converting?” Mrs. Klemin asked the boy. 

A beat of silence followed. “No, ma’am. I’m doing a report for my world religions class.” 

Maybe  Sandra  could  crawl  behind  the  counter  and  slip through  the  front  door  before  Blair  saw  her.  She  took advantage of Mrs. Klemin grilling him about why he wasn’t doing his report on Hinduism and speed-crawled across the floor, the rough fibers of the carpet tearing at her skin as she went. She had just reached the end of the counter when she popped up and rushed toward the exit. Sandra only managed to  walk  a  couple  of  steps,  however,  before  she  plowed  into someone who stood in the entryway. 

Sandra’s purse flew o  her shoulder, its contents spilling across the floor. 

“I’m  so  sorry,”  she  said,  dropping  to  the  ground  and frantically  trying  to  scoop  up  as  much  as  she  could.  Sandra kept her head down, her cheeks blazing, as she grabbed the last item, her Chapstick, and shoved it back into her purse. 

“You forgot something.” 

Sandra stood, and her gaze finally rested on the victim of her clumsiness. 

Blair. 

Her head whipped toward the counter, where Mrs. Klemin was  helping  a  di erent  boy  with  his  Buddhism  problem. 

Sandra turned back to Blair, who still held something in his hand. He extended it toward her, and her heart slid into her stomach. 

A wrapped tampon. 

Did Blair have any sisters? Sandra didn’t think so; maybe he  didn’t  know  what  he  was  holding.  He  didn’t  seem completely grossed out and held it out as if it were a pen or any other generic object. 

Sandra  tentatively  took  it  from  him  and  then  quickly shoved  it  into  the  darkest  corner  of  her  purse,  hopefully never to rear its ugly head again. “Thanks.” 

“No  problem,”  Blair  said  with  a   melt-me  kind  of  smile. 

“That time of the month, huh?” 

Never  mind.  He  had  known  exactly  what  it  was.  She groaned and buried her face in her hands. 

He released an easy laugh. “It’s not a big deal, really.” 

“Says you,” she muttered, preparing to make her escape. 

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” 

Anywhere that wasn’t where Blair was. 

“I just got o  work and…have a lot of homework to do.” 

She  was  practically  running  out  the  door  because  she couldn’t  wait  to  do  her  homework?  She  was  o cially  the lamest person on the planet. 

Blair’s  eyebrows  arched  in  surprise.  “You  work  at  the library?” 

“Just started last week,” Sandra said, adjusting her purse on her shoulder. She felt skittish, and her feet wouldn’t stay in  one  spot.  She  probably  looked  like  a  boxer  who  was moving in place, preparing for a fight. Or flight, in her case. 

“That’s super cool.” 

It was? 

A girl came through the front door, and Sandra moved to the  side  to  allow  her  to  walk  past,  but  she  instead  stopped next  to  Blair.  Of  course  she  did.  Another  one  of  his  adoring fans,  probably.  Or  his  most  recent  girlfriend.  He  went through them fairly quickly, from what Sandra had seen. Not that she had been watching. 

“Sorry I’m late,” the girl said. 

“No problem. I just got here,” Blair said, giving her one of his adorable smiles. “Do you know Sandra?” 

The  girl’s  smile  wavered  for  a  brief  moment,  but  it returned  as  she  turned  to  face  Sandra.  “Not  o cially,  but I’ve seen you around school. I’m Julianna.” 

Okay, this was awkward. At least she now knew Blair was here to meet a girl, and not because he had been coerced into asking  Sandra  out.  Though  this  knowledge  wasn’t  as comforting  as  it  should  have  been.  Instead,  it  left  Sandra’s stomach  tangled  up  in  knots.  She  wasn’t  jealous,  was  she? 

Julianna  seemed  like  a  nice  girl,  and  she  was  very  pretty. 

Why shouldn’t Blair be interested in her? 

“It’s  nice  to  meet  you,”  Sandra  said.  The  three  of  them stood awkwardly, and Julianna looked like she wanted to ask what Sandra was doing there, but she remained quiet, as did Blair. 

Sandra  shifted  from  one  foot  to  the  other  and  wanted nothing  more  than  to  leave  but  didn’t  know  how  to  do  it gracefully.  She  should  have  just  reiterated  the  fact  that  she needed  to  get  home  to  finish  her  homework,  or  something equally  safe,  but  her  brain  had  apparently  stopped functioning,  and  she  instead  turned  and  hurried  out  the doors. Sandra didn’t even say ‘goodbye’ or ‘see you later.’

She  relived  that  moment  over  and  over  as  she  drove home, mentally slapping herself. If Blair had ever thought he might  be  interested  in  asking  Sandra  out,  he  certainly wouldn’t now. 

At  least  she  wasn’t  any  worse  o   than  she  had  been before he had walked into the library. 

Except  for  the  fact  that  Blair,  one  of  the  hottest  guys  at school, had held her tampon. 

Yeah. There was that. 

SANDRA FORCED her eyes open when her alarm went o . It was that time already? She groaned as she reached for her phone. 

She hadn’t fallen asleep until three o’clock in the morning, her mind not leaving her alone. It took a couple of tries, but she managed to silence the alarm before falling back asleep. 

She  was  startled  awake  when  her  mom  knocked  on  her bedroom door before leaving for work. Crap. Sandra only had thirty  minutes  before  her  first  class  was  supposed  to  start. 

That was enough to get her out of bed. 

Thank goodness her mom didn’t have any early morning meetings and was able to drive out of her way to drop Sandra o   at  school.  Sandra  waved  as  her  mom  pulled  away,  then trudged  up  the  steps  and  into  the  building.  All  night,  the image of Blake holding her tampon had haunted her, except in her dreams, he’d held a tampon that was ten times bigger than its actual size. 

Sandra walked into school expecting the gossip to hit her like  a  train,  plowing  her  over.  But  no  one  looked  her  way more  than  usual  when  she  walked  down  the  halls  and  into her  physics  class.  Was  it  possible  that  Blair  hadn’t  told Julianna  about  the  unfortunate  tampon  encounter  at  the library? She’d assumed he’d at least told Cameron, but when Cameron  walked  in  with  Amanda  that  morning,  nothing seemed  out  of  the  ordinary.  There  was  no  way  Cameron wouldn’t  have  told  Amanda,  who  would  have  told  Gracie, who would have told Markus…

Huh. 

Either  Blair  hadn’t  told  anyone,  or  no  one  cared  about tampon-related embarrassing moments anymore. 

Yeah,  there  was  no  way  it  was  the  second  option.  They were the epitome of embarrassing moments. 

Sandra  forced  her  thoughts  away  from  the  previous evening  as  Mr.  Lindley  laid  the  physics  test  in  front  of  her. 

Glancing at it, she knew she would pass this thing easily. It was  a  good  thing  too,  because  her  brain  still  wasn’t  fully functional  after  her  restless  night’s  sleep.  Sandra  flew through  the  test,  finishing  before  anyone  else.  She  laid  her pencil down and rested her chin in her palms, trying not to fall asleep. It didn’t work. The next thing Sandra knew, she was startled awake by her chin slamming down on her desk. 

She  groaned  and  rubbed  where  it  had  hit.  Her  chin  was wet. She had been drooling. 

Awesome. 

Another second passed before she was aware of laughter. 

Heat  crept  up  her  neck  as  Mr.  Lindley  walked  toward  her desk. 

“May I have your test, please?” he asked. 

Sandra handed it to him. 

He raised an eyebrow as he flipped through it, then took the test with him to his desk and studied it further. Sandra didn’t know what he was looking for, but he seemed to have found  it  because  he  returned  a  moment  later  with  a  slip  of paper.  He  placed  it  on  Sandra’s  desk,  then  left,  all  without saying a word. 

Dread settled in her stomach as she opened it. 

 Please report to Principal Howell’s o ce at 3:00 pm. 

This had to be a mistake. Sure, her dozing o  had been a bit disruptive to the class, but it shouldn’t be worth a trip to the  principal’s  o ce.  Sandra  raised  her  hand,  but  Mr. 

Lindley  shook  his  head.  Apparently  it  wasn’t  up  for discussion. 

Ugh. If this was how the day was starting, she didn’t want to know how it was going to end. 

3

BLAIR

Blair peeled his swim cap o  and ru ed his hair before changing  out  of  his  Speedo.  He’d  just  pulled  a  hooded sweatshirt over his head when someone thumped him on the back. Blair turned and was met by the grin of his best friend, Cameron. 

“If  you  keep  swimming  like  that,  you’re  going  to  take state,” Cameron said. 

Blair snorted. “I highly doubt that. You’re the one who’s already been scouted by several universities. You have, what, six o ers already?” 

Cameron  waved  a  hand,  like  none  of  that  mattered. 

“They’re  going  to  be  knocking  on  your  door  too,  you  just wait and see.” 

Blair had to admit that it had felt good surprising both his coach and their teammates. He didn’t know how he’d swum so  fast  that  day.  Too  bad  it  had  only  been  a  practice.  He tended  to  choke  at  the  actual  swim  meets—the  times  that mattered. 

“Thanks,”  Blair  said,  not  wanting  to  voice  his insecurities,  especially  because  Coach  Kall  had  just  walked in. 

“I’m looking forward to seeing a lot more of that kind of swimming on Saturday,” Coach Kall said as he walked over, a  grin  bursting  across  his  face.  “It  will  be  your  best  meet yet.” 

Blair  gave  a  weak  laugh.  “Yeah.  Can’t  wait.”  As  soon  as the  coach’s  back  was  turned,  Blair  grabbed  his  swim  bag. 

“You ready to head out?” he asked Cameron. 

“Oh, shoot. I forgot to tell you Amanda is picking me up. 

We’re going out for our anniversary.” 

Blair raised an eyebrow. “You guys just started dating.” 

“Our two-month anniversary,” Cameron clarified. He had the decency to look embarrassed. 

Blair  hoped  gifts  weren’t  expected.  Cameron’s  family didn’t  have  a  lot  of  money,  and  he  would  never  be  able  to a ord giving his girlfriend an anniversary gift every month. 

Of  course,  Amanda  knew  this.  Her  mom  was  loaded,  and  it had  caused  problems  that  had  almost  ended  her  and Cameron’s relationship. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Cameron said, raising his hands in a defensive gesture, “but it’s something fun for us to  do  each  month.  Once  you  get  a  girlfriend,  you’ll understand.” 

“I had a girlfriend last week.” 

“And  now  you  don’t,  which  is  kind  of  the  point.  You haven’t  found  the  one  who  makes  you  want  to  celebrate every  minute  you’ve  been  together—the  one  you’d  do anything for.” 

Blair  remembered  when  Cameron  had  practically  stolen Blair’s snowmobile to go out in a bad snowstorm when he’d thought something had happened to Amanda. 

Maybe  he  had  a  point.  Blair  had  never  experienced  that kind of relationship with a girl before, despite having at least a dozen girlfriends in the past year. Of course, he wasn’t the only one to blame for that. 

“Yeah,  yeah,”  Blair  said,  pushing  through  the  double doors that led back into the school’s hallway. “Give Amanda my condolences. I mean, congratulations.” 

Cameron  punched  Blair  in  the  arm,  then  waved  as  he jogged  down  the  hallway  in  the  opposite  direction  Blair needed to go. Blair readjusted the bag on his shoulder, then worked  his  way  toward  the  main  o ce  at  the  front  of  the school. He was getting a ride home with a girl too—his mom. 

Blair walked into the o ce, and the school’s receptionist looked  up  from  where  she  was  finishing  something.  She looked like she was ready to go home too. 

“Hi, Blair. You here for your mom?” 

“Yup.” 

“She’s meeting with someone right now, but it shouldn’t be much longer.” 

“Thanks.”  Blair  collapsed  into  an  empty  chair  that  sat against the wall. 

True  to  Theresa’s  word,  the  door  to  his  mom’s  o ce opened a minute later. Her voice carried across the room. “If it  happens  again,  it  won’t  just  be  an  F  on  your  test  you’ll need to worry about.” 

Sandra  appeared  in  the  o ce  doorway.  “Whatever,”  she said, scowling. “I told you I didn’t cheat.” 

“That’s what you all say.” 

“Maybe some of us are telling the truth.” 

A snort. 

Sandra  glanced  over  her  shoulder.  “If  Mr.  Lindley  had seen  what  he  says  he  did,  he’d  know  that  my  eyes  were closed. What did I do, see Kelly’s test through my eyelids?” 

“We’ve  already  been  over  this.  He  saw  you  staring straight at her test.” 

Blair  couldn’t  see  his  mom,  but  he  could  hear  the annoyance  in  her  voice.  Sandra  needed  to  get  out  of  there

before she made things worse for herself. Nothing good ever happened when his mom was in a bad mood. 

“He  didn’t  see  me  write  anything  down,  because  I  had already finished mine.” 

Come on. Leave. Don’t push it. 

Her  brown  hair  hung  over  her  shoulders,  partially covering  the  image  on  her  T-shirt.  A  skull  with  brightly colored  flowers  painted  on  it.  She  adjusted  the  spiked bracelets on her wrists as she stormed away from his mom’s o ce.  Her  eyes  were  cast  down  and  she  didn’t  so  much  as glance Blair’s way. He’d already seen the stray tears on her cheeks though. 

As soon as Sandra had disappeared through the doorway and  into  the  hallway,  Blair  strode  into  his  mom’s  o ce. 

“Sandra didn’t do it.” 

His  mom  looked  up  in  surprise  and  paused,  a  Manila folder in one hand. “Eavesdropping?” she asked. 

“It  wasn’t  hard  when  your  door  was  open.  The  whole o ce heard. But Sandra didn’t do it.” 

His  mom’s  lips  dipped  into  a  frown  as  she  turned  her attention  back  to  the  folder.  She  swiveled  in  her  chair  and placed it in the file cabinet behind her. “You don’t even know what our meeting was about.” 

“I  know  you  think  she  cheated  on  a  test.  But  she’s  not that kind of girl.” 

His mom turned back and gave him a scrutinizing look. “I didn’t know you were such good friends with Sandra.” 

Blair  gave  a  small  shrug.  He  didn’t  want  to  confirm  or deny it. Mostly because he didn’t like the look on his mom’s face.  But  also  because  he  didn’t  know  himself.  Other  than when they had worked on the set of the school’s Christmas play together, Blair hadn’t talked to Sandra much. One of her best friends, Amanda, was dating Cameron, so they’d spent some time together, but it mostly consisted of Blair trying to

not  make  it  painfully  obvious  that  he  was  watching  Sandra from across the room. 

Of course, there had been last night at the library. She’d been cute when she was all flustered. 

His mom was still watching him expectantly. 

Blair’s gaze wandered the room as he said, “She’s friends with Amanda.” He hoped that would be enough to placate his mom. 

“That  doesn’t  mean  Sandra  is  immune  from  making wrong choices. I’ve had a lot of experience with what people will  or  won’t  do,”  his  mom  said,  standing  and  taking  her coat from the rack in the corner of the room. “And I’ll kindly remind you that what happens in my o ce isn’t any of your concern.” 

Okay, so Blair’s intervention had been less than helpful. 

“I  understand,”  he  said.  That  was  the  only  acceptable answer at this point. There was a very thin line between the woman  who  was  his  mother  and  the  one  who  was  the principal  of  his  small-town  high  school.  More  times  than not,  the  line  blurred,  and  his  mom  was  usually  aware  of much  more  that  went  on  in  their  school  than  made  Blair comfortable. His ex-girlfriends had felt the same way. 

His  mom  stopped  to  lock  the  door  behind  them,  then turned  to  face  him,  her  purse  swinging  from  her  shoulder. 

Her  gaze  seemed  to  bore  right  through  him.  “You’re  a  star athlete,  your  grades  are  stellar,  and  you  have  every opportunity  available  to  you.  It’s  important  you  learn  to distinguish between those who will help you…and who is an anchor.” 

“Are  you  thinking  of  anyone  in  particular?”  Blair  asked, his  body  tensing.  He  knew  his  mom  was  talking  about Sandra,  but  his  thoughts  immediately  landed  on  Cameron. 

They  had  been  best  friends  since  second  grade,  but  then Blair’s  mom  had  become  the  high  school  principal  their

junior  year.  It  had  changed  things.  It  hadn’t  helped  that  he and  Cameron  had  played  a  prank  on  the  drama  club  at  the beginning of the school year that had gotten his best friend suspended  from  the  swim  team.  Thank  goodness  that  was over, though Blair’s mom still seemed to eye Cameron with suspicion every time he came over to hang out. 

Then  he  noticed  the  receptionist  watching  them.  When her gaze met his, she looked away and began stapling papers together. 

“Never mind,” he said, and walked out of the front o ce. 

He’d wait for his mom at the car. 

“Honey, wait,” his mom called after him. 

Blair hated when his mom used pet names at school. She didn’t do it often, but once in a while she’d slip up—usually when the girl he liked was close by. With a quick glance, Blair saw  that  Sandra  was  long  gone.  He  slowed  his  pace,  not wanting to cause a scene. 

“I  just  want  what  is  best  for  you—you  know  that,  don’t you?” his mom asked as she caught up to him. “My job is to protect you.” 

“From  what?”  His  voice  rose,  and  he  pushed  his  way through the double doors that led to the parking lot. 

His  mom  looked  around,  like  she  was  searching  for  the answer. “Everything,” she finally said. 

“I’m going to graduate in a few months. You can’t protect me forever. But you could start to trust me.” 

They  reached  their  car,  and  his  mom  paused  before getting in. “I do trust you.” 

“As long as I’m doing what you want with the people you approve of.” 

His mom’s gaze met his. Blair thought she’d deny it, but she  surprised  him  by  giving  a  resigned  shrug.  “Can  you blame me?” 

Annoyance bubbled up in his chest. “Yeah. I can.” He got in the car and slammed the door behind him. 

BLAIR HAD JUST TURNED out his bedroom light, prepared to turn in  early,  when  his  phone  buzzed.  He’d  been  so  frustrated with the day’s events that he’d decided to go to bed and hope the  next  day  was  better.  Okay,  it  wasn’t  the  entire  day  that had  been  awful.  Just  the  part  after  swim  practice  when  his mom had said he was too good to date someone like Sandra. 

And  then  when  he  had  given  his  mom  the  silent  treatment for  the  remainder  of  the  afternoon.  His  mom  had  returned the favor by not speaking to him either, and Blair’s dad and younger brother Gabe had been stuck running interference. 

His  phone  stopped  buzzing,  then  started  up  again. 

Heaving a sigh, he rolled over and grabbed his phone. 

Cameron. 

“What’s up?” Blair asked in lieu of a greeting. 

“Hello to you too.” 

Blair rubbed his forehead. “Sorry. Rough day.” 

“Want to come over and hang out for a bit?” 

“Aren’t you on a date with Amanda for your two-month anniversary?” 

“She  had  something  with  her  mom  tonight;  that’s  why we  went  out  this  afternoon.  I  have  the  PlayStation  set  up, and it’s calling your name.” 

As nice as that sounded, his mom would never let him go out  on  a  school  night.  Besides,  his  sour  mood  wasn’t something Cameron should have to be subjected to. 

“I  think  I’m  going  to  call  it  a  night,  but  thanks  for  the o er.” 

A snort sounded over the line. “Like go to bed? It’s eight-thirty.” 

“Hey,  don’t  judge,”  Blair  grumbled.  “I’ll  see  ya tomorrow.” 

Before  he  could  hang  up,  Cameron  interjected,  “Wait,  I didn’t tell you why I called.” 

“It  wasn’t  to  find  someone  you  could  slaughter  in  your new  game?”  Amanda  had  given  Cameron  the  latest  zombie apocalypse  game  for  his  birthday,  and  he  looked  for  every chance  he  could  to  show  Blair  who  was  the  reigning champion. 

“Sadly,  no.”  Cameron  paused,  and  the  extended  silence made Blair nervous. “The thing is…see…” 

This couldn’t be good. “Yes?” 

“So,  I  know  you  don’t  like  talking  about  it,  but  the Valentine’s Day dance is coming up in a couple of weeks.” 

Great.  Here  he  went  again.  Cameron  was  all  worried because  he  was  going  to  the  dance  with  Amanda,  which would leave Blair the odd man out. Unless he got a date, that was. It had never been a problem in the past, so Blair didn’t know  why  Cameron  was  so  worried  about  it.  Blair  usually asked someone only a couple of days before the dance just in case he changed his mind at the last minute. 

Except  now  that  Cameron  was  dating  Amanda,  it  was di erent. And whether Blair had a date or not, he would still feel  like  the  odd  man  out.  Amanda  wasn’t  like  anyone Cameron  had  ever  dated,  and  any  choice  Blair  made  felt…

shallow. 

He had thought of asking Julianna, but other than the fact that  they  were  working  on  a  class  project  together,  they didn’t  have  much  in  common.  And  if  he  was  honest,  he found her a bit boring. 

“Hey,  you  know  I  don’t  make  these  decisions  lightly,” 

Blair said. “Give me some time and I’ll figure it out.” 

Cameron  laughed.  “Since  when  do  you  not  make  these decisions lightly? Last time you asked a girl to a dance, it was

the  day  before,  and  you  had  me  blindfold  you  and  spin  you around.  You  asked  the  girl  you  happened  to  be  pointing  at when the blindfold came o .” 

Well, okay. 

“And she turned out to be a very nice girl,” Blair said. 

“Who  promptly  left  her  boyfriend  because  she  thought you  were  actually  interested  in  her…until  the  dance  ended and you dropped her o  early so you could come play video games at my house.” 

“I  was  being  thoughtful,”  Blair  protested.  “She  would have been bored out of her mind, and I would have felt guilty with her looking at her phone every other minute.” 

“How  did  you  know  she  would  be  bored?  She  might  like video games.” 

“I’ve never met a girl who liked video games. Well, maybe Mario, but that’s just because they can play as Princess Peach and they all think Toad is adorable.” 

Cameron  laughed  again.  “And  you  wonder  why  you’ve never had a real relationship.” 

Blair  smiled  and  shook  his  head.  “That’s  where  you  are wrong,  my  friend.  I  know  exactly  why,  and  trust  me,  I’m beyond your help.” 

Cameron didn’t respond right away, and it left Blair with the distinct feeling that that was exactly what his best friend was trying to do. 

“Cameron?” 

“What if I  could help?” he finally asked. 

“I’d tell you not to bother.” 

“Not  even  if  it  involved  Amanda’s  friend,  Sandra?  I’ve seen the way you look at her.” 

Blair’s  heart  stuttered,  and  he  cursed  it  for  reacting  the way it did. “I thought you said you were terrified of her.” 

“That’s  a  little  harsh,”  Cameron  said.  “Sure,  she intimidated me when I first met her, but she was holding a

power drill. Can you blame me?” 

“You said she was scary.” 

“I changed my mind.” 

Blair rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. Sandra was  all  the  things  Cameron  had  said  of  her.  She  was intimidating and she terrified Blair too, but only because of how much he wanted to be around her. She was beautiful and smart,  and  she  knew  her  way  around  power  tools.  And  for some  reason,  her  a nity  for  spiked  wristbands  and  skulls fascinated him. But maybe he was so drawn to her because of how little he knew about her, and once the novelty wore o , he’d  get  bored  and  chase  after  someone  else.  It  had happened before. 

Who  was  he  kidding?  He  couldn’t  imagine  ever  being bored with Sandra. Not with the way his pulse raced anytime she  was  within  a  hundred  feet.  Or  someone  said  her  name. 

Or…man,  was  this  how  Cameron  felt  when  he  was  with Amanda? It was exhausting. 

Cameron’s  voice  broke  through  Blair’s  thoughts.  “What do you say?” 

“To what?” 

“Asking Sandra to the dance.” The tone of his voice said it had been obvious. 

Blair realized she was the only one he wanted to ask. But would she want to go with him? After she had run into him at  the  library—literally—it  seemed  she  couldn’t  get  away fast enough. He had tried to help her gather her things when they  had  spilled  from  her  purse  but  had  only  managed  to grab  a  tampon  before  Julianna  showed  up,  and  Sandra  had left  the  library  without  so  much  as  a  goodbye.  Had  he embarrassed  her  somehow?  Maybe  he  shouldn’t  have  tried helping  and  left  the  tampon  where  it  had  lain  on  the  floor. 

Girls seemed to get weird about that kind of stu , though he didn’t understand why. 

“I’ll think about it,” Blair said. 

“You’d  better  think  quick.  She  won’t  have  time  to  buy  a dress if you wait too long.” 

Blair blew out a breath of frustration. Why was Cameron pushing so hard? 

“Did Amanda put you up to this?” Maybe Sandra had said something to her, though it didn’t seem likely. 

A  long  silence  confirmed  the  answer.  So  even  though Cameron  said,  “Nope.  Just  looking  out  for  my  best  friend,” 

Blair knew where the truth lay. It was both of them. 

“Like I said, I’ll think about it.” 

And Blair kept his word. 

He thought about it all night long. 

4

SANDRA

It was Wednesday, five days since Sandra’s visit to the principal’s o ce. But she wouldn’t be at school, just like she  hadn’t  been  the  previous  couple  of  days.  Instead,  she stood in the doorway and waved to her mom as she backed out  of  the  driveway  and  left  for  work.  Sandra’s  backpack slipped and she readjusted it, not closing the door until the car had disappeared around the bend in the road. 

Guilt  made  its  way  to  the  surface.  She  didn’t  like deceiving  her  parents.  That  wasn’t  who  she  was.  But  she shoved the discomfort back down, not willing to confront it, as she dropped her bag on the floor. Ever since she had been accused of cheating, she’d wondered, what was the point to it  all?  She  had  studied  her  brains  out,  knew  everything  on that test better than anyone else in the class, and she’d still received an F. 

With  the  knot  of  guilt  slowly  easing,  she  went  upstairs, changed back into her pajamas, and slipped on her robe and slippers. 

Sandra  stared  into  the  bathroom  mirror.  She  saw  a normal  teenage  girl,  but  she  knew  that  wasn’t  how  others perceived  her.  Sandra  wasn’t  a  bad  kid.  And  yet  everyone assumed  she’d  look  o   someone  else’s  test.  No  one  had

believed her when she’d claimed she hadn’t cheated. Was it because of the clothes she chose to wear? 

It  didn’t  matter.  Whatever  the  reason,  Sandra  wasn’t ready to face Mr. Lindley and Principal Howell quite yet. 

A  knock  at  the  front  door  startled  Sandra  out  of  her thoughts.  Who  would  be  here  at  this  time  of  the  morning? 

She  didn’t  think  people  sold  things  like  vacuums  or encyclopedias door to door anymore. Maybe it was someone trying  to  save  her  soul  by  getting  her  to  convert  to  their religion. It was never too early for them. 

Another  round  of  knocks  commenced,  and  they  seemed more urgent. 

Sandra’s  ringtone  erupted  from  her  phone  at  the  same time. She glanced down and saw it was Amanda. With a deep breath, Sandra prepared herself and then answered the call. 

 Cough. Cough.  “Hey, what’s up?” Sandra tried to make her voice sound scratchy and hoarse but wondered if she’d laid it on a little too thick. She walked toward the front door at the same  time.  When  she  opened  it,  it  would  be  good  to  have Amanda on the phone, just in case there was a crazy person on the other side. 

“Cut the crap. I know you’re not sick. Open the door, it’s freezing out here.” 

Oh. It was a crazy person, just not a dangerous one. 

Sandra  opened  the  door  and  Amanda  brushed  past  her, bringing  the  brisk  morning  air  inside  with  her.  When  she turned, she studied Sandra with an appraising look. 

“Pajamas. Robe. Slippers.” 

“I  told  you  yesterday,  and  the  day  before  that,”  Sandra said. “I’m sick.”  Cough. Cough. 

Amanda gave a quick shake of her head. “Look, if you’re going  to  skip  school  and  pretend  you  have  a  cold  or something, fine. But you don’t get to use your lines on Gracie and me. We’re your best friends.” 

“But—” 

Amanda held up a finger. “I know for a fact you haven’t missed work this week. And from what I hear, last night you looked  like  a  rock  star,  not  someone  who  is  on  their deathbed.” 

“Rock star?” Sure, she had worn a Led Zeppelin T-shirt, and she had taken extra time with her hair, just in case she ran into someone she knew—no one in particular, of course. 

It could have been anyone, really. It had nothing to do with Blair being at the library every evening for the past week. 

As if Amanda could read minds, she said, “Blair has been asking about you.” 

The  flutter  in  Sandra’s  stomach  betrayed  her  emotions. 

“Oh, yeah?” She tried not to sound eager, though what she really  wanted  was  to  make  Amanda  spill  everything  she knew. 

No. Sandra couldn’t get her hopes up like that. He wasn’t interested.  And  more  than  that— she  wasn’t  interested.  Not since last Friday, when his mom had threatened her. If that was the kind of family he came from, she was out. 

Now  she  just  had  to  convince  her  stupid  teenage hormones to stop jerking her around every time Blair came near.  Or  someone  talked  about  him.  Or  she  thought  about him. 

Yeah, this was going to be tricky. Not impossible, though. 

“He’s been worried that he hasn’t seen you at school the last couple of days,” Amanda said, her lips twitching up. 

Confusion  replaced  desire.  Thank  goodness  for  that. 

“Why? It’s not like he ever talks to me.” 

Amanda  looked  like  she  knew  more  than  she  wanted  to say as she searched for the right words. “Maybe he wants to talk to you and hasn’t found the right time.” 

“The right time? He sits at the opposite end of our table at lunch every day. He’s had plenty of opportunities.” 

“But maybe some things are best talked about in private,” 

Amanda  said,  giving  Sandra  a  pointed  look,  like  she  should know what the heck her friend was trying to tell her. 

“What… Wait, is this about the dance again?” 

Amanda  didn’t  bother  hiding  her  grin  this  time.  “That’s not  for  me  to  tell.  But  if  you  keep  hiding  out  in  your bedroom, you’ll never find out.” 

Sandra rolled her eyes and flopped down on the couch. “I don’t know where you get your gossip from, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. I’m pretty sure he’s going with Julianna. 

He’s with her almost every day at the library.” 

“Yeah, for a class project. Trust me, he’s not asking her to the  dance.”  Amanda  flopped  down  on  the  opposite  side  of the couch and pulled her feet underneath her. “And for your information, I have a very reliable source for my gossip.” 

“Who, Cameron?” 

“I’m  not  allowed  to  say.”  Amanda  pretended  to  zip  her lips and throw away the key. 

Sandra was getting frustrated with this cloak and dagger conversation.  “Well,  thanks  for  the  heads  up,  but  if  Blair really wants to go to the dance with me, he knows where to find me every afternoon at three o’clock.” 

Amanda snorted. “What, with Madam Librarian watching your every move?” 

With a pointed look at the door, Sandra said, “Aren’t you going to be late for school?” 

“Aren’t you?” Amanda retorted. 

“No.  So  if  you’ll  excuse  me,  I  have  some  TV  to  catch  up on.” 

Amanda  stood,  but  she  didn’t  walk  away.  “Just  because Mr.  Lindley  was  a  turd  doesn’t  mean  you  need  to  swear  o humanity.” 

“It  wasn’t  just  him,”  Sandra  said,  thinking  of  the  way Principal Howell had spoken to her. That had been the worst

part of it. 

Amanda  shifted  toward  the  front  door.  “The  principal  is known for being hard on kids. You’re not the first.” 

Yeah, that was true. But it seemed that ever since Blair’s mom had become their principal last year, she’d had it in for Sandra. Only a few months after Principal Howell had gotten the  job,  she’d  called  Sandra  into  her  o ce  to  talk  about appropriate  school  attire.  Sandra  had  been  wearing  one  of her  Day  of  the  Dead  T-shirts,  and  Principal  Howell  had launched  into  a  lecture  about  creating  a  positive  learning environment. 

Sandra  had  tried  explaining  that  it  wasn’t  meant  to  be creepy and that Day of the Dead didn’t have anything to do with  celebrating  death.  It  was  quite  the  opposite,  a celebration of life where people remembered their ancestors and  those  who  had  passed  before  them.  Like  her  younger brother. 

But  all  the  principal  had  seen  was  the  skull  on  Sandra’s shirt, and Sandra had suddenly been thrown into the ‘gothic’

category. 

Sandra had been respectful and thanked the principal for her point of view, and then promptly gone shopping. Sandra had  worn  her  spiked  wrist  bands  for  the  first  time  the following Monday. Was it juvenile? Maybe. But Sandra saw it as making a statement. A person shouldn’t be judged by the clothes  they  wear,  and  they  shouldn’t  feel  ashamed  of expressing who they are. 

Apparently  Principal  Howell  hadn’t  agreed  based  on  the several  lectures  Sandra  had  received  throughout  the  school year. Thank goodness the principal had eventually given up. 

Or so Sandra had thought. Until last Friday. 

This  time,  the  principal  had  gone  too  far.  A  lecture  on wearing  spiked  wristbands  and  skulls  was  one  thing.  But accusing her of being both a cheater and a liar? That wasn’t

something  Sandra  would  be  able  to  forgive  easily,  and  she certainly wouldn’t forget how she had been treated. 

But  then  an  idea  sparked.  “No,  I’m  not  the  first.  But maybe I’ll be the last.” 

Amanda looked at her warily. “The last what?” 

“The last one she wrongly accuses. The last one she treats unfairly. The last…everything.” 

Yes…Sandra liked the idea the more it took root. 

“What are you talking about?” Amanda asked. 

“I’m  not  going  back.  Ever.  Let  that  be  on  Principal Howell’s conscience.” 

It was crazy, but why not? She only had four months left, and only one of her classes counted toward graduation. She’d done well enough up to that point that she figured she’d still pass. 

A blank stare settled on Amanda’s face. “I’m sorry?” 

“When  Principal  Howell  realizes  she  was  the  reason  one of  her  students  dropped  out,  she’ll  have  to  recognize  what she’s  done  and  apologize.  I’ll  be  a  legend—the  one  who stopped Principal Howell’s barbaric ways.” 

“A legend?” The blank look hadn’t disappeared. 

“Okay, that may be taking things a little too far. But it will make  her  think  twice  about  how  she  treats  future  students. 

I’ve been looking for a good cause to contribute to, and I’ve found one.” 

Amanda snapped out of her stupor. “Women’s rights is a cause.  Equality  in  the  workplace  is  a  cause.  Heck,  even cleaning up the ocean is a cause. But dropping out of school to teach Principal Howell a lesson? How do you know she’ll even care?” 

Good point. Sandra shouldn’t work under the assumption that Principal Howell had a conscience. 

But still…the principal did have a reputation to keep. And it  wasn’t  like  Sandra  was  actually  dropping  out.  She  just

wouldn’t attend school for a week or two—make it  seem  like she was dropping out. 

“She’ll care,” Sandra said. “I’ll make sure of it.” 

5

BLAIR

Blair watched Sandra from across the library. She looked amazing  in  a  bright  pink  sweater.  It  wasn’t  her  usual color,  but  the  black  pants  with  small  white  skulls  o set  it nicely. When Cameron had suggested Blair ask Sandra to the Valentine’s Day dance, he’d known he wanted to, but didn’t know  how.  He  wasn’t  used  to  the  sweaty  palms  and  racing heart  he  had  every  time  Sandra  was  near.  Blair  had  finally pumped  himself  up  enough  to  ask  her…and  then  she  had disappeared.  She’d  missed  school  the  past  few  days,  and time was running out. The dance was only a week away. 

“Earth to Blair,” Julianna said, waving a hand in front of Blair’s face. 

His  focus  slowly  returned  to  her.  She’d  suggested  they continue working on the project at her house, now that the research portion was finished, but he’d said he worked better at  the  library.  Of  course,  this  was  a  complete  lie.  Blair  had been distracted every time Sandra came into view. And even when she was hidden and he wasn’t sure where she was, he spent the entire time keeping an eye out for her. Blair wasn’t certain  if  they’d  made  any  progress  on  their  project  in  the past week. 

“If  you  aren’t  planning  on  putting  forth  any  e ort,  I might  as  well  work  on  it  at  home,  where  I  can  be comfortable.  And  alone.”  Julianna  picked  up  her  backpack from the floor and started shoving books back into it. 

With an inward groan, Blair said, “I’m sorry. Please don’t go. You’re right, I haven’t been pulling my weight. What can I do to help?” 

Julianna raised an eyebrow. “You really want to know?” 

“Yes.” 

Her gaze wandered across the library. When Blair turned, he saw Sandra placing books on a cart. 

Julianna  looked  back  at  Blair,  and  her  hand  seemed  to inch toward his. Oh, no. He’d seen that look before. But then she gave a quick shake of her head, and her hand retracted. 

Julianna’s eyes narrowed, and the soft desperation he’d seen disappeared, firm resolve taking its place. 

“You  need  to  ask  Sandra  out  already  so  you  can  stop stalking her. Either that or we need to work someplace else. I can’t handle the lovesick thing you got going on.” 

Blair balked. “Lovesick? You’re talking to the wrong guy. I don’t do love.” 

“Maybe you didn’t,” she said. “But you certainly do now. 

So take care of it, would ya? I’d prefer not to do this entire project by myself.” 

Blair’s gaze landed on Sandra again. 

Ask her out. 

If only he could. 

“Anytime now,” Julianna said. 

Blair’s head snapped up. “What?” 

Julianna  gave  a  pointed  look  in  Sandra’s  direction.  “Go ask her out.” 

“Now?” His voice came out small, but he was lucky he’d been able to speak at all. His stomach had tied itself in knots and he felt nauseous. 

“Yes, now. Unless you want me to go get her for you.” 

“No!” The word burst from Blair’s lips. Having his project partner  play  middleman?  That  would  be  the  ultimate embarrassment.  “I  can  ask  her  to  the  dance  myself,  thank you very much.” 

Julianna gave him a curious look, her lips pursed. “You’re asking her to the Valentine’s dance?” 

“You  haven’t  given  me  much  choice,”  Blair  said.  He didn’t  think  it  worth  mentioning  that  he’d  already  been planning on asking her, even before Julianna had decided to strong-arm him. 

“I told you to ask her out, but I thought it would be on a normal  date.”  Julianna  paused.  “You  know,  because  of  her situation. She might still want to go, of course…” 

It  seemed  like  she  knew  more  than  she  was  saying,  and that she thought Blair had the same information she did. 

“Of  course.  That’s  terrible  what’s  happened  to  her…” 

Blair trailed o , hoping Julianna would fill in the blanks. 

“It was her choice, though,” Julianna said. “Not that I’m surprised. That girl is like a rebel without a cause.” 

Blair’s  brows  furrowed  at  the  comment.  Even  though  he didn’t  know  what  Julianna  was  referring  to,  it  sounded  like an insult. 

“No  o ense,”  she  said  quickly.  “I’m  sure  she  has  her good qualities. Like…she’s really pretty.” 

Julianna probably thought that was the sole reason Blair was  interested  in  Sandra.  Her  looks.  Did  everyone  think  he was as shallow as that? 

“Back to her choice,” Blair prompted. “Why do you think she made it?” 

Julianna  waved  a  hand,  as  if  the  answer  didn’t  matter. 

“Why  does  anyone  drop  out  of  school?  Could  be  laziness, defiance…nothing  good.”  She  must  have  misread  the  shock

Blair  felt  because  she  said,  “But  to  each  their  own.  Like  I said, I’m sure she has some good qualities. Somewhere.” 

Sandra dropped out of school? 

That couldn’t be right. 

It  would  explain  why  he  hadn’t  seen  her  the  past  few days, but it didn’t seem like the type of thing she would do. 

Besides, wouldn’t he have heard something about it by now if that was true? 

“Are you sure she dropped out?” he asked. 

“You  didn’t  know,”  Julianna  said  slowly,  a  shadow  of guilt passing across her face. 

Her reaction seemed genuine. 

Blair’s gaze followed the pink sweatshirt that disappeared around  the  corner  of  one  of  the  aisles.  All  nervousness vanished with it. 

“I’ll be back.” 

He jumped from his seat and walked toward where he had last  seen  Sandra.  He  turned  the  same  corner  she  had  and found  her  crouched  down,  placing  a  book  on  the  bottom shelf. “I’ve just heard a very interesting rumor about you.” 

Sandra  yelped.  She  looked  up,  and  when  she  saw  who  it was,  she  closed  her  eyes,  relief  passing  over  her  features. 

“Blair,  what  the  heck?  You  can’t  sneak  up  on  people  like that.” He held out a hand and she grabbed it, pulling herself up.  She  used  her  hands  to  dust  o   her  pants,  even  though they  weren’t  visibly  dirty.  “You  done  studying  for  the night?” 

So,  she  had  noticed  Blair.  The  thought  warmed  him,  but then he remembered why he’d come over to talk to her. 

“Not quite,” he said. “Like I said, I heard a rumor about you,  and  I  wondered  if  you  could  shed  some  light  on  the truth behind it.” 

Sandra’s  gaze  dropped,  and  she  shifted  side  to  side,  like she was uncomfortable. “Yeah?” 

Blair stayed quiet for a moment, watching her squirm. He could tell she already knew what he was talking about. “So…

is it true?” 

She finally raised her head, and she looked so vulnerable in  that  moment.  But  then  her  features  hardened,  and  she folded her arms. Sandra was in full defense mode. “So what if it is?” 

He  stared.  There  had  to  be  an  explanation.  Sandra wouldn’t drop out four months before graduation. He didn’t know her as well as he would like to, but he knew enough to know she wasn’t dumb. 

“You dropped out of school?” he asked slowly. 

Sandra’s  rigid  features  faltered  for  a  brief  second  before they sti ened again. “In a manner of speaking.” She paused, like  she  wasn’t  sure  she  should  say  more,  then  she  added, 

“Thanks to your mom.” 

“My—”  Blair’s  mind  whirled,  trying  to  figure  out  what Sandra was talking about. Then it all came flooding back. 

The test. 

Accusations of cheating. 

Sandra upset, crying as she left the o ce. 

“I  know  you  know  what  I’m  talking  about,”  she  said. 

“You were there.” 

Blair  saw  the  chances  of  Sandra  agreeing  to  go  to  the dance with him—or out on a date ever—disappearing faster than pizza on video game night. Once again, his mother was going to ruin another potential relationship. 

“Really? You’re going to let my mom win?” he asked. He wasn’t  sure  if  this  was  the  best  tactic  to  use,  but  he  had  to make  sure  Sandra  knew  he  didn’t  agree  with  how  his  mom had handled the situation. 

“I’m not letting her win,” Sandra said. “I’m taking back my  life—my  choices.  I’m  doing  things  on  my  own  terms now.”  Her  features  softened.  “I  didn’t  cheat.  I  had  the  top

score in the class. And it wasn’t enough.” She paused. “It’s never enough.” The last part came out as a whisper. 

“But dropping out of school right before graduation?” he asked, his voice as soft as hers. “Think about what that will mean.” 

Sandra  hesitated,  and  for  a  moment,  Blair  thought  he’d gotten through to her. But then she shrugged. “Good thing I have a job, isn’t it?” 

So much for the dance. 

“MOM,”  Blair  bellowed  as  soon  as  he  walked  through  the front door. 

She  appeared  at  the  top  of  the  stairs,  now  barefoot  and wearing sweats. She hated the business suits she had to wear each  day  to  school.  Blair  felt  like  he  lived  with  Jekyll  and Hyde. 

“You didn’t listen to me, and now you need to fix it.” 

His  mom  released  a  weary  sigh.  “Specifics,  Blair.  I  can’t read between the lines.” 

“Sandra. She dropped out of school because of you.” 

His  mom  descended  the  stairs  slowly.  She  studied  him, like she was trying to figure out if he was serious. Blair knew the  feeling—he’d  experienced  it  himself.  “Sandra…”  She said it like she was trying to place the name. 

“The  girl  you  accused  of  cheating  on  her  test  last  week, Mom.” His tone was crisp and impatient, but he didn’t care. 

“I know who she is,” his mom said, equally impatient. “I was  running  through  her  file  in  my  mind.”  She  placed  a finger  under  her  chin.  “She  doesn’t  have  anything  in  her background  that  would  suggest  she’d  be  at  risk  of  not finishing school. Her parents are good, hardworking people. 

They  aren’t  well  o   by  any  means,  but  she  comes  from  a stable home.” 

Blair  paced  across  the  front  room,  attempting  to  calm himself before he spoke again. “People aren’t files.” 

His  mom  looked  at  him,  surprise  etched  in  her  features. 

“Is that what you think? That I see my students as nothing more than records in my o ce?” 

He  hesitated,  not  knowing  how  to  answer  the  question. 

Blair hadn’t thought much about it; he’d rather separate his mom  from  the  woman  who  was  principal  at  the  school.  It had  become  increasingly  di cult  over  the  past  year  to  do that, however. 

Blair’s silence was answer enough. 

His  mom  turned  to  leave,  but  Blair  couldn’t  let  her  go before he’d said his piece. 

“You  accused  her  of  cheating,  and  it  didn’t  matter  what she  said.  You  didn’t  believe  her.  Sandra  has  decided  that  if that’s what life is about, she might as well take control of it. 

She’s done leaving it in the hands of others.” 

His  mom  paused  and  turned  back,  her  voice  soft. 

“Sandra’s smart. I know that. And I can’t see any reason why she’d  cheat.  But  do  you  realize  how  many  students  tell  me they didn’t do what they were accused of? Every single one of them. I don’t have the luxury of believing them. I have to believe the teacher’s word over hers. That’s how the system works.” 

Blair  crossed  his  arms.  “Well,  you  should  have  believed this one. She’s not coming back to school. Because of you.” 

“I…”  A  mixture  of  emotions  crossed  her  face.  The  one Blair  hadn’t  expected  to  see  was  sadness.  “I’ll  talk  to  her,” 

she  said.  “I  won’t  be  able  to  change  her  grade,  but  I’ll  at least talk to her—see what I can do.” 

“I don’t know if that will be enough.” 

His mom’s shoulders slumped. “It will have to be.” 
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SANDRA

Sandra collapsed onto her bed as soon as her shift at the library  was  over.  She  stretched  out,  trying  to  provide relief  for  her  lower  back.  There  had  to  be  a  better  way  to shelve  books  that  wouldn’t  destroy  her  muscles.  With  her arms  stretched  above  her  head,  a  smile  played  on  her  lips. 

She  hadn’t  expected  Blair  to  confront  her  about  her  school situation, but it felt good to know he cared. 

Sandra’s ringtone erupted from her phone. She grabbed it from  where  it  sat  next  to  her  but  frowned  when  she  didn’t recognize  the  number.  It  was  another  couple  of  seconds before she answered with a tentative, “Hello?” 

A  woman  spoke  on  the  other  end  of  the  line.  “Is  this Sandra Calavera?” 

“Yes, this is she.” 

“Sandra, this is Principal Howell.” 

So, Blair had told his mom. Sandra had hoped for this, but now  that  the  woman  who  had  reduced  her  to  tears  was  on the  other  end  of  the  phone  call,  she  wanted  nothing  more than to hang up. Sandra’s finger hovered over the icon that would end the call. 

“Sandra?” 

With a resigned shudder, Sandra said, “Yes?” 

“I  was  hoping  you  could  come  by  my  o ce  in  the morning  and  we  could  talk.  Can  you  be  there  at  eight-thirty?” 

This  was  too  good  to  be  true.  Sandra  had  only  missed  a few days of school and Principal Howell was already begging her to come back. Mission accomplished. 

“Why  don’t  we  talk  now?”  Sandra  would  rather  get  this over  with,  and  she  had  no  desire  to  ever  step  foot  in  the principal’s o ce again. 

“I feel this is something we need to do in person. Face to face.” 

Wow, Principal Howell must feel worse about how things had  ended  up  than  Sandra  had  predicted.  Maybe  an  in-person meeting wouldn’t be so bad. 

“Yeah, okay. I can be there at eight-thirty.” 

The  principal  sounded  overeager  when  she  said,  “Great, see you tomorrow morning,” and then promptly hung up. 

Oh, no. What had Sandra done? 

With  dread,  she  realized  she’d  given  the  principal  the home court advantage. 

SANDRA ARRIVED at school after she knew everyone would be in class. She slipped down the hall and placed her backpack in her  locker,  not  wanting  to  give  Principal  Howell  the misconception that she was staying for the day. That would depend on how this meeting went. It all seemed too easy. 

When  Sandra  arrived  at  the  main  o ce,  the  receptionist didn’t  ask  for  her  name  or  what  she  needed.  Instead,  the receptionist  quickly  picked  up  the  phone  while  keeping  her gaze on Sandra. She spoke quietly into it, ended the call, and then told Sandra, “Principal Howell will see you now.” 

It seemed everyone had been waiting for her. 

Sandra’s nerves lit up as if on fire as she walked toward where  Principal  Howell  awaited  her.  She  shouldn’t  be  here. 

But  Blair  had  been  right  when  he’d  said  Sandra  needed  to think of her future. And she wasn’t going to allow Principal Howell to mess things up for her. 

So  she  straightened  her  shoulders  and  walked  into  the o ce.  Principal  Howell  was  sitting  behind  her  desk, seemingly busy filling out paperwork, but Sandra could tell it was  an  act.  The  principal  was  posing  with  the  pen,  not actually accomplishing anything. 

“Miss  Calavera,  I’m  glad  you  could  make  it,”  Principal Howell  said,  straightening  up  and  resting  her  hands  on  the desk in front of her. 

Sandra gave a wary nod. “Thank you for wanting to talk and get this taken care of.” 

Principal  Howell  shifted  in  her  seat,  and  Sandra  wasn’t sure if it was because the principal wasn’t comfortable in her padded  ergonomic  chair  or  because  she  wasn’t  actually planning on taking care of anything. Sandra feared it was the latter.  She  knew  it  had  been  a  mistake  coming,  when  she clearly had the disadvantage. 

“How are things at home?” The principal’s voice was soft and her expression earnest. 

Sandra paused, unsure if she should answer the question. 

“That’s a bit o -topic.” 

“I don’t think so,” Principal Howell said, her gaze intent. 

“From what I understand, you are not planning on returning to  school.  Considering  you  are  only  four  months  from graduation, I can’t help but wonder if something significant has happened in your life.” 

That was what this was? A counseling session? 

Sandra’s  blood  pumped  fast,  and  she  had  to  consciously unclench her fists. “Home isn’t the issue.” 

“You did start a new job recently, though, correct? How is that going?” 

The  principal  seemed  to  know  a  lot  about  Sandra.  Of course,  Sandra  worked  in  a  public  library,  so  it  wasn’t  far-fetched that people would know of her new position. 

Chances were that the librarian had been telling everyone about  how  she’d  just  hired  the  most  amazing  new  girl  to shelve books. Those types of rumors spread quickly. 

“Great. Couldn’t be better.” 

“Recent break-up?” 

Sandra couldn’t keep her patience with these ridiculously intrusive  questions.  She  stood,  pushing  her  chair  back.  “I didn’t come to be interrogated about my personal life.” She took a step toward the door, but then turned back. Since she was  here,  she  might  as  well  let  Principal  Howell  know exactly  what  she  thought  of  her  school.  “Teachers  have always  watched  me  with  suspicion,  despite  my  perfect grades.  But  I’ve  never  been  spoken  to  the  way  you  did  last week.” 

The  principal  seemed  stunned  by  Sandra’s  accusation. 

“Mr. Lindley is the one who noticed you looking at—” 

“I don’t care. You were the one who listened to my side of the  story,”  Sandra  interrupted.  “And  you  confirmed everyone’s suspicions by accusing me of cheating and lying.” 

She gave a quick shake of her head. “I worked hard for that A on  my  test.  But  it  doesn’t  matter  what  I  say,  you’ll  never believe me.” 

“I asked you here so I can help—” 

“You  wanted  this  meeting  so  you  could  figure  out  what was  wrong  with  me,  not  help  me.  There’s  a  di erence.” 

Sandra  ran  her  fingers  through  her  hair  as  she  released  a pu   of  air.  This  wasn’t  going  at  all  like  she’d  hoped.  She didn’t want to screw up her future, but she’d already dug her

heels in too far, and she couldn’t give in to Principal Howell now. 

The principal was visibly flustered, her mouth moving but no  sound  coming  out.  It  wasn’t  until  Sandra  had  turned  to leave that Principal Howell said, “You can’t just stop coming to  school.  That’s  not  how  it  works.  I’ll  be  requesting  a meeting with your parents.” 

Sandra  paused  mid-step,  her  back  to  the  principal. 

Truthfully,  she  hadn’t  thought  it  would  come  to  this.  She hadn’t  seriously  researched  how  to  drop  out  of  school.  It wasn’t  like  she  wanted  to.  She  had  just  wanted  to  send  a message  to  Principal  Howell.  This  was  getting  out  of  hand, and she had no idea how to stop it. 

So  instead,  she  sidestepped  the  question  with  the  first thing that popped into her head. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back. Rumor has it that your son is planning  on  asking  me  to  the  Valentine’s  dance.  And  I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 

Sandra’s  only  regret  was  that  she  didn’t  see  the  look  on Principal Howell’s face at that moment. Instead, she walked out of the o ce, her head held high. 

Until she got outside, and she crumpled in a heap on the sidewalk. 

All that regret she hadn’t felt in Principal Howell’s o ce as the adrenaline rushed through her? Yeah, it was back, and it was out for vengeance. 

SANDRA’S PARENTS would be home from work at any moment. 

Had  Principal  Howell  called  them  yet?  She  assumed  not,  or she would have already heard from her mother. She paced in front  of  the  front  windows,  a  corndog  in  hand—she’d already  eaten  three.  Sandra  didn’t  consider  herself  an

emotional  eater,  she  was  a  nervous  one.  Any  degree  of anxiety sent her to the pantry. 

Sandra  slipped  her  phone  from  her  pocket.  She  should just tell her parents what had happened before they had the chance  to  talk  to  Principal  Howell.  They  would  understand, wouldn’t they? Her parents would have to see the injustice of it all. 

But it wasn’t her mother or her father who drove up the driveway a minute later. 

Sandra  didn’t  recognize  the  car,  but  when  she  saw  who stepped out of it, her anxiety rose to new levels. 

Blair. 

She’d need another box of corndogs. 

Unfortunately,  her  shock  left  her  incapacitated,  and  he saw  her  through  the  window  before  she  could  move  out  of the way. Guess she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t home. 

Blair  gave  her  a  small  wave,  but  it  took  an  extra  few moments for her to force her feet to move toward the door. 

She  opened  the  door  a  few  inches,  but  not  enough  that he’d think she was inviting him in. “Hey.” 

He shifted his weight. “Hey.” 

Well, this was going well. 

After  a  prolonged  and  awkward  pause,  Sandra  said,  “I’d invite you in, but my parents aren’t home. House rules.” 

Blair nodded a little too vigorously. “Oh, yeah, I get that. 

Same rules at my place.” 

Another awkward silence. 

Blair  glanced  back  at  his  car,  like  he  was  thinking  of making  a  run  for  it,  but  then  he  turned  back  to  Sandra.  “I was hoping we could talk for a minute. Would your parents be okay if we sat on the front porch?” 

Sandra felt the same urge to run, but she mustered up the courage to say, “Sure, that would be fine. Let me just grab a jacket.”  She  ran  inside  and  grabbed  gloves  and  earmu s

while she was at it. February in Minnesota meant there was still snow on the ground. 

When  she  returned  outside,  she  found  Blair  leaning against  the  front  of  the  house.  He  looked  good,  his  brown hair  starting  to  grow  out  around  his  ears.  His  hands  were shoved  in  his  pockets,  and  she  realized  he  probably  hadn’t been expecting to have this conversation outside. 

“Can I get you a blanket?” she asked. 

Blair  looked  like  he  was  going  to  refuse,  but  then  a  cool breeze picked up for a moment before it disappeared again. 

“Yeah,  sure,”  he  said,  his  hands  digging  deeper  into  the warmth of his sweatshirt. 

Not  able  to  find  an  old  blanket  in  the  garage,  Sandra grabbed the comforter o  her bed and brought it outside. It had yellow emojis against a black background. 

“No  skulls?”  Blair  asked,  raising  an  eyebrow  as  she  sat down  and  draped  the  comforter  over  their  laps.  His  lips twitched up; he was teasing her. 

“Step back a few feet,” Sandra said, raising the comforter so he’d be able to see the picture better. Blair did as he was told, then burst out laughing. When viewed from a distance, the emojis created a giant emoji skull. 

Blair  rejoined  her  under  the  blanket  and  pulled  it  close under his chin. “Where do you get this stu ?” 

“You have to know someone who knows someone.” 

He grinned. “So…you have a dealer? But instead of drugs he  hooks  you  up  with  crazy  cool  goth  stu ?”  His  smile faltered. “Or does he deal both?” 

Sandra laughed out loud at the idea. “I don’t have a drug dealer.  I’m  not  sure  I  should  tell  you  my  source  though…” 

She  tapped  her  chin  as  if  considering  it.  When  she  stole  a glance at Blair, he was watching her, his expression solemn. 

“I promise I won’t tell anyone.” 

“Well…I guess if you were to pinky promise—” 

Before Sandra could finish her sentence, Blair’s pinky was in  front  of  her  face.  “I’ll  do  the  most  solemn  of  pinky promises.” 

She  cocked  an  eyebrow.  “There’s  a  hierarchy  of  pinky promises?” 

“Yes. But it involves fire and—” 

Sandra hooked his pinky with hers before he could go any further  with  whatever  craziness  he  was  about  to  propose. 

“Too late. Promise accepted.” 

Blair’s smile was enough that Sandra was having trouble thinking  straight.  He  looked  at  her  like…well,  there  wasn’t anyone who had ever looked at her like that. Sandra dropped her gaze. “Sorry I put you through all that; the answer isn’t all  that  exciting.  Gracie  likes  to  challenge  herself  with coming up with artsy Day of the Dead designs, and it turns out she’s really good at it.” 

“Yeah,  she  is,”  Blair  said.  When  Sandra  looked  back  at him, he looked genuinely impressed. 

“But you didn’t come over to talk about my fashion sense, or lack thereof,” Sandra said slowly. At least she hoped not. 

Blair’s  smile  disappeared,  and  he  suddenly  looked  very nervous. “No, I didn’t.” 

Sandra  waited  for  him  to  continue.  She  was  starting  to wonder if he would when his gaze met hers. 

“I know this is completely lame,” Blair started. He gave a quick  shake  of  his  head,  like  that  hadn’t  been  what  he  had wanted to say. “You see, my mom mentioned something this afternoon. About a meeting you had with her at school.” He grimaced and paused again. “What I mean to say is that I’ve been thinking about—” 

Sandra released a long groan, causing Blair to stop mid-sentence.  “Did  she  send  you  over  here  to  convince  me  to return to school? If so, it won’t work.” 

Blair blinked a couple of times. “No. I came to ask if you would  like  to  go  to  the  Valentine’s  Day  dance.”  He  reached down and picked up a long-stem rose that he had hidden on the  ground  next  to  the  porch  step.  Except,  the  petals  were black, ringed with small white beads. A red ribbon was tied around the stem. “I wasn’t sure you would want to go.” 

A thorn pricked Sandra’s finger as she took it from him. 

The  shock  she  felt  at  the  sweet  gesture  overwhelmed  her, and  she  didn’t  even  register  the  pain.  “It’s  beautiful.”  She gave him a small smile. “Why didn’t you think I’d say yes?” 

In  all  fairness,  she  hadn’t  been  planning  on  saying  yes, knowing  he  was  only  asking  her  because  their  two  best friends  were  shoving  them  together.  And  because  of  his mother. But she wanted to hear it from him. 

With  a  snort,  Blair  held  up  two  fingers.  “First  o ,  you have made it quite clear how you feel about school lately, and I’m  assuming  that  translates  to  all  school  activities.  And second,  well,  you’ve  met  my  mom.  It  wouldn’t  be  the  first time she’s scared a girl o .” 

Sandra  straightened  and  tossed  her  hair  behind  her shoulder. “I don’t scare easily.” 

“I  know,”  Blair  said  with  a  heart-stalling  smirk.  Was  it possible  that  someone  as  hot  as  him  could  really  be interested in someone like her? 

“What changed your mind?” 

Blair hesitated. “My mom.” 

So, it wasn’t Cameron and Amanda who were behind this. 

But what did Principal Howell hope to gain by making sure her son went to the dance with Sandra? This was all Sandra’s fault,  of  course.  She  was  the  one  who  had  made  sure  the principal knew she was planning on saying yes to Blair. And Principal Howell had spun it to her advantage. Well played. 

Sandra’s  lips  dipped  into  a  frown,  and  by  the  time  she realized it, Blair had noticed. 

His  complexion  blanched.  “That  came  out  wrong.  She didn’t ask me to take you to the dance to try to butter you up or anything.” He paused and looked thoughtful. “Though it does seem like the kind of thing she’d do.” 

Sandra folded her arms. “You’re not helping yourself. You know that, right?” 

Blair’s  cheeks  were  now  tinged  with  pink,  and  he  shook his head. “Nothing’s coming out right. I just meant because she cares a lot about her students.” 

“You  mean  her  blemish-free  record.”  There  was  no  way he was going to get Sandra to start feeling bad for his mom. 

Maybe that was the principal’s endgame. 

“No,  I  don’t.  You  should  have  seen  the  look  on  her  face when she realized she’d had a hand in your decision to quit school. My mom really does care about you, even if she has a funny way of showing it.” 

Sandra  shook  her  head  as  she  stood.  “Well,  you  can  tell your mom that her ploy isn’t going to work. I’m not going to the  dance,  and  I’m  not  coming  back  to  school.  I’ve  been researching alternative ways to finish school. Turns out that because  I’m  eighteen,  I  can  skip  school  while  not  o cially dropping out.” 

“But  that’s  the  thing,”  Blair  said,  jumping  to  his  feet. 

“She doesn’t want me going to the dance with you.” 

“She doesn’t?” Sandra studied him, looking for any hint that he was messing with her. “Then why are you asking?” 

“Because  I’ve  been  wanting  to  ask  you  for  the  past  two weeks,”  Blair  said,  releasing  a  frustrated  groan.  He  ran  his fingers through his hair, making it stand on end. “I was too nervous  though,  until  my  mom  came  home  this  afternoon, threatening  that  I  was  under  no  circumstances  to  go  to  the dance with you. She’s not supposed to talk about what goes on  in  her  meetings  with  students,  but  she  let  it  slip  that you’d told her that if I asked you, you’d say yes.” 

Sandra  took  a  step  toward  Blair.  “You’re  telling  me  that you  are  asking  me  to  the  dance  because  your  mom  didn’t want you to?” 

“No, I’m asking you because  I want to.” 

“But your mom forbade you from going with me,” Sandra said  slowly,  her  heart  dropping  a  little.  The  principal  really thought so little of Sandra? 

He nodded. “I know, it’s stupid, but—” 

“Yes.” 

Blair  hesitated.  “Yes,  it’s  stupid,  or  yes,  you’ll  go  to  the dance with me?” 

“I’ll go to the dance with you.” 

He  narrowed  his  eyes.  “Are  you  just  saying  yes  because you know it will make my mom mad?” 

Sandra grinned. “No. I think of it more as a perk.” 

He returned her smile. “Good enough for me.” 
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BLAIR

Blair whistled as he walked into his house, kicking the door closed as he spun in a circle. He couldn’t believe he had  done  it.  After  months  of  watching  Sandra  from  afar, wishing  he  could  talk  to  her  without  making  things completely  awkward,  he  had  asked  her  to  a  dance.  And  it wasn’t  just  any  dance—it  was  the  Valentine’s  dance.  He’d have  to  make  sure  it  was  really  special.  Except,  they’d  be with  Cameron  and  his  girlfriend  Amanda,  and  their  friend Gracie and her boyfriend. As the only couple who wasn’t an actual couple, he worried about expectations. Would Sandra want him to hold her hand or— gulp—kiss her? 

His neck felt itchy at the thought. Was he breaking out in hives? He did that when he was nervous. Blair worried he’d be  so  anxious  the  night  of  the  dance  that  his  whole  body would break out in hives. That thought made his neck even itchier. 

“What’s wrong?” his brother Gabe asked, walking in from the kitchen with a burrito in hand. He was only a sophomore, but  he  was  already  taller  than  Blair.  “Why’s  your  neck  so red?” 

Blair  shoved  his  nerves  aside  and  tossed  a  smirk  his brother’s way. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 

“Oh, so it has to do with a girl.” Gabe grinned. “I bet it’s the one Mom doesn’t want you to date.” 

The anxiety returned full throttle. 

“How  do  you  know  about  Sandra?”  Blake  asked  as  he rubbed at his neck. 

Gabe  took  a  bite  of  the  burrito.  “Heard  Mom  talking  to Dad on the phone,” he said around the mouthful of food. 

Oh, great. 

Gabe’s  eyes  lit  up  as  if  he’d  just  had  a  brilliant  idea.  He swallowed before asking, “You going to kiss her?” And then, his grin grew wider. “If you do, can I be the one to tell Mom? 

She’s  going  to  be  so  mad.”  He  seemed  thrilled  at  the thought. 

Now  Blair’s  arms  were  starting  to  itch.  He  needed  to  do something  to  chill  out.  “I…have  to  go.”  He  turned  around and headed back toward the front door. 

“But  you  just  got  home,”  Gabe  protested.  “I  was  only teasing; I wouldn’t really tell Mom.” 

Oh yeah, he would. 

“Tell her I’m at Cameron’s.” 

Blair  couldn’t  remember  if  his  best  friend  had  said  what his plans were for the day, but he would take his chances. 

When  he  knocked  on  Cameron’s  door,  Blair  was  relieved when his friend answered. Cameron dramatically pulled out his phone and looked at it. “Well what do you know, you’re just in time for dinner.” 

Blair inwardly cringed. He knew Cameron’s parents would invite  him  to  stay,  and  they  would  be  happy  about  it,  but Blair  didn’t  want  to  be  a  burden  on  the  family—another mouth to feed. Things had been tough since Cameron’s dad had  been  injured  at  the  steel  shop.  “Shoot,  I  just  realized that  I  promised  Julianna  I’d  meet  her  at  the  library,”  Blair said,  taking  a  step  back.  “I’ll  come  back  when  we’re finished.” 

Cameron  rolled  his  eyes.  “Get  in  here.  My  mom  already saw you through the window and set an extra plate.” 

Guilt settled in Blair’s stomach, but he followed Cameron inside. Whatever his mom was cooking, it smelled amazing. 

His  stomach  agreed,  making  itself  known  by  grumbling loudly. 

“I heard that,” Cameron’s mom said with a smile as she walked  into  the  entryway.  “You  don’t  mind  cauliflower,  do you? I’m trying out a new recipe.” 

“I  can’t  wait  to  try  it.”  If  it  had  been  his  own  mother cooking  with  cauliflower,  Blair  would  have  grumbled  and then  pushed  his  food  around  on  his  plate,  acting  like  an ungrateful turd. But not with Cameron’s mom. Not when he knew  she  had  probably  chosen  to  cook  with  cauliflower because it was what was on sale at the grocery store. 

Less than half an hour later, he was sitting with Cameron and  his  parents  around  their  small  dining  room  table. 

Cameron’s  mom  said  the  prayer  over  the  food  and  then passed around a dish that consisted of noodles and chicken and yes, cauliflower, swimming in a red sauce. It smelled like it was probably really spicy. Just how he liked it. 

Blair was careful to only take a modest spoonful, wanting to  make  sure  he  didn’t  take  more  than  was  polite.  They’d probably want leftovers for lunch the next day. 

Cameron’s dad eyed Blair’s plate and raised an eyebrow. 

“Really? I know for a fact you could eat ten times what is on your plate. Take more.” 

“Oh, I couldn’t—” 

Cameron’s  dad  raised  his  fork  and  pointed  it  at  Blair. 

“You aren’t fooling anyone. Eat.” 

Blair  exchanged  a  look  with  Cameron,  who  gave  him  a small nod. 

“Okay.”  He  took  another  spoonful  before  passing  the dish. 

The  noodle-y  concoction  ended  up  being  delicious,  and Blair  couldn’t  even  taste  the  cauliflower.  He  even  asked Cameron’s  mom  for  the  recipe,  but  she  just  laughed  and didn’t seem to believe that he actually wanted it. She thought he was just being nice. It seemed to make her happy anyway, and Blair was glad for that. 

After  the  boys  had  helped  clean  up  the  dishes,  Cameron nodded toward the den, and Blair followed him to where the TV  was  set  up.  “I  know  this  is  why  you  really  came  over,” 

Cameron  said  with  a  grin.  “You  wanted  to  get  your  zombie butt kicked.” 

Blair laughed and shook his head. “In your dreams.” 

“No dreams, but I do use meditation and visualization,” 

Cameron  said,  his  smile  disappearing  in  mock  sincerity. 

“You have to imagine yourself achieving your goals…what it will feel like. And a vision board never hurt either.” 

“You have a vision board with my zombie butt on it?” 

“Among other things.” 

“I  think  I’d  rather  not  see  this  board  of  yours.”  Blair paused.  “On  second  thought,  maybe  I  do.  It  will  help  me know  if  I  need  to  run  an  intervention,  or  at  the  very  least, warn Amanda to run. Like, fast.” 

Cameron turned on the TV and handed Blair a video game controller. “Speaking of Amanda, she called me right before you showed up.” He said it casually like he was commenting on the weather, but Blair could tell that it had been anything but benign. 

“Oh, yeah? Are you going to give me a play by play of your conversation, because I really don’t want to know how many times she called you ‘snookums.’” 

“That  was  one  time.”  Cameron’s  cheeks  had  turned  a bright  shade  of  red,  and  it  seemed  Blair  had  managed  to sidetrack  his  best  friend.  But  then  he  said,  “I  wonder  what pet name Sandra will come up with.” 

Blair’s  gaze  snapped  to  where  Cameron  sat  on  the opposite end of the couch. Sandra must have called Amanda immediately after he had left, and then she’d turned around and  called  Cameron—who  had  been  acting  like  he  knew nothing  for  the  previous  hour  that  Blair  had  been  at  his house. 

“I  know  you  asked  her  to  the  dance,”  Cameron  said, giving Blair a look that said there was no point in denying it. 

“And I know she’s freaking out about it.” 

Oh. That didn’t sound good. 

“Um…yeah.  I  think  she  only  said  yes  because  she  knew my mom wouldn’t like it.” 

Cameron stared at the TV and used his controller to scroll through  the  selection  of  guns  and  choose  which  one  he wanted his character to use. “That’s not what I heard.” 

Blair’s  heart  thudded  against  his  ribs  and  he  watched Cameron, waiting for him to continue. “Yeah?” 

“Seems  like  she  thinks  the  same  thing  about  you—that you only asked her because you were forbidden to.” He threw a  side  glance  toward  Blair.  “I  know  I’ve  been  trying  to  get you two together and everything, but I’m not sure a common goal of ticking o  your mom is a healthy place to start a new relationship.” 

“Okay, Delilah,” Blair said with an exaggerated eye roll. 

Cameron  snorted  as  he  turned  his  attention  back  to  the TV. “Delilah?” 

“Yeah, you know that lady on the radio that gives people love advice late at night?” 

With a grin, Cameron said, “Call me Dr. D.” 

Blair laughed and then was quiet for a moment while he chose his weapons. Cameron pressed X, throwing them both into  the  open  world  game.  They  could  travel  wherever  they wanted  as  they  searched  for  the  supplies  they’d  need  to survive life after a nuclear bomb had basically wiped out the

entire  planet.  Some  people  were  lucky  enough  to  have survived  and  had  come  away  relatively  unscathed.  Others—

they should have been so lucky to die. 

“That’s  not  why  I  asked  her,”  Blair  said  after  a particularly  brutal  fight  with  a  giant  rat  that  had  two  large tusks  protruding  from  its  mouth.  The  rat  was  mostly  bald but had red beady eyes and an insane number of teeth. It was the  most  hideous  thing  Blair  had  ever  seen.  If  he  had  the choice between being killed by a nuclear bomb or having to live in a world where those things existed, he’d rather die. 

“I know,” Cameron said. A pause. “But you might want to tell  her that.” 

Blair  had,  but  Sandra  must  not  have  believed  him.  He didn’t know how to prove to her that his mother had nothing to do with him asking her to the dance. 

He could try again. 

He’d  tell  Sandra  that  he’d  asked  her  to  the  dance  not  as an act of rebellion and not because their friends had coerced him, but because he liked her. A lot. And had ever since he’d first  met  her.  He  could  end  his  speech  with  a  kiss.  Maybe then she’d believe him. 

Blair’s  neck  started  to  itch  again,  and  his  pulse skyrocketed.  He’d  never  felt  so  nervous  at  the  thought  of kissing a girl before. 

In  fact,  he  felt  less  anxious  at  the  prospect  of  facing  a giant killer rat in a zombie-infested wasteland than when he thought about kissing Sandra. 

Blair rubbed a hand over his face and groaned. 

Dang it. 

He liked Sandra way more than was good for him. 
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SANDRA

Sandra paced across Gracie’s bedroom with her two best friends  sitting  on  the  edge  of  the  bed,  watching, obviously amused. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” She ran a hand through her long hair. There weren’t any tangles, but the repetitive motion made her feel better. 

Gracie raised her hand, like she was in a classroom. “Do you mean the part where you went insane and decided that to  ‘stick  it  to  the  man’  you  were  going  to  stop  going  to school? Or the part where you are returning to the school you dropped out of so you can go to a dance with the principal’s son?” 

“Well, when you put it that way…” Sandra shook her head in frustration. “The fact that Blair is Principal Howell’s son has nothing to do with why I’m going to the dance. I’m—” 

Her  voice  broke  o .  She  had  nearly  admitted  out  loud  that she really liked Blair. That he was the one who occupied her thoughts when she woke up, and the one who kept her up at night when she was trying to sleep. 

But she couldn’t say any of that. 

It  would  make  it  real,  and  there  was  no  way  something between her and Blair would ever work. There were too many barriers. 

“You  like  him,”  Amanda  sang,  a  grin  on  her  face.  She looked  way  too  happy,  bouncing  up  and  down  on  Gracie’s bed.“No, I don’t,” Sandra said, though her voice didn’t hold much conviction. 

Gracie’s  grin  matched  Amanda’s.  “Ooh,  you   really   like him. This just got so much better.” 

Sandra groaned and buried her face in her hands. “What am I going to do?” 

“Buy a dress, that’s what,” Amanda said. 

Another groan escaped Sandra as she resumed her pacing across the room. “The dance is only a week away and I can’t come up with the money for a dress before then.” 

“Borrow  one  of  ours,”  Gracie  said,  jumping  o   the  bed and  walking  toward  her  closet.  “I’ve  kept  all  mine.”  She shoved  aside  a  bunch  of  shirts  and  pants  that  blocked  the dresses  that  hung  in  the  back.  With  a  quick  glance  and  a calculating eye, she pulled out a few and laid them out on the bed.  “These  are  the  ones  I  think  would  go  best  with  your eyes.  A  couple  of  them  were  my  mom’s  when  she  was  our age, so they’re a bit retro, but they’d look amazing on you.” 

Sandra  blinked  a  couple  of  times,  not  sure  if  she  was ready to try on dresses quite yet. She had just been asked to the  dance  a  couple  of  hours  before.  But  she  was  short  on time,  and  anything  Gracie  had  in  her  closet  would  be  more Sandra’s  style  than  what  she  would  find  in  Amanda’s.  No o ense  to  Amanda,  but  her  style  was  a  bit  more…trendy…

than what Sandra was comfortable with. 

“All right. Let’s see what you got.” 

Sandra  knew  Gracie’s  dresses  would  be  more  eccentric, but  she  immediately  counted  out  anything  that  would  peg Sandra as either a gypsy or an artist, or both. Gracie growled in frustration when Sandra rejected the fourth dress in a row without having tried any of them on. 

“How  am  I  supposed  to  help  you?”  Gracie  asked, throwing  the  dress  down  on  the  bed.  “You  would  look amazing  in  any  of  these,  and  you  won’t  even  give  them  a chance?”  She  held  up  the  last  one  she’d  pulled  from  the closet,  but  frowned,  like  she  expected  Sandra  to  reject  that one too. 

Except, Sandra didn’t. 

Even on the hanger, she knew this was the one. It wasn’t her usual style, and yet it was absolutely perfect. She grabbed the dress from Gracie’s hand and took it into the bathroom. 

Once she’d changed, she came out and stood in front of the full-length mirror on the back of Gracie’s bedroom door. 

Sandra’s breath caught. 

She looked stunning. 

The dress was a pale pink with silver flowers embroidered on it. It hit her mid-thigh, and the long sheer balloon sleeves gave  it  a  bohemian  vibe  that  worked  for  Sandra  in  all  the right ways. 

Gracie and Amanda both rushed to her side. 

“Oh my gosh…that dress was made for you,” Gracie said, her  voice  barely  above  a  whisper.  “Actually,  technically  it was made for my mom. This is one of the ones that had been hers.” She released a loud squeal, startling Sandra. “We have to show her.” 

Before Sandra could protest, Gracie was dragging Sandra out  the  door  and  down  the  stairs.  They  found  her  mom helping Gracie’s younger brother with his homework at the kitchen table. 

“Mom, look,” Gracie said as they burst into the room. 

Gracie’s  mom  had  the  same  red  curly  hair  as  her daughter, but it was pulled up on top of her head with some of the stray curls brushing her cheeks. She glanced up, and her eyes widened. “Sandra, that dress fits you far better than it ever fit me. You are absolutely gorgeous.” She stood from

the  table.  “I  think  I  still  have  the  earrings  that  I  wore  with it.”  She  bustled  from  the  room  in  search  of  them  without asking  if  that  was  something  Sandra  would  like.  When  she returned,  she  held  what  looked  like  a  pearl  bracelet,  or maybe  a  short  necklace.  “They  were  right  where  I  thought they’d be.” 

Wait,  those  were  earrings?  They  couldn’t  be;  they  were much too long. 

But sure enough, Gracie’s mom held them up, and Sandra saw the hooks that would loop through the ears. 

“That’s really nice of you,” Sandra said. “But I couldn’t. 

You’ve already been kind enough to let me wear your dress

—”“Nonsense,” Gracie’s mom interrupted. “You can’t wear the  dress  without  the  earrings.”  She  handed  Sandra  the dangling  earrings  and  motioned  toward  the  downstairs bathroom. “Try them on and see what you think.” 

Sandra  took  the  earrings,  more  out  of  obligation  than anything  else.  She  didn’t  want  to  seem  rude  or  ungrateful after  everything  they  were  doing  for  her.  As  she  stood  in front  of  the  bathroom  mirror,  she  slid  them  into  her  ears. 

They  were  longer  than  any  earrings  she’d  ever  worn,  and they nearly touched her shoulders. 

And they were perfect. 

Gracie  and  Amanda  appeared  behind  her  in  the  mirror, both with stunned expressions. 

“You’ve  always  been  pretty,”  Amanda  said.  “But  you’ve just taken it to a new level.” 

“Earrings  don’t  have  that  kind  of  power,”  Sandra  said, biting back a smile. 

Gracie spun Sandra to face her and then took a step back, looking Sandra up and down. “These ones do.” 

Sandra  felt  her  cheeks  warm.  “You’re  my  friends.  You have to be nice.” 

“Oh no we don’t,” Amanda said. “And you know it.” 

Yes, Sandra knew it. She and her friends loved each other so  much  that  they  didn’t  skirt  around  the  truth.  If  Sandra didn’t  look  as  amazing  as  they  said  she  did,  they  wouldn’t have said it. 

“Thank  you,”  she  said.  She  sucked  in  a  quick  breath, determined not to show the overwhelming emotions she felt. 

Sandra  didn’t  cry  in  front  of  people.  Ever.  And  she  wasn’t about to start now. 

Now,  all  she  had  to  do  was  avoid  Blair  for  the  next  few days.  With  the  way  she’d  acted  when  he’d  shown  up  at  her house,  she  couldn’t  be  trusted  around  him.  She’d  probably do something dumb. 

Like kiss him or something. 

“YOUR  MOM  IS  GOING  to  love  this,”  Sandra’s  dad  said  as  he blew  wood  shavings  from  the  jewelry  stand  they’d  just finished  making  for  her  mom’s  birthday.  They’d  been meaning to get to it for several weeks, but as usual, work had gotten  in  the  way.  It  wasn’t  like  her  dad  had  a  choice,  but Sandra  missed  these  weekend  afternoons  in  the  garage, working together. He held the stand up for her to see. “Think you can handle the paint job this week? Then we can give it to her when we surprise her with dinner Saturday night.” 

It  wouldn’t  be  much  of  a  surprise,  considering  they

‘surprised’ her with dinner every year on her birthday. 

Oh, shoot. 

The dance. 

“Um…any  way  we  could  surprise  mom  with  dinner  on Sunday instead?” 

Her dad cocked an eyebrow. “Sunday isn’t her birthday.” 

“Yeah,  I  know.  But  you  see,  the  thing  is,  the  Valentine’s Day dance is on Saturday.” 

Sandra’s dad studied her for a moment. “I know it’s your senior year, but there will be other dances you can go to. I’m sure Amanda and Gracie will understand.” 

Sandra  gave  a  quick  nod,  but  then  realized  he  might  see that as her agreeing to ditch the dance and instead shook her head. “I’m not going with them. I mean, I am, but not just them.” 

“You have a date?” His mouth quirked up in what looked like a mixture of surprise and delight. “You’ve never gone to a dance with a boy before.” 

Way to rub it in. 

He  must  have  seen  the  annoyance  she  felt  because  he quickly followed it up with, “Not that you couldn’t have. You just never seemed interested.” 

There  was  some  truth  to  that.  But  all  the  boys  at  school were so lame. 

Except Blair. 

Too bad she hadn’t realized it earlier. 

“Do you think mom will be disappointed?” Sandra asked, rubbing her arms. She had stayed warm in the cool garage as they  had  worked  on  the  jewelry  stand,  but  now  that  they were finished, the chill was settling in. 

“Not at all. She’ll be thrilled.” 

Sandra  was  relieved  seeing  the  grin  her  dad  wore.  Too often his features were strained with the stress of keeping up with  work,  and  it  was  nice  to  see  him  genuinely  happy  for her.It also made the guilt about the past week explode to the surface. 

She  knew  she  needed  to  tell  them  about  what  had  been happening at school. They would be more hurt if they heard

about  the  situation  from  Principal  Howell  than  if  Sandra explained her side of the story first. 

“Dad, there’s something else I need to tell you.” 

He  watched  her  expectantly.  When  she  didn’t  say anything  for  a  moment,  he  didn’t  rush  her,  but  waited patiently. Sandra had always appreciated that about him. 

“I haven’t been going to school this past week.” 

Rather than look surprised, her dad nodded. He didn’t say anything, expecting her to continue. 

“You see, I’ve been studying really hard and turning in all of  my  assignments  and  doing  really  well.  I’ve  completely blown through everyone’s expectations for me.” 

Her  dad  nodded  again.  “That’s  always  been  one  of  your greatest strengths—you’re not a quitter.” 

His  words  pierced  her,  and  she  read  between  the  lines. 

She’d never been a quitter…until now. 

Sandra’s  words  spilled  out.  “But  see,  last  week  I  had  a physics  test  and  I  did  totally  awesome.  I  knew  every  single answer and finished before anyone else in the class. But Mr. 

Lindley  doesn’t  like  us  bringing  up  our  test  when  we’re finished  because  he  thinks  it  makes  the  other  students  feel rushed, like they’re not going fast enough. So I was waiting for everyone to finish, but I was really tired and fell asleep. 

Just  my  luck,  he  thought  I  was  looking  at  this  other  girl’s test.” 

“He thought you were cheating.” 

“Yeah,” Sandra said, grateful for her dad. He had always been easy to talk to. “But when I tried telling my side of the story to Principal Howell, she didn’t believe me and gave me an F on the test.” 

She  stopped  and  watched  for  her  dad’s  reaction  to  this terrible news, but he was still watching and listening. Curse his  patience.  He  should  be  up  in  arms,  defending  his daughter’s honor. 

Sandra  must  not  have  explained  it  clearly  enough. 

“Principal  Howell  threatened  me,  Dad.  She  said  if  I  ever cheated again, it wouldn’t just be an F I would receive on my next test.” 

Her dad still stayed silent, studying Sandra. This time she decided  to  try  his  tactic.  It  was  his  turn  to  say  something, and she’d wait until he did. 

It  was  another  minute  until  he  leaned  back  against  his workbench  and  folded  his  arms.  “And  this  led  to  your decision to stop going to school, is that right?” 

Good, he understood. 

“Yup.” 

His  gaze  was  soft,  but  intense  at  the  same  time.  “Did  it ever occur to you that you’re the only one who is being hurt by choosing to handle it this way?” 

His  words  made  Sandra  feel  queasy;  he  wasn’t  on  her side. 

“I’ll still graduate.” Probably. She needed to do the math, but she was pretty sure. “Plus, now I can spend my time on other  things.  Like  college  applications.  The  university’s distance education here has a library science program—” 

“You’re missing the point,” her dad interrupted. 

“Which was what, to let people walk all over me?” Sandra paused.  Something  wasn’t  adding  up.  “Why  weren’t  you angry,  or  at  least  surprised,  to  learn  that  I  was  no  longer going  to  school?”  Come  to  think  of  it,  her  dad  had  barely shown any emotion at all. The realization of what that meant made  her  wish  she  had  a  tub  of  cookie  dough.  “You  knew. 

You’ve known this whole time.” 

Her  dad  gave  a  guilty  smile.  “We  talked  to  Principal Howell several days ago.” 

Sandra gaped. No wonder he was taking this so well. “And you didn’t say anything?” 

“We were waiting for you to come to us.” 

Either they were the coolest parents ever for trusting her that  much,  or  they  were  insane.  Probably  a  bit  of  both.  But now Sandra felt worse knowing that she hadn’t trusted them enough to tell them what was going on. 

“Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” 

Her  dad  straightened  and  placed  a  hand  on  Sandra’s shoulder.  “I’ll  admit  it,  we’ve  been  a  bit  worried  about  you this week.” 

“So  why  didn’t  you  say  something?”  Sandra  said, exasperated.  “I  hated  feeling  like  I  was  sneaking  around behind your back. You could have saved me from all that.” 

Her  dad  grinned,  his  eyes  teasing  her.  “But  then  you wouldn’t have learned anything.” 

She  stuck  her  tongue  out.  He  was  right.  She  totally deserved  the  angst  she’d  felt  the  past  week.  Not  that  she’d ever admit it. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Her gaze dropped to her feet. With her toe, she  traced  a  heart  in  the  wood  shavings  on  the  floor.  “So…

are you going to make me go back?” 

Her dad was silent, and she eventually looked up at him. 

He  was  watching  her  again  in  his  calm,  sometimes infuriating way. 

“No.  You’re  eighteen  now.  It’s  your  decision.”  His  gaze wandered  around  the  garage,  eventually  pausing  on  the jewelry  stand  they’d  just  made,  and  then  resting  back  on Sandra. “I know you think you’ll still graduate, even without attending  the  rest  of  the  year.  Because  you  are  old  enough, you  won’t  be  in  danger  of  truancy.  But  I  still  think  it’s  a mistake.” 

Sandra gave a small nod. “Duly noted.” 

Her  dad  turned  to  leave,  but  then  stopped  and  looked back.  “Oh,  and  as  long  as  you’re  going  to  be  home  by yourself  a  lot  more  now,  let  me  remind  you  about  the  ‘no boys allowed’ rule.” 

Sandra’s  cheeks  heated  up.  “Dad,  that’s  never  been  a problem.” 

“No,  but  now  that  you  have  yourself  a  hot  date  to  this dance, who knows what could happen?” 

Okay,  now  her  cheeks  were  burning.  As  in,  on  fire.  She groaned. “Please never say that again.” 

Her  dad  released  a  laugh  that  shook  his  whole  body. 

“Which part?” 

“All of it.” 

He grinned. “I’m not making any promises.” 

Sandra didn’t expect him to, nor did she want him to. 

His  smile  faded.  “Now,  where  to  hide  this  jewelry  stand until you can paint it...” 

“Don’t  worry,  I  got  it.”  Sandra  took  the  stand  from  her dad.“You know I love you, right?” he asked, his gaze holding hers. 

Sandra’s lips pulled up into a half-smile. “Of course. And right back at ya.” 

“Your mom too.” 

“I  know,  Dad.”  She  gave  him  a  side  hug  with  her  free hand  before  going  inside  the  house.  She  checked  to  make sure the coast was clear before sneaking the jewelry stand up to her room. 

Her heart felt light and free, now that she was no longer sneaking  behind  her  parents’  backs.  And  her  dad  had  been right. She’d learned something important about herself. 

Sandra  had  hated  the  sick  feeling  she’d  had  every morning,  watching  her  mom  pull  out  of  the  driveway. 

Despite  what  others  thought  of  her,  Sandra  was  not  meant for a dishonest life. Her conscience wouldn’t stand for it. 

She  was  not  a  liar.  She  wasn’t  a  cheater.  And  she  didn’t know how, but she was going to prove it. 

9

BLAIR

Blair walked into the library, hesitating as the door closed behind him. He suddenly felt like an intruder. Like this was  Sandra’s  home  or  something.  He’d  known  where  she’d be, and she couldn’t exactly just leave to avoid him. 

Not that she’d want to. 

He hoped. 

Blair suddenly felt self-conscious and considered turning around  and  leaving.  His  thoughts  ran  wild,  feeding  on  his insecurities. Would Sandra be glad to see him? Annoyed? 

He was surprised to see so few people at the library on a Friday evening, but he was grateful it was mostly empty. 

Sandra  couldn’t  blame  him  for  showing  up  at  her  work, though. She hadn’t been at school all week; Blair hadn’t had a  choice.  He  assumed  she  was  following  through  with  her whole ‘dropping out’ thing, which he still didn’t understand. 

She wasn’t the type. Or at least so he thought. But what did he  know?  It  wasn’t  like  he  and  Sandra  were  close  or anything. 

He didn’t even have her phone number. 

Which was why he was at the library. In his panicked state when asking Sandra to the dance, he’d forgotten he had no way of contacting her. Sure, he could have asked Amanda for

the  number  and  she  would  have  given  it  to  him.  But  it  felt wrong to get it from anyone other than Sandra herself. 

Steeling himself, Blair walked further into the library. He could do this. A quick scan of the small space told him that Sandra  wasn’t  at  the  front  counter.  He  wandered  down  a couple  of  the  aisles,  assuming  she  must  be  shelving  books. 

He  rubbed  his  neck—it  had  started  to  itch  again.  He  hated the  constant  physical  reminder  of  his  anxiety.  He  had  good reason  to  be  nervous,  though.  Blair  hadn’t  come  to  the library only for Sandra’s number. He had also come to make sure she still wanted to go to the dance with him. 

It  had  been  several  days  since  he  had  asked  her,  and considering  she  hadn’t  shown  up  to  school,  he  wondered  if she would be uncomfortable being there. 

Blair  peeked  around  another  corner.  She  wasn’t  there either. 

His arms were itching now. Great. Probably because they knew he wasn’t being completely honest with himself. This wasn’t  just  about  Sandra.  This  was  about  him  and  his  own issues. 

Blair couldn’t ignore the fact that he and Sandra would be going  to  the  dance  with  their  best  friends,  who  also happened  to  be  in  serious  relationships.  No  matter  how many times he told himself it didn’t matter, the fact was that they would be going with two other couples who were crazy in love. To a Valentine’s Day dance. 

Which 

would 

leave 

Blair 

and 

Sandra 

sitting

uncomfortably,  trying  to  avoid  watching  their  friends hanging  all  over  each  other,  probably  making  out,  while secretly  wanting  to  die  inside.  Okay,  maybe  that  was  what Blair  would  be  doing.  Sandra  would  probably  run  in  the opposite direction, making sure Blair kept his distance. 

He  smacked  a  palm  to  his  forehead.  This  had  been  a mistake. He had been wanting to ask Sandra out for so long, 

but he should have chosen something di erent for their first date—something  that  wasn’t  going  to  scar  him,  or  her,  for life.Blair  turned  quickly  around  the  corner  of  an  aisle  and smacked right into a library cart. He toppled backwards onto the floor, clutching his stomach where the corner of the cart had gouged him. He doubted it had drawn blood, but it still hurt. A lot. 

“Oh  my  gosh,  are  you  all  right?”  Sandra  dropped  to  the floor  next  to  him.  She  looked  him  over,  as  if  she  were  a doctor and he was her patient. 

“I’m fine,” he said with a low laugh that didn’t sound like him at all. “But really, we need to stop meeting this way.” 

Sandra smiled and stood. She held out a hand to help him up. “Yes, I suppose it wouldn’t do us any good to show up to the dance tomorrow all bruised up.” 

The dance. 

Blair’s  hives  were  now  in  full  attack  mode  and  they targeted his stomach next. Argh. He needed to find a girl who didn’t  make  him  so  nervous—he  wasn’t  sure  he  could survive dating someone he liked so much. 

He  tried  to  scratch  his  stomach  without  her  noticing, reaching for a book on the shelf while at the same time using his thumbnail to scratch where it itched the worst. It looked completely awkward, though he didn’t think she’d noticed. 

“Are  you  sure  you’re  okay?”  she  asked,  her  forehead scrunched in concern. 

Okay, she’d noticed. 

“Oh,  um,  yeah.  Nothing  to  be  worried  about.”  Blair quickly  scratched  his  stomach  again  when  she  turned  her head for a brief moment. 

When she turned back, it seemed something had changed. 

Sandra’s gaze didn’t meet his. Instead, it bounced around to

the various books that surrounded them. “You haven’t been in all week. Did you finish your project?” 

She’d  noticed.  It  made  Blair’s  stomach  tie  in  knots,  but not in the ‘I have indigestion and will spend the next three hours in the bathroom’ kind of way. It was more of the ‘oh my gosh, she might like me, I might pass out’ kind of way. 

The good way. 

Blair took a calming breath to steady his voice before he said, “We just finished up today. But we were done with the research portion, so we finished it up at home.” 

That  was  true.  But  he  had  chosen  to  leave  out  the  part about  Julianna  insisting  they  finish  it  at  her  house  because he had been too distracted by Sandra when they were at the library. 

“Oh.  I  guess  that  means  I’ll  be  seeing  a  lot  less  of  you, then.”  She  paused.  “You  know,  since  I  won’t  be  at  school, and you won’t be here…” 

It could have been Blair’s imagination, but he was pretty sure Sandra looked…well…disappointed. 

“At least we have the dance tomorrow,” he said. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.” 

Sandra’s  gaze  snapped  up  and  met  his.  “No,  of  course not.” Her cheeks flushed. “I have a dress. Sort of. I mean, I do.  But  it’s  not  my  dress.  It’s  Gracie’s.  Actually,  it’s  her mom’s—”  She  stopped.  A  look  of  horror  flashed  across  her face before she grabbed the cart and hurried down the aisle and around the corner. 

Okay, that was weird. 

Blair  stared,  unsure  if  he  was  supposed  to  follow  her. 

Would that come across as a stalkerish thing to do, or more like a concerned friend? 

He  went  with  concerned  friend—he  did  still  need  her number, after all. 

When  Blair  rounded  the  corner,  however,  he  didn’t  see Sandra. Instead he found himself face to face with the cranky librarian, who looked down her nose at him. 

“Um…hi.” 

She continued to stare, not moving. 

“I’m in the wrong aisle.” He took a step backward. “I was looking  for  a  book  on  magic  tricks.  And  I  can  see  that  it won’t be next to ones about,” he glanced at the nearest title, 

“brain aneurysms.” 

The librarian continued watching him, but he could have sworn that her lips had twitched up into a barely there smile. 

By the time he looked again, the smile was gone. She looked over  her  shoulder  and  spoke  to  someone  just  out  of  Blair’s sight. “I like him.” 

Huh? 

The  librarian  disappeared  down  a  di erent  aisle  just  as Sandra  stuck  her  head  out  from  behind  the  library  counter, her cheeks a deep shade of red. 

“Did I do something wrong?” Blair asked. 

“Oh  no,  this  is  all  me,”  Sandra  said,  straightening  and fiddling  with  a  pile  of  books  that  sat  on  the  counter.  “I just…” She looked up at the ceiling and blew out a pu  of air. 

“You make me nervous. And I do stupid things like rambling and then running away and…and I’m doing it again.” 

Doing  what,  making  him  like  her  even  more?  Yeah,  she was totally doing that. 

Blair walked up to the counter. “If it makes you feel any better, you make me more nervous than I make you.” 

“There’s  no  way.  I’m  so  nervous  right  now,  my  feet  are sweating.”  Her  hand  flew  to  her  mouth  and  her  eyes widened.  “Why  do  I  say  things  like  that  when  I’m  around you?” 

“You think you have me beat?” Blair rolled up his sleeve and  displayed  his  hives  in  all  their  glory.  “It  starts  at  my

neck  and  usually  stops  there,  but  you’ve  put  me  in  full-on breakout mode.” 

Sandra stared. Then burst out laughing. 

The  librarian  walked  past  at  that  moment.  Without pausing  or  looking  back,  she  said,  “If  you  two  insist  on showing o  your weird bodily functions, can you please do it somewhere else? You’re going to scare the patrons away.” 

There currently weren’t any patrons, so Blair didn’t know what  she  was  worried  about,  but  still,  he  had  to  admit  that he  and  Sandra  were  o cially  the  weirdest  couple  he’d  ever seen. 

Not  that  they  were  a  couple.  Yet.  Or  ever.  Was  that something Blair even wanted? He wasn’t one for long-term relationships, and she seemed the type to want that. 

He took one look at Sandra, who was currently pretending she  was  scanning  books  into  the  library  system  but  kept stealing glances his way. 

Oh, yeah. He wanted it. 

“I actually came into the library to talk to you,” he said, leaning  his  arms  on  the  counter.  He  tried  to  scratch  at  his neck without her noticing and look cool at the same time. 

Her lips tilted up into a smile. “Oh, yeah?” 

“You  see,  I  asked  you  to  attend  a  dance  with  me tomorrow, but I don’t have your phone number. How would that look if I was running late but had no way of contacting you?” 

“You  didn’t  have  to  make  a  special  trip  for  me,”  Sandra said,  leaning  forward.  “You  could  have  gotten  it  from Amanda at school.” 

“Yeah, but I don’t feel right about getting a girl’s phone number if she didn’t give it to me herself. I would hate to be mistaken for a stalker or something similarly nefarious.” 

“Ooh…nefarious.  That’s  a  good  word,”  Sandra  said,  her eyes teasing him. 

Blair smiled, but it dipped when she didn’t say anything more. “So…can I have your number?” 

She straightened, her mouth parting in surprise, like she hadn’t realized he wanted it right then. “Oh yeah, of course. 

I’m sorry.” She rattled o  the numbers as she brushed back her hair, looking embarrassed. 

After entering Sandra’s phone number, he said, “Smile,” 

and caught her o  guard as he snatched a picture. “Perfect.” 

“Let me see it,” she said, reaching for his phone. 

Blair held it just out of her reach. “No, ’cause then you’ll make me change the picture. And you look too beautiful for me to do that.” 

“If I look so beautiful, why would I make you change it?” 

she challenged him. 

“Because…” The warning look Sandra gave him made him stop. 

Because that had been his experience with girls. It didn’t matter  how  amazing  they  looked,  they  always  managed  to find  flaws.  They  thought  their  teeth  looked  crooked  or  the camera angle made their nose seem slightly larger than they liked. Most of the time they wouldn’t give him any specifics, they would just tell him how awful they looked, and he’d be forced to delete it, regardless of what he wanted. 

She smiled. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 

Blair didn’t know what she was thinking, but he doubted it was what he had meant. But just to mess with her a little…

“Glad to know we are on the same page.” 

Sandra hesitated, her eyes searching his. “When you say

‘on the same page’…” 

With  a  grin,  Blair  stayed  silent,  letting  her  be uncomfortable for a moment. 

“What exactly did you mean?” she finished. 

He  laid  a  hand  on  hers  as  he  looked  at  her  with  mock sympathy. “That we both agree that your beauty is too much

for you to handle.” 

Sandra’s lips parted in surprise, then she released a laugh that  was  so  genuine,  her  entire  face  lit  up.  “You’re  good.” 

Her  gaze  moved  until  it  rested  on  his  hand,  which  still covered hers. 

Self-conscious,  he  removed  it,  immediately  missing  the touch. “I do what I can.” Blair stepped away, lightly tapping the  counter  before  he  slowly  walked  backward  toward  the front door. “See you tomorrow, princess.” 

She  quirked  an  eyebrow  as  she  held  up  her  wrists, showing him her spiked bracelets. “Princess? Really?” 

“Who says princesses can’t be badass?” 

Blair  left  before  she  could  respond  but  didn’t  miss  the adorable smirk she wore. 

He wasn’t sure if the dance would be his only chance at a date with Sandra. But he desperately hoped not. 

10

SANDRA

Sandra was watching a movie with her parents when her phone  chimed  with  a  new  text.  Watching  movies  was their weekly Friday night tradition, one that she’d never dare break.  They  so  rarely  saw  each  other  anymore,  outside  of  a couple  of  hours  in  the  evenings,  that  her  mom  had implemented it as a way for them to get their family time in. 

Sunday  nights  were  game  nights,  and  that  was  also  non-negotiable. 

It had been Sandra’s turn to choose the movie this week, and  when  she  got  home  from  work,  she’d  chosen  a  new action-comedy  that  had  just  come  out.  She  hadn’t  checked the  reviews,  instead  relying  on  Gracie’s  recommendation. 

That had been a mistake. 

The  humor  was  so  corny  that  only  someone  like  Gracie could appreciate it. It wasn’t even the kind of comedy where the jokes were so bad that they were funny. It was just bad. 

Thankful for the distraction, Sandra reached over for her phone.  A  number  she  didn’t  recognize  appeared  above  the message. 

 Hey  princess,  I  forgot  to  give  you  my  number  in  return  for yours. 

Sandra snorted, and her mom looked over at her, her gaze landing on the bright screen in Sandra’s hands. 

“I knew you couldn’t be laughing at the movie,” her mom said. “No one could possibly think this is funny.” 

“Gracie did.” 

Her dad groaned. “Gracie was the one who recommended it? No wonder it’s so bad.” 

Sandra  immediately  jumped  to  Gracie’s  defense,  even though her dad was totally right. Gracie had terrible taste in movies. “She sees things from a di erent perspective, that’s all.  It’s  good  to  think  outside  the  box  and  do  things  we wouldn’t normally do on occasion.” 

Her  parents  simultaneously  gave  her  a  look  that  said, Really? 

She threw her hands into the air in defeat. “Fine. You’re right.  No  more  asking  Gracie  for  movie  recommendations.” 

She  picked  up  the  remote  to  turn  the  movie  o .  Her  mom grabbed  it  from  her  hands,  however,  and  hid  the  remote behind a pillow. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” her mom asked. 

“Turning it o .”  Duh. 

“I don’t think so.” 

Sandra stared. “But we all hate it.” 

Her dad chuckled. “You know how this works. We watch the whole thing.” 

“But it’s horrible.” 

Her mom smiled, then turned to face the TV. “You should have  thought  of  that  before  you  trusted  Gracie  with  your movie choice. We live with our mistakes around here.” 

Sandra  wondered  if  her  mom’s  statement  had  a  double meaning.  Was  she  also  referring  to  Sandra’s  choice  to  stop going to school? Maybe that was why she hadn’t insisted on Sandra returning to school. She was allowing her to live with

her  mistakes,  and  her  mom  definitely  considered  Sandra’s choice a mistake. 

“Fine,” Sandra grumbled. 

She picked up her phone to respond to Blair. It wouldn’t be hard to tune out the movie with him on her mind. 

“No  phones,”  her  dad  said,  yanking  it  from  Sandra’s grasp. 

She hu ed. “What is with you guys and taking stu  from me?” 

“What is with you forgetting family night rules?” her dad said,  mimicking  her  tone,  though  in  a  way  that  was  so terrible, it was funny. 

Against  her  will,  Sandra  laughed.  She  stifled  it  quickly, not wanting to encourage him. 

“No phones. You know that.” 

“Yeah,  yeah.”  Sandra  gave  a  dramatic  eye  roll,  though neither  of  her  parents  could  see  it  in  the  darkened  living room. “Can I at least have the bowl of popcorn?” 

It had been sitting on the floor by her mom’s feet, and she handed  it  over  to  Sandra,  who  promptly  nestled  it  between her legs and scooped up a large handful. 

“You going to share any of that?” her dad asked as Sandra continued to shovel several handfuls into her mouth, feeling more animal than human. 

She  gave  a  quick  shake  of  her  head.  “Nope,”  she  said around a full mouth, a couple of pieces dropping out. 

Her  mom  wrinkled  her  nose,  obviously  disgusted.  “That was supposed to be for all of us, you know.” 

“Guess you have to live with your mistake of trusting me with it.” 

Her parents laughed, used to Sandra’s antics, and her dad jumped from the couch. “I’ll make some more.” 

Her mom jumped up after him. “I’ll help you.” 

Sandra  leaped  across  the  empty  couch  and  grabbed  the remote that was still smooshed behind the couch pillow. “I’ll pause it for you.” 

“Oh no, you don’t need to do that,” her dad said. “Really, we won’t be long.” 

She  waggled  a  finger  at  them.  “You’re  just  trying  to  get out  of  watching  it.  But  family  rules  state  we  have  to  watch the whole thing.” 

Her  parents  exchanged  guilty  looks.  “Fine,”  they  both grumbled. 

She grinned, nestling back down into the couch with her popcorn. 

That had felt good. 

BY THE TIME Sandra had finished su ering through the movie, she was so tired that she was practically dragging herself up the stairs to her room. She considered skipping brushing her teeth, but that was gross, and even in her near-asleep state, she couldn’t bear the thought. She compromised and didn’t wash her face instead. 

As  soon  as  Sandra  lay  down,  she  was  a  goner.  When  she woke  the  next  morning,  she  didn’t  even  remember  falling asleep.  Judging  by  the  bright  light  shining  through  her blinds, Sandra figured she’d probably slept in pretty late. At least  she  didn’t  have  to  be  at  work  today.  She  snuggled deeper into her covers, too tired and comfortable to get out of bed quite yet. 

Until…

Bacon. 

Her senses were now on full alert. 

Sandra could hear the sizzle. And oh my gosh, that smell. 

She could practically taste it. 

So much for snuggling. 

“Morning,” Sandra said, stumbling into the kitchen, still sleepy. 

Her mom looked up from where she was frying the bacon at  the  stove.  “You’re  up  late.  And  yet,  you  still  look exhausted. Why don’t you go back to bed?” 

“Can’t,” Sandra said. “Must have bacon.” 

“Told  you  that  would  get  her  up,”  her  dad  said  from where  he  sat  at  the  kitchen  table.  He  sipped  his  morning co ee. “She’s never been able to resist.” 

Sandra  humored  him  with  a  small  laugh,  then  collapsed into the chair opposite him. “What is that noise?” she said, suddenly aware of a faint buzzing. 

“Don’t know,” Sandra’s mom said. She lined a plate with paper  towels  before  transferring  the  crispy  bacon  from  the pan  to  the  plate.  “We’ve  heard  it  o   and  on  for  the  past hour.” 

Sandra stood and followed the noise into the living room. 

That was when the realization hit. “Oh my gosh. My phone.” 

Sandra pulled it out from behind the cushion her mom had hid it behind the previous evening. One quick glance told her that she had six missed texts, all from Blair. 

Shoot. She had never texted him back. 

“I’ll  be  right  back,”  she  called  to  her  parents,  then  ran upstairs and jumped onto her bed. Sandra wanted to read the messages  in  private,  without  her  parents  looking  over  her shoulder. They were already acting weird about her going to the dance with a boy they’d never met. That being said, she thought  they  were  more  thrilled  at  the  idea  of  her  going  to the  dance  with  a  boy,  as  opposed  to  her  friends,  than  they were worried about who the boy was. 

Sandra pulled up her text messages. 

 Hey,  it’s  me.  Blair.  Cameron’s  friend.  Just  in  case  you  didn’t know who sent the last text. Didn’t want to freak you out. 

She smiled. Yeah, she knew who he was. 

The next text had been sent a couple of hours later. 

 Do I have the right number? If not, could you tell me so I don’t keep messaging you and turn into a creepy stalker? 

That made her laugh. 

 Okay,  I  double-checked  with  Amanda,  and  I  have  the  right number.  Thank  you  for  not  giving  me  the  wrong  number  on purpose. That would have been sad. 

That one had been sent that morning, around nine. 

The  last  text  sent  panic  coursing  through  Sandra.  She checked  the  time.  He’d  sent  it  just  a  few  minutes  earlier. 

Holy cow, it was already ten o’clock? 

 I have a swim meet in an hour, but wanted to make sure we’re still good for tonight. Am I going to have to call you? And talk to you?  You  know,  old-school  style?  We  both  know  we  don’t  want that. 

Yeah,  she  definitely  didn’t  want  that.  With  texting,  she could react, then contemplate, then decide what to text back. 

No  pressure.  Talking  though…in  real  time?  There  was nothing   but  pressure.  What  if  she  said  the  wrong  thing,  or laughed when she shouldn’t or…or…

Sandra’s  phone  came  alive  in  her  hands,  vibrating  like crazy.  The  screen  didn’t  show  a  name,  but  she  recognized the number as Blair’s. 

Oh, crap. 

What was she supposed to do? 

If  she  didn’t  answer,  he’d  think  she  was  avoiding  him. 

She  could  choose  not  to  answer  and  text  him  back  instead, but that would be weird…texting in response to a phone call. 

Shoot, she was going to have to answer, wasn’t she? 

Before the call could go to voicemail, she quickly swiped the green icon on the screen. 

“Hello?” 

There  was  silence  on  the  other  end,  but  she  could  hear breathing.  It  would  have  been  super  creepy  if  she  didn’t know  it  was  Blair.  No,  scratch  that.  It  was  still  creepy.  And this was why people shouldn’t ever talk on phones. 

“Sandra?” 

Okay,  creepiness  gone.  Butterflies  erupted  in  her stomach, making her nauseous. “You got her.” 

A  sigh  on  the  other  end  created  static.  “I  worried  I’d scared you o  earlier.” 

“Nope.  Sorry,  you’re  stuck  with  me.”  Sandra  groaned inwardly, realizing that had totally sounded flirtatious. 

“Oh, good.” A pause. “I just mean…not that I want to be stuck  with  you.  Of  course  I  wouldn’t  mind  it.  Only  if  you want to be stuck.” Blair released a long breath into the phone and  Sandra’s  stomach  flipflopped.  “None  of  this  is  coming out right. I just wanted to make sure that we’re good. When you  didn’t  text  back  last  night…I  guess…I’d  hate  to  make things  awkward  between  us  after  the  dance.  Or  before.  Like now.” 

Sandra’s  pulse  quickened.  “Yeah,  we’re  good.  Sorry,  we were having family movie night and then my mom stole my phone and it spent the night behind a couch cushion.” And then her brain caught up with her ears. “What do you mean by ‘after the dance’?” 

“Uh…” He paused and then talked away from the phone, like  he  was  speaking  to  someone  else.  “What,  Mom?” 

Another pause. “I have to get o  and get ready for my swim meet.” 

Sandra  wondered  if  that  was  just  an  excuse  so  he  didn’t have to tell her what he’d meant, but she decided to let it go. 

“Okay. Good luck.” 

“You should come,” he said quickly. “You know, if you’re bored.  Or  whatever.  Amanda  will  be  there,  so  you  wouldn’t

have  to  sit  alone.  It’s  at  the  school  at  eleven.  No  pressure though.” 

Blair was asking her to come to his swim meet? Sandra’s thoughts  immediately  went  to  him  in  a  tiny  Speedo.  She suddenly felt lightheaded. “Uh, yeah. Maybe. Thanks for the invite.” 

She  congratulated  herself  on  sounding  so  collected. 

Inside, she was totally freaking out. 

Blair didn’t seem to know what to make of her response because  there  was  a  long  silence  before  he  said,  “No problem. I guess I’ll see you around, then.” 

And then Blair hung up so quickly, Sandra was left staring at her phone. 

A  text  message  came  through  just  as  she  started  back down the stairs to where her bacon awaited. 

 I’ll  pick  you  up  tonight  at  five.  Can’t  wait.   Blair  included  a winking emoji. 

Her  stomach  twisted  at  the  thought  of  what  this  could mean.  He  acted  like  he  really  liked  her—like  he  wasn’t taking  her  to  the  dance  as  an  act  of  rebellion  against  his mother or because his best friend was pushing him to. 

But  could  Sandra  really  date  Principal  Howell’s  son? 

Going  to  the  dance  was  one  thing.  But  a  long-term relationship? 

She knew she was getting ahead of herself. She and Blair hadn’t even gone out yet. 

That  didn’t  stop  her  mind  from  running  through  all  the

‘what ifs’ though. 

And it always stopped at one place. 

Sandra really liked Blair, and if he liked her back? 

Well, his mom was just going to have to deal with it. 
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SANDRA

Sandra’s steps slowed as she walked down the school hallway.  For  someone  who  had  recently  dropped  out  of school, she was ending up back there an awful lot. She’d be there again that evening for the dance. 

“You  okay?”  Amanda  asked,  now  several  steps  ahead  of Sandra. 

“Yeah, of course.” Sandra quickened her pace, though she wasn’t feeling at all okay. It had nothing to do with being at school,  which  Amanda  had  probably  assumed,  but  had everything to do with her coming to watch Blair swim. 

Her  hands  felt  moist,  and  she  wiped  them  on  her  pants. 

Sandra knew Blair had invited her, but had he asked just to be nice? Maybe he hadn’t expected her to show up at all. This seemed  like  the  type  of  thing  that  was  reserved  for girlfriends.  Like  how  Amanda  always  came  to  Cameron’s swim meets. 

Well,  Sandra  was  here  now,  and  Amanda  was  her  ride home, so it looked like she was staying. 

Sandra  walked  through  the  double  doors  that  led  to  the pool, and a blast of hot, humid air hit her. 

“This  way,”  Amanda  said,  leading  Sandra  toward  the bleachers.  They  were  already  halfway  filled,  mostly  by

parents, by the looks of it. “We’ll sit on the far right. The left is reserved for fans of the visiting team.” 

They  walked  up  the  steps  and  took  seats  halfway  up. 


Sandra’s gaze immediately searched for the swimmers, but it appeared  they  were  still  in  the  locker  room.  Instead,  she caught  sight  of  a  large  sign  coming  through  the  double doors,  though  whoever  was  holding  it  seemed  to  be  having some  trouble  getting  in.  They  stumbled  through  the  doors, but then straightened, the sign still blocking their face. 

The sign read,  Go Blair!  Around the words were drawings of swimmers. And hearts. 

The sign lowered. 

Julianna. 

Sandra’s  heart  stuttered.  Had  he  invited  both  of  them? 

How  many  other  girls  at  the  meet  had  been  personally invited by Blair? 

Julianna  walked  with  a  couple  of  friends  toward  the bleachers. Her gaze landed on Sandra, and her steps faltered. 

Julianna  quickly  recovered,  and  she  walked  up  the  bleacher steps,  turning  in  and  sitting  on  the  bench  right  in  front  of Sandra. 

At that moment, the swimmers from both teams walked out,  and  the  crowd  erupted  in  cheers.  Julianna  held  up  her sign and waved it as she whistled. Right in front of Sandra, completely  blocking  her  view.  And  blocking  Blair’s  view  of her.  If  Julianna  didn’t  lower  that  sign,  he’d  never  know Sandra was even there. 

Sandra  wasn’t  sure  if  she  should  say  anything,  but Amanda helped make that decision for her. 

She tapped Julianna on the shoulder and said, “Hey, mind putting that sign away, or sitting somewhere else? I can’t see my boyfriend, or anything else, for that matter.” 

Julianna  turned,  but  she  eyed  Sandra  instead  of  Amanda as she responded, “I always sit here.” 

“Okay, so put down the sign,” Amanda said. 

Julianna’s  gaze  was  still  on  Sandra.  “I’d  rather  not.  I made this sign special for today.” 

Should Sandra have made a sign? Maybe Blair would see this as proof that Julianna liked him more than Sandra did. 

He and Julianna had spent an awful lot of time together on their project, after all. 

“This  is  ridiculous,”  Amanda  muttered.  She  stood  and motioned  for  Sandra  to  follow  her.  They  walked  down  the steps and re-entered the row just below Julianna. “These are better seats anyway.” 

Amanda stayed standing, blocking the swimmers’ view of Julianna’s sign. Sandra fought back a smile, grateful for her friend, as she searched for Blair among the Speedos, towels, and  swim  caps.  She  wasn’t  sure  if  she’d  recognize  him,  as the  swimmers  all  looked  the  same  to  her—all  with amazingly toned bodies. 

But  then  her  gaze  landed  on  him.  She  couldn’t  mistake that smile anywhere, and she discovered that he was already watching  her.  His  face  was  bright,  like  he  was  genuinely excited to see her. 

Sandra lifted her hand to wave, but then realized someone already  was.  Out  of  the  corner  of  her  eye,  she  saw  Julianna behind Amanda, wiggling her fingers in Blair’s direction. 

Oh.  Maybe  Blair  had  been  watching  Julianna  this  whole time. 

Sandra’s  heart  plummeted.  “I’m  going  to  go  for  a  quick walk,” she murmured to Amanda and moved to stand. 

“Oh  no  you  don’t.”  Amanda  grabbed  Sandra’s  arm  and pulled her back down. “He likes you,” she whispered. “That girl is just full of wishful thinking.” 

“I don’t know…” 

“You’re  the  one  he  asked  to  the  dance,  right?”  Amanda pressed. 

She  had  a  point.  Sandra’s  gaze  found  Blair  again.  His smile had diminished, but when their eyes met, it returned. 

Her doubt dissolved, and she gave him a small wave, which he returned. 

And  then  Sandra  allowed  her  gaze  to  wander  from  his eyes to his lips to... 

Holy. Cow. 

Those abs. Was she drooling? She touched her lips, just to make sure. 

The  meet  started,  and  even  though  there  were  many talented swimmers, she always sought out Blair. 

And  boy,  could  he  swim.  He  was  fast  and  smooth.  His muscles  rippled  with  each  stroke,  and  Sandra  couldn’t  tear her gaze away. She didn’t want to. 

“Now  you  know  why  I  never  miss  Cameron’s  meets,” 

Amanda whispered at one point. 

“They’re  okay,”  Sandra  said  with  a  small  shrug,  not wanting to betray her shallow breathing and rapid heartrate. 

“Is that why you’re devouring Blair with your eyes?” 

Sandra  felt  the  heat  in  her  cheeks.  “I’m  not  devouring him.” 

“Then what do you call it?” 

“Casually observing.” 

Amanda  snorted.  “If  that  makes  you  feel  better.  But  it’s okay to like someone, you know.” 

“Uh-huh.”  Sandra  knew,  but  it  had  always  seemed  like something that wasn’t intended for her. Until now. 

When  the  meet  was  over,  Sandra  and  Amanda  waited  in the hallway for Blair and Cameron to change. Sandra would have  rather  gone  home,  feeling  suddenly  shy  and embarrassed by her reaction to seeing Blair swim. It was fine to  have  those  thoughts  from  afar,  but  not  when  she  had  to now talk to him. 

The  boys  came  out,  and  Amanda  flung  herself  at Cameron,  wrapping  her  arms  around  his  neck.  “You  were awesome.” 

“Not as awesome as Blair though,” Cameron said with a grin. He turned to Blair. “You were on fire.” 

Blair’s  cheeks  tinged  with  pink  and  his  gaze  dropped, though it seemed he was fighting a smile. “I did all right.” 

“All  right?”  Amanda  asked  incredulously.  “You  came  in first for every heat. And I bet I know why.” She grinned and threw a wink in Blair’s direction. 

Cameron laughed and nodded in agreement as he glanced in  Sandra’s  direction.  “Blair  has  always  done  awesome  at practice  but  struggled  at  the  meets.  Until  now.  I’ll  let  you guess the one thing that was di erent today.” 

Now  Blair’s  cheeks  were  blazing  red,  and  Sandra  was pretty sure hers matched his. 

“Well, this has been fun, but we better go,” Sandra said, grabbing Amanda’s arm. Her gaze met Blair’s, and she gave him a quick smile. “You really did do awesome though.” 

His eyes seemed to brighten, and she regretfully tore her gaze  from  him.  She  didn’t  want  to  give  Amanda  and Cameron  the  chance  to  embarrass  them  any  further.  They still  had  an  entire  evening  ahead  of  them,  after  all.  There would  be  plenty  of  chances  to  embarrass  Sandra  and  Blair later. 

And Sandra was sure her friends would take advantage of every one of them. 
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BLAIR

With a final tug on his tie, Blair faced the mirror in his bathroom.  It  wasn’t  full-length,  but  he  could  see enough  of  his  torso  to  know  the  suit  he  wore  fit  him perfectly.  A  little  more  gel  was  needed  on  one  stray  lock  of hair,  but  when  all  was  said  and  done,  he  had  to  admit—he looked good. 

A smile crept onto his lips as he thought of Sandra at his swim meet that morning. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten the nerve  to  invite  her,  and  it  was  even  more  unbelievable  that she had actually shown up. Sandra’s gaze hadn’t left him the entire  time,  and  he  swore  it  had  given  him  superpowers. 

Cameron had been right—Blair had pictured Sandra waiting for  him  at  the  other  end  of  the  pool,  watching,  and  he’d never swum so fast. 

But he didn’t want her to know that. Not when he was still feeling things out. 

As he studied himself in the mirror, self-doubt sprang up, and  he  began  playing  with  his  hair  again.  Maybe  she  liked guys  who  spiked  their  hair  instead  of  laid  it  down—she seemed the type who liked someone who wasn’t completely straitlaced. 

Blair used his fingers to pull his hair until it stood on end. 

Stepping back, he turned his head and examined the result. 

Not bad. 

But  they  say  opposites  attract—whoever  ‘they’  were—

and Sandra might like someone who wasn’t quite as quirky as she was. 

Blair  moved  to  mash  his  hair  back  down,  but  when  he glanced  in  the  mirror,  he  saw  Gabe  watching  him  from  the doorway. And laughing. 

“I’ve never seen you like this,” Gabe said. “I’m beginning to think I should have told Mom about who you’re going out with  tonight.”  He  paused,  glancing  over  his  shoulder.  “I think she’s in her room…” 

Blair spun in place and faced his brother, who was already dressed  and  ready  for  the  dance.  Thank  goodness  he  was going with his own group of friends. Blair raised a warning finger. “You promised. I can take the poster back.” 

Gabe had sworn to not tell their mom who Blair was going to  the  dance  with—in  exchange  for  the  original   Back  to  the Future movie poster that hung in Blair’s room. Gabe had been eyeing  it  for  a  long  time  and  drove  a  hard  bargain.  It  was worth it for a date with Sandra. 

Gabe  laughed  again  as  he  turned  away.  “Fine.  Besides, you won’t have a date to tell about if you don’t leave soon.” 

Blair  searched  the  counter  for  his  phone.  He  swore  he’d brought it into the bathroom with him, but it wasn’t there. 

Sprinting to his room, he found it lying on his bed. 

He snatched it up and looked at the time. 

Dang. 

He  was  late.  He  was  supposed  to  have  picked  Sandra  up ten minutes ago. 

With a quick scan of the room, Blair located his wallet on his dresser and his suit coat lying on the floor. He was just

about to walk out the front door when Gabe thundered down the stairs. 

“You forgot this!” 

The corsage he’d bought for Sandra. 

“Thank  you,”  Blair  said,  taking  it  from  Gabe.  He  hoped his brother saw how much he meant it. His stomach curled up in knots at the thought of the embarrassment he’d have felt  showing  up  at  her  house  with  no  flower.  Blair  didn’t understand  why  they  were  an  important  part  of  the  school dance  tradition,  but  every  girl  at  the  dance  would  have  had one, except her. 

After  a  final  thump  on  Gabe’s  back  to  show  Blair’s a ection, he hurried out the door and to his mom’s car. Blair had  thought  he  could  avoid  some  of  the  inevitable awkwardness  if  they  rode  separately  rather  than  with  the other two couples. 

He’d done the group date thing—not since Cameron and Amanda had started dating, but earlier in the year—and he and his date had had to sit in insu erable silence as Cameron and his girlfriend made out in the back seat. 

Blair  wasn’t  making  that  mistake  again.  Especially because he actually liked his date this time. 

DESPITE BEING LATE, Blair let the car idle in Sandra’s driveway for several minutes, not getting out. He was waiting for his palms  to  stop  sweating  and  for  the  hives  on  his  neck  and arms  to  settle  down.  They  didn’t  listen.  In  fact,  it  was  only getting worse. 

He finally had to accept that he was going to be red and blotchy and gross. 

Blair  was  already  at  the  door  when  he  realized  he’d forgotten  the  corsage.  Again.  There  was  no  Gabe  to  remind

him this time, but at least it was just in the car and he could run and grab it quickly. 

By  the  time  Blair  had  reached  the  door  for  the  second time, he was nearly thirty minutes late. 

His heart felt like it had landed in his shoes, twisted and mangled. 

Sandra was going to hate him. 

He’d been lectured before on how much it meant to a girl for a guy to be on time for their dates. Apparently if he was late, it meant he didn’t respect the girl. 

Was it even worth going to the dance if she was going to throw  glares  his  way  all  night?  Blair  had  some  experience with  this—despite  the  lectures,  punctuality  wasn’t  his strong  suit—and  he  didn’t  think  he  could  handle  it.  Not when he liked Sandra so much. 

He stood frozen on her doorstep, unsure what to do. 

That  was  when  he  noticed  her  watching  him  from  an upstairs window. Their gazes met and she grinned. 

Huh. 

That  gave  Blair  the  courage  he  needed.  Pulling  his shoulders back, he gave two sharp raps on the door. 

A middle-aged woman answered the door and invited him in.  If  this  was  Sandra’s  mom,  she  looked  nothing  like  her daughter.  Whereas  Sandra  had  brown,  straight  hair,  her mom  had  short,  curly  hair.  Sandra  was  average  height,  but her mom was quite tall. 

He realized he’d been staring, and his gaze dropped to the floor.  Then  he  realized  that  was  also  rude,  so  he  lifted  his chin and stuck his hand out. “Hello, Mrs. Calavera. I’m Blair. 

Sorry I’m late. I’m here to take Sandra to the dance.” 

“Oh,  thank  goodness,”  Sandra’s  mom  said,  placing  a hand  over  her  chest  and  eyeing  Blair  in  his  suit.  “For  a moment I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain this to my husband.” 

Blair  stared,  and  then  realized  Sandra’s  mom  had  been teasing him. She had the same look in her eyes that Sandra got. Guess they were more similar than Blair had thought. 

“Mom, stop, you’re going to scare him o ,” Sandra said, coming down the stairs. 

Her mom turned and grinned. “If you haven’t scared him o  yet, I highly doubt I’ll do any damage.” 

Their  di erences  now  seemed  minuscule  as  Sandra laughed.  They  looked  like  twins,  their  grins  matching,  and Blair saw exactly where Sandra got her personality. 

All  that  faded  away,  though,  when  Sandra  reached  the bottom  of  the  stairs.  She  didn’t  look  like  herself—well,  she did, but not like the Sandra he knew. Blair had half-expected her  to  have  skulls  or  something  else  equally  irreverent covering  her  dress.  Come  to  think  of  it,  he  had  never imagined Sandra wearing a dress, but maybe torn jeans and a  fitted  T-shirt  with  combat  boots.  Something  she’d  be comfortable in. 

The strange thing was, Sandra did look comfortable—and stunning. Her dress had an eccentric vibe that mirrored her personality,  with  sheer  sleeves,  and  her  hair  was  pulled  up on top of her head, a few stray hairs framing her face. 

Blair didn’t know how long he’d been staring, but it was long enough that Sandra now stood directly in front of him and was looking at him expectantly. 

“Is that for me?” she asked. 

He  blinked,  unsure  what  she  was  referring  to  until  she nodded toward the corsage Blair held in his hand. 

“Oh, yeah. Right.” 

Blair  scratched  his  neck,  unable  to  stop  the  nervous reaction,  and  fumbled  with  the  plastic  case  the  corsage  sat in.  Thank  goodness  it  was  one  that  slipped  over  the  wrist. 

The  corsage  had  several  small  pink  roses,  and  Blair  had made  sure  the  florist  included  a  couple  of  black  flowers—

she’d refused at first but had eventually given in—giving it just the right Sandra touch. 

“It’s perfect,” she said, her lips twitching up. She almost seemed shy about it, which was a first. 

Sandra  had  purchased  a  single  white  rose  for  Blair  and was  nimble  with  her  fingers  as  she  pinned  it  to  his  lapel. 

After  enduring  several  pictures,  they  left  to  meet  Cameron and  the  others  for  dinner.  He’d  assumed  they’d  be  the  last ones  to  arrive,  but  because  the  other  two  couples  were already  dating,  Blair  discovered  they  hadn’t  felt  the  same need to be punctual that he had been stressing about. He and Sandra  ended  up  being  the  first  ones  to  show  up  at  the restaurant. 

Cameron  had  been  the  one  to  suggest  the  restaurant where they would take their dates for dinner—which meant it  had  really  been  Amanda—but  as  soon  as  Blair  pulled  up, he  knew  he’d  hate  it.  It  was  thirty  miles  out  of  town  in  a place  that,  unlike  Lakeview,  had  more  than  one  stop  light. 

And  it  looked  fancy—like  stupidly  fancy.  The  type  of  fancy that made you pay fifty dollars for two bites of food, but they justified it because they did a special swirl with the sauce. 

Blair wondered how Cameron was going to a ord a place like  this,  but  then  he  realized  that  Cameron  wouldn’t  be paying. Amanda had probably convinced him to let her pay. A couple of months earlier he would have fought her on it, but he’d  become  laxer  about  the  money  thing  lately  and  didn’t worry so much about it. 

“This looks…nice,” Sandra said, unstrapping her seatbelt and craning her neck to get a better view out the window. 

“Yeah, it does.” 

She  turned  to  him,  studying  him.  “Have  you  been  here before?” 

Blair  smiled,  trying  not  to  let  her  see  how  much  he  was dreading  this  dinner.  “No,  but  Amanda  has,  and  it’s

supposed to be amazing.” 

“I bet it is.” Sandra gave a thoughtful nod, her gaze still on  Blair.  He  wished  she’d  look  away—she  was  going  to  see through  him  any  moment.  Which  must  have  been  why  two seconds later, she asked, “Do you want to eat here?” 

Blair  hesitated,  not  wanting  to  lie,  but  also  wanting  to make  sure  Sandra  had  a  perfect  evening.  Thankfully  she hadn’t  made  a  big  deal  about  his  being  late  to  pick  her  up, and he felt the need to make sure everything went smoothly from here on out. 

“Yeah, I think it will be nice.” 

Sandra grinned, catching Blair o  guard. “Liar.” 

Blair opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 

“You  haven’t  been  able  to  look  at  the  place  since  we pulled up,” she said. 

Blair tried to swallow the large lump that was forming in his throat. This might be his only chance to go on a date with Sandra,  and  so  far,  he  was  not  making  a  good  first impression. But what could he possibly say that would make this  better?  She  was  expecting  a  nice  night  out,  and  Blair doubted  she  wanted  to  hear  that  he’d  have  preferred  pizza and swimming at an indoor pool. 

“Let’s leave.” Sandra pulled her seatbelt back across her lap and clicked it into place. 

“What?”  Blair  looked  from  Sandra  to  the  restaurant  to Sandra again. 

“Let’s  leave,”  she  said  again.  “Neither  of  us  wants  a dinner  that’s  so  fancy  it’s  inedible.  So  let’s  go  somewhere else. There’s a pizza place up the street that has cheesy bread to die for.” 

Blair looked for any indication that this might be a trap, but  Sandra  seemed  completely  genuine.  “You’re  sure  that’s what  you  want?”  he  asked  slowly.  “It  is  a  Valentine’s  Day dance, after all. It’s supposed to be fancy.” 

Sandra  used  her  finger  to  make  a  cross  over  her  chest. 

“Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.” She grinned.  “Which  is  exactly  what  I’ll  want  to  do  if  you  force me  into  that  restaurant.”  She  looked  down  at  her  dress. 

“Besides, look at us. We’re totally fancy.” 

Blair laughed and turned the key in the ignition. “Pizza it is.”They peeled out of the parking lot just as Cameron pulled in. Blair didn’t bother slowing down so he could explain their change of plans. 

Tonight was going to be about him and Sandra. 
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SANDRA

Sandra felt like she was waddling as she made her way out of the pizza restaurant. She paused at the car door. The thought of having to open it and lift her leg to get in the car was more than she could bear. “I am so full,” she said with a groan.  “I  don’t  think  I’m  going  to  make  it.”  Thankfully Gracie’s  dress  provided  more  room  than  her  pants  would have. She’d have had to undo the top button by now. 

“Allow  me,  my  lady,”  Blair  said,  hurrying  over  to  open her door for her. 

Dang,  he  looked  so  hot  in  that  suit.  When  he  had  first arrived at her house to pick her up, she’d had to pause on the stairs to avoid him seeing her drool. 

She gave a small curtsy. “Thank you.” 

Okay, one foot in, then the other. She could do this. 

Sandra placed one foot in the car, then leaned against the frame. Nope. She couldn’t. 

Blair  o ered  her  his  arm  and  she  held  on  to  it  as  she collapsed onto the seat. Wow, even without being able to see his muscles, she could tell they were incredible. They needed to hurry over to the dance so she’d have an excuse to hold on to them a bit more. 

With a dramatic flourish of his arm, Blair closed her door, then got in on his own side. He leaned back against the seat and rubbed his stomach. “You were totally right. That place has the best cheesy bread.” 

“Mmm-hmm.” 

Sandra nestled into the seat and closed her eyes, suddenly sleepy from all the carbs that were attacking her. She’d eaten an  entire  pizza,  plus  four  cheesy  bread  slices.  Blair  had  bet her she couldn’t. She’d proved she could. 

And it had been awesome. 

“Guess  we  should  get  over  to  the  dance  now,”  Blair mumbled, his eyes still closed. “Cameron texted me. He was annoyed we skipped out on dinner, and I promised him we’d at least get to the dance in time for pictures.” 

It took some e ort, but Sandra managed to open her eyes and  look  over  at  Blair.  “You  look  way  too  comfortable  over there.” 

He  cracked  an  eye  open  and  gave  her  a  side  look.  When their  gazes  met,  he  gave  her  a  tired  smile.  “Right  back  at you.” 

Sandra  realized  they  were  acting  like  an  old  married couple.  It  was  only  six-thirty  and  they  were  half-asleep  in the car. She wasn’t going to stand for it. Sitting up, she hit her palms on the dashboard in front of her. “We’re not going to that dance.” 

Blair  jumped  halfway  out  of  his  seat,  startled  by  the sudden noise. Good, he looked more awake now. 

“We’re not?” 

“Nope.”  She  didn’t  know  what  they  were  going  to  do instead  of  the  dance,  but  swaying  awkwardly  while  sappy music  played  over  the  speakers  wasn’t  her  idea  of  a  good time. Even if it would give her an excuse to touch Blair. 

He  gave  her  a  hesitant  smile.  “So…”  He  left  his  words hanging,  like  he  was  unsure  what  to  make  of  Sandra’s

declaration. 

“Let’s go rock climbing.” 

What the heck? Why would she say something like that? 

Immediately  Sandra  regretted  her  words  and  wished  she could  snatch  them  back  before  they  reached  Blair.  She’d never been rock climbing before and she wasn’t dressed for it, but she’d heard there was an indoor wall close by. 

That  wasn’t  quite  true.  She’d  been  climbing  once,  and  it had  been  fun.  Except,  it  had  been  a  kiddie  wall  at  an amusement park. 

“Rock  climbing.”  Blair’s  gaze  moved  across  Sandra,  and she  knew  he  was  taking  in  the  fancy  dress.  Maybe  the climbing gym would have a change of clothing she could buy. 

Sandra saw the skepticism in his eyes and knew that she now  had  to  stand  behind  her  words.  “Yeah,  why  not?”  Her voice didn’t betray her own hesitancy. 

“Well…” 

Sandra worried Blair would rather go to the dance. Maybe he was into that kind of thing. Or maybe he didn’t want to be stuck with her by himself. 

“It’s okay,” she said, her words escaping quicker than she would have liked. “We don’t have to. The dance sounds cool too.” 

Blair  watched  her  for  a  moment,  then  surprised  her  by laughing. “No, it doesn’t.” 

She blinked. “It doesn’t?” 

“No way. I was only going because I thought you wanted to.”It was Sandra’s turn to laugh. “Seriously?” She shook her head. “I’m glad we got that cleared up.” 

Blair turned the key in the ignition. “Rock climbing it is. I have to admit something though.” He hesitated and rubbed the back of his neck, like he was about to be the bearer of bad news. “I’ve never been rock climbing before.” 

That  wasn’t  a  surprise,  considering  there  weren’t  many options  in  Lakeview,  unless  you  drove  into  the  mountains and  did  rock  climbing  for  real.  His  inexperience  would  also mean  less  pressure  for  Sandra.  She’d  have  been  more worried if he was a rock-climbing expert or something like that. 

“Perfect,  we’ll  be  terrible  together,  then,”  Sandra  said with a grin. 

Blair put the car into drive, and in less than ten minutes, they  were  walking  through  the  front  doors  of  the  rock-climbing gym. 

Sandra  made  a  beeline  for  their  merchandising  shop. 

Dang,  their  clothes  were  a  lot  more  expensive  than  she’d anticipated.  After  checking  price  tags,  she  found  a  pair  of shorts that would work for her, but she didn’t have enough money for both the shorts and a shirt. She’d have to also rent a pair of rock-climbing shoes to use for the hour. 

With shorts in hand, she rejoined Blair at the front of the gym, where he was paying for them to climb, as well as the shoes. 

“That doesn’t seem very fair,” Sandra said in protest. “It was  my  idea  to  come  here  in  the  first  place,  and  you  had already purchased the tickets for the dance.” 

Blair shot her a grin that told her he wouldn’t be giving in on  this  one.  “And  you  saved  me  from  paying  a  ridiculous sum  of  money  for  food  we  didn’t  want  to  eat,  so  I  think we’re  about  even.”  He  nodded  to  her  arm  that  hung  at  her side. “Nice shorts.” 

They were a bit shorter than what she normally wore, and tighter. She felt her cheeks warm, and she hid them behind her back. “Thanks.” 

Sandra went into the bathroom and pulled the shorts on. 

Her dress fell back down over them. No one would be able to

see them unless they stood right under her as she climbed, but that was kind of the point. 

“You  ready?”  Blair  asked  as  they  walked  into  the  large room that housed the climbing wall. 

Sandra’s  gaze  traveled  up.  And  up.  The  wall  was  a  lot taller  than  she  had  anticipated.  She  didn’t  have  a  fear  of heights, but she might after tonight. 

“Sure,” she said, though she wasn’t at all sure. 

“Yeah, me too.” He sounded just as unsure as she felt. 

Two employees stood by, ready to harness them up. 

“How  do  we  get  down?”  Blair  asked  them,  his  voice shaking slightly. 

Sandra  elbowed  him  lightly  in  the  side.  “Why,  you worried I’m going to leave you at the top?” she teased. 

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard and gave her a weak smile. “Just curious.” It could have been a trick of the  light,  but  he  seemed  slightly  paler  than  he  had  been  a moment ago. 

One  of  the  employees  spoke  up.  “Rather  than  having  to have  someone  belay,  our  system  slowly  lowers  you  to  the ground. If you fall and can grab a rock to stop your descent, perfect. If not, no worries. We’ll be standing by, making sure you have a soft landing.” 

Some of the color returned to Blair’s face. “All right. I can do  that.”  His  voice  was  stronger,  and  the  smile  he  gave Sandra seemed genuine. 

The  two  employees  harnessed  up  Sandra  and  Blair, attached  them  to  the  rope,  and  then  gave  the  go-ahead  to climb. Sandra and Blair shared a grin, then, side by side, they began to climb. 

Sandra  hadn’t  realized  how  tight  the  harness  would  be, and her dress bunched up around her waist. Thank goodness for the shorts. Her sleeves billowed around her as she pushed herself  from  rock  to  rock.  The  climbing  shoes  made  things

way  easier  to  find  purchase  on  some  of  the  smaller  rocks, and she began to relax. She glanced over to her left and saw that Blair was right there, easily keeping up. 

Dang  he  looked  good.  He  had  shed  his  suit  jacket  and rolled  up  the  sleeves  of  his  dress  shirt,  giving  him  a  James Bond  vibe—classy  but  relaxed.  The  harness  should  have made  an  odd  combination  with  his  suit  pants,  but  only served to make him look more rugged. 

Blair caught her staring. 

“Nice night for a climb,” he said, his eyes as bright as his smile. 

Sandra’s  stomach  twisted  and  her  hands  suddenly  felt moist. Blair’s smile tended to do that to her. 

“It  is,”  she  said,  returning  his  smile.  She  pushed  up  to grab  the  next  rock,  but  her  foot  slipped,  and  she  launched herself  forward  and  hugged  the  wall  to  keep  herself  from falling. 

That  was  when  she  looked  down.  It  was  the  first  time since they’d started climbing, and she immediately regretted it. Sandra’s stomach roiled and she felt dizzy; it had nothing to do with Blair this time. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

Sandra squeezed her eyes shut and nodded, even though it was obviously a lie. She wasn’t close to doing okay. 

“Look at me,” he said. 

Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Because as soon as she opened her eyes, the dizziness would return. And she’d fall. 

The  logical  side  of  her  knew  she  wouldn’t  get  hurt.  The employees had told her it would be a slow descent and a soft landing.  The  freaking-out  side  of  her  didn’t  care.  She  was going  to  hug  this  wall.  And  probably  live  up  there.  Because there was no way she was letting go. 

Blair’s  voice  was  soft  as  he  said,  “Trust  me.  We’re  both going to get to the top. And we’re going to do it together.” 

Sandra heard the sincerity in his voice. She forced one eye open  and  saw  he  was  closer  now,  within  touching  distance. 

His gaze was on her, intense. It was totally hot. And it gave her the courage she needed. 

“All right.” She looked up. They were more than halfway there. This was possible. 

“With me,” he said. 

Sandra nodded and met his gaze. “With you.” 

Blair  reached  up  and  grabbed  a  rock  above  his  head. 

Sandra followed his movement. They both stepped up to the next  rock.  Because  of  the  random  placement  of  the  rocks, they found themselves moving further from each other, but they eventually moved closer again, an ebb and flow to their movements. 

Sandra no longer felt the fear she had, her attention now on  the  wall,  and  Blair.  There  was  nothing  else.  There  were times  when  her  attention  was  more  on  Blair  than  it  should have been, and she would slip. But then his lips would quirk up as he waited for her, like he knew he’d been the cause of her misstep, and she’d find purchase again. 

Time  passed  quickly  as  they  climbed  together,  and  it wasn’t  long  until  they  found  themselves  at  the  top.  Right above  their  heads  was  a  bell  with  a  small  rope  for  them  to ring and announce their victory. 

“Together?” Blair asked, moving close to Sandra. 

“Together.” 

Sandra  placed  her  hand  on  the  rope,  and  her  breath caught  when  Blair  placed  his  hand  on  hers  rather  than  the rope. 

“It’s all you,” he said. 

She felt her cheeks flush, and she pulled the rope, the bell ringing  loud  throughout  the  gym.  The  sound  sent  a  thrill

through  her,  and  she  knew  she’d  only  accomplished  the challenge  because  of  Blair.  He’d  pushed  her  to  do  what  she had felt was impossible, and he’d been with her every step of the way. 

“Thank you,” she said, her voice coming out hoarse. 

Their  eyes  locked,  and  he  gave  her  a  small  nudge. 

“Anytime.” 

Now  was  the  time  when  they  were  supposed  to  push  o and  be  lowered  to  the  ground,  their  victory  complete.  But neither of them looked away, and Sandra had no desire to be the first. 

And  then  Blair  was  moving  in  even  closer,  his  gaze flicking to her lips. She licked them, and her breath stalled. 

Anticipation  made  the  air  between  them  electric,  but  he was taking too long. And then he stopped completely, his lips hovering above hers. His eyes were still open, questioning. 

Well, if that was how it was going to be…

Sandra  closed  the  gap,  pressing  her  lips  to  his.  It  was  a strange sensation, holding onto the rock in front of her while trying to reach him at the same time. 

Blair pulled her in close with one arm, deepening the kiss, and a shudder of desire made her lose her grip on the wall. 

She should have been freaking out. But Blair didn’t let go of her  and  instead  gave  a  small  push  o   the  wall.  They  were slowly lowered to the ground together, his arms holding her tight as their lips continued to explore each other. Her hands raked  through  his  hair  as  she  struggled  to  express  the intense emotions coursing through her. She’d never felt like this with anyone. And she didn’t want to stop. 

It wasn’t until they touched down that she was aware of the catcalls of the employees and a couple of other climbers who had arrived since they’d started their ascent. 

Sandra shot back from Blair, her cheeks blazing, and she tried to adjust the dress that was still pulled up tight with the

harness. 

How in the world had that happened? 

One of the employees loosened the straps of her harness, and she slipped it o , her dress now falling mid-thigh like it should. He swung the harness over one shoulder but shot her a grin, a knowing look in his eye, before he walked away. 

Blair  joined  her,  also  harness-less.  His  suit  pants  were wrinkled, evidence of their digression from the original plan to attend the dance. 

They didn’t talk about the kiss on the ride home. In fact, they didn’t talk at all, but instead rode in a comfortable but dense  silence.  They  both  exchanged  shy  smiles,  but  neither was  willing  to  acknowledge  what  had  happened.  Sandra didn’t regret it, but she also didn’t know how to process it. 

She  had  just  made  out  with  Blair  on  a  rock  wall.  And  in midair. In front of strangers. 

It was one of those instances of fact being stranger than fiction. 

Maybe she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about it. 
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BLAIR

Blair  held  the  phone  away  from  his  ear  as  Cameron vented his frustration. 

“Dude,  where  were  you  guys?  You  totally  left  us hanging.” 

Blair shifted the phone closer to his mouth. “I texted you and told you we wouldn’t be able to make it.” 

“Yeah,  but  then  you  went  radio  silent.  For  all  we  knew, you  had  gotten  in  a  car  accident  and  were  stranded  on  the side of the road.” 

A  girl’s  voice  piped  up  from  the  background.  “Or  worse, you  both  had  a  terrible  time  and  were  home  by  seven-thirty.” 

That  must  be  Amanda.  Only  she  would  consider  a  failed date worse than potentially being injured. 

“I would have told you if we were stranded, because you would be the one rescuing us,” Blair said. 

“Unless  your  phone  was  dead,”  Cameron  said,  his  tone solemn.  “And  Sandra’s  was  crushed  in  the  accident,  right before—” 

“Okay,  I  get  it,”  Blair  interrupted,  slightly  disturbed  at the direction this conversation was taking. He didn’t want to know  how  Cameron’s  hypothetical  car  accident  turned  out. 

“I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  make  more  of  an  e ort  to  keep  you updated on our plans.” 

“Apology accepted,” Cameron said. 

The  line  went  silent  for  a  moment,  and  it  sounded  like Amanda  was  whispering  in  the  background.  Cameron whispered back, but his mouth was still close to the phone so Blair could hear everything he said. 

“You  ask  him,”  Cameron  said.  A  pause  while  Amanda responded.  “Because  you’re  the  one  who  wants  to  know  so bad.” Another pause. “Okay, then maybe she’s the one who should be talking to Blair.” 

Blair  cleared  his  throat  loudly,  and  Cameron  stopped talking.  “You  know  you’re  whispering  straight  into  the phone, right?” 

“Oh.” 

When  Cameron  didn’t  say  anything  else,  Blair  prompted him. “Who’s going to be the one who tells me what’s going on—you,  Amanda,  or  this  mysterious  third  person  we’ll refer to as ‘she’?” 

Amanda’s  voice  came  over  loud  and  clear.  “I’ll  talk  to him.”  There  was  a  thumping  sound,  like  maybe  she  was fighting for control of the phone. When she started speaking again,  her  breaths  were  heavy.  “Why  won’t  Sandra  tell  me where  you  were  tonight?  You  didn’t  show  for  dinner  or  the dance,  and  yet  no  one  is  talking  about  it.”  She  lowered  her voice,  like  she  didn’t  want  Cameron  to  hear,  even  though Blair was sure he was right next to her. “Was it that bad?” 

If Amanda only knew. 

Blair  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair  and  released  a  long breath, thinking of how amazing Sandra had looked in that dress.  And  somehow  when  she’d  added  the  rock-climbing harness to the ensemble, it had only served to make her look more beautiful. 

But that wasn’t what had made the night so great. When she  had  suggested  they  go  get  pizza  instead  of  stay  at  the fancy restaurant, it had solidified that she was di erent than any  girl  Blair  had  ever  dated.  Even  though  he’d  been  so nervous  he’d  thought  he  was  losing  his  mind,  she  had  put him at ease. 

And then when she’d wanted to completely skip the dance to  go  rock  climbing?  Well,  the  kiss  had  summed  up  pretty well how he felt about her. 

Oh, that kiss. 

There was no way Blair would be able to fall asleep with that memory playing on repeat. He still felt the way her lips had  fit  so  perfectly  with  his,  even  as  he  and  Sandra  were gliding  down  through  the  air.  It  was  the  type  of  thing  that only happened in movies. 

But this was real life, baby. Every second of it. 

Blair  felt  the  sudden  urge  to  jump  in  the  car,  just  so  he could  drive  over  to  Sandra’s  house  and  tell  her  good  night. 

Again.  When  he’d  dropped  her  o   after  the  climbing  gym, they’d said goodnight four or five times. She hadn’t seemed like  she  wanted  to  go  inside,  and  he  certainly  hadn’t  been anxious to leave. 

But then he’d noticed her parents watching them from an upstairs window, smiling. 

That had made leaving easier. 

“Now  you’re  making  me  nervous,”  Amanda  said, interrupting his thoughts. 

“I didn’t—” 

Amanda spoke again, not registering that he’d started to speak—and had been about to tell her everything. Okay, not everything,  but  some  things.  “I  thought  for  sure  you  two would have a good time, but I suppose I’m to blame for this. 

I never was good at reading people.” 

“That’s true,” Cameron piped up, and Blair heard an  oof, like Amanda had elbowed him. 

Blair  smiled  and  propped  his  pillow  against  the  wall, leaning  against  it.  “Are  you  two  done  fighting,  or  are  you going to let me talk?” 

Silence. 

“Well, talk!” Amanda said, excitement lacing her words. 

Okay. His mind was now blank—an unused whiteboard—

and he had no idea what to say. 

It felt wrong to talk about how he had loved every minute he’d spent with Sandra and how the date had taken things to a  new  level  he’d  never  been  to  before.  Blair  had  liked  other girls,  but  it  had  always  been  a  shallow  physical  attraction. 

He’d never been attracted to someone’s mind before. 

But  Sandra  was  one  of  the  most  interesting  people  he’d ever  met,  and  he  didn’t  think  he’d  ever  get  enough.  She occupied  his  every  thought,  and  he  was  counting  down  the moments until he’d be able to see her again. 

Unfortunately  it  was  the  weekend,  and  she  wasn’t attending school anymore, so that meant it would be another thirty-eight hours and seventeen minutes until he’d see her. 

Give or take a minute or two, depending on how long it took him to get out of swim practice and to the library. 

Not that he was counting. 

“It  wasn’t  awful,”  Blair  said,  throwing  as  much indi erence as he could manage into his tone. 

“It  wasn’t  awful?”  Amanda  repeated,  her  dismay  clear. 

“I’ll  have  you  know  that  Sandra  is  the  best  thing  that  ever happened to you.” Her voice rose an octave. “And if that’s all you can say about your date, then you don’t deserve her.” 

Blair  groaned  and  rubbed  his  forehead.  This  was  still  so new, and he supposed he should have expected to be grilled by  Cameron  and  Amanda,  but  he  hadn’t  expected  it  this soon.  It  was  past  one  in  the  morning  and  he  was  tired—he

hadn’t had the chance to process what all of this meant. He didn’t know if he and Sandra were now dating or if this was a one-time  thing.  Blair  needed  time  to  figure  stu   out. 

Preferably  with  Sandra.  Alone.  Without  well-meaning  but nosy friends. 

“Look,  I’m  sorry,  I  just  need  to  sleep  on  it.  Can  you  ask me about it tomorrow?” 

“You need to sleep on it?” 

The sounds of scu ing could be heard on the other end of the line. 

“Sorry, Blair,” Cameron called, but it was distant, like he had lost the fight for the phone. 

“Fine.  You  aren’t  sure  how  you  feel  about  things.” 

Amanda was back. “But can you answer one thing for me?” 

Blair squeezed his eyes tight. He just wanted to go to bed. 

“Okay.” 

“What went wrong?” 

He didn’t hesitate this time. “Nothing. It was perfect.” He then hit the icon to end the call. 

BLAIR STOOD outside the library and adjusted his backpack so he could scratch his neck. There wouldn’t be the excuse of a school project today. He wouldn’t be watching Sandra from afar.  He  was  visiting  the  girl  he  liked,  and  she’d  know  she was the only reason he was there. This was the real deal. 

It took another five minutes, but Blair finally summoned the  courage  to  walk  inside.  He  paused  in  the  entryway, scanning the small library. No one was around, not even the librarian, who usually remained perched behind the counter. 

Blair released a sigh of relief. It was like the feeling when he was forced to call someone and then lucked out by getting

their voicemail and he could just leave a message instead of having to actually talk to them. 

Except,  this  was  nothing  like  leaving  someone  a voicemail. Yeah, the thought of talking to Sandra still scared Blair out of his mind. But he also longed to see her and the way  her  eyes  lit  up  when  she  laughed,  and  the  smirk  she’d throw his way when she was teasing him. 

Blair decided to settle in at a small table that was visible from  most  of  the  library;  that  way,  she  could  be  the  one  to approach him. He placed his backpack down and fished out a book  to  read  while  he  waited.  He  was  supposed  to  read Wuthering Heights next week for his English class. That might impress Sandra if she caught him reading it. 

Then he realized who he was talking about. It would have impressed  one  of  his  ex-girlfriends;  he’d  done  something similar  with   Pride  and  Prejudice  a  few  months  before.  But Sandra  didn’t  strike  him  as  a  Jane  Austen  or  Emily  Bronte fan.Blair slipped the book back into his bag and pulled out Frankenstein  instead. That was better. 

He read the same page three times before he realized he wasn’t going to get very far. Blair had no idea what he’d even read  because  his  mind  was  too  focused  on  Sandra—where she was, if that creaking sound he’d heard was her cart, and how  long  he  should  wait  before  looking  for  her.  He  hadn’t wanted to appear desperate, but if she didn’t show up soon, he might have to take that risk. 

Unless…

Well, shoot. 

The thought that Sandra might not even be at the library hadn’t  occurred  to  him  until  just  then.  Maybe  she  didn’t work  on  Mondays.  Sandra  had  always  been  at  the  library when  he’d  visited  before,  but  he  doubted  she  worked  every day. 

He should have texted first. 

Blair  stared  at  the  book  he  still  held.  He  felt  ridiculous now, sitting in a nearly empty library, pretending to read a book, but unable to comprehend a single word because of a girl  who  had  turned  his  life  upside  down.  He  had  just replaced  the  bookmark  when  Sandra  startled  him  by collapsing into the seat next to him. 

“Trying to impress me?” she asked, picking up his book and  looking  at  the  cover.  She  nodded  appreciatively.  “It worked.” 

Heat traveled into his cheeks. He now realized he hadn’t wanted to impress her—at least not this way. “I tried to read it but got stuck on page two.” 

Sandra’s  eyebrows  popped  up  in  surprise,  and  she laughed. “Really? I couldn’t put it down.” 

“Yup. I’m sure it’s a great book, and I’ll have to read it for real  sometime,  but  tonight  I  had  something  else  on  my mind.” He paused and corrected himself. “Some one.” 

Sandra  scooted  her  seat  closer  to  him  and  whispered conspiratorially, “Do tell.” 

Oh man, did she have any idea what she did to him? Her close proximity was making his heart jump in an unnatural rhythm.  And  was  she  wearing  perfume?  He  hadn’t  ever noticed it before, but maybe he hadn’t been paying as close attention.  Blair  didn’t  know  what  scent  it  was,  but  it  made him want to take her into the back room and continue their kiss from Saturday evening. 

He  cleared  his  throat,  hoping  his  thoughts  weren’t coming  across  loud  and  clear.  “Well,  you  see…there’s  this girl.” 

Sandra  leaned  in  even  closer  and  grinned.  “Yeah?  Is  she pretty?” 

Blair swallowed hard. “Gorgeous.” 

“Funny?” 

“Hilarious.” 

Sandra  was  now  so  close,  Blair  would  only  have  to  shift his weight to be able to kiss her. But then she surprised him by leaning back. “She sounds lame.” 

Blair blinked. “Huh?” 

“This  girl  you’ve  been  thinking  about.  Gorgeous   and funny?  Please.”  She  gave  an  exaggerated  eye  roll.  “I’m  so much better.” 

He  wasn’t  sure  how  to  react  until  Sandra  snorted, laughter rolling o  her. Blair smiled and shook his head. Just when  he  thought  he  was  getting  a  handle  on  Sandra,  she’d do something else to catch him o  guard. 

He loved it. 

Sandra  leaned  in  again,  her  eyes  now  gleaming  with  a mischievous glint. “So, tell me more about this girl. Is she a good kisser?” 

“I’d  like  to  know  too,”  Mrs.  Klemin  said,  taking  a  seat across from them at the table. She wasn’t wearing her usual stern stare, but instead, looked like she couldn’t wait to get in on the gossip. 

Blair  jumped  back  in  his  seat,  his  gaze  bouncing  wildly between Sandra and the librarian. He knew he was blushing furiously, but Sandra didn’t even look flustered. In fact, she looked  like  she  thought  the  librarian’s  sudden  appearance was  hilarious.  “I…wouldn’t  know,”  Blair  said,  standing  up and shoving  Frankenstein into his backpack. 

“Oh,  come  now,  you  don’t  have  to  leave,”  Mrs.  Klemin said,  getting  to  her  feet.  “I  just  wanted  to  meet  the  boy Sandra has been going on about today.” 

This  time  Sandra  did  blush,  pink  tinging  her  cheeks. 

Apparently  this  was  information  she  hadn’t  wanted  the librarian to share. 

Blair grinned. “It looks like you and I have some things to talk about while Sandra shelves books.” 

“Oh no you don’t,” Sandra said, standing up to join Blair. 

The  librarian  walked  past  Blair  and  whispered  loudly, 

“Meet me in my o ce in ten minutes. I’ll bring the to ee.” 

Sandra  had  obviously  overheard  and  grabbed  him  by  the arm. “He was just leaving. You wouldn’t want to distract him from his homework.” 

Mrs.  Klemin  laughed.  “Please.  That  boy  hasn’t  done  a thing except look for you since he got here. It’s not me who’s been distracting him.” 

Blair allowed Sandra to drag him out the front door as he looked back and waved to Mrs. Klemin. “We’ll catch up next time,” he called. 

“I’m  thinking  you  need  to  be  banned,”  Sandra  said, though he could tell she was fighting back a smile. 

“You wouldn’t do that,” he said. 

She let go of his arm and stopped just outside the doors. 

“You’re right. I wouldn’t.” She learned in toward him. “But you do make focusing on my job impossible.” 

Blair  stepped  in  close.  “How  long  did  you  know  I  was there?” 

“Since you walked in.” 

Blair  cocked  an  eyebrow.  Only  a  few  inches  separated them now. “And you left me sitting there all that time?” 

Sandra  didn’t  respond,  but  instead  closed  the  gap between  them.  Blair’s  palms  immediately  grew  damp  with nervous expectation, but she bypassed his lips and placed a quick kiss on his cheek. “Why don’t you meet me at Twisters after I get o ? I can be there by seven-fifteen.” 

“Count me in.” As soon as he said it, he knew it had come out too quickly—too desperate. But that was what he was—

desperate to see Sandra, to spend as much time as he could with her. He’d go anywhere at any time she asked. 

Sandra gave him a half-smile. “See you then.” 

As Blair walked toward his car, he noticed Sandra staring after  him.  She  didn’t  go  back  inside  until  he  was  already backing out of the parking stall. Blair was unsure where he’d spend the next couple of hours until he met up with Sandra and figured he might head to Cameron’s for a bit. He had just shifted  into  drive  when  his  phone  abruptly  erupted  into song, and he slammed his foot on the brake. His mom’s face flashed  across  the  screen,  and  he  pulled  back  into  his parking stall. 

One  of  their  family  rules  was  that  if  his  mom  called,  he answered. It didn’t matter where he was or who he was with, he  was  expected  to  answer  his  mother’s  phone  calls. 

Otherwise she’d assume he was half-dead on the side of the road  and  call  the  cops.  Blair  knew  this  from  experience—

when the cops had found him, he’d been making out with his girlfriend at the park. 

The  trauma  of  being  interrupted  by  two  police  o cers with bright flashlights had been too much for the poor girl. 

She’d broken up with Blair that night, saying his mother was insane.  That  was  partially  true,  but  he’d  felt  the  need  to defend his mom; he was allowed to say she was crazy, but no one else was allowed to. 

That hadn’t gone over well. 

Blair  managed  to  answer  the  phone  before  it  went  to voicemail. “What’s up, Mom?” 

“Who are you with right now?” 

Looked like they were skipping the pleasantries. 

“I’m alone, just leaving the library.” 

“We need to talk.” 

Oh, boy. This sounded serious. He glanced at the clock on his dashboard. He had plenty of time. 

“O-kay. What’s going on?” 

His  mom’s  breathing  was  the  only  thing  he  could  hear over the line for a moment. “I know about Sandra.” 
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SANDRA

The rest of Sandra’s shift flew by, considering she was barely conscious of anything that happened around her. 

She  helped  elderly  patrons  check  out  their  items,  scanned books as they were returned, and shelved them once she was done. But it was all on autopilot. Her smile came easily as she moved through the tasks, her thoughts on Blair. As soon as she was finished here, she would be able to see him. 

For a moment, she doubted her decision to stop going to school.  She  didn’t  think  she’d  gain  anything  by  going  to class,  and  she  did  have  a  point  to  make,  but  staying  home seriously  cut  into  the  amount  of  time  she  would  be  able  to spend with Blair. 

Not that they were a thing. 

Except, he’d shown up at the library to see her. And they were meeting up after she got o  work. That was the type of thing that couples did, right? 

Sandra  tried  to  keep  her  excitement,  and  her expectations, at bay. 

Like that was going to happen. 

She’d never felt this way about a guy before, and she was loving it. It was a type of happy insanity that drove her crazy

but  she  couldn’t  get  enough  of.  She  didn’t   want   to  get enough of it. 

“Say hi to Blair for me,” Mrs. Klemin called after Sandra as she rushed to grab her coat and purse from the back room. 

“Sure thing,” Sandra said as she left the library. Yeah, not likely. 

She  got  to  Twisters  a  few  minutes  early.  She  grabbed  a seat at a table and stared out the window as she scanned the dark  for  Blair’s  car.  There  were  plenty  of  headlights,  but none  that  belonged  to  him.  At  7:16,  she  started  getting worried. 

Okay, he was only one minute late. But still. It felt like an eternity. 

At  7:20,  a  Jeep  pulled  in.  It  looked  an  awful  lot  like Amanda’s. Wait a minute…it  was Amanda’s. Panic filled her gut.  Sandra  had  been  avoiding  telling  Amanda  and  Gracie about the date—about the kiss. 

She was bursting to tell her best friends and could barely contain it, but Sandra knew if she told Amanda anything, she would  tell  Cameron,  who  would  tell  Blair.  And  things  were new  enough  that  Sandra  didn’t  want  to  ruin  anything.  She needed  to  figure  out  if  Blair  even  wanted  a  relationship. 

She’d seen him with a lot of girls over the past year, and she didn’t want to hop in line without knowing if he expected to move on in a week or two. 

Except,  as  Amanda  walked  toward  the  fast  food restaurant,  Sandra  noticed  she  wasn’t  alone.  And  it  wasn’t just Cameron that was with her. Gracie was here. And…

Blair. 

Why had he ridden over with Amanda? 

Dread replaced the panic. 

He hadn’t wanted to be alone with Sandra. She had scared him o  by inviting him, and he’d brought reinforcements. 

Maybe  she  could  sneak  into  the  bathroom,  then  slip  out when they weren’t looking. As soon as she moved to stand, however,  Amanda  spotted  her  and  made  a  beeline  to  the table where Sandra had settled in. 

“I’m so sorry,” Amanda whispered in Sandra’s ear as she gave Sandra a big hug. She stepped back and glanced away, like she felt guilty about something. 

Great.  Amanda  must  know  Blair  wasn’t  interested,  and now she was feeling guilty about setting them up in the first place. This was just getting worse. 

Sandra  said  hi  to  Gracie  and  Cameron  as  they  slid  into chairs  at  the  table,  but  as  soon  as  Blair  joined  their  group, Sandra stood. 

“I’m  so  sorry,  but  I  can’t  stay.  I’m  not  feeling  well,  and Twisters’ food definitely isn’t going to help.” 

Everyone exchanged glances, like they could see straight through her lame lie. 

“You don’t have to eat,” Gracie said. “But stay. We hardly see you anymore.” Her eyes flitted to Blair, and then back to Sandra. 

“I  really  don’t  think  that’s  a  good  idea,”  Sandra  said, taking a step backward and trying to ignore the disappointed looks staring up at her. 

It was true, Sandra didn’t get to see her friends anymore. 

They  were  at  school  during  the  day,  and  she  was  at  the library every afternoon and into the evenings. The only day she was able to see them anymore was Saturday, and she’d skipped out on the dance with Blair last week. 

And despite how things had turned out, she didn’t regret it. In fact, it had been one of the best nights of her life. 

But she couldn’t sit here with her friends and pretend she was  fine.  Not  with  Blair  staring  at  her.  Because  his  gaze hadn’t  left  her  since  he’d  walked  in,  a  number  of indistinguishable  emotions  passing  across  his  face.  Sandra

had  finally  allowed  herself  to  like  a  guy,  and  it  had  ended before it had the chance to start. 

“Sorry,”  she  said,  taking  another  step  toward  the  door. 

She gave a little wave, then hurried out the door. As soon as she was outside, she stopped and breathed in the cold air. It awakened  her  and  cleared  her  head.  She  moved  away  from the door, where her friends wouldn’t be able to see her, and leaned  against  the  wall  of  the  restaurant.  Her  warm  breath spiraled  up  into  the  darkness,  the  lights  from  Twisters illuminating the vapor. 

“Mind if I join you?” 

Sandra jumped at the voice. 

Blair. 

“I was just taking a moment before heading home,” she said, her gaze dropping to the ground. “Upset stomach, you know.” 

Blair leaned against the wall next to Sandra. “That’s too bad.” 

Sandra shu ed her feet on the sidewalk. She didn’t want to be here, having this conversation. Did he think it would be more noble to let her down face to face? If so, he should stop trying  to  do  the  right  thing.  Sandra  was  fine  with  letting things be awkward for a while. 

“These things can come on suddenly,” she said. 

Blair  blew  out  a  long  breath  that  mingled  with  Sandra’s. 

“Look, I’m sorry. I know having everyone here isn’t what we had planned.” 

“It’s  fine.  I  get  it.”  That  didn’t  mean  Sandra  liked  it.  “I really need to get going.” She moved to leave. 

Blair placed a hand on her arm. His touch was gentle, but it stopped her. “You don’t understand. I had to invite them; my mom wouldn’t have let me come otherwise.” 

Sandra’s  gaze  snapped  up.  He  seemed  completely genuine, and for the first time, she noticed the sadness in his

eyes. It hadn’t been there before. Certainly not at the library. 

“What happened?” 

He  pulled  his  phone  from  his  back  pocket.  “Remember how  we  had  to  fill  out  that  release  form  at  the  climbing gym?” 

“Yeah…”  She  wasn’t  sure  what  that  had  to  do  with anything.  The  form  had  said  that  they  wouldn’t  sue  if  they got hurt, which neither of them had. 

“Did  you  notice  the  last  paragraph,  the  photo  release where it said they could take pictures and use the images for marketing purposes?” 

So  what  if  they  wanted  to  use  a  picture  of  Blair  and Sandra  on  their  website  or  a  pamphlet  or  something?  All people  would  see  was  their  backs.  That  didn’t  seem  like  a huge deal. “No, I didn’t.” 

Blair  hesitated,  like  he  didn’t  want  to  tell  her  the  next part. Her heart thudded. There was something about the way his gaze dropped that made her suddenly anxious. “I’m not eighteen  yet,  so  I  had  to  use  my  dad’s  name  on  the  release form. And his email address—I don’t have my own.” 

“Okay…” 

He rubbed his neck. Even in the dim light, she could see the hives. “Someone from the climbing gym took pictures of us,  and  they’ll  be  using  one  of  them  in  their  advertising. 

They  sent  my  dad  an  email  letting  him  know.”  He  paused. 

“And the picture.” 

That  was  quick.  It  had  only  been  a  couple  of  days. 

Sandra’s  mind  whirled  as  she  tried  to  think  of  the ramifications  this  could  have.  She  came  up  blank,  still  not understanding why Blair was worried about this. 

Blair’s  fingers  tapped  across  his  phone  screen,  and  then he held it out to her. 

She reached out to take it, but then hesitated for a second, suddenly not knowing if she wanted to see what Blair had to

show her. Her fingers wrapped around the phone. 

What  she  saw  took  her  breath  away.  The  picture  was  of them hanging midair, Blair’s arms around her as they kissed. 

He was in his suit and she in her dress. 

It was beautiful. 

No  wonder  the  climbing  gym  wanted  to  use  it  in  their marketing. 

Sandra couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she handed it back. “I’ll have to check my email when I get home.” 

Blair  slipped  his  phone  back  into  his  pocket.  “My  mom saw it.” 

Oh. 

But  was  that  so  bad?  So  what  if  Sandra  and  his  mom weren’t  exactly  on  friendly  terms?  Okay,  that  was  an understatement. They couldn’t stand each other. But her son was turning eighteen soon, and he was graduating in a few months, and it wasn’t like there was a lot his mom could do about it. 

Unless…

“Why did you ride here with Amanda?” 

Blair’s lips pulled into a frown, like he was reliving a bad memory. “It was the only way she’d let me leave the house. I told her I had plans and was meeting people at Twisters, but she knew it was only one person I was planning on meeting

—you.  So  I  lied  and  said  I  was  going  with  Cameron  and Amanda.”  He  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “To  make  me prove  it,  she  told  me  I  could  have  them  pick  me  up—no sense having everyone drive separately.” 

“I  see.”  Sandra  folded  her  arms  and  looked  up  at  the starry  sky,  a  wave  of  disappointment  hitting  her.  Sandra liked  Blair.  A  lot.  But  no  matter  her  feelings,  this  wasn’t going  to  work.  His  mother  was  an  impenetrable  barrier. 

What  were  they  going  to  do,  sneak  out  every  time  they wanted  to  see  each  other?  Have  Cameron  and  Amanda  tag

along  on  all  their  dates?  Assuming  Blair  wanted  to  go  out with her again. 

She  blew  out  a  frustrated  breath.  “Well,  I  guess  that’s that.” 

Blair  took  a  step  forward,  his  brows  furrowed. 

“Seriously?” 

Sandra threw her arms in the air. “What do you want me to  say?  That  I  like  you?  That  we  should  pull  a  Romeo  and Juliet so we can be together forever?” 

“A  little  heavy  on  the  drama,  don’t  you  think?”  Blair’s brows  relaxed  and  he  gave  her  a  half-smile.  “Anything Shakespearean  should  probably  be  shelved.  Things  rarely turn out well for his characters.” 

Sandra’s  frustration  slipped  away,  and  she  realized  how ridiculous she must have sounded. “I’m sorry, it’s just that…

we’ve only been on one date.” 

“And?” 

Was  she  really  going  to  have  to  spell  this  out  for  him? 

“And we’ve seen each other at parties and school and stu , but I really don’t know anything about you.” 

“And?” 

Did  he  really  not  get  where  she  was  going  with  this?  “If it’s this hard just to go on a second date, maybe…” 

His  eyes  clouded  with  understanding.  “Maybe  it’s  not worth the e ort?” 

When he put it that way, it made her look like a big jerk. 

But  that  was  what  she  had  been  saying,  wasn’t  it?  Sandra gave a small nod. 

To  her  surprise,  Blair’s  eyes  cleared,  and  his  smile returned. “I really like you, Sandra. That’s a scary thing for me—to really like a girl I go out with.” 

Sandra stared. He’d never liked the girls he’d dated? “Are you trying to tell me—” 

He held up a finger, indicating he wasn’t done yet. “I’m putting  myself  out  there.  You  know,  with  the  whole expressing,” he swallowed hard, “feelings…and stu .” 

Okay, that was just adorable. 

Blair continued. “Saturday was one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time. And I’m not willing to turn my back and pretend it didn’t happen, just because my mom has issues.” 

“So,  you’re  saying  you’re  not  allowed  to  date  me,  but you’re  willing  to  go  behind  her  back  to  give…”  Sandra pointed  at  herself  and  then  at  Blair.  She  couldn’t  bring herself to say ‘us.’ That seemed so formal. Terrifying, even. 

“…a shot?” 

Blair  grimaced,  and  Sandra  wondered  if  she’d  said something  wrong.  “It’s  not  just  dating  you  that’s  the problem.”  He  looked  away.  “I’m  not  allowed  to   see  you. 

She’s gone so far as to tell me that if I need something from the library, she’ll pick it up for me.” 

Sandra’s  throat  constricted,  and  she  had  a  hard  time breathing.  Blair’s  mom,  the  principal  of  her  school,  hated her that much? This wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. And it was painful. How could someone think so little of Sandra? 

Moisture  sprang  to  her  eyes,  and  she  shook  her  head  in frustration,  anger  replacing  the  pain.  “She  can’t  hold  you hostage.” 

“No,  but  she  pays  for  my  phone,  which  means  she  can track it.” 

Blair  was  willing  to  defy  his  mother  to  be  with  her.  And considering who his mother was, that was pretty impressive. 

And Sandra couldn’t deny she had feelings for him in return. 

Yeah, she and Blair had only gone out on one date, but it had been  enough  for  Sandra  to  know  she  wanted  more.  Lots more. 

There had to be a way to be able to see him. 

Sandra’s  thoughts  screeched  to  a  halt  when  she  realized there was. And she couldn’t see any other way around it. 

With a dramatic groan, she stomped the ground with her foot. 

Blair  took  a  step  toward  her,  looking  slightly  alarmed. 

“What?” 

Her shoulders slumped as she said, “Looks like my brief reprieve  from  school  is  over.  And  I  haven’t  even  finished season three of  Love Triangle yet.” 

“Love Triangle?” Blair did not look impressed. 

“Hey, don’t judge.” 

He  snorted.  “As  long  as  you  don’t  judge  my  weirdly obsessive fascination with turtles.” 

It was Sandra’s turn to be surprised. “Really?” 

“Oh, yeah. Did you know they actually have a turtle of the month calendar? It’s awesome.” 

For some strange reason, this news made Blair even more attractive than he already was, and she hadn’t thought that was possible. “I’ll have to see it sometime.” 

He grinned. “Yes, you should.” He paused, and his smile slipped. 

Oh,  right.  Sandra  would  probably  never  see  the  inside  of Blair’s  house,  with  the  whole  ‘forbidden  to  see  each  other’

thing. 

Blair  studied  her.  “Did  you  say  you’re  coming  back  to school?” 

Sandra  grimaced  at  the  thought.  “Yeah.”  Her  tone conveyed  how  not  happy  she  was  with  that  decision.  “Your mom  can  track  your  phone  all  she  likes,  but  she  can’t  stop you from going to school.” 

“And if you’re there…” 

“Then  she  can’t  stop  you  from  seeing  me,”  Sandra finished. 

Blair  pushed  away  from  the  wall.  “I  can’t  ask  you  to  do that.” 

“Why not?” 

“That’s  a  big  decision  to  make  for  something  that’s  so new.” 

Sandra  folded  her  arms,  suddenly  realizing  how  cold  it was. 

He must have mistaken her silence because he continued as if he’d o ended her. “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate it. 

Just…think about it.” 

Sandra  had  thought  he’d  be  thrilled  with  the  idea.  He hadn’t  exactly  been  supportive  when  she’d  announced  she was  dropping  out  in  the  first  place.  “Why  are  you  trying  to convince me to not go back to school?” 

Blair  looked  away  as  he  gave  a  small  shrug.  “You  don’t want to be there, do you?” 

Not really. But she had to admit she was starting to miss spending time with her friends at lunch or goofing o  in the halls  between  classes.  Heck,  she  was  even  missing  the classes themselves. Most of them were a complete waste of time, but she loved learning, and watching reality TV all day wasn’t really doing it for her. 

And of course, there was Blair. He was a very convincing reason to go back to school. 

“I have better reasons to go back than not.” 

His expression took on a hopeful gleam. “Oh, yeah?” 

She returned his smile. “One of which is standing right in front of me.” Oh wow, that was bold. 

“And  what’s  the  other  reason?”  he  asked,  taking  a  step toward her. His eyes teased her, like he was challenging her to  come  up  with  another  reason.  He  probably  assumed  he was the only one. He had good reason to think that. 

It didn’t matter how many o cial dates they’d been on, Sandra  had  spent  enough  time  with  him  over  the  past  few

months—even if a lot of it had been at a distance—to know she  had  fallen  for  Blair.  Yeah,  he  was  hot,  but  he  was  so much more than that. She’d seen his sense of humor, but he never used it to be mean or rude. He was always kind. Sandra also  knew  he  wasn’t  afraid  of  hard  work—she’d  seen  that side  of  him  when  they’d  been  working  on  the  set  for  the school’s  Christmas  play.  He  was  spontaneous,  ditching  the Valentine’s dance and going along with her crazy ideas, not to mention an amazing kisser. 

And yet, Principal Howell still managed to interfere with Sandra’s thoughts. 

Ugh. 

Why  couldn’t  Sandra  just  enjoy  seeing  where  this relationship  went  without  bringing  Blair’s  mom  into  it? 

Because Principal Howell kept inviting herself in where she wasn’t wanted. 

Blair’s  teasing  smile  had  faded  and  was  replaced  by curiosity. Sandra took a step back, needing a little space from his intense gaze. She hadn’t realized how close she’d been to the  edge  of  the  sidewalk,  however.  She  stumbled  o   the sidewalk and over the curb. 

Blair  reached  out  and  grabbed  her  hand,  steadying  her. 

“You okay?” His fingers tightened around hers as he pulled her back onto the sidewalk. She stopped just in front of him. 

“Yeah, I just felt dizzy for a moment.” Her voice came out breathless. 

“Yeah, that’s been happening to me too. Funny thing is, it didn’t  start  until  the  night  of  the  dance,”  he  said  with  an adorably  awkward  wink.  “If  this  relationship  goes  much further, I may need to see a doctor about it.” 

Sandra’s stomach flipflopped. “Did you just say we have a relationship?” 

Blair  hesitated,  like  he  was  unsure  what  the  correct answer  was.  “Maybe.  Does  that  bother  you?  Because  if  it

does,  I  can  totally  take  this  thing  slow.  Like,  really slow. So slow you won’t even know we are dating.” 

Sandra  laughed.  “I  believe  you,  considering  your obsession with turtles.” 

Blair  held  up  a  finger.  “Fascination.  Not  obsession.  I’m not  crazy  like  those  people  who  have  turtle  sheets  on  their beds or anything like that.” 

“Or turtle lamps, turtle posters, turtle…” Sandra paused, her  eyes  widening  when  she  realized  Blair’s  gaze  had dropped  and  his  cheeks  had  reddened.  “Oh  my  gosh,  you totally do!” She clapped her hands, loving that Blair wasn’t the totally cool jock he portrayed himself to be at school. 

Blair hung his head. “I do.” He paused, his lips clamped shut like there was something else he felt he needed to tell her,  but  didn’t  want  to.  Sandra  eyed  him,  knowing  he  was hiding something. When his gaze met hers, the words burst from his lips like a cannonball. “And I totally lied about the turtle  sheets.”  Blair  clapped  a  hand  over  his  mouth  like  he couldn’t believe he’d just told her that. 

Sandra  grinned  and  linked  an  arm  through  his.  Before they  rejoined  the  others  inside  Twisters,  she  said,  “I  think this is the beginning of a beautiful and completely forbidden friendship.” 

He eyed her. 

“I mean relationship.” 
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Blair scanned the hallways, then checked his phone, then looked  back  at  Sandra’s  locker.  She’d  said  she’d  be  at school  by  now.  Dread  settled  in  his  stomach.  Maybe  she’d changed her mind. He wouldn’t blame her. The only reason she’d  agreed  to  come  back  to  school  was  for  him,  and  that was  a  poor  reason,  in  his  opinion.  Sandra  had  been  right when  she’d  said  they  didn’t  know  each  other  well.  But  he knew the furrowed look she got when using a drill, wanting the project to turn out just right. She was never satisfied with

‘good  enough.’  It  seemed  that  was  how  she  approached everything in life—never being satisfied with doing less than her best. 

On  several  occasions,  he’d  overheard  her  talking  with Amanda  and  Gracie  at  lunch  about  various  injustices  going on  in  the  world  around  them—she’d  vented  about everything  from  domestic  abuse  and  child  hunger  to  oil spills in the ocean. 

That was how he knew Sandra hadn’t cheated. She never would  have  even  been  tempted.  She  was  all  about  righting the wrongs in the world, not being the cause of them. 

But she didn’t allow very many people to see that side of her.  Maybe  if  she  did,  she  wouldn’t  have  gotten  into  the

situation she had with his mom. 

No,  he  wasn’t  going  to  let  his  mom  o   the  hook  that easily. Even if his mom hadn’t had the chance to see Sandra through the lens he had, she shouldn’t have written Sandra o  without giving her a chance. This, of course, went beyond the test Sandra had supposedly cheated on—his mom wasn’t giving  Sandra  a  chance  as  a  person.  She  was  too  worried about  her  own  image  to  allow  someone  as  eccentric  as Sandra to have a place in her world. 

But  Blair  wasn’t  going  to  allow  that  narrow-minded attitude to continue through him. 

He  checked  his  phone  again.  The  bell  would  ring  any second.  With  a  disappointed  shu e,  he  began  working  his way toward class. 

“Miss me?” 

Blair  straightened  and  turned  toward  the  voice.  Sandra stood there, looking her usual radiant self. And yet there was something  di erent  that  he  couldn’t  place  right  away.  “I didn’t think you were coming.” 

She  grabbed  his  hand,  as  though  not  at  all  aware  of  the stares she was garnering. “You thought you could get rid of me that easily?” 

“I would never want to.” He held her hand tight, as if she were  the  only  thing  the  mattered.  But  part  of  him  was acutely aware of everything going on around them. He tried to relax, to not worry about anyone else, but it was no use. 

“You worried about your mom seeing us?” Sandra asked. 

He glanced at her and realized she’d been watching him, her gaze soft but curious. “Sorry.” 

She  didn’t  seem  upset,  though.  She  gave  his  hand  a reassuring squeeze and then let go. “No worries. I totally get it. I mean, I’m not the one who has to live with her. I’d much rather be in my shoes than yours.” 

Sandra had a point, and she went straight to it, as usual. 

He  laughed.  “She’s  not  so  bad.”  Sandra  raised  a  skeptical eyebrow. “Most of the time,” he clarified. 

Blair  grabbed  Sandra’s  hand  again,  not  wanting  her  to think  he  was  embarrassed  to  be  seen  with  her.  He  looked down  at  their  entwined  hands,  and  that  was  when  he realized  what  was  di erent.  He  stopped  abruptly  in  the middle  of  the  hallway,  forcing  several  students  to  sidestep them. “Your wristbands.” 

They  weren’t  there.  In  fact,  not  only  were  Sandra’s wristbands missing, but her clothes were…normal. No skulls. 

No classic rock band logos. Just a light blue sweater and tight jeans.  She  looked  amazing,  and  they  fit  her  in  all  the  right ways. But these clothes, they weren’t…her. 

Sandra’s  cheeks  were  tinged  with  pink  as  she  pulled  the sleeves  further  down  over  her  wrists.  “Didn’t  feel  like wearing them today.” She said it as if it were no big deal, but Blair  knew  better.  He  had  never  seen  her  without  her wristbands. 

Blair  leaned  in,  hoping  Sandra  saw  the  sincerity  in  his eyes when he said, “You don’t need to change. I don’t want you to.” 

Sandra  held  his  gaze  for  a  moment  before  turning  and starting back down the hall. She pulled on his hand, and he followed. 

The  bell  rang  just  as  they  reached  his  classroom.  They paused  just  outside  the  open  door.  Now  that  he  thought about it, he had no idea where Sandra’s first class of the day even  was.  She’d  be  late  for  sure,  but  he  had  a  feeling  she didn’t care much. 

“I’ll  see  you  at  lunch?”  she  asked,  her  eyes  wide  and hopeful. It made Blair’s heart beat faster than it was meant to. “Same place, same channel.” 

Sandra’s  eyes  crinkled  as  she  smiled.  “Same  place, maybe, but it feels like a very di erent channel.” 

“Oh, yeah?” 

“A better channel.” She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek before walking away. 

Blair watched until she’d disappeared around the corner. 

“Are you planning on joining us today?” his teacher asked from behind him. 

Blair  tore  his  gaze  away  from  where  Sandra  had disappeared.  His  teacher  stood  there,  his  hand  on  the doorknob, ready to close the door. 

“Oh,  yeah.  Of  course.”  Blair  hurried  into  the  classroom and slid into his seat to a chorus of catcalls. 

WHEN BLAIR WALKED into the lunchroom, his gaze immediately zoned in on Sandra, who was walking to their usual table. He tried  to  keep  his  heart  rate  steady,  but  it  was  impossible. 

After  grabbing  his  food,  Blair  turned  toward  the  table  and saw  that  their  other  friends  had  already  filled  in  and  there was one empty seat. Next to Sandra. 

Of  course  he  should  sit  next  to  her—he  wanted  to.  But they hadn’t shown a ection in front of their friends before. 

His breathing turned shallow at the thought, something that had never happened before. Blair didn’t usually struggle with public displays of a ection. But Sandra was di erent, as had been evidenced time and time again. 

Sandra’s gaze landed on him, and she smiled. He slipped in next to her. 

“Hey,”  she  said  as  she  took  a  large  bite  of  pizza.  She didn’t squeeze his arm or lay a hand on his leg or anything. 

That helped take the pressure o . 

“Hi.” And that was the extent of their flirting. Blair kept himself busy by mixing together ketchup and mayonnaise on his plate. As he stuck a fry in the mixture, Sandra raised an eyebrow. “What?” he asked. He did this every day at lunch. 

The only thing that could make it better was a few drops of hot sauce. 

“That’s an interesting combination.” 

Cameron and Amanda shared a look. “You’ve never seen Blair and his culinary creations?” Cameron asked. 

Sandra  hesitated,  seeming  unsure  of  how  she  should answer. “Um…no?” 

“I’ve  always  sat  further  down  the  table,  next  to  you,” 

Blair told Cameron, coming to Sandra’s rescue. Though it did pain  him  that  she’d  never  noticed…that  her  gaze  had  never found him, the way his always found her. “Here. Try it.” He dipped  one  of  his  fries  in  the  concoction  and  extended  it toward her. 

She  looked  to  Gracie  and  Amanda,  as  if  they  could  help her.“Nope. You’re not getting out of this one,” Gracie said with  a  grin.  “Now  that  you  guys  are  dating,  you  get  to  do things you wouldn’t normally do. Like eat weird things when they are o ered to you. At least it’s not a chocolate-covered pickle.” Her eyes focused on something in the distance, like she was reliving a memory, and she shuddered. 

At  the  mention  of  Sandra  and  Blair  dating,  Sandra’s cheeks tinged with pink, and her gaze dropped as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Apparently she wasn’t sure how to act around their friends either. 

“Where  are  your  wristbands?”  Amanda  demanded, grabbing Sandra’s wrist, nearly knocking over her chocolate milk  carton.  Amanda’s  eyes  were  wide  as  she  looked  inside Sandra’s sleeves, as if they could hide the spikes. “How could I have not noticed?” 

Sandra’s  cheeks  went  from  a  light  pink  to  a  deeper  red. 

“It’s not that big of a deal,” she muttered, and her attention was  suddenly  so  focused  on  her  plate  that  it  seemed  she’d never  seen  anything  so  interesting  as  her  leftover  pizza crust. 

“I  haven’t  seen  you  without  them  in  nearly  two  years,” 

Amanda  said,  not  letting  up,  despite  the  fact  that  Sandra’s discomfort had spread to everyone else sitting at the table. It was clear that Sandra didn’t want to talk about it, and when her gaze slid from her tray to Blair, it said  rescue me. 

It only took a heartbeat, which was still going ridiculously fast,  for  Blair  to  decide  what  to  do.  “It’s  so  hot  in  here. 

Anyone else want to eat outside with me?” 

Cameron  was  the  only  one  to  look  at  him.  Amanda  and Gracie  were  still  transfixed  by  Sandra’s  lack  of  wristbands. 

“It’s freezing out there.” 

“It’s  not  that  bad.”  Yes,  it  was.  Blair  really  should  have thought of something else to get Sandra out of there, but it was too late now. 

Sandra didn’t seem to mind because she jumped from her chair and said, “I’ll come. Just let me grab my coat from my locker.” 

Blair  was  just  about  to  suggest  that  he  could  keep  her warm, but then blushed at the thought. 

Their  friends  stared.  “You’re  done  eating,”  Amanda finally pointed out, nodding at Sandra’s empty tray. 

Sandra  paused  for  just  a  moment  before  saying,  “But  I haven’t had dessert yet.” 

As  if  to  prove  her  point,  she  strode  to  the  front  of  the cafeteria and got back in line. 

“I  guess…I’ll  catch  up  with  you  guys  later,”  Blair  said, picking up his tray and walking backward a couple of steps before  turning  and  hurrying  to  where  Sandra  stood  in  line. 

He  reached  her  just  as  she  stepped  out,  a  brownie  in  hand. 

“We don’t really have to eat outside,” he whispered. “It just seemed like you needed an escape.” 

Sandra gave him a grateful smile. “I did. Thank you.” She peeled the wrapping o  a corner of her brownie and nibbled on  the  edge  while  they  walked  toward  her  locker.  She  gave him a side glance. “I’ve made things awkward, haven’t I?” 

“Not at all.” Blair had been curious about the wristbands as  well,  but  he  didn’t  dare  ask  now.  Not  after  seeing  her reaction when Amanda had asked. Of course, Amanda hadn’t exactly been tactful about it. 

When they reached Sandra’s locker, she spun the dial and opened it. She reached in, but her hand hesitated just next to her  coat.  He  placed  his  hand  on  hers  and  interlaced  their fingers. 

“Like I said, I’m not going to make you go out there. We’d have to be nuts to voluntarily go out in that ice box.” 

Sandra laughed, but when she tilted her head up and met his gaze, her laughter died away and a shy smile replaced it. 

“If  we  stay  here,  Amanda  and  Gracie  will  know  we  just wanted to get away. They’ll be back any minute.” 

Blair hesitated before saying, “I know a place.” 

Sandra  closed  her  locker  and  turned  to  follow  him,  not even  asking  where  they  were  going.  Her  features  held  an open trust, and Blair hoped he was worthy of it. 

He  led  Sandra  to  the  other  end  of  the  school,  and  after quickly checking to make sure no one was around, he opened the double doors that led to the pool. Technically it was only supposed  to  be  used  for  team  practices  or  P.E.  classes—

things where a teacher was present. 

But they wouldn’t be long, and it was the warmest place in the whole school, since the pool was heated. 

Sandra took a tentative step toward the edge of the pool. 

She studied the water. “It’s so clear.” 

Blair walked over to the bleachers and, after sitting down, set his lunch tray down next to him. “This is when I love it best—when it’s quiet and the water is still.” 

“I can see why.” Sandra sat on the bleacher next to him, her shoulder touching his. It sent a thrill through Blair that he tried to quiet. She no longer nibbled on the brownie, but instead  unwrapped  it  and  shoved  half  of  it  in  her  mouth.  A few crumbs dropped on her sweater. 

Blair  tried  to  stifle  a  smile,  loving  how  comfortable Sandra  seemed  to  be  with  herself—not  putting  up  any pretenses for anyone. 

“What?” she asked around a mouthful of chocolate. 

“Nothing,”  he  said,  no  longer  hiding  his  grin.  “I’m  just happy you’re here.” He paused, inwardly kicking himself for being so blunt. “You know, at school.” 

Sandra  watched  him  as  she  chewed,  like  she  was considering  what  he  had  said,  then  bumped  him  playfully with  her  shoulder.  “Me  too.  I  was  nervous  about  coming back,  even  though  it’s  only  been  a  week  and  a  half,  and  no one probably even noticed I was gone in the first place.” 

Blair bumped her in return. “I noticed.” 

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling so wide, it took up most of her face. “Besides you. And your mom.” 

He  grimaced.  It  was  a  knee-jerk  reaction  whenever someone  at  school  mentioned  his  mom,  because  it  wasn’t usually a good thing, and he hated being associated with the principal.  Blair  had  been  fine  with  his  mom  working  as  a teacher and then principal’s assistant, because it hadn’t been at his school. He often wished she’d never gotten the job as principal. Yeah, it had been a pay raise, but he’d been happy with what they’d had. Before all this. 

“I’m  sorry,  I  didn’t  mean  it  like  that,”  Sandra  said quickly. 

Blair  dipped  his  fry  into  his  special  sauce.  “I  know.  It’s just…hard.” 

“I’ve  made  it  harder  for  you,”  she  said,  her  voice  quiet. 

Her gaze landed on the crumpled wrapping from the brownie she held in her hand. 

“You’ve  made  life  better,”  he  said  a  little  too  forcefully, and  Sandra’s  gaze  snapped  up  in  surprise.  Okay,  he  needed to tone it down a bit. All those pent-up emotions he’d tried to  keep  hidden  were  just  begging  to  escape.  All  those  lost relationships and the invites to parties that had never come, because  people  were  afraid  he’d  tell  his  mom  on  them…

they’d been locked away for a long time. 

Blair  forced  himself  to  not  look  away  and  to  soften  his voice as he added, “And if my mom can’t see that, that’s her loss. Not mine.” 

Sandra placed her wrapper on Blair’s tray, then rested her hand on his knee, her eyes searching his. The warmth of her touch spread through him until he wondered if he’d need to go outside after all, to cool o . 

“Promise?” she asked. 

“Pinky promise,” he said, holding out his hand. 

She hooked her pinky through his, but instead of shaking on it, like Blair expected, she used their entwined pinkies to pull  him  closer.  “Maybe  we  should  kiss  on  it  instead,”  she said, her lips pulling up into a crooked smile. 

And then that was exactly what she did. Kiss him. It was short and gentle, not at all like their first kiss, but somehow this one seemed to hold more meaning. 

Sandra  pulled  away,  and  then  seemed  embarrassed.  He felt  the  same  way—still  feeling  his  way,  traversing  the beginnings  of  a  new  relationship.  But  he  also  saw  his  own hope and excitement mirrored in her eyes. 

They both gave an awkward laugh, but then Blair wrapped his  arm  around  her  shoulders  and  pulled  her  in  close, 

wanting  to  convey  how  much  he  wanted  to  be  with  her,  in not so many words. 

Sandra  snuggled  into  him,  then  reached  for  one  of  his fries.  “I  guess  this  means  it’s  time  I  try  out  your  special sauce.” 

Blair  pulled  away  just  enough  that  he  could  look  at  her. 

She had a teasing glint in her eyes. “Really? No one else has ever  dared,  which  is  ridiculous  because  people  put  ketchup and mayonnaise on their burgers all the time.” 

“Yeah,  but  there  are  tons  of  flavors  competing  with  and complementing  each  other.  With  fries…well,  it’s  just  the fries.” Sandra dipped the fry into Blair’s sauce, and then held it up and examined it, as if she were Bilbo Baggins about to embark on a terrifying journey. 

Seconds ticked by as Blair watched her, waiting for her to either eat it or chicken out. He didn’t know why he felt like his reputation was on the line. Another moment later, a look of resolution passed across her face and she popped the fry in  her  mouth.  He  held  his  breath,  waiting  for  Sandra’s reaction. 

Her  hand  flew  to  her  mouth,  and  her  head  whipped toward him. “Oh. My. Gosh.” 

Was that a good ‘oh my gosh’ or a bad ‘oh my gosh?’ Blair couldn’t tell. 

“Seriously,  this  is  incredible,”  she  said,  snatching  up another of his fries and dipping it into the sauce. She gobbled that  one  down,  seeming  like  she  couldn’t  eat  them  fast enough. 

Blair  laughed,  and  warmth  filled  his  chest.  He’d  have  to remember  to  get  two  orders  of  fries  the  next  day.  “Hey,  I want some too,” he said, fighting her for them. 

“Fine,” she said, heaving a dramatic sigh. “You can have one.” She held a single fry out to him. 

He  tickled  her  side  and  pulled  her  back  in  close.  She snuggled back into him and they enjoyed the rest of his fries together.  He  wasn’t  sure,  but  it  seemed  like  the  fact  that she’d tried his special sauce—and loved it—was a sign that they  were  meant  to  be  together  and  that  everything  was going to turn out all right. 

Now he just had to figure out a way to convince his mom of it. 
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SANDRA

The week flew by, and Sandra had never been happier. 

Mostly.  As  she  got  ready  for  school  on  Friday,  she bypassed one of her Day of the Dead shirts for a conservative dark blue one. She bent down to tie her shoes but paused to finger her wrists. Her spiked bracelets had always gotten in the way, her shoelaces snagging on them. Sandra didn’t need to worry about that now, but as annoying as it had been, she missed it. 

It was worth it, though, if it meant being with Blair. She knew  he  didn’t  mind  her  bracelets  and  skulled  attire,  but when she’d committed to going back to school, she had also decided  that  if  dressing  like  a  normal  teenage  girl  would make things easier for both herself and Blair, she’d do it. 

And  it  had  worked,  thus  far.  Sandra  hadn’t  been  called into  the  principal’s  o ce  once  that  whole  week,  even  with her  and  Blair’s  increasing  displays  of  public  a ection.  It wasn’t anything crazy, but they’d become more comfortable with holding hands and small kisses in front of their friends. 

And it felt good. 

Sandra  now  looked  forward  to  school  every  day,  and  her heart  felt  light  today  as  she  hurried  through  the  halls, 

knowing  Blair  would  be  waiting  by  her  locker  like  he  had been every morning that week. 

She couldn’t stop the grin that burst across her face when he  came  into  view,  but  as  she  quickened  her  steps,  Sandra realized he wasn’t alone. Her grin faded and her steps slowed when  she  saw  it  was  Julianna  with  him.  Julianna’s  hand rested on Blair’s bicep, and she was laughing, like she had no idea that he and Sandra were dating. 

But Julianna totally knew. 

Ugly jealousy reared its head, and when their gazes met, Julianna  must  have  seen  it  radiating  from  Sandra,  because Julianna dropped her hand from Blair’s arm, gave him a little wave, then sped away before Sandra could get to them. 

“Hey,  princess,”  Blair  said  with  a  smile  when  he  turned and saw her. He pulled her in and placed a small kiss on her forehead. “I missed you.” 

“We texted until midnight, then again when we woke up this morning. I’m not sure how much you could have missed me,”  she  said,  trying  to  relax  in  his  arms.  The  image  of Julianna  touching  him  kept  her  from  being  completely successful. 

Blair  pulled  back  and  looked  her  in  the  eyes.  His  whole body radiated happiness. “As long as we’re apart, I’ll always miss you.” And then he grimaced. “That was so corny. Like, stupidly corny.” 

Sandra  laughed  and  was  finally  able  to  relax.  She  pulled Blair back in, and with her arms wrapped around his waist, she gave him a little squeeze. “I like corny.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” Sandra stayed nestled against his muscular chest

—thank goodness for the swim team—and she didn’t think she’d be able to let go. Forget class, she’d be fine just staying like this all day. 

Amanda’s  voice  broke  through,  ruining  the  moment. 

“Aww…you guys are so cute.” 

Sandra groaned and tucked her head down. “Make her go away.” 

“Hey, that’s not any way to talk about your best friend,” 

Amanda protested. She then made things more awkward by wrapping her arms around Sandra, creating a group hug that looked more like a Sandra sandwich. 

Blair  didn’t  seem  to  mind,  and  he  laughed,  but  Sandra wasn’t having any of it. 

“I think it’s time to go to class,” Sandra said, unravelling herself from Blair and ducking under Amanda’s arms. 

Gracie  had  just  walked  up,  and  her  lips  pulled  down  in disappointment. “Awww, I missed all the love.” 

“Take  a  road  trip  out  to  MIT.  I’m  sure  Markus  can  help you  out,”  Sandra  said.  “That’s  what  boyfriends  are  for. 

Not…”  She  gestured  between  herself,  Gracie  and  Amanda, and  wrinkled  her  nose.  “Don’t  get  me  wrong,  I  love  you guys…but sometimes there’s a little  too much love.” Sandra grabbed Blair’s hand and pulled him down the hall. He waved over  his  shoulder  at  her  friends,  then  wrapped  one  arm around her waist. 

“They’re  just  messing  with  you.  You  know  that,  right?” 

he asked. 

Sandra  tilted  her  head  to  look  at  him.  “What  do  you mean?” 

“They know all that stu  bugs you—that’s why they like doing  it.”  Blair  gave  her  a  smile  that  said  she  should  have known that. 

Ugh.  She  should  have  seen  that  her  friends  were  just teasing  her,  but  Sandra  was  still  so  awkward  about everything when Blair was around. 

“See you at lunch?” he asked as they stopped outside his classroom. He gave her a quick kiss. 

“Of  course.”  The  feel  of  his  lips  lingered,  and  she practically skipped all the way to her physics class. 

IT WAS at the end of Sandra’s third class, right before lunch, that  her  phone  started  vibrating.  And  kept  vibrating.  Dang, that was loud. She might as well have the volume up. Sandra struggled to get the phone out of her pocket to silence it. 

Why would someone be calling her during class? Unless it was her parents. They wouldn’t call unless there had been an emergency. 

Sandra finally freed her phone and held it under the desk, hoping  the  teacher  wouldn’t  notice  as  she  checked.  Except, she didn’t have any missed calls. Sandra did, however, have eight text messages waiting. And they were still coming in. 

Six from Amanda. 

Two…now three…nope, four from Gracie. 

What the heck? Weren’t they still in class? 

Sandra flicked through Amanda’s first. 

 I just saw the picture. Holy crap. 

 It’s  blowing  up  all  over  the  Internet.  You’re  going  to  be famous! 

 Why am I the last to see it? 

 You know that you and Blair can never break up now, right? 

 Not that I’m trying to freak you out. 

The last text only contained a link. 

Sandra clicked on it and was taken to the home page for the rock-climbing gym. 

And  there,  taking  up  her  entire  phone,  was  the  picture they  had  taken  of  her  and  Blair.  She  exited  the  site  and swiped through her social media accounts. 

Amanda  was  right.  The  picture  was  everywhere,  and someone  had  tagged  her.  Suddenly  Sandra  had  more  friend

requests and notifications than she knew what to do with. 

“Is  there  something  I  can  help  you  with?”  her  teacher asked, approaching her desk. 

Sandra slipped her phone into her pocket and smiled up at him. “Nope.” 

He glanced at the clock, as if ascertaining whether it was worth it to make a big deal out of Sandra having her phone out. There were only two minutes left in class, so he merely shook his head at her before walking away. 

She  should  have  felt  relieved,  but  instead  it  felt  as  if  a boulder sat in her stomach. 

Sandra’s  friends  thought  the  popularity  of  the  climbing picture  was  a  good  thing,  but  she  had  been  walking  a  thin line this last week, trying to stay under the radar. 

That picture was going to ruin everything. 
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BLAIR

Blair stared at the clock, willing it to spin faster. Two minutes until he’d be able to leave and see Sandra. That was when he noticed a lot of his classmates sneaking glances at  their  phones.  This  wouldn’t  have  been  unusual,  except that many of them then looked in his direction. 

Their calculus teacher didn’t seem to notice, as her back was  to  the  class  as  she  wrote  on  the  board.  She  rarely  did anything  but  write,  with  an  occasional  comment  to  break things up. The students just copied it down, then went home and  tried  to  figure  out  what  it  all  meant.  Blair  preferred  it this way; he learned better on his own. 

Blair pulled out his own phone, wondering if he’d missed something.  A  text  from  Cameron  awaited  him.  The  text didn’t say anything, only contained a link. 

He  clicked  on  it,  and  it  took  him  to  the  climbing  gym’s website.  And  there  it  was.  The  picture  they’d  taken  of  him and Sandra, kissing midair. Every time he saw it, he couldn’t believe  it  was  real—it  really  was  an  amazing  photo.  It  had somehow  captured  the  intensity  of  the  moment,  and  every time he looked at it—and he’d looked at it often since they’d sent it to his dad—he couldn’t help but relive that moment. 

It  had  been  one  of  the  best  memories  of  his  life,  and  he hoped for many more like it. 

“It was that good, huh?” a kid asked from the seat next to Blair. He had no idea what the kid’s name was, only that he was pretty sure the guy had copied o  Blair’s paper for every assignment they’d done thus far. 

“Huh?” Blair figured it was best to play dumb. 

“You’re grinning like it was your first kiss,” the kid said. 

Blair made a conscious e ort to straighten his smile out but  was  pretty  sure  he  had  failed.  The  kiss  had  been  that good. 

“Just laughing at whoever the schmuck is in the picture,” 

Blair  said.  Why  was  he  acting  like  the  guy  in  the  picture wasn’t  him—it  obviously  was.  Even  being  able  to  see  only half his face, everyone would know. 

The  kid  laughed  at  Blair.  “At  least  you  see  it  for  what  it really was. All the girls are falling over themselves, wishing they were that girl in the picture. You made us guys look like idiots. Next thing we know, our dates will be demanding to skip the next dance and go to the climbing gym.” 

“They will?” 

The  kid  looked  at  Blair  like  he  was  the  idiot.  “Of  course. 

They’re  all  going  to  want  a  picture  like  that,  and  we’ll  feel obligated to do it for them or we won’t get any action later.” 

Another guy a couple of seats down said, “Yeah, thanks a lot for that.” Sarcasm dripped from his words. 

Huh. 

Blair  turned  back  to  the  front,  hoping  they’d  leave  him alone. He didn’t want to know about whether the other guys at  school  would  or  wouldn’t  be  getting  ‘action,’  and  Blair certainly  didn’t  want  all  of  them  blaming  him  for  this  new expectation. It wasn’t like he’d planned it. 

How had everyone found out about the picture in the first place?  The  climbing  gym  wasn’t  even  in  Lakeview.  Which

meant  that  someone  had  seen  the  website  and  decided  to post it for everyone to see. Why had they even cared? A quick glance  at  social  media  told  Blair  he  was  right.  It  was everywhere. 

As  soon  as  the  bell  rang,  Blair  grabbed  his  bag  and  was the  first  one  to  leave  the  classroom.  He  ignored  the  calls from his teacher, asking if he’d been able to copy down all of that day’s notes. 

He needed to warn Sandra, if she didn’t know already. 

“So,  that’s  what  you  were  doing  instead  of  going  to  the dance.” Cameron appeared at Blair’s side and joined his best friend  in  pushing  their  way  through  the  crowded  hallway. 

“You could have told me, you know.” 

Blair felt embarrassed that he hadn’t, now that everyone had  seen  the  picture.  “Yeah,  I  know.  I  just—it’s  still  new, you know? I wanted to downplay it until I figured out what it all meant.” 

“Well,  there’s  no  way  to  downplay  it  now.”  Cameron laughed. “How do you think Sandra’s going to take it?” 

Blair  had  been  thinking  about  that  ever  since  he  got  the text. “She’ll drop out of school and never speak to me again. 

She probably thinks I’m the one who started it.” 

“Maybe, but you can just tell her it wasn’t you. Problem solved.”  Cameron  gave  Blair  an  appraising  look.  “I  totally understand now why you didn’t care about meeting up that night.” He lowered his voice. “That picture is  hot.” 

Heat  rushed  into  Blair’s  cheeks.  “It’s  all  right,”  he muttered. But he knew Cameron was right. It was totally hot, which  was  why  the  girls  at  school  were  swooning  and  the guys were planning his early demise. 

They were nearly to their lockers when Blair skidded to a stop, causing several people to trip in their attempt to sidestep  him.  He  didn’t  bother  moving.  Standing  at  his  locker was his mother, and next to her was Sandra. She didn’t look

as terrified as Blair felt she should. Maybe she was just really good  at  hiding  it,  because  Blair’s  heart  was  where  his stomach should be—and it was his own mother. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like for Sandra. 

His mom turned her glare on him. “Now that I have both of  you,  let’s  meet  in  my  o ce.  Now.”  She  was  in  full principal mode—there was no way this would turn out well. 

Blair’s  gaze  met  Sandra’s.  She  shrugged,  like  she  didn’t know what this was all about, and then turned to follow his mom. He wanted to yell for her to run—to save herself—but the words stuck in his throat. Even he was scared of his mom sometimes. 

His  mom  had  already  taken  a  few  steps  when  she  called over her shoulder, “Anytime now, Blair.” 

That put his feet into action. He quickened his steps so he could walk next to Sandra. He wanted to figure out what she knew. 

“Do you think this is about you coming back to school?” 

he whispered. 

Sandra  gave  him  a  quick  half-smile.  Blair  caught  a glimpse of her own nervousness before she quickly covered it up. “Could be.” 

They  reached  his  mom’s  o ce  quicker  than  Blair  would have  liked,  and  she  ushered  them  both  in.  “Sit,”  she  said, pointing to the two chairs that sat in front of her desk. 

Blair sat, but Sandra chose to remain standing. 

His  mom  studied  Sandra  for  a  moment,  then  turned toward Blair. His mom almost seemed like she couldn’t care less  whether  Sandra  sat  or  stood.  But  Blair  knew  better.  He saw the veins pulsing in his mom’s forehead—a telltale sign. 

“Would  you  like  to  explain  to  me  how  every  student  in this school has that picture of you and Sandra?” 

That  was  quick.  Blair  had  just  barely  seen  the  picture himself.  He  fidgeted  in  his  seat.  “I  doubt   every  student  has

seen it…” His voice trailed o  under his mom’s glare. 

“Why do you even care?” Sandra said, her tone letting his mom know exactly how little she herself cared. “Everyone is sharing their pictures from the dance.” 

Well, that was one mystery solved. Sandra knew about the picture. 

His  mom’s  glare  shifted  as  she  turned  to  face  Sandra. 

“Because he wasn’t supposed to be with you at that dance in the first place.” 

Sandra  folded  her  arms.  A  fierceness  had  replaced  any anxiety  Blair  had  thought  he’d  seen.  “Yeah,  so  I’ve  heard. 

Why  is  that  exactly—you  afraid  of  what  people  will  think? 

The  principal’s  son  going  out  with  the  goth  chick—the dropout?” 

That girl had a death wish. 

But  one  glance  at  his  mom’s  reaction,  and  he  knew Sandra  had  pegged  the  truth.  His  mom  was  afraid  of  what people would think. She was fairly new at the school, and the town had had their doubts when she’d gotten the job. 

Blair  dating  Sandra  was  an  embarrassment.  He  had tainted his mom’s reputation. 

But then understanding dawned in his mom’s expression, and  he  was  left  confused.  Did  she  not  already  realize  what Sandra was telling her? 

“It was you,” his mom said. “You sent out the picture.” 
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SANDRA

Sandra gaped. It hadn’t been her; she had no idea who had been  the  first  to  pass  around  the  picture.  But  Principal Howell wouldn’t believe her—she never did. 

Sandra  stared  at  a  spot  on  the  wall  just  beyond  the principal’s head. 

“Are you going to deny it?” the principal asked. 

Sandra  finally  lowered  her  gaze  until  she  made  eye contact  with  Principal  Howell.  “Would  you  believe  me  if  I did?” 

The  principal’s  gaze  softened,  and  she  shook  her  head. 

“What are you even doing back at school, Sandra?” 

“I  thought  you  wanted  me  back.  That’s  what  you  said—

you didn’t want me to leave.” Sandra’s tone conveyed mock innocence; she couldn’t help it. Principal Howell brought out the worst sides of her. 

The principal’s gaze hardened. “Your first week back and, conveniently  enough,  everyone  receives  that  picture—you want  everyone  to  know  you  are  dating  Blair.”  She  paused. 

“No, you wanted  me  to know you are dating him.” 

“Is that true?” Blair asked from the seat beside her. She continued to hold the principal’s gaze, not trusting herself to look  at  him.  She  didn’t  want  to  show  weakness  in  front  of

the  principal,  and  Sandra  knew  if  she  looked  at  him,  she’d lose it. 

“If  it   had  been  me,  I  wouldn’t  have  bothered  coming  to school,”  she  said.  “I  would  have  known  I’d  end  up  in  this o ce again—and trust me, this is not somewhere I had ever planned on returning.” She paused. “I have tried so hard, but it’s  never  enough  for  you.”  Sandra  unfolded  her  arms  and held  out  her  wrists.  “Notice  anything  missing?”  She  then pointed  to  her  plain  blue  shirt.  “Do  you  see  this?”  Sandra gave a quick shake of her head, trying to steel herself against the  tears  that  wanted  to  come.  “My  spiked  wristbands  and Day  of  the  Dead  shirts  are  important  to  me.  But  so  is  your son. And if giving those up meant you would allow me to be with  him,  I  figured  it  was  worth  it.”  Exhausted  from  her little speech, Sandra collapsed into the chair next to Blair. “I bet  you  don’t  even  know  what  Day  of  the  Dead  is,”  she mumbled as an afterthought. 

Principal  Howell  stared,  not  responding  at  first.  Finally, her gaze dropped and she picked up a pile of papers, like she was  about  to  organize  them  or  something,  but  Sandra suspected  it  was  just  to  give  herself  something  to  do. 

“Remove the picture from your social media accounts.” The principal glanced up. “And for what it’s worth, I am glad to see you back at school.” 

Had the principal not heard anything Sandra had just told her?  “How  can  I  take  the  picture  down  when  I  never uploaded it in the first place?” She glanced at Blair and saw him  swiping  through  his  own  social  media  accounts.  She couldn’t believe it. He was checking to see if she was telling the truth—he didn’t believe her either. Sandra blinked back the hurt she felt. “I didn’t do it.” 

With a quick glance toward the principal, Sandra stood to leave.  To  her  surprise,  the  principal  didn’t  wear  the

triumphant  smile  Sandra  had  expected.  Instead,  Principal Howell looked troubled. 

Blair was still scrolling through pictures on his phone. He didn’t move to join her. 

WHAT HAD JUST HAPPENED? All she’d wanted was to come back to school so she could spend time with Blair and her friends. 

She  still  had  her  friends,  but  without  Blair,  it  all  felt pointless.  And  once  again,  it  had  been  his  mother  who  had ruined everything. 

When Amanda and Gracie found her twenty minutes later, she  was  sitting  on  the  floor,  her  back  against  her  locker, staring at a brown stain on the wall opposite her. 

“Hey,” Gracie said, sliding down to the floor next to her. 

She  had  a  plate  with  two  slices  of  pizza  on  it.  “You  missed lunch.” She handed the plate to Sandra. 

Amanda  slid  to  the  floor  on  her  other  side.  “Where’s Blair?”  She  looked  around,  like  she  expected  him  to materialize in front of them. 

Sandra squeezed her eyes shut. She would not break down in the middle of the hallway. Not now. 

Her tears didn’t care. They escaped anyway. 

Both  of  her  friends  stared,  shock  written  across  their features. 

She sni ed. “You staring at me is not helping,” she said before using the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her eyes. 

“Sorry,”  Amanda  said,  and  she  and  Gracie  wrapped Sandra  in  a  hug.  “We’re  just  surprised,  that’s  all.  Things seemed like they were going so well.” 

“And  after  seeing  that  picture  of  you  two…”  Gracie  said. 

She fanned herself with her hand. “Wowzers.” 

Amanda nodded in agreement but stopped abruptly when Sandra burst into a new round of tears. “I meant…you could do better.” She shot Sandra the most pathetic smile she had ever seen. 

“Blair thinks I spread the picture around online to make his mom mad.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. 

Gracie  wrinkled  her  nose  and  dug  through  her  backpack until  she  pulled  out  a  small  package  of  tissues  and  handed them to Sandra. 

“Did you?” Amanda asked as Sandra blew her nose. 

Sandra  stu ed  the  used  tissue  into  her  pocket  and frowned.  “No,  of  course  not.”  Her  tears  gave  way  to  anger. 

Did no one believe in her anymore? She stood, ready to leave. 

There had been a reason she’d left school behind—she never should have come back. And all because of a stupid boy. 

Amanda jumped to her feet. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 

She grabbed Sandra by the arm, like she could will Sandra to believe  her.  “I  only  wondered  if  you  posted  the  picture.  Of course  you  weren’t  doing  it  to  be  vindictive.  Anyone  who knows you would never think that.” 

The  anger  simmered  down,  though  it  remained  at  a  low boil.  “No,  I  didn’t  post  it.”  Sandra  removed  her  arm  from Amanda’s  grasp.  “But  I’d  like  to  know  who  did  so  they  can tell  Blair  the  truth.”  She  slung  her  backpack  over  one shoulder. “Not that it matters anymore.” 

“You’ve finally met the yin to your yang, and you’re not even going to give it a fighting chance?” Gracie asked. “I saw that picture—that is definitely something to fight for.” 

Sandra  gave  Gracie  a  sad  smile.  “Only  problem  is  that  it requires two people to salsa.” 

“Tango,” Amanda said. 

“Huh?” 

“The phrase is  it takes two to tango.” 

Sandra  furrowed  her  brow.  “It  also  takes  two  to  salsa. 

They’re both types of dancing; what does it matter?” 

Amanda shrugged. “I’m just sayin’…” 

Sandra shook her head violently, frustrated with how the whole  day  had  gone.  She  paused.  “Where  was  I  going  with this?” 

“You  were  talking  about  how  you  are  giving  up,”  Gracie pointed out helpfully. 

Right.  “This  is  all  because  of  Principal  Howell.  If  she hadn’t pulled us into her o ce and wrongfully accused me—

once again—then things would still be good between me and Blair.” 

“So, you need to prove her wrong,” Amanda said. 

No, Sandra just needed to be done with it. Because even if things were fixed between Sandra and Blair, his mom would always be there. Long after graduation, if Sandra ever visited Blair, Principal Howell would be there in the living room or the kitchen, always watching them. Sandra shuddered at the thought. 

But  this  wasn’t  all  Principal  Howell’s  fault.  Blair  hadn’t believed Sandra either—he hadn’t stood up for her. 

“I’m  tired.  I  should  probably  just  go  home,”  she  said. 

“Thanks  for  the  pizza.”  She  held  it  up  as  if  the  gesture emphasized her appreciation. 

Her friends watched helplessly as Sandra took her things and left. 

So much for coming back to school. 

Principal Howell would be thrilled. 
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BLAIR

Blair stared at his food, not hungry in the slightest. His mom  sat  across  from  him  at  the  dinner  table,  chatting like  everything  was  fine  and  normal.  He  noticed  she  didn’t bring up what had happened at school that day—or the way that Blair had just sat there, not saying anything in Sandra’s defense. 

Gabe  sat  next  to  their  mom,  silently  mimicking  her  and rolling  his  eyes  while  she  rambled  on  about  something  no one else cared about. Their dad’s attention was solely on his food. 

Blair should have said something in his mom’s o ce—he should  have  stood  up  for  Sandra.  He  had  meant  to  and  had been  scrolling  through  Sandra’s  accounts  to  show  that  she had been tagged in the photo but had never posted it herself. 

His  mom  was  inept  at  social  media  and  didn’t  know  the di erence. 

But  by  the  time  he’d  found  what  he  was  looking  for, Sandra had disappeared. He’d rushed out after her, but when he’d  found  her,  she’d  been  surrounded  by  Amanda  and Gracie. And she’d been crying. 

Blair  hadn’t  known  what  to  do.  Sandra’s  friends  were already helping her, and he hadn’t been sure if Sandra would

even  want  to  see  him.  It  was  because  of  his  mom  that  she was crying, after all. Or was it because of him? 

Maybe Blair should have taken that risk though. Because she’d  been  avoiding  his  calls  ever  since.  And  his  texts.  And his pleas for forgiveness. Sandra wanted nothing to do with him. 

“Are  you  even  listening?”  Blair’s  mom  asked,  breaking into his thoughts. 

Blair blinked a couple of times, taking a moment to focus in on her. “Who else would have the motivation to post that picture?” he asked. 

“Did  they  have  to  have  a  motivation?”  Gabe  said,  like Blair had asked the dumbest question in the world. “It could have  just  been  someone  who  saw  it  on  the  website  and thought it was wicked awesome.” 

Their mom frowned. “It was Sandra. We determined that earlier.” 

Blair glared at the piece of pot roast that sat on his plate, still untouched. All of this trouble because of a stupid picture and  a  meddling  mother.  Photos  were  shared  online  all  the time. And yet this one had sparked a special kind of insanity. 

Something pushed his chair backwards, jerking Blair and making  his  arm  land  hard  on  the  table.  “Ow,”  he  said, rubbing it. 

Gabe  smiled  as  he  retracted  his  foot.  “Mom  was  asking about your senior trip.” 

“Trip?”  It  hadn’t  even  crossed  Blair’s  mind.  He  knew  it was the type of thing that a lot of kids at school got excited about—their  last  adventure  before  real  life  smacked  them upside  the  head—but  Blair  wasn’t  planning  on  facing  real life. Not yet, anyway. “Oh, I’m not going.” 

Rather than seem disappointed, his mom looked thrilled. 

His dad gave Blair a subtle shake of his head—a warning. 

Uh-oh. 

“Perfect.  I  have  a  friend  who  has  a  friend  who  owns  a dude  ranch  in  Utah.  They’re  looking  for  students  to  work there over the summer, and I told her you’d be interested.” 

Blair stood, his elbow still stinging. “Really, Mom? A  dude ranch?” 

“Okay,  it’s  more  of  a  resort.  But  I  know  you’re  going  to love it. I did a similar thing after I graduated high school and it changed my life.” 

He gave a quick shake of his head, barely containing his annoyance. “Could you stop interfering for five minutes? Did it ever occur to you that I like my life—that I don’t want it to change?” 

Her  lips  parted  in  surprise,  but  he  didn’t  know  why  she acted so surprised. Couldn’t she see what she was doing? She was  always  taking  over  people’s  lives.  At  the  beginning  of their  senior  year,  after  Cameron  had  pulled  a  prank  on  the drama club, she had thrown him into the school play to teach him a life lesson. Okay, bad example, because Cameron then met Amanda and fell in love. Kudos to Mom for that one. But she was always trying to push Blair toward the right people, the  right  job,  the  right  life—what  if  he  didn’t  want  the

‘right’ things all the time? What if he wanted his life messy? 

What  if  he  wanted  to  date  a  girl  like  Sandra  and  to backpack across the world after graduation and to embark on an  aimless  mission  to  discover  who  he  was  without  his mother watching all the time? 

Amendment: He didn’t want a girl  like Sandra. He wanted the real deal. And Blair was going to figure out a way to get her back. 

“I  thought  you’d  think  it  was  fun,”  his  mom  said, sounding hurt. 

Blair released a long and exasperated sigh. “I don’t even know what a dude ranch is, Mom. What makes you think I’d

want to work at one? Have I ever expressed a desire to muck out horse stalls?” 

“That  is  not  what  you’d  be  doing,”  she  said,  suddenly defensive. “Riding horses is only one of the many activities the  guests  can  be  involved  with.  You  could  be  taking  them four-wheeling or to the archery range or shooting or fishing or  on  the  zipline  or  rappelling  in  the  canyon…  It’s  right outside  of  Zion  National  Park,  you  know…  Or  if  you  don’t want to work with the guests at all, you could…” 

Shooting? Rappelling? Blair didn’t know how to do any of that  stu .  “Mom?”  She  continued  talking  as  if  she  hadn’t heard him. “Mom.” She was still going. “Mom!” 

She  stopped  just  as  she  was  telling  Blair  how  he  could clean the guests’ cabins—wouldn’t that be fun? 

His mom frowned. “You’re not even giving it a chance.” 

“Because  none  of  what  you’ve  been  talking  about  is appealing  to  me.  At  all.  I  don’t  want  to  do  it.  Please…stop trying to make my life into what  you want it to be.” 

Gabe piped in, “I’ll go. Sounds fun!” 

“You’re  not  old  enough.”  Blair’s  mom  retrieved  a pamphlet  she’d  hidden  under  her  dinner  plate.  She  held  it out to Blair. “Will you at least consider it?” 

Blair didn’t move to take the pamphlet from her. “Why do you care so much if I make someone else’s bed or teach them how to shoot a gun—which I don’t know how to do, by the way. Haven’t you been trying to get me to apply myself so I don’t end up somewhere like this…this… dude ranch?” 

His  mom  shook  her  head,  but  she  didn’t  seem disappointed.  Instead,  she  looked  tired.  Like  the conversation  had  taken  too  much  of  what  little  energy  she had left at the end of the day. 

“I’ve been trying to get you to apply yourself so you have options, baby cakes.” 

Whoa. His mom just pulled out her pet name from when he’d  been  little.  That  hadn’t  happened  since—he  couldn’t remember the last time. “In order to have options, you need to  allow  me  to  have  access  to  them,”  he  said,  his  tone softening. “And not just the ones you deem fit.” 

She cleared the dirty dishes from the table, quiet. 

Blair picked up his own and carried them to the sink. 

“You  don’t  know  how  the  mistakes  you  make  now  will a ect the rest of your life,” she said. 

“I’ll take my chances.” 

His mom gave him one last long look. “Do you know what Day of the Dead is?” 

Blair was startled by the question. After a brief hesitation, he gave a quick shake of his head. 

“Me neither.” 

Blair  hurried  out  of  the  kitchen  and  up  the  stairs  to  his bedroom. An uncomfortable tension had settled downstairs, and he had to get out. 

DAY OF THE DEAD.  Día de los Muertos. 

Blair  had  had  no  idea  that  Sandra’s  shirts  had  been anything other than artsy skulls, but she had made a point of bringing up Day of the Dead in the meeting with his mother. 

It seemed like it was important to her, so he had looked it up. 

Blair stared at his phone screen, not wanting to read on. 

He was afraid of what it would say. 

Sandra’s  shirts  hadn’t  given  o   a  creepy  vibe,  but  Blair couldn’t  help  but  think  it  had  something  to  do  with  the occult.  He  didn’t  think  that  Sandra  would  be  involved  in something like that. 

But still, it was called Day of the Dead. 

And  if  there  was  anything  that  terrified  Blair,  it  was death. He hadn’t even been able to look into the casket at his grandmother’s funeral. It had been partly because he didn’t want to remember her like that—sti  and cold. That wasn’t the  grandmother  he  knew.  She  had  been  one  of  the  most energetic people he’d ever known. 

And  he  was  embarrassed  to  admit  that  there  had  been  a part of him that had expected her to pop up out of the casket and  scare  the  daylights  out  of  him.  That  would  have  been something Grandma JoJo would have done, and then have a good laugh about it. 

Blair  steeled  himself  and  then  read  the  first  line  of  the article he’d found online. And then the next. And the next. As he  read,  his  anxiety  lifted  and  he  discovered  a  newfound respect  for  Sandra.  He  followed  that  up  with  videos  and documentaries, not being able to get enough. 

Blair  finally  knew  how  to  prove  to  Sandra  how  much  he cared for her, and for the things that were important to her. 

Because  the  things  she  loved  had  just  become  a  part  of him as well. 

First  things  first.  He  needed  to  show  these  videos  to  his mom. 
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SANDRA

Sandra practically threw the book she was holding onto the shelf as she moved down the library aisles. After all they  had  shared  the  past  week,  how  dare  he  just  sit  there, looking  at  his  phone  while  the  principal— Blair’s  mom—

accused  Sandra  of…what,  exactly?  Posting  a  picture  online? 

Rubbing it in Principal Howell’s face that her son was dating the one girl that was o  limits? 

None  of  that  warranted  the  principal’s  reaction—or Blair’s lack of response. 

The whole situation was just stupid. 

“If  you  throw  one  more  book,  I’m  sending  you  home,” 

Mrs. Klemin said. She stood at the end of the aisle, her arms crossed. But she looked less angry and more concerned. 

“Sorry,” Sandra muttered. “Bad day.” 

Mrs. Klemin motioned for Sandra to follow her. 

Sandra was tempted to roll her eyes, but she settled for a grumble,  before  following  the  librarian.  They  sat  down  at  a secluded  table,  not  far  from  the  checkout  counter  so  they could keep an eye on it. 

Mrs.  Klemin  studied  Sandra.  “We  all  have  bad  days,  but it’s not like you to take it out on C.S. Lewis.” 

Sandra  gave  a  small  nod,  embarrassed  by  her  behavior. 

Mrs. Klemin was right. It wasn’t like Sandra. And she didn’t like being that type of person. “Sorry,” she mumbled. 

Mrs.  Klemin  chuckled.  “I’m  not  your  mother;  I’m  not going  to  ground  you.  What  I’m  more  concerned  about  is what’s going on.” 

If  only  Sandra  knew  the  answer  to  that  question.  She didn’t  have  any  definitive  answers,  but  she  was  pretty  sure she  had  just  lost  her  first  real  boyfriend,  and  she  hadn’t decided if she would show up to school on Monday, or ever again. 

Rather than give an answer, Sandra gave a small shrug. 

“All  right,”  Mrs.  Klemin  said,  leaning  back  in  her  chair, like  she  could  decipher  what  Sandra’s  gesture  meant.  “It’s either  boy  troubles  or  home  troubles.  I’m  going  to  go  with boy  troubles.”  Mrs.  Klemin  must  have  seen  the  panic  in Sandra’s expression, because she gave a satisfied nod. “Yup. 

That will do it. Though I have to say I’m surprised. You two seemed like you fit together so well.” 

“We did,” Sandra said, blinking back moisture. “Until his mom got in the way. She doesn’t approve of…” She gestured to  herself,  but  then  realized  she  wasn’t  even  wearing  her wristbands or skull T-shirt. This time, she couldn’t keep her emotions at bay. 

“Oh,  honey.”  Mrs.  Klemin  came  around  the  table  and pulled  Sandra  into  a  hug.  “If  his  mother  didn’t  approve  of you,  it’s  because  she  never  took  the  chance  to  get  to  know you. It’s hard being principal and having to be steward over so  many  young  lives.  Not  least,  of  course,  her  own  boys.” 

Sandra  pulled  back  in  surprise,  and  the  librarian  laughed. 

“It’s a small town, and I’ve been around a long time. I knew who  Blair  was  the  moment  I  saw  him,  and  I  know  his mother.” 

“Then you also know how awful she is,” Sandra said with a small sni . 

“No,  I  don’t.  Patricia  Howell  is  one  of  the  most  decent people I know.” 

Sandra  stared  at  the  librarian  in  disbelief.  How  could anyone have anything good to say about that woman? 

“That’s not to say she’s without her faults,” Mrs. Klemin continued,  taking  in  Sandra’s  stunned  expression.  “She’s been under a great deal of stress the past couple of years.” 

“Well, she shouldn’t take it out on me.” 

“I  agree  with  you  there.”  Mrs.  Klemin  paused.  “What does Blair have to say about all of this?” 

Sandra  averted  her  gaze,  not  wanting  to  admit  that  she had  no  idea,  considering  she  hadn’t  answered  any  of  his texts.  Or  returned  his  phone  calls.  “I’ve  kind  of  been avoiding him.” 

Mrs.  Klemin  clucked  her  tongue  in  disapproval  as  she shook her head, making Sandra feel even worse. “Looks like it’s not just your principal that is at fault here. How can you be mad at her when you won’t even talk to Blair?” 

“He had his chance, but he refused to stand up for me.” 

Sandra felt like a little kid as she slid back into the chair and folded her arms. “Blair chose his mom over me.” 

Mrs.  Klemin  threw  her  arms  in  the  air,  like  she  didn’t know  what  to  do  with  Sandra,  and  took  a  step  toward  the counter. She paused and turned back. “Maybe he did. But it sounds  like  he’s  trying  to  make  it  right.  Whatever  happens now, if you don’t give him a chance, it’s on you.” 

With  those  final  cruel  words  of  wisdom,  the  librarian hurried behind the counter to help a patron. 

It  took  another  minute  before  Sandra  slipped  out  her phone,  though  not  without  grumbling,  “I  hate  when  she’s right.” 

SANDRA WATCHED Blair walk up her walkway, and she couldn’t remember a time she’d felt more nervous. Actually, yes she could. Last night, when’d she’d called Blair from the library. 

She’d been so anxious as the phone rang, she’d thought she might throw up. But she hadn’t, and she’d gotten through it. 

Which had led to this moment. Oh, why hadn’t Amanda or Gracie picked up their phones when she’d called? Maybe they could  have  talked  her  down,  or  at  least  helped  her  through some  deep  breathing  exercises  so  Sandra’s  hands  wouldn’t be so sweaty. She wiped them on her pants, then combed her hair with her fingers. Her wristbands caught in her hair, and she yelped as they pulled a few hairs lose. 

It  had  been  Blair  who  had  insisted  she  wear  her wristbands  and  Day  of  the  Dead  T-shirt.  Sandra  smiled.  It was good to be back. 

Because  it  was  Saturday,  the  library  had  closed  early.  As soon as Sandra had gotten o  work, she’d hurried home in preparation  for  their  date.  Or…whatever  this  was.  Blair  had said he’d like to talk. In person. 

So, maybe not a date. A farewell? 

Sandra hoped not, but she didn’t see how they could get past all their…issues. AKA, his mother. 

Blair now stood on her front porch, but he didn’t move to knock on the door. He was probably as nervous as she was. 

The sky was darkening, and he seemed to be lost in thought, watching the sunset. 

He looked a lot smaller right then, his hands stuck in his front pockets. Nothing like the muscular swimmer he was. 

Sandra moved to open the door but hesitated, wondering if he needed this time to himself. He turned and noticed her watching him from the window. Blair blinked in surprise, but then gave her a half-smile and a small wave. 

Her  heart  melted.  Just  a  little.  Okay,  a  lot.  It  was  now  a puddle at her feet. She opened the door. 

They stared at each other for a moment before Blair said, 

“Hi.” 

“Hi.” 

It  was  another  awkward  moment  before  he  said,  “You ready to go?” 

Sandra was unsure if she was ready or not, but she gave a quick  nod  and  forced  her  feet  forward.  She  missed  how comfortable  they  had  been  with  each  other  the  past  week. 

Actually,  just  yesterday,  now  that  Sandra  thought  about  it. 

Had  it  really  only  been  yesterday  afternoon  that  everything had fallen apart? It felt longer. 

So. Much. Longer. 

She  followed  him  to  his  car  and  waited  as  Blair  opened her door for her. She slid in, and he shut it for her. 

And then there was silence. 

There was so much Sandra wanted to say but didn’t know how. Blair held the steering wheel tight as he drove. Was he having the same problem? 

It was only a few short minutes later that Blair parked the car.In his driveway. 

Sandra’s gaze whipped to him. “I thought we were going out. To talk.” 

“We are. In a manner of speaking.” Blair glanced at her as he rubbed the back of his neck. 

Panic  took  hold  of  Sandra.  “Please  tell  me  you  didn’t bring me to your house so I can have another pow wow with your  mother.”  She  closed  her  eyes.  “Please.  Please  tell  me that’s not what this is.” 

“That’s not what this is.” 

Sandra first opened one eye, then the other. Blair held her gaze,  all  nervousness  having  seemingly  vanished.  He  took

her hand in his. 

“I  never  want  you  to  feel  like  you  need  to  be  anything other than who you are. No pretending.” He ran his fingers through  his  hair,  the  only  sign  that  he  was  as  flustered  as she felt. “I didn’t stand up for you the way I should have. I meant  to,  but  I  stayed  quiet  too  long.”  His  gaze  dropped. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Okay, he was seriously the cutest. 

Sandra  cursed  her  hormones.  She  needed  to  stay  strong, but looking down at their hands, she knew she’d already lost the fight. “Thank you,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze. 

“While  we’re  at  it,  I  think  I  have  my  own  things  I  need  to apologize for.” 

Before she had the chance, Blair shook his head. “Nope.” 

“Seriously?” 

He  ran  a  finger  over  her  knuckle  and  smiled.  “Yup. 

Because the time for apologies is over. I’d really like to start over, Sandra. The way it should have been in the beginning.” 

“I’d like that too.” As soon as she said it, she knew it was true. She wanted to give them—their relationship—another chance,  and  she  wasn’t  about  to  let  something  as  silly  as  a picture or a disapproving mother get in the way of what they had. Because, frankly, they were the cutest couple ever, and apparently social media agreed, if all the comments on their picture could be trusted. Who was she to argue? 

Blair  grinned  and  looked  like  he  wanted  to  kiss  Sandra, but he pulled back instead. “Come here, there’s something I need to show you.” 

Sandra’s heart plummeted as he got out of the car. Oh, no. 

When he had said he wanted to start things o  the way they should  have  been  in  the  beginning…he  hadn’t  meant spending more time with his mother, had he? 

He  was  walking  around  the  car  to  open  her  door,  so  it certainly seemed so. 

“I don’t know about this,” she said as soon as Blair had opened  the  door.  She  pushed  herself  against  the  seat,  like that could stop whatever was happening. “Walking into the lion’s  den  seems  a  bit  premature.”  If  she  had  to  talk  to Principal  Howell  right  now,  she  didn’t  know  if  their relationship could withstand another onslaught. Not so soon after the last one. 

Blair only smiled at her and held out his hand to help her out. Why wasn’t he worried? He should be. In fact, he should be terrified. 

“I—” 

“Please,”  he  said,  his  expression  earnest.  “I  know  I probably  don’t  deserve  it,  but  I  need  you  to  trust  me.  Just this once.” 

Sandra’s gaze flitted from Blair to his front door and back again. “If you break that trust, I’m walking away. And I don’t want you chasing after me.” 

“Deal.” He said it so quickly, it caught Sandra by surprise. 

He seemed so confident—so sure of himself and what he was asking of her—she couldn’t help but agree. 

“All right.” Sandra took his hand, and he helped her out. 

She  glanced  down  at  her  clothes,  and  she  absently  fingered the  spikes  on  her  wristbands.  They  used  to  bring  her comfort, but not at that moment. 

Blair  must  have  been  able  to  tell  what  she  was  thinking. 

“You  look  beautiful,  as  always.”  He  took  her  hand  and  led her to the front porch. “You ready?” 

“Not in the slightest.” 

He  gave  her  a  quick  smirk  before  opening  the  door  and letting her inside. 

Steeling  herself  for  a  fight  that  she  hoped  wouldn’t happen, Sandra stepped over the threshold. 

She froze, not understanding what she was seeing. 

Blair closed the door behind her and placed a hand on the small of her back. “Surprise,” he said as he led her forward. 

“But…how…” 

They  hadn’t  walked  into  Blair’s  living  room,  but  into  a celebration. Colorful banners hung from the ceiling and the walls. Against each of the walls were small tables covered in colorful  cloths.  On  each  table  sat  black  and  white photographs, candles, food, and flowers. 

Two  girls  walked  up  to  them.  Their  faces  were  painted white  with  black  lines  outlining  their  eyes  and  mouth. 

Colorful  flowers  were  painted  along  their  foreheads.  One wore a beautiful orange dress that flared out in a traditional Mexican  fashion  and  a  hat  that  covered  her  hair.  The  other wore a green dress with a matching hat. 

“Isn’t  this  amazing?”  one  of  them  asked,  twirling  for Sandra to see the full e ect of the dress. 

“Amanda?” 

“Can  you  believe  it?”  the  other  girl  asked.  “I  don’t recognize myself, even when I know I’m me.” That one was definitely Gracie. 

Amanda grinned. “It took two hours for your mom to do my makeup, but it was so worth it.” 

“But my mom isn’t even home,” Sandra said. At least, she hadn’t been when Sandra had gotten home from work. 

“I  know.  She  was  here.”  Even  with  Amanda’s  makeup, Sandra could see the mischievous gleam. 

Sandra  was  so  overwhelmed,  she  didn’t  know  where  to direct  her  attention.  “A  Day  of  the  Dead  party?”  she  asked, turning to Blair. 

“I should have paid more attention,” he said. “You were right, I had no idea what Day of the Dead was, and I should have  known  it  was  something  that  was  important  to  you.” 

His gaze landed at one of the tables across the room, and he pulled her toward it. “I made an altar for my ancestors. See

this  one?”  He  pointed  to  a  color  photograph  of  an  elderly woman. She was grinning, like she knew something the rest of  them  didn’t.  “That’s  my  grandma  JoJo.  I  placed  chile chocolate next to hers, because it was her favorite.” 

“You  even  have  the  marigold  petals,”  Sandra  said, fingering  the  yellow  petals.  “They  help  guide  wandering souls back to their place of rest.” 

Blair  grinned.  “I  know.  I  stayed  up  all  night  doing research. Did you know that Day of the Dead is nothing like Halloween?  Like,  it’s  not  supposed  to  be  creepy  or anything.” 

Sandra gave him a look that said,  I could have told you that. 

He didn’t seem to notice as he rattled on. 

“So this altar is called an  ofrenda. It’s a way you can show love  and  respect  for  those  who  came  before  you,  and  to welcome them back to the realm of the living during Day of the  Dead.  That’s  why  there’s  food  and  light—so  they  can find their way. Everyone who came tonight placed pictures of their ancestors so we can celebrate them.” 

Sandra laughed. “I did know that, but I’m impressed that you  do  too.”  She  looked  around  in  awe  at  how  they  had transformed his house. She recognized her own ancestors on an  altar  by  the  kitchen.  There  was  one  color  picture.  Her brother, Clark, who had been hit by a delivery truck when he was only four years old. That was what had started Sandra’s fascination  with  Day  of  the  Dead  in  the  first  place.  It  had been  her  way  of  coping  with  the  grief—it  helped  her  feel close to him. 

Her  mom  was  dressed  for  Day  of  the  Dead  and  was placing  a  few  more  marigold  petals  on  their  altar.  Sandra turned back to Blair. “How did you find all this stu  on such short  notice?”  Lakeview  was  not  known  for  its  Day  of  the Dead party decorations. 

“My  mom.  She  called  probably  twenty  stores  and  ended up driving us clear out of town to a little Mexican shop about an hour away. You should have seen her, she was relentless.” 

Sandra  had  to  blink  back  her  surprise.  “Your  mom?  As in…Principal Howell?” 

“Yup. At least, last time I checked she was still my mom,” 

Blair said, teasing her. 

Heat rushed into her cheeks. “Of course, I know that she’s your  mom.  It’s  just…she  did  that…for  me?”  It  didn’t  make any sense, not based on their conversation in her o ce the previous day. 

“I  know  what  you  must  be  thinking,”  a  woman  said  as she walked up. “Blair was a bit shocked himself.” 

“Principal  Howell?”  It  sounded  like  her,  but  the  woman standing in front of Sandra also had a painted face and wore a bright green dress and a large-brimmed hat. 

The woman was quiet for a moment, but when she spoke, her  voice  was  soft.  “I  take  my  role  as  principal  very seriously, and when I saw your wristbands and the skulls on your T-shirts last year, I made assumptions. I wanted to help you, and I thought I was. Truly. I also thought I was helping my  son  by  steering  him  away  from  you.”  She  wrung  her hands  before  she  looked  up  and  held  Sandra’s  gaze.  “I couldn’t  see  the  beauty  of  what  you  were  trying  to  convey, and I didn’t try to understand before jumping to conclusions and trying to fix things. I’m sorry.” 

Sandra tilted her head to the side, trying to wrap her head around  what  was  happening.  Principal  Howell  was apologizing.  And  she  was  dressed  for  Day  of  the  Dead—she had been an integral part of what surrounded them. 

“Thank  you,”  Sandra  said.  Her  lips  quirked  up  into  a half-smile  as  she  asked,  “Does  this  mean  that  Blair  and  I have your blessing?” 

The  principal  looked  between  Sandra  and  Blair,  like  she was trying to decide. “Yes, under one condition.” 

Uh-oh. 

Principal Howell smiled, which looked a lot creepier with all  the  makeup  she  was  wearing.  “No  more  viral photographs.  I  really  don’t  want  to  have  to  see  pictures  of you two kissing every time I get online.” 

Blair  squeezed  Sandra’s  hand,  sending  a  rush  of adrenaline through her. She was dating Blair. The principal’s son. And she planned on loving every minute of it. 

22

BLAIR

Blair played with Sandra’s hair as she nestled into him on the couch. He couldn’t believe it had already been three months since he and Sandra had been dating for real. Before the Day of the Dead party, they had been dating—for like a week—but it hadn’t been like they were now. 

“So, I was thinking, for our anniversary, maybe we could go out rock climbing again.” 

She tilted her head so she could see him. “It feels like we just went out for our two-month anniversary.” 

“Time flies when you’re with the guy of your dreams,” he said  with  a  grin.  Okay,  it  was  o cial.  Blair  could  no  longer judge other couples and their eye-rolling sappiness. 

Sandra returned his smile and gave him a quick kiss. “All right, let’s go rock climbing. As long as I don’t have to wear that dress again.” 

“I thought you liked all the publicity you got from that.” 

“Yeah, that turned out really well,” Sandra said, sticking out her tongue. “Especially the part where I had to close my social  media  accounts  and  get  new  ones  because  I  couldn’t handle getting dozens of private messages every day—most of them from creepers.” 

“Okay,  so  it  had  some  drawbacks.”  Blair  laughed  as  he smoothed Sandra’s hair down and leaned into her. 

Blair could imagine staying like this forever. 

Until  his  mom  called  down  the  stairs.  “Is  now  a  good time?” 

Sandra sat up, panic flitting across her face. “A good time for what?” 

“Relax,”  he  said.  “She’s  not  going  to  call  us  into  a meeting to discuss our relationship or anything like that.” 

“Are  you  sure?  I  still  have  PTSD  from  all  the  meetings  I had to endure in her o ce—both the ones with and without you.” 

Blair gave Sandra’s arm a reassuring squeeze and called, 

“Now’s  fine,  Mom.”  His  mom  was  always  nervous  around them, always announcing her entrance, like she was afraid of interrupting  a  make-out  session  or  something.  It  was actually very considerate of her. 

His  mom  walked  down  the  stairs  slowly,  like  she  hadn’t completely believed Blair when he’d said it was a good time. 

She held a small box that was wrapped with a red ribbon on top.Blair  felt  Sandra  relax  against  him,  but  she  still  sat straighter than she had, like she didn’t want his mom to get any funny ideas about what they had been doing. 

“With  graduation  just  a  week  away,  and  you  two  going down to work on that dude ranch for the summer—” 

“It’s  a  resort,  Mom,”  Blair  interrupted.  He  hated  when she called it a dude ranch. 

“Resort,”  she  said  with  a  barely  concealed  eye  roll.  “I wanted to give you your graduation present early.” His mom held out the box to Sandra, who straightened all the way. 

“This  is  for…me?”  Sandra  hesitated,  waiting  for  Blair’s mom  to  confirm  that  yes,  the  present  was  indeed  for  her. 

“Thank you.” 

His  mom  was  practically  bouncing  on  her  toes  as  she watched Sandra open it. 

“You  may  want  to  open  it  faster,”  Blair  whispered.  “My mom looks like she might pee her pants if you don’t.” 

That earned him a well-deserved thwack on the arm from his  mom,  but  it  was  totally  worth  it  to  see  the  look  on  her face. 

Sandra laughed as she untied the ribbon and lifted the lid from the box. “Oh. My. Gosh.” 

Blair’s  mom  immediately  launched  into  the  speech  she undoubtedly  had  prepared.  “The  wristbands  you  have  now are cute and all, but they’re too spiky. I see them get caught on  everything.  These  ones  have  studs,  see?  So  they  will  be easier to maneuver around with.” 

Sandra lifted the new wristbands from the box as if they were  diamond  earrings.  “You  got  me  new  wristbands,”  she said in awe. And was she tearing up? She totally was. 

Blair watched, dumbfounded, as Sandra jumped from the couch and wrapped his mom in a hug. 

Shoot, he should have gotten her new wristbands. 

Sandra stepped back, but she still held onto Blair’s mom. 

“Thank you. So. Much.” 

His  mom  was  blushing,  but  her  smile  spread  across  her entire face. “I’m glad you like them.” 

“It’s  more  than  that,”  Sandra  said.  She  didn’t  explain further,  but  there  seemed  to  be  an  unspoken  conversation that occurred between the two of them. 

And  it  must  have  ended  on  a  good  note,  because  they hugged again before his mom left them to finish their movie. 

“I like your mom,” Sandra said, snuggling back into Blair and admiring her new wristbands. 

“Me  too,”  Blair  said.  “And  I  like  you.  A  lot.  In  a  very di erent way than I like my mom.” 

“That’s comforting to know,” she said with a laugh. 

Blair  wrapped  his  arms  around  Sandra.  “I  can’t  wait  to spend the summer with you.” 

She  tilted  her  face  to  look  up  at  him.  “I  can’t  wait  to spend more than the summer with you.” 

He grinned. “Yeah?” 

“Heck, yeah.” 

EPILOGUE

JULIANNA

Julianna sat on a low rock wall just outside a large red barn.  As  she  took  in  the  ranch  for  the  first  time,  she started  to  question  her  decision  to  come  here.  There  had been  rumors  that  a  bunch  of  kids  from  school  would  be working there over the summer, but she hadn’t realized that Blair and Sandra would be among them. 

At least they didn’t know she had been the one to spread their  picture  across  the  internet.  It  had  hurt  seeing  them together  like  that,  and  she’d  thought  if  Blair’s  mom  knew, she would put an end to things. 

From what she had heard, it had almost worked too. But not  quite.  Evidenced  by  how  close  those  two  were  at  the moment.  They  were  walking  through  a  field  on  Julianna’s right,  holding  hands,  laughing.  That  was  probably  a  good thing.  If  they  really  were  meant  for  each  other,  Julianna didn’t want to break them up. 

But that didn’t make it less painful. 

When  Julianna  had  stumbled  upon  the  rock-climbing website, at first she hadn’t been able to believe her eyes. She had  known  Blair  liked  Sandra,  but  Julianna  had  hoped  it would be a passing phase. It was her that Blair had spent all his  time  with  as  they  worked  on  their  project  together. 

Julianna had gone from only thinking Blair was hot to seeing him as the funny and kind guy that he was. 

Julianna had thought maybe she stood a chance. 

Apparently not. 

She  turned  away,  unable  to  watch  them  any  longer. 

Hopefully neither of them was assigned as an activity guide, like she was. 

It  was  then  that  her  gaze  landed  on  a  vehicle  driving  in their  direction—quite  literally.  It  had  left  the  main  parking lot and was now driving on the dirt toward the barn. 

And  it  was  a  limousine.  Not  exactly  the  best  choice  for o -roading. 

Julianna  watched  as  the  limo  lumbered  over,  kicking  up dust and rocks as it went. It stopped directly in front of her, and  a  driver  stepped  out.  He  looked  around,  taking  in  the surroundings, then grimaced before walking around the car and opening a rear passenger door. 

Julianna’s  breath  caught  as  the  most  gorgeous  boy  she had ever seen stepped out. He was even better looking than Blair, which she hadn’t thought possible. His hair was curly, forming tight spirals around his head, but it seemed to only enhance his looks rather than detract from them. He placed his hands on his hips and breathed in deeply. 

“Smell that, Gerald?” 

The driver sni ed. “I’m not sure.” 

“Exactly.  It’s  clean  air.”  The  boy  smiled,  dimples completing his gorgeousness. 

That  was  when  Julianna  realized  who  it  was.  Scott Dallenforth. The lead singer for her favorite band. His picture was  on  her  wall  and  all  her  friends’.  She  should  have recognized  him  at  once,  but  people  always  looked  di erent when they showed up someplace unexpected. 

And this was definitely unexpected. 

Scott was dressed in a plaid shirt and blue jeans, looking very much like he belonged on a ranch. He reached into the back seat of the limo and produced a cowboy hat, which he promptly plopped on his head. His eye caught Julianna’s. 

Oh shoot, he had caught her staring. 

“What do you think?” Scott asked her with a grin. 

“Um…yeah.  Looks  fine,”  Julianna  said,  stumbling  over her words. 

Scott’s grin faded. “Only  fine?” 

“I meant good. Great, even,” Julianna said quickly. 

“I’m  just  messing  with  you,”  Scott  said,  his  smile returning.  He  turned  back  to  his  driver.  “Well,  Gerald,  I guess I’ll see you in three months.” 

“You’re  sure  you  want  to  go  through  with  this?”  Gerald asked, his lips pulled into a frown as he eyed the barn. 

“What  could  go  wrong?  Mom  said  I  needed  to  do something that would help me be a bit more grounded, and this  seems  like  just  the  thing.  I’m  sure  if  I  need  anything, this lovely lady can help me out.” 

Scott winked in Julianna’s direction, and her heart began beating so fast, she thought she might pass out. Had he said he’d be staying for three whole months? 

“If you’re sure,” Gerald said, casting a look in Julianna’s direction that said he didn’t trust her one bit, let alone think she’d  be  of  any  help  to  a  famous  rock  star.  After  a  couple more  long  looks,  he  got  back  in  the  car  and  the  limo lumbered away. 

Scott  tilted  his  cowboy  hat  back  so  he  could  get  a  better view of the barn. “So, this is it. I’m going to be a real ranch hand.” 

“You’re  not  here  as  a  guest?”  Julianna  asked,  though after she spoke, she realized that Scott probably hadn’t been talking to her. 

He threw a dizzying smile in her direction. “Nope. I’ll be working  here  all  summer.”  His  steps  held  a  swagger  as  he walked toward her. “No one back home believed I was going to  work  on  a  real  ranch,  and  yet,  here  I  am,  ready  to  prove them wrong.” 

“Uh-huh,” Julianna said. “But you know that it’s a resort, right? It’s not like an actual ranch.” 

Scott’s smile slipped. “It is called Zion’s Ranch, correct?” 

“Well, yes—” 

“And  I  am  currently  standing  next  to  a  giant  red  barn, no?” 

“Technically, that’s true—” 

Scott’s  grin  returned  and  he  tipped  his  hat  to  Julianna. 

“Then I think I just proved my point.” 

Oh,  brother.  Julianna  was  pretty  sure  Scott  was  going  to be  in  for  a  rude  awakening,  but  she  could  tell  there  wasn’t much  of  a  point  in  arguing  with  him.  He  didn’t  seem  like that type who was used to people telling him he was wrong. 

Julianna  gave  him  a  placating  smile  and  said,  “Welcome to Zion’s Ranch, cowboy.” 

“Ranch  hand.  I  still  have  to  learn  to  rope  steer  before  I can  call  myself  a  true  cowboy,”  he  said,  as  if  this  was  the most natural thing in the world. 

Aye, aye, aye. 

Julianna  had  always  heard  that  it  wasn’t  wise  to  meet your heroes in real life—that they would usually disappoint you. And at this moment, Julianna didn’t know if she wanted to strangle Scott or get him to kiss her. 

Thank goodness she had three months to decide. 
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