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Chapter One

“Heads up!”

I turned just in time to see a couple of boys I didn’t know charge around the corner towards me. One of them lurched to the side and staggered past me into the dining room, but the other collided with me before he realized I was in his way. A wave of lukewarm beer sloshed out of the plastic cup clutched in his hand and splattered across my sweater. The boy stumbled back a step, blinking in confusion until his eyes focused on me and then lit up with drunken speculation.

I glared back at him while I bit my tongue to hold back several choice words Mom still threatened to wash my mouth out with soap for using. My barely leashed anger must have penetrated the alcoholic fog soaking his brain, because instead of hitting on me he mumbled a hasty apology and took off after his companion.

With a groan I surveyed the damage to my sweater. While it was dark enough that the spill didn’t show much, I reeked of cheap beer. Yuck! That sure wasn’t going to earn me any points with my parents when I got home.

It would have been nice if at least one of my friends had been there with me to help fend off guys like that. Dannika was out of town, though, and Delaney and Molly were out with their boyfriends doing couple stuff. They’d invited me to go, but I hadn’t been out with anyone since Jason had stopped texting me after Winter Dance and I was sick of being the odd girl out. So I’d come by myself, which had been a dumb move. I didn’t belong at the party anyway. There were too many kids drinking, too many people making out wherever they could find enough space to lean against a wall. It wasn’t my scene at all, and I didn’t even know the girl throwing the party. But it was the first real party since school had let out for winter break and I’d heard that Seth was going to be there, so I went.

Seth. I’d been gaga about him for well over a year now, since the first time he’d delivered a pizza to my house. After that I’d saved every penny to order pizza as often as I could, although I never actually talked to him. He'd been a junior then and totally gorgeous, and never gave me a second glance. Which didn’t stop me from looking and then sighing over him after he left.

A fresh wave of partiers swarmed into the kitchen and I wriggled my way past them to the living room. Why didn’t I just leave? I hadn’t seen Seth, and I didn’t really know anyone at the party at all except Dylan, the guy my best friend Dani had dated before she left him to get back together with her ex. Poor guy. He hadn’t deserved that, but tonight he had some cute little redhead with him so I guessed he hadn't been too shattered by it. Hopefully this girl would work out for him.

Once I had a little free space I stripped off my wet sweater and tied the sleeves around my waist. The shirt I wore under it would dry faster that way, and it was getting hot with all the people crammed into every room. So why was I staying? It was uncomfortable, and my carefully crafted appearance was now in shambles. Of course that was how I just had to look when I finally ran into Seth about ten seconds later when I slipped back into the kitchen to look for something cool to drink and almost had an instant replay of the beer-spilling incident. Luckily for me Seth wasn’t drunk and managed to stop short before he plowed into me. Not that I would have minded. That boy could spill beer on me anytime.

“Excuse me,” he said, and then he looked down and his beautiful green eyes lit up in recognition. “Oh, hey, Allison.”

My face got hot because he’d remembered my name. Of course after delivering all those pizzas he sure ought to. I’d always been too tongue-tied around him to say more than Hi or Thanks to him before, which was weird because I wasn’t shy like that with any other guys. But I’d made up my mind that this time it was going to be different. I was going to talk to him. I screwed up my courage and opened my mouth to recite one of the dozen opening lines I’d practiced in front of my mirror for hours earlier, but I never got out a single syllable.

“There you are, Seth! For a second I thought you’d run out on me.”

A tall, willowy blonde appeared as if by magic and plastered herself onto Seth. I couldn’t remember her name, but she was a senior and next to her I looked like something the cat dragged in. Seth slid his free arm around her and bent his mouth to her pouty lips. A rusty knife twisted in my gut as I watched him kiss her. That was supposed to be me! Then her eyes fell on me, giving me a quick look up and down before dismissing me as irrelevant. Somehow that hurt even worse.

“Come on, baby,” she said, tugging on his arm. “There’s a game of Three Man starting in the pool room.”

As she pulled him away, Seth spared me a brief, absent glance and smile. I was already forgotten before he got through the door. With a dejected sigh I slumped against the door frame. That was it. That was what I’d come to this party for. I’d been banged into and had beer spilled on me for that. Why had I bothered? I wanted to kick myself for being so stupid. I should have known Seth would end up with some gorgeous girl like that. And not only did he have a fabulous new girlfriend, but she’d snubbed me like I’d crawled out of a gutter or something.

It shouldn’t have hurt so much. It wasn’t like I really even knew Seth or anything. I saw him at school and he delivered our pizzas sometimes. But my heart didn’t care. It felt like it had been run over by a truck and was all squished and bleeding in the street so that my whole chest ached from it.

I knew I should have gone home then, but I really didn’t want to be there, either, so I wandered through the house looking for some secluded spot where I could bleed in private. I pushed my way upstairs and past the game room where a crowd had gathered around four people playing party games on Nintendo and found myself in a hallway lined with closed doors. No doubt those were the bedrooms, and while I probably could have hidden out there for a while that would have been rude. Instead I leaned against the wall outside the bathroom and pretended to wait while I nursed my mangled heart.

The sound of giggling and whispering behind me roused me out of my pity party. When I turned around I saw the redhead who had been with Dylan earlier snuggling up with another guy. Their hands were all over each other, and the boy pushed her against the wall and gave her a long, heated kiss before they fumbled their way into the nearest bedroom and shut the door behind them.

I shook my head in disbelief. The girl had Dylan, one of the most smoking hot guys in school, and she was messing around with some loser like that? Stupid. I’d been kind of jealous of Dani when she was going out with Dylan. It wasn’t just that he was cute, but he was so sweet and into her that it made you want to go Awwww every time you saw them together. And now this girl was just throwing a guy like that away.

Poor Dylan. He deserved better. But he was super hot, and there were lots more girls out there. He’d find one who’d treat him right. With a helpless shrug I turned away and went back to feeling sorry for myself.

But not for long, because a couple of minutes later Dylan showed up.

“Allison? Hi. Have you seen a redhead, about so high, curly hair?”

My eyes flickered to the bedroom door before I could help myself. His eyes followed mine and his face hardened, blue eyes turning to ice. Slowly he turned and put his hand on the knob.

“I really don’t think you want to go in there,” I warned him.

He just squared his shoulders, gave the knob a vicious twist, and stepped inside. I winced and waited for the fireworks to start.

“Hey! Occupied, dude!”

I expected yelling and cursing. Instead there was only silence. After a moment Dylan came out and closed the door behind him. Without a word he left the way he’d come, but his shoulders were slumped and I’d caught the stricken look on his face. Pity for him welled up inside me, even stronger than what I’d been feeling for myself.

What an awful night. It was time to get out before things got any worse, so I bailed and went to Caroline’s, a twenty-four hour diner by the truck stop. The late night party crowd hadn’t started to show up yet, so the place was almost deserted. It was old and tired, but they had good food and didn’t care if you just sat and drank coffee. I got a booth by a window and ordered coffee and a cinnamon roll.

Those things were heaven on a plate—the best cinnamon rolls in all of Texas, and just the smell was enough to make me feel a little better. This was more like it. With a contented sigh I sipped on my coffee and played on my phone while nibbling on gooey, sweet goodness.

I’d been there maybe fifteen minutes when Dylan came in. A waitress seated him at a booth across the room, and he slouched down like half his bones had turned to mush. He didn’t notice me, too wrapped up in his own dark cloud to have room for anything else. I couldn’t really blame him. When I tried to imagine if it had been me walking in on Seth and his girlfriend like that, my mind shied away. He just sat there staring out the window and taking an occasional gulp of coffee, radiating pain so intensely that it twisted my heart to look at him.

“More coffee?”

I smiled up at the waitress. “Please. And could you bring me another cinnamon roll?”

A couple of minutes later she set a fresh roll down in front of me. Taking a deep breath for courage, I scooped it up along with my coffee and marched over to Dylan’s booth.

“Hey,” I said, sliding the roll in front of him.

Dylan looked at me as though I had sprouted two more heads. I sat down across from him and nodded at the cinnamon roll.

“Caroline’s famous cinnamon rolls. They make everything better.” He was still staring at me like I was some kind of crazy person. “Okay, maybe not, but they at least make you remember that life is still worth living. Or something like that.”

That earned me a tiny snort of laughter, and I relaxed a little.

“I’m sorry about what happened.”

He twitched one shoulder in a shrug as he tore off a piece of dough. “You tried to warn me.” When he popped it into his mouth his eyebrows lifted in surprise. “This is pretty good.”

“I told you. That’s twice tonight. You should start listening to me when I tell you something.”

His lips quirked up despite his mood. “Noted. So what are you doing here all by yourself?”

“Hiding out. Scarfing cinnamon rolls to make myself feel better.”

Dylan gave me a quizzical look which encouraged me to continue. I hesitated for a moment, but why not tell him?

“I went to that party hoping this guy I like would be there. He was—just with another girl.” Who makes me look like dirt. I didn’t say that part out loud because I didn’t want to sound hopelessly pathetic.

“Seth?” he asked.

I hid my face with a groan. “How did you know?”

“I did hang out with you guys for a while. It was pretty obvious.”

“I guess so. Anyway, it’s no big deal. Certainly not compared to the evening you had.”

He frowned. “Elora. Not one of my better decisions. Quinn warned me she wasn’t over her ex. Apparently that’s my thing, now.”

I pointed at the plate in front of him. “Eat your cinnamon roll. We all do stupid things when we’re on the rebound. It’s just part of the process.”

A little gleam sparked in his eyes, which were the light blue of a cloudless summer sky. “Really? And what kind of stupid things have you done?”

“No way,” I replied, shaking my head. “That’s a pay to play question. If you want to hear about my sordid past then you have to buy the cinnamon rolls.”

That got me another laugh. “Fair enough. So Seth was there with someone?”

“A tall, thin blonde. Gorgeous, and wrapped around him like an octopus.”

“Sorry,” he said.

I sighed and took a bite of my cinnamon roll. “I have no right to complain. Delaney and Dannika have been telling me forever to do something about it, but I never did. I waited too long, and now it’s too late.”

“You never know.”

“Please. She looks like one of those Victoria’s Secret models. And I don’t.”

Dylan tilted his head and looked at me—really looked at me. The appreciation in his eyes left me a little tingly. The guy was hot, after all. I mean, he wasn’t Seth, but he was definitely in the school’s top ten. Okay, top five.

“You’re not exactly what I’d call plain, Allison.”

I stared back at him over the rim of my coffee cup. “I brought you that cinnamon roll to make you feel better, not so you’d try to make me feel better. Which isn't working, by the way.”

“Fine. So now what?”

 “So now nothing. He’s got a girlfriend. My little fantasy is over.”

“I see.”

I threw up my hands. “What can I do? It’s not like I can compete with her—even if I’m not plain.”

He winced as I threw that word back at him. “Don’t give up so easily. I doubt it’s as hopeless as you think. It sounds like this is a new thing, and it may not work out.”

“You didn’t see her.”

“No, but I’ve seen you.”

The way he said it left me flustered and tingling again. Those clear blue eyes of his were murder. No wonder he’d made out so well last year when he’d been hooking up with a new girl every week.

“Flattery will get you nowhere.”

His mouth twisted into a grin that moved him firmly into the school’s top three. “Can't blame a guy for trying.”

The café door crashed open and eight people, all just a few years older than us, swarmed inside. They swaggered up to the counter, talking and laughing loudly like they were the only ones in the place. They’d obviously been drinking, and after a few seconds of waiting on someone to seat them they began yelling for service. Dylan and I shared a disgusted look.

“I hope I behave better than that when I’m in college,” he murmured.

“I’m not sure any of them are in college.”

A waitress hurried up to the counter with a resigned expression on her face. Since the place stayed open all night the staff was used to dealing with this kind of crowd. She took them to an empty section over by where I’d been sitting earlier so they were less likely to bother anyone else.

“I’m glad I moved.”

“No kidding.”

As the waitress left with their drink orders, the noise from their table grew louder. An elderly couple threw them a disgusted look and got up to leave, while hoots and jeers followed them all the way out the door. Dylan and I huddled in his booth and did our best to stay inconspicuous.

“They’re going to be lucky if they don’t get thrown out,” I said.

He shrugged. “As long as they pay I doubt that anyone cares.”

“If they start scaring off the other customers someone will.”

There weren’t many of those, though, and things quieted down a little until the waitress returned with their drinks and began to hand them out. One of the girls knocked her glass of tea over so that it sloshed across the table onto two of the guys, who jumped up and burst into a long string of curses and abuse. At this fresh outburst the manager ran over, and even though he spoke in a low voice it was obvious that he was warning them to tone it down. For a few minutes they complied, and Dylan and I went back to our conversation.

“You going out of town for the holidays?” he asked.

“Not this year. We trade off with the rest of the family. My aunts and uncles are coming to stay with us this time.”

He snickered when I rolled my eyes. “That bad, huh?”

“It’s great if you enjoy having a horde of screaming, hyper little kids rampaging through the house for days.”

“No wonder you don’t want to go home.”

“How about you?”

“We did our traveling over Thanksgiving, so we’re staying home and it’s just the four of us this year. I was hoping to spend a lot of my time off with Elora, but…”

“Sorry.”

“It’s my own fault. I should have listened to Quinn.”

The noise across the room soared again, and he frowned. When I turned my head I noticed two of the guys looking our way.

“They’re checking you out,” Dylan said.

My skin crawled as I realized it was true. “Ewwww.”

They might have been kind of cute if they hadn’t been so drunk and obnoxious, but now they were just disgusting. When they saw I’d noticed them they began making comments deliberately loud enough for us to overhear. I blushed as I realized what they were saying, and Dylan straightened in his seat, face taut with anger. I was saved from further embarrassment by the waitress bringing out their food.

“That’s not what I ordered!” one of the boys complained.

The waitress continued setting down plates. “Yes, it is. I wrote it down.”

“I said it’s not what I ordered!” the boy insisted, his voice climbing.

When she didn’t respond he flipped his plate onto the floor. The rest of the table dissolved into howls of laughter as eggs and sausage spattered across the dingy tile.

“Yeah, stupid,” one of the others chimed in. “This wasn’t what I ordered, either.”

As if on cue, the rest of them knocked their plates onto the floor as well. Hearing the commotion, the manager started back towards them, but it was too late. Two of the boys upended their table and sent drinks and condiments flying.

We ducked low in our booth as the manager confronted them and the altercation turned into a screaming match. The biggest guy in the group grabbed a chair and slung it into an empty table which tipped over with a loud crash. Others followed suit, flinging anything they could get their hands on into the air in random directions.

“Get down!”

Dylan yanked me down just as a ketchup bottle sailed towards my head. The plastic shattered against the window behind us, showering us with sticky tomato paste. I peeked out and saw one of the other waitresses talking excitedly into a phone—to the police, I hoped. We stayed hunkered down with Dylan hovering protectively over me in case of more flying objects, but the group apparently realized they’d gone too far and made a break for the door. They continued screaming invectives at the manager and their waitress, who had taken refuge behind the cash register.

They’d waited too long to make their exit, though. As they reached the door, flashing red and blue lights flooded the windows and four police, grim in their navy blue uniforms, blocked their escape. Emboldened by booze, the jerks remained belligerent even in the face of real authority and continued yelling at the staff.

“Okay, enough,” a husky policeman barked. “Cuff them. I’m charging you with assault, public intoxication, and anything else I can think of.”

He looked the place over, taking in the mess, and shook his head. When his eyes lit on me and Dylan still hiding in our booth he started our way. Both of us slowly sat up, and I realized we were covered with blobs of ketchup.

“We’re not with them!” I blurted out.

“I can see that. Are you all right?”

“Fine, other than the ketchup bath,” Dylan told him.

“Did you see what happened?”

“Yes,” we both said together.

We went through it for him, and he set a notepad and pen on the table before us when we finished.

“I don’t know if they’re going to press charges, but write down your names and contact information so I can reach you if we need you to come in and make a statement.” When we’d done that he nodded at us. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

We looked at each other, with droplets of ketchup clinging to our hair and clothes like we’d been in a bloodbath or something, and burst out laughing. Dylan waved to one of the waitresses.

“Can we get the checks?”

“Sure, hon.” Her eyes twinkled at our ketchup-spattered state and she struggled not to smile. “Sorry about that. It happens in here sometimes.”

“It’s just the icing on the cake for the night we’ve had,” Dylan said.

He walked me out to my car, which was sweet of him. After everything that had happened to him that night with me around, I’d figured he’d want to get far away from me as quickly as possible.

“Thanks for the cinnamon roll.”

“Sure. At least you had one bright spot in your evening.”

He laughed. “Not the only one. You look awfully cute with ketchup in your hair.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Whatever.”

“Nite, Allison. Drive safe.”

He waited until I started my car up before he headed towards his own, and I sighed as I watched him go. He really was a good guy. He deserved better, deserved a girl who would treat him the way I’d seen him treating Dani. There was bound to be someone out there for him who was better than Elora.





Chapter Two

For some reason the next day I was still thinking about Dylan’s problems with his love life—and wondering if the police were going to call. Mom and Dad hadn’t been remotely happy when I came home covered in ketchup and smelling like beer, but I managed to convince them that none of it had been my fault so that turned out okay. The Seth thing had me majorly bummed out, though.

What was I going to do now? I kept coming up with the same answer—nothing, exactly the same thing that I’d been doing all along. Why hadn’t I listened to Delaney and Dannika? Maybe if I had Seth would have been with me at that party. Except considering how thin and beautiful that blonde was he probably would have shot me down and broken my heart anyway. Either way, now I’d never know. In six months he’d be graduating and off to college, and I’d missed whatever chance I’d had.

I wanted to cry on a friend’s shoulder, but since Dani was out of town for the holidays and Laney and Molly were always busy with their boyfriends, I was mostly on my own. Sure, they’d drop everything to be there for me if I asked, but they were happy and I didn’t want to rain on their parades with my boy drama. I decided to nurse my mangled heart alone and push through by going to the gym and wearing myself out until I couldn’t think anymore.

A good workout helped, and when I got back home I tried to lose myself in Wuthering Heights to keep my mind off of things. After all, compared to Heathcliff and Cathy I didn’t have any real problems, right? It wasn’t happening, though. Half a dozen kids ran up and down the hall outside my room, screaming and laughing at the top of their lungs so that I couldn’t concentrate. With the whole family packed in our house it was like Grand Central Station at rush hour.

I dropped the book on my bed, flopped back on my pillows, and wondered what Dylan was doing. Memories of our little adventure at Caroline’s brought a smile to my face for the first time that day. Was he home licking his wounds after walking in on Elora with her ex? Hopefully he wasn’t too crushed from that, because she wasn’t worth it. How had he ended up with that cheating skank, anyway? Was he just on the rebound from Dani and looking for someone—anyone—to take her place?

The boy could do so much better. He just needed to find the right girl. It was too bad I couldn’t put Dannika on the job. She loved playing matchmaker and had a knack for finding someone’s perfect puzzle piece. Of course after the way she’d dumped him I couldn’t exactly ask her to get involved. It would be too weird. But what if I stood in for her?

I sat up on my bed as the thought struck. Why not? How hard could it be? I just needed to find a suitable girl and then fix it so they ended up together. It sounded simple enough—except for the fact that I had no idea who would be suitable for Dylan.

The idea fell apart as four of my little cousins barged into my room without bothering to knock. I almost yelled at them for being so rude, but shrugged and let it go. It was Christmas, after all.

“Play a game with us, Allie!”

“Yeah, we’re bored.”

They all looked so pathetically eager that I couldn’t say no. Dylan’s love life would just have to wait for a while.

I had a lot more fun with them than I’d thought I would. They were all younger and acted like I was the most amazing thing since the invention of the cell phone. It’s hard to feel sorry for yourself when you’ve got a fan club following you around like a pack of eager little puppies. My self-esteem got a big kick out of that. Of course all good things come to an end, and a little question and answer session after a game of Life brought me crashing back to earth.

“How old are you, Allie?”

“I’m sixteen.”

“Are you in high school?”

“Yep.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

I sighed as I thought of Seth and his blonde leech. “No.”

“Why not?”

That was the Million Dollar Question, wasn’t it? I honestly had no idea. “I guess I just haven’t found the right boy, yet,” I told them.

“Why not?”

“Good ones are hard to find.”

Their questions left me thoughtful as we broke for lunch. Dylan was a good one, and seemed to be in the same boat as me. Could I help him out? Who could be his perfect match? I knew lots of girls who’d eagerly cuddle up with him, but were any of them truly right for him? I needed some expert guidance if I was going to tackle this problem and there was only one person to ask, so I texted Dannika.

Me: How’s Lubbock?

Dani: Boring. Hanging out with the family because there’s nothing else to do. Did you go to that party last night?

Me: Yeah. Seth was there. With his new girlfriend

Dani: Oh, no. I’m so sorry

Me: Oh, well. I should have known it would happen

Dani: 

Me: So I need some advice

Dani: I’ve got lots of that

Me: I need the benefit of your mad matchmaking skills

Dani: ???

Me: There’s this guy I want to set up. He’s a real sweetheart, but he’s had a run of bad luck with girls lately

Dani: Is he cute? Why don’t you go out with him?

That threw me off and I blinked at my phone. Go out with Dylan? That was just crazy. There was no way that could work.

Me: You know I’m too hung up on Seth to even think about anyone else

Dani: Too bad. Could have killed two birds with one stone

Me: Not happening. What I really want to know is how you do it. How do you find the perfect girl for a guy?

Dani: How well do you know this guy?

Me: Not really well

Dani: Then the first thing is to find out everything you can about him. What is he into? What kind of music does he like? That kind of stuff

Me: OK

Dani: The more you can find out the better. Then find a girl who has a similar personality and likes the same things

Me: I can do that

Dani: Just be patient. It takes time. If you jump the gun you’re liable to set him up with someone totally wrong and just make things worse

Me: Gotcha

Dani: Are you sure? Patience really isn’t your thing

Me: I’m sure. I’ve got this

Dani: Well, if you get stuck or anything, text me. It’s not like I’ve got anything else to do

I talked to her a while longer, but my mind was already chewing over the Dylan problem. I needed to get to know him better. I’d either have to get someone who knew him to answer a bunch of questions, or I’d have to spend time with him myself. That was obviously the better way, but how could I do that? I hadn’t even gotten his number last night. But I knew someone who had it. Walker’s number was in my contacts.

Me: Hey, do you have Dylan’s number?

Walker: Yes

Me: Well, can I have it?

Walker: Now why would you want that, Allie?

Me: I just wanted to thank him for last night

Walker: Oh, really? For what?

Me: He saved me from getting nailed in the face by a ketchup bottle

Walker: Oh, I have got to hear this story

Me: I’ll tell you later. Will you please just give me his number?

There was a long pause and I began to think he’d forgotten about me. Finally the number popped up in my message window.

Me: Thanks! Oh, and I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone I asked

Walker: What are you up to?

Me: Just want to do a favor for a friend

Walker: Dylan is your friend?

Was he? I chewed my lip as I thought that one over.

Me: Yeah, he is

Walker: All right, I won’t say anything. Just remember that Laney is going to skin me if she finds out I’ve been keeping a secret from her. Especially one like this

Me: You’re a doll, Walker

Walker: That’s what I hear. Behave yourself

I copied the number into my contacts and stared at it. Was I really going to do this? I started typing before I could change my mind.

Me: Did you manage to get all the ketchup off?

My heart thumped as I sent it, and I don’t think I breathed until the response came back.

Dylan: I think so, but my shirt will never be the same. How did you get my number?

Me: I have my ways ;)

Dylan: Have the police called you?

Me: No, not yet

Dylan: I’m hoping they don’t. So what are you up to today?

Me: Entertaining a house full of little kids. Trying not to die of boredom

Dylan: I figured you’d be spending your vacation hanging out with your friends

Me: They’re all either out of town or busy with their boyfriends

Dylan: So you basically just texted me because you’re bored and have no one else to talk to?

Me: Well… Not just

Dylan: LOL. It’s not like I’m doing anything exciting. I was about to re-watch Stranger Things on Netflix

Me: I love that show. Can’t wait for the next season

Dylan: Want to come over and watch with me? You can get away from the kids for a while and enjoy some more age-appropriate entertainment

Me: Sure! Sounds fun. Where do you live?

He sent me his address and I added it to his contact information.

Me: Be right over

Dylan: I’ll wait until you get here so you don’t miss any of the creepy fun

I bounced off of my bed in excitement. This was perfect! There was no telling what I could find out about him by visiting his house, and if I was lucky I’d get a peek at his Netflix list and find out what he liked to watch. This was going to be a huge step towards finding a girl who’d be right for him. Plus I had to admit that it would be fun hanging out with him. He was much better company than my herd of little cousins. And way hotter.

Dylan lived in a one-story brick house not far from the high school. It was cute—if his mom had done the decorating, she had taste. The place was cozy and comfortable inside, lived-in without being cluttered, and I felt at home right away.

I wish I could have said the same thing about his little sister, Rachel. Apparently I didn’t impress her at all, because she turned up her nose at me and snorted.

“Is she another one of your girls?” she asked Dylan.

He grinned. “No, this is Allison. She’s not mine.”

I felt a twinge of annoyance. Like he wouldn’t want me or something? But he offered me a drink and a snack then led me to the other side of the house.

“We’ll let her have the living room with Spongebob,” he said.

The room where we ended up was smaller and secluded with a big screen mounted on the wall and a couch of buttery soft leather. A black lab wandered over and sniffed me curiously before settling down on the floor by Dylan’s feet.

“That’s Maxine. I got her as a puppy when I was eight.” She thumped her tail when she heard her name, and he bent to give her a quick pat. “Pick a spot. This is Dad’s space, but he’s in Austin on a business trip and won’t mind us using it.”

I sat down on the couch and Dylan took the other side. He’d already set up the show so all he had to do was hit Play on the remote. It was a relief not having the kids all over me, and the couch was comfortable enough to melt into. Dylan was easy to be around, too. I didn’t feel any of the awkwardness that usually hit when I was over at a boy’s house for the first time.

We sat through the first episode, then Dylan went to the kitchen to bring back a couple of water bottles and some spinach dip and chips. That tided us over for the next two episodes. We talked a little during the show, but mostly we were content to sit back and just watch together. As the third episode ended Dylan paused it and got up.

“Bathroom break. Ladies first.”

When I got back he took his turn, and while he was gone I poked through his Netflix queues. Quickly as I could I took pictures of them so I could go over them later. I’d just finished and put my phone away when he came back.

“Need anything?” he asked.

“I’m good, thanks.”

We made it through two more episodes before his mom tapped on the door frame.

“Dinner is almost ready. I made those chicken enchiladas you like. Allison, would you care to join us?”

The last thing I wanted to do was go home, but I’d hear about it if I wasn’t at dinner to help out with the kids.

“I’d love to, Mrs. Stafford, but my family is expecting me back.”

She smiled and went back to the kitchen while Dylan walked me to the door.

“Thanks for coming by and keeping me company,” he said.

“Thanks for giving me a break from the herd.”

“We should do it again. Watching this is better with a friend.”

“Sure. Text me anytime you’re up for it.”

“Okay, I will. I don’t have much going on. I may go hang out at Quinn’s or something, but other than that…”

“Just let me know. See you later, Dylan.”

He waved, but watched from his porch until I’d pulled away before going back inside. On the way home I made a mental tally of what I’d learned. He was a dog person—big dogs, not little dogs. He liked chicken enchiladas. According to Netflix he liked action movies, horror, and science fiction. Now it was time to think. Who did I know who liked those things?





Chapter Three

To my surprise he texted me the next afternoon. I was hiding in my room from the kids and smiled as I picked up my phone. I’d been about half-convinced that I’d never hear from him again.

Dylan: What are you doing?

Me: Reading Wuthering Heights

Dylan: We read that in 8th grade English

Me: Yeah. Mrs. Fleisch’s class. It’s my favorite book

Dylan: Seriously?

Me: Yes. I read it about once a year. I never get tired of it

Dylan: Want to get out for a while?

Me: Abso-freakin-lutely!

Dylan: I’ve got two tickets to the Ice Rays hockey game this evening

I gnawed on my lip as I considered that. Hockey? I wasn’t much into sports, although I enjoyed our high school football games and usually watched the Cowboys games with my family. But this promised to add to my insight into Dylan. I knew he’d been a major jock before his accident, although I’d had no clue he liked hockey. It wasn’t exactly the first sport that leaped to mind when you lived in south Texas.

Me: I’d love to go

Dylan: How about I pick you up in an hour and we can get something to eat first. Blackbeard’s?

Me: Works for me. Let me give you my address

Dylan: I have it

Me: Oh? Have you been stalking me?

Dylan: Maybe. Besides, you’ve already got mine. It’s only fair

Me: LOL. OK, I’ll be ready in an hour

I put my book away with a happy grin. This was going to be even better than I'd thought! I’d find out more about what kind of food he liked and sneak some more questions in while we ate, and be one step closer to figuring out who to set him up with.

When I started to get dressed I found myself dithering over what outfit to wear and had to laugh at myself. It wasn’t like this was a date or anything. The whole idea was to set him up with someone else, not get him to notice me.

Why don’t you go out with him? As Dani’s words echoed in my mind I shook my head. That was just silly. I was still hung up on Seth. Besides, it would be weird dating Dani’s ex. Wouldn’t it? I pushed the thought firmly away and tried to forget about it. I was going to stick with my plan and find Dylan his perfect match. I already had a few ideas, and I ought to be able to narrow the possibilities significantly after tonight.

The weather had cleared up overnight and the day was a bit warmer, but I still couldn’t decide what to wear. I chewed my lip thoughtfully as I picked through my clothes. Finally I decided on a pair of skinny jeans, a burgundy sweater, and my favorite pair of brown leather ankle boots. When I was dressed I studied my reflection critically in the full-length mirror on my door. The outfit was cute—nice, but not too dressy, and I didn’t look like I was going all out to make an impression. Which I totally wasn’t, at all. I made myself picture Seth in all his hotness. That was my dream guy, even if he did have a girlfriend at the moment. Dylan was just a project.

When Dylan rang my doorbell I almost changed my mind about that, though. He looked all kinds of sexy in dark jeans and a forest green knit shirt under his leather jacket, and the butterflies that had been hibernating in my stomach woke up and swirled in excitement. My heart beat a little faster as I stepped out onto the porch to meet him.

“You didn’t have to come to the door.”

He answered with a deprecating smile. “Of course I did. What did you expect me to do, honk for you from the curb? That wouldn't be very polite.”

My face went hot. It was exactly what most of the guys I went out with did. But then Dylan wasn’t really like most guys, was he?

We drove to North Beach in his white pickup. While it was older and nothing flashy, it was clean and he obviously took good care of it. Another point in his favor—for once I didn’t have to clear out a pile of old food containers and other trash from the seat before I could sit down.

Blackbeard’s was bustling and loud, but we were still able to get a table by the window so we had a view of the harbor. Twilight shrouded the world outside in soft shadows, while the Christmas lights on the bridge added to the holiday atmosphere. It felt almost romantic. I winced inwardly at the thought. What in the world was my damage?

Sharp blue eyes regarded me from across the table. “You all right?”

I gave myself a shake and pretended to study the menu. “Fine. Just remembering how much shopping I still have to do.”

“Procrastinate much?”

His teasing grin made my heart stutter, and I wondered if I was losing it. I needed to stop this nonsense right now. It wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t happen with Dylan. I stole a glance at him over the top of my menu.  Besides, even if it did—and it wasn’t—did I really believe he’d be any different than the other guys who had bailed on me after a date or two? It was safer just to stick to my obsession with Seth and to my plan to find Dylan the girl he deserved. That gave me another twinge, and forced myself to look at the menu. I needed to hurry this matchmaking thing up before I got in over my head.

“So what are you getting?” I asked him, trying to sound casual.

“The ribeye and shrimp.”

I added that to my mental notes. It sounded good to me, too, but I didn’t want to order the same thing he did.

“How about you?” he asked.

“The shrimp tacos, I think.”

“Good choice.”

I cocked my head and pretended to glare at him. “Of course it’s a good choice. Do you think I’d pick something yucky?”

“Well… The last girl I brought here ordered the veggie salad and complained because they didn’t have a light vinaigrette dressing for it. Then she stole food off of my plate the whole meal. So you can see why I’m happier with your choice.”

“Your steak is safe from me.” I laughed at his exaggerated sigh of relief, then asked, “How did you get two tickets to this game?”

“A friend’s dad is on the team. He got them for me so I could take Elora.”

His face took on a pained expression and I gave him a playful nudge under the table with my foot. “Not the smartest choice you’ve ever made. How'd you end up with her, anyway?”

“We hooked up at a party the night of Winter Dance. Her boyfriend had broken up with her the week before and I’d just gotten dumped, so it just sort of happened. I should have known better—did know better, really. But I did it anyway because I was lonely and hurt.”

“A little lapse in judgment is understandable given the circumstances.”

“Yeah, I guess. I don’t ever want to have to go through anything like the last few weeks again, though.”

“You just need to be a little more careful about your choices where women are concerned. That’s all.”

He gave me an odd, measuring look. “I’m working on that.”

I took a big gulp of my tea and almost choked on it, flustered again. Had he meant that the way it sounded, or was it just more teasing?

“So what about you and Seth?”

His open look somehow compelled honesty, and I gave him a wry smile. “He’s really good-looking, he’s nice, he’s a senior, and it’s never going to happen. Which makes him safe. Does that make sense? I can’t get hurt by someone I can never have.”

Sympathy shone in Dylan’s blue eyes. “But that’s not really true, is it?”

“No,” I admitted, and my stomach knotted again as I remembered the dismissive look I'd gotten from Seth’s girlfriend.

“Allison, if you’re going to get hurt anyway, why not take the risk over someone you can have? It isn’t like no one is interested. I’ve seen you out with plenty of guys.”

“Who all leave.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

One skeptical eyebrow quirked up. “Come on. You’re bound to have some idea. You’re cute, you’re fun to hang out with, you don’t order salad then steal food. There has to be some reason.”

I sighed. “Probably because of Seth. I’ve been so gaga over him that I haven’t been able to get into anyone else, and I just didn’t care much whether I saw any of them again. I guess it showed.”

“No guy wants to go out with a girl who isn’t at least kind of into him. Knowing that you’re nothing to her, totally replaceable? That’s a serious kick in the… ego.”

“I guess I can see that.”

When the waiter came by with our food Dylan whipped out his napkin with a flourish. “That’s enough amateur therapy for one day. Let’s eat.”

Over dinner we kept the conversation to light topics. Dylan asked about my visiting family and laughed as I described my herd of little cousins who swarmed me like a pack of hyenas. In return he told me about his little sister, who was a freshman and insanely smart. He called her The Brat because she said whatever she thought without any concern for the consequences and got away with murder both at home and at school because of her grades and test scores. I kept mental notes on everything, like how his dad was a salesman for a company that made industrial valves and spent more time on business trips than at home, and his mom was a receptionist at a doctor’s office. It would all come in handy later.

When he asked, I told him about my parents—Dad the manager at a grocery store and Mom a middle school history teacher—and my older brother who was already out of college.

“He’s working for an oil drilling company in North Dakota. I hardly see him anymore, but he’s older and we’re not really close anyway.”

“What about you?” he asked as he munched on a French fry. “What do you want to do?”

“Be a nurse—labor and delivery. I’m planning to go to the nursing school in Corpus. Laney and I are going to be roommates, at least if she ever figures out what she wants to major in. You?”

He shrugged. “Something in computers, probably. I’m good with them. Maybe games programming. I’m still thinking about it. All I’d ever thought about before was sports, but that’s no longer an option.”

“How did you have your accident?”

“I was riding my cousin’s motorcycle and a car ran a red light. I wrecked when I swerved out of its way. Broke my leg in six places, and now its full of pins and stuff. It works, but it’s not the same. I can’t put too much stress on the knee, and I have to exercise regularly or the scar tissue tries to tighten up on me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll live with it. It definitely could have been a lot worse. Took a while for that to sink in, but I do get it.”

“That’s a healthy attitude.”

He winked at me playfully. “Yep. Now if we could only break you of that Seth thing.”

“I thought we weren’t doing therapy anymore,” I grumbled.

“Fine. Looks like your time is up anyway. We need to get moving if we’re going to make it before the game starts.”

Half an hour later we took our seats in the stands. I’d never been to the arena before and looked around with open curiosity.

“Do you like the Rays?” Dylan asked.

“No idea. I’ve never been to a hockey game before.” He goggled at me and I laughed. “This is Texas, Dylan. Ask me about football. That I have some clue about.”

“You’ll enjoy it.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Ha! I’ll believe that when I see it.”

I jabbed him lightly with my elbow. “Jerk.”

“Sh. The game is starting.”

I settled back to watch as the crowd began to cheer. During the game Dylan explained what was going on and gave me a rundown of the rules and how the game was played. His enthusiasm for it was infectious, and I found myself enjoying it because he was having so much fun with it.

“Did you play?” I asked him.

“Never had the chance, but I love watching.”

It was obvious that he did, and so we cheered together and laughed and chattered our way through the rest of the game. During one particularly hard-fought point Dylan grabbed my hand. Although his eyes were glued to the rink, every nerve in my body jolted to life at his touch while shivery tingles raced across my skin and the butterflies in my stomach went crazy. Time slowed and the shouting around us faded to a hollow echo. I didn’t know what to do. What was going on with me tonight?

When the Rays scored Dylan turned his head, a boyish grin of glee lighting up his face, and I was snared by his bright, blue eyes. I’m not sure how long I was lost in their depths, but it felt like hours while my brain whirled over the last couple of days.

He’d protected me in the café and saved me from being brained by that flying ketchup bottle. We’d hung out and he hadn’t tried to make any moves on me. He teased, but there was no malice in it. Maybe he was different. Maybe he wasn’t like the other guys at all.

Then Dylan’s eyes darted down to our clasped hands and his grin faded. His fingers released mine and he drew back a little.

“Sorry. I guess I got carried away.”

“It’s okay.”

It wasn’t, though, because I’d wanted him to keep holding it. Outwardly I smiled at him, but inside I was running in circles in panic. What was I doing? This was Dani’s ex. And what about Seth? He’d been the only guy I’d thought about for over a year. I wasn’t ready to give up on him, was I? Could I?

We turned our attention back to the game, but I couldn’t help taking sidelong looks at Dylan when I knew he was focused on the rink. He was so cute, and he’d been so nice to me. I remembered how good he’d been to Dani, too, and couldn’t help wondering what it would be like or whether it could possibly last.

The next morning I was so distracted that I severely disappointed my cousins. I just wasn’t in the mood to entertain them. My mind looped endlessly over the events of the previous night to try to make sense of what had happened. Dylan and me? Could there be something there? I kept trying to tell myself no, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

He was different from all the other guys I’d gone out with. Something about him just clicked and although I didn’t want to trust it, at the same time I couldn’t deny that I felt drawn to him. But what was I going to do about it? The fact that he was Dani’s ex didn’t make things any simpler, either.

My phone dinged with a text and I snatched it up eagerly, hoping it was Dylan. It was only Delaney, though, and I tried not to feel too disappointed.

Delaney: Are you awake?

Me: The kids woke me up two hours ago

Delaney: Good. Come shopping with me

Me: I’d love to, but I have to stay in bed and watch Netflix all day

Delaney: Come on. Walker is no fun to shop with

Me: Of course not. He’s a BOY

Delaney: Exactly

Delaney: So get yourself put together and let’s go

I rolled out of bed with a sigh. I did still have a few last-minute things I needed to pick up.

Me: All right, fine. 

Delaney: Sweet!!! Come over to my house and then we’ll go to the mall in Corpus

Me: I’LL DRIVE

Delaney: Whatevs. Just get over here

Me: Half an hour. Bye

Delaney: Love you babe! Bye!

So I drove, and since it was the week of Christmas the only place to park was at the far end of one of the longest lots. Inside the mall was packed even worse, and I was having second thoughts about being there the moment we pushed through the glass doors. By then it was too late, though. We thrust our way through the crowds, browsing through stores so full we could barely squeeze through the aisles. Eventually we took a break and grabbed some Chinese in the food court, and I dropped into a chair at an empty table, thrilled to be out of the crush.

“So what’s wrong?” Delaney asked around a mouthful of noodles.

“Nothing.”

“Bull! It’s like you’re not even here today.”

She was right, and she was my best friend. I couldn’t talk to Dannika about this, but I needed to talk to someone.

“I don’t even know where to start.”

Delaney sat up like a cheetah who had just spotted a gazelle, eyes aglow in anticipation. “This is about a boy!”

“It’s complicated.”

“Boys are simple.”

I shook my head. “Not this time.”

“So who is it?”

This was it. I took a deep breath. “Dylan.”

“Dylan?” Her eyes went wide. “Dani’s Dylan?”

“No,” I said, irked by the totally unnecessary reminder. “She dumped him.”

“You like him!”

“I’m not sure.”

“You do! It’s written all over your face when I say his name.”

So I filled her in on everything that had happened in the last couple of days, all the time we’d spent together. I tried not to give away too much about the feelings I’d been trying to suppress, but Laney didn’t let that stop her. She heard what she wanted to hear.

“Allie, that’s awesome! I’m so happy for you!”

“Don’t make it into some huge deal. It’s really nothing. I’m pretty sure it’s just a friends thing, not a he really likes me thing.”

“Don’t be dense. Of course he does. I told you that guys are simple. If he acts like he likes you, then he likes you. If he didn’t he wouldn’t have asked you to dinner and a hockey game.”

Was that true? I wasn’t so sure. “Anyway, he’s Dani’s ex. Wouldn’t that make things weird?”

“Maybe. But it doesn’t have to. We’re all friends and it will work itself out.”

“Well, don’t say anything to Dani. I’m still not convinced it’s anything. And there’s Seth…”

“Who you won’t even talk to.”

“Regardless. This stays between us.”

“All right. I'll keep my mouth shut. But if it turns out to be real then you’re going to have to tell Dani, you know.”

“I know.” It just wasn’t a conversation I was remotely looking forward to.

We finished our shopping and began the long trek back to my car. Neither of us could remember exactly where it was, so we spent a while wandering back and forth while I tried to beep it with the lock remote. Finally Delaney saw the lights flash.

“There it is,” she said, pointing off to our left.

As I looked in that direction there was a loud crash from the other side. A silver Nissan had backed into another car, smashing a headlight and buckling its hood and fender.

“Glad that wasn’t mine,” I said.

Instead of stopping, the Nissan straightened out and screeched away.

“Hey!” Delaney yelled. “They can’t do that!”

I kept my mouth firmly shut, because in that split second the driver’s side had faced me I’d recognized the driver. She was Seth’s new girlfriend.





Chapter Four

By now I felt that I had enough to go on to find someone suitable for Dylan. Late that night while I was in bed I jotted down a list of everything I could remember that he liked or disliked. When I finished I was surprised at how long those lists were already. We’d only spent a few hours together, after all. I chewed on the end of my pen as I studied what I’d discovered, running through the lists again and again until I had a general idea of the kind of girl I was looking for.

I racked my brains to come up with everyone who might be a fit and wrote them down as well, then I added columns beside them for each characteristic I’d listed for Dylan. I made a check if there was a match and an X if there wasn’t and left the column blank if I wasn’t sure so I could try to fill it in later. In the end I had almost two dozen names that looked reasonable—one of them had to be Dylan’s perfect match. But how to choose?

Some of them were out of town, and a few quick texts to the girls I knew personally eliminated six who were spending their holidays away. I couldn’t afford to wait for them to get back. I needed to get this done before I developed the kind of crush on Dylan that I had for Seth. Scanning through the names that were left, one leaped out at me. Gail Coleman. Delaney knew her because they’d lived a few houses apart before Laney moved into her creepy new house over the summer, and she had mentioned before that Gail was sweet. She was an honor student and kind of geeky, in the Math Club, and liked science fiction and superhero movies. All of that fit, plus she was pretty—a few inches shorter than Dylan with long, pale blonde hair and green eyes, and her glasses made her look even cuter and smarter. She also didn’t seem to date much.

Dylan would probably be a good match for her, too. He was super nice, and I knew he’d be attentive and not intimidate her. They’d definitely make a cute couple. Now I just had to figure out how to get them together.

For some reason I hadn’t thought that part would be very hard, but it totally stumped me. As far as I could tell they didn’t know each other, didn’t hang around with any of the same people, and had no reason to ever be in the same place other than school. I had to come up with something, but what?

It was Molly who came to my rescue when she texted the next morning.

Molly: Still coming to Quinn’s tonight?

Me: Quinn’s? Why?

Molly: We’re supposed to get together to play games, remember?

Me: Oh, yeah. I forgot

Molly: I knew you would

Me: Don’t worry, I’ll be there

Me: I’m going to whip all of you at Mario Kart

Molly: As if

Me: LOL. See you tonight

Molly: kthxbai

Suddenly it hit me. This was it! This was how I’d get them together!

Me: Hey, why don’t you get Quinn to invite Dylan?

Molly: Dylan? Really?

Me: Yeah. He’s having kind of a rough time. Caught his gf cheating on him at Mary Folsom’s party

Molly: Oh no!!!

Me: He could probably use the distraction to get his mind off things, and since Dani isn’t here…

Molly: OK. I’ll talk to Quinn

Me: Thanks!

Molly: Sure. See you later

I cackled in glee as my plan kicked off. There was no doubt in my mind that Dylan would go, so half the job was done. But to finish I’d need Delaney’s help. What I wanted was too complicated to explain via text, so I called her.

“Hey, Allie,” she said as she answered. “What’s up?”

“Want to be my partner in crime?”

“That depends on how much trouble you’re going to get me into.”

“None. I just figured out who to set Dylan up with, and I need your help.”

“Why do I not like this already?”

“Oh, stop worrying.”

Quickly I explained to her how I’d already gotten Molly to invite Dylan over to play games with the rest of us. She listened in silence, but I could tell she was still skeptical when I finished.

“I think I’ve got the perfect girl, but I need your help getting her to Quinn’s tonight.”

“Who is she?”

“Gail Coleman.”

She gave a snort of surprise. “Gail? Really?”

“After spending time with Dylan and getting to know him better, I think they’d be good together.”

Before she could object I ran through my list to show I really did have some clue what I was talking about.

“Well, she sounds good on paper at least,” Delaney admitted grudgingly. “And Gail does like to play video games—the kind you like to play, anyway.”

“And she’s not dating anyone as far as I’ve been able to find out.”

“No, she’s single. And she is in town.”

“See? It’s perfect!”

“I don’t know about that, but I’ll grant you that it’s plausible.”

“So you’ll talk to her?”

Delaney heaved a put upon sigh. “I guess so.”

“Good. Get Molly to okay it, too. I don’t want her or Quinn to know that I set this up.”

I knew better than to ask her to keep it from Walker. She told him everything. I’d just have to rely on him not to spread it around, but he was usually good at keeping secrets to himself.

“All right. I’ll do that. Anything else?”

“No, that’s all. Thanks, Laney! You’re the best!”

“Yeah, yeah. You’d just better hope this whole thing doesn’t blow up in your face.”

“It won’t. How could it?”

After all, everything was going according to plan.

I got to Quinn’s around seven o’clock. It was already dark outside, the stars twinkling merrily overhead with a cold wind out of the north to remind us that it was December, even though it had been nice out earlier. I took a minute to enjoy the view from the deck of Quinn’s beach house before going inside. The place was amazing, and I would have given an arm to live in a house like that on the beach.

“Hey, Allison,” Dylan’s voice came to me out of the darkness.

He was standing in the shadows on the other side of the doors. “Oh, I didn’t see you.”

“Just taking in the view. There’s something about the ocean at night.”

I could feel the wildness, the mystery of it through my skin. “I know exactly what you mean.”

We went inside together and found Molly there with Quinn and Walker and some of their other gamer friends. There was hot cocoa and spiced tea, chips and queso, and homemade guacamole that Molly had whipped up that was to die for. Quinn herded the guys towards the game room while Molly and I traded small talk and waited for Delaney.

It was only a few minutes before she showed up with Gail. After two minutes of talking to her I knew that she was every bit as sweet as Laney had claimed. She was kind of quiet, though not really shy, and she seemed at ease even though she didn’t know anyone there but Delaney. The four of us followed the boys upstairs to the game room.

“You all know Gail, right?” Delaney asked them, then introduced everyone just in case.

Molly leaned on the couch by Quinn. “What are we playing?”

The boys launched into an argument over Battlefront and Call of Duty, while the rest of us traded exasperated glances.

“Mario Kart!” Molly and I yelled together.

There were groans, but Delaney and Gail backed us up so the boys turned off the Xbox. They knew when they were beaten. Dylan pulled a face at me then grinned, which made my stomach flutter. That wasn’t good. He was supposed to be giving Gail butterflies, not me! I was going to have to avoid him in hope that he and Gail would interact enough to get some chemistry going.

We played party games on Quinn’s Wii for a while then took a break while the boys went back to their Xbox shooters. Molly joined them, of course, and to my surprise Gail took a couple of turns as well. I was glad I’d invited her, even if nothing happened with Dylan, because she was having a great time. The boys noticed her, too, because whenever she laughed she was even prettier. I could see CJ and Trent watching her with interest, but I was still convinced my plan was going to work. It just had to.

After that we went back to playing party games, and I snuck down to the kitchen for more of Molly’s guacamole—and to get away from Dylan. I’d only been there a minute or so when Trent showed up.

“Gail is really something, isn’t she? Cute and good at headshots. Is she seeing anyone?”

I fixed him with my best glare. “She’s not your type.”

“She looks like my type,” he replied with a leer.

“She’s a sweetheart and doesn’t date much, and if you treated her like the last girl you went out with Delaney would have Walker pound you into next Christmas.”

Trent laughed. “Message received. Besides, girls that sweet aren’t much fun to play with anyway.”

“Good thinking.”

I only hoped Dylan was finding her equally attractive. When I went back upstairs, that seemed to be the case. Molly and Gail were playing Mario Kart against Walker and Dylan. The room was full of lively banter, and my couple-in-progress was grinning and having a ball as they tried to knock one another off of the track. Laughter rose from all sides as Gail sailed over the finish line and Dylan came in last. The two of them got up to give the others a turn and sat together on the couch to watch, still talking and so close they were almost touching. This was exactly what I’d hoped for. So why wasn’t I happier about it?

What I really wanted to do was go wedge myself between them. I shook my head, knowing I was just being ridiculous again. Dylan was not who I wanted. I was just confused because of the stuff going on with Seth.

To get my mind off of the two of them I took my own turn at Mario Kart, which was my favorite game after all. But the immersion lasted only so long, and when I handed over my controller and saw the way that Gail was gazing adoringly at Dylan my stomach threatened to tie itself into a knot. I stared at them, emotions seething in a turmoil I couldn’t control, until I felt a hand on my arm.

“Come on,” Delaney said gently. “Let’s go get some more of that guacamole.”

I followed her downstairs and began stuffing my face. It was something to do.

“Looks like your plan worked,” Laney remarked casually.

“Yeah.”

“You don’t seem very happy about it.”

“Of course I am! Didn’t you see them together? They make an awesome couple.”

“Uh huh. Except I think that you wish it was you sitting there next to him.”

I laughed and gave a little wave of my arm. “You know good and well that Seth is the only boy I care about.”

“Keep telling yourself that.”

She grabbed a bag of chips and headed back upstairs. I stayed a little longer, telling myself that she was completely off base and that everything was perfect. My plan was on track and Dylan would soon be out of the picture as far as I was concerned, so I could get back to pining after Seth.

When got back upstairs it was my turn at Mario Kart again. I played mindlessly, lost the game, and retreated to a corner where I could lurk in peace. Was Delaney right? I pondered that while I shoved chips in my mouth and pretended to watch the others play.

“You eat all the Doritos and Quinn is going to throw you out of his house.”

Walker was standing beside me with a knowing smirk on his face. I shoved the bag away with a grimace. I hadn’t even realized I was eating them.

“Had all the Mario Kart you can take?” I asked.

“And then some. We’ll start Battleground again in a few minutes, though.”

A thought occurred to me. “Do you know the girl Seth is seeing? Tall, blonde, gorgeous?”

He nodded. “Mindy Swift. She’s on the tennis team. Her younger brother works at the same pizza place with Seth.”

“Oh.” So that was it.

“She’s kind of a stuck up… Well. Let’s just say she’s not the nicest person in the world. She’s a grass is greener type. Always looking for the next best thing.”

“Doesn’t sound too great for Seth.”

“Nope.”

On impulse I told him about the hit and run Delaney and I had witnessed at the mall. Walker shook his head.

“Wow. Even for her that’s bad.”

“I can’t believe Seth is with someone like that.”

Walker smiled in the darkness. “Is it really Seth you’re worried about?”

“What do you mean?”

He scooped out a generous helping of guacamole on a chip. “Dylan and Gail seem to be getting along really well.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Nothing. Just making conversation. And you might consider that while Seth has a girlfriend, Dylan doesn’t.”

Quinn poked his head over the back of the couch. “Walker, we’re about to start Battlefront.”

Delaney’s boyfriend shoved the rest of the chip in his mouth. “That’s my cue. Gotta go.”

I glared after him. Why did he and Laney think I should go after Dylan? Dani would have kittens if she came home from vacation and found me cozied up with her ex. Awkward wouldn’t begin to describe it. No, I was doing the right thing. I almost even made myself believe it. Almost.

While we played games the rest of the evening, Dylan and Gail kept close together. They were obviously enjoying each other’s company and oblivious to the knowing looks which flew around them. I did my best to ignore them and told myself that this was exactly what I’d set out to do, but that didn’t stop the cold little knot which coiled in the pit of my stomach.

Molly and Walker had just started a head to head game when Gail jumped to her feet.

“Oh, shoot! I didn’t realize how late it was. I’ve got to get home.”

Delaney started to get up, but Dylan waved her back down to her place beside Walker. “I’ll take her,” he said.

“Are you sure?”

“It's on my way home. Not a problem.”

My eyes followed them as they walked out together, and I tried to ignore the ache inside my chest. I was doing the right thing. It was obvious they belonged together.

When I turned back to the game I saw Laney looking at me. She shook her head as though in pity for my lameness. Apparently she didn’t believe it, either.

I didn’t hear from Dylan the next day. I didn’t really expect to, and I didn’t want to be the one to text him first, even though I was dying to find out how things were going with him and Gail. Instead I spent the day entertaining my cousins and thinking about Seth in an effort to keep my mind off of Dylan. It worked—sort of.

But when I went to bed I twisted and turned, restless because my brain wouldn’t shut off. Had they spent all day texting? Had they gone out? I was ready to smother myself with a pillow by the time I finally fell asleep.

Next morning while I was at the gym Dylan did text, though.

Dylan: Got plans for lunch?

Me: I was thinking of calling Brad Pitt and hooking up

Dylan: Brat

Me: I’m at the gym. Give me time to get home and clean up

Dylan: Chili’s in an hour?

Me: Hour and a half

Dylan: Great! Meet you there

I shut down the treadmill and began shoving my things into my bag. Why was he asking me to lunch? Did that mean he wasn’t going out with Gail? Or was he just wanting to talk to me as a friend? Maybe he needed a woman’s perspective or something. The curiosity burning inside of me drove me to rush home and get ready in record time.

He was waiting for me inside the restaurant when I got there.

“I hope this turns out better than Caroline’s,” I said.

“But the ketchup in your hair was so adorable.”

“You had it in your hair, too.”

“But it didn’t look nearly as good on me.”

We munched on chips while we waited for our lunch. Neither of us had said much so far, and I still had no idea why we were there. I wanted to ask, but I made myself wait to see what he had to say.

“Kids still driving you crazy?” he asked.

“I’m ready to go back to school if it means I can get away from them.”

Laughter sparkled in his eyes. “Sounds almost as fun as my last minute shopping trip at the mall.”

I perked up at that. Last minute Christmas shopping? Had he gone to get something for Gail? They barely knew each other, but if he really liked her he might have put forth the extra effort.

“So you and Gail kind of hit it off at Quinn’s the other night, huh?”

Dylan sighed. “Yeah. We went out last night. Turns out she doesn’t like sports at all. Better yet, she’d been smoking pot with some of her Math Club friends before I picked her up and she was completely toasted. She spent the whole evening giggling and talking like I was deaf.”

“Gail?” I repeated in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“Yep. I won’t be doing that again.”

“I guess not. It’s too bad, though. She seemed really nice.”

“Oh, she is. Just not my type.”

I spent the rest of our lunch together wondering just what his type was, and being secretly glad that it wasn’t Gail after all.





Chapter Five

Dani texted me that evening, rescuing me from another endless round of board games intended to keep my cousins busy and out of the adults’ hair. They weren’t my kids, though, and I wasn’t getting paid to babysit so I didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about bailing.

“Gotta take this,” I said as I jumped up and dashed for my room.

Dannika: So how’s the matchmaking going?

Me: I blew it

Dannika: What happened?

Me: I found a girl and got them together, but she turned out not to be as good a fit for him as I thought

Dannika: If it was easy everyone would be doing it

Me: Well, how was I supposed to know she was secretly a stoner? I’m not into any of that stuff

Dannika: If you’re going to play matchmaker that’s exactly the kind of thing you HAVE to know

Me: I know. I just thought I had this nailed

Dannika: Don’t give up. Next time you’ll know more and be able to choose better

Me: So, heard from Ashton?

Dannika: No. Not a word

Me: I’m sorry

Dannika: This was why I didn’t want to start dating him again. I knew it would come down to him having to make this choice

Me: It’s not really his fault

Dannika: No, but getting back together just made things worse, exactly like I said it would. I should have left things alone

Me: I hear ya

After all, didn’t I feel the same way? It was safer to leave things the way they were, because otherwise I’d be setting myself up to get my heart curbstomped and it wasn’t worth it. Although whenever I saw Delaney and Walker or Molly and Quinn together I had to wonder if I was being honest. Didn’t I want exactly what they had? Wasn’t I really just scared that no one would ever want me that way?

By the time the kids were off to bed I was completely worn out. This Christmas had killed any last trace of interest I might have ever had in becoming a teacher, and almost put me off the idea of having kids of my own. Who could deal with that kind of insanity day after day after day? At least I knew my cousins would be going home soon and my life would go back to normal, but my uncles and aunts wouldn’t get a reprieve until the little monsters graduated from high school!

I collapsed onto my bed and pulled my stack of notes from my nightstand. After lunch with Dylan I’d added a few carefully gleaned items to my lists, and with them I was able to eliminate a couple more contenders. I was starting to run out of room on my girls sheet, so I decided to create a separate page for each of the ones that remained.

The list was down to eight possible matches now, and only one of them really leaped out at me—Miranda Sabin. We’d been lab partners in chemistry our sophomore year, so I knew a bit about her. She was on the varsity drill team and liked sports. While she wasn’t as brainy as Gail she did get decent grades, and she liked action and horror movies which was a big plus. I was pretty sure I had a winner with her, but I had to make double sure that I got it right this time. I didn’t want a repeat of the fiasco with Gail. What I really needed to do was pick up a few more clues from Dylan before I made my final decision. I’d have to figure out some way to spend time with him again soon.

Early the next afternoon I went over to Walker’s house for a cookout. We’d planned it before school let out—just our little group of five since Dani was out of town. I’d considered inviting Dylan, but I couldn’t afford to draw too much attention to us if I wanted the matchmaking to work out.

When I got to the house I let myself in the gate and walked around to the pool. It was a perfect day for a cookout—it was warm for December and the sky was clear and bright, reminding me of Dylan’s eyes. I gave myself a mental kick and pushed the thought away. I had to quit doing that.

Quinn and Walker were tending the grill, and the heavenly smells rising from it made my mouth water.

“Hey, Allie,” Walker called out. “Make yourself at home. There are plenty of drinks inside, and snacks on the counter.”

“Thanks.”

I gave them each a quick hug and went through the sliding doors into the kitchen. Delaney and Molly were there munching on chips and watching a video on Molly’s phone, and Laney glanced up as I came in.

“Finally! You made it!”

“I didn’t know I was on a schedule.”

“Well, you were. Remember that next time, young lady, or you won’t be invited back and you won’t get any more of Walker’s steaks.”

I opened my mouth to fire off a retort then shut it again. Walker’s steaks were to die for and Laney was his girlfriend. Best not to take stupid chances.

Molly closed the video on her phone. “Speaking of, we’d better go keep the boys company while they cook or they’re liable not to let us eat.”

We filed out onto the patio and found another guy, Glen, standing with Walker and Quinn. He was one of Molly and Quinn’s gamer friends, although he didn’t normally hang out with our group much. He was tall and kind of slim, especially standing next to Walker and Quinn, with soft, reddish brown hair that tended to flop down over his eyes. He smiled as we came out and Molly gave him a big hug.

Quinn pretended to frown. “Careful. You might make me jealous.”

“As if,” Molly said, and blew him a kiss before turning back to Glen. “I’m glad you could come.”

“I’m glad you invited me. My parents are both working and this sure beats eating a microwave dinner at home alone.”

My heart twisted a little at that. Dylan was probably home alone. I’d have to text him in a little while and check up on him. And why was I thinking about Dylan again? While I took a lingering sniff of the grill, the others sat down in the chairs around the pool. When I got there the only one left was next to Glen, who smiled at me again as I sank into it.

“So what have you been up to so far on your vacation, Glen?” Delaney asked.

He shrugged. “I replayed a couple of old games while I was waiting for the new releases to hit the shelves. Binge watched the new season of Fear the Walking Dead. That’s about it.”

She rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. “You are such a nerd.”

“Geek, Laney. The correct term is geek.”

“Whatever. Haven’t you gone out at all?”

“Nope. I’ve been a home body since Kerri and I broke up after homecoming.”

Molly laughed. “Ah, the great Xbox versus Playstation breakup.”

“That’s the one.”

Delaney glanced at me then turned her smile back on Glen. “Still working on your Kawasaki?”

“No. I finally finished the engine rebuild over Thanksgiving, so it’s all done. I rode it over here.”

“Nice! I want to go see it later. And maybe I can talk you into giving us a ride.”

That obviously pleased him. “Sure!”

I felt a little chill at the thought of riding a motorcycle. That was how Dylan had wrecked his leg. No way was I getting on that thing! They continued to talk about it while Walker and Quinn went to check the steaks.

“Almost done here, beautiful,” Walker called over his shoulder. “Will you bring me the tray?”

Delaney hopped up. “Got it!”

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. The sun felt good, even if it wasn’t cranked up to summertime levels. Another wave of cooking smells wafted over me as Walker began piling steaks onto the tray Delaney had fetched, and my stomach rumbled.

“Here, I’ll help you with that,” Molly said, handing glasses of tea to Walker and Quinn. “You two sit for a while. Laney and I will finish up inside while the steaks rest.”

I was a little surprised that they hadn’t asked me to help, but honestly I was pretty lost in the kitchen. Who else could screw up ramen noodles in the microwave?

“Been busy over the holidays, Allison?” Glen asked.

“We have a ton of family staying with us and I’ve been stuck watching the kids a lot, but I managed to go out a couple of times.”

Walker gave low chuckle. “Tell him about your adventure at Caroline’s.”

Why not? So I told the story, editing out the parts about how Dylan and I both ended up there because we were hurting, while the others laughed.

As I finished, Glen grinned. “It was a good thing Dylan was there. Getting hit in the head with a ketchup bottle would have to hurt.”

“If Dylan hadn’t been there I would have left as soon as they came in.”

Walker cocked his head at that and gave me a measuring look, but my answering glare only made him smirk. Fortunately he decided to keep any comments about me and Dylan to himself, because the last thing I needed was any hint of what I was up to getting back to Dylan through Quinn or Glen. Molly poked her head through the sliding glass doors, putting an end to the issue for the moment.

“All right, guys. Come and get it.”

We filled our plates in the kitchen then went to eat at the picnic table in the backyard, and somehow I ended up sitting next to Glen again. It only took a couple of sidelong glances from Delaney to ignite my suspicions, and after another leading conversation opener for Glen I knew I was right on the money. Delaney was trying to set me up with Glen!

I clamped my jaw in annoyance. The nerve! Like I couldn’t get my own boyfriend if I wanted to? What a meddling little wretch! I seethed through the rest of the meal until I was able to corner her alone in the kitchen afterwards.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.

She gave me her best innocent look. “What do you mean?”

“Glen.”

Her shoulders slumped as she realized she’d been busted. “I thought that since Seth has a girlfriend, it wouldn’t hurt for you to have another option.”

“I’m perfectly capable of finding a boyfriend on my own,” I growled. “So cut it out.”

“Fine! I was just trying to help.”

“I don’t need help.”

“Okay, I get it. I’m sorry.”

Her feelings were hurt so she went to snuggle up with Walker, leaving me alone in the kitchen. I felt bad for jumping on her that way, but if I didn’t put the brakes on now she’d never quit. Besides, now I had a chance to text Dylan away from prying eyes.

Me: How’s your afternoon going?

Dylan: Quiet. Just chilling at home

I should have gotten Quinn and Molly to invite him to the cookout. It certainly would have caused Delaney’s little scheme to blow up in her face!

Me: Want to do something tomorrow?

Dylan: Sure. Anything in particular you’d like to do?

Me: No idea

Dylan: I’ve got a couple. How about I surprise you?

Me: I love surprises

Dylan: Good. I’ll text you in the morning. Is 9 too early?

Me: No, the kids will wake me up long before then

Dylan: OK. Got to go, Mom is calling

Me: Talk to you tomorrow

Excitement prickled through me and I wanted to bounce around the room like one of my little cousins on a sugar high. I could hardly wait for tomorrow.

Dylan texted me at 9:00 sharp.

Dylan: You awake?

Me: Yep. So what are we doing? More Netflix?

Dylan: Nope. It’s a beautiful day. We should get out and enjoy it before the weather turns again

Me: I’m good with that

Dylan: Go casual. I’ll pick you up in an hour

Me: I’ll be ready

I poked my head outside to see if it was as nice as he’d claimed. It was much like the day before, sunny and warm enough to enjoy being outside. Nothing like wearing shorts the week before Christmas. I picked out some jean shorts and lingered over a lacy black top before settling on a t-shirt instead. When a boy says casual, go with the t-shirt.

An hour later I climbed into his truck and looked at him expectantly. He was dressed like me in jean shorts and a t-shirt, so I was glad I’d decided against the lace top.

“So where are we going?”

“How does a road trip sound? With a Christmas theme. We can make a day of it. We’ll do the circle around Corpus Christi Bay—Corpus, Port Aransas, the ferry to Aransas Pass, and then home again. At each spot along the way we’ll stop and pick up something Christmas-y. We can have lunch in Port A. I know a couple of good places right by the ferry landing.”

Excitement bubbled up through me and I grinned at him. “I like it!”

I’d get to spend the whole day with him. There was no telling how much new information about him I could pick up along the way.

When Dylan grinned back, I felt warm all over and my heart did a happy little flip. The boy really was dangerous. How many hearts had he broken when he was going through his bad boy spell after his accident? Fortunately I was still all about Seth and prepared against his charms.

What I wasn’t prepared for was The Best Day Ever. Both of us sang along to his CDs at the top of our lungs as we drove along with the windows down enjoying the briny air. I felt wonderfully alive and giddy just from being out with him, but at the same time I was comfortable and let go in a way I never did with any of the other boys I went out with. Probably because he was a friend and my goal was to set him up with someone else. Whatever the reason, it was easy being around him, easy for me to be myself. I didn’t care that I wasn’t all dressed up or that the wind had wrecked my hair, and I forgot that I was supposed to be taking mental notes about what he did and didn’t like. Instead I leaned back in my seat, stuck my feet out the window, and savored the moment.

As we sang together our eyes would meet and we grinned at each other like lunatics while the air seemed to crackle with electric tension. I’d never experienced anything like it before, and while I knew it was a dangerous mistake I couldn’t help myself. It felt too good to quit.

When we got to Corpus we stopped at the Water Street Market to look for our Christmas souvenir. Dylan bought an adorable sock monkey dressed in a Santa outfit, and handed it over to me as we walked back to his truck.

“Need to do any more shopping?” he asked.

“I’m good.”

“Then we’re off to our next stop.”

We drove across the causeway to Mustang Island with the water all around us glittering like jewels in the sunlight. It was a glorious day, bright and wild, and I felt so alive and bursting with energy that I could barely sit still. Apparently I’d been cooped up with the kids too much and had been more desperate to get away than I’d realized.

In Aransas Pass Dylan took us to a small restaurant where we ate lunch on the patio so we could see the ferries going back and forth from the landing. We didn’t talk about anything special, nothing I could remember as significant later, but we never seemed to stop laughing. It was weird because I hadn’t realized before what a great sense of humor Dylan had. Or maybe it was just the day and I would have laughed at anything from the sheer joy at being away from the kids.

This time I was the one who found our souvenir—a snow globe with Santa inside, only instead of driving a sleigh with reindeer he was in a speedboat being pulled by dolphins. Dylan liked it a lot so I let him keep it. My sock monkey Santa was cuter, anyway. With that taken care of we rode the ferry over to Aransas Pass.

“Come on,” Dylan said, taking my hand and pulling me to the back of the boat.

“Where are we going?”

“I want to see if the dolphins are following us.”

“In December?”

“Some of them stick around all year.”

To my surprise a handful of them appeared to chase after the ferry, their sleek bodies gliding through the water to match our speed with effortless grace. Dylan watched in rapture as they leaped and dove through the wake of the boat. The smile playing on his lips drew me in and I could hardly tear my gaze away. I’d never realized how full and soft his lips were, how kissable they were. I shook my head to clear it of what were becoming some very uncomfortable thoughts. The last thing I needed to be thinking about was Dylan’s lips. Those lips were going to belong to some other lucky girl soon, and I had no business wondering how they’d feel against mine.

But I couldn’t help dwelling on how different Dylan was than I’d expected. There was nothing about him of the bad boy who’d burned his way through what seemed like half the girls in school a year ago. He wasn’t even much like I’d seen him when he was dating Dannika. He was more relaxed and playful now, and hard as I tried I couldn’t deny how attractive he was just being himself. It was almost enough to make me forget about Seth. Seth, who I’d been obsessing about for over a year.

But even that realization couldn’t jar me out of my good mood, and as we drove across the final causeway towards Aransas Pass I couldn’t imagine anywhere on Earth I’d rather have been.

Our final Christmas souvenir was an inflatable snowman on a sled. We’d stopped at a convenience store to get some bottled water and the display was by the coolers. We both took one look at it and laughed.

“We have to get one for Walker’s pool,” I said as I pulled down the box.

“Absolutely!”

A quiet settled over us as we headed home, and for a while we rode in silence. It had been a wonderful day, but now it was coming to an end—and I didn’t want it to. I wasn’t ready for it to be over. As we got to the edge of Aransas Pass Dylan pointed past me out the window to a weathered, rustic building close to the waterfront.

“Dolphin Tours?” I asked.

“They take you out on a boat and get up close and personal with the dolphins. The guides know most of the local dolphins by sight. We should go sometime.”

“That sounds fun.”

The sun was a ball of red fire in the west as the afternoon faded, and the air cooled off as it dropped towards the horizon. When we stopped for gas we rolled up the windows and Dylan dug behind my seat for a long-sleeved shirt. He handed it to me, but before he could put the seat back something caught my eye.

“You skateboard?”

A wistful smile tugged at his lips. “I used to before. Not so much now. You?”

“Never been on one.”

“We’ll just have to do something about that, won’t we?”

He drove us around to a deserted street which led towards the marina and parked. The only sounds around us were the lonely cries of seabirds and the drone of an occasional car passing on the highway.

“All right,” he told me as he put the skateboard on the pavement. “Get on.”

“I’ll break my neck.”

“Come on, you can do it.”

“All right, but if I end up in the hospital you get to explain it to my parents.”

I was wobbly as he helped me up, and I didn’t want to let go of him. I really wasn’t sure about this because I tended to trip over my own feet if I wasn’t careful. Dylan kept a hand on my arm to steady me while I got the feel of it.

“Balance. Just relax and keep your balance. All right, now I’m going to push you just a little to get you moving.”

His hand moved to my lower back and guided me with firm pressure. The warmth of its presence made it hard for me to concentrate so that I kept falling off, and I was scared that the board would come out from under me and I really would get hurt.

“You’re overdoing it. Thinking too much. Relax and let go. Feel the skateboard under you.”

I took a deep breath. Dylan had his hand on me. I was safe. He wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Calm settled over me and I quit worrying. Before I knew it we’d made it a dozen yards and I hadn’t fallen off once.

“Huh. That’s not so bad,” I said.

He pointed to the street leading down to the docks, which had a small incline. “Try that. It’s easy.”

I wasn’t so sure, but I had made it this far in one piece. “All right.” I pushed off the way he’d shown me then windmilled my arms as I promptly lost my balance. “I’m never going to get this.”

“You can do it. I’ve got you.”

I pushed off again, this time with all my attention focused on the board under me and keeping my balance. I rode down the street, going faster than before because of the hill. I was doing it! A rush of adrenaline hit me. It felt like I was on a rocket, even though I knew it wasn’t really fast, but I was on my own two feet instead of sitting in a car. Finally the slope leveled out and I came to a stop.

Dylan grabbed me as I began to wobble and lifted me off the board to swing me around with a delighted grin on his face.

“See? You did it!”

In my excitement I hugged him. “That was amazing!”

My heart was racing as I looked up at him. Our faces were close together, and our arms around each other. Our lips were so very close. All it would have taken was for one of us to lean forward half an inch for them to touch. The moment hung there, waiting, and Dylan’s grin faded and was replaced by something else that made me shiver in his arms. I thought he was going to do it and a swarm of butterflies exploded in my stomach, but instead he let me go.

“I’ll teach you some more next time. We’d better head back.”

I climbed back into his truck, my chest aching with hollow disappointment. Why had he backed off? The moment had passed, though, and the silence gave me time to think. It was best that he hadn’t kissed me. The only reason I was here was to stalk the guy for clues to set him up with another girl. Kissing him would have been a very bad thing—no matter how much I had wanted him to. Still wanted him to.

I’d gotten too close to him. It had been a huge mistake to spend so much time with him this way, and my feelings had gotten all jumbled up. He was Dani’s ex. My heart belonged to Seth. But I was still longing for that kiss when he dropped me off.





Chapter Six

Dylan’s fascination with dolphins cinched my choice in favor of Miranda. She’d told me any number of times in biology that she wanted to become a dolphin trainer, and she regularly went to the Texas State Aquarium to visit the dolphin exhibit there. It had to be Fate or something. At least that’s what I kept telling myself so I’d stop thinking about how Dylan and I had almost kissed. Or had that just been something whipped up by my overactive imagination and all in my head? The important thing was to get it out of my head and get this matchmaking project over with so I could stop thinking about Dylan at all.

Again, though, the hard part proved to be figuring out how to get the two of them together. I struggled with that all the next morning, but I couldn’t come up with a single idea that wouldn’t make it painfully obvious to Dylan what I was up to. I didn’t know of any upcoming parties, and I wasn’t sure that I could talk Miranda into going to one with me even if I had. She mostly only went to the parties her drill team friends threw because she didn’t drink and didn’t like being around people who did.

This time it was Dylan himself who provided me with the opportunity I needed. He called me right after lunch, and I kicked myself for the helpless excitement I felt when I saw his number on my phone.

“You busy this evening?” he asked.

“Just avoiding the kids.”

He laughed. “Glen and I are going to see that new horror movie tonight. Want to come?”

“Sure. Everyone says it’s awesome.”

“Great. Is the 7:30 show okay?”

“Fine with me. Can I bring a friend?”

“The more the merrier.”

“We’ll meet you at the theater.”

“All right. See you there.”

I hung up and let out a deep breath. Now I just had to convince Miranda to come along. Fortunately I still had her contact information in my phone.

Me: Are you in town?

Miranda: Hey, girl. What’s up? Yeah, I just got back.

Me: Have you seen the new horror movie yet?

Miranda: No. We've been at my aunt’s place out in the middle of nowhere

Me: Want to go see it tonight? I’m meeting Dylan Stafford and Glen Kaplan for the 7:30 show

Miranda: Yes! You saved my life because I was about to die of boredom!

Miranda: Plus BOYS!!! Sign me up for that

I laughed to myself. If only she knew that was exactly what I was doing!

Me: Sweet. I’ll pick you up at your house at 6:45

Miranda: Awesome! Thanks!

When I picked her up I was even more convinced that I’d made the right choice. She looked amazing in a dark green skater skirt with black stockings and ankle boots, and her straight, brown hair hung in a shimmering fall that reached halfway down her back. The boys would definitely sit up and take notice. I’d deliberately dressed down in jeans and a plain white top and put my hair in a ponytail. With any luck I’d never get a second look standing next to her. 

It went about like I figured. I introduced Miranda to Glen, but she only had eyes for Dylan. We got our tickets and went inside to the concession line, where I made sure to keep Miranda between me and Dylan. It wasn’t exactly difficult, because that was clearly where she wanted to be and Dylan didn’t seem to mind. I ignored the glimmer of irritation I felt over that and pushed on with my plan. I cleared my throat.

“So, Miranda, Dylan and I went over the ferry yesterday and saw dolphins. I had no idea they stuck around during the winter.”

“Really?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with interest. “I wish I’d seen that. I’m saving up my money to do one of the dolphin tours this spring.”

She was already pretty, but when talking about her favorite subject she lit up and became dazzling. I didn’t see how Dylan could possibly resist her.

“Really? Dylan mentioned that he wanted to do that.”

It was like dumping chum into shark infested waters. She turned back to Dylan with a glowing smile.

“You like dolphins, too? I’m going to be a trainer after I graduate.”

She latched onto his arm and they walked together to the popcorn counter. Glen gave me an odd look which I ignored as I pretended to study the menu board. All I had to do was pretend to be clueless and uncaring about Dylan and Miranda’s attraction. No one would ever know that I’d planned it.

She sat next to him in the theater, and I tried not to listen to the whispers and giggling coming from their direction during the trailers. Glen was friendly enough, but he’d taken the hint at Walker’s cookout that I wasn’t interested and didn’t try to push his luck. It was just as well for him—I barely knew he was there. All through the movie I had to struggle against the urge to look over at Dylan and Miranda, but I kept my eyes glued to the screen. I couldn’t afford to show any interest. And if they were holding hands or anything—especially anything—I didn’t want to know.

But vivid memories of looking up into Dylan’s bright blue eyes while our lips hovered only a breath apart kept distracting me from the movie. I bit my lip until it hurt then stuffed my mouth with popcorn. Hopefully after tonight I’d be done with this whole matchmaking thing and I could go back to my normal Dylan-free existence. He’d have the girlfriend he deserved, and there would be no reason for us to hang out again.

After the movie ended, we decided to go out for coffee at a shop near the theater. As we headed for a table Dylan glanced over at me, his eyes alight with mischief.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go to Caroline’s, Allie?”

“No, I really don’t think so.”

Miranda cocked her head. “What's wrong with Caroline's?”

I told them the story while we sipped our coffee, with Dylan interjecting comments and filling in gaps where I left things out. When I finished describing us sitting there covered in ketchup while the police hauled the delinquents away, Glen and Miranda both laughed.

“You were lucky you didn’t get brained by that bottle,” Miranda said.

“Yeah. It’s going to be a while before I go back there. I’m not sure the cinnamon rolls are that good.”

Glen nodded. “I don’t blame you. And guys, it's been fun but I need to get home.”

“I can take you,” I told him. “It’s on my way.”

Miranda’s lips curved into a pretty pout. “But I’m not ready to go, yet.”

“I haven’t finished my coffee, either,” Dylan said. “I can take you home when we’re done.”

Her pout was instantly replaced with that dazzling smile. “Cool! Thanks for inviting me along tonight, Allie.”

I waved it off. “No problem. Thank you for inviting us, Dylan. I really enjoyed the movie.”

“Sure. Good night.”

I dropped Glen off at his house and then slumped in my seat with a sigh. My plan seemed to be going perfectly. I was getting exactly what I wanted. So why wasn’t I happier about it?

I wasn’t any happier about it the next morning when I met Delaney and Molly for brunch. If anything, I felt even more down than I had the night before, and I’d blown up at my cousins for being so clingy and now they were all giving me a wide berth. I shouldn’t have done it, but they’d been stomping on my last nerve when I was already in a mood, and my Christmas spirit had gone on vacation.

When we sat down I ordered an appetizer instead of a meal because my appetite had vanished as well. My friends launched into a discussion of The Nutcracker performance they’d gone to the night before with Walker and Quinn while I poked at my food and pretended to listen.

Molly finally ran down and turned to me. “So what did you do last night, Allie?”

“I went to that new horror movie with Dylan and Glen.”

Both their eyes lit up and they spoke at once.

“Dylan?” Molly asked.

“Glen?” Delaney asked.

They looked at each other and then back at me.

“Yeah. I took Miranda along for company.”

My friends shared another look at that, and Molly raised an eyebrow.

“How’d that go?”

I poked at a piece of bacon with my fork, pretending disinterest. “Good, I guess. She and Dylan seem interested in each other.”

Delaney’s eyebrows crawled up her forehead. “Really?”

“Yeah. Turns out they’ve got quite a bit in common.”

Molly shook her head slowly. “Allie…” she started, then let it trail off with a shrug. “Never mind. Do what you’re going to do. You guys want to come over to Quinn’s tomorrow night to watch movies? The boys are talking about bingeing through the whole Alien series.”

“I’m in,” I said. “Too bad I can’t show those to my little cousins. They wouldn’t sleep for weeks. Serve their parents right for pawning them off on me.”

Delaney pulled a face. “Sure, I guess.”

“It’s only fair. They did The Nutcracker thing for us, and I know you’ve been forcing Walker to watch those holiday romantic comedies you like so much.”

“I suppose so,” Delaney sighed.

She didn’t sound particularly gracious about it, and Molly and I laughed at her. I was so glad I had both of them as friends. As usual, they had managed to lighten my mood. I would have been happy if my appetite stayed on vacation, though. All the holiday eating was going to require putting in some serious gym time later.

The next afternoon Molly texted me while I was pretending to read to get away from the kids again.

Molly: Laney can’t make it tonight. She’s stuck babysitting because her mom had to go in to cover someone’s shift

Molly: You still coming?

I was feeling down again because I hadn’t heard anything from Dylan, which was stupid because I’d wanted things to go so well between him and Miranda that he’d be too busy to text me. None of it made any sense, and I didn’t know what to feel anymore.

Molly: Well???

Me: I’m thinking about it

Molly: Dylan will be there

My heart flipped and began to beat a little harder in excitement. It was because it would give me a chance to find out what was going on with him and Miranda. It had nothing to do with me wanting to see him again. Nothing. At. All.

Me: Yeah, I’m coming

Molly: Thought so :)

Me: NOT because of Dylan. I just want to get away from the kids

Molly: Uh huh. The only person you’re fooling is yourself, babe

Me: See you tonight

Molly: Later! <3 <3 <3

Despite my protestations, I practically floated up the steps to Quinn’s house that night. Just the five of us were there: Molly and Quinn, Walker, Dylan, and me. They already had the popcorn made when I showed up, and as soon as I claimed an empty spot on the couch next to Molly we settled in to watch Alien.

Why had Dylan come alone? Was Miranda busy with her family? I was dying to find out, but I couldn’t just come right out and ask with everyone sitting there. Not unless I wanted them all to know how interested I was. Curiosity gnawed at me until we got to the end of the third movie and took a break for a while. I caught Dylan standing alone in the doorway to the kitchen.

With all the nonchalance I could muster I said, “I figured you would have brought Miranda.”

He rolled his eyes with a disgusted grunt. “We went out last night, and afterwards I asked if she’d like to join us all at Molly’s the day after Christmas to play games. Apparently in addition to computers being boring, video games are stupid and adults should have better things to do.”

“Wow.”

“So seeing as how those are two of my main hobbies these days, I don’t expect we’ll be seeing each other again.” He paused for a moment with a thoughtful expression. “Too bad, though. She’s a pretty good kisser.”

White hot flames of irrational jealousy twined around my heart. I was trying to come up with some kind of response when I realized Molly was behind me. She smiled beatifically at us.

“Ahem.”

“What?” I asked.

She pointed upwards. “You guys are standing under the mistletoe.”

A wicked smile slowly spread across Dylan’s face until he was grinning like the Big, Bad Wolf. “We are, huh? Who am I to let a perfectly good tradition go to waste?”

I really didn’t believe he’d do it. I was so very, very wrong.

Before I could protest he’d taken me in his arms and his lips found mine. His kiss was soft, almost teasing at first. I knew I should try to stop him, but by then it was too late. The warmth spreading out from his lips turned my willpower to Jell-o and I slid my arms around his back.

Once he was confident that I wasn’t going to pull away, his kiss became more eager. My heart pounded like a bass drum as his tongue grazed my lips, and my nerves tingled all the way down to my toes. Dylan’s fingers brushed against my face then curled into my hair to hold me still more tightly to him, like he was never going to let go.

I’d kissed my fair share of guys before, but none of those kisses had been like this. I was drowning in him, forgot all about Molly standing there watching us, forgot about breathing. There was nothing in the whole world but Dylan’s soft, sweet lips.

Just about the time I thought my knees were going to give out he drew back. His eyes were dark with hunger as he looked down at me, and my heart fluttered like a baby bird inside my chest. No one had ever looked at me that way before, and it took my breath away all over again.

It dawned on me that Molly was staring at us, her eyes round in awe.

“Wow!” she breathed.

Dylan’s lips quirked up in another wicked smile. “Mmm. Much better than Miranda,” he pronounced with satisfaction.

I couldn’t say anything. My lungs were still struggling to work and I just gaped at him.

“And since nothing else could possibly top that, I’m going to call it a night. Besides, I promised Mom I’d stop by the store to pick up some things on the way home. Good night, ladies.”

I stared after him, still speechless, my brain stuck in neutral.

“Wow,” Molly said again.

When I turned to her she was regarding me with extreme satisfaction. “You’re welcome,” she said.

I was far too flustered to even try to argue with her. It wouldn’t have done any good anyway. She’d seen the kiss. 

“It’s getting late. I’d better go, too.”

I certainly wasn’t going to be able to concentrate on another movie after that.





Chapter Seven

Molly came by the next morning to go out for coffee and a sugar fix. Of course we both knew the real reason was to discuss that kiss with Dylan. I wasn’t remotely ready for that, but it was either go along or have her get Delaney involved so I decided to surrender to the inevitable.

We decided on Caroline’s and picked out a small table in a corner. It was the first time I’d ventured back there since that night with Dylan, but I was craving the sweet solace of those cinnamon rolls. Molly killed time with small talk until we got settled in, then pounced.

“All right. Tell me about it. And don’t even try to play dumb with me, Allison.”

I slumped down in my seat with a sigh. “I’m in big trouble.”

“Out with it!”

So I told her everything, how I’d felt bad for Dylan and had decided to step into Dannika’s shoes to play matchmaker. I told her about all the time I’d spent with him and my two failed attempts to set him up with the perfect girl. When I finished she echoed my sigh and offered a sad, commiserating smile.

“I think I should give up,” I said. “I’m nowhere near as good at this as Dani.”

“You’re falling for him.”

“But I don’t want to!” I wailed.

She snorted a laugh. “What does that have to do with anything? Laney didn’t want to fall for Walker, and I didn’t want to fall for Quinn. We both knew that it would only end in disaster if we did.”

“Yeah, but…”

“Dylan is a sweetheart. Yeah, we had our moments back when I was still The Ditz and he was so angry over his accident and taking it out on everyone, but he’s apologized profusely and groveled a lot for it. He really is a good guy. Besides,” she added with a grin, “he’s a serious hottie.”

“I know all that. But he’s Dani’s ex. And then there’s Seth…”

“Who you won’t even talk to.”

“I can’t help it.”

Molly sat up and let out a little squeak of surprise. “Speak of the devil.”

I glanced over my shoulder and Seth was at the counter getting coffee. Why me? Why now? I wanted to crawl under the table and hide. Naturally he chose that moment to look up and caught both of us watching him. With a big smile he headed towards our table.

“Great timing. Could this be any worse?” I groaned.

“Yeah. He could have his new girlfriend with him.”

“Okay, you've got me there.”

He sauntered up to us before I could come up with an excuse to run. “Hey, Molly. Allison. You ladies having a good vacation?”

Molly beamed up at him. “Of course. You still coming over after Christmas for our gaming day?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. I made sure to take the day off.”

“Good.”

“Are you two just hanging out today?”

“We came for the cinnamon rolls. And to take the curse off the place for Allie.”

He turned his mossy green eyes on me. “What kind of curse?”

So I had to tell him the story, too, which was weird because usually I couldn’t string two words together around him. I had no trouble today, though. When I looked at him he was still handsome enough, but the mere sight of him didn’t make my heart go into hysterics the way it had since my sophomore year. I wasn’t the only one who noticed, either.

“I can’t believe you’re actually talking,” Seth teased. “It’s the first time I’ve ever gotten more than monosyllables out of you.”

I shrugged it off. “I’m just getting an early start on my New Year’s resolution to be less shy.”

He saluted me with his coffee. “Good for you! You’re doing a great job. I really enjoyed the story. Now as much as I hate to, I’ve got to get to work. Both of you have a great Christmas.”

When he was gone Molly collapsed into a fit of giggles. “New Year’s resolution?”

“Well, what was I supposed to say? ‘I finally got over my crush on you?’”

“Good point. But you have, haven’t you?”

“Yeah. And now I wish I hadn’t.”

“I know you’re afraid of getting hurt, but sometimes you have to take chances.”

“Maybe so.”

But I wasn’t about to make the first move and throw myself in front of that speeding train.

Unfortunately Dylan didn’t seem to be in any hurry to do it, either, because I didn’t hear a peep from him that day or the next. His kiss haunted me, though. I couldn’t stop thinking about it and how utterly amazing it had been. Every time I thought of it I got shivery and tingly all over again. Had it just been me? Maybe it hadn’t been anything special to Dylan. After all, there had been all those girls last year. Maybe my lips just didn’t stand out from the crowd.

My spirits sunk lower each day he didn’t call, especially since my friends were all busy and I was stuck at home again with nothing to do but keep the kids busy while their parents got everything ready for the big day. At least it kept me distracted so I wasn’t thinking about Dylan all the time. Not more than fifty-eight minutes out of every hour, anyway.

On Christmas Eve we took the kids to an animated movie they’d been begging to see. While I was in line waiting for popcorn I looked up and saw Dylan standing on the other side of the concession area. Our eyes met and I felt a jolt from it even from across the room. He gave me a little smile and wave, but didn’t try to come say hello or anything. After a second he turned away and disappeared without a backwards glance into the crowd heading into the theaters.

“Miss?”

I blinked at the girl at the counter who was impatiently holding out my popcorn. “Sorry,” I mumbled, snatching it and hurrying to meet the others at the register.

I was over seeing the movie by then, though. Why was it that the only guys I was interested in were never interested in me? I flopped into my seat and shoved a handful of popcorn into my mouth. At least with Seth I’d known deep down that it was never going to happen, so I wasn’t totally disappointed. Dylan had kissed me, though, even if it had just been due to Molly teasing about the mistletoe. So I’d gotten my hopes up. I should have known better.

A cold front on Christmas Eve led to one of the worst ice storms Texas had seen in years, so the next morning our place was a total madhouse. I’d thought the kids were bad before, but unable to go outside to play with all their toys they took the insanity to a whole new level. They howled through the house like little banshees demanding attention, and when the adults tried to put them off on me again I went and hid out in my room and put my earbuds in to try to drown them out.

They were so loud that even with my music blasting I could still hear the squealing and shrieking, though. Worse, being alone gave me time to think, and that was not a good thing. Once I started thinking about Dylan I couldn’t stop, and nothing I tried managed to divert my attention away from him.

After a couple of hours I gave in. I texted him.

Me: Having a good Christmas?

I waited for several minutes, but there was no response. He was probably too busy with his family to text back. Or he was like Jason and had lost whatever slight interest he might have had. There had to be something wrong with me. Unfortunately I had very little to do except sit around feeling sorry for myself. I tried reading Wuthering Heights, but I couldn’t get into it. My mind kept drifting away, and I found myself reading the same page over and over again but not remembering a single word.

An hour later my phone dinged. I snatched it up, hoping for a text from Dylan, but it was Dannika.

Dannika: Merry Christmas!

Me: Merry Xmas to you. How’s it going?

Dannika: You will never guess what happened

Me: You got so bored you walked home from Lubbock?

Dannika: Ashton came

Me: What?

Dannika: He showed up this morning. He drove all night so he could be with me for Christmas

Dannika: Isn’t that the sweetest most romantic thing EVER???

Me: In THIS weather? Is he CRAZY?

Me: He’s lucky he didn’t kill himself

Dannika: I KNOW

Dannika: I yelled at him about it, but I forgave him

Me: I’m sure you did. But the boy is still crazy

Dannika: Crazy about me! Any luck on your matchmaking project?

Me: Struck out again. I don’t think I’m cut out for this

Dannika: 3rd time is the charm!

Me: I really think I should just let it go

Dannika: Suit yourself, but I’m sure you can get it right this time

Dannika: Ash is calling. Gotta go play in the snow!

Me: Have fun. When are you coming back?

Dannika: Day after tomorrow. The roads should be clear by then

Me: See you. Don’t freeze

Dannika: Love ya!

I was happy for her, but Ashton’s surprise visit made me feel even worse. Why couldn’t Dylan have surprised me like that? Because he wasn’t interested in me, of course. I glanced at the matchmaking notes I’d left on my desk. Maybe if I finished the job I could get enough closure to push him out of my head. I got up and stared at them. Did I really want to do this?

I could set him up once and for all and be done with matchmaking—and with him. I was done with Seth already. I was over him, and didn’t need to be hung up on anybody. I could stay single until high school was over and I went to college where the boys were a little more grown up. That was the smart thing to do.

I kept telling myself that until Dylan texted me back after dinner. I almost broke my leg running back to my room so I could read it in private.

Dylan: Hey, sorry I missed your text earlier

Me: It’s fine. Have a good Xmas?

Dylan: Yes. I’m helping Mom with some stuff so I can’t talk now 

Dylan: Are you still going to Molly’s tomorrow?

Me: Yeah

Dylan: Cool! I’ll see you there. Merry Christmas!

Me: Merry Christmas

I twirled a strand of my hair while I considered our conversation. So he had been busy after all, but he hadn’t sounded very thrilled about hearing from me. I’d hoped that if he answered I’d get more than just a few lines of polite text. And maybe I was overreacting and reading too much into something he’d typed in a hurry. When I saw him at Molly’s I could figure it out, even though I was sure I wouldn’t like the result.

My eyes landed on my lists again. Out of boredom I picked them up and leafed through what was left. As I read I frowned down at them. Either the remaining prospects weren’t very good, or my heart wasn’t in it because none of them looked promising. I was tempted just to toss out the whole mess, despite Dani’s encouragement. No doubt Dylan could do a better job finding his own girlfriend than I could hope to manage. It was just another waste of time. With a sigh I dropped the papers back onto my desk and wandered off to find the kids and try to lose myself in one of the games they’d gotten for Christmas.

The next day my family started packing up to leave. The kids didn’t want to go and hung onto me like leeches until their parents bundled them into their cars. I kind of missed my fan club once they were gone, but I consoled myself with being able to watch what I wanted on TV and not having to stand in line for the bathroom. It didn’t take me long to get over it.

After lunch I took off for Molly’s, wishing Dannika was home already. I smiled as I looked at Delaney’s house across the street. Her dad was slowly fixing it up, but surrounded by bare, skeletal trees it still looked like a horror movie set. Laney had stopped caring, though, because her next door neighbor being her boyfriend outweighed any other factors. Considering that her boyfriend was the super gorgeous Walker Dean it wasn't hard to see why.

Molly’s mom let me in, and I went upstairs to find Delaney and Molly gushing over Ashton’s surprise visit to see Dani while the boys sat engrossed in a game. Walker and Quinn were there, along with Daniel and his girlfriend Alice and a couple of Molly and Quinn’s other gamer friends. There was no sign of Dylan.

“He went downstairs with Trent to bring up some more snacks,” Molly said without me having to ask.

A shiver of anticipation crawled through my insides. Was he going to blow me off the way he had at the movie theater on Christmas Eve? Maybe he’d just been in a hurry to get to his movie that night. Or he hadn’t wanted to deal with my pack of little cousins while they were hopped up on candy. Why did this stuff have to be so complicated? I sat down beside my friends and tried not to think about it while they went back to gossiping about Ashton’s oh-so-romantic trip.

“Walker and Quinn are going to have to really up their games if they want to top that,” I said.

Delany just smiled. “Walker is always romantic. He doesn’t have to try.”

“Quinn could use some pointers, though,” Molly muttered. She beamed over at her boyfriend. “I love you, Quinn!” she called out.

Her boyfriend put down his game controller, walked over to us, and then kissed her the way Dylan had kissed me. Cheers and catcalls erupted from the room until he finally released her and went back over to rejoin the game. Molly stared after him, her eyes glazed in shock.

Delany raised her eyebrows. “The boy seems pretty romantic to me. I think I need to go see Walker for a minute.”

Molly’s lips twitched up in a shy smile as Laney went to go claim a kiss of her own. “It’s still hard to believe we’re together sometimes. I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

“By being you,” I told her. “You deserve Quinn.”

“And what about you?” she asked me.

“Maybe I could be a nun or something.”

“Oh, stop it. There’s nothing wrong with you. Have you talked to Dylan?”

“Just a couple of short texts yesterday. He sounded busy. But I really don’t think Dylan is a good idea for me.”

“After that kiss?”

“Especially after that kiss. Because if we got together and he left like everyone else it would hurt that much more.”

“But what if he didn’t leave?”

“But what if he did? And what if he’s not into me at all and that kiss was just a kiss to him? Nothing special at all.”

“I was there, Allie. If that was just a kiss I’ll give up video games. Now stop being such a downer.”

I needed to get away, so I stood up. “I’m going to go find something to drink.”

“Bring me back a Mountain Dew. They drank all the ones I had stashed up here.”

As I reached the bottom of the stairs I ran into Dylan and Trent.

Trent grinned at me. “What’s up, Allie? Have a good Christmas?”

“Better now that it’s over and my family left. You?”

“Can’t complain. No one would listen if I did.”

I turned to his companion, struggling against the lump that suddenly formed in my throat. “Hi, Dylan.”

“Glad you made it, Allie.”

He gave me a friendly smile, but that was all. My heart shriveled up inside my chest. How could he not feel the same as I did after that kiss? I had to be crazy or something.

“I’m going to grab some drinks. See you guys upstairs.”

I stayed in the kitchen until I regained control of my pulse. That was it, then. Molly was wrong, and I needed to get over it. Fast.

I trudged back upstairs with our drinks and wished I had an excuse to leave so I didn’t have to see Dylan again. Delaney was still with Walker, and there was no sign of Molly. I headed for her bedroom, thinking that she might have ducked in there, but stopped outside the doorway when I heard voices. It was Molly—and Dylan.

Dylan sounded frustrated. “Because I saw you two in the coffee shop. Talking to Seth.”

“Oh,” Molly said in a tiny voice.

“I saw how she was looking at him, and I know she’s had feelings for him for a long time.”

“I know, but—”

“I just went through that with Dani. I can’t put myself through it again.”

“If you would just give her a chance. I saw you guys kiss. I know there’s something there.”

“Look, I like Allie. But I don’t know how I can trust her not to run off after Seth the way Dani did after Ashton.”

“Allie wouldn’t do that.”

“You’re probably right, but I’m not in a very trusting place right now. I’m sorry.”

My throat went tight, and I glided away as quietly as I could before they caught me eavesdropping. I could understand how he felt, but at the same time I was hurt and a little bit angry because he wouldn’t trust me. I’d never done anything like that to anyone, and I never would! How could he even think that?

When Molly got back I pretended not to know that they’d talked. I didn’t try to talk to Dylan again, either. I had no idea what I was going to do now.





Chapter Eight

To my great relief Dannika came home the next day, and the moment their car pulled into the driveway she texted me to come by. I headed straight over and as soon as I got there she dragged me into her room and shut the door. I steeled myself for hearing yet again how wonderfully romantic Ashton was, but to my surprise she didn't mention him.

“Okay, who is he?” she asked.

“Who?”

“Your matchmaking project.”

“Oh. Him.”

“what's going on, Allie? Why be so secretive about it? You know you can tell me anything.”

I bit my lip and looked down. “I just didn't feel right about it.”

“Why not?”

“Because it's someone you know, and it's kind of awkward.”

“Don't be silly. Just tell me already.”

I took a deep breath and blew it out. “It's Dylan.”

Dani frowned, puzzled. “Dylan?”

“Yeah. I ran into him at a party.”

So I told her about how the girl he'd been with had cheated on him with her ex and our meeting afterwards at Caroline's.

“Poor Dylan,” Dani murmured, shaking her head.

“That's what I thought. So I decided to try to find someone who'd be good for him.”

Dani studied me closely then her eyes went wide. “You like him!”

“I didn't mean to! It just... Happened.”

My friend clapped her hands and laughed. “Allie, that's awesome!”

“What?”

“He's a great guy. He just wasn't Ashton. If you like him I certainly wish you luck. I couldn't have done a better matchmaking job on you two if I tried.”

“It doesn't matter. He's too afraid to trust me after you...” I trailed off lamely, not wanting to hurt her feelings. “Because of how I felt about Seth. He's afraid if I get a chance I'll go running after Seth instead.”

“Ah, I see. I kind of messed things up for you, huh?”

“It's for the best. It wouldn't have worked out.”

“That's ridiculous. He's perfect for you now that you're over that obsession with Seth.” She gave me a crafty smile. “Now that I know who you're matchmaking for, maybe I can offer some of my expert assistance. Why don't you tell me about the girls left on those lists of yours? I might have some ideas.”

I stared at her, baffled, but she just kept smiling.

“Trust me, Allie.”

What other choice did I have? With a sigh I began giving her the rundown on my candidates for Dylan.

I shivered and pulled my coat more closely about me as I climbed the stairs to Ashton's beach house on New Year's Eve. The damp wind blew icy cold, stirring the palms along the shore into melancholy restlessness. As much as I loved the beach, on days like this it was too depressingly bleak to enjoy. Hot chocolate in front of a fire was more my speed.

Why had I let Dannika talk me into this? I had no desire to be out or around other people, but she had insisted that I join the rest of our friends. My gut told me it had something to do with Dylan, which did nothing to make me more enthusiastic. She was determined to stick her nose into things, but I had no illusions that it would turn out well. He'd never said he was interested in me. When I'd overheard his conversation with Molly he'd only told her that he wouldn't give me a chance, not that he wanted to. But Dani had pushed and nagged and when I continued to balk she dragged Delaney and Molly in to back her up. I had no chance when all three of them ganged up on me, so I gave in although I didn't even pretend to be happy about it.

After I'd agreed to go, Dani pulled me aside.

“Dylan will be there.”

“That's what I'm afraid of,” I said.

“Trust me.”

I was starting to hate that phrase, but despite my reservations I dressed to look my best and drove out to the beach. Dani had taken charge of all of my matchmaking notes, but she wouldn't give me a clue what she had planned. Whatever she was up to was only going to make things worse, of that I had no doubt. So why was I doing this to myself when I could have been safely at home reading or binge watching Netflix? At that point all I really wanted to do was crawl into my bed, pull the covers under my head, and not come out again until summer vacation.

At least it was cozily warm inside Ashton's house. I shed my coat and found my friends gathered in the den playing a charades game Dani had gotten for Christmas. When Delaney saw me she jumped to her feet in excitement.

“Allie! Look who's here!”

The girl sitting beside her waved at me.

“Nicole? What are you doing here?”

Nicole had been Laney's next door neighbor and best friend since kindergarten, until her family had moved away at the end of our sophomore year. She grinned happily.

“Dad got transferred back here. They decided they couldn't live without him.”

I bent and hugged her. “I'm glad you're back. We've missed you.”

“It's good to be home and starting off the new year with my friends.”

I sat down on her other side and joined in the game, but I wasn't really feeling it. I found myself watching Laney and Walker, Molly and Quinn, and Dani and Ashton as they teased and flirted with each other. Why couldn't I find that? However happy I was for them, I couldn't help but feel down as I reflected on all of the guys who had walked away from me without a word. And now there was Dylan, who had hit me far worse than my obsession over Seth because I'd never spent any time with Seth. Plus Seth had never kissed me. That kiss had finished the job of stealing my heart which Dylan had begun that night at Caroline's, and it tore me up that he didn't know and feel the same way. Even if Dani pulled off some kind of a miracle I knew it wouldn't last, because he didn't trust me. Without trust, eventually he'd leave like everyone else.

A cold ache pierced my heart just thinking about that, but what if Molly was right? What if it was worth taking the chance? I doubted that I'd ever get to find out, though. As far as I could tell he wasn't even at Ashton's. I hadn't seen him anywhere when I'd come in. I craned my neck to see if he'd snuck in while I was distracted by the game.

Dani caught me looking and leaned over. “He'll be here,” she murmured into my ear.

“Frankly I'd be just as happy if he didn't show.”

“Will you please just trust me and stop being so freakin' pessimistic?”

“Sorry. I just go by what I'm used to. You get burned enough and it's hard to stay optimistic, you know?”

“I know. But it will work out.”

“What if it doesn't?”

“There are other guys out there, Allie.”

She was right, of course, but I wasn't interested in any of them. I only cared about Dylan, with his bright blue eyes and his smile that made me feel warm all over and his kiss that left me breathless and flying. This new obsession was so much worse than the one I'd nurtured for Seth. It made me wish I could go back to the simpler days, the easier days, before we'd kissed. At the same time I never would have given up that kiss, not for anything. I never wanted to forget that one brief moment of shining joy and excitement that dimmed every other moment of my life in comparison.

An hour passed as we continued playing games and talked about our hopes and expectations for the new year, and I grew more anxious with each passing minute. I wasn't sure whether it was because I was afraid Dylan wouldn't show up or because I was afraid he would. I'd almost given up any thought of seeing him when a sharp, chill gust of wind from the front of the house scattered the game pieces on the table and announced a new arrival.

Dylan swept in, rubbing his hands together. “Sorry about that.”

My eyes flew to him, and my heart froze as though the outside air had penetrated to its lowest depths. He looked so incredibly hot in jeans and a navy sweater that made his eyes even more impossibly blue that I could hardly bear to look at him. What really made my heart twist in agony, though, was the tiny beauty with green eyes and black hair who was clutching his arm. Kylie Croft was a sophomore and she had been at the very bottom of my list of matchmaking prospects for Dylan. What was she doing here with him?

I jerked my head around to stare at Dani, who was looking oddly pleased with herself. She caught my eye and gave me a reassuring wink. She had planned this! What had she been thinking?

We shifted to make room for the newcomers to join us, and when I ended up next to Kylie a cold, sick lump settled in my stomach. Next to her petite loveliness I looked like a gawky cow—talk about adding insult to injury! I tried to keep up the appearance of enjoying myself, but all I really wanted to do was get out of there. As the current round of our card game ended I hopped up.

“Start without me,” I told them. “I need to get something to drink.”

I avoided looking at Dylan as I fled to the kitchen, where I struggled to clutch together the ragged pieces of my heart. Dani followed close on my heels.

“Kylie Croft?” I demanded. “Seriously, Dani?”

“I know what I'm doing. She's all wrong for him, and when he compares the two of you he'll see how right you are for him.”

My voice rose to a shrill squeak. “Are you crazy? The only thing he's going to see when he compares the two of us is how much of a cow I am next to her! How does that help me?”

Dani kept her voice low and reasonable. “He's going to realize he's making a mistake and the next thing you know you two will be having your Happily Ever After.”

I shook my head. “You really are insane.”

“Watch and learn, my young apprentice.”

I went back to the living room with her and watched Dylan and Kylie out of the corner of my eye, but nothing I saw made me feel any better about the situation. Kylie glued herself to Dylan, and they were laughing together and flirting hard as we started a new game. As best I could tell, Dylan never so much as glanced my way. How was he supposed to compare us if he never looked at me? If anything, the two of them acted like soulmates or something.

The sick feeling in my stomach swelled as my insides twisted, and I wanted to wring Dani's neck. She was supposed to be the matchmaking queen. Well, apparently she was even better at it than she thought, because even couples she didn't want to work out did. She seemed put out as well, which didn't improve my peace of mind any. I gave up—I couldn't look at them anymore. I was afraid my eyes would give my feelings away and expose my pain to everyone there.

Some of my friends got tired of the games and pulled up Youtube on Ashton's TV. Dani and Laney dragged their boyfriends to their feet and started to dance. Kylie turned to Dylan with a seductive smile.

“Shall we?” she asked.

He stood up and held out his hand to her. “You guys are going to have to finish without us,” Dylan told us over his shoulder.

Quinn dragged Molly away, and I was left alone at the table. I dropped my cards and stared at my hands. This was turning into a total nightmare. I knew I should have stayed home. I was never going to let my friends talk me into coming to something like this again. I'd just be a hermit and stay away from parties and boys from now on. I was feeling more sorry for myself than I think I ever had when someone sat down beside me.

“You look like someone shot your dog,” Walker said.

“I'm fine. Just a little tired is all.”

“Tired of watching Kylie hanging all over Dylan?”

I started to deny it then shrugged. What was the use?

“Is it that obvious?”

“I spent the last few months watching Molly pining over Quinn, and Dani over Ashton. I'm kind of an expert at pining girls.”

I snorted a laugh. “You've been watching girls pining over you since middle school, Mr. Bad Boy.”

“True. But since I handed in my player card I only have to deal with the ones after other guys. Which is actually kind of nice for a change.”

“It isn't so nice for us.”

“You guys worry about it too much. Despite Dani's claims, you can't make it happen. You just have to wait for it, and trust me, when it's there and it hits you'll know it. And then there won't be any getting away from it.”

“But what if only one of you feels it? Like I did with Seth?”

Walker gave me a skeptical look. “Are you seriously going to tell me that the way you felt about Seth is anything close to what you feel for Dylan?”

“Nooooo...”

“There you go. Hang in there and don't eat yourself alive worrying about it. If it's meant to be, it will work out.”

“Thanks, Walker.”

“It's what I'm here for. Except Laney is back and wants to dance some more. Chin up, Allie.”

I smiled after him, feeling a little bit better. He was such a great guy. Laney was so lucky. I was happy for her and jealous at the same time. I just hoped that Walker and Dani were right and it would work out for me someday.

By then it was getting close to midnight, so Ashton turned the music off and switched the TV over to a show doing the countdown. We all gathered around to watch, and I listened to the others discussing their New Year's resolutions. I silently resolved to stay away from boys for the year. It wasn't worth the heartache—at least not for me. I wasn't sure why it seemed to work out so well for all of my friends. I could only look at Dylan and wish I was starting out this new year with a kiss like the one we shared under the mistletoe.

I had to laugh at myself for that, though. So much for my New Year's resolution! It was broken before the new year had even started.

Only a minute was left on the clock, and my friends were all holding onto their boyfriends in anticipation of the big moment. Even in a room full of people I managed to feel totally alone. The seconds ticked away, one by one, until it was all over.

“Happy New Year!” the announcer on television yelled.

Everyone in the room echoed, “Happy New Year!”

As I watched, Kylie threw her arms around Dylan and kissed him with everything she had.

I turned away, wondering how long you could live with a broken heart. He wasn't mine, and I knew he wasn't interested. It shouldn't have meant anything. So why did it feel like the whole world was ending?





Chapter Nine

I went home right after that, pleading a headache. I doubt it fooled anyone, though. About the time I crawled into bed, just wanting it all to be over, Dannika texted me.

Dannika: I'm sorry :(

Me: It's okay. Don't worry about it

Dannika: I don't understand what went wrong

Dannika: He should have been ready to gnaw his own arm off to get away from her after five minutes

Me: Well, she is awfully cute

Dannika: So are you!

Dannika: I totally expected him to ditch her and kiss YOU at midnight

Me: But instead I turned into a pumpkin

Dannika: Stop that! Don't get discouraged

Dannika: It won't last, and then we can try something else

Me: Just let it go, Dani

Dannika: But I know him! You guys are perfect for each other. You can't just give up

Me: I already have

Me: Look, I'll talk to you tomorrow, okay? I'm just really tired right now

Dannika: I understand. Get a good night's sleep and you'll feel better

Me: No doubt. Nite

Dannika: Nite

For a long time I lay there in the dark staring up at the ceiling, reliving Dylan and Kylie's kiss. Happy Freakin' New Year.

I woke up in a lousy mood that even a heavy dose of coffee couldn't cure. While I drank it, I stared out the window at the gray, dismal day that was a reflection of my heart. I had to shake this mood, because I hated sitting around feeling sorry for myself.

Whenever I started feeling down on myself I made it a habit to hit the gym. It was a positive way to deal with unhealthy emotions, and the endorphin rush after a good workout usually left me feeling better. I hadn't been this low in a long time—not since the beginning of the past summer when a couple of jerks at the beach had made nasty comments about how I looked in a bikini. That had been bad, but this was far worse. Probably because rejection by a guy I knew and really liked was bound to hurt more than insults by random losers I didn't know. I threw on my gym clothes and headed out into the icy drizzle, determined to exercise myself to the point where I couldn't think anymore.

I ran for an hour on the treadmill while listening to music and trying to clear my head of all the dark thoughts pressing in on me. I pushed myself harder than usual until my heart was pounding and I was pouring sweat. When the timer beeped I shut the treadmill down. It was time for a break and some water. I pulled out my earbuds and reached for my towel.

“Hi, Allison.”

I turned slowly. Seth stood behind me in a tight, black tank top that looked like it had been spray painted onto the taut muscles of his torso. It set off his broad shoulders, and his toned arms gleamed in the bright fluorescent lights. When he smiled at me I caught a gleam of interest in his eyes that had never been there before. It was exactly the way I'd dreamed of him looking at me ever since I'd first started crushing on him. And now I felt... Nothing. He might as well have been a stranger passing on the street. I wiped the sweat off of my face and smiled back, feeling hollow inside. I should have felt something, shouldn't I?

“Hi,” I said.

He laughed. “Back to monosyllables?”

“No. Just catching my breath.”

“I didn't realize you went to this gym.”

I stared at him in disbelief. I'd been going here for six months and he hadn't noticed? Granted we usually weren't there at the same time, but I'd seen him more than once. Yet another kick to my already bruised ego.

“I've been coming for a while. I like working out.”

He looked me up and down with a lopsided smile. “It shows.”

I blushed under the intensity of his gaze. “Thanks. Same for you.”

“Got to do something. I spend too much time either sitting in school or in my truck delivering pizzas. And eating pizzas.”

We both laughed at that, even though it wasn't much of a joke.

“So... Are you busy tomorrow night?” he asked.

My brain tried to lock up. This couldn't be happening. Not now. I said the first thing that came to mind in an effort to buy time.

“Don't you have a girlfriend?”

Seth shrugged. “We went out a few times, but she's not my girlfriend.”

I gave him a hard look. “Does she know that?”

“We're not a thing, Allison. I haven't even seen her since before Christmas. I think she's interested in one of the football players.”

“Seems to be the thing these days.”

“I don't see you with any of them.”

“My friends already snatched up all the good ones.”

A sly grin crept across his lips. “Fair enough. But you still haven't answered my question.”

“No, I'm not busy tomorrow night.”

“Would you like to be? I'd love to take you out. Grab some dinner. Anything but pizza.”

“Yeah, I can see where that would get old for you.”

“Give me your number and I'll text you and we can decide on a time and place.”

He handed me his phone and I typed in my number. I gave it back and he looked me in the eyes and typed in a text. When my phone dinged he winked.

“Just checking.”

I couldn't help but smile. “Did you really think I'd give you a fake number?”

“If you were anyone else I'd say no, but something about you is different lately.”

“I'm not sure what you mean.”

“I'm not exactly sure, either,” he admitted, “but something has changed. Anyway, I'll text you later. Enjoy the rest of your workout.”

I watched him walk away, totally confused and conflicted. Why had he done it? And why had I accepted? A few weeks ago I would have spontaneously combusted from excitement at the idea of going out with Seth. Today I only felt dread. I didn't want to go out with him, which was something I never would have imagined myself saying. But it was true. I didn't want to go out with anyone except Dylan. I didn't want anyone else looking at me that way. I wished I could get out of it, but I'd already agreed. I'd have to go through with it, but that would be the end of my involvement with him. Even if I couldn't have Dylan, I no longer wanted Seth.

I joined Molly and Dani at Laney's house that afternoon to play Monopoly and have some girl time. At first I threw myself into the game in hopes that it would distract me from thinking about Seth—or Dylan—but my friends couldn't seem to talk about anything but their boyfriends and it was driving me crazy.

I groaned as I rolled the dice. “If I have to hear how amazing Ashton is one more time I will put hotels on every property and bankrupt all of you one at a time. Slowly.”

Laney stuck out her tongue at me. “What is up with you today? Usually you're in a better mood after you go to the gym.”

“It's okay,” Dani said, trying to mollify me. “I have been overdoing it. A little.”

Molly's face lit up with an impish grin. “So does that mean I can talk about how awesome Quinn was when he—”

“No! Can we just play the game and not talk about boys for a while?”

The others passed knowing glances between them.

“Sure, Allie,” Dani said.

Our conversation drifted to music, the new clothes we'd gotten for Christmas, and the start of school which was growing close. Despite the change of subject, though, I continued to feel distracted and lost.

Delaney cackled in glee when she beat the rest of us. “I can't remember the last time I won.”

“Allie is off her game today,” Molly said. “She should have beaten you.”

My phone dinged and I flinched as I realized who it must be. I snatched it up and jumped to my feet.

“I'll be right back,” I blurted as I hurried from the room so I could read the message in private.

Seth: Got time to talk, sexy?

Me: Flattery will get you nowhere. I have a couple of minutes. Playing Monopoly with friends

Seth: And you stay friends after playing?

Me: We usually don't get to actual bloodshed

Seth: Good to know. So are you still up for tomorrow night?

I desperately wanted to make an excuse not to go, but I just couldn't bring myself to lie to him.

Me: Sure

Seth: How about dinner at Chili's then a concert?

Seth: It's a local group, but they're good and cover a lot of cool bands

He listed off several that I liked. Well, at least I could listen to some decent music.

Me: Sounds good to me

With a concert I wouldn't have to spend a lot of time talking to him and making evasions. I could do it and get it over with and make sure he never wanted to go out with me again. Not that I believed I'd have to do much. It was the pattern with every guy I went out with, after all.

Seth: Can I pick you up at 7?

Me: How about I meet you at the restaurant instead?

Seth: Suit yourself. I'll see you then

Me: OK. See you tomorrow

I closed out of the text window then went back to Delaney's room. All conversation stopped as soon as I walked in the door and three pairs of eyes watched me expectantly. Laney plunged in while the other two were still dithering.

“So what was that all about?”

My first thought was to lie, but they'd hear about it eventually anyway.

“I'm going out with Seth tomorrow night.”

Laney dropped the dice she'd been shaking. “Seth?”

I tried being flippant. “You know—tall, good-looking pizza delivery guy? Seth.”

“But I thought you liked Dylan now?” she asked.

“I do. But he's not interested and Seth asked, so I'm going out with him.”

“Oh, Allie,” Molly said sadly.

Dani didn't say anything, but she patted my arm when I sat down.

Laney wouldn't let it go. “Why, Allie? Why go out with him if you don't want to?”

“I agreed to it before I could come up with a good excuse. I didn't want to back out once I'd said yes.”

Molly gnawed on her bottom lip as she considered it. “Maybe it's for the best. Go out with him and get your mind off of Dylan.”

Dani shook her head. “I don't think you should.”

“It's too late now,” I told her.

But I wished I had backed out, and my Monopoly playing didn't get any better. I lost every game. It was not a good omen for things to come.

I met Seth at the restaurant as I'd agreed. We made small talk while we ordered and ate, but I ignored all of his attempts to flirt. I tried to stay pleasant but distant in hopes that he'd get the message and never ask me out again. As we finished the meal he leaned back and looked at me with a bemused smile.

“You don't want to be here at all, do you?”

Suddenly I was ashamed of the way I'd been acting. Seth didn't deserve it. All he'd done was ask me out and try to be nice.

“I'm sorry.”

“I shouldn't have put you on the spot at the gym yesterday. I was just under the impression that you kind of liked me.”

I blushed at that because I'd never intended for him to know.

“I did,” I admitted. “But...”

“But you've gotten over it.”

I stared at my plate and nodded.

“My loss,” he said.

“I'm sorry.”

“You can take off if you want, Allison. I appreciate you going through with this even though you didn't want to. Most girls would have just lied about being sick or something to get out of it.”

“Well, I thought about it.”

He laughed again. “Look, I've already got the tickets for the concert. Why don't you come with me and try to have a good time? I promise I won't hit on you or ask you out again, and afterwards we part as friends. Deal?”

I smiled despite myself. Somehow I'd always known that Seth was one of the good guys.

“Deal,” I said, and we toasted each other with our iced tea.

I enjoyed the concert immensely once there was no pressure about the date, and when we said goodnight I went home feeling good about the evening. Seth had made it clear that there were no hard feelings, and I knew that he was out of my system for good. I felt better than I had since New Year's Eve.

School was starting in two days, and that had me excited and restless. I was ready to go back. My friends were spending these last days with their boyfriends, which left me at loose ends most of the time. Another winter storm had blown in as well, bringing with it cold rain with flashes of lightning outlining low, heavy clouds to the bass accompaniment of thunder. It was perfect bookstore weather.

I'd finished Wuthering Heights, and nothing on my bookshelves appealed to me. Rain was spattering down in ragged sheets when I got to the store, and I stepped inside with a relieved sigh as the weight of the past few days lifted from my shoulders. With a cup of coffee in hand I proceeded to browse through the seemingly endless shelves. I wandered idly, not looking for anything in particular, just enjoying the ambiance.

The place was fairly empty since it was a work day and few kids were interested in spending their last couple of vacation days, so time passed in dreamy solitude and I lost all track of how long I'd been there. It was just me and that maze of shelves that went on forever.

I finally settled on a lovely hardbound edition of Jane Austen's novels. I'd been meaning to try them for a while, because I'd seen a couple of movies based on them. The book is always better than the movie, though, so I'd wanted to read them to get the full effect. Once I'd gotten a refill for my coffee I found an empty sofa by a window where I could listen to the rain softly pattering against the glass and the low, distant rumble of thunder. I quickly lost myself in Austen's lighthearted prose while the rest of the world receded to a hazy memory.

I'd paused to sip on my coffee when a voice from behind brought me crashing back to reality.

“That must be some book.”

I turned and found myself face to face with Dylan, who was stretched out on the couch behind mine.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He held up a thick, creepy looking tome titled Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos. “Just a little light reading to get me into the mood to go back to school. So what is it that had you so engrossed you didn't even notice when I sat down?”

I showed him my book, and he frowned thoughtfully.

“That's Sense and Sensibility, right? My mom loves that movie.”

“Yeah, although I'm reading Pride and Prejudice now.”

“Is it a sequel or something?”

“No, that's just how they're named. The books don't have anything to do with each other. Yours looks kind of dark.”

“Yeah. Like I said, preparing for back to school.”

“And here I was looking forward to it.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because all of my friends have boyfriends, and I've been on my own and bored.”

“Oh? What about Seth?”

My jaw dropped. “Seth?”

“Kylie and her friends saw you two at the concert the other night. I think they were kind of jealous.” His lips tilted in a wry smile. “I guess he's every girl's favorite pizza guy.”

“We just went as friends. We're not dating or anything. And I don't have any plans to go out with him again.”

Dylan nodded, but I could tell he didn't believe me. There was nothing I could do about that, though, so I tried to change the subject.

“Speaking of Kylie...” I looked around pointedly, noting her absence.

He merely shrugged. “She's not much of a reader.”

“I'm sure she's got other talents.”

Dylan drew back and raised his eyebrows. I guessed I'd gone a little too far.

“Sorry. That was uncalled for.”

Mentally I crossed my fingers, though, because I totally did mean it. I grabbed my coffee and stood up.

“I need to be getting home. I always lose all track of time when I'm here.”

“See you at school.”

“Yeah, see you.”

I hurried away before I could say something to make the situation even worse. When I glanced back, Dylan was still watching me. I huddled into my hoodie and walked faster. That whole hiding out in my bed under the covers until summer vacation was looking better all the time.





Chapter Ten

Going back to school didn't help nearly as much as I'd hoped it would. Happy couples surrounded me, constantly reminding me that I wasn't part of one. Worse, I saw Dylan almost every day. While he wasn't a part of our close circle of friends and didn't hang out with us, we did share the same lunch period. Besides that, our high school wasn't that big. While I couldn't claim to know every person who went there, it was hard to avoid noticing someone that you did know.

It wasn't at all like when I'd been crushing on Seth. The mere glimpse of him in the halls had been enough to set my pulse racing and to release a swarm of butterflies. The sight of Dylan wrung my soul. My chest tightened with longing and I missed the happy hours we'd spent together, the mischievous light in his eyes when he teased, the clear music of his laughter. I missed it all more every day, like a piece had been stolen from my heart.

While I did my best to hide my feelings, I guess my acting wasn't as good as I'd hoped. Dannika caught me alone before school, and the concern in her eyes made me want to run in the other direction. I knew she'd just track me down later, though, so there wasn't much point.

“How long are you going to keep doing this?” she asked.

“Doing what?”

“Pretending like you don't care and everything is peachy?”

“How do you know it isn't?”

“Please. Maybe you can fool the others for a while, but I've known you longer. You bleed when you look at him, Allie.”

“I'm getting over him.”

She uttered a derisive snort. “Pretending not to care is not getting over it. I should know.”

“It's a start. It will get easier with time. That's what everyone always says about broken hearts, right?”

“It doesn't have to be broken, silly.”

“That's easy for you to say when you have Ashton.”

“But I almost lost him. Don't make the same mistake I did.”

“Kylie and her friends saw me at the concert with Seth, and they told Dylan,” I said. “He's never going to trust me, even if he does want me, which I don't believe for a minute.”

“You're wrong about that.”

“How do you know?”

“I don't,” she admitted, “but I can feel it. I know both of you, and I'm not wrong about this.”

“Dani, I'm afraid that this time your matchmaking already did its job too well with Kylie.”

“Just be patient. He'll get tired of her.”

“I can't afford to be patient. It hurts too much. I need to get over him, even if it means just pretending to be over him at first until I really am.”

“That's what I thought with Ashton.”

“It's not the same. How long were you two together before? I only had a few days with Dylan.”

She waved that away as insignificant. “If it's the right person, only a few hours is enough.”

“Dylan isn't the right person. He's made that crystal clear. And I will get over him.”

Dannika sighed in exasperation, but let it go. “For your sake I hope you're right.”

I didn't even believe my own words. Why should she?

As though to hammer that doubt home, two days later Dylan showed up in my world literature class. He handed a slip of paper to the teacher, who studied it with irritation.

“Schedule change?” she asked.

“They messed it up and just now got it fixed.”

“All right. We can talk about it after class.”

She waved him to an empty seat a couple of rows in front of mine, and for a brief instant our eyes met before he sat down. I was too stunned to react, not sure whether to laugh or cry at this latest twist of fate. I would have no chance to forget him now, for him to fade from my memories. I'd have to watch him sitting in front of me every day in class.

At the front of the room the teacher was handing out papers.

“Your next assignment is a book report, due in two weeks. The instructions are on the handout, and you can find a list of approved books on the class web page.”

She continued talking, but I barely heard her. I stared at the handout without focusing on it. How was I supposed to concentrate on anything now? The school which I'd thought would be my refuge from loneliness and the constant thoughts of Dylan had turned into a prison. It was like the universe was out to get me or something.

All of my friends had boyfriends. Even Nicole, who had just come back to town after over six months, was seeing someone. When I wasn't interested in him anymore, Seth asked me out. I was avoiding the gym now because he might be there, which was funny because he used to be one of the main reasons I went. Now I wasn't sure I trusted him not to ask me out again, even though he'd said he wouldn't. I was staying away from the bookstore because I was afraid I'd run into Dylan there again. But now he was in one of my classes, which guaranteed I'd have to see him every day. There was no escape, and summer vacation was long months away.

What was I going to do? My shoulders slumped and I let my head fall into my hands. It was going to be a long semester.

I checked the class web page when I got home and found Wuthering Heights listed among the approved books. I practically knew it by heart, which suited me because I wasn't in the mood to write about something new. But although I tried to get started on the project to distract myself from thoughts of Dylan, instead of Cathy and Heathcliff my mind kept filling in the blanks with Kylie and Dylan.

How had Dani been so wrong? Whenever she worked her matchmaking magic she was always right. Now more then ever I wondered whether the problem was really with me. Maybe there was something wrong with me that turned all the guys away after they got to know me. The words of those two guys on the beach last summer floated through my head, mocking all my efforts since then. The truth was that Dylan could do better than me, and he undoubtedly knew it. It only took one look at Kylie to see that.

I stopped going to the gym, leaving the house only to go to school, and at home I hid in my room so I could wallow in my misery in peace. I knew it wasn't a good thing to do, but I couldn't seem to help myself. Seeing Dylan every day dragged my heart deeper and deeper into darkness. I also avoided my friends as much as I could. I should have known that wasn't going to fly for very long.

On Saturday night I sprawled on the couch in front of the television, although I wasn't paying any attention to anything happening on the screen. My thoughts were far away when the doorbell rang, and the sound barely registered. After a minute it rang again.

My mom's voice rose from her room. “Allie! Get the door!”

I dragged myself off of the couch and trudged to the door, where I found Molly tapping her foot while she hummed a little tune.

“Hey, babe!” she said brightly, and pushed her way past me to go inside.

“I wasn't expecting you.”

“Of course not. If I'd let you know I was coming you wouldn't have opened the door.”

She kept on going until she reached my room, and I had to hurry to keep up with her. Without invitation she perched on the edge of my bed and gave me a stern look.

“Get dressed.”

“What? Why?”

“We're going out. You're not sitting here alone all night brooding and feeling sorry for yourself.”

“I don't want to go out.”

“I know that. But I'm your friend and I'm not going to let you keep doing this to yourself.”

“Molly...” I groaned.

“No. I've been where you are. You'll sit here making yourself miserable for weeks—months—if we let you. Well, Delaney wouldn't let me do it, and I'm not going to let you do it. So get dressed.”

“Fine,” I growled through clenched teeth.

There was no use fighting it, and I didn't have the energy for it anyway. I'd humor her and get it over with, and maybe they'd leave me alone for a while. I made no effort to pick out clothes, and just threw on a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and a plain gray hoodie. They were clean; that was as much trouble as I intended to go to. Molly gave me a hard look, but she didn't push it.

“Good enough,” she said. “Let's go.”

I didn't even bother asking where as I trailed her to her car. I didn't care. I met her attempts at small talk with single syllable responses or grunts that did nothing to encourage her. Molly refused to be put off, though, and chattered amiably about whatever came to mind as she drove. I groaned again when she pulled into the parking lot at Caroline's.

“Really, Molly?”

She turned off the car. “Tell me you aren't in serious need of a cinnamon roll right now.”

“Some things a cinnamon roll can't fix.”

“That's not what you've always said.”

“So I've been giving out lousy advice. That shouldn't surprise anyone.”

“Oh, stop it.”

She grabbed my hand and dragged me inside. There were less than half a dozen customers, and the waitress told us we could seat ourselves. Molly took us to a corner booth, and I slumped into the seat.

“Cheer up,” Molly said, then smiled as the waitress approached.

“What can I get you?”

“Two cups of coffee and two cinnamon rolls, please.”

“This isn't going to work,” I told her.

“How do you know? You haven't even had a bite, yet.”

I toyed with my silverware without looking up at her. “Whatever.”

We sat in silence until the waitress appeared with our order. Molly wasted no time digging into her cinnamon roll.

“Oh, yeah. That's the thing. Eat.”

I took a bite as she commanded, and as it melted against my tongue I uttered a low moan of delight. From across the table Molly's grin outshone the lights overhead.

“See? You were the one who introduced me to these. I'm just returning the favor.”

“Thanks.”

“You know, I ate my heart out for more than a year over Quinn. He was right there in front of me at school every day—close enough to touch. I saw him in the halls, and at the pep rallies. In the cafeteria. And then there were our gaming sessions.” She paused to chew thoughtfully on another bite. “But I couldn't bring myself to do anything about it until the day I was sure that I was about to lose any possible chance I might have with him forever. So I went all out to get what I wanted more than anything else in the world, and now we're together and I'm happier than I've ever been.”

“Do all of your stories have to have a moral?”

“Only the ones with happy endings.”

“Well, not everybody gets those.”

“True. My point is that you have to work for them. All of us did, Allie. We all had to take chances, to risk our hearts. Risk being rejected. It wasn't easy for any of us—especially me.”

“So I'm a coward?”

She shook her head. “You just haven't gotten desperate enough to risk everything for your heart's desire, yet. One day you will. Just make sure it isn't too late when it happens.”

“Thanks for the pep talk. And the cinnamon roll. Can we go home now?”

Molly pursed her lips then shrugged. “Fine. I give up. But remember what I said—don't wait too long. Once that chance is gone, you'll never get it back again.”

Her words came back to haunt me far sooner than I had expected. As I was leaving my literature class Monday morning Dylan stopped me in the hall. His bright blue eyes were shadowed with pain and his mouth turned down in anger, and I took a step backwards in surprise.

“How could you do it, Allison?”

I shook my head in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“Gail. Miranda. Kylie. I overheard Dannika and Delaney in physics. They were talking about Dani's matchmaking hobby, and Delaney mentioned Kylie.”

“Dylan, I can explain.”

He plowed on without listening. “So I started thinking about how convenient my love life had gotten since that night at the party and Caroline's. And I texted all three of them and we started comparing notes.”

I stared down at my sneakers, which was where my stomach seemed to be headed, unable to meet his eyes. My heart felt like a boa constrictor was squeezing it.

“Why, Allison? If you wanted to get me out of your hair so you could go out with Seth, why didn't you just say so instead of manipulating me?”

“It wasn't like that!” I protested.

“So you and Dani didn't go behind my back to set me up with those girls?”

“Yes, but—”

“You're unbelievable.”

“I just wanted you to be happy!”

“Well, thanks for nothing. I knew I couldn't trust you. From now on, you two play your little games with someone else.”

He stalked away and I watched until he disappeared into the crowd. Whatever hope I'd still nourished crumbled to dust in his wake.





Chapter Eleven

The rest of the day passed in a daze. I went from class to class like a zombie and hardly knew what was going on around me. After the first shock of Dylan's words passed I was left numb and empty. This latest blow was simply too much. The universe wasn't just out to get me—it hated me. I was beaten, ready to lie down and give up. All of my plans and dreams had gone up in smoke.

Seth and Dylan were gone, and when word got out what I'd done no guy would want anything to do with me. There was nothing left to do but get through school for the next year and a half until graduation, then start over in college. I'd have to keep my head down, but I had my friends and my books so it wouldn't be that bad.

Then I remembered that I'd still have to see Dylan every day in class and a fresh wave of pain crashed down in an avalanche of agony. Somehow I was going to have to suck it up and deal with it. It was only for a few months—surely I could handle it for that long. If I had any classes with him next year I'd find a way to transfer out.

But even as I reached my lowest point, a fire awakened inside of me. Nothing was truly hopeless, was it? I couldn't just give up. There had to be some way to fix this, if I could only find it. I'd tried doing things my way, and I'd tried doing them Dannika's way. Both had failed. It was time to try something new. I needed advice, and I knew exactly who to ask.

Delaney was studying at Nicole's with Molly for a test, so I was pretty sure Walker would be at home. He looked suitable baffled when he opened his door and found me waiting on his porch.

“Laney is at Nicole's,” he said.

“I know. I came to talk to you.”

He quirked one eyebrow up with a teasing smile. “You trying to get me in trouble with Laney?”

“No, I'm trying to get myself out of trouble with Dylan.”

“Well, in that case you'd better come in.”

When we sat down in his living room he tilted his head. “Now, what have you gotten yourself into, Allie?”

So I told him. I started with the night at the party and Caroline's and explained how the whole thing had unfolded without leaving anything out. He listened without a word until I had finished, then he leaned back with a low whistle.

“You girls really are something. Why do you always have to turn something so simple into something complicated?”

“I don't know.”

“I guess I can sort of understand you trying to fix him up with someone at first because you felt bad for him. But the rest of it? What were you thinking?”

“I don't know,” I repeated. “I was mostly scared of what I was feeling, too afraid to take a chance and trying to avoid getting hurt. Then I got desperate because I'd changed my mind and didn't know what to do.”

“And you kept digging the hole deeper with everything you tried.”

“Yeah,” I admitted ruefully.

“And now you want me to help you dig your way out again.”

I gave a helpless shrug. “I don't even know if I can. I'm not sure if Dylan will ever forgive me for what I did.”

“With the exception of one very bad year, Dylan is a good guy. He'll forgive you. If,” he held up a warning finger, “you give him a reason to. But note that I said guy. You're going to have to drop the games and be straightforward if you want this to work. You're going to have to talk to him, not sit around hoping he'll figure it all out on his own.” He winked. “Most guys aren't as smart about women as I am. Subtlety doesn't work on them.”

“That I can believe.”

“I can't say for certain without asking him, but from everything you've told me he likes you a lot and just needs an excuse to let the other stuff go. So give him one.”

“What kind of excuse?”

“Something that will show him that you're interested and convince him that he can trust you after all.”

“But I don't know how to do that!”

“You've talked to him and spent time with him. You know him well enough to try to set him up with girls you thought he'd like.”

I snorted. “Yeah, and look at how that turned out.”

“So don't mess it up this time.”

That was great advice, but it didn't help me much from a practical standpoint. I would have to think about what Walker had told me so I could figure out what to do. But no matter what he'd said, I had little hope that I'd succeed any better with this than I had with the matchmaking before. I needed to clear my head and come up with some fresh ideas. What did I know about Dylan?

A thought struck me, and I stopped by Dannika's house on the way home. She smiled in surprise as she let me in.

“I'm glad to see you. From what Molly said I would have expected it to take dynamite to get you out of your house.”

“She's not wrong.”

“So what blew you out tonight?”

“I'm looking for a way to get myself out of the mess I'm in.”

I told her about what had happened with Dylan, but said nothing about my chat with Walker. I wanted to keep that to myself for the time being.

“Anyway, I wanted to get those notes back if you still have them.”

A worried expression crept over Dani's face. “Why do you want those?”

“I need some ideas for another round of matchmaking.”

“Oh, no, Allie. I don't think that's a good idea. Haven't you had enough of that?”

“Just one more time. But this time I'm going to make the perfect match for me.”

“I see. Do you need any help?” she asked as she handed the papers to me.

“No. I need to do this on my own.”

“Well, good luck.”

“I'm definitely going to need it.”

After I got home I studied the lists far into the night, and went over everything which had made me choose the girls I thought were the best matches for Dylan. At the same time I replayed the memories of every moment I'd spent with him, hoping that my mind would assemble some answer from the jumble of facts and impressions. I felt like I was battering my head against a wall, though. I knew that I was close to figuring it out, but the answer remained just out of my grasp, and the harder I tried the further it slipped away. It took forever for me to go to sleep because my mind didn't want to shut down and kept churning long after I turned off the light.

When I woke up the next morning, though, it was there, clear and bright and perfect. It wasn't a solution to my problems, but it was a first step. For now that was enough.

Once I'd put myself together and had some coffee, I drove to Aransas Pass. I'd checked the website to make sure Dolphin Tours was open before I set out. It took most of the money I'd gotten for Christmas, but I bought two passes for their deluxe tour. Dylan was going to love it. It was the perfect peace offering, and I had a silly grin plastered on my face all the way home. I couldn't wait to give them to him.

By Monday morning, though, I was ready to chicken out. I'd had all weekend to dwell on it, and to remember how angry and upset Dylan had been with me. Then there was the guilt over what I'd done. I remembered how I'd felt when Delaney had tried to throw me together with Glen. I was too nervous to face Dylan, afraid I'd freeze up and not be able to speak—like I'd been with Seth before.

I took an envelope from Mom's desk and sat down to write a note instead. Half a dozen attempts later I had something I was reasonably happy with.

Dylan,

I know what I did was wrong and I'm sorry. I'd never in a million years want to do anything that would hurt you. I know it's hard for you to believe, but I just wanted to try to find someone you could be happy with after Dani and what happened that night at the party. It was stupid and I shouldn't have done it, but I didn't do it to hurt you. Anyway, I'm sorry and I hope this will help make up for it a little. I remembered how much you wanted to do this, so take Kylie (or whoever) and I hope you enjoy it. Please don't be mad at me anymore. Please?

Allison

I read through it again with a frown. It still sounded awkward, but I didn't know how to make it any better and if I spent any more time doing rewrites I was going to be late for school. I folded the letter and stuffed it in the envelope with the two passes, then sealed it all up and stuck it in my backpack.

All the way to school doubts plucked at my mind, and I worried that he'd blow it off and still be mad. It was dumb, because I knew Dylan would like it, but that didn't seem to matter. I had to get him to forgive me, otherwise I'd never get close to him again and I couldn't even bear to think about that. Once he'd forgiven me I could start working out my next step, although I still had no idea what it might be. I just knew that there had to be a next step. Dylan was everything that I'd ever wanted, and I'd been an idiot to push him away simply because I was scared. Well, I was still scared, but I wasn't going to let it stop me again.

My heart began to pound as I parked my car. All my nerves were on edge, so I avoided my friends and went around to the door at the side of the building where I wouldn't have to deal with them. The halls were still mostly empty as I hurried towards Dylan's locker. When I got to it I glanced around, but there was no one in sight. With trembling fingers I slid the envelope into his locker while my heart threatened to hammer its way out of my chest, then turned away quickly before anyone found me there.

It was done. There was no taking it back now. I just had to keep my fingers crossed that it worked and try not to be too much of a nervous wreck until literature class.

The morning dragged as my anticipation grew, and by the end of first period I was ready to scream. Had he gotten it yet? Had he read the letter? What had he thought when he read it? Would he forgive me? Would it just make things worse?

When I got to the class we shared he wasn't there yet. I went to my desk and waited on the edge of my seat as the seconds ticked by. Dylan walked in just as the bell rang. This was it. I held my breath as I awaited some sign of his reaction.

Since the bell had rung there was no time to talk, but our eyes met and he smiled with a small nod before he slid into his desk. I let out the breath I'd been holding and the tension slowly drained from my taut muscles.

It had worked. I was forgiven, or at least headed in the right direction. I couldn't wait for class to be over, and every few seconds my eyes drifted back to the clock at the front of the room. My heart jumped when the bell rang, and I gathered my things as quickly as I could. Dylan made it out of the door first, and I hurried after him in my eagerness to hear what he had to say.

I stopped short in the doorway. Kylie stood with Dylan in the hall outside, smiling happily as she reached for his hand. I turned away and stumbled towards my next class with a lump in my throat. I might have been forgiven, but that hadn't made getting closer to Dylan any easier.





Chapter Twelve

I willed my heart to stop its frenzied beating as I turned away. I'd known that this was going to be an uphill battle. The key was not to give up over small setbacks. Dylan and I were perfect for each other—I just had to make him see it and convince him that he could trust me not to run off after Seth. However hard it might be, however long it might take, I was determined to keep going. We deserved each other, deserved a chance to be happy together, and I wouldn't stop until we had our chance.

The one thing that worried me was Kylie. Regardless of what Dannika had said about her being all wrong for Dylan, the girl was cuter than a basket full of kittens and Dylan seemed to like her. I had no clue how to deal with that. I mean, I would never try to break them up, no matter how much I wanted Dylan for myself. I was not that girl. All I could really do was stick around and show Dylan—somehow—that I was the one he was meant to be with, that we belonged together more than he and Kylie ever could.

I probably should have gone to my friends for help since they all had boyfriends, but I wanted to figure this out on my own. If I could. I still had some pretty hefty doubts on that score.

I joined them for lunch in the cafeteria as usual, but it was immediately obvious that something was going on when I walked through the doors. All eyes were on me, watching expectantly as I approached our table. I faltered a little, self-conscious under their scrutiny. What was going on? Did I have something on my face? Had they somehow found out about my peace offering to Dylan? But how could they? I hadn't told anyone else, and I doubted that Dylan had.

I sat down and dropped my backpack. “What is it? You guys are seriously creeping me out.”

Delaney leaned forward. “Have you heard?” she asked in a low voice.

“Heard what?”

“Dylan and Kylie are no longer an item.”

“What?”

Dannika took over. “He broke things off with her sometime this morning. When he told her she got so mad she yelled at him in the hall in front of everybody.”

Guilt twisted my stomach into knots. “Oh, no.”

Delaney shrugged. “Bad for her, good for you.”

Maybe so, but that wasn't how I'd wanted things to go down. Was it my fault? From the timing it almost had to be, didn't it? I couldn't believe that Dylan had randomly picked the same morning I'd given him my peace offering, and he hadn't done it before then because I'd seen them together. So it almost had to be my fault.

I felt as though I should apologize to Kylie or something, but there was no way that could end well. I could just imagine how she'd react to the news that I was responsible. Better just to leave it alone. In the end it had been Dylan's decision, even if it was because of me. I decided to put any further plans for Dylan on hold for a while to give things a chance to cool down, though.

“I feel sorry for her,” I admitted. “It can't be easy having a guy like Dylan slip through your fingers.”

Molly threw me a significant look but diplomatically kept her mouth shut. The others weren't as tactful.

Delaney's eyes lit up. “This is your chance to go after him!”

“I kind of think it might be better if I waited a while.”

“No! If you wait, someone else might snatch him up.”

To my relief Dannika came to my rescue. “I have to agree with Allie on this one. Give it a little time.”

“Oh, fine,” Delaney said, pouting. “But they'd make such a cute couple, and they need to be together.”

I was all for that, but it didn't feel right somehow. Not yet, with Kylie so fresh on Dylan's mind. I held up a hand to forestall any further argument.

“I promise I'll give it my best shot, but it needs to wait. Kylie needs to be completely out of the picture first.”

“I know,” Delaney sighed. “I just want you to be as happy as we are.”

The others nodded solemnly at her words and my throat went tight. My friends were the best. What would I ever do without them?

After a while I began to doubt that my actions had led to Dylan dumping Kylie. Whatever was going on with him, he wasn't in any more hurry to seek out my company than I was his. Other than a couple of noncommittal smiles in our literature class, we'd had no interaction at all. I wanted to call him, ached to hear the sound of his voice low and sexy in my ear, but I made myself hold off. Patience was not my strong suit, though, and the waiting soon began to grate.

But when a whole week passed with no changes, my optimism flickered dimmed. I wasn't sure exactly what it was that I'd been hoping for, but anything would have been better than nothing at all. I could have made the next move, but I still wasn't sure that Dylan even wanted me to and all my instincts pushed me to avoid setting myself up to get hurt again.

I was determined not to let myself sink back into that dark pit of despair, though, so I spent Friday night with my friends at Molly's. Dani couldn't make it, but Nicole was there to provide a fourth player for our games. While I kicked everyone's butts at Mario Kart, we listened to Nicole bemoaning her problems with the guy she was interested in. They were almost a mirror image of my issues with Dylan—she knew that he liked her, but his friendship with her brother prevented them from seeing each other except in secret. It put my own problems into perspective, because if Dylan decided he did like me there was nothing to stop us from dating. Dani had already given her blessing, and my friends all liked him.

Nicole's sad story made me want to take the next step with Dylan more than ever. Life is too short, and I wanted to take advantage of every possible second we could have together. But I still wasn't sure what to do, or even if I should do anything yet.

I spent most of the rest of the weekend working on my book report for my literature class, which I'd been majorly procrastinating on. I'd been too preoccupied to make much headway, even though I'd done reports on Wuthering Heights before so it should have been easy. Every time I tried to start, thoughts of Dylan's laughing blue eyes and the electric intensity of our kiss would distract me. Would I ever feel the velvet touch of his lips again? Or would I lose him the way Heathcliff lost Cathy and be doomed to a life of bitter regret for not seizing the chances that I'd been offered?

The paper was due Monday morning, though, so I forced myself to push on even though I wasn't feeling it. At that point I just wanted it done—as long as I made a B or a C on it, I didn't care. My grade in the class was high enough that it wouldn't make much difference either way. The going was still slow, though, and I ended up staying up late Sunday night finishing the final draft.

I was not at my best when my alarm went off Monday morning. I hit the snooze button three times before I finally dragged myself out of bed, and then had to rush to get ready. I tried to make myself look decent since we had to present our reports in front of the class, but there was only so much I could do in five minutes. All I could do was hope that I didn't get called on today.

Luck was in my favor for a change—I didn't have to face the class. But Dylan did. 

I leaned back and listened, curious to find out what he'd read. The boy was scrumptious in faded jeans and a dark blue shirt when he strode up to the front of the class with a confident smile. To my surprise his eyes fell on me, and my heart did a lazy roll when he held my gaze for a long moment. His next words almost made me fall out of my seat.

“My report is on Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen.”

My jaw dropped in shock. No way. Dylan had actually read Pride and Prejudice? I missed his opening as my mind churned over this latest surprise. Why had he read it? That day I ran into him at the bookstore he told me he'd never read it before, so he must have read it since then. But of all the books he could have chosen, why this one? Unless... Had he read it because I told him I liked it? Why would he do that? I shook my head and concentrated on Dylan's voice as he launched into a description of the setting and characters. He knew the material well enough that he barely glanced at his notes, and I hung on every word while he outlined the plot. I would have happily gone on listening to him for hours, but each student only got ten minutes so it wasn't long before he began to wrap up.

Once more his eyes sought mine, and I gulped when I realized that his next words were intended for me.

“One of the main points of the story is the prejudice which Elizabeth has for Mr. Darcy, based on her first impression of him. It causes her to believe the worst of him and to distrust anything he might say. As the story progresses, though, events and a deeper understanding of his character combine to make her realize his true nobility. This understanding sparks her growth within the story when she admits that she has been mistaken about him.”

He cleared his throat and read from his paper. 

“I, who have prided myself on my discernment! I, who have valued myself on my abilities! Who have often disdained the generous candour of my sister, and gratified my vanity in useless or blameable mistrust! How humiliating is this discovery! Yet, how just a humiliation! Had I been in love, I could not have been more wretchedly blind! But vanity, not love, has been my folly. Pleased with the preference of one, and offended by the neglect of the other, on the very beginning of our acquaintance, I have courted prepossession, and ignorance, and driven reason away, where either were concerned. Till this moment I never knew myself.”

As he finished he looked straight at me.

“It is Lizzie's realization of her own fallibility that is Austen's lesson to all of us. We are all fallible, and we let our personal feelings deceive us about the people around us while at the same time priding ourselves on how well we judge them.”

Our teacher dismissed him to his desk, and I sat wrapped in a buzzing glow of joy. He really had done it for me. My heart was lighter than air, and only the desk anchoring me to earth kept me from sailing away. I had no idea what any of the reports that followed were about. The teacher could have called on me to present my book and I doubt I would have even heard her. It wasn't until the bell rang that I emerged from my musings and fell back into reality.

Dylan was waiting for me when I stepped out of the classroom. With a tiny smile he held out his hand. I suffered one last second of hesitation, then I reached out and took it. His fingers were warm and strong wrapped around mine as he led me out into the quad and found a quiet corner. I could only stare at him, because my tongue was frozen to the top of my mouth.

“Allie, are you okay?”

I nodded mutely.

“Look, I'm sorry for what I said last week.”

“It's okay,” I managed to squeak out.

“No, it isn't. I know you too well to truly believe that you'd ever do anything to deliberately hurt someone. The truth is that ever since that night I kissed you I've been scared, because it would kill me if you ever dropped me the way Dani or Elora did. And since I knew about how you felt about Seth... But you wouldn't ever do that to someone. Not you. And I'm sorry for misjudging you. All I can say is that I won't do it again.”

“I was scared, too,” I told him. “That was why I set you up with those other girls. Every guy I've ever gone out with has ditched me without a backwards glance. It was safer to push you away. But after that kiss I didn't care about being safe anymore. I just wanted you to kiss me again.”

Dylan gave a rueful laugh. “Oh, you have no idea how much I've been thinking about that kiss.”

I smiled sweetly at him. “Did you think about it while you were kissing Kylie?”

Dylan's grimace was all the answer I needed. “Can we forget about Kylie? Please?”

“Well... I suppose I can't punish you for that since Dani pushed her on you.”

“Good. So, would you like to go on a dolphin tour with me?”

I couldn't help pushing his buttons just a little. “Are you sure you wouldn't rather take Kylie?”

He was still holding my hand, and he pulled me closer until our bodies met and he was looking deep into my eyes.

“You're the only girl I want to see the dolphins with. And you're the only girl I want to kiss.”

His face bent towards mine until his breath tickled warm against my lips.

“Dylan! Not here! We'll get in trouble!”

“I've been in trouble since the night I saw you covered in ketchup,” he murmured.

My heart fluttered. Awwwww. The boy was too sweet.

“But I...”

His lips silenced any further protest. Not that I exactly minded. I was swept up again, just like our first kiss, in a caress so soft and tender that I could hardly believe it was real. I felt wanted, cherished, and I knew that Dylan would never hurt me. I was aware of his arms slipping possessively around my waist, and I snuggled happily into his embrace. I was exactly where I belonged, and I intended to stay there.

His mouth pressed against mine, hot and greedy as he backed me up against the wall. I welcomed the chill of the bricks—it might keep me from melting into a hot puddle of goo. Our lips sizzled together, and as his tongue brushed lightly against mine my nerves went haywire. My pulse pounded in my ears and tingling fire wrapped my whole body in bliss. I gave a little moan and buried my hands in Dylan's soft hair. I wanted more, wanted to go on kissing him forever.

My breath came in soft little pants as we parted, and I leaned my head on Dylan's shoulder.

“Who needs mistletoe?” he asked with a low chuckle. “That's why you're the only girl I want to kiss.”

“I'm okay with that.”

“Good.” He brushed his velvety lips against mine once more. “And now you'd better run or you're going to be late for your next class. I'll see you at lunch.”

I don't think my feet touched the ground for the rest of the day. We had lunch together every day after that, and even though it was usually with our friends we were so wrapped up in each other that it often felt like we existed in our own little bubble. We held hands in the halls, and texted and talked every chance we got, often until we fell asleep at night. It was heaven.

When the weekend finally came we had our first opportunity to be alone. We agreed to hold off on the dolphin tour until the weather got better, but we found plenty of other things to do instead. Dylan stowed our bikes in the back of his truck and we took a long ride along the beach then had a picnic at the park. Later that afternoon we went to his house to learn each others' favorite movies and TV shows. I wanted to find out everything about him, to spend every second with him. I dreaded having to go home at the end of the evening, but his passionate goodnight kiss almost made it worthwhile.

“You busy tomorrow?” he asked as he reluctantly let me out of his arms.

“I was planning to spend the day with a guy I know.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. He's tall, sexy, and incredibly handsome.”

“Maybe one of these days you can introduce us.”

I laughed. “I would love to spend tomorrow with you. What did you have in mind?”

“How about I surprise you?”

“I like surprises. Will it involve kissing?”

“I certainly hope so.”

“Then we could hang out at the city dump and I wouldn't care.”

“I think I can do better than that.”

“Okay. Goodnight, then.”

“Goodnight, beautiful.”

Oh, it hurt to watch him leave and know it would be hours before I saw him again.

I woke to a beautiful morning that felt like spring even though it was still January.  The last time I'd looked forward to a day this much I'd been in elementary school waiting for Santa Claus to come. My phone dinged while I was getting my coffee.

Dylan: Good morning sunshine

Me: Hey you!

Dylan: Are you up?

Me: Yep. Having my coffee

Dylan: How about I pick you up in 45 minutes?

Me: Okay. That'll give me time to get enough coffee in me to be human

Dylan: Great. See you then

My heart was singing as I rushed to get dressed and put on some makeup so I wouldn't scare him away when he showed up. I must have done all right, judging from the expression in his eyes when I opened the door. He looked like a lion waiting to pounce—if he'd had a tail he would have been lashing it, and it sent wonderful shivers of anticipation rippling down my spine.

His lips curved up in a slow, wicked grin. “I'm not a morning person, but with this to look forward to I could change my mind.”

“Goofball.” I bounced into his arms and our lips met in a deep, lingering kiss that woke me up more than two pots of coffee could have.

“Yep. Definitely going to become a morning person.”

I grinned happily and held his hand while we walked to his truck. As we drove off, I tucked my hand under his arm to claim him.

“So where are we going?”

“You'll see,” he said with an enigmatic smile.

We ended up on the north side of Port Aransas, driving past rusty warehouses, abandoned industrial sites, and weed-covered fields dotted with the gray skeletons of bare oak and mesquite trees. After a while Dylan pulled onto a dirt road and parked before what looked to me like a jumble of scrap lumber.

“What is this place?”

“Come see.”

He pulled a cooler and a duffel bag from the bed of his truck. I followed him around the side of the lumber pile, and suddenly order leaped out of the chaos. A thick concrete slab was covered with ramps and curved banks made of plywood and two-by-fours. While I stared at it, Dylan opened the bag and pulled out two skateboards—the one we'd used before, and a brand new one decorated with a gold, purple, and red beach sunset scene.

“It's gorgeous,” I told him.

“It's yours. We had fun doing this before, and I thought you might like to try it again.”

“Here?” I stared at the ramps with a little thrill of fear. “I'm not sure if I can do that.”

He reached over and took my hand. “Of course you can. Remember how it felt when you went down that hill? Like you were flying?”

“Yeah.”

“It gets even better.”

It was still scary. “Well...”

“Do you trust me?”

I looked into his clear blue eyes and my doubts disappeared. I trusted him absolutely. I was safe with him, body and heart.

“Yes,” I said.

“That's my girl. But first...”

He gathered me in for a brief, hot kiss that made my toes curl.

“Now we can get started.”

It was the perfect start to the rest of my life.





Chapter Thirteen

“You are going to make me fat,” I announced as I pushed away a plate with the last crumbs of a cinnamon roll on it.

Dylan gave me his best innocent look. “Hey, you're the one who got me hooked on them in the first place, remember?”

“I remember.”

I basked in the warm glow of the memory of our first night at Caroline's.

“So it's all your fault,” he concluded smugly.

I frowned down at my plate again. I was going to have to start hitting the gym an extra day every week at this rate.

“I wonder how many calories we burn off kissing?” I mused.

Dylan reached over and twined his fingers through mine. “As sweet as your kisses are? Those cinnamon rolls aren't half as fattening.”

“Awww, you big sap,” I said, squeezing his hand. 

I was so lucky. Dating Dylan had surpassed my wildest dreams. I'd seen my friends with their boyfriends, but seeing it and living it were two very different things. I'd never imagined feeling this way, with my heart light as a feather and all the pieces of my life fitting together for the first time. I loved my friends, but Dylan was so much more. He'd become my best friend—plus there was the kissing! The whole world seemed alive and golden around me, brushing up against nerves that sang in awareness of Dylan close beside me.

I had to laugh at myself. It was nothing like what I'd imagined from reading about Heathcliff and Cathy in Wuthering Heights. Theirs had been a dark blaze of hopeless, irrational  passion. This was more like laughter made of sunshine and warm ocean breezes, and I was so happy my skin could hardly contain it. Even though I felt like a balloon about to burst with joy, I never wanted it to end. But from the way Dylan's eyes gleamed when he looked at me, it wasn't something I needed toworry about.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked.

I drained the last of my coffee and stood up. “Might as well get it over with.”

We were meeting everyone at Walker's for the day, and Delaney was about to spontaneously combust with excitement. The four of us were all part of couples at last. I felt a pang for Nicole, who was still struggling to work things out with the boy she liked and had decided to give today a miss. I couldn't blame her. I knew firsthand how it felt to be the odd girl out with no boyfriend.

On the other hand, her being there would have taken some of the pressure off of me and Dylan. If all of my friends were too preoccupied worrying about her problems, they wouldn't be spending as much time teasing us about our new relationship. Dylan must have read my mind because he winked as helped me into his truck.

“Relax, babe. They'll get it out of their systems in a few days, once the new has worn off.”

“I don't want the new to wear off. I want it to feel like this forever.”

“Maybe it will. I don't know—I've never felt like this about anybody before.”

His words left me warm and goopy. I'd never believed I'd make someone feel that way, and for it to be Dylan was purely miraculous. I really was the luckiest girl in the world.

Hand in hand, we passed through the gate into Walker's backyard. It amazed me how well our hands fit despite the difference in sizes, like a couple of magnets snapping together. I was so proud to be there with him. Walker, Quinn, and Ashton were among the hottest guys in school, but Dylan was every bit their match. And he was all mine.

The others had gathered around the pool, and we arrived to a chorus of excited greetings. Delaney's was the loudest.

“There you are! We thought you guys were going to blow us off so you could park and make out.”

I stumbled and blushed in embarrassment. That was exactly what we had done. Molly caught my expression and clapped her hands with a peal of wicked laughter.

“You did! You guys are so cute!”

I stuck my tongue out at her. “Like you and Quinn never did it.”

“Yeah, but we're an old, boring couple now. We'd never do anything like that...”

Her voice cut off abruptly as Quinn silenced her with a kiss. We all hooted and laughed as she settled meekly back into her deck chair while Quinn smirked down at her.

Dannika smiled at me past Ashton's shoulder. “We're just glad things worked out for you two. I was beginning to worry that neither of you had the sense to figure it out on your own.”

“But we did,” I said.

Dylan squeezed my hand as we stepped onto the patio. “We were both stubborn and took a little while to get there is all. But we managed.”

Delaney's grin widened. “And now it's like you're superglued together.”

I glanced down at our linked hands. “You didn't know? That was the first thing I did. I wasn't about to take a chance on him getting away.”

We snuggled into an empty deck chair while our friends laughed. It felt so good to finally be a part of this, and the smile in Dylan's eyes said he knew exactly what I was thinking. I was more grateful for him than ever because he understood—better than anyone else ever had. He just got me, apparently without even trying.

We soaked in the sunlight of another glorious day. The universe was no longer out to get me, but seemed to be rejoicing in my newfound good fortune. I half expected to have flocks of birds following me around while bursting into song, and I smothered a laugh at the mental image. Dylan shot me a questioning look.

“Just feeling a bit like a Disney princess who found her Prince Charming.”

His smile turned teasing. “They don't get kissed nearly as much as you do.”

I grinned back. “Their loss.”

Later we gathered around one of the big glass-topped tables to play Uno while devouring chips and fresh guacamole and talking about school and life and our plans for the future.

I noticed that Delaney withdrew a little when our conversation turned to college. Walker was graduating at the end of the school year and going away to Texas A&M, but Laney still had another year of high school. For the first time I really understood how she felt. I couldn't bear to think of being parted from Dylan for a day—how much worse for it to be weeks or months at a time? Plus he was Walker. Girls constantly threw themselves at him. I wished that I could reassure her, because as far as Walker was concerned Laney was the only girl on the planet. Since he'd met her I don't think he'd even looked at anyone else. But only Walker was going to be able to convince her of that.

Molly and Quinn were in the same boat, but she didn't seem as troubled. Being with Quinn over the last few months had steadied her and strengthened the self-confidence she'd never believed that she possessed. It probably helped that she'd spent so much time alone before and she was used to the idea. I wasn't sure, though, whether it would last when the time came for Quinn to actually leave.

Watching them, I was supremely grateful that Dani and I didn't have to worry about that. Our relationships were newer, and there was no way I could have let Dylan go after only a handful of months together. Thank goodness I'd had the sense to fall for a junior and not a senior!

As the evening cooled, we gathered up our things and retreated inside to watch television. Before we could get situated, though, Delaney popped up from her seat.

“Hey, who won the pool?”

“What pool?” Dylan asked.

“The one where we guessed when Allie would get a boyfriend.”

Dylan shot me a questioning glance and I shrugged. “Don't look at me. I didn't rig it. My bet was that I'd still be single when I graduated.”

“Too bad you lost.” He poked me in the ribs and kissed me when I laughed.

“I won the last one, though! About Danni and Ash.”

“So who won this one?” Laney asked again.

Walker smirked as he pulled the sheet with our bets out of the sealed envelope. “Me. I guessed New Year's, and that was closest by over a month. I thought Kylie was going to mess things up, but the matchmaking gods smiled and I won.”

When he riffled the money from the envelope beside his ear I laughed with the others, but I knew he was wrong. Whatever the result of the pool had been, I was the one who had really won.

The End

Thank you for reading The Perfect Match. If you enjoyed it (I hope you did!) would you consider leaving a review? Reviews help out a lot to convince other readers that a book is worth reading, so I’d really appreciate it. Also, if you want to get an email when my next book comes out, sign up for my low calorie 100% spam-free newsletter.

Bayview High
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I’m a native Texan, and I live in south Texas where I spend as much time as I can at the beach. I’m a recent college grad (journalism with creative writing), and I live with my two rescue kitties in a little apartment just across the street from the beach. When I’m not working or at the beach, I’m usually staying up way too late drinking way too much coffee while scribbling away on my current masterpiece-in-progress.

Did I mention that I like the beach? :-)

I’m a firm believer in True Love. I grew up reading romance and fell in love with falling in love. That’s probably why I decided I wanted to write my own stories. I had filled up a big stack of those giant spiral notebooks before I graduated from high school, and worked my way through several more while I was in college. After I got my degree, I decided that if I was going to do all of this writing I really ought to try publishing some of it. Since I’ve got all of the patience of a fruit fly with ADHD, I decided to self publish instead of spending who knows how long trying to find an agent and mailing manuscripts back and forth. We’ll see how it works out.
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