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      I’m the first to admit that I temporarily lost my mind. But really, when the guy you’ve been crushing on since forever turns your way in calculus class with that perfect smile and says, “What about you, Layla, are you going to Senior Week?”—you’re going to say yes.

      Or at least, I did.

      But try explaining that to Amy. My best friend was not having it. Backlit by the fluorescent glow of our high school cafeteria, she vaguely resembled a frizzy, red-headed interrogator as she peered at me across the aluminum table. I didn’t hold out on her. I described every minute detail as she ate her lunch of tuna on rye. I breathlessly told her everything, from the way his eyes met mine to the way he’d smiled in response to my answer.

      At the end, her response was not what I’d hoped.

      “You said yes? Why?” Her freckled nose was scrunched up in disgust like I’d just told her I’d said yes to weekly accordion lessons rather than a week of fun on the beach. I knew what she was getting at—up until that life-changing moment, I had not, in fact, planned on attending Senior Week with my peers. But he had asked. I couldn’t say no.

      Before I could explain that, her face fell and she let out a little sigh of disappointment. “Oh no….”

      Oh yes. She knew me too well. Sometimes it was annoying. It wasn’t like I expected her to jump for joy over this plan, but a little support would be nice. But Amy had never approved of my crush on Dylan Yates, my next door neighbor since kindergarten. And, in her defense, up until a week ago, it may have been a bit pathetic. But now the tides had turned. With just days remaining before graduation, the moment I’d been waiting for had finally arrived.

      What was this cataclysmic event that shifted my fate forevermore?

      Dylan and Stephanie had finally broken up.

      When they first got together, way back in the fifth grade, I hadn’t been too alarmed. Even at eleven I knew that middle school relationships weren’t destined to last long. My older sister assured me that they had the lifespan of a gnat. Everyone knew that it wouldn’t last.

      Well, apparently no one told Dylan and Steph because they stayed together—sickeningly, disgustingly, happily together—for the next seven years. Seven! Who did that? It was like they were out to set some kind of world record or something.

      But then, last week, word had spread that the epic union of Stylan had come to an end. No one knew why exactly—and quite frankly, I didn’t care. I had almost given up hope. Almost. But now was my chance. I just needed him to see me as something more than the nice girl next door. And what better opportunity than Senior Week when there would be parties and concerts and bonfires on the beach?

      If that didn’t scream romance, I don’t know what did.

      The only problem was, I hadn’t exactly planned on going. Truth be told, I’d made a bit of a stink about how lame it would be and how it was just one more way for the popular crowd to reign supreme over the rest of us losers.

      I imagine that was one of the reasons that Amy was scowling at me over her muffin.

      She was on some weird all all-natural diet that seemed to consist of a daily consumption of bizarre grains that I’d never heard of before. The other day she’d eaten a protein bar made out of cricket flour.

      I tried a bite and yes, it was just as disgusting as it sounds.

      Hopefully some of her current anger was due to the diet and not my announcement.

      “You are acting like an idiot.” Little crumbs flew out of her mouth when she spoke.

      I leaned over the table, casting a quick glance around to make sure no one could hear us. “Please, Amy. I really, really want to go.”

      It’s not like I needed her permission or anything, but I did need her car. And more importantly, her driver’s license. I was probably the only senior who didn’t drive but as far as I knew I was also the only one heading to New York City for college in the fall, and who needed to drive in the city? That’s what subways were for.

      She set down the muffin with a little too much force and it promptly crumbled into a million pieces. “Look, even if I didn’t think this was a useless, ridiculous plan—”

      Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.

      “I still wouldn’t be able to drive you to the Jersey shore. I’m going to visit my cousins in Maryland that week, remember?”

      I fell back into my seat. Crap. I’d completely forgotten about that.

      Some of Amy’s irritation over my plan seemed to thaw in the face of my pathetic sigh.

      After a moment of silence, she offered, “Maybe one of the others is going?”

      ‘The others’ were our friends in the theater crowd. But her expression looked doubtful as she spoke and I just rolled my eyes. Out of everyone in the theater department, Amy and I were probably the least… how shall I put it? Clicky? They weren’t mean bullies or anything, they just had a tendency to stick to themselves. They were definitely not joiners.

      Not that Amy and I were social butterflies but we were slightly more well-rounded in our social lives. We were known to go to the occasional non-drama party and took part in some other clubs. Like Amy and her art class and me on the school paper. So if we hadn’t even considered going to the uber-joiner, popular-kid-getaway that was Senior Week, odds were the others hadn’t either. As a rule, our school’s arts and drama crowd tended to look down on anything that had the slightest tinge of school spirit.

      Normally, I turned my nose up at that kind of thing too, but this was different. This was my chance.

      This was fate.

      I made the mistake of using the F-word with Amy and I could see her biting her lip to keep from laughing. Taking my hands in hers, her bright red curls fell over her shoulder as she leaned in toward me. “No offense, Layla. I mean, you know I love you more than anyone in the world and I think you are the best but… if Dylan hasn’t noticed you by now, after you’ve been right in front of his face his entire life, what makes you think he’ll notice you now?”

      I braced myself against a stab of pain at her words. She was right, of course, but sometimes I wished she would at least pretend to believe that I stood a chance. I didn’t need her to like Dylan or believe that he was perfect, I just needed her to believe in me and what I knew to be true.

      That we were meant to be.

      But she was still waiting for an answer and I knew she wouldn’t buy any more talk of fate or kismet. For an artist, Amy was terribly practical like that. So I found myself saying, “Because I’ll make him see me.”

      She blinked a few times as if surprised by my answer. That was when I realized I sounded far more confident than I felt. Still, her sudden change in attitude was heartening. Amy even smiled a little. “Well, that’s more like it.” She let go of my hands and crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

      Uh, the plan?

      “What are you going to say to him?” she asked. “If you go, I mean. Are you going to tell him once and for all how you feel?”

      Amy’s brows rose and her lips pursed as she stared me down. It was a challenge, pure and simple. There was only one answer I could give if I wanted to face myself in the mirror or truly be able to say that I gave fate every chance. I never ever wanted to live with regrets. “Yes.” I took a deep breath and said it a little louder and with far more confidence than I felt. “Yes, I’m going to tell him. No matter what.”

      Amy’s face broke into a wide grin. “Well then, that changes things.” Jumping up from her bench, she reached out and grabbed my arm, tugging me toward the cafeteria door. “Come on then, let’s figure out how to get you to the beach.”
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      Finding a ride was easier said than done. Amy helped, despite her many and varied lectures on why this was a bad idea.

      To clarify, she approved of me sharing my feelings but thought I was stupid to go to Senior Week to do it.

      “He lives next door, why do you have to drive to Jersey just to say I like you?”

      Seriously? It was like the whole concept of romance was lost on this one. Probably for the best. We evened each other out like that. I was the romantic, she was the practical one. Just like she was loud and I was quiet. She wore trendy clothes, and I wore hippie-ish clothes—not for fashion reasons, mainly just because I liked to be comfortable and nothing was comfier than loose-fitting tank tops and long, swaying skirts. The biggest difference between us was in our looks. With her vivid red hair, curvy figure, and form-fitting clothes, Amy stood out. She welcomed attention and thrived on being in the spotlight.

      I, on the other hand, had a tendency to fade into the woodwork. I was short, petite, and had long plain brown hair that acted like a shield most of the time. The ironic part was, though she loved the spotlight in real life, I was the one determined to make it big on Broadway. I was the actress, the singer, and dancer. I was the triple threat. Amy, meanwhile, acted in the school plays but her true love was art so she was far more interested in the backstage roles like costume and set design.

      She gave me a ride home after school—I might not drive but I was a senior, there was no way in hell I was taking the school bus. We were still half a block away when I heard it. Band practice. I couldn’t help but grin, even though Amy was rolling her eyes. I was leaning forward in my seat by the time she rolled to a stop in front of my house which was right next to Dylan’s. My parents hated Dylan’s band with a vengeance. Well, more like they hated that the band practiced in the Yates’s garage next door.

      But I loved it.

      I scrambled to undo my seat belt and ignored Amy’s pleading to just tell Dylan how I felt already so we could all move on with our lives.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I called as I slammed the door mid-speech.

      I loved Amy but she just didn’t understand.

      The band was all there, obviously, and for the first time in a long time Stephanie was not. Do not squeal for joy, Layla James. Do not do it.

      It’s not like I didn’t like Stephanie. It was hard not to like her, she was a sweet girl. Annoyingly pretty, perhaps, and way too chipper for my liking, but nice. Sooo nice. Unbearably nice.

      But today Little Miss Sunshine was nowhere to be seen. It was just the guys in the band and they were finishing up one of their songs. I walked toward the open garage slowly.

      This was my chance. None of my friends could drive me to the beach, but maybe, just maybe, I could get a ride from Dylan. We were neighbors, after all. And he’s the one who asked if I was going.

      I heard Amy’s car start to pull away and went into panic mode. My eyes flickered toward my own front door, which looked incredibly appealing.

      Man up, Layla. There were two weeks left before high school was over forever and mere months before I went off to New York for college at NYU. What did I have to lose?

      I recognized the song they were playing—it was a fast-paced number that they always played at their shows. And yes, I had been to every one of their shows. Dylan looked adorable as ever on his bass but he was so focused on the instrument in his hands that he didn’t see me coming up the drive. The singer, Brent, a former student of Midland High was doing his typical talk-singing thing that he did, which ended up making him sound like a bad version of Bob Dylan. The song was almost over, I recognized the last verse. I slowed my approach so I’d reach the garage at the perfect time.

      But then the lead guitar came to a sudden stop and so did my heart. The lead guitarist had spotted me. Oh no, not now.

      “Lay lady lay!” Jack Abrams shouted that stupid nickname into his mic so the entire neighborhood could hear my humiliation.

      Jack was my least favorite member of the band. Every girl wanted him, every guy wanted to be him…. And he knew it. So cool, so smug, so arrogant, he was pretty much everything I disliked in a guy. Also? He made me nervous. Not just because he was Mr. Too Cool for School but because insisted on calling attention to me with that stupid nickname every time he saw me.

      He was another senior but he’d transferred to our school last year and for a reason I could never understand, Dylan had befriended him and the two of them had started up the band, which was an instant hit among our peers. In my opinion, their popularity had more to do with Dylan than the actual music but whatever the reason, they were Midland High’s version of The Beatles.

      Jack was grinning at me now. No, not grinning. Smirking. I don’t know what I ever did to him but whenever I’m around he seems to go out of his way to make me miserable. Like now. I snuck a glance at Dylan but he was still frowning down at the equipment as he fiddled with a dial on an amp.

      “Are you our new groupie?” Jack asked.

      Yup. It was official. I hated him. I shifted my bookbag on my shoulder and glanced from him to the others, looking for a little help. In return I got a friendly wave from Herman, the other senior who played drums, and a nod of acknowledgement from Brent.

      “I just wanted to hear you guys play,” I said, my voice irritatingly weak and shaky.

      Lame. So lame. But it was the best I could come up with short of, “I was hoping to weasel my way into a ride from Dylan and, oh yeah, maybe see if he wanted to make out while I’m at it.”

      Jack’s smirk got smirkier, if that was possible.

      Dylan finally seemed to notice my presence and he lifted his head and looked right at me. God, he was hot. He tossed his head a bit so his shaggy blond hair wasn’t in his eyes and gave me a smile that was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds.

      Breathe, Layla.

      “Hey, Laynie.” See? Now there was an appropriate nickname and one that I absolutely adored since Dylan was the only one who ever called me that.

      “Hi.” I shuffled my feet a bit, willing Jack to stop smirking at me and Dylan to continue speaking.

      Dylan’s face lit up like he just thought of something awesome. “Hey, Laynie, you going to the beach next week?”

      My heart did a galloping move. He brought it up! Again. This was destiny. And clearly he cared whether I was going, so much so that he asked me twice. Twice! Wait til Amy heard that one. “Yeah, I think I’ll go.” Swallowing thickly, I forced out the next words. “I still need to find a ride though.”

      Dylan’s look of disappointment was equally heartening and disappointing. I mean, it wasn’t like he leapt to give me a ride, but for all I knew he wasn’t driving or his car was full already. And he looked really disappointed so… that was something.

      “Bummer,” he said.

      Offer me a ride. Offer me a ride. Offer me a ride. I’d never had success with telepathy to date but it never hurt to try. Where there’s a will there’s a way.

      Jack, who was still watching me with that stupid mocking grin, started playing some chords on his guitar, a not-so-subtle hint that chat time was over.

      “See ya, Laynie,” Dylan said as I started to back away.

      My “bye” was drowned out by Jack’s guitar but his parting, “Don’t run away, lay lady lay!” shouted into his mic could most likely be heard for blocks around.

      I ignored him, like I always did, but I could feel his smirk following me as I cut across the lawn to my house.
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      Amy was just not getting it.

      “But he asked me if I was going,” I said for the seventh time.

      We were in the theater, helping the rest of the cast and crew tear down the set. It was a sad thing to do on the best of days but since this was me and our last show, watching the final set come down was extra poignant for Amy and me.

      Amy had taken a break and was helping herself to a second slice of the pizza that the director had sent for. “I get it,” she said as she chewed. “I’m just saying, didn’t he ask you that in calculus class too?” Her brow furrowed in confusion. “What, did he forget he asked?”

      My sigh of annoyance echoed off the now empty walls of the stage. “He didn’t forget, he probably just didn’t know how else to bring up the topic.”

      Amy nodded slowly, as though trying to make sense of this logic. “Okay,” she finally conceded. “So then what did he say after that?”

      “Nothing.” Before she could intervene with another blow to my happiness, I added, “But he didn’t have a chance. Jack made them start up band practice again so we were cut off.”

      She knew this. She’d heard the whole story already but we’d been replaying and rehashing every moment of yesterday’s little interaction, analyzing the tiniest details.

      “I wonder why Jack cut you guys off,” she mused.

      I let out a little snort at that. “To be annoying, obviously. It’s what he lives for.”

      Amy shrugged. Jack never singled Amy out like he did to me, and even if he did, she’d probably like it.

      Why were talking about Jack? “The point is, Dylan wants me to go.”

      Amy opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by the bell signaling the end of class.

      I beat Amy and all of the others out the door. Since Amy had an art function to stick around for, I needed to find another ride home. Or the dreaded bus. But my plan was to ask Dylan for a ride home, if I could catch him at his locker in time. Then, once we were alone in the car, I could bring up Senior Week again and see how he was getting there. If we could just have a minute alone, without Jack interrupting, I was almost positive I could get him to offer me a ride. Although, at the moment, my biggest fear was asking Dylan for a ride home. Even though we were neighbors we’d never done the whole carpool thing. But now was the time. It couldn’t hurt, right? I mean, people needed rides. It was a common thing. Not a big deal.

      I kept up the pep talk as I scrambled through crowds who were heading toward the exit, maneuvering through the hordes like a salmon swimming upstream. There he was, looking sexier than ever leaning against his locker. He was laughing. Even his laugh was hot. It made his eyes crinkle up and made him seem so much more relatable than a living god would normally be. He spotted me when I was a few yards away and I swear, his eyes lit up. Like he was actually happy to see me. Giddy joy had me floating the rest of the way to his locker.

      “Hey, Laynie.”

      “Hi.” I tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. His grin never faltered as he waited expectantly for me to speak.

      “So, um, my friend Amy, she normally gives me a ride home from school.” Was that my voice? Why did I sound like I’d inhaled helium? I took a deep breath and tried again. “But she has this thing today. After school. An art thing.”

      Dylan was still wearing that friendly grin as he waited for me to quit rambling and get to the point.

      Right. A ride. Needed by me. I could do this.

      “Anyway, she can’t give me a ride home and I was wondering if maybe you could?” I was officially out of breath and not even positive Dylan had heard the end of my request since my voice had gone so breathy and high-pitched it was possible only dogs could hear it.

      His face fell. “Aw man, I wish I could, but I’ve got to go to my little brother’s soccer game.”

      To my credit, my smile never wavered and I’m almost positive my disappointment wasn’t too obvious. The guy had to go watch his little brother play soccer. If my heart wasn’t already his, I would have handed it over on a silver platter then and there.

      But now I was in the awkward position of having to get out of there gracefully. Unless maybe he wanted to talk? He blinked at me, still wearing that apologetic frown. Right. So no talking then.

      “Okay, so, um….” I started walking backwards, not stopping even though I was bumping into people left and right. The nerves that always threatened to drown me when Dylan was around were about to swallow me whole.

      Dylan’s face lit up then and a flash of hope made me pause mid-step, causing a lowerclassman to run right into me. I barely noticed.

      Here it comes. He’s just realized he wants me to join him at the soccer game. Or maybe he wants to grab coffee later. Or maybe…. “Maybe Jack can give you a ride.”

      My stomach took a nose dive as I realized Jack had materialized at Dylan’s side. How had I not seen him coming? I was so focused on Dylan, and trying to walk away without humiliating myself, that I’d let down my defenses.

      The enemy was here… and he was smirking.

      “Um, that’s okay,” I said with a little too much nonchalance. I only want a ride if it’s with you. But unfortunately Jack must have heard what we were talking about. He leaned back against the lockers, his hands tucked into his jeans pockets. His dark hair was messy—but then, it was always messy—like he had a permanent case of bedhead or something. His eyes were fixed on me and I had the uncomfortable feeling I always got around him. Like he was a panther and I was his prey.

      “Need a ride?” His voice was low and husky, like he smoked cigarettes, even though I knew he didn’t.

      My eyes narrowed a bit. It didn’t seem like he was mocking me but he put me on edge. “Um….”

      Dylan was watching and waiting. How could I say no when I just told him I needed a ride?

      “It’s probably out of your way,” I started. I forced myself to meet Jack’s stare. I’m giving you an out here. Take it.

      But Jack shrugged. “Not really.”

      I held in a huffy sigh of annoyance at his obtuseness. I had given him an out and he’d totally missed it.

      Maybe I could change my mind. Tell them I’d rather stick around and wait for Amy. Or ride the bus. Ugh. No one would believe that I’d opt to hang out at school for no reason or ride the bus.

      I bit back a sigh and tried my best to sound grateful. “A ride would be great. Thanks.”

      Dylan was all smiles as he waved us off. Us. Me and Jack. The guy who kind of terrified and definitely annoyed me.

      Wonderful.
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      It’s just a ride, Layla. Chill.

      My internal pep talk was a flop. It was already off to a bad start. I followed Jack through the crowds to the parking lot but then we were on our own, walking side by side. In silence. How many minutes did it take to drive to my home? I’d never counted before. Why hadn’t I counted? Whatever, it couldn’t be more than ten minutes. Ten minutes and then I would be out of the car.

      Or truck, apparently.

      Jack came to a stop in front of a large red pickup truck that so did not go with his whole grunge, punk vibe. Instead of going to the driver’s side, he went to the passenger side door and pulled it open for me.

      No guy had ever opened a door for me. Ever.

      I moved to the door and hovered for a second. It was a big step up. For a fleeting second I toyed with the hope that I could get into this giganto vehicle with some semblance of grace. I put one foot on the door’s edge and my skirt rode halfway up my thigh.

      Yeah, graceful was so not happening.

      “Need a hand?”

      Before I could answer, Jack’s hands were on my waist lifting me like I weighed nothing and I half stepped, half launched into the front seat. He shut the door in my face before I could summon a thanks.

      Once he was in the driver’s seat and both doors were shut, the silence was as stifling as the heat. Jack revved the engine and fiddled with some dials and cold air came blasting out of the vents. Aaah. One problem solved, at least.

      I spotted Dylan climbing into his car a few parking spots away and allowed myself one longing gaze as Jack backed up the truck and pulled out.

      It’s just a car ride and there’s no one here for Jack to humiliate you in front of. Deep breaths. In, out, in, out.

      For a minute there I thought my nerves were unwarranted. He was unusually quiet as we pulled away from the school. But then, as if the inner demon just couldn’t be restrained any longer, he did it.

      “Lay lady lay,” he crooned the oldies song in his over-the-top, borderline offensive Bob Dylan impersonation.

      Not again.

      And just like the first time I met him, he didn’t stop at the first line. “Lay across my big brass bed,” he sang. Of course, that first time he’d had a microphone in his hand and had sung his terrible rendition in front of half of our class at Beth Webster’s birthday party. I don’t think most of the partygoers recognized the classic song but they saw who he was serenading and all eyes were focused on me as he sang about spending the night in his bed.

      It was humiliating.

      I should have been happy that at least this time there was no one around to witness this bizarre serenade. His impersonation grew more ridiculous and he was singing so badly that my lips twitched up involuntarily. It wasn’t much but he caught it.

      He stopped singing and I glanced over to see him smiling. Not smirking, but smiling. Like, a real honest to God smile. It made him look… nice.

      Maybe that’s why I got the nerve to actually talk to him. “Why do you call me that?”

      He shrugged, his eyes still on the road and a little smile still lingering on his lips. I snuck another peek at him. His smile gave him dimples. Somehow that had a humanizing effect on his overall demeanor and for a moment there I actually forgot that he was an intimidating loudmouth who took pleasure in tormenting me.

      He opened his mouth and I thought he might give me an explanation, or start up a normal conversation at the very least. But no. He resumed his terrible rendition right where he’d left off.

      My head dropped back against the headrest with a sound that was half groan, half laugh. “Please stop, you sound like Brent.”

      The instant silence that followed my thoughtless remark was deafening. My stomach plunged toward my feet. Oh sweet baby Jesus. Did I really just insult this guy’s lead singer and friend? As if he didn’t already hate me enough, now he would despise me and most likely make my life hell going forward. I didn’t want to look over at him but the sudden silence was killing me. I turned my head ever so slightly to the left.

      His lips were pressed together in a tight line.

      “I’m sorry.” Horrifying embarrassment washed over me. Why had I said that? How incredibly rude. “I didn’t mean—”

      And then, as if he’d been holding it in, a laugh burst out of him. I suddenly knew where the phrase “busting a gut” came from. It sounded like it was torn out of him against his will.

      It was a great laugh, the kind of belly laugh that you don’t hear in public. The kind that’s shared between best friends over ice cream late at night. I couldn’t help myself; it was contagious. I laughed too.

      My laughter seemed to set him off even more and soon the two of us were laughing so hard we were fighting for air.

      “He does sound like that,” Jack said when he caught his breath.

      I bit my lip, still grinning. There was no way I was going to dig myself deeper into this hole by agreeing with him. Jack shook his head and leaned back in his seat, only one hand on the wheel as he turned into my neighborhood. “He was never supposed to be the long-term singer, you know.”

      “Really?” I tried to act casual and leaned back like he did. As if Jack Abrams and I always had little heart to hearts in his truck.

      “Brent heard we were looking for a singer and offered to help us out. It was only supposed to be until we found someone else.”

      Someone more talented, was what I assumed he meant by that. It was unspoken, though. Would you look at that? Jack Abrams was actually showing some tact and diplomacy.

      Hell must have frozen over.

      “So what happened?”

      Jack shrugged again and shot me another smile. “We got used to him.”

      Huh. Was it possible that big bad Jack hadn’t had the heart to fire him? I cocked my head to the side to study Jack’s profile. It was all sharp angles and without that smile, he was back to looking dangerous. Far more likely Dylan had stuck up for Brent.

      My house came into view and I scrambled to gather my bag and the cardigan that I’d taken off thanks to the brutal summer sun. We’d barely come to a stop when my hand reached for the door handle, but his voice stopped me.

      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

      I froze with one hand on the door. Me? He wanted to talk to me? This had to be the start of a joke or something. Warily, I turned back to face him, my free hand tugging on a lock of hair that had fallen over my shoulder. “You did?”

      There was that smirk again. See? I knew it. He was just playing with me. I had no idea why he liked to toy with me, I guess every predator needs prey, but still, I’d never done anything to him and he—

      “I can give you a ride to Senior Week.”

      It took a moment for his words to sink in. But when they did, my heart started racing with excitement. He would give me a ride. Odds were he was going with Dylan. The band was planning on playing down there, I’d overheard Dylan telling his friends.

      My voice came out as a squeak. “Really? That would be so great, thank—”

      “On one condition.”

      Uh oh. The air rushed out of my lungs at that ominous phrase. If Jack was asking for favors... well, this could not be good. He’d probably make me do something to humiliate myself in front of the entire school. Or maybe commit a crime. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      I turned back in my seat to face him and studied his unreadable expression. The really irritating thing about Jack was you never knew what to expect. That’s what always put me on edge when he was around. That unpredictability. Never knowing what he was thinking or what he might say or do.

      Like right now. I licked my lips as I thought about what to say. His eyes followed the movement and I swear they lingered too long on my lips. To my horror, my traitorous body overreacted and heat flooded my cheeks. Great. Now I probably resembled a turnip.

      Yup, Jack’s irritating smirk confirmed it. Way to keep cool, Layla.

      “What’s the condition?” I asked.

      “You sing for our band.”

      I choked on air for a second. Clearly I’d heard wrong. “Excuse me?”

      Ah, there was the smug smile that I knew and hated. Back in full force.

      “Are you joking?” I gaped at him, realizing how stupid my question was. He had to be joking. But then… he wasn’t laughing.

      Jack leaned back, seemingly happy to take his sweet time. “We’ve got some gigs lined up down in Wildwood and Brent can’t make it. He finally got a full-time job and he can’t afford to take time off work.”

      I stared at him, waiting for him to burst out laughing again at his private joke at my expense.

      He didn’t.

      “I can’t,” I said, the words tumbling out of me. “I mean, I can’t. I don’t. I don’t—”

      “You don’t sing?” he finished. “Yeah, you do. Or was that someone else belting it out in the spring musical?”

      I blinked at him. Once. Twice. Words were not my friend as I tried to process this strange request. Nay, requirement. I couldn’t let go of the idea that this was some kind of terrible joke at my expense. I mean, me? A frontwoman for a rock band? The idea was so laughable, I should have been laughing.

      But I wasn’t because my brain was locked onto one fact as if it was crucial to my existence. “You came to see Pippin?”

      He shrugged. Shrugged! As if all the hot, rebellious punk guys in our school came to see me in musicals. Not that he’d come to see me, obviously, but still. Jack Abrams came to see Pippin?

      Oh. My. God. My heart stopped. My hands froze in the act of twisting the cardigan in my hands. If Jack came to see the play, that meant… had Dylan gone too? My heart started up again, but now it was in overdrive. Had it been Dylan’s idea? It must have been. Jack Abrams was so not the supportive theater-goer. But Dylan? He supported the arts. Hadn’t he bought two tickets to the art fair that Amy coordinated?

      Jack burst into my mental meltdown. “I heard you sing. I know you’re good, so don’t pull the humble act.”

      I’m not gonna lie, his words of praise gave me a thrill. They went straight to my head and made me dizzy. I’m not denying I have talent—musical theater is all I’ve ever wanted to do. It’s what I’ll be majoring in at college and hopefully, maybe, one day I’ll reach my goal of being on Broadway. So no, I’m not overly modest nor do I lack in self-confidence. However, the number of times my talent has been recognized by anyone outside of my parents and my friends in the theater department could be counted on one hand. And no guy—hot or otherwise—ever took note. So yeah, I let myself ride the high for a moment.

      But Jack was watching me. Waiting. He was expecting an answer.

      A little part of me wanted to let out a little squeal of excitement and call Amy immediately to tell her that Jack Abrams had just asked me to join his band. Better? He asked me to join Dylan’s band. But that initial wave of excited flattery was quickly replaced by nerves.

      “I, uh, I don’t know how to sing, like…..” My hands flailed a bit as I looked for the word. “Normal music.”

      Jack’s face screwed up in a look that said he thought I was crazy. “You can sing, right? That’s all we need. Singing is singing.”

      My palms started to sweat at the image of me, Layla James, singing in front of a crowd of our peers. My nervous reaction was admittedly ridiculous since I thrived on performing in front of crowds. Singing in front an audience had never gotten me flustered, let alone sweaty-palm nervous. And now there were butterflies in my stomach. Great. Just great.

      Before I could protest again, Jack continued. “Look, we’ve already lined up some shows and I’d hate to cancel. Plus…..” He trailed off for a second and turned to look straight ahead as if he had to think about what he was going to say next.

      “A friend of mine from home set me up with a producer in Philly who’s looking for new talent. We need to do a live show there on the way down to Wildwood so he can see us.”

      I was speechless again but this time it had nothing to do with Jack’s crazy request or the nerves it brought on. I was shocked by the sincerity in Jack’s voice. For the first time since that awful night when we met—or rather, the night he pounced on me like the wounded antelope of the class that I am—Jack sounded serious. He wasn’t joking or mocking or teasing, and his sincerity was oddly effective.

      How could I say no to that? Like a switch being flipped, my brain went from dismissing this crazy idea to figuring out what it would mean if I said yes. The butterflies were still there but I started to think of the other implications. If I did this, I’d be a part of the band. Part of Dylan’s band. We’d probably all be driving down together. We’d have rehearsals together. Dylan and I would spend time together. Lots and lots of time. Plenty of time for him to see that he and I were meant to be together.

      A new kind of nervous excitement took over and I forced myself to take a deep breath, extremely conscious of the fact that Jack was watching me like a hawk.

      I turned back to him, my sweaty hands gripping my cardigan so tightly it was going to get all pilly and gross. “I’d have to learn your songs,” I started.

      “I’ll teach you. We’ll rehearse so you’re prepared.” He leapt on my words as if I’d just agreed. And I guess I had, I just hadn’t said the words yet.
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