
  
    [image: Playing Hooky with the Hottie]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Maggie Dallen

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Maypole in Mayfair

          
        
          
	          A Wish Upon a Duke

          
        
          
	          A Wish Upon a Marquess

          
        
          
	          A Wish Upon an Earl (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bluestocking Battalion

          
        
          
	          Miss Minerva's Pirate Mishap

          
        
          
	          Miss Abigail's Beastly Beau

          
        
          
	          Miss Sally's Unsuitable Soldier

          
        
          
	          Miss Rebecca's Rebellious Viscount

          
        
          
	          Miss Hattie's Reluctant Hero

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Briarwood High

          
        
          
	          Out of His League

          
        
          
	          A Whole New League

          
        
          
	          The Perfect League

          
        
          
	          The Holiday Kiss

          
        
          
	          The Prom Kiss

          
        
          
	          The Candy Cane Kiss

          
        
          
	          The Cotton Candy Kiss

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Charmed By Chance

          
        
          
	          A Chance to Dance with the Duke

          
        
          
	          Charming the Elusive Earl

          
        
          
	          A Chance to Kiss the Marquess

          
        
          
	          Charming the Accidental Suitor

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crazy Crush

          
        
          
	          Tall, Dark, and Nerdy

          
        
          
	          Too Nerdy to Handle

          
        
          
	          The Man, The Myth, The Nerd

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dashing Lords

          
        
          
	          A Rake's Redemption

          
        
          
	          A Duke's Distraction

          
        
          
	          A Gentleman's Gamble

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fall in Love Like a Princess

          
        
          
	          A Shot With Prince Charming

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      First Loves

          
        
          
	          Just One Kiss

          
        
          
	          Only One Boy

          
        
          
	          One Little Lie

          
        
          
	          One Little Kiss

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      How to Catch a Crush

          
        
          
	          Striking Out with the Star Pitcher

          
        
          
	          Saved by the Crush's Brother

          
        
          
	          Playing Hooky with the Hottie

          
        
          
	          First Kiss with the Quarterback

          
        
          
	          Sleepover with the Enemy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      School of Charm

          
        
          
	          The Misadventures of Miss Adelaide: A Sweet Regency Romance

          
        
          
	          The Misunderstanding of Miss Louisa: A Sweet Regency Romance

          
        
          
	          The Miseducation of Miss Delilah: A Sweet Regency Romance

          
        
          
	          The Misgivings About Miss Prudence

          
        
          
	          The Mistletoe Mistake of Miss Grayson

          
        
          
	          The Mischievous Miss Charlotte

          
        
          
	          The Misguided Miss Mary

          
        
          
	          The Misplaced Miss Eloise

          
        
          
	          The Mysterious Miss Lydia

          
        
          
	          The Misfortunate Miss Farthington

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Seasons of Love

          
        
          
	          A Snowflake Kiss for Lady Sophie

          
        
          
	          A Snowstorm Serenade for Lady Sarah

          
        
          
	          A Snowfall Sleigh Ride for Lady Serena

          
        
          
	          A Snowman Wish for Lady Samantha

          
        
          
	          The Earl's Winter Bride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Summer Love

          
        
          
	          Senior Week Crush

          
        
          
	          Senior Week Fling

          
        
          
	          Senior Week Kiss

          
        
          
	          Summer Love Boxset

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Lady's Luck

          
        
          
	          Crazy Crush Series

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      Playing Hooky with the Hottie

      How to Catch a Crush #3

    

    
      
        Maggie Dallen

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Hazel

      

      The shouts of the crowd echoed off the tiles as I pulled myself up over the edge of the pool.

      “Good work, Daly,” my coach said, his voice booming over the sound of splashing behind me.

      I gave him a nod as I leaned over, my hands on my knees as I caught my breath. Adrenaline was still ripping through me as my competitors followed in my wake.

      Literally.

      I grinned down at the ground. I won. I closed my eyes and let myself revel in the sensation as a pleasant heat spread from the center of my chest to my limbs and gave me a momentary buzz better than any drug.

      I took another deep breath and let it out slowly. I won.

      I freakin’ loved winning.

      I stood upright and started to stretch as one of my teammates handed me a towel.

      Mine was the last event of the meet, and most of my team were half-clad in track pants over their swimsuits.

      The bleachers to the right were still packed, but the family and friends who’d come to support us were already standing, getting ready to leave.

      I spied my best friend Emma and our friend Lulu in the stands, and they were both waving and cheering wildly.

      I smiled and lifted my hand in a little wave just as a flash went off in my face. I blinked twice and jerked back at the sight of a camera in my face.

      “Nice work out there, Haze,” the guy behind the camera said.

      I blinked in surprise again, but this time because no one ever called me Haze, not even my best friend.

      He dropped the camera, and I was faced with...Will Lansing.

      Empirically hot with a tall, lean body, dark hair, and sharp features, Will seemed permanently amused by the world around him. He was the epitome of ‘chill.’

      Which meant he was an enigma to me.

      He winked.

      I took a step back.

      It was nothing personal. I just wasn’t a fan of having my picture taken, and as the photographer for the school paper, that was Will’s job.

      He was gone, heading toward the bleachers before I could blink again, and I turned to walk back to the locker rooms. My teammate Cara rushed over to my side to say congratulations, and then a couple others joined us until there was a small group of us heading that way.

      We’d almost reached the girls’ locker room door when my name was called again. “Hazel!”

      I spun around because...that voice. I knew that voice well.

      I couldn’t move as Justin Howard headed toward me. The other girls kept going, and by the time my smiling, sweet, driven, amazing co-captain reached my side I was alone.

      Well, in a giant room with a crowd of spectators and a coach who was shouting out words of praise to my teammates, but other than that...I was alone with Justin Howard.

      Do not freak out, I ordered.

      My body didn’t listen.

      I totally freaked out.

      My limbs seemed to take on a life of their own as I fidgeted. Crossing my arms, uncrossing them, shifting from foot to foot like I was standing on hot coals and not my slip-on sandals.

      “Great work today,” Justin said as he dazzled me with his smile.

      “Thanks. You too.”

      At six feet, Justin towered over me, and I was eye level with his perfect chest.

      Perfect didn’t begin to cover it. Serious swimmers had amazing upper bodies and holy crap, Justin’s put all others to shame.

      My mouth went dry as I tried not to look at that chest. Focus.

      I managed to maintain eye contact, but not without a struggle.

      “You did great, too,” I said.

      He shrugged. Always so modest. That was just one of many things I liked about him.

      Do not think about the fact that you like him.

      And just like that, it was all I could think about. Like trying not to think about a pink elephant, my brain was now fixated on the fact that I liked this guy.

      My heart started racing like I’d just finished a race, and my hands clenched and unclenched with the excess adrenaline.

      “You were a killer out there, Hazel.” Justin’s best friend Bobby clapped a hand on my shoulder, and some of my tension eased now that Justin and I weren’t alone.

      It wasn’t like he and I talking one-on-one was a big deal. It shouldn't have been. As captain of the boys’ swim team and me being captain of the girls’ team, we interacted often. We were basically partners.

      Talking should not have been a big deal.

      And it wouldn’t have been if this stupid crush would just go away already. I had no time in my life for something as silly as a crush, but I wasn’t sure how to get rid of it. It was a nasty cold that I couldn’t kick no matter how many vitamins I took.

      “You gonna come celebrate with us tonight?” Bobby said, his arm around my shoulders.

      Justin shoved his arm away as some of the other guys from the boys’ team joined us.

      Is he jealous? I hated that the thought even occurred to me.

      “Um, I don’t think—”

      “You know she doesn’t party, man,” Justin answered for me.

      I stiffened. I didn’t party. But Justin did, and part of me wanted to go out with them for once. Just to see what all the fuss was about.

      And okay, fine. That was this stupid crush talking because, yes, some part of me was always looking for an excuse to get closer to this guy while another part of me was trying to avoid him.

      If this was a crush, I would go on record as saying that crushes officially sucked.

      “Too bad, because Genevieve’s having a party tomorrow night, and we’ll all be there,” he said.

      Justin rolled his eyes, giving me a little shake of his head like he and I were in on this joke at Bobby’s expense.

      “At least come out to the diner with us tonight,” Bobby said.

      “Come on,” Justin said. “A few of the girls from the team are coming. Nothing rowdy, we’re just grabbing a bite to celebrate today’s wins. And you should be there with the way you crushed it tonight.”

      “Oh, um….” I have big plans with my TV tonight. Somehow that didn’t seem like a good answer, and for the life of me I couldn’t think of a lie. Plus, my heart was doing this ridiculous pitter-patter thing because...holy crap, Justin really wants me to go!

      I didn’t normally do the post-meet celebrations, mainly because they usually turned into parties, and I didn’t do parties. But some food at a diner…

      That I could do.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, adjusting the towel around my shoulders.

      “Yeah?” Justin looked so excited I thought maybe I’d accidentally just agreed to something way more exciting than a burger at the diner.

      Also, his excitement...did that mean something?

      Probably not. Justin was a really nice guy. And we were friends. That was all it meant.

      “What about the party tomorrow night?” Bobby asked. The rest of their friends were talking amongst themselves, making fun of one of the guys on the other team, by the sounds of it.

      “Um, maybe,” I said.

      An arm went around my shoulders again. This was not a crazy event in and of itself. As a team, we tended to be affectionate.

      But this time, the arm around my shoulders belonged to Justin.

      There was an intimacy between the boys’ and girls’ swim teams that most other sports didn’t have since we swam together nearly every day. This affectionate touchy-feely relationship came with being in close quarters and showering and changing near each other all the time.

      But that still didn’t keep my heart from freaking out because this was Justin’s arm, and he smelled so freakin’ good.

      I mean, he smelled like chlorine, but beyond that, he smelled amazing.

      “No pressure, Daly,” he said.

      I cringed a bit inwardly. He called me by my last name a lot, just like the coach did. I might not have known much about boys or romance, but I had a hunch that referring to me by my last name like he did all his guy pals wasn’t a great sign.

      I gave him a little smile all the same. Only Justin would think to add ‘no pressure,  Daly.’ He knew I wasn’t big on group hangs. Not that I didn’t like my teammates, I just didn’t really fit in outside of practice.

      Justin was the only one who was as serious about swimming as I was, and everyone else treated it like a casual hobby.

      He gave me a little wink, and once again I blinked because…

      Two winks in one day. First Will, and now Justin. Was something going on that I should know about? Were winks back in style?

      I would have liked to believe this particular wink meant something, but I knew better.

      “You should come,” Bobby said. “Let loose for once.”

      Justin gave his friend a shove. “Leave her alone, man, you know Hazel doesn’t like to hang.”

      I tried not to flinch. Doesn’t like to hang. That was the reputation I had. Super cool, right? The school librarian and I shared the same cool factor.

      I shrugged defensively. “I hang.”

      Justin squeezed my shoulders playfully. “Yeah, but you don’t like to...you know...have fun.”

      He said it so casually. Not like an insult, but I still felt it like a sting. Why? Because I’d known Justin for years. I’d seen the kind of girls he dated, and not one of them was a stick-in-the-mud who didn’t know how to have fun.

      In my defense, I did have fun. Just...not that kind of fun.

      Emma and I had fun all the time, it just usually entailed sleeping over at one another’s houses and watching movies too late.

      Wild child, that was me.

      “We’re seniors now, Hazel,” Bobby said, punching my arm lightly. “This is our year to let loose.”

      Justin pulled me into this little side hug even tighter, and I tried not to notice how good his obliques felt against my side. “Leave her alone. Hazel’s not like the other girls.” He grinned down at me. “That’s what we love about her.”

      “That’s true,” Bobby said, nudging me with his elbow. “You may not know how to have fun, but you’re one of us.”

      I felt a smile tugging at my lips until Justin’s voice stopped it cold. “That’s right. You’re like one of the guys.”

      His arm dropped from my shoulders as he and the others turned toward their locker room, leaving me to go in the door next to it leading to the girls’ lockers.

      You’re like one of the guys…

      Were those words ever a good thing? Maybe. I loved that the guys on my team treated me as an equal athlete.

      But to know that Justin thought of me as one of the guys…?

      Worse, one of the guys who never had fun?

      I sighed as I pulled the door open and went in to rinse off and change. That overwhelming giddy sensation of winning had officially drained away with Justin’s words.

      I showered and dressed quickly, throwing my long brown hair back into a low ponytail, like usual. I slapped on some moisturizer since the chlorine did a number on my skin, tossed a large hooded team sweatshirt over my T-shirt and jeans and went out to meet my friends.

      Emma and Lulu were where I’d left them in the stands, their heads tipped together as they pored over some magazine.

      I resisted the urge to groan because I had a good idea what the magazine article was about. For weeks now my friends had been obsessed with these girlie magazines that Rose had given us.

      Rose was the school’s leading actress and could have passed for a supermodel. She probably could have gotten any guy she wanted by sheer looks alone, but she credited these magazines and their ‘how to’ articles for making her the girl every guy wanted to date.

      Of course, these days she was a one-guy kind of gal, but for a few years there, she’d had her pick of the boys. With one crook of her finger, she made them her boyfriend.

      When our friend Simone had a crush and needed advice, she’d gone to Rose and Rose had dumped her stash on us—the self-proclaimed lonely hearts club.

      I didn’t think anyone would have taken them so seriously if Simone hadn’t had such crazy success in love less than a week after studying the love tomes, as Emma kept calling them. Our artsy geek friend had gone and stolen the heart of Lakeview High’s star pitcher, and ever since then…

      Well, some of my friends were obsessed.

      Our friend Avery was the biggest believer, but Emma and Lulu were pretty into it, too. Max, our resident newspaper reporter and cynic thought the whole thing was ridiculous, and Charlotte, the shyest nerd in school...well, it was hard to figure out what she thought about it since she was pretty quiet on the topic.

      On every topic, really.

      As I drew closer, I heard Emma’s loud laugh and felt my own lips twitch in response. Emma and I were pretty much night and day. She was short and curvy, I was long and lean. She had a cute heart-shaped face and short, chin-length black curls. I had a totally plain face with freckles being the only obvious attribute, and long light brown hair.

      Our personalities were even more different. She lived to laugh. Her nature was just naturally upbeat, and she didn’t take anything seriously. And me…?

      Well, as Justin and his friends just pointed out—I wasn’t exactly the life of the party. I tended to be pretty serious. Driven, I guess. I had a lot of goals, and I didn’t like to lose focus.

      There would be plenty of time for boys and for parties...for all that stuff. But right now, I had other priorities.

      Sure enough, when I reached my friends, Emma looked up at me with wide eyes and a big smile. “Hazel, you’ve got to check this article out. This one has everything you need to catch your crush.”

      “Emma,” I hissed, my cheeks already burning as I looked around to see who might have overheard.

      A few students were talking amongst themselves several rows away, but Will, the hot newspaper photographer, was lounging back against the row behind him a few feet from where we were. He was looking at something on his camera, seemingly not paying attention, but still...

      I shot Emma a meaningful look, but she was too excited to notice. “Lulu agrees. There are two tips here that are perfect for someone like you.”

      I widened my eyes and gave my head a little shake that said ‘seriously? You told Lulu I have a crush?’

      I should have expected it, I supposed. Emma was the very best friend a girl could ask for, and she knew how to keep her mouth shut when it was something that mattered.

      The problem was, Emma decided what mattered.

      The fact that I had a crush did not rank high on Emma’s list of secrets to keep under wraps. She thought crushes were all fun and games. My best friend had no idea how unpleasant it actually was because, as Emma would be the first to admit, she’d never actually had a crush.

      Lucky girl.

      Lulu was giving me a sweet smile like she knew what I was thinking. I loved Lulu, I really did. Our resident artistic dreamer, the redhead was as sweet as could be. But the point was, I didn’t want anyone knowing.

      At least I hadn’t told Emma who I had a crush on. I knew better because if Emma got it in her head to play matchmaker, I would never know a moment’s peace.

      “Come on, just give me a hint,” Emma said. “If you tell me who you like, I can help.”

      “That’s exactly what I don’t want.” I snuck a glance at Will out of the corner of my eye. He looked thoroughly engrossed in whatever he was looking at. One lock of his floppy brown hair hung into his eyes, making my hands itch with the need to shove it away.

      Who could focus on anything with hair in their eyes?

      One side of his mouth was hitched up in the start of a smile. Was he listening?

      Was he laughing at me?

      Ugh. Paranoid much?

      This was why Will Lansing made me uncomfortable. He’d transferred to our school last year when we were juniors, but every time I looked at him, I got the feeling he was laughing about something. The paranoid part of my brain seemed convinced he was laughing at me.

      I moved closer to my friends and lowered my voice. “Could we please just drop this topic?” I asked, more than a little pleading in my tone.

      “Oh, come on, just take a look,” Emma said, thrusting the magazine in my direction so I was forced to grab it or have it fall at my feet. I glanced down. Ways to Land Your Man.

      Ew. I cringed at the headline alone.

      “I’m not trying to land my man,” I said, forgetting for a second to keep my voice to a whisper as I handed it back to her. “He’s not mine to land. He doesn’t even like me like that.”

      It hurt to think it, let alone say it, but I was nothing if not pragmatic.

      “How do you know?” Lulu asked. If it was anyone else, I might have huffed or rolled my eyes, but she was all sweetness and innocence with those big blue eyes, so I managed to say evenly, “I just do.”

      “You can’t know unless you’ve tried,” Emma argued.

      The other students were leaving now, so it was just us.

      And Will.

      Who was inexplicably not going anywhere.

      And Emma was inexplicably not letting this go.

      “Hazel, you’re a lot of things, but you are not a quitter,” she said, her voice growing louder with enthusiasm.

      I scrunched up my nose at the ‘you’re a lot of things’ comment. “What does that mean?”

      But my bestie was on a roll, and she ignored the question. “Once you set your mind to something, you don’t let anything stop you from achieving it. That’s one of the things I love most about you.”

      I shifted my gym bag and looked around nervously. Emma was starting in with her motivational speaker voice. If I didn’t shut this down quick, she’d be shouting to the rooftops about all my excellent virtues, and I’d be burning with embarrassment in front of Will ‘everything is one big joke’ Lansing.

      “Thanks, Em, but this isn’t like trying to learn a new language, this is—”

      “Trying to get a boyfriend,” Emma finished way too loudly. “It’s not all that different.”

      “I don’t need a boyfriend,” I hissed.

      “Of course, you don’t need one. No one needs a boyfriend.” She rolled her eyes, and I caught Lulu biting her lip to keep from laughing. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t want one.”

      “I don’t—” I stopped mid-sentence.

      I did.

      I’d never been good at lying, especially not to Emma. She knew me too well. I shifted closer and lowered my voice, still paranoid that Will, despite his seeming indifference, was listening to every word we were saying.

      “Fine, maybe I do want a boyfriend, but it’s not like I don’t have a complete, fulfilling social life without one.”

      “Oh, yes,” Emma said with an arched brow and a dry tone. “Your social life is so very fulfilled.”

      I thought I heard a snort from Will’s row, but when I looked over, he was frowning down at the camera as he clicked a button on the side.

      “I don’t need a boyfriend.”

      “How many times are you going to say that?” Emma asked. “No one is saying that you need a guy in your life. But since you happen to want a guy—a very particular guy—why not at least try?”

      “Why not make a move, Hazel? You’ve got the guts for it.” Lulu beamed so sweetly it was impossible to refute that optimistic hogwash.

      Did I have guts? Yeah. Plenty. I wasn’t some weak wussy girl who didn’t have confidence or a spine.

      Which was exactly why I wasn’t going to chase a guy like I was some fifties chick in a poodle skirt with nothing but boys and dances on the brain.

      No, thank you.

      “Yeah, why not?” Emma added, a teasing glint in her eyes making me wary. “Are you chicken?”

      I gave a snort of exasperated amusement. “What are you, twelve? That hasn’t worked on me in years.”

      Emma arched a brow. “Hasn’t it?”

      I pursed my lips in annoyance because I knew she was thinking about how she’d convinced me to go see the latest horror movie at the theater with her by asking me if I was too scared. Of course I’m not scared, I’d said.

      And then twenty minutes later, I’d found myself angrily eating popcorn and getting scared out of my wits.

      So fine. Maybe my best friend knew how to manipulate me. That wasn’t exactly something to be proud of.

      But try telling her that.

      “Seriously, how can you know he’s not interested in you too if you don’t at least try?” Emma asked.

      I planted my hands on my hips. I so did not want to be having this conversation, especially not in public. “I know, okay?”

      “How? Have you even spoken to this guy?”

      She was prying.

      A muscle by my eye twitched.

      Maybe it would be easier to just tell her who my crush was because then she’d stop trying to pry it out of me.

      Loudly.

      And in public.

      Fine, we weren’t exactly in the middle of Times Square, but there was a relative stranger by the name of Will just sitting there, waiting for...what, exactly?

      I shot him another look, and this time I caught him looking at me. He didn’t look away, just grinned at me like watching me and my friends was the most entertaining part of his day.

      “Don’t mind me,” he said. “Just looking over the shots I got today. I got some great ones of you, Haze.”

      I stared at him because, for the life of me, I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. Was he being sarcastic?

      He had to be. I wasn’t photogenic, and I wasn’t particularly pretty.

      “Hazel?” Lulu said.

      I turned back and realized my friends had said something while I’d been distracted by Will. I glanced over, but he was once again engrossed in his camera.

      “Sorry, what?” I asked, too distracted to remember what they’d been talking about.

      “Have you talked to your crush?” Lulu asked.

      I swallowed. I talked to him every day.

      “Because if you haven’t, he probably doesn’t know—”

      “I have.”

      Emma and Lulu exchanged glances. They were trying to figure out who it could be. Ugh. Heaven save me from prying friends.

      “Look, I told the rest of the team I’d go to celebrate at the diner, so can we—”

      “But how do you know he doesn’t like you?” Emma asked.

      “I told you, I just know.”

      “Did he outright say he’s not interested?” she continued.

      “No, but he called me one of the guys,” I blurted out.

      Too loudly.

      I heard a hiss of a wince coming from the peanut gallery. There was no doubt about it.

      Will was listening.

      And he was feeling sorry for me.

      Wonderful. Just when I thought this day couldn’t get worse.

      Time to end this. Preferably ten minutes ago, but since I couldn’t turn back time, I’d have to settle for a change of topic.

      And venue.

      “I’m heading to the diner for the post-meet celebration,” I said. “Are you guys coming?”

      “Um, I think so.” Emma leaned forward to look past Lulu to Will. “Do you mind going to the diner first?”

      I stared at her until she turned back to face me.

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Emma asked as she slid out of the row. “Will is our ride.”

    



OEBPS/images/hooky-with-hottie-cover.jpg
viggdaLiiio

PLAYING HOOKY WITH THE HOTTIE





