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        This book is dedicated to those who struggle in a world that doesn't recognize their value. Your bank account does not determine your value. You matter. You are loved.
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      “Mrs. Thompson,” Drew Peterson begged his English teacher, fighting for all he was worth to keep his voice collected and professional, “can't I please work with Adam and Jamal on this project? I don't like romance. War is much more interesting to me, so I'll do a better job. You'll see. We'll have the best project in your class… in all your classes. I promise.”

      “I'm sorry, Drew.” Mrs. Thompson said, her chins jiggling as she shook her head, “but a group of three is too big for this project. I want you to work with Alyssa.”

      “I don't like her,” he argued, inwardly raging. “She doesn't like me either. There's no way we can work together. It would be a disaster.”

      She closed one eye halfway, in that oh please look all teachers seemed to have. “Listen, Drew, sometimes in life, we have to work with people we don't like. Do you think I enjoy the company of every other teacher in this school? The real disaster would be if you two refused to do this project and got a bad grade for the whole semester. You're not changing groups. Make peace with it and get to work.”

      Muttering under his breath, Drew returned grumpily to the desk where Alyssa was sitting, along the wall under a large poster of a bear with paws over its face groaning about forgotten homework. “Sorry, Miller,” he said in a sarcastic drawl. “No go. She won't let us switch.”

      “Shit,” Alyssa whispered, shaking her head so her strawberry blonde hair danced around her shoulders.

      “No kidding,” Drew agreed at normal volume. “Well, I don't know about you, but I'll be damned if I get a bad grade in this class. We'll have to make it work somehow.”

      She leaned her head back against the wall in defeat. “I guess. I need a scholarship pretty bad, so I have to keep my grades up and pass the A.P. exam too.”

      Drew didn't respond. He turned his attention to his nemesis—now his project partner—and considered what the statement might mean. It struck him how much worse off she suddenly looked, her clothes shabbier than he recalled and her cheap makeup not doing her skin any favors. A twinge of pity snaked its way through his insides.

      She lifted her head and opened her turquoise eyes, suddenly determined. “Well, Peterson, let's brainstorm. What kind of project do you want to do?”

      He shrugged, not yet finished being annoying. “I don't know. What do you think?”

      She frowned at his obvious attempt to push the decision making back on her, but gamely stuck to the topic, suggesting, “A diorama? I think I have an old shoebox.” She began to sketch in her notebook with a purple pen.

      “Naw.” He dismissed her thoughts with a wave, plucking the pen from her fingers. “That's pretty middle school. What about a commercial?”

      “What kind of commercial?” she asked in a hard voice, narrowing her brilliant turquoise eyes.

      He grinned at her annoyance, then he got down to business. “Like, what if all our plays represent romantic getaways,” he mimed quotation marks in the air, “each one with a caution, like those medicine commercials. We could talk about passionate Ancient Greece, where you can marry your mother, but the side effect could be gouging your eyes out, Venice, specializing in the interracial scene, like in Othello…”

      “But you have to watch out for treacherous friends. Good idea.” He could see Alyssa starting to get inspired. Her hard expression had softened, and her turquoise eyes sparkled. “And how about a cruise, like in that Eugene O'Neill play, but you could end up…”

      “In the zoo.” They both laughed.

      “I hate to say it, Peterson,” she admitted, grabbing her pen out of his hand, “but you do sometimes come up with a good one. Let's do it.”

      “You know what would make it even better?” His enthusiasm sparked higher at his next clever inspiration.

      “What?”

      “If we recorded it on a video and played it for the class.”

      Alyssa got quiet, her smile inverting itself as the sparkle faded from her eyes.

      “What's up, Miller?” he asked, wondering what had deflated her high spirits.

      “Do you have a video camera?”

      “No, but I think we can rent one.”

      “I can't afford it.” Her pale cheeks turned pink.

      It was a perfect opportunity to make fun of her, but for some reason, he didn't want to do it. Teasing her about her dimple is one thing, he reasoned to himself, but Dad always told me not to be cruel to people. Making fun of a girl for being poor is going a bit far. He refrained. “Well, the camera was my idea, so I'll take charge of renting it. How about if you work on the script? You’re an okay writer.” She’s really a great writer, but I’m not going to say that. Let’s not go overboard.

      It would have been the perfect opportunity for her to make a cutting comment about him buying his A, but she didn't. “That sounds fair,” Alyssa said, and then, with a touch of intensity in her voice, “Thank you, Drew.”

      They never called each other by their first names, and he knew what she was trying to express—that she understood why he had said what he said and she appreciated his kindness.

      “You're welcome, Alyssa.”

      She gave him a little smile and leaned over the notebook to start working on the script. She kept running ideas past him the entire period, some that, even as she spoke them aloud, both could see wouldn't work. Others were so funny they had him roaring with laughter, to the point where the teacher had to tell him to calm down several times. He had never had so much fun in English class, at least not while working on his lesson, and it shocked the hell out of him. Stubbornly, he reminded himself, Everyone knows Alyssa's smart. That's not the problem, never has been, and I won't start liking her just because we have to work together.

      At last, the bell rang.

      “Alyssa, do you think you can finish the script this evening?” Drew requested as they gathered their books and pencil cases.

      “Maybe. At least, I'll try,” Alyssa replied. “See you tomorrow. I have to get to choir.”

      “Bye.” He waved, friendly in a way that would have shocked him, had he taken the time to consider it.

      As Drew made his way down the red and white tiled hall, Dave and Jamal came up behind him, nudging him with their shoulders. “Looks like working with Alyssa is going to be okay after all,” Dave commented.

      “Yeah, you too seem almost like… friends,” Jamal added.

      “I'm not going to screw up my grade just because it's Alyssa,” Drew shot back, trying to sound grumpy. “Come on. Physics. If we're late, Mr. Rodriguez will not be happy.”

      “Nerd athletes to class!” Dave shot one letterman-jacket sleeve into the air like some kind of dorky superhero.

      “I'm looking forward to A&P this afternoon,” Jamal added, scratching his head. “The cadaver lab is going to be so gross.”

      “Maybe if you're not planning to become a surgeon,” Drew shot back. “I need to be able to look at gross things and not get sick.”

      “True,” Dave agreed. “I'm not sure why a future PT does. I'm going to stick with the outsides of people, thank you very much.”

      “We go because it's a class requirement, even for future engineers who are only taking A&P to stick together,” Jamal reminded them. “So, let's get to my favorite class before we're late. We can debate the relative merits of corpse gawking later.”

      They laughed. “Oh, by the way,” Dave added as they neared the physics classroom, “I can't go to practice today. My mom's taking me to the orthodontist. Coach Berry already knows, but can you guys remind him?”

      “Sure thing,” Drew agreed. “Sorry to hear that though. I'd much rather work on my jump-shots than get my braces tightened.”

      Dave shrugged. “I want to be able to eat pizza on Friday after the game. It's better to get the pain over with early in the week.”

      They ducked into the classroom and took their seats, ready for another lesson. We are a bunch of geeks. Good thing we play football and basketball, or we'd get beat up.

      Mr. Rodriguez stepped up, the fluorescent lights shining on the bald top of his head, and indicated the discussion question on the board.

      Throughout the rest of the day, Drew found himself slightly distracted. A soft pink mouth turned up in a smile, a deeply dented cheek, and a pair of sparkling turquoise eyes kept lingering around the edges of his consciousness. He angrily tried to push the images away, but he couldn't do it.

      

      By the next morning, he felt thoroughly grumpy, and he wanted someone to blame for it. Alyssa seemed like a good target since it was her fault he was so distracted. He stomped into English class madder than he'd been the day before.

      “Well, Miller, did you get the script finished?” he confronted her with a belligerent bellow.

      “I'm sorry, Drew,” she said softly, “it's not quite done.”

      “Why the hell not?” he all but howled. Mrs. Thompson gave him a warning look from across the room.

      “I had choir practice after school and then I had to work,” she explained, chewing on her lower lip. “I'll finish it at lunch, I promise. Would you like to see what I've already done?”

      “Work?” he asked, still feeling aggressive but lowering his volume a bit. He placed his hands on his hips and glared, demanding an explanation.

      She blushed, her gaze skating away from his, and she fiddled with the end of her hair. “I'm a cashier at Sophie's Groceries most evenings. Last night I was scheduled from 5:00 to 10:00, but they kept me until 11:30. Then I still had homework due today in two other classes.”

      Drew’s desire to quarrel deflated as he noticed the dark circles under her eyes. “Why didn't you just tell them you had to go home?” he suggested. “Legally I don't think they can keep you so late on a school night.”

      “We need the money.”

      We? I wonder who exactly is spending Alyssa's grocery cashier paycheck. But they weren't friends, and it was none of his business, so he didn’t ask. “Are you working today?” he asked, returning the conversation to safer territory.

      “No, I'm off today. I still have rehearsal though.” She tugged on a strand of strawberry blond hair.

      “Until when?” he pushed.

      “Until 4:30.”

      He nodded. “Okay, I have basketball practice until about then. Can we get together after that and finish the script?”

      She shook her head. “I have to go home afterwards. My parents are expecting me.”

      Drew sighed, beginning to feel exasperated again. “Call them and let them know.”

      “We don't have a phone at the moment,” she admitted her face flushing a dark red color.

      He stared, appalled. Who doesn't have a phone? It took a moment of him opening and closing his mouth like a hooked fish before his thoughts could coalesce into an answer. “Okay, how about this? I'll go home with you and we can work on the project together at your place. I can see you don't like that, but listen, Allie, we've got to work on it. I promise to be nice no matter what, okay?”

      “Okay,” Alyssa said, gnawing on her thumbnail.
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        * * *

      

      After practice, a freshly showered Drew, his hair still wet despite the biting January cold, located Alyssa in the choir room and followed her to her car.

      The heavily-rusted family sedan in the final stages of decomposition did not surprise him at all. Hope it runs, he thought with a frown as she opened the driver's door with an audible groan of metal, but when she turned the key, it started right up and purred. Someone's taken good care of it… at least of the mechanical parts.

      He felt a little bad, following her in his almost new Trans Am. He felt even worse when he parked in front of her… home.

      Alyssa lived in a mobile home in a seedy trailer park on the east side of town. Drew's neighborhood was only a few blocks away, but the comfortable red-brick ramblers with small but manicured yards could have been on another planet.

      The Millers' mobile home was old but tidy with no junk in the yard, but many of the neighbors seemed less fastidious. Broken toys, empty cans, and cigarette butts lay strewn everywhere. Across the street, a man with a huge beer gut sat on a broken-down folding chair in a dirty tank top and unbuttoned flannel shirt, smoking something that neither looked nor smelled like a cigarette. He eyed Alyssa with unwarranted interest. She shivered.

      Drew stepped close and slid his arm around her waist. He gave the creep a hard look and escorted Alyssa into the house.

      Huh. It's not as bad as I expected, he thought, considering the mobile home. While made of cheap materials, someone had taken care to make the place look nice. A comfortable sofa faced a small television in the living room, and the end table had a bouquet of plastic flowers in a pretty vase. The kitchen sparkled. The room smelled fresh.

      Alyssa grew a little pink in the face as Drew scrutinized her home. He still had his arm around her, and she hadn't shaken it off yet.

      “Nice place,” he said at last.

      She reacted strangely, flinching as though he'd offered a blow rather than a compliment, then her eyes widened, and she stammered, “Th… thank you. Shall we get to work?”

      “Sure.” He walked her to the kitchen table, at last releasing her slender waist, and they spread out their homework.

      A few minutes later, a thin, middle-aged woman with a sad expression ambled out of one of the bedrooms. Drew stood as she entered.

      “Hello, Alyssa,” she said, giving her daughter a hug.

      “Hi, Mom.” Alyssa kissed her on the cheek and smoothed a strand of fading light brown hair from her forehead.

      “Who's your friend?”

      “This is Andrew Peterson. We're doing a school project together.”

      Mrs. Miller's eyes narrowed a bit at the mention of his name. “Oh. Nice to meet you, Andrew.”

      She must remember… all the trouble I've had with Alyssa, he thought, but since she was observing the protocols, he could do the same. “Nice to meet you too, ma'am. Call me Drew.” He shook her hand politely.

      She gave him a sad-eyed smile and went back the way she had come.

      A thousand half-formed questions crowded into Drew's mind, all awkward and none of his business. He kept them to himself.

      They worked for a couple of hours, finishing the script together and practicing their lines so they could say them smoothly.

      “Allie, when do you have your next day off from work, so we can finish this?” he asked, as he pulled on his letterman jacket and gloves.

      She thought for a moment, one finger tangling in the bottom of her strawberry blond ponytail. “Well, I work tomorrow and Friday until close, and I'm opening Saturday, but I should be off Saturday afternoon, say about four. Would that work for you?”

      Uh oh, so much for my date. Marcie will understand though. It's school.

      She'll understand, but she won't like it, he amended. Drew felt a profound sense of relief at being able to put off seeing her. “Sure, that would be fine. Listen, I have to go. Dad's expecting me for dinner.”

      She smiled at him. “Okay. See you in class tomorrow.”

      Why have I never noticed what a pretty smile Alyssa has? Maybe because we used to frown at each other all the time? Shaking off the unwanted thought, he said, “See you. Thanks for inviting me.”

      “Thanks for your help.” Alyssa rose.

      Drew glanced out the window. “Hey, don't walk me out, okay? That guy's still there and I don't like the way he looked at you.”

      “Old Jax?” She shivered. “He freaks me out.”

      “Keep your distance from him.”

      “Right.”

      Drew walked out to his car. Someone had dragged a key over the cherry red paint. He gritted his teeth and growled.

      Poor Allie, having to live in this junk heap. Rolling his eyes in disgust, he drove home, still thinking about her. It's amazing how being polite to her changed the entire nature of our relationship and my feelings about her.

      Working with her was almost like working with a friend. Marcie isn't going to like this.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday afternoon, Drew picked Alyssa up and drove her to his house so they could finish the project. As Alyssa got out of his car, the scratch marks on his door captured her attention. “Drew, someone keyed you.”

      “I know.” He shrugged. She didn't need to know how on the day it had happened, he'd kicked the hell out of the punching bag he and Dad had hung in the basement.

      “Was that on Wednesday?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I think so,” he admitted.

      “I'm sorry.” She touched his arm with one bare hand. “If you have to come over again, let's leave your car at school, okay? It kind of stands out in my neighborhood.”

      He patted her hand, finding her fingers as cold as he'd expected. It's about twelve degrees out here. Where are her gloves? “That's a good idea, but don't worry about it, Allie. It's not your fault.”

      Without thought, he slipped his arm around her waist as he walked her into the house and down the hallway to the den. He had placed the rented video camera on the coffee table and pushed the brown leather furniture up against the walls to create an open area in the center for their commercial set. “Okay, let's run through our script one more time. I want to be sure I've really got it all down before we turn on the camera.”

      “Sure.”

      They practiced for a while, and then set up the camera on its tripod and got to work. It took a few tries, but they eventually got a video they were proud of. Then Alyssa helped Drew move the furniture into its usual configuration around the entertainment center. At that point, Drew's dad came in.

      “Hey, Dad. This is Alyssa. Allie, my dad, James Peterson.”

      “Hello, Alyssa,” James replied, his pale blue eyes shining with mirth at the mention of her name. “Hey, would you two like some banana bread?”

      “Sure, Dad,” Drew agreed eagerly, his mouth watering at the thought of his dad's expert baking. “You know I'm always hungry.”

      “Yes, please.”

      What's that note in Alyssa's voice? Drew turned to study her and found a strange, manic expression on her face. She rubbed her lip with the back of her hand.

      James returned with a plate laden with four thick slices of bread. Alyssa grabbed a piece and took a bite. Her eyes, just before they slid closed, took on a wild, wolfish expression. She trembled as she chewed.

      Drew finished his slice and pushed the other two towards her without a word. Then he got up and left the room. When he returned with a tall glass of milk, the plate was empty of every crumb. He sat down beside her on the sofa and handed her the milk. She accepted and downed it quickly, setting the glass on a coaster. Then she looked at Drew, blushing furiously.

      He held out his hand to her, and she took it. He pulled her against him, hugging her tight. She didn't fight, she just leaned her cheek against his shirt. Her hands rested on his chest.

      “When did you eat last?” he asked gently.

      “At school,” she replied, her voice strained.

      “Lunch yesterday?” he asked, dismayed.

      “Yes,” she mumbled into his shirt.

      “Why?”

      She lifted her head at last. “It's pretty normal.”

      “Oh my God. I'm sorry I've been so mean to you. I had no idea.”

      She tried to smile. “I've been mean to you, too. It was stupid, wasn't it?”

      “It was,” he agreed. “Let's not do it anymore.”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Alyssa's tenuous control over her emotions slipped, and the longer Drew held her, the harder it became to contain herself. When she felt his hand sliding through her hair, she lost it completely. Try though she might, she couldn't hold in her sobs. Drew sat with his arms around her, stroking her back while she cried.

      At last, the storm passed. Alyssa wanted to be embarrassed, but Drew wouldn't allow it. He handed her a tissue and asked, his voice filled with concern, “Is there anything I can do?”

      Alyssa shook her head and blew her nose. Who is this boy with the gentle eyes? I think I preferred mean Drew. At least I understood him.

      “Can you tell me what's going on? Why aren‘t you eating? Is anyone… hurting you?”

      “No. I'm not being abused. I'm fine.”

      “That's a lie. You're not fine at all,” he said gently, wiping her cheeks with his thumbs.

      She shook her head. “I'll get through. Sorry, but I don't want to talk about it. No one can help, so what's the point?”

      Drew nodded. Then he did something she had never expected. He pressed the back of his hand against her cheek. She leaned into the soft touch that seemed to awaken warmth that thawed her frozen spirit.

      He stroked her skin for a moment and then turned his hand over so his fingers rested on one side of her jaw, his thumb on the other. He tilted her face up so he could look into her eyes. She could see the hunger in those emerald depths. It startled her almost as much as when, a moment later, he leaned forward and touched his mouth gently to hers.

      Who would have guessed, after all these years of animosity that I would be kissing Drew Peterson? And yet, it was the nicest kiss she had ever had. Granted her opportunities had been somewhat limited, but she did not completely lack experience. Then she remembered something important and pulled back. “Drew, don't.”

      “What? Why?” He appeared bewildered.

      She glared at him. “You're playing with me.”

      “I'm not,” he protested.

      “Yes, you are. What is this, take advantage of the poor girl? She'll be grateful for the attention? You have a girlfriend.”

      He stroked her cheek again as he explained in a soft, thoughtful voice, “It's not like that. And I don't have a girlfriend, not anymore. We broke up last week.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because of you.”

      She lowered her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “I had to cancel a date with her to work with you today. She took it the wrong way.”

      “But once she sees the video, she'll understand it was just schoolwork.”

      Drew shook his head. “No, Allie, it's over between Marcie and me. We weren't getting along well anyway, and it was past time.”

      “But… but…” Alyssa spluttered, “she's crazy about you. I thought you two might be the ones to prove high school relationships can work out.”

      His expression turned rueful. “I don't think she was crazy about me so much as about dating an athlete. She really didn't care much about what I wanted or felt.”

      Alyssa looked at him quizzically.

      “Okay, look, I'll tell you, but only if you promise never to say a word about it to anyone. I don't want people spreading rumors about Marcie, okay?”

      Drew wants to confide in me? He dumped Marcie but doesn't want to spread rumors? Wow. “Sure. I know how to keep things private.”

      “She wanted more than I was willing to give.” He flushed.

      “More what?” Alyssa asked, struggling to understand.

      “More physical.” Drew was really blushing now.

      Alyssa's eyes widened. “Really? A high school boy not willing to… get physical? How strange.”

      Drew shrugged. “It's not a great mystery. My dad raised me to be a gentleman, and one thing that means a lot to me is treating my girl right. It's okay to date someone, but I would never go to bed with her if I didn't love her. I don't love Marcie.”

      Alyssa blinked. “Wow. That's amazing, Drew. I'm impressed. Not too many guys would turn down an offer like that.”

      “Well, that's just how it is.”

      “So, you've never…” Her cheeks burned. What did you ask that for?

      His face remained red, but he replied in a matter-of-fact tone, “Nope. Not yet. I'm not ready.”

      Shaking her head at her own nosiness, she hastened to reassure him. “Me either. You're not the only one, Drew.”

      “Thanks, Allie.” He grinned lopsidedly, making her stomach flutter. “So, at any rate, you can see I'm not playing games with you. Marcie and I are through, and I… well, suddenly I seem to like you. If you don't like me, could you please tell me, so I can stop pursuing you?”

      “Is that what you're doing?” Alyssa's heart gave a wild thump and commenced pounding.

      “Yes.”

      “Wow.” She gulped, feeling a bit lightheaded. “Okay, um, can I think about this for a couple of days?”

      “Of course.” He smiled shyly.

      How often did I make fun of those braces he just had removed? Now he has a perfect, action-hero smile. She blinked, running her tongue over her teeth and feeling their slight unevenness. Don't get star-struck. He's still the same Drew Peterson who made your life miserable since kindergarten. Confused, Alyssa blurted, “I need to go home.”

      “Okay, but before you do, let me make you some sandwiches, okay?”

      Alyssa's mouth watered, but her excitement gave way to shame. “No thanks, Drew. I don't want any charity.”

      He thought for a moment. She could practically see the gears turning in his brain. “It's not charity. We bought too much lunchmeat at the store, and we won't be able to use it up before it spoils. You would be doing us a favor by taking it.”

      She gave him a long look. Sure, Peterson. What happened to using all that creativity and intelligence to be annoying? But the lure of food could not be denied, nor could the excuse that spared her pride. “All right.”

      He took her hand in his and led her into the kitchen. This room was at least three times the size of hers, with granite countertops and wood cabinets. The longer she lingered in Drew's stylish home, the more uncomfortable she felt.

      Drew pulled out a loaf of bread and opened the fridge. She could see he hadn't been lying. The meat drawer was piled with plastic tubs of lunchmeat, way too much for a small family like his. She could almost accept it wasn’t charity.

      Drew made Alyssa enough sandwiches for three people for two days, along with carrot and celery sticks and apples. He piled the food into brown lunch bags and escorted her to the car.

      They drove in silence as Alyssa pondered this new side of Drew, wondering what to make of it all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alyssa is so pretty, Drew thought. It's sad she doesn't have enough to eat. If she'd let me, I'd change it, but I have to watch out for that stubborn pride of hers.

      At her house, he noticed the scary man sitting on his chair again, this time swilling cheap beer. A six-pack, half gone, sat at his feet. Empty cans littered the patchy snow. Disgusting.

      Drew walked Alyssa to her door. On the step, he turned to her. “Think about what I said.”

      “As if I could think about anything else,” she replied. Her cheeks were flushed with the cold, and her lips looked nearly blue.

      He needed to get her inside. But first… “There's something else.”

      “What's that, Drew?”

      “This.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again… and again… and then again. And then he pushed her through the door of her house and vaulted into his car.
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      By the time the tardy bell rang for English class Monday morning, Drew had about lost his mind waiting to see Alyssa. He knew she'd had no way of contacting him over the weekend, but he didn't like it. He wanted the answer to his question, and he had another one to ask her.

      She walked into the room, and Drew's heart thumped. He narrowed his eyes, studying her. She looks different. What is it? Something about her appearance seemed… subdued. It gradually dawned on him that she wasn't wearing any makeup at all.

      She slipped into the desk next to his.

      “Do you have the video?” she asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Good.”

      “Allie, about what we were saying over the weekend…”

      “Hello, class,” Mrs. Thompson said, rising from her desk with an audible popping of knees and hips and waddling to the board. “I hope all of you have prepared your projects and presentations for today.”

      “Talk to me at lunch,” Alyssa whispered

      Drew nodded. There would be no time for further conversations. He passed the video cassette to the teacher and returned to his seat, shifting it subtly to move closer to Alyssa.

      Mrs. Thompson squeezed into one of the desks near the front of the room, which left Alyssa and Drew unobserved in the back. He reached over and took her hand in his. She let him, stroking the side of his index finger with her thumb.

      The presentations began—an assortment of dioramas, skits and posters. Last came Drew and Alyssa's video, which the class found highly amusing. Mrs. Thompson tried to conceal her laughter under a cough, a sneeze, but eventually, a porcine snort erupted from her nose, and she began to chortle along with the rest. Drew grinned, and Alyssa seemed to glow from within.

      The bell rang, and the class packed up their materials and prepared to depart.

      “Drew, Alyssa, please come here,” Mrs. Thompson said softly. They went, still holding hands.

      “Well done, you two. I see you've worked out your differences.” She indicated their interlaced fingers with a nod of her permed black hair.

      “Yes, ma'am,” Drew said. “Thank you for making us work together.”

      She wrinkled her nose at them. “Of course. See you tomorrow.”

      Drew walked Alyssa to choir and then had to hurry to physics. He barely made it and had the hardest time concentrating, even though he liked the class.

      At last, the bell rang. He made his way to his locker, pulled out his lunch and headed to the cafeteria. Taking a seat at a round table in a little-used corner of the expansive, echoing room, he looked for Alyssa. She stood in the lunch line. He caught her eye and she waved at him. A little half-smile turned her cheek into a crater. That dimple is really cute. I bet she hates it.

      A few minutes later, she slid onto the bench next to him with a tray of something mysterious and goopy that smelled unpleasant.

      “What is that?” he asked, disgusted, as he pulled out his sandwich, a banana and a bottle of water.

      Alyssa shrugged and began eating it. Clearly, it made no difference to her whether it tasted good.

      “So, Alyssa,” he said casually, as he peeled back the plastic bag to eat his ham and Swiss, “what do you think? Am I good enough to be your boyfriend, or what?”

      She blushed, swallowed, and took a sip of milk. “You're good enough, Drew. More than good enough.”

      “Good, because I'd like to take you to prom.”

      The endearing pink in her cheeks intensified until it looked almost painful. “I… I don't know what to say. Okay, I wasn't really finished. You're good enough, certainly. You're actually terrific, now you're not acting like a butthead anymore, but I don't have time for a boyfriend. I work a lot, and when I'm not working, I'm doing homework or going to choir practice.”

      “Well, I have homework too. Why couldn't we do it together?”

      Alyssa's eyebrows drew together. She popped some wrinkled grapes into her mouth, chewed and swallowed before answering. “We could, but why would you want to?”

      “I like you, Allie. I know, it shocks the hell out of me too, but can't we just try it? See how it goes?”

      She shook her head. “We'd better not. You'll only break my heart.”

      “Hmmm. Sounds like you like me too.” He winked at her.

      The faint hint of roses in her cheeks bloomed to full flower. “Well yes. I guess I do. But it's not a good enough reason.”

      He chuckled. “What other reason is there? I'm not proposing marriage, just asking you out. It happens all the time. I bet you've been on a few dates before.”

      “One.” She shuddered.

      “What happened?”

      “Icky Sam Watson took me to the movies and tried to grope me. He put his tongue in my mouth. It was disgusting.”

      Drew scanned the room until he found the boy in question—greasy black hair and pimples, with one finger up his nose. “Ugh. Sorry.”

      “It's okay. I made such a fuss they asked us to leave. I've never been so glad to walk home in my life.”

      Drew's neck shot out in her direction. “What? Walk? You don't live close to the movie theater.”

      Alyssa shrugged. “At any rate, I can't go to prom. We can study together sometimes if you want, but dating just won't work. We're too different.”

      “I don't think we're really all that different. We're both smart, we both know what we want in life, and during the project, we found out we're pretty compatible. Okay, so I can see that your family doesn't have a lot of money, but it's not a problem.”

      “It is to me,” she retorted. “You're rich, Drew. You can't imagine what it's like to be poor.”

      “We're not rich by a long shot, Allie,” he insisted. “Just middle class.”

      He noted a hint of despair in her ocean-colored eyes. “You live in a house with a basement. You drive a nice car. I bet all your clothes were new this year. Compared to me, you're like King Midas. I would as soon try to date a movie star.” Despite her firm tone, her eyes looked sad.

      She does want to go out with me, he realized, but she doesn't think it would work. She's giving up the idea before she even gives it a try. Now that just isn't okay. “Allie,” he said gently, “money doesn't make people better or worse than each other. You're just as valuable as I am, and it has nothing to do with your family's income or the kind of house you live in. I like you a lot. Can we please just try to be together?”

      He could see the longing in her expression. He glanced around the room, and, seeing no principals were looking, kissed her on the mouth.

      “I really want to, Drew,” she said at last, eyes swimming with moisture.

      “Then just do it,” he urged. “Say yes, Allie.”

      She closed her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Good girl. Now about the prom?”

      “That I can't do.” She shook her head vigorously from side to side.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      “I don't want to go to prom.” She crossed her arms over her chest and frowned.

      “Is that true or is the real reason because you don't have anything to wear?” he guessed.

      She blushed. “The latter.”

      “I'll see what I can do about that.”

      “No, Drew.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks. The redness, which had begun to fade, returned full force. “It's too embarrassing.”

      “Don't be embarrassed,” he urged. “I want to spoil you a little. You need it. You're under a lot of stress, aren't you?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, nibbling her lip.

      “Care to tell me what it is?” he asked.

      She seemed to withdraw from him. “It's a long story.”

      “We have the rest of lunch.”

      She considered him for a moment. “Well, fine.” Her hand slid into his, and she took another bite of her mysterious food, chewing thoughtfully.

      Drew ate his banana while he waited.

      “We've never been very well off, you know, but the last few months have been especially hard. My dad is a mechanic at this really small family-owned shop. Because they have a tiny number of employees, they can get away with not paying my dad much, and his insurance is piss poor. Mom's a secretary and while her insurance is better, her pay is low. But between the two of them, we always did okay until last October.”

      She stopped speaking, her eyes scanning something Drew couldn't see. “What happened in October?” he prompted.

      She gulped, sniffled, and forced herself to go on in a voice that wavered on every word. “Well, my dad hadn't been feeling well for a while. He finally went to the doctor and found out that he… has cancer.”

      Drew closed his eyes. “Oh jeez, really?”

      “Yes. The bad, scary kind. He's been on chemo and radiation since then, but he needs surgery, and his insurance doesn't want to pay for it. They'll only cover a tiny percentage, but if he doesn't have the surgery…” She paused, swallowing hard.

      “He'll die?” He pronounced the brutal words in his softest, gentlest voice.

      Alyssa flinched and then nodded.

      “I'm so sorry.”

      “The thing is, Drew, if he doesn't have the operation, well, there's no doubt what will happen, but even if he does, there are no guarantees. His life expectancy with this condition is five years, even if all their procedures are successful. He isn't sure he wants to bother.”

      “Five years makes a big difference. He should do it,” Drew said firmly.

      “I know, but it's his decision, not mine. Oh, Drew, what will I do without my dad?” A tear rolled down Alyssa's cheek. He hugged her fiercely. She stayed in his arms for several long moments. The front of his shirt grew wetter and wetter, but he didn't care.

      “Drew, Alyssa, what are you doing?” The assistant principal appeared beside them, her expression displeased.

      “Sorry, Dr. Rhodes. This isn't really a public display of affection. Allie's going through a hard time. She needed a hug.”

      Alyssa lifted her head. The principal looked at her red face and tear-swollen eyes and walked away, shaking her head.

      “Come on, sweetheart, let's get out of here and go outside. You could probably use some fresh air.”

      Alyssa gulped the last of her milk and grabbed her roll before dumping her tray. He took her free hand and walked her out to the courtyard. She munched the roll as they went along.

      Outside, the biting January wind whistled down the walkway and nipped at the couple, finding its way right through Alyssa's thin coat until she started shivering. Drew took off his letterman jacket and draped it over her shoulders. She snuggled into it, turning her face into the wool of the shoulder as though savoring the scent of his cologne. His heart clenched. Marcie wore my jacket more than once. She loved it, but seeing her in it never affected me this way. Wow.

      Drew walked Alyssa to a part of the courtyard that wasn't visible from either the cafeteria or the hallway. It was a favorite make-out spot, so teachers patrolled it regularly. We might get caught, but I've never seen a girl so in need of a kiss in his life. I'll risk it.
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        * * *

      

      Alyssa knew this sheltered corner behind the support pillar of the partial roof that protected the courtyard in bad weather, but she had never been in it, only walked by and seen couples holding each other close there. Now it's my turn. Nerves fluttered in her belly.

      Drew pulled her against his body, adding his warmth to hers and lowered his head to whisper in her ear. “I'm so sorry, Allie. I'll be here for you, no matter what.”

      Tears blurred her vision again. “Thank you, Drew.”

      He lifted her chin and pressed his mouth to hers again in a delicious, tender kiss. It felt soft and sweet and lovely. This time, though, he lifted his head after a disappointingly short time.

      “Allie? Remember when you told me about your date with Sam?”

      She nodded.

      “Was it him you disliked or the fact that he put his tongue in your mouth?”

      Oh, dear. I wonder where this is headed. “Both, why?”

      “Because I want to put mine in there.”

      Her eyes widened. That's what I was afraid of.

      “Will you let me try it?” he pressed.

      She peeked out but found no teachers around. “I guess.”

      “Open a little.”

      Okay, Alyssa. This is high school. You shouldn't graduate without experiencing at least one decent French kiss… I hope it's decent. Half-excited, half fearing she'd find it revolting, she parted her lips slightly and he lowered his mouth again. This time Drew tasted her, first on her lips, and then sliding his tongue gently between them and touching hers.

      Alyssa gasped at the startling, pleasurable sensation. Drew's kiss felt wet but not disgusting. She actually kind of liked it. As Drew's tongue swirled and played, Alyssa found the sensation growing in appeal from neutral to exciting. She allowed her tongue to touch his and was rewarded with a tingle of arousal low in her belly. Her arms snaked around his neck, holding him firmly against her. His delicious caresses pleased her more than she would ever have imagined.

      Is this really the same Drew I've known all these years?

      Drew kissed Alyssa for a long time, and then, apparently deciding they had tempted fate enough, walked her out of the hidden spot, his hand in hers, and strolled back towards the entrance of the building. His lips curved up in a satisfied grin, and she knew she had a goofy, dreamy expression on her face. Oh well. It isn't every day a girl gets to make out with one of the hottest, most popular boys in school.

      “I knew it,” an angry female voice growled behind them. Both turned. Marcie Lamar glared at them, her dark hair practically vibrating with fury. “You're a liar, Drew. You told me that us breaking up had nothing to do with Alyssa.”

      “It didn't,” he replied calmly. “We have different values, Marcie. We didn't belong together. I'm sorry if that upset you.”

      “You asshole,” the little brunette snarled.

      “Hey, leave him alone,” Alyssa interjected.

      “Shut up, Alyssa,” Marci snapped. “You're so poor you think a flush toilet is a luxury. Do you think it's like Cinderella, bitch? The handsome prince will come and rescue you? Forget it. He'll just break your heart too. I hope he hurts you real bad.”

      She turned and stormed away.

      “Wow,” Alyssa said. “Are you sure she wasn't in love with you?”

      Drew shrugged, seeming unconcerned with all the insults Marcie had just heaped on him. “I'm sure. It wasn't working and I couldn't pretend anymore.”

      Alyssa squeezed his hand. The bell rang, and they headed off to class.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Drew sought out his dad.

      He found James in the kitchen, breading chicken breasts for their dinner. Drew grabbed some lettuce from the fridge and started chopping it for salad.

      “Dad?”

      James lifted his head from the slimy mess in the buttermilk bowl and met Drew's eyes, giving him his full attention. “Yes, son?”

      One thing I've always appreciated about Dad. No matter what's going on, he always makes time to listen. “Can I borrow some money from you?”

      James lowered one eyebrow. “What for? Is your allowance spent?”

      “No, but I need more than that.” Drew set the knife down.

      “Why?” His dad's eyebrows drew together.

      Drew took a deep breath and explained. “I'm taking a really special girl to the prom, but she doesn't have money to buy a dress. I want to help her out.”

      “What happened to Marcie?” James gave his son a quizzical look before returning to his raw chicken and bowls of breading ingredients.

      “We broke up,” Drew explained, and then, before his dad could ask, added, “We didn't have the same values.”

      James stilled his busy movements. The chicken he held dripped buttermilk back into the bowl. “So, who are you going with then?”

      “Alyssa. Do you remember her? She came and worked on a project here last week.”

      “Yes, I remember,” James said. His tone left Drew with no doubt that the promised interrogation was about to begin. “Is this the same Alyssa I made you apologize to in the fourth grade for putting gum in her hair?”

      “Yes,” Drew admitted. The memory twisted his heart. How much strain was the family under back then?

      “The one whose mother called me in the sixth grade and complained you were bullying her?” James pressed.

      “Yes.” Drew sulked. Do I have to remember what a jerk I was? Isn't it enough to realize I was wrong?

      “What happened?” James asked at last.

      Drew blew out between his lips, making a noise like a displeased horse. “I got to know her.”

      James smiled, and more than a hint of parental pride shone in it. “Ah. So, she can't afford a dress?”

      Surely telling Dad isn't the same as spreading rumors. I need advice. “They can't even afford a phone. Her dad is sick, and she's working all the time. She deserves to have a special evening, and I want to give it to her. Is it wrong to do that?”

      James returned to his chicken in silence, dipping the wet meat into a bowl of breadcrumbs and shredded Parmesan. At last, he spoke. “Do you have any idea what prom dresses cost?”

      “Not really.”

      “I'll give you $100.00.”

      That should be enough, right? “Okay. I'll pay you back, Dad. I promise.”

      “Yes, you will,” James agreed. “This weekend, you're going to clean out the basement storage room and the garage.”

      It was a big job, but Drew smiled. “Sure. I can do that.”

      James set the breaded chicken onto a rack, which had been placed on a baking sheet. Four other pieces waited. He returned to the bowl of buttermilk and retrieved another strip. “She must be a very special girl,” he said in a neutral voice.

      “She is.” Drew pondered before voicing his most terrifying, heady thought out loud. “I think I might be falling for her.”

      “Take it easy, son. Girls who are in the midst of hard times can be awfully susceptible.” James added a telling glance to the statement before dipping the chicken breast into the breading. Bits of dry bread and cheese clung to his fingers.

      “Dad, I didn't sleep with Marcie even though she offered right out. Alyssa isn't like that. I promise I won't take advantage,” Drew vowed. Knowing what I know now, that would be a bastard thing to do, even if I wanted to—which I kinda do.

      His announcement got James’s full attention. “You're a good guy, Drew.” His voice caught.

      Oops, took the feelings a bit too far. “No offense, Dad, but don't hug me when you've got raw chicken-buttermilk-breadcrumb monster hands.”

      James waggled his dirty fingers at his son, and they both laughed.

      I am so lucky to have a dad as great as this. It almost makes up for not having a mom.
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