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      I’d be the first to admit I was an optimist, but even I was stunned by my good fortune in health class that day.

      “Congratulations,” Mr. McClusky said in a flat tone. “You’re all expectant parents.”

      I blinked and exchanged a look with my friend Hazel beside me. She arched her brows as a few kids in the back giggled.

      Mr. McClusky was already moving toward the side of the room where several boxes were stacked. The head basketball coach-turned-interim-health-teacher shot the room a withering scowl as he opened the top box. “Meet your children.”

      “What is he talking about?” I whispered to Hazel just as he pulled out a super creepy baby doll that made us all gasp in horror.

      Hazel wrinkled her nose. “My sister told me about this,” she said. Her sister was two years older and now safely off at college, where I imagined no one ever produced lifelike dolls out of a box like some sort of nightmare.

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “It’s the health class baby,” she said. “It’s supposed to teach us a lesson on how hard it is to have kids.” She shot me a little smirk. “Basically, a fear tactic to convince us all to abstain or use birth control.”

      I gave her a little smile in return because Hazel and I were both members of what I’d half-jokingly termed the lonely hearts club. The two of us and our other friends were all sadly, pathetically, heartbreakingly single. “Not a problem there,” I murmured, making her snort with amusement, although the sound was lost amidst all the whispering and laughing going on around us.

      The thought of my permanent singleness had me glancing across the room at Alex Luven—the boy I’d been in love with since freshman year. Tall, blond, and beautiful, he was currently grinning over something his friend was saying.

      “All right, settle down,” Mr. McClusky said as he carried the baby by one arm back to the middle of the room.

      He held up the doll. “Meet your midterm exam.”

      Hazel and I shared a wide-eyed look of surprise. All semester he’d been talking about how important the midterm would be for our grade. Health class was only one half of the year so the midterm fell in the middle of the fall semester, right when me and anyone else who cared about their high school experience had plenty on our plates to worry about—mainly, finding a homecoming date. And some other stuff, obviously, but my first priority was to get Alex Luven to ask me to homecoming as his date.

      I was also in the fall play—I only had two lines, but still. And I was falling behind in calculus, and I’d taken on too many babysitting clients to save up for college next year, and—

      “You’ll pair up in teams of two,” Mr. McClusky said.

      Hazel and I automatically looked to each other and the room broke into conversation but Mr. McClusky spoke over the crowd. “I’ll choose the partners.”

      Sighs and groans abounded as Hazel and I exchanged pouts of disappointment.

      Why did teachers always insist on doing this? Group projects would be so much easier if we could work with people we knew and trusted. I hated when they pulled stunts like this—like we were all here as some part of some social experiment and not just trying to get by so we could graduate.

      “You and your partner can decide between one week of taking care of your child…” He held the baby up and we all gaped at the creepy lifelike toy. “Or you can write a paper on the topic of my choosing. No less than twenty pages. I expect those of you who choose the latter to present your findings in front of the class and provide a list of at least ten sources…”

      He kept talking about what sounded like a torturous assignment but I was only half listening. This was a no-brainer. Obviously I’d take the baby. I mean, I’d been babysitting for years, and if it meant not having to write a paper then sign me up.

      Of course, I’d have to discuss it with my partner…

      Mr. McClusky had moved on to divvying up the class into groups of two and names were being shouted out as our teacher read from a roster.

      I crossed my fingers under the desk. Please don’t pair me with a moron. Please don’t pair me with a jerk.

      “Hazel Topher and Allison Hayes.” Hazel gave the shy girl in the back a little smile and I tried not to pout again over the fact that I hadn’t gotten paired with Hazel.

      Of course Mr. McClusky wouldn’t pair me with a friend. That would be too nice, and everyone knew Mr. Mclusky—

      “Avery Townsend and Alex Luven.”

      The world stopped spinning. I couldn’t hear anything over the crazy pounding of my heart. The air rushed into my lungs so quickly, the oxygen went straight to my head and made me dizzy.

      That was it. The moment that the universe had finally granted me my wish.

      I’d been paired with Alex Luven.

      I grinned across the room in Alex’s direction but he wasn’t looking my way. I wasn’t entirely sure he’d heard.

      I turned back to the front as Hazel nudged my elbow beside me. She knew what this meant. This was everything I’d been waiting for.

      For weeks now, I’d been looking for a way to get close to Alex, something for us to bond over, and now...this.

      I beamed at Mr. McClusky. Our health teacher was a god among men. He was a saint and a mensch and… It was official.

      Me and Alex?

      We were totally meant to be. I mean, I knew that already. Obviously. But this was the proverbial writing on the wall. The sign from above that me and Alex were fated to fall in love.

      “For the last…” Mr. McClusky looked up at the clock on the wall. “Five minutes of class, I expect you all to talk to your partner, decide which option you’re choosing and let me know.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. In a heartbeat, I was out of my seat, grinning at Hazel as she murmured “Good luck” and heading over to the other side of the room, sliding into the seat beside Alex that some poor girl who probably wanted to be paired with him had abandoned.

      “Hi,” I said, hating how breathless I sounded but also...gah!

      This was it! I’d been reading articles for weeks now on how to catch your crush and they all said the same thing. Find a common activity, discover a mutual interest, invent a reason to spend time together.

      I grinned at Alex’s perfect profile. Done, done, and done! And it was all thanks to Mr. McClusky. I leaned forward, resting my cheek on my fist as I waited for Alex to finish typing something on his phone.

      Maybe we’d name our baby McClusky. Our real baby, obviously. The one that would be coming along in six or seven years after we graduated college and got married.

      Obviously.

      I studied Alex’s chiseled jawline, his aquiline nose, his perfect wavy blond hair. McClusky… I pursed my lips. Not the cutest baby name I’d ever heard.

      Maybe I ought to learn Mr. McClusky’s first name.

      Satisfied by this, I was smiling once more when Alex looked over at me, his wide lips curving up into that brilliant smile I loved so much.

      He was a smiler, like me. “So, what do you think?” he asked as he leaned forward. He was close. So close. “We’ll do the paper, right?”

      He looked back at his phone when it dinged, which was good because he missed the fact that my own smile fell. “Actually,” I started. “I was thinking we should do the baby.”

      He blinked down at the screen he was staring at. “Yeah?”

      I nodded quickly, tucking a lock of my own blonde hair behind my ear. And yeah, there was a little part of me that was imagining how adorably tow-headed our baby would be.

      Okay, a big part of me.

      When he looked up again, he seemed distracted, but a smile still hovered on his lips. “Sorry, what were you saying?”

      Before I could respond, his friend Trey interrupted. “Hey, Alex, can you give me a lift after practice?”

      Alex’s smile shifted into a sneer. “Can’t, man. My brother’s got my car.”

      I winced in sympathy, but Alex missed it. I was an only child so I couldn’t imagine how tough it would be to have an older sibling who was such a…

      Well, I wouldn’t say a jerk, but he was a bad seed. Everybody knew that, even though he graduated two years ago. He’d transferred to Lakeview High as a senior and while I’d never actually talked to him that one year he’d gone to school here, I had a vivid memory of a big hulking guy with muscles to spare, tattoos, too-long hair, a growl of a voice.

      “Cristian’s home from school?” his friend said.

      Alex rolled his eyes as an answer. “He says they have a break, but how much do you want to bet he’s failed out and just hasn’t told my dad yet?”

      His friends snickered but I frowned down at the desk. Lakeview High was small enough that, if you paid attention, you could figure out what was going on in some people’s lives. And when it came to Alex Luven?

      I paid attention.

      He and his brother had never gotten along. I remember seeing them fight in the hallways once when Cristian was a senior. It was a fistfight that everyone talked about for days afterward.

      Cristian had started it, obviously. He was the exact opposite of Alex. Getting into trouble and barely passing his classes while Alex aced his way through school and led the basketball team to victory. I remembered there’d been some talk that Cristian would be suspended after the fight.

      He wasn’t.

      Their dad intervened, I supposed. Everyone knew that their dad was crazy rich and had invested loads of money in this school.

      Some people—like Alex— seemed to actually appreciate all that their father did for them. Maybe Cristian didn’t realize how lucky he was to have a father who cared...

      I just barely held back a wistful sigh as I watched Alex talk to his friend, only half listening as he joked about how Cristian was failing out of school because he was a lowlife drug dealer.

      The whole conversation made me sad. I mean, I didn’t approve of Cristian’s tendency to fight or his bad attitude, but still...

      Poor Cristian.

      He might not appreciate what he had with his family’s wealth and an amazing brother, but I still sort of felt bad hearing Alex talk about him.

      My loyalty was to Alex, obviously, but you had to feel bad for any sibling of his. It couldn’t be easy being related to such an amazing guy with a heart of gold who had offers from schools around the country rolling in thanks to his basketball prowess.

      Meanwhile, from the sounds of it, Cristian had flunked out of school and needed to borrow Alex’s car just to get around.

      I was overcome with sympathy for both Alex and his brother by the time Alex turned back to face me. He blinked in surprise like he was shocked that I was still here.

      I smiled brightly. “So, what do you think?”

      He blinked again, his eyes darting around like the answer was written on the walls somewhere. “Sorry, about what?”

      I laughed. “About the health baby,” I said. “I figure it’ll actually be easier than doing research and maybe…” I shrugged, nerves making my belly do a flip-flop. “Maybe it’ll even be fun.”

      That came out way higher and far more chipper than I’d intended but Alex’s answering grin put me at ease. “Fun, huh?” He laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “Whatever you say.”

      I straightened a bit. It wasn’t often I felt like an expert on something—or anything, really—but babysitting was my jam. Kids loved me. Babies adored me. I gave him my most confident smile. “I have a ton of experience with babies,” I said. “It’ll be easy.”

      The bell rang and Alex shifted to grab his bag, flashing me one more smile. “Great. If that’s what you want to do then I’m all for it.”

      “Okay, so I’ll…”

      He was already halfway to the door when I finished the sentence under my breath. “I’ll give you my number so we can coordinate schedules.”

      Hazel leaned against the desk beside me. “How’d it go?”

      If she’d caught the fact that I’d been sitting there talking to myself, she didn’t let on.

      “Great!” I said with a huge smile. I stood up and linked my arm through hers to head to lunch where I could tell the rest of our friends about the crazy luck which had just handed me the opportunity I’d been looking for.

      My BFF Max likely wouldn’t approve, but what else was new?

      A little while later it became obvious that Max not approving...? That was an understatement.

      “So, let me get this straight,” my best friend said when we were all gathered around our usual table. “You’re going to pretend to have a baby with Alex?” Her brows drew together in confusion. “And then…” She repeated my words back to me like she was trying out a new language. “You’re going to use the magazine tips to…” She closed her eyes in clear disbelief. “To make him fall in love with you?”

      Charlotte, the shiest and smartest of us all, was watching me with sympathy as I withstood my best friend’s grilling with a smile.

      See, Max and I had been besties for a long time. I knew that despite her biting sarcasm and her mockery of all things romance, she was really just worried about me. She had no reason to be, of course, but that was just how Max was. She cared deeply about her friends, even if she had a bizarre way of showing it.

      “It’s perfect, don’t you see?” I said.

      Max’s doubtful expression said she definitely did not see. With her dirty blonde hair pulled back in a long braid like always, the strands around her face were frizzing out thanks to the humidity. Once again, she’d ignored my advice to use hair products.

      I took one of the magazine’s Lakeview High’s lead actress had given us all a few weeks ago when Simone was in the same boat that I was. I glanced over at the previously invisible brunette and her mega hottie baseball player boyfriend.

      “It worked for Simone,” I said.

      “That was different,” Max snapped.

      I swallowed, not quite able to meet Max’s gaze just yet because...why? Why was it so different? Why could she be happy for Simone but act like I was the world’s biggest fool for thinking the same thing could happen to me?

      I gave myself a little shake and met her glare with another smile. It was fine. This was Max. She was just looking out for me and I couldn’t deny the fact that she’d spent the better part of the last three years watching me pine over Alex with no sign of reciprocation in return.

      I flipped to the article I’d bookmarked and pointed to the relevant item. “Find a common interest to bond over,” I said, reading it aloud.

      “And you want to bond over a baby,” Max confirmed.

      I pressed my lips together and huffed in irritation.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” Lulu offered from the other end of the table. With long red hair and an overall hippie vibe, Lulu was our resident dreamer. She was pretty much always covered in paint or chalk or ink of some kind, and she was giving a smile right now that was heartening after listening to Max’s disdain.

      Sure enough, Max sighed on the other side of me. I was sure she was thinking, don’t encourage her. Like I was a child or something.

      Emma and Hazel had been talking amongst themselves and I heard Hazel filling Emma in on what we were talking about.

      “So, wait, you’ll have a reason to like...go to each other’s houses and be all domestic?” Emma said. She gave me a beaming grin. “Brilliant.”

      Hazel didn’t look quite as excited but she was giving me a supportive smile too.

      I may have been gloating just a little when I turned back to Max. “See? I’m brilliant.”

      Her lips twitched a bit and her eyes danced with laughter. I knew she wanted to argue the point further but I also saw the moment she decided to let it go and my shoulders drooped with relief.

      I leaned toward her so the others couldn’t hear. “Please just try to be happy for me, ‘kay?”

      She nodded. “I’ll try.”

      She popped a fry into her mouth with a wink that reassured me that, all differences aside, we’d be just fine.

      We always were.

      “So, when do the fake baby shenanigans begin?” she teased.

      “This weekend, hopefully,” I said. I couldn’t quite bring myself to meet her gaze. “We didn’t have a chance to work out all the details.”

      “But he’s on board with this,” Max confirmed, wariness still there, tinging her voice and clouding my otherwise giddy mood.

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll talk to him later today about the details, but he’s totally on board.”
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