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How long had it been since the last time she ate? A day? Maybe more?

She rolled onto her side, forgetting for one single moment that she was bound.

Trapped.

Of course, even if the door was unlocked, she couldn’t escape. The deadbolt was nothing but a symbol of her captivity.

A metaphor.

Her English teacher would be impressed by the comparison. 

If she ever saw him again, that is. Mr. Daly once said she was his best student. Of course, with only fifteen members of his honors class to choose from, the competition wasn’t all that fierce, but she’d let the praise float into her head just the same.

All that was gone now. Mr. Daly. The good grades. The star pupil she’d once been.

She squeezed her eyes shut and for a moment was able to imagine. Imagine that none of this had ever happened. That she was home. That her mother was downstairs, sizzling bacon in a frying pan on the stovetop. 

A sigh. Trying harder to recapture the memory. The smell of the bacon grease, savory enough to appease the hunger that gnawed very real in her gut.

The hunger that threatened to shatter her illusion of peace. Of home.

Squeezing her eyes even harder. Forcing her mind to remember. Forbidding the memories from vanishing. Not yet.

Not yet ...

Where was the smell of bacon? She didn’t want to let it go.

Xavier had come last night. But he didn’t stay long. He rarely did anymore.

She told him she was out of granola bars. Hadn’t she mentioned that? And he promised to get her more. Or had she misheard him?

He was mad at her. It wasn’t his fault. Work was hard right now. Lean times. She saw the anxiety that draped over his shoulders like a hundred-pound mantle.

There. A simile. Mr. Daly had been a good teacher.

She curled her knees up toward her chest, turning her back toward the sunlight that was valiantly attempting to pry into her room through the thick curtains. The shackles chaffed her wrists, and her back kinked when she tried to inch away from the invasive sunlight.

Xavier had removed the clock from the nightstand, but she knew from the angle of the sun he should be here soon. She’d read in a history book once that dogs would rather be tortured than ignored. She couldn’t recall which class she’d read that in or why such a random fact popped into her head now of all times, but she’d learned that random thoughts pop up at unexpected moments when you’re chained to a bed.

She inched her heel away when she felt the prickles of sunlight land on her bare foot and counted the minutes.

Xavier would be back soon.

She hoped he remembered those granola bars.
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CHAPTER 2
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Perfect. Absolutely perfect. That’s how this night had to go. For Caroline, there was no other way. She’d prayed too hard. Pleaded with God too much for him to allow a single hair on her graying head to fall out of place.

She stared at herself in the mirror. If Calvin’s type was young, blonde, and buxom, he’d be disappointed. But then again, Caroline had never deluded herself into believing he’d married her for her looks. 

Good thing, too. She sighed as she dabbed a little concealer over the wrinkles that spread out from the corners of her eyes like cracks in the desert sand.

A second later, her husband opened the bathroom door, announcing dryly, “We’re late.”

That was her Calvin. Always punctual to a fault. Punctual, stubborn, and looking surprisingly handsome in his navy-blue suit.

She gave him a slight smile, forcing herself not to react when he didn’t return it. She’d promised herself not to get into any fights. Not tonight. She’d waited over half a year for this conference, and up until she and her husband actually passed through security at Logan Airport, she doubted he’d follow through.

And yet here they were. Truth Warriors Ministry held conferences at locations all over the country, many of them significantly closer to Boston, but over thirty years ago when they were just newlyweds, Calvin had promised to take her to Las Vegas.

So here they were.

And she wasn’t about to ruin this perfect evening by fixating on her husband’s stoic expression. This was Calvin, after all. When did he ever stop looking stoic?

“Ready?” he asked, twitching his upper lip.

She sucked in her breath. Gave herself one more tentative glance in the mirror. She didn’t look quite as elegant as she imagined when she chose her outfit, but another thirty or forty minutes to primp and preen wouldn’t make any significant difference.

Certainly not significant enough for her husband to notice.

She smoothed out her hair. Forced herself to meet Calvin’s eyes.

“You look nice,” she told him, her heart speeding up at such an unfamiliar set of words. Ordinarily, she would never say something like that, but today’s speaker at the conference had convicted her. Caroline complained all the time that her husband didn’t care for or appreciate her, but when was the last time she’d paid him a compliment?

Calvin cocked his head to the side. Maybe he felt as out of place as she did at this new conversational turn. Would he come back with something biting?

He cleared his throat and glanced at his watch. “Guess we’re not that late.” It wasn’t exactly a compliment, but she decided it was the best she could hope for.

Small steps. Isn’t that what this marriage conference was all about?

“Do you have the hotel key?” she asked as Calvin stepped aside for her to pass out of the bathroom.

He grunted a reply, and Caroline was ready.

She gave him another smile. Perhaps a tad forced, but considering where their marriage had been when she booked their tickets here, she was ecstatic.

Baby steps.

Small progress.

That’s what today’s speaker had said.

And that’s exactly what Caroline was going to focus on. 
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CHAPTER 3


[image: image]




Drisklay hated ties. The only thing more insufferable than this four-day marriage seminar was dressing up in formal wear. The truth was he was only here because his wife begged incessantly. He swore he’d never go to a stupid marriage seminar, no matter how severely his wife nagged.

And yet here they were. 

Las Vegas. With its neon lights, the so-called entertainment capital of the world.

Somehow, his wife had decided this was the place to renew their love for one another. Not exactly what he would have expected from her. Caroline was more the stay-in-a-cabin-and-read-a-dozen-novels kind of vacationer. Or hop on a flight to serve orphans overseas. The type who believed in prayer and miracles.

She could believe in that garbage if it made her sleep better at night. Drisklay knew better. Miracles were reserved for fairy tales and myths. Placebos at best. Delusions of madmen at worst.

But he wouldn’t argue the point with her. In fact, he made Caroline promise that if he agreed to come with her to this silly Vegas conference, she wouldn’t bring up religion.

Not even once.

No praying out loud before meals. No late nights in bed asking if he wanted to talk about the state of his soul. No Bible verses grotesquely inserted into random conversations, forced and awkward and full of hostility.

And surprisingly, she’d held up her side of the bargain. Granted, the conference wasn’t over yet. But he’d been pleasantly surprised to find a refreshing absence of references to God, the Bible, and his wife’s nagging reminders that he was a sinner destined to spend an eternity in hell.

Oh, Caroline.

Which brought him back to his curiosity that she picked a conference here of all places. Didn’t Christians have to swear off all sorts of vices? And Vegas was dripping with them. Gambling, drinking, secondhand smoke ... weren’t those all no-no’s on God’s holy list of not-to-dos?

Well, as long as Caroline didn’t force-feed him Scripture, as long as Drisklay got a short reprieve from the constant barrage of Bible verses and morality lessons, he was happy.

Happy enough, that is.

Sure, today’s conference speakers were just as inept as he’d expected them to be. If you followed their six steps to a happy marriage, you and your spouse could look as sappy and romantic as they claimed to be. But who wanted to live like that?

Here, sweetie, let me take out the trash for you tonight.

Oh, dearest, you’re such a darling. I love you so much.

No, my love, it is I who adore you.

And so on and so on, ad nauseum. Literally.

He hoped Caroline didn’t expect too much out of this week. Maybe if Drisklay was a stay-at-home dad or a day trader who worked in his sweats, he’d have time and energy at night to be Mr. Helpful around the house. But he had work to do. Real work. The people of Boston depended on him for their safety. Caroline understood. Didn’t that new religion of hers teach her the concept of sacrifice? Well, here he was, sacrificing his own time every single day, not to mention his safety and physical health. He put his life on the line every single day so the people of Boston could sleep peacefully at night. And if that meant he came home tired and grumpy and in no mood to fix a faulty garbage disposal, his wife had no right to complain.

“Here’s your stop.” The taxi driver had a scruffy beard and a slight accent Drisklay couldn’t place. Probably not foreign, but an American dialect you didn’t hear regularly out on the East Coast. Calvin swiped his credit card, and the cabbie smiled. “Have a good evening.”

Drisklay grunted and waited for his wife to step out of the car before shutting the door behind her.

Caroline looked nice tonight. He’d give her that much at least. For a woman in her mid-fifties, she still knew how to take care of herself. She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a little timid smile. He hated that look, truth be told. The worry. The unspoken apology. The I’m-a-Christian-now-so-I-can’t-have-any-more-fun look.

He let out his breath. “Well, you ready?”

She forced a smile and whispered, “I’m so glad we’re doing this.” He wasn’t sure if she was talking about their dinner out specifically or their trip to Vegas in general, but at least she was happy. And that meant something to him.

Drisklay knew he was no real catch. He was rude. He took his wife for granted. He’d made her cry on more than one occasion.

But he did want her to be happy.

She deserved that much, at the very least.
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CHAPTER 4
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“Do you have to be on your phone while we eat?” Caroline regretted asking the question as soon as the words left her mouth.

Her husband glanced up sharply. “I’m working,” he explained.

Caroline could have told him that. When was he not working?

“I just thought that ...” Caroline began but stopped when the tuxedoed waiter came to fill her empty water glass. At least this restaurant kept them hydrated. The casino joint where they’d had their lunch charged four bucks just for bottled water.

Caroline let out her breath, reminding herself not to argue with her husband. Not here. Not now.

Eventually, they’d talk about his manners at the table. She started rehearsing the most diplomatic way to explain to him how she felt ignored. Unappreciated. But for now, she’d give him some leeway. He was here, after all. That had to count for something.

Actually, it counted for a lot.

Last year, she and Calvin were fighting incessantly about church. He complained that she was brainwashed, that the pastor who baptized her only wanted her money, that Christians were all hypocrites. Self-righteous snobs, he called them. People who were convinced they’re better than anyone else, totally oblivious to how foolish they look to the rest of the world. That was Calvin’s opinion, at least, an opinion he shared with Caroline on a near daily basis.

Not that she had been all that much better. Calvin was disappointed in her. In a moment of perfect candidness, he admitted that he hated the way she’d drop Bible verses into their conversations. How it always made him feel like she was judging him. Like he’d never be good enough for her.

So she eased up. It wasn’t easy. She still wanted to see Calvin saved, but she couldn’t force him to believe the truths of God’s word. Couldn’t pressure him into a real conversion any more than she could force her students at Medford Academy to learn their history lessons.

And so she stopped sharing those Bible verses. Stopped asking Calvin if he wanted to go to church with her on Sundays or pray with her before meals. Sometimes she felt like the loneliest believer in the world, but things could be worse.

Much worse.

While they sat across from each other at the table, she studied her husband’s face, trying to decipher if the message he’d been reading on his phone would help with his current investigation.

Calvin would deny it, but he never handled cases that dealt with children well.

And Caroline knew this case he’d been working on was hitting him particularly hard.

Hitting both of them hard, to be honest. 

Calvin scowled at his screen.

“Is there news?” she asked quietly, scouring his expression for a sign of hope. Any sign of breakthrough.

He jerked his head up, startled. Had he forgotten she was there?

If he were working any other case, she might have demanded his full attention, but this case was personal to them both.

Becky Linklater, the girl who disappeared mysteriously last summer, had never been in Caroline’s class, but she was well known at Medford Academy. A kind, bubbly, gregarious student. The sort who’d try out for the cheerleading team the second she reached high school and perform on the varsity squad by her sophomore year. A sweet little thing with adorably springy curls and dimples, a mix between Shirley Temple and one of those contemporary teenage pop stars.

Nobody in Medford was taking this missing person case easily.

Calvin shook his head. 

“Nothing?” Caroline spoke the word quietly, as if by not giving full voice to the hopelessness of the situation, she might bring Becky back. Restore the missing teen to her parents.

The waiter came by with their food. “I hope you’re both hungry tonight,” he said, gallantly placing their dinners in front of them.

Calvin set down his phone. Finally. He gave her a brief nod before cutting into his steak. His version of pre-meal conversation. A second later, he was chewing a piece of meat so raw the juices stained his mashed potatoes pink.

“Where do you think she is?” Caroline asked. It was rare for Calvin to share anything about the cases he was working. Rarer for her to get personally involved.

But this was Becky Linklater they were talking about. Perfect student. Smiling, athletic, and kind. A charming thing, really.

Maybe too charming. Caroline wasn’t blind. What if some predator saw those springy blond curls and decided ... She squeezed her eyes shut just for a moment. This wasn’t what she’d hoped to be thinking about during Calvin’s time off from work. She’d thought that getting him out of Boston would be good for them both. Maybe that explained in part why she’d booked their conference in Vegas instead of something closer to home. Maybe she hoped that if she put enough literal distance between himself and his office ... 

Well, who was she kidding? Caroline knew Becky’s mother. Margot Linklater was barely able to hold up under the pressure of her missing daughter. Caroline wasn’t a mother herself, but if she were in Margot’s place, wouldn’t she want to know that Boston’s finest detective was working on her case twenty-four hours a day instead of traveling for a vacation with his wife to the other side of the country?

There were plenty of times when Caroline hated her husband’s job as a detective. The long hours, the endless stretches where he’d go weeks on only a few hours of sleep and dozens of pots of coffee a day. She hated the way his work made him so jaded, so distant.

But this was different. If answering a few text messages could do anything — and she meant literally anything — to restore Becky Linklater to her family, it would be worth the loneliness she felt.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Calvin asked, his mouth full of potatoes. 

Caroline eyed her seafood salad, something the online travel bloggers had raved about, and realized she was no longer hungry. 
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CHAPTER 5
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Last summer

My name is Becky Linklater, and this is my story. Wow, I didn’t realize how scary writing this all out was going to be. Once I get into the groove, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’m really excited about that part. Because it really is, like, the best story I know, and it’s totally true because it happened to me.

Or maybe I should say it’s happening to me. 

But that doesn’t make it easier to figure out where to begin. Mr. Daly — he’s my English teacher and one of the biggest inspirations in my entire life — told me once that I have a real gift for writing, but I need to do a better job with my opening. 

Hook my readers, as he put it, because you only have a few paragraphs to catch someone’s attention. Well, Mr. Daly, I bet that’s really good advice. In fact, I’m sure it is because I read your novel, the one about the boy who’s really a knight, and it was amazing. I’m not usually into fantasy. I like more realistic stuff, I guess. Either realistic or dystopian. I like that a lot too. But realistic dystopian, know what I mean?

Your book wasn’t like that, but it was still really good. And so whenever you give me writing advice, I try to pay attention because one day, I’m going to be a real writer. Just like you. Except I won’t write fantasy. (No offense.)

Anyway, I think Mr. Daly was onto something for sure. I do have a hard time with my openings. It’s not that I don’t know what to say. I actually have the opposite problem. I have so many ideas swirling around in my mind right now, I literally have no idea where to begin.

But I have to start somewhere, and even though I’m writing this just for me and nobody else (not even my mom, even though she’s great and I literally love her to death), it really is intimidating. I mean it. Like, I’ve got what’s going to turn into the greatest love story, at least in this century, and I don’t even know what to say in the very first chapter.

I guess I should start at the ice rink. I’m a figure skater. Well, I was. Mom even got Dad convinced to let me join the Troy Valley team, which is, like, super competitive. One of the girls even ended up trying out for the Olympics. That’s how good we’re talking.

But all that was years ago, before Dad took off. I promised myself I wouldn’t start this story with anything sad, so I won’t go into details of that. Bottom line is Mom ran out of money, and since Dad’s basically a total deadbeat (seriously), I had to quit the team.

Yeah, it was a bummer, but that’s life sometimes, right?

You’ve just got to make the best of what you’ve got.

Or something like that.

I couldn’t stay on the competition team, and even though it was majorly a disappointment, I have to admit I kind of have some mixed feelings about it. Like, on the one hand, my coach said I was really good. I know I shouldn’t brag and stuff, but Mom told me once that being too humble is basically just as bad as being too proud. So I’m really and genuinely serious when I say I was that good. Best on my team, hands down.

Then I had to quit.

Boo hoo, life goes on, I got over it.

But I still skate. A lot. Not on a team or anything, at least not for competitions. Mostly now just for the love of it, which is why in some ways Dad being such a two-timing sleaze ball and Mom not making enough money to pay all my dues turned into kind of a mixed blessing. At least that’s what Miss Sandy would say. She’s my best friend’s mom, but this story isn’t that much about her, so I guess I don’t really need to go into that.

Not right now, at least.

Anyway, I say quitting the competition team was a mixed blessing because it was so busy. Like, I had to be up at, like, five every morning to get to practice, and then after school I was either working out or back on the ice, and then three nights a week I barely had time to eat dinner before I had to meet my private coach, and ... Well, now I just get to skate when I want. Which is still quite a bit, and now there’s not all the pressure of such a tight schedule and all those competitions.

That’s just the way I am, I guess. Always looking for the bright side of things. Focusing on the good stuff. Which is why I wanted so bad to write this story out, because something amazing — I mean like literally amazing — just happened to me.

I fell in love.

If you’re an adult reading this, maybe you’re rolling your eyes. Maybe you’re all like, she’s not even in high school yet. What’s up with that, and how is she talking about true love? Okay, I know it might sound sappy, but seriously, I may not be that old yet in years, but I swear this is the real thing.

Sometimes I feel so lucky and so happy it’s like my heart is about to squeeze itself right out of my chest. I don’t mean that exactly literally, by the way, and Mr. Daly’s always telling me not to use too much hyperbole in my writing. Isn’t that a cool word? Hyperbole. Four syllables. I won’t ever forget that because I was totally embarrassed the first time Mr. Daly asked me to read something out loud to the class and I mispronounced it. I said “hyper-bowl,” like a bowling team for really active kids or something, but nobody else in my class knew how it was supposed to be pronounced either, so it was all good.

But back to Mr. Daly. He told me not to exaggerate when I write, and if he were reading this, he’d probably tell me I’m using too many clichés, but the funny thing is he told me that exact same thing before I read his novel. So when I finally picked it up, I decided to count, and he’s got, like, two or three clichés in every single chapter.

Ha! Caught him.

So you might think I’m exaggerating when I say I found true love, but seriously, I’ve never been more certain about anything in my entire life. I may be young, but I’m old enough to know what love is. Real love.

It was like we were meant for each other.

Like we were destined to meet, and when we finally fell into each other’s lives, the stars exploded overhead because this was the kind of encounter that only happens once a millennium.

Maybe less.

That’s why I feel so lucky.

That’s why I feel so blessed.

Because I’m loved by the most amazing, clever, considerate boy in the world. No, make that in the universe. And I’m not too shallow to admit it. He’s totally gorgeous too, but that’s just icing on the cake. (Oops! A cliché. Sorry, Mr. Daly.)

And it’s one thing to be in love with someone like that, and it’s a wonderful thing all in its own right. (Is that a cliché? I’m actually not entirely sure.) But it’s even more amazing to be loved by a boy like this. A boy who always puts my needs and my feelings in front of his own. 

A boy who would do anything — and I seriously mean anything — just to be with me.

A boy who knows me inside out and accepts me just as I am, no strings attached.

A boy like Xavier.
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CHAPTER 6
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Drisklay took a sip of cold coffee. He’d stayed up late working at the hotel last night and was paying for it this morning. It might be easier if this blasted conference speaker wasn’t so boring. Drisklay would never be a vocabulary expert, but whatever the opposite of the word misogyny was, this guy had it.

Men, you must make certain that your wife feels completely safe with you. Safe and protected. She’ll open up to you sexually if you open up to her emotionally.

Ha. If there was one thing Drisklay absolutely didn’t need from a beta-male like this guy on the stage, it was bedroom advice.

Good grief.

So he gave himself permission to tune out from the conference and focus on his case.

Missing girl. Young teen. Pretty, blonde, suburban type. Which is why she was getting more media attention and fanfare than other runaways in his jurisdiction.

That and the fact that her mother was relentless. Drisklay had dealt with distraught parents throughout his career on the force, but Mrs. Linklater was a special breed. Voicemail messages every hour on the hour. Letters to him, to the department, to the editor. That woman would probably hand-write a ten-page treatise to the President of the United States every single day if she thought it might possibly help locate her missing daughter.

Well, what do you expect when you bring helpless creatures into a world as sick and twisted as this one? Drisklay felt bad for the girl, but all it took was one quick perusal of her cell phone records to figure out what happened. It was a clear-cut case of predatory grooming. An adult man posing as her teen boyfriend, expressing his undying love. She bought it hook, line, and sinker. And now she was gone.

Well, what did anyone expect? Why couldn’t parents keep better track of their kids these days? And who in their right mind would even think of giving a junior-high girl a cell phone of her own? When Drisklay asked Mrs. Linklater if she ever checked her daughter’s messages, she acted as if he’d insulted her. 

“Becky’s a good girl. I can trust her completely.” Says the mother of the girl who ended up abducted by a child predator.

The boyfriend wasn’t in Drisklay’s database, at least not by the name he’d been using with Becky. But there were hundreds of men just like him out there. Thousands of Xaviers.

And thousands of Becky Linklaters, unfortunately.

He shook his head. Glad he and Caroline never had children of their own. Glad he’d never have to go through the guilt Mrs. Linklater was feeling now, knowing how pathetically she’d failed to protect her daughter.

The child was almost certainly out of state. Maybe even out of country, but that was unlikely. Why risk getting caught crossing borders when you can throw a girl in your trunk and drive unchecked from one coast to the other?

Becky Linklater was now one of the hundreds of thousands of child victims of human trafficking, whether or not her mom was ready to wake up and face the ugly truth. If the girl was still alive, she was living in a hell that a suburbanite like Mrs. Linklater couldn’t possibly begin to imagine.

Mrs. Linklater went onto all the major news outlets, spouting off how she was holding onto hope of finding her daughter safe and alive. What she didn’t realize was that some horrors were worse than death.

Drisklay knew that better than just about anyone.
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CHAPTER 7
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Last summer

Holy cupcakes, I can’t believe I’m actually about to say this. Xavier loves me. He’s told me so a ton of times before (and I know I still have to write out the whole story of the way we met), but something happened just today that I have to get out first. Mr. Daly told our class last semester that when he was working on his novel, he would sometimes write the chapters out of order. Said it was easier to focus on what he felt inspired to write and then splice the pieces together later. I thought it’d be hard to keep track doing that, but of course I hadn’t started writing my own story yet.

Our story, I should say.

Me and Xavier.

Xavier. Cupcakes, I love that name. I really do. Because it’s not so out there that you look at it and have no idea how to pronounce it or anything, but seriously. How many Xaviers have you met? It’s not so strange it’s, like, weird or intimidating, but he’s totally one of a kind.

And I know that’s a cliché, but I’m not just talking about his name here.

So anyway, here’s what happened. Oh, but before I go on, I want to say something. Teen romances get this really bad rap, like even Mr. Daly once made fun of it and said that if he ever decided to write young adult love stories, he’d have to do it under a pen name or something because he’d be too embarrassed for anyone to know that’s what he actually does, but I think most of the time when people make fun of teenage love, it’s not the real thing.

Not what Xavier and I have.

I mean, I went out with Chuck Mansfield for a few weeks last spring. And it was all right, and sure, I probably thought it was something special at the time, but now that I’ve met Xavier, now that I know what true love really is, there’s no comparison.

Like just today (this is the part of the story I was meaning to write from the beginning), it was the last day of school. No more junior high. Thank goodness. I’m so sick of these kids thinking they’re, like, so mature, when really they don’t know anything at all.

Xavier’s older. That’s one thing I love about him. (One of the millions of things, I should say!) He’s seventeen, so he doesn’t get caught up in all the drama, know what I mean? And junior high is full of drama. I’m so sick of it, which is why I’m so glad I’m done with eighth grade and ready to move on with my life.

Except this part of the story happened while I was still at school.

Xavier graduated high school a year early, so he doesn’t have to waste his days sitting around the classroom. I envy him that. And some people might be worried about someone my age being with a person that much older, but it’s nothing weird. And there are these Romeo and Juliet laws he showed me on the internet, and we’re actually all right. It’s not even something we could get in trouble for. (Good news!)

I mean, if one of my immature girlfriends like Carly or Megan started dating a seventeen-year-old, I would totally tell them to wake up and realize guys like that are only after one thing. But with Xavier it’s totally different. And I’m different too. I’m way more mature than Carly and Megan (even though I heart them to death!). I’m not saying it to be mean. It’s the truth. And I’m not just talking emotionally, although that’s definitely true, but I’m talking about biology. I mean, I got my period two full years before Megan and about ten months before Carly, so there’s that. I’m also old for my grade since my birthday’s in the summer.

Well, speaking of school, like I said, today was the last day before summer vacation. Goodbye, junior high. (And good riddance too!) I’m going to miss Mr. Daly, although he gave me his email address so I can send him some of the stories I’ll be writing over the summer. Not this one, obviously. That would be gross, writing to some middle-aged man about my love life. But you know, stories about other things. So we’ll be in touch. Other than him, though, I’m really not going to miss anything about Medford Academy.

Other than Mr. Daly, the teachers weren’t even all that great. I kind of wish I’d had Mrs. Drisklay for social studies because a lot of kids really like her, and I’d pass her in the halls sometimes and she’d always smile at me. But other than her and Mr. Daly, there really weren’t any good teachers at Medford. Can’t wait for high school.

I just hope Woong and I are in the same classes next fall. He’s my best friend. Can’t remember if I’ve mentioned him yet. He’s Korean, which means he’s got these adorable almond eyes (except he’s kind of self-conscious, so I never say anything about them in front of him). But he’s adorable, and his mom’s just the best. Miss Sandy drives us around a lot of the time, and when I come over after school, she’s like this baking machine and always giving us brownies and cupcakes and yummy treats like that. I honestly don’t know how I would have made it through the school year without Woong, especially after Chuck dumped me for some eighth-grader all the way over at Worcester Middle. Can you believe it?

Well, Woong was right there even when I was feeling so depressed about Chuck, and I seriously don’t know how I would have survived if it hadn’t been for him. He’s, like, the most adorable best friend you could ever have, too. I think it’s because he grew up in an orphanage in Korea, and he’s, like, a whole lot shorter than I am, and he’s like having this cute little panda bear for a BFF, and I literally love him to pieces.

Except I haven’t told Woong about Xavier. Not because he wouldn’t understand. I know he’d be, like, super happy for me and all that, but he’s kind of a talker if you know what I mean. Not like a gossiper, it’s just that he’s got all this energy and says whatever thing first pops into his head. Even though I know Woong would think everything that’s happened with Xavier and me is perfect, he’d have a hard time keeping it quiet for his mom, and Miss Sandy is the sweetest thing but really old-school, and I know she wouldn’t understand. 

Come to think if it, I wonder if that’s why I’m having so much fun writing this story out. Because normally, if I was excited about something, I’d come home and text Woong. I used to tell Carly everything, but then she started bad-mouthing me when I broke up with Chuck because she’s had this crush on him since sixth grade. Sigh. Why do girls my age act so immature?

Anyway, if I knew Woong wouldn’t tell his mom, I’d be texting him right now, but since he’s got this big mouth (and not in the bad way either; like I said earlier, I literally love that boy to pieces), I’ll have to just write it down here. Which is better anyway, because once Xavier and I get married and start a family of our own, I’ll want to have everything written out. So I can remember just what it was like.

Mom did that too. She had this whole box of letters she and Dad wrote to each other when they were dating and stuff, except she burned them in the fireplace after the divorce. And I definitely don’t blame her. But Xavier isn’t like that (thank God!). Not the type to leave his family for some supermodel wannabe. Ugh. Just thinking about my dad makes me so mad.

Which is what I absolutely adore about Xavier, because he isn’t even into looks and all that superficial stuff, so I know I don’t have to worry about him leaving me for someone else. Ever. And he is so sweet. Which brings me back to the point of what I wanted to write about today. It was the last day of school (I know I already mentioned that, but bear with me for a minute), and I was going to walk over to Megan’s house and hang out there and then Mom could just pick me up on her way home from work. No problem.

Except while I was walking down the street with Megan, guess who pulled up next to me? Xavier (obviously!), and he said, “Hey, sweet thing. You two girls want a ride?” And he was being totally flashy and sweet and absolutely adorable, and he drove us to Megan’s house, and when I got out to thank him, he said, “Where are you going?” so I said, “To hang out with Megan,” and he said, “Oh, no you’re not.”

So he dropped her off at her place (sorry, Megs!), and he and I hung out the rest of the day. And you know what he did? He said, “This has been the best month of my entire life, and I always want to remember how happy we are right now.” So he bought me this really fancy necklace. I mean really fancy. Like it cost over a hundred dollars. And it said True Love in what looks like diamonds (it’s not real diamonds, but that’s okay because we’re not this superficial couple only looking for material garbage), and he put it on my neck, and while he was clasping it he whispered, “You’re so beautiful.” And it literally gave me goosebumps. Holy cupcakes. I hope it didn’t make the hair on the back of my neck stand up because he totally could have seen that.

Okay, not going to think about that right now. Too disturbing.

So you’d think that necklace would be enough, right? Except there was more. Oh, yes. Way more.

First we got ice cream cones because he said, “Someone as sweet as you deserves something sweet herself,” which I think is totally romantic. I mean, I guess when I write it out it might sound a little bit cheesy, and it would be if some kid like Chuck were saying it, but with Xavier it’s different because he’s totally sincere.

And gorgeous. (Duh!)

So we ate our ice cream cone. He got one just for me and said he wasn’t hungry, but I made him take a few bites from mine, and he had this way of staring into my eyes the whole time he was licking the cone, and it was amazing. It was like this incredible connection, like he was looking right into my soul. I’m getting goosebumps again just thinking about it.

Which is what I mean when I say I know what we have is the real thing. Like the once in a lifetime thing. Because how many people can spend ten minutes or however long it takes to eat an ice cream cone just staring into someone’s eyes without looking away once? Chuck and I definitely didn’t have that when we were going out, and I’m guessing Mom and Dad didn’t either (and of course we all know by now how that story ends).
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