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Beautiful gold, blue and white balloons and streamers were hung up everywhere. The delicious treats were placed on the dining room table. Lively Christmas music was blaring through the speakers. Some of the guests were out on the dance floor while others were on the sidelines, just enjoying conversing with one other while eating their food and drinking apple cider or hot chocolate. As hostess, Chloe Clark went around checking on each guest, especially her new friends who she had invited this year.

“This is your best party yet,” Brianna Warren complimented as Chloe went past her and her friend Olivia Thompson. “I just wish I had your skills to put together a New Year’s Eve Party like this. I don’t know how you do it.”

Chloe smiled proudly. “I can’t take all the credit. I had help from Ashley and Jill,” Chloe replied, gesturing to her two friends Ashley Meyer and Jill Frost. “I would have loved to taken care of it by myself, but I like to go big. I needed all the help I could get.”

“Well, you guys did a great job,” Olivia said.

Chloe thanked her before she continued to look for her new friends. She spotted Sam Brewer dancing with Todd Mason. She smiled as she watched the scene. It wasn’t long before Ashley, who had the exact same wide smile on her face, approached her. “I want to thank you for not just inviting me, but inviting my guests as well. Sam and I are just reconnecting and I didn’t want her to feel excluded.”

“You know any friends of yours are friends of mine,” Chloe said. “You know me. I love meeting new people. Speaking of new people, where’s Jake? I know he was taking to Lucas and Ryan earlier. But now he has disappeared.”

Ashley shrugged. “I don’t know. If you want to go find him, I can hold down the fort for a while.”

Chloe gave her a grateful smile as she excused herself. She quickly glanced through the living room and dining room. However, she couldn’t find him. She looked in the kitchen, but all she saw were the caterers. The door to her mother’s study was closed, signaling her mother was in there. It would be a surprise if she would find him in there. There was one last room on the first floor and it was the library. The one place Chloe didn’t really go into, but she had to check.

Opening the door, she saw Jake looking around the bookshelves in amazement. His black hair was combed back. His leather jacket that he usually wore was replaced by a nice suit. He stopped for a moment as he realized he wasn’t alone. “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many books. Whose collection is this?”

“My mom used to be a bookworm and she insisted on bringing her book collection with her when they moved in here,” Chloe told him. Chloe could remember her mother trying to instill her love for reading into Chloe. However, Chloe could never get into reading as much as her mother did. “Now they just sit here gathering dust. I keep telling her to give them away so another reader could enjoy them, but she doesn’t want to get rid of her collection.”

Jake looked through the shelves at the titles. “I can see why. Some of these are classics.” He gasped in surprise. His eyes lit up as he noticed one book that was on the shelf. “The Outsiders? She has The Outsiders? That’s my absolutely favorite book.”

Chloe raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t think you were a book lover.”

“I’m not. Out of all of the reading requirements I had to read for school, this was the only book I was willing to read,” Jake told her as he took the book off of the shelf. He held it in his arms for a few moments. It was clear the book had seen better days. The binding was worn and the pages were yellowed. However, Jake still didn’t want to let the book out of his hands. “I guess it’s because I could relate to the characters. Have you ever read it?”

“No, I haven’t,” Chloe confessed. “That wasn’t a reading requirement for my school. I had to read books like Pride and Prejudice.”

“That’s too bad because it’s a really great book,” Jake said as he put the book back in its place. His attention stayed on the books. “You should definitely sit down and read it sometime.”

“Is that why you came in here? So you can read and avoid my party?” Chloe teased him.

Jake laughed. “No, your friends are great. I really like them. I just needed a little bit of peace and quiet. I’m not used to this type of party.”

Chloe nodded understandingly. “My party is better though, right?”

Jake managed a smile as he wrapped his arms around her. His dark brown eyes looked into her blue eyes. “Oh yeah. Your party is way better. I’m glad Ashley talked me into going.”

“Ashley talked you into going?”

“I wasn’t ready to meet your parents,” Jake said. “That lady across the street scares me enough.”

Chloe knew exactly who he was referring to. She frowned. “Who? Mrs. Green? Don’t worry about her. She just likes to look after me and my friends. She treats us like we’re her own granddaughters. Actually, you’ll find a lot of people here treat each other like family. We look after each other.”

Jake didn’t answer as he pulled away from her. “I know what people think when they see me. They see a troublemaker who doesn’t belong with a girl like you.”

“They don’t know the real you like I do,” Chloe said. “Even if you weren’t Ashley’s friend, I still would give you a chance. My mom taught me that first impressions aren’t always correct.”

Jake smiled. “Your favorite fairytale Beauty and the Beast.”

Chloe smiled in return. She loved that he remembered that she loved that fairytale. It was the perfect example of finding the beauty within a person, not based on their looks. “Exactly. My dad just needs to know that you’re the prince, not the beast.”

Jake’s smile faded a little. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but let’s be real here. Who would want their seventeen-year-old daughter hang out with a nineteen-year-old high school dropout who rides a motorcycle?”

Chloe gave him a coy smile. “Parents who don’t know their daughter is dating a guy with a motorcycle?”

Jake looked at her hard. “You haven’t told your parents about me having a motorcycle, have you?” he asked. 

Chloe shook her head as she approached him. 

He looked at her surprised. “Very sneaky. When were you planning on telling them?”

“I was thinking in a couple of months after my parents get to know you and it’s the right weather to bring it out for a ride,” Chloe suggested. “And you’re right.” 

Jake’s face had disappointment all over it.  

“One look at your motorcycle and my parents won’t ever let me ride it. But it might be a different story if they trust you with me first.”

Jake let out a sigh. “I know. I wish you luck on the plan. Even if I didn’t have a motorcycle, I don’t know if your dad would trust me.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about it tonight,” Chloe reminded him as she pulled him closer to him. “You don’t have to worry about anything right now.”

Jake just shook his head in amazement. “How do you do it? How do you always seem to look on the bright side? Nothing ever gets you down. That’s what I love about you. You always find a way to cheer people up.”

“It’s one of my strengths,” Chloe agreed. “I love making other people happy. My mom instilled that in me.” She leaned in close to him. Their lips were nearly touching when they heard someone clearing their throat. Chloe and Jake pulled away from each other.

They turned to see Victoria Clark standing in the doorway, trying to hide her amused smile. “Darling, I do believe you have other guests. You wouldn’t want to think you’re neglecting them, do you?”

People often said Chloe was a lot like her mother, both in appearance and personality traits. Both mother and daughter had long blonde hair and blue eyes. They were nearly the same height. They both were athletic build. Those years of playing volleyball paid off. Chloe thought about playing volleyball this year, but there was too much on her plate this year. When it came to meeting people, they were both very personable.

“No, you’re right. We should get back to the party,” Chloe said. 

Jake was already heading towards the door. He smiled at Victoria. “It’s nice to see you, Mrs. Clark,” he said before he disappeared in the hallway.

Victoria continued to watch him closely as her daughter gave her a look. “I thought you trusted me. We weren’t planning to go any further than first base. We barely know each other.”

Her mother turned to her with wide eyes. “I’m surprised you even know what first base is.”

Chloe tried not to laugh. “Oh my god, Mom! This may be my first relationship, but I’m not that naïve.”

“Maybe not, but I still want you and Jake to take it slow,” Victoria said. “Like you said, you just met him. What do you really know about this young man?”

“I know he was part of the rough crowd that Ashley was involved with last year,” Chloe said. “I know he was born on the wrong side of the tracks, but he doesn’t want to live that life anymore.”

It was hard to hear Jake’s sad tale. Like her, he had expectations of how he was supposed to grow up. But he was willing to change. He didn’t want to live like his family was. With the drugs. Violence. Gangs. He had dropped out of high school, but he had returned to get his GED. He was now living in a decent apartment away from his family and he was attending college. Chloe admired him for taking that first step and leaving the toxic environment. According to Jake, he hadn’t heard from his family since he had moved out and he was just fine with that. 

“I know you’re responsible. I do trust you, but I’m not sure it’s wise to add another thing to your plate right now. You have your friends, schoolwork and extracurricular activities, not to mention your father and I just filed for divorce. Are you sure you will be able to handle it all?”

Chloe was grateful for her mother’s concern. Yet, this wasn’t the first time they had this conversation. “Mom, you have nothing to worry about. I’m perfectly fine with the divorce. I was even fine with the separation.” She let out a heavy sigh. “It’s the rumors and gossip about the reasons you and dad separated that I can’t stand.”

“I’ll trade you. You can deal with the grandparents and I’ll take care of the town gossip,” her mother said. “If I know them, they will be blaming me for the divorce. After all, I was the one who asked for the divorce. I was the one who kicked him out. Nobody wants to hear my side of the story. I’m even getting grief from your Aunt Veronica.”

Chloe frowned. “Really? Your own twin is against you? How did that happen?”

“She believes I should have gone straight to the divorce without the separation,” Victoria told her.

“So why didn’t you?” Chloe asked. “It was obvious you and Dad weren’t getting along.”

There was silence before Victoria spoke again. “Because I was terrified to become a single parent. I know it felt like it has been just the two of us for a long time. And it has been in a sense. I was married to your father for twenty years before the separation. And you’re almost out of the house. I don’t know how I’m going to cope being by myself again.”

Chloe gave her a sympathetic look. “As you always tell me, just take it one day at a time.”

Her mother managed another smile. “You’re right. You are absolutely right.” Her tone became serious, but her eyes were twinkling.  “I should really set a limit to the party guests.”

Chloe smiled. She knew her mother wasn’t serious. She had teased her about the number on her guest lists every year, but nothing had ever been acted on it. “Next year is your last chance to try and get me to have a limit on my party guests. Once I graduate and go off to college, I won’t be able to come home as much to throw parties.”

Victoria pretended to make a sad face. “I know. How will I ever survive without you?” She thought for a moment. “I guess I’ll have to start throwing my own parties. What do you think of that?”

Chloe just shook her head in amusement as they both went back in the hall. “I think it’s time for me to go back to my own party.”
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Chloe went to check on the other guest she had invited that hadn’t been to her parties before: Becky Camden. Becky was the youngest person at the party, but her friends made her feel welcome and included in the conversation. 

She explained to her friends that the eighth grader was attending the private school Roosevelt Academy and Chloe was tutoring her in English. Jill and the rest of their friends were more than happy to share stories about their experiences when they had attended the private school for their elementary years. 

There were only a few attendees who couldn’t relate including Ashley Meyer. She was the newest member of their group. Ashley had grown up in Sapphire City. She and her family moved to Emerald back in September and she and Chloe became next door neighbors.  

Ashley just quietly listened to the conversation. However, she had to say something once they began talking about signing up for the honor classes. A few strands of her auburn hair was in her line of sight and Ashley moved them back behind her ears. “Is it really a requirement to sign up for the honor classes?” Ashley asked. “Can’t you just sign up for the regular classes and then see if she’s ready to move in the Honors classes? It would take the pressure off.”

Becky made a face. “The Mayor’s daughter in the regular classes? I don’t think so.”

“The Mayor’s daughter? You’re the Mayor’s daughter?” Ashley tried not to show her surprise. She gave Becky a warm smile. “It’s nice to meet you. I haven’t had a chance to meet the Mayor yet.”

“Ashley moved here last fall,” Chloe explained to Becky. “Her dad married our fun drama teacher Ms. Jordan and they live next door.”

“You’re forgetting to mention Ms. Jordan is now expecting twins,” Ashley reminded her. “So it’s really going to be a full house.”

“Speaking of twins, I think Ashley found out the gender of her siblings over the Christmas holidays,” Gwen said as their friends turned to Ashley with hopeful expressions on their faces. “Am I right? Or is it too soon? When is she due anyway?”

“Michelle is due in May,” Ashley replied. There was disappointment written on her face and told her friends the bad news. “No, it was a little too soon to find out the genders of the babies. We’re hoping to be able to find out sometime this month.”

“No wonder my mom didn’t want to tell me anything. She really did have no clue,” Jill said. 

Becky was confused. “What do you mean?”

Jill cleared up the confusion. “My mom is her doctor.”

Ashley gave her a look. “I don’t think she would tell you before she tells the expectant parents. When I know, I’ll tell you when my dad and stepmom give me permission. You know how they love their privacy. Maybe they won’t find the gender of the babies. Maybe they will wait until delivery day.”

“Let us know when you do find out,” Gwen told her before she left them to mingle with her other friends.

“You still didn’t answer my question though. Why is it such a big deal for you to get into the Honor classes?” Ashley asked. “Because of the expectations Roosevelt has of its students? What if you weren’t a good student? What if the expectation of being the best was too much for you?”

Chloe tried to calm her down. “Whoa, you sound like my Aunt Amelia. She didn’t want anything to do with Roosevelt Academy. She wanted to go to public school, but my grandparents refused to give in to her demands.”

Ashley wasn’t impressed. “So they were going to put their reputation over their daughter’s happiness?”

Chloe didn’t want to bash her grandparents. “My grandparents have never understood my aunt.” She tried to find the right words to describe her aunt. “She’s a free spirit. She hated the idea of competition and she just wanted to have fun. She wanted to choose her own path. And that’s what I love about her. She keeps encouraging me to take a gap year after I graduate high school so we can travel Europe together. And then she wants me to attend a university in North Carolina near Wilmington so I could explore her world. My grandparents aren’t too keen about that idea.”

“What about your parents? Would they be happy with you leaving home and moving to North Carolina for college?”

“I don’t think my mom will ever be happy with me leaving for college,” Chloe joked. 

“Why are you getting so defensive about which classes she signs up for?” Jill asked Ashley. “You know what it’s like. You went to Grant High School before you transferred to Emerald High. Isn’t Grant High School a private high school?”

“Yeah, but I doubt I would have been allowed to return after how much I rebelled during my sophomore year,” Ashley replied. “So I was perfectly fine with dropping down to the regular classes. I knew I wasn’t able to be at that level anymore. Don’t be embarrassed if you have to move down to the regular classes.”

Once Becky asked Ashley about her past, Chloe stepped away from the conversation. She had heard the story before. She knew all about Ashley’s rebellious sophomore year. And the reason why she did it. Chloe understood where she was coming from, but she wasn’t going to hold that against her. Just like she wasn’t holding Jake’s past against him.

Chloe watched Jake as he chatted with Jill’s boyfriend Ryan Weathers and Lucas Hardy. From what she could see from the excitement in Jake’s eyes, they were talking about sports. Chloe was glad to see him happy.

He saw her from across the room and they exchanged smiles. She joined her friends in the dining room to grab a couple of cupcakes from the dessert table. It felt like heaven from the very first bite. 

“I know I say this every time, but your parents make the best desserts,” Chloe complimented Danielle, who smiled proudly. For the desserts, Chloe ordered the food from the local bakery, which Danielle’s parents owned. Chloe took another bite of her cupcake. “I’m sure you helped them. Or did you not inherit the baking skills your parents have?”

Danielle laughed. “Actually, I did help my mom with baking the cupcakes.” Her friends continued with the compliments and Danielle continued to smile. “Thank you. I love doing it, especially during the holidays. It’s always so much fun baking Christmas cookies. And it’s so rewarding to give to others.”

Chloe nodded in agreement. “It certainly is.” It was her favorite way of showing her love to her friends and family. “That’s why I never ask for anything for Christmas anymore. I’d rather be giving to others than receiving something for myself.”

Danielle changed the subject. “Is anybody else taking that sociology class with Mrs. Martin this semester? Summer and I feel like we’re the only ones,” she said as she gestured to her friend Summer Hathaway who was standing next to her. 

“Jasmine didn’t sign up?” Jill asked before anyone could answer Danielle’s question. She looked at her twin with raised eyebrows. “That’s surprising.”

“I would have loved to have been with my friends, but it just didn’t fit in with my schedule,” Jasmine said.

Even though Jill and Jasmine were twins, their close friends could tell them apart. They both had long jet black hair, but Jasmine loved to put her hair up in a high ponytail while Jill let her hair down. Jill was more outspoken while Jasmine was more quiet. When Jasmine did speak, she had a distinctive different voice from her sister’s. That night, Jasmine was wearing a little bit more make-up than her sister.

Chloe spoke up. “Ashley and I are taking that class.” 

Danielle and Summer smiled. They were relieved to know that there were going to be a few familiar faces in the class.

“What hour are you taking it?”

“I think second hour is the only time it’s available,” Danielle replied. “Otherwise, Mrs. Martin is teaching her Home Economics and the Child Care classes. I took her Home Economics class freshmen year and I loved it. Mrs. Martin’s really fun.”

“I’m looking forward to taking the class,” Ashley said. “I’ve heard this class isn’t usually offered until college.”

“The classes like Sociology and Pop Culture are fairly new,” Jasmine told her. “I think they just started offering them to the students a few years ago.”

Chloe turned to Becky. “You’ll love the classes as much as the teachers. And there are so many clubs that you won’t be able to choose which ones to join.” Chloe’s attention diverted to Ashley. “Speaking of clubs, what’s your plan for your Students Against Destructive Decisions club? I know you were still trying to decide what to do with it over the winter break.”

Danielle and Summer both frowned. They looked at their president with curiosity. Jasmine was also looking at her in confusion. “What does that mean?” Danielle asked as Chloe realized her mistake. She gave Ashley an apologetic look as Danielle demanded answers. “Were you planning to disband the club without talking to us first?”

“No, I wouldn’t do that,” Ashley assured her. “But I didn’t think our club would survive with just six members. The whole point of having that first meeting was to gather interest and get more members so Mrs. Campbell wouldn’t cut the club. And we only were able to get three more members: Jasmine, Penny and Erika.”

Penny Sanders and Erika Way were the only members who weren’t attending the party. Of course, Chloe had invited them, but they already had their own New Year’s Eve parties to attend. Chloe understood and told them to have fun. She was never offended when someone had to decline her invitation.

“What gave you the idea that Mrs. Campbell would cut the club?” Jasmine asked. “Mrs. Campbell has never cut a club due to lack of membership. Besides, it’s such an important club for the school.”

“Maybe because the clubs always had a lot of members,” Jill pointed out. 

Jasmine gave her a look. 

Jill quickly defended her sister. “But Jasmine’s right. The club is important to the school.”

“You can’t just give up before you even try,” Chloe added. “We all know that you had a rough year. So did I, but it’s almost the beginning of a brand new year. A clean slate. And you are definitely ready to start over this time.” She held up her cup of punch. “To a brand new start,” she encouraged her friends.

“To a brand new start,” her friends echoed as they raised their own cups up. Chloe looked around at the rest of her guests. Jake and Lucas were the first ones after her friends to raise their cups. The other guests followed their lead and soon, everyone was holding their cups up. 

“To 2010,” Chloe shouted. “May this year bring happiness to us all.”

“To 2010,” her friends said in unison. 
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The next morning, Chloe and her friends headed to the diner for brunch. It was a tradition where Jill and Gwen would stay the night after the New Year’s Party was over. Chloe wished she could invite all of her guests to stay and spend the night, but her mother didn’t allow that many guests overnight. This time, Ashley and Sam were also invited. It would be easy for them to go home since Ashley lived right next door. However, they weren’t quite ready for the fun to end. Chloe didn’t blame them. It was hard for her to end the party.

Since there were so many of them, they took two separate vehicles. Ashley and Sam rode in her car while Chloe took Jill and Gwen in her purple Volkswagen Beetle. Chloe loved her little car. She had received it for her sixteenth birthday from her parents. One of the few gifts they agreed upon to give her during their separation. 

It wasn’t a surprise to find the diner was already full of people. Christmas decorations were still up. And soft music was playing through the jukebox. Chloe was willing to enjoy it while it lasted. She knew it was only a matter of time before the decorations were taken down and the music would go back to playing fifties music like Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly.

Ralph’s was the popular hangout for the town residents. The owner James Knotts had inherited the diner from his Uncle Ralph after he had died. He had kept it true to the fifties, the decade his uncle had started the diner. Black and white floor tiles. Shiny metal pedestals at the counter. Red leather booths along the wall with vinyl records hanging above them. Besides the jukebox, there was also a soda fountain.
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