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This was getting old.

Once again, Casey and Jessica were making complete fools of themselves, shaking their asses like dancers in a rap video. But I guess guys eat that shit up, don’t they? I could honestly feel my IQ dropping as I wondered, for the hundredth time that night, why I’d let them drag me here again.

Every time we came to the Nest, the same thing happened. Casey and Jessica danced, flirted, attracted the attention of every male in sight, and eventually were hauled out of the party by their protective best friend – me – before any of the horn dogs could take advantage of them. In the meantime, I sat at the bar all night talking to Joe, the thirty-year-old bartender, about ‘the problems with kids these days.’

I figured Joe would get offended if I told him that one of the biggest problems was this damn place. The Nest, which used to be a real bar, had been converted into a teen lounge three years ago. The rickety oak bar still stood, but Joe served only Coke products while the kids danced or listened to live music. I hated the place for the simple reason that it made my friends, who could be somewhat sensible most of the time, act like idiots. But in their defence, they weren’t the only ones. Half of Hamilton High showed up on the weekends, and no one left the club with their dignity intact.

I mean seriously, where was the fun in all of this? Want to dance to the same heavy bass techno music week after week? Sure! Then maybe I’ll hit on this sweaty, oversexed football player. Maybe we’ll have meaningful discussions about politics and philosophy while we bump ’n grind. Ugh. Yeah, right.

Casey plopped down on the stool next to mine. ‘You should come dance with us, B,’ she said, breathless from her booty shaking. ‘It’s so much fun.’

‘Sure it is,’ I muttered.

‘Oh my gosh!’ Jessica sat down on my other side, her honey-blond ponytail bouncing against her shoulders. ‘Did you see that? Did you effing see that? Harrison Carlyle totally just hit on me! Did you see that? Omigosh!’

Casey rolled her eyes. ‘He asked you where you got your shoes, Jess. He’s totally gay.’

‘He’s too cute to be gay.’

Casey ignored her, running her fingers behind her ear, as if tucking back invisible locks. It was a habit left over from before she’d chopped her hair into its current edgy blond pixie cut. ‘B, you should dance with us. We brought you here so that we could hang out with you – not that Joe isn’t entertaining.’ She winked at the bartender, probably hoping to score some free sodas. ‘But we’re your friends. You should come dance. Shouldn’t she, Jess?’

‘Totally,’ Jessica agreed, eyeing Harrison Carlyle, who sat in a booth on the other side of the room. She paused and turned back to us. ‘Wait. What? I wasn’t listening.’

‘You just look so bored over here, B. I want you to have some fun, too.’

‘I’m fine,’ I lied. ‘I’m having a great time. You know I can’t dance. I’d be in your way. Go … live it up or whatever. I’ll be OK over here.’

Casey narrowed her hazel eyes at me. ‘You sure?’ she asked.

‘Positive.’

She frowned, but after a second she shrugged and grabbed Jessica by the wrist, pulling her out onto the dance floor.

‘Holy crap!’ Jessica cried. ‘Slow down, Case! You’ll rip my arm off!’ Then they made their merry way to the middle of the room, already syncing the sway of their hips with the pulsing techno music.

‘Why didn’t you tell them you’re miserable?’ Joe asked, pushing a glass of Cherry Coke towards me.

‘I’m not miserable.’

‘You’re not a good liar either,’ he replied before a group of freshmen started yelling for drinks at the other end of the bar.

I sipped my Cherry Coke, watching the clock above the bar. The second hand seemed to be frozen, and I prayed the damn thing was broken or something. I wouldn’t ask Casey and Jessica to leave until eleven. Any earlier and I’d be the party pooper. But according to the clock it wasn’t even nine yet, and I could already feel myself getting a techno-music migraine, only made worse by the pulsing strobe light. Move, second hand! Move!

‘Hello there.’

I rolled my eyes and turned to glare at the unwelcome intruder. This happened once in a while. Some guy, usually stoned or rank with BO, would take a seat beside me and make a half-assed attempt at small talk. Clearly they hadn’t inherited the observant gene, because the expression on my face made it pretty damn obvious that I wasn’t in the mood to be swept off my feet.

Surprisingly, the guy who’d taken the seat next to me didn’t stink like pot or armpits. In fact, that might have been cologne I smelled on the air. But my disgust only increased when I realized who the cologne belonged to. I would have preferred the fuzzy-headed stoner.

Wesley. Fucking. Rush.

‘What do you want?’ I demanded, not even bothering to be polite.

‘Aren’t you the friendly type?’ Wesley said sarcastically. ‘Actually, I came to talk to you.’

‘Well, that sucks for you. I’m not talking to people tonight.’ I slurped my drink loudly, hoping he’d take the not-so-subtle hint to leave. No such luck. I could feel his dark grey eyes crawling all over me. He couldn’t even pretend to be looking me in the eyes, could he? Ugh!

‘Come on,’ Wesley teased. ‘There’s no need to be so cold.’

‘Leave me alone,’ I hissed through clenched teeth. ‘Go try your charming act on some tramp with low self-esteem, because I’m not falling for it.’

‘Oh, I’m not interested in tramps,’ he said. ‘That’s not my thing.’

I snorted. ‘Any girl who’d give you the time of day, Wesley, is most definitely a tramp. No one with taste or class or dignity would actually find you attractive.’

OK. That was a tiny lie.

Wesley Rush was the most disgusting womanizing playboy to ever darken the doorstep of Hamilton High … but he was kind of hot. Maybe if you could put him on mute … and cut off his hands … maybe – just maybe – he’d be tolerable then. Otherwise, he was a real piece of shit. Horn dog shit.

‘And you do have taste and class and dignity, I assume?’ he asked, grinning.

‘Yes, I do.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Is this your attempt at flirting?’ I asked. ‘If it is, you fail. Epically.’

He laughed. ‘I never fail at flirting.’ He ran his fingers through his dark, curly hair and adjusted his crooked, arrogant little grin. ‘I’m just being friendly. Trying to have a nice conversation.’

‘Sorry. Not interested.’ I turned away and took another drink of my Cherry Coke. But he didn’t move. Not even an inch. ‘You can go now,’ I said forcefully.

Wesley sighed. ‘Fine. You’re being really uncooperative, you know. So I guess I’ll be honest with you. I’ve got to hand it to you: you’re smarter and more stubborn than most girls I talk to. But I’m here for a little more than witty conversation.’ He moved his attention to the dance floor. ‘I actually need your help. You see, your friends are hot. And you, darling, are the Duff.’

‘Is that even a word?’

‘Designated. Ugly. Fat. Friend,’ he clarified. ‘No offence, but that would be you.’

‘I am not the—’

‘Hey, don’t get defensive. It’s not like you’re an ogre or anything, but in comparison …’ He shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘Think about it. Why do they bring you here if you don’t dance?’ He had the nerve to reach over and pat my knee, like he was trying to comfort me. I jerked away from him, and his fingers moved smoothly to brush some curls out of his face instead. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘you have hot friends … really hot friends.’ He paused, watching the action on the dance floor for a moment, before facing me again. ‘The point is, scientists have proven that every group of friends has a weak link, a Duff. And girls respond well to guys who associate with their Duffs.’

‘Crackheads can call themselves scientists now? That’s news to me.’

‘Don’t be bitter,’ he said. ‘What I’m saying is, girls – like your friends – find it sexy when guys show some sensitivity and socialize with the Duff. So by talking to you right now I am doubling my chances of getting laid tonight. Please assist me here, and just pretend to enjoy the conversation.’

I stared at him, flabbergasted, for a long moment. Beauty really was skin-deep. Wesley Rush may have had the body of a Greek god, but his soul was as black and empty as the inside of my closet. What a bastard!

With one swift motion I jumped to my feet and flung the contents of my glass in Wesley’s direction. Cherry Coke flew all over him, splattering his expensive-looking white polo shirt. Drops of dark red liquid glistened on his cheeks and colored his brown hair. His face glowed with anger, and his chiseled jaw clinched fiercely.

‘What was that for?’ he snapped, wiping his face with the back of his hand.

‘What do you think it was for?’ I bellowed, fists balled at my sides.

‘Honestly, Duffy, I have no earthly idea.’

Angry flames blazed in my cheeks. ‘If you think I’m letting one of my friends leave this place with you, Wesley, you’re very, very wrong,’ I spat. ‘You’re a disgusting, shallow, womanizing jackass, and I hope that soda stains your preppy little shirt.’ Just before I marched away, I looked over my shoulder and added, ‘And my name isn’t Duffy. It’s Bianca. We’ve been in the same homeroom since middle school, you self-absorbed son of a bitch.’

I never thought I’d say this, but thank God the damn techno played so loud. No one but Joe overheard the little episode, and he probably found the whole thing hysterical. I had to push my way through the crowded dance floor to find my friends. When I tracked them down, I grabbed Casey and Jessica by their elbows and tugged them toward the exit.

‘Hey!’ Jessica protested.

‘What’s wrong?’ Casey asked.

‘We’re getting the fuck out of here,’ I said, yanking their unwilling bodies along behind me. ‘I’ll explain in the car. I just can’t stand to be in this hellhole for one more second.’

‘Can’t I say bye to Harrison first?’ Jessica whined, trying to loosen my grip on her arm.

‘Jessica!’ I cricked my neck painfully when I twisted around to face her. ‘He’s gay! You don’t have a chance, so just give it up already. I need to get out of here. Please.’

I pulled them out into the parking lot, where the icy January air tore at the bare flesh of our faces. Relenting, Casey and Jessica gathered close on either side of me. They must have found their outfits, which were intended to be sexy, ill equipped to handle the windchill. We moved to my car in a huddle, separating only when we reached the front bumper. I clicked the unlock button on my key chain so that we could climb into the slightly warmer cab of the Saturn without delay.

Casey curled up in the front seat and said, through chattering teeth, ‘Why are we leaving so early? B, it’s only like, nine-fifteen.’

Jessica sulked in the backseat with an ancient blanket wrapped around her like a cocoon. (My piece-of-shit heater rarely decided to work, so I kept a stash of blankets in the door.)

‘I got into an argument with someone,’ I explained, jabbing the key into the ignition with unnecessary force. ‘I threw my Coke on him, and I didn’t want to stick around for his response.’

‘Who?’ Casey asked.

I’d been dreading that question because I knew the reaction I’d get. ‘Wesley Rush.’

Two swoony, girly sighs followed my answer.

‘Oh, come on,’ I fumed. ‘The guy is a man-whore. I can’t stand him. He sleeps with everything that moves, and his brain is located in his pants – which means it’s microscopic.’

‘I doubt that,’ Casey said with another sigh. ‘God, B, only you could find a flaw in Wesley Rush.’

I glared at her as I turned my head to back out of the parking lot. ‘He’s a jerk.’

‘That’s not true,’ Jessica interjected. ‘Jeanine said he talked to her at a party recently. She was with Vikki and Angela, and she said he just came up and sat down beside her. He was really friendly.’

That made sense. Jeanine was definitely the Duff if she was out with Angela and Vikki. I wondered which of them left with Wesley that night.

‘He’s charming,’ Casey said. ‘You’re just being Little Miss Cynical, as usual.’ She gave me a warm smile from across the cab. ‘But what the hell did he do to get you to throw Coke at him?’ Now she sounded concerned. Took her long enough. ‘Did he say something to you, B?’

‘No,’ I lied. ‘It’s nothing. He just pisses me off.’

Duff.

The word bounced around in my mind as I sped down 5th Street. I couldn’t bring myself to tell my friends about the wonderful new insult that had just been added to my vocab list, but when I glanced at myself in the rearview mirror, Wesley’s assertion that I was the unattractive, undesirable tagalong (more like dragalong) seemed to be confirmed. Jessica’s perfect hourglass figure and warm, welcoming brown eyes. Casey’s flawless complexion and mile-long legs. I couldn’t compare to either of them.

‘Well, I say we hit another party, since it’s so early,’ Casey suggested. ‘I heard about this one out in Oak Hill. Some college kid is home for Christmas break and decided to have a big blow-out. Angela told me about it this morning. Want to go?’

‘Yeah!’ Jessica straightened up beneath the blanket. ‘We should totally go! College parties have college boys. Won’t that be fun, Bianca?’

I sighed. ‘No. Not really.’

‘Oh, come on.’ Casey reached over and squeezed my arm. ‘No dancing this time, OK? And Jess and I promise to keep all hot guys away from you, since clearly you hate them.’ She smirked, trying to nudge me back into a good mood.

‘I don’t hate hot guys,’ I told her. ‘Just the one.’ After a moment, I sighed and turned onto the highway, heading for the county line. ‘Fine, we’ll go. But you two are buying me ice cream afterward. Two scoops.’

‘Deal.’
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There is nothing more peaceful than quiet on a Saturday night – or very early Sunday morning. Dad’s muffled snores rumbled from down the hall, but the rest of the house was silent when I crept in sometime after one. Or maybe I’d been deafened by the thudding bass at the Oak Hill party. Honestly, the idea of hearing loss didn’t bother me too much. If it meant I never had to listen to techno again, I was all for it.

I locked the front door behind me and walked through the dark, empty living room. I saw the postcard lying on the coffee table, sent from whatever city Mom was in now, but I didn’t bother reading it. It would still be there in the morning, and I was just too tired, so I dragged myself up the stairs to my bedroom instead.

Stifling a yawn, I hung my coat over the back of my desk chair and moved over to my bed. The migraine began to subside as I kicked my Converses across the room. I was exhausted, but my OCD was totally calling. The pile of clean laundry on the floor, by the foot of my bed, had to be folded before I’d ever be able to sleep.

Carefully, I lifted each piece of clothing and folded it with embarrassing precision. Then I stacked the shirts, jeans, and underwear in separate sections on the floor. Somehow, the act of folding the wrinkled clothes soothed me. As I made the perfect piles, my mind cleared, my body relaxed, and my irritation from the night of loud music and obnoxious, rich, sex-obsessed pigs ebbed. With every even crease, I was reborn.

When all of the clothes were folded, I stood up, leaving the stacks on the floor. I pulled off my sweater and jeans, which stank from the sweltering parties, and tossed them into the hamper in the corner of my room. I could shower in the morning. I was too tired to deal with it tonight.

Before crawling under my sheets, I took a glance at the full-length mirror across the room. I searched my reflection with new eyes, with new knowledge. Uncontrollable wavy auburn hair. A long nose. Big thighs. Small boobs. Yep. Definitely Duff material. How had I not known?

I mean, I’d never considered myself particularly attractive, and it wasn’t hard to see that Casey and Jessica, both thin and blond, were gorgeous, but still. The fact that I played the role of the ugly girl to their luscious duo hadn’t occurred to me. Thanks to Wesley Rush, I could see it now.

Sometimes it’s better to be clueless.

I pulled a blanket up to my chin, hiding my naked body from the scrutiny of the mirror. Wesley was living proof that beauty was only skin-deep, so why did his words bother me? I was intelligent. I was a good person. So who cared if I was the Duff? If I were attractive, I’d have to deal with guys like Wesley hitting on me. Ugh! So being the Duff had its benefits, right? Being unattractive didn’t have to suck.

Damn Wesley Rush! I couldn’t believe he was making me worry about such stupid, pointless, shallow bullshit.

I closed my eyes. I wouldn’t think about it in the morning. I wouldn’t think about Duffs ever again.



Sunday was fantastic – nice, quiet, uninterrupted euphoria. Of course, things were usually pretty quiet when Mom was away. When she was home, the house always seemed loud. There was always music or laughter or something lively and chaotic. But she never seemed to be home for more than a couple of months, and in the time that she was gone, everything grew still. Like me, Dad wasn’t much for socializing. He was usually buried in his work or watching television. Which meant the Piper house was pretty much silent.

And, on a morning after I’d been forced to withstand all the racket of clubs and parties, a quiet house was the equivalent of perfection.

But Monday sucked.

All Mondays suck, of course, but this Monday really fucked up everything. It all started first block when Jessica slumped into Spanish with tear-stained cheeks and running mascara.

‘Jessica, what’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Did something happen? Is everything OK?’

I’ll admit it; I always got really freaked out on the rare occasions when Jessica came to class looking anything less than perky. I mean, she was constantly bouncing and giggling. So when she came in looking so depressed, it scared the shit out of me.

Jessica shook her head miserably and collapsed into her seat. ‘Everything’s fine, but … I can’t go to Homecoming!’ Fresh tears spewed from her wide chocolate eyes. ‘Mom won’t let me go!’

That was it? She’d gotten me all freaked out over Homecoming?

‘Why not?’ I asked, still trying to be sympathetic.

‘I’m grounded,’ Jessica sniffed. ‘She saw my report card in my room this morning, and she found out I’m failing chemistry, and she flipped out! It’s not effing fair! Basketball Homecoming is, like, my favourite dance of the year … after prom and Sadie Hawkins and Football Homecoming.’

I tilted my chin down and looked at her teasingly. ‘Wow, how many favourites do you have?’

She didn’t answer. Or laugh.

‘I’m sorry, Jessica. I know it must suck … but I’m not going either.’ I didn’t mention that I considered the whole practice of school dances degrading or that they were just giant wastes of time and money. Jessica already knew my opinions on the matter, and I didn’t think reminding her would help the situation. But I was pretty happy I wouldn’t be the only girl skipping. ‘How about this: I’ll come over, and we’ll watch movies all night. Will your mom be cool with that?’

Jessica nodded and wiped her eyes with the cuff of her sleeve. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Mom likes you. She thinks you’re a good influence on me. So that’ll be OK. Thanks, Bianca. Can we watch Atonement again? Are you sick of it yet?’

Yes, I was getting very sick of the mushy romances Jessica swooned over, but I could get over it. I grinned at her. ‘I never get tired of James McAvoy. We can even watch Becoming Jane if you want. It’ll be a double feature.’

She laughed – finally – just as the teacher made her way to the front of the room and began obsessively straightening the pencils on her desk before calling roll. Jessica tossed a glance at the scrawny instructor. When she looked back at me, her dark brown eyes sparkled with a few fresh tears. ‘You know what the worst part is, Bianca?’ she whispered. ‘I was gonna ask Harrison to go with me. Now I’ll have to wait until prom to ask him to a dance.’

Because of her sensitive state, I decided not to remind her that Harrison wouldn’t be interested because she had boobs – big ones. Instead I just said, ‘I know. I’m sorry, Jessica.’

Once that little crisis was behind us, Spanish went by smoothly. Jessica’s tears cleared up, and by the time the bell rang, she was laughing giddily while Angela, a friend of ours, told us about her new boyfriend. I found out that I’d made an A on my last prueba de vocabulario. Plus, I totally understood how to conjugate regular present subjunctive verbs. So I was in a pretty damn good mood when Jessica, Angela and I walked out of the classroom.

‘And he has a job on campus,’ Angela rambled as we pushed our way into the crowded hall.

‘Where does he go to school?’ I asked.

‘Oak Hill Community College.’ She sounded a little embarrassed, and she quickly added, ‘But he’s just getting his associate’s degree there before he goes to a university. And OHCC isn’t a bad school or anything.’

‘That’s where I’m going,’ Jessica said. ‘I don’t want to go too far from home.’

Jessica and I were such polar opposites, it was sort of funny sometimes. You could always predict what one of us was going to want to do just by picking the reverse of the other. Personally, I wanted to get the hell out of Hamilton as soon as possible. Graduation couldn’t arrive soon enough, and then I’d be off to New York for college.

But the idea of being so far away from Jessica – not seeing her bounce by me every day or hearing her jabber about dances and gay boys – suddenly scared me. I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d handle it. She and Casey kind of balanced me out. I wasn’t sure anyone else would be willing to put up with my cynicism once I left town.

‘We should get to chemistry, Jess,’ Angela said as she shook her long black bangs from her eyes. ‘You know how Mr Rollins gets when we show up late.’

They scampered off to the science department, and I started down the hallway heading toward AP government. My mind drifted to other places, to a future without my best friends to keep me sane. I’d never considered that before, and now that I was thinking about it, it made me really nervous. I knew they’d tease me for it, but I would have to find a way to keep in constant touch.

I guess my eyes lost contact with my brain, because the next thing I knew, I ran smack into Wesley Rush.

That was the end of my good mood.

I stumbled backward, and all of my textbooks slipped from my arms and crashed to the floor. Wesley grabbed me by both shoulders, his large hands catching me before I had the chance to trip over my own feet and slam into the tile.

‘Whoa,’ he said, steadying me.

We were standing way too close to each other. I felt like I had bugs crawling under my skin, spreading from the places where his hands touched me. I shivered with disgust, but he misread it.

‘Wow, Duffy,’ he said, looking down at me with a cocky grin. He was really tall – I’d forgotten that, sitting next to him at the Nest the other night. He was one of the only boys in our school who was taller than Casey – at least six two. An entire foot taller than me. ‘Do I make you weak in the knees?’

‘As if.’ I twisted out of his grasp, fully aware that I sounded like Alicia Silverstone in Clueless but just not caring. I knelt down and began to gather my books, and to my intense displeasure, Wesley joined me. He was playing the Good Samaritan role, of course. I bet he was hoping some hot cheerleader, like Casey, would walk by and think he was being a gentleman. What a pig. Always looking to score.

‘Spanish, huh?’ he said, glancing down at the scattered papers as he grabbed them. ‘Can you say anything interesting?’

‘El tono de tu voz hace que quiera estrangularme.’ I stood up and waited for him to hand over my papers.

‘That sounds sexy,’ he said, getting to his feet and handing me the stack of Spanish work he’d swept together. ‘What’s it mean?’

‘The sound of your voice makes me want to strangle myself.’

‘Kinky.’

Without another word, I jerked the papers from his hands, tucked them inside one of my books, and stomped off to class. I needed to put as much distance between myself and the womanizing bastard as possible. Duffy? Seriously? He knew my name! The egotistical jackass just couldn’t let me be. Not to mention my skin was still itching where he’d touched me.

Mr Chaucer’s AP government class consisted of only nine students, and seven of them were already in the room by the time I walked through the door. Mr Chaucer gave me a dirty look through his squinting eyes, impressing upon me that the bell would ring any second. To be late was a felony in Mr Chaucer’s opinion, and to be almost late constituted a misdemeanour. I wasn’t the last one to show up, though. That helped a little.

I took my seat in the very back of the room and started to open my notebook, hoping to God that Mr Chaucer wouldn’t call me out on my near tardiness. With my current mood, there was no guarantee I wouldn’t start cussing at him. He didn’t, and we were both saved the drama.

The last student entered just as the bell rang. ‘Sorry, Mr Chaucer. I was putting up signs promoting next week’s inauguration ceremony. You didn’t start already, did you?’

My heart skipped a beat when I looked up at the boy who’d just come in.

OK, so I’m not quiet about the fact that I hate teenagers who date in high school and constantly rant and rave about how much they ‘love’ their boyfriend or girlfriend. I freely admit that I hate girls who say they love someone before they’ve dated them. I don’t hide the fact that, in my opinion, love takes years – five or ten at least – to develop, and high school relationships seem incredibly pointless to me. Everyone knew this about me … but nobody knew that I was almost a hypocrite.

Well, OK, Casey and Jessica knew, but that didn’t count.

Toby Tucker. Aside from the tragic alliteration, he was perfect in every single way. He wasn’t a testosterone-loaded football player. He wasn’t an overly sensitive guitar-playing hippie. He didn’t write poetry or wear eyeliner. So he probably wouldn’t have been classified as the typical hottie, but that worked in my favour, right? Jocks, guys in bands, and Emo boys didn’t look twice at – as Wesley would have so delicately worded it – the Duff. I probably had a better chance with intelligent, politically active, somewhat socially awkward guys like Toby. Right?

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

Toby Tucker was my perfect match. Unfortunately, he wasn’t aware of this fact. That was mostly because I lost my ability to form coherent sentences every time he got close to me. He probably thought I was mute or something. He never looked at me or spoke to me or even seemed to notice me in the back of the room. For a girl with such a fat ass, I felt pretty invisible.

I noticed Toby, though. I noticed his outdated yet adorable blond bowl cut and his pasty ivory skin. I noticed his green eyes beneath the lenses of his oval glasses. I noticed that he wore a blazer with everything, and I noticed the adorable way he bit his lower lip when he was thinking really hard about something. I was in … OK, not love, but definitely like. I was deeply in like with Toby Tucker.

‘Fine,’ Mr Chaucer muttered. ‘Just keep an eye on your watch tomorrow, Mr Tucker.’

‘Sure thing, sir.’

Toby took a seat in the front row next to Jeanine McPhee. Like a stalker, I listened in on their conversation while Mr Chaucer started writing the lecture notes on the whiteboard. I’m not normally such a creep, but lo—like makes people do crazy things. At least that’s the popular excuse.

‘How was your weekend, Toby?’ Jeanine asked through her constantly stuffy nose. ‘Did you do anything exciting?’

‘It was pretty good,’ Toby said. ‘Dad took Nina and me out of state. We toured the University of Southern Illinois together. That was fun.’

‘Is Nina your sister?’ Jeanine asked.

‘No. Nina’s my girlfriend. She goes to Oak Hill High School. Didn’t I tell you about her? Anyway, we both got accepted there, so we wanted to check it out. I’m looking at a few other schools, but we’ve been together for a year and a half, and we kind of want to attend the same school to avoid the long-distance issue.’

‘That’s sweet!’ Jeanine cried. ‘I’m actually considering just doing some classes at OHCC before I decide what university I’ll go to.’

My skin had stopped crawling, but now my stomach was doing sickening somersaults. I thought I was going to vomit, and I had to fight the urge to run from the room with a hand cupped over my mouth. Eventually, I won the battle to keep my breakfast where it belonged, but I still felt pretty shitty.

Toby had a girlfriend? For a year and a half? Oh my God! How had I missed that? And they were going to college together? Did that mean he was one of those stupid, mushy romantics I mocked on a daily basis? I’d expected so much more from Toby Tucker. I’d expected him to be just as skeptical about the nature of teenage love as I was. I’d expected him to see college as a huge decision, not one that should be swayed by where your boyfriend/girlfriend got accepted. I’d expected him to be … well, smart!

He wouldn’t date you, anyway, a voice in my head hissed at me. It sounded uncannily like Wesley Rush’s unnerving whisper. You’re the Duff, remember? His girlfriend is probably thinner with bigger boobs.

It wasn’t even lunch yet, and I already wanted to jump off a cliff. Well, OK that was overdramatic. I definitely wanted to go home and go to bed, though. I wanted to forget Toby had a serious girlfriend. I wanted to wash the feeling of Wesley’s hands off me. Mostly, though, I wanted to erase the word Duff from my memory.

Oh, yeah, and things got worse that day, too.

Around six o’clock that night, the guy on the news started talking about some big snowstorm that would show up in the ‘early morning hours’. I guess the school board took pity on us since we hadn’t had a single snow day so far, because they went ahead and cancelled classes before the storm even hit. So Casey called at seven-thirty and insisted that we go to the Nest, since we didn’t have to get up early the next morning.

‘I don’t know, Casey,’ I said. ‘What if the roads are bad?’ I’ll admit it. I was looking for any reason not to go. My day had been crappy enough on its own. I didn’t know if I could endure the torture of that hellhole, too.

‘B, the storm isn’t supposed to even start until, like, three a.m. or something. As long as we’re home by then it’ll be cool.’

‘I have a lot of homework.’

‘It’s not due until Wednesday. You can work on it all day tomorrow if you want.’

I sighed. ‘Can you and Jessica find another ride and go without me? I just don’t feel up to it. It’s been a bad day, Casey.’

I could always rely on Casey to act at the slightest sign of trouble. ‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Are you OK? You didn’t look happy at lunch. Is it about your mom?’

‘Casey.’

‘Tell me what’s up.’

‘Nothing,’ I assured her. ‘Today just sucked, OK? Nothing major or anything. I’m just not in the mood to go partying with you guys tonight.’

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Finally, Casey said, ‘Bianca, you know you can tell me anything, right? You know you can talk to me if you need to. Don’t keep things bottled up. It’s not good for you.’

‘Casey, I’m fi—’

‘You’re fine,’ she interrupted. ‘Yeah, I know. I’m just saying that if you have a problem, I’m here for you.’

‘I know,’ I murmured. I felt guilty for getting her nervous like that over something so stupid. I had a bad habit of holding in all my emotions, and Casey knew that all too well. She was always trying to look out for me. Always coaxing me into sharing so that I didn’t wind up exploding later. It could get annoying, but knowing that someone cared … well, that felt nice. So I couldn’t really get mad about it. ‘I know, Casey. I’m fine, though. It’s just … I found out Toby has a girlfriend today, and I’m a little bummed. That’s all.’

‘Oh, B,’ she sighed. ‘That sucks. I’m sorry. Maybe if you come out tonight, Jess and I can cheer you up. Two scoops of ice cream and everything.’

I let out a little laugh. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I think I’ll just stay home tonight.’

I hung up the phone and went downstairs, where I found Dad using the cordless in the kitchen. I heard him before I saw him. He was yelling into the receiver. I stood in the doorway, assuming he’d notice me and immediately lower his voice. I figured some telemarketer was getting an earful of Mike Piper, but then my name came up.

‘Think of what you’re doing to Bianca!’ Dad’s loud voice, which I’d taken for anger, sounded more like pleading. ‘This isn’t good for a seventeen-year-old girl and her mother. She needs you here at home, Gina. We need you here.’

I slipped back into the living room, surprised to realize he was talking to my mother. Truthfully, I didn’t really know how to feel about it. About the things he was saying. I mean, yeah, I missed my mom. Having her home would have been nice, but it wasn’t as if we weren’t used to getting along without her.

My mother was a motivational speaker. When I was a kid, she’d written some sort of uplifting, inspirational book about improving self-esteem. It hadn’t sold well, but she still got offers to speak at colleges, support groups, and graduations all over the country. Since the book had flopped, she came pretty cheap.

For a while, she’d taken only local jobs. Ones she could drive home from after she finished telling people how to love themselves. But after my grandmother passed away, when I was twelve, Mom got a little depressed. Dad suggested she take a vacation. Just get away for a few weeks.

When she came back, she gushed about all the places she’d seen and the people she’d met. I guess maybe that’s what sparked her addiction to travelling. Because after that first vacation, Mom started booking events all over the place. In Colorado and New Hampshire. She’d set up entire tours.

Only this tour, the one she was on now, had been the longest. She hadn’t been home in almost two months, and this time I wasn’t even sure where she was speaking.

Obviously that was why Dad was pissed. Because she’d been gone for so long.

‘Damn it, Gina. When are you going to stop being a child and come home? When are you coming home to us for good?’ The way my dad’s voice cracked when he uttered that sentence nearly had me in tears. ‘Gina,’ he murmured. ‘Gina, we love you. Bianca and I miss you, and we want you to come home.’

I pressed myself against the wall that separated me from Dad, biting my lip. God, it was just getting pathetic. I mean, why wouldn’t they just get a fucking divorce already? Was I the only one who could see that things just weren’t working out here? What was the point of being married if Mom was always gone?

‘Gina,’ my father said, and I thought it sounded like he was on the verge of crying. Then I heard him put the phone down on the counter. The talk was over.

I gave him a couple of minutes before I walked into the kitchen. ‘Hey, Dad. Is everything OK?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. God, he was a bad liar. ‘Oh, it’s fine, Bumblebee. I just had a talk with your mom and … she sends her love.’

‘From where this time?’

‘Um … Orange County,’ he said. ‘She’s visiting your aunt Leah while she speaks at a high school there. Cool, huh? You can tell your friends that your mom is in the O.C. now. You like that show, don’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I liked it … but it got cancelled a few years ago.’

‘Oh, well … I guess I’m behind, Bumblebee.’ I saw his eyes drift over to the counter, where he’d left his car keys, and I followed them. He noticed this and looked away quickly, before I could say anything. ‘Do you have plans tonight?’ he asked.

‘Well, I could make some, but …’ I cleared my throat, uncertain of how to say my next sentence. Dad and I really didn’t make a habit of talking to each other. ‘I could stay home, too. Do you want me to stay here and, like, watch TV with you or something?’

‘Oh, no, Bumblebee,’ he said with an unconvincing laugh. ‘Go have fun with your friends. I’ll probably go to bed early tonight, anyway.’

I looked him in the eye, hoping he’d change his mind. Dad always got really depressed after his fights with Mom. I was worried about him, but I wasn’t really sure how to approach the subject.

And in the back of my mind, there was this tiny fear. It was stupid, really, but I couldn’t shake it. My father was a recovering alcoholic. I mean, he quit before I was born, and he hadn’t touched a drop since … but sometimes, when he got all pouty about Mom, I got scared. Scared that he might take those car keys and head to the liquor store or something. Like I said, it was ridiculous, but the fear couldn’t be vanquished.

Dad broke our eye contact and shifted uncomfortably. He turned and walked towards the sink, washing the plate he’d just eaten spaghetti off of. I wanted to walk over there and take the plate – his pathetic excuse to distract himself – and throw it on the ground. I wanted to tell him how stupid this whole thing was with Mom. I wanted him to realize what a waste of time these dumb depressions and fights were and just admit things weren’t working out.

But, of course, I couldn’t. All I could say was, ‘Dad …’

He faced me, shaking his head, a wet dishrag dangling from his hand. ‘Go out and have fun,’ he said. ‘Seriously, I want you to. You’re only a kid once.’

There was no arguing. That was his subtle way of telling me he wanted to be alone.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘If you’re sure … I’ll go call Casey.’

I walked upstairs and into my bedroom. I picked my cell phone up off the dresser and dialled Casey’s number. Two rings in, she answered.

‘Hey, Casey. I changed my mind about the Nest … and, um, do you think it would be OK if I stayed over tonight? I’ll tell you about it later, but I … I just don’t want to stay at home.’

I refolded the clean clothes on the floor at the foot of my bed before I left, but it didn’t help as much as it usually did.
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‘Pour me another one, Joe.’ I slid the empty glass towards the bartender, who caught it easily.

‘I’m cutting you off, Bianca.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s Cherry Coke.’

‘Which can be just as dangerous as whiskey.’ He put the glass on a counter behind the bar. ‘No more. You’ll thank me later. Caffeine headaches are a bitch, and I know how you girls are. When you gain five pounds, you’ll blame me.’

‘Whatever.’ So what if I gained weight? I was already the Duff, and the one guy I wanted to impress had a serious girlfriend. I could gain seventy pounds and be no worse off.

‘Sorry, Bianca.’ Joe moved to the other end of the bar, where Angela and her best friend, Vikki, waited to order drinks.

I drummed my fingers on the wooden surface of the bar, my mind far away from the music and strobe lights. Why hadn’t I insisted on staying home with Dad? Why hadn’t I just made him talk to me? I kept imagining him, wallowing in his misery … alone.

But that’s how we Pipers handled stress.

Alone.

Why was that? Why couldn’t either of us open up? Why couldn’t Dad admit that he and Mom were having issues? Why couldn’t I confront him about it?

‘Hello, Duffy.’

Why did that jackass have to sit next to me?

‘Go away, Wesley,’ I growled, staring down at my restless fingers.

‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘You see, Duffy, I’m not one to give up easily. I am determined to hook up with one of your friends – preferably the one with the fantastic rack.’

‘Then go talk to her,’ I suggested.

‘I would, but Wesley Rush doesn’t chase girls. They chase him.’ He grinned at me. ‘It’s all right. She’ll be over here begging me to sleep with her soon. Talking to you will just speed up the process. Until then, you get the honour of my company. Lucky for me, it doesn’t look like you’re armed with a beverage tonight.’ He laughed but stopped suddenly. I could feel his eyes on me, but I didn’t look up. ‘Are you all right? You don’t seem as aggressive as usual.’

‘Leave me alone, Wesley. I’m serious.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Go away.’

The anxiety inside me needed to escape, to be released in some way. I couldn’t wait until Casey and I got back to her house to vent. I needed to let it out right then. But I didn’t want to cry, not in front of half the school, and there was no way I was going to talk about it with Joe or the douche bag next to me, and punching someone would just get me in trouble. I couldn’t see any other options, but I felt like I’d explode if I didn’t let it out soon.
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