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Single-handed


	Alex single-handedly takes down a bully. A safer school has its perks, but what else did the years of martial arts training get her? Not a prom date, that’s for sure. With only a few weeks left before the big day, can she stop the tough act long enough for the boy of her dreams to see she’s still just a girl?


	 


	Singled Out


	Brittany’s short-lived fling with the insanely hot Wyatt left her seething, despite still liking him. Since he barely glances her way anymore, going to prom alone seems far better than going with some loser. But Brittany's well-intentioned friends haven’t given up on Wyatt, and they’re intensifying their matchmaking tactics!


	 


	Single-minded


	For years, Laynie's been trying to kill her crush on her brother's best friend, Josh — who treats her like a little sister. Things take a turn to the delicious side when Josh gets her in a lip-lock. Now she can't think about going to prom with anyone else. But hoping for love from the king of fast-and-loose hookups will only lead to heartbreak. Or will it?


	















Immediately following the end of this story, please continue reading for sneak peeks of other books by Veronica Blade.


	 


	 


	















Single-handed



	Veronica Blade




	 


	Chapter One


	 


	Every day at lunch, weather permitting, Laynie, Brittany and I claimed the same table against the outside wall of the school building. The three of us shared the bench since it had the best view to watch everyone else. Today, my two best friends insisted on matchmaking for me.  I’d given up on getting asked to prom, but they still had hope for me.


	 “You’re so lucky, Alex.” Laynie’s gaze landed on a head of short, dark blond hair. She planted her elbows on the lunch table, rested her chin in her palms and sighed. “Tommy’s dreamy.” 


	“Lucky? He doesn’t like me that way. Trust me,” I said, taking a sip of my soda. “You guys are wasting your time.”


	“Yeah, he does.” Laynie craned her neck to see past Brittany who sat between us, then turned to refocus on Tommy. “He can’t resist your Latina hotness.”


	I choked on a gulp of my drink and coughed. “You’re delusional.”


	“He’s got this scholarly kind of deliciousness about him.” Laynie said, still staring at Tommy. “Don’t you think?”


	Brittany flipped her blond hair over her shoulder and snuck another peek at Tommy. “Doesn’t matter how cute he is, you can still kick his ass, Alex.” 


	Yep, I probably could. That was exactly why he’d never ask me to prom. Since last year, guys saw me coming and detoured. It was as if Caution! was stamped on a big orange sign on my forehead. I mean, geez, I saved a boy from being ganged up on by Wes Hampton and his posse. Sure, Wes had ended up face down on the concrete with his arms behind him and my knee in his back, but I hadn’t hurt him. No bruises or anything. 


	Incidents didn’t happen often, but it only needed to happen once and it spread though school faster than Mr. Fargo could write an ‘F’ on my calculus quiz.


	My single-handed defense of weaker kids had brought our school violence down to almost nothing. The upside was how well the other kids treated me — none who I felt were prospects for prom though. 


	When a hundred-pound girl just over five feet neutralizes a guy nearly twice her weight, potential boyfriends tend to write the girl off. And who could blame them? Tommy was the exception, but he’d never flirted with me or hinted that he liked me as more than a friend.


	Laynie and Brittany were crazy if they thought Tommy or anyone else would ask me to prom. Lots of girls went dateless. So could I. Not a big deal. 


	But I wouldn’t be opposed to having an escort. 


	My gaze darted across asphalt, past the picnic benches filled with my classmates, to Tommy. “Yeah, I’m sure I could take him. He doesn’t exactly look dangerous,” I said. Not with the button down shirt and glasses. Tommy might have had height on his side, but he was a little too lean. “Which means he’ll bring the same emotional baggage as any other guy. Haven’t met one yet who’s cool with a girl being tougher than him.” 


	“Maybe you should bulk up, so they don’t feel as bad.” Brittany giggled. “At least they could say it was a big, brawny girl, not a willowy short thing.”


	“I’m not that short.” 


	“You’re right.” Brittany snorted and waved my words away. “I know a couple of freshmen shorter than you.”


	I rolled my eyes at her exaggeration. Still, I wasn’t exactly a giant, which made it even harder on the guys’ egos when I knocked them down. Like when Luke Pratt had taken hold of Will Mayer’s pants from behind and dragged him backward across the football field. But what else was I supposed to do? Not take a stand? Screw that. Besides, it seemed wrong to let my brown belt in jujitsu go to waste when I could use it to help someone. I refused to make less of myself to please a boy. And that included Tommy — no matter how hot or sweet he was. 


	“Tommy seems different though,” Laynie said as we watched him toss some potato chips in his mouth. “Unlike the rest of them, he’s not afraid to talk to you. Maybe he’s the guy.” She gave me a hopeful smile.


	“Laynie, not everyone is looking for the guy,” Brittany said. “Some people don’t find him until they’re old, like in their thirties. Right now, we’re just looking for someone to take Alex to prom. That’s it. He doesn’t need to marry her.” 


	Laynie’s bottom lip jutted out. “No one has to get married right now. But who wouldn’t want to meet the guy and avoid wasting possibly years kissing a bunch of duds? Oh, looks like Tommy’s headed our way.” She straightened in her chair.


	My stomach pinched. I wouldn’t admit it to Laynie or Brittany, but I had a mammoth crush on Tommy. I loved the way he talked to me as though I were one of the guys. But in a good way, like he didn’t feel he had to act differently around me. On the other hand, I didn’t want to be one of the guys to him.


	“I’m not sure if he’s your forever guy, Alex, but I think Laynie’s right.” Brittany narrowed her eyes at the approaching figure. “He definitely likes you.”


	Impossible. Not that I didn’t think I was pretty enough, but since guys never asked me out, it was easy to assume Tommy wouldn’t either. The fact that I’d shared three classes with him all year and he’d never made a move was proof enough. Maybe he just liked hanging out with me because around me was the safest place to be. 


	“You guys are imagining things. And would you please stop staring at him?” I whispered as he neared our table. When they ignored me, I nudged Brittany hard enough to start a domino effect. On Brittany’s other side, Laynie jolted. 


	Tommy stopped right in front of me. His dark blond hair looked slightly red under the afternoon sun. “Hey.”


	 I smiled since it was hard not to. He was just so easy to talk to. “What’s up?”


	He sat on the bench across from us, his hazel eyes focused on me. “Mr. Fargo’s got a quiz next period. You ready for it?”


	“Of course. I studied last night. You?” I asked, trying to act cool, as though I didn’t want more from him than I did. My friends were suddenly silent. They had high hopes for Tommy and me, but I hated that they’d inevitably be disappointed when nothing came of it. Just like I would be.


	“Yeah, I studied too.” He glanced at Laynie and Brittany, then back to me. “Why don’t you come sit at our table?”


	For some reason, sitting with him and his friends made me want to go crawl in a hole. His guy friends could barely look me in the eye. Why would I want to sit with them on purpose? “We’re good here,” I said. “Thanks, though.”


	“The three prettiest girls at school and you’re always by yourselves.” He shook his head.


	Laynie and Brittany shrugged in unison. My long, dark brown hair fell over my shoulder as my gaze dropped to the dingy plastic picnic table.


	“You guys going to The Bean Pit after school?” he asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence.


	“Promised my mom I’d help her bake cookies,” Laynie said.


	Brittany shook her head. “No. I have some research to do for The Journal. I’m the editor. I can’t slack.”


	“Alex was just saying how she was in the mood for a cappuccino.” Laynie grinned and turned to me. “Or was it hot cocoa?”


	Wow, way to be obvious. Thankfully, Tommy didn’t seem to notice.


	“I’ll buy.” Tommy beamed. Not the dopey kind of smile I’d gotten from guys who think I’m hot — until they realize I’m not fragile and helpless. His smile wasn’t needy or awkward either. He was just… Tommy. A guy I could totally fall for the rest of the way — if I let myself.


	“I’ll drive,” I offered.  


	“Great. Meet you in the parking lot after school?” he asked.


	He’d only moved to San Diego this past fall and hadn’t been around last year when I’d built my tough girl rep. If he didn’t already know about it, he’d find out soon enough. In the meantime, I’d spend some time with a guy I liked. “Sure,” I said, just as the warning bell rang.


	“I have to get something from my locker. See you later.” His gaze swept over us, then with one more quick glance at me, he returned to his friends.


	“Tommy’s got it bad for you.” Laynie grinned. 


	“He must already know about you.” Brittany pursed her lips as she stared at Tommy’s retreating back, then she turned to me. “Either he doesn’t believe it or he doesn’t care.” 


	“If he cared about any of that, he wouldn’t go through the trouble of arranging a coffee date.” Laynie beamed, clearly ecstatic at the possibility that one of us could end up with a prom date. 


	“He’s just being nice. We’re friends,” I said. Tommy and I may never become more than that. But I’d enjoy spending time with him, until the day he realized I’m not girlfriend material and bolted like every other guy before him. I’d probably live my whole life single and die a virgin.


	~~~


	 


	The rest of the day, I obsessed on my upcoming coffee date with Tommy. Thankfully, he sat behind me in calculus, where I wouldn’t be tempted to sneak peeks at him. Good thing too or I probably would’ve tanked the quiz and gotten one of Mr. Fargo’s famous ‘Fs.’ 


	After my last class, Brittany and Laynie huddled with me by my ancient, faded blue Honda Civic, speaking in hushed voices in case Tommy snuck up on us.


	“Since he’s already offered, let him pay. It helps guys feel manly,” Laynie said.


	Brittany grasped my shoulders. “We know you can pay your own way and open the doors yourself, but if he’s on it, let him do it. Just be a girl for a little while.”
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