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The First Day of Senior Year


I really should not be so scared. I mean, I’ve done this millions of times before. Okay, maybe not millions. But for the last twelve years, on every weekday minus summers and vacations, I’ve gone to school. And I’ve never been afraid before. (Well, except for maybe a little bit in kindergarten, but isn’t everyone a little afraid in kindergarten? And besides, even then I wasn’t freaking out or anything. Not like Layna Hodge, who threw up all over the play box in the corner.)


Today, the first day of senior year, I’m terrified. This is because there is a very good chance that at some point today I will:


a. lose the love of my life,


b. lose my best friend, or


c. have an awkward encounter with the boy who broke my heart last year. (Note: This is a different boy than the previously mentioned love of my life. [See a.])


I take a deep breath and grip the steering wheel of my new car, then pull into a spot in the visitor lot of my high school. I’m technically not supposed to be parked here, but the visitor lot is way closer to my homeroom than the student lot, and since it’s the first day of school, I’m pretty sure I can get away with it. Plus it won’t be as obvious if I have to peel out of here and make an escape. Okay, I tell myself, you can do this. You are invincible; nothing can rattle you. You have nerves of steel; you are a confident, strong woman; you—


There’s a knock on the passenger side window and I scream, then immediately hit the automatic door locks.


I look over. Oh. It’s only Lacey.


She knocks on the window again, and I reluctantly unlock the doors.


She slides into the passenger seat, her long, red curly hair pooling around her shoulders. She smells like coffee and strawberry-mango shampoo.


“Hey,” she says, “What’s wrong? Why’d you freak out when I knocked on your window? And why are you parked in the visitor lot? It took me forever to find you.”


“Nothing’s wrong,” I say. Which is a lie, of course. But I can’t tell Lacey that. She knows nothing about what went on this summer. She knows nothing of the fact that my best friend Ava is coming back today, that everything is different, and that everything is horrible. That I’m going to see Noah, that I’m going to see Sebastian, that I’m going to maybe end up in a mental institution by the end of the day. Although, a mental institution actually might be preferable to going to school, so that might not be such a bad thing, now that I think about it.


“Just normal first day of school nerves,” I say brightly.


“First day of school nerves?” Lacey says, like she’s never heard of them. Which kind of makes no sense, since Lacey is one of the most nervous people I know. “You need caffeine then,” she says. “It will fix you right up.” She holds out the cardboard carrier that’s in her hand. It’s filled with three cups from Starbucks, and one’s marked with my fave: a large vanilla latte with Splenda and extra cream.


“Thanks.” I accept the huge coffee and take a sip. I don’t really buy into her reasoning that I need the caffeine, since it definitely isn’t going to calm me down. But maybe it’ll give me a shot of energy that will make me so buzzed I’ll be all excited to go into school. On the other hand, it’s only caffeine, not magic.


“Where’s Noah?” she asks. “I brought him one, too.” Of course she did. Coffee with a shot of espresso, extra sugar, extra cream. The same drink he had every single day this summer, when the three of us worked together at Cooley’s Diner, but we always brought in our own coffee because the stuff at Cooley’s tastes disgusting. (Cooley’s Diner coffee = mud, only, like, more bitter and tinged with the taste of a dirty cup.)


“Noah?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light. My hands tighten around my coffee, and I almost spill the whole thing all over myself. “I dunno.” I shrug, like Noah hasn’t even crossed my mind, when, of course, he’s the only thing I’ve been thinking about.


“Didn’t you guys drive to school together?”


“No.”


“Why not? You guys drove to work together every day over the summer.”


“Not every day,” I say. “And besides, I have a car now.” I run my hand over the steering wheel of my new car, the car that took me all summer to save up to buy. It’s red (perfect), four doors (perfect), a 2005 (adequate) and has 120K miles on it (not so perfect, but beggars can’t be choosers, especially when it comes to transportation.) “And besides,” I add, “Noah drives to school with Ava usually.”


“Oh, right.” Lacey wrinkles up her nose. “I forgot that Ava’s back.” She says “Ava” like it’s a dirty word. “Sorry,” she says. “I know she’s your friend.”


“That’s okay.” If Lacey thinks I’m acting weird, she doesn’t say anything, which is a good sign. If Lacey doesn’t realize anything’s going on, maybe Ava won’t either. And if Ava doesn’t, maybe Noah won’t. And that way we can just forget everything that happened this summer, especially what happened last night. Just push it all under the rug and start fresh. La, la, la, there it goes, like some kind of garbage being taken out to the curb, poof! I start to feel a little better. Maybe everything is going to work out after all. Of course, I don’t want to be the kind of girl with a scandalous secret, but sometimes you have to take what you can get and just—


Suddenly, something slams into the back of my car, and my whole body flies forward, my chest hitting the steering wheel.


“Shit!” Lacey says. Her fingers tighten around her coffee and the lid goes flying off, her cappuccino sloshing over the sides of the cup and splattering the front of the glittery silver tank top she’s wearing. “Shit, shit, shit!” She swivels her head around, strands of her hair whipping against her face.


I look in the rearview mirror. A red car (something expensive—maybe a Lexus?) has backed into me, and the driver, a girl wearing camouflage capris (doesn’t she know those are so five years ago?), comes rushing out of the driver’s side, and then peers down at my bumper. She looks like she’s about to burst into tears.


I close my eyes for a moment, and then open my door and climb out, Lacey hot on my heels.


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Lacey demands. She pulls the sunglasses she’s wearing down off the top of her head and slides them over her eyes.


“Oh my God, I’m like sooo sorry,” the girl says. She’s younger than us (probably a sophomore?) and she twists her hands into a knot in front of her. Her face is getting all scrunchy, like she really might be about to start crying.


“It’s okay,” I say, kneeling down and inspecting my bumper. There’s a tiny scratch, about two inches long, running down one side of it. “It looks like it’s just a small scratch.”


“A small scratch?” Lacey yells. She bends down and looks at the car. “You know how much small scratches cost to get fixed, Hannah? Like thousands of dollars!”


“I’m so sorry,” the girl says again. She’s wearing Converse sneakers, a black tank top, and about three million pounds of black eyeliner.


“It’s okay,” I say. She’s obviously one of those gothy girls who, like, pretends she’s over everything, but inside is about five seconds away from crying constantly. Seriously, goth girls cannot handle anything.


“My dad is going to flip,” Goth Girl says. “He just got me this car. For a birthday present.”


“Oh, God,” Lacey says. I’ll bet she’s rolling her eyes under the sunglasses, thinking of the hours and hours we spent this summer behind the counter at Cooley’s, sweating under the broken air conditioner and serving bottomless cups of coffee to the old men who would come in every day, sit for hours, and then tip us a dollar.


“Look,” I say to the girl, before Lacey can tear into her again, “Can you just give me your insurance information?” I guess that’s what you’re supposed to do in these situations. I mean, I’m not completely sure, since I’ve never actually been in a car accident. Until a few days ago, I never even had a car.


“Right,” the girl says. She heads to her car, rummages around in her glove compartment, and comes back. She carefully copies everything down onto a sheet of paper from a brand new black binder that’s covered with stickers of bands I’ve never heard of, then rips it out and gives it to me.


“Thanks, Jemima,” I say, glancing down at her name on the paper. Jemima? No wonder she looks so nervous. With a name like that you’re probably used to bad things happening to you. Starting, of course, with your parents naming you Jemima.


“Why were you pulling out of a space, anyway?” Lacey asks. “School’s about to start. Shouldn’t you have been pulling into a space?” She looks down at the coffee stain on her tank top. “Does your insurance cover clothing? Because this tank top was extremely expensive.” It’s a lie, of course. Lacey got that tank top for $12.99 at Old Navy.


“I forgot something,” Jemima says, chewing on her bottom lip. “At home. So I was going back to get it. And I’ll pay for your tank top. How much did it cost?”


“I hope your dad’s, like, a lawyer or something, being able to afford that fancy car. Because, honestly, if I get whiplash or some kind of neck affliction . . .” Lacey rubs her neck, ignoring Jemima’s tank top offer.


“Okay, well, bye!” I say to Jemima, shooting her a look that says, get the hell out of here if you want to save yourself.


She scampers away obediently before Lacey has a chance to threaten any more litigation.


“Lacey!” I say. “You didn’t have to scare the poor girl.”


“Sorry,” she says. “But Hannah, you have to be tougher on people. What if we were pushovers, and she decided to, like, commit insurance fraud or something so that she wouldn’t have to pay for your car.”


“Insurance fraud? Lacey, I don’t think that’s really—”


“Besides,” she says, “I’m the one who should be scared. I have a bad neck now probably.”


“You do not have a bad neck,” I say, rolling my eyes. I walk back toward the car and open the door.


“What are you doing?” Lacey asks. “It’s almost time for homeroom. The bell’s going to ring in, like, one minute, and I need to see what Danielle Shapiro is wearing. I’ll bet she has a fake tan with one of those little heart cutout things. You know, like skanky body art?”


“You go ahead,” I tell her. “I’ll just—”


“Hannah!” Lacey says. “You are coming into school! Forget about stupid Sebastian Bukowski and his dumb friends. You are sooo over him!” She crosses over to my side of the car and puts her hands on my shoulders. “Hannah, you are amazing. You are gorgeous and smart and you deserve someone way better than Sebastian. He doesn’t even deserve to be a passing thought through your brain.” She looks into my eyes. “Now, we are going to go into school, me and you, and no matter what happens, I’m going to be right by your side, okay? Nothing to worry about.”


“Thanks, Lace,” I say, giving her a weak smile. I don’t have the heart or the strength to tell her that Sebastian’s not even the half of it. That he’s not even the quarter of it. I don’t have the heart to tell her about Ava, or about what happened with Noah last night. And I don’t have the strength to argue with her. So when she takes my hand, I don’t protest, and when she pulls me across the parking lot, I force my feet to march in the direction of school.


Here goes nothing.





Three Months Earlier, the Last Day of Junior Year


“Seniors, bitches!” Ava declares, then slams her locker shut and whirls around, her shoulder-length blond hair forming a halo behind her.


“Not yet,” I say, shifting my bag from one shoulder to the other. I’ve just cleaned out my locker, and it weighs about a bazillion pounds. Seriously, I’m kind of afraid the strap is going to break. How have I accumulated so much stuff in just ten months? They should totally make a new show on A&E Hoarders: “Locker Edition.” “We still have a whole summer before we’re seniors.”


Ava looks at her empty locker. “Goodbye, locker,” she says. “Goodbye, hallways. Goodbye, school!” She grabs me and twirls me around the hall. “We’ll miss you! And when we see you again, we’ll be SENIORS, BITCHES!”


“Don’t you think that’s a little dramatic?” I say, but I start to laugh even though all the twirling is making me a little dizzy. “We’re going to be back here in, like, two and a half months.”


“Yeah,” she says. “But everything will be different then. We’ll be seniors.” She gives me a look, like being seniors is the most important thing that’s ever happened to us. Which I guess it kind of is, since so far in my life nothing too exciting has gone on. But the truth is, I don’t really want to be a senior. I mean, I guess it’s okay, because once senior year is over, I won’t have to go to high school anymore, and let’s face it, who doesn’t want high school to be over? But on the other hand, it means change. I don’t do well with change. At all. In fact, I try to avoid it at all costs.


And besides, high school isn’t all bad. Yeah, there’s the getting up ridiculously early, and the learning things you know you’re going to have no use for, and the annoying girls who think they’re better than everyone, and the worrying about your future every time you have a math test that you don’t do so well on, and the boys who break your heart.


But I like having classes with Ava and my boyfriend, Sebastian. I like knowing that when I come to school every morning, I can get away with taking sips out of my travel coffee mug that’s filled with a vanilla latte, as long as I don’t make a big deal out of it. I like knowing how to get out of gym class (say you’re having stomach issues), how to get out of dissecting frogs in bio (ethically opposed), and what girls to steer clear of because they’ll have no problem stealing your boyfriend and/or talking behind your back (Lynn Mol and Lila Jankowitz). I don’t know any of those things about college (or, you know, the world at large), which makes it seem scary and overwhelming.


“Hey, guys,” Ava’s boyfriend, Noah, slides up to us in the hallway, puts his arms around Ava from behind, and nuzzles the back of her neck.


“Noah!” Ava rolls her eyes, but slides back into him. I swallow and try not to feel jealous. Not of Noah. I mean, he’s nice and everything, but I don’t like him like that. The jealousy is more because of just how close Noah and Ava are. Actually, I guess close isn’t really the word. It’s more like they’re comfortable together. Which is the total opposite of me and Sebastian.


Even after five months together, I still worry that Sebastian’s not going to call me when he says he will, and I’m still not completely sure what the rules are when it comes to kissing him in the hall or holding his hand at parties. Sebastian isn’t so into PDA. Which is fine, but it makes it kind of uncomfortable when we’re hanging out with Ava and Noah. Whenever we go on double dates, those two will be, like, practically making out, and Sebastian and I will be standing next to each other, feeling all awkward. Which would also be fine, if we could talk about it later. Like, if Sebastian would be all, “Wow, Noah and Ava are crazy, I’m so glad we don’t have to be all over each other in public to know how much we care about each other.” And then I would be all, “I know, right? But maybe we could hold hands sometime at least.” And then Sebastian would be like, “Okay, anything for you.” But that will never happen. Mostly because (a) Sebastian and I really don’t talk about relationship issues that much, and (b) he would never say “anything for you.”


“Party tonight,” Noah says now. “At Jenna Lamacchia’s.”


“Ugh, over it.” Ava takes a piece of gum out of her purse, chews it a couple of times, then spits it back into the wrapper. She throws the wrapper with the chewed up gum into her now-empty locker. Ava doesn’t like gum. She just chews it to make her breath smell fresh. “I hate Jenna Lamacchia, and I don’t want to go to a party.”


“Why not?” I ask, “It could be fun.” It’s a lie, and we all know it. The only reason Jenna Lamacchia’s house is fun is because her parents are never home. Her parties are always ridiculously loud, there’s always a bunch of people in the guest bedroom smoking pot that wafts through the whole house, and you can hardly move because the living room is so small. Plus, it’s not even that special anymore since she has a party, like, every night. “Besides,” I say, “there’s nothing else to do.” That part, at least, is true.


“What’s going on?” Ava asks, narrowing her blue eyes at me suspiciously. “Why do you want to go to Jenna’s so bad?”


“I don’t,” I say.


“Then why did you just say you did?”


I consider lying, but I know Ava will see right through it. That’s what happens when you’ve been best friends since sixth grade. “Fine,” I say. “If you must know, Sebastian has been MIA all day, so I’m not totally sure, but I’m assuming he probably wants to go.” Sebastian loves going to Jenna’s house. Mostly because of the pot in the back bedroom.


“You want to go to Jenna’s because you know Sebastian wants to go?” Ava asks. “Hannah, that’s kind of pathetic.”


“Ava!” Noah says. “Be nice.” But his tone is teasing and he’s biting on the back of her neck.


“Sorry, Hans,” Ava says. “But you shouldn’t want to do something you hate just because Sebastian wants to get high in Jenna’s back bedroom.”


“Look, “ I say. “I’m not—” And then I see Sebastian, walking down the hall toward me, his long legs encased in the jeans I bought him for Christmas.


“Hey,” he says, like it’s totally normal we haven’t seen each other all day. Like it’s totally normal that he didn’t meet me outside by the benches before school the way he told me he would, and then never texted me to apologize and/or explain why. He slides his arm around my waist and gives me a kiss. On the top of my head. WTF? I start to freak out a little. Okay, a lot. Sebastian has never kissed me on my head before. In our whole five-month relationship, I have never gotten a kiss on the head. Mouth, cheeks, sure. But head? No. Being kissed on the head is something your parents do to you when you’re, like, seven. And I’m smart enough to know that when your sixteen-year-old boyfriend is doing it, it’s not a good sign.


“Sebastian,” Ava says. “Would you please tell Hannah that you aren’t going to break up with her?”


“Ava!” Noah says.


“Ava!” I say. I want to say more, but I can’t because then what if Sebastian thinks I really am worried that he’s going to break up with me? So I just slide my arm around his waist, look up at him, and force my face into a smile. And when he smiles back, I let myself believe it’s going to be okay.


We end up at the party, of course, because there’s nothing else to do.


“You totally have to go back to the mall and get that tank top in blue,” Ava says as we tromp up the sidewalk toward Jenna’s house.


“Why?” I glance down at the long yellow tank top I’m wearing over black leggings.


“Blue just looks a lot better on you than yellow,” she says. “I keep trying to tell you that you’re a winter, not a warm.”


I have no idea what she’s talking about. “You’ve never told me that before.”


Ava ignores me and steers me up the cobblestones to the front door, then walks right into Jenna’s house. There’s a cloud of smoke permeating the living room, and Belle and Sebastian is blaring from the iPod in the corner. You can hardly move because there are so many people. You’d think that, with it being the last day of school and all, someone else would be having a party too, but nooo. It’s Jenna Lamacchia’s or nothing. God, my life is boring.


“I’m going to find Noah,” Ava says, then disappears into the crowd and the smoke. At least, I think that’s what she says. I can’t really hear her. I sigh and then slide outside to the back patio to wait for Sebastian. I texted him earlier, but he hasn’t texted me back, which probably means he’s not here yet. Sebastian’s kind of like a girl—he takes forever to get ready and is late for everything. It really doesn’t make any sense because it’s not like he’s some kind of fashionista or anything. He wears jeans and T-shirts almost every single day.


Girls in bikinis and boys in swim trunks are splashing around in Jenna’s kidney-shaped pool, but there are no lights out here except for a few of those really cheap plastic ones that stick in the grass. Which is kind of weird. And also super dangerous. What if someone drowns because they can’t see anything? I’m somehow able to snag a deck chair in front of a plastic cup of beer that someone’s abandoned on the picnic table. And that’s when I see him—Sebastian. He’s in the pool, holding one of those water volleyballs. Seems like he’s ensconced in some kind of game. Nice of him to meet me at the door. Or at least text me back.


I sigh, and think about joining him in the water. I do have a bathing suit on under my clothes—a skimpy, silver bikini, with teeny-tiny straps. Definitely not something I would normally wear, but I bought it last week because Ava said I should, and she was very persistent. We got into a semi-argument about it in the dressing room of Sand Dune Swimwear (not like a fight-fight, more like Ava was getting exasperated with me because she said my fashion sense wasn’t daring enough, and then I got annoyed with her because she was being kind of mean), but now I’m glad she made me buy it. It probably sounds totally anti-feminist, but maybe a sexy bikini is a good way to get the spark back between me and Sebastian.


I stand up, slide my feet out of my sandals, pull off my tank top and leggings, and then, holding my clothes loosely to my chest (partly because there’s nowhere to put them and partly because I don’t know if I’m quite ready to expose myself in front of all these people), start walking toward the pool. And that’s when Sebastian surfaces in the deep end, puts his arm around some girl I’ve never seen before, and kisses her.





The First Day of Senior Year


“I seriously could have whiplash,” Lacey’s saying as we walk toward the front doors of the building. “That happened to this woman on an episode of 90210. The old one, I mean.”


“The old whiplash?” I ask, confused. Whiplash is a disease. Or an affliction. An injury? Whatever it is, I don’t think there can be a new kind. Unless it’s one of those new diseases that keeps popping up, like a couple of years ago when everyone was freaking out about swine flu. It’s also possible that the closer we get to school, the more my mental capacities are diminishing, making me unable to understand even the simple intricacies of teen dramas on The CW.


“No, the old 90210. You know, the one with what’s his name in it? The guy with the hair?” I shrug and give her a blank look. “Well, whatever,” she says.


She opens the door, and we step inside, which is, like, a totally and completely amazing achievement, considering I was almost hyperventilating in the visitor lot just a couple of minutes ago. Although, now that I’m here, I’m not exactly sure how I should behave. I mean, there are so many people I’m trying to avoid. Should I just keep my head down, hoping I don’t make eye contact with anyone who happens to cross my path? Should I scan the halls with an eagle eye so that if I do spot one of them, I have time to duck out of the way? Or (and this is the most terrifying choice) should I maybe just stop avoiding them altogether, since the longer I do, the scarier it’s going to be, and eventually they might realize what I’m doing and be all, “Hey, Hannah, why are you avoiding me?”


This whole thing is very complicated. Not as complicated as it’s going to be, a little voice in the back of my head whispers. I do my best to ignore it.


“Um, hello?” Lacey says. “Are you even listening to me? Who are you looking for?”


“No one,” I say quickly. I point to the little sign outside of room A3. “There’s my homeroom! I guess I’ll see you later.” I try to turn and walk away from her, but Lacey grabs my shoulder and whirls me back around.


“Hannah,” she says. “You were looking for Sebastian, weren’t you?” She puts her hand on her hip and taps her foot, waiting for my answer.


“No, I wasn’t!” It’s not even a lie. Like I said before, at this point Sebastian is the least of my concerns. Although he’s definitely someone I’m avoiding. Just not the main person (people?) I’m avoiding. This is really making my head spin.


“Then who were you looking for?” She’s looking at me with a mixture of concern and suspicion. Not that I blame her—if I were her, I’d be suspicious too. I mean, I spent pretty much the whole beginning of the summer trying to get over Sebastian. Lacey witnessed me crying a lot, eating a lot, and trying to drown my sorrows in beer. Which didn’t work. It only made me sick. Actually, all of those things—the crying, the ice cream, and the alcohol—made me sick. The combination of them probably screwed my stomach up for life.


“No one.”


“Hannah, seriously, are you okay?” Lacey asks. She tilts her head toward me, her lips pressed together.


“I’m fine,” I say again. “Why do you keep asking me that?”


“Hannah,” she says and waits. I think about it. I should tell her. I should. This is Lacey, she’s my friend, she’s not going to judge me for it. She’s not going to get all up on her high horse and lecture me or anything. She’s nice. She used to volunteer at the ASPCA for God’s sake! The girl has a heart. She even hates Ava, which might actually be a plus in this situation.


I take a deep breath. “Okay,” I say. “But first you have to promise that you won’t (a) tell anyone or (b) judge me.”


“I won’t,” she says, her tone serious.


“All right,” I say, “So you know how—”


But the bell rings then, cutting me off, and Lacey bites her lip. “Go on,” she says. “Who cares about being late to homeroom on the first day?”


The halls are full now, kids shuffling by us, jostling their bags into my side as they go.


“No,” I say. “You should go. You don’t want to get in trouble already.” Last year, Lacey skipped a lot of her classes, so many that she almost got denied credit. She had her reasons of course (it had to do with a boy—what doesn’t?), but try telling that to the people in guidance. They really don’t understand how hard it is to hold your mental state together enough just to get to school in the first place, let alone when you have some kind of stress in your life.


“I don’t care,” Lacey says.


“I do,” I say. No way Lacey should get in trouble because I made a mess out of my life.


“Fine,” she says. “But meet me here after homeroom so we can compare schedules?”


“Definitely.”


She turns and disappears into the sea of faces, and I turn and look at the door to my homeroom. Nine minutes. Homeroom is nine minutes. Well, actually, that’s not true. Today we’re having an extended homeroom for, like, nineteen minutes so we can get our schedules and lockers and everything. But still. Nineteen minutes. I can definitely handle that. Just get through homeroom, the little voice in my head says. And then you can worry about what you’re going to do.


Feeling slightly optimistic since the voice in my head has decided to try and be positive for once, I push past the crowd in the hall and into the room. And then I stop. Because there, already seated in the second to last row by the window, is Ava. She’s wearing a purple summer dress and doodling in a notebook, but as soon as I see her, she looks up, almost like she has some kind of instinct that I’m there.


“Hannah!” she says, her face breaking out into a smile. “Yay! I saved you a seat!”


My heart dips and flips, and all of a sudden, I feel like I’m going to throw up. My feet want to turn me around and march me right out of here and back to my car. But I know I can’t do that. I mean, she’s already seen me. So I take a couple of deep breaths, then force myself to move forward and into the classroom.





The Last Night of Junior Year


Sebastian’s hands are on the girl’s face and in her hair and playing with the long strings of the bikini top that ties behind her back. I start to feel all faint and kind of wobbly, so I elbow my way through Jenna’s backyard and into the house, where I head straight for the bathroom on the first floor.


I lean over the toilet and wait to see if I’m going to be sick, but once I’m in there, my stomach isn’t churning as much, and I start to think that maybe I just had some kind of weird panic attack that made me think I had to throw up and/or faint when I really didn’t. I take deep breaths and fill my hands with cold water from the sink, then splash it all over my face. My eye shadow starts to run, and the bronzer I’m wearing comes off and starts staining my hands, but I don’t care. I keep putting the water on my face, over and over.


How, how, how could this have happened? And why now, on the last day of school? Although, I guess that part, at least, is pretty obvious. Probably Sebastian thought it would be better to break up at the beginning of the summer so he could have fun hanging out with whatever girls he wanted, bringing them to the beach and ogling them in their skimpy bikinis, taking them to the huge Fourth of July party he always has up at his family’s summer house, and inviting them to hang out by his pool all day, every day without me around bothering him to get a job.


Oh, God. I shouldn’t have spent so much time bothering him to get a job! I didn’t even care if he got a job! It was just his dumb parents. They were constantly on his ass, especially his dad, and I just figured that if he got a job, they’d give him some peace. I thought it was a good trade-off. But obviously I came across as some kind of horrible, nagging wife!


Of course, deep down I know it probably doesn’t have anything to do with me telling him to get a summer job. It’s probably about sex, because it’s always about sex, there’s no getting around it. But what else did he want from me? I mean, I know what else he wanted from me, but, I mean, besides that. We were doing Everything But! I am totally and completely the Everything But girl! I was getting very good at Everything But! I never complained about Everything But. I was constantly and happily ready and willing to give Everything But! Unless . . . oh, God. Am I horrible at Everything But? Supposedly, all you have to do is be enthusiastic, you know? It’s kind of like pizza, you can’t really get a bad—


There’s a knock on the door.


“Just a minute!” I call, slipping my clothes back on over my bikini and hoping whoever’s at the door can’t hear in my voice that I’m having a nervous breakdown. “I’ll be right out.” I look at my face in the mirror. I look horrible. Bronzer is all over my hands and running down my cheeks, mixed with mascara and purple glitter dust eye shadow. I grab a wad of toilet paper and start wiping my face, trying to clean up the mess.


“Hannah, it’s me!” the voice says. Ava. Oh, thank God. I pull open the door, grab her arm, and yank her into the bathroom.


“I saw you come running in here and I didn’t know what you were—” She sees my face. “Ohmigod,” she says. “What happened?” She goes right into Jenna’s linen closet and pulls out a clean blue towel, runs it under some warm water, and starts cleaning the ruined makeup off my face. Yikes. I hope that towel isn’t expensive.


“I saw Sebastian,” I say, my stomach starting to churn again. “In the pool. With another girl.”


Her eyes narrow. “Please tell me it was just normal Sebastian stupid flirting behavior? Annoying but ultimately harmless?”


“No,” I say, shaking my head. “There was kissing. Lots of it. With tongue.” And that’s when I start crying.


“That asshole!” Ava says. She looks at the dirty towel in her hand, drops it on the floor, then reaches into the closet for another one.


“Should we be using those?” I ask, as she runs it under the warm water. I grab some toilet paper off the roll and blow my nose. “They look kind of expensive.”


“Hannah,” Ava says, giving me a look. “This is an emergency. And besides, you shouldn’t be worried about that, you should be worried about you.” She hands me the towel, then reaches into her bag and pulls out her cell.


“Who are you calling?” I ask. I’m still crying, just not as hard.


“Noah.” Then, into the phone, she says, “Hey, it’s me. Can you come into the downstairs bathroom, we’re having an emergency.”


“I don’t want Noah to know!” I say. “That’s humiliating!”


“It’s okay,” she says. “He’s good in a crisis.” She looks in the mirror over the sink, checks her teeth, and runs her fingers through her hair. There’s a knock on the door. Geez, already? I haven’t even had time to acclimate myself to the situation, and now I have to share it with Ava’s boyfriend? And how did he get here so fast anyway? Is he some kind of speed walker?


“Come in,” Ava says, without even bothering to ask who it is. Noah walks in, looking slightly nervous.


“What’s going on?” he asks when he sees me sitting on the closed toilet, sniffling into a stained towel.


“Sebastian,” Ava hisses, “is out there making out with some troll!”


Noah looks at me, his eyebrows raised, and I nod in confirmation. “Although she’s not really a troll,” I tell him, thinking about it. “I mean, I didn’t really get that good of a look at her, but she didn’t look trollish, she had these really defined arms and her hair was—”


Ava shoots me a look and I cut myself off, square my shoulders, and say, “Sebastian is out there making out with some troll.” Ava nods in satisfaction, then whirls around and reaches into Noah’s pocket, pulling out his phone. She starts scrolling through it. “Who can we get?” she asks.


“Who can we get for what?” I ask. I rip another piece of toilet paper off the roll and dab my eyes. I knew I should have brought my makeup with me. But the purse that matches these shoes is really teeny-tiny, and I couldn’t fit anything in it, so all I have is my lip gloss. Perfect for touching up my lips pre-make-out-with-Sebastian session, but definitely not at all helpful for fixing my face post-seeing-Sebastian-making-out-with-someone-else meltdown.


“There’s Chase Parker,” Noah says immediately. He vaults himself onto the counter in Jenna’s bathroom. She has one of those huge counters that has two sinks, so there’s plenty of room for him to sit.


“Chase Parker?” I ask, confused. “What are you guys talking about?” They’re not going to try and get Sebastian beat up, are they? Chase Parker could definitely take him. He’s huge and built, and there was even this whole craziness last year where Chase was running some kind of illegal steroids ring out of his gym locker. Allegedly.


“Could work,” Ava says. She hands the phone out to me. “Call him.”


“I don’t want Sebastian beat up!” I say. “I just want to go home.” I lean my head against the tile wall and close my eyes. Yes, going home to wallow sounds perfect. I can eat something greasy. Maybe I’ll take a couple of Tylenol PMs to help me get to sleep. I think my mom might even have an old bottle of Ambien lying around somewhere from right after her and my dad got divorced. Not that I’m usually into medicinal therapy. But your boyfriend making out with someone right in front of you calls for desperate measures.


“Not beat up,” Ava says. “For a rebound.” She’s leaning into the mirror now, retouching her lip gloss.


I must have a really blank look on my face, because Noah turns to me and says, “You know, like a rebound guy? To hook up with?”


I gasp. “I can’t hook up with someone just to hook up with them!” Have they both lost their minds? “Wait a second,” I say to Noah. “You think Chase Parker would hook up with me?” I’m kind of flattered. Not that I want to hook up with Chase Parker, obviously. But he’s kind of considered a catch. Most girls only care about his sexy washboard stomach, his deep blue eyes, and the fact that he’s popular. They don’t really care about the steroids, and if anything, that whole scandal kind of just served to make his stock rise. I guess because it makes him seem kind of dangerous.


“Why not?” Noah says. He shrugs.


“Thanks, Noah,” I say, wondering if he’s just being nice or if he really is that naïve. Probably both.


“So should I call him?” Noah asks.


“No.” I lean my head against the smooth tile of the bathroom wall and close my eyes. “I just want to go home.”


“You’re not going home,” Ava says.


“Why not?”


“Because if you go home, you’re letting Sebastian win.”


“He’s already won,” I say. “He’s the one out there making out with another girl, and I’m the one who’s in here, crying and wishing I’d never come.”


I start to sob again, and Ava comes over, kneels down on the rug in front of me, and gives me a hug. “Look,” she says. “I am going to leave this bathroom, I am going to go out to the party, and I am going to find someone who is willing to hook up with you. And when I get back, you are going to be ready? Got it?”


She turns on her heel and walks out before I can answer, leaving me alone with Noah.


“Sorry,” I say, looking up to where he’s sitting on the counter.


“For what?”


“For making you waste the best party hours sitting in here with me.”


“You’re not making me do anything,” he says. “And besides, it’s not a very good party.”


“So if it was a good party you’d be mad at me?”


“Maybe,” he says. But I can tell he’s joking, and I almost smile.


We sit there in silence for a couple of minutes Awwwk-ward. I mean, I don’t know Noah that well. Definitely not enough to know what to say to him while I’m trapped in a bathroom having a crisis. He and Ava have been together for almost ten months so obviously I’ve been around him a lot. And the four of us—me, Ava, Noah, and Sebastian—hang out once in a while. But Noah and I have never, like, spent time alone or anything. And he wasn’t really in our group of friends before he and Ava started dating. In fact, he transferred to our school at the beginning of this year, so I don’t even have any, like, funny but forgotten stories I can bring up to him, like about how he threw up on a field trip in fifth grade or something.


The silence stretches on for a couple more minutes, and I try to think of something to say. Something about him and Ava maybe? Or something about our computer class! That’s where I first met Noah, before Ava even met him. It was an Intro to Web Design class and only lasted half the year, so it’s been over for a while.


Maybe I should ask him if he’s going to take Intro to Web Design Two? That would be kind of stupid, since we both agreed the first class was a total waste of time. Maybe I can ask him about baseball. Or I could ask him what he’s planning on doing for Ava’s birthday, which is coming up in a few months. Well, in September. But still. He’s probably going to need pointers way in advance on what to do and how to plan. Guys are completely clueless when it comes to birthdays. For my birthday last month, Sebastian bought me three bottles of lotion from Victoria’s Secret and this very trashy lingerie set from Frederick’s of Hollywood. I wasn’t sure what was more disturbing, that (a) he went to two different lingerie stores, spending God knows how long picking things out in there, (b) he thought I would like anything in a leopard print, or (c) it was a definite hint that he wanted to have sex.
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