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I liked him first, but it doesn’t matter.

I still like him.

That doesn’t matter either.

Or at least, it’s not supposed to.



two

Brianna and Ryan are kissing. I try not to notice, but when you’re the only person in the room who isn’t wrapped around someone else, it’s kind of hard not to. Also, the movie Brianna has picked is one I’ve seen before.

More than once.

Thirty-seven times, to be exact.

I know it’s a lot, but Brianna really likes it, and it’s better than what’s on at my house, which is either the news or old sitcoms—Dad’s favorites—or DVDs Mom’s made from footage of her in different cooking contests. Since she entered the Fabulous Family Cook-Off, she’s been “studying” herself at other cook-offs to see how she can “improve her prep work.”

Yes, I have watched my mother watch herself chopping onions. And then watched her critique herself on it.

So you can see why I’d rather watch a movie and why, as of right now, I’m on viewing thirty-seven of “girl meets boy, girl falls for boy, boy falls for girl, then boy gets cancer and dies while girl is brave and only cries once, at the end, as the boy says, ‘I’ll wait for you,’ and then dies.”

I admit, I cried the first time I saw it. And the second. But by the third time, I started to wonder about the girl’s best friend, who shows up at periodic intervals throughout the movie to support the girl, usually by providing ice cream and/or doing something stupid-silly like catching her skirt in the door and tugging until she tears herself out of it. She also sings to an umbrella at one point.

Anyway, by the third time through, I started wondering about the best friend. How come she has to be klutzy and wacky? Doesn’t she get tired of being supportive and eating ice cream? (Well, maybe not so much on the last thing.)

What’s the best friend’s life really like? She must do something when she isn’t losing her skirt or saying, “Oh, you’re so brave!”

So far, the best friend has been the following—at least in my mind:

—a secret heroin user (that was the week Ryan took Brianna to the awesome indie film about the model who stayed skinny by shooting heroin and how everyone told her how fabulous she looked right up until she died. I ended up going with them because Brianna said she wanted someone to talk to when she got bored. So I listened to her guess who was going to win the new date-a-rockstar reality show episode where all the girls have to try to fry an egg naked without burning themselves. But what I saw of the movie was great, and I went back and saw it with my mother later. She said it was “depressing,” but at least I got to see the whole thing.)

—a spy (because hi, obvious awesome plot!)

—a superhero who is trying to save the world while keeping her disguise as a mild-mannered klutz (another obvious but awesome plot)

—in love with the boy, who loves her back, and they have secret meetings—when the girl is in one of her musical montages—and the boy tells the best friend he really wants her, but doesn’t want to hurt the girl, and the best friend agrees because she’s really a good person in spite of the fact that she’s totally into her best friend’s boyfriend.

That last one is—well, I try not to think about it, but I do.

I do because I can see it happening—in the movie, I mean—and the best friend is a nice person. Really, she is. She can’t help the way she feels about the guy.

She really can’t. Trust me on this one. I might be …

Oh, forget it. I am. I’m that girl. The one who likes her best friend’s boyfriend. In the world of friendship, I’m awful. Everyone knows the unwritten rule: You don’t like your best friend’s boyfriend.

I know that, I do, and I don’t want to like Ryan. He’s Brianna’s boyfriend. She’s crazy about him. If I turned my head a little, I could see them kissing. I know they’re together. I know it’s BriannaandRyan now.

I don’t look at them. I don’t need the reminder that they’re together.

And besides, I know that if I look it’ll hurt too much.

So I watch the movie. Maybe the best friend is secretly an assassin from the future, and has come back through time to make sure an evil scientist is stopped before he destroys mankind.

A sofa throw pillow hits me in the head, and since I know who did it, I say, “Hey, Brianna, what if I miss what’s going to happen next?”

Brianna laughs and I make myself look back at her.

She grins at me, lips not attached to Ryan any longer. “So, are you coming with us tonight or what?”

I pretend to stretch so I can look at the clock. It’s only ten. Too early to say I have to go home. I’ll have to make up a reason why I can’t go with her. Them.

“I can’t. Mom wants me to get up at five tomorrow and go shopping with her. She’s doing another test run of her recipes in case she gets the call.”

“Why do you have to go?” Brianna says.

“My dad can’t because of his hip, and she wants someone there to help.”

This is a lie. My mother doesn’t need help when she’s grocery shopping. She knows every grocery store in a fifty-mile radius like she knows our house. She knows who gets produce in when, which stores get the newest products first, and which ones are open late in case inspiration strikes and she wants to make something at 10 p.m.

Mom is intensely, fiercely focused on creating recipes. She enters cooking contests all the time, and has “placed” in four, which is cook-off lingo for coming in second or third—which everyone, even Mom, says they’re happy about, but isn’t.

Mom wants to win a cook-off. I know she does. She likes cooking, she likes making up recipes, but she also enters seemingly every single cook-off there is. She keeps it pretty low-key—especially compared to some of the other “contesters” I’ve met—but it’s there and it drives her to keep going.

She’s always had that drive, I think. I mean, there’s a reason I quickly learned to play Go Fish with Dad and not her when I was little—with Dad, I at least won sometimes.

This year she’s sent in—and is now practicing—twenty recipes for the Fabulous Family Cook-Off. This is a low number in the contesting world, at least among the diehards, but Mom decided the key was to really focus on “just a few dishes.” Dad and I have been eating them for a while now because she wants to be ready when (my mother doesn’t believe in “if” when it comes to cook-offs) she gets the call.

Unfortunately, Brianna knows all of this, and that’s the problem with having a best friend who’s known you since you were five. Twelve years of friendship mean Brianna knows almost everything about me and my family.

“She doesn’t need you to go,” Brianna says. “She knows where everything is in every grocery store around here, and besides, she’s never needed your help shopping before. She has a system and everything.” (Brianna’s right, Mom does. She can find anything in any store in a minute, tops, and probably blindfolded to boot.)

But, of course, this doesn’t help with the excuse thing at all.

“Maybe Sarah doesn’t want to go to the party,” Ryan says, looking at the framed photo of Brianna that Brianna’s hung on the far wall. I took it last year, when I signed up for Photography thinking it would be an easy A.

It was a very hard B-, with a lot of bad photos on my part, but the picture of Brianna is a good one. She’s sitting on her front steps, looking off into the distance, and I’d messed with the timer and the speed so much that I accidentally managed to get myself in the shot as I was running back to the camera to see if it was still working. I turned out as a smudge, a sort of blur of motion, but Brianna is perfectly still, perfectly captured. I messed around with the photo a little and got Brianna to almost glow in it, pushed the blur that was me into a ghostly shimmer.

“She wants to go,” Brianna says to Ryan, and then nudges me with a foot. “I hear Tommy might be there.”

I shrug. Tommy is in my English and Chemistry classes, and he’s sweet. He’s also hopelessly in love with Brianna.

However, unlike most of the guys who are hopelessly in love with Brianna, he knows he has no chance with her. So he has decided he likes me. Today, in school, he asked me if I was going to be at the party tonight, and I watched him start to ask if Brianna was coming too and then stop, remember she has a boyfriend.

I watched him remember he was supposed to like me.

“You don’t think he’s cute?” Brianna says.

“He’s okay.” He is. He’s okay. He has eyes and a nose and a mouth and hair that doesn’t look like it was cut by a lawn mower and his clothes aren’t hideous and he doesn’t smell or spit when he talks.

“So, come with us. There’s always room in Ryan’s car, you know. The whole school could fit in his car. Which is fine! Great!” She rolls her eyes at me.

I smile, because there is always room in Ryan’s car. He drives a station wagon, and Brianna hates it. She wants Ryan to ask his parents for a new car, and has since they started going out a little over six weeks ago.

“I like my car,” Ryan says, and glances at me.

I let myself look at him for just a second, get a glimpse of dark hair, bright, intense eyes (so blue you’d swear they came straight from the sky on a hot summer day, the kind of day where even the clouds have burned away), and the tiny scar that cuts across the corner of his right eyebrow that he got during a soccer match back in seventh grade.

“I can’t go,” I say. “I mean, I can, but I’m tired and I had to eat Cheesy Corn and Rice Casserole for dinner again and my stomach hurts—I mean, it’s the fourth night in a row I’ve had to eat it—so I’d rather just go home and—”

“Pleeeeeeease,” Brianna says.

“I’m too full of corn and rice to be any fun.”

“You’re full of something all right,” she says, shaking her head, and then sighs. “Fine. Go home, leave me and Ryan all by ourselves at the party.”

“You’ll have fun,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “I just like it if you’re there. I always like it if you’re there.”

I look at Ryan again, one last quick glance before I go.

He’s looking at me, and for a second, one crazy second before I stand up and smile and say goodbye and good night and walk out to my car, I think about what it would be like to be the one sitting next to him.
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I’ve liked Ryan for a long time. An embarrassingly long time, but nobody, not even Brianna, knows that. She thinks that back in eighth grade, when he asked me to a dance and I said yes, I was just being nice, and when I said, “I … I sort of like him, okay?” hoping she’d say it was, she said, “Come on, you can’t really like him. He’s Ryan.”

I can still remember her telling me how lucky I was when it turned out he couldn’t go because his grandma died and he had to fly to Seattle for the funeral. Back then Ryan wasn’t worth Brianna’s time or notice, and so he wasn’t supposed to be worth mine.

But I thought he was. I wanted to go to that dance with him, I wanted to be his girlfriend, but we didn’t get to go to the dance, and when he came back from the funeral Brianna had told everyone I hadn’t wanted to go with Ryan and was just too nice to say no.

He heard, of course, and we didn’t really talk again until the end of our freshman year, when we ended up standing next to each other during the wait to leave school during a fire drill. (I can’t be the only person who sees the problems with that, can I?)

We talked that day—just “Hey, what’s going on?” and guessing how burnt we’d be if there was an actual fire—and after that, I admit, I thought—hoped, that maybe, one day …

And then, a little over six weeks ago, I saw him at a party.

I saw him, but Brianna got him.

I see Brianna waving as I pull onto the road. Ryan raises one hand too, and I try not to think about that party. About what I’d thought then.

About his hand touching mine.
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The party where Brianna and Ryan got together was an end-of-summer-oh-crap-school-is-going-to-suck thing, and all the usual suspects were there. Brianna ran into a bunch of people from drama club, and they were all talking about what play they wanted to do. I was looking around the house, saying hi to everyone I passed and talking about summer, which we all agreed was too short.

I got sidetracked in the study, which was your usual study—a dad refuge complete with comfy, dumpy chair that clearly wasn’t allowed in any other room in the house, a collection of newspapers and magazines all opened to articles about sports, and two huge bookshelves. They ran from floor to ceiling and were filled with paperbacks and what looked like old textbooks, but there were also some coffee table books, the kind that are all pictures. One of them was about shoes.

And here’s the thing about me: I like shoes. Well, sneakers. I have twenty-seven pairs, and twenty-five of them are ones I either decorated myself or bought custom-designed. (Two pairs are in my room now, plain white and waiting for inspiration to strike.)

Which leads me to what happened. There I was, thumbing through the shoe book and wondering if I could get a copy and decorate a pair of sneakers with pictures of shoes (I saw heels running around the edges, boots dancing along the top, and bright yellow laces with tiny silver shoe charms at the ends), when I saw a painting on the wall.

I don’t know a lot about art, but the painting was clearly valuable. It was nicely framed and had one of those little “Look! Look at this ART!” spotlights above it. I half expected to see one of those little white cards bolted to the wall next to it with a title like Internal Struggle of the Human Spirit (Season 8) but there wasn’t anything there, just the painting and its light.

And the painting … well, it looked like crap.

I don’t mean that figuratively, I mean it literally.

I moved a little closer, interested and horrified, and practically had my nose up against the glass frame when someone else came into the room. I looked over, saw it was Ryan, and grinned at him.

And then I felt my heart drop into my stomach because—

Well, the summer had been really, REALLY good to him.

Ryan had always been three things: short, skinny, and obsessed with art. But over the summer, he’d grown—I had to look up in order to meet his eyes—and although he was still thin, he wasn’t skinny. He had muscles. Not the big, bulky kind you think of whenever you hear the word, but long, lean ones.

He looked—oh, I wish I was a poet—but he looked beautiful in this raw, exotic way, and when he said, “Hey, Sarah,” I wanted to run over to him and trace the high lines of his cheekbones with my fingers and then touch his hair.

And all right, the rest of him.

I didn’t, though. I just said, “Hey, Ryan, come tell me what this is,” like he was still regular old Ryan, the one who’d thrown up before giving an oral report in fifth grade—and not this suddenly gorgeous creature whose face, which had been all angles and huge, startling blue eyes, had suddenly come together in a way that worked and sent me reeling.

“Well, it’s a painting,” he said, grinning at me. I’d always liked Ryan’s smile—it was friendly and warm—but now, in that face that had come into itself, it was lethal.

“I—uh. I sort of figured out that one,” I said, clearing my throat and trying to talk normally.

I knew from Brianna that being beautiful wasn’t all great. Brianna had changed in middle school. One day we were both seventh graders and the next, she was a supermodel who had a seventh grader for a best friend.

Maybe it wasn’t that dramatic, but it was still pretty sudden. Brianna had always been pretty, but she got beautiful fast, and people noticed. She liked it at first, until it was all they noticed. And then she got used to it. Still, that took a while, and I remember her screaming, “I’m more than breasts, you know!” to a guy we met at the mall right after it all changed for her, and how she’d cried that night in my room, hating that people looked at her and saw her body and face and nothing more.

“It looks like …” Ryan said, and then trailed off, squinting at the painting.

“Crap?” I said, and he grinned at me again. My stomach flipped from that smile—from him—and I swallowed hard. I told myself it was Ryan, and that I’d known and liked him forever.

The thing was, I’d liked him forever.

“It does, but I don’t think it is,” he said, and he still sounded the same, still sounded like Ryan, with a voice that had always been a little too serious and deep for him before.

It fit now.

“I think it’s dirt,” he said, and pointed at the painting, careful not to touch the glass. “Look, see this?”

I looked, and saw only his reflection in the glass.

I nodded anyway.

“It looks like a smudged handprint,” he said. “Like someone left a mark, and time and nature have worn it away. Maybe it’s about what’s left after you create something. The bits you aren’t supposed to see but that have to be for a painting to exist.”

Now he really sounded like the Ryan I knew, the one I’d waved at in the halls every day last year, the one who was my friend.

“Or some guy just thought, hey, I have this brown goop, why don’t I smear some on a canvas?” I said.

“Cynic,” he said, grinning wider. “Where have you been all summer, anyway?”

“Me?” I am embarrassed to report that I squeaked. Like, an actual squeak.

“Yeah, I didn’t see you around.”

“That’s because I was home, helping out and stuff. My dad paid me to paint the garage.”

Great. Now I sounded like a fourth grader. My dad paid me to paint the garage! I have no life!

“I painted too,” he said. “Houses, I mean. Not painting painting. I mean, I did some of that, but mostly it was houses. Which I already said.”

I relaxed a little more then. In spite of how he looked, he really was still Ryan.

“So that’s how you got all those muscles,” I said, and poked his arm. He shrugged, blushing a little.

Imagine a guy. He’s a little taller than you, with perfect skin, skin that just screams “touch me!” and dark hair and gorgeous blue eyes and he looks so sweet and he is sweet. And then have him blush a little.

Surely you can understand why I dropped the book I was still holding.

He bent down to get it when I did, and for a moment we were so close I could have leaned over and kissed him.

“Here,” he said, handing the book to me. We were still so close, and he was looking at me, the smile in his eyes darkening into something deeper, more intense.

“Thanks,” I said, although I’m betting it sounded more like “Geratyuhrh,” and then I reached for the book and he gave it to me, his hands touching mine for a moment.

And then he said, “Sarah,” and touched my hand again. I looked down. My fingers were spotted with the dark green my father had wanted the garage painted, and his hands were spotted too, white and yellow, and the book slid to the floor as he did more than touch my hand. He held it, he slid his fingers into mine.

Our palms pressed together, and all I could think of was a line I’d read somewhere, about palms pressed together like a kiss, and he was still looking at me and then we were standing up, still holding hands, and he was close, so close and he was leaning in and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, could only watch and wait, hoping and breathless as he moved close and closer and—

“Sarah, you will not believe what I just heard the fall play is going to be. It’s—oh,” Brianna said, and stopped talking.

Looked right at Ryan, and smiled the smile she did when she saw a guy she wanted to see.

“Hi there,” she said, and she was gorgeous, tan and tall and beautiful, her black hair curling around her heart-shaped face, and I saw Ryan smile back.

“Hey, Brianna,” he said, and she said, “What have you been doing all summer? Come tell me everything while I go to the store for some soda.” She grinned at me. “I have to get away for a little bit. One more story about acting camp and I’ll start screaming, I swear. I wish I could have gone.”

“I know,” I said, because I’d been there when her mother told her no, and tried not to notice that my hand wasn’t touching Ryan’s anymore. “Don’t just get grape soda, okay?”

“I wouldn’t get just grape—well, all right, I would. But I won’t,” she said, and looped her arm through Ryan’s, steering him out of the room. Steering him to her like only she could do, and by the time he and Brianna came back with a few six-packs of soda, both of their mouths were slightly purple. Brianna grinned at me, a pleased, glowing smile, and said, “Ryan likes grape soda too,” as she tossed me a root beer and said, “Here’s your favorite.”

“Mine too, actually,” Ryan said, but he wasn’t looking at me as he did. He was looking at Brianna, a little bewildered, a little dazed, and I knew he wasn’t going to turn away.

I looked at her, and she was smiling the smile she wore when she saw a guy she wanted, and that’s when I knew she’d get him because that’s who she was and what she did.

I saw she already had him.

I went into the kitchen to drink my root beer. I poured it in a glass, added ice, and then waited for the fizz to settle. Delaying tactics, and by the time I drank it and went back to where Brianna was, she and Ryan were sitting together, talking.

Brianna was nodding intently, like everything he was saying meant the world to her. Ryan still looked slightly dazed but saw me and started to say something, and then Brianna touched his face and kissed him in front of everyone.

And that was it. He was hers.

He might have talked to me first. He even held my hand first. But it didn’t matter.

Except to me.
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I take the long way home because I don’t want to be thinking about Ryan and Brianna when I get there. I don’t want to play “what if” like I’m more than half doing already. I want to be happy for Brianna and nothing more.

But when I get home, Ryan’s car is in the driveway.

I pull up alongside it, my stomach twisting even as my heart (stupid, traitorous) flutters in my chest, making me dizzy.

I look at my porch and see my dad and Brianna and Ryan sitting there, the three of them partially lit by the big frosted globe Mom won as a second-place finalist in the Best Houses and Lifestyle Magazine Super Porch Suppers! Competition. (She did mini–meatloaves with a honey-mustard glaze and serrano chili corn muffins with honey butter. Number of times I ate that for dinner: about sixty. It was fine—the first forty times. The last twenty were pretty tough, but Mom likes to know her recipes inside and out.)

I look at Ryan and Brianna—I make myself see them—and my heart stops fluttering because this is how things are. This is reality.

But why are they here?

“Hi, Sarah Bear,” Dad says, standing up and hugging me like I’m six and not seventeen. I sigh but hug him back, glad he isn’t wincing from his bad hip.

“Why are you on the porch?” I ask him, and then look at Brianna. “And how did you get here before me?”

Brianna rolls her eyes at me. “You drive like an old man, Sarah.” She glances at my dad. “No offense, Mr. F.”
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