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Why leave love to chance?

Felicity Walker believes in true love. That’s why she applies for a gig at the matchmaking company Cupid’s Hollow. But when Felicity gets the job, she learns that she isn’t just a matchmaker … she’s a cupid! (There’s more than one of them, you know.)

Armed with a hot pink, tricked-out PDA infused with the latest in cupid magic (love arrows shot through e-mail), Felicity works to meet her quota of successful matches. But with a school full of potential couples, so much can go oh so wrong.

rhondastapleton.com

[image: Images]SIMON PULSE

Simon & Schuster, New York

Cover designed by Karina Granda

Cover photograph copyright © 2011 by Getty Images

Ages 12 up

1211




[image: images]


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: images]

SIMON PULSE

An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This Simon Pulse paperback edition December 2011

Stupid Cupid copyright © 2009 by Rhonda Stapleton

Flirting with Disaster copyright © 2010 by Rhonda Stapleton

Pucker Up copyright © 2010 by Rhonda Stapleton

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON PULSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.

For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Karina Granda

The text of this book was set in Adobe Caslon.

Manufactured in the United States of America

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Library of Congress Control Number 2011932810

ISBN 978-1-4424-2862-1 (print)

ISBN 978-1-4424-4545-1 (eBook)

These titles were previously published individually by Simon Pulse.


This is dedicated to my children, Bryan and Shelby, who remind me every day how much fun it is to make people laugh. And Chad, I’d be remiss if I didn’t tell the world how awesome you are, and that I look forward to more Breakfasts in America with you. (Ha, you just got Supertramped!) Seriously, though, I love you all, and am blessed to have such a wonderful family.

This is also dedicated to my parents, Pat and Ron, and to my sister, Lisa. You have encouraged me every step of the way, and I’m grateful for it. I couldn’t have asked for a better support system … or a goofier one.[image: Image]

Lastly, I want to dedicate this to YOU. Yes, you. Thank you for reading this, and I hope you enjoy this very goofy, but heartfelt, story of love.



STUPID CUPID




chapter one

“So”—Janet glanced down at my résumé—“Felicity. You’d like to be a matchmaker. Can you go into more detail why?”

Because my mom threatened bodily harm unless I get off my lazy butt and get a job. No, that wouldn’t do. Better to try for the more professional approach.

“Well, I believe in true love,” I replied. “I think everyone has a match out there—some people just need a little help finding that special person. I think it would be fun to do that.”

Janet smiled, her bright, white teeth sparkling in the soft light pouring from the window. “Good answer. That’s what we believe too. Here at Cupid’s Hollow we want to find true love for everyone.”

I nodded, trying not to fidget with the clicky end of my pen. This was my first real interview, and I was determined not to let my twitchy thumb get the best of me. After applying for a thousand jobs (and getting a thousand rejections), I’d found a tiny ad on the back page of Cleveland’s Scene magazine: teen cupids wanted FOR MATCHMAKING COMPANY. CALL FOR INTERVIEW.

It was a cute angle to advertise for employees in that way, so I called. Two days later, here I was. In all my nervous, sweaty glory, working it as best as I could so I wouldn’t look or sound like a total idiot.

“So, you’re a junior,” Janet said. “And what school do you go to again?”

“Greenville High. Go, Cougars!” I cheered, then winced internally at my dorkiness. Oh, man, that was way lame. Like she cared about our school mascot. I didn’t even care most of the time.

“Um-hm,” she said, her face unreadable. She flipped through the notepad on her lap and scribbled furiously on a page.

Crap, did I blow it already? Three minutes into the interview and I’d sunk my own battleship.

“And you’re available to start work …?”

“As soon as possible,” I spilled out, heart racing. Maybe this could still work out.

“Have you ever used a BlackBerry or similar handheld technology before?”

“Well, my mom has one, and I’ve used it a little bit.” Okay, that was an exaggeration, as I’ve really only seen her use it, but I’m sure I could figure it out if I needed to.

Janet wrote more notes. “I assume you’ve never participated in or worked for a matchmaking service before?”

“Um, no.” I thought fast. “But I did help my brother set up his Match dot com profile.”

My brother is four years older than me and is a cop. Trust me, not a good combination. He’s insane. I can’t count the number of times he’s flashed his stupid badge at me in front of my friends, threatening to haul me in if I mocked his authority again. Total dork.

“Okay, last question. This job requires a certain level of … confidentiality.” Janet looked straight into my eyes, her face serious. “Confidentiality for our clients, as well as for our own technologies and processes. You’d have to sign a document promising never to share our information with anyone outside the company. Would that be a problem?”

I swallowed. What was I getting myself into here? Was this normal?

Geez, chill, Felicity. She wasn’t asking me to sew my lips together and join a convent. They probably just didn’t want other matchmaking companies to steal their ideas or customers.

I nodded and put on my most serious, trustworthy face. “Sure, no problem.” A thought popped into my mind. “Wait, I’m only seventeen. Is the contract legally binding?”

She shot me a smile. “Good question. It’s binding as far as our concerns go.”

“Okay, then.” Not that I’d be spilling any industry secrets, anyway, so I wouldn’t have to worry about that.

Janet finished writing, then uncrossed her legs and smoothed her prim, plum-colored skirt. She stood and stuck out her hand. “Well, we’d love to have you join our team. Welcome to Cupid’s Hollow, Felicity.”

I bit back my squeal and shook her hand. “This is so awesome. Thank you!”

She grinned. “Why don’t you come in tomorrow for the training session.”

I thanked her profusely, slipped on my thick winter coat, and left the office, turning back to give the building one last glance. The outside itself was nondescript, just an old brick exterior with lots of windows and a thin layer of late March snow perched on top. But the inside held the key to my working future.

My first real job. I was so excited, I did a little booty shake in the parking lot. I couldn’t wait to tell everyone I knew! If I’d had a cell phone, I could have called my best friends Maya and Andy instead of waiting until I got home. With a job, though, I would now be able to use my own money to buy one.

I hopped into my mom’s dark green Camry, cranked up the heat and the radio, and headed home, taking the long way through the suburbs instead of driving on Route 480. Mom had let me borrow the car for the interview, but made me swear a solemn oath that I would not go anywhere but to the interview and back, would not pick up any hitchhikers, and would stay off the freeway at all costs.

“Mom,” I said as soon as I threw open the front door, “I’m home. I got the job!” On the front porch I stomped the loose snow off my heels, then stepped into the foyer and gingerly slipped out of my boots. After tucking them into the corner of the tiled entryway and hanging my coat in the closet, I added, “And no, I didn’t track snow in the house.” I knew what she was going to ask, because it was the same thing every time.

Mom darted out of the kitchen, wearing a white apron over her dress pants. Other than a small smudge of flour on her cheek, she looked pristine and composed, as usual. “Congratulations!” she cried out. “I’m so proud of you.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

My mom is surprisingly domestic—she’s as assertive in the kitchen as in her workplace, where she’s in the accounting department. God help any of the company’s clients who are late on their payments, because my mom hounds them until they pay, just to shut her up. She runs our household the same way.

When we were younger, my brother and I used to call her the House Nazi. Neither one of us was stupid enough to say it directly to her face, though—I liked my mouth right where it was, thank you very much.

“Thanks, Mom. What’s for dinner?” I asked. “I’m starving to death.”

“Fried chicken, but it’s not ready yet. You should go call Maya and Andy with your good news. They’ll be thrilled.”

“Yup, I’m heading up to my room now.” I tossed the keys on the small table in the foyer. “Thanks for letting me borrow the car.”

She winked. “Well, now you can save up and get your own, can’t you.”

Gee, I’d suspected she’d say that. Now that I had a real job, I could predict the answer for everything:

Need new clothes, Felicity? Want to go see a movie with your friends? Well, it’s a good thing you’ve got a job now.

I darted up to my room, flung myself across my bed, and grabbed the phone off my nightstand, dialing Andy’s cell.

“Andy’s mortuary. You stab ’em, we slab ’em.”

Andy Carsen is my best friend. She and I have been close since kindergarten. Sometimes, though, I feel a bit jealous of her. Her folks aren’t as harsh as mine can be. And Andy, of course, has a cell phone, just like everybody else I know. I swear, I must be the only teenager in the free world who doesn’t have one. But now that I had a job, that was going to change.

“Hey, it’s me.”

“So …?”

“I got the job!”

She squealed. “That’s awesome! Now you’ll finally have spending money, and we can go shopping more and buy those cute jeans you wanted and—”

“Whoa.” I laughed. “I haven’t even gotten a paycheck yet.”

“So, how does this gig work? Will you make those geeky videotapes of people, or is it an online dating thing?”

Hm. I hadn’t even bothered to ask. “Actually, I don’t know. I was so excited I got the job, I just took off before she could change her mind.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“You say that like you’re surprised. Anyway, tomorrow I’ve got training, so I’ll let you know.”

We hung up, and I dialed Maya Takahashi, my other BFF. Maya moved to Cleveland when we were in middle school, and though she’s completely unlike me or Andy in just about every possible way, we clicked. Maybe it was the way she quietly snarked on the preps her first day of school that made me instantly love her. From then on, the three of us have been nearly inseparable.

“’Lo,” Maya said into the mouthpiece, her mouth clearly full of food.

“Hey,” I answered. “I got the job!”

“That’s great. I knew you would.”

I heard her chew a few times, so I held the phone away from my ear to let her finish the bite without subjecting me to it. Delicate, she was not, but that was Maya for you.

“Sounds like you’re busy,” I said. “I’ll let you go.”

“Sorry, I’m totally stressing over here and trying to multitask by eating and doing homework at the same time. I almost bit off my pen cap! And then, after dinner, I need to practice my solo.”

Maya’s a fantastic trumpet player, in addition to all her brain talents. Though I’m not a huge fan of the school band—nerd alert, anyone?—Andy and I do support her and go see all her performances at the school’s basketball games. I know she’d do the same for us.

“Okay, hope you get it all done. Talk to ya later.”

After we hung up, I turned on my PC and logged on to my blog. I made sure to lock it so it was a VIP entry only—Andy, Maya, and I usually shared entries with only each other.

I’m so excited. Now that I’m a matchmaker, maybe I can even learn some tips to make Derek fall madly in love with me.

I sighed. Derek Peterson’s the hottest guy on the face of the earth. Every time I look at him, my heart squeezes up, and I forget how to speak. Not that he ever talks to me, anyway. He’s a smart jock who runs with the AP crowd (shame of all shame, I’m only in honors, not advanced), but we have art class together.

Of course, that’s my favorite class, even though I end up spending the whole time trying not to get busted for staring at him. Or drooling.

I bet half my blog was filled with his name. I’d been crushing on him since the first day of freshman year, when I saw him walking through the hallway at school. Not that he’d noticed me, but it didn’t matter. One look at his beautiful smile, and I was a goner.

Derek Peterson-n-Felicity Walker 4-ever

Mr. and Mrs. Derek Peterson

Felicity Walker-Peterson

Felicity Walker-Peterson, M.D.

Felicity Walker-Peterson, President of the United States

Felicity Walker-Peterson, America’s Next Top Model

Well, that was fun. I saved and closed the blog, then quickly checked my e-mail (nope, nothing new, except from my spam buddies telling me I won the Irish lotto—lucky me!). Time to start my homework to avoid being grounded for getting anything below a C. The next day at the office, Janet handed me a hot-pink PDA. “Here ya go,” she said. “Your LoveLine 3000. Please take care of it. It’s the key to your job.”

Whoa. It was possibly the most tricked-out PDA I’d ever seen in my life. There had to be some serious dough coughed up for these puppies.

I sat in the plush green chair across from Janet’s cherry wood desk, flipping on the device and looking at all the buttons. “So, what’s this for? Are we supposed to schedule the customers’ first dates or something?”

She tilted her head and gave me a funny look. “It has the e-mail addresses of everyone in your territory, which in your case is Greenville High.”

“Wait. I’m matchmaking my school?” I didn’t know yet if that was a good or a bad thing, so I tried to keep my voice calm and neutral.

“Absolutely. That’s part of the reason we’re hiring. We decided to try a new venture and let people matchmake their own peer groups. After all, who better to be a cupid for a teen than another teen?”

“Good point.” Most of my classmates would die laughing if an adult tried to help them find a date. And with good reason. I mean, no disrespect to anyone, but “great personality” can only get you so far in high school.

For instance, look at me. I’ve got personality practically oozing out of my skin, but I’ve only had one boyfriend ever. And he dated me so he could get closer to Andy. I should have picked up the clue phone when he always wanted to do group things—with her tagging along, of course. And here I’d thought he was just getting to know my friends.

Andy, of course, has no problems getting a guy’s attention. She’s hot, smart, and funny, but she’s also extremely picky, so she doesn’t date a lot. And she’s 100 percent loyal to her friends, so my ex’s strategy to get closer to her backfired, to say the least.

Poor Maya, on the other hand—the girl’s sharp as a tack, captain of the debate club, lead trumpet in the marching band, but can’t get a date to save her life. In fact, she can’t even get a guy to notice her. Not that she’d even admit to wanting a boyfriend.

And not that she isn’t cute enough, either. It’s just … she’s busy. And kinda shy. But still, I couldn’t exactly picture her signing up with a dating service for help. That just isn’t how it’s done.

Janet delicately cleared her throat. “Felicity, this is no small thing. It’s taken the company thousands of years to evolve and perfect our technology, but I like the way the PDAs work so far.”

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I must have misheard her. Maybe I needed to pay better attention to this training session instead of thinking about me and my friends’ dating disasters.

“Trust me,” she continued, chuckling, “you’ll like using this much better than the bows and arrows of yesteryear. The misfiring possibility alone made the job more difficult than it needed to be. And the PDAs are far less cumbersome to carry.”

I swallowed hard. Okay, I hadn’t misunderstood. The lady was obviously a loony-bird.

And I was now employed by her.

I glanced at the door, trying to think of a polite way to get the hell out of there.

Janet paused, looking at me. “Are we on the same page here?”

I slid my eyes back to her face. “I—I’m guessing not.” Because I was on planet Earth, and Janet was obviously circling somewhere around Jupiter, floating on a pink cloud with rainbows, bunnies, and fluffy kitty cats. And a whole lotta bathtub-created meth.

No wonder they always warned us to stay away from drugs.

Janet spoke slowly. “You do understand you’re a cupid now, right?”



chapter two

“I’m … Cupid?” I squirmed in my seat.

She laughed hard for several seconds. “What? No.”

I sagged in relief—I had misunderstood her.

“You’re not Cupid. You’re a cupid. There’s more than one of us, you know.”

“Well, okay, then.” I stood before she could do something else crazy, like carve my name on her hand with a ballpoint pen. “It’s been really nice meeting you, but I should go now.”

Janet squinted at me, then stood, as well. “You’re a skeptic. That’s okay—almost all new hires are. Follow me.”

She paced across her office and opened the door, hurrying into the hallway. Did she really expect me to follow her? This was my perfect chance to escape. I flung my coat on, struggling to slip my arms through the armholes as fast as I could. After snatching my purse from underneath the seat, I stepped outside of her office, then paused.

What if she was telling the truth? What if she really could prove to me I was a cupid? Or, more likely, what if she was loony but harmless, and I was missing out on the second half of a really great story to tell Andy and Maya? Before I realized what I was doing, I found myself heading down the hallway too, following the click-clack of her heels and trying to keep up.

I hoped I wasn’t walking blindly into my own death. Mom would be so pissed if I did something dumb like that.

We hoofed it to the end of the hall and swung a left, going into a windowless room. Janet closed the door behind me.

“Take a look around,” she said.

The glint of gold caught my eye immediately. There had to be millions of dollars’ worth of antique weaponry here—namely, bows and arrows.

Janet picked out one bow and arrow and, quicker than the blink of an eye, pointed the arrow at me, firing it right into my chest.

“Aaaaaaaah!” Squeezing my eyes shut, I touched my tingling chest and looked down. No arrow sticking out of my heart. Not even a hole. The arrow had disappeared. “What the—?” I choked back the fearful sob building in my throat. “That’s not funny. How’d you …?”

She offered me a chagrined smile. “Sorry, but that’s quite possibly the most effective way to show you. Magical arrows. They disappear when they hit their target. I told you, it’s real.” She hung the bow back on the wall. “Oh, and don’t worry. You won’t be falling in love. A matching arrow also has to be fired at someone else for the love spell to work. It’s kind of like completing the electrical love circuit. That weird tingle you’re feeling should wear off in an hour or so.”

All I could do was gape as Janet led me out of the room and shut off the light, then locked the door behind us. We headed back to her office, me much more somber than before.

How was this even possible? How could she fire an arrow at me and have it disappear? I’d seen her shoot me with my own two eyes. But nothing had hit. I touched my chest again, the tingle reminding me I hadn’t imagined things.

It seemed like there was no way to rationalize the incident other than to realize maybe it was true. I was Cupid. No, wait, a cupid.

About a billion questions flew into my head. How long had Janet been a cupid? How was she chosen? Was the knowledge just handed down from one cupid to the next? How did this all get started in the first place?

Then, it hit me: This had to be the coolest thing ever to happen to me. Even better than when I won tickets from a radio station to see Panic! At The Disco in concert—from the front row, thank you very much.

Yeah, this crushed that little triumph right into the dust.

“Do I get wings?” I asked. If so, I hoped I got to pick out a pair of pretty ones. Maybe a nice sage green or pale purple. Or maybe she’d touch my back and they’d sprout out of my spine.

I shivered at the odd thought.

Janet snorted. “I wish. Unfortunately, that’s a myth. Cupids can’t fly. They’re just imbued with magical properties for matchmaking.”

Magic. It couldn’t exist … could it? My tingly chest taunted me with the answer.

A sudden thrill of excitement shot through me. Oh my God, I couldn’t wait to tell every—

“Nope,” Janet said, sitting back in her executive chair. She chuckled. “I can read your face like a book. Looks like it’s time to go over the rules.”

“Okay.” So being a cupid came with rules, just like everything else. I guess it made sense—you wouldn’t want employees going crazy all over the place and hooking up people and chickens, or anything else weird like that.

“Rule number one. No one can know you’re a cupid. Not your mom, not your best friend, not anyone. Sorry, but it compromises our anonymity. It’s in the contract you signed, so don’t even think about admitting it to anyone outside the company, ever, or else … well, let’s just say don’t.”

I nodded in agreement. “Okay. I’ll definitely keep my mouth shut.” It would be hard, because I knew me. I’d want to spill the beans to Andy and Maya. But I wasn’t about to double-cross a woman with magic arrows.

Weird. My friends and I never had any big secrets from each other. I hoped this wouldn’t cause any issues. I’d have to come up with something to tell them about my job that wouldn’t cause more questions.

Janet glanced at the PDA in my hand. “Oh, and don’t lose your LoveLine 3000 or show anyone what’s on it. If someone else tries to open it, it’ll have only your school schedule, nothing else. We installed a custom security system, just to cloak the data.” She smirked proudly.

Geez. This stuff was no joke. “I’ll keep it close to me.”

Janet nodded in approval. “Good. Now, rule number two. Only match your target to one other person at a time, making sure all matches meet the minimum-compatibility requirements of at least three common interests—but the more commonalities, the better. One pairing at a time, and if the love match doesn’t last after the magic wears off in two weeks, you can try pairing the target with someone else.”

“Okay.” I took a mental note to write all of these rules down later.

“And last, rule number three. While you remain in our employment, you’re not allowed to matchmake yourself. Sorry, it’s a conflict of interest.”

Well, crap. My dreams of Derek and me growing old together and holding hands on a rickety porch swing flushed down the drain right before my eyes. Because without a little magic, that was never going to happen. I sighed deeply. “All right.”

“Great.” Janet beamed, her mauve lipstick perfectly framing bright white teeth. “You are required to make at least one match per week, but the more matches you make, the better chance you’ll have of creating lasting matches. Your minimum quota is one lasting match a month.”

Only one a month? This was going to be a piece of cake. “Okay, so how will I know if it’s a lasting match?”

“Lasting love matches keep going after the magic wears off in two weeks. We offer bonuses for those, so that’s where the real money is. It’s in your best interest, then, to pair up suitable people from the start.”

“Okay, I see.”

Janet opened a drawer in her desk and rummaged through it. “Be sure to read your instruction guide before attempting to create a compatibility chart or client profile. Your LoveLine 3000 has the capacity to store thousands of profiles, so start doing some investigatory work, and match well. But, most importantly, trust your gut. Aha, here we go.” She pulled out a thick pamphlet and gave it to me.

“This is the guide on how to use the PDA to matchmake,” she continued. “Basically, you’ll send an e-mail to the target, and carboncopy the compatible love interest. When they open the e-mail, it’ll appear blank, but Bam!” She wiggled her fingers in the air. “Love at first byte. Get it?”

I forced a laugh. “Yeah, I get it.” Sounded easy enough. I could totally do this.

Janet handed me her business card. “Call me if you get into trouble. And take it slow until you feel comfortable. Read the instruction guide—it’ll help.” She smiled. “Any other questions?”

I scrunched up my face, thinking. “Actually, yeah. If customers aren’t paying for us to matchmake them, how does Cupid’s Hollow make any money?”

She laughed. “We get sponsorship from companies that most benefit from love matches—the floral industry, the greeting card companies, and so on. They fund us, and we fund them. It works out nicely.”

Sneaky. I never would have thought. “Makes sense, I guess.”

Janet stood. “Okay. Well, if there aren’t any other questions, go out there and make some matches!”

After third period the next day, I tossed my biology book and matchmaking instruction guide into my locker, grabbed my bagged lunch, and slammed the locker door, trying my best not to feel guilty for once again ditching the required cupid reading. I still hadn’t gotten past the first few pages of the manual, which was littered with snoozeville statistics and compatibility rules … and about a billion teeny, tiny charts.

I consider myself a pretty smart person, but the material went right over my head. Did Janet really expect me to get all this stuff?

The highest quotient of compatibility cofactors increases optimal relationship longevity, give or take a 3 percent margin of error based on certain established external parameters, blah blah blah.

And that was just on page one.

After spending two hours last night reading the same few paragraphs over and over, I’d finally just decided to forge my own matchmaking path as best I could. I’d work on making minimum-compatibility matches for people I didn’t know well and do in-depth matches for closer acquaintances.

This would increase my overall chances of a lasting match and save on research time, to boot. I mentally patted myself on the back for coming up with this brilliant strategy.

I whipped out my PDA and leaned back into the corner of an edge locker and a wall, scrolling through the profiles I’d been working on that morning. I’d never have expected how much pressure I would feel to make my matches good ones. This was serious stuff. I’d spent all morning in between classes scouring the halls before picking my first target: Britney Nelson, a new sophomore at our school, who didn’t have a lot of friends yet. However, she was cute and seemed pretty nice. I figured it shouldn’t be too hard to find her a date, especially with the help of some cupid magic.

I knew who Britney was because of gym class, but we weren’t close friends, so it made her the perfect choice for my first “cast the net wide” match. I could test out my cupid powers on her without being biased. I needed total objectivity to try this stuff out.

From scrutinizing her in the hall and oh so subtly peeking in her locker while she was moving stuff in and out, I’d already figured out a few key things to start her profile:

Name: Britney Nelson

Age: 16ish?

Pets: Dog, as evidenced by short, wiry hairs on her black pants. Either that, or has really hairy legs. I choose to go with the first option.

Interests: Robert Pattinson—his picture’s plastered all over locker. Also loves the color pink.

Style: Girly, but casual

By examining the evidence, I’d come to the conclusion that Britney’s a girl who needs a sensitive guy, one who will appreciate her femininity.

Now, to find a match for her. Eyes still on my PDA, I stepped into the line of hallway traffic.

A hard shoulder slammed into my back, and my lunch flew out of my hands. A strong, tanned hand darted out, grabbing the bag just before it hit the floor. Luckily, I kept my grip on the cupid device. Janet would so not be thrilled if I broke it on my very first day.

“Sorry,” a deep voice behind me said. “Are you okay? I didn’t see you.”

With fumbling fingers, I pocketed the PDA, then turned around to gaze up into piercing green eyes. Derek’s eyes.

“I—I, yes, I’m fine. Thanks.” A slow burn crawled up my throat and across my cheeks.

He frowned, a crease between his dark blond eyebrows. “You’re … Andy, right?”

I bit back a sigh, trying not to rub my sore shoulder. “No, I’m Felicity. Andy’s friend.”

He nodded, giving me a wry grin. “Oh, sorry. I always see you two together. I’m easily confused, ya know. Football and all that—probably knocked some brain cells out.” He paused. “Aren’t you in art class with me too? I never hear you talk in there.”

He’d noticed me? I perked up. “Yup, that’s me. Quiet as a mouse.” And übercliché, too. Ugh, why do I say these stupid things?

“I’m Derek.” He handed me my bag with a smile. “Okay, see you later.”

“Bye.” I waved at his retreating back. Oh my God, I couldn’t wait to tell Andy and Maya.

In the cafeteria, I settled at my regular table beside Andy and Maya, unwrapped my turkey sandwich, and tried to refocus. Okay, back to business. I needed to match Britney up with someone. But who?

The question stuck with me throughout lunch, though I tried to act like everything was normal. Andy, in between bites of pizza, talked to me and Maya about some jerk in her homeroom who broke up with his girlfriend by having his friend dump her. So not cool. But even though I nodded and rolled my eyes and said “what a loser” at all the right parts of the story, I was only half listening. My brain was focused on cupid business.

I was tempted to ask Andy and Maya who Britney should date, or to pry them for info that I could add to her profile, but Janet’s rules kind of scared me. I was better off trying to figure this out myself.

I finished my sandwich and balled up the trash, proud of myself for not breaking down and getting a slice of pepperoni-laden pizza. As tasty as Andy’s lunch had looked, I didn’t need a greasy skin breakout, since junior prom was coming up soon. Of course, I didn’t have a date, but neither did Andy or Maya, so I figured we could always go as a group.

While the girls kept chatting, I wandered over to the trash cans to pitch my garbage. My heart fluttered when I thought about how romantic it would be to dance with Derek at prom, even just once. I’d be sitting at the table with Maya and Andy, telling them a funny and clever story, and he’d walk up to me, a shy smile on his face, and say—

“Hey, don’t throw that can away. You can recycle it.”

I jumped, startled out of my daydream. “Huh?”

Matthew Cornwall, a guy from my biology class, pointed to the empty soda can in my hand. “There’s a recycling bin by the front doors.”

“Oh, right.”

He smiled. “Thanks. Sorry to scare you. Just trying to do my part, you know.” He walked away, waving hi to another guy and starting up some conversation.

Hm. Matthew seemed pretty decent—he knew how to apologize, after all. Plus, he wasn’t a total jerk in class and usually had smart commentary on the lessons … and caring for the environment was a good quality too. Maybe he’d make a good match for Britney.

When I got back to the lunch table, I told the girls I’d meet them after school as usual, then headed over to where Matthew was talking and squatted at a nearby table, trying to look casual while eavesdropping like mad.

I turned on the PDA and created a new profile.

Name: Matthew Cornwall

Age: 17

Pets: Has a bird. Remember him talking about it in biology.

Interests: Recycling, obviously

Style: Tree-hugger

But what else?

I leaned my ear in his direction as he talked to the other guy. For a few minutes they did nothing but go on and on about school sports. I added that to his interests list and tried not to die of boredom as they argued the finer points of one of our basketball players’ stats. Then, a perfect tidbit came up.

“Hey, did you catch the opening band at Peabody’s last Friday? They were awesome.” Matthew grabbed a folded piece of paper out of his messenger bag and handed it to his friend. “Here’s their flyer. My cousin knows the lead singer. They’re playing again next month. You should go.”

“Thanks, I’ll try,” the guy replied, stuffing the flyer in his back pocket.

Aha, so Matthew likes indie music. Peabody’s is well-known in downtown Cleveland for featuring small local bands, and it was obvious from the enthusiasm in Matthew’s voice that he enjoys going there.

Indie rockers are sensitive, always crying about something or another, aren’t they? I went to Britney’s profile, looking over what I’d found about her. Both she and Matthew have animals, and it’s a well-known fact that pet people tend to like other pet people. And I was guessing that they’re both the sensitive type. But what would be my third minimum trait?

Hm. They both attended Greenville High, so that could count as one common interest, couldn’t it? Well, I’d make it count. Besides, after they got together, I was sure they’d find lots more in common.

Yup, it was time to do a little matchmaking.

Using the PDA, I created a blank e-mail to Britney and carbon-copied Matt.

My stomach flipped in nervousness. Before I could talk myself out of it, I hit send.

My first love match—signed, sealed, and e-mailed.



chapter three

TGIF! Friday is our weekly sleepover night, and I was currently perched over the edge of Andy’s queen-size bed as I painted my toenails Slutty Red. That wasn’t the “official” name, but whatever.

“Okay, so dish, ladies,” Andy said, rubbing the green tea mask—oops, sorry, masque—on her face. “Whaddaya think of that Britney girl who Matthew’s suddenly dating? I mean, I never even saw them talk before, and now they’re practically dry humping in the hallway? What’s up with that?”

I stifled a giggle at Andy’s vivid but accurate description of my successful love match. Now that I was a bona fide cupid, I wasn’t even grossed out by couples’ smooshed-against-the-lockers Public Displays of Affection. Matthew and Britney had been locked at the lips ever since I sent the e-mail, and I couldn’t have been happier about the match.

“I think it’s gross,” Maya said, her nose wrinkled. She pulled her long, dark hair into her trademark ponytail, grimacing at her reflection in the hand-held mirror.

“You would,” Andy teased.

Maya stuck her tongue out at Andy. After dabbing clumps of masque all over her thin, pale face, she continued. “Well, who wants to see people groping like that? Get a room. I’d rather be with a guy who knows how to act like a gentleman.” She paused. “Though at least Britney and Matthew seem to really like each other. They’ve both been beaming all week. What do you think, Felicity?”

I swallowed, suddenly nervous. As much as I wanted to ’fess up, I had to play surprised. Which meant lying to my best friends—not a fun task. I was a terrible liar, and I knew they would see right through me.

“Oh, yeah. I thought it was weird too,” I said, trying to play it cool, even though my hand was shaking. “But definitely great for them.”

Damn, I messed up my pinkie toenail. A big glob of Slutty Red clumped on the toe knuckle. “Hey, I need the nail polish remover.”

Luckily, my friends were both too caught up in beautifying themselves to notice my fibbing. Andy tossed me the bottle with the tips of her fingers, trying not to get green tea masque all over the cap. “Here ya go.”

“Thanks. Well,” I said casually, “you never know when love will strike.”

Maya shot me a weird look. “Speaking of, what’s going on with your job? Have you started yet?”

“Yeah.” Quickly, I brought into my mind the story I’d rehearsed. “It’s a lot of paperwork so far, but I’ve been learning the fine art of matching profiles by observing some of the pros.”

In a way, that was true. I’d rented some older movies, like Clueless, Emma, and The Wedding Planner, to put me in the right frame of mind and maybe give me some ideas.

Maya nodded thoughtfully. “Well, maybe once you’re there for a while, you’ll move up and get to do some of the good stuff.” She grabbed a washcloth and headed into Andy’s bathroom. Yet another reason to be jealous of Andy—she had a full bathroom attached to her room, including a luxurious, claw-footed tub.

My mom wouldn’t even let me keep my curling iron in our family bathroom, since she said it junked it up. However, lucky Andy’s girly stuff was strewn all across hers.

“That sounds cool,” Andy said. “So much better than my stupid job.” She hustled into the bathroom to rinse the masque off her face as well.

That was one thing about Andy I actually didn’t envy: her job. She works as a waitress at The Burger Butler, one of those cutesy, gimmicky restaurants with a franchise in every big city. Unfortunately, she has to wear a butler uniform when she serves her customers, right down to the white gloves and bow tie. God only knows how many times she’s gotten called “Jeeves” on a daily basis or had her tuxedoed butt grabbed by some pervy old man. She doesn’t have to work—her parents are happy to buy her whatever she wants—but it’s important to Andy to be independent and more self-reliant.

“Yeah, but at least you get free food,” I pointed out.

“Like I want more burgers,” Andy said, coming out of the bathroom and patting her face dry with a plush purple towel. “Besides, do you know how bad all that grease is for your complexion? I don’t need any more breakouts.”

“Please. You hardly need to worry about it.” I finished up my toenails. There—picture-perfect. Too bad Derek would never see them. “You have gorgeous skin. Besides, your booty alone is the ultimate guy magnet.”

“If all it takes to get a boyfriend is a big booty, then guys should be knocking down my front door,” Maya said, coming out of the bathroom and flopping on the floor. “But they’d have to notice me first. I’m just way too nervous to talk to them the way Andy does.”

Oh. My. God. I just got the best idea in the world. I could find a love match for Maya! Why didn’t I think of that before?

Maya needed an ego boost, stat, and I had just the magic to make her dreams come true. Besides, it would be way more fun and fulfilling for me than pairing off people I don’t know very well.

This was a seriously good use of my new cupid powers. Why shouldn’t my friend have a great boyfriend? If I couldn’t date Derek, at least Maya could be happy. I’d just have to live vicariously through her love life.

“So, Maya,” I said as nonchalantly as possible, screwing the nail polish lid tightly closed, “what kind of guy are you looking for? I mean, obviously you want someone who appreciates junk in the trunk.”

Maya laughed, stretching her legs out and flexing her toes. “Well, I want a smart guy who’s involved in school activities, like I am. I want someone who respects me and doesn’t just think about how to get in my pants. Someone who likes to have fun. And someone who isn’t too macho to hang with me, or to call me to talk.”

Andy snickered. “So basically, you want Prince Charming.”

“Well, I guess having a white horse would be a bonus too.” Maya laughed again and flung the towel at her. “Smart-ass.”

“Pass the potatoes, please,” Rob said, “or I’ll have to arrest you for resisting an officer.”

My dad chuckled, handing him the bowl of garlic mashed potatoes. “Funny.”

So not funny. Rob always cracks way too many stupid cop jokes every time he comes over. My mom insists on my brother joining us every Sunday for family dinner. She says our family needs to keep in constant contact in order to stay close. I guess it’s a carryover from her large Italian family.

Frankly, I think I’d feel closer to Rob if he’d stay farther away.

Rob had brought a new “flavor of the week” with him, some fake-blond chick with poofy hair and a poofier chest. I don’t know where he finds these girls, but this one looked like maybe he’d picked her up for prostitution on the way here and decided to bring her to dinner instead of to jail.

Blondie giggled. “Oh, Robbie, you’re too cute.” She swatted his arm with her long, acrylic nails painted neon pink with tiny crystal jewels on the tips.

I think I just threw up a little in my mouth. “Hey, Robbie, can you pass the dinner rolls over here?”

Rob shot me a glare. “Here.” He tossed me the bread basket and kicked me under the table.

“Mom,” I whined, ducking a hand under the table to rub my sore shin, “call the child-abuse hotline. I’m being beaten up by my own brother. And a cop, too. For shame—always sad when the good ones turn bad like that.”

This time, she gave me the evil eye. I shut my mouth. Some people just don’t appreciate genuine humor.

“So,” Mom said, turning her attention to Fluffykins, or whatever her name was (I didn’t bother to learn them anymore, since women came and went out of my brother’s life with alarming speed), “where did you say you and Rob met?”

“We met on LoveMatesForever.com,” she said around a spoonful of mashed potatoes. “I thought he was so dreamy. Plus, he wasn’t, like, forty or anything. I’m sooooooo tired of those old guys hitting on me.”

My dad nearly choked on his bread roll. I bit back a laugh. Nice job, dumb-ass. In one fell swoop she’d insulted both my parents, who were in their early forties.

Hey, if things didn’t work out for Rob and Fluffykins—and that was a sure bet, because things never worked out for him—maybe I could use my matchmaking skills to find him a real girlfriend. But then I’d have to get close enough to him to observe him, and that would seriously bite. There are only so many times a day a girl can be called “butthead” by her brother before wanting to kick him in the joeys.

“Did you know Felicity works for a matchmaking company?” my mom said, trying hard to keep her polite smile in place.

Oh, crap. I should have seen that one coming.

“No way!” Bleach Blonde squealed, her bright red lips flying open. “Which one? I’ve joined, like, every one out there.”

Rob shifted in his seat. I guess I’d feel uncomfortable too, if my date continued with the rampant stupidity.

“Well, it’s a little one,” I replied. “I doubt you’ve heard of it. I just started, so I’m not doing any of the good stuff yet. Mostly paperwork.”

She squinted her heavily lined eyes at me. “Try me.”

“Cupid’s Hollow.”

“Oh.” She scooped another pile of potatoes on her fork. “Never heard of it.” After chewing a bite, she glanced at Rob, then patted his hand. “Guess I don’t need to worry about that now, do I, Snookie?” Giggle, giggle.

I shoveled the rest of my dinner down fast. I had to get out of there, now. “Excuse me,” I said, carrying my plate into the kitchen before anyone could beckon me back. “Gotta go do some homework.”

That was one good thing about still being in school—I always had homework to serve as a ready-made excuse for getting out of crappy family events.

Up in my room, I picked up the PDA and flipped through the many, many entries I’d made yesterday, trying to find the perfect match for Maya. There were a few candidates who seemed good and who met the minimum-compatibility requirements, but I still wasn’t sure who to choose. I resolved to follow the top candidates around for a day so I could observe them as much as possible and find the perfect one.

After all, we weren’t talking about any old target here. This was one of my best friends!

•

Monday morning, I was rarin’ to go. The first thing I did after stepping inside the front doors of Greenville High was flip on my PDA and run through the entire male population of the junior and senior classes about a billion times. After much scrutiny, I finally narrowed the candidates for Maya down to three possibilities: Josh Wiley, the drum major of the band; Ben Johnson, the announcer for the school’s basketball games; and Quentin Lovejoy, the editor-in-chief of the yearbook.

All three of those guys were highly involved in school activities, one of Maya’s big criteria, and just as importantly, I’d never heard complaints from other girls about them being total buttheads. Plus, they were all cute and smart, so putting them at the top of the lineup made total sense.

Therefore, my mission was to pay special attention to these three lead candidates for Operation Hook Maya Up and determine who was most worthy of my friend’s affection.

As I gathered further profile data throughout the day, watching the guys closely, my initial thoughts were confirmed. All three would be great for Maya. The more I observed of the three of them, the harder it was to choose among them.

In art class, my last class of the day, I sat in the back corner, doodling absentmindedly on the corner of my latest project, a pencil sketch of a pile of books. I was too wrapped up in matchmaking Maya to even stare at Derek’s gorgeous face from under the shield of my eyelashes, like I normally did (although he did acknowledge me in class today with a nod and smile). I needed to figure out which guy would be the best choice for Maya, but the decision was overwhelming me.

How could I pick just one of them?

Then, still staring at the books in my drawing, I had a sudden realization. Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to make the choice for her—didn’t Maya have a right to choose for herself which guy she liked best? I stopped doodling and pulled out my PDA, nestling it in my lap, then turned it on and opened up the e-mail program.

I typed in Maya’s e-mail address and then carbon copied Josh, Ben, and Quentin. Matching all of them up like this was so against the rules—but then again, didn’t Janet tell me to trust my gut? Surely the “gut” clause trumped the so-called “rules”—right?

And my gut was saying loud and clear, “Hedge your bets, Felicity! Send it to them all.” I mean, what are friends for?

Time for Maya, with a little help from me, to get the kind of attention she deserved. Drawing in a deep breath, I hit send.



chapter four

When the bell rang dismissing school for the day, I dashed to the front doors to meet Maya for our after-school study session. We were prepping for a test in first-period English on The Grapes of Wrath. I’d actually read this one and was ready to go, though the ending grossed me out.

Breast-feeding an old guy? Nasty. Who decided to make that a classic?

Andy, who was outside yapping with Maya, wasn’t going to get her nerd groove on with the two of us, since she wasn’t in me and Maya’s English class. However, it was tradition for the three of us to walk home together.

We headed down the icy sidewalk. Luckily, Maya’s house was only a few blocks away. In thin pants, I was freezing my buns off. I rubbed my hands together, then crammed them in my coat pockets, wishing I’d remembered my gloves.

“Did you hear?” Andy asked, shouldering her backpack a little better over her coat. Her breath huffed out in little clouds.

“Hear what?” I asked, eager for her to dish details. Andy always had the good scoop.

“Mallory Robinson was flirting way hard with Derek today at second lunch. Jenny Mack was sitting across the table from them, and she told Amanda West, who told me. Mallory’s probably doing it just because she knows you like him.”

My stomach clenched. “God, seriously?”

Mallory Robinson was my mortal enemy, and if there was a way for her to make my life miserable, she was after it. It looked like flirting with Derek was a new addition to her “let’s torture Felicity” list.

“What are you going to do about it?” Maya asked me.

I shrugged.

“I know,” Andy volunteered. “You should tell Derek you like him before that piece of trash steals him away.”

Man, I wished I could. If only the cupid law was different. But I couldn’t just throw some e-mail love his way and make him come running to me. And without the cupid magic, he barely knew I was alive.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I’ll figure something out.”

This sucked. The one guy I’d been in love with forever was off-limits.

Or was he?

Janet had told me I couldn’t matchmake myself. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t be available if he wanted to date me, right? If I could get him to fall for me without using the magic, it wouldn’t be breaking any cupid rules.

But how on earth was I going to do that? I needed to think about this more. There had to be something I could do to make Derek notice me. If he ended up with Mallory, I swear I’d spontaneously combust.

Once Maya and I arrived at her house, we darted inside, waving bye to Andy, and ran upstairs to her bedroom. Maya hopped onto her computer to check e-mail, as usual.

However, this time was different. I’d get to watch my love match in action.

As she booted up her PC, my heart pounded, and I realized my hands were shaking slightly. What if I messed it up? What if she realized what I was doing? What if the triple-match strategy backfired, and the guys all fell for each other instead of for Maya? I stuffed my hands in my pockets to keep from showing my nervousness. “Um …”

“Hold on a sec, Felicity. I got e-mail.”

I sat on her bed and nodded, holding my breath for what seemed like an eternity.

Maya double-clicked with the mouse, then froze. She stared at the monitor. After a moment, she shook her head, blinking. “What were we talking about?” she asked, rubbing the middle of her chest.

It worked! She must have been feeling the same tingle I’d experienced when Janet hit me with the arrow. “Oh, you know,” I said oh so casually, “just talking about guys.”

She spun in her seat and looked at me, a dreamy smile on her face. It almost freaked me out—I’d never seen her look … blissful before. With her face so soft, she almost looked like a different person.

“You know who I like?” She sighed, putting her hand to her heart. “Josh Wiley, Ben Johnson, and Quentin Lovejoy.”

Bingo.

That afternoon, after studying with Maya and running home quickly to change clothes, I bummed Mom’s car and made my way to Cupid’s Hollow headquarters, where I was scheduled for my first one-on-one meeting with my boss to discuss the state of my cupid affairs for the week.

Janet had been pretty friendly during my interview and training session, but now that I was a true employee, I quickly found out that she could be plenty intimidating when she wanted to. She sat at her desk like a dictator at a podium, peering down her nose at me. Or maybe she just seemed extra scary since I was terrified I’d get fired for having already broken a rule in my first week on the job.

Trying to remain as calm and professional as possible, I filled her in on my pair-ups for Britney and Maya, using generic statements for Maya’s match and carefully omitting the part about having carbon-copied all three guys.

With a brisk nod, Janet said, “Sounds like you’ve done a good job so far, Felicity.” She wrote a note in her ever-present notebook. “So, you made one match last week and one this week. Way to go.”

I shifted in my seat. Nervous as hell, I’d dressed to impress in my best outfit—a semisheer white blouse, lacy white tank top, and deep blue A-line skirt. Unfortunately, the skirt was also made of the itchiest fabric known to mankind.

I’d bought it because it was super cute, but every time I wore it, I ended up scratching myself like I had fleas. Not very attractive.

“Thanks,” I said to Janet. “It’s been fun so far.”

“Well, why don’t you hand over your LoveLine 3000 so I can upload your information into the main computer. I can also port updated e-mail addresses to you this way.”

At her words, my heart stopped beating and nearly jumped out of my chest. I hadn’t realized she’d actually want to see the matches. If I handed her the PDA, she’d know instantly that I’d matched Maya up with three guys, thus breaking a cupid rule. Would she buy my “gut” reasoning?

Instinct told me not to find out.

“I’m sorry, I left it at home,” I said, pasting on a huge, fake smile. With my heel, I subtly nudged my purse—the one that currently held said PDA—under my chair. “That was so stupid of me. I can bring it in next time, though. Will that work?”

“Sure,” she replied, “but please bring it in then.” She glanced at her watch. “Okay, you’re free to go. I’ll see you next Monday.”

Sweet, blissful relief surged through my limbs. Thank God I’d have time to delete Maya’s match and claim it was an “accident.”

I stood and shook her hand. “You got it!”

“If you feel comfortable with it,” she said as I slid my arms into my coat, “try upping your quota to two matches this week.”

I nodded. “Absolutely. I can do that.”

“Oh, wait.” She flipped through a manila folder on her desk, then handed me a check. “Here you go. I’ll be paying you weekly at our meetings.”

I grinned widely. “Thanks!” Sweet! It wasn’t a land mine, but I’d earned this paycheck. And I was doubly happy to find out I’d be getting paid weekly.

After the meeting, I hopped in Mom’s Camry and pulled out of the parking lot, giddy with relief. I’d managed to avert certain disaster and keep my awesome job. Janet had praised my matches and even upped my quota. And tomorrow, I’d get to witness the biggest payoff of all.

Boy, would Maya be surprised when the three guys started wooing her! I couldn’t wait to see her happy face.

I was seriously the best friend ever. Of course, Maya would never know I was the reason for her dating surge, but that didn’t matter. It would be my little anonymous contribution to the whole “pay it forward” concept.

About a mile from my house, I shifted the car into the right lane. Suddenly, a wailing siren appeared from out of nowhere behind me, and blue and red lights flashed in my rearview mirror.

But I wasn’t speeding or anything! And I’d even used my turn signal (which, I freely admit, I sometimes forget about). Crap, I was in serious trouble now. Mom would kill me for getting a ticket while driving her car.

“Pull over!” a loud voice barked over the police car’s megaphone.

With shaky hands, I sucked in shallow breaths and did as instructed, parking on the side of the road. I dug into my purse to find my license, barely able to concentrate. I was in such deep sh—

The megaphone interrupted my thoughts. “Ma’am, we know you’re using the marijuana!”

I clenched my jaw. I’d know that irritating voice from anywhere.

Pissed off, I hopped out of the car, stomped to my brother’s cop car, and stood by his door, hands on hips. I cussed loudly, scaring an old lady crossing the street. She blinked at me and walked faster, trying to get away from me.

“Geez, Rob, you scared the piss out of me!” I yelled. “I thought I was in real trouble. You’re such a jerk.”

Rob and his partner were in the front seat, bent over laughing. Rob straightened, then said through the megaphone, “Stop cussing at me or I’m going to have to take you in.”

I shot him the most evil glare I could muster. “Stop pulling me over!” I shouted at him through the window. “This is the second time now you’ve done this to me. It’s still not funny.”

He rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “Then, ma’am, stop driving in this city.”

“But I live here!” I turned on my heel and headed back to the car.

“And, ma’am,” Rob hollered to my back, his voice ringing loud and clear throughout all of Cleveland, no doubt, “lay off the spray tan! Your skin’s starting to look orange.”

I whirled back around and stomped toward him, unable to control my rage. “If you pull me over again,” I said, pointing my finger in his face, “I’ll tell Mom about the time I caught you making out with Cindy Masterson in Mom and Dad’s bed when you two were supposed to be studying.”

His jaw dropped. He tried to cover up his fear, but I could see it in his eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

I leaned close to his face, then widened my eyes and blinked rapidly, gasping. “Mom, it was awful! He was touching her under her shirt! I didn’t know what to do!”

Rob stared at me for a long moment, then tipped his hat. “Have a nice day.” He drove off in a hurry.



chapter five

Tuesday morning, I walked with Maya to school, shuffling carefully along the slick, snow-encrusted sidewalks. Sooty gray clouds hung low in the air. Great—more snow was surely coming. Cleveland in March sucked hard. But my thoughts were quickly taken off the weather and returned to the huge success that was Operation Hook Maya Up.

Case in point: Josh, the drum major, was already waiting outside the front doors, his gaze scouring the grounds. When he saw me and Maya walk up the front steps, he waved, his breath coming out in rapid puffs at the sight of her.

“Hiya, Maya,” Josh said, a smile plastered across his face. It was dorky, for sure, but still pretty darn cute. Bright pink spots tinged his cheeks and the tips of his ears, and I wondered if it was from the cold or from the excitement of seeing Maya. “Need help with your backpack or trumpet case or anything?”

Without waiting for an answer, he snagged both items in question. His body now laden with an instrument case and two backpacks, he looked like a lovesick bellhop.

“Oh, hey, Josh,” Maya said, her lips wavering in a small, surprised smile. “Thanks for the help.” She snuggled deeper into her thick black coat.

This was definitely friendlier and less tongue-tied than Maya normally was around guys, but she didn’t seem as head over heels for Josh as he was for her. Interesting. Given the way the magic had worked with Britney and Matthew, I’d half expected Maya and Josh to be playing tonsil hockey by now.

Maya headed up the steps, and Josh teetered by her side, ignoring me completely.

“Oh, hey,” I mumbled to Josh’s back, a little miffed that he couldn’t even bother to say hi or acknowledge my existence. “No, I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

“Do you always talk to yourself?” a guy’s voice said.

I turned gingerly to my right, trying not to slip on any icy patches lingering on the school steps. It was Derek, leaning against the concrete stair ramp, bearing a deep smirk as he looked at me.

My heart did that funky pitter-patter it always does when I see him. “Oh, h-hi.” Gee, stuttering is sexy. My oh-so-witty reply was sure to dazzle him.

Derek slid up beside me, and we headed into the building like everything was normal. As if we did this all the time. I felt like everyone’s eyes were on me, though in reality, no one probably gave a crap about me and who I walked with.

I looked for Maya among the clusters tromping through the hallway, but she was already out of my sight. I hoped everything was going okay with her and Josh. Luckily, I’d have a chance to talk to her in our first-period English class, as well as at lunch. That is, if I managed not to pass out from forgetting how to breathe, due to the distraction of Derek’s incredible hotness by my side.

“Well, see ya,” Derek said, taking off down the hallway to the left.

“Okay,” I croaked, waving bye to him with waggly fingers. I headed to my locker. Damn, I should have had something more clever to say than “huh-hi,” or “okay.” Stupid Felicity. This was not the way to get his attention. I grabbed my books from my locker and took off for English.

Maya was already in the classroom, sitting straight up in her seat. She waved me over beside her, eyes wide, mouth shaped like an O.

“You won’t believe what just happened,” she breathed. “Josh asked me out. On a date. For tonight! Can you believe it? He’s so sweet.”

At least someone’s love life was going the right way. “That’s awesome,” I said, pushing my own Derek woes out of my mind. I had a job to do, and Maya was a part of that. Plus, I was utterly thrilled for my friend and wanted to make sure she knew how excited I was. Focus. “What kind of date?”

“He wants to take me to dinner and a movie. I think we’re going to go see—”

“Shh,” Mrs. Kendel interrupted, the permanent scowl deepening on her face. I turned away from Maya and faced forward in my seat. Our teacher was not a good person to piss off.

Mrs. Kendel handed out the Grapes of Wrath test to every student, the gold bangles on her right wrist clanging with the repetitive motion. “It’s time to pay attention. This is not an open-book or open-note test. You have thirty minutes to complete the exam. Please use a number-two pencil and write legibly in the short-answer portion. You may beginnnnnn …” she drawled off, staring at her thin gold watch in silence for several seconds. “Now.”

As I read the first question and filled in my answer, I glanced at Maya from the corner of my eye (no, I wasn’t cheating). I took in her faded jeans and black sweater, her pale, unmade face, and her dark hair tied back with a black ponytail holder. I swear, Maya’s wardrobe was filled with so much black, Death himself had to be jealous. I tried to observe her with an unbiased point of view, to see her not as a best friend, but as a professional cupid.

Hm, if one of these love matches was going to last past the two-week love-glow period, which would be a total win-win for everyone involved, we were gonna have to do some makeover changes, stat. Maybe during lunch we could do some wardrobe replanning, and this weekend, I could take her to get her hair cut and highlighted—

A knock on the classroom door startled us all. I looked up and saw a guy peering through the glass panel, scanning the room. It was Quentin, the yearbook editor and love match #2 for Maya. His eyes lit up when he saw her beside me.

“Mr. Lovejoy,” Mrs. Kendel said, ripping the door open with a meaty hand, “can we help you, sir? We’re in the middle of a test.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Kendel,” Quentin said, unable to tear his eyes from Maya, “but this couldn’t wait.” He stepped past the teacher and crossed the room, stopping in front of Maya. He took her hand in his, then dropped down on one knee, tugging a folded piece of paper out of his back pocket with his free hand. “I wrote a poem for you, Maya. It took me all night to compose it.”

Maya’s jaw, along with every other jaw in the classroom, hung open. “You did? For me?” she pulled it together to ask.

“Mr. Lovejoy, we don’t have time for this nonsense,” Mrs. Kendel said. She opened the door wider. “You need to leave.”

“But if I don’t get to read my poem, my heart will die,” Quentin said, swallowing hard. I’d never seen a guy that serious about love in my life. “It’ll only take a minute. Please.”

“Come on,” one of the girls in class said. “Let him read the poem!”

“Yeah,” others started chiming in. “Let him read!”

“Zip it!” Mrs. Kendel barked to the class. She looked at Quentin. “You have thirty seconds, starting now.”

“Thank you!” He looked at his paper and began to read, pouring emotion into his voice. “Ode to Maya.” He paused dramatically. “The sun rises and sets in your fair face. Being near you makes my heart race. Your laughter, wit, and style are so bright, I’d love to take you out tonight.”

Oh, God. That was the cheesiest thing I’d ever heard in my life. It took him all night to write that? I’d hate to see the first few drafts of that puppy.

Apparently, the guys in the class agreed with me, judging from their loud guffaws. “Way to go, lover boy,” one ribbed. “That’ll get you laid for sure.”

“Hush, Mr. Packard,” Mrs. Kendel snapped.

Tom Packard’s girlfriend elbowed him in the side, and he grunted loudly.

“Shut up, you jerk,” she cried, her voice thin and watery. “That was the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen. How come you never write me poems?”

Quentin ignored them both, focusing solely on Maya’s ever-reddening face.

“Say yes!” someone shouted.

“Yes, yes, yes!” girls chanted.

Blinking rapidly, Maya nodded, smiling. “Sure, that sounds good.”

The class broke out in applause. You’d think he’d just proposed to her, the way he jumped up and hugged her, almost knocking her out of her chair.

“Well, now that that’s finished, you can leave, Mr. Lovejoy,” Mrs. Kendel said, attempting to regain her control of the classroom. But even she looked moved by the gesture. Who would have thought beneath that withered skin of hers beat the heart of a romantic?

With one last wink, Quentin slipped out the door, a modern-day Romeo who had likely just won the heart of every girl in class, and turned Maya into an instant celeb.

I stared at the closed door, stunned. Wow. This cupid thing was way more powerful than I’d realized. I tried to go back to focusing on my English test, but really, who could concentrate after a display like that?

One thing was for sure: Quentin and Josh had it bad for Maya, even worse than she seemed to have it for them. And given the pattern, I’d be willing to bet that Ben, the third match, would be the same way.

Now I could see why Janet had discouraged group matches like this. It seemed the guys’ love was much stronger than Maya’s, since it was aimed only at her, but her love was weaker since it was divided among the three of them.

Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing, though. At least Maya would be in her right mind when all three of them tried to date her.

I scrawled out the short answers on my test with a half-assed effort, not caring at the moment about the woes of the Great Depression. Then, I stopped writing mid-sentence. Maya had told Josh and Quentin she’d go on a date with each of them—tonight. Crap. So much for staying clear-headed.

When Mrs. Kendel called time, we all put our pencils down and handed our tests up the rows. I took the opportunity to lean over and talk to Maya. “Hey—isn’t your date with Josh tonight too? You just double-booked!”

She gasped. “Oh, no. You’re right! What was I thinking?” Her face fell. “I just got so excited at being asked out. And I really like them both.”

I couldn’t blame her. After a dating dry period of, oh, her whole life, it’s no wonder she got that way. It would be like starving for sixteen years, then being taken to a buffet and getting wooed by the steaks. Or something like that. “We’ll figure it out,” I said.

Mrs. Kendel shot me and Maya a small glare, then went over to the chalkboard and started writing. “Okay, let’s go over the test answers together.”

The rest of the period flew by fast, as did the whole morning. I mostly zoned out in my classes and fretted over the Maya dilemma, not sure what to tell her. How would we figure out which guy to ditch tonight? And what would we do if Ben demanded a date with her too?

At lunch, Andy met up with us, sliding into a seat beside Maya and unwrapping her food with gusto. “Hey, girls,” she said between bites of a burrito. “How are things going?”

Maya inched in close to her. “You won’t believe my day!” She filled her in on the Josh-and-Quentin love-fest.

“Geez, that beats my day by far.” Andy shook her head, a new admiration for Maya lighting her eyes. “What, do you have a guy magnet or something on today?”

Maya shrugged. “I don’t know. Just my lucky day, I guess. Right now, though, I have to figure out which date to postpone.” As she spoke, her voice wavered, and her face grew paler, if that was even possible. She slumped in her seat. “But what if I cancel with one, and he changes his mind and decides he doesn’t want to see me at all?” She groaned and leaned forward, thunking her head in her hands. “I like them both! I don’t want to have to choose.”

“I wouldn’t worry about them losing interest,” I said, patting Maya on the back. “They both seemed pretty smitten.” Of course, I knew she’d have two weeks of their undivided attention, but there wasn’t any way I could say that without giving away trade secrets.

Andy tilted her head and twirled a strand of hair around her pinkie, considering the situation. “There’s no way to know that for sure, though. Guys are so hormonal. Maybe it’s better not to tempt fate.”

We sat in silence for a moment. Then, Andy snapped her fingers. “I think there’s only one solution, Maya—you’ll go out with both of them, tonight.” She looked at me, and I recognized that expression in her eyes. It was stubborn determination. “And Felicity and I will help you juggle your two dates.”



chapter six

And that’s why, on a Tuesday night, when I should have been home doing quadratic equations, or washing my hair, or anything else in the world, I was listening to my iPod and staring at the back of Josh’s slightly shaggy head of hair in the darkened movie theater. He’d just crammed another fistful of popcorn into his mouth, nodding in enthusiasm as blood spurted from a severed arm on the screen.

Ew. I popped a Whopper in my mouth and sucked on the chocolaty coating, reveling in the taste. I couldn’t believe I’d agreed to this scheme, but Andy had worked her magic over lunch and talked me into it. I’d even pointed out to her and Maya that things like this never worked right except in the movies, but Andy was convinced we could pull it off.

Besides, Maya had looked so hopeful about the idea, I just couldn’t say no. This was, after all, sorta kinda partially my fault, if only in a strictly technical and by-the-book kind of way. I’d broken a cupid rule, so I had to help clean up the mess.

Well, at least I wasn’t the only one on recon duty. Andy was doing the exact same thing with Quentin in the next theater over. We’d agreed beforehand to stick to the guys like white on rice while Maya bounced back and forth between them.

The girl in the seat beside me elbowed me in the arm for the four hundredth time, and I shot her an evil glare, trying to reclaim my armrest. Not that she was paying any attention to me, since she was too busy cramming her tongue in her guy’s ear.

Which I normally wouldn’t care about, if she weren’t making revolting slurping sounds every time. Slurp slurp. Giggle giggle. Slurp slurp. It was disgusting.

I cranked up the sound on my iPod and sank into my seat, two rows back from my target. Josh had taken Maya to the six thirty showing of He Knows Who You Are. It was a horror piece of B-grade crap starring some fluffball Hollywood hoochie of the month. This actress couldn’t do a scene without either losing an article of clothing or tripping over a blade of grass as she screamed in overexaggerated fright.

The movie was cheesy, and a bit on the gory side, with limbs being hacked off left and right. Totally not my thing. So I entertained myself with my iPod on shuffle and kept my eyes carefully trained on Josh.

Not that he’d moved from his seat. He was an easygoing date, for sure. In the forty minutes we’d been in the theater, Maya had already excused herself twice, as we’d planned. Before the dates, Andy had mapped out a route plan and time-share schedule, and the three of us had come up with a whole list of reasons for her to sneak out of the theaters.

We’d also decided Maya would have coffee with Quentin before their movie and go into the theater with him. And then, right before the other movie would start, she’d duck out to meet Josh and head into their theater together, alternating back and forth at regular intervals during the flicks. At the end of the movies, she’d tell Quentin good night and have dessert with Josh afterward. Equal time for equal dates.

I had to hand it to Andy, she was unbelievably good at scheming. The master planner, indeed. If I ever got in a situation where I had to date two guys at the same time, I knew who to go to.

Yeah, right. Like that would happen.

I took a sip of my Coke, downed another couple of delicious Whoppers, then skipped to a more upbeat song to tune out the stupid actress’s piercing scream in the movie.

Forty-three minutes in, and it was Maya’s turn to be with Josh again. She was leaning into his side, whispering something in his ear. His shoulders shook as he laughed at whatever she said, and then he reached an arm over and wrapped it around her, tugging her closer.

A lump clogged my throat as I watched them. I was both happy for Maya and a little sad for myself. It was a bittersweet feeling knowing I was helping her find love but not being able to do a darn thing about my own pathetic love life.

Plus, I felt really bizarre watching them, like I was some kind of pervert. I mean, what kind of person goes to the movies alone and watches couples like this? Lonely old men? Yeah, it was the good-friend thing to do, but this was still a bit awkward.

I’d damn well better get some Twizzlers out of it, at least. I wished for the ten billionth time that year that I owned a cell phone. Then at least I could text Andy to see how things were going on her side.

After another few minutes of watching the movie, Maya said something to Josh, then crouched and hustled her way out of her row, slipping down the steps and out of the theater. Josh leaned back in his seat and took a draw from the ginormous Styrofoam cup, focusing on the film.

I wonder, what excuse did she use this time? Phone call from her mom? Soda spilled on her shirt? More popcorn? A pee break? And how many excuses had she burned through by now? We still had an hour left in the movie, and I didn’t want her to run out.

I looked down at my iPod and scrolled through the albums. Who did I want to listen to now? Maybe I’d play some old music. I had the Grease sound track in there, which I’d snagged from my mom’s collection and uploaded on a whim. I clicked it, listening in amusement to John Travolta and Olivia Newton-John croon about summer lovin’. Maybe in a few months I’d have my own summer love—preferably one named Derek.

Another scream ripped through the theater, and I jerked slightly in my seat in shock, looking up at the screen. The hoochie was lying on a bed, strategically covering her surgically enhanced, heaving bare chest with her perfectly manicured hands as some guy in a black trench coat stalked closer and closer, leering in anticipation. I love Maya, but she truly has terrible taste in movies.

I glanced down at Josh to see his reaction … but he wasn’t there.

My heart stopped beating for a second, then slammed hard in my chest. Oh God, where was he?

Leaning forward in my seat, I scoured the dark theater as best as possible. Josh was nowhere to be found. He must have slipped out when I was daydreaming about Derek.

Crap!

Way to go, Felicity. I had one job tonight, to keep an eye on Josh, and I’d already blown it.

I yanked out my earbuds and crammed the iPod in my pocket. Time to get out of there and find Josh … before he could find Maya with Quentin.

Okay, calm down. I forced myself to take several deep breaths. He was probably just getting a reload of popcorn, or something like that. Maya and Quentin were safely in another theater, and Josh would have no possible reason to go in there. Maya wasn’t scheduled to emerge from the other movie for at least five more minutes. Nothing was going to go wrong.

I rose from my seat and tripped over the legs of the make-out slurper beside me.

“Excuse me,” I mumbled, not bothering to wait for a response. I headed to the end of the aisle, then ran down the stairs and out of the room.

The lobby was bustling with people shuffling through lines to get popcorn, tugging children’s hands to keep them from disappearing. I saw three shaggy-haired guys horsing around near a coming attractions cardboard cutout, and a guy I recognized from the basketball team on a date with a redheaded cheerleader. But no Josh.

Where could he be?

A hand clamped down on my shoulder. Heart in throat, I spun around. It was Andy, and she looked unusually freaked out, her breath coming out in short bursts. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “There you are!” she said. “Josh just went in the bathroom!”

I heaved a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. I thought I’d—”

“Quentin’s in there already, and he just finished a jumbo Coke!” she blurted.

Oh, no. No doubt they’d see each other in there. After all, guys don’t pee in individual stalls like girls do, do they? No, they have those urinal thingies they line up against.

And if they saw each other—I mean, if they saw each other’s face, not their guy parts—they’d probably start talking … and then, they’d surely find out both of them were on a date with the same girl.

“Where’s Maya?” I asked, trying to keep control over my shaking voice.

“She’s still in the movie. We gotta do something, now.” Andy’s hand clutched my shoulder harder, her fingers digging under the bone.

I flinched under her killer grip. “Hey, that hurts. Okay, okay, I’ll fix this.”

I eyed the men’s restroom, and a sick thud of realization hit the bottom of my stomach. There was only one way to keep this thing from escalating.

Drawing in a deep breath and screwing up my courage, I marched straight ahead and pushed the men’s bathroom door open with a mighty heave.

“Oh, man!” I squealed as I rushed in. “I gotta pee like crazy!”

I froze dead in my tracks. The row of men all lined up in front of the urinals turned, wide-eyed, and stared at me in shock.

Including Quentin and Josh. They were standing right beside each other. Neither one was throwing punches, so I must have burst in on time.

“Aaaaaah!” Quentin gasped when he saw me, turning away from me to zip his pants. His hands moved so fast, I hoped he wouldn’t accidentally catch “it” in the zipper.

“Felicity?” Josh said in a horrified tone, then followed Quentin’s lead quickly when he realized I could almost see his junk. “What are you—”

“Omigodthisisn’tthewomen’sbathroom!” I blurted in a rush, my words tripping over each other. I didn’t have to fake the nervous edge in my voice. “I’m so sorry!”

Urinus interruptus accomplished, I backed out of the bathroom and let the door swing shut behind me, then plopped with shaky legs down on the bench against the wall, right beside Andy. That was quite possibly the weirdest, nastiest experience of my life, and I wanted to take a super-hot shower to scrub off the dirty feeling.

“Did you get there in time?” Andy asked. “What were they doing?”

As if in answer to her question, Quentin and Josh both rushed out of the bathroom, almost running in the opposite directions to their respective theaters.

With a visible sigh of relief, Andy nodded at me in approval, a smirk curling the corner of her mouth. She didn’t even look surprised about my rash idea, and I wondered how many men’s bathrooms she’d gone into … or, even worse, thought I’d been in.

“You’re good,” she said to me, rising from the bench. “Okay, we gotta go finish this date. We’ll talk later.” She took off running behind Quentin.

I took my time following Josh back to the theater—I didn’t want him to think I was a stalker—and filed back toward my row, sinking deftly into my seat. Even Slurpy McGiggle’s skanky make-out sound effects didn’t seem as gross as what had just happened.
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