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Saturday, June 26, 10:03 a.m.


Siesta Key, Florida


I’m a traitor to my generation. Seriously. All we hear about these days is how we’re supposed to be strong women and not depend on anyone else and blah blah blah. And now look what I’ve done.


“Are you sure there’s no way you can come?” I say into my phone. I’m crouching behind some bushes outside the Siesta Key Yacht Club, which is not comfortable. At all. The bushes are prickly, there are bees floating around, and the ground is kind of wet. Which makes no sense. I thought it never rained in Florida. Isn’t it called the Sunshine State?


“I’m sorry,” my best friend, Brooklyn, says on the other end of the line. “I’m so sorry, but there’s no way I can come now. My parents found out, and they’re freaking out. And honestly, Peyton, I kind of think you should just forget the whole thing. I mean, what if my parents call your parents?”


My heart leaps into my throat. “Are they going to?”


“I don’t know. My mom said she wouldn’t as long as I talked you out of it, but you never know what my mom’s going to do. She’s a loose cannon.” It’s true. Brooklyn’s mom really is a loose cannon. One time last year she came down to our school screaming about women’s equality on the wrestling team. It was pretty ridiculous, since Brooklyn is totally unathletic, and no girls were even trying out for the wrestling team. But her mom had read some article about Title Nine that had gotten her all riled up.


“But what am I supposed to do?” I ask. “My parents already left. I can’t call and tell them I don’t have a way to get back to Connecticut. They’ll be pissed.”


Brooklyn and I had this whole thing planned out. She was going to fly down to Florida from Connecticut, and meet me here, in Siesta Key, at my uncle’s wedding. Then we were going to rent a car and drive to North Carolina, where we were going to spend the summer. It was a very simple two-part plan. One, she takes a plane down here. Two, we rent a car and go to North Carolina. Leave it to her parents to wreck everything.


“You’re going to have to call your mom or something,” Brooklyn says. “It’ll suck, yeah, but what else are you going to do?”


I don’t say anything. My eyes fill with hot tears. There’s a bee buzzing near my face, and I don’t even bother to swat it away. I really, really do not want to call my parents. And not just because they’re going to be pissed. But because it’s going to mean that I have to go home, and I really, really do not want to do that.


Brooklyn sighs.


“Look,” she says finally. “Is there any way you can book a flight to North Carolina? And maybe get a ride to the airport?”


“I don’t have a credit card. Or any money, really.”


“Can you ask Courtney for help?”


“I could ask her, I guess, but I don’t know if she has any money either.” I stand up and scan the outdoor tables for my cousin. I don’t see her dark hair anywhere. I look for her boyfriend, Jordan, but I don’t see him either. In fact, I don’t see anyone I recognize. Most people have already left the brunch and gone home. The wedding was yesterday, and the festivities are over.


I guess I could call Courtney, I think, taking a step back toward the tables that are set up on the lawn of the yacht club. But who knows if she would tell my parents? Or her dad? I mean, I trust her, but—


My eyes stop scanning the crowd as they land on the only person I recognize who’s still at the brunch. The only person I don’t want to see. Jace Renault. He looks up from the table where he’s sitting, talking to some older couple that he probably just met. The old lady is laughing at something Jace is saying. Which isn’t surprising. Jace is charming like that. Ugh.


He catches my eye, and I quickly turn away.


“Brooklyn,” I say. “Please, can you lend me the money for a plane ticket? I’ll pay you back, I promise.”


“Peyton, you know I would if I could, but my mom took my credit card away.”


“I can’t believe this,” I say. “I planned so hard so no one would find out, and now—”


There’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn around. Jace is standing there, a huge smile on his face. “Hello,” he says.


I turn and start to walk away from him. “Who’s that?” Brooklyn asks.


“That’s no one,” I say loudly, hoping that Jace will get the message to go away. But of course he doesn’t. He just starts to follow me as I walk through the grass of the club back toward my room. He’s doing a good job keeping up, since I’m having a little trouble walking. My shoes keep slipping on the wet grass.


“You really shouldn’t be walking through here,” he says conversationally. “I don’t think the groundskeepers are going to be too thrilled with all the divots you’re making.”


“Who the hell is that?” Brooklyn asks. “Is that Jace?”


“No,” I say.


“Yes, it is.”


“No, it isn’t.”


“Yes, it is!”


“No. It. Isn’t.”


“No it isn’t what?” Jace asks from next to me. He’s caught up to me now.


He really is like some kind of gnat that I can’t get away from. I knew there would be pests and bugs in Florida; I just didn’t expect them to be six foot two and of the human variety.


“I’ll call you back,” I say to Brooklyn. I hang up the phone and whirl around. “What do you want?” I ask.


He shrugs. “I don’t know,” he says. “I saw you staring at me, and you looked upset.”


“I wasn’t staring at you!” I say. “I was looking for Courtney.” I smooth down my dress. “And I’m not upset.”


“Courtney and Jordan left a little while ago,” he says.


“Do you know where they went?” I ask, my heart sinking.


“I’m not sure.” He shrugs like it doesn’t matter. And I guess to him, it doesn’t. He’s not the one who’s stranded at some wedding in Florida with no way to get to North Carolina. “Why?”


“None of your business.” I’m walking again, looking down at my phone, scrolling through my contacts. I wonder if there’s someone I can call—someone who might be willing to help me. Why didn’t I make more of an effort to get to know someone at the wedding? Why didn’t I befriend some nice old lady who would be able to take me somewhere—preferably a senile one who would be too out of it to ask any questions? Because you were too busy with Jace.


“Do you need a ride or something?” Jace asks.


I snort.


“What’s so funny?”


“I just think it’s kind of hilarious that suddenly you’re so concerned about my well-being after what you did to me last night.”


“Peyton—” he starts, his voice softening. But I’m not in the mood.


“Stop.” I hold my hand up. “I don’t want to hear it. And I don’t need a ride. So just go away.”


“Then how are you getting to the airport?”


“I’m not going to the airport.” God, he’s so annoying. How can he think that after what happened between us last night that I would get into a car with him? Is he crazy?


Although I guess when I really think about it, it’s actually not that surprising.


Anyone who is as good-looking as Jace is usually completely out of touch with reality. It’s like they think their looks give them the right to just go around saying whatever they want to say, and doing whatever they want to do. As if the fact that they’re six foot two and broad-shouldered with dark hair and gorgeous, deep-blue eyes gives them the right to get away with anything.


“If you’re not going to the airport, then where are you going?”


I keep ignoring him, continuing through the grass in these stupid high heels, trying to get back to my room. And he keeps following me, still not having any trouble keeping up. I glance down at his feet. He’s wearing sneakers. Of course he is. Jace Renault would never do anything as, you know, polite as wearing dress shoes to a wedding. Although technically he’s wearing them to the brunch the day after the wedding. But still. Proper attire should be worn. Proper attire that doesn’t include sneakers.


I’m so caught up in looking at his feet that I don’t realize that my own shoes are sinking farther into the wet grass, and so when I slip, I’m halfway to the ground before I feel his arms grabbing me around the waist.


He’s so close that I can feel his breath on my neck as he lifts me up, and it sends delicious little shivers up and down my spine. He looks at me, his eyes right on mine, and I swallow hard. If this were a movie, this would be the moment he’d kiss me, the moment he’d push my hair back from my face and brush his lips softly against mine, telling me he was sorry for everything that happened last night and over the spring, that he had an explanation for the whole thing, that everything was going to be okay. But this isn’t a movie. This is my life.


And so instead of kissing me, Jace waits until I’m upright and then he says, “Those shoes are pretty ridiculous.”


“These shoes,” I say, “cost four hundred dollars.”


“Well, you got ripped off.”


“I didn’t ask you.”


He keeps following me, all the way back to my hotel room. What is wrong with him? Like it’s not enough that he stomped all over my heart? Now he has to keep torturing me with his nearness? When we get to the outside of the suite I’m staying in, I unlock the door and push it open.


“Well, thanks for walking me back to my room,” I say, all sarcastic.


But he doesn’t seem to notice. In fact, he just peers over my shoulder into the sitting area of my room. “Jesus, Peyton,” he says, looking at the mound of bags that are stacked neatly in the middle of the floor. “How long did you plan on staying? A few months? I knew you were high maintenance, but that much luggage is a little crazy, don’t you think?”


“I’m not high maintenance!”


He shrugs, as if to say I am high maintenance and everyone knows it, so there’s no use denying it. Like he knows anything about me and my high-maintenance ways. (And yes, I am a little bit high maintenance. But not in a bad way. I just like to have things the way I like them.)


“Looks pretty high maintenance to me.” He steps into the room, then reaches down and picks up the bottle of water the hotel has left on the desk. He opens it and takes a big drink.


“You owe me four dollars.” Plus I wanted that water. But I’m not going to tell him that. Why give him the satisfaction?


“Don’t you mean I owe your parents four dollars?”


I narrow my eyes at him then hold out my hand. “Give it to me.”


“Fine,” he grumbles, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a bunch of crumpled up bills.


“Figures that you don’t have a wallet,” I say.


“Figures that you would notice something like that, being that you’re so high maintenance.” He grins at me sweetly.


“I am not high maintenance! So stop saying that!”


“Then why do you have a million bags for a weekend trip to a wedding?”


I feel the anger building inside me—he’s so damn arrogant I can’t even stand it—and before I even know what I’m saying, I’m telling him. “Because,” I say, getting ready to savor the look of shock that I know is about to cross his face, “I’m running away.”
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Saturday, June 26, 10:17 a.m.


Siesta Key, Florida


Peyton Miller hates me. And for good reason—I’ve been nothing but an asshole to her since we met. And even though I knew she was pissed at me because of what happened last night, even though I knew she hated me and probably wanted to beat me senseless with those ridiculous shoes she’s wearing, I found myself getting up from my table and walking over to her while she was in the bushes.


I wanted to explain to her what happened last night; I wanted to explain to her all the reasons I had for being such an asshole. But when I got close to her, she started being such a brat that I figured it wasn’t the time. Either that, or I just chickened out. Probably a combination of both.


Which is probably for the best, since there are a million fucking reasons that things are not going to work out between me and Peyton Miller, even before considering the fact that she hates me.


Some of these reasons are:


1. She is beautiful and she doesn’t know it. This is a very annoying trait for a girl to have, because it makes you want them, while at the same time you can’t even hate them for being conceited because they’re not.


2. She is ridiculously smart—so smart that I sometimes cannot believe it. In fact, she is a horrible mix of beautiful and smart. One second she’ll be tottering around in those stupid high-heeled shoes she always wears, and the next she’ll be debating me over whether or not there should be universal healthcare.


2a. She is way too smart to put up with any of my shit and calls me out on it any chance she gets.


3. Right now she’s trying to get rid of me, even though I’m trying to help her.


4. She broke my heart.


Number four is obviously the biggest one. She’s the only girl who’s ever broken my heart, and it’s a very weird, uncomfortable feeling for me. I like to be the one doing the heartbreaking. Well, not really. No one ever likes to break someone’s heart, but sometimes it has to be done. And if I have a choice between breaking a heart and getting my heart broken, well, call me selfish, but I’ll take being the heartbreaker.


“You’re running away?” I say now. I move into the room so she can’t see the shock on my face, mostly because I know she wants to see the shock on my face. She wants to see me freak out like a little girl and ask her all kinds of questions. Which I’m dying to do, let’s face it. But I don’t want to give her the satisfaction.


Instead I head over to the minibar in the corner and start rustling through the contents until I find a Snickers. I rip open the wrapper and take a bite, then hold it out to her. “Want some?”


She wrinkles up her nose. “It’s ten o’clock in the morning.”


“So? It’s never too early for chocolate.”


“I don’t share food with people.”


“What, are you worried about germs? Because I think it’s a little late for that after what happened last night, don’t you?” I give her a grin.


“Get out,” she commands, pointing toward the door. “Or I’m going to call security.”


“Ooooh, good idea,” I say. I plop down on her bed and take another bite of my candy bar. “And what will you tell them?”


“That an annoying jerk won’t get out of my room.”


I roll my eyes at her. “Relax,” I say. “I’m going.” I polish off the rest of the candy bar and drop the wrapper into the trash. I’m halfway to the door and trying to think of an excuse to stay, when she speaks.


“Wait!” she says. “You need to pay for that.”


I reach into my pocket and pull out a few more bills, then drop them onto the desk. “You should be careful,” I say, “if you really are running away.”


There’s no sarcasm in my voice because I really am worried about her. She can’t run away. She hardly has any street smarts. And I highly doubt her high heels are going to protect her from any robbers and miscreants that she might encounter out on the road.


“Yeah, well,” she says. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


“Oh, I’m not worried about you. I just—”


She gives me a look, silencing me. Then she plops herself down on the bed. She bites her lip and pushes her hair out of her face, and then a second later, she’s crying.


Shit. I hate when chicks cry. I never know what to do. You can never tell if they’re crying about something that’s actually important, of if they’re upset because their jeans don’t fit.


I move back into the room and sit down next to her on the bed, making sure there’s a sliver of space between us. I cannot allow myself to get too close to her. If I’m too close to her, something might happen. Thinking about getting close to her and something happening makes me think about last night, about what did happen, after the wedding, after the champagne, after the two of us were alone. And then, of course, I think about how it ended.


“What’s wrong?” I ask her gently.


“What’s wrong?” Peyton yells and then sits up, grabbing for the tissues that are sitting on the nightstand. “What’s wrong is that I’m supposed to be running away from home, and my friend, the one who was supposed to help me, she . . . she . . . she got caught and now I’m going to have to call my parents and tell them what happened!”


Wow. She’s kind of hysterical.


“Why do you have to call your parents?” I ask.


She looks at me like I’m stupid. “Because!” She jumps up and starts pacing around the room, like she has so much energy that she can’t take it. I’m a little disappointed that she’s not sitting next to me anymore, but it’s most likely for the best. I really have no self-control, and I probably would have tried to kiss her. It’s one of my character defects. The lack of self-control, I mean. (Although I guess the fact that I want to kiss a girl who completely broke my heart and who hates me could also be considered a character defect.)


“Because why?”


“Because they thought that Brooklyn was flying into Florida, and that we were going to rent a car and drive to North Carolina, checking out colleges on the way, and then fly home to Connecticut together next week.”


“But you were really running away.”


“Right.” She sniffs. “We were going to spend the summer in North Carolina. Brooklyn knows a boy there, and I . . . ” She trails off, then shakes her head, obviously not wanting to tell me the reason she’s going.


I shrug. “So why not just call your parents and tell them Brooklyn couldn’t come and get you, and that you don’t want to go by yourself? Tell them you need a plane ticket home. They might be annoyed, but they’re not going to be pissed. It’s not your fault she bailed.”


She puts her back against the wall and slides down until she’s sitting in a heap on the floor. “But then I’ll actually have to go home,” she says.


“So?”


“So!” She throws her hands up in the air, and I’m reminded of another reason why I don’t like her. She’s overly dramatic, even for a girl. “I was running away!”


“Yeah, I get it. But that plan’s changed now. So call your parents. You can run away some other time.”


She snorts. “Whatever,” she says. “I should have known better than to expect you to understand.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Never mind,” she says. “Just get out of here.” Whatever it was that made her want to confide in me before is gone, and now she’s back to being her old, bratty self. Reason number five things won’t work out with us: She runs hot and cold. (Obviously I need to stop listing the reasons things won’t work out. It’s kind of depressing. And at some point, I’m going to lose count.)


“No, I want to know what you meant by that.”


“Just that you’ve never dealt with anything hard in your life.”


“I’ve dealt with hard things before,” I say. But even as I’m saying the words, I know they’re kind of a lie. My parents are together—happily in love. They’re not rich like Peyton’s parents, but they make enough money so that I can shop at Abercrombie once in a while and drive around in a (used) Nissan Sentra. I’m the starting forward on the school basketball team. I’ve never really had a problem getting girls, and I’m going to be valedictorian at my graduation tomorrow. (I have to give a stupid speech and everything, and my mom’s all excited about it. I’m actually kind of dreading the speech. The whole graduation thing just seems so pointless, a big charade that’s supposed to make you feel good about yourself, when everyone knows that in reality, high school is just one big sham.)


“Oh yeah?” Peyton asks. “Like what?” She smirks. “I’d love to know all these torturous things you’ve been dealing with.”


“Like I’m really going to tell you.” I stand up, because I’m starting to realize that this is pointless. Peyton hates me. And I’m not going to put myself out there for a girl who hates me, and who I don’t even like. “Well, good luck.”


“Thanks.” She’s still sitting there, her dress in a pool around her on the floor. She looks small and vulnerable, and I remember what it was like to kiss her last night, how her hair felt in my hands, how soft her skin was. What the fuck is wrong with me? I just said I was done with her, and now I’m thinking about kissing her again? I sigh.


“Listen,” I say, kneeling down next to her. “Let me take you home.”


She looks up at me, her eyes shining. “What?”


“I’ll drive you home.”


“You’ll drive me home? I live in Connecticut.”


“I know where you live,” I say, rolling my eyes.


“You have your car?” she asks.


I nod. “Yes.”


“And you’d drive all that way for me?”


“Not for you.” I shake my head. “I wanted to check out a college up there anyway. This gives me an excuse.” It’s a lie, of course. But I can’t let her know that I’m desperate to keep her with me, that once I leave this room, once we’re apart, I don’t know when I’m going to see her again, and that the thought is too much for me to take.


“But I thought you were going to Georgetown in the fall.”


“How did you know that?”


“Facebook.” She blushes, but points her nose in the air, all haughty. “What?” she asks. “I’m not allowed to look at your Facebook page? It’s not like it’s private or anything.”


“I don’t care if you look at my Facebook.” I shrug. “And Georgetown’s not definite.” Another lie.


“So you’ll drop me off somewhere along the way?” she asks. She pulls at the bottom of her skirt nervously. “Because like I said, I wasn’t really planning on going home.”


“No.” I shake my head. “I’ll drive you home, but that’s it. I’m not getting involved in any kind of weird running-away plan. Your parents would kill me. Not to mention, I’d be kidnapping a minor.”


She rolls her eyes, already wiping her tears away, already standing back up and smoothing down her dress. “Fine,” she says, biting her lip. “But first I have to change.” She crosses to the middle of the room and starts going through her suitcase, pulling out clothes and setting them on the bed until she finds what she wants, and then packing everything back up.


“Do you have to call your parents or anything?” she asks as she walks into the bathroom and shuts the door.


I try not to think about what she’s doing in there, mainly taking off her clothes. “Call my parents?”


“Yeah,” she yells through the door, “so that you can tell them you’re not going to be home for a while.”


“Oh, right.”


“Are they going to be okay with it?”


“My parents don’t run my life,” I scoff. “They’ll be fine with it.”


And the lies just keep on coming.
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Saturday, May 22, 12:23 p.m.


Greenwich, Connecticut


Here are the reasons I hate going shopping with my mom:


1. She always wants me to buy things I don’t like.


2. She’s always insisting I show her how the clothes look on me, even when I tell her they’re hideous and don’t need to be seen outside of the privacy of my dressing room.


3. It makes me feel fat.


“Peyton, please tell me you don’t need the size eight,” my mom calls from the dressing room across from me. We’re in Nordstrom, which is one of the worst stores in which to try on clothes, because they have this whole area where you can come out and twirl around in front of a four-way mirror. That is just wrong.


“I don’t need the size eight,” I call back. “The six fits just fine.” I open the door and hold the dress out to the salesgirl, who gives me a wink as she takes it out of my hand.


“I’ll be right back with the eight,” she mouths.


“Thank you,” I whisper back gratefully. She’s just out of sight when my mom emerges from her dressing room.


“What do you think?” she asks. She’s clad in a tight black dress that hits just above the knee. It’s sleeveless, but classy, with a cowl neck and a sexy zigzag pattern worked into the fabric.


“You look great, Mom,” I tell her. And she does. My mom’s body is amazing, especially for someone who’s had two children. Of course, she works hard at it, with tons of pilates and spinning and Zumba and those crossfit groups that are oh-so-trendy right now. Every morning at five she’s out the door, clad in spandex, a towel thrown over her shoulder, a water bottle in her hand, ready to spend the next two hours sweating at the gym. She’s always trying to get me to go with her, but I refuse. What kind of crazy person is up at five in the morning? There are worse things in the world than being a size eight.


“But do you think black is too somber for a wedding?” She turns this way and that, inspecting herself in the mirror, admiring the way she looks.


For about the tenth time since we started shopping, I wish my older sister Kira was here. Kira’s into fashion, and she always knows what to say to my mom in these situations. Plus Kira makes shopping fun, joining me as we roll our eyes behind my mom’s back and sneak the clothes we really want up to the cash register. But Kira’s away at college, and so I’m stuck fielding my mom’s questions by myself.


I don’t really know a ton about the rules of fashion, but I do know that my mom expects me to answer, even if I don’t really know what I’m talking about. And I also know enough that, since we’re shopping for an outdoor summer wedding, in Florida, black might not be the best choice. “Well,” I say slowly, “it is a summer wedding, and the ceremony’s outside, so maybe you should look for something a little brighter.”


Her face falls for a moment, but then she’s back to smiling. “You’re right!” she says. “Maybe something in tangerine. Although it would be shame not to get this one, too. I can always find somewhere to wear a little black dress!” She laughs like this is some kind of joke, and I giggle along with her, even though it’s not really that funny.


The salesgirl reappears holding a size eight of the fluttery grey dress I just tried on. She looks back and forth between my mom and me nervously, like she’s worried my mom is going to catch her with the bigger dress. But my mom’s already forgotten about what happened a few moments ago.


“Nora,” she says, even though the salesgirl’s name is Nicole. “Nora, please fetch us some dresses in bright colors. I want tangerine, green, pink, yellow . . . but nothing peach. It washes my daughter out.” She flutters her hand at all the dresses that are littering the floor and bench of the dressing room. “And take these things away. They’re all wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong!” She giggles again.


“Of course,” Nicole says, scurrying into the dressing room to gather the clothes.


“I think I’m going to go out and choose some things myself,” I yell to my mom. I’m back in my own dressing room now, changing into my jeans and T-shirt. There’s silence from the other side of the door, and I can tell I’ve said the wrong thing.


“Honey, they have people to do that sort of thing for you,” she says. “This is Nordstrom, not JCPenney.”


“I know,” I say, keeping my voice light. “Sometimes I just like to do it myself.”


“Okay,” she says. But I can hear the disappointment in her voice. The disappointment that means I’m not doing what she wants. The disappointment that seems to be directed at me more and more lately.


I walk out of the stuffy air of the dressing room and back into the store, where Nicole is busy flicking through a rack of pale-green sundresses.


“Sorry about my mom,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I wish I could say that’s not like her, but it totally is.”


Nicole smiles. “Oh, no,” she says. “It’s no problem at all. I always want to make my customers happy.”


I smile back, even though I’m sure it’s a completely canned response and that she secretly wants to throttle us and then start wandering the aisles, looking for something that’s both bright and fun and won’t make me look like a sausage.


My phone starts vibrating in my purse, and I fish it out. Courtney. My cousin. It’s her dad, my mom’s brother, who’s getting married in a few weeks.


“Hey,” I say. “What’s up?” Courtney’s a year older than me, just finishing up her freshman year at Boston University. Her family lives in Florida, and so we’ve never gotten the chance to be super close, but we’re still pretty good friends. It’s never uncomfortable to talk to her, and whenever I see her we always have an amazing time.


“Hey, Peyton,” she says. “What’s going on?”


“Just out shopping for your dad’s wedding,” I reply, watching as Nicole disappears into the dressing room holding an armful of outfits that my mom is sure to veto. “What’s up with you?”


“Not much,” she says. “Are you finding anything good?”


“Not yet,” I say. I move a couple of more steps away from the dressing room, just in case my mom can hear. “We’re in Nordstrom and my mom’s acting like she’s in Prada or something. She keeps making the salesgirl go out and fetch things for her.”


Courtney laughs. “That sounds like Aunt Michelle.”


“Yeah, well, I’m picking out my own stuff, thank you very much.”


“Good for you,” Courtney says. She clears her throat. “Um, so the reason I’m calling is that I need to talk to you about something.”


“Okay,” I say. Sure enough, Nicole’s coming out of the dressing room, her arms loaded up with the dresses she just brought in there. My mom, I’m sure, sent her right back out, saying that none of them were right without even trying them on. I swear, sometimes I think she does things like that just to be a diva.


“Well,” Courtney says, “remember when the invitations came out for my dad’s wedding? And you sent me that Facebook message asking me if Jace was coming?”


As soon as she says his name, my heart skips from my stomach up into my throat. “Yes,” I say, trying to sound nonchalant. “I remember.”


“Well, at the time I said no, because my dad told me that the Renaults were going to be out of town. I guess they’d had some big trip to Europe planned for, like, years. And since my dad’s wedding was slightly spur-of-moment, it was really too late for them to cancel.”


“Right,” I say. “I remember you told me that.” I remember everything Courtney told me about Jace’s Europe trip, because I remember everything about Jace. The way his hair flopped over his forehead. The way his smile curled up more on one side than on the other. The way he loved to debate me on everything from politics to the difference between McDonald’s and Burger King. The way he smelled like peppermint and shaving cream, even though when I was kissing him it always seemed like his face was slightly scruffy.


“Well, it turns out the Renaults are coming after all. Something about the dollar not being strong enough, and figuring out a way to waive the cancellation fees. Or something.” Courtney pauses, and my world stops. “Peyton?” she asks. “Are you there?”


“Yes.” I lick my suddenly dry lips, and then sit down right there in the middle of the floor.


“Listen,” Courtney says. “I’m sorry to spring this on you. I know how it feels to have to see a guy you have a weird thing with. If this same thing had happened to me and Jordan a year ago then I’d—”


“No,” I lie, cutting her off. “It’s not weird. It’s totally fine. And me and Jace are nothing like you and Jordan.” This part, at least, is true. Courtney and her boyfriend Jordan were together for like, months before he broke up with her and totally broke her heart. They got back together after that, but to compare what Courtney and Jordan have with what Jace and I have (had? never had? should have had?) is ridiculous. Jace and I have only met once, when I was in Florida over Christmas. And yeah, it was the most intense experience I’ve ever had with a guy, but still. That isn’t saying much, since he lives hundreds of miles away. (And since my experience with guys is pretty limited.)


“Okay,” Courtney says, not sounding so sure. “But if you decided you didn’t want to come to the wedding, I would totally understand. And my dad would too. I could just tell him that—”


“Oh, no,” I say. “It’s fine, I promise. I’m still going.”


“Okay.” She pauses. “Well, I just thought I’d let you know.”


“Thanks.”


“So what else is new?”


“Not much. I’m just waiting for—”


“Ta-da!” my mom yells, waltzing out into the middle of the store. She’s wearing a long yellow dress that’s so tight it looks like it might be cutting off her circulation. The bottom flares out, mermaid style. The dress looks amazing on her, but I don’t know if it’s really appropriate for a wedding.


“Peyton?” Courtney asks.


“Yeah, I’m here,” I say. “Can I call you back?”


“Sure.”


I hang up the phone and walk slowly over to my mom. “Wow,” I say. “It’s very . . . different.”


“Isn’t it?” She’s raising her voice now, and I can tell it’s because she wants everyone in the store to start looking at her. Which people are. Sort of. And not necessarily in a good way. “Nora, darling, do you think I should wear a hat with this?”


That’s when I notice that Nicole is standing behind her, looking a little dazed. “Ummm . . . ” She looks at me for guidance, knowing she better give my mom the answer she wants. I nod my head slightly.


“Yes, definitely,” Nicole says, smiling. “A hat would set this dress off just beautifully. And it would be perfect for an outdoor wedding.”


My mom beams. “Thank you, Noreen,” she says. “Can you please go and pick out an assortment of hats for me to try on?”


Nicole scuttles away.


My mom looks at me, finally realizing that I’m not holding any dresses. “Peyton!” she says. “You haven’t even picked out one dress!”


I sigh, suddenly feeling defeated. This wedding is turning into kind of a debacle. I mean, let’s assess the situation, shall we?


First, if I’m being completely honest, I kind of hate weddings. All those people celebrating a couple that most of them don’t even really know that well, and who will probably be divorced in less than ten years. It’s more depressing than happy when you really think about it.


Second, I’m going to have to buy some stupid dress that I don’t really want, mostly because my mom wants me to have it.


And third, Jace Renault is going to be there. Jace Renault, the only boy I’ve ever dared to let myself care about. Jace Renault, who I’ve only seen once in my life, and who still somehow managed to break my heart.


“Mom,” I try, “I was thinking, maybe I should stay home while you guys go to Florida. I could watch the house and you wouldn’t have to worry about buying me a plane ticket. That way—”


“You most certainly will not stay home!” she says. “This is a big day for your uncle, and I know he would be hurt if you weren’t there.”


I sigh. “But, Mom,” I say, “I’m going to be so bored. And you and Dad—”


“Peyton,” she says. “You’re going. And that’s final.”


“Fine,” I say. I consider adding, You’ll be sorry, but I’m old enough to realize that would be pretty immature. Of course, if I thought it would make a difference, I’d say it anyway, immature or not. But it won’t. She’s made up her mind, and that’s that.


So instead, I walk toward another rack of dresses. If I’m going to have to see Jace Renault, I might as well make sure I look amazing.
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Saturday, May 22, 1:21 p.m.


Sarasota, Florida


I’m hanging out at my friend Evan’s house when my phone rings. The caller ID flashes a number I don’t recognize, and so I hesitate. Usually I don’t pick up numbers I don’t recognize. It’s almost never a good idea. Bill collectors, girls you don’t want to talk to . . . these are the kinds of people who call from blocked numbers.


But since Evan just informed me that he wants to jump off the roof of his house and into the pool, and I don’t necessarily feel like dealing with that, I answer it.


“Jace?” a girl’s voice asks.


“Who’s this?” I ask, deciding it’s best not to give too much away just yet.


“Who is it?” Evan asks. He’s busy fastening some kind of ramp together on the other side of the pool. I have no idea why he needs a ramp if he’s going to be jumping off the roof, but whatever.


“Who is this?” I ask again, motioning for Evan to be quiet. Like it’s going to do any good.


“It’s Courtney,” the girl says.


“Oh,” I say, relieved. “Hey, Courtney.”


“Courtney!” Evan abandons his ramp and runs over to where I’m sitting on the patio. Cold water drips from his hair onto the pavement. He’s wet because he cannonballed into the pool as soon as I got here, so he could “figure out how deep I’ll end up.”


“Dude,” I say, shaking my head at him. “No offense, but you’re kind of disgusting.”


“Courtney,” Evan says, grabbing the phone away from me without even asking. “Do you want to come over? I’m building a ramp and I’m going to either skateboard off it into my pool or possibly jump off the roof, and then I’m going to send the tape into MTV so they can—What? No, this is Evan. . . . Yeah, I know you have a boyfriend, but didn’t that douchebag Jordan break up with you?” He snorts. “Right, and you really think he’s changed, huh? . . . Well, whatever. If you change your mind, let me know.”
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