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For Aunt Marion


1. Maggie Bean stood at the greeting-card end of the stationery aisle, biting her lip and carefully deciding which sentiment would leave the best impression. “Thinking of You” and “Just Saying Hello” were definitely more appropriate than “Happy Birthday” and “Get Well Soon,” but that didn’t make the selection much easier. On the outside, those cards, the ones decorated with purple flowers and smiling cartoon puppies, seemed perfectly, innocently sweet. But on the inside, with messages like “I treasure our time together” and “Your smile illuminates my soul” written in elaborate script, they were total sugar overload. And since Arnie and Maggie had probably already consumed enough sugar to fuel the Hershey’s factory for an entire year, none of those cards would work as the card—the one Maggie planned to give Arnie in honor of their very first date.

“Found it.”

Maggie took the card Aimee held toward her, looked at it, and handed it right back.

“You didn’t even read it,” Aimee protested.

“I didn’t have to,” Maggie said.

“But it could be the one that says exactly what you want it to. It could be the card that keeps Arnie smiling for days. It could be the start of something truly magical.”

“It could be,” Maggie agreed. “Which is why the glitter is so unfortunate.”

Aimee’s mouth dropped open like they were eight years old and Maggie had just suggested Santa Claus was a figment of the mall. “You don’t like glitter?”

“Or feathers, sequins, plastic gems, and 3-D cutouts.” Maggie pointed to examples of what to avoid on the rack.

“But, pretty, sparkly cards are the only ones I give,” Aimee said quickly, apparently still in shock. “Pretty, sparkly cards are the only ones you’ve gotten from me for every birthday and major holiday in the entire history of our friendship.”

“And I love them all!” Maggie clarified. “But … I’m a girl.”

“Ah.” Aimee slid the card back in its slot. “Well, I hate to say it, Mags, but if you’re trying to find a boy card, you’ve got a tough job ahead of you. Boys don’t do cards.”

Maggie looked away from the rack to face Aimee.

“They do e-mail. IMs. Text messages. Sometimes phone calls—but only when absolutely necessary, and always under five minutes.”

“We give my dad cards all the time—”

“He’s your dad,” Aimee said simply. “Not a thirteen-year-old boy who wouldn’t even know how to seal an envelope if his mother didn’t lick it for him.”

“And you couldn’t have brought this to my attention half an hour ago?”

Aimee shrugged and grinned sweetly. “Who am I to stand in the way of true love?”

True love.

Her face burning red at the thought, Maggie swallowed and turned back to the rack. That was one greeting card category she’d eliminated immediately—no need to consider “You’re the love of my life,” “I never knew love until I knew you,” or “I love you, I love you, I love you!” when she and Arnie hadn’t even been to the movies by themselves yet.

“Be right back,” Aimee said. “I told my dad I’d pick up some stuff for him.”

“Could you grab some purple highlighters?” Maggie asked, somehow managing to think of something besides her almost-first boyfriend (fingers crossed) for one second.

Aimee eyed the shopping basket at Maggie’s feet. “Seriously?”

Maggie looked down at the basket overflowing with notebooks, folders, pencils, pens, erasers, index cards, Wite-Out, paper clips, rubber bands, glue, and Post-its. A pack of pink, yellow, green, blue, and orange highlighters sat precariously on top of the pile.

“I need purple,” Maggie explained. “It’s the color I use for SAT vocabulary words.”

“Even though—”

“The SATs are still four years away?” Maggie finished. “Yes.”

“Can I also grab People magazine for you? So you can enjoy a healthier work-life balance?”

“If you must.” Maggie grinned as Aimee headed down the aisle. They both knew her work-life balance was the best it’d ever been—and about to get even better.

Which was why the card was so important. Next to Aimee, Arnie was her best friend. They’d been through a lot together in the past year. After meeting at Pound Patrollers, where they’d bonded over being the only kids in a circle of middle-aged chocoholics, Arnie had helped Maggie survive embarrassing weight-loss meetings, chocolate relapses, and family turmoil. And two weeks ago, at her family’s house-warming party, he’d confessed what she probably should’ve known but had been too distracted to notice.

Arnie liked her. As more than a friend.

And now they were going out. Or, at least, they were about to go out, on a date.

Arnie had given her a beautiful silver bracelet with an aquamarine stone at her family’s housewarming party, and in honor of their first date, she wanted to give him something in return. Something that said, “Thank you for being my friend. Thank you for putting up with me when I wasn’t the easiest person to put up with, and for liking me despite everything I don’t like about myself. Thank you for being supersweet and funny and adorable. Thank you for being you, and for wanting to be with me. I promise to be the best girlfriend ever.”

“Hey, Maggie.”

Maggie looked up to see Anabel Richards and Julia Swanson, cocaptains of Water Wings, their school’s synchronized swim team, standing near the “I’m Sorry” greeting card section. They were still tall, thin, and dressed like they’d just left an InStyle cover shoot. Their skin glowed a deep, warm gold, most likely because they’d spent their summer vacations lounging on some European beach. This time last year, unexpectedly seeing them here would’ve been enough to make Maggie freeze. That, or run from the drugstore before they noticed her.

But that was then, and this was now. They were about to start eighth grade. Why not start with a clean slate?

“Hi.” Maggie offered a small smile.

“Hey,” Julia said again, shooting Anabel a look, like she hadn’t expected Maggie to respond.

“How was your summer?”

“Great!” Julia’s voice was unnaturally bright.

“And yours?” Anabel asked.

“Also great,” Maggie said. “Thanks.”

Anabel nodded, and her eyes darted toward Julia. When Julia continued to smile without speaking, Anabel gave her a quick elbow jab.

“Okay.” Julia exhaled sharply, like Anabel’s jab had reminded her to breathe. “We’ve been dying to know.”

“Dying,” Anabel agreed. “All summer.”

Maggie paused. “Dying to know what?” She knew there was no way she had the information they’d apparently been waiting for.

Julia and Anabel exchanged wide-eyed looks, as though each silently begged the other to answer.

“About your boyfriend!” Anabel finally exclaimed.

So much for starting fresh. Immediately embarrassed for being put on the spot—and not even sure what they were talking about—Maggie felt her cheeks burn and her pulse race. A year later and the most popular girls in school still had this effect on her, like she still weighed more than the two of them combined, and longed to live up to their superficial standards.

“Which one?”

Maggie spun around, relieved to see Aimee headed their way. When she turned back, she caught Julia and Anabel exchanging more looks, their eyes even wider than before.

“Which one?” Anabel repeated.

“There’s more than one?” Julia added.

“What happened to Mr. Perfect?”

While Maggie immediately pictured Arnie and wondered how on earth they’d heard about the recent development, Aimee waved one hand and rolled her eyes. “Please,” Aimee said, handing Maggie three purple highlighters and People magazine. “That was over months ago.”

“Really?” Julia squeaked.

“The Abercrombie surfer who did crossword puzzles with his grandmother, volunteered at homeless shelters, and worshipped you?” Anabel looked at Maggie, shocked. “What happened?”

Maggie’s heart sank slightly. She really wished it wouldn’t, because everything was so good, and she was so happy now, but she couldn’t help it. The last time she’d seen Julia and Anabel was in the drugstore at the beginning of the summer, right before she’d told Peter Applewood that she liked him—and learned that he didn’t feel the same way. That day, in Maggie’s defense and for Julia’s and Anabel’s benefit, Aimee had made Peter sound like Leonardo DiCaprio.

“They grew apart.” Aimee shrugged. “It happens. Especially when high school guys start asking you out.”

Maggie wished she could’ve enjoyed Julia’s and Anabel’s stunned disbelief, but instead, her heart sank again. It was true that Ben, her cute coworker at Camp Sound View, was in high school and had asked her out … but he’d also stopped talking to her the second he found out that she once ate chocolate the way other people breathe oxygen.

“And by the way,” Aimee added, as though letting Julia and Anabel in on a secret, “high school guys aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Which is why Maggie had to move on to someone else.”

“But I’m so glad you had a great summer,” Maggie said quickly. Julia and Anabel looked like Aimee had just told them Maggie had won $100 million in the lottery and given away every penny.

“Maybe you can tell us all about it at school next week,” Aimee suggested. She picked up Maggie’s shopping basket and handed it to her.

“Right.” Maggie took the basket and started walking down the aisle. “Can’t believe it—eighth grade already!”

Maggie knew Julia and Anabel were watching her and Aimee head for the register, eyes still wide and mouths open. Maybe later, once they were out of the store and out of interrogation range, she’d find the encounter funny. But right then, all she could think about was getting out.

Reaching the checkout, Maggie quickly unloaded her basket onto the counter. As the saleswoman rang up her school supplies, Maggie’s heart sank yet again. “I forgot it.”

“Impossible,” Aimee said automatically. “You have enough there to educate an entire school.”

“Arnie’s card,” Maggie groaned quietly. “I have to go back.”

“Mags. Seriously. Send him an e-mail.”

Maggie glanced over her shoulder. She knew Julia and Anabel couldn’t have gotten far. And even though the last thing she wanted was to risk any unwanted questions, she also couldn’t leave the store without Arnie’s card.

Thinking only of him, her cute, funny, almost-first boyfriend, she left the counter and strode back toward the stationery aisle. Anabel and Julia still stood where she and Aimee had left them, whispering fiercely, but Maggie just flashed a smile and grabbed the first card she reached in the “Thinking of You” section.

Later, once safely back home and thinking more clearly, she might regret the fast selection. After all, the picture of a heart-shaped piece of chocolate under the pink-scripted “You’re Sweet” was covered in silver glitter. But then again, since the inside of the card was blank, and she’d have to write out exactly what she wanted to say, she might not. Either way, she really couldn’t go wrong.

Because she was giving the card to Arnie, her very first boyfriend.

Almost.


2. “Too short.” Maggie’s mom shook her head.

“Too long.” Aimee dumped the contents of a makeup case on the bed.

“Too black.” Summer shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth.

Maggie looked down at the skirt she wore. It hugged her hips without accenting her stomach, flowed away from her legs, and fell just above her knees. It looked great with the gray sleeveless shirt she’d bought just for the occasion. Plus, it was black, a color that, despite losing forty pounds, she still appreciated for its famous slimming effects.

“Whoa,” Maggie’s dad said from the doorway. “When’d the clouds roll in?”

“Dad,” Summer declared indignantly. “This is girl time.”

“And dark colors are very chic and mysterious,” Aimee added.

“You’re right.” He held up both hands, one of which held a red Netflix envelope. “I was just seeing which of my girls would be joining me for a little Chronicles of Narnia action.”

“Did you not notice the enormous wall calendar hanging in the kitchen?” Maggie’s mom asked. “The one with all the fist-size Xs counting down to a very special occasion?”

Maggie’s dad gasped. “Is that today?” he asked innocently.

“Yes.” Maggie grinned and rolled her eyes. “My very first date with Arnie is today. In half an hour, as a matter of fact.”

“Well, isn’t that nice,” her dad said. “Arnie’s a very nice boy. Very polite.”

Turning slightly to see her reflection in the full-length mirror, Maggie saw her mom and Aimee exchange amused looks. Her dad did like Arnie (what wasn’t to like, after all?), but when he found out that Arnie and Maggie were going on an official date, he’d made a very big deal of talking about how important friendship was, and how it was so nice when you could talk and laugh with someone you trusted completely, without any complications. He’d insisted that boyfriends and girlfriends come and go, but true friends are for life. Apparently, he wasn’t ready for Maggie and Arnie to take their relationship to the next level.

“Okay, well, I’ll let you get back to it.” Her dad smiled and disappeared from the doorway—then immediately reappeared, waving the Netflix envelope. “Are you sure? Mind-blowing special effects? Based on one of the greatest children’s books of all time?”

“Dad.” Summer looked at him sternly, one hand in the popcorn bag. “Relax. Mom and I will watch once Maggie leaves.”

“He’s been holding on to Narnia for weeks,” her mom said when her dad left the doorway again.

“It was a good plan. If any movie had a shot at keeping me here, it’d be one based on a book.” Maggie crossed the room to her closet. “But, unfortunately for Dad, no movie has a shot. Not today.”

“I think you should wear pink,” Aimee suggested as Maggie began flipping through other skirts and shirts.

“Of course you do,” Maggie said without turning around.

“Seriously.” Aimee hopped off the bed and reached past Maggie, into the closet.

“Oh, yes.” Maggie’s mom nodded approvingly.

“You’ll look like a princess!” Summer squealed.

Maggie eyed the pink sundress Aimee held up. Summer was eleven years old. Of course she’d think Maggie couldn’t look better if she looked like Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty. But would Arnie agree?

“It’s even longer than the skirt, which is a shame considering how great your legs look after being in the sun all summer, but it’s pink.” Aimee beamed. “Pink is sweet. Pink is romantic. And you look so, so pretty in it.”

“Do you also want me to roll around in a bathtub of glitter?” Maggie teased.

“I think the DVD player might be broken!” Maggie’s dad yelled suddenly from the living room. “Mags? Can you come check it out?”

Maggie giggled as her mom shook her head and slid off the bed.

“Your sister and I will keep him distracted.” Her mom came over to kiss Maggie’s forehead. “Just remember—you could wear a potato sack. Arnie already thinks you’re beautiful.”

Maggie felt her cheeks turn the same color as the dress. Once her mom and Summer left the room, she unzipped the black skirt and took the dress from a smiling Aimee. Because her mom was right. Arnie had seen her at her very worst—fat, sad, and hiding out in jeans and baggy hooded sweatshirts—and somehow, he’d managed to look past all that and like her anyway. She didn’t need to try to look thinner for him.

But she could still try to look as pretty as possible.

Twenty-nine minutes later, Maggie stood in front of the full-length mirror. She didn’t know if she looked like a princess, but she didn’t think she looked half-bad, either. The soft pink looked nice against her golden tan, her lips shone and cheeks glowed (thanks to Aimee’s makeup magic), and her light brown hair fell to her shoulders in soft waves. The bracelet Arnie had given her at her family’s housewarming party a few weeks ago hung delicately on her wrist. “I think I’m ready,” she said, unable to hold back a nervous smile.

“One last thing.”

Maggie watched Aimee gently place silver flip-flops on the floor beside Maggie’s bare feet.

“Instead of glitter,” Aimee explained.

Maggie stepped into the flip-flops just as the doorbell rang. She looked up and caught Aimee’s eye in the mirror.

“Ready, Cinderella?” Aimee whispered with a smile.

She managed a nod even though suddenly she wasn’t so sure. As she grabbed her purse with Arnie’s card and followed Aimee down the hallway, she wondered if this really was such a good idea. The last time she’d hung out with a boy who’d seemed to like her more than a friend, it’d ended in her pigging out on Reese’s Pieces and crying in her bed. And that mini-breakdown was over a guy she’d hardly known and would probably never see again. If it didn’t work with Arnie, she knew the resulting breakdown would deplete the candy supply of every store in a hundred-mile radius—and leave her without one of her very best friends. People didn’t go back to being buddies after a failed attempt at romance, did they?

But maybe she was getting ahead of herself, because when she reached the living room and saw her friend and almost boyfriend standing near the front door with a bouquet of yellow daisies, every worry and concern immediately disappeared.

This was Arnie. And no matter what, they would be absolutely fine.

“Hi,” she said, smiling shyly.

“Hi.” He’d already been smiling, but the corners of his mouth reached even higher as she neared.

“Mags, he brought you flowers,” Summer whispered loudly. “Real ones!”

If this were any day before today, or if the flowers had been for anyone else, Maggie would’ve playfully teased Arnie. She probably would’ve said something like, “What a gentleman!” or, “Who said chivalry’s dead?” and then suggested Arnie’d been watching too many old movies. But it was today, and the flowers were for her. She’d never been given flowers before, and now that she had, she knew it was no joking matter.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the bouquet from Arnie.

“Now, let’s get a picture!”

Feeling her face flush, Maggie turned to see her dad whip out a digital camera. She quickly looked to her mom for help, but the best her mom could do was mouth, I’m sorry, and offer a sympathetic wince.

Maggie grabbed Arnie’s sleeve and gently tugged him toward her. “The sooner we smile, the sooner we can go,” she whispered.

“Heard that.” Her dad raised the digital camera.

“I don’t mind,” Arnie said. “These shots will be great on the Patrol This website.”

Deciding to save that debate for later, Maggie focused on holding her smile for seven flashes.

“Okay!” her mom finally intervened. “You guys should get going. You don’t want to be late for your reservation.”

As Arnie moved toward the front door, her mom and Summer distracted her dad by asking to see the pictures on the camera’s small screen, and Maggie turned to Aimee.

“Will you be okay? Is your mom coming?”

“Don’t worry about me.” Aimee held out one hand. “I’ll put those in water. And then I might hang around and take your dad up on the movie offer.”

“Really?” Maggie handed Aimee the flowers. “We can give you a ride. I’m sure Arnie won’t mind.”

“That’s okay, but thanks.” She leaned closer to Maggie and lowered her voice. “If I stay here long enough, I might miss World War Seventeen at home.”

Maggie frowned. She knew Aimee’s parents had been having problems lately, and even talked about getting divorced, but she didn’t know they were still engaging in battle in front of Aimee.

“Don’t worry,” she said again. “Just have fun!”

Careful not to squish the flowers between them, Maggie gave Aimee a quick hug.

“Curfew’s nine o’clock!” her dad declared as Maggie joined Arnie by the front door.

“We’ll have her home by eight fifty-nine,” Arnie called back.

“Sorry about that,” Maggie said once they stood alone on the front stoop. “Next time, we’ll meet at the restaurant.”

“You look so pretty,” Arnie said before she could worry about referring to “next time” before this time had even started.

Maggie’s cheeks burned. On some level, she’d known things would be different. Arnie’d picked her up at her house before. He’d given her gifts and paid her compliments before. But now, knowing that he liked her as more than a friend, and that she felt the same way, everything felt different—somehow bigger, more important. It was almost like they’d just met, and were getting to know each other for the first time. Which wasn’t bad. It would just take some getting used to.

“You look great,” she finally responded. It was the truth. He always looked great, but tonight, in his khakis and white button-down shirt, he looked even better.

Things continued to feel different all the way to the restaurant. They sat together in the backseat of Arnie’s parents’ fancy silver SUV, and for the first time ever, she paid attention to the distance between them. Did they always sit so far apart? Did her arm always press up against the door? Did he always stare out the window? And she wondered if they were always so quiet while in the car. Was it because his family’s driver drove them? And because Arnie didn’t want him to relay anything they said to his parents? But didn’t the driver usually drive them?

One thing she was sure of was that the drive lasted much longer than usual. She wasn’t sure where they were going to dinner, but since they’d picked her up, she’d assumed they were staying in her neighborhood.

“Where are we going?” she asked a few minutes after passing Nora’s, the nicest restaurant in town. The only other options were Applebee’s and an assortment of other chains. Arnie wouldn’t have picked any of those for their very first official date.

“You’ll see.” He grinned.

Nearly forty minutes after leaving her house, they finally pulled onto a long, paved driveway surrounded by forest, nowhere near anything else. They drove for about another mile, and eventually reached what looked like the kind of log cabin Donald Trump might build if he ever felt outdoorsy. It was two stories tall, had a wide, wraparound porch, and sat in the middle of what looked more like a park than a yard.

“The Lodge?” she squeaked, spotting the large wooden sign near the parking lot.

“You know it?” Arnie sounded pleased.

“Isn’t this where Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes had Suri’s last birthday party?”

“Built last year and dubbed by the New York Times as the secluded, exclusive dining destination for the nature-loving rich and famous.” He turned to her. “Like it?”

She nodded, too stunned to speak. Compared to this place, Nora’s, with its pretty white Christmas lights and soft linen napkins, was probably about as fancy as Taco Bell.

Arnie got out of the car and came around to her side. She thanked his driver for the ride and took Arnie’s hand when he opened the door.

If things had felt different before, now they felt like part of someone else’s life. As they walked up the winding stone path to the restaurant’s entrance, she took it all in—the sprawling green lawn, beds of colorful flowers, birds chirping overhead, and large, sparkling lake, visible through The Lodge’s many windows—and wondered how she, boring old Maggie Bean, had gotten there.

With a boy.

“Gunderson, for two,” Arnie said when they reached the hostess station.

They followed the hostess through a spacious lobby with huge wooden beams overhead and an enormous stone fireplace. Passing a mirror, Maggie glanced quickly to make sure her hair was okay and that her mouth didn’t still hang open from shock.

“I requested to sit outside,” Arnie said as they weaved through the main dining area, which was filled with long tables that looked like slices of sanded tree trunks. “I hope that’s okay.”

Okay? Was he kidding?

The hostess led them outside, and across and down a series of decks.

“It’s like a tree house,” Maggie said in awe, once they were seated.

They had their own small square of deck, separated from a larger deck and other diners by two steps leading down. They were surrounded by green, leafy tree branches, but still had a perfect view of the lake glittering in the setting sun.

“I just wanted to make sure you would never forget it.”

“It?” She looked away from the lake and at him.

He paused and focused on spreading the linen napkin in his lap. “Our first official date,” he said without looking up.

She leaned across the table and waited for his eyes to meet hers. “That will never happen,” she promised.

As she sat back, she took her linen napkin from the table. She wasn’t sure if it was nervousness, excitement, or a little bit of both, but when she went to gently tug the napkin out from under the silverware, she yanked too hard and sent her utensils flying. The big fork clattered to the floor several feet away, and the little fork landed on a salad dish on the tree-house tier below theirs.

“See?” she said quickly, trying to ignore the heat spreading from her cheeks to her forehead as other diners turned toward them. “Totally unforgettable.”

Thankfully, the waiter appeared right then with menus (and a new set of silverware). As Maggie opened her menu and surveyed the fish, chicken, and other low-carb options, Arnie took a sip of water—and immediately started choking.

“Arnie—”

“I’m okay,” he gasped, his face turning bright red. “Just give me a sec.”

Her heart raced as she watched him struggle to breathe. She was about to jump up and pound him on the back when he finally managed to inhale and exhale without coughing.

“Wrong pipe,” he croaked.

Not wanting to embarrass him, she tried to turn her attention back to the menu. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked gently when he took the napkin from his lap and blotted his damp forehead.

He nodded.

She lifted the menu so she could sneak peeks without him noticing. He looked seriously pained, like he’d choked on a pack of thumbtacks, not water.

“Maggie,” he finally said, leaning toward her but looking out at the lake, “I kind of have a problem.”

She lowered the menu. “Do you need an ambulance? Should we call 911?”

“Maybe.” He tried to laugh, then forced himself to look at her. When he spoke again, his voice was so quiet, she had to strain to hear. “This place is really expensive. I knew it was, but I had no idea the cheapest thing on the menu was thirty dollars. And I kind of didn’t bring enough money.”

Was that all? Maggie leaned so close, their noses practically touched. “That’s okay,” she said. “I have money too.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want you to pay for anything. This was my idea.”

She sat back. This wasn’t the way their very first official date was supposed to go. They weren’t supposed to be anything but 100 percent happy. And even though it’d felt like they were getting to know each other all over again, Maggie knew Arnie well enough to know that he wasn’t going to change his mind about letting her help pay—and that he’d be mad at himself for weeks if they simply left and went somewhere else.

Catching their waiter’s eye, she waved him over.

“What’re you doing?” Arnie whispered nervously.

“I have an idea,” she whispered back.

“Yes, miss?” The waiter smiled.

“I was just wondering,” Maggie said sweetly, “if you have a children’s menu?”

One hot dog, one cheeseburger, and two vanilla milkshakes later, the sun hung low in the sky, the lake looked like it was sprinkled with sapphires, and Maggie and Arnie laughed till their sides ached—the way they always did when they were together.


3. “So, let me get this straight,” Aimee said, taking a stack of notebooks from Maggie. “You gave him the card, he said it was the best thing he’s ever gotten in his entire life … and no kiss?”

Maggie nodded. “That about covers it.”

Aimee tossed the notebooks in her locker and turned to Maggie. “Peck on the cheek?”

“Nope.”

“On your hand?”

“Negative.”

“On your forehead?”

“Nada.”

“Huh.” Aimee took a handful of pencils from Maggie and casually threw them on top of the notebooks. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Maggie shrugged. “I guess it just wasn’t the right time.” That, or she’d said or done something at some point during her first official date with Arnie to make him change his mind about her. She didn’t suggest this to Aimee, though, since she’d already replayed every single perfect moment in her mind and still had no idea where things could’ve gone wrong.

“Weird.”

“You know what else doesn’t make sense?” Maggie asked, hoping to change the subject.

“There’s more?” Aimee looked at Maggie, then followed Maggie’s gaze to her locker. “What?”

“If you just throw everything in there without any kind of organization, how are you ever going to find anything?”

Aimee turned back to Maggie. “Really? You really want to go there?”

“I’m looking out for you.”

“You’re living vicariously through my locker since you’re too chicken to go to your own.”

“I’m not chicken,” Maggie said defensively. “I just haven’t had the chance to go down that hall yet.”

“Mags, talk about not making sense. It’s the first day of school. You love the first day of school. It’s like Christmas, for you.”

“So?”

“So, opening your locker is like opening Christmas presents, a joyous experience you look forward to for weeks. And you keep coming to my locker instead of going to your own.”

Maggie glanced around. When she was sure no one was paying attention, she leaned toward Aimee. “I can’t do it,” she admitted. “I thought it’d be a piece of cake. I’ve seen him at least five times since telling him I like him and getting a big ‘no thanks’ in return, and it’s been fine. But this is different. It’s just us—alone, again, at our lockers. You know what that means.”

“What that meant,” Aimee said. “Seeing Peter Applewood at your locker this year won’t be like it was last year. A lot’s happened since then.”

She was right. Maggie knew she was right. They could just say hi, ask which class they had or were about to go to, and pretend like nothing had ever happened. Like Maggie had never looked forward to seeing him every forty-five minutes every day, or that she’d never confessed how she felt, or that he’d never rejected her. They could just start over. They could just be friends.

Starting after next period.

“Saved by the bell,” Aimee said as the ringing sounded overhead and classmates started to scatter.

Maggie’s backpack was already heavy after collecting textbooks in the first three classes of the day, so she shrugged it off her shoulders and held it by the straps.
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