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DEAR SASHA

9/19/10 11:15am

To: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

From: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

Subject: Hey

 

Hi Jacob,

I can’t stop thinking about you, so I wanted to e-mail and say hi. It’s only the first day of fall break, but I miss seeing you around. I know things are messed up between us and this e-mail probably doesn’t help, but I wanted to be honest. Hope you’re doing okay after the Homecoming dance.

~Sasha

PS: My phone broke and I won’t get it back till the weekend, so don’t try to text me. E-mail me back—if you want.

 

9/19/10 4:32pm

To: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

From: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

Subject: re: Hey

 

Sasha—

I didn’t expect you to e-mail me at all. I’m really glad you did. I know you said you want to stay single. I respect that and I won’t push you anymore. But I miss you—I’m not going to lie, especially since we’re both being honest about this.

Jacob

 

9/20/10 7:32am

    To: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

From: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

Subject: re: re: Hey

 

That’s kind of why I was e-mailing. I’m just so confused. I know I keep sending mixed signals. I get that. And I don’t want to hurt Callie or cause drama. But … never mind. Hope you’re having a good break.

~S

 

9/20/10 6:25pm

To: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

From: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

Subject: re: re: re: Hey

 

You can’t leave things hanging like that. Just say it—whatever it is. Do you want me to call you or something? Someone told me you were staying with Heather. Maybe I could call you on her phone.

Jacob

 

9/21/10 10:15am

    To: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

From: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

Subject: re: re: re: re: Hey

 

No, don’t call. It’s too hard to talk about this over the phone. Okay … fine. I’ll tell you. I liked Eric. A lot. But now, I hope we can stay friends and that’s it. And I know you had feelings for Callie. But I’ve been thinking about what you said that we never got a chance to really try being boyfriend and girlfriend. If you want, could we meet at the fountain when we get back to school? I still want to be careful not to hurt anyone, but maybe we owe it to ourselves to at least talk.

~S

 

9/21/10 1:08pm

To: Sasha Silver (sassysilver@mymail.com)

    From: Jacob Schwartz (gamerguy@zahoo.com)

Subject: re: re: re: re: re: Hey

 

Sash, I never want to hurt Callie either. And I don’t want you to feel guilty about Eric, but like you said—you’ve moved on and I believe you when you say you want to be his friend. I think we should definitely meet when we get back to campus. Let’s talk about this before things get crazy with school. I can’t wait to see you.

Jacob

As if I’d needed to read those e-mails again. I folded the papers and looked out window of Heather’s Lincoln Town Car. The driver, Paul, pulled up to campus. Heather stared out the opposite window. We’d barely said a word to each other during the car ride from her New York City penthouse to Canterwood Crest Academy.

I stuck the papers in my purse and rubbed my eyes. For the entire fall break, Heather had been e-mailing Jacob as me. When I’d found out last night, I’d lost it over what she’d done.

This morning, I’d expected to wake up hating her. She’d hacked into my e-mail account, wrote my almost ex–boyfriend, and had arranged for Jacob and “me” to meet at the fountain at school. Heather hadn’t apologized. She said she’d given me options—I could meet Jacob or not.

The choice was mine.

I’d been furious in that moment and had been in a panic about what I’d do when we got back to school.

But when I’d woken up, I hadn’t hated Heather. She was Heather Fox after all and that’s how she handled situations. She took control and tried to solve problems the “Heather” way, even if they weren’t hers to fix. I’d known that about her for a long time. As I’d finished packing this morning, I kept waiting for the rush of anger. But that never happened.

I had to admit the truth to myself. Heather had been right last night when she’d said by e-mailing Jacob, she’d done what I couldn’t. She’d told him exactly how I was feeling and nothing she’d e-mailed him had been a lie. Heather had told him everything I’d been too scared to think about, let alone e-mail to Jacob. Last night, I hadn’t decided whether I was going to meet Jacob or not, but this morning, I’d known exactly what I was going to do.

Heather hadn’t asked for my answer.

Paul eased the car up the winding driveway and passed rows of dark-railed fences that kept bay, black, gray, and other beautiful horses from roaming free. Even though I’d only been away for a week during fall break, the beauty of the campus almost made me press my nose to the glass. I wanted to take in every inch of the gorgeous Connecticut campus.

Sometimes, I still couldn’t believe that I—a small town girl from Union, Connecticut—had been accepted to one of the most prestigious boarding schools on the East Coast. Not only was Canterwood insanely tough academically, but it also boasted a top-notch equestrian program. Thinking about riding made me miss my horse, Charm, so much that I almost wanted to climb out of the moving car and run toward the stable.

I frowned.

Before I could do that, I’d have to go back to my room and face a situation I’d been avoiding for the entire fall break—my falling out with Paige at the Homecoming dance that had caused me to stay at my former arch-nemesis’s penthouse, instead of getting the planned break with my BFF/roomie.
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BEF … RIGHT?

“THANKS AGAIN FOR EVERYTHING,” I SAID TO Paul. I hugged him and he gave me a warm embrace back.

“It was my pleasure,” he said, unloading the last of Heather’s and my suitcases from the car. “I hope you visit again.”

He hugged Heather, too, and got into the car. Heather and I watched the car disappear down the driveway, then looked at each other.

“So, do you still totally hate me for e-mailing Jacob?” Heather asked. Her blue eyes stayed on my face. A light September breeze blew back her blond hair and she folded her arms across her long-sleeve hunter green shirt.

“No,” I said. “I hate what you did. But I do believe you were trying to help. You went about it the wrong way, but it wasn’t because you were trying to mess up things any more than they already are with Jacob and me.”

I tucked back strands of my own golden-brown hair. Heather shifted, taking a breath.

This morning, I’d just thrown on old jeans, a T-shirt, blue hoodie, and sneakers. I was saving my new Manhattan clothes from our shopping spree for when school officially started tomorrow. But Heather looked back-to-school ready in skinny jeans and peep-toe wedges.

“Let’s get one thing clear,” Heather said. “I didn’t do it to be nice. I did it because you helped me to talk to Troy.” She paused, looking at the gravel driveway. “It would have taken me forever to do that on my own. I owed you. So don’t get all gross and gushy on me.”

“Well, whatever your reasons—thanks.” I thought for a minute. “I know what I have to do now.”

Heather popped up the handle of her suitcase and looked at me. “What’s that?”

“I’m going to the fountain.”

• • •

Together, Heather and I rolled our luggage up the sidewalk until we got to the spot where we needed to split to get to our dorms—Winchester and Orchard. Heather hadn’t asked what I was going to tell Jacob when I met him. She’d set up our meeting and her job was done.

“Thanks again for letting me stay during break,” I said. “I really had fun. Exploring the city with you was great, and I’ll have enough candy for a year after our trip to Dylan’s.”

Heather smiled. “I had fun too,” she said. “But don’t expect to stay with me during every break or something.”

I laughed. “Never.”

“And, BTW, I’m going to talk to Julia and Alison about throwing a private back-to-school party in our suite tomorrow night like around seven. It’ll be something to look forward to after what you know is going to be a boring, ridic Monday. Want to come?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “That sounds like fun. And most def a good idea to have something to look forward to tomorrow.”

“Cool,” Heather said. She gave me a sideways look, waiting for me to say something—probably about my meeting with Jacob.

“See you in class,” I said, smiling at her.

Heather and I started down our respective sidewalks and, for a second, I glanced back over my shoulder at her. I half wanted to be following her back to Orchard. The Trio’s suite felt welcoming—there was anxiety about going back to my own room.

But you don’t want to avoid the situation with Paige any longer, I told myself. My pace slowed as I walked and I looked around at the campus, trying to distract myself from what I was about to face. I had no idea what I was walking into—whether if Paige would still be as apologetic as she had been—or how I’d react to whatever she said. Paige had tried to reach out to me over break, but I hadn’t been ready to talk.

I pulled my pink suitcase behind me and looked at the campus as if I’d been away for more than a week. The leaves were starting to change from green to orange, red, and yellow. The sidewalks were swept clean of even a blade of grass. Students were entering their buildings with suitcases and duffel bags. Soon, the scramble to get ready for class tomorrow would begin.

I reached Winchester Hall and walked up the steps to the door. I grasped the iron railing, pausing for a second and taking a breath.

Just go, I told myself.

I pulled open the door and wheeled my suitcase down the glossy wooden floor of the eighth-grade dorm. Looking at the eggshell white walls, the dry erase board with SUICHIN’S ROOM, and the familiar faint scent of lemon made me feel at home.

I passed door after door until I reached the room I shared with Paige. Our dry erase board had its message in bubbly script that Paige had written in orange marker before we’d left.

HAPPY FALL BREAK! <3, S & P

I couldn’t even look at the message. I pushed open the door.

“Hi.” Paige, facing the door, stood still and stared at me. Her tone wasn’t the Paige I was used to hearing. It wasn’t cold or snotty like Heather—it was cautious, unsure.

“Hey,” I said. I looked at the neat stacks of clothes on her bed. “When did you get here?”

Paige shrugged. She turned back to her clothes and started putting them on hangers. “I don’t know. An hour or so ago, I guess.”

I lifted my suitcase onto my bed and unzipped it. Pulling out my clothes, I started unpacking, too, and we were silent as we put away our clothes. The tension in the room was ridiculous. I didn’t want things to be like this. Neither Paige nor I needed this extra pressure before school started again. Paige had tried enough to apologize—it was my turn.

“Paige,” I said, sitting on the end of my bed. “I’m ready to listen and talk about what happened at the Homecoming dance if you still want to.”

Paige smoothed her jean skirt, which looked supercute with black tights, and sat at the edge of her own bed. “I want to talk,” she said. “Now that you’re ready.”

We paused, both looking at each other—seeing who would go first.

I knew it was my turn. “You kept trying to apologize to me after Homecoming,” I said. “But you have to understand that I wasn’t ready. What you said about me being jealous about you having a boyfriend really, really hurt my feelings.”

“I told you that I didn’t mean what I said,” Paige said. “I know it’s no excuse for what I said, but I swear that I didn’t mean it. I was upset, and I wanted to say something that would hurt you.”

“And it did,” I said honestly. “Homecoming week was tough on me, and you knew that. It was too much hearing you—of all people—say that to me, after everything I’d gone through all week.”

Paige ducked her head. “I know. The entire week was hard on you, and I didn’t give you as much support as I should have. But …”

I sat up a little straighter at that part. “But what?”

“I tried to apologize to you for an entire week,” Paige said. “I texted, called … and you never wrote me back. Not once. Not even to say you still weren’t ready to talk. And that night at Butter—you humiliated me in front of Heather.”

That made my stomach hurt a little. I had told Paige that I hadn’t wanted to talk about our fight in a not-so-private place. “I’m sorry. I should have handled that better. I wish I’d told you that in private instead of saying it like that right there.”

Paige’s blinked and focused her green eyes on me. “I wish you would have too. That was so unlike you. It was almost like … never mind.”

“What?” I asked. “You know you can tell me anything.”

Paige ran her fingers through her red-gold hair. “It just sounded like something Heather would say, that’s all.”

Whoa. Considering Paige’s dislike for Heather that was a huge insult. I wanted to defend myself and what I’d said, but I didn’t want to start another fight with Paige. Not over that comment.

“I was just overwhelmed by seeing you at Butter,” I said. “What I said was harsh, and I’m sorry.”

I left Heather out of the conversation. She had nothing to do with this—it was between Paige and me.

Paige took a breath and rubbed her hands over her ivory face. “I don’t want things to be weird between us. I’m truly sorry for what I said to you, and I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“I believe you,” I said. “And I’m sorry about Butter. I wish we could have spent the break together. At least there will be plenty more chances for us to do that.”

Paige half nodded.

I wanted her to say yes, we did have more opportunities to do that, but she didn’t. That stung a little. I shook it off and smiled at Paige.

“So, we’re okay?” Paige asked.

I got up, and we hugged. “We’re more than okay,” I said. “We’re best friends and always will be.”

That made Paige grin. “I’ve got so much to tell you about break,” she said. “And I want to hear all about yours.”

“I want to hear every detail about yours, and I’ll tell you all about mine, but there’s something I have to do first.”

Paige gave me the you better spill face.

“I’ll tell you all about it the second I get back,” I said. “Promise.”

“You better,” Paige said.

I changed out of my wrinkled shirt and pulled on a cranberry-colored, v-neck, long-sleeve shirt, dark skinny jeans, and black wedges.

“Be back soon,” I said to Paige.

I walked out of the room, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

Meet u in an hr? ~S

I sent the text to Jacob.

My phone vibrated seconds later.

Perf. C u there.

Then I headed to the one place that would make me feel comfortable before my meeting with Jacob.
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ESP

I WALKED TO THE BLACK AND WHITE STABLE, inhaling the scent of clean hay, horses, and sweet grain. Charm’s stall was exactly where I needed to be to calm down. Plus, not seeing him for a week was unacceptable!

I hurried past rows of box stalls, ducked around horses in crossties, and sidestepped muck carts.

When I got to Charm’s stall, I peered over the door. He was snoozing in the back, one chestnut leg cocked and his head down.

“Hi, gorgeous,” I said, my voice soft so I didn’t startle him.

Immediately, he lifted his head and turned his ears toward the sound of my voice. I unlatched the stall door and stepped into the sawdust.

When Charm and I reached each other I threw my arms around his neck. I hugged him hard, feeling him lean into me as if he was hugging me back. His coat was spotless and it gleamed like copper. Mike—my favorite groom—had taken perfect care of Charm just like I’d known he would.

I released Charm’s neck and stroked his blaze. Kissing his cheek, I squeezed my eyes shut for a second, just happy to be with my horse. Charm looked toward the door and our connectedness, through what I swore was ESP, told me what he was thinking.

“So sorry,” I said. “But we’re not going for a ride right now. I missed you so much that I wanted to see you. You’re also the best listener and I’m about to go do something in a little while that’s kind of scary.”

Charm’s attention left the door, and he looked back at me. I leaned against the stall wall in the back so I could see the door in case anyone approached. The last thing I needed was for someone to overhear my conversation with my horse. Charm turned toward me and nuzzled my ribs, making me laugh.

“Thanks,” I said, stroking his neck before grabbing his black leather halter. “I missed you too.”

Charm blinked, with what I was sure was understanding, and pointed his ears at me—like he was telling me to talk.

“It’s a looong story,” I said. “But over break, Heather hacked into my e-mail account and wrote to Jacob as if she were me.”

Charm put back an ear—he still had mixed feelings about Heather.

“At first, I freaked out. I thought I was going to pour a Diet Coke on her or something. I stayed up all night thinking about what she’d done. But even though what she did was wrong—she did what I didn’t have the guts to do—go after what I want.”

I swallowed.

“I want to be with Jacob,” I whispered. “I know I said I was swearing off boys. And I am! I think. But I have these feelings for Jacob, and I wish there were some way we could be together. I know we can’t because it would kill Callie even though they’re broken up. I just wish there was some way.”

Charm huffed a warm breath into my hand.

“What should I do?” I asked him. “Do I tell Jacob everything I told you? Or do I lie about it and tell him Heather sent the e-mails and I don’t agree with anything she said?”

Charm looked at me with beautiful brown eyes and I knew the answer to my question.

“I better go,” I said. “I love you so much. You’re my number one guy. See you tomorrow. You’ll definitely get your ride.”

Charm blinked and if he could smile, I knew he would have.

I kissed his black and pink muzzle, then left the stall. I was ready to face Jacob. It was time to talk.

I walked down the sidewalk, taking a right to the courtyard. That part of the campus was empty since everyone was probably unpacking or catching up with friends after break. I passed the stone benches and walked over the cobblestones.

And there he was. Waiting for me.

Jacob turned, his hands shoved deep in the pocket of his crimson hoodie. I almost couldn’t believe that I was staring at him in person after spending most of break imagining him and thinking about what he was doing. His light brown hair and green eyes made it difficult to talk. I semistumbled toward him and stopped, just feet away.

“Hi,” I said, my voice so quiet I barely heard it.

“Hey,” Jacob said, giving me an easy smile. He gestured toward a bench. “Want to sit?”

“Sure.”

We sat at opposite ends of a bench. I turned to face him, and he looked into my eyes.

“There’s no easy way to say this,” I said. “So I just have to.”

Jacob’s lips parted and he looked as if he was trying to prepare himself. As if he was readying himself for me to tell him that I’d thought about it, but wasn’t ready to be his girlfriend.

“It’s not what you think,” I said, immediately wanting to stop the hurt look on his face. “But it is a little complicated.”

Jacob looked at me, waiting.

I paused. “I didn’t write any of the e-mails. Heather hacked into my e-mail account and told you my phone was broken until the weekend. She was the one writing you.”

Jacob’s head dropped. “Oh my God,” he said. “Heather was e-mailing me? I thought it was you the whole time! I had no idea. I feel like such an idiot.”

“Wait, please don’t,” I said. “I was furious when I found out what she’d done. I mean, we’ve sort of become friends and then when I found out … I wanted to break her laptop!”

Jacob’s face was pink with embarrassment. “Every e-mail was from Heather. Every. One.” He sighed.

“You don’t understand,” I said. I had to say it now or I never would. “Heather … told you everything I couldn’t.”

Jacob looked at me—his green eyes flickering back and forth over my face. “What do you mean?”

“Every e-mail she sent was something I wanted to say to you, but was afraid. I was scared of the drama and what would happen if we started dating. But there’s not one thing in those e-mails that I don’t feel or mean.”

The tinge of pink faded from Jacob’s face. He looked at me—his head tilted. “Everything? Even about you wanting to talk about our options about … being together?”

“Yes.” My voice was a whisper.

Jacob seemed to relax and tense at the same time. He drew a leg under him and looked at me, his gaze intense.

“Before you say anything else, I need to tell you something,” he said. “If there’s one thing I regret about the entire situation between Callie, you, and me, it’s that I let you take the blame for what I did at your party. If I’d done the right thing, I would have told Callie the truth.” Jacob dropped his head. “I said nothing and let you lose your best friend. I don’t know if I’ll ever stop feeling guilty about that.”

“You only did it because I asked you to,” I said. “I saw your face that night—you wanted to stand up and tell the truth. But you respected what I wanted enough not to say anything.”

Jacob sighed. “I hated every second of you standing there and lying for me.”

Instinctively, I scooted closer to him on the bench. “I couldn’t let her or anyone else think awful things about you. I care about you, Jacob, and it was easier for me to have everyone hate me than to have them be mad at you.”

Jacob’s eyes stayed on mine. “Do you know how amazing you are?”

I blushed. “Yeah, so amazing that I’m here and wanting to talk about …” I let my sentence trail off.

Jacob didn’t press me to finish my sentence—he just waited.

“I want to talk about the possibility of us trying again. And after all I put you through—after I kept saying no, I would understand if you didn’t want to.”

Jacob reached over and slipped his hand into mine. “You have no idea how long I’ve been hoping you’d say that.”

I smiled—and felt the same way I had when I’d first looked at him—those clichéd butterflies, the sweaty palms, and a heartbeat I couldn’t calm.
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