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One


TOP FIVE EXOTIC, COOL LOCATIONS TO SPEND NEW YEAR’S EVE


*(in no particular order)


1. A private capsule on the London Eye.


2. The top of the Eiffel Tower (clichéd, especially ever since a certain movie star went and ruined it for the rest of us, but still).


3. Backstage at a Killers show with the cast of The O.C.


4. A chalet tucked into the highest corners of the Swiss Alps.


5. Zip-lining along the Costa Rican jungle canopy.


(For all of the above scenarios, one should assume a romantic interest in tow.)


Note that nowhere on this list is Spring Brook, New Jersey. This is because Spring Brook, New Jersey, is not an especially cool place to spend New Year’s Eve. Particularly if it is the home of one’s grandparents, median age seventy-two. Double-particularly if one’s boyfriend is spending the holiday in Aspen, with his hotshot ski-patrolling friends.


Not that I’m bitter or anything.


See, Dad’s always felt guilty about dragging me across the country and away from his parents, who seem to be under the belief that the sun rises and sets with yours truly (which, under normal, non-kiss-centric holidays, is just fine by me). After Mom left, he needed a change of pace, and since he’s a restaurant manager, Vegas seemed like a safe bet (ho ho, no pun intended). But he tries to get back to see his folks whenever he can. There was no way that he was getting out of work over Christmas and New Year’s, which are big-money holidays at any restaurant, and of course, especially in Vegas. The solution? Easy—he sent me.


Normally I wouldn’t mind. My grandparents are totally sweet, and I actually really like spending time with them. But it’s definitely an unwritten rule in the teenage handbook that not getting kissed at midnight on New Year’s Eve is like a karmic slap in the face. Or, if it’s not, it should be. It’s in my handbook, anyway. I mean, the midnight kiss is the launchpad of a happy and prosperous twelve months, and smooching my grandfather on the cheek rather than my superhot boyfriend on the smacker just seemed like I was asking for trouble, karmically speaking.


But I digress. I made the best of it, laughing along gamely to Ryan Seacrest and sipping at sparkling apple cider. Jesse texted me at exactly midnight, which I thought was extremely romantic, even if it wasn’t quite the same thing as real-time kissage. We did the best we could.


Now, though, I could hardly wait to see him. So much so that I’d traded in my direct flight from Newark International for a rockin’ three-hour layover in Houston, Texas, just so I could make it home a full twenty-four hours earlier than expected.


It was all part of my grand plan.


Jesse had been home, back in Vegas, for a full two days while I withered away in Central Jersey on a steady diet of PBS, classical music, and Kashi, the three absolutes of my grandparents’ household. Jesse expected me to get in tomorrow, the day before school started.


But I was coming in today.


I was coming in today, and I was going to see Jesse. I’d worked it all out with my father, who was cool with me switching flights as long as I covered the change fee with my allowance (he is incredibly hardcore about “financial responsibility”). Never mind that I’d spent a glassy-eyed three hours wandering the Houston duty-free and robotically stuffing my face with sour gummy bears. Never mind that my face had a fine sheen of airplane scum settling across its surface. Never mind that my hair—washed and styled so impeccably first thing this morning, back in Spring Brook—had wilted worse than the cheeseburgers that I found at the airport food court. In my mind’s eye, I somehow still managed to look like a supermodel. (My mind’s eye is really forgiving.) And I was so going to surprise Jesse.


Thankfully, all of my flights were on time and I made my connection and didn’t lose my luggage or any of those annoying things that can happen when you travel. The oily skin and weird, limp hair was sort of the worst of it. My father was waiting at the airport when I got off the plane—he’d made up a sign for me in bright green Sharpie with my name on it, CASSANDRA ELISE PARKER, playing at being a fancy driver or something—and was in on all of my machinations.


He hugged me and grabbed my suitcase away from me, saying, “You look thin, Cass. Did you eat in New Jersey?”


Do you see why I adore my father?


I nodded. “I did, actually. A lot.” Kind of too much, actually. Pigging out on Kashi is not recommended.


He smiled. “Grandma and Grandpa are pretty serious about their three squares,” he agreed.


“Right?” I said, laughing.


He led me out to the parking lot, where we spent about twenty minutes trying to figure out where he had parked. One thing about my father: When he’s at the restaurant, working, he is very much in the zone and focused. He takes his job seriously, which is probably why he’s very good at it. The owner of the restaurant keeps asking Dad to take over a few other places that he owns, but Dad’s not interested, even though I think it would mean a lot more money. He’d rather save up until he can buy his own place, free and clear. Like I said, he is very big into fiscal responsibility. Probably because the first year that we lived in Vegas, he wasn’t so, um … fiscally responsible. Mind you, it’s all been worked out by now—it’s been three years—but he definitely learned his lesson the hard way. And is determined not to let me make the same mistakes that he made.


But, anyway. What I’m saying is, at the restaurant, he’s on. He’s a stickler for details. But in the rest of his life? Not so much. Like, I’ll tell him what to pick up at the grocery store, and he’ll forget. So I’ll write a list. But then he’ll leave the list at home. Frankly, I’m lucky that he remembered his car keys. I’m lucky he remembered my flight.


Yes, I’m exaggerating. But no, not by that much.


Well, after wandering in circles for a while, I started asking him pointed questions about details, and other cars, and signs, and whatnot, and eventually we had made our way to his car. It’s a Prius, a hybrid, which I support. Which is good, because I don’t think I’ll be getting my own car until I can afford to buy it myself. But Dad, who, as I’ve said before, is incredibly cool, is very generous about letting me borrow his when possible.


So on the drive back home he wanted to know about Grandma and Grandpa. Really, there wasn’t that much to tell. They’re kind of old, but are very smart and very feisty, and we spent most evenings eating reduced-sodium dinners and watching documentaries.


“It was fun,” I said, mostly meaning it. You know, not “Aspen-with-your-boyfriend” fun, but fun.


“But you can’t wait to see Jesse,” Dad said, filling in the blanks.


I nodded. “That’s why I’m here,” I said, even though he already knew that.


“Well”—he checked his watch—“we should be home in fifteen minutes. If you can get to Jesse by four, do you think you can be done surprising him, and back home, by six? I know it doesn’t give you a lot of time, but I have to be at the restaurant for the dinner rush.”


How could I say no? Dad wasn’t even implying anything gross by his use of the word “surprising.” At least, I hope he wasn’t. And, anyway, we could always use Jesse’s car if we wanted to go out later on.


“Of course,” I said, sighing with satisfaction. I leaned back in my seat and went into a slow, trancelike state of Zen. I watched the scenery change through the blur of my window, from airport-related industrial waste to rocky, red-tinged mountains. Soon the glitter of the Strip would be upon us, and I would be home. My dog, a mangy and borderline insane Boston terrier named Maxine, would be waiting for me.


And so would Jesse.


Jesse only lives about five minutes from me, mainly because all of us who don’t live in the city proper (which is most of us) live in the same three-mile radius of surrounding suburbs. And, while living just outside of Vegas, aka Sin City, might seem really edgy and exotic, it sort of only affects us in really peripheral ways. Sure, there are the occasional out-there dates where we go off to pose with Indiana Jones and Britney Spears at the wax museum, or gondola rides at the Venetian. And yes, if we go out to celebrate at a fancy dinner, there is an 80 percent chance that we’ll catch a glimpse of a certain blond celebutante with a reputation for dancing on tables. Kids here learn to play online poker long before they’ve even been given their first PlayStation (you don’t even have to bet money, thank goodness). But really, it’s not so scandalous. Mostly we all live very regular lives.


Jesse’s house, for instance, is a completely normal, completely modest splitlevel, trimmed in aluminum siding and boasting an ironically misleading BEWARE OF DOG sign on the front square of lawn. Jesse’s mother has a froufy little white dog that would inspire terror in no one. But I suppose the sign is just for effect. Not that Maxine is all that hardcore, but I really can’t get down with dogs small enough to fit in a pocketbook. Don’t tell Jesse’s mom, though. For now, at least, she likes me.


I pulled up smoothly, humming to the radio, parked, and killed the ignition. Jesse’s car, a Civic adorned with stickers from all of his various athletic affiliations, sat in the driveway, so at least I knew he was home. This was good. My surprise really would have had much less of an impact if he’d been out, obviously.


I tapped my lucky rabbit foot that Dad had kindly allowed me to hang from the rearview mirror and briefly crossed my fingers. Even though Jesse and I had been together for about a year now, I still got a little bit fluttery when I hadn’t seen him in a while. And I think the element of surprise was upping my nerves, too. I jumped out of the car and made my way up the front walk, taking a moment to smooth my hair down. It was looking slightly perkier now that I was back in the desert climes of Vegas. New Jersey humidity and I do not get along.


I rang the doorbell and tried to look nonchalant as I waited for someone to answer the door. In my mind, Jesse pulled the door open, erupted into a thousand-watt grin at the sight of me, and swooped me up into his arms, finally dipping me gracefully into a flawless Hollywood kiss.


In point of fact, what actually happened was that Jesse’s younger brother, Paul, opened the door, and scowled at me. Paul was twelve, which put him at prime sulking age.


“Hi!” I said brightly, trying to ignore the fact that he didn’t seem to care one way or another about my arrival. “I came home early!”


He managed an all-but-imperceptible nod. “Okay. Jesse’s upstairs. Our mom’s not home,” he added as an afterthought, smirking. He really was rushing into the adolescence thing full-force.


Despite the fact that I wanted to go charging up the stairs at top speed, I forced myself to walk like a normal, non-crazy, non-boyfriend-starved person. When I got to Jesse’s bedroom door, I paused and took a deep breath. My heart was going crazy. Which later on I would look back on as some sort of omen or whatever, but really was probably much more straightforward and meaningless. I mean, how could I have known?


Music blared out of Jesse’s room—Kelly Clarkson, which would ensure no small amount of teasing once our reunion kissing was out of the way. I giggled, rapped hard on the door, and called out.


“Surprise!” I shouted, gleeful.


I grabbed at his doorknob.


I turned it.


I pushed.


And gasped.


Jesse did not seem to have heard me knock at his door or call out to him. He did not notice that his bedroom door had opened and that I was now standing in his doorway. He was completely oblivious to my presence, for better or for worse.


For better, because I’d like to think that if he’d known that I was standing there, he might have ceased and desisted all suspicious activity.


For worse, because said suspicious activity seemed to involve swallowing my best friend’s face whole.


The blood drained from my face and I felt faint. There, right before my plane-puffy and red-rimmed eyes, were Jesse and Alana. Kissing. And possibly doing some other stuff that was maybe a little more PG-13. His hand was buried in her straight-ironed, low-lighted, meticulously layered hair. Her premium-denim-clad legs were splayed across his legs. Kelly Clarkson sounded incredibly chipper about this whole state of affairs.


I, however, wanted to die.


“What the …?” I started, grabbing against the frame of the doorway to keep myself steady.


Fortunately, just then Kelly stopped wailing, and Jesse and Alana were finally aware of my presence. They had the good grace, at least, to spring apart to opposite sides of the bed guiltily, Alana furtively straightening out the hem of her tank top.


A power guitar chord cut through the tension, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Sheepishly, Jesse grabbed at a remote and shut the stereo down. Now you could hear a pin drop again. That, or the tiny tearing sound of my heart as it made its way through the meat grinder that was my best friend and boyfriend’s betrayal.


Ouch.


The awkwardness threatened to suffocate us. Finally, Jesse cleared his throat, breaking the silence. He ran his fingers through his unruly brown hair.


“Cass,” he started, looking equal parts embarrassed, ashamed, and confused. “You’re home early.”





Two


“Omigosh. I like your skirt.”


Those were the first words that Alana Mark ever said to me.


It was the second day of seventh grade. The second day of school was bursting with all of the terror and unfamiliarity of the first day of school, while being simultaneously devoid of the false hope that I’d be inexplicably catapulted into sudden popularity and spared the humiliation of sneaking away to a stairwell to gobble down my lunch, alone. (Hey—a girl can dream, can’t she?) Since that magical experience had certainly not taken place on the first day, after all.


So you can sort of see how I was feeling, around the time that Alana Mark first approached me. I was brand-spanking-new, both to the school and also to Vegas, and while no one had pelted me with mashed potatoes in the cafeteria, or pantsed me during PE, I was feeling more than a little bit terrified and out of place. And hoping fervently that Alana saw none of this anxiety on my face.


She slid into the desk next to me, second row, third from the left, in intro to world civ. Her long, tanned legs peeked out from under the desk, revealing bright wedge flipflops that I coveted instantly.


I’d noticed her yesterday, of course, though yesterday she’d sat behind me. She floated into the classroom with the exact opposite body language that I had been sporting all morning. Where I was shy and tense, she was all oiled limbs and effortless confidence. She had hair the color of Lindsay Lohan’s (back when it was first red, that is, and then later on, when it was red again). She was impossible to miss. It was clear to the casual observer that she was someone Very Important at Lincoln Memorial Middle School. Yesterday she’d been flanked by a B-level hanger-on, a washed-out blonde (Sun-In, I’d guessed) who was clearly the junior high equivalent of Cacee Cobb. Today she was alone.


“Thanks,” I said, glancing down to remind myself of what I was wearing. It was a denim skirt, elevated beyond the level of basic by a cute gingham ruffle along the hem. “I like your …” I scrambled to take her in without appearing to be some kind of psychotic stalker. She was sitting; I couldn’t see all that much of her. “… nails,” I finished, somewhat lamely. They were pink and glittery. It was the best I could do on such short notice.


“Thanks,” she said, smiling brightly. She wiggled her fingers under my nose, then frowned adorably. Most everything about her was quite adorable. It was almost annoying. “They’re already chipping.”


I rolled my eyes. “Ugh,” I said, as though we were coconspirators in the war against beauty. Which I was starting to hope we would be. A girl could do worse than to be aligned with Alana Mark. I could see that already.


“Omigosh. I forgot to cover my book,” Alana went on, her eyes skating over my own. I’d forgone the standard brown bag in favor of clear contact paper over my magazine section of choice: the horoscopes. At the time, I’d thought they were cool. Now I felt like a big-time dork for being so incredibly on top of such drippy endeavors as covering one’s books. Darn my father and his whole responsibility trip. Like I had absolutely nothing better to do than to skip home with my textbooks after the first day of school.


Well, I didn’t, but Alana didn’t have to know that.


I smiled and shrugged, like I just couldn’t help being a total geek. “I’m new,” I said, like maybe that excused my sudden lapse in cool factor.


“Yeah, I thought so,” Alana said. “I saw you yesterday.”


Which kind of made sense, since she’d had to walk past me to get to her seat. This meant I’d been noticeable in either a good way or a bad way. I hoped good. She wouldn’t have been voluntarily talking to me if it’d been bad, right?


Right?


This transferring-suddenly-during-the-crucial-apex-of-puberty wasn’t doing a whole lot for my self-esteem.


“I mean, this place isn’t that big,” she continued, throwing me a teeny tiny line. “And I’ve been going here forever.” Her expression got serious for a minute. “Katy had to switch. To the other world civ class. I think it’s”—she lowered her voice—“remedial.”


I nodded and tried to look appropriately concerned for Katys academic progress. Mostly I was just thrilled that Alana seemed to be confiding in me.


Alana drummed her nails against the surface of her desk, then sighed. “So I guess it’s a bummer that she covered her book already, right?”


At that, I couldn’t help but giggle. “Right,” I said. Katy and I had that in common, then. Though I hoped I wouldn’t get shunted off to remedial history. I’d always been a pretty solid-B student.


“So,” Alana said, slightly more urgently this time, “can I borrow a pen?”


“Of course!” I replied, wondering if I actually had an extra pen available to give her. I needn’t have worried. My father had loaded me up with more school supplies than a Staples. I was prepared for any writing-related contingency. I fished out an extra-fine in purple ink, and that was that. Purple, as it turned out, was Alana’s favorite color. And I was Alana’s new favorite, non-remedial seatmate.


Alana Mark and I were officially friends.


I wasted no time in investigating Alana’s astrological sign. I was thrilled to learn that she was a Gemini, a fellow air sign. That meant we were both creative types, though she was—and this was not a surprise to me—somewhat more inclined to enjoy a good gossip session. She introduced me to Katy, who was exceptionally sweet, and not all that slow at all, outside of world civ, and the rest of her cohorts, a group of girls and guys almost as notable as Alana herself. As previously mentioned, Alana loaned me her lip balm, and I kept her in lavender ink for the duration of the year. Socially speaking, I was made. And I couldn’t have been happier.


In the meantime, my father and I were getting accustomed to the Vegas lifestyle. He worked long hours at the restaurant, which didn’t so much bother me, since I had cable, the Internet and, thanks to Dad, an endless supply of gourmet leftovers in the fridge. Besides, he liked to say that he was never more than a phone call away, a theory that had held up under a Maxine-related crisis or two. (That dog will eat anything she gets her nose into, no joke.)


What I didn’t realize at the time was that, while the restaurant’s kitchen would close at eleven, when my father stayed on, it wasn’t to help out with late-night room service orders, like he said. Or, maybe it was, but that was sort of a side point. Mainly he hung out in the hotel’s casino.


Mainly he hung out at the blackjack table.


Now, I’ve played electronic blackjack myself (I mean, not only do I have high-speed wireless, but I live in Las Vegas, come on), so I can kind of get the allure. It’s a very fast-paced game and it’s very simple. If you can add or subtract, you can play. So I don’t blame my father for getting sucked in. And when he came to me, completely chagrined, and explained to me that he had perhaps developed the slightest little gambling habit and perhaps had run us into an eensy bit of debt, I tried to understand that, as well.


I must admit that I was a little bit disappointed. But I was beyond the age of thinking that my parents were infallible (given as how my mother had essentially abandoned us just a few months prior—that was rather fallible behavior, I had to admit).


Anyway, the good news was that my father had caught himself before an eensy habit became a super-giganto-humongous habit. He joined a gambling support group (there are tons of those around here). He paid off his debts and went to his group meetings every day for a year. He told me that he has never again sat down at a blackjack table—he’s never again so much as glanced at a slot machine sideways. He pulled extra shifts at the restaurant and was even promoted in the process. That was three years ago, and by now he’s even paid down a good chunk of the mortgage on our house. He doesn’t usually involve me in the nittygritty of our financials, but I know enough to know that we are completely in the clear.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
Gectin Lucky

MICOL OSTOW








OEBPS/images/9781439120606.jpg
Gettin Luckg

MICOL OSTOW

Simon Pulse
New York London Toronto Sydney







