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Chapter One

Sometimes nothing is as it seems. That's what
I remember thinking last October--six months that might as well
have been a lifetime ago. That was before I lost my best friend.
The night everything changed, Devin and I sprawled across a round
concrete picnic table long enough for me, but his feet dangled over
the edge. Although I lay with arms propped behind my head, Devin
rested on his side, an elbow supporting him.

The small town of West Martin was barely a
dot on the Illinois map—a dot trying hard to fashion a
bed-and-breakfast image instead of a boring lakefront community
with two high schools, ten churches, and a handful of fast food
restaurants, none of which offered much entertainment. As such,
most teens like us, hung out in Lucy Park. Tonight, however, a cold
front had lowered the temperature to 25 degrees, and most people
had stayed inside. Still, we preferred the cold and liked the way
the lights barely illuminated the darkness.

"Is your mom going to kill you? It's already
after 11."

“She’s out with her fiancé,
remember?” I lifted my hands to my mouth and blew on my
fingers.

“Cold?” He scooted
closer.

More on the inside than the
outside, I thought. The wind carried a
distant burning smell--firewood--and I inhaled deeply, savoring the
remembered warmth. “I don't know why she's agreed to marry the
jerk.” I shook my head. “He’s going to leave her—maybe not tonight,
but some time.”

“Well, maybe you should
lighten up.” Devin tickled me. “Maybe he'll hang
around.”

“Right. My dad didn’t. He
left years ago, and the other guys my mom dates haven’t bothered,
either. Why would this one be any different?” Cold air brushed my
stomach where my shirt had pulled up. I tugged it down.

“He’s a different person.
Maybe you should get to know him and stop growling.”

“Easy for you to say,” I
snorted. “Both your parents live under the same roof.” I rolled my
shoulders, trying to move from the unforgiving concrete cooling my
back. “You never wonder which state you’re going to see on the post
card your dad sends. That ‘See you soon’ is quite a closing, don’t
you think? It’s not ‘I love you.’ It’s ‘I’ll see you soon.’” Tears
seasoned my voice, deepening it.

Devin leaned over me, his fingers dabbing the
tears. “Sorry--I should’ve kept my big mouth shut.”

“Yeah, you should have. But
since you’re my best friend, I’ll let you live.” I swallowed hard,
rubbing the concrete to take my mind off Devin's frown.

He scrutinized my expression, knowing lately
I’d gotten good at acting indifferently. If I couldn’t trust my
parents, I didn’t know if anyone else was safe, either. He finally
lay back. “I’m glad you let me live. Did you get your driver’s
license yet?”

“Tomorrow—and it’s not soon
enough.” I shifted closer, resting my head on his chest. “You make
a great pillow.”

Leaves crackled distantly as
someone headed toward our table. Curious, I sat up and saw Kellin
Morgan and Tyler Rutherford sauntering into view.
Gee, the proud crowd coming out for a
visit, I thought. Kellin, tall and
broad-shouldered, sported his unbuttoned letter jacket and a dark
sweater. The street-lamp's far-off glow highlighted the short
blonde hair feathering his face, framing his square jaw and blunt
chin. Next to him, Tyler seemed diminished by his best friend's
stature; he barely topped my height. Still, thanks to his
free-weight addiction, his chest seemed every bit as broad as
Kellin's but without the quarterback's glory.

Kellin and Tyler stopped as they spotted us.
Our gazes locked, and I looked away before embarrassing myself
before two popular guys—and Devin. Swinging my legs over the
table's side, I scooted from Devin, wondering what the jocks would
make of us lying together.

“Hello, Skye,” Kellin said.
As he spoke, steamy funnels diffused into the air. Devin quickly
sat up, hovering. "Devin," Kellin added on.

I waited for Devin to break the silence
thickening like smoke, but my best friend remained quiet as though
sizing them up. Shoving his hands into his pockets, Kellin stared
intently at me. Tyler glanced from me to his best friend,
frowning.

“Hey, Kellin. Tyler,” Devin
said with forced pleasantry. He scooted to the table's edge as
well, intentionally putting his body between them and
me.

"We were looking for some friends," Kellin
said. "But I guess they aren't here." He gave me one last glance
before they turned around and left. As the rustling of leaves
faded, Devin lay back down.

“That was weird,” I
muttered, blinking at where Kellin and Tyler had stood.

“The hell it was,” Devin
snorted, shaking his head.

Frowning, I looked at the full moon,
mesmerized. "What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“They were here because they
thought we were....doing something… and wanted a closer
look.”

I rolled my eyes. “But we’re best friends.
That’s all.”

Devin nodded, propping his arms behind his
head. “I don’t think Kellin and Tyler knew who was here.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like
they know who I am, anyway—not with all the cheerleaders like
Becca. I don’t exist to them.” I lay back down and again rested my
head on Devin's chest, listening to his heartbeat.

Devin laughed hollowly. “Then why did he look
at you like that?”

“You said it yourself. He
didn’t expect to find us here,” I replied.

“That’s not it. He was
looking at you. He
has eyes like most other guys, Skye.” Devin wrapped his arm around
me. “You’re beautiful, and that’s why you’re likely to be his next
toy if you’re not careful. Stay away from him.” His heart rate sped
up.

My stomach felt funny when he said that, like
I had shot down a sharp incline. “He said hello--that’s it.”

Devin tapped the concrete and still gazed far
beyond me, at the stars I had once believed to be jewels. “What’s
gotten into you?” I jumped off the picnic table and started to walk
away when he stopped me, his fingers trying to grasp my arm but
missing.

“Skye, wait.” He swung his
long legs and huge feet over the table's edge and jumped
down.

“It’s been a long night.” I
walked toward the car.

“Come on,” he said, his hand
clasping my forearm. “I’m a guy. I know how it works. I don’t want
to see you get hurt. That’s it.”

“The only thing he said was
‘hello.’” I looked at Devin’s fingers around my arm and willed him
to let go.

“What happens when it’s more
than that?” he asked softly, standing so close our bodies were
barely separated. “What happens when he asks you out? He doesn’t
have a reputation because he’s a great guy. His brains are in his
pants, and he’s thinking with them right now.” As he looked at me,
his hair fell into his eyes.

“Thanks for the helpful
advice,” I replied, jerking from him. “Will you take me home, or do
I have to walk?” I willed myself not to shiver.

Devin dug the keys from his pocket. “I’ll
drive you,” he said quietly. “It’s over a mile to your house; the
last thing you need to do is walk.”

“Thanks, mother.” I stalked
to his Ford Escort, opened the door, and climbed inside. Leaning
against the headrest, I replayed what had just happened and
wondered if Kellin had been checking me out.

Devin backed out. “Why do you always do
that?” he asked, keeping his gaze ahead, his voice even.

“Do what?” I sat up and
watched his fingers tap the steering wheel repeatedly.

“Get defensive? What’s wrong
with me wanting to protect you?”

I gritted my teeth, angry without
understanding why. “I can take care of myself. I already have one
mother, and I don’t need another.”

He gripped the steering wheel tightly. “I
know, but I don’t want to pick up the pieces Kellin leaves
behind.”

“So don’t.” I looked out the
opposite window.

“Damn it, Skye!” Frustrated,
he shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.”

I leaned back against the seat. “Well, you
can just relax ‘cause nobody is going to hurt me. Nobody’s ever
going to get that close.” I closed my eyes and shoved my hands into
my pockets, trying to warm my fingers.

“Yeah, maybe that’s just as
bad,” Devin whispered.

* * *

“My mother’s boyfriend
brought me a book.” I stood before my open locker and shook my
head. “A book.” Disgust filled my voice. I rearranged the makeup
shelf so I wouldn’t have to meet Devin's gaze.

“What book?” he asked,
leaning against the next locker, his arms folded across his chest,
covering a Queensryche tee-shirt.

“Does it matter? Like I ever
read,” I snorted, looking in the small mirror hanging on my locker
door. A few hairs fell to the side and I brushed them into place
and pouted to check my lipstick.

“Maybe,” he said. “Which
book?”

I scowled.
“To Kill a Mockingbird.
As if I care what they do to
mockingbirds.”

Devin repeatedly thumped his forehead against
the locker. “It’s a good book, Skye; you ought to read it.”

“It’s old. He didn’t even
buy a new one.” I pulled the dog-eared copy from my locker,
wondering if it was going to come apart. “He said something about
this being sentimental.”

Devin took it, opened it, and flipped to the
back. He stared at the page for a moment and then read directly
from the text. “As I made my way home, I thought Jem and I would
get grown but there wasn’t much else left for us to learn, except
possibly algebra.” He smirked at me and shut the book. “Maybe
you’re right. Maybe math is the greatest evil, Skye.”

“Oh, shut up,” I replied,
taking the novel from him.

“What’s his
name?”

“Jim, Slim, Richard. Hell if
I remember.” I jerked out my algebra book, a spiral notebook, and a
pencil.

Devin grabbed my shoulder and lightly shook
me. “Come on--you know his name. Will it kill you to use it?”

“Warren Jacobs.” I squinched
my nose. “Happy?”

“No, not really.” He slid
his arm around me. “Skye, I know you’re pissed as hell at your dad
for leaving, at your mom for agreeing to marry Warren, and at
Warren for…well…just ‘cause. You never used to be like this. It’s
like you hate everybody, but all that hate isn’t going to knock
sense into your old man.” He drew me to him, fitting my head just
under his chin. As my head rested there, a few bumps prodded my
cheek. "Ouch," I said and pulled away. "What've you got
on?"

Shrugging, he reached under the t-shirt
neckline and pulled out the necklace I'd made out of hemp and
shells when Mom had taken us to the Mississippi coast two summers
ago. "Sorry 'bout that."

Grinning, I touched the shells. "You still
wear that?"

Nodding, he said, "Yeah, I like it."

I looked at the novel. “I wish he hadn't
given me this.”

“Read it.” He
smiled.

I sighed and set the novel in my locker as
the first bell rang. “I knew you'd say that.” I blinked at Devin’s
empty hands. “Where are your books?”

“Don’t need ‘em for biology.
We’re discovering where babies come from.” Devin’s tone dripped
with forced stupidity. “Mr. Taylor was afraid we might have
questions, so we’re watching a video. Man oh man.” He rolled his
eyes and regarded my books wistfully. “I’d rather be in
algebra.”

I laughed and patted him on the back. “Pay
attention. You might learn something.”

“Like how to sleep with my
eyes open?” he retorted, heading down the hall.

I strode toward Mrs. Swanson’s room, when a
different voice called me. “Skye--wait up.”

I turned and found Kellin darting toward me.
Instead of stopping, I upped my pace, forcing him to run. I could
hear the legs of his wind pants rubbing with every stride. He
caught me and slowed to match my gait. “If I didn’t know better,
I’d think you didn’t want to talk.”

“What gave you that idea?” I
asked, quickening my steps more.

“You didn’t stop. Look--I
just wanted to talk. Nothing major.” He darted into my path,
stopping me. He jammed his hands in his pockets.

Three freshmen girls sped past, giggling as
they glanced at him. “What about?” I forced myself to gaze at his
face and found pale blue eyes focused on me. Swallowing hard, I
realized I only came to his shoulders. His
aftershave--Obsession--washed over me. Wearing a black sweater and
jeans, he looked like a model. Then I realized he was speaking.

“What’s with you and Abbott?
You going out?”

“Going out?” I repeated. I’m
not sure if it was the question that had jarred me or his using
Devin's last name. “Why? Does this interest you?” I cradled my
books tightly in my arms--too tightly. I felt my notebook's spiral
wire cut my skin. He stepped toward me, and I wanted to move back
but couldn't. He touched my hair and pulled a piece of lint
free.

“Get to class,” Mr. Dempsey
called out, and we resumed our stride. The halls were emptying out;
only a few students bustled past, chattering loudly. Becca Haskins
stared at us, frowning resentfully. She twirled a strand of her
long blond hair around a finger while leaning against a locker.
Tyler Rutherford stood beside her.

“Well,” Kellin looked away,
almost as though embarrassed. “If the two of you aren’t going out,
I thought maybe we could. Nothing major. A movie or
something.”

I laughed hollowly and shook my head. “What
makes you think Devin and I are going out?”

Kellin raised his hand and counted: “One, the
way he looks at you. Two, when I see you, you’re usually with him.
Three, the way the two of you were in the park.”

“Nothing happened!” I
growled. “He’s my best friend.” My pen started sliding out of my
folder; I snagged it and put it back, ignoring my trembling
fingers.

“Oh.” He shifted his weight
to the other foot. “It wouldn’t bother him if we went out, would
it?” He smiled and winked knowingly.

Why were my fingers
trembling? I kept staring at his eyes,
trying to find a color to describe that shade. “Nope,” I said,
forcing a smile.

“Then how about a movie
tomorrow?” He asked it so casually, like “Is it going to rain
tomorrow?” I wished it had
been a question about the weather.

My stomach felt hollow, and the trembling in
my fingers gave way to nervlessness. Why couldn’t I feel them? I
almost dropped my books, knowing I’d just caught myself in my own
trap. If I said no, everyone would believe Devin and I were dating.
If I said yes, I would be dating a guy I barely knew, a senior who
already had colleges interested in him, or rather his ability to
throw a football. It didn’t matter if he was drop-dead gorgeous,
which he was. One bite from the right beautiful snake could prove
fatal.

“How about I pick you up at
seven?” he asked, brushing his fingers through his short blond
hair.

“Sure,” I said, despite
Devin’s warning. Kellin walked away and I realized I hadn’t told
him my address. “Don’t you need my address?” I called
out.

Kellin turned and grinned. “Nope. I already
know.”

The tardy bell rang as I stepped to Mrs.
Swanson’s door. “You’re late, Skye,” she said, frowning. So I’d
never been tardy before--there was always a first time. From my
desk, I stared at a chalkboard covered with numbers. Who cared if I
were tardy? I was still wondering how Kellin had known my address
and what else he knew.

Girls giggled behind me, and I turned to find
two cheerleaders, Becca's friends, looking at me, laughing.
Blushing, I turned around, knowing that whatever they said, I was
now the prime subject.


Chapter Two

“So you can’t parallel park.
No big deal.” Devin said, driving from the highway patrol station.
He punched the radio's power button, and rock music filled the
air.

“It is, too.” I slouched
against the seat, closed my eyes, and tried not to think about my
humiliating failure, knowing I would have to retake the driver's
exam. “If I had been able to park, I would’ve passed.”

“Yeah, you’ve got two weeks
to get it down before you can try again. Hey, Skye?”

I opened my eyes. “What?”

He pointed at McDonald’s golden arches. “I’m
starving. You?”

“No,” I muttered, staring at
the Betty Boop bobble doll doing the hoola on his dash.
“Humiliation doesn’t do much for my appetite.”

He turned and zipped to the drive-thru
window. “Nobody knows you failed, and I won’t tell.”

A voice crackled through the speakers, and
Devin quickly ordered. Pulling out a few bills, he asked, “Want
anything?”

“A driver's license," I
snapped, changing songs.

Devin tooled around the corner to pay and
pick up--two Big Macs, one large fry, and a soda. I shook my head
as he drove and wolfed a burger. “You weren’t kidding, were
you?”

He shrugged and grinned sheepishly. “You know
me. I never kid about food.”

You're right,
I thought. The guy could eat fifty times a day and
never get full or fat. Considering Devin's 6'4" height, maybe the
food never reached his feet.

While he finished his snack, he drove me
home. Both my mother’s car and Warren’s sat in the drive. I gritted
my teeth, frowning at Warren’s Stealth.

“New car? A present from
your mom?” he teased.

“No,” I replied. “The
Mockingbird Man's here. She’s home earlier than usual. That’s
Warren’s car,” I whined.

Devin parked behind my mother’s white Accord.
I pushed open the door; he made no move to get out. “Aren’t you
coming? Don’t you want to see the Mockingbird Man?”

Devin arched his eyebrows. “Okay,” he finally
replied. “That way, I guess you can help me with adverbial
clauses.” He grabbed his spiral and grammar book.

“You need help, all right,”
I quipped. “I just wasn’t thinking of homework.” Together we walked
to the front door. I went first, and Devin ambled behind
me.

The living room was vacant
save for what’s-his-name’s tweed jacket draped over the couch. From
the kitchen, I heard laughter--the warm heartiness of his and the
equally happy sound of my mother’s. It halted my steps. How long
had it been since my mother had laughed, let alone like
that? Go away! I
thought savagely. Make it easy and get the
hell out like everyone else.

“The kitchen is that way.”
Grabbing my shoulders, Devin steered me toward the doorway as he
leaned close from behind me.

“Yeah,” I muttered. The
smell of burgers cooking wafted across my nostrils. I pushed open
the swinging door where my mother stood with the latest “Mr.
Wonderful,” talking and laughing, their backs to us--at least until
I smacked my books on the table. Wide-eyed, Devin gingerly set his
next to mine.

Mom and “Mr. Wonderful” whirled. “Skye,
Devin,” my mom said, waving a spatula as she spoke. “How about a
hamburger?”

Devin had once said my mother looked too
beautiful to be anybody’s mom, and, at that moment, wearing the
most radiant, carefree smile I’d seen in years, he was right. Like
me, she wore her hair long, and the natural curl waved her auburn
tresses, radiating blonde and red highlights. She must have been a
gypsy or a Bohemian at heart, considering the bright clothes she
wore. Still, she knew how to be stylin', and the untamed wardrobe
accentuated her hair and features.

Just slightly taller than my mom, Warren
stood beside her. Athletically built, he seemed younger than he
probably was, much like Mom, but his blonde hair grayed at the
temples. He wore a button-down shirt, a tie, and cotton Dockers.
Thin, gold-framed glasses perched high on his nose.

“I’m not hungry,” I snapped
and pointed at Devin. “And neither is he. He just demolished two
burgers.”

“Good afternoon, Skye.”
Warren smiled and extended his hand to Devin. “Devin, is it?”Devin
nodded and shook his hand. “Warren--Warren Jacobs.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,”
Devin said, offering a genuine smile. Gritting my teeth, I brushed
between them, breaking the handshake.

“Skye,” My mother said,
placing the spatula on a spoon holder. “That was really
rude.”

I batted my eyelashes exaggeratedly at Devin
and said, “Oh, excuse ‘moi.”

Devin frowned, but I ignored it and opened
the fridge. I bent and pulled two sodas from the door and returned
to the table.

“Have you started that book
yet?” Mr. Wonderful asked, shoving his hands deeply into his
pockets. "It's a great story." He glanced at my texts. I smiled,
knowing I'd left it in my locker.

“Teenagers can’t
read—everyone knows that!” I felt his gaze resting on me, and I
shrugged. “No, not yet.” I refused to look at him, even though he
expected my attention. I had better things to focus on: algebra,
English, and history, to name a few.

“When you do, let me know.
I’d like to hear what you think.”

I snorted and opened the
can. Yeah, I’ll just bet you want to hear
a speed-bump daughter's opinions. I shook
my head before forcing myself to look at him. “Oh, sure. I’ll be
glad to tell you what I think. If you’re still around.” I took a
drink.

"Skye Williams!" Mom snapped as she walked to
me. "Shut your mouth," she hissed.

"It's all right," Warren said. He smiled, his
eyes softening as he tilted his head slightly. I scrutinized his
face, searching for sarcasm, but couldn’t find any. “Sure, Skye.
Whenever you’re ready. I’ll be here.”

I took a deep breath,
grabbed my books, and scurried from the room. Damn him, I thought.
Damn him to hell. I
marched into the living room, and Devin followed as I paced near
the sofa.

"That was rude!" he barked, setting his books
on the sofa. Frowning, he watched me pace. "What's wrong with
you?"

“Him,” I replied, thumbing
toward the kitchen and then snatching his English book. If I hadn’t
been trembling so badly, I might not have knocked off his notebook,
showering the carpet with papers. Gritting my teeth, I willed
myself to calm down.

“Skye,” Devin said, grabbing
my arm. “You can’t find fault with him for breathing.”

"I'm sorry I knocked your stuff over." I
flinched and bent over, shoving pages back into his book. My
fingers were frantic, and if I stopped moving he'd see me
trembling. I felt it throughout my body, wavering in my breath.

"It's no big deal. You've been clumsy your
whole life. Why change now?" He lowered his head, trying to make me
look at him. "Warren seems okay.” His forefinger gently rubbed my
arm.

“So did my father before he
left—him and all the others. Everybody seems okay, but looking beyond that,
you find the truth.” As I put the graded papers back, I saw a
chemistry lab paper with his name and Bethany Fields’. I showed it
to Devin and smiled. "Got a hot date?"

Devin flushed and grabbed it. "She's just a
friend and lab partner." He took the work and finished shoving it
in, but as I watched, I realized he rarely made less than A's.

Jealous, I asked, "Have you ever made a ‘C’
in your life?"

He smiled. "Nope. Teachers like me too much."
He feigned interest in re-organizing his notebook. I opened his
textbook and flipped through the pages. I shrugged. “So what are
you working on again?”

“Getting you to listen,”
Devin said through clenched teeth. “But you’re being
stubborn.”

“I’ve got to go with what
I’m good at,” I smirked.

Devin stepped behind me and set his hands on
my shoulders; his fingers kneaded my skin. “That’s not what you’re
the best at, Nicole Skye Williams. You used to be so good at
trusting. You picked me as your best friend, didn’t you?” He pulled
the book out of my hands and set it on the couch before forcing me
to face him. "And I’m still here."

I leaned against his chest and closed my
eyes, surrendering to the security of his arms. Closing my eyes, I
listened to his steady heartbeat. My shoulders rolled forward
slightly, and suddenly I felt like crying. “That was
different.”

“Why?” I felt his voice
vibrate in his chest as he spoke.

“Because it was always easy
with you. You were never anything different than you appeared.” The
heater kicked on and blew a few textbook pages.

Devin leaned over and whispered, “Maybe he
is, too.” He pressed the bridge of his nose against my
forehead.

I pulled away. “Yeah, right. I’m not being
stubborn, just practical. The minute I get used to him, he’ll
leave. Everybody does sooner or later.”

“Does that include me?”
Devin swallowed hard, and his back stiffened.

I cringed, and wondered.

“You can’t answer that, can
you? You may not believe in anyone else, but you still believe in
me.” Devin rested his chin atop my head. His hands covered mine.
“Why can’t you give him a chance? What if he’s worth
it?”

“I’m not wrong. He’ll leave.
Soon.”

“And if he doesn’t want to,
you’ll force him, won’t you?” he replied, sitting at the coffee
table. He took my hand. “Maybe that’s what you want.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I
scoffed.

Devin arched his eyebrows, and his blue eyes
stared defiantly. “I’m not. But he might stick around despite your
efforts. Then what are you going to do?”

“Want to bet?” I jerked away
and folded my arms across my chest. “I can be the Daughter from
Hell. It’s worked so far. I mean, gee, I was so good I got rid of
my own father. Imagine that--just drove him away.” My voice dripped
with sarcasm, but I didn’t feel sarcastic, not one bit. I balled my
fingers so tightly my nails dug into my palms.

“You had nothing to do with
that. It was a choice he
made—a lousy one.” He touched my forehead,
brushing an errant stray hair from my eyes. “And one day, he’ll
realize just how lousy a choice he made and he’ll come looking for
you.” He willed me to meet his gaze, but I couldn't.

“Right--when Hell freezes
over he’ll be back.” I retorted. “I’ll get rid of Warren, one way
or another—before he gets rid of me.”

"I doubt he's trying to do that." Devin
crossed his arms over his chest, mimicking me, but he looked far
more daunting than I felt. “You’ve taken this as a challenge,
haven’t you? Well, I don’t think Warren is going to make it
easy.”

“We’ll see,” I
said.

* * *

Later that evening I lay on my bed,
procrastinating as usual, dreading my trig homework. I thought
absently about starting it when the phone rang. I folded my hands
behind my head, figuring it was probably the Mockingbird Man,
calling my mother.

“Skye? It’s for you,” My
mother yelled.

I walked into the living room. Picking up the
phone, I yelled, “I’ve got it, Mom” as I cradled the receiver
against my chest.

I lifted the receiver. “I take it you’re
still struggling with those adverbial clauses?”

“Adverbial clauses?” asked a
familiar voice I couldn’t recognize. “Yeah, I’m sure I have trouble
with them, but that’s not why I’m calling.”

“Who is this?” I asked
sharply, feeling myself blush. And why
does this voice sound so...nice?

"Kellin, the guy you’re going out with
tomorrow.” A slight pause filled the line. “Who did you think it
was? Devin?”

Something bothered me. The way he said
Devin's name seemed sarcastic, but not quite. “Sometimes he calls,”
I finally admitted. But it was a half-truth at best. Devin and I
usually called each other every night. It was a ritual. Then again,
that wasn’t so unusual between best friends.

“So why are you calling? Did
something come up?” I spoke my wishful thoughts aloud as I leaned
against the wall. I could hear my mother washing the
dishes.

“No, nothing came up,” he
said. “I just called to talk. I wanted to hear your
voice.”

I rolled my eyes and
wondered how many times that
line had worked. “It’s the same as it was
yesterday.” I looked at my feet, enjoying the carpet seeping
between my toes.

“Skye, I’m not a bad guy;
you’re not giving me a chance.” Another pause. “I must be treading
on toes here. You and Devin are
going out, aren’t you? If you don’t want to go
tomorrow--”

A flush crept into my
cheeks. I could back out. This was my chance. But what if I
hadn't given him a fair
chance? Any other girl would have given anything to be with him. I
chewed my lip before I finally responded. “I want to
go.”

“Then why do you seem so
shocked I would call?”

I twirled the phone cord
around my fingers. “Why do you want to take me out? Why me?” I
finally blurted, imagining his face. His blond hair shone beneath
the fluorescent lighting. His letter jacket made him look so bulky.
And that smile. He was so gorgeous, and he talked
to...me.

“You’re beautiful. Tyler and
I were talking about how nice you look,” he said warmly.

The call waiting beeped, telling me another
call was coming in. “Can you hang on a second?” I asked.

“Sure.”

I switched to the other call. “Hello?”

“How in the hell do you do
these adverbial clauses?” Devin demanded. “And why can I find them
when you're sitting next to me but when I’m by myself I forget what
they look like?”

I chuckled, imagining his frustrated
expression. “Hang on a second, Devin.”

“Okay--I’m not going
anywhere, at least not until I figure this out,” he
sighed.

I switched back to Kellin. “Look, I’ve got to
go. My mother has a call,” I lied.

“I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

“‘Bye,” I said, ready to
switch again. I slid down the wall until I reached the
floor.

“Skye, I’m looking forward
to tomorrow evening.”

His voice, warm and deep, sent butterflies
tingling in my stomach. “Me, too,” I finally said. “I’ve got to
run.”

“‘Bye," Kellin
said.

“‘Bye.” I switched lines
quickly. “You sure do have a lot of problems in
English.”

Devin laughed. “Yeah, well, that’s why it’s a
good thing my best friend is crazy enough to enjoy the
subject.”

“Devin?” I said, brushing my
long, dark hair.

“Yeah?” I imagined his
expression. He'd be arching his eyebrows with a devious
grin.

“Do you think I’m
pretty?”

“What?” he asked
incredulously.

“Do you think I’m pretty?” I
repeated, feeling my cheeks flush. Why did
I ask him? "Never mind," I amended. "Stupid
question."

Silence. Then Devin said, "I think you’re
beautiful. But you should’ve known that. It’s not like I haven’t
said so. What brought that up, anyway?”

I twirled a hair around my index finger. “Oh,
I just wondered.”

“Yeah,” Devin said in a
gravelly voice. “Skye, you’re one of the prettiest girls in school.
You always have been.”

I looked at my toenails, frowning as I
realized they needed to be painted. I tried to imagine Kellin and
Tyler talking about the way I looked but couldn’t. Devin was a
different story. He’d often told me how pretty I was--not that I’d
ever felt it. I’d always been the outcast, the girl tripping over
her own huge feet.

And suddenly Kellin had noticed me.

“Skye?” Devin’s voice
prompted me. “You there?”

“Yeah,” I said, even though
mentally I wasn’t. “Let’s talk about those clauses.”


Chapter Three

“You look...different,”
Devin finally said, leaning against the locker next to mine. He
folded his arms across his chest in a characteristic Devin pose. As
usual, he wore a softball jersey with red sleeves and
jeans.

“Does it look bad?” I asked,
trying to keep the panic out of my voice. I glanced from the soft
floral skirt flowing around my calves and accentuating my hips to
the cream button-down sweater outlining my breasts. Granted, I
rarely strayed from t-shirts and jeans, but I didn’t think I
looked that bad.
I'd curled my hair and fought the natural wave to have wisps
framing my face.

“No,” he said, stroking his
chin as though thinking. “Not bad. Just well, softer, like a
girl.”

I ducked my chin and leveled
my gaze at him. “I am a girl,” I snapped, setting my hands on my hips.

Devin nodded slowly as though a new thought
had dawned on him and he arched his eyebrows. “Maybe that’s why
your swimsuit looks so different than mine?”

“Funny.” I punched his arm
playfully.

"Careful. You're supposed to
be a girl, remember?" Devin slid his hands back to his jeans
pocket. “Seriously, why are
you dressed like that?”

A group of guys passed, Kellin at their
center. As Kellin saw me, and they stopped. “Hey, Skye,” he greeted
me warmly as his gaze drifted over me, making me uncomfortable.
“Nice outfit.” His voice came out deep and husky, almost a
growl.

I smoothed my sweater and wished for the
second time that I hadn’t worn these clothes. What had possessed
me?

“Hey, Kellin,” I
managed.

Randy Smith, a linebacker, grinned and
elbowed Kellin. “Yeah, Skye-- you DO look great.”

Kellin elbowed him back and Randy shuffled
off. Once his friends had departed, Kellin said, “I’ll see you
tonight, okay?”

Devin glowered, not even trying to conceal
his disdain.

“Yeah, see you tonight,” I
said. Avoiding Devin's demanding stare, I fished out my first-hour
books.

As Kellin and his cluster of friends ambled
down the hall, I felt Devin’s fury burning holes in me. “Skye," he
began, his voice more even than I'd expected, "What's going on
tonight?” Instead of answering, I pretended to keep digging for the
books buried beneath the others. I could've just yanked them out,
but the weight of the others made that a bad idea, as though if I
did they would all come out.

Devin latched onto my arm, and I
exasperatedly yanked. True to form, the other books toppled. Devin
scrabbled to hold them in. "Skye, what is going on?” Devin’s frown
deepened. “You’re going out with him, aren’t you?” A statement, not
a question. The even tone he'd managed earlier was gone, replaced
by an edge I'd seldom heard him use. I'd figured he would be mad.
Still, wasn't he my best friend? What did he care? He snatched up
my books and moved to shove them back, but I plucked them from his
hands did it myself. He wasn't my boyfriend, and he wasn't my
keeper, either. I don't know why I was so mad at that moment--I
guess I was mad that he was mad. Friends were supposed to elbow you
when good things happened and then move on. They were supposed to
help you, not judge you.

“Yeah,” I finally said,
looking at the book in my hand. The embarrassment of my clothes had
faded and the anger suddenly gave way to frustration. Could it
haven been because of Devin's disapproval? I shrugged it off.
“What’s the big deal? It’s just a stupid date.” Tears pricked my eyes
and suddenly I was aware that I hurt. Why did it matter so much
what Devin thought?

“It’s not the fact you’re
going on a date. It’s who you're going out with.” He touched my
shoulders, and I fought with an odd desire to pull back. I didn't,
but his hands felt leaden, and I felt strangely out of balance,
like I would fall if he moved it. “He’s trouble, pure and simple.”
His fingers squeezed softly.

“You’re supposed to be my
best friend, not my boyfriend,” I snapped, trying to mask the
growing hurt. “Why don’t you be a friend and quit judging
me?”

His disapproving frown gave way to open-mouth
surprise. Withdrawing his hands, he folded his arms back across his
chest. “I’ve never judged you, Skye, not once.” I felt his gaze
resting upon me, demanding that I look at him. “You finally believe
everyone is like your father--ready to bail. You test everyone to
see how safe they are. You’re testing me right here, right now, and
you think you can’t lose because either I appear jealous or
possessive. I’m neither." He shook his head.

“You’re angry,” I retorted,
looking at my books. Geez, why was I such a baby when it came to
anger, anyway? Why should it matter so much he was mad? He squeezed
my arm reassuringly. “No," he lied, "I’m not angry. Just worried.”
Four cheerleaders walked past, and from Becca's center position,
she glared at me and whispered to her friends. Then they laughed
together.

I laughed hollowly. “Yeah, anyway, what’s the
worst thing he can do?”

Devin flinched, and the color drained from
his face. “Don’t ask.” He lifted my chin, forcing me to look into
his eyes, surprising me not with anger, but something else,
something deeper. “Right now you don’t have a clue who's safe to
trust. I don’t want you to get hurt.” Standing together so closely,
I felt something building between us, something which made my heart
race and left me breathless.

Tears filled my eyes, blurring his face, and
I thought of my father, the man who had once been the safest person
I knew. I was his daughter, and he hadn’t wanted me. Why would
anyone? I balled my fingers into fists and blinked back the tears.
“Why should it matter if I get hurt? Why should you care?”

Devin’s shoulders tensed, and I could hear a
slight intake of breath. He closed his eyes--as though he didn’t
want to see what was right in front of him. Maybe it was me. Then
he opened them and that blueness returned. “You try to push away
the people who care. Yeah, it matters if you get hurt because I’m
your best friend.” He tried to pull me to him, but I refused to
budge, knowing any strength would ebb from me with the tears. I
wanted to be angry rather than hurt.

“Don’t,” I finally said,
tired and trembling. I didn’t have a clue how to keep the emotions
in check.

Devin touched my cheek. “Skye, don’t do this.
Hate your father if you want—if it makes things bearable. But don’t
hate me--or worse, don’t hate yourself.”

The first bell rang, and I jumped. “I’d
better go.” I pulled away.

Devin latched onto my wrist. “You’re not
listening.” His voice softened, tapering to a gravelly whisper.

“I heard,” I said, averting
my gaze to watch five football players striding down the hall. One
seemed familiar, and it took a minute before I realized who he was:
Rick or Jimmy Sorenson, a sophomore like me. I'd gone to school
with him since second grade. Although he kept pace with the others,
he stood at the outer fringe, silent. Our gazes locked as he
passed. Sorenson's red hair was long enough to cover the collar of
the button-down shirt he wore. Although not as big as Kellin, he
stood taller, and his understated power seemed more pronounced than
Kellin's because Sorenson's calm assurance suggested having a
control Kellin lacked. Although he walked with the players, he also
stood apart from them.

Devin's forefinger brushed my wrist. “Yeah,
you heard, all right, but you aren’t listening and you know it.” I
wanted to pull from his caress, but I couldn’t. “Promise me
something, Skye?”

I focused on his fingers and realized my
rapid heartbeat had slowed to match the steady rhythm of his touch.
“Yeah, what?” I finally asked.

“That you’ll be careful
tonight."

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Yeah,
I’ll be careful tonight,” I sighed.

Devin released my wrist, worry lines still
furrowing his forehead. “Okay. I’ll take that promise. Still, I’d
rather you made it for you instead of me.”

* * *

That night I must have changed clothes ten
times, alternating between jeans and skirts, sweatshirts and
blouses. I pulled my long dark hair up and then tugged it loose. To
say I was getting nowhere fast would have been an understatement.
All the while, my stomach lurched like I was speeding down the
first roller coaster hill. Although more comfortable in jeans, I
also felt plain, and Kellin deserved something more than plain.

Once I’d finally decided on a knee-length
denim skirt and a button-down cotton shirt, I finished getting
ready. While curling my hair, I stared long and hard, wondering why
Kellin found me beautiful. My long, skinny face appeared
overwhelmed with huge green eyes. I wasn’t pretty, not really. And
yet Devin had said, “You’re one of the most beautiful girls in
school.”

Were they blind?

The doorbell interrupted my thoughts and I
gasped, looking at the clock. Kellin was ten minutes early. I
touched my hair, pulling a few strands over my shoulders.

This is as good as it gets.

“Skye,” my mother called.
“Kellin is here.”

My heart sped up. I turned, and the word
seemed to spin, distorted. Everything seemed fuzzy, warm, and
dream-like, and then it shifted back. This didn’t seem possible;
someone as popular as Kellin had noticed me, and waited for me in
the entryway. Giving my reflection one last glance, I adjusted my
belt, patted my hair, and smoothed my skirt.

I hurried downstairs, and,
as I reached the floor, my breath caught as I peered into Kellin’s
blue eyes. His letter jacket covered his navy sweater, and his PePe
jeans hugged every nuance of male anatomy. I halted as a panicked
voice exploded in my head. What are you
doing? Why would a guy like that ask you out? You’re a loser, Skye.
Always have been.

All those thoughts vanished as I saw a huge
smile cross Kellin's face. “There you are.” He flashed that same
smile at my mother. “I was just telling your mom about the movie
we’re going to see.” As I stood beside him, his aftershave filled
the air, and in the background a car commercial droned on.

My mother touched my back. “Sounds great,
actually.” She smiled. “Perhaps Warren and I will go tomorrow
night.”

“I didn’t know accountants
liked romantic comedies. Don’t they prefer the
more...boring…films?” I winked.

“Skye,” my mother spoke in a
patiently tired voice. “Give me a little credit, sweetheart. Be
back by 11.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I agreed,
exhaling disgustedly. “Or I turn into a pumpkin, right?” I quipped,
all the while thinking, Please don't
embarrass me.

“Nope--an avocado, or maybe
just a grounded sixteen-year-old.” She bent and kissed my cheek.
“Have a great time. By the way, your dad said not to plan anything
for Saturday.”

I stopped. “Dad said that?” I swallowed hard,
not quite believing her. "Did he call?"

“Yeah.” Her tone was
clipped, and I knew she didn’t want to talk about this.

“I’ll be back by 11,” I
promised, chewing my lip as I wondered what my father had
said.

Kellin held the door open as we walked
outside together. “You look great, Skye. Really great.”

I blushed and tried not to wonder if he were
being sarcastic or genuine. He smiled and his hand touched my lower
back softly, guiding me to a classic mustang that had been
completely restored. We stepped out into evening air that smelled
of October and burning wood. Once we'd reached his car, he opened
the passenger door. “So--what's really up with you and Devin?”

I slipped inside and smoothed my skirt. “I
told you: we're just friends.” I frowned, wondering why my
friendship with Devin interested him so much.

Kellin cocked his eyebrow. “Pretty hard to
imagine any guy just being friends with you.”

“What is that supposed to
mean?” I asked, once he'd slid into the driver's seat and latched
his seatbelt.

“Nothing.” He averted his
gaze and, frowning, slipped the key into the ignition and started
the car.

“No,” I insisted, chewing my
lower lip. “You meant something by that, and I’d like to know
what.”

He reluctantly looked at me, but for a second
it didn’t feel as though he were staring at all of me, just my
breasts, my hips, the regions differing from his. “You’re
beautiful, Skye. Any guy would have trouble keeping things on a
friendship basis.”

I drew my coat more tightly. I'd done some
pretty stupid things, but this had been the worst. What if Devin
had been right?


Chapter Four

“So why did you ask me out?”
I folded my arms over my chest and waited.

“Because I wanted to get to
know you,” he replied, averting his gaze.

“Oh, really,” I drawled,
watching the houses blur past.

“Yeah, really,” he said.
“It’s true that you're incredibly beautiful, Skye. There’s no point
in denying that. But there’s more to you than that. Everybody
judges me on how well I throw a football. I figured you might be
someone who could see beyond that part to someone worth knowing.”
He frowned and looked away. "I know what people say, Skye, but it's
just crap I can't shake. Tyler's the ladies’ man, not
me."

His dark eyes peered at me with a softness I
never would have expected. “Are you sure you still want to get to
know me?” I finally asked.

“Positive.” He brushed back
a stray hair that had fallen into my eyes. “I just have one
question--did I pass Devin’s little test?” He turned
left.

I stiffened slightly. “What do you mean?”

“I know how little Devin
likes me and how he hates that I asked you out. I know how close
the two of you are.” He brushed his thumb across the steering
wheel. Suddenly I wondered what his fingers would feel like
stroking my face.

“It wasn’t ‘Devin’s little
test,’” I said. “I can think for myself.”

“I don't doubt it.” We
pulled into the parking lot, and he killed the engine. His hand
slid to my neck while his gaze held me still, enraptured, as he
leaned in and kissed me.

The thought of moving flickered into my mind,
but his kiss quelled it, suffusing me with warmth. His lips parted
mine, and I tasted spearmint as his tongue slid over mine,
caressing. His arms drew me ever closer, more tightly, until the
only thing I felt was his body pressed against mine and heat
spreading through him.

A few seconds later, he moved away, yet I
lingered in that fog, wrapped in his embrace and heard him whisper,
“Geez, you are gorgeous.” He opened his door and I, too, got out.
Hand in hand, we headed to buy tickets.

This sensation, although wonderful, was
foreign. I’d never been really kissed before--not that I would have
admitted it to anyone besides Devin, and, at this moment, with my
heart thudding in my chest and my breath speeding toward something
I didn’t quite understand, I wasn’t sure I would know how to broach
this topic even with Devin. This all seemed so strange, so new.
Good old mom hadn’t ever really explained how the ‘plumbing’
worked, and there are at least a few things you can’t ask when your
best friend also happens to be a guy. Not even a best friend as
wonderful as Devin.

“So did that kiss pass your
test?” he teased, squeezing my hand gently.

“Yeah,” I finally managed
once I’d realized I still had a voice. “It was nice.”

“Nice?” Kellin quipped.
“I’ve never heard someone tell me a kiss was nice
before.”

I cringed, wondering at how I always said the
wrong thing. “So what do other girls say after you kiss them?”

“It’s never polite to kiss
and tell,” he said, winking. He bought the tickets, and we headed
toward the concession area. As he draped his arm around my back, he
squeezed my right arm, unnerving me. For a split second, Devin’s
face flashed in front of me, and I wondered what his kiss would
feel like or how it would feel for his arm to pull me
close.

Stop it!
I told myself. Devin is
your best friend, nothing more. You’ve known him forever. Why would
you want to kiss him?

“Skye?” Kellin waved at me.
"Earth to Skye."

“Yeah,” I finally replied,
realizing I had been daydreaming.

“I’m glad you decided to
take a chance on me.”

I smiled. “Me too.”

Inside the lobby, we stood in a long line,
waiting to get popcorn and drinks. Although I wasn't hungry, I did
look at the fountain drink dispenser longingly.

"Hey, Kellin? How are you?" Becca Haskins
asked as she and Kaylee Johnson stepped from behind us. Blonde
curls framed her face, and her aquamarine sweater really
highlighted her baby blues. She reached for Kellin's hand, but he
dodged her fingers by grabbing napkins.

The couple ahead picked up their popcorn and
sodas before heading into the auditorium. "Hey, Becca. Kaylee,"
Kellin managed, stepping up to the counter.

I pointed to the bathroom and said, "I'll be
right back." Relieved to be rid of the Stepford sisters, I checked
my make-up.

A moment later, Becca followed me into the
bathroom and applied more lipstick. She pursed her lips and then
patted her hair. I brushed the bangs from my eyes and tried to
ignore her, but as she put away her lipstick, she said, "You don't
stand a chance." Her fingers tugged at her sweater, pulling it
lower. "He's only using you for one thing. You don't matter to him;
I do."

"Then why am I with him, not you?" I finally
snapped, pulling a comb out of my handbag.

"You don't even care about him, do you?" Her
accusing eyes met mine.

"How do you know what I feel? Or what he
feels, for that matter?" I swallowed hard. I'd known I would never
fit in, but this…this I hadn’t expected.

She turned and glared. "I've been waiting for
my chance with him for the last three years. I almost had it until
you came into the picture." She walked away, purposely ramming my
shoulder as she went. "Why don't you stick to Devin? He's as much
an accident of birth as you are." She strode out of the bathroom,
leaving me to face my reflection.

As I emerged from the bathroom, I forced
myself to smile and pretend that nothing had happened. Becca and
Kaylee stood with Kellin, but his gaze was averted, and when he
spotted me, he offered a smile that made me really forget what had
happened. He reached for my hand. “You ready to find a seat?”

“Yeah.” Together we walked
toward the auditorium, leaving Becca and Kaylee where they stood,
holding their popcorn and sodas.

* * *

“That was a great movie,” I
enthused, forcing myself not to think about Becca. We exited the
theater, and, looking at the stars, I spun around in a small
circle, my arms thrown high. “Look at this sky! It’s
beautiful.”

“Not half as beautiful as
what I’m looking at,” Kellin said. His voice sounded huskier and
deeper than usual. He shoved his hands into his jeans
pockets.

I slowly looked from the glittering heavens
to find Kellin staring intently, the corners of his lips tugging
upward. A cold breeze ruffled his hair. Still, he stared at me.
“What?” I asked, my fingers brushing my hair. “What’s wrong with
me?”

“Wrong with you?” Kellin
repeated. “Nothing. I just like looking at you. You're more
beautiful than all the stars.”

I blushed. You must be blind, I
thought. I’m not even pretty, let alone
beautiful. “You didn’t even look at the
sky,” I protested.

“Didn’t have to.” He closed
the distance and slipped his arm around me. “There’s no comparing
it to your beauty. You win hands down.”

Stopping beside his car, I looked at my
hands, staring not at the nail polish, but instead the trembling. I
wrapped my arms around my body. “I’m not beau--”

He gently placed his fingers over my lips and
leaned toward me, his head tilted slightly. The smooth car body
pressed into my back. “Shh. Not another word. You are beautiful,
even if you don’t realize it.”

His gaze met mine, and I found myself unable
to break away from eyes that memorized my every feature, every
pore. I started to lower my head, but his hand slipped under my
chin and prompted me to face him. “You are so beautiful. Look at
me.”

When I stared into his azure eyes, I knew
he'd kiss me again. I knew it before he leaned closer, before I
felt his lips. His arm drew me closer. The world melted away,
leaving me wrapped in Kellin’s embrace where I could have stayed
forever. Then he finally pulled away. Taking a deep breath, I
slowly opened my eyes.

“How was that?” he asked
softly, brushing his forefinger across my cheek.

“That was...nice,” I
admitted, giggling softly. In my mind, a small voice asked, “Why
are you acting this way?” Instead of dwelling on it, I smiled at
Kellin's devious grin.

“You like that word,” he
quipped. “It wasn’t breathtaking or dazzling or even worth trying
again?” He leaned toward me, tilting his head so his heated breath
caressed my skin, warming me.

“I didn’t say that,” I
protested breathlessly. “I didn’t mean that.” Around us, car
headlights flickered to life as other people drove away. I scanned
the parking lot, wondering if Becca and her friend had
gone.

He stepped closer, his gaze never leaving my
face. Even in the moonlit darkness and dim lamplight, I noticed how
broad his shoulders were, how his height eclipsed me, and I felt
petite, even graceful. Usually, I tripped over my own two feet.
“You want to try that kissing thing again?” His deep voice
resonated through me like it had fingers. Our gazes locked, and I
couldn’t break his hold.

“Yes,” I whispered. My heart
pounded so fast and loud I wondered if he could hear it.

His fingers trickled down, pausing at my
throat's hollow before sliding around the nape of my neck. He
pulled me to him and drew his lips to mine. For as long as held me,
the world stilled and disappeared altogether. Then his lips sought
my neck, my ears. My heart sped up.

I pushed a little and managed to squeak from
beneath him. I took a deep breath, hoping the cold night air would
anchor me in the present. The parking lot was almost completely
empty and I looked at my watch. “It’s been a great evening, but my
mom’s expecting me home in the next fifteen minutes.”

He raked his fingers through his hair and
finally nodded. “Okay.” He unlocked the passenger door and waited
for me to get settled before closing it. Driving home, our
conversation lapsed into silence. Finally, as we pulled into the
driveway, Kellin left the motor running and faced me. “I didn’t
mean to come on so strong, Skye." His hand topped mine and caressed
it. “You make me lose my head. Please go out with me again.” His
blue eyes implored. “How does Saturday night sound?”

While I knew better than to
delve too deeply into those eyes, I found I could not
resist. Just say no, I thought. “I can’t go this weekend. For some reason, my mom
thinks my dad might be calling to see me.”

He nodded and looked out the window. His jaw
tightened. “You don’t have to make excuses.” He frowned, and his
eyebrows furrowed. “I’ll see you around.” He leaned over to peck my
cheek.

“That’s not it. I really
can’t make plans,” I tried to explain. I should have left it at
that, but I couldn’t. What was wrong with this picture? One of the
most popular boys seemed devastated about not having a second date
with...me, and I felt, well, sorry for him. He was really gorgeous,
too, and charming. Why was Devin so worried, anyhow? “What about
the following Saturday?”

His face brightened, and he smiled.
“Actually, that would be great. My friend Tyler Rutherford is
having a party.” He must have seen my surprised expression and
added, lifting my hand to his lips, “Will you come?”

Again I felt the slightest flash of
hesitation, but I dismissed it. “Sure, why not?”

He beamed. “I’ll pick you up at 7:00, and in
the meanwhile we can get together during lunch.”

A tightness filled my chest. “I
can’t—really.” I hedged toward the door. “I usually have lunch with
Devin.”

Kellin straightened the seat and drummed his
fingers on the steering wheel. “I thought you weren’t dating him.”
He looked straight ahead.

I fumbled for my keys. “I’m not. But that
doesn’t mean I can’t have lunch as a friend.”

“No, I suppose it doesn’t.”
His tone seemed neutral enough, but I suspected, considering all
the rivalry, he masked his tone.

The porch light flickered on–mom's signal to
come inside. “I’m being paged. I should go.”

As I got out and headed up the walk, Kellin
quickly got out. He slid his arm around me, and I rested my head
against his chest, liking the muscular wall. We stepped onto the
porch, where he bid me goodnight and gently kissed me.

Once inside, I watched him drive away. As I
stood there, my mother walked into the room and asked, “How was
your date?” She smiled, expecting details. She wore her flannel
bunny rabbit pajamas and house shoes.

“It was okay.” I headed to
my room, still thinking of Kellin’s kiss. Lying on my bed, I closed
my eyes, still feeling the intensity of his blue eyes. I remembered
his strong hand as it held mine.

I don’t know how long I lingered in that
memory, but the tapping of stones against glass finally broke the
reverie. Wondering if Kellin had returned, I scurried to my window
and raised the blinds. Devin stood there in the full moonlight,
poised with another rock in hand so intent in his aim he failed to
realize I'd opened the window.

The pebble whizzed past my head and sailed
into my bedroom, where it pinged off the dresser. “What are you
doing here?” I whispered loudly, propping my arm on the sill's
ledge.

“I wanted to talk.” He
sheepishly shoved his hands into his pockets. “Can you come
down?”

I glanced at the clock. Midnight. “Are you
crazy? Your mother will kill you if she finds out you're here.”

“That’s a big ‘if.’” He took
his baseball cap off and turned it backwards. I don’t think you’re
going to tell her. Can you come down?”

Although I knew my mom would kill me if we
were caught, I also knew I could pretend to be looking in the
garage for a novel which had been packed away. “Meet me around the
side.”

I half-expected my mom to be awake and still
watching television. Instead, she had slipped off to bed. The
downstairs was completely dark save for the kitchen light she
always left on. I tiptoed out to the garage and the backyard, where
I met Devin.

“What are you doing here?” I
opened the gate to let him inside the yard.

“I wanted to make sure you
were all right.” He avoided my gaze and shoved his hands deeply
into his pockets as though he needed something to do with
them.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I
shivered and wished I had brought my jacket.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he unsnapped his
denim jacket and handed it to me. “You look like you’re
freezing.”

“Why did you think you
needed to check up on me?” I asked again, slipping my arms into the
jacket. I snapped it to block the wind.

“Morgan’s reputation is
well-known.” Devin frowned. "The collar's tucked in." Without
waiting for me to fix it, he reached out and adjusted
it.

Nodding, I said, “Yeah, but that doesn’t make
it true.”

Devin tapped his fists together. “That
doesn’t prove it’s wrong, either. Why are you so quick to defend
him?”

I thrust my hands to my hips and glared. “Why
are you so intent on damning him?”

“Because I’d rather get to
him before he gets to you, not after.”

Furious, I started pacing, shaking my head.
“Damn it, Devin, you’re the one who said I should trust people. You
can’t have it both ways, you know? You should make up your mind and
let me know, all right? In the meantime, you’ll be pleased to know
I can’t see Kellin this weekend because I have to see my dad.”

I didn’t wait for him to say anything. The
last thing he'd do is apologize for calling Kellin a jerk. I
hurried inside and locked the side door before hustling back to my
bedroom and turning out the light. It was only then that I realized
I still wore his coat. For some reason, I leaned over and sniffed
the denim. Maybe it was because I wanted to believe our friendship
would get past this. Maybe it was because Devin made me feel safe
when no one else could. I couldn’t imagine a world without him.
Without taking the jacket off, I climbed into bed, and I fell
asleep waiting for the stones against glass that never came.


Chapter Five

“Your father called this
morning,” Mom said as I sat at the kitchen table, my fingertips
drumming the surface. Her long layered hair softly framed her face.
She wore jeans and a sweater and had already set out a juice
pitcher. “Why don’t you set the table?”

“What did he say?” My
fingers drummed faster as I tried not to get excited. Mom glared at
my hand, effectively silencing me. I grabbed two plates from the
cabinets.

“He wants to take you to the
movies next Saturday.” She speared the sausage.

I set the plates and regarded her face,
trying to figure whether there was something she wasn’t saying. “Is
he driving in to see me?”

She extracted the fork. “No. He moved back
here.”

I went to the silverware drawer. Frowning, I
thought of the last postcard he'd sent. Where had it come from?
California? “When did he come back?”

“This morning was the first
I'd heard of it. You were the one getting the postcards.” She
pointed to the pantry. “I bought some napkins.”

As I grabbed them, I wondered if it were
true. She normally didn’t lie, but I also knew how angry she still
was at my father. Her terseness suggested that setting up an
appointment to have a root canal would be preferable to having this
discussion; even talking about this would dredge up bad feelings
for her. But maybe my dad wanted to come back. Maybe the Mocking
Bird Man was the one causing problems. “Why did he call? What did
he have to say?” I tried not to sound enthusiastic, but I couldn’t
help it.

“He called to talk about
you. That’s it. He wanted to set up a time for the movies--not that
I think it’s a good idea.” She poked the sausage again, this time
setting it on a plate covered with napkins to soak up the
grease.

“What do you
mean?”

She set the oven. "He’s getting your hopes up
again, Skye.”

I ignored the conversation she wanted to have
and picked up the newspaper. I robbed the rubber band from around
it and used it to pull my hair into a ponytail. “What time is he
picking me up?”

“Two o’clock.” She speared
more links and set them on the plate before taking the milk from
the refrigerator to the table. “You want milk?”

Shaking my head, I replied, “No, juice.” I
picked up the pitcher and filled my glass.

The doorbell rang, and my mom looked at her
watch. “Maybe he’s early."

I frowned and took a sip. Then, after the
tart, pulpy liquid had slid down my throat, I asked, “Who?” I set
my glass on the table.

“Why, Warren, honey.” She
peered at her reflection in the oven door, and she touched the hair
around her face, checking it.

“Oh,” I said, my fingers
drumming the table. “You’re still seeing him?” I stood, grabbed
another glass, and filled it with juice.

“Of course. He’s a great
guy.” She pointed to the stove. “Watch the sausage while I answer
the door.”

She strolled out of the room wearing this
sickeningly sweet smile—a smile I don’t think she’d ever worn when
she’d thought about my dad, let alone spoken about him. Frustrated,
I strode to the stove, prodded the meat, and found each piece done.
I fished them from the pan.

A moment later Mom, returned not with Warren
but with Devin. He offered me a smile and a wave. “Look who showed
up for breakfast,” she said and pointed to where she normally sat.
“Have a seat and join us.” Devin lowered himself into a chair and
tried to make his long legs as unobtrusive as possible.

I brought the plate of sausage to the table.
“Don’t you have any Fruit Loops?”

“Nope. I ate the rest
yesterday.” Devin grinned deviously. "And you know how I love to
eat."

“Skye, don’t be rude!” Mom
said and smiled at Devin, “Don’t mind her foul disposition.” Then
she turned to me and waved her index finger in warning. “Get Devin
a plate and glass, please.”

“Fine,” I muttered and
retrieved a plate and glass I set in front of him.

"Can I have a fork, too?" He flashed me a
fake smile.

"Grrr!" I snapped, striding to the silverware
drawer and grabbing a fork, a knife, and a spoon. "Here!" I
snapped. "This should cover all the bases!"

“Thank you.” He gave me a
saccharin smile. “And by the way, don’t be rude.”

I glared, biting my tongue to keep from
saying what I really felt. My mother began scrambling eggs, the
metal wisk ringing against the bowl. The oven beeped, letting me
know that it had pre-heated.

“Put the biscuits in the
oven, please.”

“Okay,” I said, heading to
the fridge to retrieve a can of biscuits. I loaded the dough onto
the baking sheet and shoved it in the oven.

My mother turned the eggs. “So, Devin, are
you dating anyone?”

A flush crept into his cheeks. “No, not
presently, Mrs. Williams.” His fingers fumbled with the napkin, and
he dropped his fork. Smirking, I got him another one.

"What about your lab partner, Bethany?" I
asked innocently.

Devin shot me a scathing glance. "We're just
friends."

My mom filled her own plate. “Well, it
appears that Skye has a new beau.”

I cringed, jerked my napkin from the table,
and smacked it onto my lap. “Beau? Speak English, Mom.” I glared at
Devin, warning him to keep his opinions to himself.

“All right,” Mom agreed,
arching her eyebrows. “Skye has a new boyfriend–Kellin Morgan. Do
you know him?” Her weighted stare told me she trusted Devin's
opinion.

Devin clenched his jaw and cleared his
throat. He stiffened. “No, Ms. Williams, I can’t say I really know
him much at all. I mean, I’ve seen him around, but that’s about
it.” He kept staring at his food as if he expected it to grow legs
and walk away. He lifted the fork to his mouth and ate. Once his
eggs had vanished, he polished off his sausage.

“Can’t we talk about
something else?" I suggested, tapping my fork against the plate.
"How about Daddy?”

Before she’d managed to respond, the doorbell
rang a second time, saving her. “That would be Warren. Excuse me.”
She set her napkin on the table and left.

“What are you doing here?” I
hissed, still glaring.

“I came to see you. To
apologize.” Devin pushed away his empty plate. “I hated the way we
left things last night. Maybe I shouldn’t have come on so strong.”
His gaze sought me out. “Maybe I don’t know Kellin; maybe he
deserves a chance.”

I picked up my fork and pushed my eggs,
merging them with the sausage. “What's wrong with you this morning?
You’re acting weird, like aliens have abducted my best friend and
left an impostor.”

He didn’t get a chance to respond before Mom
came back with Warren. The moment Warren walked in, he smiled at
me. He wore Docker jeans with a knit shirt tucked in. A brown
leather belt and loafers completed his ensemble. “Good morning,
Skye. How are you doing?” My mother held his hand.

I forced a syrupy grin as I said, “Oh, I’m
just great. Considering my dad just called, how could I be better?"
I gauged his expression and felt disappointed by his neutral
smile—so I upped the stakes. "My mother was so glad to hear from
him.”

“Skye,” she said in a
warning tone. The color washed from her face, and a scowl replaced
the smile. She picked up Devin’s plate and rinsed it.

“He did call, Mom,” I
argued. I picked up a sausage link and took a bite. “Mmmm. This is
really yummy.” Trying not to be too conspicuous, I watched for
Warren's expression to change.

Warren smiled even brighter. “That’s great
that you heard from your dad. I know your mother was really worried
that he hasn’t been in touch with you the way he should have. What
did he say?” He stepped toward me, awaiting my response.

I leaned back in my chair and lifted the
front two legs off the floor. “He wants to take me to the movies
this weekend.” I glanced at my mother, who loaded the dishwasher.
“I thought maybe my mom would want to join us.”

“Skye!” Mom snapped,
slamming the dishwasher shut. “Put that chair on the ground and be
quiet.” She was so mad her whole body shook. She jerked the dial,
and the dishwasher hummed to life.

Warren turned toward her, his palm finding
her shoulder and squeezing. “It’s all right. We’ve talked about
this.” The smile still lit his face, and his voice seemed calmer
than it had been. Then he turned to me. “I really hope you have a
great time, and I hope he realizes just how lucky he is you miss
him so much.”

Mom eyed her still-full plate and glared at
me. “Warren and I will be going out. Maybe you’ll be better
mannered when we return.” She nodded toward Devin. Patting his arm,
she said, “Don’t be a stranger.”

“They don’t make them any
stranger than him,” I muttered, watching the two of them leave,
Warren still unphased. Devin nodded and waited until he heard the
front door slam shut before he exploded. “What the hell has gotten
in to you?” The color had drained from his face, and he couldn't
have looked at me any more strangely if I'd grown a third eye right
in the middle of my forehead. "If I'd spoken to my mom that way,
she'd have slapped me into next week."

“Did you see him holding my
mom’s hand?” I stood and picked up my plate, preparing to dump the
rest of the sausage I no longer found appealing.

“Are you going to eat
that?”

“No!” I snapped, smacking
the plate down in front of him. “Help yourself.” I walked to the
window and looked at the backyard where the trampoline stood, the
same trampoline on which, as kids, Devin and I had spent countless
hours jumping together. “Did you see them?” I persisted loudly.
"She acts like she's in high school again."

Devin speared the sausage with a fork. “Yeah,
I did see them. Couples do that, Skye, and they are a couple, no
matter how you feel. Besides, Warren seems decent.”

“He's mental!” I crossed my
arms over my chest. “What’s wrong with him? He’s so damned calm. If
he’s not worried about my dad calling, he should be. That shows he
doesn’t really care about Mom.”

Devin brought my plate to the dishwasher and
loaded it. “Let me get this straight.” He grabbed my shoulder and
turned my body so I'd have to face him. Then he lifted my chin,
forcing eye contact. Knowing that the minute he moved it away, I'd
break our gaze, he kept his fingers in place. “You think he doesn’t
care because you love your dad and he’s not feeling
threatened?”

“Well, yeah,” I replied,
frowning. I liked it better the way I’d phrased it.

Devin saw a strand of hair in my face and
gently pushed it behind my left ear. “There’s no reason he should
be threatened, Skye. There’s room in your heart to love lots of
people, not just your father. Besides, your mom and dad have been
divorced for years.”

“That doesn’t mean they
can’t get back together,” I protested. I folded my arms across my
chest.

“It’s not a matter of
‘can’t.’ It’s a matter of ‘won’t.’ They don’t like each other these
days. You’ve said that yourself more than once.” He picked up the
juice pitcher and put it in the fridge. Besides, who's to say your
dad hasn't been dating someone, too. He could even be remarried for
all you know."

I chewed my bottom lip, trying to think of an
argument. “They might get back together, if Warren wasn’t in the
way.”

Devin shut the fridge. “Warren isn’t. The
past is. Sometimes people can’t forgive each other, and forgetting
just isn’t possible.”

I grabbed the gallon of milk. “Whose side are
you on?”

Devin opened the fridge. “I just don’t want
you getting your hopes up only to realize your dad hasn’t
changed.”

I stowed the milk next to the Kool-aid. “You
sound like my mother.”

“She’s a smart lady.” He
closed the fridge. “Maybe you should listen to her.”

I strode back to the table and sat. “How
smart can she be? After all, she’s still engaged to the Mocking
Bird Man.”

“Can’t you cut him some
slack?” Devin joined me. “So he’s not your dad. Maybe that’s a good
thing—or it could be a good thing if you’d give him a
chance.”

Lifting both front chair feet, I leaned back
and shook my head. “Do you hear what you are saying? How am I
supposed to love both my father and some cheap imitation?”

Devin’s fingers drummed the table, picking up
speed. “Warren isn’t a cheap imitation of anything, especially your
dad, and the last thing he wants is to replace him. Period. Just
give him a chance.”

Although I tried not to dwell on it, I kept
thinking back to when my mom and dad were still married, and Devin
and I had spent most afternoons working on homework and jumping on
that trampoline. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and no matter how
hard I tried to find the path back, time’s undergrowth had obscured
it, leaving me here.

“You okay?” Devin asked
softly, stroking my hand. His frown etched lines into his forehead,
and I knew he was worried.

Nodding, I said, “Yeah. I’m fine.”

His frown deepened, and he didn't believe a
word I’d said. “What’cha thinking?”

I rose and strolled to the window, gazing out
at the trampoline. “Remember when we spent every afternoon out
there, even when it was cold?”

Devin walked up beside me. “Your mom
threatened to ground you if you stepped out back when it was icy.
She used to say, ‘You’ll break your fool neck.’”

I laughed. His imitation was pretty good.
Then again, we’d been best friends forever, so he must have heard
Mom say it as much as I had. “My parents were still married, and
everything made sense.”

Devin slipped his arm around my shoulder and
rested his forehead against mine. “I wish I knew what to say.”

“Me, too.”

He pecked my temple. “Hey, let’s go outside
and jump. How about that?”

Despite all the mixed feelings I couldn’t
sort out, I smiled. “You’re on. Let me get my coat.” He waited in
the kitchen until I’d returned wearing my coat and carrying his.
“You might want this back?”

“Yeah, thanks.” Devin
slipped the coat on. “I got a lecture about going outside without
it. Mom thinks I'm still five.”

“A 6'4" five-year-old," I
mused. "Poor baby.” We slipped into the backyard and hopped onto
the trampoline, pulled off our shoes, and dropped them into the
dead grass.

As Devin stood, he asked, “Do you think it
will hold us? I mean I’ve gained almost a foot in height, and
you...” he looked me over, “You’ve really chunked up.”

Blushing, I balled my fingers into a fist and
slugged his shoulder. “Shut up!” Even as my hand contacted his
muscles, I wondered if he had felt me strike. I, on the other hand,
winced from the pain radiating in my wrist. “That hurt,” I moaned,
shaking my hand.

“Well, you shouldn’t go
around hitting people. It’s not nice.” He stepped to the
trampoline's center and jumped, sending me airborne. Then I landed
on my butt.

“I did not ‘chunk up,’” I
snapped, struggling to stand. “And you know it!”

Devin saw my indignant expression and
laughed. “I was just joking, Skye. You look fine.” He jumped
again.

I’d never really thought about how long his
legs were before, but suddenly I recognized just how tall he had
grown as I struggled with every new bounce to stand. “Stop that!” I
tried to yell. Laughter croaked my voice.

“Stop what?” He bounced
higher and grinned wickedly.

“Stop bouncing!” I cried in
exasperation as I fell. Devin quickly seized the opportunity to
pretend to bounce on me, only to change his destination at the last
second. Still, he had come close enough to make me
squeal.

“You sound like a girl.” He
leaned over and offered a hand to help me up, which I
accepted.

“Fancy that. I am a
girl.”

“What?” He plastered an
expression of mock disbelief. “My best friend is…a
girl!”

I planted my hands on my hips. “Yeah, well, I
can still get the best of you.”

Devin mimicked my stance. “Are you
challenging me?”

“Yeah.” I hopped off the
trampoline and motioned for him to follow. Although it had been
years since we’d wrestled, when we were younger I’d pinned him at
least half the time. He had often complained that the years I’d
spent in ballet had beefed up my leg muscles, giving me an unfair
advantage. Now I expected that advantage to help again, never mind
that I hadn’t danced in two years and Devin now towered over
me.

I charged his legs first. He scooted away,
then tripped me. As I fell, he flipped me onto my back, straddled
my hips, and pinned my wrists. He smiled. “You were saying?”
Holding me there, I felt his strength and knew that unless he
released me, I wasn't getting out from under him. I swallowed hard,
still amazed at the changes a few years had wrought.

Both of us were breathing
hard, and Devin’s face lingered inches from mine. A knot formed in
my stomach, and I felt breathless staring into his dark eyes,
closer to him than I’d ever been. My heart rammed my chest. For a
few seconds, I wondered what it would feel like to kiss him, but
then a voice in my mind said, He’s your
best friend, Stupid. He wouldn’t like you, not like that.
Blushing, I looked away and asked, “Can I get up
now?”

His fingers eased, and he let me go. “Sure.”
His voice sounded strange, tangled with an emotion I couldn’t name.
He stood and offered a hand. We walked to the trampoline and sat
down.

“Why does everything have to
change?” I asked, peering at the slate heavens. “Why can’t we find
a happy time we like and stay there?” I lay back and put my hands
behind my head. My legs dangled over the edge of the trampoline,
and I gently swung them back and forth, crossing my
ankles.

Devin, too, lay back, but instead of staring
at the sky, his gaze lingered on my face. “Maybe because we don’t
always recognize the happy moments when we’re in them, so we let
them go, thinking the future will be even better—and sometimes it's
not.”


Chapter Six

On Monday morning, Devin and I started toward
the school's entrance, where students clustered, whispering. Their
weighted gazes settled on me. Cheerleaders dressed for the
afternoon pep rally seemed to stare in unison before turning away,
laughing.

“You’ve reached celebrity
status,” Devin said dryly, frowning.

“How do you know they’re
looking at me?” I adjusted my books. "Maybe they're checking you
out."

“Not a chance. Besides,
you’re dating the school’s meal ticket to the state playoffs.” The
cheerleaders looked at him, whispering and laughing. “Oh, look. The
cheerleaders are utilizing their collective brain cell.” He shoved
his hands deep into his pockets.

“Devin,” I whispered. “Stop
that!” I barely contained my laughter as we turned into the
hallway. Kellin and Tyler waited beside my locker. Although
Kellin's back faced me, Tyler immediately caught sight of me. He
cupped one palm and lightly punched his fist into it.

“I’ll see you later,” Devin
said and strolled in the opposite direction, his gaze linking with
Kellin’s. Although Kellin smiled, the warmth didn’t touch his eyes.
A knowing look passed between them. All the while, Tyler stared at
me.

“I’ll see you for lunch,” I
replied. As I opened my locker, Kellin stepped behind me, slipped
his arms around my waist, and kissed my ear.

“Good morning.”

Disconcerted not only by his arms about me
but also Tyler's concentrated stare, I felt as though I were being
auditioned for something; I just didn’t know what. I lowered my ear
to my shoulder, nudging him away. His aftershave made my head
spin.

“What’s the matter?” Kellin
stilled, and his edgy tone suggested no one had ever pushed him
away.

“That tickles,” I said,
reaching for my books. I peered in the mirror hanging from the
locker door, checking my hair. I also examined Kellin's
expression--a wide, careless smile. His untamed expression bothered
me. “Besides, I’m don't want to get written up.” I turned to face
him, and he reluctantly released me as I closed my
locker.

“Don't be silly. Nobody’s
going to write you up for PDA.” He raked his fingers through his
hair. He frowned expectantly. “You're not very happy to see
me.”

Tyler, shuffling his weight from one foot to
the other, pointed down the hallway. “I’m going to my locker. I’ll
see you later, Kellin.” He gave me one last glance and walked
away.

Kellin nodded and smiled. “Yeah, later.”

After his friend had left, Kellin turned to
me. “Why aren’t you glad to see me? Didn’t you have a good time
Saturday?”

“Yeah, I did.” I smiled,
thinking of his embrace.

“Then what’s the deal?”
Kellin folded his arms across his chest defensively and blocked my
path. Standing before him, I felt dwarfed.

“I’m not ready to go this
fast.”

“Okay, so we'll go slower.
Will that work?”

“Yeah, I think it will.”
Turning toward Kellin, I scrutinized his features, the wave of his
blond hair and his blue eyes flecked with hints of grey. His lips
tilted into a half-smile. The Kellin I'd expected wouldn't have
agreed to such patience. He had either practiced this sincerity or
he really did mean it.

We headed down the hall, and our shoulders
occasionally brushed as we strolled toward my first period, his
hand reaching for mine and softly squeezing. As timing would have
it, we passed under a ringing bell, alerting students only five
minutes remained before class began.

I jumped and Kellin stuck his finger in his
ear and wiggled it, trying to restore his hearing as he shook his
head. “Man, that was loud!”

“Yeah, it was.” We reached
Ms. Swanson's doorway, where I turned toward him, my heart racing.
“This is where we part.” I saw Becca hovering in the
shadows.

“Skye?” He slowly released
my hand.

The depth of his blue eyes mesmerized me. I
stared at his square face, the hard line of his jaw, the full lips.
My breath caught, and I couldn't have spoken had I wanted to. I was
stunned by the perfection of his features, all too aware I did not
often look him in the eye because of the rugged beauty mixed with
strength, and I didn’t understand why he wanted me so badly. Then,
I realized he was asking me out.

I swallowed hard and averted my gaze. “I
can’t. I’m supposed to spend Saturday with my dad.” My stomach
lurched, and each breath left me lightheaded. “I haven’t seen him
in a few years.”

Kellin stepped back, allowing enough space so
that someone else could pass between us. “If you don’t want to go,
just say so.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. "I'm not
gonna twist your arm or anything."

I reached for his hand, my fingers barely
able to latch onto it. “I do want to. But I really can’t.”

“Are we still on for the
party? We have a football game before it, and after I showered, we
could go from there.” He squeezed my hand. “I think you’d like
it.”

Although the thought of people getting drunk
and acting stupid hardly appealed to me, I knew, feeling his
fingers about my hand, that I'd go, even if it meant lying to my
mom. There’s no way she would consider letting me participate in
that extra-curricular activity. Taking a deep breath, I said,
“Sure.”

Kellin beamed, his eyes glowing with
happiness. He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “That’s my girl.
I’ll see you later.” He squeezed my hand one last time, then strode
down the hall, deterred only momentarily by Becca before continuing
his course.

Although the morning flew by, I had trouble
focusing on much else besides Kellin. His image refused to leave.
As the lunch bell rang, I walked to the bathroom. While in the
stall, I heard two girls come in.

“Did you see who Kellin is
going out with?” an unfamiliar voice gushed.

Laughter. “Yeah, Skye Williams.”

My stomach clenched, and I wished I could
disappear, but since that wasn’t going to happen, at least I could
see who talked about me. I leaned forward, my fingers splayed wide
on the door, and peered through the crack. Crystal Gailin and Becca
Haskins scrutinized their reflections. Blonde in stereo.

Inhaling sharply, I felt as though the air
had been knocked out of my body. My fingers drew together into
fists.

“I thought Kellin liked
you,” Crystal said, reapplying her lip gloss to her pouted lips.
"You're the cheerleader, not her. She's a zero on the food
chain."

“He did like me, until he
spotted her.” Becca leaned over the sink and coated her lashes with
mascara.

Crystal pursed her lips, blending the gloss
with the lip color beneath. “So what’s he doing with someone
so...beneath him? She’s a nobody.” She fluffed her hair, pulled a
small bottle of hair spray from her purse, and covered her curls.
"Not that I'd mind taking Devin Abbott for a spin."

Becca shook her head, laughing. "He wouldn't
know what do with a girl unless it were Skye."

I clenched my teeth and leaned against the
wall, wishing they'd shut up. Cringing, I hated the way she talked
about Devin more than the way she talked about me. She didn't know
either of us.

“She's a flavor of the
week,” Becca went on. “After all, he’s a guy, and everybody knows
she’s easy.”

My fingers curled into fists, and my heart
rammed in my chest. I wanted to fly out and hit her, but I knew
girls like Becca played a different game.

“So what's the game plan?”
Crystal asked.

“Wait until he comes to his
senses,” Becca replied, admiring the way her uniform's skirt rode
up, exposing her thighs. “He’ll get bored, and then I’ll have
him.”

I heard them scoop up their
purses and keys. Then they left. I counted to five, opened the
door, and emerged, my body shaking. As I walked to the sink, I
didn’t recognize the wild-eyed girl peering back from the mirror. A
flush colored my cheeks, and a scowl had transformed my expression.
Although I hadn't smiled much lately, this person appeared furious.
Turning on the water, I realized my hands shook
badly. Everybody knew I was easy? Funny, I
hadn’t know—until now. Hot tears ebbed down
my face, and it took everything I had not to break down. I wet a
paper towel and dabbed my face, then I reapplied my make-up as best
my fumbling fingers allowed.

I peeked out, looking for the cheerleaders,
but they had gone, so I headed toward the vending machines. Perhaps
I should have gotten a salad or a burger, but the last thing I
wanted was to stand in line as though on exhibit. Instead, I bought
chips and soda. Without saying a world, I sat across from Devin,
tugged the bag open, and took a drink.

“Now that’s a great lunch.”
Devin pointed to his tray. “I thought you liked
lasagna.”

“I don’t feel ethnic today,”
I replied tightly, carefully averting my gaze. The last thing I
needed was to fall apart right here. Crystal and Becca sat three
tables over, commiserating. Although I tied not to pay attention to
them, I felt them staring.

“You all right?”

I grabbed my soda and saw Kellin and Tyler
heading toward me, Kellin laughing as Tyler spoke and elbowed him.
As Kellin headed to my table, he almost ran into Becca as she
stood, and he grabbed her arms to keep his balance. She beamed a
smile and spoke, grabbing his arm possesively.

That was all I could take; I strode toward
the exit, leaving my chips and soda.

“Skye?” Devin called,
abruptly rising. He glanced at me, then at Kellin and
Becca.

Ignoring him, I walked faster, heading toward
the glass doors of the office. Within ten seconds, Devin had jogged
up beside me and laid his hands on my shoulders, squeezing
reassuringly. “What’s wrong?”

I folded my arms across my stomach and
swallowed hard. “I feel sick. I’m calling my mom.” Stepping back, I
forced him to let me go.

He frowned and shoved his hands deep into his
pockets. “You were fine this morning.”

“Leave me alone!” I snapped.
Tears clouded my vision, blurring everything. I brushed my hand
across my face.

Devin stepped into my path and headed me off.
“You're not sick. It's something else.”

I shrugged. “I don’t want to talk.” I slipped
into the glass-walled office and told the secretary I needed to
call my mother. As I dialed, Devin watched me. Once she answered, I
told her that I wasn’t feeling well and asked her to come get
me.

Devin was still staring when I hung up. Maybe
he hadn’t heard the rumors, but he would. I could imagine him,
hands on hips, saying, "I told you so."

Realizing I wasn't going to talk, he shook
his head and headed back to the cafeteria. On the way, he ran into
Bethany. They spoke and walked away together.

As I waited, Kellin pushed the office door
open and stepped inside. The secretary smiled. “Kellin, aren’t you
supposed to be at lunch?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but I saw Skye, and I
needed to ask her about my English assignment. Would that be all
right?”

The secretary nodded. “Make it quick. She's
not feeling well.”

"Thanks." He sat beside me. "Hey,” he said,
sitting down. “You okay?”

“I'm sick.” I glanced at the
clock, gauging how much time had passed. “My mom's picking me
up.”

He caressed my hand. “Sorry you don’t feel
well.”

“Don’t.” I pulled
away.

"Did I do something wrong?" he asked softly,
staring ahead.

“What did you tell Tyler and
everyone else about us?”

Kellin frowned and raked his fingers through
his hair. “Tyler knows we’re going out. Who is ‘everyone
else?’”

“Crystal Gailen and Becca
Haskins.” I started trembling, my body violently shaking. My lips
felt dry and I licked them, trying to ease the chapped
sensation.

“I didn’t tell them
anything. Becca saw us at the movies. Why?” He leaned back, now
staring at me expectantly.

My mom stopped outside the office where she
tapped on the glass and waved to the secretary.

“I’ve got to go. My mom's
here.” I stood.

Kellin rose. “I’ll call you tonight,
okay?”

“Okay.” Maybe I should have
said, “Don’t bother,” but deep inside, I wanted to believe
him.


Chapter Seven

I didn’t eat much that night and spent the
evening in my room. I'd thought about talking to my mom and
intended to go downstairs, but as I opened my bedroom door, the
doorbell rang. Half-expecting it to be Devin, I stood still,
listening.

“How’s Skye?” Warren’s deep
voice carried up to me, and I immediately wondered why he
bothered.

“I think she’s got a stomach
flu. She’s been in the bathroom a lot.”

I shook my head and shut the
door, embarrassed. Trust Mom to tell it
like it is. I lay on my bed, and as I
turned to one side, I spotted the worn copy of To Kill a Mockingbird Warren had
given me. It sat on the bookshelf. Bored, I grabbed it and opened
the cover to find an inscription.

I know you think I won't stay, but you don't
know me, Skye, and you're not the only one who has tried to drive
people away. My step-father gave me this book the day he first met
me, and I told him he was wasting my time, much like you’ve told
me. But that’s okay. I’ll tell you the same thing he said to me:
It’s my time to waste, and it won’t cost you anything. Let me waste
my time, Skye. That’s all I’m asking. Just let me waste my
time.

Warren

 


I kept staring at the page,
knowing he must have meant the words he’d written, but I didn’t
feel them. I wouldn’t allow myself. He planned to stick around
while I planned his exit. Let’s see who
wins. Still, I was a voracious reader
despite the lie I told Warren, and once I’d skimmed the back cover,
I was intrigued. So I started reading.

By the time the phone rang, I was thoroughly
caught up in Scout’s world. Then my mother knocked.

“Skye, are you awake,
honey?”

I closed the book and thrust it on the shelf.
The last thing I wanted my mom to see was me actually reading
Warren's gift. “Yeah, I’m awake.”

She opened the door and poked her head into
the room. “Feel like talking to Kellin?”

My back tensed, and I wished I could go back
to Maycomb, Alabama, with Scout. My mom came into the room holding
the cordless phone against her chest to mute our conversation.
Still, if I said I didn’t want to talk, he'd know.

“Skye?” she
repeated.

Finally I said, “Yeah.”

She frowned and handed me the phone. Then she
touched my forehead, gauging my temperature the same way she’d done
since I was small. For some reason, that gesture brought comfort,
as though she could get rid of this pain if I let her. “You don't
have a fever. Feeling better?”

“It’s my stomach,” I
mouthed, and headed to my bed, carrying the phone.

“Don’t talk too long,” she
warned before quietly shutting the door.

Waiting until she left, I lifted the
receiver, hoping my voice didn't reveal the jitters I felt.
“Hello?”

“Skye?”

“Yeah, it’s me.” I twisted a
bit of my comforter around my forefinger and leaned against the
headboard.

“How are you feeling?”
Kellin asked. “You were pale when you left.”

“I’ll be okay.”

“I know why you asked about
Becca. I caught her running her mouth at the pep rally. I can
understand if you’re angry, considering what I overheard, but I
didn’t put those words in her mouth. I sure as hell didn’t talk
about you like that.”

“Do you think about me like
that?”

Silence. I waited, unwilling to fill in the
blanks.

Finally, he said, “That’s a loaded question,
Skye.”

My stomach lurched. “Meaning?”

“You’re beautiful. To say my
imagination doesn’t go places with that would be a lie, but that
doesn’t mean that’s what we’re about. I don’t think of you as
‘easy,’ as Becca put it, and that’s not why I’m going out with
you.”

My shoulders eased from the
rigid line. What if he’s lying?
I heard Devin’s voice in my mind. “Then why are
you going out with me?”

“Because you’re a mystery.
You’re different, and I have to admit, I’m curious. I want to get
to know you.”

Maybe Kellin was bullshitting me, and if I
were smart I’d cut my losses, but he sounded so earnest.

“Don’t believe Becca,”
Kellin went on. "She lies at the drop of a hat."

“It’s pretty humiliating,
all these girls talking about me,” I admitted, blushing. I chewed
my lip, glad he couldn't see my expression.

“I’m really sorry.” His
voice lowered. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I told Becca to shut up
in front of her friends.”

At first, I didn’t think I’d heard right, and
I sat up straight, temped to ask him to repeat it. "You told her to
shut up?”

“Yeah. She didn’t much care
for it, and I’m not sure it will stop her from shooting off her
mouth, but it’s worth a try.”

“Do you know why Becca hates
me?” I tucked the covers around my legs.

“No.”

I took a deep breath and
clenched my eyes shut, hoping I wasn't making things worse by
telling him. “She wants to go out with
you.”

“She’s not my type,” he
said. “And even if she were, I wouldn't be interested.” He paused,
and I wondered what he was thinking before he asked, “Are we still
on for next weekend?”

“Yes.”

My mom knocked and opened the door. “You need
to get off the phone and get to bed so you’ll be able to go to
school.”

I nodded, and she promptly closed the door
and left. “I need to go.”

“Skye,” Kellin said. “I know
this is tough, but I’d like to think we’re worth it. Are
we?”

I smiled. “Yeah, I think we are.”

“I’ll see you
tomorrow?”

Feeling the weight lifting off my shoulders,
I said, “Definitely.”

I hung up, still imagining his face as he’d
spoken. No matter how much I liked Kellin, some part of me didn’t
completely trust him. Maybe I never would, but I wanted to believe
in him.

I laid the phone on the nightstand and
snuggled deeper into the covers. After a few moments, I drifted
off. It wasn’t my alarm clock that woke me, but rocks pinging
against glass. I hastened to the window and pulled up the blinds.
Devin stood with his hands in his jacket pockets.

I raised the window and leaned out. “What in
the devil are you doing out there?” I whispered loudly. The winter
air chilled me, and I folded my arms across my chest, trying to
block it.

“I need to talk to you,” he
answered.

“Now?” I shivered, wishing I
were still buried in the blankets.

“Yes. Can you come
down?”

I shook my head. “No. If my mom catches me in
the cold, she’ll have my hide and yours, no matter how much she
likes you.”

“You don’t have to act sick,
Skye. I know the real reason you left. I heard the cheerleaders in
my fifth hour. Why are you letting him do this?” he
hissed.

“It’s not his fault," I
snapped back. "Becca started the rumors.”

He stiffened. “You’re not that blind. He’s
going to hurt you.”

Realizing nothing was going to change his
mind, I finally said, “I have to go.” I didn’t wait for his
response because I knew what it would be. Instead, I lowered the
window and drew the blinds. I turned off the light and changed into
my nightgown, but this time it was a long while before I drifted to
sleep. Fear and hope about Kellin filled my dreams with uneasy
images.

* * *

The next morning, I applied my make up
meticulously. I’d selected an emerald sweater and jeans to wear and
sat on the front porch, in the same place I'd waited as long as I'd
known Devin. Before he had his driver’s license, we’d would walk to
school. But something was different this morning. I was glad I’d
dressed warmly, considering the cold northerly breeze. Twirling a
strand of hair around my finger, I frowned and stared at my watch's
minute hand dismiss each second. It wasn’t like him to be late. Not
long before the tardy bell, Devin pulled up. Normally, he would've
killed the engine and stepped out of the car; today, he let the
engine purr as he sat in the driver's seat, his gaze fixed straight
ahead. I opened the door and said, “Good morning” as I sat and
braced my books against my chest.

“I suppose it is somewhere,”
he replied. He waited for me to belt in and close the door before
signaling and pulling from the curb.

“I didn’t mean to make you
mad last night,” I said. “Mom would have killed me if she’d found
us talking.” I looked at my watch. "Is everything okay? You're kind
of late this morning."

Shaking his head, Devin said, "Not nearly
late enough. Don't sugar-coat last night, Skye. The last thing you
wanted to do is explain anything to me.”

"Meaning?"

He didn't answer but instead focused on
driving in silence the whole way. He pulled into the parking lot
and turned off the engine. “This isn’t going to work.”

“What do you
mean?”

“There are things I can do.
I can handle you hating people because of your dad. I can handle
the emptiness you feel. I can even help you pass algebra with a
‘B.’” He yanked the keys from the ignition. “But I’ll be damned if
I can watch a train wreck slowly unfolding. I’m strong, but I’m not
that strong.” He clenched his jaw and banged the steering wheel. “I
think it best if maybe your mom or…Kellin…drives you to and from
school.”

He started to get out, but I caught his hand.
“Devin, don’t do this. Don’t throw away our friendship because
things are crazy right now.” My heart sped up, and I found myself
breathing in shallow gasps as though I couldn't take in enough
air.

Devin squeezed my hand. The morning light
glittered in the tears pooling in his eyes, and his mouth twisted
into a painful frown. “I didn’t have to. You did it before I
could.” Emotion streaked his tone, leaving it raw and gravelly. He
pulled away from me. “We need to get inside or we’ll be late.” He
got out of the car. His back stiffened as he walked, his shoulders
forming a hard line.

I sat dazed in a stunned
silence. The first bell rang, jarring me. Outside the window, the
landscape looked the same. Trees stood barren in winter's thrall.
The same grey filled the sky. But I would never be the same. I
grabbed my books and rushed through the parking lot. Once inside, I
scurried to math class and walked into the room where I sat, numb
and cold. He’ll come around,
I thought, but those were empty words.

Throughout the morning, I expected Devin to
find me, to say something-anything-to make this right. There had to
be a way without sacrificing Devin's friendship or losing Kellin. I
looked for Devin between classes. Any other day, I would have run
into him once or twice, but today my searching yielded nothing, and
even worse, I felt everyone still staring, whispering. I finally
realized Devin had chosen to hide.

What had I done?

When lunchtime rolled around, I shot from my
desk, bypassed my locker, and headed straight to the table where
Devin and I usually ate. Even though the lunch period had just
begun, a few students already sat there. I stood in the cafeteria
doorway, clutching my books, waiting. After five minutes, I lowered
my books and walked down the hall, peering in classrooms as I went.
Finally, I saw him sitting with Bethany Fields in the courtyard.
Devin straddled the concrete bench, and an open notebook lay
between him and Bethany. Head down, he appeared to be reading. I
cracked the door just enough to hear him reciting a poem by
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Devin, more than competent at oral
reading, stumbled over the words. I started to go out, but seeing
her lean toward him, grab his arm and laugh, I froze. Devin's
laughter joined hers. I stepped back and let the door close as my
books slipped from my grasp. Hearing the door catch, Devin looked
up. His eyes met mine, and he looked away, a deep flush coloring
his cheeks. He closed the notebook and turned his back to me.

I stumbled backward, and my whole body
trembled violently. I tried to blink away the tears, but they kept
coming. Relieved at the empty hallway, I leaned against the wall
and cried, my whole body hurting as I'd never known possible. Above
me red and white banners waved, swayed by the heater's gusts. I
don’t know how long I remained there, only that a few moments later
a familiar voice said, “Skye? You all right?” Kellin, wearing a
black and red wind suit, stood next to the fountain, his finger
still resting on the button. When I didn't immediately speak, he
lightly grasped my elbow.

My hands flew to my face and brushed the
tears away. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. Did
Becca say something else? Is that why you’re crying?”

“No.”

He slid his arm around me, his fingers gently
squeezing my shoulder. “Anything I can do?” He peered intently at
me, concern filling his blue eyes.

“No,” I finally said,
pointing at the bathroom. “I need to go in there.”

“I’ll be here.” He leaned
against the wall, crossing one ankle over the other and he shoved
his hands into his pockets.

I stood before the mirror and splashed cold
water on my face. After patting my hair into place and washing my
skin, my appearance seemed closer to normal as I re-emerged into
the hallway.

“Want to get
lunch?”

I shrugged, dreading the thought of entering
the lunch room where too many people would stare at me. “I’d rather
hit the vending machines.” I pulled two dollars from my pocket.
“But don’t let me stop you from getting a burger.”

He shook his head. “Maybe I’d rather just
have chips and a soda with you than a burger and fries with Tyler.
Let’s face it: while all the girls think he’s a razzle-dazzle man,
you’re much more interesting.” He, too, reached into his pockets
and pulled out a few bills. Together, we waited to get a snack,
then sat on the foyer's wooden benches to eat.

“Do you want to talk about
it?” he asked quietly as other students milled about us. Becca and
another cheerleader floated past by and, Becca opened her mouth,
but Kellin frowned, effectively silencing her. After that, they
hurried past.

“There’s no point.” I
crumpled the empty bag and tossed it into the trash can. “If
there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that talking doesn’t make a
difference.”

After school I purposely waited, digging
through my locker as though searching for something important. I
arranged my books and threw away the trash littering the bottom.
Every time I glimpsed someone passing, I turned, still expecting
Devin would show. I kept hoping, even after most of the students
had gone.

Maybe you should have
gotten on the bus. He said he wasn’t going to give you a ride
anymore. I shut my locker and resigned
myself to a brisk walk. Sliding one arm into my jacket sleeve and
then the other, I turned and ran into Kellin, my shoulder bumping
his chest. The impact threw me backward, and he grabbed my forearm
to steady me. Once sure of my balance, his grip eased.
“Hey.”

“Why are you still here?” I
zipped my coat.

He shrugged. “I wanted to make sure you're
okay. You were so upset at lunch, and I know you didn’t really want
to talk. I thought you might want some company.” He scanned the
empty hallways. “I didn’t know if you'd still be here, but I
figured it was worth a shot.”

“I’m fine.” I pointed to the
stairwell. “I was just leaving.”

Kellin nodded. “Where's Devin? Doesn’t he
normally give you a ride?” He brushed the bangs from my eyes.

“Yeah, but today he had
something he needed to do.” I pulled my backpack over one shoulder.
“That’s all right. I can walk.” I stepped toward the stairs, and he
followed.

"It's pretty cold out there. How 'bout I give
you a ride?"

I took one last glance up and down the hall
and saw no sign of Devin. "That would be great."

Our steps fell into a natural rhythm, and he
slid his arm around my waist. “Does that bother you?”

My feelings were so mixed at this point, I
just shook my head. “No.” Together we walked to his car, where he
opened the door. All during the ride home, a silence grew until
even the radio couldn’t fill. Still, he rested his hand atop mine
and hummed the song playing as if he knew I didn’t want to
talk.

When we arrived at my house, he pulled into
the empty driveway and turned off the radio. “We’re here.”

“I guess we are.” I opened
the door. “I’m sorry I’ve been so upset lately.”

He squeezed my hand softly as a gentle smile
played across his features. “You don’t have anything to be sorry
for, Skye.” He leaned toward me and kissed my cheek, then nuzzled
my ear. “We have plenty of time to get to know each other, and you
are definitely worth waiting for.”

I clung to him, allowing myself to become
lost in his warmth and security. He drew me closer. I finally
kissed his cheek and gently pulled away. “I should go.” Grabbing my
book bag, I opened the door. “I’d ask you to come in except my
mom's not here.”

“That’s all right,” he said,
nodding. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” He leaned toward me and
pecked my cheek.

I nodded, stepping out of the car. Bounding
up the front porch steps, I unlocked the door and once inside
peered out, watching Kellin drive away while setting my bag on the
couch. Although I opened my English book and tried to get to work,
I re-read the same section over and over without understanding it.
I could have done the review sections, but I couldn't shake the
image of Devin with Bethany.

In choosing not to give up on Kellin, I had
lost the one thing I thought nothing could destroy--Devin's
friendship. It had been the only security I believed in
completely.

More than once, I dialed Devin’s number, only
to get the answering machine, and no matter what I wanted to say to
Devin, I couldn’t leave a message, so I hung up and waited a few
more minutes before trying to call again. Maybe I couldn’t even do
it over the phone, but I had to keep trying.

Finally, the last time I called, Devin's mom
answered. “Mrs. Abbott, this is Skye. Could I speak with
Devin?”

“I’m sorry, Skye. He’s not
here. He’s studying with Bethany at the library.”

I cringed, envisioning them standing in front
of the library, Bethany bracing against a stone pillar as Devin
leaned close to her. At once, their gazes locked, and Devin dipped
forward and kissed her. His mouth probed hers deeper and his arms
slid around her, drawing her closer until he leaned back, smiling
gently. The two laughed, and he kissed her forehead.

Gritting my teeth, I tried to banish the
image, but it wouldn't go. “Do you know when he’ll be home?”

“A couple of
hours.”

I looked at the clock. 4:30. “Could you tell
him I called?”

“Will do.”

I hung up the phone, gathered my books, and
headed to my room, waiting, and still wondering what I'd say to
spare our friendship. I tried doing homework, reading my book,
painting my toenails, and everything else I could think of to make
time go by.

Still no calls.

From my bed, I watched the clock. I only left
my bedroom long enough to eat, and I excused my silence as still
not feeling well. Still, by 10:30, Devin had not called, and I knew
he never would. He’d meant what he’d said.


Chapter Eight

For my mom's benefit, I pretended Devin still
drove me to and from school. Actually, I walked. Everyday as I
strode past the living room window, I expected her to look out and
see me hiking down the sidewalk, yet somehow at the very moment she
might have glimpsed me walking away, she never peered out—or, if
she did, she kept quiet. She knew Devin, and if he were that put
off by Kellin, how could I explain why I wanted to date him?
Besides, my mom was so caught up with the Mockingbird Man she
failed to notice that Devin, who usually called every night, had
stopped calling. Kellin and I ate lunch together, and he walked me
to class. I often spied Becca conveniently perched at friend's
locker close to Kellin and me, or she and her friends would sit at
the lunch table closest to ours. I knew what she was waiting
for.

More than once, her gaze traveled over me,
sizing me up. Each day her coordinated outfit changed only in which
dress code she violated--short skirt, crop top, naval piercing--all
of which she used to lure Kellin. Becca assumed Kellin dated me
because I put out, but that only proved how little she knew. I’d
never even been with a guy.

Kellin must've realized my friendship with
Devin had fallen through because he kept giving me rides. He never
asked questions even though he must have had them, and instead of
focusing on Devin, I tried to enjoy Kellin, tried to think about
laying my head on his chest, his arms around me, drawing me close.
I also tried to think positively about my date with my dad, but we
hadn’t seen each other in years. What would I say, "Hey, how's your
life been?"

I tried to talk to my mother as we prepared
lasagna, but I didn't know how to start a conversation about my
father. She didn’t have much to say as she washed the lettuce,
tomatoes, and cucumbers, her fingers caressing the vegetables’
skins, carefully seeking bruised spots.

“Don’t expect too much,” Mom
warned, then pointed toward the cabinet. “Hand me a large
bowl.”

“That’s great advice, Mom.”
I handed her the bowl. “Can’t you be more positive?”

She took it and wiped it out with a paper
towel. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, Skye. Your father’s great
about getting people excited only to disappoint them. If you don’t
expect much, then you won’t be disappointed, now will you? How’s
that for positive?” She brushed the bangs from her eyes.

“It’s not.” Shaking my head,
I leaned against the counter and braced myself.

She handed me the lettuce. “Break this up
while I slice the tomatoes and cucumbers.” She glanced at her
watch. “Dinner should be ready by the time Warren arrives.”

“He’s coming?" I clutched
the lettuce so hard my fingers sank through the first
layer.

“He’s not the Anti-Christ,
Skye.” She grabbed a paring knife from the drawer. “I’ve dated much
worse guys, and you know it. You could be nice.” Cutting her gaze
to me, she picked up a tomato and quartered it.

I ripped the lettuce into bite-sized pieces
and tossed them into the bowl. “What do you see in him?” One of the
fluorescent bulbs flickered before going out.

“He’s a nice guy who likes
me as I am, and he enjoys my teenage daughter. You're part of the
package that I come with, Skye. The person in our lives has to want
us both, not just me.” The oven timer beeped, and we glanced at the
oven.

“Don’t you mean speedbump
teenage daughter?” I ripped the lettuce savagely. “Come on, Mom,
nobody wants a step-daughter to rain on his parade. And what if I
don't want him?”

“I said what I meant. Don’t
put words in my mouth because you want to.” She pulled out the
glass pan from the oven, and the scent of oregano and melted cheese
filled the air. She set it on the table over a hot plate and
resumed slicing the veggies. “You’re not giving him a fair shot. He
hasn’t been mean.”

“He will. They all end up
mean.” I finished tearing the lettuce and threw away the
stem.

Mom stopped slicing and glared. “What's that
supposed to mean?”

“Let’s just say I’m not
expecting too much,” I said in a sarcastic tone. “That way, I won’t
be disappointed by another of your boyfriends.”

I saw the fury in my mom’s face. The world
slowed to half time as she raised her hand and slapped my cheek.
Her eyes, which had narrowed, opened wide as if she really hadn't
expected to do that. “Go to your room, Skye!” Tears thickened her
voice, and she dropped the knife on the counter.

Hot tears filled my eyes,
and I touched the cheek her palm had stung. The skin felt hot, and
I stumbled backwards. I ran to my room and slammed the door hard
enough to rattle the pictures on my walls. I threw myself on the
bed, trying not to cry. As I lay on my side, the copy of
To Kill a Mockingbird caught my eye. At first I didn’t touch it because it had come
from the Mockingbird Man, but then, as I remembered Scout’s world,
I wanted to return there. I flipped to the turned-down page and
started reading.

A few moments, later the doorbell rang, and
Mom invited Warren inside. Half of me didn’t want to know what she
said, didn’t care, but the other half did-the one which wanted more
than anything to get rid of him so I could have my mom to myself,
so I crept to the door and silently listened.

“I don’t understand her
anymore,” my mother wailed. “Her father never wanted her, yet she
refuses to let go of him, and so long as she hopes he’ll come back,
she’ll never give you a chance.”

“It’s all right,” Warren
said soothingly. “She wants to believe in her father. What girl
doesn’t?” Swallowing hard, I found his voice soothing, and I hated
myself for giving him even half a kind thought.

“She’s going to the movie
with him tomorrow. She’ll see her father not as the person she
wants him to be, but who he is. He’s going to hurt her and there’s
nothing I can do about it. I tried to tell him to leave her alone,
but he demanded to see her, and the last thing I want is Skye
thinking I won't let her see him. If she believes that, I'm afraid
I'll lose her. He said that she's as much a part of him as she is
me, but he doesn't know her. He hasn't spent years loving her or
worrying about her. Now he wants to hurt her, too.” My mother’s
pain-filled voice faded as low sobs filled the quiet. I leaned
against the doorframe, unsettled, knowing my mother rarely cried
unless something had cut her deeply.

“It’s going to be all
right," Warren said. "Maybe not tonight, but soon. Where is
Skye?”

“She said things she
shouldn’t have. So did I. I slapped her and sent her to her room.”
Mom's voice dwindled as though all the emotions gusting her sails
had died.

“I'll bring down a civil
child, and you stay calm so we can have a great dinner.”

“Sounds good.”

Panicked by the thought of being caught
eavesdropping, I rushed to the bed. He might come to talk to me,
but that didn’t mean I would make it easy. A moment later, he
knocked.

“Go away,” I
snapped.

The door opened anyway. “It’s not the best
thing to tell people to go away without knowing who they are. I
could’ve been somebody from Publishers Clearing House to give you
$10,000.00.” He walked in and sat at my desk.

“What do you want?” I asked
in a surly tone.

“To talk.”

“I’ve got nothing to say.” I
stretched my legs out and focused on a brown stain in a corner of
my ceiling where rain had left its silent mark. I gritted my
teeth.

“Why do you dislike me?” He
waited for me to respond, but I said nothing. “I’m giving you the
chance to clear the air.” He waited for my answer. Silence. He
leaned forward. “I know why you hate me, Skye. It keeps you from
being afraid.”

I jerked upright and glared. “I’m afraid? Of
you? Yeah, right.” My fingers plucked the covers.

Warren walked to the bed and sat on the edge.
I hastily jerked my feet away. "Everybody fears something, Skye. I
have my fears. So does your mother. That’s nothing to be ashamed
of.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “You don’t
know me.”

“You're right. I don’t. You
haven't given me that chance. But I have a theory I’d like to
share. You’re afraid I'll get too close because when your dad left,
it ripped a hole in your heart. You thought he left because you
weren’t good enough. But he would have left no matter if you had
done everything right all the time. You haven’t gotten over his
leaving, and the last thing you want is to care about is someone
else. All the other guys your mom dated were no match for you. You
wanted to get rid of them more than they wanted to stay, so they
didn’t scare you. But you know I’m the real thing, and I’m not
going anywhere.”

My whole body tensed, and tears burned my
eyes. I tried blinking them back, but they overflowed. Warren
reached toward me, but I shunned him. “Are you satisfied?”

Warren nodded, gently smiling. “Yeah, I am,
because if you allow yourself to cry, one day you’ll allow yourself
to be happy.”

I brushed my hand across my face, unable to
look at him. “So what do you think my mom is afraid of?”

He patted my knee. “Of dating someone you'll
both become attached to, only for that person to leave just like
your father did.” Warren stood. “I promised your mother I’d bring a
calm teenager down. Will you buy me brownie points and come eat?
Your mom fixed lasagna because it’s your favorite. It would be a
shame to miss it.”

Nodding, I wiped my face one last time before
standing. “Not to mention the brownie points you’d miss out on.” I
followed him into the dining room where Mom was setting the table.
Without saying a word, I grabbed napkins and folded one at each
setting. Mom, seeing me, plunked the silverware in a jumbled pile
and wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry I hit you,” she
whispered, squeezing me in a way that she hadn’t done since I was
five.

“And I’m sorry about what I
said.”

“It sure smells good,”
Warren said. He leaned over the lasagna and smiled. “Anything I can
do to help?”

“Mom and I have it covered,”
I said, and Mom looked at me, and her jaw dropped; she was used to
me talking about Warren, not to him. I grabbed the silverware and
began to set both a fork and butter knife at each place setting
while my mother set glasses by the plates.

Although a good portion of the meal passed in
silence, Warren tried to engage both my mother and me in
conversation.

“So have you started
reading To Kill a Mockingbird
yet?” he asked me.

I nodded while passing the rolls to my
mother. “Yeah, I guess it’s okay.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell
him I really wanted to know what happened next. While I found it
difficult to hate Warren after our previous conversation, I settled
on a truce. I wouldn’t try to cause trouble, but I was still
reserving judgment.

“How far have you gotten?”
he asked, reaching for the salt.

“Walter Cunningham is on
trial, which I think is wrong and stupid.”

Warren nodded and smiled warmly. “That’s the
point, Skye.”

I frowned and scooped some green beans onto
my plate. “But he didn’t do anything wrong. Why write a book about
unfairly arresting an innocent person?”

“Who said life is fair?” Mom
asked, pouring wine into her and Warren’s glasses. “You see, Skye,
life isn’t about getting what we want. Sometimes things go the way
we expect, but then again, maybe we’ll get a curve ball thrown in
our faces and our only choice will be to duck.”

I watched my mother take a bite of lasagna,
and I knew she wasn’t talking about the characters in the book. She
was talking about my father and Warren—and herself. Her long, dark
hair framed her face, and she peered ahead beyond the present. Her
lips curved into a wistful smile. Sensing her distance, Warren set
his hand atop hers and gently squeezed. Mom blinked twice, blushed,
and she offered him a weak smile. I’d thought my mother had let go
of my dad so easily, but now I wondered what it must have been like
for her.

Right then I should have also thought about
the curve balls coming my way, but sometimes it’s really hard to
see things until they hit you upside the head. Then it’s too
late.


Chapter Nine

The next afternoon I paced the living room,
waiting for my dad. While getting dressed, I switched outfits at
least three times before deciding on the navy sweater and jeans
with suede boots. Although I hadn’t seen my dad since he and my
mother divorced, I still wanted to make a good impression.

“How do I look?” I asked my
mother, turning around so she could see my outfit from the
recliner. In one hand she held the remote while the other balanced
a Diet Dr. Pepper on her thigh.

“Beautiful as
always.”

“Not that you’re biased or
anything,” I replied, smiling.

“Not a bit.”

I thought I heard a car stop outside, so I
ran to the window and pulled back the curtains. Only my mother’s
car sat there, snow dusting it. The sky, an endless grey expanse,
appeared swollen, rotund with snow.

“What do you think he drives
now?”

Mom watched an infomercial selling an
exercise machine she wasn’t interested in. “Probably a sports
car.”

I sat beside the window and tried to remember
my father, but that was fuzzy, like the windows at Christmas where
fake snow covers the outside border and the window itself is
clouded over. Every memory got filtered through that haze. Still, I
thought I remembered a red car he once owned. "Didn’t he have a
Mustang at one time?”

She changed channels. “Yes. He sold it when
you were five.”

A blue mini-van pulled into the driveway, and
I frowned. “Are you expecting anyone?”

She propped her feet on the footstool.
“Warren. We’re going shopping later.”

Frowning, I watched the van, knowing Warren
drove a car. That couldn’t be my dad, could it? In a mini-van? I
didn’t even have time to vocalize that question before the driver,
a tall, middle-aged guy with short, dark hair, jaunted up the walk.
His long, black leather coat billowed slightly.

“That can’t be dad,” I said,
unable to stop staring, trying to shift his features and puzzle
them into something familiar, but time had eroded my memories.
Besides, my father always wore his hair long, his first rebellion
against everyone and everything, including having a
family.

Mom walked over to me and leaned close to get
a better look. Our breath fogged the window, and I brushed the
glass, wiping it clear.

“Dear God. He bought a
mini-van, cut his hair, and became responsible?” Mom covered her mouth
at such an unmentionable thought.

The doorbell rang, and we looked at each
other. Then my mom drew me close and whispered, “Have a great time,
Skye.” As she held me, I felt her tremble, but she slipped away
before I could mention it, leaving me to face my father, a man who
had been absent more than half of my life.

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to open
the door. When our gazes locked, I saw the man who had left so long
ago reappear in those dark eyes. He smiled, a salesman's greeting,
as though no time had passed since his abrupt and total
departure.

“Wow, Skye, you’ve grown up.
You only came to my waist when I left.” He held his hand to his
side just below his belt loops as if he expected I would still
stand that high.

Because I couldn’t think of a proper
greeting—do you shake a prodigal father’s hand or give him a hug
when he has returned?—I kept a comfortable distance. I must've
grown up because the man standing on our porch appeared thin and
not so much taller than I. Grey streaks touched his temples, and
beneath his jacket, he wore a blue button-down shirt and black
slacks. I nodded, finally managing, “Yeah, I guess I have.” I
wanted to add, “And without you,” but didn’t.

He pointed to the van which still idled
softly. “Ready to go?”

“Sure.” I slipped on my coat
and grabbed my purse before following him.

“How have you been?” he
asked as I closed the front door. Sensing that he intended to put
his arm around me, I upped the pace, putting distance between
us.

“Fine.” I started toward the
passenger side but a woman not much older than I sat there,
fiddling with the radio station, her long blonde hair feathering
her face softly—a petite young thing who had to be ten years
younger than my mom. I thought, Who is
that? I chewed my lower lip, not liking
what I saw.

“You’ll have to get in on
this side,” he said, opening the door behind his seat. “Gracie is
in the passenger seat, and Amy is behind her. But you can sit next
to Allie.”

Gracie? Amy? Allie?
Puzzled, I followed my father around the van and
got in next to a little girl, probably two and a half. Someone had
spent a lot of time to make her into a cherubic little doll wearing
a pink, fur-trimmed coat. Her long, blonde hair was drawn into a
pony-tail and secured with a pink bow. Next to her, in a separate
car seat, sat another two-and-a-half-year-old girl wearing an
identical pink coat and ribbon.

Suddenly it dawned on me: my father had
remarried. Now he had not only another daughter, but twins—two
cherubic blonde dolls, fair-skinned with dimples, so unlike my own
Hispanic coloring which favored my mother's family. I would never
be blonde. A flush lined my face as I thought of my mother, who had
ached for more kids. He hadn’t even wanted me. Now he drove a
mini-van to accommodate twins from a former cheerleader.

I leaned against the glass. The van's heater,
set on high, filled the air with stuffiness, accentuating my
claustrophobia and nausea. The window cooled my forehead, and as I
peered outside, I realized the snow had thickened, larger flakes
swirling down. Once I would have been excited. Instead, I pressed
my hands deep into my lap and tried to ignore the little girl who
made a game of grabbing my arm and cooing to get my attention. I
had been replaced by two babbling little girls.

My father shifted to reverse and backed out
of the drive, his arm resting behind Gracie's neck. When he shifted
to drive, I thought he might move his arm, but it lingered there.
Looking at me via the rear-view mirror, he said, “Skye, this is
your stepmother, Gracie.” He nodded toward her. “Gracie, this is
Skye.”

The woman turned, and we looked at one
another. The long blonde layers spilled around her face
attractively, and her make-up perfectly accentuated her eyes and
mouth. Even her perfume suggested perfection, and I almost laughed
because my dad had been stupid enough to marry a former cheerleader
who could never compete with Mom, who was smart and funny and
real.

All of us lapsed into silence except the
twins, who whispered back and forth, often grabbing each other’s
hands since the closer one had given up on me. Then they both
erupted into fits of giggles, their little pony-tails wagging back
and forth as they jabbered.

Even before we had arrived, I knew we were
going to see some dumb kid’s movie, and the neon sign advertised
only one title, a cartoon. Why else would he have brought the
twins? Still, I tried to justify this as not a complete loss.
Gracie sat between my father and me so I couldn’t even talk to him,
then they each hoisted a daughter onto their laps and managed to
hold the popcorn bucket between them.

Although I tried to focus on the movie,
Gracie laughed and cooed in my father’s ear, her voice sounding
like the twins’. Despite the wriggling toddlers, they even held
hands. I also couldn’t stop watching my father cuddling Allie or
Amy—who could tell which was which?—and he kissed her forehead. A
thick lump blocked my throat, and my vision blurred. That was when
I knew my father was dead—at least to me. Turning away, I promised
myself not to cry.

After the movie, we walked through the
parking lot, my dad carrying one toddler on his shoulders while
Gracie held the other child’s hand, as they sang a nursery rhyme
song.

“Where would you like to
eat, Skye?” My father asked, adjusting the little girl on his
shoulders.

I looked at the snowflakes which had grown
bigger while we’d been inside. A thicker dusting of white covered
the asphalt. “I’m not hungry. I’d just as soon go home.”

My father stopped, and a frown replaced the
smile as he lifted the little girl from her perch. “Didn’t your
mother get the message about keeping you through dinner?”
Snowflakes collected in his hair and melted.

I nodded and shoved my hands into my pockets.
“Yes, she did. I’m not going home because of her. I just want
to.”

He pulled out the keys and pushed the remote unlock button. “We’ll
talk in a minute, Skye. We’ve got to load up the twins so they
don’t get sick.”

A cold wind blew, and I shivered, drawing my
coat tighter around me. I knew I could blame the tears on the cold
wind. Still, they had nothing to do with it. Instead, I tried to
remember one time my father had held me as he held that little
girl. Had he ever once cradled me, afraid to let go?

No, I didn’t think so.

I stood in the cold, preferring Gracie would
get her former cheerleader butt into the van so I could talk to my
dad alone. Instead, she took her sweet time loading the little
girl—Amy, was it? My dad loaded Allie. Once the twins had been
securely tucked into the van, my dad joined me.

“Let’s go eat, Skye,” he
said, trying to wrap his arm around me, but I backed away. Frowning
even more, he asked, “What’s going on?” His hand moved away, and he
put it in his pocket. “Why are you acting like this?”

“What do you mean?” I asked,
folding my arms over my stomach.

“You're angry.” Then he
shook his head. “Let me guess. You’re mother’s been telling you
what a loser I am.” He raked his fingers through his
hair.

“No. She doesn’t say a word
about you, Dad.” Gracie stared as though telling us to get in the
car.

“What is going
on?”

I leaned against the van. “You said you
wanted to take me to the movies; I thought you meant just us, but,
as usual, there is no ‘us.’ There’s you and Gracie and Amy and
Allie. What did you expect—that I would be like Amy or Allie, just
happy to be here?”

He looked around as people walked toward
their cars. “Lower your voice,” he hissed, his face turning red. In
that instant, I realize that I shared nothing except genes with
this man.

I shook my head. “Take a good look at me. I’m
not a toddler anymore. I grew up. Without you. I would have given
anything to be one of your twins, but I wasn’t that lucky. I don’t
have a single memory of sitting on your lap."

He threw up his hands. “Fine, Skye. Have it
your way. I’ll take you home.” He didn’t wait for my response, and
I knew why. He couldn't answer not without making him confess his
worthlessness as my father. He jerked open the door and lurched
inside before slamming it shut.

I, too, climbed into the van and slid the
seatbelt across my midsection. During the ride, I half listened to
my father’s and Gracie's small talk about the twins. More than ever
I felt uninvited in his life, as if I’d ever been invited in the
first place. I looked at the snow, and saw that already the street
crews had dirtied with sand, tainting the purity with darkness.

When we pulled into the driveway, Mom’s car
still sat there, but all the interior lights had been turned off,
suggesting her absence. That was just as well because I didn’t want
to face her right then. As quickly as my father put the van into
park, I shot out of the vehicle and slammed the door behind me.
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