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CHAPTER ONE




 


This could be your red
carpet moment–sort of.

That was Val McCray’s thought as she
penned the final details for the big convention. Although,
technically, she wouldn’t be among the crowd of wealthy investors
and celebrities gathering for three days in June to toast the
country’s hottest software company.

Only her impeccable taste would be
present. In the choice of location, the decorations, the
entertainment. Even the seafood-themed buffet at the convention’s
after-party bore her special touch.

“We’re pleased with what
we've seen of the event's plans,” the company’s representative told
her over the phone, a young low-level executive from e-Volution,
the multimillion dollar software company that used a monkey shape
for its symbol.

“Very pleased,” he
continued, “and if all goes as planned, we’ll be recommending your
firm to all our subsidiaries.”

A nervous giggle
threatened to escape; Val smothered it with a napkin from her lunch
sack. Stay professional, always
professional. “Thank you, sir," she
replied, in a professional tone which landed somewhere between
perky and a murmuring purr. "We love to meet your expectations at
‘Eventful Moments’. Let us know if anything else is necessary
before the big day.”

It sounded as if it were a wedding,
instead of a business conference. The unveiling of e-Volution’s
latest gadget: a mobile computer known as the Genus IV, this newest
tablet touting a smaller screen, a bigger battery life, and a
stylus pen among other features.

“Perfect,” said the
executive. "Keep up the good work." He clicked off to take another
business call.

Val hung up the phone with a smile of
relief, the reward for sealing another landmark deal for the
Delaware agency known as ‘Eventful Moments’. Val–who never had so
much as a surprise birthday party–had an intuitive knack for
crafting special occasions for others. Arranging business
conferences and holiday bashes for big corporations, training
seminars and retreats for upscale firms and the independently
wealthy. Planning anniversary parties and birthdays for the city’s
elite residents. Even the occasional university class’s foreign
trip wasn’t beyond her capabilities.

This transformation spanned her short
career from errand girl to manager assistant, then to full-blown
coordinator in a three year process. In that same time, her
personal life transformed from that of a twenty-four year-old with
acne and a few extra pounds, to a stylish and competent
businesswoman.

“World’s #1
Sidekick ”–that was something her
childhood friend Heather wrote in her high school yearbook.
Probably she meant it as a joke (at least she was grinning when she
wrote it), but Val had secretly agreed.

The support, the backup,
the comic relief: that was her role in the drama of life. If she
were a character in a movie, her part would have been labeled “the
friend” in all her scenes. The girl with the cheerful smile and
snorting laugh, who advised the heroine to buck up, because she was
just too great not to land the man/job/ life of her dreams. The supportive
scenario and helpful persona fit Valarie McCray to a tee. At least
it did three years ago, before careful planning began to erase the
signs of a hopeless, helpless second-string personality from her
life.

A strict routine of
personal hair and skin care, a morning jog routine at the park
behind her apartment complex to form little muscles worthy of
notice. Careful tone modulation to avoid being the voice of the
passive-but-perky volunteer instead of the cool and confident
executive type. A little makeup, a few wardrobe changes and
bam! –she was a woman of
confidence. Or at least a woman with the ability to feign
confidence in any situation, personal or professional.

This morning, Val operated in the
world of her professional transformation; but tonight, she would
engage in the hardest part of all her changes, the personal part. A
dinner date, this one with a handsome banker, whose charity
fundraiser she arranged two weeks before. A nice smile and a giving
nature–what woman wouldn’t feel lucky to have him ask her casually
to dine?

Pleasant anticipation and
e-Volution's enthusiasm was the reason she hummed “Walking on
Sunshine” beneath her breath, one high heeled foot swung
rhythmically as she opened her email message, “Once again, everyone, the break room’s fridge is
not the responsibility
of the cleaning crew–-so please remember to chuck those lunch
leftovers before they grow some fuzz!”

When she typed her latest update to
e-Volution's event contact, her fingers flew over the keyboard with
words rendered in curly cue font. It was informal, she knew, but
Val preferred her communications to appear upbeat at the outset,
transformed into formal lettering at the last moment. A habit from
her school days, when she dotted i’s with hearts and turned her u’s
into smiley faces.

She was highlighting a paragraph on
the convention’s possible parking situation, when the phone rang.
Cradling the receiver against her neck, she said, “This is Miss
McCray with ‘Eventful Moments’.”

“Valarie?” A man’s voice,
his tone young but with the depth of maturity. In the background,
the shouts and scuffling noises of a gymnasium.

“This is Valarie,” she
answered, racking her brain for who could be placing a social call.
Not her date for this evening, since he possessed a mellow voice
and had mentioned he gave up athletics after spraining a thumb
playing table tennis.

No exes in her past, of course. Just a
series of acquaintances that seldom made it past the casual
luncheon and a string of crushes who were never aware at all that
Val glanced longingly in their direction.

“It’s Jason,” the voice on
the other end continued. “Jason Cotter–you know, from Wardruff High
School? Aka, the good old days?”

Val fumbled the computer mouse,
inadvertently launching the half-finished memo into cyber space,
although she was barely registering her mistake in the wake of this
unforeseen development. Clutching the receiver with both hands–in
order to keep from dropping it–she managed to choke out a
reply.

“Jason! Of course, how are
you? It’s been–”

“–forever,” he supplied
with a laugh that threatened to make her heart wobble. And
instantly brought to mind the youngest member of Wardruff High’s
football team, the running back hero, with his carefree smile and
effortless golden hair.

She knew from spying on his social
network page a couple times–until he switched from public access to
private–that he’d developed a lean physique and many more muscles
since their days of sharing a lunch table in the school cafeteria.
His picture was the only update she had access to these days. It
had never occurred to her to 'friend' him or expect him to do the
same–much less have him actually phone her up.

“So are you needing an
event planned?” she joked, with a little laugh to keep herself from
completely melting down as her heart pounded. The crush of a
lifetime, the love of her life, she had believed as an adolescent
in braces and a teenager who lurked outside the football field on
practice days. She remembered those feelings keenly, explaining why
her knees were weak and her grown-up self was yearning towards the
sound of his voice.

“That’s a good guess, but
it’s not exactly why I called. By the way, sorry to phone you at
work like this, but I couldn’t find a listing for your home
number.”

Jason Cotter wants my
number? Her eyes sank closed, her fingers
clutching the edge of the desk in a surreal moment. As if she were
fourteen again and gazing at the back of his head in math class as
the teacher droned on about polynomials.

“I–I just changed
apartments,” she stammered. “Which is probably why you couldn’t
find me. Because it’s not like I’m hiding or anything.” With a
cringe for how nervous she sounded, babbling on like some girl with
a crush. Which she had been–over a decade ago, of
course.

“Yeah, that makes sense,”
he chuckled, the shrill note of a whistle echoing somewhere close
behind him. “Sheesh–I know that was loud. I’m kind of on the job
here. Covering a basketball game for the Richmond Tribune.”

“You’re a journalist?” She
waved away a work colleague who paused in the doorway to hoist a
coffee pot invitingly.

“Sports columnist,” he
said. “Big surprise, right?”

She had pictured him still playing
football somehow. His profile picture certainly indicated he was
fit enough for the task.

“Anyway,” said Jason, “the
only address I’ve got for you is from a Christmas card you sent a
couple years back and I guess I sort of lost it. I didn't want to
use one online, because I’d hate for the invitation to get
lost...”

“Invitation?” Val frowned,
a new wave of confusion flooding her. A small stirring of
foreboding which put an end to the blushes over his sudden
call.

“Yeah,” he said. “Do you
remember that class reunion the school held last May?”

“Ummm…” She stalled for
time. She hadn’t gone to her high school reunion for a variety of
reasons, but mainly because she was still an office assistant as
Corky Simmons had predicted their senior year, and was still
sporting a slight spare tire around her waist which her cocktail
dress didn't hide.

There was a slim chance in her mind at
the time that someone like Jason might be there and that she didn't
want to face him as the same old helpful, wide-eyed Val who traded
papers with him in chemistry study group.

Was he inviting her to another one?
She couldn’t imagine the classmates getting together for something
impromptu and hoped another five years would be passing before she
would face them as a group. Long enough for her to become a senior
event planner, buy the perfect house in Connecticut, maybe even
have a serious relationship or engagement.

“I had to work that
weekend,” she said, finding the first viable excuse. “I heard it
was a real blast though–I mean, some of our old classmates
mentioned it on their twitter feeds.”

“Hey, I can’t speak for
anyone else,” he said, “but it was pretty much the best day of my
life. It’s where I ran into Heather again. You still know Heather
Sykes, of course. ”

Heather. As in her best friend from
grades four-through-twelve Heather. As in tall, blonde Heather with
the perky smile and revolving door of admirers, from whom Val was
inseparable from the moment they first played Barbies together in
Forest Park's concrete playground.

“Yeah,” she said faintly.
“Of course I know Heather. We still talk–” Actually, it had been a
long time since their last phone or email exchange, she reflected.
Over a year maybe. Heather's form of communication tended to be
sporadic and flighty, centered on major events or a desire to vent
frustrations.

The gymnasium sounds grew fainter, as
if he’d ducked down an empty corridor. “We talked for hours and it
turns out we’d both been living in Virginia since college,” he
said. “Crazy coincidence, right? So after the reunion we started
dating and one thing led to another and well…we’re getting married
in June.”

“Wow.” Her lips felt numb
as they formed the word.

Was she surprised? Jealous? Surely
not–not given all the time that had passed since the three of them
were gawky teenagers and high school friends. She fought back her
momentary shock quickly enough to add in a warmer tone, “That’s
great, Jason. Congratulations.”

“I can’t believe it
either.” He was laughing now, excitement audible in his tone as he
launched into his story. “There she was, standing right by the big
fish tank in the recreation room. They started playing that song we
all used to love so much–the one by that band
something-or-other–”

“Hootie and the Blowfish,”
said Val automatically, the song lyrics to "I Only Want To Be With
You" popping into her head. Then blushed as she realized how weird
it sounded that she still remembered.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said.
“That’s it. So I worked up the courage to ask her for a dance, and
I could tell she wasn’t exactly swept off her feet, but we took to
the floor ...”

Val’s head sank slowly onto her desk
as the voice on the other end continued on. Her head snapped back
to attention as he finished with, “…and when I mentioned that note
I gave her back in ninth grade, well, it just seemed kind of
destined.”

Her heart dropped, her
eyes growing wide. “The note?” she echoed. Oh, no. Not the note. Please, please don’t let it be what I’m
thinking…

“She claimed she didn't
even remember getting it,” he said, laughing, although Val detected
a twinge of disappointment with this admission. “I guess a girl
like her probably got a lot of love notes in school. Still, I’ve
never forgotten that reply.”

“You still have it?” There
was a strangled quality in Val's voice with this question, which
she seemed powerless to control. Her breathe froze as she waited
for his reply.

He gave an embarrassed cough. “Afraid
not–my mom threw out all my old school stuff while I was at
Richmond University. But I still remember it. It was all about how
she wasn’t ready for a boyfriend yet, but I shouldn’t give up hope
because true love doesn’t fade...really poetic stuff.”

“Yeah,” she murmured, her
gaze dropping to the desk. Where a red button was flashing on her
phone. “Jason, listen I have another call coming in–” she paused.
It was bittersweet to disconnect from the sound of his voice, even
though this topic was bringing her dangerously close to tears.
“Again, congrats. Really, I’m happy for you both.”

She meant it, despite the regrets and
long-ago aches which were stirring to life again after years of
quiet. For what, she wasn’t quite sure. Perhaps her younger self,
the door closing on that dream of finally winning his heart over
with just the right smile or glance.

Before hanging up, she gave him her
address. Her mind was now forced to be occupied with a very
different sort of event, as she clicked the flashing button and
greeted a new client for ‘Eventful Moments’.


CHAPTER TWO




 


Heather Sykes hadn’t changed much
since her school days. She was still tall and slender, with an open
smile and honey-colored hair. In her presence, Val was reduced to
the person equivalent of yesterday’s leftovers before her friend's
flawless complexion and cotton tank top.

They sipped mocha lattes beneath the
canopy of an outdoor café in downtown Dover, where Heather had
begged for them to meet. Her phone call was the first in almost a
year, surprising Val almost as much as Jason's.

“Isn’t this fun?” asked
Heather, wrinkling her nose in the same smile which had accompanied
countless sleepovers and movie matinees. Her long legs sporting a
perfect fake tan and sequined sandals. “I’m so glad we could do this. I really
needed someone to ground me amidst all this this wedding
hoopla.”

Her "someone" had already unearthed
her brightest and most chipper smile from the mists of time. “I can
imagine," Val answered. "I mean, being an event planner helps me
understand this stuff better than most people.” She shifted her
position, her finger swirling the straw in her Styrofoam
cup.

Why did this seem really
awkward? Maybe because you had a crush on
the groom, a voice chided within.
And you always secretly hoped he might notice
that you were his perfect match. Somewhere behind your baggy
clothes and badly trimmed bangs, that is.

“Too bad your agency
doesn't do regular weddings, right?” said Heather, bringing her
back to the present with a tiny jolt of guilt. “But then, you’d
have your hands full giving me advice. You know me–always changing
my mind, always second-guessing myself.”

This was true. In school, Heather
changed her taste every other week, it seemed. Tearing down one
heartthrob’s poster to put up another; tossing her Hanson CD’s in
favor of Backstreet Boys. Changing her hair color and lipstick
brand the way some people changed their clothes.

“Sometimes I think I
haven’t matured at all,” added Heather, with a laugh that seemed
more nervous than apologetic. “If anybody knows how flighty I am,
it’s you. Didn’t we once figure up I had sixteen jobs before
Landmarks?”

A reference to her current position
designing greeting cards for a successful online company. Before
that had been a bartender, a fact checker, even a guide at a zoo.
At this point in life, most of the list had been absorbed by
Valarie's mind and become jumbled with other recollections from the
past. The pink color of Heather's elephant erasers in middle
school, the smell of permanent kits being applied in the upstairs
bathroom on Saturday mornings.

Val shook her head, placing her latte
on the patio table. "I can't remember," she answered. She was
struck by the strange way Heather compared a lifelong commitment to
something like job hopping–with a lifetime of Jason on the other
end instead of merely good dental or a retirement
account.

“You're not actually
thinking there's any resemblance between getting engaged and
working the donut crew at the diner?” she answered. “Come on,
Heather. You guys have a history based on friendship, a great story
and a real past together. And Jason sounded really happy on the
phone that you said yes.”

Her words didn’t have quite the effect
she hoped for, since Heather all but rolled her eyes in
response.

“I know. For a guy so
involved with sports he’s really sensitive. All that jazz about me
answering some love note he wrote in eighth or ninth grade or
whatever it was. He’s totally obsessed with it, like it would even
matter if he wrote me a note when we were kids."

She took a nonchalant sip from her
coffee, her gaze trained past Val’s shoulder to the café’s glass
front as if seeing something other than her reflection in the
glass.

“So you think he made it
up?” Val kept her voice casual, though her cheeks burned. This was
dangerous territory, even if was all a misunderstanding.
Instead of a lie, her
conscious interrupted. You know, the
little act of forgery you committed way back when?

“Made it up?” Her friend
seemed taken aback by the question. After a moment, she shrugged
her shoulders carelessly. “I don’t know. I mean, Jason thinks he
wrote that note and that I wrote one back, but all that was so long
ago. Who really remembers what kind of silly stuff we did? I think
he had a crush on Angela Mervin back then. Who knows if it was even
me he wrote it for?”

I do. Val shrank down in her chair as the waiter paused to take a
second round of orders. Her slender friend choosing an éclair, as
Val shook her head politely.

When the waiter had gone again, she
found herself renewing the topic. Against her better judgment and
reason, as if compelled to explore it, to savor the sweet half of
the memory instead of the bitterness connected with it.

“What was it Jason said on
the phone again?” she asked. “Something about you two being
destined for each other? Like that note he gave you was some kind
sign.” She shielded her face with the Styrofoam cup as she waited
for Heather to give voice to the words, reminding her of how it
felt to read them the first time.

“It’s kind of a cute
notion,” Heather admitted, a funny smile curving her lips. “But
it’s not as dramatic as he makes it sound. I mean, there
was a spark between us
at the reunion, but destiny seems kind of exaggerated.”

She took a long sip from her coffee,
then looked at Val as she spoke. “What about you? I know you’ve
played the dating scene for awhile now–anybody special?”

“I’m kind of too busy for
relationships right now,” said Val, vaguely. Thinking with quiet
regret of the banker, a nice guy who didn’t have a chance of
holding her attention after Jason’s rattling phone call. Their
lackluster dinner at the Italian restaurant wasn't followed by an
invitation for a second one as he hailed her a cab.

“You should have more
fun,” said Heather, with the authority of someone who had already
done so. A slightly wistful note in her voice, her fingers absently
twisting the engagement diamond on her left hand.

Glancing up again, she asked, “So,
Val, you’ll be there for me, right? At the resort in Virginia, I
mean–the one where the wedding is scheduled. We’re inviting some of
the old school gang to show up early and celebrate how we got
together. I know you weren't there, but, I mean, you were
originally...”

“Oh…I don’t know yet–” Val
paused, fishing for any good reason to say no. Finding none, since
her work calendar was clear after the e-Volution conference was
finished. The agency owed her more vacation days than any sane
person should be allowed to accumulate, meaning she would be lying
if she said time off was an impossible commodity right
now.

“C’mon,” prompted Heather.
“You’re always free for these emergencies. It’s what made you such
a great friend in school. The best, actually.” Reaching to give her
hand a sisterly squeeze, a pleading look on her face.

Val knew the inevitable was coming,
the same old story that defined her life so many times before. Cue
the lights, set the stage, and she was ready to step into the
well-played role. Plastering on a smile, she said, “I’ll try to be
there. No promises, but I’ll try.”

As the World’s #1 Sidekick prepared to
strike again.

 


 


*****

 


 


Contrary to popular belief, Heather
wasn’t a member of the popular crowd at Dover Middle School. Or at
Wardruff High, either, where the gap became more noticeable with
age. Not that she was considered a nerd (she wasn’t) or that boys
didn’t notice her (some did), but rather she was somewhere in
between. Bubbly and cute, with a friendly edge that made her
accessible to all her classmates whatever their social status. If
they wanted a seatmate at the movies or a study partner, that
is.

This list of friends included Jason
Cotter, who technically had a free pass to the cool crowd since he
was athletic. Also because he was cute, with his tousled hair and
easygoing smile, his skin tanned from weekends at Bowers Beach. He
was only the team’s wide receiver, though, and not as broad or
burly as the quarterback–the official school heartthrob.

He joined them for lunch one day,
looking at Heather and talking to Valarie as he ate fries and a
cheese sandwich. At first, they were both mystified and incredibly
elated by his attention.

"He sat with us–he actually sat with
us!" Heather whispered. "Is there, like, something wrong with the
team's health?"

With her lusterless hair and bulky
form, fourteen year-old Val was used to guy’s glances sliding past
her the way they might a lamp post, so this event held special
meaning for her. Especially when he came back the next
day.

“So how about that pop
quiz in Grammar today?” Jason would ask, hooking his book bag over
the chair as he joined their table of semi-nerdy teens. His gaze
cutting in their direction, shy and meaningful, a friendly
invitation to answer him as the two girls whispered in a moment of
gossip.

Gossip gave way to actual
conversation. Conversation at lunch became the basis for a study
group, for mutually hanging out, for sitting close in the classroom
and being friends outside school.

Val didn’t mind that he admired her
friend more. After all, who didn’t notice Heather, with her cute
features and cheerleader-type enthusiasm? Secretly, however, she
hoped he might come to recognize her own qualities. Be struck by
her inner beauty or something. Or that he would suddenly discover
he preferred modest brunettes to adorable blondes.

For awhile, these hopes
didn’t seem completely fantastical. If Jason saw her alone in the
study hall, he would drop into the chair across from her for and
strike up a casual conversation. The same if he bumped into her at
the school library, where he commented on her selection of books
and mentioned The Giver
was the deepest thing he ever read.

Once at the gymnasium pool, he saw her
struggling to master the front crawl.

“You have to kick one leg
upwards and the other down. Like this,” he told her, diving in to
demonstrate. His flat-muscled body navigating the depths like an
expert, as she tried to keep her own form and its unflattering
one-piece concealed beneath the waters. For the first time, she
felt him physically touch her–lifting her up into a floating
position as he watched the form of her kick.

“Do you think Heather
likes anyone–I mean any of the guys at our school?” he asked her as
they huddled by the poolside wrapped in big beach
towels.

When she looked at his face, she saw
her worst fears in this world of fourteen years and counting. His
eyes told her he already had hopes for what the answer would
be.

“I don’t think she’s
mentioned anybody,” Val had answered. Which wasn’t exactly a lie,
since Heather had told her more than once that boys in real life
just couldn’t compete with her admiration for certain celebrities'
qualities.

This answer seemed to pacify Jason’s
curiosity. He didn't say anything else about it as they talked
about the upcoming football game before moving on to their
respective lockers. Where Val had sat on a damp bench beneath the
glare of florescent lights, her whole body tingling with the dread
of what she knew was coming, now that the question had been
asked.

He continued to join the two friends
at their lunch table and to walk with them to mutual classes.
Sometimes, he even invited them to join a group of his cooler
friends, football players and trendsetters, who gathered at the
pizza hangout or the beach for a volleyball party.

Heather fit into these scenarios well.
In the bikini she persuaded her mom to let her wear, the tan from
countless afternoons of weeding the lawn, she looked the same as
the high school fashionistas and the cheerleader who so evidently
had a crush on Jason. Laughing, sliding in the sand, serving the
ball with a perfect shot only to be tackled by one of the football
players present, whose gesture earned a scowl from
Jason.

Val sat by in all of this, on a beach
blanket in her pink and black one piece suit. Donning a pair of
sunglasses to look cool–or maybe mysterious–as she watched the
slender and athletic show off their prowess in the sand until the
mother chaperoning this gathering declared the party at an
end.

But it was with Val that Jason seemed
to spend the most time. Becoming her lab partner in science class
and borrowing CDs from her extensive pop/rock collection. To be a
musician, he told her, was the second coolest thing to being an
athlete.

At the time, he was
sitting on her living room sofa–Jason, in the flesh, in her
living room!–one arm
draped casually along the sofa's back as he studied the lyrics in
the CD's liner notes. She sat perched on the nearest armchair,
hugging her denim-clad knees in what she hoped looked like a
nonchalant pose.

“Absolutely,” she agreed
with his words. In her mind, picturing him in a leather jacket and
ripped jeans as he pounded a wild rhythm from electric guitar
strings. Just like the rock bands she strained her eardrums
listening to on the stereo above her bed.

One morning the week before summer
break, Jason took the seat next to her on the school bus. A nervous
smile flickered on his face as he glanced round at the seats behind
them. “Where’s Heather?” he asked.

“Sick,” Val replied. Which
really meant that savvy Heather had slipped a thermometer against
the bulb in her desk lamp in order to play hooky for a day. She was
planning to persuade her older sister to take her to stand in line
for concert tickets since their mother had promised to take her and
Val to see Paula Abdul as a birthday present.

Jason's face grew clouded. Nothing
else was said on the ride, though she was dying to ask him what he
thought of the Pearl Jam album he borrowed from her the day before.
She sensed he was thinking hard about something, his fingers
tapping against his knee in a trademark gesture which made her
worry that something else was on his mind.

She didn’t see him in science class
that afternoon, the seat beside her empty. Was it possible he was
angry at her for some reason? Upset with Heather for skipping
class? But why, unless–she didn't think any further about it as she
fought back tears. The rest of the class jotted notes on cell
division.

Worries continued to linger, weighing
her mind as she opened her locker later that day. There was no one
else left in the hall, her heart jumping at the sound of footsteps.
She turned to see Jason approach, a hesitant look on his face. In
his hand, a small piece of paper, folded.

“Jason–hi.” Her heart
fluttered, her mind imagining all sorts of directions for this
scenario. A note of apology, perhaps. An appreciative letter
thanking her for the CD loans, the long conversations between
them.

He held it out. “Could you give this
to Heather for me?" he asked. "Tell her she can write her answer
and send it back–if she wants.” She could hear the nervousness in
his voice. The way he shrugged his shoulder nonchalantly couldn't
hide the fact that he was tense and aloof beneath his blue t-shirt
and backpack.

Val nodded dumbly. Inside, she was
quaking with the knowledge of what must be written on this slip of
paper. The envelope balanced in the palm of her hand, she watched
as he turned and strolled away down the hall.


CHAPTER THREE




 


The same note, faded and yellowed with
age, lay in front of Val almost thirteen years later. Her fingers
gently brushing its paper surface among the box of childhood
mementos scattered across her bed. Items that had long been
confined to the top shelf of her closet and consigned to the
past.

Except now, when certain
recent announcements brought the past crashing back down on her.
Two weeks after her coffee date with the bride-to-be, she still
hadn’t shaken the feeling that something wasn’t quite right between
Heather and Jason. Something was missing.

Was it only wishful thinking? Some
vestige of her childhood crush that made it seem as if the
foundation for their engagement was shaky at best? Or was she
picking up on some hidden problem, some unspoken truth beneath the
surface of smiles and common interests?

Groaning, she flopped over on the
comforter. The pile of mementoes, a series of papers and photos
circa 1990s, shifted with the sudden movement. Most were destined
for a scrapbook or for the garbage, eventually. The note from
Jason, however was in a league of its own.

She couldn’t throw it away, but she
couldn’t share it with anyone else. What had only been a girlish
mistake, the impulsive decision of a love struck teen all those
years ago was now suddenly a symbol of importance to the fate of
three different lives.

Because as much as she hated to admit
it, Val’s own well-being was tied up in the consequences. Those
words symbolized a turning point in her life, the first time anyone
ever broke her heart. First love and first rejection wrapped into
the events of a single spring semester and the lines on a piece of
paper which were intended for another's eyes.

Whether her heart was in danger of
breaking again for the same reasons, she couldn’t yet
say.

Carefully, she unfolded the sheet of
paper. Her eyes following the rhythm of the jerky, boyish
handwriting:

 


Dear Heather,

 


You probably think of me
as just a friend, and I guess I’m lucky to even be that. But with
someone as great as you, I can’t help hoping for something
more.

When I’m around you,
everything just seems better. I know you’ve probably heard this a
million times before, but you really are the prettiest, most fun
girl I’ve ever met. I know we don’t have tons in common, but that
doesn‘t matter at all to me. I think I could enjoy anything if you
were with me.

This may seem really fast,
since we haven’t known each other very long. I know everyone will
say we’re too young to be boyfriend and girlfriend, but I really
think we’re meant to be.

Do you feel at all the
same about me? I hope you do, or that maybe you could someday. Let
me know what your answer is whenever you’re ready.

 


Your truly,

 


Jason

 


Juvenile, yes. Naïve and idealistic
when viewed as a grownup–absolutely.

But part of her longed to pretend the
note was meant for her. Their friendship blossoming into the
unlikely romance she always used to envision, with Jason realizing
that those hours of talking and studying together were the
foundation for something deeper.

The first time she read these words,
she had wanted them to be addressed to her.

 


 


*****

 


 


The seventh time Val unfolded and read
the note, it was as painful as the first time. She hadn't seen
Heather immediately after school, instead going straight home and
upstairs to her room. There, in privacy, she unfolded it and read
it. The disappointment sinking into her bones, the visions of a
slow and meaningful connection between herself and Jason dissolving
like cotton candy in the rain.

At the sound of the front door, then
footsteps pounding on the staircase, she shoved the note hastily
out of sight beneath her study binder. Her bedroom door swung open
as her best friend flounced in and promptly took a seat at the
dressing table.

“So what did I miss at
school today?” Heather asked, inspecting her already perfect
lipstick in Val’s mirror. Her slender figure was dressed in a
trendy belted shirt and pink leggings. "Can I copy your notes from
Mr. Sherman's class?" Her lips forming a pouty kiss towards her
reflection, followed by her fingers refreshing the coat of glossy
pink from her lip balm tube.

“Oh…it was just the usual
lecture. You know, just stuff from the chapter readings.” Val’s
face burned with the lie, her gaze dropping to the binder, where a
corner of the note peeked out from beneath.

She should give it to her, of course.
Should tell Heather how lucky she was to have an admirer like
Jason, then wait to cry into her pillow after her friend had
left.

So why was she practically sitting on
her binder, as if to guard its secret with her body?

“Can I copy your notes
anyway?” Heather asked, sending a surge of guilt through her. “If I
bomb another history test my parents will kill me. Dad is actually
threatening to send me to summer camp if I don’t make a B
average.”

She turned and favored Val with a
radiant smile. “Thanks again for doing that extra credit math
problem for me. I’m such a ditz and there was no way I ever
would’ve passed without it.”

“No problem,” said Val,
shrugging. "What are friends for?" For
cheating at math, for stealing love notes after a certain guy likes
another girl more. A dull ache filled her
chest, her breath constricted as if a heavy object rested
there.

All this time he was just
trying to get to know Heather.
He was just hanging out with me to get to
her. With this thought, a fresh wave of
disappointment engulfed her.
Even when it was just the two of them, Heather
had been inserted into every conversation, or so it seemed to her
now. What kind of music did Heather like? he asked. What did she do
on weekends, what college did she plan to go to, what big plans did
she have in life?

How could she be so stupid as to miss
the biggest neon arrow in the history of the universe? She wasn’t
angry, at least not at Jason or Heather. Angry at herself, yes.
Hurt and embarrassed for ever letting herself believe it was
anything else than that the two of them were meant to
be.

Heather, meanwhile, was
rooting through her scant makeup collection. “Do you have any
silver eye shadow?” she asked, not bothering to turn back around as
she riffled through the top drawer. “I saw this Seventeen article on how to get this
cool smoky effect. It’ll make us look, like, five years
older.”

“Why would we want do
that?” Val asked. Who needed to look like a college freshman when
the most attractive guy in the world already like them?

Heather laughed as she uncapped a
mascara bottle and brushed it through her lashes. “Don’t you know
that cool guys dig older girls? If we looked about nineteen, we’d
have boys clamoring to go out with us.”

Here was a good lead-in for the task
of delivering Jason’s message. Val didn't reach for it
yet.

“If you could date any of
the boys that we know," she asked, "–any at all. Who would you
pick?”

She waited. Her fingers touched the
corner of the note, prepared to pull it out in a dramatic moment
when she heard the answer. Envisioning Heather's open smile, Jason
basking in its glow at the lunch table.

“Probably Chad Wilkins,”
said Heather, without missing a beat.

The boy she named was the quarterback
for the football team. A favorite among most of the girls in their
class for his strong build and wavy hair

“Although Dominic Cooper
is pretty dreamy too,” she added, thoughtfully. “He’s trying out
for basketball next year, and I bet he gets it, he’s so
tall.”

“I guess I thought you
liked someone else,” said Val, dropping a hint. “You know, one of
the boys in our own group of friends. Like Jason.” Her fingers
played with the cover on her book, flipping it open and closed as
she talked. "I mean, he's perfect for you."

"Jason?” Heather paused mid-swipe.
"You mean our Jason, right?"

"Right," said Val. "I mean, he's
totally perfect you. And you're really into him, too."

Heather's warm smile did not appear,
however; a slight frown gathered between her eyes as she considered
these words. “Well, I…I guess he’s kind of nice," she said. "I
mean, he isn't ugly or anything. But he's kind of...immature. In a
'cute dork' sort of way. But he’s not really my type.”

"What do you mean?" asked Val. In this
moment, she didn't feel the elation she expected, only hurt for the
remarks directed at Jason. "You said he was cute
before–"

"He is," Heather answered. "It's just,
I don't think he's, like, that attractive. I like guys who are
older, totally mature. Jason's more like the kind of guy you
like."

Val's heart skipped a beat with this
remark. "But if he liked you," she persisted. "You would go out
with him. I mean, he's cute enough."

Heather rolled her eyes. "Jason's a
friend. I couldn't go out with him. Not with that goofy smile and
those stupid acid wash jeans and sunglasses, I mean." She stuck her
tongue out, pretending to wretch.

"If he asked me out, I would, like,
flip or something," she said. "It would totally crush him. I'll bet
he would never speak to us again." Screwing the lid back on the
mascara, she tossed it into the pile of makeup.

Us? The implications of a broken-hearted Jason–of a
broken-hearted friendship between her two closest school
friends–hadn't dawned on her until this moment. If Heather crushed
Jason, his seat at the lunch table would be empty, his interest in
studying with them would be gone.

She was Heather's best friend. There
was no way he would ever look at her again with Heather out of the
picture. No way he would ever have feelings for the best friend of
a girl who broke his heart.

Which meant he would stop thinking
about her altogether. Either way this ended, there would never be
any chance for her to be the one he picked as his true
love.

"Why?" asked Heather, interrupting
Val's train of thought.

Val blushed. "No reason," she
answered. "I just thought you guys liked each other. That's
all."

Heather turned towards the mirror
again. "I'm skipping school tomorrow, too," she said. "My Aunt
Miriam is taking me to the stylist at her salon for my birthday, so
I'll need your chemistry notes."

She pulled her hair up in a messy
ponytail bun as she spoke, studying her reflection with interest.
"Do you think Chad would like me if I looked like a
model?"

That evening at dinner, Val was too
numb to eat. Her world seemed to have frozen a mere moment away
from the awful reality of Jason returning to his cool friends and
herself alone and unnoticed again beside Heather at the lunch
table.

She had only thought it was painful to
picture the two of them holding hands while she sat forlornly to
the side. This was worse, way worse. No friendship with Jason, no
more study hours, no more CDs. She wasn't the kind of girl who
would ever get invited into his world without Heather to help her
sneak across its borders.

But Heather was going to break Jason's
heart. Now the three of them couldn't even be friends
anymore.

Or could they?

Her math and history homework was
forgotten. Upstairs on her bed, she was too busy flipping to a
blank page in her notebook, finding a pen like the pink glitter
ones Heather always carried in her bag and sometimes left on Val's
desk.

What should she write? What would
Heather write–surely not the flippant words about acid wash jeans.
He needed to hear something heartfelt, something that would make
him realize how important he was to them–to Heather–even without a
heart connection.

The only words that came to her were
mixed with her feelings for him. She knew what to say, what she
wanted to say. She would just have to make it sound like Heather
was the one pouring her heart out to keep him from being hurt. Her
pen flew across the page in a rough imitation of Heather’s cursive,
no hearts or smiley faces.

“Dear,
Jason,” it began, “I’m so honored you gave me a special place in your heart. But
I just don’t know if it's the right time. The kind of feelings
you’ve described are so amazing, but I'm not ready…”

 


 


*****

 


 


And so she lied to him–at least, she
lied about Heather's feelings, because Val meant those words deep
within herself which were now immortalized on this piece of paper.
She made herself look into Jason's face, as she delivered the reply
note the next day, while Heather was somewhere in another part of
town getting her hair restyled for her birthday.

It was a gentle reply
compared to the real one she had probably saved him from ever
hearing. Her lines begged Jason to be patient because “someday”
their love might "blossom" into everything he dreamed.
When I'm ready, when the time is right, you'll
know how I feel, she wrote.

Apparently, it had come–just thirteen
years later, all thanks to a silly and desperate move designed to
keep the boy of her dreams from severing a friendship with two
girls who thought he was cute.

What had she been thinking?

With a sigh, she folded the long-ago
love letter and laid it on her bedside table, beside the freshly
arrived wedding invitation from Virginia. The names of her two
friends were printed in sweeping gold cursive.

Inside, a brochure touting the details
of the wedding site: a luxurious modern inn built to resemble the
Antebellum style, with tennis courts and an ornamental pond on its
impressive grounds. A handwritten reminder at the bottom urged Val
to arrive early for “reunion” activities with former
classmates.

Remember–I’m counting on
you! was the personal plea from Heather, a
smiley face squiggled to the side in imitation of Val's own
habits.

“How can I get out of
this?”

Val paced her bedroom floor, already
clad in pajamas at eight o’clock on a Friday night. Her dark hair a
tangled mass as she ran her fingers through it, feeling torn
between sparing herself utter humiliation and supporting two people
who shaped the most pivotal moments of her youth.

But what kind of support could she
really offer? After all, if Jason had carried a torch for Heather
based on that stupid note, then, technically, she was to blame. His
school-age crush might even surpass her own secret feelings if it
was the reason he couldn't take his eyes off Heather at the
reunion, practically talking her into becoming a couple in a matter
of weeks.

Whoa. Her hand flew to her mouth, as if the shock of realization
might prompt her to gasp aloud. Is that
really why they’re getting married ? Because of something I
wrote–something I felt all those years ago?

Her lie had done this, perhaps. Her
desperation to keep Jason from breaking off their friendship was
the whole reason he waited for Heather all these years. In a flash,
she recalled Jason’s words about it being “true love” and seeming
“destined ” that he and Heather finally connected.

Obsessed. That was definitely the way
Heather described her fiancée’s feelings for their romance a la the
school-age love note. The whole notion seemed to annoy Heather a
little, judging from her behavior at their coffee meeting. After
all, it wasn't really her love story–it was Val and
Jason's.

Val sank down on the bed, pulling her
knees beneath her chin. Her gaze fell on the note and wedding
invitation, side by side on the inn table. The two items created a
funny contrast between past and present, while somehow confirming
that time hadn’t altered as much about her life as she once
assumed.

As she gazed at them, something
stirred inside her. An obligation as well as longing to correct a
mistake if, in fact, a mistake had been made. To pack her bags and
make a beeline for the hotel in Virginia, if nothing else, so she
could look Jason in the eye and know for certain what was in his
heart. Her best friend Heather or the words in the note his mother
had accidentally tossed.

More than one person’s happiness was
at stake with this engagement. If fate truly played a role in all
this, then perhaps it was not Heather who was supposed to wind up
re-meeting the boy who penned those lovelorn words.

But perhaps she, Valarie McCray, had
missed her date with destiny at the high school reunion.


CHAPTER FOUR




 


“At this time, passengers
are asked to store their overhead luggage and choose a seat.
Attendants will be with you shortly as the train prepares to
disembark…”

The voice streaming over the train’s
PA system gently updated passengers on scheduling information. A
no-frills station in downtown Dover, it offered a commute to
Baltimore, Maryland, where budget-conscious Val planned to change
trains for the last leg of the wedding journey.

Almost a hundred and twenty dollars in
travel expenses earmarked from her savings account so far. Plus
there would be expenses for the hotel, whatever that might cost.
She could only imagine what a few nights at a luxurious Southern
resort would do to her bank account– thank heavens she had never
taken a vacation, much less taken up an expensive hobby in her
spare time.

She had chosen to travel coach, along
with thirty or so other passengers that Saturday morning, exactly
one week before the wedding date. Feeling nervous but determined as
she took a seat by the window facing the station’s platform. Her
fingers smoothed her yellow skirt's pleats, its color far cheerier
than she felt as this moment.

Was she making a mistake? The same
question that plagued her all last night, as she wondered if her
imagination was simply getting the best of her over all these
coincidences. The past was probably best left buried and her
age-old crush on dreamy and gentle Jason Cotter with it.

Of course, it hadn't been her idea to
bring it up again. It seemed to be fate's idea to have her friends
phoning her out of the blue with their love story, reviving the
note's origins in a way that even the loyalist friend couldn't
ignore forever.

Just be there for your
friends–whatever the case, she told
herself, drawing a calm breath. Whatever
is meant to be will be. All you want to do is be sure that the two
of them are in love and not being pulled into something by Jason's
fixation on some promised destiny in that note...

Her seatmate was a teenage girl too
absorbed in her mP3 player to notice Val’s fidgeting. Behind them,
a frazzled-looking mom struggled with her toddler, while an elderly
woman pulled knitting supplies from a canvas bag one row
ahead.

Val rested one hand on the window sill, as the other lightly
tapped against her brown and pink toga bag. For luck, or perhaps
for courage, she slipped her fingers inside to brush the folded-up
note.

Would Jason ever believe that she had
been the one to answer it? If she told him the truth, she wondered,
what would he think or feel after all these years?

She shook her head as if banishing the
possibility of hurting him or betraying Heather with the truth. Now
wasn’t the time for those kind of speculations. Forcing a deep
breath, she summoned the ‘think positive to be positive’ mantra
from her college PR classes.

Her gaze roamed the aisle, searching
for a distraction from her past and its current intrusion in her
present-day life. Finding one in the appearance of a last-minute
passenger, a knapsack slung across his shoulder.

Mid-twenties or a little older, but
somewhere close to her own age, she guessed. His dark, slightly
spiked hair giving him a clean cut appearance that bordered on the
boyish.

Sunglasses were propped on his head;
his long sleeved shirt and business blazer open to reveal a graphic
tee beneath, with the famous crosswalk image from the Beatle’s
Abbey Road album.

Preppy, she thought, assessing the expensive but casual ware. As
well as noticing his pair of low-top Converse shoes, the brand she
remembered all the trendy kids preferring in college.

Their eyes met for a fraction of a
second, his a rich brown flecked with an emotion almost as frazzled
and worried as her own in this brief exchange. A fraction of second
later, he was busy trying to pull a bulky portfolio from the
knapsack, leaving Val to study the elderly couple filing past her
to the seats in the back.

Smiling train attendants greeted the
passengers and staged a safety equipment demonstration. Val noticed
the young man with the Abbey Road shirt was busy sorting through a
thick file of papers. He had propped a tablet PC on the seat’s
fold-out tray, his gaze shifting between the two tasks.

“We’ll be serving
refreshments fifteen minutes into our journey,” an attendant
informed the passengers, before disappearing through a connecting
door to the next compartment.

Val’s seatmate bobbed and weaved in
place, presumably to the beat that echoed faintly from her pair of
earbuds. Maybe Val should have brought a new one to pass the time.
Her own music player, a cheap knockoff from a no-name company, had
expired three weeks after she purchased it.

After what seemed ages,
the time of departure arrived. The familiar whine of motion somehow
reminding her of the chug, chug
in old western movies. Val leaned her head back,
her eyes fluttering closed as she envisioned a smooth journey
ahead.

It was a short-lived fantasy, however.
The train lurched, swayed, then came to a grinding halt. Its
passengers were pitched forwards slightly, Val’s fingers touching
the seat in front of her.

“Ladies and gentleman,”
came a tranquil voice over the speaker system “we apologize for the
sudden stop in our journey. Our conductor has received information
that requires an immediate cancellation of this afternoon’s train
to Baltimore.”

A gasp of dismay escaped Val’s lips
with this announcement. A reaction promptly echoed by several other
passengers, as the voice on the speaker continued, “Passengers
should remain seated until an attendant instructs you to
disembark...”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/266111
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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