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Аннотация
The Romeo Club (2014)
by Rebekah L. Purdy

What happens when you agree to help your brother �de-nerdify� so he can catch the attention of the popular Chloe Anders, and to everyone's surprise, he actually lands her? 

And what if his equally geeky friends come running with girl wish lists of their own, offering money for your services? 

Well, if you�re sixteen-year-old, Delyla Denson, then you start The Romeo Club. A secret club where she�ll teach these guys how talk, act, and be cool around girls. It�s a win-win situation. 

She�ll get enough money for the awesome prom dress she�s had her eye on, and the guys, well, they�ll get dates and maybe learn how to do something other than beat the next level on their video games.

There are only two problems with this plan. One, her quarterback/track star boyfriend is getting jealous of how much time she�s spending away from him and decides to try and figure out what�s going on. And two, Delyla is kind of falling for her brother�s BFF, Trey who she�s been hanging out with a lot more. And who thanks to her help, has caught the attention of the beautiful, perfect, and popular, Portia Rickard. With Portia and Trey heating up, Delyla realizes that maybe the person she�s meant to be with has been in front of her all this time. 

But falling for Trey means she�ll have to take drastic measures including sabotage, with a capital S.



Rebekah L. Purdy
The Romeo Club


Chapter 1


Sweat beaded my forehead as I slid out of my soccer uniform. Coach Meckler was in one of his moods today, which meant I smelled worse than baboon farts. I so needed a shower. But, more than that, I wanted to collapse on the floor and pretend to be dead for, like, twenty hours.
My brother Drake barged into my room. �Okay, I�m desperate. I need your help here.�
�Gah! What are you doing?� I covered myself with my jersey to hide my bra and underwear from view. �Ever heard of knocking?�
�Sorry.� He spun around, facing the door while I tugged a T-shirt over my head then threw on a pair of basketball shorts.
�You can look now,� I said, plopping down on my bed. �So what do you want?�
�I need help.� He ran a hand through his sandy blond hair, making it stick up worse than it already was.
�Yeah, well, tell me something I don�t know.� My fingers trailed along the edge of my blue comforter as I followed the stitching.
�Funny.� He rolled his eyes, adjusting his glasses. He picked up one of my magazines from the dresser then glanced at me. �I-I want to get Chloe Anders� attention. And well, I thought you might be able to kind of help with my image. Maybe take me shopping, teach me how to act and talk to her. That kind of thing.�
A makeover project? Oh. My. God. This would be epic. And fun. Trust me, my brother had needed an image change for years, but wouldn�t let me anywhere near his closet, let alone give him advice.
I squealed and rushed at him. �Yes. This will be so much fun.�
�Um�maybe you should shower before hugging me. Your stench is making my eyes water.� He jerked back.
�Who can think of bathing at a time like this? I have to make a plan. We need to go to the mall. Get some highlights in your hair. And you are definitely losing the glasses.�
�What? I like these.�
�You�ve had them since, like, eighth grade. Believe me, they do nothing for your face. Unless, of course, you want girls mistaking you for a certain young wizard or some middle-aged chemist.�
He sighed, but his face was easy to read. He wanted my aid. �Fine. I�ll trash them.�
�I promise, you won�t be sorry. I�ll make you one of the most desirable guys in the senior class.� I walked across my room and over to my cluttered desk to grab a pen and notebook. �Let�s make a list of everything we need to do to get you on Chloe�s radar.� Who�d have thought? Chloe Anders? She was super smart, pretty, and did all kinds of music related stuff, like symphonic orchestra and band. She was right up his alley, well other than her being popular. But still they had a ton in common.
�Delyla�whoa, let�s not get carried away. I don�t want to change everything.� His green eyes widened, and he held his hands up, as if to fend off an attack.
�Would you quit worrying? It�s not like I�m Dr. Frankenstein trying to turn you into a monster. We just have to lay the ground work and that takes planning.�
Which was true, my nerdy older brother did have a few things going for him. He was a drummer in the school band. And a lot of girls loved musicians. Plus, underneath his saucer-like glasses he did have pretty, ivy eyes. He was tall, maybe a little lanky, and he had a dimple in his cheek when he smiled. Girls totally went wild for stuff like that. Not to mention, he had good teeth. His hair definitely needed to be cut and highlighted. Give it more blond and tone down the dirty dishwater-thing he had going on.
We�d have to wean him off some of his video games and make him go out in public more. It�d do him no good in the real world to know what a level twenty-five elfin sorceress could do, unless of course we got attacked by dark dwarves wielding poisoned axes.
I mean, let�s face it, he�d have to learn how to talk to real girls, not imaginary ones who tromped through whatever video game world he happened to be playing in. Okay, so I kind of played the games too, but I wasn�t as obsessed as Drake and his friends. I actually had a life. Soccer. Hot boyfriend. Good grades. Dates. Parties. And I�d get to go to my first prom this year.
�Earth to Delyla.� Drake gave me a nervous look, as he waved his hands in front of my face. �You can�t tell anyone you�re helping me. No way do I want people messing with me because my little sister�s giving me dating pointers.�
�My lips are sealed.� I grinned.
The Monday Night Football theme song blared from my cell. Rex�s ringtone. Drake cupped his mouth with his hands and gave a few fake barks.
�Knock it off.� I reached for my phone.
�What? It�s not my fault your boyfriend has a dog�s name.�
Yeah, we�d been having this argument ever since I started dating Rex Tallac last summer. Drake insisted on howling every time he called, dropped in, or saw a picture of him. He told me Rex wasn�t a real name. And when I tried to defend my boyfriend�s honor, Drake reminded me of our first German Shepherd we had, who coincidentally was named Rex. So, yeah, I kind of lost that battle.
I stuck out my tongue and clicked talk on my phone. �Hey, what�s up?�
�Double Dee, how�s it going?� Rex said on the other end.
Okay, so I had no idea why he called me Double Dee, because anyone who�s seen my chest knows I�m lacking a lot in the boob department. I�d be lucky to be called Double A. I supposed I was closer to a B-cup, but still.
�I�m getting ready to head to the mall with my brother.� I tugged the rubber band from my shoulder length blond hair.
�Oh, I thought you might want to hang out with me today. I was gonna hike up to the falls.� He sounded disappointed.
My chest tightened as guilt seeped in. �Sorry. Maybe if we get back early we can go up and grab some pizza or something.�
�No. It�s okay. I�ll try to get a hold of Sam or Jake.�
�Wait, do you want to go with us to the mall?�
My brother shook his head no, making a cutting motion across his neck.
Rex chuckled on the other end. �Um�no. Because I know how long it takes you to shop and I�d actually like to get out and enjoy the sunshine.�
�Fine. But don�t you dare complain about not spending time with me this weekend,� I said.
�Don�t worry�I�ll catch you at school tomorrow. Love ya, babe.� He hung up.
I tossed my phone in my purse then went to my dresser to pick out something a little more mall appropriate. Once I had my outfit in order, I set a pair of ballet flats on my bed. The dirt under my fingernails made me cringe. �Let me get a quick shower, then we can head out.�
�Please tell me, Dog Boy isn�t going with us.� Drake quirked an eyebrow.
�Nope. It�s just us. Oh, and by the way, you�re driving. I have no gas money.�
�If you wouldn�t have spent it on that obnoxious new purse, you would have some. That thing probably cost as much as a small country.�
I snorted. �No it didn�t. And I needed it. Besides, for your information, most of the cash I had went for a new pair of cleats�not this.�
�Fine�I�ll drive.�
�Operation �Get Drake a Girlfriend�, now underway.� I hip checked my brother.
He groaned. �Please don�t make me regret this.�
�You won�t. I�m gonna make you fabulous.� When I was done with Drake, he�d be the talk of the school. Girls would definitely notice him.


Chapter 2


Drake sat in the beauty salon chair, his head covered in foil as we waited for the timer to beep. �I�m beginning to feel like the star of some sci-fi flick.�
�It�ll be worth it�trust me.�
Our first stop had been to the eye doctor, who luckily had an opening this afternoon. He gave Drake a temporary pair of contacts until his prescription ones came in. Already they�d made a huge difference. He went from wizard look-alike to surfer guy in 2.1 seconds.
The timer went off and Sandra came over to peek at his hair. She smiled. �Looks good. Let�s get these off and get your hair washed and styled.�
I watched her do her magic. Cutting and fashioning. When she finished she stepped back for me to see first.
�Oh. My. Gosh. If you weren�t my brother, I�d think you�re totally hot.�
He glanced in the mirror and touched his newly blond hair. �Wow. I hardly recognize myself.�
With a grin, I snapped a pic with my phone and sent it to my BFF Kenadi, with a quick message.
What do u think?
Drake groaned. �No. Don�t send it to everyone.�
�It�s only Kenadi�geesh.�
A second later my phone buzzed with a new message.
Holy hotness. Tell him if I didn�t have a boyfriend I�d be all over that.
�See, even she thinks you look good.� I showed him the message.
His cheeks turned red as he pretended to stare at the fake plants lining the window-front of the salon.
Once we paid for the hair, we grabbed our shopping bags, and headed back out into the mall. Light beamed from the giant skylights above. I glanced over the side railing to see crowds of people walking below, an array of purchases in hand. Across the way, music from the carousel twinkled, reminding me of the amusement park Drake and I loved so much.
The scent of cookies and hot pretzels wafted in the air. My stomach growled. But before I could sniff out the nearest food court restaurant, my gaze settled on the prom dress hanging in the Fashionista Forest window. Not just any prom dress. The prom dress. The one I�d been dreaming about since seeing it in a catalog about three months ago. Light blue satin, with a lace overlay.
The same fab dress that it�d take me like three years to save up for. Okay, maybe not quite that long, but it was way more than my measly allowance would allow for. Sure my parents made good money, but they were also the President and First Lady of the Cheap Parents Club. They told us they�d provide for things we needed. School clothes. A vehicle. Money for sports. But apparently �expensive� prom attire didn�t make their list. Obviously they had no idea about my needs. My brother on the other hand worked part time at the video game store, which is why he always had cash.
�You�re not gonna stand there staring at it all day, are you?� Drake tugged my arm, jerking me away from my destiny.
�Hey. I wasn�t done admiring it.� If Kenadi had come with me, I would�ve gone in to try it on. Again.
�Yeah, well, with that price tag, I�m sure it�ll be here next time we come in.� His gaze darted around the different storefronts. We took a few more steps, and he came up short forcing me to bump into his back. I glanced at him. He wiped his hands on his jeans, his brow furrowed.
�Um�what�s gotten into you?�
�Chloe works at the Notes Music Store.� He nodded to the shop across from us. �And she�s there today.�
I grinned. �This is perfect.�
�Say what?�
�We�ve found your in. Let�s go.� My red lacquered fingernails dug into his arm as I dragged him toward Notes.
He attempted to pull free from me. His face turned crimson. �No, wait. I�m not ready for this. I thought you said we�d take things slow.�
�Relax�I�ll help you through this.� Geez, he acted like he�d never talked to a girl before. It was kind of cute the way his ears got pink. �Make sure you keep your cell on.�
�Why?�
�That way I can help you if you panic.� As we approached the entrance, I whispered, �You�re here to buy sheet music.�
�Right. Sheet music.� He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slow. �Do you have a piece of gum?�
I dug through my purse and pulled out a piece of Spearmint Bubble Burst. He took it from me and popped it in his mouth.
When we got inside, Chloe glanced up from behind the counter, looked down, and then back up again. �Drake?�
He smiled. �Hey�I didn�t know you worked here.�
For having no experience at this kind of thing, he definitely seemed like a natural. Way to play up the �coincidence meeting up with you here� card.
She blushed. �Yeah. My parents told me I have to pay for my car insurance and gas.�
He chuckled. �Join the club. It must be a parental thing�teach us all that responsibility and stuff.�
�You can say that again.� Chloe giggled and brushed strands of red hair from her face. She then turned to me, as if just noticing me. �Hi, Delyla.�
�Hey.� I nodded.
They grew quiet. I nudged Drake in the side. C�mon old boy. Don�t freak out now. You�ve got her where you want her. I wandered to the electric guitar section to give them some privacy, but stayed close enough to eavesdrop.
�So, I�m actually looking for some sheet music for my drums,� Drake said at last.
�We�ve got a great selection in the percussion section. Actually, I think we had some new pieces come in.� She moved from behind the counter to show it to him.
While they examined the finer points of band stuff, I grabbed a baby blue electric guitar from the display. I turned it on and strummed a few chords. Drake shot me a quick glance, but I continued to play.
I would love to get an electric guitar, but my parents didn�t want to give rise to the next great chick band. Which sucked because I already had a cool name picked out. The Smoking Spanx. I know. Totally epic.
With a sigh, I set the instrument down and pulled out my phone. Ask her about her orchestra stuff, I texted.
I wandered around the store for twenty-five minutes while they chatted it up. At last, my brother made it to the checkout counter with several new sheets of music.
�You should stop by the band room tomorrow during lunch and hear part of the orchestral piece I�m writing,� Chloe said.
�Sure, that�d be awesome. So, I guess I�ll see you tomorrow.�
She smiled and waved. �See you.�
When we joined the throngs of people in the mall, I squealed. �Am I fabulous or what?�
�It�s not a date or anything. She just wants me to hear her play in the band room.�
�Yeah, but a lot can happen in a band room.� I waggled my eyebrows at him. �I bet you have her playing a high C before you two leave.�
He gave me a playful shove. �Nice�anyone ever tell you, you�re not right in the head?�
�You�re welcome.�
�Let�s get going. We�ve got a long car ride home.�
Phase one of De-nerdify my brother. Check. And done.


Chapter 3


The scent of cafeteria pizza and fries clung to the air around me as I took a bite of my turkey sandwich. Rex sat next to me at our usual table. Beams of sunlight seemed to spotlight him as it poured in from the nearby window. I glanced at him. His blue eyes gleamed when he smiled, while his blond hair stood up in messy, stylish tufts. God he was hot. And mine. I shifted my gaze to see several girls staring at him.
I knew how lucky I was to snag him, seeing as how he was a senior and I was only a junior. It was kind of a freak accident that we hooked up. Well not �hooked up, hooked up�, but dated. We�d been running the Flat River Trail, when he�d accidentally ran into me. We both got scraped up when we tumbled down a nearby drainage ditch. Ever since then we�d been inseparable.
Okay, Rex was popular, hot, and a jock�but we totally got one another. We loved sports, running, food, movies, so it just seemed natural when we started hanging out. Most of all, he didn�t mind my obsession with soccer. Although, he still had no idea how nerdy I could be. But what he didn�t know, wouldn�t kill him.
As if sensing my thoughts, he leaned over and gave me a quick kiss.
�What�s that for?� I smiled.
�Just because.� He twined his fingers through mine. �We didn�t get to hang out all weekend. I kind of missed you.�
�Only kind of ?� My brows raised.
He chuckled. �A lot. I�m having Delyla withdrawals.�
�Ugh, can you guys tone down the sweetness? I�m trying to eat here.� Kenadi rolled her eyes. Her brown braided-hair extensions swung back and forth as she shook her head at us. But I saw the tiny smile.
�But this is my dessert.� I winked, clutching Rex�s arm.
She laughed, gathered her empty tray and stood. Her mocha skin seemed darker against the pale blue soccer T-shirt she wore. �Well, you might want to wipe your mouth off. You�ve got a little Rex, right there in the corner.�
�Wait, I think she�s got some of me right here too.� He leaned over and kissed my nose, then my chin.
�And that�s my cue. I�ll catch you later. I promised Mikah I�d go over my chem notes with him.� She rushed away.
I leaned against Rex. �You know, if you keep that up you�ll get us kicked out of school.�
�And that�s a bad thing?�
�Funny.�
Across the cafeteria, I spotted Drake coming in the doors. He waved his arms to get my attention, but ended up looking more like a break dancing octopus.
Rex followed my gaze. �Your brother is such a moron sometimes. It�s hard to believe you�re related.�
My fist tightened around my brown paper sack as I stood. It was one thing for me to call my brother a moron, but a whole other to hear someone else say it, especially my boyfriend. �Yeah, well, I think he needs me.�
�Okay. Let him know I�ll bring you home after school.� Rex gave me a quick hug then hurried over to join his buddies.
Once I threw my trash away, I walked around the edge of the lunchroom to Drake. �So, why are you jumping around like a dork?�
He grinned and gave me a big hug. �I owe you big time.�
�Um�okay.� I glanced around to determine if anyone saw him embracing me. �If you don�t want people talking about us, you might want to let me go.�
He pulled back. �I finally got the balls to ask Chloe out.�
�Well keep �em in your pants, I don�t want to see them.�
�Ha-ha.� He gave me a playful slug in the arm.
�So, details? When and where are you taking her?�
�The symphony, this upcoming Saturday.�
�Nerdy�but she�ll like it. See? Even you can impress the chicks.�
The bell rang, signaling the end of lunch. �Do you need a lift home after school? I know you still don�t have gas money.�
�No. Rex already called dibs.�
�Okay. Oh and there�s something I need to talk to you about when you get home. Something kind of important.�
Students poured through the doors. �Wait. What is it?�
�We can talk later.�
Okay, he couldn�t just drop a line like that then take off. What did he mean by �something important?�
�Drake,� I called after him. But he only turned and waved, then disappeared into the crowd.
Great. Now I�d have to wait for whatever news he had. Did something happen with Mom and Dad? Did he need more style tips? Did he and Chloe get down and dirty in the band room? Not that I wanted to know that. Because EWW.

***

Rex pulled his jeep into our driveway and put it in park. Sun glinted off the windows that lined our wraparound porch. The wind sent the porch-swing banging against the white siding. Cardinals landed on the edge of the birdbath in my yard. They dunked their heads into it, then hopped into the thick grass to look for food.
As Rex leaned over to kiss me, I glanced over his shoulder, and caught sight of the neighbor�s dog, Jimbo going at our lawn gnome. Sick. The gnome�s mouth was opened in a surprised �o� shape as if trying to scream for help.
�Hey, get off that,� I yelled out the window.
Rex glanced behind him and laughed. �Looks like someone�s having fun.�
I snorted. �I swear that dog humps everything. Last week it was the mailbox. Yesterday, he came into our yard and grabbed all my dad�s tighty-whiteys off the clothesline and brought them into his doghouse to do who knows what with.�
�Sounds like he has issues.�
�Tell that to the neighbors.� Good old Mr. and Mrs. Foster. They always seemed like such nice people, and their college aged son wasn�t bad either. So how could they have such a corrupted dog?
Rex cupped my face then bent down to kiss me. His lips captured mine and I caught the hint of mint from his gum as he pressed closer, dodging the middle console.
�Do you want to come in for a few?� I asked against his mouth.
Rex groaned. �Wish I could. But The Jekyll gave us four pages of math.�
Ms. Jackson, aka The Jekyll, frightening kids since the 1980s. And she still had the big hair and Aqua Net hairspray to prove it. She didn�t merely send kids home with homework, but rather tomes of it.
�I�ll see you tomorrow then.� After another quick kiss, I hopped out of the vehicle and hurried inside.
Video game explosions sounded from the family room downstairs, followed by several voices. Great. My brother�s friends, otherwise known as The Nerd Herd were here. Not that I should be surprised. They probably spent the better half of their lives in my basement.
�Please tell me someone didn�t eat the last slice of cheesecake?� I hollered as I tossed my bag on the kitchen floor and searched the fridge.
�Sorry,� C.C. yelled. �But I was hungry.�
Ugh. Of course it was him. C.C. Porter IV, whose real name was Clyde Cornelius. I ought to take his red afro and use it to mop up Jimbo�s grossness from our lawn gnome.
�Seriously? You guys are pigs.� With a groan, I stomped downstairs to find all four guys seated in front of the TV, game controllers in hand. �I thought I told you yesterday, the cheesecake is off limits.�
C.C. grinned, his mop of red curls poofed up like five small poodles taking cover on his head. �Aw, does that mean you�re gonna punish me? Because I could use a spanking.� He stretched his long legs out in front of him.
My brother shot him a quick look and mouthed the words don�t start.
�Yeah, come on over here, because I think I�ve got a foot I can shove up your ass.� My eyes narrowed.
�Okay, how about we talk about something else before this turns into World War Delyla.� Trey, Drake�s best friend intervened.
�He�s right.� My brother flipped off the video game. The other three muttered obscenities and whined. �Besides, I need to talk with her about a few things.� He glanced at them as if threatening bodily harm to the next one who opened their mouth.
I moved closer to the stone fireplace at the back of the room, careful not to bump into the mantel where my dad�s antique toy trucks were displayed. Uneasiness settled over me as my shoes sunk into the plush, burgundy carpet. What the heck was going on? My gaze rested on Trey who, even I admitted, was kind of hot�in a nerdy way. Dark brown hair, blue eyes that made you envision summer pools and all that Shakespearean stuff. Not that I�d tell him of course. We�d grown up next door to one another and he, Drake, and I had been best buds since they were two and I was one. We practically lived at one another�s houses.
The Nerd Herd grew quiet as they stared at me. �Okay, you guys are weirding me out. What�s going on?�
�I want a cross between Princess Leia and Wonder Woman,� C.C. blurted.
At the same time, Kevin said, �Maybe someone like the chick from Dark Invaders IV.�
�Um�hold on, what are you guys talking about?�
�Quiet down.� Drake held up his hands then turned to me. �Here�s the thing. I kind of told them about you helping me land Chloe.�
�I thought you wanted to keep it a secret.�
�Yeah, about that.� He gave me a sheepish smile.
Oh hell. What did he do? �Drake?�
�All right. They want you to help them out too. I mean, you did such a good job with me. Besides, you�re already popular and have an in. You could teach them the ropes.�
�Whoa. Are you crazy? How am I supposed to do that? Besides they want some Princess Leia, Wonder Woman, and a Battle Worn hybrid. And in case you didn�t realize, this is reality.� Holy balls. This wasn�t quite what I expected when my brother said he had something important to discuss. Because on my scale of one to important this ranked like a negative ten. My eyes moved over the group and rested on Kevin�s short, skinny frame, which sank into his chair like he�d succumbed to a pit of quick sand. His gray and olive sweater washed him out. He fiddled with the side of his black suede skater shoes.
�Please, Delyla.� C.C. stood and came over to me. He reminded me of a clown on stilts. Crazy red hair poofed around his head like a fiery cotton ball. �I�m sorry I took your cake. Really, I am. But, please, at least consider this. Think of us as your science experiments.�
My arms crossed in front of me. �I don�t like science.�
�We�d be willing to negotiate some sort of payment.� Kevin pulled his beanie down over his mousy brown hair. �Drake told us you�re saving up for your prom dress. We could help you�if you helped us.�
�Aw, great�you go right for the big guns.� C.C. threw his hands in the air. Geez, he was a bigger drama queen than me.
�Wait. You guys would be willing to pay me? To help you change your image?�
�And land girlfriends,� C.C. said.
Oh, my gosh. They were right. If I did this, I could get my dress. And I wouldn�t have to resort to begging my parents for more chores, or babysitting the monsters down the street. Yeah, but look at them. This won�t be easy. They reminded me of the old men�s clothing ads in Sunday Press. Not to mention they had no idea how to interact with the human species. Other than their moms, I was certain I was the only girl they�d ever talked to. But I can get my dress. Gah. Please don�t let me regret this. �So what kinds of things would I need to help you with?�
Trey cleared his throat and adjusted his stylish, square glasses. �How to talk to girls. Ask them out. How to shop. That kind of thing.�
�That kind of thing� was right up my alley. �Okay, here�s the deal. If I help you with this, you have to do what I say. No questions asked. And we�ll have to work out some kind of payment plan. What were you guys thinking?�
�Fifty a week. Each,� Kevin said.
�Plus extra payments if we need extra suggestions or help,� Trey said.
My heart thudded in my ears. This was awesome. It�d be easy. But I�d need to lay some ground rules. �Okay�if I agree then we�ll have set up a schedule for you guys. This means you�ll show up at our house for lessons. You�ll agree to at least one trip to the mall and the hair dresser.� My gaze flitted to C.C. �And you have to keep things reasonable. Don�t expect to become the most popular dudes overnight.�
�So you�ll do it?� Drake leaned against the wood paneled wall, his arms crossed at his chest.
Good lord, I must be crazy. I smiled. �Yes. The first meeting of the Romeo Club is now in session boys. Your first assignment is I want each of you to make me a more specific list of what you�re looking to get from this. That way, I�ll know better what to focus on.�
�Romeo Club, really?� C.C. snorted.
�Would you rather be called the Nerd Herd?� I rolled my eyes.
�No. But maybe something cooler like Phantom Warriors of the Underworld.� He propped his feet up on the coffee table.
I reached over and knocked them down. �How about I�m the one heading this so I get to name it.�
�Just so you know, I�m not offing myself for any girl,� C.C. muttered.
Trey laughed. �Yeah, don�t think that�ll be a problem, Romeo.� He glanced at me. �We�ll take your deal.�
�Then it�s official. We get started right away.�


Chapter 4


I sat on the couch, mashed between C.C., Kevin and Trey as they filled out their lists. Drake threw back a pop, watching the guys, while I scoured my practice schedule on my cell.
�Okay, so I have Monday, Tuesday, and Saturday evenings open. We can meet here after my soccer practices. Then if you need a more private lesson or one-on-one session, we can do those on Sundays.�
C.C. grinned. �Private lessons?�
Trey rolled his eyes and slugged him in the arm. �Yeah, don�t think that�s gonna happen.�
I put my finger in my mouth in a fake barfing motion. �Um�so not in this lifetime.�
�You don�t know what you�re missing.� C.C. winked. He flexed his gangly, freckle covered arm as if to impress us.
�I�m betting it�s not much.� Trey nudged me.
Several minutes later, when the guys finished, they handed me their papers. �Okay, I�ll go over them tonight and talk with you tomorrow.�
Kevin groaned. �So we have to wait?�
�Hey, how am I supposed to help you if I�m not sure what you need or want from this?�
�Give the lady some room. I don�t want her screwing this up for us.� C.C. stood, grabbing his corduroy jacket from a nearby chair. �I�ll see you tomorrow, my dear, sweet Julietish girl.�
The boys climbed the steps and headed out of the family room. My brother plopped down next to me with a sigh. �You know, I owe you one. I think you just made their night by doing this.�
�Yeah, yeah. Don�t go thanking me yet, I�m not sure how reasonable their lists are gonna be or if I can help them.�
He chuckled, resting his head against the back of the couch. �Actually, I think you underestimate yourself. Look what you did for me and Chloe.�
�Yeah, but I think she already had you on her radar. This is starting from scratch. I mean, have you seen what I have to work with? C.C. can be ridiculous at times. And Kevin is so shy, he barely talks to people.�
He patted my leg. �Trust me. If anyone can do this, it�s you.�
I hoped so because I sure needed the money. But even I admitted that sometimes things were out of my hands.
�Dinner,� Mom hollered from upstairs.
We trudged to the dining room, like two soldiers heading to war. My fingers brushed against the side of the china cabinet, which at the moment had no dishes in it. Rather Dad�s antique toy trucks cluttered the shelves beside Mom�s bazillion cookbooks. Blue and white curtains billowed in the breeze that snuck in the opened window. Maybe now would be a good time to crawl out.
We slid into our chairs, the brass chandelier twinkling above.
My nose wrinkled as the stench of meatloaf casserole and lima beans swirled in the air. �Oh God, she�s trying to kill us.�
�Maybe we should tell her we already ate.� Drake covered his face with his hand. �Or better yet, tell her I�m sick and went right to bed.�
�No way in hell. If I have to eat this crap, then so do you.�
I partially blamed my dad for all this. Mom was a fab accountant, but couldn�t cook to save her life. But there Dad sat, every night, praising her culinary skills when she made up dishes like meatloaf casserole. Which consisted of meatloaf tossed into a pot of macaroni noodles and covered with ketchup. I mean, who in their right mind thought this even sounded good? I considered maybe Dad was really a robot and couldn�t taste the stuff she put in front of us. Either that or she�d destroyed his taste buds years ago and now he was immune.
With a sigh, I watched as my parents pushed into the room. Dad sat across from me in his high-backed chair and tucked a beige napkin into the collar of his shirt. Beside him, he already had his newspaper out. The man spent most of our meals absorbed in some local or national paper.
�Wow, you�ve really outdone yourself this time.� Dad swatted Mom on the butt. �You added cheese to the casserole. Smells delicious.�
Drake coughed, hiding a smirk as he scooted his chair closer to mine.
I grabbed a glass of ice water and slurped it down, hoping it�d make my throat more slick so the nasty food would slide down easier.
�You two haven�t seen my black, lacy bra, have you?� Mom scooped a too large helping of barf-loaf casserole onto my plate. �If you borrowed it that�s okay, but could you return it?� She stared at me expectantly.
My gaze fell on her watermelon sized hooters. In what lifetime did she even think I�d be able to fit into it? Well, unless I stuffed it with my soccer balls. �No�I have my own undergarments.�
�And no chest,� Drake whispered.
I kicked him under the table.
�Bruce, you didn�t shove it under the bed after the other night did you?�
�Some of us are trying to eat here.� Geez, did they think I wanted to hear about their mid-life romps in the bedroom. Can you say NO. Totally sick.
Dad grinned. �Hey, just because we�re old and have kids doesn�t mean � �
I covered my ears. �I�m not listening. La-la-la-la.�
Mom shook her head. �Well, I�m just trying to figure out where it went. Seems like a lot of our undergarments have gone missing lately.�
�You should ask the neighbors,� I said.
Mom�s eyes widened. �Trey took it?�
With a snort, I spewed water down the front of my shirt at the thought of him sneaking into our yard. �No. I meant the other neighbors�you know Jimbo, the dog with underwear fetishes?�
�Delyla!� Dad said.
�What? He steals our stuff all the time. I mean, most people actually use a dryer now days and don�t hang their unmentionables out for everyone to see.�
�Yes, and dryers run up electricity bills,� Dad, codenamed: Frugal Father, said. �Besides, we have no proof that Jimbo is the one taking things. Maybe there�s some weird kid running around the neighborhood stealing clothes.�
Right. Because every teenager I know wants to take my parents� undergarments. Woot-woot, bring on the tighty-whiteys and bras the size of parachutes.
After being subjected to unwanted parental talks for a half an hour, I finally managed to escape the dinner table. When I got to my room, I flicked on my light, grabbed the lists the Nerd Herd made, and plopped on my bed to read through them. My gaze darted over my dark blue walls to the poster of Javier Decorum�only the hottest professional soccer play ever. His dark eyes seemed to stare at me from the picture. Sigh. What I wouldn�t give to meet him. Sometimes, when I got bored, I pretended he was smiling at me. And the finger he pointed toward the net, was really pointing at me.
Hey, a girl can dream. I blew my poster a kiss then turned back to the papers I held.
With a grin, I scanned over Kevin�s lists of wants. Learn how to talk to girls. Maybe get a date. Better my wardrobe. Learn to dance. Okay, his weren�t too bad. The biggest thing for him, would be getting over his shyness. Next, I pulled out C.C.�s. Get to second base. Get Liza McGregor to go to prom with me. Talk to girls. See if any girls want to dress up as Princess Leia. Learn to kiss. Get the male lead for final drama club show. Make girls fall for me. Geez. No way in hell was I teaching him how to kiss anyone. And, well, the second base thing was a no go too. At last, I got to Trey�s. Learn how to talk to girls. Learn how to ask someone out. Get Portia Rickard to go on at least one date with me. Get a new look. Make something of my senior year.
My chest tightened. Okay, so Trey�s surprised me the most. He�d never mentioned Portia before. Not that I wouldn�t help him out, but she didn�t seem like his type. He was into video games, music, environmental issues. And she was pretty. She did beauty pageants and got crowned Miss Teen Michigan or something. But she was kind of flighty and barely got average grades.
And why should I care who he wants to date?
With another sigh, I set down the lists and grabbed my notebook from my desk. I needed to write down what the boys needed to do from my perspective. And first thing on the list was C.C.�s wild afro. It had to go. Definitely needed to plan a trip to the mall for clothes. I chewed the end of my pen. They would have to attend some �Delyla classes on conversing with the opposite sex.�
My light blue curtains billowed as a gust of wind blew through the screen, carrying with it the scent of Lilac. Just then, I heard: woof-woof-woof. Followed by loud howls.
Jimbo was on the loose again. Irritated, I slammed my notebook shut and marched over to my window, just in time to see him grabbing something from our clothesline.
I shielded my eyes. �No. Drop that.� Son of a � he had my new thong. With my fists clenched, I raced down the hall, taking the stairs two at a time. Soon, I burst outside.
�Drop that. Now,� I shouted.
My bare feet sank into the thick grass as I ran into the backyard.
�What�s going on?� Trey said, setting a bag of trash into his garbage bin.
�He�s got my�some of my clothes.�
Jimbo got down on his haunches and shook his head back and forth like a rabid beast.
Trey moved in behind him. �Okay, I�ll come from the back and try to grab him, while you come in from the front.�
�Okay.�
�On the count of three,� he said. �One. Two � �
The dog leapt up and raced to the side, causing me and Trey to ram into each other.
My head clunked into his. �Damn it.�
�That mutt is way too smart for his own good.� He rubbed his forehead and reached down to help me up. His warm fingers closed around mine.
�I think we need a better plan.� I eyed the monster dog, who laid down next to the large maple in our backyard. He gave me a puppy grin, like he knew exactly what he was doing.
�Got a net?� he said.
�Right, because dog catcher is my after school job.�
Trey moved slowly toward Jimbo. �Hey, big guy. Come here so I can pet you.�
�He�s not gonna fall for that.� I rolled my eyes.
But the dog�s ears perked up. With my thong hanging out of his mouth, he loped over to Trey, who snatched my undergarments from him. He then reached out and scratched Jimbo behind the ears.
�Good boy,� he said.
�Good? He�s not good.�
�Don�t listen to her, boy.�
A second later, the dog lifted his leg and a stream of pee sprayed over Trey�s bare feet like a K-9 sprinkler system.
I burst out laughing. �Oh. My. God. That was epic. See�I told you.�
�Dang it, Jimbo.� Trey�s face scrunched up in disgust. He held his leg out to the side to try and shake it off.
The pooch gave another doggy grin then trotted back into his own yard.
�You want to use our hose to wash off?� Tears streamed down my face as I tried to compose myself.
�And this is what I get for helping you.� He wrinkled his nose as he hobbled over to our outdoor faucet.
�Sorry. But it was flipping funny.� As I followed after him, I stepped in something warm that squished between my toes. Please let that be mud. I stared in disgust at the pile of dog crap. �Gross. Gross. Gross.�
Trey slapped me on the back and started laughing. �Now that�s hilarious.�
�This is so sick. I swear, I�m gonna shovel up these piles and leave it on the neighbors doorstep.�
He turned on the faucet. �Here, I�ll let you rinse off first.�
Water sprayed out of the sprocket and I about gagged. �I�m so getting in the shower as soon as I get inside.�
�Oh, did you want this back?� Trey held up my green, lacy thong, which was torn and covered in slobber. His ears turned pink when he realized what was in his hands.
My cheeks warmed. �Um�probably not. I swear they must feed their dog Viagra coated dog food or something. He�s way too obsessed with humping things and stealing undergarments.�
�Maybe we should get him into dog counseling.�
I giggled. �Oh and by the way, my mom thinks you�ve been stealing her bras from our clothesline. I tried to tell her you�re not into older women.�
He groaned. �And I think that�s my cue to head home�it�s been real.�
�Yeah, maybe a little bit too real.� I waved and went back inside to shower.


Chapter 5


My lungs burned. Sweat beaded on my forehead. Any moment now, I expected my legs to fall off. I dribbled the soccer ball down the field, keeping it just ahead of me.
�Push it, Denson.� Coach Rafferty hollered.
If I pushed anymore, I�d barf.
�God, I swear she�s trying to kill us.� Kenadi came up beside me, out of breath. �I�d like to see her ass out here.�
�Twenty bucks says she�d keel over.� I grinned. �Never thought I�d say this, but I wish Coach Meckler wasn�t out for the next couple of games.
Coach Rafferty stood on the sidelines, whistle to her lips. Her robust frame would give The Hulk a run for his money. �Less talking, more running.�
�Remind me again why I love soccer?� Kenadi winced.
We ran around the outside of the field, the sun beaming down us. A breeze fanned across my face, giving me some relief from the heat.
I glanced at Kenadi again, as she matched my pace. I wondered what she�d think about me agreeing to start The Romeo Club? So, I�d been sworn to secrecy about it, but how could I keep something like this from my best friend? If I asked her, I knew she�d keep it quiet. Besides, it might be nice to have someone to go to if I needed help.
My heart pounded against my chest, and I sucked in a deep breath of air. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.
�There�s something I want to tell you. But you have to swear not to tell anyone.�
Kenadi looked at me. �You know I won�t say anything. What�s up?�
�I agreed to help the Nerd Herd get dates. Amongst other things.�
She burst out laughing. �Yeah, right.�
�I�m not kidding.�
�Wait, what? You�re not serious.�
�Yeah, I am. We�ve started a sort of club�The Romeo Club. I�m gonna teach them the ropes of how to talk to girls, get dates, interact with the human species.�
She raised her eyebrows. �And what are you getting out of it?�
I grinned. �Hopefully, my prom dress.�
Coach�s whistle blasted. �Denson and Green, get moving or you�ll have extra laps.�
Kenadi glowered at Coach Rafferty then turned her attention back to me. �So you�re getting paid?�
�Yes.�
�I wish I could help.�
�Well, they�d freak if they knew I told you. But maybe there will be some things you can do for me.�
She smiled. �I think what you�re doing is kind of sweet. I mean, who else would take a bunch guys like them and actually give them pointers.�
�I�m definitely going to have my work cut out for me. You should see the lists they gave me on who they want.� I went on to tell her about what they�d written down.
�If you want, I can do some spy work on Portia for you. She�s in quite a few of my classes. And trust me, she talks all the time, I shouldn�t have any issues getting info.�
�I�d so owe you.�
�No you wouldn�t. Hello. Best friend here.�

***

When practice finished, I found Rex waiting for me in the parking lot. He�d just finished with track, one of the many sports he played. Sweat lathered his bangs and forehead as he chugged a bottle of water then tossed the container into his vehicle.
�Hey,� I said as he gave me a quick hug. �You didn�t have to wait for me.�
�It�s okay. I wanted to bring you home so I could spend a few minutes with you. Thought we might be able to hang out for a while tonight.�
We hopped into his jeep. The black leather seats burned the backs of my legs as I slid into place. At this rate my butt cheeks might melt off.
Guilt washed over me. �I�m actually busy tonight.�
He leaned over, his gaze focused on me, as his lips brushed against mine. �Maybe we can do something on Saturday then.�
�Um�I kind of already have plans.� Geez, I had to be the worst girlfriend in the world. I mean, what girl would turn down a chance to get together with Rex in favor of going to the mall with the Nerd Herd?
�Are you avoiding me?� He quirked an eyebrow, as he shifted into drive and pulled up to the four way stop. He signaled a right then turned onto the main road toward home.
�Of course not. The thing is, I�m being tutored in science now.� I blurted out, half expecting God to strike me down for lying.
�You need a tutor? I thought you had an A in all your classes.�
�This term�s been tough.�
�You know, I could help you.� He reached over and took my hand in his.
I laughed. �And I doubt we�d get any studying done. We�d wind up watching a baseball game or making out or anything other than homework.�
He chuckled. �Well, it�d be fun.�
When we parked in my driveway ten minutes later, the Nerd Herds� vehicles were already there. �I�ll talk to you soon.� I gave him a kiss then opened the door.
�Don�t those guys have their own houses?� He eyed their cars. �They�re here all the time.�
�Jealous?�
�Hell yeah, they get to spend time with you.�
I rolled my eyes. �Trust me, I�d rather be snuggled up with you.�
When I climbed from his vehicle, I shut the door and waved goodbye. Juggling Rex, The Romeo Club, and soccer was about to get real interesting. With a sigh, I went inside. I took the stairs two at a time to find the guys in their usual video game playing positions.
�Just to let you guys know, don�t make any plans for Saturday.�
C.C. looked up with a smile. �Oh, are you taking us on a date?�
I snorted. �Um, try the mall. We�re going to get you guys a wardrobe update, some cologne�and C.C. you�re getting a haircut.�
�What�s wrong with my hair?� He tried to run a hand through his curly red afro and got his fingers tangled in it.
�You look like a clown who stuck his fingers in a light socket.�
Trey laughed. �She�s got a point.�
�How about you stay out of this?� C.C. flipped him the bird.
They bantered back and forth for a few minutes. How in the hell did I get roped into this? At the rate we were going, they�d have to buy mannequins and pretend they were their dates.
�If you�re finished arguing now, I just wanted to warn you that when we get home from the mall, you�re getting your first lesson on how to talk to girls.�
�This should be fun.� Drake glanced at me. �Too bad I won�t be around to witness this catastrophe.�
Trey kicked his chair, sending him tumbling to the floor. With that, I left the family room. When I got upstairs, I found Kenadi had messaged me a list of things she knew about Portia. I added them to my notebook. Saturday would definitely be interesting. Hopefully, I survived the Nerd Herds� introduction to the real world. But if what transpired downstairs was evidence, we were in serious trouble.


Chapter 6


C.C�s station wagon bounced over the potholes as he took the curve too fast, sending me sliding into Trey, who sat beside me in the backseat.
�Geez, are you trying to kill us?� I attempted to reposition myself, thankful that I had a seatbelt. The, circa 1960, car smelled like his dad�s spicy aftershave. The olive green interior reminded me of baby crap and squashed peas. Not a great combo. But he�d volunteered to drive, which saved the rest of us gas money. Although, at the moment, I regretted not footing the bill and taking my car, if only to prolong my life an extra day.
�You can walk if you want,� C.C. said. �Or maybe you�d like to come sit on my lap and help me steer.� He grinned in the rearview mirror.
�I know where I�m about ready to shove that stick shift,� I said.
Trey nudged me. �Do you really want to go there?�
�Good point.�
At last, the mall came into view. The most glorious thing I�d seen in the last half hour. C.C. slowed down and attempted to pull his boat of a car into a narrow space.
�We�re not gonna fit,� Drake said from the passenger seat.
My fingers dug into the seat as I braced myself for the worst. Please don�t let us crash.
�Yes, we will. Besides, I don�t want to have to park in the back lot. You know how far of a walk that is?� C.C. attempted to cram the station wagon in. When he realized how close we were, he backed up and tried again. This time he managed to get between the yellow lines.
Trey opened his door a crack and that was as wide as he could get it. �Um�was it your intention to hold us hostage in your car?�
C.C. threw his door open, hitting the car next to us. But he couldn�t squeeze out.
�Okay, everyone will have to crawl out the back tailgate door,� he said.
�Or we could find another spot,� I said.
When C.C. made no move to start the car, I sighed, undid my seatbelt, then spun in my seat and crawled over. With my midsection up in the air, I felt something hit my butt.
�Ow, watch it,� C.C. said.
�That better not have been your hand.� I glanced over my shoulder to see his head by my backside.
�Nope, it was his face.� Drake laughed. �Now would be a great time to let one rip.�
I hurried over the seat and landed in the back with a thump. Not wanting anyone else to touch my butt or any other part of me, I threw the back door open and practically rolled out. �I sure hope no one I know sees me like this.�
Trey plopped out next and wiped off his khaki pants. �Yeah, this probably isn�t doing much for our image. We would�ve looked better riding bikes.�
�Keep complaining and you�ll walk home.� C.C. crawled from the green beast, followed by Drake and Kevin.
Once we shut the door we headed into the mall. �Okay, first thing we�re gonna do is get you some new clothes.� My gaze swept over their outfits, which included khakis, dress shirts, loafers and C.C.�s horrendous brown turtleneck, which made him look like a head coming out of turd. I felt like I was in some sixties or seventies cartoon. Seriously, did his grandma dress him this morning?
We made our way up the escalator and to the first store. Rock music pulsed from overhead, while salespeople stood back, observing us like a pack of lions on a safari. Designer cologne wafted in the air. I scoured the jean racks for the guys� sizes then started handing the clothes to them.
�Holy crap, how many pairs of these do I have to try on?� Kevin wrinkled his nose.
�They�re different brands, so we need to see what fits. If we find one you like, we can search for more colors and designs.� They acted like they�d never been shopping before. As I glanced over my shoulder at their current clothing choices, I realized maybe they hadn�t.
The Nerd Herd followed me as I went through the shirt racks to find T-shirts and polos, tossing numerous colored garments into their arms. After they each had several outfits in hand, I led them to the changing rooms.
Drake leaned against the wall, while we waited for the others to come out and show off their clothes. �I�m glad I don�t have to go through this again.�
I rolled my eyes. �Need I remind you of how successful your image change was?�
�Nope. I already know.�
�So why did you come today?�
�Moral support. And I need to pick up some cologne for my date tonight.�
Right, this was symphony night for him and Chloe. And technically his first date if you didn�t count the band room thing.
My eyes roamed over the fake palm trees displayed around the store, along with surfboards, which indicated what section we were in. Beach balls hung from strings above our heads, swinging back and forth beneath the forced air coming from the vents overhead.
Trey was the first to step out of his room. My breath caught in my throat. The tight blue T-shirt brought out his tan and showed off sculpted biceps I didn�t realize he had until now. Not to mention his brilliant shade of sky colored eyes. The jeans sat against his narrow hips and fit better than the khakis he normally wore.
�So is this an improvement?�
I swallowed hard. �Yeah. Like 100%. You should definitely get the outfit.�
He smiled. �Look out Portia, here I come.�
�Portia and every other girl.�
The others came out with different outfits on as well. C.C. of course did a runway walk and spun around, throwing his butt out at an obnoxious angle as he swayed his hips.
Kevin stood back as if attempting to avoid my scrutiny. But before I could say anything about his outfit, the saleslady popped over.
�Wow, that color of green looks great on you,� she said to Kevin.
His face turned crimson and he tugged his beanie down over his brown hair again, a nervous habit we�d have to break. �Um � th-thanks.� With that, he rushed back to his room.
Trey finished his shopping first and stood beside me as we waited for the others to get done.
�Still can�t believe I�m doing this.� He ran a hand through his brown hair. �I mean, really doing this.�
Just then C.C. burst from his room wearing only his tighty-whiteys. �See, this is what the ladies are missing.�
I shielded my eyes. �Dear God, put some clothes on.�
Trey snickered then tapped me on the arm. �But then the ladies wouldn�t get to see those pasty legs and non-existent abs. Wait, is that a hair I see on your chest?�
�Sir, you can�t come out of the changing rooms like that.� One of the attendants raced toward us.
Great, if he kept this up, we�d get kicked out of the store. And I�d never be able to shop here again. I mean, I had a reputation to uphold.
When C.C. went back into the dressing area, I uncovered my face. �At least we might have a suspect in the great �Mom�s missing bra� caper.�
�Yeah, I bet he�s got it under the seat of the car.� Trey nudged me with his elbow.
�Ew. I think I just threw up in my mouth.� I pushed away from the wall and gazed out the windows into the main area of the mall. There, standing directly across from the store I was in, was Rex. �Oh crap.� I dropped down to my knees, hiding myself in front of a mannequin.
�Sure, the mannequin gets some action,� C.C. said from behind me.
I turned my face to see the mannequin�s bits and pieces in my face. My cheeks burned as I hopped to my feet. �I was dodging Rex, who thinks I�m home working on science stuff with you guys.�
�Sure, that�s what all the girls say.� He patted my back.
�Don�t make me regret helping you.� My eyes narrowed.
C.C went back into his dressing room, with another pair of jeans and two shirts, while the rest of us waited on him.
�We might have a problem.� Drake grabbed my arm, pointing to Rex, who�d just walked into the store.
�Crap. Quick, we need to hide.� I raced toward the changing rooms and barged into C.C.�s.
He stood there, in his white briefs, tugging a shirt over his head. When his gaze landed on me, he grinned. �I see you�ve changed your mind. I always knew you had a thing for me.�
�Not in this lifetime,� I said, averting my eyes to the floor and away from his junk.
A second later, Trey scrambled in, knocking me into C.C., who wrapped his arms around me to keep me from falling.
�See, even the men can�t ignore my magnetism.� He gave a fake growl.
�Dude, that�s just all kinds of wrong.� Trey snorted. �The other rooms are full, which is the only reason I�m in here.�
�Where are Kevin and Drake?� I said.
�They�re still out there, but hopefully they�ll be able to convince Rex you�re at home with me and C.C.�
Oh. God. I was so dead. Okay, Drake�s super smart, he�ll know what to say to convince Rex.
�You can let go of me now.� I jerked away from C.C.�s bare chest and bumped into Trey. Nothing like being the center of a nerd sandwich.
C.C. brushed against my thigh, as he reached for his pants.
�Watch it,� I said.
Trey pulled me toward him to give C.C. some room to get dressed. My back pressed against his chest, and I pretended not to notice the warmth that spread through me. Not quite the reaction I expected.
�Hey, you two came in of your own free will,� C.C. said. �In fact, I should be charging you an admission fee to look at this great bod.�
�Yeah, and I�m regretting every second of this,� I said in a loud whisper.
A knock sounded from outside. �The coast is clear,� Drake said.
Trey and I practically ripped the door off to get out. When the attendant saw the three of us emerge together, she glared.
Great, she probably thought we did something gross in there. Not even close lady.
Once they paid for their clothes and I made sure Rex was nowhere to be seen, we went to find cologne. �Okay, now remember, girls love a guy who smells good. So keep that in mind when you�re picking something out. When you find one you think is right, bring it over here and I�ll let you know whether it works or not.�
They wandered the aisles grabbing the tester bottles and sniffing. I was sure the salespeople loved the cloud of manliness that permeated in the air. A few minutes later, Kevin and Drake came over both holding bottles for me to whiff.
�These are great. See you got it right on the first try.�
�Yeah, tell that to my wallet.� Kevin glanced at the price tag. His eyes bulged, but he pulled out the cash.
�Hey, you�ve gotta make sacrifices if you want this bad enough.�
The two of them went toward the registers to make their purchases, while I waited for the others to finish up.
C.C. sauntered over next. �Here, smell my chest. I already sprayed it on me.�
I leaned closer, inhaled, and erupted into a fit of coughs. �No. That�s too strong. And it reminds me of my dad, who I�d like to point out wears black socks with his flip-flops. Think young and sexy, not old man with a walker. And remember, if I can smell you from ten feet away, then you�ve put too much on.�
�But I like it,� C.C. said.
�You smell like you dove into a vat of old-folks home stench.�
He scowled. �I�ll have you know, lots of women find this scent attractive. Haven�t you seen the commercials?�
�Haven�t you heard of false advertising?� With a sigh, I rubbed my temples. He was not making this easy. He disappeared, taking his eye-water inducing scent with him. A moment later, Trey headed in my direction.
�Okay, I think I�ve found the perfect one.� Trey bent down, so my face was in the crook of his neck.
Dang. He smelled good. My heart raced and for a second I wanted to just gobble him up. Whoa. What the hell�s wrong with me today?
I cleared my throat and took a step back. �Love it.�
He smiled. �I think I�m getting the hang of this makeover stuff.�
He sure was.
I glanced up to see Drake rushing toward me, Kevin on his heels. �Your boyfriend just came in.�
�Please tell me you�re lying?�
�Nope.�
My gaze flicked over the store. There were no changing rooms in here.
�I have an idea,� Kevin said. �But I don�t think you�re gonna like it.�
�Try me.�
�You can change into one of my new outfits and put on my hat.�
He was right. I didn�t like the idea. But at this point, I had to get the heck out of here without being recognized. �Okay, but where am I supposed to change?�
�There�s a bathroom near the front of the store.� Drake grabbed my arm.
These guys so owed me. Dodging between aisles of cologne and perfume, we hurried to the women�s bathroom. Kevin shoved one of his shopping bags into my hand, then took his beanie off and gave that to me too. When I got into the stall, I stripped out of my clothes and threw on a pair of guys� jeans and a polo shirt. Next, I tugged on Kevin�s beanie and shoved my hair up inside it. Great, now I was disguising myself as a dude in order to avoid my boyfriend. This was wrong on so many levels.
At last, I trudged from the bathroom to find Trey, Drake, and Kevin waiting for me.
�Wow, I barely recognize you,� Trey said. �Maybe we should get you some cologne, too.�
�Do you want me to punch you in the face?� My eyes narrowed.
He chuckled. �Not really.�
�Then shut your pie-hole.�
We found C.C. a few minutes later, still spraying himself with various scents. If he was in a comic book, there�d be a cloud of fumes drawn above his head. When he saw us approach, he did a double take.
�So, you�re a cross-dresser now? Have to say, I always knew there was something off about you.�
�Not another word, or that bottle is gonna get shoved up your nose,� I said.
He grinned, but went back to work. Three tries later, C.C. found a cologne that didn�t make us gag, which meant we could finally head over for him to get his haircut.
He sat in the black leather chair, an apron type sheet pinned across his shoulders, chest, and back. �I don�t know if I�m ready for this.� He shot me a worried glance. �I haven�t cut my hair in a couple years.�
�You�ll be fine. Besides, how bad do you want to land Liza?� My hand shoved beneath the beanie so I could scratch my head.
�What�s that got to do with my hair?�
�Have you actually looked at your poodle curls recently?�
Before he could argue further, the hairdresser snipped his first orangey-red strand. It fell to the floor, reminding me of a giant Fruit Loop. The stylist moved quickly, and soon there was a giant pile at the foot of his chair. At this short-length, his hair was less orange and more brownish-red. Even I had to admit, he looked like a different guy. Not quite sexy, but a step up from circus clown. Without the fro being the main focal point, I actually noticed how pretty his blue eyes were. We could work with this.
�Do you think I can keep some of this?� he asked the hairdresser as he pointed to the floor.
�What�re you gonna do with it? Glue it to your chest?� Trey laughed.
�No. But my mom will probably like to have a memento.�
�Please don�t tell me you have mommy issues on top of everything else?� I said.
�What? She just keeps things for when I grow up. You know, to show my kids.�
Geez, I�d hate to see what else she had. His first teeth. His first diaper. Maybe toilet paper from his first butt-wipe? So didn�t need to picture any of that.
When we finished with the hair department, the guys decided to head over to the snack bar, leaving me alone to stare in the storefront window where my future prom dress hung in all its glory. Although, I suppose it seemed kind of weird, since I was still dressed like a guy.
�Don�t worry. Only a few more sessions of this and you�ll be mine.� And after today�s foray at the mall, I deserved this dress�or rather earned it. With a smile, I walked across the corridor where I saw a cute retro T-shirt hanging in the window. It made me think of Trey. The faded gray material had his favorite band logo on it. Cool, yet nerdy at the same time. Without a second thought, I went in and bought it. I�d give it to him when the rest of the guys weren�t around. A kind of gift to celebrate the new him. Except, why exactly was I celebrating the new him? I had a boyfriend. A very hot boyfriend. Who I lied to in order to help the Nerd Herd. But Trey�s a friend. It�s not an issue. Or at least I hoped it wasn�t.


Chapter 7


After we got back to our house, Drake rushed inside to get changed for his date with Chloe. I sent the Nerd Herd down to the family room so I could put my stuff away, strip out of my boy clothes, and grab some notebooks for them.
When I got downstairs, they were sprawled out in front of the television watching some sci-fi flick, which although it looked awesome, would be a huge distraction.
�TV off,� I said.
They spun to face me, eyes wide, like I�d just told them to down a gallon of gasoline.
�Um�hello, this is Space Radicals III.� C.C. waved at the screen.
�I know. And this is called your first lesson for The Romeo Club.� I tossed him a notebook then handed the other two theirs. With a sigh, I grabbed the TV remote and switched off the movie.
Trey grinned as he stared at the front covers of the notebooks, which had TRC in big letters, with looping hearts below. �Isn�t this kind of girly?�
I glared. �These notebooks are gonna be your lifelines. I put start up conversations in them for you, not to mention, I wrote down different events which are coming up at school. You know, things you can invite girls to. And I also wrote our schedules in them, great date movies, along with date appropriate outfit ideas.�
C.C. flipped through his. �Track meet? Really? Who wants to take a date to a track meet?�
�Hey, I�m just listing school events that some girls hang out at. If you didn�t want my help then you shouldn�t have asked. Besides, the only person in this room who�s ever been on a date is me.�
�She�s got a point,� Kevin said.
I grabbed three pens from the coffee table drawer and handed them out. The guys groaned, but moved to sit on the overstuffed couch and chairs.
�The first thing I�m gonna teach you is how to approach girls and talk to them. You can�t just throw yourself at them.� My gaze flickered to C.C.
�Why did you look at me when you said that?�
Trey snickered. �Dude, you seriously have to ask?�
My lips twitched. �Here�s the thing. You need to start small. You know, offer them a piece of gum in class. See if they�re reading a book and get them to talk about it. Comment on a new hairstyle. Something that lets them know you�ve taken notice of what they�re doing or interested in.� I twirled a piece of hair around my finger. �Heck, if you don�t know what to say, you can even ask if they have notes for class you can borrow. That�ll lead to at least two potential conversations.�
The boys stared at me, waiting for me to continue.
�Guys, this is the part you should be writing down.�
They opened their notebooks and jotted down a few things. But I wondered how much they�d actually take away from this or if it was a waste of time.
�So I�m gonna pretend to be the girl you like. Each of you will have the chance to approach me and start a conversation,� I said.
Trey�s cheeks reddened. �We have to do this in front of each other?�
�Yes. More than likely you�re not going to be alone the first time the two of you talk. So it�ll be good practice to have others around. Kevin, why don�t you go first?�
He set his notebook down, wiped his hands on his jeans and moved across from me.
�Pretend I�m working at the ice cream shop and we�re in between customers,� I said.
He stared at the floor, scuffing his shoe on the carpet. He slid his hands into his pockets. �Hey, Me-Melanie. I, um, I like your hair. Di-did you color it?� His voice cracked.
�Kevin. Look at me.� I tapped his arm. �Don�t be nervous. You have to own the conversation. And try to maintain some kind of eye contact. You�re not having a conversation with the carpet.�
He nodded, cleared his throat, then glanced at me. �Hey, Mel. Like the new hairdo.�
I clapped my hands. �Yay. See? You got this. Just go with it. More than likely she�ll make a comment about just getting it done, or thank you. But you�re starting off with a compliment, which will let her know you noticed the change.�
He smiled then took his spot in the recliner, where he wrote a few notes down.
�Okay, C.C. you�re next.�
He sauntered across the room, while I acted like I was opening my locker. He leaned against the wall, waggled his eyebrows up and down then said, �Liza, your bra-strap is showing.�
My gaze drifted to my shoulder, where one of my light blue straps was visible. I fixed my shirt then rolled my eyes. �Are you trying to get slapped? Seriously, don�t go up to a girl and talk about her bra. You sound like a creeper.�
�Well, it was showing. Would you rather I let her walk around looking like a hooker?� He crossed his arms at his chest.
Trey busted up laughing. �Dude, I want to take bets now on how long it�ll take him to get his butt kicked by someone.�
C.C. held up his middle finger. �Really, douchebag? Let�s see how you do.�
Trey pushed his tall frame up from the couch, adjusted his square-framed glasses and walked toward me.
In true Portia fashion, I batted my eyelashes, then tossed my hair over my shoulder. I sat down and pretended I was at my school desk. When he stood over me, I glanced up.
�Hey, Delyla�er, Portia. Have you seen that new romantic comedy Roses for Blue yet?�
�No. I had a beauty pageant last weekend and haven�t gotten to go yet.�
Trey�s lip twitched and I knew he bit back a smile. �Dang�I�ve been wanting to go, but wasn�t sure if it was any good. If you know anyone who�s seen it, let me know. Or maybe if you�re not doing anything Saturday, you�d like to go?�
Blue eyes met mine and I stared at him. My pulse thundered in my ears. I smiled. �I�d love to go.�
�So, it�s a date?�
�Yes.�
C.C. and Kevin clapped. Trey�s ears turned pink as he glanced at them then back at me. �How did I do?�
�Perfect. You kept eye contact, and you didn�t stumble when I told you I hadn�t seen it. You kept the conversation going.� Maybe Trey didn�t need as much help as he thought he did. He had me believing he wanted to take me to see a movie, and I was just the stand-in Portia.
�So we passed our first test?� Kevin said, clutching his notebook. �Well, other than C.C.�
C.C. threw his hands over his head. �Sure, everyone pick on me. You�re just jealous that you didn�t come up with the bra-strap line.�
I snorted. �Anyway, either this weekend or Monday, I want you to try out some sort of exchange with the girl you like. Report back to me at our next meeting to let me know how things went. If you need to talk to me before then, just text or stop in.�
The Nerd Herd grabbed their things and headed out. We were off to a good start, but they definitely needed a lot more work.

***

I�d just sat at my desk to start my homework when my cell went off. Rex.
�Hey,� I said.
�Double-D, what�re you up to?�
I groaned. �I�m hanging out with my Trig book, what about you?�
�Watching the Tigers� game with my dad.�
�That sounds way more fun.� I propped my foot up on my trashcan and picked at the blue nail polish coming off my nails.
�Listen, I have to ask you something.� His voice turned serious.
�Sure.�
�Were you at the mall today? I know I sound paranoid, but I swear I saw you in Rockies.�
Dang it. I hated to lie, so I went with a half-truth. �Yeah. We had to stop in to grab some things for the science project we�re working on. We�re doing an analysis of scents�you know, like colognes, foods, leather, that sort of thing.�
�You know, I�ve said it before, and I�ll say it again, I could help you instead. I�m good at science.�
Son of a b, why wouldn�t he let this go? It�s not like he cared what I did before this, why the sudden change? �Actually, the teacher assigned the Nerd Herd to me.�
�Maybe I can talk to him��
Not wanting this to go any further, I decided to change the subject. �Hey, so do you want to hang out tomorrow? I have nothing going on. We could meet up and play tennis or take a hike up to the falls.�
He groaned. �You�re not gonna believe this, but my parents are having some stupid luncheon thing I have to go to tomorrow. It�s at the country club.�
�Well maybe later this week then.�
�But, I miss hanging out with you. I wish it was summer again, then we wouldn�t have to worry about school.�
�Me too. But listen, I gotta go.� With that we said goodbye. Now I just needed to figure out how to keep juggling The Romeo Club and Rex. The last thing we needed was for him to figure out that I was training the guys. He�d never let them live it down.


Chapter 8


Oldies music blared from the living room downstairs. My parents� Sunday afternoon ritual of cards, snacks, and tunes was underway. Or, in other words, annoy the crap out of me time. They�d normally end up kissing at some point over a cribbage board or in between bites of crackers and cheese. Total gross fest, which is why I hid out in my room. As far as they knew, I was boggled down with homework.
I slid my earbuds in, hoping to drown out their laughter and music. With a sigh, I pulled out the information Kenadi had given me about Portia. I jotted down a few tidbits to give to Trey. However, I decided against handing over all the intel at once. The last thing we needed him to do was go hog-wild with the info and ruin things.
Once I wrote the stuff down, I ripped the paper from my notebook, then grabbed the T-shirt I�d bought Trey the other day. With any luck, I�d be able to sneak over to his house without Mom or Dad noticing. I tugged my headphones off and hurried down the hallway.
The hardwood floors creaked beneath my feet, while beams of sunlight filtered in through the windows, reflecting off the framed pictures of me and my brother that lined the entire corridor. It was like the walk of shame. Mom insisted on highlighting the most embarrassing moments of our childhood through puberty. There was a pic of Drake on the kiddie toilet taking his first pee. One of me, screaming my head off during my first bath. Next to that, hung a photo of me and my brother running around naked through the sprinkler, when I was one and he was two.
Needless to say, I�d never shown Rex or any other boy to my bedroom because I didn�t want to bring them down the hall of horrors. Well, I mean the Nerd Herd had seen them, but they didn�t really count.
I made it out of the house and ran across our yard to Trey�s. Clouds drifted across the sky, hiding the sun. The scent of fresh cut grass filled the air. The large, blue, Victorian home sprawled out before me, its turret pointed toward the heavens like an arrow. I stepped onto the wraparound porch, covered with white wicker furniture and hanging flower baskets and walked to the front door. Standing in front of the wooden barrier, I knocked.
Mrs. Garrett opened the door. �Hi, Delyla.�
�Hello. Is Trey around?�
�Yeah, come on in. He�s in his room, you can go on up.� She moved aside letting me in.
My gaze flickered over the flowered wallpaper and stained glass windows. I hurried through the foyer and up the spiral staircase like I had so many other times. When I got to Trey�s door, I barged in.
I gasped. There, standing in the center of his room, was Trey, wearing only a pair of boxers. My eyes roamed over his defined chest, to his muscled arms then back down again.
�Holy, balls�sorry, I mean, I didn�t see your balls, I � � Heat crept up the back of my neck and over my cheeks. I swallowed hard and turned my head in the other direction. When did he get so ripped? I didn�t remember the sleek muscles last summer when we went swimming at Lake Michigan.
Trey chuckled. �You can look now, I put on my jeans.�
Yeah, but he didn�t mention a shirt. The boy needed to cover up stat, or I might drool on him or something. I sucked in a deep breath trying to rein in my pulse. Okay, act cool. This is Trey. Not Rex. �Um, I got you this.�
Without meeting his gaze, I handed him the T-shirt I�d bought for him.
�What�s this for?� He held it up and smiled.
I shrugged. �I saw it in the window at the mall and thought it was cute�then of course I thought of you.�
His eyebrows went up.
�I mean, not like that � � Good grief. Maybe I ought to just shut my mouth before I said something even worse.
He slid it on over his head. It fit perfectly. �Do you want me to pay you for it?�
�No. It�s a gift. You know�to the new you.� I shoved my hands into my pocket and tugged out the piece of notebook paper. �Oh, and before I forget, I brought over a short list of things Portia likes.�
He took it from me and scanned it. �Dancing, shopping, and designing dresses? Well that�s not going to get me off to a good start. I hate dancing. Definitely not a big fan of shopping, well unless we�re at the video game store. And well, for obvious reasons, I�m not into dresses�unless of course they�re on a chick or something.�
I rolled my eyes. �These are more for you to get a conversation started. You can ask her if she watches the new celebrity dancing show.�
He snorted. �That means I�ll have to watch a few episodes.�
�You�re in luck then. My mom has them recorded.� Along with every other reality TV show on satellite. She was an addict.
�Seriously?� He ran a hand through his hair.
�How bad do you want this?�
Trey sighed and paced in front of his computer. He glanced at his Star Wars posters then back at me. �Somehow, I have a feeling I�m gonna regret this. But fine. Let�s do this.�
He put on a pair of shoes and we headed outside. As we crossed his yard into mine, I noticed Jimbo standing near our front porch. There, on the ground, were my mom�s pink flamingo yard decorations. And well, Jimbo was having a little too much fun with them, if you catch my drift.
�Not again. No�bad dog. Get off those.�
The dog ignored me and kept doing the deed with the poor, plastic birds. They probably wished they had real legs about now so they could run away.
�No,� I shouted again, this time I chased after him, until he rushed back into his own yard.
�Dude, that dog needs a lady friend.�
�Well, you might want to hide Biscuit.�
He wrinkled his nose. �Don�t curse my poodle.�
�Thank God, she�s fixed.� I laughed.
When we got inside, I led Trey into the living room and flipped on the television. �Let me grab some paper so we can take notes on the show.�
�You�re kidding me right?�
�No. You want to be able to carry on intelligent conversations, don�t you? The only way to do that is to study. Think of it as homework.�
�Has anyone ever told you, you�re a nerd?�
�Only you.� Once I got my notebook, we plopped down on the couch and turned on the show. I jotted down info on the people and the songs. But to be honest, I was bored out of my mind. I mean, who actually found this crap interesting?
Trey let out a yawn. �How many episodes do we have to watch?�
�Four.� My eyes glazed over just thinking about it.
We made it through the first three episodes, when Mom poked her head in. �Oh, I didn�t know you two liked this.�
She spun into the room pretending to waltz with some invisible guy or maybe the hot French dancer from the show. Mom sung along with the song, but just then she caught her foot on the edge of the sofa and went flying. She hit the floor with a thud and to my horror, her shirt lifted, giving us a view of her ugly, white, grandma-bra.
Mortified, I leapt to my feet. �Maybe we should watch this another time.� I shoved the notes I took into Trey�s hands and ushered him to the front door. �I�ll see you later.�
Good grief. I swear, I had the most embarrassing family in the world.
Mom hefted herself up. �Guess my dancing skills are a little rusty.�
A little? Try non-existent. I rubbed a hand across my face as if that would take away the vision.
Poor Trey would probably be scarred for the rest of his life�maybe even blind from the flash of bra and old lady skin.
�I hope I didn�t scare Trey off.�
�He had to get home. Lots of homework. And so do I. See you later.� I rushed upstairs before she decided to break dance or something and show me a thong. Gah. The images.
As soon as my door shut behind me, I dialed Kenadi. �Can you please kill me now?�
�Oh God, what happened?� she said.
So I went on to tell her about Mom�s fiasco and my walking in on Trey.
�Needless to say, it�s been an eventful day,� I said.
She giggled. �Sounds like it.�
�I�m sure Trey will avoid our house for the foreseeable future.�
�Speaking of Trey, you spent more time with him than Rex this weekend.�
�Romeo Club duties, nothing more.�
�Are you sure?�
�Absolutely.� Or at least I hoped so.


Chapter 9


I pushed through the crowds of people as I made my way into school. My ballet flats slid across the scuffed tiles as I adjusted my backpack, which weighed like five tons. With all the homework they handed out in my AP classes, it�d be a miracle if I maintained my 4.0 average. But if I wanted to keep from taking final exams, I had to make sure my grades didn�t fall. This was one of the few school policies I liked. If you got A�s all four marking periods in your classes then you didn�t take the exams.
Wanting to get my science paper handed in early, I headed straight for Mr. Braxon�s room. I came up short when I noticed Rex leaning against his desk. With a groan, I pressed myself against one of the blue lockers.
�Hey, Mr. B,� he said. �I wondered if you might assign me to tutor Delyla Denson instead of C.C., Kevin, and Trey.�
Oh crap. I�m so dead. This whole lying thing was way over my head�and obviously I wasn�t very good at it.
�Delyla Denson? She doesn�t need a tutor. Her grades are fine,� Mr. Braxon said.
Why the heck is he checking up on me?
Not wanting to get caught eavesdropping, I hurried past the door and down the hall. I needed a new excuse and fast. When I got to my locker, which was located right next to Drake�s, I saw the Nerd Herd hanging out.
�Okay guys, I�m in deep shit here. If Rex asks why we�re hanging out, tell him I joined the Science Club with you guys and I�m helping you with projects.�
�And why should we do that?� C.C. smoothed down one of his new T-shirts.
�It�s either that or I tell him about The Romeo Club. Your choice.�
�We�ll tell him whatever you ask us to,� Kevin said, slugging C.C. in the chest. �Don�t ruin this for us you dick.�
He held his hands up. �I was teasing. Can�t any of you ever take a joke?�
�No,� we all said in unison.
As a crowd of girls walked past, I saw several of them turn to give the Nerd Herd a second glance. Project makeover, an official success. Now, I just needed to make sure that the right girls took notice.
I glanced down the hall and saw Portia opening her locker. Perfect. I nudged Trey, whose locker happened to be near hers. �You know, now would be a good time to go talk to her. She�s alone and she�s got her locker open.�
�Um, and why do I care if she�s getting into her locker?� He frowned.
�Her dance posters are hanging up. Act like you�re getting your books out and notice them. Then you can be like �Oh, you like dance too.� See, perfect conversation starter and it will open it up for you to bring up the new dance show episodes we watched.�
�Wait, he watches Celebrity Dance Off?� C.C. interrupted, a smirk appearing on his freckled face.
�Yes,� Trey said. His face turned a nice shade of strawberry.
�Since when?�
�Since he�s trying to get a date,� I said.
C.C. opened his mouth to ask another question and I pinched his arm.
�Ow, why does everyone keep beating on me today?� He rubbed the spot I�d squeezed.
�I don�t know, maybe it�s because you won�t shut your mouth.� My gaze rested on him.
He grinned. �That�s okay. I love it when girls are rough.�
Seriously, he was such a pig. �And again with the mouth.�
Trey took a deep breath. �Okay, I can do this.�
�Yep. And I�ll be right here if you need me.� I slid my backpack off and leaned against the wall.
�All right, here goes nothing.� He sauntered down the hall, stopped at his locker, then grabbed his books out for first hour. He leaned closer to Portia and said something.
Damn, I wished I was closer. But whatever he�d said made her smile, and I saw her point to various pictures hanging up in her locker. Oh. My. God. She was buying it.
Just then, in the middle of watching my work of perfection, Rex stepped in front of me. His lips turned down in a frown, his arms crossed his chest. �We need to talk.�
Uh-oh. This wouldn�t be good. I gave him a forced smile, but my stomach knotted. We�d been together for several months and had never had a fight. Hell, I�d never fought with any guy I dated.
�Sure. What�s up?� I tried to pretend like I didn�t know what this was about.
He led me a few feet away from the guys and said, �You lied to me, Del. I know you�re not getting tutored. Hell, you�re getting better grades than me right now.� He glanced down the hallway. �So, my question is what the heck is going on? Do you not want to hang out with me anymore or something?�
My pulse roared in my ears. �No. That�s not it. I promise. Okay, here�s the thing�I-I joined the Science Club.�
His mouth fell open. �What?�
�I was embarrassed�I mean, Science Club is normally reserved for nerds.� I nodded in the direction of the Nerd Herd. Although, deep down I was just as big of a dork as they were�I just hid it better.
Rex let out a long breath, took a step toward me, and pulled me into his arms. �You don�t know how happy I am to hear you say that. I thought maybe you�d found some other guy or something. Next time, just tell me the truth, okay?�
C.C. cleared his throat and I caught his eye over Rex�s arm. �Don�t you dare.� I mouthed when I realized he was ready to say something. He held his hands up and spun away from us.
�Trust me, there�s no other guy. You�re it,� I said, turning my attention back to Rex.
He grinned. �Well, if there was somebody trying to move in on my territory, I might have to kick their ass.�
But even I noticed his gaze drift to the new and improved Nerd Herd as if to warn them off.
Great, nothing like a little territory marking. Seriously, I wasn�t a piece of property or something. With that, he bent down and gave me a peck on the lips. One way or another, I had to handle things better. And I better go tell Mr. Braxon I�d joined the Science Club, just to be safe.

***

Kenadi passed the soccer ball to me as we raced toward the goal. I dribbled it, then took a shot from the back post. The ball sailed in.
�Woot, that�s my girl.� Kenadi pumped her fist, while I did a celebratory booty dance.
As we made our way back to the line to await our next turn, I told Kenadi about my run-in with Rex and also helping Trey talk to Portia.
�Speaking of Trey, I know I said it last night, but I think it needs repeating. You�re spending a lot of time with him. Not to mention, nearly every conversation we�ve had in the last week has revolved around him.�
My cheeks burned. I leaned down and pretended to pick mud out of my cleats. �He�s my friend. I want to help him out.�
�Right. And you bought him a shirt when you�re trying to save for your prom dress?�
�I�it was a cute shirt. Not to mention it was on sale. You know me and sales, I can�t pass up a good deal.� I stood straight and wiped my dirty fingers on my practice shorts.
�Okay, I�ll give you that. But I still think there�s more going on here than you�re letting on.�
�Denson, Green, get on the line, you�re next.� Coach blew her whistle.
We raced down the field once more. Kenadi was wrong. I mean, Trey�s cute. But he�d been one of my best friends since we were toddlers. No way would I jeopardize that. Not to mention Rex. Hot. Senior. Sex God of the entire school. Okay, I didn�t really know if he was a Sex God, because we hadn�t done it. But still. Who would give that up?


Chapter 10


Rex rolled the window down and cranked the music in his jeep. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. Sunglasses rested on top of his head. He sang along with the country song, his forearms flexing as he gripped the steering wheel. When we came to a stop sign, he shifted his gaze to mine.
�What are you looking at?� He smiled.
I chuckled. �The scenery.�
�Oh, so now I�m just a piece of scenery.� He reached over and tickled my side.
With a shriek, I attempted to move closer to my door. �No. You�ll make me pee my pants.�
A car behind us honked, urging Rex to go. Once again, he clutched a hold of the wheel. �You�re so lucky I�m driving right now.�
Ten minutes later, we parked in my driveway and Rex turned off the vehicle.
�Thanks for the ride home. You know, I probably owe you like a million dollars in gas money by now.� I hefted up my soccer bag with my gear in it.
He caught my arm. �You don�t owe me anything. You�re my girl. Besides, I like driving you home.�
�I know. I just feel bad because I�m kind of out of the way.�
�You�re never out of my way.� He inched closer, cupping my chin in his hand. �So, I thought maybe I could come in for a while and hang out with you.�
�Actually, I�ve gotta shower then work on that project with the Nerd Herd.�
His face fell and he sat back in his seat. Crap. I was the worst girlfriend ever. Problem was, he couldn�t find out about TRC. Rex might be a good boyfriend, but he wasn�t exactly the nicest person when it came to other people outside of our crowd.
�I guess I�ll see you around then.�
As I sat there, the guilt sank in. We�d barely spent any time together in the last week or two. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt his feelings. �You know what, never mind. I�ll just tell the guys we can work on it later.�
We climbed from the vehicle and he snagged me around the waist then dumped me over his shoulder like a sack of basketballs. �I knew you�d see it my way.�
I swatted his back. �Only because you gave me puppy dog eyes. You know I can�t resist them.�
When we got inside, he set me down. �I think the game�s on. We might be able to catch the last couple innings.�
�Sounds good. You can go turn it on, while I run down and let the guys know we�ll be starting our stuff later tonight.�
His lips brushed my cheek. The scent of his cologne intoxicated me. �If you want, I can help you. I know I�m not in the Science Club, but I�m sure I could do something useful.�
�No. It�s fine. Really. I�ll be back in two seconds.�
The Nerd Herd glanced up when I barged into the family. �About time,� C.C. said. �We�ve been here for twenty minutes already.�
�Sorry. Um�Rex kind of came home with me. I might need a little bit longer.� I chewed my bottom lip.
�How long are we talking?� Kevin rubbed his face.
�Not sure. But, if I keep dodging my boyfriend, he�s gonna keep asking questions. I just need to spend a few minutes with him.�
�It�s fine. I�ve got to work on my Lit paper anyway,� Trey said, pulling his text book from his bag.
�I swear we�ll still get your lesson in.� With that, I raced back upstairs to find Rex already sprawled out on my couch watching the TV.
When he saw me standing in the doorway, he patted the spot next to him. �Hey, come sit with me.�
I kicked off my sandals then ripped off my soccer socks and slid onto the sofa next to him. He wrapped his arm around my hips, tugging me closer so I nestled against his chest. The game was in the eighth inning, Tigers up six to three.
�Come on,� he shouted as one of our batters struck out.
We watched several players come and go. My gaze flitted to the clock, wondering how long he�d stay. Not that I wanted to get rid of him, but if I was gonna talk to the Nerd Herd, get my Chemistry and Trig homework done, and eat dinner, I needed him to go pretty soon.
�So did you finish your lab for science?� I asked.
�Shh � just a second, let me watch this at bat.� He slid his arms off me and sat up, leaning closer to the TV.
Er � okay, I just got shushed for a ball game? Seriously? So maybe I shouldn�t complain too much, I mean I acted the same way when I watched soccer. But still. He�d been griping about not spending time with me and now, he ignored me to watch baseball.
I moved away from him and propped my head up on the arm of the couch. Minutes ticked by. Then his cell rang. With a groan, he grabbed it from his short�s pocket.
�Hello? Oh, hey Mom. Yeah. I�m at Del�s. Okay. I�ll be home in a few.� He hung up then turned to face me. �Sorry. Mom wants me home. She has some client who she wants me to meet coming over for dinner. There are times I swear they think I�m like a trophy they can show off.�
�I�m sure that�s not why they want you there. They�re proud of you.� I squeezed his hand. �And it�s fine if you have to go. I�ll see you tomorrow at school.� I climbed to my feet and hugged him goodbye.
Once he was out the door, I rushed to the family room. �I�m so sorry guys.�
�I can�t believe you made us wait for King Douche to leave,� C.C. said.
I glowered. �Hey, I�m trying to juggle a lot here.�
�It�s fine,� Trey said. �At least it gave me a chance to get some homework done.�
I smiled at him. Trey always came to my rescue. Even when I pissed him off. �Okay, so why don�t you guys tell me how your first assignment went?�
Kevin propped his foot up on his leg and played with his shoe laces. �On Sunday, Melanie got put on the same shift as me. So I offered to clean tables for her.�
�And?� My eyebrows raised.
�It led to us chatting about how sucky the weekend shifts are.�
�That�s awesome. See. You made it through your first conversation. But next time, don�t be scared to ask her some things about herself.�
Next, I turned to Trey. He grinned. �You guys already know I went up to Portia this morning and chatted with her about the dance show.�
C.C. snorted. �Yeah, and since when did you turn into such a wuss?�
�Since I wanted to land the hot girl.� Trey tossed his pencil at him. �And if I�m so lame, let�s hear how you did with Liza today?�
C.C.�s face grew pink. �I-I knocked her books off her desk � �
�On purpose?� I asked.
He fidgeted in his seat. �No. I got nervous and the next thing I know, my arms were flailing and there went her books. I ended up apologizing, which I guess means I talked to her. Right?�
The boy needed help in a bad way. �Don�t worry. We�ll work on it. You just need to loosen up around her. Maybe pretend you�re talking to one of us.�
He chuckled. �You mean call her an asshole and slap her on the back?�
�Probably not a good idea.� I sat on the edge of the armchair. �If you need extra help, we can run through some more conversations.�
He shrugged. �Are you available Sunday?�
�Sure. I�ll put it on my calendar. But seriously, you guys are doing great. Just remember relationships take time to establish.�
�Drake�s didn�t,� Kevin said. He brushed his bangs off his forehead.
�He�s a special case.�
�Yeah, you can�t all be studs like me.� Drake walked into the room and plopped down on the couch. He took a swig of bottled water then set the container on the coffee table.
�Douche.� Trey lobbed a pillow at him.
�You know it.� Drake turned on the TV then clicked the power on the game console. The guys� heads swiveled to face the screen. We watched the familiar dwarf and elf faces pop up, followed by several battle scenes.
�Well, Mr. Stud here still hasn�t beaten level four.� I laughed, gesturing toward the game.
Drake flipped me off. �Yeah, but some of us aren�t as obsessive as others.�
�Whatever, you�re just jealous I�m three levels ahead of you.� I stood to go. �Oh, and I have another assignment for you guys.�
They tore their gazes from the TV and groaned.
�I want you each to join a club or group at school. We need to start pulling you out of your comfort zones and force you to try new things.� With a wave, I headed toward the stairs. But before I made my escape, Trey caught up to me.
�So, I wondered if I can watch the rest of those dance shows tonight.�
�Sure. Just let me put my stuff away and get cleaned up.� After I threw my things in my bedroom, I took a quick shower then stopped in the kitchen to grab a pop and a cookie. Once I got situated on the couch, I turned on the reality show.
The first couple came out. Trey leaned back, a sneer on lips. �If this dude�s pants get any tighter, they�ll have to give the show an X rating.�
I giggled. �Him? Geez, that chick�s shirt might as well be a pair of band aids.�
�I bet if you were on here, you�d probably wear some leopard print bikini with a tail.� He nudged me in the ribs. �You could have some jungle themed music and swing from ropes.�
�You wish.� I took sip of pop then set the can down.
�Yeah, then I could take pictures and embarrass the hell out of you.�
�Like you should talk. You�d be the guy in a leather-thong with your ass cheeks hanging out.�
Trey launched himself at me and caught me in a headlock. He rubbed his fist in my hair.
�Hey, stop.� I laughed, struggling to get out of his grasp. �You�re missing your show.�
�And that�s a bad thing?� He released me.
�Um�maybe.� I nodded toward the new couple wearing matching teal outfits.
�God. Kill me now.� He fell backward covering his face with the back of his hand. �Too. Much. Spandex.�
I busted out laughing. We sat admiring the cool and not so cool costumes. After a few minutes, I glanced at him. �So, why Portia? I mean, she doesn�t really seem like your type.�
Trey shrugged. �She�s nice.�
�And beautiful.� I bumped him with my shoulder. �But seriously, you have nothing in common. I figured you�d go for someone, I don�t know, less flighty and more down to earth. Someone who can have an intelligent conversation with you.�
He bit his fingernail then snorted. �Like you should talk. Rex isn�t exactly Mr. Conversation. The only thing he ever talks about is sports. And if he�s not talking about baseball or football or track then he�s trying to give you a tonsillectomy with his tongue.�
I opened my mouth to protest. Is he right? Did Rex ever really talk to me about anything meaningful?
�Yeah, but in his defense, sports is what we have in common. I mean, I like them too.�
�But you�re into other things�like video games, Sci-Fi flicks, gardening, swimming. I know you�ve been dating him for a while, but do you two ever talk about real things? Does he even know you?�
�Of course.� I folded my knees and drew them to my chest. For the rest of the show, I pondered whether Trey was right. Did Rex know me at all? Heck, did I really know him?


Chapter 11


Hot cheese strung out in front of me as I took a bite of pizza. The cafeteria buzzed with conversations and laughter. Rex sat beside me, his hand rubbing my shoulder as he talked to Bart Sandersville.
�Did you see Klemintz steal home last night?� Rex said. �He should�ve been tagged out.�
Bart snorted. �You�re just pissed because the Tigers lost again.�
They bantered back and forth about the game, then switched to talking about the Mets. And after that, they switched to golf.
Oh God. Trey�s right. My boyfriend had a one track mind. Maybe he was just consumed by it today. My mind wandered back, trying to think of other conversations we�d had recently. Let�s see. We�d talked about spending time together. My soccer practice. His track practice. The Tigers game. His golf outing with his dad. His football scholarship in the fall. Every last thing we�d spoken about had to do with sports.
I glanced across the crowded room to where Trey sat with the Nerd Herd. They seemed so confident and okay with who they were. They had no problem being the �dorky guys.� For the first time, I wondered if maybe they should be giving me lessons in how not be shallow, or better yet, how to embrace showing off my inner nerd. As if sensing my gaze, Trey looked up and waved. I smiled and waved back.
�Del, tell Bart about the goal you made against Oakley last week.� Rex tapped my arm. �My girl has mad skills on the field.�
�And in the room?� Bart winked.
�Don�t be a perv.� Rex kicked him under the table.
My face burned. What the heck did Bart mean by that? With a sigh, I pretended to ignore the comment and went on to tell him about my penalty shot.

***

The bus bumped along the road, jarring my knee against the metal side of the vehicle. Kenadi sank down next to me, propping her legs on the seat in front of ours. We had an away game in Cedar today, which lucky for us was only a twenty-five minute ride. Any longer with this bus driver at the wheel and someone would have to peel us off the ceiling. I swear she hit every pothole, curb, and pile of road kill on the street.
�Hey, Ken, do you think it�s weird that the only things Rex and I talk about or do together are sports related?�
She wrinkled her nose. �Uh�yeah.�
I groaned. �What do you and Mikah talk about?�
�School, sports, TV shows, music, movies, pretty much everything. He even plans crazy dates for us.� She laughed. �Remember when he took me to that wax museum last month?� Kenadi took out her earrings and slid them into her soccer bag then shifted her gaze to me. �Uh-oh, is there trouble in paradise?�
I squirmed under her scrutiny. �No. Rex and I are great.�
Then why didn�t things feel great? The airbrakes hissed as the big yellow banana came to a stop. I tugged my headband on, then reached down to retrieve my gear from the floor. We filed off the bus and followed Coach to the locker rooms, where we changed into our uniforms. I put on my shin-guards then pulled my purple socks over them. When I finished, I shoved my feet into my purple and gold cleats and tied them up.
�Denson, let�s see some more goals this week,� Hillary Marker hollered.
The other girls whooped.
When everyone was dressed, we lined up and headed onto the field. A warm breeze tugged at my ponytail. The crowd clapped as we came into the stadium. I loved the sight of the field, the feel of the turf beneath my shoes. Fans cheering us on. My pulse quickened. Nothing else mattered while I was out here. It was just me. The defenders. And the ball.
�Hey, Del,� Drake hollered from beside the fence, near the bleachers. Trey and Chloe stood beside him, wearing Greenville�s purple and gold colors.
I jogged over, hoping Coach didn�t yell at me.
�You guys made it.� I smiled.
�We wouldn�t miss a chance to see you lay some girl out on the field.� Trey chuckled.
�I told you, after my last game, it was an accident. The girl stepped in front of me at the last second. I couldn�t stop.�
�Yeah, right.�
Drake�s fingers laced through Chloe�s and she grinned up at him then turned her attention to me. �Good luck today. I hope you score some goals.�
�Don�t worry, she will. My sister�s a machine out there.�
�Listen, I better go before Rafferty has a kitten.� With a final wave, I joined Kenadi.
�I see Trey came to watch you play.� Her mouth turned up at the corners.
�I know that look. Before you say anything, I�m going to point out that he always comes to my games,� I said as we ran to the nearest goal and began warm-ups.
�Yeah, he does. Hmmm � wonder why that is?�
�Because we�re friends.�
�Or, he has a thing for you.�
She was wrong. I mean, Trey always tagged along with my brother. He came to my games to hang out with Drake, nothing more. Right?
Coach had us do a few drills and stretches before the refs blew their whistles and made us form a line to check our cleats and shin-guards.
�Let�s have a clean game, ladies,� one of the ref�s said. �Watch the elbows and pushing, we�ll be keeping an eye on you.� His eyes settled on me and Kenadi.
Okay, so the two of us had a bit of a reputation on the field, but we played hard and sometimes that meant other people got knocked down.
Once they finished, we went to our sidelines and waited for the National Anthem to play. I watched the flag whip in the wind, my hand over my heart. Then the announcer came on to introduce the players.
At last, Coach circled us up. �Okay, Denson, right forward. Green, Midfield. Sharp left defender.� And on she went until she gave out all the positions. �We won the coin toss, so we�ll start with the ball ladies. Let�s get out there and show �em what the Lady Jackets are made of.� She put her hand in. �Team on three.�
�One. Two. Three. Team,� we shouted.
We found our places on the field and waited for the whistle. As soon as the game started, Carter passed the ball to me. I dribbled forward, cutting to the left around the defender. I smiled as I eased past. Not to sound cocky, but I knew I was faster than any of these girls. Two more players stepped in front of me, I nudged the ball with the outside of my foot and burned past them too. Their mids dropped back, trying to catch me, while the defenders from the other side of the field made their way toward the goal to block me.
But it was too late. By the time they got close enough to take the ball, I�d already sent it flying, into the net.
�Goooal, Jackets,� the announcer said.
My teammates rushed me, giving me high-fives and pats on the back.
The rest of the game, pretty much went like that. I scored two more goals, Kenadi had one, and Ferrera had one.
When we loaded back on the bus, I wiped sweat from my forehead and chugged a bottle of water.
�I so need a fan. I�m roasting,� I said.
�Good game, girls. Saw some great passing. And Kellogg, way to keep them from scoring,� Coach said to our keeper. �If we keep this up we might end up getting into the playoffs this year.�
Kenadi and I tossed our bags in one seat, then flopped down in another. I just got situated when my phone went off. Rex�s ringtone.
�Double-D, just calling to see how your game went before my relay�s up,� he said. �So, did you win?�
�Yep,� I said. Should I be worried that he didn�t even say hi first? Great, I had the feeling I�d be dissecting every conversation from here on out.
�Gotta give me the details so I can brag about my girl to everyone. Did you score?�
I laughed. �Yeah, I got three goals. Ken had one. We whomped Cedar.�
�That�s my girl. Listen, I gotta go. I�ll give you a celebratory kiss tomorrow.�
Kenadi popped a bite of granola bar in her mouth. �So, what�d he want?�
�To talk about my game.�
She snorted. �That�s it?�
�Yeah. Pretty much.�
She shook her head, but didn�t say anything else. Gah, I blamed Trey for making me question my relationship. Hell, I�d been perfectly happy and okay with mine and Rex�s conversations before he�d mentioned it.
I bent down to put my cell away, when it blared to life once more. For a moment, I thought maybe Rex decided to call back, but when I saw the number, I groaned. C.C.
�Hello?�
�Delyla, it�s C.C. I wondered if you could maybe tell me what outfit to wear to school tomorrow?�
�Go with a pair of your new jeans and that green polo shirt.�
�What shoes?�
�Your tennis shoes.�
�Are you sure? I don�t want my feet to look too big. On second thought, you know what they say about big feet,� he said.
�Ew, I think I just threw up in my mouth. Again.�
He chuckled. �Ah, you think I�m funny. Admit it.�
�I wouldn�t go that far. So, is that all you needed?�
�I decided to try out for the play at school. I�ve been in Drama Club for a while, but never had the guts to go out for one of the leads.�
�Imagine that, you, a drama queen.� I rolled my eyes. �So why did you decide to do it now?�
�Liza�s going out for the female lead. So-so I, you know, thought maybe now would be a good time. D-do you think you might help me rehearse some lines on Sunday too?�
I smiled. It was crazy how nervous he got when he talked about Liza. �Sure.�
�I owe you one,� he said.
�And I�m keeping track of how many times you tell me that.�
�Listen, I have to go. My mom�s hollering for me to take the trash out.�
Geez, the things I did for these guys.


Chapter 12


Steam billowed into the locker room from the showers as girls got dressed and changed out of their gym uniforms. The mixture of sweat, perfume, and body spray nauseated me. All I wanted to do was get some fresh air. However, it was probably better than the stench that came from the boys� locker room. Sweat. Butt. Cologne. Farts. Yeah, it could definitely be worse.
I hopped up and down, trying to get into my skinny jeans. Today definitely wasn�t the day to wear these things. It was like trying to squeeze a watermelon into a straw. Once, I got them on, I put on a pair of flip-flops and adjusted my T-shirt.
�Oh. My. God, you guys,� Portia said. �Trey Garrett is so adorable.�
�Yes, we know. You�ve only told us like thirty times today,� her BFF Jasmine said.
Portia giggled. �It�s just, he�s been talking to me a lot this week. And it�s kind of cool. I mean, he likes a lot of the same shows I do. Get this, he even watches Celebrity Dance Off.�
�Are you sure he�s not gay?� Jasmine puckered her lips as she dowsed them with gloss.
Portia rolled her eyes. �He�s not. Besides, you�re jealous because Bart hates anything dance related.�
I grinned. This was perfect. The Romeo Club worked. Portia noticed Trey. I so couldn�t wait to tell him. But, as I listened to Portia change the subject to the dance routine she planned to do at her next beauty pageant, I wondered for the zillionth time what he saw in her.
With a sigh, I shoved my uniform into my locker and walked into the hall. I wanted to catch Trey before our next class. Even if I didn�t approve of his choice of girls, I still couldn�t wait to tell him what I�d overheard.
People hurried down the hall toward their next classes, pushing and shoving to get through the crowd. Up ahead, I spotted Trey. He smiled when he saw me and called out, �Hey, I need to talk to you.�
�Me too,� I said.
He pushed his way through the masses. Over his shoulder, I noticed Rex who waved for me to come over. I held up my hand to let him know in a minute. When I did that, he also started toward me. Crap, why was he being so dang clingy lately?
Trey reached me first. �Do me a favor,� I said.
�Yeah?�
�Duck and run.� But before we could, I saw Bart catch Rex first. Thank God. As the two of them talked, Rex kept looking in my direction. �Follow me.� I yanked on Trey�s arm.
�What are we doing?�
�Trying to lose my boyfriend.�
Trey peeked over his shoulder. �Just stay low then.�
With a smile, I stared back at where Rex had been standing to find him deep in conversation with Bart. After a second, the two of them began moving in our direction. Damn. I spotted the janitor closet and grabbed Trey�s sleeve.
�Quick, hide in here.�
We rushed into the closet and the door shut behind us. Darkness enveloped us. My leg brushed against his. My heart leapt into my throat. Whoa. Settle down girl. This is Trey.
�Okay, what are we doing in here?�
�Rex has been snooping around a lot lately. He actually went in and talked to Mr. Braxon about tutoring me instead of you guys. And he keeps showing up, when he knows I�m supposed to be hanging out with the Nerd Herd. I don�t know what�s gotten into him.�
�Maybe he�s jealous of our new stud status.� Trey moved, this time his arm brushing my shoulder.
I laughed. �Maybe. So, what did you need to talk to me about?�
�Oh, right.� His warm breath tickled my cheek as he leaned closer. �I talked to Portia again this morning. She actually sought me out.�
�That�s awesome,� I said.
�Except for the part where all we spoke about is dancing. I need more stuff to chat about. Something not dance related.�
�Okay, we can fix that.�
�So what did you want to talk to me for?� Trey said.
The scent of cleaning supplies burned my nose. Maybe the janitor closet wasn�t the best place to be carrying on a conversation.
�Well, Portia seems to be into you. I overheard her in gym class talking about how adorable you are.�
�You�re kidding.�
�Nope. If you keep doing what you�re doing, that girl will be eating out of your hand in no time.�
�Dude, you rock. You know that?�
I rolled my eyes. �Duh. I�ve been trying to tell you guys that for years.�
He chuckled. �So, do you think we�re safe to get out of here now?�
The warning bell sounded. �Yeah.�
I reached for the door handle and twisted. But it wouldn�t turn. I pushed my shoulder against the door. Again, it wouldn�t budge. �Um, we might have a slight problem.�
�Like?�
�Like we�re flipping locked in.�
�Are you serious?�
�Yes.� My voice squeaked as panic set in. God, what if no one heard us? What if we got stuck in here overnight?
�Here, let me try.� He moved around me. I heard him rattle the handle. �Shit.�
�We�re gonna be late for class.�
�Hate to tell you, but I think being late is the least of our worries.�
�Wait, I have my cell.� I fumbled in my pocket and pulled it out. The light blue glow shined like a beacon in the dark. With a sigh, I dialed my brother�s number. It rang then went right to voice mail. Damn. Now was so not the time for him to have a social life.
�Let me try C.C.�s number. His uncle�s the janitor here.� Trey grabbed my phone from me and put in his number. �C�mon, C.C. pick up,� he said. �Thank God you answered. Hey, I need you to do me a favor. Yes, I know class is about to start, but I�m locked in the janitor�s closet down by Mr. Duncan�s room.� Trey gave me a quick look. �Never mind how I got stuck in here, just let me out.�
After he hung up, he handed me the cell. �Is he coming?�
�If he knows what�s good for him.�
A minute later the doorknob turned and we stumbled into the hallway. C.C. grinned at us. �So, if I pay more can I get locked in the closet with you?�
My face burned. �I-it�s not like that � we were talking.�
C.C. tugged my hair. �Is that what the kids are calling it now days? Talking?�
�Do you want my Trig book to become a part of your butt? Because I can so make that happen.�
Trey smiled. �As much fun as getting locked in the closet with you was, I need to get to class.�
My heart skidded into my ribs like a car on ice. Which wasn�t the reaction I was looking for.


Chapter 13


With the closet fiasco behind me, I sat on the couch in my family room, waiting to get The Romeo Club meeting started. We were only missing one person. I fingered one of the plaid throw pillows, twisting the colored fringe around my finger.
When Kevin rushed in, I stood. �Okay, everyone�s here. So why don�t you go around and report back on your joining a club assignment.�
C.C. set his notebook down on the recliner next to him and cleared his throat. �I�m happy to say that I grew some balls today.�
Trey took his glasses off and cleaned the lenses on his T-shirt. �Oh, so you were a girl prior to today?�
�Ha-ha, real funny. What I�m trying to tell you is that I talked to Liza. And she asked if I wanted to help her on the Prom Committee. So I said yes.�
I didn�t know whether to cheer or cringe. C.C. planning one of the biggest moments of my life made me nervous. What if he got us some crazy theme, like, Zombie Apocalypse? And everyone had to wear shredded clothes or something? Or what if he convinced Liza to do a camouflage formal? Gah.
�That�s great,� I said. �Kevin?�
�I managed to get into Astronomy Club. They�ve got some cool telescopes up at the college observatory that we�ll get to use.� He tugged a blue beanie down over his ears. Seriously, how many beanies did he have?
�Perfect.� The Nerd Herd made me proud. They were actually taking my advice and going with it. �Trey?�
He gave me a sheepish look. �I didn�t get a chance to join anything yet. But, before you chastise me, I want everyone to know that Portia invited me over to watch the dancing show tomorrow night.�
�Oh. My. God. Seriously?� I squealed, hopping off the couch.
His mouth twitched. �Yeah. But pretending to like that show around her is gonna be hard as hell.�
My eyes met his. �Then maybe she�s not the right girl for you.�
C.C. interrupted. �Of course she is. Have you seen her rack? And that tight bu��
�Um, can we not talk about her body parts?� I covered my face with my hand.
�She does have nice tits,� Kevin agreed. �And her legs are pretty hot too.�
�Who�s got nice tits?� Drake sauntered in carrying his school bag.
�Portia,� C.C. said. �Apparently she�s invited Trey over to watch TV tomorrow.�
Drake grinned. �Bet they do more than watch television.�
�Okay, I�m done listening.� I plugged my ears and headed for the stairs.
When I got to my room, I collapsed on my bed, dragging my textbooks from my bag. Portia and Trey. My stomach knotted. It just didn�t make sense to me. By his own admission, he hated dancing�which was all she talked about.
And why does this bother you so much?
I spread my homework across my bed then pulled out my cell to text Kenadi.
Portia asked Trey over 2 her house. Might need more info 4 him.
A knock sounded on my door. �Come in,� I called.
The door swung open and Trey came inside. His gaze wandered over my soccer posters, trophies and bookcase before it landed on me. �I wondered if you might have time to meet up with me tomorrow before I go to Portia�s.� He shoved his hands in his pockets. �I might need help picking out clothes and getting some ideas of things to talk about.�
�Sure. Coach cancelled practice tomorrow.�
�So, do you want me to give you a lift home from school?�
�Sounds good,� I said. �Oh and don�t forget our movie comes out in two weeks.�
He snorted. �Like I�d forget. Are we still going to the midnight release?�
�Hell, yeah. Not sure about Drake, since he and Chloe are attached at the pelvis. But I think Kev and C.C. are still in.�
Just then my phone rang. Trey waved goodbye before stepping out of my room.
�So, our little Trey is all grownup and has his first date?� Kenadi teased.
�Yeah.�
�Well, it just so happens I found out a few more things about Portia. Jasmine said she�s a vegan. She hates scary movies, loves going to the zoo and apparently loves to shop for pushup bras. As if we didn�t notice that from seeing her in tight shirts.�
�Okay, I�ll let Trey know.� I wrote the info down in my notebook. �You know, the more I see them interact or hear him talk about her, the more wrong they seem together. I mean, they have absolutely nothing in common.�
�Is someone jealous?� Kenadi said.
�No. I-I�m looking out for Trey.� But was I jealous? Did I have some deep down infatuation with him I hadn�t recognized yet? I so needed to get things sorted out. Because right now, I had no idea what was going on with me.


Chapter 14


Rex held my hand as we walked down the hall. �Since you don�t have practice today, I thought maybe you might want to come watch my track meet,� he said. We came to a stop outside my Trig class and he pulled me into his arms. I rested my palms against his chest.
I squinted and let out a low groan. �Actually, I can�t today. I have Science Club stuff.�
�Again?�
�Yes.� I laughed. �Some of us have interests outside of sports, you know.�
He nuzzled my neck. �I just miss you. And you haven�t been to any of my meets this season.�
�Because my soccer games and practices are normally at the same time. We can plan something soon, I promise.� I stood on my tiptoes and gave him a peck on his cheek. Over his shoulder, I saw Trey watching us. When he met my gaze, he gave a nod then turned away.
�Oh, hey, I gotta get to class,� Rex said. �I forgot, I told Bart I�d loan him my Chem notes.� He released me then sauntered down the hall. How much longer would I be able to keep up the charade?
Better question, how much longer would Rex put up with me ditching him?

***

After school, I found Trey sitting in his truck, waiting for me.
�Remind me next time Ms. Janston asks me for a favor to say no.� I climbed in and shut the door behind me.
Trey grinned. �Yeah, she takes advantage of the kids who actually get their work done on time. Last year, she had me run errands for her because I always handed everything in early.�
�Sure, now you tell me.� I leaned over and changed his radio to a rock station. �Do you think if I fail a couple papers, she�ll quit giving me extra crap to do?�
He smacked my hand away from the radio knobs and turned it back to a classical music channel. �Hey, the driver gets to choose the tunes.�
�No. You�re supposed to be nice and let guests pick a station.� My fingers pushed his out of the way.
He leaned over and tickled my side, until I slid away laughing. �Nice try.�
�You cheat,� I said.
�But I won, didn�t I?�
�For now. But just wait, I�m gonna attack you when you least expect it.�
He snorted. �Now I�m terrified.�
Trey shifted his truck into gear and backed out of the parking spot. On the drive to his house we discussed a few movies we wanted to see, then switched over to talking about our favorite video game, Dwarves of Iconia.
Soon we got to his house and he cut the engine. I followed him inside, where his mom stood in the kitchen over a sheet of chocolate chip cookies.
�Hi, Mom,� he said, giving her a quick hug.
�Hey, sweetie. How was your day?�
�Good. Got out of taking a test in Government because I did that extra credit project for Mr. Carp.�
�That�s nice.� She glanced up. When she saw me her smile widened. �Delyla, hi. I didn�t know you were coming home with Trey today.�
�We�re working on a project together,� I said.
�Then you two better take a couple cookies and get studying.� She snagged four steaming cookies and set them on a plate for us. �There�s milk in the fridge. Just make sure you bring the cups back downstairs. Oh, and Trey, leave your bedroom door open please.�
I�m not sure whose face turned redder. Trey�s or mine. But neither of us hung out long enough to see where the conversation might lead.
�Sorry about that,� he said when we got upstairs. �I don�t know why she said that.�
�If it�s the worst thing she ever says to embarrass you, then you�re lucky. You should hear the things that come out of my mom�s mouth. Remember, I told you she actually accused you of stealing her bra?�
He chuckled. �Well, at least I�ve never heard her say something crazy to me.�
�And now, you�ve jinxed yourself.�
Trey went over to his closet. �So, what should I wear tonight?�
I traipsed over to his drawers and pulled some shirts and jeans out. My teeth grazed my bottom lip as I held up several possible outfits. Finally, I decided on a vintage T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans.
�These will be perfect. Since you�re only getting together to watch TV, you want to go casual.�
He took the clothes from me. �I�ll go change in the bathroom.�
While he was gone, I studied the video game posters on his wall. Then wandered over to his bookshelf. He had Sci-Fi paperbacks, along with several fantasy novels. I smiled when I saw a picture of him with me and Drake. It�d been taken in front of his tree house when they were in sixth grade and I was in fifth. Next to that was a photo of the three of us at a book signing in Lansing two years ago.
�So, what do you think?� Trey said from behind me.
I spun to face him. My breath caught in my throat. The T-shirt was tight against his chest and made his shoulders broader. �Y-you look great. Maybe we can tousle your hair a little. Do you have some gel?�
�Yeah. Let me go grab it.� A second later he returned holding a purple tube of hair product. He handed it to me.
I squeezed some of the sticky goo into my palm then set the container down. My hands trembled as I reached up to mess up his hair. I swallowed hard. Topaz eyes met mine. He has no idea how hot he is. Unfortunately, I noticed. I ran my fingers through his locks, trying hard to ignore how fast my heart pattered. When I finished, I took a step back to admire my work.
�What do you think?� I asked.
He shook his head. �What?�
�Your hair, what do you think of it?�
He glanced in the mirror. �I hardly recognize myself.�
�It�s perfect. Portia will be head over heels in love with you by week�s end,� I teased.
�Let�s hope so. Now, I just need to figure out what to talk about.�
�The dance show. And don�t forget, I told you she�s a vegan. Maybe ask her some questions about that. I�m sure you can get her to do most of the talking.�
�Okay, I�ll try. Hopefully I don�t screw this up.� He gave a nervous laugh then grabbed his wallet from his nightstand. �Since I have some time to kill, you wanna go get some ice cream? My treat.�
�Are you kidding? Of course. Lesson number two. Women love ice cream. Well, I guess not all women, but most of us do.�
We left his room and cut through the kitchen to the side door. �Going so soon?� his mom said. �I thought you had a project to do?�
�We�re meeting up with Kevin and C.C. to go over a few notes,� Trey said. �And, don�t forget, I�ve got a date tonight.�
Mrs. Garrett glanced up from her cookie making. �You and Delyla?�
�No. Remember, I told you about Portia. I�m going to her house tonight.�
She shook her head. �No, I don�t remember. Maybe your dad and I should meet her parents before you go. For all we know she could be some harlot, trying to seduce you. Don�t think I haven�t noticed the new clothes and hairstyles. She�s changing you.�
I bit my lip to keep from laughing. �Portia�s nice, Mrs. Garrett.�
She wiped her hands on a towel. �Oh, I know, I�m being overprotective. But I worry about you, Trey. I don�t want you to get anyone pregnant. You�ve got your whole life ahead of you.�
He rubbed a hand across his face, his jaw muscles twitching. �Mom, this is my first date. I don�t plan on jumping her bones. Geez. Now, I�ve got to go or we�re going to miss meeting up with Kev and C.C.�
Trey grabbed hold of my arm and practically dragged me from his house.
When we reached the sidewalk, I burst out laughing. �Oh. My. God. I swear I thought my parents were the only ones who said crazy crap. But that was epic.�
�Glad you find it funny.�
I bumped him with my shoulder. �Your face is still red.�
He wrapped an arm around me and messed up my hair. �Keep laughing and I�ll have to beat you up.�
�Oh, I�m so scared.� My gaze shifted ahead as we walked toward Bogarty�s Ice Cream Shop. As we past Trey�s house, I spotted Jimbo in old Mr. Lancaster�s yard going through the trash. When the dog noticed us, he picked something up from the ground and ran toward us.
�What�s he got?� I asked.
Jimbo darted in front of us and dropped a magazine at our feet. Curious, I bent down and picked it up. My cheeks grew hotter than a summer bonfire. Great, he�d picked up a porno mag. On the front cover was a lady showing everything and then some.
�Oh God, I�ll never be able to look Mr. Lancaster in the eye again. The guy�s like eighty.�
Trey�s face turned a nice shade of scarlet, which I�m sure matched mine. �Um�maybe we should � �
�Hey, where are you guys going?� Mom came out of nowhere. She smiled at us until her gaze drifted to what I held in my hands. Her eyes bulged.
Oh crap.
�Delyla Denson!�
�Whoa, it�s not what you thing. Jimbo took it out of Mr. Lancaster�s trash,� I said.
She stood, hands on her hips. �Just like he stole my bra and your dad�s underwear. Your stories are getting out of control. So, tell me, are you into something weird?�
�Ms. Denson,� Trey started.
�Maybe I better make you a doctor appointment to get you on the pill.�
�Mom!� Holy hell balls, she�s crazy. �This isn�t mine.�
�Have you two been sneaking off together with these kinds of magazines? You know these people and what they do and show, aren�t realistic.�
For the love of God. Please let the ground just open and swallow me up.
Trey chuckled. �No. This isn�t ours.� He pointed to the ripped trash bag in Mr. Lancaster�s driveway. �Jimbo really got it from there.�
Mom finally saw the mess scattered across the lawn and driveway. �Oh. So this really isn�t yours?�
�No,� we said in unison.
She snatched the magazine from me. �I�m sorry. Why don�t I just take this and you two can be on your way.� She rolled it up in her hand and walked back to our house.
�I sure hope she�s gonna throw that away.� Trey nudged me.
�Ew, did you have to say that? You�re giving me horrible images.�
He laughed. �I think we�re even on the parent front today.�
�Yeah. Do you think they get together to plan out embarrassing conversations to have with their kids?�
�At this point, I�d say anything is possible.�
A few minutes later we arrived at Bogarty�s. We went inside and found Kevin working the counter.
�Hey,� he said. �I thought you had a date tonight?�
�I do. But I wanted to treat Del out for helping me.� Trey took some cash from his pocket. �Can we get two chocolate vanilla swirl ice creams?�
Warmth spread through my chest. He remembered my favorite flavor. How is it he knew more about me than my boyfriend?
�Coming right up.� Kevin took his money then gave him the change. He waved me closer to the counter then leaned forward. �Melanie�s working tonight.� He nodded to a petite girl making milkshakes. She had black hair with a shock of electric blue highlights. Her ears had numerous piercings, and she wore dark eyeliner. She had the whole rocker chick thing going on.
�She�s pretty,� I said. And to say I was surprised was an understatement. She didn�t seem like his type, but then again, who was I to judge.
He grinned. �Yeah. She is.� He handed us our ice cream. �I�ll see you guys later.�
I licked the side of my cone to keep the chocolate from dripping. Trey and I sat down in a corner booth and devoured our food. When I finished, I wiped my mouth with a napkin. My eyes shifted to the window. No way. Did he have GPS attached to me or something?
I shot to my feet. �Crap.�
�What�s wrong?�
�Rex is here with his friends. I told him I was having a Science Club meeting today.�
Trey followed my gaze. �They�re coming in.�
We rushed toward the counter. Maybe there was a back way out. �Kevin. We need to hide.�
�What?�
�Rex.� I nodded over my shoulder. �Please, Kev. There�s gotta be a back way out.�
�I can�t let you go through the kitchen. I�ll get fired.� He glanced behind him.
�Ah, I�m so dead.�
�Wait, I have an idea. Hey, Melanie can you watch the register for a second?�
She looked up. �Sure. But hurry.�
�Thanks.� He came around the counter. �Quick, follow me.� He led us down a narrow hall toward the bathrooms. But before we got there, he opened a door and pulled out two costumes.
�Oh brother. I�m not gonna like this, am I?� Trey took a giant ice cream cone costume from him.
�Nope. In fact, you�ll probably hate it. But it�s the only thing I got.� He handed me a Poppy the Popsicle costume.
I groaned. �This day just keeps getting better and better.�
�Hurry up, he�s coming in.� Kevin shoved the giant popsicle over my head.
I put my arms in, while he tugged it down. He then put big rubber shoes on me. I attempted to adjust the top so I could see out the eyeholes. Next to me, I saw Trey and giggled. His head looked like a giant vanilla swirl ice cream. The cone part came down to his ankles so he had to waddle while he walked.
Kevin, shut the closet. �Just go out in the lobby area and dance around or something. When he leaves, you can get out of here.�
�You owe me big,� Trey said from beside me.
Just then a group of elementary kids saw us. �Look it�s Poppy the Popsicle and Icy the Ice Cream.�
In that moment, I wanted to die. Kids screeched at our legs. I hopped around in circles, giving them high fives. I attempted a booty shake dance and nearly toppled over, right into Rex�s lap.
�Hey, Rex. Looks like Poppy has a thing for track stars.� Bart laughed and slapped his back. �If you want to dance with the popsicle, I won�t tell Delyla.�
Rex grinned, grabbed my giant rubber hands and twirled me around. �Hey, can I get my picture taken with you?�
Holy balls. This wasn�t good. �Sure,� I said in a high-pitched Minnie Mouse type voice. He held up his phone and leaned in close. Wow, this would be one for the memory books.
�I think the popsicle is melting at your touch,� Bart said. �Maybe you should go for the ice cream cone instead.�
If he made one more popsicle comment, I was gonna shove my stick somewhere where the sun didn�t shine. Behind me, I heard Trey mutter something about a jackass.
At last, Kevin called them up to the counter for their order.
�See you, Poppy.� Rex patted my back.
�Yeah, see you,� I said in the same high-pitched voice from before.
When they left, Trey and I raced to take the costumes off.
�Remind me never to come to the ice cream shop with you again,� Trey said. �I swear, if one more kid hit me in the crotch, I was gonna shove them in a trash can.�
�At least you didn�t have to deal with my boyfriend.� I laughed.
�Yeah, there�s that. But I think I�m ready to go now.�
He didn�t have to tell me twice. Goodbye ice cream, hello world.


Chapter 15


Kenadi and I sat at a table in the back of the library, away from everyone else. �So yeah, then my mom takes the magazine. I swear between that and the whole ice cream shop thing, I wanted to die.�
She laughed. �Still can�t believe Rex didn�t realize it was you in the costume.�
�I�m glad he didn�t figure it out. I never thought it�d be so hard to juggle everything. Rex is getting frustrated because I�m busy, but I have to help the guys or I won�t earn money for my dress. Not to mention, soccer and school.�
�You�ll get it handled. Besides, Rex doesn�t own you and needs to realize you have outside interests other than watching him play sports. Or him in general.�
�I know. But I still feel bad. I don�t like lying.�
�Yeah, but you know what Rex and his friends would do to the Nerd Herd�s reputations if they caught wind of this? Don�t get me wrong, your boyfriend is super nice and good to you, but he can be a total dick to other people.�
Ken had a point, which again made me wonder why I was with someone like that. The thing was a lot of it stemmed from his friends. He went along with it though, which in my book didn�t make him any better. At least, when I was around, he kept the snide comments and crap to a minimum. According to Bart, his best friend, I�d changed Rex and he wasn�t as fun anymore.
�I know. Trust me. I talked to him about it,� I said.
�Speaking of Rex.� Kenadi nodded across the way to where he�d walked in. �Listen, I�ll catch you later. Good luck with TRC today.�
Rex scanned the room until he saw us. He sauntered between the shelves and tables. When he reached me, he plopped down beside me and scooted his chair closer. �You never came into the cafeteria to eat.�
�Sorry. I had to get this stupid Lit paper finished. I only had a few paragraphs left,� I said.
�I thought it wasn�t due until next week?� His fingers entwined with mine.
�It�s not, but I�m not sure how much time I�ll have over the weekend to work on it. You know me. I�d rather have it done ahead of time.�
He smiled, bringing my hand to his lips. �So, my parents are having this fundraiser dinner in a week and I wondered if you could go? It�ll be a formal thing so you�ll have to dress up.�
�Oh, my gosh, I�d love to go. I have this super cute black dress I can wear.�
His eyes blazed with something between want and excitement. �And I can�t wait to see you in it.�
I glanced around then leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. �See, I told you we�d be able to spend time together soon.�
He stared at our hands. �So, I stopped at your house yesterday after my track meet. Your mom said you were out with Trey Garrett.�
Oh crap. �We had Science Club stuff, which I told you about.�
�I know. I�m just being paranoid. But I hate that you�re spending so much time with those dip shits. I miss hanging out with you.�
Technically, he had spent time with me yesterday, if I counted his dancing with Poppy the Popsicle. But no way in hell was I about to tell him that. Somehow I�d have to make more time for him soon or he might figure out what I�d really been up to. And, like Kenadi said, that would mean bad things for the Nerd Herd.

***

�Okay, so you�ll take a dab of gel then run it through your hair like this,� I said, showing Kevin the glob of goo on my palm then working it into his hair. I squeezed a little onto his fingers. �Here, now you try.�
His brow furrowed as he leaned closer to the bathroom mirror. �Like this?�
�Yep, now don�t be scared to mess it up some.�
Kevin followed my instructions and soon his hair stood up in messy, stylish tufts. �Sweet, this actually worked.�
I rolled my eyes. �Of course. Did you ever doubt me?�
He laughed. �Well � �
From down the hall, we heard the front door open, which meant Trey finally made it. The whole group was here now. I put away the gel and we headed downstairs to find everyone sprawled out.
�So, how did your date go?� I shot Trey a smile.
�It went okay. No huge mess-ups or anything. And,� he said, �I snagged another date with her tomorrow night.�
�What? You waited to tell me until now?� I squealed. �Where are you going?�
�To the movies. I figure that way we won�t have to talk a lot.�
�The movies, eh?� C.C. waggled his brows. �Are you gonna pretend to reach for the popcorn and grab something else?�
�More like he�s gonna probably French her face off.� Kevin chuckled, making kissy sounds on his hand.
I stared at the ceiling. �And you guys wonder why you�ve been single all this time.�
They laughed and continued to give Trey pointers on the things he could do on his first date. Some of which made me blush. After about ten minutes of it, I decided maybe I�d come back later when they settled their hormones some. �I think I�m gonna leave you guys to it for a while. Don�t forget, we have our TRC outing this upcoming weekend. We�ll be going over movie etiquette.� I hurried out of the room.
When I got to the stairs, C.C. caught me. �Delyla, um�I wanted to let you know that I�m in the spring play. I actually got the part.�
�That�s awesome. Congrats.� I patted his shoulder.
He ran a hand through his hair and focused on the floor. �The thing is Liza got the lead opposite of me. And we�re becoming friends. But I�m not sure how to get beyond being drama club buddies with her.�
�When�s your next practice?�
�Tomorrow.�
�Okay. So invite her out to pizza afterward or offer to help her with her lines. Since the two of you will be in a lot of the same scenes together, it�d make sense to have practice times outside of drama club.�
C.C. hit his head. �You�re a genius. Practicing lines with her is the perfect excuse to spend more time together.�
�Well, I don�t know about genius,� I teased.
�We owe you big time, I hope you know that. Not many girls would do what you�re doing for us.� He grinned then went back down to join the others.
In my room, I sat at my desk with my Trig book opened, trying to concentrate on my math problems. I couldn�t believe how well things were going for everyone. Trey already had another date with Portia planned. It didn�t seem possible. What could they have to talk about? Sure the Celebrity Dance Off, but how long could Trey play along with that?
But I had to admit, it was awesome seeing how excited the Nerd Herd was with their progress. They�d come a long way in a short time. So why did that bother me so much? Maybe because your own relationship isn�t as strong as you thought.
A knock sounded on my door and Drake slipped into my room. �Hey, I haven�t gotten to talk with you much lately. But I wanted to tell you that you�re doing a good thing for those guys.�
I set my pen down and smiled. �Thanks. It�s nice to see them so happy. I mean, even C.C. has been super excited about this�or rather Liza.�
He leaned against the wall, his eyes intent on me. �Then why don�t you seem happy?�
That was easy. Rex. I mean Rex was nice and hot, but it didn�t go beyond that. We didn�t have real conversations, as Trey pointed out. Our coupledom was epic amongst our fellow juniors and seniors because we�d lasted so long. And we were both so into sports and popular that it seemed like we made sense. But deep down, I wasn�t so sure. However, I didn�t want to get into this with Drake, especially since he wasn�t Rex�s biggest fan to start with.
�I�m fine. Just have loads of homework.�
Drake frowned and I knew he didn�t believe me, but he let it go. �That�s what you get for taking a bunch of AP classes.�
And helping a group of nerds de-nerdify.


Chapter 16


Rex threw the football to Bart, who rushed across the lush green grass of the Tallac�s estate. Flag football, my boyfriend�s idea of a date. Basically, he and his buddies played and all the girlfriends watched.
I shifted in my lounge chair and stared at the large, white pillars and the huge wraparound decks of the house. Floor to ceiling windows spread out across the whole upper level, which gave a great view of the inground pool and its four waterfalls. Not to mention the football field his dad had built for him. Rex�s family was definitely loaded.
�Go, Mikah,� Kenadi cheered from beside me.
Thank God, her boyfriend was friends with mine so I didn�t have to sit here totally bored out of my mind.
�This wasn�t what I had in mind when Rex said he thought we should spend time together this weekend.� I scratched a bug bite on my ankle and sat up, adjusting my sunglasses.
Kenadi giggled. �Yeah, tell me about it. At least Mikah�s taking me out for pizza and bowling after this.� She rolled on her side to face me. �So what are your plans for tonight?�
�I�ve gotta meet up with the Nerd Herd for a movie outing.� I shielded my face from the sun. Beads of perspiration slid down my forehead and I wiped them back. So much for my make-up.
�Oh? Please tell me you�re not teaching them the art of a movie theatre make-out.�
My mouth dropped open. �Hell, no.�
�Hey, honey. Did you see that touchdown?� Rex bounded over, sweat glistened on his bare chest as he took his T-shirt off and scrubbed his face.
�Yes. You�re fabulous,� I said, then smiled up at him.
He bent down, perching on the edge of my chair, nearly sending me out of it. But he caught me in his arms, his mouth moved against mine. His lips held the faint trace of lemonade on them. Breathless, he pulled back. �I wish you weren�t busy later,� he said. �We opened the pool last night, and I�d love to have you over to swim.�
But his eyes said he probably wanted to do something more than just that.
Over his shoulder, I caught sight of Portia waving from next door. She was one of Rex�s neighbors. �Hey, I didn�t know everyone was coming over today,� she said.
I glanced at Kenadi and rolled my eyes. But Rex stood to greet her.
�Hi Portia, you can come on over if you want. We�re about ready to start the second half of our game.�
�Be there in a second.� She disappeared and moments later joined me and Kenadi as the boys resumed playing. �Do you two care if I sit with you?�
�No, go ahead.� I gestured to the empty chair on the other side of me.
She tugged her long, dark hair into a ponytail. Her flawless skin looked even more perfect up close. When she got situated, she turned to me. �I�ve been hanging out with Trey a lot lately, and he said you two are friends.�
�Yeah, we�ve known each other since we were, like, two.�
�Oh, kind of like me and Rex.� She smiled. �But anyway, Trey is really nice. He took me out to the movies this week and I had so much fun with him. Sometimes he gets kind of shy around me, which I think is adorable.�
A twinge of jealousy gripped hold of me. �Yeah, he is.�
Portia blathered on about how she and Trey had so much in common. I bit my tongue to keep from telling her the truth. That Trey hated Celebrity Dance Off, loved steak, and had a hard time finding things to talk about with her. This just made it more apparent that they totally didn�t mesh. At. All.
�You know, maybe we�ll have to double date some time,� Portia said. �We�d have a lot of fun.�
Kill me now. A full night of talking about nothing but sports and dancing? Definitely not my idea of fun.
�Yeah, that sounds great.� And I�m the world�s biggest liar.

***

My gaze flicked to the clock on the wall. It was almost eight already. �Where the hell is everyone?�
Trey shrugged. �I have no idea. You told us to be here by seven.�
My mage ran across the screen, fighting a swarm of dark dwarves in the Iconian Mines. I pushed the �x� button on my game controller, letting an inferno of flames engulf my enemies. Trey�s elfin warrior stood beside my character and shot poisoned arrows into the crowd of armored dwarves.
�Watch the one with the battle axe in the corner, his weapon is infused with frost,� I said.
Trey maneuvered his elf further back to do a ranged attack. �Dude, this guy�s life isn�t going down at all. Do you have a disarming potion or something?�
I pushed the trigger button to bring up my inventory. �No, I used the last one when we faced that dragon at the mouth of the cave. Damn, I knew I should�ve bought more.�
�So, does Rex know you�re really a nerd like me?�
�No. I told you before, I keep this part of my life a secret. There are certain things Rex doesn�t need to know, this being one of them.�
�And your friendship with the Nerd Herd the other?� He glanced at me.
�I don�t keep our friendship a secret. If you don�t believe me, ask Portia, who I was forced to converse with during Rex�s flag football game today. In fact, you�re pretty much all we talked about.�
�Really?� He paused our game. �Did she mention our dates at all?�
�Yes.�
�And?�
�And she said she had fun with you. She also called you adorable and suggested we go on a double date some time.�
He let out a long breath, which hissed through his lips. �I�m glad to hear that. Because we never kissed, and I chickened out in the movie theatre and never tried to hold her hand or anything. I swear, I get so nervous around her.�
�Just be yourself�er or better said, the new improved you.�
He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. �Easier said than done.�
I saved our game then turned off the console. �Okay, c�mon.� I stood, dragging him to his feet.
�Where are we going?�
�The movies.�
�What about the guys?�
My eyes drifted to the clock again. �Well, it�s after eight, so I�m assuming we�ve been stood up. We�ll use tonight as an extra lesson for you. I�ll teach you how to be suave and do the hand holding thing.� Oh god, what the hell did I just offer to do? Relax. He�s your friend. It�s not like a real date or anything.
�You�d do that for me?�
�Of course. That�s what friends are for. But first, I need to change real quick.�
When I got to my room, I rummaged through my closet. Not that I should care what I looked like, I mean this was Trey. He�d seen me at my worst. My teeth grazed my bottom lip as I tugged a cute, white ruffled skirt from a hanger, then paired it with a light blue shirt and sandals. I grabbed a cardigan to go over my shirt, in case I got cold in the theatre.
A few minutes later, I met Trey in the living room. His eyes swept over me. �You look nice. Should I go change?� He gestured to his jeans and polo shirt.
�No. You�re outfit�s fine.�
�Delyla,� Mom called from the kitchen.
�Yeah?�
�Where are you going?�
�To the movies. I told you that earlier.�
�Oh, that�s right. Well, have fun and don�t be out too late,� she said.
The theatre was packed when we arrived, so we parked in the back lot. The warm spring breeze licked at my bare legs, and made my skirt snap against my thighs. I held my hands against my sides to make sure it didn�t blow up.
�So, what movie do you want to see?� Trey held the door open for me.
We went to the line to purchase our tickets. I glanced at the movies and times. �Oh, my gosh, Lords of Space is out. We�ve got to see it. It�s the one with the space pirates and that guy who hides away in their cargo to try to stop them from starting the intergalactic war.�
�I should�ve known.� He smirked then pulled out his wallet. �Two for Lords of Space,� he told the cashier.
�Trey, you didn�t have to pay for my ticket. I could�ve covered it.�
He raised his hand. �Nope. My treat. Besides, what kind of guy would I be if I made a girl pay for a date�fake or not.�
�Then will you at least let me buy the popcorn?� I fished in my purse.
�Absolutely not. C�mon Del, let me treat you. You�ve done so much for us. Not to mention, you�re still saving for your prom dress.�
�Fine, but next time I�m gonna pay,� I said.
He quirked an eyebrow. �We�re gonna have a next time?�
My cheeks warmed. �Um�well, we are friends and hang out, right?�
He smiled. �Yeah.�
We stopped at the concession stand and bought two colas and a tub of popcorn then headed toward our theatre. From the corner of my eye, I swore I saw Rex come in with Bart. But when I looked again, I didn�t see him.
Geez, try not to get so paranoid. Rex was supposed to hang out with the guys tonight. According to Bart, they hadn�t had any �bro� time lately. Which meant, they�d probably be at Rex�s house, playing golf or something.
Trey and I found seats about half-way up and moved to the center of the row. The projector clicked on and showed a stream of previews. When they finished, the lights dimmed and the theatre grew quiet, except for a few idiots up front.
A spaceship appeared on the screen, followed by smaller ones trying to get away from its laser beams. The scene cut to a man, being held prisoner in a pair of laser shackles, with an alien standing over him.
Trey bent his head close to me and whispered. �Okay, so what do I need to do to hold a girl�s hand?�
�First step is to see if she has her hand on the arm rest. If so, it�s a good indicator that she wants to hold hands. If her hands are folded in her lap, then she�s not ready for you to do that.�
�Sounds easy enough.�
I nodded. �Okay, now you try it with me.�
My gaze went back to the movie screen while I placed my hand on my arm rest, palm up. My heart pounded against my ribs like a prisoner banging on bars. I swallowed the lump in my throat. What�s gotten into you?
He linked his fingers with mine. His skin was soft and warm. �How�s this?�
I sucked in a deep breath in an attempt to slow my pulse. �Perfect. Once you have her hand, you can rub your thumb across the back of it. It�s kind of intimate, but lets them know you�re into them,� I whispered.
Rivulets of electricity shot through my body as his thumb stroked my skin. It was so gentle. So perfect. For a moment, I couldn�t breathe as my eyes met his.
What the hell�s going on with me? Maybe I�m too good of a teacher.
Trey cleared his throat. �What am I supposed to do next?�
I licked my lips then said, �If it seems like your date takes well to the hand holding then you can lean in and kiss her.�
He scooted closer then leaned in. �Like this?� His voice sounded deeper, almost hoarse.
�Y-you should let go of her hand first, then kind of turn and bend in.� I maneuvered myself toward him.
Oh God. What am I doing? Abort. Abort. Abort.
But instead of stopping, we both moved in closer. Our faces were inches apart. I felt his warm breath on my cheek. My skin broke out in goose bumps. And not in a bad way.
�You�ll need to cup the girl�s face, guide her toward you.�
His palm caressed my cheek and tingles raced through me. Trey moved in. Over his shoulder, I saw Rex coming down the aisle.
�Oh God,� I blurted.
Trey pulled back abruptly. �What?�
I ducked down, tucking my head against his chest, using him to shield me. �Rex is here.�
From beneath Trey�s arm, we watched him walk past toward the front row.
�It�s okay, he�s gone now,� Trey said.
�Phew, that was close.� I attempted to sit up. �Oh crap.� My earring was caught on the bottom of his shirt. �My earring is stuck.�
He attempted to lift my head, but it pulled on my earlobe. �Hold on, let me see if I can get it.� He shoved my head down, almost into his lap, then brought it back up again. �I can�t see to get it unhooked.�
Just then a flashlight turned on and a movie theatre usher pushed down our row. �I�m sorry, but you�ll have to leave. We can�t have inappropriate behavior going on in here.�
�Wait, it�s not what it looks like,� I said. �I snagged my earring.�
The attendant snorted. �Yeah right lady, I�ve heard that before. Now leave.�
Trey stood, my earring still attached to his shirt. He helped me stand as well. He wrapped his arm around me to guide me out. Let me just say, walking down the aisle, attached to Trey was probably one of the most embarrassing things I�d ever do. People hooted and hollered. My face burned.
When we got into the lobby, Trey led us into a corner, where he finally freed me from his shirt. �Let�s get out of here,� he said, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and ushering me outside.
When we got into his truck, Trey burst out laughing.
�Hey, it�s not funny. This had to have been my worst first date ever.� But even I erupted into a fit of giggles.
�At least it was a memorable first date.� Trey offered me one of his sweatshirts that hung on the back of the seat. �S-so how did I do, I mean before the earring thing?�
I raised my gaze until I met his. �You�re perfect.�
And he was. If I didn�t watch myself, I might end up falling for him.


Chapter 17


Sunday morning, I woke up more confused than ever. And the Trey laced dreams hadn�t helped matters. With my cell in hand, I sat in the backyard, wondering what to do. It was after eleven, so Kenadi should be up by now.
I picked up my phone and dialed her number. As soon as she answered I blurted, �Oh my God, I need help. Like right now.�
�That doesn�t sound good. Want me to come over?� Kenadi said.
�Please. And hurry.�
�Be there soon.�
I went back inside to change out of my pajamas. When I went through the dining room, I heard my mom lecturing Drake. �You came in after curfew last night, young man. Do you know what the teenage pregnancy rate is?�
Whoa, Mr. Responsible was getting into trouble.
�Chloe and I haven�t done it, geesh,� he said.
Finally, I wasn�t the one getting all the sex talks. I smirked and rushed up to my room. When I finished putting on a pair of jogging pants and a sweatshirt, I went back downstairs, right as the doorbell rang.
�Hey,� I said, ushering Kenadi into the backyard. We plopped on top of our picnic table. �So, something kind of happened last night.�
She glanced at me, eyebrows raised. �As in � �
�As in Trey and I held hands. And we almost kissed.� I spilled the details of our �date� and how we got kicked out.
When I finished, Kenadi let out a low whistle. �You got it bad.�
�But I can�t. I mean, I have a boyfriend. Not to mention Trey�s one of my best friends and he�s head over heels in love with Portia.�
�Or is he?� She gave my ponytail a tug.
�Trust me, if you heard the way he talks about her, you�d know.�
�Yeah, but he spent the entire night hanging out with you.�
�But that�s what we always do. Well minus the hand holding and stuff.�
Just then, Jimbo burst into our yard, dragging a black lacy nightie. He headed for my mom�s stone fairy figurines and dropped the piece of clothing.
�What�s that dog doing?� Kenadi leapt to her feet.
We watched in disgust as he humped the stone figure.
�Shoo�get out of here.� I chased after him. His tongue hung out of his mouth as he loped back into his own yard. Grossed out, I went over to retrieve the lingerie.
�What are you doing with that?� Kenadi snickered.
�Putting it in the garbage.� I grabbed the nightgown by its strap and carried it around to the front of the house, where our trash can was.
�Hey, you. Put that down,� our neighbor from across the street yelled.
I glanced over my shoulder, then turned back to face her, realizing she was talking to me. The red haired woman stalked over to our yard.
�Why did you take my nightgown?� Her eyes narrowed.
�Wait, it wasn�t me. The neighbor�s dog grabbed it.�
�I�m sure. Like some stupid mutt is gonna want my designer lingerie.� She yanked the piece of clothing from my hands. �If you ever come in my yard again, I�ll call the cops.� She shook the lacy garment in my face. After one more nasty look, she stormed back to her house and slammed the door.
Beside me, Kenadi hid her mouth behind her hand as if that�d contain the laughter. At last, she erupted in a fit of giggles. �Oh, my God, you should�ve seen your face.� Tears streamed down her cheeks as she clutched her sides.
�Thanks to Jimbo everyone thinks I�m the perv of the neighborhood. Seriously, do I look like the type of person who spends their time sneaking into people�s yards to steal their undergarments and dirty mags?�
�Well, you do seem kind of creepy.� Kenadi bumped into me with her hip.
�You�re not helping here.�
She wiped her eyes and gave me a hug. �Sorry. I promise I�ll quit laughing in a minute.
Which was a total lie. More like it took her five minutes to settle down. And when we got inside and she told Drake what happened, she broke out in another fit of giggles. Good grief, nice to know that my misery was someone else�s humor.


Chapter 18


With my pack slung over my shoulder, I made my way toward my locker only to find Rex, Portia, and Trey standing in front of it.
�Hey, what�s up?� I glanced between them.
�We were just talking about the dinner party this upcoming weekend,� Rex said. �Portia�s dad works with mine, so she�s gotta be there too.�
Portia flung her silky hair over her shoulder. �And I invited Trey, this morning.� She smiled over at him. �So it�ll be like a double date. Remember, we were just talking about this last weekend.�
�Sounds fun, I can�t wait,� I said, shooting Trey an amused glance.
He shrugged.
�You should see Double-D, when she�s all dressed up. Hottest girl around.� Rex nuzzled my cheek.
My face warmed. �Thanks, but let�s not get caught making out in the hallway.�
He sighed, looping an arm over my shoulder. �Aw, you�re ruining my fun.�
Portia giggled. �Your kind of fun will land both of you in the principal�s office.�
Rex�s grin widened. �That could be interesting, what do you say, babe?�
�Let�s not test that out.� My face burned as I wriggled out of his arms and spun the combination on my locker.
He gave me a fake pout. �Fine. But I�m not making any promises for my behavior on Saturday.�
Holy balls. Who let the horn dog out of his coop? He was acting friskier than Jimbo with my mom�s bra.
�I think we better get to class.� My hand caught his before he could do anything else.

***

Rex offered me his arm as we stepped up the wide marble staircase, into a foyer with, at least, sixty foot ceilings. The domed top had paintings of angels and starscapes. At the center of the entrance was a large fountain, made of black and white marble. Water sprayed from a decanter held by a nude statue at the center. This place made Rex�s house look like a shack. His parents knew lots of wealthy people, some of them even celebrities. Everywhere I gazed, I saw artwork, marble, and antique furniture. This so wasn�t my scene.
I smoothed down my long black gown. Thank God, mom loaned me her diamond earrings and necklace or I would�ve felt out of place in this joint.
Rex bent his head down beside mine. �Don�t fidget. You�re the most beautiful girl in here.�
I gave his arm a squeeze. Sometimes he was so sweet. Which made me feel guilty about the hand holding thing with Trey. �Thanks.�
His mother waved to him across the ballroom. Yes, this place really had a freaking ballroom. Along with a gallery, twenty bedrooms, three living rooms, twenty-six bathrooms, a theatre room, and several other rooms Rex told me about on our way over.
He ushered me toward his parents. �Hey, Mom. What�s up?�
�Don�t go running off too far. There are some people Dad wants to introduce you to.� Mrs. Tallac then turned and smiled at me. �Hi, Delyla. Aren�t you lovely tonight?�
�Thank you, I said. �And I love your dress, by the way.�
She fingered the beading on her dark blue floor length gown. �Oh, this old thing. I�ve had it for years.�
�I�m going to take Del over and get some punch,� Rex said, his hand resting at the small of my back.
�Stay within earshot.� Mrs. Tallac gave him a stern look, her brow furrowed, pale blond hair pulled back too tight, which made her face more severe.
Please let me survive tonight. I was surrounded by snobs and money. Not exactly how I wanted to spend my evening. My heels clicked against the tiles as we hurried toward the food tables. And there, to my relief, stood Trey and Portia.
My eyes widened as I took in Trey�s tall frame and messy hair. He wore a black tux, with red bowtie and vest. His face lit up with a smile when he saw me. I swallowed hard, trying not to stare.
�Hey, you clean up nice,� I said when we made our way over to them.
He grinned. �Thanks. You too.�
A small thrill went through me, when I noticed his gaze linger on the slit in my dress. My mind wandered to our almost kiss and I instantly chastised myself. You�re here with Rex. Don�t act like such a slut.
Portia clung to Trey�s arm and she smiled. Of course, she was gorgeous in her red and black gown. Her dark hair was piled atop her head in an elegant twist, a diamond and ruby bracelet secured on her wrist.
�Delyla, so good to see you,� she said.
�You too.� I pasted a fake grin on my face. How long would I have to keep this up?
�Damn, my mom�s already starting.� Rex stared at Mrs. Tallac, who waved for him to come over. Next to her, I saw Portia�s parents do the same. �Listen, I�ll be right back. If she keeps me too long, feel free to look around.�
�Sure.�
He and Portia hurried across the room.
�Well, this ought to be fun.�
Trey raised an eyebrow. �Yeah, somehow I don�t think so.� He grabbed a cracker with some weird meat or something on it. �What do you think this is?�
I giggled. �Um�I have no idea. Could be bologna spread or shrimp paste, or maybe it�s mice scrotum.�
Trey sputtered, nearly spitting the cracker out of his mouth. �Nice. You�re sick.�
We wandered around the food tables, admiring the chocolate fondue fountain and fruit cut into intricate shapes of stars and flowers. There were various crackers, cheeses, and spreads. Pastries filled glass dishes, and beside those sat tiny cakes covered in chocolate and strawberry drizzles.
�Sorry about that.� Rex joined me again. �I swear, my parents think I care about the president of their bank or their new ambassador friend from Cairo.�
�It�s fine. Besides, it gave me a chance to pig out on the cream puffs,� I teased.
He rested his head against mine. �You don�t know how bad I want to kidnap you and go back to my house so we can be alone.�
My stomach knotted. I hoped that wasn�t what he had planned for tonight because I wasn�t ready for his idea of alone, which I�m sure included shedding our clothing and jumping into his bed.
Rex grabbed a new glass of punch and right when he was ready to take a sip, his mother waved for him again. �Son of bitch. This is gonna be a long night.�
He pasted a smile on his face and went to join his family again. Portia did the same.
�So what do you say we explore this place?� Trey put his cup down on a nearby table.
�Maybe we can figure out where all their bathrooms are,� I said.
Trey offered me his arm and we moved through the crowd. All around us, I listened to people talk about sports cars, expensive trips to Paris, diamonds, and who was wearing what designer.
We snuck down the hall, where we found a ginormous bathroom that had a walk in shower, which could�ve fit my whole soccer team. And don�t get me started on the tub, which was the size of a small wading pool.
�Holy crap, what do they do, swim laps in here?� I glanced at Trey.
�Don�t worry, if you decide to take a bath, I�ll be your lifeguard so you don�t drown.�
We snickered and continued our tour. We found the home theatre. It had enough seats to fit like fifty people in it. �So what kind of movies do you think they watch?�
�Only ones with subtitles. Or maybe he�s in the porn business and this is where they preview the shows.�
�Ew, you�re totally sick.� We raced up the aisles and down the hall to a pair of French doors, which led out onto a deck. �Wow, check out the size of this yard.� Down below a pool sparkled under the moonlight. Cool night air licked at my exposed skin and I inhaled deeply.
�There are so many stars out tonight.� Trey leaned against the railing next to me.
�It�s beautiful.� I sighed. �Hey, do you want to go into the yard? Maybe we can find something to do.�
He clutched my hand and we went down the stairs. When we reached the bottom, I slid my heels off letting the grass squish between my toes.
�There�s an outdoor building right there.� Trey pointed to the shed next to the pool house.
I ran across the yard and tugged open the door. Inside, I found every type of sporting equipment imaginable. Footballs, basketballs, tennis rackets, Frisbees, lawn darts, croquet mallets, and a soccer ball. Without hesitating, I grabbed the soccer ball.
�How about a game?� I said.
�Can you play in that dress?�
�Don�t worry about me.� I snorted. �More like can you play in that suit?�
�Those are fighting words.� He stripped off his jacket and dress shoes. �Let�s do this.�
I tossed the ball up in the air and did a header, which flew over Trey. We raced after it. I cut in front of him and got the ball between my feet and dribbled. �Where are our goals?�
�The shed can be yours, mine will be the gate for the pool,� Trey said as he caught up to me.
But I easily burned around him and tapped the ball into the side of the shed. �Score one for Delyla Denson. The crowd goes wild.�
�I let you get that one, had to warm up you know.� He gave me a crooked grin.
�Then let�s see what you got.� I backed up giving him some room.
He attempted to dribble the ball, but I bumped into him and stole it. Hefting my dress up, I flipped the ball into the air with my feet, and juggled it on my knees.
�Show off.� He lunged for me, but was too late as I dribbled down the yard again.
I sent another ball into the shed. �Woot-woot, that�s right. Another score. Hey, Trey,� I called over my shoulder.
�Yeah?�
�You�re not a very good keeper.�
�Oh, is that so?� He rushed at me and caught me around the waist, knocking me to the ground. We rolled around in a flurry of limbs, bodies, and grass. �Not too quick now are you?�
I laughed as he pinned me down and tickled my side. �You�re a cheater.�
He held my wrists above my head, his eyes sparkled as he stared at me. My belly did a somersault. He was so close. His grip loosened, but still he hovered over me. Neither of us moved. In that moment, my heart sped up, racing as if it was a car on a track.
�Trey,� I whispered.
�Yeah?�
�I � �
All of a sudden we heard several hisses, before cold water rained down on us. �Oh crap, the sprinklers are on.� He leapt up, dragging me after him.
Giggling, I let him lead me across the yard. We slipped in the wet grass. Wet dirt, sprayed my legs and dress. My hair dripped into my face. We raced toward the deck door, only to find that it was now locked.
�Great, we�re stuck out here,� I said, wringing my hair out.
His white dress shirt clung to his chest, while droplets ran down his face and head. �We can�t go back inside like this.�
�What are we supposed to do?� My teeth chattered as I reached down to grab my shoes I�d kicked off.
�Look for a different way out.� Trey grinned. �What�s wrong, I thought you liked playing in sprinklers?�
My face burned. �Oh. My. Gosh. I can�t believe you brought that up.� I covered my face. �We were like two years old when that happened.�
He laughed. �My mom still has pictures of me, you and Drake running through the sprinkler naked.�
�Remind me to take the photos and burn them when we get out of here.� I peered around the yard for another exit or entrance. My gaze landed on the fence. �We could try to jump the fence. Then we can call Rex or Portia to let them know what happened.�
�Okay, I�m game.� We ran through the sprinklers again, until we got to the gate. �How about, I give you a leg up, then I�ll jump over after you?�
�All right, are you sure I won�t weigh too much?�
�You�re fine.� He put his hands on my waist. �Step on my knee, then hike your leg over the fence.�
Heat coursed through me where his fingers splayed across me. �Don�t you dare look up my dress or I�ll so kick your ass.�
He chuckled. �Why? Are you wearing the Jimbo torn thong?�
I blushed, turned to face him, and slugged him in the arm. �Funny�that thong ain�t going anywhere near my lady parts. Besides, how come you�re so interested in my underpants?�
He stared at me. �I�m not, just wanted to make sure you weren�t going to moon me on the way over.� This time, he hefted me up and I grabbed hold of the gate.
Rip. Oh god, the slit in my dress tore. As soon as I landed on the ground on the other side, I investigated the damage. Holy crap. The slit now went to my bikini line, revealing a pair of black lacy panties.
A second later, Trey jumped down beside me.
�Um�do you think I could borrow your jacket?�
Trey noticed the tear. �Yeah, here.� He threw his suit coat around my waist, tying the arms so it looked like a skirt. He rested a hand at the small of my back. The warmth of his touch sent electric shocks from my toes to the tips of my hair.
What was happening to us? The more time I spent with him, the crazier about him I felt. Not that I was about to admit that to anyone. But I felt the connection, just below the surface.
�Do you have your phone on you?� I said as we came around the front of the house.
�No, it�s in my car.� He caught my hand in his. �C�mon, we�re parked over here.� When we got to his vehicle, he opened the door and fumbled for his cell. First he attempted to text Portia. When she didn�t answer, I gave him Rex�s number. After several tries, we couldn�t reach either of them.
�I guess we can just leave and explain things to them later,� I said. �I doubt they want to have us rush back into the fundraiser, wet and covered in mud.�
�Then your chariot awaits, my lady.� Trey opened the truck door and helped me into the passenger side seat.
Once we had our seatbelts on, we drove down toward the security gate. When we got down there, a guard gestured for us to stop.
�I�m sorry, I�ll have to ask you two to step out of the vehicle,� the guard said.
�Wait, what�s going on?� I said.
�We caught you on our surveillance cameras jumping a fence. Trespassers aren�t tolerated in this neighborhood. We�ve already got a call into the cops.�
Cops? Holy balls. My parents would flip. �Wait, we were at the Phellston Fundraiser. We got locked in the yard and the sprinklers came on � If-if you call the house and ask for either Rex Tallac or Portia Rickard they can confirm we were their dates tonight.�
�Stay here, let me ring the house,� the guard said.
�Do you get in trouble on all your dates?� Trey�s lip turned up at the corner.
�Only when I�m with you,� I said.
The guard returned a moment later. �Mr. Tallac and Ms. Rickard confirmed you were guests. Please accept my apology. They asked that you wait here for them.�
A few minutes later, Rex�s jeep came into view and him and Portia hopped out. Rex took one look at me and Trey and frowned. �Ready to go home?�
�Yeah, I think I�ve had enough fun for tonight.�
When I got to his vehicle, he asked what happened and I explained Trey and me deciding to explore the grounds after him and Portia disappeared. Then I had to tell him how we got locked out.
He chuckled. �I�m sorry, but that�s pretty funny. And I have to admit, I�m thankful it happened, otherwise, I�d be stuck at the damn party all night.�
When we pulled into my driveway, Rex leaned over and planted his mouth on mine. His tongue grazed my teeth. He tasted like a mixture of punch and mint. Not a good combo at the moment.
�You know, I could probably come in if you want? Or better yet, maybe you can get changed and come back to my house. At least there we could be alone.�
�Actually, I think I�m gonna take a shower. I�m wearing half the Phellston�s yard on my legs.�
�Are you sure? We could watch a movie or something. Maybe go in the hot tub or pool. Clothing optional.� He grinned.
My hands clenched hold of the door handle. �Sorry. I really just want to get cleaned up. I�ll see you later.� I gave him a quick hug and another peck on the lips then hopped out of the vehicle.
I stood on the porch and watched him pull out. Right as he left, I noticed Trey drive up in his truck next door.
Trey saw me and sauntered over. �Well, that was an eventful night.�
�I�m sure we made great impressions on Rex and Portia�s families.� I plopped down on the top stair.
�If you count almost having the cops show up as impressive, then yeah.� He sat beside me. �So what are we gonna do next weekend? Maybe break into a prison? Rob a bank?�
I rammed my shoulder into his. �Admit it, before me your life was boring.�
�Boring isn�t always bad you know.�
My gaze met his. �I know. Believe it or not, I don�t mind staying in and playing video games.�
�Speaking of which, we still need to beat that level on Dwarves of Iconia. Maybe we can do that tomorrow.�
�Sure, but don�t you dare knock on my door before eleven. I need my beauty sleep.�
�See you, Del.� He climbed to his feet and swaggered back to his house. My eyes followed him until he went inside.
I realized something huge. Tonight had been a blast. Not because of Rex. But because Trey made it that way. I also discovered something problematic. I. Delyla Denson. Had a huge, massive crush on Trey Garrett.


Chapter 19


My cell buzzed in my pocket. I took it out and answered. �Hello?�
�Delyla, it�s Kevin. I wondered if you might have a second?�
�What�s going on?�
�I finally asked Melanie out on a date.�
�That�s awesome.�
He sighed. �Well, it would be if I could figure out where to take her, which I�m hoping is where you come in with some advice.�
�What kinds of things does she like?�
�Rock music. Art. And she loves horror movies, especially the classic ones.�
�There�s this freaky wax museum, about two hours from here. A lot of the figures are based off of old horror movies and stuff. I can send you a link to their website if you want to check it out.�
�That�s perfect. You know, I wouldn�t have gotten the courage to say anything to her if it wasn�t for you. So, thank you.�
�You�re welcome. Hope you have fun.� When I hung up, I scrolled through the internet, copied the link for the wax museum, and then sent it to Kevin.
Once I finished, I decided to go down and grab some lunch with my parents. Mom had a salad and soup sitting on the table.
�Hey sweetie. Didn�t think you�d be home today,� she said.
I smiled. �I just finished up some homework. C.C. is supposed to stop by in a little bit for some help on something.�
�We haven�t seen Rex around much lately.� Dad peeked over the top of his newspaper. �Are you two still together?�
�Yeah. I�ve just been busy with school stuff.�
�You�ve been hanging out with Drake�s friends a lot more,� Mom said. �Which, I think is good. They�re a bunch of nice boys. Sometimes I worry about Rex. His parents are gone an awful lot.� She scooped some salad into a bowl for me, then slid it across the table. She glanced at me and frowned. �You didn�t stop hanging out with Rex because he tried pressuring you into something, right?�
�No. We�ve both been busy with sports and homework.�
�Are you sure? Because we can talk if you need to.� Mom sat across from me.
�I�m sure. I promise.� Besides for anything to happen between me and Rex that would entail actually seeing him. And since TRC started, we hadn�t spent much time together. Other than the group-date flag football game, and of course, the fundraiser party where we hung out for like two minutes.
Mom let it drop and ladled soup into a bowl for Dad. She walked to the cupboard and took out his favorite oyster type crackers. When she gave him his lunch, he caught her hand and kissed it then drew her into a hug.
�Thanks, honey.�
Normally watching them together made me want to spew. But for some reason, today it didn�t bother me. My chest tightened when I realized how in love they were, even after all these years. My parents talked all the time, went on dates, cooked for one another, and went out of their way to do small things for each other. Sometimes, Mom would even leave love notes in Dad�s lunch box. I hoped it was like this for me someday.
With a smile, I woofed down my salad. Right when I finished, the doorbell rang. My two o�clock dance lesson with C.C. was about to begin. This ought to be fun.
�I�ll get it,� I said. When I opened the door, I found C.C. standing on the porch, holding a boom-box, CDs and wearing a ridiculous looking dance outfit. Spandex running pants, a bulky T-shirt, and a headband. �Uh�come on in.�
�Thanks for letting me set an appointment on such short notice. I didn�t realize when I got this part I�d have to dance.�
�It�s fine. Let�s go down into the family room.� We tromped down the stairs, and I flipped on the overhead light. �Why don�t we move the couch and end tables out of the way so we have more room?�
C.C. set his stuff down and grabbed one end of the sofa while I got the other. �Ah, this is heavy. I know I look built, but it�s deceiving, I have no upper body strength.�
I snorted. �Trust me, the only muscle in your body that might be big is your mouth.�
�I�ll have you know, I�ve got biceps.� He held up his arm and flexed.
�Are they invisible?� I squinted.
�Funny.�
Once we got everything moved aside, C.C. set his ginormous radio on one of the tables, then took out a CD. �Okay, this is the disc the drama teacher gave me with the music on it.�
�Did she say what kind of dancing you needed to know?�
�Here, she wrote down the steps. I think it�s a waltz or something.� He sat on the floor and started to stretch his legs out. �Gotta make sure I don�t pull my groin, I might need that pretty soon.� He winked.
�And if you keep talking about your groin, I might kick you in it then you won�t need to worry about using it.�
�Touch�. You must be on your period today. My mom said women get moody when their monthly cycle comes up.�
�I am not on my period. I just don�t want to talk about your groin. For shit sake. Do you want to learn to waltz or not?�
He grinned. �One more stretch.�
I rubbed my forehead. Why in the hell did I agree to help him? With a groan, I grabbed his CD from the table and slid it into the player. Classical music came on, with his teacher�s voice in the background, counting out steps. One, two, three�one, two, three. Yeah, this was gonna get annoying real quick.
At last, he stood and I started the disk over. �First thing you need to do, is put your left hand on my waist.�
He set it on my hip and it slid down. �Right here?�
My eyes narrowed. �Move that hand any further down and I�m gonna tear it off and shove it in your mouth.�
His fingers slid back up to my waist. �Geez, you�re no fun.�
�Do you want to learn how to do this or not?�
�I do. Sorry.�
�Now, put your right hand in my hand. That�s it. We�re going to start by simply moving in box formation. You step forward with your right foot, I�ll step back. Then we�ll move to the left, then you�ll step back, then right. Does that make sense?�
�Um�not really.� C.C. chewed his bottom lip. �I�ve got to get the hang of this or I�ll look like a dill-hole in front of Liza and the audience.�
�You�ll be fine. How about I�ll lead and you can follow until you get the hang of it. Ready?�
�Yeah.�
�I�ll count it out. One. Two. Three.� I stepped back, pulling him with me, then went to my right, and forward, then left. He tripped along after me. �Relax. See what direction we went in?�
He nodded. �Yes.�
�Okay, so let�s do it again.� I went through the same movements again. �How�s that?�
�I think I get what you�re saying now. Can we try a few more times?�
�Of course.� So we continued this pattern for several more tries until C.C. was able to take over and lead me. After we mastered that one, I glanced at his instruction sheet and taught him a few more. Each time, he stumbled along, but eventually got the hang of it.
Two hours later, C.C. turned off the music. �All right, I think I might be able to blunder through this tomorrow without making a total ass out of myself. Oh, and before I forget, here�s an extra twenty-five for helping me today. I appreciate it.�
He slid the money into my hand. �C.C. you don�t have to give me this. You already paid fifty this week.�
He held up his hands. �No. Take it. You deserve it for all you do for us. I know we annoy the hell out of you sometimes and that you give up all your free time to help us.�
�C.C.�
�Nope. I won�t take it back.� He grabbed his stuff and headed upstairs. When he pulled the front door open, we found Trey ready to knock.
�Hey, I didn�t know you were stopping by,� I said.
Trey waved to C.C. and quirked an eyebrow at me. �Do I want to know why he�s wearing spandex?�
�Um�no. And I�m not gonna tell you the conversation we had about his groin either.�
Trey chuckled. �Glad I decided to wait to come by. I�is anyone else here?�
�Just my parents, but today is their �couple�s day� so they�re hanging out watching movies and whatever else it is they do.�
He ran a hand through his hair. �Do you think you might have time to give me a hand with some Romeo Club stuff?�
�Sure, come on in. We can go downstairs, but you�ll have to help me put the furniture back.�
He shook his head laughing. �Let me guess, C.C.?�
�Yeah. Apparently he has to waltz in his play and doesn�t know how to dance.�
�Ah, glad that�s all it was.�
Trey and I moved everything back in its place then sat down on the sofa. �So, what do you need?�
�Well, first of all I have to tell you that I held Portia�s hand last night. Even though we weren�t at the movies, I looked for the signs to see if she wanted me to.�
�That�s great. See. I told you, you�re a natural.� I punched him in the arm, but was glad he didn�t go into details.
He wiped his palms on his jeans then turned to face me. �The thing is, I, well�I still haven�t kissed Portia.�
I glanced at him. �You�ve got to take control. Don�t be scared. If she let you hold her hand, then chances are she�s not gonna punch you in the face if you try to kiss her. Trust me, if she isn�t into you, you�ll know it or she�ll tell you, she�s not ready.�
�This is gonna sound weird. But I don�t know who else to ask.� His gaze met mine. �Can you teach me how to kiss? I-I can give you extra money.� Red spots painted Trey�s cheeks.
My breath caught in my throat. Oh God. �I don�t want to get paid for it, that�d make me feel like a whore.�
�I�m sorry. I didn�t mean it like that. I just, I want to know what I�m doing and you�re the only girl I feel comfortable asking.�
That wasn�t what I expected him to say. But was I really gonna agree to this? I have a boyfriend. But Trey needs help. This is cheating. I�m not a cheater. Who else is gonna show him? You�ve known Trey way longer than Rex. And he needs you.
�Okay, I�ll do it. But you better not tell the other guys about this. I mean it. No way in hell am I gonna make this a real Romeo Club.�
�I swear. My lips are sealed. So, what do I do?�
�First thing you want to do is scoot closer.� I gestured at the space between us.
He closed the distance so that his hip touched mine. �Like this?�
Oh boy. My palms grew sweaty. I licked my dry lips. Please don�t let my breath smell like salad dressing. Maybe I should see if he�ll let me brush my teeth first.
�Yes. Now, you can cup a girl�s face. Either her cheek or maybe her chin. At least for your first kiss, that way it�ll help with the �who�s gonna turn their head which way� thing.�
Trey raised his palm until his hand cupped the side of my face. His thumb stroked my cheek. My heart jumped against my ribs like a spring loaded weapon. �How�s this?�
�Per-perfect.� My voice cracked. The scent of his cologne wafted in the air between us. He smelled so good. My eyes met his. We sat, staring at one another for long moments. The only sound I heard was the roar of my pulse in my ears. �Next, you�ll want to tilt your head, then move in for the kiss. Start with brushing your lips against hers. Then if she seems okay with that, you can go further.�
Trey bent forward, his breath fanned against my face. His warm lips brushed lightly against mine. When I didn�t back up, he took my bottom lip between his, deepening the kiss. Heat erupted inside; my pulse soared into the clouds. I clutched him tight, my fingers trailing up his neck and into his hair.
He drew me closer, pressing me to his chest. His mouth captured mine, more urgent this time. My lips parted and his tongue darted in, tracing my teeth, then brushing against my own tongue. His hands moved down my hips, and back up to my waist. Everywhere he touched, my skin smoldered. Any moment now, I expected my clothing to ignite and burn off. I couldn�t get enough of him. My mouth moved against his as I returned the kiss. No matter how closely we pressed against one another, it didn�t seem close enough.
�Trey,� I murmured against his lips.
�Do you want me to stop,� he whispered.
�No.�
You need to get it together, girl. You have to stop. But I�ve never felt like this. Not with Rex. Not with anyone. Oh God. Rex. Shit.
�Hey, Delyla?� Drake hollered downstairs.
Trey and I leapt apart. My heart thudded so hard, it felt like I might burst. My breath came in gasps.
�I-I�m downstairs,� I said.
Trey�s eyes were dark with emotion. Did he feel the same things I had? �Did I do okay?� he said at last. �Is there something I need to work on?�
�I don�t think you need to worry about anything,� I said. �It was perfect.�
�So, I�m ready for Portia?� His gaze kept mine.
�Yeah.� The problem was I didn�t want him to be ready for her. In fact, I wished it was me he was ready for.
�Thanks, Del. I think I learned a lot today. See you at school.� He gave me a quick smile then dashed out of the room.
I�d learned a lot today too. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I sat on the couch. I brought my knees to my chest. For starters, I was in love with Trey Garrett. Second, I was gonna have to break up with Rex because regardless of whether or not Trey ever wanted me, I knew Rex and I weren�t going to work out. Third. Well, I was kind of screwed, because the guy I loved was in love with someone else.


Chapter 20


I tossed and turned all night. Thoughts of the kiss consumed me. I could still feel where Trey�s lips had touched mine. Did he feel anything? Better yet, did I want him to? But the biggest question I had was how the heck was I supposed to act around him now? Gah, I was so confused.
On top of that, I needed to figure out what to do on the Rex front. A part of me felt as if I should invite him over and just get it done with. But another part of me, the coward part, wanted to wait. With a sigh, I kicked my blankets off and paced my room. Drizzle splattered down my window like tiny teardrops. I pressed my head against the glass and peered outside, where I saw Trey climbing into his truck.
He�s probably going to see Portia. I glanced at my phone on my desk. It was time to call in reinforcements. Kenadi would kill me for not calling last night. But it took me so much time to come to terms with what happened.
At last, I grabbed my cell, plopped on my bed, and dialed her number. She picked up on the second ring.
�Hey, girl,� she said.
I swallowed hard, not wanting to have a meltdown on the phone. �I have a mondo emergency. And I really need to get out of here for a while. Can you come pick me up?�
�What�s going on?�
�I-I�d rather not say until you get here.�
�Okay, why don�t you get dressed and we can drive out to the mall. That way we have the car ride over to talk without being interrupted,� Kenadi said.
�Sounds good. I�ll see you in a few.�
I hung up and rummaged through my closet for a clean pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Once I had them on, I pulled my hair up in a ponytail, then tugged on a pair of flip-flops. I grabbed my purse and headed downstairs.
�Mom, Kenadi�s picking me up in a few. We�re gonna go to the mall.�
She poked her head out from the kitchen. �That�s fine. Don�t be too late though, I wanted us to have a nice sit down dinner.�
On second thought, maybe Ken and I should take our time. I could only guess what type of concoction Mom had in store for us tonight. Maybe roast, with beets in it. Or her infamous chili-meatball-green bean surprise. I wrinkled my nose at the thought and went out to wait for Ken to show up.
A few minutes later, she pulled into the drive in her mom�s sedan. She climbed out to greet me.
�You ready?�
�Yeah.�
As I walked to her car, I noticed Mrs. Foster, Jimbo�s owner, standing on her porch, wearing only a housecoat. Her face looked paler than normal. Dark circles made her face more gaunt.
�Hi, Delyla.� She gave a small wave, as if it was too much effort to raise her fingers. �You haven�t seen Jimbo, have you?� her voice sounded raspy, like she�d swallowed sandpaper.
�Not today.� I glanced down the road, wondering whose lawn ornaments he was breaking in.
She sighed. �He�s been so naughty lately�with me being si � gone so much, he�s not getting as much attention.� She swiped an absent hand at her dirty hair, which stuck to her forehead. Frail arms moved to tighten the belt on her house coat. She�d lost a lot of weight.
�Do you want me to look for him real quick?� My gaze met hers.
�If you could, that�d be great.� She broke out into a fit of coughing.
�Why don�t you wait inside? I�ll bring him back if I find him,� I said.
�She looks rough,� Kenadi said. �I wonder what�s wrong with her.�
�I�m not sure. My mom hasn�t said anything. But she�s normally smiling and perky. Not like this.� I racked my brain for the last time I�d even seen her. It�d been a few months.
Kenadi and I walked down the sidewalk, hollering Jimbo�s name. We went up our side of the street for two blocks, then circled back, taking the other side of the road.
Then I saw him in some rosebushes, with a baby doll. Good grief. �Jimbo, come here boy,� I said.
He glanced up, then grabbed the toy in his mouth and trotted over. I ripped the doll from him, when I heard a little girl yelling from her stoop.
�That�s my doll. Give it back. Daddy, she took my doll.� The kid cried.
A moment later, a man rushed outside. �What the hell are you doing?�
�Wait, no, I didn�t take it. Our neighbor�s dog got loose and got a hold of it. We were trying to get it back.�
�You�re nothing but a bunch of bullies.� He shook his fist at us.
I handed the dirty toy to the girl and she ran back inside, crying.
�Stay away from our house, you hear?�
�Damn, you�re really getting a reputation around here,� Kenadi said.
I snorted. �Great.�
Jimbo glanced up at me and whimpered. He looked so sad as he put his tail between his legs. Nice. Now he was making me feel bad, too.
�C�mon boy. Let�s get you home.� When I arrived at the house, Mr. Foster was just pulling in.
�Thanks, Delyla. Sorry for the trouble. He�s been getting into lots of trouble as of late.�
I pretended not to notice Mr. Foster�s red-rimmed eyes, or the defeated slouch in his shoulders. Had he been crying?
�No problem,� I said.
Jimbo followed Mr. Foster inside, leaving me and Ken standing on the lawn.

***

At last, Kenadi and I headed out of town toward the mall. �So, what�s going on?� she said.
I sucked in a deep breath. �Trey and I kissed last night.�
The car swerved as she turned to face me. �What? Oh. My. God.�
Tears welled in my eyes. �I know. I never meant for this to happen.� I went on to explain the kiss practicing session. �Now, I�m so confused. I mean, I�ve never felt like this before. Not with Rex. Not with any of the guys I�ve dated. I don�t know, it�s like when I�m with him, I can be myself. And I have so much fun.�
�What are you gonna do?�
My gaze shifted to my hands. �I have to break up with Rex. It�s the right thing to do. I mean, I just don�t feel that way about him.�
�And what about Trey?�
I shrugged. �I don�t know that either. He�s supposed to have another date with Portia. And we haven�t really talked since it happened. Besides, maybe it didn�t mean anything to him.�
�But he kissed you back. Not some brush of the lips kiss, we�re talking full on tongue, clutching you tight romance crap.�
�Well, how am I supposed to bring it up?�
�Can you talk to Drake, see if he�d do some intel gathering for you?�
�Hell to the no. If he found out we kissed, he�d flip.� I shook my head. �Besides, my brother is too wrapped up in Chloe right now. I barely see him.�
Kenadi turned into the mall parking lot. �All right. Why don�t we play it by ear and see how school goes tomorrow? Perhaps he�ll let something slip. Something to let you know what your next step should be.�
�Okay,� I said. A few minutes later, we headed into the mall. Kenadi led me straight to �my� prom dress, which still hung in the window display. My vision blurred as tears threatened to spill over again. Will I even need this now? Once I break up with Rex, I might not have anyone to go with.
�I know what�ll make you feel better.� Kenadi caught my arm and led me into the store. �You�re gonna get your dress today.�
�But I still have one more week before I�ll have enough money.�
�I�m going to spot you the difference. You can pay me back next week. Trust me, you need a pick me up and if this dress can�t do it, nothing can.�
�But what if I don�t have a date?�
She glanced at me. �You will. Even if I have to set you up with Deandre.�
My eyes widened. �Your brother? He�s a freshman.�
She shrugged. �So. Either way, I promise you won�t go alone.�
As we paid for the dress, I knew things were going to get complicated. I only hoped I could handle whatever came my way.


Chapter 21


When I got to school, I made a beeline for my locker where the Nerd Herd stood in wait. Trey waved, then went back to talking with Kevin about a new computer game he got. He acted like nothing happened between us. My gaze shifted down the hall, where Portia had just come in the door.
�Hey, listen, I�ll catch you later,� Trey said. He patted my arm on the way by. �Thanks for your help this weekend. I owe you.�
Owed me? Okay, that wasn�t quite what I expected him to say. But maybe he didn�t want to bring things up with the guys around.
C.C. leaned against the locker beside mine. �Soooo, do you want to hear about my weekend?�
I spun the combination on my locker. �Um�am I gonna regret asking about it?�
He snorted. �No.�
�Fine. Spill.� My door swung open, almost hitting him.
�Damn, are you trying to take my head off?�
�Not at the moment. Why, do you want me to?� I smiled.
He rolled his eyes. �Anyway, I wanted to thank you for the advice and the dancing lessons. Liza and I got together late yesterday to practice. And well, we sorta kissed.�
�Seriously?�
�Oh, yeah.� He puffed out his chest in a manly pose. �I didn�t even strain my groin.�
�Okay. I�m stopping you right there.�
�But I didn�t even get to the good stuff.�
�Nope. No details.� I held my hand up. �I�m glad everything worked out for you.�
�Aren�t you even curious to know that it was an opened mouth kiss?� He waggled his eyebrows at me.
Kevin glanced at me and said, �You�ve created a monster. A pervy, sick, monster who is only gonna get worse.�
�Yeah, I�m starting to regret this whole helping him out thing,� I said.
C.C. grinned. �Fine, I�ll fill you in later. In case you need any pointers.�
He and Kevin walked down the corridor, leaving me to fetch my books. When I had everything for first hour, I glanced down the hall to find Trey and Portia holding hands, their heads bent together in quiet conversation. A pang shot through me. I hated seeing them together. They didn�t fit. Not the way he and I did. But would he ever notice me in that light?
I sighed. Right now, I knew they were the least of my worries. I still had to talk to Rex. And I wasn�t looking forward to it. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. He�d been good to me. Maybe it should be enough. But deep down, I knew it wasn�t.

***

Rex drove me home after practice. For once, I was quiet. His fingers wrapped around mine as we pulled into my driveway. When he parked and cut the engine, I wrenched my hand away and placed it in my lap. A lump formed in my throat. Take a deep breath. You can�t string him along. It isn�t fair to him or you. This is for the best.
I picked at my cuticle, then turned to face him. �Rex, I-I think we should break up.�
His head shot up, a startled look on his face. �What? Del, you�re not serious.�
�Yes, I am. It�s not you. Really. It�s-it�s me.�
�Where is this coming from? We�ve been going out for close to nine months. Things have been good between us.�
�I know�but you want to date this jock-like girl, who�s popular and sits with you at lunch and goes to your house to watch you play football. But I�m more than that. I mean, you don�t even know me.�
�Of course I know you.� He reached across the middle console and touched my cheek.
Tears blurred my vision then rolled down my face. �No, you don�t. Did you know that I�m like this super nerd who spends hours playing video games?�
�No,� he said.
�Did you know that I�m an honor student and also a member of the National Honor Society?�
�No.�
�Do you have any idea what my favorite color is or who my favorite band is? Or hell, even what I plan to do after high school?�
�No�but you haven�t given me the chance to know these things. Shit, I thought you liked talking about sports and doing things with the guys.�
I gave him a half-hearted smile. �That�s the thing, we�ve been together nine months and you don�t know me.�
He released my face and sat back against his door, stunned. �We don�t have to end this. We can start over. Get to know one another.�
�That sounds nice, but I think maybe you know as well as I do this isn�t gonna work. In a few months you�ll be headed off to Michigan State, not to mention, you deserve to find someone who�s perfect for you.� I grabbed a hold of his hand and gave it a squeeze. �Rex, you�re a nice guy. But you�re not for me. And someday, I hope you�ll forgive me.�
With that, I let go of him, reached for my bag, and hopped out of his jeep. I ran to the porch and watched as he pulled away. My shoulders trembled as a new wave of tears trailed down my cheeks.
Breaking up with Rex was one of the hardest things I�d ever done. It tore me up to see the hurt in his eyes. To know I caused it. But I had to do the right thing. And I had feelings of my own that needed to be addressed or at least figured out.


Chapter 22


I didn�t even bother to go inside. Instead I headed straight for the backyard. This wasn�t how things were supposed to be. My junior year was supposed to be perfect. I dropped my bag on the ground and took out my soccer ball. Mud and grass stains covered my knees from practice earlier. And even though I was tired, I needed this.
With the back of my hand, I wiped the moisture from my eyes. I dropped my ball at my feet and dribbled the length of my yard, dodging Mom�s rose bushes and the clothesline posts. I angled my foot and shot the ball into my net. Once I retrieved the ball, I ran to our deck then back again. Shot after shot rolled off my foot into the goal. My body burned with fatigue, my legs tired. But I didn�t stop. I needed to forget everything. Rex�s sad face. The pain in my chest when I saw Trey and Portia together. But most of all, I had to forget the kiss.
�Geez, I�d hate to be the ball about now.� Trey sauntered into the yard. He watched as I sent the ball into the back of the net.
He smiled. My legs turned to Jell-O beneath me and I gripped hold of the back post. Trey�s hair was still wet from what I assumed was a recent shower. Excitement raced through my veins. Had he come over to talk about the other night?
�Yeah, I�m pretty bad ass.� I rolled my eyes.
He chuckled. �What are you really doing out here?�
I swiped a strand of hair from my face. �I figured I�d try to get some more practice time in before dark.�
�Didn�t you just get home from soccer practice?�
�Yes. But if I want to be good, I gotta put in the extra time.� More like, if I didn�t kick the ball around, I�d go up to my room and bawl my eyes out.
�You�re more dedicated than I am, that�s for sure.� He leaned against the post opposite of mine. �So, I actually came over to see if you could help me with some more Portia stuff.�
My chest tightened like someone took a pair of vice-grips to it. �Sure.�
�We had our first kiss during lunch, which went better than I thought it would.�
�That�s awesome.� If by awesome I meant terrible. God, I didn�t want to hear about it. But how could I tell him no? He was my friend.
�And it wouldn�t have happened if it wasn�t for you.�
�I�m sure it would�ve still happened.� I gave a forced laugh. Why can�t you see how much I like you? I don�t just go around kissing boys for no reason.
He shoved his hands into his pockets. �The thing is I want to get her flowers. But I�m not sure what color or kind she might like.�
What the hell? Here he kissed me the other night. I mean, it wasn�t some small peck either. It was a real kiss. Like the type you only saw in movies. And today he didn�t acknowledge any of it. Now he wanted me to help him �date� some other girl. Because he was practicing for the real thing and you�re not it.
A part of me wanted to tell him to figure it out on his own. Irritation rolled off me like tsunami-sized waves. My fingers wrapped around the metal bar of the goal post.
Don�t be like this. Trey doesn�t know how you feel. In fact, maybe you should tell him. No. Way. In. Hell. I can�t ruin our friendship. It�s not worth the risk.
�I can help you. Why don�t you let me go in and get cleaned up then I�ll give you a call or something.�
�You�re the best,� he said.
He had no idea.
After I picked up my stuff from the yard, I trudged inside and went up to my room. I flung my bag to the floor and it skidded across the hard wood, until it hit the side of my dresser, knocking a stuffed animal to the floor. My shoulder�s sagged with defeat as I plopped down at my desk.
Javier Decorum�s poster stared at me from the wall. �What�re you looking at?� I said aloud. Too bad he wasn�t really here, then I could just kiss him and forget all about Trey. Not that Javier would give me the time of day, but a girl could dream.
At last, I flipped open my notebook with Portia�s info in it. Her favorite color�s pink. Of course it is. She was all frills and lace and girly crap. According to Kenadi�s notes she also loved tulips and carnations.
I so can�t do this. But I agreed to help the guys. But that was before I knew I liked Trey. Gah. I grabbed my phone and dialed Ken�s number. She picked up on the second ring.
�I�m sort of a mess right now,� I said. �I broke up with Rex this afternoon, then Trey has the balls to show up and ask if I�ll help him pick out flowers for Portia. I swear I�m gonna have a break down.� My voice cracked as I attempted to keep it together. �The thing is, I can�t tell Trey no. But it�s so hard to help him when I�ve got all these feelings.�
�Well girl, I�ll tell you what I�d do in your situation,� Kenadi said.
�I�m listening.� I leaned back in my chair and put my feet up on the corner of my bed.
�Tell him how you feel.�
�I can�t. If he doesn�t feel the same, then I�ll ruin everything.�
�But what if he does?�
�I can�t chance it.� I picked at the arm of my chair. There had to be something else I could do.
�Then what are you gonna do?�
�I-I � � My feet slid to the floor. There was only one thing I could do. �Sabotage.�
�What?�
�You heard me. I�m gonna sabotage them.�
�Okay, you�re not serious.�
�Oh, yes I am. I like Trey and as you said, he liked me enough to return the kiss. So I just need to get him to see how perfect we are for each other.�
�And how�s sabotaging his dates with Portia gonna do that?�
�I�ll give him some bad advice�she�ll ditch him in no time.�
�Oh. My. God. You�re devious.� Kenadi�s gum snapped on the other end.
�At this point, it�s better than me blurting out that I love him. I mean, Rex and I just broke up.�
�Does Trey know about Rex?�
�I didn�t exactly get a chance to tell him over the recount of his and Portia�s suck-face-a-thon.�
�Geez, do I have to do everything?�
�No.�
�Okay, not that I think this is the best idea ever, but I�ll go along with it for you sake. One way or another you�re going to win Trey from the Dancing Queen.�
I scooted my desk chair over to the window. Down below I saw Trey sitting on the hood of his truck talking on the phone.
�Thank you, I owe you one. So what do I do about the flowers?�


Chapter 23


When I finished talking to Kenadi, I took a quick shower then headed outside to where Trey sat perched on his truck.
�Okay, I got the information on Portia. Her favorite flowers are roses. And it looks like her favorite color is black.�
Please let him believe me.
�What?� He scrunched his nose. �I can�t get her black roses�don�t they mean death or something?�
I held my hands up in front of me. �I don�t know, I�m just telling you what her BFF Jasmine said.�
He rubbed his neck and his T-shirt drifted up over his hips to reveal a flat stomach. I swallowed hard, tearing my eyes off of his abdomen.
�I never took her for the Goth type.�
�Yeah, well everyone has a secret side.� Mine was obviously relationship-ruiner.
He slid from his spot on the truck to stand beside me. �Fine�I�ll get her a bouquet of black roses. Thanks for the info. I owe you.� He nudged me in the arm. �Listen, I gotta get inside. I�ll talk to you later.�
I gave a forced smile. �Sure, anytime.�
Operation sabotage was now underway.

***

When I got to school the next day, the first two people I saw were Rex and Portia. They were in deep conversation near his first hour class. When he glanced up, I noticed how disheveled he was. His wore a wrinkled shirt, his hair was messy and not in the stylish good way. His bloodshot eyes met mine and he gave a small wave.
I waved back. He seemed miserable, which made me feel even worse. Whispers of our break-up followed me down the hall as I made my way to my locker.
�I heard she broke his heart,� Mary Cashell said.
�Why would anyone break up with him? He�s so hot,� Carrie Fister added.
�Maybe he cheated on her? I heard Tara Vaughn has been trying to get him to go out with her all year,� Samantha Dorr said.
Great, now I�d have to spend the whole day explaining what happened with Rex. I so didn�t need this. Not on top of everything else.
�So are the rumors true?� Drake met me at my locker. �Did you and Rex end it?�
�Yes.�
�Why didn�t you tell me?� he said.
�Didn�t realize I had to run it past you.� I rolled my eyes. �There are some things, I don�t like to discuss with my brother.�
�Del.� He touched my shoulder, his brows furrowed. �Are you okay?�
I took a deep breath and shifted my gaze to my locker combination. �Yeah. I�m fine.�
�You sure? If you want to talk or something, I�m here.�
My mouth twitched at the thought of him giving me dating advice. �Seriously, I�ll be okay. The first couple of days will suck, but I�ll get over it. Things will get better.� I swiped my hair out of my face. �But thanks for asking.�
I grabbed my books from my locker. Down the hall, I spotted Trey carrying a bouquet of black roses. Oh God, he�d really gotten them. Kenadi appeared at my side to watch the exchange as he approached Portia with them.
As soon as Portia saw the flowers, she smiled and gave him a hug.
�What the hell?� Kenadi said. �She totally didn�t react at all.�
�Who didn�t react to what?� Drake peeked around us.
�Nothing,� I said.
�No one,� Kenadi answered at the same time.
My brother looked back and forth between us, shrugged, then walked off.
�Damn, that didn�t go the way I thought it would.� I shut my locker door.
�Yeah. But don�t worry, this was only round one. I�m sure you�ve got lots more ideas.� She tugged her braids back into a hair band.
For some reason, I wasn�t sure if my �ideas� were gonna work. But, I couldn�t give up now. Not if I planned to win over Trey. But did I really want to screw things up for him if he was happy?

***

I sat on my porch swing, watching the bees buzz around Mom�s lilac bush. The steady creak of the swing relaxed me. I remembered when Drake and I were younger and we used to get yelled at for pushing each other in it and ramming into the side of the house. One time, I�d shoved it so hard it actually came off the chain and crashed into the window. Needless to say, that was the end of that. Dad forced us to pick up pop cans for the next two months in order to try and pay for what we did. Along with several other chores he�d concocted as punishment.
I smiled at the thought.
�Hey, hope I�m not interrupting.� Trey bounded up the porch stairs and plopped down next to me, nearly sending the swing into the wall.
�Nope. Just chilling.�
�So, the flowers went over well. Thank you for that. But now I�ve got another dilemma.�
Geez, what was I? Delyla, teen psychiatrist and solver of all relationship woes? I mean seriously. I smiled. �Sure, what�s going on?�
�This might sound cheesy, but I want to bring Portia something for lunch tomorrow. Maybe eat off campus at the park or something. But I�m not sure what her favorite foods are. Do you think you might be able to work your magic again?�
Holy balls. He was going all out for her. And I wanted it to be me he did these things for. Somehow, I managed to keep the smile on my face.
�I�ll let you know what I find out.�
As he stood from his place next to me, his arm brushed mine. Then he bent down to help me up. Trey�s fingers closed around mine. Heat spiraled down my fingertips, up my arm, to my chest. For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. He was so close. I could lean forward and kiss him. But I didn�t.
�I�m sorry to hear about Rex. Why didn�t you say anything?�
I shrugged. �Just trying to keep it on the down low. Besides, you have other things to worry about.� My gaze shifted to his.
�Del, just because I have things going on, doesn�t mean we can�t talk,� he said.
Maybe it was time to come clean. To explain how much he meant to me. How I felt something the other night. �I-I really li � Um, never mind.� Geez, what the hell did I almost do? I can�t run around blurting stuff like this out. �Listen, I�ve got homework I need to get done. But I promise to get back with you on the food thing.�
I rushed toward the door, nearly plowing Trey over. Gah, what the heck had gotten into me? Right. That was easy, Trey.
As soon as I walked in the door, I raced upstairs and dialed Kenadi. �It�s hopeless,� I said when she answered.
�Um�okay, want to fill me in?�
�Trey stopped by. Again.� A loud sigh whistled from my lips.
�Now what�s he want you to do?�
�Apparently he�s trying to plan a nice lunch for Portia and needs me to help figure out what he should bring in for her.�
�Dang. What�s he think you�re a psychic chef or something?�
I laughed. �Maybe.�
�Well, we know she�s a vegan. So, I�d say tell him to bring her a big, juicy steak. Maybe one that still moos.�
�Problem is that�s the one thing he knows about her.� I sprawled out on my bed and twirled a strand of blond hair around my finger.
�Fine, then we do the next best thing. Think of the grossest food or vegetable you can,� Kenadi said.
�Maybe I should have my mom cook something for him to give to her.�
She snorted. �You�re trying to split them up, not kill her.�
�Yeah, good point.�
�The only thing I can come up with is spinach. That crap is nasty.�
�Or, better yet. Brussels sprouts.�
�Ew, those things are sick. I can�t even look at them without wanting to throw up,� Kenadi said.
I cringed. �Agreed. They�re like the testicles of the plant world.�
Kenadi laughed on the other end. �That�s just wrong in so many ways.�
�So plant scrotum is now on the menu. Let me call Trey and give him the good news.�
�Tomorrow will be epic. We�ll have to get front row seats.�
�Definitely. So, I�ll see you tomorrow.�
�Wouldn�t miss this for the world.� Kenadi hung up.
With our devious scheming out of the way, I phoned Trey with Portia�s �favorite food� then spent the rest of the night envisioning their break up.


Chapter 24


Kenadi clutched her sack lunch in one hand, while she kept hold of my arm with the other. We made our way to the Veteran�s Park around the corner and found seats under one of the large trees. Beams of sun warmed my skin as I glanced around at the picnic tables, searching for Trey and Portia.
Okay, I know, it was petty and horrible of me to want to watch Trey fail with Portia. But, I seriously couldn�t help myself.
�There they are.� Kenadi nodded at a table situated furthest from us. �Looks like he�s getting ready to bring out the balls.�
My mouth twitched. �You know, if someone other than me heard you say that, they�d think you�re a real perv.� I sat up on my knees to get a better view, while Kenadi unwrapped her string cheese.
�Hey, you�re the one who started the whole plant testicle thing. I�m just adding my own spin.�
Trey set a lunch box on the table, and then took out a bowl. Even from here, I saw the mini-me cabbages. Portia glanced at them, and then back to Trey with a smile. Without missing a beat, she picked up her fork, stabbed it into the ball, and popped it in her mouth.
�Something is seriously wrong with that girl. Who actually likes Brussels sprouts?� I rubbed my temples.
�She must be an alien implant. Or maybe one of those robot chicks from the sci-fi flicks you watch. Either way, we need to up our game,� Kenadi said. �We�re obviously dealing with a professional.�
�I�m almost scared to ask what you mean by upping our game.�
She dangled a piece of mozzarella in front of me. �Don�t be. We�ll figure this out. Besides, you�re way better than her. She�s ditzy. She needs tutors to pass her classes. She�s dated like every jock in our school. And she�s got an inflated chest.�
I glanced at my own flat chest. �Guys like inflated.�
�Not all guys are like that.� She rolled her eyes. �Anyway, twenty bucks says her parents got her a boob job.�
�Boob job or not, she�s still got a bigger chest than me.�
�Yeah, but Trey likes to have intelligent conversations. Eventually he�s going to get tired of talking about spandex, dancing, and vegetables. And just so you know, fake boobs can�t talk.�
I busted out laughing. I hoped she was right. But at the moment, things didn�t look very promising.

***

�How did the soccer game go?� Mom said as she came into the kitchen, carrying her briefcase.
�We won again.�
�How many goals?� She kicked off her heels and tossed them into the closet.
�Two.�
�That�s great, honey. I promise Dad and I will make your next game. Work�s been crazy the last couple of weeks.� Her blond hair escaped the clip at the back of her neck. �Have you eaten yet?�
�Yeah, I made some tuna casserole. I put a plate for you and Dad in the oven to keep warm.�
�Drake said you and Rex broke up.� Mom grabbed a pair of oven mitts from the drawer and flung open the stove. She reached in and grabbed the plates out.
�Yeah, we did.�
�Are you okay?� Her brows knit together.
�I�m fine.�
�You sure? Because we can talk if you need to.�
�I�m good.�
She set the dishes on the table then put the mitts back in the cupboard. She turned back to me and gave me a hug. �Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.�
�Oh, Drake wanted me to let you know he�s at Chloe�s studying and that he�ll be home about nine.�
�He better be, or he�s gonna spend the next two weeks grounded,� Mom said under her breath.
With a grin, I left the room. I scampered downstairs, grabbed my game controller, turned on the TV and console, then flopped onto one of the bean bags. Time to take out some aggression. I slid Dwarves of Iconia in and loaded my last saved game. My mage came onto the screen. I touched the analog sticks and my player ran down a trail into a dark forest. A glowing tree came into view, so I veered off the path. My mage reached inside the hole in the trunk and pulled out a coin purse. My character veered onto the path once more. The music got louder as a troll stepped out from behind ruins.
It tossed large rocks at my mage. I clicked the x and y buttons and shot flaming orbs at it.
�Hey,� Kevin called as he walked into the room. �Your mom let me in.�
�Hi.� I hit the start button to pause the game. �I didn�t know you were stopping by tonight.�
He sat down beside me and grabbed the extra handle. �I wanted to come over and drop off my payment since I didn�t get a chance to this weekend.�
�You could�ve waited. I wouldn�t have minded.�
He smiled. �No, it�s cool. Besides, I wanted to thank you for everything.�
�You did all the leg work. I only gave the advice.�
�Either way, things are going good. I�m glad you pushed us into joining stuff. I actually love Astronomy Club�in fact, I�m taking Melanie out stargazing this weekend.� He ran a hand through his hair then clicked his start button to join my game. �I want to ask her to prom, but I�m not sure how I should broach the subject.�
Once Kevin logged in his character, I hit start on my controller too and he joined the battle against the troll. His mercenary took out his dagger of the sun and slashed into the beast. It instantly turned to stone.
�Be yourself�talk about whatever it is you normally talk about then mention there�s a dance coming up in May and you wonder whether or not she�d like to go.�
�You make it sound so easy.� He glanced at me.
�Because it is.� I nudged him with my shoulder. �You need to have more confidence. Embrace your inner man. Take the bull by its horns and all that crap.�
He snorted. �Is that your pep talk?�
�Why? Did it work?�
�I think you better stick to soccer.�
�Hey, I need a backup plan. I was thinking something along the lines of matchmaker to the stars or some BS like that.�
He chuckled. �Nice. With a catch phrase like that, you ought to get loads of clients. And speaking of clients, where�s Trey? He�s normally over here tearing up Dwarves of Iconia with you.�
My lips turned down and I focused on the TV screen. My mage slammed her staff into the ground, creating a lightning storm. Bolts struck the dark elves, pouring from the cave. �He�s been too busy lately.�
�With Portia?�
�Yeah.�
�Well, if it makes you feel any better, I don�t like her,� Kevin said. �I think she�s a snob.�
Okay, why did he tell me that? Was my crush so obvious? �One thing�s for sure, we�ll have this game beat before he comes over next. Which means, we�ll win the bet.�
�We are abiding by the rules and only playing when another member of The Romeo Club is here. But he�ll be mad when he finds out we conquered DWOI before him.� Kevin kicked his shoes off.
�Then let�s do this.� I leaned back into the bean bag. If Trey wanted to spend time with Portia, then fine. But it didn�t mean I had to sit around sulking after him. I wasn�t sure if Kevin�s only reason for coming over was to pay me or not, but I was glad he decided to stay.
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For the next couple of days, it seemed like I ran into Trey and Portia everywhere. In the halls at school, in the cafeteria, at the library, and even at the movies, when Trey decided to invite her to come along with the Nerd Herd and me to our midnight premier. I tried hard to be the better person. To ignore her annoying laugh. The way she always had to latch right on to Trey�s arm whenever I was around. But I swore, if I had to spend one more second with her, I might have to pop her inflated chest and see if she flew away like a balloon losing air.
Mom carried a ceramic bowl into the dining room and sat in on the table in front of me. My nose wrinkled. Spinach with ham chunks in it. How the hell did she come up with these dishes?
My gaze flicked to one of the pictures of an antique truck on the wall. What I wouldn�t give to hop into one and drive away about now.
�Something smells good,� Dad said. He slid into the chair across from mine.
Probably his cologne because it sure wasn�t dinner. Yuck.
�I think Carver�s supposed to come home from school in the next week or so,� Mom said to Dad, who�d picked up a copy of today�s paper.
Now that got my attention. Carver Foster was the king of shirtless carwashes. The crush of my elementary and junior high years. Not to mention the star of many, many fantasies. He was three years older than me and two years older than Drake. And he�d been the one to teach me how to play soccer. Hard to believe Jimbo belonged to him�or rather his family since he�d been away at college.
�Um�why�s he coming home?�
Mom glanced up from scooping blobs of green glop into Dad�s bowl. �His mom�s been sick.�
That explained the last time I saw her. �Is she gonna be okay?�
�I�m not sure. We haven�t really heard what�s going on. All I know is they�ve been gone a lot lately.�
My parents changed the subject and talked about a part they needed for their computer and where the best place was to get it. At that point, I zoned them out and focused on rescuing my ham bites from the green, mushy mess Mom called spinach. It looked more like someone had scooped algae up from a swamp or sneezed in my dish.
The phone rang from the kitchen and I hopped out of my seat, carrying my dinner with me. I turned my body so Mom wouldn�t see me with it. �I�ve got it.�
When I got in the other room, I grabbed the cordless phone and brought my food over to the trash can and scraped it out. �Hello?�
�Del, hey, it�s Trey,� he said. �I hate to keep bugging you. But I need your help again.�
No, if he hated it so much then he�d quit doing it. But instead he tortured me with calls about Portia. And how he couldn�t figure out how to impress her without my help. Hell, it was beginning to feel like I was the one dating her, not him.
�What�s going on?�
�Do you think you can stop in for a few?�
The word �no� sat perched on the end of my tongue. But for some, stupid reason, I couldn�t say it. I clenched my fist at my side and squeezed my eyes shut. �I�ll be there in a few.�
�You�re a lifesaver.�
I hung up then poked my head into the dining room to tell my parents I was leaving. However, when I caught them in a lip-lock, I decided to just go. A minute later, I stood inside Trey�s living room, watching him pace the floor. His faded jeans sat low on his hips, the black T-shirt he wore stretched tight over his broad shoulders and biceps. Something I seemed to focus on way too much, as of late.
�Here�s the thing. I want to set up a special date to ask Portia to prom. And I thought you might have some ideas?�
My throat thickened. No. This wasn�t happening. Tell him to figure it out on his own. Or better yet, tell him how you feel. That you two are perfect for each other. You like the same bands. The same video games. You�re in National Honor Society together. You have the same circle of friends. Come clean and admit that you�re in love with him. And that you�re stupid for not seeing it before. I cleared my throat and grabbed a mint from the jar on the coffee table.
�Let me think this over for a second.� I fell back on the couch, drawing my legs up to my chest.
Right then, his cell buzzed. He glanced down at the number and smiled. �Speak of the devil. Hey Portia � � Trey made his way out of the room.
Devil was right. Portia ruined everything. I so missed the days when Trey and I could have a conversation that didn�t revolve around her. I pulled my own phone out and texted, �Ken, need help. Call me!�
A few seconds later, my cell came to life with the sounds of waterfalls.
�Del, what�s going on?�
�Trey wants me to help him plan a romantic date for Portia. So he can ask her to prom.� My head rested against the back of the brown leather couch.
�You�re kidding?�
�No.�
�Maybe Captain Nerd needs a smack upside the head so he�ll open his eyes and see what�s in front of him.�
�Well, I�m kind of at his house right now.�
�Run out the door and don�t turn back. Maybe throw some plant testicles at him on the way out,� Kenadi said.
I laughed, in spite of everything. �Wish I had some on me. I mean, not that I had plant testicles, but you know.�
Kenadi giggled. �Yeah, I gotcha. So where�s Trey now?�
�Portia called so he left the room to talk to her.�
�That girl is seriously whacked. You�d think she�d be done with him by now. Who actually likes roses of death?�
�I�m guessing she�s more morbid than we thought.�
�Do you think she steals flowers from gravesites too?�
�Funny,� I said. �May-maybe I should give up. It�s obvious he�s into her.�
�Or maybe you should come clean with him.�
�I already told you I can�t do that. Sabotaging them is my last hope.�
�Okay, we�ll come up with something.�
�I�m sorry I�m dragging you into this.�
�Don�t be, I�m your best friend, remember?�
I laughed. �Yeah. I�m just so miserable. It�s like my stomach knots up every time I see him with Portia. I-I get those nervous flutters when he�s around, whether we�re playing a video game or talking about school. And, I can�t stop thinking about him.�
�You got it bad.�
�Yeah, and I have to plan this stupid date now.�
�Any ideas?�
�No.� My gaze flitted to a picture on the wall of a beach scene. �Wait, I think I just got an idea.� And boy did I. If this didn�t deter Portia, then nothing would. �Sabotage date, take three,� I said.
Kenadi chuckled. �Can�t wait to hear the details.�
So we put our heads together and came up with an epic plan, which I prayed wouldn�t fail. Again.
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Trey came back into the room. �Sorry, she wanted to chat about her dance recital coming up.�
�Well, I think I�ve got an idea of where you can take her,� I said. A devious smile tugged at my lips and it was all I could do not to break out in a villainous laugh. �There�s this great spot over on Lake Michigan, near the Whitehall, Montague area. They�ve got a boardwalk and picnic area. Really romantic. You could pack a lunch for the two of you and watch the waves�maybe take a walk along the shore. She�ll love it.� Except for the part where I forgot to mention the bajillion seagulls that flocked over there.
Kenadi assured me, we could get them to swarm the picnic.
�You�re brilliant.� Trey sat down next to me, his hand squeezed my knee.
Tingles shot up my leg where he touched me. I wriggled away. �No problem. I�ll send you directions later. But I gotta run. See you.�

***

Kenadi carried six loaves of bread to the checkout line, while I grabbed another three. Once I paid for them, we hopped into her car.
�Start breaking it into pieces so we can toss it off the boardwalk when we get there,� Kenadi said, putting her seatbelt on.
�I still can�t believe I�m doing this.�
�You should get an award for your devious plotting,� Kenadi said.
I put my sunglasses on, clicked my seatbelt into place, and then started breaking the loaves of bread into smaller chunks. Sun blazed through the windows as we drove west and headed to the lake shore. We listened to music and talked about guys and soccer. It was nice to have a girls� day. When we pulled into our spot, there were only a few cars there. We�d come over early to get into position.
�Do you think Trey will recognize my car?� Kenadi said.
�Not if you take the Yellow Jacket Soccer decal off your back window.� I shoved the torn up loaves of bread into my duffel bag, while Ken peeled the sticker off her car and grabbed us a blanket to sit on.
My sandals squeaked as I walked across the sand to the boardwalk. We climbed the stairs and headed down the path that went behind the dunes. There was a bridge back there that overlooked a stream which emptied into Lake Michigan. It was private and where I told Trey to have lunch with Portia.
�We�ll have to position ourselves either further up the boardwalk or in the dunes so we can toss the bread down,� Kenadi said, slipping her shoes off to walk barefoot.
�Let�s go up. We�ll have a better view from up there to see when they get here.� My sunglasses slid down my nose, and I pushed them back into place. We trudged up the sand, warm granules pushing between my toes and sandals. The blue sky was cloudless. Trees waved in the wind as a breeze kicked up. When we reached the top, my legs burned.
�Geez, that was a work out.� I set my stuff on the ground and helped Ken spread a blanket out. Once we finished, we plopped onto it and arranged our stuff.
�You might have to carry me back down.� Kenadi took a bottle of water out of her bag.
Down below, I watched the waves roll in. Whitecaps gurgled and sloshed against the shoreline. Seagulls already dotted the beach. They sat on the water, riding the waves or searched the sand for remnants of food.
I loved it out here. You could look across the lake and see forever. Like the sky and water were one. The waves pounded out a constant rhythm.
�We haven�t been up here in a while,� I said. �Remember when your mom used to pile us in the van and drive out here?�
Ken smiled. �Yeah, she�d bring one of her smutty romance books to read, while we swam all day.� She dug her toes into the sand, burying her feet up to her ankles. �And I�ll never forget when you wanted to lay out to get a tan.�
I groaned. �Don�t bring that up. God, I looked like a lobster and couldn�t bend my legs for like a week, they got burnt so bad.�
�Incoming.� Kenadi pointed behind us to where two figures emerged from the boardwalk.
I ducked down, inching closer to the edge of the dune. Even from here, I could tell it was Trey and Portia. Her in a dainty sundress, him in jeans and T-shirt carrying a picnic basket.
�We have to wait until they get everything situated before bombarding them.� I took the plastic bags with bread out of my duffel. �Do you feel kind of mean for doing this?�
�A little. But like Mom always told me. All�s fair in love and war. If you want something bad enough, you�ve got to fight for it.�
�Even if it means sicking a bunch of birds on people?�
�It�s not our fault he picked such a crappy place for a date.� She smirked.
�Um�it kind of is.�
�Details, details.� She put her shoes back on, scooted off the blanket, and folded it back up. �You know, we should come back here when it gets warmer and hang out.�
Hair came loose from my ponytail and snapped around my face. I pushed it back behind my ears so I could see what Trey and Portia were doing. �Looks like they�re sitting down now. He�s getting food out of the basket.�
�Here give me a couple of the bread bags. I�ll ball the bread up and toss some down there.�
I handed over two of them and watched her go to work. She flung several doughy balls down the hill. Slowly the birds descended, flocking closer to Trey�s date.
�We need more,� I said, opening two more bags. The wind picked up and I tossed the pieces in the air. They blew down the dune, scattering all over beside them. Like a bugle calling an army to charge, the seagulls went wild. They ran across Trey�s blanket, snatching food from their plates. While others pecked the ground for our bread.
Portia hopped up, swinging her arms around, as if to scare them off. I giggled. Then one of them pooped right on her head. Trey whipped off his shirt to cover Portia with. Right then, another gull crapped. This time it hit Trey�s chest. It was like a warzone out there. Best. Day. Ever.
�Quick, let�s use the rest of this and go,� Kenadi said. She ripped open the other sacks, and threw it into the air. Just then, the wind shifted, blowing the bread back at us. White crumbs and pieces stuck in her hair and to her clothes.
�Oh crap,� I said as I glanced up to see another swarm of birds, this one headed for us.
Gulls surrounded us, landing on the ground to eat the food. And when they couldn�t find it there, they swooped at Kenadi�s head.
�Run,� she shouted. We bolted down the dune, heading toward the shoreline and away from Trey and Portia.
She didn�t have to tell me twice. My feet slid in the sand as I fought to keep my balance. I dragged my duffle bag behind me, screeching.
I peered over my shoulder to see a seagull grab hold of one of Ken�s braids. �Let go.� She swung at it. When it didn�t stop, she grabbed hold of the other end of the braid and tugged back. �Damn birds. Ow.�
Somehow, the seagull managed to rip the extension from her hair, and we gawked as it flew off with it. �Quick, before more come.�
Our feet pounded the sand. Dang, it was a good thing we were in shape. As we rounded the corner, we raced onto the boardwalk, still being pursued by birds. There, posted next to the walkway was a sign that said, �Don�t feed the birds.� And now I knew why, they turned into savages.
At last, we made it to the parking lot and we dove into Ken�s car.
�Those were attack birds,� Kenadi said, shoving her key into the ignition. �Shit. My mom is gonna kill me. She just paid to get my hair done and now look at it.�
I glanced at her, bird crap splattered in her hair. Her braids stuck up like Medusa�s snakes. I busted up laughing. Not that I fared much better. I had scratches on my arm from where the birds swooped down trying to grab bread. Besides that, I think I had sand in every orifice of my body.
�Sorry,� I said.
But when she looked at me, she giggled too as she pulled a feather off my shirt. �You smell like bird ass.�
From the corner of my eye, I spotted Trey and Portia running down the boardwalk. �We need to go.�
She glanced up, put the car in drive, and drove out of the lot. �This sabotaging business is hard stuff. I think we should stop and get a milkshake on the way home.�
�I�m in.�

***

�Delyla, Trey�s here,� Mom hollered upstairs.
�Coming.� I dried my hair and hurried down to the living room to find him sitting on the couch. He must�ve stopped home to change before he came over because he had on clean clothes and was no longer covered in gull feces.
When he saw me, he smiled. �Hey. Thought I�d drop by for a few minutes.� He glanced at the scratches on my arms. �What�ve you been doing all day?�
Scrubbing bird crap off my sandals. �Laundry.�
He eyed me like he knew I lied. Had he seen me there? Did Portia finally get sick of him?
�Did the laundry have claws?�
�No. These are from Mom�s rose bushes,� I lied. �Jimbo was messing around in them and I had to get him out.�
�Ah, no further explanation needed.� He ran a hand through his dark hair. His gaze rested on me. �So, I�ve got some good news. Portia said yes about prom.�
My fingers dug into the chair cushion. I composed my face and shifted my eyes to the floor. Okay. Keep it together. Don�t let him see how much this bothers you. �Th-that�s great,� I said.
�I know. And it�s all because of you, Del.� He stood and came over to me. �Anyway, I wanted to drop by and give you the news and also pay you for all your help. Hopefully you�ll have enough to get your dress now.�
�Thanks.� I took the folded bills. �Kenadi and I picked it up already, but I�m sure I can get some awesome shoes to go with it now.�
�So, I wondered if you might be able to go to the tux shop this week to help me pick something out. Portia�s gonna wear a pink dress. I thought it might be cool to try to get a bowtie and vest to match.�
He might as well stab me in the face. Geez. I sucked in a deep breath. �Sounds fun. When did you want to go?�
I better get lots of brownie points for the good deeds I was doing lately. Although, I suppose the sabotaging might set me back a few, but still it worked in Trey�s favor. And that made me way miserable. The only consolation was that at least I got to spend more time with Trey. And any time was better than no time, right?


Chapter 27


�I think you should tell Trey you can�t go help him pick out a tux,� Kenadi said as we waited for The Jekyll to take attendance in Trig. �Besides, isn�t that what his girlfriend�s for?�
�Apparently, she�s busy and I�m his only hope.� Kind of like what Princess Leia said about Obi Wan Kenobi in Star Wars.
�That girl is getting on my last nerve. Because of her, my braids got ruined.�
Actually, it was probably more my fault, but I decided not to mention that. �What did your mom say when you asked to get your hair fixed?�
She smiled. �I kind of didn�t tell her. Latasha got me in for a hair appointment, and I paid for it myself.� Ken held up her new, longer braids. �Good as new.�
The Jekyll glanced up as Walt McBride walked into class late. He dropped a note on her desk. She read it and said, �See me after class. The rest of you, get your homework out.�
Ken scooted closer to me, the scent of her apple lotion hanging in the air. �So, are you really gonna go with him?�
�Yeah. I can�t say no to him.�
�Even after all this?�
I chewed on the end of my pen. �I�m not gonna stop being his friend just because he has crappy taste in girls.�
In other words, I�d sacrifice my happiness for his. Talk about being a complete moron.
�Kenadi and Delyla, unless you�re talking about trigonometry, which I�m pretty sure you�re not, you�ll keep your mouths shut and look at the board.� Jekyll lowered her glasses to stare at us. Her eighties hair stood tall like a hairspray enforced helmet. She�d definitely be protected from any head injuries if something ever fell on her.
�Gonna be a long hour.� Ken wrote on a piece of paper.
�No kidding.� I scribbled back.

***

Trey and I moved through the store, looking at tuxes.
He shoved his hands in his pockets as I held up another one. �What about this one?�
�Honestly, they all look the same to me.� He smirked.
�Men.� I rolled my eyes. �Here try these two while I hunt down shoes, a vest, and bowtie.�
The sales lady glanced up from the counter and smiled. �Hi, can I help you?�
�I wondered if you had any vests and ties in this color?� I held up a sample of the material used to make Portia�s dress. Yes. She is that particular. Totally annoying. Gah.
She smiled. �Come on back here with me, we can see what we have.�
We went into a back area where they had more colors and sizes hanging up. She took down several vests to compare them.
�This rose blush shade is the closest.� She held up the material in comparison.
�I think that�ll work. Let me have him try it on.� My fingers closed around the silky fabric of the vest and matching tie.
The sales lady followed me as I went to the changing area. I knocked on the door. �Trey, we�ve got some things for you to try on.�
He opened the door a crack and grabbed them from me. A few minutes later, he stepped out. My eyes widened. My breath caught in my throat. Oh God. I swallowed hard as my gaze swept over him. The tux was perfect. It made his chest and shoulders broader, his hips narrower. His dark hair was disheveled from changing and although I hated the color pink, it actually looked good on him. Okay not good. Hot. His naturally tan skin tone brought out his smile even more. How had I not seen him before? I mean, really seen him?
�Wow,� I said at last. �You look amazing.�
The sales lady grinned at us. �You two will be quite the pair on prom night. And that pink, it works for you.�
�Wait, we�re not � �
�I�ll take it,� Trey interrupted.
�Great. Why don�t you change, then bring everything to the counter and I�ll ring you up.�
When she left us, he turned to me. �So, be honest. Do you like it?�
What�s not to like? �It�s perfect. Trust me. Portia will probably want to jump your bones when she sees you.�
He grinned. �You�re as bad as the guys.�
�Because the Nerd Herd corrupted me.�
�Yeah, right.� He went back into the changing room. �So,� he called through the door. �I thought I�d treat you to pizza for helping me today.�
Pizza meant spending more time with him. Which also meant we�d be alone. No Portia. No Nerd Herd. Just us. �Sure. I�m starving.�
Once he paid for the tux, we walked back to his car to drop off the purchase, and then went into the restaurant. The scent of bread sticks and pizza made my mouth water as we sat waiting for our order. We chatted about Dwarves of Iconia for several minutes and discussed possible ways to take out the ice dragon on the final level.
Sitting across from him in the booth, I fumbled with my napkin. Every minute I spent with him, I realized how much I liked him. How much we had in common. Trey might be one of my best friends, but I imagined we could be so much more than that. If he�d give me the chance.
You have to come clean. And now is as good a time as any. Please don�t let this be a mistake.
I took a sip of pop. Here goes nothing. And everything. �So, I wanted to talk to you about something.�
�Sure.� His foot bumped mine under the table.
My heart raced and I cleared my throat. �I know this is gonna seem kind of sudden and maybe even crazy. But the thing is, I really li � �
�Oh, my God, Trey. Hi.� Portia waved from the entrance.
Son of a B. Of course, she had to interrupt now. Right when I finally got the courage up. My eyes narrowed as she hurried to our table.
�Hey, I wondered if you�d have time to stop by.� Trey smiled.
She slid into the booth next to him. Not even asking if it was okay. Geez. She leaned over and gave him a peck on the lips. �So, how did shopping go?�
�Great. You�ll love the bowtie and vest we picked out.� He nodded at me.
Portia glanced at me, her lips turned up in a permanent too happy smile. It was like she had unicorns and sunshine and butterflies coming out of her butt or something. �Thanks so much for helping him. I wanted to come along, but my mom scheduled manicures today.� She held up her pink, blossom colored nails.
�No problem,� I said, forcing what I hoped was a non-life threatening grin.
�So, how are you doing since the break up?�
Um�okay, she might be dating my friend, but that didn�t mean I wanted to share my entire personal life with her. �I�m doing okay. Thanks.� I took another swig from my drink.
�Rex�s been bummed since you broke up. He�s such a nice guy. And I told him you had valid reasons for wanting to end things. It wasn�t like you cheated or anything.�
I sputtered, nearly choking on my drink. But it kind of was. I grabbed a napkin to wipe off my mouth and caught Trey�s eye. His brow furrowed, and I shifted my glance to my wrist and pretended to check the time. When I looked back up again, Portia had Trey in her embrace.
�Shoot, I�m gonna have to head out. Just remembered I have to meet Kenadi to help her pick out shoes.�
Trey pulled out of Portia�s hug. �But I drove you here. And we haven�t eaten yet.�
My fingers snagged my purse handle as I stood. �It�s fine. But I really have to run if I�m gonna catch her in time.�
Without a backward glance, I rushed from the restaurant. I whipped my cell out of my pocket and dialed Kenadi. After several rings, it went straight to voicemail. Crap. I forgot. Tonight was date night with Mikah, which meant she wouldn�t answer.
Next, I tried Drake�s number. But his went to voicemail too. Damn it. I so didn�t want to call my parents. Then I�d have to answer Mom�s questions. I could always go back and tell Trey that I got the day wrong and I didn�t have to meet Kenadi until tomorrow. But there was no way I wanted to sit through anymore Portia PDA. My only other option? Public transportation. AKA, the stinky ass bus.
I waited at the stop outside the mall. The gray sky matched my somber mood. Overhead, thunder rumbled, shaking the ground beneath me. Oh hell. I tugged the hood of my sweatshirt over my head, right as a fat raindrop hit the side of my face.
The bus rolled up to the curb and I stood back to let the passengers get off. When the last of them emerged, I climbed the steps and dropped money into the slot. I found a spot about half-way back, away from everyone else. With a sigh, I plopped down on the fake leather seat. My hood hid my face, which I was happy for as tears streamed down my cheeks. I rested my head against the fogged up window and watched flashes of lightning emblazon the storm darkened sky.
Trey really liked her, or so it seemed. Maybe it was time to let him go.
But what about the kiss? The way he looked at me that night, like I was the only girl in the world. The only person who mattered. Whatever spark I�d felt, he�d felt it too.
Thirty minutes later, I climbed off the bus, two blocks from home. Trees bent beneath the gusts of wind. Water squished in my tennis shoes as I stepped in another puddle. Rain pelted the side of my face and I wrapped my arms tighter to my body. I regretted not grabbing a coat or jacket today, not that it would�ve helped much. My teeth chattered as I watched the steamy puffs of my breath billow in front of me. At last, I rounded the corner and saw the most glorious thing ever. Home. I picked up the pace, trying to dodge the slimy worms wiggling on the sidewalk. When I got to my driveway, I spotted Jimbo sprawled out on his porch all wet. He glanced up at me, his eyes sad. Why was he acting so weird lately?
�Come here, Jimbo,� I called.
His tail wagged, thumping against the side of the house. He climbed to his feet and trotted over to me. I petted Jimbo�s head, scratching behind his ears.
He licked my hand, staring up at me.
�Don�t worry boy, I�ll sit with you for a little bit.� After the day I had, I needed to focus on something other than my own problems. So I sat on my porch, with Jimbo curled up on the swing with me. I wasn�t sure if we called a truce or not, but right now, for whatever reason, he needed me, just as much as I needed him. Tears swam in my eyes, and the dog laid his head on my lap as if he understood exactly what I was going through.
We sat together until Mr. Foster pulled in next door. Then Jimbo went his way, and I went mine.


Chapter 28


My fingers trembled as I tugged my cami over my head, then a cute light blue cardigan on top of that. I brushed my hair, trying to figure out how I wanted to style it today. Maybe a barrette? Or a braid? Gah. Why am I so worried about what I look like? Okay, so the truth was, I planned to talk to Trey. I needed to tell him how I felt. Even if he rejected me, at least I�d know I tried.
Because the not knowing killed me.
�Delyla, Kenadi�s here,� Mom called upstairs.
�Coming.� With one last glance in the mirror, I grabbed my school bag, and slipped my ballet flats on.
Kenadi stood in the kitchen, eating a muffin Mom had given her. �Ready?�
�Yep.� I gave Mom a kiss goodbye and took the store bought muffin she handed me.
�Have a good day sweetie.�
�Don�t worry, she will.� Kenadi grinned as we raced out the door.
When we got in her car, I turned to her. �I�m a nervous wreck. Do you realize I changed my outfit like six times this morning? I never do that.�
�You�ll be fine. Just take a deep breath. Don�t freak out. You and Trey have been friends forever. It�s not like you�re gonna be talking to a stranger.�
�But that�s the problem. I don�t want to destroy our friendship.� I peeled the wrapper off my blueberry muffin and took a bite. �What if I don�t say the right thing?�
We backed out of my driveway and onto the main road. I watched the line of manicured lawns and cookie-cutter houses as we drove to the end of my street.
�Just say whatever comes to mind. And be honest with him.�
�What if he rejects me?� I wiped crumbs off my jeans.
�Then he�s an idiot.� Kenadi slid her gaze to me. �You�re awesome and if he doesn�t see that then he doesn�t deserve you.�
I smiled. �And this is why you�re my best friend. You always talk me down.�
�Ditto.�
When we got to school, I sucked in a deep breath, smoothed down my shirt, and walked inside. Now, I just needed to find Trey. Well, if I could peel Portia away long enough to have a conversation with him.
But when I got to my locker, I saw Portia already glued to his side. Damn. Okay, new plan. After I grabbed my books for first period, I headed toward Trey.
When he saw me, he smiled. �Del, what�s up?�
�Do you think I could talk to you during lunch for a few minutes?� I said, trying hard to ignore Portia. Guilt gnawed at my insides. Maybe I shouldn�t go through with this.
�Is everything okay?� His arm dropped away from her shoulders.
�Um�yeah, I-I�m fine. If you can�t talk, that�s fine. I can always stop by after school or something.�
His gaze met mine. �No, it�s fine. We can meet by the band room before lunch.�
�All right. I�ll see you then.�
For the next few hours, I couldn�t concentrate. My mind reeled with bits of conversation I wanted to have with Trey. I thought about the best case scenarios, where he admitted he loved me too. Then I considered how he�d reject me. By the time fourth period ended, my stomach was tied up in knots. My pulse roared in my ears.
I stopped by my locker and dropped my books off. You can do this. Just tell him the truth. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. My teeth grazed my bottom lip and I chewed at the dead skin. When I got to the band room, I found Trey waiting outside the door, in a small alcove to the side.
�Hey,� he called when he saw me. �So what�s going on?�
It�s now or never, girl. Go for it. My heart jumped against my chest like an erratic kangaroo. Any moment now, I expected it to burst through my skin. I raised my eyes until they met his.
�I�ve started this conversation in my head like a million times. And hopefully I don�t sound crazy,� I said. �The thing is�well, I, I � � Oh God. Come on mind. Don�t fail me now. You are Delyla Denson. You�re fabulous. And you can do this. Now get it together. �I like you Trey.� I swallowed hard. �I mean, really like you as in�I love you,� I whispered.
His eyes widened and he stood there a second as if processing what I�d just said. Trey ran a hand through his hair, squeezed his eyes shut and let out a long breath.
�Please. Say something.� My insides coiled as the silence dragged on. I turned my gaze to the lace at the bottom of my cami and I gripped it between my fingers. This wasn�t going quite the way I�d planned.
�Why now? Why do you wait until now to have feelings?�
�It�s not like I chose to be inconvenient,� I said. �I didn�t realize it until after we started the Romeo Club.�
His eyes shot open and he gave a forced, cold laugh. �I have a girlfriend, Delyla.�
�I know. Trust me. I didn�t plan on this to happen. But that night you kissed me, I felt this spark. And it�s all I�ve been able to think about. If I�m being honest though, I started to notice things before then. Like how much we have in common. How you�re always there for me when I need you. The dorky grin you get when you beat a level on Dwarves of Iconia.� I twisted the edge of my sweater in my hand. �How your eyes light up when you�re talking about a math equation, or the excitement in your voice after acing a test. I-I don�t know why it took me so long to see you. But I see you now. And I want to know if you feel the same.�
He frowned. �Damn it, Del. You know how long I crushed on you? Years. I spent years, trying to get your attention. But you never noticed. Not once.�
My head shot up. �Wait. You have a crush on me?�
�Had. You know how frustrating it was to be right in front of you and not have you see me?�
�But I didn�t know.�
�How could you not? I offered you rides to school every day before you got your license. I came to all your soccer games, whether Drake or your family went or not. God, I even bought you gifts for your birthday and flowers for Valentine�s Day. Guys don�t do that for girls they want to be just friends with.�
My mouth went dry. �But you never said anything. Why didn�t you tell me?�
�I tried. You know how many times I tried to tell you? But you always had somewhere else you wanted to be or someone else you wanted to be around. So I gave up.�
�If I would�ve known � �
�You would�ve done what? You had a boyfriend. And apparently I wasn�t what you wanted.�
�But I want you now.� My voice cracked. Tears welled in my eyes. �You�re all I�ve thought about. And I�ve tried to tell you that I liked you, but every time I started someone interrupted.�
�But you didn�t want me until I got a girlfriend. Until I wasn�t available anymore.� He paced the alcove. �I can�t believe that you�d do this to me. Put me on the spot like this. You choosing to do this right now is horrible. You asked to talk to me right in front of my girlfriend this morning. Knowing full well you�d be asking me to break up with her.�
My eyes snapped up and I glowered. �I�m being horrible? You�re the one who wanted me to teach you how to kiss when you were dating Portia. Not to mention, you�re the one who paid me to help you get a girlfriend. So if we want to have a discussion about morals, why don�t we start there?�
He fists clenched at his side as he moved closer to me. �I like Portia.�
I snorted. �The only thing you knew about her when we started this was that she�s pretty. You didn�t know her favorite color. You didn�t know her favorite flower. Hell, you didn�t even know who her best friend is. Or let�s talk about the fact that any information you found out about her was because I told you. How can you �love� someone you don�t even know? If it wasn�t for my help you wouldn�t have even had a chance with her. You. Paid. Me. To help you land her.�
A gasp sounded behind us. Oh shit. I spun to find Portia standing there.
�You paid her?� Her lip quivered as she stared at Trey.
�It�s not what you think.�
�I-I can�t believe you did that.� She turned and rushed down the hall.
Trey glared at me. �See what you�ve done? You ruined everything.� He raced after Portia.
My biggest fear just came true. I�d screwed up everything. It felt like I�d swallowed a boulder. I leaned against the wall and slid to the floor, tears streaming down my cheeks. Why hadn�t I opened my eyes sooner? Why didn�t I realize how much Trey meant to me until it was too late?
I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands. My stomach churned. This isn�t how things are supposed to be. I�d lost Trey. Not just a potential boyfriend, but one of my best friends. I should�ve kept my mouth shut. I should�ve�well, done things different. Too late for that now.
The halls emptied for lunch. But I sat there for long minutes before deciding to go to the office. When I got there, the secretary looked up.
�Delyla, can I help you?�
�Can I use the phone to call my mom? I�m not feeling so well.�
She nodded at the large, black archaic phone sitting on the counter. �Dial nine to get an outside line.�
When Mom picked up, it was all I could do not to break down crying. �Hey, Mom, I�m sick. Could you come and get me?�
�Are you okay?� she said.
�My-my stomach hurts.� And so does my head. But most of all, my heart.
�I�ll be right there.�
Once she signed me out at school, we headed home. We didn�t talk on the car ride, but Mom kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. When we got to the house, I went right to my room and flopped down on my bed. My shoulders shook as I sobbed.
I never should�ve opened my mouth. Trey would probably never talk to me again. Not only that, but I�d hurt Portia�s feelings too. Things were so screwed up. I squished my teddy bear against my chest and buried my face in its fur.
Mom knocked on my door and I wiped my eyes on my stuffed animal. �I brought you some tea.�
She sat down on the edge of my bed, handing me the cup of steaming liquid. I took it from her and she brushed strands of hair from my face. �Do you want to talk?�
I took a sip of tea then set the cup on my nightstand. �Boys are stupid.�
�Yeah, they can be.� She chuckled. �I�ve got years of knowledge in this department.�
�Are you calling Dad stupid?�
�Sometimes.� She smirked. �But mostly, the guys who came before him.�
�I hurt so bad,� I whispered.
Mom lifted my comforter and climbed into bed next to me. She tugged me into her arms, then rubbed my hair. �I know.�
I curled up against her and told her about Rex and Trey and Portia. And I even broke my promise and talked about the Romeo Club. �Now, Trey will probably hate me forever.�
�Oh, honey.� She kissed my head. �He�ll come around. This is a big shock for him. But he�s a nice boy. And if he decides not to be your friend, then he�s not the person you thought he was. You�re so beautiful and talented. Someday the right boy will come along. Maybe it�ll be Trey, maybe it won�t. But don�t be in such a hurry to settle down or grow up. You�ve got your whole life ahead of you. You�ve got soccer and school, not to mention after next year, you�ll be picking a college.�
�But it�s hard.�
�Yes, it is. But you�re strong. And you�ve got great friends. You�ll get through this. I promise.�
I hiccupped, and laid my head on her shoulder. The familiar scent of her perfume wrapped around me like a warm hug. It comforted me. Maybe she was right. But right, now, I couldn�t see the light at the end of the tunnel.

***

Sometime later, I woke up to the sound of my cell buzzing on the back of my headboard. I must�ve dozed off. My eyes were crusty from crying earlier. My throat raw. With a sigh, I scooted up and grabbed my phone.
�Hello?�
�Del? What�s going on? I went to find you after lunch, but you weren�t there,� Kenadi said.
My eyes welled again. �Trey doesn�t like me back.�
�I�m so sorry. Listen, I�ll be right there.�
�What about soccer practice?�
�Screw it. My girl needs me,� Ken said. �Be there soon.�
Fifteen minutes later Kenadi showed up armed with ice cream, chick flicks, and her overnight bag.
�Hi,� I said.
She set her stuff down and hugged me. �This totally sucks.�
�S�okay.�
She released me, grabbed the half gallon of double chocolate fudge ice cream from my desk, along with two spoons. She popped the top open and handed me one of the utensils.
�So, what happened?�
I shoved a spoonful of ice cream in my mouth. Holy cold. I waved my hands around my face as brain freeze set in. Once I swallowed the chocolate dessert, I went on to tell her what transpired in the alcove. Every. Last. Embarrassing. Moment.
�I feel so stupid,� I said.
�Don�t. It�s his fault. If he would�ve come clean years ago, you wouldn�t be in this predicament.�
I laughed. �Nice. Way to redirect the blame.�
�You know, we could TP his house or something. Oh, I got it. We can feed his underwear to Jimbo.�
�How in the world would we get his underwear?�
�Well, it�d have to be a covert operation. We�d have to go in all stealth like. Or you could just wait for him to leave and tell his mom you left your Trig book in his room.�
�You�re awesome, you know that?� I nudged her shoulder.
�Yeah. But seriously, give it some time. He�ll come around.�
My teeth scraped against my spoon as I stared at the soccer calendar on my wall. �Oh. My. God. You realize I won�t have a date for prom? An-and C.C., Kevin, Drake, and Trey do? It�s like I�m in some horrible alternate reality.�
My life was over.
�I told you, we can hook you up with Deandre.� Ken wiped her mouth with a napkin.
�He�s too young for me.�
�Or you can go stag. You don�t need a guy to go to prom.�
But I wanted one. Day one of life suckage underway.


Chapter 29


My car glided into the student lot, and I found a spot a few rows from the entrance. Mom had given me gas money this morning, so I actually got to drive. Although, I think it�s just because she felt bad for me. But hey, I�d take it. I took a deep breath. Yesterday�s behind you now, just go in and act like nothing ever happened. With a sigh, I grabbed my backpack and headed inside. The main lobby was already filled with students. My gaze darted to the trophy cases then to the hallway in front of me.
�There she is. I can�t believe she has the courage to show her face,� some girl said.
�At least we know why she�s so popular with the guys.� Another chick giggled.
What the hell�s going on?
Patrick Clayburn smirked as he fell in beside me. �So, Delyla, what will you do for me if I give you money?�
My eyes narrowed. �Get lost, Patrick.�
He chuckled as he rejoined his buddies.
Geez, why�s everyone staring at me? Self-conscious, I hurried to my locker. When I got there my mouth dropped open. My fingers trembled as I took a poster with my face on it off the door. Pay me�I�ll make your dreams come true. Join the Romeo Club now, it read.
Oh, God. Who told everyone?
I looked down the hall and saw the same posters on C.C.�s, Kevin�s, and Trey�s lockers.
�So that�s how you landed Liza,� Martin Stevens said to C.C.
The guys glanced at me, eyes wide. I shook my head no. At that moment, Trey came down the hall. When he got to his locker, he ripped the poster from it and tossed it on the floor. But, he wouldn�t look at me.
From behind me, I heard more giggles then Jasmine, Portia�s BFF said, �I can�t believe her. No wonder she and Rex broke up. I mean, would you want to touch her after they did?�
My head snapped around and I glared at her. Like she should talk. Her boyfriend was only with her because she put out.
A shadow fell over me and I glanced up to see Rex standing there, his arms crossed. �Portia told me about the Romeo Club. That you let guys pay you to help them with dates, so you could get a prom dress. You could�ve told me you needed one, I would�ve got it for you.�
�It�s none of your business,� I said.
He leaned closer. �You ditched me to hang out with them.� He nodded toward the Nerd Herd. �It was never about Science Club, was it?�
�No. Now will you let it go?� I slammed my locker door shut.
Rex stepped in front of me, blocking my way. �What else did you do for their money?�
How dare he. My hand connected with his face. My palm stung from the impact. �And you wonder why I broke up with you? It�s because you�re an asshole with a one track mind. Yourself.�
A handprint spread across his cheek as I pushed past him. Up ahead, I saw Bart coming toward us. He rammed his shoulder into C.C. causing him to drop his school books.
�You guys think you can move in on our territory? Get our girls?� Bart stared at the Nerd Herd.
�N-no,� C.C. said as he bent down to pick up his things.
�That�s right, you can�t.� Bart laughed like a hyena on drugs.
My fingers dug into my folders as I stepped in front of him. �Jealous, Bart? Worried these guys are competition? That girls actually want nice guys instead of dickheads like you, who go to parties and sleep with Tara Tolliver while their girlfriend is at a dance competition?�
His face reddened. From behind me, I heard Jasmine gasp.
�Bart?� she said.
He didn�t answer.
My gaze focused on Bart, Rex, and their posse who stood around us. �Instead of making fun of these guys, you should be taking notes and studying what they do. Because someday, they�re gonna go places, while the rest of you idiots will try to remember and relive that time in high school when you were so popular. For most of you, this is gonna be the highlight of your life.� Tears welled in my eyes as more people gathered. �But I tell you what, I�d rather spend hours studying with them, than two-minutes on a date with any of you.�
Kenadi pushed through the throngs and joined me. �Amen.�
Through the crowd, Trey caught my gaze. His eyes softened for a moment, before he looked away. I hoped he�d forgive me for not realizing things sooner, and for everything that happened with Portia.
A couple teachers made their way down the hall and the groups of people dispersed. My pulse thundered in my ears. I can�t believe I just did that. But I was glad I did. Someone needed to say something. It might cost me my place at their table, but in all honesty, I didn�t care anymore.
C.C. joined me, his hand squeezed my shoulder. �If I haven�t said it before, you�re pretty badass when you want to be.�
I smiled. �Yeah, well they had it coming.�
�I�m thinking we might need to call an emergency TRC meeting tonight,� he said.
�Agreed.� Kevin joined us.
�Okay, be at my house after soccer practice. Let Trey and Drake know,� I said, right as the warning bell sounded.

***

When I got home, I found the guys, minus Trey, waiting for me in the family room. I dropped my bag on the floor and sank onto the couch beside my brother. He draped an arm around me and I nestled my head against his shoulder.
C.C. leaned forward in his chair. �Trey said he couldn�t make it, so I guess we can get started. First question, what the hell happened, and how did everyone find out about this?�
My throat tightened as I sat up, curling my legs beneath me. �I�it�s partially my fault. I�that is, me and Trey got into a huge fight by the band room the other day. Part of it had to do with the Romeo Club. And well, Portia overheard us. So I�m assuming when Trey went after her, he probably explained what was going on. And, well, she probably opened her mouth. I-I�m so sorry guys. If I wouldn�t have cornered Trey, none of this would�ve happened.�
My vision blurred as tears welled in my eyes. I wrung my hands together in my lap.
Drake glanced at me. �What were you and Trey fighting about?�
�I don�t really want to talk about it right now.�
Kevin put his arms behind his head and readjusted his yellow beanie. �It�s not the end of the world. So, we paid Delyla to help us out. I don�t regret doing it. Who the hell cares what Bart says or does? The guy�s a dillhole.�
C.C. paced back and forth. �Yeah, it�s not like we�re any worse off than we were before joining TRC.�
�But what about Liza and Melanie and Chloe?�
Kevin chuckled. �Well, Melanie doesn�t go to our school, so I doubt it�ll matter to her.�
�Chloe didn�t even bring it up today,� Drake said. �I�m assuming she doesn�t care. Besides, you�re my sister, I�m not gonna hold you responsible for something I asked you to do.�
�Same with Liza, she never mentioned it all,� C.C. said. �You�re probably the one who will see the most backlash from this. You had a lot more to lose than us.�
�It�s fine. I�m done pretending to be something I�m not, you know.� I smiled. �Besides, I have you guys and Kenadi�that�s enough for me.�
�Then let me give you the official welcome into the Nerd Herd.� Drake put me in a headlock, while the other two dove on top of me in a massive pile-on.
I laughed as they messed up my hair and hummed the song to Dragons of Iconia. School would be kind of weird for a while, but I knew I�d be okay.


Chapter 30


Over the next couple weeks, Trey avoided me, like I had a case of the chicken pox. If I came home from soccer and he was there he�d stop whatever he was doing and leave. The Nerd Herd of course, asked what�d gotten into him, but I shrugged and pretended like I had no idea what was wrong.
At school, if we passed in the hall he ignored me or he�d turn and walk in the other direction. However, Portia seemed more attached to him than ever. Seriously it was like someone had velcroed their hips together and they couldn�t come apart unless pried with a crowbar. Every time I saw them together it was like someone staked me with a two-by-four through the heart.
Of course the prom committee was getting out of control with their constant reminders of the �big day�. Posters hung in every hall, outside of and in the cafeteria, in the gym, on lockers. Announcements were made every morning over the loud speakers. It was like I was running across the prom warzone. A constant reminder of the huge failure I was. Not that I needed to go, but, well, things should�ve been different. I�d been planning for prom since like first grade.
With a sigh, I slammed my locker door shut and headed for soccer practice. Before I reached the doors, C.C. caught up with me.
�Delyla. Hey, I wanted to give you these.� He handed me a pair of tickets.
�What are these for?� I slung my bag over my shoulder.
�They�re for the play this Friday. A thank you for helping me land Liza.�
I smiled. �Thanks. I can�t wait to see it.�
�So, how are you doing since your break up with Rex? I haven�t really had a chance to talk with you lately.�
�I-I�m doing okay. Trying to stay busy.� I unzipped my bag and slid the tickets inside.
�Are you going to prom?�
�No. I decided to skip out this year.�
His eyes widened. �Wait a second. You just saved up money to get your dress. That was the whole reason you agreed to help with the Romeo Club. Not to mention, your fall from grace for hanging out with us.�
I shrugged. �It�s okay. I can always use it next year.�
�Okay, who are you and what have you done with the real Delyla Denson?� His arms folded across his chest.
�I�m a changed woman. But seriously, it�s fine. Really.�
His brow furrowed and I could tell he didn�t believe me. �Well, maybe you could return the dress and get tickets for Fantasy Con.�
I grinned. �Now that, sounds like a good idea. Tickets go on sale in the next week. I�ve been wanting to go for years. And I could get a phantom mage costume.�
�I still don�t think you should skip prom.� He brushed his red bangs off his forehead. �Maybe you could do both.�
�Why are you so worried about me going to prom?� I scuffed my cleat across the tiled floor, which would likely ensue the wrath of the janitorial staff.
�I don�t know.� He shrugged. �I just want to make sure you don�t regret missing it. And I feel bad because you worked so hard to get all of us dates and now you don�t have one.�
�I�ll be fine. I promise. But listen, I have to get to practice or Coach Rafferty will have a cow. And, trust me, you don�t want to see that birthing process.�
He waved and I rushed out the door.
When I got to the practice fields, I dropped my bag on the sideline and rushed out to where Kenadi sat stretching her legs.
�You�re cutting it close.� She eyed Coach, who stood like a prison guard checking her watch.
�C.C. caught me in the hall. He gave me tickets for his play Friday. So, I hope you don�t have any plans.�
�I do now.� She stood and did a lunge forward and continued to stretch.
�Okay, ladies. Bring it in. We�ve got lots to work on today.�
�Geez, I hate it when she says that.� Kenadi groaned. �We beat Forest Hills, yesterday. What more could we possibly need to work on?�
�Maybe she wants to see how many laps we can do before it kills us,� I said.
�Today, we�re going to work on headers and taking shots from further out. You played well yesterday, but with district playoffs next week, we need to be prepared. You got to want this ladies. I can teach the game, but I can�t give you the heart.�
That was one of Coach�s favorite sayings. One we lived, breathed, and played by. And although she annoyed the crap out of me, I agreed with her. Even though every other aspect of my life seemed screwed up, soccer was still my one constant. My life. On the field, I forgot it all. It was just me. My opponent. The ball. And the goal.
Mom used to tease me if someone cut me open, they�d find soccer turf in my blood.
Coach had us line up to do sprints. With my ball at my feet, I threw myself full force into the game. And for today, that was all I needed.


Chapter 31


I tugged my gym uniform over my head and tossed it into my locker then reached for my jeans. Portia came over to me, her hair damp with sweat.
�I know we haven�t talked since everything happened,� she said, resting a hand on my locker door. �What you did was kind of crappy where Rex was concerned. However, I think it�s nice that you helped Trey and his friends out. I mean, Trey must�ve liked me a lot if he was willing to pay you to help him win me over.� She smiled. �He�s such a sweetheart, and since I know you two are friends, I want to call a truce. We�ll obviously be spending more time together, so I want us to get along. No hard feelings?� She held her hand out to me.
I took it and gave it a shake. �No hard feelings. And Portia, I really am sorry. I never meant for you to get hurt.� I released her fingers and tore my gaze away. �But I don�t think you�ll have to worry about things being weird because Trey and I don�t really hang out anymore. We actually haven�t talked since everything happened.�
�Oh. I-I didn�t know that. I�m sure things will be back to normal soon. He talks about you all the time. Between you and me, I think he misses you. But anyway, I better get dressed so I�m not late.� She hurried away, leaving me staring after her with my mouth agape.
Okay, that was strange. I tugged my socks and shoes on then headed for my next hour class.

***

Kenadi sat in the passenger seat, as I drove us to the school for C.C.�s play. �It�s weird having you drive us. I�m so used to bringing us everywhere.�
�Mom gave me gas money.� I laughed. �Besides, I invited you tonight, so I figured I�d play chauffer.�
The lot was packed and we ended up having to park in the back row, which made me regret the heels I wore. When we climbed out, I grabbed my purse, then untwisted the straps of my blue-green sundress.
We hurried to the sidewalk then followed it into the school, right to the auditorium doors. There was already a line waiting to get in. I saw Drake and Chloe ahead of us and waved. They looked so cute together. Her auburn hair was piled atop her hair in curls. My brother had a protective arm around her shoulders.
Kenadi adjusted her red cardigan, and tugged her black skirt back into place. �I so hate skirts. I always feel like it�s going to fly up and give everyone a nice view of my butt.�
�Tell me about it. Any second now, I half expect to have a wardrobe malfunction.� I pulled the low cut fabric of my neckline back together.
�Maybe the paparazzi will get a good shot.� She laughed.
When the line inched forward, a lady took our tickets and handed us a program. As we got inside the auditorium, Drake and Chloe flagged us over.
�Hey,� I said. �Thanks for saving us seats.� I glanced further down the row to see Kevin and Melanie holding hands. Kevin smiled, and I gave him a thumbs up.
�No problem. We�ve just gotta save two on the end for Trey and Portia.�
�Okay.� I glanced at Kenadi.
�Here, swap me spots that way you don�t have to be right next to them.� She moved around me so I�d sit beside Chloe instead.
�Thanks.�
�Hello? BFF, remember?� She grinned.
Drake stood and looked around the room. A few minutes later, he waved his arms again. I glanced over and saw Trey walk in with Portia on his arm. When he saw my brother he waved back, but pointed to two seats further up.
My brother seemed baffled as he took a seat. �What�s got into him lately? I swear he�s been avoiding us ever since he started dating Portia,� he said.
I shrugged.
But Ken leaned over. �Now that was a total asshole move. Even for him.�
�It�s fine. Besides, I have all my friends right here.� I leaned my head on her shoulder.
The lights dimmed, and the curtains opened to show a faux historic town. As soon as the play started, I opened my program. Romeo and Juliet. I didn�t fail to see the irony in this. Because I felt like Juliet�I sacrificed everything for love. The play began and we watched the different scenes unfold. I had to admit, Liza made a perfect Juliet. And C.C. blew me away with his part of Romeo.
Glen Adder, who played Mercutio stood on the stage with C.C., who was Romeo.
C.C. paced in front of Glen. �Is love a tender thing? It is too rough. Too rude, too boist�rous; and it pricks like a thorn.�
Wasn�t that the truth?
Glen answered, �If love be rough with you, be rough with love. Prick love for pricking, and you beat love down. Give me a case to put my visage in. A visor for a visor! What care I? What curious eye doth quote deformities? Here are the beetle brows shall blush for me.�
On the scene went, until Romeo and Juliet met at the ball. Kenadi leaned closer.
�Damn, they�re good together.�
�I know. Scary isn�t it?� I smiled.
Then they came to my favorite scene in Romeo and Juliet. The balcony. Sigh.
C.C. stood staring up at the makeshift balcony. �She speaks. O, speak again, bright angel! For thou art, as glorious to this night, being o'er my head. As is a winged messenger of heaven. Unto the white-upturned wond'ring eyes. Of mortals that fall back to gaze on him. When he bestrides the lazy-pacing clouds, and sails upon the bosom of the air.�
Liza peered down over the railing. �O Romeo, Romeo! Wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father and refuse thy name! Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love. And I'll no longer be a Capulet.�
You could see the chemistry between C.C. and Liza as they lit up the stage. When the end of the play came, tears streamed down my cheeks. Maybe this wasn�t the best play to see when you suffered from a broken heart. The curtains went down and I clapped. They opened again, and the drama teacher called the different people out in the order they appeared. When he announced C.C. the Nerd Herd and I cheered loud.
�Woo-hoo, go C.C.,� I shouted.
He bowed and blew us a kiss. Once the curtain closed again, we left our seats and went into the lobby to wait for them to come out.
After about twenty minutes, C.C. and Liza emerged together. People stopped to talk to them. When they got to us, I smiled.
�You did so good up there,� I told Liza. �And your costumes, oh, my God, I wanted to steal them all.�
She laughed. �Yeah. Try walking around in them. They�re so heavy.� She pulled me off to the side. �I wanted to thank you for pushing C.C. to go after me. We have so much fun together.�
�He finally told you?� My eyes widened.
She blushed. �Yeah. I�d heard some stuff at school, and he wanted to set the record straight. But don�t worry. I think it�s cool what you did for him. He said you helped him with his lines for tryouts and taught him how to waltz.�
�I�m glad. You guys look so cute together.� At that moment, someone else came up to tell her congrats and she turned to talk to them.
C.C. caught my arm and pulled me into a hug. �I know I irritate the piss out of you sometimes, but I want you to know how much I appreciate everything you�ve helped me with this year. I wouldn�t have any of this if it wasn�t for you.�
I returned the hug. �You�re welcome. But this was all you. I only gave you a nudge.�
He pulled back and grinned. �Yeah, I am pretty amazing. You should see the bedroom scene they cut from the play. It was too steamy.� He waggled his eyebrows at me.
I swatted his arm. �And there you go ruining it all.�
Right then, Trey and Portia joined us. C.C. released me and shook Trey�s hand. �By the way the TRC is going out to celebrate tonight. You have to come along.�
When I saw Trey stiffen, I frowned. �Actually, Kenadi and I already have plans. But thanks for the invite.�
C.C. followed my gaze then gave me a strange look. �Are you sure? I mean we can get a couple tables.�
�Yeah, you girls should come.� Portia glanced at Trey then at me and smiled. �It�ll be fun.�
What the heck was she up to? And why did she care if we went or not?
�No. It�s fine. Really. We�ve got so much to do tonight.� I grabbed Kenadi�s arm. �See you guys.�
�Bye.� Liza waved, before she wrapped an arm around C.C.�s waist.
When we got back to my house, Kenadi and I sat on my bed, painting our toenails.
�Any idea why Portia wanted us to go so bad?� I glanced at Ken.
�Maybe she just wants you and Trey to make up. She probably realizes how miserable he is without you in his life.�
�Yeah, right.� I snorted.
She grinned, putting another coat of polish on her nails. �So, it�s not too late for you to get a prom ticket,� she said. �Lots of girls go stag. Besides, you�ll be able to dance with more guys that way.�
�I�d rather just hang out here.�
�But I don�t want to go by myself. I�ll be bored and lonely.�
I rolled my eyes. �You won�t be alone. Your boyfriend will be there.�
�You know what I mean.�
�I�m sorry. I just can�t go.�
�But you�ll waste your dress.�
I laughed. �You just won�t give up will you?�
�No. I don�t want you to regret this.�
�I won�t. I promise. I�ll be fine. The new Dwarves of Iconia II comes out next week, which will give me plenty to do.� With my nails painted, I put the cap back on the bottle of Electric Blue Tears.
�Del, you can�t quit doing things just because one guy turns into a ginormous douche.�
�He�s not a douche�okay, so maybe he is a little. But you have to realize, I didn�t just lose a potential boyfriend or prom date. I-I lost a friend.� I swung my feet over the edge of my bed. �You saw him tonight. He won�t even talk to me.�
�He�ll realize how wrong he is.�
�But is he wrong?�
�Yes.�
She put her nail polish on my dresser then changed the subject to soccer and our district finals coming up next week. When she left, I climbed into bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling. You don�t need to go to prom. You�ll probably have more fun vegged out with your video game.
I tugged my blanket further up and tucked it under my chin. From somewhere outside, I heard sirens. Blue and red lights flashed through my window, creating a strange strobe light effect on my ceiling. I wondered what was going on? Next door, Jimbo started to howl like he�d lost his favorite bone. I covered my head with my pillow to drown him out. Tomorrow would be better. It had to be.


Chapter 32


Groggy, I rolled over on my back and stared at the clock. Geez, it was already noon. I stretched my arms above my head, and then crawled out from beneath a mound of blankets. With a yawn, I opened my dresser drawer and grabbed a pair of soccer shorts, a sweatshirt, and clean undergarments. I slid out of my pajamas and threw on my clean clothes. Next, I jerked on a pair of socks and shoved my feet into my soccer sandals.
I ran a brush through my hair then went downstairs. My parents had left a note on the table that they�d gone to brunch with my grandparents. And Drake had to work. Silence filled the house. There were no distractions. So my mind wandered to Trey and last night�s snub. Had he done that on purpose, or was it Portia who didn�t want him to hang out with me? Either way, it sucked.
My sandals squeaked on the hardwood floors as I went to the fridge and got the carton of orange juice out. I poured a cup then put the container back. With glass in hand, I sauntered onto the porch to the swing.
Underneath it, I found Jimbo curled up. He lifted his head when he saw me, his tail wagged.
�Hey boy, what�s wrong? What are you doing over here again?� I reached down and petted him. His sad eyes gazed into mine then over to his house.
I followed his glance and saw several cars parked in the Foster�s driveway and yard. Jimbo whimpered. �All right. I�ll bring you home.�
I set my cup down on the porch railing. �Come on, boy.�
We climbed down the stairs and headed across the yard. When I got on the Foster�s stoop, I rang the doorbell. A moment later, Mr. Foster answered. Staring back from his face were a pair of puffy, red, bloodshot eyes. Did something happen?
He glanced down at Jimbo. �I�m sorry. He must�ve gotten out again. This week�s been rough. I-I can�t think straight.� He rubbed his temples. �Mrs. Foster passed away last night. And I keep forgetting about the dog.�
Choked up, I swallowed the lump in my throat. �I�m sorry for you loss, Mr. Foster. I didn�t realize � �
He patted my hand, fresh tears in his eyes. �Jimbo keeps looking for her��
�If you want, I can watch him this week. My mom won�t mind if I take him back to my house.� Or at least I hoped she wouldn�t. �That�ll be one less thing for you to worry about.�
�Thank you, Delyla. I�if you go find Carver, he can get Jimbo�s dog food and dishes for you.�
My fingers curled around Jimbo�s collar as we made our way inside. People gathered in the living room. Most of them cried, or held wadded up tissues. My heart ached for them. Mrs. Foster was such a nice lady. As I moved past, I heard someone utter the �C� word. Cancer. People talked about how fast she went. How the doctors had given her six months, but it�d only been a few weeks.
I peered around the living room, but didn�t see Carver. So I headed into the kitchen. But he wasn�t there either. As I turned to leave the room, he walked in.
His blond hair was disheveled. His normally brilliant blue eyes were lackluster and rimmed red like his dad�s. He wore a wrinkled T-shirt over a pair of faded jeans. �Hey, Delyla. My dad said you were gonna take Jimbo for a few days?�
�Yeah. I just have to get his food and stuff.�
�Thanks. You don�t have to do this.�
�No. It�s okay. Really. You guys have enough to worry about right now.�
�Follow me. His stuff is in the breezeway.� I traipsed after his tall frame and into a small room between the kitchen and garage.
When we got inside, Carver shut the door behind us and leaned against the wall. �I�m trying so hard to keep it together. To be strong for my dad.� He ran a hand through his already messy hair. �Everyone keeps asking if I�m okay�they keep saying they�re sorry,� he said. �I-I just can�t listen to it anymore.�
My gaze met his. His eyes filled with anguish. And for once, I didn�t know what to say.
�I should�ve been here, last month or hell even last week. Bu-but I didn�t come home. I let a stupid fight with my dad keep me away.� He punched the wall, his fist busting into the plaster.
I jumped.
�I should�ve come home, Delyla.� Sobs raked through him. �You know the last thing I said to my mom?�
�No,� I whispered. My vision blurred with tears. Hearing the pain in his voice tore me up.
�I told her to tell my dad he�s an asshole, and it�d be a cold day in hell before I came home.� He crumpled to his knees, crying.
Without hesitation, I dropped down beside him and hugged him tight. I stroked his hair like my mom had done for me so many times�like his mom would�ve done for him if she was here. Jimbo curled up around our legs, whimpering.
�I�m not gonna tell you things are going to be okay,� I said. �Because sometimes things suck. But you will get through this. I promise.�
He pulled me closer, nestling against me. �I hurt so bad. It�s like I can�t breathe.�
My fingers ran through his silky hair, and I rocked back and forth with him in my arms. We sat together, the three of us, on the floor for a long time. Sometimes, I sang soft lullabies in his ear, other times, I just told him it was okay to cry. To grieve. Beyond that, I felt pretty helpless. Because I knew there was no way I could make this better.
After his tears had subsided, he released me. �Thanks for listening. Sorry about your shirt.� He pointed to the wet spot on my shoulder, where he�d been crying.
�It�s fine. And I�m glad I was here for you. If you need anything, you know, a shoulder or just want to kick a soccer ball around or something, I�ll be around.�
His fingers closed around mine as he helped me to my feet. �I will. And thanks again for taking Jimbo.�
�No problem.�
Jimbo and I went back to my house and I let him inside. Mom glanced up when she saw us.
�What�s going on?�
�Mrs. Foster passed away. I offered to take the dog for the week.�
Mom gasped as her eyes welled. �It was nice of you to do that. I should probably stop over and see if there�s anything they need.�
I nodded then set Jimbo�s dishes in the kitchen. Once I finished, I led him up to my room. �You better leave my underwear and teddy bears alone.�
He glanced at me as if he understood. With a sigh, I climbed back into bed. Jimbo curled up next to me and I hugged him tight. Life was so messed up. But I realized there were far worse things than not having a date for prom.


Chapter 33


Two days later, I stood next to my parents beneath an umbrella at the cemetery as Mrs. Foster was laid to rest. Rain spattered against the headstones, while the wind whipped through the trees. It was like the sky was crying too.
The ceremony ended with everyone singing Amazing Grace. Tears streaked down my face, and I dabbed at them with my tissue. Everyone lined up to give their condolences to the family. Mom and Dad walked ahead of me, followed by Drake. When it was my turn, I hugged Carver. He held me tight.
�Thank you for coming,� he said. �I-I might stop by later.�
�I�ll be home,� I said, giving him one last squeeze.
By the time we got back to my house, the rain had let up to a light drizzle. So I went inside, took off my dress clothes, and threw on my jogging pants and sweatshirt. Once changed, I snatched my soccer ball from the closet and took the dog out into the backyard.
At first, he looked at his house then glanced up at me. I knelt beside him and he rested his head against me. �Your Mama was buried today, boy. She won�t be coming back. But I�ll help take care of you.�
With one last scratch behind his ears, I rolled my ball into the rain soaked grass and raced after it. At first, Jimbo lay on the ground and watched me.
Trey walked across the wet grass, hands shoved into his pockets. His gaze met mine. �Do you have a minute?�
My pulse roared in my ears. �Um�yeah. Wh-what�s going on?�
He ran a hand through his hair, his eyes focused on my soccer ball. �Listen, I wanted to apologize for how I�ve been acting lately. I�ve been a total dick to you, and well, I�m sorry. It�s just, I was so mad at you.� He chewed his bottom lip. �The truth is, I miss hanging out with you. And I hope you�ll forgive me.�
�Trey, I � �
A car door sounded from next door and Jimbo�s ears perked up. A moment later, Carver appeared.
Trey followed my gaze, his jaw tightened. �I should probably head back home. Maybe I�ll catch you later.� He hurried away before I could tell him I accepted his apology.
Carver watched Trey�s quick retreat. �Am I interrupting?�
�No. You�re fine.�
He bent down to pet Jimbo, who�d loped to his side. �Hey boy, I hope you�re being good.�
�He is.� I dribbled the ball over to him.
Carver�s puffy eyes met mine. He unbuttoned his suit coat and set it on the picnic table. Next, he slipped off his dress shoes and socks, then rolled up his shirt sleeves. He glanced at me, and I knew exactly what he needed and wanted.
I passed him the ball with the outside of my foot. Like me, soccer was home for him. As he ran down my makeshift field, I tore after him. It took me a minute, but I caught up to him. He flipped the ball up with his feet, and juggled it on his knees. Then he was off again.
This time, I cut him off and played defense. I watched the ball for a second, then shifted my eyes to his hips. In seventh grade, he�d taught me to watch what direction a player�s hips went, because that�d be the direction they took the ball.
A second later, I made a play for the ball, and stole it. I caught it on the top of my shoe and juggled it. Another move he�d taught me. I dribbled back the other way, but Carver easily caught up. Back and forth we went. Sometimes, I�d get a shot off into my goal, other times it was him. After several times back and forth, Jimbo decided to join us. He ran alongside whoever had the ball, his tongue hanging out of his mouth.
As we weaved down the field, I saw the tears running down Carver�s face. But we didn�t stop or talk. We just played. We left everything on the field. Our hurt. Our tears. Our fears. It was just us and the ball.
When darkness set in, we were both covered in sweat and mud. Carver took one more shot, which of course, went in. Without a word, we headed over to the picnic table and plopped down on top of it.
I stripped my sweatshirt off, and used the sleeve of it to wipe my brow.
�I remember when I taught you to play,� he said at last. �You used to always come into my yard with your ball and try to copy my moves.�
I laughed. �Yeah, and you always tried to send me home.�
His lips twitched at the memory. �But my mom yelled at me for doing that, and then she made me teach you how to play.� He toyed with the buttons on the sleeve of his shirt. �That day she said, �Someday, you�ll be glad you helped her � she�s not gonna be a little girl forever. Just you remember that.� His voice cracked.
I quirked an eyebrow at him and stared at the mud splatters on his dress pants. �She was a wise woman.�
He reached over and ruffled my damp hair. �Yeah, she was. But seriously, Del, I don�t know how I would�ve made it through this week without you.�
My cheeks warmed as I glanced at him. �You would�ve managed.� A door shut from the other side of my yard, and I saw Trey taking the trash out. He looked in our direction and gave an awkward wave.
This was the second time, I�d seen him today. What was going on with him?
Carver waved back. �Do you want me to go so you two can hang out or something?�
�No. We�re not exactly on speaking terms right now.�
�Bad breakup?�
�More like I was an idiot and screwed up our friendship.�
Carver folded his hands in his lap. �Can I help with anything?�
�Not unless you can turn back time,� I said.
He frowned. �Trust me, I wish I could.�
We sat together for a while longer chatting about soccer and his college team. When the full stint of darkness hit and Mom turned on the backyard light, Carver stood.
He grabbed his suit coat and shoes then turned to me. �When I come home this summer, we�ll have to go out sometime.�
I smiled. �You know where to find me.�
He chuckled. �Yeah. I do. And by the way, my mom was right about you.� He gave my hand a squeeze before walking toward his house.
Holy crap. Did Carver Foster just say he wanted to go out with me sometime? I pinched my arm. Nope. Not dreaming.
From next door, I heard the sound of a trash can top clanking. For a moment, I swore I thought I saw Trey watching us. But I couldn�t tell for sure. Why in the heck was he spying on me? He had Portia now, or so he�d made it clear the last time we�d spoken.
With a sigh, I called Jimbo and went back inside. At least I could look forward to summer. But it seemed so far away.


Chapter 34


Mom set an odd looking bowl made of biscuit on my plate then hurried into the kitchen. I wrinkled my nose and caught my brother�s eye.
�What is this?� I whispered.
�I�m almost scared to ask.�
She came back into the room with two pans, while Dad carried the other one. �You guys are going to love this. It�s a new breakfast recipe I found online.�
First she dumped a blob of scrambled eggs, into the biscuit. Okay, maybe this wouldn�t be so bad. Then she scooped a spoonful of veggies in. There were pieces of squash, Brussels sprouts, onions, peppers, tomatoes, potatoes, mushrooms, olives, beets, and other various things. On their own, I normally loved vegetables, well other than the plant balls. But all together? Gross. Who ate beets in their eggs?
Mom then took the last pan from Dad and put shrimp on top of that. Oh God, I might actually spew. Seafood eggs?
�This smells divine, honey,� Dad said. He pulled his chair up to the table and sat down.
No. It smelled like dirty lake water, mixed with eggs. I picked up my fork, and stirred the concoction up. No way could I eat this.
Even Jimbo had gone to hide and he normally ate anything. Smart dog.
�Maybe if we put ketchup on it, it�ll drown out the taste,� Drake said under his breath.
I snorted. �Yeah, doubt that.�
Dad reached for his morning paper and took a swig of coffee. Probably to wash down the food. He read through the first section pretty quick. And folded it up beside him.
Just then, a knock sounded at the door. I leapt to my feet. At least this way I could prolong the whole eating thing. �I�ll get it.�
When I opened the door, I found Mr. Foster and Carver on the porch.
�Hi, Delyla, I wanted to drop by and talk to you for a few minutes,� Mr. Foster said. �Although, I suppose I ought to include your parents in on the conversation too.�
�Um�sure, come on in. We just sat down to breakfast.�
�Oh, I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to interrupt.�
�No. It�s perfect timing.� I let him in then leaned over to Carver. �If my mom offers you breakfast say no and run like hell.�
He chuckled. �Do I want to know what she made today?�
�Not if you don�t want to barf.�
Yeah, my mother�s cooking was a legend in the neighborhood, just not for the right reasons. People turned down dinner invites all the time, unless they found out it�d be at a restaurant.
When we got to the dining room Mom stood. �You�re just in time for breakfast. We have plenty to go around.�
Mr. Foster held his hand up. �We actually already ate. But thank you.�
�You can have mine,� I whispered to Carver. �For the road?�
He put his arm around my shoulder and bent closer. �Nice try. But if you want, maybe I can leave a box of granola bars on your porch for later. You know, in case you get hungry.�
I grinned and turned to Mr. Foster.
�I wanted to thank you for taking care of Jimbo this week. It�s been a huge help. The thing is I�m going to be taking Carver back to school today. I�ll be gone for a few days, maybe more.� He rested his fingers on the back of one of the dining room chairs. �Jimbo was my wife�s dog. But with me out of town for sometimes a week at a time, I�m not sure if I�ll be able to take care of him. So I wanted to see if Delyla might want to keep him?�
Jimbo trotted into the dining room and sat down next to me. He glanced up at me expectantly. Okay, so he could be a total perv, but he�d kind of grown on me. I rubbed his head.
�I wouldn�t mind,� I said.
Mom and Dad exchanged a quick look. �It�s okay with us.�
Mr. Foster let out a relieved sigh. �I�ll give you money every month for food. And when I�m home, I wouldn�t mind taking him for a night or two.�
�Sounds good,� I said.
Mr. Foster thanked me again, then headed to the door. �I�ll be in the car,� he told Carver.
I walked Carver into the living room. He stopped next to the couch, his fingers looped in the sides of his pockets. �So, I�ll see you this summer, right?�
�Yeah. Take care. And if you need someone to talk to while you�re at school, give me a ring.�
He took a step forward and drew me into his arms. �Take care, Del. You really don�t know how much you�ve done for me this week. And I�ll never forget it.�
�You�d have done the same for me.� His cologne wafted in the air. Holy yummy. Gah, wait until I told Kenadi that the King of Shirtless Car Washes hugged me. Again. With that, he pulled back and I watched him and his dad pull away.
When I got back to the dining room Mom had already finished her food. Dad was nowhere to be found. Neither was my brother. So I did what any good girl would do, I picked up my breakfast, went into the kitchen, and opened the trash can. Inside, I saw one of my dad�s rolled up newspapers. I shoved it aside so I could hide my biscuit egg crap. Inside the newspaper, I spotted the remains of Dad�s food.
That sneaky bastard. All these years, he�d encouraged Mom�s food making. And all along he�d been hiding it in various newspapers he read during meals. Here we suffered through Mom�s experiments and he threw his out.
Maybe I ought to take more of an interest in the news too.

***

My legs pressed against my chest, I rested my chin on my knees and stared at the rose bushes. Drake dropped into the swing next to me.
�So, do you want to tell me why you and Trey aren�t talking anymore?� he said.
�It�s complicated.� I played with my shoelace.
�Try me. Because it sucks not being able to have my sister and my best friend in the same room, especially when we have the same circle of friends.�
With a sigh, I glanced at him. �I-I did something stupid.�
�As in?�
I went on to explain the whole kissing thing and my muddled attempt at trying to win Trey. When I finished, I wiped tears from my eyes.
Drake chuckled.
�It�s not funny.�
�No. But the extremes you went to try and chase Portia off are. Any guy would be lucky to have a girl like him enough to do that.�
�Except the guy I was doing it for.�
�Well, it explains why he hasn�t been over much lately.� He put an arm around me and kicked the swing into motion. �You know, you could still go to prom. You could hang out with me, Kenadi, and Chloe.�
�I�m not really feeling it. Plus, I�ve got Dwarves of Iconia II to traverse through.�
�The Delyla Denson I know would show up looking hot and dance with everyone. She�d show all the guys that she doesn�t need them.�
I smiled. �Thanks. But I�m serious. I�d rather just stay home.�
�Okay. Thought I�d at least try.�
�Kenadi put you up to it, didn�t she?� My brows raised.
�Nope. This was all your big brother.�
When he left, I went back in the house and up to my room. Inside, I found Jimbo with my pillow.
�No. Bad dog.� I grabbed it from him. My nose wrinkled as I took my pillow case off. �You are not allowed to do that to any of my stuff.� And like that, Jimbo was back to his old self.


Chapter 35


Mom and Dad went with Drake over to Chloe�s house to get prom pictures, since this would be both my brother�s first and last prom. They�d invited me to come along, but I kind of wanted to let them have their moment.
Besides, I didn�t want to listen to everyone telling me how I could still go to prom. Even if I didn�t have a date. I bet prom was overrated anyway. My flannel PJ pants tucked under my feet as I went into the kitchen to grab a bowl of chips. I set my video game case on the counter, poured a glass of pop, then snagged the bag of chips from the cupboard.
Jimbo�s nails clicked on the hardwood as he came in to see what I was doing.
�Don�t worry, boy. I�ll share.� With my goodies in one hand and my new game in the other, I headed toward the stairs. Before I could descend into the nether regions of the family room, a knock sounded on the door.
I groaned, set my stuff on the coffee table and rushed into the living room. �Come on. I just want to play my game.�
Jimbo barked as another knock sounded.
�Coming,� I hollered. When I jerked the door open, my mouth gaped in surprise. C.C. stood on my stoop, in a tux. His lanky frame looked more filled out. His red hair was styled in a faux hawk. The blue in his vest brought out his eyes. He actually looked nice.
�Get ready. You�re going to prom with me,� he said, pushing inside.
�Um�what?�
�Liza got sick and I�m dateless. Please don�t make me go alone.�
�But I had plans.� I waved to my bowl of chips, which at the moment Jimbo was getting into, and the video game on the coffee table.
�Yeah, I see that.� He wrinkled his nose as he stared at my pajamas. �But I�m serious. I can�t miss senior prom. I�ve already missed out on every other dance.�
Geez, he was good. Guilt set in. Here I�d been the one pressing the guys about prom and now he might miss his. �Fine. But, just so you know, we�re not kissing or anything.�
�Promise.� He raised his hand.
I ran up to my room, plugged in my hot rollers, then headed down to my mom�s closet to find shoes. My gaze shifted over various shelves until I found a pair of silver strappy ones. Back in my room, I emptied my makeup bag onto my vanity, then tore off my pajamas. With a smile, I ran my fingers over the light blue dress. My prom dress. The satin material slid over my body like cool waves. I adjusted the spaghetti straps and stared at the white lace overlay, which swished at my ankles like waves when I turned. The fabric seemed almost iridescent when the light caught it just right. It was fitted across the chest, down to my hips, where it tapered out like a ballerina�s dress.
I sprayed my hair with hairspray then put in the hot rollers. Next, I applied my makeup, put on some perfume, then slid into my shoes. Lastly, I fastened a pair of teardrop sapphire earrings and matching necklace, before I took the rollers out of my hair.
Loose curls fell to my shoulders and I used a rhinestone headband to set them off. I glanced in the mirror. Not bad for twenty minute�s notice. When I finished, I grabbed a shawl from Mom�s closet, then headed to the living room, where I found my parents waiting with C.C.
Damn. They�d gotten back in time to take pictures.
�Oh, honey, you look so beautiful.� Mom teared up. �I know you two want to go, but stand in front of the fireplace for a few pictures.�
She ushered us across the living room, where she had C.C. pose with his arm around me.
�You smell nice,� he said.
�Thanks. You too.�
�And, I have to admit, you clean up pretty good too.� He grinned.
�Don�t you dare get any ideas,� I whispered, when I felt his chest press against my back.
Mom snapped several more pictures. �Okay, I better let you two go so you�re not late.�
Dad hugged me. �You�re gorgeous sweetie. Behave tonight. And be careful driving.� He pointed at C.C.
�Yes sir.� C.C. offered me his arm as we stepped outside. In the driveway sat a royal blue Mustang.
�Holy shit, whose car is that?� My eyes widened.
�My dad�s. What? You didn�t think I was gonna take the grocery getter did you?�
I glanced at him. �Actually, yeah.�
Okay, so this wasn�t quite what I�d planned. Junior prom with C.C. Porter. But, I had to admit, I was excited to go. When we approached the car, he got the door for me. He was being such a gentleman, which was totally not C.C. like, at all.
Once we had our seatbelts on, he shifted the car into gear and backed out of the drive. �Listen, I wanted to say I�m sorry about Trey.�
My gaze met his. �You know about us er � I mean him?�
�Yeah, me, Drake, and Kevin all know. I realize things have been kind of tense lately, but if it makes you feel any better, you were his first crush. Well, other than Lady Spirella from his favorite video game.�
My fingers played with the lace on my dress. �Thanks. Not just for saying that, but for you know, bringing me to prom.�
�You�re welcome. See, I can be a decent guy.� He glanced at my chest.
I slapped his arm. �Now, you�re just being obnoxious.�
He laughed. �You know it.�
Soon we pulled into the school parking lot, where we saw a limo dropping off a group of kids. C.C. insisted on parking toward the back of the lot to ensure no one dinged the doors on his dad�s �Stang.
I held onto his arm as we made our way in. Music blasted from the gym, which had been turned into an underwater wonderland theme. There were shells, sand castles, seahorses and clams decorating everything. Christmas lights were strewn through the gymnasium, along with white, blue, and silver streamers. Silver disco balls hung from the ceiling, reflecting the colorful flashing lights.
We found a table to set our stuff down on, then he led me out onto the dance floor, where we joined several other couples. C.C. rested one hand on my hip, the other closed over one of mine. We swayed back and forth to a slow song.
Over his shoulder, I caught sight of Kenadi, who gave me a big grin and waved.
�Wow, you guys did awesome with the decorations,� I said as we spun around.
�Yeah. I think it turned out pretty nice. Liza and I had fun staying up late to finish it last night.�
�Mind if I cut in.� Rex tapped C.C. on the shoulder. My body tensed.
�No. Go ahead.� He smiled and walked away.
Rex held out his hand and pulled me close to him. My eyes darted to C.C.�s retreating form. He headed toward a table in the back, where Liza stood waiting for him. That sneaky S.O.B. lied to me. What the heck�s going on?
�You look beautiful tonight.� Rex smiled down at me.
�Thanks,� I said. �S-so why did you cut in? I mean, we haven�t really spoken or anything since�well, since that huge fight in the hall.�
He chuckled. �Because I wanted to talk to you for a minute.�
�Okay.� Great. Did he plan on embarrassing me further? Maybe I should run for the exit now.
We swayed back and forth. My arms wrapped around his neck, his around my waist.
�Here�s the thing. You were right about everything. I�ve been a total douchebag or as you put so nicely an �asshole�. I let what everyone else thought rule me.� His eyes twinkled. �I didn�t get to know you. Trust me, I�m sorry for that and for the awful things I said. But, the truth is, you never tried to know me either.�
Startled, I glanced at him. �But you never let me in. I asked you questions all the time.�
�I know�which is what got me thinking. If we were really into each other, why couldn�t we talk about stuff or be honest with one another? You actually did me a favor when you broke up with me.�
I laughed. �I�m not sure if I should be offended by that or take it as a compliment.�
My breath caught in my throat when I noticed Trey over his arm. He looked gorgeous. His tall frame, pressed close to Portia as they danced. My throat thickened. It still hurt to see them together. Not wanting to ruin my entire night, I turned back to Rex.
�Take it as a compliment because it made me realize the girl I should be with was in front of me the whole time. Someone I might not have looked at, if it wasn�t for you.�
�I�m happy for you.� I smiled. �So, do I know the lucky lady?�
�Yeah.� Just then the song ended. �Listen, I think I had one too many cups of punch. I need to head to the little boys� room. Thanks for the dance, Del.�
�You�re welcome.� I watched him weave through the gyrating couples and disappear.
C.C. came back over. �Okay, so I have a surprise for you.�
�You mean, like the fact that Liza isn�t home sick?�
�That, and well, my uncle got tickets to the Fantasy Con. And I have one for you.�
�Oh. My. God. Are you serious?�
�Yes, now come on. He left them down in his closet. He said they�d be tacked up on his board.�
I clutched tight to his arm. �You are seriously the awesomest guy in the world. If you didn�t have a girlfriend, I�d totally kiss you right now.�
�Well, I did bring you to prom, so that should get me a little somethin� somethin�.� He winked.
�Forget I said that.� I rolled my eyes.
We went down the hall toward the senior wing. I saw my brother, Kenadi, Kevin, and Rex down there too.
C.C. pulled out a key to the door and opened it. �Okay, in ya go.� He gave me a shove and the door locked behind me.
�What the hell! Hey, let me out.� My fists pounded on the steel barrier. �Hey. Someone. Let me out.� I backed up and bumped into someone else.
�Don�t bother. I�ve tried screaming and pounding on the door,� a male voice said.
�Trey?�
�Yeah.�
�We�ll be back in an hour,� C.C. said from the other side.
�When I get out of here I�m gonna kick your ass.� Sometimes, I hated that his uncle was the janitor.
�So how did they lure you in?� Trey said.
�Con tickets?�
He chuckled. �Nerd.�
�Really?� I snorted. �And what did they tell you?�
�Con tickets.�
�Bigger nerd.� I attempted to move and stepped on his foot. �Sorry.�
A moment later, a blue light lit up the closet. Trey had turned on the flashlight on his phone. �We never got a chance to finish our conversation the other day,� he said.
With a sigh, I glanced up at him. Time to be the bigger person. �It�s okay. I mean, I�ve got a few things to say too. First of all, I�m sorry about Portia and almost breaking you up.�
�Actually � �
�No, don�t interrupt. I need to get this off my chest.� I held up my hand to shush him. �The thing is, I do like you. A lot. And I should�ve seen it sooner. But I know you have a girlfriend, and well, I-I�m okay with that. Like you said, I miss being friends and hanging out. So I hope we can put this behind us, and that you�ll come around again,� I said. �Just, please don�t be mad at me forever. I mean, we can just pick back up where we left off and forget any of it ever happened.�
�But I don�t want to forget.�
My eyes welled up. �So we won�t be friends anymore?� Okay, I guess I deserved that.
�No, what I�m saying is I want to be more than friends.� His hands rested on my bare shoulders. Heat raced through me like sparks igniting. �Where else could I find a girl who loves Dwarves of Iconia as much as me? And where in the world could I ever find another girl who would sabotage my dates so I�d spend time with her learning how to properly date?�
�Wait, I thought you and Portia � �
�No, after she overheard us in the alcove we talked and realized we didn�t have anything in common. We tried for a few weeks to see if maybe something would spark between us, but it didn�t. In fact, she and Rex are kind of together now.�
My mouth dropped open. �So you�re not mad at me?�
�No. I mean, I was really pissed�because I was there, right in front of you all along and you never noticed. Do you know how sucky it is to be invisible to the one person you want most to see you?� He touched my face. �I just needed time to get things sorted. I�m sorry, I avoided you. That I treated you bad. You didn�t deserve it. You don�t know how many times I stood on your porch ready to apologize. Then I�d remember how crappy I treated you and thought there was no way you�d ever forgive me. It was Portia and Drake who finally nudged me and told me to get my head out of my ass before I lose you. Which, by the way I have to say, I think you should tell Carver Foster that you can�t hang out with him this summer.�
�Wait a second, you were eavesdropping.�
�Yeah.� He grinned, his breath warm on my face. �I love you, Del, and have since you shoved me out of the tree house in second grade�pretending you were a pirate queen.�
�Oh God, I forgot about that.� I buried my face in my palms.
He moved my fingers so he could see me. �I didn�t. It�s always been you, Delyla Denson.�
�Well, not always there was Portia.�
�I never really liked her.� He gave me a sheepish grin. �I-I was trying to make you jealous.�
�You were trying to make me jealous?�
�I�d tried everything else to get you to notice me, when that didn�t work, I knew I had to go big or go home. So when your brother told us about how you�d helped him with Chloe, I came up with the idea for you to help the rest of us. You were always the one I had in mind to impress, but when I filled out my list, I knew I couldn�t put your name down. So I randomly chose Portia.�
�So the whole Nerd Herd was in on it?�
�We prefer Romeo Club.� He teased. �But no, not at first. They didn�t get involved until after our fight. Drake realized how miserable we both were and put two and two together. He came by my house and asked what was going on. At first, I didn�t want to talk to him, but you know your brother, he has a way of making me spill things. Once he knew the whole story, he talked to C.C. and Kevin about fixing things. Between me, Drake, Portia, Kenadi, and the guys we devised a plan to get you here. You don�t know how worried I was that you wouldn�t show. Not after how many times everyone tried convincing you to go to prom and you said no. But I knew that you had to be here. With me. Or this night wouldn�t be complete. Like I said, it�s always been you, Del.�
He cupped my face in his hands then tilted his head. His mouth captured mine. My pulse sang in my ears, drowning out everything but him. My fingers laced in his hair, pulling him closer. His tongue grazed my teeth and I tasted a hint of cinnamon. His hands slid down my waist, pulling me closer until our bodies melded together. This was the moment, I�d waited my entire life for.
It was perfect.
The door whipped open to reveal the Romeo Club with their dates, plus Kenadi, Mikah, Rex, and Portia.
�We can come back later,� C.C. said, grinning. He started to close the door.
Trey�s arm shot out to keep it open. �Don�t you dare. I have to dance with my girlfriend. I mean, this is prom after all.�
My brow shot up. �Girlfriend? I don�t remember agreeing to that.�
He chuckled. �How about a friendly game of Dwarves of Iconia. If I win, you�re my girl.�
�Well, I guess you�ll be single a long time.�
He tugged me into his arms and kissed me again.
I�d finally found my Romeo. And he was a giant nerd. But I was okay with that. Because in truth, I was one too.
�I thought you two were going to dance?� C.C. said.
�Uh-huh. Just one more minute.� I shoved him away, without taking my eyes off of Trey.
�Make that two.� Trey shut the door.
�You realize you probably just locked us in again, right?� I rested my head against his chest.
�I don�t see what the problem is.� His kissed my nose. �I couldn�t think of anyone else I�d rather be locked in the closet with.
�Me either.� My fingers traced his cheek. �And Trey?�
�Yeah?�
�I love you.�
�I love you too, Del.�
For once, I realized that happy endings could happen, if not in the way we first imagined. And it was all because of a little thing called The Romeo Club.
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