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    Her wicked revenge, or his wicked heart…


    Hazel McCallister loves her life. Perfect grades. Perfect best friend. Perfect boyfriend. Until her perfect boyfriend cheats on her with her perfect best friend. Now Hazel’s in free fall—until her best friend’s brother, Felix, gives her the perfect idea. Reclaim her power by taking revenge on her cheating ex.


    Felix James loves his life. Casual relationships. Loads of surfing. He’s as drama-free as they come. But he can’t stand by when his sister steals her best friend’s boyfriend, and the dude insists it was Hazel’s fault. So Felix vows to help turn Hazel into a girl her ex can’t resist—so then she can break his heart.


    With an alliance in place, Hazel’s revenge is all but assured. But with each piece of payback, she feels a stronger attraction to Felix, even though revenge will turn her into a girl Felix could never be with. And soon Hazel has to make an impossible choice: revenge…or Felix, the boy who’s stolen her heart.


    WARNING! This book contains betrayal, revenge, and that most tempting vice of all, the bad boy you know you can’t have.
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    Chapter One


    Hazel


    Seven Days Till Valentine’s Day


    Psyche was not naturally either very strong or very brave, but the cruel power of fate made a virago of her.


    That day was like any other typical day at Sunny Coast High: the shrill of bells, a quick flirt at the lockers, and my schedule loaded with AP classes so I could get into the college of my choice—hopefully the same one my boyfriend Jay had gotten into. We were inseparable, and if I got into the same college, we could seamlessly transfer our high school romance to college, to engagement, to marriage, to—well, I had it all figured out. And with Valentine’s Day only a week away, I had every reason to believe it would work out just the way I wanted it to. We’d be crowned Cupid and Psyche at the Valentine’s Day Dance, completing our legacy as most in-love couple. It would be the arrow in the cap of our already perfectly planned out year.


    I had no reason to suspect that this day would change everything forever.


    I spun my locker combination to the right to shake out the code—


    “Hey, Basil,” a low voice behind me said.


    I jumped—then recognized the voice.


    “Hey,” I said without turning around. It was obvious who it was. He was the only person on the planet who called me Basil. Which rhymes with Hazel. Clever, right? Groan. But I couldn’t help the little smile on my face when I heard his familiar voice.


    “That’s some way to greet your best friend’s brother,” he said. “Really. I’m hurt.”


    I finally turned around, an indignant smirk already in place.


    Felix James, my BFF Kimmy’s goofball of a brother, was standing there with his hand across his chest, feigning heartbreak like he owned this piece of real estate. Then, as if that gesture wasn’t dramatic enough, he leaned forward, placed a large palm against the orange locker, and stared at me like I was the chocolate malt his straw was about to slurp up.


    Good thing I knew the last girl in the world he’d be interested in was me. And an extra good thing—I had the good taste to fall for boys of a much higher caliber than player Felix James, even though the way he was looking at me made my ears hot.


    “What do you want, Felix?” Despite how organically good-looking he was, Felix drove me crazy. Heck, maybe because he was so good-looking. I could never look past how casual he was with girls. Didn’t he want something serious? Something permanent? You know, like me and Jay.


    Nope, Felix was like my total opposite. Maybe that’s why we’d been natural-born teasing enemies since we were little kids—he was constantly harassing me and my friends, turning slumber parties into nightmare fests with fake snakes on our pillows and ghostly flashlights on the walls at midnight.


    He was bad enough when we were kids, but once we were teenagers, his antics only increased. He was constantly in trouble at school (he couldn’t care less about his grades). And all the stories Kimmy told me about the girls he snuck into his room at night—the ones he made climb out of his window before dawn so they wouldn’t get caught—made me shake my head.


    Felix…would he ever grow up?


    He kept staring at me.


    “Go away, Felix,” I said, avoiding eye contact as my heart thudded with annoyance. You know I heard that one of Felix’s latest conquests not only had to sneak out of his window, she had to do it so fast that she was still half naked? Mrs. Applewood down the block thought she was hallucinating or having an inverse reaction to her medicinal tea for stomach upset when she saw this girl trotting down the road in her panties and a tank top.


    “No chance,” he said. “I need your help with a location mission.”


    “Location mission?” Arching an eyebrow, I skimmed down his surfer-fit chest (he had lucky genes) to the saggy pants he insisted on wearing.


    “They’re new,” he said, my criticism obvious. “Last year’s were starting to fade.” He grinned proudly. “Too much use.”


    “No one cares about your stupid theme boxers, Felix.”


    “Not stupid, Cupid.” He grinned again.


    “Wow. Clever.” I shook my head, forcing a frown.


    That was another annoying thing he did. Insisting on seasonal boxers. St. Patty’s Day coming up? Felix’s shamrocks will cue you in. Easter in a week? Guess who will be sporting Bugs Bunny boxers—nonironically, I might add. (He always had a thing for the holidays.)


    My boyfriend Jay would never wear Rudolph or pastel eggs on his boxers. Then again, he wore briefs. He was everything Felix wasn’t, aka Mr. Right versus Mr. Wrong.


    “So…Baz…” Felix said. As usual, my insults had rolled right off his broad shoulders. “Valentine’s Day is rapidly approaching. Any big plans with the Crown Prince?”


    Crown Prince. My boyfriend Jay. Soon to be crowned Cupid.


    And he was the perfect boyfriend. Likely he’d made reservations at the little French café we loved. He’d order us a salad to split, maybe the fondue if we were going to go hog wild. We’d split the dessert—he really watched his calories, but this would be a special occasion—and maybe even a café au lait. I couldn’t wait!


    “I’m sure we do have big plans. But knowing Jay, it’s probably an elaborate surprise.”


    “Lucky you,” he said sarcastically.


    “I know. I am lucky. As is he. For I”—I fanned my face like I was shouting from atop Juliet’s balcony—“am the perfect girlfriend.”


    He snorted.


    “Hey! I am! Just because you’re Mr. Never Commit to Anything Ever, you don’t have to knock down the rest of us. Commitment is awesome. It’s real.”


    “Yeah, yeah. I’m sure it is.”


    “It is! Just because you’d never commit to something real and deep and honest like Jay and I have, doesn’t mean you have to make fun of it.”


    “Oh, yes. You know me,” Felix said, but a flash of something crossed his eyes—hurt? No way. Not Felix. “Anyway, I’m sure you are the perfect girlfriend. Lucky Jay.”


    “He is lucky.”


    “Yeah. I hope he knows he is.” He said that seriously holding my eye for a second longer than necessary.


    “What?”


    “Nothing. Not that I’d know anything about that—a perpetual bachelor. That is I.”


    “That is me.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “You’re a bachelor? I thought you were a girl. Then again, those pants are quite conspicuously male.”


    He eyed me up and down. My stomach flip-flopped when his eyes landed on my middle. I slugged him in the arm.


    He rubbed where I’d hit him like it had hurt, but the smile on his face said otherwise. “So have you seen my fair sister, or what?”


    “Pull your pants up, please, if you’d like to continue this conversation. No one wants to see your…little cupid,” I said, getting revenge by glancing down his hoodie and toward his low-slung shorts. I laughed out loud at my hilarious joke.


    “Hey! Who says it’s little?” he retorted, insulted.


    Score one for the Baze!


    “People talk, you know. Even those girls you date have at least a first-grade vocabulary.”


    “You’re such a snob,” he said, mock offended.


    “And you’re disgusting.”


    “Oh, yeah?” He smirked. “Who’s looking?”


    “It’s hard not to look when your pants sag to your knees. I’m surprised you haven’t received a referral for that. Oh. I know! Maybe Cupid will bring you a belt for V-Day. Get it? V-Day. No wonder you’re excited to celebrate.”


    “Virgin? That’s your department.”


    That hit below the belt and he knew it. Who cared if I was a virgin? Jay and I were waiting for the perfect moment. That’s how Jay was. Gentle. Kind. Patient. Opposite of Player of La Playa.


    “You’re an ass.”


    “Yeah, well. You don’t get a rep like mine for nothing.”


    His eyes darkened a little and darted away from mine. For a second I felt almost bad. But then again, he’d pushed me. The virgin comment was not cool. Even if I had played a little dirty before he pounded that one into the outfield.


    He tugged his pants up little, as if this act was a sort of apology, and I glared at him.


    “So. Where is Kimmy? Seriously,” he said. “She’s been AWOL all day, and she’s supposed to give me her Econ notes before fifth period. I’m dangling off a cliff in that class, Baze. Seriously precarious situation.”


    “Precarious. Big word for such a little cupid.”


    “You’re treading on thin ice, sister.”


    I laughed. Felix was all bark and no bite. Always had been. Talked a good game, always. Never followed through on a threat. He’d say, “I’ll get you, girls!” And it would be like…the same plastic hand in the freezer again. Ooh, scary. That was his pattern. It was like he never got truly angry about anything! Always the smirk. Everything was always a joke. Que sera, sera.


    Whatever, man. I had things to do, plans to make, and a real life to lead after high school. So did Kimmy. Kimmy had plans! We’d spent so many nights scouring the Internet for the Best Possible College Options. We both wanted to major in theater with a minor in a foreign language. We were going to be roommates and have the cutest dorm room on our floor.


    Jay would visit on weekends.


    It would be perfect.


    “Well, I haven’t seen her, either.”


    And I hadn’t since yesterday, when we met for coffee before school like we always do at Café Au Lai, the velvet-sofa’d book café a block away from school that we both adored. The one with the indie music and the faerie chimes that jingled when we opened the door. I got warm and tingly inside just thinking about it.


    But she hadn’t met me there this morning. And I hadn’t seen her since we got to school today either, which was pretty odd, now that I thought about it.


    Maybe she’d sent me a text? We weren’t supposed to have our phones out at school, so I covertly checked it without taking it out of my purse. Nada. “No, haven’t heard from her,” I said.


    “That was a close one,” he said with a smirk. “You were almost caught.”


    “Ha friggin’ ha.” But he was right. I was nothing if not a rule follower.


    “That’s weird,” he said, eyeing me strangely.


    “What?”


    “You two are usually joined at the hip.”


    He surprised me. I didn’t think he was that astute.


    He leaned closer. Our heads were only inches apart. “But what if you’re lying? You still have a froth mustache from your café au lait.”


    “You must be marathoning Sherlock on the BBC,” I said. “Because normally you can’t see the keys in your own hand.”


    “BBC?” He winced. “I would never. Saving that fluff for you, frothy.”


    He swiped at my upper lip and I ducked.


    “You’re disgusting,” I mocked.


    “So where is she?” He backed up a little, giving me some much-needed space.


    Say what you would about Felix—I’d probably say it first!—for all his faults, he knew when he was taking it too far.


    “I’m not lying. I did go to meet her at our usual spot. I waited ten minutes! Nothing. I did get my own coffee drink when she didn’t show up, so you’re right about the froth. But I don’t know where she is. I assume…class.” I shrugged sarcastically. “Oh. Class. It’s this place where we gather together with a teacher—that’s a trained professional who delivers material to students. And students are us. We attend ‘class’—air quotes and all—to ‘learn.’ It’s probably too complicated of a process to explain to you…”


    Laughing, I ducked out of his playful slug.


    “You’re hilarious, Baze. You’re killing me. Perhaps Comedy Central will pull you up on the panel for a Celebrity Roast of yours truly.”


    I put a hand over my heart, faux shocked. “A roast of Felix? Now that’s something I’d attend. No. Scratch that. Not only attend, I’d host. I’ll talk to Kimmy about it. Maybe for your next birthday. What do you say? You can get some birthday boy boxers to match.”


    I was positively giddy.


    We often got like this when we bantered. At first I hated him, then once we were engaged in a full-fledged verbal slugfest, I got a weird high from it. It was so safe to mess around with him. If I said this kind of thing to Jay, he’d be so offended, so hurt. But Felix just laughed. He was like…my practice boyfriend. Safe like a cousin. Even if we were the last two people on earth, there was no chance we’d ever get together, so fighting like this was just…fun.


    He was laughing, too. Obviously he felt the same.


    He rubbed his forearms, and I noticed his sand-crusted hair. He must’ve come straight in from surfing (hence the desperation for his sister’s econ notes). The light hair on his arms was coated with a powdered sugar-like substance that told me he hadn’t showered after. Which was why he smelled like the beach. Fresh, salty. Amazing.


    I shook my head and almost slapped myself. Felix was a lot of things, but amazing?


    “Clever, Baze.”


    “This is why I will be an excellent journalist,” I pointed out. “I pay attention to the minute details in life that others miss.”


    “It’s a decent fall-back plan. If hosting Sunny Coast’s Roasts doesn’t work out.”


    “Maybe I’ll do both. I am quite ambitious.”


    “True. Not all of us are Miss AP This and Miss Honor Roll That,” he said. “Though I do find your scholarly quests quite admirable…when they aren’t driving me crazy. So I do need to locate my sister.”


    For a second he almost looked sincere.


    The way his glacier-blue eyes—seriously, so light blue they were almost translucent—looked at me was making me exceedingly uncomfortable. Maybe he was a vampire? That would explain his affinity for midnight activities and his strange taste in overly eye-lined women…


    Heaving my heavy backpack over my shoulder, I planned my escape route. Under the defined biceps, and into the hallway. AP English was about to start, and I had a paper due on my favorite Jane Austen book, Emma. My thesis was that Emma gets the shaft just because she’s the triple threat: attractive, witty, and rich. I thought she was hilarious. And infinitely curious and helpful.


    “I need to find Jay before class starts.”


    Jay. My boyfriend. My reliable, loyal, good student and prominently athletic boyfriend. The boyfriend who always arrived to school prepared. My boyfriend who always planned our dates impeccably, so I never had to sneak out of his room, slither down his drainpipe, and run home naked, causing old hippie ladies to hypothesize they were having acid flashbacks from their herbal tea.


    I couldn’t wait for Valentine’s Day!


    I wondered what he had planned for me this year. Last year it was a romantic picnic on the harbor with non-alcoholic champagne, Brie cheese (splurge!), and gluten-free bread. He even remembered a knife and a red picnic blanket.


    Jay was nothing if not detailed.


    Bringing up Jay was definitely a smart move. Nothing disarmed another guy like mentioning another. Felix already looked like he was ready to ease off.


    “See ya, Tom Cat,” I said.


    Sure enough, his arm recoiled and he let me go. “Meow,” he said back, pretending his fingertips were claws.


    It was our running gag.


    His mother had a thing for this old black-and-white cartoon, Felix the Cat, and had named him after the black-and-white feline. I’d been calling him Cat since I was like, five, just to piss him off.


    I pantomimed claws scratching him back, and that was that.


    Or so I thought.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Felix


    The youngest and most beautiful was Psyche. Her admirers were far and many, but her heart was set only on one.


    I got to class just a couple of minutes late and sat there distracted, pretending to take notes. Was it just me, or was Basil getting cuter every day?


    Sure, she was probably dressing up for that D-bag boyfriend of hers, but certainly he wasn’t the only one who noticed this Bazition. (Basil transition. Get it?)


    I was afraid she might have lost her virginity to the jerk, hence the teasing about it. I was thrilled to find out she was still…well. I don’t want to say pure or something gross and sexist like that—a woman’s sexuality is a powerful thing—but what I mean is…Hazel is just…special. And I’d hate to see her waste it on that creep, even if she thinks he’s great. And maybe he is. I mean, I’ve never seen him be anything but polite and attentive with her, but…Baze was, like, better than a sister to me. She was never quite as annoying as my own sister (who I deeply loved, naturally, but who could really drive me nuts). Baze was always like…the girl I held above all the rest.


    As a kid, she was always nerdy cute: cat-eyed glasses, tangled hair, red cheeks all excited about whatever plan or game or scheme she was coming up with—usually to torture me. I pretended to hate it, but secretly I loved every second. I’ve been an attention junkie since birth. The more female, the better. It’s possible I wasn’t breastfed long enough? Ew. Yet, I digress. But even way back in the sandbox and tree-house days, her eyes were always bright and shining under those bottle-cap glasses. Mischievous.


    I pretended I couldn’t stand her, sure—that’s the way we played the game—but when she was at our house things were just…better. Brighter. Lighter. She brought a little dose of sunshine with her everywhere she went. And as much as I hated to admit it, seeing her at school now, it was still the same way.


    I could be having the crappiest day ever—another failed exam, another stink-eye from the girl I didn’t call back—and there she’d be, Hazel Basil, ready with a quick remark, those marble eyes of hers shining. Only now that she’d had laser surgery, there was nothing standing between me and those eyes of hers.


    She’d long ago started to comb her hair, which was wavy and hung down her back, sometimes twisted into a loose, casual bun, which always managed to look effortlessly sexy. She was so unlike the girls I dated, girls whose entire life seemed to focus around their looks: waxing this and tanning that. Sometimes I felt like I was making out with one of my sister’s Barbies. Not that I’m complaining—hell, they were still gorgeous, but there was something about Basil…


    “Oh, hello again,” I said, tapping Hazel on the shoulder in the lunch line.


    “I thought I smelled you,” she said, flashing me a perfectly snotty smile.


    “I smell like the sea after a storm.”


    “No misquoting Princess Bride, perv.”


    “My bad.” I waggled my finger in front of her. “Never mess with the reverence of the Great and Powerful Wesley. Oh, my dear Hazel!” I grabbed my throat dramatically. “What have I done?”


    “More like what has she done.” Hazel gestured toward the lunch lady. “Just me or do those chicken nuggets smell worse than usual?”


    I peered through the glass case. “What makes you think those are chicken nuggets?”


    “What else would they be?”


    “Hash browns?”


    “Nah.”


    “Tofu chucks?”


    “Strike two.”


    “Tater tots?”


    “And she hits it out of the park, ladies and gentlemen!”


    I said this so theatrically, people turned to look. I bowed. Hazel blushed.


    I loved making her blush.


    That was the real home run.


    We scooped food onto our trays and then scanned the large seating area for a place to sit. “Is Jay saving a seat for you?”


    “Probably.” She raised her eyebrows. “Oh. That’s weird.”


    “What?”


    “I think I found your sister. There. With my boyfriend.”


    “Well, I’m glad she finally turned up. I need to snag those notes.”


    I started moving toward them, but Hazel grabbed my shoulder, pulling me back. “Wait.”


    Her tone stopped me in my tracks.


    I followed her worried gaze to my sister and Jay.


    Jay was acting way too chummy with Kimmy.


    And Kimmy. Kimmy had on her flirt face.


    The head tilt and the laugh and the hair falling across her eye thing. (I knew this move. I was the one who invented it. Copycat sister of mine.) But she wasn’t supposed to use her flirting skills on her best friend’s guy.


    I watched in horror as Kimmy’s lips grazed Jay’s ear. He leaned back and laughed. What the heck was going on?


    “Oh, God!” Hazel said, grabbing my hand. “Look at her hand.”


    Kimmy’s hand was riding high up Jay’s shorts. High, high. Like top of thigh high. The kind of move that usually let me know a girl was ready to get down to business.


    “Dude,” I said, because what else could I say?


    Hazel swallowed. “Did you know about this?”


    “Me? No way. Hell no. I’ve been looking for her all day, too. Look, Baze, don’t overreact. We don’t know anything. Who knows. He might have…lost a match and she’s…comforting him. Or his turtle died and they’re planning a eulogy together?” I was grasping and we both knew it, but I couldn’t stand to see that pained look on her face. “I once heard the best eulogy for a frog. It was amazing. It was all about the life cycle from tadpole to amphibian to…”


    “Shut up, Felix.”


    “Shutting up.”


    Hazel brushed past me and barreled toward them. It was no turtle eulogy, and I knew it. I mean, I didn’t know I knew it, but I knew the look of two people who were digging on each other, and those two were certainly all about the other one. God, poor Hazel.


    Oh no. There she goes.


    I had to follow her. I had to help.


    “Excuse me,” I said to a group of three ladies in my way. Two of them grinned at me, one glared. The glaring one was a girl I’d forgotten to call back. I ducked, sheepishly, with a little apologetic wave, and came out on the other side.


    I’d never even heard Hazel raise her voice, never mind cry. Never mind cry in public. But I didn’t need to use my astute Sherlock skills to see Hazel was on the verge of doing all three. She stopped close to Jay and Kimmy, like she was verifying what she was seeing was real.


    One more intimate touch from Kimmy on Jay and that was it. Hazel moved in for the kill.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Hazel


    Unfortunately, Psyche’s greatest admirer neglected the proper worship of her.


    The thigh touch was one thing, but as I was barreling toward them, about to confront them—something I wouldn’t normally do, mind you— something about the way they were talking stopped me in my tracks.


    Kimmy leaned in to my Jay. Thin shoulders hunched forward, her necklace swaying back and forth. Instead of glancing at her casually while shoving food down his throat—the way he did when we had lunch—he was staring intently at her. He pulled off his yellow tennis headband, which tied his hair back like a girl, and then playfully, albeit gently, placed the band on her head, tugging it so a little poof of her hair stuck up on top. She giggled and blushed.


    I gasped, unable to move. Frozen. Holding my hand to my throat in disbelief, I noted he was wearing a yellow Polo shirt and white shorts. Her hand disappeared under the table. Her hand was…


    No.


    She wouldn’t.


    But she did.


    She rested her hand on his forearm. My forearm. The forearm that I rested my hand on while he drove around town. The forearm that would one day swing around and pull a diamond in a velveteen box out of his pocket and propose marriage to me!


    The headband was a lot to stomach.


    The forearm was too much.


    I swallowed, and this awful, ominous feeling vibrated a warning: something terrible was happening. Something that was going to change everything. Forever. I suppose I could’ve stopped it. Walked up. Interrupted. But that wasn’t my style. I needed to see. I needed the truth.


    I blinked.


    Then I blinked again, wishing this scene away.


    But it was still unfolding in front of me. A train wreck I couldn’t stop.


    I watched in horror as he gently moved a swatch of her flat-ironed, long brown hair away from her ear, clearing the way for the stupid headband. He leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. She nodded, her face flushed.


    What did he say to make her blush like that?


    Then he curved his hand and lifted the stone of her necklace, cocked his head, and looked at it like it was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen.


    No.


    They wouldn’t be this obvious. Not in public. Not where anyone—including me—could see. Even if they were…something.


    Or. Or. Maybe they were in a play together?


    Practicing a one-act? That’s it. That had to be it.


    Reeling, I scrolled back through our weeks. I’d been so busy with exams…


    Then she tipped her head back and laughed. No way was this scripted. I’d seen that laugh before. That was the classic Come Hither Kimmy. Her patent-pending way of getting a guy to go crazy wanting her.


    She was after my man. Scratch that. Not only was she after him, but it also looked like she’d caught him: hook, line, sinker.


    Kimmy’s crush-flush turned crimson as she faced her tray, examining the turkey burger and fries like they were a crystal ball advising her what to do next.


    “What the hell, guys?” I managed to gulp out, angry tears threatening to streak down my cheeks, but I managed to keep my cool. I had to give them a chance to explain. Jay would never cheat. Kimmy would never betray me.


    My best friend stood there like a recently brained zombie, but Jay spoke up.


    I braced myself for his response. Sometimes you just know that as much as you want an explanation, no explanation will ever be good enough.


    “We’re working together,” he said. “We’re lab partners. Co-captains of the Eco Club. I thought I told you.”


    Smiling through my clenched jaw, I waited for the sensible explanation.


    “Well, we meant to tell you. We’ve been meaning to…” He ran his hands through the long, fluffy hair he usually tied back with a leather band for tennis practice, which was now hanging loosely around his shoulders. He stared down at his two hundred dollar, sparkling-white tennis shoes.


    Wait. What?


    “Meaning to tell me…you’re working together as cocaptains of the Eco Club?”


    I looked from Jay to Kimmy back to Jay.


    Kimmy’s ears were bright red, like they always were when she was guilty.


    That was when I knew.


    There was no club.


    My first terrible, horrible, nightmare-inducing instincts were right.


    They were cheating.


    Both of them.


    On me.


    “You’ve been meaning to tell me you’re with my best friend?” Tears flopped down my face. I swished them away. “And you? You’re with Jay? Why? Why would you do this to me?”


    “It just…happened.”


    “Happened?”


    “Like things happen. It just happened.”


    “How long has this been going on?” I demanded. The tables around us hushed instantly. My years of drama class had taught me diction, projection, and stage presence. When I wanted to be heard, I was heard.


    And suddenly I wanted to be heard.


    When they refused to answer, I repeated my question louder.


    “Sorry, Hazel,” he said sheepishly. “It wasn’t something we planned.”


    At least Jay had the decency not to lie. He knew I knew. There was no denying it.


    “We? Now you’re the royal ‘we’? We—that’s you and me—we’re supposed to be the royal ‘we’ Jay. Not you and her.” Growling my reply, I turned to Kimmy. “And you? My best friend? I thought you hated Jay!”


    That got Jay’s attention. He had the nerve to look offended. “You told Hazel you hated me?”


    “Well, in the beginning,” Kimmy said, looking guiltily at him. “I didn’t know you that well.”


    “Still.” He looked pained, but I saw right through it.


    Kimmy didn’t, though. She looked ready to sacrifice her firstborn if it’d get Jay to forgive her.


    Oh. My. God.


    “So sorry to cause a problem for you two…lovebirds,” I spat.


    “Hazel. Come on. You’re making a scene.”


    “A scene! You guys are canoodling in the caf and I’m making a scene? Everyone knows we’re together, Jay! Did you think I wouldn’t find out? That no one would tell me? I mean, come on. You aren’t that dumb.”


    “See, Hazel. It’s stuff like this…”


    He could barely keep the C average he needed to stay on varsity tennis. Without me tutoring him in Chem and Calc, he’d be off the varsity tennis team. Was that why he’d stayed with me so long? He needed my brain? Oh, he was going down.


    “Oh. Stuff like me calling you out? That’s why you started sneaking around with my best friend behind my back. You don’t get to blame this on me to try to make yourself feel better.”


    I’d never been so mad in all my life. So betrayed. So effing furious.


    I eyed her tofu “burger,” longing to shove it into her struck-stupid face and rub it around till pieces of ground faux-chuck—what was it? Beans?—got stuck in her stupid perky nose.


    And him.


    I wanted to drop kick him like one of those green fluffy balls he was constantly messing with. He kept one in his pocket 24/7. I always found it weird but never said anything. Jay hated criticism. He was more sensitive than a piece of thin glass.


    “So…” Jay started. “I think we better break up.”


    “Oh. You think?” I spat, tears falling like rain. Rain I couldn’t stop. A storm that wasn’t predicted. An afternoon of summer showers, only the worst kind. Acid rain. Acid tears. I might fade away. Melt into a pile of faded flesh and bones. A science experiment of the worst possible kind.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Felix


    In defending Psyche, Cupid unwittingly sealed his own fate.


    I walked into my sister’s bedroom. She was lying in her usual position of feet up on the wall like she was holding falling sheetrock up with her legs. She was on the phone and didn’t hear me come in.


    “I knew she’d be upset…I told you to be careful…oh, so now it’s my fault?”


    Jay.


    Jackass.


    I reacted like a rattler in the desert: recoil, rattle, and prepare to strike.


    My sister, Kimmy, had never been my favorite person if I was being perfectly honest. I found her petty, spoiled, vain. But, when she wanted to be, she was also organized, helpful, and giving. She always asked what I wanted for Christmas or my birthday and made sure I got it. She kept our bathroom neat and tidy, even on occasion hung up the wet towels I accidentally dropped on the floor.


    She wasn’t all bad all the time.


    So I didn’t get why she would go after her best friend’s guy like this. It was pretty uncharacteristic of her. It was odd. He wasn’t even her type. Usually she went for the grungier, guitar-playing, tattooed types, and this Plain Vanilla Mayonnaise Jay was the exact opposite of the guitar-playing, tattooed type. I never thought I’d miss those dingleberries, but at least they went along with the Kimmy I thought I knew. And sure, she lied on occasion—sure, she was sneaky—what teenage kid wasn’t?


    But cheating?


    Lying?


    Lying and cheating?


    I hated liars.


    I hated cheaters.


    Put those two together and I had no choice. They were going down.


    My dad cheated on my mom for years. It was why they got divorced. Jay sort of reminded me of my dad, in fact. Even though I never knew him that well (my dad and Jay both, actually), I never really trusted him.


    The fact that Kimmy would cheat with a cheater made her too much like my dad. I’d forgiven her and she’d forgiven me for all the little things sisters and brothers do to each other, but this was on another level. She knew it as much as I did. All we had left to rely on was who was loyal and who wasn’t. And she’d just proven she wasn’t.


    “Hang up with that jackass,” I said. “I need to talk to you.”


    Her mouth gaped open. An expression of embarrassment, shame, and most of all annoyance flashed over her face.


    She’d normally chuck an old stuffed rabbit at the door and yell at me to get out of her room, but she knew childlike behavior wouldn’t work this time. I wasn’t going anywhere until she heard what I thought of her and that slimebag.


    After Hazel had run out of the caf crying, I’d tried to catch up with her but ended up letting her go. She needed to be alone. I’d never been angrier at anyone in my life than I was with Kimmy. How could she do this to Hazel? And that Jay. It had taken every ounce of mellow I could muster not to beat the crap out of him. Fortunately (or not) I had the gift of clairvoyance: meaning I could see myself punching Jay, which would get me in the principal’s office, who would expel me from school, which would lead to my mother’s tears and lectures and then more tears. No thanks. I could do without that inevitable drama. I had to think of a different form of revenge.


    I wasn’t yet sure what that revenge would be, but meanwhile, there was no way I was letting my sister off the hook.


    “Jay, I’ll call you back,” Kimmy said into her iPhone with a wistful tilt of her head. After she hung up, she sighed. Then, leaning back, she fluffed her big, square pillow and proceeded to adjust herself, as if in preparation for a lecture. Before I could speak, she held up her hand. “Look, Felix. I know.”


    “You know what?” My heard thumped. I couldn’t believe how outraged I was on Hazel’s behalf. “She’s your best friend, Kimmy.”


    “I know.” She hung her head down and started to cry.


    “So you do feel bad?”


    “Of course! I never wanted to hurt Hazel! This all happened so fast. We were going to tell her—Jay wanted to break up with her anyway—”


    “Well the proper way to go out with a new person is to break up with the old person first.”


    “I know,” she said. She made a snorting, snotty noise that made me feel almost bad for her.


    “So why’d you do it?”


    “I don’t know. We just were hanging out at this party—Hazel never likes parties—and we started talking, you know, about life and stuff, and we had one beer too many and just sort of—bonded.”


    “Bonded?” I was incredulous. I couldn’t see Jay bonding to anything. Except maybe a barnacle.


    My sister scowled at me. “Don’t look at me like that.”


    “How do you expect me to look at you? Did you see Hazel? Did you hear her? She’s a mess over this. Her boyfriend and her best friend?”


    Kimmy continued to cry so hard I eventually chucked a box of tissues at her. It bounced off her knees and landed on her lavender comforter. She plucked a few tissues out and blew her nose daintily.


    “Felix, I just…really like him. I haven’t felt this way about anyone in a long time.”


    I rolled my eyes, but I didn’t say anything else. When Kimmy cried, I just wanted her to stop crying. Better or worse, I couldn’t stand to see people cry, even if I knew they deserved it.


    I’d have to figure out another way to get her to understand that this was wrong.


    “Well, you know you’re going to have to stop seeing him.”


    “What?” The tears stopped for a moment. A slight reprieve.


    “Yes. This can’t go on. It will wreck Hazel.”


    “Felix. I can’t stop seeing him. You don’t understand. This is for real.”


    I didn’t say another word.


    I just saw Hazel’s crushed face.


    Imagined her crestfallen, looking down in the hallways. Cute Hazel. I saw her as a little girl. I remembered when her parakeet, Weather, had died. How she’d been sad for weeks. Crushed even. Forlorn. It had broken my heart to see her without her smile. It wrecked me. I’d ended up scooping a frog out of the creek and giving it to her. She’d named it Kermit and kept it for a week before she set it free. It helped.


    But what would be a Kermit-fix for this?


    Things were much simpler at seven than seventeen, but I’d think of something. I had to.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Hazel


    Venus, thus being offended, was forced to commission Cupid to work for her revenge.


    Even though I never cut class, ever (I had perfect attendance—even making dentist appointments on Saturdays, much to my mother’s chagrin), that day, I’d cut class.


    I’d run out of the caf, off the grounds, and ran and ran and ran until I collapsed, exhausted, by the side of the creek on the dry, graveling rock bed where we’d fished for tadpoles as kids. I hugged my scraped-up knees into my chest and cried until I could cry no more.


    When I could finally breathe, it was hours later and classes were long over. I sagged home and faced my mom, who’d no doubt gotten a call from school when I’d disappeared. I put off her questions by telling her I was sick, and I guess even if she didn’t believe me, she knew something had to be bad for her Miss Routine daughter to skip class.


    I tried to get past her and go straight to my bedroom, but she cared too much not to at least ask…


    “What’s wrong?”


    I hated bothering my mom with emotional things. Ever since my dad died, she’d been so fragile. The smallest thing made her well up with tears. She was so happy I’d found Jay, and Jay was so easy for me, too. I mean before. He was so predictable. Well, he used to be so predictable, anyway. That’s why our relationship worked on my end. He was always there. No question. I never needed to worry about the rug being swept out from under me again. So much for trusting that logic. Ugh.


    I couldn’t dump this on her. I just couldn’t.


    At least not until I felt good enough to talk without breaking into tears. Maybe I could come up with some dumb lie like this was all for the best so she wouldn’t be so upset about my heart being broken again. (My dad’s passing being the first.)


    If I’d been thinking straight, I would have washed my face at the park bathroom and waited until the puffy flush went down before coming home. Instead, I had to hope she bought whatever I said.


    “Nauseous.”


    It was true. I’d never felt this sick in all my life.


    Mom sprang to fix-it action. This was something she could help with without falling apart herself. Relief spread over her face, and I was glad about the little white lie.


    “Oh no,” she said. “Want some Tums? Or Advil? Or Tums and Advil? I think I may have some Pepto, too. Or I can run to the store? I’m not sure if the Tums are expired. When was the last time we had Tums?”


    “No. I’m okay.”


    She looked disappointed and suddenly way too inquisitive again.


    “Actually, maybe two Advil and a glass of cold water,” I amended.


    “Definitely have that. Be right back.”


    “Thanks, Mom.” After a quick, forced smile, I avoided eye contact. If I looked at her, the tears would waterfall all over again, and I needed to be alone to begin to process this whole mess.


    If I let her help with something concrete, she’d leave me be.


    Sure enough, she brought me two bark-colored Advil, a tall glass of cool water, and a banana on a tray.


    She set it on the foot of my bed. “Let me know if you’d like the other three-quarter of the BRAT.”


    “Will do.”


    BRAT diet: Bananas, rice, applesauce, and toast.


    The cure-all, according to mom, for the stomach flu.


    This was the same kind of earth-shattering event, and even though I realized no one’s rule book of life would ever compare a death and a breakup, this was something else. This was a betrayal. It burned like an arrow to the heart, and it didn’t stop burning.


    I cried for what must’ve been six hours that night. I cried until there were no more tears. And I threw things. Pillows, old stuffed animals, framed pictures of the two of us at the wall. I broke things. As I picked up a frame that had fallen to bits on the floor, I studied Jay’s smile. He looked genuinely happy with his arm around me. We were at Homecoming. He was wearing a dark blue suit and looked so snazzy. I was wearing a light blue dress that complemented his suit. I was smiling. Glowing even.


    What went wrong?


    I reread old love letters.


    I listened to our songs.


    When had he stopped loving me and started loving her?


    The crushed pieces of my heart banged around in my chest when I reluctantly entered the school grounds the next day. As I walked down the halls, I tried to deflect peoples’ “helpful” smiles at me. Those sad, aren’t you pathetic grins. Like the way volunteers look at wheelchair-bound old people that sit in nursing homes and no one comes to visit other than kids looking for something to put on their college applications. Everyone knows that smile. It’s the I’m-sorry-your-life-is-so-sucky smile.


    I looked at the ground and avoided everyone’s eyes.


    One foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other. I knew this routine. It was how I got through the days, then weeks, then months following my dad’s death.


    It was all I could do to move forward, but I had no choice.


    In class, I didn’t participate like I normally did. I just wanted to avoid the kids, the smiles, the questions.


    I had a plan. Get through today.


    Then get through tomorrow.


    And then get through the day after that, swallowing this lump of sadness down every ten seconds. Feeling it re-swell, threatening to close my throat again and again.


    I tried to breathe, and almost succeeded. But then I heard the bell ring. Which meant one thing.


    Lunchtime.


    No.


    The time of day I was dreading most.


    The caf. The now-horrid place where the pieces of my heart lay broken in a pile on the floor. Could I really go back in there? Well, yeah. I would. Because as much as Jay and Kimmy had hurt me, I wasn’t going to eat my lunch in the bathroom stall the way people do in teen movies.


    I would eat normally, and then leave proudly.


    And then I’d cry later, when no one was around to hear me or comfort me.


    It was a solid plan.


    (As long as I didn’t puke.)


    But as soon as I rounded the corner, I smelled the caf and almost tossed up the nothing I’d had for breakfast. Emotional distress was the most painful kind. I’d take the flu, hell, I’d take malaria over this.


    My eyes fell on the two of them, Jay and Kimmy. It wasn’t like yesterday.


    They didn’t look happy.


    They looked distraught. Guilty. Guiltily distraught. Their heads were close together, and they were talking seriously. People were looking at them and starting to notice me. A hush grew over the caf as people connected the dots. They’d gotten a scene yesterday, and they’d likely get another one today. I could almost hear the virtual popcorn popping in their heads as they lay in wait, like bulging eyed crocodiles on riverbanks, waiting for the innocent to put themselves in danger.


    “Don’t worry, Baze,” a low familiar voice breezed into my ear. “I got this.”


    “Felix?” I blinked, a warm comfort melting into my belly in such a fast rush that it made me gasp.


    He looked me dead-on, his eyes vibrant with mischief. “It’s the perfect revenge, Baze. I cooked it up last night. You have to play along, though.”


    “Play along?” I could barely speak, never mind play along. Play along with what?


    “You’ll see.”


    That warm comfort turned cold. “Oh, God. I don’t like the sound of this.”


    “Trust me, Baze.”


    I nodded. Not sure why I nodded, but I nodded.


    Trust me, Baze.


    Felix grabbed my hand and pulled me through the gasping crowd.


    Saltwater-smelling, loose, and confident Felix James pulled zombie-stiff, shell-shocked me through the packed crowd. When we reached Jay and Kimmy, he put his arm around me and pulled me close.


    The perfect revenge?


    What did that mean?


    What was his plan?


    His arm was a straitjacket, and I was drugged out of my mind. “Remember, just go along with it,” he whispered softly in my ear. “I promise this will be awesome.”


    Go along with…what exactly? I blinked.


    Trust Felix James? He’d never completed a revenge plan in his life!


    He pinched me. I frowned. He lifted an eyebrow and glanced at Kimmy and Jay. Apparently it was Action Time.


    “Have I told you how great you look today, Hazel?” Felix James oozed in the low, sultry tone I’d heard him use over and over with his Barbie Flock of Fans. “I love those new jeans.” He hooked his index finger and thumb through the belt loop of my jeans, and I could tell he was saying this loud enough for Jay and Kimmy to hear.


    Felix James thought I looked great?


    Felix James liked my jeans?


    Go along with it, Felix had said.


    Trust me, Felix had urged. And his tone told me I could.


    I glanced at the two cheater jerkos, and they were both staring up at us. Dumbfounded.


    To be honest, I was struggling to follow along, too.


    Was Felix pretending like he had a crush on me?


    “You do?” I asked incredulously.


    He gave me a hard look. It only lasted a second, but I got the message. He’d said he had a plan.


    It was like I could hear him in my mind.


    Come on, Baze. Trust and all will be revealed.


    “Oh yeah,” he said. “Are they Hudsons?”


    I almost blurted out they were 501s I’d found at the thrift shop, but he was very convincing.


    I froze.


    The very idea of Felix James crushing on me. Or liking my jeans. It was just hilarious. Even in my devastated state, the thought made me smile. And made me want to play along just to find out what in the world he was up to.


    He shrugged. “And now that you’re single, well, I figure it’s my chance to ask you out.”


    “Ask me out?”


    “Yes. I’ve always wanted to,” he said loudly, “but you’ve always been with Jay. So what do you think?” I enjoyed his emphasis on Jay, as if he was saying Donald Trump. Everyone hated Donald Trump.


    Felix waggled his eyebrows.


    I couldn’t say anything, so, with his hand on the side of my hip(!), he continued on. “I know, I know, my timing is horrible, but I know that soon you’ll be so in demand by all of Sunny Cove High’s other gentlemen callers. I have to try now or lose my chance.” He moved his hand from my hip and rested both hands on my shoulders. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to say anything now.”


    I glanced at Jay, who was looking at me…not with pity…but with jealousy.


    He didn’t want me to say yes to Felix.


    Kimmy looked confused. Then mad. Then confused and mad.


    She didn’t want me to, either.


    Now I got it.


    Now I loved it.


    Felix had a plan.


    It was a revenge plan.


    If Felix and I liked each other. If we pretended to go out. This would hurt Jay and Kimmy almost as much as they’d hurt me.


    Felix James, you’re a genius!


    I almost threw my arms around his neck as we caught eyes and smiled wickedly at each other. It was working.


    I saw Jay with his hands in Kimmy’s hair. I saw all of our memories—me and Kimmy’s, me and Jay’s—rewinding through time. All the kisses, all the laughs, all the presents, all the scenes. Scenes like in a movie, rewinding and then erasing. Deleted scenes in a movie. All disappearing. I had no best friend. I had no boyfriend.


    Felix James looped a finger through my belt loop, and everything flipped upside down and backward. Again. Felix James was standing there, with me. With me. Arm flopped easily around my shoulder like I was his.


    I was slowly coming to, about to reject this zany idea and flee for the bathroom, where I could properly lock myself in a stall and cry on the toilet seat, when, through the saltwater tears, I caught Jay and Kimmy’s dumbstruck expressions, and I realized the best revenge I could muster was to stand there and reach down, down, down into my core for those acting skills I’d worked so hard on and wholeheartedly act out this zany script of Felix’s.


    “I’m glad you said something, Felix,” I said, clearing the emotion out of my throat and trying my best to replace it with a flirty-actress voice. “I’ve always liked you, too, and now we can finally act on it.”


    He blinked as if pleasantly surprised by my reaction.


    Resting my palm on his chest, I squeezed my eyes closed like the actresses do on my favorite CW shows. And then, praying to the Purell gods I wouldn’t get herpes from what I was about to do, I tipped my head back, got up on my tiptoes—Felix was a whole head taller than Jay—and hungrily kissed his eager-acting mouth.


    Meow.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Felix


    I was not expecting that.


    Hazel’s arms around my neck, then her fingers scraping through my hair like I was her favorite sandy beach. Girl could kiss, too—soft at first, and then this crazy hunger. I kissed her back. Of course I kissed her back. If the kiss was the gift, then the look on Jay’s d-bag face was the frickin’ lottery. At the time, I didn’t even care that she didn’t mean it. That she was just using me to get even. What shocked me most was how much I enjoyed it. Who knew revenge could be so fun?


    You know that expression, Mouth gaping open? Well, dude’s mouth was literally gaping open. If I wanted to check—which I definitely did not—I’d bet his little white tennis pants were full of his own…


    “What the hell? Are you kidding me?” My sister, now standing up, hands on hips, looked like she was the one being slighted. Being cheated on. The nerve of my sis never failed to surprise me. The look on her face was so worth this.


    Revenge was already working.


    Us: 1.


    Them: Well, I guess they also had a 1.


    But we were catching up thanks to my plan and Hazel’s surprising willingness to go along with said plan. I was still reeling from that kiss.


    “What?” I echoed with faux nonchalance. Those theater courses were really paying off.


    Hazel was still semi-hanging on to me like a cute koala bear, and when she made no move to unclench herself from my grasp, I casually turned her toward them (she was a bit limp and red-cheeked—natural, considering I’m a helluva good kisser) and kept my arm firmly around her shoulders to keep her from going completely limp.


    I blurted out dramatically, “I, Felix James, can’t be interested in Hazel? Why not?”


    “It’s just…” Kimmy, eyes skeptical, looked from Hazel to me back to Hazel.


    I could see what she was thinking. Smart, quirky Hazel was not my type. But it was also an insult. Hazel would never like me, even if I did expand my taste beyond the typical girls I dated.


    She would never like me back. I flinched, offended.


    “Don’t change the subject,” Hazel blurted out. “You’re with Jay, my Jay, why can’t I be with…Fe…” She trailed off, flustered.


    She couldn’t even say my name.


    The thought of her being with me seemed as ludicrous to her as it did to my sister.


    So outrageous.


    Not cool.


    Why not? Hypothetically…why wouldn’t she want me?


    Now I was offended times two. No. Times five Way offended.


    No one dissed the cat.


    I had to make this seem legit.


    “We have a lot more in common than you might think,” I said, pursing my lips in a persuasive nod.


    “Like?” Kimmy asked, clearly pissed.


    Like our apparent red-hot chemistry? But that seemed weird. Also, I wasn’t sure I could exactly admit it out loud. It would totally freak out Hazel.


    “Like…Mastermind!” I nodded again with a big, confident, whole body shrug. The move I used when trying to get out of a late homework assignment.


    This was met with an eyebrow cock from my sister and Jay.


    “Mastermind? The kids’ game?”


    “It’s not just a kids’ game,” I emphasized. “It’s a brain test of epic propositions.”


    “A brain test?” Jay said skeptically.


    “Look, Dick. You’re lucky I’m not beating the crap out of you right now,” I said, inching forward a bit. I was a chill guy, but he had no right to be questioning me after what he’d just done to Hazel.


    “Fine,” he said, backing way off. Hands in surrender position. That’s right, douche. Step away.


    “Anyway,” I continued, making stuff up as I went along—those improv drills were paying off!—“we’ve been playing for years together. And that’s how it all began.”


    Hazel’s eyes were misty now, and against the blue, the mist made me think of dawn on the waves on a still day.


    Gah. Knock if off, Felix.


    Focus. I thought she was about to start crying, but then, upon closer inspection, I could see her eyes crinkling up around the edges. She was biting her lip to keep from laughing!


    Keep it together, girl.


    “Right, Baze?” I elbowed her gently, trying to keep her in the game. “It’s like a whole mind meld thing going on when we sit down on your hearth’s edge and bust out a game of Mind.”


    “Oh, yes,” she said, barely hanging on. She bit her wavering lip. “Definitely.”


    “Anyway.” I grabbed her hand tightly, eager to get her out of there before she busted up and ruined everything. “We’ll leave you two cheating a-holes to it. Lunch or whatever you were doing together.”


    I flashed the illicit pair my best up and down look of disgust and pulled Hazel away.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Hazel


    Oh.


    My.


    God.


    What was that?


    This isn’t happening.


    This is a dream.


    This is a nightmare.


    No. It was a nightmarish dream. You know, one of those that starts bad but then ends all melty and amazing, and you’re thinking WTF, how am I going to even begin my day when my psyche is still in this wonderful dream state? No. Scratch that. Devastating dream state. This was a nightmare, not a dream. Felix’s delicious lips were beside the point.


    Who knew he’d be such a great kisser? Gah. Gah. GAH!


    I’m not even here. This isn’t happening. I’m at home. I’m in bed.


    I was about to wake up. Jay and I were still together—of course we were together!—and Kimmy was still my best friend, and Felix was still the disgusting brother of my best friend.


    My best friend was not dating my boyfriend, and I hadn’t just made out with Felix end-of-movie style in front of the entire caf.


    I pinched my numb cheek with my one free hand. The hand that wasn’t entwined with Felix’s.


    Yes, it hurt. So I was awake.


    I was holding Felix’s giant hand. It felt so different than Jay’s. Jay’s was small. Much smaller than Felix’s. Felix’s felt like a mitt in mine. Or like a sea turtle shell. And my hand was a little scared turtle face sticking out of it, asking if things were okay. If it was safe to come out.


    Jay’s hand was usually cold. Felix’s hand was hot and sweaty. Or mine was. I wasn’t sure whose hands were sweating? Maybe both of ours. This was a big traumatic event. A sweaty-palm-making event.


    His hand was real and warm and alive. My heart wasn’t just pounding, it was jackhammering through my ribs. This wasn’t a dream.


    I used to secretly mock Kimmy’s love of teen romance novels: the supernatural love triangles, the Which Perfect Boy to Choose stories. How a “regular” teenage girl could also be a pro archer and a black belt level martial arts practitioner. Never mind their perfect code of morality, etc. etc. But now I kind of…understood.


    Kissing Felix was like succumbing to a sexy vampire who lurks above your bed in the middle of the night, beckoning with his inescapable glamor.


    Or Heathcliff on the cliffs above the moors.


    I’d thought about kissing him before, sure. Wait. Scratch that. Not actually kissing him, but like, hypothetically imagining what it would be like. I’d seen him macking all over those Barbies on campus, on the beach, leaning against the hot-dog stand on the boardwalk awash in golden-pink sunset wearing nothing but board shorts, but never, never, ever, in my wildest imagination did I think it’d be that…good.


    As he dragged me out of the caf, I was so weak in the knees that I could barely keep one foot in front of the other.


    “You okay there, Baze?” he asked, a twinkle in his eye.


    He was good, and he knew it.


    Which infuriated me! I couldn’t be one of those girls who fell for the rogue. That wasn’t me. It never would be. I transferred my embarrassment over these disturbing new feelings into anger.


    “No, I’m not okay. I’m anything but okay! I still can’t believe any of this is happening. How could they be doing that behind my back? What is wrong with them? Have they no moral compass? Does Kimmy not retain any of the messages in the book series she reads? Is this what the world is coming to?”


    He spun me toward him and set a strong hand on each of my shoulders.


    His hands felt like those heavy lavender-smelling rice bags my mom warmed up and put on her tired eyes to rest at night.


    Why was my heart beating so fast? Were his eyes always that sweet chocolate brown? What in the world was happening?


    My eyes left his and fell to his lips. I felt a zap deep in my heart, like an arrow with some sort of insane love potion was shooting me.


    He cocked his head, grinning. He knew the effect he had on girls! How could I agree to this? Why had I kissed Felix James?


    “You okay there, Baze?”


    And it wasn’t bad enough that Jay had broken my heart. The timing couldn’t have been worse.


    I shook my head. “Valentine’s Day is a week away! How could he do this on Valentine’s week?” I gulped and swiped a tear off my cheek.


    “Hey now.” He touched my chin. “It’s going to be okay.”


    He didn’t look like he was going to kiss me. Why would he? We were alone now. The show was over. Instead, he looked sweet and protective. Felix James? Sweet and protective? He’d once stuck Fourth of July sparklers in my closet. Lit!


    My brain whirled as he leaned forward, inching closer…


    Was he going to kiss me again after all? Right here in the locker hallways?


    Don’t succumb again, Hazel.


    Right when his lips were about to graze mine, he took a sharp detour right and whispered in my ear instead. “It’s perfect timing that it’s Valentine’s Day. And don’t worry. It’ll be our little secret, Baze. You and me. We’ll show them not to mess with us.”


    “But the dance…”


    I was in a daze. This couldn’t be happening.


    “The dance is all part of the plan,” he said. “Haven’t you heard? Revenge is the best medicine for heartbreak.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Felix


    All day I thought about Basil and that kiss.


    Weird, right?


    I mean, I never thought about her like that before. Sure, I always knew she was a girl. A nice, goofy girl—a friend of my sister. Sure, I always liked to tease her and enjoyed her company in general, but wow.


    That kiss.


    Not that I normally focused that much in class, but today I couldn’t even pretend to focus.


    “Anybody have any idea how to solve for X?”


    The typical know-it-alls raised their hands, while I sat in the back row with my sunglasses over my eyes, trying to doze off but finding it too hard to sleep.


    Her lips. Her hands wrapped around my neck, then in my hair…


    And that was when we were in public. What if we were alone? What would happen next?


    I breathed out a full jar of air sigh.


    What had I suggested exactly?


    I rewound the events in my head. It had happened so fast. Had been so spontaneous. I’d just wanted to help out Hazel.


    Essentially, I’d proposed we keep up this stunt of pretending we were together to piss off my sister and, most importantly, traitorous Jay (the prick—I’ve hated him since middle school when he narced on me for cheating off one of his tests). He was one of the country club snobs carefully ensconced in his pillared house (who, on the West Coast, had a house with pillars for God’s sakes?), with his little white tennis shorts and his Polo shirts. Gah. What did Base see in him anyway? He wasn’t worth the remnants of her sparkling water. (Hazel loved sparkling water, and I always made sure we had a supply for her in our house when she came over.)


    Wait.


    Why did I always make sure she had sparkling water at our house?


    Did I actually like Hazel?


    No. No way!


    Come on, gimme a break.


    Girl like that with a boy like me?


    It’d never work.


    “Hey, Felix,” came a singsong voice across the aisle.


    “Yes?” I asked.


    “You free later or what?”


    Jenna Jones.


    Smoking hot.


    Easy on the eyes.


    (Easy all around, if you know what I mean.)


    But most importantly, Jenna Jones was all about me—aka one of my usual after-school hookups.


    “Sure. Why not?” I shrugged casually. It was important to stay cool and appear disinterested with the ladies—that was what kept them coming back for more.


    Her eyes lit up with challenge, with conquest. I was her prey, and she was a seasoned huntress.


    “Where do you want to meet?” she asked, nibbling the tip of her pencil suggestively.


    “How about my place?” I proposed—then remembered the revenge plan. “Oh, shoot. Wait.”


    If me and Hazel were really going to act like we were together, what would it look like if I was suddenly hitting mac town with Jenna Jones at my place?


    “Er, um, can I text you later?” I asked.


    She did this funny neck-lurch thing that made me think of a giraffe after chewing a mouthful of grass stretched from a too-tall tree.


    I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing.


    Upon closer look, she wasn’t as hot as I thought she was.


    That was weird. A couple of days ago, she’d looked good. More than good. Now she just looked…


    She was mostly too much makeup and hair. I preferred less makeup and more natural hair. Faded old jeans. I preferred…smart and witty, irrationally anxious around attractive, faux-gentlemen callers…


    Oh no. What was happening here?


    There was only one girl I knew who fit that description. First name rhymed with blaze.


    I was in trouble.


    My fake relationship with Hazel felt more real than my real “relationships” did.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Hazel


    I managed to make it through the second half of the week by dashing into the bathroom to hyperventilate between classes. (But I still wouldn’t eat my lunch in there).


    Completely unable to focus on anything my teachers said, I went over and over and over everything that had happened these past two days, and then everything about the last few weeks, retracing my steps both as an individual and for Jay and me as a couple.


    How long had this been going on between Jay and Kimmy? I hadn’t even thought they liked each other! Whenever I’d suggested to Kimmy we hang with Jay after school, she’d nixed it. Same with Jay. Maybe this had been part of their plan. You know, like you pretend you don’t like the boy/girl that you’re majorly crushing on in hopes no one else figures it out? Or maybe they were telling the truth. Maybe it just happened randomly.


    But does love ever happen randomly?


    Not in my experience. Jay and I happened because I chose him. Because he matched all the criteria of a perfect high school boyfriend who would one day have the potential of becoming the perfect college boyfriend who would one day become the perfect marriage partner.


    It wasn’t random.


    It wasn’t some lovesick, starry-eyed, lame thing.


    And that’s what had been great about it!


    Right?


    Bottom line? Kimmy wasn’t who I thought she was. She wasn’t my best friend.


    Bottom line? Jay wasn’t who I thought he was, either. He wasn’t the perfect boyfriend.


    They were both jerks. Sleazebags. Double douchebags, the whole lot of them.


    I exhaled, chills popping up and down my spine.


    And Felix!


    He’d just come up with this perfectly insane revenge plan on a dime like that?


    And that kiss. That Felix kiss.


    Damn.


    It was nothing like Jay’s kisses, which, if I was being perfectly honest, was this special brand of semi-awkward and sloppy. He plunged in like a Mack truck trying to eat my brains by way of my tonsils. I went along with them, of course, but I tried more and more often to squirrel out of the way and do something else—anything else—when he kissed me.


    But Felix…


    It was slow and soft at first, and then this crazy buildup that…I took a deep breath, poofing out my cheeks and slowly exhaling through flushed cheeks, and rubbed my head.


    I can’t remember ever being this upset and this…exhilarated…at once. I hated myself for it. How could the biggest player in town even marginally turn me on? Of course he was a good kisser! All he did was practice! Meanwhile, Jay was doing important things: studying, playing ball, being a good boyfriend…


    Minus the last part now.


    I shoved my face in my hands. Just get through this one more class.


    When the last bell shrilled, I sprinted for my beat-up Jeep, a hand-me-down from my late dad, which was waiting in the parking lot.


    I managed to make it into the Jeep just before I burst into tears. I collapsed on the steering wheel, my head buried in my arms, and flipped on the car radio.


    It was one of the first songs Jay and I had danced to.


    Quickly, I turned the channel.


    Another love song.


    And another.


    And another.


    I punched the steering wheel and jumped when the horn honked. Now people heading to their cars solo or in pairs or groups glanced over. I managed a half-assed smile and sorry-that-was-an-accident wave.


    That’s when I saw Felix sauntering toward me.


    I didn’t expect the butterflies dancing in my stomach at the sight of him in his fitted red hoodie, loose jeans, and sexy floppy hair.


    I stared at his lips.


    So red and full.


    His lips that tasted like the ocean and melted against mine like ice cream warming in the sun.


    Oh, God.


    You’re thinking about Felix like this.


    Snap out of it, Hazel.


    He’s coming.


    Shit. Shit. Shit. Hide!


    I jammed the rearview mirror at an angle I could peer into and quickly fixed my face and hair the best I could. I looked a mess. A shiny-eyed, red-faced mess.


    He was getting closer.


    We had to talk about our plan.


    Make a solid plan. Don’t think about his lips or the way his hands felt on your hips.


    We needed a concrete plan, one that involved being seen together for the sake of my Neanderthal ex-BFF and that slimy son of a bitch I actually wanted to marry and father the hypothetical 2.5 kids I’d have starting when I finished grad school at age thirty.


    (Yes, I had big plans.)


    Just when I thought Felix was about to beeline toward my Jeep, he took a sharp right and opened another car door.


    Leaning forward, I couldn’t see whose car it was at first, but then one of his sleazy Barbie chicks hopped out, let him into the driver seat, and in an annoyingly car-model-like move, shimmied (yes, shimmied) over the hood and into the passenger seat.


    The engine of her BMW roared to life and I watched, mouth agape. My heart inexplicably shattered for the second time that week as Felix sped out of the parking lot.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Felix


    Things at that chick’s house did not go according to plan. I needed to center myself. Get back in touch with the Felix I knew. Barbie would put me on the fast track.


    Except I was so distracted I had to call it off—what in the world was wrong with me?


    But I rationalized it like this: if I was in a fake relationship with Hazel, it had to be believable. I couldn’t exactly be doing the naughty mumbo with all the usual suspects while asking our greater student population to believe I was in an exclusive relationship—or at least a makeout in the caf relationship—with Hazel McAllister two days following her break up with Jay.


    So.


    The friendliest of the Barbies—well, her real name is Barb, but she’s had everyone call her Barbie forever because she’s tries hard, successfully, to look like the doll—eats lunch off campus and hadn’t heard about the Hazel thing.


    I sort of mumbled, “I’m kinda seeing someone.”


    And she laughed.


    Then when I tried as hard as I could to appear serious (I hadn’t officially asked someone out, like seriously—you-and-I-let’s-be-a-couple type of seriously since Kate Willington dumped me via text in fourth grade. Yeah, that’s right. I had major commitment issues. Being dumped sucked. I cried for two weeks into my stuffed dinosaur’s belly.


    I vowed: never again would I risk being hurt like that by a girl.


    From then on, I only dated girls. As in dated with a little d. No emotional connection. Only fun for all involved.


    So far it was working. And Barbie seemed to know how well it was working.


    “You? Dating someone seriously? What?” Even she didn’t believe it.


    “Yeah. It’s…no big deal.”


    She looked suspicious. “No big deal?”


    “Nope.” I shrugged. Hoped her lie detector wasn’t as sharp as Hazel’s was.


    Lucky for me it wasn’t. “Okay, then. If you say so.” She buttoned back up her shirt, and I couldn’t help but sneak a peek a little forlornly. I was a dude, after all.


    “When you change your mind, Felix,” she said, tracing her long nail from the top of my chest to the waistline of my shorts. “You know where to find me.”


    I swallowed hard, grabbed my stuff, and made a hasty escape before I could change my mind.


    Then I texted Hazel.


    FELIX: Baze?


    A couple of minutes went by. I checked my phone, over and over. Refresh, refresh.


    I stared at the ceiling of my bedroom. Checked again. Nothing.


    I slumped downstairs. Irrational disappointment about Hazel’s lack of texting combined with the nonconclusion of my almost afternoon delight did not make for a happy Felix. So I made a turkey sandwich with farm fresh greens and a fresh slice of summer tomato, and after slathering the whole thing with spicy mustard, and grabbing a sparkling water from the fridge, I headed to the back porch, where I checked my phone again. Good food always helped.


    Still no reply.


    She didn’t have any after-school activities today that I knew of. She wasn’t with my sister. And I extremely doubted she was with Jay. So where was she?


    I texted again.


    (As a boyfriend, even a faux boyfriend, I was embarrassingly needy! See! This was why I didn’t get involved! Gah.)


    FELIX: Hazel? You okay? Maybe you don’t feel like talking. I get it. I have a sister. Maybe you need, like, some time alone? Anyway, text me later if you want to talk.


    I pushed send.


    Then regretted it.


    Can you pull back a text after it’s swooshed into the ether?


    Lame.


    Lame Felix. Lame, lame, lame.


    Hazel would see that, cancel the whole charade. There’d be no revenge.


    I could go back to dating Barbies and feel whole and solid and normal.


    I checked my phone again.


    Still nothing.


    I scarfed down my sandwich, and then without waiting the hour after eating I should’ve to avoid stomach cramps—hey, I listen to my mama!—I grabbed my board from the garage and tossed it into my truck.


    I needed to cool off in a big way.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Hazel


    There’s this little spot on my roof I’ve hung out on since I was a young girl.


    It’s technically a roof deck with “ocean peeks,” but it was in such ill-repair—broken posts, missing Spanish tiles, dried seagull-poop smears—that it was deemed unsafe and therefore among the many things on the “No, Hazel!” list, along with nonorganic food, chemicals in grocery store shampoos, and exhaust fumes.


    Lately, Mom’s kick was gluten-free. “Is there gluten in this? We better skip it.” I swear, if she jumps on the irritatingly popular Paleo diet kick of no dairy, no processed sugar, no white flour, I swear I’m moving out. (There’s a reason dinosaurs went extinct and we morphed from Neanderthals into French-fries-craving humans!)


    Anyway, I discovered this spot after my dad died. He died from a rare form of lung cancer. “He wasn’t even a smoker!” my mother declared whenever people flashed her the what-did-you-expect stink eye when you hear someone died of lung cancer. Well-intentioned a-holes, if you ask me.


    Dad died five years ago, and that’s when I first broke one of my mother’s warning rules and started climbing up to this deck. Sitting under the intoxicating moon, or too-bright sun, or cloudy-moody beach sky, I’d write in my journal, mostly poems or songs, sometimes short stories, or what my teacher would call “vignettes” about my day.


    Today I wrote about betrayal.


    But what surprised me after I finished it, when I reread my words, was how the most emotional parts were at the end. The part where I saw Felix leaving with that girl in the parking lot, the heart-pained betrayal I felt when I saw him and that floppy-haired smile and low-slung-shorts swagger, which made exactly zero sense to me.


    When I climbed back through my window and flopped on my bed with my puffy headphones, ready to tune into weepy songs, I picked up my phone to turn on some music and was surprised at both the electric zip in my heart and stewed over how upset I was.


    But why? Felix was pretending to be my boyfriend. He wasn’t my boyfriend. Nor would I even want him to be. Ever. I must have been doing that thing people do when they’re upset. Putting my feelings onto him. Transmitting? What was it called? Oh, transference.


    I was incredibly upset, no, destroyed over Cheater Jay and Betraying Kimmy. Felix was just being himself. His typical manwhore, Player of La Playa self.


    I picked up the phone and texted him back.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Felix


    After the surf session, I came home and crashed out on the sofa.


    I was in the middle of a fairly hot dream when I heard the telltale ping of an incoming text message and jumped up like a cartoon cat on a candle.


    (My reaction to Basil’s name appearing on my phone was a little unsettling.)


    When I heard the ping, I dove off my coach to grab the screen off our beat-up coffee table…and consequently proceeded to fall off our mammoth sofa (seriously well-named, the thing is as wide as a double bed) and onto the floor.


    Did the fall detour me from reading her message?


    No chance.


    As I writhed on the wood floor (did Mom have to buy the glass coffee table with the harsh metal legs???), I anxiously read her text.


    BASIL: Hey. I’m here. What’s up?


    I slithered on the ground and finally got into a ridiculous position propped up onto an elbow and texted her back:


    FELIX: Just fell off the coach, because I’m badass like that. You?


    BASIL: :)


    FELIX: Hey now! No laughing at my pain.


    BASIL: :) :) :)


    FELIX: Fine. I probably deserve that. But Mom could seriously buy a softer coffee table for her only son.


    BASIL: I’m sure that’s numero uno on her life’s agenda: MAKE SURE COFFEE TABLE IS SOFT ENOUGH FOR BABY BOY’S ACCIDENTAL LANDINGS.


    FELIX: You’re cruel and unusual, Baze.


    BASIL: Isn’t that why you love me?


    I froze.


    That froze me.


    Popsicle style, all afternoon in the Nor Cal Pacific Ocean frozen.


    BASIL: Felix?


    Even though this was electronic, I could feel the apprehension in her voice.


    The delay.


    She knew I was freaking out.


    Feign something.


    Feign anything!


    FELIX: Sorry. I was trying to get back on the couch.


    BASIL: Ahhhh.


    Good. That worked.


    FELIX: And it didn’t go so well.


    BASIL: lol. So…what are you up to other than falling off the sofa?


    FELIX: Not much.


    BASIL: Nothing?


    FELIX: Why. What do you THINK I’m up to?


    BASIL: Well.


    FELIX: What?


    BASIL: I saw you with that girl after school. Leaving with her.


    FELIX: Oh. Well…


    BASIL: …I mean of course that’s fine—this is only pretend, you can do whatever you want, obvs, but maybe if we’re going to pretend to go out we should have a pretense, like


    BASIL: no dating other people AT SCHOOL.


    BASIL: Or.


    FELIX: Done.


    BASIL: Really?


    FELIX: Totally fine.


    BASIL: Oh. Okay. Good.


    FELIX: So everything is cool now?


    BASIL: Yes. I feel better. Irrationally better, maybe, but definitely better.


    FELIX: Base?


    BASIL: Yeah?


    FELIX: Was the girl the reason why you didn’t text me back earlier?


    BASIL:


    FELIX:


    BASIL:


    FELIX: Base?


    BASIL: Sorry. I fell off my couch and was trying to climb back on.


    FELIX: LMAO. See you tomorrow Hazel Basil.


    BASIL: Backatcha Felix the Cat.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Hazel


    Six Days Before Valentine’s Day


    “Honey, are you okay? You’re still acting funny.” Mom looked at me the next morning over our breakfast of Irish oatmeal with dark purple, extra plump organic blueberries floating in cold almond-coconut milk. Coconut anything is the new magical, live-forever elixir of Mom’s health world this week. I had to admit, it was tasty. Yet, I digress.


    I’d avoided her last night. I couldn’t talk about it. Not then. Not when it just happened. When it was so fresh. It was all too much. She’d have looked at me, and I’d have busted into a waterfall of tears, and it would’ve gone on all night. It was the same way when my dad died. I just wanted to be alone to process. Later, it would be okay to talk to Mom, to talk to Kimmy, to talk to…Felix even.


    Weird. I just now remembered how sweet Felix had been after my dad died. How I’d crawled up into their tree house and refused to come down until he coaxed me with some freshly baked butterscotch-chip cookies. Everyone else liked chocolate. We liked butterscotch.


    I hadn’t thought about that in years.


    “I’m okay…I guess.”


    “Uh-oh, I know that look. What’s wrong?” Mom set down her soy latte and stared deep into my eyes. Then she grabbed my hand and peered even harder. Soul searching. Waiting for my pain to spill from my heart and onto the table.


    Exactly what I’d tried to avoid last night.


    “You’re squeezing my hand to a pulp,” I tried.


    “You were upset before I started squeezing, my friend.”


    “Valid point.”


    “So?”


    I sighed. I couldn’t keep the sad truth from my mom any longer. Despite the certain repercussions, I spilled my guts.


    She studied me while I spoke, as if gaging me for the reaction she’d expect from herself. When I was sad, her face mirrored that emotion, her eyes welling up, her forehead crinkling. When I was angry, she scowled, too. Anger was easier. I was so glad my story had an element to infuriate her rather than just make her cry.


    Afterward, she was so upset that she hopped up and started pacing in our breakfast nook, her coffee swishing so high in her coffee cup, I thought it would tidal wave over one side.


    “I can’t believe Kimmy would do that to you! That Jay would do that to you! It’s just all so…I want to curse, but you know I don’t believe in that brand of communication.”


    Beside myself, I laughed wryly. Oh, Mom.


    “Yeah, it just plain sucks. You can say sucks. Sucks isn’t officially a curse word, you know.”


    “I know.”


    Mom sat back down, clasped her hands in mine, and dug into my soul again. “This calls for a girls night. The most epic girls night of all time. I’m talking doughnuts…I’m talking soda…I’m talking marathoning all the Classic Sads…” She started listing them off, counting her digits. “Titanic, R+J, You’ve Got Mail, maybe toss in a Brokeback Mountain…”


    “No Brokeback Mountain. I draw the line at Ennis DelMar and Jack Twist.”


    She opened her mouth to offer up some pros (she adored watching a romantic movie; she just couldn’t handle it once the movie was over.)


    I reminded her of how sad they always left her. “Mom, you can’t handle Brokeback. Last time we Brokeback’d, you hung one of Dad’s plaid shirts in your closet and wouldn’t take it down for two years.”


    “Who says I took it down?”


    “See? Ugh.”


    “I’m nothing if not impressionable, honey,” she said lightly but her eyes glazed over like they always did when she spoke of my syrup-and-cedar-smelling dad.


    “So today is…Friday. It’s already Friday! So perfect! Unless you have other plans?” After she asked the question, she slapped her mouth. “Oh gosh, sorry.”


    I wrinkled my nose. “Just because I don’t have plans with my boy…ex-boyfriend or best…ex-best friend, doesn’t necessarily make me sans plans.”


    The bravado. Here it was. For her sake. And maybe a little bit for my own.


    “Oh!” She looked surprised, then studied me closer. “Really? I just figured… Okay, I’m making things worse. I’ll be quiet now.”


    Mom was dressed in yoga pants and a flowing white shirt over a tank top.


    She still looked really young; people in public often mistook us for sisters instead of mother and daughter. I didn’t care, because my mom was not only pretty but very cool. My friends all adored her, and even though her constant health-patrol thing annoyed me, I always felt very loved and wanted.


    Sometimes she overdid it, but I knew that was because of my dad, and well, I’d probably do the same thing in her widow/single parent shoes. Not that I’d have kids now, not when Jay was out of the scene. I’d probably end up alone with a dozen felines as my companions. Eventually, without my mom to give me the proper organic fad diet, I’d die of consuming pesticides and grocery-store food, and my cats would feed off my dead, swollen corpse.


    Awesome.


    “It’s okay. Really. I would’ve assumed the same thing. But I may have plans, actually, with…Felix.”


    “Felix?” Now mom’s nose was wrinkling. “Kimmy’s brother?”


    “The very one.”


    “But you strongly dislike Felix.”


    Mom never said hate.


    Hate was a bad word along with fat and stupid, and all the standard curse words.


    But we both knew what she meant by “strongly dislike.”


    I shrugged. “Hmm. Well, it turns out he’s not that bad after all.”


    Mom slowly nodded, like she was remembering him. “He was a very sweet little boy.”


    “No he wasn’t!” I protested.


    “Yes. He was. You just don’t remember.”


    “Well, he was bad then, and he’s…well, he used to be bad. But…you know, people can change.”


    “You call him a Man-Beep!”


    Mom, in all her cursing-free glory, liked to exchange for a nice verbal beep once in a beep.


    “That’s because he is a Man-Beep, Mom.”


    “So…I don’t get it?” She took a long sip of her coffee, as if that would help clarify things.


    I filled her in on that part, too.


    The revenge part.


    The truth.


    I couldn’t help it. I needed someone other than Jay to know, and I was almost honest with my mom. That was our deal. She gave me my much-needed freedom, and I always told her the truth.


    It worked for the both of us.


    “Are you sure you want to do this?” she said. “Revenge on your ex-boyfriend? I mean…”


    Wasn’t that the question? But how could I answer her without failing in the way she needed me not to fail? I needed to be independent. An empowered woman. She needed me to be that person. I couldn’t let her know how low Jay had brought me by cheating on me. Yeah, revenge was a little down and dirty. But it was what I needed to be myself again.


    “Mom,” I said. “You know us high schoolers. Revenge today, worried about homework tomorrow. Besides, it’ll be fun to work on this with Felix.”


    “But that’s just it,” she said. “Felix? He decapitated your Hello Kitty!”


    “Yes, he did. But only after I stuffed green Jell-O in his squirt gun.”


    “Oh. Wow.”


    “Wow weird? Wow funny? Wow, what?”


    “Just wow. You know. I always thought he had a crush on you.”


    “What?” I would’ve spit something out if I’d had something in my mouth to spit.


    “Seriously. He used to follow you around like a lost puppy.”


    “No. I just wasn’t as bad as Kimmy, and he was desperate for someone to play with. Remember? He could never be alone. He’d go crazy if he had, like, one minute of solitude. He’d rather play Barbies with us than be alone. Weird.”


    I stirred my oatmeal around with my spoon. She drank some more coffee, looking off a bit, remembering.


    “Oatmeal sure resembles brains doesn’t it,” I finally said.


    “Brains with twenty eyeballs,” Mom said, gesturing to the blueberries with the other end of her spoon.


    “The thing is, you can’t tell anyone anything, Mom,” I told her, digging deep into her eyes the way she did with mine. The nonblueberry ones, that is.


    “Can I tell people you and Jay broke up? Because honey, as much as it hurts, that’s news. Like news-news. You’ve been together a long time.”


    “Thanks for the reminder.”


    “I’m sorry. Ack. I can’t say the right thing no matter how hard I try.”


    “It’s okay. Really. The situation is so dire and so grotesque, there’s no right thing to say. If I could, I’d never go to school again. If it weren’t for Fe…well, I mean, I’d rather you just don’t say anything at all…let things progress organically, I guess.”


    Organically should do it. Mom was very into things happening organically: grief, relationships, the coming together in and the falling out of.


    “Not unlike Gwyneth and Chris consciously uncoupling?” she asked me with a cock of the eyebrow.


    “No. Not at all like that. I hate Jay’s guts. Kimmy and Jay are major cheaters. Slimeballs. Worse than slimeballs. And I would never be on a macrobiotic diet.”


    Mom laughed. “You are nothing if not hilarious, my dear.”


    “Thank you, mi madre.”


    And that was that.


    Mom wouldn’t say anything about any of it. Not about Jay, not about scheming Kimmy, and not about my fake boyfriend Felix the Cat.


    “But this whole thing with Felix is fake, right?” She took my hands in hers. “I mean, you aren’t going to really…”


    “Kiss him?”


    “Yeah. Because cooties,” she said with a big-eyed laugh.


    “Little too late for that.” I blush-groaned, and then I filled her in on that embarrassing part, too.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Felix


    Leaning against the wall across from her locker, I watched Hazel for a while as she fiddled with her locker. Her expression kept changing from pissed-off furrowed brows to…happy…like she was thinking about something good. Then she’d remember those D-bags and what they did, and her brows would get all scrunched up and pissed again. It was like a silent movie or something. Completely mesmerizing.


    I wanted to make her happy.


    Keep that face for a while. Perpetually, maybe.


    Then he walked up. Jay. Master of deception. King of cheaters. Emperor of dogshit.


    “Hey, Hazel,” he said to her, leaning in.


    She looked so flustered. I wanted to kill him.


    “What do you want?” she said.


    “To say…” He ran his dumb hand through his even dumber-looking hair. His hand looked so sad and lonely without his douche tennis racquet in it.


    I almost laughed out loud at that thought. But I didn’t want Baze to see me lurking like that stalker sparkling vampire my sister and Baze were into in their tweens (thank God that series was over, if I had to watch that shirtless kid flex his juiced-up muscles one more time…)


    “To say what?” Baze shouted in a very un-Baze-like tone.


    “Sorry, okay!” But he said it in a way a spoiled kid would. Like he wasn’t sorry at all.


    “I know it will be hard to get over me.” Gah. This guy didn’t know when to quit. “But you have to. Me and Kimmy are in love. And I’m taking her to the Valentine’s Day Dance. And hopefully we’ll win Cupid and Arrow.”


    Basil looked at him. Shock and awe. Cupid and Arrow was this dumb tradition we had for our Valentine’s Day dance. Akin to Prom King and Queen, the guy was crowned Cupid and had to wear a big saggy diaper, and the girl held a golden bow and arrow. It was totally lame, but all the girls were really into it. And, I thought mockingly, some of the boys, apparently.


    Just when I thought Baze would find the thought of Jay in a saggy diaper as hilarious as I did, her eyes steamed over like she was about to cry. That’s when she reeled her hand back and socked him in the eye.


    It was amazing!


    I couldn’t help myself. After I got over the initial shock, I started to clap. Slow clap to really dig it in.


    She looked over at me, all shiny-eyed and delirious—I doubt she’d ever made contact with a person in her life with the goal of damaging them, outside of me at age nine, whom she’d repeatedly kicked in the shins. But I digress…


    “Well done, Hon,” I said, approaching, continuing the slow dramatic clap before I dropped my hands and reached my arm around her. I couldn’t help myself. I pulled her in for a nice slow kiss. And instead of slugging me—it was fifty-fifty even with the pact, I mean, I’d repulsed her for years—Baze kissed me back. Kissed me so hard that I felt it in my knees. This girl could kiss.


    After, when we finally slowed down and separated (believe me, I didn’t want to, but the stupid bell rang), the douche stood there, slack-jawed and dumbfounded once again.


    “I don’t think she’s missing you a bit,” I said, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and an eyebrow raised for emphasis. “But good luck with that whole king and queen thing. Sounds really ambitious. And a worthy cause.”


    His face turned bright red, and I swear he wanted to belt me.


    But he wouldn’t do that.


    Instead he stomped away. Basil turned to me, giggling and flushed and cute as hell.


    “Did I really…punch him?”


    “Sure did, Baze. A red-hot knuckle sandwich. Remind me never to piss you off.”


    “Oh, you’ve pissed me off plenty,” she said, but she was smiling goofily.


    “Guess I’m just lucky then,” I said, leaning into her ear, my voice all low.


    “It’s okay, Felix,” she said, pressing my chest away from her. “He’s gone. You don’t have to pretend to like me anymore.”


    I backed off. “Oh. Right.”


    Now it was me tugging on my hair.


    Baze just…did this to me.


    I had to constantly remind myself that I was just part of a revenge game to her.


    Just a game. Hmm.


    “I have an idea,” I said.


    “Yes?”


    “You know Jay’s little king and queen plan? I mean Cupid and Arrow?”


    “Yeah. Asshat. Why does he keep rubbing it in? It’s like he has zero social graces. Was he always like that, this complete jerk, was I just blind to it because I loved him?”


    “I don’t know, Baze. But I have an idea.”


    “What?”


    I paused for effect, and then when she looked like she was about to sock me if I didn’t spill, I told her the plan.


    “What if we tried to beat them to it?” I waggled my eyebrows evilly. “Throw out the old monarchy, so to speak.”


    “You mean us try to win Cupid and Arrow at the Valentine’s Day Dance? Us. You and me? I don’t think we’d stand a chance, Felix. First of all, no one knows we’re ‘together’…” She air quoted that one, and I gently pushed her fingers back down. “Secondly, who would ever vote for us? We aren’t exactly Best Couple contenders.”


    “Why not? We have as good a chance as anyone. We have at least as good a chance as them. No one knows they’re together, either. Not really. And they’re both cheaters! Who would ever vote for a cheater? Cheaters suck!”


    “That’s true. Cheaters do suck.” She said it emphatically, and I knew she was referencing more than just Jay and Kimmy. She meant my dad, too. She’d been there when we were all falling apart over his infidelity. And with a flight attendant no less! I hadn’t flown since.


    I preferred trains. Actually, I preferred staying in town, my truck, and my surfboard, yet, I digress. I had another point to make.


    “And we don’t suck,” I said emphatically.


    “No. Of course we don’t. But like I said, no one really knows we’re together.”


    “Well, we’ll have to change that, won’t we? Be more public? Be more…I don’t know. Couple-y.”


    “More couply.”


    “Yes,” I said with a firm nod. “More couply.” I moved toward her, about to kiss her again. But she frowned and, to my surprise, pushed me away.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Hazel


    Was it just me, or did Felix look upset when I pushed him away?


    The kiss for Jay’s benefit was…again…magnificent. The boy could kiss. Again, I could see why the girls were lining up to pick a number for an afternoon with this boy, but it wasn’t real. It was a game. And I couldn’t let the fact that I was finding myself physically attracted to my fake boyfriend deter me from the task at hand: driving my two exes bat-shit insane.


    Felix held up his hands in mock defense. “Are you going to slug me like you did Jay?”


    “Maybe. Did you see his face? Man, what I wouldn’t give to have that on video.”


    “Sorry.” Felix patted down his khaki shorts. “No cells on campus.”


    “Probably smart.”


    “Probably.”


    We stood there awkwardly for a minute. He shoved his hands in his pockets. I bit my lip.


    “So, see you after school?” I finally said.


    “Okay.”


    “What should we do?”


    “What do you normally do with your girlfriends?” I asked.


    His eyes popped open, and he did this cute half-grin thing.


    “Oh right. Manwhore.”


    “Unfair,” he said in a tone that made me know it was perfectly fair.


    “Man slut?”


    “Slut-shaming ain’t cool, Baze. Didn’t you get the memo?”


    “You’re right.”


    “No double standard now,” he said, waggling his finger in my face.


    I grabbed his finger and twisted it back until he yelled mercy—one of my favorite Felix torture games from when we were kids.


    He yelled and I let him go with a laugh.


    “So do you seriously never take your girlfriends out on proper dates?”


    “I don’t have girlfriends,” he said.


    I blinked. “What?”


    “I don’t have girlfriends.”


    He knew I wasn’t born yesterday. “Who are all those girls you’re driving around with then? Leaving campus with? Hiding in your room?”


    I knew him way too well, and he knew it. He couldn’t BS his way out of this with me.


    “They are my…female companions.”


    I burst out laughing. “Ah. I see. And they’re okay with this fine title?”


    “Of course.”


    “Do you ever ask them?”


    “Of course not.”


    Now it was Felix who was laughing. He had a nice laugh. Not too high, not too low, just right. Like Goldilocks finding that right temperature porridge after two previous tries…and then the perfectly sized chair…and then the perfectly sized bed…


    Hazel!


    Stop thy mind from wandering there.


    This. That. Kissing. Is as far as this is going to go.


    “So what did you and your creepy ex douchebag do for fun? And nothing over PG-13, please. My delicate mind can’t go there.” Felix dared me extrapolate.


    “Ha. Please. So we’d do normal things, I don’t know: dinner, movies, school functions, picnics at the beach at sunset…he was quite romantic.” Sometimes. Once in a while, anyway. But I wasn’t going to confess all that to Felix James.


    “Great. So now I get to relive all of this with my sister? All this faux chivalry?”


    “It wasn’t…it wasn’t…I didn’t think it was fake at the time. And with Kimmy…I don’t really want to think about that, okay.”


    “Sure. Sure, Baze.” He looked all flustered, like he had no idea what to do with an upset girl. And he didn’t! He didn’t spend any time out of the Mack truck express. Picturing the two of them—Kimmy and Jay— at the drive-in (one of the last in California; I’m a very nostalgic person), taking long walks on the beach at sunset (I’d bring brownies, he’d bring leftover BBQ chicken), Jay asking me questions about college, about our futures, and me really answering, or at least pretending to answer. And him listening. Well, at least pretending to listen. Ugh. Crap. It was just so…hopeless…and futile. How could he be in love with my best friend?


    It was all so unfair and frustrating.


    “So. How about we meet at the soda fountain? Make a new memory?” the boy who looked exactly like Felix the Alley Cat offered up.


    “Did you just get abducted by space aliens? Like this very second whilst I was standing here feeling sorry for myself? Because the Felix I know doesn’t even know what a soda fountain is, never mind how to ask a girl to go to one with him.”


    He blinked. “I know what a soda fountain is! In fact, I like cream soda. I go there with my mom.”


    “You go there with your mom?”


    “Yes. I like the red spinny chairs.”


    “You slay me, Felix. You seriously slay me.”


    “So…” He leaned in. Were his eyes really that green? Jesus. “Is it a fake date?”


    “Yes,” I said, sucking in a breath. “It’s a fake date.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Felix


    I wasn’t kidding about the soda fountain.


    It’s this great little spot downtown that was remodeled to look like a genuine soda fountain place from the fifties—you know, the black-and-white checkered tiles, the cooks in white hats and checkered pants, vinyl shimmering booths the color of candy apples. I’d been going there with my mom and Kimmy since I was a kid. I’d have a bad day, bad grade, gotten picked on at school. Anything bad, Mom would take me there. She’d give me two quarters for the jukebox and let me order whatever I wanted: burger, fries, a cream soda, chocolate shake, more fries (hey, I’m a big eater), and whatever was bothering me just washed away.


    I was hoping the soda fountain would help Baze the same way it helped me, and now that I had an outlined plan for us—oh, God, being around Hazel so much was seriously affecting me! —I needed to start implementing it.


    Cupid and Arrow.


    How hard would it be?


    I pictured myself on the auditorium stage in the giant diaper and no shirt. The no shirt thing would be no prob. My abs and chest were in great shape from surfing, but the giant diaper… Hmm. Well, if anyone could pull it off, it’d be me. And it’d be worth it for Hazel to get her revenge.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Hazel


    I hadn’t gone to the Soda Fountain since I was a kid.


    It was this retro place, kitschy, cool—but since Jay was so into health food, I’d struck it off my list of fun places to go. This was the one reason my mom and Jay got along, he turned his nose up at the classic burger and fries joint—since Mom disallowed red meat in the house, period. Me? God. Just the smell of the grilling burgers upon entering the diner made me drool.


    No sign of Felix. He wouldn’t stand me up. Right? I mean, this whole fake-date- relationship thing was his idea.


    I checked my phone. I was right on time, but the place was crowded with families and tween kids putting pennies in their chocolate malts, and laughing hysterically. This behavior was met with mostly disinterest from the employees who were busy getting other people’s orders ready.


    The jukebox was playing that Taylor Swift song about getting even with the cheating ex by pounding his headlights out with a crowbar. It was a catchy tune, so I knew it just from it randomly coming on the radio all the time, but the country song was completely athematic with the 1950s restaurant and fit perfectly with my revenge mode. Not to mention Felix’s new plan about Cupid and Arrow. So I knew right away who’d pushed that button.


    Felix, grinning like the sneaky cat he was, stretched his long legs out of a vinyl both and rose to greet me. Our eyes met across the room.


    “I knew you’d like this one,” he said.


    I grinned as I approached the table. “Got a crowbar I can borrow?”


    Felix stretched out his long, muscled arm and flexed. “This is all the crowbar you need, baby.”


    I laughed out loud.


    “Go on. Check it out for size.”


    Encouraging me to give his nicely muscled biceps a squeeze only dissuaded me from doing so. “No way am I feeding your already inflated ego, my friend.”


    “Come on now…see if it’s up to par.”


    “Up to par?”


    “With your left hook!” he said, and then he squeezed my arm, which was anything but muscle-bound.


    I laughed again. “You’re never going to stop talking about that, are you?”


    “Me? Never! It was the best thing that happened at school all year. Well,” he said, peering deeply into my eyes in that way of his that made my knees and stomach and everything else betray me and go weak, “the second best thing.”


    His eyes flickered down to my mouth, and he did that little eyebrow-raise thing, so I had to slug him.


    We were just like ten-year-olds!


    “Come on,” he said without missing a beat. He grabbed my elbow and pulled me gently up to the counter. “It’s on me. Order up. You’re too skinny anyhow.”


    “I am?”


    “Yeah. You never were before. You used to be very…healthy-looking.”


    I rolled my eyes at him. “Chubby. I was chubby. You can say it. Just don’t say the F-word or my mom will kick your butt.”


    “The F-word?”


    “Fat.”


    He whistled, the sound like a bomb falling out of the sky. “Ah. Believe me, I won’t. I don’t want to mess with yo mama, but you were never overweight—at least not in my eyes. You always looked great. Too many girls are too skinny nowadays anyway. What’s the point? Guys don’t even like too skinny.”


    “Is that true?”


    “Totally.” He nodded. “It’s other girls who give girls this weird street cred for being thin.”


    I raised my eyebrows. “Why do you think that?”


    “Kimmy.”


    “Kimmy?”


    “Yes, Kimmy. My sister. She’s the one who I see poring over all these magazines of skinny ladies. And her friends—her friends other than you anyway—are always complimenting her on seeing her ribs and all this weird crap.”


    “Really? I didn’t know that.”


    Kimmy was my best friend. She was thin—I guess maybe too thin now. I’d been so busy I hadn’t really noticed—was she doing that to please her new friends? Yikes.


    “It’s super-weird.”


    “Jay likes thin though,” I said.


    “Jay’s a dipshit.”


    “That he is. But you broke my mom’s no-cursing rule.”


    He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “But she isn’t here, is she?”


    “You’re a bad boy, Felix James.”


    “It’s my best trait.”


    We were quiet for a second, and then I asked him if he thought I was the F-word.


    “No!” he protested, genuinely upset that I’d misinterpreted what was meant to be a compliment. “Just healthy. Like someone who eats actual food. Other than tofu on a bed of lettuce like the d-bag tennis pro, and my whackadoodle weed sister.”


    I laughed. “I am craving a burger. And thank you. For a bad-boy jerk, you’ve been really cool lately. I…I appreciate it.”


    He grinned. “Then order up, sistah. Go ahead. It’s on me.”


    “Really? It’s okay. I brought my own money. It’s not like this is a real date,” I whispered. “You don’t need to try to impress me. I’m yours. At least until we’re crowned Diaper King and Weird Arrow Lady.”


    “Which will definitely happen. And I like your title better,” he said.


    Smiling, I ordered a bacon cheeseburger, chocolate malt, and French fries.


    If Mom or Jay could see me now, they’d freak!


    Between the two of them and their well-ordered health-nut eating, I was too thin. I looked at my ribbony arms falling out of my T-shirt. Felix was right. I could use some extra calories.


    He gave me an appreciative once-over. And after everything we’d been through, him thinking I looked so good actually made me feel good. Yeah, so it meant I might be his type. At least as far as bodies went. But that didn’t have to be an insult. Of course I was his type. I was Hazel Basil. He’d always thought I was hot.


    “I’m not saying eat red meat every day,” he said. “I mean, I’m not insane, but once in a while isn’t going to kill you.”


    “Says the boy who exercises two hours a day.”


    “I surf. I connect with the sea. That is exercising mind, body, and spirit.”


    I cocked an eyebrow at him.


    “And it doesn’t hurt the pecs, either!” he boasted in his classic Felix fashion.


    I laughed. We were laughing, and meandering back to our booth…when they walked in.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Felix


    I hadn’t spoken to her again since I went into her room to talk after The Incident.


    We’d brushed past each other in our shared hallway after waiting for a turn in our shared bathroom, but we hadn’t uttered more than an excuse-me since the day in the cafeteria.


    Obviously she felt guilty. Her eyes were hooded at the dinner table, where, after shoveling down her food, she’d asked to be excused and hurried up to her room and hid behind her closed door, likely texting or talking to the D-bag of the century.


    More than once I stood outside her door, knuckled up, ready to knock and try to get to the bottom of things, but I never did.


    I wasn’t much of an emoter. Or a talker. Or a listener really, either…until recently with Baze, where it just came naturally. I wanted to listen. I wanted to hear her, comfort her, understand her.


    God, what was wrong with me?


    Anyway, there they were, and Baze’s expression was pure horror.


    “What are you doing here?” she sneered at Jay.


    “Hoping to eat.”


    “Funny.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “They don’t serve rabbit food here.”


    I smothered a laugh, like my grandma’s rounded pewter candlesnuffer snuffled out an orange flame. Jay looked confused and glanced down at his pink Polo shirt and pale yellow shorts. I mean, if there’s an official uniform for douchebags, he was wearing it. The only thing he was missing was a popped collar. Maybe I should just go ahead and let him win the Cupid contest. He’d look perfect in a giant diaper.


    Kimmy stared down at her lavender Toms. I remembered that Hazel had told her Toms company gave away one pair of shoes to shoeless children in Africa or some such for every pair sold. Since then, it’s been a Toms-a-palooza in our house. I hadn’t folded yet. Then again, I’m not sure they even made Toms for guys.


    But I digress.


    These two dingleberries were like poster children for an Easter basket. Two holidays too early. We still had Valentine’s Day, St. Patty’s Day—my shamrock boxers ruled—and then came Easter. I wanted to make a joke, but Bazil looked ready to throw down.


    Bazil, hands on hips, stared him down. I hoped she was going to make a joke about his pink shirt. Call him bubblegum guy. Or ask him if he was trying to look like cotton candy as a way to make him appear sweeter. Or maybe he was just really, really in the spirit of St. Valentine’s and would grace Sunny Cove High with the majestic beauty of his pale pink shirts the entire week? Lucky us.


    I could’ve gone on and on like this…I hated the guy! But then I noticed Hazel’s fist clench.


    Was she going to punch him again? My insides lit up, and I was tempted to chant, “Fight, fight, fight,” but then I remembered where we were—and how that would be entirely uncool in my diner—still, I couldn’t help but fantasize that I was wearing a Team Hazel shirt and chanting, BAZE-L, BAZE-L, BAZE-L, which made me crack up, out loud this time. I went ahead and let it fly. No snuffle necessary.


    “Rabbit food?” Jay repeated, increasingly perplexed.


    “Lettuce. Carrots. Lentils,” Hazel said. “You know your usual diet. The diet of bunnies.”


    “Lentils are great for you, Hazel.”


    “Good for you.”


    Jay misunderstood her sarcasm. “No. Great for you.”


    God, this guy was king of the dorks. How did he make it through a day without getting socked? And what in the world had cool, fun, smart Hazel seen in him in the first place?


    “I was craving fries,” my sister finally said in a sheepish voice, still looking at her shoes that creepily matched his.


    “PMS?” Basil said, finally looking at her. Well, it was more glare than look.


    “You know me,” my sister said in this guilty singsongy voice, finally raising her eyes from her dumb Easter egg-colored shoes, which made me very uncomfortable.


    “I thought I did. Until you started screwing around with my boyfriend behind my back. How could you do that to me, Kimmy? What’s wrong with you? And more importantly, what did I ever do to you to make you want to hurt me like this?”


    Hazel’s voice wasn’t angry like it was with Jay.


    It was crushed.


    Swollen.


    Hurt.


    Kimmy had hurt her. Badly.


    And wouldn’t you know it? Kimmy must have seen how much she’d hurt Hazel, because she hunched her shoulders over. I knew that look. She was about to gush waterfall tears. Her certified distraction tactic. No one could pay attention to who she’d hurt if she was so busy crying herself.


    Gah. I hated it when she cried, even if it was fake as hell.


    Except…this time it didn’t look fake. Maybe she really did feel bad about this. She had to have felt bad about this. Right? Why would she risk her best friend for that Easter egg clam factory?


    “Okay.” I clapped my hands together. “This was all very pleasant, but we have food arriving soon. Enjoy those fries, sis!” I said, cheerfully, wrapping my arm around Baze and leading her back to our booth before she got arrested for assault in a public place, or before my sister burst into bigger tears. I’m not sure which one would be worse. Probably the former.


    I was Team Hazel in this one 100 percent. They say blood is thicker than water, and sure, I loved my sister, but there was no excuse for this betrayal. I might be a lot of the things the girls accuse me of (promiscuous, a player, blah, blah, blah), but I never cheated on a girl. Ever. And I would never cheat on a girl like Hazel if I were lucky enough to ever actually be with one.


    “Close one,” I mumbled as I sank into the slick vinyl booth couch and faced her across from me. “I thought you were going to slug him again.”


    “Believe me, I wanted to. I can’t believe they showed up here.” She shook her head, disheveled. “I just can’t believe it.”


    Her face was all red. I had to change the subject off them. I hoped like hell they’d get their food to go and get the heck out of Dodge so as not to ruin our nice time.


    “I forgot how cool this place is,” she said. She wanted to get over it, too. Get over them and get on with the meal. Good. Solid.


    “Yep.” I nodded. “It’s my favorite. See that Coca-Cola sign over there? Fred found that at a thrift shop in Yountville. And that fire hydrant? It was busted, and he asked the fire department if he could have it. And that grill of the car? Well, that was taken from the car he drove in high school. A ’67 Chevy. Pretty cool, huh?”


    “How do you know all this?”


    Before I had a chance to answer, Fred himself wandered over in all his diner-owner glory.


    “Who let you in here?” he asked jovially.


    I jumped out of my seat, customary, to give him a firm handshake and a shoulder slap. “Good to see you too, old man.”


    “And who is this?”


    “Hazel McAllister. You remember Hazel, my sister’s best…uh, she used to hang out with my sister a lot…as kids.”


    I glanced over at Hazel, who seemed fine with my faux pas.


    I shot her a little apologetic shrug. Even though he was ancient and potbellied, she seemed far more interested in Fred than me.


    “Nice to see you,” she said.


    “Hazel. Hazel. Didn’t you have glasses?”


    “Yes. I did the corrective surgery.”


    “I was thinking about doing that,” Fred said, gesturing at me to sit down and scoot over so he could press Hazel for info. “Did it hurt much?”


    “Man, you’re a wuss, dude,” I said, and he elbowed me. Fred was my father’s age. They’d gone to high school together and were friends from way back when.


    “I don’t enjoy pain,” Fred said with a half laugh. “So sue me.”


    “No. It was a really simple procedure,” she explained in a serious but present voice she likely reserved for teachers and those types.


    It’d been years since I’d had an actual class with her. She was in Advanced This and AP That, whereas I was mostly in the bottom-level basic classes. School wasn’t my thing. I preferred working with my hands. Creating things. I also hated sitting in my desk. I got so antsy. My mom swears I have ADD, but they tested me and I don’t. I’m right at the cusp. Very energetic. Need to keep my hands and mind busy. Sitting in desks and regurgitating information from a textbook and listening to a bored teacher just phoning it in and/or resenting being stuck with the “dumb kids” wasn’t my cup of tea.


    That’s another reason I liked Fred. He said I reminded him of himself at my age. Much preferred to tinker with cars, or grill up burgers for his friends, than study for some boring biology test.


    And look at him now. He owned the best establishment in town (in my humble opinion). Fred was my only post-high school hope. Once my friends and sister all fled for college, I’d be looking at a future like his, if I were lucky.


    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Hazel reassured Fred. “It does take some getting used to, though, after you’ve recovered. Being able to see everything. And being without glasses. Did you ever wear contacts?”


    Fred shook his head no.


    “Neither did I. They were so itchy! Anyway, I still fiddle around my face looking for my glasses all the time. I sort of miss them in a weird way.”


    “They were pretty cute,” I blurted out. “Especially the purple cat-eyes-shaped ones.”


    Hazel’s eyes jumped from Fred to me. “You remember those?”


    I shrugged. “Of course.”


    Fred nodded appreciatively, the exact opposite of the way my teachers looked at me. “This kid doesn’t miss a beat. Detail is his thing.”


    “Really?” Hazel said, looking really confused.


    “Does that surprise you?” I asked her, suddenly hurt.


    “Well. No. I mean…”


    “It’s okay.” I forced a smile, letting her off the hook. “Hazel sees me as the flaky brother of her friend.”


    “Flaky? You have one of the best work ethics of anyone I know.”


    “He does?” Hazel wrinkled his nose at Fred, and then, realizing her protest was probably hurtful, quickly muted her expression to a more neutral one. “I mean, he does?”


    I laughed. “Nice try, Baze. It’s okay. I know you don’t see that side of me very often… We don’t usually spend time together outside of school,” I explained to Fred, who looked very confused by the disconnect between the Felix he knew and the Felix that Hazel knew.


    “Never been late to a shift. Not once,” Fred said proudly, crossing his arms as if ready to defend me further should Hazel press it. I didn’t want him to think Hazel was a creep or critical or anything, so I started to explain further, but she interrupted me.


    “Huh,” she said. Simply, but so clear I was silenced.


    “You sure you know the same Felix, I do?” Fred asked.


    “I guess I don’t.”


    But the way she looked at me was pleasantly surprised. Like Fred had just given her a gift, and she’d opened it and found something unexpectedly wonderful.


    I liked that.


    I liked that look on Hazel’s face.


    We bantered on like that for a while. Our food was delivered, and Fred, after reassuring Hazel how lovely it was to see her again, finally excused himself, told us to enjoy our dinner, and moseyed away to get back to the grill.


    Post-Fred, we sat quietly munching on perfectly cooked burgers with homemade buns Fred’s was famous for, the hand-cut potato fries he was also famous for, and finally we slurped our delicious milkshakes —that Fred was, of course, also known for—until all that was left was a little puddle on the bottom of the tall fountain glass and two maraschino cherry stems.


    She leaned back in her chair, happy as a clam. “Yum,” she said, but it was more like a happy sigh. I’m surprised it didn’t come with a bubble that floated up to the sky like that scene in Willy Wonka.


    “Right?” I asked.


    “Yes, you were right.”


    She pulled her phone out of her purse, and I watched her expression as she checked her messages. “You have to go?”


    “Soon,” she remarked.


    “What’s up?”


    Her lips parted like she was going to tell me what was up, but then she clamped them shut.


    “You don’t have to tell me.”


    “Obviously.” Her eyes flared.


    “Hey, that’s not nice. I am your fake boyfriend after all.” I said that last part quietly but in a teasing voice as I leaned across the table.


    She looked genuinely perplexed. “Yes. You are.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I just…I didn’t know you worked here.”


    “Yep. I do.”


    “I thought…I guess I always assumed you were out surfing or with girls after school.”


    “Well, sometimes I am surfing or out with girls.”


    She nodded, her eyes unreadable.


    “What?” I pressed.


    “This place just seems…special to you.”


    “It is,” I admitted. “It’s my home away from home. When everything happened with my dad, Fred gave me a job. Wiping tables, fetching condiments, stuff like that. When I got good at it, he let me behind the counter, running the grill. I worked here most afternoons and weekends to help out Mom, whose bills were climbing. She doesn’t make too much money at her nursing job at the convalescent hospital, and Kimmy, well, you know how she is, always wanting the next, newest thing, and Mom has such a hard time saying no to her. Anyhow, she wants to protect us from money problems, but she refuses to ask for help. So I got this job and ignored her when she told me to quit. I pick up extra shifts when I can…”


    “Don’t tell me you’re working to pay for Kimmy’s shopping habits?”


    “Not that bad. I just pay a couple of the household bills. It’s fine. I don’t mind, really.”


    “But you should be concentrating on schoolwork, Felix.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t like school much. I prefer hands-on learning. Here, I get to try everything—Fred even lets me help with billing and accounting sometimes, but what I like most is the cooking. Trying out new recipes. The other day, I made this burger sauce that was out of this world. Part barbecue sauce, part soy with a little lemon twist. And I’ve been experimenting with a pesto mayonnaise to dip sweet potato fries in. Have you tried sweet potato fries? They are out of this world, and one of your superfoods, if I remember correctly, so they’ll be Basil Approved.”


    Then it dawned on me. Pesto. Basil. I had an idea that might cheer her up. I’d have to work on it tomorrow, when I came back for my shift. But tonight? Sweet potato fries in a pesto mayonnaise sauce.


    “Yum!” she said. “Can I try it?”


    “Sure.” I nodded. “It still needs some tweaking. You can be my taste taster. Plus it will be another ‘date.’” I flashed her air quotes. “Bound to infuriate my sister and her doofus beau.”


    “Yes,” she said, again her eyes unreadable. “It’s all about the revenge.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Hazel


    Few things surprised me in life.


    This was on purpose. My days were orderly and played out in a particular fashion predetermined by me.


    I woke up every day at 6:30 a.m.


    I was out of the shower by 6:45 a.m.


    I was dressed, hair done, light makeup on, and eating my oatmeal with organic blueberries at our dining nook by 7:00 a.m. I exited our lemon-colored front door by 7:15 a.m.


    I planned the next semester’s courses long before they were due to the high school administration. I pored over college catalogs and researched each place heavily on the Internet. I mooned over photos of places I want to one day visit and visualized myself there, sometimes imagining the different scenarios. If I were on the East Coast, for instance, I’d have to beg Mom for a heavy peacoat. If I were in the Midwest, I’d have to beg for one of those coats that looked more like a blanket. If I stayed in California, nothing much would change.


    And the house I wanted—err, had wanted—to live in with Jay one day? A remodeled Craftsman: robin’s-egg blue with white trim and a red door. Sometimes the door I imagined was lime-green. But that was only on a day when I felt particularly wild. Sometimes the design changed based on where we would go to college. Cape Cod, for instance. The house I wanted would have been built in the early 1900s so we could remodel it to perfection with a kitchen island.


    I knew this all sounded really weird, but ever since my dad died, I just wanted to be grown-up. I used to watch that 13 Going on 30 movie all the time. I envied that girl, the way she had gone to sleep a little girl one day and woken up an adult the next morning. I wanted to fast-forward through all this teen stuff and just be in a cozy safe house with a cozy happy safe family. One without death or struggling for money. One where there were two parents and two kids and a dog. A something doodle. Like a labradoodle or Aussiedoodle. Those are cute and don’t shed. Those were popular with thirtysomething types that I saw walking around town with their fancy strollers.


    And Jay cared about this kind of stuff, too!


    He golfed!


    He loved Polo shirts!


    He was a thirty-year-old stuck in a seventeen-year-old body!


    He got it. He got me. Well, he used to anyway.


    Pintrest was my jam. I have so many homey pictures saved up, you’d think I was a thirty-year-old already married and pregnant.


    Yep, I had everyone figured out. Except I didn’t have anyone or anything figured out. I thought I’d figured out Jay. Look how that turned out.


    And I thought I had Felix all figured out, too.


    Those mean, labeling words I’d used to describe him before— to his face even!—Flake. Manwhore. Player—I was so mean. So catty and awful. I was so embarrassed now. Ashamed even, because here he was perfecting a pesto mayonnaise sauce for sweet potato fries. The guy was working extra shifts to help his mom pay the bills and protect his spoiled little sister from worrying about money problems. Taking all that extra worry on himself instead.


    Who was Felix? Then I flashed on that Eminem song and thought, Will the real Felix James please stand up, please stand up, please stand up. And it made me laugh. Felix would think it was funny, too. Maybe I’d tell him about it when I saw him next.


    Here I was thinking about Felix James again.


    I flopped down on my bed and stared at the glow-in-the-dark star stickers that were starting to peel off. I guess they’d been up there for too long. They still produced a small glow. Just enough to see. The pattern was my horoscope. Pisces.


    Jay’s sign was up there too: Virgo.


    I wondered what Felix’s sign was.


    What was his birthday again? Oh yeah. End of April. Maybe an Aries or a Taurus? I’d have to look it up.


    Argh. Stop thinking about Felix, Hazel!


    This was just a game.


    A revenge game.


    He didn’t kiss me when he dropped me off after the diner in his beat up Jeep.


    He didn’t need to. There was nobody watching—and after all, it wasn’t a real date.


    But if it wasn’t a real date, why hadn’t I wanted it to end?

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Felix


    “Hey Ma, I’m home,” I hollered as I walked through our beat-up screen door. I needed to replace the screen part. It was peeling in the upper right corner, probably from Kimmy slamming in and out all day long. I dropped my backpack off on the folding chair by the door. “Ma?”


    “In here,” Mom said. She was sitting at our round pine hand-me-down table with her hair wrapped in plastic.


    “Dye day?”


    “Yes, sir,” she said. “Come gimme a hug.”


    I did. I held on to her an extra second. All this cheating stuff brought back so many memories for me. My poor mom! I hated to tell her what her daughter was up to.


    She held me tight. “I just read this article that says when your kid hugs, you should never be the first to let go.”


    “Does it say that you need to squeeze with the strength of an Amazonian python?”


    She held me even mightier. “I just love my boy!”


    I didn’t even try to resist. “I love you too, Ma.”


    “Sit, sit.” She let me go and patted the chair next to her. “How was your day?”


    “Good.”


    “Anything new?”


    “Kinda,” I admitted.


    “Kinda?”


    “Kinda.” I nodded.


    “That sounds promising.”


    “You’re nothing if not a proud gossip, Ma.”


    “That’s how people connect, Felix! I read an article that said women gossip, not to be catty, but to connect with other women. It’s how we’ve been doing things since the beginning. Around the campfire, whilst gathering nuts and berries…”


    “Okay, Ma. You and your articles,” I said, this time with a grin.


    “I have to do something while my blond reclaims the gray back from my hair follicles.” She leaned back in the chair and scrubbed her hair like she was in a salon.


    “You don’t have gray hair, Ma.”


    “See, this is why you’re my favorite son.”


    “I’m your only son.”


    “Details.” She grinned. “Pour me a drink, will you?”


    Inside I sighed. I wish she wouldn’t drink so much.


    “What do you want?” I gave in. Dutiful son.


    “Surprise me. Also, grab the deck of cards if you have time for a round.”


    “I always have time for a round.”


    I poured her a drink in the kitchen, grabbed the ratty, old Yosemite deck with Yosemite Falls streaming down the front—her favorite—sat across from her, and shuffled the cards. When Kimmy wasn’t home, this was our routine: quiet, fun, relaxing. Mom and I had always gotten along, but since Dad had moved in with flight attendant Shirley, I’d realized I was the man of the house and stepped up, not only financially, but also in Mom-taking. She was fine, of course, but I wanted to make sure she stayed fine. Kimmy didn’t seem to notice when Mom was lonely. But sometimes I’d catch her curled up at night, sipping her drink, staring out at the black night with only a crocheted blanket on her lap to give her comfort. I knew I had to do more.


    It wasn’t like it was a huge sacrifice. In case you couldn’t tell, my mom is actually pretty cool.


    We played for an hour or so. She won, then I did, then she did again—when the door swung open and Kimmy entered. Mom and I both just set down our hands.


    “Oh my God, what in the world is going on between you and Hazel, Felix?”


    “Hello to you, too.”


    “Mom. Felix is out of control. You have to help me.”


    Mom shot me a look like, Here we go, but she replied appropriately, “How so, Kimmy?”


    “Well, first off. He’s going around with Hazel—making out with Hazel at school twice—and they don’t even like each other. It’s just totally weird and embarrassing, and then they confronted me and Jay at the diner today…”


    “You and Jay?”


    She flushed. “I thought Felix would’ve told you.”


    “Not really. Do you have something you’d like to share about your best friend’s boyfriend?”


    “Um.”


    Mom pointed at the chair across from her, next to me, and Kimmy slunk into it.


    “So, it’s no big deal really, like, at all, but Jay and I started liking each other, and now we’re, like, going out. And Hazel is obviously miffed about it and…”


    “Miffed?” I had to interject. “I’m not female, but I can imagine your best friend stealing your boyfriend would make me plenty pissed off.”


    Mom looked at Kimmy. “I agree with Felix. Why would you do that to Hazel, Kimberly? You know how this family feels about cheaters.”


    Kimberly.


    How this family feels about cheaters.


    Somebody was busted. B-U-S-T-E-D. BUSTED.


    I almost felt bad for her. Almost.


    Say good-bye to that bejeweled iPhone for the next week, little sis.


    This was about to get real.


    Their last big knuckle fight, Mom had chased Kimmy around the house with a wooden spoon, which I’d found hysterical, because Mom had never hit either one of us in our life. She’d been stirring a sauce when Kimmy had walked in and announced she’d used Mom’s credit card (without permission) and bought a leather jacket she just “had to have.” Cue Mom and the wooden spoon. Kimmy had run into her room squealing and hadn’t come out until morning.


    They didn’t talk for three days, and Kimmy’s cell phone was disconnected until her usage minutes (or, in this case, nonuse minutes) paid Mom back for the leather jacket, which was apparently “nonreturnable.”


    I didn’t know where Kimmy came from.


    This spoiled princess with bright blond hair and blue eyes and rosy-pink cheeks born into a lower-middle-class family of dirty-brown-haired folks who’d rather play cards than go shopping.


    When I was little, I swore she was adopted.


    She’d read all these fairy books about little girls left in wet tulips, and I figured that’s how we’d ended up with her.


    Anyway, she had her good points, but this week they weren’t really on display. Mom and Kimmy, as predicted, yelled and hollered until Kimmy burst into tears, screaming that Mom and I “didn’t understand love” and that Jay “was as special as Jack in Titanic.” I thought Mom’s eyes would roll back into her head.


    “Except one small thing,” I noted, and they both stopped hollering and looked at me like they just remembered I was there.


    “What?” Kimmy’s face was all red and her hairline sweaty.


    “Jack would never cheat on Rose.”


    “Jesus, Felix.”


    “Language!” Mom interjected.


    “What? I’ve seen the movie umpteen times with you and Hazel. I know Jack,” I shouted.


    “You’re an idiot.” My sister was shaking her head at me. “And besides. Titanic was about True Love Cheaters. You can cheat if it’s true love.”


    “You’ve just crashed us into an iceberg. We are currently sinking under your rhetoric.”


    My mom laughed through her fury.


    Kimmy ignored her. She always had been good at ignoring something when it was obvious. “Rose was cheating on that guy she was engaged to,” she said. “Because Jack was, is, forevermore shall be, her true love.”


    “The weird killer with the dark eyebrows?” I said. “The part where the Titanic turns into a random action film with that guy running with a gun in slow-mo, is pretty special.”


    “Yes! She didn’t belong with him,” Kimmy said emphatically. “She belonged with Jack. She always knew it; it just took her meeting Jack to realize how much she didn’t belong with him.”


    “What’s his name, anyway?” I asked.


    “No one ever remembers his name,” Mom said.


    “Regardless of his name, you’re a sleazy friendship killer.” I waggled my finger at my sister. “And you aren’t Rose DeWitt Dawson any more than that doofus ex of Hazel’s is Jack Dawson.”


    “Kids,” Mom warned, her half-laughing, half-yelling voice rising to a tenuous edgy point. Who knew which way her mood would go.


    “It’s true, Ma! She’s an embarrassment to the family name!” I blurted out in more defense of Hazel than myself. I turned to Kimmy. “How could you do that to her? All she’s been is a great friend to you all these years, and all you’ve been is a royal pain in the rear!” Not the word I wanted to use, but you know how Mom is about language.


    “Why do you care?” my sister demanded, looking frazzled and frenzied. “I thought you didn’t even like Hazel.”


    “I…like her fine,” I mumbled into my drink, feeling my ears heat up. “And even if I didn’t, I’d defend her because what you did was wrong with a capital W.” More finger waggling from me while I silently wondered what in the hell I’d just said.


    Wrong with a capital W? I was turning into my mother.


    I was losing my mind! What was with all this righteous finger waggling?


    I flashed on Hazel’s hands digging through my hair by the lockers. Her warm body pressed against mine.


    Her surprised smile at the diner, her head tilt as she listened to Fred. The full feeling expression in her eyes when she realized I wasn’t the dick she thought I was.


    How she wanted to taste my pesto mayonnaise.


    “What’s with him?” Kimmy asked Mom, suddenly calm and staring at me.


    Mom was looking at me funny, too. Like she noticed something she hadn’t before.


    “What? Stop looking at me like that you two and return to your fight. Unpause! Go, go, go!” I yelled.


    They both stared at me.


    Now I was acting like the crazy one.


    I ran my fingers through my hair and tugged at the tips.


    This. This was exactly what I was trying to avoid. This was what casually meeting up with the Barbies helped me avoid.


    Feelings.


    Feelings made people crazy.


    They made you run with guns and jump back onto sinking ships. (Maybe I should hide the wooden spoons.)

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Hazel


    The roof wasn’t cutting it—not tonight—so after a few antsy minutes, I slipped back through my window, changed into my bikini, snatched my wet suit off the back deck where I’d hung it out to dry a few weeks ago, grabbed my surfboard—and headed to the beach!


    After sticking my board in the back of my Jeep, I contemplated zipping the top up, but the sun was bright and the sea air surprisingly warm for this time of the day. Usually by this time of the day, most families and kids on the beach were huddled together wrapped in big colorful towels or thick hoodies around one of the only legal campfire spots in the state.


    But not tonight. Tonight was warm. Hawaii-warm. And it felt delicious on my face as I cruised the mile or so to the coast.


    Perk of Global Warming? One positive side-effect, anyway.


    While I was obviously extremely upset and concerned about the worldwide implications of greenhouse gases and melting polar ice caps—the polar bears floating on pieces of ice along at sea devastated me!—today, I’d take it.


    I cruised to the spot on the point where I liked to enter, parked, and carried my board down the sandy-rocky trail. Both sides were littered with beer cans and candy wrappers. Surfers were the worst kinds of junk-food addicts. I set a reminder on my phone for me to alert my Green Team at school to come down here for a cleanup afternoon.


    Green Team was one of the three afterschool clubs I ran. My involvement wasn’t just to look good on college applications, either, though that was certainly a plus. I liked being involved with local causes. I liked feeling useful. I liked getting stuff done.


    Just like Mom.


    Making a list and checking off the items one at a time felt good.


    Productivity was the key to escape—no, avoid—boredom. And sadness. Sadness, too. If I was constantly doing things, I didn’t have to face the things that truly bothered me.


    Jay and I agreed about this.


    It was one of the things that had united us early on. I was drawn to his meticulously detailed schedule and his goal-oriented mind that was so like my own. I never had to offer up excuses or apologize for all my time spent away from him, and he never had to do it with me either. After school, if I had a leadership meeting and Jay had tennis practice, no problem. Fine. We’d meet up later.


    Neither one of us minded in the least.


    Hmm. I looked out at the surfers bobbing around in the cool blue sea. Could that have been part of the problem? Weren’t you supposed to want to be with your boyfriend/girlfriend all the time? At least some of the time? I’d always enjoyed seeing him. He’d wave, pull me in for a quick hug, and then be off, and I’d be fine.


    But each time he left, seconds later…


    I’d already forgotten about him.


    I’d be on to the next thing on my list.


    I was more obsessed with fake Felix than I’d ever been about my real cheater ex-boyfriend, Jay. God, I was a mess.


    I left my things on the shore, tucked my board under my arm, and trotted out into the ocean. The waves were thigh-high today—a good day, but not great. Doable. I was a pretty decent surfer, I could hold my own, but I definitely wasn’t in contention to win any contests or anything like that.


    For some reason, when it came to surfing, that didn’t bother me.


    It was the only sport I did that wasn’t for anything other than me.


    No one else really knew I surfed. I didn’t talk about it much. I wanted something only for me.


    I scooted up on the board and waited my turn, bobbing up and down, up and down over the waves. The water was choppier than I’d realized. Much choppier. But I was pretty good at this. Choppy water meant bigger waves.


    Bring. It.


    When I was next up, I paddled hard, so hard my biceps burned, and I caught the wave. Squatting in perfect position, I cupped the sides of the board, thinking everything was fine, when I heard a scream, and then something hard hit my side.


    My first thought was shark. I’d just seen that viral video of the Australian surfer who had a run-in with a great white shark during a contest. Felt it by his side and just started punching it in the face.


    Well I didn’t come out here to get eaten by a shark!


    My instincts flew into action.


    Fists closed!


    Reared back!


    No hesitation!


    Pow!

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Felix


    After the household drama between Mom and Kimmy, I couldn’t calm down. Studying for my pre-Calculus test was definitely on my should-do list, but it wasn’t anywhere on my to-do list. Not that I had a to-do list. I was thinking like Hazel again. This couldn’t happen.


    I needed…some air.


    I grabbed my board, tossed it into the back of my pickup truck, and headed to the beach. It was the one place, the ocean, that always soothed me no matter what else was going on.


    Out in the middle of the ocean, or what felt like the middle of the ocean, the view of the town didn’t seem so ominous. In fact, everything on land seemed small from that vantage point. Doable. Easy, even.


    Of course I knew it wasn’t. Of course everything was complicated as hell. But I needed that illusion from time to time. I needed that illusion today.


    I couldn’t shake the conversation with Hazel out of my mind. I’d tried thinking about something else. One of the Barbies, one of my recipes—but every time I closed my eyes, I saw Hazel’s smile.


    I shook out my hair and slapped myself upside my head.


    This thing with Hazel wasn’t real.


    She went for guys like Jay. Organized, studious, college-bound types. Guys like her.


    Hazel in Real Life would never go for a guy like me. Hazel in Real Life and Felix the Cat had nothing in common outside of a shared interest in Kimmy, and now that Kimmy had betrayed Hazel with Jay, we didn’t even have that in common anymore. Next year, Hazel would leave for school, and that would be it. Which was for the best. She deserved a big future far away from here. She deserved better.


    I swallowed the annoying emotion that crept into my throat at the thought of her driving away, waving to me in her rearview mirror. The thought of her blowing me a kiss. Then the thought of her…


    Wait. Huh? I pulled my truck into the lot of the point and saw a Jeep that was undeniably Hazel’s. That unmistakable I <3 SUNNYSIDE COAST and SAVE OUR SHORES bumper stickers.


    Maybe she was reading at picnic tables or something.


    This lot was pretty well reserved for surfers, so it struck me as incredibly odd that her Jeep would be parked here. I left my surfboard behind and headed over to the cliffs. The sun was incredibly bright, so I slipped on my shades and peered out. To my dismay, both in my hunt for Hazel and in my selfish quest to surf myself, I discovered a copious number of surfers bobbing up and down in the sea like little buoys.


    Outside of a lone homeless dude packing and repacking his backpack, the picnic tables were void of people. Strange. Where could Hazel be?


    I scanned the bobbing surfers again.


    Wait. There was one… From the shape of the rider, I could see she was female.


    I took a few more steps toward the edge of the point and leaned against the rail.


    I’ve always had a thing for girl surfers. And this one had me going quick. Maybe my crazy obsession with Hazel was finally over.


    I couldn’t make out her face, but I could see the board. Orange with aqua stripes. It looked oddly familiar, like I’d seen it in a photo somewhere. Oh yeah, in Kimmy’s room. On her board. I’d never asked her about it, but I’d always wondered why my sister, who had zero interest in surfing even though she’d lived in a beach town here whole life, had it up on her board.


    The colors were so pretty together, the tangerine and aqua, which I always found myself staring at it. And here it was again. Live and in person.


    And now that I knew what to look for, I knew it was her. I could recognize Hazel’s hair, Hazel’s face, Hazel’s grace from a mile away.


    She sat on her surfboard in the water, waiting for her turn to catch a wave. But man, that water…it was choppy. A mess. And I know she’s able to take care of herself, but she wouldn’t be the first person to get caught unaware in water much messier than she’d anticipated.


    Then I saw the huge wave headed right toward her. I’m a great surfer. Not trying to be cocky, but in our little town, I’m probably the best. And even I’d be nervous if that monster was coming toward me.


    Maybe she’d be fine. Maybe I’d laugh and duck back in the water so that she never knew I was there.


    But if I wasn’t? If she was about to be in trouble?


    I took off into the water and went after her.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Hazel


    I hit the shark as hard as I could.


    I couldn’t really see it. Just felt it slam into my board, so I punched and punched and—


    “Hazel! Stop hitting me!”


    Sharks can talk?


    I jerked back and saw Felix James holding his bleeding nose.


    Bleeding nose!


    Blood could bring on a real shark frenzy.


    Oh my God, Felix? What was he doing here? And staring down at me no less, blood gushing from his once-perfect nose, his face bathed in sunset colors of pinks and oranges—the majestic sunset that had blinded me to his true form.


    “Felix?”


    My first thought? Thank God Felix isn’t a great white shark!


    My second thought: Felix saw me surfing!


    Felix knew my secret…and now it wasn’t a secret anymore.


    But my third thought?


    My third was a slow smile. If anyone had to know my secret, I’d want it to be him.


    I shrugged my shoulders guiltily and apologized. “I’m so, so, so, so sorry, Felix.”


    He waded back a little in the water, holding on to his board with one hand while he rubbed his aching nose with the other. “I know I’m not your favorite person in the world, but punching me repeatedly in the face? I was just trying to help you.”


    “Help me?”


    “Yeah. I saw you from up top and you looked like you were about to get caught in a rip.”


    “Oh. Yeah. The riptide.”


    “So I hopped on my board and headed out to try and help. I thought you saw me. I waved from up on the rails.”


    “Oh, Felix, you’re gushing blood.” I reached out and wiped the stringy red liquid from his face. “We need to get you to shore.”


    He rejected my offer to help him. (He was Felix James, after all.) But once we were on the shore, he did let me nurse his bloody nose with my rainbow-striped towel.


    “Make sure you use the red stripe,” he said.


    “Hush, you.”


    I felt absolutely horrible.


    “Oh gosh, it’s still bleeding,” I said. “Let’s sit down.”


    He protested for a second, but then he let me take his big hand and pull him down to the sand, where I continued to squeeze the bridge of his nose. I was practically in his lap, leaning over him and squeezing. I watched his breath go in and out of his black wet suit.


    “Who knew the most dangerous thing in the water would be you, Baze,” he said, joking.


    “How can you be so nice about this?” I asked him. “Jay would’ve freaked out. He wouldn’t have talked to me for a week.”


    “It was an accident,” Felix said with a shrug. “It’s not like you were purposefully trying to beat me to a pulp and leave me as shark bait.”


    “Still. Jay wouldn’t have understood that. He’d probably already be on the phone with his plastic surgeon ordering a consultation for his nariz.”


    “When are you going to realize the guy was a total and utter douchebag, my friend?”


    My friend.


    He looked at me so sweetly, Felix James, with his bright eyes and swollen nose.


    “You were trying to help me?” I asked, suddenly shy.


    Felix James had been watching me. He’d thought I was in danger, and then there he’d been, scurrying effortlessly down the rocks.


    Just like in the cafeteria. Think what you want about Felix, he had a protector side to him that no one could deny.


    “Indeed. I thought you were having trouble.”


    He squinted his eyes shut, pretending to scrutinize me.


    “Who knew you could surf.”


    “Well. It’s kind of a secret.”


    He whistled, this time like it was me who’d dropped a bomb. “Well, well, well. I see the cat’s out of the bag.”


    “Was the cat ever really in the bag to begin with though?” I asked.


    “Right?” He nodded. “It’s such a weird expression.”


    “Who put a cat in a bag in the first place?”


    “Does it harken back to the days where insane people drowned cats and whole litters of kittens?”


    “I don’t know, but I read about that in a book when I was a little kid and had nightmares about rocks and kittens sinking to the bottom of a swampy lake.”


    “Wasn’t that in a movie we saw once?”


    “Maybe?”


    We went on like this for a while about the cat in the bag. He seemed like he was in a very good mood. Or maybe he was just excited about catching me doing something that wasn’t Typically Hazel. Part of my Hazel Agenda.


    And then he admitted just that.


    “I had no idea you surfed, Baze. Seriously, zero idea. How in the world have you been hiding this from Felix, Surf King all these years?”


    “Why do you assume it’s been years?”


    “Those moves? They don’t happen overnight. I watched you down there. You’re good.”


    “Thanks,” I said, surprised by his generous praise. “That means a lot coming from you.”


    “Why, cuz you still think I’m a d-bag?”


    “No! Because you’re an awesome surfer.”


    “Thanks, kid.”


    “It’s true! You don’t think you’re a great surfer? Come on. You’re renowned as being one of the best at the point, if not the entire city.”


    “Now you’re just mocking me.”


    “Felix!” I slugged him. “Just say thank you when someone pays you a compliment.”


    “Thank you,” he said bashfully.


    “Gimme a break.”


    I slugged him again.


    He laughed.


    And then he told me about the fight he’d had with his mom and his sister. Well, it was mostly a fight between him and Kimmy, and it was mostly about me. And Jay and the whole mess.


    “It sucks so bad that things are so…messy right now,” I said, turning away from his earnest listening face and looking out at the sea.


    “Yeah, I know,” he said. “But at least you have me?”


    I nodded. “For now, anyway.”


    “For now?”


    “Yeah. I’m sure once they’re jealous enough and the revenge is complete, you’ll be back to your girlfriends and I’ll just be your sister’s ex-best friend.”


    “Basil. I’m ashamed at you.”


    “For what?”


    “For being so whiny.”


    “Huh?”


    Something flickered in his eyes, gone too fast for me to be sure what it was.


    “Surfer girls never whine,” he said.


    “You know, I really do hate you.”


    “Oh yeah. I can tell.”


    I elbowed him. I’m not sure when my eight-year-old self conspired to take over my body and force me into this increasingly infantile physical assault for the offended behavior—I figured it happened somewhere along the time Felix the Swine became Felix the Savior? —but it was bad, bad, bad, and now I wanted to stomp on his flip-flop-laden toes and listen to his squeal.


    But instead, I tried to be a grown-up. Or at least a version of a seventeen-year-old future college student, present-day straight-A student and apparently awesome surfer girl. I scrunched my mouth in his direction and shook my head like a dog after a romp in the waves, and we stood there watching each other for a beat. Then he suggested we go back up the trail and grab a coffee before heading home.


    “You know. So people can see us out and about,” he added, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, trying to snuff the silly grin building on his annoyingly handsome face.


    “Right. Need to keep up the ruse,” I pointed out.


    “Exactly.” He mimicked my scrunched-up expression, and I wanted to hit him with something, but this time it wouldn’t be with my fist, it would be something else. “The ruse.”


    I stood on my tiptoes and gave him a quick little kiss on the mouth.


    “What was that for?” he said in a low, surprised voice that didn’t sound entirely unhappy.


    I smiled. “There are a lot of surfers out there. Someone is bound to be watching.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Felix


    When I got back home, things were thankfully quiet. Mom was passed out asleep in her bedroom. Kimmy was asleep in hers.


    I opened the fridge, bathing the dark kitchen in an eerie horror-moviesque light. After pulling out the key ingredients, I made a giant turkey, cheese, tomato, and lettuce sandwich, poured a tall glass of milk, and, after grabbing a handful of nuts to go with it, sat down at the kitchen table with the funky, sticky-mango-print tablecloth and ate in the dark.


    And thought.


    Thought about Hazel.


    Hazel who surfed!


    I’d had no idea.


    Clearly, I really never knew Hazel at all. The Hazel I thought I knew had a one-track mind: school. Well, two-track if you considered Jay. Three if you threw my sister into the mix, but I digress.


    Hazel surfed! We had this…huge thing in common. I wondered if she’d want to go out surfing with me sometime. I mean, beyond fulfilling the whole Revenge Plot. Just like, for fun. Maybe even after the dance was over, and we’d stuck it to Jay and Kimmy, surfing would be something we could still do together.


    After I ate, I showered, jumped in my now too-small twin bed, and tried to sleep. Normally I had no problem, but tonight I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t relax. I just saw her up on that wave, confidently zooming toward the shore. I saw her over and over and over, coming at me faster and faster until I must’ve finally fallen asleep, because only in my dreams was I free to kiss her for real.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Hazel


    Five Days Before Valentine’s Day


    I woke up feeling like I was still bobbing up and down in the waves, waiting for my turn to ride. My stomach was seriously funky.


    At the breakfast table, I could barely nibble at my oatmeal—I picked at my blueberries—and the smell of my soy latte made me queasy.


    What was going on? I rubbed my aching head.


    Was it Jay? Felix?


    Kimmy? All of the above? Ugh. All of the above.


    Maybe I shouldn’t have gone out surfing last night… It had been too much. And then I couldn’t sleep. I just lay there, staring up at my ceiling, counting my unlucky stars.


    This was uncharacteristic of me. I was never one to feel sorry for myself.


    That wasn’t my M.O. (as Mom would say, short for modus operandi in life. I was a pick-myself-up-and-move-on type. I wasn’t perfect, but I was a hard worker).


    I’d worked hard getting over the loss of my dad.


    I’d worked hard on my relationship with Jay.


    I’d worked hard on my relationship with Kimmy.


    I was a good girlfriend and a good friend.


    Wasn’t I?


    “Here, sweetheart,” Mom said, putting two Advil down on my yellow farm table napkin. We only used reusable napkins. “You look like you’re about to brain someone. I sure hope it isn’t me.”


    “Brain someone?”


    “You have a zombie glow.”


    “Great. Now I look like a zombie. No wonder Jay dumped me for Perfectly Coiffed Kimmy,” I groaned, flopping my loose-necked heavy head on my hands and groaning.


    “Brainzzzz…” Mom stuck her arms out and started zombie-ing around the kitchen, cracking herself up.


    “Stooooop. I feel even sicker when I laugh.”


    “If I didn’t know you better, I’d guess you were hung-over. Did you eat something weird?”


    “I don’t think so. I haven’t slept very well the last couple of nights, though.”


    Mom pulled up a chair next to me and patted my hand. “Do you want to stay home from school today, sweetie? Get some rest? Maybe you need to take a personal day.”


    I grinned. Mom always let me take a “mental health day” when I needed one. Kids need to recharge as much as grown-ups do, sweetie—maybe even more so. Now that I was in high school and taking AP classes, she was hyper aware of all the stress high school kids placed on themselves.


    And I was one of those classic high-achievers with mellow parent formulas. I was even harder on myself since my dad had died. It was just Mom and me. I didn’t have a sibling to lean on. It was just me.


    And even if she didn’t say I had to get straight A’s…


    Even if she didn’t punish me for a C+ or any of these other things stress-riddled parents did…


    I saw how proud…no, how relieved she was when I did well. Mom was a widow. The better I did in life, the less I’d depend on her.


    I understood this.


    She had enough weight on her shoulders; I wanted to be light as feathers: a tickle, not a heavy pack weighing her down.


    So I couldn’t disappoint her. And I couldn’t disappoint myself, either. As bad as I felt, I was resigned to go to school. More than that. Those little feelings I’d had for Felix? They’d have to be fuel for the revenge plan.


    My independence was at stake here. If I couldn’t stand up and give it to Jay and Kimmy the way they deserved, it’d be like a sign for everything else that would happen. I’d never know I could stand up to bullies and cheaters and backstabbing best friends.


    For me—for mistreated women everywhere—I had to be okay. I had to do this.


    “No, I’m okay. I’ll just take it easy. Maybe you could just write me a note and get me out of PE, I think that would help.”


    “Sure thing.”


    Mom gave me a little kiss on my head, and then she scribbled a note on a bright yellow Post-it. The bright colors in our kitchen were on purpose. Cheery colors equals cheery day. It was important for us to get a good start every day. We even had a little lemon tree in the corner, and Mom always had freshly cut flowers (daffodils or sunflowers) on the kitchen table. I appreciated all she did to push away the darkness and the void Dad had left behind, but sometimes all the cheer made me feel worse.


    I swallowed the ibuprofen and thanked Mom for the note. The pills swirled down my throat when I remembered something else that was happening today: Valentine’s Day Dance invitations. Stupid Cupid.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Felix


    No matter what else was going on, I was always up for eating.


    No matter what we were having for breakfast, if Mom cooked it, I knew I’d be leaving early for school.


    Except I hate to hurt her feelings. Sometimes you just gotta eat it.


    I love her, so you can see my conflict.


    “Are you okay?” Ma asked while trying to feed me runny-queasy scrambled eggs. This was the reason I started cooking to be honest. Ma, as hard as she tried, and how decent she was as a human being, was a terrible cook. No. Terrible was too kind a word. She was a horrendous cook. I’m surprised Kimmy and I survived on her culinary experiments into teenhood, really.


    Her eggs were always overcooked, and in an effort to make more of them—her water into wine trick— she used “this great technique” of dumping an extra cup of milk into the egg yolks and whites, and often she added a few of those cheap processed American cheese slices. And then she wouldn’t leave them in the pan long enough to melt.


    So we’d sit down to breakfast with this bowl of runny, half-cooked yolks mixed with one-inch chunks of processed cheese. I wondered even then as a wee kid if it didn’t melt all the way because it was fake cheese. We only used real cheddar now. That melted fine, contrary to popular opinion, though I preferred other kinds of soft cheese. But in eggs, I didn’t like added cheese or milk in my eggs at all. A simple Google search of online recipes agreed with me—straight-up farm fresh eggs, the brighter the yolk the better—and you were good to go.


    So weary and trying to stave off the inevitable food-borne illness in the James house from raw eggs, I’d saved up my money, bought a real pan, and only used farm fresh eggs that I bought from the Farmers Market. They were cheaper than grocery store eggs and far superior in both color and taste.


    Long egg-story short: I was now the breakfast chef of the house.


    But I’d slept in, waking up in a cold sweat after an especially heated dream about Hazel.


    “You look pale, sweetie,” Mom said, her cup of coffee dangling off her hand.


    “I don’t feel so well. No thanks on the eggs, Ma. Seriously.” I waved her off, and she set the pan back on the counter.


    “I didn’t add milk or that fake cheese you love so much,” she said. “Are you sure?”


    “I’m sure. But good job on the recipe,” I managed to utter.


    “I hope you aren’t upset about our family argument last night. Because Kimmy and I are fine. Aren’t we, Kimmy?”


    “Huh?” Kimmy was sitting on the bar stool, typing frantically into her bejeweled pink iPhone. I noticed she was wearing a new white cardigan sweater.


    “We are fine, right?” Mom asked Kimmy. “Though I still don’t agree that it’s okay for you to go out with Hazel’s boyfriend.”


    Kimmy growled. Actually growled. A Wolf in a White Cardigan. “He’s my boyfriend now, Mother. Not Hazel’s.”


    “You know exactly what she means,” I said, trying my best to ignore the smell of Mom’s nasty eggs.


    “I know. And I know you disagree, but Jay and I have a connection. A profound connection! And we need to explore it.”


    I swallowed back the sudden urge to spew. “I’m already feeling ill, Kimmy. Please don’t exacerbate it.”


    “What does exacerbate mean?” she asked, annoyed.


    “Look it up.”


    She sighed so dramatically that her large silver hoop earrings jangled. “You are so weird. I’ll never understand why someone who hates school insists on using SAT words in everyday conversation.”


    “I don’t understand why someone would steal their best friend’s boyfriend away over something so lame as a ‘connection.’”


    I used Hazel-style air quotes.


    Kimmy cocked an eyebrow.


    “That’s because you’ve never had a connection with a girl, like, ever. You just use them and abuse them.”


    I stood up. “Hey! I’ve never abused a girl. Ever. And I resent you insinuating I have.”


    “You use them. Same thing.”


    “I am a feminist, Kimmy. I fully respect the female position, and if a woman chooses to sleep with me, she has every right to.”


    “Ha! You don’t even like the girls you ‘date’ or whatever it is you call it. You use them for…yuck. Forget. You know what. Don’t forget it. I’ve seen them sneak out of your window and run naked down the street.”


    I groaned and shook my head. “You know Mom is standing right there.”


    “Oh. Don’t mind me. Carry on,” Mom said, nonplussed. We both ignored her.


    “If anything, we use each other,” I said, not letting Kimmy shove me in some awful male corner.


    She twirled her necklace—the one Jay was fingering at the cafeteria table—in her hand. “Except they are all probably in love with you—for some reason I can’t even begin to imagine—and you don’t even take them on dates! You just bring them here and sneak them up into your room.”


    “Kimmy. Please. Mom.” I stuck my thumb in Mom’s general direction.


    Mom didn’t really care what we did in our personal life. In fact, when I was fifteen, she sat me down, gave me a brown bag full of Trojans, and told me she wasn’t going to micromanage my life as long as I treated girls with respect—which I did. And I promised to have safe sex, which I always did.


    Thankfully, Mom remembered all of that. She even seemed to be enjoying watching me and Kimmy sort this out ourselves, but I guess we’d taken it too far, because she said, “I got enough on my plate without dealing with a Neanderthal son and/or a screaming infant living under my roof.”


    Mom was a “fallen away Catholic” that was pro-choice out of necessity. Better not to have unwanted children, but if it came down to it, she would want me or Kimmy to have our baby because it wouldn’t be an “unwanted” child. Children are always a blessing in this house.


    So basically I went along with what was expected of me based on home protocol. I sometimes wondered, though, if my mom was more like Hazel’s mom: no boyfriends in your room, curfew at ten, and please don’t have sex until you’re in college (but if you must, make sure you are emotionally and physically prepared). She respected our choices, but that didn’t mean she didn’t necessarily wish we’d made different choices.


    But enough about our household and our progressive sex habits.


    “Those girls are not in love with me,” I yelled. “And if they are, that’s fine. I never promise anyone love. And besides…”


    Now I was getting mad. As my sister, she knew as well as I did that girls didn’t fall in love with me. They liked me because I was casual. Fun. There for the hookup and nothing else.


    Kimmy cocked her head. “And besides what? You going to make your big point, or are you just going to stand there?”


    “Who are you to preach morality to me? At least I’m honest with everyone. I tell them the truth and then I keep my word. But you? What you’re doing with Jay has to be some sort of moral breech. You’re both cheaters and liars, and that’s the only reason you fit together. What about all your tattooed rockabilly dudes? What do they think about this new Kimmy with her cardigans and her straight hair? Frankly, I miss those guys. At least they were true to themselves. At least they weren’t total phonies.”


    “I didn’t care about any of those guys. Sure they were fun, but they weren’t forever types. I want a forever type. I want what Hazel had.”


    She covered her face with her hand. She’d revealed too much.


    I couldn’t resist pouncing. “Oh. I get it. So this is about your friendship with Hazel. It’s not about Jay at all.”


    She stepped closer to me. “Wrong. It’s all about Jay! And you know what makes zero sense? You suddenly hanging out with Hazel. You are the ones who have nothing in common. She hates you. You hate her. It’s ridiculous.”


    I stepped closer to her. “No more ridiculous than you and Tennis Shorts McGee!”


    “Stop making fun of his shorts!”


    “I’ll never stop making fun of his Fifty Shades of Douche shorts. Sorry.”


    Now we were practically nose-to-nose. Straight-up dogfight in the kitchen, yo. We used to get into it as kids—with my skinny, twiggy sister usually kicking my butt. When Mom finally rescued me, I’d be a bloody, teary mess.


    Hilarious when I thought about it.


    “Kids.” Mom clapped like we were a couple of stray dogs in an alley. “Stop. This kind of behavior is getting us nowhere.”


    My sister scrunched her perky nose. “Tell your precious son that. He’s the one that started all of this.”


    “No,” I countered, knowing how incredibly immature I was being, but doing it anyway. Siblings brought out the most childhood elements in a person. “You’re the one that started all of this. If you hadn’t got with Jay like that in front of everyone in the caf—tacky as hell, by the way—you raised us better than that, Ma…” Nothing Kimmy loved more than me manipulating Mom onto my side. Especially because it was a known, spoken entity that I was Ma’s favorite. “Then Hazel and I would never have decided to…” My voice trailed off.


    Control your anger, Luke.


    Suddenly I heard Darth Vader’s voice in my head, warning me I was about to spill our secrets onto the messy kitchen linoleum.


    I was seriously losing it!


    “I’m—never mind,” I mumbled. “I’m going to be late for school.”


    “We go to the same school,” she said. “What were you going to say, bro? Go ahead and finish your sentence.” She glared at me, hip jutting out, prodding me.


    Fire rose in my belly. I wanted to tell her everything. I wanted to dish it all out and let her mop it up. But that wouldn’t be fair to Hazel. She needed this revenge to succeed so she could feel whole again. And I needed her to feel whole.


    “Nothing. I said nothing.”


    “Uh-huh. Sure.”


    Avoiding her eyes, I glanced up at the wall clock. Unlike everyone else I knew, we still had a cheesy kitchen wall clock. Ours was…you guessed it…Felix the Cat, a clock Ma had found at a flea market.


    “Well, then we’re both going to be late,” I said.


    “Jay’s picking me up in ten minutes…”


    “Goody for you.”


    I grabbed my backpack off the kitchen table and stuck my cell in my back pocket. I couldn’t wait to get in the car and check it for potential Hazel texts.


    That’s when my sister spun around and faced me. “You don’t…need a ride, do you?” She said it like I was a puddle of vomit she was forced to clean up.


    Scowling, I imagined me sitting in the backseat of Jay’s DoucheMobile.


    Ha! Like that would ever happen.


    Tempting as it was to rile him up the whole way to school, I doubted I’d last ten minutes before throwing up. The guy was seriously scum.


    “I’d rather ride a donkey than show up with you two asses.”


    “Felix! Language!” Mom, said, laughing.


    “Uck, can you stop taking his side for once in your life?” Kimmy shouted at Mom, then stormed out the door, ignoring Mom’s weak protests.


    Five minutes later, I was out in the driveway and my frickin’ truck wouldn’t start.


    Nice day to pull this, A-Rod. I popped the hood and climbed around to look under the lid.


    While I was fiddling around with the starter, who pulled up blasting some cheesy hip hop music at top volume but Jay the goddam dingleberry problem starter himself.


    In a horror film, he’d for sure be first to be killed, because by the first entrance you knew he was the villain. Tennis rackets stuck up out of the backseat, cheesy confident smile, pressed clothes showing off how rich he was. From this vantage point of leaning under the popped hood of my old Chevy, I couldn’t see the bottom half of his torso—thank God—but I’d bet money he was wearing tennis shorts.


    Please start, please start.


    It started.


    “Oh good,” he shouted from his convertible’s driver’s seat. “I thought you might need a ride. That would be awkward.”


    “I’d rather rollerblade to school in your purple skates,” I replied.


    “I don’t have purple blades,” he said, looking confused.


    “What color are they then?”


    “White with neon stripes.”


    “Of course they are.” I grinned and hopped in my truck.


    Was Jay parked ever so close to the back of my truck? Why yes, yes he was.


    “You have about three seconds to move or you’re joining me for a Monster Truck Rally,” I said.


    The snob didn’t get it at first, but when he saw my reverse lights flash and heard my truck’s engine roar, he understood. He barely backed up in time. But of course he did. I’d never actually ruin his car. But put the fear of God in him? Couldn’t resist!


    He shouted after me as I burned rubber down the street. Good enough for me to fist pump. After he was out of eyeshot, I slowed way down. I never sped in our neighborhood. There were little kids all around, and Jay wasn’t worth scaring them. Still, I didn’t like him hanging around.


    I didn’t trust him.


    And the fact that he had his claws in both Hazel (indirectly) and Kimmy (directly) now made me squirm.


    We had to get him.


    The guy had to pay.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Hazel


    At once the secret was revealed. There lay the gentlest and sweetest of all wild creatures, Cupid himself, the beautiful Love-god, and at sight of him the flame of the lamp spurted joyfully up and the knife turned its edge for shame.


    Even though I felt a little sick still, I craved something familiar. Something that was like it used to be. You know, before Jay and Kimmy turned my world upside down.


    So on the way to school, I stopped at my favorite coffee shop, the one where I used to always meet Kimmy.


    The familiar jingle bell rang as I walked through the front door.


    The familiar barista—Jan—waved as I entered.


    Pleasant, right?


    But this morning, the familiar smell of freshly brewing espresso for lattes and cappuccinos and Americanos smelled sour. Even the freshly baked baguettes and croissants and cinnamon scones made me think of a chewed-up lump of white dough clunking into my gut.


    This was a mistake coming in here. I thought about Leo DiCaprio’s line from the new Great Gatsby (Mom particularly enjoyed rewatching the scene where his usual confidence is shaken up by Daisy’s impending arrival, and you see this all over his face as he orders his staff to decorate Nick’s little summer cottage full of fresh flowers), “You can’t change the past.” And then Gatsby’s naive reply, “You can’t change the past? Why, of course you can.” Good ole Fitzgerald. I needed to reread that book.


    Anyway, I could relate to both Gatsby and Nick in this scenario.


    Here I was trying to relive a past that was as good as dead and buried: me and Kimmy, best friends, hanging out in a coffee shop, talking life and love and future.


    I was Gatsby. I thought I could change the past.


    I walked by a table of kids I knew and waved to them. The smell of their coffees, though, made me so sick that I almost retched.


    I remember Mom telling me what it was like to be pregnant. How things she’d once loved had made her feel terrible. How, in her first trimester, my dad had taken her to the movies to see one of the Fast and Furious movies (they both loved fast cars in theory, if not always in real life), she’d munched down an extra-large popcorn with butter and a ton of salt—and later puked her guts out in the movie theater bathroom. She couldn’t even go to that movie theater, still, and that was seventeen years ago. So now we went to the one on the other side of town.


    “Classic example of classic conditioning,” said she. “Pavlov’s dog and all that.”


    “So you’re a dog in this scenario?”


    “Exactly. A dog averse to movie theater popcorn.”


    It took her about five years to get back to popcorn as a favorite movie-watching snack (after all, what are Classic Sads without popcorn?), and since she was a movie critic, she watched lots of movies.


    I guessed maybe since the Jay Dump/Kimmy betrayal, this café was like my mother’s pregnancy popcorn.


    “What would you like, Hazel?” asked Jan, the barista. She had a nose ring and a tattoo where her wedding band would be. “What’s more permanent than a tattoo?” she’d explained to me. She’d been with her partner Sage forever, and they had a baby girl, Jenna, who I sometimes babysat. (Usually in exchange for Latte Bucks!)


    Anyway, I knew them well, and they knew me well.


    “I’m…not sure. I’m not feeling that great.”


    “I heard.”


    “You too?”


    She shrugged. “It’s all over town.”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “But Felix James. He’s a cutie.”


    “Yeah. Um. So maybe just some herbal tea. Lemon?”


    “You’re not…”


    “What?” I asked, clueless.


    “Suddenly sick, smells making you nauseous, a sudden breakup. I don’t mean to pry, but…”


    Oh my goodness. She thinks I’m…


    “Pregnant?” I shook my head vehemently. “No. No. Me and Jay never. Well, we were thinking about it, but we never got down to actually…”


    Eyes wide, she shook my explanation away. “Don’t mean to pry, Hazel. Glad that’s not it is all. After what Sage went through, egad. Babies are great, but wait till you find the perfect partner and until you’re at least thirty.”


    “You sound like my mom,” I said, laughing with her relief.


    “Side effect of parenthood. Anyway, I’ll get your tea, and Hazel?”


    “Yeah?”


    “I know these sort of things hurt like hell, believe me, I’ve been through my fair of breakups, but it’s worth crawling through the pain to get to the other side.”


    “And what’s on the other side?”


    A slow smile crept up her mouth, and I could see she was thinking about Sage and little Jenna. “The good stuff.”


    I nodded. “Thanks,” I said, and I handed her a Latte Buck (we actually had these printed out like coupons).


    But she waved off the faux money. “On the house, kid. Just remember not to let him get to you. I know it’s tempting to want to hurt him back, but you know what’s the best revenge?”


    I took the drink from her. “What?”


    “A good life.” She smiled at me, then went to help the next customer.


    Back in my Jeep, it began to drizzle.


    I turned on my windshield wipers and just watched them swipe back and forth, back and forth for a while.


    I thought about what she’d said. About how the best revenge was living a good life.


    I would have a good life after Jay. I knew it. But I also knew how small he and Kimmy had made me feel. How tiny and powerless. I couldn’t have a good life if I didn’t show him—if I didn’t show myself—that he couldn’t hurt me anymore.


    Suddenly I was so relived I’d never had sex with Jay.


    Sure, he’d wanted to.


    Maybe I had even wanted to a bit. For a while, anyway.


    We’d tried some stuff, but I just wasn’t that into it.


    Then I flashed on Felix James and imagined him standing in my room, sitting on my bed. I imagined his head on my pillow, looking at me as he lay on his side. Maybe we’d be holding hands. I fantasized about the conversations we’d have about sex.


    And then I saw him leaning in, kissing me. His body on mine.


    My lips on his. My hands in his hair…and I realized it wouldn’t be a long conversation at all.


    It could be the good stuff.


    Leaving my engine running, windshield wipers, too—now it was really coming down, I hopped back out of my Jeep and ducked back in to the coffee shop—jingle, jingle. Jan was with another customer, a business guy in a short-sleeve shirt and tan pants, but she waved to me.


    “The good stuff?” I shouted. “How do you know when you find it?” I wiped some rain off my forehead. Man, it was pouring. Was this in the weather report?


    Sage wandered in from the back where she did the baking with Jan’s daughter Jenna on her hip.


    “Oh,” Jan said, looking at them adoringly. “You just know.”


    Maybe I couldn’t change the past, but I could definitely change my future.


    And like wet Gatsby/Leo standing outside in the garden in that summer thunderstorm Long Island rain, I stood outside my Jeep for a few more seconds and thought about Jan’s words.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Felix


    FELIX: Hey


    HAZEL: Hi


    FELIX: I have a great plan to finish off O.R.


    HAZEL: O.R.?


    FELIX: I could tell you, but then your phone would implode.


    HAZEL: LOL. Okay, what is it?


    FELIX: Tell you at school. But you have to promise to be all in. Are you all in Hazel Bazil?


    HAZEL: I’m all in.


    Everyone at school was abuzz over the upcoming dance. And I was abuzz over that text conversation. Without my giving her even a hint about my nefarious Grand Finale Operation Revenge —and perhaps with not even realizing what O.R. stood for—Hazel committed to All In?


    I was impressed.


    So school was all pink-hearted and Valentine’s Day Danced out: CUPID AND PSYCHE this and PSYCHE AND CUPID that. The plan was, we’d get Jay so jealous over me asking Hazel to the dance that he’d dump Kimmy and ask Hazel. But we wouldn’t stop there. She’d actually go to the dance with him. Then she’d dump him in front of everyone the way she got dumped.


    Payback. Let’s make Jay its bitch.


    We schemed about this last night over text message. And today was the perfect time to put the plan in motion. Our school did this old thing of writing invitations to our potential dates, and intercampus mail delivered them to the addressee.


    The student body president and other staff members were sitting behind a large folding table with a pink tablecloth. On the wall behind the table hung a poster board with a large reproduction of several pieces of historic art taken from the myth of Cupid and Psyche, but with random Sunny Cove High students faces—they used the president, vice president, treasurer, and secretary as examples—with a sign that read: WHO WILL BE OUR CUPID AND PSYCHE? Buy your tickets to the dance and invite your muse!


    My muse.


    It had to be Hazel, right? We did conjure up this plan to be crowned Cupid and Psyche.


    I took a closer look at the clip art likely ripped off from Wikipedia and asked about it. Sure enough, they were just printed from the website. One of the photos was a group of robed women looking off in the distance. The caption read PSYCHE’S WEDDING (Pre-Raphaelite, 1895 by Edward Burne-Jones). The other one was a painting that looked like a scene from Game of Thrones.


    Conjuring.


    Like Hazel and I had done conjuring up this plan.


    This scheme.


    I recalled the breakfast conversation this morning with Kimmy. Was she really on to us, or was she just being a typical pain in my ass? It was hard to tell with her. Sometimes she tossed ideas and insults and theories out just to see if something would stick. It had almost worked. I’d almost blurted it out.


    I had to be more careful. I had a plan to carry out. A revenge plan.


    I stepped up to the table.


    “I’d like one invitation, please, and two tickets to the dance.”


    “Pretty sure your potential date will say yes, huh chum?” This guy was such a goofball with his covered from head-to-toe school colors and waving a cupid wand with a red heart at the end.


    “Chum? For reals?”


    “Why not?”


    I shrugged, then nodded. “I like it.”


    The student council crowd was entertaining. I couldn’t imagine who in their right mind would spend their time volunteering for this type of junk, so I always appreciated it and thanked them.


    “How much for the tickets?”


    He held out two tickets. “Ten bucks each.”


    “Got it.”


    I dug a twenty out of my pocket—Fred paid me last week—and handed it to him.


    “Thanks, dude.”


    “Sure thing, chum,” I said with a little wink.


    He blinked.


    “Too much?” I asked.


    “A bit.”


    He laughed. I’d known Spencer since kindergarten. Guy was so smart he’d already been able to name all the presidents in order.


    “So who do you want to send your invite to, Felix?”


    “Hazel McAllister.”


    “Hazel? For reals?”


    I nodded. That was the plan. “Yeah, why?”


    “Isn’t she with Jay?”


    “She was. You…haven’t heard what happened?”


    He shook his head. “No. But then again, I’m pretty busy with all of this.” He spread his arms over the table and all the dance research. “I’m not that up-to-date with relationship dramas at Sunny Cove High.”


    “Yeah. I hear you. I wouldn’t know either, but—”


    “Give me two tickets to the ball,” came an annoying voice behind me.


    Spencer blinked. “Hello, Jay.”


    “Hello, Spencer.”


    Like I said, we’d all been in school together since forever.


    “I’d like two tickets, and I’d like to send my invite to Hazel—”


    “What?” Spencer and I said at the same time.


    How could it already be working? He didn’t even know I was asking Hazel to the dance. How could be jealous already? Had Kimmy seen through me this morning after all? Had she talked to Jay, and now they were calling my bluff?


    I looked down at the invite in my hand, feeling a little despondent. Moments ago, it had seemed like such a great gesture. The key to everything. And now it seemed small and possibly unnecessary. Perhaps like it could sabotage the whole plan.


    “Yes,” Jay nodded. “Kimmy and I discussed it on the way to school, and we both agree it would be the proper thing to do for me to attend the dance with Hazel. As an olive branch of sorts. I feel terrible about what happened and don’t want any hurt feelings. It was always our plan to go to the dance together and be crowed Cupid and Psyche. It’s the very least I could do.”


    Well, this was interesting. I could tell from the tone of his voice that he was serious. So even if he did suspect something…pushing on him would still do the trick.


    “Why in the world would Hazel want to go to the dance with you after what you did to her?”


    “Because she’s still in love with me, idiot.” He looked at me with a confident shrug, like “duh”.


    “I wouldn’t bet on that,” I mumbled.


    She couldn’t really still be in love with him, right? I mean, sure, he was everything she’d ever dreamed about in a guy, but he was also cheating scum. The guy made me look like a saint in comparison, and that was saying something.


    Spencer lifted his pen off the “TO” line on the heart-shaped invitation.


    “Now I’m confused. Whom do I write yours out to if he’s already taking Hazel?” Spencer asked me.


    “Hazel,” I said, glaring at Jay.


    “Dude,” Jay said. “You don’t need to invite her now. I’ll invite her. It’s fine.”


    “No. It’s not fine. I’m inviting her. I’m taking her to the dance.”


    Fake relationship, fake date be damned. This was all part of the plan. But I couldn’t help it. I wanted to show the guy what Hazel deserved. I wanted to show him the kind of guy she deserved.


    Except I wasn’t that guy.


    Except I was just the sort of friend who, yeah, really did care about her, but the most I could offer her was a little help reminding her that scum like Jay didn’t have any power over her.


    My ears heated up as Jay elbowed in next to me and tapped on the second pink heart. “Make mine out to Hazel. And I’d like to pay extra to expedite it.”


    “Expedite it? To her homeroom? What do you think Spencer has back there, a secret stash of drones for delivery?”


    “Ha flipping ha.”


    I tapped on the second invite, and Spencer was turning red. “Make his out to my sister. Kimmy.” Shit was getting real in the main hall of Sunny Cove High.


    Jay turned to face me. Sure enough, he was wearing a lavender Polo shirt, white tennis shorts, and bright white Adidas shoes.


    The only thing that would improve his look would be a nifty pair of rollerblades.


    “Like I said, we already discussed this, Kimmy and I, and she’s fine with me inviting Hazel.”


    “Fine? There’s no way she’s fine with that. For some grotesque reason, Kimmy actually likes you. If you hurt her on top of Hazel, man, I don’t know what I’ll do.”


    What the hell was wrong with me? I mentally slapped myself. This was all part of the plan, but here I was basically arguing for Jay not to go to the dance with Hazel.


    “Is that a threat in front of our student body president, Felix?” Jay stepped into my space. I half wanted to learn how to play tennis so I could kick his ass on the court.


    “Fine. Go ahead and send it,” I said. “Twenty bucks says she rejects you.”


    Oh my God, what was I doing?


    The plan was working.


    Jay was inviting Hazel to the dance. Hazel would be thrilled. She could accept his invitation and dump him at the dance.


    So why was I fighting this so hard?


    Did I actually want to go to the dance with Hazel outside of the revenge plan?


    Everything hurt.


    Everything pounded.


    Jay got all up in my face. “Twenty bucks says she agrees and she and I go to the dance together.” The a-hole could be tough when he wanted to be.


    “Send them,” I said to Spencer, imagining the two of us in a cowboy duel à la Wyatt Earp’s epic battle at the end of Tombstone. My voice got all husky and serious as I laid it all on the line. “Send them both.”


    “Shit just got real,” was Spencer’s wide-eyed reply.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Hazel


    So there I was sitting in homeroom, staring at the clock ticktocking—would I have time to duck into the bathroom before I went to my locker to switch books for next period? —when a bored-looking office assistant knocked at the door, and after being waved in, entered with a winged box (a shoe box with costume-shop white angel wings attached on each side from the looks of it).


    Our homeroom teacher stood up from her desk. She was a midsixties silver fox. Bangles clanged on her wrists when she clapped her hands and announced the office assistant’s delivery, so excited it was as if she’d just won the lottery. “Look at what we have here! The invitations for the Cupid and Psyche Valentine’s Day dance have arrived!”


    My stomach leaped into my throat, sending me from Zoneville to Presenttown in a split second.


    Had Felix really gone through with it? Was this really an invitation from him? Or had he come to his senses, ready to abandon this whole zany plan in favor of inviting one of his eager dates—like the one I saw him leave campus with the other day? I mean, it was one thing to pretend to be with me when it got him kisses and God knew how much attention from other girls. But actually inviting me to the dance? For the millionth time, I wondered: what was in this for him?


    And what would he do if the plan failed? Back out of the invite and leave me high and dry?


    I mentally shook myself. I couldn’t afford to think like that. The plan would work. It had to.


    I bit my lip, staring at the box my teacher was shuffling through while making various intrigued sounds.


    That girl probably wanted to go with Felix anyway. Barbie, I mean. And why shouldn’t she? They’d spent time together before now. Real time together.


    Sure, I’d hung out with Felix a lot recently, but it was all fake. Fun, true, but not real. Just pretend. Like acting. A game.


    So yes, while I’d really enjoyed this last little while with Felix—I mean, the sight of him waving at me from the top of the cove last night had practically made me trip in the sand—it was just play acting.


    In real life, a guy like Felix would never like a girl like me.


    In real life, I couldn’t even afford to think about the next guy or whether there would even be a next guy until I knew I was still as independent and capable as I needed to be.


    In real life, there was only my revenge.


    And when it was over?


    Felix would go back to his life, and I would go back to mine.


    Eventually, it had to end.


    Gig would be up.


    Revenge plan = finite.


    Our teacher cleared her throat and enthusiastically began to read off names of invitees—none of them me.


    My gut clenched, twisted like a rung out a towel. The pain of it all! What would I do if he didn’t invite me? I’d cry. I’d actually burst into tears. Oh, God, no, I couldn’t do that. I didn’t care. I didn’t care at all.


    But the truth was…I kind of did.


    Stop. Stop. It’s just a Revenge Plan. A fake relationship. And if he takes me to the dance, it will be a fake date. I can’t have real feelings for Felix James.


    It was just…impossible. It would never work.


    Quick. Dig into the archives of Classic Felix Flaws. Like one of Mom’s movies, I conjured up Felix’s Worst Hits: the saggy pants, the Barbies sneaking out of his room, him pranking Kimmy and me. I tried to see the worst of Felix James. Imagining him with three girls under his arms. Flashed on his Holiday Boxers, starting with Easter and ending with Valentine’s Day, where I imagined the boxers on fire.


    I shouldn’t even care. What did it matter if Felix didn’t invite me? He could back out now. He could back out whenever he wanted. I’d been selfish, actually. Here Felix was fake dating me, but what did he get out of it exactly? I got my revenge, but who was he mad at? Kimmy? I doubt he’d go to this extreme.


    It was terribly sweet of him, the whole thing. And I’d certainly misjudged him.


    He might have bad taste in ladies, etc., but he was a hard worker, and he was kind. He had a nice friend named Fred, and he liked to experiment with sauce for fries.


    That was it.


    So he was more interesting than I once thought.


    No big deal.


    Sometimes people surprised me. Felix surprised me. Good for him! What I learned here was a valuable lesson: don’t judge a book by his cover. Or a boy whose reputation was the Player of La Playa.


    I gulped as the teacher ran off more names. More girls squealed and more lads grinned. Each invitation sent someone marching to the front of the room to pick up their folded hearts.


    I’ll admit it, if he didn’t invite me to the dance, I’d be a little disappointed…because of the revenge plan, obviously. That’s the only reason why…


    But it would be fine. Felix would go with one of his Barbies, and I’d stay at home and watch Classic Sads with Mom, eat my new favorite salted-caramel ice cream, and order take-out Indian. Not necessarily in that order.


    I patted the knees of my dark jeans. Confirmed. Yes. It would be fine.


    I would be fine. No matter what happened in class this morning.


    When my teacher cleared her throat and announced that we shouldn’t feel bad if we weren’t invited by a Cupid to the dance, and we could be psyches and invite our own Cupid. Or attend with a fellow Psyche. Or a fellow Cupid. Or a group of Psyches and Cupids…


    Okay, we get it.


    We don’t need a date to go to the dance. We don’t need a date to be happy.


    No prob.


    Speak for yourself!


    She continued running off names: Amelia, Ethan, Emma, Izzy, Finley, Savannah, Jake, Cooper, Caroline. And finally, Hazel.


    “Oh!” It came out more as a yelp if I was being perfectly honest. I jumped up happily, startled after my admittedly too long and unsuccessful self-pep talk. I suddenly didn’t care if it was part of the plan. I just wanted to see that invitation from Felix.


    I reached out and took the folded pink construction paper heart out of my teacher’s hand and opened it.


    “Dear Hazel, would you be Psyche to my heart’s Cupid? Love, Jay.”


    I couldn’t believe it. An invitation from Felix to the—


    Wait. Hold on. Did it really say—


    “Jay!” I yelled unintentionally out loud, in front of the entire class. Then I covered my mouth with my hand.


    My teacher looked confused.


    “Jay?” I repeated. “Are you sure?” I asked my teacher, as if she knew. I had the invitation in front of me, in my own hands. Plain as day, the note read: Jay.


    Love, Jay.


    What the stupid Cupid…


    What had happened? This wasn’t the plan. Jay was supposed to see Felix had asked me and then he would get jealous and ask me first. Why would Jay ask me to the dance before Felix?


    Could the revenge plan already be working this well?


    It seemed too…easy.


    Unless…


    Was it an error? A typo?


    Or worse…had he purchased this invitation before we’d broken up?


    “This is embarrassing,” I said. “I’m…sorry. Please keep going with the other invitations.” I nodded toward my teacher. Man, my horoscope must read: Will be publicly mortified on several occasions. Tread lightly.


    Note to self: read your horoscope more often.


    It didn’t matter why Jay had sent me that invitation. All that mattered was that he’d sent it. All that mattered was that he wanted me to go to the dance with him. Which meant the revenge plan was still good to go.


    So why was I so disappointed that I hadn’t gotten an invitation from Felix?


    An annoying pulse of emotion crawled up my throat and threatened to shape-shift itself into big fat embarrassing tears.


    “Can I be excused to the restroom?” I asked the teacher.


    “Wait. Not yet, honey,” my teacher said.


    Oh gosh. What now? The tears were threatening to spill out of my eyes, and I had to get out of here.


    “You have another invite.”


    The class broke into the kind of mumbling we refer to as “rhubarbs” in drama class. It’s like crowd noise, used as a repetitive reaction against an announcement. You know you’re saying nonsense, but the audience thinks the crowd is saying something real.


    “Another” —gulp—“invite?” I asked, thoroughly confused again. How much worse could this get?


    I approached my teacher and took the invitation—again a pink folded heart from construction paper—and unfolded it in my hand, expecting this one to be from Jay again, except this one would say: JUST KIDDING DID YOU REALLY THINK I’D INVITE YOU TO THE DANCE AFTER I DUMPED YOU, EMBARRASSING YOUR PATHETIC BUTT IN FRONT OF THE ENTIRE SCHOOL.


    But it didn’t.


    It said instead:


    Dear Basil: Would you do me the honor of playing Psyche to my Cupid? Love, Felix the Cat. YES, PLEASE.


    I gasped, heart in throat. Would I throw up with relief? Right here in front of homeroom? Bad luck always came in threes, right?


    But this wasn’t bad luck.


    This was the Felix invite I’d talked myself out of wanting.


    He’d used the nickname I came up with for him.


    His nickname.


    And “do me the honor.”


    Not only had he invited me to the dance, after all, but his was the far superior invite to Jay’s.


    “What a lucky girl to have two invites to choose from,” my teacher mused with this cocked head/sweet face that Mom got in the beginning of Classic Sads before everything went to hell, and the couple was in their adorable meet-cute love at first (or second, or third) sight phase because they had no idea they were about to be sabotaged or have their fancy cruise ship sunk.


    I texted Felix as soon as I got out of class:


    HAZEL: Felix the Cat?


    FELIX: Hazel the Basil?


    HAZEL: I got your invite.


    FELIX: You did, huh?


    HAZEL: Yep. Something weird happened. Jay invited me too.


    FELIX: I know.


    HAZEL: You know?


    FELIX: Of course I know.


    HAZEL: What? How? Why?


    FELIX: He was next to me in line.


    HAZEL: omg. But why would he ask me then? I don’t get it? I thought maybe it was old or something? If he was already sending me an invite, then the plan was working right? You didn’t have to ask me. Right? I mean. Right? So why…


    FELIX: Where are you?


    HAZEL: Walking toward the main exit. Typing like a mad dog.


    FELIX: You shouldn’t walk and text. It’s very dangerous. Didn’t your mom ever tell you that?


    HAZEL: Lol. Where are you?


    FELIX: Rapidly avoiding a collision.


    HAZEL: Wha


    I couldn’t finish typing because a giant buffoon careened into me. Smack! Square in the middle of the hallway. “What the yard ape?” I screeched and started to fall backward. I reached back, all my stuff scattering around the tile, but was fortunately caught moments before falling to my death on the hard hallway floor.


    “Told you it was dangerous to text and walk,” a familiar voice whispered in my ear. I swung around, and there was Felix with his brown eyes and his mischievous smile, smelling like saltwater and a turkey sandwich.


    “Oh my God, I hate you! You scared me to death!”


    But I was laughing as I slugged him. In typical Felix fashion, he held up his palms like he was innocent. So I slugged him a second time.


    “I’m not a shark! I’m not a shark!” he yelled, and I cracked up. No one knew what the hell we were talking about, of course. No one we knew had been at the ocean yesterday but the two of us, so it was our inside joke.


    Now we had inside jokes.


    Truth was, I’d never been so relieved to see someone in my life. Scratch that, I’d been thrilled to see him when he’d saved me in the cafeteria. The day this whole fake-relationship-revenge thing had started.


    Our faces were so close that they almost touched. My eyes grazed down his face until they stopped on his full lips. Felix had great lips.


    “Everyone’s watching,” he mumbled in my ear, an invitation I was all too eager to accept.


    I leaned forward and kissed him.


    Kissed him not because people were watching, but because he’d sent me a Cupid invite. And he’d phrased it much, much better than Jay. And not just “everyone” was watching. Jay was watching. He was standing there, behind Felix. I met his eyes and kissed Felix again.


    God, he was a good kisser. Felix, I mean.


    When I pulled back, Jay had his I Just Lost a Match face: red, chin jutting out, angry-embarrassed. Jay wasn’t a good loser. In fact, my mom, who’d never liked him, had nicknamed him Bruce Jenner, referencing not the recent sex-change-reality-TV-Malibu-car-crash Bruce Jenner, but the tennis pro who used to have all the on-court tantrums.


    I’d had to correct Mom, who often confused celebrity types, that though I’d never seen the reality TV show he’s on, I was pretty sure Bruce Jenner was a decathalon/Olympic winner, not a tennis player.


    “Oh. Maybe I mean John McEnroe,” she said, looking off in the distance. “They were both athletes in the eighties.”


    “Sure thing, Mom.”


    I used to defend Jay when we were together. Of course I had, he’d been my boyfriend. But now that he wasn’t, I thought it was funny that he had those toddler-esque fits on the tennis court. Who does that? It was the pillar of not only bad sportsmanship, it was so unattractive. Who wants to date a whiny baby?


    And his face now was funny, too. All beet red and pissed off.


    He glanced around the crowd, some of whom were in my homeroom and knew that he’d sent me the invite. He was losing face in front of everyone.


    Jay didn’t like losing face.


    “Didn’t you get the invitation, Hazel?” he said, standing over me.


    “Oh, did you send me an invitation?” I asked fauxplussed.


    “Yes! I ordered it this morning, and it was meant to be delivered to you in homeroom.”


    “Hmm. Homeroom.”


    This was too fun.


    “Yes. Homeroom.”


    His patience was wearing hilariously thin.


    Felix spun around, and the look he gave me was a curious one.


    But I didn’t have time to ask him what was going on, or even ponder it much. Jay was upset. Jay was irritated. Jay was jealous.


    The revenge was working!


    Felix! The Revenge is working! I said to him with the grin I flashed. He looked down and half smiled, offering me a hand back up so that I could continue my game with Jealous Jay. I took his hand, and I liked the way it felt in mine. I liked it a little too much.


    This wasn’t the time to let anything that had developed between me and Felix to get in the way. We were entering the home stretch.


    So why did I care that Felix was egging me on to finish things with Jay?


    Why did I hate that Felix’s invitation was fake?


    “Hmm,” I said. “Now that you mention it, I do think I got something.”


    “So? Will you go with me?”


    “What about Kimmy?” Hands on hips, me playing dumb was over. “Isn’t she your girlfriend? I mean, the last time I checked, you should take your girlfriend to dances, not your ex-girlfriend.”


    “We thought…” He ran his fingers through his too-long hair nervously. “Kimmy and I felt, anyway—well, we felt bad about how everything went down and thought maybe this could be an olive branch. An extension of an olive branch.”


    Felix finally just started laughing. “Dude. At least come up with a new phrase. Or use the original one correctly. It’s ‘extend an olive branch,’ and it’s an idiom from Genesis. It means to ask for peace. Old Testament God made that huge flood, he sent a dove with an olive branch to Noah as a way of asking for forgiveness. He also offered a rainbow as a sign of hope. Except this isn’t Noah’s Ark. There isn’t a rainbow. It’s still raining shit all over you, bro.”


    Jay snarled. “So I’m not a Bible expert or a grammatical genius. So sue me.”


    Felix jetted out his thumb in Jay’s general direction like, This guy.


    I rolled my eyes. Jay was an idiot. But the revenge plan was working. He was asking me to the dance!


    And now to seal the deal, Felix said, “I know he also sent you an invite, Hazel, because he did it right in front of me this morning at the student council table. Which really hurt. It really did.” He grabbed his heart dramatically. “I mean, you’re my girlfriend now. It wasn’t right, Jay. It just wasn’t!”


    I almost laughed out loud, but then I thought: if Felix really were my boyfriend, he’d have every right to be pissed. Maybe not so I’m a contestant on Survivor and likely- also-have-a-personality-disorder mad, but yeah, he’d be pretty mad.


    So I backed him up. “Yeah,” I said, stomping my foot and accidentally breaking my mechanical pencil in the process. “I’m with Felix now, Jay. I know you don’t like it. But we are together. And we are in…love. And you’re going to have to get used to it.”


    Jay stood there looking from me to Felix back to me.


    “You and him? I’m sorry, Hazel, but I just don’t buy it.”


    I glanced at Felix so we could share a quick look of victory. Jay was buying it hook, line, and—


    But Felix looked genuinely upset. His eyes shadowed over. I knew that was his weak spot. Obviously he didn’t like me in real life, but he didn’t like others assuming I’d never like him. Guys like Felix were completely motivated by ego, and this was an ego-crushing assumption. I had to toss down a rope and save him by pulling that ego back up. Come on ego, climb, climb, climb!


    “You should buy it,” I said. “Hook, line, and sinker, my friend. Because we’re one hundred percent together. You think I could kiss someone like that and not mean it?”


    After I said it, Felix gave me another look, this one like I’d accidentally unburied some secret treasure and handed it to him.


    I’d meant to only toss him a rope.


    Jay observed in a dry voice, “That’s the weird thing. You never kissed me like that. And not just now, either. When you kissed him in the cafeteria, it was the same way.”


    “What are you talking about?” I protested awkwardly. “I kissed you like that all the time.”


    But I knew exactly what he meant.


    Could today get any worse? Honestly. Maybe I’d get run over by a school bus on the way home. That would be the clincher. Likely I wouldn’t even die. I’d just be maimed and in a full body cast, strung up on hooks and wires in the long-term care facility with only Jay visiting me, staring at me, and noting over and over and over again: “You never kissed me like that.”


    “Basil? You okay?”


    Felix James brought me back to reality.


    There was no bus.


    Just Jay.


    Just Jerky Jay. I didn’t want to go with him to the dance. Even though it was the revenge plan, I didn’t want to go with him anywhere.


    But the invitation from Felix had been fake. All part of the plan.


    If I didn’t go to the dance with Jay…


    If I didn’t break his heart…


    If I didn’t have my revenge…


    What would I have left?


    I’d be tiny. Powerless. A small person anyone could take advantage of. Jay first in line, anyone else next.


    Suddenly weak, I dropped my things all over the floor. Jay didn’t bother to help me pick it up; he just stared at me absently, like he was thinking about something else. Felix darted around, briskly fetching this and that and stuffing it back in my backpack, or, like my phone, handing it to me. Felix James—the pickup hero.


    Felix James, whose face I’d grabbed, whose lips were like honey, full and sweet. No, not honey, like some kind of fruit. A summer-ripe fruit. A peach. Felix’s lips were like a fresh sweet summer peach.


    He leaned down next to me as I went onto one knee to pick up one of my books.


    “Hazel?” he whispered.


    “I’m okay.”


    “You’re all sweaty.”


    “I am?”


    “Yeah. Maybe you hit your head. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have crashed into you like that. I was just trying to be funny.”


    Sweet peaches on the vine.


    He was looking at me funny. Nectar lips of Felix James. That wasn’t a half-bad book title. I felt woozy.


    Jay was still standing there, waiting, demanding an answer. “We aren’t done talking about this.”


    Felix whipped around, and in the firmest voice I heard him snap, “You’re done for now.”


    “Felix?” I said. I did feel weak. And shaky. “Is it cold in here?”


    “No.”


    He looked worried. Calm, cool, collected Felix James looked so worried. Was I worrying him?


    “Come on, Bazil. I’m taking you home.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Felix


    I wasn’t sure what was wrong with Hazel. Had I missed something? Had she hit her head? Wasn’t she happy the plan was going well? I’d asked her to the dance to get Jay to ask her, sure, that was a big part of it. And it had worked! Jay had invited her. But then why was she so unhappy when our plan was working out perfectly?


    Maybe she was just overwhelmed with the crazy week. She was a tough girl, but the goings-on were more than anyone could realistically handle.


    We left Jay fuming in the hallway. The poor guy didn’t know what hit him. But I knew what would happen next. Now it didn’t matter if he suspected anything. He saw me as competition. He’d never back down now. I gave him two hours tops before he called Hazel and begged her to go to the dance with him.


    I helped her walk out to my truck. Her Jeep was here, but I didn’t think it was really okay for her to drive. Not with how woozy she looked.


    What was wrong? Had she gotten some kind of concussion when I’d run into her?


    Or was it something worse?


    Something Jay related?


    Did their fight upset her so much that it made her physically ill? Hazel didn’t seem to fit the bill of those literary heroines with their fainting spells, but you never know.


    “You better now?” I asked when we were halfway to her house.


    “No. Yes. You know, Felix, I’m not sure.”


    She was acting very weird.


    “We’re almost to your house.”


    “Okay.”


    “Does your head hurt?”


    “No.”


    “Okay. Good.”


    “Felix?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Do you like peaches?”


    “Sure.”


    “But do you really, really like peaches?” she asked strangely. I decided to go ahead and humor her. Maybe she was thinking about making a pie or something.


    “Well, if you want specifics, yes. They aren’t my all-time favorite fruit, but I do like them. This is going to make me sound like a food snob, but I really only like a peach if it’s mid-summer ripe from the farmers market in its prime. And then only if it’s an extra-special chin-dripping variety. I always try a sample before I buy a peach. No sample, no deal. The only way to eat a peach is when they are fresh and ripe in the peak of the season, otherwise they can be hard and tasteless. You know eighty-five percent of our nation’s peaches are grown in California? I can make a mean peach tart, by the way. If you’re interested, I’ll make one for you sometime. I’ll even toss on some homemade whipped cream if you ask nicely.”


    “Wow,” she said dizzily.


    “What?”


    “That makes sense, actually.”


    “What does?”


    She grinned like a weirdo. So she did have a concussion after all. I’d better tell her mom to take her into the doctor tomorrow. And remind her of that list of things to do if someone had a concussion.


    “You and peaches,” she said. “You are so much alike.”


    “I’m like a peach? You mean all warm and fuzzy on the outside and sweet on the inside?” I kidded.


    “Kinda like that.”


    “Well, that’s the image I’m going for,” I said, laughing.


    “I’m not making fun of you, you know,” she said, all confessional like, furrowing her cute brow.


    “You aren’t?” I asked just for the hell of it. Maybe she’d tell me more. Like tell me what she was really thinking. The scene in the hallway had been…pretty wild. But it was hard to get to the heart of Hazel. She kept her real feelings so close to the chest.


    Me and her both.


    “No. It’s just that…”


    “Just what?” I pressed, hopeful.


    Say something, Hazel.


    She looked at me like she was waiting for me to say something. Something more. Something to make her talk. I opened my mouth, but then instinctively clamped it shut.


    “Nothing,” she said, but her tone had an achy lilt to it, like she didn’t mean nothing.


    She held my eyes like her heart didn’t mean nothing either.


    I blinked. When I opened my eyes she was still standing there staring at me.


    We locked eyes, aching to hold them forever, but it didn’t matter. Even if she ended up going with me to the dance, even if the absurd happened and we ended up getting together, it wouldn’t last. There was no way it could.


    I’d never be good enough for Hazel, and we both knew it.


    Outside the revenge game, we didn’t have anything.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Hazel


    I’d never felt this horrible in all my life. Letting Felix walk away like that without me saying anything? Dumb. Dumb and stupid and weak. What was wrong with me? What do I really have to gain from it but winning this revenge game? Proving that nobody had power over me except myself, maybe. And that was definitely something…but if it was everything, why did I feel so rotten?


    Certain I was sick over Felix, over this whole thing. I spent all night either on the toilet or with my head in the toilet, thinking of the look in his eyes as I just let him go out the door without calling him back, without telling him I’d changed my mind. The images flashed in my mind, stabbed my aching stomach, plunged through my heart like a cold, heartless arrow.


    “What did you eat, sweetie?” Mom asked, pressing a cool washcloth to my forehead as I hugged the porcelain goddess.


    “Nothing. I don’t remember.”


    “This looks a lot like food poisoning to me.”


    Between bouts, I explained to her I’d had a rough day. Couldn’t I be sick from nerves and chaos of the week?


    “Two boys asking you to a dance won’t cause this, baby,” she said, as she pressed a cool washcloth to my forehead and tucking me into bed. “This is like Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”


    Losing Felix James could though.


    I thought it but didn’t say it out loud.


    I was miserable. Absolutely, pathetically miserable.


    I didn’t want to go to the dance with Jay.


    But this was the only way.


    Everything I wanted…


    Everything I needed…


    What good was it if I lived afraid that I couldn’t stand up to someone if they hurt me like Jay again?


    I was like that for twenty-four hours. Being invaded by something making me want to puke my guts out. Sick. Deathly sick. Sipping Sprite when I could. Taking little nibbles of white crackers. Mom called the doc, he told her to do what she was already doing which of course made her beam that gloating Mom smile of “Why do I even bother when I already know what’s best.”


    Then Mom put me on the BRAT diet. The brat part reminded me of Jay’s tantrum in the hallway at school. BRAT, Mom’s BRAT anyway, refers to the diet you should eat after the stomach flu to keep your stomach at ease: B = Banana, R = rice, A = applesauce and T = toast.


    Mom busted the BRAT diet after the puking stopped.


    I was feeling a little perkier, at least well enough to sit up in bed, nibble on dry toast, when I got the call from Kimmy.


    “Hey. Hazel?”


    “Who’s this?”


    “Kimmy.”


    I felt like puking again at the sound of her pukey voice. “What do you want?”


    “I…Hazel. I think we should talk.”


    “I’m sick.”


    “I heard. I’m sorry,” she tried.


    “Whatever.” I wouldn’t let her try.


    I was moving the phone away from my face about to hang up on her when she yelped, “Please don’t hang up.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because. I want…I want to tell you it really is okay with me if you go to the dance with Jay.”


    I laughed out loud. “That’s why you called? To give me permission to accept a date to the dance with my boyfriend?”


    “Ex.”


    “Logistics.”


    “But I wanted to say, I’m glad you said no. We are going out now, and it would be weird if you went together. So thanks. Thanks for saying no.”


    Fury.


    Rage.


    FURY AND RAGE.


    “Guess what, Kimmy? I can do whatever the hell I want to do. And I can go to the dance with whomever I want to go to the dance with. We aren’t friends anymore. Don’t ever call me again.”


    Mom once observed that the bummer about smartphones is that you couldn’t slam them down on the noisy receiver and hang up on someone like you could in the “good old days.” In fact, just to prove her theory she found a rotary phone online and we had it plugged in in our shared office: where she worked on her movie reviews and I typed papers.


    Right now I was missing that deprivation as I pressed the dissatisfying END CALL and still saw the little green bar of a live call. NOTE: Can you do END CALL in text font?


    “Hazel, come on, just talk to me. I’m sorry, okay?”


    Why was her voice still streaming from my phone?!


    I pressed END CALL again.


    Then again. END CALL. END CALL. END CALL.


    “Hazel?”


    “What?!” I screamed into the phone. “I hung up on you! How are you still here?”


    “You need to hold the END CALL button down a few more seconds before…”


    “I can’t believe we were ever friends!” I screamed into the receiver before chucking it across the room. It landed with a thud against my wall, and I gasped. This was the second, no third time this week I’d resorted to violence. I’m a peacemaker! I’m a card-carrying member of the green team! And now I’d punched a person—true that it was Jay, and so it was well-deserved, but now I might’ve broken my phone.


    Shit.


    Shit, shit, shit!


    I pounded my mattress with my fist, my poor soft blue sheets.


    “I HATE YOU TWO!! I HATE YOUR BLOODY STINKING GUTS!” I shifted my punching from the sheets to the pillow. Big punches. Jab, jab, jab strike. I pictured Jay’s stupid face. Jab, jab, jab, strike! Then I pictured Kimmy and pulled my fist back. I didn’t want to punch Kimmy. I just wanted to make her hurt like I hurt. On the inside. The gut-wrenching pain of betrayal. The kind of bruise that doesn’t fade away with time. The kind of ache that doesn’t dull just because you ignore it. The kind of stabbing sensations, illness, disease, that stews in your heart like poison eating away at all the positivity, all the goodness, until you are nothing but a shell of a dried-up something—an eel, maybe—something that washed up on the beach and dried out in the sun.


    What would make her hurt like that?


    Would me and Felix winning Cupid and Psyche make her hurt like that?


    No.


    There was only one thing that would: me officially stealing Jay back from her.


    That doubt I mentioned about whether I should go through with this revenge scheme?


    Consider it erased.


    I grabbed my phone and texted Jay.


    HAZEL: Jay, it’s me, Hazel.


    JAY: Hi Hazel!


    (Wow. Chipper aren’t we?)


    HAZEL: Hi Jay!


    (Couldn’t resist.)


    HAZEL: So I’d like to accept your offer to go with you to the dance.


    JAY: You would?


    HAZEL: Yes. I would.


    JAY: Great! :)


    (I wanted to put the emoji of the girl with her arms crossed in an X across her chest—the one I used when I wanted to reject someone’s idea or offer. The one I used to use with Kimmy. But I didn’t. I needed to stick with the plan. Felix’s plan. Our plan. As much as it grossed me out the idea of going with cheater Jay anywhere, never mind a dance where I’d have to feel his hands on my lower back. His breath on my neck. Through chills, I forced myself to focus. I wrote back a mimic instead:


    HAZEL: Great! :)


    (Can emojis be sarcastic?)


    I tossed the phone down before I could change my mind and tell him to forget it. That I wouldn’t go to the dance with him for all the money in the world. In fact, I wouldn’t go to the dance with him if it guaranteed me straight A plusses in all my classes AND a guarantee into the universities of my choice.


    That. In. Your. Face.


    So I had to throw it.


    Because I had to get revenge on Kimmy and Jay.


    She never wanted Jay to ask me to go to the dance.


    She wanted to go with Jay to the dance.


    She probably wanted to be crowned Psyche to his Cupid.


    Ha.


    Not going to happen.


    Even if I had to suck it up and go with him to the stupid dance.


    Take that Kimmy!


    Revenge: best served up after puking your guts out.


    I should have felt great. On top of the world. More powerful than ever.


    If it was all working out according to the plan, why did I feel so bad? Why did it feel like everything was coming apart?

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Hazel


    Dear Felix,


    I started typing it and then stopped. My hands were sweating. I wiped them off on my leggings. Tried again.


    Why was this so hard?


    I just had to tell him that I accepted Jay’s offer.


    It was the plan.


    Kimmy was jealous.


    Jay would be miserable.


    The plan was working.


    Felix would be happy!


    But I knew in my heart he wouldn’t be happy.


    And this made it hard to write.


    I sucked in a gutsy breath and typed. Get over yourself, Hazel McAllister. Stick to the script. Plans are made to follow through. You never throw in the towel before the final round of plan.


    I felt this was too long for a text, so I decided to email you. Funny, I’ve never emailed you before that I remember. I had to dig up your address on an old birthday evite from your sister. I’ve accepted Jay’s offer to the dance. Kimmy just called me, pissed as all hell, so if you hear screaming and yelling and frames breaking in your house…well, I’d guess it was her. I hope you have fun at the dance with Barb.


    Thanks for everything, Felix. I mean it.


    Hazel


    Tears sprang into my eyes after I wrote it.


    I slammed my laptop shut, angry at myself, angry at Jay and Kimmy. Angry at my dad for dying. Angry for heartache.


    Then my phone pinged and I grabbed it.


    New mail from Felix James.


    My heart leaped.


    Dear Hazel,


    I’m not surprised you found my email address, as you are a major sleuth with an eye for espionage. I’m surprised you aren’t going into the FBI after high school. That’s fine about the dance, and you’re right about Kimmy. She’s definitely pissed. I’ve heard several door slams and some loud weeping coming from her residences. I’m glad you’re going through with this. I just wish you didn’t have to.


    Yours,


    Felix


    Dear Felix,


    I’m definitely considering a career in the FBI. Or perhaps the CIA now. Whoops. I better delete that in case Homeland Security is reading this. I’m just kidding, USA! I’m a mere high school student! What you are failing to remember is that Jay is trying to be the “good guy.” He doesn’t want to go to the dance with me. He wants to go with Kimmy.


    Going with me is punishment.


    I don’t have a choice.


    I have to go through with this.


    I mean…he’s kind of asking for it.


    Fondly,


    Hazel


    Dear Hazel,


    I like emailing. It’s like Texting Plus. Maybe we should invent an app and sell it for billions? While we’re at it, maybe we could invent a device where you can actually HEAR the person on the device you’re communicating on, which will make for both excellent communication plus the ability not to be misunderstood. Do you ever find with texting that the person mishears your intention? Hence the invention of the emojis I suppose. For example, if I reply to you: “Sure, good idea.” If I use a period it reads bland, or, even worse, like I’m mad. Like I DON’T think it’s a good idea, right? But if I write: “Sure! Good idea!” It makes it read like I’m the head cheerleader on top of the pyramid at the basketball finals. And while I’d look adorable in a short pleated skirt, that wasn’t the reply I was going for. SO what do you do?


    Best,


    Felix


    PS. Going with you anywhere is never punishment.


    Dear Felix,


    While I found your email reply infinitely entertaining, and the vision of you on the top of a cheerleading pyramid in a short pleated skirt a burst of hilarity on a post-puking morn, you didn’t give me any ideas on how to finish our revenge on Jay. Is it revenge enough that he can’t go to the dance with your sister? That she’ll be incredibly pissed off at him? That he has to go with pathetic old Hazel to the dance. Now that I mention it, I’m the one getting hurt in this scenario, I’m the one who has to go to the dance with Jay! Ick.


    Cordially,


    Hazel


    Dear Hazel,


    Yeah. He deserves it after the way he treated you. But revenge, while palpable, is at times overrated.


    But we’ve seen it through this far. And if this is what you need, this is what we’ll do.


    You go to the dance with him. And then you finish him off by leaving him high and dry. Break his heart. I can tell you…that’s something he’ll never forget.


    Felix James


    Not “yours.”


    Not “fondly.”


    Felix James was witty and funny and enjoyed our friendship, but he didn’t like me in that way. He couldn’t…could he?


    What did he mean by that bit about revenge being overrated? Was he saying we should abandon our plan? We couldn’t.


    I wrote him back.


    Dear Felix,


    Clarify what you mean? Revenge is all we have, isn’t it?


    Send.


    I waited.


    And waited some more.


    No pings.


    I shouldn’t have said anything.


    That was dumb!


    That was…crazy.


    I turned off my phone and slammed my computer shut.


    Revenge was all we had.


    I reminded myself over and over again.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Hazel


    Sick of being sick, and even sicker of being upset and overthinking, I got up and showered, and after, in the way that only happens after you’ve been terribly sick, I was suddenly starving.


    Slumping downstairs, ready to eat practically anything, I noted a particularly delicious smell wafting up the stairs: Bacon. Eggs. Toast. Huh? Mom was at work; nobody was here but me.


    Panicking, I spun up the stairs, and grabbed mom’s bat from under her bed to confront the invader. I gripped it hard, tiptoeing slowly down the stairs, hands sweating, heart threatening to bust through my chest, when Felix James appeared at the bottom of my stairs in my mom’s way-too-small and tight pink kitchen apron.


    I shrieked.


    “Oh my God, I almost killed you.”


    Laughing, he eyed my pink softball bat. “You might have slightly bruised me. Me versus pink foam, you have to admit. I have a fighting chance.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “From the tone of your emails, you sounded positively famished. I thought I’d come over and help you out.”


    That’s why he didn’t write me back?


    He was coming over here to cook me breakfast?


    Felix James was standing in my kitchen looking gorgeously ridiculous in my mom’s pink floral apron. “You broke into my house?” I could barely speak. I blinked.


    “Just because we aren’t going to the dance together, doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”


    Friends.


    Friends didn’t kiss passionately in the hallway.


    But friends was better than nothing. And nothing was my alternative.


    I nodded.


    “I asked your mom,” Felix continued. “She gave me her wholehearted thumbs-up and reminded me where the secret key was. You know, you might want to take it from the garden gnome and put it someplace else,” he said, grinning.


    Why did he have to be so effortlessly charming? I felt sick again.


    Sick and flustered and thank God I showered.


    But had I brushed my teeth?


    Throwing my hand to my mouth, I did the old “breath into the palm breathcheck.”


    “I’m sure your breath smells like cherries,” he said, a grin spreading across his face.


    “I hate you, Felix James.”


    “That might well be true,” he turned toward the kitchen and said over his shoulder, “but your stomach doesn’t.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Felix


    “You’re standing in my kitchen cooking,” Hazel said. “I can’t believe you’re standing in my kitchen cooking.” Her newly washed, damp hair was rolling onto her bare shoulders. All she wore was a tank top (with no bra, I couldn’t help but notice), and lounge pants. My sister called them lounge pants, anyway. I’m not sure what category of pants they fall into, but they were a cross between pajama pants and yoga pants. Loose and striped. She had cute little yellow socks on her feet.


    “Again, an astute observation, Agent Basil.” She looked so adorable, I longed to reach out and grab her, to pull her into me, but she was all about the revenge plan. That’s fine. I’d never be worthy of her in that way, but we could still be friends, couldn’t we? I couldn’t stay away from her. Hazel McCallister was all I thought about morning, noon, night, and every moment in between.


    “You’re making bacon.”


    “What was it about this flu that makes you only observe things in a Scully-like tone?”


    “Scully?”


    “Agent Scully from X-Files? Straight man to Mulder’s wry hilarity? No?”


    Hazel looked dazed. Either from her recent sickness, from the fact that I snuck into her house using a spare key from under her garden gnome’s chipped, red-painted hat and was standing in her kitchen in her mom’s pink ruffled apron, or because she hadn’t seen the X-Files. Since she was a human on planet Earth, I assumed it wasn’t the latter.


    “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen the X-Files?”


    “I haven’t seen the X-Files.”


    I set Hazel’s mother’s black rubber spatula down on the counter. “What?”


    “Nope. Isn’t that show scary?”


    “It’s not scary, per say. It’s just interesting. It’s sci-fi and very good. David Duchovny plays the other FBI agent. The one they call Spooky Mulder.”


    “The guy from Californication? Mom watches that one.”


    “Yes. Exactly. Only in X-Files he’s not such a…what is that term you use to describe me oh so delicately”—I teased her—“manwhore.”


    She blushed. She looked so cute with the wet hair tumbling over her shoulders and this post-sickness red-cheeked flush that I wanted to yell out, “Screw the revenge plan! Come with me to the dance! Let me be your cupid!” But, of course, I didn’t. I looked back toward the sizzling bacon.


    I had been so worried that she’d had a concussion. When I heard it was just the flu, I felt an enormous sense of relief. Turns out when she was hallucinating/rambling about fresh peaches in my truck, she’d had a growing fever.


    “Well, his character in that show is a manwhore. And would be the first to admit it, might I add.”


    “You might.”


    I stirred the scrambled eggs around, careful none stuck to the bottom of the pan. They were fluffing up to perfection. The bacon smelled great and was sizzling just right in the other pan. I hoped bacon wasn’t too much. Post being sick, you either really wanted the stuff or the smell made you feel sick all over again. I know with me it was always the former. I hoped the same for Hazel.


    “You hungry?” I asked, hoping. I squeezed my eyes shut—was I doing the right thing? This was a little…eccentric. Was I too enthusiastic? Maybe she was done with me. Maybe she didn’t want to be my friend either. But I had to try.


    “Starving,” she said with a little sigh. “Being sick is the worst. I can’t remember ever being this sick before.”


    She plopped down onto the high-backed barstool chair, slumped her cheek onto her fist, and watched me cook.


    “I remember when you were this sick.” I couldn’t look at her when I said it, still feeling weird about being here. I cleared my throat and focused on my task of cooking for Hazel.


    “When?”


    While I stirred the eggs that probably didn’t need to be stirred this much—I just couldn’t meet her eyes—and moved the bacon around top to bottom, flip, bottom to top, while I reminded her of the story.


    She and Kimmy had both gotten food poisoning from a take-out Thai restaurant. It came on fast and furious. My parents were out at a movie, so their cell phones were off. I didn’t know what to do; Hazel’s mom wasn’t home either—that was pretty soon after her father died, and she used to attend these meetings for widows/widowers on Friday nights. It was a usual thing for Hazel to stay over the night at our house. I was a year older—I may have been held back in school, but I was deemed the responsible one, so it was okay for us to stay home alone.


    So I had taken care of them both, bringing them bowls and Sprites.


    As soon as I reminded her of the story, she remembered. She nodded and crossed her eyes, remembering how sick she was. We laughed about it for a minute before she cocked her head to the other side and looked at me appreciatively. The way she looked at me when I came up with the revenge plan in the caf. The way she looked at me when she said she agreed to come with me to the dance. Before she turned me down via email for said dance and I showed up here to what? Try and make her change her mind?


    No. That would be stupid.


    What did I expect to happen if she didn’t finish the revenge plan? She’d been pretty clear. She needed this to happen if she wanted to feel whole again. And she needed to feel whole if she was ever going to be with someone else again.


    It didn’t matter if I wanted her to go to the dance with me for real. I knew—she knew—everyone knew that I wasn’t good enough for her. She deserved a guy who would drop what was important to him so he could be there for her. She deserved a guy who truly cared about her. She deserved a guy she knew she could rely on no matter what happened.


    “You were so sweet,” she said, surprising me, giving me a spark of hope.


    I grinned at her over my shoulder. “So what changed, huh?”


    She paused—seemingly taking me all in—before saying, “Nothing.”


    “Nothing?” I prodded, again surprised.


    “You’re still sweet, Felix James. And like I said in the email. I really, really appreciate you helping me with the revenge plan. It’s all…working out the way it’s meant to, and that’s because of you.”


    I swallowed. If it was going the way it was “meant to,” why did the thought of losing her feel like the worst thing in the world?


    But I had to put up a brave front.


    I had to want what Hazel wanted, and that was revenge. I looked away and cleared my throat.


    “Why thank you, Hazel Bazil. So while you’re eating, how about we download the first season of X-Files and you can see what it’s all about, huh?”


    Because that was what friends did. But could I be just friends with Hazel?

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Hazel


    When I finally got back to school, I was stressed out of my gourd. Hanging out with Felix had felt so great. So right. Why had he shown up in my house like that? If I didn’t know better, I’d think he liked me. Like, actually liked me. But there was no way. He sat on the other side of the couch. Didn’t touch me at all, though I was highly aware of his proximity throughout. Felix James.


    God.


    And now I had so much make-up work to do, how could I possibly catch up? Plus, I was anxious—maybe more anxious than I should have been—about seeing Jay now that I’d accepted his invitation to the dance.


    How would I act?


    More importantly, how should I act?


    It’s not like there’s proper protocol for how you act toward your cheating ex that you agreed to go to a dance with as a key element in your Revenge Plot.


    Not to mention Felix.


    Felix James.


    The boy in the pink ruffled apron (that would make a great book cum movie title, wouldn’t it?)


    Le sigh.


    When I’d stumbled down the stairs yesterday and saw him standing there cooking, I’d felt something I hadn’t felt since I first started seeing Jay. And if I was being completely honest, something far more spectacular than I ever felt about Jay.


    Butterflies. No, too dainty, bluebirds had flown in my stomach.


    And something had felt like it was piercing my heart.


    There’d been an actual stab, a jolt. A bolt of electricity as I’d admired his back, the way the muscles rolled under the silly ruffled apron. The way his confident hands moved almost like an expert pianist moved his fingers on black-and-white piano keys, effortlessly, like bees grazing from one flower to the next.


    And he was doing all this for me.


    Jay never cooked for me.


    Come to think of it, Jay never did much for me that didn’t actually end up helping him. He’d come get me on the way to school, sure, but he was already heading that way.


    He bought me a white tennis skirt once…to play couples tennis with him.


    He brought me flowers when he picked me up for a date…but only to impress my mom.


    And when I thought about it, Jay wanted me to go to the dance not to make me feel better but to make him feel better about cheating on me and then dumping me for my best friend. Jay did things to help Jay.


    Whereas Felix, at least lately, was motivated by helping me.


    The Revenge Plot didn’t help him in the least, in fact, it did the opposite—it had completely squelched his dating life. Cooking breakfast for me didn’t help him in the least—he exposed himself to my flu! He could get sick himself! —He did that entirely for me. Not to mention how fun it was curling up under our fluffy red blanket in the living room watching the entire first season of X-Files. It was, like, ten episodes, and we sat there all day watching. I asked Felix if he had anywhere else to be and he just shrugged and shook it off, but now that I knew he was working at the diner, I knew he might’ve been lying. Had he taken the day or evening off, just to stay with me?


    Felix James was a sweetheart. He’d always had a sweet heart ever since he was a boy—my mom was right about that.


    Sigh.


    And the X-Files turned out to be not half bad either. I couldn’t wait for tonight when I’d start the second season. Maybe I’d talk to Felix about it today at school. Invite him over to watch it with me. But what if he was scheduled to work? I’d already taken enough of his time. Felix James…I continued thinking about his face, his smile, his sweet gestures while I walked into the school from the parking lot.


    I turned the corner—and what I saw slammed me into place.


    “You did what?” Kimmy screeched.


    “Shh. Calm down, Kimmy. It’s what we decided…”


    Jay and Kimmy were in the hallway, both red-faced, both looking like they were about to combust.


    “It’s what you decided, Buster!” Kimmy poked Jay in the chest with two fingers, which was actually hilarious. And Buster? Nice one.


    “It’s what we decided, Kimmy. As a couple. That I’d offer to take her.”


    “Yeah, whatever,” Kimmy whined, “because you knew she’d say no.”


    Ah. So that was it.


    They’d expected me to decline.


    Hence the offer.


    “Oh, boy, what’s this train wreck we’re looking upon?” came Felix’s soft and wry voice behind me, so close to my hair I could feel his breath on my neck.


    The butterflies—no, the blue jays were back.


    “Hey,” I said, my face heating up. “It looks bad from this vantage point.”


    “Sure does. Too bad we don’t have any popcorn.”


    “You’re terrible.” I glanced up at him.


    “You love it.”


    “Hmm.”


    “You do. Admit it.”


    “Never,” I said with a grin, though I was plenty pissed off about the conversation between Jay and Kimmy.


    He had no intention of taking me to the dance. He just asked me to “do the right thing” to ease his guilty conscience.


    Bastard.


    There’s no way he’d get away with this.


    Did I love it?


    As much as I liked imagining Felix and I at the dance together, no matter how sweet he’d been lately, Felix James was the Player of La Playa.


    And I needed to get my revenge on Jay.


    “Hi, Felix,” one of the Barbies said as she walked by, causing Kimmy and Jay to stop fighting and look over at the two of us standing there gawking at them. Jay looked surprised; Kimmy just looked annoyed.


    Course, Kimmy’s standing face was annoyed, so it was hard to tell if she was actually annoyed or just looking at us nonplussed.


    “I haven’t seen you around much,” the Barbie said, soothing sex-on-a-stick.


    “I’ve been busy,” Felix said in his nonchalant Player of La Playa voice. A tone I hadn’t heard for a while. A tone I certainly didn’t miss. His genuine Felix voice was so much nicer.


    “Oh.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. I couldn’t believe they allowed half shirts on school grounds. “I hear you don’t have a date to the dance.”


    She touched his shoulder, cocking her head. Her dangling earring swinging back and forth.


    Jealously grew in my stomach like a weed.


    “I did,” Felix said, looking at me, his eyes hooding over. “But not anymore.”


    Was he legitimately upset, or faking it for the revenge plan?


    “Oh. Oh!” Barbie brightened up. “Do you want to go with me?”


    She hadn’t wasted a second!


    I applauded her gusto.


    I hadn’t been that straightforward in my life.


    “Sure,” he said.


    Sure. He wanted to go with Barbie? So he’d been in my kitchen making me breakfast for the exact reason he’d explained: because we could still be friends.


    I swallowed away heartache. It was never about the dance; it wasn’t about the kisses; it wasn’t about me feeling safer with Felix than I had since my dad died. Of course it wasn’t. It was about the plan.


    I looked over at Jay, who had his hands on his hips. Kimmy glared at him. Then Kimmy glared at me. Barbie just looked confused. The revenge was working.


    I couldn’t look Felix in the eye.


    It had to be about the plan.


    We had to complete our revenge.


    I tried to swallow the regret that threatened to pop up as Barbie beamed and Kimmy cringed.


    Jay’s eyes flew open, his mouth opening in protest and then snapping shut.


    This was the right call.


    Felix nodded again but avoided my eye as well. “You go with Jay, Hazel.” And then he looked at me. Dead on. “You two belong together.”


    I didn’t like the way he said it. Like it was a threat. Or a tease. Or…


    What did he want me to do?


    “Oh. Okay, if you’re sure.”


    What was I doing? This was the plan! I should be happy.


    I looked at him for advice, but he was writing something on Barb’s hand with a pink marker that seemed to appear from the ether. The pink pen reminded me of the pink construction-paper heart. The one with my name on it with the sweet invite from Felix.


    I wasn’t ready for this ruse to be over. I wasn’t ready for anything with Felix to be over. We had more episodes of X-Files to watch! We had waves to surf! We had special shoestring French-fry sauces to try at the diner!


    “Whoa. Whoa. Just wait a minute,” Kimmy said, but Jay silenced her with an index finger. He was such a pompous ass. The last person I wanted to go to the dance with was Jay. I wanted to go to the dance with Felix!


    Suddenly I didn’t even care about the rouse.


    Or the Revenge Plot.


    But Felix wasn’t listening to me anymore.


    Felix was walking through the double doors, his arm slung around Barb, looking forward.


    Moving on.


    I knew where they were going: to his truck, where he’d sling his arm around the back of her seat, his truck with the folk-rock playing from one working speaker. He’d take her back to her house where she’d be the eager recipient of his magic Felix kisses; ripe peaches always in season.


    And I was jealous.


    I was so flipping jealous.


    I wasn’t jealous of Kimmy and Jay.


    I suddenly didn’t give two shizbots about those two d-bags.


    I just wanted Felix to look at me the way he had in my kitchen.


    The way he had when I’d fallen into his arms in this very hallway.


    When his brown eyes had been so sweet and wanting and present that I’d put my arms around him and kissed him.


    I gulped. Crushed.


    No. Please don’t go.


    


    I was struggling to focus on homework and trying to think about anything other than dancing with Jay at the dance —the thought of his arms around my waist now made my stomach crawl—while fighting away what was really bothering me: the image of Felix with his arm slung around Barb leaving school together this afternoon.


    The image stuck with me though, and it kept recurring and recurring like a Vine.


    My real feelings took over, sucking them up like the disappearing-twin phenomena. You know about that one? The healthier twin, in utero, sometimes absorbs the weaker one. That’s what had happened to the Revenge Plot. It had been absorbed by my feelings for Felix. My real feelings.


    The look on his face as he acknowledged me rejecting him, and then, after he’d rejected me. An arrow to the heart. A pierce to the gut. A flock of dead blue birds splayed across the hallway at school. His brown eyes so full of emotion and then just…empty as he turned away from me. Rejecting me. Leaving me…forever.


    Just when I’d found him again.


    No. Scratch that. Just when I’d discovered him.


    Truly gotten to know Felix James.


    It’d felt so final. And now it was over.


    I swallowed away the pit in my throat.


    All I felt was his soft hair between my fingers. All I tasted was his soft lips. All I felt was the heat of his warm chest through his soft T-shirt.


    Everything about Felix was soft: his hair, his lips, his shirt…his heart.


    Felix was a softie. Kimmy was the one with hard edges.


    Jay was sharp-edged, stubborn, and narcissistic.


    Kimmy and Jay were perfect for each other!


    And Felix and I…


    It was too late.


    The doors swung close behind him, and I hadn’t felt this alone since my dad died.


    I stood there with Kimmy and Jay among the lockers and the groups of kids laughing and talking and making plans. But I was there alone—an arrow piercing my heart.


    Not okay, Cupid. Not friggin’ okay.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Felix


    I’d hated leaving Hazel in the hallway like that, but it was the best thing to do. It was the only thing to do, really.


    It would work with the plan—the revenge plan—the point of all of this, anyhow.


    I would be yesterday’s news.


    I swallowed. Glanced out my open window at myself in the review mirror. My eyes set and determined. I had to get past this. I strummed my thumb on the stirring wheel. Barb said something. I answered with a nod as we cruised down the street.


    Sure, maybe Hazel would think of me from time to time—maybe if she accidentally ran into an old DVD of Felix the Cat, or smelled a ripe peach at the farmers market, but that would be it. She’d avoid Fred’s at all costs. She’d never try a pesto mayonnaise dip for her fries.


    A familiar sad and romantic tune filled the cab. A quick glance at Barb told me this was making her all swoony and hot. Not what I was going for. Not in the least. Why had I even let her get in my truck?


    I tugged on a piece of windblown hair, suddenly so antsy.


    I turned the music off—it was one of the songs I listened to with Hazel, one she especially liked and sang along to (all the wrong words, adorably, I might add). I couldn’t hear it right now. I felt like I’d swallowed a peach pit.


    To the right of me was the wrong girl. Clearly the wrong girl.


    “I’ve missed you, Felix,” the wrong girl said, unsnapping her seat belt (Hazel would never take her seat belt off in a moving vehicle. She was far too smart for that) and resting her palm on my knee.


    The weight of her hand felt all wrong as it crawled up my thigh.


    “You should fasten your seat belt.”


    “But I want to be close to you.”


    “And I want you to be safe and me to be law-abiding.”


    Yes, I actually said that. I was panicking! I had to get her off me. If she told everyone I’d turned into a Goody Two-shoes, fine. It was worth it.


    I felt bad, of course. It wasn’t Barb’s fault that she wasn’t Hazel—she didn’t know what was going on with me—I was the one acting weird. I didn’t want to reject her outright and hurt her feelings, but I had to stop her.


    “I…” I lifted her hand off my leg and set it back on her own lap.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I…I don’t feel that great,” I confessed. I felt sick.


    Suddenly my head hurt so bad that it felt like a swarm of wasps were digging into my brain. I felt like Cupid’s arrow—full of poison—had landed splat into my gut, injecting it with goo. I needed to puke ASAP.


    Was I that upset about Hazel?


    The sad look on her face in the hallway almost killed me.


    But why was she sad? She had the revenge against Jay. And revenge against my asshat sister. That was it. Sure, she’d gone along with kissing me, and she’d seemed to enjoy my company when we were alone, but that didn’t mean anything. She was a good actor. She’d been going along with the revenge plan.


    Hazel had so much going for her. She was so smart and ambitious. Her future was so bright. Hazel could do anything she set out to do, whereas, who knew where I’d end up? That wasn’t a risk someone like Hazel was willing to take.


    If it came down to it, I wouldn’t let her take that risk anyway.


    My stomach lurched. My palms began to sweat.


    “Are you okay, Felix?”


    “I…” I pulled over the truck to the curb, hopped out, and puked my guts out on the sidewalk. I was clearly not okay.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Hazel


    Stop thinking about his kisses. Stop thinking about what he was doing with Barb this very minute. Just stop!


    I slammed my book shut.


    I couldn’t concentrate.


    But if I’d made the right choice, why did I feel so terrible?


    Just then my phone pinged with an unexpected ring tone. The song I reserved for my ex-best friend. It was a text from Kimmy.


    KIMMY: I know you don’t want to hear from me but I thought you’d want to know Felix is sick.


    Sick? Oh no! I replied right away, even though I told her yesterday I never wanted to hear from her again.


    HAZEL: How bad?


    KIMMY: Bad. He’s in the bathroom puking and he has a high fever. He won’t let me near him. My mom said I should call you. I guess he caught it from you.


    Call me? Poor Felix! Caught my flu when he was only trying to help me feel better.


    HAZEL: Did he say he wanted me?


    KIMMY: I don’t know, Hazel. My mom just said to invite you. Do you want to come over or not?


    God she was awful. But maybe he said he wanted me? If he asked for me there was hope! There was hope. With trembling, hopeful fingers I texted back


    HAZEL: I’ll be there in ten minutes.


    Jumping off my bed, I quickly sprinted into the bathroom and splashed my face with cool water. My eyes were still all red from my frustrated afternoon of tears over Felix. But now Felix was sick. And he wanted me. Even though I knew there’d be nil opportunity for a smooch fest, I brushed my teeth.


    I skipped down the stairs and rummaged through my leftover flu supplies for Felix: ibuprofen, lemon tea, chicken soup, orange juice—and tossed it all in a reusable bag with a Tree of Life on the outside. We weren’t allowed to use plastic bags in stores anymore. If we didn’t have a reusable bag, we had to pay a quarter. I thought it was a great policy. People will spend a hundred bucks on groceries, but they wouldn’t want to spend twenty-five cents at school. I was also on the committee at school to introduce composting buckets. It took a while to get the district to pass it, but now we had compost buckets in all the schools—even the elementary and middle schools.


    What else would Felix need?


    I flashed back to my disgusting flu.


    Oh, right. Saltine crackers. I drove to Felix’s house as fast as I could and knocked on the door.


    “Hi,” Kimmy greeted me.


    “Hi,” I managed to mutter without rolling my eyes. “Can I come in?”


    She was blocking my way in her white mini-shirt, white tank top and freshly ironed hair.


    “Felix doesn’t want to see you.”


    “What? You just called me and told me to come over.”


    “Well,” she shrugged, all bony shoulders and indifference, “he changed his mind.”


    “Oh.” All the excited optimism I’d felt moments ago as I raced over, as I packed the stuff to help Felix feel better, the way he made me feel better when I was sick, vanished in a poof.


    Wait. What did he mean by he changed his mind?


    “Fine. He’s asleep.”


    “Oh. Okay. Well, when he wakes up, could you at least give him the stuff I brought over?”


    Kimmy eyed my bag coolly. “Sure.”


    “What’s your problem? You stole my boyfriend you know,” I said.


    “My problem,” Kimmy said, scooting into my personal space on the concrete step, the one we used to draw unicorns and rainbows on with colored chalk when we were kids, “Is you going to the dance with my boyfriend. My problem is that you’re ‘dating’ my brother.”


    Yes, she used air quotes.


    “I was dating your brother,” I said.


    “Oh yeah. Right. Was.” Like she didn’t believe me. But I wasn’t sure which part she didn’t believe so I just stood there a bit confused. Kimmy and I hadn’t talked just the two of us, without an audience since I discovered the cheating.


    I had no idea what was about to happen.


    “Little Miss Perfect Hazel dating Felix James? I didn’t buy it. Not for one second. I kept telling Jay you were full of shit. But then…I don’t know. The way you guys looked at each other in the hallway. I haven’t seen him look at any other girl that way. And the way you looked at him. I hadn’t seen that either. Not with Jay. Not with anyone.”


    I blinked.


    “What’s going on, Hazel?” she asked, her voice suddenly authentic. Old Kimmy. Best friend Kimmy. Whispering secrets under the covers Kimmy.


    “Nothing. I… Just… Give this to him, okay?”


    As much as I needed my best friend. As much as I wanted to gush out the secrets, all the angst, all the confusion about my feelings, I couldn’t. I didn’t trust her. As bad as it hurt, we couldn’t be friends anymore.


    “You were really going to go into that germ-infested room to take care of him, weren’t you?” Kimmy asked.


    I blinked again. I was. “Yeah.”


    “You wouldn’t even bring me soup if I was sick. You’re the classic germaphobe.”


    “Yeah. So.”


    “So why are you going with Jay to the dance when you want to go to with my brother?”


    Her astute words were a gun nailing me to my place.


    I couldn’t move.


    I couldn’t breathe.


    I had to try.


    “Because! Because Felix has a date! Because I want to go with Jay.”


    She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “You may hate me now. You might think I’m the worst friend in the world, but guess what. I know you, Hazel McAllister, probably better than you know yourself.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means sometimes plans change. It means sometimes the life you think you wanted isn’t the one you truly need.”


    Shit.


    Kimmy James, Beach Town Poet?


    Prophet?


    I had to make light of her observations. I had to get out of here.


    “Oh, thanks, wise sage, boyfriend stealer.”


    Kimmy shrugged. “Whatever. I’ll tell Felix you brought this by.”


    “Thanks.”


    “And Hazel?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I never meant to hurt you, you know. Sometimes…sometimes things happen. Feelings take over and you find yourself making choices you never would normally.”


    “Choices?” I was almost fuming.


    She must have seen my expression. “Mistakes,” she said. “Not just choices. Mistakes. It was like…with Jay, I was on autopilot. Or possessed by a spirit, like what happened on Vampire Diaries that one time, remember?”


    I nodded. I hated that I understood the analogy, but after what I’d gone through with Felix, I understood completely.


    “I know it doesn’t make it any better. But I’m sorry. I really am.”


    “Thanks for apologizing,” I said, swallowing hard.


    But it wasn’t enough.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Felix


    Two Days Till Valentine’s Day


    Three days later, I was finally feeling decent enough to keep a little food down. I still hadn’t gone back to school, but I figured I was okay to run the grill at Fred’s, so I went back to work.


    I thought I’d actually puke my guts out that night, and the following day, but like Hazel, I’d survived.


    Kimmy told me later that I was mumbling Hazel’s name in my feverish state—embarrassing—and that she dropped off a bag of food and medicine for me.


    I texted her later to thank her, and she texted back:


    HAZEL: You’re welcome. Feel better!


    But that was it. Nothing more. Nothing specially Hazel. So I let it go.


    Now that I was feeling better, I felt weird pressing my sister for more details, but I wanted to know everything: what was she wearing? How was she acting? Did she want to come up and see me?


    What was I, a Downton Abby character?


    Gah.


    This was bad.


    And besides, I hated Kimmy for what she’d done to Hazel.


    Anyway, it didn’t matter anymore about Hazel. It was over between us before it even began because it was never real. Not to her, anyway.


    Hazel was going to the dance with Jay. Kimmy was pissed. Jay was…who knew what Jay was, but in general? Mission accomplished.


    So why did I feel so awful?


    Probably residuals from that nasty stomach flu, that’s all. I wiped my palms off on my pants and shook off the gross feeling crawling around in my guts, threatening its way up my chest, eager to ping my heart.


    That was the worst side effect of this flu. A pain in my heart. Almost like I was being stabbed by Cupid’s poisonous arrow. Tums, Pepto, nothing helped.


    The pain in my heart lingered on so bad I had to continually swallow to ward off tears. Tears! Me! Man tears. Who was I becoming?


    And I couldn’t stop ruminating about her face in the hallway. Imagining her standing on my porch, looking adorable, ringing my bell.


    And then, ultimately, looping back to STFU Felix. What in the world is wrong with you? I was worse than the characters I used to make fun of on my sister’s CW shows. Nightmare. I was living a nightmare.


    I had to get back to work.


    It was a busy night at Fred’s, and I was grateful for that. The raw chunks of meat resting on the stainless-steel counter grossed me out to the point of nearly almost puking again, but at least dealing with them kept my mind off of Hazel.


    Orders flew at me right and left.


    Soon I had a dozen burgers going. Cooking was simple. That’s why I liked it. Toss the fresh ground beef or turkey burger down, listen to it sizzle, smell the juicy goodness, wait until it’s ready and then flip it. Done. When it’s fully cooked through the middle—not too pink—I scoop it up, stick it on a bun and/or melt cheese on it first, and/or pile it with sizzling bacon, put the whole thing on a white plate, lift it onto the counter, and ping the little silver bell, “Order up!”


    Simple.


    (Unless the diner complains about something, but that’s usually an easy fix.)


    My pal Jonas was on the fries. He did the best job with the sweet potato ones, let them deep fry until they packed that perfect crunch on the outside with a squishy softness on the inside. “Hey, Felix,” he shouted above the deep fryer. His hat tipped to the side a bit like an elf.


    “Yeah?” I called back.


    “When are you introducing your famous new basil mayonnaise? These babies are crying out for it, brother. Wait till you try this batch. Perfection. God I’m good.”


    “What sauce?” I played dumb.


    That was another thing eating away at my gut.


    “You know what sauce, man.”


    I nodded. Grimaced. Focused back on my grill.


    Fred had put it back on the menu. I was going to surprise Hazel after the stupid cupid Valentine’s Day, but stupid cupid screwed everything up by insisting Jay and Hazel go to the dance together. Or maybe I insisted that by ignoring her plea in the hallway,


    “Felix!” she had cried out, and it hadn’t seemed fake at all. But maybe she was just a better actor than I was.


    “I…I think I’ll ask Fred to take it off the menu after all.”


    “Why? It’s great, and I think the customers will dig it.”


    “I guess I don’t think it’s as great as I thought I did.”


    “No way. It’s even better than you think. It’s the best thing you’ve invented, and you know, as your key taster, I’ve sampled it all.”


    “What’s this about you taking the Hazel Basil off the Valentine’s menu?” Fred said. “That ain’t happening. You know how much those menus cost to print?”


    “Right. No problem, Fred.”


    Fred cupped my shoulder. “Lady problems, son?”


    “Something like that,” I said.


    “I’ve always hated Valentine’s Day,” Fred said, shaking his head. “But sometimes Cupid surprises even the most jaded of us.”


    “If you say so, Freddie.”


    “I do! Now get back to work; those burgers aren’t gonna flip themselves.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Hazel


    One Day Till Valentine’s Day


    Going to the dance with Jay should have made me feel good. Kimmy apologizing should have made me feel good. But it didn’t. Inside, I just felt empty.


    But at least I was back to my normal routine.


    I woke up every day at 6:30 a.m.


    I was out of the shower by 6:45 a.m.


    I was dressed, hair done, light make up on and eating my oatmeal with organic blueberries at our dining nook by 7:00 a.m.


    I was completely out our lemon-colored door by 7:15 a.m.


    Yes, I was incredibly self-aware for the most part. When it came to everything in my planned life anyway. When it came to Felix James, however? I had no idea what I was doing.


    Life with Felix had felt disorienting. Like riding a roller coaster I’d never been on before, so I couldn’t predict the twists and turns. What would make me squeal with laughter might make me scream in fear two seconds later.


    I bumped into Felix James.


    “Hey, Baze,” he said, and immediately I was rushed back to the café with him sitting across from me, to the hallway, to the kisses.


    I blinked. Clearly, I needed to stop watching all of those dramadies with my mom.


    “You okay?” he asked, tipping his head so the soft fluff of Felix James hair fell over his forehead. It looked a little longer in the back too. Was sort of softly puffing up. No. How could hair grow in three days? You haven’t seen him for three days. That’s it.


    “I’m fine. Are you?”


    “I am now. I was pretty sick.” He adjusted his weight from side to side. He was wearing red Converse low-tops. “Thanks again for leaving that stuff for me. I liked the soup. And the Kleenex.”


    “I’m glad.” I smiled like I hadn’t since I saw him standing on the bottom of my stairs in my mom’s apron waving that spatula around.


    “It’s good to see you,” he said.


    “It’s good to see you, too,” I said back.


    I didn’t want to run. I wanted to stay.


    I glanced at his hand, remembered how mine felt in his. Could I grab it and just run out the double doors, let them swing behind us as we ran? We could grab our surfboards, head to sea, figure everything out…


    Another shift of red Converse.


    “I’m sorry. I feel like…I don’t know.”


    “Why?” He did this cute frowny question shrug thing, like, Who cares? “It was just a game, right Baze? And it looked like you won. Got everything you wanted, right?”


    “Did I?”


    What did I ask him? It just came out. I clamped my hand over my mouth, hoping to push it back in. Stupid words. Dumb Valentine’s Day fodder.


    “So are you still going to the dance?” I said, changing the subject.


    “Yeah. I’m still going with Barb.”


    “Good.” An arrow to the heart. “That’ll be fun for you.”


    He nodded. Shrugged. “I guess.”


    “So,” —gulp— “I’ve got to get to class.” I wrapped my pale yellow cardigan around my chest like it was forty degrees in the seventy-five degree hallway. The sweater was Jay’s favorite. The one with the pearl buttons. I was back to wearing my headbands, too. If I looked the same as before, I could get back on track. I could put Felix James behind me.


    Felix glanced up at it before looking me straight in the eye.


    “Okay,” he said. But he didn’t move past me. In fact, he didn’t move at all.


    “Felix?”


    “Yeah, Baze?”


    “Thank you,” I said, past the lump in my throat. I’m surprised he could even hear me. Had he heard me?


    Taking a step closer, he glanced at my quivering lips. “What for?” he asked, his voice, too, barely a whisper.


    “For reminding me,” I said.


    “Reminding you?”


    “Yes.”


    He didn’t have time to ask what, as I made myself push forward, one foot in front of the other. How I managed to propel myself away from Felix James when everything in my body was fighting to stay right there in his orbit—when all I wanted to do was stay—was exactly what he’d reminded me: how to live.

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Felix


    It is a difficult matter to keep love imprisoned.


    Trying as best as I could to forget about Hazel and move forward with my life, I decided to go ironic for the dance in an attempt to be excited about it. Or, if I was being honest, in an attempt to be okay with going at all.


    So I rented a vintage tux from Sunny Cove thrift store. By rented, I meant I begged the hipster clerks to let me “buy” it for half price if I promised to return it tomorrow. Hemming and hawing and then finally giggling in unison, the way girls do sometimes, they agreed if I promised not to tell their manager and swore I didn’t spill on it. “Hey,” I’d said in my most charming voice, palming my heart earnestly. “Do I look like the kind of guy who’d spill?” Predictably, they teased me mercifully about how yes, I was the perfect type who would spill.


    The tux was worth it. It was too perfect to pass up: powder-blue ruffles with a powder blue cummerbund and polyester bottoms. I opted out of the top hat because it was a bit too much, even for me. Underneath the pants, my Cupid boxers stuck out the top.


    Well played, Felix James. I admired myself in the warped mirror of the thrift store. The girls who worked here, all hipster types, recent college grads who couldn’t find work doing anything that made real money, fussed over me, bringing me various things to try with it, including a smashing pair of white wing-tipped shoes. Eventually, I just opted for my red Converse. I couldn’t afford the snazzy shoes.


    I usually loved school dances. I loved the hype, the moves and grooves, the fun hip-hop songs I would never listen to independently. I flashed back to my first dance in middle school. I was in sixth grade, and a little nervous to go at all, but was lured both by my mom’s insistence that it would be fun as well as the promise of Ping-Pong tables, chips, and doughnuts.


    But then I entered the booming, flashing-lights gymnasium. How could something as boring as a basketball court be transformed into something as exciting as a nightclub? And I got so into it. The music, the lights, the freeform dancing… And mostly the ladies. The ladies. Even then. Man, they swarmed me! Mostly because I was one of the only twelve-year-old guys brave enough to get my random groove on—could I dance? I doubted it, but it sure was fun! By the end of the night, I’d been hoisted onto a much bigger kid’s shoulders and had my name chanted as I gyrated toward the strobes.


    I’d found my place.


    Eureka.


    And I hadn’t missed a dance since.


    So the fact that I was depressed about this dance, almost dreading it, made me even unhappier.


    Sure, Barb was fine. She was fun, nice, she dug me, and I didn’t have to try and get anything out of her info-wise, she just went ahead and offered it up. But the plain truth was, I missed Hazel like nobody’s business. I missed her like burgers missed cheese. I missed her like my custom mayonnaise missed pesto. I missed her missed her. I missed Basil.


    And it sucked.


    “Everything okay in there?” one of the hipsters, the pink-haired one, asked through the shabby plaid curtain.


    “Yeah. Everything is fine.”


    I realized I had slumped down onto the purple velveteen stool and was staring at myself with sad eyes. I didn’t like the guy I saw in the mirror. I didn’t even recognize him. I wanted to be more, be better, do better.


    I missed Hazel.


    I missed Hazel, and I couldn’t have Hazel.


    I wasn’t sure what hurt worse; the idea of never getting to this revenge business to begin with and never experiencing this feeling, or missing her like this.


    “You like the tux?” she asked, confused.


    “I do,” I said.


    “Then what’s the matter?”


    “Oh. It’s just…”


    “What?”


    What the hell. She was a stranger. What could it hurt?


    “I like this girl, and I thought, well, I thought maybe she liked me, I mean we were good together. No, scratch that, we were great for a while, but we were just pretending. Only, when we were pretending it felt like the realest thing in the world, you know? You know when something just feels right.”


    With wide, interested eyes, the girl nodded, encouraging my confession.


    “Yeah, so what’s the problem?”


    “The problem is it could never work between us. See, this girl is…well, this girl is pretty much perfect, and I’m well…”


    “You look pretty perfect to me,” she said.


    “I do?”


    “Yeah. I don’t know many guys confident enough to pull something like that off.” She gestured toward the powder-blue tux. “I don’t know many guys willing to pour their heart out to a total stranger in a thrift-store dressing room either.”


    “No?”


    “No.”


    “So what should I do?”


    “I say if you like her, you should tell her. She might not know. Girls are kind of clueless sometimes. You know, about the clues guys give.”


    “They are?” This was news to me.


    “Yep.”


    “How do you know all this stuff?”


    She shrugged and twisted her nose ring around. “I have three brothers. Dipshits one and all…but all with hearts of rubies. I give them nudges, too.”


    “Playing Cupid, huh?”


    She grinned. I noticed her pink shirt had a fake jewel in the shape of a heart. Costume jewelry. They looked like rubies. The ring in her nose was a little heart.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Hazel


    Valentine’s Day!


    I stared at myself in the mirror.


    My dress for the Valentine’s Day dance was pretty—pale pink with spaghetti straps, and it fit me perfectly. Mom and I had picked it out together. Well, actually, Mom picked it out and I agreed. I was a pretty easy shopper. I’d see something, try it on, if it fit, it was good enough. I didn’t love malls, and shopping all day made me feel claustrophobic. Would it kill a mall designer to put in a window or two? The lack of fresh air was making me feel funky, is what I told Mom, but really I was just dreading the dance. And I wanted this holiday, this supposed celebration of love, to just be over.


    Cupid was ruining my life.


    If I never heard another love song, or watched a Classic Sad in my life, I’d be happy. Feelings sucked, and missing someone felt even worse.


    Give me finals. Give me applications. Give me extracurriculars, but Cupid, please, don’t give me love.


    Love sucks.


    Last night I’d slept fitfully, and all day at school was a drag. I just wanted to get through today, get through the dance, and move on. March couldn’t come fast enough. I wanted to put February behind me forever. March. I immediately flashed on Felix at his locker with his shamrock boxers playing peek-a-boo.


    Stop thinking about Felix James!


    I chastised myself so loudly that for a second, I thought I’d said it out loud.


    I smacked myself in the forehead, grabbed a mint out of my backpack, and chewed it like my life depended on it.


    All day long I tried to put on a “Yippee! It’s Valentine’s Day!” face, but it was easier said than done.


    I picked at my turkey sandwich, nibbled on my blueberries. Smiled and nodded when it was appropriate and essentially felt entirely like crap.


    I caught the back of Felix and Barb leaving the caf, his arm slung casually around her shoulders, and I thought the blueberry would catch in my throat.


    As if he knew I was watching him, his head turned slightly. When our eyes met, he pulled his arm off Barb and just looked at me until I finally dropped eye contact and went back to being miserable.


    And now it was time for the dance.


    Jay would be picking me up—right on time—at 7:00 p.m.


    I went through the motions of getting ready: showered, scrubbed, and shaved my legs. I took special pains with my appearance, blow-drying my hair before straight ironing it. Carefully applied my makeup. I looked the part of a girl ready to be picked up for a special dance. But I didn’t feel special. I felt used and awkward and like I’d made the wrong choice.


    I swallowed away a lump in my throat, blinked away the tears popping into my eye threatening to ruin my makeup, when I heard a knock on my doorframe. The knock was just a formality as my mom entered the room.


    “You look beautiful, honey,” she said. But her tone was more like she was asking me what was wrong.


    “Do I?”


    “Yes,” she said.


    “I don’t feel beautiful.” I slunk onto my bed.


    “Well, you’ve had a rough week.”


    “You can say that again.”


    “You’ve had a rough week,” she repeated.


    “Mo-om.”


    “Sorry.” She patted my hand. “But you remind me of Molly Ringwald at the end of Pretty in Pink,” she said. “Before the dance. Remember the scene where she’s getting ready and she’s determined to go even without the boy she wants to go with.”


    “Yeah.”


    “You have a Molly face.”


    “Well. It’s just because I’m tired. And I just got over being sick. I probably need more iron. Do we have kale?”


    “Usually turning the conversation toward health food works, my darling girl, but tonight it won’t. I’m talking an eighties movie, and you know how I am about those films.”


    “The most classic of the Classic Sads.”


    “I still think she should’ve ended up with Ducky,” Mom said.


    “I know you do, Mom.”


    “And I also know who you want to end up with, Hazel.”


    I swallowed and avoided eye contact. No matter how big a wall I tried to build between Mom and me, she could always see right through it. So years ago, I’d stopped trying to fool her. I told her the truth or didn’t say anything at all.


    But I could barely admit the truth to myself. How could I admit it out loud to her?


    “It doesn’t matter what I want, Mom. I made my choice. It’s the only choice I have.”


    “You can always change your mind.”


    “I could change mine, yes, but it doesn’t mean he’ll change his. It’s all just such a mess. I hate feeling this way! I feel…like…one of those girls in your movies and it’s so frustrating and terrible and I’ve gone out of my way to avoid feeling like this for so long. I…never wanted to feel lonely like that again. Lonely like I felt after we lost dad.”


    “Look at me, Hazel. Hazel, look at me.”


    I did.


    “Grief is the price we pay for love, remember?”


    “Queen Elizabeth II. How could I forget?”


    She caressed the side of my face. “And it’s true. I think the problem here is something you’re afraid to admit even to yourself. You only feel this bad because you care. You care very much about someone you never set out to care for. Cupid worked his magic outside of your carefully scheduled life, kiddo.”


    “I hate Cupid.”


    “You hated the Tooth Fairy, too, but she still kept coming and stealing your teeth.”


    I laughed through my tears. And when the tears and the laughter finally faded enough for me to speak, I said, “I’m scared.”


    “About the future?”


    “About everything.” I swallowed. “I don’t want you to think I can’t take care of myself.”


    She just looked at me for a few seconds, and like Mom always did, it seemed like she was putting things together. “Is that why you want revenge on Jay? Why you’re going to the dance with him? So you can show me you can take care of yourself?”


    I shrugged. “Maybe. It sounds stupid when you say it like that.”


    She pulled me toward her and held me in a tight hug, then pushed me back enough to look me in my eyes. “You’re not stupid. When I was your age, I would’ve wanted the same thing. But you’ve got a choice to make. You can either grab your revenge and let go of the boy you want. Or you can have the best revenge on Jay that you could ever ask for.” She smiled. “A good life.”


    Now it was my turn to pull her toward me in a fierce hug.


    “Thanks, Mom.”


    We sat there looking at each other. My cheeks warmed from the pressure of admitting the truth.


    Would making Jay and Kimmy hurt make me feel any better? It sure hadn’t so far. So say my revenge worked, Kimmy and Jay broke up (maybe), and all four of us ended up miserable and alone on Valentine’s Day?


    “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe revenge won’t help.”


    “It won’t. It never does. The only thing that works is grieving…and then moving on to live the life you deserve.”


    “But you haven’t,” I said quietly.


    “I haven’t?”


    “Moved on. Moved on from Dad. It’s been a long time now.”


    She looked at her lap. “I know.”


    “Will you try?”


    “That depends.”


    “On what?”


    “You being a good influence on me.”


    I reached over and grabbed her hand, both of us misty-eyed.


    And then Jay rang the doorbell. “I have to go.”


    She took my hand. “Okay, sweetie. Just remember that it’s never too late if you want to change your mind.”


    “And if I don’t want to change my mind?”


    She shrugged. “Hard to blame you.”


    “What?” I laughed.


    “Are you kidding me?” She laughed with me. “It took every ounce of willpower not to go over to his house and dump a month’s worth of fish in the back of his convertible.”


    “Mystic Pizza!” I shouted.


    “Mystic Freaking Pizza,” Mom replied.


    “Mom?” I said as she kissed my cheek before I opened the door to greet Jay and go through the motions of our date. At some point, I’d have to tell him the truth, too.


    “Yeah?”


    “If things don’t go as planned tonight, I’m going to be a mess. I mean, a big-time mess.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ll get the supplies. I’m thinking Molly Ringwald marathon with a sprinkle of Mystic Pizza on top. If things get really bad, we’ll toss in Titanic.”


    “Even the last half.”


    She sucked in a breath. We never watched the end of Titanic. It was too sad, even for Mom. After, she’d sob for hours in her room, and bust out the old photo albums of her and Dad. “I’ll never let go, Jack.”


    “You are nothing if not hard-core, Mom.”


    “I learned from the best,” she said with a firm nod as I opened the door and stepped out into the night.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    Felix


    I was right about the powder-blue tux—it was a huge hit.


    “Looking good, dude! Felix I love your suit! You are so funny!”


    A chorus of that sort of refrain greeted Barb and me at the dance.


    But I didn’t feel good. I didn’t feel funny. I felt like crap because I was escorting the wrong girl on my arm.


    The gym looked awesome—silver and candy-apple-red hearts dangled from the ceiling, reminding me of the booth at Fred’s, which reminded me of Hazel.


    As soon as we got there, I scanned the room for her.


    As much as it killed me to see her with Jay, I needed to see her.


    I’d pictured her dress so many times, I wondered what it would look like. Of course, when I’d pictured it before, her in my arms, dancing cheek to cheek, laughing at my jokes, teasing me. Me tucking a piece of her hair behind her ear and kissing her.


    Why did our revenge have to work so quickly?


    We were too good a team, Hazel and I. My sister ended up coming with a friend of mine, Billy, so we came here together. He had a pimping minivan he was borrowing from his mom—my starter was all jacked up again—complete with car seats and Cheerios all over the floor.


    Sexy start to the date.


    Barb looked at it cocking an eyebrow.


    Her date in a powder-blue tux and me showing up to her parent’s fancy glass beach house in a messy minivan.


    I barely heard her complaints though as I stared out the window, breathing in the fog air, thinking about Hazel in her dress.


    I was a bad date, and I knew it. But what could I do?


    Barb was chatting up Billy almost as soon as we got in the car. They used to go out a while ago. Normally I’d get jealous and get her attention back, but tonight I didn’t care.


    I just wanted to get to the dance and see Hazel.


    “There she is,” Kimmy said, looking past my shoulder as we stood, the four of us, next to the punch bowl filled with pink punch and now vodka, thanks to Kimmy.


    I took a sip of the spiked punch. “Who?”


    “The girl you’ve been mooning over.”


    “Who’s that?”


    “Katy Perry.”


    “Katy Perry is here?” Barb squealed, peeling her eyes away from Billy—who was dressed head to toe in black. “Where?”


    “I’m just kidding, Barb, I meant Hazel.”


    “Oh. Her,” Barb pouted.


    I shrugged, pretending to slough it off, but the ping in my heart—damn Cupid and his arrows—made me crank my head and sneak a peek.


    I sucked in a breath when I saw her in a pale pink dress that showed off her figure perfectly. Her hair, her eyes, everything looked magical. Better than I imagined.


    But her expression was sad. She caught my eye, and I waved.


    She waved back, her eyes lighting up. She smiled.


    She smiled!


    Today in the caf she hadn’t smiled, so I’d thought she was still mad at me.


    I smiled back. I’m not mad at you, Hazel, my smile tried to tell her.


    She waved.


    Jay saw her communicating with me and pulled her onto the dance floor.


    I wanted to kill him.


    I wanted to chop his hands off to keep them off her waist.


    “Billy, would you mind taking Barb on a spin around the dance floor? I’ll be right back.”


    “What about me?” Kimmy whined.


    “I’m sure you’ll survive. After all, Hazel survived you.”


    I wasn’t about to let Jay have Hazel to himself, even for just a moment. Even if it was part of our plan. Revenge be damned. Suddenly I didn’t care about revenge anymore. I just wanted Hazel. What if I had asked her to the dance for real—no revenge—just me and Hazel. Would she have said yes?


    Would she want me for me, Felix James, former Player of La Playa, or did she only want me as part of her plan?


    Suddenly I didn’t care.


    It was a risk I had to take.


    I had to put myself out there.


    Cupid be damned.


    I didn’t wait for my sister’s retort. I headed straight for the dance floor to try and get my girl.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    Hazel


    Psyche was terrified. She lost all control of her senses and, pale as death, fell trembling to her knees, where she desperately tried to hide the knife by plunging it in her own heart. She would have succeeded, too, had the knife not shrunk from the crime and twisted itself out of her hand.


    “Well, let’s dance,” Jay said with as much enthusiasm as a wet noodle.


    “Okay,” I said.


    Everyone stared at us as he led me onto the dance floor. I felt like such a tool, such a fraud. Why had I agreed to this?


    And now I knew what I needed to do. I needed to call this off. I needed to let it all go.


    But what would I have left?


    Felix wasn’t here.


    There was just Jay. And me. And my empty revenge.


    Jay’s hands were dry and held me too tight. I immediately tensed up as he tried to pull me into his arms. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Kimmy slurping up a cherry-colored punch and glaring at us.


    And then I caught a glimpse of Felix and gasped.


    “What?” Jay asked. I guess it was pretty loud, that gasp. Felix, dressed head to toe in adorable powder-blue vintage tux took my breath away. Leave it to Felix James to look absolutely gorgeous in the most ridiculous outfit possible.


    “Nothing,” I said.


    The song was an old eighties song called, “Someone.” It was over-the-top romantic and I felt over the top ridiculous dancing with Jay.


    He caught a glimpse of Felix and suddenly pulled me in closer to his chest. A quick pull on my waist. “You look beautiful tonight, Hazel,” he said into my neck.


    “I do?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Uh. Thanks.”


    “Maybe this…” he said, “Was all just a mistake. All just part of the plan, you know, the greater plan.”


    Felix James stopped and watched us.


    My eyes widened.


    “What plan?”


    “You know, a test. How all the great relationships get tested in some way? Me with Kimmy, you with that ridiculous Felix James. And now…maybe now that we survived it, we can get back together. Move on to college with our plans intact. It was a good plan, Hazel McAllister.”


    He smiled sweetly, and looked like old Jay for a minute.


    I blinked.


    Dear Cupid, the plan was working! He wanted me back! He just said he did!


    I looked over at Felix. Felix with his soulful brown eyes was looking at us and frowning.


    Could he hear Jay? Or was it just the way he was leaning into my shoulder, breathing these words onto my neck?


    “What do you think, baby?” Jay said. “Forgive me? Give me another chance?”


    “I…”


    Suddenly a familiar voice behind us. “May I cut in?” Felix James said. Felix James was here on the dance floor and looking hotter than ever,


    “No,” Jay said.


    “I don’t…”


    I didn’t know what to do.


    I swallowed and tried to give Felix the signal with crazy eyes. It’s working, Felix! Our plan is working! He wants to get back together with me!


    I could see his Cupid boxers sticking out from the top of his powder-blue polyester pants. His eyes didn’t register what I was saying. He was staring at me like he did in the hallway. Like he did in my kitchen.


    He was looking at me like he wanted me.


    He was the cutest boy, sweetest, most appealingly challenging boy I’d ever known, and now he was asking me to dance.


    “Excuse me?” Jay kept his hands on my waist, kept swaying back and forth. “Hazel is dancing with me right now, Felix.”


    “What are you, a Mad Men character?” Felix growled ironically with a twist of his lips.


    “Ask her then,” Jay said. “Hazel, do you want to dance with this clown or stay with me?”


    Now was my chance. If I told Jay I wanted to stay with him, and pretended to get back with him, I could dump him hard-core and really break his heart.


    I looked at Felix with pleading eyes. But he was just standing their reaching his hand out to me.


    “I never should’ve let you come to the dance with him,” Felix said.


    “What?”


    This wasn’t part of the plan.


    “I wanted to take you. I wanted to pick you up. I wanted to help you pick out a dress that matched my tux. But you look so insanely gorgeous in that pink dress, I might omit that last regret.”


    “Dude. It’s too late. She’s with me. You’re with that Barbie. Go back to her.”


    “Don’t call her that. Her name’s Barb. And I don’t want her, and she doesn’t really want me, either.”


    Felix James stared at me.


    “I want Hazel. If she’ll have me. Hazel, if you’ll have me, I want you.”


    My heart went bananas.


    Felix was for real. This wasn’t a game. This wasn’t revenge. This was real.


    “Felix,” I heard myself whisper his name.


    I thought about Mom’s words.


    I could say, Yes, Jay, you and me. And then once he got his heart filled with hope I could dump him again.


    Make him feel the way I felt.


    Dumped in front of the whole school.


    But what would that get me?


    “Oh, Felix. For real?”


    He grinned. The famous Felix James grinned. “For real.”


    He reached out his hand.


    I took it, and he spun me into his arms, pressing me into his chest protectively. Briefly, I let my cheek rest against his heart. I never wanted to leave his arms again, not for a minute. No, not for a millisecond.


    His hand gently pressed the small of my back into him.


    “I’m sorry,” Felix said. “I should have said something sooner. I should have told you how much I care about you as soon as I knew.”


    Then I heard Jay’s crass warning. “He’ll never settle down. You’ve seen those floozies he dates and then ditches. You’ll be next. It’s a conquest. That’s it. The ultimate conquest maybe because he never thought he could get you. Come back with me, Hazel. Forgive me. We have plans. Your plans. I’ll do them all, college, kids, picket fence. Whatever you want from now on, I swear.”


    Jay looked earnest.


    I glanced up at Kimmy, who was fuming. Tears streaming down her cheeks.


    Swallowing I turned and looked up at Felix.


    His eyes were sunlight on the foggiest day. His hand warm in mine. His arms strong, holding me close.


    Maybe he would dump me.


    Maybe it wouldn’t last forever.


    But we had tonight. And it was worth the risk.


    For once in my life, I would trust my heart instead of my head. Poison arrows be damned.


    “No, Jay. You had your chance and you blew it,” I said. “But I think you’re right about the test thing,” I said.


    “You do?”


    “Yes. We were tested. And I aced it.”


    “How?”


    “I won the best guy.”


    “If this was an 80s movie, I’d punch you clear out of your tennis shorts for how you treat ladies, you know that, right? But I want to have my dance with my girl. And, like the boss that she is, Hazel told you all that needs to be said.”


    Felix grabbed my hand and pulled me into the farthest corner of the dance floor. Away from Jay. Away from Kimmy. Away from the stares and the whispers. It didn’t matter anyway, they all disappeared, and all that was left was the two of us as he twirled me in his arms.


    I rested my chin on his shoulder and felt him sigh under its weight.


    “I’ve missed you,” he murmured into my ear.


    “I’ve missed you, too.”


    “For reals,” he said. “Not as part of the plan.”


    “Me too. I really, really missed you. I thought I’d die without you.”


    He grasped both of my hands and pushed me in front of him so he could see me. “Really?”


    “Really.”


    “Wow.” He smiled. “Wow. Hazel McAllister likes me?”


    “Yes.” I smiled back. “Hazel McAllister likes you a lot. Too much in fact.”


    “Holy shit.”


    “I know. So don’t screw this up, Felix James, or you’ll be sweeping my broken heart off the floor for the rest of your life.”


    “That will never happen. Never. Thank you, Hazel.”


    “For what?”


    “For giving me a chance like this.”


    “Oh, Felix.” I sighed into his chest. “Thank you.”


    As he pulled me closer, the MC took to the stage. “And now’s the time of night when we announce Sunny Cove High’s Valentine’s Day Dance Cupid and Psyche.


    “Oh, God,” I said.


    “Here we go,” Felix said. “And Baze?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Whatever happens with Cupid and Psyche, I just want you to know, our ‘fake’ relationship was the most real relationship I’ve ever had.”


    Standing as close as I could to Felix, shoulder to shoulder, we reached out simultaneously, twining our fingers together. I felt a pleasant ping in my heart as the MC announced our names, and Felix, with surprised eyes and in a powder-blue tux with red Converse grinned all soft, soft hair and big brown eyes. I didn’t know what would happen next and suddenly I didn’t care.


    I turned to him and threw my arms around his neck and kissed him bold and triumphantly.


    And he kissed me back.


    In front of everyone, the Player of La Playa and Perfectly Planned Hazel were kissing.


    The rest of the world disappeared. Again. The disco-sparkling gym, the shocked student body, even Kimmy and Jay.


    It had nothing to do with revenge, this kiss.


    Instead, it had everything to do with knowing that this was the boy I wanted. He was the right boy. It didn’t have to be perfect—he didn’t have to be perfect, and neither did I. It just had to feel right.


    He held me close to him and whispered in my ear, and the moment lasted forever. I felt Cupid’s arrow not just vibrating through my heart, but buzzing through my entire body, tingling, everywhere. I sucked in a breath, and we locked eyes.


    “Wow,” Felix said, a low, gasping sigh. His face was so close to mine that my lips were brushing his neck.


    “I know,” I replied into the wisp of his hair. I rested my cheek on his powder-blue shoulder and held on tight. This was going to be a wild ride, and I couldn’t wait.


    Okay, Cupid—I guess you know what you’re doing after all.

  


  
    Afterward


    After the Valentine’s Day Dance


    CUPID


    Lit only by a small candle in between them, Hazel McAllister and Felix James sat cross-legged facing each other on top of a table booth hunched over sweet potato French fries. Felix, smiling, offered Hazel, also smiling, a pesto-mayonnaise dip that he made himself. He points out the menu, shyly, that it’s named after her—Hazel’s Basil—and this gift is better than all the pearl necklaces and future tennis bracelets and diamond earrings Jay could offer her in a lifetime.


    PSYCHE


    Amidst romantic staging unlike the last scene of Hazel’s favorite Classic Sad, Sixteen Candles, Hazel realized that sometimes dreams do come true—with a little risk—and a little bit of take-a-risk mojo from the tip of Cupid’s arrow, helping her to realize what she already knew all along. When Felix leans over to kiss her, she tastes summer peaches. She has a zap of love in her heart that makes her feel soft and alive all over, and at that moment, the jukebox plays her favorite song.
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