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				ROSE ZARELLI, self-proclaimed word geek and angry girl, has
					some confessions to make...

				1 I’m livid all the time. Why? My dad died. My mom barely talks. My
					brother abandoned us. I think I’m allowed to be irate,
					don’t you?

				2 I make people furious regularly. Want an example? I kissed Jamie Forta, a badass
					guy who might be dating a cheerleader. She is now enraged and out for blood. Mine.

				3 High school might as well be
					Mars. My best friend has been replaced by an alien, and I see
						red all the time. (Mars is red and “seeing red” means being angry—get
					it?)

				Here are some other vocab words that describe my life: Inadequate. Insufferable. Intolerable.

				(Don’t know what they mean? Look them up
					yourself.)
(Sorry. That was rude.)

			

		

	
		
			
				“Thanks for the carnation. It’s pretty.” 

				“You’re welcome,” Jamie says with that slight smile that
					makes the back of my neck tingle with warmth.

				I don’t want to be just friends
					with Jamie Forta.

				What would happen if I leaned over and kissed him? Do I have
					it in me to do that? Would he stop me?

				I suddenly hear myself breathing too hard and too loud. I
					start to feel stupid, dumb, needy. Fifteen minutes ago, Jamie Forta said we were
					just friends, and so what do I do? Fantasize about kissing him. It’s crazy. This
					whole thing is crazy.

			

		

	
		
			
				Books by Louise Rozett
from Harlequin TEEN

				
CONFESSIONS OF AN ANGRY
						GIRL
and coming in 2013
CONFESSIONS OF AN ALMOST-GIRLFRIEND

			

		

	
		
			
				
					
						
							Louise Rozett
						

					

					
						

					

				

				[image: 9780373210480_GRAYSCALE_con.ai]

				[image: 235.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				For Alex Bhattacharji,
who helps me—in so many ways—to do
					the work I love

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Prologue

				Fall

				Chapter 1

				Chapter 2

				Chapter 3

				Chapter 4

				Chapter 5

				Chapter 6

				Chapter 7

				Chapter 8

				Chapter 9

				Winter

				Chapter 10

				Chapter 11

				Chapter 12

				Chapter 13

				Chapter 14

				Chapter 15

				Chapter 16

				Spring

				Chapter 17

				Chapter 18

				Chapter 19

				Chapter 20

				Chapter 21

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

				THIS, DEAR READER, is a
					tale of the hell of high school. Of being dropped into a world where it seems
					like everyone is speaking a foreign language. Where friends become enemies and
					enemies become nightmares. Where life suddenly seems like a string of worst-case
					scenarios from health-class movies.

				This is a story about a girl with a stellar vocabulary who is
					four years away from college and a year and a half away from a driver’s license.
					About a girl trapped in a hostile universe where the virginity clock is ticking
					down—relentlessly—with zero consideration for her extenuating, traumatic,
					life-altering circumstances.

				This is a story about death. About the occasional panic attack,
					the inability to shut up and high school in the suburbs without a cell
					phone.

				Read it and weep.
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				plummet (verb): to fall suddenly,
					sharply, steeply
(see also: to start high school)      
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“JAMIE. YOU GONNA eat
					that? Jame. That bagel. You gonna eat it? ’Cause I’m really hungry, man. My mom
					threw me out before I could eat my cereal. And she didn’t give me a dime.”

				Jamie slides the half bagel dripping with butter over to Angelo
					without looking up from drawing on the back of his notebook. Angelo is silent
					for thirty seconds, and then he’s on the make again, looking for someone else’s
					leftovers. The PA system screeches with feedback, and the din gets louder as
					everyone tries to talk over it.

				“Good morning, Union High. Please rise for the Pledge of
					Allegiance.” The brightly colored riot-proof seats welded to the cafeteria
					tables left over from the 1970s creak as period-one study hall drags itself to
					its feet to say words that we haven’t thought about and don’t understand—or
					can’t make ourselves say. Jamie stays seated, his pencil slowly tracing the
					lines of his drawing.

				“Forta, is that your assigned seat?” Jamie nods at Mr. Cella,
					the gym teacher who would probably rather be anywhere other than chaperoning
					first-period study hall. “Then get out of it and join the rest of us in pledging
					allegiance to this fine country of ours,” Mr. Cella says kind of sarcastically
					as he moves on to the next table.

				Jamie looks around and sees that people are in the middle of
					the pledge. By the time he stands up, everyone is sitting down already.

				“Jame, you got any money? I’m still starvin’, man. I just need
					another bagel or a piece of toast or something. I’ll pay you back tomorrow. I
					just need, like, a dollar. You got that? Could I have it?”

				Jamie reaches into his pockets for change, coming up with a
					quarter. He hands it to Angelo, who looks majorly disappointed.

				“This all you got, Jame?”

				“Here. Here’s seventy-five cents.” The slightly sweaty freshman
					girl in the blue cotton sweater at the end of the table, also known as me,
					reaches out three quarters, glad to have made it through another pledge to the
					flag without throwing up. I don’t exactly feel like swearing my allegiance to
					America these days, and I probably won’t for a long time, if ever.

				Angelo looks at the quarters suspiciously. Maybe he’s unsure
					why I’m suddenly talking to him after not speaking for the first three days of
					school. He probably thinks I’m a snob, but I’m really just afraid to look up
					from my books. I just survived the worst summer of my life, and I don’t remember
					how to talk to people. Plus, I just started high school—this guy has probably
					been here for more than his share of four years.

				The PA system squawks, “Have a good day,” before shutting off.
					Angelo takes the quarters from me slowly.

				“Thanks. Do I gotta pay you back?”

				“Um, not if you…can’t.”

				Angelo stares hard, keeping his eyes on me as he swaggers
					backward over to the pile of bagels on the counter. He picks one and then smiles
					at me. I quickly look back down at my books, thinking I might have made a
					mistake, being nice to one of the vocational-technical guys. Especially one of
					the older “vo-tech” guys. He pays and makes his way back to the half-empty table
					for six, sitting across from Jamie. His jacket is too small for him, and he
					wears a ratty Nirvana T-shirt that looks like it belonged to an older brother
					when Kurt Cobain was actually still alive.

				“Good bagel,” Angelo says to me, while I pretend to be lost in
					my biology textbook. “What are you reading?”

				“I’m studying for a biology test,” I say without looking
					up.

				“You already got a test?” he asks. “We only been back a few
					days. You in those smart classes?”

				I decide not to answer this time, but it doesn’t do any
					good.

				“Didn’t you study at home? You look like a girl who woulda
					studied at home.”

				“I did. But I don’t think it was enough.”

				“Want me to quiz you? I could quiz you.”

				“No, thanks.”

				Angelo slides over so he’s sitting right next to me. He leans
					in. “I bet it would help,” he says. I shift back slightly. He’s got a ton of
					sharp black stubble, and he smells like cigarettes and Axe. He looks like he’s
					at least twenty.

				“That’s okay.”

				“You sure?” He reaches for my textbook. “I know a few things
					about biology.”

				“Leave her alone,” says Jamie without looking up from his
					notebook. Angelo turns, raising his eyebrows. “She don’t wanna talk to you.
					She’s studying.”

				“Fine, man. I’ll leave her alone.” Angelo gets up and moves
					toward another table. “See ya later,” he says to me. “What’s your name,
					anyway?”

				I start to answer, but Jamie lifts his head from his drawing to
					stare at Angelo.

				“What, man?” says Angelo. “What’s the deal? She your girlfriend
					or something?”

				I can feel the blush start at my collarbones and work its hot
					way up to my cheeks. Jamie looks directly at me for the first time ever, as far
					as I know, and I have to look back down at my book. The words blur before my
					eyes as I try to focus on something, anything but what’s going on right next to
					me.

				“I’m just tryin’ to be nice. She gave me some money.” Nobody
					says anything. Jamie studies the tip of his ground-down pencil. “All right. See
					ya in shop, Jame. Bye, Sweater,” Angelo says.

				Jamie goes back to his work. I can barely breathe. Tracy, my
					best friend since the beginning of time, is suddenly in the seat across from me.
					I kind of can’t believe she’s here—upperclassmen get to go where they want in
					study hall, but the freshmen are supposed to stay glued to their seats.

				“Did you study last night? It’s going to be so hard. Are you
					okay? You’re all red.” She brings a spoonful of yogurt to her mouth, studying my
					face in that weird, concerned way that I’ve seen a lot these past few months.
					Then she looks sideways at Jamie, at his construction boots and the ragged,
					dirty cuffs of his too-long jeans. “It’s too bad you got stuck at this table.
					We’re all studying together over there.” She points to a big twelve-seater full
					of freshmen who are probably talking about the keg party that they won’t get
					into at the nearby private school’s polo fields tonight. Why they even want to
					go is beyond me. But I’ve been trained by Tracy not to say that stuff out loud.
					It doesn’t do anything to increase my popularity, according to Miss Teen
					Vogue.

				“I study better by myself.”

				“Yeah, I know, you always say that.
					Maybe that’s why you always get A’s.”

				“I don’t always get A’s.”

				“Oh shut up. Have you thought about
					what we talked about?”

				Tracy is referring to whether or not she should have sex with
					her boyfriend, Matt Hallis. We’ve been talking about this nonstop for the last
					few weeks, and it’s become my least favorite topic ever—for a lot of reasons. At
					first I thought she was bringing it up all the time to distract me and give me
					something to think about. But now I realize that she’s totally obsessed. It’s
					like she decided that the second she started high school, she had to lose her
					virginity or she’d never fit in. Or be cool. Or be…whatever.

				Mr. Cella materializes out of thin air behind Tracy, who
					notices me looking past her and freezes.

				He consults his seating chart. “Ms. Gerren, would you care to
					go back to your assigned seat?”

				“We’re just talking about our biology test, Mr. Cella.”

				“You had ample time to do that last night via text, or cell, or
					IM, I’m sure. Back to your seat.”

				Tracy gets up. “You’re okay, right?” she asks. I nod. “Sorry
					you’re stuck over here,” she says again, before Mr. Cella escorts her back
					across the cafeteria without so much as a glance at me.

				It took only two days for the teachers to stop looking at me
					like some sort of pathetic freak. Which is exactly what Peter said would happen,
					when I was complaining to him about starting high school barely three months
					after burying our dad.

				What was left of him, anyway.

				I try to concentrate on biology and ignore the flush in my
					cheeks that is taking its time receding.

				I sneak a glance at Jamie.

				Jamie Forta.

				I know who Jamie is. I know because of Peter. Jamie and Peter
					were on the hockey team together when I was in seventh grade and Peter was a
					junior. Jamie was a freshman then. Dad and I used to come to the games to watch
					Peter, but after getting a good look at Jamie in the parking lot after a game
					once, I mostly watched Jamie. The next year, Jamie got thrown off the team
					during the first game of the season for high-sticking a West Union player named
					Anthony Parrina in the neck.

				Although I hadn’t seen Jamie in a year, I recognized him the
					second I was assigned my seat at this table. Even without the hockey gear.

				I can hear the scratch of Jamie’s pencil as he draws, grinding
					graphite down to wood. My gaze finds its way across the pages of my book, over
					the table and onto his notebook. It takes me a second to recognize the
					upside-down image as a house, a strange-looking house in the woods with a porch
					and a massive front door at the top of a wide staircase. I lean over the table
					to get a better view. And I realize he’s no longer drawing.

				I’m afraid to lift my eyes from the page. When I do, Jamie is
					looking at me, his pencil in midair. Again, the flush rises from my chest, up
					over my neck and into my cheeks. Before I look away, I think I catch the
					slightest, tiniest, most minuscule glimpse of a smile in his eyes.

				“That’s a really nice picture,” I whisper, unable to get any
					volume.

				He looks at the pencil and shakes his head at its wrecked
					point, dropping it next to his notebook. He reaches into his pocket and draws
					out a dollar as he gets up from the table and starts toward the food. Apparently
					he’s learned to keep some of his money for himself, rather than give it all to
					Angelo.

				“You should be studying,” he says with that hint of a smile in
					his eyes, and walks away. I feel the heat intensify at the sound of his voice,
					making the skin on my face tight with imaginary sunburn. He disappears in the
					rush of upperclassmen who have just come in from the cafeteria courtyard to get
					food before the bell rings.

				I close my book and put it in my backpack, hoping to spy a
					piece of gum at the bottom somewhere to erase the dryness that goes along with
					humiliation. I rifle through my new makeup bag, which Tracy put together for me
					(“You can’t go to high school without a makeup bag”)
					and find an old piece of partly wrapped gum stuck to a busted eyeliner
					(apparently I got her hand-me-downs). I take the eyeliner out with the gum and
					separate the two, deciding the gum looks clean enough to chew. Weirdly, it
					tastes like lipstick. I rifle a little more, searching for something to help me
					find solid ground again. My fingers brush the eyeliner sharpener.

				I take the sharpener out and look quickly over my shoulder for
					Jamie, who’s in line waiting to pay for a coffee. I grab his pencil and jam it
					into the sharpener, twisting and twisting and twisting, watching the yellow wood
					shreds peel off and fall to the table. I take his pencil out and look at its
					now-sharp point. The bits of eyeliner stuck in the sharpener have left a few
					electric-blue stains, but the point is truly perfect. I quickly put it back
					where I found it, looking again just in time to see Jamie turning away from the
					cashier to start back to the table. The bell rings. I grab my bag and run.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				blunderbuss
						(noun): clumsy person who makes mistakes
(see also: me)      
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“MY GRANDMA SAYS
					it’s better not to be beautiful, because then you have nothing to lose.
					And you know that the guy who married you married you for the right reasons,”
					Stephanie says.

				“Or you just know that he’s ugly, too,” Tracy responds.

				“I assume the level of conversation in the room means that
					everyone has finished his or her exam?” Mr. Roma says from his position by the
					blackboard. “Ah, Robert still has his paper, girls, so no more talking until
					he’s done. You have ten minutes, Robert. Is Robert the only one?”

				No one else says anything. Robert looks up, catches my eye and
					winks. I look away. Tracy and Stephanie laugh.

				“Enough, girls. Let the man finish.”

				“Genius takes time, Mr. Roma,” he says.

				“You have nine minutes, Robert.”

				I suddenly remember the answer that I needed for the fifth
					question, and I become convinced that I failed. But I’m always convinced I
					failed, and it has yet to happen. The class has been sitting in silence for two
					minutes when a note lands on my desk. I can tell by the way it’s folded that
					it’s from Tracy.

				Students are not allowed to bring cell phones or smart phones
					or anything like that into classrooms. This drives a lot of people crazy,
					including Tracy, who is addicted to texting and IM-ing. But I couldn’t care less
					about the ban because a) I’d rather get a nicely folded note with words that
					have all their letters than a stupid text any day of the week; b) I hate people
					who cheat, and cell phones make it really easy to do that; and c) I don’t have a
					cell phone. Tracy thinks it’s really lame that I’m so far behind the curve.

				I was going to get one before school started this year, but
					other things came up. Like death.

				I try to open the note without making any noise, but Mr. Roma
					hears me. He raises his finger to his lips to silently shush me, but he doesn’t
					get up to claim the note and read it out loud, which is what he did yesterday to
					Stephanie. Instead, he gives me a frowny smile. Apparently, Mr. Roma still
					thinks I’m a pathetic freak in need of sympathy even if Mr. Cella does not. I
					look down at the note.

				What did you do to that guy at your table
						in study hall? He asked me where your last class was.

				My heart stops. Where’s your last
						class? can be code for several things: Where do
						you want to meet so we can walk to practice together? or Where should I meet you so I can sell you those drugs?
					or Where can I find you so I can beat you up? Since
					Jamie and I aren’t on a team together—I’m not on one yet and, in fact, I don’t
					think he’s allowed on any team anymore—and I have no interest in buying drugs
					from him—not that I know he actually sells drugs—that leaves one option. But
					that doesn’t make any sense, either. All I did was sharpen his pencil.

				I turn to Tracy. Did you tell him?
					I mouth. What? she mouths back. I point to the note
					and mouth my question again, more slowly this time. She nods seriously and then
					shrugs at my panicked expression.

				“What was I supposed to do? He creeped me out,” she
					whispers.

				“Was he mad?”

				“Kinda—”

				“Tracy Gerren! Enough! Go sit by the window.”

				Tracy rolls her eyes, gathers her things and heads toward the
					back of the room. “Thanks a lot,” she mutters in my direction. Robert places his
					paper down on Mr. Roma’s desk with a flourish.

				“I am officially finished, ladies and gentlemen. You are free
					to talk.”

				“Sit, Robert. And be quiet. In fact, everyone stay quiet until
					the bell rings. I’ve decided that I like this class best when it’s silent.”

				Three minutes until the bell. I have no idea what’s going to be
					waiting for me out there. I feel sick to my stomach, which gives me a great
					idea. I slide out of my seat and head toward—Mr. Roma’s desk. Robert tries to
					grab my hand as I walk by. He smells like cigarettes. I ignore him. I’ve been
					ignoring him since sixth grade.

				“Mr. Roma, I know the bell’s about to ring, but I need a lav
					pass.”

				Mr. Roma hands me the pink pass after writing the time on it
					without so much as a raised eyebrow.

				I guess there are some benefits to freak status after all.

				* * *

				I’m in the bathroom by the gym—the bathroom farthest
					from the school’s main front doors—when the final bell rings. Two girls are
					smoking in a stall at the end. It’s hard to breathe. I wait until they leave,
					and then I wait a few more minutes. It’s still hard to breathe. I wonder if I’m
					having one of those panic attacks my mom is convinced I get now. To distract
					myself I read the graffiti on the wall, which says Suck
						it, among other things, in hot-pink nail polish.

				Such originality here at Union High. Such excellent use of
					vocabulary.

				When I can breathe again, I leave.

				The halls are basically empty. I go to my locker. I get my
					books. I grab my French horn out of the orchestra room so I can practice later,
					and I leave by the front doors because there’s no other way to leave at the end
					of the day; they funnel us out through the front to keep an eye on us. I’m
					waiting at the crosswalk when I see him on the other side of the street. He
					isn’t holding any books. The crosswalk light goes from the red hand to the
					silver guy, and I’m afraid to move, but I do anyway. I get closer and closer and
					closer, but he doesn’t say a word. In fact, I just walk past him as if I don’t
					see him, and a few seconds pass. My legs are still moving when he says,
					“Rose.”

				I’ve never, ever heard anyone say my name like that in my
					entire life. I didn’t even know that was my name until he said it like that.

				“Yeah?”

				He holds out his pencil. “What did you do?”

				“I…just…it was…” I falter.

				“What’s this stuff on it?”

				“Oh, um, sorry—it’s eyeliner.”

				He takes a few steps closer and looks carefully at my eyes.
					“You don’t wear that stuff.”

				The flush starts. It’s slow-moving, but it’s going to be a huge
					burn—it stretches from shoulder to shoulder and it’s going to spread above my
					collar in about three seconds. I notice that his eyes are hazel with gold specks
					and then I can’t look anymore.

				“Sometimes I do.”

				“Like when?”

				“If I’m going out with my boyfriend or something.”

				“Oh, yeah? Who’s that?” I have nothing to say. “You’re a
					freshman, right?” he asks.

				“I’m fourteen,” comes out of my mouth. And then, like we’re
					playing in the sandbox, I ask, “How old are you?”

				That glint of a smile shows up briefly again but disappears
					before I’m sure it was real.

				“Come on, I’ll take you home.”

				“You don’t know where I live.”

				“Yeah, I do,” he says. I stare at him dumbly. “How’s your
					brother?” he asks.

				The question surprises me. Even though Peter and Jamie played
					hockey together, I assumed they never talked off the ice. “Okay, I guess. He’s
					at Tufts. Are you guys friends?”

				“I drove him home when Bobby Passeo skated over his fingers,”
					he says, not answering my question.

				“I saw you, you know. Play hockey. When you were still on the
					team.” I become very interested in my shoes, realizing that I sound like exactly
					what I am—a babbling fourteen-year-old. He looks at me, waiting. When I don’t
					say anything else, he says, “So do you want a ride?”

				“I can’t get in the car with you,” is my response. I’m no
					longer a babbling fourteen-year-old. I’m now ten. Or maybe eight.

				He can’t help himself this time. He breaks into a huge smile.
					My heart skitters for a second.

				“What do you think is gonna happen?” he asks, taking my French
					horn from me. I feel like an idiot. “Come on, freshman. I’ll drive you
					home.”

				* * *

				His car is old, and rusty and a strange, flat green. But
					the inside is clean, and black and smells like cold rain. I’m sitting far away
					from him, embarrassed that I was embarrassed when he opened my door for me in
					the school parking lot. The radio is playing Kanye, but Jamie changes it to a
					classic rock station. Pearl Jam. When I was in kindergarten Peter used to play
					Pearl Jam for me and make me recite the band members and the instruments they
					played. Eddie Vedder, singer. Mike McCready, guitarist. I can’t remember the
					bass player’s name. Jeff Something. Peter got me addicted to good music and real
					musicians at a very young age, which, to be honest, hasn’t done me any favors
					socially.

				I can’t believe I’m in a car with Jamie Forta.

				“Are you cold?”

				“No.”

				“You look cold.”

				“Not really.” He’s right. I am cold. But not because of the
					weather—September in Connecticut still feels like summer. I always spend the
					first three weeks of school sweating through my new fall clothes because I
					couldn’t stand to wear my summer clothes for another minute. I’m probably the
					only person in my entire school of 2,500 who wore a sweater today, willing the
					weather to be cooler.

				Well, I sort of got my wish. I’m cold now. Fear does that to
					me.

				I look at him and he’s looking at the road. He stops at a
					yellow light. I’m surprised. I guess I expected someone like Jamie Forta to just
					blow through a yellow light without even thinking about it. He’s still looking
					at the road. Nobody seems to have anything to say. I’m embarrassed again. I’ve
					been embarrassed a lot today. Mostly because of him.

				“Where’s your notebook?” I ask.

				“Locker.”

				“Don’t you have any homework?”

				He looks at me like I’ve said something funny. The light turns
					green, and he turns left. I realize that he actually does know where I live.

				Silence. Silence, silence, silence.

				“I liked the house you were drawing.”

				“Yeah?”

				“You’re a good artist.”

				He takes another left. We drive by Tracy’s brown house with the
					red trim, where I will spend the first part of tonight lying on her bedroom
					floor, continuing our endless conversation about sex. After she decides she’ll
					sleep with Matt “soon,” since they’ve been going out since the beginning of
					eighth grade, she’ll move on to whether I should go out with Robert or not. The
					answer is usually no, but sometimes she says he’d probably treat me really well.
					Then I remind her that I hate cigarettes. She suggests I convince him to quit. I
					reply that people only quit if they want to. She says he’d definitely quit for
					me.

				Robert, according to Tracy, has been in love with me since the
					sixth grade. I tell her that that’s impossible, because how did we know what
					love was in elementary school? She tells me that just because we couldn’t
					identify love when we were eleven, that doesn’t mean we weren’t capable of
					feeling it. Maybe she’s right. I have no idea. But I do know that I’ve never
					been in love with Robert. And I have no intention of going out with him just
					because he’s “in love” with me. Which he’s probably not. Because why would he
					be? I’m not pretty, and I like to use words with a lot of letters in them—two
					big turn-offs for guys.

				My dad always got mad at me when I said things like that in
					front of him. “First of all, Rose, you are pretty,”
					he’d tell me. “And second of all, never look twice at a man who doesn’t
					appreciate a smart woman. Never.” He was always full of good advice that was
					impossible to follow.

				For a while after he died, I saw him almost every night. I’d
					dream that I was in an empty movie theater, sitting by myself in a sea of red
					seats, watching him on a huge screen like he was a star. He was twenty-feet
					tall, his brown hair sticking out every which way, his blue eyes burning like
					neon when he looked at me, pinning me to my seat with his stare like he was
					waiting for me to do something, to fix the situation, to get him out of the
					action flick or Western he was stuck in and back into the real world. Sometimes
					I’d see things that really happened, like when I was ten and he took Tracy and
					me to a Springsteen concert, and I was embarrassed by his weird dancing but also
					kind of proud that he was so into the concert. Or I’d see us looking at his
					twenty-volume Oxford English Dictionary, studying the history and derivation of
					some crazy word that had come out of his mouth, like erinaceous. One night at dinner he’d said, “Pete, you seem to have
					inherited the erinaceous hair Zarelli men are often cursed with—consider cutting
					back on the product.” Later, when Peter found out that Dad had basically said
					his hair looked like a hedgehog, he didn’t talk to my dad for almost a week.

				I bet Peter regrets that now.

				Other times when I was having the movie theater dream, I’d see
					things that I didn’t experience. Like when the convoy Dad was riding in blew up,
					killing everyone within fifty feet.

				Dad never should have been in Iraq. He wasn’t a soldier. He
					only went because when the economy tanked, he lost his job as an aircraft
					engineer, and the military recruited him as a contractor, offering him a big
					salary for a short tour of duty. Mom was freaking out about money, and they had
					eight years of college tuition to look forward to, thanks to Peter and me, so he
					went.

				Peter and I never said it to them, but we both thought they had
					gone completely insane. And we were right. Dad got to Iraq in February and was
					dead by June, when the truck he was in hit a homemade roadside bomb. He died
					instantly they told us, to make us feel better. But it didn’t make us feel
					better—well, not me, anyway. It just got my imagination going, wondering exactly
					what that meant.

				Dreaming about exactly what that meant.

				The dreams about the convoy didn’t have sound. I never heard
					the explosion, or the dying, or anything. And there was no blood. I just saw
					Dad, sailing through the air with his eyes wide open, twisting and turning, and
					then landing on his back on the ground and cracking into sections like a piece
					of glass that had been dropped from just a few inches up, shattering but still
					keeping its shape.

				The dreams stopped after a while, and I was relieved—until I
					started to miss them. Now that I don’t see my dad at all anymore, I worry that
					I’m forgetting everything about him.

				Jamie takes a right and then a quick left, and ten seconds
					later we’re at my house.

				“This is it, right?”

				“Yes.” Silence. “So, when did Bobby Passeo skate over Peter’s
					fingers?”

				“I don’t know. Two years ago, I guess.”

				I can’t believe he still remembers where we live.

				“Wait, you had your license two years ago?”

				He shakes his head and leans back against his door, looking at
					me with those perfectly hazel eyes that make me nervous.

				“You okay?” he asks, a cloud passing across his face. His
					question and dark expression catch me off guard, as I’m still thinking about him
					driving without a license. A thousand people have pissed me off by asking that
					question in the past few months. But I don’t seem to mind it when it comes from
					Jamie. “I’m sorry. About your dad,” he says.

				I nod, but that’s all I can do. I’m not going to risk crying in
					front of Jamie. I can’t really predict when I’m going to cry, but when I do, it
					involves a lot of snot. “Well, thanks for the ride,” I say, reaching for the
					door handle.

				“Rose,” he says. “You know my name, don’t you?”

				His name? He thinks I don’t know his name? The idea that I’m so
					in my own universe that I haven’t heard Angelo call him “Jamie” and “Jame” every
					two minutes in study hall—that I wouldn’t know his name, that I wouldn’t know
					who he was after watching him play hockey all those times—is crazy. But should I
					admit that I know his name? If I know his name, will he think I…like him?

				“Um…” I say.

				His expression quickly goes blank. He turns back toward the
					steering wheel and puts the car from Park into Drive as if he were planning to
					gun it the second my feet hit the pavement.

				“Jamie,” he tells me as he stares straight ahead, waiting for
					me to leave.

				I’m an idiot. But if I now say, Of course
						I know your name, I’ve always known your name, he won’t believe me.
					“Thanks again for the ride,” is all I can manage.

				I get out as fast as I can, and he takes off, leaving me
					standing in the street, feeling like a complete loser for pretending not to know
					the name of someone who just went out of his way to be nice to me, who seemed
					genuinely sorry about what happened.

				Nice going, Rose. Way to make friends. Keep up the good
					work.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				belligerent
						(adjective): inclined to hostility or war
(once again, see also: me)        
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A FEW HOURS later, I’m in my usual
					Friday-night spot, sprawled on Tracy’s bright orange shag carpet that we got at
					Target, waiting for Robert and Matt to show up so we can go to Cavallo’s for
					pizza. I am very carefully not talking about Jamie, although I feel like I’m
					going to explode if I don’t. He was being so nice, and I messed everything up. I
					want to ask Tracy if she thinks he actually likes me or just feels sorry for me,
					but I can tell she doesn’t like him by the way she looked at him in study hall
					today. It’s easier just to say nothing.

				Tonight, predictably, Tracy and I are covering three topics
					during our session in her room: her virginity, Robert and her cheerleading
					tryout. To be honest, I can’t believe Tracy is going out for cheerleading at
					Union High. First of all, our cheerleading team is not one of those amazing,
					superathletic competitive teams—there are no backflips off crazy-high human
					pyramids at halftime. The most acrobatic thing that goes on here is a
					synchronized hair flip. And being on the cheerleading team at our school isn’t
					like being a cheerleader at the private school in Union— Here, it doesn’t mean
					you’re at the top of the food chain. Yes, some of the cheerleaders are beautiful
					and go out with hot jocks, but some are average-looking girls who just happen to
					know how to dance. Some are smart, some not. Some have money, some don’t. In
					other words, not all of them are popular. And to top it all off, Union High
					cheerleaders have kind of a slutty reputation on the whole. At least, that’s
					what I heard Peter say once.

				So even if Tracy does make the team—and I kind of don’t think
					she will—she’s not automatically granted access to the top tier of Union High
					popularity. But I’m not about to tell her that. She’ll just accuse me of being a
					snob. And in some ways she’s right—after all, I think Union High’s brand of
					cheerleading is a waste of time and teenage girls.

				But I’d still rather talk about cheerleading than
					virginity.

				“I don’t think fifteen is too young to lose it, do you?”

				I hate this part of the conversation. “I don’t know,” I
					mumble.

				“You always say that.”

				Well, what do I know? I can’t really imagine letting a guy see
					me naked, never mind letting him do that to me while
					I’m naked. So I don’t really know what to think. I don’t want to think about it
					at all, most of the time. Which makes me think that fourteen is probably too
					young. And is fifteen really that different from fourteen?

				“Maybe I should go on the pill,” she says.

				I nearly fall through the floor. I suddenly feel like she’s
					thirty and I’m still in nursery school.

				“Tracy, you can’t go on the pill.”

				“Why not?”

				“You know why not. You have to use condoms. It’s too dangerous
					not to,” I say.

				“You’re so paranoid about sex, Rosie. You always have been. You
					better relax.”

				She’s right about this, too. I am paranoid about sex. Maybe
					it’s because I have an older brother who decided to tell me all about the
					dangers of sex the night before he left for college. I’m not sure why Peter was
					so worked up about the whole thing, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was
					because he felt he had to fill the parental void. Since Dad died, Mom hasn’t
					exactly been “available” or “present” or whatever you say, which is kind of
					ironic, since she’s a shrink. Who specializes in adolescent psychology. When she
					does talk to me these days, she uses her therapy voice, which makes me go deaf
					almost instantly.

				Thanks to her job, we have enough books on teenagers in the
					house that I could find the answer to pretty much any question I might have, if
					I felt like looking. Which I don’t. Maybe that’s why Peter called me into his
					room to talk about sex while he was packing.

				He was listening to Coldplay and I assumed he just wanted to
					dissect the album and explain why he thought Chris Martin was such a hack. But,
					no. “Never, ever let some guy talk you into sex without a condom,” Peter had
					said without any sort of warning. I froze in the middle of his room. “He’ll try
					to tell you that he can’t feel anything, and that it will be better for both of
					you if you don’t use one, but he’s just being a selfish asshole. You can get all
					sorts of diseases from sex. Girls can even get cervical cancer from sex. So
					don’t listen to some loser who claims he can’t get it up with a condom on. That
					doesn’t happen to guys until they’re, like, old. And don’t go on the pill for
					anyone. But you’ll learn all about this stuff in Ms. Maso’s class—she’s the
					bomb.”

				Peter scared the crap out of me, even though I didn’t
					understand half of what he said. Or maybe that’s why
					he scared me so much. I barely know what a cervix is. For someone with the
					aforementioned abnormally large vocabulary, I can be intentionally dumb
					sometimes.

				Tracy hops off the bed and goes to her full-length mirror to
					check out how her butt looks in her new Rock & Republic jeans—again. You’d
					think we were going to a fashion show, not out for pizza. I suddenly notice that
					all of her boy-band posters are gone. Her walls are blank. I can’t believe it,
					given the amount of time we spent decorating and redecorating our walls last
					year. I open my mouth to ask about the posters when she says, “Matt wants me to go on the pill.”

				Peter’s words about guys who don’t want to use condoms replay
					in my mind, and I instantly want to punch Matt. “That’s insane, Tracy. Why?”

				“How about not getting pregnant? The pill protects better than
					condoms, you know.”

				“Not against STDs.”

				“Rosie, Matt and I are both virgins. He’s not going to give me
					anything.”

				Apparently I’m not the only one who is intentionally dumb
					sometimes.

				The words form in my mind, and I know I shouldn’t say them out
					loud. But I kind of can’t help myself these days. If I want to say something, I
					say it, for better or worse.

				“Do you really know he’s never done it before, Tracy?”

				She turns from the mirror and looks at me suspiciously.

				“Do you know something I don’t know?”

				“No!”

				“Because if you do, Rosie, you’d better tell me now—”

				“I don’t! But I’m just saying, Trace, how do you know Matt is a
					virgin?”

				“Because he told me so. And I trust him,” she says slowly, as
					if speaking to someone who doesn’t understand English.

				I can already tell it’s going to take her days to forgive me
					for this one. “Okay, okay, sorry.”

				She stares at me for another second and then turns back to the
					mirror, brushing her straightened brown hair so hard I’m amazed it stays in her
					head.

				“And he’s not going to cheat on me, either.”

				At least she’s thought about that possibility. That’s a
					positive sign, even if she is in denial.

				“I’m just saying that things happen. And it’s never a bad idea
					to protect yourself.” I impress myself for a minute—I actually sound like I know
					what I’m talking about, which is ironic because Tracy is way more experienced
					than me, as she often likes to point out. Even if she did get all her
					“experience” this summer. Which was basically last month.

				The doorbell rings downstairs, and Tracy’s mom calls up to let
					us know that the boys are here. Tracy finishes putting on more eyeliner and
					leaves the room without another word to me. I grab the bag she lent me when she
					insisted I’d look like an idiot if I brought my backpack, and I follow her. It’s
					definitely going to be one of those nights.

				* * *

				Cavallo’s is packed. Matt stops to talk to some of his
					friends from the swim team—they’re seniors and they’re huge. If I didn’t know
					any better, I’d think they were on steroids. But as I’ve noticed these last four
					days, there is a pretty big physical difference between a fourteen-year-old and
					an eighteen-year-old. It almost makes competitive sports in high school seem
					like a joke. The senior who held the cross-country team’s informational meeting
					the other day had legs that were at least twice the length of mine.

				My dad would have told me not to worry. “It’s not the length of
					the leg, it’s the length of the stride,” he used to say. He was always telling
					me to take bigger steps when we ran together. Dad made the mistake of taking me
					to see a half marathon when I was nine, and right then and there I decided that
					I was going to run the race the next September. He said he’d train me, which
					basically meant he spent the summer being really late for work and running twice
					as much as I ever did. We’d go on runs early in the morning, before it got too
					hot, and of course it took him a while to get me out of bed, so we never started
					as early as he wanted to. And then, when we were running, I’d get slower and
					slower as the longer runs went on, and he’d have to double back for me. I don’t
					think it was much fun for him, but he was pretty proud of me when I finally ran
					the race at the end of all that. It took me forever, but I finished. I was the
					youngest girl running that year.

				I haven’t run since he died. Peter pulled me aside this summer
					after Mom had asked me for the millionth time when I was going to go for a run,
					and he told me that I never had to run again if I didn’t want to. But I do. I
					will… I think.

				Robert and I grab a booth, but Tracy hovers near Matt until she
					realizes that he’s not going to introduce her to the swim thugs. Then she comes
					over, trying to look fine but mostly looking mad. And sad, too.

				“So, Rose,” she says. I know I’m in trouble when she calls me
					Rose and not Rosie. Well, that, and also the fact that until now she hadn’t
					spoken to me since we left her room. “I saw you with that guy today in the
					parking lot after school.”

				Robert looks at me. The waitress with the crazy beehive hairdo
					arrives to take our order. She’s famous for demanding that kids pay before she
					puts their orders in—including tip. We must look trustworthy, because after we
					order our pizza and sodas, she just leaves.

				“What guy?” Robert asks.

				I’m staring at Tracy. So this is how she’s going to get revenge
					for me saying that Matt might not be her knight in shining armor. I realize that
					she has had this information about me since the afternoon and she’s been saving
					it. Clearly Tracy has been studying Gossip Girl,
					absorbing lessons in how to treat your friends like crap.

				“Jamie Forta. You got in a car with Jamie Forta,” she says. How
					interesting that, when it’s convenient for her, she knows his actual name. Her
					eyes are glued to Robert’s face, searching for a reaction. He must look
					appropriately shocked or hurt because she appears to be very satisfied. I decide
					to focus on the blackboard menu above the counter, even though we’ve already
					ordered and I know the menu by heart.

				“What the hell were you doing with Jamie Forta?” Matt asks as
					he finally sits down at our booth. “That guy’s such a loser. I hear he’s been
					trying to graduate from high school for, like, three years or something.”

				I used to like Matt, way back in eighth grade. But something
					changed over the summer when he started preseason training with the swim team.
					He partied with them and now he thinks he’s such a big deal, it’s annoying. I
					started hating him the second I realized he was pressuring Tracy to have sex.
					But tonight, right now, I hate him for an entirely new reason.

				“He’s a junior, Matt. And you don’t know anything about
					him.”

				“There’s definitely something wrong with that guy,” Matt says.
					“He’s a moron.”

				“Do you know him, Rose?” Robert asks.

				The waitress drops off four sodas. Matt reaches for his wallet,
					but she still doesn’t ask for money. He looks puzzled. I sip my root beer and
					try to buy myself some time.

				“Rosie?” Robert says.

				“Yes,” I finally say, hiccupping because of the carbonation.
					“He was on the hockey team with Peter.”

				“Peter knew him?” Tracy asks, blushing a little bit. Matt gives
					Tracy a sharp look. She’s had a crush on Peter since the day she became my best
					friend. Coincidence? Doubtful. But maybe that’s just my cynical side coming
					out.

				“Jamie drove Peter home once, when Bobby Passeo skated over his
					hand.” I know that no one here could possibly know who Bobby Passeo is, but I
					figure he could work as a diversion from the current topic.

				“Jamie’s weird,” Tracy says, ignoring Matt. “What did he want
					with you?”

				So much for a diversion. “Nothing. He has a right to talk to
					me, Trace. He even has a right to offer me a ride home.”

				“He’s a junior,” Robert says, sounding alarmed.

				“So what? We’re not supposed to talk to people who aren’t in
					our class?”

				“He must have wanted something from you,” Tracy says again.

				“Nope.” I am determined not to give her anything. Two can play
					at this game.

				“Fine. Don’t tell me if you don’t want to,” she snaps.

				“There’s nothing to tell,” I snap back.

				The guys are now watching our conversation like it’s a tennis
					match. Matt looks amused, Robert looks confused. Tracy is staring at me, hard,
					and then she plays her trump card. I don’t actually know if she knows it’s a
					trump card, but it is.

				“He goes out with Regina Deladdo, who’s friends with Michelle
					Vicenza. They’re both on the squad,” Tracy says, using her favorite, extremely
					annoying nickname for the cheerleading team. “Michelle’s the captain. Regina’s
					her lieutenant.”

				You’d have to live under a rock three towns over to not know
					who Michelle Vicenza is. She’s Union High’s prom and homecoming queen. It’s been
					that way for four years. She might have been born with those titles. Every girl
					in Union secretly—or not so secretly—wants to be Michelle. She goes out with
					Frankie Cavallo, who graduated two years ago and now runs Cavallo’s, which is
					his family’s place. Peter introduced me to Michelle last year at his graduation
					party—I thought she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.

				But I have no idea who Regina Deladdo is.

				Or why Tracy suddenly seems to know everything about Jamie
					Forta when she was calling him “that guy” just two minutes ago.

				The waitress brings our pizza over and takes a moment to
					rearrange everything on the table so it fits. I’m glad, because I need a second
					to get over the fact that Tracy knows more about Jamie than I do. The way she’s
					doling out information tonight makes me want to kill her. How does Tracy already
					know that Regina Deladdo is dating Jamie? She must have been studying up from
					the moment we started school on Tuesday.

				Jamie goes out with a cheerleader? My brain hurts.

				I try very, very hard not to let anything show on my face.

				“Wow,” Robert says. “I know who she is. She seems a little…” He
					takes a sip of his drink as he searches for the right word.

				“Insane?” Matt says, shaking his head as he takes a bite of
					pizza. “Imagine screwing that harpy,” he adds. Robert nearly spits out his soda.
					Tracy stares at the table.

				Matt, a virgin? Uh-huh. Sure.

				“They’re perfect for each other,” he continues. “They’re both
					idiots.”

				For the second time in one night, I know I’m about to say
					something I shouldn’t, but I can’t stop the words from coming out.

				“Just because you got drunk with a few seniors over the summer,
					does that make you better than everyone now?”

				Matt slowly puts his pizza down. “What’s your problem?”

				“My problem, Matt, is that you’re being a jerk! And you’ve been
					a jerk for, like, two months now.”

				“Anything else?” he asks.

				I’m on a roll, and when this new me is on a roll, nothing can
					stop me. It feels so good to say exactly what I’m thinking.

				“Yeah, actually, there is something else. Stop treating my best
					friend like dirt. Introduce her to your friends when you’re talking to them and
					she’s standing right next to you. And you might want to—”

				“Stop!” yells Tracy, kicking me hard under the table. Matt
					looks from me to Tracy and back, and then gets up and goes to sit with his swim
					thugs. Tears pool in Tracy’s eyes.

				“You don’t get to just say whatever you want, no matter what
					happened to you this summer,” she hisses as she grabs her bag and marches out
					the door. Matt watches her leave but doesn’t go after her. I’m suddenly really,
					really embarrassed.

				“Nice work,” Robert says.

				I’m trying to backtrack in my head and figure out what set me
					off and made me act like a lunatic. The waitress comes over.

				“You’re Peter’s little sister, right?” she asks. I nod. “Sorry
					about your dad, hon. Soda’s on the house.” She slaps the bill down on the table
					and walks away. If I were in a better mood, I might laugh at how one dead dad
					equals four free sodas here at Cavallo’s.

				“Rosie, I think you should go after her,” Robert suggests,
					reaching for the bill, an unlit cigarette already in his mouth. “And you should
					probably say you’re sorry.”

				He’s right. I should. And I do.
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