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Prologue

 

 

As
the waves pounded the sandy California beach, a crowd of beachgoers descended upon the quaint shops lining Huntington Beach and its pier. Lacey Lu, a petite girl with straight long black hair, an oval face, large brown almond-shaped eyes, and full lips was amongst the crowd. She headed to the little shop with a red and white striped awning hanging out over the window. She waved. Already her two best friends were sitting inside. Lacey walked in, said “hi” to her friends and walked over to an attractive woman in her late thirties, scooping ice cream from a large tub of homemade ice cream, made from whole cream and fresh ingredients. Lacey kissed her cheeks. “Hi Mom! I’m here.”

Lacey’s mother smiled. “Just in time for our lunch rush.” Lacey was already tying on a pink apron. 

“Your friends are here,” Lacey’s mother gestured toward Valerie and Penny. “Why don’t you get them some ice cream and join them. I’ll let you know when I need your help.” 

“Thanks Mom!” Lacey said. 

“Go,” Mrs. Lu said. “Before it gets busy, and you won’t have any time to sit down.”

“Okay, but let me get some ice cream for them.” Lacey took out two frosted glass dishes, but Mrs. Lu stopped her and handed her two sundaes. “Got it. Now go.”

Lacey smiled. Her mother was pretty much one of the coolest mother she knew. That was why she loved spending time at her parents’ ice cream parlor with her friends, Penny and Valerie. They sat at a table by the window, looking out over Huntington Beach, where a great many people were enjoying the sunny summer day. Families were sitting out on the sand, people were sunbathing, and a group of friends was playing volleyball off to one side. Surfers crowded the water, enjoying the breakers as they came in to the shore, riding them for the brief time they got before they either ran out of surf or fell. 

Lacey looked over to her friends, grateful to be spending one of the last great days of summer with them. In a few days, summer vacation would be over, and they would all be back in school together, as freshmen in their new high school. Lacey wanted to savor the moment, because friends like this didn’t come along often.

Valerie, a tall and thin girl with smooth flawless skin the shade of walnut, stared at the pink and green menu through her glasses. She was the same age as Lacey, but taller, with the build of a marathon runner. Like Lacey, she was dressed with the beach in mind, in blue shorts and a green t-shirt over her bathing suit. Her legs went for miles until they stopped at her large feet, clad in sandals. Penny, Lacey’s Indian-American friend, was a lot shorter than Valerie, almost by a head and invariably dressed a little more conservatively than Valerie and Lacey, thanks to the influence of her parents. Her hair was pinned back off her face to the side, revealing high cheekbones and an elegant long neckline. Today she had come out in full length jeans and a very pretty pink shirt, which matched her flip flops. Penny, was the petite one, and the pink shirt made her look smaller, despite her dramatic personality.  

Lacey caught sight of herself in the mirrored surface of the shop’s counter and smiled, her delicate Chinese-American features reflected back at her as they enjoyed being around her friends. Lacey placed the sundaes in front of her friends, and went to get another one for herself. By the time she sat down at their table, Penny had taken out a writing pad and a pen.

“What are they for?” Valerie asked. “Don’t tell me that you’ve decided to do preparation for school on the best day of the summer?”

“Kind of,” Penny said, starting to write. “I’m writing a checklist.”

“What kind of checklist?”

“Just the stuff that we would need to do if we wanted the popular crowd to notice us. I mean, we do want them to notice us, don’t we?”

Lacey shrugged. She hadn’t really given it much thought. “What’s on the list?”

“No. Not until I’m… hey!”

Lacey grabbed the pad and turned it around so that she could read it. “Let’s see. One- Haircut. Two- Shop for killer wardrobe. Three- Show up where the popular crowd congregate. What’s this? Four- lose ten pounds? Penny, I’m not sure you have ten pounds to lose.”

Penny made a grab for her notepad, and missed. “That’s easy for you to say, Lacey. You’re pretty already.”

“So are you.”

Penny didn’t look like she believed it. “Anyway, if I lose ten pounds, I’ll be as skinny as some of the models you see in magazines. Then I’ll be beautiful.”

Valerie, who was already attacking her own helping of ice cream with vigor, slid Penny’s bowl away from her a little. “Does that mean you don’t want this?”

“Hey! I didn’t say that!”

Lacey was going to sit back and enjoy the friendly argument that would no doubt follow, but at that point, the door to the parlor opened, letting in a young man whose wetsuit was open to the waist, and whose dark hair was still wet from surfing. Lacey recognized Landers Lowe at once. After all, he only lived across the road from her. He was two grades older than she and her friends, making him a senior at the same high school. He was also the captain of the football team, which was obvious from his athletic build, size, and confidence. Lacey couldn’t help watching him as he sat down at one of the spare tables.

“Lacey,” her mother called from the counter, where she was busily serving a gaggle of younger children who had crowded around her. Mom was always so patient with them, “can you take the order for table two? I’ll be a while here.”

Table two? For a second, Lacey froze. That was the table Landers had just sat at, wasn’t it? She glanced around, and sure enough, there he was. Lacey licked her lips nervously. As much as she found it silly when Penny or Valerie declared that they had a crush on some boy, ever since Landers’ family had moved in, she had found herself thinking about him. Mainly superficial thoughts like how good-looking he was.

“Lacey. Did you hear me?”

“Yes, Mom.”

She hurried over to the counter to grab a pad, pencil and menu, and then made her way to Landers’ table. Lacey did her best not to feel too nervous as she did it, even though she knew that a boy like him would never even so much as notice her existence. 

“Hi,” she said, passing out the menu, “can I get you something to drink?”

When Landers smiled up at her, Lacey almost dropped her pencil out of sheer nerves. So close, Lacey could see the deep, deep blue of his eyes, and his smile was like a movie star’s perfect white teeth, but it was warm and friendly.

“It’s… Lacey, isn’t it?” Landers asked.

He knew who she was? Lacey was suddenly so nervous that she could hardly bring herself to speak. “Um… that’s right,” she managed after a second or two before she smiled.

“I thought I knew you,” Landers said. “Though it was hard to think for a moment that you could be the same little girl I moved in opposite.” He looked her up and down, and Lacey was very glad that she had worn a nice soft peach sundress to the beach today. It wasn’t exactly the height of fashion, but it was better than a lot of the things in her closet. Over the summer, she had grown taller, slimmer, and slightly more tanned while she played volleyball at the beach with her friends, and now what fit well were all the pretty sundresses that her mother had bought her at the beginning of summer. Her hair had grown longer, too, flowing down straight in dark shiny cascades almost to her waist. She had it pulled off her face with a barrette, while the rest remained loose around her back. Landers smiled at her once more. “You must be a freshman by now?”

“That’s right. How did you know?”

“I remember asking my parents about you after we moved in. But at the time, I wasn’t really interested in getting to know someone younger than me. I had kind of hoped you would be older.”

What was Landers trying to say? Lacey didn’t know, but it sounded awfully close to a put down. She saw a few more customers come into the shop. “Sorry to disappoint you,” she said, less nervous now that she was annoyed. “I hope you find something interesting in the menu there soon and order.”

Landers laughed. “Sorry, that didn’t come off sounding very good, did it? What I meant was that I think you’re… well, pretty cute, really. I was stupid not to have noticed you earlier.”

Lacey didn’t know what to say to that. In fact, she felt herself starting to blush, the heat of it moving up from her shoulders to her cheeks. How would she look? Right then, it was all she could do to keep from running off and hiding behind the counter.

“Sorry,” she said, “I… I have to go and check whether that other table is ready to order. Unless you know what you want?”

“Landers! Hi!”

Lacey resisted the urge to wince as she recognized that over bubbly tone. Tempest Tatou, her former friend and currently the most popular girl in school, despite being a freshman, brushed past her, kissed Landers on both cheeks, and slid into the seat next to him. Lacey had to admit that she looked lovely in a dress that probably cost twice as much as Lacey’s did, over a designer swim suit, but then, Tempest always looked lovely.

“Sorry I was late, Landy,” she said with that faint hint of a French Quebec accent she still had, even now that she had been living in the area a while, “I hate to make you wait for me like that.”

Landers slid an arm around Tempest with a smile. “I think you’re forgiven.”

Tempest smiled back at him. Lacey couldn’t help a tiny hint of irritation at the display, though she couldn’t work out whether it was because Landers was a part of it, or simply because it was Tempest he was smiling at. “Did you want to order?”

“Oh, Lacey!” Tempest said it like she had only just noticed her. Somehow, Lacey doubted it. “You work… here?” Tempest visibly snuggled deeper into Landers’ arm and flipped her blond hair casually as she did so. 

“Well, Tempest, it’s my parents’ shop, so yes, I help out.”

“Oh, what a pity.” Tempest left a pause that was almost certainly deliberate. Her blue eyes looked over Lacey’s dress, her hair, and then her apron. It wasn’t quite a cruel remark about her parent’s business, but with her, it didn’t have to be. In some ways, Tempest had a natural talent for being unpleasant. “I mean to have to work indoors when it’s such a lovely day. Landers and I are planning on enjoying the beach, but now I’ll spend most of the day thinking of you stuck back here.” Tempest pouted. “Poor Lacey, having to work, while we get to play…” Tempest ran perfectly-manicured fingernails over Landers’ arm and leaned in closer to him. 

Tempest was enjoying every minute of rubbing it in as she looked over the menu. “Look, I’ll come back when you’re ready to order.”

“No need,” Tempest said, flashing the pretty smile that made people like her almost regardless of what she said or did. It didn’t work on Lacey, these days. “I’ll have a large sundae. And bring two spoons. That way, I can split it with Landers. Oh, and a cherry soda as well.”

She didn’t bother to say please. Obviously. These days, Tempest was only nice to people when she wanted something special out of them, or when she thought they were part of the same crowd as her.

“What would you like, Landers?” Lacey asked. Maybe using his name was a mistake, because it made Tempest glance up at her with a slightly puzzled expression, as though wondering how someone like her knew Landers that well.

“Nothing for me now, thanks,” the boy said. “Tempest’s right. I’ll share with her.”

He said it matter-of-factly, rather than in the slightly pointed way Tempest had. Even so, Lacey couldn’t help feeling a little flash of hurt as the words reached her. The one guy she had a crush on, and he was sharing a sundae with someone else? With Tempest, of all people? Didn’t he know how she felt?

Well no. Obviously he didn’t. Boys, even older ones, never seemed to know that kind of thing. Lacey very carefully wrote the order down, because her mother had told her that made it easier to keep track of things, but she really didn’t want to stay there any longer than she had to.

“I’ll just get that, then.”

Landers nodded. “Thanks, Lacey.”

Lacey headed for the counter as fast as she could manage, though she couldn’t help glancing over at Penny and Valerie as she did so. They gave her looks of sympathy. They knew exactly what was going on between Lacey and Tempest, and they both had a pretty good idea of how she felt about Landers, too. After all, if you couldn’t tell your friends about the boy you liked, who could you tell?

The trouble was, as Lacey poured the cherry soda behind the counter, she strongly suspected that at least one more person there knew how she felt. She looked up, and when she did, Tempest was staring straight at her with a glare so hostile, it made Lacey involuntarily cringe. 

 






  







 

Chapter 1

 

 

With the look Tempest had just given her, Lacey wasn’t exactly hurrying with her order. She knew Tempest could be downright mean beneath that pretty exterior. Having known Tempest since they were little, Lacey knew Tempest had a mean streak in her, always pushing around the smaller children in class and in the playground. They were friends up until Lacey started standing up for the smaller children. They grew further apart, but whenever Tempest and Lacey, Penny or Valerie would meet, Tempest managed to make it as unpleasant as possible. Lacey looked over at her again, sitting there running her fingers through Landers’ hair, glancing over where Lacey stood. Lacey suddenly did not want to be anywhere near Tempest, let alone serve her anything.

Although Landers was there, he was sitting with Tempest like the school’s queen of mean was the best thing in the whole world. Lacey wasn’t sure that she could face up to that again at close quarters.

She looked over to where her mother was still serving a constant stream of kids. “Mom, could you make a sundae and… maybe take it over to table two?”

Her mother handed an ice cream to the next kid in line and took his money. “Lacey, can’t you do it? After all, you’re supposed to be taking care of that table, and I really am very busy at the moment, dear.”

Lacey groaned. So much for that idea then. Lacey supposed that she could just ignore Tempest’s order, but then the other girl would only complain. Well, that or she would tell all her popular friends to avoid the ice cream parlor by the beach, and Lacey wasn’t going to do anything that could hurt her parents’ business. Even if part of her did want to just leave Tempest waiting there.

Instead, Lacey began putting together the best sundae she could. Not because she liked Tempest, or because she thought that it was likely to make the slightest difference to how the other girl behaved, or even because Landers was going to be sharing some of it, and Lacey wanted anything for him to be perfect. It was just a matter of pride. She would serve Tempest like she was just any other customer, and not someone who had been trying to make her life a misery since junior high.

When she was done making the sundae, Lacey carried it and the cherry soda Tempest had ordered over to the table and put them down as neatly as she could.

“Your sundae and soda.” Lacey carefully kept the emotion out of her voice while she said it.

Even so, Tempest sniffed. “It took you long enough.”

Lacey just about resisted the urge to dump the sundae on her, turned, and was about to walk off when Landers called after her.

“Thank you, Lacey. I hope I’ll see you around.”

Lacey glanced back, as much in surprise as anything. She hadn’t thought that someone with such a lack of taste as to go out with Tempest could be that polite to her. Lacey saw Tempest shoot Landers a curious look, as though she couldn’t quite believe what he had just said. She followed it with a furious glare aimed at Lacey.

“Not if Tempest has anything to do with it, I think,” Lacey muttered under her breath, but it was obviously louder than she intended, because Landers looked up at her.

“What was that?”

“Oh, nothing. I just talk to myself sometimes.”

Great, why did she say that? Why, in front of a guy like Landers, did she have to say the one thing guaranteed to make her seem a little bit weird? No doubt Tempest would have a field day with it as soon as Lacey was gone. Lacey felt her earlier blush of embarrassment start to return then, so she turned and headed away from the table as quickly as she could without actually running.

She didn’t stop at the table with Valerie and Penny. Right then, Lacey was too embarrassed for that. She couldn’t sit there, out in the open, where Landers could see her. Where Tempest could send pointed comments her way whenever she wanted. Ignoring the two of them, Lacey hurried past and kept going until the doors to the shop’s kitchen swung safely shut behind her.

It wasn’t a particularly big space, in the way that some commercial kitchens are. It didn’t need to be, since the shop generally didn’t sell anything more complex to prepare than a few sandwiches and desserts. It was neat though, and as free from chaos as Lacey’s parents could make it. It was also a good place to hide out for a while. At least until Tempest was gone.

Lacey’s father was there, slicing ingredients on a bench as he worked to prepare fresh sandwiches. Where Lacey’s mother looked almost exactly like an older version of her, her father’s features were a little more rugged, his hair cropped short. Though that was mostly because her mother teased him on the first flecks of grey in it when it was longer.

Neat stacks of sandwiches were taking shape beside him. Although on a day like today, most people would just want ice cream, there were always a few who wanted more, and Lacey’s dad believed in being prepared when it came to food. He looked up as Lacey stepped into the kitchen, though his hands didn’t stop working for a moment.

“Hi, Lacey. What’s up?”

Obviously, Lacey wasn’t going to explain to her father all about what had just happened, so she settled for the most obvious excuse instead.

“Hi, Dad. I just came in here to see if you needed any help.”

“Nope, everything’s fine.” As if to prove it, another sandwich came into existence under his hands and the steady beat of the knife against the chopping board resumed. “You could go and help your mother if you want to be useful. It sounds like there’s quite a rush out there.”

Lacey should probably have seen that one coming. Still she did her best. “I think Mom has things pretty much under control.”

“Well then,” her father said, “it looks like you’re free to do what you want, doesn’t it? Why not go back out to see those two friends of yours? Or even head out onto the beach?”

“Anything so long as I’m not cluttering up the kitchen?” Lacey said it with a smile, but she didn’t quite feel it.

She heard the steady work of the knife stop as her father finally put it down. “Lacey, you’re not trying to hide in here, are you? Is something wrong? Have you had an argument with your friends, or something?”

Lacey shook her head. “No Dad. It’s nothing like that.”

“Then what?” Her father moved up to her, then stepped past Lacey to take a peek out through the big double doors to the kitchen. When he was finished, he pulled them back with a knowing smile. “Ah. Isn’t that Tempest Tatou out there? The girl you used to be friends with?”

“That was a long time ago,” Lacey said. “I’m fine, Dad.”

Her father didn’t let it go. “Best friends, as I recall.”

Lacey let out a breath she didn’t realize she had been holding. “Back in preschool, maybe. Now, it seems more like she hates me.”

“Hates you?” her father raised an eyebrow.

“Ever since junior high. She started hanging out with the popular crowd and she ditched me, Penny and Valerie, just like that. I don’t know why. Maybe we did something wrong, or something.”

Her father folded Lacey into a hug, before stepping back to look at her with serious eyes. “I’m sure you didn’t do anything, Lacey. Some people are just unpleasant. It’s not like you need to care about what Tempest thinks though, is it? You have some good friends out there, some real friends, who are probably wondering where you have gone.”

Lacey knew that her dad was right. Penny and Valerie probably would be wondering what she was doing. Though if they had seen Tempest, they might have guessed. Still, Lacey knew that she needed to head back out there. She couldn’t hide in the kitchen all day. Even if she wanted to.

“Sure, Dad. Um…”

Her father laughed and peeked through the doors again, obviously guessing what Lacey was going to ask. “It looks like the coast is clear. Tempest and her friend have gone.”

Well, that solved that problem, at least. There was no chance of Tempest saying anything hurtful if she wasn’t even there, and Lacey wouldn’t find herself staring at Landers either, or getting embarrassed every time he looked her way, or hoping that he would talk to her, only to start getting nervous the moment that he did.

“That was fast,” Lacey said, giving her father another quick hug, “thanks, Dad. I’ll talk to you later.”

She left the kitchen and saw that Tempest and Landers were indeed both gone. The sundae Tempest had ordered was untouched too, and both Penny and Valerie were practically jumping up and down with excitement as Lacey made her way over to them.

“Where did Tempest and Landers go?” Lacey asked. “And what have you two so excited?”

“You didn’t see?” Valerie asked.

Penny joined in. “You didn’t hear?”

Lacey shrugged. Through the kitchen doors, it would have been hard to hear anything very much. “Obviously not. What happened that’s so exciting?”

“It was Tempest and Landers,” Valerie said, and Penny nodded. They were obviously determined to drag things out.

“So what happened?” Lacey insisted. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to know. After all, if they had just kissed or something, then all that did was to confirm just how unavailable Landers was to her. Although that didn’t do much to explain the abandoned sundae.

“They had a fight!” Penny and Valerie said it in unison, as though neither one could wait an instant longer to give Lacey such a juicy piece of gossip. Each looked at the other as though she had just spoiled the big moment, but then they both laughed.

“A fight?” Lacey asked. “What kind of fight.”

Penny beat Valerie to it. “It started just after you went into the kitchen,” she explained. “At first, we only noticed because we were watching.”

“Why were you watching?”

“Because obviously Tempest had been mean to you,” Valerie said, “and we wanted to know what was going on. Besides, we couldn’t believe that a guy like Landers would want anything to do with her.”

“I could,” Lacey said. “Tempest can get any guy she wants.”

“But that’s just it,” Penny said. “Tempest was trying to stay close to Landers, I mean, she was all over him, but something happened. They started to argue about it, and Landers made her let go of him. That’s when Tempest just… lost it.”

“Lost it how?” Lacey asked.

Valerie smiled at that. “Oh, she started calling Landers every name under the sun, right in the middle of the parlor. She said that he obviously didn’t care about her, and that he would regret not being nice to her. She said that they were over, and then she stormed out.”

“Though I think your mom was getting ready to tell her to leave,” Penny said.

“And what did Landers do,” Lacey asked.

“He just sat around for a minute or two, and then left. He didn’t look happy, but I guess he didn’t exactly look broken up about it, either.”

Lacey didn’t know what to think. Landers and Tempest had fought? Had it been about her? It was hard to see how. After all, all Lacey had done was wait on their table. Even if she had played some role in it, did it necessarily mean anything? Just because Landers suddenly wasn’t with Tempest didn’t mean that he would notice her, let alone want anything to do with her. Besides, knowing Tempest, she would probably either make things up with Landers in a day or two or find some way to make him jealous.

Still, Lacey couldn’t help thinking about Landers saying that he would talk to her again. That had to mean something, didn’t it? Even if it wasn’t what she hoped, just the thought of talking to him made Lacey smile. And knot up with nervousness, obviously. But mostly smile.






  







 

Chapter 2

 

 

The summer vacation came to an end, and Lacey actually found herself looking forward to being back at school. She was even more excited when she realized that the locker she had been assigned was just a couple rows down from the ones belonging to Penny and Valerie. They stood in front of them, chatting like they hadn’t seen one another only the other day. They talked about what had happened at the ice cream parlor, but also about what classes they were taking, who was around whom they hadn’t seen over the summer, and how excited they were to be finally starting high school.

Lacey was surprised to find that they weren’t taking quite the same classes this year. She and Valerie had opted to take a journalism class, but Penny had gone for drama instead. That was not a surprise to anyone since Penny was never slow to jump on any opportunity to express herself.

They were still talking when a tall, flame-haired girl their own age crashed into Valerie, almost knocking her sprawling, and sending several of Valerie’s books tumbling to the ground. Though to be fair, almost as many of the other girl’s tumbled with them. The newcomer wore a vivid purple t-shirt that didn’t really go with her hair, along with a flowing, gypsy style skirt.

“Sorry,” the girl knelt and helped to pick up the books from where they had fallen. “I’m just in so much of a hurry. Plus, I think I’m probably lost. Are these my books, or yours?”

“I think this is yours,” Lacey said, handing the other girl one of the books. “Where were you trying to get to? Which class?”

The red-haired girl looked down at her schedule. “I’m looking for Mrs. Tuttle’s drama class.”

“Oh, that’s where I’m going,” Penny piped in. “I could show you the way if you’d like.”

“That would be great.” The new girl held out a hand. “I’m Sandy.”

“Penny. This is Lacey and Valerie.”

“Nice to meet you,” Sandy said. “Sorry about bumping into you, Valerie.”

“It’s not a problem.”

Sandy and Penny hurried off in search of their drama class, and Valerie nodded to the other end of the hall. “We should get going too. We’ve got a journalism class to get to.”

It didn’t take long to find the right classroom. Although the high school was new to them, it was laid out fairly sensibly, and both Lacey and Valerie soon found themselves in a class full of other eager would-be journalists. Although full was probably the wrong term for it. There were only four others there besides them. There was an older girl dressed in a full Goth outfit, a junior who was perky, blonde and very friendly as they stepped through the door, and a muscular senior boy who looked like he was on either the football or wrestling team.

The fourth occupant of the room, a nerdy but actually quite good-looking boy their own age with sandy blond hair and a perpetually disheveled appearance, they both recognized.

“Samuel,” Lacey asked, “you’re taking Journalism?”

Samuel Jacobs had worked with both of them on the school newspaper back in junior high, usually either doing the photography or anything computer-related, so it wasn’t that surprising that he would be there. Even so, it was good to see him.

The three of them were the only freshmen there. Apparently, that previous experience had counted for a lot.

“Is Penny not with you?” Samuel asked, sounding slightly disappointed. Lacey was willing to forgive him for that. After all, he’d had a crush on her friend practically since Lacey had known him.

“She’s taking drama instead this year,” Lacey said. “Apparently, she wants to act more than she wants to be a journalist.”

“Oh.” The disappointment was easy to hear, this time. “I was kind of hoping that she would be in this class.”

“You’ve still got Lacey and me,” Valerie said.

“All three of us in the same class together,” Lacey said. “How much fun is that going to be?”

“It is pretty awesome,” Samuel admitted.

Lacey took a look around the group. The other three were chatting amongst themselves. “Do you think this is everyone?”

Samuel shook his head. “We’re still waiting for the Editor-in-Chief, apparently. I don’t know what he’s going to be like, but… ”

Samuel left it there as the door opened again. Lacey turned her head to get a good look at the new arrival. She swallowed as she recognized Landers, the nerves from the day before making their return felt. Landers took this class?

It turned out to be more than that, though, because Landers walked straight up to the board at the end of the room and wrote out his name. “Landers Lowe - ” Lacey found herself staring at that dash for a breathless moment, until the words “Editor-in-Chief” followed it. Landers turned to face the room.

“Hi,” he said, with a smile, “I’m Landers. I’ll be the Chief Editor of the newspaper, the Seagull Gazette, this year. Now, I know some of you,” here his eyes drifted to Lacey, and just for a moment, she thought she saw him wink, “but there are a few of you who will need to introduce yourselves.”

He pointed at the Goth girl. 

“I’m Bridget,” she said.

“Valerie,” Valerie said as the finger moved to her.

“Samuel.”

“Great.” Landers actually sounded genuinely pleased. Maybe he just had the knack of making people feel good around him. “Though I suppose if we’re doing this properly, we should all say a little bit more about ourselves, what we’ve done before, and what we’re interested in here. I’ll start. As I said, I’m Landers. This is my third year working on the Seagull. I started as a reporter, but I have done most of the other jobs here too at one point or another. I set up the website for it, for example. But I’ll explain more about the newspaper in a minute.”

They went around the room then. Bridget started, then Valerie and Samuel. It turned out that the blonde girl was called Celeste, and had worked on newspapers before. The remaining boy was Kurt, and he had spent time doing sports’ reporting. Finally, it was Lacey’s turn. With Landers there looking at her, it was hard to think what to say.

“I-I’m Lacey. I worked on my junior high paper, and I’m hoping to do more journalism as I get older.”

It seemed to be good enough, even if to Lacey’s ears it sounded extremely nervous. Landers started to explain how the school newspaper had been running for more than twenty years, and how they would all need to work hard to make sure that it got out okay.

“It works like this,” he said. “We’ll talk through assignments together, so that we try to find ones that you want to do, but that people will want to read. Then you’ll need to go out, do your research, and get the finished copy back to me with enough time before we go to print that I can edit it, lay it out, and get everything together. All right?”

Everybody murmured that it was fine. Lacey nodded.

“Great,” Landers said. “Obviously, if you have any problems, come and see me. Don’t just ignore them, otherwise, I think I’m getting a great story from you but I actually end up with a big blank space. Now, assignments…”

They talked about it for a while, and Landers eventually forced people to pin down ideas. Kurt got to do something on the football team’s chances this year. Bridget was given a piece on some recent changes to the school. One by one, everyone got an assignment. Everyone, that was, except Lacey. She was just about to ask what hers should be when the bell for the end of class went. The others hurried out, eager to get to their next lesson, but Lacey hesitated, and so did Landers.

“You didn’t give me an assignment,” Lacey pointed out.

Landers looked her in the eyes. “I figured that if I waited, I would get a chance to talk to you alone.”

Lacey’s brow creased a little. “Why would you want to do that?”

“I wanted to apologize about what happened yesterday at the ice cream parlor. Tempest isn’t usually like that.”

Lacey wasn’t so sure about that. After all, she had known Tempest for a while. “Well, she was pretty rude.”

“Yes,” Landers said, “and I’m sorry about that, Lacey. She shouldn’t have done it.”

Lacey shook her head. “You shouldn’t have to apologize for someone else, Landers. You didn’t decide what Tempest would do.”

Landers smiled then. “You’re right, but can I apologize for being around while she was doing it? For not stopping her?”

Lacey thought for a moment, and then nodded. “Yes, you can apologize for that. After all, if you let someone bully someone else, it’s not much better than doing it yourself.”

“I know,” Landers said, “and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again though. Tempest and I are over.”

Lacey gave just the smallest smile. “I heard that.”

“She’s a knockout, but the way she behaves sometimes… it’s just mean-spirited. She’s particularly bad when she is around any girl she thinks of as potential competition.”

Lacey couldn’t believe that one. “Competition? Me?”

“Why not?” Landers’ eyes remained on hers, and Lacey found the seriousness of them a little intimidating. They promised so much. Too much, really. Lacey looked away, feeling the blush starting yet again.

“I… I think it’s probably time for that assignment,” she said. “You do have an assignment for me, don’t you?”

Landers nodded. “I do, and it’s probably one of the bigger ones. I want you to do a few pieces on all the various groups in the school- the geeks, the popular crowd, the Goths, that sort of thing- and find out all about them. How do they work? How do they think about themselves? What do they think about each other?”

It did, Lacey had to admit, sound like a juicy assignment. Particularly considering that she wasn’t the most experienced member of the team. “Any ideas on where I should start?” she asked.

Landers shrugged. “How about with me?”

“With you?”

“Well, I am the football captain, and I suppose you could say I’m in with the popular crowd, so it might be one way to get started. You don’t have to, obviously…”

Lacey shook her head. “No, it’s a good idea.” She put on her best reporter voice. “So, Mr. Lowe, how does it feel to be the most popular guy in school?”

“Not here,” Landers said. “How about I meet you later? On the beach, maybe? Or in front of your ice cream shop? You can ask me there.”

The tone of that made Lacey want to jump out of her skin. For a moment, she didn’t know what to do. What to say. Finally, she managed to force herself to nod. “I’d like that. How about if we meet in front of the shop after school?”

Landers nodded, and Lacey could hardly wait to get out of there. She was sure that Landers could see her shaking with nerves just at the thought of it. When his hand touched her arm, she nearly yelped with shock.

“I look forward to seeing you then, Lacey.”






  







 

Chapter 3

 

 

As she walked from the room used by the Seagull Gazette, Lacey found her heart pounding. Had she just agreed to an interview with Landers, or to a date? She simply didn’t know. At that moment, with her heart fluttering away in her chest, Lacey wasn’t even sure which to hope for.

She headed for the school cafeteria, deciding that what she needed right now was the distraction of her friends. Valerie, Penny and the new girl Sandy were already there, having taken a table in one corner. They had saved Lacey a seat, which was just as well really, because the cafeteria was already getting very crowded. Getting her lunch, Lacey went over to join them.

“So, how was drama class?” she asked Penny.

“It was great. Really exciting, wasn’t it, Sandy?”

The red-haired girl nodded, and she and Penny started to talk all about the different acting exercises they had started to do in class, and how Mrs. Tuttle was the best. Valerie interrupted the excitement with a few questions about Sandy. Where she was from, what bands she liked, the usual kind of thing people inevitably asked when they were getting to know one another. Sandy was quite slow to talk about herself, but Lacey joined in the questioning, and eventually she started to open up a little more. 

It turned out that Sandy’s parents both worked for the same major corporation, and she had only just moved to the area. Her family was originally from Ireland, or Eire as Sandy called it. She seemed to love drama almost as much as Penny did too. The more Sandy talked, the more Lacey found herself liking the new girl. Just the four of them sitting around a table talking seemed right somehow, even when Valerie managed to turn the talk to the newspaper, and who was editor.

“Did Landers give you an assignment in the end?” she asked.

Lacey nodded. “He wants me to do something on all the different cliques there are in school. I’m supposed to interview different people.”

Penny looked around them, at all the other kids. “Do you think we count as a clique?”

Lacey had to admit that she didn’t know.

“I don’t think we’re anything except a group of friends,” Valerie said.

“Well, what’s a clique then?” Penny asked.

“Maybe I’ll find out when I do the research,” Lacey said, deciding to head off the inevitable argument. Some days, she could have sworn that her friends loved to disagree almost as much as anything else.

“So where are you going to start?” Valerie asked. “Are you going to interview some nerds or something?”

Lacey bit her lip nervously. “Actually, Landers suggested that I might like to start by interviewing… him.”

“He did?” Penny practically jumped for joy. “That’s great!”

The other girls nodded their agreement. Getting to spend time alone with Landers was apparently a major coup.

“It’s not like it’s a big deal,” Lacey said. “I mean, he’s the Chief Editor. I’m obviously going to see him sometimes.”

“And he just happened to give you the assignment where you have to interview him?” Sandy pointed out. It seemed that she was perceptive, although she was shy about speaking.

“Um…”

“Yes,” Valerie said. “All I got was a story on whether we’re eating healthily enough with the food in the cafeteria.”

“Well, that’s a good story too,” Lacey said.

“I bet you wouldn’t swap though. What is it you’re having? I suppose I should start my research some time.”

The others told Valerie, and Lacey had to admit, it probably wasn’t the healthiest selection in the world. Even Penny, who had been talking about wanting to lose ten pounds just the other day, had burgers.

“I wonder if it will be this easy to do research for your story?” Valerie said to Lacey.

Penny grinned. “It will be with Landers there.”

Thoughts of Landers and the interview ahead kept Lacey going through her remaining classes that day, even if they also meant that she more or less daydreamed her way through them too. In her history class, she was so busy thinking about what she would ask Landers that she almost missed the part where the teacher gave them an assignment. Thankfully, Valerie had been listening, and was only too willing to tell Lacey what they were supposed to be doing.

Lacey managed to get a ride home with Valerie too, though once she was back, she didn’t have any time to waste. Her parents were still down at the ice cream parlor, and Lacey needed to be too, if she wanted to meet Landers. She changed into a nice soft peach blouse, white pants and wedges before combing her hair and putting on make-up that would suit the beach. Once she was done, Lacey collected up a few things that she would need and set out for her parents’ shop.

The beach was close enough for Lacey to walk to, and it wasn’t too long before she was making her way along the sand to the ice cream parlor. There was no sign of Landers there yet, but it was still early. Lacey looked in at the parlor, just to say hello to her parents and let them know how her first day back at school had gone, before stepping outside to wait for Landers.

And wait. People passed on the beachfront, and enjoyed themselves out on the sand, but there wasn’t any sign of her would be interviewee as Lacey leaned against the outside of her parents’ shop, looking for some glimpse of him. Had he forgotten her?

Worse, was he doing this deliberately? Lacey didn’t want to believe it of Landers, but if he was so very popular, and such a good friend of Tempest’s, then maybe he thought that it would be funny to leave her waiting out there. Maybe he would be laughing with his friends over standing her up like this, even as Lacey was starting to get bored.

No, Lacey decided. Landers wouldn’t do that. He just wouldn’t.

Even so, it wasn’t very comfortable just waiting out in front of the shop, so Lacey decided to wait for him on the beach instead. There, she could look out over the ocean, enjoy the sun, and spend some time having fun until Landers arrived.

Finding a clear patch of sand with a good view of the ice cream shop, Lacey sat down to wait. While she did so, she took out her journal from her bag along with a pen, and started to write, the way she had every day for years. She wrote about school, and what it was like to be on the newspaper, and her ideas for the article she had to write. Lacey didn’t write about Landers, but that was just because there were some things that she was too embarrassed to say, even in a diary.

Lacey was still writing when a shadow fell over her, dulling the heat of the sun for a moment. She looked up and saw Landers standing there. With the sun behind him, he looked even more handsome than usual.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said with a smile, “I got held up. I tried calling, but the only number I had was for the ice cream parlor. Did you get my message?”

Lacey shook her head, and found herself feeling a little guilty for her earlier thoughts about him abandoning her there. It seemed that Landers had actually gone out of his way to try to contact her, though Lacey wasn’t sure why she hadn’t gotten the message. She wasn’t sure that she cared. She was simply happy that he had come after all.

“You’re here now,” she said. “That’s all that matters. So, how about that interview?”

Landers sat down next to her on the sand. “So, you’re straight to business.”

“Sorry.”

“No,” he said, “I like that. I like that you’re taking the assignment seriously.” Landers looked out across the beach for a moment, and Lacey realized just how close he had sat to her. “So, you want to know all about cliques, Lacey? Well ask away, and I’ll do my best to answer honestly.”

“I know you will,” Lacey said, and tried to compose her thoughts. “Well, the obvious first question is whether you think you are a part of a clique at school.”

Landers thought for a moment. “I don’t really think that way, but I suppose most of the people I hang out with would say that I’m part of their clique, yes.”

“What clique is that?” Lacey inquired. She smiled. “Like I have to ask.”

Landers shrugged. “I belong in the group that… well, I would call it ‘high profile’, because it tends to be the one that gets noticed.”

Lacey raised an eyebrow at the choice of term. “Popular, you mean?”

“I suppose so. If being football captain and school newspaper editor automatically makes you popular, then yes. I guess I must be part of the popular crowd.”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic about it,” Lacey said. “I mean, a lot of my friends really want to be in with that group.”

Landers shook his head. “It’s not like it was my goal, or anything. With things like being the captain of the football team and Editor of the newspaper, I’m looking to get a scholarship for college. That kind of thing always looks good on an application.”

“And if it lets you date hot girls like Tempest in the meantime,” Lacey guessed, “so much the better.”

Again though, Landers shook his head. Rather more forcefully, this time. “That really wasn’t the plan. Tempest… well, she didn’t really give me the chance to say “no” to her. She just pushed and pushed until I agreed to take her out a couple of times, but she’s not really my type.”

Lacey laughed. “I find that hard to believe. Tempest is everybody’s type.”

“Sure, she’s pretty, and she’s popular too… ”

“Says the guy who claims not to have set out to be.”

“…but she’s mean too.”

Lacey shrugged. “Aren’t most popular people?” She realized what she had just said. “Sorry.”

“No, I can see why you’d think it. But not everyone who is popular has to be like her. I’m not.”

Lacey grinned at that. “Modest, aren’t you?”

Landers cocked his head to one side, and his voice took on a more sincere tone. “Well, would you say that I’m nice?”

Lacey nodded automatically. “I have to admit though that I wasn’t expecting it. I half expected you to be like Tempest. To just blow off anyone who wasn’t in your little group.”

“Well, it seems like you’ve worked out what cliques are for, at least,” Landers said.

“What? To keep out everyone else, so it’s just you and the people like you in the group?”

Landers spread his hands. “Maybe that’s not all of it, I don’t know, but it’s an interesting point, isn’t it? That’s why I wanted you to do this assignment. I think it might change the way a few people at school think. Take me. I never really thought that I was part of a clique, but now, I’m beginning to suspect that everyone is.”

“Yes, well, at least you don’t need to worry,” Lacey pointed out. “You’re part of the most popular group.”

“But my brother won’t be.”

“Your brother?” Lacey vaguely recalled a name. “Sean, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Landers said. “Sean’s twelve.” 

“What is it you’re worried about?”

“He’s autistic and it’s hard for him sometimes…” Landers turned serious. “I’m worried about cliques when he becomes a teen and goes to high school. He’s fine, but sometimes he has little quirks that would make him stand out as different. I know how cruel someone like Tempest might be about that stuff.”

Lacey could imagine it too, though right then, she didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t known about Sean, and hearing it made her think very differently of his brother.

 






  







 

Chapter 4

 

 

Lacey was starting to suspect that she was out of her depth when it came to this talk with Landers. She hadn’t done enough research yet on cliques to be able to argue convincingly about them, and she really didn’t know much about autism, either. Rather than embarrass herself further, Lacey said as much, and was surprised to see Landers smile.

“You don’t need to worry about not knowing, Lacey. Most people don’t. Unless you happen to know someone who is autistic, it’s hard to have a real sense of what it can be like.”

They both looked out over the ocean for a moment, and as that moment stretched Lacey got the feeling that Landers was waiting for her to say something. Lacey looked out at the waves and tried to work out what she should say. Was this a test of how she would react?

“What is it like?” she asked. “What was it like with Sean?”

Landers’ smile suggested that she had said the right thing. “I thought you might not ask it, for a moment. Some people don’t. They think that if they ignore what I’ve said, it will just go away.”

“Or maybe they just don’t know what to ask,” Lacey suggested.

“Maybe.” Landers didn’t sound convinced.

“So what is it like?” Lacey repeated.

Landers sat there and thought about it for a moment, while a few people strolled along the beach in the background. “It can be hard. In the beginning my parents were devastated. Sean was a healthy, happy baby until he turned two.”

“What happened when he turned two?” Lacey asked. She knew she had to.

Landers shrugged, but his expression wasn’t nearly so casual. In fact, the pain in it made Lacey briefly sorry that she had asked at all. “He was developing normally until then…having the right amount of vocabulary for his age, making eye contact, being sociable. Everything you would expect. Then at two, something happened. He stopped talking. He withdrew. We couldn’t get him to reach out, to talk.”

For a moment, the pained expression on Landers’ face intensified. “At first it was very hard, but that didn’t change how we felt about him. We loved him very much. We love him very much.” That was said fiercely, as though daring Lacey to disbelieve him.

Lacey nodded. “He’s your brother. Of course you do.”

“Not everybody would think that,” Landers said.

“I’m not everybody.”

“No,” Landers agreed, looking at her for a long moment. “I guess you aren’t.”

“So, what happened when Sean was diagnosed?” Lacey asked. She wanted to hear the whole story, and besides, if Landers kept looking at her like that, she would only end up with the old nervousness coming back.

“We tried to get all the help we could,” Landers explained. “My parents and I would take turns helping him associate words with pictures, and we would take time to bring him to peer groups so he could learn to socialize more. It took a long time, but he made some progress.”

“What kind of progress?” Lacey asked. “I’m sorry, I just don’t know what would happen, what the condition would mean for someone.”

Landers paused as he tried to think of how best to explain. “For my brother, autism initially meant problems with the most basic things. Sean needed a speech therapist and an occupational therapist to help him with things we take for granted – eating on our own, using utensils, things like that.”

Lacey tried to imagine what it would have been like for Landers’ brother. Tried to imagine what it would have been like for Landers too. After all, the boy was only a few years older than his brother, yet from the sounds of it, he had had to grow up fast. Would it have been hard for Landers, trying to help his brother while he was just a kid too? Or would it just have been normal for him?

Lacey was going to ask it, but it seemed that Landers wasn’t done. “When Sean was four, he made a huge jump and began speaking in full sentences, being sociable with others, making eye contact. Just simple things really, but you don’t realize how vital they are until someone can’t do them. Sean made so much progress that he was able to make it into a regular school, but with occasional sessions with a speech therapist.”

“It sounds like he’s doing a lot better,” Lacey ventured. She didn’t want to sound too positive, in case it sounded like she was trivializing things, but she knew she needed to say something.

Landers smiled, and Lacey basked in the warmth of it for a moment. Landers obviously cared about his brother a lot. “He is. But he’s still sensitive when it comes to loud noises and other things. Part of the reason that we moved out here in the first place was because there are some great special needs schools around here.”

Lacey actually felt a little guilty then. Not for what had happened to Sean, but simply that she hadn’t known any of this before. She hadn’t made much of an effort to find out about Landers when he first moved in, and she hadn’t known about Sean’s condition at all until Landers told her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I wish I’d learned more about you and your family earlier. If I had known, I would have tried to be more helpful.”

“That’s the thing, though,” Landers said, stretching out on the beach more, “my parents really don’t want Sean being labeled. For people to pity him. People don’t understand properly.”

“Then help me understand,” Lacey suggested.

Landers hesitated, but then nodded. “What you have to realize is that autism isn’t just one thing. It covers a whole spectrum of symptoms, from the mildest forms of Asperger’s syndrome right up to people who really can’t function at all. Everyone with the condition is unique.”

“And Sean’s condition is towards the less severe end of the scale?” Lacey asked.

Landers nodded. “But the moment anyone mentions autism, people automatically think of the worst problems. Even my parents and I didn’t understand that at first, we thought that Sean would fit in with the worst case scenario, but he’s really not that different from anyone else. We just have to make a few adjustments to keep up with his needs. We’ve generally kept it just in the family, though, because we know the assumptions people will make. How differently they would end up treating Sean.”

Because it felt right at that moment, Lacey reached out and put her hand over Landers’.

“Look, Landers, I only live just across the street, so if there’s anything I can ever do for you, particularly anything to do with Sean, let me know, and I will. We’re such close neighbors, that if you need something, I’m just there.”

“Thanks, Lacey,” Landers said with a nod. “That means a lot.”

Lacey squeezed his hand tighter. “I mean it, Landers. I know it’s the kind of thing people say and don’t mean, but I do. Even if you just want someone to talk to, I’m there. I know I don’t know much about autism, and I have no idea what it’s like being in your shoes, but it must be harder going through all this with no one that you can really speak to about it.”

Landers nodded. “You’re right about that. Most of the people in the crowd I hang around with just wouldn’t understand, or wouldn’t want to know. I mean, take Tempest.”

“Only if I get to take her a long way away and leave her there,” Lacey said. All right, maybe not the best thing to say in front of her ex. “But yes, I can imagine how she would react.”

“She bullies and puts down anyone who isn’t like her,” Landers said. “So you can imagine what she would be like about Sean. It’s why I never told her.”

“Her loss,” Lacey said with feeling.

“Probably.” Landers shut his eyes for a moment. “Sean is just wonderful. I mean, he’s so funny and smart, and we love him to death. He just has one or two… quirks that happen to put him on the autism spectrum.”

“He sounds great,” Lacey said. “I’d like to meet him some time.”

Landers smiled and stood. “How about now?”

“Now?”

“Well, do you have a ride home?”

Lacey only thought about it for a second, and that was just the shock of the sudden offer. “Uh, I’ll have to check in with my parents, but I think I can hitch one with you, if you’re offering.”

Landers nodded. “I’m offering. You can come have dinner with us.”

That was great, and also unexpected. Lacey walked with Landers back to the ice cream parlor, and looked in to find it almost empty. With the summer done, the busiest time of year for her parents was gone, just like that, but Lacey’s mother was still serving behind the counter.

“Mom,” Lacey called over, “I’m going to head home now. I have a lot of homework to get through.”

“Sure,” her mother said, “your dad and I will bring home dinner when we’re done here.”

“No need, Mom,” Lacey said.

Her father stepped out from the kitchen. “What was that about not needing dinner? You’re not on some kind of bid to lose weight are you?”

Landers spoke up. “If it’s okay, I’ve invited Lacey to come over and have dinner with my folks.”

Lacey saw her parents look Landers over. They weren’t generally the overprotective types, but Lacey should have guessed that they would want to vet any boy who was going to be giving her a ride home. Let alone one who wanted her to have dinner with his family. They seemed to relax once they saw who it was.

“Sure, Landers. Tell your father I said “hi”. Next time, you can come over to our place to eat.”

That was a lot easier than Lacey thought it would be. She had thought that she would at least need to persuade them, or that she would have to sit through some vague interrogation of Landers before her parents would let them go. Instead, it seemed that they actually approved of him.

Lacey and Landers said goodbye, heading around to the back of the parlor, to the large parking area that held, among other things, a familiar looking SUV with a surfboard on the roof and a wetsuit neatly folded in the back.

“It seems that your plans for after our interview didn’t include taking me home,” Lacey guessed. “You were planning on doing some surfing?”

Landers shrugged, and then gave Lacey a look that made her blush. “I was, but then something better came up.”

“Yes, but you shouldn’t have to just change your plans.” Even though she desperately wanted to spend the time with Landers, Lacey knew that she should offer. “We could do this another time, maybe.”

“Well, we could,” Landers shot back, “but I don’t want to. When something special happens, you can either change your plans to make the most of it, or you can walk away and then spend your time wondering about what might have happened.”

Lacey asked the question that made her heart beat faster. “And I qualify as special?”

Landers nodded. “You definitely do. Now, shall we go?”






  








 

Chapter 5

 

 

It was only a short drive back to the street where they both lived, but on the way, Lacey could hardly contain her excitement. She had never thought that Landers would actually invite her back to his house like this. The house in question was a spacious one in a Mediterranean style, much like the rest of the homes on the street. 

As Landers pulled his SUV into the driveway, though, Lacey could see that there were one or two clear differences between Landers’ house and her family’s. She could see around to the backyard, for example, where there was a small basketball court and basket set up. Idly, Lacey wondered just how much time Landers spent out there.

Lacey soon saw more of the backyard, since Landers chose to take her into the house that way. It was a large space, split between the court, a neatly maintained lawn, and a swimming pool. It looked like a great place to spend time, especially with the flowers in the full bloom of late summer.

As they walked into the backyard, Lacey spotted a large golden retriever. It obviously noticed them too, because it rose and ran over, almost knocking Landers back with the enthusiasm of its welcome. It turned towards Lacey, wagging its tail and panting happily.

“This is Rusty,” Landers said, petting the dog, but the retriever seemed to be more interested in Lacey. He bounded over to her, rubbing against her legs. “He’s pretty friendly, and he obviously likes you.”

“I like you too, Rusty,” Lacey said, stooping over to pet and hug the animal.

“Good!”

That came from above them, and Lacey looked up, to the balcony to one of the second story rooms. The boy who stood there could almost have been Landers when he was younger. He had the same dark hair, the same build, and the same deep blue eyes. He had to be Sean.

That thought was confirmed a moment later when Landers waved up to his brother. “Hi, Sean. This is Lacey. She lives across the street from us.”

“Hi Lacey,” Sean said. “You live across from us…in the white house with roses in front?”

Lacey laughed. “That’s right. It’s nice that you noticed the roses. I’ll have to tell my father. He’s the one with the green thumb at home.”

“Your father isn’t the only one,” Landers said, walking over to the flowers in his own garden and plucking out a red rose, which he handed to Lacey. “Sean grows these.”

Lacey took her time smelling the rose. Its color was deeper than most of those in her garden, and its scent was rich and heady. She looked up to see Sean smiling down at her. “This is lovely, Sean. You could give my father tips.”

“I try.”

Lacey felt herself smiling at that.

“Lacey is going to be having dinner with us tonight, Sean,” Landers said. “I’ll be cooking.”

Sean nodded. “I can help.”

Landers led Lacey inside then. “I guess I should probably give you the tour before I start cooking,” he said. “It’s kind of hard to do when you’re trying to keep an eye on things.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Lacey said.

Landers smiled. “I know, but I want to.”

It was, Lacey had to admit, a very nice house. Landers’ parents had decorated it very tastefully throughout, creating a space that was a lot calmer than the often hectic environment of her family’s home. The furniture was very modern looking, and there was plenty of space there. There were pictures on the walls, photos of old trips or of Sean and Landers at various ages. Landers certainly looked cute when he was younger. Not that he didn’t look that way now, of course.

When they were done looking around, Landers led the way back into the living room where Sean joined them.

“Are we going to cook now?” Sean asked.

“I am,” Landers said, “but how about if you keep Lacey company here instead?”

Sean thought about it for a moment. “Oh. Okay.”

He didn’t sound completely enthusiastic about it, but he was quick to settle down on the sofa with Lacey, turning on an old sci-fi movie on the television and obviously enjoying it. Lacey found herself getting into it too.

“So,” she asked. “What’s it like having Landers for a brother.”

Sean nodded, looking around at her to answer. “He’s a good brother.”

Lacey remembered that brief look of disappointment when Landers had said that Sean should stay with her rather than helping. “Would you like to help Landers?”

“He said to stay in here with you.”

“What about if I go and help too?”

It only took Sean a moment to nod. “I would like that,” he said.

So they turned off the television and went through to the kitchen, where Landers was making spaghetti with meatballs. Pans simmered away on the stove, while Landers was just putting the meatballs into the oven. Lacey was impressed.

“When you said you were cooking, I thought that you were just throwing something into a microwave. Not doing all this.”

“What?” Landers demanded with a smile. “Because I’m a certified jock, I’m not supposed to be able to cook?”

“Well, how many of the guys on the football team do you know who can?” Lacey shot back.

Landers shrugged. “That probably depends on if you count TV dinners.”

Lacey laughed.

“So Sean,” Landers asked. “Did you get bored waiting in there?”

“No,” his brother said, “I just wanted to help, and Lacey wants to help too.”

“Well then,” Landers said, “you can help me make the sauce.”

Sean nodded.

The three of them spent an enjoyable half-hour cooking together. Lacey joined in as much as she could, and since she helped out at her parents’ shop, that was quite a lot. She liked the amount of attention Landers gave his brother, when a lot of guys would probably have focused more on her. That wasn’t to say that he didn’t pay Lacey attention. He did, with the occasional look across and smile, not to mention plenty of chat about what they were doing at school. Yet it was obvious that his brother came first with him.

When they were done, they went back to the living room to eat. Lacey talked as much to Sean as to Landers while they did so, asking him about his school and his garden. He was particularly animated when it came to the roses, telling her more about them than Lacey had thought that a boy that age would know. 

Lacey found herself relaxing more as the meal went on. Despite everything that Landers had said, she had been a little worried about her first meeting with Sean. What if she said or did the wrong thing? What if she managed to upset him somehow? Yet the more she spoke with him and his brother, the more she saw that he was mostly just like other kids his age. He was perhaps inclined to take her a little literally, so that Lacey had to be careful about what she said and Landers had to gently steer him back off the subject of gardens once, but other than that, his condition really didn’t seem to make that much difference.

Afterwards, they washed up, and then settled down to watch the conclusion of the movie together. It was surprisingly fun, though the two boys had obviously seen the movie plenty of times before. At least, they both quoted several of the classic lines right on cue. Lacey, who hadn’t seen it before, couldn’t help giggling at the effect it created. Even if it wasn’t a movie that she would probably have watched on her own, she also found herself enjoying the experience immensely.

With the fun they were having, time flew by, and before Lacey knew it, Landers’ parents were coming back from their work. Mr. Lowe looked a lot like his sons, except that his hair was a middling brown with a few hints of grey in it. Mrs. Lowe was a little younger than him, not very tall, but she had the same deep black hair as her sons.

When they first came through the door, Lacey was a little nervous. After all, they hadn’t known that she would be there. Yet they were both very friendly, joining them in the living room briefly before heading through to the kitchen to get their own dinners ready. They asked Lacey about her day at school almost as much as Landers, and seemed very happy to hear that Lacey was working on the school newspaper with him.

Sean went through to the kitchen with his parents to help them make dinner. Apparently, he just liked cooking. It left Lacey alone with Landers for the first time that evening.

“Your family is nice,” Lacey said.

Landers smiled. “I know. You were great with Sean. I needn’t have worried.”

“You were worried?”

“Only a tiny bit. He is my brother, after all. But I shouldn’t have been.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Lacey said. She looked at her watch, and winced as she saw the time. “I should be getting home. My parents were back ages ago, and yours will probably want at least some peace and quiet to eat.”

“You don’t have to,” Landers said.

Lacey nodded. “I do, but this was nice.”

“Yes,” Landers said, “it was.”

Deciding that she should probably say goodbye to everyone else, Lacey went through to the kitchen, where Sean was helping his parents.

“I just wanted to say goodbye,” Lacey said.

Mrs. Lowe looked up. “You’re leaving us already?”

Lacey nodded, feeling surprisingly happy at that response. She had been worried that Landers’ parents would be eager to get rid of her. “I need to get home, but it was nice being here.”

“It was nice having you here,” Mr. Lowe told her. “And let your father know that I’ll be around for that poker night we’ve been planning.”

“I will,” Lacey promised. “Goodbye, Sean.”

“Goodbye, Lacey.”

Mrs. Lowe insisted on showing her to the door, which turned out to be an excuse to get her alone. She leaned in closer, whispering. “Don’t tell him, but you don’t know how glad it makes me that Landers is with you now rather than that horrible Tempest girl. It’s wonderful that he has a girlfriend I can finally approve of.”

Girlfriend? Approve of? It seemed that Landers’ parents had jumped to one or two conclusions when it came to her. As much as Lacey found herself thinking about how nice it might be if those conclusions were true, she knew she had to set the record straight.

She didn’t get the chance, though, because Landers showed up then.

“I thought I’d walk Lacey back to her house, Mom,” he said.

“Go on then, but don’t be long.”

They walked back across the street together, pausing at Lacey’s front door. For a moment, just a moment, it looked as though Landers might say something. He even took hold of Lacey’s hand for a second or two. Unfortunately, Lacey’s mother chose that moment to open the door.

“Lacey, there you are. We were just about to go over and get you. Hello again Landers.”

“Hello Mrs. Lu.”

“Did you have a nice dinner with the Lowes, Lacey?”

Lacey smiled. “Yes, it was nice. It was very nice. I’ll see you tomorrow at school, Landers.”

Landers nodded. “See you then. Goodbye, Mrs. Lu.”

 






  







 

Chapter 6

 

 

Lacey found herself practically skipping her way into school the next morning. Things had gone better the other day than she could possibly have hoped for. In particular, Lacey found herself thinking back to that moment at her front door when it had seemed like Landers had been about to say something. To do something. She imagined so many ways that moment could have ended, and smiled.

Lacey was still smiling when she reached her locker. Penny, Valerie and Sandy were there already, getting ready to go to their first class. They looked up from whatever they were talking about as Lacey approached.

“What are you so happy about?” Valerie asked.

“I bet it is Landers,” Penny said. “Did your date go well?”

“It wasn’t a date,” Lacey replied. “It was an interview.”

“Sure it was.”

“It was,” Lacey insisted.

“Well then,” Valerie asked, “how did your interview go?”

Lacey wondered how much to tell them. The other three were listening in closely, and Lacey knew that she wouldn’t get away with telling them nothing. In any case, there were some parts of the evening that she definitely wanted to share. Yet there were things she knew that she ought to hold back too. If Landers didn’t want the whole school making a big deal out of his brother, for example, then Lacey probably shouldn’t tell them all about Sean.

“It went great,” she said. “We met out on the beach.”


“Oh, romantic,” Sandy said.

“It really wasn’t a date.”

“You keep saying that,” Penny pointed out.

“That’s because it wasn’t. Do you want to hear this or not?”

“You spending time with the hottest guy in school?” Valerie said. “Of course we want to hear it.”

“Then stop calling it a date,” Lacey warned. “It was… well, I’m not really sure what it was. We started off, and I was just asking questions I need for the piece about cliques. His answers were really making me think, you know?”

“So he’s gorgeous and smart too?” Penny asked. “Please tell me that you didn’t just keep it to the article.”

Lacey smiled and shook her head.

“What happened?” Valerie asked. “Come on, you can’t just keep this to yourself.”

“He invited me back to his house for dinner.”

That got some impressed stares from the other girls. Even Sandy, who presumably hadn’t had much chance to see Landers in the flesh yet, seemed to be a little envious.

“Just like that?” she asked.

Lacey shrugged. “Well, he only lives across the street. It’s really not that big of a deal.”

The others obviously didn’t believe her on that point, but they didn’t say anything. Lacey decided to press on.

“Anyway, Landers cooked, and-”

“He can cook?” Sandy sounded a little surprised, which was just the effect Lacey had known that news would get. “Properly? Not something out of a packet?”

Lacey nodded. “He made spaghetti with meatballs. I got to meet his brother, and we all watched TV until Landers’ parents came home.”

“At which point they threw you out?” Valerie asked. She didn’t sound like she wanted it to be true, but she did sound a little like she couldn’t believe that the evening had ended any other way.

“No,” Lacey said. “They were actually really nice. Landers’ mother even got this weird idea that we were… well, boyfriend and girlfriend. She said that she approved.”

Penny smirked. “So let me get this straight. You met with a good-looking, clever, popular guy at the beach. He invited you back to his house, where it turns out that he can cook, and then even his mother likes you. In what way is this not a date?”

“Penny!”

Valerie chimed in. “You’re probably the luckiest girl in school right now, Lacey.”

“Sure.” Though, to be fair, Lacey certainly felt it. Right then, she wouldn’t have traded in a second of the previous evening.

“I don’t think she’s going to admit it,” Sandy said. “Come on. We’ve got Phys-Ed next. We don’t want to be late. I’ve heard rumors about what Mrs. Hamm can be like if you’re late.”

“How have you heard rumors about her?” Penny demanded. “We’ve only been here a day.”

“I hear rumors fast.”

“Coming, Lacey?” Valerie asked.

“I’ll just get my gym bag and catch up with you.”

The others hurried off while Lacey was busy getting her gym bag out of her locker. She ran after them, and had almost caught up to them when someone grabbed her, twisting her arm painfully and shoving her into the nearest girls’ bathroom. When they let go, Lacey looked around, and saw Tempest Tatou, staring at her with fury in her eyes. Annoyingly, she still looked pretty even when she was angry.

“You think I didn’t hear all that?” Tempest demanded. “About you spending time with Landers yesterday?”

Lacey wasn’t about to back down and start apologizing. She had nothing to be sorry for, after all. “What about it?” she retorted. “We’re in the same class.”

Tempest took a step towards her. “Don’t give me that.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You like him, Lacey. You’ve always liked him. I saw the way you were flirting with him in that stupid ice cream parlor of your parents’.”

Lacey shook her head. “Then you saw what you wanted to see, Tempest, because nothing happened there.”

“Just like nothing happened at the beach yesterday?” Tempest’s hands balled into fists, and for a moment, it looked like she might lash out at Lacey. Lacey found herself wishing that Valerie were there. Valerie spent a lot of her time taking various martial arts’ classes, whereas Lacey had never been in a fight in her life.

Even so, she was determined not to let Tempest see that she was scared. “I don’t have to answer to you, Tempest.”

“You will if you don’t stay away from Landers,” Tempest promised. She sounded like she meant it.

“What’s wrong?” Lacey demanded. “Are you afraid that he might actually like me?”

“Like that could happen.” Tempest stepped back, preening. “He’s way out of your league.”

Lacey couldn’t help herself. “Out of yours too, if what happened at the shop is anything to go by.”

For a moment, Tempest looked shocked. “So that’s it, is it? Little Lacey Lu thinks she can compete with me. How well do you think that will work out? Any of the guys in this school would love the chance to take me out even once, let alone actually be my boyfriend. All you have is that rag-tag group of friends of yours.”

Lacey wanted to lash out at the insult to her friends, but she could already feel how heated things were getting. One of them had to be the reasonable one, and it certainly wasn’t going to be Tempest.

“If you can have any boy in school,” Lacey asked, “why do you want Landers so badly? Why does it matter?”

Tempest shrugged. “Why not? He’s the captain of the football team. He’s good-looking. Between those things, he’s always going to be the most popular boy in school. Why wouldn’t I want him?”

To Tempest, that kind of logic probably made sense. Landers was the most popular boy, she was the most popular girl, so they were supposed to be together. Despite that, Lacey decided to try to make her see reason.

“But if you’re already popular, why do you need to go out with Landers?”

“It’s not about needing to,” Tempest shot back. She smiled, not very nicely. “I want to. For one thing, you’ve had a crush on him for as long as I can remember. It makes it far sweeter, every time I go out with him, knowing that you aren’t, Lacey.”

So that was it. Tempest was clinging onto Landers at least partly to spite her. From anyone else, it wouldn’t be believable, yet it was exactly the kind of petty thing Tempest might do. Even so, Lacey couldn’t see the point of it.

“Why, Tempest?”

“Why what?” Tempest’s smile widened. “Why are you such a loser?”

“Why do you hate me so much?”

“Maybe you’re just easy to hate.” Tempest admired herself in one of the bathroom mirrors. “Had you thought of that?”

Lacey moved a little closer to her. She needed an answer. “Seriously, Tempest. Did I do something to upset you? Did I do something that made you act like this?”

“Do something?” Tempest shook her head. “You didn’t have to do anything, Lacey. That’s just the point.”

“I don’t understand.”

Tempest jabbed her finger at Lacey. “You were always so… so perfect. So pretty and good. So likeable. All without even trying. I remember all the time that I had to hang around with you, with you being the popular one.”

“But I never meant to-”

“Do you think that somehow makes it better?” Tempest demanded, her voice rising. “That you could manage to be that well-liked without even making an effort? Well, I did make an effort. And now I’m better-looking than you anyway. So I’m going to enjoy it.”

“By being mean to me?”

“Not just you,” Tempest said. “That bunch of losers you hang out with, too. I don’t need you anymore, Lacey. I can get my own glory now.”

Lacey saw her then. Really saw her for the first time. Saw all the pettiness and unpleasantness in her. But saw the fear at the heart of it too. The fear that people might not be watching. That they might not care. In many ways, the bathroom was the right place for Tempest. She was someone who needed mirrors.

“I’m sorry,” Lacey said.

Tempest shook her head with a wry smile. “All this, and you still don’t get it?”

“I’m sorry that I ever thought you were my friend.” Lacey didn’t stop. She knew that if she did, she wouldn’t be able to start again. “I’m sorry that you’ve turned out to be who you are. I’m sorry that you never managed to learn anything about real friendship, and that you seem to think being popular is enough. I’m sorry you’re… well, you, Tempest.”

The other girl grabbed her then, pushing Lacey back until she was pressed against one of the stall doors. For a moment, Lacey was terrified, but then she realized that she simply didn’t care what Tempest did right then. Whatever happened, it wouldn’t change anything about how sad and empty Tempest was.

Though it could hurt. Tempest grabbed Lacey’s hair painfully. “I don’t need you to feel sorry for me. I don’t need anyone to feel sorry for me. I have more friends than you ever will, I can have any boy in school just by snapping my fingers. What are you? Someone nobody likes. Someone nobody cares about.”

Lacey pulled free of Tempest’s grip, forcing herself not to panic. “At least one person seems to care about me more than you,” she shot back.

Lacey wouldn’t have been surprised if Tempest hit her then, but she didn’t. Maybe it was just the sense of confidence Lacey was putting out, or maybe Tempest knew that she couldn’t go that far in school. Not without getting into trouble. She had to settle for glaring at Lacey instead.

“I’ll tell you this once more,” Tempest said. “Stay away from Landers. If you don’t, then you’ll be sorry that you didn’t. Very sorry indeed.”






  







 

Chapter 7

 

 

Although she thought she had handled the situation with Tempest well, Lacey still couldn’t help shaking a little as she walked out of the girls’ bathroom. The situation had been so tense that now that it was over, now that the adrenaline was draining out of her, she felt simply drained.

Mindful that she needed to catch up to Penny, Valerie and Sandy, Lacey headed to the locker rooms, got changed, and then made her way to the gym. The others were already there, standing as part of a larger crowd of girls under the watchful eye of their new physical education teacher, Mrs. Hamm.

Mrs. Hamm was a large woman, though certainly not fat. Instead, she was built like a track athlete whose sport was the shot putt or the hammer throw. She was not very tall, but powerfully built, and broad across the shoulders. She wore a voluminous tracksuit, while a sweatband held back her severely short brown hair. She was carrying a clipboard, and hardly looked up from it as Lacey came in.

Lacey hurried over to her friends.

Penny took one look at her and whispered across. “Hey what’s going on?”

Lacey shook her head. “Nothing.”

“No, there’s something going on with you,” Valerie said, joining in. “It’s all over your face. You look shell-shocked, like someone died or something. What’s happening?”

Lacey bit her lip and glanced over to the other side of the gym. There, Tempest stood at the center of a gaggle of other girls. Mostly ones who could be relied upon for an unpleasant comment almost as readily as her.

“What did Tempest do now?” Valerie asked, obviously catching the look.

“Is she jealous over you spending some time with Landers?” Penny asked.

Lacey nodded. “Apparently, she heard us talking.” She sighed. “Though I suppose she would have heard about it eventually. Is it all around the school yet?”

Penny grinned. “Nope, just most of the girls, given that they all wanted a chance with him now that he’s single and free of Tempest.”

“They’re probably heartbroken that you’ve beaten them to him,” Valerie added. “I’m your friend, and even I’m a tiny bit envious of what happened.”

“Nothing did happen,” Lacey pointed out.

“Well, it seems Tempest seem to think it did,” Valerie said. “Or am I wrong?”

Lacey shook her head. “You’re not wrong. When you were gone, she threatened me. Told me that I should stay away from him. It was actually pretty scary, at the time.”

The others looked at her in astonishment. Lacey didn’t know why. Penny and Valerie at least should know exactly what Tempest was capable of.

“What I really don’t get is why,” Lacey said. “I mean, she said it was just because she hated me, but she can have any guy in school. Why can’t she just let Landers go?”

Sandy chose that moment to chip in, her voice low. “Maybe she really does have feelings for him,” she suggested. 

“Tempest? Have real feelings for someone?” Penny sounded like she just couldn’t wrap her brain around the idea.

Sandy shrugged. “That’s what I think, anyway. She was wrong to threaten you, though. If she had a problem, she should have talked to Landers directly.”

Lacey looked over at Sandy. The new girl clearly didn’t have much experience with Tempest yet. 

Valerie seemed to have the same thought. “Sandy, that’s what we hope she would have the maturity to do,” her friend said, “but that girl just likes bullying people. Especially girls like us, who used to be friends with her.”

“Why?” Sandy asked. “What happened?”

“We don’t know,” Penny said. “It just seemed that the moment she started to realize that she was pretty, the moment she started to get a lot of attention for it, she dropped us like we were yesterday’s news.”

“It meant more to her to be the Queen of Mean, than to have friends,” Valerie added. “Well, at least friends who really care for each other.”

She might have said more, but at that moment a loud cough, more like a cannon going off than anything, interrupted the four of them. They turned away from their conversation to see Mrs. Hamm staring at them with the kind of look that would probably have made a wrestler back down.

“Girls, now that you have finished your conversation, would you mind if we held a class today? You know, before the semester has finished?”

“Sorry, Mrs. Hamm,” they chorused. Lacey couldn’t help feeling a little embarrassed at having been caught not participating like that. The embarrassment only got worse when she glanced over at the group Tempest was with. They were all smirking at her misfortune, of course.

Satisfied that she finally had the class’s attention, Mrs. Hamm began to speak. “We have some new exercise options for this year, apparently,” she said. “In particular, dancing is now considered to be a legitimate form of exercise in this school.”

Something about her tone of voice suggested that she was remembering the days of long cross country runs with a certain amount of regretful fondness at that point. She shook her head.

“That being the case, I’m giving you girls a new assignment. You only have two weeks to complete it,” Mrs. Hamm said, “so pay attention.” That one seemed to be directed at the group as a whole rather than Lacey and the others. It appeared that Mrs. Hamm was already over their previous indiscretion. “You are all going to plan the freshman school dance. Now, I know, that doesn’t sound like physical activity at all, but at the dance, you girls will break up into teams and perform dance routines that you have made up among yourselves. These routines should be easy and fun, because you are trying to get people to join in.”

She looked down at her clipboard, and then added, almost as an afterthought. “Oh yes, the team that produces the best routine and manages to get the most participants in this contest will win a spot in this Spring’s dance troupe.”

The whole class, including Lacey and the others, let out a collective whoop of excitement at that. The Seagull High’s dance troupe had won plenty of awards over the years and participated in competitions all over the country. They have even taken part in the New Years’ Rose Parade. Getting onto it was a big deal. Lacey had certainly never thought that they would give freshmen the chance to be part of it.

Only Sandy didn’t seem to understand. “What’s all the excitement for?” she asked.

She quickly got an answer, because at that moment, the doors to the gym opened to admit the entire current dance troupe. Twenty girls, all upper classmen, came into the gym in their bright uniforms, taking up what were obviously the starting positions for a routine. Their coach, a woman in her thirties, walked to stand beside Mrs. Hamm, who started to speak once more.

“Coach Smith and I thought that you would like to see what it means to secure a spot on the troupe. Do you want to see what it would be like to be able to get onto the dance troupe, girls?”

Of course, the resulting “Yes!” from the girls in gym class rang around the hall.

Coach Smith smiled. “Ok then, let’s put on a show!”

Right on cue, the lights in the gym dimmed, and music started to pulse out in a strong, danceable beat. Lacey and the others could only watch as the twenty girls in the troupe started to move in time to it.

They didn’t hold back. The first sections of the routine were spectacular, and obviously designed to impress. Girls did flips and spins, high kicks and leaps that were almost more acrobatics than dance. A few of the more daring moments drew gasps from some of the watching crowd that was Mrs. Hamm’s class.

The routine continued, and to Lacey’s eyes at least it got a little simpler. The moves were still perfectly executed, but they were simpler now. More accessible. Lacey guessed that the point was to wow the watching girls first, and then to show them that not everything the dance troupe did bordered on the impossible. That they had a chance of making the required grade.

For the last ten seconds before the end, of course, they picked things up again to end on a high note as one of the girls flipped her way into the splits for a closing moment. It was perfectly coordinated with the music, and as the lights came up in the gym, Lacey couldn’t help joining in the rapturous applause that followed. Girls from her class crowded around the dancers, letting them know just how impressed they were, and how much they hoped that they would eventually be able to do the same.

Mrs. Hamm interrupted that with another of those tremendous coughs of hers. She held up her clipboard.

“Clearly, you are all interested, but I will need to know who is on what team so sign up your teams on this clipboard. Everyone must be on a team before you leave. And remember that this is an assignment as well as an opportunity. Taking part is mandatory.”

Before Mrs. Hamm finished, a scrum of eager girls formed the moment she put the clipboard down, all eager to get their names down with their friends. Lacey, Penny, Valerie and Sandy barely had to look at one another to know what their team would be, and Lacey wrote them down together, though since she couldn’t think of a team name, she left that blank for now. Tempest stood well away from the milling throng. Apparently, she had simply had one of her cronies brave it for her. When she saw Lacey there though, she moved forward quickly, snatched up the clipboard, and sneered down at it.

“Oh, is the usual little gang all working together? You might as well take your names off this list. You won’t even qualify.”

“Qualify?” Lacey repeated. “What do you mean, qualify? You heard Mrs. Hamm and Coach Smith, all the girls in this class get a chance to be part of the freshman school dance committee. There’s nothing you can do to stop that, Tempest.”

“Not if you have a notoriously bad reputation for screwing things up,” Tempest said with a smirk. “Like say, a formal dance that’s gets put on once a year, and the teachers’ reputations depend on it. Not to mention their popularity with parents and the school board.” Tempest’s smile became knowing as she said it.

“What are you talking about, Tempest?” Lacey demanded.

“Oh, you’ll find out.”

Lacey shook her head. “Well, until then, how about you leave us alone. My friends and I have a dance routine to work on.”

She walked away from Tempest, but she couldn’t resist a glance back. She had obviously said the right thing, because even from where she now stood, Lacey could see that Tempest was fuming.

“What was that about?” Sandy asked as she returned to the group.

“Oh, nothing,” Lacey said. She wasn’t about to mention what Tempest had said. She was obviously just trying to cause trouble. “Now come on. We have a dance routine to choreograph, and I definitely want it to be better than Tempest’s.”

 






  







 

Chapter 8

 

For the next week and a half, Lacey, Penny, Valerie and Sandy met up every day after school to work on their routine. They would either practice in the gym in moments when it was empty, or they would find a quiet space around the school to work on the movements. 

It was hard work trying to find the right balance between moves that would impress people and ones that would encourage them to join in, but it was good fun working with the others, and by the middle of the second week, Lacey was starting to think that they might have a routine that might actually be good enough to win the four of them the competition. They had even gotten to the stage of practicing in what they would be wearing on the night of the dance – sparkly tops with skinny jeans and boots.

She was lucky she did not have any run-ins with Tempest since the bathroom incident. But just when she thought of her while she and her friends were practicing in the gym, the popular girl and her cronies who formed her team, came sauntering in. Maybe Lacey should have had the sense to stop things there, but she and the others needed as much practice as they could get with the dance only three days away. Yes, Tempest would probably try to claim the space for her own choreography, but Lacey had found it first, and she wasn’t going to give it up just like that. Starting the music up again, she, Penny, Valerie and Sandy started to dance.

To Lacey’s surprise, Tempest didn’t try to interrupt. She didn’t call out or jeer or do any of the other things Lacey might have expected. Though Lacey could hear her and her friends whispering and giggling to one another. In a lot of ways, it was worse than outright insults would have been.

Finally, the music ended. It didn’t take Tempest long to make up for her previous near silence.

“So that’s what you’re planning for the dance?” Tempest demanded. “What do you think, girls?”

She looked to her friends, and they burst out laughing right on cue.

“A baby could have done it better,” one of them said.

“And those costumes… yuck!”

Tempest smiled. “Oh, I don’t know, it’s good in one way. At least we know no one is going to get in the way of us joining the dance troupe.”

“Like your routine is going to be so great,” Valerie shot back. Apparently, she was feeling brave.

“I would be happy to show you,” Tempest said, and whispered something to the others in her group. They smirked and sniggered their way to their starting positions, but it was only when they turned on the music Lacey and the others had been using that Lacey realized what Tempest was doing.

She and her friends copied the dance routine that Lacey, Penny, Valerie and Sandy had been performing. Or at least, it started out that way. Quickly though, it turned into a parody, the movements exaggerated until they became almost grotesque. Tempest turned in an almost perfect performance, every movement Lacey had done twisted just subtly out of shape so that it ended up looking ridiculous and childish. She and the others in her group made it about halfway through before breaking down laughing.

“No, wait,” Tempest said. “That’s not ours, is it? That’s far too awful to be ours. Now, how did ours go?”

They started into a second routine, and Lacey had to admit that it was good. Very good. For all her talent for meanness, it seemed that Tempest had some talent when it came to dancing too. Her team came to a halt and looked around as though expecting applause to have sprung up from somewhere.

“Well, Lacey?” Tempest asked. “What do you think? After all, I’ve told you exactly what I think of your little routine.”

Lacey just shook her head.

“Oh, well, that’s not very nice, is it? But then, it’s not like I actually care about what you think. Oh, and don’t try stealing any of our moves.” Tempest and her friends stalked out of the gym, laughing among themselves at how much fun they had managed to have at Lacey and the others’ expense.

Penny was the first to speak, her voice coming out very small. “It’s not really that bad, is it?”

“You saw them.” Sandy sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “They made what we were doing look awful.”

Valerie nodded. “We’ll never make the dance troupe at this rate. We’ll need to change our whole routine, and our costumes, and-”

“We only have three days, Valerie,” Lacey pointed out, even though she found herself largely agreeing with the other girl. Whatever confidence she’d had before in their routine, it was gone now. “What can we do in just three days?”

“I don’t know,” the other girl admitted.

Lacey sighed. “I think that we should go home for now. Maybe things won’t seem so bad in the morning.”

Penny shook her head. “I bet they will.”

Even so, they left the gym, walking dejectedly past a group of popular older kids.

“Lacey?” Lacey looked up as she recognized Landers’ voice. He’d broken off from his group and come to talk to her. “How are you? I’ve hardly seen you since you came for dinner.”

“I was in the newspaper classes,” Lacey pointed out. As bad as she felt, the fact that Landers was there talking to her seemed to lift her.

Landers smiled. “That doesn’t count. Did something happen for me to see so little of you?”

Lacey shook her head. “Not exactly. My friends and I have just been so busy practicing for the dance every day. I’m sorry I didn’t find time to talk to you.” Lacey managed to return Landers’ smile in spite of how she felt. “I really enjoyed spending time with you and Sean.”

“Good,” Landers said, “because there has been something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

Something he wanted to ask? Lacey struggled to think what it could be. He didn’t want the cliques article in early or something, did he?

“Lacey, will you be my date for the dance?”

That was one thing Lacey hadn’t been expecting. In fact, for a second or two she could hardly believe her ears, so that she stood just staring at Landers. It was only when she realized what she was doing that she managed to respond.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” Landers said. “So, will you go with me?”

Nervousness briefly threatened to overwhelm Lacey, but she managed to force it back. “Yes. Yes, of course I’ll go to the dance with you. I would love to.”

Landers let out a sigh of relief that made Lacey’s smile widen. “Great,” Landers said. “For a moment there, I thought I might have to take Tempest.”

Lacey couldn’t help a frown at the mention of the other girl’s name. “Don’t even joke about it. You know that she actually threatened me and told me that I shouldn’t come anywhere near you?”

“No,” Landers replied. He shook his head and let out a deep breath. “I didn’t know that. I can’t believe what a piece of work she is.” He reached out for Lacey’s hands. “I hope you know that it is through between her and me. It’s you that I want to take to the dance, Lacey, not her.”

Lacey thought for a moment about how nice that would be. About what it would be like to show up on Landers’ arm for the dance with everyone watching her. Even the “with everyone watching her” part of that didn’t dim her enthusiasm for it. Though one thing did.

“Landers,” she said, “I don’t know if I even dare show up to the dance.”

“Because of Tempest?” Landers asked. “If you’re worried about her threatening you, then-”

“No. I mean, I’m worried because of Tempest, but not about her threatening me. Thanks to her, the dance routine that the others and I are supposed to be doing is in ruins.”

“These are the ones with the spot on the dance troupe as a prize?” Landers asked. Lacey must have looked surprised that he had heard of it, because he laughed. “Hey, I’m in journalism, remember? I’m supposed to find things out.”

“Well, with only three days to redo it, I don’t know if there will be time. And without that,” Lacey added, “I might as well not show up. The embarrassment would just be…”

Landers nodded. “I get it. Wait here for a moment.”

He went back over to his group of friends, talking to an attractive senior girl with long wavy brown hair and green eyes who was dressed very stylishly. Lacey had the feeling that she vaguely recognized her from somewhere. They walked back to Lacey together.

“Lacey, this is Kelly. I know her from the school council. She’s also the head of the dance troupe.”

So that was where Lacey had seen her before.

“Hi, Lacey,” the older girl said. “Landers told me that you’ve had to change your routine, and that you only have a short time left.”

Landers smiled. “Kelly has offered to show you a few moves. You know, enough so that you can find some inspiration.”

“I mean, obviously I can’t do this for you,” Kelly said, “but I would be glad to help.”

“You would?” Lacey could hardly believe her luck. “That’s amazing.” She looked to where Valerie, Penny and Sandy were waiting for her further down the hall. “I should get the others. Thanks, Landers.”

Landers nodded. “My pleasure. Look, I know the dance is only three days off, and you’ll be busy with practicing and all, but I’d love to see you again. Tomorrow? I’d love to catch up with you on the cliques assignment.”

“Sure,” Lacey said. “I’d like that.”

She headed over to the other girls who were now talking to Kelly, and thought about how great, but also how busy, the next few days could be. She still could not believe Landers asked her to the dance. As she glanced back at Landers, though, she saw one of the guys in his group laugh and slap him on the back. A sudden wave of uncertainty hit her.

She did not have time to voice it though, because Kelly was ready to start. She showed them a few basic moves that looked surprisingly impressive.

“The trick is to keep it simple so it’s easy to follow,” the older girl said. “But add the right moves, and the right music, and it looks great! Now you try.”

It only took Lacey and the others a few attempts to get the hang of the moves, though they kept practicing, wanting them to be perfect.

“That’s it,” Kelly said, “you’re doing great.”

They kept working, and soon Kelly was satisfied enough that she said she could leave them to it. Before she left though, she had one thing to ask.”

“So what’s the name of your group? I want to look out for it at the dance.”

They still didn’t have one, of course. For several seconds, all the four of them could do was look at one another blankly. Finally, Lacey knew she had to come up with something. Anything.

“How about Shy Girls…”

Then Penny said, “Social”

Valerie and Sandy finished it. “Club”.  

“Great name,” Kelly said, “The Shy Girls Social Club…love how that is a contradiction in itself, an oxymoron.” She snapped her fingers. “Before I forget, Lacey, Landers told me about you, how you’re doing a story on cliques. He said to feel free to talk to you about how I feel about it. I’d love to get interviewed for that story.”

“Sure,” Lacey said, though the thought of Landers made her think back to when she saw his friend slap him on the back. “I guess.”

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Kelly asked. 

“Do you think a guy like Landers would really be asking a girl like me out to a dance?”

Kelly looked her over and shrugged. “Why not? You’re cute, very cute, and from what I can see you’re sweet, smart, friendly…why shouldn’t he?”

“His guy friends could’ve set him up to ask me out on a dare…”

Kelly laughed. “You have to have some faith in Landers. He’s not that kind of guy. I know. You should know, too. Have you seen him around his brother Sean?”

“Yes,” Lacey said, now unsure how close Kelly was to Landers.

“Well, that speaks volumes. Plus he dumped Tempest. Look, I’m dating Landers’ friend Frank, so I’m close enough to know that if Landers asked you to the dance, he meant it.”

“You’re pretty cool,” Lacey said, “for being in the popular crowd and all.”

Kelly actually winced. “Yes well, things are rarely as simple as all that. I mean, look at you. Anyway, I’ve got to get going. Good luck with the dance.”

 






  







 

Chapter 9

 

Thanks to Kelly’s help with the dance routine, Lacey found herself feeling a lot more confident about the whole upcoming event. She could cope with the thought that everyone would be looking at her and the others when she knew that the dance they would be doing in front of them was a good one. Far better, she felt, than their original effort. It just went to show what the right combination of effort and knowledge could do.

Lacey met the others at the lockers as usual, and found that Penny, Valerie and Sandy were every bit as excited about the next day’s dance as she was. They started discussing changes to their costumes, how they would have to wear shorter dance skirts under the longer dresses they would wear for the dance, and probably shorts under that. With the main routine settled, the small details of their costumes seemed a lot less problematic. Talking it through then was less about panic than about simple excitement at what was to come, and time passed quickly.

Penny seemed even more excited than the others, hardly stopping talking the whole time. When Lacey asked her about it, Valerie groaned.

“Oh no. Here we go again.”

“What?” Lacey asked. “Did I ask the wrong thing?”

“She’s only been through this like a dozen times before. Apparently, Samuel has asked her to the dance.”

“Isn’t that great?” Penny asked, apparently undeterred by Valerie. “I mean, he just walked up and asked, just like that. I sort of thought that he had a crush on me, and I’ve always liked him, obviously, but I wasn’t really sure until he asked. I mean, he wouldn’t ask if he didn’t like me, would he?”

“No,” Lacey said, thinking back to the way Landers had asked her out the day before, “I guess he wouldn’t.”

“I wonder what it will be like.” Penny said. “Do you think he’ll kiss me? I hope he’ll kiss me. If he doesn’t, do you think I should make the first move, or-”

“Penny, slow down a bit, would you?” Lacey smiled as she said it.

“He’ll certainly not be able to kiss you if you’re too busy talking,” Valerie teased.

“Well, I think he’ll definitely kiss you,” Sandy put in. “He’d be stupid not to. Besides, it’s what boys do at dances like this.”

Lacey hadn’t thought of that. Would Landers kiss her? It was almost too much to hope for, even after he’d asked her out. Even after that moment on her front porch. She could almost imagine it, but she didn’t want to. That was a sure way to just end up disappointed if he didn’t.

Thoughts of Landers reminded Lacey that she would be seeing him later in their newspaper class. She should probably have some more stuff on the cliques by then. Lacey knew that she couldn’t afford to fall behind with her article just because she had other things to do. Especially not when it gave her a chance to discuss things with Landers.

“Lacey? Earth to Lacey?” Valerie waved a hand in front of her face.

“What?”

“You just drifted off for a moment there.”

“She was probably thinking about Landers,” Penny guessed.

“Well, she would, wouldn’t she?” Sandy pointed out.

“Yes, but thinking about some boy so much that she ignores her friends?”

Valerie snorted. “This from the girl who hasn’t been able to get through a sentence without mentioning Samuel all morning?”

Thankfully, the bell for their first classes went before Penny could retort. Lacey sometimes found it strange how much her two friends loved to argue. They sometimes seemed to pick more holes in one another than even Tempest did. Lacey knew Penny and Valerie didn’t really mean it, though, whereas Tempest just liked to jump up and down on other people’s feelings.

The first classes went by in a rush for Lacey, thanks to the lingering effects of her excitement about the upcoming dance. It probably also helped that at least part of her was planning what she would do to get more information for her piece on the cliques. She would start by interviewing Kelly, since she had already promised to do that, but then, Lacey suspected that she should try to fit in a few more interviews at lunch, so that she got as many different views as possible.

At least, she would have those views if people agreed to speak to her. Cliques were designed to keep people out, weren’t they? What if people just refused to say anything to her when she asked? Lacey shook her head. That was the wrong attitude. If they didn’t answer, she would simply keep trying with someone else. Eventually, persistence would pay off.

When lunch came around, Lacey headed to the cafeteria and sought out Kelly. The head of the dance troupe was at the heart of a knot of other senior girls, several of whom Lacey recognized from the dance performance. For a moment, Lacey found herself a little nervous. Would Kelly still want to talk to her with all her friends around like that?

She didn’t need to worry. Kelly looked over, spotted her, and smiled.

“Hi, Lacey. Are you looking forward to the dance?”

“Definitely,” Lacey said. “I was just wondering if you wanted to do that interview.”

“Sure. I’ve been waiting for you to ask. Come and sit down.”

Lacey sat with Kelly and the others, who all seemed very friendly, and were eager to know what Lacey was doing. When Lacey mentioned that she was interviewing people for a piece on cliques in school, half of them seemed to want to join in, and Lacey quickly found that she had three or four interviews with members of the most popular crowd lined up in a row.

First though, she decided to get on with her talk with Kelly. “So you’re part of the popular clique, right?”

Kelly smiled. “Did you ask Landers that question? I bet he hated it. Well, you know how he feels about cliques now.”

Lacey nodded. She knew.

“Yes,” Kelly said. “I guess I am. You never think about it that way when you’re in one though, do you?”

“What do you think about cliques in general?” Lacey asked. “Are they just to keep people out?”

Kelly thought about it for a second. “I hope not. I think that when they’re at their best, they’re just a group of friends who you know like most of the same things. They’re somewhere you feel at home.”

“It can go wrong though,” another girl chimed in, glancing across to another part of the hall. Tempest sat there with a group of friends, or at least admirers. 

To save time, and because the others were obviously so interested in joining in, Lacey decided to turn the interview into more of a group discussion. She quickly found herself at the center of a good natured debate on the merits of different groups. The girls around Kelly seemed to think that jocks were mostly great guys, if occasionally a bit brainless, that nerds probably needed to get out a bit more, and that the Goths were a little odd.

Lacey found Kelly trying not to laugh at that point. “Of course, we wouldn’t dream of just stereotyping someone because of the group they’re in.”

“No, I can see that.”

The rest of the group got the point, and agreed that maybe people did read a bit more into cliques than they thought they did. Lacey thanked them, and set off around the rest of the hall, deciding to try her hand with the other clusters of people there while she was feeling confident.

For the most part, it was amazing how friendly people were. She went up to a cluster of Goths next, and once Lacey explained what she was doing, they were only too happy to talk about ideas of cliques and sub-cultures, being different and finding somewhere to fit in. Lacey moved from group to group, asking the same kinds of questions of each of them.

Most of them seemed to have similar kinds of answers. They often didn’t see their clique as keeping people out so much as giving them a place to fit in, but it was often when Lacey asked them about other cliques that she got some of the most interesting answers. Some of those she asked would come out with the usual stereotypes, or suggest that other cliques were more about keeping people out, while others would see through both points.

Finally though, Lacey had to get back to her classes. She found herself looking forward to her last class of the day, the newspaper one, even more now that she had some meaningful research to take to it. When it rolled around, she saw that she wasn’t the only eager one there. Everyone else had made great progress on their stories. So much so that Lacey didn’t get all that much time to talk about hers. Instead, they spent a lot of the time discussing the technical details of getting the stories in and going to print, with Landers running them through a lot of the minor jobs that would need to be done.

“Remember,” he said, “I’ll need all your stories on time, if we’re going to get the edition out by deadline. So get writing. Well… as soon as the dance is done, anyway.”

Since she hadn’t seen that much of him that day, Lacey hung around after the class ended. Landers seemed happy that she had done so, moving close and taking her hand.

“So,” he said, “how’s the article coming? You hardly got a word in, what with all the talk about school meals and the progress of the football team.”

Lacey nodded. “It’s going well.”

“And are you still hung up about certain cliques?”

Lacey raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Landers smiled as he shrugged. “Do you think you’ve changed your mind about how you see certain people from certain groups?”

Lacey returned the smile. “You mean you, for instance?”

Landers’ face took on a mischievous expression. “I might do.”

“Is this your way of asking if I think that you’re totally off limits because you happen to be in the popular crowd?” Lacey asked.

Landers reached out a finger to brush aside a strand of hair that had fallen across Lacey’s face. “Something like that. So how about it? Do you believe that I might actually like you yet?”

Lacey was quiet, but she was looking into Landers’ eyes then, looking for answers. She certainly wanted to believe a great guy like Landers could like someone like her. 

“I have to admit, Landers, you’re not what I expected, at first,” she finally said. “I mean you’re so much deeper, kinder-”

Landers cut her off by lifting her chin, gazing down at her with those deep blue eyes, and then kissing her. It was a gentle kiss, so soft that it was barely there, but still it made Lacey’s heart leap.

“So I’m not what you expect from a guy like me?” Landers asked when they moved apart.

“No,” Lacey admitted, blushing. “Not at all.”

Landers leaned in again and kissed her. This kiss was more demanding, but Lacey was more than ready to kiss him back.  

 “Lacey,” Landers whispered to her, “when it comes to you, I don’t see a clique; I don’t see anything else except a pretty girl with a kind heart and a personality I’d love to get to know better.”

Lacey smiled back. “If only Mr. Darcy was like that with Elizabeth Bennett.”

Landers laughed. “Pride and Prejudice! Good comparison.”

Inwardly, Lacey sighed. A great guy who was an amazing kisser, and who liked Jane Austen? Landers really was too good to be true.






  







 

Chapter 10

 

After the kisses, Lacey found herself drifting home in the kind of euphoric mood that felt like she was literally on a cloud. She could hardly think about anything else. The guy she had a crush on for years, finally kissed her. She made it to her front door almost without thinking about it, she was so caught up with memories of that moment when Landers’ lips had first met hers. He’d been such a good kisser. Every bit as great as Lacey could possibly have hoped.

For several moments after she got in, Lacey just spent time reliving the memory. After all, it was a memory well worth revisiting. Part of Lacey even wished that she could just stay at home thinking about that instant forever. Sadly, real life was no respecter of kisses. Even amazing ones. 

Lacey had to get changed and head down to her parents’ ice cream parlor to help out. After so many days spent preparing for the dance, rather than doing any work there, she needed to at least show her face. It wouldn’t be fair on her parents not to help out there all week. Besides, maybe a relaxing evening doing inventory would be better for her than yet more practice.

Lacey got ready. While she did so her mind was still firmly on Landers, and made the short walk down to the beach without ever emerging from that happy daze. At one point, she had to dodge a car because she had been so busy thinking about what had happened at school that she didn’t pay enough attention to the traffic. Lacey shook her head. She could hardly imagine what the dance would be like tomorrow night. If just a few brief moments with Landers had her like this, what would dancing with him for most of the night do to her? Lacey smiled to herself. She was willing to risk it.

She arrived at the parlor and stepped inside to find her mother and father putting on their coats to leave. They were dressed formally, far more conservatively than usual. As Lacey came in, her mother gave a sigh of relief.

“Oh, there you are Lacey!”

“Mom?”

“For a moment there,” her father said, “I thought we were going to have to close the shop for the evening.”

“Close the shop?” Lacey echoed. “Why?”

Her mother shook her head ruefully. “Weren’t you listening when we told you that tonight was our meeting with the city council about expanding the shop?”

“Um…” Lacey couldn’t remember either of her parents saying anything about a meeting. She was sure she would have. Well, Lacey conceded as thoughts of Landers, the dance, and preparations for her article intruded, probably, at least.

“It sounds like we’re lucky you’re here at all,” her father said. “Distracted by that boy of yours, are you?”

“Dad!”

Her mother smiled. “Well, boys can be very distracting sometimes.”

“Mom, please.”

“Oh, we’re just teasing.” Her mother headed to the door. “It shouldn’t be too busy here tonight, so you shouldn’t have any problems handling things here on your own while we see to this.”

Lacey nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

“We know you will,” her father said. “We’ll see you later.”

They left, and Lacey was alone. It wasn’t really a problem. She knew what she was doing when it came to making sundaes and drinks, so the main thing was just to keep an eye on everything and deal with customers as they came. Like her mother said, it wasn’t likely to be a busy evening. Not mid-week, and especially not with the school dance just the next day. The last thing that girls who had picked out nice dresses for the next day would want was a lot of ice cream.

For the first half-hour, things were every bit as quiet as Lacey suspected they would be. Customers came along in ones and twos, stayed only long enough to finish their ice creams, and then left. There was certainly no sign of a rush building up. Given that she didn’t have any help with her, that was the way Lacey liked it.

Perhaps she shouldn’t have thought that, because almost as soon as she did, the door opened, and a crowd of girls her age walked into the shop. Worse, at their head was the familiar figure of Tempest, strutting her way through the parlor as though she owned it.

Lacey really didn’t need this. Not tonight.

“What do you want, Tempest?” she demanded.

“Is that any way to speak to customers?” Tempest shot back. She looked around the ice cream parlor. “I think I’ll sit… over here. It looks like the least grubby spot in this place.”

Tempest started to sit at the same table she had been at the last time she had been in the shop, but stopped. “No, on second thoughts, this isn’t quite right.” She stood to go to another table, knocking her chair over with a flick of her heel as she did it. “Oops. Pick that up, would you Lacey?”

Lacey, vowing to keep her temper, and not to let Tempest trash her parents’ shop, did so. Unfortunately, that seemed to be the cue for Tempest’s friends to behave just as badly. They sprawled over seats around the shop, putting their feet up on tables or “accidentally” knocking over more chairs. One of them took the paper napkins from her table and scattered them over the floor like confetti.

Tempest laughed. “Oh Lea, how clumsy of you. Though you know, I’m feeling a little clumsy too.”

The paper napkins from her table followed the first lot, and were quickly joined by those from all the other tables Tempest’s friends were sitting at.

Tempest snapped her fingers in Lacey’s direction. “What do I have to do to get a menu around here?”

Lacey brought her one, and of course, all of Tempest’s friends demanded the same. Though they only decided that one at a time, so that Lacey had to go back and forth between the shop counter and the tables half a dozen times.

“What’s wrong with the service in this place?” Tempest demanded while Lacey was handing out the last of the menus. “I’m ready to order.”

Lacey swallowed her anger and went over to Tempest’s table. If she was a paying customer, Lacey was going to keep her temper.

“Oh, no wait,” Tempest said with a smile as Lacey arrived, “I need some more time to think about it.”

That started a new game among Tempest’s cronies, of course. They called Lacey back and forth, without ever actually ordering anything. At least twice, they actually got as far as making an order, but then called Lacey back to cancel it as soon as she turned to get it ready.

Finally, Lacey’s patience ran out. She walked over to where Tempest sat.

“Out. Go on. You aren’t welcome here.”

“But we’re paying customers,” Tempest said with that irritating smile of hers. “What will those parents of yours think if you throw out customers?”

“In your case,” Lacey countered, “they’ll think I did exactly the right thing.” She walked over to the door and opened it, revealing the standard sign on the front saying We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone. “That means you, Tempest.”

Tempest laughed, like she couldn’t believe that Lacey actually had the guts to do it. Maybe she didn’t believe it. Maybe Tempest was actually so deluded that she thought the world really ran the way she thought it did. She certainly looked confident enough as she sat back in her chair.

“You aren’t going to throw me out. You wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t I?” Lacey went around behind the counter, to where the shop’s phone sat. “Get out, Tempest. You and your friends. If you’re still here in a minute, I’m going to call the cops. Then you can explain to them why you didn’t leave, and why you vandalized the shop.”

For a moment, Tempest looked stunned. Then she stood and walked slowly to the door. She stopped when she got there, though, turning around to face Lacey, her face locked into a sneer.

“You really think that just because Landers kissed you, you’re actually good enough for him?”

Ah, Lacey thought, so that was what this was about. Again, Tempest had heard more than Lacey would have guessed on the school grapevine.

“You aren’t good enough for him,” the other girl continued. “You don’t have a clue what he was doing last night, do you? Or who he was doing it with.”

“I know it wasn’t you,” Lacey replied.

“Are you sure?” Tempest’s tone turned taunting then. “Are you really sure? After all, I’m me, and you… well, what are you? Do you really think Landers would turn me down if I snapped my fingers?”

Lacey shook her head. “You really are pathetic, Tempest. I don’t need to know where Landers is every minute of the day in order to trust him. Unlike you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I remember the way you reacted when he was here with you. One glance at me and you flew off the handle. You obviously thought, I was good enough for Landers then.”

“You still don’t know where he was,” Tempest said.

“And you still don’t get that I don’t care,” Lacey snapped back. “I trust Landers to have his own life, and if he doesn’t respect me enough to tell me about whether he is with you or someone else, then that’ll be his loss, and I’ll accept losing him graciously. But for now, you’ve got about as much chance of convincing me that he was with you as you have of flying.”

Tempest laughed, but there was an edge of nervousness to it. “You don’t think that he would want me?”

“Oh, get over yourself, Tempest. Landers doesn’t want to be with you anymore. The way you act, can you blame him? No real man wants someone as clingy, manipulative, and mean-spirited as you, Tempest, no matter how you think you’re God’s gift to men.”

Tempest looked like Lacey had just slapped her, but she made no move to leave.

“I thought I told you to get out,” Lacey said.

Tempest pouted like a child. “Why should I? You aren’t really going to do anything.”

Lacey sighed. She’d had enough. Stepping forward, she grabbed Tempest by the arm, and before the other girl could protest, Lacey dragged her out through the open doorway, shoving her clear of the shop. She went back inside and glared at Tempest’s assorted toadies.

“Does anyone else think that I won’t do anything if they aren’t out of here in the next few seconds?”

The shop emptied as if by magic. Lacey shut the door behind the last of them, turning the sign to read closed and locking the door. Only when she was sure that Tempest and her friends weren’t coming back in did Lacey take a look around the shop.

It was a mess. Chairs and napkins lay strewn across the floor. There were marks on the tables from where people had put their feet, and menus lay wherever they had been left. For several seconds, Lacey just stared at it, shaking with anger. A single tear rolled down her cheek. That people could just come into the parlor and make such a mess for the fun of it was almost more than Lacey could understand.

She sighed again, and picked up the first of the napkins. This mess wasn’t going to clean itself.

 

 






  







 

Chapter 11

 

 

Lacey did a good enough job with the tidying up that her parents didn’t even notice what had happened. She preferred it that way. She didn’t want to show her parents that Tempest had gotten to her. She went home, determined to ignore what Tempest had done. Determined to focus solely on the dance that was coming up the next day.

That was easy enough to do. From the moment she woke up the next morning, Lacey found herself thinking of what the dance would be like. What the competition would be like. She was confident enough in the routine that she and her friends had, but what if someone else had a better one? What about the one Tempest had put together? No doubt that would be something special.

At school, Penny, Valerie and Sandy seemed to feel the same way, because at lunch they insisted on doing more practice for that evening, just to put the final polish on the moves. Lacey could feel the nerves among the four of them.

“We’re going to be fine,” Lacey insisted. “This is a good routine.”

“We know that,” Sandy said. “It doesn’t help with the nerves much though, does it?”

Lacey shook her head. “No, it doesn’t.”

For most of the rest of the day, the talk around the school was of nothing but the dance. Of who was taking whom to it, and what they would be wearing. Of who was likely to try to pull some kind of prank, or make an embarrassment of themselves. And, of course, of the competition between the girls in the freshman class. The teachers seemed to indulge the excitement, perhaps knowing that there wasn’t much they could do to contain it anyway.

Lacey was surprised to hear her own name in some of the gossip. Part of it was about the rivalry with Tempest, but a lot of it was about her going to the dance with Landers. People didn’t seem nearly as shocked by that news as Lacey would have expected.

Finally, finally, school ended for the day, and Lacey was able to go home and get ready. Not that the dance was so soon, but Lacey wanted to look perfect. Besides, she could hardly wait. She showered and changed into the dress that she would be wearing for the evening. It was a long, strapless, chiffon number in lavender, with a detachable skirt. Lacey put on dance shorts under it, and started work on her makeup.

Time flew by, and pretty soon, Lacey heard the doorbell ringing. A few seconds later, her mother called up to her.

“Lacey. Landers is here.”

Lacey took one last look at herself in the mirror before heading downstairs. Did she look taller in this dress? Older? She thought she probably did. She just hoped that she would look good enough to fit in on Landers’ arm.

When she got downstairs, Lacey couldn’t help staring at Landers. His tuxedo could easily have looked uncomfortably out of place, but it didn’t. It suited him, fitting him well and emphasizing his broad shouldered athleticism. Landers was staring at her too.

“You look… wow.” Lacey heard him catch his breath. “Amazing, just amazing.”

He had brought a corsage for Lacey to wear, pinning it to her dress delicately, almost as if he were afraid that she was too good to be true, that she might disappear when he touched her.

Lacey’s parents seemed just as impressed. At least, they insisted of standing around taking pictures of the two of them for what seemed like forever. Lacey actually started to worry that they might miss the beginning of the dance at that rate, but Landers didn’t seem as concerned.

“Of course they want pictures,” he whispered. “You look beautiful tonight, Lacey.”

“You clean up pretty well yourself, but we need to get going.”

“If you think so…”

Landers took Lacey’s hand and led the way over to that big SUV of his. Lacey climbed in carefully, worried about creasing the dress. Valerie and Sandy, along with their dates, would be meeting them at the dance, but they had agreed to pick up Penny and Samuel from Penny’s house. They drove over together, and Lacey actually started to worry that they might have some sort of accident, Landers glanced over at her so often.

Penny and Samuel were waiting for them when they arrived. Samuel looked a little out of place in formal wear, but Penny wore a very nice pastel toned dress that suited her a lot. Samuel certainly seemed to think so, because he spent almost as much time staring at her as Landers did at Lacey.

From there, they made better time than Lacey had expected. Maybe Landers was just in a hurry to get to the school and show her off. Whatever it was, the four of them arrived just as the dance was starting, walking into the rapidly filling gym, music playing around them. Mrs. Hamm was there, wearing a sleeveless outfit that only served to show off her muscles more than usual, with Coach Smith beside her. Lacey spotted other teachers dotted around the room as chaperones. It seemed so strange to see them like this, outside of their classrooms.

Lacey quickly found other familiar faces in the throng. Valerie and Sandy were there along with their dates, dressed in tones that went well with those of Penny and Lacey’s dresses. Kelly was further off, looking very glamorous as she danced with someone who had to be Landers’ friend Frank. Other kids, ones whom Lacey had interviewed for her article, were there in a wide array of dresses and tuxes, making the whole room seem alive with color.

Tempest was there too, of course. She stood at the center of a crowd of other girls, many of whom Lacey recognized from the previous night’s incident at the ice cream parlor. Their dresses were in shimmering shades of silver and gold that caught the light. Tempest’s was among the brightest, and her hair fell in carefully considered waves down its back.

“Look at them,” Penny said.

Valerie nodded. “Impressive.”

“They look like they really mean business with this dance competition,” Sandy added.

Lacey shook her head. “It’s just typical Tempest. All surface.”

“But what if that’s enough?” Penny asked. She suddenly sounded very nervous.

“Penny,” Lacey said. “Relax. We’re not going to let them intimidate us just because they’re wearing the entire Treasury on them. We’re ready.”

“Yeah,” Penny said. She sounded a little more confident. “We are, aren’t we?”

Valerie snorted. “We know our moves so well; we can do them in our sleep. I think that counts as ready.”

Sandy nodded her agreement.

“Besides,” Lacey pointed out, “we have a secret weapon. After all, Kelly wouldn’t have shown us moves that she didn’t think the dance troupe would like, would she?”

That got a more resounding chorus of agreement from the other girls.

The dance continued as it was for perhaps twenty minutes before Mrs. Hamm stood up at the front and bellowed for everyone’s attention. Silence fell over the assembled crowd.

“As you probably know, Coach Smith and I have set a challenge to the freshmen girls. They were to break into teams and produce dance routines to be shown off tonight. Well, it is time for them to show us what they have managed. Teams, as I call you up, come to the front and get ready.”

They weren’t the first ones called, thankfully. Lacey wasn’t sure that her nerves would have stood for that. Though it was hard enough standing there, watching all the groups of girls who had obviously worked so hard over the previous fortnight. Some of the teams were pretty good, impressing Lacey a lot, while even those who weren’t at least entered into the spirit of things as they were called up.

A thought came to Lacey. She had told Kelly what their team was called, but she hadn’t told Mrs. Hamm. Would she be able to call them out if they didn’t have a team name?

“Who’s next then? Ah. The Shy Girls Social Club.”

Lacey looked at the others. Sandy shrugged. “I gave her our team name and music when I came in.”

“Hurry up there,” Mrs. Hamm instructed in a voice that didn’t really leave room for argument. They rushed to the front of the hall. Lacey could feel the eyes on her and the others. It was so embarrassing standing there in their starting positions, waiting for the music.

Finally, the music started. When they changed their routine, they had taken something from a Broadway musical. It probably wasn’t the most up to date choice, but it meant that they had something that was designed with dance routines in mind. As the music got going, Lacey felt her nerves evaporating. She let it move her, and threw herself into the first few steps.

The others did the same, moving with even more confidence than they’d had in practice. As Kelly had suggested, the moves they did weren’t that difficult, but they were impressive, and easy for people to follow. They stepped and spun, kicked and moved, all in perfect time. Lacey grinned as she started to enjoy herself. Now for the good bit.

In one coordinated movement, the four of them ripped away the detachable skirts of their dresses, revealing the shorts underneath and giving them the freedom to drop into a synchronized quartet of splits. That brought a gasp from a few of those watching, followed by a sudden wave of applause that washed over Lacey, making her smile all the broader. The reception for their efforts was almost rapturous.

Landers rushed forwards while Lacey stood and reattached her skirt.

“That was amazing!” He folded her in his arms. “Incredible.”

Lacey nodded, but even as she did it, Tempest and her team brushed past.

“Do you think it will be enough to beat her?”

Landers shrugged. “Even if it’s not, you’re still the best to me, you know that, right?”

Lacey nodded. Even so, she felt her nerves resurfacing. What if Tempest’s routine was better? What if she, Penny, Valerie and Sandy had put in all that work for nothing? Lacey didn’t think she would mind if most of the other teams won, but not Tempest’s. Anything but Tempest’s.

Mrs. Hamm consulted her clipboard. “Our final performers are called… oh, just ‘Tempest’s Team’, dear? Well, if you say so.”

This music definitely wasn’t Broadway. Its beat was heavy and defined, pulsing away in the background while Tempest and the others danced. If you could call it dancing…more like a strip tease. They hardly seemed to move, except for their hips, and the moves they did make didn’t really seem appropriate for a high school gym. Obviously, Tempest had decided to play up to a few of the boys in the crowd. Or maybe that was really the only way she knew how to dance.

If she thought it was going to get a great response, she was disappointed. The music came to an end, and scattered applause sprang up here and there. Mostly from people who usually hung around Tempest. It certainly wasn’t enough for her.

“What?” Tempest demanded. “Don’t you idiots have any taste?”

“You certainly don’t, dear,” Mrs. Hamm muttered under her breath, though being Mrs. Hamm, the sound traveled around the room. Somebody laughed towards the back. Tempest whirled, as though she might say something angry in return, but even she wasn’t stupid enough to argue with the physical education teacher.

Mrs. Hamm and Coach Smith went off to one side to discuss results.

“It’s a forgone conclusion,” Landers said softly.

“I don’t think your vote counts,” Lacey pointed out. “You’re biased.”

“Well, a bit.”

Finally though, Mrs. Hamm was ready to announce the result. “We’ve had some excellent dancing here tonight; along with some efforts that maybe needed a little more work. Still, we have a result, with the winners taking places on next year’s dance troupe. The winners are…”

Lacey held her breath.

“The Shy Girls’ Social Club!”






  







Epilogue

 

 

After the excitement of Friday night’s dance, Monday morning was strangely relaxing. Her first class being the newspaper one, Lacey headed over to it to hand in her finished article. She had been working on it for most of the weekend, but it was finally ready. Lacey arrived a little early for the class, but Landers was already there.

He saw her and smiled, pulling her into his arms and kissing the tip of her nose.

“You’re done? You went to the dance, won the tournament, and still found time to write your article?”

“I know, I’m amazing like that,” Lacey said. She held out the article for Landers to take.

“So, did you learn anything doing it?” he asked.

Lacey nodded. “You know I did. It’s why you gave me the assignment, isn’t it?”

“Well, maybe. So, what did you learn?”

Lacey thought for a moment. “A lot. I learned not to believe in labels when it comes to people, for one thing. They aren’t just part of some clique. They’re all different.”

Landers raised an eyebrow. “Anything else?”

Lacey smiled. “I learned to believe in myself and not be intimidated by bullies like Tempest…to trust myself and believe that my friends will stand up with me against that sort of thing. At least if I have the right friends.”

“It sounds like a good lesson to learn,” Landers observed

Lacey nodded. “It is. That’s why I have a plan.”

Landers took her article and put it on one of the desks, ready to read through. “A plan? That sounds interesting. Is it something I’m likely to get another article out of?”

“Maybe,” Lacey laughed. “I was talking to Penny, Valerie and Sandy, and we’ve kind of decided to make the Shy Girls Social Club official.”

“Official?”

“We want there to be a group where girls can support each other rather than being mean to one another. Where we can help each other grow while standing up to bullies like Tempest. We’ve decided to invite as many girls as we can.”

Landers nodded. “It sounds like a good idea. And maybe I was right. Maybe there is an article in this.”

“It would be good to get publicity,” Lacey admitted. “It’s never acceptable for people like Tempest to treat people the way she treated me and my friends. If more people know about it, then there will be more people to fight back and regain our dignity. The dignity of all girls who refuse to cave into a bully’s demands.”

“I’m proud of you,” Landers said. “Tell me, is there room in all this for us?”

“There’s an ‘us’ beyond the dance?” Lacey asked. That had been the one small sliver of doubt in the couple of days after her victory. 

Landers smiled as he leaned in to kiss her. “Don’t act like you don’t feel the same way. You must know how much I like you by now, Lacey. I want to see a lot more of you, Lacey, and not just because you live across the street from me or happen to be on the newspaper. I like you. I really like you.”

“Good,” Lacey said, standing up on tiptoes to kiss Landers in return. “Because I really like you too, Mr. Editor.”

“Then I guess we’re stuck with one another,” Landers said. “Unless you think that it’s unethical for an editor to date his reporters?”

Lacey sighed. “Oh, we’re in high school, and you’re a student too, not just my editor.” She pulled in close to him, her lips barely touching his. “Just shut up and kiss me again, Landers.”

Thankfully, Landers just grinned and did as he was asked. Who said boys never listened? Victory at the dance, the social club becoming official, and Landers wanting to see more of her. It was, Lacey decided as Landers’ lips met hers, turning out to be a great year.

 

*********************

 

 

 

The girls’ stories with Landers, Samuel, and more continues in Book 2
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To find out more about

Shy Girls Social Club

 

Visit

http://www.shygirlssocialclub.com

 

For Discussion Questions for Groups and Classes about the Issues in Shy Girls Social Club

 

Visit

 

http://kailingow.wordpress.com/book-discussion-questions-for-teens-and-young-adults/






  







Fiction Books for Teens and Young Adults by Kailin Gow

that touch on the social issue of bullying and self-esteem

 

 

The Frost Series

 

 

 

All her life, Breena had always dreamed about fairies as though she lived among them...beautiful fairies living among mortals and living in Feyland. In her dreams, he was always there the breathtakingly handsome but dangerous Winter Prince, Kian, who is her intended. When Breena turns sixteen, she begins seeing fairies and other creatures mortals don’t see. Her best friend Logan, suddenly acts very protective. Then she sees Kian, who seems intent on finding her and carrying her off to Feyland. That’s fine and all, but for the fact that humans rarely survive a trip to Feyland, a kiss from a fairy generally means death to the human unless that human has fairy blood in them or is very strong, and although Kian seemed to be her intended, he seems to hate her and wants her dead.

 

For Age 14 and up

 

Bitter Frost : Book 1

 

Forever Frost:  Book 2

 

Silver Frost:  Book 3

 

 

For Age 15 and up

 

Frost Kisses:  Book 4

 

Midnight Frost:  Book 5

 

 

 

Other Books in the FROST SERIES

 

The Wolf Fey

 

The Red Wolf (The Wolf Fey #2: Frost Series)






  







 

 

Harold the Kung Fu Kid

 

 

 

For 15 year old Harold, it is his destiny to fight the dark forces that are emerging in his hometown. He has been preparing all his life, but he doesn't know it. Soon, mild-mannered resident nerd of Lincoln High, Harold Lee, would realize his greatest destiny -to assume the ancestral heritage he was born to seize - that of Kung Fu Master. And this Kung Fu Master has a date with a vampire, a very beautiful vampire... whom he doesn't know if whether he'll kiss or stake.

 

For Age 13 and up.






  







 

The Alchemists Academy

 

 

14 year old Wirt had never really fit into his school. He had never fit into his foster parents’ life, too. He had gone from school to school, labeled as a troubled kid. All that changed when he was accepted into an exclusive boarding school called The Alchemists Academy. Suddenly Wirt was no longer the outsider he was back home, but one of a few students carefully chosen to carry on the tradition of Merlin the Magician at The Alchemists Academy where students with potential for magic trained to become powerful advisers to kingdoms or rulers themselves.

 

For Age 13 and up.






  







 

Tales of a Teenage Tart

 

 

From a short story of the same name, Tales of a Teenage Tart is the expanded novel of a girl's passage through young adulthood, the discovery of identity, and the overcoming of image issues.

 

Babe lives with her grandmother in an old brownstone apartment above their bakery shop, The House of Tarts, where Babe is the chief baker, although she is only 14 years old and is still wearing a training bra. Her dream is to enter and win the National Tart Bake Off and get crowned champion. But when she suddenly develops curves and gets noticed all over school, especially by Jared, her dream boy, she's now thrown into an identity crisis and everything that comes with being a high school "tart".

 

For Age 13 and up.

 






  







 

Fiction Books for Older Teens and Young Adults by Kailin Gow

which deals with:

 

romantic relationship issues

dating and sex 

growing up

friendship

drinking

drunk-driving

grief

social responsibility

career choices

and other edgy topics.






  









 

Wicked Woods

 

 

Briony had to move to Wicked Woods, Massachusetts to live with her Great Aunt Sophie after her family disappears on vacation. The woods at the edge of Aunt Sophie’s inn are filled with secrets and inhabitants both seductive and deadly. Among them is a beautiful boy name Fallon who saves her one night in the woods. As Briony gets closer to Fallon, she learns he has a secret, as do most of the residents of Wicked Woods…

 

  For Age 14 and up






  







 

The Stoker Sisters

 

 

 

Two sisters... Born during the time of Jane Austen... Set to marry for advancement, but escaped their fates by becoming vampires. Now vampires in the 21st century, hunted by a sect of rogue hunters, the sisters meet a mysterious boy who holds the key to their destinies.

 

For age 15 and up






  








 

PULSE Vampire Series

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 year-old Kalina didn’t know her boyfriend was a vampire until the night he died of a freak accident.  She didn’t know he came from a long line of vampires until the night she was visited by his half-brothers Jaegar and Stuart Greystone.  There were a lot of secrets her boyfriend didn’t tell her.  Now she must discover them in order to keep alive.  But having two half-brothers vampires around had just gotten interesting…

 

 

For age 15 and up

 






  







 

The Wordwick Games Series

 

 

After winning a contest for a popular game called Wordwick Games, five teens Gemma, Sparks, Rio, Kat, and Jack, are invited to stay at Wordwick Games inventor Henry Word's mysterious castle and play the newest level of Wordwick Games. Little do they know, the castle is the doorway to a wondrous world call Anachronia where words can be used as weapons, power, and commodity. There is unrest in Anachronia, and if the five teens can follow the rules of Wordwick Games and prove to be the best player, one of them will be crowned Ruler of Anachronia.

 

Age 13 and Up

 

 

Book 1: Rise of the Fire Tamer

 

Book 2: The Ascension

 

Book 3: The Return

 

 






  







Shy Girls Social Club

 

 

 

The battle is on!

The battle between the Shy Girls vs. the Mean Girls. This is the book that started the club. Shy Girls Social Club is the story of how four friends formed a club to rival the cliques, mean girls society, and bullies in high school while beginning a revolution on teen girl issues.

 

For Age 13 and up.

 

 

Join the REAL SHY GIRLS SOCIAL CLUB 

 

http://www.shygirlssocialclub.com

 

This is a place for teen and young adult girls to make friends, share experiences, and photos, grow, develop skills, learn new things, get information about scholarships and internships in the creative fields, possible mentorships, get involved in the community, and develop 

self-esteem.  
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