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Spring Break 

Jamie picked up her racket and swung at an imaginary ball.  Her arm panged 

when pulled straight from the sudden movement.  She couldn’t play – not with her right 

elbow unable to extend.  At least she wasn’t going to serve.  Hitting with her left was 

possible but her serve was shot to hell. 

Checking her watch she saw that Wendi was twenty-eight minutes late.  That was 

extreme even for her considering they were only playing a few games of tennis to kill 

some time during Spring Break.  Finally she saw the vintage VW and unfortunately 

Wendi had company.     

Peter was worse than a boyfriend because even a boyfriend would give Wendi 

more personal space.  Part of the problem was Dan that Peter was constantly around 

Wendi.  Okay – the entire problem was that Jamie started dating Dan.  Wendi was left 

with more free time and she spent it with her other best friend Peter.  Jamie knew it 

would happen before it started and tried to proactively present an alternative.  She 

attempted to set Wendi up on a date with her brother Mike but he wasn’t Wendi’s type.  

And although he was willing to pursue the idea, she wasn’t.   

At least Peter had softened on his staunch stance of her lifestyle.  He didn’t 

change his mind, only kept his mouth shut but that was enough for improvement.  Since 

Jamie and Dan were dating on the down low, she spent many a lunches with Peter and 

Wendi.  For harmony, Peter had backed off.   

“Hi guys.”  Jamie smiled trying to keep her frustration hidden.  “Peter, you play 

tennis.”   

“Took some lessons a couple of years ago.”  Peter answered. 

Of course this wasn’t a surprise.  His mother kept both of her children’s calendars 

fully booked with all kinds of extracurricular activities; dancing, cooking, even scuba one 

summer.  She was an overachiever and pressed her children to be well trained in diverse 

areas of expertise.   

“Let’s play girls against boy.”  Wendi suggested as she flipped the can of balls 

over and caught it. 
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Jamie had a quick conference with Wendi before they began.  “Why did you bring 

Peter?” 

“When he heard we were playing he wanted to come.  He’s been moping around 

for days and I hated to leave him.  Jordan and him had a fight.” 

Good.  Jordan was a harpy and even Peter didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.  

Hopefully that meant Jordan was ready to drop him for a new guy.  It was a record for the 

succubus.  Usually she strung boys along for three months or more.  It had barely made it 

a month.   

“Fine.  But you have to serve first.”  Jamie said buying some time to loosen up 

her elbow.  Hopefully the painkillers and some movement would get it working in time 

for her serve.  Until then, she could play with her left. 

Wendi’s serve had pace but of course Peter was form perfect.  The first game 

wasn’t so bad even if Jamie was weaker in her left at the net.  She took the ad side of the 

court when Peter served to give her good arm the advantage.  After a couple of balls, 

Peter started hitting the inside of the service box forcing her to hit a left handed back 

hand.  It felt unnatural but not impossible.  Her returns were greatly weakened but she 

kept up being the better player of the three. 

Peter was up two to nothing.  When you play two to one, the single player gets an 

edge since the balls need to stay inside the single lines.  Wendi wasn’t use to losing four 

and a half feet from the alleys.  Regardless why they were losing, Jamie dreaded the next 

game because it was her serve.  Casually stretching she noted that her arm was relaxed 

and ready or not, time ran out.  It was a softy but in.  Then she slyly switched her racket 

to her left and played out the point.   

After an hour they enjoyed a Powerade break on the benches.   

“Jamie, what’s wrong with your arm?”  Peter asked sitting on the ground across 

from the girls.  He juggled the tennis balls.  Another of his useless talent. 

Wendi hadn’t noticed she was favoring her left.  “Nothing.”  Jamie lied. 

Rolling his eyes he tossed her a tennis ball and she instinctively caught it with her 

right.  “You’re right handed.” 

“Did you hurt yourself in Vegas?”  Wendi felt dumb for missing it. 

The jig was up.  “Well, there was some trouble.”   
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Peter sighed knowing how most of her stories went when they started with that 

disclaimer. 

Jamie disregarded him.  “Nothing too severe.  Dan won some money on a slot and 

since he’s only seventeen, we asked this guy to cash the voucher for him for a percentage.  

He agreed on 25% but then tried to keep more.  Actually he wanted it all and his friend 

was ready to help him.” 

“So they fought.”  Peter guessed. 

“A bit.  It was trivial but I was standing too close and got pushed down.  Landed 

on my elbow.”  She left out a lot of details.  Like how her brother Mike and their other 

friend Bill had wondered off to the pool following some barely dressed college girls.  

Dan was left to defend his winnings alone.  And Jamie wasn’t really an innocent 

bystander.  She tried to pull one man back and he intentionally shoved her away.  That 

was when the men’s dates took charge and ended it. 

“Why can’t you wait until you’re twenty-one to gamble?  And I’ll bet Dan went 

home empty handed.”  And there was the old Peter criticizing her every move. 

“Not true.  Their girlfriends told them off and gave us the full sum.” 

“You guys are either the luckiest or the unluckiest.”  Wendi was always 

impressed with Jamie and her guys’ adventures. 

“What if something went wrong?”  Peter fretted. 

“We can take care of ourselves.”  Jamie said knowing that she was darn close to 

using her mace for the first time ever.   

Peter’s expression was familiar to Jamie.  She saw it every time she stepped out of 

line.   

“And are you going to the prom with Dan?”  Peter didn’t care for Dan or that they 

were a steady couple.  Since no one but Wendi knew the truth, his opinion was not 

validated.  He held it regardless.   

“We thought it would be easiest to stay in our clique.”  Jamie covered up.  

“Mike’s taking Sara.”  She looked at Wendi wishing things had worked out better 

between her brother and best friend so that they could go on a double date for their big 

night.   
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“Sara must be interested.”  Wendi’s guilt eased.  Jamie hadn’t pressured her to 

like Mike but her motives were transparent. 

“Looks like it.  They’re going out this weekend.  Do you have a date yet?”  She 

hadn’t seen Wendi since she went on their boomerang road trip to Nevada.  Last update 

Jamie received, Wendi had a few options and depending on her choice, they may still be 

able to go together.  Wendi skipped the last dance not wanting to be a spare wheel. 

“Peter.”  Wendi said sheepishly.   

Jamie hadn’t expected that.  After all, Peter and Wendi had been friends since 

before they were in diapers and they never showed any romantic inclinations.  But they 

were both attractive and got plenty of notice from the opposite sexes and it made sense 

that they would eventually explore that option.  Understanding didn’t take away her 

disappointment.  “What about Jordan?”  She asked revealing too much displeasure. 

“We broke up.”  Peter said simply not wanting to elaborate.   

Another notch on Jordan’s long list of broken hearts.  “You’re better off without 

her.”  Jamie never liked Jordan.  She made the rounds with all the guys and usually 

dumped them for a new toy just as their feelings were growing stronger.  Mike had been 

one of her early victims and she never got around to forgiving Jordan for her ambitious 

behavior. 

Wendi smiled awkwardly knowing that her date was important for potential 

compatibility.  Peter was the worse guy she could have chosen and they would go in 

separate groups.  “We’ll go shopping for dresses this weekend with Sara.”  She bartered. 

“It’ll take more than you two to get me to glamorous.” 

Peter snickered and she shot him a dirty look.  “You’re closer than you think.”  

He said as redemption.  “Anyway, Dan would be happy if you wore your cheerleading 

outfit.” 

“I’m not wearing my uniform to prom.” 

“He didn’t mean that.”  Wendi corrected before they started bickering.   



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
THE WAGER 

5 

Secretly Dating 

Finally the prom came and Jamie sat next to Dan as if they were in class and it 

was any ordinary day but they weren’t and it wasn’t.  They were in the back of a limo 

cruising through the streets of Hollywood towards the Roosevelt Hotel.  He looked 

fabulous in his tuxedo with his dusty blond hair neatly trimmed and his stormy blue eyes 

glancing up at her stopping her heart every time.  She had never been so head over heels 

for someone before and it was frightening at times.   

Jamie stifled her impulses to cuddle up close and instead restlessly idled at his 

side.  It was as if she didn’t care for Dan or him for her when in reality they were both 

stealing peaks as frequently as possible without being transparent.  It was ridiculous that 

she couldn’t even hold his hand but they hadn’t gone public with their relationship.  Their 

pretense was they were attending the prom as friends.  Her brother Mike had his arm 

around Sara.  It wasn’t fair that she had to feign disinterest in her escort considering they 

were committed and it was only Mike and Sara’s third date. 

The problem was that neither Dan nor Jamie was brave enough to tell Mike they 

were a couple, which they had been for six months.  Not that Mike would protest.  On the 

contrary, she expected his initial reaction to be supportive.  It was his best friend and his 

sister and the three of them were the tightest clique in school.  But the group’s dynamics 

would change and if they ever broke up, it could ruin their harmonious trio.   

Jamie wasn’t planning on breaking up but she wasn’t a fool either.  They were 

young.  And Dan wasn’t the kind of guy that settled down with a steady girl until he 

chased Jamie.  Or did she chase him?  Either way, even though they had been friends 

since they were on the math team together in sixth grade, Mike and him were not.  From 

the day the boys first met every endeavor was seen as a challenge to outdo the other.  The 

rivalry had grown to uncharted heights when they entered high school.  By sophomore 

year there wasn’t a week that passed without a confrontation and one in four usually got 

physical. 

At the homecoming football game last September, it was clear Dan was going to 

ask her out and she wanted to say yes.  Before she could even think about him 

romantically he had to make inroads with Mike.  By October Mike and Dan were friends 
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and best friends within weeks after that.  Still as competitive as ever, they teamed up and 

found new challengers to faceoff together.  But things got messy with Jamie and Dan as a 

side affect.  Mike wasn’t dating and he saw Dan and him as two bachelors on the prowl.  

Dan didn’t want Mike to doubt their friendship, which he truly valued, as merely a 

stepping-stone to Jamie.   

As a result of over compensating to keep things under wraps getting time alone 

with Dan was complicated.  Regardless of Mike’s awareness, Dan would still be forced to 

compartmentalize his time between Mike, Jamie and the full trio.  So in Jamie’s mind, 

she didn’t see the bonus in bringing the nonissue to light.  If things with Sara worked out 

and Mike had a girlfriend, she might feel differently but that was a project in the works 

without a definitive conclusion. 

Dan smiled at her and she swooned.  He had grown up to be one of the best 

looking guys in school – the best as far as she was concerned.  He was svelte with strong 

arms that shook her to her core when he wrapped them around her.  Thinking about him 

shot a jolt of lust through her body.   She looked out the window to resist the temptation 

her meandering fantasy conjured and was pleased to see they had finally arrived at the 

hotel.   

The chauffeur opened the door.  Dan took her arm in his whispering, “You look 

ravishing.”  The squeeze he added sent a thrill up her spine and another jolt to her raging 

hormones.  She elated in his approval of her appearance, which was apparent the moment 

she greeted him at her house.   

Her transformation had been a long personal project in the works.  She was too 

much of a tomboy to accomplish the manifestation alone.  Wendi and Sara assisted in 

picking out the dress, shoes and accessories.  It was a LONG shopping trip with Wendi 

consulting but well worth the results.  And Sara took Jamie to her mother’s salon for the 

final preparation of a mani-pedi and an official done-up do.   

Mike and Sara were right behind them and the four teens moseyed into the 

landmark hotel looking every bit ready for the big gala.  Sara was the head cheerleader 

and could date anyone in school.  Even Jamie was impressed that Mike had landed a big 

night like the prom with her.  It wasn’t without a small assist from his little sister.  Jamie 

was also a cheerleader and put out the good press for him to prepare the way. 
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The DJ played the latest and greatest and the floor was swinging to the rhythm of 

the music.  She scanned the room for her best friend Wendi and wasn’t surprised when 

she didn’t find her.  Wendi wasn’t exactly punctual.  Regret flooded her.  Wendi should 

have been with her but their dates did not get along the way the Hatfields and the 

McCoys didn’t.  All fault was not on Dan, who saw people as friends or enemies.  It was 

a very binary version of reality.  Peter was just as dogmatic in his views.  It was a teenage 

boy thing.  Girls had more layers of friends and acquaintances with few foes. 

“We’re going to have to ditch them.”  Dan said after Mike waltzed Sara onto the 

floor for a spin.  He casually sat back and took Jamie’s hand under the cover of the 

tablecloth.  His hormones weren’t any more dormant than hers. 

Jamie smirked at his wishful thinking.  There wasn’t a chance.  Mike had just 

started seeing Sara and it wasn’t likely that they were going to take any long breaks from 

the crowd to hook up.  It was too fast. 

“Or we could tell him we’re a couple.”  Dan stared her down hoping to see some 

signs of give but got none.  The secrecy got old for him and he had repeatedly offered up 

the same tired solution.  “You don’t trust me.”  He knew his previous reputation worried 

Jamie.  Most of his sophomore year he had gone out with a different girl every week with 

very few second dates. 

“That isn’t it.”  Jamie quickly answered.  After all he had started the secrecy after 

they first kissed.  She opted not to mention that.  It only escalated the argument and the 

prom wasn’t a night for quarrels. 

“Sure it isn’t.”  He looked away annoyed for the hundredth time at getting the 

same denial which was the only reason they couldn’t openly date and give a legitimate 

excuse for some solitude. 

“I trust you.”  She did.  He would never cheat on her but she didn’t trust herself to 

stay interesting to him forever.  He would get bored and move on.  “Let’s dance.”   

It was a small concession and a bad idea.  Once Dan had her on the floor he 

pulled her close and dropped his hand dangerously low on her back.  “I don’t suppose 

you would object to a little nibble on the ear.”  He teased as his teeth closed perilously 

close to her lobe. 
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“Dan.”  She nervously searched for the location of her brother not wanting to give 

him any clues. 

“This is going to be a long night.”  The frustration was mounting and it echoed in 

his voice.  Time alone without Mike had been harder to come by with baseball season 

and he was in desperate want of some womanly comfort.  Both guys were on the team 

and between games and practice, Dan barely saw his girlfriend.  “Explain to me why 

Mike isn’t graduating next month.” 

“Like you wouldn’t want him around for your senior year.”  Jamie huffed.  Mike 

was a year older than her.  The only reason they were in the same year at school was that 

when Mike was ready for kindergarten he came down with the Chicken Pox.  Their 

mother held him back a year, a decision Jamie didn’t care for at the time but was glad 

when they got older and stopped bickering over toys and attention.  “We’ll find some 

private time.”  She said breathlessly into his ear.  Rather than sedate Dan it only 

stimulated and his arms pulled her closer. 

“I’m going to hold you to that.”  He threatened and spun her farther from Mike 

and Sara.  Having more distance he caressed her cheek with the back of his hand.  She 

was losing her determination and when it was almost completely gone he tensed looking 

past her.  “Your admirer is ogling you.” 

Jamie didn’t need to look to see who he meant.  There were only two boys in 

school that got to Dan and Mike by their very existence and that was Tobey and Peter.  

And only one that Dan held a firm belief that carried a torch for her.  Peter didn’t.  If 

anything, Peter was the only guy at St. Mary’s that didn’t care for her at all.  He was 

apathy personified.  Peter was as straight and narrow as they came.  And Jamie wasn’t 

and therefore she wasn’t a good friend for Wendi in his critical opinion, which he 

expressed frequently and freely.   

Peter had always been a necessary evil to be friends with Wendi.  When Jamie 

started dating Dan, it cut into time with Wendi after school.  In compensation, Jamie 

spent more school time with Wendi and therefore Peter, who had become a bigger part of 

Wendi’s life.  Jamie invited Wendi when she spent time with her brother and their 

friends.  But Mike and Jamie were a bit more feral than Wendi and completely wild 
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compared to the uptight Peter.  Feeling like the odd man out and not wanting to leave 

Peter without, Wendi opted out more often than not.   

Dan had taken note of Jamie’s lunches with Peter and considered their time 

together a choice by Peter to be close to her.  She told him the truth many times over but 

there was an underlying contention between the two.   

Dan was the kind of guy that everything came naturally to without any effort.  

Being such a jock many didn’t realize how truly intelligent he was.  Peter was equally 

multifarious but it came with work.  It was an achievement to him and not some 

miraculous gift.  The bottom line was Dan was abundantly comfortable in his skin and 

Peter wasn’t.  If anything, Dan was the oddity for a teenager.  Where Mike had been a 

rival for Dan on the field before their friendship, Peter was his rival in the classroom.   

Dan whimsically tilted his head, “Wow!  Wendi is way too hot for a geek like 

him.” 

That got her head turning.  Wendi looked beautiful in a black gown and she 

waved at Jamie.  Standing next to her was Peter who was most definitely not 

acknowledging Jamie or Dan.  The shock was underwhelming. 

Wendi and Jamie had gone to every school dance together until she started dating 

Dan on the sly.  If only Wendi gave Mike a fair chance.  They’d be two best friends 

dating two best friends.  But Mike was too typical for her taste.  As far as Jamie knew, 

she was the only non-quirky in Wendi’s list of likes.  Or if she was eccentric – she didn’t 

see it.  Those sorts of things weren’t always apparent to oneself. 

“Can we go say hi?”  Jamie pleaded with Dan knowing he was going to defer to 

later or never.   

“She’s with the lout.” 

Even so, she knew he wouldn’t fight her if she insisted.  Jamie pulled Dan’s hand 

and crossed the packed hall.  He drug his feet stubbornly but followed. 

“You two look great.”  Wendi gave Jamie a big hug and Dan a warm smile. 

“Not as good as you.”  She returned wishing Wendi hadn’t brought Peter.  If it 

had been just about anyone else in school, they could have been part of the limo and 

table.  “And you look very handsome.”  It was hard to give Peter any kind words but she 

made the effort for Wendi.   
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It wasn’t a stretch for Peter to look dashing in a tux.  He was always sharply 

dressed as if he over thought it, which he probably did.  They wore uniforms to school so 

the fact that Peter stood out even when he was dressed like every other guy was 

remarkable.  It was the crisp ironed shirts and perfect tie that distinguished him from the 

masses.  Most guys wore wrinkled and loose but not Peter.  Mike and Dan would often 

remove the tie only to be admonished by a teacher for breaking the dress code.  Still the 

tux was a nice change from the navy pants and white shirts of their every day wear.  The 

fact he was tall helped but what sealed his good looks were his dark hair and penetrating 

eyes.     

“Thanks.  You look very pretty.”  Peter said flatly out of social protocol and with 

barely a glance.  

Brother be damned, Dan pulled Jamie closer.  The basis for Dan’s concerns 

weren’t just Peter’s actions but Jamie’s from ages ago.  When they were all on the math 

team together in grade school, she had a major crush on Peter.  Dan, who was only a 

friend at the time, loved to ridicule her about it until they got older and dated.  Seeing the 

verbose Jamie get quiet in Peter’s presence was fun when it was meaningless to him.  

Now it meant Peter was a threat even though it had been more then three years since she 

had any sort of nervous energy around him.   

“I love your hair.”  Wendi said pretending the tension wasn’t growing.  “You 

never wear it up.” 

“It took forever.”  Jamie patted her temples for a quick check that it hadn’t fallen.  

It hadn’t.  She had begged her mother for a proper appointment with a stylist because she 

wanted to get as close to stunning as she could.  Sara’s mother had taken personal care of 

her, after seeing to her daughter.   

Wendi grabbed Jamie’s forearm.  “We’ll be right back.  Powder break.”  They 

walked out into the reception area. 

“Good idea.”  Jamie said when they were out of earshot.  “Dan has been rather 

inflexible all night.” 

“Same old thing?”  Wendi was the only person that knew about their relationship 

and the circumstances that surrounded it.  “When are you going to bite the bullet and tell 

Mike?”   
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“I don’t know how long this will last and it could mess things up with the three of 

us.”  The restroom was vacant and they were free to talk. 

“That excuse is getting worn-out for me to hear, I can only imagine how Dan feels 

about it.” 

“It’d be nice to get a little support.” 

“You like all the clandestine rendezvous.” 

There was too much truth in that statement.  Jamie found it exhilarating on many 

levels but she had dated before Dan and it had been publicized appropriately – of course 

none of those relationships were serious.  “What about you and Peter?  When are you 

going to make that official?”  Jamie changed the topic and direction of the interrogation.  

“You can’t tell me that you don’t have a thing for him.  Tons of girls at St. Mary’s are 

after him.”  Even after being cured of her childish crush years ago Jamie had to admit that 

he was attractive.  His smile could weaken any teenagers’ knees to jelly, when he 

bothered to make the effort.  And even though he was one of the smart kids, he played 

tons of sports and it showed.  But he didn’t take any of the flirting seriously and hadn’t 

dated much over the years. 

“Peter doesn’t know how wanted he is but we’re only friends.  He’s like a 

brother.”  Wendi had lived next door to Peter all her life and they had been friends before 

they went to school, long before she even met Jamie.  “The only reason we came together 

is because he broke up with Jordan and neither of us had a proper date.” 

Just the name caused Jamie to reflexively roll her eyes.  Jordan was the only name 

on her short list of nemesis.  “Why were they even dating?  And he thinks I’m a trouble 

maker.” 

“She batted her lashes and he forgot all about that.  You should try it sometime.  

Perhaps he’ll give you a break.”  Wendi giggled.   

“Unlikely.”  It would take more than playful flirtation for her to get on Peter’s 

good side.  It had been three years earlier that she had committed her first of many 

unforgiveable sins and she slide further down that slippery slope with every new 

transgression.   

“Boy, was I ever glad to hear it ended.  Jordan was always so nasty to me.” 
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“Because she’s jealous.”  Jamie correctly surmised.  Wendi was the typical 

beautiful blonde and absolutely perfect.  Any woman would be worried that their 

boyfriend spent so much time with her.  And an insecure harpy like Jordan was even 

more susceptible to the intimidation, real or imagined. 

Jamie turned back to the mirror to put on a fresh application of lip-gloss.  She 

never thought she was anything special to look at but she didn’t go unnoticed.  As far as 

she could tell she was average, medium height with medium brown hair.  Her best assets 

were her large brown eyes and dimples.  Being a cheerleader helped enormously when it 

came to getting noticed by the guys.   

“This is between us.”  Wendi was barely audible even though they were alone.  

“That’s why they broke up.  Jordan demanded that Peter stop hanging out with me.  He 

called it off.” 

Jamie’s head snapped to attention.  It was foolishness to try to come between 

Peter and Wendi’s friendship but to hear that Peter stood his ground was impressive.  “He 

dumped her?” 

Wendi nodded. 

“He’s a good guy.”   

“The best.”  It was gospel truth. 
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A Truce 

The girls wanted to spend more time together at the prom.  Even if Peter made the 

exception for Jamie, which he did habitually, he wouldn’t do so for Mike and Dan.  

“We’re still going shopping tomorrow, right?”  Wendi double-checked. 

“We are.”  Jamie opened the door and there stood the always-angry looking 

Jordan.   

“Well, well.  Are you gals having a nice night?”  Jordan snidely questioned. 

“Fabulous actually.”  Jamie instinctively took point guard.  Jordan was the catty 

type and she wanted to keep Wendi out of arms reach.  Jamie knew from personal 

experience after defending her brother when Jordan was viciously commenting on why 

she left him high and dry.  It was months ago but she remembered the girl didn’t play 

nice with others.  “And yourself?” 

“Humph.  It could have been worse.”  She shot a dirty look to Wendi and then a 

wicked grin crossed her face.  “Of course, it could have been better.  Dan does look 

delicious.  You two are just friends, right?” 

“You’re not his type.”  If there was ever a good time to come out of the dating 

closet – that was it.  Jamie refrained from being goaded into a confession she wasn’t 

ready to make.  “Over Peter so fast?”  She asked salting the fresh wound.  Jordan had 

made her claim to fame, among some scandalous behavior, to never being dumped.  Peter 

deserved a gold star for ruining her lucky streak.  And to make the humiliation more 

pronounced, Jordan was dateless for the prom. 

“It wasn’t working out for me.”  She said coolly as if she had done the breaking 

up but the lines in her face hardened.  Pissed she stormed past them to take care of 

business. 

“Ugh!  She’s vile.”  Wendi commented as they headed back to the big ball. 

“I don’t care what Peter says about me, I have never been so bad a friend as to 

date something like that.”  Jamie joked as she turned the corner and practically ran Peter 

down. 

“Come again.”  He requested clearly irked to hear Jamie commentating on the 

quality of his loyalty.  His dark icy eyes narrowed on her. 
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Gulping she turned away guilty to be overheard. 

“Never mind.”  Wendi dismissed.  “Can we take a couples picture with Jamie and 

Dan?” 

“If we must.”   

“We must.” 

“Would you care to dance?”  Peter asked kindly. 

Wendi nudged Jamie’s shoulder and when she turned around she was shocked 

that Peter held his hand out to her.  “You and me?”   

He nodded with a fairly authentic smile.  “A truce.” 

“Go on.”  Wendi encouraged to her annoyance. 

“I should get back to my table.”  It was the sort of thing that would set Dan off 

and if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t wholly sure how she felt about it.  They 

didn’t hate each other but the indifference was almost worse than if they did.  At least 

Jamie knew how to respond around Jordan.  She was in the dark with Peter. 

“No one is there.  They went off with Bill to pull some juvenile high jinks no 

doubt.  Probably spiking the punch as we speak.”  It couldn’t have been far from the 

truth.  He didn’t wait for an answer and picked up Jamie’s corsaged wrist and led her to 

the floor.   

Unlike Dan, he kept ample space between them.  Also, unlike Dan, he knew what 

he was doing.  He lead and she followed.  He kept it simple but it wasn’t just rocking to 

the music.  “Now what were you saying?” 

“I thought this was a truce.”  Jamie bit out from gritted teeth.  Dancing was an 

excuse to have a private discussion on her sinful nature.  He was progressing past minor 

murmurings of complaint to frontal assault. 

“It’s wise to get the facts before I agree to a cease fire.”  He held her firmly but 

away from him as if her impulsive spirit was contagious and he didn’t want to chance 

infection.  There was something disturbing about having a conversation in his arms when 

he didn’t look her in the eyes. 

“Do yourself a favor and get Wendi’s approval before you start to date anyone 

new.”  Jamie didn’t mind being frank.  It came natural, more natural than usual, as she 

was beyond peeved. 
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“Did you get Mike’s approval to date Dan?” 

“We’re just friends.”  She automatically answered. 

“The hell you are.”  He muttered askance.  Peter had made it known that he saw 

through their guise months earlier at the last school dance.  It was the only justification 

why Jamie and Wendi didn’t go on a double.  Both girls were adamant that he was 

incorrect but he was unwavering too smart to buy their alibi. 

She wiggled to be free but he didn’t allow it.  One hand was clamped on her wrist 

and the other on her waist.   

“Steady.  You don’t want Wendi to think we aren’t getting along.”  The edges of 

his lips curled up knowing it would look like she was being petulant after he made the 

gracious effort to dance.   

“You’re quite loathsome.” 

“It must be frustrating for you that your captivating charms don’t buy you that 

extra bit of grace you so flagrantly take advantage of with every male that dares to enter 

the general vicinity.”   

Even his insults sounded rehearsed.  “Why don’t you have Wendi tell me to bug 

off?  She owes you for dropping Jordan.” 

Staring off into the distance his jaw locked as he processed her statement.  He was 

put out that she knew about the cause of his breakup.  His reaction made her wonder if 

she had broken Wendi’s confidence.  She didn’t think it was something she was 

forbidden to mention to him.  It wouldn’t be the first, or the last, time something slipped 

through Wendi the other didn’t wish to be shared. 

“I suppose that wasn’t going to stay hidden from you.”  He finally spoke. 

Why couldn’t they get a long?  Still Jamie felt his condemnation wasn’t 

appropriate.  If anything she completely approved of his actions.  After some silence she 

added, “That was nice.”   

Peter turned to face her for the first time in their dance.  “Was that approval?  I’m 

only asking because you sounded hostile when you said it.  I might have misheard.” 

Jamie mustered up sincerity but couldn’t erase all signs of aggression.  “You’re a 

good friend to Wendi.”  She sighed.  “And I told her the same thing.  What you overheard 

was a joke.” 
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His genius mind mulled it over for signs of deceit and accepting her words at face 

value he extended his treaty formally, “So do we have a truce?” 

“I don’t have a problem with you.”  She didn’t when he wasn’t criticizing her. 

“You wish I wasn’t such a party pooper.” 

“We appease different sides of Wendi’s psyche.  I’m friends with her wild id and 

you’re there for her domesticated ego.” 

“Super ego.”  He self deprecated.   

She laughed, a rarity in his presence.  “You do have a predisposition to get overly 

moralistic.” 

“There’s a part of me that wishes I could let go and enjoy some careless behavior.  

But when I hear about some of the things you two get into I worry about how dangerous 

and dumb the risk is sometimes.”  His eyes roamed over her face.  “You’re good for her 

too.  She needs some fun.” 

It was eerie for him to be so forthcoming with benevolence.  He really wanted 

peace – war was over.  “Please.  Wendi has fun with you.”  Although Jamie didn’t often 

understand why or how.   

He chuckled heartedly and lightened up.  As long as they were breaking new 

ground, why not go for the gold.  “You can’t tell me you wouldn’t change a hundred 

things about me if you had the chance.” 

“I can.  I wouldn’t change a thing.  I don’t believe in changing people.  You’re 

Peter and you do a good job of it.  Although, if you wanted to try something new, you 

could go easier on me.”  Jamie was a firm believer that people should be who they 

wanted to be and not try to please others.   

Peter’s smile brightened his usually stern face.  He only nodded.  It was almost a 

different man than the one she knew. 

Jamie wondered what he would change about her if he could.  Probably make her 

more obedient to rules and regulations for starters.  “And what alterations would you 

make in me?”  It was dangerous to open that Pandora’s box but she was fearless and it 

was a good test to see how earnest he was to make amends.   
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“Almost nothing.”  He waited, carefully choosing his words.  She thought she 

knew what was coming next but missed the mark completely when he spoke.  “I like your 

hair down and maybe less makeup.” 

Immediately she felt unattractive.  “You would change how I look?”  She never 

fancied herself a head turner but she hadn’t considered that someone might find her ugly.  

Did Dan only tell her she looked good because it was his duty as her boyfriend?  That 

couldn’t be right.  Why would he date a woofer? 

He shook his head.  “Not at all.  I just think it gets in the way.” 

She flushed.  It was kind of a nice thing when he explained why.  “I wanted to 

look special.” 

“You do.”  Clearly they had gone too far out of their comfort zone because he was 

getting redder.  

“Do you ever wish things didn’t get weird between us?”  Her courage seemed hell 

bent on getting out every last bit of pandemonium between them.   

“You mean if Mike never hit me?” 

That was ancient history.  It was third grade.  Odd that was the moment that he 

considered as the point of no return.  She thought it was from the camping trip after her 

eighth grade graduation almost five years later.   

He looked away and his happy face changed to cynical.  “Here comes your not-

boyfriend to throw his fist into my face.”  Letting her go he put distance between them.  

He wasn’t combative.  In all the years they had known each other, she had never known 

him to so much as throw or receive a punch, except the once from Mike.  Which was 

impressive considering his sharp tongue and quick wit – both of which could be 

incendiary in heated moments.  Luckily his diction was usually above the comprehension 

of most of the thuggish types and left them dumbfounded rather than irritated.  That 

strategy was powerless against the intelligent Dan. 

Hastily she stepped up to Dan before he could prove Peter right.  He did not have 

a peaceful record.  She put her hands on his chest with enough pressure to caution him.  

“We were merely dancing.  Peter wanted to tell me off without Wendi hearing.” 
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Dan’s eyes shot up to his antagonist who mugged a plastic smile.  After open 

flirtation the only thing that could incite him would be unnecessarily tormenting his 

girlfriend.  Jamie felt Dan’s muscles flex when he made a fist. 

“You’re date is quite fetching.”  Peter daringly fanned the fire.  Even if Peter did 

occasionally give her latitude he didn’t offer any for Dan or Mike.  They were untamed.  

Not only did they get in scuffles but often started them when they saw a just cause.  Just 

cause being a vague and easily pliable term that adjusted to their mood and situation. 

Jamie grabbed Dan’s forearm before he could pull it back for the momentum 

needed to swing.  “Let’s get some air.”  Peter may have called a cease-fire with her but 

Dan and him would never get along. 

The night was cool and refreshing compared to the stuffy ballroom.  They walked 

out to the pool and found a dark private corner.   

“He was asking for a harsh lesson.”  Dan steamed.  He wanted to clobber Peter 

and put the territorial boundary around his date.  It wasn’t a good idea and not just 

because Peter didn’t deserve to be hit.  Mike would wonder why things came to blows.  

And then of course, there was Wendi who would know and Jamie would be sandwiched 

between her best friend and her boyfriend. 

“Ignore him.”  Jamie ran her hand down Dan’s gorgeous face and stood on her 

tiptoes to give him a soft peck on the lips.  He tried to remain stony but relinquished to 

her affections.  After a few pleasant moments of gentle kissing he warmed up 

considerably.  Before she knew it she was pinned against the wall as his passion 

increased.  He brushed along her hairline and brought her near for long hard kiss.  Sliding 

one hand downward she knew where things were headed and it was too risky on a double 

date with her brother. 

They had discussed their intimacy and it was decided they weren’t ready for the 

next step.  At least that was the official outcome but it was Jamie that wasn’t ready for 

sex.  Dan honored it but he also knew the right buttons to make her rue the choice and 

reconsider it.  He daringly pushed those amorous buttons whenever he could. 

“Let’s go back to our table before Mike misses us.”  Jamie checked her hair to see 

that it hadn’t drooped under his touch.  Not that she cared if it fell except that it may give 

away their ardent tryst and they hadn’t taken pictures. 
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His hand dropped from her body and he leaned his head against hers.  “I can’t 

keep this up.  If you can’t tell Mike, we can’t happen.” 

She moved to kiss him but he pivoted his head before she reached his lips.  

“Dan?” 

“Come on.  We’ll be missed.” 

Jamie was stunned.  She felt tears well up in her eyes.  “Can we talk about this?” 

“Again?”  He said ruthlessly.  “Do you have something new to offer?”  A tear 

rolled down her face and he wiped it away.  Seeing her cry made him flinch but he stood 

firm.  “I’m not going to back down.” 

“We’ll tell Mike when school’s out.”  She bartered. 

“Then we’ll start dating then.” 

They went back in the ballroom and she wanted to die.  Instead, she put on a 

brave facade and tried to be as comfortable as possible.  It was the longest night ever. 
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Changing of the Guard 

“So your brother still doesn’t know and you’re still dating Dan?”  Wendi was 

confused. 

Jamie nodded.  Wendi had the full update on Dan’s ultimatum the day after the 

prom when Jamie was free to openly weep.  She tried to talk to her brother that weekend 

but always got sidetracked by anything else or nothing at all.   

“How did you pull that off?” 

A smug smirk crossed Jamie’s face.  “Dan didn’t have the resolve he thought he 

had to stay away.  When it was clear that we weren’t going to stop kissing anytime soon 

he decided to take on the responsibility of telling Mike.  That was a month ago and he 

hasn’t gotten around to it.” 

“And why not?”  Wendi made the mascara face every woman was born knowing 

as she brushed her lashes with the black goo covered bristles. 

“It won’t matter.  We’ll still have to share time and he’ll still have to be careful to 

not let Mike feel like the third wheel.”  Jamie sat on Wendi’s bed watching her finish up 

the last touches of her war paint.  Wendi’s room was pink everywhere she looked.  “Dan 

is going to try again tonight but my money is he won’t go through with it.” 

“It’s convenient that you’re spending the night.”  Wendi twisted the applicator 

back into its place. 

“It is but not mandatory.”  Jamie hated having to split her time with Wendi and 

her men the same way that Dan hated splitting his between her and her brother.  

Sometimes, like then, Wendi made comments as if she felt she was a second class citizen 

in Jamie’s new world.  She absolutely wasn’t.   

Wendi puckered and applied lipstick.  Satisfied with the job she walked out to the 

mirror on her closet door and gave her outfit the once over.  “I’m going to change.” 

“You look great.  Come on.  You’ve already tried everything you have on.  Who 

are you trying to impress?”  If there were anything she would change about Wendi, it 

would be her prep time, which was always way past too long.  But she loved Wendi too 

much to really want to change her even a small iota. 
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Ignoring her friend’s question Wendi pulled out another dress and began to switch 

clothes.  “Why don’t you get Peter?  I’ll be ready when you get back.” 

“Peter’s coming?  It’s a drinking party.”   

The seniors had graduated that afternoon and Cameron, the new Student Body 

President, was throwing a celebration in recognition of the changing of the guards for the 

junior class.  It was promising to be the biggest bash in their high school careers. 

“Paula talked him into it.”  Wendi informed. 

Paula was Peter’s twin sister and the exact opposite of him.  Peter never stepped 

out of line, or not often, and Paula was the free spirit in the family.  Jamie and her had 

always gotten along well because they were so much alike. 

“She’s some persuader.”  Jamie remarked as she begrudgingly got up to collect 

Peter.   

It wasn’t the first time Jamie had been to their house but she always felt like an 

intruder knowing how he felt about her.  Without Wendi, it felt like trespassing.  The 

truce wasn’t called off but it was tested immediately after the prom.  She hadn’t seen 

Peter outside of classes since.  Feeling apprehensive she rang the bell.  

The door swung opened to a bright shiny face.  “Jamie.”  Paula gave her a quick 

hug.  “Wendi’s still getting ready?”  It wasn’t a large leap of logic to figure it out and 

Paula had known Wendi as long as Peter had. 

“She’ll be late to her own funeral.”  Jamie stepped in and looked around the 

picture perfect home.  Their mother was an interior designer and nothing was out of place 

or mismatched.  It was like walking into a show home for one of those gated 

communities.  “Has Wendi told you who she’s doing this for?” 

“My guess is Kirk.”  Paula smiled. 

“Kirk?  Really?  I like that.”  Kirk was kind of an odd man out.  He didn’t follow 

the crowd and he didn’t care to be followed but he was.  Creativity was his specialty and 

he could do anything artistic with the smallest amount effort.  As proof he played several 

instruments and often wrote songs – even had a band that got the occasional gig at a local 

coffee house on weekends.  His personal web page was professional quality and his blog 

was entertaining with a good sense of humor.  He was friends with Mike and Jamie and 

she always thought he was an upstanding gentleman.  He epitomized quirky.  She should 
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have figured it out sooner.  The last time they went to see him play Wendi had tagged 

along. 

“If you’re here for Peter he’s in his room.  It’s the second door on the left.”   

“I’ll wait here.”  She looked around and wondered if the pristine furniture had 

ever been used.  Hopefully Peter was ready because she didn’t feel comfortable enough 

to sit on the couch. 

A honk blasted from the street, probably Paula’s ride.  “Nonsense.  He’ll take 

forever knowing Wendi isn’t going to be on time.”  She picked up her keys and purse and 

headed out the door.  “See you at the party.” 

The house was dormant except for some music coming from the direction of the 

hallway that Paula had indicated.  Cautiously Jamie followed the noise.  There were 

pictures of the family in various stages of life along the walls.  Their eighth grade 

graduation photo was her favorite.  Peter and Paula were in cap and gowns and had big 

metal smiles.  She had forgotten they had braces.  Even with braces in their awkward 

years, they looked good.  It would serve him well to smile more often. 

Peter’s door was open and she peered into his room, which was neat as a pin and 

very studious but blatantly empty of any organic life.  Her brother’s room was never that 

clean and it was cluttered with posters, pictures and tons of trophies and awards.  Hers 

was moderately better.  Did they keep accomplishments somewhere else in the house?  

Peter had won his share of awards, mostly academic but he was on the teams at school.  

Even second string got ribbons and trophies with the rest of the players. 

A laptop was open and he had been purchasing new music from iTunes, probably 

the same songs that were playing.  Approaching his desk Jamie read over the list 

admiring his good taste. 

A hair dryer powered on and she realized Peter was in his bathroom.  Not wanting 

to catch him unaware she decided to wait in the living room.  When she spun around to 

leave there was a colossal brown dog blocking her way.  It walked slowly towards her.  

Its strides were so long it didn’t take many steps before she was backing up against the 

shelves. 
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Taking deep breaths with its nose in the air it sniffed at the skirt of her sundress.  

When she gently brushed the muzzle away the dog barked and she clung to wall.  It 

wasn’t a mad bark but it was loud and alarming. 

“Scooby!”  Peter came out of the bathroom in only his boxers. 

The last thing Jamie saw before she shut her eyes tight was his face going bright 

red. 

“Git.”  The dog ran out of the room and the sound of his padded paws faded as he 

scurried off to another part of the house.  “What are you doing here?”  Peter was 

embarrassed with a large touch of annoyed. 

“Wendi sent me to get you.” 

“You could have announced that you were here.” 

Jamie nodded wishing she had done just that and kept her eyes closed.  She heard 

him rustling around his closet and throwing on something to wear. 

“You can look now.”   

She peaked with one eye and saw he had put on slacks and a white undershirt.  It 

was better but still uncomfortable as he stood with his bare feet poking out from his dark 

grey pants.  “I’ll go wait in the living room.”  Like she should have from the start. 

“Before you do can you tell me which shirt is better?”  He held up a white oxford 

that had a navy blue tie hanging on it and a black one with a royal blue tie. 

“A tie?  You’re going to wear a tie?” 

“Never mind.  I shouldn’t have asked.” 

“Why not wear jeans and the white shirt.”  White would look good with his dark 

hair.  Either would work but she thought the white shirt was a better choice.   

“It’s a party.” 

“It’s a high school party and guys look good in jeans.”  Jamie walked past him 

and looked into his closet.  It was an obsessive compulsives dream come true.  Every 

item was pressed and in color coordinated order.  “These.”   

He took the dark blue Levi’s and picked up the black shirt. 

She shook her head and grabbed the black shirt from him and held out the white 

one.  “If you want to wear the black shirt you should wear faded jeans but you don’t have 

any.” 
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Jerking the white shirt from her hand he marched into the bathroom.  

“I didn’t expect you to come with us tonight.”  She said looking over the book 

titles on his shelves, which were diverse and re-emphasized his good taste and intellect. 

“I’ve gone to parties before.” 

“Yeah but you don’t drink.” 

“And I’m not going to tonight.”  He came out looking catalog perfect in his 

sharply creased oxford and jeans.  “May I wear black shoes or do you expect me to wear 

sneakers?” 

“Sneakers would be fine but either will do.”   

“If I go I figure I can keep Wendi from following you into trouble.”  He laced his 

shoes. 

“You will.  You can be quite the buzz kill when you put your mind to it.” 

“Not everyone is a born party animal.”  He had relaxed after being caught in his 

skivvies.  His eyes met hers.  “How was the day after prom by the way?” 

Jamie had overdone it on prom night.  She had successfully drowned her sorrows 

until her stomach reflex decided on an early detox.  Wendi spent the last part of the 

evening holding her hair.  It was the first and only time Jamie got sick from drinking too 

much.  “I didn’t get caught.” 

“You never do.”  He disapproved.  What else was new?  “Makes me glad she 

didn’t go off with you guys to Vegas for the night during spring break.”  Picking up the 

tie he wrapped it around his neck and began to work the knot. 

“She should have.  It was the best time ever.  But those all nighters are killer on 

the body and mind.”  Dan, Mike, Bill and her had all claimed to be spending the night at 

other houses and drove out to Vegas and back in twenty-four hours.  She slept twelve 

hours straight when she got home to her soft fluffy bed. 

“At least no broken bones that time.  Only bruised elbows.” 

“That was three years ago and we were camping.”  The summer after grade 

school Wendi went with Jamie’s family to Yosemite and they wondered off and got lost 

at night.  Stumbling through the woods to get back to camp Wendi slid down a hill and 

fractured her ulna in her left arm.  That was when things started to get on edge with Peter 
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and Jamie and the end of her unrequited crush.  He obviously hadn’t forgiven her for 

leading Wendi into danger. 

“And what about the time you girls were stuck in Westwood with a flat tire and 

no spare?”  He fumbled with his tie unable to get the knot right.  He unraveled it and 

started fresh. 

“Mike and Dan were there in an hour and nothing happened.  We were perfectly 

safe.”  And she had taken precautions to not be stuck again.  Her spare was checked 

regularly. 

Unable to get his tie just right he gave up.  “I’ll go without.”  He pulled the 

garment out and tossed it on the bed. 

“I’ll do it.”  She took the tie and swung it around his neck.  It was a skill she 

picked up helping her brother dress for special occasions.   

Peter stood still as a rock as she looped the fabric around itself to form a perfect 

half Windsor knot.  Outside of their one dance it was the closet she ever stood to him.  

His Adam’s apple bobbed nervously as he swallowed a bit too hard and too often.  He 

smelled good.   

“Cologne?” 

“Too much.”  He worried. 

She shook her head as she re-buttoned his collar.  “It’s nice.”   

He glanced down at her as she smoothed out the creases in his shoulders and tie.  

“Thanks.” 

She admired him and her handiwork.  Peter looked smart as always and the tie 

helped.  Still a little casual would go a long way on him.  Her eyes darted up to his mouth 

when he smirked and then to his eyes, which were focused on her lips.  It was the same 

look Dan gave her when they were about to kiss. 

“Are you kidding me?  I was ready before you.”  Wendi walked in wearing the 

same red dress she wore before she started changing. 

The awkward trance was broken and Jamie took a giant step back. 

“Haven’t you ladies ever heard of knocking?”  Peter yanked his jacket so hard the 

hanger flung off the rack. 

“No jacket.”  Jamie recommended.   
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He looked at Wendi and she agreed.  Putting it back on its hanger and into its 

exact spot in the closet he mumbled something under his breath and led the way out. 

“You two were kind of cozy.”  Wendi whispered to Jamie as they walked safely 

behind Peter. 

“I was tying his needless necktie for him.” 

“Something he does every day for school.” 

“He was having a difficult time tying and telling me off for the numerous 

infractions I have committed against you over the years.” 

Wendi snickered.  “Did he bring up the broken arm?” 

“He never doesn’t but it isn’t in first place anymore.  My new biggest sin is 

getting drunk after the prom.” 

They giggled.  He looked back and shook his head knowing they were being silly 

girls about something he was far better off staying in the dark about.  He opened the back 

door for Jamie and then the passenger door for Wendi before settling into the driver’s 

seat.   
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Pool Party 

When they pulled up to Cameron’s block, Jamie cursorily scanned the parked cars 

for either Mike or Dan’s but didn’t see either.  Perhaps Dan did get around to having a 

heart to heart with Mike and they were running late.  It was possible but unlikely.  Just 

the potential was enough to make her mentally prepare that her brother may ask about her 

relationship. 

Thanks to the over preparation of her two companions, they were among the last 

to arrive and everyone was already tipsy.  Wendi and Jamie grabbed some beers and 

Peter got a Coke.   

“Hey, there’s Kirk.”  Jamie said monitoring Wendi’s reaction, which was subtle.  

Wendi was positively interested with a little measure of irritation that Jamie may know 

more than she was ready to let on.   

Kirk had left his usual group of friends to get a drink and they cut him off at the 

pass.   

“What are you up to for the summer?”  Jamie asked to get the conversation 

flowing after they completed their greetings. 

“I’m going to be interning with a local artist that works with metal.”  Kirk 

answered happy to chat with them.  A good omen. 

“That’s cool.”  Wendi said enthusiastically. 

“Sounds like something from the old west.”  Peter remarked.  “Like being an 

apprentice with the local smithy to learn how to shoe horses.” 

“Something like that.”  Kirk grinned and his eyes stopped a fraction longer on 

Wendi than the others.  “Are you guys ready for the war games?” 

The question seemed to be to both Wendi and Peter.  Peter answered.  “We’ll be 

ready.”   

“War games?”  Jamie questioned and immediately wished she hadn’t.  Whatever 

they were discussing wasn’t conducive to romance. 

“It’s a tradition for the student body, the honor students and the artists to have a 

match-off in their senior year.  We name teams, leaders and each group proposes one 

contest.  It’s all for bragging rights and a trophy that has been handed down for decades.”  
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Peter concisely answered her and then turned back to Kirk.  “If you are the leader of your 

team can we call you Captain Kirk?” 

“Definitely not.  And don’t make that joke in front of my dad.  He won’t let it 

go.” 

“Were you named after the Star Wars character?”  Wendi tried to break into the 

conversation. 

“Star Trek.”  He corrected and she blushed.  “My dad is a trekker.”   

Seeing that the discussion on asinine boy games and old sci-fi series was not 

constructive Jamie decided to take Peter and herself out of the equation.  “Come on Peter, 

let’s go chat with your sister.”   

“Why?”  Peter was as dense as most boys and didn’t see that Jamie had an agenda 

to give Wendi and Kirk time to talk. 

“Because I think it was a set up for me to catch you in your briefs earlier.”  It had 

crossed her mind but it wasn’t a strong belief.  Jamie didn’t really care if it was.  She 

wanted to motivate him to move and it seemed like a good cause for her desired effect. 

Peter turned red again remembering his state of undress when she was in his 

room.  “I can deal with it later.” 

“We’ll be back.”  Jamie grabbed his arm and when they were free of the flirting 

couple she cornered him.  “Can’t you see they want to be alone?” 

“No.  They do?  How do you know?” 

“Paula.” 

He rolled his eyes.  “She reads into everything.  Doesn’t mean she’s right.” 

“Well, if she was wrong I’m pretty sure Wendi would have followed us.” 

He turned back and their friend was pulling her hair behind her ears in a nervous 

gesture.  “So we don’t need to talk to Paula.”  He asked feeling stupid for not picking up 

the clues. 

“No.” 

“Hey sis.”  Mike walked up with Dan at his side.  “Peter.” 

Clearly Dan had failed yet again in his mission as he kept a respectable chasm 

away from Jamie.   

“How are you guys?”  Peter was even more rigid in their presence than hers. 
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“Good.”  Dan said with a bit of slur.  They had been there for a while after all and 

he had been celebrating.  “Wouldn’t kill you if you had a drink.” 

“Later.”  Peter dismissed. 

“So what’s this we hear about war games?”  Mike asked.  “Athletes aren’t 

welcome to play?” 

“Just never have.”   

“Because we would cream them.”  Dan added with disdain. 

“Hardly.  It’s meant to be challenging and dumb jocks wouldn’t make the grade.”  

Peter’s sharp tongue lashed out.  How did he go so long without a good right hook 

thrown at him? 

“Where’s Wendi?”  Dan didn’t like finding Jamie with Peter and he didn’t care to 

be called a dumb jock from a nerdy member of the Honors Club. 

“She’s mingling.”  Jamie smiled pleased to have been of service. 

“I’ll catch you later.”  Peter may have missed the clues to Kirk and Wendi’s 

interest but he didn’t misread Dan’s tone and none-too-subtle hints. 

“Why come to a party if you can’t let loose?”  Dan mused after he left. 

“Be nice.”  Jamie warned.  “He’s Wendi’s friend and I have to live with that.” 

“Damn!  Sara’s here.”  Mike interrupted turning his back to the girl he spotted.   

Sara and Mike had broken up after the prom and he wasn’t happy about it.  She 

was disillusioned with them when they all partook too heavily of the booze at the after 

party.  He was determined to get another chance but she wasn’t making it easy. 

“You don’t seem too bad.”  Jamie encouraged her brother who was at least 

speaking slur-free.  He probably drove leaving Dan to drink liberally.  “Here.”  She 

handed him a piece of gum and took his beer from him.  “Go over and be friendly.” 

“I’ll say hello and walk away.”  He chewed like a cow as he sauntered over hiding 

his zeal. 

“I didn’t get around to telling Mike about us.”  Dan confirmed when they were 

alone.  “He’s just so wounded right now after Sara.  He keeps trying to be my wingman 

to live vicariously through me.  He won’t stop bugging me about not going on any dates 

for a long time.”  Dan watched Mike and Sara for a couple of seconds.  She was being 

pleasant enough.  “Do you think they’ll work it out?” 
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“Oh yeah.  Sara was right to be mad.  We do get carried away.”  They were all too 

adventurous and together they often stretched their lax limits even further. 

“You’re hanging out with the wet blanket too much.”  He meant Peter. 

“I drank so much my body had to throw up to keep from being poisoned.  That’s a 

clear sign to take it easy.”  It was something the Jamie vowed would not happen again.   

Dan looked at her half full beer. 

“Lesson learned.  Moderation.”  She took a sip. 

Mike returned in higher spirits.  “We’re going to have lunch later this week.” 

Dan gave him a fist bump.  “Let’s go find Bill.”  Bill and Dan had been close 

friends forever and when Mike and Dan started hanging out, he was part of the package.     

“You go ahead.”  Jamie didn’t want to get caught up with the guys and their 

antics and forget about Wendi when she was spending the night at her house.   

Dan winked at her and they were off to do no good.   

Jamie walked around but didn’t find Wendi in her superficial check.  In one 

corner she saw Peter chatting with Steven and Heidi, a couple of other brainiacs.  Boring.  

She wanted an update on Wendi and Kirk so she kept a sharp eye out for her pals without 

luck.  By a pool chair Jordan had Tobey’s undivided attention as she gabbed on about 

who knows what and the big lug nodded his gigantic head on cue.  Worse than boring.   

It crossed her mind that Wendi may have gotten lucky and was kissing the object 

of her desire at that very moment.  And as if the universe gave her a new purpose in her 

socializing endeavors she spied someone that she had a bone to pick with.  “Paula.”   

Paula was exiting the house on her way back to the party when Jamie caught up to 

her.  “Jamie.  You guys finally made it.”  She had a knowing smile.   

“Did you realize that Peter wasn’t exactly prepared for company when you sent 

me to his room?” 

“He wasn’t?”  It was a good act but it was an act.  Perhaps if she wasn’t buzzed 

she could have sold it better. 

“Was it to embarrass him or me?  Either way, you succeeded.”  Jamie 

complimented.  She wasn’t a hypocrite.  If she wanted to dish it out, she had to take it 

once in a while as well. 
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Satisfaction lit up the childish expression on Paula’s face.  “Come on.  You used 

to have a thing for him, was it that big a deal?”   

“In eighth grade.”  Jamie rolled her eyes.   

Paula shrugged.  “My timing was off.”  Seeing she wasn’t placating her friend she 

continued, “He needs more fun in his life.” 

“Fun?  Being discovered in his briefs by some random girl isn’t fun.” 

“I meant he needs more friends like you.” 

Was she trying to match her up with Peter?  Big mistake.  “Whatever.” 

Paula mugged her best smile – the braces had paid off because it was perfect.  

Like Peter, she had dark hair and eyes and was very cute.  She had been one of the few 

that Dan had dated more than once.  “You’re my only shot at getting my dorky brother to 

date someone normal.  After Jordan I figured he needed my help.  Can’t let something 

like that happen again.  He has a thing for smart girls and except for you, all the others in 

school are more uptight than him.” 

“Wendi is hell of smarter than me.  Fix them up.”   

“There isn’t a spark there.”  It sounded as if she had already walked down that 

path. 

“And you see potential here?  You better ease up on the beer, it’s clouding your 

judgment.” 

“He’s dying to break out of his self imposed prison.  You can teach him to be 

carefree and laugh a little.  Geez, is it really that awful an idea?” 

“It’s cataclysmically awful.  It would be like mixing matter and anti-matter.” 

“And he would be good for you.  He could take that edge of your melodramatic 

tendencies.”  Even buzzed she was too intelligent for Jamie to outwit. 

“You’re impossible.” 

Paula winked.  “Think about it.  We’ll discuss it when you’re done being cranky.”  

With that last insult, she strolled off. 

“Never argue with a drunk.”  Jamie muttered.  Her brother had told her that and 

she finally understood the depth of his sage advice.  “Especially one that’s smarter than 

you.”  She added for good measure. 
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Shaking her head she caught sight of one of her two original targets.  Kirk was 

back with his art club buddies.  “Hi again.”  She said as she approached hoping to get a 

read on how things went. 

“Hey there.”  Kirk jumped up and met her before she joined the group properly.  

“Let’s get you a fresh brew.” 

Jamie grinned knowing he was going to pump her for information.  She would 

undoubtedly get her own intel in return.  “You don’t know where Wendi went do you?” 

He shook his head.  “You guys are best friends?” 

“We are.” 

“What’s the deal with Wendi and Peter?”  They walked out to the pool area where 

there were coolers of various refreshments. 

“No deal.  Just old friends since birth.” 

He opened up a chest of drinks.  “What’ll you have?” 

“Water.”   

He twisted the cap before handing it to her.  “I heard she’s why he’s not with 

Jordan.”   

“They aren’t dating.  And why is this important?” 

“Please.  You set it up for us to talk.  I’m making sure the coast is clear.” 

Was she as bad as Paula?  No.  Paula was forcing an unnatural pairing.  Jamie was 

helping a mutual interest evolve.  Still, she didn’t concede to any interference.  “Crystal.  

And how did your talk go?” 

“Well.”  He blushed.  “We may…” 

He was cut short by an abrupt smack cracking through the air.  In the direction of 

the ensuing commotion was Peter on the floor on the other side of the pool.  Tobey stood 

over him in a menacing pose – his fist pumping open and closed shaking off the burn of 

impact.  A semi-circle formed ready for a brawl. 

Jamie shoved through her classmates with Kirk.  “What the hell is going on?”  

She demanded kneeling at Peter’s sides.  His nose bled all over his perfectly ironed 

sparkling white shirt and tie.  The mob stood waiting for more action. 

“Paying him back for hurting Jordan.”  Tobey was trashed and worse than that, he 

was mad. 
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Peter looked embarrassed more than scared or hurt.  There was no reason.  No 

guy at school could stop a brutish force like Tobey who was closer to a brick wall than 

flesh and blood. 

Jamie rose to her feet even angrier to hear the cause of the altercation.  “You’re an 

imbecile.” 

“I got the facts straight from Jordan about why she dumped him.” 

She remembered the mountainous man had been absent-mindedly nodding his 

head absorbing every bit of Jordan’s attention like a sponge.  “If she dumped him why is 

there a need for retribution?”  Jamie snapped.  “He dumped her.”  Her eyes darted to 

Jordan who was on the far side of her muscled-up henchman.  If looks could kill, the 

daggers Jordan shot at Jamie would have cut her in two even parts. 

Tobey was confused by her seemingly logical question.  “He cheated on her with 

Wendi.” 

Jamie waved him off and began to check on Peter again. 

“No answer for that.”  Tobey thought he finally won his first argument with a 

woman.  If that day ever was to come, it was decades down the road. 

“It isn’t even worth responding to.  Look around and see if anyone outside of you 

believes that.  If Peter and Wendi were an item why would he even start to date Jordan?” 

Tobey struggled more than usual as he thought of a possible answer.  Dimwitted 

and boozed up weren’t helping him process.  “Maybe one woman isn’t enough for him.”  

His volume faltered with uncertainty.  Even Tobey’s thick skull had a hard time thinking 

someone as honest as Peter would play amoral games like that. 

“Shut up Tobey before you say something so dumb your brain turns off for good 

in rebellion.” 

“You can’t talk to him like that.”  Jordan stepped forward realizing the crowd was 

listening to Jamie and she was losing her credibility regarding who dumped whom. 

“Jamie, it’s not a big deal.”  Peter said in a nasally voice as he held a handkerchief 

to stop the blood.  Only he would have a handkerchief on his person.  He sat on the 

cement with his long legs bent out in front of him.  The site only made Jamie more irate. 
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Dan and Mike broke through those gathered and stopped at the sight of Peter’s 

ruined face.  Then Dan’s eyes shot up to Jamie.  He was concerned.  She was loyal to 

stand up for the righteousness regardless of the price and Jordan had hit her before. 

The same thought crossed Jamie’s mind but it wasn’t a warning to back off but to 

stay vigilant.  Jamie glowered at Jordan.  She had a low tolerance for lies and cheap 

gossip. 

“He cheated on me.”  Jordan repeated. 

“Why would he do that unless you couldn’t keep him satisfied?”   

Jordan’s opened palm flew through the air to slap her opponent. 

Anticipating an oncoming attack Jamie grabbed her wrist and twisted it behind 

her back.  “Either he didn’t cheat or you aren’t all that the rumors claim you are.”  She 

sneered as she shoved Jordan into Tobey’s chest.   

“You’re Wendi’s best friend.  Like you wouldn’t cover for them.”  Jordan 

screeched. 

“Face it.  The only reason you’re mad at him is because he’s the only guy smart 

enough to dump your sorry ass.” 

Those gathered gasped.  Dan was freaking out.  Things were getting heated and 

chick fights could get ugly. 

“Hit her.”  Jordan commanded to her oafish champion. 

“I can’t hit a girl.”  Tobey said but it was more than that.  His temper had waned 

as he realized he had been duped into picking a fight. 

Jamie turned to see how Peter was doing.   

That was the opportunity Jordan needed.  Taking it upon herself to defend her 

honor, she jumped on Jamie’s back.  Jamie tried to throw Jordan off.  She spun around 

unable to see where she was moving.  Stepping too close to the edge they fell into the 

pool.  When Jamie bobbed up for air Jordan pushed down on her head with both hands 

and plunged her under. 

From the first dunk Jamie’s lung filled with chlorine water.  She was mid breath 

when she sank.  She tried to pull Jordan’s claws off her but she didn’t have any leverage.  

Her lungs burned and she struggled to swim up.  As panic set in things got dark.  Then 

she was out of the water, lying on the ground.   
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Dan was performing mouth to mouth and Jamie was coming to.  She coughed out 

liquid and sputum as her lungs spewed out the water in exchange for air.  Her eyes stung 

from the chlorine.   

Jamie rolled on her side embarrassed and madder than hell.  Searching the people 

she didn’t see Jordan.  She wasn’t sure if she was looking to retaliate or to be sure she 

didn’t have to fend off another ambush.  Mike, Wendi and the very bloody Peter hunched 

over her and Dan.  She was safe with them.  Dan was dripping wet.  He must have fished 

her out. 

“She needs room!”  Dan barked and the faceless masses stepped back.  “Give me 

your shirt.”  He ordered Mike who quickly unbuttoned and handed it over.  “Put this on.” 

Looking down she saw that her light floral dress was transparent from the water.  

Feeling her face redden she quickly slid her arms into the shirt and covered up.   

“You’re shivering.”  Dan pulled her into a hug and she started to cry.  “It’s okay.” 

She nodded and dried her eyes with the long sleeves of her brother’s shirt. 

“I’m taking you two home.”  Wendi helped Jamie to her feet. 

Everywhere Jamie looked was astonished classmates.  Embarrassed beyond 

recovery she hid her face behind her hands. 

“Let’s go find them.”  Mike hit Dan’s shoulder. 

“Don’t.”  Peter said.  “Let’s get out of here.” 

“No way.”  Dan shook with rage.   

“Are you going to strike at a girl?”   

“I can set her straight and give Tobey a good beating for being so dumb.” 

“You should come with us.”  Wendi pleaded knowing it was wasted breath. 

Jamie watched her friends as if she was a fly on the wall and not part of the scene.   

“We’ll stop by later.”  And with that Mike and Dan ran off against good advice 

and better judgment. 
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Grateful 

Peter drove and Wendi sat in the back holding Jamie.   

Still shivering and still in Mike’s shirt Jamie noticed it was as damp as her clothes 

underneath.  “I’m getting your car wet.”  Her throat was hoarse.  

“It’ll dry.”  Peter’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror.  Worried, as always, he 

also had a look of admiration.   

As they drove around the corner four police cars with flashing lights and blaring 

sirens passed them in the other direction.  They were going to end the party early.   

“Call Paula.”  Peter threw his cell to Wendi who quickly dialed but didn’t get an 

answer. 

“It’s Wendi.”  She left a message.  “We saw some patrol cars headed for Tobey’s.  

Call Peter when you can.” 

Once at Wendi’s house Jamie took a warm shower and put on her pajamas and a 

terrycloth robe Wendi leant her.  The mirror gave her an accurate assessment.  Her eyes 

were bloodshot and complexion pale but the color was returning.  She joined the others in 

the living room. 

Peter’s face was cleaned up and aside from a slight swell in the nose he looked 

fine.  He was in an over sized t-shirt – maybe one of Wendi’s dads.  The tie and his own 

shirts were likely soaking in some cleaner to remove the blood and save the garments. 

“Feeling better?”  Wendi asked as she rubbed Jamie’s arms. 

She only nodded. 

“Hope you didn’t use all the hot water.”  Wendi went to get ready for bed. 

“That stupid moron.  I can’t believe he hit you.”  The raspy voice didn’t sound 

like Jamie.  She curled her legs and hugged them in the corner of the couch as Peter filled 

an air mattress.  Usually they shared Wendi’s room but if they were sleeping in the living 

room that meant only one thing.  “Are you staying the night?”   

“I got the couch and you girls will be on this.” 

“You don’t have to stay.”  Was he that worried about her?  She had been in worse 

predicaments.  Okay, the pool was pretty scary but it wasn’t her first catfight. 
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“Better than going home looking like this.  I may not be used to trouble but I can 

do what I can to not get caught.”  Peter sat on his legs and smiled at her.  “Please offer 

me any pointers if I’m missing anything.”  She was an expert at covering her tracks. 

He wasn’t staying for her.  She felt a tad let down but smiled back.  “Thanks for 

bringing me home.” 

“I guess I owe you an apology.”  He tested the firmness of the mattress and shut 

the power off the battery-operated air pump. 

“For?” 

“It was my fault this time.  The trouble.” 

Jamie rested her head on the back of the couch as Peter sat at her feet.  He leaned 

forward and pulled her hair out of her face.  “That was good of you to stick up for me.” 

“It was instinct.  I wasn’t thinking.  I won’t do it again.”  She closed her eyes 

from exhaustion.  All the excitement and near drowning had left her lightheaded.  Then 

she felt his warm lips pressed to hers and she opened her eyes as he pulled away.  “Did 

you kiss me?”  Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion unsure if she imagined it. 

“A little.”  He was as astonished by his actions as her but his face stayed very 

near. 

“In the future, if someone is throwing parts of their body at parts of your body the 

best thing to do is to move your body parts out of the line of fire.” 

Peter’s head moved up and down in such slow motion it was as if he was 

hypnotized and he closed the distance again.  Kissing her harder his hand guided her face 

for the most advantageous angling.  The first one was so sudden she hadn’t even realized 

what was happening.  This time she noted it was very sweet but he shouldn’t kiss her.  

Even so, she didn’t move away. 

“I’m dating Dan.”  She whispered when he released her. 

“I know.” 

“Then why are you doing that?”  It wasn’t that he was a bad kisser but it was out 

of character.  However Dan wasn’t there and she needed some comfort.  A hug would be 

more appropriate.  Her mind felt too slushy and it all seemed like a dream more than 

reality.  Maybe she was dreaming.  But if it was a dream, why wasn’t it Dan instead of 

Peter? 
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Peter shrugged his shoulders and kissed her again.  “Seems like a good idea.”  His 

fingers gently massaged her scalp. 

It wasn’t a horrible idea.  But Dan should be kissing her.  “Where’s Dan?  And 

Mike?  Why aren’t they here?” 

“I don’t know.  We haven’t heard from Paula either.  If the police crashed the 

party they may be detained.” 

A corner of her mouth lifted.  “Doubtful.” 

Peter’s hand ran up Jamie’s face and she closed her eyes expecting another kiss 

and wasn’t disappointed.  His right hand was on her neck, fingers stretched back into her 

hair and his thumb caressed behind her ear.  He didn’t need to kiss her if his goal was to 

make her head spin but he did that too.   

“I was really scared you weren’t going to wake up.”  His mouth brushed her lips 

as he spoke. 

Jamie wasn’t sure she was awake.  The last kiss was too short to consider it 

making out but it was a good start in the direction.  “Then you’d be rid of me.” 

“Ahem.”  Wendi was back in her pajamas.  “Peter, can you help me get some hot 

chocolate?” 

Before reluctantly getting up and going to the kitchenette as instructed he 

massaged Jamie’s shoulder.   

“What are you thinking?”  Wendi’s volume was low but Jamie heard. 

“Let’s use the kettle.  I don’t like the idea of nuking water.”  Peter filled the teapot 

with water. 

“You were kissing her.”  Wendi accused and waited impatiently for an 

explanation.  “You don’t even like her.” 

Peter sighed and spoke as quietly as Wendi.  “Look.  I don’t know what to say.  

You weren’t there.  After Tobey hit me everyone stayed back waiting for a fight.  And I 

was on the ground.  I wasn’t in the position to execute a counter attack even if I were 

irrational enough to take on behemoth alone.  Then Jamie storms up and proceeds to tell 

him off and good.  No one did anything until then.” 
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“Well, chances are we’re going to get some visitors soon and, unless you want to 

be hit again, it would be VERY bad if you’re making out with her when they arrive.”  

Wendi expected Dan and Mike to evade capture. 

“Did you hear from them?” 

“No.  But they’ll be here.” 

“Unless the cops rounded them up.” 

“That’s playing the long odds.” 

“We’ll be lucky if I don’t have to go down to the police station and pick up Paula 

let alone those two.”  He was being overdramatic.  The cops would break up the party 

and let the kids go home.  At the very worst, they would make a few calls if they found 

anyone heavily under the influence. 

“Remember last year when we TPed Saint Francis High before the big game?  Do 

you know how none of us got caught?  Those two hacked into their surveillance cameras 

and wiped them clean.  Trust me.  Unless there is a major shift in the natural order of 

things, they will be here any minute.” 

He laughed.  He needed to laugh.  “Okay.  They’ll be here.  I hope Paula gets out 

before names are taken.” 

“She will.”  Jamie murmured from the couch.  “They’ll watch out for her.” 

“Are you sure?”  Wendi wasn’t completely convinced but was ready to take her 

word on the matter.  Peter wrote it off as groundless babble. 

“You guys took care of me.  They’ll take care of Paula.”  It was a simple fact.  

Then feigning a military air she added, “We never leave a man or woman behind.” 

The kettle whistled as the doorbell rang.  “I’ll get the door and you get the 

chocolate.”  Peter ordered Wendi, who wasn’t exactly decent for visitors.  Not that they 

wouldn’t see her pajamas when they came in anyway or that the guys hadn’t seen 

Wendi’s PJs on any of a number of nights she spent at Jamie’s. 

Sure enough, Dan and Mike were there with Paula.   

“Did the cops hassle you?”  Peter asked as they barged past making a beeline to 

Jamie. 
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“No.”  Mike was miffed that he would ask.  “We didn’t drive so they didn’t have 

a way to keep us there.  We jumped the fence and hoofed it to Bill’s to get our car.”  He 

squeezed Jamie’s arm.  “You look fine.  You aren’t faking it for sympathy.” 

“I’m an attention whore.”  Jamie’s joke was missed through the scratchy tone that 

betrayed its falsehood. 

“And you?  How did you get away scot free?”  Peter asked his sister. 

“Before I got wrangled into the dragnet this one pulled me back and helped me 

over the fence.  Which wasn’t easy in this dress.”  She motioned to Dan. 

“I told you so.”  Jamie sang out. 

“Sounds like she’s back to her usual self.”  Dan sat at her feet and pulled her legs 

over his lap.  “How do the lungs feel?” 

“They burn and my throat feels like I was throwing up for hours but aside from 

that I’m healthy as a horse.” 

Dan didn’t wholly believe it.  His eyes were fixed on hers and they were raw and 

pink.  “Next time don’t turn your back on your opponent.” 

“Sir, yes sir.” 

“We better go home before Mom and Dad suspect anything.  We’ll see you for 

lunch?”  Mike hit Dan’s shoulder. 

Jamie nodded.  Her brother gave her a peck on the cheek, a sign he was frightened 

when she fell in the water.  Dan gave her a quick kiss on the lips.  She wanted to kiss 

longer and hold him until she fell asleep but that was out of the question.  They left 

without another word. 

“I can’t believe they don’t even look like they were in a fight?”  Paula 

commented. 

“There was a fight?”  Wendi figured they never got to Tobey if they made a run 

for it. 

Jamie wasn’t surprised there was a melee or that Dan and Mike were untouched.  

They watched each other’s back too well for anyone to get in a good hit in the head.  It 

was likely they had a few bruises under their shirts but she tried not to think about it. 

“A dozen guys were swinging at each other.  Even Cameron and Ivan and they 

aren’t fighters.”  Paula sipped her chocolate.  She put it down and lifted her brother’s chin 
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to get the best light on his smashed face.  “What about you?  You can’t stay away from 

the parents for ever.”   

“Let’s see how bad it is in the morning.”  Peter gently jerked his face free. 

“Take some Vicodin, it’s in my purse and put an ice pack on it.  It will stop the 

swelling.”  Jamie offered knowing how to ward off telltale signs after years of practice.  

She had already taken a pill herself. 

“Why do you have Vicodin?” 

“I saved it after my wisdom teeth were pulled – for an emergency.  Like I 

couldn’t take a little pain.”  She rolled her eyes. 

“You and your pals are menaces.” 

“They are misunderstood and underappreciated.”  Wendi clarified in Jamie’s 

defense. 

“Don’t take the advice of someone that even you say doesn’t get caught.”  Jamie 

warned. 

“Where’s your bag?”  Peter knew he was getting professional instructions and he 

would be remiss to fail to heed it. 

“It’s in my room.”  Wendi sent him off. 

“I’ll get his sweats to sleep in.  Unless you don’t mind his boxers.”  Paula gave 

Jamie a knowing glance and then went to their house for more appropriate clothes. 

Jamie sipped her chocolate.  The hot liquid soothed her throat and the mug 

warmed her fingers.  “Well, that was a fun party.  We should all hang out together more 

often.”  She sassed 

“Are you okay with Peter staying the night?”  Wendi flopped down on the sofa 

looking every bit as tired as Jamie felt. 

Jamie nodded.  “He shouldn’t get punished for something that wasn’t his fault.” 

“And you aren’t mad that he was kissing you?”  Wendi spoke carefully in case it 

was off limits to discuss. 

“I know.  What was that about?  He hates me.”  Everything felt off balance and 

she hadn’t had a chance to think about what happened or why.   

“I think it’s safe to say he doesn’t hate you.” 

“We’ll see.  He’s flattered that I stood up for him.” 
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“But you don’t like him either.”  It was half a statement and half a question. 

“I prefer him kissing me opposed to telling me off.”  She snickered at her little 

joke. 

“It’s a change.  That’s for sure.”  Wendi’s eyes darted up as Peter walked back 

into the room.  Paula returned with suitable sleeping attire for him.  The girls snuggled up 

on the air mattress while Peter reclined on the couch with a bag of ice over his nose.  

They were ensconced for the night. 

A small wheezing sound came from Wendi as she dozed off.  Jamie rolled over to 

face the other direction.  She opened her eyes and saw Peter in the dim light awake.  

“You need to sleep if you want to heal.”  She whispered to not disturb their friend. 

He dropped his hand and held hers.  “Thanks.” 

His fingers were freezing from holding the ice to his face but she didn’t pull 

away.  “When I did it, I didn’t think I would end up in the pool and exposed.”  She 

blushed thinking about how her undergarments were fairly visible after her dunking.   

“We’re even there.  But I owe you a save.”  He rolled on his back and replaced his 

cold pack. 

Wendi was right.  Something had changed but to what and would it last? 
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Summer Break 

Summer flew by and Labor Day weekend came too quickly.  Reflecting back on 

the time Jamie remembered a lot of days at the beach, plenty of tennis, cheer practice and 

a whole lot of nothing.  Her family had gone on two trips, one back east to Washington 

DC and one camping on Catalina Island.  Wendi had joined them in Washington and Dan 

in Catalina. 

Not a bad vacation all and all.  Jamie even managed to get in some summer 

reading, both for school and for pleasure.  Peter gave her a few good leads on some spy 

thrillers that were real page-turners.  He spent his summer in Wyoming at his 

grandmother’s ranch with his family and reached out an olive branch towards her via an 

email.  They wrote back and forth almost weekly and she wondered if the friendship that 

was easy in text would convert to reality once he was home.   

The exchange on a whole was bland with mundane updates on country living on 

his side and a mellow summer on hers.  Peter sent a few photos of the farm and the town.  

It was small if you rounded up.  Only one picture included him and he stood next to a 

black horse.  He’d make a good cowboy if he weren’t wearing sneakers and a Dodgers 

cap. 

As for Dan, things had cooled down.  It wasn’t a conscious decision by either 

party.  The cause wasn’t clear.  About half way through July Jamie realized they had 

more fun in a group than alone and they put less and less effort into finding alone time.  

By the end of August it had fizzled out.  Without a big blow up end of relationship fight, 

it was completely frictionless.  But neither was looking for a new fling to replace the old 

one, which was both good and bad.  Good because she didn’t wanted to see him with 

someone new.  There was some residual possessiveness.  And bad because they still 

found the occasional escape to kiss.  Well, even that wasn’t all bad but it would delay her 

from moving fully onward.   

The boys were still camping and Jamie was glad to have some girl time with 

Wendi.  They were at the mall doing serious damage to their parents credit as they picked 

up supplies and new clothes for the upcoming year.  It was their senior year and Jamie 



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
THE WAGER 

44 

wanted to look the part of an upper classman more than ever.  She used Wendi’s good 

fashion sense to achieve a more sophisticated appearance. 

“When will Mike and Dan get back from Catalina?”  Wendi asked as she put a 

blouse back on the rack deciding it wasn’t acceptable. 

“Today.”  Jamie held up a pair of pants for Wendi’s consideration.  Only getting a 

half-shrug she skipped it.  She didn’t want any maybes – only resounding yeses. 

“Why didn’t you stay longer with them?” 

“Mom and I left the men to fend for themselves in the wilderness.  Male 

bonding.” 

“Is that still a problem?  Mike and Dan having time without you?”  

“No.  We aren’t really dating.” 

Wendi ceased her inspection of the jeans table and looked up.  “What does that 

mean?”   

“We’re friends and when Mike isn’t looking we occasionally kiss but it ran out of 

steam with no time to develop properly.” 

“Does that mean you’re a free agent?” 

“I guess.”  Jamie wasn’t really sure.  It didn’t matter.  She wasn’t ready for 

another romance.  She picked up a skirt that was half price and ideal for free dress days.   

The jeans patiently waited long enough and Wendi sifted through looking for a fit 

and color that suited her.  “What are you going to do when you see Jordan?” 

Jamie had wondered the same thing.  Truth was she didn’t have any idea.  

Common sense told her to steer clear and ignore the harpy.  Deep down she knew things 

could have ended up worse than they had that night and an urge existed that wanted to 

clobber her foe.  “She isn’t worth my time.”   

“She could’ve killed you.” 

“The entire class was there.  She couldn’t have killed me.” 

“Whatever.”  They walked into the dressing rooms to try on their latest selections.  

“Peter came back yesterday.”  Wendi said from the next stall over. 

Jamie saw where Wendi was headed.  “Yeah.  I know.”  Wendi figured if Jamie 

was free and Peter had kissed her that nothing would be better than if her two best friends 
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were a couple.  It would have bothered Jamie if she hadn’t once held the same fantasy of 

Wendi dating Mike and completely their quartet.   

“You know already?”  Wendi called back mildly chagrined. 

“Yeah.  We’ve been emailing.”  Jamie shook her head at her reflection when she 

saw the skirt.  It was far too spacious in the derriere or she was lacking.  Either way it 

was wrong.   

“You have?”  There was a bit of edge in Wendi’s tone.  The only reason Jamie 

hadn’t mentioned it sooner was that Wendi would read too much into it the way she was 

then. 

“Not a lot.  He was bored in Wyoming and I guess he didn’t have enough to read 

because he wrote me a couple of times.”  It wasn’t a big deal.  Their electronic interaction 

was dull on top of boring.  Sounded like he was stuck doing chores most of the time and 

his only escape was the computer since there wasn’t a television.  She took the items she 

liked out of the dressing room with her.  “Are you ready?” 

“Not yet.”  The girl could never make up her mind when it came to clothes.  On 

the plus side, Wendi was an only child and her parents indulged her.  She had a healthy 

spending range. 

“I’m going to pay for my stuff.”  Jamie hoped that would light a fire under her 

friend to hurry up.  It was a hope that would likely go unfulfilled. 

The store bristled with shoppers.  Kids of every age shopped back to school sale 

sprees.  Younger ones were with their parents and the older ones, like Jamie, browsed in 

packs.  Every register had a queue.  Jamie waited her turn behind a couple of girls from 

one of the public schools.  She had seen them before but had never met them.  They were 

done shopping for clothes but not men.  They watched a group of guys walking down the 

aisle to the heart of the mall.  Their taste in style was better than their taste in men. 

“Will this be all?”  The cashier asked on script as she put the final item in the 

paper bag. 

“Yes, thank you.”  Jamie swiped her card and typed in her pin. 

“Hey Jamie.”  Paula sauntered up to the cash wrap looking tan and relaxed from 

her country visit. 
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“Hi, I heard you were home.  How was Wyoming?”  Jamie already knew that 

Wendi didn’t enjoy their summer.   

“I’m glad to be in a real city again.”   

“Is your grandmother back to her old self.”  Peter had told Jamie they went to 

Wyoming to help their grandmother recuperate from a bad fall that almost broke her hip. 

“She is.  Thanks for asking.  And she moved in with us so we have three 

generations under one roof.” 

“How is that going?” 

“Great.  She drives my mother nuts more than Mom drives me.” 

Jamie laughed.  “Your mother seems pretty cool.”   

“She is but it’s different when you live with her.  Everything has to be in order 

twenty-four seven in case the President of the United States stops by or something.  It 

doesn’t help that my anal retentive brother never fails her inspections.  Grandma isn’t like 

that.  Watching them cook is comical.  Mother gets out her cookbooks and measures 

everything.  Grandma just starts throwing things into the pot willy-nilly.  Mom’s going to 

need some meds soon.” 

“Who’s the better chef?” 

“Depends.  Both are good in their own right.  For everyday stuff, I’ll say Grandma 

but Mom can outperform when it’s more occasional.” 

“Best of both worlds.” 

“Except I put on a few pounds.”  She patted her belly, which was as tiny as ever.  

“You should come over some time.” 

Jamie and Paula used to hang out often before high school where they got pigeon 

holed into their different cliques.  Paula was in the Honors Club and Jamie was among 

the jocks being on all the school teams; basketball, tennis, softball and she was a 

cheerleader.  “Sure or you could come over to our house.  I guarantee you can mess it up 

all you want and no one would be able to tell.”  She exaggerated but it was far homier 

and more comfy than the sterile environment Paula lived in. 

“Either way.”  Paula said a bit blasé.  “Food’s better at our house.  Did I mention 

Grandma is Italian?” 

“Italian is the best food ever.” 
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“Paula, I need the card.”  Peter walked up and stopped short when he saw Jamie.  

“Hello.” 

“Hi Peter.”  She hadn’t seen him since the party.  To her amazement they smiled 

as if they were glad to see each other.  Their virtual foundation couldn’t be as substantial 

in the real world but it wasn’t eradicated. 

“Here.”  Paula handed him an American Express card.  “Don’t use it all up on 

suits.” 

Peter blushed.  “I’m going more casual this year.”  He already was.  His jeans 

looked pretty faded, from wear and tear, and the red tee completed the combo and it 

worked well for him.  On his feet were white sneakers with a few scuffs and a red brown 

tint from the farmland around the side of the soles.  He was in the same clothes in his 

photo without the cap.  The picture didn’t do him justice. 

Paula enjoyed the uncomfortable moment in her spectator role.  “Another good 

thing about Grandma moving in is she gets Peter to relax a little.  I swear we can’t really 

be related let alone twins.” 

He shot his sister a soft brotherly glare.  Jamie got them plenty from Mike.  It said 

– you bug me but you are my sister so I’ll let it slide. 

“Kind of seems like you got all the fun genes.”  Jamie jested. 

“She claimed dibs before I was born.”   

“You were born first?”  Jamie asked Paula. 

“27 minutes earlier.”  She stated proudly. 

“Which isn’t even a hundredth of a percent considering how old we are now.”  

Peter added.  It didn’t matter who was older – being a boy, taller and more reserved, Peter 

was perceived as the eldest.  At least he came off that way when he wasn’t quoting 

minute fractions to defend his age. 

“Not even a thousandth.”  Jamie amended. 

“Don’t take his side.”  Paula frowned.  “I think it’s clear who is more mature 

between the two of us.” 

They both said, “I am.” 

Behind the quibbling twins were the two girls from the public school.  They were 

checking Peter out from head to toe like a fresh piece of man meat.   
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“Peter and Paula.”  Wendi walked out at last to make her purchase.  “How’s life 

treating you?” 

“Life is treating me well.  My sister is needlessly picking on me.”  Peter gave his 

friend a warm hug. 

Wendi embraced Paula next.  “I was worried you guys would change while you 

were gone.” 

“Why change perfection?”  Paula pined.   

“I can think of a few reasons.”  Peter muttered almost inaudibly. 

Paula ignored him with the precision of a sibling.  “How was DC?  I loved the 

picture of you two at the Lincoln Memorial.” 

Wendi cocked her head to Jamie who in turn gave an odd expression to Peter.  

Jamie had sent him a photo on his request.  That particular picture was her favorite 

because they were both laughing and still looked good.  She blushed at how it must have 

seemed to Paula and Wendi that they exchanged photos. 

“Someone likes to peak over my shoulder when I work on my laptop.”  Peter half 

apologized to Jamie and half scolded to his sister. 

“I didn’t think it would be so fun but I am glad I went.”  Wendi answered.  

“Sounded too educational for me.  It was but still really entertaining.” 

“The picture was cute.  Wasn’t it Peter?”  Paula gave a knowing smile to Jamie.  

Like Wendi, she saw more in the emails than random ramblings of two dispassionate 

teenagers with too much time to kill. 

Another matchmaker working the Peter-Jamie angle.  Jamie sighed unable to 

articulate a better defense. 

“Don’t we need to get going?  We’re supposed to be home for supper.”  Peter 

hinted. 

“We’ll never make it.  Someone is going to need help if he plans to ditch his 

uptight apparel and that is going to take a lot of time.” 

Peter hung his head to be the butt of yet another joke.  “I’m sure the nurses mixed 

you up with my true sister because you aren’t like the rest of us.”  It was believable 

except for their undeniable resemblance. 
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“Every family has one black sheep.”  Jamie teased glad to help him put his sister 

in her place. 

“Again you stick up for him.”  Paula’s already irksome smile broadened. 

“See you at school.”  Peter dismissed and ambled off to menswear in hushed 

conversation with his sister – clearly reprimanding her ill conduct. 

“Is it me or did he fill out over the summer?”  Wendi asked eyeing her friend. 

“Farm living was good to him.”  Jamie watched him walk away.  It wasn’t just the 

clothes or the shoes or the upper body or that his hair needed a cut for the first time she 

could remember.  He seemed different and yet more himself.  He was comfortable around 

her and he never had been.  The truce had held over the summer cemented with mindless 

electronic ramblings. 

The two girls from the check out line were spying their prey escape.  Jamie 

couldn’t blame them.  It was a pleasant sight. 

“Is this the first time you’ve seen him since the party?” 

“Yeah.”  Jamie snapped to attention realizing that Wendi was scrutinizing her as 

she scrutinized Peter.  “Let’s grab lunch.” 
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Back to School 

The first day of school was rather agreeable considering the arduous year they had 

ahead of them.  During the long summer Jamie only saw her brother’s friends, the cheer 

squad and Wendi and she enjoyed catching up with all her old classmates that didn’t fall 

into those categories.  Wendi and her had the first three classes together.  She didn’t have 

any with Mike or Dan.  

On Sister Margaret’s suggestion, they were kept apart.  She declared that although 

they were never directly implicated in any shenanigans, they were always suspects.  The 

chatter that they were behind the erased video on the security at Saint Francis was the last 

straw.  Jamie didn’t think it was fair if they didn’t have solid proof. 

Jordan gave Jamie a wide berth and Jamie didn’t mind one bit.  Tobey made the 

gratuitous effort to apologize for his part in the clash that ensued at the party.  He wasn’t 

a bad guy.  Just thick and easily duped by manipulative women, even skanky ones.   

Jamie had a free period before lunch and she organized all the information she 

collected from her first three classes.  It was going to be a tough year but she was a good 

student and pulled down a 3.5 average without a great deal of focus.  She was happy with 

that.  Well, math had gotten harder.  She had to work to stay in the A-range junior year 

and she didn’t care to continue the extra effort.  AP Calculus would take more effort and 

a high B was a lofty goal. 

Jamie sat at the regular lunch table waiting for her usual crew when the student 

body flooded out of the building.  Sara was first to see her.  Predicatively she had 

forgiven Mike and they were back on the path to harmony killing all hopes and dreams of 

a Mike-Wendi union.  But as far as second best options went, Sara was wonderful and 

Jamie’s next closest girl friend.  Mike, Dan and Bill were there shortly after and they 

discussed their many views on their new workload keeping the moans and groans to a 

minimum.   

“Isn’t that an unnatural gathering?”  Mike’s head jerked to a table on the outskirts 

of the lunch area where Peter, Kirk and Cameron sat.  What was odd was they were all 

from different cliques.  Peter was an honor student, Kirk was in the creative artistic 

crowd, and Cameron was the student body president.   
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“I’ll be back.”  Dan got up and headed directly to the odd table.   

“Aren’t we seniors now?  Shouldn’t things be breezy?”  Bill poked at his 

sandwich feeling overwhelmed after three months of idle thinking and thrown back into 

schoolwork full force. 

“Not until next semester.”  Sara said as she fed a fry to Mike. 

Jamie withheld the urge to roll her eyes.  Instead she watched the bizarre 

collection of guys talking seriously.  Dan sat with them and the others were doing the 

talking.  He nodded as they explained.   

Peter looked up and caught Jamie’s eye.  He waved at her and she hastily looked 

down at her lunch.  Peripherally she noticed Dan snapping his fingers at Peter to pay 

attention. 

“Any of you guys taking AP Calculus?”  Jamie knew Mike wasn’t but didn’t 

know if the others had stayed on for the duration of math. 

“Not a chance.  It wasn’t required.”  Bill said.  “Like I need that on top of 

everything else.” 

“Me neither.”  Sara confirmed. 

“And Dan took it last year.”  She added with disappointment.  What was the point 

of them all taking Geometry summer after freshman year if they didn’t plan to finish up 

with Calculus?  “That’s my next class.” 

“Good luck.”  Mike jabbed his sister.  “What about Wendi?” 

“She is in Math IV this year.” 

“Weren’t you the star of the math team in eighth grade?”  Bill asked. 

“I wasn’t the star and that was ages ago.” 

“What did you get in Math IV?” 

“A minus.” 

“That’s hardly going to dent your GPA.”  He didn’t see the dilemma. 

Jamie forced a grin at Bill.  “I had to work at it.” 

“Poor thing.  Drop it.  Take an elective.”   

Jamie tossed the idea around in her head.  Lunch was ending and Dan still hadn’t 

returned.  She cleared her tray and trudged to her math class debating the pros and cons 

of dropping it for an easier elective.  She wouldn’t mind an art class for the fun of it but 
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she never got an A in art in all her life.  But then again, art wasn’t going to be the time 

suck on her social schedule especially if it was Pottery or Painting which had almost no 

homework.   

Father Luke wrote notes on the board when Jamie walked into the classroom.  

None of her usual pals were in the mix and only one other girl, Heidi.  There were ten 

students in the class including Jamie.  She took a seat at the back of the room and 

weighed her options in favor of dropping.  Her parents wouldn’t be happy.  If she really 

wanted to do it, and she did, she should at least get their passive approval before she 

rescheduled.   

Jamie drew a line down a clean page in her notebook and scribbled down pros and 

cons.  She had twelve pros to dropping and only one con – her father would be 

disappointed. 

Peter and Cameron waltzed in from their lunch meeting and upon seeing her by 

her lonesome took the two seats to her left.  “Are you the only jock willing to take on 

more math?”  Cameron poked fun at her. 

“Yes and I am seriously considering dropping it from my schedule.”   

“You are not.”  Peter scoffed. 

She showed him her notes. 

“Why?”    

“What do I need more math for?” 

“That’s a mistake.  You’re good at math.”     

“It doesn’t come as easy as it use to.”   

“We can study together.”  He looked away as if it wasn’t the most outrageous 

offer he ever made, which it was. 

Even after their virtual friendship, that was a big leap forward.  “One night and 

I’m forgiven for everything?”  Was he really that grateful that she stood up for him?   

“Class.”  Father Luke called for silence. 

“Maybe.”  Peter said quieter. 

“The last time we hung out you promptly ran down a list of my imperfections up 

to and including the never forgotten broken arm incident.” 

“Broken arm?”  He pretended not to recall.  “Doesn’t ring any bells.” 
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Jamie focused on the priest who was reviewing from the year before. 

“Anyway, I was going to ask you for help in physics.”  Peter added. 

“I’m not taking physics.”  She had taken it the year before like all normal juniors.  

Looking back, it didn’t make sense that Peter hadn’t done the same. 

“But you aced the final and physics is all word problems.  I stink at word 

problems.”   

“I didn’t bother to remember any of it.” 

“Fine.  Never mind and drop the class.  That’s easy.”  He gave in. 

Jamie fumed in her seat seeing that the road to friendly had some stumbling 

blocks yet to overcome.  After class she approached her teacher.  “Father, what are the 

chances of me dropping this class for a different elective?” 

“I don’t think you should but we can do that.”  Of course he wouldn’t like the 

idea.  He had a doctorate in math.  It was his second religion.  Or was Catholicism 

second? 

“Well, I was just kicking it around.  Is it okay if I talk to my parents first?” 

“You should and you have all week before your schedule is locked.” 

“Thanks.”  Jamie left and found Peter leaning against the wall outside the door.  

“Did you drop it?”  He pushed off and followed her down the hall. 

“Not yet.  I need to get the okay from my parents first.” 

“Do they ever tell you no?” 

“Often, why do you think we bypass the rules so often.” 

“Bypass.”  He gave a laugh that was somewhere between derisive and amused.  

“That’s a nice spin for breaking them.” 

It was a fifty-fifty chance Jamie’s parents would approve of her decision.  On the 

even odds she didn’t get out of math, Peter’s help would be worth her while.  “If I can’t 

drop it, will you really help me?” 

“Either way I was hoping to talk you into helping me with AP Physics.” 

“Deal.”  They shook on it.  Word problems were a breeze for her and if that was 

his only block, she merely needed to start the problem and he could do the math. 

Jamie mentally rehearsed different scenarios on how to broach the subject with 

her parents.  Dinner was the ordinary talk about their days with superfluous interest on 
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the new school year.  Before she could segue to her intended topic her father bragged 

about how great she was at math and all her resolve dissolved like sugar in water.  Her 

mother was someone Jamie didn’t mind challenging but she would always be a daddy’s 

girl. 

The next day in class Jamie slumped in her seat by Peter.   

“Staying?”  He guessed accurately from her posture. 

“I never even ask.  I chickened out.” 

“I didn’t think anything could scare you.”  He chortled far too happy at her 

misery.  “How’s Thursdays work for you?” 

“Thursdays?” 

“For studying.  I would prefer Saturdays but something tells me a dazzling 

socialite like yourself likes to keep her weekends opened.” 

Only a nerd would set up study time on Saturdays but she didn’t like the idea of 

Thursday either.  She was a procrastinator and often had to catch up from the time poorly 

spent.  “Sunday evenings are better.”  It would be a good way to jump-start the weeks. 

“Sunday then.  Do you want to come to my house?” 

It was the second time in less than a week she was invited to the forbidden 

fortress.  “Sure.”  She would have preferred her home if it wasn’t always so noisy and 

messy compared to his.  There was the added bonus that he was next door to Wendi and 

she could pay her a quick visit on her way in or out. 

“How’s six?” 

“Perfect.” 
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Go Team 

Half the cheer team had graduated the year before and with all her persuasion 

Jamie convinced Wendi to tryout.  Thanks to the fact that the only person as qualified for 

the last slot was Jordan, and Sara wasn’t going to allow her on the squad after her 

outburst at the end of school year party, Wendi was a cheerleader.  They polished off 

their routines on Tuesday and Thursday and were ready for their opening game that 

Friday.   

“Stop fussing with your skirt.”  Jamie finished the French braid in Wendi’s hair. 

“Why do they need to be so short?” 

“To show off your legs.”  Sara tried to get Wendi to see the positive side and relax 

her nerves.  “Chill.  We aren’t going to do anything fancy for this game.  Too many 

newbies.” 

“I can’t believe you talked me into this.”  Wendi hissed to Jamie. 

“You look gorgeous.  Kirk won’t be able to keep his eyes off you.”  Or his hands 

for that matter. 

“Why did you have to mention him?”  Wendi pulled at the skirt again and 

unwittingly showed the top of her undies.  Jamie fixed it.  Kirk and Wendi had gone out 

on a few dates over the summer.  It was a matter of time before it was official but until 

they were, Wendi was going to stress. 

Wendi would be fine once she was on the field.  Jamie remembered her first game 

cheering.  There must have been a hidden performer within because some of the cheers 

were very flirty in nature and she never considered herself a coquette.  At least it cured 

her of the sudden bouts of muteness that overtook her when she was near a cute guy. 

Jamie pushed Wendi’s shoulders to move her out of the locker room and onto the 

field.  The resistance from Wendi was all propaganda.  She knew her fate was sealed.  

The sun sank and the football team ran their warm up drills.   

Jamie was apprehensive about the game but for a very different reason.  Dan and 

Mike were bumped up to starting quarterback and center respectively and they were 

going to be hit a lot from a bunch of loutish men.  A shutter ran through her as she 

wondered why a sport would involve so much rough contact. 
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“If you yank on your skirt once more I’m going to smack you.”  Jamie threatened 

seeing Wendi tug for the hundredth time.  Wendi’s glower was cut short when fear 

replaced annoyance. 

“Let’s get rowdy!”  Sara shouted out to the stands and the student section was on 

their feet in an uproar.   

After riling up the crowd the squad held up poles attached to a giant poster that 

had the school logo painted on the front.  The players broke through to a standing 

ovation.  If Jamie didn’t know their numbers, she wouldn’t be able to distinguish Dan and 

Mike through all their gear and helmets.  The ball was kicked to start the game and the 

girls kept an eye on the action to run through the appropriate cheers.   

They were down seven points at the half when the cheerleaders performed their 

routine.  Sara was a real drill sergeant and the squad was in perfect synch and step.  And 

Wendi needn’t have worried.  She did great. 

After the players came out from the lockers to start the second half, Dan whistled 

her over and she willingly obliged.  Most of the other players were geared up, helmets 

and all, but he held his at his side. 

“You look pretty adorable in that outfit.”  His eyes candidly ran up and down her 

with appreciation. 

“Focus.”  She teased enjoying the flattery but also noting that the skirt was on the 

short side. 

“I’m trying.”  Dan moved to kiss her but stopped knowing it wasn’t allowed in 

such a public forum.  “You know it’s this very uniform that made me chase you.” 

“I didn’t know that.”  Jamie blushed and felt the dying embers of their romance 

sparkle. 

“Can I get a kiss after the game?”  His smoky eyes twinkled at the suggestion. 

“I’m not sure I want to kiss you if you lose.”  It was an idle threat and Dan knew 

it. 

“Ow!  We’re beating the spread.  Isn’t that enough for you?” 

“We’ll see.”  Maybe there was more flirt in her than she cared to admit. 

“It’s a bet.” 
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“Dan!”  The coach hollered and he ran out on the field to restart the game 

invigorated with the hope of a prize. 

All was going smoothly considering they were tied with only two minutes left in 

the second half and they had the ball with thirty yards to go.  The ball snapped and one of 

the giants from the other team barged through the frontlines and slammed into Mike in an 

attempt to get to Dan before he threw the pass.  The brute was too late.  Number eleven, 

the second string running back, barely caught the ball with the tips of his fingers and 

swerved through the opposing forces to score a touchdown.  The school was on their feet 

– everyone except Mike who hadn’t gotten up after his hit. 

Dan and Bill assisted him to the bench.  Mike was winded but insisted he was 

okay.  Claimed it was more pride than physical injury.  They missed the field goal but 

there wasn’t enough time for the other team to catch up and St. Mary’s won the game.   

Jamie and Sara ran to her brother to see how badly he was hurt.  Sara gave him a 

big kiss.  “You were great.” 

“Until I got knocked on my ass.  It isn’t bad.”  Mike said braving the pain and 

leveraging for more affection. 

“My hero.”  Sara gave him a long loud smack and Jamie wasn’t the only one that 

turned awkwardly away at the public display of affection. 

The team was helmetless as they gathered to check on their fallen comrade.  The 

same number eleven who scored the winning touchdown was right behind her.  Jamie 

was floored.  It was Peter.  She hadn’t heard that he had been promoted to the varsity 

team this year but there he was grinning at her.   

Peter gave her a head nod as Dan slapped him on the back causing him to step 

forward from the impact.  “I didn’t think you were going to catch that for a second.” 

“I almost didn’t.”  Peter said magnanimously.  He wasn’t a wealth of humility but 

sports were not his best asset and he saved his bravado for the classroom. 

The players and cheerleaders went to clean up after all the activity.  Dan held 

Jamie back so they would be the last to enter the locker rooms.  Pulling her to the side for 

some discretion he requested pay up.  “I believe you owe me a kiss.” 

“Now?” 

He nodded.  “Now before you change.” 
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She rolled her eyes and fulfilled her promise.   

“Tell me again are we dating or not.” 

“We’re friends with benefits.” 

“I can live with that.” 

Jamie walked into the girls’ locker room with that warm fuzzy feeling she got 

after kissing Dan.  He was revved up from the game and she was still the main girl in his 

life but the flame had faded between them.  There was a time when any kiss would evoke 

a stronger reaction and he didn’t even sneak in a second when he had the chance.   

“Did you have fun?”  Jamie asked Wendi who was out of the shower and 

changing into her street clothes. 

Wendi bobbed her head.  “It wasn’t that bad.” 

“I’ll hurry.”  Jamie washed up in record time and they opted out of the after 

celebration too pooped to party.  Dan and Mike had gone on without her or even so much 

as an urging for her to change her mind.  Another sign it was over.  They got to Jamie’s 

and prepped for bed. 

“Can you believe that Peter scored the winning touchdown?”  Wendi said leaning 

on the doorjamb as Jamie brushed her teeth.  “I bet he’s the hit of the party.”   

Jamie spat out the toothpaste.  “Like he needs more obsessed girl fans.” 

“He has gotten kind of hunky in his old age.” 

Reflexively she nodded.  “Do you realize we didn’t have one lunch together this 

week?” 

“I know.  It sucks.  We have different sets of friends.” 

“Let’s make a pact to eat one lunch together per week without the baggage.” 

“That’s a plan.”   

Wendi’s phone rang as they crawled into Jamie’s queen bed.  “Peter.”  She 

announced as she checked caller ID.  “How’s the big football star?”  She cooed into the 

phone.  “We came home.  We were wiped out.  All that cheering to get you guys to come 

back from behind takes a lot out of a girl…” Of course Wendi didn’t mention how 

opposed to cheering she was before the game started.  “I’m at Jamie’s for the night…  

Here, he wants to talk to you.”  She held out the phone. 

“Hey, don’t do that.”  Peter’s voice pleaded on the other end of the receiver. 
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“Too late.”  Jamie answered and gave Wendi a mad shake of her head.  “How 

does it feel to be the hero of the game?” 

“Kind of good.” 

It was quiet on his end and she figured he had skipped the party as well.  “You did 

us proud.”   

There was a momentary pause while he pondered if he should speak his mind and 

then he did.  “But not good enough to get a reward kiss.” 

She flushed.  “You saw that?” 

“The whole team won the game.  It isn’t fair if you don’t spread the love around.” 

“That’s sick.  It was kind of a bet.” 

“Better than Vegas.  Next time let me know when the bookie is open.” 

“I’ll give you back to Wendi.”  His joking made Jamie uncomfortable. 

“Hi again…  I’ll stop by tomorrow.”  Wendi closed the phone and stared at Jamie. 

“What?” 

“You do appreciate he is smitten with you?” 

“I don’t know about that.  He just likes to aggravate me.” 

“Because he likes you.” 

“He doesn’t even know me.  I’m your trouble maker friend in his eyes.”  Before 

they could continue Jamie put things to an abrupt end.  “We should get some sleep.” 
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The Wager 

“Where are you going?”  Mike asked as Jamie botched her undetected exit past 

his room on her way to study with Peter. 

“Going out – with some friends – I’ll be back later.”  It was their standard 

response to their parents when pressed for details. 

Thankfully he took it as a joke.  “Tell Wendi hi for me.” 

Jamie nodded and left without giving him the real scoop.  Once she was at Peter’s 

house she parked on the far side – opposite Wendi’s.  Mike wasn’t the only person she 

neglected to mention her plans to. 

“Welcome.”  Peter said holding Scooby’s collar so he wouldn’t jump on her. 

“That’s a mighty big dog.”  Jamie liked animals but preferred them lap size 

opposed to elephant size. 

“He’s a Great Dane.  Don’t worry.  He likes you.” 

If that was how he treated people he liked, she was glad to not be on the bad list.  

Tentatively she reached out and patted his enormous head.  Seeing that the dog enjoyed it 

she scratched his ears.  He was the sweetest thing, which contradicted the image the bulk 

and muscle sent out.   

“He doesn’t like everyone.  You should consider yourself privileged.” 

“Picky like his owner.”  Jamie got a smirk out of him for that jab.  The house was 

too quiet or maybe hers was too loud.  “Where is everyone?”   

“Mom and Dad went out for their weekly date and that usually means Paula is out 

with some friends.  Don’t worry, we aren’t alone.”  He walked her to the kitchen where 

his grandmother was fixing dinner.  “Grandma, this is Jamie.” 

“Hi Jamie.”  She said brightly.  If she was sick that summer she didn’t look it.  

“Did you eat yet?”   

“No I haven’t.”  Jamie had meant to grab a bite before hand but time got away 

from her.  She wasn’t used to eating before six.  Even if she had, she couldn’t resist the 

delicious aroma filling the house.  A hunger pain rumbled quietly inside as if affirming 

the need for food. 

“Good.”  The septuagenarian said. 
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“We can take plates to my room.”  Peter stated.  “We have to study.” 

“You most certainly will not.”  His grandmother scolded and pointed to the 

dinning set.  “Sit.” 

“If we’re eating at the table, I’ll do the serving.  You aren’t supposed to overdo 

it.”  He countered ordered mimicking her posture.  “Sit.” 

“Look who’s gotten so demanding?  You really shouldn’t put up with such a 

bossy boyfriend.” 

“I’m not his girlfriend.”  Jamie eyes dropped inelegantly.  “We’re friends.”  Even 

that felt like a stretch to her but they were sort of on their way. 

“Oh.”  The lady had the same smile as Peter but hers was accentuated with well-

worn wrinkles. 

Peter put salads before them and placed a breadbasket and the lasagna in the 

center of the table. 

“This is fantastic.”  Jamie complimented as she dug in.  “The dressing is 

incredible – sweet with a little bit of spice.”  The lasagna was the best she ever eaten.  

And even the bread was tastier than ordinary garlic toast. 

“It’s a family recipe.”  His grandmother answered pleased to see the kids scoop 

up their meal with enthusiasm.  “What are you two going to study?” 

“Math and physics.”  Peter only spoke after he swallowed his mouthful.   

“I never used either outside of school.”  She teased.  “You’d think they could 

teach you more practical skills.”   

Jamie snickered.   

“She’s lying.”  Peter glanced up for a reaction.  “Grandma is a real card shark.” 

“I’m lucky.” 

“She kicks our butts every time at every game.” 

“Wisdom comes with age.” 

“And what about your stock portfolio?  More ripened wisdom?” 

“What can I say?  When you’re hot, you’re hot.” 

“How do you like California?”  Jamie asked. 

“It’s nice to be in a full house and I couldn’t get better weather anywhere but I 

miss my independence.” 
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“Peter is a real control freak.” 

“Not Pete, but his mother.  I think they accidently mixed her up at the hospital 

because I didn’t raise her to be so strict.” 

“Happens a lot in your family, does it?”  She joked to Peter who had sad 

something very nearly the same about his sister. 

“That or the OCD usually skips a generation until me.”  He took a fierce bite of 

garlic bread and gave her a mock glare. 

“I’ll break you of the habit.”  The old woman promised and Jamie believed her.   

“Let me do the dishes.”  Jamie offered taking the empty plates from the table.   

“Not when you’re a guest in my home you won’t.  Get to your studying.”  Seeing 

Peter’s warning stare she added, “I’ll go extra slow to conserve my energy.  We all know 

how death-defying washing dishes can be.  Now get out of my kitchen.” 

“She’s great.”  Jamie said following him through the house. 

“And leave the door opened.”  His grandmother yelled after them. 

“I will.”  He called back pink in the face.   

His room was as immaculate as the first time she saw it and the only change was a 

second chair set up at his desk.  They opted to sit on the floor and lean against his bed.  

Too chivalrous to let his needs go first, they started with math.  It was a good plan since 

she only needed a sounding board for things to stick better.  They did their homework 

with only the intermittent disruption when she prompted for a reminder on some of the 

harder problems. 

After an hour of calculus they moved on to physics.  He understood the concepts 

but couldn’t work out the word problems.  The paragraphs hid the equations from him. 

“Read the problem again.”  She said as she drew out the story in stick figures on 

her paper.   

He obeyed and looked at the drawing.  The equation came easy for him after that.  

“I don’t know why I can’t get this.”  It really frustrated him that he had a mental block in 

his way.  His fantastic intellect had an Achilles heal. 

“I’ll read it this time and you draw.”  Jamie grabbed his book and recited the 

problem.   
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“Go slower.”  Peter asked a little curtly and sensing his rudeness added, “Please.”  

The math was simple but the task to find it in the words was grueling. 

She scooted over and saw only a stick figure of the man that was about to toss a 

ball off a cliff.  “How tall is the cliff?”   

He wrote down the height. 

“And how high does he toss the ball before gravity stops it and it drops to the 

ground?” 

He added a line of motion and noted the distance.  “Okay.”  He saw the equation 

and solved the problem.  “Next question.” 

She was leaning over his shoulder and when he lifted his head they were 

practically touching.  His eyes dropped to her mouth.  She scooted back to her original 

spot clearing her throat as she did.  “Er,” she stuttered, “let’s see.”  And she read the next 

problem out loud. 

That time he had the numbers but he mixed up the heights.  When she repeated 

the scenario he corrected it.  He got the last problem the first go around and was pleased 

with his success.  He looked back at his clock that read eight thirty.  “Not too bad.”  

“Not bad at all.”  She agreed and then there was an uncomfortable hush.  They 

had nothing to discuss in common and they were through their assignments. 

Finally he broke the calm.  “I guess we’ll be seeing each other every Saturday and 

Sunday for a few weeks – every day with class.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Dan wants you guys to be part of the war games.” 

“I’m not involved with that.”  She had forgotten about the tradition he had 

mentioned months earlier.  It must have been why Dan joined their lunchtime powwow.   

“Not likely that he’s going to excuse his brilliant girlfriend when there’ll be trivia 

involved.” 

“I’m not brilliant and I’m not his girlfriend.”   

He gave her a smirk. 

“We’re just like you and Wendi.” 

“Hardly.  I don’t look at Wendi like I want to see her naked.” 

“Hey.” 
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He rolled his eyes.  “I find that very hard to believe.  The only thing I can’t figure 

out is why you keep it so secret.  I mean, Mike must have discovered you’re together by 

now assuming he was why you didn’t go public.”  Peter knew Mike’s reputation for 

warding off aggressive suitors.  Mike had scared off a few guys that had crossed the line 

from interest to harassment when their admiration for Jamie was unwelcomed. 

“If you must know, we were but we aren’t anymore.”  Why was she even 

bothering to explain it to him?  It was as relevant to his life as the price of tea in China. 

Peter mulled the remark over as he gave her the once over for signs of deceit.  “So 

let’s go out.” 

Jamie stared blankly at him for a moment in disbelief.  “Peter, we are barely 

getting to be friends.”  Suddenly she felt very aware that she was alone with him and in 

his bedroom.  It must have been meant as a joke.  The comment wasn’t the least bit funny 

but it made no sense. 

“You’re a betting woman.  Let’s put a wager on it.  If you’re on the team, you’ll 

go out with me.” 

“I’m not playing.” 

“You will.  I bet they’ll make you the leader.  As close as Dan and Mike have 

gotten they aren’t going to be able to deal with the other calling the shots.  They’ll name 

you so they can each try to run things through you.  And you’ll allow it to a degree.” 

A little insulted and a lot annoyed she contradicted him again.  “I’m not playing in 

testosterone fueled games least of all be the leader.”   

“Girls play.  Wendi and Paula are on our team.” 

“I should get home.”  She stood up irritated that a pleasant evening ended on the 

same foul note of conflict they had since the broken arm. 

“Do we have a bet?”  Peter held out his hand.  “If you play you have to go out 

with me.” 

“And what do I get if I don’t?” 

“I have to go out with you.”  Seeing that wasn’t flying he dared, “Name it.” 

Jamie tried to think of something that would raise the stakes high, too high and he 

would be coerced to back down.  “You have to be nice to Dan and Mike for a week.” 
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That made Peter consider things more scrupulously and his open-palm retracted.  

“Define nice.” 

“They get to decide.  You have to do whatever they ask within reason.” 

He lost his cocky air.  “And who decides what is reasonable?” 

“I will.  If they ask you to do anything questionable you let me know and I’ll 

make the final call.” 

He ran his hand through his hair.  “It’s a real date?  Just us?” 

“This is a foolish bet.  I’m not going to play and you’ll have to do whatever they 

ask.  And believe me if they can’t make you do anything too ridiculous they will still 

make it hell.” 

“I have complete faith that they will do their worst.” 

“This is the dumbest bet you’ll ever make.” 

“Jocks aren’t going to beat us.”  Peter thought out loud.  “The honors team has 

won for the last four years and we aren’t going to relinquish that record to a bunch of 

meatheads, no offense.”  Of course he meant it to offend.  “But if they stand a chance 

they’ll need you to play.”  He stretched his hand out again to shake on it.  “This is the 

easiest bet ever.” 

“No.  This is ludicrous.”  She threw her palms up in surrender. 

“You chicken out a lot.”  He goaded. 

That was something Jamie couldn’t take.  Not from Peter.  She seized his hand 

and the smuggest smile crossed his face.   

“And I’ll expect a good night kiss if you’re the leader.”  He amended before 

releasing her. 

“Thanks for your help on math.”  She said bitterly.  She was thankful until the 

end.   

His grandmother was dozing off in a recliner reading a book as they tiptoed to the 

door. 

On her windshield was a note from Wendi.  “Stop by when you are 

done with your date.”  She crumpled it up and went to Wendi’s house. 

“I got it.”  Wendi shouted as she opened the door.  “Well, if my two best friends 

don’t think they are too clever.” 
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“We were studying and I didn’t tell you because you would mistakenly read into 

it.”  Like thinking it was a date as her note stated. 

“And why didn’t Peter tell me?” 

If she had ever considered Peter baffling he had topped all prior rankings that 

night.  “I don’t know why Peter does anything.  Ask him.”  She bit out. 

“Wendi, it’s too late for company.”  Her father called from inside the house. 

“Okay.”  She answered.  “We’ll talk tomorrow.” 

“Promise?”  Jamie sassed as she marched to her car.  She sped home and parked 

in her usual spot in her drive.  Dan’s car was parked out front.   

Throwing her bag on the floor and rolling on her bed she tried to understand what 

had happened.  Had Peter’s opinion of her gone full circle from poison to passion?  “No 

way.”  She huffed out to no one but herself.  Rerunning the dialogue it had been too fast 

to keep track.  Was he that much smarter or did he have an interchange prepared?  Did he 

even have trouble with word problems or was that more subterfuge?   

“Hey there gorgeous.”  Dan walked into her room on his way out.  “I’m glad you 

came back before I left.”  He gave her a big hug. 

“What’s up?”  She hid her bitter mood. 

“Just discussing things with Mike.  We’ll talk about it later.” 

Dread sunk in as she immediately assumed he was already planning her role in 

their stupid war games.  She nodded and he gave her a quick peck on the cheek before 

leaving.  She threw herself down on the bed and wondered what she got herself into. 
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The Asset 

Wendi wanted details and therefore couldn’t bring up the study session during 

class.  Jamie tried to slip past her at lunch to avoid the inevitable inquisition.  Wendi was 

a step ahead and ensnared her in the food line.  Dropping her tray on the table Jamie slid 

into her seat.  “Shoot.”  She challenged. 

“What happened?”  Wendi leaned in keen for every juicy tidbit. 

“Nothing.  We did our math homework and then I helped him with the word 

problems in physics.” 

Wendi sat silently as she processed the information. 

“He’ll tell you the same.”  Jamie added for emphasis. 

Wendi sat back disappointed in the lack of pizzazz.  “Oh he did.  But when he 

told me he had a silly grin on his face and when you told me you practically growled.” 

“I don’t know where this improbable crush manifested from but I can promise 

you it’s one sided.” 

“Well that’s some progress.  At least you acknowledge he’s infatuated.” 

“Infatuated?”  She rolled her eyes at the hyperbole.  “Maybe he likes messing 

with my head.” 

“How can he mess with your head if you don’t like him?” 

“Reaction isn’t the same thing as attraction.  They are actually two different 

things which is why they have separate words with distinct definitions.”  Nothing was 

going to satisfy Wendi outside of an engagement ring.  “We hardly ever eat together and 

you want to parse sentences.  I’m not over Dan yet and I am not interested in your 

sadistic friend that until recently only remembered everything I ever did wrong.” 

Wendi’s eyebrows arched for a moment.  “Fine.  How are things with you and 

Dan?” 

“Weird.”  Jamie didn’t care to talk about him much more than Peter but it was 

slightly less annoying.  “Are you playing these war games?” 

“Like I have a choice.”  Wendi sighed partly to stop talking about boys and partly 

to discuss the games.   
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Usually boys would take precedent but Jamie needed information about what was 

going on to better understand what happened and why.  “What are they?” 

“We pick teams of four and each team has a leader.  Once that is decided we draw 

cards to see which contest goes first, one contest for each team.  Usually there is a trivia 

challenge, some sort of display of talent and then some kind of mastermind game.” 

Sounded like each team had an advantage in each contest.  “And the honor kids 

always win?” 

“Usually but this is the first year that we had a new team.” 

“So there will be four tests.”   

“They’ll have to be.  Are you playing?” 

“No.” 

“How did you get out of it?” 

“I haven’t even been asked but I’m not playing either way.  They’ll probably pick 

guys from the team.”  Jamie hoped against hope but if it came down to it, she would 

flatly decline and not give them a chance to change her mind.  It was conceptual.  There 

had never been an occasion to stand up to both her brother and Dan at the same time 

before. 

“They’ll need some brain power.  It’s very strategic and Peter is excellent at 

reading people’s strengths and weaknesses.  If they want to play and not come in last they 

are going to need some smarts, organization and a little bit of flare.” 

“So whoever wins the most games wins?  What if they each win one?” 

“Each contest has a total of 100 points to win.  If it’s a simple first, second, third, 

fourth, they’ll divvy them up into 40, 30, 20 and 10.  Sometimes the points are more 

creative but the leaders make the call on what is allowed and what isn’t.  If there is a tie, 

we try to stump each other.” 

Peter had stressed that she was going to be the leader.  She hadn’t even been 

asked to play.  How could she be a candidate for team captain?  “And who are the 

leaders?” 

“That is up to each group.  According to our notes from past honors captains, they 

voted on a captain and then they pick the other three players from willing participants.” 

“Willing?”  That was good to hear.  She wasn’t eligible by those standards. 
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“Unless you’re a wimp like me and can’t say no when your best friend puts the 

pressure on you.” 

Two things crossed her mind.  Was she sturdier than Wendi when it came to 

standing up to her friends?  And how could Peter force her hand?  “Peter is making you 

play?” 

“He was fine with me skipping out until your boyfriend put his hat in the ring.  

Then he said he couldn’t risk it and needs his best players.  And he isn’t the worst.  Paula 

had a sit down with me to make sure I understood how important this nonsense is.”  From 

the sound of it, Wendi didn’t hear the meaning behind the words. 

Translation, Peter wasn’t sure they would win.  A smile brightened Jamie’s dreary 

face. 

“What?” 

“Peter thinks they can win.”  Jamie purposely used the pronoun they to exclude 

herself. 

“He’s worried if you play.” 

Her grin vanished.  “Why?” 

“You’re the smartest one in your group.” 

It wasn’t true.  Dan and Mike had better grades than her and it didn’t matter 

considering the brainpower in the honor club.  “I’m still far behind you and Peter.  You 

guys get straight A’s.” 

“Doesn’t make us smarter, just more disciplined.  Anyway, the team answers as 

one and you’ll bring the tough answers.  And he’s scared of it coming down to a 

tiebreaker.  The whole team creates the stump questions but only the captain answers if it 

goes to sudden death.  He expects the questions to be wordy and he can get confused 

finding the real problem through the haze.” 

So Peter really did have a mental block to word problems.  “He’s getting over 

that.”  And Jamie was helping him.  Then an epiphany struck.  The bet was a ploy to keep 

her out of the game.  It made perfect sense.  He didn’t want to go out with her.  She was 

the ringer in his misguided perception.  She was tempted to throw her name in the mix 

out of anger and call off their study sessions.  But that meant they would have a date that 

neither wanted and it would be a horrible evening. 
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“Play.”  Wendi said simply.  “It will be more fun if we’re both on teams.” 

Peter wanted her to play and Jamie automatically said no.  Mike and Dan will 

undoubtedly put pressure on her and she’ll resist.  Wendi’s mere admission that she will 

make it more fun was almost an automatic yes.  Best friends have that kind of power over 

girls.   

Why not?  If there wasn’t a bet would her tenacity have kicked in at all?  The bet 

was just a bluff but that didn’t mean Peter wouldn’t enforce a need to pay up to teach her 

a lesson.  One date?  How bad could it be?  After all, he was kind of cute.  A couple of 

hours while they eat – maybe it could be a coffee date.  Maybe under an hour if they eat 

quickly and skip dessert. 

“Ladies.”  Peter joined their table without an invitation.  The last time he bothered 

to sit with them at lunch was before prom.   

And as if his being there was some kind of object that needed to displace other 

things to make room for itself – all of Jamie’s fleeting dreams of going along easily with 

the agenda left.  She would not play.  “This is a girls only lunch.”  Jamie gave Wendi a 

stern look for her to shoo him off. 

“He can stay.”  Wendi amended averting the harsh stare of Jamie’s eyes.  “We’ll 

do another later this week.” 

“Treat me like one of the gals.  What are we talking about?  How cute Dan’s butt 

looks in his quarterback uniform?”  He put on an idiotic face and feigned a far off wistful 

look. 

“No.  I was saying I felt kind of bloated.  You know how you get when the 

cramps start about that time of the month.”  It was the meanest thing that came to mind 

spur of the moment.  Anything even remotely close to womanly issues grossed Mike out 

and her assumption was Peter was no better qualified.   

He grimaced but shrugged it off.  “Your ankles do look a little fat today.” 

She scowled at him and then at Wendi who avoided eye contact knowing that her 

intentions of helping them get along had gone south. 

“Jamie, we were looking for you.”  Dan said as he sidled in next to her on the 

bench and Mike sat by Peter. 
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“Don’t you two ever get tired of each other?  You were at her house just 

yesterday.”  Mike asked the girls. 

Peter’s eyes darted up to Jamie’s instantly.  She hadn’t told her brother about their 

study sessions and it not only surprised but also delighted him greatly.  He anxiously 

awaited her response. 

“And we still don’t spend as much time together as you and Dan.”  She said easily 

dodging the truth.  It didn’t even flex her lie muscle.  But did she play into Peter’s game 

by keeping it covert?  Everything was becoming too convoluted in light of the game.  She 

was going to go mad if she didn’t stop overanalyzing every clue. 

Dan took a chip off her tray.  “So we’re in the war games this year.”  He nudged 

her shoulder.  “Don’t worry, it’ll be easy pickings.” 

A smirk danced across Peter’s face.  He was as confident that his team would win.  

But what made the smirk undesirable was the pleasure it showed in his prediction 

fulfilled before his very eyes. 

Jamie turned her reddening face towards Dan.  “I’ll be rooting for you guys.” 

“You’ll be playing.”  Mike informed her.   

“I don’t think so.”  She shook her head. 

“What are you going to do?  Stay home every Saturday for the next month while 

all your friends are out on adventures.  You’re in.”  He commanded that it was 

imperative. 

The haughty expression on Peter was very unattractive.  “She’s an asset.”  He 

encouraged her brother and sort of boyfriend. 

“Let’s not discuss it in front of the enemy.”  Dan said with a worried look.  He 

was picking up tension from Jamie and he wanted to know why.  Peter’s endorsement 

smelled fishy.  What did he gain by her playing?  Dan squeezed her elbow.  It was a code 

they used back when they dated and wanted to talk privately without saying anything in 

front of Mike.   

“We have to get to class.”  Mike nodded to Dan and the group left in different 

direction to their various classes.  It was the worst lunch ever in Jamie’s entire life. 

Peter didn’t speak as he escorted Jamie to math.  The silence didn’t hide his 

giddiness.  He probably considered himself prophetic.   
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Jamie considered him a pain in the ass and she slammed her books on the desk.  

“Doesn’t mean I’m participating.” 

“I didn’t say a word.”  He reminded her with a cheesy smile reaching ear-to-ear.   

Steam billowed out of her ears as she stewed in her desk. 

“Still as mad as you were when you left last night.”   

“Madder.” 

“At me?  Have I done something else?”  Peter truly thought he was innocent.  

What a joke? 

“You made that bet to keep me out of the contests because you think I’ll be 

helpful.” 

“I told you yesterday you were helpful.”  He said but it didn’t improve her mood.  

“Why would I willing enter a bet that would mean immediate slavery to your two 

goons?” 

“It was an act of martyrdom for the team.  One week of slavery for the final 

conquest.  We shouldn’t study again until this is over.”  Jamie was upset but there was 

more to stalling their weekly meets.  If she didn’t get out of the competition, it would be 

better to steer clear of him and his added mind games. 

“Why?”  Her threat had gotten to Peter. 

“Because you’re using me to help you prepare.” 

A moment passed as he took in her words.  His mouth tightened when his genius 

made the right deductions that their mutual friend had said too much.  “Wendi needs to 

be careful what she shares with you.” 

That made Jamie feel better.  He didn’t like that she had made an accurate 

prognosis.  As his giddy left hers increased. 

“Okay.  We’ll wait.”  He acquiesced without any more of fight, which was a bit of 

a red flag.   

Still she felt the last of her anger ebb and failed to hide an earnest smirk of 

victory. 

“I’m sure you’ll be fine without it.” 

He would have to try harder to upset her apple cart.  Jamie could put her nose to 

the grindstone and get through math if she needed.  It was how she got by the year before 
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and if she started to slide, they could resume after the games ended – assuming their 

meager friendship wasn’t destroyed by class warfare.  Being the second week of school, 

dropping calculus was off the table. 

“Derivatives aren’t nearly as bad as they sound.  That’s the next chapter in 

calculus.”  He flipped open his book and slid it over for her to read the title herself. 

Very slowly the smirk faded as her eyes looked at the large font on the top of the 

page.   

“I noticed that they are as of yet unaware of our study dates.”   

“Study sessions.”  She corrected.  “You make it impossible to like you.” 

He smiled seeing that he was winning the passive aggressive argument.  “And 

we’ll have a test in two weeks.” 

The very words sent dismay through her nervous system.  “In or out of your 

games, they aren’t going to allow it.”  Mike and Dan would put a stop to their weekly 

sessions as soon as they learned about them and they would eventually. 

“Wendi will keep our secret and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”  Peter had 

faith in Jamie’s covert abilities for good reason.  Why not?  They had been tested again 

and again and always with successful results. 
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Picking Teams 

Jamie hadn’t crossed her threshold before her phone rang.  It was Dan of course.  

Exhaling before answering she picked up and answered as breezily as she could.  “Hi 

there.” 

“Why don’t you want to play?”  Dan skipped a proper salutation.  Her nonchalant 

efforts were wasted. 

“A few reasons among which you guys get too competitive.”  It was misdirection.   

“And you don’t?” 

“I don’t go looking for it.” 

“If you want me to talk to Mike, I’ll do it but you’re going to need a better alibi 

than that.”  He wanted her to play but he wasn’t about to force her to do anything against 

her will.  If he only knew what her will would be forced to do if she did play.  Dan wasn’t 

prone to peer pressure – giving or receiving – and she was a friend with benefits making 

her wishes more important than his, even without explanation. 

That meant she only needed to convince her brother that she was expendable.  

“I’ll deal with Mike.”  She couldn’t tell Dan the real reason.  They weren’t an official 

couple but he was still territorial.  Even a faux-date won on a bet would upset him.  Mike 

would understand if Jamie told him the terms of her wager but she would wait before she 

revealed all – if it was needed.   

The week crawled painfully forward and Friday wasn’t going to give Jamie the 

sweet release that the weekend typically offered.  Immediately after school they had a 

meeting at her house to prepare for the upcoming games.  After that would be the football 

game.   

Jamie curled up in the easy chair and surveyed the group.  Mike and Dan were 

talking in the corner going over the information they had on the procedures.  Sara and 

Bill slouched on the couch waiting for the declaration of the rules.   

At least there were five of them and only four players were needed.  Since Dan 

wouldn’t pressure Jamie into volunteering, she was home free.  Sara and Bill’s presence 

meant they were keen to play so her lack of fervor would spare her from joining and 

consequentially paying up on her bet.   
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To bide the time while her brother and Dan plotted, she dreamed about some of 

the things they could make Peter do.  Was it fair if she offered suggestions?  If Peter 

never knew the true source – no harm no foul.  A devious smile formed on her calculating 

face.  Absent-mindedly she shook her head no when the delightful thought of making him 

streak across campus at lunch popped into her mind.  That was too much.  He should at 

least wear his briefs – with hearts or smilies or flowers.  Yes, flowers. 

“All right.”  Dan said as he waved a paper of hand written notes.  “We need to 

have a leader, three players and one alternate.” 

Jamie’s head fell back on the chair.  All her fantasies shattered and her hopes with 

them.  She wasn’t going to get out of it without working for it.  At best she would be the 

alternate and she wasn’t sure she could pull that off.  Would that be a push on the wager?  

If it came to it, she would tell Mike that she had a bet and he would get her out of it.  

They could call in another friend to fill her spot.  But for her to get out, she would have to 

tell her protective brother the whole story and he might overreact and hurt Peter.  Sure 

Peter sort of deserved a minor thrashing.  Regardless, she would do her best to minimize 

Mike’s temper. 

“We also have to have our proposed challenge ready before tomorrow night.  The 

teams are to meet up at nine at the auditorium.” 

“At school?”  Jamie interrupted.  That was breaking a rule and she didn’t imagine 

sixteen to twenty kids to get away with it undetected.  And rules were to be strictly 

obeyed in Peter’s eyes.  How could he be a sponsor of a non-school sponsored event? 

“I had the same question.”  Dan echoed.  “They said the auditorium and not to 

worry about it.  The Honors Team is running things since they are the current trophy 

holders.  Peter doesn’t like to give up any information.  He tells me what I need to know 

and nothing else.”  Musing for a second at a random patch of ceiling his eyes narrowed 

on Jamie.  “I bet he would sing like a canary if you asked.  Heck, he’d be giving us his 

locker combination at your request.” 

“Sure.  Anything else you need?”  She sassed. 

“Access to the locker would give us a chance to look over his binder.  It has all 

the historical notes since these things began.”  Temptation flirted with Mike and as usual, 

he flirted right back. 
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Jamie gave him a weary glare.  He wasn’t kidding.  Mike was a good sportsman 

on a general rule and she supposed since there would be tests, reading another team’s 

notes only evened the playing field in his opinion.   

“So this is our team?”  Bill said liking the ensemble and feeling confident. 

“Yes.”  Mike glanced sharply at Jamie before she could protest. 

Dan’s eyes were on her as well anticipating the same reaction.  When she stayed 

quiet he smirked and continued.  “We need to pick a leader and that leader needs to be 

most prepared.  Often for ties or just the nature of the games they play in more 

prominently.”  He went over general examples of contests and points.  From the sound of 

it Peter had been more forthcoming than need to know only – doesn’t mean he didn’t toy 

with Dan as much as possible in the process.  In fact, she was sure that Peter did.   

“The captains are more than mouthpieces for their teams.  Even in the talent 

competition they are required to be on stage for the full skit and the four leaders will act 

as a ruling council for finalization of each test or any other anomalies that arise.”  Mike 

said.  “So let’s vote.”    

Jamie quickly polled the votes in her head and she would cast the winning ballot.  

Bill would elect Dan and Sara would back Mike.  Dan had taken the initiative to get them 

involved but Mike was older and less volatile which meant he couldn’t be toyed with as 

easily.  She was caught between a rock and a hard place.  Either would be great but the 

other would be resentful towards her.   

What Jamie needed was to convince one that the other was better suited.  “Let’s 

think this through first.  Wendi said they usually have a trivia challenge, a display of 

talent and a mastermind game.”   

“You got some inside information?”  Dan was impressed.  It was a sign she was 

going to be more interactive than her initial resistance led him to believe. 

“I’m sure Peter has already put a stop to it.”  It was almost certain.  “Obviously 

each team leverages their contest to accentuate their strength.  We’re going to be hard 

pressed to win the trivia but we can come in second easily.  Anything creative is a toss up 

after Kirk’s team.  But a game of mastermind, maybe a hidden treasure or scavenger 

hunt, is definitely winnable.  Whatever we propose should require skill and stamina.  No 

other team has more than one athlete – two if you count Wendi, who is a cheerleader.” 
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“Good point.”  Sara agreed.  “And cheerleading counts as a sport.”   

“At least we know who two of the other captains are.”  Dan added.  “Peter for 

sure.”  He rolled his eyes as if his name sickened him.  “And Kirk.” 

“And Cameron will take the lead for the student body.”  Mike nodded. 

“Agreed.”  Jamie said.  “Kirk is the hardest to read.  He just doesn’t use a linear 

thought process.  But the artists are also the least ambitious of the lot and are probably 

doing this for entertainment rather than glory.  Cameron is almost too easy to read.  Peter 

is a little tricky and he can also read us better than the others.”  She gave Dan a 

sympathetic look, “And he can read you easier than Mike.”  She thought Mike was a 

better leader.  Too many times Peter had jerked Dan’s chain in front of her.  Even at the 

prom the dance was another thrust of his foil in Dan’s direction. 

The best friends exchanged looks.  It was true and something they hadn’t factored 

in.  They needed to think strategically to win.  Dan frowned.  He had taken the steps to 

get a team together and now he wouldn’t be captain. 

Mike felt bad for him.  Maybe he had intended on electing Dan all along.  “Jamie, 

you should be the leader.”  He said to his sister catching her off guard. 

“No.”  Jamie sat up straight knocking the footrest under the recliner in the 

process.  “That’s a horrible idea.” 

“You know Kirk better than me and you’re the only one that even talks to Peter.” 

“And he has already calculated you would make me leader.  He’s like some 

wicked mad scientist plotting out world domination.  We shouldn’t play into his plans.  

Plus, he knows me best of this group and that could make it easier for them.”  Apparently 

Peter understood them all too well since he knew they would make her the leader.  Stupid 

Peter. 

“But he has a thing for you.”  Dan hated to admit it but it was handy.  “We can 

use that.” 

Her mouth fell open.  His desire to win trumped his jealousy. 

“That’s an excellent point.”  Bill chimed in.   

“All in favor.”  Mike asked the group and everyone raised their hands.   
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Jamie stood up.  “We need to talk first.”  She pulled Mike into the kitchen for 

privacy.  Dan started behind them.  “Wait here.”  And following her pointed finger he 

halted thoroughly perplexed. 

“What?”  Mike’s voice was hushed. 

“I can’t play.” 

He waited. 

“If I play and I have to go out with Peter on a date.” 

“Why?”  His face contorted more on one side as he tried to imagine how the two 

unconnected things connected. 

“We made a bet.” 

The twisted expression relaxed with a light sigh.  “When?” 

“Last weekend.”  She kept it vague.  He didn’t need to know it was at a weekly 

study session.  “And he called it that I would have to play and you two would make me 

the leader.” 

“He’s a clever bastard.  We can use this to our advantage.  It’s only a date and we 

want to win.” 

That wasn’t the response she wanted.  Was this the same brother that hit Tobey 

for referring to her as sex on a stick?  Lucky for Mike Tobey was too drunk to fight his 

best or the outcome would have been gruesome.  “Mike, you don’t need me in the games.  

I can assist from behind the scenes.” 

“And what do you get if you don’t play?” 

“He has to do whatever you and Dan want for a week.”  A mischievous gleam 

twinkled in his eyes.  Jamie hoped that enticing detail would keep her out of the mix.  

“Nothing unreasonable.”  She added.  He was already thinking outrageous tasks.   

“There’s a world of space between reasonable and unreasonable.”   

She shook her head but it was Peter’s own fault.  He had fair warning. 

“We have to tell the others.” 

“No.  If I wanted them to know, I would have brought this up out there.” 

“They have to know before we vote.  It isn’t fair that you have this extra pound of 

flesh on the lines if we don’t.” 
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“Dan can’t know.”  She took a deep breath ready to finally spit it out that they had 

dated and even though it had passed there was some territory issues between them. 

“He’ll be jealous but if you play you can pump Peter for information on your date.  

And maybe you can get out of this.  You said it yourself.  We’ll win ours and probably 

the Student Body’s game.  Second in trivia will cinch it.  All you have to do is double 

down.”  He took a step back to the group and waited for her to catch up. 

She didn’t move too stunned.  “Why do you think Dan would be jealous?” 

“What?”  He rolled his eyes.  “Don’t tell me that you and Dan aren’t hot for each 

other.  Anyway, I kind of thought it was over.” 

She followed Mike in a zombie-like state acknowledging that their secrecy wasn’t 

needed.  Her brother had even picked up that it had mostly passed. 

“We have new information.  Peter has hoodwinked my usually non-gullible sister 

into a bet.  If she plays she has to go out on a date with him.” 

“Than she doesn’t play.”  Dan wasn’t bothering to hide his irritation. 

“We can use this to our advantage.  Of course, if she doesn’t play he has to do 

whatever we want for a week.  Within reason, whatever that means.” 

“I decide if it is too much.”  Jamie squeaked. 

“We’ll call in John to play.  She’s out of it.”  Dan insisted and then turned to her.  

“Why would you agree to that?” 

“I wasn’t going to play and he got me all upset and confused.” 

Dan shot daggers at her.  “Confused?”  He knew how to confuse her and he didn’t 

like to think of another man doing the same.  Peter’s tactics, although effective, were not 

driven by amorous distraction but Dan had no way of knowing that. 

“John?  He barely passed remedial English.”  Mike dismissed.  “This is great.  

She can be a spy.”   

“I’m not going to spy.  Besides, he already told Wendi not to tell me anything that 

could help us.” 

“Forget Wendi, go to the source.”  Sara encouraged.   

Bill nodded his approval.  “Dan and Sara are right.  Peter will spill his guts to 

her.” 



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
THE WAGER 

80 

Jamie didn’t see the need to be referred to in the third person when she was in the 

room with them. 

Dan walked over to her.  “No.  You aren’t playing.” 

“She’s playing.  It’s just a date.”  Mike rebuked and for the first time in a year 

they faced off.   

Jamie didn’t think it would come to blows but she wasn’t wholly sure.   

“We get to boss him around for a week or risk her going on a forced date.  Hmm, 

which option is more appealing?” 

“Winning.  Don’t you see his scheme?  He wants her out of the games.”   

“I know what he wants from her and it has little to do with these games.”  Dan ran 

a hand over his face contemplating the motives for the bet and the consequential risks for 

and against her involvement.  Rounding on Jamie he asked his last question.  “Are there 

anymore details?  About the bet?” 

“Full disclosure.”  Sara said.  “If we’re a team in this battle, we need to know the 

facts.” 

The way Sara spoke Jamie wondered if she knew about the minor addendum of a 

kiss.  She didn’t see how she could but there was something specific Sara thought the 

group should hear about.  “It has to be a real date and if I’m the leader I have to give him 

a good night kiss.” 

“No way.”  Dan stared at her hurt and jealous.  “I won’t allow it.” 

“It’s for the team to vote on.”   Mike was ready to take another poll. 

Actually Jamie felt it was her call to make but she didn’t counter.  One date for 

the team wasn’t fatal.  It should have been Peter paying his term of a week of slavery for 

his team and not the other way around.   

“Not yet.”  Sara interrupted and looked at Jamie.  “Tell them everything.”  

What did Sara expect to hear?  Jamie confessed everything but the study sessions.  

Then she remembered that Sara was close to Peter’s sister.  Jamie was certain that was 

exactly what Sara meant and Paula was the very leak that information came by her way.   

“Jamie.”  Dan’s voice broke her dazed state. 

“We’re studying every Sunday together.”  She hung her head and waited for an 

eruption. 
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“You and Peter?”  Dan paced.  “Since?” 

“Last week.  We have a standing appointment.  He’s helping me with math and 

I’m helping him with physics.” 

“Why does a super geek need help?” 

“Word problems don’t come easy to him.” 

“Good to know.”  Mike said already seeing how the bit of data would serve them.  

“And even better that you have a regular visit.  You can definitely throw out red herrings 

to what we are up to if you can’t get any insights from him during your weekly meets.  

But I’m sure you can flirt some news out of him.” 

Dan’s daggered looks flew at Mike who, unlike Jamie, was impervious to them. 

“Will that be enough or should I put out to be safe I learn all?”  She snapped 

annoyed that her brother wanted her to feign romance for some lame games.  Dan cringed 

at her words. 

“Don’t ever tell me how you get the information if it involves anything more than 

a rigid hug.”  Mike warned his sister not liking her ruthless tone or the passive threat. 

“No.”  Dan wouldn’t have it. 

“Relax.”  Mike didn’t give him another chance for another rebuttal.  “All in favor 

of Jamie being the team leader say aye.” 

Dan and Jamie were out voted. 

“The ayes have it.”  Mike declared Jamie team captain. 

“I’m cancelling the study sessions.”  If she had to play, she didn’t want to deal 

with Peter.  She couldn’t remember ever been more furious at anyone in all her life – at 

least not someone that she didn’t live with. 

“No you aren’t.”  Mike said to her but stared at Dan to thwart any contradictions.   

Jamie fell into her easy chair and closed her eyes.  She was a wimp.  Maybe not as 

big as Wendi was because only friends had pressured her.  Mike was her big brother and 

blood is thicker than water. 

They moved on to the discussion of their contest and printed up four copies of 

their homemade rules and placed them in a binder as instructed.   
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Kick Off Meeting 

Jamie barely kept in step as she tried to focus on her cheers during the football 

game.  She didn’t like the idea of having to go on a date against her will especially with 

that cad Peter.  When they won the game Dan pulled her aside as he had done at the 

previous game to collect his reward.  It was the most passionate kiss he had given her in 

months and he didn’t hold back on seconds.   

At the after game party, Dan kept by her side at all times like a watchdog.  He 

didn’t actually snarl but his top lip curled on one side as if he could have when he saw 

Peter.  The imagery was so strong she almost thought she heard a growl.  Maybe she did.   

Deep in talks with his own team, Peter gave the situation of Jamie and Dan the 

once over.  Paula smacked his arm to bring him back to earth.  Before he turned away 

from Jamie and Dan, Dan took her chin in his hand and positioned her for a big fat public 

kiss.  Jamie missed Peter’s reaction.  All she saw was his back.  Unfortunately Mike’s 

reaction wasn’t hidden and he had a worried look.   

Saturday the same friends were at her house at a quarter to nine and they drove to 

the school for the kick off meeting.  Parking on the street they jumped up on the wall and 

onto to the partially illuminated school property.  Everything was dull in the dim lighting 

until they entered the bright hall.  As soon as Peter saw her, his eyes dropped and that 

same damn ear-to-ear grin spanned across his face.  She wouldn’t mind seeing someone 

smack it off for good and from the looks of Dan he was ready to volunteer for the 

assignment. 

Wendi gave her a thumb up and winked glad to have her play.  Letting the others 

take the foreground, Jamie hung back and waited for the cards to be drawn for the order 

of the games to be decided.   

“It’s customary to announce the leaders and then draw.”  Peter explained for the 

new team.  “I’ll start.”  He pulled out a quarterdeck of cards and handed them to Paula to 

shuffle.  Holding them face down he drew his card but kept it hidden. 

Cameron stepped forward announcing himself the team leader and took a card. 

Kirk went next and did the same. 
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All eyes save one set were on Dan and Mike expecting one of them to be their 

captain.  Jamie heard several gasps as she edged out between them.  She took the card for 

her team and declaring herself captain. 

“A girl?”  Cameron prejudicially remarked.  Closed-minded misogynist. 

“It’s a good choice.”  Peter said eyeing her teammates and then her.  His intellect 

was taking in every diminutive detail.  No doubt he had already begun running through 

new scenarios since his trick to keep her out hadn’t worked.  And since he was smarter 

than the average bear, he had enough room in his brain to think of a painful date that will 

deliver an adequate punishment for Jamie’s participation.   

Jamie fought the urge to look away and stolidly held her ground as she made 

contact with each of her rival captains.  They named their teams noting who were the 

main players and the alternate on each.   

After making notes in an aged binder Peter turned his card over to expose a King.  

The other captains did the same.  Jamie had the Queen, Kirk the eight and Cameron 

sighed as he turned over the five of spades. 

“We’re proposing a treasure hunt.  Each team picks three landmarks and writes 

three clues for the others.”  Cameron didn’t want to go first but someone had to and he 

pulled the low card.   

Kirk nodded as he introduced his contest.  “A talent show.”   

Cameron moaned and Peter’s head sagged.   

“It’s customary and according to the notes passed down,” he pulled out a bound 

book that had personal insights from previous art team captains, “everyone has fun.” 

“And your team always wins.”  Cameron sneered. 

“Can’t be helped.  Even so, we haven’t won the whole enchilada in ten years.”   

Jamie liked the idea.  Kirk’s team would win handily but it was their strength.  

Her team was going to play up their assets as the other teams played theirs. 

“At least three minutes of performance and no more than ten.”  Kirk finished. 

They looked at Jamie for her explanation.  Unwavering in the face of intense 

examination she spoke, “Paintball.  Points are ten for captains and five for everyone 

else.” 

“Paintball?”  Cameron said half liking the idea. 
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“Do we get extra points for style?”  Kirk teased.  “Like Pollock?” 

“No.”  She said flatly glad that they didn’t moan at her suggestion. 

“Dan’s idea?”  Peter guessed. 

It was but she didn’t want the prophet’s head getting to swollen.  “We all 

discussed and voted.  I don’t recall who made the initial paintball comment.  And your 

competition is?” 

“Trivia.”  Peter said to no one’s surprise.  “Father Luke will moderate.  The 

questions will come from past SATs.  Teams can add in bonus questions upon his 

approval.” 

The general gist was all that was needed for the first night.  Each team submitted 

detailed instructions for the other captains to read over and finalize before the first contest 

the following Saturday. 

Jamie went back to her team to find Mike and Bill jazzed about the upcoming fun.  

Dan fumed still upset that she was going to have to go on a date with Peter.  Sara offered 

a supportive smiled.  

“You okay?”  She asked Jamie as they followed the guys back to their car. 

Shrugging her shoulders Jamie said she was fine.   
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Girls’ Night Out 

Dan and Bill spent the night with Mike.  Since her parents were out for the 

evening Dan didn’t bother sneaking into Jamie’s room to have a tête-à-tête.  Their earlier 

meeting with the other teams had left them both feeling trapped in someone else’s web.  

The more Jamie thought about it the more furious she got at Peter.  She must have maxed 

out because there was a small amount of anger spilling over the rim in the direction of 

Dan who got them involved in challenge to begin with. 

“Why did Peter think you suggested paintball?”  Jamie asked Dan as he sat on her 

bed. 

He shrugged as if he didn’t know.  

She knew better.  Even if he didn’t know, he would have come up with a scathing 

explanation.  “Dan?” 

“You’ll think I’m an asshole.” 

“Impossible.” 

“When Paula didn’t get the hint I wasn’t interested in going steady, she kind of 

invited herself to come with us to play paintball.  Our second date.” 

Jamie saw that was a bad move.  There were times they brought outsiders, girls 

included, but those were seldom in comparison to the hard-core-players only times.  “I 

guess she got the message after that.” 

“It was a dumb move for her to make.  She hates nature and we were in the 

woods.  I think she got lost three times.  I guess it was lame for me to do to her.”  He 

rethought his statement and reiterated more committed.  “It was lame.  She was pretty 

shaken when we found her the last time and she didn’t talk to me for months after that.”  

Even after so much time, his remorse showed. 

Snickering Jamie did think it was a bonehead move on his side to let it happen but 

she didn’t think he was awful for it.  Sometimes people needed a bit of a boot to the head 

to wake them up. 

“Can’t you get out of this date with Peter?”   

A perfect example of someone who needed a boot to the head.  “I can try to up the 

ante.”  Jamie felt guilty about having to pay up on her wager.  “But that puts on a lot 
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more pressure for us to win.”  Staving off the date appealed to her but what was the point 

of postponing her fate if it would be doubled?   

Dan took the rules and read them over for a diversion.  “They keep it interesting.”  

Each team had given precise outlines of their rules.   

Jamie numbered the pages and put them in a bright shiny new binder they got for 

the event foreseeing future teams would use them to prepare.  That was if they won.  If 

they didn’t win, the “jocks” (as Peter often called them) were not allowed to pass on their 

data.  It was a trial run for a new team.   

Just in case, she sat at her computer to type notes so the next captain would have 

something to reference before they started.  Her first paragraph was a disclaimer 

regarding the compliance of the participants with a healthy dose of admonishment to peer 

pressure.  It was a kneejerk reaction and in time she would probably tone it down before 

printing the final report for the historical record. 

“Do you like Peter?”  The only telling sign that it was more than a transitory 

thought was that Dan spoke the question at all.   

“Not like that.”  Jamie answered keeping her loathing for Peter in check.  He may 

have set the trap but she walked in like a mouse looking for cheese.  Even when it 

snapped down she didn’t know what happened. 

“Then don’t go.” 

“I’ll keep it short and sweet.”  She told herself as much as Dan.  It was her 

intentions to get through it fast.   

“The date or the kiss?” 

“Both.  Burgers and a movie.  I’ll get grilled onions.”  She tried to add levity.   

“Why did he even make the bet?  There are plenty of girls hard up enough to take 

a nerd with potential under their supervision to blossom into a real boyfriend.” 

“He isn’t a fixer upper and he has plenty of options.” 

“Then you don’t need to go out with him.  We’ll have a man-to-man.  You won’t 

have to go.”  Dan would resort to fist-to-fist to persuade him if words failed.  “He’ll call 

off the bet.” 

“I can handle it.  And it isn’t like we’re a couple.  You don’t really have a right to 

be possessive.” 
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“That’s so sentimental of you.”  He huffed and left to have some beers with the 

guys. 

She started to feel bad but wouldn’t allow it.  Already their competitive nature 

was upsetting and she needed to blow off some steam.  Mike had given her a long homily 

on the dire importance of the games and the need to win.  At least the bet distracted Dan 

from being the choir to his preaching. 

Wendi must have been going through the same thing at her house.  She called and 

suggested they take a late night drive along the coast.  They were forty minutes away but 

it would be nice to cruise up Pacific Coast Highway and have some unadulterated girl 

talk.   

Jamie crawled out her window, a first to be used on Mike opposed to parental 

avoidance, and walked down to the corner where Wendi waited in her VW Bug.  “Good 

idea.”  She said as she jumped in the vintage car.   

After clearing the curvy Pasadena freeway they swung by the original Tommy’s 

and got a late night snack before heading on to Santa Monica and North up PCH.   

“Peter and Paula are pouring over the rules and discussing their master plan.  I 

lied and said I wasn’t feeling well to go home.  They’re driving me nuts.”  Wendi blurted 

out in her aggravation. 

Jamie didn’t want to dissect the instructions until the morning when she had a 

good night’s sleep behind her and a balanced breakfast.  “They take it too seriously.” 

“It is a time-honored coming of age ceremony.  Supposedly Father Luke was in 

the first war games.” 

“Is that how we got into the school?” 

“Yeah.  And I’m probably not supposed to mention even that to you.  Do you 

know that Peter told me to be careful about what we talk about?”   

“He may come off as cool and collected but deep down boys are boys.” 

“Paula is a tyrant.  She wanted us both to stay clear of you and Kirk.  I was 

offended until I heard her really lay into Peter about keeping his mind off of you and on 

the competition.” 

“I thought Paula liked me.”  Actually Jamie thought Paula was trying to set her up 

with Peter. 
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“She does but the games are on and trust me, she has a one track mind right now.  

Take no prisoners – win at all cost.” 

“Sounds worse than Mike.”   

“When I left she was trying to get Peter to stop his study dates with you.” 

“Sessions.”  She automatically corrected.  “And that’s fine by me.” 

Wendi turned to Jamie.  “Why?” 

“Either way.  I don’t care.”  Jamie understated.  There were plenty of great 

reasons to put an end to weekly one-on-one time with Mr. Persnickety.   

Wendi looked out the window at the dark ocean.  “Shall we stop past 

Glandstone’s?” 

There was a stretch of beach between Santa Monica and Malibu that was county 

property belonging to no city in particular.  The legend was that only county cops could 

patrol it so it was mostly unmonitored.  Teens would go there for drinks and the 

occasional bonfire or vice versa. 

“Let’s.”  Jamie nodded. 

Wendi parked near their usual spot and the girls walked down to the rolling tide.  

Shoeless they let their feet sink as the waves rolled over them causing the sand to give to 

their weight.  It was breathtaking to look over the expanse and think about nothing at all.  

But nothing kept slipping into many things no matter how hard Jamie tried to erase them 

away. 

“If it makes you feel any better, it was the same at my house although they aren’t 

pouring over the rules yet.  And Dan is mad at me.”  She figured some empathy would 

make Wendi feel better. 

“Why?  Because you’re captain and he isn’t?” 

Jamie shrugged wishing she stopped before mentioning Dan because she didn’t 

want to admit why they were fighting.  It wasn’t that she didn’t want Wendi’s advice on 

Peter and his sinister bet.  It was that the advice would be to go for it and she didn’t want 

to hear it.  Peter was on her naughty list.  She wasn’t sure she would go to their study 

session the next day despite Mike’s directive.  After all, she was the captain not him and 

it was her valuable time. 

“You don’t want to talk about it?”  Wendi asked. 
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Jamie shook her head.  It was so peaceful looking out over the water.  The moon 

was just past full and lit up the landscape and undulating sea nicely.  She could stare out 

for hours and not say a word and only Wendi was a good enough friend to share that kind 

of solitude with. 

Jamie’s mind kept pulling her away from her empty fantasy to the first challenge.  

They should do well.  Of the other teams they were most like the Student Body and that 

gave them a good shot at winning or at least coming in second.  They had the best chance 

at second for trivia.  Assuming they won the paint ball match, they could win.  She liked 

the idea but didn’t look forward to the ambitious drives her friends would embrace.  If 

she was being honest with herself, and she wasn’t, she liked the idea of winning too 

much.  Her own ambition stirred as it calculated the best course for victory or at least 

besting Peter. 

And a little deeper, but not so deep that Jamie was completely unaware, was a 

tingle of anxiety about her date.  A movie was perfect if he pressed for more than coffee 

or a meal.  It had a time limit and would eliminate any forced conversation.  The only 

time she had been alone with him was when they studied and if they didn’t have an 

outline they wouldn’t have had a single thing to discuss.  If it wasn’t a bet and if they 

were just going to hang out, it wouldn’t have bothered her that much.  His intention was 

never to have a real date.  She was to step out of the competition and it failed.  She hated 

herself for falling for such an absurd hoax hidden behind false interest.  Was she really 

that easy to flatter? 

But it wasn’t just a date.  It was a kiss as well.  And try as Jamie might to forget 

that small addendum to the wager, it frightened her.  She barely remembered their kisses 

from the end of year party but those were different.  Why she couldn’t decide but they 

were.  Maybe because they weren’t forced or maybe because they weren’t announced.  

What was she supposed to do?  Stand there while he zeroed in to her lips?  How bizarre 

to owe a kiss to someone?  But how much harm could a small kiss do? 

Jamie wished Dan wasn’t mad at her.  It would be over before long and then she 

could forget about it and so could he.  Enticing Peter on a double or nothing was 

tempting.  Why would he want two dates with her?  He didn’t really want the first other 

than it made her uncomfortable.   
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“Hello there.”  A smarmy voice sang out. 

Jamie turned to three men in their early twenties walking past on higher ground.  

They laughed and stumbled taking advantage of the unpatrolled beach with a few drinks.  

Not far away a fire blazed and she guessed they were part of that group although it 

seemed to be a younger gathering of people. 

“Let’s head home.”  She said to Wendi who nodded and they trudged through the 

grainy ground until they were at the car.  Opening the door Jamie sat to clean the sand 

from her feet before putting on her shoes.   

“The door was opened?”  Wendi asked.  “Didn’t you lock it?” 

“I thought so.”   

It was a quarter to one in the morning and they opted to head home rather than 

taking the long loop through Malibu and the valley as they originally planned.  Sighing 

Wendi turned her key in the ignition and nothing happened.  Not even the wheezing 

sound a car made when the battery was low or dying.  Feeling a little panic sink in Wendi 

turned again in vein. 

“What’s wrong?”  Jamie fretted already searching for her phone in her bag.  She 

knew the routine. 

“It isn’t turning over.”   

“Don’t worry.  I’ll call Mike.”  Jamie was worried.  It was too late and they were 

too far for a speeding rescue.  Not getting caught was always a high priority. 

After a couple of rings her brother answered.  “Jamie?  Where did you go?  We 

wanted to see the rules.”  At least that was what it sounded like.  He was smashed.   

“Can I talk to Dan?”  Mike clearly couldn’t drive and it was even odds that Dan 

was either sober too upset to get in the drinking mood or passed out from overdoing it for 

the same reason. 

“If you call him.  He went out for a walk.” 

It was the middle of the night.  What was Dan doing taking a walk?  At least he 

was coherent enough to walk.  “Thanks.”  Jamie pushed Dan’s name on the phone and 

voice mail picked up without a ring.  “Dan, please call.  It’s important.”  He must have 

powered his phone off.  When they fought at the prom, he had done the same thing.  

Incommunicado is the fastest way to drive any girl over the edge with frustration. 
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Wendi rolled her eyes in distress.  She was past scared and not just about getting 

grounded.  The men from the beach were a little down the road and paying too much 

notice to them.  They leaned against an oversized pickup fifty yards away on the highway 

watching them.   

“Call Peter.”  Jamie begged keeping a peaceful expression to not alert the men or 

Wendi. 

“He’ll kill me if I call him at this hour.”  Despite the protest Wendi was already 

waiting for an answer.  “Peter…  I know it’s kind of late…  Okay, it’s really late.  Look 

my car isn’t starting and we need you to come with jumper cables.” 

Jamie couldn’t make out the words but she could hear the muffled and evidently 

agitated voice of Peter rattling off a sermon.  It would only cement his already low 

opinion of their adventures. 

“You can tell me off when you get here.  We are just north of Sunset Boulevard 

on PCH…  Just taking a late night drive…  Can you yell at me later?  Please hurry.”  She 

closed her phone and looked up at the men who hadn’t stopped laughing or eyeing them.  

“He was still up with Paula.  They were going over the notes.”   

They snickered but the lightheartedness was overshadowed by their possible peril. 

After fifteen minutes of pretending the drunks weren’t disturbing them one of the 

men walked up to Wendi’s window.  “Do you girls need a jump?” 

“We’re fine.  Just enjoying the evening.”  Wendi answered without rolling down 

her window. 

“Let us know if we can do anything for you pretty ladies.”  He leered at Wendi 

looking her up and down and it made both girls feel icky.  When he returned to his 

friends they roared louder than ever and one gave him a high five. 

“Should we take their offer for help?”  Wendi asked.   

Jamie shook her head.  “I don’t like it.”  Mostly because of his phrasing of his 

offer.  Not only was it suggestive but also he knew it was the battery. 

“Me neither but that doesn’t mean they’re criminals.”  Poor naïve Wendi. 

Jamie wasn’t going to alarm her friend more than needed but those men were 

dangerous.  She sensed it in her bones.  Whipping out her phone she hunted for Peter’s 

number for the first time ever.  She only had it in case anything came up regarding their 
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study sessions.  “Speed. I’ll pay for any tickets.”  She texted.  It wasn’t 

like she had an endless supply of money but her spidey-senses were off the charts.  Lying 

to Wendi that she had sent a message to Dan for back up she put her phone back in her 

purse.  Without detection she slid her pepper spray in her hoodie pocket.  Wendi was 

panicking and Jamie didn’t want to let her know that she was taking precautions.   
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Disappointed 

Another fifteen minutes, maybe less, they saw headlights slowing as a car neared.  

Peter’s black Prius, spotless as always, turned around and parked.  The men walked off 

and Jamie felt much safer.   

Wendi was out of the car and in his arms before Jamie even closed her door.  

Paula was with him.   

“That was fast.”  Jamie complimented staying off to the side feeling like the 

outsider. 

“We were up.”  Peter said with a look of grief and relief.  There was something 

familiar in his expression but Jamie could put her finger on it. 

Thirty minutes was impressive timing.  He had to be speeding even before 

Jamie’s message.  Wendi still shook spent from the ordeal.  Paula patted her back.   

Jamie didn’t move.  She was most definitely back on Peter’s bad side.  It was the 

sort of careless dilemma that he hated.  Regardless, she was grateful, so much so she had 

forgotten all about being mad at him.  If Peter hadn’t agreed to come to their rescue, they 

would have had to call Wendi’s dad or hers and they would be grounded for weeks.  

Perhaps that would have been a good reason to skip out of the games but he was there 

and no need to rethink options. 

Peter took the key from Wendi and tried the engine himself.  When nothing 

happened he popped the trunk.  Glancing up at Jamie as he walked to release the hook 

she recognized the look – it was disappointment.  It had been a while since he felt that 

way towards her.  She gulped and took an involuntary step back. 

“Can we help?”  The same man offered as the trio reappeared.  The taller of the 

other two neared Jamie and stood about two yards away.  Her hand wrapped around the 

spray in her pocket.  The other stayed close to Wendi not far behind Peter.  Paula was 

between Peter and the Prius. 

“I’ve got it.”  Peter said straightforwardly as he ascertained everyone’s positions.  

“Wendi, why don’t you sit in the car and turn the key when I tell you.”   

She moved on his orders.  The man beside her held the door and didn’t allow it to 

close when she got in.   
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Then Pater asked, “Paula, get the tools out of my trunk.”  Paula went to his car 

and got in the passenger seat.  She didn’t go to the trunk immediately.   

Peter looked up at Jamie, “You come here and help me.”  He reached to lift the 

hood but the man’s hand was on the car holding it in place. 

Jamie took a step forward and the man next to her shadowed her and closed the 

distance.  Things were going to get dicey.  Her thumb flipped off the safety tab on her 

mace.  The flesh was willing and her spirit was never weak.  Jamie would do what she 

could to protect her friends.  She had never used the spray before but she had watched the 

instructional video several times.  Mentally she replayed the steps. 

“We’ll help you.  You don’t want a pretty thing like her to get greasy working on 

a car.” 

“She won’t.”  Peter’s eyes were locked on Jamie.  “Come on.”  He motioned her 

closer with his hand. 

Another step forward and the man who shadowed her clutched her right arm 

tightly.  Jamie stepped forward to keep from being pinned.   

The man at Wendi’s door tried to pull her from the car but she kicked at him 

making it difficult.  He got her left foot for a second but the other landed on his hand.  He 

yelped as he released her.  Wendi shut the door and locked it. 

Peter had ducked out just in time to avoid a blow to his face.   

Paula wasn’t in the car seat.   

Jamie’s assailant yanked her back hoping to lock her arms down.  Using the 

inertia in her favor she elbowed the man just above his belt line.  Letting go of her right 

arm she pulled out the mace and sprayed into his face moving away as she did.  He fell to 

his knees clawing at his face.  It was a sticky solution and didn’t rub off.  Since she 

caught him totally off guard, his eyes were wide opened and got stung. 

Peter had kicked the legs out from under his attacker but the shorter man, who had 

given up on Wendi, clamped down his arms over Peter’s.  Peter kicked at the first man 

but it didn’t limit the range enough.  The man got a clean shot across his face. 

Jamie ran up to him but the man behind Peter gave her away, “Vato, behind you!” 

Vato spun and Jamie froze.  She couldn’t spray without getting some on Peter as 

well. 
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Paula reappeared from the trunk of the Toyota carrying a tire iron.  “Back off!”  

She warned the man who held her brother’s arms tight at his sides.  He released Peter and 

stepped away with his hands in the air. 

“We don’t want any trouble.”  Vato fibbed and lunged for Jamie. 

“Peter get back.”  She yelled as she emptied her mace on the man.  He knew it 

was coming and closed his lids to protect his vision but his face burned. 

“Bitch!”  He screamed as the other sprang forward but Peter grabbed his shirt and 

swung him to the ground before he could get to Jamie.  The move would have earned him 

a penalty flag on the football field but there wasn’t a referee in sight. 

“Here.”  Paula gave Peter the crowbar. 

Peter took it in one hand and pulled Jamie behind him with the other.  She clung 

to his arm. 

Vato was on his feet.  A flash of metal appeared in his hand.  Then it ducked back 

into his pocket.   

Jamie didn’t understand why at first but then a Highway Patrol cruiser pulled up 

barricading their truck.  Two troopers got out.  “What’s going on?”  The older asked 

already accurately assessing the situation. 

“Nothing, sir.”  The spokesman said as he helped his taller friend stand up 

straight.  Both men’s faces were covered with the orange gooey pepper discharge and 

water drained down their faces. 

“Max.”  The younger cop said as he walked up to Vato.   

“He has a knife.”  Jamie warned.  Peter nodded having seen it as well.  His hand 

was still on her arm and it hugged a little tighter. 

“Does he now?”  The cop’s courage was solid.  “Why do you have a knife?” 

“Protection.”  Max grumbled. 

“Doesn’t look like it worked.”  The older cop had an impressed smile on his face 

for the kids’ self defense.  “Did you get a new car?  I’m sure you have the title under your 

name and everything is proper.” 

“It’s mine.”  The shorter man said. 

Jamie didn’t consider herself terribly street savvy but that was a fabrication if she 

ever heard one.  Glancing at her friends she was awed by Paula’s resilience.  Of course, 
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she hadn’t been touched.  Wendi was holding back the waterworks but had gotten out 

after the cops arrived.  Paula had her arm on Wendi’s shoulders in a maternal posture.  

Jamie gently pulled Peter back to see how he faired.  His mouth was bleeding.  He finally 

let go of her arm and held the back of his hand up to gingerly check his lip. 

A second cruiser pulled up with two more troopers.  They wrangled up the thugs 

and called for a tow.  Paula had done most of the updating to the officers with a few 

details added by Peter and Jamie.  Wendi didn’t speak.   

As the new troopers cuffed the men and put them in the back of the cruisers, the 

older trooper walked over to Peter who was leaning on his car with his ever-ready 

handkerchief on his cracked mouth. 

“You all right, son?” 

Peter nodded and pulled the cloth back to reveal a fat lip. 

“It’s kind of late for you kids to be out.”  He said kindly.  “It’s pass curfew.” 

“My car broke down.”  Wendi whispered her first words since order had been 

reestablished.   

The younger trooper lifted the lid.  “You didn’t break down miss.”  Two cables 

that usually connected to the battery were swept off to the side.  It had been tampered 

with when they were down in the water.  The tow truck had arrived and was preparing to 

take in the stolen vehicle.  After the trooper made the request the mechanic quickly 

reconnected the cables and the Bug was running again – good as new. 

“You’re a long way from home.”  The older trooper said as he read Peter and 

Wendi’s licenses.  His citation book flipped open with a jerk of his hand. 

The younger cop stopped him.  “Just a warning.” 

“You’re too soft on the kids.” 

“Please.”  Jamie begged.  “We’ll be careful.” 

“Things could have gotten real ugly if we didn’t come along.” 

“We broke curfew.  We deserve a citation.”  Peter’s head sank in blame. 

The old cop examined Peter.  He decided Peter didn’t look like a troublemaker, 

none of them did.  “We can let you off on a warning this time.  You four go straight home 

and I don’t want to catch you out here again.” 
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“Drive Wendi home and I’ll take Jamie.”  Peter told his sister.  Paula nodded and 

took Wendi’s keys.  She was still too unsettled to drive. 

Jamie buckled up and thanked Peter when he drove away from the beach.  He 

didn’t say a word.  She wasn’t much calmer than Wendi but she hid her fears.  If Peter 

hadn’t come by she didn’t want to think what could have happened.  And the cops’ 

arrival was even more fortuitous. 

“Pretty slick maneuver admitting guilt.  I think he let us off because of it.”  Jamie 

tried to ease the tension for herself at least.  The silence was too heavy. 

“That wasn’t why I did that.” 

“I know.”  She said quieter seeing her attempts fail miserably. 

“We should have been cited.” 

“But we weren’t.”   

Peter went silent again without even the radio for background music.  Trying to 

ignore the big nothing noise, she looked out the window as they drove down the Santa 

Monica freeway.  It was so much shorter at night when traffic wasn’t at full tempo.  The 

Pasadena Freeway never felt more like home and she was relieved to know the night was 

almost over.  He pulled up in front of her house and parked the car. 

“Thanks.”  It was extremely insufficient. 

He didn’t look at her.  “You guys have to stop doing this stuff.  Do you know how 

scared I was?”   

“Me too.  We shouldn’t have gone.  I don’t know what I was thinking.”  She felt 

her eyes water and she prayed she wouldn’t breakdown in front of him. 

“The same thing you always are.  Out for a quick rush of excitement.  You can’t 

keep acting precipitously.”  He didn’t mince his words.  “You’ll get hurt.” 

“I’m sorry.”  She whispered and reached for his shoulder to pull him into a hug.  

“I’ve never been so glad to see you in my life.”  The fear and reprieve of the night swept 

over her and she started to cry.  She didn’t want to let go.   

Peter held her for several minutes until she settled down.  When he pulled free his 

face was inches from hers and he swept some tears from her cheeks.  “The three of you 

were there.  I couldn’t get all of you away from them.” 
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Touching the corner of his lips she frowned.  “I don’t like seeing you get hit.”  It 

was the second time she saw a punch thrown at him and it tore her up.  He was such a 

good guy.  She wanted to kiss him and make him feel better but it wouldn’t.  And she 

shouldn’t.  Regardless of her mind’s evaluation she leaned forward. 

“Maybe we should forget about the date.”  He leaned back into his seat. 

And like that, Jamie was free of her debt and his crush.  “It’s your call.”  More 

tears ran out.  She probably looked like a waterfall. 

“And I’ll understand if you don’t want to study anymore.” 

All progress was being undone before her wet eyes.  “We have a test coming up 

next week.  And you have one in physics this week.”  Jamie sounded desperate.  She felt 

desperate. 

“I do.”  He looked at her with his dark penetrating eyes.  She couldn’t read a thing 

other than he was distant.  “I’ll be ready if you stop by but you don’t have to.” 

Jamie got out and snuck back into her room.  Dan was asleep on her bed.  She 

washed her face before waking him.  “Dan.”  She jostled him and he opened his eyes.   

“Where were you?  It’s almost three.” 

“Wendi and I went for a drive.”  She wasn’t going to tell him what happened.  

Another lecture wouldn’t help her recuperate. 

“I’m sorry.”  Dan said and kissed her.  “I don’t have a right to tell you what to 

do.” 

“I’m sorry too.”  Jamie held him glad to have strong arms around her.  She fell 

asleep but her dreams replayed the events.  Every time Peter got hit she woke up. 
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A New Deal 

“You aren’t going to wear that are you?”  Mike startled Jamie when he entered 

the room. 

Jamie looked down at her yellow blouse wondering what was wrong with it.  It 

was one of her favorite tops.  “You don’t like this color?”  Dan loved it because it 

showed a bit of cleavage, as much as her mother allowed. 

“I meant the jeans.  Why not a skirt?” 

She rolled her eyes.  Mike wanted her to look alluring for Peter so she could 

distract him with her womanly wiles while grilling him for information.  “This is fine.” 

“And you should wear your hair back.  Why did you take out the ponytail?  Nerds 

like that librarian look.” 

She had taken it out because Peter said he liked her hair down but she wasn’t 

going to admit that to her brother.  “I am not trying to impress him.”  At least talking to 

Mike made her feel better about going to study.  When she woke up she had a lot of 

doubts swirling whether she should go or not.  Peter had practically uninvited her.  He 

had uninvited her but then left it open because she turned on the tears.   

Even if Jamie went over and tried to put it behind them, it was going to be 

different.  Peter would be aloof as he had been when he dropped her off.  Would she be 

able to cope with it if he was?  But she didn’t want things to go back to them being at 

odds.  She was going.  That was settled – her fears were shelved once again in lieu of 

determination. 

She tossed the binder to her brother.  “Why don’t you go over this and we’ll talk 

when I get home.” 

“Don’t hurry on my account.” 

“I won’t.”   

At Peter’s she stood on the doorstep debating her last chance to run.  Her feet had 

plenty of time to cool off on the drive over and her determination had dwindled to dread.   

Jamie reached for the doorbell and her hand dropped.  He didn’t want to see her.  

He only left it open because she was despondent.  Sighing she began to leave. 
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The door opened.  “Why didn’t you tell me last night was Wendi’s idea?”  Peter’s 

spirits were lifted at least until it registered that she was walking away.  “Where are you 

going?”   

Jamie was already halfway to the sidewalk when he stepped outside.  It took a 

moment for her to catch her breath.  “I don’t know.  Home.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me last night wasn’t your idea?”  He repeated walking down 

to her. 

“Does that matter?” 

“Some.”  Peter took her backpack and went back to the door. 

“Why?”  She stepped inside glad he wasn’t distant. 

“Well, I just always thought you were the instigator.” 

“Even though I wasn’t, didn’t I teach her the habit?” 

“I’m trying to be forgiving.”  His eyes rolled around like a little kid.  He was so 

happy to see her.  Their friendship was valuable to him. 

She flipped her hair back in a whatever-gesture.  “I’ll consider it.” 

He allowed her insolence.  “Did you eat?  We did but Grandma is ready to make 

you a plate.  She thinks you’re too skinny.  But she must have liked you.  Asked if you 

were coming over twice.” 

“I had dinner.”  Jamie ate a light dinner earlier to be prepared for either option.   

“Where you really going to leave?  I should have called to confirm.” 

Her phone was powered off all day for fear he would call and tell her not to come.  

“I thought you might want some time and space for a while.  You were kind of far away 

last night.” 

Peter stopped in the hallway and practically whispered, “I was a jerk.  I got scared 

and then mad.  And it was easy to blame you and I shouldn’t have.”  His hand wrapped 

around her shoulders.  “You surprised me with the mace.” 

“Mike got it for me for my last birthday.” 

“Smart.” 

She followed him to his room and found Wendi at his desk and Paula in a 

beanbag chair in one corner.  “Hi.”  Jamie said thrown off to find his room at maximum 

capacity.   
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“Hi Jamie.”  They said in unison. 

Peter had his books on the floor and he resumed his position.   

With Paula and Wendi there she didn’t feel so at ease to sit next to him so she 

took the bed and crossed her legs as she pulled out her math text and notebook.  A couple 

of times she saw Paula peaking at her.  It wasn’t hostile but disquieting.  Perhaps she 

blamed Jamie regardless of intent.   

Before long Jamie was lying on his bed, belly down and feet in the air as she 

worked.  She had a few questions but didn’t ask.  The additional study buddies made her 

apprehensive.  Instead she flipped through the chapter until she found the answer or 

skipped them until later.   

Paula and Wendi were both in Math IV and frequently asked for help.  Somehow 

Peter plowed through his homework as fast as the others despite all the interruptions.  

The atmosphere was very academic and the only sounds were the murmurings when 

assistance was doled out. 

Finally Jamie did all she could and was left with star problems.  She was stuck.  

“Peter, can I ask you a question?”   

The other two girls heads popped up instantly. 

Peter turned around and got on his knees as he leaned in to be shoulder to 

shoulder with her.  He picked up the pencil and walked her through a continuous function 

problem.   

“Shoot.  It’s fifteen after eight.  I better get home.”  Wendi said.  Her father was 

pretty strict about school nights.  “I’ll see you later.”   

“Later.” 

Paula sighed and got her things as well.  “I’m done for the night.  Don’t let Peter 

turn you into a geek.”  She jabbed before going to her own room dragging the beanbag 

behind her. 

Peter looked Jamie in the eyes and they snickered for no good reason at all.  “Was 

it just me or has there ever been a longer time of speechlessness with three women in the 

same room?”  He asked. 

“The key to shutting us up is math.”  Jamie closed her book.   
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“She’s mad at me.”  His eyes had a mischievous gleam.  “Paula for having study 

dates with you.” 

“Sessions.”  She amended.  “Why?” 

“She thinks you’ll use the time to get our strategies.”  He rested his chin on his 

arm and stared up at her.  “I guess neither of our siblings like the idea.” 

She dropped her head to her arms to be eye level.  “Mike loves it.  He wants me to 

find out about your strategies.” 

“Ah, so you are using me.” 

“No.  He can think what he wants.”  The moment felt too sweet and she wished 

they weren’t alone – which was particularly irksome considering how self-conscious she 

was when Paula and Wendi were with them.  “Shall we move on to physics?” 

“First we should iron out the details of our date.”  He ran his hand on his 

bedspread smoothing out an imaginary crease. 

“I thought I was free of that obligation.” 

“You didn’t take me up on my offer.”  He reminded her.  It wasn’t an offer.  He 

was angry and didn’t want to go through with it anymore than she did.  “You said it was 

my call and it was a one time deal.  That out expired at noon.” 

“When you didn’t respond I assumed that you’d made up your mind.”  He looked 

sad and Jamie felt bad that she said anything.  “Okay, we’ll do burgers and a movie.” 

“No way.  That isn’t a date.  I was thinking a nice dinner and dancing.” 

“Dancing?”  She sat up. 

“Swing.”  He said lifting his head off the bed.  Like that would make it more 

acceptable. 

“I can’t swing.” 

“It’s easy.”  Peter had taken classes with his sister when they were younger.  “I’ll 

teach you.” 

“Burgers and a movie.” 

“Dinner and dancing.” 

“The coffee shop and bowling.”  She bartered. 

He rolled his eyes.  “Lame.  A café and a concert.” 

“A concert is all night.” 
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“It’s a date isn’t it?”  He sat on the bed with his body facing her, one leg partially 

curled. 

“Café and mini golf.” 

“I won the bet.  I should get the final say.” 

“What if we up the ante?  Double or nothing.” 

“Why would I do that?”   

“If one date is good, two is better.”  Jamie wasn’t swaying him. 

“If it goes well, as I hope it does, why wouldn’t we go out again?  And if it goes 

poorly, as you seem determined to make happen, why go through it twice?” 

“Fine.  But no dancing and not a concert.”  She sulked. 

“You’ll wear a dress?” 

“No.” 

“Let’s skip it if you are going to be difficult.” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?  You’re forcing me to go out with you and I don’t even 

know why considering you hate me.” 

Peter’s jaw tightened and the cut on his lip bled a little from being stretched.  It 

didn’t look as if he noticed but she felt bad remembering how brave he had been the night 

before. 

“Double or nothing and I’ll wear a dress and we can dance.”  She thought that 

was fair. 

“Why should I give up a sure win and who’s to say you won’t try to renege again 

when we beat you guys.” 

“You aren’t going to beat us.  You’ll win the trivia, we’ll win the paint ball and 

we have a better chance at the treasure hunt.” 

“And we have more talent.”  He shot back. 

“Then it’s fair.”   

“Sure if I hadn’t already won.” 

“Fine.  Whatever you want.  I’ll obey your every command.”  Jamie slid off the 

bed and picked up his physics book.  “Shall we?”  She was completely frosty. 
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Even with the distraction of physics she fumed.  And Peter wasn’t focused.  She 

had to work out every diagram because his mind was elsewhere, probably replaying their 

argument over in his head.  She was.  Why did she get so snippy?   

“Concentrate.”  Jamie ordered as she read through another problem emphasizing 

the important details as she spoke. 

He had the illustration drawn out for him and still couldn’t see the equation.   

Grabbing his pencil Jamie wrote it for him on his paper.  Her arm was against his 

and Peter was watching her instead of looking at the problem.  She tapped the eraser tip 

against the page and he snapped out of it. 

When they were done she got up to collect her things.  “Next week then.  Fill me 

in on the date when you have the details worked out.” 

“I’ll agree to a new wager on three conditions.” 

She waited. 

“First, you can’t throw any attitude next time.” 

Almost ready to deny it Jamie changed course.  “I won’t.  I was acting like a 

brat.”  She didn’t even know why she behaved that way.  He just knew how to push her 

buttons or she was on automatic defense in his presence.  Either way, it wasn’t her usual 

self. 

“Second, we have mini-bets for every contest. Whoever is behind has to kiss the 

other.” 

“That’s four more kisses. What does it matter who initiates it?” 

“Think of it as an act of humility.  It’ll be good for you.” 

Jamie thought Peter could use a good dose of humble pie as well.  Still, they 

would be private and go unnoticed by her teammates, which was more important than an 

overt date.  Maybe she could tolerate it depending on his final alteration.  “What’s the 

third condition?” 

“We don’t shake on it.  We seal the deal with a kiss.”  He was pushing it. 

“Five kisses?”   

“Six.  Don’t forget you’ll owe me a good night kiss after our dinner and dancing 

date where you’ll be dressed up.” 

“We’re going to win.”   
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“Do we have a deal?” 

Jamie bit her lip as she nodded.  Peter stood up towering over her.   

“You’re too tall.”  Teetering on her toes she tested the distance.   

He leaned down until he was in range.  “Is it really that bad?  I kissed you before 

and you didn’t mind.” 

“I was out of it at the time.”  She said nervous as she had ever been before kissing 

anyone.  “Do we really need to kiss on it?” 

And like he had done that fateful night when her head was still swimming even 

after she had been salvaged from the pool he nodded very slowly.  Closing his deep dark 

eyes Peter kissed her. 

It was very nice as it was before.  When it was over he looked her in the eyes and 

started to lean in for another.  She held out her hand against his chest.  Peter grabbed it in 

his and moved it down.  “The first one was practice.”  And even slower he went for a 

second and she allowed it. 

Feeling dizzy from a much longer and better kiss than the first Jamie left. 
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Mike’s Two Cents 

Mike was in Jamie’s room the moment she returned home.  “How did it go?  

Learn anything new?” 

“That Paula doesn’t want us studying alone.  She was with us most of the night.” 

“Damn her meddlesome nature.”  He feigned indignation. 

“What do you think about the rules?”  She asked trying to forget about kissing 

Peter. 

“All fair.  I don’t see any need to change anything.” 

“Me neither.”  They were on the same wavelength.  “And I postponed the date.” 

“Double or nothing?” 

Jamie didn’t hear him.   

“Double or nothing?”  Mike repeated louder waking her from her reverie. 

“Sort of.  It will be a fancier date and I have to wear a nice dress.” 

“Dan will hate it but it isn’t like that’s going to make a difference.  Either you like 

him or you don’t.”  He sat on her bed as she booted up her computer to check her email.  

“Dan told me how you guys were dating for a while and then broke up.  Why?” 

“I don’t know.  It just fizzled out.”  They had both lost interest. 

“I meant why didn’t you tell me.  You could’ve told me.”  He wasn’t hurt just 

curious.  

“It might have lasted longer if we had.” 

“It’s better that it didn’t.”   

Jamie looked expectantly for an explanation. 

“Dan is so wild and I hate to think of the two of you off on some crazy caper 

without anyone to speak words of rationale.”  He gave her a rare stern look.  “I heard 

about last night.” 

And who was the voice of reason when Mike was running amok with the same 

wild Dan?  But the line of communication was clear – from Paula to Sara to Mike.  Sara 

wasn’t much older than Jamie but she acted more like a big sister the longer she dated 

Jamie’s big brother. 

“Peter and Paula were there in time.”  She told him. 
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“You’re lucky.  Lucky that Peter didn’t try to pick a fight with those three guys.  

Dan would have and things would’ve escalated before the cops arrived.” 

It was a likely scenario.  “Sounds like you would approve of Peter for me.” 

“Too tame.  You don’t need your wings clipped.  I’ll let you know when you find 

Mr. Right.” 

“Thanks.  That’s very sweet of you.” 

“It’ll cost you.” 

“Haven’t I already paid after years of torture as your sister?” 

“Ten more years.  Five with good behavior.”  He opened their notes and looked at 

the first contest.  “So this one starts at nine as they all do and we meet at Cameron’s.  We 

only need snapshots that we found the clues and we upload them to our alternatives that 

will be gathered at his home.  First photo counts so we can’t mess up.  Since you’re the 

leader, you have to be pictured at each location so there is no advantage to going out to 

all three at once.” 

“We can.  That way the other two can look and I’ll meet them when they find it.” 

“Good plan.  We’ll read the clues first and then make the call.  Father Luke will 

look over the hints and make sure that none lead to restricted areas or are too vague.” 

“He was in the first games.”  Jamie told her brother. 

“Did Peter tell you that?”  He was too delighted to think she had spied. 

“Wendi.” 

That deflated him a little even though the information didn’t change.  “Makes 

sense.  He’s being far too lenient to not wonder why.  At lunch we should eat with the 

team and everyone can write out one or two clues.  We’ll pick the three best.  

Interestingly enough, we are allowed to be specific which team each clue is for.” 

“It’s a real head game with these bozos.” 

“Since we are past the whole bet thing, are you glad you’re playing?  I mean, it’s 

sort of fun.”  Mike smirked knowing she was enjoying it more than she let on. 

“I guess.  Try not to get too over the top about it.  You guys get carried away 

sometimes.” 

“Sara already gave me a long sermon on the error or my ways.” 
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“Do I have to beat her up?  I will.  No one clips your wings without going through 

me first.” 

“Sometimes I fantasize about being an only child and then you go and say 

something unthinkingly charming like that and I’m glad I didn’t kill you in your sleep 

when you were a baby.” 

“I’m glad you didn’t either.  And I’m glad Mom found the poison in your food 

before I eliminated you.” 

“So it wasn’t Chicken Pox.” 

Jamie laughed.  “Well the plot back fired.  Not only did you not expire but now 

we’re in the same grade.” 

“Did you learn your lesson?” 

“Never.” 
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Challenge 1: Treasure Hunt 

The rest of the team was eager to write out hints for various landmarks in the 

town limits.  Dan was obsessed with writing an unsolvable riddle for Peter’s team.  He 

was taking it too personally.  Mike and Bill reminded Dan several times that they had to 

pass Father Luke’s consent for fairness factor.  He only considered it an added element to 

his private challenge.   

Feeling better about the games Jamie loosened up and was smiling to herself as 

she thought about clever clues.  In math, Peter was in his usual seat and even though he 

didn’t look up when Jamie entered, he blushed.  A little more self-aware than normal, she 

took the same desk as always.  “Hi Peter.” 

“Jamie.”  He opened his book and took out a pencil.  “Discussing the games at 

lunch?” 

“We were.  And you guys?  Are you ready for Saturday?” 

“We will be.” 

“Are you ready for your physics test this week?” 

“Now that may be trickier.” 

“You’ll do great.”  She smiled at him and he returned the favor. 

By Saturday Jamie had that pumped up feeling she got before a match when she 

knew she was prepared.   

They met at Cameron’s.  She detested being there with Jordan.  The harpy was on 

the Student Body team.  Cameron had made it clear Jordan would not be antagonistic and 

if she was she was out.  The other three leaders had the power to vote her off the island if 

she didn’t behave.  Still, the location and her presence only reminded Jamie of being 

pushed under water, something she didn’t mind forgetting. 

Cameron looked at his watch and passed an envelope to each leader.  “You have 

three hours and we meet back here for the final score.”  He shot a cap gun to make the 

start more official and everyone dispersed. 

Her group walked back to Bill’s who lived around the block.   

“Read the first clue.”  Mike requested. 
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“This is from Kirk’s team,” Jamie read.  “Our boy is blue, our ladies pink, our 

roses red, if you’re looking for Serenity, this is the place.”  It was too easy.  “Norton 

Simon.  Isn’t that where the Blue Boy is?  And what’s more serene than a museum?”  

“Huntington Gardens.”  Dan answered reading over her shoulder.  “Blue Boy and 

Pinkie are there and that was where they filmed a scene from Serenity.  It’s spelled with a 

capitol S.” 

“Why do you know this stuff?”  Mike inquired more awestruck with Dan than 

ever. 

“He’s like an idiot savant who remembers everything useless.”  Bill commented. 

Dan shoved him.  “You know I’m right.” 

“We go there first.”  Jamie suggested. 

“Read the others and then we’ll decide the order.”   

“Okay.  This is from the Student Body.”  She cleared her throat.  “What house is 

brown, two different Greenes but some will always insist it is cardinal & gold through 

and through.”   

“Read it again.”   

She did and added.  “And green is spelled with an extra e on the end and a capitol 

G and they used an & sign between cardinal and gold.” 

Mike took the card.  “They mean USC Trojans.”   

“Why do you say that?” 

“Trust me.  That gaggle of sycophants dreams of wearing cardinal and gold.  They 

mean Trojans.” 

“What does the two shades of green mean?”  Bill asked. 

“Two different Greenes.  Greene is a name of two architects that designed the 

Gamble House and it is brown and some USC architecture students live there every 

year.”  Again Dan illuminated his friends. 

“Geez.  With a mind like that we can’t lose the trivia contest.”  Bill complimented 

him for more ridiculously accurate insights. 

“The last clue from the nerds.”  Mike prodded. 

Jamie glared at him.  He was taking a swipe at Peter but Wendi was on that team 

as well.  She didn’t care for it either way.  “For the big ones all the world’s eyes are on 
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us.  If you think you’re smart, we have you beat.  We can change city names over night 

and win football games and we don’t even have a team.” 

They all looked at Dan and he shrugged.  “Got me but nice commentary on their 

IQ.  Kind of egotistical.” 

“It’s written from the point of view of the clue.”  Jamie reread it.  “I don’t think 

they were bragging.”  Although it was a boast they could easily back up. 

“I got this one.”  Mike smiled pleased he wasn’t dead weight.  “Cal Tech.  When 

we have a big quake all the news teams are there and they changed the Hollywood sign to 

read Caltech and they messed with the scoreboard at a Rose Bowl game once.” 

“But Hollywood isn’t a city.”  Dan said.  “It’s only a district of the city of Los 

Angeles.” 

Mike rolled his eyes.  “Do you have a better idea?”  He dared.  “We’ll go the 

Gardens then there and we’ll end up at the Gamble House.”   

Jamie posed in front of positive proof they had reached their destinations and Dan 

took pictures with his iPhone and uploaded them to Sara.  Not ninety minutes later they 

rejoined at Cameron’s place.  Sara gave Mike a big hug and told them they were second.  

The student body team was already relaxing and drinking at a patio table. 

“How did they beat us?”  Mike questioned with his arms still around Sara’s waist. 

“You don’t want to know.”  She answered but continued.  “They had a cardboard 

cutouts of Cameron and hit all three locations at once.” 

“Isn’t that cheating?”  Dan snarled. 

“The rule was the picture had to have the team captain in it.” 

“Do they all play these kind of tricks?”  He wondered annoyed at the ruse. 

Thirty minutes later Peter and Wendi were back with their group.  Kirk’s team 

was fifteen minutes behind them.  Both were as put off as Dan when they learned how the 

student body duped them all. 

“Okay, we get forty points, Jamie’s team gets thirty, Peter’s twenty and Kirk’s 

ten.”  Cameron announced.  “See you losers at the talent show.” 

Grumbling the other teams cleared out of the property.   

“Hey,” Mike called to Peter and Kirk, “Are all the games like that?” 

“No.”  Peter said flatly.  “But they do pull a trick often.  It’s been a few years.” 
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“That wasn’t cool.”  Dan didn’t care for it.  If it wasn’t cheating it was too darn 

close for a sportsman like him to appreciate. 

“We all had the same rules and we all missed it.  Don’t worry.  We won’t let them 

win.”  Peter assured him with diplomacy. 

“Let’s be sure we all do our best to keep them from pulling something like that 

again.”  Dan rolled his finger in a circular motion meaning all three teams. 

“Deal.”  Peter and Kirk agreed and they all shook on it. 
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Gracious Loser 

Getting ready for her weekly study session was nerve raking.  Peter would insist 

the terms of their mini-bet were fulfilled even if he was paying up to her.  After switching 

through her clothes an unacceptable three times Jamie brushed her teeth twice. 

When Peter answered the door he merely smiled and let Jamie in.  No pressure.  

Or was he letting it build.  She figured Paula would hang around until they started 

physics as she had the week before but the house was completely empty outside of them 

and the overgrown pet dog.  Even his grandmother was gone for a short trip back to 

Wyoming to see her sister.  No wonder Peter wasn’t puckered and ready at the onset.  He 

had all the privacy and time he wanted. 

They got some lemonade and then went to his room.  Jamie sat in the middle of 

the floor facing Peter to give them space.  Perhaps a little resistance would put a damper 

on his objective.  If nothing else, he would need to move closer and she would have some 

warning that “it” was coming. 

Peter was a perfect gentleman and didn’t mention the mini-bet.  Even so Jamie 

was too preoccupied with anticipation that she couldn’t concentrate on her math.  An 

hour in he checked to see how things were going and she was only on her second 

problem of twenty.  He sat himself slightly behind her to give her tips.  It only made her 

mind fuzzier than it was.  He was close enough to execute a sneak attack before she 

would even know what happened. 

“Let’s do physics first.”  Jamie finally said certain she was going to be just as 

useless. 

“We have a test this week.” 

“And you had a physics test.  How did it go?” 

“I got a B plus.”  Peter bobbed his head uncertain how he felt about it. 

“Really?  I thought you would get an A.”   

“I got docked points for not noting the measurements in my answers.” 

“Oh yeah.  She’s a stickler for that.”  Jamie had suffered a few points her first 

tests when she failed to add the descriptions.  “But that makes it so much easier.” 

“Don’t worry.  I’m happy with the B for now.” 
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“No really.  See.”  She grabbed his book and read one of his questions.  The last 

line asked what the acceleration was.  “Your answer is going to be length divided by time 

squared and that narrows down the equations.” 

“Okay.”  Peter drew a diagram for illustration and then worked out the formula.  

“Next.” 

They were through his homework in no time and then he was leaning over her 

again to see her math.   

“We can skip math this week.”  She gulped a little. 

Peter pulled back her hair and she gave a small jerk of the shoulder.  “Jumpy?”  

He moved back to leaning against the bed.  “I’ll help you from here!”  He pretended to be 

a million miles away.  “But we can’t skip.  You’re going to get an A.” 

Jamie stared at her problem and her mind was blank, empty, null and void.   

“What’s wrong?”  He must have had an idea of what it could be.  At least the 

annoying smirk on Peter’s face made her think he knew. 

“If you’re going to kiss me do it already.”  She blurted out from sheer 

anticipation. 

He chuckled at her.  “Let me make sure I understand.  Are you asking me to kiss 

you?” 

“Asking you?  No, I am not.  I’m saying if you’re going to hold me to the bet let’s 

get it over with.” 

“You really know how to turn a guy on.” 

“You may choose not to believe this but the last thing I am trying to do is turn you 

on!”  Her eyes dropped to the open book in front of her too angry to look his direction.  

All she could make out was the shape of the book and the print was a blurry mess. 

“How did you guys figure out our clue so fast?”  He asked. 

“It wasn’t too hard.”  She lied.  If Mike didn’t know about the high jinks that went 

on at Cal Tech that one would have stumped them. 

“Yours was why we didn’t finish earlier.”  He admitted freely.  “10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 

4, 3, 2, 1.  Happy New Year.  Here’s to starting the year off right with pretty ladies neatly 

in a row.” 

“You got it.” 
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“After we were about to send the wrong picture from the Rose Bowl.  And if we 

had, we would have been in last place.  Just before we did Wendi remembered that the 

pretty ladies may not mean cheerleaders but the Royal Court and we rerouted to the 

Tournament of Roses since you mentioned starting the year.  The game isn’t until later 

that day.” 

Jamie snickered.  It was a clue she wrote and Dan liked the obvious misleading 

answer. 

Peter picked up his things and started putting them in their proper places like the 

anal retentive freak he was.  Then he held out his hand to her and she glared at it.  He 

wanted her to stand up to get it over with. 

“I’m doing my math.”  She snapped. 

“I can see that.”  He sat next to her looking rather silly with his extremely long 

legs curled loosely over each other.  “Okay, let’s just do it so you won’t bite my head off 

again.” 

She was already petrified before he spoke and if it were possible to be even stiller 

than motionless, she was. 

Taking her book he closed it and put it to the side.  She flinched when he ran his 

hand around the back of her neck and gently rubbed it.  “Are you going to relax?” 

She took a deep breath and tried to release as much stiffness as she could.  It 

didn’t improve her petrified state in any measureable amount.  Instead of sitting tall and 

being rock solid she was slouched and still solid as a rock. 

“We can do this later.”  He relented since Jamie wasn’t going to make it easy for 

him. 

“Can we?”  She turned to him and Peter kissed her.   

Closing her eyes she tried to enjoy it and just as she got into it he pulled back and 

put his warm hand at the side of her face.  His brilliant eyes dropped to her smile and he 

pressed his mouth to hers giving her a long hard intense kiss that curled her toes.  His 

fingers gentle pressed on the back of her neck and his thumb made circles behind her ear.  

“That really sucked didn’t it?”   

“Awful.”  Jamie fibbed.  “You only had to kiss me once.” 
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Peter ran the backs of his fingers down from her hairline.  “I’m a gracious loser.  

And honestly, I don’t feel I’ve paid my full debt yet.”  His arm slipped around her back 

and moved her whole torso close.  Peter kissed her again and to her personal 

astonishment she was returning his advances with vigor as she covered his mouth with 

many little kisses.   

And then her hand betrayed her and ran through his hair and he didn’t miss a beat.  

She didn’t want to think about the mutiny her mouth was performing of its own will.  It 

was as if she had been on a long diet and it was her first slice of dessert in months.   

Coming to her senses Jamie moved her hand to his shoulder and gave him a 

gentle push.  “We need to do math.”  She reminded him breathlessly. 

“Now she wants to do homework.”  Peter handed her book over and she resumed 

her assignment. 

While Jamie worked Peter watched over her shoulder helping when asked.  His 

body was right next to her without any space. 

Finishing later than usual she closed her book and got up before either of them did 

anything dumb.  “Thanks.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”   
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New Challenger 

The calculus test was Monday and when Jamie’s mind wasn’t worried about that 

it strayed to her make out session with Peter.  Rolling over she saw that it was past 

midnight and she wasn’t going to get a full night’s sleep.  “It wasn’t that good.”  She 

groaned and tried to clear her mind for the umpteenth time that night. 

Finally Jamie drifted off and found herself in the classroom.  Father Luke passed 

out the exams.  She had that dream before.  Looking down she was happy to see she was 

wearing her customary uniform.  Usually she was naked or in her undies.  Then she 

looked at the paper and started writing.  It was all work she was ready to do.  Father Luke 

called time and when he collected her paper he took Peter’s a second later.  She turned to 

Peter and he leaned in. 

The alarm was particularly infuriating that morning. 

Jamie didn’t mind eating lunch with her friends instead of cramming for the test.  

Yes, she felt that she understood the material but some non-math discussions was 

cathartic.  They needed to brainstorm for the next trial. 

“So what are we going to do for an act this weekend?”  Mike asked plopping 

down by Sara. 

“Let’s keep it simple.  We should think of a song and do a skit around it.”  Jamie 

suggested.  “A supped up karaoke act.” 

“How about we go for the comedy affect?”  Sara added input.  “Have the guys 

dress up like girls.  That’s always a crowd pleaser.” 

“No.”  The boys said at once. 

“Cowards.” 

“To what song?”  Dan said scornfully. 

“Jump for my Love or better yet It’s Raining Men.” 

“Or they can dress up like Chip n’ Dale dancers and do a dance step in the 

background.”  Jamie barely got the words out through her laughs as she shimmied in her 

seat to an imaginary melody. 

“Strippers?  You want us to dress like strippers?”   
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“Undress like strippers.  We could do a Full Monty joke at the end.”  Jamie and 

Sara were the only two seeing the brilliance in the idea. 

“No.”  They said again and then Dan added, “How would you feel if we were 

dressed and you had to do a striptease?  May be to Hot in Here?” 

Mike and Bill laughed at that which offset the non-laughter from the girls nicely.   

“We’ll win the most points.”  Bill promised. 

“At least from the brainiacs.”  Mike joked. 

Dan’s upper lip curled a bit at the remark.  It was doing that far too often. 

“I like Sara’s idea better.  It would be hysterical if you all dressed in drag.”  Jamie 

knew some humorous self-degradation would go a long way with their audience. 

“No.”   

“If cross dressing is so entertaining, why don’t you do it?”  Mike threw it back on 

his sister. 

“It isn’t as funny for a girl.” 

“Why not?”  Sara had rolled over and switched sides.  “You can wear a 

moustache.  Oh, I got it.  You guys can do a Village People song.” 

“Who?”  Bill asked. 

“It’s an old disco group of men who were all dressed up in different outfits.”  

Dan’s trivia knowledge knew no bounds. 

“That’s right.”  Sara was selling the idea.  “One was a cop, another a sailor, 

another a cowboy and the last was an Indian.  Oh and a construction man.  It won’t matter 

if we’re short a player as long as we have the gist of it.” 

“And what song do we dance to?”  Jamie asked.  “YMCA?” 

“Macho Man since you’ll be the lead dancer.  It’s more comedic.” 

“Great except we can’t dance.”  Bill reminded them. 

“You’ll be back up singers.  A few simple moves will be perfect.”  She was the 

head cheerleader and could get them grooving adequately. 

“I can live with that.”  Mike said nodding to the other two.  “We have to do 

something and this is a lot easier than anything else we can think of.” 

They planned to meet after school to work out the routine.   
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In a better mood than appropriate for an upcoming exam, Jamie bounced along 

the corridors bound for her first test of the year.  All goodness vanished when she got to 

class.  Heidi, who was practically sitting in Peter’s lap, occupied Jamie’s usual desk.  She 

touched his arm and flirted shamelessly.  And he was eating it up. 

Jamie walked in and took a vacant seat the row ahead.   

“We’re catching up on old times.”  Heidi said rising upon Jamie’s arrival. 

“It’s okay.  I don’t mind.”  She excused nonchalantly. 

Regardless of her refusal to move, Heidi returned to her proper place away from 

Peter.  Father Luke passed out the tests. 

Jamie bunkered down prepared for the worst but thanks to her extra efforts under 

Peter’s tutelage she completed the test with alacrity.  The only interruption was when 

Father Luke reminded her that she wasn’t to change seats as a habit.  There was even 

time for a double check before class ended.  Jamie scurried out before Peter or anyone 

else could stop her.   

Once school was out her cell phone rang.  Seeing Peter’s name on the display 

Jamie shut it off and threw it on the bed knocking over an innocent teddy bear in the 

process.   

“Who pissed you off today?”  Dan asked from her doorway. 

“No one.  I just didn’t want to talk to Wendi before we rehearse.”  She ran into his 

arms and gave him a big kiss. 

Dan didn’t let her pull away.  “We can rehearse tomorrow.”  He started to close 

her door but Mike’s hand was in the way. 

“Cool it.”  Mike said.  “We have business to get to.” 

“Are you sure you don’t want to do something where you guys dress up as 

women?  I think that would be so much funnier.”  Sara tried one more time for her 

preferred skit as they walked into the living room.  “How about to Baby Got Back?” 

“No.”  The men said in unison and that was the last it was mentioned. 

Sara opened her iTunes and queued the Village People song.   

The guys were bobbing to the music and discussing the skit.  Jamie’s mind was 

elsewhere and she wasn’t paying attention.   

“Earth to Jamie.”  Dan called. 
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Snapping out of her daze she tried to recover.  She shook her head.  “It’s been 

done.  We need something better.” 

“Hot in Here.”  Dan said.  “And you can wear a big shirt and pretend to flash.  

Show a little skin.”  He pulled at his collar and winked at her. 

“We should accentuate the positive and you’re cuter than the other girls.”  Bill 

thought it wasn’t a bad idea to play up her charms. 

“Wendi’s hot.”  Mike mused.  “I won’t mind seeing her flash some skin.” 

Sara hit his shoulder with her backhand. 

“She’d get my vote.”  Dan echoed.  “And Paula has a lot of potential.  Even 

Jordan is cute if she wasn’t such a bitch.” 

Jamie glowered at him for the worthless input. 

Mike went to iTunes and clicked Hot in Here.  They all swayed and sang along. 

“It’s a smooth song.”  Dan closed his eyes.  “And I can already see you bumping 

and grinding to the beat.  Do we have a pole in props?” 

Jamie kicked his foot.  “It’s a little explicit.” 

“No teachers will be there.” 

Sara scrolled through her song list.  “How about we tame it down?”  She hit the 

enter key and Express Yourself by Madonna played.  “The guys can keep step in place 

and you can sing and dance around them – not too sexual but playfully appealing.” 

“And props that emphasize the lyrics.”  Mike could see her vision.   

“Exactly.”  Sara lined the men up in a row and started walking through them to 

the beat and singing along with Madonna.   

“I can handle that.  I don’t have to flash, do I?”  Jamie wanted to make sure that 

was off the table. 

“I think she should.”  Dan nodded gravely.   

“I’ll make sure she looks scrumptious and proper.”   It came natural to Sara who 

had a good fashion sense. 

“That’s an oxy moron.” 

Dan stayed for dinner but left immediately afterwards.  Jamie went to her room to 

do some homework happy with their choice.  When her computer booted up, she opened 
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her email and there was one from Peter.  She moved it unread to her trash and then 

thought it wouldn’t kill her to see what he said.  Clicking on the trash icon she opened it.   
“Didn’t get to ask you how you did on the test.  I’m 

sure it was too easy for you.  Call me when you can.” 

“Should have just left it unread.”  She erased it permanently and closed her mail 

application.   

A small chat window popped up from Wendi.  “Girl?  Why didn’t you 

call me back?” 

“Just got to my room.” 

“Call now.” 

She flicked on her phone and waited for it to register a pulse.  As soon as it did it 

chimed that she had messages waiting.  Knowing there was probably one from Peter, she 

didn’t pick them up and dialed Wendi straight away. 

“Have you guys been preparing all afternoon?”  Wendi asked right from the gate. 

“You too?”  Jamie guessed she needed some time to debrief. 

“Of course.  I mean after all it’s a matter of life and death.” 

Jamie snickered but her heart wasn’t in it.   

“Peter’s hating it. Since he’s the captain he has to be the star and it doesn’t suit 

him.  Plus he was a million miles away all afternoon.  I thought Paula was going to take 

him to the tool shed and beat him into submission.” 

“How are things going with you and Kirk?  Does all these games put a damper on 

things.”  Jamie didn’t want to hear about Peter. 

“Sort of but we’re official now.  We had a talk last night.  It’s just that we don’t 

want to upset either team hanging out so much.  We’re going to sneak out for a date this 

weekend and he insisted that I go to the party he’s throwing after the football game.  

You’ll come with, won’t you?” 

“Yes.”  Jamie wanted to check if Peter was going but it would be obvious she was 

mad at him if the answer was yes and she declined.  Obvious wasn’t part of her plans.  

Mike and Dan would go along and she would be able to avoid any interaction using them 

as buffers. 

“Good.”  Wendi answered and there was a long pause in the line. 
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“I should get back to work.  I haven’t done any homework yet.”  Jamie figured 

they ran out of things to say. 

“What else is new?”  Wendi teased.  “Before you go, I was wondering how things 

were with you and Peter?” 

“Fine.  Why?  Did he say something?”  Jamie sounded anxious.  How dumb of 

her? 

“Someone was asking me about him and if he was involved.  When I asked him 

for information he stormed off mumbling something about women being nothing but 

trouble.  Is he mad at you?” 

“Who knows?  Maybe his fascination finally ran its course.”  Even if he did hold 

a small torch for Jamie, she wasn’t receptive and Heidi was.  Given the choice between 

an uphill climb and a walk in the park, who wouldn’t take the easy path?  

“Yeah.   That could be possible.”  Wendi doubted it. 

“Who was asking?”  Jamie hated that she wanted to know – for sure.  It had to be 

Heidi. 

“Heidi.  And she specifically mentioned you by name.” 

“Because we sit together in class.  She’s a good fit for him.”  Jamie flung herself 

on her bed and fought back an urge to tear up. 

“Yeah.  She must want him back.  It was foolish to think you two would happen.”  

After another bit of silence Wendi added, “Then why did he get all jerky with me?” 

“I’m sure he’ll tell you soon enough.  I didn’t realize they dated.”  Jamie wished 

she would stop fishing for information.  Her mouth was working without consulting her 

brain.  It was the reverse problem she used to have when it didn’t work regardless of 

direct orders.  Those were the good ole days. 

“They went out a couple of times but Heidi told Peter he wasn’t her type.  The 

new and improved Peter is more appealing to her.” 

“New and improved?” 

“You know.  He’s just gotten kind of cute, he’s on the varsity team and he is 

acting more his age, more fun.”  Wendi admitted knowing that Jamie thought he was a 

killjoy at times.   
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“I guess so.”  Jamie didn’t think he was that different.  He had been nicer to her 

for sure because they had called their truce.  And he was acting enchanted but that was all 

for added confusion in the middle of war games.  His last kiss got her hot and bothered 

and like a rookie Jamie had delayed setting her hormones straight.  Of course it would 

arouse her interest?  She was flesh and blood and as a small rubber hammer struck on the 

knee caused a leg to kick, so did his affection cause her to swoon – a tiny, itty, 

microscopic, insignificant amount.   

“I’ll let you go.  Good night.”   

Jamie hung up and considered listening to her messages.  Curiosity won the battle 

and it wasn’t like she could feel any worse.   

“Peter here.”  His recorded voice spoke.  “Checking to see how things went.  Um, 

Heidi was asking me about how things were going.  Not that you care.  Anyway, I really 

want to talk to you so call me.” 

Jamie obliterated his message and the one from Wendi without listening.  He was 

down playing Heidi.  Well, she wasn’t going to stand in his way of a second chance.  

Opting out of homework, she turned off her lights and listened to her iPod in the dark.   
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Jealous 

The next day lunch was a reprieve from Jamie’s grouchiness.  The guys were 

humming the song and getting into the idea of performing.  Sara was laughing and 

although Jamie felt somewhat removed it felt good to see her friends enjoying 

themselves.   

“Hey.”  Dan leaned over and threw an arm around her shoulders and rubbed.  

“Where are you?” 

“I’m tired.” 

He gave her a quick peck on the cheek.  “Don’t over do it.  I’ll see you after 

school.” 

She nodded and then she was out of time.  Regardless of her wishes, she had to go 

to calculus.  Jamie got up and walked down the stairs seriously considering ditching 

class.   

“What’s wrong with me?”  She told herself as she shuffled her stubborn feet even 

though she was due in class a minute earlier. 

It was a good kiss.  Her small disloyal inner voice said in her head.  And like him 

or not, you like him liking you.   

That was it.  Jamie had been flattered and it never occurred to her that in spite of 

any true feelings on either side, Peter’s attentiveness had been uninterrupted since school 

started.  It was bound to hit some static and even terminate.  Heidi wasn’t Jordan.  There 

wasn’t any basis for Jamie to have such a strong reaction against them as a couple. 

It wasn’t like Jamie didn’t have other sources of male attention.  If anything, Dan 

had been more devoted to her than he had since summer.  But Peter felt like a shiny new 

toy.  She was force to admit he wasn’t hers to keep. 

It didn’t matter.  Peter and Jamie was only a game inside the bigger game.  Jamie 

had let herself start to believe there was more to it.  There wasn’t.  It was all strategy and 

head games to those bozos. 

Five minutes after start of class she walked in and got a reproachful look from 

Father Luke but he didn’t make a scene.  Heidi sat in front of Peter and Jamie’s usual seat 

was unoccupied.   
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“Hey.”  She whispered checking over Peter’s shoulder for the page number. 

“Hi.”  He greeted back with some uncertainty on what happened the day before if 

anything at all.  It crossed his mind he imagined it. 

Father Luke was discussing the test but hadn’t returned the graded papers. 

“How do you think you did?”  Peter wrote in the margin of his 

notebook. 
“Good.  Thanks to you.” 

“Do you have time after school to grab a bite?”   

She shook her head.  “We’re rehearsing for Saturday.” 

Their teacher wove around the room passing back the tests and Jamie had a 

ninety-six percent.  She beamed.  Peter had peeked and smiled.  He flipped his page and 

he had a perfect test. 

Heidi pivoted in her chair and whispered to Peter, “What did you get?”   

He slid the test to her. 

“Can you help me?”  Heidi held hers up for him to see and she had a seventy-

eight. 

“Maybe.”  He said looking up at the priest who was waving his finger for them to 

listen. 

Father Luke went over the problems and told the class that he would be available 

for extra help during lunch every Thursday.   

When class ended Peter turned to Jamie, “Is everything all right?”  He was 

confused if she was mad at him or not.  No.  He was confused why she was mad and 

suddenly wasn’t, or wasn’t showing it. 

“Sure.”  She tossed her things into her bag and picked it up like any other day. 

“I’ll call you later.”  He pressed. 

“Peter, what are you doing after school?”  Heidi asked hopefully.   

“Later.”  Jamie excused herself so they could make arrangements for a midweek 

date.  She knew his schedule was clear if he wanted to grab a bite. 

The others were at her house after school was out and things were going 

smoothly.  Sara acted as a director.  She helped Jamie choreograph her moves and taught 
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the guys everything they had to do.  They were a little racy but nothing worse than cheer 

routines.  It was weird to be the only girl with three guys. 

Jamie worked on her computer when Peter called as promised.  Taking a deep 

breath before she picked up she answered, “Hi there.”  It was tempting to ignore it but 

she didn’t because it didn’t matter. 

“Congratulations on your A.” 

“Thanks to your help.”   

“It was all you.”  He was trying hard to keep it light. 

“How are things going with the talent skit?” 

“I got out voted.  Don’t laugh at me on Saturday.” 

“No promises there.”  It wasn’t so bad talking to Peter.  That was how it should be 

with them – friendly and relaxed.  “What are you doing or is that forbidden knowledge?” 

“Probably.  But if it’s between us, I don’t see the harm.  It’s an Ok Go song.  I 

wanted us to write a poem and take turns reading it.  Maybe with some beatnik type 

drumming in the background but they nixed it.”   

“Doesn’t sound like a cause to laugh.  Is it a comedy skit?” 

“I have to sing and it isn’t an easy song.  It’s a short song so I have that going for 

me.” 

Jamie giggled to think of the rigid Peter performing anything musical. 

“You’re laughing.” 

“Well, you’ll laugh at me for sure.”  She would look ridiculous dancing around 

the guys trying to be as alluring as Madonna.  “I have to sing as well.” 

“Um…” He got nervous.  “Were you mad at me about something yesterday?” 

“No.  It was a bad day.  The test was a daunting hurdle.” 

“The test?” 

“Yeah.  And the games and stuff.  You know how things can pile up on you.” 

“You could’ve sat next to me.  I told Heidi not to sit there but she didn’t listen.” 

“It wasn’t a big deal.”  Jamie tried to be as nonchalant as possible because after 

all, she didn’t care.  “She seems kind of into you.” 

“Now.”  He said resentfully.   
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“Wendi said you two dated some.”  Why was Jamie bringing that up?  She didn’t 

want the details. 

“We went on a couple of dates like a year ago.  She wasn’t interested then and 

I’m not now.” 

“Why not?  She’s a chick nerd.  You two make a cute couple.”  Instantly Jamie 

felt bad for the pop shot she took at his expense. 

“Why not?”  He was offended.  “I guess there isn’t a good reason.  It isn’t like 

there is anyone else that would go out with me.  Not unless it was compulsory.” 

“If you want out of the bet so your conscious can be free, I understand.  It’s a 

childish wager.  You shouldn’t miss out on a real date for a fake one.”  She replied 

tersely. 

“You are mad.”  Peter confirmed.  “You’re not jealous, are you?” 

“Not at all.”  She paced.  “I’m not some immature girl that can’t figure out your 

plan.  I know you’re playing head games to complicate things with this cockamamie war 

game competition.” 

“Cockamamie war game?  You guys asked to be part of it.” 

“Dan did.” 

“Is that Dan your boyfriend today or just Dan your friend?” 

“That isn’t any of your business.” 

“It is if we’re kissing.” 

“That doesn’t count if I’m subjugated.  We’re only kissing because you are so 

hard up for affection that you made that a condition of the wager.” 

“Hard up?  Just because I don’t have a girlfriend doesn’t make me hard up.” 

“You have choices.  Heidi is clearly taken by you.  Why don’t you kiss her 

instead of forcing me into it.” 

“Forcing?”  He sounded like an echo.  “It wasn’t like we stopped at one.” 

“I was being a good sport.  I won’t make that mistake again.”  Jamie blurted out.  

“Is Heidi going to join our Sunday study dates?” 

“No.”  He said stubbornly.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Fine.”  She hung up and fumed. 
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All progress on their friendship evaporated and they barely spoke the rest of the 

week.   
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Drinking Competition 

The first string running back for the school team had been hurt and Peter was 

bumped up to fill his spot until he was up to snuff.  Mike thought the coach would keep 

Peter in the position since he was the stronger player.   

It was the first game they lost that year and even though they beat the spread there 

was a gloomy cloud hanging over the crowd as they departed.  Jamie changed to go to 

Kirk’s party.  The nice thing about going directly from the school was that Wendi 

couldn’t bring several outfits.  She was ready in her personal best time ever.  Together 

with Sara they drove to their destination in Jamie’s jeep.  Jamie had passengers to the 

party but each girl was to get rides home from their men, which left Jamie free to cut out 

early if she so desired.  She desired and it was only a matter of how early she’d check 

out. 

Kirk’s house had a completely different feel than most.  It was eclectic and Jamie 

guessed that all the artwork was probably made by one of the members of his talented 

family.  Instruments were everywhere.  They had two pianos, a grand and an upright, as 

well as drums and guitars among the many.  There was no doubt they made a good living 

but the house wasn’t ostentatious as so many were in their neighborhood. 

Wendi went off to see her official boyfriend while Jamie and Sara chatted waiting 

for their teammates.  Not long after Peter walked into the backyard with Steven.  Steven 

was the other guy on the honor team completing their quartet.  Peter waved awkwardly at 

Jamie from the opposite end of the party. 

She waved back and looked away. 

“How are things going with your study sessions?”  Sara asked curiously. 

“Fine.  I got an A on my first test.” 

“Congratulation but sadly I was asking for selfish reasons.  Are you guys avoiding 

talking about the games or have you learned anything useful?” 

“Nothing useful.”  Jamie didn’t mention the few facts he slipped about their talent 

project. 
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Heidi and Liz mingled with Peter and Steven.  Heidi stood next to Peter absorbing 

every word, laughing at every comment and touching him every chance she got.  Her 

scopes were dead set on Peter. 

“Let’s get another drink.”  Jamie suggested wanting to walk far away or at least to 

a location out of the line of vision. 

Sara followed.  “You don’t have any feelings for Peter do you?” 

“No.”  Jamie answered before Sara got the last word of her question out of her 

mouth. 

“He’s cute.  It’s cool but Mike would worry because you spend so much time 

together.” 

“We’re friends.  Nothing to worry Mike about.”  Jamie assured her.   

“What would worry me?”  Her brother asked sneaking up behind them with Bill. 

“Nothing.”  Sara gave him a sloppy kiss. 

“Where’s Dan?”  Jamie asked. 

“He couldn’t resist some trash talk with Peter and Steven.  And you think I take 

these things too gravely.”  Mike shook his head. 

“You do.  He does it better.”   

They sat on some benches underneath a large oak in the yard.  The backyard, 

which was easily two acres, was designed like a park – landscaped but still very free form 

and plenty of places to sit and relax.  There was even a hammock with Tobey and two 

girls in it.  For big lug, he did all right with the women folk.   

“Jamie,” Mike said putting his beer down and leaning forward, a sign that the next 

subject would be of utmost dire importance.  “When you see Peter on Sunday, try to work 

out some ideas about the trivia contest and paintball tactics.  We’re ahead now but only 

by ten points.  I don’t see Kirk playing some kind of trick to win their contest.  They 

don’t need it.  Dan’s our secret weapon in trivia and I don’t want anymore surprises.” 

“Isn’t that cheating?”  She cautioned her brother. 

“You flirt with him.  He tells you some intel.  It’s a win-win.” 

Jamie threw her head back.  There was no point arguing.  She wouldn’t do it.  It 

wasn’t right.  “I’ll be back.”  She went to find the restroom.  Most of the party was in the 
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yard but there were a few clusters of students in the house.  There was a short line but she 

was through it and out before long. 

“Hello.”  Peter said when she walked through the kitchen to return to her team. 

“Having a nice night?”  Jamie said carelessly. 

He shrugged and took a sip from his beer. 

“Beer?”  She was so shocked she said it a little too loudly.  The beer was fresh 

and she suspected he hadn’t had more than a couple of swigs. 

“It isn’t the first time I drank.”  He smiled.  “You didn’t notice I’m not in a tie and 

slacks.” 

He wasn’t.  He had on faded blue jeans and a black tee that gave him a rakish 

good look.  The shirt was tucked in and he had a belt but it was a long way from his 

button up and necktie from the end of year party. 

She smiled encouragingly.  “You look good relaxed.  Do you feel relaxed?”   

Winking and taking another small sip he answered, “Never more relaxed.  Shall I 

kiss you now or wait until after we lose the talent show?” 

“If it’s all the same, we should probably wait for confirmation on who’s in the 

lead.”  Jamie didn’t think the bet was legitimately off because of Heidi.  His comments 

were meant to assure her it was officially still on. 

“We aren’t going to win.  It’s a great idea but I have to sing.” 

He was telling Jamie details and she wasn’t sure if it was a sign of trust or the 

beer.  “And you aren’t any good?”  Was she hunting or making small talk? 

“Okay.  My team seems to think it’s good enough.”   

She could tell by his words that his doubts were the only in his group.  “It isn’t 

like we’re the A-team on this one.  You can beat us and we’ll be tied.  Then no one will 

have to kiss the other.” 

“Or we can meet half way.”  His smoldering eyes watched her cautiously giving 

her a sensational chill in her bones.  “Or we could kiss for no reason.” 

Her heart started to pound.  She got scared and excited at once.  “We’ll see.”  The 

words surprised Jamie.  She thought she was going to flat out decline the offer.  When 

did her mouth disengage from her brain and more importantly, how was she going to fix 

the disconnect?  It was happening too frequently. 
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Wendi popped up behind him and zapped his sides with her fingers.  “Paula said 

you have to be careful around Jamie and that means clear headed.”  She seized his beer 

and took a big swallow.  “He isn’t telling you anything, is he?” 

“Everything.  It’s the only reason I’m allowed to talk to him.”   

“She better be kidding.”   

“She is.”  He took back his beer.  “And what about keeping your mind clear for 

when you’re spending one-on-one time in Kirk’s room.”  His words ran together.  What a 

lightweight for a partial beer to creep up on him so quickly. 

Wendi blushed.  “Paula isn’t worried about him.”  And with that snide 

commentary on his weakness and her guile, she strolled off in the very direction of said 

host. 

“They’re good together.”  Jamie approved. 

“And they’re so different.  She can’t play anything.  So we had to go another 

route.”  He laughed.  “I shouldn’t tell you that.” 

“I can’t do anything with it.  What else have you got?”   

“As chance would have it, Paula thought up a creative way around a lack of 

blatant talent.”  He winked.  “She’s a wiz with iMovie.” 

Jamie tilted her head as she did the math.  They were going to use a video in their 

act.  Her team would love to know before hand but it wasn’t going to change anything the 

day before the match off.   

He shook his head and closed his eyes.  “Wow, this stuff sure does make me feel 

dumb.” 

“That’s kind of the point.”  Jamie laughed that he was such a novice.  “Is that 

your first one?” 

“Thi-ir-d.”  He over enunciated. 

Her eyebrows furrowed.  “You’ve only been here an hour or so.” 

“Well, yeah.  But, um, I had two more with the tequila.” 

“You had tequila too?  Shots?”  She moved him to the laundry room and leaned 

him against the machines seeing the affects wash over him.  Taking his beer she poured it 

down the sink.  “Do you now how much stronger that stuff is?” 
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“Well, it was little sips.”  He held his thumb and forefinger about a shot glass size 

from each other.  “It’s a guy thing.  You wouldn’t understand.” 

She understood perfectly.  He had been compelled.  “The rule of thumb is one an 

hour.” 

“That’s what I thought but Dan said that was for girls.” 

“Next time you start drinking get Dan first.” 

“It was Dan who I was having shots with.  We’re buddies.  He likes me because I 

can catch a football.” 

Jamie’s jaw clenched tight.  She would deal with Dan later.  There were storage 

supplies in the laundry area and several cases of bottled water.  She ripped opened the 

plastic wrap and gave him one.  “Drink this.” 

“I’m not thirsty.”  Peter slurred.  The booze was still increasing its affects as it 

coursed through his blood system.  His face was ruby red from the buzz and she ran her 

fingertips along his temple.  “Mmm.”  He hummed at her gentle touch. 

“Drink.”  She demanded kindly.   

He obeyed.  “Don’t be mad.”   

“I’m not mad at you.  Dan’s a different matter.” 

“He was helping me out.” 

“No he wasn’t.  Dan has a hollow leg.”  A hollow leg that he fine-tuned with 

years of practice.  Even growing up he was allowed to drink on special occasions.  His 

parents were extremely liberal. 

“I insisted.” 

“Sure.”  Jamie leaned next to him and lifted the plastic bottle to his mouth.  “Keep 

drinking.”   

“I feel fine.  Kind of warm and fuzzy all over.”  He rolled his eyes and as if the 

inertia was too great his whole head flopped back.  “But that stuff doesn’t taste so hot.  I 

can see why people swallow it fast and need to chase it.”  His eyes met hers and took two 

seconds to focus.  “Dan and I had some guy talk.  He’s being pretty cool.  He gets why I 

would like you.  Says you’re the coolest broad in school.  Even gave me some pointers.” 
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The last thing she wanted was the two of them comparing notes on her.  “You 

don’t need pointers.  Do you want me to take you home?”  It was an easy yes and he 

nodded his head forward.  “Then finish that up and take one for the road.”   

Jamie was ready to support him but he stood up without wobbling too badly.  She 

took his hand and walked him casually through the house. 

Dan cut them off on their way out.  His eyes shot down to their intertwined hands 

and his lips curled.  He was peeved but played it off.  “I told you it would help.”  

“Like you were trying to help.”  Jamie wanted to tell him off right there and then 

but she had to get Peter home. 

“Jamie,” Dan started but she cut him off. 

“Don’t even try to talk your way out of this.”   

“He wanted to drink.  Didn’t you Petey?” 

Peter’s head flopped up and down in a drunken nod.  “Too chill out.  He said you 

would like me more if I wasn’t such a stress puppy.” 

“Not exactly.”  Dan smiled at Jamie as if she would believe him because he 

wasn’t as drunk. 

“Step aside.”  She pulled Peter who bumped into her when Dan didn’t move out 

of the way.  His long arm slithered over her shoulder and around her neck – probably for 

support but Dan didn’t like it. 

“Where are you going?” 

“I’m taking Peter home to sleep it off.” 

“I’m going with you.  Let me tell Mike we’re leaving.”  Dan hurried out to the 

yard. 

Jamie didn’t wait.  Peter got into the car.  She ran to the driver’s side and drove 

off.   

“What about Dan?” 

“Don’t worry about him.”  Jamie held his hand.  “Still feeling all right?” 

“It kind of passed from a fun dumb to an annoying one.” 

“Hopefully it stops there.”  Next stop was throwing up and she didn’t want him 

doing that – most positively not in her car.  Jamie parked at his house and mercifully he 
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didn’t get sick.  When she opened his door for him to step out his head spun.  She 

steadied him.   

Very slowly they walked to the house and he leaned his head against the wall.  

She reached into his front pocket and found his keys.  “Is anyone home?”  She whispered. 

“No.  Grandma is still in Wyoming and our parents are out of town.”   

As soon as Peter was near his bed he rolled on his back and closed his eyes with 

his arm over his forehead.  “This doesn’t feel good anymore.”  Scooby had followed 

them into his room and placed his head at Peter’s feet looking forlorn at his master. 

Jamie filled up the empty water bottle from his bathroom sink and found some 

aspirin.  Sitting at his side she had him take the aspirin. 

“Am I drunk?” 

“I wouldn’t say you’re drunk but you’re close.” 

“Do you think I’m a loser?” 

“Never.”  She ran her hand along his face and gave an encouraging smile. 

“But you don’t like kissing me.” 

Her smile disappeared.  “It isn’t the worst thing in the world but it’s bizarre.” 

“I like kissing you.  I liked it before we even did it.”  He wasn’t making sense. 

“You really are very sweet.  Do you have any idea how many girls in school 

would kill to be here with you right now?” 

“But not you.” 

“I am here.”  Jamie leaned next to him and gave him a quick peck on his 

forehead.  Seeing that he may not get around to changing she took off his shoes and then 

his belt.   

He lifted his waist for her.  “Are you undressing me?”  If he weren’t so wasted 

from the alcohol it would have sounded like a come-on. 

“No but if you fade off before you change you’ll be more comfortable.” 

He poked at her hand until she held his.  “I don’t like Heidi like that.”  It was an 

abrupt change of topic that was on both of their minds. 

“It’s okay if you do.” 

“But I don’t.” 

“Yeah, I am starting to see that.” 
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“Were you jealous?”  Peter wanted clarification on his earlier assumption. 

“Some.  At first.”  Jamie wanted to contradict it.  She wasn’t really sure it was 

proper jealousy but it was what he needed to hear. 

“Do you like me?” 

“We seem to be good at being friends.  Let’s not worry about defining it.”  She 

answered wondering how much he was going to regret bringing it up when he 

remembered in the morning through sober eyes.  “Finish your water before I go.” 

Jamie glanced around.  His war game binder sat on his desk.  She could easily flip 

through it and she knew that was what Mike wanted.  But she didn’t.  Peter was watching 

her when she turned back to him.  Did he know what she was thinking?  If he were sober, 

he’d have figured it out.  Would he be upset she was tempted or proud that she resisted?  

“Keep drinking.” 

Peter took another gulp and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.  “Why so 

much water?” 

“So you won’t get hung over.” 

“Hung over?”  Paula was in the room and Jamie had no idea for how long.  “You 

got him drunk?” 

“No.  I drank too much on my own.  She’s taking care of me.”  Peter confessed. 

“I’ll go.”  Jamie said getting up glad to pass off her nursing duties to Paula. 

Paula walked her out, thanked her and gave her a hug for tending to her brother. 

“No problem.”  Jamie turned but Paula’s hand was on her shoulder. 

“You aren’t leading him on are you?” 

She shook her head that she wasn’t. 

“He’s got it bad.” 

She didn’t know why and she didn’t know what to do about it.  “What do you 

want me to say?” 

“Don’t hurt him.” 

“He’s a friend.  I don’t plan to do anything harmful.” 

Paula wanted to say more.  She wanted to tell Jamie to back off until the games 

were over – perhaps longer.  That meant that even the all-knowing Paula didn’t know 
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about the bet because it was Peter’s call to put a stopper on that.  It was tempting to give 

her the full scoop.   

Jamie drove home.  With luck Peter would wake up feeling pretty normal.  She 

got three bottles of water down him and two aspirin.  Between him and Dan she was 

getting fed up with the male half of the human race.  One thing was for sure, it wasn’t a 

game inside a game but the bigger game was obstructing a clear view to know what was 

really underneath.   

After Paula’s little rebuke Jamie wasn’t sure how to get out of the murky waters.  

It wasn’t her intentions to lead Peter on but he was making too much out of everything.  

They had only kissed because of the bet and he wanted more.  Jamie didn’t think she was 

ready for more with anyone.   

It was half past midnight when she pulled up and saw Mike’s car.  Was Dan with 

him?  That was the real question.  And did she have the energy to battle it out? 

Dan waited in her room.  “What took you so long?”  He accusingly asked. 

“I don’t even want to see you right now.” 

“I didn’t think he would drink more.  I only meant for him to have one.” 

“And you didn’t stop him.” 

“I’m not his mother.”  He shot back. 

“Just go.”   

Dan didn’t move.  “Have you kissed him?”   

Something about the way he asked made her know she couldn’t get away with a 

denial.   

“Jamie, have you kissed him?” 

“We’ve kissed.  I didn’t initiate it.” 

“When?” 

“That isn’t important.  It’s not like that.”  She didn’t want to explain the 

circumstances.  Not after his childish prank. 

“Peter told me he kissed you last June.  We were dating then.”  He spoke softly 

knowing the words carried enough weight without added volume. 

No wonder Dan was asking such pointed questions.  He had gotten the news from 

the intoxicated Peter and thought he had proof of a betrayal.  Jamie hadn’t really 
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forgotten about Peter first kiss but it seemed so mild in comparison.  “I was out of it and 

he was appreciative that I stood up for him when Tobey hit him.”  If Dan hadn’t gotten 

him loosened up with tequila, she would have been mad at Peter for telling all. 

His face softened.  “It was that night?” 

She nodded.   

He went to hug her but she held him back.   

“He almost got sick.”  Jamie said. 

“Fine.  I’ll go.” 
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Challenge 2: Talent Show 

Dan offered up a more convincing apology the next day before they ran through 

their routine for the last time without an audience.  Jamie wasn’t really done being angry 

but she told him he was forgiven.  For the team, she put it aside knowing her temper 

would disappear in a day or two.  She didn’t hold many grudges and Dan was one of 

those friends that she always forgave. 

The talent show was at school in the auditorium and they could use the school’s 

prop storage or instruments if they needed.  Since it was Kirk’s team’s game, they 

decided the performance order and opted on reverse card pull from the kick off meeting.  

That meant Peter’s team would start and since Jamie was most curious about their act, 

she was happy to not have to wait.   

The honor’s team dropped the movie screen and lit up the stage behind them so 

only their nebulous silhouettes were discernable as they prepared the stage.  All lights 

were killed but one and Peter’s shadow stood alone by the microphone behind the screen.  

His hand rose with what looked like a remote and clicked a button.  The last light was 

extinguished and they were in the dark.  Do What You Want by Ok Go started pumping 

through the sound system and the screen lit up with a video they had made mimicking the 

real video from the band.  Through it all – there was Peter’s shadow as he sang. 

Jamie knew the song and it was fast.  She waited to see if Peter could handle it.  

He wasn’t half bad.  Whoever edited the video knew their stuff.  It must have been Paula 

if it was done on iMovie.  They had a stop motion affect and although they didn’t have 

the same clothes and background like the original video, it was very clever.  His singing 

only needed to be passable since the video was first-rate.  The real artistry was in the 

film. 

Three minutes later, Jamie was clapping for her friends.  She didn’t have time to 

tell them it was excellent because her act was up next.  Once her group was on the stage 

behind the curtain Sara was at her side.   

“This isn’t going to do.”  She said to Jamie.  “Take off the jacket and you need to 

spice it up.” 
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Jamie removed her jacket and she was left in her short black loose skirt and a 

matching fitted tank top.  Sara tucked in her shirt tighter and fixed her bra.  “Hey.”  Jamie 

didn’t expect her to adjust her undergarment.  Sara propped up the twins for maximum 

exposure. 

“That shouldn’t count.  Most of it wasn’t a live performance.”  Dan whined as he 

watched Sara primp Jamie with great intensity. 

“Peter was on stage singing and they used their smarts to create a really sharp 

video.  It wasn’t just good – it was ingenious.  It’s better than ours.”  Sara was fair and 

gracious but wanted to give them a good run for the money.  She shook her head.  Pulling 

out Jamie’s shirt she tucked it up under her bra to make it look cropped off. 

“That works.”  Dan approved.  “Need any help?” 

Mike grimaced seeing his sister get a sexy make over.  He agreed it was a tough 

act to follow and he didn’t want to lose their lead over Peter so he held his tongue. 

After fixing Jamie’s outfit Sara moved to the guys and even opened some buttons 

on the men’s shirts to give them more of a hot male model look.  “Think spicy.”  Sara 

commanded Jamie.  Their alternative/director walked to the side to pull back the curtain, 

hit the spotlight and pressed play before Jamie could even register the words. 

Jamie strutted on stage to the rhythm and shouted over the music.  “Come on 

girls.  Do you believe in love?  Because I have something to say about it and it goes 

something like this.”  Then she sang her heart out. 

She crossed the stage focused directly on the audience and then pranced around 

her brother.  He held up fake jewels in synch with the lyrics.  Unable to heat up her act 

with Mike, she made up for it when she moved on to Bill.  She got close and personal 

with him as Bill’s eyes followed her.  His hands gripped a steering wheel they found in 

the prop room when she sang about fancy cars.  When she got to Dan and sang about a 

big strong man she really laid on the sex appeal.  Dan almost missed his cue to lift her up 

for a leap. 

The next round Mike had roses, Bill a satin sheet and then she danced around Dan 

with her best moves and he forgot his steps as he let himself get distracted.  The crowd 

applauded as well as hooted and hollered when the music stopped.  Too turned on to 
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resist, Dan took her in his arms and tilted her back for a long hard kiss while the curtain 

closed. 

“We should keep practicing.”  Dan teased in her ear. 

Jamie squirmed out of his hold.  “I am not doing that ever again.”  She didn’t 

know what drove her to listen to Sara anyway.  It was preposterous. 

“Geez Jamie.  That was perfect.”  Sara gave her a hug.  “We’re using some of that 

in cheer.” 

Jamie nodded mindlessly.  It was over and she just wanted to enjoy the last two 

skits before the voting.  As she started off to return to her seat Sara grabbed her and put 

her shirt back to normal. 

Able to relax Jamie sat next to Wendi.   

“Wow.”  Wendi said.  “You really put your all into that.  I’m surprised Dan didn’t 

cop a feel.” 

Jamie rolled her eyes.  He was still on her bad side.  “It’s your fault.  Your clever 

video scared Sara and she told me to spice it up.” 

“Muy picante.”  Wendi waved her hand like it was fanning her face. 

Kirk’s team was next and they were ready with musical instruments.  They had a 

blank canvas on an easel with various art supplies ready for use.  The song was 

whimsical and home made.  To make it even more relatable it was about the different 

groups competing.  At different points each person stopped their playing to add to the 

canvas.   

At the end they had a mural with different images representing the teams.  Art, 

notes and instruments signified their talent.  Books, computers and a bold letter A were 

painted in the corner for the honors team.  A capitol building, gavel and a blue donkey 

and red elephant represented the student body.  A football, baseball, basketball, racket 

and pompoms were in the last corner representing the athletes.  In the center of the 

symbolic menagerie was the picture of the school. 

It was better than theirs as well but that was expected.   

When the curtain opened for the last act, Cameron was on stage in a long black 

cape and shiny top hat.  He performed magic tricks with a very scantily clad Jordan 

assisting him.  Tobey and Ivan were plants in the audience that played dumb for a couple 
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of the tricks – well Ivan acted and Tobey was a natural.  It wasn’t bad but Jamie thought 

it was the weakest of the four. 

Kirk’s people passed out ballots and the captains went to a lunch table outside to 

talk.  The whole groups’ vote was half the points and the captains decided the second half 

amongst themselves. 

“We should see that Madonna number again.”  Kirk joked to Jamie.  “Mind 

giving us a repeat performance.” 

“Dibs on Dan’s spot.”  Cameron said. 

“You’re too short.  I’ll be Dan, if we have to do this.”  Peter winked at her. 

“As great as it was, and it was great, we’ll have to dock some points for Dan.  He 

kept losing his step.  I don’t know why.”  Kirk rolled his eyes. 

Jamie went pink.  “Let’s vote without any encores.” 

“No offense buddy but it wasn’t fair that most of yours was taped.”  Cameron had 

the same feeling as Dan that the honor kids got off easy without a live audience. 

“You’re only saying that because it was the best.”  Jamie said truthfully.  “It was 

clever for sure.  And creative.” 

“If we all want to see Jamie’s again, isn’t that the best?”  Peter asked. 

“Well, there may be more to the encore requests than skill.”  Kirk gave Peter a 

silly look.  “But I agree with Jamie.  Yours was better than ours.” 

Cameron sat back disgusted.  His only chance of not coming in last was if Peter’s 

was disqualified and no one was going for that. 

“I still had to sing.”  Peter reminded him.  “That wasn’t an easy song.” 

They counted the ballots and they were in accordance with their views.  Peter 

came in first with forty points, Kirk second with thirty, Jamie got twenty and Cameron 

left with ten.   

Inside the others mingled outside of their usual ranks.  Sara chatted with Wendi 

and Paula and Jamie joined them.   

“Who won?”  Sara asked immediately. 

“Kirk will make an announcement in a minute.” 

“I thought Peter’s eyes were going to fall out of his head if he opened them any 

wider when you danced.”  Paula’s own eyes narrowed on Jamie as she spoke, inspecting 
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her more warily than ever.  The influence Jamie had on her brother was worrisome 

especially in the middle of a battle. 

Sara put her hands on Jamie’s shoulders and squeezed.  “You were fabulous.” 

“Never do that before I am about to go on stage again.” 

“I will do that before every game and pep rally.”  She earnestly threatened.   

Kirk stood on the stage as he filled in the groups with the current score.  “Before 

you all head home, I wanted to update the final tally.  Peter is in the lead with sixty total.  

Cameron and Jamie are tied at fifty and we’re pulling up the rear with forty.  See you 

next Saturday for paint ball.” 

“Ugh.”  Paula moaned. 

“What’s wrong?”  Jamie wondered. 

“I have to spend my birthday running around the woods playing Rambo.”  If 

playing paintball in the woods wasn’t bad enough – now her birthday was being 

displaced because of it. 

“You’ll be with good friends and that’s all that matters.  We’ll have a proper 

celebration afterwards.”  Wendi promised. 

Jamie turned at a squeeze of her elbow.  It was Kirk with their mural.  “We 

decided you should have this.” 

She was flattered.  “Thanks.  Why me?” 

“We didn’t have any dollar bills to put in your skirt.” 

Her face heated up as the blood flooded it.  “You suck for saying that but I’m 

keeping the picture.” 

Jamie was exhausted and she passed out as soon as she hit her pillow.   
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Complicating Homework 

“Getting ready for your weekly study date?”  Mike said at a quarter to six on 

Sunday. 

Jamie was scurrying around her room and picking up clothes that went into the 

hamper.  “I’m not going to spy.”  She preempted before he could make the request. 

“We’re in second place.  Do you want to lose your bet?” 

“No.  We’ll catch up.”  She closed her closet door after tossing in the shoes she 

wore at the talent show hastily on the floor.  Scanning for more clutter she determined her 

room was presentable. 

“Find out if they have any strategy for paint ball and anything you can about the 

questions.” 

“Mike, that isn’t right.  We’ll win without resorting to shady ethics.” 

“Don’t go all soft on him.  Remember he has always been extremely harsh on 

you.  Shit, Jamie, he even tattled on you for retrieving the kickball.” 

Jamie stopped straightening up her room to giggle.  “That was third grade.” 

“You cried so much afterwards I hit him and then we were both in trouble.  And 

we got grounded for two weeks.  We never got grounded that long.” 

“We never got caught again.  Almost never anyway.  Aren’t you going to Dan’s?” 

“Yeah.  Why?  Is he coming here?  Mom and Dad aren’t home.” 

“So?”  She gave him an odd look.  It was seldom that their parents weren’t home 

that they didn’t have friends over.  Hell, if Dan spent any more time at their house, her 

parents may as well build him his own room. 

“I’ll call Dan to come this way.” 

“Mike, we’ve been in the same house alone before.  Nothing is going to happen.”  

Nothing that she wasn’t obligated to do per their preexisting wager.  She had never told 

anyone that they had mini-bets after each contest.  And now she was lagging in points, 

which meant she had to initiate the kiss and her stomach was full of spastic butterflies. 

“We’ll stay clear.”  He walked out. 

“Then why bother?”  She muttered to herself and then the doorbell rang.   
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Jamie darted down the hallway to beat Mike.  Unfortunately his room was closer 

and he was faster.  “Peter.  How are you doing?”  Mike said with a sickly sweet voice. 

“Hey Mike.”  Peter entered their house and Jamie wished she had spent some time 

in the family room, which looked lived in and chaotic. 

“We’ll study in my room.”  She led Peter through her house and after getting 

some sodas offered him the chair at her desk. 

He dropped his bag and walked around.  Looking at her shelves his eyes zeroed in 

on one photo from prom night.  It had Jamie and Wendi arm in arm with their perspective 

dates on either side looking less genuine in their smiles.  “You two made us take that.” 

She nodded.  “I tried to get Wendi to ditch you long enough but she wouldn’t 

have it.” 

“Nice.”  He grimaced at her. 

“I was going to ditch Dan.”  She added truthfully.  “You got pretty mad at me that 

night.”  

“Wendi had to babysit you.”  Peter thought about it.  “I can’t complain now.”  

Jamie had done the same for him a couple of nights earlier.  “The water must have 

worked.  I felt fine in the morning if you don’t count the remorse.” 

“Dan behaved like a jerk.” 

“He apologized last night.” 

“He did?” 

“Yeah.  Said it was a brainless trick and he’s glad I didn’t get too bad.” 

Jamie closed her door.  “Before I sit here and die from anticipation, we’re going 

to take care of mandatory business.”  Her hands pushed Peter back until he bumped the 

bed and sat.  If she was going to pay up for their bet, she wasn’t going to let the pressure 

build.  “Don’t say or do anything to make it worse.”  She stared down at his stunned face. 

But he quickly recovered.  “Like this?”  Peter’s hands darted around Jamie’s waist 

and she felt the warmth on her back where his palms rested.  It was just the thing that 

scared her and she froze.  A mischievous grin crossed his face and he fell back pulling 

her gently on top of him. 
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She leaned on one arm with him half under her.  Jamie’s long hair was all around 

her face and she couldn’t get close without it getting in the way.  Nervously she pulled it 

to one side.  “This isn’t really a good position for kissing.” 

“On the contrary, I find it very effective.”  His right hand ran up her spine, over 

her neck and his fingers spread out running into her hair.  “Is this making it better or 

worse?” 

“Both.”  Jamie kissed him.  His arms circled her and she couldn’t have broken 

free if she tried.  And she didn’t.  After fifteen minutes she rolled next to him on the bed 

and stared at her ceiling. 

“I’m going to have to see to it that we stay in the lead.”  Peter panted.   

“I didn’t mean to kiss you that long.”  She stammered.  Like it was just one kiss.  

She was all over him – up his neck, at his ears with a judicious amount of time spent on 

his lips. 

“I’ll let it slide.”  His head rolled over to look at her and she met his gaze.  “I 

wanted to kiss you since we danced at the prom.” 

“You kissed me a month later.” 

“I wanted to kiss you like that since the prom.”  He corrected and held her hand. 

She got out of bed and pulled him up.  “We need to study something other than 

anatomy.” 

Sitting on the floor they got to work.  A loud rap hit the door and then it opened.  

“How’s the math going?”  Mike asked with Dan behind him. 

“Great.”  She said annoyed that they felt the need to check in on them but happy 

the timing wasn’t ten minutes earlier.  Not that she believed Mike when he promised to 

stay clear. 

“I can help.  I took calc last year.”  Dan offered. 

Mike shook his head.  He wanted Jamie to have space to interrogate Peter.  “We’ll 

be in my room if you have any questions.  Come on.”  They conspicuously left the door 

open. 

“Dan took calculus as a junior?”  Peter was impressed. 

“He’s really smart.”  She told him.  “He’s better than Wikipedia.” 

“And more user friendly.” 
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She gulped some Coke wondering what he thought about her kissing Dan the 

night before and then him the next day. 

“Was that kiss part of the act?”  It must have been obvious that it was a spur of 

the moment reaction when Dan laid one on her at the end of their number. 

She shook her head no. 

“Are you guys dating?” 

Again she shook her head no. 

“Do you still like him?” 

She shrugged.  “It’s hard to say.  I’m mad at him for getting you drunk.” 

“You said I wasn’t drunk.”  He had remembered their talk in his room.  “Is he 

going to be okay when we go out?” 

“We still have two more contests.”  She said automatically. 

“Unless one of us pulls an upset, it’s almost certain that we’ll win.”   

“You’ll need to come in second next week to do that.” 

“We’ll do that or better and even if we’re third, the games will come down to a tie 

breaker and that is always trivia.”  He let it sink in.  “It’s ours to lose and we won’t.” 

“And how are you going to make sure you win?” 

“Aren’t you wily?  Don’t you worry your crafty little head.” 

“We could win the trivia.  Dan’s really good.”  Jamie cocked a confident brow. 

“I’m gathering that after the treasure hunt and hearing he already took calculus.  I 

underestimated him, all of you, but after last night, we’re pretty safe.” 

“I love how humble you are.” 

“What if you win?”  He asked with a little less conceit. 

“That’s what we want.” 

“And then we won’t go out?” 

“Oh.”  She wondered why he asked.  “There would be no need.”  She tried to be 

noncommittal but it sounded like a refusal.   

“No, there wouldn’t.”   

Picking up his textbook Jamie read a problem.  As she read she added extra 

details with useless facts.  The problem only had details needed for the solution.  Real life 

wasn’t like that and neither would Dan’s stumper questions. 
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“Again.”  Peter requested. 

She paraphrased unable to remember her exact wording but got the general idea 

across. 

“Let me see that.”  He reached for the book. 

“Draw.”  She ordered holding the book to her chest.  “What is the final question 

asking?” 

“For momentum, which is kilograms meters per second.  Okay, I see it.”  He 

ignored the extra measurements she tossed in.  “Why did they mention gravity?”  Again 

he went for the book.   

She held it far from him but he stretched across her.  When she didn’t allow it, he 

kissed her.  “Hey.”   

It was only a diversionary tactic to get the book.  “That wasn’t in the problem.  

Isn’t it hard enough without you complicating things?” 

“You did fine.”   

“Are you going to keep making stuff up?” 

“Yes.” 

He rolled his eyes.  “Fine.  Next.” 

She read another question that wasn’t on his homework.  The new details were 

thwarting his success.   

“Can you just read the problem that’s written?” 

“If you get it without any help, I’ll give you one kiss.”  Jamie held up her index 

finger. 

“Like the last one?”  Their make out session was incentivizing. 

“We don’t have all night.”  She read it again. 

It took a couple of times but he got it.  She gave him a peck on the cheek.  “That 

isn’t what I was expecting.”  He half moaned in disappointment. 

“Two more and I’ll kiss you properly.”  She read another. 

Peter got it first try and the second as well.  Not allowing another wimpy 

exchange of affection he brought her face to him with his hands cupped along her jaw 

and took his rightful claim.  “Why are you doing this?” 

“It motivates you.” 
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His forehead leaned gently against hers.  “Yes it does but why are you adding 

details?”  He kissed again taking advantage of their close proximity. 

“Are you lodging a complaint?” 

“Not really.”  He kissed her again and she forgot about the work.  The book 

dropped from her lap. 

“It’s getting late.”  It was after nine on a Sunday. 

“Sort of.”  Peter stroked her neck on one side and nibbled on the other. 

“Peter?” 

He cut her off. 

After a few minutes she managed to say, “Mike and Dan are in the living room.  

What if they come in here?” 

“Of course.  We can’t have that.”  He rolled his eyes annoyed.  “They’ll think we 

like each other and won’t understand it’s all a meaningless bet.” 

She didn’t have a reply.  What did he want?  Dan to hit him?   

Mike and Dan were on the couch playing video games in their sweats.   

“Leaving so soon?”  Dan asked glad to see Peter on his way out. 

“You’re not I see.” 

“I spend the night all the time.”  He glanced at Jamie and winked. 

She was too busy glaring at Dan to see Peter creep up on her and kiss her good 

night.  “I’ll see you in class.”  He walked out the door leaving her dumbfounded. 

There was an awkward pause as no one moved.   

“I’ll leave you two alone.”  Mike decided and went to his room. 

Dan leapt over the sofa and walked up to her.  “Are you dating?” 

“No.”  She insisted. 

“Of course you would have had the same answer if someone asked you when we 

were together.”  He didn’t know if she was in another clandestine relationship.  “Why did 

he do that?” 

“It isn’t a big deal.  Geez.  Did it occur to you that he was riling you up to get 

even for your tequila trick.” 

“Then why did you let him?” 
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“I didn’t even realize what he was doing until it was over.”  She tried to step past 

Dan but he moved to block her. 

“Do him a favor.  If you do date, don’t play the let’s not tell anyone else game.” 

“That isn’t why we broke up.” 

“No, we broke up because you got bored of me but it was contributory.”  He 

sneered.   

“I’m not bored with you.  You’re one of my best friends.”   

“Let’s try again.”  He was almost pleading as he hugged her.  “We’ll do it right 

this time.” 

Jamie started crying.  “Things are really complicated right now.” 

“Because of Peter.” 

“Some.  Between your stunt on Friday and his tonight, you both have me so angry 

and guilty I don’t know which way is up.”  She weighed her next words carefully before 

proceeding.  “And you only want to get back together because of him.” 

“And you don’t for the same reason.”  Dan walked away. 
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A Kidnapping 

Lunchtime brainstorming was uncomfortable with Dan.  He kept his distance and 

Jamie hated that he was mad at her.  The guys had played plenty of paintball and had a 

strategy.  They plotted the war and kept her informed on her role.  Since Jamie was worth 

extra points, they would move as a unit making sure she didn’t get hit while hunting for 

points. 

“Have you learned anything about what Peter’s team’s up to?”  Bill asked not 

knowing it was a sensitive topic. 

Dan didn’t react which was worse than the snarled lip he usually got.  Mike 

tensed and Sara put her hand on his arm. 

“No.  And I’m not going to.  We will win without cheating.” 

“Yeah.  No cheating.”  Dan echoed with contempt. 

Jamie fidgeted.  “It isn’t needed.”  She said weakly. 

“Class is about to start.”   

Sara pulled her aside while the guys walked off.  “What’s going on with you and 

Dan?” 

“Nothing.  He’s taking everything too seriously.” 

“Like you and Peter?”  Sara didn’t need to hear the answer.  And why would she?  

No doubt Mike had updated her on Peter’s good night peck in front of them.  “Look, if it 

is going to cause friction in the team, you shouldn’t see Peter until after this is over.  I 

know that sucks but it’s only two weeks.”   

The onus fell on Jamie, the team captain, to keep things copacetic.  There was 

only one more study date between their next and last contest.  “Okay.  I’ll cancel next 

Sunday.”  She walked down to calculus with her top to-do on her mind – scold Peter. 

At the sight of her Peter knew he was going to hear it.  “Sorry.”  He lied. 

“I get why you want to piss Dan off but you can’t use me to do it.  It’s 

obnoxious.” 

“Did you two kiss and make up?”  He sassed. 

“Quite the opposite.  Dan isn’t even speaking to me and it’s awful.” 

His eyes softened.  “Sorry.  It was obnoxious.” 
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“We’ll get passed this.”  And she added, “All of us.” 

“Do they know about us?” 

“They know we have a bet with a date riding on it but I didn’t fill them in on the 

mini-bets.  It isn’t like you’ve told anyone.  Would you want Paula to know?” 

“I told Paula everything last night.” 

Jamie couldn’t believe it.  “What did she say?” 

“She tried to talk me out of it until we win.  It was insulting that she thinks I 

would take a dive.  The two things aren’t related.” 

“Aren’t they?”  They were.  Maybe they were unraveling but they were tangled 

into a mess at first. 

Peter turned to her and his eyes pierced through her.  “We’ll figure this out and 

still try to help our teams.  I don’t see either of us letting our friends down.” 

“I guess not.” 

“Paula had painted herself in a corner.  Once she saw that we were emailing over 

the summer, she wouldn’t stop giving me advice on how to approach you.  Now she tells 

me to back off.”  He huffed a disgusted sound.  “She maybe my older sister but I’ll make 

the calls on my personal life.” 

He was tougher than her.  “We could postpone payment of the mini-bets until 

after the trivia challenge.” 

“We don’t need to.  Even though Paula’s stressing out, she admitted you were 

playing fair.  Apparently she noticed you eyeing my binder at my house on Friday.  I’m 

lucky you didn’t take a sneak peak.” 

Jamie frowned wondering what he thought about it but she wasn’t ready to hear 

the truth if it wasn’t favorable.   

Father Luke walked in late.  “Open your books to chapter five.”  He erased the 

residue of the previous math class from the board.   

“I knew you wouldn’t look.”  Peter said as he dipped his head down to read his 

notes. 

Suddenly Jamie felt like a heel that was being given more grace than she earned.   

When class ended he held her arm to wait for the other students to clear out.  

Once they were alone he cleared his chest of its burdens.  “You’re smart, gorgeous and 
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fun and I can’t help myself from wanting to be nearer.  These games are what they are 

but I wanted to have those mini-bets because I wanted to kiss you.  And if you didn’t 

figure that out at first, I’m sure you have by now.”  He got up and left her alone in the 

empty classroom. 

The week was in slow motion as Jamie kept her personal boundaries man free.  

She needed another reprieve from her daily grind but when she checked with Wendi for 

some girl time, she was booked solid through the weekend and into the next.  Boyfriends 

were bigger time sucks than schoolwork.   

Dan kept his distance regardless of her wishes.  Peter remained friendly in class 

but didn’t talk much and never called or emailed.  Mike had broached the topic once.  He 

asked her point blank if Jamie was dating Peter or going to.  When she took to long to 

think it over he let it slide.  Either he took that as a sign she was too confused to answer 

or too embarrassed to say yes. 

Confusion and embarrassment were abundant.  Jami hadn’t sorted through 

everything Peter laid on her from Monday nor had she told him they had to pass on 

studying that weekend.  Oddly, she didn’t want to skip it.  She looked forward to her time 

with Peter.  She needed to be around him to figure out what was going on with them.  She 

needed to know if she was interested.  Her left-brain said some time to reflect alone 

would be well used.  Then it arrogantly reminded her that she promised Paula that she 

wouldn’t lead Peter on.   

Friday was a little better since the upcoming weekend lifted everyone’s spirits.  

Cheering for the football game went well even if the game went poorly.  As Mike 

predicted, Peter was first string even after the original running back returned to full 

health.  They were the top dogs in the match up against their cross-town rivals but the 

first half was brutal.  There was an obvious reason why.  Dan didn’t want to pass the ball 

to Peter.   

During in their halftime show, Wendi took a spill and twisted her ankle.  It was 

tender and she sat out the rest of the game.  “Maybe I’ll be lucky and won’t have to play 

paintball.”  She schemed to take advantage of the sympathy. 

“Paula will think I was behind it.”  Jamie half joked.   
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Something must have happened in the locker room during half time.  Either the 

coach called Dan on his behavior or he wanted to win because he was throwing perfect 

passes to Peter regularly.  They had two touchdowns to make up and did.  They scored a 

field goal to win in the last play of the game. 

Before the girls were ready, the boys were already off to the follow up party.  Dan 

hadn’t bothered for a reward kiss.  Jamie knew he wasn’t ready to talk to her so she 

rightly took it personally. 

“Are you going?”  Wendi asked eagerly as they walked out to their cars. 

“Not tonight.”  Jamie didn’t want to crowd Dan. 

Waiting against Wendi’s car was Paula.  “Took you long enough.”  She ribbed 

when they approached. 

“You know how she gets.”  Jamie jabbed her thumb in Wendi’s direction. 

“Let’s get going.  This is the closest thing I get to celebrating my birthday this 

year.”  Paula was still bitching about giving up her Saturday night in the name of duty. 

“I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”  Jamie told them as they climbed into the VW Bug 

and drove off.  She sat in her jeep as the last cars left the sparse parking lot and it dawned 

on her that Peter’s birthday was also being truncated.  Whipping out her phone she 

dialed. 

“Hey.”  Peter answered with loud music in the background. 

Deflated she said, “Oh, never mind.”  The sound had dimmed and then ceased 

completely. 

“Never mind what?” 

“We’ll talk tomorrow.  I didn’t know you were going to the party.” 

“I’m not.  That was Steven driving off with his radio blasting.” 

“Really?”  She said eagerly. 

“I’m glad you called.  I was a jealous jerk last week.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

“Mike had a heart to heart with Dan at halftime so he would throw me the ball.  I 

think the only reason he convinced him is because we were down.  Mike’s a good guy.” 

“They both are.” 

“So what did you want?” 
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“I had an idea.” 

“Go on.”  He encouraged with curiosity. 

“Well, I thought I would kidnap you.”  Jamie needed a night out and Peter needed 

to do something outside his comfort zone for his birthday. 

“Kidnap me?  What does that entail?” 

“You go home and change into jeans, a shirt, sweatshirt, the oldest tennis shoes 

you have and no belt.  Then sneak out and meet me at the corner.  The rest is for you to 

find out.” 

Intrigued he agreed. 
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Pasadena Hills 

Forty-five minutes later, Jamie drove up the Rose Bowl hills with Peter.  The 

streets wound on top of each other and even the GPS was having a hard time deciphering 

which road they were on.  But she knew the way.  At the end of the road, she parked and 

hopped out getting a backpack from behind her seat. 

Always a gentleman, Peter took it.  “What’s in here?”  It wasn’t heavy but he felt 

a dense object weighing down in one corner. 

“Never you mind.”  Jamie said and untucked his shirt.  “You’re supposed to be 

one hundred percent comfortable.”   

He rolled his eyes.  “Yeah, that was so constricting.” 

She powered on a flashlight and led her willing captive up the dirt path to a fire 

trail that climbed further up the hill.  A short way up was a hairpin turn right where two 

peaks converged.  Spread out between them was a panoramic view of downtown Los 

Angeles. 

It came up suddenly and when he saw it he whistled long and low.  The night was 

clear and the moon was almost bright enough to forgo the flashlight and that was the 

perfect combination.  “It’s beautiful.” 

She smiled.  Everyone had the same response when they first saw it.  “Keep 

going.”   

Taking the trail further up, they came to the top of the mountain and looked down 

over the San Gabriel Valley.  The stars sparkled in the sky and the city lights on the 

ground. 

“What’s the dark area?”  Peter asked indicating a large section that looked like it 

was blacked out. 

“San Marino.  They have old fashion lights and they are shorter than the trees.”  

Jamie took the pack from him and opened it up.  Spreading out the blanket she sat down 

and he joined her.  “It’s so serene up here.”  It was what made the place so magical. 

“Just us and the crickets.” 
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She reclined and he did the same.  They stargazed as people had done since the 

dawn of time.  “Isn’t it incredible to think about how far away they are and we can still 

see them?”  Jamie stretched out her as it trying to grab a star from the night. 

“How did you find this place?” 

“Someone showed Mike and he showed me.” 

“Is this where you took Wendi when you stole his car?” 

She blushed and hoped it was too dark to tell.  Mike was so angry with them when 

they did that.  The largest reason being that it was before she got her license.  Still, he 

never tattled to the parents.  “Yeah.  This is it.” 

“She talked about that for weeks.  All I thought about is what would happen if 

you guys got in an accident because the insurance wouldn’t cover it.” 

She laughed.  “You worry too much.” 

“I do.”  Lifting his hand from his stomach he took hers.  “I’m honored you 

brought me.” 

A tingle ran up her arm from his touch and she knew she hadn’t been leading him 

on at all.  “You seem so inquisitive about why we do these things.  I thought this would 

help you understand.” 

“Are you sure you aren’t trying to entice me to the dark side?” 

She felt heat in her face as she answered.  “You don’t need to change a thing.” 

Twisting his neck to see her he pressed, “Then why the instructions on what to 

wear?” 

“It’s part of the adventure.  To show you how the other half lives.  It’s just for the 

night.” 

He leaned up on his elbow and his dark eyes met hers.  “Were you getting that 

pent up feeling again and needed an accomplice?” 

She couldn’t give him a big smile knowing he was going to kiss her any minute 

and her nerves wouldn’t allow it.  They were utilizing every bit of energy to increase her 

heart rate.  “I was and since tomorrow is your birthday, I thought this would be a nice 

surprise.”  She hoped he didn’t think he was merely a Wendi substitute.  There were other 

girlfriends she could have brought.  She could have talked Wendi into if she put her mind 
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to it.  Kirk wasn’t going to the party and it wouldn’t have taken more than a second 

request. 

Still holding her hand, Peter kissed her and she swooned.  They were kissing – no 

obligation on either side and Jamie wanted more.  As things heated up his free hand was 

on her side and he slid it under her sweatshirt and caressed her midsection.   

“I don’t know when you started getting to me.”  He told her.  “I just know it was 

before I kissed you, even before the prom.” 

His bare hand on her skin left an electrifying wake as he caressed.  Growing 

bolder he moved upward and his fingers lightly touched around the edge of her bra.  It 

was different with him than with other boys who had made that same maneuver on her, 

aside from the fact that she often brushed them off quickly.  He wasn’t running the bases 

to see how close to home plate he could get.  Every touch was savored and every moment 

taken leisurely.  It drove her wild with desire. 

“What changed?”  She stuttered when his fingers flittered over her cup. 

He hadn’t kissed her since he started his exploration.  He only watched her 

respond.  “I don’t know really.  Whenever Wendi would tell me about something new 

you two did, I wished I were part of it.  For a long time, I thought I wanted the 

adventure.” 

A moan hummed through her as his hand lightly kneaded.  Her hand ran up his 

arm but stopped at his bicep unable to proceed without interrupting his progress and she 

wasn’t going to do that.  “But it wasn’t the adventure?” 

He shook his head that it wasn’t.  “When I started dating Jordan it became clear 

that it was you.  When I closed my eyes to kiss her, I saw you no matter how hard I tried 

to avoid it.  But then you started spending all your weekend time with Dan.”  His thumb 

made circles in her soft flesh and she lost all focus. 

“I was looking for an out even before Jordan gave me the ultimatum about 

Wendi.”  His smile was magnificent and his fingers moved to her other side and took 

their time creating the same sensations.   

Unable to wait another nanosecond, she pulled him to her.  Jamie kissed him 

sliding her tongue inward and meeting his.  Dropping his hand back to her side he 

followed her lead and then took over. 
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Her cell phone buzzed and Peter rolled onto his back with a loud sigh.  “Who the 

hell is calling now?” 

“It’s only my alarm.  It’s midnight.”  She sat up and pulled out two glasses and a 

bottle.  The cork shot off. 

“Champagne?”   

“Sparkling cider.  I didn’t want to push you past your limits.”  She poured and 

handed him a plastic flute.  “Happy birthday Peter.”  They clicked glasses and drank. 

He allowed one sip and then moved their drinks to the side.  Running his hand 

into her hair he kissed her.  He gently leaned her back and resumed the romance, never 

pushing her farther.  After they ran out of steam, or maybe they stopped knowing there 

was no end, Peter held Jamie as she snuggled into his shoulder.   

“You knew I would kiss you if you brought me up here.”  He rubbed her shoulder 

blade. 

“I tried not to think about it.” 

“Why?”   

“You scare me.” 

He pulled back a little to see her face wondering if she was kidding.   

“You’re so perfect.  Smart, handsome, sweet.  And I’m this crazy girl who drives 

you nuts.” 

“You think I’m intimidating?”  Peter chuckled.  It echoed in her ear that was 

pressed to his chest.  “If you want to know a secret, you do drive me nuts.” 

He had made retribution that night with his roaming hands.  “I knew we would 

kiss.”  Jamie admitted.  “But that’s all I had calculated.”   

“Why do we have the bet?  Aren’t we already dating?” 

In a sense they were.  They spent time together, she looked forward to seeing him, 

couldn’t stop herself from smiling when she did and they were kissing whenever they 

were alone.  And there was no bet coercing the intimacy then.  The only element missing 

was a statement of fact, and he was getting perilously close.  “It started before we got 

here and I’m not going to confess that I’m looking forward to our date by admitting that 

we’ll go out regardless.”   
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“That’s so heartless.”  Peter was so confident.  From the first kiss he was 

confident that she felt the same.   

“When did I start to like you?”  She wondered if there was a telltale omen that he 

would woo her.  Until the weekend before, she hadn’t known but even then it felt more 

like a revelation than a new emotion. 

“It crossed my mind when we were dancing.”  It was why he wanted them to go 

where there would be music on their date.  If she hadn’t come around he thought another 

close twirl on the floor would captivate her.  “But I didn’t know if it was wishful 

thinking.  When you yelled at Tobey for hitting me, I began to believe it wasn’t my 

imagination.” 

“I didn’t have a clue.” 

“I could tell.  When I first kissed you, you were lost why I was doing it and yet 

you didn’t stop it.  As a matter of fact, you had a really cute please-kiss-me-some-more 

look on your face.” 

All the emails over the break they shared came to mind.  Nothing important or 

flirtatious was uncovered in any of them.  But she looked forward to seeing his name in 

her inbox whenever she checked her computer.  She had even opened his picture a few 

times after she first received it to remind her what he looked like when she got later 

notes.  If that wasn’t a positive indication, she should have known when they ran into 

each other before school.  As soon as she heard his voice she felt elevated.   

He must have been on the same train of thought because his next words picked up 

right where her mind left off, “At the mall, when we were kind of flirting, I knew then 

you were interested.” 

“You thought I was dating Dan.” 

“I don’t think I cared.  It was clearly something to sort through, but you weren’t 

as into him as before.  You hadn’t even mentioned him since July in any emails.  When I 

saw you with him at school, I wasn’t so sure if you avoided mentioning Dan and it 

dawned on me you may still be together.”  He kissed the back of her hand.  “I don’t know 

what I would have done to steal you away but when he kissed you after the game, I knew 

I was going to try.  Even if it was only a feeble admission of my feelings.  Then this bet 

idea presented itself.  It seemed like a good way to open up the door.” 



Lisa Marie Arnopp 
THE WAGER 

161 

She rested on his chest thinking about their recent past and how her attraction for 

him had built up and exposed itself to her.  If he had told her he had feelings and she was 

still with Dan, would it have mattered?  Would she have shrugged it off or been torn?  

“Did I ever misread you?  I thought you were oblivious to all the attention you got.  But 

clearly you understand women well.” 

“What attention?” 

“From Heidi, Jordan, half our class.” 

Peter laughed.  “I catch on eventually, but I wanted to understand you.  I was 

already hooked.  You were a mystery to be solved.” 

“It’s getting late and I already have you out past curfew.” 

“Isn’t that part of your plan to keep me off my best tomorrow for the challenge?” 

“I’m a manipulator.” 

They packed up and began their decent.  Stopping again to see downtown he held 

her from behind.  “About studying this Sunday, we’ll have to skip or start earlier.” 

Remembering that she was supposed to cancel anyway, she was thankful for an 

easy out.  “No worries.” 

“We’re going out for our birthday dinner.  You’ll come, won’t you?” 

It wouldn’t matter if they weren’t studying.  If she was gone at her usual time, 

Dan was going to get upset and she promised Sara not to add to the friction.  “Is Wendi 

going?”  Maybe she could angle it as a girls’ night. 

“She always comes.  My mother thinks of her as the daughter she wished she 

had.”   

“You don’t tell Paula things like that?” 

“Every day.” 

Jamie rolled her eyes and was about to decline the invitation when he kissed 

behind her ear.  “I’d love to.”  Stupid renegade mouth. 

“You can’t resist me.”  Peter joked, not knowing how true it was. 

Before driving away from his house, Jamie gave Peter one last long birthday kiss.  

Or it was meant to be just one.  As he kissed her neck she saw a light in one of the front 

rooms.  “Peter, someone is awake.”   
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He looked back.  “It’s my mom.  I’ll go around the back.”  Unbuckling he stared 

at her.  “Thanks for tonight.” 

“What happens next?” 

“We’ll date.”  He said it like it was the obvious answer looking at the equation.  

“But we can discuss it after we officially beat you next week.” 

“We won’t go down without a fight.” 

“If the worst should happen, I’ll need a week to sulk and then we’ll date.” 

“A week?” 

“Maybe two.  You’ll wait for me?” 

She pulled him by the shoulder and whispered in his ear, “I would but why?”  Her 

hand ran down his shirt and up his bare skin as she ran her fingers across his chest. 

His face traced hers and his lips fluttered over hers.  “That’s quite persuasive.” 

“A day.  We’ll discuss it at our regular study date.” 

“Session.”  He corrected.  “You don’t have me yet.”  He kissed her, hard and 

passionately.  “Get some rest.” 

He walked to the side of the house and waved her off.   

“Rest.”  She muttered.  “Like I’m going to get any sleep tonight.”  In her bed, 

when her mind wasn’t replaying every detail of their evening together, it ran over the 

bizarre series of events that led up to it.  The joy was tempered with one sadness – Dan.  

She had to explain things to him.   

After paintball but before she went to dinner was best. 
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Challenge 3: Paintball 

As agreed, Jamie’s team dressed in black head to toe even Sara who would sit at 

headquarters monitoring points and tracking their members.  Every alternate would have 

a laptop tracking those cell phones with GPS on their screens.  If someone was hit, they 

had to return to home base for ten minutes before resuming play.  Anyone shot more than 

three times was out for the duration except the captains who didn’t have a quota.  Any hit 

was worth five points unless it was a team leader who was worth ten.  Cheating 

disqualified the team. 

Peter’s team was in dark colors with a lot of army green.  The student government 

was in camouflage and the artists came in old clothes, many that had dried paint blotches 

but not from guns. 

Jamie was uneasy.  She had played a couple of times.  It was the guys that really 

knew what they were doing.  Plus she was a primary target for the others.  Dan and her 

would stay close and Mike and Bill would shadow them and pick off any snipers trying to 

hit them. 

“We have the grounds for the night.  We’re on thirty acres.  Beyond the fence is 

off limits.”  Jamie announced to the players.  “Kirk’s team will exit first, then Cameron’s 

five minutes later, we’ll go and finally Peter’s.”  They were giving Kirk the advantage 

since they were in last place.  “Remember to aim for the body.  These things sting and if 

you hit direct skin, you’ll get a welt.”  She had learned that the hard way. 

The teams set up their alternates before the first group left.  Wendi was 

monitoring Peter’s team since she had a bad ankle after taking a tumble from the top of 

the pyramid the night before.  No balking from any team came for the substitution since 

their alternative was Melanie who wasn’t into any sports unless reading counted and it 

didn’t. 

“Good luck.”  Peter offered to the athletes. 

Mike shook his hand and returned the sentiment.  Dan and Bill did not.   

“Be careful.”  Peter told Jamie.   

“You too.  Oh, and if I have to shoot you, I will.” 

“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t try.”   
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As he walked off Jamie caught Jordan glaring at her.  Unable to resist an 

opportunity to be malicious, Jordan waltzed over.  “Very cordial to the only team ahead 

of you, aren’t you?”   

“It’s almost time for you guys to get moving.”  Jamie hinted for her to get away.  

She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers to shoo Jordan away. 

Dan was next to Jamie and ready if Jordan made any sudden moves.  Jamie found 

out later that he laid into Jordan after the party – verbally of course.  Both girls knew he 

wasn’t going to give Jordan a second chance to wreak havoc.   

A little wary of Dan, Jordan continued.  “Rumor is you’re dating Peter.” 

Dan didn’t flinch too alarmed with the messenger to worry about the message.   

Rumors were always faster than reality in their school.  “People like to talk.” 

“Jordan.”  Tobey called a little concerned and she left to go into the woods with 

her team. 

“Why is she like that?”  Dan asked immediately. 

“She was being rude as always.  Are you guys ready for this?” 

“We are.  And you?” 

Jamie bit her lip and nodded.  

“I’m not going to let anyone hit you.”  He promised.  “You’ll go home looking as 

fresh as you do now.”  It was a tall promise to make.   

Jamie and her guys crept into the woods under the cover of darkness and began to 

walk the perimeter clockwise.  A few minutes in they came upon Jordan and Cameron.  

Dan went for Jordan first rather than Cameron – more annoyed by her bitchiness than the 

desire for the extra points.  Cameron had almost got him but Mike was faster.   

The athletes earned fifteen points.  Carefully they texted in their kill to make sure 

no one cheated on time spent at headquarters – especially not the student body team that 

liked to bend the rules.   

It worked well.  Dan and Jamie lured out attackers and their hidden shooters 

picked them off without anyone getting hit on their team. 

Ninety points later and about two hours, they heard rustling to their right.  Dan 

yanked Jamie behind him and even though she didn’t see Mike or Bill, she knew they 

were with them.  Dan motioned for her to get behind a tree and he stayed visible as bait. 
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Jamie didn’t see Melanie’s arm until Dan shot and hit her sleeve.  Before he could 

re-aim, Peter shot him dead in the center of his chest.  The two shot walked off to camp.   

Jamie stayed hidden hoping that Peter would move on thinking Dan was alone.  

She wondered where Bill and Mike were and how long before they ambushed the lone 

10-pionter.  It was a short wait as a paint ball flew at Peter but missed.  Peter had played 

dumb and had a general idea of where the shot would come from.  Having a narrowed 

direction to aim Peter returned fire and got Bill. 

Peter carefully stepped closer to Jamie’s tree.  “I can smell your shampoo.”  He 

whispered into the night with a hint of humor.  His feet inched closer but stopped when 

he heard a twig snap giving someone’s position not far away.  He positioned himself 

behind a tree to guard from a potential attack. 

It could be a man from another team but Jamie suspected it was Mike.  She slid 

from her spot and moved closer to Peter, ready with her gun to protect her brother and 

defend herself. 

Mike sprang out and Peter hit his shoulder first as he ducked before getting the 

same from Mike’s gun.   

“Lucky shot.”  Mike grumbled and headed to camp. 

“Just us.”  Peter said louder.   

How did he get Dan, Bill and Mike?  Melanie may have been a distraction – 

either calculated or opportunistic.  Mike was right.  Luck had served Peter well. 

Jamie didn’t have time to dwell on the matter.  Peter closed in on her tree.  She 

rounded the trunk and they shot at once and hit each other.  “You shot me!”  She said as 

if she was appalled.  “All’s fair in love in war.”  He touched the fresh paint spot on his 

shirt.  “This washes out, right?” 

Jamie trudged slowly and carefully down from the small incline to the path.  Peter 

pulled her to him when she got on level ground.  “Sorry I had to kill you.”  He kissed her. 

“It’ll take more than that to make it up.”   

He shrugged and hugged her tight.  The kiss that followed compensated for being 

shot a few times over. 

They walked back to home base together.  “Stupid paintball.”  She muttered 

feeling a light sore spot on her abdomen.   
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“It’s your game.”  He reminded her. 

“Shit.  He got you?”  Mike groaned seeing the red paint spot on her shirt. 

“I got him at the same time.”  Jamie rolled her eyes and checked her watch to time 

her wait.  “How’s it going so far?”   

“We’re winning by twenty points.”  Sara informed her.  “Peter’s team is second.” 

“Damn nerds are pretty versatile.”  Dan mused.  He was taking it well that his 

only hit had come from his rival. 

“I don’t know where Paula is.  Her phone is off or out of range.”  Wendi’s voice 

carried and her panic was evident. 

“Can you back up the time and find where it was when it went off the map?”  

Peter asked trying to keep his cool but a worrywart like him didn’t like it. 

“In the southwest corner.  That was only a minute ago.”   

“What’s wrong?”  Mike asked. 

“Paula’s GPS disappeared.”  Peter said calling her but if her GPS was off the 

radar, her cell was going to be as well.  “Wasn’t Steven with her?” 

“They got separated when they found some of the student body.”  Wendi 

answered.  “That was almost half an hour ago.” 

Jamie remembered that Paula had gotten lost several times the last time she 

played with Dan.  She wasn’t a natural hiker. 

Cameron was in camp as well still sitting off a hit from Steven.  He pulled out his 

phone.  “Where’s Kirk?”  He asked George, the artists’ alternate.   

“I can’t tell you that.”  George didn’t want to concede top-secret coordinates. 

The Cameron’s expression was pure ridicule as his phone rang for Kirk.  “Kirk, 

Paula’s phone went out.  It’s probably nothing but we should stop and check on her…  

He agrees.”  He told the other captains.  “Where are you?...  She’s on the other side of the 

camp.  We’ll get to her faster.  Get back to base and we can reset after we confirm her 

location.” 

“Let’s go.”  Peter said and the three captains walked out with flashlights.  Jamie’s 

teammates followed.  She knew Peter was thinking about how Wendi had broken her arm 

running around the woods at night and his imagination was running wild.  Even she was 

worried.  They should have reception anywhere on the playing field.  Maybe Paula didn’t 
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have a fully charged phone but that was an amateur mistake for someone so smart to 

make.   

Walking through the woods with flashlights was a nice change of pace after two 

hours of stealth.  Or it would have been if they weren’t on a rescue mission.  Peter and 

Dan led the way as the rest followed.  Dan glanced back to Jamie with a sour face.  It 

may have been because Peter was with them but she expected he had a large lump of 

guilt considering his past with Paula and paintball.  As it turned out it was for a 

completely different reason. 

A moment later, Jamie understood his disgust.  “Yuck.”  She scrunched her nose 

when she got a whiff of a pungent odor. 

Peter gave a big sigh of relief when his sister came into sight.  Paula was back 

upped against a cliff with a family of skunks blocking her only escape.  There was a 

mother and a pair smelly kits nosing around not far from her.  Paula was cornered.   

“Slowly.”  Paula mouthed not wanting to alert the animals and risk a spraying.   

Dan rummaged into Jamie’s knapsack and retrieved a package of trail mix.  

Squatting low he inched as close as he dared without alarming the critters and gently 

tossed some nuts their way.  Staying down on his haunches he walked backwards leaving 

a trail for them to follow and leading them away from Paula and the path out.  Fifty yards 

farther, the skunks halfway behind, he left a pile of mix and took a round about route 

back to his friends.   

“You all right?”  Dan asked Paula when they were out of stenches way and with 

the others. 

“I still smell them,” her face was contorted, “but I didn’t get skunked.” 

He rubbed her arm.  “It won’t last.” 

“How did you get over there with skunks in the way?”  Mike wondered. 

“I heard someone coming and hid.  When it was safe to come down, those things 

were out and coming my way.  I turned my phone off to get your attention.”  She had 

wanted them to come for her.  “Plus, if it vibrated and they could be startled to defend 

themselves.” 

Peter draped a long arm over her shoulders.  “We would have had a hard time 

explaining that to Mom.” 
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She laughed.  “That really wasn’t my first concern.”   

“Things like that happen.”  Dan counseled.  “She would’ve understood.” 

“I almost couldn’t come tonight.”  Peter told him.  “She wouldn’t have 

understood.”   

“Nothing could’ve stopped you.  Even if we had to sneak you out.”  Paula 

corrected.  “And the blame for that is yours for getting caught last night.  Really, did you 

think Scooby wasn’t going to make a fuss as soon as you got home?”  Her eyes darted to 

Jamie’s.   

Jamie’s heart dropped a good foot.  Peter had gotten in trouble and no doubt Dan 

had put the missing pieces together as to whom he was with.  Checking her ex for a 

reaction she saw only a small frown. 

“Quick thinking to lure them away.”  Peter said gratefully to Dan perhaps trying 

to keep him from completing the puzzle of why Peter was out late. 

“They’re on our team.  That’s why they’re in black.” 

“Sure.”  Paula giggled.  “If they were, I would be covered in stink.”  She sniffed 

at her clothes.  “Or am I?” 

Dan leaned in taking a big whiff.  “No.  It’s your imagination.”  Turning back to 

Jamie he held his fingers a little apart to say there was a little unpleasant smell remaining. 

Everyone else was waiting.  They updated the crews on the skunk invasion and 

Dan’s heroics.  The team leaders convened about what to do regarding the last hour of 

play.   

“We aren’t going to stop now.”  Cameron argued.  “Not with them in the lead.”  

He stabbed a crooked finger at Jamie. 

“Yeah, we have to restart the last hour.”  Peter agreed.  He had a stressed look.   

“We’re fine either way.”  Jamie said grinning ear to ear. 

“Okay, we restart as before and add an hour when the last team is in the field.”  

Kirk summarized.  
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Restarting 

Jamie and Peter’s team were clustered together.  When they got the official word 

Paula’s face went pale.  “How are we supposed to stay another hour?” 

“I have a contingency plan in case of an emergency.”  Peter shook his head in 

mock repugnance and pulled out his phone.  “Hi Grandma…” he said gleefully but it 

seemed like he was putting on a show for his sister.  “Remember that favor we 

discussed?...  About an hour late, maybe more for drive time…  Mom and Dad didn’t go 

out…” his face dropped.  “Hi Mom…  We’re running late…  No good reason…  We 

could come home now but...  Can I talk to Dad?”  He walked off for privacy. 

“Contingency plan.”  Paula sneered.  “Mom watches Grandma closer than us.” 

Kirk’s team had barely left when Peter came back looking relieved if not frazzled.  

“We’re good.” 

“Are you sure?”   

“I called in every favor for a lifetime of angelic behavior.” 

“Even after last night?”  Paula was revolted.   

“You got your boyfriend in trouble.”  Dan whispered to Jamie.  “Could be our 

plan B for next week if you don’t want to spy.” 

Mike hit his shoulder.  “You said you would deal with this.”  Then he saw past 

Dan’s ill motives to consider his evil plan’s ingenuity. 

Dan gave Jamie a kinder look.  “Sorry.  And that’s true.  I’ll deal with it.  I know 

we aren’t dating and the nerd isn’t a bad guy, so I’ll live with it.  And don’t bother with 

all the we-can’t-tell-anyone bull-crap.  Just date him already.” 

“You’re the best friend ever.”  Jamie gave him a hug and walked up to Peter 

before her time was called.  “I didn’t mean to get you into trouble.” 

“It was good for me.  I needed it, remember.”  Peter’s hand lifted to reach for hers 

but dropped.  “Probably not a good idea.  I’m sure this is on the down low until you’re 

ready.” 

Jamie kissed him pretty good for being in public.  Paula and Wendi’s mouths 

dropped opened.   

Jordan shot daggers.  Peter was the only guy that ever dumped her.   
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“Good luck.  Sorry I had to shoot you.  I do get competitive and you’re worth ten 

points.”  She strolled off. 

Mike strictly pointed at her.  “You’re lucky you did shoot him or I would be 

really worried you weren’t going to keep your head right for this.” 

Dan chuckled.  “Dude, she is YOUR sister after all.  She’ll never throw a game 

for a man and if it becomes an issue, she’ll just resort to her feminine mystique to repair 

things later.”  He spoke from ample experience.   

As Cameron’s team left, Jordan continued to glare at Jamie.  Seeing her ex-

boyfriend get a kiss from Jamie had bothered her.  If the rumor was already started, that 

kiss sealed the authenticity and Jordan was pissed. 

The next hour the jocks held their lead and at the end of the games Jamie 

announced the points.  “We came in first giving us forty more points bringing our total to 

ninety.  Peter’s team is second with thirty points and is tied with us over all.  Kirk was 

third for twenty and has sixty points to date and Cameron’s ten brings them to a tie.” 

The happy jock captain hopped off her picnic table platform and went to say 

farewell to Peter and Wendi.  Their teams were getting closer and she liked the idea.  

Even if they didn’t win the war games, they would have that – but Jamie still wanted to 

win.  Dan was even being nice to Peter but it was Paula’s attention he enjoyed.   

“I can’t believe you approve of them spending time alone.”  Paula teased Dan but 

she had her concerns and not all about the game. 

“Jamie isn’t going to avoid answering a question because of him and I’ll write all 

our stumpers.  We ready for the final battle.” 

“You seem pretty cocksure.” 

Bill opened his mouth but Dan shoved him, “Don’t go there.”  He winked at 

Paula.  “We aren’t as dumb as you guys think we are.  Let’s just leave it at that.” 

“Peter already told me you took AP Calculus last year so I know you’re more than 

a pretty face.” 

Dan flushed but held his cool. 

“I have your book in my car.”  Wendi lied to get Jamie alone.  She needed the full 

story on why Jamie kissed Peter in public.  “Let’s get it now.”   
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Jamie followed her.  They passed Kirk and Cameron’s teams who were 

disarming.   

“Where do we put these?”  Kirk asked placing his gun on the table. 

“That’s fine.”  Jamie assured them.  “We’ll load them into Dan’s car and take 

them back to the rental place in the morning.”  When she turned a paint pellet exploded 

on her right temple. 

“Oops.  It went off in my hands.”  Jordan stupidly said.  “Are you all right?” 

Cameron grabbed Jordan’s arm and jerked her outside the command tent.   

Jamie’s head throbbed.  It missed her eye but it panged to open it.   

“That bitch.”  Wendi said sitting Jamie down on the bench.   

Dan pushed through, “Go on big guy.”  He told Peter.  “She’s your problem 

now.” 

Peter and Dan kneeled at Jamie’s feet.  “Let me see.”  Peter gently moved her 

hand from her face.  “Looks like it’s bleeding a little.”  His fingers were cool to the 

touch.  He grabbed his handkerchief and put it to her seeping welt. 

“Tobey, move out of the way!”  Mike’s voice boomed.  He had gotten the first aid 

kit from their supplies.  “How bad does it hurt?” 

All their lives they rated their pain.  One was the lowest and ten was the highest.  

“About a 4.5.”  She told her brother. 

“Hell, you can take worse.  Do you want me to hold Jordan down so you can beat 

her?” 

“Not today.”  She answered opting to take the high road away from the enticing 

offer but leaving it open for the future.   

Peter took the antiseptic from the case and put some on her bump. 

“Jordan’s out of the games.”  Kirk stated matter-of-factly.   

“You can’t do that.”  Tobey barked back.  “It was an accident.” 

“Bullshit!”  Dan stood up.  Tobey was a giant oaf and there wasn’t a man in 

school he couldn’t take in a fight.  But the list of those that wouldn’t do some serious 

damage before going down was short and Dan, Bill and Mike were in the top three spots.  

Together they wouldn’t have a scratch before they pinned him down.  Ivan was Tobey’s 
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only potential help and he wasn’t a warrior.  Cameron would make it a fairer fight but not 

by much. 

As if knowing a scuffle was brewing, Cameron marched in alone.  “Back off.”  

He warned Dan.   

Dan moved back.  He didn’t care.  Another step or two wasn’t going to keep him 

from starting something if the need arose. 

“Cameron, they want to kick Jordan off.  They don’t believe it was an accident.”  

Tobey bellowed. 

Cameron gave Tobey an incredulous look for being so gullible.  “Accident or not, 

she’s off the team.  No need to vote on it.” 

“What?”  

“We talked.  Jordan said it was an accident so I said apologizing wasn’t a 

problem.  Apparently it was.  I gave her an ultimatum and she isn’t here.” 

“Shit!”  The big ogre of a man muttered.  “Dumb broad.” 

Was that ever the pot calling the kettle black? 

“Let’s get these guns in my truck.”  The rest of the guys helped Dan load the 

equipment. 

The girls stayed with Jamie, Wendi and Sara at her sides.  Sara brushed her hair 

back. 

“How bad does it look?”  Jamie hoped it would stay invisible enough to cover 

with make up. 

“Not bad.”  Sara didn’t sell it. 

Wendi pulled out a compact for Jamie to see for herself.   It was swollen, but with 

some ice, it may go undetected with the help of a ball cap or a loose hairstyle.  The cut 

was just a hairline opening. 

“Come on gorgeous.  We have to get home.”  Dan pulled her up. 

Jamie said her goodbyes and headed to her ride home.  Peter and Mike were 

closing the back of Dan’s TrailBlazer.   

“Do you want to come with us to return the guns in the morning?  We’re going to 

hit at the driving ranges afterwards.”  Dan invited Peter who was shocked.  Turning back 
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to Jamie Dan added, “She may not be my girlfriend anymore but she’s my friend.  I’ll be 

damned if I have to give up more time because I can’t play nice with her new man.” 

“All right.”  Peter answered and Dan filled him in on the details. 

Mike sat in the back with the girls as Dan drove them to their homes.  “Are you 

sure you’re ready to hang out with Peter?” 

“Nope.”  Dan said flippantly.  “Be ready to hold me back if I snap.” 

Rolling his eyes Mike looked past his girlfriend to his sister who was holding an 

ice pack to her eye.  “Couldn’t date someone we’re already friends with, could you?” 

“I have to put up with Sara.”  Jamie nudged her friend to make sure she knew she 

didn’t mean a word of it. 

Dan dropped Mike and Jamie off last.  “Can I have a minute with Dan?”  She 

asked. 

Mike nodded and went to wait by the gate for her. 

Jumping out of the car to talk face-to-face Dan preempted, “It’s okay.” 

“I didn’t want to hurt you.” 

“Hurt is a strong word.  Bruised is more fitting.”  He hugged her.  “We aren’t 

dating.  It was hard without a clear end.” 

A tear fell out.  “You’re the best friend ever.” 

He kissed her forehead.  “Be happy.  I’ll catch up.” 
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Burying the Hatchet 

Working on her assignments was helping the time pass but it was still going at 

half pace.  Jamie glanced up at the clock again and it read 11:38 am or two minutes since 

she last checked.  Peter and the guys had met at her house before heading out to get 

breakfast, return the guns and go to the golf ranges.   

Rereading from the top of the page, again, Jamie tried to focus on English.  The 

front door opened and she heard the voices of her four favorite men.  11:39 am.   

She peaked into the living room where Dan was setting up the Xbox.  Mike was 

in the kitchen getting drinks.  Bill explained the controls to Peter.   

“You’re back so soon.”  She said. 

“It’s been three hours.”  Dan answered sitting back and setting the game for four 

players. 

Everything seemed cordial.   

“It’s Bill and me against you two.”  Mike said passing out the refreshments.   

Peter nodded.  “I’ve never played before.” 

“Dan can beat us alone so hopefully you really stink.” 

“Where are your folks?”  Bill asked. 

“They went on a Costco run.”  Jamie updated and thankfully her parents hadn’t 

taken a close looks at her welt.  She sat on the recliner and watched the boys play some 

army game against alien forces from another planet.  Peter didn’t lag behind for long but 

Dan was the pro.  Her ex-boyfriend gave her almost new one pointers.  After falling 

behind they caught up.  Mike was frustrated as usual.  Seeing Dan and Peter fist bump 

when they took a commanding lead was surreal. 

Jamie left to go back to her studies happy they were getting along.  Peter was 

having more fun than the others.  Most of his friends were girls and all of his closest were 

for sure.  Dan had outdone himself by befriending him.  She was going to get him back in 

the game.  Paula was flirting with him.  Jamie owed her for the meddling with Peter and 

her.  Maybe Jamie wasn’t that emotionally healthy to encourage them to develop but she 

had enough maturity to let it happen without ill will. 

A couple of hours later Peter stopped by on his way out.   
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“Did you have fun?”  Jamie asked. 

He gave her an odd look.  “I was an ass.” 

“What?” 

“Not today.  The last year, maybe longer.  I was so harsh on you and your 

friends.”  He shook his head in self-disappointment. 

She ran her hand down his arm.  “We aren’t that hard to understand, are we?” 

“I get you guys now and I get why you dated Dan.  I guess since I was holding a 

secret crush on you, I never allowed myself to see him as anything other than an 

instigator, and he is.” 

“He is.” 

“But he is way more adult than most, than me.” 

In different ways, it was true.  “Dan is the youngest of six brothers, he had to 

grow up fast.” 

“Six?” 

“They went to public school.  He got into St. Mary’s on a scholarship.  Not that 

his family needed it but his parents weren’t too keen on paying tuition for one kid when 

the others had gone through the California educational system.” 

Peter gave her a quick kiss before heading home. 
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Feliz Cumpleaños 

Jamie thought she was morphing into Wendi.  It was her sixth outfit and she was 

getting ready to try on a seventh.  She shimmied into a cute fuchsia dress with straps.  

That would work with a white cropped-cardigan.  She leaned close to the mirror over her 

sink and checked her welt.  Even with make up it showed but her parents had missed it.  

They had been running errands all day and she only saw them in passing. 

Jamie felt frivolous as she pulled up to the curb and realized the nerves from the 

past weeks had given way and left only excitement.  This was how it should be when you 

have a new romance.   

Peter’s grandmother opened the door and let her in.  “Jamie, we’re so glad you 

could join us.  They’ll be out soon.  Sit.”  

“Thank you.  Um, I don’t know if Peter ever told me your name.” 

“He doesn’t know it.  All the kids call me grandma.  You can too.” 

“Okay, but it makes you sound like an old lady.” 

The retiree leaned in as if she was going to reveal a delicate secret, “Honey, he 

already likes you.  No need to butter me up with false flattery.”  It wasn’t false. 

Paula walked out and frowned at Jamie but gave her a customary greeting.   

Jamie didn’t know why.  She smiled awkwardly back and gave her a card.  

“Happy birthday.”   

“Claire, Peter’s girlfriend is here.”  Their father announced when he spotted the 

new arrival.  “Hello, I’m Tony.” 

“Hello.”  Jamie stood up and shook his hand.  He was the spitting image of Peter 

in another thirty years give or take.   

Peter was in the doorway in a flash.  “Hi Jamie.” 

“Happy birthday Peter.”  She gave him a card with a gift certificate for iTunes in 

it. 

“Thank you.”  He leaned down for a peck on the cheek. 

“Let’s go before they give our reservation away.”  A perfectly put together 

woman entered looking like she just walked out of a power meeting with a room full of 
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CEOs.  Her long hand was boney and white from lack of sun and it felt like shaking a 

skeleton.   

“Where is Wendi?”  His mother said brusquely.   

Jamie was glad she was on time. 

Just then Wendi knocked on the door.  In a rush of activity they sorted into an 

adult car and a kids car and drove to Juan’s Place for authentic Mexican food.   

“Mexican food?”  Jamie joked from the back seat next to Wendi who wasn’t in a 

much better mood than Paula.  “I would think that’s too messy for you.” 

“It was my choice.”  Paula admitted. 

“I wanted fish but Paula always gets her way.” 

Paula’s head snapped to his and without saying a word, Jamie knew there was 

something that hadn’t gone her way recently.  It might have been more trouble after their 

late night.  That would explain why Wendi might have been off a bit too.  Their mothers 

spoke often and Peter’s mom probably called Wendi’s to form a united front.  Adults 

liked to conspire in groups for support. 

Peter sat Jamie between his grandmother and him with Wendi on his other side, 

then his sister and their parents.   

“It’s so nice to finally meet you.”  Claire said briskly as she read through the 

menu.  When the waiter came by she threw him a list of drinks and ordered some 

tableside guacamole.  She was a flurry of excess energy.  “How long have you two been 

dating?”  She smiled at her son and his date. 

Jamie looked down at the salsa in front of her not knowing what to say.  They 

were just getting around to “official” and it caught her off guard. 

“Mom, we went out once and some study dates.  It’s too soon to label it.”  Peter 

answered even though he had labeled it two days earlier in the hills of Pasadena. 

“Oh.”   

Peter’s hand picked Jamie’s up from her lap and gave her a squeeze.  He mouthed 

“sorry” and she subtly shook her head that it wasn’t needed.   

“Thank you for having me to dinner.”  Jamie said courteously. 

“They’re thrilled he had a girlfriend to invite.”  Paula joked with a fair amount of 

bite behind it. 
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“Stop it.  Your brother has been on plenty of dates.  Most end at a reasonable hour 

but we have been assured that won’t happen again.” 

Jamie bit her lip.  “I’m to blame for that.”  She said quickly and Peter hung his 

head.  A satisfied look crossed his mother’s face. 

“Claire.”  His father said gently reigning in their mother’s mood.  “He’s an adult, 

a few late nights are expected.” 

Grandma laughed as if she was at a totally different table in a completely different 

conversation.  “I was your age when I first met my husband.  He lived near town and I 

was out fifteen miles away.  He would drive his jalopy about half a mile from my house 

and we would go to this quaint little brook and talk, or do nothing,” Her eyes smiled, “or 

just kiss for hours.” 

“Mother.”  Claire warned. 

Jamie and Peter faces went pink.   

“I loved that fool so much.”  His grandmother didn’t stop.  “God, I miss him even 

the bad stuff, maybe mostly the bad stuff.  Watching television without fighting for my 

program seems less rewarding somehow.” 

Jamie put her hand on his grandmother’s arm.  “How long has it been?” 

“Ten years.  He was far too young.” 

Jamie felt so bad for her to be alone for so long.  Grandma was so vibrant and 

personable Jamie couldn’t imagine it.  “Would you ever date again?”  Is that the right 

term for elderly people?  Date sounded like a kids word. 

Peter’s mother’s salsa ready chip fell on her table setting and her eyes bugged out 

wide.  Inspecting herself for any splashes on her blouse she wiped even though none were 

visible. 

“I had a male friend in Wyoming.”  Grandma said leaning into Jamie.  “Claire 

doesn’t like to hear about him.” 

“Oh.  Sorry.”  Jamie glanced at Peter and her friends.  They were all in shock.  It 

was the first the grandchildren heard of it. 

“Don’t you worry.”  The kind woman said.  “She’s an adult and should be able to 

cope with another man in my life.  It isn’t like Nate has depleted the love I have for her 

father.  He’s coming to visit.” 
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“He isn’t.”  Claire snapped. 

“He’ll be in a hotel.  You can’t control that.”  Looking back at Jamie Grandma 

added, “We’re going to look for a place in one of those retirement communities together.  

I don’t suppose we’ll marry.  It seems so silly at this age.  We have children and 

grandchildren.  What’s the point of a wedding?” 

“The party factor.”  Paula said cheerier than she had been since they left.  “We’ll 

want to throw a big bash.” 

“Don’t encourage her.”  Claire warned. 

When the waiter stopped by with a full tray of drinks and the ingredients to make 

their dip Jamie secretly spoke to Peter’s grandmother, “When Nate is here, we’ll go out 

on a double date.” 

“Only if we get the backseat.”  The old woman winked and although it grossed 

Jamie out a little, it was kind of cute. 

“We’ll flip for it.”   

Peter tugged at her arm until she was leaning his way.  “I’m your date.” 

“Apparently you’re my boyfriend.”  She batted her eyelashes. 

“They keep upgrading our status.  It isn’t like it’s an outright falsehood.  We will 

be after next weekend.” 

Right there, in the middle of a crowded restaurant, with his family and best friend 

present and the waiter smashing up avocados for a pre-dinner snack, Jamie had a 

sensation she was going to be with Peter for a very long time.  That it was the start of a 

beautiful friendship to coin a phrase.  “I may be falling in love with you.”  It spilt out.  

She didn’t even mean to open her mouth.  She never got around to fixing her treacherous 

mouth since it seemed to know better than her dimwitted brain. 

Peter nodded and glanced down at her lips wanting to kiss them as much as they 

wanted to be kissed.  “We’ll continue this later.”  His mouth turned up ever so modestly 

in the corners, far from a grin and father from a smile, but there was ardor in his eyes.  

“And you’re late to the party.  I’m already there.” 

“Smart ass.” 

“You could do better.” 

She looked forward to the others but shook her head.   
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“I need to use the ladies room.”  Wendi said and stared at Jamie.  Maybe she had 

been watching the whole exchange with Peter. 

“Me too.”  Jamie followed the cue for confidentiality.  She should have called 

Wendi earlier but she had too much homework to get to if she was going to have a long 

dinner out with Peter’s family.   

As soon as the door shut Wendi cornered Jamie.  “I know this isn’t a good time, 

but I can’t wait any longer.  What happened with you and Peter on Friday?” 

“We went up to the hills over the Rose Bowl and…” she puttered around looking 

for an easy way to say it.  “Isn’t this what you wanted?  We like each other.” 

“Really or are you flirting to get information out of him.” 

“Wendi!”  She was insulted.  “You know me better than that.” 

“Sorry.  Paula has gotten me all worried about it.”  She relaxed a little but not 

completely.  “Are you sure you really like him?” 

“I’m not using him to spy on your team.” 

“But are you using him to get over Dan?” 

Jamie shook her head.  “I may never be completely over Dan and I still love him, 

like I love you.  But just so you know, Dan asked me to date him last week and I told him 

no.  That’s over for both of us.  He even had Peter go with them this morning and hang 

out.  He’s really being a great about it.” 

Finally an earnest smile popped up on Wendi.  “You and Peter.”  She kicked it 

around in her head and the smile got stronger.  Then her eyes narrowed on Jamie for one 

final inquest.  “This is okay for public knowledge?” 

Jamie snickered.  “The public knew before me.  I don’t know if you can tell 

people I’m his girlfriend but you are free to divulge that I am absolutely crazy about 

Peter.” 

“I’ll post it on the school’s website as soon as I get home.  Only kidding.”  Wendi 

added the last part quickly as a disclaimer. 

Peter stood up when they returned, as did his father.  His mother had a sharp eye 

on Jamie as she sat and she squirmed under the careful examination.   

“How did you get hurt?”  Claire asked pointing to the same spot on her own face 

that mirrored Jamie’s bump. 
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“Paintball misfired.”  She touched her bump. 

“Is that what was on your clothes when you two got home last night?”   

Both Peter and Paula had been hit and the true cause of the evidence had not been 

foreclosed.  Their heads sagged like scolded puppies. 

Jamie fidgeted and Peter’s hand grabbed hers off the tabletop and put it in her lap.  

His fingers were interlocked and his thumb circled the outside of hers.   

“We were.”  He answered his mother.  “It’s for some games we having at school.” 

“Did you win?”  Claire asked clearly unconcerned with the outcome. 

“We came in second but it was close.” 

Nothing more on the matter was discussed and the talk lightened up when the 

food arrived.   

“What do you think she’s going to do?”  Paula glared at Jamie as she asked her 

brother for his insights on the ride home. 

“Dad already knows.  He’ll take care of it.”   

“Sure.”  She was dissatisfied with his response.  “If Mom didn’t harangue us 

there, she has a plan and we aren’t going to like it.” 

Peter walked Jamie to her car.  “Don’t worry about it.”  He soothed before she 

could apologize again.  He held her neck as his thumb rubbed behind her ear.  Letting 

some anticipation build but not too much he gave her a long kiss good-bye. 

Turning on her cell as Jamie drove home it buzzed that she had a message.  She 

opened her text inbox and read, “We’re in trouble.”  It was from Mike. 

She was a block away but pulled over to get the scoop before walking in.  

“What’s up?” 

“Peter’s mother called.  Mom is furious that you were out past one the other night 

and again last night.  But that pales in comparison to the fact we were playing paintball in 

the dark evil woods where the boogie man could have murdered us but only managed to 

nearly blind you.” 

“Shoot.  It’s my fault.  Peter’s mother saw my eye and I wasn’t ready with a cover 

story.” 

“Yeah, sure, it isn’t like this is the first time he has ratted us out.” 

It was ancient history.  “What’s the prognosis?” 
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“We’re grounded.”  Mike let it soak in.  “For a week.” 

“A week, but we can’t.” 

“Get home.  Let her blow off steam.  We’ll readdress it later, after she calms 

down.” 

“Okay.”  Jamie hung up and finished her commute.  If they didn’t step out of line 

they could undo the damage in time for the final contest.  Their mother was mostly 

reactionary. 

As forewarned, Jamie was promptly scolded and punished when she entered to 

her waiting parents.  She was grounded for sneaking out so late with a boy and for their 

woodland caper.  Mike was grounded for lying when he initially covered for Jamie on 

Friday and the paintball.  To add insult to injury, her mother had a woman-to-woman talk 

about sex.  Jamie paid a higher price than Mike by far as she let her mother fulfill her 

perceived parental duty.   

Following Mike’s sage advise, she listened and didn’t fight back even when her 

mother insisted on a doctor’s visit.  She wanted Jamie to get professional advice on birth 

control options.  Hopefully if Jamie never mentioned it again, her mother would forget 

about scheduling an appointment.   

The team had a conference during Monday lunch.   

“We can ask for an earlier time.”  Dan suggested.  “It isn’t like it needs to be nine 

on Saturday.” 

“Peter and Kirk will agree, so it won’t matter if Cameron fights it.  I don’t think 

he will after Jordan hit you.”  Mike echoed his sentiment.  “We’ll fix this in time.” 

Peter and Paula walked up to their table.  “Father Luke wants to see us in his 

office.  All of us.”  He said solemnly.   

Paula didn’t look at Jamie at all.  She blamed her for divulging too much to their 

overprotective parents.  The games were too close to finished and everyone was on edge 

trying to make the final battle slant in their favor. 

The office was large but felt cramped packed with nineteen students and Father 

Luke.  “I have gotten a couple of complaints from parents.” 

No doubt her mother and Peter’s were the sources of their enhanced 

complications. 
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“I explained our tradition and after some finagling, they agreed to retract their 

complaints if it was a sanctioned school function.  I’ll post a flyer on the bulletin board 

and we won’t advertise the event beyond that.  It will go unnoticed by the other students.  

We’re going by the book for this one.”   

“And next year?”  Cameron wondered. 

“Who knows?  Maybe we make this a more legitimate contest going forward.  For 

now, we stick to the hard rules.  I informed the police we have a school function and 

covered all the bases.” 

The priest released the collective with the exception of Peter and his sister and 

Jamie and her brother.  “Your mothers will allow you to participate.” 

“Thank you.”  Jamie said first followed quickly by the rest and they shuffled out. 

“I suppose we have your parents to thank for this.”  Cameron said bitterly when 

they exited the office.  That was the only reason the four siblings would have been kept 

longer. 

“It’s still on.”  Kirk was supportive.  He didn’t think it was a problem but then his 

team was the only one with the attitude that it was all for fun. 

Mike glowered at Peter but didn’t say a word.  After school he made his protest 

clear to Jamie.  As she had with her mother the night before, she let her brother vent and 

didn’t counter argue.   Like Paula condemned her actions for their predicament, he 

blamed Peter.   
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Mr. Not-So-Perfect 

Friday after school the team went to Jamie’s for a final meeting.  Dan had 

submitted additional questions and he had those approved by Father Luke.  They were 

tough.  As Jamie anticipated, Dan had added copious numbers and details to make the 

word problems trickier.  Even the final question hid any clues that could help sift through 

for best equation fit. 

Their sentence had been softened after Father Luke had soothed their mother’s 

worries.  Mike and Jamie were allowed to go out as usual for the weekly football game.  

They were ordered to return home immediately afterwards.  The football team was 

getting better and since Dan had let go of Jamie and accepted Peter on some level, things 

ran efficiently.  They won and after giving Peter a kiss, Mike and her left for home as per 

their agreement.  Dan was allowed to spend the night on a rare break from grounding 

rules. 

“Have you noticed that a lot of people are talking about tomorrow?”  Dan asked 

as they had an post game snack in the kitchen. 

“Makes sense since it’s a tied game.”  Mike didn’t think much of it. 

“More than just those involved.”  Jamie knew what Dan was thinking.  There was 

going to be a larger assembly than their teammates. 

Mike shrugged.  He didn’t get stage fright easily. 

“Where are your parents?”  Dan wondered.   

“They’re out.”  Mike informed him.  “We thought about going to the party but it 

wasn’t worth the risk.”  Their parents lectured and served out doses of discipline as proof 

they were fulfilling their obligated duties but they didn’t care to be enforcers.  It wasn’t 

out of trust that they left the kids to serve their time unguarded – it was out of a desire to 

not be that kind of parent.  And if the team didn’t depend on their freedom the next night, 

Mike and Jamie surely would have chanced the consequences. 

“Let’s play a game.”  Dan got up and pulled out a couple of his favorites for the 

Xbox. 
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Seeing that it was going to be one of those nights, Jamie went to her room.  She 

put on her pajama bottoms and tank top and crawled into bed with a book.  A gentle rap 

on her window startled her.   

Opening it she found Peter crawling in.  “What are you doing here?” 

“I wanted to see you.”  He said and he drew her in tightly for a big hug and 

matching kiss.  “How’s prison?” 

“The warden is out but I’ll be forbidden to go tomorrow or ever see you again if 

Mom finds you here.” 

“She won’t.”  He dismissed the rules as if he were Mike or Dan.   

“But…” Jamie didn’t get to lodge a formal objection since he muffled her mouth 

with his. 

“I’ll go as soon as we hear the front door.”  He ran his fingers along her neck. 

“I’ve created a monster.” 

He grinned.  “Once you taste freedom it’s hard to put it back in the bottle.  Are 

you ready for tomorrow?” 

“Sure.  As ready as we can be.” 

Peter sat on her bed and Jamie sat next to him waiting for more affection but he 

looked around the room casually.  “Was that for your sixteenth birthday?”  He pointed to 

a photo of Wendi and her in front of Sleeping Beauty’s Castle at the end of Main Street in 

Disneyland.  The two girls were donning Minnie Mouse Ears and holding up a peace sign 

with their free hands.  Their inside arms hanging over their shoulders. 

“Yep.”  She answered as the pressure of oncoming romance built.  The 

anticipation was terrible.  She hoped it wouldn’t last.  What was with Peter and patience?  

Didn’t he see it made her squirm? 

“Did you know that Walt Disney used fake ID so that he could join the Red Cross 

during World War I?” 

“I did.  He altered his passport.  He was the subject of my informative speech.”  

Every freshman took speech class and had to do a number of orations; informative was 

one of the longer ones.   

“Oh.  I didn’t know.”  He said offhandedly and moved on.  “So where did you 

have to go for the treasure hunt?” 
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She thought about it.  “Well, you know Cal Tech.”  That was his clue for her 

team.  “And Huntington Gardens and the Gamble House.”  Peter should know this.  They 

posted the pictures on line for all to see.  They were wasting precious time. 

“In addition to the Tournament of Roses, we went to Suicide Bridge and the 

Norton Simon.”  He pulled out his phone and punched the buttons to display the pictures 

from that night.  “This is the one from the Rose Bowl when we almost sent the wrong 

image.”  He clicked through, “And there I am in front of Norton Simon and that statue at 

the front.” 

“Rodin’s Thinker.  I know.”  There was something suspicious about his casual 

conversation.  Or maybe she wasn’t in the mood for talking.   

He glanced at her pleased about something.  “You even know the artist’s name?” 

“Every kid in Pasadena knows Rodin’s Thinker.”  Jamie rolled her eyes.  “If 

you’re going to invade my privacy, do we have to talk?”  She gently moved his face to 

hers and kissed him softly. 

“Nice.”  He hummed.  “Have you ever been to Mount Whitney or Death 

Valley…” 

“Shut up.”  She whispered and finally distracted him from his lesson plan.   

His hands ran up her back and feeling no strap, he realized she was in her PJs.  

“Should I go?” 

“No.”   

Dropping his gaze his hand snaked under her flimsy shirt.  Cupping her left breast 

his thumb circled the most sensitive area.  “Stop me if you aren’t…” 

She stopped him from talking unable to resist kissing him.  Leaning back, he 

followed never letting his hand lose any ground.  As she kissed down his neck his drive 

increased.   

“Jamie.”  He breathed.  “I love you.”  His wandering hand moved to the next 

mound over and proceeded to administer the treatment.   

She didn’t get to return the sentiment.  Mike yanked Peter’s shoulder back and 

threw him on the floor.  “Get out of here!”  Her brother growled with a few colorful 

expletives peppered into his statement. 
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Dan ran in.  “Shit!”  He gave Peter a hand up.  “Are you trying to get her 

eliminated?” 

“No!”  Peter got up and kept Dan between him and Mike.  He was the lesser of 

two evils. 

Jamie was out of bed and standing in front of her brother.   

“I’ll tell you what he was trying to do.”  Mike yelled.  “It has nothing to do with 

screwing us over for the games but …” 

Jamie punched his arm as hard as she could.  It couldn’t hurt him but she needed 

him to cool down.  “Don’t even think the rest of that statement.” 

Dan walked over to Mike and put a hand on his shoulder.  “Peter is leaving now.  

Don’t worry about it.” 

Peter nodded. 

Mike shrugged out from under Dan’s hand and shouted at Peter.  “Keep your 

filthy hands off my sister!” 

“Mike!”  Jamie warned. 

“What?”  He still yelled.  “Like you two weren’t about to play hide the salami.” 

She lunged at her brother.  Dan held her back and swung her away from Mike.  

“Easy there kitten.” 

“It wasn’t a problem when they were going out.”  Peter said pointing to Dan and 

Jamie. 

Jamie rolled her eyes.  Dan and Jamie hadn’t gone much farther than she had with 

Peter.  And even though it wasn’t preposterous to think, she was irked that he made the 

innuendo.   

Meanwhile, Dan had turned his back to her and backed them up. 

Turning around she saw that Mike was staring at Dan with a wild look in his eyes.  

“Fucker!”  He pounced at Dan and Jamie flew back from the impact.   

Peter caught her before she hit the ground and set her on her feet again.  Mike and 

Dan’s arms were wrestling to keep the other from getting free enough for a clean hit.  She 

couldn’t tell who was pushing and who was pulling when.   

Braving the brawl, Peter pulled them apart and the three stood poised for action.   
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“After the prom?”  Mike’s eyes narrowed on Dan.  “You two took off for a long 

time.” 

“We had a fight and then she got sick.  I waited outside the bathroom as Wendi 

helped her clean up.”  Dan answered. 

Mike’s fist flew out and got Dan in the eye.  “Six months.  You said you dated for 

six months and always sneaking off to some dark corner.  How stupid do you think I 

am?” 

“Shit Mike!”  Dan held his eye.  “You’re an idiot if you think I’m lying.” 

Mike shoved Dan out of his way and stomped out of the room. 

Dan rubbed his right wrist.  “He’s stronger than he looks.”  He had forgotten how 

tough Mike was in a fistfight.   

Jamie examined Dan’s red raw wrist.  “Why did you say that?”  She asked Peter. 

“Sorry.  It just popped out.”  Peter was pasty white. 

“We never did.”  Dan told him.  “Ouch!”  He jerked his head from Jamie’s fingers 

when she gently touched his eye. 

She went to her bathroom and got a wet towel for Dan.   

“I’m going to need some ice and I don’t think any of us are going to make it 

safely past Mike’s room.” 

“He won’t hit me.”  Jamie got up to get a better remedy.  Before going to the 

kitchen she walked into Mike’s room.  They didn’t have locks on their doors.   

“Get out.”  He growled and paced. 

“I haven’t had sex and even if I had you can’t act like that.” 

“You were in bed with him.  What did you…” 

She held up her hand.  “I’m sure we weren’t doing anything you haven’t with 

Sara.”  Sara was a good friend and Jamie knew when Mike had done the deed.  The 

hypocrisy was unwelcomed.  Still, Jamie couldn’t reveal all, so she kept her accusation 

vague and a safe distance from the whole truth. 

It soothed the savage beast an iota.  His pacing slowed until he halted completely. 

“We were kissing and we got a little carried away, but nothing much happened.” 

“And with Dan?” 

She shook her head.  “Hell, I couldn’t even admit that we were dating.” 
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He huffed out a long breath.  “I hit him hard.” 

“I know.  I was going to get him some ice.” 

Mike went with her to the kitchen and got some ice in a plastic bag for Dan.   

“Don’t let her find out.”  Dan said softly when they walked into her room. 

“What?”  Jamie put the ice to Dan’s temple.  His hand took it and she turned back 

to Peter.  “What did he mean when he told you not to let me find out.” 

“Is there a bruise?”  Dan asked.   

Her eyes went to his wound.  “Too soon to tell.”  But he would know that.  

“You’re stalling for Peter.” 

No one spoke. 

“What?”  Jamie’s eyes were on Peter.  He stood rigid.  It was the old Peter that 

was uncomfortable around her.   

Another pregnant pause passed. 

“I shouldn’t have hit you.”  Mike said regretfully.  “It was stupid.  I’m stupid.” 

Dan smiled and flinched when he did.  “You’re not.”  He got up.  “Let’s go finish 

our game.”   

Before they left Jamie didn’t miss the apologetic glance Dan threw at Peter. 

“I’ll let you get to sleep.”  Peter whispered. 

Jamie played the event over.  “You thought we had because you had.”  Her eyes 

shot up to his and he was petrified.  “With Jordan?” 

“Jamie?”  He walked over to her and put his hands on her arms but she pushed 

them off. 

“Did you?” 

Peter didn’t answer.   

“Go.” 

“It was before I knew I liked you and…”   

“Go.”  She commanded in a soft but stern voice.  There was no place for a story 

that started like that to go that wouldn’t hurt her deeply. 

“Let me explain.”  He pleaded. 

“Just go.”  She started to cry. 

He walked out her door to leave via the main entrance. 
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She buried her face in her pillow so her sobs wouldn’t alarm anyone.   

“Jamie.”  It was Dan.  He had come to check on her knowing what she learned.  

“It isn’t the end of the world.”  He sat by her side and stroked her hair. 

“She almost drowned me.” 

“No one was going to let her drown you.  Jordan was lucky she didn’t get a 

pounding from me or worse from Mike.”   

Jamie sat up and hugged him.  “I don’t know if I can deal with this?” 

“I know it’s hard but you’re strong.  We all make dumb mistakes.” 

Wiping her tears she sat up.  “Can I be alone?” 

“Peter is with you now.  You can’t hold the past against him.”  Dan kissed the top 

of her head and left. 
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Final Challenge: Trivia Contest 

Jamie woke up to puffy eyes and try as she might the effects were never 

completely erased.  Peter had called her in the morning and she shut off her phone not 

wanting to think about him and Jordan.  It was too soon if she could even forgive him for 

it.   

A voice said there wasn’t anything to forgive.  He hadn’t cheated on her.  Her and 

Dan could have easily done the same thing.  Would that have made her damaged goods if 

they had?   

What hurt the most is it shattered her perfect image of Peter.  He never did 

anything wrong and she couldn’t imagine anything more disturbing to learn than the fact 

he slept with Jordan.  In her fantasy, Peter had always been in love with her and hadn’t 

even kissed another woman.  Jordan was the worst-case scenario of another woman.   

After a family breakfast Dan and Mike let themselves into her room without an 

invitation.  Not that she ever cared before but she didn’t want to be comforted.  It would 

keep her mind on the topic and she wanted nothing to do with it.  It had stolen too much 

time and energy already.   

“Do you want to sit out tonight?”  Dan asked softly taking her aback. 

“I’ll be fine.”  She lied.   

“Give it some time.”  Dan offered and kicked Mike’s foot prompting him to 

speak. 

“You two were good together.”  It wasn’t easy to say but Mike meant it. 

She felt her eyes water.   

“Get some more sleep.  We’ll cover the first round.  You just need to be ready for 

overtime.” 

She nodded.   

“If you change your mind, I’m sure I can take your place.”  Dan suggested.  

“Peter won’t argue and it’ll be between our teams.  Cameron and Kirk will support it just 

to keep them from winning five years straight.” 

Blinking her eyes dry Jamie rallied her strength.  “No!”  She didn’t mean to shout.  

“I’m taking him on.  I’ll finish this.”  She was going to win.  If she didn’t want to date 
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him again, she needed to win.  And if she did, she needed more time to think about it.  

She definitely didn’t need the stupid wager forcing her hand.  “This is personal.” 

Dan’s eyes widen at the sudden change in demeanor.  Mike grinned.  He liked the 

resolve in his sister’s voice.   

Her parents intended to go to the contest until Mike talked them out of it saying it 

was really for the kids and they would be the only parents in the auditorium.  Even 

parents must feel societal pressure because that had convinced them to stay clear.  It had 

been a week since Jamie and Mike had been punished and they had been on their best 

behavior, even picking up after themselves and doing dishes unasked.  Parents were too 

simple. 

Men on the other hand, were quite complex. 

Jamie had spent the day ignoring her homework and preparing for the last round.  

She exhausted an hour at the local bookstore searching for trivia books she had seen on 

Peter’s shelf.  Knowing him and Wendi pretty well, she plowed through the chapters that 

she deduced were best suited for their strategic tendencies.  

As Jamie read through a book with historical and odd facts on every state she 

paused at one question.  “What are the highest and lowest points in 

California and how far apart are they?”  She knew the answer.  Mount 

Whitney and Death Valley were only seventy-six miles from each other.  Their father had 

taken the family the long way home from Yosemite once to drive from the one to the 

other.  He got a kick out of it.   

What had unsettled Jamie was that Peter had mentioned those two places the night 

before.  Why?  Was it one of their questions and he had them on his mind when they 

were snuggling up?  Her thoughts wondered freely into the memory of the touch of his 

hands, the smell of his fresh laundered shirt, his lips on hers.  Jamie was so happy at the 

time, only minutes before her blissful future with him unraveled into a sad mess.  Why 

did it hurt so much? 

“Jamie, come on.  Everyone’s ready to go.”  Mike hollered. 

“Just a second.”  She went for a quick check in the mirror and fussed with her 

brown tresses.  Her stomach was knotted.  It wasn’t the contest.  Jamie wasn’t ready to 
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see Peter.  For a nanosecond she wanted to take Dan up on his offer to replace her.  Then 

it passed. 

Their team pulled up to a full lot and they knew that more than the players would 

be present.   

“Oh great.”  Bill groaned.  He didn’t want a big audience.   

“Who cares?”  Dan said shutting off the engine. 

Obviously Bill did and so did Jamie.  She wasn’t unfamiliar with performing.  She 

did cheers every game.  But a show of knowledge was a different matter all together and 

she felt butterflies flutter spastically in her gut.   

The hall was packed and some students were setting up chairs to accommodate 

the masses.  It looked like all of the seniors, most of the juniors and a good number of 

underclassmen managed to attend.   

The other teams were in circles going over last minute details up front.  Peter’s 

back was too her until Paula gave a subtle jerk of the head.  He looked up before Jamie 

could look away.  Their eyes locked and she saw how torn up he was.   

“Focus.  You need to win if you want to keep the option of not dating him in your 

court.”  Mike whispered. 

“It’s a game.  And we’ll win.”  Dan hit him.  “Go say hi." 

“Later.”  She wasn’t sure if she would even then. 

Wendi walked up and gave Jamie a big hug.  “How are you?”  The concern was 

visibly more than worry about the trivia.   

“I’m fine.”   

“Okay.”  Wendi didn’t press her.  It wasn’t the time or the place.  In time she 

would talk with her about it.  Jamie needed it – in a day or two. 

“Did you know?”  Jamie asked quietly unsure of how much detail Peter had given 

Wendi. 

“What happened?  He isn’t talking.  It isn’t this stupid game is it?”  Wendi’s 

confusion on the question meant she hadn’t known and he hadn’t filled in all the missing 

pieces.   

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”   
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“Whatever happened, he’s really sorry.  He hasn’t said much all day and Paula 

said he didn’t eat a thing.” 

Jamie didn’t need to feel bad for Peter.  She had a mission to accomplish.  

“Tomorrow.” 

Wendi gave her another embrace.  Jamie wanted to cry and tell her everything 

right there in the middle of the crowded auditorium.  She needed her best girl friend.  

Poor Wendi.  She was going to get caught between her two best friends.  If Jamie didn’t 

get past it, things wouldn’t only go back to strained friendship between her and Peter but 

to unfriendly. 

Father Luke asked the teams to set up the stage with four tables, a podium and 

chairs for the players.  The rest of her group took off leaving her to recompose.  Taking 

full advantage of the extra time to collect her thoughts she walked out on the patio for 

fresh air.   

Most people were inside getting the best seats but there was one person Jamie 

wasn’t ready to deal with that found her.  The odious Jordan was peeved beyond 

consoling. 

“It’s because of you that I was kicked out of this.”  Jordan charged. 

“Cameron made that call before we voted on it.  It was a wise move on his part.  It 

wasn’t going to go your way.” 

“Of course not.  Not with Kirk and Peter under yours and Wendi’s influence.” 

Jordan was so vulgar.  How could Peter even have kissed her and worse?   

The harpy closed in.  “But I do owe Wendi an apology.” 

“And not me?” 

“I should hit you again.  You’re why we broke up.” 

“He dumped you because you gave him an ultimatum.  Deal with it.  You lost out 

by your own undoing.” 

Jordan’s hand went up for a slap but Jamie caught it.  “I’m not going to turn my 

back on you this time.”  Jamie sneered as she released her foe’s forearm. 

Dan was at the door.  He had come to get Jamie.  He glared at Jordan.  “What’s 

going on?” 

“Nothing.”  Jamie was on the verge of tears again but her pride kept them in.   
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“Tramp.  Remember I broke him in for you.”  Jordan spat out as Jamie passed by.  

Jamie’s closed fist hit Jordan’s nose.  

“Bitch!”  Jordan’s hands were over her bloody face.   

“That was for Peter’s nose back in June.”  Jamie walked into the building but Dan 

stopped her before she reached the second set of doors past the foyer. 

“Nice.”  He complimented.  “Do you want to sit it out?” 

“I’m ready.”  More ready than ever before.  

“Sorry kids.”  Father Luke said before they took their seats.  “I really didn’t 

expect anyone would even read the flyer.” 

It was surprising.  The announcement couldn’t have been duller in appearance.  It 

was hand written on white paper with a sharpie.  Among all the colorful bulletins it was 

lost but someone must have noticed it and word got around.  It was high school after all. 

“It’s fine.”  Mike was glad they would be able to complete the games. 

After welcoming all the spectators Father Luke began the proceedings.  The 

questions started off easy enough and Jamie assumed that Father Luke had put them in 

order of difficulty.  After twenty questions to each team, the student body was lagging in 

last place, followed by the artists.  The honors team was tied with the athletes, thanks 

most notably to Jamie and Dan who took on the lion’s share of the harder questions. 

Jamie thought she was going to sit passively through the first round, as Dan had 

suggested.  Something drove her to be a vigorous participant; pride, courage, 

determination, competition, anger, loyalty, a compilation of all of the above. 

“Mount Whitney and Death Valley are seventy-six miles apart.”  Jamie answered 

their last question sealing the need for a death match and glaring at Peter.  It was haughty 

and the only time she dared it.  The timing was perfect.  She needed extra inspiration to 

spur her on for the final round.  He didn’t look at her. 

“Since we are at a tie, we’ll move on to the stumper questions.  All of these were 

prepared by the teams.”  Father Luke explained for the congregation who was amazingly 

attentive.  “The rules require a win by two points.  Whoever misses two questions first, 

will be the runner ups.”    Looking at his watch he added, “We’ll take a fifteen minute 

break.” 
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The stage was reset with one long table and two chairs for Jamie and Peter.  Jamie 

went to the back of the auditorium and sat on the steps away from everyone.  Or so she 

thought. 

“Jamie?”  Peter was there. 

“Please, not now.” 

“Is there anything I can do?  Anything?” 

She shook her head and avoided looking at him.     

“Is it hopeless?” 

“No.  She needs more time.”  Dan said from behind him.  “Neither of you need 

emotional distractions right now.” 

Peter left and Dan sat by Jamie.  “Let me step in.”  He wasn’t asking, he was 

telling. 

“I’m good.” 

He whispered in her ear, “No you’re not.” 

“I have to finish this.” 

He allowed it and helped her to her feet.  “Don’t ever repeat this because I’ll deny 

I ever said it, but it’s just a silly game.” 

She laughed too hard from need more than humor.  Energized with renewed 

strength she moseyed to her seat next to Peter.   

“Ladies first.”  Father Luke held a hand out to Jamie to read her first question 

from her prepared pile of cards. 

“What were the two opposing alliances in World War I and what action was 

considered the start of the war?”  She stammered feeling less courageous once she had to 

speak publicly. 

Peter smiled confidently.  “Triple Entente and Triple Alliance.  The murder of 

Archduke Fernando began the conflict.” 

Her eyes shot up at him.  He had misnamed the Archduke. 

Paula moaned from the front row noting the error at once.  She would have 

answered correctly. 

“Incorrect.  It was the Archduke Ferdinand.”  Father Luke said and pointed to 

Peter to read his question.  “We are at sudden death.” 
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Peter shuffled through his cards.  “Who sculpted the Thinker?”     

“Rodin.”  She answered automatically.  Why was that in there?  He had to 

remember she had said the same thing the night before.  There was no rule on the order 

the questions were to be read.  The honors team must have submitted the Mount Whitney 

and Death Valley question from the first round.  What was going on? 

“Correct.”  The moderator announced. 

“What are you doing?”  Jamie whispered to Peter keeping her voice hushed and 

her eyes forward. 

“Read your next question.”   

Was he throwing the competition?  First the Mount Whitney Death Valley 

question.  Then a softball pitch about Rodin. 

“Jamie.”  Father Luke encouraged. 

She couldn’t allow it.  Peter had a team to defend.  It wasn’t just about him.  

Needing to confirm her speculation she asked, “What was the name of the German ruler 

in World War II?” 

Dan’s face dropped.  Not only was it not one of his questions but any kid in 

school could answer that question.  Half of the kids in grammar school could answer that 

one. 

“Adolf Hitler.”  Peter answered with an irked look.  “What document did Walt 

Disney forge to join the Red Cross?”  He didn’t even look at his cards when he asked. 

He was throwing the competition.  “His passport to increase his age one year.”  

She answered quickly and stared at Peter. 

“You’re question Jamie.”  The moderator said. 

And she asked one but not from her cards or even about trivia.  “What’s your 

problem?” 

“I love you.”  Peter snapped.  “Do you love me?” 

The crowded room was so silent you could hear a pin drop.  Even Father Luke 

was taken aback but only for a second.  “Jamie, your next trivia question.”  He punched 

the word trivia.   

Jamie glanced down at her cards.  It was one of Dan’s physic problems.  She had 

forbidden him from going too far into the book beyond Peter’s curriculum.  To 
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compensate Dan had out done himself on needless numbers.  “At noon a twenty-year-old 

man drove a 2001 Mustang 400 miles north from Los Angeles to San Francisco on the 5 

at sixty-four miles per hour.  Fifteen minutes earlier a fifty-year-old woman drove her 

2002 M3 500 miles south taking the 5 from Eugene, Oregon to San Francisco at eighty 

miles per hour.  And thirty minutes before her a thirty-year-old man drove his 1990 F150 

Super Cab 600 miles from Las Vegas to San Francisco starting on the 15 at eighty-five 

miles per hour.  Who arrives first, second and third?”   

Father Luke laughed.  “You didn’t note their social security numbers.”   

There was an obligatory giggle from the spectators.  It was the first sound they 

made since Peter’s declaration of love.   

Peter worked out the details feverishly on the page.  The rules stated they could 

only hear the question and not see it.  Peter could ask her to repeat it up to three times but 

there was no need.  She saw he had solved it.  “The second car, then the first followed by 

the third.” 

“That isn’t what’s on your paper.”  Jamie challenged.   

Murmurings rose and Dan jumped up on stage.  He looked at the page.  “She’s 

right.  Peter got it right.  Move.”  He ordered her.  “We have to restart the final round and 

I’m taking Jamie’s place.”   

Paula hopped up next.  “Beat it lover boy.”  She ordered her brother and took his 

seat. 

Jamie walked back stage her heart pounding like a jackhammer in her chest.   

Peter put his hands on her shoulders and her heart leapt up to her throat.  “You 

didn’t answer my last question.  Do you love me?” 

“If I didn’t, it wouldn’t hurt so much.”  The tears were coming again.  She tried to 

dry her eyes. 

“Once.”  Peter explained his sorted past with Jordan.  “I had been drinking and 

when I didn’t want to again, well that was when she decided it was because I was too 

close to Wendi.  It was awful.  I mean, it felt wrong.  The next morning I hated myself.”  

He sighed.  “Actually, I haven’t stopped hating myself for such a dumb mistake.” 

As Jamie spun around there was cheering but she didn’t know who it was for.  “I 

hit Jordan.” 
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“What?” 

“Outside before we started.  I hit Jordan and told her it was payback for June.” 

“Why?” 

“She was asking for it and I...” She wanted to tell him she loved him too but 

couldn’t. 

“I can’t undo it.”  His dark perfect eyes were unfaltering, “Jamie, I am 

unequivocally head over heals in love with you.” 

The joy from his words was too profound to even doubt it wouldn’t win out over 

time and erase the hurt.  “I love you Peter.” 

They kissed as they heard Father Luke’s amplified voice declaring Dan victorious 

and Jamie’s team with him.   

“You don’t have to go out with me.”  Peter said, smile to smile, arms tightly 

wrapped around each other. 

“We could go out because we both want to.” 

He kissed her harder than ever.  “I promise, I don’t have any other big secrets left 

in my past.” 

“I don’t think any would top that one.” 

They walked back to their friends.  Paula hit Peter’s arm.  “Stupid.  We would 

have won if you didn’t try to throw it.” 

Peter held Jamie from behind not letting her move away.  “It was only a game.” 

“It’s okay.”  Dan said.  “It’s my treat for milkshakes at Twohey’s.  Does that 

help?” 

“It’s a start.”  Paula said pulling her hair back and smiling nervously. 
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Do What You Want 

“What changed her mind?”  Jamie asked Peter as he walked her up to the banquet 

hall from the garden where his grandmother had remarried. 

“About marriage?  Nate insisted.  He’s an old fashion guy.  Said if they were 

going to buy a house and live together they were going to be wed.  Put his foot down and 

Grandma crumbled.”   

Nate was Peter’s new step-grandfather. 

“And how is your mother taking all this?” 

“She’s been unbearable since they told us.  We estimate it will last until spring.” 

A DJ played Sinatra as the guests relocated for the celebration.  “I guess this is 

our official dancing date.” 

“You guys won.” 

Jamie thought back to the contests and then remembered something odd in the 

timing of events.  “Why did you quiz me the night before?  It was before we fought.” 

His face was blank.  “Wanted to make sure you were ready.  I wasn’t going to 

give away any answers only dance around them.” 

“Why would you do that?” 

“Because you started adding details to my physics problem.  It took me a while to 

understand why but then it hit me.  You wanted me to be prepared.” 

Peter held her chair as Jamie took her seat at a kids’ table.  Dan’s face had a 

curdle look.  He hated dressing up but he was Paula’s date.  Next to him were Wendi and 

Kirk looking too stylish for real life.  The last couple was Mike and Sara.   

Peter draped his long arm over the back of Jamie’s chair and ran his finger along 

her bare back.  “You’re striking.” 

Jamie went pink.  It had only been a month and every compliment still had the 

power to make her blush.  Her hair was down and she didn’t have much make-up, the 

way he liked it.   

Peter’s dad popped up between his kids.  “They’re going to start the first dance 

soon.  You two should come up as soon as me and your mother go out there.”   

“Okay.”  Paula answered and he hurried back to his difficult spouse. 
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“What?”  Dan wasn’t ready.  “You didn’t mention that.” 

“You may have back out.”  Paula cooed. 

“Did you know about this?”  He challenged Jamie. 

She shook her head.  “I knew I had to dance but not during the first song.” 

“It was a last minute decision.  Despite her little joke, we just learned about it 

now.”  Peter kissed Jamie’s head.  “You owe me a dance.” 

“We won.” 

“Only because I didn’t play the last round correctly.” 

“Hey.”  Dan interrupted.  “It’s not our fault you lost your head.  I worked damn 

hard for that win.” 

“Anytime you want a rematch…” Peter’s threat was halted by a nice but abrupt 

kiss. 

“No rematches.”  Jamie commanded.   

The DJ queued up the first dance.  It was a B.B. King duet with Sheryl Crow 

called Need Your Love so Bad.   

“Your grandma picked a blues song?”  Kirk asked with a smirk. 

“She’s the coolest.”  Peter defended.  “It was a toss up between this and Dance, 

Dance, Dance.” 

“Not a bad alternative.”  Kirk knew every song and he sang.  “I don’t know but 

I’ve been told that if you keep on dancing you’ll never grow old.  Come on darling put a 

pretty dress on.  We’re going to go out tonight.  Dance, dance, dance.  Dance, dance, 

dance all night long.”   

“We had to talk her out of I’m Too Sexy.”  Paula giggled. 

“And that would have been gross.”  Wendi commentated. 

“She’s lying again.  Did I mention we were having blood tests done to make sure 

the hospital didn’t mix up babies?”  Peter shook his head.  “There goes Mom and Dad.”  

He scooted out and held Jamie’s chair for her.   

Dan fumbled for Paula’s seat when he realized he was being out maneuvered. 

“Don’t worry about it tough guy.  I don’t want to date someone like my brother.”  

She took Dan and his red face on the floor.   
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Dancing with Peter was better than the first time.  He held her close and since he 

was more relaxed, he took it to the next level.  Jamie didn’t have a clue what to do but 

Peter was such a strong leader that she kept in step.   

When the next one started up Jamie immediately hid her head in Peter’s shoulder.  

“Did you make this request?”  She couldn’t even look up.  It was Express Yourself by 

Madonna. 

“No.”   

Other people were getting on the dance floor as they turned to Paula and Dan.  

Paula was laughing suspiciously hard. 

“Did you do that?”  Peter asked. 

“I wish I had.”  Tears were starting to form in the corner of his sister’s eyes. 

Dan shook his head before they even questioned.  “She would kill me if I did 

something like that.” 

Paula wouldn’t kill him but it wouldn’t be nice for him to do.  Dan was a really 

sweet guy - usually.   

“Sara.”  Jamie guessed and they turned to Mike and his date. 

A little off from them Sara gave a wink and a smile. 

Jamie pointed to the DJ miming her question and Sara shook her head.  Mike 

wouldn’t do it.   

The process of elimination left only two people and since Wendi was shaking 

from a hidden giggles they knew.   

“Are you going to beat her down and teach her a lesson?”  Peter joked. 

“Wendi got the idea from me.” 

“She didn’t learn all her bad habits from you.  My sister’s wicked sense of humor 

may have contaminated her.” 

Jamie was laughing too hard to keep her secret.  She got as close as she could to 

his ear to whisper, “She was with me when I asked the DJ to play Do What You Want.”  It 

was the song he had to sing in his competition. 

“You’re making it hard to love you.”  He said as their song ended and they 

strolled out on the balcony.  “What am I going to do with you?” 

“Do what you want.” 


