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            Julie and Miranda exchanged a glance. I knew what was coming. Their lecture on not getting too serious about Blade.

WellÂ â€¦ it was too late for that. I couldn't be more serious, and I knew he felt the same way, too. But for some reason, my friends thought it their duty to caution me.

“You always rush into things, Caitlyn.”

“You're always so impulsive. You don't really know Blade that well. You really should be careful not to get carried away.”

I rolled my eyes. “I seriously am beginning to believe that you two are jealous,” I said. “I'm sorry you don't have boyfriends, but it really isn't my fault.”

Julie jumped to her feet. “That's not fair. We're only thinking of you,” she said.

Miranda motioned for her to sit back down. “Okay, okay, we get it, Caitlyn. You don't want us in your face. Fine. We'll stop.”

Julie sighed and dropped back down.

“Blade and I are perfect,” I told them. “I know we haven't known each other for long. I know it's all been so crazy and fast. ButÂ â€¦ we're perfect. I don't know how else to say it.”

They both sank back into the couch cushions. I think I finally got through to them.

A short while later, I went home to get ready for my date with Blade. For a long while, I sat on the edge of my bed, daydreaming about him. I imagined his arms around me, holding me tightly against him. I pictured those strange gray-green eyes gazing so deeply into mine. I thought about the way we teased each other, the way we talked together so easily.

I thought about kissing himÂ â€¦ kissing him till I felt lostÂ â€¦ till I felt I was somewhere else in the worldÂ â€¦ somewhere far away from anyone and anything I knew.

When my phone beeped, it shocked me from my dazed imaginings. I grabbed my bag and fumbled the phone out.

I read the short text message on the screenâ€”and gasped, “Oh no.”
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The message from Blade was short: “Can't make it tonight. Got hung up.”

I read it over and over, as if I could get the words to tell me more. Why didn't he explain what the problem was? Why didn't he at least say he was sorry?

He must have some emergency, I told myself. He must be as disappointed as I am.

I punched his number into the phone and raised it to my ear. My hand was trembling. I knew I was overreacting, but I was very disappointed. My daydreams had gotten me all psyched to see him.

The call went right to voicemail. I listened to his voice: “This is Blade. You know what to do.” I didn't leave a message. I knew I'd talk to him later. I knew he'd explain everything. And maybe we could get together later tonight.

Dinner with my parents seemed to last forever. I hadn't told them much about Blade. I usually blurt out everything about my life to them. I'm not the kind of person who can hold anything in. But for some reason, I'd decided to keep Blade to myself.

My parents are totally great people. They're not always in my face and pretty much treat me as an adult. They put up with my enthusiasms and my wild mood swings and my general insanity. And they're not always trying to pry into my life.

I think they'd love to know what's in my diary. But trust me, that's totally off-limits to them. As I said, I keep it locked and I wear the key on a chain around my neck.

My dad is big and healthy-looking. I guess you'd call him robust. He brags that he still has all his hair at forty-three. Mom teases him that that's his biggest accomplishment.

She likes to deflate him whenever he gets too full of himself. She says it's her hobby.

He works out at a gym three days a week, and he's a cyclist. He gets up at six most mornings and rides his racing bike for ten miles along River Road to the top.

He's an administrator at Shadyside General Hospital. He says he just shuffles papers all day and deals with hospital staff problems. That's why he likes to get a lot of exercise and fresh air before work.

Mom could be really hot-looking if she paid attention to her looks. But she isn't really interested in what she wears or her hairstyle or anything. She wears a lot of baggy T-shirts and these dreadful Mom jeans.

She mostly has her blonde hair tied back in a tight ponytail, and she refuses to wear any makeup. She says she likes the fresh look. But just a little blusher and some color on her lips would make her look five years younger.

She teaches Business Ethics at the junior college in Martinsville. And she gives lectures at companies on the subject. I don't really understand what she talks about, but she reads three newspapers a day online and every book on business that comes out.

So there we were at dinner. When it's just the three of us, we eat in the little breakfast nook beside the kitchen. It's a snug little area, lots of sunshine through the windows, and a picnic table and benches where we eat most of our meals. The dining room is saved for company, so we use it mostly on holidays.

Dad had brought home take-out fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy. Usually my favorite, but I didn't have much appetite tonight. You know why, Diary.

I stared at the leg and thigh on my plate. Mom was talking about some kind of lawsuit against a company I'd never heard of and why it should be thrown out of court. Dad tsk-tsked and spooned more mashed potatoes onto his plate.

“Do you have a date with that boy tonight?” Mom's question stirred me from my thoughts.

“UhÂ â€¦ not tonight,” I said. “I think I'm just going over to Miranda's and watch some videos or something.”

Mom leaned across the table toward me. “What's his name again?”

“Blade,” I said. “Blade Hampton.”

“Funny name,” Mom muttered. “No one has normal names these days. Do you know anyone named Jack or Joe or Bill?”

I laughed. “No. No, I don't.”

“You've gone out with this guy a few times,” Dad chimed in. “Why don't you invite him over sometime?”

I was pretty much keeping Blade to myself. Not exactly keeping him a secret, but not eager to share him with my parents. “Yeah. Okay,” I said. Always better to agree and not start a controversy.

Dad changed the subject to how he pulled a muscle racing his bike this morning and how his leg had stiffened up. One of my parents' best qualities is that they have very short attention spans. They can never stay on a subject for more than a minute or two.

I gnawed on the chicken leg for a while and forced myself to eat some of the potatoes and coleslaw. Mainly so Mom and Dad wouldn't start asking more questions. I couldn't stop thinking about Blade. Wondering what was up with him.

After dinner, I changed into a long-sleeved top. The weather had turned cool and the sky was heavy with rainclouds. I called goodnight to my parents and hurried out to the car.

A few raindrops dotted the windshield as I drove to Miranda's house. She lives on Heather Court in North Hills, the ritzy neighborhood of Shadyside. Her house is big, with a zillion rooms, but very comfortable. Her parents collect very large old movie posters, so there are these great stars like Charlie Chaplin and Humphrey Bogart staring out at you from every wall.

Miranda is into old movies, too. If Julie and I are hanging out at Miranda's house, we usually end up watching some old black-and-white flick from the forties or fifties on Netflix. I love seeing the weird old clothesâ€”everyone wearing hats all the time, even indoorsâ€”and the funny cars.

The rain was just a drizzle but I started the wipers. They squeaked as they scraped over the windshield. I turned onto Mission, which curved around to Miranda's street. I slowed down. There were a lot of cars on Mission. Drivers use it as a shortcut to River Road.

I pulled through a stop signâ€”and then let out a soft cry. “Whoa.”

Was that Blade's car up ahead? I squinted through the rain-spotted glass.

Yes. It had to be.

Actually, it was his dad's car, but he drove it a lot. A '95 red Mustang. Not too many of those on the road in Shadyside. Leaning over the wheel, I read the license plate. Yes. Yes. Blade's car.

I lowered my foot on the brake. I didn't want him to see me. I didn't want to get too close.

ButÂ â€¦ who was that in the car beside him?

Bright white headlights beamed from an oncoming truck swept over Blade's car and lit it up as if setting it on fire.

And I saw her. A girl. Beside Blade. A girl with short white-blonde hair. I just saw the back of her head. I didn't see her face.

His car pulled away from a stoplight and roared forward.

My hands squeezed the wheel. They were suddenly clammy and cold.

I lowered my foot to the gas. I knew what I had to do.

I had to follow them.
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My headlights washed over the back of the red Mustang. I slowed down, let more space separate our cars. I had a sudden urge to tromp on the gas and plow right into him. Send that blonde girl flying through the windshield.

A crazy thought, and I quickly suppressed it. What kind of person would imagine such a violent, evil thing?

The girl beside Blade had to be a cousin. Or a family member who needed a ride. Or a friend from his old school he hadn't seen in months. OrÂ â€¦ OrÂ â€¦

Weird how your brain can dance around when you're upset or anxious.

The rain stopped. I shut down the scraping windshield wipers. The red Mustang made the turn onto River Road. A few seconds later, I turned, too.

The road curves along the bank of the Conononka River, a long, winding road that climbs into the hills over Shadyside. It was too dark to see the river. But I slid my passenger window down so I could hear the gentle lapping of the water against the muddy shore.

I thought the sound might calm me. But, of course, it didn't.

Again, my headlights played over the back of the Mustang. I slowed and edged to the right and let another car move between us. I didn't want Blade to see me. I didn't want him to think that I was suspicious, that I didn't trust him.

He was obviously dealing with an emergency. That's why he didn't have time to explain to me what was going on.

ButÂ â€¦ if it was an emergency, why was he turning into the parking lot at Fire? Fire is a dance club on River Road. It's a club for adults, but a lot of Shadyside students go there because the doorman isn't very careful about checking your ID. If you don't look twelve, you're in.

A neon sign at the street has red-and-yellow flames dancing into the air. A sign beside it reads:
SHADYSIDE'S PREMIER DANCE CLUB. LADIES
FREE
.

The club was a long, low, red building with red and blue lights along the flat roof. A red carpet led to the awning over the entrance. The doorman stood behind a narrow wooden podium at the front of the awning. Even with the car windows closed, I could hear the drumming beat of the throbbing dance music from inside the club.

As I watched the red Mustang roll over the brightly lit gravel parking lot, a wave of nausea rolled over me. I was supposed to be with Blade tonight. He told me he got “hung up.” So why was he here at a dance club with that blonde girl?

My ideas about a family emergency were quickly exploding, vanishing into air. And I fought down my dinner, which was rising to my throat. Fought down a choking feeling as I saw him pull into a parking place at the side of the club and cut his headlights.

My car rolled slowly over the gravel as I hung back, leaning over the wheel and squinting into the glare of the red, blue, and yellow lights overhead. I stopped and backed into a space between two SUVs near the club entrance.

When I looked back, Blade and the girl were out of his car. Blade wore his red hoodie over slim-leg jeans. She was tall and thin, taller than him, and the lights played over her pale face and the short white-blonde hair.

She leaned into Blade, and he slid an arm around her shoulders. They staggered sideways together, laughing.

A sob escaped my throat. I forced myself to breathe.

I told him I loved him. That night in his car up on River Ridge, the stars above us, the sparkling river down below, when we held each other, held each other as if we were the only two people on earth. We kissedÂ â€¦ we kissed andÂ â€¦ andÂ â€¦

I grabbed the door handle, ready to jump out of the car. I had an impulse to jump out, run across the gravel lot, grab him, grab him and spin him around, andâ€”

â€”
No
.

I squeezed the steering wheel, squeezed it until my hands achedâ€”and watched them kiss. She turned to him and he wrapped his hands around her neck and pulled her face close. And they kissed again. The red-and-blue lights played over them, making it look like a carnival scene or some kind of glaring dream.

If only.

If only it wasn't real, Diary. But it was happening, and I was there.

I shoved open the car door. It slammed into the SUV next to me. I didn't care. I slid out and stumbled forward, away from the car. I couldn't balance. The world tilted and swayed under me.

My whole body shuddered as I forced myself forward.

Did I cut the engine? Switch off the headlights? I don't remember, Diary.

Blade and the girl stopped at the doorman's podium. He was a wide hulk of a guy, shaved head, wearing a purple sleeveless T-shirt that showed off his tight biceps and tattoos, and baggy gray sweatpants. Blade pulled something from his walletâ€”probably a fake IDâ€”and the doorman waved them into the club.

“Stop!” I opened my mouth in a cry, but no sound came out. I took a deep breath. My shock quickly turned to anger.

Blade is a liar! A liar and a rat!

I couldn't erase the picture of them kissing from my mind.

Suddenly, I knew I had to confront him. I had to let him know that I was here and I saw him.

A cry of rage burst from my throat. Like an angry animal. And I roared forward, my sneakers kicking up gravel, ran full speed toward the club entrance, the red-and-blue lights flashing in my eyes, running blind, blind with my anger and hurt pushing me forward.
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