
        
            
                
            
        

    



	Green by Bratty_Vamp COMPLETE







	Twilight Fic Database







	















Fanfiction Based On Characters From Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight Series Rated MA for Mature Adult. Contains Foul Language & Sexual Situations

Green

By BrattyVamp

Summary: What happens when lawn-boy, geek, and self-proclaimed social leper finds himself in a situation that shakes his comfortable invisibility? Will he stay green? AU- All human.
 ~*~
Once you’ve read and enjoyed this story, why not leave the author some love by reviewing: http://www.fanfiction.net/s/6108912/1/Green
~ Prologue ~

I let the heavy door of my old truck swing closed too hard, and winced at the flakes of rust that I likely dislodged in my carelessness. I needed to take it easy on the old thing. It wasn't like I would be getting a new car any time soon. All of my money was being saved for college. Just one more year away…

For the last three summers, I had been working for McCarty's Lawn and Landscaping Service, saving every dime religiously for the day I would officially leave Forks Washington for bigger and better things.
 For the last three summers, I had sneezed, grunted, and sweat my way across the lawns of the local elite…making their lives look picture-perfect from the curb so they didn't have to. "Say Joe. Your lawn looks great this year. Reminds me of the turf on the back nine at the country club." "Thanks, Sid. Speaking of the links… you should have seen Howard out there yesterday. He was in the water after the first hole! I suggested that next time, he bring his scuba gear! " 
 "Did you ask him if his husband golfs too?" 
 "Har har har…"
I imagined those conversations of wealth and privilege to always be punctuated and affected by bloated-sounding fake laughs reserved for socialite snobs on television, drinking their scotch while guffawing loudly. And in my mind, the chortlers always wore plaid shorts. I'm not sure why.

I took off my baseball cap and ran my hand through my still-wet hair. For once, it wasn't the effects of the sun beating down on me while working that left it stuck to my head. What started out as a typical work day, took a very rapid turn toward the non-typical. I still couldn't believe the events that unfolded in the past hour.

Remembering the bag in the back of my truck, I quickly retrieved it and began to walk around the side of the house to throw it in the trash bin out back. And because I wasn't nearly as diligent about the frequency in which I mowed my own lawn at home, I didn't even see the land mine left by the neighbor's dog until I stepped in it, slid, and almost landed on my ass.

"Damn it, Skippy," I growled. I bent my foot up to inspect the damage. Sure as hell, the messy brown smudge covered the bottom of my grass-stained converse. When the culprit yipped, my eyes traveled up to see the little border-terrier sitting on the sidewalk between our two houses. He cocked his shaggy head and seemed to be mocking me.

"Friggen little poop machine," I groaned, trying to rub the foul smelling substance off on the grass. Of course, my glasses slipped then, and I almost lost them off the tip of my nose. I shoved the frames back onto my face with a grumble, and stomped around to hide my bag beneath a few others that already nearly filled our can.

Then, after remembering to leave my shoes outside by the front door so that I could hose them down later, I went inside the cool quiet house to lie down…and to finally allow myself to think about everything that had happened that day.
 Even though I refused to think about the fact that Bella Swan's lips had actually been under mine. And my hands had actually been on her chest. 
 Because even as pathetic as I was… thinking about those things out of context would have just been wrong. ~*~
 ~ Chapter One ~ Now I Know My ABC’s

I slipped my hat off my head and ruffled my hair a bit as I walked into McCarty's small office. It was odd seeing Emmett, instead of his old man, sitting in the worn-looking swivel chair. For the past couple of summers, he had been working as part of the ground crew with me. Now that he was a college man, his father was training him in the office, priming him to one day take over the business. All in all, Emmett was a pretty nice guy.

"Hey Edward. Mind taking your ride over to the last property today? I'm going to send the company truck home with Paul for the rest of the weekend so he can change the oil and shit. He'd like to take off as soon as the job is done, and not have to come back here after."

I shook my head. I didn't mind taking my truck to  all of the jobs. It was a much better alternative to having to ride along-side Paul. That guy was a dick. But Old Man McCarty (and our clients) really preferred the company vehicles-clearly marked with the company logo- to be the only wheels parked curbside. He only broke that rule on occasion.
 "No problem," I stated. "And hey… listen," Emmett said as I turned to leave. I paused and swiveled my head back around to look at him, pushing my glasses back into place. "I know Paul is an asshole sometimes. He is enjoying the fact that I'm here in the office and he's crew leader now. Don't let him make you do all the grunt work though. You come tell me, if he's riding your ass too hard out there."

"Yeah. Thanks," I muttered. Like that was really gonna happen. Emmett was totally right. Paul had been taking advantage of his new position, to order me around and make me do the shittiest jobs. Tattling to Emmett about it would just make it even more unpleasant to work with the douche bag. "See ya."

I waved my hand at the two guys who stood beside the company truck, waiting for me to come out of the office. Paul, my crew leader, leaned against the driver's side door and gave me a nasty look, like I had kept him waiting too long. The other boy, Jacob, stood beside him, minus the attitude. He was a year younger than I was, and it was his first year working for the company. But he was from the Res too, and he pretty much followed Paul around like a little puppy dog.
 "About fucking time, Ed-Tard," Paul sneered. "Follow us out to the Swans. IF that POS will keep up, that is." 
 I nodded and jumped up into the cab of my truck. A little pink post-it note was stuck to my steering wheel. Since I refused to pay for a cell phone, it was Alice's way of leaving me messages. E
 I'll be over at seven. Spaghetti tonight. See ya.
 -Al

I crumpled the small piece of paper easily in my palm, and tossed it to join many others just like it that littered the floorboard of my truck. Paul kicked gravel up toward my windshield when he peeled out in front of me, and I carefully checked my mirrors before following him out to our last job for the day.

Forks was a small town. It didn't take long to get to the city limits. And the further we got away from the winding little streets that connected middle-class neighborhoods like the one I lived in, the further apart the property lines grew. Homes became bigger… more luxurious. Paul turned off the road and led us into a gated community that controlled about seventy-five percent of McCarty's business. Clear-cut properties with homes sprawled across rolling lawns, each more expansive than the next. Finally Paul stopped in front of one of the most obviously impressive homes in the areathe home of Charlie Swan.

Charlie Swan was some hot-shot plastic surgeon who had his own practice just outside of Seattle. He was only ever home on the weekends, but he wanted his wife and daughter to be comfortable in a simple, small town environment. As far as I could tell… his wife's main job was to socialize and advertise her husband's steady hand by showing off her waxy looking face and cantaloupe-sized breasts. And his daughter… Bella…
 Well. I didn't really know her all that well. I mean… I knew of her. Everyone did. She was one of the most popular girls in school. Petite and very pretty… she was best friends with the captain of the cheerleaders, Rosalie Hale. And she dated Mr. Allstar-Highschool Jock. Seriously. Tyler Crowley was Captain of the football, baseball, and basketball teams. They were the school's power-couple.
 And she, like most people at Fork's high, didn't even know I existed. Guys like me flew under the radar. And honestly, I liked it that way. I lived alone with my Dad, Carlisle, the town's Chief of Police, in a modest house that was plenty large enough for the two of us. And I was able to concentrate on my studies, and not get sucked down by typical high school bullshit. I was, for the most part, invisible.

Except, of course, to Al. I helped her up on the playground after she fell off the monkey bars when were in first grade, and walked her inside to the nurse's office to get a bandaid on her knee. I didn't even know that she had just moved into the house on the end of my street. But she followed me home, and we had been best friends pretty much ever since.
 I switched off my ignition and walked around to where Paul and Jacob stood waiting for me. "I'm going to mow the front lawn," Paul said immediately. I fought not to roll my eyes, and straightened my glasses instead. Of course he would choose that job. It was hassle-free on the riding mower that was housed in the back of the truck.

"Jacob? You check around the landscaping with the weed eater."
 "Will do, boss," the kid smiled. Jeesh. When was he not smiling?
 "Ed-Tard? You get the back."

I nearly groaned and instead turned away before he could see the irritation on my face. The back of the Swan's house was a total pain in the ass- mostly because they had a chest-level, black-iron fence that enclosed their swimming pool and patio. Renee Swan insisted that we could not use a weedeater near her fence, so we had to walk the perimeter of the area and pick weeds from between the iron posts by hand. Paul knew it was a sucky job. It's why he gave it to me.
 I grabbed a bag from the back of the truck and started walking around the house, muttering under my breath. One more summer. One more summer… One. More. Summer.
I was caught off guard as I rounded the house and heard the low sound of voices and splashing. Jasper Hale pulled his lanky body out of the pool and walked over to where his twin-sister Rosalie, and Bella Swan lay sprawled out on long beach chairs. I felt my jaw unhinge and I tried to turn my eyes away quickly. It really wouldn't do to get caught ogling the two girls who were oiled up in their bikinis, obviously trying to take advantage of the rare sunny day. Jasper shook his shaggy head of hair and the girls squealed as he showered them with pool water.

"Fuck you, Jasper," Bella laughed. "Why do I even let you come over here?"
 "Because I'm pretty to look at," Jasper said with a laugh. "And because I have the best weed."

I had a feeling that he wasn't talking about the same thing that I had been sent around the house to remove from the fence line. Not wanting to eavesdrop or call attention to myself, I hurried to the far edge of the enclosure to work. I wish I had thought to bring my ipod so I could listen to music. It would have been easier to ignore the pieces of conversation that drifted across the large crystalblue in-ground pool.
 "It's weird not seeing Tyler here," Rosalie said. She reached for a drink that sat on the table between them, and knocked over about three empty bottles with a loud clanking sound. "He could come over, if he wanted," Bella sat up to right the bottles that had been tipped. "I said I'd like to be friends. I meant it."
 "He needs time," Jasper said. "He's just sore. You know. He has to get used to the idea that you two aren't an item anymore."
 "He's just pissed that he won't be having regular sex anymore," Rosalie said with a chuckle. "Not true," Bella told her. "And sex isn't everything, you know. Lots of people don't have sex on a regular basis." 
 "Like that guy, over there," Jasper said. My spine stiffened and I concentrated on the job at hand, trying to pretend that he wasn't pointing me out. "Who  is that?" I heard Rosalie ask. I held my breath.
 "Evan. Or Elton… something like that," I heard Bella say. "He's part of our landscaping crew." Nope. Still invisible.

"His name is Edward," I heard Jasper reply. "He was in my gym class. And that guy might as well be like olive oil. He's like, extra virgin. If you know what I'm saying." Jasper laughed loudly. I cringed and wiped the sweat from my face with the neck of my t-shirt. I refused to look up, and indicate that I could hear them quite clearly.

"You watch too much food network," Rosalie huffed.
 "That's because he always has the munchies," Bella giggled.
 "Speaking of… I'm going inside to roll another one. I'll be right back."

Jasper stood up and loped off in his board shorts. The girls, thankfully, switched conversations and started talking about some shopping trip they were taking to Port Angeles. I contemplated what I had just overheard. Well… not the part about the flashing neon light that obviously blinked "Never Been Laid" above my head. I thought about the fact that Bella and Tyler had broken up. I wondered what could have happened to make Forks High's Most-Likely-To-Succeed couple decide to end things. That would likely be the biggest news in school, when our senior year started in a couple of weeks. I shook my head, once again, grateful that my own educational existence was kept so drama free.
 "Do you want another beer?" Rosalie asked. "No. Umm… I think we should actually go in soon. My Dad is coming home tonight, and I only have about an hour to clean up all this mess." I heard the bottles tip and clang together again. "If he finds out we were drinking out here, I'll be grounded for the rest of the summer."
 "I'll help get rid of the evidence," Rosalie swore. "As soon as Jasper gets back out here, I'll tell him it's time to go." 
 "I'm just going to grab a garbage bag…" I tugged at the sprouts of weeds between the iron bars of the fence, and shoved the greens into my own bag. This job sucked. For just a minute, I allowed myself to fantasize about having the kind of life that afforded me time to lay around a pool in the summer time, drinking beer with my friends. A loud splash brought me out of my daydream. My head came up toward the commotion to see Rosalie dancing frantically at the edge of the pool.

"Oh my God! Jasper!" Rosalie screeched. "Bella! HELP! SOMEONE HELP!" She was staring into the pool and screaming. My eyes did a quick scan of the area and noticed immediately that Bella was nowhere to be seen. It was about that time that Rosalie turned her panicked face toward me.

"Help!" She yelled in my direction then. "Bella hit her head! I can't swim! I can't help her!" I dropped my bag and pushed my hands against the top of the fence quickly. My feet slipped as the smooth and worn bottoms of my shoes tried to find enough traction to push me over the top. I finally made it, but not before my khaki's caught on one of the sharp top points and tore a hole in the material at the back of my thigh. A sting told me I'd likely torn skin as well. But I didn't have time to worry about that. I ran as fast as I could across the patio and toward the pool. Rosalie was still screaming, and I could see Bella's body below the surface of the water. Without bothering to even remove my hat or my glasses, I dove in.

I quickly swam underwater to where Bella floated, unconsciously. With my arm tucked firmly around her waist, I pulled her to the surface. Adrenaline dictated my moves as Rosalie offered a hand in hoisting the girl out of the water. And then I had her on her back, and my old CPR training kicked in.

ABC- Airway. Breathing. Circulation. 
 I tilted Bella's chin back, and put my ear near her mouth to listen for breath while I anxiously stared down her chest, hoping to see it rise and fall. "She's not breathing," I said quickly. "Call 9-1-1." Then, like I had done it a hundred times before, I lowered my mouth over Bella's, pinched her nose, and gave her two deep breaths before I started chest compressions. I was busy counting, and probably praying, and trying not to freak out. I really couldn't focus on what the hell else was going on around me. I was just hoping that I was doing everything right and wasn't going to like, break her ribs or something. It was a whole lot different, pushing into a Red Cross mannequin, than an almost-living, not-quite-breathing, real girl. But I groaned in relief when Bella coughed and started puking up water.
 As fast as I could, I rolled her over to her side, and bent her arm so that her hand cradled her face off the rough stone surface beside the pool. 
 "Oh my God," Rosalie was on her knees behind me, rubbing Bella's back. "Oh my God. You saved her! You… like… totally saved her." 
 "Are paramedics on their way?" I asked, ignoring the hero title. I got lucky, and I knew it. "No…" Rosalie said. "My phone is dead. And… and anyway… Bella would get in a lot of trouble if her parents knew we were here and drinking and stuff." 
 I looked up at her in astonishment. Was she kidding? Her friend could have died… and she was worried about getting caught with a few beers? 
 I glanced back down at Bella who was curled in on herself, shaking, but thankfully breathing on her own. 
 "Alright," I conceded. "I think she's going to be fine. Let's at least get her in the house, okay?" Rosalie nodded and stepped back, and I got the extreme honor of lifting a practically naked and very wet girl with absolutely no muscle control into my arms. My legs shook a little at the strain. She didn't weigh that much, but she sort of just hung there. And I wasn't like some body-builder or anything. That shit looks way easier on television than it really is.

"What the fuck is going on?" Jasper asked as we neared the house, and he saw us. "Move," Rosalie ordered. "Bella almost died while you were inside. He saved her."

Jasper held the door open for me, and I followed Rosalie down a long, dark hallway and into a wide open foyer before she led the way upstairs. I hoped like hell I wouldn't trip and drop her. My arms were beginning to shake under the strain, and I kinda wished that Jasper would have offered to help carry her the rest of the way. But he disappeared again.
 "This is her room," Rosalie said, opening another door. I didn't get much of an impression other than there was a whole lot of soft white and some baby-blue. Pretty. Girly. I placed Bella on her bed and backed away. She almost looked like she lay on a cloud.
 "I… I don't even know what to say," Rosalie put her hand on my arm. Bella's eyes fluttered for a minute, and then she opened them. I was locked in position when her big brown eyes met mine. "Elton?" she croaked with a whisper voice. Then her eyes sort of crossed before they closed again. "I… uh… fished your hat out of the pool," Jasper said behind me. I turned then, and silently accepted his gift. 
 "Can you guys stay with her? I don't even know. She might have a concussion or something. You really should have called someone." 
 "I'll stay," Rosalie promised. "And I'll let her mom know that she slipped and fell in the pool. Her dad will be home soon. He can check her out." 
 "Fine," I nodded. With that, I turned around and left Bella's room. When I got back out by the pool, I noticed that Bella had indeed brought out a bag to clean up their party mess. Without giving it much thought, I finished the job. I tossed all of the empty beer bottles into the bag, and took it with me to get rid of it. The company truck was already gone from the front curb when I wearily got into my own vehicle, and started it up to go home.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Two ~ Rude Awakening

To my credit, none of Bella Swan's near drowning episode replayed in my mind while I slept. But I would be lying if I said that my subconscious didn't happily recreate the sight of Bella and Rosalie in their bikinis. In my dream, I wasn't working. I was holding myself against the side of the pool, sharing their conversation and thoroughly enjoying the view of their long, lean legs and their high, firm young…

I rolled over on my bed and startled myself awake when instead of being met with the flat surface of my mattress, I was stopped mid-roll by the soft feeling of a real, honest to goodness girl. A girl who started screaming as soon as I came in contact with her.
 Alice rolled off one side of my bed while I rolled off the other. I banged my head on my bed-side table on the way down, and frantically pulled my comforter off the bed to cover my lap. "Ew! EDWARD! You TOUCHED ME with it!" Alice was flailing her arms around like she just walked face-first through a spider web. "Gross, Edward! It poked me! Ew!" 
 "What were you doing in my bed?" I yelled up at her, feeling my cheeks flame. "God, Alice. Could you keep it down? It's not like I was trying to…" 
 "But I FELT it!" "For the love of God!" I huffed and pushed my glasses up. "Guys… wake up like that sometimes! It's not my fault!"
 "Ew. Ew… ew…" Alice was frowning and being over-dramatic while I scrambled up and hurried into the bathroom with my comforter still gripped firmly in front of me. Nothing makes a guy feel better about himself than a girl practically barfing over accidentally being touched by his boner. It wasn't even like I was naked, or trying to do something with it. Jeez.
 I took my time, jumping in the shower and changing my clothes before heading downstairs. Alice stood in front of the stove, frowning while stirring a big bubbling pot of pasta. 
 "Are… you okay now?" I asked from the doorway. 
 "Sorry about that." Alice placed the wooden spoon down on the counter and actually had the grace to look a little embarrassed. "It wasn't that big a deal. Sorry for freaking out." 
 I didn't say anything, but I raised my eyebrow. 
 "And by 'not a big deal'… I'm not trying to say anything about you know… it not being big or something…" "Al," I groaned.
 "Not that I felt it long enough to really know… you know … size or …"
 "Please stop," I shoved my fingers under my glasses to rub at my eyes. "What were you doing in my bed, anyway?" I asked. 
 "I planned to cook dinner for you and your dad tonight. And I got here early. I was going to I wake you. But you looked so peaceful. And then I decided to read for a while and I fell asleep too." "Maybe you won't end up scarred for life, if you just wake me up next time." I smirked and tried to lighten things up. It wasn't like Alice had never slept on my bed before. She just surprised me. "Sorry," she shrugged and picked up the spoon again to poke at the noodles in the pot. "I didn't mean to embarrass you. I should have thought about it." 
 "I'm fine," I lied. I was mostly fine. I'd be fine. My ego had taken quite a bashing. 
 "I should probably be more worried about those sheets of yours," Alice cringed. "I'll bet if I had a CSI black-light-thingie, those things would glow like the Vegas strip." 
 "God, Alice," I moaned and rolled my eyes. "Can we just… not?" 
 "Can we not, what?" Our heads turned at the sound of my father's voice. I didn't even hear him come in the house. "And why does our front porch smell like dog crap, Edward?" 
 "Nothing," I mumbled and gave Alice a warning look to try to keep her mouth closed. "And I left my shoes out there. Skippy was loose in our yard again." 
 "Well… clean them off," my dad ordered. "I'm going to shower before dinner." 
 "It'll be ready in ten minutes, Chief," Alice smiled. I went outside to take care of my shoes while my dad hurried upstairs. Oddly enough, Alice was raised by a single parent too. Unlike my mother, who just decided that she wasn't cut out to live in Forks, Alice lost her father to a drunk driving accident just before she moved to town. Her mom was a nurse, and worked a lot of over-night hours. Alice liked coming over to our place and cooking dinners for us a couple of nights a week. She said it was better than being home alone. And usually, we liked having her.
 "Dinner was great, Bug," my dad said, placing his napkin next to his plate. Alice beamed up at him. She had always been a very tiny girl. My dad had declared that she was "as little as a bug," when I first brought her home. The nickname had stuck. With her dark hair caught below her ears in her customary short little ponytails, and some strange, colorful pins holding the rest of it over to the side of her forehead… it wasn't hard to imagine her as the six-year old girl that I became best friends with, all of those years ago.
 "Thanks," she smiled. "I'm thinking pot-roast next week?" 
 "You spoil us," he smiled and stood to leave the table. I quickly grabbed our plates and headed for the sink. Al cooked, I cleaned. That was the deal. "Leave those for a while, and come outside," Al suggested. I shrugged and picked up my glass of lemonade before following her past my father, who was already laid out on the couch, and onto the dark front porch.

"What's up?" I asked, sitting on the top step beside her.
 "I just… wanted to say I'm sorry for earlier."
 "We've already been over this," I exhaled sharply and stared out across the lawn.
 "Yeah. But I'm really sorry," Al said. She scooted across the step until our hips touched, and then leaned so that her head could rest on the top of my arm. "Really." 
 "You're really forgiven," I laughed a little then. Al was like me. It bothered her when we had weirdness between us. "I don't really ever think about the fact that you're a boy," Al said. I cringed but laughed anyway. "Gee, thanks."
 "That's not in a bad way!" Al corrected. "I mean. You're just you. I need to consider our differences sometimes." 
 "Well, if it helps… I don't really think of you as a girl either," I teased. 
 "That's because I have no boobs," Al said. She pushed her arms together and tried to make some cleavage, while she frowned down at the front of her t-shirt. "Cut it out," I scolded and knocked her in the arm with my elbow. "You're just you." "We're just us," Alice sighed in agreement and put her head against my arm again. We sat like that in silence for a few minutes, before I cleared my throat.
 "So… uh… I had a pretty interesting day at work," I said.
 "You never have an interesting day at work," Alice said, pulling herself up to sit straight. She turned and rested her back against the porch railing while waiting for me to elaborate. 
 "I kinda… well… I might have saved Bella Swan from drowning." 
 "Get OUT!" Alice leaned forward excitedly and shoved my shoulder hard enough to make me wince and rub at the spot. "What happened?" 
 "I was pulling weeds near her patio when she slipped and fell in the pool. She hit her head. It was no big deal." I shrugged and turned the glass of lemonade between my palms.
 "No big deal?" Al asked incredulously. "That's like… a huge deal, Edward!"
 "It really wasn't," I shrugged. "I mean… I was really glad I had taken those CPR classes. Because Rosalie was completely useless…" "Wait. Rosalie Hale was there?"
 "Yeah. And her brother."
 "JASPER?" Alice was clearly excited and I pushed my glasses up my nose and nodded. "So anyway. I did CPR and stuff. And then I carried her inside to her room."
 "And?"
 "And nothing," I shrugged again. "I left."
 "Did you talk to her or anything?" Alice asked.
 "She doesn't even know my name," I smiled sadly. I wasn't disappointed. Really I wasn't. Well, mostly I wasn't. "I bet she will now," Alice nodded with wide eyes. "This might be your 'in', Edward." "My 'in'?"
 "Your invitation to actually have a fun senior year. No more sitting alone at lunch. No more having no plans on a Saturday night." 
 "I sit with you at lunch," I reminded her. "And you know Saturday night is our movie night." "Are you honestly trying to tell me that you would rather watch Mystery Science Theatre with me, than go hang out at some fun parties with like… the coolest kids in school?" 
 "That's what I'm saying." I stood up and looked down at her. "And maybe I think that we are the coolest kids in school." 
 "We're social lepers," Alice frowned up at me. "Nobodies." 
 "And that's just the way I like it." I smiled and offered my hand to help her to her feet. "It's just you and me, kid." I delivered the line in my Humphrey Bogart voice that only made Al laugh. "You are such a dork. I swear!"
 "Yeah, yeah. I know."
 "Maybe you should just stick to washing dishes," Alice said, putting her glass in my hand. "Because your impressions suck." "I'll keep that in mind," I told her.
 "See you tomorrow night?" she asked, skipping down the steps.
 "My turn to pick the movie," I reminded her before she started her walk down our quiet street back to her house. As I passed the living room with our glasses in hand, my father's voice stopped me. "E? Can I talk to you a minute?"
 "Yeah, Dad. What's up?" I asked.
 "I just…" My father muted the television and sat up. "I noticed that there was a little tension between you and Bug at the dinner table tonight. I wanted to make sure everything is okay." "Yeah, Dad. We're cool," I nodded and continued toward the kitchen to the sink. My dad got up to follow me.
 "You know… sometimes when guys and girls reach a certain age… they uh… they change a little bit. And some things that were really easy become sort of awkward. Bug isn't a little girl anymore. And you aren't some little kid…"
 "Are you talking about sex?" I asked. My dad just nodded and scratched at his scruffy cheek. "It's not like that with us. I swear," I said. 
 "I'm just saying… Bug is a pretty girl…" 
 "Yeah. She's cute," I agreed. "And our relationship is entirely asexual. I assure you. I don't think of her like that." 
 "But she might…" 
 "Dad? I'm pretty sure that she's going to have nightmares tonight just because I woke up from my nap with wood. So yeah… it's safe to assume she doesn't think of me that way, either." "If you're sure."
 "I'm sure."
 "But you do like girls, right?"
 "Da-ad!" I rolled my eyes and huffed.
 "I'm just asking! Bug is the only girl you ever have over here. And if you two aren't…" "Would it matter?" I asked pointedly. "If I told you I was totally into guys. Would it matter?" "What? No. No… of course not."
 "Good," I nodded. "But for the record… I like girls."
 "You're sure."
 "Yes. Just not Alice."
 "Yeah?"
 "Shit, Dad," I groaned. "She's like a sister to me. That's all."
 "Watch your language," my dad warned. "And okay. Fine. I'll back off."
 "Thank you," I said.
 We stood there awkwardly for a minute while I sloshed dishwater around a plate.
 "So… I was thinking about fishing tomorrow," my dad finally said. "The weather is supposed to be nice." 
 "Should be a good day for it," I mumbled. 
 "I was thinking you might like to join me," he said. I paused with my hands buried in suds to look over at him. "I don't get to spend enough time with my kid. Obviously." "It's been a while," I admitted, dropping my shoulders.
 "I'll let you wear Grand-dad's fishing hat," my father offered. "It's lucky."
 "Yeah," I smirked. "Yeah. I'll go. Sounds fun."
 "Set your alarm for five. We'll head out early."
 "Will do," I grinned. My father nodded and turned to go back to his game.

Despite having to get up at the ass-crack of dawn, we actually did have a pretty good time together the next day. Not only did I wear Grand-dad's fishing hat, but I also clomped around in his old waders. Sure, I looked like a total spaz. But at least I kept my feet dry while casting off the bank of my father's favorite fishing spot. And I was hanging out with my dad. It's not like I was trying to dress like GQ's man of the year or something.
 Though I kinda wished that I had, when we got home. I was busy laughing with my dad over a big steel head that got away, and didn't even notice the shiny silver car that was parked in front of my truck at the curb. We both stopped half-way up the walk when we saw her rise from her sitting position on the steps to stand on the porch.

Bella Swan was standing on my porch.
 And I was dressed in my Grand-dad's fishing gear.

"Hey there," my dad greeted her. "I uh… better get these inside." He lifted up his stringer full of trout and moved to step around her on the stairs. He turned before he went in the door and raised his eyebrows three times in an exaggerated motion meant for me to catch. I shook my head subtly in his direction and continued to stare at the girl in front of me.
 "What are you doing here?" I asked, after the door closed behind her. Bella shifted her weight nervously from side to side and shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans. "I asked around. To find out where you lived. I hope that's okay?"
 "Sure," I shrugged. "But that still doesn't tell me why…"
 "I wanted to come over and thank you. For yesterday," Bella cut me off. "Rosalie told me what you did. She said you saved me…" 
 "It was nothing," I shrugged and wished I wasn't wearing a floppy fishing hat with hooks and tackle hanging from it. I felt like a complete tool. 
 "Well… I appreciate it. I could have died, you know." 
 I didn't have anything to say about that, so I looked down and toed my rubber wader into the grass under my feet. 
 "You saved me from drowning, AND grounding," Bella chuckled then. "You cleaned up our party mess. That was… cool of you." 
 "I'm glad you're okay," I said, looking up into her eyes. It was a little surreal, seeing Bella standing there on my front porch. I adjusted my glasses awkwardly. "Thanks to you," she nodded.
 "Well…" I said, pursing my lips to the side.
 "Yeah. Well… I just wanted to…"
 She moved down the stairs while I moved forward, and we did this weird little side-step thing to go around each other in the middle. "See you around?" Bella asked, when we finally traded places. I crinkled my forehead in confusion and turned to look back down at her. She hadn't 'seen me around' in the entire three years of high school so far. I couldn't imagine that changing now.
 "I guess…" I said noncommittally. I wouldn't hold her to it. "Maybe I'll see you. You know. When I'm working or something." "Well anyway," Bella twisted her fingers nervously in front of her. "Thanks again, Elton." Bella turned to walk to her car, and I couldn't help but call out after her.
 "It's Edward."
 "What?" Bella turned and looked back in my direction.
 "My name," I said then. "It isn't Elton. My name is Edward."

"Edward." Bella said my name sweetly, and then nodded. She actually gave me a little grin and I felt my cheeks heat. I hoped the floppy brim of my hat shaded my face well enough to hide my reaction to her expression. "Well thank you, Edward. For everything."
 I nodded and basked in another small smile of hers before she turned to go. I stumbled in the front door and frowned at my reflection in the hallway mirror. 
 Glasses slightly askew? Check. Dirty shirt that smelled like fish? Double check. Dressed like an eighty-year-old fisherman? Fuck my life. "So… pretty girl," my father came around the corner, smirking.
 "Yep," I nodded.
 "Definitely not the type you'd think of like a sister."
 "Nope," I added.
 "Any chance that…"
 "None," I interrupted with finality. "Gotta take a shower."
 "Okay, kid," my father said. "Had a good time out there with you today. A real good time. We should do it again, soon." "Sure thing," I nodded before running up the stairs. I needed to change my clothes. I needed to take a shower. I needed a few minutes alone to actually consider the fact that Bella Swan now knew my name.
 ~*~ ~ Chapter Three ~ Like A Boss

Al didn't complain about watching the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy on movie night, though it did keep us up until dawn. We fell asleep in a tangled pile of sleeping bags and pillows on my living room floor. Alice's phone rang early, waking us up when her mother was on her way home from the hospital after her shift, and Al groggily made her way to her house while I stayed wrapped in my blankets and did my best zombie impersonation all the way up the stairs to my own room. I slept half the day.

Before I knew it, Monday morning began another week of working for McCarty's. And it was a week like any other. We visited the same old houses, and worked the same old yards. Paul was the same old jerk and I got the same old sunburn on the back of my neck.
 Yeah. That was why I wore a hat. And I never stripped out of my work shirt, in lieu of the wife-beater I wore beneath. I even opted for pants instead of shorts while on the job. I had pale skin. And some freckles, too. Sexy, huh?
 "You would be better off to wear a turtle-neck," Alice scolded, rubbing aloe gel into the red skin on the back of my neck. "While I'm doing yard work?" I cringed at the stupid suggestion, though I knew she was joking. "At least remember sunscreen. SPF… like one thousand," she continued to reprimand.
 "I do!" Heck. It didn't even matter that my mother lived on the opposite side of the United States when Alice switched into nagging mode. "It's hot. I sweat." "I get it. I get it." Alice capped her little magic bottle of goo and leaned back. I turned to look at her. "So. It's Friday," she said.
 "Yes."
 "You worked at the Swan's today?"
 "Yes," I repeated and nodded. She stared at my face for a moment before huffing impatiently. "So? Did you see Bella?"

Alice could hardly believe that Bella had come over to my house over the past weekend, to thank me in person for fishing her out of her pool. She was convinced that somehow the world had tipped on its axis in our favor, and that somehow Bella speaking to me on one day would lead to us having more reasons to talk. Or something. She didn't get it.
 Bella Swan moved in a different circle. I might have tripped into that circle for a second or two. Or well… Bella might have tripped and hit her head on that circle. And then I was forced to jump into that circle and… yeah. Anyway. The fact was, we were both back in the circles to which we belonged. End of story.

"Sure. I saw her," I shrugged.
 "Did she say anything?" Alice asked.
 "I saw her run down her driveway and jump into Rosalie Hale's convertible," I said. "That's it." "Oh." Alice looked disappointed.
 "Al?" I turned to face her and tried to grin. "I'm really sorry that your stupid girl soap-opera shows are on hiatus for the summer. My life isn't exciting enough to be reality tv." 
 "Whatever, Edward." Alice rolled her eyes and went inside to check on dinner. I sat on the porch for another minute and stared out at the street beyond. Yeah. I saw Bella run down the driveway. I stood at the side of the house, with the weed-eater resting by my feet while I lifted my glasses with one hand and the hem of my t-shirt up with the other, to wipe at the sweat under my eyes. And when I lowered my shirt, I saw both Bella and Rosalie looking up at me. Nervously, I dropped my glasses back into place. Not knowing what to do under their perusal, I sort of stood there like a lawn ornament, not moving. Then Bella pulled her hand up about shoulder high and curled her fingers a little, with her palm facing me. I didn't realize until too late, that she had waved. At me.
 It was a small wave. But it was there. She had kinda acknowledged me. Which was unexpected and a little strange. I raised my arm to return the gesture, but let it drift back to my side in slow-motion. Rosalie had already pulled away.

I didn't mention any of that to Alice. And I'm not entirely sure why. Al was my best friend. We shared everything. I think I just didn't want her to place more emphasis on a simple gesture, than what it deserved. I mean, I had practically already forgotten about it, myself.

Which was really… just a lie. Because during the following work week I caught myself wishing it was Friday. And not for the usual reasons. You know… looking forward to the weekend and all of that. I found myself anxious about working on the Swan's property again, and wondering if Bella would be around.

Maybe I'd see her again.
 Maybe she'd wave.
 Maybe I might actually not stand around like the socially awkward train wreck that I am, and I'd say 'hi' or something cool like that, instead. 
 We pulled up in front of the house, and Paul immediately started doling out orders. "I got the front," he said, like I didn't see that coming. "Why don't you get the back fence-line?" The words weren't delivered like a request. "Jacob can handle pruning today." 
 "Sure thing." I whistled my way to the back of the truck and picked up a refuse bag cheerfully. Paul narrowed his eyes at my eager attitude. 
 "No complaining today?" he asked. "Would it make a difference?" I asked in reply. I didn't wait for his retort, and instead started making my way around to the back of the house. Yeah… the job was a shitty one. We all knew it. But it only needed to be done once every couple of weeks. And though I wouldn't admit it, I really was kinda hoping that maybe Bella and her friends would be back there again. It would give me a chance to say 'hello' or something, as I had tried to psyche myself up to do, all week.

But typical for me… things didn't go as I planned. The back yard was quiet and empty. I pushed back the little bit of disappointment I felt, and reached for the ipod in my pocket, instead. With my earbuds carrying loud, random songs to my ears, I made myself get to work. And I cursed myself for being such a hopeful dork.

My back was starting to hurt and my shirt was damp by the time I made it three-quarters of the way around the enclosure. I was bent at the waist, and tugging stubborn little weeds from the fence line, totally lost in a classical piece of music that pounded through my head. When I caught the sight of bare feet and pink toenail polish right beside me, I jerked my body sideways in surprise. My hat fluttered to the ground as I banged the side of my head loudly against the fence.
 "Ow. Shit!" I yelled, standing to press the heel of my hand against my temple. 
 "I'm sorry!" Bella said, shifting from bare foot to bare foot on the ground on the other side of the fence. "I didn't mean to scare you. I thought you could hear me." "Music," I groaned, flipping the end of the wire and earbud that now lay over my shoulder. "I can see that, now," Bella frowned. "Are you okay?"
 "Fine," I nodded, reaching down for my hat and pressing it over my messy hair. "I'll be fine." "You should maybe put ice on that."
 "I said I'll be fine."

I didn't mean to sound sharp with her, but I already felt like a complete idiot. Images of a Boo-Boo Bear ice-pack that my mother used to insist that we keep in the freezer made my cheeks flame. I wasn't sure if my pride could take the hit.

"At least come inside for a minute?" Bella asked. "Have some water or something?" "That's nice. But you don't have to."
 "I know," Bella shrugged. "I want to. Just for a minute?"
 "We aren't really supposed to…"
 "To what?" Bella put her hands on her hips and stared at me.
 "Uh… fraternize… or whatever. You know… with our clients."
 "Fraternize?" Bella smirked. "I just want to talk to you."
 "I'm not sure it's allowed," I hedged.
 "How do the clients pay you?" Bella argued. "Or tell you the work they want done?" "They take care of that at the office," I said then. "Then our crew gets the work orders."

"Hmm." Bella lowered her eyebrows and looked like she was thinking. Then she tipped her chin up defiantly. "Get your ass around to the front door. I'm like… your boss or something. The client is always right, or some shit like that. So you have to do what I say."
 "But…" "Go. Now," Bella said. Her order was softened by the small smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth. I dropped my head and followed the fence line around to the front of the house again. I had a feeling that Bella Swan was used to getting her way.
 "What do you think you're doing up here?" Paul asked, shutting off the mower as I drew near. "There is no way that you are done with that fence already." "I asked him to come inside for a cool drink," Bella surprised him by stepping off the porch and walking down the steps near us. Paul's mouth opened and he blinked a few times before he composed himself and gave her one of his ultra-bright, patented smiles.
 "That's very polite of you to offer," Paul said. "But McCarty's crew has a strict policy about entering private residences while we are working. We work outside." 
 "Oh yeah?" Bella put one hand on her hip. "That's not what Ms. Stanley down the street says." Paul's complexion paled a little under his tan, and Bella switched her weight to her other foot. "In fact, half of the desperate housewives in this community have nothing but good things to say about the work you do for them indoors."
 Paul gulped nervously and his eyes darted over to me. I stared him in the face, not willing to lose Bella's momentum. 
 "The back fence needs to be finished," Paul said lamely. Bella reached forward and took the bag that I still carried before thrusting it out toward Paul. 
 "I'm sure you can finish it in no time. We're going to have some water. Edward will be right out." I turned and kept my head down while I followed behind Bella into her house. I could practically feel the rage pulsing off of my crew leader, after having his ass handed to him by a slip of a girl. "Is he always like that?" Bella rounded toward me. 
 "Yeah. He's kind of a jerk. Did you mean what you said about… you know… Mrs. Stanley and the other ladies?" 
 "Mrs. Stanley for sure," Bella nodded. "I guessed about the rest. But by the look on his face… I think I must have guessed correctly." "Wow," I mumbled.
 "More like 'gross,'" Bella shuddered. "She's like my mom's age or something. That's sick."
 Bella turned away and led me through the house toward a long marble bar that ran along the side of her kitchen. 
 "Bottled water okay?" she asked while reaching into the refrigerator. "It's great," I told her. I was glancing around under the brim of my baseball cap, and trying not to look as freaked out as I felt. I imagined a situation in which I might actually be able to say 'hello' to the girl who stood in front of me. I never, in a million years, could have guessed that she would practically kidnap me and force me into her house for cool water and a chat.
 "So. It is Edward, right?" Bella asked. I nodded and swallowed hard around the water in my mouth, trying not to choke or spray it out of my nose or do something as equally embarrassing. "That's right," I said.
 "So… school starts up next week."
 I frowned and twisted the cap of my water around in my fingers.
 "You want to talk about school?"
 "What else can we talk about?" Bella asked, blinking over at me. "Grass? Fertilizer? You go to school. I go to school. We have that in common. Right?" "Yeah…" I rubbed my hand against the back of my neck and winced. That habit of mine probably also contributed to my frequent sunburns. In fact, I could feel the heat under my palm already, and knew I'd likely be scolded by Alice again for not reapplying sunscreen.

"What's wrong?" Bella asked, moving around the bar to stand in front of me.
 "Nothing," I shook my head. "Sunburn."
 "Oh yeah," Bella wrinkled her nose and nodded. "You probably burn pretty easy, huh? Since you're like… a ginger and all." "What?" I asked loudly. "I'm not… my hair isn't red!"
 "It's a little red," Bella argued, reaching to tug my hat off my head.

"What are you? Stop!" I rushed out, reaching for my cap. My hair was a sweaty mess under that thing. Bella reached out and stuck her hand into the top of my hair, and I froze in total mortification while she manipulated the damp pieces to stand straight up.

"Say what you want, Edward," Bella said, handing my hat back to me. "But it's a little red." "So? Your hair has a little red in it too," I said, tugging my hat back over my head. "Yeah. I know." Bella shrugged and I watched as she wiped her hand on the side of her shorts. "You shouldn't have touched my hair," I scowled. "It's disgusting."
 "Oh please," Bella scoffed. "I know my damsel in distress near-drowning-incident kinda paints me in a different light, but I'm really not that delicate, Edward." I stood there looking at her in confusion, and maybe a little awe.
 "Oh! Speaking of. Stay here. I'll be right back, okay?"

Bella ran off… he bare feet making a soft padding sound as she left the room. I took another drink of my water and tried to figure out how in the hell I had gotten there. Bella was like a whirlwind. I had a feeling that I wouldn't be able to process any of this fully, until much, much later.
 "I have something for you," Bella announced, skipping back into the room with a shiny little gift bag dangling off the tips of her fingers. 
 "A gift? For me?" 
 "Sort of a thank you. You know. For the whole 'saving me' thing," Bella shrugged. "I wanted you to have it." 
 "You bought me a… shirt?" I asked as I reached into the bag and pulled out the soft cottony material that rested inside. "Well… not technically. No," Bella shook her head. "I… sort of bought it for Tyler. For a birthday present. But well…" she put her hands out to her sides. "I'm not really on speaking terms with him right now. And I did want to give you a gift or something anyway… You guys are about the same size. It should fit."

"Oh…" I frowned down at the item clenched in my fist.
 "It's D&G," Bella explained, moving closer to take the shirt from my hand.
 "I don't know what that is," I admitted.
 "Dolce and Gabanna?" Bella asked with a raised eyebrow. "I ordered it from Neiman Marcus. Online." "Thanks?" I offered. I knew that what she was trying to tell me was somehow significant to her. But I felt really weird accepting a shirt that was meant for her ex-boyfriend. "But I'm sort of more of a Hanes sort of guy." I tugged at my own thin, white t-shirt.

"Maybe for work," Bella scrunched up her nose. "But you could wear this to school or something." "I guess."
 "Trust me. This green will make your eyes look fierce."
 "If you say so," I said, taking the shirt and shoving it back into the little gift bag she had given me. I was actually a little flustered about the fact that she had even noticed the color of my eyes. "I do. So just… take it. Okay?"
 "Okay. Thanks," I mumbled. I'd take it. Wasn't sure that I'd ever wear it, though.
 In the moment of awkward silence that followed, I took a sloppy drink from my water bottle, and frowned when I splashed the front of my shirt. 
 "Drinking problem?" Bella laughed. "I guess," I grumbled, feeling my cheeks flame. I wiped my mouth with the back of my wrist without thinking about the fact that I still held the bottle in that hand, and promptly tipped what was left of my water out onto the floor.
 "Christ," I muttered. "Shoot me, please." I closed my eyes in embarrassment, and when I opened them again, I saw Bella standing in front of me with a huge grin on her face.
 "You're funny." 
 "I'll be here all week," I joked weakly. "Remember to tip your bartender and waitresses. Do you have a towel or anything I could use to…" "Don't worry about it." Bella waved her hand over the mess. "I'll take care of it. So yeah. One more week, and then school starts. You won't be working after school starts, right?" She had switched gears again.

"Nope," I said. "So… you won't be seeing me around here, anymore."
 I don't know why I said it like that. Like it mattered, or something. Like I was disappointed? "Nope. Guess not," Bella shrugged.
 I felt a little sad as I handed her my empty bottle.
 "I better be going," I said. Bella nodded, and I lifted the gift bag and shook it a little while smiling my thanks, again. 
 She followed me silently to the door. Paul and Jacob already sat in the truck, staring at me as I made my way down the stairs. Bella's voice behind me called out, but I didn't turn to look at her. "See you at school, Edward!" 
 You know what? I had a feeling that maybe she actually would. ~*~
 ~Chapter Four ~ Pocket With A Hole Burnt In It
 On the last Friday of working for McCarty, I leaned against the back of the company truck with Jacob at my side, waiting for Paul to finish flirting with Mrs. Mallory. 
 "So damn glad to be done with this," I muttered under my breath, digging the toe of my shoe into the white-dusted rocks under my feet. 
 "I have another week," Jacob said. "School doesn't start at the Res until the end of the month. Coming back next summer?" "Probably," I nodded my head, still watching Paul. I couldn't help but wonder if what Bella said was true… and speculate about how many of our customers really did receive more than lawn care from our crew leader. "Going away to college is expensive."
 "Bet you're glad to be getting out of here," Jacob said. Surprised at the wistful tone of his voice, I turned to look at him. 
 "I am. Sounds like you'd be happy, too." 
 "No shit," Jacob frowned. "I still have a couple of years to go. But I don't want to get stuck here. My sister went to school in Hawaii. I'd kind of like to take off, and do something like that too." "I always just figured…" 
 "What? That I'd be stuck in LaPush forever?" Jacob interjected bitterly. "Turn out like Paul, and mow grass for a living? No-fucking-thank-you." 
 "You and Paul seem like pretty good friends." 
 "Keeps me from having to do the shit jobs," Jacob smiled deviously and reached out to lightly punch my shoulder. "I'm not as dumb as you look." We both laughed a little then. I didn't even take offense to his ribbing. I went around back and hopped into the bed of the truck when Paul finally decided to join us. As we drove back to town, the rush of air nearly drowned out the classic rock that floated toward me from the small window at the rear of the cab, and it carried away the burnt smell of small-engine oil that still pooled hot on the equipment I sat beside. I stared at the road behind me, feeling the wind tear across my cheeks and through my hair. The dotted line on the road twisted and turned, leaving another summer behind me. I was really damn glad to see it go.

Not that I totally hated working for McCarty. It was decent work that kept me busy and in good shape. The pay was better than I could have made, bagging groceries or something. I just got a little sick of watching other people enjoy their summer vacations, from the side-lines. Once school started, I wouldn't be looking in from the outside. I'd be in the mix.

I really could have handled working to save more money during the school year, but Dad insisted that I spend my time working to get good grades instead. I did alright in school, but I didn't breeze through my classes or anything. I had to work hard at my studies. And maintaining a solid gradepoint-average was essential if I wanted to keep the grants and scholarships that I had lined up for college.

Not that my dad rode my ass about any of it. That was one of the best things about him. He supported me, no matter what I decided to do. When I decided I wanted to learn to play the guitar, he took his old Gibson out of the attic and taught me the chords. When I decided that I wanted to visit my mom in Florida, he used up his accumulated vacation time to take me on a road trip across the country. And when I decided that I wanted to live in Seattle when I went to college… he helped me set up a savings account. He reminded me to work hard and keep my goals in mind because he knew that was what I needed from him. Not because he forced his own wants onto me. Yeah. He was a pretty great guy.
 The truck bumped to a stop outside of the office, and I jumped over the tail gate to join my coworkers in walking inside to pick up our weekly pay. 
 "One more week, eh, kid?" Emmett asked, handing a check over to Jacob. "Yeah, boss." Jacob grinned and nodded. Emmett didn't say anything to Paul as he gave him his paycheck. Paul was already out of school, and would be sticking around to pick up work in the offseason. There was plenty of landscaping jobs that still needed tended to in the fall. Not to mention storm-cleanup and de-icing that McCarty's provided during the winter months.

"Last one for you. Right, Cullen?" I nodded and reached for the envelope he held. But Emmett stilled his forward reach and pulled back slightly. "Stick around a minute," he said instead of handing it over. "We need to talk."

"Sure," I nodded. The other two guys turned to leave, and I frowned a little in the silence of the small room. I wasn't sure if I had done something wrong, but it wasn't like Emmett to hold one of us back at the end of the day.
 "So. What went down over at the Swan's place?" Emmett asked. I grimaced and lowered myself into a chair. Of course, it would have been Paul that ratted me out for going inside the house last week to have a drink with Bella.
 "It wasn't anything major," I shrugged. "Bella asked me to come inside for some water. And I didn't feel like I could really say no…" Emmett's face twisted in confusion and he scratched his head.
 "How did she nearly drown, over a glass of water?"
 "What?" I asked. I straightened my glasses and blinked. It wasn't like I had said a word to Paul about the drowning incident. 
 "Charlie Swan came into the office today. He told me that you saved his little girl from drowning." "She's not really a little girl," I muttered, remembering the way I struggled while carrying her limp form up the stairs. 
 "No shit," Emmett chuckled. "I saw her and her friend Rosalie at the diner the other day. Damn. That Hale chick grew up hot. She's changed a lot in the last year." "Yeah," I shrugged. "But sorry. I didn't think to say anything."
 "What happened?"

"Uh… a couple of weeks ago I was working in the back of their house when Bella fell into the pool. She hit her head. So you know… I had CPR and stuff when my Grand-dad lived with us. So I just… you know… Hey. Am I in trouble or something?"

"No. Shit, Edward. Relax." Emmett chuckled then. "Though, if something had gone wrong, the company might have been held responsible. I don't really know how all of that works. But I'm not gonna bring it up to my dad anyway. So let's just forget about it. Okay?"
 "Okay," I nodded. 
 "Anyway. Charlie Swan brought by a little gift. It's with your check. I just wanted to explain before you saw it." 
 "What is it?" I asked. "Just look." Emmett slid the envelope across the desk toward me, and I rose to retrieve it. With a quick tear, I opened the flap and pulled out the two papers nestled inside. The first was my work check from McCarty. The second was a personal check written out to me, signed by Charles Swan, M.D. F.A.C.S. That was a whole lot of initials. But I was more impressed by the amount of money the check was made out for.

"Five hundred dollars?" I asked out loud.
 "Apparently the going rate for saving the life of one of Forks' finest."
 "Can I… accept this?"
 "I sure as fuck would," Emmett nodded. "Put it in your bank for school, and call it a day." I shoved the two checks back into their envelope with shaky hands.
 "So," I swallowed hard. "When do you leave again, to go back?"
 "To school? In about a week. Classes start at the end of the month. But I want to get settled in before then." "Well, good luck with that," I told him. Emmett nodded.
 "Maybe I'll see you when I'm home for breaks."
 "Yeah. Maybe." I pulled the brim of my hat in a sort of good-bye gesture before turning to walk out the door. 
 A pink post-it note on my steering wheel let me know that Al would be cooking dinner. I was already later than usual. I threw my truck into gear and drove as quickly as I could, hoping to beat her there. I didn't. When I got to the house, I saw Alice sitting on the front steps with a brown grocery bag sitting beside her. She held what looked to be half a loaf of French bread in one hand, jagged and torn across one end.

"Hey, Al," I called out. She glanced up but continued with her pastime. I watched as she tore another lump of bread from the edge of the loaf, and threw it down into the grass in front of my neighbor's dog, who was currently walking around on his hind legs. "If you feed him, he'll never go away," I warned.

"I taught Skippy how to dance," Alice pointed.
 "Teach him how to shit in his own yard," I suggested.

Skippy dropped his front paws to the lawn and gave me a disgusted look, recognizing me for being the one to ruin his free dinner plans. Alice stood up and her grocery bag crinkled loudly when she placed it on her hip and followed me inside.

"You're late," she stated.
 "You know where the key is," I replied. "You could have come inside without me."
 "I know," Alice shrugged. "But I hate the sound of an empty house. Reminds me of home. Skippy makes good company." 
 "Skippy makes piles in my yard," I complained. "You should get a dog." 
 "Nah. I've already got you," Alice nudged me in the side with her elbow and continued into the kitchen. 
 I showered quickly enough to help her dice chicken. And by the time my dad got home, we were both placing hot plates of some garlicy alfredo noodles and half a loaf of bread on the table to eat. Because I helped her cook, Alice stood beside me doing the dishes. We got done in half the time, and left my father in front of the television while we retreated upstairs to my room. "It's Friday," I said over my shoulder.
 "So?" Alice asked, two steps behind.
 "So… you haven't given me the usual interrogation about Bella Swan," I said, pushing my bedroom door open for Al to enter ahead of me. 
 "I know you didn't see her today." Alice flopped across my bed on her stomach, and I moved to lie beside her. 
 "How do you know?" I asked. "Are you psychic or something?" "That whole group goes to Seattle this weekend, every year," Alice propped herself up on her elbows and rolled her eyes at me. "Hell, Edward. I know that you're a little out of the loop. But sometimes you act like you live under a rock."
 "What do they go to Seattle for?" I asked.

"Back to school shopping trip," Alice explained. "Tyler Crowley's parents own a place somewhere up there. They all go to party and hang out before school starts. And the girls all go shopping in the city."
 "And you know this, how?" I asked. 
 "Facebook." Alice picked at a worn spot on the quilt that covered my bed. "Don't you wish we could do something like that?" "Shop for school clothes?" I asked. "No thanks. I hate shopping."
 "I just meant… hang out with everyone."
 "You are seriously starting to give me a complex," I grunted. "What am I? Chopped liver?"

Alice smiled sadly in my direction but didn't answer. She folded her arms under her cheek instead and looked at me. I mimicked her pose, and her smile curled up a little more authentically as she reached over to push my hair off my forehead.
 "You need a girlfriend." 
 "What?" I narrowed my eyes at her. "This isn't going to be another one of those times when you think it's a good idea for you and I to…" 
 "God, no," Alice rolled her eyes. "I only suggested we kiss, Edward. And that was in eighth grade. Get over it." "I am!"
 "SO glad we didn't."
 "Me too."
 "I'm just saying…" Alice said quietly. "You're a cute guy, Edward. You need… someone that isn't practically related to you, to tell you so." 
 "Whatever." I rolled my eyes and twisted my body so that I could lie on my back. "You're just saying that so you don't have to feel guilty for wanting a boyfriend." I stole a glance in her direction, and saw Alice smiling with her eyes closed.
 "Maybe," she admitted. Her cheeks were pink, and my curiosity bubbled up.
 "Who?" I asked. Her eyes flew open and she shook her head a little from side to side. "Come on, Al," I grinned. "You have a crush on someone?"
 "Edward!"

"Tell me who," I insisted, reaching over to tickle her side. Alice screeched and twisted away from me, laughing. I paused to let her catch her breath, but her cheeks were still flushed. "Come on. Who?" I asked.

"Don't give me shit about it Edward…"
 "I won't," I vowed. Alice took a deep breath.
 "I kinda… like… Jasper Hale."
 "Really?" I couldn't even say I was shocked. Jasper was a pretty well-liked guy at school. "Since when?" "Since like… I don't know. Last year, maybe?" Alice said shyly.
 "How did I not know about this?"
 "You don't see me as a girl, remember?" Alice teased. "And anyway. It's not like you talk to me about girls that you like." "That's because there aren't any," I supplied.
 "Bull."
 "I'm serious," I shook my head.
 "You're a teenage guy," Alice pointed out. "ALL teenage guys think about some girls!"

"I'm not saying I don't  think about them," I admitted, feeling my own cheeks get hot. "I'm just saying that I don't think about wanting a girlfriend or anything. I mean, seriously. I don't have time for stuff like that. And even if I did…"

"Even if you did?" Alice lifted herself up on her elbow.
 "I'm not exactly a catch," I wrinkled my nose.
 "Any girl would be lucky to have you, Edward," Alice told me. I rubbed the side of my cheek on my wrist, feeling the scratch of my still patchy facial hair burn the soft skin. 
 "Well, you're stuck with me for now," I told her. "And it might not be Seattle. But if you want a ride into Port Angeles tomorrow morning, to pick up a few things for school, I don't mind taking you." "Seriously?" Alice squealed and bounced up on her knees. "You'll go clothes shopping with me?" "Sure. Why not?" I smiled. It felt good to make Alice so happy.
 "And you'll let me pick out some stuff for you, too?" she asked. I cringed.

"I'm still on a budget," I told her. My mind automatically went to the checks that were folded in the back pocket of my jeans. "Maybe a couple new t-shirts. I'm not letting you play dress-up-Edward. Got it?"

"I'll be good." Alice jumped off my bed as I sat up. I was treated to an enthusiastic hug and a loud kiss on the cheek before she fairly skipped to the door. Alice yelled goodnight from the front of the house while I still made my way downstairs.

"What lit a firecracker under her skirt?" My dad asked as I walked toward the kitchen for a drink. "I told her I'd take her school shopping tomorrow."
 "Ah. That'll do it," my dad chuckled. "You have enough money for the stuff you'll need?" "Yeah. I got it covered Dad. Thanks. I'm not buying much. Hey… how about a beer?" "Sure, kid." I grinned as I palmed a can from the fridge.
 "You want one too?" I asked, playfully.
 "Funny." I turned and tossed the cold can to my father before grabbing a coke for myself, and then I followed him into the living room. 
 "Can I talk to you about something?" I asked, sitting on the edge of the couch. My dad lowered himself into his recliner and popped the top on his drink. "Any time. You know that, Edward."
 "I… uh… Got this today."
 I pulled the envelope from my jeans, and handed Charlie Swan's check over to my father. "Whew," he gave a low whistle. "What in the hell did he give you this for?"
 "Remember when I took those CPR classes? When Grand-dad lived here for a while before moving out to Shady Pines?" 
 "Yeah…" "Well, the classes came in handy," I shrugged. "I sorta was in the right place at the right time. Charlie Swan's daughter almost drowned in their pool, and I pulled her out. She was… uh… the girl that was over here a couple of weeks ago."

"That explains the check, then," my father nodded. "His way of saying 'Thank you.'" "I guess," I shrugged. "I didn't actually talk to him. He just left it at the office for me." "Well? What's the problem?" my dad asked.

"It's just that… Bella already said 'thanks', ya know? And she sorta gave me a shirt, as a gift. I already feel weird enough about that. I just…" I rubbed the back of my neck and tried to make sense of the things that were going around in my head. "That's a lot of money. And… I don't know if I think I should be rewarded for doing a good deed. I mean… you should just do stuff to help people when you can. It doesn't feel right to accept money for it."
 "I see what you're getting at," my dad nodded. "But you have to understand, that what you did, really mattered. And they apparently want to show their appreciation." "Five hundred bucks worth of it, anyway," I nodded and looked down.
 "Look. This man is some hot-shot doctor, right?"
 "Yeah."
 "This money isn't anything to him. But I'm willing to bet that his daughter is."
 "Probably…"
 "I can't tell you what to do with that check, Edward."
 "Why not?" I smirked at him sheepishly. "It would be easier."
 "It doesn't have to be that difficult. Give it some thought, and do what you need to do." "Thanks, Dad. You're right. I'll sleep on it."

After a night full of dreams about driving around the city in an open convertible, and being buried under a mountain of new school clothes that all bore designer labels and initials I didn't recognize, I woke early. I showered and dressed quickly, knowing that I had an errand to run before picking Alice up for our trip to Port Angeles. And a short while later, I found myself standing on slightly shaky legs while I pushed the doorbell of the large house that I usually only visited on Friday afternoons while at work.

A plump, friendly looking woman with silver streaked through her simple, shoulder-length hair answered my summons and quickly excused herself to retrieve the man I had come to see. And then he stood before me.
 "Yes?" 
 "Dr. Swan?" I asked, swallowing to clear my voice. "I'm Edward Cullen. From… from McCarty's Landscaping?"
 Charlie Swan gave me a level look, and I was caught off guard by how much Bella looked like her Daddy.

"What can I help you with? Was there a problem with our last payment or service arrangement?" Charlie Swan raised an eyebrow and folded his arms across his chest. He managed to look relaxed and bored while still somehow intimidating the crap out of me.
 "No, Sir," I shook my head. "I'm not here today for anything to do with work. I… um… I came to give you this." 
 I thrust his check forward quickly before I could lose my nerve. Charlie frowned down at the paper and then looked back up at me. "Oh! You're the boy who helped Isabella."
 "Yes. Yes sir. That was me."
 "I'm sorry that I didn't place your name before. As for the check…well… I don't understand." "This is really generous," I rushed out. "But I can't accept it. I'm sorry."
 "Of course you can, Edward."
 "I can't," I insisted and shook my head. "I don't mean to be disrespectful, Dr. Swan. I appreciate the gift. I really do." 
 "It's the least we can do." 
 "If I could make a suggestion?" I asked. Charlie Swan frowned beneath his thick moustache, and I backed up a step out of nervousness. 
 "And that would be?" "The only reason that I even know CPR is because I took a free course for it, down at the rec center. And well… I was thinking that maybe this money could be donated there. They could use it to buy a new training mannequin or materials or something. That way the money could maybe help some other people to learn CPR. And then… you know… it might help to save someone else."
 Charlie didn't say a word, and so I stepped forward again and held the check out toward him. This time he took it. "I was going to take the check and donate it, myself," I admitted. "But I thought it would be best to give the check back to you, and let you decide. Because it really isn't my money. And yeah. That's really all I came over to say."
 I licked my lips and waited for him to say something. Dr. Swan just kept giving me that steady stare, like he was trying to sum me up or something. Finally, he nodded. 
 "Okay," he said. "The rec center, you said? Just tell me the name of the director over there, and we'll get it taken care of." 
 I breathed a huge sigh of relief, knowing I had made the right decision. 
~*~ ~ Chapter Five ~ Chemistry
 Alice sat beside me, twisting one of her ponytails between her fingers and staring out the side window. "Rain's stopped," she said.
 "Yep," I nodded.
 "Everyone will be out front."
 "Uh-huh."

She referred to the general congregation of students who would be loitering outside of Forks High. When the weather didn't trap them indoors, everyone seemed to migrate out to the parking lot and front lawn while waiting for their friends to arrive. They stood in excited clusters until the first bell shrilly reminded them of their reason for being there.
 "I'll bet you'll see Bella Swan." 
 My fingers tightened on my steering wheel. I had to listen to Alice and her fanciful musings all the way to Port Angeles and back when I took her shopping for school clothes. "She does go to school here," I mumbled noncommittally.
 "I mean… I'll bet she'll see you."
 "Al," I twisted my lips. "We've been through this. Nothing has changed. Not really." "I'm just saying…"
 "Invisibility cloak. Remember?" I tried to smile at her to hide my irritation. "I've been off the radar for the past three years. There is no reason to think that's suddenly changed." 
 "But what if she says 'hi' or something?" "Then I say 'hi' back!" I navigated through the kids that darted from group to group and came to a stop between two faded white lines. It's not that I hadn't given this plenty of thought, on my own. I remembered the way that Bella had said 'See you at school,' and I wondered if she really might.
 My truck belched out a huge black cloud of smoke and backfired as soon as I cut the engine. "Great," I groaned. Amused looks were already turned our direction because of my stellar entrance into my parking space. 
 "Way to announce our arrival." Alice spoke to my truck with a chuckle, and patted the dashboard as if congratulating it for doing a trick. I shook my head and reached behind the seat for my backpack. "Alice Brandon? Welcome to your senior year at Forks High." My anxiety lessened as we walked side by side up toward the main building. Kids laughed and chatted as we walked by, and it felt normal and right to pass through, unnoticed. I kept my eyes trained down to the ground in front of me, and concentrated on where I needed to go. When the concrete beneath my feet changed to pitted and over-waxed industrial linoleum, I finally looked up. Alice and I stood outside the office. We made it inside, and we hadn't even seen Bella or her group of friends. I let out a large sigh of relief, not noticing until that moment that I had been holding my breath. The first bell rang, signaling the official end of summer break.

"I've got history, first period," Alice said, turning away to walk toward her class.
 "Calculus," I pointed out my own destination. "See you at lunch?"
 "Same time, same place!"

I spent the next few hours getting acquainted with new course outlines delivered by the same old teachers. The school was small, and staff usually covered more than one grade-level. It was comforting, in a way, knowing what to expect from our teachers, even when the course material changed as we advanced in our studies. For instance, I knew before I even walked into Mr. Molina's senior-level Chemistry lab that he would organize the class the same way he had organized the previous year's science courses. We would walk in, and sit at the high, dull looking black-topped tables. Whoever sat beside us on the first day, would become our lab-partners for the remainder of the course. We all hoped to God that someone at least mildly helpful and not completely annoying would choose the empty seat beside us. It was always a fairly uncomfortable arrangement for people like me, who preferred to work alone. But at least it was expected.

I shut my locker and turned to merge into the general crowd of bodies that pressed down the hall, anxious to get to class early. It would put me in a slightly better position to take the first seat at an empty table. I stepped quickly, trying to stay ahead of the loud group of guys who seemed to take over the entire width of the hallway behind me, but nearly stumbled over my own feet when I froze in the doorway of the Chemistry lab. Bella Swan was sitting at an empty table, in the center of the classroom.

"Move it," I heard a deep voice growl from an unknown source behind me. It was enough to bring me out of my temporary paralysis, though I didn't turn to identify the annoyed party. I felt my cheeks get red, and I hoped that Bella didn't see my deer-in-the-headlights impersonation. I was just a little shocked to see her in my class. Though I shouldn't have been. I mean… it was a small school. I was going to run into her sooner or later, right? And Bella's head was down. She seemed to be hiding behind her curtain of hair.

I was inwardly reassuring myself that she probably hadn't even seen me, as I moved toward the side aisle with an empty seat near the back as my goal. But as I drew closer to where Bella sat, I couldn't mistake the sound of her voice when she hissed to a friend that was standing a few feet away.
 "Angela? Hurry! Sit down before he tries to take the seat!" There was absolutely no mistaking the urgency in her voice. Angela Weber quickly slid onto the stool to Bella's left, and I had no alternative but to try my best to put an unaffected look on my face and walk past like I hadn't heard her deliberate snub.

It wasn't like I was trying to be her partner or something. I had no intention of sitting at her table. But I'd be lying if I said that her words didn't sting a little. She had seemed very nice before. Friendly. I sure had been fooled.

I tossed my things up on the back table at the same time that Ben Cheney reached it. We both looked at each other silently, trying to determine whether or not either of us opposed to the partnership. And after being satisfied that neither of us were going to argue about the match, we both slid onto our respective stools and started getting our notebooks and pens ready for the beginning of lecture.

Mr. Molina came into the room, but instead of watching him writing his name on the board, my eyes drifted down to the back of Bella's head. The tables around hers had quickly been filled by her friends. Mike Newton and Tyler Crowley sat to the right, trying their best to win the girl's attention, while Bella and Angela spoke across the opposite aisle to a couple of different girls that I recognized as cheerleaders. It made more sense, to see Bella in her element with the popular group of kids. No wonder she didn't want me anywhere near her. They all fit. I didn't.
 The room grew silent when class started, and it was actually pretty easy to push everything aside and concentrate on the lecture. In fact, I was a little shocked to hear the bell signify the end of class so quickly.

"Gonna be a tough year," Ben said quietly, leaning sideways so that his words could reach me over the loud voices that had once again taken over at the front of the room. I glanced up to see Bella clutching her notebook to her chest, while Tyler leaned over her at the table, talking and looking intense.
 "No kidding." 
 I really didn't want to watch the future Mr. and Mrs. Prom King reuniting over a Bunsen Burner, and so I picked up my things and left the room without sparing a second glance toward the couple. "Mr. Cullen?" I turned to see Mr. Molina walk into the hallway behind me.
 "Yes, sir?" I asked.

"Can you drop these papers off at the office for me, before lunch?" he asked. I nodded and took the small stack of papers from his hands before turning away again. I was going to have to take a sidetrip to the cafeteria first, just so Alice wouldn't wonder about where I was. I found her just where we agreed to meet.
 "How's senior-life treating you?" Alice grinned when she saw me, and pushed herself off the wall she leaned against outside the lunchroom doors. 
 "Same ol'," I lied. It was better to be ignored entirely than treated like crap for no reason. The more I thought about Bella's behavior in class, the more pissed off I became. "You?" 
 Alice shrugged. 
 "I gotta take these to the office for Mr. M," I told her, waving my stack of papers in front of her face. "Want to walk with me before getting food?" 
 "Sure." Alice stepped lightly beside me and filled me in on her first three classes while I gave her half the attention she deserved. I felt horrible for being distracted, and mentally tried to shake myself out of the funk I had slipped into. That task became impossible, however, when I stepped into the office and was met with the image of Bella Swan leaning over the counter.
 "But there must be something you can do," she insisted to the school secretary. "Any other chemistry class…" 
 "I'm sorry, dear," the woman shook her head. "The senior-level chemistry labs are all filled." Alice gasped quietly beside me when she realized who was in the room, begging to change her schedule. The sound was enough to draw attention our way, and the secretary looked up at the same time that Bella turned around.
 "Never mind then," Bella said, pulling her mouth into a thin line. "I can see that it's impossible. Thanks so much for your help." I looked down at the floor, trying to avoid her eyes while pulling Alice's arm to get her out of the doorway so that Bella could pass through. The tips of my ears felt hot, and I curled my fist around the papers I held. Not wanting me to sit beside her in class was one thing. Trying to transfer out of class entirely, just to avoid me? That was ridiculous.
 "Edward?" I flinched when I heard Bella's voice, but chose to not reply. Instead I practically dragged Alice forward with me, and thrust the papers I held over the desk.

"Mr. Molina asked me to bring these to the office," I ground between my teeth. The secretary took the papers with a surprised look at the hostility I barely kept from my voice. "Come on Al," I said then. With my hand on her arm, I propelled her past the girl who still stood in the center of the room.

"Let go, Captain Caveman," Alice grumbled when we started down the hall. I quickly dropped her arm with an apologetic grimace while she rubbed the spot I had been gripping. "Wanna tell me what that was all about?"

"Bella Swan is…" a bitch, my mind finished. But I knew better than to say it out loud. My dad taught me to be more respectful to women than that. Even if the girl didn't really deserve my consideration. "Not as nice as I thought," I finished.

"What happened? She seemed friendly back there," Alice argued.
 "Trust me," I grumbled. "I don't know what game she's playing. But I'm not interested." "I don't understand."
 Alice looked confused as we came to a stop in front of the cafeteria doors again.

"I'll fill you in," I said quietly, leaning down toward her so as not to be over-heard by the students tricking in and out of the double doors near us. "But can we please eat, first? Lunch is almost over and I'm starving."

Alice nodded and led me inside, to a small table in the corner of the room. I gratefully accepted the sandwich that she pulled from her bag, and bit into the tender turkey and cheese with a thankful groan.

"Now, speak," Alice commanded. She unwrapped her own sandwich and eyed me in that nononsense way of hers that let me know she meant business. I hurried through a few more bites of my sandwich to appease my growling stomach before I finally wiped my mouth and told Alice everything that had happened in my chemistry class. Alice listened without interrupting, and when I finished, she carefully sat the rest of her own sandwich down on the bag in front of her, and wiped her fingers steadily.
 "That's it then," she said stonily. "We won't waste another minute thinking about it. If Bella Swan wants to be a nasty person, that's her problem." 
 "We?" I asked around another bite of food. " We," Alice nodded emphatically. She looked over my shoulder, and narrowed her eyes. I knew she was looking over toward the loud table in the center of the room where Bella held court with her group of friends. "As in… if someone messes with my friend, they mess with me too."
 "Let's just forget it," I mumbled, reminding Alice of her earlier suggestion. "It's not worth it to get mad over nothing." "Is it okay if I still wish I could lick Jasper's tummy?" Alice sighed. I looked over my shoulder to follow her gaze. For some unknown reason, Jasper Hale was showing off by standing on his hands in the middle of the cafeteria. People were cheering and encouraging him. His shirt had fallen over his face, clearly displaying the torso that Alice was currently focused on.

"Just don't  talk about it," I said, rolling my eyes. "I don't want to lose my lunch."
 "It should be illegal for a boy in high school to have a body like that," Alice continued. "Al…" I warned.
 "You could stand to bulk up a little," Alice said then, turning her attention back to me. "You have very nice arms. Probably from working all summer like you do. With some weight-training…" "Or I could always walk around on my hands in the school cafeteria, like a jack-ass," I finished for her. Alice scrunched up her nose and stuck her tongue out at me. "Strike that," Alice shook her head. "Forget I said a word. You are fine, just the way you are." "Gee, thanks," I smiled and threw my wadded up napkin in her direction.
 "Bella is totally missing out."

I swear that Alice has some super-human ability to turn around even my shittiest moods. Because for the rest of the day, I actually felt pretty good. Even my last period gym class wasn't its usual brand of torture, just because she was in there with me. We each hurried into our street clothes after the final bell rang, and quickly made our way out to my truck to head home.

Once in the house, I grabbed an apple from the kitchen and shoved it into my mouth while pulling the strap of my backpack more firmly up my shoulder. I clomped noisily upstairs toward my room, doing a two-step around my father who stepped from a steamy bathroom, freshly showered and dressed for work.

"How was school?" my dad asked.
 "…ine," I muttered around the apple clamped between my teeth. "… ot 'omework."
 "Already?" My dad shook his head and let me pass. "Microwave dinner tonight pal. I'm going down to the station." 
 "Be safe," I called out, dropping my book bag on my bed and pulling the apple from my mouth. My jaw popped as I worked it from side to side. "Always am," he replied. I heard his heavy boots on the stairs before the front door closed with a bang. With the house to myself, I flopped across my bed and pulled my notes and a couple text books from the confines of my school bag. Then with a sigh, I flipped open to my first chapter of World History. This. This is what I needed to focus on. I needed to get my head back in the game and keep my goals in sight. Nothing was more important. I couldn't afford to be distracted.
 Reviewing my shakily written chemistry notes only furthered my resolve. It was with the same new determination that I strode into school the next day. And it was the same new determination that caused me to pause in the chemistry doorway and meet Bella's eyes straight on. She looked confused to see me there. I merely straightened my glasses and my shoulders, and raised an eyebrow, leveling her with a challenging look before silently walking to my seat in the back. And… it felt good. Seriously. She looked like she couldn't even believe that I was standing there. Did she honestly think she had offended me enough to make me drop the class or something? If so- that little girl had another thing coming. She wasn't going to scare me away.

Thankfully, the rest of my day went without incident. And by Wednesday, Bella and I seemed to be at the same silently agreed upon impasse. She buried her head in her book as soon as she saw me. And I pretended she didn't exist. I was totally over it. Mostly. A little.

Actually, I was still pretty pissed-off. It annoyed me that I couldn't seem to get the girl out of my head. Even though we were avoiding one another, I still found myself searching the hall, hoping for a glimpse of her shiny brown hair as she walked with her friends to wherever she was required to be, stopping to talk to whoever in hell was fabulous enough to deserve her attention. I fantasized that she might round the corner in the library, and we'd crash into one another… and I'd help her pick up her books. And she'd smile and say…
 Damn it. I was doing it again. I frowned as I slammed the tailgate down on my truck. Every Wednesday night, I volunteered some of my time to work at the Rec Center. Sometimes I played basketball with the kids who hung out there. Sometimes I strummed my guitar in one of the banquet rooms for visitors to stop and listen. Often they had me doing chores around the old building. Tonight, they had me drive down to the local Baptist Church, to retrieve the buffet tables that were borrowed for some big community yardsale the church hosted. I pulled the long tables from the back of my truck bed, and carried them back inside to store behind the stage in the small gymnasium. The tables weren't heavy, but they were long and I could only carry one at a time. It was during my sixth and final trip into the building when the swoosh of a long brown ponytail caused me to snap my neck to the side and stumble in the rocky parking lot. A small figure darted through the side door of the building, making my heart pound in my chest with a false sense of recognition.
 This was just getting ridiculous. Not only was I imagining all sorts of strange situations in which I might run into Bella Swan at school. Now, apparently, my over-active imagination was putting her in the Rec Center, too. I inwardly called myself a few choice names, while I finished putting the last table away. And then I walked down the hall, cleaning my glasses in the hem of my shirt while on my way to the main office. I wanted to tell Mary, one of the directors, that I was done for the night and was heading out.

My feet caught on the floor beneath me when the office door opened just before I got to it. The figure that stepped from the room was blurry, but way too familiar to be a mistake. I gulped and put my glasses back on.

Bella Swan stood frozen in front of me. Her long hair was pulled back into a high ponytail at the back of her head, and she wore a light blue Rec Center t-shirt exactly like the one I had on. I blinked a few times, thinking she might disappear like a mirage or something.

"Edward?" Bella asked, timidly. I blinked once or twice more, then did the only thing I  could do in such a bizarre circumstance. I stepped around her and spoke to Mary, who still sat at her office desk.
 "The tables are back behind the stage," I said. "I'm going home. See you next Wednesday." "Goodnight Edward," Mary called back. Then, completely stepping around Bella again, I turned and walked quickly out to my truck. Muttering under my breath, I reached to lift the tailgate back into place so I could get the hell out of there, but I was stopped by two, much smaller hands that pressed into the rusty metal and held it where it was. I turned unbelieving eyes up to see Bella standing beside me, thwarting my efforts to leave. Her cheeks were stained pink and her eyes flashed up at me.

"What in the hell is your problem?" Bella asked me loudly.
 "Excuse me?" I replied incredulously.
 "Your. Problem," Bella sneered. "What is it?"
 "What are you doing here?" I asked just as rudely. "Are you following me or something?"

"Wha? I don't even… what in the hell?" Bella sputtered. I folded my arms across my chest. I guessed it was inevitable. Sooner or later we'd have it out. At least it was here, on my stomping grounds, and not in the school hallway or somewhere that she would have the home-field advantage. "What's with the new t-shirt?" I asked then. "Is this some kind of a joke?"
 "I… no. Listen. I don't know what I've done to upset you. But you don't have to be an asshole." "I'm being an asshole?" I asked incredulously, bringing my fist up to my chest to poke my thumb against my sternum. 
 "Yes. You are being an asshole!" Bella hissed. "And I don't get it. I mean… I thought that we were cool. Or something." 
 "Or something," I muttered under my breath and frowned down at the ground. "But then I see you at school and you pretend like you don't even know me?" Bella continued, and I looked back up to see her shaking her ponytail from side to side while she paced back and forth and ranted. "I thought maybe it was because your girlfriend was with you. And I don't know. Maybe you didn't want her to know that we knew each other or something?" Bella paused and looked up at me. Her eyes were shiny in the semi-darkness, and I wasn't sure if she was sad or just really, really mad, but she looked like she might cry. "And then every time I saw you, you just gave me dirty looks. And I'm sorry… but I really don't know what I've done to deserve the way that you are acting."

"Oh. I don't know," I said while I gritted my teeth. I did not want to give in to the urge I had to comfort her and make her feel better. I wanted to hang on to my own self-righteous anger. "Maybe it had something to do with you forcing your friend to sit next to you in chemistry, just so I wouldn't take the seat. Jesus, Bella! It's not like I would have forced you to be my partner or something. I heard you, you know? And it was pretty damn embarrassing."
 "What in the hell are you talking about?" Bella's mouth hung open, and she looked genuinely confused. 
 "The first day of class," I said slowly, lowering my voice. "I heard you tell Angela Weber to hurry and sit down beside you before I could." I shook my head. "You know what? It doesn't even matter." "Wait. What?" Bella asked. "Edward… I didn't even know you were in that class until yesterday." I snorted loudly and shoved the tailgate into place with a loud clang as the locking mechanism slammed home. 
 "I'm serious!" Bella insisted, jogging beside me while I walked up toward the cab. "The only person in that class that I was trying to avoid is Tyler!" "What?" It was my turn to be confused, and I turned to face Bella.
 "Tyler. Crowley?"
 "I know who he is."

"Well you know we broke up over the summer," Bella continued. "He's in that class. And well… he wasn't exactly making my first day easy. He isn't really taking the break-up well. In fact, he's sort of refusing to believe that it's over. But it is. And… well… I was sort of distracted by him being in that class. I told Angela to be my partner before he could sit beside me. He… Tyler… not you. I swear, Edward, I was just distracted by him coming into the room. I honestly didn't even see you there."

I closed my eyes and groaned. I could quite clearly hear the loud 'Move it' as I stood in the doorway of the Chemistry Lab on my first day of class. Tyler Crowley must have been standing in the door behind me.

"So when I saw you in the office?" I asked.
 "I was surprised to see you," Bella said. "I was trying to see if I could transfer out of class. Like I said, Tyler wasn't making it easy on me that day."

"I thought it was because of me."
 "Edward, no." I opened my eyes and saw Bella shaking her head, sadly.
 "Damn it," I said with a loud sigh. "I am an asshole."

Bella turned away, and walked back to the rear-end of my truck. I heard the protesting groan of metal as she lowered the tailgate once again. The gravel shifted beneath me as I dragged myself on heavy feet to join her. Then Bella bounced up to sit on the edge of my lowered tail-gate, and patted the space beside her in an invitation for me to do the same.
 "I'm sorry," I said sincerely. "I assumed the worst. And I treated you unfairly." 
 "What else could you think?" Bella asked. "It's not like you know me that well, Edward." The way she casually accepted my apology, made me feel even worse. "I'm really embarrassed."
 "Don't be," Bella insisted. "But maybe… maybe we could just start again?"
 I kicked my legs in the air below me, and rubbed my palms against the rounded edge of my tailgate.

"What brings you to the Rec Center, Bella Swan?" I asked. I felt like a tool, trying to strike up conversation, especially after having made such an ass out of myself. But she seemed willing to try, so I needed to make the effort.

"Well… someone convinced my father that he should make a donation to this Rec Center," Bella smiled softly. "And Charlie was sort of impressed that someone so young was being such a philanthropist. He suggested to me that I could benefit from being more responsible and giving with my time and resources. And I agreed."
 "Just like that?" 
 "Well… he was kinda pissed off when he saw that I charged about five grand to his credit card during my school shopping trip. So it might have been a little more than a suggestion, on his part." "Ah!" I shook my head. Five-thousand dollars on school clothes. I couldn't even fathom it. And here I thought that turning down five-hundred had been a big deal. "Anyway," Bella shook her head, and her ponytail lay thick and shiny over her shoulder. "Since Tyler and I aren't dating anymore, I knew I'd have some more free time this school year. I won't be going to all of his basketball games and stuff. So I figured, why not?"
 "So are you going to be up here, every Wednesday night?" I asked, feeling strangely hopeful. "I'm not sure yet," Bella said, biting her lip. "Mary is still working it out on the schedule." Bella hopped back down to stand, and I joined her. We lifted the back of my truck into place together, and she grinned over at me.
 "I really am sorry," I told her again. Bella's hands curled around the top of the tailgate and she smiled up at me. "I am too," she replied unnecessarily. "Friends?"
 My chest swelled with relief, and I was finally able to smile.
 "I'd like that," I admitted. "So. I guess I'll see you around then."
 "I guess so."
 Bella put her hands in her pockets, and I waited until she was safely inside the building before I jumped up into my truck to drive home. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Six ~ Location

"So. What would you say if I told you that I'm a huge idiot."
 "I would say that I've known you forever, and you aren't exactly spilling a big secret."

Alice dug through her backpack, searching for something at the bottom, while I splashed through large rutted puddles of water on the wet highway. The wipers thwacked noisily while we bounced along toward school.

"I saw Bella last night," I tried again. Alice bolted upright, and I had to laugh at the large piece of hair that stood straight up on the top of her head, tangled in the errant Velcro of one of the straps on her school bag.
 "Ow," she complained. I chuckled, and reached over to smooth her hair down for her. "You did what?" 
 "I saw Bella. She was at the Rec Center." 
 "What was she doing there?" My eyes were back on the road, but the smell of cinnamon gum alerted me to what Alice had been searching for. "Halves?" 
 I nodded and Alice tore her thin strip of gum in half before shoving a piece toward my mouth. I bit into it and chewed for a moment before talking again. "I guess she's volunteering time down there now," I said. "And boy- I think I had her pegged wrong." "Why? Did you talk to her? What did she say?"
 Alice might have bounced in her seat with excitement, if my truck wasn't already doing all of the work for my anxious friend. 
 "She called me an asshole," I laughed. With a sideways look, I could see Alice slouching in her seat again, frowning while she stared through the rain-spattered windshield. 
 "And how exactly does that put you back in her fan club?" "I was wrong about the Chemistry thing," I shook my head and turned into a parking spot in the school parking lot. "She wasn't trying to avoid me at all. She was trying to avoid Tyler, you know, since they just broke up. But I jumped to the wrong conclusion. And well… I was acting like an asshole. She just called me on it."
 "So things are back to normal?" "Things are maybe back to abnormal," I shrugged and grabbed my bag. "'Normal' would best describe my life before Bella Swan decided to drown in it." I wasn't convinced things could ever go back to the way they were before that happened.
 "But at least you'll be back to not acting so weird and edgy at school," Alice poked me in the side before jumping from the cab of my truck and hiding under the shelter of her yellow polka-dotted umbrella. I let the rain soak through my jacket and hair, while I walked beside her.

"So… see you at lunch?" I asked, once we were inside.
 "Same time, same place," came the response I knew so well.

I dodged Mr. Crays, the school janitor, on my way to first period. The man seemed to forever be pushing a dry mop over the floors in the main hallway. In our climate, it was more often than not, that sodden students brought the weather inside with them, on heavy jeans, backpacks, and dripping hair. Crays had his work cut out for him. I felt bad for contributing to the grey hair at his temples and the furrow of his brow this morning, and so I made sure to step in a wide berth around the area he had already dried, on my way to class.

"Sorry, Mr. Crays," I muttered while slinking past. He looked up, possibly shocked to have been addressed by a member of the students that usually streamed through the double doors and ignored him.
 "No problem," he said with a confused smile. "Be careful down there, Son. I haven't got to that part of the floor yet." 
 "Thanks," I grinned. It took me until my third class to start feeling even close to comfortable in my clothes. By the time fourth period rolled around, I was almost dry, and feeling chipper. I slung my backpack over my chair, and whistled a little tune under my breath, while I retrieved my book and notes from inside.
 "Someone's in a good mood," Ben said, sliding onto the seat beside me. "Yeah. I guess so," I shrugged. I let my eyes drift around the room. Bella's seat remained conspicuously empty until a couple of minutes after the final bell rang. I felt my cheeks heat up when she paused in the doorway, out of breath. And then oddly, her eyes met mine at the back of the room. She actually smiled widely in my direction before dropping her tardy slip on Mr. Molina's desk and taking her seat.

She smiled at me.  First.
 It was a nice smile, too.
 I'm not going to lie… it took a little while for me to recover from that smile, and get back into the right frame of mind to listen to lecture. "What was  that all about?" Ben asked, as we packed our materials back up at the end of class. "What was what about?" I murmured.
 "Bella Swan. Did she… smile at you?"
 "Uh…" I shoved my pen back into the front pouch of my bag and then pulled the strap over my arm. "I don't know what you're talking about." 
 "Right." Ben narrowed his eyes like my dad does when he's trying to suss the truth out of me. I grinned and clapped him on the shoulder while raising my eyebrows. I was a fortress. "See you later." I was back to whistling when I walked to meet Al for lunch. She raised her eyebrows, obviously questioning my good mood, as well. I shrugged and kept right on whistling. Al and I walked up to the line to choose our cafeteria lunch items. Alice usually packed lunch for both of us, but we always ate lunch at school when they served pizza. And so did half of the student body, given the size of the line.
 "Jello?" I asked, turning to look at Alice with a little bowl of green gelatin topped with a white blob of cool-whip in my hand. 
 "Sure," she shrugged. We took turns, loading up our plates with the most acceptable offerings from the line, before turning to make our way back to our typical table at the side of the room. "I forgot a fork," Alice frowned, turning back. 
 "I'll meet you at the table," I assured her, continuing on my path. I didn't make it much further, though, before I was stopped. 
 "Edward? Hey, Edward!" The unexpected and loud voice calling my name stopped me so fast, that my jello nearly launched itself from the edge of the tray I held. I luckily was able to stop the gelatinous missile from completely damaging my ego or a nearby student's clothing, before turning to face the person who had called me.

Bella sat a few tables away, waving me over to where she sat with her usual group of friends. "What the…?" I asked under my breath.
 I looked around and swallowed hard, before shuffling my feet in the new direction.
 "Hey, Edward," Bella smiled and lowered her voice when I got close enough for her to stop shouting. "How are you?" 
 "Fine," I said, feeling awkward and shifting my eyes down the table to meet the curious looks that her friends were shooting my direction. "How are you?" "Ugh. Chemistry is going to kill me," Bella grimaced. "Wanna sit down?" She nodded to the empty seat beside her, and I gripped the cafeteria tray in my hands more tightly, to try to stop my fingers from nervously shaking. I felt as though everyone in the cafeteria were staring at me, standing there. Alice took that moment to bounce up beside me.

"Hi," Alice grinned. Bella nicely smiled back.
 "Hi."
 "Well… thanks," I said, licking my bottom lip. "But Al and I sit together so we'll just be…"
 "Don't be silly," Bella waved her hand. "We can make room for one more, if we all scoot down. Right?" 
 She said the last part, addressing those who were already eating their lunches a little further down the long rectangular table. 
 "There are no more chairs," Tyler spoke up from where he sat, between Jasper and Mike Newton. "Then get up and find one," Bella suggested through gritted teeth. I didn't want to be a cause for any sort of tension between those two, and so I started shaking my head while I backed away. "That's okay," I tried to assure her. "Maybe some other time. I'll… see you later." 
 Alice turned silently beside me, and let me lead the way back to our quiet little table at the side of the room. "That was strange," she said under her breath.
 "No kidding," I agreed, putting my tray down beside hers. I wasn't even hungry for the school pizza anymore.

"Got room here for one more?" Alice and I looked up at the same time, to see Bella standing beside our table. She twisted her bottle of lemonade between her palms, and looked at us expectantly. I didn't reply right away, just for the shock of seeing her there. Alice poked her sharp elbow into my side, inspiring me to gulp and nod to the seat across from us. "Thanks," Bella grinned while she sat down.
 We all sat there, awkwardly looking at one another without speaking. "So… did you need something?" I finally blurted out. Curiosity won out over manners. Bella laughed, while I opened up the small container of milk that I purchased, and raised it to my mouth to soothe my suddenly parched throat.

"I just wanted to make sure you knew I wasn't ignoring you," Bella giggled. "Oh… and I wanted to, you know, formally introduce myself to your girlfriend. So there wouldn't be any weirdness or anything. Nice to meet you," Bella said, extending a hand across the table toward Alice. When I realized what she had just said, and who she was referring to, I inhaled sharply and started choking on my milk. I sprayed a white mist all over Bella's hand and arm, and plugged my nose with my napkin to keep the dairy product from dripping out of my nasal cavity too. Alice started pounding on my back while I coughed loudly. If I didn't die from asphyxiation, embarrassment just might do it.
 "Are you alright?" Bella asked with concern, while wiping my milky-spit away with one of the extra napkins from my tray. 
 "I think even the possibility of me being his girlfriend gave him a seizure," Alice said wryly, sitting back in her seat. Bella looked at her, and then back at me, in confusion. "But you said that she was your girlfriend!"
 "I did not," I said around the napkin that I still held clamped to my nose.
 "Yes you did. Last night. You told me that she was your girlfriend!"
 "What did you do that for?" Alice asked, turning to fix me with a disapproving frown. "I didn't," I insisted, shaking my head.
 "You did," Bella argued and frowned. "We were talking about the other day… when I saw you two in the office." I quickly tried to replay the conversation in my mind, and closed my eyes with a groan. "No. You said that Alice was my girlfriend!"
 "Well…you didn't correct me!"

"That's not the same thing," I shook my head. "I was distracted. I never said Alice was my girlfriend. I never said you were my girlfriend," I repeated again, speaking to my irritated looking best friend. "I promise."

"So you two… aren't dating?" Bella asked, trying to make sense of the new information. "Oh, God no," Alice shook her head quickly.
 "She likes someone else," I pointed out, hastily. Alice shut me up with an evil look before I could drop the name of her secret crush. "And besides…we're practically related." "Hmmm," Bella frowned. "You should know, most people assume that you are a couple." "Who are most people?" Alice asked, folding her arms over her chest.
 "You look like a couple," Bella shrugged, taking a drink from her lemonade. "Are you sure? I mean… I think you'd make a really cute couple." 
 "You need to stop saying 'couple,'" Alice suggested. "I'm seriously disturbed by this." "No one thinks we are a couple," I tried to comfort Alice by putting my arm around her shoulders. Bella raised one eyebrow at my gesture, and I dropped my hand to rest flat on the table instead. "And I don't care what anyone else thinks, anyway. Never have."

Bella stared me directly in the eye, in that really uncomfortable way she had, and then having decided how my last comment ranked on her internal bullshit-o-meter, she shook her head and chuckled.

"Sure you do."
 "No, I don't."
 "Yep. You do."
 "You're wrong."
 Alice's eyes darted back and forth between the two of us, yet she didn't say a peep to back me up.

"I'm right," Bella said smugly. "And here's how I know." I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in my seat, curious about what was going on in that head of hers. "Everyone cares what someone else thinks. That's just nature. Right now you want me to think that you don't care what I think."
 I glanced over at Alice to see if she was as confused by Bella's logic as I was. My friend sat grinning with her chin propped up on her hand. She was no help at all. 
 "Doesn't it bother you that I think you think about what other people are thinking?" Bella reached over and picked up my unused spoon. With a smile, she quickly shoved it into my bowl of jello, and sliced off the end of the green glob. She smiled around the large bite she put in her mouth, while I sat there, unable to even form words to argue with her crazy logic.

"Careful. You're confusing my boyfriend," Alice laughed.
 "I know," Bella grinned.
 "I'm not her… I'm not your…" I stuttered, trying to address each of them.

"See?" Bella raised her eyebrow, while Al nodded in confirmation. I felt like I had been hit by some large, cartoon steamroller. It was probably painted pink, with daisy bumper stickers, and had some stupid combined-name vanity plates that said 'ALIBELL' or "BELLALI" or something equally as ridiculous. It was clear both girls were working together now, to mess with my head.
 The bell rang shrilly, saving me from further psychological analysis from the girl who was now standing across the table from me. "I gotta go," Bella sighed. "Thanks for letting me sit here. See you guys later."
 I turned to look at Alice, exasperated.
 "You are a traitor," I accused.
 "She's silly," Alice giggled. "I like her."
 "Benedict Arnold," I continued to grumble as we walked to put away our trays.
 "Boyfriend," Alice taunted me with my new title.
 "See you in gym." I left her with a defeated sigh and a shake of the head.

And I did, for about five minutes. That is, until, I took a solid hit to the back of the head with a volley ball. My glasses went flying, and I cringed as I heard the sickening crunch of them breaking under a heavy foot.
 "Oh, shit man," a voice said in front of me. I reached blindly ahead for the twisted and broken frames that were being put in my hand. "My bad. Didn't even see you there, Dude." I tried to put the glasses back on, and saw through the spider web cracks on the one remaining lens that Tyler Crowley was apologizing, looking anything but contrite. 
 "Accidents happen…" I offered. 
 "You probably shouldn't have been standing so close to my game," Tyler shrugged. "Location is prime. If we all stay where we should be… no one will get hurt." 
 I squinted and nodded dumbly. "Ugh. That guy is such a douche," Alice hissed under her breath after running over to lead me toward the bleachers. My basic blindness let me sit out for the rest of class, and I was even able to dress-down early. It took a little while for me to get out to the truck, where I waited for Alice to join me. She was still fuming, when she got there.
 "That was so fucking intentional," Alice griped. I handed her my keys without further explanation, and jumped into the passenger side so she could drive me home. 
 "Yeah. Probably," I agreed. "Probably, my tits!" Alice ranted. "I should… I should…" She was so mad, she couldn't even elaborate on the evil she would like to bestow upon him in my honor. I reached over and ruffled the top of her hair.
 "Easy, tiger," I chuckled. "I was due for new glasses anyway." 
 "This doesn't bother you?" She asked incredulously, looking over at me from behind the steering wheel. 
 "Of course it does," I sighed. "But there isn't much I can do about it. And really… it might have been an accident." "My punching him in the dick, might be an accident too," Alice sneered.
 "Where was all of this loyalty when I needed it at lunch, huh?" I teased her.
 "You do realize that the only reason your glasses are broken right now, is because Bella Swan dared to invite you to sit at her table, right?" "You might be right," I admitted with a nod.
 "He was trying to give you a message."
 "He's not very subtle." I scratched my cheek and looked at the blurry images that flashed outside the passenger window. Later that night, I sat at the desk in my room, trying to finish up my homework while squinting through the old lenses of my last pair of glasses. My prescription had only changed slightly since eighth grade, but it was enough to give me a bit of a headache. My father tapped on my bedroom door and eyed the heavy black frames I wore.

"What happened to your glasses?" he asked.
 "Accident in gym class," I said noncommittally. "I was hit by a volleyball."
 "You okay?"
 "Yeah," I nodded. "These will do for now."
 "Well, you've got a phone call," my dad said, turning. I hadn't even heard the phone ring downstairs. "Al?" I asked, following him out of my room.
 "Nope. It's a girl, though." He tried to hide his smirk, and I tried not to seem too anxious as I went into the kitchen to pick up the phone that my father left on the counter. "Hello?"
 "Edward?" It was a voice like honey, warm and smooth. I'd know it anywhere.
 "Bella? How did you get my number?"
 "The school directory," she explained. "I heard about what happened today at school." "Oh really?" I asked, raising my eyebrows in surprise.
 "Mike told Jessica, and Jessica told Lauren and Angela. Then Lauren told Eric and Eric called Jasper. Rosalie over-heard the conversation and she called me." 
 "You live in a very odd world, Bella," I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose where my old frames were pinching the skin. "It's not even a big deal." 
 "I feel horrible," she muttered. "It's kinda my fault. I mean… Tyler is only being an asshole to you because of me." 
 "I've got another pair of glasses I can use as back-up," I tried to reassure her. "And this weekend, I'll drive into Port Angeles to order a new pair." "Saturday?" Bella asked.
 "Yeah," I replied. I was still a little shocked that Bella called me at home.
 "Can I go with?"
 And the shock continued.
 "Uh… you don't really have to…"
 "I want to. I'd like to go."
 "Al is going with me."
 "She won't mind, will she?"
 I cringed, thinking about the two of them tag-teaming me again. But then I smiled reluctantly. "No. She'd probably like to have you join us."
 "And you?" Bella asked.
 "And me?" I replied, stupidly.
 "Would you like to have me join you?" Bella elaborated. It was a little disarming, how casually straight-forward she was. Silence hung between us on the phone for a moment. "Won't your  friends be even more upset, about you spending time with Alice and me?" "You didn't answer my question."
 "Sure. Fine. Yes… Bella. I'd love to have you join us." I rolled my eyes and smiled at the persistence of the girl on the other end of the line. 
 "Good. Then we can make arrangements tomorrow, at school." 
 She hung up, before I could say another word. I turned a slow circle, unwinding myself from the long, coiled cord that hung from the phone receiver in my hand. 
 "Maybe it's time we got a cordless," my dad suggested, walking into the kitchen to grab a beer from the fridge. "I could pick one up on Saturday," I suggested. My dad nodded.
 "Maybe one with two handsets? You could keep one in your room."
 "Okay," I shrugged.
 "Think we should add another phone line?" I could see his lip twitch, as he teased me.

"I think we'll manage just fine with one," I shook my head and walked out of the room. I still had a quiz to study for in Calculus, a chapter to read for Economics, and a frustrating girl to try not to think about while I worked. It was going to be a long night.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Seven ~ Vision

On Friday at school, I barely even saw Bella Swan. Or rather… she barely saw  me. I saw her not seeing me. It was pretty obvious. In class, I wasn't favored to another of her smiles. She hurried to her seat, with her head down. And in the lunchroom, she remained busy in conversation with Rosalie Hale while Alice and I ate our lunch at the side of the room. She did such a good job of ignoring me, that I was surprised once again, when she called my house.
 "Hello?" I asked, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand. The gallon jug of milk still hung from my fingers, as I had just taken a large chug from the container. "Edward?"
 "Bella?" My forehead wrinkled with confusion.
 "Hey," she said with an airy voice. "I was just wondering… what time are we leaving tomorrow?" "What?" I asked, still confused.
 "To go to Port Angeles," Bella clarified. "We are still going, right?"

"Well… um. Yeah. I need to get my glasses. So yeah. I'm still going." I stumbled over my words. "I didn't know you still wanted to go…"
 "Why wouldn't I?" Bella asked. I wished I could see her face, so I could try to figure her out. I couldn't tell anything by the breezy way she spoke over the phone.

"We didn't talk about it at school or anything…" I said. And then I slapped my palm over my forehead. I sounded like a complete tool. I probably should have played it cool, and pretended that I didn't notice her lack of attention.

"Listen, Edward," Bella began. "I know I didn't like, actually ask you about it at school or anything. But that's just because… well… it's stupid. And we can talk about it tomorrow or something , if you still want me to go with you."

"Well… sure. If you want to. I guess I'll be ready to leave at around eight?"
 "In the morning?"
 I rolled my eyes. It's not like my appointment could be rearranged to suit the schedule of a princess who liked to sleep-in until noon. "Yeah. Eight in the morning. If you need your beauty sleep or something…"
 "Oh please," Bella scoffed.
 "If eight is too early, I'll understand…" I cut her off.

"Will you stop?" Bella asked. I did, and bit my lip, waiting for her to finish. "It's just that my car is getting some work done and I'm not supposed to get it back until like ten tomorrow. So you'll have to pick me up. If that's alright?"
 Damn. I totally jumped the gun on that one. And then I felt bad. "Yeah. Sure thing, Bella. I can pick you up," I nodded while I spoke. To be honest, I still couldn't really believe that she even wanted to join us. It's like I kept waiting for Ashton Kutcher to jump out of the bushes with cameras or something, telling me that I was being Punk'd.

"Okay. So I'll see you a little after eight?"
 "If you're sure."
 "Yeah. I am. Listen, I gotta go. I think Rosalie is on my other line. I'll see you in the morning." "Okay. Bye…"
 I was pretty sure she hung up before I said goodbye. I scratched my head and hung the phone on the wall, before moving to put the gallon of milk back in the fridge. 
 Alice was just as surprised as I was, to hear that Bella was still going with us to Port Angeles. "You're kidding, right?" Alice squeaked. I stood beside my truck waiting for her to get in so I could go pick up Bella. 
 "Nope. She called last night. So come on. Get in. I don't want to be late." "Oh my God! I can't go dressed like this!" Alice screeched. She pulled out the hem of her black skirt so that it made some weird fan-shape below her. We both stared down at her striped knee socks and ratty canvas high-tops. I didn't get the big deal. Alice was dressed like she usually was. But for some reason, she turned to dart back into her house.
 "Mary Alice Brandon," I yelled, chasing after her. "Get your ass in the truck! I told you, I don't want to be late!" 
 I ended up grabbing her around the waist and physically carrying her small, kicking form back outside to my truck. She huffed and pouted when she finally got into the passenger seat. "What is wrong with you?" I muttered, starting the truck up. "You look fine. You always look fine." "I can't look fine when Bella Swan is going with us to Port Angeles!" Alice argued. "She's like… glamorous. Or really beautiful. Whatever. I'm going to look like a huge dump compared to her!" "You will not look like a huge dump!" I argued back. "And who in the hell cares what anyone else thinks, huh?" "I do."
 "That's stupid," I said.
 "Is not."
 "Is too."

We bounced along the rest of the way to Bella's house in silence. Alice folded her arms over her chest and stared out the side window angrily. She could go ahead and be pissed off at me, if she wanted. I wasn't going to let her go change her clothes to try to impress anyone. It's not like Bella was royalty or something.

In fact, I smiled widely when we pulled up in front of her house to find the girl already sitting out on the top of her large porch steps. She jogged down toward my truck, and I couldn't help but smugly turn toward Alice.
 "See?" I asked. Alice looked like she relaxed a little when she saw Bella approach, wearing a pair of jeans and a plain white t-shirt. Her shoes looked exactly like the ones that Alice currently wore. "Hi," Bella grinned as she opened the passenger door. Alice slid across the bench seat next to me, to make room for our additional passenger. "Hi," Alice and I said in unison.
 "Cute socks," Bella offered. Alice grinned. Yeah. I could tell she felt much better.
 "Thanks. I like your hair."
 Bella flipped the end of her ponytail over her shoulder and shrugged.
 "I only put it back because I didn't wash it. I was out late last night."

"Oh. I hate when that happens," Alice nodded. I raised an eyebrow in her direction, because she was full of shit. It wasn't like her hard-partying life-style kept her out late all the time. I didn't call her on it, though. I could tell she was trying to find a comfort zone with Bella. Lord knows, I didn't feel like I had one yet.

I was content to let the girls chat on the way to Port Angeles, only adding to the conversation when I was pulled in. Honestly, I had no idea teenage girls could talk for so long about such random things. I swear, I think they talked about conditioner for like fifteen minutes. I didn't even use conditioner.

"We're here." I interrupted their conversation about oil-absorbing face wipes or something when I pulled into a parking space behind my optometrist's office. And not a minute too soon. Five more miles, and I'd probably have to listen to them discuss their monthly girl-issues. I shuddered and shoved my keys into my pocket.
 "Can we come in with you?" Alice jumped up and down on her toes. "We could help you pick out new frames." 
 I shrugged. I was happy picking up the same old thing I got last time. But maybe it was time for an update. 
 "If you want to," I replied. 
 She actually squealed a little bit, and I rolled my eyes. Then I held the door open for the two girls to enter the building ahead of me. 
 For the next twenty minutes or so, I had to suffer through Alice nearly ripping the tops of my ears off as she pushed and pulled trendy frames off my face. "I don't want to look douchey," I complained.
 "Trust me," Alice scolded. "Your old frames were… old."

"I liked his old frames," Bella smiled. At least, I  think she smiled. She really resembled more of a Bella-blob in front of me, as Alice continued in her attempt to make me try on every pair of nonprescription display glasses that were in the place. I smiled back in Bella's general direction, and winced as Alice dragged the tight arm of another pair against the side of my head.
 "Ow. Alice? Enough. Come on." "Would you two mind if I left for a few minutes?" Bella asked then. The Bella-blob pulled off a pair of frames that she had been trying on, and placed them on the clear plastic display in front of her. "There is a book-store down the street that I'd like to stop in to visit."
 "Oooh. Do you mind if I come with?" Alice asked, temporarily distracted from her task of torturing me. 
 "Please, take her," I begged. Alice turned to offer me a blurry-scowl. "I could just get done here, a lot faster, if I was doing it on my own." Alice seemed appeased when Bella answered. "Don't rush, Edward. I can lose myself for hours in a book store. Come on, Alice. Let's leave him to it, then." 
 I sighed in relief when the bell above the door jingled, and signaled their departure. Of course, I was right. In less than fifteen minutes, I stood at the counter, purchasing a pair of frames that were very similar to the ones that had been broken. And it had nothing to do with the fact that Bella said she liked them. Not really. It was mostly because I liked them too. What I didn't like was that it was going to take a full week for my glasses to be ready to pick up.
 "I hate the idea of wearing these old things for another week," I groaned, rubbing the bridge of my nose with my tented fingers. 
 "You know," my doctor said, "It could be time for you to finally consider contacts. They would sure make gym class a lot easier." 
 "I don't know…" I scrunched my nose. 
 "I could set you up with a trial pair today," he continued. "You could leave here, seeing much more clearly. And you could pick up the rest when you pick up the frames next weekend." I sighed and looked over the paper-work. It was a little more than I wanted to spend. But I had to admit, I liked the convenience of having both. With a nod, I accepted his offer. In another thirty minutes, I stepped outside and blinked rapidly in the bright sunlight. A small plastic bag that held my old frames and everything I needed to care for my new, trial contact lenses was wrapped around my wrist. And it was absolutely amazing how crisp and clear everything looked. I strolled down the street toward the book store at a snail's pace, just looking around and appreciating the world through my new set of eyes.
 I found Bella and Alice sitting at a small round table, with hot cups of coffee in front of them as they leaned toward one another, discussing God knows what. The both paused mid-conversation to look up at me. Alice's mouth hung wide open.

"Where are your glasses?" Alice asked.
 "I'll pick them up next weekend," I shrugged. "I got contacts. You know. For now. For… whenever."
 "You look weird," Alice said, lowering her brows. My eyes flew toward Bella. Her cheeks looked pink, and she bit at her bottom lip. Maybe she thought I looked weird too. "Thanks," I mumbled.
 "Different," Bella said quickly. "She meant different. Not like… weird, weird. Right?" "Right," Alice nodded. "I'm just not used to it. I meant different."
 "Whatever," I shook my head. "I'll grab a book and join you."

I enjoyed strolling through the stacks, and reading the spines of books without having to worry about the glare of the store lights on my glasses, or about having to push them up my nose when I reached for a bottom shelf. And when I ordered my coffee, I took an extra long time to just admire the scrolling lettering that decorated the menu board in fine-print. Alice might have thought I looked weird, but I still thought the contacts were pretty damn cool.

It was a little unnerving, trying to read at our shared table though. I leaned back in a plush chair and tried to get lost in the book I held. But every now and then, I would get the creepy feeling like I was being watched. And inevitably, I would glance over the top of my book to find either Alice or Bella or both of them staring at me.
 "Knock it off," I finally told them both, reaching to take a final drink from my coffee. "You two are making me feel like a freak." "Sorry," Alice muttered. Bella buried herself behind her hair and her book.
 "Want to get some lunch before we head back?" I offered. I felt a little bad for snapping at them. "Yes!" Alice nodded, closing her book. "Pizza. My treat. I'm starving."

We each bought the books that we had been reading, and continued down the road to the little pizzeria that sat on the corner. But just before we got there, Bella excused herself to dodge into a shop we passed.
 "What are you doing?" I hissed at Alice. "You're making me feel like crap." 
 "I don't know what you mean," Alice shook her head. "I'm sorry. I just can't get used to seeing you without your glasses on." 
 "You've seen me without them on before," I argued. 
 "But not for this long. And not without looking all … squinty," Alice said. "I didn't mean to make you feel self-conscious. I think I like it. Really. And I think Bella does too." 
 I knocked her in the arm with my elbow to get her to stop talking when Bella came back out of the shop, looking mischievous. 
 "What did you buy?" Alice was instantly interested in the little bag that Bella was peeling away from her purchase. 
 "A present," Bella grinned. She turned with a dark pair of sunglasses in her hand and held them out in my direction. 
 "For me?" I asked. 
 "Sure," Bella shrugged. "With your new contacts, I thought you'd appreciate some regular sunglasses." "Bella… you didn't have to…" I felt really uncomfortable with her buying me a gift. "Oooh! Are those Raybans?" Alice chirped. "Put them on!"
 I slipped the dark glasses into place, and tried not to frown.
 "Good fit," Bella nodded. "Please don't argue. I still feel like I owe you. If it wasn't for me… your glasses wouldn't have even been broken." "You don't owe me anything, Bella," I reassured her. "Here, you should take these back." "Keep them," she insisted. "They look good on you."
 She turned away, effectively ending any further argument, and I sighed while I walked with the two girls down the street. 
 Once in the restaurant, I tucked Bella's gifted sunglasses into the bag that carried my old frames, and turned to study the menu. "You want?" Alice asked over the top of her menu.
 "Meat. Lots of meat. And Cheese."
 "Manly pizza," Alice nodded. "And Bella? What kind of pizza do you like?"
 "I'm not very hungry," Bella shook her head. "You two just order whatever it is that you usually get." "No way," Alice frowned. "How can you not be hungry? Lunch is on me. Just tell me what you like."
 "Oh. Umm…" Bella chewed on her bottom lip a little and worried over the menu. "I don't know. Veggie?" 
 "Fine," Alice nodded, happy to have gotten her way. "One Veggie and one Carnivore deluxe, coming right up." The next bit of awkwardness settled over us when the waitress brought our steaming hot pizzas to the table. My growling stomach pushed thoughts of good manners out the window, and I loaded my plate greedily. Alice did the same. And after I'd already inhaled about half of a slice, I noticed Bella sitting beside me, picking off as much cheese as she could, and piling it into a lumpy little glob on the side of her plate.

"You got an eating disorder or something?" I mumbled around the half-chewed pizza in my mouth. "Ow!" Alice kicked me viciously under the table, and Bella blushed while wiping at the grease on her food with a napkin.

"No. I don't have an eating disorder," Bella replied quietly.
 "I'm sorry," I rushed on. "I didn't mean that. It's just… are you lactose intolerant or something?" Bella chuckled and shook her head.
 "I'm on a diet."

"You're kidding, right?" Alice asked. I was glad I swallowed my food, because I was staring at Bella with my mouth hanging wide open. "Your figure is like… perfect." At least Alice said it, so I didn't embarrass myself by pointing out that obvious fact.
 "I have to watch what I eat all the time," Bella groaned. "Unless I want to do without my allowance for a month."

"What in the world are you talking about?" I asked, sliding my plate forward on the table, to make room for my forearms as I leaned toward her. Bella tucked some stray hair behind her ear and sighed.
 "It's simple," Bella said. "My mom and I are sort of like… company advertisements. For my Dad. You know? It's my job to look a certain way. And if I stay within a five pound range, I get my allowance." "You mean your dad has actually done surgery on you?" Alice's eyes were wide with shock. "No," Bella chuckled. "Not yet anyway. Though he has sort of hinted that he'd like to work on my nose, as a graduation gift this year." "There is nothing wrong with your nose," I scoffed, feeling angry.
 "There are worse things," Bella shrugged. "My mom is convinced he should give me bigger boobs."

We all sat in silence for a moment. Finally, Alice broke the tension by snorting loudly and then falling into a fit of giggles. It was so infectious, that Bella cracked and started laughing too. Then before I knew it, I was laughing right along with them. I didn't even know what I was laughing at.
 "Maybe you could convince your family to adopt me," Alice teased. "I'd love to get a D-cup for graduation!" I threw a wadded up napkin in her direction, and Bella wiped at her eyes.
 "Screw them," I said firmly. Bella stopped laughing and blinked over at me.
 "What?"

"Screw them," I stated again. I reached forward, and nudged the pizza tray with the tips of my fingers. Bella followed the motion with her eyes, and then scowled at the food in front of us. Then with a determined press of her lips, she reached over the veggie pizza, chose a giant slice of my meat monstrosity, and took a large bite.
 "To being good enough!" Bella declared loudly around her mouthful of food, holding her slice up high. Alice and I smiled at her, and lifted our own pizza in the air. 
 "To being good enough!" we concurred. Alice ate too much, or so she said, and was convinced she might hurl on the way home. She conveniently insisted on sitting by the window, just in case. That put Bella in the middle, between us. And as I glanced over her way, from time to time, I was pretty sure that the smile on her face meant she was feeling just fine, but was up to something.
 Halfway home, Bella shifted and slumped beside me. Her head ended up bouncing softly against my shoulder. She had fallen asleep. Alice grinned widely over at her, and then up at me. "You're welcome!" she whispered.
 "What the hell?" I mouthed, annoyed at her devious expression.
 "Put your arm around her!" Alice motioned.
 "What? No!" I mouthed, shaking my head. Bella snuggled a little closer to my side.

"Do it!" Alice insisted, nodded and gesturing like a mime. She held her hands up in front of her face, and stuck her tongue out like she was French kissing someone. I was both disturbed by the motion, and terrified that Bella would wake up and question her strange pantomime.
 "Cut it out!" I hissed. I lifted my arm to reach behind the seat… maybe to smack her in the back of the head. I'm not sure. But Bella sighed and ended up nuzzling right up against me.
 "You're welcome," Alice whispered smugly again. 
 I kept my hand planted firmly on the top of the seat, not wanting Bella to wake up and think I was trying to grope her or take advantage of the situation or anything. "Let her sleep," Alice suggested in a whisper. "Drop me off at home first."
 "What? That's stupid. You live right down the street from me," I argued quietly.

"She looks so peaceful. Be a gentleman, Edward," Alice reprimanded. I frowned. I wasn't really feeling like a gentleman when all I could concentrate on was the fact that I could feel the side of Bella's chest pressing into me. And her hair smelled really good. And she just raised her hand and fisted it into the front of my t-shirt.
 "Alright," I nodded. Damn it. Alice smiled. I don't know how Bella managed to sleep through Alice getting out of the truck and shutting the door. But her eyes were still closed when I finally pulled up in front of her house. And she was so warm, tucked up against me, that I really, really wanted to just stay like that for as long as I could. But I knew it was wrong. I was sort of shoplifting the experience. That wasn't right.
 "Bella?" I asked softly, nudging her shoulder with my free hand. "Bella? We're home. You gotta wake up." 
 Bella mumbled something and rubbed her cheek on my chest before smiling in her sleep. I cringed. If she knew who she was snuggling up to, I'm sure she'd be mortified. "Bella?" I asked, and shook her shoulder more firmly. That time Bella moaned a little and started to blink. And then she slowly raised her face and lifted her heavy eyelids to look at me, just inches from my face.

"Oh. Hello there, Mr. Green Eyes," Bella whispered.
 "Huh?"
 She seemed to realize the way she was laying against me then, and scooted away in a hurry. I leaned toward my own door, to give her as much space as possible. "I didn't mean…" I began. "You fell asleep, and I was just trying to keep you comfortable…" "I'm sorry," Bella was apologizing at the same time. "I got sleepy after lunch and I just…" We both stopped and looked at each other across the bench seat of my truck.
 "I should go in," Bella finally said.
 "Yeah. I need to get home," I nodded. My eyes were starting to feel dry and itchy. I was pretty sure I needed to use some saline drops that the doctor had given me. 
 "I guess I'll see you at school then. Huh?" Bella asked. 
 "Listen, Bella," I sighed. "Don't feel obligated or anything. I know it's strange at school. We have different friends and stuff. And really… that's okay with me." "Edward. It's not that," Bella shook her head. "It's just… well… I don't really want to give Tyler a reason to be a jerk to you. You know? I felt really bad about what happened. And I didn't want to make it worse."

"That's it?" I asked.
 "Yeah. That's it."
 "Hmm…" I rubbed the tips of my fingers across the top of my steering wheel. "I thought you were you know, like, uncomfortable being friends with someone, you know… not in your group." "No. Edward… I like you. And I like Alice. I just didn't want to cause you guys trouble with Tyler." "Well," I said, clenching my jaw, "Tyler Crowley doesn't get to pick who I'm friends with." I looked over at Bella, and blinked. My eyes were driving me crazy. And then Bella started to giggle.
 "You know, that whole speech would have seemed awfully heroic if it didn't look like you were winking at me." 
 "Shut up," I grinned and continued to blink. "Get out of my truck. I gotta go do something about these things." 
 "I really do like them," Bella grinned and stepped out of the truck. "I'll see you at school on Monday." 
 "See ya," I nodded. I turned away from her drive when she went inside, and continued on my way back home. I was trying not to focus on the way I could still feel the press of Bella's body under my arm. Or the way she looked at me when she woke up. 'Mr. Green Eyes?' The title made me smile, even though I know she was mostly still asleep. I blinked rapidly while I drove down the road, and tried not to rub my irritated eyes. Yeah. I liked my new contacts. It was amazing, really. Even while they were dry and bothering the shit out of me, I was still able to see things so much more clearly.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Eight ~ Fake Firsts

The beginning of the school week found me slipping into a very familiar routine. Bella remained at a polite distance, though she didn't totally ignore me. I was favored with a smile in the lunchroom. And once, she waved at me when she walked into our chemistry class. That move earned me a nasty scowl from Tyler, which I could see with amazing clarity through my new contact lenses. It felt right and natural, this new comfortable way we had of acknowledging each other's existence without actually knotting up the boundary lines between us. I liked it. I could handle it.
 Alice seemed fine with it too, though I did catch her staring over at Bella's table in the cafeteria more than once, with a wistful little smile on her face. "What are you looking at?" I asked, tearing at the crust on my ham sandwich.
 "He's so cute…" Alice sighed. I rolled my eyes. It figured that she was checking out Jasper Hale again.

"He's probably a jerk," I commented under my breath. With a slight turn of my head, I could see the object of Alice's affection playing a game with Tyler and Mike. They were wadding up straw wrappers and trying to score by throwing them into Jessica Stanley's cleavage.

"You seriously can't judge a book by its cover," Alice scolded with a frown. "Look at Bella. She seems so… well. So…" Alice flipped her fingers around in front of her, trying to pull the right descriptive word from the air. Finally, she slumped forward and gave up. "But she's not. She's really nice. I'll bet Jasper is nice too."
 I thought back to a few of the comments I had over-heard from him in Bella's back yard and shrugged. 
 "Just don't be prejudiced. You know, if you ever get a chance to hang out with Bella and her friends. Keep an open mind." 
 "Yeah. Sure," I nodded. Unless I wanted to sit with a table full of jocks playing Boob-Basketball, I really didn't see that whole situation happening. On Wednesday night, I knew that Bella was already at the Rec Center when I got there. I pulled into a parking space beside her car, and reached to straighten my glasses which weren't there. Nervous habit, I guess. But after a few days of dodging each other at school, I wondered if it would be the same when we were away from the watchful eyes of Forks High.

As luck had it, I didn't even see Bella until it was almost time for me to leave. I carried a stack of boxes in my arms and walked down a long corridor, heading for a storage closet near the end. Music from an unknown source caused me to pause and peek through the criss-crossed lines that decorated one of the narrow windows on a door that led inside to the swimming pool area. I couldn't help but grin, when I saw what was going on inside.

About ten elderly women stood in the water with their backs facing me. Colorful swimming caps held their hair away from soft and rounded necks and shoulders. The sagging skin under their arms and above the edge of their swimwear shook a little as they raised their arms above their heads and stretched in unison. The slender, and obviously much younger form that stood in front of them led them in choreographed aqua-aerobics while some old Bon Jovi song blared over the loud-speakers.

You give love a bad name.
I snorted, and turned to finish the task I had begun. It took me a little while to reorganize the closet, and stack my boxes inside. All the while, I whistled the old rock song and amused myself with the mental image of a group of grandmas trying to lose weight while swimming around to classic hairmetal.

When I finished, I tossed the large Rec Center key ring up and down in my hand while I made my way back toward the office. I was nearly knocked over, however, when the heavy door to the pool area opened out toward me. I stumbled to the side to avoid being hit, and stopped whistling when I saw Bella standing there in front of me. With her cheeks quickly staining pink, she hurried to pop the snap under her chin that held her bubble-gum pink rubber swim cap in place on her head. The ugly cap was pulled away with a wet schlop, and Bella quickly shoved her hands behind her back to hold it out of sight.

That movement only caused her chest to jut forward. And then I found myself staring directly at her decidedly perfect boobs that were very prettily displayed under a standard, tight, one-piece swimming suit. Realizing I was staring, I dropped my eyes quickly to the towel that was tied around her narrow hips. And then legs. Legs. Legs. Shit. I was still staring. I hurried to bring my gaze back up to the safe-zone of her face. Yes. Wet, tangled hair. Good. And I wrinkled my nose. Bella smelled like chlorine and rubber. It wasn't a very pleasant smell. It was enough to shake me out of my hormoneinduced spaz-attack.

"Bella," I said, clearing my throat. "Hi. How are you?"
 "Good. I'm good," Bella smiled a little. "I was hoping I'd see you before I left tonight!" "Oh yeah?" Wow. I was playing it cool pretty well.
 "Yeah. Are you getting ready to leave?"
 "Once I drop the keys off," I nodded, jingling the key ring I still held.
 "I have to get dressed," Bella indicated. I swallowed hard and forced myself not to look down at her body again. "But will you meet me out in the parking lot? Say… ten minutes?" 
 "Oh. Um… I really need to be getting home…" 
 "Ten minutes, Edward," Bella sighed and rolled her eyes. "I promise to get you back home before you turn into a pumpkin. I just need to talk to you. About school. Okay?" 
 "Yeah. Okay," I nodded. She turned away with a grin, and I scratched at the back of my head and went to sign-out for the evening. 
 It was really closer to fifteen minutes later, when Bella strolled out of the building and found me sitting on my lowered tail-gate. But I wasn't counting or anything. 
 "So, what's up?" I asked her, as she hopped up to sit beside me. The truck groaned a tiny bit in protest. I didn't. "Angela is horrible at chemistry."
 "Okay," I shrugged.
 "Like. She's really, really horrible. Even I'm better than she is… and I'm not that good."
 "Do you need some help, or something?" I asked, curious about where she was going with the conversation. "Yes! Please!" Bella bounced a little. "Angela suggested that we get together with another set of partners, to study for the test on Friday. And I just knew that she was going to put together a study group with Mike and Tyler. But that would have been the worst. Like, the absolute worst. So I kinda talked her into studying with you and Ben. Instead."
 "You what?" " Please," Bella folded her fingers together in front of her chest and pled. "Please, just talk Ben into coming over to my place tomorrow night with you. We can all study together. I'll provide snacks. Whatever. Just… help me out here. If you say no, I just know Angela is going to go back to Plan A. And I would rather flunk. I mean it."

I rubbed my left eyebrow with the palm of my hand and inhaled deeply.
 "Pleeeease," Bella said again.
 "Fine," I finally muttered. "I can't promise Ben will be there. But I'll ask him. Okay?" "Oh, he'll say yes," Bella nodded, looking certain. "Thanks Edward!"
 "Wait. How do you know?" I asked.
 "Because he has a thing for Angela. I can totally tell."
 "You can?"
 "Yep."
 "Hold on. This isn't some weird match-making effort you're trying to sucker me into helping you with, is it?" 
 "Oh God, no!" Bella shook her head. "Angela would never go out with Ben. I'm not trying to get them to hook up. I swear. I just want to study. And I don't want to work with Tyler." 
 "Why wouldn't she go out with Ben?" I asked. "He's a good guy." "He's also like six inches shorter than Ang," Bella explained. "Plus… he hangs out with the band geeks. And Angela is like, really into appearances and social status and stuff. Our friends would never let her live it down."
 "That's harsh." I cringed and picked at a worn spot on the knee of my jeans. "You don't seem to mind too much, what your friends think of you." 
 "Not too much," Bella shrugged. "I spent way too long, letting other people dictate the sort of things I should care about." 
 "And now?" I asked, turning to look at her. She met my eyes easily, and blinked. 
 "Now I'm trying to figure it out on my own," Bella offered. "And if they don't like it… they can go to hell." 
 We sat in silence for a minute. It wasn't the first time I wished that I could read her mind. She gazed into my eyes so straight-forwardly. But I couldn't read her intentions. "Do me a favor, Bella?" I asked quietly.
 "Sure."

"Don't make me or Alice some weird social-experiment in your journey for figuring things out. Alice is a great girl. The best. And I don't want to be just some 'fuck-you…I'm a rebel' message to your friends."

Bella's mouth popped open and she sat in stunned silence for a minute.
 "I wouldn't do that," Bella finally whispered, breaking our eye contact to look down. "Sorry."
 "No," Bella shook her head. "It's fine. And I get it. Maybe once we know each other a little better, you'll trust that I'm just not like that." "Okay."
 "Okay." Bella slid off my tail-gate, and I joined her. Together we lifted it into place. "So. I'll see you tomorrow night?"
 "Yep."
 "And you'll ask Ben, tomorrow."
 "Sure," I nodded.
 "Goodnight then."
 "Goodnight, Bella."

As I drove home, I wondered if maybe I was a little unfair in my warning to Bella. She hadn't done a thing to make me not trust her, other than just being who she was. I had made a whole lot of assumptions based on what I thought I knew of her. Maybe she was right, and when we got to know each other better, I would stop waiting for the anvil to drop. The least I could do was give her a chance to try to disprove my misperceptions.
 She was right about Ben. 
 "Hey. Where are your glasses?" Ben asked. 
 "Getting some new ones this weekend," I said, putting my bag behind my chair. "Trying out contacts for now." 
 "Cool." "Yeah. Hey- listen," I began. I saw Bella look over her shoulder at me, and nodded once. "Bella Swan and Angela Weber wanted us to come over to Bella's place tonight to study for tomorrow's test. You up for it?"
 "Are you joking?" Ben pressed his palms onto the shiny black surface of our table, and his face held a look of stunned disbelief. "Is that a yes or a no?" I asked.
 "You mean it?"
 "Yes," I nodded. "Bella asked me last night. She's waiting for your answer now."
 I pointed my finger to get him to look up toward where both girls were twisted in their seats, looking at us. 
 "Holy crap…" Ben whispered in a high-pitched voice. Then he cleared his throat gruffly. "Yeah. I mean, yeah I can go. I don't have any plans tonight." 
 "Good." I gave Bella a thumbs-up and she nodded and grinned before turning to hear the beginning of our class lecture. 
 And that's how I came to be parked right behind Ben's car in front of Bella's house at seven o'clock on Thursday night. I had to give Ben some credit. He totally had the cool act down pat. He had his game face on, and looked relaxed and not at all nervous about setting up our study group in Bella's family room. I could tell she was right, though, about his interest in Angela. I caught him staring a few times when he thought no one was looking. To be fair though, even I was a little distracted by the tiny little shorts she wore rolled down her hips. It was easier for me to ignore her though. I was far more interested in passing the test on Friday. And, well, okay… the big pajama pants that Bella wore with her tank top… and heck, even the striped toe-socks she wore on her feet were really more my style, anyway.
 Angela's initial awkwardness over having to study with us diminished as we tore through the study guide. And within an hour or so, she was laughing and joking with Ben and I as easily as Bella was. "Pee break," Bella announced, standing up. "Anyone else want a coke?"
 "I do," Angela nodded.
 "I do," Ben and I both replied.
 "Great. Be right back."
 Angela stood up and stretched, before dramatically laying backwards over a big ottoman. Her shirt rode up, and she absently drummed the taut skin of her stomach under her palms. "Chemistry is stupid," she complained. I could tell that Ben was not capable of speech, while he took in her long form laid out like that. "It's not so bad," I shrugged. We were studying an introduction to chemical bonding. "Chemical reactions involve the making and breaking of bonds."
 "The bond strength tells how hard it is to break a bond," Ben added. "Bond lengths give us structural information about the positions of the atomic nuclei."

"Strengths and lengths just make me think dirty thoughts." Angela smirked upside down at us, from her position draped over the ottoman. Ben might have choked a little. I trained my eyes back on the book in front of me.
 "What are we discussing?" Bella asked, pausing by each of us to hand out the cokes she carried. "I'm trying to make chemistry more fun," Angela replied, sitting up to take the drink Bella offered. "Like. Did you ever stop to think about how chemistry actually relates to like… people and stuff? Chemistry like… opposites attract and all that?"
 I coughed around a swallow of coke, and placed my can a safe distance away. 
 "Oh. Like pheromones," Bella nodded. "I just bought some perfume with pheromones in it. It's supposed to attract the opposite sex." I turned my eyes to Ben, and saw him totally enthralled with their conversation.
 "Or what about that spark? You know. Like, when you first kiss someone. Isn't that chemical?"
 "I'm not sure," Bella shook her head. "People refer to it as chemistry, don't they?" She turned her eyes to me for the answer, and I shook my head dumbly. "But not like, all kisses," Angela said. "Mostly just first kisses."
 "But not fake first kisses," Bella corrected. "Just like, real first kisses."

"Hold up," I finally held my palm up to silence them. Though it was probably just pointless girl babble, my brain demanded and explanation. "What is the difference between a fake-first kiss and a real-first kiss?"
 "And do you mean a first kiss with every new person?" Ben asked. "Or just like, the first kiss you ever have with anyone?" 
 "Either," Angela shrugged. 
 "But I'm mostly talking about your first kiss, ever," Bella explained. "Lots of people kiss someone, but then they don't count it as their first kiss because it's not like, the right one or whatever." "You have totally lost me," I said, putting my book down. It didn't help that I was still among the ranks of the un-kissed. My brain was trying like hell to figure out her logic. 
 "It's easy," Angela said. "My first kiss ever, was with Mike Newton. But I totally don't count that one, because we were both in like, third grade." 
 "Or practice kisses," Bella nodded. "Lots of people kiss for practice, but don't really count those kisses. Because they don't mean anything." 
 "Girls are so weird," I said with exasperation. Ben nodded in agreement. 
 "So who do you count as your first kiss?" Angela asked Bella. I sat up straight, interested in the conversation again. 
 "A guy who worked at the club that my parents belonged to, in Seattle. I stayed down there for the summer after my freshman year. He taught me to play tennis." "That's not all he taught you," Angela snickered.
 "My first kiss was with you."
 All of our eyes turned toward Ben. The tips of his ears were bright red, as he looked at Angela. "We kissed?" Angela asked, incredulously.
 "At Eric Yorkie's birthday party in eighth grade," he nodded. "We were playing that game, and we had to go into the closet…" "That was  you?" Angela asked with a laugh.
 We all laughed along with them then, to break the tension.
 "What about you, Edward?" Bella asked, sipping her coke. I shook my head and picked up the study guide. 
 "I think we need to get back to studying," I offered instead. Bella pouted a little and narrowed her eyes, but she didn't push the subject. I was very grateful. Angela was the first to break up the study session, citing an early cheerleading practice. Ben followed closely behind her. Despite my arguments, Bella walked me out to my truck in her socked feet.
 "I should have known," Bella said quietly. The crickets chirped around us, and the light from the front of her house gave her a golden silhouette. 
 "Should have known what?" I asked, leaning against my truck door. 
 "That you were too much of a gentleman to talk about the girls you've kissed," Bella giggled. "Not the kiss and tell type, huh?" 
 "Uh…" I rubbed my hand against the handle on the truck door behind me, and contemplated how much of the truth I wanted to disclose. 
 "You're always so polite. So proper." "It's not that," I shook my head and took a deep breath. "I mean, sure. I think some things should just be kept private, you know? But really… I didn't say anything in there because there just isn't anything to tell."
 "Oh." Bella shifted her weight from foot to foot in the grass by her curb. "Embarrassed by the stories? Or just… no kisses that you count?" 
 "No kisses at all," I whispered. It was so dark that I couldn't see her expression, but the silence was very telling. "Liar," she said quietly.
 "I'm telling the truth," I laughed nervously. "It's not that big a deal."
 "How is that even possible?" Her voice cracked a little. "Not even with Alice? Like… for practice?"
 "No. God. Gross. Can we just change the subject?" I asked, rolling my shoulders and turning to open my truck door. "I'm sorry," Bella rushed out. "I just… it's very hard to believe."
 "Well, believe it."
 I jumped behind the wheel and closed the door loudly.
 "I'm sorry," Bella said, moving forward to wrap her fingers over the edge of my open window. "I didn't know. I wasn't trying to make you feel uncomfortable." "I'm not. You didn't," I argued. "But I have to go."
 "Wait. I wanted to ask you something. But I didn't get a chance earlier…"
 "What is it?" I asked, tiredly.
 "Well… you know the back to school carnival is this Saturday, right?"

Every year the community hosted a back to school carnival. They always put a couple of rickety carnival rides out on the school property. Usually it rained, so most people just wandered the halls of Forks High, playing stupid made-up carnival-style games set up in different classrooms.

"Yeah," I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose.
 "Well… my friends all want me to go. You know…"
 "Yes?"
 "I was just wondering if you'd like to go with me this year."
 I lowered my brows and squinted at her in the dark. Was she… asking me out? Like, on a date?
 "Oh. Um…" I stammered. "Geez, Bella. I don't know what to say. I mean… I usually go with Alice. I'd feel sort of shitty, cancelling on her so late." "Do you do  everything with Alice?" Bella asked.
 "Obviously not," I referred to our earlier conversation dryly. Bella laughed as I hoped she would.
 "Bring Alice along," Bella shrugged. "I'll be hanging out with my other friends anyway. It's a group thing. Not like… you know… a couples thing or something." 
 Oh. Well that answered my question about it being like a date. Bella just wanted to hang out with us. In a group. 
 "Sure. Yeah, she'll be happy. I'll let her know." 
 "Okay," Bella nodded. "Great. Well… good luck on the test tomorrow. And thanks for helping me study." 
 "Anytime, Bella," I smiled. Bella smiled too, before turning to go back into her house. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Nine ~ Spinning

I stood in front of my mirror, and adjusted my glasses. The new frames were very similar to my old ones. A little newer… a little more up-to-date. If nerdy was trendy, I was cutting-edge. I shrugged. Since I was getting ready to actually go out with Bella, and hang out with her friends, I felt a little more secure looking like me. Sure. The contacts were great. I knew I'd use them more often than I originally thought I might. But tonight? Tonight I wanted that shield between me and them. My talisman. It was a reverse-Clark-Kent mentality. I was stronger in my glasses than I would be in a spandex suit.

Though Bella would make a really cute Lois Lane.
 Shit.

I frowned at my reflection and concentrated on a small zit that was forming on my chin. It wasn't so bad that I needed to do anything about it, I guess. And if I didn't shave again before going out, it probably would stay hidden in the day-old-scruff on my face. Yeah. And not shaving would make me look like I wasn't trying to go to great lengths to look good or anything. And speaking of…

I walked back to my closet and pulled out a comfortable flannel shirt. I quickly slid my arms inside and buttoned it most of the way up. Only the top two or three inches of the green t-shirt I wore underneath even showed. So, I was wearing the t-shirt Bella gave me. I didn't have to advertise it, right? I wondered if she would notice at all. Probably not. But maybe…

With a huff, I flopped backwards on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. As hard as I tried not to be, I was really anxious about tonight. Bella said we'd be hanging out with her friends. She said it wasn't a 'couples' sort of thing. Which meant not a date. But even though I'd never been actually out on a date before… this sort of felt like one to me. I mean, Bella did ask me to go with her.

She also said I could bring Al along. But that wasn't until I told her that I already had plans with my best friend. What if I didn't? What if I didn't go with Alice to the school carnival every single year? Like… if I didn't already have plans and Bella asked me to go with her… would that have been a date?

I wasn't sure. And really… I was pissing myself off, just thinking so much about it. Bella Swan didn't date guys like me. I was the Ben Cheney to her Angela Weber. I was… hell. I was a dork, laying on his bed, worrying way too much about stupid things. I wanted to kick my own ass, for even thinking of Bella like that.

But damn it. She was really pretty. And she was smart. She was so damn insistent… and surprising. She kept me on my toes, and I liked that. I never should have let myself start liking her. No. I'm not talking about the friendly sort of like. I'm talking about the sort of liking that kept me up almost all the night before, anxiously waiting for Saturday to arrive so that I could see her for our not-a-date.
 I was so screwed. I really never intended to let my head get all wrapped up in a girl. It was the last thing I needed, during my senior year of high school. I had goals. I had plans. I had college to prepare for, and a future to think of. And now, apparently, I also had a huge geeky crush on a girl I could never have.
 Fuck. 
 I rolled over with a groan, and grabbed my keys from my nightstand. A few minutes later, I stood on Al's porch, smirking at the unusual sight before me. Alice had traded her funky clothes and signature style for some terribly girly little pink plaid skirt and a sweater. She had a headband holding her hair back, and her usual tennis shoes had been replaced too.

"Are you wearing slippers?" I asked.
 "Stuff it. They're ballet flats."
 "Gonna break into a ballet dance, anytime soon?" I teased.
 "You are so stupid," Alice smirked.
 "And you are pretty," I replied. "You look really nice, Al. What's the occasion?"

"No occasion," she shrugged and pulled her little white bag over her shoulder. I thought it wise, not to bring up the fact that she was carrying a purse. Alice might have conjured up some of her new found girl-power to beat me to death with it. Plus- I knew what she was doing. Just as hard as I worked to look like I didn't care… Alice worked to show that she did. Jasper Hale would undoubtedly be in the group of people that we had to look forward to spending time with tonight. Alice wanted to look nice, just in case.

I dropped Alice off at the door of the school, so she could hurry inside without getting too wet. It was raining, as predicted. The skeletal shapes of the large carnival rides decorated the lawn, dark and lonely with no riders.

The parking lot was already full, so I pulled my truck into an open space against the curb, just down the road. By the time I made it into the building, my hair was plastered to my head. Alice was waiting for me, and nicely gave me a Kleenex from her purse so that I could dry my glasses. I guess I was glad then, that she added that new accessory for the evening.
 "I'm a mess," I complained, pushing my hair back. "Leave it. You look pretty cute, all wet," Alice smiled. I could tell she was trying to make me feel better. But that was okay. It wasn't like I was the only person, squishing down the hall in wet tennis shoes. We lived in Washington, for God's sake. Most of us should have genetically acquired gills by now.
 "Edward! There you are!" 
 I looked up to see Bella hurrying down the hallway in our direction. Her shiny hair bounced over her shoulders, and she looked anything but inconvenienced by the raid outside. 
 "You're dry," I stated by way of greeting. And then I cringed. It would be really helpful if my mouth didn't sometimes work faster than my brain. "I've been here for a couple hours," Bella laughed and didn't seem to mind my unusual randomness. "The cheerleaders are in the teacher's lounge, selling lemonade and popcorn. I came early to help Rosalie and Angela set up."
 "Why aren't you on the team?" Alice asked. Bella arched an eyebrow in her direction, and then turned to start leading us down the hall. 
 "I'm not very athletic," Bella shrugged. "Rosalie finally talked me into trying out for the squad this year. But then… well. I don't really have a reason to go to all of the games anyway. Ya know?" "Oh. Since you broke up with Tyler?" Alice asked, wide-eyed. 
 "Yeah. And really," Bella leaned sideways to whisper loud enough for me to hear, "I don't even like sports." 
 "Me neither," Alice giggled with a shake of her head. 
 "Plus," Bella added while looking at me from the corner of her eye, "they practice on Wednesday nights. And I have better places to be." 
 I grinned at her, and shoved my hands in my pockets. The carnival games set up in the classrooms were bordering on ridiculous. After buying a roll of tickets, we walked from class to class, playing cheesy games to try to earn tokens. The tokens we collected could be used to buy any number of prizes that were set up in the cafeteria. The items ranged from cheap toys to giant stuffed-animals…from discount-coupons for senior year books, to tshirts with the Forks High mascot silk-screened on the front.

In the first classroom, I paid a ticket to see if I could hammer a nail into a stump with three swings of the hammer or fewer. I made it in two. That made me feel pretty good.
 In the second classroom, I totally embarrassed myself by not being able to cast my fishing line over a bed sheet that was strung across the corner of the room. I tried twice, and the clothes pin that was attached to the end of my fishing line only pathetically thwacked onto the sheet and feel to the floor. The school librarian had to pick up the end of my line, and toss it over the sheet by hand. When I reeled it in, instead of "catching" a bag containing tokens, I only had a smiley-face sticker attached. Sucker-prize. Bella laughed at me, and I pressed the sticker onto her cheek.

"Oooh. Let's go throw pies at Mr. Molina!" Alice suggested. In our chemistry room, our teacher stood behind a board with a large cut-out around his face. Two-tickets had to be paid to throw some sort of cream-pie at him.
 "How do you think you did on the test?" Bella asked. "Not bad. It wasn't too hard," I shrugged. We both stood side by side near the door way, while Alice put her purse aside and started unwinding tickets. She seemed to be buying at least ten pies to throw. We would probably be there a while.

"How did you do?" I asked.
 "I think okay," Bella smiled. "Thanks to you."
 "I didn't do anything, Bella."
 "You saw how off-track Angela got while we studied," Bella said quietly. "It would have been way worse if you weren't there to get us back to the study-guide." 
 "Well… that's what you asked me for. Right?" I looked down at her, and Bella sort of stared up into my eyes without saying anything. She stumbled forward then, and I put my hands on her arms to catch her. But for a moment, our bodies were pressed together by the rowdy group of guys who pushed their way into the room.
 "Ouch. Watch it," Bella complained with a scowl, stepping away from me and straightening her shirt. I let my hands drop back to my sides. "Sorry, Bells," Jasper said. He was at the center of the group of guys that stormed their way to the front of the room where Alice was throwing pies. Jasper, Mike, Eric, and Tyler all threw tickets on the counter to buy pies to throw.

"Move it, little girl," one of them said. I couldn't really tell who.
 "Save the throwing for the men," one of them called out.
 "How do you know she's not one?"

My eyes narrowed at the insult, and I started forward. Bella put her hand on my chest, and in a minute, Alice came out of the group toward us. Her cheeks were red and her eyes were glassy as she clutched her purse over her shoulder.
 "I think I'm done," she said in a quiet voice. 
 "Okay," I nodded, swallowing hard. I knew that the harsh words of the guys in the room hadn't gone past her. "I think I just… need to… fix my…" Alice was blinking fast, and her eyes darted toward the girl's room. Then she stepped to the side and hurried into the safe zone. My mouth fell open, but before I could say a word, Bella put her hand on my arm.

"Let me…"
 Bella walked away from me then, and went into the bathroom after Alice.

I stood outside the restroom, and leaned back against the wall. When the guys left Mr. Molina's room a few minutes later, yelling and stomping up the hallway, I glared at them. Not that they noticed. They were too wrapped up in their own delusions of greatness.
 "She'll be okay. Just give her a minute," Bella said softly, as she finally came out to join me. I nodded and kept my hands shoved deep in my pockets. "Did Jasper…?"
 Bella shook her head.
 "He didn't say anything."
 I nodded again. I didn't need to tell her that Jasper's involvement probably mattered more to Alice than the rest of the dip-shits that hurt her feelings. 
 "I… I'm gonna go on home now," Alice said, stepping out of the girl's room. I walked to put my arm around her, and pulled my keys from my pocket. 
 "No," she shook her head. "I called my Mom. She's picking me up. I want you to stay with Bella. Have fun, okay?" 
 "Al…" 
 "Don't argue." She frowned. "It's important to me. And… I feel like a huge baby. But I'm really not in the mood to stick around." "Alright," I agreed. Bella and I silently walked with her to the front entrance. Much to my surprise, the rain had stopped. The carnival rides were rotating with empty seats, warming up their motors to tinny-sounding carnival music. Their lights, mostly lit, shone like the missing-toothed smiles of young children, ready to play.
 "Are you sure?" Bella asked. Alice nodded and leaned forward to hug Bella, just as her mother's car pulled up to the curb in front of us. "You two have a good time," Alice called out. "I'll see you tomorrow, Edward!"
 Bella and I stood there on the steps, watching Alice drive away.
 "Well. That sucked," I breathed out.
 "Those guys don't mean anything by it," Bella hurried to defend her friends. "They mostly just think they are being funny." "Well, they're not," I told her. She didn't argue.
 "Wanna go get a snack?" Bella offered instead. I nodded and followed her into the building.
 Angela and Rosalie might have looked at me curiously, as we got our lemonade and popcorn in the teacher's lounge. But neither of them said a word about my unexpected presence. "Our shift is over," Rosalie grinned. "The Junior-Varsity squad is taking over. Let's go outside!" I awkwardly made my way back out the front door of the school with a group of cheerleaders giggling and bouncing all around me. Sounds like a teenage dream right? I just felt weird. I felt even more awkward when the guys in Bella's group all congregated around the girls I stood with. People started pairing up to ride the rides. No one really acknowledged my presence. Well… except for Tyler who shot me his typically dirty look. But I was fine with that.
 "Want to ride the tilt-o-whirl with me?" Bella asked. I shrugged and nodded. I still had tickets in my pocket. Why not?

I got a pretty good answer for the 'why not' about two minutes later. While we stood in line for the ride, Tyler Crowley set up a pretty graphic display of making-out with Jessica Stanley just a few feet away from us in line. Bella cringed and turned her body so as not to have to look at the way that Tyler was practically dry-humping the cheerleader right there in front of everyone.
 "I'm sorry. Do you want to go?" I asked quietly, leaning forward. 
 "What? No!" Bella shook her head. "Do you mean that?" Bella jerked her thumb over her shoulder in Tyler's direction and shook her head again. "He's just trying to make me jealous." "Are you?" I asked. 
 "No." Bella pressed her lips together. "Honestly. I'm not. I'm just embarrassed for him. Jessica's easy. It's probably just what he needs right now. But he's acting like a jerk. It's pathetic." "It doesn't bother you, at all?" I asked.
 "Nope. Not even a little."
 It was our turn to get on the ride, and Bella shocked me by grabbing my hand to pull me up the shiny silver platform behind her. 
 "Don't spin too fast," Bella warned. She let go of my hand to climb into the little red bucket we would share. "Or I might throw up popcorn on you." 
 "If you do, I'll throw up on you, too," I argued. The lap bar was pulled down for us, and Bella scooted over until her side was up against me. 
 "We're gonna get squished together anyway," Bella said, grinning up at me. "Might as well get used to it." 
 "Centrifugal force," I stated. "Something like that," Bella scrunched her nose and smiled. And then we were spinning. And laughing. And yes… we were totally squished together. My body had slid until I was in the far recess of the bucket we sat in. Bella was practically in my lap, and the fingers of our closest hands were tangled together on the bar we held on to. Funny thing was… I didn't feel like puking at all.
 When the ride slowed to a stop, we were both winded from laughing so much. Bella tried to straighten her wind-twisted hair, and I straightened my glasses. 
 "Ferris wheel?" Bella asked breathlessly. I just nodded. Together we made our way over to the tallest of the carnival rides. Bella didn't take my hand again, but I was fine with that. My fingers were still warm from the way they had been wrapped around hers on the tilt-o-whirl.
 I did come down from my high a little, when I saw that Tyler and Jessica stood just a few paces ahead of us in line. The smile died on Bella's face, when she noticed as well. 
 "Ah, shit. He saw us," Bella groaned under her breath. Tyler scowled and left Jessica in line to walk over to where we stood. 
 "Well, well. Don't we look cozy," Tyler sneered at both of us and folded his arms over his chest. "Yes. We do," Bella smiled humorously at him. "I'm surprised you came up for air long enough to say 'hi.'" Tyler looked over his shoulder to where Jessica stood, watching us warily. "Jealous, Bella?"
 "Not at all," she denied.
 "Trying to make me jealous, then?"
 Tyler raised his eyes to glare at me, and Bella shook her head.
 "Not everything is about you, Tyler," she said. "Why don't you go back to Jessica?" "We need to talk."
 "Not now."
 "No. Now."

Tyler grabbed Bella's arm and started to pull her from the line. Without thinking, I reached forward and clamped my hand on his shoulder strongly. He paused and looked over at me with a disbelieving expression on his face. But come on. My dad was the Chief of Police. Did he honestly think that I wouldn't have been taught at a very young age, how to defend myself? Glasses didn't automatically turn someone into a wuss.

"Get your hand off me, Cullen."
 "Get your hand off her."
 Tyler lowered his hand away from Bella's arm, and I released my grip on him and stepped back. "You don't know who you're fucking with," Tyler hissed.
 "I'm not afraid to find out," I warned quietly. Bella stepped between us and put her hands flat in the center of each of our chests. 
 "Edward? It's okay. Really. I just… I'm going to go talk to Tyler for a few minutes. Alright? I'll… be right back." 
 "Fine," I nodded, not breaking eye-contact with Tyler. I refused to let him intimidate me. If Bella wanted to talk with him, that was her choice. I wouldn't try to control her. 
 I watched as the two of them walked away. I could tell that Bella kept a careful distance between them, and her hands were crammed into her jacket pockets. "Single rider. Car one. Single rider!" The old carnie yelled, announcing the situation of someone in line. I looked up, and saw Jessica cringing as he called out her single status. "Any takers?" he called out, loudly.

"I'll ride with!" I shoved my hand in the air and moved to the front of the line. "I'll ride." "Good. Get on."
 Jessica didn't argue. She looked embarrassed and a little upset, but she got in the seat ahead of me.
 "I hope this is alright," I told her, as the bar came over our laps and the ride started grinding as it carried us to the sky. "I was going to be a single-rider too." "I should have gotten out of line," Jessica said quietly. "But I thought Tyler would be right back." "He's talking to Bella," I explained needlessly.
 "He wants her back."

I couldn't argue. I just held onto the bar in front of me, and stared over the tree line in front of us. Everything below was bathed in the milky yellow lights of the carnival rides. I couldn't see where Bella and Tyler had gone.
 "It was a little humiliating," Jessica said. "For that old man to just yell out that I was a single rider like that. Like… no one wanted to ride with me or something." "I would have been a single-rider too," I shrugged. "It's no big deal. I doubt anyone even noticed." "You noticed."
 "Well, yeah. But we're kind of in the same position right now. Right?"

To my horror, Jessica sniffled and then started to cry. I was trapped, going around and around on a ferris wheel with a girl I barely knew, and I had no idea what I could do to help her. Following my instincts, I put my arm around her and patted her shoulder. She leaned into me and continued to sniffle and sob against my shirt. When she finally seemed to settle down a little, I reached my free hand into my shirt pocket, to retrieve the Kleenex that Alice had given me earlier to dry my glasses.
 "It's a little wrinkled. But I didn't use it or anything," I said, holding it out to Jessica. She gave me a watery smile and took my offering. I pulled my arm back as she dried her eyes. 
 "I feel like an idiot," Jessica said. "Tyler asked me out tonight. And… well. I thought he liked me. I've had a crush on him for a really long time. But I think he was just using me, to make Bella jealous." "I think you are right," I nodded. I wasn't going to lie to the girl. She deserved better. We both got out of our seats when the ride ended, and she followed me over to a shady spot beside the Scrambler. I toed at the large black wires that laid like snakes across the grass. "Where do you think they went?" I asked. 
 "Probably out to one of their cars," Jessica cringed and made a face. I made a face too, when a large raindrop splashed down onto my shoulder. 
 "It's starting to rain again," I mumbled, looking up. 
 "Tyler brought me here…" Jessica frowned and looked around. The rain started coming down a little harder, and people started scattering. 
 "Want to go back into the school to wait?" I asked. 
 "Not really," she frowned and shook her head. "You wouldn't mind giving me a ride home. Would you?" I scrunched my nose and looked up, mentally calculating how long Bella had been gone. My best guess told me she'd already been gone for like twenty minutes. I thought it was safe to assume that our not-a-date was officially over.
 "Nah," I said. "I'll give you a ride. Let's go." Jessica somehow managed to give me directions to her place while she talked about school, cheerleading, Tyler, lip-gloss, and her cat named Boots, all without seeming to take a breath. I just listened, because hey… she seemed like she needed someone to do that for her. And I wasn't able to take care of Alice earlier in the night. So I guess I was making up for that, by trying to be extra nice to Jessica.

"You're really sweet," she said, after I'd been sitting in front of her house for almost five minutes, waiting for her last story to end. Before she could launch into the beginning of another talking marathon, I spoke.
 "You're nice too, Jessica. And… you deserve better than what happened tonight. I'll see you around. Okay?"
 Jessica nodded and smiled, and (thankfully) hopped out of my truck without another word. I sighed, glad to finally be alone, and drove home. The house was silent when I got there, but my dad opened his bedroom door just as I passed it. "Have a good night?" he asked.
 "It was alright," I shrugged. "Kinda weird."
 "Bella called a couple of minutes ago," he said. I stopped with my hand on my bedroom doorknob. "What did she say?"
 "She said she was home. And that she was sorry. And that you should call her tomorrow."

"Alright," I sighed. I was glad to know that she made it home okay. And she really didn't have to apologize. I mean… it wasn't like we were out on a date or anything. But I wasn't so sure about the calling her part, though. My head was messed up enough already. I wasn't sure how much more I could take, without actually having to admit to myself that I was completely crazy for that girl.
 Damn it. I guess I just did. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Ten ~ Banana Cream Dream
 I was pulled out of a very nice dream about cheerleaders wrestling around in a large banana-cream pie, and dumped into another one in which Bella was standing beside my bed, nudging my shoulder. "Wake up. Edward? Hey. Hello? Hellloooo?" 
 I blinked and winced as I swallowed the drool that had collected in the corner of my mouth, and rubbed my cheek on the still damp spot on my pillow. "I don't want to ride the ferris wheel," I muttered. Then she giggled. And I blinked again and looked up. A Bella-shaped blob was definitely standing beside my bed, nudging me awake. I spun quickly, and pulled the covers up to my chin, suddenly aware that I was sleeping in the green t-shirt she had given me, and a pair of boxer briefs. Oh God. What if my covers had been off? What if Bella saw my skinny ass? Or worse… my morning wood! Oh God… Oh God… I had been dreaming about cheerleaders and cream pies, after all. It's not like a guy could help it.
 "What are you doing here?" My voice squeaked a little in my panic, and I reached for my bedside table to grab my glasses. 
 "Your dad told me you were still up here. He said I could come up," Bella explained. "He didn't say you were still sleeping though." 
 "But why are you here?" I repeated, rubbing my fingers under my glasses to get the sleep out of my eyes. "You didn't call. I left a message last night, to tell you to call me today."
 "It's only nine in the morning," I pointed out, looking incredulously at my alarm clock.
 "Well, yeah. But I was worried that you wouldn't call me. You weren't going to call me, were you?" Bella asked. I kept the blanket over my lap and sat up to push my hand through my hair. "No. Probably not," I admitted with a sigh. And that was a huge mistake. The noxious cloud that came out of my mouth made me cringe. "Could you, maybe turn around or something for a minute?" "Sure." Bella turned, and I grabbed the jeans I had discarded on the floor next to my bed the night before. In record time, I jumped into them. Bella turned as I was zipping my fly. 
 "Sorry for waking you up," she grinned. 
 "No you're not." I raised an eyebrow at her, and dared her to argue. "But now that you're here, make yourself comfortable. I'll be right back." I left her in my room, and hurried to the bathroom down the hall to try to get rid of my dragon breath. I could hardly believe that Bella Swan was standing in my bedroom. I certainly couldn't talk to her, looking and smelling like something that crawled out of Zombie land.

A few minutes later, I had managed to shave, wash my face, and detoxify my mouth. Then I went back into my room to find Bella sitting cross-legged on the foot of my bed. It unnerved me to see her on my bed. But with a clean face and fresh breath, I felt better prepared to at least fake nonchalance.

"Oh. You're wearing my shirt," Bella smiled. "I knew it would look good on you."
 "I was wearing it last night," I nodded. "Fell asleep in it."
 "So… sit down?" Bella asked, leaning forward to pat the space on my bed where I had just been sleeping. I cautiously moved to my bed, and sat down facing her. 
 "So what was so important that you had to come all the way over here?" I asked. No sense in beating around the bush. 
 "I wanted to apologize for last night," Bella said, looking down and toying with the edge of my blanket. "I felt like I owed you an explanation." "You don't owe me anything."
 She looked up like she was trying to gauge the honesty of my reply. Then she nodded. "Okay. So maybe not. But would you like one, anyway?"
 I shrugged and leaned back against my headboard, keeping one leg bent and on the floor beside me.

"Tyler has a horrible temper. I didn't want him to start something with you at the carnival. I just thought it would be better to… get him away from you. Then he could talk to me, and I could calm him down."
 "I'm not afraid of him." 
 "But I am," Bella said quietly. I lowered my brows and looked at her. "That's kind of why we broke up." 
 "What do you mean?" I asked. Bella sighed and slumped forward, curling in on herself. "We hadn't been really getting along in a while," she said quietly. "I don't know. It's like… we were just staying together because everyone expected us to. Something like that." She shook her head. "He sorta acted like a jerk every single time he was out drinking with his friends. And then I didn't like being around him. So we fought a lot."

"And?"
 "And so… Jasper and Rosalie had a big party at the end of the school year. Tyler and I went. But once he got drunk, we started arguing. And I went outside for a while…" Bella still fidgeted with my blanket. Her hands shook a little, letting me know that the memory wasn't a pleasant one. "When I came back in the house, I wanted to tell Tyler that I was going home. But I caught him and Lauren upstairs in Jasper's parent's bedroom."
 "Shit," I muttered under my breath. 
 "I don't really know what they did," Bella shook her head. "Lauren ran out of the room, and Tyler was pulling up his pants. He said nothing happened." 
 "So you broke up with him?" 
 "No," Bella shook her head. "I tried to. But you know… that's what I meant when I said that Tyler has a really bad temper." 
 "What happened?" I moved forward on the bed and put my fingertips on her knee. "I told him that I wanted to break up. That it was over. And… he grabbed my arms. He slammed me back against the wall pretty hard." 
 "Did he… hit you?" "No," Bella shook her head rapidly. "But… I'm pretty sure he would have. I mean… he punched the wall and put a hole in it. Right next to my head. You know? That was it. I knew it was absolutely over. I wasn't going to stick around and let anyone turn me into a statistic for teen violence… or Eminem lyrics or something like that."
 "Damn," I swore softly. 
 "I got out of there. And the next day, when he was sober, we talked. He didn't like it. But I told him I wouldn't see him anymore." 
 "How can you… still be friends with him? And Lauren?" 
 "Lauren? No harm, there," Bella laughed bitterly. "She practically did me a favor. I was looking for a reason to break things off with Tyler anyway." 
 "And Tyler?" "He says he's taking some anger management class," Bella shrugged. "The coach wants him to do it anyway. He hurt a guy pretty bad during a game last season. So it was kind of a condition for him, if he wanted to play on the team this year…"

Bella's voice trailed off, and I leaned back against the headboard again.
 "I'm glad you got away from him," I told her honestly. "You did the right thing."
 "I know. And I don't regret it."
 "Then why did you leave with him, last night?"

"I didn't," Bella shook her head. "We went into the school to talk. And because I knew that there were plenty of teachers still in the building. He couldn't exactly do anything with a bunch of witnesses around."

"What did he say?"
 "He wants us to go out again," Bella shrugged. "And he doesn't like me hanging out with you." "And what did you say about that?" I asked quietly.
 "I told him that we are not getting back together."
 "Yeah?"
 "Yeah. And… I told him he doesn't get to choose who I do or do not spend time with." "Oh."
 "Speaking of spending time with someone…" Bella smiled softly and scooted toward me on the bed. "What did you do to Jessica Stanley last night?" 
 "Huh?" I asked. I was still feeling strangely satisfied that Bella wasn't getting back together with Tyler. Her change in topics confused me. "What? I didn't do anything to her!" 
 "You sure charmed the pants off her," Bella giggled. "She called me this morning, and couldn't stop raving about you." 
 "That's stupid," I shook my head. "We talked. Well… she talked. I just listened. Sorta. And I gave her a ride home because Tyler dumped her. That's all. I swear." 
 "Well… she asked me to set you two up," Bella raised her eyebrows up and down. I swallowed hard. This is not where I saw our conversation ending up. 
 "Set us up?" 
 "Like… on a date," Bella nodded. "She asked me if I would talk to you. About going out with her some time." "Oh… I don't know." I shook my head and frowned. I wasn't interested in Jessica in that way. At all. But I was quickly starting to become interested in Bella in that way. And she was the one who seemed to be trying to talk me into dating someone else.

"We really don't have anything in common," I shook my head.
 "You'll find lots to talk about," Bella argued.
 "I have school to concentrate on. I don't really want to get involved with anyone…" "It's one date, Edward. We're not planning your wedding."
 "You said she was easy!" I blurted. And then I felt my cheeks getting hot. Bella pinched her lips together and looked at me. 
 "That's sort of a pro for most guys," Bella finally said. 
 "I'm not most guys," I choked out. She was killing me. "I'm not exactly the most experienced guy on the planet Bella!" "Oh hell, Edward. I don't think even Jessica would have sex with you on the very first date." "That's not what I'm talking about!"
 "Oh. Are you talking about the whole kissing thing?"
 I nodded dumbly and stared at her.
 "Hmm. Yeah. Well. She probably would expect you to at least kiss her, at some point in your evening." "I just… I wouldn't even know… I don't…" I didn't want to kiss Jessica. I didn't want to be sitting here, talking to Bella about kissing Jessica. The whole conversation had taken a turn toward the bizarre. I almost wished I really were still dreaming it all.
 "It's not that big a deal, Edward," Bella shrugged. "Remember what I told you about practicing? You just… practice first. And then your next kiss… your real kiss will be memorable. Right?"
 "Are we back to the idea of me kissing Alice again?" I scowled. "Because I gotta tell you… that is  not going to happen!" 
 "I don't know why you are being such a baby about this," Bella huffed. "Any friend will do. I mean… not that I advertise it or anything. But I practiced kissing with Rosalie." 
 "What?" My eyes almost bulged out of my head, and I sat straight up. 
 "Oh. Don't get all worked up over it," Bella scoffed. "It wasn't sexy or anything. We were young, and we just practiced. We didn't even use tongues." "Shut up. You're ruining this for me," I smiled as I fell back against my pillows and closed my eyes. "Quit joking."
 "I'm not. I'm serious. Mmmm," I hummed, happy to have gotten her away from the topic of me kissing Jessica Stanley. I didn't want to date her. End of story. 
 "What I'm trying to say, is that any friend will do." 
 "Ben was easy enough to talk into a study group," I continued joking. "But I'm pretty sure he's not going to be down for some man on man making-out tutorial." "Edward. Shut up."
 I laughed and rolled to sit back up.
 "Guess that's settled then. I definitely can't go on a date with Jessica, in my current state of inexperience." 
 "Practice with me." 
 The words sort of hovered in front of her mouth. And I held my breath while I waited for her to reel them back in. But she left them floating there between us. "Pardon me?" I croaked.
 "Practice with me," Bella said again. "We're friends now, right?"
 "Friends. Right," I nodded with a frown.
 "And you aren't totally grossed out by me, right?"
 "Not totally, no," I agreed in one of the most epic understatements in history.
 "So… we can practice. You know. So you'll be ready to do it for real."
 "You're messing with me, right?"
 "Nope." Bella shook her head and opened her eyes wide. "Not at all."
 "You're sure… you want to do this?"
 "Absolutely," Bella nodded.
 "When?"
 "Right now."
 "Really?"
 "Why not?"

I sat there staring at her, trying to call her bluff. But she just stared right back. Bella Swan was sitting on the end of my bed, telling me that I could kiss her. I pinched my own arm, hard, and winced at the pain.

"What did you do that for?" Bella asked.
 "Trying to make sure I'm not still dreaming."
 "I don't think you are," Bella laughed.
 "Well… you aren't wearing a cheerleading uniform while rolling around in a giant mound of whipped cream." "No. I'm definitely not."
 "So I must not be dreaming."
 "Has anyone ever told you how weird you are?"
 "Yeah. All the time," I nodded and moved closer to her. If she was serious about this, there was no way in hell I was going to pass it up. "You wanna do this?" Bella asked, raising her eyebrows.
 "Yeah. Do you?" I asked, hoping she hadn't changed her mind.
 "Hmmm. I think so."
 "You think so?" I asked. Then I started worrying if maybe I grossed her out or something. I mean, I was… me. "You don't have to." "It's not like we haven't practically made it to second base before already," Bella laughed. "What?"
 "When you gave me CPR," she giggled.
 "It's not the same," I argued. "You were like, practically dead."
 "I could just close my eyes and lay here like I'm unconscious," Bella suggested.
 "That would be creepy," I frowned.
 "Or we could just do this."
 "Let's," I nodded.
 "Okay. Come here."
 I moved forward on the bed, eager for her instruction. And, let's not try to kid ourselves here. I was really, really just anxious to kiss the girl. Even if it was just practice. Even if it didn't really count. "Alright," Bella said. "Are you the kind of guy who needs instructions? Or do you like to just figure things out as you go?" 
 "I think I can figure things out," I mumbled. "Will my glasses be in the way?" "I like your glasses," Bella breathed. We were close enough so that I could feel her breath actually touch my lips, and mine might have trembled a little bit. I was starting to get nervous. What if I totally screwed this up? It would be embarrassing. "But you can take them off if you'd like."

"Then I won't be able to see you."
 "You'll have your eyes closed anyway," Bella pointed out. We were sort of speaking against each others mouths. Not really touching yet. But I was starting to feel dizzy just from the closeness.

"I'll leave them on," I whispered.
 "Okay."
 "Are you ready?"
 "Just kiss me," Bella instructed. And so I did.

I only had to rock forward the tiniest bit, to fit my mouth over hers. And it was absolutely amazing how the simple touch of her lips sent a rush of heat from the top of my head all the way down to the tips of my toes. She didn't pull away, and so I experimented a little by moving my mouth lightly back and forth against hers. It was… awesome. Bella's lower lip trembled, and so I kissed that. And then, because I was at a loss, I tipped my face and kissed the corner of her mouth that always started each and every one of her smiles. Her lips parted then, and the sweetest little sigh came out of her. I pulled away a little, and watched as her eyelids fluttered open. She looked as dazed as I felt. It was just about the coolest feeling on earth, to know that I had made Bella look so sweet and dreamy and so… so kissable. I wasn't stupid enough to believe that a chance like this would ever come along again. And I wanted more. So even though I was kinda worried that she might deliver one of those Hollywood-movie slaps when I finished, I decided to just go for it anyway.

This time I reached to push my hands into her hair. And she didn't argue or protest when I pulled her mouth back to mine. I always thought I would be confused or something, when it came to kissing. Like… wondering which way to turn my head so our noses didn't hit together… or wondering if I'd know what to do with my tongue. But oh God… there was Bella's tongue. She parted her lips and touched my lip so softly with the tip of her tongue, that it was a very easy and natural thing to just follow her lead. I touched my tongue against hers, and tasted her. This was the best day of my life.

Somehow, we ended up with our arms locked around each other. Our mouths just sort of melted together and my whole body was buzzing with the weird connection between us. It was more than I ever imagined. And it was also scary as hell. And it must have been scary for Bella too, because all of a sudden she pulled away from me. And I let her. We were both breathing heavy, and she jumped up from the bed and rushed over to my door, pressing her back to it while she looked at me.

"That… that was more than a practice kiss," Bella said with a shaky voice.
 "Yeah," I said, swallowing hard. "Thanks for not hitting me."
 "Wait. What?"
 "I'm sorry," I hurried to say.
 "No. Don't. It was…"
 "You should know… just so there's no confusion about it someday…I'm going to count that as a real one." 
 "Yeah. Yeah," Bella nodded. She still looked dazed and a little freaked out. I was somehow coming across way more calm than I felt. 
 "You should also know that I'm not going to date Jessica Stanley." 
 "Alright," she whispered. I continued to sit there, looking at her. Bella just stared right back. But a knock on the wood behind her head made us both jump. "What the…?" I muttered.
 "Are you kids still in there?" I heard my dad call out.
 "Yeah. Dad. We are."
 "Well, I'm heading off to work."
 "I was just leaving too," Bella said, opening the door for him. My dad looked between the two of us, and shrugged his shoulders. 
 "Great. I'll see you out." Bella hurried to leave my room ahead of him, and my father turned behind her with a look on his face, like he was trying to apologize for interrupting us. I just shook my head and shrugged one shoulder, to let him know it was fine. And as soon as I heard the front door close, I fell back against my bed with a sigh.

I just kissed Bella Swan. I JUST KISSED BELLA SWAN! And if the way she kissed me back was any indication… she thought it was just as good as I did. Then again, she did sprint from my room like the hounds of hell were on her trail. Maybe it was horrible.
 Nah. It was good. I knew it was good. As much as I would have liked to lay around in bed, and go over and over that kiss in my mind, I knew that there would be plenty of time for that later. I sat up instead, and pulled my shoes on. And then I hurried down the street to Al's house.

I found her in the kitchen making brownies. She didn't say a word as I hopped up to sit on the counter beside her. She just handed me a sticky brown beater. I took the treat and started licking the brownie batter off the thin, metal spokes.
 "So, are you okay?" I asked, finally dropping the nearly-clean object into the soapy water in the sink beside me. "I'm fine. Sorry to ruin your night."
 "You didn't. Not at all. Come on, Al."
 "I was just… I don't know." Alice shrugged.
 "Those guys are assholes."
 "I just hoped that he would see me. You know?"
 "Bella said that Jasper wasn't even one of them that were making fun of you."
 "It didn't matter," Alice shook her head. "He heard them."
 "Any one of those guys would be lucky, to have a girl like you Alice," I told her truthfully. "They're just…" 
 "Can we not talk about it? Please?" Alice asked then, sliding her brownie tray into the oven. "I swear I'll be fine. I was just a little embarrassed." "Sure, Alice. Whatever you want."
 She nodded and led the way out to the porch.
 "So. Are you going to tell me about your night?"
 "There isn't much to tell."
 "No?"
 "Then why do you look like the cat that swallowed the canary?" Alice asked, narrowing her eyes while she looked up at me. I couldn't help it. I laughed. "Well… Bella just left my house."
 "Wait. What?" Alice exploded. "She stayed the night?"
 "No!" I laughed and shook my head. "Of course not. Are you forgetting who you are talking to? She came over this morning!" "Oh. Right," Alice nodded.
 "But I did kiss her."
 "YOU DID NOT!"
 "Yeah I did," I smiled and scratched my cheek. So much for not being the type of guy to kiss and tell. "Well, way to go Edward," Alice grinned. "I knew you had it in ya."
 "That makes one of us," I chuckled.
 "So… what does that mean?"
 "It means nothing," I shook my head.
 "Hmm. We'll see," Alice pressed her lips together. "Did you do a good job?"
 "I think so…"
 We sat in silence for a couple of minutes, and Alice leaned over to rest the side of her head on my shoulder. "Just promise me something," Alice asked.
 "Of course," I replied.
 "Promise we'll always be friends."
 "Alice? Nothing is ever going to change that."

~*~
 ~ Chapter Eleven ~ Let It Be

I thought it was a little odd that Bella wasn't at school on Monday. But then she was gone Tuesday as well. Alice kept her eyes and ears open, to try to learn the reason for Bella's absence, but came up empty handed. By Wednesday, Bella was back in school. But it's not like I had a chance to try to talk to her or anything. She must have been wearing some sort of invisibility cloak in the hallways… she sat with her back facing my table at lunch, and I heard her ask Mr. Molina if she could visit the nurse's office, as soon as she entered our chemistry class.
 Yeah. She was definitely acting strange. I hoped that maybe we could finally talk at the Rec center on Wednesday night. But when I got there, I learned that she had cited having extra home-work to do, and had taken the night off. By that time, I was really frustrated with the whole situation. As I drove home, I had convinced myself that I would just call her, and ask what in the hell was going on.

Then my dad stood around in the kitchen, taking about two hours to put together a turkey sandwich. I sat with my fingers drumming the table, staring at the phone that was mounted on the kitchen wall, and wishing I hadn't forgotten to purchase a new cordless option while I was in Port Angeles. I really didn't want him as an audience when I called Bella.
 Finally, finally,heleft the room with his food. I waited until I heard the television start up before I picked up the phone and dialed the number I had gotten from the school directory. "Swan residence."
I lowered my brows. The slightly accented voice on the other end of the phone was definitely not Bella. Didn't sound like her mother's voice either. I guessed it was a someone who helped out around the house or something.
 "Yeah, uh, hello," I offered and cringed at my own stammered greeting. "This is Edward. Cullen. I was just wondering if I might speak with Isabella?" 
 "Sure, Edward. Please hold on." 
 I twirled the old plastic cord that hung from our phone around the tip of my index finger until it started to turn purple. Then I slowly unwound it. " Hello?" I heard the same voice on the phone.
 "I'm here," I responded.
 "Miss Bella is… busy right now. She asked me to please take a message."
 "Oh." I frowned. Busy. Yeah, right. "Could you just ask her to call Edward. You know… when she has time?" " Call Edward. Okay. I'll tell her. Goodnight."
 "Good-" she hung up before I could finish.
 "Everything alright?" My dad asked. He stepped back into the room and fished around in a cupboard near my head for a bag of Doritos. 
 "Sure," I nodded. I couldn't keep the disappointment from my voice. "I'm just going to go upstairs to study. I might be… getting a phone call?" Not like I really expected her to call me back. "I'll let you know," my dad offered. I nodded again and made my way upstairs. 
 I flopped across my bed with my calculus book open to my homework pages. But it was very hard to concentrate on the chain rule while my brain was buzzing with Bella. " Shit," I groaned. This was why I had been so adamant about not wasting my time, worrying about girls. I was distracted. I straightened my glasses and frowned at the words in front of me, trying to make sense of the material that should be dominating my brain.

The chain rule is used to find the derivative of functions that have functions inside them. For example, the function sin can be thought of as the composition of two other functions…
"Edward!" My father's voice cut through my homework haze. "Telephone!"
 I jumped up and ran down the stairs to the kitchen, to pick up the phone that was lying on the table. "Hello?" I asked eagerly.
 "What's up?" Alice asked. I sighed in disappointment that it wasn't the voice I had hoped for. "Nothing. Trying to study for calculus. What are you doing?" I asked.
 "Just checking to see if tacos sound good for dinner tomorrow night," Alice asked. "I could bring everything over after school…" 
 "Yeah. Sounds fine by me," I nodded. "What did Dad say?" 
 "You know he's down for anything I want to cook," she laughed. "He's leaving grocery money with you to give me in the morning." "Okay," I shrugged. "Anything else?"
 "Nope. Get back to your homework, Eddie. I'll see you in the morning."
 "Don't call me that," I griped. "Yeah. See ya."
 I hung up the phone and went back upstairs.

The derivative of a composite function is the derivative of the outside function times the derivative of the inside function.
"Edward! Phone!"
 "Is it Al again?" I yelled.
 "Some other girl."
 I slid my eyes away from the confusing text and huffed as I ran back down stairs for the phone. "Hello?"
 "Edward?"
 "Who is this?" My brows lowered in my confusion.
 "Hi. It's Jessica. I hope you don't mind. I got your number…"
 "From the school directory?" I asked. Funny. My number had been available all of these years of high school. Only now, were people actually looking for it. "Yeah," she giggled. "Anyway… you have calculus. Right?"
 "Right…" I scratched my head.
 "Did you finish your homework? Because I'm sort of stranded on question number three." I rolled my eyes. Thanks to the phone ringing, I hadn't even made it as far as she had yet. "Hold on. Let me go get my book."

I ran back upstairs, and then brought my text book down to the kitchen table. Together, on the phone, we worked through our homework assignment. I had to suffer through another ten minutes, afterward, of Jessica telling me about some sweater that she had to return to a store because it was unraveling near the hem. But at least I actually got my work done.
 "So… I'll see you in school tomorrow," Jessica said. 
 "Sure. See you," I said. My father walked into the room and turned a chair backwards to sit on in front of me. "Should have bought another phone," he suggested.
 "Yeah. Sorry," I shrugged, closing my book.
 "It's been ringing off the hook tonight," he pointed out. I nodded. My apology was still implied. "Lots of girls calling," my father grinned.
 "Not the one I was waiting for," I mumbled. My dad nodded in understanding.
 "Did you get your homework done?"
 "Surprisingly, yes," I finally smiled a little. "I'm going to bed."
 "Hang in there, kid," my dad said, clapping me on the shoulder. "She'll get back to you when she's ready." I hadn't even told him what was up. But my dad was like Yoda or something. He just knew things. "Thanks, Dad," I smiled. "Night."
 "I'm going to go over there and talk to her," I muttered, rolling an apple back and forth in my hands. Alice nodded over her lunch and wiped her mouth. 
 "You should." 
 Bella had managed to avoid me during chemistry once again, by coming in to the room just as the final bell rang. It was getting ridiculous. 
 "What should I say?" I whispered. " Hello, Bella. I'm a paranoid freak. And I'm pretty sure that my kissing skills have turned you into a cyborg-creature from the planet of Avoid-Edward-Cullen-at-all-costs. Gonna finish that cookie?" Alice offered while mimicking a deep voice. I scowled over at her.
 I didn't have to worry about opening lines, because just as I got ready to stand, I was forced to sit back down by the arrival of one very perky, very chatty, Jessica Stanley. "Hi, Edward," Jessica grinned, standing beside the table. "Hi…" she turned wide eyes toward Al. "Alice," my friend offered. "We have two classes together."
 "Sorry," Jessica breathed. "Hi."
 Without further invitation, she pulled out the chair beside Alice and sat down. Al rolled her eyes and took a large bite of her sandwich. 
 "What's going on?" I asked, noticing over her shoulder that we now seemed to finally have Bella's attention. 
 "Oh, I just wanted to come over and thank you for your help on our calculus homework last night. It was really nice of you. You're super-smart, aren't you?" 
 I blinked at her rapid-fire speech and then felt my cheeks getting hot when I saw Alice making googly eyes in my direction, unbeknownst to Jessica. 
 "No. Not really," I shook my head. "I have to work just as hard as anyone else." 
 "I don't believe that," Jessica giggled and reached over to put her hand on my forearm. I coughed and Alice rested her chin on her palm, batting her eyelashes at me. 
 "That's our Edward," Al sighed. "He's so modest!" 
 "Oh! I know it!" Jessica gushed. I frowned and kicked at Alice under the table, to get her to stop encouraging the girl. "Well… I need to get to class," I suggested.
 "I can walk with you," Jessica smiled. I shrugged and frowned. I didn't want to be rude, by declining the offer.
 "Alice?" I begged for her assistance. She just grinned around the bite of food that was packed in her cheeks. 
 "You're on your own, Romeo," she shook her head. "I'll see you later." I flipped her off behind Jessica's back, and silently walked beside the girl as she led me from the cafeteria. I wasn't quite sure what she was talking about, because I had more or less been distracted by the way that Bella pretended not to be watching us as we left together. When I saw an opportunity to escape, I took it.

"Sorry Jessica," I grimaced and patted my stomach while pointing at the men's bathroom door. "Gotta make a pit-stop before my next class." Yeah. Because nothing said "un-romantic" like indicating that you had to take a shit. She seemed un-phased though, and nodded with a smile.
 "Okay, Edward. I'll see you around!" 
 I walked into the men's room and washed my hands, then leaned against the counter until I was sure she was gone. 
 I didn't talk to Alice on the way home. She sat humming to the radio, ignoring my surly mood. I couldn't help it. She completely left me out to dry… fed me to the sharks… "I'll be over at around seven," she called when I silently dropped her off outside her house. I just gunned the engine on my ancient old truck, and rumbled the rest of the way down the block to my house.
 With my backpack slung over one shoulder, I stomped my way across the lawn to retrieve the plastic-sleeved newspaper that was tossed there. How hard was it to hit the porch, I mean, really? And I cussed under my breath when I felt my foot squish into yet another pile of shit, left in my yard by our neighbor's dog. "Son of a…" I growled. I looked up to glare at Skippy, who sat on the sidewalk between our houses, laughing at me. Okay, so I know that dogs can't really laugh. But he looked like he was laughing at me. So I bared my teeth and growled at him.
 He wagged his tail. I used the edge of the rolled-up newspaper I held to scrape most of the crap off my shoe, and then I aimed and threw the paper at the mutt. That seemed to have the desired effect. The paper made a brown skid on the concrete where Skippy had been sitting. My shaggy little nemesis yipped, dodged the attack, and ran for his doggy door.
 "One of these days," I continued to threaten under my breath. I left both shoes on my front porch, and went inside. I contemplated stealing one of my dad's beers to help me chill out, but then opted for a hot shower instead. And that seemed to work. I felt much better as I stood toweling my wet hair. And I went back downstairs to retrieve my school books, so that I could get started on homework before Alice showed up to make dinner.

I was laid out on the couch, reading my history book when a knock sounded at the door. I raised my eyebrows and looked at the clock. It was too early for Alice. And she had her own key. With a sigh, I put my book down and walked to answer the summons. I was shocked, to see Bella standing in front of my door.
 "Hello?" I asked. She frowned and twisted her hand under the strap of her backpack on her shoulder.

"Can I come in?" Bella asked with her face scrunched up. "It smells like poop out here." "Sorry," I said, stepping back to indicate that she should enter. "It's my shoes."
 She raised her eyebrows.
 "My neighbor has a dog…" I tried to explain. She just shrugged and walked inside.
 "So… what are you doing here?" I asked. Bella brushed her hair over her shoulder and turned to look at me. 
 "I was thinking, maybe we could study together? Or something?" Bella asked. I stared at her and frowned. "I was reading history," I suggested.
 "Oh, yeah," Bella agreed. "We have a quiz in that class tomorrow. Right?"

"Right," I nodded. Bella smiled then and I extended my hand toward the open space in front of the television. Bella sat on the floor and unloaded her book and notebook from her bag. I picked up my own book, and sat beside her. Without another word, we both started reading. The silence was interrupted only by the sound of her pen scratching across the surface of her paper as she made notes. And then she sighed.

"This is… uncomfortable," she finally muttered. I looked up at her.
 "You wanted to study."
 "Yes," she said. "But you're like… not saying anything."
 "I'm reading."
 "You're acting weird."
 "So are you," I pointed out.
 "How can we fix it?" Bella asked. I looked up and put my textbook on my lap.
 "Why don't you start by telling me why you've been avoiding me."
 "I haven't."
 I raised my eyebrow at her, disbelievingly, and she looked down.
 "You were out of school…"

"My mom wanted to go to Seattle," Bella explained. "She thinks that her and my dad need… I don't know. To spice up their love life or something gross like that. So she wanted to follow him back to his condo for a couple days. And she didn't want to drive alone. She promised me a day at a spa. So I went with her."
 "Spa?" I asked. 
 Bella grabbed a handful of her thick hair, and held the blunt edges up for my inspection. "See?" she asked. I looked at her offering in confusion. 
 "What am I supposed to be seeing?" I asked. 
 "My hair is trimmed," she pointed out. I just shook my head. Bella huffed and reached down to pull off her shoe. Then she held her blue-painted toenails up under my nose. "What are you…?" I asked.
 "Pedicure," Bella said. I swear I felt like she was speaking in some different language.
 "What in the hell are you talking about?" I finally asked in exasperation. Bella slipped her shoe back on. 
 "Just in case there was any question about me going to a spa," Bella said. "Sometimes a girl just needs a spa day." "For what?" I asked.
 "To… feel pretty," Bella shrugged.
 "I think you're pretty all the time," I said quietly. And then I felt my face get red. I hadn't meant to say anything like that out loud. I glanced over to Bella, and her cheeks were pink too. "Well… anyway. I wasn't avoiding you," Bella said softly.
 "You've been back at school for two days," I argued then. "And you didn't return my call."
 "I just… needed to think about stuff. Okay?" Bella asked. I watched as she ran the pads of her fingertips over the text in her book, as if she was reading Braille. 
 "You never seem to have a problem telling me what's on your mind," I pointed out. "I don't know why it has to be different now." 
 "Because everything is different now," Bella huffed. "I shouldn't have… but then you… and then we…" 
 I stared at her while she stammered, and couldn't help the grin that twisted up the corner of my mouth. She was adorable when she was flustered. 
 "It's because we kissed. Right?" 
 "I didn't expect it to be so… you know? I thought it would be no big deal. And I'm not looking for a boyfriend," Bella mumbled. I laughed then. "That's okay. I'm not looking for a girlfriend."
 Bella pulled her head up and looked into my eyes.
 "No?"

"No." I shook my head solemnly. Getting in any kind of a relationship was never in my game plan. And really, what kind of fool would I have to be, to believe that Bella would want to take an eraser to my playbook?

"Then what  do you want?" Bella asked skeptically.
 "I dunno," I said. It was my turn to look down.
 "The truth," she pressed.
 "I'd like to still be friends," I said. "But…"
 "But what?"
 "I also just… reallywanttokissyouagain," I breathed. Bella was silent until I looked up at her. "I want that too," she whispered.
 And then, we were.

You know that feeling, when you get off the best roller coaster you've ever ridden? It's like… your heart is pounding through your chest, and your cheeks hurt from screaming and laughing… your blood is buzzing through your veins, and your whole body is kinda tingling from all the adrenaline? And then… the only thing you can think about is how you want to run back to the end of the line so you can ride it again? That is what it felt like to kiss Bella Swan. And I wasn't stupid. I knew that about a million guys would line up for that experience. But for whatever reason… she was letting me cut right up to the front of the line. And it. Was. Awesome.

She moved at me while I moved at her. And somehow we ended up on our sides, lying on our forgotten text books. The hard spine of one of them dug into my ribs, and I grunted and tried to shift away from it. I'm pretty sure Bella thought that was in response to her pulling my hair… which did feel pretty great… so she did that again. And then she pressed up against me. Holy hell.

The first time I kissed Bella, all I could focus on was the feel of her lips under mine. But this time… I started to notice the way her soft curves felt, all squished up against me. I could totally feel her chest, hot against mine through the t-shirts we wore. And her hips… but then, my hips… and then my whole body went into over-drive. I'm a teenage guy. I'm pretty used to getting frequent erections. But what I am not used to is having a real live girl inspiring one, and actually close enough to feel it if she so chose to come any closer to that particular area. And so I cautiously pulled the lower half of my body away from her.

"God, your lips are nice," Bella breathed between our mouths. It was completely innocent, as far as talking-dirty goes. But my mind took me there anyway. I groaned and lowered my head to kiss under her ear. Then across her jawline. Then down her neck. Then…
 "Ow!" Bella pulled away a little, and I looked up at her in shock. "Did you… just bite me?" Bella asked. I closed my eyes in embarrassment and tucked my chin down. "Maybe. A little," I admitted.
 "Wow," Bella mumbled. "I think I'm creating a monster."
 "I'm sorry…"
 "Don't be. Do it again!"

Elated that she wasn't beating the shit out of me for losing control, I went for her mouth again, instead. Bella moaned and shoved her hands into my hair. And I twisted the back of her t-shirt in my fist. And then she pulled her leg up and over my hip. I was caught in the moment, and cupped the back of her knee, pulling it up higher around me… torn between pushing her away to a safer distance and shoving myself right up against her. But then a noise on the porch made the decision for me. Both of us heard my father stomping his way up the stairs, and scrambled to sit upright. Bella straightened her shirt and tried to tame her wild hair. I straightened my glasses and hurried to pull a text book over the tell-tale bulge in my pants. Then my dad stood in the doorway to the living room just sort of grinning at us like our efforts were totally wasted on fooling him anyway.
 "Uh… Hi, kids." He rubbed at the back of his neck and I could tell he was trying to hide his smirk. "Edward? Didn't know you had company." "We were just studying," I said, clearing my throat.
 I heard Bella mumble some nonsense syllables like she was trying to support my story. "Is Bug cooking dinner tonight?" my dad asked.
 "Um… I think so," I nodded.
 "She usually cooks enough for an army. Would you like to ask your… uh…"
 "Bella," I hurried to supply. "Bella? This is my dad, Carlisle."
 "Yeah… we met when I came over here last weekend," Bella said quietly.
 "Pleasure to uh… make it official," my father nodded politely. "Would you like to stay for dinner, Bella?" 
 "Oh. Um… I really can't." She shook her head and started frantically shoving books and notepads into her backpack. "My mom is expecting me home. And… and… well, thanks anyway." Bella jumped up with her bag slung over her arm, and hurried toward the door. My father lowered his eyebrows and tilted his head in her direction, indicating that I should get up off my ass and see her out. I did just that.
 "Bella? Hold on," I called out, rising to my feet to hurry after her. She stopped on the porch, but didn't turn around to face me. 
 "What?" she asked in a quiet voice. 
 "It's just…" I shuffled my feet from side to side. "You really can stay if you want. Al usually cooks a bunch of food. I'm serious. We eat left-overs for like three days…" 
 "I wasn't lying," Bella said, and turned to face me warily. "My mom likes to eat out at the club on Thursday nights. I don't always have to go… but I sort of promised her that I would, tonight." "Oh. Okay," I nodded. 
 "Okay then…" she turned to go. 
 "Bella?" I called out again, stopping her in the middle of our sidewalk. 
 "Yes?" She turned once more. "Don't get weird again," I said. I wasn't sure if I was asking her, telling her… or just wishing out loud. "I'm pretty sure that we are allowed to like each other, without having to make everything complicated."
 "Do you like me, then? Like… like me, like me? More than a friend, like me?" Bella asked. It was an odd question. But considering how blunt Bella usually was, it was strangely fitting. "Definitely," I nodded.
 "Good," she smiled finally, and I smiled too. "Because I like you too."
 "How much?" I asked, feeling light enough to fly off the porch.
 "Don't push it," Bella grinned, shaking her head at me. She grounded me once more. But we both laughed. "No titles," I said, sobering up. "No definitions."
 "Nothing complicated," Bella agreed. "Let's just… be."
 "Just be." I looked up at the grey sky above. "Hmm. That sounds really good."
 "Good."
 Bella turned to go then, without another word. I was still on the porch contemplating the sky, when Alice came across the yard. "What are you doing?" Alice called out, getting my attention.
 "Just… being," I shrugged and smiled at her.
 "Just being a lame-ass," Alice chided. "Get over here and help me carry the groceries!" I jumped down the porch steps and quickly took the bag from her arms.


~*~
 ~ Chapter Twelve ~ Getting To Know You

To say that I was distracted through dinner, would be an understatement. Al and my father chatted in a buzz behind my thoughts of Bella. She liked me. She liked me. That was… so cool. And also so very unexpected. I frowned and crunched through my tacos. And I felt like an asshole when my dad had to call my name for the third time to bring me into their conversation.

As I drove to pick Al up for school, I was focused on apologizing to her. It was shitty of me to be so spaced out at the dinner table, when she had worked hard to make a nice meal for us. I knew that she was mad when she left, too, with barely more than a snippy 'good-night.'

I waited at the curb in front of Al's place for like five minutes. And because I was set to make amends, I didn't honk for her to hurry like I typically would. I got out of the truck instead, and walked up to her door. I was met with a very ill-looking girl, wrapped in a giant yellow bathrobe. The cheery color did not reflect itself in her demeanor.
 "Al? You look…" I stopped myself. Her hair was standing out in wild directions and she had one arm thrown across her midsection. In her other hand, she held a brown-paper lunch sack. "I'm staying home today," Alice told me unnecessarily. "I feel hellish. But I made you lunch, anyway." She pushed the bag toward me, and I took it hesitantly. 
 "You shouldn't have…" 
 "It's meatloaf day at school. Do you think I'd really send you off to that kind of torture? I made you ham and cheese." 
 "But if you're sick," I said, looking down at the bag. 
 "My period isn't contagious," Alice scoffed. "I promise you won't catch my cramps if you eat the lunch I made." 
 I cringed. Too much information. 
 "I just meant you didn't have to go to the trouble, if you didn't feel good." Alice just nodded and turned to go back inside. 
 "Wait? Al?" She stopped and turned with one eyebrow raised. "I realize I was sort of… absent at dinner last night. Maybe I could bring a movie over tonight or something? Make it up to you?" "I don't know if I'll feel up to it," Alice shrugged. "Call me later or something."
 "I really am sorry."
 "I know, E. Don't worry about it. I'll see you later."

"Good luck with your…. menstruation or whatever," I motioned toward her stomach and Al just shook her head at my attempts to wish her well.
 It felt weird, pulling up in front of the high school without my usual companion. I hoisted my backpack onto my shoulder, feeling like I had forgotten something at home. I noticed Bella in the parking lot. She glanced over across the cars at me, and offered me a small wave. I lifted my palm up to return the greeting. At least she wasn't acting strangely because of what had happened between us the day before. That was a plus. She knew I liked her. I knew that she liked me. And I knew how it felt to kiss her, and knew it would probably happen again sometime. I relaxed a little and strolled into the building with a small smile on my face. Maybe the day wouldn't be so bad, after all.

I did feel a little odd, walking into the cafeteria alone. I packed my lunch in one hand, and my chemistry book in the other, thinking I would read to pass the time that Alice's chatter usually filled for me during the mid-day break. But I wasn't alone for long. I had made it no further than about halfway through the room before Bella called my name and waved me over to her table. I nodded and made my way over to her, ignoring the shitty look that Tyler gave me as I approached.
 "Hey. What's up?" I greeted her. 
 "Good. You brought your book," Bella smiled. "Sit down. Maybe you could help me understand what Mr. Molina had on the board today." 
 I smiled and sat in the empty seat beside her, and opened my book on the table between us. "Ooh. Me too." Angela left her seat and slid her lunch tray down to the space across from me. She was eating the meatloaf. Brave girl. 
 "Well, I'm not sure, exactly," I began. "That's why I brought my book. I was hoping to read a little more during lunch…" "We can figure it out together," Bella smiled and reached to turn to the correct page. I felt warm with her arm brushing against mine, and for a moment I wondered if she was talking about our class or about us. Angela and Bella and I bent over my book until we were interrupted by Jessica, who chose to flop down in the seat directly across from me.
 "Oh. Hi Jess," Bella said, flashing me a quick look. I tried to preoccupy myself by taking a large bite of my sandwich. 
 "Hi, Edward," Jessica said, ignoring the other girls for the moment. 
 "Uh… hi," I said with my mouth full. Angela giggled and used her fork to draw a heart in the congealed gravy over her meatloaf. I pretended not to notice. "So, I was wondering…" Jessica leaned forward and I had to really concentrate not to look down her shirt. I mean… her sweater was unbuttoned and she must have been wearing one of those push-up bra things that Alice was always going on and on about. Because her boobs were kinda showing and seemed to be saying "Look at us, Edward. Look at us." But I didn't. Much. I just swallowed my sandwich and took a drink from the lemonade bottle that Bella graciously shoved in my direction.
 "About?" "There's this really funny movie playing in Port Angeles," Jessica said. She was twirling her hair around one finger, and I focused on that. Much better than falling back into the boob trap. "I was thinking if you aren't busy sometime this week… maybe you'd like to go see it?"

I lowered my eyes to the napkin under my fingers, and started tearing little strips along the edge to avoid Jessica's hopeful expression. And I was trying to avoid the sudden interest I could feel, from everyone else at the table as well.

"I don't know," I hedged. "I study a lot."
 "Monday?"
 "Math quiz on Tuesday."
 "Tuesday?"
 "Uh… probably homework due on Wednesday…"
 "Wednesday?"
 I perked up. I had a legitimate excuse for that night.
 "Sorry. I work at the Rec Center on Wednesday nights."

"That's right. Gotta be so much more thrilling to call out Bingo numbers for the blue-hairs than to hang out with friends like a normal person," came Tyler's snide remark from down the table. And I knew it wasn't directed specifically at me. He didn't like Bella volunteering time at the Rec Center, either.
 Before I spoke up, Bella did for me. 
 "You know what? Maybe it would be fun to hang out with friends, Edward. We could get a whole group of us together on Wednesday night." "I have cheerleading practice," Angela groaned.
 "We don't get out of the Rec Center until eight," Bella offered.
 "Perfect," Jessica bounced a little. Her eyes were still on me. "The late movie starts at nine-thirty. That means we could all get together after work… practice… whatever!" "Yeah. Great," I mumbled around another bite of sandwich.
 "We could just drive over together," Bella smiled softly at me. "And meet everyone at the theatre."

The plan suddenly sounded pretty dang good. Even if hanging around all of Bella's friends didn't exactly sound like a fun night out… at least I would get to spend some time alone with her on the drive to and from Port Angeles. And Jessica surely couldn't mistake the situation as a date, with everyone involved in a group outing. Right?
 "Okay. Super! See you later, Edward!" Jessica grinned and bent low one extra time as she got up from her seat. I still didn't look. Much. Bella smirked beside me. "Someone has a crush," Angela teased.
 "Cut it out," I warned her, looking back at the text book.
 "Say what you want. I think you two would make a cute couple."
 I caught Bella frowning from the corner of my eye. It made me smile a little.
 "Oh. Hey Edward? Figure out those class notes?"
 I looked up again. Ben Cheney had stopped at the end of our table, noticing the open book that we were trying to study. 
 "Getting closer," I nodded up at him. "What the fuck?" A voice growled from down the table, and we turned to see Tyler standing up and glaring down at us. "Are you fucking lost, Cheney?" Tyler snarled. "Do you need me to draw you a map? Losers sit on that side of the lunch room. Or do you need an escort?"

"Jesus, Tyler. Relax," Angela said under her breath.
 "I won't relax," Tyler pushed his chair back and stomped over to us. "I'm sick and tired of gay, nerd, little faggots sniffing around our skirt at our table!"

Ben quietly turned and walked away. I rolled my eyes and stood up.
 "You got a problem, Cullen?" Tyler barked.
 I lost track of exactly how many ways what he said had been offensive… to so many people. It just wasn't worth it to call him out on it. I shrugged. 
 "Not hungry. See you later, Bella. Angela." I nodded at the girls and grabbed my book. "Hey, Ben?" I called. "Wait up." I hurried to catch up with Ben, and we found a mostly deserted table at the side of the room to go over the rest of our notes. At least we weren't interrupted over there. You know… where the losers were supposed to sit.

The next couple of days went quickly. Alice dried up, or whatever it is that girls do. She was back to her fun self in no time. And I kind of felt like a jerk for not mentioning the up-coming trip to the movies with her.

It wasn't that I didn't want to invite her along, really. I mean… I'm pretty sure she'd think it was some great opportunity for social-growth or whatever, to come hang out with Bella's group of friends. But the truth was… I wasn't interested in hanging out with Bella's friends. I was interested in hanging out with her. And I knew that if I invited Alice, I'd have to give her a ride to and from Port Angeles. So yeah. That pretty much made me a selfish asshole. But I decided to give myself a pass this one time.

I kept a button-up shirt out in my truck, to throw on over my Rec Center t-shirt when I got off work. And I lugged my guitar case into the side door of the building. I wasn't calling out Bingo numbers for the 'blue-hairs', as Tyler called them. But I was going to play music while some guests from the assisted living center at the edge of town had a social outing. Once a month, a bus brought several of the residents from the nursing home, to mix and mingle in the main hall at the Rec Center.

The lights were dim, but it wasn't too dark for people to sit at the small tables that were set up, to play cards or just talk to each other while I quietly strummed my guitar from a stool in the corner of the room. I couldn't help but smile, when a few of the older couples held hands and came to slow dance on the shiny patch of floor-space just in front of me. It was charming. I liked seeing them with their arms wrapped around each other. Their soft features reflected feelings of youth that time could not chase away as they held on to each other for as long as they could while their favorite songs played.
 Yeah. I had to learn some old shit. But it was worth it. I looked up once, and was surprised to see Bella leaning her shoulder into the doorway. She watched me with a soft smile on her face, and I nodded once in her direction. I smiled as an oldtimer made his way over to where she stood, and quickly moved from the end of the song I was playing right into the start of another, to aid the old guy in his mission. Thankfully, Bella played along, and allowed the man to lead her out to the floor for a dance.

He held her small hand in his larger, aged one, and twirled her in front of him like a man who loved to dance in his day. Her ponytail spun behind her, and she smiled widely and care-free. I wondered if he saw his granddaughter in her… or perhaps an old love from fifty or so years past. I played out the song with a large and goofy smile on my face. It only grew larger when the song finally ended, and the old gentleman placed a chaste kiss in the air just above the skin of Bella's knuckles. Bella turned to look at me, and pointed down to her wrist, where a watch might lay. I considered the time, and mouthed "just one more."
 She nodded and disappeared from the room. I finished up my set, and tried not to feel guilty while I packed up my guitar to leave. They got their night out. Now I was kinda looking forward to mine. Other than the old folks who were shuffling onto the bus outside, the parking lot was empty when I got there. I glanced around and determined that Bella must still be in the building, and so I hurried to my truck. My shirt was hanging behind my seat. I quickly pulled the rounded collar of the t-shirt I was wearing up over my nose, and sniffed it to check its funkicity. Yep. Just as I was afraid of. I could detect the faint aroma of the fried chicken that was served in the dining hall just before social-hour. I laid on my stomach across the front seat of my truck, and reached into the glove-box for the bottle of cologne that I nabbed from my dad. Then I shoved my arms into my button-up and got back out of the truck. While the cologne didn't stink or anything, I didn't want to fog up the entire cab of my truck with it. And I had learned a few tricks from Alice. So I glanced around again, and sprayed a cloud of vapor up into the air. With my arms thrown out and my eyes closed, I started walking in a staggering circle, trying to catch the mist that hung in the humid air around me. I pretty much looked ridiculous, with my shirt hanging open, twirling around like a drunk boy-ballerina or something. And that's exactly how Bella found me.

I opened my eyes to see her standing next to her car, a few feet away. She held a bag over her shoulder, and her shiny hair and touched-up lip gloss were a dead give-away that she had gotten herself ready to go out inside the privacy of the building, like a normal person would. She had a smirk on her face. And I was at a loss. Since my arms were already sticking out, I started sweeping them upward while I scissored my legs beneath me in a half-assed jumping jacks motion.
 "Just… uh… getting a little exercise," I claimed with a red face. Bella bit at her shiny lower-lip and her eyes twinkled with amusement. "Come on," she opened her car door. "I'll drive."
 "I can drive," I said, nodding toward my truck. Bella frowned.

"My car will take less gas," she argued. I shrugged. It seemed important to her, that she drive. I didn't really care, as long as she was willing to ignore my whole cologne-aerobics routine. Once I got in the passenger seat and buckled the safety belt, Bella started the car. My ears were immediately assaulted by blistering-loud fabricated-angry-pop-girl music. Some overly synthesized girl wailed while a techno beat pounded, and I pulled my hands over my ears while Bella reached forward to immediately turn it down.
 "Sorry about that," she mumbled. 
 "That was horrible," I chided. Bella put the car in gear and scoffed while she looked behind her to back out. "Oh please," she wrinkled her nose. "What are you listening to, in your car?"
 "Nothing," I shook my head. "The stereo doesn't work in my truck."
 "Okay. Ipod. Stereo at home. Whatever. What are you currently listening to?"
 "I like all kinds of stuff," I told her.
 "Sure you do," Bella nodded and kept her eyes on the road. "Fitting. Since you are like a musical genius or something." "Or something!" I laughed.
 "I heard you playing. You're really great," Bella complimented.

"Thanks." I was glad it was dark in the car to hide my heated face. "But if this is where you expect me to start listing some little-known Indie bands to impress you with my edgy and slightly pretentious taste in music, you'll be sadly mistaken."

"Oh really?" Bella arched an eyebrow and looked over at me. I grinned.
 "Really. You honestly want to know what's in my stereo at home, right now?"
 "Yes," she nodded.
 "Fine. I was listening to the Beastie Boys earlier."
 "Seriously?"
 "Old stuff," I shrugged. "My dad was a huge fan of theirs when he was young. To hear him tell it, I was conceived after a Beastie Boys concert." "Never would have thought of the Beastie Boys as panty-dropping music," Bella laughed. "Don't doubt the subliminal sexual-voodoo of Brass Monkey," I warned jokingly.
 "So tell me," Bella said after our laughter waned. "How did a Beastie Boys-loving, CPR performing, lawn-boy end up volunteering his time down at the Rec Center in the first place?" I tapped my fingers against my knees and shrugged. "My Grand-dad lived with us for a few years, after my Grandma passed away," I told her. "But after a while, he needed more help than my dad could give him on his own. And I was still pretty young. So Grand-dad had to move out to the assisted living place at the edge of town."
 "Isn't that where the guests at the center were from, tonight?" Bella asked. I nodded and smiled. "Yeah. We used to come out to the center with Grand-dad for events like these. He really liked them. And I got to know the staff pretty well when I was out here. So anyway… I just sort of started out coming down here once a month to play guitar and stuff for their mixers. And after Grand-dad died, I kept coming around. Eventually that morphed into doing a little of everything… whatever they needed help with, on Wednesday nights."

"Sorry about your Grand-dad," Bella said quietly.
 "He would have liked you," I smiled.
 "Yeah?"
 "Yeah. Because you would have let him dance with you!"
 Bella laughed when I teased her about her dance partner.
 "What about you?" I asked. "I know you said that your dad thought it was a good idea for you to volunteer…" "He just wants to look good to people," Bella shrugged.
 "Is that why you stayed?"
 Bella glanced at me sideways, and her fingers twisted on the steering wheel.
 "No," she finally shook her head. "I mean, yeah. I volunteered to get him off my back. But I stayed…"

She stared silently through the windshield for a while, and I didn't press while she seemed to try to find the words she wanted.
 "I stayed because it feels right. I was tired of the way I'd been spending my time. I just wanted… more."

"You're different than I thought you would be," I blurted out, without thinking.
 "What?" Bella asked.
 "Nothing."
 "No. No way," she shook her head again, with a frown. "You don't get to make a statement like that, and then just pretend that you didn't. What did you mean?" 
 "I didn't know you…" 
 "What did you think you knew of me?" Bella pressed. I rubbed my eyebrow and looked out the side window. 
 "I knew you were Tyler's girlfriend," I reluctantly admitted. "And… I thought you were beautiful. That's really about it." 
 Bella remained silent for a minute as she drove. 
 "That's just the problem," she finally said. "I'm not Tyler's girlfriend anymore. So without that… what's left that people even know of me?" 
 "The beautiful part?" I pulled the side of my mouth up, trying to lighten the mood while teasing her. "This is exactly why I do not need to be in a relationship right now," Bella spoke as though she were lecturing herself. "I don't even know who I am anymore. Me. By myself. I'm undefined. I'm… it's like… I'm just invisible." She pulled up in the gravel parking lot beside the theatre and put the car in park.
 I felt my mouth hang open as I looked at her. How could it be, that someone like Bella could actually sound so much like me? 
 "I can see you," I said quietly. Bella turned her head, and met my stare. Neither of us spoke for a moment. "I didn't then," I explained softly. "But I can see you now." We both jumped when someone rapped loudly on the glass right behind my head. I pulled away guiltily, like we had been caught making out or something. Bella's cheeks were red, and she pressed the button to lower the window.
 "We got your tickets already," Jasper said loudly, leaning partly inside the car. I winced at the smell of whiskey that hung around his head. "The movie is about to start. Get your asses inside!" "We're coming. We're coming," Bella mumbled. Jasper stood back while we both got out of Bella's car. 
 "Hope you're ready for a good time," he smirked at me. "Jessica wants your ass bad, man." Jasper threw a sloppy elbow into my side, which caused me to nudge into Bella. "Keep her busy?" Bella asked him, stumbling under the brunt of my weight before I put my hands out to straighten us both. I raised my eyebrows in surprise as Bella spoke to Jasper on my behalf. "Edward isn't interested in her."

"No can do," Jasper shrugged and jogged up ahead of us, turning to walk backward so he could face us while we stepped through the doors. "I'm going to busy enough keeping Tyler from jumping the rails, since you brought your new friend along."
 "Whatever," Bella shrugged. Jasper put his hands up in an apologetic gesture before turning to meet the rest of Bella's friends as they congregated in front of the concession counter.
 "I don't know if I can do this." My steps faltered, and I cast a worried glance toward Bella. She just narrowed her eyes in a knowing way. 
 "You know," she pointed out. "I never can eat a whole bag of popcorn by myself. I guess we're just going to have to sit together, and share." I knew what she was doing, and I appreciated the effort. We weren't on a date. But friends could sit side by side to share popcorn. No one could argue that. And she was trying to keep me from having to deal with Jessica, on my own.
 "Can we get extra butter?" I asked. 
 "A man after my own heart," Bella smiled. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Thirteen ~ Smoosh

I was disappointed the next day, to see Al's familiar handwriting on a little pink post-it note, stuck to my steering wheel. Her mother was going to drop her off at school early, so she could finish some project she was working on for a class. I frowned. I really wanted to talk to her about my night out in Port Angeles. But it looked like I was going to have to wait until lunch.

Seemed she was waiting to talk to me too. As soon as I finally saw her outside the cafeteria doors, she launched into how her printer at home decided to kick the bucket right in the middle of printing out some twenty-page essay about European fashion in the eighteen hundreds that she had been working on for an art class she had. She came early to print it out in the school computer lab. And apparently, one of the faculty members hadn't remembered to shut the computer down properly after they used it, so Alice had been treated to screen after screen of on-line flirting that 'scarred her for life.' She showed me a chart system she created in her notebook, trying to narrow down the possible suspects.
 "How do you even know it was a teacher?" I asked. "They were logged on with a faculty password," Alice rolled her eyes. "And the screen name was 'Mr. Big.' I think that rules out any of the females who work here…" Alice scrubbed her pencil eraser against the list, removing the names of all the women who worked at Forks High.
 "How do you know that?" I argued, taking a drink of my milk. "The new girl's track coach looks like she might be packing some heat down there." 
 "Oh. Ew!" Alice threw a french fry in my direction and I laughed. "Okay. Sexually ambiguous faculty members can stay on the list. For the sake of fairness." I glanced around the room. I wasn't intentionally trying to look for Bella or anything. But my eyes went to her table anyway. And I cursed under my breath when I caught the stare of Jessica. She stood up with a grin, and started walking our way.

"Shit," I mumbled, looking down.
 "What?" Alice looked up but didn't say anything else when she saw Jessica standing beside our table.

"Hi, Edward," Jessica said in an airy sort of voice.
 "Hi," I muttered, still looking down.
 "Sure was fun to get together with everyone last night, right?"
 My eyes flashed guiltily up toward Alice. She narrowed her eyes while she watched me.
 "Uh. Sure," I nodded. I grimaced over at Alice, hoping she'd see the apology on my face. It wasn't like I had a chance to tell her about the whole thing yet. 
 "That movie was really cute. Though I'm not sure the guys really liked it. I guess it was more of a chick-flick. Huh?" "I guess…" I hadn't really paid much attention to the movie. Bella and I shared popcorn and laughed through most of it while I tried to ignore Jessica sitting at my other side. It was hard to pretend that I didn't see her hand, twisted palm up on the arm rest between us, like she expected me to hold it or something.

"Jasper and Mike said that they want to pick the movie next time we all go."
 "Oh. Okay."
 If Alice's glare could set me on fire, I'd be ashes by now.
 "Or… you know. You could totally pick. I mean. If you and I were to go to the movies sometime. Alone. Or whatever." 
 "I have to go," Alice said, standing up. She concentrated on putting her notebook in her bag, and didn't give me another glance. "I do too…" I hurried to stand.
 "No. Stay. Finish your conversation with your… friend."
 "But…"
 Alice hurried away and left me there.
 "What's her problem?" Jessica asked, flipping her hair over her shoulder.
 "She just… has a project due," I mumbled. "Excuse me."
 I walked quickly out to the hall, and glanced left and right. Alice was gone.
 "Damn it," I cursed. And I repeated the sentiment when I waited for thirty minutes after school for her to show up for a ride home. She didn't. Obviously, Alice was pissed off at me. On impulse, I drove by the station before going home. Dad's cruiser was out front, so I parked the truck and went inside. My father looked up from his desk when I came in, clearly surprised to see me there.

"Well," he smiled. "To what do I owe this honor?"
 "Can't a guy just want to see the old man?" I shrugged.
 "Of course." He put the file he was looking through back in the cabinet behind him and turned. "Are you in a hurry… or…" "No plans." I rubbed the tips of my fingers against the edge of his smooth desk.
 "I was just about to take a break. Wanna go down to the diner?" my dad asked. I shrugged again. "If you already have dinner here…" I started.
 "I can heat it up for a snack later," my dad cut me off, reminding me that he had to work late. "Leftovers don't sound nearly as good as spending a little time with my kid. Come on." I nodded and walked outside. 
 "Follow you over?" I asked. My dad nodded. It would be good for him to have the cruiser with him, just in case he needed to leave in a hurry or something. A few minutes later, we were both seated at a rickety old table in the front corner of the town diner. "I know it's a little early for dinner," my dad said.
 "That's okay," I shrugged. "I just really wanted to hang out for a while."
 We both ordered enough beef to clog all of our major arteries, my dad with a steak and me with a deluxe bacon cheeseburger with everything on it. "Mmm. Good food," my dad nodded his approval. I frowned and chewed slowly.
 "Might be the last decent meal you have in a while," I cringed. "Alice is really mad at me." "What did you do this time?"
 "I kinda forgot to tell her about going to the movies last night after work."
 "Kinda?"
 "Okay," I nodded my admission of guilt. "I didn't tell her. Intentionally. Because I was going over to Port Angeles with Bella, and I really just wanted to hang out with her. Alone. You know? " "I'm sure Bug would have understood, if you just explained it to her that way."
 "I know," I sighed and my shoulders slumped forward. "It's just… weird. Different." "Girls are complicated," my dad nodded over his food.
 "I was gonna tell her about it today at lunch. But then Jessica came over to the table and she sort of outed me." "Outed you?"
 "To Al," I nodded.
 "You were having lunch with Bug?"
 "Yes."
 "Who is Jessica?"
 "She's this girl who invited me to the movies."
 "But you went with someone else?"
 "Yes. Bella."
 "And Bella's the looker you were making out with the other day on the living room floor?" "Da-ad!" I groaned and shoved another bite in my mouth.
 "I'm just trying to get them all straight," he shook his head.
 "Me too," I mumbled around a mouthful of food. We ate for a while in silence, and then my father wiped his mouth and looked up. "Okay. So girl problems equals dinner with Dad. I get it. And I think I have a solution for you." "Which is?"
 "Honesty. Plain and simple. Be honest. With all of them."
 "Yeah?"
 "Yes."
 I nodded and drained the last of my coke. Dad pushed his plate away. After he paid the bill, we both walked outside to the parking lot together. "So uh…" my dad stammered and I stopped by the side of the cruiser. "I wanted to let you know, I did a little shopping this morning. Got a few things for the house. You know. That I thought you might need or whatever."
 "Thanks?" I smiled. Dad was shifting is feet back and forth and acting weird. "Like what?" "Well. I went ahead and got a new phone. I put the other handset upstairs on the table by your bed. You know. Since you have so many girls calling the house now…" 
 "Not so many," I rolled my eyes and grinned. "But thanks." 
 "I uh… I also put a box of condoms up there." My father turned to open the door of the cruiser before the words had even left his mouth. 
 "Wait. What?" He froze with his hand on the door, and turned back to face me, speaking more slowly. 
 "Condoms, Edward. I bought you condoms. They are next to your bed by the phone I bou…" "Shit, Dad," I hissed. "I heard what you said!" I looked around the parking lot to see if anyone was near enough to over-hear our conversation. "I just meant… you didn't have to…" 
 "Ac cording to this pamphlet I read, sixty-eight percent of eighteen year old men have had sexual intercourse…" "God, dad. Stop. Please!" I felt my cheeks burning, and he looked embarrassed too. "This is just as uncomfortable for me, as it is for you."
 "Somehow I doubt that. Besides… you gave me this talk when I was like, twelve."
 "You didn't have all of these girls coming around, when you were twelve," he argued. "Fine. Okay. Whatever." I nodded, hoping he would drop the conversation.
 "Do you know how to use them?"
 "Oh my God." I looked down at the parking lot and kinda wished a giant hole would open up and swallow me. "Yeah. I know how." 
 "Didn't realize you were already so experienced," my dad sounded affronted and I rolled my eyes. "They made us practice on bananas in health class," I groaned. "Seriously, Dad? I haven't been having sex with anyone. There. I said it." "But it doesn't hurt to be prepared…"
 "Yeah. I get it."
 "Bananas? Really? " My dad was smirking now. "Now, that's funny."
 "Sure," I grinned a little. "Can we be done now, please?"
 "Yes. Get out of here."
 "Thanks for dinner," I muttered.
 "Anytime."
 "And for…"
 I couldn't look at him.
 "Yeah. I know. I love you, Edward. See you at home."

As soon as I got in the house, I dropped my bag and ran upstairs. Sure enough, there was a nice, new phone sitting beside a bright purple box of condoms. I picked up the box and grimaced. 'For her pleasure,' was written prominently on the side. I was going to have to bow to my dad's experience on this matter. I quickly opened my table drawer and slid the box to the back corner. It wouldn't do for Al to find that little surprise. Then she would think that I was withholding even more  information from her, and she'd be angry all over again. I flopped back on my bed, and dialed Al's number on the new cordless phone.
 Just like I thought… she didn't answer the phone. I groaned and laid my arm across my eyes. Girls. Sheesh. 
 I decided I'd give her a night to be pissed. But tomorrow? Tomorrow I'd make it all up to her. And I'd start by taking my dad's advice. I'd be honest. On Friday, Alice managed to avoid me all day. She must have had her mother drop her off at school again. And she didn't bother leaving me a note. I didn't see her in the hallways or in the lunchroom all day.

By mid-afternoon on Saturday, I had had enough. At five o'clock, I started 'Operation Apologize' by unloading two large bags of groceries on Al's front porch. I didn't ring the doorbell until I had made another trip back out to the truck for my sleeping bag. Then I stood there, ready to face her wrath.

"What are you doing here?" Alice asked with an eyebrow raised peevishly.
 "It's five o'clock. Didn't your mom's shift start at four?"
 "So?"
 "So… it's Saturday. Movie night," I pointed out.
 "Don't you have other friends to go to the movies with?" Alice crossed her arms over her chest and refused to budge from the doorway. "Come on, Al. I'll make you dinner…"
 "You can't cook."
 "I brought pizza rolls!" I shrugged. "Even I can't screw up microwave food!"
 "Yes you can," she scoffed. "You cook them too long and all the pizza smoosh oozes out."
 "Well… we can always fall back on the ice cream." I nudged the bag with my toe. "I brought your favorite. Mint chocolate-chip." "Hmm. The ice cream can stay.  You can go."
 "Al-ice!" I whined. "I even embarrassed myself at the video store, renting a bunch of John Hughes movies for you! Pretty in Pink. Breakfast Club… "

"Sixteen Candles?" she asked hopefully. I grinned a little.
 "Yeah. Even Sixteen Candles."
 She deliberated for a moment.
 "You kiss good ass, Cullen. Get in here."

I am very happy to report, that I did not cook the smoosh out of the pizza rolls. But we did decide to cook them in the oven, because they are crispier and just generally way more awesome that way. Alice set a timer so I wouldn't screw them up. And then we littered her living room floor with the various bags of junk food and snack cakes that I had purchased for our Saturday night of watching her favorite eighties-movies.
 "Apology accepted," Alice said casually, while she leaned over me to scoop a big blob of French onion dip onto the edge of her rippled chip. 
 "Thank you," I nodded and drank my coke. "I really am very sorry." 
 "So… are you ever going to get around to telling me what happened?" she asked. I handed her the dip so she could stop reaching over me for it, and sat up. "I'm pretty sure that Jessica Stanley was trying to ask me out," I began. Alice laughed and licked salty grease from her finger tips before reaching back into the bag she held. "She was trying to get me to go to the movies with her. And then… I think it was Bella who tried to save me by suggesting that we just get a whole group of people to go instead."

"Save you?" Alice scoffed. "She likes you. She just doesn't want you to go out with Jessica." "I don't think that's it," I shook my head.
 "Trust me. Go on."
 "So that was it," I shrugged. "You weren't at school. That was the day you stayed home sick. So I kinda sorta forgot to mention it to you later." 
 Alice just looked at me like she knew I was full of shit. So I took another drink of my soda and decided to employ my dad's suggestion. 
 "Well… I did forget to mention it right away. But then… Bella said we could just go together straight after working at the Rec Center. And…" "So you went on a date."
 "No. No… it wasn't a date or anything."
 "Sounds like a date."
 "But it wasn't."
 "But you kinda wanted it to be."
 "Yeah. I guess. A little," I admitted. "I know I should have asked you to come with us."
 "But I would have felt a little like a third wheel," Alice nodded. "I mean… even though it wasn't really a date. It still kinda almost was. And it would have been strange for me to tag along." "I wish you would have been there," I told her. "Jessica sat on one side of me. And she kept leaning into me and acting like she wanted me to hold her hand or something. It was crazy." "She likes you."
 "She was drunk."
 "Really?"
 "Yeah," I nodded. "Jasper stole some whiskey from his dad's liquor cabinet or something. They all spiked their drinks at the theatre." 
 "No way." 
 "Way," I nodded. "I ended up being their designated driver to get them all home. Bella followed me, and took me back to my truck. I didn't even get home until like almost two in the morning." "So the end of the night was a bust."
 "Yep. It really wasn't all that much fun," I promised.
 Alice got up and put another movie in her DVD player and I stretched out on my sleeping bag on the floor, slapping my full stomach in a relaxed beat. 
 "So…what is Jasper like?" Alice asked finally. I smirked up at the ceiling. 
 "He's okay, I guess. He was pretty drunk. But he was nice enough about keeping Tyler away from me." 
 "You know that there is a school dance coming up in a couple of weeks?" Alice asked. I rolled to my hip and looked over at her. "I hadn't really paid attention," I admitted.
 "It's a Girl's choice dance," she smiled. "I was thinking of asking him. You know. To go with me." "Jasper?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. Alice blushed and nodded.
 "He might say 'yes,'" she shrugged. "Weirder things have happened."

"True," I agreed. I mean, I would never in a million years have believed anyone, if they had tried to tell me that I was going to get to know Bella Swan this year. Alice was right. And I looked at my friend who nervously twisted the lid of the dip container under her hand while she considered it.
 "Will you help me?" Alice asked in a small voice. "I'm not asking for you to like, set me up or anything. Just… get me in the right place to even ask." "No problem," I smiled reassuringly at her. "Monday, we'll sit by Bella at lunch."
 "Yeah?"
 "Yeah. But Alice? If you really want my help…"
 "What?"
 "Two pieces of advice. Just two."
 "Okay. Shoot."
 "Number one…" I smiled. "Be you. I like you. Anyone else would be stupid not to like you. Don't try to be someone that you are not, to impress anyone. Okay?" "Be me. Got it. And what else?"
 "On the day that you ask him?" I started.
 "Yes?"
 "Do not. I repeat. Do. Not…"
 "Do not…"
 "Do not eat French onion dip. Cuz … your breath really stinks right now!"
 Alice laughed and threw her crumpled up potato chip bag at my head. Two bowls of ice cream and one classic teen movie later, we both passed out in food comas on her living room floor. I woke up later, when the front door quietly opened and clicked closed again. Raising my head from the floor, I looked up to see Alice's mother trying to silently slip up the stairs. 
 "Morning,"I whispered with a sleepy voice and a yawn. She paused on the bottom stair and smiled down at me. "What time is it?" I asked. "Almost five," she whispered back, looking tired from her long shift at the hospital. "Go on back to sleep, honey." I nodded and placed my cheek back against my folded arm. But after I heard her moving around upstairs, preparing to get some sleep herself, I knew I wouldn't be able to get back to that place. We had fallen asleep with the television on, and the blue screen of the television illuminated the room in a quiet glow. I looked over at Alice, who slept peacefully on her side, facing me.

Her dark hair laid heavily against her cheek, making her skin appear porcelain-pale and smooth. For an unknown reason, I almost wanted to touch her face there under the shadow of her cheekbone, just to see if it was as soft as it looked. Even in the half-light, I could see her natural coloring brushed across her features, making them look fine and really very pretty.

Her thick lashes twitched a little while she scrunched her nose in her sleep, and her mouth puckered up in a rosy bow… Somehow without me really noticing, the rounded features of the girl I met when we were children, had slowly morphed into the more defined, mature… even beautiful almost-woman that slept in front of me. But I could still see her there, that girl with the bandaged knee.

I felt a warmth in my chest while I watched her; a pull that was  always there, but unusually strong this morning. I lifted my hand and rubbed my thumb and first finger over the center of my chest, to physically acknowledge and appease the pressure. The feeling was as close as I would ever come to fraternal anxiety. I had an urge to protect this small girl, as if she really were my little sister.

Someone would eventually come along, and realize how special and wonderful she is. And she would give her heart to that person. Right now… this feeling I had? It was an over-protective drive to keep her happy and safe at all costs. For the time being, she had her heart set on Jasper Hale. I wasn't yet sure, if he was worthy.

"Stop staring at me while I sleep, Creeper," Alice muttered quietly. I snorted. She hadn't even let on that she had woken up while I laid there contemplating her future love life and my role in it, as her protector.

"I'm gonna go home," I told her. "See you later, okay?"
 "Okay."
 Her eyes remained closed during our exchange, and on impulse, I leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. She grimaced and rubbed the back of her hand across the invisible mark. "Ew, gross," Alice complained. But I saw a hint of a smile on her lips as I jumped up to leave. I hunched my shoulders guiltily as I looked at my truck at curb, worried that I would wake Alice's mother or any number of neighbors so early on a Sunday morning by starting the beast up. And then I turned to walk home, instead. I could come back for my truck later.

Tomorrow was another day of school. It was the day I promised Alice, I would try to get her a little closer to her goal of inviting Jasper to know her. I'd treat my fledgling new acceptance from Bella's group of friends like a limited-access pass to get Alice in the door to their world. And then I was going to have to stand back, and watch her fly. I just hoped that would be as easy as it sounded.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Fourteen ~ Pity

I was psyched and ready to help Alice on Monday morning, but it looked like our plans were going to be stalled. Alice's mood didn't reflect the sunny weather when I picked her up for school. She looked like someone kicked her puppy. Which would have been okay, if say… her puppy was Skippy. But the point is… Al was clearly depressed.

The rest of the school seemed excited, however, about our lack of typical rain. Instead of filling the cafeteria for lunch, most of the students streamed out the side doors for some rare Vitamin D. Bella's group of friends couldn't fit at one of the short picnic tables that littered the lawn, and so they took up two. The girls sat at one, and all of the guys sat at another, several yards away. I would have felt like a tool, trying to sit near Bella and the cheerleaders that she spent time with. And so Alice and I found a reasonably dry patch of grass to sit on while we ate and studied. We sat with our backs together, propping each other up. She read from her lap, and I read from mine. 'Operation Ask Jasper to the Dance' was postponed on account of sun.

Tuesday and Wednesday followed the same course of strange sunny weather. The dance loomed closer in date, and the only progress Alice made was in coming a little closer to graphing the possible identity of 'Mr. Big'- the online serial staff-Don Juan. She was running out of time.

I found myself looking across the lawn to where Bella sat with her friends. The sun brought out the red highlights in her hair, and I couldn't help but smile when I thought of one of our earliest interactions… the day she invited me inside her house for some water. She looked up, as though she could feel my stare, and I was rewarded with a grin and a small wave. I returned the gesture before looking back down at my calculus book. Even though she was more fun to think about than critical points of functions.

I wondered if she had already asked someone to the dance.
 And then I wanted to kick my own ass, for wishing even for a second, that she would ask me.

On Wednesday night at the Rec Center, I kinda thought about casually bringing the dance up in conversation with Bella. Not like I was trying to drop a hint, or anything like that. But I thought that maybe Bella would open up about any of her friends… who had been asked already, and who was going with who… stuff like that. Just doing a little reconnaissance work for Al, ya know? But we both turned out to be very busy at work that night, and I barely even saw her. We didn't have a chance to talk, and she left before I did.
 Thursday, however, dawned grey and drizzly. Alice skipped under her umbrella, and I thought she might break into some serious Gene Kelly dance moves, she was so happy to see it raining. Her excitement was good to see, even though she slipped into super-serious mode, the minute we pulled up in front of the school. Alice had a do-or-die expression on her face. There was barely over a week left until the dance. Game on.

As pre-planned, Alice and I hurried to meet each other at the lunchroom, hoping to be early enough to find free seats at Bella's table. And that paid off. I gripped Al's hand and pulled her forward, not stopping until we reached where Bella was sitting, turning a can of diet coke on the table between her palms.
 "Hey, Bella," I said nicely. It hadn't escaped my attention that this was the first time I had purposely approached her, without having been invited first. She looked up, clearly surprised, and smiled. "Hi, Edward," she said, stopping the motion of the can she held. "Hi, Alice." "Can we sit here?" I asked, indicating the seats nearest her. Her eyes flashed briefly down the halffilled table, but she nodded anyway. I took the seat beside Bella, and Alice sat across from me, looking nervous.

"So… what did you think of class today?" I asked. It was a lame starter, for sure. We hadn't done anything in class, other than watch a movie. Mr. Molina had been out sick, and the sub we had sat at his desk reading some crappy young adult fiction while we all ignored the movie that she played for us. But it was the only opener I had planned.
 "Really?" Bella laughed, calling me out. I shrugged and opened my lunch. "Is it possible that I just wanted to say 'hello?'" I asked, sliding half of my sandwich onto a napkin and pushing it in her direction. Bella looked at the offering for a moment, before accepting it with a grin.
 "Feed me, and I'm yours," she sighed. I started coughing around the bite that I already had in my mouth, and Alice opened a soda and shoved it into my hand. "I can't take him anywhere, I swear," Al rolled her eyes and Bella laughed.
 "Hi, Edward." The three of us looked up as Jessica moved down the table to join us. "Hi," I nodded.
 "Hey… I was just wondering…"
No. No. Please, God. Don't let her…
 "What are you doing next Saturday? Because if you don't have plans…"

I glanced over to Bella, and saw her fidgeting with her soda again. Her cheeks were a little red, and her mouth was turned down in a frown. Then I looked to Alice for help. She seemed distracted by the sight of Jasper, who had just joined the guys at the end of the table.

"There's a school dance. And it's a girl's choice…"
 "A dance?" I asked. Like I didn't know what she was talking about. Like a complete dumb-ass.

"I was wondering if you'd like to go with me?" Jessica looked hopeful, and I felt like shit. So much for taking Dad's advice. I still hadn't been honest with her, and she was still interested in me because of it.
 "I'm not much of a dancer," I hedged. Bella looked at me from the corner of her eye, and I felt even worse. The honesty thing was harder than it sounded. 
 "You don't really have to dance," Jessica shook her head. "I think you should ask someone else," I finally said, looking directly into her eyes. I didn't want to be mean. I had no desire to hurt her feelings. I just wasn't interested. Bella finally came to life next to me, and threw a life-preserver.
 "Jess? I think you should ask Mike. I'm sure he'd really like to go with you." Jessica broke eye contact with me, and turned her head to contemplate the blonde boy who sat at the end of the table. With a small nod, she clutched her notebook closer to her chest and walked away. I exhaled loudly.
 "Damn, Heart-breaker!" Angela teased as she slid over into the seat next to Alice. I cringed and took another bite of my sandwich. "You were nice about it," Alice assured me, reaching over to place her hand on one of mine. Bella considered the contact for a moment, and then looked up when a large hand clamped on her shoulder from behind. Alice's face turned bright red, and I didn't even need to look, to know who had approached our end of the table.

"Hey, Swan," Jasper said, leaning over to snag a carrot stick from Angela's tray. "Float me five bucks, will ya? I need to buy some lunch. I'll give Ro the money to pay you back when she comes over to your place later."
 "Okay," Bella shrugged and stood to retrieve some money she had stuffed in her back pocket. I kicked Alice under the table to get her in motion. 
 "Um…" Alice squeaked. She opened her mouth, and I wasn't quite sure what she planned to say, but I guess it wasn't meant to be heard. "Pick me up at eight," Angela said to Jasper.
 "For what?" he asked, looking over Alice and I to the girl who was speaking to him.
 "Next Saturday. For the dance. I'll let you take me, if you wanna go. But wear a green shirt, okay? My dress is green." 
 "Yeah, okay. Whatever." Jasper shrugged and took the money that Bella offered before sauntering off toward the lunch line. Alice closed her mouth and her shoulders slumped. 
 "Boys are so easy," Angela giggled. 
 "School dances are lame," Alice muttered. She didn't say anything else before lunch was over, and she left the room so fast when the first bell rang, that I had to practically run to catch up to her. "Alice? I'm sorry," I huffed as I finally found her near her locker. She had an impassive look on her face, even though I knew she was disappointed. "It's not a big deal," she said, shaking her head. "He just hasn't seen me yet."
 She closed her locker and gave me a small, sad smile before she walked away to class.
 "Is Alice okay?" I turned in surprise, to see Bella standing beside me. I hadn't noticed her following me from the cafeteria. "Yeah. She'll be fine," I nodded.
 "I didn't know that she liked Jasper," Bella said quietly. I turned with my eyebrows pulled up. "How did you…?"
 "A girl can tell these things," she shrugged. "Don't' worry. I won't say anything."
 I nodded and toed the linoleum under my feet.
 "She was hoping to ask him to the dance," I disclosed.

"If she really wants to go… you could always take her," Bella suggested. I frowned and looked over at her. I hadn't really lied when I told Jessica that I wasn't much of a dancer. But it stung a little to know that Bella had absolutely no intention of inviting me to go with her. And I was mad at myself, for even considering that as a possibility.

"Yeah, " I shook my head. The whole dance thing was starting to piss me off. I imagined Alice would be just as happy as me, to skip it. The second bell satisfactorily ended the discussion, and Bella and I parted ways to walk to our next classes.

Alice didn't want to dwell on it. She insisted that the mission was  not a failure… just bad timing. And I agreed with her. I just wish I could share her resiliency. I was still bothered, wondering if Bella was going to the dance with someone else. I refused to ask her about it. It wasn't technically my business. But that just led to us barely speaking at all, in the next week. Unfortunately, I found out that answer on my own, anyway.

On Thursday before the dance, I pulled my sweaty gym-shirt over my head in the locker room, and adjusted my glasses while I listened to my much louder classmates laughing and banging around on the opposite side of the wall of lockers. It was just my luck, that they were talking about the dance. And I recognized Tyler and Jasper's voices among them, easily.

"So, Hale. Gonna tap that?"
 "Who knows, man?" Jasper responded. "Ang is a cool chick. But we're just friends. Ya know?" "Never stopped you before!" Another voice laughed loudly.
 "Weber's been looking pretty hot this year."

"I know. I know." I could hear Jasper going along with the guys. I imagined Alice would be happy to know that her crush claimed he and Angela were just friends. But I probably wouldn't mention this conversation, just in case.
 "Of course, I'll have the hottest date there," Tyler bragged loudly. I heard someone, I guessed it was Jasper, sigh. Then he spoke. "I can't believe after all this time, she even asked your stupid ass to go."
 "What can I say? She still wants me!"

The guys laughed, and I felt my guts twist. I slammed my locker shut with unnecessary force, and grabbed my bag, wanting to get out of the locker room before I had to hear anymore. But Tyler saw me when I passed where they stood, and couldn't resist the opportunity to gloat.
 "What's the matter, Cullen? Didn't get asked to the dance?"' I paused only long enough to shoot him a shit look, and then kept on walking. I wanted to tell him to fuck off. I wanted to tell him that if Bella was stupid enough to ask him to that dance, that he deserved her. I wanted to tell him that I didn't even care. But I kept my mouth shut. It would have been too obvious a lie.
 "So, what was up with you eating lunch in the library?" Alice asked on Friday after school. I laid on my bed and stared at the ceiling while we spoke on the phone. "I had some extra reading to do."
 "You usually just read at the table while we eat," she pointed out. I shrugged even though she couldn't see me. "Is this about the dance?"
 "No," I lied. 
 "We'll have more fun, staying home," Alice tried to comfort me. "We'll watch movies in our pajamas, and not have to get all dressed up." 
 "We won't have to listen to some crappy D.J," I continued down our list of pros. "I won't have to watch Angela dance with my future husband," Alice sighed. I tried to laugh a little, but the sound stuck in my throat when I thought of Bella going with Tyler. It just didn't make any sense.

We were interrupted by my phone making a strange beeping sound.
 "What is that?" I asked.
 "Do you, actually have call-waiting now?" Alice laughed. I frowned.
 "I don't know. I guess. Dad must have added that. Hold on, okay?"
 "Sure."
 I pressed the button on my phone and continued to frown as I tentatively answered the second call coming in. My confusion only increased, when I heard the voice on the other end. "Edward?"
 "Bella?" I pulled a face and looked around the room. "What are you… do you… hi?" "Hi," she sighed. "What are you doing?"
 "Uh. Just hanging out in my room. Talking to Alice."
 "Oh. Alice is there?" Bella's voice sounded off, and I scratched the back of my head.
 "No. She's on the other line. We were talking on the phone. Why? Are you okay? Did you need something?" 
 "Not really. Well, yes. But if you're busy…" "I'm not busy," I sighed. But  she should be; picking out her dress for the dance, or getting her fingernails painted… or whatever else girls did to primp for these events. I realized my thoughts had gone down a very bitter path, and I rolled my eyes at my own internal whining. "Why? What's going on?"

"I was going to invite you over," Bella said quickly, as though she was afraid she might change her mind if she didn't just push the words out. "My parents are out. And… I wanted to see you. I thought maybe we could do some homework or something?"
 "It's Friday night." I tried to keep the exasperation out of my voice. "Even I don't do homework on Friday nights." "Okay. Then we could just talk. Or something," Bella suggested. "Just… could you come over?" I frowned over at the clock, and wished I had a legitimate reason to turn her down. Plans. Any plans. "I don't know…" I hedged.
 "Please?"
 "Hold on a second," I told her. Man, I was such a sucker.
 "Al?"
 "Yeah?"
 "That's Bella."
 "Oh. What does she want?"
 "She wants me to go to her house."
 "Ooooh," Alice sang in my ear. I grimaced.
 "It's not like that," I told her.
 "Yeah, right," she giggled.
 "We're friends." I enunciated the word carefully. Alice snorted.
 "Friends with benefits!"
 I scowled at my ceiling. I mean… why was Bella even calling me when she was supposed to be going to the dance with Tyler, the very next night? 
 "Why don't you go over there with me?" I asked with a surge of inspiration. Alice would serve as a buffer while I figured out what in the hell Bella was thinking. "No way," Alice insisted. "Go over there. Just tell me about it tomorrow."
 "I don't know."
 "I do. Go!"
 Alice hung up and I clicked over to the other line.
 "Yeah, Bella. I'll be over. Just give me about a half hour, okay?" I wondered if she could hear the reluctance in my voice. 
 "Okay. I'll see ya!" I rubbed my hand up over my hair before pulling my pillow from beneath my head to shove over my face. Then I yelled at the top of my lungs. The sound was muffled by the layers of material pressed against my mouth, but it felt good to let it out, all the same. My father stood in the doorway looking at me oddly, when I finally came up for air.

"You alright?" He asked. I nodded and felt heat in my cheeks.
 "Bella wants me to come over for a while."
 "Oooh," he grinned. I groaned.
 "Not you too!"
 "Have fun," he continued to smile. "Remember, I work late tomorrow night."
 "Al is coming over for movies," I told him.
 "You're not going to the dance?" he asked.
 "Don't wanna talk about it," I grumbled.
 "Fine. Fine. Good night then."
 He turned from my doorway and I got up to hit the bathroom before heading over to Bella's place. On the drive over, I gave myself a pep talk. Something that Alice said was bothering me. Friends with benefits.

Bella and I were friends, sure. But what exactly did 'benefits' mean? Was that something I even wanted? Did she? If I was being honest with myself, I wasn't sure I had it in me. I mean, yeah. We talked about just letting things be. But if part of that meant that Bella wanted to see other guys… I already hated the way that made me feel. It was only going to get worse. My body was definitely down for the benefits stuff. But my heart felt like it might need more.
 Maybe I was the kind of guy who did need definitions. Maybe I would be better off, if Bella and I strictly stayed just friends. Friends, I could handle. 
 "Friends." I said it out loud to taste it. Sour. It was gonna take some work. I hadn't made any real progress by the time I stood, ringing Bella's doorbell. And I almost groaned out loud when she opened the door. Her hair was down and she was wearing a little tank top with her faded jeans. My hands itched to touch her, and that wouldn't help me at all. I needed to be able to think with a clear head.

"Hi, Edward," Bella smiled and stepped back for me to enter. I stepped back the same time she did. "Uh… do you want to come in?" she asked, frowning as she noticed my movement. I shook my head a little.

"Why don't you come out?" I asked. I felt safer about controlling my hormone-driven thoughts, in a less private setting. I also felt it might be easier, to get my mind back on the necessary track toward becoming 'just friends.' "It's a nice night."
 "Hmm." Bella looked up at the sky to make her own judgment, and then grinned at me again. "You're right. But we could go around back and sit by the pool. We'd be alone…" "Or, you could just come out here," I replied. I watched her smile falter, and then she shrugged. I moved back to give her more space as she pulled the door shut behind her and joined me on the front porch.
 "Can we sit?" Bella asked, tilting her head toward the stairs. "Or would you prefer to stand, too?" "Sitting sounds good," I agreed, with a little smile. I appreciated her willingness to just play along with my strange mood. We sat on opposite ends of the top step, with about five feet between us. It felt like a mile, but a necessary one.

"I feel like we haven't really had a chance to talk in so long," Bella began. I rested my arms across the tops of my thighs, and turned my head to look at her. She was gorgeous in the half-moon light. This was all harder than it needed to be.
 "We've both been busy," I suggested. "School… and you know. Whatever." 
 "Yeah." Bella looked down and rubbed her bare feet back and forth on the step beneath her. "I've… missed you." 
 Her words made my chest swell, and I concentrated on trying to stomp down that feeling. But it really was no use. 
 "I've missed you too," I admitted. "We should talk more, at school," she said. I pressed my lips together and frowned. "All week long, all anyone seemed to want to talk about is that dance. I would have given anything to just have a conversation about something real."

"Real?"
 "Yeah. Real," Bella nodded. She confused me, and I turned to more fully face her. "It's why I asked you over here tonight. And I swear… I hope you have fun at the dance and everything. But I really just don't want to talk about it."
 "Wait." I held up my hand. "You lost me, somewhere." "I get that you and Alice are friends," Bella said, staring straight ahead of her. "I understand. I do. But… I don't know. I don't really want to think about your plans for tomorrow night or anything. I know it shouldn't bother me. But it still kinda does…"
 "Woah." I slid over closer to Bella and put my hand against the top of her knee until she stopped rambling and looked up at me. 
 "Did you think that Alice and I were going to the dance together?" I asked. Bella blinked twice and frowned. 
 "Well, aren't you?" 
 "What gave you that idea?" I asked. I had no idea what to expect when Bella said she wanted to talk with me. But this wasn't it. "Alice was really upset that day, when Angela asked Jasper to be her date. So I thought that you…" "You were the one that told me I should take Alice," I reminded her.
 "I know. Which is why it is incredibly stupid for me to feel so… so…"

I swallowed hard and watched her. She hadn't outright said it… but it seemed to me that Bella was admitting to feeling jealous. It was an emotion I had gotten to know well in the last week. I was just sort of amazed to know that she might be feeling the same way.

"Bella? Stop. I am not going to the dance with Al."
 "You aren't?" The surprise on her face made me want to laugh.

"No." I shook my head. "We do have plans tomorrow night. She's coming over to watch movies. We do that almost every Saturday. We watch movies, and eat a bunch of food, then pass out in front of the television. "

"But I thought…"
 "You thought wrong," I told her with a smile. "Alice isn't into pity dates. And neither am I."
 "Wow," Bella whispered and looked down. Even in the near darkness, I could see the pink stain her cheeks. "I feel like a real idiot." "Is that why you asked Tyler to the dance?" I asked softly.
 "Excuse me?" This time when she pulled her head up, she looked almost offended. "Tyler…" I said, watching her. "Didn't you ask Tyler to the dance?"
 "Who in the hell told you that?" Bella scowled, and I was confused all over again.
 "But… I heard him talking to Jasper…"
 "If he's telling people that I asked him to the dance, I'm going to kill him!" Bella growled.
 "Wait. Wait." I closed my eyes and scrunched up my face, with realization slowly creeping home. "He didn't actually say you invited him." 
 "Well what did he say then?" Bella huffed. I opened my eyes and looked over at her. She seemed legitimately pissed. 
 "He said that he would have the hottest date at the dance," I admitted. "And you automatically assumed that was me?" Bella asked. I nodded, feeling like a tool. After a moment, Bella chuckled a little. "I don't know whether to be insulted that you'd think I'd actually ask him to the dance, or flattered that you automatically thought of me when he said he'd have the hottest date there."
 "Well, Jasper did say something about not believing that she'd ask him after all this time…" "Lauren asked him," Bella smiled softly. "I guess they're sort of getting together or something. I don't think they really tried to date or anything. You know, after that party at the end of the school year."

"Oh."
 I stared at the street in front of us, feeling like an ass.
 "You should have just asked me," Bella said.
 "It was a girl's choice," I pointed out. "I wasn't supposed to ask you."
 "Not to the dance!" Bella laughed and nudged me with the side of her arm. "You should have just asked me about Tyler." 
 "What was I supposed to say?" I grimaced. "It's technically not my business, who you decide to date… even though it was sort of killing me to think of you going to the dance with someone else." "Well… it was sort of killing me to know that you might be going to the dance with someone else, too." We both looked at each other in the darkness.
 "So, you're not going to the dance at all?" I finally asked.

"No way." Bella stuck her tongue out and I laughed finally. "I don't really even like dances. I only went before because I was expected to. You know. With Tyler or whatever." Bella shrugged. "It felt good to decide that I didn't want to go to this one."

"Yeah?"
 "Besides. I heard you tell Jessica that dancing wasn't really your thing."
 "It isn't."
 "So there you have it," Bella shrugged. I watched her as she smiled. "I guess we're not going to the dance." "Sounds good to me," I nodded, feeling relieved to have at least that issue cleared up in my mind. "So… do you not want to go to the dance, together?" Bella asked. I scrunched my nose. "I thought you just said..."
 "Can I come over to watch movies with you and Alice?" Bella restated. "We can not go to the dance. You know. Together." 
 "Bella?" I turned my face to look at her, shaking my head. "That might be the sweetest non- invitation I've ever received." When she reached down and wrapped her fingers around mine, I felt the tension of the week leave my shoulders and I slumped forward in defeat. We sat there in comfortable silence, just holding hands. It didn't feel like something 'just-friends' did. But as far as benefits go… this was definitely something I could get used to.

After a while, I broke the silence. I had to.
 "Bella?"
 "Yes, Edward?" She leaned closer and rested her cheek on the side of my shoulder.

"I'm sorry for the misunderstanding. Sometimes… this just confuses the hell out of me. This thing… you know…" I waved my free hand back and forth between us, and I felt Bella sigh against me. "I don't really know what to even call this."
 "I don't either." "I don't..." I frowned and swallowed, trying to line my words up right. "I don't like the idea of you going out with other people. I felt like shit about it, actually. And I know that you just want to keep things casual here. But I'm trying really hard to be honest. I just… don't know if that's going to be good enough for me."

Bella shifted and sat up straight again. I missed the heat of her body against mine, immediately. "Would it make you feel better to know that it's confusing to me too?" she mumbled. "So what does that mean?"
 Her answer didn't come right away. We were both distracted by a sleek black car pulling into her drive and the sound of garage doors opening at the side of the house. "Shit. My parents are home," Bella mumbled, standing up.
 "Should I not be here?" I asked, hurrying to stand beside her.
 "No. It's fine. I can have company over."
 We heard heavy footsteps coming our way, and the clicking of heels on the concrete walk.

"Of course, they couldn't have just gone inside," Bella groaned under her breath. I realized that we were still holding hands, and I pulled my palm from hers just as her parents stepped up the stairs toward us. I quickly shoved my hands in my pockets, but Bella's dad frowned anyway.

"Isabella?" her father asked. "What are you doing out here?"
 "You remember Edward, Dad?" She nervously waved her hand in front of me.
 "Dr. Swan," I nodded and thought about putting my hand forward for him to shake, but he was holding some wrap for his wife who teetered beside him. "Hello, Mrs. Swan." 
 "Edward," he said rigidly. Bella's mother ignored my greeting and focused on her daughter. "For the love of God, Isabella," her mother rolled her eyes. "Must you entertain your guest on the front porch? What will the neighbors think?" "The weather was nice," Bella muttered and looked down.
 "Hmm. Well, yes," her father nodded. "Have your friend park around the side, next time."
 I felt my cheeks burn, as I noted the way he narrowed his eyes at the rusty old red truck that was parked in front of his million dollar home. "Dad," Bella hissed.
 "Say your goodbyes," he dismissed us and led his wife toward the door by her elbow. She looked like she needed the assistance, to stay upright in her strappy shoes.

"Fine."
 "Five minutes," her mother said over her shoulder. Bella made a face that they couldn't see. "Sorry about that."
 I tucked my chin down and started walking toward my truck.
 "That was… awkward," I tried to laugh but it didn't quite work.

"Instant assholes. Just add martinis," Bella tried to joke. It fell flat too. I stopped my feet when I got the driver's side door, and frowned at my vehicle. I was suddenly tired, and just wanted to get home. But Bella shifted her weight from side to side in front of me, and fidgeted with her hands.
 "So, I'll see you tomorrow night?" I asked. Bella looked up and nodded. I waited while her mouth opened and closed. Then a more determined look came across her face, and she stepped toward me. I wasn't even going to try to resist her, when she pressed her hands to the side of my face and pulled me down toward her mouth. But the kiss was unexpected. Soft, and sweet. She simply pressed her warm, closed lips against mine, and sighed softly as she pulled away. We were barely even touching, but I felt like she was wrapped around me, and through me. Like part of me. I rested my forehead against hers for a second, with my eyes still closed.

"Did you feel that?" Bella breathed against me. I nodded minutely. It wasn't a couple of kids getting carried away by teenage hormones out of control. It's like… it just felt like something more. "It doesn't have a name," she continued. "And I don't want to be with anyone else like this, Edward. I just have some things to figure out right now. Okay?"
 I nodded again, and opened my eyes. Bella smiled up at me and I knew I was grinning like a fool, too. "How did this even happen?" she murmured to herself. I just kept smiling. I wasn't sure… but I was glad that it did. "Isabella?"
 Bella and I stepped away from each other when her mother called from the door. "I'll see you tomorrow," she whispered.
 "See you then."

~*~
 ~ Chapter Fifteen ~ Oh, The Horror

I was already wearing a pair of comfortable flannel pants and a white t-shirt when Alice showed up on Saturday, which was perfect, actually, because she was already dressed for our sleep-over too. I was pretty sure that the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle pajama pants that she wore used to belong to me when I was like ten years old. I kinda wished I could still fit into them. They were rad. "Here. Let me help you," I said, opening the door wide so she could fit through with her arms full of things, rather than offering to help her carry any of them.
 "Gee, thanks Mr. Manners," Alice made a face while she stepped past me into the kitchen. "I can help you with those Ding Dongs," I offered, after spying the package through the thin plastic grocery bag she had twisted around the fingers of her left hand. 
 "Hands off the dessert," Alice scolded. "Yeah. Save some for your old man," my dad grinned when he walked into the room. Alice flipped one of the little wrapped snack cakes into the air, and my father somehow managed to bend forward and catch it behind his back.
 "Score!" he yelled, tossing it into the lunch bag he was packing for work. 
 "You two are weird." I rolled my eyes and pulled a kitchen chair out to straddle it. Alice made short work of emptying her loot, and then tossed the empty bag in my direction. 
 "Make yourself useful," she chided, ducking her head into a cabinet to retrieve a pizza pan. "Or do you really plan to just sit there and watch me do all the work alone?" 
 "We need to talk," I said. 
 "About what?" The pan she held was placed on the counter next to a frozen pizza that Al planned to cook, and she turned with her hands on her hips to look at me. 
 "Bella's going to stop by." "What?" Alice shrieked and then immediately attempted to bolt past me, but I stood and grabbed her around the hips to swing her back toward the kitchen. "What are you doing? Let me go!" Alice insisted. "You didn't tell me that Bella was coming over here! I can't hang out with her looking like this!"
 "Al? Cut it out," I said sternly, releasing my grip on her. "We talked about all of this. Remember? You are going to be yourself. And you look just fine." 
 "How in the hell did this happen?" Alice asked then. Her shoulders dropped and she pouted at the pizza tray. 
 "Are you mad?" I asked. Maybe it was a bad idea, to include Bella in plans that Al and I already had without asking her first. 
 "No. I'm not mad," she sighed. "I just wish I had a little warning, is all." 
 "She just asked me last night, when I was at her house," I explained. "I told her our plans, and she asked if she could join us." "I thought she was going to the dance," Al said.
 "I did too. But she's not. So she's coming over here. Okay?"
 "Yeah. Yeah. Okay," Alice finally nodded.
 My dad walked back through the room, buttoning his uniform shirt around himself. "So… what movies are on the agenda for tonight?"
 "Carrie, Prom Night, and Dance of the Dead."

"Do I sense a theme?" My dad laughed. "Bloody gore and high school dances. Subtle, guys. Really subtle."
 "Go ahead and laugh until you're called to investigate the bloodbath in the Spartans' gym," I nodded solemnly. My dad ruffled my hair as he passed.
 "You two have a fun night. Stay away from sharp, pointy objects." 
 "Will do, Chief," Alice saluted. My father was forced to pause once again in the doorway when Bella chose that moment to arrive. 
 "Edward?" "Yeah, Dad?" I stepped out of the kitchen toward him. Bella stood in our foyer, holding a can of Pringles in one hand, and a sleeping bag under her opposite arm. I barely had time to focus on the fact that she wasn't merely stopping by, because Rosalie Hale stood beside her, holding matching items.

"I… didn't know you were expecting more company," my father muttered. Alice stepped up beside me and made a tiny 'eep' sound as though someone had stepped on her tail. I was pretty sure no one heard it but me. And that was okay, because it matched the sound I had made in my head.
 "I hope this is okay?" Bella blinked wide eyes up toward me and shrugged the arm that held her sleeping bag. "When we talked, you said that you and Alice just usually crash on the floor?" "Oh. Yeah…" I nodded, and looked over toward my dad. I half expected him to call down the thunder. He was leaving for work, and his son was apparently having a pajama party with three attractive teenage girls.
 "I brought Ro along," she nodded in Rosalie's direction. "Just… you know. You've got your wingman, and I've got mine." "Edward?" My dad looked at me, and shook his head. I'm not sure what he saw written on my face. Maybe it was because he was still pretty young, himself. But he probably figured out quick that he would be putting an end to the greatest story in a young man's life if he decided to get all parental about things. So he didn't. "Call me at the station if you kids need anything. Got it?"
 "Got it," I breathed. "Thanks, Dad." 
 My father turned to leave for work, muttering 'should have bought a bigger box,' under his breath. I hurried to welcome the girls inside. "Here. Let me help you guys with that stuff," I said, reaching for their sleeping bags. Al snorted behind me. I gave her a guilty look to say 'sorry.' She just rolled her eyes and put a grin on her face. I could tell she was going to do her best to help me out.
 "Edward didn't tell me you'd be staying tonight," she said to Bella. 
 "I don't think he knew," Bella laughed. "I hope it's okay. Ro was just going to stay the night at my place anyway." 
 "We aren't trying to intrude on your private-party time," Rosalie said, looking down on Alice. "It's no intrusion," Alice smiled. "We have plenty of food, and lots of floor space. I'm just surprised that you aren't going to the dance!" 
 "Ro likes older guys," Bella shook her head. "That's not necessarily true," Rosalie shot Bella a strange look to silence her, and then turned to smile sweetly at me. I swear, she might have even batted her lashes a little. "What Bella means is that… I like a more mature kind of guy. It doesn't really matter how old they are… as long as they don't act like immature little high school boys."
 "Yeah. That's right," Bella nodded, looking over at Rosalie.
 "You know. Responsible guys. Guys who have more on their minds than just trying to find out what I wear under my cheerleading skirt." Rosalie Hale leaned into me, and put her hand on my forearm. I gulped, but didn't break eye contact. "Spanky pants," she said in a whisper.
 "Uh… excuse me?" I stammered. I was a little freaked out by the way she had moved into my personal space. 
 "That's what I wear under my cheerleading skirt," Rosalie pulled a little grin. "Or not." "Let's get you both settled in the living room," Alice said loudly. I felt her put her hand on the middle of my back, and shove me into motion. I blinked to get out of the fog that had settled around my brain, and quickly stepped away from Rosalie. Bella was looking at me oddly, and I sent her a "what in the hell is that all about?" sort of look. I guess the message didn't come across, because Bella busied herself by laying her sleeping bag out on the floor, seemingly oblivious to my confusion.

"I call the couch," Rosalie stated after looking around the room. I think I caught her sniffing at the air a little. And I get it. I mean… my dad and I are two guys that live alone. But we keep the house clean and stuff. It's not like our place smells like ass-crack and nachos. Well… unless it's one of those occasions when Dad has a bunch of guys over to watch a game on the flat screen. But that's a totally different story.
 "Can I use your bathroom to change into my pajamas?" Bella asked. I nodded. 
 "Yeah. Let me show you where it is. Al?" I felt bad leaving her for even a few minutes with Rosalie, but she nodded me off. "It's right up here." 
 I walked to the top of the stairs with Bella following behind me. When I got to the bathroom door, Bella turned sideways to slide past me. 
 "Thanks," she whispered. "I'll be right down." I left her and felt my socked feet slide underneath me when I returned to the living room. My heels connected hard on the edges of the last two steps but I somehow managed to stay upright by hanging on to the handrail. Rosalie was standing in the middle of my living room in something red, and little, and silky, and short. It was like a little slip of a nightgown thing that I had seen in one of the last Victoria Secret catalogues that mysteriously were shipped to our house. I'm not sure how Dad and I ended up on that mailing list, but I was kinda thankful for it.

Alice stood beside her, and honestly, I don't understand how she couldn't have been intimidated while Rosalie looked the way she did, wearing what she was wearing. In the general consensus of Forks High, Rosalie was known as the most beautiful girl in school. And really, she looked like she could have been modeling those night clothes for the store she bought them from. I had to fight the sudden urge I had to run outside and look to see if a giant alternate-universe porthole had opened up above my house.
 "Uh… Rosalie?" I asked. She turned to look at the sound of my voice, and placed her hands on her silk-covered hips. 
 "Yes, Edward?" Her voice sounded breathy and weird, and she was smiling in a way that made me wonder if she wasn't smoking some of her brother's stash before she showed up. "I was just wondering if you might like to borrow some sweat pants or something? This is an old house, and it gets real drafty. I wouldn't want you to catch a cold." 
 I heard a soft snort behind me and turned to see Bella rolling her eyes. 
 "Jeesh, Ro," Bella grumbled. Rosalie frowned for a minute but then gave me another of her strange grins. 
 "I'll be fine, Edward. I'm actually feeling really hhhhot." 
 Yeah. She hung on to that 'h' sound for a while, and sounded like a phone sex operator or something. I turned my worried gaze toward Bella. 
 "Is she on something?" I whispered. Bella smiled at me and shook her head, before walking past us into the living room. Things felt a little more like normal while we all munched on pizza and watched the first half of the movie. But then Rosalie started making some weird moaning sounds that eventually caught my attention. I looked away from the screen to see her sitting on the floor with her back against the bottom of our couch. She held her hair up on her head with one hand, and rubbed at her neck with the other.
 "Watching the television from this angle is giving me a crick in the neck," Rosalie complained. "You could always sit on the couch," I looked behind her at the piece of furniture that she had already claimed for the evening. 
 "I could really use a neck massage," Rosalie frowned before deliberately pouting at me. "You look like you have very strong hands, Edward. Will you give me a massage?" 
 I looked over toward Alice, to see her with an incredulous look on her face. Bella stared straight ahead at the television screen. "Umm," I stammered. Rosalie smiled and showed me one of her famous dimples.
 "Please?"
 "Al could maybe help you with that," I said in a rush. "She took a class…" I stood up, ignoring the look on my best friend's face as I offered her services instead of my own. 
 "In what?" Rosalie asked. "…Basket-weaving," I pulled out of thin air. "Strong fingers, those basket weavers. I need a drink. Anyone else?" I hurried from the room, listening as Bella and Alice both shouted that they'd like water. In the quiet kitchen, I put my shaky hands against the cool edge of the sink and leaned down to breathe deeply. Other guys in the school might have dreamt nightly of having the opportunity to give Rosalie Hale a rub down. But I almost wanted to vomit. She was seriously weirding me out with all the batting of the eyelashes, and the lingerie, and the breathy little comments sent in my direction. I felt stressed-out and my stomach was in knots.
 "You didn't ask me if I'd like anything to drink." 
 I straightened my back when I heard her speaking behind me. Rosalie had followed me into the kitchen. 
 "I was… just getting some glasses," I said, not facing her while I opened a cabinet beside my head. "There is bottled water in the refrigerator. Help yourself." 
 "Hmm." How did she make that sound like a purr? "Got anything stronger?" "Uh… no." I shook my head and finally turned, pressing myself back against the counter just to keep space between us.
 "Oh well," Rosalie smiled and opened the refrigerator door, standing for a moment in the slice of yellow light that poured forth when she opened it. I bit my lip for a second, worried once more about her being cold, dressed as she was, while standing so close to the refrigerated air. I kept my eyes trained on her face, just in case. I wouldn't want her to think I was checking her out or anything. Because I definitely wasn't. "Water is fine," she grinned. "It might help me to cool off."
 "Maybe you have a fever or something," I frowned. It was the second time she'd mentioned being hot. "If you need a ride home…or aren't feeling well…" 
 "Ooops," Rosalie somehow managed to tip her wrist while opening her water, and half the bottle poured down the front of her thin sleep-wear. The silky fabric immediately molded to her… her… I turned away from the sight so fast that I cracked the middle of my forehead against the open cabinet door beside my head. The sudden pain sent a shower of sparks behind my eyelids, and I groaned and grabbed the counter.
 "Shit," I cussed. Rosalie Hale was practically filming a Girls Gone Wild video in my kitchen behind me, and I almost gave myself a concussion. 
 "What's taking so long?" I heard Bella say, as she walked into the room to join us. "Rosalie spilled her drink," I muttered, into the sink. "I'm pretty sure that she is going to need something new to sleep in." 
 "Ah, hell. Ro? Aren't you taking this all a bit too far?" 
 "Necessary evil," Rosalie spoke. "And trust. He's all yours. Get Romeo here some ice. I'm going to change my clothes." 
 "What in the hell is wrong with her?" I muttered when I heard Rosalie leave the room. I could hear Bella rustling around in the freezer, and turned when I felt her hand against my arm. "Here. Hold this to it," Bella murmured. I accepted the bag of frozen vegetables she handed me, and pressed it to the bump I already felt forming above my right eye. "Sorry," I winced.
 "No. I'm sorry," Bella shook her head. "Rosalie means well. Her methods are just unusual." "Should I know what that means?"
 "Can we talk about it later?" Bella asked. "I just want you to sit down for a while. Keep that bag on your head, okay?" 
 "Okay," I acquiesced with a sigh. I felt much better when Bella sat on the couch and insisted that I sit between her feet on the floor, with my back to her. I leaned back and she smoothed my hair away from my forehead while I held the frozen vegetables in place.
 "What happened to you?" Alice said, sounding worried. 
 "Hit my head on a cabinet," I groaned. Okay, so maybe the groan was over-kill. My head didn't hurt that much anymore. But I liked the attention from Bella. "You are such a klutz," Al shook her head. Rosalie walked back in the room, wearing a pair of pink pajama pants and a concert t-shirt. I raised my eyebrows underneath the peas and carrots, and wondered why she didn't just start out with those pajamas in the first place. They had to be much more comfortable than what she had been wearing.
 A loud knock sounded at the door, and we all turned our heads toward the sound.

"I wonder who that is?" I asked out loud.
 "Maybe the rest of the cheer squad," Alice muttered while standing up. "I'll go see." In a moment, Alice rounded the corner with Emmett following close behind.
 "Holy shit, Heffner," Emmett grinned while looking at Bella and Rosalie. "What do we have here?"
 "We're watching movies," I shrugged, looking up at him from under the vegetables I had pressed to my head. "What are you doing here?" 
 "Came home for the weekend," he explained. "I was dropping something off for a friend down the street, and I saw the lights on. Thought I'd stop by and see how you're doing." "Bruised," I said, pointing to my head. "But other-wise fine." I couldn't help notice the way that Rosalie was twisting her hair over her shoulder and fidgeting while looking up toward Emmett. "Wanna stick around a while and watch movies with us?"

"Hell yeah, I do!" Emmett said loudly before lowering his large frame to sit beside Rosalie on the floor. "Share the love, Blondie," he told her. Rosalie actually giggled and made room for him to sit beside her on her sleeping bag. "Got any food?"
 Alice tossed Emmett an open bag of Doritos, and I sighed and leaned further back into the couch. After a while, I was actually able to relax a little. "How's your head?" Bella whispered near my ear. The movie was back on in full-force, and Emmett, Rosalie, and Alice sat in front of us laughing at the copious amounts of red-colored syrup that sprayed across the screen.
 "Better. I think I'm done with this," I said. I pulled the thawing bag away from my head, and turned my face to look up at her. "It doesn't look so bad," Bella said quietly, touching the sore area lightly with her finger tips. "I think I'll just put these back in the freezer," I said, rising to stand.
 "I'll go with," Bella said. "Could we maybe step outside for a minute? I could use a little air."

Screams erupted from the actors on the television screen while Alice, Rosalie and Emmett laughed loudly. None of them even turned to look while Bella and I left the room. Bella stepped out to the back porch while I returned the vegetables to the freezer. Then I went outside to join her.
 "It's cold," I noted. Bella stood, leaning against the porch railing with her arms wrapped around herself. 
 "Just a little," she nodded. "But I wanted to talk to you. Alone." 
 "Alright," I said. I was a little worried about what was so important, that she was willing to stand outside in the cold, in her pajamas just to talk to me. 
 "I want to apologize to you. About Ro." 
 "Rosalie?" I asked, feeling confused. "Well… yeah. I didn't know you were going to bring her. But it's okay. You don't need to apologize." "No," Bella said, shaking her head. "I mean… I want to apologize for the way she's been acting." "I was going to ask about that," I nodded.
 Bella sounded nervous as she laughed, and I stepped a little closer to her on the porch. "Rosalie knows that I like you."
 "Come again?" I asked.

"I told Rosalie. That I like you," Bella said softly. I put my hands on the porch rail and looked out over the dark yard, feeling the weight of Bella's admission settle around me. "I'm sorry," she continued. "It's just… I was confused. And I needed a friend to talk to."

"It's… okay," I said slowly. "I mean, I talk to Al about stuff. Right?"
 "I didn't know if you wanted to keep things like, a secret," Bella said with a hushed voice. "Did you?" I asked, turning to look at her. "Want things to be a secret?"
 "Not announcing something, is not the same as being secretive," she finally pointed out. "I'm just not into calling a bunch of attention to this. Why does it have to be front page news?" "It doesn't," I shook my head.
 "Everybody thinks Rosalie is the most beautiful girl who ever existed."
 "Some of us would beg to differ," I said quietly. Even in the dark, I could tell that Bella's cheeks turned pink. She smiled and slid closer to me. 
 "She was testing you," Bella said. She actually looked worried while she gazed up at me. "Rosalie was flirting with you, on purpose." " That was flirting?" I laughed. "I was going to ask you if she mixed meds!"
 Bella laughed again, and I shook my head. It totally made sense now.
 "She wanted to see if you could be trusted. If you, you know… were really into me. Or if you just…" "Did I pass?" I asked, cutting her off.
 "You passed. But she might think you're gay," Bella nodded solemnly.
 "I'm not," I smirked, turning to face her.
 "I know," she breathed, stepping closer. I reached out and put my finger tips against Bella's hips. "So what happens now?" I asked.
 "What happens now…" Bella reached out to twist the bottom of my t-shirt between her fingers. "Is that I think I'd like for us to be an 'us'."
"An  'us'?" I
 "If you want that," Bella nodded and stared straight forward at my chest.
 "I'd love to be part of an 'us' with you," I said softly. My heart beat hard in my chest, and Bella looked up at me. "Really?" she asked with a smile.
 "Does it mean I get to kiss you?"
 "Definitely."
 "Whenever I want?" I teased.
 "You might want to give me a heads up."
 "Consider this an advance notice."

Bella smiled and I tugged her hips just a little to bring her against me. And then she let me kiss her. My fingers tightened against the material of her pajama pants, and she slid her hands over my shoulders and into the back of my hair. I couldn't stop the warm hum of approval that rolled through my chest, and she shivered and pressed her body against mine. Oh yeah. This 'us' thing was really good. Like, really, really good. Her soft lips pressed warmly against mine. And I might have considered trying for just a little more if the cold tip of her nose wasn't such a harsh contrast. I pulled away after one chaste kiss, and smiled down at her.

"You're freezing," I told her.
 "I'm warming up," she smiled.
 "Let's warm up… inside," I suggested. "They'll all wonder where we are."
 "Rosalie won't even notice," Bella argued, though she did step out of my hold. "She's totally into Emmett." "Another test?" I raised my eyebrows and held the door open so she could enter in front of me. "No. For real. I was serious about Rosalie liking older guys."
 "He's only like a year older," I said.
 "Good enough."

Bella was absolutely right about Rosalie. When we walked back into the living room, we saw that Emmett and Rosalie had moved to sit on the couch. His arm was thrown casually across her shoulders as they sat closely, side by side.
 "I was wondering where you two took off to," Emmett grinned. 
 "Just getting some fresh air," I shrugged. Alice grinned once over her shoulder and turned her attention back to the movie on the television. "Well… I'm thinking of taking off." Emmett stood up and Rosalie quickly stood beside him. "Give me a lift home?" she asked.
 "I thought you were staying?" Bella asked.
 "Nah," Rosalie shook her hair behind her. "My work here is done. I'll sleep better in my own bed."
 "Well let's go then, Blondie," Emmett said, pulling his keys from his pocket. "You kids enjoy the rest of your movies. Don't do anything that I wouldn't do." 
 "That leaves the evening wide open," Alice laughed. Emmett reached down and pulled one of her low pig tails as he passed. "Keep 'em in line," he smirked. "I'll catch your act later."
 "Bye!"

Bella moved to shift her sleeping bag on the floor, closer to Alice, and then laid on her stomach across it. I smiled, looking down at both of them. Then I moved my sleeping bag closer to Al's other side, and laid down too. It was just the three of us. And I'd say… it felt damn near perfect.

~*~ ~ Chapter Sixteen ~ Rules
 I walked Alice to the porch in the dim early light of morning. Bella still slept in the middle of my living room floor. She was the only one who got any sleep. That girl snored louder than Alice. "Thanks for being so cool last night," I spoke quietly. "Things got a little weird, there." "I like her," Al said, looking back toward the door. "Think she's gonna be around a while?" "I hope so," I smiled, scratching my scruffy cheek. "I think we're going to try…"
 "To be like, a couple?" Alice asked excitedly. I nodded and she jumped from foot to foot in an excited little dance before wrapping her arms around my waist to hug me enthusiastically. "Call me later?" "Sure thing." 
 Alice left, and I walked back into the house to start some coffee for Dad. The aroma soon lured him downstairs, and we sat together, quietly eating cereal at the kitchen table. "She's really sucking the paint off the walls in there," my father joked in a whisper. I snorted and chewed my Captain Crunch. "You might need to invest in ear plugs if she's going to be joining you and Bug for movie nights."

"Maybe," I grinned.
 "Will she?" My dad asked.
 "I think so."

We both stopped our conversation when the sound erupting from the living room ceased. Soon, the soft padding of feet brought our attention to the doorway. Bella stood in her socked feet, with her hair a chocolate riot around her shoulders. Her face was puffy from sleep, and her eyes were still half-closed.

"Coffee…" she mumbled with a hoarse voice. My dad stood up with a chuckle, and went to pour a hot cup for her, placing it at the table while she slumped into a chair across from me. "Thank you," she yawned.

"Did you sleep well?" I asked.
 "Mmm-hmm," Bella nodded while blowing the steam across her coffee cup. "Like a baby." "Like a baby chainsaw," my father quipped, standing to put his bowl in the sink.
 "Hmm?" Bella asked, raising an eyebrow.
 "Nothing," I hurried to deflect his teasing comment and shot my dad a dirty look. She didn't know him well enough, for him to start joking around like that. 
 "Would you like anything for breakfast?" my father offered, obviously trying to be nice. "Oh… no thanks," Bella smiled. "I'm actually going to have to take off in a few minutes. My parents have some brunch thing that I have to go to. Yay." She pumped her fist in the air weakly, with mock enthusiasm.

"Well, I hope to see you again soon," my father said with a nod. "I'm heading down to the river to do a little fishing. You feel up for it, Edward?"
 "Rain check?" I asked, putting my own bowl in the sink. "I have a paper due this week. I should get started."
 "No problem," my dad grinned. "See you later." 
 Bella finished her coffee while I washed the few dishes that were left in the sink. When she came to put her mug in the soapy water under my hands she paused, close enough so that our arms touched. "Thanks for having me over," Bella said. 
 "Thanks for surprising me," I grinned. I lifted one sudsy finger to place a dollop of bubbles on the end of her nose, and she grinned before wiping it away with the back of her hand. "See you at school tomorrow?" 
 "I'll be there," I nodded. I couldn't stop the grin that spread across my face when Bella stood on tiptoes and kissed me softly on the cheek. "Morning breath," she murmured.
 "I'd risk it," I smiled.
 "Rain check," she laughed, using the words I'd given my father. I laughed and watched as she walked from the room. A few minutes later, I heard the front door close, and knew that she was gone. I didn't see Bella until class on Monday. She gave me a grin from her seat before lecture began, but lingered by the door when class was over. "Sit with me at lunch?" she asked quietly.
 "Sure," I nodded as we left the room. "There's room for Al too, right?"
 "Of course," Bella smiled. And true to her word, two seats were saved right next to her in the lunch room. Alice and I pulled out our lunches as Angela came to sit across from Bella. "So… how was the dance?" Bella asked. She was being courteous, as I'm sure that Angela would have launched into the topic anyway. It seemed that everyone was still buzzing from the weekend's event.

"It was okay," Angela shrugged. Alice doodled on her Staff-Pervert list and pretended to not be interested. I knew she was listening in. "The boys here are so stupid. None of them wanted to dance. They were way more interested in spiking the punch. But that was easy enough. Coach was in charge of watching the refreshment table, and he wasn't paying attention. He was busy texting on his phone all night."

I watched as Alice put an asterisk next to Coach's name on her list.
 "Did you have fun with Jasper?"
 His name brought Alice's eyes up from her paper. We all glanced down the table, where the boy in question was busy talking loudly with the other guys who sat beside him. 
 "Please. He's oblivious," Angela shrugged. "The only way he would have noticed me is if I was wrapped in rolling papers. Or if I doused myself in bong water before the dance." "But… you were his date," Alice added quietly.
 "We're friends," Angela shrugged like it didn't matter. "I needed a ride, and he has a decent car."

I smiled over at Alice, and noticed that she seemed more relaxed after Angela's indifferent recap of the evening.
 "Hi, Edward!" Jessica stood at my end of the table with her lunch tray in hand. I looked up, surprised to see her there.

"Hello," I said.
 "It's a shame you weren't at the dance on Saturday," Jess smiled.
 "I had other plans," I told her. "You went with Mike. Right?"
 "I would have rather gone with you," Jessica said, boldly laying her hand on my shoulder.

"Hey, Stanley. Hands off Bella's man!" Rosalie said loudly, sitting down in the empty seat on the other side of Bella. We all looked her way, surprised by her arrival, and by her indelicate announcement. Bella's mouth popped open, and she flinched when Tyler slammed his lunch tray angrily against the table before getting up to storm out of the lunch room. Lauren shot Bella a lethal look before getting up to chase after him.

Jessica's hand slid from my arm, and she looked hurt.
 "Bella?" she asked, with a small voice.
 "Jess…" Bella squeezed her eyes shut. "I'm sorry…"
 Jessica hurried to leave the lunchroom too. I looked over at Bella. So much for us not announcing our new status. "Holy shit," Angela grinned over at us. " You two? No way."
 "Way," Alice breathed.
 "Bella?" I asked. She opened her eyes to look over at me. "I'm going to go talk to her. Okay?" "Yeah," Bella nodded and looked aggravated. "I need to have a chat with Ro."

Alice gave me a sympathetic look as I got up to go find Jessica. I didn't have to look far. She was just outside the main doors of the building, leaning the back of her legs against the low brick wall that lined the sidewalk.
 "Jessica?" I asked, walking up behind her. I saw her wipe her face with the bottom of her sleeve, and she straightened her shoulders before I moved to stand beside her. "Are you alright?" "What do you think?" she muttered bitterly. "I was just shot down. By… you!" She waved her hand angrily, indicating the Dr. Who t-shirt I wore. "You can't even dress yourself, for God's sake!" "I'm sorry," I said with sincerity. 
 "I don't know what I was thinking," Jessica shook her head. "And what about Bella? I mean… she's so… so…" "Stupid?" I supplied, cringing. Jessica turned to look at me with wide eyes.
 "I was going to say 'brave.'"
 "Huh?" I blinked down at her.
 "She's always been the bravest of all of us," Jessica shook her head. "Anyone would agree. She's never been afraid to take chances…" I was pretty sure Bella would be happy to hear that assessment about her personality. "You were going to take a chance," I said softly. "On me. And I really appreciate that, Jessica." "It never would have worked out, anyway." Her laugh sounded hollow.
 "I apologize if I ever did anything, to give you the wrong impression."
 "You didn't," sighed, looking forward again. "I guess I'm just not used to guys being so nice." "Mike might be nice," I suggested. "If you gave him a chance."
 "Maybe," she shrugged.
 "I'd really like it if we could be friends," I told her. She turned and studied my face for a moment. "That's not even a line for you, is it?" she said with what sounded like wonder.
 "No," I shook my head. "I mean it."
 "Fuck. Why do you have to be so sweet?"
 "I'm… sorry?" I said. I wasn't sure if I needed to apologize for trying to be a decent person. "You and Bella, huh?" she asked, pushing away from the wall. "This should be interesting."
 "You're telling me," I said with a sigh. Jessica gave me a another weak little smile before turning to go back into the building. 
 I stayed there for a few minutes, staring at the ground between my favorite old tennis shoes, until Bella's voice brought me out of my head. "Rosalie thinks she did Jessica a favor," Bella said, sliding into the space between my knees. I wasn't sure what her policy was, on public displays of affection. But given her proximity, I didn't think she'd mind me putting my hands on her hips. I locked my fingers into her belt loops and looked at her.
 "A favor?" 
 "Uh-huh," Bella smiled. "She thought that if Jessica didn't remove her hand, I might have been tempted to do it. At the wrist." 
 "Possessive?" I asked, surprised. 
 "I don't like to share," Bella scrunched up her nose. "But Rosalie was probably over-exaggerating the possible threat." 
 "I should have been more direct with her, from the beginning," I said with a sigh. "I never wanted to hurt anyone. Hell. I didn't know it was even possible." 
 "Jessica falls out of love a dozen times a year," Bella waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. "She'll get over it." "And you?" I asked.
 "What about me?"
 "Do you fall out of love easily?" I stared into her eyes, trying to understand the girl who stood in front of me. 
 "I don't know yet," Bella said softly. "I don't think I've ever been in love… to fall out of it." We stood there looking at each other, until the sound of the bell brought our attention back to our schedules. "I guess we should get back inside," Bella sighed. I slid my hands away from her sides, and was surprised again when she moved closer and pressed a small kiss to the corner of my mouth. "It was nice of you, to step up like that," Bella whispered near my mouth. "Jessica is my friend. I didn't like hurting her, either."

"Yeah," I nodded. I caught the curious stare of a student who walked past, just over Bella's shoulder. I couldn't blame the kid for looking shocked. I mean… he'd just seen one of the biggest nobodies in school get kissed by one of the biggest somebodies. "Things are going to get strange now, aren't they?" I mumbled.
 "I'm gonna guess 'yes.'" Bella nodded. 
 "Are you good with strange?" I asked, reaching for her hand to stop her just outside the door. Bella looked down at our connected palms, and then smirked up at me. 
 "Bring. It. On." 
 Jessica was right. Bella really was brave. And she didn't let go of my hand until we had to part ways in the senior hallway to go to our lockers. By three o'clock that afternoon, news of our relationship had travelled like wildfire. Well, not wildfire in Forks. I mean… everything is always pretty wet. So fires tend to just sort of smolder and smoke a lot but they don't go anywhere. I meant more like, you know… wildfire through some dry, arid place. Like California or… nevermind. You get the idea. Everyone was staring. I tried to ignore the whispers and looks of awe or confusion that were sent my way. It was a little harder to step around the junior who stood in the middle of the hall in a sort of SNL cheerleading-skit lunge with his hand up in the air, trying to give me a solid high-five. I was the dork who somehow landed a Swan. And maybe I should have been walking around with my head up, feeling cocky and full of myself for pulling off the impossible. But by the end of the day, all I really wanted was to get home, and hide-out in my room for a while.

"Let's get the hell out of here," I said through gritted teeth while Alice and I jumped into the truck. "Aren't you supposed to wait for Bella, or something?" Alice asked when I put the truck into gear. "Why?" I asked. "She has her own car."
 "But you're like her boyfriend or something now." Al sounded exasperated. "There are rules, Edward. Things you are just expected to do." 
 "Hmm." I frowned and stared through the windshield. Al might have a point. But if there were some secret rules that came along with spending time with Bella… I hadn't been informed yet. The concern was still on my mind at eight o'clock, while I attempted to work a calculus problem for class. I was lying on my stomach, on my bed, and reached over to grab the phone. "Bella?" I asked, happy that she answered.
 "Hey. What's up?" Bella replied.
 "Are there rules? You know. That I need to be following? To be dating you, or whatever?" "What?" She asked, sounding genuinely confused.
 "I just don't want to screw anything up," I sighed.
 "What are you doing, right now?" Bella asked.
 "Trying to do calculus. And freaking myself out."
 "Take a break. We can get through the homework together. Just give me twenty to get over there. Okay?" 
 "Yeah. Okay," I nodded even though she couldn't see me. I was still tense and stressed out when I heard her car door shut outside, a short while later. Then I heard my father answer the door. Bella's feet sounded on the stairs, and I sat on the side of my bed, looking worriedly up at her when she finally walked through my open bedroom doorway.
 "Rules," Bella shook her head and clucked her tongue at me. "Okay. Rule number one. More kissing. Less freaking out." "More kissing?" I asked, raising my eyebrows. Bella smiled and walked forward to climb up and straddle my lap. Her knees pressed into the soft mattress on either side of my legs, and her thighs rested against mine. "Kissing is good," I nodded. "I can handle kissing."

"Good," Bella smirked. And when she placed her mouth over mine, I thanked God that she was so smart. Because it definitely was difficult to think of anything else when Bella Swan was kissing me. I wrapped my fingers around the denim on her hips, and let the stress of the day be carried away with the amazing feelings that rushed through my body. I was hot all over, and opened my mouth with a groan when Bella licked at my bottom lip. Nothing could be better than this. Nothing.

"Mmmm," Bella hummed against me. She threaded her fingers through my hair, and our kiss grew a little deeper. A little harder. And so did I. Shit. Shit! I pulled away, trying to catch my breath, and looked up at Bella to find that she was breathing a little hard too. Her cheeks were flushed, and she smiled down at me. "Feel better?"
 "What did I call you for, again?" I teased. 
 "You needed help with your homework," Bella laughed. She slid off my legs, and I tried to shift a little without her noticing the pressing problem at the front of my jeans. 
 "Calculus. Right," I nodded. Bella grabbed her bag from where she dropped it on the floor, and returned with her book. 
 "Scoot," she motioned with her little finger. I turned and rolled my body to lie once again, across my blankets. Bella flopped down beside me and opened her book in front of her. "Tough day?" she asked, while looking for the correct page number to match mine. "Weird day," I mumbled.
 "Why did you ask me about rules?" she said, finally turning her face to look over at me. "Alice said something," I shrugged. "Was I supposed to wait for you after school or something?" "Did you want to wait for me after school?" Bella asked.
 "Not really," I admitted. "I was just anxious to get home."
 "Okay then," she shrugged one shoulder and twisted a long piece of hair around her finger. "I say… do what you want to do." 
 "I just don't know how to do this school thing," I told her. "I see couples all the time. In the hall. Walking to class together. Eating lunch…" "We already eat lunch together," Bella smiled.
 "Yeah…" I nodded.

"Listen, Edward," Bella told me. "If you want to see me before school, find me. If you want to spend time with me between classes… I'll show you my schedule. I'm not trying to be an obligation… or pin you down with any expectations."
 "I like spending time with you," I said, sliding a little closer to her.

"So do it." Bella smiled. "I like spending time with you too."
 "I'm not going to ditch Alice," I warned her.
 "I wouldn't dream of asking you to," Bella frowned. "I still have my friends too, you know." "Yeah, I know." I nodded. "And I hope that none of this causes any problems for you, with them."
 "Tyler is the only one who is being an ass about it," Bella scrunched her nose. "And while I'd like to stay on friendly terms with him… I don't really care what he thinks." 
 "I'm not trying to rub his nose in anything," I shook my head. 
 "Hey." Bella reached over and brushed her hand through the top of my hair. "If it makes you uncomfortable, sitting at the table with Tyler… we'll just sit somewhere else." "You shouldn't have to relocate all the way to my side of the lunchroom," I shook my head. "So, we'll choose a table in the middle," Bella grinned. "I like sitting with you."
 "Even though I can't dress myself?" I grimaced. Bella looked down.
 "That shirt is pretty damn fugly."
 "Sorry," I muttered. "I should probably try a little harder."
 "Don't you dare!" Bella shook her head. "I think you are so cute. Nerdy shirts and all."
 This girl was a dream come true. I leaned over and kissed her again, but we were interrupted by my dad clearing his throat in my doorway. I broke away, and looked over my shoulder at him. "Studying?" my father asked.
 "Calculus. Yeah," I nodded.
 "Keep the door open," he told me. Great. I guess Dad was busy trying to learn the rules too. Parenting a Teenage Son, 101. Bella and I actually got through our homework, and I saw her down to the door at ten. "Want to come over for dinner tomorrow night?" I asked. "Al is cooking meatloaf or something." "Nah. You three have fun." She grinned over my shoulder at my dad. "Good night, Chief." "Night, Bella."
 "See you tomorrow," I told her. Bella gave me a quick kiss, and I knew my father was paying way too much attention. "Bye."
 I turned to look at him after she had gone.
 "Are you gonna start wearing your badge in the house, and policing my every move?" I questioned him. 
 "Edward," my father frowned. "The rules aren't just for you, you know. When your girlfriend is over at this house, it's my job to take care of her, too." 
 "Take care of her?" I quirked an eyebrow. "I thought that's what I was trying to do." I was teasing, and my dad knew it. I saw the corner of his mouth twitch, as he tried not to smile. "Smart ass," he scolded me.
 "Learned from the best," I laughed, walking past him toward the stairs.
 "Better be the only thing you've learned from me!" My dad yelled up toward me. "I don't need to remind you that your mother had you when we were just nineteen!" I had a whole box of condoms in my side-table drawer to serve as a reminder of that. And as I picked up the discarded book and papers from my bed… for a second, just a second… I considered that I might actually have a need for them some day.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Seventeen ~ Joining The Circus
 "So, how was school today?" My father asked, putting a second helping of Alice's meatloaf on his plate. 
 "Not bad," I shrugged. In reality… the day had been interesting, to say the least. 
 "Everyone knows who Edward is now," Alice giggled and kicked my leg lightly under the table. "And now the gossip mill is working over-time." 
 "Why's that?" My dad looked at me with a frown. "They're just trying to figure out why Bella Swan is dating a guy like me," I responded. Bella, Alice and I sat at our carefully selected, neutrally located table in the lunch room, trading the whispered suggestions we had picked up throughout the day. Some of them were funny. Some… not so much.
 "Any good theories?" My father asked. I tapped my fork against my chin and pretended to think about it, while Alice launched into details. "First I heard that Edward was paying Bella to date him. Classic eighties movie style." "Yeah?"
 "Then there's the one where Edward has cancer, and dating Bella is like his Make-a-Wish or something." "That's not funny," my dad scowled when I chuckled.
 "Maybe you'd prefer the latest. Which is that your son is smuggling a python in his dockers." My father looked up at me with a surprised look on his face, then smirked and shook his head.
 "Well at least some of them are closer to the truth. The Cullen men have never had any complaints in that area…" 
 "Ew!" Alice raised her voice. "Inappropriate much? I'm trying to eat, here. Please pass the brain bleach!" My father laughed and apologized while I stood to scrape my plate in the trash. Though the last rumor was at least one I should be happy about, as a guy… I couldn't help but wonder how insulting that was to Bella.

"Well, you seem pretty okay with this, Edward."
 I shrugged and moved to put my plate in the sink. "People will get tired of talking about it soon enough. Over the weekend, someone will probably do something stupid and give everyone something new to gossip about."
 "That's the way these things typically work," my father agreed. While I was very afraid that all of the gossip would upset Bella, and maybe even make her reevaluate her decision to be seen with me, she seemed to be taking it all in stride. When we worked together at the Rec Center on Wednesday night, she periodically crossed my path and kept me laughing all night.

"Oooh. I've got it!" Bella danced into the storage area, where I was stacking tumbling mats. "I was kidnapped by aliens and they used a brain-altering ray-gun thingie to make me suddenly find you irresistible!"
 "Bella? If you are going to believably date a nerd, you should never, ever refer to something as serious as a mind-altering device as a 'thingie.'" "'Thingie's' no good?" Bella grinned.
 "You'd never convince a room full of Trekkies."
 "Are you a Trekkie?"
 I blushed and looked down at the mats I was stacking. I didn't own a pair of Vulcan ears or anything. But I'd been known to watch a few of the old episodes with my Dad. 
 "Maybe we should start some scandalous new rumors," Bella suggested. "To stop people from wondering why we are together. Then they'll start talking about what we are doing together!" "Like telling people that we ran off to join the circus?" I suggested.
 "Or a cult," Bella nodded, solemnly.
 "Or a cult of circus folk," I amended.
 "Or a cult of Trekkie circus folk?"
 "Maybe we should start off with something easier to believe," I grinned.
 "Like saying we were caught making out like crazy in your truck, in the Rec Center parking lot?" I'm very happy to say that we did our best to substantiate that would-be rumor, after work.

Because the stereo in my old truck didn't work, we couldn't even pretend that we were going out there to listen to music. I sat on the passenger side of my bench seat, while Bella crawled up to straddle my lap again. She kissed me with her hands threaded through my hair, while I clutched at her hips and tried to control my embarrassingly loud breathing. But Bella was breathing heavy too. And that sound, in the relative silence of the cool fall night, was sending delicious shivers up and down my spine. I groaned when Bella lowered her face to suck lightly at the skin under my ear, and involuntarily lifted my hips to get closer to her.
 "Sorry," I rasped. Bella bit at my earlobe and deliberately rocked forward against me. "I'm not," she whispered across my ear. I released her hips, only so I could wrap my arms around her, and hold her in this closer position. She kept squirming. And I couldn't help but shift underneath her. The friction was slight… I wasn't trying to dry-hump the girl. It was more like… pre- dry-humping. But it felt great. And to my utter consternation, I had a feeling that if we kept it up, I was going to end up shooting a load in my pants and humiliating myself completely. I dropped my hands to her waist again, and tried to hold her still. I needed some space. I needed to cool down. I needed to remember we were in the front of my piece of shit truck in the Rec Center parking lot, for God's sake.

"Bella," I mumbled against her bottom lip. "I love kissing you."
 "I love kissing you too," Bella breathed. And she sort of moaned. "I need… I need…"

I suppose at that moment, there were only two ways to go. I could either be a) intimidated by the fact that Bella had more experience than me, or b) grateful that she was comfortable enough to know what she wanted. I chose to be grateful. Because while I was considering both possibilities, Bella reached down and wrapped her fingers around my right wrist. And before I could even contemplate the new direction she led me in, she raised my hand and pressed it right on top of her boob.

"Shit!" I moaned. Bella made an appreciative little moan and kissed me again to encourage me. So I gave that glorious, soft mound in my hand a tentative squeeze. Bella kissed me harder, and pressed herself against my palm more fully. That definitely didn't help the problem in my pants. But the loud knock on the window beside my head, sure did.

Bella and I broke away guiltily, and I looked up to see one of the directors from the Rec Center, frowning while she squinted into the dark cab of my truck. I cringed as I reached to roll the window open a few inches.
 "Edward? Bella?" "Uh… hey Mary." I nervously pulled my fingers through the top of my hair. The interruption was as effective as a douse of ice water. Thank God for that, because she told us both to get out of the truck. I opened the door and stepped out, moving aside so Bella could slide out beside me. We stood side by side, like we were facing a firing squad. Mary stared at us for a few minutes before even speaking.

"How long have you two been an item?"
 "Not long," Bella answered, after clearing her throat.

"Hmm," Mary replied with a frown. I wasn't sure what I should say. I just stood there with my hands shoved in my pockets, like a kid who was caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Only my hand was on boob. Wonderful boob. My first boob ever… and I had to get busted by our boss.

"I can't really give you two a lecture on company fraternization. Because you're both volunteers…" I stared down at the rocks under my feet, and tried to will the regular color to return to my face.

"So here's the deal," she said. I peeked up from under my lashes and watched her cross her arms over her chest determinedly. "You will not treat this parking lot like the Motel 6. Families come in and out through here. And Lord… you'd likely give a couple of our seniors heart palpitations!" I saw Bella smirk from the corner of my eye, and nudged her with my elbow until she forced a serious look on her face and nodded agreement with me. "And second. You two will keep your hands off each other's goodies while you are working. No sneaking off to the janitor's closet. Get my drift?"
 "I promise," I nodded again. "I'm really sorry, Mary," I apologized. She stared at me for another moment before her mouth pulled up in a small smile. 
 "You kids get on out of here now." 
 "Can we have a couple minutes?" Bella asked. Mary leveled her with a stern look, and Bella put her hands up. "Just to talk!" 
 "Ten minutes," our boss said. "I'm locking up. And I want you both out of here, when I come back." Mary walked away, and Bella moved to lean against my tailgate. I walked to join her and we both waited until the director was back in the building before speaking. "Well, that was funny," Bella giggled. I scowled at her.
 "It was not!"
 "Oh please." Bella scoffed and turned her face to look at me. "She was totally trying not to laugh the whole time. It's not like we were having sex or something!" 
 I blushed and looked down, and Bella turned to stand in front of me. 
 "Hey. I'm sorry," she said softly. I nodded, but didn't say anything. "I just… really like being with you." "I like being with you too," I admitted, reaching forward to put my hands on her hips. "Am I moving too fast for you?" Bella asked her question in a rush, and I looked up at her. "Huh?"
 "You heard me." Bella bit her lip and looked anxious. "I… don't want you to think I'm easy or something. If I'm moving too fast…" 
 "Whoa. Hold on," I shook my head and squeezed her hips. "I don't think a typical teenage guy will ever tell you to slow down." 
 "You're not typical," Bella said softly. I blushed and looked down, but she stepped closer and bent her knees so that she could stay in my line of vision. "And that's a good thing." "What did you tell me about the rules?" I questioned her then. Bella looked confused, and so I continued. "Do what you want to do. Just make sure I know what that is. And… I'll be sure to keep being honest with you, too."
 "So… I wasn't being too forward?" "I wish we weren't interrupted," I whispered. Bella smiled, and I smiled back. "But I  do kinda think that maybe we are doing things backward. I mean… we are supposed to be dating. But we haven't even gone out on a date yet."
 "Yeah. That's sort of something I needed to talk to you about." Bella scrunched her face up while she spoke, and I leaned back against my truck. 
 "What's that?" I couldn't keep the worry from creeping into my voice. Maybe she really had reconsidered our dating status. 
 "My parents, or really, my Dad, is sort of insisting that you make things official. Like, with him or something. Before I can technically go on a date with you." "But we've met…"
 "He wants to size you up," Bella frowned. "It's just his way."

I already felt that nervous ache start up in my stomach at the prospect of being sized up by her folks again. But I was happy that Bella really seemed to want to go forward with this. I suppose I could understand her father's point of view. I mean… I was just feeling up his daughter. It was only right to act like a man, and officially ask his permission to date her.

"What do you need me to do?"
 "Go to dinner with us, Saturday night?" Bella was still making a face while she talked, which was pretty damn cute. "I know that Saturday's are usually the night that you get together with Alice…"
 "I'm sure she'll understand," I murmured. 
 "I hate to ask you. But you know, once this stuff is out of the way, we can go out without having to sneak around. Maybe even hang out in Port Angeles on Sunday?" 
 "Do I have to wear a tie?" I asked, smiling a little. She relaxed a then, and let her hands play with my shirt between us. 
 "Not for me. But I guess, if you want to. They eat at the Club on Saturday nights. And there is a dress code." 
 Ah. Keeping me out of my comfort zone… trapped on their turf. Classic move meant to intimidate. And it would probably work. I already felt like I needed an antacid. "Just tell me what time to be there," I nodded. I wanted to date Bella. I'd do just about anything to make sure we could keep spending time together. And I kinda wanted the chance to feel her other boob, too.

"You are so perfect," Bella whispered with a smile. The logical part of my mind wanted to argue with her. I felt like maybe I should start believing some of the rumors. I mean… maybe she had been abducted by aliens or something. Instead, I just lowered my face and gave her a soft, slow kiss. I supplied the motion, the moment supplied the sweetness.
 "We better leave," I said, pulling away. 
 "Are you sure things will be okay with Alice?" Bella asked, turning toward her own car, parked in the next space. "I'll call her as soon as I get home," I promised.
 Bella gave me a final flutter of her fingers as a goodnight, and I got in my truck. This time, alone.

Even though I was pretty nervous about my upcoming dinner with Bella's parents, I was still keyed up from the night's events. So instead of heading straight home, I drove a little further down my street to Al's place. The bedroom light shone brightly from her second floor window above the front porch, so I knocked on the door. Alice's mom was enjoying a rare night off, and told me to go on up.

I couldn't help but laugh, when I caught Alice in mid-Britney Spears-mode. She stood in front of her mirror, singing loudly into the business end of a hair brush. I applauded her efforts before she had even finished the song, and she turned with a shriek.
 "What in the hell, Edward?" Alice frowned while pressing one hand over the center of her chest and dropping her fake microphone on the floor. 
 "Don't stop," I smiled widely. "I just wish I had a video camera. This would go viral on Youtube!" "Funny," Al grinned, moving forward to grab my hand so she could pull me into the room. "But now you have to dance with me!" "No. No way."
 "Come on!" Alice whined. "Remember when we used to do this? We used to put on shows."

I cringed and shook my head. When we were kids, Al used to talk me into putting on variety-type performances for our parents. Good thing they never got video of that. I was still in a good mood though, so I played along and started bouncing around with Alice to the music. She held my hands and laughed while she finished warbling out the song. And you know… she wasn't too bad. But my dance efforts were atrocious. I held our hands together above her head, and tried to shake my hips to match hers. Alice finally gave up and fell onto her bed in a fit of giggles. Out of breath, I spun her desk chair around and straddled it. I also turned the music down on her stereo.
 "Oh my God," Alice laughed, sitting up. "You are horrible! It's a good thing Bella didn't ask you to that dance. She totally would have re-thought this whole relationship thing!" 
 "I know, I know," I nodded while blushing, and ran my palm against the back of my neck. "So what are you doing over here, anyway?" Alice asked, picking up a small round pillow and hugging it in front of her. "I need to bail on our movie night," I frowned. "I don't want to… but…"
 "You have a date?" Al asked, raising her eyebrow.
 "No. Not until Sunday, I think."
 "What does that mean?"
 "Her parents want me to come to dinner with them, at the Country Club. And I sort of can't start really dating Bella… like going out or anything… unless I do it." "Oh." Alice nodded and looked serious. "Well, of course you can bail. No big."
 "Big," I corrected her. "I don't want to start changing our plans."
 "Edward? You're dating someone now. I hate to tell you… but weekends are sort of widely known as date nights." 
 "They don't have to be," I mumbled. 
 "Why don't we just play it by ear?" Al suggested. "We could have movie nights… like every other week or something. Or you know… just if one of us has plans or something." "You're being awfully cool about this."
 "Far be it from me, to stifle your love life," Al smiled. "Plus, I'm just thankful you told me." I nodded. I was going to do my best to be honest with her. She was my best friend. "Maybe we could watch movies on Friday?" I suggested.
 "Yeah. Maybe. Let me check with Mom's schedule, okay?"
 "Sure. No problem. Let me know." I stood to leave.
 "Oh… before you go, Edward?"
 "Yeah?" I asked, turning at the door.
 "Does Bella have an aversion to garlic?"
 "I don't know. Why?" I asked, confused.
 "How about mirrors. Does she cast a reflection?"
 "Al? What in the hell are you talking about?"

"Oh. Nothing. But you might want to wear something with a high collar tomorrow." Alice had a huge grin on her face, and I squinted my eyes at her before I finally caught on to what she was hinting at. I rushed over to Alice's mirror and tugged my t-shirt down low on my neck. Sure enough… there, under my ear, was a faint red mark. I wasn't sure… but it looked like Bella Swan had given me a hickey!
 "Is that a…?"
 "Your girlfriend is a vampire," Alice nodded solemnly. A slow smile pulled widely across my face. "That's so cool!" I finally smiled at myself in Alice's mirror, looking at the little bruise. It was a night for many firsts. 
 "Naughty!" Alice laughed. "And usually I would beg for details. But really? We might start falling into some strange new territory soon in which I really don't need to be hearing everything." "Nothing happened," I chuckled. She looked like she didn't believe me, and I laughed again. "Nothing much happened." 
 "Sure," Alice smiled. "Now go home. And go do… whatever teenage boys do after they've enjoyed vampire attacks. Once again… I don't need to know about it." 
 "Well… first I get some lotion…" I began teasing her with a smirk on my face. Alice put both hands in the center of my chest and started shoving me out the door. "Go. Away!" she yelled. I gave her a sort of salute and spun on my heels to head downstairs. Her mom gave me a strange look because I was whistling a tune when I left, but I'm sure she didn't really think anything of it. She was used to me being weird.

And speaking of weird… I kinda wanted to murder my best friend when she sat down across from me at our lunch table the next day, and pulled a large wooden crucifix out of her bag. She laid it on the table beside her lunch tray, as casually as if it were a thin aluminum fork from the lunch-service table ware collection.
 "What's with the cross?" Bella asked, looking first at the object in question, and then up at Alice. "It's for protection," Alice smiled happily and took a bite of the taco salad she had assembled in the larger portion of her tray. 
 "From what?" Bella asked. "Vampires," Alice nodded with her eyes wide. She looked serious, but I knew she was not. I kicked at her leg under the table while she continued to speak to Bella. "I'm convinced that there are vampires all over Forks."

"Really?" Bella quirked an eyebrow.
 "No. Not really," I frowned at my friend. "Alice is doing a paper on religious practices. It's research." "Oh."

Bella took a drink of her diet Coke, completely oblivious to the looks Al and I shot each other across the table. The red mark on my neck had been so faint, it was almost completely non-existent already. I was able to wear a regular t-shirt to school and Bella hadn't even noticed the mark when we spoke to each other before Chemistry class. Alice was messing with me.
 "Hey guys," Angela sat down next to Bella and greeted all three of us. "I can't believe that Molina is giving us a test on Tuesday. I'm so screwed." I nodded and took a drink of milk. I was feeling pretty stressed about it too. Movies with Alice, dinner with Bella's parents, and then a day with Bella in Port Angeles pretty much guaranteed me little to no time for studying. And the test was going to be a bitch. Molina practically promised that he'd make it a hard one.
 "I was thinking maybe we could get a study group together, again?" Angela asked. "Friday night? You could see if Ben is busy…" 
 I opened my mouth to decline, I already had plans, but stopped when Alice spoke for me. "You guys probably should. If that test is as hard as everyone thinks it's going to be… you'll need the extra study session." "But Al," I started again. She shook her head to stave off my argument.
 "Really, Edward. You should study. It's cool."
 Bella looked between us worriedly, and I gave her a small smile while draping my arm over the back of her chair. 
 "Well… let me know," Angela said before standing to walk back to her table of friends. "Maybe you could come over and study with us?" I offered to Alice. She made a face and leaned back in her chair. "I'd rather not. Thanks."
 "We usually buy tons of junk food," Bella tried to sweeten the deal.

"It would take more than chips and salsa to talk me into spending my Friday night like that," Alice refused. I leaned forward to argue, but stopped when the seat directly next to Al was loudly pulled out by Jasper Hale. Alice froze like a statue when he sat at her side, and placed his hand directly on top of the crucifix. He looked down at it for a moment, perhaps puzzled about the strange object, but didn't move away. Instead, he looked up at Bella.

"Are you going to Yorkie's party on Saturday night?"
 "Nope," Bella shook her head. "Gotta have dinner out at the Club with the doctor and his wife." "Yech," Jasper stuck out his tongue and then looked over at me like he was making the connection. "She taking you to meet the folks?"
 "We've technically already met," I mumbled. Jasper laughed.

"Good luck with that, you poor bastard. I've known them for a long time, and they still scare the shit out of me." He shook his head and picked up the cross, spinning it once between his hands before putting it back on the table.

"Hey Jas? What are you doing on Friday night? Wanna come over to Angela's with us to study?" Bella's eyes darted over to Alice, who still hadn't moved so much as to blink since Jasper had sat down.
 "Wanna kiss my ass? Don't ask me stupid shit like that, Swan!" Jasper stood up and looked around the room. "Gotta find a designated driver for Saturday. Catch you chumps later." The bell rang, and Bella stood with a sigh, leaning down to kiss me lightly on the cheek. "See you later?"

"Yeah. See you," I nodded with a weak smile. I still couldn't get used to the small gestures of affection that Bella gave me in public, though I appreciated them. And I was starting to feel really panicked about my weekend plans, and more specifically, dinner with her parents. I followed Alice out of the lunch room in silence. I felt like my legs were made from the same wood as the cross that she now clutched to her chest while she walked all high and dopey looking.
 "Did you see that?" Alice finally breathed when we got in front of her locker. "Jasper Hale… touched my cross. He sat down next to me. And he actually… he held my cross!" "Shit Alice," I complained moodily. "He picked the thing up. He wasn't nailed to it, for Pete's sake!" "Hey!" Alice snapped out of her Jasper-buzz and turned to me with a glare. "Under the circumstances, I think I've been pretty damn nice to you, Edward. You don't have to act like a dick!"

"I'm sorry," I said. And I was. I moved and wrapped my arms around her, tugging her a little to get her to step into me. She resisted a minute before relaxing against my chest. "You'd be honest with me. If you were bugged by all of this, right?"

"I would tell you," Alice swore.
 "Are you sure you don't want to come with us on Friday?" I asked, stepping back a little.
 "So sure," Alice said with a determined nod. "I'll probably just surprise Mom by taking dinner up to the hospital or something. There's tons of stuff I could do." 
 "Like have your cross bronzed, for posterity?" I laughed, teasing her. She reached out and slapped my shoulder with it, lightly. 
 "How about you take it and shove it up your…" 
 She was interrupted by the shrill sound of the second-bell ringing. Alice left her suggestion unfinished, and we both turned and marched off to class. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Eighteen ~ Scare Tactics & Hiding Places

The study group on Friday was interesting, given the new dynamic of Bella and I openly being a couple. And it felt sort of great, to see Angela and Ben pairing off a little. Maybe Bella started a trend or something, but Angela seemed a whole lot more relaxed around Ben. She giggled, and leaned in over his shoulder while they shared notes. Ben seemed really happy, and that made me feel good. Not that I really had anything to do with it, other than passing along her invitation. Still, I kinda knew how he felt.

After Bella asked me to help her get drinks for everyone, I caught on quick to the fact that she was trying to give Angela and Ben a little alone time. But I was happy to take advantage of the alone time it afforded us. Bella hopped up onto the counter, and eagerly wrapped her legs around my hips while I kissed her neck.
 "We should be studying," she half-heartedly warned me while I licked at the soft skin near the neckline of her shirt. 
 "The volume," … kiss… "of a gas sample at constant temperature,"… kiss… "is inversely proportional to,"… lick… "it's pressure…" I whispered against her skin. 
 "Damn, I love chemistry," Bella moaned. I smiled and followed her lead as she tugged my hair to bring my mouth up to hers. "Better get some ice for that water," I heard Angela giggle as she walked into the kitchen. "I wondered what was taking you too so long!" I couldn't help my satisfied smile while I shrugged and Bella kept her arms draped over my shoulders.
 "We're studying," Bella insisted. "I swear I'll never forget Boyle's Law now." I smirked at her and she gave me one more tiny kiss before patting my shoulder. I moved back and she slid off the counter. Angela put a bottle of water in each of our hands, and we all walked back out to the living room.

"So… are you two putting in an appearance at Yorkie's party tomorrow night," Angela asked, sitting on the floor beside Ben again. "It's supposed to be a pretty big blow-out. Everyone is going to be there."
 "Not everyone," Ben muttered quietly under his breath. Bella reached out and touched his shoulder lightly before sitting. 
 "Nope. Not everyone," she shook her head. "Edward and I are having dinner with my parents." Ben looked up at me, with an alarmed look on his face. I gulped and nodded. Bella gripped my hand and gave me another one of her supportive little half-smiles. "Sorry. Again," she whispered.
 "Totally worth it," I assured her.

"Totally worth it," I tried to remind myself the next night as I tried to straighten the tie I had borrowed from my father. The last suit jacket I owned was one that I wore to Granddad's funeral, and it didn't even come close to fitting around my shoulders anymore. I opted for black jeans, that weren't too faded, a while button-up shirt, and the thin black tie that my father loaned me from his closet. It wasn't fancy, and maybe even a little too casual. But it was the best I had.

"Try these," my dad said, walking into the room to drop a pair of black leather shoes near my feet. I could tell he had tried to clean them up a bit. I toed off my converse and stepped into them gratefully. "You know, I still remember when your shoes had Big Bird and Velcro on them." I blew my bangs away from my forehead while I looked up from my crouched position at him.
 "Thanks, Dad. I really appreciate it." 
 "He'll probably try to intimidate you," my father said, repeating an earlier warning about Bella's father. "That's why he's having dinner at the Club. He wants the upper hand." 
 "I know," I said, trying to put on my game face. "But I want to date Bella. So…" 
 "So, just remember who you are," my father frowned. "Don't you believe for one minute that those people are better than you. Money doesn't equal class." "I know, Dad," I sighed.
 "And if he's a jerk… you tell me about it."
 "What are you gonna do?" I smirked. "Beat him up?"
 My dad grinned and shook his head at me. "The Chief of Police does have a little power in this town. Charlie Swan should remember that. Doctor, or no." "Thanks, Dad. I'm sure it will be just fine."
 "I protect people," my father continued on his playful power-trip. "I save lives. He saves… boobs." "You are so much cooler than he is," I nodded, faking seriousness. "But I have to leave in a minute…"

"I remember when I had to meet your mother's folks," my dad grinned lazily, lost in the thought. "Scared the shit out of me. But then again, I was worried that they could tell what I had been up to with their daughter!"
 "Ew. Stop there," I said, holding up a hand. "Grossing me out is not going to help my nerves right now."
 "Fine, fine. Shutting up," my dad laughed. "But if you haven't been you know… doing anything that they should worry about… then it shouldn't even be an issue. And you haven't… you know…right?" "Dad?" I raised an eyebrow and reached for my glasses on the side table. "Go away now." "Got it. Good luck, kid."
 "Thanks."
 I slid my glasses into place and took one more look in the mirror. I gave up on trying to fix my hair, and took a deep breath. I was as ready as I was gonna get. I crammed my hands in my pockets as I rocked back and forth on my feet in front of the main entrance to the Club and tried not to look at my watch again. It was almost seven-fifteen the last time I looked. I was asked to meet Bella's family there at seven. The rocking had a little bit to do with nerves, and a whole lot more to do with trying to keep warm. I didn't have a coat that didn't look shabby, so I opted to not wear one at all. The cold fall air was damp, and had quickly chilled me to the bone while I stood outside and waited for Bella's family to arrive. Well-dressed patrons who came and left barely gave me a passing glance. But once, when a car pulled up to the curb beside me and the driver tried to hand me his keys, it took a couple minutes to explain to him that I wasn't the valet. Finally I exhaled in relief when I saw Bella flanked by her parents, walking toward me.
 "Hi," I said, noticing that my breath was captured in a cloud of warm breath in front of my face. Bella took in my appearance with a small frown. 
 "I tried to call, to warn you that we would probably be a little late." She rolled her eyes toward her mother. "But your Dad said you already left." "Hazard to not having a cell phone," I laughed weakly. "Dr. Cullen? Mrs. Cullen? Thanks for asking me to dinner." I put my hand out with as much confidence as I could muster, to shake theirs in turn. I was glad my hands had been in my pockets, where they were kept somewhat warm.
 "I hope you weren't waiting long," Bella's father said. "It's cool out here. You should have stepped inside." 
 "Not long," I shook my head. The truth was, I wasn't even sure if I would be allowed to go inside, without accompanying a member of the Club. 
 "We should all go in," Bella's mother said, carefully patting the side of her head. "Be kind to us girls. This weather is doing horrible things to our hair." I wanted to open my mouth to tell her that Bella's hair looked just fine. Pretty even. It hung wavy and soft over her shoulders. But she didn't have an entire can of hairspray holding it stiffly up and away from her face, turning to glue in the humidity, like her mother's did.
 "Lord knows, it took you long enough to achieve the look," Bella's father muttered wryly. "Let's not spoil your efforts." I took their cue and hurried to open the door, so that they could pass through in front of me. Bella gave me a small smile, and I reached out and brushed my hand across her lower back supportively. We were in this together.

The Swans were greeted as soon as we walked in, and a hostess immediately signaled for their coats to be taken before we were led to our seats. I walked behind Bella, admiring the way her short plaid skirt swayed and played against the back of her thighs, before snapping myself out of it. It definitely wouldn't be good to get caught checking out Bella's legs. But her soft, blue sweater was dangerous to dwell on too. I couldn't help it. The color made her skin look so nice. Skin. Yeah… her face. Her face was safe. I tried to keep my eyes above chin level. Chin level was appropriate. She gave me a smile as we were seated across from her parents.
 When the waiter offered to bring out cocktails, Bella's father immediately ordered a scotch, along with a cosmopolitan for his wife. Then he looked over at me. 
 "What about you, Edward?" 
 "Oh… uh…" I stammered and looked over at Bella. She was playing with her napkin on the table. "I'm not old enough to drink, sir." He nodded and sent the waiter on his way.
 "Very good, Edward. I was just checking."
 "Dad," Bella said under her breath, not looking up.
 "Kids these days do all sorts of things that they shouldn't do."

"It wouldn't do very well, for the son of the Chief of Police to be drinking under age," I mentioned. My father and I had made a deal long ago. His job was important to him. To us. I never planned to make him look bad, by being stupid.

"Good. Good," Bella's father nodded again. "What about drugs?"
 I raised my eyebrows and Bella slapped her palm against the top of the table.
 "Do you want him to pee in a cup and get this over with?"
 "Isabella!" her mother hissed.
 "Sorry." Bella looked down.
 "It's okay," I shook my head and looked over toward her, hoping to catch her eye. "No. I don't drink. And I don't do drugs." The waiter came back with their cocktails almost right away, and asked to take our orders. I hadn't even had a chance to look at the menu yet. I pushed my glasses up on my nose, and tried to glance over the rolling script, quickly.
 Bella and her mother both ordered some baked chicken dish, with salad and no dressing. I frowned and looked up. Bella's father nodded and ordered a steak. It hardly seemed fair that he would enjoy a giant slab of beef while his wife and daughter ate rabbit food. But I figured I would only cause more awkwardness if I said anything.
 "Have you eaten here before?" Bella's mom asked me. I narrowed my eyes a little. I was pretty sure she already knew that I had not. "No, m'am," I said.
 "The salmon is good," Bella said quietly, and I smiled gratefully.
 "I'll have the salmon then. Thank you." I handed the waiter my menu, and he turned away.

The conversation was thankfully taken over by Bella's mother, who decided to fill her father in on the week's news from their social circle that he had missed while working in Seattle. I concentrated on trying to relax, and enjoyed the temporary reprieve of not being the center of attention. I knew eventually, the questions would be directed at me again. So far, it hadn't been too bad, but I didn't expect my luck to hold out for long. Our food arrived, and Bella and I silently began to eat while I tried to ignore the discussion across from us. Gossip, gossip, gossip. It was like high school, extended. I shuddered at the thought.
 "How's your food?" Bella's father asked me. I realized that I had been leaning over my plate, concentrating way too hard on the dish in front of me. 
 "Um… it's very good. Thanks." 
 Bella's father nodded and kept his eyes trained on me. The silence stretched between us, and I put my fork down. Bella's mother did too. 
 "I couldn't eat another bite," she said, dropping her napkin on her half-eaten salad. "Bella? Won't you join me? We can go freshen up and let the boys have a minute." 
 Bella reluctantly put her fork aside and shot me an apologetic glance before standing. "I'll just be… right back," she mumbled. "Dad? Be nice. He's … important." I smiled in her direction. The unexpected compliment helped to steady my nerves a little. 
 "Take your time." Bella's father leaned back in his chair and contemplated me over his fresh scotch. I nervously sat straighter. He didn't speak again until Bella and her mother had left. "How are your grades, Edward?" Man. He cut right to the chase. 
 "A's and B's," I gulped and put my hands in my lap, rubbing my sweaty palms against the tops of my thighs. "Mostly A's. I work hard, Sir." "College plans?"
 "UW, Sir," I nodded. "I'm moving to Seattle next fall."
 "Good. Bella's bound for an Ivy League school out East." I raised my eyebrows. It was the first I heard of it. 
 "That's great," I said. I meant it. "Listen, Edward," Dr. Swan said. He took a drink of his scotch and then placed it on the table, staring at me. "You kids are young. And impressionable. You're here tonight because Bella must find some merit in you. Not to say that I completely trust her judgement. Her last boyfriend was a smartmouthed little punk. But he came from a good family, and so I gave him a little leeway. But I don't want Bella getting some foolish ideas about you. It happens all the time. Naive young people, confusing lust for love, believing in the emotion so much that they are willing to give up absolutely everything to be with that one 'special' person. All of their plans. All of their goals… thrown away on a whim. Because they believe they have really fallen in love? My daughter will not be altering her future to stay and play house in some shitty little apartment at the edge of town while you mow lawns or trim shrubs or whatever the hell your career ambitions happen to be."
 I felt my mouth gap open, and tried to think of the proper thing to say. 
 "Really… Sir," I shook my head. Falling in love? Giving up her future? Trimming shrubs? "Bella and I are just trying to get to know each other." "She said the same thing," Dr. Swan nodded. "And I appreciate that, Edward. If you really are just trying to get to know her. But you see… her last boyfriend seemed far more interested in personally getting to know her cervix, if you know what I mean." My mouth fell open again, and I felt my face getting hot. "I'm not stupid. I know how teens are. There is a reason we've had Bella on birth control since she was sixteen. But I also have to tell you, Edward… that there are dangers in young people over-using their bodies at such a young age. Just last week I had to do vaginal reconstruction surgery on a girl who was barely twenty-five years old. Twenty-five, Edward. You wouldn't want Bella to have to go through something like that, would you?"
 I was horrified, and dropped my gaze down to the half-eaten, torn apart, mess of pink salmon on my plate. My stomach rolled. 
 "N-n-no sir," I choked out. The waiter took that time to come clear our plates. I swallowed hard and tried to compose myself. 
 "Your intentions better be good, Son," Bella's father said sternly. I nodded shakily. "UW is a good school. You stay on your path. And make sure Bella stays on hers. That's all I want." "Y-yes sir," I nodded again. The girls came back, and I couldn't quite meet Bella's gaze. I could see from the corner of my eye, that her face turned from mine, to her father's, and back to mine, as if assessing the situation.
 "Do we have to stay for dessert?" Bella asked. 
 "No," her father replied. "Your mother and I might stay for a few drinks. Do you want anything else, Edward?" I shook my head. "Alright. Then you kids run along."
 "Thanks," Bella breathed. I stood up with her.
 "Thank you for dinner," I managed to mumble. Her father nodded.
 "We'll be seeing you around, Edward. Remember to stay on course. You'll be just fine."
 "Th-thanks," I said again. "Good night. Mrs. Swan…" I nodded her direction before hurrying to follow Bella out of the restaurant. Bella already stood at the door with her coat, waiting for me. "Give me a ride home?" She asked. I sighed and nodded, finally relaxing a little when I felt her wrap her hand around mine. She squeezed my fingers, and I soaked up the strength of the contact greedily.
 We hurried out to my truck, because it was cold, and jumped in. 
 "What did he say to you?" Bella asked, as I started the engine and flipped the switches to make the heater vents wheeze to life. "Huh?" I asked, still a little out-of-sorts.
 "My father," Bella prodded. "How bad was it? What did he say while we were gone?"
 "He uh…" I wiped my fingers across my brow and straightened my glasses. "He just wants what's best for you. He uh… wanted to talk to me about college. And stuff." 
 "What stuff?" "Uh…" I was driving down the road, and wishing my defrost worked a little faster. I had to lean forward and squint to see out the fogged up windshield. "He talked about his work. Stuff like that." I knew I was blushing. Bella watched me for a minute and then groaned.

"Oh God!" she clenched her fingers in front of her like she wanted to choke something. "Please tell me he did not try to scare you with the vaginal-surgery talk!" My cheeks must have been flaming red at that point. I couldn't answer, I just nodded.
 "He's been trying to scare me with that since I was twelve, Edward. Twelve!" she huffed. "He knows that nothing is scarier to boys, than the idea of some giant, stretched-out vagina!" "Bella," I winced and kept driving.
 "I promise you, that is not even an issue!" Bella continued heatedly. "It's not like I've even had sex that much! And even if I had, Tyler isn't really anything to threaten a condition like that… you know?"

"Not something I want to think about," I warned lowly.
 "He's small. Small, Edward. I mean… really small…"
 "Bella? Good Lord. Please stop!"
 "That doesn't even matter," Bella shook her head. "I don't think my father's patient was even real. I mean… that stuff doesn't even sound legit. He just wants you to be afraid of my vagina." "Bella!" I raised my voice. I couldn't help it.
 "Well… I don't want you to be afraid of my vagina, Edward! You aren't afraid of it… right?"
 "Bella…" I pulled to a stop in front of her house, and left the truck idling while I squeezed my eyes shut. "Please stop saying 'vagina.'" "I'm sorry," she finally said in a rush, and looked down. After a moment I looked over at her. I was actually starting to just feel relieved that the night was finally over. But Bella looked like the anxious one then.
 "Your father didn't scare me away," I said softly, reaching over to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear so that I could better see her profile. "From you, or your… you know." Bella looked up at me then, and a small smile pulled at her lips.
 "No?" She actually sounded worried.
 "No." I shook my head. "He just cares about you. And he cares about your future. He doesn't want some guy to use you, and ruin your life and stuff. I get that." 
 "You aren't that kind of guy," Bella shook her head. 
 "No. I'm not." I finally smiled at her, and she scooted closer to me on the bench seat of my truck, until she was close enough to lean forward and let me kiss her goodnight. "So… I'll see you tomorrow?" She asked, when she pulled away.
 "For our first real date," I grinned.
 "I'll drive. Be at your place by ten?"
 "Can't wait," I told her.
 The next morning, I didn't hear Bella's car when she pulled up outside my house. But I heard her car door shut, and hurried to shove the last of my slice of toast in my mouth. "Heading out?" my dad asked.
 "Going to Port Angeles with Bella," I said, still chewing. "I'll see you later."
 I walked out the front door just in time to see Bella leaning down to pet Skippy.
 "Be careful!" I warned her as she reached her hand out toward the shaggy mutt. "That dog is the anti-Christ. And he bites." "Oh, Poo," Bella scoffed. Skippy had already rolled over and Bella was stroking his stomach. "He's just a sweet little thing. Aren't you a sweet little thing?" Skippy's tongue lolled out the side of his mouth, and he shook all over from the force in which he wagged his tail. Can't say I blamed him. I'd probably do the same if Bella were petting my stomach.
 "Pooh is right," I laughed. "Be careful you don't step any. That dog is pure evil. And he deposits it all over the yard."
 "Ew." Bella stood up and checked both of her shoes. Skippy rolled back to his feet and actually curled his lip up to growl at me. "Get lost," I growled back, stomping my foot at him. He yelped and ran off toward his house. "Ready?" Bella asked. I nodded.
 She started up her car and hurried to reach for her stereo, trying to turn down the music that was playing. But my hand stopped hers when I recognized a somewhat recent version of an old song. "What are you listening to, today?" I asked. 
 "Uh… just a mixed CD I made. I downloaded some stuff," Bella mumbled. Her cheeks were a little pink, and I wondered why. "You know this song?" I asked, surprised. Bella nodded.
Stars shining bright above you… night breezes seem to whisper 'I love you'…
 "This was one of my Grandad's favorites," I said.
 "You uh… played it that night. At the Rec Center," Bella mentioned. I grinned. I played the song for Bella and her elderly dance partner. 
 "I didn't think you'd remember." 
 "Well, I do," Bella smiled and glanced over at me. "Not to be all girlie or anything… but I kinda sorta adopted it as, you know, like… our song." "We have a song?"
 "We do now. If that's okay with you."
 "It's great with me. It's a great song."
 "I think so too."
 "Can I ask why?" I turned a little in the seat to watch her while she drove. Bella chewed at her bottom lip for a moment and then shrugged a little. "Why'd you decide this needed to be our song?" "I think it's because… the night you played it? That was the night I knew that things were going to be different with you." "You knew then?"
 "I had a feeling," Bella smiled over at me. I smiled back.

We spent the morning visiting small little shops in Port Angeles. And then we stopped for sandwiches and chips at a water-front café. It was surprising how relaxed I felt, and how easy it was to be around her. It was almost like hanging out with Alice all day. But different. Because Bella liked to hold my hand. And she really, really seemed to like kissing me. Not gross-everyone-out kind of kisses. We were in public, you know? Just sweet little kisses from time to time that left me grinning like a goofy bastard.
 "Where to now?" I asked, swinging our hands lightly between us. Bella paused and looked worried for a minute. "I'd… kinda like to show you something. If you don't mind."
 "Take me anywhere," I shrugged. Bella smiled widely.
 "It's sort of, my secret place," she blushed. "I've never really taken anyone here…"
 "Then let's go." I squeezed her hand, happy to know that she wanted to share something special and private with me. A few minutes later, she led me through the front door of a small, used book store. "Duck!" A man's voice shouted from behind the counter. I threw my hands over my head as followed his order. Bella started laughing. 
 "Hi, Sam!" she called out. She turned to me with a smile in place, as I cautiously stood up, looking around. "Sam calls me 'Duck,' Bella explained. "Since my last name is Swan." "Duck. Yeah… I get it. Funny," I mumbled, feeling stupid.
 "Hey, Sam? Can I visit the babies?" Bella asked.
 "You know where they are," he called back cheerfully. Bella grabbed my hand and started toward the back of the store. 
 "The babies?" I asked. Bella giggled again. We rounded a corner behind the far shelves, to see a large blue bin and a rickety old table that were literally over-flowing with old books. "The babies," Bella waved her hand in front of the mountain of hardbacks. "These are books that haven't been priced or shelved yet. Sam sorts through them back here, and eventually they join the others out front."
 "Ah," I nodded. "Have a seat," Bella indicated toward the floor. I immediately lowered myself to sit with my back to the shelf that separated us from the rest of the working book store. "Spread your legs," Bella instructed. I squinted and looked up at her teasingly.
 "Why, Miss Swan. Isn't that a little forward, for a first date?" 
 Bella laughed and kicked my feet apart to make a wide v, pushing a stack of books toward me and lowering herself to sit between my legs with her back to my chest. I quietly pulled my fingers through the back of her hair while she began looking through the books. "I wouldn't expect to ever find you in a place like this," I admitted.
 "That's why it's a good hiding place," Bella said. I could hear the smile in her voice. "How did you find it?"
 "Don't tell anyone," Bella said lightly. "But books are sort of… my passion."
 "Why wouldn't you want anyone to know that?" I frowned, my hands stilling in her hair. "It's just a little nerdy," Bella sighed. "Not exactly a cool hobby… searching for rare books." "Is that what you do?" I asked. Bella nodded.

"I like hunting for special editions. When I was a little girl, I was in love with Beauty and the Beast. And I guess I always thought it would be awesome to someday have a really big, really cool library in my house."
 "That's nice," I mumbled, going back to playing with her hair. "So anyway, I was sitting back here one day, and I saw a guy pick up a book that I knew was worth something. He knew it too. He offered Sam fifteen dollars for it. But I knew it was worth ten times that amount. So I tipped Sam off. Now he trusts me, and he lets me go through his new arrivals… 'the babies'… before other people get their hands on them."
 "And you buy them before they're shelved?"
 "I've only bought a few," Bella explained. "But I like to help Sam price them so he doesn't get ripped off." 
 "That's nice of you," I said, leaning forward to kiss the back of her neck lightly. "And I don't think it's nerdy at all, to be smart." 
 "Whatever," Bella shrugged, but I could see the side of her face and her cheek was pink. "Why didn't you tell me you were going to an Ivy League school?" I asked then. Bella straightened in front of me, and I let my hands slide down to her arms. "My dad has been wanting me to go to Dartmouth, all my life," Bella muttered.
 "Is that what you want?" Bella shrugged.
 "Yeah. I mean… I'd be stupid not to take an opportunity like that, right?"
 "What do you want to do? For a career, I mean."
 "I don't know," Bella shrugged and shook her head again. "Maybe I'll major in business. Open up a little store like this someday. I'm not sure. Maybe try my hand at writing…" I looked around the room, and breathed deeply. Somehow, it just seemed like a good fit. "You should do it," I nodded, seeing it all quite clearly.
 "I don't know," she said. "I'm not even sure I could."
 "If you set your mind to it, I think you can do anything, Bella."
 "You really believe that?" she asked.
 "I believe in you," I whispered against the back of her ear. Bella lowered her hands and started to pull her fingers up and down my legs on either side of her. She leaned more into me. "I'm sure it would piss off my father," Bella said. "Wasting a Dartmouth education on opening a used book store. Or doing something frivolous like writing. But what about you?" she asked, switching gears. "Where are you going to school?"
 "Seattle," I told her. "I've been saving for the last few years. And my dad sets money aside to help. I feel like I've been planning for it, forever." "What do you want to major in?"
 "I'm not sure," I laughed.
 "Really?" Bella turned her head to look up at me. "You give me the whole 'you can do anything' speech- and you haven't even considered what you want to do yet?" 
 "I figure I have at least a year or so of general education to get through before I'll have to declare a major." "Hmmm," Bella said hummed quietly. "I'm surprised. You always seem so sure about things." "The only thing I'm sure of, is that you can't plan everything."
 "No?" Bella asked, looking back up at me again.

"I didn't plan on  you," I smiled down at her, and she favored me by tipping her face up a little farther so I could kiss her. Just once. Just a little. But it was enough to make me sigh with happiness. Bella turned and started flipping through the book on her lap again, and I slipped my arms around her waist, hugging her to me.

"Do you have any ideas at all?" Bella asked. "Just as a possibility?"
 "I'm leaning toward environmental sciences," I told her. I'd been giving it thought lately. "Keeping the world green?" Bella asked. I nodded against the back of her shoulder.
 "Alternative energy sources. Conserving natural resources. Making the world a more beautiful place…" "Edward?" Bella sighed, leaning back into my chest. I tightened my hold on her. "Yeah?"
 "You're already doing that."

~*~
 ~ Chapter Nineteen ~ Candy

I was surprised at how easy it was to fall into a relationship with Bella. Mostly because my life didn't change all that much. I still worked at the Rec Center on Wednesday nights. But now that was more fun, because Bella was there too. And I still studied my ass off, determined to keep my grades up. But Bella was fine to join me in doing that. A few nights a week, we got together and studied.
 When I say study… I mean that we worked on homework, and quizzed each other… took turns using my computer to write papers… and had lots of study breaks. The study breaks were the best part. I grinned while I stopped in front of a low service table that was set up in the main hall of the high school. The art club was selling Halloween candy to earn money for some trip they wanted to take. I pressed my hand into the front pocket of my jeans, and pulled out a wrinkled one-dollar bill to purchase a Hershey chocolate bar. It was for Bella. I smiled and handed over the cash, thinking that she'd get a kick out of it.
 The night before, during our first study break, I had learned that Bella was wearing an awesome chocolate flavored lip-gloss. We learned quick to sweep our papers aside, so we wouldn't ruin our work while we rolled around on my bed. And nothing killed the mood faster than a spiral-bound note-book digging into your side. So we grabbed at each other, and shifted to be as close as we could get… and I practically licked the glossy-goodness from her mouth. Bella didn't mind.

"Mmm. Chocolate," I had moaned. Bella giggled.
 "Hot chocolate," she corrected me.

"Hot. So hot…" I had agreed before attacking her mouth again. And after she left, I had to deal with just a little ribbing from my dad, for the light sheen of lip-shit that I wore like a badge of honor across my face. I just rubbed the back of my hand across my mouth and shrugged. He laughed at me, and I went back upstairs to finish my homework before bed. And take care of a few other things. But you know… a guy's gotta do what a guy's gotta do. Especially when that guy had spent the better part of two hours making out with Miss Bella Swan. Damn. That girl was gonna kill me.
 "Chocolate?" Came a voice from my side. I looked down and grinned when I saw that Al had joined me. 
 "It's for Bella," I told her. Alice grinned. "You want anything?" I asked, willing to buy her a sweet as well. "Candy corn? Caramel-Apple Lollipop?" 
 "No," Alice made a face. "I just got a call from the office. Mom is picking me up before lunch. I guess my dentist appointment had to be changed, so I'm cutting out early." "Filing down your fangs?" I asked, with my eyebrow raised to tease her.
 "Getting them cleaned," she laughed. "But I'm not coming back today. So I won't be needing a ride."

"See you tonight?" I asked. Alice had canceled our last family-dinner night because she had some study-group to meet with. I was looking forward to eating something that took longer to prepare than two minutes in the microwave.
 "Sorry," she cringed. "I have plans tonight. But… maybe tomorrow night?" "Sure, Al," I smiled. Alice grinned and turned away without further comment. I kinda wish she'd offer up info about her 'plans.' But she was acting all mysterious lately. She was busy a lot. And I never questioned her. I had a feeling she might just be trying to give me some room to sink into a routine with Bella. But she really didn't have to. And I missed my friend. "Wait!" I called out after her. "We're still on for this weekend, right?" Al and I handed out candy to the trick or treaters every year at my house.
 "I promise," Alice nodded before turning again and leaving. 
 I walked into the lunch room, and frowned when I didn't see Bella at our usual meeting spot. But a quick survey of the room, saw her sitting beside Angela at her old table. I walked up to join them. "Oh. Hey, Edward," Bella smiled when she looked up, and started to stand. "Sorry. I had to ask Angela about our project." "Don't stop on my account," I shook my head. "Should I just…?" I glanced down at the seat across from her, and lowered myself to sit after she nodded with a smile. The table filled up quickly with the usual gang, and nobody really gave a second's pause over the fact that Bella and I were sitting there. I busied myself by unpacking my lunch while I waited for Angela and Bella to be done.

"How is yours and Ben's project working out?" Angela asked, as they wrapped it up. I smiled. "Almost done," I told her.
 "We should totally switch partners," Angela groaned. "Bella and I aren't even half-way finished. You boys are too smart." I blushed at the compliment and shrugged. 
 "So, how has your day been?" Bella asked across the table. I smiled, and reached over to slide the candy bar I had bought, in front of her. "Got you a present," I grinned. Bella stared at it, with no reaction. Then she started to laugh. Suddenly feeling very self-conscious, I glanced nervously down the table to where Jasper, Tyler, and the rest of the guys were sitting. I'll bet they didn't do stupid shit like buy cheap candy bars for girls and present them like some sort of gift. "Dorky, right?" I asked.

"No!" Bella shook her head and reached over to put her hand on top of mine. I looked back at her, and her face twisted in a shy little half-grin. She turned her body then, and rummaged through the bag that she had slung over the back of her seat. In another moment, she turned. And then a bright, shiny red cylinder came rolling across the table toward me. I stopped it with my hand, and looked up at her in confusion.
 "I bought you candy, too," Bella said softly. I grinned down at the treat, and turned it between my fingers. Cherry Lifesavers. 
 "How fucking sweet," I heard Tyler mutter under his breath. Bella rolled her eyes, but kept them on me. 
 "They made me think of you," Bella grinned. 
 Tyler made a gagging noise. This time Bella's brow furrowed, and she turned her head angrily toward the end of the table. "Why don't you shut the hell up, Tyler?" Bella said loudly. "No one asked for your opinion!" He waited until she turned her attention back to me, before commenting again.
 "At least she got the 'cherry' part right!" he said snidely. I felt my face warm up, and frowned.

Bella turned to glare at him again, before a devious little smirk pulled at her lips. She reached forward and took the roll of candy from my hands. Deliberately, she tore the foil from the end, and pulled a little red circle from the roll before handing the package back to me. She held it between her thumb and first finger and pretended to contemplate the sugary disk while still speaking loudly in Tyler's direction.
 "Or maybe it's because they are sweet. And hard. And I love to suck on them!" 
 Tyler sputtered over his drink of coke, and Bella popped the Lifesaver into her mouth like she hadn't just blatantly suggested that she and I had done far more than we ever had. "You're evil, Swan, " Jasper laughed. "Yo, Cullen. Don't bogart the candy!" He put his palm up in the air, and I tossed the open roll toward him. "We all know that it's because Edward saved your skinnyass from drowning in your pool!" She laughed while he popped a candy into his mouth. "Mmm," he moaned. "Cherry is the best flavor."
 "Share those!" Angela giggled, taking them from him. 
 Jasper held his piece of candy out on the end of his tongue and wagged his eyebrows up and down before pulling it back in, and tucking the candy into his cheek. 
 "And I always liked trying to stick my tongue in the hole!" he said with a smirk. The guys all groaned, and my candy made its way around the table. Everyone was happy to take a piece. Except Tyler. Bella opened her candy bar, and gave me a satisfied smile while she popped a square in her mouth.
 "Hey Bella?" Mike called from down the table. "You're coming to my party on Saturday, right? You can uh… bring whoever." Tyler shot Mike a shitty look, and I frowned down toward my lunch. "Yeah. It's gonna be great," Jasper encouraged. "We're turning the back of his parents' store into a Haunted House. And Angela said she might be able to get a hold of her Grandpa's trailer so we can have a hayride or something."
 "It's gonna be super fun, "Angela nodded. "Sounds like it," Bella grinned. "What do you think?" she asked, looking over at me. I didn't want to look up and see everyone staring, waiting for my reply.
 "Can we talk about it later?" I asked quietly. I chanced a glance up, and saw Bella's expression fall. Soon a look of indifference was plastered across her face, and she shrugged.
 "Sure, Edward. Whatever." She let the subject drop, but I knew that I'd have to bring it up again. And so I waited for her in the parking lot after school. She looked surprised to see me leaning against her car. Most of the lot was empty when she and Angela stepped outside together. She said a quick goodbye to her friend before Angela walked to her own vehicle. Then Bella stepped up to me.
 "I didn't know you were waiting," Bella apologized, looking at me quizzically. "Angela and I went back to the science room after last period to work on our project a little." "No big deal," I shrugged. "I haven't been waiting long."
 "So what's up?" She asked, pulling her bag a little higher on her shoulder.

"I… uh…" I stammered. "I wanted to talk to you. About Mike's party." I watched her expression darken, and her eyebrows lowered. Then she shrugged and moved around me to open her car door. She tossed her bag onto the seat with an aggravated motion.
 "You don't want to go. Whatever. That's fine," she said without looking at me. I had a feeling it was anything but fine. 
 "I won't be mad if you go," I shook my head. 
 "Maybe I don't want to go without a date," Bella said, with her voice rising. "Whatever. Edward? I said it's fine. Just leave it." 
 "Don't," I shook my head and frowned at her. 
 "Don't what?" she huffed. I reached forward and grabbed her hips, tugging her until she reluctantly came closer to stand in front of me. 
 "Don't 'whatever' me," I scolded. "Don't say it's fine, if it's not fine. I'm out here to talk to you. So… talk." "Wha…"
 I cut her off by raising my eyebrow at her.
 "We aren't typical. So let's not do this typical shit, okay?" I asked quietly. "Tell me what you're thinking, please." 
 "Tell me why you don't want to go to the party," Bella said then, folding her arms over her chest. "But be honest." I sighed. "Okay," I nodded. "There are actually a couple reasons." She raised her eyebrow, waiting for me to go on. "First of all… those guys usually have a bunch of alcohol at their parties. And I pretty much promised my Dad that I wouldn't get involved with stuff like that. He's the Chief of Police, you know? It wouldn't look very good for his own son to be out breaking the law."
 "You don't have to drink," Bella argued. "And second," I interrupted. "It's another down-fall to having the Chief as my dad. There is a group of kids that like to TP our trees and stuff on Halloween every year. So Alice and I sort of made it a tradition to stay in and hand out candy. If we stay home and keep the lights on, we tend to get less of a mess to clean up, outside."

"Tradition," Bella sighed and looked down. "And it's not just because you don't like my friends?" "Pretty sure your friends don't like me," I argued. "But no. That's not why I don't want to go. Now it's your turn. Tell me why you want to go."

"You and Alice have all of these traditions," Bella mumbled. "And I hang out with you and Alice a lot. But you never hang out with me and my friends." Bella reached to put her hands on my hips too. "I haven't been to a party in a really long time. And I know I could go by myself. But… I like the idea of being with you. And I like the idea of going to the party together. I want them to see us together."
 I sighed and looked up at the sky. Bella had been really awesome about hanging out with Alice so much. And it felt good to know that she wanted her friends to recognize us as a couple, or whatever. "Alright," I finally said.
 "Alright?" Bella asked. I looked down at her.
 "Compromise," I shrugged. "Maybe we can go for a little while?" Bella's smile lit my world. "You mean it?"
 "You shouldn't have to give up time with your friends," I said. "Maybe Al could watch the house for us while we go for a couple hours." 
 "Or…" Bella dimpled, "we could take Alice with us. It would give her a chance to spend some time with you-know-who!" 
 "You think?" I asked, raising my eyebrows. Bella nodded. 
 "We'll only go for a little while. And if your trees get decorated while we are gone, I'll help clean it up." 
 "I'm holding you to that," I smiled. Bella lifted up on tiptoes to give me a grateful kiss. This compromise thing wasn't so bad. And Alice didn't think so either. When she came over to cook dinner for Dad and me, I broke the news that Bella and I wanted her to go to Newton's party with us. She squealed, my dad frowned, and I cringed.
 "Edward…" my father said with a warning tone. 
 "I know, I know," I said, pushing my palms out toward him. "But Bella really wants to go. They're her friends, Dad." "I hope you don't go doing anything stupid just because…"
 "I know the rules," I insisted. "We're only going for a little while. Trust, please?"
 "Yeah. Yeah, okay," my dad sighed. "Just be careful, okay kids?"
 "I have to go!" Alice shot up from her seat. "I need to find a costume. I wonder if I can have a rush delivery put on it…" 
 "I thought you were going to dress as Yoda?" I asked. She was always Yoda. 
 "I am NOT dressing up like Yoda if I'm going to be seeing Jasper!" Alice screeched. "God, Edward! Why don't you go as a dumb-ass so you don't have to wear a costume?" My dad snorted, and I gave him a dirty look. Alice ran out, and I sighed as I stood to begin the dishes. "Jasper?" My dad asked, rising to put his plate in the sink. "Sounds like she really likes this kid." "Yeah," I nodded. "She thinks she does."
 "Is he a good guy?"
 "Undetermined," I frowned. "Maybe."
 "Well… keep an eye on our Bug. Okay?"
 "I'm doing my best," I vowed.
 But that promise looked like it would be harder to keep than I expected, when Alice showed up at the door on Halloween night dressed as Cat Woman. 
 I thought my lower jaw might drop completely off my face, when she strolled in wrapped head to pointy toe in shiny black plastic. 
 "Al?" I asked, with a gulp. Only her eyes and bright red-painted lips were visible in the spaces her mask left open. I let my eyes travel down her body again. 
 "Starting to freak me out," she scolded. "Quit staring." 
 "What the hell?" I asked. She had always been small. I was shocked to see that she was also very curvy. 
 "Had to go with the Michelle Pfeiffer version," Alice wrinkled her nose. "The Halle Berry costume showed way more skin, and Mom wouldn't let me get it." "You look… uh… dangerous?" I offered. Alice grinned.
 "Good. My goal for the night is to get Jasper Hale to at least look at me."
 "I don't see how he'll manage to avoid it," I replied honestly.
 "Hey, I know how these things work," Alice frowned. "The girls all use Halloween as an excuse to dress slutty. Slutty-nurse. Slutty-devil. Slutty-bunny. At least I'm covered." 
 "That's true," I said, nodding. Though the way her costume molded to her body, left little to a young man's imagination. I was starting to feel like a pervert for looking. "Can you help me attach my tail?" Alice asked, holding out a skinny piece of the leathery-looking material that her costume was made of. "It has to be pinned to the back. And Mom already left for work…"
 She turned around, and I found myself staring at her butt. 
 "When in the hell did your ass get so big?" I asked, frowning and lowering myself to one knee so that I could go to work. 
 "Gee, thanks," Alice muttered. 
 "I don't mean like fat," I hurried to reassure her. "I meant like… Sir Mix-A lot 'big'. Your butt is round, Alice." 
 "Your propensity to recall random eighties rap lyrics is both endearing, and annoying," Alice said over her shoulder. 
 "Don't move, or I'll poke you with this thing." 
 "That's what he said," came a voice from the door. I turned with the open safety pin sticking out from between my teeth, to see that Bella had walked in to join us. 
 "Hey," I said. "Wanna help her with her tail?" "Sure," Bella smiled. I handed her the pin and stood up, thankful that she was taking the task from my hands. I was pretty sure there was no way to go about getting that tail attached, without having to touch Alice's butt. I didn't really want to have to do that.
 "Damn," Bella said, kneeling down and pulling the stretchy material away from Alice's lower-back with a pinch. "You do have a great butt."
 I watched her pin the tail on Alice, and cocked my head to the side, trying to figure out her costume. Al turned as Bella stood, and she looked as confused as I was. Bella did not look slutty. She wore really baggy jeans, rolled up at the cuffs. Old school Adidas were on her feet. A dark blue t-shirt hugged her chest, and all of her hair was tucked up tight underneath a red baseball cap.

"Who are you dressed as?" Alice asked. "Ashton Kutcher? A lesbian-truck driver?" Bella laughed and straightened her hat. Her face got red as she turned to me, looking like I should have guessed correctly. I was clueless and shrugged.
 "It's stupid," Bella finally said in a rush of breath, after I obviously had no idea. "I googled the Beastie Boys. I'm uh… the one in the baseball hat…" "No. Way," I breathed, with a wide smile taking over my face. "You dressed up as Ad-Rock? For me?" Bella nodded and blushed, and I just let my eyes travel down her body again, amazed. "Oh my God," Alice shook her head.
 "You might be the most perfect girl in the world," I said, in awe.

"But what about  your costume?" Bella asked with a little frown. I was wearing a simple black hoodie sweatshirt and jeans. I shrugged and reached to the end table next to the couch, to pull on the Black Darth Vader mask that rested there. "Oooh," she exhaled, puckering her lips a little. I pushed the helmet away from my face.
 "I know it's not like a full costume or anything," I pulled up one shoulder. "But I figured it would be good enough for the party." "No. It's great. Really great," Bella smiled. "At least people will know who you are supposed to be. Plus… I saw Star Wars. Um… the last one. Something about the Revenge of Something? The guy who played Darth Vader was really hot."

"Oooh, now you've done it." Alice shook her head and clucked her tongue. "You're lucky that you're his girlfriend, or even that Ad-Rock get-up wouldn't save you. Hayden Christensen is pretty much forbidden from all talks of Star Wars in this house."

"Really? Why?" Bella asked, blinking up at me with wide eyes. "I thought he was really good." "And gorgeous," Alice giggled. I groaned and rubbed my hands over my face.
 "He only destroyed the greatest movie series ever," I huffed. "Vader is supposed to be evil! He's supposed to be a bad-ass… not some… some… whiney pretty-boy with Mommy issues!" "Step away from the Edward," Alice said, backing up and tugging at Bella's arm. "In a moment, his head is going to explode. It won't be pretty. I mean it…" I pushed my hands up over my hair and pulled the mask away. Bella stepped closer to me and tugged the strings of my hoodie until I looked down at her.

"Of course," she smirked. "You're way more bad-ass. A true representation of everything the character should be. Mmm. Scary, " she shivered. I saw that she was teasing, and relaxed in front of her. "All better now?" she asked with her eyebrow raised.

"Yeah. All better," I smiled, tugging the brim of her cap down a little.
 I really didn't have time to hold a grudge. The doorbell started ringing, and from that point on, Al, Bella, and I took turns leaving our post in front of the television to hand out candy to trick or treaters. And to make the earlier offense up to me, Bella and Alice even let me put in Star Wars. The agreement was that we would stay at my place until nine o'clock. That was the time that trick-ortreating was supposed to be officially over in town. Then we'd go over to Newton's party for a couple of hours. Right at nine, we were finishing the movie, and a knock from the door caused us all to look up.
 "Stragglers," I said under my breath. There were always a handful of kids that tried to hit up a few more houses for candy on their way home for the night. 
 "I'll get it," Al sighed. "Last one though. I think we're almost out of candy." "We could just get our coats, and get ready to go," I said to Bella. She and I stood up and followed Alice to the door. Alice tucked the almost-empty treat bowl under her arm and opened the door wide, expecting to see a little ghost or goblin with his pumpkin-shaped basket thrust out for goodies. Instead, she froze in place to see a tall vampire on my doorstep.

Jasper Hale stood there with a black and red cape, and fangs. Okay. So he looked way more bad-ass than me. His eyes were totally taken by the latex-covered girl by my side. A grin pulled at his mouth while he leaned in the doorway and obviously checked her out.
 "What's new, Pussycat?" he drawled. Alice giggled. She actually giggled. And then she shocked the hell out of me. 
 "Meow," she cooed. Yeah. Cooed. I can't think of a better word for it. She wrinkled her nose, looked up from under her long, dark lashes, and totally gave Michelle Pfieffer a run for her money. "Where's your cross when you need it?" I whispered near her ear. Alice hit me sharply in the side with her elbow. 
 "Jas?" Bella asked. 
 "Bell?" He said, breaking eye-contact with Alice to glance quickly down Bella's costume. "You look like shit." 
 "Thanks," she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. "What are you doing here?" "Came by to give you guys a heads-up," Jasper shrugged, righting himself. "Newton's party tanked. Know how Angela's Grandpa was supposed to let us use his trailer for a hayride?" "Yeah," I nodded. It was one of the only parts of the evening I had looked forward to… wrapping up with Bella in the straw covered wagon. "Well… he totally took it upon himself to stick around and drive the wagon, too. Seriously. He's like the eighty-year-old chaperone from hell. Noone can get their mack on. No one can get any drinking done. He totally cockblocked the fun."
 "Oh," Bella frowned. "A few of the girls stuck around, so Angela wouldn't get her feelings hurt," Jasper shrugged. "Newton is stuck there. You know, cuz it's his party or whatever. I think the rest of the guys are heading over to Yorkie's basement to light up and have a few beers."
 "What are you doing?" Bella asked. Jasper's eyes had gone back to Alice, and they stood there staring at each other out over the candy bowl. 
 "Me?" Jasper snapped back to attention and looked Bella's way again. "The night's a bust. I'm just gonna head on home, catch a movie or something and call it a night." 
 "You mean you're gonna go watch porn," Bella laughed. Jasper was already backing off the porch. "You never know, Bell," he said playfully, shooting a grin Alice's way. "I'm thinking I might have to watch some Batman tonight." 
 Alice giggled again, and Bella shook her head while we watched Jasper jump into his car and drive away. 
 "Well... that was nice of him," Bella finally said, after his tail lights disappeared around the corner at the end of the street. "We could still go…" I offered. "If you want to see your friends."
 "Nah," Bella shook her head. "Doesn't sound like we're missing out on anything fun."
 "Alice?" I turned to look at her. The mask she wore didn't hide the dreamy look on her face. "Are you up for another movie? Or do you maybe…" 
 "Edward? Bella? I think my work here is done," Al smiled and handed me the candy bowl. "You two have a fun night. I'll see you later." 
 We watched her walk slowly toward her own house, swinging her tail in her hand at her side as she went. The phone ringing from inside the house brought me and Bella back indoors.
 "Hello?" I answered.
 "Edward?" It was my dad. "Oh, Good. I was hoping that I'd catch you kids before you all left for the party." "Could have called anytime, Dad," I told him. "We're not going."
 "Oh? Well, good."
 "Did you need something?" I asked, smiling over at Bella. She lowered herself to sit on the couch and turned off one of the living room lamps. "Just checking to see if we had any problems this year," my father told me.
 "Negative," I shook my head. "But the night is still young."
 "Well… keep the porch light on for another couple of hours," he told me. "I'll be home by two." "Be safe," I told him.
 "Always am."
 We hung up, and I shrugged before walking over to sit next to Bella. I dropped my mask on the table beside the couch, and tried to straighten my hair with my hands. "Dad was just checking in," I explained.
 "Your dad is cool," Bella smiled. "I really like him."
 "He really likes you too," I grinned.

"Do you think he'd like me as much," Bella smiled, moving toward me on the couch, "if he knew I was over here, all alone, planning to have my wicked way with his son?" She quirked an eyebrow and turned, effectively straddling one of my thighs. I felt the heat of her…her… well, her, as she lowered her weight on to me. The denim between us felt like it was on fire.

"Is that what you're doing?" I asked, gulping.
 "Mmm-hmm," Bella nodded. "It must be all the bad-assery. The whole Vader thing is turning me on."

I laughed. She was being silly, and I knew it. But I wasn't going to miss the opportunity when it was, essentially, resting on my leg. I reached up and pulled the cap away from her head, releasing her soft, wavy hair to fall down around her shoulders.
 "Alright," I nodded, throwing the hat across the room. "But as much as I love the Beasties… I really can't kiss you when you look like Ad-Rock." Bella didn't waste any time thrusting her fingers into my hair, and latching her mouth on to mine. Maybe she wasn't kidding about the whole Vader thing. I just grabbed her hips and leaned my back into the couch behind me while her hair made a shiny curtain around our faces. She dragged her lips back and forth across mine, before tugging my lower-lip with her teeth. I don't know what it was… but something about that made me growl a little, and grip her hips a little tighter. Bella rested even more of her weight against my leg, and I shifted underneath her.
 "Still thinking about the Beastie Boys?" Bella asked, breathlessly above me. 
 "Maybe a little," I admitted with a grin. My hands were gripping handfuls of the loose jeans that she wore low on her hips. "These pants are huge. Where did you get them?" 
 "I think they used to be my dad's or something," she breathed between kisses. "I needed to look like a boy." "Oh…Well yeah. I guess they worked, then." I couldn't think of anything else to say. I wasn't sure if I was even capable of thinking right then. The blood was rushing quickly out of my head to every other part of my body that wanted to start doing the thinking for me. Bella sat up straight, and I looked up at her in a daze. Before I had time to even consider her reason for pulling away, she reached down and gripped the bottom of her t-shirt. In one quick motion, she pulled the thing up and over her head, and tossed it across the room to join her cap on the floor.

Woosh. My pulse pounded in my ears in a flood of sound. 
 My last working brain cells left the message: "Good luck, kid. You're on your own." I stared straight ahead at all of the wonders of the universe, wrapped in light blue lace. "Do I look like a boy now?" Bella giggled. And when she giggled, they wiggled. Just a little. It was enough to make me moan out loud. "I'll take that as a 'no'," Bella laughed once more, and leaned forward to kiss me again.

Now, I do believe that there is some cosmic law of magnetism or something that makes it impossible for a guy to keep his hands away from barely covered boobs. Especially if they are on display for him. Gentlemanly thoughts go out the window, and all you can think is 'Must touch. Must. Touch. Must… touch.' So I did.
 My hands left that bunched up material at her hips, with only one destination in mind. And Lord help me, Bella groaned at the same time that I did, when I finally covered her chest with my palms. "More," Bella panted against me. I nodded around her mouth… squeezing her in my hands and trying not to think too much about the way that Bella had started purposefully rocking against my thigh. I loved kissing her, I did. But I could feel her nipples like hard little points under that thin material over her chest, and I wished for just a minute that I could see them.
 The Force must have been strong for me that night. Because as soon as I wished it… "Take it off," Bella breathed heavily against my mouth. "Get it off, Edward. I want to feel your mouth on me."
 Bella continued rocking above, and sucking on my neck, while I tucked her in close. I blew her hair away from my mouth, spitting away the pieces that stuck to my tongue, and tried to tip my chin low enough to look down her back so I could see what I was doing. I pulled at the blue strap that fastened her bra around her… but for the life of my I couldn't figure out how to unclasp it. I tugged and twisted the material. I even tried to tear it. I thought for a moment about turning her so I could gnaw through the damn thing with my teeth. Finally, frustrated by my inability to figure out the contraption, I grabbed Bella by the shoulders and shoved her to sit up straight in front of me. The in one quick motion, I pulled the cups of her bra down.
 There. They. Were. I could practically feel my eyes bulge out of my head. And an already uncomfortable situation in my pants got even worse. I shifted to try to relieve the pressure of my erection pressing against my button-fly. This was so much better than anything I'd seen on my crappy old computer-generatedporn upstairs. Because they were real. And soft. And right-damn-there. Bella quickly pulled her arms out of the shoulder straps, and pushed the rest of her bra down around her ribcage before tugging me by the hair again and pressing her hot lips to mine.

"Bella," I moaned into her mouth while our tongues tangled together. "Bella… Bella… Bella." My mouth trailed kisses down her neck, and across her collar bone. She was pushing my head, her fingers twisted through my hair. I kissed everywhere she sent me. The she sent me there… right where I wanted to be.

I'm not sure what I expected. It's not like she had strawberry flavored nipples or anything. But somehow her skin tasted better there because I knew that my mouth was savoring the hidden and secret parts of her that so many guys just dreamed about. It was the stuff of fantasies, and it was shoved right in my face. I licked, and sucked and mumbled completely stupid things that I was very happy to know she probably couldn't understand.
 "Harder," Bella demanded in a raspy voice. But she was really grinding on my leg… and I wasn't sure… but it kinda felt like… I bit her a little. Just a little. She said 'harder,' right? And Bella pulled my hair so tight against her, that I winced. She sort of froze over me, and a sound rushed out of her mouth that made me wonder if I hurt her. So I apologetically blew on the skin… and kissed it softly, trying to let her know that I was sorry. In a second, Bella relaxed on top of me again, and sort of folded over until her forehead was against my shoulder.
 "Bella?" I asked with a shaky voice. I splayed my hands wide on her naked back, and tried to get her to sit upright so I could look at her face. "Edward?" Bella mumbled and kissed my neck. "That was… amazing."
Amazing? I mean… what? I thought I hurt her. She acted like… oh. Oh!

Before I could even fully comprehend what had just happened, Bella kicked her leg over so that she was kneeling on the couch beside me. She pushed me back against the arm of the couch, and started kissing me again. Which… I'm not gonna lie, was terrific. I was feeling pretty damn high with the knowledge that I, somehow, had just aided Bella in having an orgasm. I mean… I was pretty sure that's what happened.
 "Now you," Bella said against my mouth. 
 "Huh?" I asked. "What… what?" I couldn't even protest. Not that I wanted to. The brain cells had left the building, remember? But faster than I could have thought possible, Bella popped open the buttons on the front of my jeans and was tugging them, along with my boxer briefs, half-way down my ass.
 I didn't have time to even be nervous. And I barely noticed how the rough wool material of the sofa cushions scratched my naked butt. Because just then, Bella wrapped her fingers around my dick. "Ung…"
One.
 "Unghh…"
Two.
 "Unnnngh, Bella!"

Three. Three strokes of her magic hand, and I shot a warm, sticky mess all over my stomach and the bottom of my hoodie. I lied there half-reclined, gaping up at her, breathing like I had just run a marathon. Bella just bit her lip, and lowered her lashes. I wasn't sure if she was looking… but I suddenly felt very selfconscious. I scuffled my socked-feet underneath me on the couch until I could push myself into a sitting position… tugging my hoodie down to cover myself at the same time I pulled my pants back up to cover my ass… and everything else.

"Edward?" Bella sounded worried. Probably because I still hadn't said anything. I just kinda froze in the corner of the couch, staring at her. I didn't know what to say. I didn't know what I was supposed to do. I was probably freaking her the hell out. My mouth still wasn't working. So instead of saying anything, I just dove forward and wrapped both of my arms around her waist, lifting her against me until I could press my cheek against her chest and hold her tight.

Bella was stiff for a moment, but then I felt her breathe and relax against me. I didn't let go of her. I couldn't. I craved the cool feel of her skin on my over-heated face. Or maybe I needed a few minutes to hide in humiliation. I mean… it was supposed to take more than three freaking jerks, right? It always took longer than that, when I was alone. Mostly, I just needed to feel connected to her and use her as an anchor to get my feet back to earth. After a minute, she laughed a little and started to run her fingers through my hair in an oddly comforting sort of motion.
 "Well, well, well…" Bella giggled softly above me. The sound tickled the cheek I still had pressed to the soft skin of her chest. "I declare. It looks like Edward Cullen is a cuddler." 
 "You learn something new, everyday," I mumbled, in the epic understatement of my life, before turning to place a little kiss over her heart. 
~*~ ~ Chapter Twenty ~ Scrambled

So, if it was true that you learn something new every day, what I learned the following day was this: Egg is a bitch to clean off a vehicle, when it's been left to dry for several hours.
 Sometime in the hours after Bella left and my father came home, someone decided to throw and break about two dozen eggs against my truck. On Sunday afternoon, I stood outside with a scrub brush and a bucket of water. Soaking the sticky mess with the hose did nothing to remove the crusty eggs that clung to the faded paint of my truck. And unfortunately, the scrub brush removed old flakes of paint right along with the eggshell that stuck there. It was slow and grueling work, trying to clean my truck while not completely destroying what was left of the color.

It was chilly outside, and I was soaked from sweat and the splash of water. I worked and I cussed under my breath. And I cussed under my breath while I worked. And sometimes my cussing got louder and wasn't so much under my breath. Especially when Skippy walked over and hiked a leg to pee on my front tire right beside me. I contemplated dunking him in my bucket, and using his furry hide like another rag. He probably saw the intent in my eyes, because he barely even barked at me before trotting back to the safety of his own yard.

The eggs were a pain in the ass. Sure. But what bothered me even more was the thin crack that crossed my windshield, compliments of whoever threw the full can of Rainier at the front of my truck. The dented aluminum beer can still laid there in the road near my front bumper, mocking me. And I know I didn't have any proof. But I felt really justified in guessing who to blame. Tyler Crowley had it out for me. It wasn't hard to paint him, in my mind, as the culprit.
 My insurance would pay for the windshield. Thank God for that. But I'd worked up a nasty mood by the time that I was only halfway finished. Unfortunately, that's when Alice decided to show up. "Whatcha doin'?" Alice asked, casually lifting herself over my tailgate to stand in the bed of my truck. I looked up at her and scowled. "I'm painting my nails. What does it look like?" I said testily.
 "Hey, Mr. Pissy-pants," Alice frowned. "I was gonna offer to help. But if you're gonna be mean…"
 "I'm sorry," I exhaled and closed my eyes, leaning my weight against the rear wheel well to take a break for a minute. "I've just been… out here for a while." 
 "Toss me a sponge," she instructed. I reached into the soapy bucket and squeezed some of the cold water from the fat yellow sponge she asked for, before handing it to her. 
 "Thank you," I murmured. "No problem," she shrugged her shoulder and started rubbing at some of the egg that had dripped and dried down the back window. I started worked again too. "So the egg thing is new, huh?" She asked above me.
 "Yeah. It's a lot different from toilet paper in the trees," I agreed. "Kids are moving up from paper-goods to produce," she pointed out. I gritted my teeth and worked harder at a stubborn spot.
 "It's not the same kids," I shook my head. The beer can hadn't come from the typical group of vandals that decorated our yard. "It was probably Tyler Crowley. Man, one of these days Alice..."
 "Why would you think that?" Alice cut me off quickly. "He was out with his friends last night. Right?" "So maybe they helped him." I shook my head. "Whoever did this, messed with my truck on purpose. They broke my windshield!" 
 "Still… you don't know it was Tyler," Alice continued to argue. I looked up at her incredulously. "What is this?" I asked, tossing my scrub brush in the bucket with an angry splash. "You're supposed to be on my side!" "I am," Alice frowned. She stood too, and hopped out of the bed of my truck.
 "Okay. Well… it sounds an awful lot like you are defending that asshole."
 "I wasn't," Alice shook her head. "I'm not. It's just…"

"Just  what?" I huffed. It frustrated me that Alice was acting so weird. Usually, she would be the first person to offer to lace up her combat boots to go kick Tyler in the balls for me. "What?" I asked again, confused by her reluctance to bitch about my enemy with me. "Enlighten me, please."
 "I just think," Alice said with a quiet voice while averting her eyes, "that maybe Tyler isn't as bad a person as everyone makes him out to be. You don't even know for a fact that he did this, Edward." "Are you kidding me?" I asked, feeling angry. "The guy has rage-issues. And he hates me because I'm dating Bella!" 
 "You don't know everything…" 
 "What more do I need to know?" I wildly threw my arms in front of my truck to draw attention to the mess. "The price of the eggs?" "I'm not hanging out with you when you're being so unreasonable," Alice scowled and walked up beside me to toss the sponge she held back in the water. It sloshed around the edges, and made my shoes wet. I growled.
 "I'm the one being unreasonable?" I was practically yelling. "He trashed my truck! He threw a beer can at my windshield!" 
 "You're just guessing it was him." Alice crossed her arms over her chest and raised her voice too. "And stop yelling at me. You're the one acting like a rage-a-holic!" "Ugh!" I threw my arms out to the sides. "Why are you being so…"
 "You don't like it when people make assumptions about you, Edward!"
 "I'd say this is more than an assumption! Why are you sticking up for him?"
 "I saw him last night, alright?" Alice yelled. I watched her face turn red while her words settled around me. I waited for her to say something to make me believe that I had heard her incorrectly. "You… what?" I asked after a few tense moments of silence. "You were here. With us." "Not all night!" Alice turned her eyes away and twisted her hands in front of her. "And anyway… I saw Tyler last night. He was totally mellow. He didn't seem drunk or pissed or anything. I think you're blaming the wrong person."
 "Where did you see him?" I asked, willing to accept the alibi, but narrowing my eyes at her nonetheless. 
 "I just did. Alright?" 
 "No!" I said between my teeth. "It's not alright. If you want me to believe that he wasn't responsible… then tell me where you saw him!" Alice turned her feet and paced back and forth on the walk at the edge of my lawn. "After I went home and changed out of my costume, I couldn't sleep. So… I went for a walk." "A walk? That late? That's… that's not even safe, Al!"
 "It's not like Forks is the murder capitol of the Northwest!" Alice argued.
 "No. But apparently vandalism statistics are pretty fucking high!" I mocked angrily. She turned and paused to glare at me.
 "I walk at night sometimes."
 "Just finish your story." I rolled my shoulders back. "You were randomly walking, and ran into Tyler…" "Yes," Alice nodded. "And he gave me a ride home. No big deal."
 "I don't believe this," I said, with my voice rising again. "What in the hell were you thinking?" "He was perfectly polite!" she argued.

"Alice." I groaned and moved toward the front of my truck. "Let's back up for a minute here. Okay?" I looked up at her, and she nodded minutely. "Even if he didn't do this to my truck—and I still think he did…" Alice opened her mouth to argue again but I stopped her by raising my palm and continuing. "The guy is bad news. He's… not a good guy, Alice. You should hear the stuff that Bella has said… the reason why they broke up…"

"That's just her word over his," Alice shrugged.
 "Excuse me?" I was trying to remain calm, but I could feel my anger ready to boil over again.
 "You only have one side of that story, Edward. Maybe your precious girlfriend wants you to think that it's all his fault! Maybe she's not the perfect angel you think she is!" 
 "That's it," I said, glowering at her. "You can't stand there and talk about my girlfriend like that. I'm just trying to help you!" 
 "And I'm a big girl," Alice said loudly. "I didn't ask for your help!" 
 "So, what?" I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. "You're just going to… I don't know… be his friend now? You two are gonna hang out?" "I didn't say that," Alice mumbled.
 "Damn right you didn't," I nodded with determination. "Because it's not gonna happen."
 "What?" Alice squinted her eyes at me and squared her shoulders. "You don't get to… you have no right to…" "Hell if I don't!" I shouted. "I… I … forbid you to hang out with him!" I turned to stomp away, and was stopped when a sopping wet, icy sponge hit sharply between my shoulder blades. My body arched against the cold sensation, and I turned quickly to see Alice glaring at me.

"Fuck you!" Alice spat. "You aren't my keeper, Edward Cullen!"
 "I really don't need this today," I said, clenching my teeth together so tightly that my jaw ached. "Well… I don't need you!" Alice yelled, turning to march down the street toward her house.
 "Guess you won't need a ride to school then, either!" I yelled after her. I was rewarded by her flipping me the bird over her shoulder while she strode angrily away. By the time I got ready and rolled slowly up to Alice's house the next morning, I almost wasn't mad anymore. I mean… Alice was being stubborn. But I knew that about her. I probably shouldn't have bossed her around. Knowing Al, she'd likely try to be extra-nice to Tyler just because I told her not to. I might have stopped the truck for a minute at her curb. Or five. If she wanted a ride, she could have still had one. But her front door didn't open, so I went on to school by myself. At that point, I was willing to let our argument slide. But I was not going to kiss her ass and apologize for caring about what happened to her. She could forget it. I'd wait for Alice to come around, this time.

Bella was the first person I saw when I pulled into a parking space at school. She stood in the parking lot, frowning and giving my truck a once over as I parked. Her eyes had zoned in on the long, spidery crack that ran across the length of my windshield by the time I was able to get out of the truck to speak to her. But already, she had thrown her backpack on the ground and turned to march over to where Tyler stood with the rest of his friends, a few spaces down.

"I'm going to  kill him," Bella said loudly. I hurried to her, and wrapped my arms around her middle, pulling her back in the direction we had come. Tyler saw us, and stopped his conversation to smirk up at me.
 "Hey kids," he called out. "Have a nice weekend?" 
 "Go to hell!" Bella yelled over my shoulder. She twisted under my hands, clearly trying to get back to him. 
 "Leave it," I said lowly near her ear. "Just… leave it." I kept right on walking, scooping her backpack up by the straps as I passed it, and didn't stop until we reached the side of the building. Bella exhaled and put her back against the bricks in front of me. I dropped both of our bags, and put my fingers in the belt loops at her waist. Bella was breathing heavily, and I leaned forward so that I could rest my forehead against hers.

"How can you… did you know that…" Bella huffed. I shook my head slightly, and closed my eyes. "How did you know?" I asked quietly, cutting short her stammering tirade.
 "I didn't," Bella said. "I was talking to Rose by her car, and Tyler asked me if I liked my eggs scrambled or sunny-side up." "So then how did you…"
 "Rose told me that Jasper said something this morning."
 "Jasper knew?" I raised my eyebrows and stepped back. He seemed so cool about things when he stopped at the house on Halloween. It was hard to believe that he knew anything about Tyler's plan. "No," Bella shook her head. "Tyler must have bragged to him about it. After." 
 "Did he actually admit to it, then?" I asked quietly, pushing my fingers under my glasses to rub at my eyes. 
 "I have no idea," she sighed. "But I'm so sorry. So sorry, Edward. It's all because of me. Because we're together. And I just don't know if any of this…" 
 "I do know," I stepped forward again, pulling her against me. "Don't start thinking it's not worth it. It's just an old truck…" 
 "It's not fair," Bella moaned. "You shouldn't have to put up with things like this…" I leaned down and tried to stop her doubtful thoughts with a very small kiss. The injustice of the situation was temporarily chased away by the sweet pressure of her lips, which is exactly what I hoped for. Bella sighed when I pulled away to rest my forehead on her shoulder, and she ran the fingers of one hand through the back of my hair.
 "Are you sure?" Bella asked in a tiny voice. 
 "Never been more sure of anything," I nodded. I felt my own anger leech away under her caring touch. "How can you be so…"
 "So, what?" I asked, lifting my head to look at her.
 "Unaffected?" Bella shrugged. "It's like… this stuff doesn't even get to you or something."
 "Oh, it gets to me," I admitted. "And believe me… you wouldn't have wanted to be around me yesterday while I was cleaning up the mess. My mood was shit." "Yeah?"
 "Al and I got in a really big fight."
 "You did?" I straightened fully and Bella held her hand out so I could lace our fingers together. We each picked up our bags and started to walk toward the entrance to the school. 
 "She came over and tried to convince me that I shouldn't blame Tyler." I filled her in as we walked, keeping my voice quiet so as not to feed the ever-listening ears of the people around us. I even admitted to kinda being an asshole, when I put my foot down about Alice spending time with Tyler. That wasn't easy to do, because I was still convinced that I was right even though I knew I handled it poorly. When I got to Bella's locker, she put her things inside and turned to wrap her arms around my waist once more.
 "You don't think that Tyler would be… being nice to her just as a way to mess with me. Do you?" I asked then. "I have no idea," Bella shook her head with a frown. "But, if it will help, I'll try to talk to her." "Don't know if you'll even get the chance," I said. "She was highly pissed off."
 "Well what did you expect?" Bella asked, looking up at me. "You can't just try to tell the girl what to do. Even if your heart was in the right place." 
 "Yeah. I know…" I truly expected that Alice would avoid me like a rash. But I was surprised, when I got to the cafeteria that afternoon and saw her sitting in her usual place at our table. I bypassed the lunch line and walked straight up to her, cautiously sliding into my seat.
 "Hey," she muttered. "Hey," I nodded back, folding my hands on the table between us. She pulled half of her sandwich away from the foil she had packed it in, and held it my way. She didn't look at me, but I reached forward and accepted the peace offering for what it was. We silently began to eat, and it wasn't long before Bella came to join us, sitting in the chair to Alice's left.

"So..." I said quietly.
 "Bella and I had a little chat," Alice confirmed, finally meeting my eyes. "And I'm really sorry that I threw the sponge at you."
 "I'm sorry that I yelled at you," I offered in return. I looked over at Bella, wishing that I knew what she had said to Alice. Her face offered no clues as she quietly looked between the two of us. "I understand why you did," Alice said quietly. "And… if Tyler really did that to your truck, I'm sorry about that too." 
 "It's not your fault," I told her. I put down my sandwich and reached over to lay my fingers on top of her wrist. "I… just want you to be careful. Okay?" 
 "Okay," she nodded. Bella smiled a little, and the conversation ended when Lauren walked up to join us. Bella frowned when the girl sat in the empty seat next to me. "So you know, the Snowflake Dance is like, the second week of December, right?" Lauren asked, speaking directly to Bella. I watched her nod, though she looked confused. It's not like any of us could have missed the tacky blue and white glittered posters that were already being taped in the school hallways. "I'm on the dance committee," Lauren continued. "And I wanted to let you know, that you have been nominated to be Snowflake Queen this year."
 "What does that mean?" I asked, looking over at Bella. I had never gone to the school dances. I didn't even know what a Snowflake Queen was. "It's uh…" Bella tapped her fingers on the table and blushed a little. "Pretty much just a popularity contest," she admitted. "Every year there is a Snowflake Court. And they hand out ballots at the door. The King and the Queen are chosen from the people who are nominated."

"Have you ever won that before?" I asked.
 "No," she smiled over at me. "Only seniors can be nominated."

"Usually it's like the most popular couple in school that wins," Lauren barely looked at me while she spoke. "But it's not like you were nominated just because of who you're dating this year. You got this one, on your own."

"That's right," Bella nodded. "You and Tyler will probably win." Lauren shook her head. "Tyler and I are totally not a couple. But I was nominated. So… whatever."
 "Who else?" Bella asked, raising her eyebrows. If she was surprised by Lauren's comment about not being with Tyler, she didn't show it. 
 "Usual suspects," Lauren shrugged. "But I'm not supposed to say yet. It's kept quiet until everyone accepts their nominations. So… are you going to be there? Or what?" 
 I watched as Bella picked at one of her fingernails. It all sounded pretty silly to me, but Bella actually looked like she was contemplating it. "I don't know," Bella finally responded. "Can I let you know later?"
 "Sure. You've got until Friday," Lauren said, standing up.
 "Congratulations," Alice grinned over at Bella when we were alone again. I shoved a bite of food in my mouth, chewing it thoughtfully. 
 "Thanks. I think," Bella said quietly. "But I'm not sure about accepting…" 
 "You should," Alice nodded with determination. "You deserve to win." 
 "It doesn't really matter," Bella said softly. But I could tell that deep down, at least a little bit, it probably did. I glanced over at Alice, and saw her nudge her chin in Bella's direction, prompting me. "I think you should go for it," I said then. Bella's eyes came back to mine, and I smiled. "And if you don't think I'd ruin your chances for getting votes… I'd be happy to take you to the dance, Bella." Bella smiled, and I could tell she was grateful. She shrugged again, but she looked happy. "Maybe," she said. "It does feel pretty good to be nominated. Just for… being me. You know?"

"I can imagine," I told her with honesty. "And it would be nice for you to go and have fun with your friends. Right?" The idea of a dance still held little appeal to me. But I knew I could step up to the plate if this was something that mattered to her.

"And I can totally go with you, to buy a new suit!" Alice grinned over at me, previous awkwardness forgotten. I cringed, thinking of the cost, and Alice snorted. "It's not like you couldn't use a new suit to take with you to school. You never know when you might need one. Plus… I can buy you a tie or something. As a Christmas present."
 "We don't even know if Bella is going to accept or not!" I laughed. But I looked over at Bella who smiled softly down at the table in front of her. And I knew that we'd be going to that dance. ~*~
 ~ Chapter Twenty-One ~ Truck Cab Confessions

Bella didn't wait until Friday to accept her nomination for the Snowflake Court. And even though she claimed to not even like school dances, it was easy to see that she was looking forward to this one. Like the dance that took place earlier in the school year, it was all anyone seemed to want to talk about. And this time… Bella was wrapped up in the excitement of it all too.

The idea of going to a school dance still held very little appeal to me. But it seemed to make Bella happy. And that is what I focused on. Even though the initial buzz about the nominees kept Bella so busy with her friends that I didn't even get to spend much time with her for a couple of days. She did her best to make it up to me, when she came over to study in the middle of the week.

"How long until we have to leave for the Rec Center?" Bella asked, glancing up from her book to look toward my clock. She lay across the foot of my bed on her stomach, while I rested my back against my headboard with my legs in front of me.

"Um… about forty-five minutes," I told her. I reached over to my desk for a black marker that rested there, and jumped when Bella's hand warmly touched the area of skin on my stomach that was exposed when I stretched my arm. "What are you doing?" I asked, as her finger slowly circled my navel.
 "Your belly-button is cute," Bella smiled, moving closer. My stomach muscles clenched and I lightly tried to swat her hand away. "Cut it out," I chuckled. "You're tickling me."
 "Nuh-uh." Bella shook her head and grinned. "This is like… my new favorite spot. I'm claiming it." "Claiming it?" My eyebrows pulled up as I looked at her in amusement. Bella nodded. "Uh-huh. Planting my flag. Claiming it for my own. Give me that marker."

I handed Bella the Sharpie that I held, and watched as she pulled the cap off with her teeth. She shifted her body around then, but only so she partly lay across my legs. Then she lowered the felt tip to my skin and began to write. I couldn't even help but laugh.
 "Quit moving," Bella scolded, concentrating on her artwork. "You're messing me up." "Sorry," I said with a grin. The slight scratch of the marker stopped, and I looked down to see that Bella had written the word 'mine' and drew a little arrow pointing to the recessed spot that she currently found so fascinating.
 "'Bout done?" I asked. She grinned up at me, and then my stomach pulled in again when she dragged the pads of her fingers across the light line of hair that disappeared into the top of my jeans. "I like this," Bella whispered. "It's sexy." She lowered her face and gave me a soft kiss above her drawing, soliciting thoughts that were way more inappropriate than what I needed to be having about her innocent actions. I grabbed Bella by the arms before my imagination could get completely out of hand, and quickly flipped her over so that she was lying on her back. With a grin, I snatched the marker from her hand and pushed her t-shirt up to expose the delicate skin of her stomach to my eyes.
 "Turn-about is fair play!" Bella giggled while I rearranged my body so that I could draw on her stomach as she had mine. I wasn't clever or artistic. I just drew a circle around her belly-button and started making petal shapes around it, turning it into a flower. It was actually a pretty miserable looking attempt. Bella kept giggling and bouncing the marker around. But I was having fun.
 "What are you kids doing?" 
 Bella and I looked up to see my father standing in my bedroom doorway. I grinned over at him, but didn't give up my post. 
 "Studying," I supplied while Bella laughed. "I'm… er… about to diagram the internal cell structure of this flower…" "Back to the books," my dad said with a frown and a slightly red face. He turned to leave, but not before pushing my bedroom door a little further open. I sighed and grinned over at Bella. She reached up and tousled the top of my hair with her hand before looking down at her stomach with a frown.

"Now I just look like I have a bunch of black hair growing on my stomach."
 "It's… sexy?" I offered her the same compliment she'd given me.
 "Only if you think a Wookie is sexy!" Bella complained. I growled playfully and crawled up over her, to cage her body under mine. 
 "You… speaking Star Wars? Now that is sexy!" I shoved my face against the side of her neck and kissed her loudly while Bella squealed and laughed. 
 "GET TO WORK IN THERE!" My dad bellowed. I groaned and sat up. Bella was still breathless as she sat beside me, adjusting her clothes. 
 "So…" I said, reaching for my book again. "Ever going to tell me what you and Alice talked about the other day?" "Nope," Bella said, doodling on the edge of her notebook with a pencil while avoiding my eyes. "Nope?"
 "Nope," she shook her head again.
 "Was any of it about Tyler?" I fished.
 "Yep."

"Yep?" I looked over at Bella, but she concentrated on her doodling. When it was clear that she wasn't going to elaborate, I huffed loudly. "I hate all this secretive crap," I grumbled. Bella looked up then, and reached over to put her hand on my arm. I watched her bite at her bottom lip as though she were contemplating what to say, before she opened her mouth to finally just say it.

"If you told Alice a secret… she'd keep it. Right?" Bella asked me.
 "Of course," I shrugged. I could tell Alice anything.
 "And you like that about her…" Bella continued. "The fact that she's honest. And trustworthy?" "Yeah. And?"
 "So those are admirable traits. Let Alice be Alice."
 "What is that supposed to mean?" I asked.
 "That means she'll tell you what she can… when she can."
 "But she told you some of this stuff. Right?"
 "Well… that's a little different," Bella hedged, drawing the thick line back and forth on her paper again. 
 "How so?" I asked. "Well…" Bella was biting her lip again, and I watched the deepening gray of the graphite as she pulled the tip of her pencil back and forth and back and forth across her notebook. "I know Tyler pretty well," Bella finally said softly. "The stuff that Alice and I talked about is… not so much a secret to me."
 I frowned and closed my book with a snap before standing. Bella looked up at me, and I ran my fingers through my hair, feeling aggravated. 
 "Come on," Bella said, standing and walking over to me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and put her cheek in the center of my chest. "Don't be mad." 
 "I'm not," I shook my head and allowed myself to play with the back of her hair. "But we should get going. You know… so we aren't late for work." 
 I was telling the truth. I wasn't really mad. Not actually. Well… maybe a little. But I hated the thought of both Alice and Bella keeping secrets from me. I had almost considered just cornering Alice and asking her, point-blank, what was going on between her and Tyler, especially when I drove home from the Rec Center and found myself facing Tyler's car at the intersection at the end of my street. Since my truck wasn't there to vandalize, I could only think of one reason that he would even be on the road that Alice and I lived on. It didn't sit well with me. Not at all.

So the next day at lunch, I sat across from Bella and Alice while they chatted about the upcoming dance, oblivious to my pensive mood. We all sat at Bella's old table. It had become a meeting grounds, of sorts, for all that was dance-related. I didn't mind. I did think it was a little unusual when I noticed Jasper Hale, looking down the table a few times, speculatively watching the two girls who chatted, unaware. Alice would probably have a coronary if she had noticed his attention kept swinging her way. I grinned and took a drink of my chocolate milk, trying to decide if I wanted to tell her, or hold the fact that I had a secret over her head to get info out of her. Hmmm…

"My dress is blue… and strapless," Bella was explaining, while using her hands to elaborate.  That got my attention. I turned my eyes back to the girls and decided to listen in a bit more. "The dance colors are blue and silver," Bella explained. "So everyone in the Court needs to wear those colors, in some way."
 "You'll have to show me the dress," Alice nodded. "Then I can help Mr. 'All-blue-is-the-same' here when he's picking out his tie." "I resent that title," I mumbled, adding to the conversation for the first time. Plus, I was pretty sure that not all blue was created equal. Whatever shade Bella chose to wrap around herself for the dance, was sure to become my favorite hue. I already couldn't shake the word 'strapless' from my head.
 "You mean you resemble that title," Alice teased, pulling the side of her lips up into a playful grin. "But that's okay. We'll go shopping soon, and you'll look fantastic." "Y'all talking about the dance?" Jasper had stood while we were talking, and slid his lunch tray down the table until it rested at the space right beside Alice. Her eyes widened to the size of saucers, but I could see her mentally struggling to stay cool when he eased his body into the seat at her side.
 "Yes," Bella sighed. "And the blue and silver color requirements. I still think we should be able to wear any color we like." 
 "I don't mind," Jasper shrugged one shoulder and took a bite of his coleslaw. "I look awesome in blue. Brings out my eyes." 
 Alice stared down at the table, but I knew she was mentally agreeing with the confident guy to her right. 
 "Are you on the Court?" Bella asked, raising her eyebrow in his direction. "I hadn't heard which guys…" "Yeah. That's okay," Jasper shrugged again, and glanced toward Alice while he spoke to Bella. Alice definitely noticed. Her cheeks were pink, and she sat very still while looking down demurely. "It's Mike, Eric, Tyler, and me. That's uh… actually why I came down here to talk to you." His eyes darted toward Alice again. Damn it. She was totally missing this, by staring at the table like it was the most interesting piece of furniture she had ever seen.
 "Oh yeah?" Bella asked. "I need a hook-up," Jasper reached across the front of Alice to bump Bella's shoulder with the back of his fingers. "You gotta have some hot friend on reserve that you could set me up with, for the dance."
 "Oh! Uh…" Bella's eyes flew up to mine, and I knew that she was trying very hard to remember the promise she made to me, to not try to give away the fact that she knew about Alice's crush. "Please?" Jasper asked with an exaggerated whine. "Jess and Mike are going together. Lauren is going with Yorkie. Hell… I heard Ang asked that Ben Cheney guy to take her!" 
 "Really?" I asked. That brought Jasper's attention to me for a moment while he nodded in my direction. "That's great," Bella said with a smile. "Ben's a really nice guy."
 "Who is Tyler going with?" I asked, staring at Alice, and hoping hard that her interest in the dance recently had nothing to do with him.
 "Who knows?" Jasper shrugged. "It's every man for himself. And if I have to stand on the stage with you guys to do this Snowflake King shit… I need a date." "Well… I don't know…" Bella hedged, glancing to the side toward Alice. Bella worried her lip between her teeth, obviously warring with herself. She didn't need to say a word. Jasper was a step ahead of her.
 "What about you, Kitty-cat?" Jasper smiled, addressing Alice for the first time. She flinched a little in her seat, and finally turned her head to meet his eyes. 
 "Excuse me?" she asked in a quiet voice. 
 "What? Think I wouldn't recognize you without those whiskers?" Jasper chuckled a little, still looking down toward Al. 
 "I…. wasn't wearing any whiskers," Alice frowned. Jasper just kept grinning, and I felt myself leaning forward in my seat, urging him forward in my mind. 
 "My bad," Jasper shrugged. "Anyway… got plans for the dance?" 
 "Me?" Alice squeaked. Jasper tipped his head back and laughed for a minute, before righting himself. He looked over at me and jerked his thumb toward my best friend. "She's cute," he smirked. I nodded. "Yeah, you," Jasper said, speaking to her again. "You'd have to stand on the stage with me while I do this stupid Snowflake bullshit. But I think the rest of the night should be a good time. What do you think?"
 Alice looked over at me, then craned her neck to see Bella smiling at her encouragingly, before looking back toward Jasper. 
 "You want me… to go to the dance, with you?" 
 "Was I speaking English?" Jasper asked me. He turned back toward Alice. "Hablo uh… English? Parlez vous a Snowflake Dance?" 
 "Is this a joke?" Alice asked then. Her voice had definitely gotten louder, and she frowned. Jasper's face got serious then too. 
 "Shit. No… sorry. I was just messing around. Teasing you, ya know? Seriously… do you want to go to the dance with me?" 
 "You don't even know my name," Alice spoke then, with her eyes narrowed. She didn't look pissed, just skeptical. "Whatever," Jasper said, shrugging as he stood up. I felt my hopes drop. I was certain that whatever was going on between Alice and Tyler would take a back-burner if only her dream guy finally made a move. "But think about it," Jasper leaned down so that his forearm rested on the table and his nose was no more than six inches from Alice's face. "Mary Alice Brandon," Jasper spoke softly, but his words reached all of our ears. He straightened his frame and looked around the room as if he had important places to be. "Bella has my number. Give me a call, and let me know." Then he walked away.

I sat there grinning at Alice, whose glazed over eyes totally missed my amused expression. Her mouth puckered into a little 'o' shape as she clearly tried to speak, but could not. Bella used the time in which Alice sat there doing her best guppy-impersonation, to pull a piece of notebook paper from her bag and scribble Jasper's phone number across it. She gingerly slid the paper over in front of Al, who finally moved with shaky hands to fold it into eighths and press it into her front pocket.

The sound of the bell that signaled the end of our lunch period also ensured that I would have to wait until after school to enjoy more of Alice's reaction to the day's events. I smiled while I tossed what was left of my lunch in the trash and turned to walk between Bella and Al toward our next classes.

I really couldn't wait to talk to Alice after school. But as luck had it, I  did have to wait, for a little while at least. The rain came down around my truck in buckets, making heavy pinging sounds as it bounced off the metal housing around me. I squinted toward the door of the school, thankful when I finally could see the blur of Alice's umbrella while she ran out to the parking lot.

"Balls," Alice muttered when she finally slammed the door shut beside her. Her clothes were wet, despite the umbrella that now dripped water heavily onto my floorboard. I reached over and cranked up the heat so she wouldn't be too cold. "Thanks," she smiled.
 "No problem," I assured her. With the quick twist of my wrist, I put the old truck in gear and started to drive us home. "Sorry I was late," Alice said, tightening one of her low ponytails. I nodded and accepted her apology. I didn't have anywhere to be in a rush. I was only anxious because I kinda thought Alice would be more excited to talk, or squeal, or bounce around, or whatever girls liked to do when the boy they really liked finally asked them out. But Alice was acting really, strangely calm. Like… contemplative more than thrilled. I didn't get it.

"Meeting with your study group again?" I asked. Alice looked over at me with an apologetic smile, and shrugged silently. I bit my tongue and stared through the cascading rain outside. "So… today. Pretty wild lunch, huh?" I asked, trying to instigate a spark of… something. It worked. Alice's mouth finally pulled up at the edges, and she turned to look through the side window. But I could see the smile on her face.

"I just knew it would work," Alice said quietly. "I knew that if I just… put myself out there… You were right, Edward. I was myself. I just… took a chance. And I knew that eventually Jasper would finally see me, you know?"
 I pulled up in front of her house, but left the wipers on. The swishing noise filled the silence between us, while I thought about what she said. "Does this… have anything to do with Tyler?" I finally asked. Alice turned quickly to look at me, and I thought for a minute that she would hang on to her stubborn silence on the matter. But she surprised me by giving a small nod. "Al? Can't you just… I mean…"

"I gave my word," Alice mumbled. "So please, Edward. Don't make me regret this. Okay?" I nodded quickly.
 "You know you can trust me, Al," I said. "You've always been able to trust me."

"I know," she sighed. Alice turned then to bend one leg underneath her while she rested her back on the door. "It's just that I swore to Tyler that I wouldn't say anything. And I didn't want to be the kind of person to say that and not mean it. Plus- you two like hate each other or something…"
 Bella's earlier advice rang through my head, and I rubbed my hand across my face. "No. I get it," I finally allowed. "And if you can't say anything… well, that's that. I'm not trying to get you to break your word, Alice." Sometimes it sucked being selfless.
 "No. No… I want to tell you," Alice said then, and I exhaled loudly in relief. "It's really nothing major. And I'm sorry that you've been worried."
 "So…?" I asked. 
 "Okay. So remember that one night that you had a study group?" Alice asked. "And I told you that I'd just surprise Mom down at the hospital by taking her dinner?" 
 "Yeah…" 
 "Well, I went down there. And it was fine, or whatever. We ate. But then she had to get back to work. And as I was leaving, I ran into Tyler." 
 "At the hospital?" 
 "Yes," Alice nodded. "He has some meetings down there once a week. To help him control his anger and stuff." 
 "Yeah," I nodded. "Bella told me that he was doing that." 
 "So anyway," Alice continued with a wave of her hands. "He was sitting in a lounge, reading over the book that we had to do a report for in English. Did you know that he's in my English class?" I shook my head. 
 "Well, he is. And… at first I was just gonna walk on by. But I remembered what you said about just being myself . So… I walked up to him and asked how it was going." "And?"
 Alice cringed and rubbed her finger tips together.

"First… he was pretty much a dickwad," she said, remembering the night in question. "He called me a meddling midget, and asked about the circus being in town. So… I told him to shove his book up his ass. I mean, I was just trying to be nice. And I thought maybe we could, I don't know… discuss the book or something."
 "What happened then?" I asked, genuinely curious, and a little pissed off to know that he had talked to her that way. I was also really glad to know that she had stood up for herself. 
 "He apologized," she shrugged with a smile. "And so… I sat down. And we spent like an hour, talking about the book." "Really?"
 "Really," Alice grinned.
 "What's the big secret about that?"
 Her face fell a little, and she started to play with the laces on her shoe.

"Well… it turns out that he needed a lot of help. Like, a whole lot," she said quietly. "Not even sure how this stuff happens in this day and age… but Tyler's reading comprehension can't be more than like a third grade level."
 "Does he have dyslexia or something?" I asked. "No," she shook her head. "Nothing like that. He just… he's just not good at that stuff. At first he was embarrassed to admit it. But… I think he was more worried about flunking the class. Because if he flunks, he can't play on the basketball team."

"So… you were helping him?"
 "Yes," Alice nodded. "He gave me a ride home. He actually was almost nice about it. And… I agreed to help him with the next few papers in class so that he can pass this semester."
 "Are you writing his papers for him?" I asked, worried about Alice getting in trouble. She shook her head quickly. "No. As a matter of fact, our teacher knows. I was just talking to her after class tonight. Basically, we just read the books together. I help. And then… I sort of talk him through what everything means so that he can put it together in a way that makes sense for him. She's the one who is helping him with the writing part."
 "Oh," I said dumbly. I sighed and leaned back a little more in my seat. 
 "So… I just felt bad about saying anything," Alice explained. "Especially to you, Edward. Tyler wouldn't want you to think he's dumb or something. And… I think he's really trying." "And Halloween?" 
 "I honestly did see him up at the gas station," Alice rose her hand like she was swearing the truth. "He actually lectured me a lot like you did, and offered to give me a ride home." "But my truck…"
 Alice looked sad then, and her lip trembled a little when she looked down.
 "I'm sorry for that," she said. "He probably did do that. But I swear, I didn't know!" "I believe you," I said softly. I knew Alice would never let someone mess with me, intentionally.
 We both sat there for a minute, listening to the uneven tempo of my wiper blades swishing across the cracked windshield. "So… you think Tyler said something to Jasper?" I finally asked. Alice looked up and shrugged. "He didn't seem to want anyone to know. But… maybe?"
 "Maybe he can't get that Cat Woman costume out of his head," I chuckled. Alice giggled a little too. "I have no idea," she said with a sigh.
 "You gonna call him?" I asked.
 "What do you think?" Alice raised one eyebrow and smirked.
 "Wow," I said with a small laugh. "Looks like you and I are going to our very first High School dance, together after all." 
 "Together," she nodded. I reached over the seat between us, and put my hand on top of hers. Together. Yeah. The way it was supposed to be. ~*~ ~ Chapter Twenty-Two ~ Choices

Time is a strange thing. Sometimes it seems like days drag on and on. But when you look back on it, you wonder how you got to where you are standing, so quickly. In what seemed like no time at all, I was resting in a tiny little bucket of a chair, listening to Alice talk to me through the small door that closed her dressing room off from the rest of the area in which I waited. My pockets were a little lighter, after having spent a pretty decent amount of money on a suit to wear to the Snowflake Dance. But Alice was right. I did need a new suit anyway. And she was really helpful in picking out a tie for me that she promised would look 'just right' with Bella's dress.

"So… Jasper and I talked on the phone, last night," Alice said. Her voice was muffled, but I could hear the happiness in her tone. Other than the frequent looks that he shot down the table during our lunch hour, Jasper hadn't made any move that I could see, to seek Alice out since asking her to the dance. I knew she had called him once, to accept the offer. But this was something new.

"Did you call him… or?"
 "He called me," Alice said. Once again, I could tell she was smiling.
 "And?"
 "We just talked." I tapped my feet impatiently under me while letting my fingers rub across the smooth fabric on the arms of the chair where I sat. "About?"
 "I don't know," Alice said then. "Just… stuff. He seems… nice."
 "Nice?"
 "Yeah. Just nice." I could hear Alice sigh. "Not like I expected."

"How so?" I asked. A dressing-room attendant rolled a rack with a squeaky wheel past the room, and checked me out for a moment. She was probably trying to make sure that I wasn't some pervert, hanging around to peek in on ladies who were changing their clothes. Seeing that things were on the up and up, she continued on her way to go replace the clothing that had been left behind on her cart.
 "He was just kind of quiet," Alice explained. "Not cocky. Not loud. We talked about school and stuff. It was nice." 
 "Well, that's good," I said with a decisive nod. "I actually invited him over to your place tonight," Alice informed me. I tilted my head and stared at her door, like she could see the question in my eyes or something. She must have sensed it, because she continued. "He just thought it might be good for us to hang out, before the dance. You know. So we aren't like awkward hanging out with each other for the first time after he picks me up."

"Yeah," I nodded. "That sounds like a good idea."
 The door opened then, and Alice stepped out, with her head down.
 "Alright," she breathed. "I need your honest opinion. What do you think of this one?"

I took a minute to really look at her, so I could be sure to give her my impression like she asked. From the neck up, she was still my Alice, quirky short little pig-tails pulled under her ears and all. But the dress was…
 Delicate little silver straps held the top of her dress up over her tiny shoulders. And the material kinda looked heart-shaped over her chest. It fit her snugly to her waist, where layers of shimmery, light material floated down to a skirt that rested just at her knees. It sparkled, but only a little. And it was very, very pretty.

"Wow, Al," I told her. "You kinda look like a wintery fairy-princess or something." "Yeah?" She turned a pleased smile up in my direction, and I chuckled then.
 "But you might want to lose the combat boots."
 Alice laughed then, and I smiled widely.

"Yeah, well…" she toed the carpet beneath her with the tip of her well-worn boot. "I'll wear heels. Of course. Jasper is tall. And my hair will be done too…" she raised her hand to twist one of her ponytails in her fingers.

"You look beautiful," I told her. "I mean it. Jasper is a lucky guy."
 Elegant. Classy. Alice looked like a lady. And I felt strangely proud of her transformation.
 "Okay. I'll definitely get this one, then." Alice fluttered her skirt quickly before hurrying back into the dressing room to get back into her clothes. 
 "I'll wait out front, okay?" 
 Alice was quick, picking out the rest of the things that she needed. And we stopped at another store on the way home, just to buy provisions for movie-night. Bella didn't seem surprised at all to hear that Jasper was coming over. Maybe he had called her or something. Hell, maybe she was the one that suggested that Jasper call Alice in the first place. I don't know. But we decided to make nachos for dinner. And Jasper showed up just as we were getting getting ready to watch the first movie.

"Hey. I'm not late or anything, am I?" Jasper asked, looking a little unsure of himself. "I brought some popcorn." He held up the large bag of popped yellow kernels and Alice stood to take his offering with a smile.
 "You're right on time. Come on. I'll show you where the kitchen is." 
 I looked over at Bella, slightly amazed. Alice seemed so cool, and so calm. She just shrugged and smiled up at me. 
 "It's like a pod-person from the planet Confidence has taken control of my best friend," I muttered. Bella silenced me with a finger on my lips and smiled. 
 "She's got this," Bella whispered before silencing any further arguments with a little kiss. I smiled against her mouth. 
 "Fine," I said with a shake of my head. And Bella was right. Alice did have everything under control. In a couple of minutes, the two of them returned to the living room with giant plates of nachos that they proceeded to devour while we all got comfortable on the floor in front of the T.V.

"Hey. Didn't I see you in Crowley's car, yesterday?" Jasper asked Alice. I choked a little on a chip, and chased it down with a large swig of soda. Maybe Tyler really hadn't said anything to Jasper about them working together.
 "Oh. Umm…" Alice fidgeted. "He has meetings that he goes to at the hospital. And my mom was working. So he gave me a ride out there so I could meet up with her."

"Hmm," he replied, looking back down at his food. "Just so long as he's not trying to steal my date to the dance." Jasper smiled, and Alice blushed. And just like that, the subject was dropped and we all watched the movie, laughing and talking about anything else we could think of.
 When we finished eating, Bella and I moved to get comfortable on the couch. Alice stretched and stood while picking up her plate. "That was great," she announced. "I'm getting some more. Anyone need anything from the kitchen?" Jasper turned his face up from his meal, and looked confused.
 "More?" he asked. "Aren't you afraid of getting fat?"
 I held my breath, and Bella cringed next to me. Alice cocked her head and frowned down at Jasper.
 "Excuse me?" she asked with a twinge of irritation in her voice. "For your information… I always eat like this. And no. I don't worry about getting 'fat'!" "Shit. That didn't sound right…" Jasper rubbed his hand across his face and then looked over at me like he was searching for help. I just shrugged. He was on his own. Even I knew you shouldn't criticize a woman for the amount she chose to eat. "I didn't mean it like that," Jasper insisted.
 "What did you mean, then?" Alice still sounded irritated. I watched, amused. 
 "I just meant… most girls I hang out with eat like birds," he said. "It's uh… it's actually kind of nice to see a girl who is not afraid to eat!" 
 "I told you so," I whispered into Bella's hair above her ear. She hit me lightly in the side with her elbow. 
 "I guess I just have a high-metabolism," Alice shrugged. "Tell you what. I'll get some more, and we can share. Alright?" 
 Jasper nodded eagerly, and I chuckled. With that bit of awkwardness settled, we all finished the movie. Alice and Jasper's shared plates were moved aside, and they laid on their stomachs beside each other on the floor. Bella cuddled into my side, and I really couldn't have been much happier.
 "What's next?" I asked. I pressed the button to eject the DVD that we finished, and moved to go pick up the next. "Stop!"
 Alice and Jasper both spoke in unison, and I froze, mid-stand.
 "What's wrong?" I asked worriedly.
 "I love this movie," Alice said. A regular cable station showed a movie already in progress.
 "You like this movie, too?" Jasper asked, sounding slightly awed as he looked over at Alice. She nodded. I frowned. It was an old Dudley Moore movie. Nothing I would have picked to watch. "It's like… my favorite movie, ever," Jasper said softly, still looking over at her.

"Mine too," she smiled softly. I sighed and sat back next to Bella, resigned to watching the last half of the movie to please them.
 Talking was at a minimum. But it was kinda nice to sit and listen to Alice and Jasper as they cracked up over Arthur stumbling around like a drunken ass on the screen. I totally didn't see the appeal of Liza Minelli as a love interest. But whatever.
 When the movie was over, Jasper stood with a sigh and walked back over to the chair where he had tossed his jacket when he came in. "I guess I should get going," he said then.
 "I'll walk you out," Alice said, quickly getting to her feet. I stayed where I was on the couch.

"Thanks for coming over," I told him. Jasper wasn't so bad. In fact, he really was kind of funny when he wasn't unintentionally offending Alice. I guess it felt pretty good to know that even someone as cool as Jasper could occasionally be awkward too. And he even seemed like he might have been a little jealous or something, about seeing Alice with Tyler. That was a good sign too, right?

"See you guys later," he nodded once our direction before following Alice out to the front porch. "That went well," I said quietly to Bella.
 "I think they're gonna be good," Bella returned softly. "I've never seen Jasper like this. I… have a feeling he might really like her." 
 "Good," I said again with a nod. "That's really, really good." 
 Alice came back in, with a dreamy kind of smile on her face. I knew that she was satisfied with how the evening played out. After helping to clean up the mess, she took off for home too. We never did put in another movie. Bella and I let the T.V. drone on, filling the room with ambient noise and soft light while we assumed our positions on the couch. Soon, we were kissing. And then I was flat on my back, and Bella was on top of me with the front of her thighs pressed against the front of mine. I pushed my hands under the back of her sweater and ran my fingertips up and down the soft skin on her back and I didn't even care that she could probably feel how hard I was underneath her, because everything about the way she kissed my neck and whispered against my skin felt so right. I let my hands slide lower until I could reach her butt, and I groaned when I pressed her hips tighter to me.

I was actually a bit relieved that Bella's hands seemed to be staying stationary at the top of my body. Not that I hadn't replayed the way that her fingers felt on me in my mind, but because I was still kinda embarrassed about the way things had ended up, the last time we made out on this couch. It hadn't exactly been a shiny-star-sticker sort of moment in defining me as being competent in the sexual department when I had an orgasm thirty seconds after she touched me. And mostly, I had been spending a lot of time thinking about what I needed to do, in order to reciprocate.

As if my hands were anxious to start working on just that, I trailed my fingers around the waistband of her jeans until they were between us, and I cautiously popped open her top button. Bella froze then, and pulled her face up to look at me.
 "Edward?" she asked with a small smile. "What are you doing?" 
 My first finger had dipped inside, and hooked itself into the material that rested against the smooth skin of her stomach. 
 "I'm uh…" My face felt hot. I wasn't even sure what words I should use. I thought my intentions were fairly obvious.
 "Don't," she shook her head then. I frowned and pulled my hand back, wrapping my fingers around her hips instead.
 "Was I doing something wrong?" I whispered with a shaky breath. Bella shook her head and smiled at me before pressing her forehead into my shoulder. "What is it?" I asked, worried.
 "I can't," Bella said. He voice was muffled against the t-shirt I wore. "It's shark week."
 "It's what?" I asked, totally confused. What did Animal Planet have to do with me getting my hands in her pants? "Monthly curse," Bella elaborated. "You know… I'm on my…"
 "Oh!" I cut her off. Shark week. Yeah. I got it.
 "It's not that I wouldn't want to…" Bella quickly reassured me. I just moved my hands up to wrap them around her, and rocked her a little while I hugged her. 
 "I was just trying to… you know," I shrugged. Bella pulled back a little so that she could look at me again. "I just want to make you feel as good as you make me feel," I admitted. 
 "You do," Bella smiled. "I love being with you like this, Edward." "I love being with you like this too," I sighed. She kissed me again then, slow and sweet. And it was nice to relax because I didn't have to worry about just how far I needed to go. The parameters were pretty much set. "I love the way you taste," I told her. "And the way you smell…" Bella kissed me again. "But… Bella?" I halted her actions and pushed a little on her hips to get her to look up again. "It's not just this. I mean… this is pretty awesome too," I said, looking into her eyes. "But I love the way you laugh. And I love to hear you read. And I love that you don't mind dancing with old people. And you let me draw on your stomach. And… hell… I just love being with you. You know that. Right?"

Bella looked a little stunned, but then shook her head with a small smile.
 "What is it?" I asked, concerned.
 "You're just…" Bella bit her lip. "You're just perfect. Perfect."
 She lowered her face to kiss me again, but we both broke apart when I heard my dad's cruiser pull up out front. "Guess it's time for me to leave," Bella grinned, rolling off of me to stand on the floor. "At least we both have our clothes on, this time, " I smiled.
 I held Bella's hand while I walked her to the door, and we met my father in the hallway. "You kids have fun tonight?" my dad asked. He was probably relieved to see us vertical.
 "It was great," Bella smiled. I grinned too. "We left some stuff for you to make nachos, in the kitchen." 
 "Thanks." My dad turned with a grin to go find the bounty of snack foods she promised. "So next weekend," I said, reaching to hold both of her hands in mine. "I guess I'll be going to my first school dance." 
 "It won't be so bad," Bella squeezed my fingers. 
 "Nah. It will be fun. Because I'll be with the most beautiful girl there. She might even be crowned the Snowflake Queen. That's a pretty big thing for a guy like me, to be able to say."
 "Do you think…" Bella bit her lip. "Do you think that I might actually win?" She looked nervous, and I dropped my hands so that I could hug her close to me again.
 "Of course, you have a very good chance," I told her, swaying from side to side. "If being with me doesn't mess things up." 
 "It won't," Bella shook her head against my chest. 
 "But… will you be terribly disappointed. If you don't win?" I asked. I pulled away and pressed a finger under her chin to bring her eyes up to mine. "How important is it, to you?" "Probably more important than it should be, which I'm embarrassed to admit," Bella murmured. "But I'm mostly just looking forward to going. To spending time with my friends, and to spending the night, dancing with you."
 "Yikes," I cringed. "Dancing. Yeah…" 
 "It will be wonderful," Bella promised, standing on tip toes to give me a good night kiss. "Perfect," she whispered against my mouth. 
 "Perfect," I promised back. And Wow. If I thought that preparations for the dance had made Bella busy before, I was in no way prepared for the flutter of activity that consumed her time that final week. She was busy making posters 'Vote for Bella Swan' that now decorated the halls, and squealing and bouncing around with her cheerleader friends in a clatter of hyperactivity and anticipation. Yes… I actually saw Bella squeal. She held hands with Angela while they both jumped up and down making high-pitched dolphin noises before our chemistry class. Ben and I looked at each other and cringed. But we were still smiling, because we both knew we were the lucky bastards that got to take them to the dance that they were so excited about.
 Plus- Bella looked really cute with a smear of white paint that dried on her nose after her last poster was finished. "Think it will work?" Bella pulled my arm over her shoulder and sighed up at the large sign that decorated the wall. Her letters were traced with silver, and sprayed with something sparkly that also hung over Bella's hair as well. It looked a lot nicer than one of Lauren's posters that hung about five-foot away.
 "The poster is pretty," I said, hugging her to my side. Bella smiled up at me in thanks, and I leaned down to kiss the tip of her paint-stained nose. "But not as pretty as the girl." Because Alice was equally as excited about the upcoming dance, there was no escape for me. Everywhere I turned, I was surrounded by estrogen-induced-dance-craziness. I would be really glad when the whole thing was over.

And so Saturday afternoon, I paced around my bedroom and ran my hand through my hair while I talked to Alice on the phone. The girls had spent days getting ready for the dance. I only had to figure out what time I should take a shower and get dressed.

"I have to go…" Alice told me. "Bella is going to be here any minute." The girls were apparently going together, to have their hair done professionally before the dance. Bella would be by to pick me up at seven for dinner before-hand. I would see Alice later, when she arrived with Jasper.
 "Okay," I told her. "I'll see you later, Al." 
 "I can't believe this is all really happening," she nearly whispered. I was certain that if I could see her face, I would see happy tears shining in her eyes. 
 "You deserve this night," I told her honestly. "Now, have fun with Bella, and I'll see you at the dance." Feeling thankful, again, that I got the better end of the deal when it came to dance preparation, I jumped into the shower at around six. By seven o-clock, I was dressed and smiling at Bella when she pulled up in front of my house.

And yeah. It might have been a little weird that I would let her pick me up for an event like this. But even though Bella swore she didn't mind, I just couldn't see her showing up at the dance dressed like a princess in my old truck. Her car was nicer. So we compromised. We'd take Bella's car to the dance, but I would drive it.

But when she stepped out of her car and walked toward me, I had to wonder if I'd even be okay to drive. She was so absolutely beautiful that I actually felt intoxicated by her. Bella's hair was pulled up on the sides with pins that tucked into the shiny curls that cascaded down her back. And the dress was more than I had even imagined. (And I had imagined it, often.) The deep blue strapless dress cut straight across the top, making her chest look awesome without looking even slightly slutty. Maybe that was because of the wide belt that made her waist look little, or the full skirt that skimmed her knees. She looked as glamorous as an old time movie star. And I was pretty sure I wouldn't be able to keep my hands off her all night.
 "Wow. You look… wow," I stammered as she placed her keys in my hand with a smile. "You too," she smiled up at me, and smoothed her hands down my tie and the front of my shirt. "Ready to go?" 
 "I'm… not even sure I can move right now," I said honestly, still letting my eyes take in all the details of the beauty in front of me. How did I get so lucky? "Hold on, you two," my father called from the doorway. I turned then, and grimaced when I saw that my dad had stepped out onto the porch, holding his camera. He was already dressed for work, and I had a feeling that he was already going in a little late just so he wouldn't miss this opportunity.

"You don't mind, do you?" I asked Bella. She grinned up at me.
 "Not as long as you give me copies," she smiled.

We stood and posed for a few pictures. My dad smiled proudly and I just hoped that one or two frames didn't have his finger over the shot. I knew I'd like to keep a picture, to help me always remember this night. Or hell… maybe even to keep as proof that any of it really happened. For as much as I inwardly griped about all of the nonsense that led up to it, I was really damn proud to escort Bella to the dance.

Bella shivered a little, and I looked down to rub the tip of my nose against hers.
 "Cold?" I asked.
 "Anxious," she smiled. "But yeah. It's cold, too. Let's go."

Bella and I waved at my father, before I opened the passenger door for her to slip inside. I turned once more, to see my father give me two thumbs-up and a wide grin. I nodded his way before getting behind the wheel of Bella's car.

We rushed through dinner. It was a nice formality, but an unnecessary one. I was a little too nervous to eat, and Bella claimed to be too excited. The Club was packed with other students that had the same idea, though, and so I sat back and enjoyed being seen with Bella across the candle lit table.

And then in no time at all, she held on to my arm as I led her through the doors to our high school gymnasium.
 I was sort of amazed how some crepe-paper and balloons could change the entire atmosphere so drastically. Everything was draped in blue and silver and white. The lights were dimmed, and music filled the air around us. Bella gripped my arm tighter, and beamed up at me. Seeing her so happy made everything worth it. She was gorgeous.

"Are you ready, Miss Swan?" I asked.
 "Absolutely, Mr. Cullen," she smiled up at me.

We found her group of friends quickly, and I listened with a polite smile on my face while the girls wished each other good luck during the Court voting. It was funny, because I knew every single one of them secretly wished their friends anything but luck. They all wanted to win that crown. Including Bella. She never once lost sight of me, in her excitement, though. She kept her fingers firmly wrapped around mine, and included me in every aspect of the evening. If she was nervous that I might hinder her chances for winning, she certainly didn't show it.
 When everyone started dancing, Bella took pity on me, and let me stand aside with Ben while we watched the girls dance and have fun. But during the slow songs, I was all hers. It was really kind of amazing, being wrapped up with Bella while we rocked from side to side under the swirling lights provided by the DJ's equipment on stage. I held her tight, and breathed in the awesome smell of whatever the heck kind of perfume was sprayed on her hair. And I was right, I wasn't able to keep my hands off her bare shoulders and the top of her back. And when she kissed me, everyone else in the room disappeared. Everything was absolutely perfect.
 Though I was getting a little nervous, that I hadn't seen Alice yet. We had been at the dance for over an hour already, and I hadn't seen her or Jasper. I was pretty positive that they would make their way over to find us, once they got to the dance. I couldn't wait to see the final results of Alice, all dolled-up for her dream date.
 "Have you seen Al yet?" I asked Bella. She pulled back a little in my embrace, and glanced around the sea of bodies around us. 
 "Not since this afternoon," she said with a shake of her head. "But wait until you see her. Her hair is twisted up and she looks so unbelievable…" 
 "Wait," I said. I squinted, but was sure then that I saw Jasper over by the door. "They're here," I smiled, finally feeling myself relax. "Let's go say hi…" Bella didn't seem to mind when I dropped my arms to take her hand, and pulled her away from the dance floor. The crowd cleared the closer we got to where Jasper stood by the entrance, but I frowned to see that he was standing there alone.
 "Hey. You look sharp," Bella smiled and complimented him. "Is Alice using the girl's room?" Jasper shrugged and looked around the gym with his hands shoved in his pockets. Something about his nonchalant response and the firm set of his jaw set off warning bells in my head. I looked down at Bella, but she just shrugged up at me. Jasper didn't answer.
 "Where is she?" I asked. Maybe she was touching up her make-up. Maybe she was putting their coats away. Maybe she was stopped by a teacher to talk… 
 "I don't know," Jasper said then, turning defiant eyes to stare right into mine. "What do you mean, you don't know?" I said, dropping Bella's hand and clenching my fingers at my sides. I felt a mixture of panic and anger starting to creep up over me. Jasper wasn't acting right… and my body was responding to the possible worst-case scenario. "Is she even here?" Jasper shrugged again and broke our locked gaze to look around the room.

"I didn't bring her."
 "Is she sick or something?" Bella asked at my side. "She seemed fine this afternoon…" "I mean, I didn't pick her up," Jasper said coldly, looking at me rather than Bella.
 "What in the hell?" I growled, stepping toward him. "You just… didn't pick her up? Did you call her… or anything?" 
 "Look," Jasper snarled back, stepping right up toward me as well. "You might not have a problem with picking up Crowley's sloppy-seconds. But I sure as fuck do!" 
 I heard Bella gasp at my side, but I couldn't bring myself to worry about her reaction. I was trying my hardest not to jump forward and start beating Jasper. "What in the fuck is that supposed to mean?" I yelled. I was aware that we were beginning to draw attention, but I didn't care. I stepped forward again until our chests practically touched, and felt as Bella pulled on my arm to get me to back off.

"Why don't you ask your  friend," Jasper spit through gritted teeth. "Like I asked mine. Sorry, if learning that the only reason that Alice has been in Tyler's car has been because she's been putting his dick in her mouth made me re-think dating the chick!"
 "Oh, Jasper. No…" Bella said beside me, sounding horrified. 
 "Yeah… got that little surprise handed to me, just this afternoon," Jasper hissed. "So, no. I didn't bring her to the dance. And if you have a problem with it, fuck off." 
 Jasper knocked into my shoulder hard when he stepped around me and stalked into the dance. I stood in shock, shaking with anger. "Edward?" Bella asked, tugging on my arm again.
 "Tyler… told Jasper… that Alice…?"
 "It doesn't matter," she hurried to step in front of me, and grabbed my hands. Bella shook her head as she looked up at me. "It's not true. Come on, Edward. You know it's not true!" 
 "It does matter!" I insisted. "Because Jasper thinks it's true! And he… he just ditched Alice! All because Tyler lied! Oh my God… Alice!" I dropped Bella's hand and turned toward the exit. I wanted to find Tyler and beat the shit out of him, for lying to Jasper and causing all of this. I wanted to beat the shit out of Jasper, for being so stupid as to have believed him. But mostly, I just wanted to get to Alice. I knew she was probably home, confused, and completely crushed because Jasper didn't come to get her for the dance. Oh God. I could imagine how much she was hurting. And the need to go to her eclipsed absolutely everything else.

"I have to go…" I muttered, stomping toward the door. I felt Bella's hand wrap around mine, and squeezed, happy that she was supporting me. It took a few seconds to realize that she was tugging on my hand, trying to get me to stop.

I turned at the door, and spun. I felt like my heart was about to beat out of my chest as adrenaline pumped through my body. "Come on," I said. But Bella dug her heels in, and dropped my hand. Her face was pulled into a frown, and her eyes shimmered with tears. She looked as upset as I felt, and I shook my head. "Bella?"
 "But… we have to be on stage soon…" Bella whispered. I felt my mouth pop open, as I looked at her standing there.

"Bella…"
 "Edward!" she cried and threw her hands out.
 "I have to go make sure Alice is okay!" I said, nearly shouting, incensed by her sudden reluctance to join me. "You don't know how important this night was to her!" "And maybe you don't know how important this night is to me, too!" Bella said then. I watched as a fat tear rolled down her cheek, and I felt like an ass for making her cry, but there wasn't anything I could do about it.
 "She's my best friend!" 
 "And I'm your girlfriend!" Bella put her hand on her chest and threw the words at me. "And why does she always have to be more important?" "Bella," I sighed, closing my eyes. I stood there, at war with myself. I wanted to pull her into my arms and make her feel better. But I also needed to get to Alice, to make sure she was alright. "She's not more important. But she needs me. Please…" I begged with a quiet voice.

" I need you, too," Bella said.
 "Please… don't do this."
 When she didn't answer, I opened my eyes and saw her taking silent steps backwards, away from me. 
 "Bella? I don't want to have to choose," I groaned, feeling my heart ache inside. "Don't make me choose…" "You already did, Edward," she said sadly. "You… just did." Bella turned then, and I saw her shoulders slump as she walked back through the darkened gym doors. I stepped forward automatically, wishing to God I could go after her. But I stopped and turned around, instead. Determined, I hurried out the doors to go find my best friend.

~*~
 ~ Chapter Twenty-Three ~ And More Choices

I started off at a run, but had to walk a little too. My new shoes were hurting the hell out of my feet. I was still glad that we had taken Bella's car to the dance so that she could get home after. But I never thought that what started out as one of the best nights of my life would end with me hurrying across town to get back to Alice, on what had to be one of the worst nights of hers. I couldn't let myself focus on the hurt look on Bella's face before she turned away. I could only pray that I had done the right thing, and that maybe, just maybe, she'd eventually forgive me for leaving her as I had. Bella was right. I really had made a choice. I just had to believe that it was the right one.

I cursed the fact that I didn't have a cell phone, as I slowed down once again because of a pinch in my side. I was breathing heavy when I finally rounded the corner on the end of our street and could see Alice's house ahead. The lights were all off, and Alice's mom's car wasn't in the driveway. I knew she was probably at work, again. That meant Alice had to deal with this, all alone. But not for long.
 I took her front steps two at a time, and muttered "thank God," when I found her front door unlocked. I stepped inside quickly, and ran upstairs, hoping I'd find Alice in her room. She was there, alright. I found my best friend sitting in a little ball of silver gauzy material, hugging her knees to her chest in the middle of her bed. "Oh, Al…" I said, brokenly. She didn't look up, but she started to cry in earnest when she heard me. Her shoulders shook while she rocked herself, and I promptly jumped up to sit behind her, wrapping my arms and legs around her small frame. Her bedroom window was wide open, and the curtains blew inward with the cold December wind. Her skin was freezing, and I rubbed my hands frantically up and down her arms, trying to warm her up. "I'm here," I told her. "I'm here…"

She didn't say anything. Her face was buried in her knees as she sobbed. I just held onto her, and pressed my forehead into the back of her neck. "Shh… I got you," I told her. She rocked, and I held her while she cried. I was filled with rage again, for everything that caused this little girl to be so broken-hearted. Because Alice was strong. And Alice was feisty. But right then… Alice was broken. And it killed me.
 After what seemed like forever, her crying started to wane. When she started to sniffle, I shifted a bit behind her. "I've got to get you warmed up," I said quietly. I felt her nod a little, though she still stayed in the same position, locked around herself. Reluctantly, I pulled away and got up to go close her window. The room was still bitterly cold though, so I left her to walk into the bathroom. I turned the shower on for her, and sighed when the room immediately started to steam up from the heat of the water.
 "You should get in the shower," I instructed, as I walked back into the room. "I'll make some hot chocolate, and wait downstairs. Okay?" 
 Alice finally moved to wipe at the skin under her eyes, and nodded. Silently, she pulled herself off her bed and walked past me into the bathroom. She still hadn't said a word, but that was okay. I knew we would talk when she was ready. I hurried downstairs to put some water in the microwave and rummaged through her cabinets until I found some instant cocoa mix. It probably wasn't the best, but it would have to do.

A while later, Alice quietly stepped down to join me in the kitchen. She had a thick bathrobe wrapped around her slender body, and she silently slipped into the chair across from me at her tiny kitchen table. I slid the mug of hot chocolate her way, and watched while she wrapped her fingers around the warm ceramic mug.

"Thank you," she whispered.
 "It's got marshmallows," I supplied lamely. She nodded, but didn't move to drink it. "Where's Bella?" Alice asked after a minute.

"She's at the dance," I told her. Alice's shoulders slumped again then, and her lip started to quiver. "I'm so sorry…" she said, starting to cry again. I reached over and put my hand on her arm. "You should be there with her."
 "No," I shook my head. "I should be here." And I was sure of it. 
 "I don't know what happened…" she sniffed. "I was dressed. I was ready. But Jasper never came…" "He's at the dance too," I sighed. Alice looked truly pained by what I had told her, and I moved to sit in the seat next to her, rubbing small circles on her back through her robe. It was only going to get worse when she heard the rest.

"I don't know what happened!"
 "Tyler is what happened," I said angrily.
 "What?" She blinked up at me, confusion clearly written in her teary eyes. I shook my head sadly. "We can talk about this later…" I said, trying to calm her.
 "No," she shook her head and wiped at her face again. "Tell me what you meant!" She sounded angry then, and I was grateful to see a little of her spark return. "I don't know if now is the best time," I stalled.
 "If you know something, you need to tell me," she said. I took in her serious expression, and nodded. "Tyler saw Jasper today. And… hell, Alice. He told him some stuff…"
 "What?" She nearly growled and her fingers tightened on the mug she still held. "What did he tell him?" 
 I looked down at the table then, and sighed. "He told Jasper that uh… that he's been hanging out with you because… well…" I hedged and sighed again. I couldn't even look up at her. "He said you've been giving him blowjobs for driving you around in his car."

"He what?" She shrieked. I cringed when she stood, and threw the mug of cocoa across the room. It broke noisily against a cabinet, and the brown liquid splashed in a puddle of broken glass on the kitchen floor. "I'll… I'll kill him!" Alice yelled. I wasn't quite sure if her anger was directed at Tyler, or Jasper, or both. But it was justified, either way. Her burst of temper seemed to drain her of energy though, and she slumped back heavily into her chair.
 "He should have called," I said. "He should have at least let you explain." 
 "I'm so stupid…" Alice groaned, and put her hands over her face. "Of course, Jasper would believe him. I mean… they're friends. Right? He hardly even knows me." 
 "This isn't your fault," I said, supportively. "I just really thought…" Alice tipped her head up, and looked at the ceiling. I could tell she was trying to stop the tears that wanted to fall again. "I thought that if I was nice… that if I did the right thing and helped the guy out…"
 "I know," I assured her. She laughed bitterly then. "They're all so hung up on money. And appearances…" she chuckled without humor. "I could afford better clothes. I could… have bought a nice car and fit right in with all of them," she said. "My dad's insurance money was always there for me. But… I wanted to save it for college. My mom works so hard…"
 "Alice? You don't have to tell me this. I know," I told her. "And then I saw how things were with you and Bella," Alice continued. "She got to know you, all because you just did the right thing. You know? And then it didn't matter if you belonged to the same country club… or if you lived in a smaller house…"
 I cringed when I thought of Bella. I wondered if she'd ever forgive me for not being there for her, when she needed me.
 "They all accepted you. For being you," Alice sighed. "So when Jasper asked me to the dance… I thought that maybe… just maybe… it was my turn too. You know?" 
 "I know." 
 She looked tired then. And I leaned over to wrap my arms around her. She sighed into me, and tucked her head under my chin. 
 "I'm so sorry for ruining your night," Alice said. "You were supposed to be with Bella on the stage…" I wanted to reassure her that things would be fine between Bella and I. But I couldn't. I just held her and hoped she knew how much it meant for me, to be here for her. We were family. And that had to come first.

Finally she sighed, and pulled away. We both stood, and Alice tightened her robe around herself. "I think I want to go back to bed."
 "Need me to stay a while?" I asked. I didn't want her to have to be alone.
 "No," she shook her head. "I'm fine." I looked at her with my eyebrow raised, and she gave me a small smile. "I'll be fine." 
 I watched as she made her way back to her stairs, and she paused with her hand on the rail so I walked over to her. "Thank you, Edward. For everything," she whispered.
 I leaned down and kissed her on her forehead. She didn't even wipe it away for once. "Call me if you need me," I offered. She nodded before walking slowly up the stairs.

Of course, it would have to be raining when I left. I shoved my hands in my pockets, and ducked my head, slowly making my way down the street to my house. I lost track of how much time even passed while I was with Al, but all of the houses on my street were dark and quiet as I made my way home in the cold rain. I unlocked the door, and kicked my shoes off as soon as I got inside, swearing that I'd never wear the uncomfortable things again, before turning and making my way upstairs. Now that I was sure that Alice was fine, I allowed myself to start thinking about what I was going to have to do, to make it all up to Bella. I only hoped she would give me the chance.

I was so wrapped up in my own self-pity, that I nearly had a heart-attack and jumped back against my wall when I turned the small switch on my lamp and saw the very girl I had been thinking about, sitting quietly in the chair in the corner of my room.
 "Bella?" I gasped, throwing my hand against my chest. My heart was pummeling my ribs in my shock at seeing her there. "Sorry," she said, standing with a tentative looking smile. "I didn't mean to scare you…" "How," I shook my head and moved forward into the room. "How did you get in here?" "The window." Bella tipped her chin toward the window on my wall, and I frowned.

"What?" I asked, moving quickly to look through the glass. " You climbed the tree?" Bella was still wearing the dress that she had worn to the dance. Her curly hair had gone flat, but other-wise she looked un-ruffled.

"It wasn't so bad when I took my shoes off," she shrugged. I shook my head in disbelief. "You climbed my tree…" I said, "In a dress…"
 "I needed to see you," Bella frowned. "I needed to apologize."
 "What?" I asked. "No. No, Bella. I should be apologizing to you…"
 She met me then, wrapping her arms around my waist. I quickly circled her body to hug her warmly to me, still surprised and shocked that she was standing there. 
 "But I chose to leave…" I said in wonder. "You needed to be there for your friend," Bella said quietly against the front of my shirt. She sniffed and I leaned back, feeling awful to see that she was crying. I quickly raised my fingers to wipe the tears from her cheeks.

"Shh… don't cry," I told her.
 "No," she shook her head. "I need to tell you this. I'm so sorry!"
 "You don't have anything to be sorry for," I told her. I was expecting that I would have to grovel for her forgiveness. I certainly never expected anything like this. "But I do…" Bella insisted. "I made you choose…"
 "I didn't want to," I promised.
 "And I needed to make a choice too," Bella said more strongly. "And I did. I… chose you." "The dance was important to you," I whispered, feeling my heart swell in my chest at her words.
 "Not as important as this," she said, squeezing me to her again. "Nothing is as important as you are, Edward. Not a stupid dance. Not some stupid crown…" I hushed her then, by leaning down and pressing my lips to hers. Bella whimpered against my mouth, and then she pushed her arms over my shoulders and twisted her fingers into the back of my hair. Elated, I tilted my face and deepened our kiss. She was there. She chose me.

Then our kissing changed. It started out as a search for forgiveness and turned into a different kind of want. Bella shoved the jacket off my shoulders, and my lips caressed and pulled at the skin on her neck and shoulders while I pushed my fingers into her hair and kissed her until I felt like I couldn't breathe. And I didn't want to breathe, if it meant that I would have to stop kissing her.

I felt her fingers fumble with the buttons on my shirt, and I helped her pull that off of me too. Then Bella twisted our fingers together, and moved my arms around her until my hands were on the back of her dress. Slowly, we pulled the zipper down together. I was really glad that she was helping me, because my hands were shaking so badly, I'm not sure I could have managed on my own.

The dark blue material drifted down her body, until it pooled at her feet. I stepped back just a little, to appreciate the sight. Bella stood in front of me, wearing a black strapless bra, and some little panties. I'd seen just as much of her skin, when she wore her bikini in her back yard. But this was different, and boy, did I know it. This was it.
 "Are you…" I swallowed hard when she moved a step closer to me, and put her fingers on my belt buckle. "Are you sure?" "I've never been more sure," Bella whispered, tugging me closer so that her fingers could work on the closure. I pressed my hands to her cheeks, and tipped her face back up to kiss me while she unfastened my pants and pushed them down toward the floor. Then we both stood there in our underwear. Her skin felt awesome against mine, and I groaned against her mouth and stepped even closer. Then I felt a moment of total and complete insecurity, not knowing exactly what I should do next.
 "Should we… uh… get on the bed?" I asked. Bella nodded. She moved to pull back my covers, and quickly got under my sheet while I struggled to pull my pants off my ankles. Then I felt like an idiot when I stumbled around, trying to tug off my socks. They were wet, which made the task difficult. I finally tossed them in opposing directions, and dove under the sheet beside her to hide my awkwardness.

Bella moved right up beside me then, and pulled my face back down to kiss her. Kissing was good. It was really good. I knew how to do that. But after a few minutes, she pulled away from me with a shy smile and started fumbling around under the sheet. Her arm came back into view as she pulled it out from beneath the covers, and tossed her bra across the room. When she lowered her arm from sight again, I knew she was taking off her panties. I swallowed hard, and pulled my own underwear down. We both laughed a little while we tossed our last items of clothing onto the floor together.

The next time I turned on my hip toward her, our bodies were really pressed together. I could feel her… naked. And I knew she could feel me, naked too. And it was weird but in a really good way. She kissed me, and that kept me from freaking out too much.
 "I… don't know what I'm doing," I reminded her, kissing down the side of her neck. Bella arched against me and smiled. 
 "You're doing fine," she encouraged. I rubbed my fingers up and down her back, and even let my hands grope her backside a little, because I could. Bella moaned a little, so I guess things were off to a good start. She pulled one of her legs up over my hip… and I could feel her like… right there against my leg. That particular part of her anatomy remained a mystery to me. But I suddenly wanted it not to be. So I skimmed my hand around her hip, took a deep breath, and decided to just go for it.

I groaned out loud when my fingers first touched her between the legs. But Bella stiffened her body and stopped kissing me. Not a good reaction. I pulled my hand away like it had been burnt, and rolled to my back with my eyes closed.
 "Damn it," I muttered. "I'm sorry. I told you I don't know what I'm doing…" "No," Bella said quickly. She rolled part of the way over my chest, and pulled at my chin until I turned my face to look at her again. "No… it's fine, Edward. You just have to… work up to that. Okay?"

I hesitated for a minute, feeling doubtful. But she kissed the corner of the frown I wore and tugged my hair a little until I rolled toward her again. Bella's hands smoothed up and down my chest, and she smiled before licking at my bottom lip just a little. It was amazing, and I couldn't believe that she was there and that were really doing this. So I started kissing her again.

Then I was kissing her neck. And of course while I was traveling that direction, I decided to keep right on going and move to her chest. Bella hummed and made sweet little sounds while I kissed and sucked, squeezed and moaned against the soft swells of her breasts. They were perfect.
 "Okay," Bella said, sounding breathless. 
 "Okay, what?" I muttered around her nipple. Bella sighed and twisted her fingers under one of my hands again. She pulled our joined fingers down her stomach. "Okay. Touch me now," she whispered.
 My whole body was shaking as I let her lead my hand to where she wanted it. And as it was with her zipper earlier, I was really glad for her help. I wasn't sure at all, how to touch her. But Bella seemed fine with silently showing me. When I seemed more sure of myself, she pulled her hand back up to tangle in my hair again, and let me fly solo.

It was definitely different. But I was as careful as I could be, as I explored her body with my fingers under the sheets. She was so soft, and slick… she felt amazing. And suddenly I realized that I was going to be putting another part of my body in there soon. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, and clenched my jaw, praying that I could last longer than thirty seconds this time around.

"Do you have a condom?" Bella panted around my mouth. I nodded and hurried to roll over and grab one from the box in the table beside my bed. I knew Bella was on birth-control, but I was really happy to know that she felt as strongly as I did about being responsible. Better safe than sorry, right?

Once again, Bella took control of the situation. As soon as I returned to her side, she took the thing from my hands. And then I was in her hands. She rolled the condom in place while I tried to control my breathing and get a grip on the situation. I didn't have much time to worry about what came next, though, because Bella quickly threw her leg over my waist and rolled on top to straddle me.

"Are you okay?" She asked with a breathy voice, pulling her hair back with one hand. How could I not be okay? Bella was on top of me, naked. I stared at her boobs, just trying to convince myself that it wasn't all a really awesome dream. I could feel her still holding me, and I groaned and closed my eyes with a decisive nod. And just then, holy hell… she held me in place and sank down on me… over me… and around me.
 My toes curled into my bedding, and I grabbed her hips roughly, throwing my head back at the absolute pleasure that pulled through my entire body. 
 "Oh!" Bella gasped. 
 Then she put her hands on my bed above my shoulders, and leaned down so that I could feel her breasts brush against me while she started to rock back and forth. 
 My mouth fell open, and I groaned loudly. Bella ground down on me, then pulled away, only to grind back down again. The feeling was indescribable. 
 "Oh, God," she whispered. I nodded and swallowed hard. I don't think I could have formed words if I tried. 
Please let me last longer than thirty seconds, I started to chant in my head. Please let me last longer than thirty seconds.
"Edward!" Bella sort of moaned and I looked at her. My heart was already hammering in my chest, but hearing my name on her lips while we were together like this almost made me feel like it might explode into a million pieces. I reached up and grabbed her chest then, and she moaned again and started rocking harder on me.
 My head went back again, and my eyes rolled up. I couldn't keep looking at her, or I knew it would be all over. The look on her face was enough to send me over the edge, and I was barely hanging on. My eyes caught sight of one of my socks that had somehow managed to land, draped over the edge of my headboard. The dark material swayed back and forth over my head, moved by the motion we created on the mattress below it. I was grateful for that sock. It gave me something to focus on for a few seconds. But then it was really moving back and forth, and so were we… and I was kind of afraid that it might fall off and hit me in the face. That probably would have been pretty embarrassing. So I reached over my head and grabbed it, before throwing it roughly behind Bella onto the floor. "Oh God," she said again, louder, and I realized that the twist of my body actually caused me to thrust at a different angle underneath her. And she seemed to like it. So I put my hands on her hips and did it again.

Pretty soon we were matching each other, thrust for thrust. My eyes almost bulged out of my head when I saw Bella move her hand down between her legs. But after a moment of touching herself, she moaned loudly and started clenching around me.
 And that was all it took. My back almost lifted from the bed, it hit me so hard. I felt myself pulsing, pulsing, and I was worried that I would leave bruises on her hips because I grabbed Bella so hard. My legs tightened beneath me, my toes curled, and Bella slumped down on top of me.

And then a horrible pain shot through the arch of my foot and halfway up my calf. "Ow! My foot!" I yelled.
 Bella rolled off me, and I contorted my body, trying to stretch the cramp out of my leg that hurt like hell. I turned apologetic eyes up to Bella, who layed there looking at me with her hand over her mouth. And then she started giggling. Since the pain in my foot subsided, I couldn't help but see the absurdity of the situation, and I started to laugh too.
 "Ow, my foot?" Bella laughed. "Oh… Edward. You say the sweetest things!" 
 I laughed and rolled against her, trapping her mouth with mine. And she let me kiss her and run my fingers through her hair for a minute, before I cringed a little and pulled away. "I should… uh…" I said, looking down. She nodded, and I put my feet on the floor. Quickly, I grabbed my underwear and held them in front of me while I hurried to the bathroom. I tried to be fast while I cleaned myself up. And I wrapped the condom in about three feet of toilet paper before throwing it in the trashcan, so my dad wouldn't accidentally run across that little surprise. Then I slipped my boxers back on before going back to my room.

Bella laid on her side, watching me when I walked in. The sheets were around her waist, and her boobs kinda fell together while her hands were under my pillow under her head. She looked like a painting.

"God, you are so beautiful," I told her sincerely, when I lifted the sheet and got back into bed beside her. Bella sighed and kissed the center of my chest. Then we both laid with our cheeks on the pillows, just looking at one another. "Are you okay?" I asked. Bella smiled.

"Are you?" she replied.
 I nodded and reached forward to pull her up against me. She was right. I was a cuddler. "Did you win?" I finally thought to ask. "Are you Snowflake Queen?"
 "I don't know," she whispered. "I left right after you did."
 I kissed her chest softly, and hugged her tight to me.
 "I'm sorry I ruined that for you," I told her.
 "Shh," she kissed my forehead and pulled her fingers through my hair. "You didn't ruin a thing. I'm right where I want to be." "You'll always be my Queen."
 Bella giggled under my cheek and pushed on my shoulder.
 "Okay," she laughed. "That was honestly… the cheesiest thing I've ever heard!"
 I laughed with her then, and settled my cheek back against her skin.
 "I never meant to make you feel unimportant," I told her seriously, after we calmed again. "I never meant to make you feel like you were second best. You mean so much to me… so, so much." "Edward?" Bella asked after a few minutes.
 "Yes?" I asked, pulling my fingers through the back of her hair.
 "I just wanted you to know…" she said softly. "Of course… I can't be sure. I mean, I don't have anything to compare this to…" "What?" I asked softly, encouraging her to go on. She sighed and snuggled closer to me. "It's just that I… I think I'm probably in love with you."

I swallowed hard, and pulled away a bit so I could see her face. The girl who had basically led me by the hand through this whole experience suddenly seemed so shy… and insecure. I smiled down at her.
 "I'm probably in love with you too." ~*~
 ~ Chapter Twenty-Four ~ Unstoppable
 Bella let me hold her until we almost had a really embarrassing situation to deal with. I think we both dozed off, but I jerked away when I heard the door of my dad's patrol car shut outside. "Bella," I whispered against her shoulder. "I know," she whispered back. We threw the covers back quickly, and I wasn't even shy about watching her get re-dressed. Though it did make me hard again, looking at her body while she pulled her clothes back on. I couldn't wait for the time I could be with her again, like this.
 "Where is your car?" I whispered, breathing a little easier when I heard the shower start up in the bathroom. I knew my dad wouldn't hear us over the water. 
 "Around the corner," she said, leaning down to kiss me again. Neither of us were sure if my dad was actually in the bathroom yet, so Bella insisted that she go out the way she came. And that made me feel bad. It also made me feel nervous as hell as I watched her scale down the tree in her pretty dress. Though she was surprisingly agile, I think I held my breath until I saw her land with soft bare feet on the grass below. She reached down to pick up her shoes, and waved up at me before running off in the dark to where she parked her car. I had just pulled my window most of the way closed when a knock sounded on my bedroom door, and my dad pushed it open. He didn't seem surprised to see me standing there in my underwear by the window.

"Giving the neighbors a free show?" my dad grinned.
 "Just getting a little air," I told him, before moving back to get in bed. I pulled my covers up, and was thankful that Bella got away without incident.
 "Just wanted to make sure you got home okay after the dance," my dad said. I nodded. The night was completely messed up, but it ended better than I could have ever imagined. "Yeah. I'm pretty tired though," I told him.
 "Get some sleep," he told me. "You can tell me all about it in the morning."

I nodded and reached over to shut my lamp off, while he closed the door. And then I laid there in the dark for a while, and listened as he moved around the upper level of the house, getting himself ready for bed. Before I fell back to sleep, I thought about the details of my evening that I would be willing to share with him, when he asked. But mostly, I played through the details that I knew I wouldn't share with anyone.

Turns out, I didn't have time to say anything to my dad at all. He was supposed to have the day off work, but got called in early when someone else had some family emergency and couldn't come in. I fried an egg and put it between two pieces of toast so that he could grab it for breakfast on his way out the door. He complained, and I could tell he was tired, but my dad was the kind of guy that stepped up to the plate when someone needed him. I guess I was turning out more like the old man than I could have guessed. That thought made me really happy.

I didn't see Alice on Sunday, but we did talk on the phone. She was tired too, and I could tell she was still down. But mostly she was just worried that Tyler had spread his lies to more people than just Jasper. She was stressed about school on Monday, but I assured her that she wouldn't have to face any of it alone. Bella and I both knew the truth. And anyone that wanted to believe Tyler's lies weren't worth worrying about. That included Jasper.
 On Monday, we were a united front. Bella waited for us in the parking lot, and hugged Alice as soon as she got out of my truck. 
 "Don't worry about it," Bella assured her. "If any of the girls say anything, I got your back. They won't believe Tyler over me." "Thanks," Alice said.
 "This will all blow over," Bella smiled, and took Alice's hand.
 "Bad choice of words," Alice cringed while she tried to make a joke of the situation. I put my arm around her shoulder, and we all walked into the school together. It was obvious that rumors had spread. Whether they came from Tyler himself, or from people who over-heard me and Jasper yelling at each other at the dance, we couldn't be sure. But plenty of people smirked and whispered while we walked by. Alice straightened her shoulders and pretended not to notice. I, however, scowled at anyone that happened to look sideways at her. I felt over-protective and edgy, and wished to God I could just make it all go away.

Bella quickly got the rest of the girls in her group to join the 'Tyler is a prick' bandwagon. All of them except Lauren sympathized with Alice, completely. Bella informed me between classes that Lauren was just pissed because being crowned the Snowflake Queen didn't put her in the center of attention. (And it turns out, Lauren was only crowned by default, since the actual person who garnered the most votes, was not present at the time of the coronation.)

"I don't know why she's being such a cow, anyway," Bella muttered. "I mean… I get why she's upset. But she won. She should be happy. We all know that Rosalie would have been the one to win, if she had accepted her nomination!"
 "Rosalie was nominated?" I asked. Bella gave me a look that said "duh!" 
 "Sure she was," Bella said. "But she's been sorta dating Emmett. And he couldn't come home from school to be her date. So… Jess took the final spot." 
 Hmm. I had no idea. 
 "And anyway," Bella continued, "It's not like Alice is purposely stealing the spotlight from her. She didn't ask for any of this." 
 Despite Bella's best efforts, all anyone else really seemed interested in talking about was the illicit tales that traveled through the school about Alice and Tyler. By lunch time, I was stressed-out and in a horrible mood. Alice seemed to be dealing with the pressure well. I, on the other hand, felt ready to explode. At least all the girls at the table were acting really nice and supportive to Alice.

And somehow, we were spared having to see Tyler or Jasper in the lunchroom. All of the guys were suspiciously absent from the table. When I voiced that observation out loud, Rosalie informed me that a bunch of them were caught drinking on Saturday night. Coach decided to punish the team by making them run extra laps in the gym during their lunch hour. That aggravated me too. You'd think that people would be thrilled to gossip about the guys who got busted on school grounds for underage drinking. But no. I guess people just expected that kind of thing to happen. Alice was a much more entertaining topic of discussion.
 "Relax," Alice murmured, walking beside me. "You look like you're going to burst a blood vessel or something," she said. 
 "I'm sorry, " I sighed, rubbing at my forehead. "I really hate this." "I know," she said. I could tell she was trying to be strong when she let me pull her into a long hug before her last class. "Hang in there," I whispered to her. Her lower lip trembled a little, and it killed me to know that she was struggling so hard to keep it together. In fact, it pissed me off. And I carried that mood with me, when I walked into gym class.

Luckily, Jasper and Tyler were separated into a different group, and played volleyball on the opposite side of the gym from me. I over-heard a couple comments that were probably said loudly just to goad me. But I refused to listen to them, instead taking my aggressions out on the game that I was part of.

In the locker room, however, I wasn't so lucky. Or maybe, Tyler was the one that wasn't so lucky. Because hitting a ball back and forth over the net did nothing to release the tension that I felt building up. And as I pulled a towel across my wet hair, and got re-dressed, I couldn't help but hear them talking loudly on the other side of the lockers from where I stood.

"You should have seen her practically crying," Tyler crowed. "I told the bitch I had no intention of dating her. She was practically begging me! Come on… even a decent blowjob isn't going to make me tie myself to a freak like that."
 "Tyler… why don't you shut up, man?" Jasper asked. "I'm tired of hearing this shit." "So am I!" I said angrily while I stomped around the corner to where Tyler stood, entertaining his group of friends with more lies. Jasper held his t-shirt in his hands, and looked surprised by my sudden appearance. The other guys just looked up at me, while Tyler smirked, happy to finally have gotten a response. "Why don't you tell them all the truth, Tyler?" I growled.
 "Okay, okay," he laughed with his palms up. "I might have elaborated. She really wasn't as good as I said…" 
 I gritted my teeth and stepped toward him. Jasper reached out and grabbed my arm. "And you!" I rounded on Jasper and pulled my arm away. "You're such a stupid asshole for believing this shit! You have no idea how bad you fucked up! You know what? You don't fucking deserve her!" "Someone has their panties in a twist," Tyler continued to taunt, so I spun back toward him. "Why don't you just tell them all that the real reason you don't need Alice around anymore is because you finally turned in your final paper!" I glared at him and clenched my fists. "She was only trying to help your stupid ass to pass your class! Because she's a nice person! She was tutoring you… helping you with your fucking assignments! And you made up the rest! Tell them the truth!"

I was yelling, but I didn't care. Tyler apparently didn't like that I called him out on his bullshit and let everyone know that he needed help. His face turned red, and he sneered at me. But then his lips turned up in a truly evil looking grin.
 "Or maybe you're just mad, because now both of your girlfriends have had my dick in their mouths!" And then he shoved me. No could have stopped me at that point. In a complete rage, I dove forward and caught Tyler under the ribs with my shoulder. We both crashed into the lockers behind him with enough force that they nearly toppled over. I could hear people yelling behind us as I pulled back and punched him in the face. And then my fist were flying, and I couldn't stop punching him over and over. I was breathing heavily and throwing my arms as hard as I could, and I didn't stop until strong arms grabbed me by the waist and literally pulled me off of him. Even then, I kicked my legs out, trying to do more damage to the guy that had caused my best friend so much pain.

"Cullen! Enough! ENOUGH!" Coach dragged me away from Tyler, who sat up, breathing heavily. I could see blood pouring from his nose, and grinned with satisfaction at the sight. Too little, too late. He totally deserved it, and it had been a long time coming.
 "I'm good," I yelled, straightening myself and pulling my arms away our teacher's grip. "I'm good!" And then I was sitting in a little wooden chair outside the principal's office, holding an icepack from the school nurse against the corner of my mouth while waiting for my father to arrive. I heard running feet in the hall, and looked up to see Bella standing in the doorway. Her eyes were full of tears and her hand was pressed over her mouth. Angela hurried up beside her, and I shook my head slightly to let her know that I was fine. But now was not the time for me to try to talk to her about what had happened. I was in trouble, and had to deal with this, first. Angela whispered to Bella, and put her arm around her shoulders, leading her away. I sighed, and slumped down in my chair.

I was still sitting there, miserably worrying about what was going to happen next when I saw my father walk in the door. I winced as he frowned and shook his head, but I relaxed slightly when I saw that he looked more concerned than mad, as he lowered himself into the seat next to me.
 "Been a long time since I've had to sit in one of these seats," he muttered. I looked down, feeling ashamed. "Who threw the first punch?" My dad asked.
 "Uh… I did," I admitted quietly. "But he shoved me first."
 "Anyone else see it?"
 "Everyone in the locker room," I nodded.
 He eyed the ice pack I held to the cut corner of my lip, and I licked at the swelling. We both startled and looked up toward the inner-office door when the sound of loud voices erupted from inside. "Crowley in there?" My dad asked. I nodded. "He's some hot-shot lawyer. Right?" I nodded, pressing my lips together. Tyler had been pulled into the office first, and his father had shown up about twenty-minutes later. 
 "He's already threatened to sue the entire school board over this," I warned my father. With my eyes down, I licked at the raw skin inside my cheek again. 
 "Hmm…" My father looked ahead and squinted. "I never thought I'd have to come down to the school for something like this," he admitted. I grimaced. 
 "He…" I scrunched my face and tried to will back the anger I still felt. Punching Tyler's stupid face hadn't lessened my rage over the incident. "Tyler was telling everyone lies about Al." "What kind of lies?" My father asked, turning steely eyes my direction. There was a spark there, brought about by the mention of my best friend and any injustice that might have come her way. I just stared into his eyes and grimaced.
 "The worst kind of lies," I said. My father's gaze narrowed. It was enough information for him to be able to form his own understanding. "I see," he said quietly, turning to stare ahead of him once more. More yelling came from behind the door, and the secretary stood up to tell us that it was time for us to join the meeting inside. "Tell me he looks worse than you do," my father said between his teeth as he stood. I could tell that he was pissed then, and I smirked.

"Way worse," I nodded.
 "Good. Let's get this over with," he said, opening the door for me.

Tyler sat in a chair, looking like he had the hell beat out of him. Which, I smirked, he kinda did. His father, dressed in an expensive looking suit, stood in front of the Principal's desk with a murderous look on his face.

"Cullen," he sneered at my father as we entered.
 "Crowley," my dad returned. I blinked between the two men and hurried to sit in the vacant chair. "Chief," the Principal started. "We're sorry to have you leave work today to come down here…"

"He's not the one who's losing two-hundred dollars an hour… and believe me. My lost fees will be added to the lawsuit! " Mr. Crowley growled. I sat with wide eyes, watching my father straighten his frame and face the man.

"May I ask which lawsuit?" my father asked calmly. But he didn't fool me. His voice had gone deceptively quiet. I knew that tone. My dad meant business. I did an internal fist-pump. Because while I had never been in a situation like this, I had a feeling that some shit was about to go down.
 "The lawsuit I plan to file against the school," Crowley said, folding his arms over his chest. "My son was attacked by your son today, on school property. It's negligence at best!" "My son acted in self-defense," my father snorted then, folding his own arms over his chest. " Your son has documented anger-issues, and a record of getting in trouble because of it. And I can round up at least three witnesses who will swear that Tyler started the altercation. Edward merely defended himself. You don't have a leg to stand on. Your threats don't scare me."

Tyler's father was obviously not used to someone standing up to him, and huffed angrily. "In fact… we should be suing you," my father continued. "And if the fingerprints we lifted off the beer can that was used to vandalize my son's car are any indication… we could also forward the bill for his windshield repairs right along with any other damages we can think of."
 "Tyler?" his father turned then and glared at his son. Tyler looked like he wanted to cry, and I fought to keep the smile off my face. 
 "Are we done here?" my dad turned to face the Principal, who cleared his throat and shuffled his papers around on his desk. 
 "Yes. Well… erm…" he stumbled over his words. "Of course, both boys will be suspended from school for three days, for fighting on school property…" "Fine," my dad bit out.
 "And these offenses will be written in their permanent records," my principal finished.
 My father nodded and then looked at me before pointing to the door, indicating that I should leave. I stood quickly and did just that. "Wow," I finally dared to breathe once we walked down the front stairs together. My father was still mad enough to spit nails, and I could tell by the way his shoulders were set. "That was… something else," I told him.

"No jackass in a suit is going to try to intimidate me," my father growled. "Men like that piss me off. We work hard to get criminals off the street, and assholes like that capitalize and make money on putting them right back out there!"
 "Did you really get prints off that beer can?" I asked, glancing to the side. I saw my father's face relax a little as he finally smiled and shook his head. 
 "No," he shook his head. "But I know how to intimidate too." We both chuckled, before my father put his arm around my shoulders to pat my arm on the other side. "No one fucks with my kids." "Thanks, Dad," I breathed. "I really am sorry…"
 "This is going on your record," he sighed then, sounding resigned about the fact. I nodded.
 "Some things are worth it," I said. He nodded in agreement, stopping at the patrol car that was parked next to my truck. 
 "Heading back to work?" I asked, rubbing my hand along the back of my neck. My father looked over the hood at me and shrugged. 
 "I'm thinking of taking the rest of the day off. I think… there's a game on tonight. Maybe we could use a little guy-time. Huh?" 
 I paused, and looked over at the man that I respected so much that it made my chest feel tight. The excitement of the afternoon had caught up with me, and I was tired. 
 "Yeah," I sighed. "Yeah. That sounds really damn good, Dad." 
 So I had to stay home for a few days. And even though we both knew that I was totally justified in beating the crap out of Tyler, Dad grounded me for the rest of the week for fighting at school. "Just until the weekend," he told me. "And we'll consider it time served."
 "Fair enough," I told him.
 "Alice came by with your school work," he told me. I looked up from my desk and nodded. "And her mom came with her. She baked you some cookies." I smiled at the thought, and stood up.
 "Her name's Esme, right?" my dad asked.
 "Yeah," I nodded, following him downstairs.
 "She's uh…" my dad rubbed the back of his neck and smiled. "She's quite the lady, huh?"

"Yeah," I smiled. I was actually kinda surprised he hadn't said anything about that before. But maybe he thought it would have been weird, trying to date my best friend's sister or something. Oh well… didn't matter. Alice and I were old enough to deal with it now.

"You should totally ask her out," I said.
 "Trying to set your old man up?" he asked, raising his eyebrows.
 "Well who's gonna cook for you when Alice and I are both away at school?" I replied with a shrug. My dad laughed and ruffled the top of my head. 
 "They are pretty awesome cookies," he admitted. I agreed with a grin, before I took a few of them up to my room with my books, to catch up on the work I missed while I had to stay home. ~*~
 ~ Epilogue ~ Maybe
 (Not so far in the future.) I was sweating when I tossed another box into my truck bed. The warm July sun had decided to make an appearance, and I was glad for it. Something about heading off toward my new, bright future seemed to work better in my mind under a mostly cloudless sky. It made me feel light, and optimistic.

Alice's stuff was wedged firmly beside mine, and I shifted the load to make room for a few more things she claimed she needed to bring. Though I wasn't sure where she'd find room for all of her stuff in the small little dorm room she'd be sharing with a roommate on campus.
 I got off easy. While I thought I'd be staying in the dorms too, it turned out to be a much more affordable option to share Emmett's apartment off-campus. After working most of the last summer with him, we had gotten to be pretty good friends. When he offered me the room at his place, I gladly took it. I was pretty sure it would be a dump, but I didn't mind. It would probably also be a lot of fun.

Alice was mostly just excited that Jasper was going to be going to school in Seattle too. Yeah… Jasper. Once he figured out how badly he really had screwed up, he spent the better part of the last half of the year, trying to win Alice over. She held firm, and I kinda thought that she might make him suffer all the way through graduation. But Jasper pulled out the big guns at the Spring Talent show when he took the stage with his guitar and did a truly horrible rendition of Arthur's Theme song, which he dedicated to Alice. Somewhere between the moon and New York City, Alice decided to forgive him. And I guess they fell in love.

Love.
 Bella and I graduated from "probably" to the real deal right around Valentine's day. Or heck… maybe we felt it all along, but all the red and pink hearts that decorated the world around us inspired us to finally say it out loud. And we enjoyed the rest of the school year, right into the summer, like only young kids in love can do. I am happy to report that I spent a whole lot more time in her pool for once, than pulling the weeds on the fence line around it. In fact, her daddy probably wouldn't be too happy to know just how much fun we had in that pool. But, I digress. It was a really  good summer.

Bella left for school three days before I did. She wanted to get settled into her apartment and basically her whole new life, before classes started. I got her McDonald's gift certificates and some earplugs for her new roommate, as a going-away gift. She was sad to say goodbye, but I think she was mostly excited about actually getting out from under her parents roof. I couldn't blame her.
 She promised that while she was thankful to escape their constant over-bearing supervision, she had no qualms whatsoever about spending their money to fly home as often as she could. We already had a date for Thanksgiving break. 
 I'd like to tell you that we made a lot of promises to one another. But really, we only made one. We said we'd try.
We were both eighteen, and we were going to school three thousand miles away from one another. I knew the kind of guy I was. I knew what was in my heart. I knew I trusted Bella, and I knew how I wanted things to end up. But I also knew better than to think I could plan it all out. The very best we could do, was try.

With my very last box in my arms, I hopped over the last two feet of lawn to my sidewalk, and regarded the area I had crossed with a triumphant grin. I managed to make it to my truck without stepping in any of the going-away gifts that Skippy had left for me in the grass. My old creamcolored tennis shoes had been spared, for once. I'd be heading toward my future without dragging along any shit. And yeah- at that point, those old converse had so many grass-stains, they might as well have been green. But they were a perfect fit, familiar, and well-worn.

The future was a mystery, full of wonderful possibilities. Maybe I would get a degree and learn how to make the world a better place. Maybe Bella would open her own book store. Maybe Jasper and Alice would go on to have the type of life-long love affair that you only see on movie screens. Maybe my Dad would hook up with Esme. And Maybe Skippy would get hit by a car.

I smirked a little at  that thought.
 In a world of maybes, I only knew one thing for absolute certain:
 If you are going to start walking down an unknown path, you better know for a fact that you are wearing shoes that fit you well. ~*~ THE END ~*~
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