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For my beloved EEC.
Especially Dav Pilkey, who was the first person to encourage me to write.
This is all his fault.




I, Penny Lane Bloom, do solemnly swear to never date another boy for as long as I shall live.
All right, maybe I'll reconsider it in ten years or so when I'm no longer living in Parkview, Illinois, or attending McKinley High School, but for now I'm done with guys. They're all lying, cheating scum of the earth.
Yes, every last one of them. Pure evil.
Sure, there are some that seem nice, but the second they get what they want, they'll dump you and move on to their next target.
So I'm done.
No more dating.
The end.
Yesterday love was such an easy game to play…"




Chapter One
WHEN I WAS FIVE YEARS OLD, I walked down the aisle with the man of my dreams.
Okay, make that boy. He was five, too.
I'd known Nate Taylor pretty much since birth. Our fathers had been friends since childhood, and every year, Nate and his parents would spend the summer with my family. My baby book was filled with pictures of me and Nate — taking a bath together as infants, playing in our tree house in the backyard, and — my favorite — dressed up as a miniature bride and groom at my cousins wedding. (Soon after, the picture of me in my white dress and Nate in his tux was hung proudly on my bedroom wall.)
Everybody always joked that one day we'd get married for real.
Nate and I used to think so, too. We thought we were the perfect couple. I didn't mind playing war with him, and he would even play with my dolls (although he'd never admit it). He'd push me on the swings and I'd help him organize his action figures. He thought I looked pretty with my hair in pigtails, and I thought he was cute (even during his brief pudgy stage). I liked his parents, and he liked my parents. I wanted an English Bulldog, and he wanted a Pug. Macaroni and cheese was my favorite food, and it was his favorite food, too.

What else could a girl want in a guy?
To me, looking forward to summer was the same thing as looking forward to Nate. As a result, so many of my memories revolved around him:
— My first kiss (in my tree house when we were eight; I punched, him, then cried afterward).
— The first time I held hands (when we got lost during a third-grade scavenger hunt).
— My first Valentine's Day card (a red construction-paper heart with my name on it).
— My first camping trip (Nate and I put up a tent in our backyard when we were ten and spent the entire night out there by ourselves).
— The first time I purposely deceived my parents (I took the train into Chicago by myself to see Nate last year; I told my parents I was spending the night at my best friend Tracy's).
— Our first true kiss (fourteen; this time I didn't put up a fight).
After that kiss, my anticipation for summer intensified. We weren't playing make-believe anymore. The feelings were real, they were different. The heart involved wasn't made from construction paper — it was living, beating. . real.
When I thought about summer, I thought about Nate. When I thought about love, I thought about Nate. When I thought about anything, I thought about Nate.
I knew that this summer it would happen. Nate and I would be together.
The last month of school was unbearable. I starred a countdown clock to his arrival. I took shopping trips with my friends to buy "Nate clothes." I even bought my first bikini with him in mind. I set my work schedule at my dad's dental office around Nates work schedule at the country club. I didn't want anything to get in our way.
And then it happened.
He was here.
He was taller.
He was older.
He was no longer cute — he was sexy.
And he was mine.
He wanted me. And I wanted him. It seemed that simple.
Soon enough, we were together. Finally, really together.
Only I didn't get the fairy tale I was hoping for.
Because guys change.
They lie.
They stomp on your heart.
I found out the hard way that fairy tales and true love don't exist.
The perfect guy doesn't exist.
And that adorable picture of the innocent miniature bride with the guy who would one day break her heart?
That didn't exist anymore, either, I watched it burn in flames.




Chapter Two
It all happened so fast.
It started like every other summer. The Taylors arrived, and the house was bustling with people. Nate and I flirted constantly… it was the routine we'd been going through for the past few years.
Only this time, there were things underneath the flirtation. Like desire. Like the future. Like sex.
Everything I dreamed of started to happen. Nate was perfect to me. The guy I held everyone else up to. The one who always made my heart beat fast and my stomach flip.
This was the summer that my feelings were finally returned.
It started with a couple of dates, nothing big. Just movies, dinner, etc.
Our parents had no idea what was going on, Nate didn't want to tell them, and I went along. He said they'd probably overreact, and I didn't disagree. Even though I knew our parents always wanted us to eventually end up together, I wasn't sure they would've been prepared for us to be together yet. Especially when he was sleeping downstairs in our soundproofed basement.
It was all going so well. Nate said all of the things I wanted to hear. How I was beautiful and perfect, how I made him lose his breath when we kissed.
I was in heaven.
We kissed. Then we kissed and kissed. Then we kissed some more. But soon that wasn't enough. Soon hands started wandering, clothes started coming off. This was everything that I'd been waiting for… but it seemed fast. Too fast. No matter what I gave him, he wanted more. And I was fighting it. Everything we did turned into a constant struggle over how far I'd go.
It took so long to get to this place, I didn't want to rush it. I didn't understand why we couldn't just enjoy the moment, enjoy being together, and not hurry to the next step.
And by next step, I meant physically.
There wasn't a lot of discussion about next steps in terms of our relationship.
After a couple of weeks, Nate started talking about how he felt that I was the one, his true love. It could all be so amazing, he said, if I just let him love me the way he wanted to.
This was what I'd been fantasizing about for so long. This was what I'd always wanted. So I thought, Yes, I'll do it. Because it will be with him. And that's what matters.
I decided to surprise him.
I decided to trust him.
I decided to go for it.
I had everything planned, everything in place. Our parents were going to be out late and we'd have the house to ourselves.
"Are you sure you want to do this, Pen?" Tracy asked me that morning.
"I know I don't want to lose him," I replied.
That was my reasoning. This was for Nate. This had nothing to do with me and what I wanted. It was all for him, I wanted it all to be spontaneous, I wanted him to have no idea, and then be overwhelmed with how perfect it (I) was. He didn't even know I was home; I wanted him to think that I was gone for the evening, to make it even more of a surprise. I wanted to show him that I was ready. Willing. Able. I had it all figured out, except what I was going to wear. I snuck into my sister Rita's room and went through her drawers until I found a white silk camisole that didn't leave much to the imagination. I took her red lace robe as well.
When I was finally ready, I crept down the stairs to Nate's room in our basement. I began to untie the robe, feeling a mixture of excitement and pure nervousness. I couldn't wait to see the look on Nate's face when he saw me. I couldn't wait to prove to him how I felt, so he would finally feel the same way.
I started to smile as I turned the lights on.
"Surprise!" I called out.
Nate popped up from the couch with a look of panic on his face.
"Hi…" I said meekly as I dropped the robe on the floor.
Then a second head popped up from the couch.
A girl.
With Nate, I stood frozen, not believing my own eyes, I looked between the two of them as they fumbled for clothing. Finally, I reached for the robe and put it on, trying to cover as much of myself as possible.
The girl started giggling. "I thought you said your sister was gone for the evening!"
His sister? Nate didn't have a sister, I tried to tell myself there was a good explanation for what I was seeing. There was no way Nate would do something like this to me. Especially in my own house.
Maybe this girl had been in a car accident right outside and Nate had brought her inside to.. um, comfort her. Or they were just rehearsing a scene from a summer production of.. Naked Romeo and Juliet Or maybe I had fallen asleep, and it was only a nightmare.. no.
The girl finished putting on her clothes, and Nate, avoiding my eyes, walked her upstairs.
Such a gentleman.
After what seemed like an eternity, he returned.
"Penny," he said, putting his arms around my waist, "I'm sorry that you had to see that."
I tried to speak, but couldn't find my voice.
He ran his arms up to my shoulders and started to rub them through the robe. "I'm sorry, Penny. So sorry. You have to believe me that this was something so stupid. I'm an idiot, A complete idiot."
I shook my head. "How could you?" The words were barely a whisper, my throat was tight.
He leaned in. "Honestly, it will never happen again. I mean, nothing did happen. Nothing. It was nothing. She was nothing.
You know how much you mean to me. You're the one I want to be with. You're the one I love." He moved his hands down my back.
"Maybe this will make you feel better? Tell me what I can do, Penny. I would never want to hurt you."
The shock was slowly wearing off, revealing the anger underneath. I pulled away. "How could you?" I said. "HOW COULD YOU?" (I screamed the last part.)
"Look, I already apologized."
"You APOLOGIZED?"
"P enny, I'm so sorry."
"SORRY?"
"Please stop doing that and just listen to me, I can explain."
"Fine, then." I sat down on the couch, "Explain."
Nate glanced nervously at me — clearly he hadn't expected me to actually sit down and listen to what he had to say.
"Penny, that girl is nothing to me."
"Didn't look like it was nothing." I tightened the belt around my robe and grabbed a couch cushion to cover my legs.
Nate sighed. A full-blown sigh. "Oh, here we go with the dramatics," he said. Then he sat down next to me with his arms folded. "Fine — i£ you aren't going to accept my apology, I don't know what I can do."
"Apology?" I laughed. "Do you think saying 'sorry' is going to erase this? I thought you said I was special." I looked down at the floor, ashamed of myself for even bringing it up.
"Penny, you are special. But, c'mon, what did you think was going to happen?" Nate's face turned bright red. "I mean, here's the thing. You and I.. were… were.. well, it is what it is…"
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. The Nate from just a few short days ago was gone and some… beast had taken his place.
"What does that mean?"
"Jesus Christ." Nate got up from the couch and started to pace.
"This is exactly what I'm talking about. Look at you, sitting there like you did when we were little and didn't get what you wanted.
Well, I wanted you for a long time, Penny. A very long time. But even though you think you want me, you don't want me. You want your childhood sweetheart version of me. The holding-hands-kiss-on-the-cheek Nate. Well, that Nate grew up.
Maybe you should, too."
"But I…"
"What? You what? Put your sisters nightie on? That's child's play, Penny. In your mind, its a perpetual wedding day, no honeymoon, no taking off the wedding dress, nothing. But guess what. People have sex. It's not a big deal."
My body began to shake. It was hitting me.
Nate shook his head. "I should've known better than to get involved with you. What can I say? I was bored, and it was much easier to give in to your fantasy than to fight it. And, I will admit, you do have that cute little suburban thing going for you. I just never thought you'd turn out to be nothing but a tease."
I felt sick. Tears started to streak down my face, "Oh, come on." Nate sat down and put his arm around me. "Just yell at me some more and you'll feel better. Then we can move on."
I shook myself free and ran upstairs.
Away from Nate.
Away from the lies.
Away from it all.
But I couldn't run away. He was living in our house for two more weeks. Every morning I had to get up and face him. Watch him leave the house, knowing he was probably going out with her.
Knowing that he had to look elsewhere because I wasn't good enough for him. He would never see me "that way," Every day I was reminded of what a failure I was. How what I'd wanted for years had ended up hurting me more than I could imagine.
My older sister Rita was the only one in my family that I told, and I swore her to secrecy. I knew this would hurt our parents' longest, deepest friendship, and it didn't seem fair for Nate to destroy that, too. Plus, I was embarrassed, I couldn't bear to let my parents find out how stupid I was.
Rita tried to comfort me. She even threatened Nate's life if he came within ten feet of me. But even a hundred feet would've been too close.
"Penny, its going to be okay," Rita promised as she wrapped her arms around me. "We all run into a few speed bumps along the way."
I didn't run into a speed bump. I ran into a brick wall.
And I never wanted to feel that pain again.




Chapter Three
I FELT LOST. I NEEDED TO hide away. Escape.
There was only one thing I could do to ease the pain. I turned to the only four guys who'd never let me down. The only four guys who'd never broken my heart, who'd never disappointed me, John, Paul, George, and Ringo, Anybody who has ever clung to a song like a musical life raft will understand. Or put on a song to bring out an emotion or a memory. Or had a soundtrack playing in their head to drown out a conversation or a scene.
As soon as I got back to my room, devastated by Nate's rejection, I turned up the volume so loud on my stereo that my bed began to shake. The Beatles had always been my security blanket. They were a part of my life before I even existed. In fact, if it wasn't for the Beatles, I would've never been born.
My parents met at a makeshift shrine in a Chicago park the night John Lennon was shot. Both were lifelong Beatles fanatics, and later on they felt they had no choice but to name their three daughters after Beatles songs: "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds," "Lovely Rita," and "Penny Lane."
Of course, my older sisters were lucky enough to get normal middle names, but my parents gave me the full Lennon/McCartney treatment: Penny Lane. I was even born on February
7 — the anniversary of the Beatles arriving in the United States for the first time. I didn't believe it was a coincidence. I wouldn't have put it past my mother to have refused to push just so I could be born on that day.
Most of our family vacations were spent in Liverpool, England.
Every Christmas card we ever sent had us re-creating various Beatles album covers. Truth be told, I should have bated the Beatles, That should've been my rebellion. But instead, the Beatles became part of me. Whether I was happy or sad, I was comforted by their words, their music.
Now, I tried to drown out Nate's words with a blast of "Help!"
While I did, I reached for my journal. The leather-bound book felt heavy in my hands, the years of emotion inside weighing it down.
I opened it up and scanned the entries, most of them filled with Beatles lyrics. To anybody else, it would seem like nonsensical associations, but to me, the lyrics meant so much more than their words. Snapshots of my life: the good, the bad, and the boy-related.
So much heartache. I started to scan my past relationships.
Dan Walker, senior and, according to Tracy, a "major hottie." We dated for four months at the beginning of sophomore year. Things started out decent enough — if your definition of decent was going to the movies and then for pizza every Friday night with every other couple in town. Eventually, Dan started to mistake me for this character in the movie Almost Famous, also named Penny Lane, She was a glorified groupie, so Dan got it in his thick head that if he played "Stairway to Heaven" on the guitar, I would give it up. I quickly learned: Looks does not a decent guitar player make. Once Dan realized my pants were staying on, he changed his tune.
Then there was Derek Simpson, who I was pretty sure only dated me because he thought my pharmacist mother could get him drugs.
Darren McWilliams wasn't much better. We started dating right before this summer's Nate-craziness set in. He seemed like a sweet guy, until he started hanging out with Laura Jaworski, who happened to be a good friend of mine. He ended up double booking us for the same day. Little did he realize we would compare our calendars.
Dan, Derek, and Darren — and that was only sophomore year. I was cheated on, lied to, and used. The lesson I'd learned? To stay away from guys whose first name began with the letter D, since they were all the Devil.
Maybe Nate's real name was Dante the Destroyer of Dreams.
Because he was ten times worse than the three Ds combined.
I put the journal down. I was mad at Nate, yes. But mostly I was furious with myself. Why did I let myself do it? What did I get out of any of these relationships besides a broken heart? I was smarter than that, I should've known better.
Did I really want to keep getting used? Was there anybody out there who was worth it?
I'd thought Nate was, but I was wrong.
I got up to call Tracy — misery needed her company — when something caught my eye. I went over to my favorite Beatles poster and started to run my fingers across the lettering: Sgt.
Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band.
I'd stared at that poster every day for the past seven years. I'd listened to that album, one of my favorites, hundreds of times. It was like it had always been a single long word to me, Sgt Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band But now three words separated themselves, and I saw something completely new inside Lonely Hearts Club And that's when it happened.
Something about those words.
Lonely. Hearts. Club.
In theory, it may have sounded depressing. But there wasn't anything depressing about the music.
No, this Lonely Hearts Club was the opposite of depress-ing. It was alive.
The answer had been in front of me all along. There was a way to stop getting cheated on, lied to, and used.
I would stop torturing myself by dating loser guys. I would enjoy the benefits of being single. I would, for once, focus on me. Junior year would be my year. It would be all about me, Penny Lane Bloom, sole member and founder of The Lonely Hearts Club.




Chapter Four
BOYS WERE DEAD TO ME. The only question was: Why hadn't I thought of this sooner?
I knew the idea was genius. But it would've been nice if my best friend was able to stop looking at me like I was an escapee from a mental institution.
"Pen, you know I love you, but., "
Here we go.
We were having an emergency meeting (complete with the cheese fries required to get over a breakup) at our local diner, less than an hour after my inspiration hit. Tracy took a sip of her milk shake, taking in my tirade about all the problems guys have caused me over the years. I hadn't even gotten to the part about the club yet and my decision to not date.
"I know you're upset, and you have every reason to be," Tracy said. "But not all guys are evil."
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, really? Should we go through your lists from the last two years?"
Tracy slumped down in her seat. Every year she made a list of guys she wanted to date. She would spend all summer weighing her options before putting the list together for the school year, with each guy ranked in order of preference based on a ratio of looks, popularity, and looks.
The list definitely caused more heartache than it was worth. Tracy still hadn't been on a date with any of the candidates. In fact, she'd never had a boyfriend. I couldn't figure out why. She was pretty, funny, smart, and one of the most loyal and dependable friends anyone could ask for. But, as if I needed another example of why boys sucked, none of the guys at McKinley seemed to feel she was girlfriend material.
Lucky her, I thought. But she wasn't seeing it that way.
"I don't know what you are talking about," she said.
"Right. So you're telling me you don't have a new list ready for inspection?"
Tracy moved her purse onto the seat next to her.
Of course she had a new list. We only had a few more days before the start of junior year.
"What to the evs," she huffed. "I guess I should just throw the list away since, according to you, all men are jerks."
I smiled. "Now we're getting somewhere. Lets burn it!"
Tracy groaned, "You've clearly lost your mind. Can you be serious for a second?"
"I am being serious," Now it was Tracy's turn to roll her eyes. "Come on — not every single male on this planet is a horrible human being. What about your dad?"
"What about Thomas Grant?" I shot back.
Tracy's mouth dropped open.
Okay, maybe that was a little harsh. Thomas had been on last years list. She'd spent an entire semester flirting with him in Chemistry. Finally he'd asked her if she was free one weekend.
Tracy had been thrilled. . until he tested her an hour before they were supposed to meet and told her that something had "come up," Then he'd ignored her the rest of the year. No explanation, no apology nothing.
Typical male.
"And Kevin Parker?" I pressed.
Tracy glared at me. "Well, its not my fault that he doesn't know I exist."
There was always one name on the top of Tracy's list — Kevin Parker, senior football player extraordinaire. Unfortunately Kevin had never acknowledged that Tracy was even alive. When I'd been dating Derek, I'd invite Kevin and his friends over to my house for the sole purpose of letting Kevin get to know Tracy. But he never paid any attention to her. One of the only reasons I put up with Derek for as long as I did was because Tracy needed her daily Kevin Parker fix.
Thinking about that list and how much it dictated Tracy's happiness made me want to rip it out of her purse and tear it apart. Because I knew — one by one, she'd have to cross their names off and she'd end up in tears.
Tracy sighed, then collected herself. "This year is going to be different," she swore. "I don't know — I've got a really good feeling about it." She took the list out and started wistfully looking at this years contenders.
Had I seriously believed that Tracy would understand my need to stop dating? All she thought about was going on dates.
I gave up. . for the moment, Tracy wasn't the only one who had a good feeling about this year.




Chapter Five
THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL. I wasn't even at school yet, and I already had to face the enemy. Not Nate — he was gone. But Nate's kind.
"Aw, can you believe my baby brother is in high school?" Tracy gestured to the backseat of her car, where her brother Mike was blaring his iPod. "And you know, Pen, I don't see any horns on the top of his head."
"Yet "I smirked at her.
Little Mikey Larson was a freshman.. a guy….. one of them.
I wondered when he would start acting like every other guy at McKinley. Was there some sort of secret class where they taught boys to become himbos?
As Mike got out of Tracy's car, I couldn't help but notice how much more alike than ever they looked, with their dirty blond hair, hazel eyes, and heart-shaped faces, Tracy looked me up and down. "Pen, those shoes are adorbs.
You look smokin' hawt today." She applied a fresh coat of lip gloss in the rearview mirror. "Looking to impress anybody in particular?"
I groaned. "No — I just wanted to look nice for me."
Tracy gave me a look that said she didn't believe me.
I didn't care. This was going to be the start of an amazing year. I opened the door to school, excited about getting a fresh start, minus all the boy craziness.
The smile on my face quickly vanished when the first person I saw was Dan Walker, wearing the letter jacket I'd "borrowed" when we were dating. How fitting that I would be greeted by a reminder of hideous boyfriends past. I was just thankful that Nate was miles away back in Chicago. I turned the corner to get away from Dan and saw Kevin Parker, who was apparently still too cool to give Tracy the time of day.
My frustration grew as I continued to survey my classmates. I'd walked these hallways thousands of times, but it was as if my eyes were open for the first time. All I saw were girls falling over themselves to flirt with guys, couples walking hand in hand, guys being… well, guys: loud, obnoxious, egotistical. They didn't go to girls; girls came to them.
My bag vibrated and I pulled out my cell phone. I stopped dead in my tracks and Brian Reed bumped into me. "Watch it!" he yelled as his girlfriend, Pam, glared my way. Heaven forbid they weren't able to hold hands 24/7.
I snapped out of my daze. I was convinced there was some sort of mistake. But no — the phone cruelly confirmed the truth: It was a text from Nate. Of course he would find a way to torture me even though he wasn't around.
Have a good first day.
What? First, he knew I wasn't talking to him. Second, it had only been two weeks — did he think I'd forgotten? Third, could he have been any lamer? I deleted the text and shoved my phone back into my bag.
I refused to let Nate Taylor ruin one more day of my life.
"You're in so much trouble, Bloom!" Ryan Bauer was leaning against his locker, arms folded, with a mischievous grin on his face.
Fabulous. I was so not in the mood to deal with his crap.
"What is it?" I asked impatiently as I opened my locker, three doors down from his.
Ryan looked at me, confused. "Um, never mind." He grabbed my class schedule from my stack of books, Ryan Bauer was one of those guys with a clingy girlfriend whose life revolved around him. He was the biggest cliché at our school: a star athlete with good grades, who just happened to also be gorgeous. He was over six feet tall with a lean build; he had amazing blue eyes; and he was always running his hands through his black, wavy hair. Naturally, he was also one of the biggest flirts in school. I used to go along with it, but this time I didn't have any desire to further feed his ego.
He was a guy. A guy guy. As far as I was concerned, he probably had the dead bodies of small children and puppies hidden in his locker.
I almost didn't recognize him without Diane Monroe hanging on his every move. Ryan and Diane had been dating since forever.
Well, technically seventh grade, but in high school that was forever. Diane was the classic girlfriend for an over-achiever like Ryan: shiny long blond hair, pale crystal-blue eyes, model-thin frame, and always, always put together — your standard Cheerleader/Student Council President type.
"Man, it looks like we only have World History together" Ryan was saying to me now. "Todd is in that class, too. That totally sucks."
"Yeah, sucks," I didn't even try to hide the sarcasm in my voice.
"Hiya!" I looked down the hallway and saw none other than Miss Diane Monroe walking toward us with a huge smile on her face.
She probably had some sort of sixth sense telling her that Ryan was talking to another girl. I tried not to roll my eyes as I started fishing my books out of my locker. "Happy first day of school!" she said.
I slammed my locker shut and tried to head to Spanish class - but my path was blocked by Diane, standing in front of me with her smile getting even wider, which freaked me out somewhat.
"Hey, Penny," she said. "How was your summer?" Her eyes were practically sparkling with enthusiasm. It was almost enough to make me gag.
I looked at her in confusion. Why was she talking to me? We hadn't spoken in forever.
"Uh, hi, Diane." I didn't understand why everybody felt the need to bring up summer on the first day of school. It was so annoying. Summer was over. There wasn't a need to think about it. Ever again.
"So, notice anything?" Diane started to twirl around. Everything about her screamed perfect — no big changes there — so I just shrugged. "Penny." Diane looked stunned. "My outfit — don't you remember?" I scanned her clothes: fitted denim blazer with a black sequined shirt underneath, pink layered miniskirt, and four-inch pink strappy sandals. I shrugged. Clearly, I didn't remember.
"Penny!" Diane opened up her blazer to reveal that the sequined shirt had a Beatles logo. "Now do you remember? We always wore a Beatles shirt on the first day of school."
My mouth dropped open. Yeah, when we were ten… and on speaking terms.
"Um, sorry," I said. "Its been a long time."
Diane's shoulders slouched. I wasn't giving her the response she'd been hoping for.
What did she expect? The last time I'd kept our first day of school ritual was in eighth grade. That was the day I'd been late for school because Diane hadn't come by my house to get me like she always did. That was the day my best friend forgot to wear her Beatles shirt. And it turned out to be the day I'd finally realized our friendship was over. We had been best friends for almost ten years. Our mothers had met at a book club when we were in diapers and had decided to make regular play dates for us. Her mother would pick us up from school and take us to the park, or we'd go back to my house and play in the backyard.
But none of that had mattered. Nothing else had mattered to Diane once Ryan came into the picture.
Diane had decided she only had room in her life for one person.
It had been between her best friend and her boyfriend.
Guess which one she'd picked.




Chapter Six
I GOT AWAY FROM DIANE AND Ryan as quickly as possible, before they could become Diane and Ryan in the middle of the halls. But Diane's name popped back up at lunch, "So guess who tried to make small talk with me in Biology and French like were friends?" Tracy asked while we walked to the cafeteria after morning classes. "Diane Monroe — can you believe that? I think she is probably jockeying to get as many votes for Homecoming Queen as possible."
"Yeah, she's acting weird!' I agreed.
"Ugh, I can't stand her."
Tracy had never really been a big fan of Diane's — not many girls in school were. Maybe it was her perfect appearance or the fact that she excelled in everything.
But that was just petty jealousy.
There was really only one person at McKinley who had a valid reason to hate Diane Monroe.
Me.
If it wasn't bad enough that she was a prime example of A Girl Who Gives Up Her Identity for a Guy, she'd also given me up. I'd always thought those girls who'd dump their friends whenever a guy showed interest in them were pathetic. But when I became one of those friends, I'd found out how much it hurt.
Just another example of what guys had done to ruin my life. As if treating me like crap wasn't enough, they stole my friends.
Even though I hated Tracy's list for how much it upset her, I was usually secretly glad when it ended up being a big failure. I never wanted to lose Tracy like I'd lost Diane.
Once we made our way through the long line of confused freshmen who were not yet aware of the cafeteria poison, Tracy and I established ourselves at our lunch table — the same one as last year. Our friends Morgan and Kara soon followed.
"Hey, guys," Morgan greeted us as she and Kara sat down. "My parents are so riding me about having more extracurricular activities on my college applications. Can you believe that? I have to start worrying about college already. Didn't we. just start junior year?"
We all nodded in agreement. Kara shifted uncomfortably and fiddled with her apple as the rest of us dove into our lunches. It was hard not to notice the fact that she had lost even more weight over the summer — if that was even possible. She was practically drowning in her gray McKinley High hoodie.
Suddenly, Kara's body was pinned against the table by a short, curly-haired girl "who must've slipped on the floor. Her tray hit Kara's head and her soda spilled on Kara's shoulder.
"Oh, no!" the girl screamed. "My soda.'" We all looked in shock as she picked up her plastic cup and surveyed her outfit, ignoring Kara completely. I'd never seen tins girl before, so I figured she had to be a freshman. There was no way I would've missed her, even though she couldn't have been more than five feet tall.
Everything on her was done to the extreme-acrylic nails meant to look like a French manicure, dark brown hair that had been over-highlighted with blond streaks, eyebrows narrowly plucked, and lips overly penciled in. She was wearing a very mm, denim skirt and a lace tank top in other words, looking like she was going to strut down a catwalk instead of eat lunch at the school cafeteria.
'Are you okay?" Morgan handed Kara some napkins to clean "Ash-ley!" the girl screamed at her friend. "Did I get anything on my shirt?"
Tracy whipped her head around. "Excuse me — what about apologizing to my friend who you just soaked?"
The girl looked at Tracy like she was speaking a foreign language.
"What? I spilled my soda."
Tracy shot her the patented Tracy Glare — eyes squinted into tiny slits, lips pursed, a look of complete disgust. "Yes, you spilled your soda — on my friend. Do you understand what an apology means?"
The girl opened her mouth in annoyance. She mumbled something that I guess was supposed to be an apology (it sounded more like a question: "saw-reh?") and walked away.
Tracy sat back down, "Unbelievable. It's the first day of school and already these freshmen think they own the place. Oh, and, what a shock, look what table they're going to " There was a long group of tables against the windows that would always hold the jocks and cheerleaders, including the infamous Elite Eight; Ryan Bauer and Diane Monroe, Brian Reed and Pam Schneider, Don Levitz and Audrey Werner, Todd Chesney and one of his many revolving girlfriends.
Tracy and I were among the few girls left in our class who hadn't made it to the table as Todd's girl of the moment. I'd never had a desire to be part of their demented version of Noah's Ark, where you could only survive if you were paired up with a member of the opposite sex. If I had to choose between dating Todd and missing the boat, I was fully prepared to drown.
Both Kara and Morgan had dated Todd. Morgan had dated him in eighth grade, and he would go around and lie to the basketball team about how far he got with her. After he'd dumped her, Morgan had become increasingly popular with the other guys in class, until she'd realized it was because they all thought she was easy.
You would've thought that Kara would've learned from Morgan's mistakes. But no. Todd had managed to disarm all common sense in a girl, Kara had thought it would be different, so she'd taken the plunge. . and found that this girl named Tina Mclntyre was swimming in the same pool at the same time.
I couldn't help but wonder why it was that a guy could find two good girls to date at the same time, when we girls couldn't even find one decent guy.
My face became hot as I thought about how much trouble Todd had caused — not just with Kara and Morgan, but with practically half our class, I never understood the power he had over girls. He was your typical dumb jock: a big guy with a dirty blond buzz cut and an outfit that always showed off at least two sports team logos.
Thinking about Todd made me realize I wasn't the only girl at McKinley who would benefit from a boy boycott.
Those nasty freshmen girls were all over him now, and he was enjoying every minute of it.
"Guys are jerks," I practically shouted.
A laugh escaped Tracy's throat. "What to the evs — like you don't spend your time flirting with Ryan and Todd!"
Like I WHAT?
"What are you even talking about?"
"Are you even kidding me? Every time you're around Ryan, you flirt up a storm."
Yeah, well, that was the old Penny. New Penny was done flirting.
I'd be happy if I never had to speak to any guys for the rest of the year.
"The guys in the Elite Eight aren't the problem," Morgan said.
"Those girls are so shallow and have zero — and I mean zero —
things to discuss outside of their boyfriends."
"Well," Kara interjected, "Diane is always nice to me. But Audrey and Pam are a little full of themselves."
Morgan glared at their table. "Please. Sure they're cheerleaders and date the star athletes — how boring! — but nobody really likes them. You know that's what's totally ridiculous about all of this —
all those guys who are allegedly the popular ones are despised by most of the students. And anytime they're nice to somebody outside the group, it's always, always because they want something."
"Exactly!" Tracy chimed in. "Today in class, Diane pretended she wanted to be KFFs with me. And she tried the same thing with Pen this morning."
Morgan nodded. "Exactly. It's obvious she wants something."
"Yeah, well, whatever it is," Tracy said, looking over at the Elite Eight table, "she's not going to get it."




Chapter Seven
I GOT INTO WORLD HISTORY class and was completely surrounded.
Ms. Barnes, our teacher, did the seating assignments in alphabetical order (how original!) and I was placed between Ryan and Todd, with Derek Simpson sitting two rows behind me, and Kevin Parker (Tracy's main obsession) and Steve Powell (lower on the list) close by There were only three other girls in the class, and they ended up seated as far away from me as possible.
"Hey there, Senorita Penny," Todd welcomed me to my seat.
We'd had Spanish together that morning and (much to my displeasure) had been assigned to be conversation partners.
Todd had spent most of the time making up words by placing an o at the end of them — el chairo, el sandwicho, el footballo, Ryan sat down next to me, "What a surprise," he said.
Todd leaned over to my desk. "Hey Penny what are you going to have your Spanish name be?"
I shrugged. I'd never really thought about it, Todd continued, "Because I was thinking of using Nacho and figured you should pick Margarita, so when we have projects together Senora Coles will have to call on Margarita y Nacho." Todd laughed, then leaned forward and lifted up his hand.
I did my best to ignore him.
"What's this?" Ryan asked. "Bloom, are you two-timing me with Chesney? Seriously, I thought you had better taste."
Yeah, like I'm the one two-timing. I'm not the one with the girlfriend.
Todd made a rude gesture to Ryan and then the two of them started trash-talking about who was going to do more laps at practice that night.
I wondered if there were any all-girl schools in the area.
I'd never been so relieved to hear the last bell of the day. I jumped from the classroom like it was on fire and headed straight to my locker. There I found Diane waiting. Not for me. For Ryan. Of course.
Still, she waved.
Did she even have her own locker?
"Hey, Penny!" she said when I got closer, "Are you going to the game on Friday night?"
"Yep." I tried to seem busy finding my Biology textbook. I didn't know why she was all of a sudden so interested in my social calendar.
"Like anybody would want to miss that ass-kicking," Todd said, coming over with Ryan, then stopping to give him a high five.
"Even Bauer's dad is going to be there! So that alone is something to show up for. That, like, happens about as often as, what, a lunar eclipse or something…."
Ryan glared at Todd and slammed his locker shut. I'd known Ryan since grade school, and I'd never seen his dad. His mom and stepdad, sure. But not his dad. All I knew was that he was some hotshot lawyer in Chicago.
There was an awkward silence in their group — a group that I didn't want to get involved with. I reached for my phone and my stomach dropped when I saw I had another text waiting from Nate.
You can't ignore me forever.
I hit the delete button. I was sure going to try.
"Penny?" It was Diane's voice.
"What?" I looked up and noticed that she was alone. I hadn't heard Ryan and Todd leave. Why was she still here?
"Oh, urn, I was just wondering…" She started nervously bending down the corner of her notebook. "I mean, I feel like we haven't really spoken in so long, and I'd love it if we could go out sometime — to a movie, or dinner, whatever you're up for."
She can't be serious, I thought.
"Oh, well, um.. "
Why don't you tell me what you want so we can get this over with?
"Are you free tomorrow night?" she asked.
"Um," I stalled, trying to think of a reason why I couldn't go out with her.
"I was thinking we could go to the mall and then grab a bite to eat.
Wouldn't that be fun?"
No, not really. .
I looked at Diane. Her eyes were wide, and it seemed like she genuinely wanted to spend time with me. That, or she was so desperate to become the first junior to ever win Homecoming Queen that she was willing to take her campaign past enemy lines.
Wait a second, I thought. This is Diane Monroe, The same Diane who cancelled on me a million times. Who would never put a friend before Ryan. If I agree, she'll no doubt cancel to do something with Ryan. Some things never change, "I think that could work!' I said. I knew I could always make up an excuse (like that I needed to work at my dad's dental office) if she didn't cancel on me first, Diane did a little jump. "Yay! HI stop by tomorrow after class!"
I wasn't going to hold my breath.




Chapter Eight
"YOU AGREED TO DO WHAT?" Tracy practically ran off the side of the road when I told her the next morning. "Seriously Pen, she's on some sort of medication. There's something off upstairs."
"I know — I see her talking to everybody," I tried to not laugh.
"You don't understand — you don't have any classes with her. I've got two — before lunch. And all she did yesterday was come over and talk to me in that cheerleadery way she has."
"Yeah, welt I'm not that worried about it. She'll cancel on me. End of story."
I guess in a way Diane prepared me for being dumped by guys.
With her it was the same thing as any guy — the calls not being returned, avoiding me in the hallways, talking behind my back.
Tracy's cell phone rang. She threw her headset on, answered, listened for about three seconds, then screamed, "WHAT?"
I instinctively grabbed the wheel to steady her driving.
"Are you even serious? When?" Tracy grabbed my arm. "Oh my God!"
I wanted to hit her, but didn't want to die on my way to school.
Tracy just kept on screaming and asking questions.
When she finally got off the phone, a look of smugness settled on her face, "You're not going to believe it," she said. "Ryan broke up with Diane."
"WHAT?" I screamed so loud, Tracy winced. "You can't be serious. I've seen Diane at Ryan's locker — " Tracy shook her head. "Jen went in early this morning with the volleyball team to practice, and the news broke. From what she knows, he broke up with her at the start of summer before she went away on vacation, but nobody really knew about it since Ryan didn't want to, I don't know, spread gossip or whatevs while she was away. They wanted to wait a few more days to tell people, but Todd ended up spilling it to Hilary Jacobs, and you can imagine where it went from there."
"That's impossible," I replied. Diane Monroe and Ryan Bauer had been together for four years. They were supposed to get married, have 2.4 kids, and have a 50 percent chance of living happily ever after.
"It all makes perfect sense! This is why she's being so nice to everybody, that fake little bee-yotch." Tracy glared at me. "And now we know exactly what she wants."
I looked at Tracy in confusion. What did Diane want?
"She thinks that now she's single, she can come running back to her good old friend Penny."
I tried to wrap my head around it. Diane dumped me for Ryan, Ryan dumped Diane, and now she expected us to be friends again.
I don't think so.
"Wait a second!' Mike interrupted. "You're friends with Diane Monroe?"
"No, we used to be friends," "Wow." Mike looked impressed, "She's hot. Do you think you can introduce her to me?"
"Get out of the car!" Tracy screamed. Mike rolled his eyes, and he jumped out as soon as Tracy pulled into the parking lot.
"How stupid does she think I am?" I asked. "After not talking to me for four years, she wants me to mop up after Ryan. I've got my own guy problems, thank you very much. I'm so canceling on her."
"What?" Tracy's eyes opened wide, "No way — you have to go!
I couldn't believe she was even being serious. Tracy hated Diane and she wanted me to hang out with her?
"You have to get the scoop. Find out why he dumped her skinny ass and then get up and leave. You don't owe her anything. See how she feels being used for once."
"But I…"
"Come on, Pen. I wish I could go and hear her poor sad sob story.
Oh, I'm so happy Ryan finally came to his senses. Hmmm, I wonder if I should put him on the list." Tracy looked thoughtful for a moment. "Nah, I've always thought he'd be better for you. Not that you're dating or anything."
I felt a migraine coming on.
My headache wasn't going to go away once got to my locker and saw Ryan. I was so preoccupied with Diane that I had forgotten that I'd have to deal with him, too. there was no way to avoid him.
Not only didn't I know what to say to him, but I didn't know how I was supposed to feel. Should I be mad at him? Should I be grateful to him for confirming once more that guys only use girls) Granted, I didn't know what had happened, but I felt it had to have been his fault.
"Hey there, Bloom," he said as I opened up my locker.


"Hey, what's new — I mean, not what's new, um…" I closed my eyes, hoping he'd just turn and walk away.
"Well, I see it only took twenty-four hours for the news to make its way around the school," he replied.
I looked over at him and didn't know what to say.
"Anyways," he went on, "I hear you and Diane are going out tonight."
I stared at him blankly. How did he know that"?
"Hey, it's okay. I'm glad you guys are hanging out. to tell you the truth, I'm a little worried about Diane. You know how catty some people can be."
I tried to not think of Tracy… or myself.
"What up, Bauer?" Todd came from around the corner. I'd never been so happy to see him in my life… at least until he walked over and put his arm around me. "I don't give a crap that you're single now — you best stay away from my girl."
For the first time, Ryan seemed thrown off Todd, however, didn't pick up on this. He went on, "Now why don't you run along and start breaking some hearts while me partner en espanol and I head to class?" As he grabbed my arm and guided me toward class, he started shaking his head. "I'm telling you," he said with an overdone sigh, "having Bauer be single is going to be trouble."
Ryan was right about news traveling fast through the school — it was all anybody could talk about. I tried to not get caught up in it, but as the lone member of the Lonely Hearts Club, I couldn't help but notice how unfair everybody was being. Nobody seemed to worry about Ryan. Of course, he would have a new girlfriend soon enough, but if he didn't, it wasn't a big deal. It was his choice.
Guys rule.
But Diane was treated like damaged goods. the victim, A heartbroken, devastated shell of a person.
When people talked about Ryan, they were high-fiving, talking about his freedom.
With Diane, people were speaking to low voices, like she should've been ashamed to be single again.
So. Unfair.
I knew this. But it was still extremely awkward to be with Diane after school. I kept hearing a voice in my head that said, the only reason she didn't cancel on you is because she doesn't have a boyfriend.
On our way over to the diner, we talked about our families, and how Rita was doing at college, and how her mother was remodeling their kitchen. again. When we got there, we talked about classes. then what we were going to order. then, when it seemed like the only thing left besides the breakups (ours, hers..
pick one) was to discuss the weather, we simply stared at each other.
"So," Diane finally said as she picked at her salad. "How's Nate?
Does he still spend the summer with you guys?"
My stomach tightened. "I don't want to talk about it."
"Oh." Diane looked down, realizing her question had backfired.
She seemed so sad as she pushed her fork around her plate.
Finally, she looked up again. "Can I tell you something?"
I shrugged.
'I've always been a little bit jealous of you."
"Excuse me?" How could Miss Perfect, blond-hair, blue-eyes model Diane Monroe be jealous of me?
"Seriously, Penny — I mean, seriously! Look at you! Do you have any idea how hard I have to work to look like this? I mean, look at what I'm eating, for the love of carbs!" Diane motioned toward her garden salad with fat-free dressing and then looked over at my turkey sandwich with cheddar cheese and mayonnaise and potato chips.
"First off," she began, "you can eat anything and you have an awesome body."
Whatever.
"AND you have the coolest style. I choose what I'm going to wear based on what magazines tell me. I look the same as everybody else. But you have your own funky style that nobody else could pull off You always have."
In other words, I was a freak because I preferred All Stars over stilettos.
"And, you know, I'm not stupid. I know people like you a whole lot more than they will ever like me."
As Tracy would've said, what to the evs.
Diane shifted uncomfortably in her seat. "Well, I just wanted to tell you that."
"Oh. . thanks." I tried to give her a smile.
She picked at her salad again. "Do you remember how when we were little we used to put on those concerts for your parents?"
I nodded, surprised that Diane remembered the Beatles shows we'd performed in our basement.
"What did your parents call your basement?"
I sighed. "the Cavern." (the Cavern was the club in Liverpool where the Beatles had gotten their start.)
"Right remember that you had to be John and I was Paul and we had stuffed animals be Ringo and George." She started to laugh, leaning in. "And then we did that little routine in the cafeteria that summer up at the lake."
"When we went white-water tubing?"
Diane's eyes lit up. "Exactly! What were those guys' names?"
I looked down at the table, trying to remember the two brothers who'd hung out with us for that week.
"I just remember you completely schooling that one guy in air hockey." We both started to laugh. "Seriously, Penny, I thought your arm was going to come out of your socket, you were swinging it around so much." Diane started to flail her arms around fiercely and nearly knocked over her water.
And then something unexpected happened.
It was if the past four years had disappeared. As if it was just the other day that she was carrying around my books while I hobbled on crutches with a sprained ankle. the two of us began to reminisce about our friendship, and before we realized it, over an hour had passed, Diane looked thoughtfully at me, "Wow, Penny, it's been too long. We always had the best time together."
I smiled at her. We'd done everything together, made the promises that best friends make when they're in grade school — we'd go to the same college, get an apartment together, be each other's maid of honor. .
Diane started to tap the table nervously. "I also wanted to tell you that I'm sorry." tears were forming in her eyes. "I'm sorry that I threw our friendship away. I'm sorry that I treated you so poorly.
And, most of all, I'm sorry that it's taken me so long to come to my senses. I can't begin to imagine what it must've been like for you.
I couldn't help but think of you when Ryan and I broke up." Her voice cracked as she said his name. the tears were now flowing down her cheeks. "At first, I was fine. My family was going on summer vacation. I had tennis lessons to keep me occupied. But a couple of weeks ago I had nothing to do. Practice hadn't started yet. I was on my own."
She grabbed her purse and took out a tissue. She started sniffling. "I would call Audrey and Pam, but either they had plans with their boyfriends or, if they made plans with me, they'd cancel the second Don or Brian called. And I know — I know — that I used to do that same thing to you. that's something else I'm sorry about."
Flashes from years ago. the moments that I realized that I was losing my best friend and feeling alone, having no one.
Diane wiped the tears on her face. "It was hard for me to realize that I really didn't have any true friends. Not the kind of friend that you were. Now that school's started, it's making everything worse.
I used to have a routine — Ryan would pick me up for school, I'd go to his locker, I'd. , well, you know. You saw it. I made him my everything, and now, now I have nothing," Her sobs turned into sharp staccatos while she tried to steady her breathing.
"I…" I tried to find some words to comfort her, but felt so conflicted. "Diane, what do you expect me to do?"
She looked up at me with her bloodshot eyes, "I'm really sorry about what happened with you and Ryan. Really, No one should feel that way, especially over a guy. But still… I don't know what to do. Because I can't forget that you completely abandoned me. I don't know what I would've done if Tracy hadn't moved to town the next year."
Diane struggled for air. "No, you're right, you're totally right. it's just… I don't know who I am anymore. Everybody knows me as Diane, Ryan girlfriend, or the cheerleader, or class president. I feel so lost. Part of me thinks it's best to continue like nothing has changed, but there's another part of me that wants to just stop doing what everybody expects me to do. I don't know. ." She shook her head. "I don't know if I want to cheer anymore. I really don't feel like cheering. I don't know what I feel like doing. I'm just, "
I felt sharp prickles of moisture behind my eyes. Who would've thought that I would still have something in common with Diane? I felt lost, like her.
Diane looked at me with a mixture of surprise and sympathy. She quickly handed a tissue over to me. Before I knew what was happening, I was telling Diane all about Nate. I felt stupid, knowing that I'd only dated htm for a few weeks, not a few years.
But for some reason, I knew she would understand. It took me a moment to comprehend that the tears that were now running down Diane's face were because of Nate.
"Oh, Penny, I'm so sorry. that's horrible! You trusted htm, and he. Penny" — she made sure I was looking at her — "you did nothing wrong."
Although so much time had passed, I hadn't completely forgotten this Diane. the Diane who always knew the right words to say, the Diane who supported me no matter what. this Diane was the reason we had been best friends.
I tried to smile. "Yeah, well, I'm not making that mistake again, ever. I've decided that I'm basically done. You know, with guys." I tried to laugh, so she wouldn't think I was mental. "I just.. I'm sick of it all. Look at us, both in tears — and for what? Because we decided to trust a guy. Big mistake- I actually formed a little club."
"A club?" Diane leaned in. "What club? Who's in it?"
"Me, myself and I — the Lonely Hearts Club. I bet you think I'm pathetic huh?"
Diane grabbed my hand from across the counter. "Not at all. I think you've been through a lot, and you've got to do what you need to do to get through it. if only you would've thought of this years ago, imagine the trouble you would have saved both of us.
But., there's only one problem." Diane started to smile.
"What?"
"You can't really have a club with one person."
I laughed. "Well, I know that, but. ."
"So how about adding another member?"
I looked at her in shock. "What?"
"Penny!" Diane wiped away her tears and looked genuinely happy. "Do you really think the next thing I want to do is date again? I'm so done, too. I just need to figure out what's next for me. Not me and Ryan. ME."
A surge of excitement rippled through me. "that's exactly what I've been thinking!"
"You have to let me in. I know I have to earn your trust back, and I will. But for now, can you at least consider forgiving me?"
She reached her hand out to me. I didn't even hesitate.
Now, there were two of us.





Chapter Nine
WHEN I LEFT MY DINNER WITH Diane, I felt truly happy and hopeful for the first time in weeks. Having a partner in crime, especially one who was also going through a breakup, was exactly what I needed, I reached for my phone and saw that I had three texts. the first two were from Tracy: Has she started crying yet? if she does start sobbing, take a picture for me! And the third was from Nate: I'm going to keep txting you until you reply.
I ignored Nate and called Tracy.
"Spill it," she answered.
I tried to fill her in, but she wouldn't let me get a word in edgewise.
She kept making fun of Diane, which started to frustrate me.
"Tracy, stop it." My voice started to rise. "You know, this has been hard on her. Imagine what she's going through. She feels lost — " "Oh, please," Tracy interrupted. "Do you hear yourself? Next thing you know, you're going to be inviting her to eat lunch with us."
Dead silence, Tracy sighed. "Are you kidding me? Please tell me this is a joke."
"Tracy." I spoke slowly, choosing my words carefully. "Everybody is being really mean to her. Consider it an act of charity."
"I already gave at the office," Tracy deadpanned.
"Please. For me?" I didn't even try to hide the desperation in my voice.
"Fine, But you owe me."
I got off the phone with her before she had a chance to change her mind.
"You do realize that I am going to kill you for this?" Tracy reminded me for the fourteenth time as we headed to lunch the next day.
"Just please give her a chance," I begged.
"Highly unlikely. I don't know — call me crazy, Pen, but I'm just not very excited about watching my best friend get used."
"I know what I'm doing." I headed toward a small table in the corner In case there was any hair-pulling or biting. I told Morgan and Kara it was better for them to eat elsewhere today; I didn't want to make them an accessory to any violence that ensued.
"Yeah, I think you said the same thing at the start of the summer."
I froze in place.
Tracy grabbed my hand. "I'm so sorry, Pen — that was an awful thing to say."
I tried to shake the thought from my mind. This was going to be hard enough without having to think about. . him.
"Just please, Tracy. For me. Be nice."
Tracy sat down and didn't say a word.
"Hey, guys." Diane sat down at our table. "thanks so much for having me!"
Tracy forced out a smile.
"Oh!" Diane set a small cardboard box on the table. "And as a thank-you. . cupcakes!" Diane placed two fancy cupcakes on the table, "thanks." I grabbed the bigger one and started licking the pink frosting. I glared at Tracy.
"Yeah, thanks."
Diane beamed, probably because that was the first positive thing Tracy had ever said to her. "You know, Penny, after last night, I feel so much better. Swearing off boys was the best decision ever. the Club is going to be awesome."
Uh-oh.
Tracy looked between us. "What club?"
"Um, you see. ." this wasn't going to be good. "You know how I pretty much declared that all guys are scum?"
Tracy rolled her eyes. "Yeah."
"Well, I decided I'm not dating anymore."
"Penny — " Tracy interrupted, "Tracy, can you just hear me out?" My patience was wearing thin.
"I tried to tell you the other day, but you kept interrupting me."
Tracy closed her mouth and leaned back in her chair.
"I'm done dating. At least while I'm still here at this school and have to deal with these idiots. So I started calling myself the Lonely Hearts Club," Tracy looked confused, "Is that a Beatles reference?"
"Yes, and if you ever listened to any of the music I've given you, you'd know that. ANYWAYS, I'm serious. I'm not dating anymore.
And Diane's decided to join my ban," Diane turned to Tracy "You should join, too, Tracy. it could be fun."
Tracy looked at Diane with contempt. "Do you think I'm so pathetic I can't get a date?"
"Hey, that's not why — " I tried to interrupt.
"No, that's not what I meant. I, ." Diane looked hurt.
Tracy glared at Diane. "Right — how long is your membership going to last? Like you could exist without being fawned over by the entire male population."
"Tracy, please " I said. "the Club is important to me."
Tracy groaned. "Be serious. Penny!"
My face became hot with anger. How could I have expected Tracy to understand the hurt that Diane and I were going through*?
Tracy had never had her heart crushed.
"You just don't get it!" I screamed. this was the first time I'd ever raised my voice to Tracy. the group of freshmen at the table next to us got up and left. 'I know you don't understand what I'm going through, but this is what I need." My voice started to waver as I tried to fight back tears. "I thought it was over, but it isn't. He keeps sending me these texts."
"He what?" Tracy pursed her lips.
"He just…" I didn't have the energy to deal with Nate.
"Penny, I told you — he's such a jerk," Diane said softly. "You don't owe him anything."
Tracy turned to Diane. "You know about Nate?"
"Of course she knows. But I don't want to talk about Nate right now. This Club, not dating — this is what I want to do. And, even more important, it's what I need to do. Diane supports me. I wish you would, too."
Silence fell on the table. "Pen," Tracy said in a quiet voice. "I'm sorry if you think I'm not being supportive, but don't you see?
She's just using you."
Diane flinched. "How can you say that? I'm not using Penny." She paused for a moment, took a deep breath, and looked directly at Tracy. "Why do you hate me so much?"
"I don't___" "Yes, you do." Diane looked down at her half-eaten salad. "I don't know why, but you always have. I was hoping that the three of us could be friends, because I know how much you mean to Penny. there is no way I could be friends with Penny again without your..
approval, I guess."
Tracy looked at Diane with complete incomprehension. I don't think she ever imagined Diane Monroe would look to her for anything, much less approval.
"I just. !" Tracy looked upset. "I don't want you to take Penny away from me."
I looked at Tracy in horror. How could she think that? "Tracy, Diane isn't going to do that."
Diane hesitantly reached over and put her arm on Tracy's shoulder. "Do you think you could just give me a chance?
Please?"
I reached over to Tracy. "You know I have to have you behind me."
Tracy shook her head. "I guess I could try. . for Penny." Dianes face lit up. "But hold on a second." Tracy glared at Diane. "if you ever, I mean ever, pull that crap with Penny again, if you hurt her, you will not live long enough to regret it."
Diane nodded weakly. "I'd really like us to be friends, Tracy, I really would."
Tracy gave Diane an encouraging smile. "Yeah, well, knowing the history with my list, I guess it's only a matter of time before I join you guys on the dark side."
"Can I see your list?" Diane asked hesitantly.
Tracy paused a few seconds before she pulled it out of her bag.
"Why not?"
"Oh, I know Paul Levine. He's a really nice guy," Diane offered.
I guessed this was as good a start as I could've hoped for in our new, three-way friendship.




Chapter Ten
AFTER FOUR YEARS OF BASICALLY ignoring each other, it surprised me how quickly Diane and I fell back into place. I assumed it would be awkward, but it wasn't. It was the Penny and Diane of old.
I was waiting for Diane at my locker at the end of the day when Ryan turned the corner, looking upset. He threw open his locker and started shoving books into his backpack with so much force I expected the strap to break.
I looked up and saw Diane approaching me with a smile on her face.
I kept looking between them. I knew they'd been speaking since the breakup, but I didn't want to find myself in the middle of it.
Ryan slammed his locker shut and nearly ran into me when he turned around.
"Sorry," he said.
"Um, that's okay!' I replied, Diane was nearly at our lockers. "Um, everything okay?"
"Huh?" He looked agitated. "I didn't do well on my Chem. Lab."
"Oh, okay." I didn't know what else to say to him. I'd never had trouble speaking with Ryan, but with Diane corning over, I felt like I was betraying her in a way.
"Hey, guys," Diane greeted us.
I noticed people in the hallways slowing down so they could watch Diane and Ryan.
Ryan and Diane noticed, too. there was an awkward silence in our group as people were hovering, dissecting their every move. I just said the first thing that came to my mind. "Ryan didn't do well on his Chemistry Lab."
Ryan gave me a weird look.
"Sorry, I just…" I was embarrassed.
Diane rolled her eyes, "Like a B is hardly something to get bent out of shape about. Plus, aren't you getting extra credit or something for that student advisory thing?"
"What advisory thing?" I asked.
Ryan blushed. "it's nothing. Principal Braddock has asked some students to meet with him on a regular basis to give him a better sense of the concerns of the student body."
I was confused. "Isn't that what Student Council is for?"
Ryan shrugged, "I don't know. We've only met once, and all he wanted to talk to me about was football. I guess he just wants to relive his glory years."
Back in his day, Braddock was McKinley High's star athlete, and if one were to forget, there were a bunch of pictures of him in the trophy cases to remind us.
"Yeah, so much for-" Ryan was interrupted by a high, shrieking sound coming from the hallway. I nearly fell over when I saw that it was coming from Tracy.
She ran over with a look of pure excitement and ended up running me smack into my locker.
"Ow!"
Tracy put her hand over her mouth and tried to stifle her laughter.
"Sorry! You're not going to believe what happened!
I moved my shoulder to make sure it was still in its socket.
"Paul is having a party at his house on Saturday and asked me to come!"
"Paul Levine?" I asked.
"Yes, can you believe it? He's number three on the list, "Wow, Tracy, that's great!" I looked over at Diane, who gave me a little wink.
Tracy was absolutely glowing, "So you're going to come with me, right? It's going to be so much fun. His parents are away and he's a senior, so there will probably be a ton of seniors there, probably even Kevin. You're going to be there, right, Diane?"
Diane looked shocked that Tracy was including her. "Of course."
"See, Pen, you have to got Right, Diane?"
Diane laughed. "Come on, Penny.'" Just a few hours ago Tracy was at Diane's throat. And now Tracy was using Diane to bully me into going to a party.
"Of course, I'll go with you!' I said. Ryan was looking at the three of us with a combined look of confusion and amusement.
I was a little nervous about attending a house party. Parkview was a pretty small town — only ten thousand people, and my parents knew most of them. if I was ever caught at a party where the parents weren't at home, I knew I'd be in so much trouble. My mother was a small woman, but she carried the wrath of God in her. I didn't like to make her angry. You wouldn't like her when she's angry.
It was just one more thing I was going to have to be careful about.
"What are you wearing to the party?" I asked Tracy, as we sat down in the football stands for the next night's game.
"What's Diane wearing?"
Tracy had been on her best behavior with Diane since Paul's invitation. I hoped wasn't all an act, "Maybe we'll get you a nice strait jacket to match your attitu- Ow!"
Tracy's fingers dug into my right arm. "Shh!" she said as she tried to subtly motion in front of us.
"Nuumb seev," Tracy mumbled.
"What?" I was convinced this was it. Tracy had finally lost her mind.
"Nuuurnmmb seeevvv," Tracy moved her head forward somewhat violently.
"Are you having a seizure?" I asked.
She looked over at me and held up seven fingers.
Seven? Seven what?
Clearly frustrated with me, she leaned in. "Steve is number seven on my list." She motioned to the row in front of us, where Steve Powell had sat down with some friends.
I rolled my eyes.
Tracy beamed. "This is the year the list is finally going to work.
We have Paul tomorrow, and tonight. ."
I was praying she was kidding. in the first few days of school, the list that consisted of eight guys at McKinley was already down to four. Mark Dowd was crossed off for talking to Kathy Enrich too much in Trig, Eric Boyd had cut his hair too short, W. J. Ross had gotten a job at Tracy's least favorite fast-food restaurant, and Chris Miller committed the ultimate sin, dating Amy Gunderson over the summer. At this point, there wasn't going to even he a list by Homecoming.
"Say something." Tracy kept poking me. I was going to have a serious bruise.
"Um, okay. Do you know what Ryan's dad looks like?" I began to scan the crowd-I saw Ryan's mom, stepdad, and stepsister in the crowd, waving 60 RYAN! signs. I recognized all the parents around them; nobody looked like an older version of Ryan.
Tracy groaned. "What? Who cares? Say something to Steve —
get his attention."
All of a sudden, she burst out in over-the-top laughter, complete with slapping her knee. As she doubled over, she moved her knee so it hit Steve's shoulder.
"Oh, I'm so sorry." Tracy leaned forward and put her hand where her knee had been.
Steve turned around and smiled. "Hey, Tracy, don't worry about it."
"So how are classes going so far?" Tracy began.
I looked on as Tracy worked her "magic" on Steve. I was impressed by the way it seemed so effortless, even though I knew it wasn't. Every once in a while, she'd touch his arm when she was making a point and she'd laugh at pretty much everything he said. I was so entertained by her and Steve that I wasn't even watching the game.
"Hey, so are you guys going to Paul's tomorrow night?" Steve asked.
Tracy smiled. "Of course. You?"
Steve nodded. "Hey, is Diane going to go with you guys? I see that you've been hanging out with her at lunch the last couple of days."
Tracy glared at Steve, bolted up in her seat, and headed toward the aisle.
Steve looked at me. "What's with her?"
I shrugged my shoulders as I got up to find her. if I was keeping count correctly, there were now only three guys left on her list.




Chapter Eleven
I was ALMOST AFRAID TO LET Tracy drive the next night to Pauls house, for fear we'd be pulled over for Driving While Under the influence of a Boy. She was looking in the rearview mirror so often to check her makeup that you would've thought she was driving backward, not forward.
When we finally pulled up outside Pauls house, there were already cars lining the entire left side of the street. We could hear music blaring from inside. I had a bad feeling about this.
"How do I look?" Tracy asked for the twelfth time. I looked out the window and saw a couple of sophomore girls wearing tight jeans and tiny pieces of fabric that I could only assume were supposed to be shirts. I glanced down at my long-sleeved top and tan cords, feeling more and more unsure about all of this by the minute.
We got out of the car and walked to the house. Suddenly, some guy burst out of the front door, startling both me and Tracy as he ran toward the bushes and threw up.
Paul appeared in the doorway. "Dude, that is so not cool," then he started laughing and gesturing for people to come and watch.
Tracy cleared her throat, hoping that Paul would notice that she'd shown up.
It worked. "Hey, guys!
He motioned us to come inside, and I felt my heart start pounding. the odor of cigarette smoke stung my nose. My mom was going to kill me if she smelled cigarettes on me. And I didn't mean kill in a metaphoric way.
Paul grabbed a random plastic cup from the table in the hallway and took a swig. "Keg's in the kitchen. Help yourself," he instructed. then he vanished among the mass of bodies in the next room.
I glanced at the door, hoping we could make a quick getaway.
When I looked back, Tracy was already on her way toward the kitchen.
I hesitated, but began to follow her through the crowd of people. I scanned the room for familiar faces, but only recognized the standard football players and cheerleaders who Paul hung out with. Over in one corner were those two freshmen girls from the cafeteria, Missy and Ashley. Naturally, guys were all over them.
We reached the kitchen and saw the line for the keg. Tracy leaned in, and I couldn't make out what she was saying over the music blaring from the stereo in the living room. then she screamed, 'Are you going to drink?" I shook my head back and forth.
"Okay, good," she said.
I was glad to know Tracy still had some sense left in her.
"You can be the designated driver then!' On second thought..
My head started throbbing in time to the beat of the bass. As Tracy waited in line to get a beer, I tried to stand around like I belonged there, even though I felt so out of place, like I was on display.
"Woo! Who's gonna shotgun a beer with me?" Todd screamed as he entered the kitchen. "Margarita!" He came over and placed his arm around my shoulder. "My girl Margarita is here, all right! time for the partay to start!" He started doing what was probably supposed to be the robot, but he'd obviously already had one too many to pull off any dance moves.
Ryan came into the kitchen and looked a little concerned when he saw Todd grabbing me. "Hey, Todd, I think there are some freshmen girls in there wanting to hear all about your interception that got us into the Regionals last year."
Todd ran over and gave Ryan a high five. "that's awesome! I don't want to disappoint the ladies." He left the kitchen as Ryan shook his head. "thought you needed some saving," he said to me. "thanks, he's, ah.. "
"Wasted. I keep telling him that one of these days he's going to get caught. Coach Fredericks would kick us off the team if he caught any of us drinking," I nodded, but couldn't help notice that Ryan was also holding a cup. Was I going to have to drive everybody home?
"I have to admit, I'm a little surprised that you ended up coming," he said.
"Why? Am I such a loser that I wouldn't come to some stupid keg party?" I was taken aback at how defensive I sounded.
"No, no, not at all." Ryan held his hands up. "I didn't really think this was your kind of crowd. to tell you the truth, I'm relieved to see you. At least there's someone here who can talk about something other than sports or drinking or. . well, you know." I was sure he was referring to the breakup. He gave me a smile as he pointed to his cup, which was filled with a dark liquid. "I'm getting some more soda — do you want some?"
I nodded, thankful that I didn't have to do a keg stand to hang out with Ryan. He walked over to a counter and put some ice in a cup for me while Tracy returned from the keg line and started to drink.
"I can't believe how many girls are here," she said. "Well, wish me luck — I'm going to go find Paul," Before I could say anything, she had taken a deep breath and was out in the living room, "Do you want to get away from the noise?" Ryan screamed over the music. I nodded, and we walked out to the far side of the backyard and sat under a big willow tree.
"Hey, I've been meaning to ask you — did that list ever work with your parents?" Ryan asked.
"What list?"
He ran his fingers through his hair, "Top ten Reasons Penny Needs to Get a Car."
I couldn't believe he remembered that. "No, the list didn't work.
Not even with such gems as number six: Another venue to listen to Beatles music" "So, how often do you work at your dad's dentist office? it seems like every time I have a checkup, you're there."
"Oh, not that often. Just a few days a week — extra pocket money" I started to shiver, wishing I'd worn a sweater.
He took off his letter jacket. "Here, wear this." I took the jacket and put it on — it was way too big for me, but warm.
"So, did you and Diane have fun the other night?" he asked.
I looked down at the ground. talking to Ryan about Diane was making me uncomfortable. they seemed to talk a lot, but how was that possible? I usually pretended that any guy I had broken up with (or gotten dumped by) didn't exist anymore. Or, preferably, was dead.
"Yeah, um, is that weird for you?" I asked.
He studied me for a second. "I know that this might sound weird and I probably soundlike a big loser, but Diane has been such a huge part of my life the last few years. I cant imagine never speaking to her again. As much as people can't seem to grasp the concept, we re still friends."
"You better be careful — you might make Todd jealous.' I smiled at him.
He started to laugh. "Every year I keep thinking that Chesney will finally calm down, but he just keeps getting worse and worse." He shook his head. "You know, I probably shouldn't tell you this, but.
"
"What?" I asked, curious about what kind of gossip Ryan would have about Todd, "Have you heard of dibs? the guys on the team call dibs on girls they like so no other guy will go after her."
"Does the girl have any choice in this matter?" I asked. I guess it shouldn't have surprised me that guys did such a thing.
Ryan shook his head. "Hey, I'm still trying to figure all of this stuff out, too, you know."
"Uh-huh." I was so glad I didn't have to deal with this anymore.
"So, anyways, be careful with Todd,"
"Why? You know, besides the usual harassment."
Ryan uncurled his long legs and stretched them out next to me.
"Well, Todd, has a major crush on you and called dibs. And he can kind of be persistent when he has his mind set on something."
Oh?
Oh, Oh, no.
I stayed silent. Ryan looked at me expectantly. I tried to not look completely disgusted. this was the last thing I needed.
"Sorry," he said. "I probably shouldn't have told you that."
"No, that's okay" I assured him. "I guess I should've expected it.
Are there even any girls left in our class that he hasn't dated?"
Ryan shook his head. "You sell yourself short, Bloom.' I groaned. "Please — this is Todd, He's just… Can we not talk about Todd,?"
"Fair enough. What do you want to talk about?"
"Anything but Todd,"
We continued talking about everything but Todd, He told funny stories involving his summer job life guarding at the beach. I shared my theory that my mother was going to leave her job to stalk Paul McCartney full-time. We both pondered where Michael Bergman hung out between classes, since neither of us ever saw him at his locker, which was between ours. I also discovered that Ryan got freaked out whenever he would see my dad, because he didn't want to get in trouble for not flossing. (I stored that one away for future teasing.)
And then Ryan ruined it all by defaming my character.
"You're out of your mind," I protested, Ryan leaned his head back as he let out a laugh. "Oh, right — so you're going to deny that you're a Goody two-shoes?"
"First off," I began, "only a Goody two-shoes would use the expression 'Goody two-shoes! "
"Point taken," he replied. "But come on — don't think I didn't see what happened last year during locker inspections.
Oh, crap.
"I don't know what you're referring to," I lied.
Ryan sat up and leaned over so we were eye to eye. "You know."
I shrugged, "Really, Ryan. I mean, with a Goody two-shoes like me.. "
He bolted upright. "Okay, then answer me this: Were you or were you not concealing alcohol in your locker when Braddock came by for inspections last spring"?"
So not fair, "I technically wasn't hiding anything in my locker."
"Oh, really-?"
"Really."
He stared me down with a smug look on his face. He knew he had me busted.
"Yes, technically I didn't hide it."
"But there was alcohol in your locker."
I nodded. "But only because Michael put his coat in my locker at the last minute."
"And why did he do that?"
"Because he had a bottle of vodka in his jacket."
"And…"
I looked at Ryan in confusion — that was pretty much it. We had a surprise locker inspection near spring break, and Michael freaked out and shoved his jacket into my locker. I didn't even have a chance to say anything, as Braddock was inspecting Michael's locker with intensity. and then pretty much passed mine by.
"Oh, wait…"
Ryan's eyes sparkled. "You see."
"Oh my God, people do think I'm a Goody two-shoes!' "that's why he did it — he knew your locker would never get inspected." He started laughing as he playfully poked at my side.
"Yeah, but what about you?"
It was time for revenge.
"Oh, I'm a total badass." He couldn't even get the words out with a straight face.
"Right, I forgot. Exactly how many bad-a people are on Principal Braddock's kiss-up committee?"
Ryan's eyes narrowed. "Student Advisory Committee, thank you very much," "Oh, I'm sorry — I know how hard it must have been for you to earn all those brownie points to get in."
He gasped dramatically. "My entire life's goal has been to get into that committee. Don't you dare belittle it."
"Oh, I wouldn't want to upset you. Hmmm…" I got up to start surveying the ground near where we were sitting.
"What are you looking for?" Ryan asked.
"Your purse."
He quickly stood up, and before I knew it he had me flung over his shoulders.
"Put me down!" I screamed.
He laughed while he twirled me around in response.
It was only when I was back down on the ground, giggling while I regained my balance, that I saw Diane examining the scene before her.
"Hey, guys, urn.." Diane looked awkward enough for the three of us. "Penny, I've been trying to find you for the past half hour. I didn't even see you come in. I think you may want to come inside
— Tracy isn't feeling so hot."
Tracy!
I was a horrible friend. I had completely forgotten that she was inside drinking, I gave Ryan back his jacket as we followed Diane inside. She led me into a bathroom on the second floor where Tracy was lying on the tile floor, looking a light shade of green.
I bent down next to her and brushed her hair out of her face.
"What is she doing here?" Tracy pointed at Diane.
"Be nice." I started to help her off the floor.
"Watt." Ryan came in, washed out his cup, and filled it with water, "She's going to need this first."
Ryan, Diane, and I waited around in awkward silence for what seemed like ages while we forced Tracy to drink two cups of water. She stared at Diane the entire time.
"You aren't going to take her away from me," she slurred.
Diane began to reply but Ryan interrupted. "Okay, time to get you up and home."
"Stop!" Tracy pushed Ryan away. "I don't want Paul to know I'm a mess. I can walk out myself. I want to say goodbye first."
Diane gave me a weird look that I couldn't read. "I don't think that's a good idea, Tracy," she said. "Seriously — you should just make him wonder what happened to you, I might even let him know that you've had your share of guys hitting on you. . "
Tracy liked the thought of that and agreed to go quietly.
As we headed downstairs, we saw Todd, standing on the couch, dancing with his shirt off, "No way, Penny*'** he called out. "You can't leave!" He stumbled over and nearly knocked me to the floor. Ryan grabbed Todd, to steady him. Meanwhile, Diane was trying to hold Tracy up, but Tracy kept trying to push her away. this was a nightmare.
"Margreeeta," Todd, was slurring. "Margreeeeta, where've you been?"
"She was out in the back talking to me," Ryan replied.
Todd, pushed Ryan off of him. "God, Bauer! What, you need to.
you need to. . you can't. "
"I didn't do anything, Todd, Calm down." Ryan grabbed him again by the shoulders. "Penny and I are just friends. I'd never do anything with her. You should know me better than that!"
Yeah, and I should've known better than to have gone to this party. to make matters worse, Missy came running over. She threw her arms around Ryan and said, "Hey, sexy — I've been looking all over for you!' I took Tracy's hand and walked out to the car. Diane helped buckle her in as I adjusted the rearview mirror. Ryan came running over to the car (he somehow managed to escape from Missy's claws) and tapped on the window. I lowered it.
"Sorry about that. I didn't want to give him any reason to be more upset."
"It's fine," I started to fiddle with Tracy's radio.
"Are you mad?"
I took a deep breath, I didn't know what I was.
"No, I'm fine, really. this evening has been a complete disaster."
"Oh," he replied in a softer voice. "Well, I had fun."
"Well, good for you."
I turned on the engine and drove away.




Chapter Twelve
THINGS WERE A BIT AWKWARD the following morning. Tracy was hungover and miserable. Diane was coming over to talk, and I had a feeling it was about what she'd seen between me and Ryan.
"Hey, how's Tracy feeling?" Diane said as she entered my bedroom.
"Not so hot. She's in the shower now." I nodded toward the hallway. "there was no way I could've brought her home last night.
I was able to sneak her in!' Diane was looking around. "Wow, I forgot how cool your room is."
I looked around at the Beatles posters that lined my walls and the bulletin board full of old concert signs and ticket stubs. I guess it was pretty cool. Mostly it was just home.
"Well, I'm glad I have a few minutes alone with you, because there is something that I need to tell you!' Diane sat on my bed and looked nervous. "there's nothing going on between me and Ryan!' I blurted out.
"What?" Diane replied.
I started pacing my room. "I was so miserable when I got to the party, and when he suggested going outside and getting away from it all, I just went along with it, I mean, he's a guy, the enemy. Not to mention the guy who broke your heart. I would never — and I mean never — do anything with him."
Diane shook her head. "I know that. I was a little surprised when I saw the two of you." She laughed. "It was a little uncomfortable, but you two have always been friends. What I really wanted to talk to you about was Tracy. You see… I saw Paul kissing someone else at the party."
Uh-oh.
"I got there with Audrey and Pam, and I needed to go to the bathroom. So I went upstairs, and I walked in on him. ."
Tracy was definitely going to kill the messenger for this one.
I lay down on my bed. "this is going to be ugly!' I warned Diane.
"She was really hoping he was going to ask her out."
Diane shifted uncomfortably and started playing with the frayed end of one of my bed pillows.
"Much better!" Tracy came barging into my room with a towel on her head and collapsed onto the bed. "Okay, time to figure out what we're going to do about the complete ass I made out of myself. I don't think Paul is ever going to ask me out now."
Diane and I stared at each other, not sure what to say.
Tracy looked exhausted. "Okay, okay. I know, guys, and I'm so sorry."
What exactly did she know?
"First." She turned to Diane. "I'm sorry I was rude to you. I've been trying to be a good and understanding friend. And I know, I know… I shouldn't have had any beer but I gave into peer pressure. I've turned into a sad after-school special, blah, blah, blah. ," Tracy covered her face with her hands, "Just please don't tell me that Paul ended up hooking up with one of those freshman girls."
Diane looked at me. "No, he didn't. ,"
Tracy sat up a little too quickly, so she had to lie back down, curling up on her side and propping her head up with her hand. "that's great. I thought I really blew it. .," Silence. I looked over at Diane and saw the look of pure panic in her face.
Tracy wrinkled her eyebrows. "Watt, what's going on?" She looked at the two of us. "What aren't you guys telling me? Did Paul hook up with somebody last night?"
Diane looked at me and I shrugged my shoulders. I wanted to know who it was. Especially since that girl needed to be put into protective custody once Tracy found out.
Before Diane could even say anything, Tracy rolled onto her stomach and put a pillow over her head. "I knew it Why would he be interested in me?"
I yanked the pillow off her. "Tracy, that's ridiculous. I've told you time and time again that a guy would be lucky to have someonelike you in his life."
She rolled her eyes, "What to the evs — I want Paul Why doesn't he like me? Am I fat?"
"Tracy! Stop that!"
"What then?" I could see tears starting to form in the corners of her eyes. "tell me what it is and I'll change it — my hair, my eye color, my clothes, my personality. What is it about me that he doesn't like?"
Diane hesitantly moved toward Tracy and put her hand on Tracy's shoulder. "it's none of those things. it's something you cant fix."
Tracy sniffled and turned around to face us. "What does that mean?"
"It means that you're not a guy," Diane said. "I walked in on him and Kevin Parker kissing!' Oh. My. God.
Tracy sat up and wiped the tears away.
"What?" She looked confused. "Who?"
Diane shifted uncomfortably. "Paul Levine and Kevin Parker."
Tracy stared at the ground, "You're telling me that numbers one and three on my list were making out? And that Kevin Parker, superstar jock who I've worshipped for years, is gay?"
Diane looked scared. "I only know what I saw."
"Well!' Tracy started shaking her head. "Well, I guess that explains it."
I was confused. "Explains what?"
"that everybody in school has had a boyfriend, except for me.
Even Kevin frickin' Parker has a boyfriend!" Tracy started to laugh. "Oh, this is so priceless. I mean, I'm running out of guys to even put on a list, let alone date!" Tracy's smile began to fade.
"I'm such a freak."
I tried to protest, but Tracy cut me off. "Mike always has a girlfriend — he hooked up with some Michelle chick last weekend at some stupid freshman party and now they're dating.
Michael and Michelle," She rolled her eyes again. "Puke!* "See, Tracy, this is exactly why I've given up boys entirely." I pretended to wipe my hands clean. "Done. Moving on. Not worth the trouble."
And as if Nate could tell I was trying to move on, my cell phone went off t peered at it with hesitation.
Tracy got up. "this is ridiculous." She flipped open my phone and read the text, "I can't believe U R being so childish. is he serious?
What a jerk."
Tracy's fingers started working my phone.
"What are you doing?" I asked in panic. "Just delete it."
"No — I'm telling him what's what."
My stomach dropped.
I got up and tried to grab the phone from Tracy, but she hit send and snapped it shut.
"Done. there's no harm in me telling him to go to hell, is there?"
My phone started to ring. Of course it was him. When it stopped ringing, Tracy opened it back up and started pressing buttons. 'I'm changing his name to Jackass' and putting his ringer and indicator to silence. Maybe that will shut him up."
"Ah, thanks," I finally managed to get out. Why couldn't Tracy bounce back like that when guys treated her like crap?
Diane smiled. "See, Tracy — it's pretty obvious that dating guys gives you nothing but a headache. it's so stupid — I know a couple of girls in cheerleading that are dating guys just because they want to have a date for Homecoming." Diane looked up at me. "Hey, Penny, could we go to Homecoming together?"
"What?" I was still looking at my phone.
"Homecoming, you. . me?"
"Ok Oh! Hells, yeah!"


"Seriously," Tracy said as she got up and put my phone in my desk drawer, "I mean seriously, you guys are going to Homecoming together?"
I turned my attention back to the Club. "Of course!" I replied. "this is what the Club is all about. We don't need dates to have fun."
"Oh, I love it!" Diane got up and started doing her little cheerleaderly clap. "And, I'm totally going to buy you roses on Valentines Day. I'm going to make all those stupid boys jealous!"
She gave me a wink.
Tracy groaned and put her head underneath a pillow.
"Tracy, I'm really sorry about this, and I know you aren't happy with the Club, but try to see it my way."
Tracy emerged from the pillow. "No," she said, "I'm groaning because I'm totally giving in. Happy? is your club ready for a third member?"
I hesitated. As much as I wanted her to be part of this, I wanted her to do it because she believed in it, not because she felt left out.
"Are you sure?"
She nodded. "Yes. I mean, hey, it isn't really going to change anything for me, when you think about it."
Diane gave Tracy a hug. and, surprisingly, Tracy didn't punch her in the face.
I guess this could've been considered a pretty good start. "to the Lonely Hearts Club!" I stuck out my hand and Tracy and Diane followed. "the Lonely Hearts Club!"
I ran over to my stereo and blasted the Beatles.
Tracy danced over to me. "So, if I have to pretend to be a Beatle, can I be Yoko?"
She knew how to egg me on so bad. I leaned over, grabbed a pillow from my bed, and threw it at her. it hit her perfectly in the face. "Hey.'" Tracy chased after me as I dodged her pillows. it took Diane a few minutes to decide what to do, so Tracy took advantage of her indecisiveness and landed a pillow blow right to her abdomen.
Diane looked at Tracy in complete shock.
"Your little pom-poms aren't gonna do you any good here, Monroe," Tracy taunted. With that, Diane jumped over my desk chair and bombarded Tracy with an assault of cushions until my bedroom was destroyed.
When Diane finally caught her breath, she said, "You have to admit — this Club definitely isn't going to be boring."
Tracy rolled over on her stomach. "And we haven't even gotten to the sacrificing of live goats — and guys — yet!"




Chapter Thirteen
TRIED TO GET MY BOOKS for Spanish class as quickly as possible on Monday morning, wondering how I'd be able to avoid Todd, even though we were conversation partners.
"Chesney!" I heard Ryan call out.
Great.
I felt an arm wrap around my shoulders. I looked up to see Todd, smiling. "Hey there, Margarita — how killer was Saturday night?"
I smiled weakly at him.
"You totally should've stayed longer."
"Oh, yeah," Ryan replied with a smirk. "What did she miss}" Todd, looked down at the floor as if he was genuinely trying to remember. "that's what I thought." Ryan smiled and gave me a wink. "Good luck, Penny."
Ryan headed to class, shaking his head.
Todd, still had his arm around my shoulder, and I picked up my stride to step out of it, "Whoa, slow down!" Todd, put his arm around my waist. "Your boy is still recovering from the weekend."
"Um, I actually have to talk to Senora Coles before class starts about., urn, something." I took his hand off my waist and practically ran to class.
I wondered if it would've been too subtle to wear a T-shirt that said thank you for your interest, but I am no longer dating.
I knew Todd, wasn't a huge fan of reading, but he did like to stare at my shirts.
"I have sort of a weird question to ask," Morgan said to me as we walked to Bio.
"Um, okay?"
"Have you ever asked a guy out?"
"No, why?"
She slowed down. "Well, I'm interested in somebody, but he's a little shy, so I don't think he'd ever make the first move."
"Oh." So much for asking Morgan to join the Club. "Im not really the best person to talk to about guys. I've sorta given them up after, well, you know."
"Oh, right. Sorry." She bit her bottom lip. "that's okay. Who's the guy?" I asked as we walked into class.
Morgan motioned to the boy sitting in the first row of the room.
I saw senior Tyson Bellamy hunched over his chair, his hair covering his face as he furiously wrote something in his notebook.
"Isn't he cute?" Morgan blushed. Tyson looked up toward the front of the room with an intense look on his face.
Even if I were interested in guys, Tyson really wasn't my type —
long black hair, super skinny, vintage rock T-shirts. Basically, he had the whole mysterious rocker thing down to a science. Besides the fact that he was a pawn for the devil (being a guy and all), he seemed right for Morgan, who was a total punk-rock fanatic. She was one of my few friends who understood the cultural importance of the Beatles.
"Would you go to one of his concerts with me on Friday?"
I wasn't in the mood to play matchmaker, but after all the drama with Tracy at last week's football game, I didn't mind having an excuse to not go to this week's away game, "Sure — but, Morgan, I'm not going to be a good wing girl."
She laughed. "But you're my concert buddy. You have to go with me. We don't even have to talk to any guys. Just listen to the music. then we can leave."
Sounded like the perfect night to me.
"So, are we going to have rules for the anti-guy Club?" Tracy asked at lunch.
"It's called the Lonely Hearts Club!' I reminded her.
"Uh-huh. And are we going to have to wear matching T-shirts or chastity belts or something? I can't watt to see that logo."
"Tracy — " "I think having rules or guidelines or a mantra of some sort would be fun," Diane chimed in, interrupting what could've been the Club's first official fight.
Since the weather was still nice, we'd decided to eat outside. I leaned against a big oak tree as I ate my apple.
Tracy sat up. "Oh, please, let me write the rules. it'll be so much fan!"
"Fine," I said. "Do what you want.," Tracy grabbed her notebook and started writing some suggestions. I leaned back against the trunk of the tree and closed my eyes, "All right, I'll put together a draft and present it at our official meeting on Saturday night!' Tracy yammered. "Sound good, boss?"
What had I gotten myself into?
"Hey, guys — what's going on?" Morgan asked as she and Kara joined us.
"It's our new Club," I said.
Kara looked at Tracy's notebook. "the Lonely Hearts Club?"
"the three of us have decided to not date the idiot boys at this school… or any school for that matter." I smiled.
Morgan's eyes got wide, "You weren't kidding about having a ban on boys?"
"Nope!"
"I don't get it" Kara said.
"There really isn't much to get," I explained. "I've just had it with guys. they've done nothing but cause me, and my friends, problems."
Diane and Tracy nodded.
"So you really aren't going to date, ever?"
"Not ever, just not while I'm here."
"Oh." Kara looked down at her water. With the way she'd been treated by guys like Todd, in the past, you would've thought she'd understand.
Morgan stared at me. "Do you hate me for wanting to go to the concert?"
"No, not at all," I promised her. "I just meant that I wasn't the right person to encourage you to go on a date with anybody, since I'm pretty sure Tyson is probably the spawn of Satan."
"What's wrong with Tyson?" Morgan got defensive.
"Well, he's a guy. ."
Tracy spoke up. "I think they get the point, Pen."
"Hey, Tracy," Jen Leonard called out from the next tree over.
"What are you guys talking about? if you're bashing guys, I've got some stories for you."
Tracy motioned her over. "Join us, my friend. Let our leader Penny show you the way." Tracy…
Jen and Amy Miller, both fellow juniors who I'd been friendly with since grade school, came over. they were inseparable best friends who on the surface seemed very different. Jen was the jock, captain of most of the girls teams, and could be a little intense, while Amy was very preppy and usually had a dress or blazer on, like she was going to work in an office instead of going to school, Tracy excitedly filled them in on the details of the Club. Morgan and Kara just stayed silent the entire time. I'm sure they were probably wondering what they'd gotten themselves into.
"Watt!' Amy asked. "I thought you mentioned today in Art that you're going shopping for Homecoming dresses. Who are you going to Homecoming with?"
"Were going with each other," I explained. "We figure it will be a lot more fun than going with guys who will ditch us to talk about whatever it is that guys talk about!' "Jock itch!' Tracy offered with a smirk.
Both Amy and Jen looked at each other. Amy then looked at us and said, "that sounds cool to me. . can I join?"
"Amy!" Jen protested. "Are you seriously going to decide to not date for the next two years, just like that?"
Amy flipped her long, wavy black hair. "Please, this is such an easy decision. I've had it with all these guys at school, especially after what Brian Reed did to me in seventh grade."
Tracy and I exchanged confused looks.
"What did Brian do?" I asked.
Amy's eyes widened. "You mean you don't remember? ' I shook my head.
She sighed. "Well, it was a while ago. But I always think about it because nothing has changed with guys since then. I mean, they're so juvenile."
"What happened?" Kara rejoined the conversation.
Amy sat up. "Well, Brian and I were dating — and I use the term dating loosely. He'd walk me home from school every once in a while, and then on Friday nights we'd go to the arcade where I watched him play video games. One day, out of the blue, he walks up to me at lunch and in front of everybody, he says, 'Roses are red. Violets are blue. Garbage gets dumped, and now so have you.' All of the stupid jerks at the jock table just sat there and laughed."
"Oh, watt, I do remember that," Diane said softly. "Brian can be such a jerk."
"I was traumatized all year. All the dumb jocks threw trash at me when I walked by. I still to this day have no idea what I did to deserve that. And then the other day, Brian had the nerve to talk to me, as if he hadn't completely humiliated me and ruined my entire seventh grade."
Jen rubbed Amy's shoulder. "I had no idea it still upset you so much."
"I was twelve — it totally traumatized me," Amy replied, "And believe me, I'm over it now. But that started my disastrous experiences with guys. the other stories aren't even worth repeating. I'm more than happy to banish these idiots from my memory."
Jen looked at Amy in shock. "But…"
Amy put her hand up to silence Jen. "Please — look at you!
You've gotten screwed over more than I have."
"No, I-" "Josh Fuller."
At the sound of Josh's name, Jen sank down on the lawn.
"Who's Josh Fuller?" Diane asked as she patted Jen's knee.
Jen ran her hands through her short blond hair. "He's the guy who broke my heart. We both coached basketball at park and rec this summer, and he., "
"He jerked her around," Amy finished. "He flirted with her constantly, led her on, even took her out on a date — and then he just stopped. He continued with the flirting, but there never was a second date. instead, he would parade a different bimbo around the park every week, then tell Jen how hot she was. He just — " "Enough," Jen said. "they get the point." She shook her head. "It's so stupid, but I hadn't really met a guy who I really clicked with before, and it all seemed to be there with him. It was too good to be true."
I nodded, knowing exactly how Jen felt.
I started to feel a surge of energy, "Come on, Jen, join us," I said.
"We don't need them, do we?"
Jen smiled. "We sure as hell don't."
"Nice!" Diane nodded in approval. "We are up to five members.
Kara? Morgan?"
Both Kara and Morgan had spent the last few minutes in silence.
"Um, I have a date to Homecoming…" Kara said, looking down at her uneaten lunch. "Ah.."
"that's okay…" Diane offered.
'And, ah." Morgan was clearly uncomfortable, "I'm sorry guys, I just need to. ," "No worries, seriously," I assured them. "I understand it's a lot.
When you're ready, we'll be here."
Knowing the guys at our school, I didn't think it would take that long for them to decide to join us.




Chapter Fourteen
THANK GOD TODD, CHESNEY sucked at Spanish.
He'd been trying to hit on me and ask me to Homecoming all week, but since his Spanish was so bad, I just looked at him, confused, and pretended that I didn't know what he was talking about. And since Todd, was so bad in class, he believed me.
Just before the bell rang on Thursday morning, I started my usual routine of grabbing my books and running out of class.
"Whoa, hold up, Margarita," Todd, grabbed my arm before I got a chance to dash into the hallway.
"Huh?" I tried to sound surprised.
"I need to talk with you." Todd, followed me into the hallway. "So I was thinking. ."
Oh, this was going to be bad.
"… that you and I should, ya know, go to Homecoming together," He stopped in the middle of the hallway and looked at me.
Although he was a few inches taller than me and was who-knew-how-many-pounds bigger, he looked a little timid. it almost made me feel bad enough to say yes. Almost "Oh, wow, Todd, wow." I tried to sound surprised, "I actually have plans for Homecoming already."
"Who are you going with?" A hard edge seeped into his voice.
"Bauer?"
"Ryan? No, why would you — never mind." that threw me off "Every chick in this school is watting around for Bauer to ask her to Homecoming. He better ask someone ASAP." He folded his arms, looking impatient.
"Uh-huh. Well, see, I'm not going with a guy. I'm going with some friends, that's all," "Why would you want to do that?" He looked confused. "You know what, Penny — if you don't want to go with me you should just say so," "No, it's not that, I really am — " "Whatever." Todd, walked away.
Well, that went well.
Despite Todd's reaction, for the first time since I'd been in high school, I was looking forward to Homecoming. Anytime I got asked who I was going with, I'd tell the truth, not caring if people thought it was weird that a bunch of girls were going together.
"Hey there, stranger — have you forgotten where your locker is?"
Ryan said to me after class.
"Yeah, well, I just. ."
"It's okay. I understand."
I had no idea what he was supposed to be understanding. I'd been avoiding my locker so I wouldn't have to deal with Todd,
I got back to fishing my books out of my locker, but Ryan wasn't going anywhere. "So, Todd, told me what happened."
I turned around and leaned my back against my locker. "How much does he hate me?"
Ryan moved so his head was leaning next to mine. "It's not that bad. I told him that you really are going with a bunch of girls.
Sorry" "Why should you be sorry?"
A smile spread across his face. "Well, I think he may start hitting on you again once Homecoming is over."
"Oh."
"Anyways, you should be the one apologizing to me."
"For what?"
Ryan opened his backpack and started putting things into his locker. He was pretending not to hear me.
"Hey." I kicked his leg gently. "What did I do? I mean, I can't imagine what it could be, since I'm such a Goody two-shoes and all. .."
"It would've been nice to warn Chesney that you were off the market."
"Oh, nice, 'off the market.' I know Todd, sees me as a piece of meat, but I expect a little more from you," I teased.
"I just can't believe I have to find out everything about you from Diane."
"What exactly did Diane tell you?"
He looked confused. "That you guys are going to Homecoming together. is there something else?"
I shook my head. "No, nothing else. that's it."
Friday night I headed with Morgan to Tyson's concert. I'd never felt so out of place. I surveyed the room and all I saw were piercing, black eyeliner, and dirty hair. Everybody had a look on their face like they'd rather be somewhere else.
Well, I might've had one thing in common with them.
Morgan grabbed my arm. "I think we should go to the front, not too close, but close enough."
We maneuvered our way toward the front of the auto mechanic shop that was doubling as the concert venue. I didn't think we'd have a problem with Tyson seeing Morgan; there were only thirty other people there. Morgan reached in her purse and applied another coat of red lipstick. there was movement toward the front as the band took the stage: Pete Vaughn sat behind the drum set and started twirling his sticks; Brian Silverman and Trent Riley stepped on stage with their respective instruments, guitar and bass; and Tyson came storming out with his guitar. Immediately, the band launched into the Clash's "London Calling." I was surprised at how Tyson, so shy in class, dominated the stage. He moved with the music, worked the crowd, and held himself like a seasoned pro. And the music wasn't half bad. the song ended and everybody started to cheer.
"All right.'" Tyson grabbed the microphone. "Enough with the covers. We got a new song we re gonna play for you tonight. So give it up.'" those were the most words I had ever heard him speak.
"Oh, I can't watt to hear their new stuff- Tyson writes all of the songs." Morgan looked on like a lovesick puppy.
Tyson started playing a few power chords. His long hair was in his eyes as he bobbed his head back and forth. the rest of the band came in and I found myself now moving to the music. there was something intense about the beat. I looked around and saw everybody moving their heads to the bass.
As he sang his lyrics into the microphone, I was surprised at his voice — so clear, powerful, and, in a way, beautiful. the lyrics were a lot deeper than I would've guessed.
Tyson closed his eyes and reached out his hand to the crowd.
"You are the shadow that haunts me, the vision of who I want to be" Despite the fact that Tyson was a guy, I started to wonder if I'd had him wrong. Not the part about him being the scum of the earth because he was male. But besides his being a boy, I'd always been so quick to dismiss Tyson all these years. Had I allowed the way he looked and his timid behavior to overshadow what was becoming increasingly obvious?
Tyson Bellamy wasn't a punk wannabe — he was a musical prodigy.
After the band finished its last song, Morgan turned to me and said, "A promise is a promise — we can leave."
We started to exit, but there was a cluster of people in front of us.
I decided to maneuver over to the side of the stage to get to the exit, then tripped over an amp cord.
"Are you okay?" A hand grabbed me to steady my balance, I looked up. "Yeah. thanks, Tyson. Great show."
"thanks, Penny," he said with a bit of a smile. "I was a little nervous when I saw you were here."
Really?
"Really?"
"Yeah." I could see him blushing behind his hair. "I mean, you're named after a song from the greatest rock band of all time."
"Oh." I laughed. "Um, you know Morgan, right?" I motioned to Morgan, who was trying to hide behind me. So much for me not being the wing girl.
"Yeah, hi," Tyson said and looked down at the floor.
"Hi," Morgan replied, also looking down.
"Um, so do you guys practice here?" I asked, trying to make things less awkward.
Tyson nodded his head, "Yeah, at night." He didn't look up.
"Uh-huh, well that's. . interesting."
Morgan nudged me.
"Um, well, good talking to you. ."
Tyson nodded his head and peeked up for just an instant to smile.
"I'm going to die" Morgan screamed as we left the garage. "That was so embarrassing. Could he have shown any less interest in me?"
"He's just shy!' I said, only half sure that was it.
Morgan opened the doors to her car and we got in, "Penny, do you know how long I've had a crush on Tyson?"
I shook my head.
"Since freshman year. two years. And finally I decided that this year I would do something about it. He's a senior, so time is running out. But it's so obvious he doesn't care." Morgan put her head on the steering wheel. "I'm so embarrassed."
"You've nothing to be embarrassed about. You don't need Tyson to — " I cut myself off I didn't want to have a reenactment of our lunch from earlier in the week, "I don't need to what?" Morgan looked at me expectedly.
"You don't need him."
Morgan nodded slowly. "You're right — I don't. I've already wasted so much time on him." She sighed. "Hey, got room for one more in your club?"
I smiled. "Of course. You free tomorrow night?"




Chapter Fifteen
"YOU GIRLS TRY TO BEHAVE yourselves tonight," Dad said as he put on his coat Saturday night. "Now, Penny Lane, were only going to be gone for a couple hours. No boys."
I tried not to laugh. if only they knew.
My parents were on their way to dinner, while Tracy and I were in the middle of getting all of the important provisions ready for our first official Lonely Hearts Club meeting — potato chips, dip, soda, pizza, and a selection of cheesy comedy movies.
"Don't worry, Dr. Bloom — if Paul or Ringo stop by, we will be the perfect hostesses," Tracy loved the fact that my parents were so
… not normal. "thank you, Tracy," Mom replied. "We know you will" She kissed me on the cheek before she headed out.
"Why do you encourage them?" I asked Tracy.
"Because it drives you crazy," the doorbell rang — to the tune of "Love Me Do," of course.
"Let the festivities begin!" Tracy declared.
I'd been looking forward to this meeting all week. Just us girls, hanging out. But, part of me hoped that maybe, just maybe, it would end up being something bigger than that.
Once Tracy, Diane, Jen, Amy, Morgan, and I settled into the basement, got comfortable in the sofas, and started munching on chips, Tracy stood up and passed out a piece of paper to each of us.
I looked down and saw the Official Guidelines of Penny Lanes Lonely Hearts Club.
"Hey" I protested. "this isn't just MY Club..!' Tracy threw a chip at me, "Just read it, will you!"
The Official Guidelines of Penny, Lanes Lonely, Hearts Club Heretofore are thy official rules for members of "Penny Lane's Lonely Hearts Club." All members must agree to such terms or thy membership shall be struck from thy record.
1. All members agree to stop dating men (or, if referring to the male population at McKinley High, "little boys") for the rest of thy high school existence. Whether or not said members want to date after high school, they choose to proceed at their own risk. Failure to adhere to this, the most sacred rule, will result in the highest punishment allowed by law — streaking through the halls at McKinley after lunch, 2. Members will attend all couple events together as a group, including, but not limited to, Homecoming, Prom, parties, and other couply events, despite possibly being labeled as freaks and getting jealous looks from guys who wish we were their hot dates, but instead have to settle for some lame wannabe.
3. Saturday night is the official meeting night of Penny Lane's Lonely Hearts Club. Attendance is mandatory. Exceptions are for family emergencies and bad hair days only.
4. Members must be supportive of their friends, despite bad choices in clothing, hair, and/or music.
Violators of the rules are subject to membership disqualification, public humiliation, vicious rumors, and possible beheading.
I loved it. Granted, it was a little melodramatic in places (typical Tracy), but, all in all, it worked, Jen looked at the list and let out a sigh. "Ever since you told me about the Club, I've been thinking about all the drama that has happened in my life because of boys. I mean, I recently found out that last year three of the guys on the boys' basketball team had a bet on who could deflower me. How stupid is that?" Jen rolled her eyes, "Yeah, unfortunately Jon Cart took that privilege away from me last year," Amy shook her head. "if only I could get those forty-five seconds of my life back," "WHAT?!" Tracy practically screamed.
Amy covered her mouth. "Yeah, hate to break it to you, but losing it isn't that much fun."
Tracy looked disappointed. "Not that I'll ever get to know." She wrapped her arms around herself and pretended to sulk, "Stupid Club."
"Yeah, and in the continuing tradition of guys being total jerks to me for no reason, literally the second after it was over, he completely lost interest in me."
"Typical!' Jen agreed.
"Everything you see in the movies and on television is such crap.
I did not see fireworks, and there was no sweeping symphony playing in my head." Amy glanced over at Diane. 'Although I'm sure with you and Ryan, there was probably candlelight and rose petals."
Diane blushed. "Um, not exactly."
I wasn't really sure I wanted to hear this.
"Please tell me there were at least silk sheets?" Amy said.
Diane said something, but her voice was so low it wasn't really audible.
"Um, maybe we should change the subject?" I suggested.
Diane looked around at all of us and smiled. "It's okay. it's just that. . I'm a virgin," "YOU'RE A WHAT?" Tracy screamed and jumped off the couch.
Diane just shrugged her shoulders.
No, Way.
She and Ryan were together for so long, they were practically married. Well, maybe those jokes about married people not having sex were true.
"Seriously!" Tracy screamed.
Diane nodded. "Seriously," "Wow."
After an awkward pause, Diane got up and walked over to Tracy. "thank you, Tracy," she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. "thank you for thinking all this time that I was a huge slut."
Tracy shrugged her shoulders. "Hey, judging my friends is what I'm here for."
"Penny, can we please put some music on so we can drown her out?" Diane smiled at me.
"Yeah, like any speaker could do that," Tracy countered.
I couldn't have agreed with Diane more. I already knew the perfect song to blast.
What else?
"Come together."
"You really don't have to worry about cleaning up," I said to Diane after everybody else had left. I washed out a few soda cans that needed to be recycled.
"Well, I wanted to ask you something."
I sat down at the kitchen table next to her.
She shifted uncomfortably. "Do you think it's weird?"
"the Club?"
"No, no. that Ryan and I never.. "
"Um, well, I guess I just assumed…
She looked down at the floor. "Yeah, I know. it's just, . can I tell you something?"
I nodded.
"I've never told anybody this before, but we tried to once. Last New Year's we were going to — we had it all planned out. My parents were staying the night in the city so we went back to my room after Todd's party and we did have candles and he did buy me roses.. " Diane laughed. "I guess we were so predictable." Her smile slowly vanished, and she sat still for a while.
I nodded sympathetically thoughts of my embarrassing, disastrous evening with Nate started to flood back to me.
"I remember that I was so sure of Ryan, that we would be together forever. Everything was so romantic, so perfect, and then
. I freaked out. We aren't talking a few nerves — I completely lost it. We didn't even get that far — most of our clothes were still on —
but I just started crying. Ryan immediately sat up and turned the lights on. He looked so concerned, which made me feel worse.
"I still don't understand what happened. I guess I panicked. We spent that night just lying together, him holding me as I cried.
After that night, things were different between us. I think Ryan was worried that he'd done something wrong, so he never tried going that far again. We were both so embarrassed that neither one of us ever talked about it. We hardly did anything the last couple months we dated. that's why it's been so easy for us to stay friends, because that's what we ended up being, in the end.
. just friends."
Diane looked sad for a moment, then looked up at me and smiled weakly. "Everybody wants to know what happened, why did the perfect couple break up? I think that evening was the beginning of the end for us. Not because we were going to have sex, but because I think we both realized that we were forcing ourselves to be something that neither of us wanted."
Diane looked at me and shrugged. "I'm tired of doing things for other people or because it's expected of me, I'm not going to do it any longer."
"Good for you."
Diane smiled at me. "there's something else I want you to know."
I leaned forward, wondering what could possibly come next, "After football season, I'm. quitting cheerleading."
this might have been even more of a surprise than the news about her and Ryan. "Really?"
"Yep, and I'm trying out for the basketball team. I'm doing this for me." Her face lit up and I could tell that she meant every word.
"Oh, Diane." I was practically speechless.
My head raced with all the information from the evening — this was only our first official meeting and already so many of us were changing and so many secrets had been revealed.
I was sure that over time only more would come out.
Maybe even a few secrets of my own.





Chapter Sixteen
OUR FIRST OFFICIALS CLUB OUTING was the following Saturday, to go Homecoming dress shopping together. I was extra excited because Rita was home from Northwestern and was going to be the excursion's honorary member.
But first we had to survive dinner with my parents on Friday night.
"Oh, it's so good to have my babies home," Mom kept saying.
I tried to ignore her, surveying the menu at our family's favorite restaurant, the Wilderness. (I never understood what was so wild about a family restaurant attached to a shopping center.) the waiter came over to take our order, and I looked down so Rita could be the first one to order. She was always a lot braver with our parents than I was.
"Yes, I'll have the filet mignon with the garlic mashed potatoes!' she said, looking directly at Mom, daring her.
"Rita. ." Mom said with deep disapproval.
Rita took her napkin off her plate and put it on her lap. "Mother, young girls need their protein. Penny, what are you having?"
the waiter looked over at me, obviously confused. I just smiled as I ordered a cheeseburger — medium rare.
Mom started in, her big brown eyes, exactly like mine, narrowing as she locked in on Rita. "Rita. Penny Lane…" Oh, great, I was in trouble, too. "You know how we respect your decision to eat what you like, but I would really like for you to just try to understand where your father and I are coming from."
"See, Mom, I know where you're coming from." Rita made a grand gesture as she held out her hands. "I know what Paul would do in a situation like this, but I am not Paul McCartney. I'm Rita Bloom, and I choose meat. Lois of meat."
While most people become vegetarian for health or ethical reasons, Mom and Dad had done it simply because Paul McCartney led them there.
Sensing the tension at the table, Dad turned to me. "So, Penny Lane, what plans do you have with your big sister this weekend?"
I was about ready to tell him about the shopping trip when Rita interrupted with "I'm so excited because I get to meet Penny's club."
Uh-oh.
"You've joined a club, honey! that's great," Mom said as she took a sip of her water.
"Yes, what kind of club, kiddo?" Dad leaned in, interested.
"Well, urn, it's not really an official club." I threw daggers at Rita with my eyes. this was so humiliating. What was I supposed to say? See, Mom and Dad I'm sick of boys because your best friend's son was an ass so I decided to have my friends join together and forget about boys entirely.
"Penny started it. It's called the Lonely Hearts Club," Rita chimed in.
"Oh, oh, Penny Lane, that's so, so wonderful!" Mom put her hand up to her chest, thrilled that I'd named something after the Beatles, although she had no idea what the Club stood for. I could've started a club called the Yellow Submariners that went out in the ocean and clubbed baby seals and they still would've been proud.
"Kiddo, it's so great you're taking an interest in your heritage. Goo goo g'joob.'" Dad beamed.
My heritage? My great-grandfather on my fathers side was from England, true, but nowhere near Liverpool. And Mom's family was from Germany.
"Do you even want to know what the club is about?" I said. "Some friends and I have decided to stop dating guys… at least until were out of McKinley."
Dads eyes lit up. "Penny Lane, that is the best idea for a club!"
Mom looked thoughtful for a minute before she said anything.
"Penny Lane, is there a reason why you are doing this?"
My heart started beating quickly. She knew. I shook my head.
"Not really. there were a lot of factors, I guess. But I'm just sick of my friends getting hurt.. "
"Well, again, Penny Lane, this is just super." Dad reached across the table and grabbed my hand. "I want you to know that I'm more than willing to move more tables into the basement when this really takes off. to think that our baby girl has started a Beatles Club!"
"It's not a Beatles Club!" I pulled my hand away. He winked at me.
"Well, a father can dream, cant he?" Mom sat silently at the table.
I wasn't sure what she was making of all of this. But she didn't say a word when the food came and Rita and I dove into our red meat and enjoyed every bite.
It was strange. I'd been to countless dances and semiformal events since grade school. But this was the first time I'd been dress shopping with a group of friends. it really cemented the importance of the Club, and how much fun we could have without guys. I did think the salespeople were a little annoyed at having six teenage girls running around the dress section screaming at each other, but it didn't take long for Rita to take control.
"On a scale of hotness, you rate at scorching, baby!" she said to Amy as she walked out of the dressing room in a black dress.
As I watched, my sister grabbed her cell phone and started to mimic a cheesy game show host. "Next up, we have Amy Miller, wearing a black satin dress. Notice the beaded detail on the cap sleeve and the Empire waist to accentuate her ample bosom, . "
Amy blushed, did a little twirl, and curtsied. the door opened to the dressing room next door. "Are you ready for me?" Tracy asked as she walked out for us to all admire her dress., whatever it was.
We all stared. Tracy was wearing what was best described as a smock — a hideous, floral smock that even my grandmother wouldn't have been caught dead wearing. Tracy strutted down the hallway to the three-way mirror. "Hey, Pen, I thought I would get the wardrobe ready for when were old maids." She smiled as she took the smock off to reveal a red silk fitted dress with a red sequined belt underneath. She looked amazing. "Come on, Rita —
what's my hotness rating?"
"Red hot all the way!"
Tracy did a little clap and jumped up and down. I noticed that she was behaving more and more like Diane every day.
She would've killed me if I'd told her that.
"Looks like you've all got your dresses," Rita said as we inspected one another's choices. Diane had found a pink flapper dress, Jen had a classic strapless black dress, and Morgan was wearing an Empire-waist red silk dress, while I'd chosen a black dress with a halter top and fitted lace skirt.
We lined up in front of the mirrors for a full view.
"You know, "said Jen. "I like that I found a dress for me. it always been about whether he'll like it enough — " "Yeah, "said Amy. "Like it enough to take it off."
Jen smiled. "I really feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders."
Diane nervously bit her lip. "I know, especially since I can concentrate on other things. Actually, that's where I need your help, Jen. I've decided to quit cheerleading after Homecoming.. and try out for the basketball team."
there were a couple of gasps. Rita started applauding.
"Holy crap!" Tracy exclaimed. "Diane! You're.."
Diane blushed and looked down.
"., going to completely kick ass!"
Diane lit up. "You think?"
"Hells, yeah! I can't watt until Principal Braddock hears the news.
He'll die when he finds out one of his beloved cheerleaders is… urn, switching teams, I guess."
Diane laughed. "I can only imagine the rumors that will be swirling around once I tell the girls."
"Do you mind me asking why you decided to join the team? it isn't as easy as it looks," Jen said.
"No, I don't think that at all I've always loved basketball, and I would practice out side with my dad sometimes, I guess because he didn't have a son to play with. But I want to be part of a team. I want to try something different. Maybe I'm being selfish, but I'm sick of cheering for other people. I want someone cheering for me."
"Do you want to come over this week and run drills?" Jen offered.
Diane smiled. "that would be amazing. Ryan is already going through plays with me, and we've been practicing on the weekends."
"You have?" Tracy asked.
"Yeah!" Diane's expression quickly changed. "Watt — there isn't anything going on between us. I hope that's not what you think."
Tracy shrugged.
"He's been encouraging me for a while to do it, and I needed some practice to see if I was hopeless. But he seems to think I'll do well. Probably not start or anything, but that doesn't really matter to me. I just want to be on the team."
Jen nodded. "that's the spirit! And I'm sure you're going to be great."
"I don't know…"
We all erupted with words of encouragement. I could see Diane's confidence growing as she got the support from everybody.
Tracy put her hand out and we all stared at it for a second. "Come on.." she said.
I put my hand on top of hers, and one by one everyone else followed. there, in our new dresses, in front of mirror after mirror.
Tracy looked at me to say something. "to our new members, our kick-ass Homecoming dresses, and Diane Monroe, basketball goddess!"
We cheered and hollered. the poor sales ladies nearly keeled over at their registers.
Once we'd bought our dresses, Tracy suggested we "pig out so much we don't fit into them anymore." We did our best.
After we said good-bye to everyone, Tracy drove Rita and me home. Tracy popped a CD into her car stereo. "I have a surprise for you, Miss Penny Lane," she said. the Beatles began to fill the car.
"Wow, Tracy! I can't believe. ."
"Yeah, well, I like to think that I can be full of surprises as well!"
She winked at me.
Rita leaned forward between the driver and passenger seats.
"You know, Pen, you guys are going to get more and more popular. Dad is going to have to build a new addition to the house to fit you all in."
I smiled. Maybe Rita was right. Maybe this was only the beginning.
Tracy turned up the volume and we all began to sing along.
"I've got to admit it's getting better., "




Chapter Seventeen
A WEEK LATER, THE TIME CAME for me to go to the dance, and it was a total and complete disaster.
What had I been thinking? My mind was racing. Why had I made such a big deal about us going to Homecoming? I couldn't be seen in public looking this way! there was banging on my bathroom door. Diane. "Come on, Penny — what are you doing in there? Were all dying to see how you look."
I was pretty sure I was having a panic attack. "Uh, just a second.
" I tried to adjust the dress for the millionth time, but it wasn't helping. there was no way I could go like this. I wanted to walk into that dance with my head held high. I swore this was not what I looked like at the store. I started feeling moisture form around my eyes. Great, not only did I look ridiculous, I was going to ruin the makeup Diane had spent so much time on.
"Penny Lane — get your butt out here now!" Diane howled, her fist banging more.
All right — these were my friends, and they'd have to be honest. I would just go out and see what they had to say. Maybe I was overreacting.
Or maybe I was going to be sick.
I opened the door..
"Ta-dah!" I did my best to make a dramatic entrance, but didn't dare make any eye contact.
"Penny, you look beautiful." Diane beamed. "I'm so used to seeing you in T-shirts and jeans, but look at you!" She was jumping up and down. I had never known anybody to be more excited about going to a dance… with a bunch of girls.
Of course I knew Tracy would get down to business. "And look at your chest — who knew you had such a rack?"
Diane hit Tracy on the arm.
"I know!' I said. "I'm so horrified. it didn't look like this when I tried it on. Maybe it's the bra." I looked down and all I could see was my cleavage.
"Please," Diane countered. "You have such a rockin' body, and you need to start showing it off."
"I know. It's sick," Morgan said. "Do you have any idea how lucky you are that you don't have to watch what you eat?"
Diane came over and started adjusting my hair. "Don't worry, you look great. Plus, it's really not as bad as you think. Look at all of you — not just your chest — in the mirror. You're beautiful."
As we arrived at school, we all double-checked our hair and makeup. I was becoming more confident in my outfit, and — t hated to admit it — there was a part of me that was dying to see what the reaction would be from some of the guys.
I could feel the music vibrating before we even opened the front door. I picked up the pace, suddenly wanting to get to the gym and get the entrance over with, I hurried inside, not sure what to expect. At least nobody was laughing or pointing at us. then I heard it — the high, screeching noise of teenage girls when they spot each other at formal events.
"AAAAMMMMYYYYYY — you look sooooo beautiful!"
"OHMYGODJEN, killer dress.'" "Look at YOU.'" "No, look at YOU'" "Get out of here. I cannot believe you're wearing that color."
"No, YOU get out."
Kara, who had ended up going with a date, looked at the six of us and said, "So, you guys really are serious about the Club, huh?"
"We sure are," Diane said with so much enthusiasm, I thought that she was probably the most excited of all of us.
"Well… good for you." Kara wrapped a shawl around her thin frame. "I don't think I could ever do that, but good for you guys."
Diane grabbed my arm. "Come on, let's dance." the six of us maneuvered onto the dance floor and started moving in time to the music. A few of our friends started to join us. the music was too loud to have a conversation, but I did find myself explaining the Club anytime a new person joined, us.
I swung around and was surprised to see that our circle of six had doubled — Kara had joined us, along with a few other juniors and seniors.
After an hour of nonstop dancing, I took a break to go to the restroom and make sure I had some makeup left. I was having so much fun, I almost completely forgot about all the couples at the dance. I smiled at the thought of all the girls who were spending more time on the dance floor with us than with their dates.
Homecoming Queen Marisa Klein was with our group so much that her boyfriend, Homecoming King Larry Andrews, finally pulled her away so he could dance with her, Jessica Chambers and her boyfriend got into a fight, since he felt she was ignoring him. in truth, they pretty much fought about anything — I didn't know him too well since he didn't go to school at McKinley, but I knew she could do much better.
"Guess we're the people to be seen with tonight!' Tracy said with a laugh as we headed back in. then the D] switched the music from pop to a ballad, and both Tracy and I froze, not sure what to do as couples started walking by us hand in hand.
"Ummm, anybody want to go grab a drink?" Tracy asked while the rest of our party came over to join us. the six of us found refuge at a table where it felt nice to sit down and rest my feet.
"Oh my God, Diane," Tracy said, leaning across the table, "Did you see who Ryan is here with?"
WHO!?!
I casually shifted my line of vision to find Ryan. I'd been so wrapped up in the Club that I hadn't even noticed he was there.
"Relax," Diane said. Relax? Was she insane? "I knew he was bringing Missy you guys. It's cool."
It was? Why was Diane being so calm about this? Finally something snapped into place.
"Watt a second — Missy Winston?" I said. "that freshman who spilled her drink on Kara? You've got to be kidding!"
"Seriously, Penny, it's no big deal. Apparently, Missy asked him out after the football game against Poynette. I think he was taken aback at how forward she was, but it seems the person he wanted to ask already had plans."
"Who was he going to ask?" For some reason, my heart was pounding.
"He wouldn't say. I told him that I'm not dating anymore, so I don't see why he thinks I would be upset."
Diane was way more mature than I would've been. I got up and decided it was time to make the rounds. Erin Fitzgerald was in the middle of telling me about the school play when I got a tap on my shoulder.
I turned around and almost couldn't catch my breath. Ryan was in a beautiful black suit with a light blue shirt and blue tie that made his eyes stand out even more.
"Hey, Penny you look great."
"Hey."
I noticed him looking down at my chest and quickly glancing back up. His cheeks turned red and he cleared his throat, "Yeah, so you guys seem to be having a great time tonight — I can see why you all decided to go as one another's dates," He leaned in and put his hand on my lower back. "Although between you and me, having the best girls in school all go to the dance together makes it really hard for us guys to get a good date," Please. Just your typical empty flirting per usual, I told myself.
"Oh, you know… gotta make you men sweat a bit." I gave him a slight punch on the shoulder in a flirtatious way but I ended up hitting him a lot harder than I thought.
"Ow!" Ryan exclaimed, "jeez, Penny, who knew you were so strong?"
Well, this was going well.
We looked at each other in silence as the music changed again to a ballad.
Ryan ran his fingers through his hair. "Ah, so, Penny do you think your dates would mind if you danced with me?"
Before I could respond, I heard that high-pitched nasal voice, "No, but YOUR date would mind."


Ryan was even more flustered than before. "Oh, hey, Missy, Wasn't sure when you'd be back. Um. . you know Penny, right?"
Missy looked me up and down in a very disapproving way. What did she have to be mad at? She put her arms around Ryan's waist, and I tried not to smile as I saw Ryan squirm a little.
"Yeah, I've heard of you. Isn't your dad one of the Rolling Stones or something?"
You've got to be kidding, "I'm named after a Beatles song — Penny Lane!' Missy stared at me like I was some sort of lunatic.
"Whatever," she said dismissively. "Ryan, I love this song — let's dance." She grabbed his hand and dragged him out onto the dance floor. For a five-foot stick figure with no soul, she certainly had the strength of a hundred linebackers.
Anger and resentment started bubbling up inside me. there was a part of me that wanted to cut in. Just to spite her.
But I wasn't playing that game anymore. I was with my girls.
Even if it seriously pissed me off that Missy had won this round.
Revolution "We all want to change the world..




Chapter Eighteen
I FIGURED THEY HAD DANCES ON Saturday nights so the drama could dissipate over Sunday and school could be normal on Monday, Well, as soon as I opened the door to Tracy's car on Monday morning, I knew that wasn't going to be the case.
"Just shut up already!" she was shouting.
I cautiously pulled the handle, hoping that whatever was going on would stop once I got in "You are such a loser," Mike screamed at Tracy when I got in, "Oh, YOU'RE such a freak," Tracy replied.
Nobody seemed to notice that I was in the car.
"Um, guys." I tried to get their attention, but it wasn't working.
"It's not MY fault your little girlfriend was having more fun with us," Tracy said as she pulled out into the street.
"Just stay away from me, and stay away from anybody I know. I'm so embarrassed that you're my sister."
Tracy slammed on the brakes. "then get out!"
Mike opened the door and started to get out of the car in the middle of the street, "Mike, don't…" I pleaded.
He got out, slammed the door shut, and started jogging on the sidewalk.
"Tracy, what on earth is going on? Go get him — he can't walk."
Tracy was gripping the wheel tightly. "No."
"He'll be late for school."
"Fine with me."
"All right, stop it. What on earth is going on?"
Tracy pulled back out into the street and stared forward while we passed Mike. "He freaked out at me yesterday simply because his stupid girlfriend spent most of Homecoming with us instead of him."
"Really? Which one was she?" I tried to go through all the girls who'd been dancing with us, but couldn't keep track.
"The petite brunette with that cute poofy lavender skirt."
"Oh! She's Mike's girlfriend?"
Tracy nodded as she pulled into the parking lot.
"Well, I don't see why you and Mike have to get into a huge fight over that."
"He was the one who started it. I knew he'd find a way to ruin what was an awesome evening." A smile spread across Tracy's face. "Seriously, we completely rocked that dance! Everybody kept saying their dates were such duds. Did you see one guy out there on the dance floor who was having a good time? No, they all just sat in a big group and talked about sports. . " She shifted into her best imitation of Mike. "Whatever, dude!"
When we got to school, I kept telling myself that this was just another normal week, nothing to be nervous about. But my stomach kept doing somersaults every time I thought about seeing Ryan at the dance in the clutches of that fresh monster, I decided to walk a lot slower than usual. Maybe he wouldn't be there. Maybe I could just pretend that I wasn't mad. Maybe…
As I turned the corner to my locker, I saw him taking off his jacket.
I was very very relieved to see there was no sign of She Who Would Not Be Named.
I started to fiddle with my combination and saw him turning around. We caught each others eyes. He smiled, and started to say something —
"Um, Penny?" I was startled and nearly dropped my messenger bag. I turned around to see Eileen Vodak and Annette Ryan, both freshmen, hovering behind me.
"We, Um, we really think you guys are so much fun, and we had a really great time, urn, hanging out with you guys." Eileen blushed and started twirling her long auburn hair around her finger nervously.
Were they part of our group on Saturday?
"We just, um, really admire you. What you did was so cool."
"thanks," I replied in a low voice, hoping Ryan wouldn't hear.
Annette nudged Eileen with her shoulder. "Um, yeah, we were wondering if your club was for juniors only, or if you would ever consider having freshmen involved.."
I stared at Eileen for a few seconds while I tried to process what she was saying.
"I mean, I know we're underclassmen, but.. "
My eyes grew wide as I realized what she was asking. "Of course. the more the merrier!"
Both Eileen's and Annette's faces lit up. "Oh, thanks so much, Penny! Just let us know what you need us to do."
I didn't even know what I was doing.
"Okay, will do."
I turned back to my locker as they left. Ryan closed his and leaned over. "Hey there."
"Hi," I replied. Now if I could only stop the urge to shake him and ask him what the hell he was thinking, going with that vile creature.
"Hey, Penny." I turned around as Jen and Amy came over.
I smiled at Ryan apologetically, but was relieved to have the distraction. He just nodded and headed off to class.
"A couple of the girls on the team who had dates called me to talk about the Club," Jen said. "Do you think we could add a few more members?"
As I walked to Spanish class, I couldn't help but notice how many girls were saying hi to me.
"Hola, Margarita," Todd, greeted me as I sat down at my desk.
"Hola." I pulled out my Spanish book and opened to the new chapter.
Todd, moved in closer to my desk. "Hey, Penny, what was up with your little chick parade on Saturday night?"
"Oh, well, we had a lot of fun. I don't see what the big deal is." I was starting to feel a little defensive.
"And what the hell is this about Diane quitting cheerleading?" He started shaking his head. "there's just too much weird crap going on."
"It's not that weird. Anyway, how was your night with. ."
"Hilary," he said angrily.
"Oh, right, Hilary! She's really cool — you must have had fun." I tried to cheer Todd, up a little, since it was strange to not have him goofing around.
"I wouldn't know — she spent most of her evening with you guys."
Oh, that's right.
Todd, opened up his notebook and pretended to be really interested in his notes. this was not normal behavior at all.
I was sure he'd get over it soon. it really wasn't that big of a deal.
"Why do you care what Todd, Chesney thinks?" Tracy asked as she and I headed to join Jen and Amy at our usual lunch table.
"It's not just him — I've been getting weird vibes from guys all day." I threw my lunch bag down on the table. "And all these girls have been coming up to me saying the nicest things."
"I know — isn't it great?" Tracy responded.
"Hey, guys, is it okay if Kara joins us?" Morgan asked, with Diane and Kara right behind her.
"Of course," Tracy said. "Good to have you back, Kara."
Kara blushed. "Well, you said I could come back when I was ready…" Tracy's eyes got wide, "of course! Welcome to the dark side!" She laughed. "I guess we should probably move the other table over to make room."
Sure enough, Teresa Finer and Jessica Chambers asked to join us. Soon our table was packed with people talking about Homecoming, Teresa mentioned that her date was forty-five minutes late picking her up and the "fancy dinner" that Jessica's date had promised her ended up being a Burger King drive-thru, Kara's date spent the evening hitting on another girl.
"You guys were right." Kara shook her head and played with her apple stem.
"It's not about wrong or right — it's about being with people who appreciate you " Diane said. "I'm really glad you're here, Kara."
Kara smiled and took a bite of her apple.
"So basically, I had the best dates there," Tracy said.
While Diane, Jessica, and Jen discussed basketball plans for the weekend, I couldn't help but be impressed by how Diane showed absolutely no hesitation in discussing her big change. there wasn't any remorse or regret — she knew she was making the right decision, even if she didn't end up making the team.
It seemed like we had a team of our own now.




Chapter Nineteen
IT GOT TO THE POINT WHERE I had no idea how many girls would be meeting at my house on Saturday night. Sure, a lot of them had said they were coming. According to Tracy, Mike's girlfriend, Michelle, had even dumped him just so she could attend. He, in turn, was getting his own ride to school. I felt torn —
I didn't want Mikes heart to be broken, but if Michelle was going to dump him over something like the Club, odds were that the relationship wasn't a keeper anyway.
"Is everything all right, kiddo?" Dad asked me, right before all the girls arrived. Morn had gone out without him since he was getting over a cold. "if you're worried that I'm going to get in your way, don't worry about a thing. I've got my tea and paper and I'll keep quiet in my room."
"I'm fine, Dad. I'm just a little worried about how many people are showing up tonight."
"Penny Lane, your mother and I are so proud of you, so don't worry about how many people show up. Marisa Klein was in for her cleaning today, and she was telling me what a hit you and your Beatles Club are at school."
"Dad, I keep — " "I know, I know." He threw his hands up. "I'm still proud of you, kiddo."
the doorbell rang and I headed over to open the door. "You just go upstairs and feel better," I called after him as he headed toward the stairs.
Tracy and Diane were the first to arrive. "tonight is going to be so much fun!" Diane said.
I looked past them and saw a stream of cars pulling up. Jen and Amy brought Jessica Chambers and Teresa Finer with them.
Maria Gonzales and Cyndi Alexander parked behind them in Maria's truck.
"Hey, guys — come on in."
We headed downstairs and the doorbell rang again — Hilary Jacobs, Christine Murphy, Meg Ross, and Karen Brown. then again — Jackie Memmott and Marisa Klein, with seniors Erin Fitzgerald and Laura Jaworski.
And again — Mike's now ex-girlfriend, Michelle, Eileen Vodak, and Annette Ryan — the freshmen contingent.
And again — Morgan and Kara, with Paula Goldberg rounding everything out.
I got to the basement and couldn't believe that there were over twenty girls from McKinley sitting there — freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.
Everybody was staring at me. it hit me. they were expecting me to say something. I'd thought we'd just watch a movie or something and eat pizza.
"All right, Penny!" Hilary shouted and started applauding. the whole room erupted. What had I started? I turned around expecting to see that some celebrity had walked into the room.
"Shhhh! Let Penny speak.'" Who said that? I had no idea what people were expecting. I opened my mouth and prayed for the best.
"Thanks, thanks for coming. Um, I'm a little surprised by the turnout. I'm not sure what everybody came here expecting, but.
"
I looked at Diane and Tracy for help, and they were smiling at me.
I could tell that they had faith in me. I wished I did.
"I really don't know why everybody decided to come this evening.
I guess all I can tell you is why I'm here — well, except for the fact that I live here." Everybody laughed as I took a deep breath, "To be honest, I'm just tired of it all. the games.. guys… everything.
I doubt that there is a single girl among us who hasn't obsessed about whether that guy is going to call, or if we're going to have a date to go to a party. And because of the pressure to go to this and that with a guy we settle for someone who isn't worth our time.
"And then when we do find someone we think is special, we forget about our friends." I tried not to look at Diane. "Or we change something about ourselves to please a guy instead of doing what makes us happy or what we know is right.
"Why do we do this? Why do we even bother?"
I felt my nerves subside as I saw every girl in the room nodding in agreement.
"I know some people will think that I'm being pessimistic — but seriously, let's examine the male population of McKinley, shall we?" Laughter filled the room. "It's not like we have a huge wealth of decent guys to choose from!"
A few people cheered, "Hear! Hear!"
"Now, I'm not saying that we have to give up guys for the rest of our lives. I'm not that crazy. But I feel that we shouldn't settle, that I want to spend the last two years at McKinley having fun with my friends. Guys can only mess with that.
"If you look around you, you'll see that there is an amazing group of people here tonight, a perfect support system. We can do anything if we stick together. We just have to believe in ourselves.
And we deserve whatever we want. if one of us needs help with a test, we should be there for that person. if one of us wants to pursue our dreams, no matter what anybody else seems to think of it" — I winked at Diane — "we will be there for that person.
"So all we're asking is that members put themselves and their friends before some guy. Every Saturday night, we have a standing date with one another. We need to be here for one another to remind ourselves how special we are.
"And the best part? We don't have to put up with any more crap from guys!"
Amy stood up. "to Penny!"
"No," I protested. "This isn't about me, it's about us. To The Lonely Hearts Club!"
The room went up in loud cheers. Diane went over to the stereo and put on the only guys allowed at the meeting: the Beatles.
"You know, Penny" Diane said to me over the music. "Had I known that getting dumped would be such a positive influence on everyone else, I would've had Ryan dump me a long time ago."
I started laughing. I had no idea if it was the high I was on from the Club, the music, or just Diane's sense of humor, but for some reason that was the funniest thing I had ever heard.
"What are you two dying over?" Tracy asked, rocking her hips back and forth to the music. She smacked her hips into mine, and I almost fell over. "Do you have any idea what you've started, Miss Penny Lane? We've single-handedly changed the social structure at McKinley High. You know what this means?"
I'd never thought about it that way. "What?"
She smiled. "Well, if we thought guys were jerks before this, you can guarantee they will be staying miles away from us now."
The three of us looked at each other before we started laughing again.
If this was what it was going to belike being single for the rest of my high school existence, I wasn't going to mind at all.




Chapter Twenty
"HEY, PENNY, IT'S RYAN."
I stared at the number on my phone — why was Ryan calling me? it was Tuesday night, and I'd just seen him at school a few hours before. the fact that we'd been having surface-level conversations ever since the dance made it even stranger to hear his voice now, "Hello? Penny?"
Speak! Say something.
"Ah, yeah — hey, Ryan, what's up?"
"Not much. I had a question about History. I think I wrote down the wrong chapter we were supposed to read. is it chapter twelve?"
"Hold on, let me check…" I had to run over to my desk to grab my book.
"Crap" A surge of pain shot up my left toe as it slammed into the leg of my chair. This was just great. "Yep, chapter twelve."
There was a pause on the other end of the phone. "Are you okay?"
Apparently I was not okay. "Yeah, I'm fine — stubbed my toe…"
"Okay, thanks, Penny." Another long pause. "Actually there's something else I wanted to ask. . Ah, my parents got tickets to see this Beatles tribute band at the Civic Center in a few weeks, but realized they have to leave town early to attend this wedding, so they were going to see if any of their friends wanted them, but I thought it would be kinda fun to go to. . if you're interested."
Ryan was talking really fast for him, so it took me a second to comprehend what he was asking.
He wasn't asking me on a date, was he?
Of course he wasn't. that was stupid. He was dating that short, curly-haired thing.
I was his friend. His Beatles-named friend, no less. it made sense for him to ask me out on a non-date to see a Beatles-ish band.
"Hello? Penny?"
Oops.
"Um, sounds great," I could still be friends with guys. Ryan and I had always been friends, and there was no way he would see me as anything else.
What had he said at Paul's party? "I'd never do anything with her."
"Awesome," he said now. "Diane told me your parents are against tribute bands or something, but she thought you might get a kick out of it."
Diane knew! Why hadn't she given me a heads-up that Ryan was going to ask me.. on… some sort of social outing.
I cleared my throat. "I think it'd be fun. thanks for thinking of me."
"Of course! I think it'd be cool to go to a tribute band with none other than Penny Lane herself."
Ugh.
"So I guess we can figure out the details later, but I figure we can head into the city early and grab a bite before the show. Does that sound okay?"
"that sounds great, Ryan. See you tomorrow."
I hung up the phone and just stared at it. then it hit me, I had agreed to go to a Beatles tribute band concert with Ryan Bauer. Now I had to tell the one person who was going to absolutely hate this idea.
"Oh, Penny Lane, no, no, no. I'm so disappointed in you. How could you?"
This was going to be harder than I thought.
I sat down at our table. "Come on, Mom, it's not that big of a deal."
Mom set her coffee mug down and looked at me like I had a second head. "Penny Lane, I just thought your father and I raised you better than to go to some complete rip-off band. it's just…
Dave, help me out!"
Dad stopped hiding behind his paper and set it down. "Now, Becky, I don't think it's necessarily a bad thing. At least she's interested in learning about her heritage. And I think we should trust Penny Lane to know that what she will be hearing is nothing compared to the real thing. Remember how embarrassed she was with the massacre at Lucy's graduation?"
Yes, I'd been mortified at Lucy's graduation, but unfortunately it was my parents who'd been the weapons of mass humiliation.
Some poor graduate sang a not very flattering rendition of "Yesterday" and my parents almost walked out of the auditorium. they even refused to clap. it wouldn't have been so bad if the guys parents hadn't been sitting right next to us, recording the whole thing. I'm sure they appreciated watching the video with my parents' commentary track: "Ewww, all wrong. . Why do people feel it necessary to tamper with a. .. there is only one Paul McCartney and you, child, are no Paul."
"Ah, yeah, Dad, it was awful." t got up and started unloading the dishwasher. thought that maybe that would help get Mom in a better mood.
"What do you say, Bees?" Dad reached across the table and squeezed my mothers hand.
"Oh, okay. ." Mom looked defeated.
I tried not to laugh as I opened the top cabinet to put the glasses back in place.
"Oh, cheer up. Remember, we have coming in a few weeks!" Dad tried to get Mom to smile. "that's right.' Penny Lane, we forgot to tell you — we have some wonderful news. the Taylors are going to spend thanksgiving with us. isn't that — " I tried to blink a few times to regain focus as I felt the glass slip from my hand. there was a crash on the floor. I looked up and saw a shocked look on my parents' faces. they hadn't just said. .
"Oh, Penny!" Mom got up and grabbed the broom and dustpan from the pantry. I just stood there while she started to clean up around me. "What has gotten into you?"
I couldn't even begin to explain. this was a nightmare.




Chapter Twenty-one
I WAS STILL IN SHOCK THE following morning. I sat in a daze outside while I waited for Tracy to come pick me up. After the horrific news from the previous night, I needed my best friend more than ever.
Tracy's car turned on Ashland, and I practically ran out into the street. The car didn't even make a complete stop as I opened the door and got in the passenger seat.
"Wow, someone is excited to get to school," Tracy observed, "You're not going to believe what happened last night!" My voice was quivering, on the verge of a full-on breakdown.
"Whoa, what on earth is going on, Pen? With everything that has happened the past couple of weeks, I'm sure it cant be that bad!' "Oh, really, really, really, I think you might want to pull over for this."
Tracy pulled the car over and I told her the news. the words felt like they'd been festering inside of me for weeks instead of hours.
"What?!!! How come you didn't call me?"
"I left about fourteen messages."
Tracy reached into her purse and started swearing as she turned on her phone.
I went on. "I just, I just. . it's so awful. I don't want to see him again. What am I supposed to do?" tears were starting to form behind my eyes.
"You mean besides kill him? What exactly did your parents say and did you tell them that that creep is not welcome in your house?"
I shook my head. "Of course I didn't say that. You know my parents have no idea what happened this summer with Nate.
Sometimes I swear that they're so clueless," "Okay, give me the outline of what happened, and then I'm going to call an emergency meeting of the Lonely Hearts Club at lunch so we can come together and help you out."
Not only was I having the worst morning of my life, but I was also going to flunk out of school.
Luckily, Tyson had been assigned to be my lab partner for our fetal pig dissection, and he seemed to know biology as well as he knew punk rock. I must've been in a state, because even he picked up on my mood.
"Hey is everything all right?" he asked, looking up from the syllabus.
I nodded weakly.
"So, do you think we should name it}" I had no idea what he was talking about, "What?"
A smile crept on his face. I was surprised to find he had nice teeth. "You know, do you think we should name it?" He gestured down to the fetal pig resting in the dissection pan.
"Oh, sure."
"Well." Tyson leaned over and started to examine the pig. "I was thinking of either Babe or Wilbur."
I looked at him in surprise.
"What? Do you think I would want to name him something like Slash or Killer?"
I couldn't help but laugh. that was exactly what I was thinking.
"I like Wilbur." I looked down at the poor pickled pig. "Wilbur, it is." Tyson took a marker and wrote the name on the pan.
When the period ended, I immediately collected my books and practically ran out of the room, knocking over half the class. the hallway was a blur of people talking and lockers slamming as I ran down the corridor to the cafeteria.
When I got there, I saw Jen and Tracy rearranging tables in the back corner.
"I think were going to have a big showing today," Tracy said, pulling over a few chairs. We now had even more people at our table than the jock! cheerleader contingent.
All the members started to file in quickly. Everyone gave me a smile or a hug before they sat down.
After a few minutes, the table went silent, and I noticed everybody was looking at me with encouraging smiles, "Well, I guess I should start." I put down my sandwich and leaned in so everybody could hear me.
"First off, thanks so much for being here for me. I really need all the help I can get." I looked around at the faces of my friends — old and new. I took a deep breath before giving the state of my disunion. "Um, I think some of you might remember Nate…
?"
Apparently they did remember, as I heard a lot of groaning from the tables and I caught the words pig, jackass, and jerk.
"Well, last night my parents dropped the bomb that Nate is coming with his family to spend thanksgiving with us. Boom!"
Hilary raised her hand.
"Um.. Hilary?"
"Why don't you tell your parents what happened? they probably would completely understand and then uninvite the loser and his parents."
"I thought of that, but Mr. Taylor is one of my dad's oldest friends.
I don't want him to know that his friend's son is a complete and utter ass."
Jackie Memmott raised her hand next.
"Guys," I said, "we aren't in class. You don't have to raise your hands."
Jackie's hand shot down as she looked really embarrassed.
"Sorry Jackie — you wanted to say something?"
"You can spend thanksgiving with my family if yon want, Penny."
A chorus of "me, too!" came out from the group. This was all the proof I needed that no matter what happened, I'd be fine.
"Thanks so much, all of you. I think I might be slightly overreacting. it probably will be good for me to see him — I never really had closure with him. I basically fled anytime he was in the vicinity of our house!' "Hey, Pen!' Tracy said. "I'd be more than happy to help you with the closure. that is, if by closure yon mean kick his ass."
I started to relax. Plus, maybe Tracy was onto something. I wouldn't be violent, but I wasn't going to pass on an opportunity to set things straight with him.
"All right, enough about me! Anybody else have any issues —
boy-related or otherwise?"
Jen shot up from her seat. "Actually, we do!" She gestured to Jessica and Diane.
"As a lot of you may know, the girls' basketball team is in desperate need of new uniforms. And since it seems that the entire athletic fund always goes to the guys' sports, we need to do some sort of fund-raiser. We wanted to do something different this year instead of a car wash or the gross candy drive. So what do you all think of doing a karaoke night to raise money?"
Erin Fitzgerald screamed, "I love that idea, Jen — brilliant!"
No one was surprised by Erin's reaction, since everybody in school knew that Erin had the best voice at McKinley and loved any chance she could get to show it off. "thanks, but do you think people would actually do it?" Jen asked.
"Pay a cover charge and one dollar per song to sing in front of people?" Erin raised her hand. "People besides Erin?"
"Could we go in groups?" Amy asked.
"I don't see why not." the crowd started to talk amongst themselves, and there was mostly nodding and excitement as people started discussing songs.
Jen looked hopeful. "Okay, we're going to do it. Just promise me that you guys will help kick it off if people are chicken."
Erin stood up. "I promise you I'll be the first person in line. I cant watt!"
"So, Diane, how's practice going?" Amy asked.
Diane smiled. "Well, people have been looking at me a little differently the last couple of days, because. " She sighed as she got up and put her foot on the table.
Tracy gasped. "Diane, are you wearing sneakers'?"
"Yep! I'm officially in pain and unable to wear heels. I think it's hysterical that you guys didn't notice. I'm only about four inches shorter!"
"I knew there was something different!" Tracy shouted.
"Oh, that isn't the only thing." Diane got a mischievous look on her face as she opened her lunch bag and pulled out a large piece of bread. "I'm eating complex carbs!"
"Holy crap!" Tracy's eyes were huge. "It's like you're an entirely different person."
Diane threw a napkin at Tracy. "No, I'm just hungry from all the workouts. it's amazing guys — I'm so excited."
"She's totally going to get a spot on the team," Jen proclaimed.
"Meg, you need to do a feature on our newest player."
Meg Ross smiled. "Well, I do have something I wanted to discuss with all of you on Saturday but I've got deadlines, so no time like the present. As some of you know, I'm the Life-Styles editor at the McKinley Monitor, and, well, I'd like to do an article on the Lonely Hearts Club."
Ob, dear God, no. I wasn't sure I could handle any more drama in my life. the school paper?
Meg continued, "Word about the Club is starting to spread and there are a lot of people out there who aren't truly understanding what this Club is all about I think its important for us to get our side of the story out. What do you guys think?"
Meg looked directly at me when she asked the question, and I could tell that there could only be one answer. the Lonely Hearts Club was about to go public in a big way.
"So, are your parents okay with the concert?" Ryan asked at the end of the day.
"Well, as much as my parents can be okay." He smiled at me and I felt my heart sink. I really needed to get over whatever it was that was making me so nervous before our outing.
"Hey, guys. Ryan, ready for our run?" Diane approached us with her workout gear.
"Yep, I just have to drop off some student advisor stuff to Braddock," Ryan responded.
"Okay, seriously, what is the deal with that?"
Ryan shrugged. "Hey, as soon as I figure it out, I'll let you know.
We now have gone from talking football to talking about the upcoming basketball season. I'm starting to get annoyed that I'm losing out on study hall once a week."
Diane rolled her eyes. "Oh, poor you."
He grimaced at her before heading to the office. they seemed rather friendly. . although I knew better than anybody that they were just friends.
"At last, we're alone." Diane smiled at me. "So the jig is up!"
I stopped dead in my tracks. "What are you even talking about?"
"So when exactly were you going to mention to me that you and Ryan are going to a concert?"
My heart stopped. "Oh, Diane, I'm so sorry. it's just everything with Nate happened and it sort of slipped my mind. I was planning on telling you and the Club, but I didn't want anybody to think it was a date or something. I mean, I was going to say no, but Ryan made it seem like it was almost your idea so I didn't think you would mind — " Diane just started to laugh. "Jeez, relax, will ya, Pen! I'm not upset. I was just watting for you to say something. Are you worried what the Club will think?"
"Honestly? I haven't thought much about it. He called last night, and then before I knew it, my parents dropped the Nate bomb on me. So.. " this was so awkward. "What exactly did Ryan tell you?"
Diane's smile just widened. "Not much. He asked me if I thought you'd be interested in going with him to the concert. He was afraid that he might offend you."
"Why?"
Diane curled a long, blond strand of hair with her finger. "He just thought that you'd be a true Beatle fan and not want to hear some cheesy tribute band. I know how your parents feel about it," "Yes, my parents don't understand why people remake anything —
even movies. they are very traditional, although the term traditional is probably the last word people would use when thinking of my parents," Diane smiled at me, "Well, I'm sure you guys will have a great time."
"Diane, are you really okay that I'm going?"
She nodded. "Of course. You two are the most important people in my life. Why would I be upset?"
I paused for a moment, "No reason," "Well, I'm going to warm up — can you tell Ryan I'll meet him at the track?"
"Sure." I instantly felt uncomfortable with the thought of having to deal with Ryan alone.
He came back a few minutes later, "Diane said she'd meet you at the track."
"Okay, thanks."
I started to walk to Tracy's locker.
"Hey, Penny!' Ryan called after me.
"Yeah."
I turned around and saw him smiling at me. "I'm really glad you agreed to go with me to the concert. It will be nice to spend some time together outside of school."
I just stared at him.
"See you tomorrow," he said to me. As he jogged by, he reached out and gently squeezed my arm.
There was no way this was going to end well.




Chapter Twenty-two
MEG SPENT THAT SATURDAY interviewing the Club members for her article. But she wanted to interview me, Tracy, and Diane separately.
While I was one hundred percent behind the Club and couldn't have been happier about our success, the timing for this interview couldn't have been any worse. The looks we all had been getting from the male population at McKinley High and girl nonmembers had become more and more awkward. Todd, had stopped talking to me all together.
"So do you consider yourself a feminist?" Meg asked after I'd given her the background.
"Um, I guess?"
Nice answer.
I knew I had to start focusing on the interview. The Club was too important to me not to, and I really wanted it to be portrayed as something positive.
"You better only be saying nice things about me," Tracy interrupted as she walked into the room. "is it my turn yet?"
Meg shut off the tape recorder. "I just need to grab another tape.
I'll be right back."
For over a week I'd been avoiding telling Tracy about the upcoming whatever-it-was with Ryan. With Meg out of the room, it seemed as good a time as any.
After I was done, I asked, "So how do you feel about that?"
"Sounds like fun, Pen, this isn't a date or anything, is it?" "Are you kidding me? No, Tracy. It's just a concert. No big deal."
"Yeah, I've always liked Ryan. I'm surprised he hasn't started dating someone new."
"Well, he went to Homecoming with Missy — " "Penny, he's not dating her — he just took her to Homecoming, He is one hundred percent single and available." My heart stopped. "Man, I should talk to Meg about writing some sort of gossip column for the Monitor, I would hate to think where you'd be without my knowledge of the goings-on of the student body. Anyways, you're not going to believe what those little brats did to me last night while I was babysitting. .."
And like that, the conversation was over. I had nothing to worry about. it was just going to be an evening with two classmates catching a concert. Nothing more.
Diane looked like she was going to be sick.
"Everything is going to be okay," I did my best to reassure her.
"Oh God, oh God, oh God." She paced the hallway, her hands rolled up in tight fists.
Tracy and I exchanged worried looks.
Diane slouched down on the floor. "What was I thinking?"
I sat down next to her. Tracy moved a few feet away with Jen to give us privacy.
"Diane." I put my arm around her, "I can't get over how much you've changed the past few weeks — you should be proud. No matter what happens."
We looked up to see Coach Ramsey open the gymnasium doors and slowly walk toward the bulletin board. A group of girls opened up a narrow passage for her and quickly closed up once she'd posted a single sheet of paper.
"Do you want me to look?" I asked.
Diane looked up as several girls started jumping up and down, cheering. Tracy walked over and scanned the list. Coach Ramsey walked past us on her way back to the gym, paused, and turned around.
"Welcome to the team, Monroe."
Diane's eyes widened. "You mean.."
"Of course you made the team.'" Tracy could no longer contain herself. "You made the flippin' varsity squad, Diane!
Diane jumped up and rushed over to the bulletin board and studied the team list.
"I… I…" She turned back toward us. "I did it! Holy crap, I did it!"
She rushed over and engulfed me in a giant hug.
"Congratulations, we all knew you could do it!" I was practically screaming, I was so excited for her. "All right, guys, you can come over now!"
A screaming mob with "Congratulations, Diane" signs came rushing from around the corner.
"What's going on?" Diane said in shock.
"You didn't want there to be a big scene in case you didn't make the team, but of course everybody wanted to be here for you."
Laura proudly displayed her "Way to Go, Diane" sign and quickly flipped it over to reveal another option: "Screw 'em, they don't know what they're missing." Laura winked at Diane, "Hey, a girl's gotta be prepared!"
Diane was swarmed by well-wishers, including the rest of her team members.
Tracy put her arm around me. "Our little baby is all grown up! Did you ever imagine this could've happened?" Tracy asked.
I shook my head.
Not even in my wildest dreams.
"Extra! Extra! Read all about us!" Meg greeted me at my locker between classes on Monday and handed me a copy of the McKinley Monitor.
I grabbed the paper, and my eyes went straight to the headline about the Club and a picture of us that was on the front page.
"Oh, I didn't realize it was so big," I remarked as I tried to not have a panic attack.
I raced to the girls' bathroom, checked the stalls to make sure I was alone, and sat down. it was all pretty much the standard story that I fell was already getting pretty old. . until we got to the end.
Rumors about the Club have been swirling the last few weeks, especially among the males at McKinley.
"All that estrogen in one place can't be good, "said junior Todd, Chesney. "I just think all this no-dating stuff is a bunch of crap."
"I really haven't seen too much of a change in the chicks at school, except that they are a little too busy to hang," adds senior Derek Simpson.
Despite some concerns of the male population at McKinley, the Lonely Hearts Club doesn't appear to be slowing down anytime soon.
"I'm really excited to see what happens next, "said Bloom. "there really doesn't seem to be an end in sight."
One thing is for sure. this reporter looks forward to her standing date every Saturday night, thanks to Penny Bloom and her lonely heart.
I just stared at the last words: Penny Bloom and her lonely heart.
My stomach tightened as the realization sank in that the entire school was going to read this. the entire school What were people going to think of me after this got around?




Chapter Twenty-three
I FELT LIKE I'D BEEN CUT open. I was exposed. So I guess it was fitting to be in Bio class dissecting our pig, when my quiet punk-rock lab partner Tyson said, "Um, . Penny. There's something, urn, I wanted to talk to you about." He leaned back on the chair and stared at his hands. "Um, I read about that club of yours in the paper. is it true that you can't date anybody if you're in it?"
"Well, yes, but there's more to the Club than that," I replied.
For the first time ever, Tyson looked me directly in the eyes. "You know, not every guy in this school is a jerk."
I was taken aback, "I don't think…"
He tucked his hair behind his ears, "Maybe some of us deserve a chance."
I began to nod slowly.
"You know, it's really hard for a guy to get up the courage to ask a girl out."
I looked down at the table, not sure what to say next.
"I was finally going to do it — and then I read the article. Now it's useless, because Morgan can't even go on a date."
My jaw dropped open, and I turned around to where Morgan and her lab partner were reading from the syllabus.
"Don't look!" Tyson said sharply, sinking down in his seat.
Oh. My, God.
Tyson liked Morgan! Why couldn't he have admitted it earlier?
"Just forget that I said anything." He opened up his notebook and started to vigorously write something down. I peeked over his hunched shoulder and saw that all over the paper were words —
most likely lyrics. I wanted to grab the notebook out of his hands and read it. I'd noticed him writing things down before — I just thought he was doodling or writing down his band's name over and over again. Little did I know that he was pouring his heart onto the page.
I walked to the cafeteria in a daze. While I was waiting in line, debating between the pizza and chicken nuggets, I heard that awful high-pitched voice.
"Ohmygod! How pathetic!"
Missy was standing next to me with a couple of Missy wannabes.
I grabbed a slice of pizza and a bottle of water and headed to the cash register. She followed closely behind me.
"Guys, ohmygod look, it's lonely Penny. Where's your group of followers, Penny?" Missy whipped her head from side to side dramatically, looking around the cafeteria. then she got in my face, her herd giggling behind her. "Do you only let pathetic people into your club?"
I rolled my eyes and tried to move around her, but she moved to block me.
"Are you even being serious?" I asked back. "What exactly is your problem?" More people were watching now.
Missy opened her eyes wide, trying to look all innocent.
"Problem? Moi? No, no, I just think it's so sad that you're so lonely." the Missy-lites high-fived each other. "this is ridiculous. . "
I tried to turn around, but Missy grabbed my elbow. "What? I can't join your club? Oh, watt — I can't, because guys actually want to date me."
A voice came from behind me. "You can't join because we only allow people who have an IQ." Missy dropped her grip, and I turned around and saw Diane standing there with her arms folded across her chest. "And, we usually prefer people who have their own sense of self Nice top, Missy." Diane motioned toward Missy's scoop-neck sweater with a tie at the waist. "That is so me, two years ago."
I thought that would be it, but then Diane leaned in to Missy and said, "You can try to be me all you want. He'll never date you."
if humanly possible, I bet smoke would've come from Missy's ears. I was enjoying the moment so much I was a little startled when Diane linked her arm in mine and said, "Let's not waste any more of our time, Pen."
We got a round of applause when we reached our group of tables, Diane curtsied.
"Hey, guys!" A loud voice silenced the group. I looked over my shoulder to see Rosanna Shaw, a senior, with her lunch tray. She put it down in the small space between me and Tracy. "Do you mind moving over?" she said to Tracy.
Tracy shifted over and Rosanna sat down. "I absolutely loved, LOVED the article, guys. What's going on?" Rosanne asked, as if there was something important she was missing.
I shrugged my shoulders. "Nothing, we were just talking about our days — " "Anyways, you aren't going to believe what happened to me this morning when I was getting ready for school. ." Rosanna started telling this overly long story that I think had something to do with her losing the hot water in her shower, but it was getting so drawn out I had to stop paying attention. I looked around the table and saw everybody looking down.
Kara leaned in to say something to Morgan.
"Watt, I'm not finished yet.'" Rosanna exploded.
"Um, actually," Diane said, "people are allowed to talk amongst themselves at lunch."
A few people at the table laughed.
"Oh, I'm sorry. Guess I'll have to catch up on the rules later. I just think it's rude to interrupt people."
Rosanna continued to talk for the rest of lunch. Not surprisingly, most people left the table early.
"Ugh, Penny, we seriously need to develop some kind of process to join," Tracy said on the way to my locker. "After the article, more people are going to want to become members, and I don't necessarily think for the right reasons. You can't seriously think that Rosanna Shaw is for female bonding.
She just wants a bigger audience for her lame stories."
I hesitated. "I know she can be annoying, but I think we should at least give her a chance."
"I guess. Hey — aren't you impressed I didn't yell at her or anything? I think this Club is mellowing me out!"
I was shaking my head as I retrieved my books for the rest of the afternoon.
"Hey." Ryan started to go through his locker. "That article in the paper was really great."
"thanks." this could really only last a day, right?
"So," Ryan leaned against the lockers and started playing with the corner of his Physics book. "Are we still on for next week?"
"Yeah, why?" I asked him.
"Oh, nothing… " He put his hand on my shoulder and I felt a jolt of electricity. "Since you're technically a celebrity now, you might need some security." He held out his arm. "May I escort you to your next class?"
I hesitantly began to reach for his arm. My nerves were completely on edge.
"Jesus Christ, you have got to be kidding me," Todd, said as he approached Ryan. "Don't you start encouraging Eleanor Rigby."
Ryan dropped his arm. "Todd, — " "Whatever, Ryan, Are we going to class or not?" Todd, wouldn't even look in my direction. Before Ryan could say anything, I told him that I had to go and headed down the hallway.
"Oh, Penny, are you lonely?" I heard a voice — not Todd's — call out from behind me, along with laughter. I just stared down at the floor, wanting to get to class as quickly as possible.
I continued to hear laughter and my name as I walked down the hall.
You're got to Hide Your Love Away "How can I even try? I can never win…"




Chapter Twenty-four
BEING A T SCHOOL WAS UNBEARABLE after the article came out. the looks, the stares, the sudden focus on the Club. I was overjoyed when Saturday night finally arrived.
Right before I headed downstairs, I checked my e-mail one last time and there was a message from Nate with the subject: PLEASE READ.
I hesitated before I clicked it open.
Pen, I really hope you will give me a chance by just reading this, although you probably won't. And you have every reason to be mad at me. I am so sorry that I hurt you. I've been miserable since I came back home. I miss you so much. You mean everything to me and what I did, what I said, all of it was wrong.
I'm an idiot. A jerk. A loser.
I'm so sorry, Pen. if there was something I could do to make what I did go away and erase any hurt I've caused you, I would do it. I would do anything for you. I need you in my life and I'm lost without you.
I miss talking to you. I miss seeing you. I miss YOU.
When my parents told me about thanksgiving I was so happy at the thought of seeing you. Until I realized that you wouldn't feel the same way. Do you think you can see it in your beautiful, kind heart to at least hear me out at thanksgiving? there is so much I want you to know, so much I want to tell you. You are everything to me, Pen. I want you back and I'm willing to do whatever it takes to earn your trust back.
Please talk to me.
Love, Big Dumb idiot The mouse hovered over the delete button, but I couldn't get myself to delete it.
The doorbell rang and I jumped up. I had to run away from my computer and push his e-mail from my mind.


"Are you okay?" Tracy asked when she saw me.
I nodded. "I think it is going to be a big meeting. We should start getting things ready."
Diane and Tracy exchanged worried looks. I pretended not to notice.
A half hour later, the meeting was pure chaos.
I stopped counting the number of people in the basement at forty. this kind of turnout should've made me excited, but I kept wondering who was there because they believed in The Lonely Hearts Club and who was there because we were the "It" thing of the moment at McKinley.
"All right, what re we doing?" Rosanna screamed from the arm of an already-packed couch. the entire room looked my way.
"I have a feeling my nasty side may come out this evening," Tracy whispered to me.
"Just give her a chance" I begged. I couldn't deal with any more drama, especially after that e-mail from Nate. Although I had to admit, Rosanna seemed to not entirely grasp what the Club was about.
"Um, okay everybody!' I raised my voice to get everybody to quiet down. "We've got a packed house this evening."
Rosanna raised her hand. "I've got a question for you."
I tried to not look annoyed. "Um, yes."
"I thought we weren't supposed to date?"
"Um, well, members of the club" — I made sure she realized that she wasn't an official member yet — "know that this is much more than just not — " "Yeah, but aren't you going on a date with Ryan Bauer?"
Rosanna said, the smug look on her narrow face coming through loud and clear.
All eyes were on me. The "original crew" — as Tracy, Diane, and I had been referring to the six of us — knew all about my outing with Ryan. And nobody seemed to think anything of it. Because there wasn't anything to it.
"Not really. We're going to a concert. Ryan and I have been friends for years, so it isn't a big deal."
"Uh-huh. So you aren't interested in Ryan?"
Diane glared at Rosanna. "Actually, that is none of your business."
"Well," Rosanna got up and flipped her thin, blond-highlighted hair, "you're asking me to give up dating guys, so I want to make sure our leader is staying true to the Club." She wasn't even trying to hide her sarcasm anymore.
"I'm not going on a date with Ryan," I repeated.
Diane got up from the floor. "Okay, all of you new to the Club join me upstairs. There are a few rules we need to go through to make sure people are here" — Diane looked directly at Rosanna — "for the right reasons."
Nearly twenty people went upstairs with Diane.
"What have we gotten ourselves into?" Jen asked. I was a little surprised. She held her hands up. "No, no, not the Club — I mean about Rosanna and the other girls here for their fifteen minutes of fame."
Oddly enough, I was thinking about the Club.
The school week went by so fast, Thursday was here before I knew it. I hadn't responded to Nate's e-mail, and he hadn't e-mailed again, I hated the fact that he'd said all the right things. I didn't want to deal with it, so I tried not to think about it. That meant not even telling my friends about it. That would make it more real. And I had enough to deal with already — not only with defending my non-date with Ryan, but also figuring out what a girl should wear on a non-date.
I just kept staring at my closet hoping the answer would present itself. At first I thought vintage Beatles T-shirt and jeans, but realized that would be too corny plus I was pretty sure the entire fifty something-year-old crowd was going to be wearing that. I heard the doorbell ring and quickly grabbed my white fitted tee and navy blue corduroy blazer.
I ran downstairs just in time to hear Dad tell Ryan, "You know, I think it's good that bands want to keep the music alive, but the audience shouldn't kid themselves — " "Here I am.'" I interrupted. I was afraid that Ryan would bolt out the door if my parents kept this up. I gave my parents a wave as I reached for the door. I quickly glanced at Ryan and tried not to notice how particularly fine he looked in khakis and a blue shirt —
Rita and I had joked that guys always wore that on a first date while girls always wore jeans and a black top. Since I wasn't wearing a black top, this was clearly not a date.
"Watt a second, Penny Lane." Dad was giving me a very weird look. Please don't lecture me, please don't lecture me. "Honey, you look great! is that makeup you're wearing?"
Dear God, why, why now?
I looked over at Ryan, and he had the most wonderful smile on his face; he was clearly amused by my parents, most people were
— except for their children.
I could feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment. "Dad…"
"Oh, leave her alone, dear." For once, it was Mom to the rescue.
"Have a fabulous time, Penny. You, too, Ryan. And, Penny, you do look beautiful. I can't believe how fast you're growing up. Why, it seems like it was only yesterday., "
"Yesterday. ."my dad began to sing.
Maybe, I thought, I should just run back into my bedroom and hide. . until I turn eighteen. But instead, I dug up the one ounce of dignity I had left. "if you're done embarrassing me, I think we'll be on our way" "Well, Ryan," I said once we were free, "now you can see why I'm looking at colleges in Europe."
Ryan laughed and shook his head. "I think parents feel that it's their right to humiliate their children, probably as a way of getting back at their own parents. I'm sure you'll do the same."
Well, I could say one thing — I certainly was going to give my children normal names.
We approached the car, and Ryan opened up the passenger door for me. that certainly fit under the "date" category.
"Plus," Ryan said as he got in his seat, "your parents are only telling you the truth. You do look very beautiful tonight."
My mind was swirling as he pulled away from the curb.
Can someone please explain to me exactly what's going on?
The car ride was spent talking mostly about school and basic gossip about teachers, but only one thought kept racing through my mind: Ryan Bauer called me beautiful Ryan Bauer thinks I'm beautiful.
Or maybe he was just being polite.
I looked across the booth at the restaurant and saw him studying the menu. His black wavy hair was still slightly damp from the shower he'd no doubt taken after practice. He looked up and caught me staring. "See anything that looks good to you?"
You have no idea.
I debated over what to eat. Rita always ordered salads on first dates, but I wasn't on a first date. Although I did wonder if Ryan was expecting me to eat light. But I was really hungry..
"What can I get you, sweetie?" Our middle-aged waitress looked down and smiled at me in an encouraging way, probably sensing we were on a. . whatever we were on, I opted for a club sandwich with fries and a soda. I hated salads, and I would never approve of someone who gave up their identity for a guy, even a guy who was just a friend. I wasn't going to pretend to be someone that I wasn't. Although I was hoping that Ryan would order something similar.
"And what about you?" the waitress looked Ryan up and down, clearly impressed. I knew most girls would probably be offended by another woman checking out her date, or in this case, pseudo date, but I thought it was a compliment. Plus, she was like twenty years older than us.
"I'd like the green salad," Ryan began. My head started pounding.
No: no, no for the love of all that is — pure, you can't be ordering a salad, you're a sixteen-year-old boy!". . with ranch dressing to start, then a double cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate shake."
That's my boy.
Well, not technically my boy.
"So, Penny, I'm sort of surprised you agreed to come out with me" "Why would you say that?"
He shrugged. "I don't know — to be honest, I was a little frightened your group of girls were going to tie me down when they found out we were doing something together."
"You know, the things Todd, says about the Club aren't true." I felt my cheeks begin to burn.
"I know.. ," He started playing with his straw wrapper. "I guess I sometimes don't know what to believe. But none of that matters, because you're here with me now."
I stared at him in silence, not sure what to say next.
"Anyways, I've really been looking forward to this evening." He looked up and smiled at me.
Me, too, I thought to myself. Maybe too much.
A few moments of silence passed between us, I found it hard to break away from his gaze, "Ah, so, anyways." Ryan looked away and ran his hand through his hair. "Um, I hope you don't think less of me when I tell you this, but I don't know a lot about the Beatles. I probably only know a couple songs."
"What? You cannot be serious!" I practically screamed, forgetting that I was in a restaurant.
"Whoa, sorry! this is one of the reasons I wanted to come, to see what the big deal is about."
"What the big deal is about?" it was nice to know that Ryan had a flaw — and it was a major one. "the Beatles are the greatest band of all time. they.. they…" I put my head in my hands.
"What?"
"Nothing. I just started to remind myself of my parents, and it was very, very scary."
"Aw, come on!' Ryan took my chin and lifted it away from my hands. "I think it's cute."
"Yeah, cute in a demented way. Like a drunk puppy."
He shook his head, but kept his hand on my chin. "No, I mean cute in a completely irresistible way." the smile on his face diminished as he started to slowly lean forward..
"Which one of you ordered the salad?"
Ryan sat back up as our food was delivered. I looked down at the food and tried to collect myself. I could practically feel Ryan's eyes on me.
He wasn't going to..
Last Saturday night with Rosanna flashed in my head. if he. *. the Lonely Hearts Club would be ruined.
But I was being silly. Ryan was just leaning in. He was just being friendly. He had always been friendly. I was clearly misinterpreting him.
I started to pick at my fries, wishing that I could escape to call Rita on my cell phone.
This was a major emergency.
"You can't be serious!"
Ryan rolled his eyes at me. "Just drop it already."
He handed me my ticket as we went through the entrance of the Civic Center. I noticed that the envelope from the ticket agent was addressed to Ryan, not his mom or stepdad, although they were supposedly the ones who'd gotten the tickets.
A shiver rippled through me as Ryan put his hand on the small of my back to guide us to our seats.
"Okay, then, be difficult." I sat down and crossed my arms.
Ryan laughed. "Oh, I'm the one being difficult, huh? Seriously, Penny, I didn't know you were the stubborn type."
"Oh, yeah, I totally am." I tried to keep my face straight. "Besides, I'm not the one being completely unreasonable."
Ryan put his arm around the back of my chair and leaned in. "Oh, really?" His voice was filled with amusement. "I don't think there's a single person here who'd take your side in this argument."
I slouched down in my seat and sighed exaggeratedly.
"Okay, don't believe me." He smirked at me. He started surveying the crowd of older people in the audience. "Excuse me, miss?"
Ryan tapped the woman in front of us on her shoulder.
"What are you doing?" I asked in shock.
He turned back to me. "I'm proving a point," A woman in her fifties — with a Beatles T-shirt on, no less —
turned around and looked surprised to see someonelike Ryan here among the Baby Boomers.
"Sorry to bother you, ma'am." Ryan flashed his best smile to the woman, who didn't seem bothered by him one bit. "I'm hoping you could help me with a small disagreement I'm having with my date."
Did he just say date.?
He continued, "You see, I like to think that chivalry is indeed not dead, so I'm trying to do the gentlemanly thing this evening." the woman nodded excitedly at Ryan. I could already tell that he was going to win this one. "Now, I've seemed to upset this beautiful woman that I'm seated next to, who just happens to be named after a Beatles song." Ryan motioned toward me, and I did my best to smile and wave at the nice woman instead of hit my gentleman companion. "to be honest, I think she is being unfair. I invited her out this evening, so it's only fair that I pay, but she isn't cooperating."
Ryan looked back at me and winked. I moved my foot over so my heel could dig into his left foot.
"Owl" He moved his foot over and cleared his throat. "in your opinion, don't you think she should just say thank you instead of trying to throw money at me?" the woman patted Ryan's knee. "Of course, it's very sweet of you. I can tell that you're an excellent boyfriend."
I opened my mouth to protest, but Ryan looked up, beaming at the woman. "Why, thank you, miss!" the woman blushed slightly, enjoying the attention from Ryan. She leaned in. "First date?"
I held my breath.
He smiled. "Yes, and what chance do you think I'd have with a second date if I made her pay?"
Blackness swallowed me. For a quick moment I hoped that I was having some sort of seizure, I kept blinking, but the darkness wouldn't go away. then my ears were filled with screams and my pulse was quickening, A fitting punishment for going on a date.
Light burst a few hundred feet away as four guys dressed in black suits took the stage. the concert, I shook my head as I got back to the present. Ryan stood up with the rest of the crowd as the Faux Four began with "I Want to Hold Your Hand." I needed to use the support of the armrest to stand up — there was too much confusion swirling around in my head.
I looked over at Ryan, who smiled at me and put his arms gently around my waist.
I am on a date with Ryan Bauer.
My stomach did a somersault and I tried to catch my breath. Crap, I'm on a date with Ryan Bauer. I'm not supposed to be on a date!
Not only that, I'd declared in front of the entire Lonely Hearts Club that I wasn't going on a date.
I focused on the music. The words to every song flowed through me like memories — good and bad — as the set list continued.
Okay, Penny — you can handle this.
The lights dimmed as a guitar started to play, and my heart dropped. I could feel the tears begin to well up in my eyes, and I fought them back with every ounce of strength I had. I tried to block the words out of my head, but I couldn't. I wasn't going to be okay; this whole situation was wrong. And of course, leave it up to John, Paul, George, and Ringo — even fake ones — to put things in perspective.
I started swaying to the music and closed my eyes. I sang along to the lyrics about hopelessness, yearning, and being foolish about love. Basically, everything I was feeling at that moment.
I was a complete hypocrite. Even though I had kept telling everybody that this wasn't a date, a big part of me had wanted it to be. I realized that now.
This felt right. Ryan had never been anything but kind to me. He was a good person.
But I'd thought the same thing about Nate. Nate was nice to me, he was a good person. And then he lied and broke my heart.
I'd made a promise to myself to never let that happen again.
Big Dumb Idiot That's what Nate had called himself.
I didn't want to be a Big Dumb Idiot, too.
As much as I wanted to fool myself into thinking that things would be different with Ryan, they wouldn't. I wasn't going to fall for it. I knew better.
As the song ended, I knew what I had to do. it had to end — the flirting, the longing, everything. it wasn't just about what I wanted, it was about what was best for the group, my friends.
Face the music, Penny. You've got to hide your love away. You can't just hide your feelings. You have to destroy them. Kill them before they kill you.
The lights went up and Ryan looked at me excitedly, "that was awesome, . although don't tell your parents I said that, okay?"
I gave him a quick smile then started to exit the aisle. I remained quiet for most of our way home, only answering Ryan's Beatles questions. As he turned the corner to my house, I knew I needed a quick exit strategy, one that would guarantee that there wouldn't be a second date. And knowing me, it wasn't going to be graceful.
He pulled into the driveway. "I'm really glad you came out with me tonight, Penny. I had a great time."
I jumped out of the car before he had a chance to shut off the engine, I turned around with the door open and saw a stunned Ryan. "Yeah, thanks. 'Bye!' I said. I slammed the door and ran up to the front door, trying desperately to get in before I burst into tears.
I am doing the right thing.
That's what I was going to keep telling myself




Chapter Twenty-five
"SO HOW'D LAST NIGHT GO?" Tracy asked when I got into the car the next morning.
Horrible, "the concert was good…" I replied as I started to dig through my bag, not sure what I was looking for.
"Yeah, so did Ryan hit on you?"
I stared at Tracy like she had lost her mind.
"Hey, I wouldn't blame a guy for trying. You're a hottie!"
I ignored her and continued to go through my bag.
"Oh, Pen, I'm just teasing you. Ryan is a cool guy. if there is one guy that I'd break the rules for, it would be him."
My bag fell on the floor.
"Crap! Sorry!" I started to pick up my books and pens.
"Are you okay?"
No, not at all Yep.
Diane was waiting for us by the front doors.
"Hey, Penny, how was last night?" "Fine"..
Diane seemed confused. "it was fine?"
I started to dig in my bag as we walked. "Oh, it was fun, the band was great. Of course, they didn't play all the songs I was hoping to hear, but it's the Beatles, after all, and they do have a lot of classics. Did you know that they have more number one singles than any other artist in history?"
Tracy just shook her head. Clearly she was used to me just spouting out random Beatles facts. Diane started to say something, and I found that I couldn't stop talking about Beatles history. Tracy headed to her locker, but Diane continued following me.
"Penny." She put her hand on my arm, probably trying to steady my nerves. "Is there something you want to talk — " "Oh, I forgot something. Gotta go!" I headed in the opposite direction of my locker and my first class. Anywhere would've been better than having a conversation about Ryan with Diane. it was going to be a long day.
"Do you mind making the incision? My hand is killing me." Tyson kept flexing his right hand and wincing.
"Sure." I grabbed the scalpel from him. "What did you do?"
"Oh, I've just been over rehearsing, I guess." He looked a little worried.
"Big gig coming up?"
"You could call it that." He looked down at the floor. When I didn't respond, he looked back up at me. "I have an audition."
But he already had a band. I guess he wanted to move on to bigger and better things.
"What's the audition for?"
"Juilliard." He looked back down.
"Juilliard? the Juilliard?" My voice started to rise. "the music school?"
Tyson's face instantly turned red as he nodded. He looked around, hoping nobody had heard me. "Yeah, I guess I've been practicing too much. I just really want to nail it."
I was in shock. Juilliard was probably the most prestigious music school in the country, "What are you playing?" this was fascinating. Every time I thought I had him figured out, he totally surprised me.
Just like Ryan, who turned out to be a wonderful surprise.
But then my voice of reason kicked in. Nate surprised you, too.
And that started out wonderful, didn't it?
"Well, first I'm playing Beethoven's Sonata in C Minor, and then I'm doing an original composition on the guitar."
"You play the piano?"
He nodded. "Since I was four."
I just shook my head in pure awe.
"Seriously, Penny, how big of a loser do you think I am?"
I didn't think Tyson was a loser. Actually, I thought he was a good guy. Yes, a good guy — I thought that was an oxymoron, but maybe I was wrong. . about Tyson.
Tyson wasn't Nate.
Tyson wasn't Ryan.
I had a gut feeling that he'd be good to Morgan. And Morgan deserved to have a good guy.
I looked at him. "You should ask Morgan out."
"What?"
I leaned in. "I think you should ask Morgan out."
"But… I thought. "
"Forget about the Lonely Hearts Club. I'll take care of it."
there was a look of pure panic on his face. "But how do I know if shell even say yes?"
"Because she likes you. She has for a very, very long time."
Tyson smiled so widely it looked as if he was about to burst.
"Okay, I will. But after auditions. I'm nervous enough already."
"Great!"
I figured at least one member of the Lonely Hearts Club should get what she wanted.
"Hey, so I think I may have done something bad," I confessed to Tracy after lunch.
"Did you kiss Ryan?" she asked, practically jumping up and down.
"No — what? this has nothing to do with Ryan."
I told Tracy all about Morgan and Tyson, and she nodded as she processed everything I was telling her. "I don't see what the big deal would be if Morgan went on a date with him," I said. "As long as she attends the meetings on Saturday night and still eats lunch with us, what's the big deal? the second she starts to lose her identity, we can bring her back."
"You do realize that this is going to change things with the Club?"
I nodded. "I know, but there's no harm in talking about it on Saturday."
I started to pace, contemplating for the first time in my high school existence that skipping class probably was the best option. So far, I had been able to avoid Ryan, but that wasn't going to last. When I turned the corner into World History, I saw him out of the corner of my eye. I immediately went up to Jackie Memmott, who sat two rows behind us, and started to make small talk about the Club. I pretended to be in deep conversation, but I could see that Ryan was leaning over to the right side of his desk, near where I sat.
"Miss Bloom, can I start class?" Ms. Barnes asked, tapping her chalk impatiently at the side of her desk.
Okay, maybe I wasn't being very stealth about it. I got to my desk and gave Ryan a weak smile as I sat down. I was going to focus on the class and take notes and buckle down and study. I was not going to let him distract me. I saw him writing in his notebook. it looked like he wasn't having any problems concentrating. there was a tap on my left hand, and I nearly jumped out of my seat. Ryan moved his notebook so I could see what he had written. I tried to ignore him, but he pushed his notebook so far off his desk that it was practically in my lap.
Is every thingy okay?
I just looked straight ahead and nodded.
He started to write in his notebook again as Ms. Barnes droned on and on about the financial ramifications of World War II Ryan tapped my hand again. I looked over.
Had a lot of fun last night.
A smile crept over my face thinking about how much fun I'd had.
Ryan lit up and sat back in his desk, clearly satisfied with my response.
Why did I have to smile, and why was he making this so hard on me? Putting Ryan Bauer out of my mind was going to be a lot harder than I thought.
When the bell rang, I jumped out of my seat and headed to the door as fast as possible. I felt a tug and my body slammed against the cold, hard tile floor. I tried to make sense of what had happened as a small crowd gathered around me. I got to my feet and unraveled my messenger bag strap, which was caught on a chair.
"Whoa, Penny, are you okay?" Ryan asked, hurrying over.
"I'm fine." the words came out harsher than I intended, but maybe that was a good thing. He tried to help me up off the floor, but I pushed his arm out of the way. "I'm fine. I'm sort of in a rush. ."
"Yeah, I gathered that." His tone surprised me; he was no longer amused by the situation. We both looked at each other in silence, until we heard an announcement over the intercom.
"Penny Bloom, please come to the principal's office. Penny Bloom."
I finished collecting my things as Todd, started making an "ooh" noise. "Looks like little Miss Thang is in trouble."
"Shut up, Todd,!' Ryan and I said in unison.
Ryan gave me one last hurtful look before he walked out of the door.
I headed to the principals office as I tried to think about what I could've possibly done wrong. I saw my parents waiting there, looking concerned. I ran the rest of the way.




Chapter Twenty-six
WHAT'S WRONG?" I SAID THE SECOND I got inside the office.
"You tell us," Mom replied. "Mr. Braddock called us in and said that it's important. Your father had to cancel a few appointments to make this."
I was confused. I stared at my parents and could tell they were mad. "I don't know." I hadn't cheated. I hadn't been late to class.
My grades, which had always been good, had been getting even better this year. .. the door to the principal's office opened and Principal Braddock stepped out and motioned for us to come in.
Braddock was a big, stocky bald man, who looked like a nice guy until he opened his mouth. As we walked into his faux-wood-paneled office covered in photos and trophies from his glory days at McKinley thirty-plus years ago, I felt my pulse start to race.
"My apologies for calling you both in on such short notice." He motioned to my parents. "But we're having a problem with Penny that's starting to get out of hand. I'm not sure if you're aware of this little club that Penny has started."
WHAT?
"Of course we are" Dad said. "they meet at our house every Saturday night. Great bunch of girls."
Principal Braddock shifted in his seat. "Well, it's causing some problems at school."
It is?
"It is?" Mom asked. "What kind of problems?"
Principal Braddock straightened his tie, "Dr. and Mrs. Bloom, the problem is that Penny is using her unfortunate experiences to turn the rest of the female population against the males at this school."
I was dumbfounded, "the Club isn't about that!"
Principal Braddock put his hand up to silence me.
"Now, I'm sorry that Penny can't find a boyfriend — " "Excuse me!" Mom protested.
Principal Braddock held up his hands again. "My apologies. I meant to say that I don't really think it's appropriate for Penny to be pushing her ideals on the rest of the female student body, especially the impressionable freshman class."
"Hold on," Mom started. "Penny Lane has created an amazing group of friends. there is no hidden agenda except to spend time with her friends without the pressures of dating. Mr. Braddock, you know how messy high school romances can get, I'm surprised you aren't encouraging this." I looked at my mom and saw that her cheeks were flushed. this was going to be good.
"Mrs. Bloom, I am not going to sit here and allow one girl to start running the school. Penny is getting way too much power at this school. Her influence with the female population is getting a little out of control."
Mom started to tap her foot impatiently. "And I suppose you don't have a problem with the fact that, just because some jock can throw a ball far, the entire male population worships him? Let me ask you a question, Mr. Braddock. Have any of the Club members gotten in trouble for anything?"
"Well, technically no. But her little club is unsanctioned by the school, therefore — " "Therefore," Mom cut him. Off, "it really isn't any of your business."
Principal Braddock cleared his throat. "Therefore, you can understand the problem, that something not authorized by the school should not be encouraged by the school. I cannot allow this to continue."
Mom crossed her legs. "Excuse me, Mr. Braddock, but have Penny Lane's grades slipped at all?" No..
"In fact, her grades have actually improved last semester, haven't they?"
He started to flip through my thin file. "I guess."
"So, Penny Lane has done nothing wrong, the Club is not affecting her grades, and the Club is meeting off school grounds.
Am I correct?"
"Technically — " "Well, then I don't see what the problem is."
"The problem is, Mrs. Bloom" — Principal Braddock's face was explosive — "that after that article came out in the Monitor, a lot of the males at this school have been complaining.
Not only that, but I've received some troubling reports from my Student Advisory Committee."
Watt, Ryan wouldn't. .
"Nothing has happened yet, but that doesn't mean that it wont. this spells trouble — T-R-O-U-B-L-E."
Mom got up, "Well, I don't really give an S-H — " "Becky." Dad finally spoke. He got up and put his hand on her shoulder. Mr. Braddock relaxed considerably, probably hoping that my dad would agree with him. "thank you, Dr. Bloom."
"Penny Lane," Dad said, "we're leaving, lets go. And, Mr.
Braddock, I'm sure you won't argue that we're going to take Penny with us, as I really don't think it's fair for her to have to stay here today after the way you insulted her."
Dad grabbed his coat. I just stared at him.
"And, Mr. Braddock, as Penny's parents, we encourage this, as you call it, 'little' club. What she has done is wonderful, and you should be putting her picture on the wall instead of chastising her.
We couldn't be prouder."
Dad hugged me and kissed me on the forehead. "Let's go, kiddo.
Grab your stuff."




Chapter Twenty-seven
WORD OF MY QUICK DEPARTURE from school spread like wildfire around school. Non-Club members thought I was expelled. Todd, even told people that the police had to escort me out of the building. Of course, I texted Tracy and Diane the truth on my way home, and they spread the word to the rest of the Lonely Hearts Club members. they all thought I was a hero.
Everybody at our next meeting was ecstatic. it was as if Braddock's condemnation of the Club somehow validated us.
I hoped this made it a good time for an announcement.
Diane and Tracy joined me in the front of the room, I looked over and saw Morgan was blushing. She had been thrilled when she'd found out that Tyson liked her, but thankfully didn't want to drop out of the Club.
"All right, I want everybody to hear us out before you make up your minds or jump to conclusions." I looked at Rosanna when I said this. "I started this club because I was sick of guys. But as the Club has grown, I've noticed that it's more about focusing on ourselves, and that we're really good at that. So now I think maybe our focus shouldn't be on never dating a guy, but on keeping true to your friends. if one of us wants to go — " "I knew it!" Rosanna got out of her seat. "I knew it! You want to date Ryan.'" She pointed at me like I was a convicted felon. "if you just watt and hear — " "Oh, this is just great. Some leader you are!' she replied.
I noticed that the entire room was glaring at Rosanna. "this isn't about me!' I replied.
"Oh, really?" Rosanna rolled her eyes dramatically, "How convenient that you decide to change the rules after you go on a date with the hottest guy in school!' Jealousy was oozing out of her voice. "Maybe it shouldn't be called the Lonely Hearts Club —
maybe you should call it the Rules Will Change When Convenient For Penny Club!' "Oh, just shut it already.'" Tracy screamed at Rosanna, "Sit your skinny ass down and listen to what Penny has to say or get the hell out. I can tell you no tears will be shed if you leave."
It was good to have the old Tracy back.
Rosanna sat back downlike a spoiled six-year-old who had just been told she couldn't have a pony for Christmas. "thank you, Tracy," I said.
"You're welcome, our divine leader." Tracy smiled at me.
"This isn't about me. this is actually about Morgan." the entire room turned toward Morgan, who shrunk from embarrassment.
'I'm sorry, Morgan, for having to single you out, but everybody is going to find out eventually. See, the guy that Morgan has had a crush on for years also likes her. And the thing is, Tyson is a really great guy, probably one of the few at McKinley, and I don't want to be the one responsible for denying them the chance to see what could happen.
"So, Tracy, Diane, and I have sat down with Morgan and have agreed that as long as she still attends Saturday meetings, group events, and remains the Morgan we all love, there's no reason she can't give it a try."
Morgan stood up. "Consider me the lab rat. Plus, this may all be premature, since he hasn't even asked me out yet. ."
He better, I thought. Tyson had no idea how much trouble he was causing.
I walked over to Morgan and put my hand on her shoulder. "And I, for one, will be so excited to hear all the details about your date at our next meeting."
Rosanna started to laugh. "You've got to be joking. And when are we going to hear about your date?"
That was it. I'd had it with Rosanna.
"Let me make something perfectly clear to you and to everybody else." I was practically shaking I was so mad. "I have absolutely zero interest in Ryan Bauer and I never will. So to clarify to anybody who may be confused, I will never, never date Ryan."
the room had gone silent. Tracy and Diane had horrified expressions on their faces.
What had I done?




Chapter Twenty-eight
WHILE I FULLY ENJOYED TRACY'S rules for the Club, there was a very important one she missed. What happens in the Lonely Hearts Club, stays in the Lonely Hearts Club, I'd thought that was a given.
If you couldn't trust a member of the Club, who could you trust?
But It hadn't counted on one very shootworthy messenger.
Tracy, Diane, and I were walking into school together on Monday morning, talking about Morgan and Tyson, hoping his audition had gone well and he was ready to ask her out. We were just rounding the corner when Diane's expression fell, "Oh, no," she said. Both Tracy and I followed her gaze and saw Rosanna talking to Ryan at his locker with a smug look on her face.
This couldn't have been good.
Diane quickened her pace, and Ryan spotted the three of us walking over. He gave me a hurt look before slamming his locker and walking away.
"Let me talk to him," Diane headed after him.
I could tell Tracy was about ready to go after Rosanna, but she stopped when she noticed the panicked expression on my face, "It's okay, Penny," she said. "She's a jerk."
I nodded slowly. A numbness had spread over my body.
"That's it, she's out of the Club," Tracy went on. "I'll tell her." Tracy guided me to my locker and opened it up for me. All I could do was stare straight ahead.
"No, I'll tell her" I said. "At lunch." I could hardly get the words out.
"Okay." Tracy got my books for me. "Do you need anything else?"
Yes, I needed to know why, if I didn't have any feelings for Ryan, I felt so demolished.
Diane filled me in right before lunch. "Rosanna told Ryan that basically you declared in front of the entire Club that you think he's pathetic, that you don't even like him as a friend, and that you would never go on a date with him."
"That's not what I said!" I protested.
Well, not the first two parts.
"That's what I told him, but he's still pretty upset. I don't think he liked the fact that you would talk about him to the Club."
"All right," Tracy chimed in. "Let's slow down for a second and catch our breath." She put her arm around me and looked me in the eye. "Are you sure you want to do this now?"
I couldn't believe that at a time like this Tracy had decided to be the voice of reason. Even Diane looked at her like she was mental. Of course I wanted to do this.
Right.
Now.
"Yes."
I marched into the cafeteria like a soldier off to battle, with Diane and Tracy right behind me. Rosanna was at the end of the table talking poor Eileen's and Annette's ears off. She jumped a bit when I slammed down my books next to her. the entire table went silent.
"I have something I need to say," I was looking at Rosanna, but said it loud enough for everyone to hear. "there are certain people who are here for the wrong reasons. Certain people who aren't here because of friendship. People who are manipulative and wouldn't know how to be a good friend even if their bony ass depended on it. they're here because they want to be popular.
Well, you know what? I've been used far too much in my life to stand here and let it happen to me again. It's bad enough that I've been screwed around by boys. But to be screwed around by a girl… a supposed friend… is even worse. Underminers are not welcome in the Lonely Hearts Club any longer."
Rosanna continued to eat her banana, while looking around as if I couldn't possibly be speaking about her.
"Apparently, I'm not making myself clear." I leaned over so I was face-to-face with her. "Rosanna Shaw, you've taken advantage of me, of the Club, of our trust. You took something I said when I thought I was among friends, and you twisted it into a hurtful He.
You're no longer welcome in the Club, in my house, or at this table. Do you understand?"
She squinted at me. "Are you seriously going to kick me out?"
"I just did!" My voice started to rise. "Get out of here, you backstabbing, two-faced wench."
"Yes!" Tracy got up and clapped, followed by Diane, then Morgan and Kara and Jen. Soon the entire table was up, cheering me on.
Rosanna quickly got up and started to leave. Adrenaline was pumping through my entire body as I sat down. I examined the happy faces around me. I was so glad to have the old, supportive Club back.
I turned around to see the entire cafeteria was looking in our direction. A few other tables even joined in the celebration of Rosanna's departure.
I caught Ryan's eye at the other end of the room and gave him a smile, but he looked away.
The camaraderie within the Lonely Hearts Club was better than ever all week. We were stronger, more united. Maybe it was Braddock's threats, or Rosanna's interference, but all the Club members seemed to have become more invested in the Club and one another.
We all came out in full force to support Diane's debut as a member of the McKinley Ravens basketball team. With only two minutes left, Diane had yet to be put in the game.
"Coach Ramsey has to let Diane in — we're up by nineteen points!' Tracy said.
I kept stealing glances over by Diane's parents, where Ryan was sitting, I guessed there was no way Todd, or any of the guys, would've come to support Diane, despite how many times she had cheered them on. I had tried to talk to Ryan since Monday's debacle with Rosanna, but he wouldn't even look at me.
Anytime I tried to approach him, he walked away. He had to have heard the conversation in the cafeteria; it was all anybody had been talking about the last four days.
The junior varsity cheerleading squad took the floor. they didn't even try to display any enthusiasm for the game, like they were being punished by having to cheer for the girls' team.
"Ugh, this is painful, I could do a better job!' Tracy said as the cheerleaders anemically asked if we had spirit.
The buzzer sounded and the teams got back to the court. Diane sat patiently at the end of the bench, her knee visibly shaking with nerves.
Jen threw the ball from out-of-bounds to Britney Stewart, who was immediately fouled by a desperate member of the Springfield team. the team lined up at the free-throw line, and Britney easily scored two extra points for the team.
"Oh, come on, Coach!" Tracy screamed. "Put Diane in!"
All five Ravens players sprinted down to the other end of the court. Jen easily recovered a failed attempt from Springfield to score a basket. She grabbed the ball fiercely and began to dribble it down the court. A tall brunette player from Springfield ran up alongside her and pushed her down with a swift motion of her hips.
The whistle blew as the referees conferred.
"That so better be a technical foul," Tracy hissed. the team congregated near the bench to be briefed by Coach Ramsey. As the coach talked to the team and went over the next play, Diane looked on intently, then she bit her lip, and headed into the game. the entire Club section stood up and started cheering. Signs were hoisted, and chants of "Diane" started filling the gymnasium.
Diane's eyes narrowed as she lined up at the foul line and watched Jen miss her two free throws. Then, when the action resumed, she ran full force to Springfield's end of the court. She was squatting down and staying low as the guard from the other team approached her. Diane stayed with the guard the entire time, focused on the player's torso, a trick Ryan taught her. the ball was thrown to a tall blonde who missed the basket. Jen recovered the ball and threw it to Diane, Diane dribbled the length of the court, every ounce of her attention on the basket before her.
"Come on, Diane!" Tracy and I screamed in unison- Tracy grabbed my hand as we watched Diane approach the basket for a lay-up and.. miss.
"It's okay, Diane!" Kara screamed next to me. We all continued to clap as Springfield called another time-out.
"Can you believe them?" Tracy motioned down to the front, where the cheerleading team had decided to take a break. "they sat down the second Diane took to the court. So pathetic."
the cheerleaders were sitting on the first bench. Missy was texting someone on her phone, while the rest of them were doing everything they could to ignore the game.
"Oh, they make me so mad. A few weeks ago, all those girls were kissing Diane's ass and now they can't even cheer for the team.
it's their job!"
I nodded, annoyed at how shallow they were being.
"I've had it." Tracy stood up.
"Tracy, don't cause any — " Before I could finish my sentence, Tracy stood up on our bench, turned around to face the people behind us, and screamed at the top of her lungs, "GIVE ME A D!"
Our section quieted down as everybody stared at Tracy.
She looked exasperated. "Come on, people, I said GIVE ME A D!"
Oh my God, is Tracy, . cheerleading?
D!" Morgan, Kara, and Amy shouted.
"GIVE ME AN I!" Tracy continued.
"I" the Lonely Hearts Club started to roar. "that's more like it! GIVE ME AN At" Tracy started to clap and bounce on the balls of her feet. the cheerleaders from below turned around, mouths opened in shock as the Ravens side of the gymnasium gave Tracy an "N!"
"GIVE ME AN E!"
The gymnasium echoed with a loud "E!"
"What's that spell?" Tracy made her way down to the front of the bleachers.
"DIANE!"
She was now at the space occupied a few moments earlier by the cheerleading squad. "I CAN'T HEAR YOU!" She placed her hand up toward her ear.
DIANE! "The crowd cheered back.
The buzzer sounded and everybody was on their feet cheering.
Tracy looked over at Missy and company and gave them a little smirk, letting them know they were no longer the ones in control of the crowd.
Diane got back on the court, determination sketched on her face.
Less than fifteen seconds was left on the clock. Springfield took possession of the ball, and the guard slowly made her way down the court. Their team was going to lose, so why would they let us score any more points.
"TEN. "-the crowd started to count down with the clock.
Diane's eyes zeroed in on the approaching player.
"NINE…"
She started to shuffle back and forth.
"EIGHT…"
The guard tried to make a quick break to the left, but it was too late.
"SEVEN., Diane stole the ball and dribbled at a sprint down the court. .
"SIX. .."
.. while the entire Springfield team rushed after her. "five…"
Diane focused on the net ahead and..
'TOUR, "
. . went in for the layup.
"THREE…" the ball bounced off the rim and hit the backboard. .
"TWO…"
.. and went right into the net. the buzzer was muffled by the cheers erupting from the crowd. Diane was swarmed by her teammates. the cheerleaders rushed out of the auditorium with disgusted looks on their faces. the Springfield side was clearly confused about the celebration before them.
I thought back to the Diane who sat across from me at the diner less than two months ago. I looked around at all of the Club members to whom Diane had been such an inspiration. She had shown us all that it could be done.




Chapter Twenty-nine
IT WASN'T LOST ON ME THAT there was a correlation between the demise of my friendship with Ryan and the growth of the bond within the Club.
Every time the Club moved forward (Diane's basketball triumph last night), Ryan and I took a step back (he never showed up at his locker that day).
While that was upsetting, there was another problem that I needed to face. Nate.
There was another e-mail waiting for me when I got home. This one entitled FRIENDS?
I sat down and clicked it open.
Pen, I've been thinking about us a lot lately. Actually, you're all I think about. I know I'm not going to hear from you. I know you hate me.
I know you will never feel for me the way I feel for you. I deserve this. But I just need to ask you one question, and I want you to think about it (if you're even reading this) before I see you in a couple weeks. Do you think we could at least be friends? I need you in my life. And I'll take you whatever way I can.
I am going to do everything possible to get you back in my life.
Love, Loser Friends? He wanted us to be friends? Could I be friends with Nate after everything that happened?
Ryan and Diane were friends, but Ryan didn't cheat on Diane.
Ryan was…
I couldn't handle thinking about how wonderful Ryan was. Or being friends with Ryan, since he clearly had no interest in even talking to me.
Maybe the best thing would be just to tell Nate we could be friends and move on.
But I knew: I — was fooling myself if I thought that I would be able to do that.
After brooding about it for a week, I decided to ask Diane for advice over dinner. "How can you be friends with Ryan?" I blurted out before we even ordered.
Diane was surprised. "He's been in my life for so long."
"But so has Nate., for me," I replied.
Diane looked concerned. "Yeah, but Ryan never.. "
I sank back in my chair.
"What is this about?" Diane bit her lip.
I filled her in on the e-mails and Nate's plea for us to be friends.
She shook her head. "Penny, do you want to be friends with Nate?"
"No — I never want to see Nate again. But that isn't going to happen."


She sighed. "I really think you need to come clean to your parents." No way.
Diane set down her menu and grabbed my hand. "is everything okay? You've been really quiet all week."
I shrugged.
"You know!' Diane offered, "it wasn't easy at first, being friends with Ryan. I had to get in a new routine with him, but now he's one of my best friends. And so are you." She hesitated. "And I wish that my two closest friends could forgive each other."
"What?" My mouth dropped open. "Forgive each other? Diane, he won't even look at me. I've tried to apologize to him, but he doesn't even acknowledge my existence."
"I know. He's just upset."
"Upset?" I was so frustrated. "What Rosanna said was a blatant lie. He knows that, right?"
Diane nodded.
"So, what's his problem? We've been friends for a long time and then he doesn't want to talk to me? Why? Because people thought we went on a date."
Diane shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "Penny, Ryan thought it was a date."
"Diane, he knew about the Lonely Hearts Club. He knew I couldn't date."
She shrugged.
"You know," I said, "maybe Nate and Ryan aren't that different after all."
Diane looked shocked. "How can you say that?"
"Come on, Diane." My face was flushed. "So, fine, Ryan thought it was a date. So because I wouldn't be…" I wanted to say "his little girlfriend" but didn't want to offend her, "Because I wouldn't go on a date with him, he doesn't even want to be my friend? is all he wants from me, I don't know, to get laid?"
Diane pursed her lips. "You know he's not like that."
"Do I?"
I started to get upset. I knew I'd crossed the line. I knew that Ryan wasn't like Nate — but I missed Ryan. I missed talking to him, hanging out with him between classes. And he just dumped on me. Just like Nate did. So was he any different?
'I'm just saying that my opinion on guys hasn't changed," I said.
I was sure I was right to not get involved with Ryan. He would've just hurt me in the end. Just like he'd already hurt me, Tracy came up to me the next day after class. "Hey, I need to talk to you for a minute." She looked serious.
We walked over to the benches that lined the hallway near the cafeteria.
"There's some stuff going on with the Club that I need to let you in on."
"The Club?" I thought everything was great. But I'd been so distracted lately, it didn't surprise me that I may have missed something.
"Yeah, Kara is going to miss the next two meetings," "Oh?"
Tracy looked around. "Yeah, I didn't say anything to you or Diane because I swore I wouldn't tell anybody."
"What's going on?"
"She's going in for counseling." Counseling?"
Tracy sighed. "Oh, come on, Pen, We've all kept quiet the last couple of years while we watched her waste away. I don't know what prompted her, but she started talking to me and Morgan at the last meeting about wanting to get back in control."
"That's great." I was so happy for Kara. Happy and concerned.
"So, anyways," Tracy continued. "The program she is going to is all weekend long."
"Of course, it's fine." I felt bad that I didn't know about it or hadn't been there for Kara.
Ryan came walking toward his locker. it was the first time I had seen him outside of World History in a week.
"Hey, Ryan!' Tracy said.
He looked up from his locker. "Hey, Tracy."
He, once again, didn't even look at me. He quickly grabbed his things and left.
Tracy looked between me and Ryan, who was walking out the door. "What's going on with you two, anyways?"
"Nothing," And that was the truth. There was absolutely, positively nothing going on.
I decided I was going to use the week before thanksgiving break to focus back on the Club. I'd had enough of stressing over Ryan's coldness and Nate's desire to be friends.
"Okay, spill it!" Tracy said to Morgan as she sat down at our meeting on Saturday. "We want details."
Morgan blushed as the entire group awaited the details of her first date with Tyson.
"Well, Tyson picked me up in his mom's station wagon."
"He did not!" Erin exclaimed. "that is so not what I pictured."
"I know." Morgan smiled. "I thought he would've had some rock-star car, but it was really sweet. We went to the Mexicana Grill and had the greatest meal — they have the best guacamole.
Then we went to the garage, and I got to hear their band rehearse, and he sang a song for me." Morgan blushed at the memory.
"An original song?" Teresa asked.
As Morgan continued the story of her night, I looked around at the group. Everybody was interested in Morgan's date and happy for her. I couldn't help but smile. these were the kinds of friends that I needed. Supportive ones.
Not Nate, who'd betrayed me. And not Ryan, who was so quick to dismiss me.
"Did he kiss you or not: I said details," Tracy teased.
Morgan blushed and looked down.
A chorus of "wooo" filled the room as Morgan put her hands up to her face. "Penny, you've got to help me," she begged.
"All right, all right. Let the girl have some amount of privacy." I laughed.
I went through a list of movies we could watch and let the debate start between an eighties teen comedy or a horror flick.
"Hey, Penny." Teresa Finer came up to me. "Would it be okay if Marta and I went upstairs to study?"
"Study? it's a Saturday night, guys."
Marta Gonzales took out her Advanced Calculus textbook. "I know, but there's a big test on Monday we need to go over."
Teresa leaned in. "I failed the last exam, and if my grade drops any lower I'm going to lose my volleyball scholarship at UW."
"Oh, of course!" I motioned for them to follow me as I walked them up to my room. "It will be quiet here. Let me know if you need anything."
"Thanks," Teresa said as she sat down on my floor.
When I headed downstairs, I saw I had a text from Nate. Tracy had shut off his ringer, but that didn't mean he couldn't get through.
I flipped open the phone and burst out laughing.
"What's going on?" Tracy was in the kitchen with Diane getting more food.
I kept laughing. "Oh, it's this text from Nate.."
Tracy ran over and grabbed the phone. "What; I don't get it."
"What's it say?" Diane asked.
"Milk was a had choice," Tracy read. I burst out laughing again.
"It's.." I kept giggling. "It's from Anchorman. We saw it this summer on TV, and we kept quoting lines from it all the time. See, it was really hot out. ."
Tracy and Diane were both horrified.
"Penny, have you lost your mind?"
"What? it's a funny movie."
"You don't see what he's doing?"
What was he doing?
Tracy hit the delete button. "I'm keeping this tonight." She put my phone in her pocket. "Let's go back downstairs. Maybe being around the group will remind you why we're here."
I followed Tracy downstairs. But I had a smile on my face, remembering laughing so hard with Nate that I had tears running down my face. Good tears.
I had almost forgotten that there were good times with Nate.
I kept getting texts all week. And I hated to admit that I was beginning to look forward to them. Just like I used to look forward to going to my locker and talking to Ryan.
I told Tracy that they'd stopped, because she was demanding possession of my cell phone. And it wasn't like a few funny lines were going to make me forget about what he'd done.
I just needed to laugh.
I raced back to my locker to pack up before thanksgiving break. I checked my phone and began laughing at his newest quote.
"Hey, what's so funny?"
I almost didn't recognize the voice.
Ryan. He was smiling at me.
"Oh." I hadn't talked to him in weeks. I had been waiting for this moment, but didn't know what to do. "Oh, I just got a funny text."
"Well, it's good to see you smile again, Bloom."
I didn't know how to take that. "Um…" it was good to be talking to him again. if only I could've figured out what to say. I decided to be honest. "I guess I could say the same thing to you."
He laughed. "Yeah, you're right. Been a tough few weeks, huh?"
I just nodded. Where had this come from?
"Well." He shut his locker. "Have a great thanksgiving. I'll see you when we get back." He touched my shoulder as he walked off My heart sank.
Right then I got another text from Nate, but I deleted it without looking. Funny quotes were all well and good, but that's not what I wanted.
It scared me that that brief encounter with Ryan meant so much to me.
I closed my eyes. I was thankful for the Club. For not dating.
Because there was no way Ryan Bauer could do anything but break my heart.





Chapter Thirty
"PENNY LANE, YOU AREN'T GOING to wear that are you?"
Mom asked when I walked down to the kitchen on thanksgiving morning.
I looked down and inspected my outfit — a nice pair of jeans and a long-sleeved tee. "Ah, yes. this is standard Bloom holiday wear," She was busy wiping down the kitchen counter and looked more stressed than usual.
"I know, but we have guests this year."
"Oh, I'm sorry I didn't realize the Queen of England was stopping by."
"Penny Lane!" Mom snapped at me. I had forgotten how much entertaining took out of her. Rita and I had been doing our best to help her, peeling potatoes and cutting up vegetables. I had the cuts on my hand to prove it.
Dad walked in with the newspaper rolled up in his hand. "Penny Lane, please change for your mother, will you? She's a little upset that Lucy isn't coming home this weekend."
this was the first holiday our whole family wasn't together. Lucy was spending thanksgiving with her fiancé's family in Boston.
Mom wiped the sweat off her brow. "I know she'll be spending a whole week at Christmas, but that's going to be spent getting ready for the wedding. ."
Rita entered the room in jeans and a t-shirt.
"Girls, change right this instant!"
As we walked upstairs Rita asked, "What did I miss?" I just shook my head. Happy thanksgiving to me. Rita could tell that I was a nervous wreck.
"Penny, it's going to be fine!' she said. "You've got to be the bigger person. You don't want him to have any power."
The Taylor's were going to arrive in less than an hour, and I still had no idea what I was going to say to Nate. to be honest, I didn't even know what I was going to feel like when I saw him. Angry?
Sad? E-mails and texts were one thing, but what would I feel when I looked in his eyes? that was going to reveal a lot. I just hoped I would be able to stay strong. He wasn't going to get to me. I had moved on.
I went to my room and found the white halter top Diane had lent me after Homecoming, when she told me that I needed to accentuate "what your mama gave you." So I put that on with black-and-white pinstripe pants and black heels. I headed downstairs thinking that I looked a lot better. . maybe a little too good for my father, "Uh, is that top new, Penny Lane?" Dad aid, as he nervously looked at my outfit "Oh, Dave, relax," Mom said "She's filled out nicely."
the doorbell rang, and I tried to take a few deep breaths. Rita grabbed my hand and whispered, "Don't let him win."
Win? What was there to win? the door opened and there was an explosion of activity — my parents embracing Mr. and Mrs. Taylor and exchanges of cheerful greetings.
Mrs. Taylor turned to me. "Oh, Penny, look at you!" She hugged me tightly. "Oh, sweetie, you look fantastic." She let go of me and I turned around.
And there he was. With a look on his face — I couldn't tell whether it was shy or smug.
"Hey, Penny."
I opened my mouth and tried to say something, anything. But it was hard. I thought about what Diane had said about Ryan being in her life for so long. Here was Nate in front of me, Nate whom I had always known. I thought that maybe my last memory of him would drown out the others, but they didn't. Seeing each other was such a routine, and even though we'd always say "Hey, Penny" and "Hey, Nate "like it was no big deal, we usually said it like we shared a secret between us. Because we did. And now it was bigger than before.
I hated seeing him. I hated him being here. Because I hated what I was feeling. As much as I wanted to scream and run away, I could hardly breathe. I felt the same excitement that I would always feel when I saw him. this was going to be harder than I had ever imagined.
"Here." Rita shoved the Taylors' coats in my arms. "Penny will hang these up."
I gave Rita a grateful look as I darted to the closet. I spent more time than necessary hanging up the coats. the entire time I sensed Nate's eyes on my back. And I enjoyed it.
"So, what can I get you to drink?" I asked the second the last of the jackets was on a hanger.
"I've got it, sweetie." Dad began to take drink orders.
"No, Dad!' Rita protested. "Let me and Penny help."
I turned to head to the kitchen, when I felt a tug on my arm.
"Penny," Nate said as he enveloped me in a hug. "I missed you so much."
"Aww," Nate's mom cooed. "He's been talking about nothing but seeing you again, sweetie."
I just stood there with Nate's arms around me.
"Come on, Penny." Rita came over and Nate quickly loosened his grasp. "We've got to go to the kitchen." She turned to Nate. "You know, the room with all the sharp knives."
As he backed away, I examined him for the first time since he'd completely crushed me. And it was strange, because he wasn't the same as my memory of him. Had I not noticed before how flat his face was? And he had these tiny pale, lifeless eyes.
I was starting to breathe a little easier.
I hung out in the kitchen with Rita and Mom, helping to get ready while Mrs, Taylor grilled us with questions about school.
Fortunately, the guys were downstairs watching the football game. it was the first time that this sexist tradition didn't bother me.
I went into the dining room to pour water in the glasses and noticed that Mom had put me right next to Nate. there was no way I would be able to avoid a conversation with him. there wasn't enough time to switch places — everyone was already coming in for dinner. As I grabbed a plate, I realized that Mom had certainly outdone herself this year with food, I could hardly fit everything on my plate the first go-round, although I did skip the cranberry sauce as I was afraid it would stain my shirt. the cranberry sauce and the to furkey. My parents weren't going to let tradition get in the way of their beliefs, so I'd gotten used to filling myself up on salad, mashed potatoes, wild rice, and sweet potatoes.
Nate followed me in line at the counter. He reached across me to grab a roll, then placed his other hand on the bare part of my back and moved his thumb back and forth. I stayed there, unable to move, "I missed you," he murmured.
For a moment, I almost whispered back I missed you too. I was so used to this exchange between us. this time, I tried to refuse it.
I'd spent months blocking out his touch, his words. I knew where this always led for him.
I couldn't force myself to look at him. I just walked back to the table.
Then, as we sat down, Nate took a long look at my chest.
And I thought, Watt a second.
Mr. Taylor turned to me. "So, Penny, what's this Club of yours I keep hearing about?"
I almost choked on my mashed potatoes. How did he know about it?
Mrs. Taylor chimed in next. "Yes, your mother sent us the link to the article in the school paper." if Mom thought I was going to help her with the dishes, she had another thing coming. "It sounds like so much fun. I wish I had had something like that when I was your age!"
That meant Nate knew about the Club. I couldn't bear to look at his reaction. Instead, I smiled and cheerfully replied, "Yes, it's so much fun!"
I could feel my hand start to shake, I looked at Rita, who was giving me an encouraging smile.
"It's really great," she said, glaring at Nate. "Especially since you wouldn't believe the complete losers who've asked Penny out.
She's much better off" Mr. Taylor smiled and nodded. "Well, that's just great, Penny." the conversation shifted to politics. I couldn't resist looking at Nate.
He was shoving food into his mouth. A speck of to furkey dangled from his chin.
This was the guy that I would dream about every summer? This was the guy who broke my heart? Him?
After dinner and dishes, I went upstairs to my room to call Tracy.
Before I could dial, Nate knocked on my door and asked to come in. the thought of being alone with him made me a little sick, but I figured I couldn't keep ignoring him any longer.
He sat down on the corner of my bed. "Come here," he said, tapping the place next to him, "No, thank you." I stayed at my desk.
Nate got up, "Aw, come on, Penny. I meant every word in my e-mails. You can't still be mad at me, can you?" He came over and placed his hands on my shoulders.
It used to be that his touch was all I wanted. it used to be that I would've happily spelled out my life in moments like this — the two of us alone together, the two of us in secret. it used to be that my unwritten boyfriend list had only one name on it. it used to be that my love for him could make him beautiful no matter how he acted, no matter what he did.
"Tell me what I can do to make it better," he whispered, leaning in to rub my shoulders.
"Well," I said, "you can start by getting your hands off me."
He kept going. "You used to like it when I did this."
I stood up and pushed him away from me. "Yeah, I used to like a lot of stupid things."
He looked genuinely hurt. "Don't say that, Penny. I know things didn't end well with us, but it wasn't all that bad."
"You have got to be kidding me," I didn't even bother controlling my voice, I heard loud footsteps on the stairs, and in a few seconds Rita was in my room. "So help me, jerkwad — get away from my sister."
I turned toward Rita. "Actually, Rita, close the door." She put her hand on the door. "No, I mean, leave." Rita closed the door behind her.
Nate looked triumphant. "See, this is more like it." He crossed the room, but I held out my hand.
"Stop," "Why do you always have to be such a tease?" He winked at me.
I felt hotness rise in my face. I was trying to do everything I possibly could to not punch him.
"How can you stand there and think that after everything you did to me that I would just forgive you? A few e-mails and funny texts aren't going to change that."
Something came over Nate then. This strange calm, as if the answer was the most obvious one in the world, at least to him.
"I figured you'd forgive me because I love you," he said.
And he believed it. He was a fake, a cheat, a liar, a scum. But at that very moment, I couldn't sense any faking, cheating, lying, or scumming. He truly believed it, if only for the second he needed it to be true, "Nate," I said, "you're not allowed to do that. You're not allowed to say that. You lied to me."
I could start to taste bile in my throat, "Nate, you lied to me."
"I told you what you wanted to hear," he said, regaining his defensiveness.
"Well, did you think that maybe what I wanted to hear was the truth?"
I could see what was happening. the minute I challenged him, that "I love you" was gone. "You know what, Pen. No, I didn't think that, because you didn't want to hear the truth. You built up some stupid fairy tale about us since we were little, so yeah, I id what I thought you wanted."
"You used me," Nate threw his hands up. "It's not like I got very far!"
My body started to shake. "You got far enough."
"Whatever, I think you at least owe me a thank-you."
"What?" I must have heard him wrong.
A smile spread across his face. "The Lonely Hearts Club? You obviously started it because of me."
My mouth practically dropped to the floor. He thought that I should thank him.
"Aw, come on — you needed to get over me, so you started the club. to be honest, I'm a little flattered, babe."
I looked at him in complete shock.
I tried to remember what Rita had said about being a bigger person. I could either calmly tell him that he was mistaken or let him have it. I could be the bigger person or I could belike any normal sixteen-year-old.
Like there really was a choice.
"First off, you ever call me a babe again and no medical team on earth will be able to tell that you were once a guy."
I was only sixteen after all. the smile quickly vanished from his face.
"Seriously, I don't know what I ever saw in you. You're a completely selfish human being. Not only that, you're not nearly as good-looking as you think you are and add as much to a conversation as a bag of rocks. I believe in people learning from mistakes, and let me tell you something — you were a huge mistake.
"Not only am I never going to make a mistake like that again, I'm never going to have to put up with you again."
I went over to where he was sitting and got in his face.
"You're going to get a job next summer back at home and stay with someone there. You're not going to spend any more summers with us. Do you understand?"
"You can't make me do anything." He crossed his arms.
"Oh, really? Okay, fine." I grabbed his arm. "Were going downstairs and we're going to tell my mother exactly everything that happened this summer — and I mean everything" Nate stopped in his tracks.
"Come on, Nate — you don't think you did anything wrong, so what's the big deal? I think my mom would love to hear what you did to me, especially since you were doing a whole lot more with a bunch of other people at the same time. God, maybe I'll get lucky and be able to be there when my mom tells your mom about it.
Honestly, I'm sick of keeping it a secret from them. True, my mom will be disappointed in me for my poor choices and for giving in to a pig, but for some reason, I think she'll have a few more.. ah, words for you."
Nate removed my grip from his arm. "Penny, stop it."
"Stop what? You can't possibly be scared of my mother?"
I couldn't believe I was able to say that with a straight face.
"You know what!' I went on. "Something good did come from this summer. I deserve so much better than you. I always have. So I guess I should thank you for being a complete and utter jerk so I would wake up and see what I'm worth. But in the end, the people who matter the most to me are my friends, not someone like you.
You mean absolutely nothing to me. Yes, in a way your actions are responsible for the Club, which is the best thing that ever happened to me. But I owe you nothing."
I turned around and started to leave my room, but had a second thought.
"And, Nate? You kiss like a slobbering dog, you have bad breath, and you wouldn't know how to push the right buttons on a girl if we came with manuals. Happy thanksgiving, Jackass."
All right, I am going to be a bigger person starting right now.




Chapter Thirty-one
'No YOU DIDN'T!" TRACY WAS screaming on the phone after I gave her the details.
"Can you believe it? I think I may have gone a little overboard in the end, but I just feel this incredible weight lifted off my shoulders." I was lying in bed with my pajamas on, feeling so giddy the Taylor's had left, and Rita had brought me a big piece of pumpkin pie before heading out for the evening. Life was grand, "Seriously next meeting I want you to do a complete reenactment for the Club. I'll be more than happy to play the part of Nate. I'll just grunt a lot and shove food in my face. Priceless! Who else knows?"
"Just you and Rita. She thinks I'm a goddess!"
"You have got to call the Club. Everybody's dying to know what happened."
"I will — t just can't believe that seeing him was a good thing; I don't know what I was thinking. He changed so much."
"Penny it wasn't Nate who changed, it was you. You know that I've never liked him. I always told you that you could do better, but you didn't listen and now you know the truth. Pretty sweet, huh?"
Very sweet indeed.
I fell into bed exhausted after calling Diane, Jen, Amy, and Morgan.
I had done it. I had stood up to Nate.
I went over to my desk and picked up my old journal and went to the last entry. the one that had broken my heart so many times in the past. I ran my finger along the indentations the pen left. there was so much pain in those words. But now I knew that everything would be okay.
I grabbed a pen off my desk and wrote below my "Yesterday" entry. I wasn't rewriting history, I was just reminding myself that I could get over heartbreak if it happened another time.
. . I'll he back again.
Yes, I would be back. I could take chances with my heart and I would be able to bounce back, and anything that might hurt me would just make me stronger in the end.
And I did deserve everything I wanted — somebody who would appreciate me, someone I could trust, someone who liked me for me.
My heart sank as I thought of Ryan.





Chapter Thirty-two
"NOW, PENNY LANE, THIS IS our little secret, pinky swear." Dad held out his pinky and I locked mine with his. "Your mother would kill me if she knew we did this with all of the leftovers still in the house."
Dad and I were on our own for Saturday dinner, and neither of us had been able to stand looking at the leftover to furkey… so we'd thrown it down the garbage disposal. Mom was never going to buy the story that I'd helped him finish it off.
"So what's the Club up to tonight?" Dad asked.
"Were going to catch a movie so you guys don't have to worry about a zillion screaming girls in the house."
Dad smiled. "Well, that's a relief. No karaoke planning?"
Ugh, that was the purpose of us going to a movie — to try to distract Jen from the following weekend's party. She had been totally stressing out. Not only had I promised to sing a solo, I had also agreed to lead the Club in a rendition of "Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band." the phone rang and Dad went over and picked it up. "Oh, hello, Ryan!' he said after listening for a moment.
It cant be. , I looked over and saw that my dad's forehead was creasing.
"No, no, you did the right thing. I'll be in my office in five minutes.
Meet me there."
Medical emergency. "Is everything all right?"
"No, actually that was Ryan Bauer — his sister fell and hit her mouth against a table and is bleeding. I need to get over to the office," He grabbed his jacket. "Actually, Penny Lane, can you come with me? I might need an extra set of hands."
"Umm…"
"Plus," he added, "Ryan seems a little shaken up. it might be good for him to have a friend there."
Before I could protest, Dad threw my jacket at me and was out the door.
Ryan was waiting for us when we pulled up. He was holding his eight-year-old stepsister, Katie, in his arms, her long black hair covering her face. Dad ran over to him and reached out to touch Katie's head. "Sweetie," he told her, "its going to be okay." He handed me his keys. "Penny Lane, open up the office, get the lights on in my exam room, turn everything on, and get a clean set of instruments." Ryan looked at me, noticing that I was with my father, and I saw that his eyes were filled with panic.
I nervously reached for the keys and sprinted into the office. I flipped on the overhead lights and then ran in the back to my dad's main exam room. Like an automatic reflex, I turned on all of the equipment, grabbed a fresh set of instruments, and placed them down on the counter.
Katie's sobs were getting louder as my dad and Ryan approached the room. "I was upstairs getting dinner ready and then I heard a crash. I guess she was jumping around and. . fell!' Ryan was explaining to my dad.
He set Katie in the chair and Dad gently removed the towel that was covering her face. All I could see was blood.
"Oh, no!" Ryan exclaimed, and he put his hands over his head and started to pace.
"Everything's going to be fine!' Dad said. I couldn't tell if he was talking to Katie or Ryan.
I ran into my dad's office, grabbed Abbey the Walrus, and ran back. Dad was examining Katie, who was now crying even harder. "Here, sweetie." I went over and gave her the stuffed animal that I used to play with when I was about her age. Katie hesitantly took the walrus and then held on to it for dear life.
"All right, some of the teeth are a little loose, but everything is going to be fine. I'm just going to clean up the wound and then see about stabilizing the teeth," Dad looked over at Ryan, who seemed like he was about to faint.
"Penny Lane, why don't you take Ryan to the lobby," Dad went on, even as Ryan began to protest. "Ryan, I think it's best for you to watt there. You've done all you can."
I walked out the door and Ryan followed me. Before I could even think about it, I placed my hand on his shoulder.
He plunked down on the couch in the reception area and put his hands over his face. "My mother's going to kill me."
I sat down next to him and put my arm around him. "Ryan, you didn't do anything wrong."
"there's so much blood," he protested.
"But that's just because the blood is mixed with the saliva, so it just looks worse than it actually is," I assured him.
He jerked his head up. "Why are you even here?" I couldn't tell if he was angry or embarrassed.
"My dad, he, um, thought he might need help. and that you might need a friend." I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze.
Ryan's cell phone rang and he jumped. "Hey, Mom, . no, I got ahold of Dr. Bloom…, Yes… okay… okay… I will. . 'bye."
"You have to know this isn't your fault," I said after he'd hung up.
He just stared straight ahead, "Um, when I was two, Lucy was supposed to be watching me. She was only ten at the time, so that was probably pretty irresponsible of my parents, but she left me on the top bunk bed in her room and, well, the next thing you know, I fell off the bunk bed and onto the floor. And you know, I turned out seminormal." I bumped my knee against his. "Or maybe not.. "
He smiled. "I know she'll be okay, but my mom sounded like I really let her down, and Cole is so overprotective of Katie. it's just… do you have any idea how frickin' exhausting it is to be me sometimes?"
I stared at him in disbelief.
"Ryan," I said, "nobody expects you to be perfect" "Right, tell that to the coaches and my parents."
I'd never really thought about that. I'd just always assumed that Ryan was perfect.
"It's my own fault," he continued, "I kill myself to live up to peoples expectations. Just once I'd like to skip class, drink at a party, not always say the right thing, I can already hear my parents, 'You should have been watching her, Ryan,' What were you thinking, Ryan! 'How irresponsible, Ryan! 'We are so disappointed, Ryan! that's the worst, when they tell me that they're disappointed in me, like I'm not allowed to mess up once in a while. I'm just thankful my dad doesn't need to know about this!' it was the first time Ryan had mentioned his father since he hadn't shown up at the game earlier in the year. "if I have to hear from him one more time that an A-minus is the same as a B-minus and that no decent college is going to let me in unless I get nothing but straight As. .like t want to follow his path to being a self-absorbed prick."
My mouth dropped open.
He looked horrified, "I'm sorry… I shouldn't have… I didn't mean, "
"It's okay" I rubbed his arm. "You're just really stressed about Katie, that's all. there's just… a lot going on right now."
He turned to me, looking so tired. "I know you think I'm overreacting, but I spend so much time doing things to not disappoint people.. . What about what I want?"
"What do you want?" I asked.
"Does it even matter?" he replied as he leaned his head against the wall.
"Yes, it does, if it's important to you."
"Well, I can't have it, so what's the point?"
this was such a different side to Ryan — he was so vulnerable. it made me like him even more. I reached out and held his hand again. "Ryan, you're an amazing person and you do deserve whatever you want," He looked down at my hand in his. "I'm not stupid, so I'm willing to settle."
I was confused; I had no idea what he was talking about. He reached out his free hand and cupped my chin. "I know things have been weird, but can we please have things go back to normal between us?"
I didn't know if that was even possible. What was normal anymore?
I nodded. 'I'm really sorry for everything. Rosanna was just.."
"I know," he said as he put his hand back down and took his other hand away from mine. I had the urge to grab it again, but resisted.
"Well." I hit him on the knee. "Leave it to you. You come in here with your sister and you end up making me feel better."
"Yeah, well, leave it to Mr. Perfect…"
I laughed. "Hardly. Don't forget I overheard you singing at the concert and you, mister, have a little problem with pitch. I say you're far from perfect."
He shook his head and we sat in silence. I started to hum along to the Muzak playing in the background.
"Oh my God," I said.
Ryan looked up. "What's wrong?"
I shook my head, "Nothing, it's just…" I went over to the front desk and turned up the volume, "Seems to be appropriate, don't you think?" I started to sing along to the music playing.
Won't you please, please help me.
"You have no idea." He breathed what appeared to be a sigh of relief.
Dad came out a few minutes later, holding Katies hand. Her mouth looked a lot better, besides the gauze that Dad affixed to help slow the bleeding. Ryan jumped out of his chair and was on his knees hugging her.
"Dr. Bloom, thank you so much. I'm so sorry for having to call you at home — I just didn't know what to do."
My dad shook Ryan's hand. "No worries — you did the right thing."
Katie came over to me and extended Abbey in her small arms, I bent down. "You know, I think you might need Abbey more than me." Her face lit up and she ran over to Ryan and grabbed his leg, "Well," he said, "I guess we should go. thanks again, Dr. Bloom."
He walked over to me, saying "thanks, Penny" as he gave me a hug. then he leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.
I saw the surprised look on my dad's face. As we let them out the front door, he looked at me. "So.. that Ryan. Great guy, huh?"
You have no idea, I thought.
With a Little Help From My Friends "I get by with a little help from my friends…"




Chapter Thirty-three
USUALLY AFTER A BREAK, I dreaded going back to school But I couldn't watt to see Ryan, to see if things were really okay between us.
We fell quickly back in place, and I practically ran to my locker between classes. instead of dread, I started to look forward to my between-class teasing session. Usually I told him how many ways he wasn't perfect, and he commented on the unfortunate shape of my head from my bunk bed trauma.
"Come to think of it, I never see you wear hats — is that because of the, you know, accident" He tugged on my scarf as I was buttoning up my wool coat.
"Gee, let me think. I've never seen you play a musical instrument
— is that maybe because you're completely inept at anything related to music?"
I wrapped my scarf around my neck so it smacked him in the head every time it circled around.
"Oh, excuse me. ," "Penny!" I heard someone cry from across the hall. I saw Jen running toward me, with Tracy following quickly behind her.
This couldn't be good.
Tracy broke the news. "Principal Braddock told her that we can't have the karaoke night in the gymnasium anymore."
"What?" I screamed. "It's four days away!"
Jen took a deep breath, "He said that he feels it's turned into a Lonely Hearts Club event and that it can't be on school grounds!' "that doesn't make any sense!' I protested, "Were raising money for the basketball team. We're just helping because you're our friend. Everybody's invited."
Jen put her head in her hands. "I just don't know what we're going to do. We've all worked so hard."
Tracy sat down and put her hand around Jen's shaking body. "It's okay, we'll just have to postpone it until…"
"the hell we are!" I proclaimed. Both Tracy and Jen looked up at me in shock. "We're going to have this party and raise so much flippin' money that the basketball team is going to have the best uniforms in the school's history."
Tracy looked at me like I had gone insane. "But, Pen, we can't use the school."
"then we'll find somewhere else to have it. I am so sick of all the drama. Seriously, what's the point of having the Club if we can't find a way to overcome these little obstacles?"
"But all of the flyers have been put up… " Jen argued.
"So we'll make new ones. Screw Principal Braddock — let's show him how much power we really have," Now even I was a little surprised by myself. "Let's go to my house — we've got some phone calls to make."
In less than an hour, all thirty members of the Lonely Hearts Club were at my house, ready to step into action. My parents had ordered pizza for the group as we analyzed our options.
"I still say all the parents need to get together and talk to Braddock," Dadsaid, opening up a pizza box and helping himself to another slice.
I shook my head. "No, we need to do this on our own and show him that we can stand on our own two feet. We can handle whatever he's going to throw at us."
Dad nodded while he chewed, looking around the room, clearly happy to be in the middle of all the excitement, "All right, here's the deal," Eileen Vodak said as she came into the basement. "My uncle will let us use the event space at the Bowlarama for free, but since it's a Saturday night and he'll have to turn away paying customers, he asks that we don't bring in any food but have people buy sodas and snacks. Or, if we give him $5 a person, they will cater the event for us with soda and chips and stuff" "But that's going to cut into the profit," Jen replied as she sat nervously on the floor.
"Exactly how many people are you expecting?" Dad asked.
Jen picked at her uneaten slice of pepperoni, "I have no idea —
fifty?"
"But fifty hardly covers the Club and the basketball team," Diane reminded us.
"Wow, you're right. I guess a hundred or a hundred and fifty." Jen started writing figures down in her notepad.
Dad looked over Jen's shoulder at her writing. "Come to think of it, Jen, I don't think the Bloom Dental Office has made a donation to the team this year. How about this — you guys pull this off and I'll pay for the refreshments?"
Jen looked up at my dad with her big blue eyes, and for the first time all night she smiled. "Dr. Bloom, thank you so much." She got up and threw her arms around him. "I promise to start flossing every day!"
Dad laughed. "Well, that's just great."
I think that might have made his day more than saving the basketball team.
"Okay." Jen nervously bit her lip. "I guess all we need to do now is to let everybody know about the location change. We've got flyers… I guess that will be enough." She didn't seem convinced.
"We should make an announcement over the PA system," Tracy said, drawing a microphone on poster board. "Like Braddock would ever let that happen. I just wish I could find a way to get in there and do it."
"You can't," Diane told her, "Well, I know that. I was just joking," Tracy responded.
Diane stood up. "No, I'm just saying that you can't, but I can."
I stared nervously at the clock before homeroom and took a deep breath to calm down. I hoped Diane could pull this off and that she wouldn't be suspended for it.
Since Diane was the president of the student council, she was responsible for the Friday morning announcements.
Usually, she just edited the announcements that all the clubs had submitted for the week and let other members read them over the PA.
Not this time.
Hilary Jacobs and I exchanged glances as the bell rang and everybody started to take their seats.
We had been distributing the new flyers all week in the school parking lot. We had to take different shifts to make sure we didn't get caught. One girl hung outside the school office with cell phone in hand, while two others monitored the exit closest to the parking lot. the rest of us were each assigned a row in the parking lot to hand out flyers. Another group came in later to make sure that nobody had littered so there wasn't any evidence.
To my knowledge, Principal Braddock had no idea that we were even still having the karaoke fund-raiser. I couldn't watt to see the look on his face when Jen presented him with the money on Monday. the buzz of the intercom sounded. "Good morning, everybody, and happy Friday," Diane announced. "the following are your announcements for the week. the Key Club's annual flower drive begins next week. Carnations are a dollar, and you can get. "
I could hardly concentrate on the announcements as I was too nervous for Diane, I prayed that Principal Braddock wasn't too close by and that she would have enough time to do it.
"And, finally, please note that the girls' basketball karaoke fund-raiser on Saturday night at seven p.m. has been switched from the gymnasium to the Bowlarama on Cook Street." there was a noise in the background, but Diane sounded as calm as ever. "the entrance fee is five dollars, which includes food and drinks. We look forward to seeing you all Saturday night at the Bowl — " The intercom went dead.
"You're my hero, Diane," Jen said as we headed into the Bowlarama. She was beaming as we bought tickets. "There are so many people here already! I've got to go check on the sign-in sheet for the songs. Remember, you guys aren't off the hook yet."
I didn't want to be reminded.
Diane smiled at her as she handed over her admission fee. "Hey, I took one for the team. Anybody would've done it."
I don't know how many people would've taken getting suspended from playing at Tuesday's basketball game and having her announcement duties revoked in such stride, but Diane was glowing.
We walked into the back room, and it was packed — there had to be easily over one hundred and fifty people already there. The room was dark with white lights hanging down from the ceiling. it was sort of pretty, for a bowling alley.
I saw the stage up front with a big spotlight on it and a monitor to display the words to the songs. As we headed there, Jen ran over. "This is a total disaster!"
"Everything is great and look at the turnout — what could possibly be wrong?" I asked.
"Erin is sick — her voice is shot."
Wow, Jen really needed to chill out. With all of the drama the past few weeks, I really didn't see one person being sick as a disaster.
"Jen, there are plenty of people who will sing, don't worry about it."
"But who will be the first person? Everybody who has signed up has refused to go first. Please, Penny, you need to help me."
I looked around and noticed that Tracy had made a quick getaway.
"Really, Jen, you don't want my help. if I'm the first person to start, the room will be cleared out."
"Please, Penny. Everybody looks up to you. if you do it, I'm sure the whole Club will, too."
Okay, I was wrong. this was a disaster. "Fine".
"Thank you, thank you. I totally owe you."
No kidding. I wasn't going to forget this anytime soon.
I walked over to the Club's five front tables. "All right, guys, I'm going first. Who wants to go up with me?"
You could hear a pin drop. For the first time since the Lonely Hearts Club started, nobody would look me in the eye. "Seriously, guys, if we all go up in a group together, it wont be so bad."
Please, oh please, somebody has got to go up with me.
"Anybody?"
Tracy was playing around with her bag of chips, refusing to make eye contact.
Et tu Tracy?
This was ridiculous. it was just singing a song.
Jen was looking around anxiously. If I didn't act soon, she was going to snap.
"Okay, Jen, let's get this over with! What song am I singing?"
A look of relief spread over her face. "Any song you want.
Remember — I've got Beatles songs!"
Although I loved the Beatles, I felt a little silly singing one of their songs in front of everybody. As Ryan had learned, there were only four people who could ever do those songs justice, and I was not one of them. t nervously started flipping through the binder — nothing seemed to be calling out to me. I needed something that wouldn't be difficult to sing and maybe something people would want to join in on. Nothing was looking right, so I figured I might as well go to the old standby. I flipped to the B section of the songs and started going through the Beatles, when I spotted it.
Perfect.
Okay, so I was no Paul, John, or George, but maybe, just maybe, I could be Ringo.
I reluctantly got up on the stage, and as the Club began to cheer, I gave them all a glare. Traitors. My hands were shaking as I scanned the crowd — it seemed like the entire school was here.
Toward the back I saw Ryan clapping for me. I began to smile until I noticed who was standing right next to him — Missy.
How could he be around her after everything that had happened?
And, more important, what on earth was I doing up onstage?
Jen grabbed the microphone. "Thank you all so much for coming to this fund-raiser for the team. All the profits from tonight's event will help pay for our new uniforms. So don't be shy, and come up and request your songs. Kicking off tonight's festivities is none other than Miss Penny Lane Bloom!"
I heard cheering, but stared at the monitor, trying to control my breathing. I didn't need the lyrics to this song, but I couldn't stand to look out to the audience. There was hardly an introduction to the song, and before I knew it I was singing, asking everyone what they would do if I sang out of tune — would they stand up and walk out on me?
So far, no.
Although if I kept singing, that most certainly would happen and, really, would that have necessarily been a bad thing?
I closed my eyes and just moved back and forth as I sang the song. I looked out to the front row, Please help me. I was not only begging, I was actually singing for help. the audience started to clap along.


I strutted over to the side where Tracy and Diane were sitting and cheering me on. I pointed to them as I continued to sing about getting by with a little help from my friends. I motioned for them to join me on the stage.
Diane got the hint and got up and dragged Tracy along. Morgan and Amy followed, and even Erin came up onstage — never one to turn down a spotlight.
We all gathered around the microphone, and the rest of the Club members got on their feet and clapped in time with the song. I grabbed the other microphone and headed out into the audience.
I started dancing around with the other girls. they all started taking turns singing.
And yes, I somehow got by with a little help from my friends. the song ended and a roar erupted from the crowd. I joined everybody back onstage and we high-fived each other. Jen was jumping up and down as a line starred to form for people to request songs.
We heard everything from girls singing along to boy-band pop to the football team doing a very off-key rendition of "We Are the Champions." Even Morgan and Tyson did a cute duet. The Club couldn't get enough. But most important, Jen was raking in the money.
Morgan, Eileen, Meg, and Kara finished singing "We Are Family," and we were on our feet again.
I sat down next to Tracy and stole a chip from her bag. "Oh my God, Penny," she said.
"Relax, Tracy, it's just a chip."
She pointed to the stage. I saw Ryan standing up there by himself. I started to laugh — was he trying to prove to the whole school how completely imperfect he was? He looked down at me and winked.
"What's the big deal?" I asked.
Tracy looked at me with wide eyes. "Did you see the song he picked?" the music started and my heart dropped.
I recognized the song instantly.
How could I not?
I was named after it.
The entire Club looked over at me as Ryan started singing "Penny Lane." incredibly off-key. I wanted to feel embarrassed for him as he struggled with the first verse, but I was trying to control the emotion on my face as the entire room kept switching their stares from Ryan to me.
I had to concentrate on breathing, I was so overwhelmed and touched. I couldn't believe this was happening, that Ryan would do this in front of the entire school.
He liked me. He really, really liked me.
And I liked him. I really, really liked him.
I could no longer deny my feelings and tell myself that I couldn't risk the Club. How could I not want to be with someone like Ryan? How much longer was I going to fight it? How much longer was I going to lie to myself?
The first verse ended and Ryan stepped back, looking like he knew what a mistake he'd made. It was heartbreaking in so many ways. Diane suddenly popped out of her seat to help him. A second later Tracy joined him, followed by the majority of the Lonely Hearts Club. Ryan looked instantly relieved to have the backup help. I knew exactly how he felt.
I also knew that there were going to be so many rumors after this.
But at that moment, I didn't care. This was the single best thing a guy had ever done for me.
Granted, "Penny Lane" wasn't a grand love song, but to me it was the most romantic gesture a person could make. the song ended, and I gave the group a standing ovation. Looking at everybody, except Ryan, I had a slight panic attack. What was I supposed to do now"? Maybe since the entire Club had joined in, people wouldn't focus on me and Ryan?
Highly unlikely.
Ryan got off the stage and headed over to me, "if you couldn't guess," he said, "that song was for you."
I smiled, not knowing what exactly to say to him.
"All right, there is only time for one last song," Jen announced.
"Penny?"
"I've, uh, got to go," I said, but squeezed Ryan's hand before I headed up.
The last song kicked in and the entire Club was up onstage singing "Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band."
We hope that you enjoyed the show.




Chapter Thirty-four
TRACY, DIANE, JEN, LAURA, AND I walked out to the parking lot with a feeling of success.
"You guys, we raised over three thousand dollars! People were actually giving me more money so they could move up in the line," Jen said as she held on to the envelope of cash with all her might.
"That's fantastic, Jen — congratulations!" Diane said.
"Well, look who it is. Miss Penny God Damn Street!" We turned to see Todd, with the standard coupling of Brian and Pam, Don and Audrey. Ryan was right behind him. Missy was there, too. But it was unclear whether she was with Ryan or Todd… or just hanging on.
Ryan tried to grab Todd's shoulder, but he shrugged it off "Todd, are you drunk?" Diane said, unimpressed.
"Get bent, Diane." Todd, was dearly drunk, weaving between the cars. I hadn't seen him for most of the evening. I was sure I would've heard his booing during my song. . and Ryan's.
Ryan, once again, tried to bring Todd, back to the car, and this time Todd, pushed him. "Ryan, you're so pathetic."
"Oh, sure, he's the pathetic one." it took me a second to realize that came from me. Todd, was suddenly in my face.
"Stay out of it, Bauer. This is between me and the dyke."
I tried to pull my face away from Todd's horrible breath. "What are you even talking about, Todd,?" I asked- Ryan came over and I just snapped. "I can handle myself, Ryan." He backed away, but kept his hands in fists as if he was ready to go into action at any moment.
Todd, just kept staring at me. "You know, just because you're so pathetic that no guy in his right mind would want to go out with you, doesn't mean you have to taint the rest of the chicks in the school," "Really, if I recall correctly, there was a time when you wanted to go out with me, but I seem to have a brain that prevented it from happening. if it makes you happy, go ahead and blame me for why no girls want to go out with you." I started to back away from him, but Todd, took another step.
"Seriously, Todd, you better leave her alone," Diane said as she walked over with Tracy, Jen, and Laura right behind her.
"Oooh." He swayed in their direction and threw his arms up in mock horror. "I'm soooo scared of a bunch of girls."
"Actually, we prefer to be called women," I said, then bit my lip. I couldn't help it, but I knew that I was only making it worse.
Behind his shoulder, Missy was watching with a look of pure satisfaction.
Todd, just kept swaying. "Look here — " "No, you look here, Todd, — " I'd had enough of his childish behavior, and I wasn't going to let him ruin our night.
"Maybe the reason why you haven't had a date in a while is because no girl her right mind would want to date a guy with the intellect of a four-year-old."
He leaned into me. "Well, maybe the reason why guys keep cheating on you is because you're a self centered bitch." He laughed as I winced.
"You know what? Maybe the reason why all the girls in the school are in this Club is because all of you guys are complete jerks. We d rather hang out with each other than go out with any of you! I realized I was making a generalization that included Ryan. You're such a little boy, Todd. Why don't you go back to the football field where you belong, chasing after a Little ball instead of trying to chose after girls who are ten times smarter than you."
That set Todd, off completely. "You little bitch!" He grabbed my wrist hard. I felt a surge of pain as he squeezed and twisted my arm.
I screamed out in pain as Brian and Don pulled Todd, off me.
Brian pulled Todd, by the wars, "She's not worth it, man. She's totally not worth it. Come on, come on " Todd, shrugged Brian off and stood up straight. He gave me the finger as he walked back to his group of friends. Missy gave him a standing ovation as he returned. And I was the bitch?
Ryan walked over to me. "Are you okay? I didn't realize he was that gone." I was shaking, and my wrist was throbbing, but besides that everything was just great! I meekly nodded as the girls came over to make sure I was fine.
Diane walked over to him. "Seriously, how can you be friends with turn, with any of them?"
He just shrugged. "You know he's not always like that."
"Ryan, Todd, just assaulted Penny and you're just going to go back there and pretend that everything is okay?" Diane shook her head.
Ryan looked back at his supposed friends. "All right, let's not overreact," he countered.
"You have got to be kidding me." I looked at Ryan in complete disbelief. "You're going to stand up for him?"
You're on my side, I thought. You sang to me, right?
"No, of course not. it's just., "
All my frustration from the last few weeks had built up, I was so pissed, I could barely see straight.
I turned to Ryan, heat rising in my cheeks. I could taste the acid on my tongue. He was supposed to be a friend of mine, but he was going to stand there and allow this to happen. He didn't want to create waves with his idiot best friend and disgusting teammates.
"Wow, Ryan, how disappointing. You wouldn't want to have to stand up for yourself, now would you?"
Ryan looked at me like I'd stabbed him. We both just stared at each other.
I instantly regretted it.
"I didn't mean…" I sputtered.
He turned away and left me standing there, with a look of pure horror on my face.
How could I say that to him in front of everybody?
Tracy put her arm around me and led me to her car. "Pen, he's such a jerk, don't pay attention to anything he said!' "But Ryan — " Tracy looked confused. "I'm not talking about Ryan. I'm talking about Todd,"
0h, right, Todd,
I kept replaying the conversation over and over in my head.
"Here, put this on your wrist. I'll take care of the bed." Tracy handed me a bag of ice, took the sheet from my hand, and started to make up the air mattress on my bedroom floor. "Penny, stop beating yourself up over it. He's an idiot."
I looked up at her. "Do you really think we've upset that many people at the school by starting the Club? First Principal Braddock and now.."
She shook out the sheet as it fell onto the bed. "Sit down." She sat on my bed and patted the cushion next to her. "Penny, the Club is one of the most important things that either of us has ever done. Todd, Chesney is an idiot, end of story. Don't let it ruin the success of the evening."
I looked down at my flannel pajamas and put my knees up so my chin was resting on them, "I just don't want to be responsible for making anyone upset,"
'Do you know what you're responsible for?"
I shrugged my shoulders. I didn't know what to think anymore.
Every time I thought I could handle the Club and being friends with Ryan, everything fell apart.
Tracy grabbed my shoulder so I was forced to look at her. "You're responsible for Kara being comfortable enough to talk to people about her eating disorder!' Kara's transformation had been remarkable. Gone were the baggy sweats, pictures of stick-thin models in her locker, and her lunch routine of picking at a salad with no dressing. Now she wore more flattering clothes, had pictures of her friends up in her locker instead of waif models, and ate with the group. She still had a long way to go, but it was a start.
"You're responsible for the fact that Teresa kept her volleyball scholarship to UW."
Teresa ended up acing her Calculus exam, thanks to Marta.
"You're responsible for the fact that, for the first time in her life, Diane Monroe has her own identity. Remember what she was like at the beginning of school?"
I pictured Diane at the diner, clearly miserable, but trying to pretend that everything was fine.
"And now anytime you see her she's so happy to be in the Club and to have girlfriends. She's really surprised me."
Tracy wasn't the only person Diane had surprised. I still couldn't believe that she risked her standing with Braddock to help the Club, or that she stood up to Todd, tonight., or to Missy after the article came out.
I felt my chest restrict and my eyes were starting to burn. "Those things didn't happen because of me. I can't take responsibility for them."
Tracy got up and took my hands. "You were the one to open our eyes. You re the one that's the strongest of us all."
My bottom lip started to quiver. "Yeah, I'm so strong."
"Stop it Penny, Don't sell yourself short. You're the leader of the group because everybody respects you, because you're there for people, and because you're one of the greatest people I've ever known. I'm so happy to have you as my best friend. How many times do I have to tell you that?"
Tracy hugged me, and I held her tightly.
"Plus," she continued, "everybody is pretty much scared of me when they first meet me and Diane comes off as Little Miss Perfect, so I guess you were the lesser of three evils."
I let go of my grasp as Tracy started to laugh, "Sorry, you know I can't help it. this is exactly why we all need you so much!"
I sat back down on my bed and realized how tired I was. Tracy lay down on her mattress and threw the covers over herself. "Enough drama for today. I'm out."
I turned off the lamp on my nightstand and pulled my duvet cover over me. Laughter came from below.
"What is it?"
Tracy giggled. "I just wish we could see Todd, tomorrow morning.
He is going to be so sick. Let's hope he got sick on Missy! I'd pay to see that!"
I laughed for a second before I thought of Ryan. I had to figure out a way to make everything right between the two of us — again.
How was it that I could be part of a big group of girls, but couldn't seem to stop causing problems with one guy?
I winced as I remembered the look on his face.
I closed my eyes and pushed the thought away. I would deal with that tomorrow. Tonight I was going to enjoy the success of the evening. It was a great night, except for Todd, yelling at me and me yelling at Ryan.
As I lay awake in the dark, I tried to visualize all the good things that happened tonight — Jen raising all the money for the team, Kara's killer rendition of "I Will Survive," Diane and Tracy joining me in my song…
But each time I started to feel happy, Ryan's hurt face popped into my head.
"Ow!" I exclaimed as I hit my head a little too hard, hoping that I could shake the thought loose.
"Penny," Tracy said groggily, "are you okay?"
No, no I'm not.
"Yes, I'm fine. Good night."
I really had to stop lying to my best friend.
And myself.




Chapter Thirty-five
THE CLOCK WASN'T MOVING FAST ENOUGH. I had been pacing in front of my locker for what seemed liked an eternity.
Granted, I was at school a lot earlier than normal. I had asked my mom to drop me off this morning so I could be this early. My stomach tightened up — Ryan would be here any minute.
He rounded the corner and took off his wool hat, making his hair a mess. He started to run his fingers through it to calm it, then looked up and saw me. He stopped for a second and then looked down as he approached his locker, "Hey…" I said to him.
He just nodded as he took off his puffy black winter coat.
I knew I deserved that.
"Ryan, I am really, really sorry about what I said. You know I didn't mean it" He put his backpack in his locker and started to take out his books. I wondered how long it would be before he looked at me again.
"I know you didn't mean it," he said in a low voice, still not making eye contact. "The problem is you said it because you knew it would hurt me. Well, mission accomplished." He shook his head. "Out of everybody at the school, I thought you would be the last person to stoop so low."
He slammed his locker shut and started to walk away. He paused and turned to me, "You know what I've been doing every morning for the last few weeks? I drive to school wondering which Penny I'm going to see at my locker today. Will it be the sweet, warm, and funny Penny or the cold and distant Penny? I practically hold my breath to see how you're going to react to me and then try to figure out what I did to deserve your behavior. That's why I didn't talk to you for those couple of weeks.
I was hurt."
I stared at him. I couldn't deny what he was saying. I knew that I'd been erratic around him, and I couldn't tell him the real reason why.
He shook his head. "I just never know where I stand with you." He began to walk away.
"Wait." I ran to get in front of him. "I know what I said is unforgivable — I really am so sorry. So much has happened the last couple months and, yes, I've taken some stuff out on you."
"Why?" He looked at me intensely.
"I…" I reached in my bag. "I…I wanted to give you this."
I held out my hand and gave Ryan the only thing I could think of to let him know how I really felt.
He reached out and examined the CD case. He opened it up and his expression changed as his finger traced the songs. "You made me this?" He looked up at me, "Yes."
He studied the inside and read the inscription aloud. "From me to you. ."
"It's from one of the songs — this one." I took the case and pointed out one of the tracks. I didn't dare write the entire lyrics out — it would just say too much. He'd have to listen to it to understand everything.
He kept studying the case.
"I know it seems silly, but it's the only thing I could think of." I started to feel the desperation in my voice and the tears starting to form. Everything in my life, except the Club, seemed to be crashing around me — the stares from the guys at school, Todd, yelling at me, Principal Braddock being on my case — I just couldn't handle it if Ryan hated me, too.
Ryan heard my voice crack and looked up again. "I love it. Thank you."
"It's just a stupid CD." I walked over to the wall, trying to control the tears that had now started trickling down my face. What was I thinking? That a Beatles mix would make everything better? If only he knew what these songs meant to me. This wasn't just a mix CD, it was my heart and soul. I was giving it to him, I was letting him in. I just wished he could see that.
Ryan walked over and leaned in, knowing that in doing so he was blocking my tears from the flood of students now entering the hall.
His closeness gave me a sense of comfort rather than unease.
"Penny, this means so much, coming from you. Please don't be upset." He placed his hand around my neck and leaned in farther so his chin was resting on my forehead.
"I'm sorry, I'm just…" I tried to calm myself down. "It's been a long few weeks."
He held on. "Yes, it has."
More tears ran down my face. I tried to compose myself as the hallways filled. "Great. All I need is more rumors about me. I'm getting so sick of people talking behind my back, and I'm sure this will just give them more fodder."
He bent down and wiped my tears away with his hand. I looked into his blue eyes and wished all the obstacles would just go away.
"You know, you being nice and all isn't helping," I said to him.
Ryan stared at me intensely for a few seconds before a smile crept over his face.
"Okay, stop your blubbering, woman. You're being a big tear whore."
"What?" I screamed in surprise. I couldn't help but laugh. "What the hell was that?"
He shrugged. "Well, you needed a good laugh."
"Yeah, but 'tear whore'?"
"I was under pressure — it was all I could think of."
He leaned in one last time to wipe the tears from my face. He smiled warmly at me. "All better?"
As I nodded, something caught my eye in the hallway. I saw Tracy staring at us with her mouth open. She walked away quickly when she knew she'd been spotted.
"Look, we've got two weeks left before break. Let's make a pact to not let anything get in the way of our.. friendship again!' he said to me.
I smiled at him. "that would be great."
Crap "All right, let's get back to our lockers before we're late for first period." He put his arm around me and led me to my locker. A wave of relief started to come over me as I grabbed my books. I had completely forgotten that my first class was Spanish with Todd, Crap.
Or, more appropriately, caca. there was no way I was going to pass Spanish. I kept copying everything Senora Coles was writing on the blackboard, but I couldn't concentrate. Todd, came in a few minutes late to class with a pass, and I was too scared to look over at him.
"All right, just a reminder that your final is next Thursday. that's it for today. Now it's time for your conversations. En Espanol, por favor" Senora Coles said to the class as she walked to her desk in the back of the room.
I turned around to face Todd, and found him staring at my wrist. I wore a long-sleeved sweater to cover up the bruise, but you could still see some of the brown and blue. I opened my mouth to speak, but couldn't think of what to say.
Todd, said something, but his voice was so low, I couldn't hear him.
"Que? I asked.
Todd, looked over at me. "Lo siento, Margarita, Lo siento."
He looked exhausted. Before I could say anything, the bell rang. I started to collect my books. When I walked out of the class Todd, was waiting for me.
"I really meant it, Penny. I'm sorry." His face was red, and he was slouching up against the lockers right outside of class. "thanks, Todd,"
He gave me a weak smile before he headed to his next class.
Todd, just didn't seem like Todd, unless he was making a joke or goofing around. I felt a little sad — how much else could possibly change? I could hardly keep up as it was.
By lunch the entire school knew that not only had Todd, gotten drunk on Saturday night, but his parents had caught him, and this morning they'd met with Principal Braddock, who'd had no choice but to suspend Todd, from the basketball team for three games.
Now I understood why Todd, was so upset. Even though it was his own fault, "So. ." Jen said as Morgan sat down, "Where did you and Tyson run off to after the party?"
Morgan blushed.
"Nice!" Jen laughed. "I see it was a successful evening all around."
"Oh, leave her alone," Diane said.
"Actually, this is sort of what I wanted to talk about," Tracy said.
Morgan looked horrified.
"No," Tracy shook her head. "I meant about the Club." She started to hand everybody a sheet of paper.
My heart jumped when it got to me. I was a little hurt that this was the first I was seeing of it. I knew we talked about it, but still. .
The New and Improved Rules of. The Lonely Hearts Club Heretofore are thy official rules for members of "the Lonely Hearts Club." All members must agree to such terms or thy membership shall be struck from thy record.
Members are allowed to date, but must never, ever forget that their friends come first and foremost.
Members are not allowed to date jerks, tools, liars, scum of the earth, or basically anybody who doesn't treat them well.
Members are required to attend all Club meetings on Saturday nights. No member shall wuss out on attending due to a date with a boy. Exceptions are still for family emergencies and bad hair days only, Members will attend all couple events together as a group, including, but not limited to, Homecoming, Prom, parties, and other couply events. Members may choose to bring a boy with them, but said male attends event at his own risk.
Members must first and foremost be supportive of their friends, no matter what choices they make. What matters most is for us to stick together.
And most of all, under no circumstances, shall anybody take what is said in the Club and use it against someone, You all know what I'm referring to.
Violators of the rules are subject to membership disqualification, public humiliation, vicious rumors, and possible beheading.
As people started reading, there was a lot of head nodding and verbal support for the new rules. I looked over and saw that Tracy was waiting for a reaction from me. "What do you say, boss lady?"
"Let's make this a group vote. All in favor of the new rules;" All the hands at the table shot up.
"Thank God!" Tracy exclaimed. "Michelle, can you please start dating my brother again so he'll talk to me?"
Michelle started to blush.
"Here, invite him to the party." Amy started passing out envelopes. "There is one for each of you, but feel free to bring a guest. Even male ones." She winked at Morgan.
Amy handed me mine, which had "Penny Lane, Fearless Leader" written neatly on the front. She was throwing a big holiday party for the Club after our final exams.
We all started talking about the party, and I looked over at Tracy again. She hadn't mentioned a word to me about what she'd seen between me and Ryan. And I didn't feel like bringing any more drama into my life. I just needed to survive my finals.
"Hey, Teresa," I yelled across the table. "You took Spanish three last year, right?"
"Si," Teresa responded.
A lightbulb went off in my head.
"Hey, guys." I stood up and everybody stopped talking. "Maybe we should use the next couple meetings to do study groups for finals." I heard some groans. "I know, I know, but think for a second. We can all help one another with our finals, especially members who have been in classes the year before."
I wanted to get even better grades this semester, just to prove Principal Braddock wrong. And, of course, I wanted everybody in the Club to ace their exams. When Jen had gone to the office that morning to give Braddock the money, he'd just grunted while he counted the bills.
Could anything make that man happy?




Chapter Thirty-six
IT WAS WEIRD, BECAUSE EVEN though I was a believer in Club secrecy, I wanted someone to let Ryan know the new rules.
And at the same time, I still wasn't sure I was ready to date again, to take the risk that it wouldn't work out. it was so unfair: the more I liked Ryan, the more I knew he could break my heart.
I decided a study session was a safe non-date. So I invited Ryan over to review World History, He seemed a little surprised by the invitation, but didn't hesitate to say yes.
"So exactly how do you know all this inside information?" Ryan asked me, as we went over notes in my basement, "Oh, I've got my resources." I took out a map of Nazioccupied Europe during World War it.
During Saturday's meeting, I'd found out that Ms. Barnes had asked a lot about World War it last year, I knew teachers didn't use the same exams, but it was good to get the scoop on what they had done before.
Plus, I didn't consider it cheating, as we weren't given any answers, just information on what happened the past year. I took anything I could get.
"Oh, hello, Ryan," Mom said, coming downstairs. "Do you want to stay for dinner?"
Ryan looked at me and I shrugged. "That would be great. Thanks, Mrs. Bloom."
Mom looked at both of us with a big smile on her face. It wasn't like we were up to anything — there were textbooks spread across the floor, and Ryan and I were at least a few feet apart. I kept looking at her, waiting for her to say something, but she was just staring at us.
"Mom..!' "Oh, sorry!' She headed back upstairs.
Could that woman, for once in her life, just try, try to not embarrass me?
Although I was pretty impressed with myself, both Ryan and I had been able to be friends for nearly two weeks without any drama.
That seemed to be our agreement. I did sometimes think about him in non-appropriate friend ways, but I was only human.
"Any big plans during the break?" Ryan got up and stretched. I looked at the clock, surprised that we had been studying for two hours straight.
"Wedding dress shopping." I unfolded my legs and tried to get feeling back in my left foot.
"So who's the lucky guy?" He winked at me.
I rolled my eyes. "Not for me, for Lucy. She's coming home for Christmas and she, Rita, and I are going to look for bridesmaid dresses." Rita had made it very clear to Lucy that we needed to be involved because she refused to look "like a pink taffeta nightmare."
I lay down on the floor and stared up at the ceiling. "I cannot watt for them both to be home. I just wish finals were over already!' "Just one more day," he reminded me as he sat back down. "Hey, I'm really looking forward to Amy's party tomorrow night," I jerked my head up so fast that I felt a little faint. "What? You're going?"
Ryan's eyes widened. "Yes, is that a bad thing?"
"No, no, I just didn't know that Amy invited you."
He shook his head. "Well, I obviously wasn't going to get an invitation from you." He threw his folder at me.
"Oh, sorry. ," Why hadn't I invited Ryan?
"But Amy wasn't the one who invited me."
Of course, Diane. How stupid of me to have thought that she wouldn't have invited him.
"Tracy asked me out."
Tracy? My Tracy?
Asked him out?
I tried to comprehend that not only had Tracy invited Ryan to the party, but that she hadn't told me. She usually told me everything.
I was the one who kept secrets.
My stomach tightened up. Oh my God. I knew exactly what this meant, Ryan had finally made it onto Tracy's list.
That was ridiculous. Tracy had never once expressed an interest in him before. Maybe this was why she didn't mention seeing us near our lockers that one time. But hadn't she said earlier in the year that he and I would've made a good couple?
Of course, the last thing I'd said about the issue was when I was proclaiming that I'd never go out with Ryan in a million years. And it wasn't like I'd told Tracy what I was feeling. No.
I looked across and saw Ryan copying down some notes.
I couldn't really blame her.
I'd had weeks — months! — to ask him out.
But I had stayed silent.
And Tracy's hadn't, Tracy wanted Ryan, And I wanted to curl up in a ball and die.




Chapter Thirty-seven
I HAD BEEN DREADING THE PARTY since I'd discovered that Tracy had asked Ryan out. I'd been waiting for her to bring it up, but she hadn't said a word. And I wasn't about to bring it up. Not even now, as we were getting ready.
I took the cap off of some shimmer and started applying it to my face, "Don't forget your chest," Diane said as she pointed to my maroon V-necked tank. I paired the top with a new pair of dark blue jeans, a sparkly silver belt, and high-heel boots. I took a step back to look in the mirror, satisfied with the results.
"Oh, let me try!' Tracy said as she grabbed the shimmer from me and started applying it. Tracy was wearing a black lace fitted top with black pinstripe flare pants. She looked so beautiful tonight with her hair down — she usually wore it up in a ponytail. It was obvious she was pulling out all the stops for Ryan.
"All right, I think we're ready," Diane said as we all gave one another a once-over in my bathroom mirror. Diane, as always, looked perfect. She was wearing a black A-line skirt and an aqua-blue sheer turtleneck with matching tank underneath.
We walked into my bedroom to grab our coats, but Diane sat down on my bed and opened her matching aqua purse, "I have something for the two of you," she said as she removed two small boxes wrapped in silver paper with a red ribbon and handed them to me and Tracy. "I wanted to let you know how much I appreciate everything you did for me this year."
"Diane, you didn't have to," I protested.
She simply shook her head and nodded toward the package.
I pulled off the red ribbon and tried to be careful to not tear the delicate silver paper. I gasped when I saw a blue tiffany's box.
"Diane!" I could hardly believe it. I looked over to make sure Tracy wasn't ahead of me. She gave me a nod and we both opened our boxes.
Inside the box was a matching blue bag. I opened it to find a silver chain bracelet with a heart at the clasp.
"It's beautiful," both Tracy and I said in unison.
"Read the inscription," Diane said as she walked over to me and held up the heart. One side read LHC while the other said my name. She reached over and put the bracelet on my wrist.
"Diane, it's too much. You shouldn't have," I said.
"Yeah, Diane — I mean, tiffany's." Tracy fiddled with the clasp.
Diane walked over to help Tracy. "You guys have done so much for me this year and this is just a small way to say thank you. Plus
., " Diane held up her left arm and pulled her sleeve up to show that she was wearing a matching bracelet. "You don't think it's too corny, do you?"
I couldn't take my eyes off the bracelet. it was the nicest thing anybody had ever given to me.
"No, it's not at all." Both Tracy and I embraced Diane in a group hug, "And there's one other thing I wanted to tell you guys." Diane looked nervous. "I know things are changing with the Club and that you guys will probably start dating soon. . and I just wanted you to know" — she looked up at me — "that I'll support you, whoever it is you date."
She knew.
Diane knew about Tracy.
Tracy rubbed her back. "Thank you, Diane. You know we'll always be there for you as well."
They started walking out of the room. "Tonight is going to be so much fun!' Tracy said.
Yeah, right.
It seemed that we were nearly the last people to arrive at Amy's.
We had to park around the block.
The three of us linked arms as we rang the doorbell. We heard the noise die down from inside as Amy opened the door wearing a beautiful red knee-length dress.
"Welcome." She stepped aside so we could see everybody gathered inside the living room and spilling into the adjacent kitchen.
"Happy Holidays!" everybody said at once and started applauding.
"Wow, you guys must be sick of that by now," Tracy said.
It took the three of us a while to figure out that this was for us. All of the members of the Club were on their feet cheering for us. I spotted Ryan, Tyson, and Tracy's brother over in the corner doing the same thing.
"What's going on?" Diane asked Amy.
"We just wanted to give you three the welcome you deserve." She ushered us in and took our coats.
The cheering died down, but we realized that everybody was looking in our direction with smiles on their faces. I looked over at Jen and Morgan to see if I could get a hint from them, Both of them just smiled at me.
"So," Amy said to the crowd, "we all just wanted to let the three of you know how much you have meant to all of us."
Tracy grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I guess she was right after all. the three of us had really created something here.
Something positive, something worth doing. Regardless of what any of the other guys in school, or Braddock, thought.
"We just wanted to give you something to say thanks." Amy grabbed three presents from under the Christmas tree by the bay window.
"Jen and I were reminiscing about the first time we joined the Club and everything we were talking about. Little did we know back then that under the tree in front of school, something this big was starting." Amy gestured toward the packed room.
Diane, Tracy, and I unwrapped our presents, but I was starting to get nervous as I heard giggling in the room. I fumbled with the wrapping, so Tracy was the first person to open her box.
"It's brilliant!" she exclaimed. I looked over and saw her hold up a white T-shirt with pink three-quarter-length sleeves. She showed me the shirt and on the front it said LHC and on the back LARSON.
I started laughing as Amy continued. "Well, we all figured it was time we finally got T-shirts." Everybody in the room held up matching T-shirts. "Now, what do you think Principal Braddock would do if we all walked into school the first day back wearing them?"
"Hey, I don't want to be responsible for putting a man in the hospital." Tracy went over to the table that had the drinks on it, grabbed three glasses of apple cider, and handed one each to Diane and me.
"Penny, I think we should do a toast," she said to me.
I raised my glass. "To the Lonely Hearts Club!"
Everybody in the room raised their glasses. "The Lonely Hearts Club!"
"And," Tracy continued, "to all of the people who have supported us," She motioned to the corner in the room that held her brother, Tyson, and Ryan, and then looked back at me. She grabbed my hand. "Come on, let's socialize."
We made the rounds and said thanks and Happy Holidays to everybody. All of the members were in high spirits and looked amazing. I couldn't have imagined my life without them.
"Hey, let's go over there." Tracy started dragging me over to the corner where Ryan was talking to Mike and Michelle.
Please, I didn't want to be the conduit for the two of them. I'd rather not be there to witness it. I didn't think my heart could take it, "Happy Holidays!' Tracy said. She pushed me so hard I accidentally fell into Ryan.
"Whoa there, what's in your glass?" He nodded toward my apple cider.
I blushed, suddenly full of all this nervous energy inside me. it was probably from the all the excitement of the evening. Or the twelve pieces of fudge I ate.
"So we did it. We survived." Ryan clinked his glass against mine.
I smiled. I didn't say anything, waiting for Tracy to jump right in and start working her charm on Ryan. I turned to Tracy and noticed she was gone. Michael and Michelle were gone, too. it was just me and Ryan.
"Hey, there." He put his hand on the small of my back.
"Everything okay? Did your brain implode from all the exams?" He started to play with my hair.
I slapped his hand away. "Careful, this takes a really long time to do, you know. Especially with a big ol' dent in my head."
He started laughing. "Oh, okay."
I smirked. "Let's see how you like it," I reached up and did what I had always wanted to do. Tousle his hair. And it was as soft as I had always imagined it.
I let out a huge laugh. I noticed that everybody was staring, then quickly looked away the second I looked over.
Right. I shouldn't have been doing that with the guy Tracy had a crush on.
I moved away from Ryan so we were no longer touching.
Maybe I shouldn't have been so self-conscious. Everybody knew that we were friends. I was sure I was imagining it.
But just to be safe, I took another step back.
I couldn't believe how much I ate, but I figured I might as well have one last piece of fudge. I popped the last piece on the plate into my mouth as I started clearing the table. the party was starting to wind down and there were only about a dozen people left. I had taken off my boots when I started to gather all of the trash that was lying around.
Tracy came over, linked her elbow with mine, and brought me toward the front hallway. "Good lord," she said. "I thought that if I invited him you would finally do something, but I guess not. You can be so frustrating sometimes," What?
"Just go out with him already, you're driving me crazy!"
What?
I just stared at her. Tracy groaned, "Pen, I've been your best friend for years. Do you think I didn't know what was going on with you and Ryan?"
What?
"Listen, Penny — I know you've been worried about dating with the Club. But the rules have changed, remember?
Stop denying yourself!' She started to smile, "Plus, you're really annoying when you have to hide your feelings, so just go in there and ask him out."
"Wait." I was in shock. "You invited Ryan for me?"
Tracy groaned. "Of course I did J Why else would I?"
Holy crap.
I started shaking my head. "I can't.."
Oh God.
I looked over and saw Ryan talking to Morgan and Tyson. I had never asked out anybody in my life, and what if he said no?
"He's not going to say no!' How did she. .?
"Well, what about Diane?" I asked, hoping that I could put this off for a few more days or months or years.
"Were you not paying attention to what she said earlier?"
I looked at Tracy in disbelief.
"She was talking to me.. "
"Seriously, Penny. Diane and I have already discussed this — " "Watt a second, you and Diane have discussed this?"
"Pen, the guy only sang to you in front of the whole school. it's pretty much the only thing the Lonely Hearts Club talks about when you're not around."
Great, the Club knows. So people really were staring.' I was so embarrassed. this couldn't have been happening.
"Plus, you and Ryan are Diane's closest friends. She wants you both to be happy!' "Well, I should talk to her first.."
Tracy smiled. "She already left. She didn't want to make you more uncomfortable. She wanted me to tell you to call her tomorrow so you can plan your outfit for your date."
Diane had left. But… But…
Tracy just shook her head, "Sometimes I really wonder about you.
Go for it, girl."
Before I could even catch my breath, Tracy yelled out, "Hey, Ryan, do you have a second?"
Oh. My. God. Not now, I can't do this right now.
Ryan excused himself and walked over, seeming a little confused.
"What's up, Tracy?"
Tracy just smiled and pulled Ryan over so he was standing directly in front of me, "I don't have enough room in my car — can you give Penny a ride home?"
"Of course," he said.
"Great! Especially since Penny needs to ask you something."
Tracy turned her back and started to walk away.
I was completely horrified.
"Oh, and one more thing." Tracy turned around and pointed above us. "You're standing under the mistletoe. 'Bye!"
Both Ryan and I looked up and saw mistletoe directly above us.
I looked back and saw Tracy scooting the few remaining people into the kitchen.
I was going to kill her.
I turned back and flinched as I found Ryan leaning in to kiss me.
He saw my reaction and stepped back. "Sorry, it's just… a holiday tradition." He pointed above our heads. "I guess I shouldn't have."
He stepped farther away.
"No, no, it's okay I just.. "
How was I supposed to do this?
"You had something you wanted to ask me?" He folded his arms, a look of amusement flickering across his face.
"Um, yes. See. ."
I was hopeless.
"So, funny story.." Here goes, you can do this. "It seems that things have changed a bit for the Club," "Did I miss something? Did they kick you out?"
"Ha, not yet." I took a deep breath. "Well, you know we couldn't, um… we didn't…"
Ryan straightened up and his smile faded a bit. "You can't have a boyfriend."
"Well, yeah. But we've decided that maybe that wasn't very fair for people, . "
"I see. And now?"
I started to shift back and forth. Why would Tracy do this to me? I wasn't prepared for this at all.
"Now. . I'd like to.. try to.. " I hadn't given guys enough credit all these years — this was torture.
"Penny, would you like to go on a date with me?"
Wow, that was easy.
Thankfully Ryan could take a hint.
"Yes, that would be great."
We smiled at each other, and he stepped forward and put his arm around my waist. Then I realized something.
"Watt! We can't go out on Saturday nights. Those nights are for the Club " "No worries. There are six other days in the week."
He was making this way too easy. Maybe this dating thing wasn't going to be so hard after all.
"Oh! And I eat lunch with my friends, and if you want to do something, you have to give me advance notice because I will not change plans with any of my friends just because you come calling."
Ryan nodded. "Okay, anything else?"
"Umm, well, I'll have to look over the new rules. I just want to make sure — " Ryan grabbed my hand and leaned in. "Penny, I'm not going to take you away from your friends. Do you think we can go on a few dates first before we start making too many rules for us?"
I blushed. I needed to take it down a notch before I started making decisions about our china pattern.
"We can do that."
"All right. Let's go say good-bye to everybody and I'll take you home!
He started to head to the kitchen.
"Wait!" I called after him. I pointed at the mistletoe that was still over my head. "It would be wrong to break a holiday tradition."
Ryan smiled at me and walked over to where I stood. My heart was beating fast as he cradled my head with his hands. He leaned in, but instead of freezing or running away, I leaned in toward him as he kissed me.
We pulled our lips away and he hovered an inch from my face.
"I've been waiting all year to do that!' he told me. "What took you so long?" I asked him. "Do I really need to remind you?" We both smiled. As we walked into the kitchen, the entire room went silent. it wasn't hard to figure out what they were talking about. As we said good-bye to everybody, Tracy came over to give me a hug.
"So. ." She studied my face and I was sure she could tell what had happened.
Tracy bit her lip and tried to hide her smile. I started giggling. I was happy my friend was so supportive of me. Ryan walked over and held my coat open for me.
"Hey, Tracy, thanks for inviting me," he said to her. Tracy jumped up and gave Ryan a huge hug. "thank you! As we walked out, she mouthed, "Call me.'" Here Comes the sun "Little darling, it's been a long cold lonely winter…"




Chapter Thirty-eight
THE WINTER AIR GAVE ME A shock as we left Amy's house. I started to shiver as we walked to Ryan's car and he put his arm around me.
I suddenly didn't feel cold anymore, Ryan opened the door for me to get in. I sat down and put my seat belt on as Ryan got in the other side. He turned on his engine and his stereo started blaring. He started to blush.
"Nice CD," I commented.
"Thanks, I really like it" "Me, too!' I said, no longer talking about the music.
I leaned back in the passenger seat and laid my head on the headrest. it had taken us a while, but we were finally here.
I reached over and turned up the volume and sang along to the last song on the CD I had made him.
Because even though it was the middle of the night, I could still sing "Here Comes the Sun" and mean every word, every emotion.
Especially the part about it being all right.
It was more than all right.
It was perfect.
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