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      For Annie, a beachy ray of sunshine

      in the middle of the mountains.
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      I’ve never had a dog in my life. But here I was, walking our new neighbor’s golden retriever down a foggy private beach.

      We’d only moved to California two days ago so my dad could get better medical care, but my mom was determined for me to “get out there” and find my community, despite the fact that military brats didn’t find community—they just learned the ropes well enough to last until their next move. And my next move was only a year away.

      A seagull landed a few feet away, and Heidi yanked at the leash, nearly dislocating my elbow in her chase.

      “Heidi,” I scolded, hanging on tighter to the leash. “Leave that poor bird alone.”

      She glanced back at me just long enough to show her smile and shake out her shaggy golden coat, completely unbothered by my chiding.

      This dog was going to be the death of me, and it was only day one.

      I slipped out of my sandals, hooking the straps in my free hand, and let my feet press against the hard, wet sand along the shore. Living on the beach was new for me. My dad had been stationed in Hawaii when I was only five, and I remembered the squishy mud more than anything else. Other than that, we’d bounced around bases in the South and the Midwest for all of my childhood.

      The salty air stung my nose, still cool this early in the morning. Tiny beads of moisture hydrated my skin, and I could feel it making my wavy hair grow wild. I wondered what I looked like to all the people who lived in these beachside houses. Surely they knew how out of place I was.

      Each home was bigger than the next with wide windows and massive patios facing the water. Part of me still felt uneasy here. This was our first big home since Mom’s online business exploded—before this, we’d always lived on-base. Nothing like our new three-story home just blocks from the water.

      A dark spot appeared in the fog ahead, and I braced myself to say hello, maybe meet one of our new neighbors.

      An older guy came into view, a smile on his tanned face. “Morning,” he said.

      I nodded in reply.

      As soon as he passed me, I let out a relieved breath. A quiet walk was exactly what I wanted.

      Heidi yanked on the leash again, the loop slipping from my hand, and she took off at a sprint into the fog.

      “Heidi!” I yelled, panic filling my voice. I couldn’t lose the Pfanstiels’ dog. Not the first day. They’d hate my family for as long as we stayed here. “Heidi, come back!”

      I took off after her, barely able to see her through the fog. I had no idea what had caught her attention, but I swore I’d bury it if I ever found out.

      “Heidi!” I yelled, already breathing hard.

      I was not a runner. Not even close.

      She splashed into the water, covering her coat, and went under a wave.

      “Heidi!” I screamed. I could swim, but not well enough to save an eighty-pound dog. Not that I was close enough anyway. She had to be at least two hundred yards away.

      Her head popped above the water, just as a surfer came in on a wave. He crashed off his board to dodge her, saltwater flying around them and showering around her golden head.

      The guy came out of the water, his black curls soaked, his dark eyes on the dog. He circled his muscular arms around her, lifting her from the water. Waves crashed against his back as he walked her back to the shore, Heidi in one arm, his board in the other. The closer he got, the more of him I could see—tan abs, board shorts slung low on his hips, strong legs with a sprinkling of dark wet hair.

      He got out of the water and grabbed on to her leash while undoing his surfboard from his ankle and easily tossing it farther ashore.

      Realizing I was staring, I looked down at the ground and walked to them as quickly as I could, trying to catch my breath. My chest was still heaving when I reached them.

      “Thank you so much,” I said. “I was so worried about her.”

      “You shouldn’t have let her run off like that,” he snapped, folding his arms across his muscular chest. “I almost hit her with my board. We both could have been seriously injured.”

      I jerked my head back at his attack. “Like I lost her on purpose? The dog took off on me!”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Then maybe you should’ve been paying more attention.”

      “I should have been paying more attention? Maybe you shouldn’t be surfing on a day with low visibility! There could have been kids out here!”

      He quirked a cocky eyebrow. “At seven on a foggy morning?”

      I narrowed my gaze. Did this guy think he owned the beach or something? Because last I was told by our overly perky realtor, it was HOA property. “Heidi has as much of a right to be here as you do.”

      He scoffed, turning his head to the side. “You’re referring to yourself in third person?”

      I grabbed the leash from his hand. “Heidi’s the dog,” I snapped, tugging the wet dog back toward her owners’ house.

      “My apologies, Heidi,” he called after us. “Wouldn’t want to confuse you with a reckless pet owner.”

      If I were five, I would have stuck my tongue out at him. But I’d just turned eighteen, and I was livid. So I lifted my middle finger in the air and kept walking away, wet, traitorous dog in tow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            DIEGO

          

        

      

    

    
      My pulse was still racing as I went back and sat on my surfboard. I’d barely seen that dog, Heidi, in time to bail, and I’d been terrified my board would hit her anyway.

      Luckily, Heidi was okay. Me on the other hand?

      I lay back on the board, taking slow, steadying breaths. Maybe it was just because I was angry, but the sight of that girl walking away? It had my head torn in all kinds of directions. The swing of her hips had been so distracting, and—

      “Diego!” my mom called. “Breakfast is almost ready! Go shower off and get dressed!”

      I blew a raspberry through my lips and got up, carrying my board back to the house. I leaned it against the garage wall and used the outside shower to rinse off. Then I went into the bathroom and took off my shorts, hanging them on the drying rack. I slipped into a fresh pair of shorts and a T-shirt, running my hand through my hair so my curls wouldn’t clump, and started up the deck stairs.

      Through the glass patio doors, I could see all my family already at the table, along with my older sister’s new boyfriend, Jude Santiago. It was weird, having a famous singer in our house, but my sister was kind of famous now too.

      Jude lifted his hand in a wave. “Sit by me, man.”

      I slid onto the bench next to him and said, “Only if you promise to keep your hands off my sister in front of me.”

      Jude laughed. “We’ll see if she can keep her hands off me.”

      Des hit his side.

      “See?” Jude said.

      Dad rolled his eyes at the both of them, hiding his amusement.

      I shook my head, reaching for one of the breakfast burritos Mom had on a platter in the middle of the table. Then I waited for my younger sister Marisol to finish with the salsa verde, so I could put some on my plate.

      Mealtimes had always been chaos with three younger siblings and one older sister, but my parents said they were the most important time of the day. So we always sat together, whether it was breakfast before school or a bedtime snack at the end of the day.

      I ate while Mateo, Marisol, and Adelita attempted to teach Jude how to say all the items on the table in Spanish. When he said cucaracha instead of cuchara for spoon, they all burst out laughing.

      “What?” Jude asked. “What did I say?”

      Eight-year-old Mateo crooned, “You said you’re eating your food with a cockroach!”

      Mom gave them an admonishing smile while Dad shook his head.

      “Learning a new language takes practice,” Dad said. “Mateo, it took you eighteen months to learn to say ‘Mom’ instead of ‘Dom’.”

      We laughed at the memory, and Mateo’s cheeks reddened. “I was just a baby.”

      Des reached across the table, tickling his shoulder. “Still are the baby of the family.”

      He stuck his tongue out at her.

      Mom cleared her throat. “I got a letter from Emerson Academy today, Diego,” she said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Did they say I get to skip college counseling? Because that would be great.”

      Mom shook her head. “They said this year they’re giving seniors the option to volunteer at the school on Fridays or take a class from Emerson Technical College. You could be a CNA or study cosmetology or even train to get a CDL since you’re eighteen. You could work as a truck driver while you figure out your next steps.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her. “I barely got my license last year and you want me to drive a semi?”

      Dad said, “I don’t see you with any other plans after graduation other than hanging out on that surfboard. Teaching lessons on the weekends isn’t exactly a viable full-time job, Diego.”

      My muscles tensed up. Here was the talk again.

      The lecture where I got reminded that graduation was coming and I needed to figure out a career if I didn’t want to go to college.

      But my problem? I didn’t really have dreams, and I wasn’t good enough at school to like the thought of spending years at college to figure it out. Surfing was fun, but I didn’t want to compete. I loved teaching lessons, but it didn’t make enough money to move out or pay for much of anything in the “real world” my parents were preparing me for.

      This constant pressure was making me miserable. “If I take one of those classes, can we stop talking about my plans for next year?” I asked.

      The entire table seemed to go quiet, waiting for my parents’ response. Mom and Dad exchanged a glance, having one of those silent conversations between themselves. Finally, Dad looked at me and nodded. “Just pick one.”

      “I’ll be a CNA,” I said, digging back into my burrito.

      Des seemed surprised. “You picked just like that?”

      “Yeah,” Mom agreed. “Don’t you want to see the program details?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not driving a semi, and going to the salon with Mom gives me a headache.”

      “Great,” Mom said with a smile. “I’ll fill out that paperwork tonight.”

      I nodded, finishing up my breakfast. “Is it okay if I go back out? I have a lesson coming at ten.”

      They nodded, and I went outside, ready to be back in my happy place again.
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      The next morning didn’t start off too badly—Heidi had stayed on her leash for our walk and I hadn’t run into Mr. Thinks-He-Owns-the-Beach. But the day was still young, and my nerves were going wild for my first day at Emerson Academy.

      I walked in the back door and hung my jacket on the hooks before walking into the kitchen, freezing in the doorway. Dad sat at the table, eating a slice of toast and drinking coffee across from Mom, who had her laptop out and was doing work.

      She looked up at me, her smile bigger than I’d seen it in a long time. “How was your walk?”

      “Good,” I said, cautiously stepping into the kitchen. Dad hadn’t been awake this early in months. Much less in a good enough mood to sit with us and eat breakfast.

      He smiled up at me. “Morning, monkey.”

      The nickname nearly brought tears to my eyes. Since my name was April, they’d shortened it to Ape, and that led to the monkey nickname. He hadn’t called me that in so long. “Morning, Dad. How are you doing?” I asked tentatively, hoping I didn’t say the wrong thing.

      “Good,” he replied. The shadows coming through the kitchen windows made the scars on the left side of his face seem deeper. But there was a familiar look in his eyes too, like he was my dad again. “Ready for your first day with all those rich kids?” he teased.

      I snorted, feeling lighter than air. My dad was joking with me again? Maybe this doctor was already helping him! “I think so. Other than the uniform. What kinds of kids wear blazers to school?”

      He stiffened, and I froze. What had I said wrong?

      Uniform. Such a big part of his career.

      A trigger.

      Mom said, “Ape, why don’t you go upstairs and get dressed.”

      I stalled, not sure I wanted to leave Mom alone with this.

      “Go ahead,” she said, a false sense of cheer in her voice as she shut her computer and put it in a drawer.

      I backed away from the kitchen, knowing arguing would make it worse, and started up the stairs.

      Just as I reached the third stair, I heard Dad’s rising voice, Mom’s hushed murmurs as she tried to soothe him. At the seventh stair, I heard the crack of plastic on tile. We knew better than to buy breakable dishes now.

      I covered my mouth to hold back my cry. This wasn’t fair. None of it was. Not to Dad or Mom or me.

      When I crested the stairs, another crash sounded, and I flinched. Quickly, I changed into my new school uniform: a navy pleated skirt, light blue button down, and a navy blazer to match. I squeezed into my navy stockings and black leather shoes, then grabbed my makeup bag and backpack.

      I waited at the top of the stairs, trying to get a sense of what was going on downstairs. A door slammed, shaking the house, and then it was quiet. My ears perked for any further sound, any argument. Hopefully this was the end—the part where Dad went to his room and watched TV to cool down. He and mom hadn’t shared a room since his injury.

      Mom came to the bottom of the stairs, holding a towel to her hand.

      My heart squeezed. “Did he hurt you?” Usually Dad didn’t direct his anger at us, but if he’d injured Mom...

      She shook her head. “I pinched my hand on the drawer when I was putting my computer away. I’m fine, honey.” She waved her joined hands, signaling me to come downstairs. I tiptoed as quietly as I could, the leather soles of my shoes seeming to scream against the modern metal stairs.

      As I got closer, I could see the moisture in my mom’s eyes. The wrinkles and dark circles no amount of makeup could hide. These last few years had aged her beyond comprehension.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She sniffed, avoiding my gaze by reaching into her pocket with her uninjured hand. Pulling out a twenty, she said, “I’ll pack you a lunch tomorrow. Promise.”

      I nodded, holding back tears of my own. “Maybe go work at a coffee shop today?”

      She glanced over her shoulder toward the bedroom. It was hard for her to leave him alone, but that’s why we had home cameras installed. “I’ll try.”

      She wouldn’t.

      But it was a lie I needed to hear to get me out the door. “I’ll see you after school.”

      “Actually, the Pfanstiels are hoping you’ll walk Heidi twice a day. Apparently, she does a lot better with more exercise.”

      Before I could protest, she walked me to the front door, handing me my keys from the rack. “Have a great day, Ape. This school is going to be something special for you. I can feel it.”

      No matter how much I disagreed, I gave her a quick hug and walked to my car.

      Since I didn’t know the town well enough yet, I turned on directions on my phone and followed them, only stopping at a gas station to apply a coat of makeup since I’d been in too much of a rush to do it at home. I was already big—putting on a face of makeup helped me blend in.

      I drove until I reached an ornate building. It was intimidating—all brick walls and stone pillars and fancy cars in the parking lot.

      My last school in Kansas wasn’t anywhere near this fancy. It had been a basic high school with more kids than chairs in the building. Only a few came from rich families—in fact, most of my peers had picked on the students driving these kinds of vehicles to class.

      But now I was one of the “rich kids.” This car wasn’t brand new, but it was from this decade with not a scratch in the paint or an imperfection in the upholstery. Mom said I deserved to have something nice, but I think she was just happy to give me something after war had taken so much away from us.

      I found my assigned spot—unlucky number thirteen—and turned the car off. Any military brat knows you don’t step foot on new ground without observing first. So I looked out the windshield and waited. There was a crowd of underclassmen hanging out around a bench, greeting each other after a summer away from school.

      Farther in the parking lot, a group of kids about my age hung out around a pickup. Some girls sat on the tailgate while guys clung around them. The popular crowd—they were at every school.

      Most people, though, just crossed the parking lot to the courtyard and went up the cement stairs into the building. Overall, it seemed safe enough.

      So, I got out of the car, keeping my gaze forward. Making eye contact was just an invitation I didn’t want to give, whether for friends or enemies. My breath came hard by the time I hit the top of the stairs, and I breathed deeply to catch it. Weight was an easy target for most bullies, and I didn’t want to give them any fuel.

      “Are you new here?” someone asked.

      It sounded like a teacher’s voice, so I turned to the left, seeing a woman in a white dress covered in a red apple print. She had an apple on her headband and dangly pencil earrings. Suddenly, I wasn’t the biggest target in the vicinity, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Yes. I’m—”

      “April Adams, right?” she asked. At my nod, she smiled. “I met your mom on Monday. She’s a peach.”

      Maybe this woman just really liked fruit?

      “I’m Birdie Bardot, the guidance counselor here,” she continued. “You can call me Birdie.”

      I raised my eyebrows, not used to teachers being so familiar with students. Most of them acted like using their first name was a crime against the natural order of the world. “Nice to meet you,” I said, just in case she hadn’t forgone all social customs.

      “Same to you. Come with me; I’ll show you around.”

      I readjusted my backpack on my shoulder. “Thanks.”

      “This is your schedule.” She passed me a piece of paper and walked to the heavy oak doors all the students were entering through, a sea of navy and light blue much like the ocean looked this morning.

      I glanced down at the paper as I followed her over the tile floor. English, math, current events, and physics. All pretty standard. Then my electives were after lunch—art, videography, and personal finance.

      “Your mom said you should like these classes,” Birdie said over her shoulder, “but if you get a few days into it and decide you want something different, let me know.”

      I studied the page a little closer. “What’s this about Fridays?”

      She stopped outside a wooden door with the name Birdie Bardot, Guidance Counselor, on a golden nameplate. “Those are our flex days.” She pushed the door open, leading me into a room with a desk, filing cabinets, and a big white bird in a cage. The bird looked at me curiously.

      “That’s Ralphie,” she explained.

      I nodded. Animals weren’t really my thing—especially since Heidi had nearly broken my elbow and completely embarrassed me yesterday.

      Birdie reached for a pamphlet on her desk and passed it to me. “This year, we’re trying something new. Seniors can choose to volunteer on Friday afternoons, or they can choose a vocational skill to learn.” She tapped on the middle page where there was a bulleted list.

      I read down the items—and my eyes widened. “I could really get a CNA?” I’d wanted to get the certification over the summer, but plans fell through with the move.

      Birdie nodded. “Is that what you’d like to do?”

      I grinned, feeling my chest relax a bit. “That would be great.”

      The warning bell rang, and it sounded old, like an actual bell made the sound, not like the stereo beep from my last school.

      “I’ll sign you up for CNA classes then.” Using a feather pen, she wrote something on a bright pink sticky note and then said, “Come with me.”

      We walked around the building, stopping by the doors to each of my classes as the hallways thinned. When the second bell rang, she led me down the main hallway, stopping by an open classroom door. “Mrs. Morgan,” Birdie said, stepping inside. “This is your new student, April Adams.”

      “Welcome!” Mrs. Morgan said. She had on a flowy black skirt, a black top, and seemed way more even-keeled than Birdie. “Introduce yourself to the class.”

      Birdie waved goodbye, telling me to come to her office if I needed anything. Hating this part, I turned to face my peers, about to begin my prepared speech...until right in the middle row, I saw my worst nightmare.

      That guy from the beach was in my class and staring right at me.
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      I leaned back in my chair, taking in the girl from the beach.

      April Adams.

      Instead of the shorts and T-shirt she’d been wearing the day before, she had on our school uniform. That plaid skirt was doing things to her hips that weren’t fair to guys like me.

      Her eyes widened and then narrowed on me, all that spice from the day before back in full force. I couldn’t help but smirk at the memory of her middle finger in the air, and I found myself thinking something that never helped a situation with an angry female.

      She looked cute when she was mad.

      April quickly looked away from me and introduced herself like she’d practiced the speech a million times before. “I’m April Adams, just moved here from Kansas.”

      A guy sitting in the back row mooed, and the rest of the class laughed. At the way her face fell, I clenched my fists under the desk. What was wrong with people? I glanced toward the back, seeing a guy from the football team named Tate grinning as one of his friends high-fived him.

      “California has cows too, you know,” Mrs. Morgan said, more exasperated than angry. Why wasn’t she angry? “Thank you, April. Why don’t you take that seat?”

      She pointed to an empty desk at the front of the room, and April sat, slinging her backpack over the back of her chair. Her brown hair fell to her shoulders in waves, flatter than it had been that day at the beach. And instead of flipping me off, she had her hands in her lap, resting on her thighs.

      Mrs. Morgan had Faye, the girl sitting next to April, pass out the syllabus for the semester. I took the sheet, setting it on the desk in front of me, and tried not to stare at April while Mrs. Morgan went over the rules for the year.

      April’s family had come here from Kansas? Why? What else had she planned to say about herself before Tate made fun of her?

      And, more selfishly, was she really that mad at me?

      Would she come to class every day hating my guts? I had been kind of a jerk back on the beach, even if I had been scared crapless. I resolved to apologize to her after class. Hopefully we could start over.

      As soon as the bell rang, I grabbed my backpack and followed her to the crowded hallway. She had squeezed herself against the opposite wall to avoid people passing by, but I followed her and tapped her shoulder so she’d wait up.

      When she looked over her shoulder and saw it was me, her eyes narrowed. “Yes?”

      “Hey.” I gave her a nervous smile. I always smiled when I was nervous—it seemed to make people ease up. But not her. Her eyebrows just drew closer together.

      I cleared my throat. “I wanted to talk to you about yesterday,” I said at the same time a pair of arms flung around my shoulders.

      A flurry of blond hair flew in my face. “Hey, you!” Kenzie said.

      “Hey,” I replied with a grin, hugging her back.

      Kenzie looked between April and me. “Sorry, I was just so excited to see you! I haven’t seen you all summer!”

      April shook her head and turned to walk away.

      “Wait up,” I said, about to tell Kenzie I’d catch up with her at lunch.

      “Looks like you’re occupied,” April replied and continued down the hall.

      Kenz looked after her, frowning. “Who’s that?”

      “New girl,” I said simply, not wanting to think about my failed attempt at an apology. “Tell me about Greece. Did you fall in love like that girl from the Traveling Pants?” (My sisters had made me watch that movie at least a hundred times.)

      She shoved my shoulder. “You first. You spent your summer hanging out with a rock star! I need the tea on Jude and Des. Are they really in love or was it all publicity?”

      “Oh, it’s real, all right.” I shuddered at the visual of them making out on the beach. “But he’s a good guy. He’s good to her.”

      “That’s amazing!” Kenz said. “Please tell me you’ll let me meet him soon. I need to get everything autographed—my poster, my phone, my face.”

      I rolled my eyes at her, and she laughed.

      The bell rang, interrupting us, and she said, “I’ll catch you at lunch. I have an idea for a halftime stunt that could be really fun, but I need some of your muscle.”

      I flexed under my jacket. “I have some of those.”

      She laughed and flounced away, and I went to health class with Mrs. Hutton, dreading yet another round of syllabus day.

      Outside of the classroom, I saw Tate leaned up against the locker, talking with one of his idiot friends like he hadn’t just ruined April’s first day. “Hey,” I snapped.

      “Hey, man,” he said, lifting his hand for a high five.

      I stared at it, watching him slowly bring it down to his side.

      “What’s up?” he asked, unsure of himself for once.

      “Mess with the new girl again, and I’ll make sure you feel it at football practice.”

      He lifted his hands in defense. “Sorry, I didn’t know you had something going on with her.”

      “She doesn’t have to be my girl for you to treat her like she matters.”
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      My throat felt tight as I walked to my next class. I didn’t know what beach guy had wanted, but it couldn’t be good.

      The day had already gotten off to an awkward start. I didn’t know whether that guy was mooing about my weight or the last state I lived in, but I knew it only took one person to open the floodgates, and I really didn’t want to spend my senior year getting bullied about my size.

      Not when I was already worried about my mom, still grieving my dad who I’d lost in all the ways that counted, stressed about applying to colleges, and navigating a new town.

      But I knew I was “safer” in a classroom than I was in the free-for-all hallways, so I counted down the door numbers until I reached statistics. The teacher up front introduced himself as Mr. Aris and had me introduce myself to the class. Some of the students were the same from English, but some were new, so I repeated my spiel, adding that I was an only child and was born in Germany.

      “We’re glad to have you,” Mr. Aris said, smiling warmly.

      The next couple classes went the same with introductions and syllabi. Starting at a new school at the beginning of the year was easier in some ways than jumping in halfway through. Everyone was getting used to a new routine, not just me. But as far as I could tell, I was the only new student here.

      Emerson Academy seemed like the kind of place that was part of your identity. Not just a school someone attended because they were in-district. Being here meant something. I just wasn’t sure what it meant to me. Not yet.

      On my way to the lunchroom, I wished I could disappear. Seniors and juniors had the second lunch period, and I’d made a meaningful connection with... nobody. Not that I was the best at making friends.

      My mom had been the biggest constant in my life, my rock when my dad was deployed and my anchor when he came home injured. Most people just didn’t understand. And the ones who did had their own lives to worry about.

      I gave the cashier my money, and she gave me a receipt with change. I picked up one of the navy-blue trays, lightened with scratches and use, and took it through the line, filling my plate with things that caught my interest.

      I did have this to say about the Academy: their food looked a heck of a lot better than some of the things I’d been served in public schools.

      I took my tray and scanned the small cafeteria full of round tables for an open spot. I wished the tables were longer—that way you could sit a few seats away from people and get your space. It was like they wanted you to actually talk to other people with this setup.

      Someone nudged my arm, and I quickly apologized, stepping away. Just as I realized it was the same guy from the beach, the same guy from English, I backed into another person. But this time, their tray flipped.

      Hot soup, crackers, and a sandwich with mustard went all down my side, burning my skin and completely ruining my clothes.

      The girl I’d bumped into apologized, but I was already on the verge of tears.

      “Come on,” the guy said. He took my hand, his encompassing my own, not giving me a chance to argue. I followed him out of the lunchroom and down the hall, not completely sure where I was.

      “That was so humiliating,” I whispered, mostly to myself. Now everyone would either know me as the moo-girl or the one who’d been soaked with food her first day. I just hoped the person I ran into wouldn’t be out for revenge.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I took my hand away from his, pausing in the empty hallway. “No, I’m not okay!” I said, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I’m pretty sure I have third-degree burns from the soup, I’m starving because I didn’t have time for breakfast, didn’t get to eat my lunch, and now I’ve embarrassed myself in front of you, twice! I wish you would just stop showing up!”

      His brown eyes seemed to soften, and I looked away, feeling guilty for my outburst. This mess wasn’t his fault.

      “Come on,” he said gently. “I’m sure Birdie has some extra clothes.”

      Feeling guilty for blowing up at him, I followed him down the hallway. He didn’t have to help me after all. But here he was. Why?

      I didn’t have much time to come up with a reason before we reached that same wooden door from earlier. Birdie was standing in front of Ralphie’s cage, saying something I couldn’t quite hear. When the guy knocked on the door, she looked up, smiling at him. But when her eyes traveled my way, her smile fell.

      “Oh, honey,” she said, frowning. “Let me get you a fresh set of clothes.” She patted the guy’s arm. “Thanks for bringing her here, Diego. I’ve got it.”

      Diego. I rolled the name over in my mind, wondering if it matched his personality.

      He seemed to stall, like he didn’t want to leave.

      “Everything okay?” Birdie asked.

      He glanced between her and me, biting his lip. “You know what you did for my sister?” he asked.

      Understanding sparked in Birdie’s eyes. She nodded.

      “I think you need to do it again.”

      I didn’t know why they were talking about his sister when I was covered in soup and mustard, but luckily, Birdie said, “I will,” and Diego left her office.

      She reached into her cabinet and got out a fresh uniform. “Come with me.”

      Thinking I had reached rock bottom, I followed her across the hall and into the gymnasium. The orangey-yellow hardwood floor had Drafters written down the sides in navy-blue paint with an emblem of a feather quill.

      We reached a door on the north side of the gym, and she said, “This is the girls’ locker room. You can change in there. Towels are by the shower stalls.”

      She passed me the uniform packaged in a clear bag with a 3XL sticker on top.

      “How did you know my size?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Your mom picked up your uniforms two days ago—still fresh on my mind, I guess.”

      Not wanting to spend any more time covered in food than I had to, I walked into the locker room, praying no one was in there. But when I rounded a wall of lockers, I froze. A girl with turquoise hair sat on a cement bench, eating a packed lunch with her phone playing a TV show.

      She jumped at the sight of me, then seemed to relax when she realized I wasn’t a teacher... or a jock. “You scared me,” she accused.

      “Didn’t mean to,” I mumbled, getting a towel and then locking myself in the bigger bathroom stall. First, I slipped out of my shoes, peeled off my wet knee socks. I sucked in a breath, dropping the wet mess to the floor. There were already red spots on my leg from where the soup had hit. Then I unbuttoned my skirt and let it fall to the floor, kicking it aside. I twisted, eyeing the mess. Hopefully it wouldn’t stain.

      I ripped open the plastic bag, put on my new outfit, and then went to the sink. As I checked myself in the mirror, I could see the girl’s eyes on me.

      “Someone dump food on you?” she asked.

      I reached for a paper towel, watching it turn dark brown under the stream of water. “Bumped into someone.”

      The wet brown paper felt heavenly against my leg. I ran it up and down the burn, from my mid-thigh to a third of the way down my calf.

      “No one to bump into down here,” she said and took another bite of her sandwich.

      “Except you,” I replied, a slight smile on my lips.

      She lifted her eyebrows in concession. “True.”

      We were both quiet for a moment, and I tossed the paper towel, going back to the bathroom stall to finish changing. With the door shut and locked, she said, “I’m Sadie.”

      I focused on the buttons of my shirt. “April.”

      “I know. I saw you in current events.”

      I hadn’t seen her; my head had been down through most of my classes anyway. I finished changing and laced my shoes back up. Carefully balling my clothes so the wet, dirty parts were on the inside, I walked out of the stall. I wasn’t sure what I should say to Sadie, but she was looking at her phone again.

      I walked back out of the locker room, where Birdie was waiting, and prayed for the day to hurry up and end.
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      I pulled my helmet off, letting the wind hit my sweaty scalp, and went to the water table for a drink. The first day back at football practice had been rough. Usually I spent the summers surfing and that kept me in shape, but I’d been on tour with my sister and Jude for three months this summer. I’d worked out, but it wasn’t the same.

      I poured myself some water and then dumped a second cup over my head. Some girls giggled in the stands. I grinned up and winked at them. If they were watching, might as well give them a show.

      This was my last year in high school, my last year without responsibilities, as my parents liked to remind me. Why not enjoy it?

      I turned away from the stands, seeing the cheerleaders practicing off the field. Kenzie waved at me, and I lifted my hand in return.

      “Diego,” Coach yelled. “Get your eyes off the skirts and get back on the field.”

      I cleared my throat and braced myself to go run more lines.

      After another half hour of running, Coach called us to center field and gave us a pep talk, but I only heard half of it. I just wanted to go home and cool off in the water.

      When everyone started walking back toward the school, I followed along, walking between my friends Xander and Terrell.

      Terrell bumped his helmet against mine and said, “My parents are going to Boston this weekend to see my sister, which means...”

      I grinned. “Party?” He didn’t let loose often because his parents were on the stricter side, so we always made good use of their time out of town.

      He nodded. “Seaton Beach? Around nine?”

      I lifted my chin. “I’ll get the word out.”

      Xander said, “I’ll talk to my brother about a keg.” He and his older brother often got into trouble together because their parents were always busy with their family business. Something in software that made ridiculous money, but not enough to buy time with their children.

      “Perfect,” Terrell said just as we reached the locker room. I took a quick shower, changed into some shorts and a T-shirt, then went back outside. Kenzie was waiting by my car with her friend Deena.

      “Hey, you,” Kenzie said.

      “Hey.”

      She frowned. “You look rough.”

      “Gee thanks,” I said, cracking a smile.

      “Do you mind if Dee and I catch a ride with you? My car’s at the shop.”

      “Get in,” I said. Her house was just a few blocks from mine, so it wasn’t a huge inconvenience or anything.

      Deena crawled into the back seat, answering her phone as she did. “Hey, baby!”

      I gave Kenzie a questioning look. “Who is it this time?”

      “New college boyfriend,” she explained.

      I nodded and focused on the road, pulling out of the school parking lot. Kenzie and Deena were best friends, but I never really got to know Deena well because it seemed like she was always on the phone with a boyfriend. Always an older guy. Always a piece of crap.

      “So Greece,” Kenzie said. “I’ve never gotten a worse sunburn in my life.”

      I laughed. “Most people come back with a magnet or something.”

      “I have that too. But no romance was happening for me there. My parents had me babysitting my little sister practically the whole time. Once the guys saw me with a twelve-year-old, they steered clear of us.”
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