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      Mason and Craig Pierce are football gods in their little town of Elk River, Michigan. Seniors in high school, their lives are already outlined: Graduating and playing ball in college before joining the pros. They believe nothing can stand in the way of their dreams until long-buried secrets are exposed, threatening to unravel their carefully planned futures and put in jeopardy their relationships with the girls they love.

      

      Mason Pierce is everyone’s favorite quarterback. Girls wish they could steal his heart, and guys wish they could be him. But Mason’s heart isn’t available, already set on Melinda Shepard, the one girl who won’t fall for his charm or his football glory. Truth be told, she’s been resisting their easy chemistry since the day she moved next door to him. When their lives entangle one night, and Mason saves her from a fateful event, their non-existent relationship is quickly upgraded to friendship. One that comes with a high dose of attraction neither of them seems to be able to escape. But behind her star swimmer and straight A student persona, Melinda hides secrets of her own that could put her future and her blossoming relationship with Mason at risk.

      

      As pain, lies, and unsaid words mix, do Melinda and Mason have a chance at love, or is their relationship doomed from the start?
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            PROLOGUE

          

          I THINK YOU ARE PRETTY. FOR A GIRL

        

      

    

    
      Wiping the sweat along my hairline with my sleeve, I watched the moving truck as it parked in front of the house next door. A man about Dad’s age climbed out, followed by an older boy, probably in high school, who looked just like him. No doubt father and son. Both stood with their fists on their hips, observing the house after the boy removed the Just Sold sign from the front lawn.

      I wondered if they were the new owners.

      Mom told me there would be a kid about my age moving next door, and I’d been shooting hoops all day, trying to catch sight of him. I couldn’t wait to have a new best friend since most kids in our street were either babies or teenagers.

      Craig, my older brother, said earlier I looked like a creep, but I didn’t care.

      Since Lee, my old best friend, moved away last month, I had been wondering what his replacement would look like.

      The father-son duo rounded the box truck, opened the rear roll-up door, and entered the cargo area only to come out with their arms full of boxes seconds later.

      The man spotted me and offered a warm smile. “Hey there.”

      I returned his greeting with a wave.

      Maybe I did look like a creep after all. Not wanting them to think I was being weird, I focused on the ball in my hand.

      From the time I was old enough to throw, I’d been obsessed with balls. Footballs. Basketballs. Baseballs. Anything I could toss, dribble, or hit. Passing a ball was my special power as Mom called it.

      According to Dad, I had what he called one heck of an arm. I could throw with precision and barely ever tired out. Last summer, my parents enrolled me in baseball and football camps. Since then, the latter had become my sport of choice. I loved everything about throwing a pigskin across a field in a perfect arc and watching the receiver catch it mid-air. Each time, it filled me with pride. It helped that my brother’s sport of choice was also football. While my special power was throwing, his was catching.

      And we worked great together. Like a well-oiled machine, Dad often said. Yep, Craig always anticipated my moves as I did his.

      Right now, I was alone and couldn’t play catch, so basketball was my only option to blow off some steam and busy myself.

      Handling the ball with ease, I shot from the sidewalk into the basket. “He shoots and scores.” Pivoting on my feet, I dribbled some more, pretending I had some fierce opponents hot on my heels. “Mason Pierce is the player to watch this season, ladies and gentlemen. No wonder he’s going pro next year.” Craig always made fun of me when I faked being a commentator, describing my own plays, but I didn’t care. I had to get used to it because playing for the big league was my future—and my dream.

      I feinted a spin to the right, only to go left and shoot a three-point hoop from an imaginary top of the key. The ball slid smoothly through the rim fixed above the garage door. Pride coursed through my blood, and I pumped my fist.

      “Wow, you’re good.”

      I jumped around at the sound of a small voice behind me. A girl with long, wavy brown hair and turquoise eyes that glimmered with curiosity under a hitched brow stood a few feet from me. For a second, I lost myself in the pool of her eyes because they looked like the ocean on a sunny day.

      “Who are you?” I asked with a sigh, scanning the length of her, wondering if my wishes had gotten mixed up because I seemed to have landed a girl-neighbor instead of a boy-neighbor.

      “Melinda Shepard. I guess I live next door now. We’re moving in today.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders dropped. She was not a boy-neighbor. I wanted to say something else, but my words were stuck in my throat, and I had no idea how to get them out. This kinda sucked. Big time.

      The forgotten ball rolled between my feet down the pavement, and I bent forward to retrieve it before it reached the street.

      “Are you a student at Elk River Middle School?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’ll be in seventh grade. Going to be twelve soon.”

      “I’ll be in seventh grade too. I turned twelve at the beginning of the summer.”

      “We’re the same age? Wow, you’re tall. Like tenth-grade tall.”

      She shrugged. “Mom too said that the other day when we went shopping. Will you be on the school basketball team? You’re pretty good. You should try out.”

      “No. I play football. I’ll be on that team. I only play basketball when I’m alone and have nothing fun to do. Mom doesn’t want Craig and me to play video games so⁠—”

      “My mom doesn’t even want me to watch TV other than on Saturdays when we have a family movie night.” She shrugged. “How old is your brother?”

      “You ask a lot of questions. How old is your brother?”

      “He’s my half-brother, and he’s seventeen. We’re not super close. He’s into music and hates everyone. His mom died when he was little, and he’s still angry about it. Dad says he’ll learn to live with it eventually. Not sure therapy helps him, though. He wants to move out and be an adult and record an album.”

      “Oh. My brother’s name is Craig. He’s my best friend…most of the time. He plays football with me. He’ll be in seventh grade too. You’ll meet him.”

      Her eyes rounded. “You guys are twins? Cool.”

      I shook my head. “Nah. We were born ten months apart. People always assume we’re twins. I skipped grade four, so we’re in the same grade now.” I sighed. “My parents treat me like a baby even though we have the same birth year. Mom sometimes says we were twins who chose not to share the womb at the same time. Anyway, it’s not that interesting.”

      “I think it is. It’s like you’re twins but not twins twins. It’s weird, but it’s still cool.”

      An idea popped up in my head. “Wanna play?” Maybe I could teach her the game, and she’d become decent enough to fill in when Craig was busy. It wasn’t too far-fetched an idea. Anyway, I was out of options and tired of playing by myself. It became boring after a while. I could use a friend.

      “Sure. You better bring your A-game, or you’ll lose,” she said, assurance clear in her tone. She tipped her chin up and adjusted her white T-shirt and pink shorts before getting into position before me. “I’m not joking about basketball.”

      I watched her every move, impressed she knew all about the game. None of the girls at school loved playing ball. They always complained in gym class when we teamed up for basketball or soccer.

      “You know the rules?” I asked, just to make sure. My heart was beating faster, excited at the idea I had someone to play with. For real.

      “My dad and my brother. They taught me the game. And I’m pretty good at it. Our love for basketball is one of the things my brother and I connect over.”

      I blinked as she stared at me with her game face on. “Wow.” I gawked at her, not sure what to say. She wasn’t a boy, but she was my age, and she liked to play ball. My new neighbor wasn’t exactly the friend I had wished for, but I could work with that.

      Melinda crossed her arms over her chest, tilting her chin in defiance. “So? Are we playing, or are you gonna stare at me all afternoon? I can’t wait to beat you.”

      She had attitude and confidence, and they reminded me of myself. Maybe we would get along fine, she and I.

      My lips curled into a large smile, and I snapped out of my Melinda-trance state. “Yes. Let’s play. I’m Mason, by the way. Mason Pierce. Ready?”

      She unfolded her arms, bent at the knees, and leaned forward, seriousness painting her face. “Ready.” She nodded. Once. And I thought I fell in love at that moment.

      We played for the rest of the afternoon. Melinda was good—not as good as I was—but she was a nice-enough opponent. She knew how to dribble, and I couldn’t look away when she controlled the ball, my gaze following each movement of her tanned legs.

      Her hair swept her shoulders. Each time she got too close, the smell of her orange blossom shampoo filled my nose, and butterflies took off in my stomach when her bare skin rubbed against mine.

      Foreign sensations invaded me, and I sorta enjoyed the excitement they brought. I had never noticed that Lee or any of my friends smelled good, so maybe it was a girl thing. I didn’t hate it.

      Perhaps having a girl-neighbor wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      We lost ourselves in the game, pausing only to drink water from the garden hose attached to the side of the garage or retie our shoelaces.

      Melinda’s cheeks were red from exertion, and it looked good on her.

      I could tell she too liked basketball from the stars shining in her eyes and the upward curve of her lips when she scored. I smiled whenever she did because she looked happy—and proud of herself.

      “I have an idea,” Melinda said after a while. “Let’s play H.O.R.S.E. The winner gets to decide their prize.”

      I frowned. “Like what?”

      She twisted her lips, thinking. “Whatever. Winner’s choice.”

      “Anything off limits?” I was already thinking about what I’d ask for if I won.

      She shrugged. “Nah. Unless it’s weird.”

      “Okay, then. Get ready to lose.”

      The challenge seemed to spark a newfound confidence in her because her eyes turned to slits and her game face returned. “We’ll see about that.”

      Oh, I loved how cocky she got. Was my new neighbor as competitive as I was? Right now, I wished that was the case because it would make things more interesting. I was so ready to kick her ass and show off my skills. I was Mason Pierce. I never lost. And now, I even had an endgame.

      “Fine, you win,” Melinda conceded a while later, tossing the basketball back at me, bending forward, her palms on her knees, catching her breath.

      “Can I decide my prize now?” I asked, breathless, but unable to stop the grin taking over my face. Winning had been harder than I thought it’d be. Melinda Shepard didn’t go down without a fight. She’d put her whole heart into our game until the last second. “You were not kidding. You are good at this.”

      “Told you.” Her breathing slowed, and she sat on the lawn, stretching her legs before her. “We had a deal. Tell me what you want. Candies? Popsicles? Iced tea? I can even bake you banana bread.”

      I dropped next to her, twisting blades of grass around my finger. “Do you have plans tonight?”

      She seemed to hesitate for a second. “Huh…no. Mom said nothing about our having plans. She’s too busy unpacking.”

      “Then we’ll have dinner and watch a movie in my backyard together.”

      “Backyard?”

      “Yes. Dad has an old projector we use sometimes to screen movies in the garden on a white sheet. It’s Saturday night, so you’re allowed to watch a movie, no? Isn’t that what you said earlier?”

      “I guess. Mom said our family nights would start again next week because moving is the top priority before school starts.”

      “Perfect. Do you like pizza?”

      Her face flushed. “Duh, yes. Do you know anyone who doesn’t like pizza because I don’t.”

      “No. That would be silly.” I chuckled. “Mom makes the best homemade pizza.”

      “Huh…Mason… Are you sure it’s okay with your parents if I come over later?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Mom says my friends are always welcome at our house.”

      “I’ll ask my parents first, okay? They are super protective of me. Like a lot. My best friend Jolie, back in New Jersey, said it was a bit too much sometimes.”

      “Wow, you moved from New Jersey? It’s like far far away”

      She bobbed her head. “Super far. Three-day drive to be exact.” She moved to her feet. “Nice game, by the way.”

      I stood and dusted myself off. “Can I walk you home?”

      “You wanna walk me home? I live right next door.”

      “I’m a gentleman. And we can ask your mom together.”

      We walked side by side without a word. It felt weird to go to a girl’s house. I never really had a girl as a friend before. Mr. Shepard opened the door when we climbed up the front porch steps. “Hi again,” he said when he noticed me. “Mel, I’m glad you made a friend on your first day.”

      I stood next to her and held out a hand as I’d seen my father do many times. “Sir, my name is Mason Pierce. I live next door. Can Melinda come over to have dinner at my place tonight? We’ll have a picnic in my backyard and swim and watch a movie.”

      Mr. Shepard studied me with a serious expression. “Will my daughter be home before nine, Mr. Pierce?”

      “Yes, sir. I have an eight-thirty curfew.”

      Mr. Shepard nodded. “I see. Will you keep her safe?”

      “Always. I’ll watch over her. So, can she come?”

      Mr. Shepard brought his attention to his daughter. “Mel, do you wanna go?”

      She nodded fast. “I would love to, Daddy.”

      “Okay.” He looked at me. “It’s settled then.” He turned around, picked up a notepad from one of the boxes stacked in the foyer and a pen from his pocket, and scribbled something before handing me the piece of paper. “Please ask your parents to call me to confirm, okay? This is our number.”

      I took the note he offered. “Sure. Cool.” I tried to act unaffected, but inside my chest, my heart was pounding very fast. “Like five o’clock?”

      Melinda nodded with a smile, and I hurried away, not sure what to do now that I had asked a girl over. I had never been on a date before. Was that what it was tonight? A date? My heart rate accelerated at the idea. Craig would be jealous because he had never invited a girl home before either.

      I jumped down the stairs and watched her over my shoulder one last time. “I’ll see you around five.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, you did this?” Melinda asked when she walked into my backyard later, her dad by her side, as she looked all around her.

      I shrugged like it was no big deal when, in fact, I spent over an hour setting it all up with Dad. I had laid a blanket and some pillows in one corner of the yard for our picnic. Mom had made a pitcher of lemonade for us, and I’d helped her bake cookies. I hoped Melinda loved cookies as much as I did. I had added extra chocolate chips just in case. Dad had installed the projector and put two chairs on the other side of the pool, with a white sheet pinned to the wooden fence in front of them.

      We’d put a large float we could drift on while watching the movie in the pool, and my inflatable basketball pool game was ready, in case Melinda wanted a rematch in the water.

      “Did you bring your swimsuit?” I asked, gesturing to the red shark-patterned swim trunk and sleeveless white shirt I was wearing.

      “Yes.” She tugged at the sleeve of her purple dress to reveal the strap of her bathing suit. “I also made cupcakes. Here.” She handed me a plastic container.

      “Cool.”

      Mom joined us and started a conversation with our new neighbor while Melinda and I stood next to them in silence.

      Feeling awkward, I rocked on my heels, wondering what to do or say next. “Huh…do you want lemonade? Mom made it for us.”

      “Sure.” Melinda followed me to the small table. She looked around as if searching for something. “Is your brother home?”

      “No. It’s just us.”

      She nodded. Seconds later, her father said goodbye.

      “Dinner will be ready in half an hour. Come and get me if you need anything, or if you wanna go for a swim, I’ll send your dad to watch over you, okay?”

      We both nodded as she returned inside.

      Melinda offered me a small smile. “Your Mom looks nice.”

      “Yeah. She’s the best.”

      She fidgeted with her fingers while I scratched the back of my head as silence stretched between us.

      After a few long minutes that seemed endless, I pointed to the front yard. “Do you think we should play a game?”

      “Yes. I think I can beat you this time,” Melinda said, puffing her chest out.

      “You think?”

      “Yes.” She dropped her bag to the ground and bent down to retie her shoes. “Come on, Mason.”

      We played for the next thirty minutes, both of us sweating, too invested in the game. The score was tied. Fifteen to fifteen.

      “If you score, you win,” Melinda said. She stood before me, her hands on her knees as I dribbled the ball, her gaze following all my movements.

      I stepped to the left, pivoted on myself, passed the ball through my legs, and aimed for the hoop. Melinda’s eyes lit up. She raised her arms, blocking me. I shifted my weight to my right, positioned my arms, and tossed the ball. It spun around in the rim, again and again. We both watched, jaws hanging, eyes big.

      Until it slid through the net.

      I shot my arms up in victory. “I win,” I screamed before I noticed the defeated expression on Melinda’s face. “Huh…it was close. I thought it wouldn’t go in.”

      “You did good.”

      For a moment, I wondered if I was supposed to have let her win. Maybe it was the gentlemanly thing to do on a date. But would Melinda enjoy the victory if she knew I had cheated? Nah. I know I wouldn’t love winning because my opponent tricked the game. My belly growled. “Are you hungry? We could go and eat now. Dinner should be ready.”

      “Sure.”

      After we inhaled the pizza and desserts, I flipped on a switch, and dozens of garden lights illuminated the backyard.

      “Wow, Mason, it’s beautiful,” Melinda said, her hands cupping her heart. “Like it’s a fairy garden.”

      I high-fived myself in my head. She was pleased with the setup, and it filled me with joy. I had missed her smile when she lost the basketball match earlier, and I was happy I had done something that brought it back.

      I peeled my shirt off, and Melinda removed her dress, both of us standing in nothing but our swimsuits.

      Dad joined us. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” we said at the same time.

      While he put the movie on, Melinda and I climbed on the float, sitting next to each other. Dad sat on one of the loungers with a newspaper, far enough to give us some privacy and not eavesdrop on our conversation, but close enough to keep an eye on us just in case we decided to get into the pool. For the next hour, we glided on the water, engrossed in the action on the screen, paddling with our hands to keep the float facing forward. Every few minutes, I glanced at Melinda, mesmerized by her smile and the way her hair swept her shoulders every time she laughed. Having a girlfriend wasn’t too bad so far. Sure, she didn’t crack jokes like Chase always did, and I didn’t wrestle with her like I would do with Craig, but I still loved her company. It was different from hanging with the boys, but a good different.

      The movie was almost over when I took a big breath and enveloped her hand with mine. My heart drummed in my chest so fast I believed it would escape.

      Melinda turned slowly. “Mason? What are you doing?”

      I shrugged, trying to look unaffected. So far, she hadn’t removed her hand from mine. “We’re on a date...”

      She watched me with a funny expression like she had drunk sour milk.

      “What?” I asked. “I won the game earlier, and you said I could choose anything if I won. So, I invited you on a date.”

      She studied me with her turquoise eyes. “A date? You never said anything about a date before.”

      “Huh, well… I thought it was obvious.”

      She stared at me, not saying anything.

      My insides felt as if thousands of ants were marching in my stomach. I thought girls liked to go on dates. Was I wrong all this time? Before I chickened out, I spoke the words on the tip of my tongue. I spoke fast because I had never said something like that to a girl up until now. “I think we should date for real. You love playing ball, and we’re friends now… It makes sense. Don’t you agree?”

      She blinked a few times. “But we are too young to date. I’m only twelve.”

      “My friend Lee, who used to live in your house, had a girlfriend last year. They dated for eleven days, and they were almost twelve. We are older. And…I think you are pretty. For a girl.”

      She said nothing for the longest time. “You want us to date?”

      I bobbed my head fast. “Yeah.”

      “Okay. I will only date you on one condition.”

      My heart started to bang again in my chest. I was ready to agree to anything she asked of me. Almost. “What?”

      “Let’s race to the other end of the pool. If you win, I will be your girlfriend. If I win, we’re never dating.”

      My mouth popped open. “Never? Like never ever ever?”

      She nodded and held out her hand. “Yes.”

      “Huh…can we still be friends?” I had no idea what dating would change between us, but it sounded more serious. More grownup. After all, in a few days, we’d be in seventh grade. “If I lose, I mean.” I wasn’t scared to lose. I was good at holding my breath under water and always won when I made bets with Craig.

      “Maybe. But I prefer to have girls as friends than boys. Boys always get into trouble. I have a big brother, remember? He plays hockey, and he dates girls. Lots of girls. Mom always says there’s no rush and he should take his time to find a nice girl instead of looking desperate. Anyway, he’s cocky and doesn’t like to follow rules. Dad has a lot of talks with him in private about his behavior. I overheard them talking many times.”

      I shook her hand. “I won’t get into trouble. I swear.”

      She studied my face for a moment like she was trying to decide if I was speaking the truth and nodded without saying anything.

      We positioned ourselves on the float on one side of the pool.

      “Ready?” Melinda asked. I nodded, and before I could take a full breath in, she dove forward and was swimming to the other end as if propelled by an engine. It took me a long second to get into motion, hypnotized by the way her body speared through the water.

      I touched the wall seconds after her. “Whoa. How did you do that? You were fast. Like super extra lightning fast.”

      Her smile brightened her entire face. “I’m gonna be in the school swim team this year. I practiced a lot over the summer.”

      I blinked, still surprised she beat me. “You are really good.”

      “Thanks. It’s like you and football. It’s no big deal.”

      My happiness slipped away. “So, does this mean we’re not dating? Like ever?”

      She shrugged. “Sorry.” She grabbed the edge of the pool and lifted herself out of the water, gathered her stuff, and neared me as I dried myself. “Thank you for inviting me tonight, Mason. I had fun.”

      She inched closer and dropped a kiss on my cheek before grabbing her bag and running away. She turned once to watch me over her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I think you are pretty too. For a boy.” She didn’t wait for my reply as she reached the driveway and disappeared behind the line of trees separating our properties, the sound of her wet footsteps on the pavement echoing behind her.

      For a long moment, I stayed there, watching the same spot, wondering what I had done wrong.

      When I couldn’t decide, I grabbed my stuff and followed my dad inside.

      Once in my bedroom, I neared the window when I spotted movement next door. Melinda’s parents were sitting in their backyard, sipping on wine. I watched her as she joined them. Sensations I’d never felt before tingled low in my body. Even though I tried to shift my gaze away, I couldn’t. I had no clue what was going on with me since she came over to play basketball earlier, but I didn’t want to share her with the guys once school started next week. I wanted Melinda to be my special friend. Chase would be all over her on Monday. He loved girls, and she was new in town, so he would want to make her his special friend too. He dated Samantha Johnson for a whole month last spring, so he had experience, and I didn’t. He had even kissed her on the lips. He said it was gross, but he was ready to do it again.

      I had to find a way to let the guys know I played with Melinda first and called dibs on her. That she was my friend. After all, we already had a date together. It had to count for something.

      Tonight, we had a great time until I opened my big mouth and messed it all up. Why did I have to tell her we were dating? I had seen Chase’s older brother flirt with girls many times. He always told us the trick was to look confident. I was pretty sure I’d nailed that part. He also said to invite them to eat, which I had, and to set the ambiance. I did that too. Melinda had even commented on it. I followed all the steps. I had no idea why she didn’t agree. We had fun together, and she could play ball. Mom even said to Dad earlier that Melinda and I had chemistry, whatever it meant. Yet, she ran away from me as if I had cooties after she won the race.

      She looked up my way, and I lifted a hand to wave at her, but she turned around before I could.

      Seconds later, she entered her house, and I sighed.

      Was this what being rejected felt like? Because I didn’t like it. It knotted my stomach.

      Lying on my bed, I dreamed about the girl with the sparkling eyes who made my heart race.
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            YOU’RE THE LION TO OUR KITTENS

          

        

      

    

    
      Three months ago

      Chase, my best friend, honked twice after he parked in my driveway. I grabbed my overnight and sleeping bags and beelined for his pickup truck, dropping my stuff in the cargo box. I entered the garage, after I punched the code to open the door, to take the cooler I had filled earlier and the five-person tent my parents kept in there.

      “Need a hand, man?” my friend asked through the rolled-down window.

      “Nah. All good. I hope Rusty brought his tent because I swear this thing can only sleep five people if they are either women or little kids. No way can we all fit in.”

      “If he hasn’t, he’s sleeping in his car, and we keep the tent for ourselves.”

      We bumped fists.

      “Deal.”

      “Is Craig riding with us?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. My big bro is at Paige’s. Sheldon is picking him up. It’s just the two of us.”

      I locked the front door, then hauled myself onto the passenger seat once I made sure I had my wallet and my keys.

      “Mase, I don’t know whose idea it was to go camping to celebrate the end of our junior year but remind me to thank him.”

      “That would be me. Thank you very much. I appreciate the fact that you can admit it is the best idea. I checked the map yesterday, and we can go cliff jumping within a twenty-minute hike from where we are setting camp. There’s also an indoor karting track in the next town over if it rains and the ground gets too muddy to go to the campsite or if we’re bored and need a plan B.”

      “See? This, right there, is why you’re the captain. You always plan ahead, unlike me, who just follows the parade.”

      I clapped his shoulder with a snicker. “It’s okay. That’s why we’re friends⁠—”

      “Best friends.”

      “Whatever. Best friends. Because we complete each other.”

      He tapped the steering wheel with his palm. “True. You’re the yin to my yang.”

      “Chase, don’t say things like that. It’s…huh…cheesy. And weird.”

      “Nah, it’s poetic. Would you prefer the up to my down or the puppy to my kitten?”

      “Kitten, really?”

      “What? You like me. And I know for a fact you like pussies. Pussies are cats, and kittens are pussies too. It all makes sense.”

      I lowered my sunglasses over my eyes, flipped my cap forward, and slouched in my seat. “Gosh, this weekend trip is going to be sooo long.”

      “Nah. It will be perfect, kitty.” He grinned at me. “Absolutely fantastic.”

      Two hours later, Chase pulled onto a gravel road and followed a sinuous path between the trees leading to a clearing by the riverbank.

      “We’re here,” my friend announced.

      We had just climbed out of his truck when two cars pulled up behind us, both filled with some of my teammates.

      “Paige didn’t hold you hostage?” I asked my brother when he came to stand beside me.

      “Ha. Ha. Very funny. She’s spending the day with Mel before she leaves for the summer.”

      “Wait, what?” I reeled in my surprise, trying to sound nonchalant instead. “Melinda is leaving for the entire summer?”

      “Yeah. Going to her grandparents’ in Jersey or something like that.”

      “Oh. Cool.” Nah. Not cool.

      “Anyway, Paige was more than happy to kick me out because they had plans.”

      Rusty joined us. “Hey, Cap. I was thinking of setting up the tents there.” He gestured to the clearing with a finger. “That way, we will have enough space for a bonfire in the middle. What do you think?”

      I pointed my thumb at my chest. “What do I think?”

      “Yeah. You’re the man in charge.”

      “Nah, man. I’m in charge on the field. Not when the season is over. Find someone else to lead your sorry asses. I’m on vacation.”

      “Too bad because all the guys voted and you’re the lion to our kittens.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t ask Chase for his opinion.” Only my best friend could come up with such a ridiculous metaphor, and he had a weird obsession with kittens today.

      “Too late. Anyway, what do you think?”

      “Whatever, man.” I sighed, annoyance building inside me. I really didn’t want to manage our camping trip. “Do what pleases you.”
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      “Who’s ready for some cliff jumping?” Sheldon asked as soon as we were all up.

      We hadn’t slept for more than just a few hours, too engrossed in the retelling of stories of the previous school year, sipping on beer, and roasting sausages over the bonfire.

      “Not me. I can’t swim,” Seth said. “I need my feet to touch the ground at all times.”

      “You’re going to play ball in college next year and you can’t swim?” Sheldon asked. “Are you joking?”

      “Nah. I’m not a fan of water. I’ll thrive next year. I’m more worried about you guys. How will this team survive if I’m not there to protect you on the field? You’ll see, you’ll miss me.”

      “Miss who?” Craig asked, scratching his temple. With his disheveled brown hair—the same shade as mine—and stained T-shirt, he looked nothing like the usually well-put-together guy he was.

      “Nothing.” Sheldon stripped off his sweatpants before sliding boardshorts up his legs.

      Jackson covered his eyes with a hand. “Jesus, Sheld, hide your junk. It’s too early in the morning to be exposed to your balls.”

      “You’re just jealous, Pettyfer. You wish you had balls of steel like me instead of a pussy.”

      “Says a man who lacks self-confidence. I’m not gonna respond to this.”

      Sheldon tied the drawstrings of his shorts. “Whatever. As I was saying, I’m going cliff jumping. Who’s in?”

      “It could be fun,” Craig said. “I need caffeine first, though. I have no clue how to reboot my brain this morning. Mase, that camping mat you brought is the worst. I would have slept better on a bed of nails.

      I sighed. “Stop being a brat. Next time, bring your own camping gear if you’re not happy.” I turned to Sheldon. “Count me in. As long as I’m fed first.”

      Chase buttered a few slices of bread and placed them on the mesh grate along with last night’s potato leftovers over the dying campfire. “Breakfast will be served in a minute, guys.”

      “That’s breakfast?” Rusty asked.

      “Yep. Since none of you fuckers moved a finger to do anything, that’s what we’ll have. We’ll keep the eggs and bacon for tomorrow morning. I’m too hungover to prep anything right now. There’s orange juice in the red cooler, and my mom sent a portable coffeemaker that is somewhere in my truck, so help yourselves. If you can figure out how to make it work.”

      An hour later, we were all overlooking the lake from the cliff. Half a dozen people were sunbathing on the other shore, girls floating on tubes and guys throwing a ball around. The sun was shining bright, a perfect beginning to our summer vacation. Starting Monday, we would have different schedules, all of us having secured summer jobs, so this weekend was our one chance to hang out together before school and practice resumed.

      “You sure it’s safe?” Seth asked. “It’s kind of high.”

      Sheldon neared the edge. “I’ve jumped from much higher than this last summer.” He peeled his shirt over his head and kicked off his shoes. “I’m going first. Watch and learn, pussies.”

      Before we had time to register his next movement, he walked back to the tree line to gain momentum and ran, screaming “Yahoo” at the top of his lungs when he propelled himself airborne. Seconds later, a loud splash echoed from below, and someone on the opposite shore wolf whistled.

      Jackson walked closer to the edge. “He made it.”

      Sheldon hollered something, but we couldn’t hear him from up here.

      Jackson turned to face us. “You guys all gonna jump?”

      “Yep,” I replied at the same time the guys said, “Yes.”

      “Are you sure it’s deep enough? There are boulders. I can see them.”

      “You gotta jump straight ahead, and you’ll be fine. People have been cliff diving here for decades. My old man used to camp here when he was our age. Don’t ruin the fun, Pettyfer. Anyway, watch me execute a perfect front dive pike.” Rusty extended his arms over his head in some sort of stretching exercise. “I should have been recruited by the Olympics diving team. I’m that good.”

      “Only when you’re wasted,” Craig said.

      “You wish.” Rusty folded his body in two, his fingers grazing his toes. “The trick is to warm up properly. And also, flexibility. That’s what makes me popular with girls.” He rotated his upper body to the left and then to the right. “See? Flexibility.”

      “Like that?” Seth said, imitating him, but also walking on his tiptoes like a ballerina. “Sure, you look gracious enough, Rust. It’s not the Olympics team that will recruit you, but a ballet company.” He continued to do one ballet position after the other.

      “Man, are you sure football is your sport?” Craig asked. “You’re too good at this to just be a coincidence.”

      “Shut up. My mom owns a dance school.” Seth twirled. “She’s been teaching me since I was a kid. Said it would help with football. Just sayin’.” He moved into another position. “You guys should try it. As Rusty said, it’s all about flexibility.”

      “Stop making fun of me,” Rusty growled, pushing Seth in the chest. “You’re stealing my show.”

      Everything happened in slow motion. Seth’s ankle rolled on a rock, and he lost his balance. He flapped his arms on each side of him, worry entering his gaze. His lips rounded in an O. Before any of us could react, he fell backward.

      Rusty shook his head. “Good riddance.”

      “Didn’t he say earlier he couldn’t swim?” Craig asked.

      We heard water splashing down below.

      “Oh.” Rusty neared the edge of the cliff. “He’s not coming up for air.”

      “What are you all still doing up here? I thought some of you would have jumped by now.” Sheldon, who had hiked back, was now standing next to us and staring down at the water. “What are we looking at?”

      I didn’t think. I just reacted. No way would my friend drown. Not on my watch.

      “Masssse.” My brother’s worried voice was all I heard as I plunged forward, headfirst, with no safety net to hold me back.

      The sound of bones and rocks colliding reverberated through me. This was bad. I resurfaced and spotted Seth holding on to a rock, his face white as a ghost. Thank God, he was alive. I tried to move my shoulder to swim in his direction and winced as pain radiated across the right side of my body. No, this couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not months before the last year of my high school football career. Not when scouts were coming to our games to watch me play, and I was at my pinnacle.

      Tears prickled the back of my eyes. I clenched my teeth, doing my best to keep the pain away. In vain.

      What did I just do? Did I mess up my entire future?
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            LAST NIGHT WAS A MISTAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Present

      Planting my feet on the hardwood floor of my bedroom, I buried my face in my hands, debating what my next move should be. I glanced over my shoulder at Lydia, the girl in my bed, tangled in steel-blue sheets, her blonde hair spread on my pillow. I would have to wash them later today. No way could I go back to bed tonight with her scent lingering on my sheets. We were done and over. Hooking up with Lydia was just one amongst a lot of bad decisions I had taken over the summer.

      I inhaled, never enjoying the next part. “Hey, wake up. You gotta go.”

      A low snore exited her mouth, and she stirred in her sleep, eyes still closed.

      I pushed her bare shoulder with my fingers. “Hurry. You need to leave. If my parents catch you here, this won’t end well for either of us. You know the drill.”

      It did the trick because her eyelids fluttered open and she stared at me, her brain clearly not registering my desperate tone. “Your parents? I’ve never even crossed paths with your parents the four times I was here in the past.”

      From the pile of clothes we discarded on the floor last night, I found my neon-colored boxer briefs and pulled them up my legs. Now on my feet, I spun to face her. “Huh…yeah…my parents. The people who own this place and sleep down the hall.”

      Stretching her arms while she sat, Lydia eyed me as if I was speaking in another language.

      “You, here in my parents’ house. You, so need to be not here. I’m not interested in getting caught, and I have other plans today.” I swooped her clothes from the floor and placed them on the bed. “Here. Get dressed.”

      She shaped her lips into a pout and batted her eyelashes. “Mase, I thought we’d get breakfast and spend the day together. Isn’t that what it should come down to between us? We’ve done this dance often enough. When are we gonna take the next step?”

      I shook my head, erasing the images forming in my brain, and sighed. “Huh…us? Like you and me?” Yes, I was acting like a jackass on purpose. Blame it on the lack of sleep or the early morning hour that cast last night’s actions into a new perspective, but I couldn’t wait to be alone. Since I couldn’t leave my own house, Lydia had to go. “You serious?”     

      She bobbed her head, watching me.

      I frowned, pretending not to get what she meant.

      “We’d be good together, Mase.”

      Lydia stared at me with eagerness, but wariness entered her gaze now that I locked eyes with her in what I was sure looked like a don’t go down this path expression. “There is no us, and there will never be one. It was clear from the start. You said that’s what you wanted too. A few unattached nights of fun that came with no promises. You agreed to it. I never promised more than that. I can’t…I just can’t. Anyway, you’re using me.”

      “No. I am not. I want us to be together. Officially.”

      I snorted. “Come on. Be honest here. You’re always after me when you break things off with Copperman.”

      “Dave and I, we’re done.”

      “No. I’ve heard this many times before. You two are always on and off. He’ll say he’s sorry for whatever he has done this time, and you’ll go back to him. You always do. It’s like you’re only with me when you wanna piss him off. Like you have some sick QB fetichism. The Cowley High Cobras are our number-one enemies, and it won’t change. Fraternizing with the girlfriend of⁠—”

      “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Whatever. Sleeping around with the girlfriend of their quarterback is like asking to get beaten up by the entire team. No, thanks, I’ll pass.”

      I should have never let her sleep here last night. It had been a rookie mistake.

      Yesterday, after an afternoon of excruciating pre-season football training where we ran drills for hours, I went out with the boys to grab some food. We were about to leave when I saw the only girl I’d ever loved climbing into Nathan Fucking Bellevue’s pickup truck, and I panicked. Lydia was there, ready to patch the hole in my heart for a night, and I took advantage. Now she was spinning this there’s an us crap on me at this hour, too early for me to be able to react nicely about it. My heart would never be able to beat for anyone else other than the one it had set its sights on, no matter how much I tried to. It was stupid. I knew it, but I was doomed, and I had accepted my fate a long time ago and rolled with it. If only I were brave enough to make a move, put myself out there, and be honest about my feelings, all this clusterfuck, and Lydia being here, could have been avoided.

      I stepped to the left to open the dark curtains framing my bedroom window, revealing the off-white walls and charcoal trims. A queen-size bed with a striped black-and-charcoal comforter that Lydia was currently wrapped in—ughhh—was positioned against the wall next to the door, facing a desk with a dresser and a small A-frame dumbbell rack. A few posters of my idols were pinned on the wall above them. My room was quite simple, nothing too fancy.  From here, I could spy on the house next door, but I averted my eyes before I was tempted to do so. “Now it’s daytime which means you gotta go. You really don’t wanna face my dad in the morning.”

      A weird feeling rolled in the pit of my stomach as the words left my mouth.

      I hated being that guy. Elk River High’s adored quarterback, whom the girls only saw as a trophy they could seduce. Yet, I pretended the role suited me and that I didn’t care about anyone but me when, in fact, I wasn’t interested in any relationship unless it was with the girl. The one my heart beat for. And so far, she couldn’t care to give me the time of day, so I acted out and ended up hooking up with Lydia to forget. What a joke.

      Lydia moved to her knees on the mattress, not taking the time to cover her bare tits. “Mase, you can’t be serious. Can we please rethink this relationship?” she asked, motioning a finger between us. “What we have is precious. We get along great. There’s more to it than sex. This thing between us has nothing to do with Dave. I swear.”

      “Nope.” I popped the P to emphasis my answer. “No relationship here. No breakfast cuddles. No kissing in the school hallways. We don’t have anything precious because we don’t have a thing, to begin with. Last night was a mistake. You and I, we’re done. I don’t wanna be that guy anymore. Anyway, I was clear on the specifics when you decided to tag along yesterday. You knew what you were getting into. It’s better to part ways now than to get mixed up in something neither of us is ready for.”

      “But—”

      “No but. It’s for the best. I’m going to take a shower, and the door will be locked. Don’t try to get in there with me.” Grabbing my phone from the bedside table, I checked the time. Eight-o-nine. “My folks will be downstairs in twenty minutes. You better be out before they get up.” In any other circumstances, I would have kissed her goodbye, but right now I felt sick to my stomach and was desperate to get as far as possible from the girl hinting at an us. Just the thought sent cold chills through my being. No, I wouldn’t mess things up more than they already were.

      Under the stream of scorching water, I hung my head, my forehead pressed against the tiled wall. If only the hot jets could erase last night’s mistake. And so many nights similar to this one. I was being an idiot. I knew what I was doing, but I couldn’t stop. Because I had no clue how to pretend I wasn’t broken.
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            MY BEHAVIOR WAS A DEFENSE MECHANISM

          

        

      

    

    
      Wearing a pair of washed-out jeans and a navy-blue cotton T-shirt that molded to my broad chest with the number twenty-two—my jersey and lucky number—printed in white on the front, I ran downstairs. I was ready to jumpstart my day and see if Lydia had left. There were no traces of her in my bedroom when I got dressed, and it erased some of the discomfort swirling inside me.

      In the kitchen, Craig was sitting at the island with his girlfriend, Paige, two steaming mugs set before them on the counter. Just like the rest of the main floor, the room reminded me of a cozy ski chalet with its oak cabinets, cream walls, and black countertops and appliances. It had vault ceilings and a breakfast nook with a built-in corner oak bench and a square table framed by two large windows covered by dark teal-blue heavy linen curtains. It opened on the dining room on one side, and the wooden staircase on the other.

      “Hey, you guys,” I said, stealing Paige’s coffee and bringing the mug to my lips while taking the stool opposite her. “How is it going, babe?” I leaned forward to plant a chaste kiss on her cheek. “When did you get here?”

      Paige never spent the night. My parents had strict rules about girls staying over—rules I broke at least once a month. Not Craig, though.

      Her clear laughter warmed my insides. She and I had that kind of relationship. “Good. Got here fifteen minutes ago. Met your friend in the driveway.” She made air quotes around the word friend with her fingers. “Mase, I won’t repeat what she said. But, geez, some words were not meant for tender ears.”

      I flicked my free hand in a dismissive gesture. “Babe, don’t believe everything you hear.”

      My brother removed the mug from my grip and put it back before her. “Don’t babe my girlfriend, man. We’ve been over this many times already. Get your own coffee and your own girl and call my girl Paige. Stop flirting with her.”

      I winked. “Don’t mind him, babe. He’s grumpy in the morning.” I took another sip of her coffee, and she let me. Yes, we were friends, and I shamelessly flirted with her in a non-sexual kind of way every chance I got. Paige was family. She was a great audience, always laughing at my lame jokes and cheering on me even when I acted like an idiot. Yeah, my brother had hit the jackpot with his girlfriend.

      Paige mirrored my smile, her fingers intertwining with my brother’s, using her other hand to tame his tousled hair in an affectionate manner. “He’s not.” I lifted one brow, and she chuckled. “Okay, maybe a bit. Caffeine should kick in and chase his moodiness away. Eventually.”

      I smirked, and her grin widened.

      “Stop teaming up against me,” my brother complained, unable to keep his face straight as he said it, a smile breaking free when he shook his head. “What happened with Lydia? I had to put a pillow over my head last night to muffle her moans. She kept screaming Harder…Mase, and I almost puked in my own mouth. You’re lucky Mom and Dad’s bedroom isn’t next to ours; otherwise, you would have gotten caught this time around.”

      We both knew Lydia wasn’t much of a screamer, but Craig loved to mess with me for the sake of it, so I indulged in his game and displayed my cockiest smile. “What can I say? I have talents, man. Don’t be jealous. If you ever want pointers, I’m always available to teach you how it’s done in case you lack technique.” He rolled his eyes, and my humor died down. “Anyway, that was the last time. She won’t be coming back.”

      “Trouble in paradise?” Paige asked with a knowing smile.

      “Well, I may or may not have deserved her anger this morning. I dropped her ass...for good this time. She was getting clingy.”

      “Man, you gotta stop doing that.” Craig ran a hand through his hair. “For some reason, girls like you even though they know you don’t date them, and you take nothing seriously. Don’t bring girls home if you are going to kick them to the curb the next morning. If you invite them here and let them spend the night, they’ll expect more from you. Think about it.”

      Between us, my older brother was the more responsible one. The rule follower. Perhaps it was the fact he was older, or he had inherited more genes from our mother that made him super serious and shit—the opposite of what people expected from me. Cracking jokes—even when I’d prefer to cry—take nothing seriously, and act like I was over everyone and everything had become my way of doing things. All. The. Freaking. Time. Over the years, I had gotten good at hiding my feelings from the rest of the world and just plastered a fake smile on my face.

      “And, Mase, messing around with Lydia Santos is asking for trouble. The last thing the team needs is to have David Copperman and Jayden Clarke on their backs off the field. The rivalry is fun during football season, but those two will go crazy if they learn you’ve been hooking up all summer with their QB’s girl. Everyone knows Copperman has a soft spot for this girl. Even if they’re toxic together. And the fact that she’s Clarke’s cousin complicates things. He’s super protective of her. I heard his dad tried to get her transferred to Cowley High, but the school board refused. Take your player-ways elsewhere. Far from the team. It’s our last year, and we should make the most of it instead of messing it all up for a girl who, by the way, is using you to make her boyfriend jealous. This shit will come to bite you in the ass eventually. Take my word for it.”

      “It won’t happen. As I said, we’re over.”

      “This isn’t like you. Acting like a dumbass. I don’t know why you keep up with the charade. Aren’t you tired that people think you are all looks and no brain? You’re worth much more than who you pretend to be. Since what happened three months ago, you’re even more reckless than usual.”

      I made a cutthroat gesture. We had agreed we wouldn’t talk about what happened at the beginning of the summer. It was between my brother, my teammates who were present, and me. Nobody else had to know. No need to alert anyone and make the coaching staff or scouts worry about my ability to throw a ball.

      Paige’s attention drifted to us. “What happened three months ago?”

      “Relax, bro. It’s no big deal. It’s just a character I’m playing. People enjoy this version of me. And it makes me popular with the ladies.” I could be convincing when I needed to be. I addressed Paige. “By the way, nothing happened. It’s just Craig messing with me. Sibling rivalry and shit.”

      She sighed. “Sounds dumb.”

      “It is, babe.”

      Craig shook his head. “Whatever. I think it’s stupid. One day, you’ll realize you were an idiot to give high school kids so much power over you. Hiding behind that identity isn’t smart. I love you too much to let it ruin the person you truly are.”

      Or maybe I wasn’t as convincing as I thought I was.

      His words stung. Craig had no idea about the thoughts invading my brain. He had no clue I was scared shitless that my reckless jump had impacted my dreams. He also wasn’t aware that I was trying my best to protect my heart from getting hurt. My outgoing persona was a shield. Because I feared rejection. As long as I didn’t put my heart on the line and didn’t give a damn, it was safe from getting broken, right?

      Sometimes, I still thought about the night my neighbor told me boys were trouble. I was just an innocent kid with big ambitions and a soft heart back then, but her words had stayed with me all this time. And some days, I wondered if she could tell at the time how I’d turn out. If she knew I’d become trouble for real.

      These days, despite the fact I joked around, a big part of me was still that child, scared his dreams wouldn’t come true. Rejected for the first time. See, my behavior was a defense mechanism. I didn’t need a shrink to explain it to me. I was well-aware. Didn’t mean I knew how to break the cycle, though. And the persona my friends thrust on me. I pushed the thought away, not wanting to dwell on the past and not ready to obsess over things I couldn’t control.

      “I’m sixteen. Nobody should take anything I do or say too seriously.” My argument was pathetic. Even I could recognize that much.

      “You’re about to turn seventeen. In a year, you’ll be an adult. And Paige and I, we were already together at sixteen. Your age shouldn’t be an excuse for using your dick more than your brain. It’s pretty lame.”

      Paige nodded. “True.”

      “Don’t be on his side, babe. I need you on my team here.”

      “Sorry, Mase, but you brought this upon yourself.” She huffed a breath. “You make questionable choices sometimes. And they come with consequences.” Like I didn’t know.

      I sighed. I didn’t plan on being on the hot seat this early on a Saturday morning. I addressed my brother. “Maybe you inherited all the mature genes, and I got the player ones because there were none of the good ones left for me.” My attempt at a joke fell flat, but I would say anything to get out of this lecture.

      “Mase, one day, you’ll find a girl made just for you. And you’ll stop pretending you don’t care about anyone else but you.” Paige squeezed my forearm. I really liked her. She always possessed the right words to ease the storm unleashing inside me. “You are one of the good ones. I just wish you would start giving yourself the credit you deserve. The real you is more than enough. You are genuinely a nice guy. Never doubt it, okay? And stop pretending otherwise.”

      I nodded. Yeah, Paige was a sweetheart, and nobody could argue that fact.

      She and Craig had been dating for almost two years now. A lifetime in teen years. The three of us were about to be seniors at Elk River High, Michigan. Through the years, Paige had become a sister to me, and my favorite pastime was to rile my brother about her. They were disgustingly in love and spent all their time together. Too often, I ended up being the third wheel in their relationship. A position I despised despite the fact I liked their company too much to walk away.

      Craig and I were both star football players for the Elk River High Bears. He was the wide receiver, and I was the quarterback. On the field, we were a force to be reckoned with. I had no idea if it was our shared DNA or just good chemistry, but we were unstoppable when we played together. In addition to our close relationship on and off the field, my brother and I hung out with the same crowd. Most of my friends were his friends too.

      The sweet aroma of freshly baked cupcakes hit my nostrils. I pointed to the oven with my thumb. “Babe, did you make those?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation far away from my life and my screwups.

      Paige was an excellent baker. I had no idea why she didn’t wanna pursue it as a career after high school, but she said it was a hobby for her, nothing more.

      “Yeah. Thought you guys might like some to jumpstart your day. You’ve been training like crazy for the last couple of weeks. You deserve a treat.”

      “Red velvet?” I asked.

      “What else?” Paige retorted, aware they were my favorites.

      I lifted my hand to high-five her. “That’s my girl.”

      My brother groaned. “Mase…”

      I ignored his grimace. “What’s on the agenda today?”

      He shook his head, deciding not to join in my humor. “Sheldon’s dad has secured a bunch of tickets for the races this afternoon.” He fished out his wallet and slid four tickets toward me.

      “Who’s going?”

      My brother shrugged. “We’re all going.”

      “Who’s all?”

      “Huh, everybody. Someone you’re trying to avoid? Another girl you pissed off lately?”

      I dragged a hand over my face. “Nah. All good. Just curious.”

      Only one question pinballed through the walls of my skull: Would she be there?

      Melinda Shepard had been gone all summer and had returned yesterday.

      Last night, in the few seconds I saw her, she disappeared with Elk River High’s resident bad boy. Dressed in a teal number that made her eyes pop, with her brown hair loose over her shoulders and her smile disarming, I couldn’t look away the entire time she glided from the restaurant to his pickup truck. I watched her like a freak, hiding in the shadow of the building next door, my heart bouncing inside my chest. I had no idea what went down during the time she was away, but she appeared taller, more confident of herself, and definitely hotter than I recalled. Perhaps it was my mind playing tricks on me since I’d been on a Melinda-withdrawal phase for months, but the sight of her had cast me under a new kind of spell, and now that she was back, I was aware I was screwed more than ever before. That girl had gotten under my skin years ago and had no idea about it. Yes, I’d been madly in love with her for as long as I could remember—or since the day she moved into the house next door with her parents and half-brother, five years ago, and had rejected me for the very first time.

      We were strangers for what felt like forever after that fateful day. I might have killed our budding friendship and pushed her away for good on the first day of seventh grade when I put her on the spot and embarrassed her. With age came insight, and I realized it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but I was a kid back then and believed I was being smooth about all this. From that moment, Melinda had acted as if I didn’t exist. Until Paige and Craig started dating and our groups of friends merged, and she couldn’t avoid me anymore. Except for the last three months when she’d been away, and like a stupid lovesick puppy, I’d missed her.

      Anytime she was around, I had a hard time keeping my cool. I became a nervous wreck and cracked more jokes than usual or flirted with all the wrong girls.

      Yep, my defense mechanisms were warped when it came down to her. Something broke inside me every time we breathed the same air.  Yeah, I grew into a defective version of myself. In so many ways. I was always saying stuff I didn’t think through, talking too loud, and pushing myself out of my comfort zone. For what? A chance to draw her attention.

      So far, all my attempts had been in vain. She hated me. I was pretty sure the attraction was one-sided. This year, if I wanted a chance with her, I would need a brand new gameplan. Something incredible that she wouldn’t be able to resist because, so far, Melinda Shepard had never indulged me or made me believe we could ever be friends—or more.

      High school started in two days, and already I got angsty at the idea of seeing her every day after months spent living in two different states. My summer felt like a never-ending saga without a single glimpse of her. The only news I received was through Paige, and only when I extracted them from her, trying to be as subtle as I could get. Yep, that was me. King on the field, lame on the love scene. Melinda had blown my attempt once, and I was in no rush to be rejected again. Thus came my rule to steer clear of the dating scene. Unless it was her. Why I was still obsessed with my neighbor after all this time was a mystery to me. But hey, Mom told me once you can’t choose who you love, so maybe that was the case here. Whatever.

      “Are you coming?” My brother’s voice pulled me out of my spiraling thoughts. I felt my cheeks warming up as I zeroed in on him and prayed he wouldn’t be able to guess what—or rather who—had invaded my mind.

      “Where?” I blinked, not sure what we were talking about just now.

      “Did you listen to anything I just said?”

      “Huh…”

      “Huh?” My brother snickered. “That’s your answer? Seriously, I thought Mom and Dad taught you how to speak when you were two.”

      “Bla-gadda-ta-ma. Better?”

      “So much more articulate, baby bro. I knew you were fluent in English. Anyway, back to business. Are you in?”

      I couldn’t recall what we were talking about before I zoned out.

      “C’mon, Mase, pay attention. The races. Later today. Are you coming?”

      My mind switched back to the girl next door.

      Would Melinda be attending? Geez, my Melinda Shepard problem was getting out of hand. No matter what I did, my brain always reeled back to her.

      My pulse kicked up at the thought the fourth ticket was hers. I would think she would be eager to spend time with her friends after being away for so long, no?

      “Fine. Count me in.” New gameplan. The idea I could switch things around between Melinda and me this year filled me with renewed hope. I had to make the most of all the opportunities that presented themselves. “What time are we leaving?”

      “Two. We’re all going out to dinner afterward.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I don’t know if I have plans yet. I’ll confirm later.” If I sounded too interested, Craig and Paige would know something was up with me. The best thing I could do was to act nonchalant. Interested enough, but not too much. Inside me though, there was a fireworks show going on. Jitters danced in my belly. I couldn’t stay still. Two o’clock was hours away. Time was moving too slowly. I had to get out of here. Do something. Clear my head. Exert my body.

      I jumped to my feet to bolt when my brother grabbed my wrist.

      “Mase, wait.”

      “What? I’m going for a run. I need to breathe some fresh air, and running will help chase away last night’s mistakes.”

      He fixed me with a stern gaze and bunched eyebrows. I knew this look. Craig was about to use his big brother card on me. The one that only came out whenever he thought I was being an idiot. “Mase, tell me you are done with Lydia Santos.”

      I offered him a tiny smile. “Yeah. Not going there again. I won’t screw with the team. You have my word.”

      “Whatever it is you’re trying to prove or fix by sleeping around, it won’t do.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      He lowered his voice. “How’s your shoulder? Coach was hard on you all week.”

      “Okay. Don’t worry about me. It’s all good.” I gave my shoulder a roll back as if that proved my affirmation.

      “Are you still in pain?”

      Sometimes. “I’m not… I don’t… I’m fine. Gotta go.” I jerked away from his touch, fearing he could tell all my secrets if he looked at me too closely.

      The state of my right shoulder was nobody’s business. No way would I ever let it slow me down or restrict my movements this season. It was senior year, and I planned to lead my team to victory for the second year in a row. My mind drifted to my neighbor—again.

      Melinda and Paige were best friends. The last thing I wished for was to complicate the relationship between the four of us and for them to think I wasn’t being serious toward their friend.

      I had to prove myself first. I knew that. I’d be halfway there if only I could figure out how not to turn into someone else when Melinda was around.

      Fixating on something other than my physical pain was the distraction I needed right now. And Melinda Shepard was the chosen one.

      Rushing to my room, I changed into a pair of dark mesh shorts, a worn Heather gray T-shirt with cut-off sleeves, and runners.

      I came face to face with my dad on the landing, dressed in a deep-blue terry cloth bathrobe, his dark hair spiking in all directions, and his eyes red and still swollen from sleep. “Morning, son.” He rubbed a palm over his two-day-old stubble.

      I chuckled. “Wow, Dad, the night has been rough.” I motioned at his hair, and he used a hand to try to tame the beast. “Keep trying. It’s stuck like that.” I shrugged. “I hope it’s not forever, or you’ll have to shave it.”

      “Oh, well.” He sighed and dropped his arm to his side. “Not sure your mom would find me handsome if I go bald. Anyway, too little sleep and too much on my mind.”

      “Well, there’s always coffee downstairs if you need a pick-me-up. Going now. Bye.”

      I jogged downstairs, and when I entered the kitchen, Paige and Craig had disappeared. Only the smell of freshly baked cupcakes hinted at their earlier presence. I swallowed a protein bar in three bites and downed a glass of water before making my way outside to stretch.

      The storm swirling inside me resembled a mixture of excitement and anticipation at the idea I could prove to Melinda I was done being a stupid version of myself. I had no clue how to interpret it. It felt different from the jitters I felt before a game or the doubt and anxiety that crippled me when I tried something new. This agitation in my stomach was foreign, and I couldn’t wait for it to settle down.
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