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            Chapter One

          

          
            Lacy

          

        

      

    

    
      Time’s a fickle trickster.

      If I'd been born a few weeks earlier, I'm pretty sure it wouldn't have happened. If my vivacious little sister had been born a few weeks later, it might not have taken place. If Mason had shown up just one day after he did, it probably could've been avoided. If the principal had waited a few minutes that day, well, I don't know. Sometimes I think if I could’ve scraped together a handful of leftover seconds, we could’ve saved her.

      She might still be alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Lacy

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Hope’s fault that I’m here, but I can’t focus on that, not right now.

      I’m supposed to sign in when I arrive at the shrink’s office. The little white sheet with blank spaces stares at me accusingly, like it knows what I’ve done. I want to sign in with a beautiful curly script, as if somehow that will make things better. I can’t do it though, because there isn’t a pen or pencil in sight. What kind of crappy, rundown office doesn’t have a pen by the sign in sheet?

      When I lean over to pull one out of my backpack, I unzip the front pocket too far. Pens and pencils scatter all over the faux-wood, scuffed laminate floors.

      I want to swear, but I bite my tongue instead. Who knows what this secretary might tell the doctor? I really need him to write a positive evaluation for the court. Pens and pencils scattered all over the place, one shiny yellow number two pencil broke about a third of the way down. I stare at it dumbly, transfixed.

      I broke it. Like I break everything.

      The secretary walks around the counter to help me, and I notice she’s wearing the exact same orthopedic sandals as my grandma. I wish Granny could still work in an office, instead of just laying in bed in a nursing home.

      “Oh dear,” the secretary mutters. “I do this kind of thing all the time. Here, let me help.”

      My conscience kicks me when she crouches down and starts gathering my clumsily scattered pens and pencils. I don’t deserve her help. I don’t deserve anyone’s help.

      I lean over to pick them up myself. “It’s your fault this happened. Who doesn’t have a pen out for the sign in sheet?”

      She straightens up and glares at me. “Excuse me for helping.”

      I sigh. I should be thanking her, not yelling at her. My hands shake as I gather up the rest of my writing utensils, but I can’t force out an apology. It’s a good thing my mom’s not here. She’d be furious.

      I pick up the broken pencil and scrawl my name on the white sheet with it, scrunching my fingers to make the little nub work.

      “I am sorry I didn’t have a pen out.” The secretary holds out a blue ink pen and when I reach for it, she smiles. I notice she has lipstick on her teeth. I tap meaningfully on my tooth with the pathetic shard of my yellow pencil while she’s looking at me. She inhales quickly and rubs on her tooth. “Did I get it?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ll just duck into the bathroom for a second.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her leaving me here unsupervised but don’t stop her. After all, I know I’m not really a lunatic.

      While she’s cleaning the lipstick off, I glance around. The larger, shattered end of my pencil lies on the floor alone. I ought to pick it up and stick it in my bag. With a little sharpening, it’ll be fine.

      I wish people could be repaired as easily as writing utensils. Resharpened when we get dull, a little pink cap slapped on our heads when our factory erasers run down. I could use a little sharpening, too. In their own way, humans are more fragile than a pencil, and when we break, you can’t just sharpen the shards and keep on writing.

      The desk plaque for the younger-than-Granny secretary reads: Melinda. There’s a stack of office supply order forms in front of her and I think about checking a box for some new pens as a joke. When I lean over it, something beneath it catches my eye. It pokes out from under the order forms, and I can barely make out the font at first. When I tilt my head, I realize it’s a rèsumè, Melinda Brackenridge’s résumé. I know why I want to escape this tiny office, since my butt was court-ordered to come in the first place, but why does she want to leave?

      I hear the bathroom door and jump, straightening guiltily.

      “How long have you worked for Dr. Brasher?” I ask to distract her from the guilty trembling of my hands.

      “Oh, years and years now. First we were at a group practice, but they made him take a lot of patients he wasn’t too happy with. He likes helping kids and teens. He started his own practice so he can do what he wants. You’ll like him. Everyone does.”

      Somehow I doubt if he left a group practice to be a do-gooder. I bet he got fired or something and tells people he left to help kids. Sounds a lot better. “So he’s what? A saintly shrink?”

      Melinda’s eyebrows draw together and her lips compress. “Dr. Brasher is the best child psychiatrist in the state.”

      “Then why do you want to leave him?”

      Her jaw drops.

      I point at the résumé.

      Her face blanches. “I don’t want to leave, I swear. Please don’t say anything. He’s such a good guy, and an amazing doctor.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “I haven’t had a pay raise in years and my son, well, I need a raise.” She gulps.

      If she meant to say that out loud, I’ll eat my broken pencil, but I kind of like her more now. “Family should always come first.”

      She nods.

      Family is complicated.

      If it weren’t for my little sister Hope, I doubt I’d be in this fusty old office, waiting on a shrink whose evaluation will determine whether I'm capable of being released into the world as an adult. And yet, the thought doesn’t make me nearly as angry as it would have last week. I don’t think I realized how much time I wasted being angry with Hope.

      So many seconds thrown away. I wish I could gather them up and hug them close. I wish I realized then that you can’t hug people forever.

      Melinda snags the clipboard and reads my name. Or she tries to, I think. So much for making a good first impression. “Angelique Vincent?”

      I clear my throat. “Umm, I should be on the schedule. Lacy Shelton? I have a three-thirty appointment.”

      She squints at the tiny words on her paperwork. “Shelton. Yes, there you are. Let me see if he’s ready.” She ducks through the doorway that I assume leads to Dr. Brasher. When she opens the paneled wooden door again, she waves me over.

      Melinda looks frazzled and guilty when I walk past, which is one emotion I recognize easily. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to quit, and I’m guessing she can’t bring herself to ask for more money either. I wish I could help, but I don’t have time to worry about her problems. Mine are about to slap me between the eyes.

      For a moment Dr. Brasher meets my eyes silently. I stare right back. He's a tall man to be wearing that particular sweater vest. Before he sits down, I notice it isn't quite long enough. His hairy belly isn’t something I particularly wanted to see, but I imagine he spends all day staring at people he’d rather not. I guess we all do junk we don’t want to.

      He looks down at a file sitting on his desk, and I follow his gaze to a photo of me and Hope, both of us smiling on a blanket on the beach. It’s torn down the middle, and taped back together. I know who taped it. And I know she’s gone now, never to return. Like a pencil in a wood chipper, irreparably damaged.

      All my fault.

      I gulp and sit down on the hard wooden chair across from Dr. Brasher’s desk. My eyes veer away from the photo and right into a pink notebook. Hope wouldn’t use a black and white speckled composition book, no. She made mom buy her a special English journal, with sparkly bling and a splashing dolphin. Sometimes she acted like she was nine years old.

      My heart stutters. Why does Dr. Brasher have Hope’s stuff? Did the judge send it here? My fingers itch to reach for it, but nothing I do seems to go right, so I force my hands into fists at my side.

      This has to go right.

      “Ah, I see you’ve caught me,” Dr. Brasher says. “I was just studying up on your case, a little last minute maybe.”

      I start to speak, but I can’t quite get words past the frog lodged in my throat. I cough to clear it and then force myself to croak a few words. “Why do you have Hope’s journal and that photo?”

      “Please,” he says. “Sit down.”

      I do, but I can’t help another pointed glance at the journal.

      “Does it bother you that I have it?”

      I stomp down on the surge of emotion. I just have to survive the next hour. “No, I’m just curious.”

      “I see in the file that you’re only eleven months older than her. Irish twins, as it were.”

      I’ve explained this so many times, the words fall out without thought. “Since I was born in early fall and she came along the very next year at summer’s end, we started kindergarten the same year.”

      “That’s awfully close in age. Did you mind having a sister when you were little? Were you ever jealous of her?”

      I don’t snort at him, or tell him to look at the photo. I don’t tell him that everyone was jealous of Hope. I don’t tell him she ruined my life. I don’t tell him I hated her sometimes. And I don’t bother telling him I loved her, too. I loved her enough to keep giving and giving when all she did was take take take.

      “Even if I was jealous, that’s normal, right?” I ask. “Textbook, even. Half the kids in America are jealous of their new baby brother or sister.”

      He holds up the photo, one side of it flopping forward along the scotch tape fault line. “She looks a little different than you do.”

      Thank you Doctor Obvious. My brown curly hair looks nothing like Hope’s long, blonde locks. Our eyes are the same shape, but different colors. My pale, lightly freckled arms and legs inspire vampire jokes galore. Her limbs are tanned and muscular from swimming. My angular face and bony body look even more gaunt when compared to her perfect curves.

      I guess it's safe to say Hope didn't steal my looks, but she's taken most everything else I've wanted over the years, sometimes without even trying. When we were babies, she snatched pacifiers I wasn’t ready to give up, my favorite stuffed animals, my snacks, and even my cutest clothing. As we grew, so too did the list in my head of stolen goods. I kept track of them all.

      Not that I plan to confess that in an interrogation ordered by a judge.

      “You’re right. Only our face shapes look the same.”

      “Can you describe your relationship?”

      I glance at the clock. “We’ve only got an hour, right?”

      He smiles. “We have as long as you need, Angelica.”

      I shudder. “Don’t call me that. My name is Lacy, okay?”

      He makes a note on his yellow pad. It doesn’t inspire confidence that he needs to write down my name, like he knows he won’t remember it otherwise. Or maybe wanting to use a nickname tells him something about my brain. What does it tell him? I want to stand up and demand that he tell me. I want to know what’s going to happen. I want to take everything back. Instead I clench my fists and try to school my face into a façade of calm.

      I can’t survive much more of this mock serenity. My head will explode. “For today we only have an hour, right?”

      He nods. “I have another patient scheduled after you, but you can come back tomorrow and the next day, for as long as we need. We may be seeing each other a lot for the next few weeks.”

      My heart rate spikes. Weeks? I don’t have that much time. Why would this take that long? I always finish tests in the first fifteen minutes. I write five page papers in half an hour. Why would it take that long to be evaluated?

      Then it dawns on me. “Shrinks are all paid by the hour, right? So the more time it takes for you, the more money you make. Got to pay for that Porsche for the wife somehow, am I right?”

      He shakes his head. “My wife drives a Subaru, and she paid for that herself. Would it interest you to know that psychiatrists are actually the worst paid doctors in America?”

      I shrug. I don’t really care much one way or another, but that might explain Melinda’s dilemma.

      “Speaking of,” I say, and then stop. She asked me not to say anything, but maybe Dr. Brasher could do something about it. He might want to do something. It’s not like I promised her I’d keep quiet. Things that can be fixed should be fixed. Before it’s too late.

      “Did you have something to tell me, Lacy?”

      I look down at my feet and then back up to meet his eyes. “Do you like your secretary, Melinda?”

      He raises just one eyebrow. “How is that related to psychiatrists being poorly paid?”

      “I’ll explain, but I need to know. Are you happy with her work?”

      “Of course I am. I’ve been working with her for years. She’s my secretary and also my office manager. She keeps things running.”

      “I get that you’re not well paid, but she needs more money. She’s got a son who’s, well, I don’t know exactly what his deal is, but if you don’t give her that raise you can’t afford, you might be looking for a new office manager.”

      Melinda’s face had bleached white when we spoke earlier, but Dr. Brasher’s doesn’t grow pale. His cheeks flush crimson.

      “Look, if it helps, you can write down that we spent as many hours as you want. I won’t say a word.” Happy shrink, better eval, right?

      Dr. Brasher splutters. “I would never falsify my hours. And how could you know that Melinda needs money?”

      I shrug. “I notice things.” At least, now I do. “You only get one shot to get things right sometimes.” Familiar tears well up in the back of my throat, my eyes misting. I take a big, ragged breath to head them off. “But whatever. You’re the one with the fancy degrees, so I’m sure you know better than I do.”

      He steeples his hands in front of him and studies me. “Now you’ve gone all teenager on me, but you don’t need to. I have an MD, yes, but I still appreciate insightful advice from any quadrant. Your file says you’re in line to be Valedictorian, and I can see why. I feel as though I should set the record straight. For court-ordered evaluations, I’m paid on a flat fee basis.”

      Great, and my suggestion that he pad his bill makes me look like an idiotic teenager at best, a chronic liar at worst. Another spastic misstep. Heat floods my chest and spreads up to my cheeks. “That sucks for you, but it means you want to wrap this up as fast as you can, right? I’m on board with that.”

      “It takes as long as it takes,” he practically growls.  This could definitely be going better. He breathes in and out a few times before saying, “How did you feel about your little sister when you were growing up?”

      “I loved her, of course. Everyone loves Hope. I’m pretty sure it’s involuntary, like pupil dilation, or breathing.”

      Dr. Brasher scoffs. “Pupil dilation?”

      I shrug. “I got tired of being the smart one sometimes, okay? It sucks, being the plain one, the boring one, but it's not like I could do much about it. If I bleached my hair and tried to swim or something, I’d have looked like a pathetic wannabe, a disappointing, washed-out clone. So I focused on my strengths and just tried to love her for hers.”

      “Did you ever like the same guys?”

      My hands start to sweat. I didn’t expect him to have her journal. I have no idea what it says in there. I don’t like unknowns in mathematics, and I despise them in real life.

      “Hope was on homecoming court, okay? She’s swim team captain, so she meets a lot of jocks. The kind of guy who likes her is usually good looking, funny, smart, athletic, or popular.”

      Basically, anyone who's breathing.

      “And what about you, Lacy? What kinds of guys like you?”

      “Up until this year, the closest I got to having a guy's undivided attention was when I read Hemingway or Chaucer.”

      “What changed this year?” He steeples his hands again.

      It’s starting to annoy me. “I bet you’ve already read all about it.”

      “I don’t know your side of things,” Dr. Brasher says. “That’s why you’re here.”

      “If I walk you through what happened and you write your report, then we’ll be done, right?”

      He nods.

      “Where should I start?”

      “Where do you think it all started to go wrong?”

      He already knows what happened and he’s got Hope’s journal, so he’s probably figured out that it’s all my fault. Things went about as wrong as they could have gone. Fights. Missed school. Police. Drugs. Juvie. Possible expulsion. And the one bad thing no one ever seems to want to talk about.

      I can barely breathe and I look away. Sniff and wipe my eyes.

      She died.

      The rest of the stuff doesn’t even matter compared to that.

      But looking back on all that mess, in the cluster my life has become, no one's asked for my side of the story. Not the judge, not a single teacher, not my friends, no one. It’s like they’re all afraid of the answer.

      And maybe they should be.

      It all started the day I met Mason. Is it ironic that the first truly great day of my life was probably also the very thing that set in motion the events leading up to the worst? Or does life always work like that? Mom lost Dad right after Hope was born. Maybe bad always nips at good’s heels like a moronic, overeager puppy, shredding everything and peeing in the corner.

      Dr. Brasher still stares at me expectantly and I realize I haven’t spoken a word. "I guess it all started with Mason."

      Dr. Brasher rifles through a pile of papers on his desk and then he looks back up at me. "Mason Montcellier?"

      I nod my head, impressed when he pronounces the difficult last name correctly. "Yep."

      "Why don't you tell me about him."

      I bite my lip. I don't want to talk about Mason. It hurts.  Not crippling pain, like when I think about her, but thinking about Mason hurts in a different way. Plus, I honestly don't even know how I feel anymore. I cared for Mason more than I thought possible, and now I have no idea how to feel about him. Do I love him? Do I blame him? Do I feel anything at all?

      I clear my throat. "It was your typical story, I guess. Outrageously attractive boy meets nerdy girl. It was the 'happily ever after part' where things started to break down."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Hope

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Diary:

      I'm totally not the kind of girl who writes in a diary.  I suck at writing, but Ms. Littleton said she'll give me extra credit if I write five pages or more in this one at least three times a week until the end of the year, and boy do I need it. My grades are not good. I wouldn't really care actually, except that I can't swim if I fail any of my classes, and I'm like a teeter-totter in English. Passing, failing, passing, almost failing.

      Eligibility.

      It's a dirty word on swim team. Probably with any sport in high school, but definitely with Brazosport High School's swim team. I'm the captain this year since I'm a senior and pretty much the best swimmer we’ve got. I thought it would be awesome to be in charge, but I do a lot of paperwork, which blows. I have to take attendance, check eligibility (ugh), and plan out our practice outlines. It's not even the same practice plan for everyone, since the swimmers in distance events have a completely different (and more boring) workout focus than sprinters.

      I'm a sprinter, obviously.

      I have no idea how those distance swimmers can just plonk their faces in the water and not resurface for like two whole hours. I think I'd fall asleep. Or go crazy. Maybe both. I want to get somewhere as fast as I possibly can, then pop up and look around to hear people cheering. I swim freestyle mostly, but I'm also pretty good at backstroke and butterfly. It makes me helpful in filling holes in relays. Now that I'm captain, I have to worry about that kind of crap.

      Today's meet should’ve been perfect. It's a Thursday in the winter, so I worried some of my best swimmers would be sick, but when we checked in, they were all present. Plus, everyone had all their stuff: swimsuits, goggles, and parkas. We all made it to the bus on time. The bus worked like it should and there was no traffic. We even got there five minutes early. I knew it would be a hard meet, swimming against one of the powerhouses in the greater Houston area, but we were ready.

      I’d gotten on and looked at the Friendswood website, so I knew they had dozens of championships behind them compared to our zero, but our team was ready this time. We sucked hardcore a few years ago, but we've come so far since then. I've stolen a half dozen great athletes from dance team, of all places, and a few more from track. Although, when I stole a promising new (former) runner two weeks ago, the track coach Mr. Benitez went to the principal. Apparently I can’t hang out around the high school track after swim practice any more. But the point is, Friendswood and Brazosport are almost the same size, so we both had a lot of talent to draw on. Friendswood High School may be richer, but I figured we were as ready as we'd ever be to take them down.

      I was an idiot.

      I’m sort of dating my co-captain Dave, which might have been my first mistake I guess. I tried to tell him to move Anna to the medley relay, but he just smiled at me and did what he wanted. I told him we needed a pre-meet pep talk, but he said that was a waste of time.

      “We aren’t cheerleaders,” is actually what he told me.

      I tried to make everyone keep their parkas on when we unloaded, but he said to let them do what they want, warm muscles don’t matter. Coach Collins lets us manage the little things. He says it helps us grow together as a team. He's as big an idiot as me. Although if I’m being honest, probably none of that would’ve made much of a difference anyway.

      I was in the first relay, the meet's very first race. When my turn came, I felt completely calm. I stood up on the starting block, goggles in place. My foot placement was perfect, my right front foot at the edge, my toes curling over the block. My left foot was about a shoulder's width behind, and my hands had a firm grip when Vivian approached me swimming the breaststroke. I didn't jump in too early and disqualify us, but I flew forward the second Vivian tapped the wall.

      We were slightly behind Friendswood when I leapt into the water, but by the time I finished my fifty meters of fly, we had a pretty good lead. Faith kept that lead and we won. Dave pulled me in for a hug, since he was standing behind me waiting for the men's relay. He swims backstroke, which means he's up first and he starts in the water. I should've been watching Dave reaching up and grabbing the block. He's sort of my boyfriend and he's really good looking, too. He has blonde hair and light green eyes. He's also got a long, lean swimmer's body, in spite of the fact that I poached him from track just last year. Maybe Coach Benitez had a point.

      I wasn't looking at Dave as his relay started. No one from our team was. It was the first time I'd ever seen him.

      The race started and I wasn't even cheering. I was conscious of the fact our team was winning, but my focus was split. Dave got out of the water just as I saw him mount the block. Dave was looking for a high five, a hug, or really any kind of congratulations I think, but I ignored him, my eyes glued to our competition. Dave huffed and walked off, talking to one of his buddies behind me.

      I couldn't stop looking at one of the largest guys I'd ever seen at a high school swim meet. He had to be more than just a few inches over six feet tall, and his skin was dark, as though he'd been in the sun every day of his life. His size, his shaggy black hair, his enormous muscles, they were all impressive, but what drew my eye was a huge, black, whale tail tattooed across his shoulders and down his back that rippled with muscle as he moved. Above the whale tale was one word in black block letters. Moby.

      Our team was still winning. And just in case you don't know Ms. Littleton, seconds count in swimming. In fact, split seconds matter. They often make the difference between winning and losing. So it’ll tell you something when I say his teammate reached the wall, and before he bothered to jump in, this guy looked back over his shoulder and winked at me through his goggles.

      I gasped, I know I did.

      Then he leapt straight out over the water. He had the most beautiful entry, and then the most gorgeous butterfly I've ever seen. If you've seen someone swim butterfly badly, you probably thought they were drowning, but if you've seen it done right, it's a thing of, like, really amazing beauty. I've seen videos of Matt Biondi from the Olympics in the eighties and nineties and his butterfly is so perfect it almost made me cry.

      Biondi had nothing on this guy.

      Our boys' team lost the medley relay. Badly. Because of that hulking whale man. Once I got over ogling him, I really couldn’t stand the fact that he existed.

      Dave hated him too. Probably more than me since he didn’t like swoon when he saw him or anything. I ignored Dave’s cursing and focused on the races, keeping a silent tally in my head. We were tied after the women's medley, but our team pulled ahead in the 200 free, winning both first and second in the women's, and landing first and third in the men's. I knew we had a tough meet ahead of us because Friendswood has a bigger team with more swimmers to call on, but we were still doing well.

      I was helping one of the freshman girls stretch a stiff shoulder when I noticed my little green-pea track recruit warming up for his first race. Dave was watching, I saw, and he knew. I should have let it go since he kind of runs the boys and I run the girls’ side, but I just couldn’t. I walked over to talk to him.

      “Why are you wearing swim trunks, Adam?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. No new swimmer, especially someone who used to run, wants to wear a speedo. They just don’t. As some kind of stupid rite of passage, the guys never tell them why they actually need to wear one. They always say it’s the drag. Wearing trunks will slow them down, they say.

      “I’m fast enough,” he said. Because the baby swimmers always say that. The reality is, they’d rather lose than wear a tight little suit.

      I should’ve left it alone. It happens every year, but most new swimmers are freshmen and they all dive in together, which means their swim trunks all peel off at the same time. Everyone laughs at all of them, usually in the same race. This poor kid was a sophomore, and we were in the middle of the season. “You may be fast enough.” His times were pretty good in practice. “But you don’t just wear a speedo because it’s faster.”

      He frowned. “Huh?”

      I leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Those trunks will fall off the second you hit the water.”

      His cheeks flushed and he ran to the locker room to change.

      “Why’d you tell him?” Dave asked. “That was going to be so freaking funny.”

      I rolled my eyes. Sometimes Dave’s a jerk.

      He wasn’t laughing when Moby smoked us in the 200 Individual Medley. It sparked my first real fight with Dave. Ever. I guess we'd never really cared about anything enough to fight about it before.

      "Why do you keep staring at him?"

      "At who?" I tried to play dumb.

      "That Moby freak. Geez, you're supposed to be cheering for our team. You should be looking at me."

      I shrugged. "If I was staring, it’s because he was destroying you."

      "He's only one guy. Swimming’s a team sport."

      "Their entire team is good, Dave. It's going to be a tough meet. We knew that when we signed up."

      I picked up my clipboard and tallied the points. Friendswood was already ahead, not by a huge amount yet, but by enough it would be hard for us to catch up. When the race ended, I barely had time to update the totals before Dave sat down right next to me and slung his arm around my shoulders.

      "Watch it," I said. "You're flinging water on my paper."

      Dave rolled his eyes. "Your paper doesn’t even matter. It's just so you can obsess over every little thing during the meet."

      I shoved his arm off. "What’s your problem anyway? Since when do we sit around all snuggled up?"

      "You're my girlfriend. If I want to put my arm around you, what's the big deal?" He glanced to the right just then and I followed his gaze. Moby was looking at us, smirking. It pissed me off, so I yanked Dave down for a kiss right there in the middle of the meet.

      Coach Collins cleared his throat and I pulled back.

      "Sorry Coach," I muttered.

      "I didn't think I needed to review proper behavior for a meet with my team captains." Coach Collins leaned over and grabbed my clipboard. "Maybe instead of locking lips you two could, I don't know, get ready for your events?" Coach pointed.

      I swore, because I was up.

      I scrambled to find my goggles and reach the block in time. I won the fifty free anyway, but it was my worst time in over a month. Afterward, I barely had time to stretch out before I was up for the hundred fly. I didn't like doing events back to back, but we had agreed to forgo diving which would normally give me a break, and our team needed the points from a few more first places. I figured the fly was my best bet.

      I was back in my groove by the time the race started, and I beat Friendswood's best swimmer by a solid two seconds. I was in the free lanes cooling down from my sprint and working the lactic acid out of my muscles when I saw him. Moby was standing at the pool's edge watching me. I rolled over and backstroked until I reached just below where he was standing, staring at me rudely. I flipped him off with both hands and turned back over. I hoped Coach didn't see it, but it felt good to show him that his team didn't scare me.

      When I went back to our risers to relax until my last event, the 200 free relay, I noticed that both Dave and Moby were ready for their next race too. Both were doing the 500 freestyle, the longest event at a high school meet. I walked by Dave and squeezed his hand before I took my seat in the risers, sliding into my parka to keep my muscles warm.

      I'd seen Moby swim twice at that point. I knew he was the best swimmer at the meet. I thought he might be the best swimmer in the greater Houston area. Still, nothing had prepared me for watching him swim the 500 free. I should explain about freestyle. Most people think that the crawl stroke, where your legs scissor kick and your arms slide up and around over and over, is actually the freestyle stroke. That's not true. Actually freestyle just means you can swim however you want. Of course, everyone does the crawl because it's the fastest stroke for the least effort, so it's a no brainer.

      Except for Moby.

      I swear he smiled at me before he leapt in again, but instead of swimming the crawl with the other seven guys swimming, he swam butterfly for the first hundred yards. It wasn't just me staring. Everyone stared. Butterfly is exhausting. No one swims it during a freestyle race. We all watched, transfixed, at his perfect form for the fly. Then he switched to backstroke for the next hundred. He swam breaststroke, usually the slowest swim stroke, for the next hundred. The worst part is that, even swimming those alternative strokes, he pulled so far ahead the other swimmers, Dave included, that he lapped them. Twice. When he finally switched to the crawl for the last two hundred yards, he pulled ahead even further, so far that no one could believe it. He finished the entire thing in under four and a half minutes. To give you an idea, the high school record is something like four minutes and thirteen seconds. That's for someone who was at the end of a taper, not in the middle of the season, and doing the crawl the entire time.

      I hated Moby in that moment. Hated his arrogance and how he was beating us so badly, and I was jealous. And I hated that I was jealous. But I also kind of fangirled a little. I couldn't help it.

      When he stepped out of the pool, he saw me staring with freaking starry princess eyes and he knew. He knew I was completely blown away, and I hated that he knew it. His eyes found mine immediately and he grinned.

      Dave came in almost a minute later. When he stomped his way over to me, clearly embarrassed and upset, I tried to act outraged. How could a freak like Moby exist? Luckily I didn't have long to fume, since I was anchor in the next relay. Our girls team won again. I recorded it and headed over for my last cool down. Moby was in the water, still cooling down from his race.

      I slid into a cool-down lane, one over from him. I waited to push off until he was halfway down so we’d only pass sporadically. Within one lap he had matched me, and we were swimming in sync. Almost every time I came up for a breath I saw him, smiling at me. I finally pulled up against the wall and he did, too.

      "Are you swim-stalking me?" I asked.

      "I was in the water first, lady. You picked the lane right next to me." He arched one eyebrow. His glorious muscles rippled when he pulled up and sat down on the concrete edge of the pool. "I think that means you're the one stalking me."

      "Why are you still cooling down, anyway? A little worn out from showing off?"

      "You haven't even seen me show off yet." He smiled. "But no, I didn't start until after your medley."

      I started with surprise. "Why?"

      "I like watching you. You're the best swimmer here." Other than him, obviously. His grin said he already knew that, so I didn't acknowledge it.

      "I doubt my boyfriend appreciates your flirting with me." I pulled out of the water then, and I should have stood up and gone back to the risers, hoping to catch the end of Dave's race.

      I didn't.

      "I don't see him here," he said. "Must be busy losing another one."

      I stood then. "You're a jerk."

      He shrugged, still smiling. "Sometimes, but I'm a jerk who always wins."

      I didn't know what to say to that, so I walked back to our risers and tallied Dave's most recent second place win in the hundred back. Even though I won every single race, we were still losing and I was pissed about it. When the last event was called, I watched as our girls teams took second and third. I tallied the races and even with the additional six from the last race, we still had less than seventy points. No matter what our boys 400 freestyle relay did, we couldn't win.

      It still pissed me off to watch Moby's team destroy Dave's by over five seconds, all of them thanks to Moby. I guess it pissed Dave off too. When he finished his cool down laps, he came back to where I was getting my things together. He normally would have grabbed the box with the meet stuff, clipboard, extra supplies, back up timers, a few kickboards and other random crap.

      He just walked off instead, leaving me to lug my bag and the box of random crap alone. "Thanks a lot, Dave," I muttered. Then I slid my bag strap over my head and settled it across my body. Finally I leaned over and heaved the box up.

      "What'd you say?" Dave turned back to me.

      "I said, thanks for leaving me to carry everything for the whole team." I meant the box. Mostly.

      He dropped his bag and stomped back to where I stood. He tried to yank the box out of my hands, but it was too late now.

      "No way.” I pulled the box against my chest. "Don't do me any favors."

      "Fine, I won't." He turned to walk to the bus, still fuming, presumably over our loss. He'd seen the same score tally I had. My name was all over the card, two sixes for first place, and part of two teams scoring eight points for relays. His was on three times, but only in first once. This wasn't new. Almost every meet I did better than him and he’d sulk a little, but by the next day he'd be back to normal and we'd be mostly fine. It had been like this ever since October when we started dating off and on. I wondered whether he was more jealous of Moby or of me.

      "Wait," Moby said, taking the box from me smoothly. "Who did you say was the jerk?" He smirked and fell into step beside me, walking me out to our bus.

      We didn't make it more than a dozen steps before Dave turned back and saw him. His face flushed and he swore. "What do you think you're doing?"

      Dave jogged back toward Moby, but I stepped out and put my hand on his chest. "He's just being nice.” Like you weren’t, I thought.

      "I don't know how they do things in Brazosport," Moby said, "but in Friendswood, guys don't let beautiful ladies carry huge boxes out to the bus."

      "Just the ugly ones?" I asked.

      Moby looked momentarily confused before he smiled. "We don't let any girls carry big boxes, no matter what they look like. Not if we can help it."

      "Put it down." Dave said. "It's not a heavy box, which I know from carrying it after every meet this year, and my girlfriend doesn't need your help. Neither do I."

      Moby hunched over and used a low voice to mock Dave. "Me man. Me say you no carry big box for my woman." He grunted.

      That pissed Dave off pretty bad, but before he could do anything about it Coach Collins showed up. He held his hands out, palms facing out, and spoke in a loud voice. "Drop it, Dave. You will be civil, and you will carry that box the rest of the way to the bus."

      "You’ve seen him, Coach. He's been all over Hope since we got here, and now he's-"

      "I won't say it again," Coach said. "Take that box and go to the bus."

      Dave scowled, but he yanked the box away from Moby and stomped off toward the bus. He stopped at the steps and looked back at me. "You coming?"

      I nodded my head. "In a minute."

      He sighed with disgust and carried the box up the stairs and through the double doors.

      "Thanks for helping," I said awkwardly, very aware Coach Collins was standing between Moby and me.

      "He's going to be helping us a lot in the future," Coach Collins said.

      "What does that mean?" I asked.

      "It means I'm moving," Moby said with a smile. "My family’s relocating to Surfside beach tomorrow. We're going to be teammates."

      His interest in me and in our team made so much more sense. He’s going to be joining us.

      I broke up with Dave on the bus on the way home, and I didn’t even mention why.
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      “Tell me about Mason,” Dr. Brasher says. “Why did he change things?”

      “Well, he stood out right away.”

      “How so?”

      “He looked different, for one. Very different.”

      Dr. Brasher raises an eyebrow.

      "This should be easy," I say. "Just think of the hottest guy you've ever seen. Channing Tatum, or you know, you’re old so maybe Brad Pitt. I don't care, take your pick. I promise you, Mason Montcellier is hotter. He's like a supernova. You almost can't look right at him. Black hair and light brown, almost golden eyes. Flawless features, perfect symmetry. A few freckles so you believe he's a real person instead of a cyborg, and sun-kissed skin all over."

      Dr. Brasher sits back in his seat and regards me quietly before he says, "You seem very concerned with his looks. Why do they matter to you so much?"

      I raise my eyebrows. "You're a doctor, so I know you’re smart. This should make sense to you immediately."

      He simply looks at me.

      I sigh. "Didn't you take honors classes when you were in school?”

      He shakes his head. “I actually struggled in High School. I didn’t really buckle down and worry about scholastics until college.”

      “Well, let me paint you a little picture then. Brazosport isn’t a huge high school, but it’s pretty big. There are maybe two thousand students in all, but I'm in all Advanced Placement classes, right? College level Calculus, History, English, Spanish and Physics. In those classes there are a lot of bright people, even at crappy B-port high. There are tall kids. There are short kids. You'll see freckled kids, dark kids, pale kids, even a few perfectly tan kids, since some of us live in Surfside. You'll find science geeks, with the Dow plant so close, and kids who read obsessively. There are others who study history in their free time. My classes have kids of almost every race, and almost every shape, but there's one thing you never see. Never. There are no genuinely, naturally attractive kids. Maybe because no one in there focuses much on their appearance, I don’t know.”

      I pause and Dr. Brasher stares at me blankly. I sigh and continue. “You obviously never took speech and debate, because even compared to the AP classes, it’s a microcosm. The people in there care about presentation, but not in the way popular kids do. In fact, most of us are hiding there because we interact better with adults than with other kids. I'm nothing to look at, and I'm Jennifer freaking Lawrence in there."

      Dr. Brasher snorts. "What you’re saying is that when you met Mason for the first time, he stood out."

      "That's an understatement. Anyhow, my first class of the day is speech and debate. They arranged varsity speech and debate first so that it's not such an inconvenience for one of us to step out every morning and miss class to do the school announcements. That someone has been me for the past three years."

      "Do you miss it?" he asks.

      "What? Doing the announcements?" I roll my eyes. "I've missed a great many things since everything went down Dr. Brasher, but doing the school announcements isn't on that list.” I switch into my announcement voice. “Hello, students of Brazosport High. Today is January fifth. First, please stand to say the pledge of allegiance. Now, the Texas pledge. Now, let me tell you all about the dumb awards our basketball team won. And let me close with a message from our school counselor. Drug usage has been on the rise, and we all know how bad drugs are for you. Please make sure if you see anything strange or out of the ordinary, or any suspicious behavior, you report it immediately to a principal."
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