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            CHAPTER 1

          

          ELI

        

      

    

    
      I can’t help watching Courtney Edwards from across the gymnasium at Reagan Academy. Not in a creepy way. We spent twenty minutes together earlier today, packing hygiene kits for a nearby women’s shelter, before she got enticed away to help another group. Reagan is a private school, and while the kids were here, the room was rowdy and fun. How could it not be with two dozen L.A. Rays players and a hundred teens? The teachers, though … they’re not as fun. Except Courtney. The other teachers seemed, I don’t know, too good to be impressed by pro football players? And I don’t need people to fawn over me or anything, but Courtney was cool about it. When I’d introduced myself, she’d said, “Oh, right. The quarterback the Rays just signed.” She smiled, so welcoming and genuine that I liked her right away.

      I want to talk to her now, but I’m second-guessing myself. She clearly knows the other teachers and adults who are standing around the gym in groups, chatting with the players who are still here. But she’s sitting by herself, her legs dangling off the low stage at the head of the gym, her gaze jumping between her phone and the people around her. Is she sitting by herself because she wants to be alone?

      These thoughts are new and weird for me. As one of the most highly recruited high school quarterbacks and then fourth-round draft pick five years ago, I’ve had confidence to spare most of my life. But ever since the Arizona Cobras cut me, that’s taken a big hit. I’ve been second-guessing a lot of things lately. Like if I even have a shot here in L.A.

      I pick up a couple cans of grapefruit sparkling water that she mentioned liking in the short exchange we had about both of us moving to L.A. recently, and stride toward her. Fake it ’til you make it.

      Courtney looks up when I get a few steps away. “Hey, Eli. How’s it going?”

      I ignore the stupid way my heart pounds. “Good. Thirsty?” I hold out one of the cans of sparkling water to her and sit down.

      “Thanks!” She beams at me, her eyes saying she’s impressed I remembered. I give myself a little mental pat on the back. Starting off good.

      Of course, my football career started off that way too …

      I shake that off. No need to let my failures right now infect everything in my life.

      She pops the top of the sparkling water and takes her first sip, scrunching her nose. I hide my smile behind my first drink. It’s tart, and the carbonation gives it a little bit of a bite. I keep my expression smooth, but she grins at me anyway.

      “The first drink always seems to take me by surprise. I don’t know why.” She laughs and takes another drink. “This was cool. Do you guys do stuff like this a lot?” She gestures around the gym where we were all working half an hour before.

      “Most teams do something like this about once a month, sometimes more. This is my first one with the Rays, but the Cobras did it once or twice a month while I was with them.” The days we spend in the community, giving back, are some of my favorites. I probably judged the adults here too harshly for their “too cool for this” attitudes, my insecurities pricking. I bet they had fun too.

      “What was your favorite volunteer experience?” She sets her can aside and leans back on her hands.

      I know that answer immediately. “When we do camps for kids who wouldn’t get those opportunities otherwise.” I was lucky to have parents who could afford to put me on teams when I was young and pay for me to go to camps. If a kid loves the sport, I want them to have something like that, even if it’s just a little bit, to get them going.

      She nods. “Teaching something you love to kids is pretty special.” She looks around the room again, a smile on her face, but her eyes don’t quite match it.

      “First year at this school?” I guess. We already chatted about both being new to L.A.

      “Yeah. I’ve been in trainings with everyone, of course.” I recognize the nerves in her that have been plaguing me for months.

      “Starting somewhere new is never easy.”

      “I bet you know.” We share a commiserating look.

      “Well, look at us.” I elbow her softly and motion between us. “We both already have at least one new friend.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “The new quarterback for the Rays wants to be buddies with me?”

      I have to laugh. It’s hard to imagine beating out Tucker Jones for the starting spot. He’s had a rough year, but nothing like my first starting year with the Cobras. I mean, obviously. One year at the helm and then they booted me.

      “What?” she questions, tilting her head.

      “We’re in L.A. Half this room is probably more famous than me. Wasn’t that guy in a show with Ben Affleck?” I point to a random teacher, and she shakes her head at me. “You’re probably a drama teacher, right?” I go on. “Already a few good roles under your belt, waiting for your big break.” I scratch my chin and pretend to study her. She has light-brown hair, pulled into a bun on her head, and in such tight curls that a few can’t help springing out here and there. Her golden-brown eyes sparkle as she shakes her head at me.

      “I’m a history teacher,” she says dryly.

      “That’s what they all say.” I scoff.

      “You won’t even remember my name once the season starts.” She nudges me with her elbow, sitting back up to take a few more sips of her sparkling water. I don’t actually like the grapefruit flavor. There’s no sugar, so there’s nothing to tone down the sourness, but I drink more as well.

      “Guess we’ll have to hang out more to make sure I do.” I swallow back the nerves that attack after I’m bold enough to suggest that. I can picture myself being able to confide in her in a way I don’t feel like I can with anyone in my life right now, except my mom. And I’ve held back a lot from her because I don’t want her to worry. My sister Mila is giving her enough gray hairs as it is.

      “I wouldn’t turn down my only friend,” she says.

      I’m probably just imagining that she put a very slight emphasis on the friend part, or that her gaze darting away toward one of the groups of teachers is anything more than the same anxious thoughts buzzing through my brain. I called her my friend first, and I definitely didn’t do it to put her in the friend zone.

      I pull out my phone and hand it to her after unlocking it and opening the messaging app. “Can I have your phone number?”

      She takes it with a small smile. “Only if I can have yours,” she teases, tapping out something on the screen before handing it back as her own phone dings. She’s sent a text to herself that says “Eli Dash.”

      It would be a simple thing to ask her out for dinner. As friends. I can hang back in that zone until I know for sure she likes me too. Her phone dings with another text as I’m about to let the words spill out, for better or worse, and she stands up.

      “I’ve got to go,” she says, and she bites her lip for a second before smiling at me. “We’ll definitely hang out again?”

      I nod. It’s the one thing I’m sure about right now. I want to see her again for sure, friends or whatever. “Absolutely.”

      

      
        
        Court: First day of training camp tomorrow. Are you ready?

        Eli: I’m probably going to die.

        Court: You’re a professional football player. I’ve seen your muscles. You will be just fine.

        Eli: You’re using your teacher voice, aren’t you?

        Eli: It’s the heat. I’ll die of heat stroke.

        Court: You played for Arizona. In Phoenix…

        Eli: I know. I’ve died of heat stroke before. This is my ninth life, which is why I’m concerned.

        Court: You’re not a cat.

        Eli: That’s exactly why I’m concerned. Do I have nine lives? Do I have more?

        Court: *rolling-eyes emoji* *laughing emoji* I’m beginning to understand why you’ve been here for over a month now and I’m still your only friend.

        Eli: You’ve met Mila’s friends. Despite their intense efforts, there is no future that direction.

        Court: I’ve been told that Gianna can be anyone you want her to be.

        Eli: *face-slap emoji*

        Court: Actresses. Am I right, man? *fist-bump emoji*

        Eli: Save me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          COURT

        

      

    

    
      I chuckle at Eli’s latest text and look up to note that the handful of teachers around me are settling back into chairs after the short break during our curriculum meeting. Nose back to the grindstone.

      It’s hard to concentrate, though, because we’ve been going at it most of the day now. My mind wanders to Eli’s texts. We’ve been texting back and forth for weeks, ever since we met at the service project the Rays players did with Reagan Academy’s juniors and seniors last month. I can’t deny it—his friendship has made settling into L.A. a lot easier. We’ve bonded over a bunch of things, and not just being new in town and the self-doubt that comes with that. The year hasn’t even started, and I’m already trying to prove myself at the prestigious job my aunt got me at Reagan. Eli has a lot to come back from after the losses with the Cobras and getting cut from their team before his contract with them was up. Plus, we both live with actresses at the moment—me with my aunt and Eli with his sister. We always have a lot to talk about.

      “Let’s move on to the first semester assessment. Last year we had a lot of students who got Some Mastery and Low Mastery on standards 10.1 and 10.2. How are you guys covering that?” Oliver’s question is to the whole group, but it snaps my attention up to him. I’ve been avoiding looking at him directly most of the day. He keeps catching me every time I do. Then he gets this tiny smile, and I blush. We’re never going to be able to keep our thing a secret if that continues. Aunt Sophie pulled a lot of strings to get me this job, and if I get booted for dating a co-worker, my dad will never let me hear the end of what a disappointment I am. Not only a teacher, but a bad one at that. He won’t be satisfied until I’m superintendent someday, or better yet, the Secretary of Education.

      I haven’t had a lot to contribute to the meeting so far. I taught at a rural high school in a small Wyoming town for the last few years, where my approach feels different to what the upper-class kids that go to Reagan will need. Wyoming social studies standards are different from California’s, and I’m still trying to get a hang of those. Being in the trainings and curriculum meetings has helped, but I’m not ready to offer ideas yet.

      The half dozen teachers at the table with me are talking about the various ways they’re working with kids on comparing Judeo-Christian views with Greco-Roman views, and I jot down notes on my laptop. Mrs. Burke, the oldest teacher in our group at somewhere over fifty, has the best idea. She had her kids give “missionary” presentations, each having to explain the views of the religion they were assigned as though they were a missionary of the time period. I can’t help checking out her kids’ scores on the assessment Oliver is talking about. It’s no surprise that their scores are higher than the average on that standard.

      A new message pops up on my laptop at the same time my phone vibrates in my pocket, and since it’s from Eli, I open the messaging app on my computer that syncs with the one on my phone.

      Eli: Can we hang out tonight? I hate to invite myself over, but Mila and some friends are doing a Jane Austen reading or something to help prepare one of them for a movie audition.

      I wish I could, but Oliver and I are driving over to Malibu for dinner. We can’t go out anywhere around Brentwood, where I live with my aunt. A lot of the kids we teach have parents who live nearby, and someone would see us for sure. Without other teachers from the school with us, it would definitely look suspicious.

      Court: Sorry! I can’t tonight.

      Court: The guesthouse is still empty. My aunt wouldn’t care if you came over to hang out there for some peace and quiet. You know she has a crush on you.

      I try to ignore Eli’s response and listen to the other teachers, but we’re going on six hours now. My brain has mostly turned to mush, and the economics teacher, Mr. Brewer, is trying to tell the history teachers how they’re covering the Crusades wrong.

      I click back into the messages. Eli has sent a blushing GIF followed by a laughing emoji.

      Eli: If you really think she won’t care, I might take you up on that. I need a good night’s rest before camp starts tomorrow, and I never know how long Mila and her friends will practice.

      Eli needs to get his own place, but he’s trying to save money. He has it in his head that his football career is on the rocks and he’s on his way out, so he doesn’t want to dig into his savings for his housing. I don’t know enough about his previous contracts to understand how cheap he’s being. Nor have I watched a lot of football. Aunt Sophie was married to a pro football player once, and she’s been looking up a ton of stuff about Eli since we started hanging out. She says his problems in Arizona were because his offensive line didn’t protect him like they should, whatever that means.

      Court: She won’t care. Just don’t tell her you’re there. If you do, there will be no peace and quiet to speak of.

      Eli: I don’t consider long discussions on passing routes to be a disruption.

      I send a rolling-eyes emoji and turn my attention back to the meeting. Someone has distracted Mr. Brewer, and the discussion has turned to which standards we’re going to prioritize this year. I have to focus now. My students’ scores will suffer if I don’t emphasize the same standards as the rest of the department.

      Have I mentioned I need to prove I deserve this job at a prestigious private school?

      Thankfully, about half an hour later, Reagan’s director of education, Violet Avery, tells everyone to start wrapping it up. I mouth “thank you,” at her and she grins. One thing to rest at ease about is already having a friend like Violet at the school.

      As the teachers at my table pack up their laptops and clean up snack bags and drinks from the area, Violet comes over to me. “Plans tonight?” she asks.

      Sheesh. What made tonight the night that everyone wants to hang out? “Yeah.” I grimace at her, hoping she won’t ask too many questions.

      “Eli, of course,” she guesses with a laugh.

      I sneak a glance at Oliver, who can obviously hear our conversation, but I can’t correct her. I hate lying to Violet about me and Oliver, but since she’s an admin at the school, I have to keep her from finding out.

      I don’t say anything as I put my laptop in my backpack. “Do you have meetings tomorrow?” I ask, once I have the computer stowed. “We could do lunch?”

      “No meetings. Let’s plan on it.” Violet starts walking with me out of the lunchroom, where the teachers were meeting in groups about curriculum.

      I glance back at Oliver, who shrugs at me. I’ll see him soon enough anyway. I wish we didn’t have to keep our relationship a secret. It would be nice to have him hug me and tell me everything’s going to be alright when I start teaching here next month.

      After one of my first training sessions here, I went out with Oliver and a bunch of other teachers. I really hit it off with him, despite him being almost ten years older than me. He’s a history teacher, like me, and we couldn’t stop talking about a couple of history accounts we both follow on TikTok and how we wanted to use some fun stuff like that in our classrooms. He teaches seventh- and eighth-grade history, but he’s the social studies department head, so it definitely felt good to have him approve of the ideas that had been a success for me at my old school. We made plans to meet up again, and that’s when Oliver broke the news to me that it was against Reagan policy for teachers to date. We tried to keep things just friendly, but when it was clear we were both into each other, we decided to date secretly to see what happens and then address the next step when it comes to that.

      “How’d your planning go?” Violet asks. “Helpful, I hope?”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Oliver fall into step with Mr. Brewer behind us. Oliver meets my eye and smiles, but I turn away. Walking right next to Violet means I have to be extra careful.

      “Yes, very helpful,” I reply. “I still feel like a fish out of water, though. There’s a lot of pressure at a private school like this.”

      Violet waves this away. She’s only a few years older than me, but she landed the admin job at Reagan after barely a couple years of teaching. Oliver says her master’s thesis on teacher professional development in the digital age blew everyone away, and she was a shoo-in when the old director of education left to take a job at UCLA.

      “You came from a good school, rural or not, Court,” she says. “I looked up the scores there after you interviewed, and it’s impressive what they’re able to do with the resources they have. You’re not a fish out of water here. Stop sweating it.” She reaches over to squeeze my elbow reassuringly. Maybe it’s not the same as having a hug from Oliver, but it does ease some of the tightness in my chest.

      “I’ll try.” We’ve reached the hallway where Violet needs to split off to go to her office while I head out to the parking lot.

      “See you tomorrow?” she says as she heads off toward her office with a wave. She doesn’t wait for my response.

      I walk out the doors to the staff parking lot, purposefully not looking over my shoulder to see what Oliver and Mr. Brewer are doing.

      Footsteps hurry toward me as I step up to my car. “Still on for tonight?” Oliver asks in a low voice, only stopping at the hood of my car and not getting too close. Still, his smile makes my knees a little weak, and I can’t help thinking of the gentle way he cradled my cheek in his hand when he kissed me goodbye on the last date we were on.

      “Of course.” I keep my smile neutral, especially as Mr. Brewer walks by with Mrs. Burke. Thankfully, they only glance at us and smile back before splitting to go to their own cars.

      “Can’t wait,” Oliver says. He holds my gaze, and I’m pretty sure we’re both feeling the longing to close the distance between us. My brain goes to the first time he held my hand, the way warmth jumped through me when his fingers slid down into mine and he gently tugged me closer to him.

      “Me either,” I say, and my voice is soft and sounds silly to my ears, but I can’t help it.

      Oliver winks at me before he pulls himself away and jogs to his car.

      I get into my own car and then gaze at him as he slips into his Kia EV6. It’s electric, which he’s talked a lot about, especially anytime we drive my Jeep Cherokee. It might be the age difference and an unconscious habit to teach me or something. He doesn’t quite understand what rural Wyoming means, but I’ll take him to visit the little town I taught in someday and he’ll see why I needed four-wheel drive.

      I chide myself for getting too far ahead. The thing between me and Oliver isn’t serious.

      I smirk. Yet.
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