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      Poppy

      “You don’t think he’ll bring her, right?” My cousin Ashleigh whispered as we made our way through Deacon Faris’s house.

      It was crowded, but the Rixon Raiders had won 20 - 13. So everyone was amped up and ready to party.

      Including me.

      “Who?” I frowned back at her as we fought through the crush to find the rest of our friends.

      “Penelope.”

      “I thought you and Ezra weren’t—”

      “We’re not,” she rushed out. “But Jesus, Poppy. I don’t want to see him with her. Maybe this was a bad idea.” She hesitated.

      Ashleigh was kind of involved with our friend Ezra. He was Aaron’s foster brother, and Aaron was my… friend.

      One of my best friends.

      I grabbed her arm gently and pulled her over to a quiet spot. “Sorry. I’m doing it again, aren’t I?” I gave her a soft smile.

      “Doing what?”

      “Being insensitive,” I said. “I don’t mean to be. I’m just… I’m nervous.”

      So nervous my heart was beating wildly in my chest.

      “Nervous?” she asked. “But why?”

      “Because I like Aaron, Leigh,” I admitted. It was a relief to tell someone—to finally confess what I’d always kept so close to my heart. “I really freaking like him and I’m tired of pretending I don’t. And when he picked me up outside the stadium and spun me around, I felt it.”

      Every time Aaron looked at me, it felt… it felt like I was soaring. But it was weird. We’d been friends for a long time. Our entire lives actually. I was in the same grade with him and his twin sister Sofia, and the three of us were inseparable.

      At least, we used to be. Since the beginning of senior year things had been different.

      “You know he feels the same, Poppy,” Leigh said. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Don’t I? He’s so determined to make it this year. To do right by the team and Coach and the entire town. I’m not sure I fit into his plans.”

      Aaron’s popularity had soared this year thanks to being named captain of the team, leaving me and Sofia behind in the dust. But it was okay. I was so proud of him, we both were. Besides, nothing could come between a bond like ours. Not even football.

      Ashleigh reached for my hair and tucked it behind my ear. “Well, you’ll never know if you don’t ask him.”

      “You’re right. Oh my God, you’re right. Come on.” I grabbed her hand, my stomach fluttering with excitement. “Let’s go and party like it’s senior year.”

      But the second we walked out of the French doors and into Deacon’s yard, I froze. “N-no.”

      My heart tumbled in my chest, plummeting to the ground, splattering all over the Farises’ patio.

      No, he wouldn’t.

      He wouldn’t.

      But there he was. Aaron Bennet, the boy who consumed my thoughts, sitting in a garden chair with Zara Willis, Rixon High’s head cheerleader straddling his lap. Her arms draped around his shoulders and her pouty mouth pressed on his.

      “I think I’m going to puke.” I turned and ran back toward the house.

      “Pop—”

      But I kept running.

      I needed to get away. Far, far away where I could puke my broken bloody heart up without everyone watching.

      Stumbling into the house, I pushed people out of the way as I hurried down the hall in search of the bathroom.

      He was kissing her.

      Zara.

      The one girl I despised more than anything.

      Why?

      Why would he ever do that?

      Because he doesn’t feel the same. The words clanged through me as I reached the bathroom just in time to crash through the door and drop to my knees, dry heaving into the bowl.

      Years.

      I’d waited years to finally confess to Aaron how I felt…

      Only to find him kissing another girl.
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      Poppy

      The music flowed through me as I inhaled a deep breath. There wasn’t room to overthink things in a tumbling routine. You had to hit the floor hard and have complete faith in your abilities. I knew these moves like the back of my hand. They were muscle memory, as easy as breathing. Or at least, that was the hope.

      Pumping my legs, I pushed off and sprinted down the mat. Round off into a handspring, into another handspring, finishing with a back somersault tuck.

      As easy as breathing.

      The air whipped around me, my muscles pinging with exertion as my body cut through the air with utter precision, thanks to years of training, of pushing my body harder and faster and beyond its limits. Adrenaline saturated my veins, and when I landed, the mat an immovable force beneath me, I smiled.

      Tumbling never got old. Not for me at least. It was my favorite part of being a gymnast. Defying gravity and making my body bend to my will.

      I loved it.

      “Good, Poppy.” Coach Yardley smiled. “Your lines were tight, just watch your landing. We need it to stick.”

      I nodded, pushing the stray hairs out of my face. So maybe there had been a slight wobble in my ankles. But I’d work on it until it was perfect. I always did.

      “Okay, we’re done for the day,” she said. “Get out of here.”

      Competition season didn’t officially start until November, but like any good athlete, I liked to stay in shape, and Coach Yardley was more than willing to let us practice now the semester was in full swing.

      I headed to the locker room and changed out of my leotard. I planned to grab a shower at home later before the party. Ashleigh turned nineteen today, and her boyfriend Ezra’s family were hosting a barbecue.

      They were best friends with my parents and Ashleigh’s parents. I guess you could call us one big family: my family, the Fords; my cousin’s family, the Chases; and Ezra’s family, the Bennets.

      Our parents had grown up together, and now their kids were walking in their footsteps. My dad coached football at Rixon High, and Ezra’s mom Mya was the guidance counselor. It was a lot sometimes, but I loved our extended family.

      Pulling on my Rixon High hoodie, I slipped out of the building into the balmy afternoon air. I didn’t expect to find Eli waiting for me.

      “This is a surprise,” I said around a smile.

      He gave me a playful grin in return. “I had some homework to finish so thought I’d stick around and see if you wanted to head to Cindy’s Grill and get milkshakes.”

      “I can’t, sorry, I have a thing.”

      “Thing?”

      “It’s Ashleigh’s birthday.”

      “Oh crap, yeah. I remember now.”

      A soft chuckle left my lips. “It was sweet of you to wait for me though.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and down the back of his neck. “Any excuse to steal a minute alone with you.” He inched closer, his eyes dropping to my mouth, sending my heart careening against my chest.

      “Eli….”

      His expression faltered. “Sorry, I wasn’t—”

      “It’s okay. But I need to take things slow.”

      What we had was new. Uncharted territory. I turned eighteen in a couple of months and I’d never really dated before.

      The dejection in his eyes turned to determination. “How about tomorrow night? We could hang out? Catch a movie? Whatever you want.”

      His enthusiasm was flattering and I couldn’t deny it sent a small thrill through me.

      He was the first guy to show real interest in me. Most boys were intimidated by the fact my father was Jason Ford. NFL legend and local football hero. But to me, he was and always would be Dad.

      “Maybe.” My lips curved.

      “Maybe.” He nodded. “Okay, I can work with that.”

      This time when Eli leaned in, I didn’t recoil. His lips brushed my cheek but didn’t linger, and the chaste kiss made me feel all warm and tingly inside.

      “Enjoy your thing, Poppy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye.” I lifted my hand in a small wave and waited for him to leave, releasing a heavy sigh the second he disappeared into his car.

      Eli Hannigan was a senior like me. We’d hung out a few times since the semester started, and I liked him, I did.

      There was just one glaring problem.

      He wasn’t the boy who owned my heart.
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      “Happy Birthday, Leigh Leigh,” I hugged my cousin tightly before letting the rest of our family get their time with her.

      Ashleigh’s birthday was a celebration, but it was bittersweet. Sweet because she was here: happy and healthy and head over heels in love. But bitter because she’d lost so much after the car accident she and Ezra had been involved in before the summer. It was why she was retaking senior year instead of being off at college like the rest of her friends.

      “Pops?” My sister Lily wrapped her arm around me as we watched Ashleigh start opening her pile of gifts. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled.

      It was senior year.

      I’d made the gymnastics team for the fourth year in a row. I had my sights set on West Chester University, my grades were good, I had a small circle of amazing friends, and I was finally dating… what more could a girl want?

      My gaze darted around the room, a sinking feeling going through me.

      “She looks happy.” Lily let out a soft sigh, hugging me tighter and demanding my attention.

      “She is.” My hand drifted to my clavicle as I watched Ezra kiss her, uncaring that they had an audience. An audience that included both of their parents. But too much had happened for anyone to protest.

      “Okay, okay.” My uncle Cameron finally cleared his throat. “I just want to say a few words before you kids go and do whatever it is kids get up to these days.”

      “I think we know what they get up to, Cam.” Ezra’s dad chuckled, and the rest of the adults shot him unimpressed glances. “What? They’re nineteen. At nineteen we were—”

      “Okay, Ash.” His wife Mya wrestled the bottle of beer out of his hands. “No more for you.”

      “Oh, come on, babe. It’s only sex—”

      She clapped her hand over his mouth and mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ at Uncle Cam.

      He rolled his eyes but we all saw the amusement dancing there. “As I was saying, Ashleigh, sweetheart, we’re all so very proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Life might not have worked out the way you planned, but I just know you’re going to achieve great things. Happy Birthday, Leigh Leigh.”

      She left Ezra’s arms to hug her dad and mom, the three of them holding on tight.

      Another wave of emotion crashed over me and I glanced away, swallowing down the rush of tears. Jesus, I was a mess, and it wasn’t even that time of the month.

      “Poppy?”

      Steeling myself, I met Lily’s concerned gaze, and smiled. “I’m fine.”

      Her brows furrowed. “Are you—”

      “Oh my God, Dad,” Ashleigh shrieked, throwing her arms around his neck again. “For real?”

      “You’ve earned it, sweetheart.”

      “E, did you see this? New York City.”

      He gave her a secretive smile. “Yeah, buttercup, I knew. Asher is letting us stay at the family penthouse.”

      She gawked at them both. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Ah, I’m so excited.”

      “Excuse me,” I said, shrugging out of Lily’s hold. She stared after me as I slipped into the Bennets’ house and down the hall toward the bathroom.

      I was being ridiculous. It was a celebration. A party. I had no reason to feel anything but happy. Ashleigh deserved nothing but good things.

      Inside the Bennets’ luxurious bathroom, I splashed some water on my face and inhaled a deep, calming breath.

      “Get it together, Poppy,” I chided myself in the mirror. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Laughter in the hall caught my attention and my heart ratcheted at that voice.

      His voice.

      Aaron Bennet.

      One of my best friends.

      My…

      I shook those thoughts out of my head.

      Crap. He and his friend Cole were right outside the bathroom, laughing and joking.

      “I thought we were hanging with everyone for Ashleigh’s birthday?” Cole asked.

      “Yeah, we can, for a little bit,” Aaron said. “But then I figured we can invite some people to your house and chill.”

      “Dude, it’s Monday. We have an early practice tomorrow.”

      “So? We’re seniors now, Kandon.” Aaron chuckled. “We’ve got to make the most of it while we can. Besides, I heard Madison say she wouldn’t mind getting to know you better.”

      “I’m not interested in Madison,” Cole said.

      “Why the hell not? She’s hot as fuck.”

      My breath caught and I clapped a hand over my mouth.

      “You hook up with her then.”

      “Maybe I will.” Aaron snorted, and thankfully, they moved down the hall so I didn’t have to listen to anymore of Aaron’s bullshit.

      I gripped the edge of the sink, my eyelids fluttering. Was I really hiding out in the Bennets’ bathroom? How pathetic.

      There had been a time I could tell Aaron Bennet anything. But things had changed lately. Maybe they’d been changing for a while.

      We weren’t kids anymore.

      We were seniors. Aaron was one of Rixon High’s beloved football players and I was the coach’s youngest daughter.

      Besides, I was dating Eli now. Sweet, kind, caring Eli. And he liked me.

      Which was more than I could say about Aaron.

      My heart clenched.

      Aaron didn’t care about me. Not the way I cared about him.

      I’d loved him for as long as I could remember, but I would never be more than his friend.

      And it was time I accepted that.
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      “There you are. I was looking for you everywhere,” Lily said when I rejoined the party.

      Music blasted out of speakers somewhere, drowning out some of the chatter while the men huddled around the grill and the women fussed over the copious amounts of food. Because when the Bennets, Chases, and Fords got together there needed to be enough to sustain the appetites of three grown men, plus six teenagers and their friends.

      “What’s up?” Sofia joined us.

      “Nothing.” I forced a smile. “Something smells good.”

      “My dad’s secret marinade. You know how seriously he takes his role as grill chef.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s a shame Kaiden couldn’t make it.”

      “Yeah,” Lily replied. “But things with the team are intense.”

      “You’re okay though, right? He’s making time for you?”

      “I’m fine. More than fine.” A coy smile played on her lips. “He makes me very happy.”

      Lily and Kaiden were the real deal. I’d watched my sister blossom over the last twelve months. Gone was the shy, anxious girl she used to be, replaced with a young woman who knew what she wanted and fought every day to make those dreams a reality.

      “First you, then Peyton,” Sofia said, referring to my sister and Ashleigh’s best friend. “And now Ashleigh. It’s got to be our turn next, right, Pops?” She flashed me a grin.

      “Uh, yeah,” I murmured, my stomach dipping at her knowing glance.

      Sofia knew how I felt about her brother. It was an unspoken thing between us. But she didn’t push. Because Aaron didn’t feel the same—he never had.

      A trickle of awareness went through me and I knew, the way I knew the sky was blue and the grass was green, that he was behind me.

      “We’re heading out,” he said.

      “Already? But it’s still early,” Sofia said.

      His eyes burned into the back of my head, but I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t.

      “Yeah, we have plans though.”

      “What plans? And why weren’t we invited?”

      He chuckled. That deep rumble of amusement that always made my stomach dance. “We might have shared space in the womb, Sofe, but that doesn’t mean we have to share everything.”

      “Ew, gross.”

      “See you tomorrow,” he said.

      “Guess we’re not cool enough for you now you’re captain of the football team,” she called after him, and I finally peeked over at his retreating form.

      Cole glanced back, shrugging a silent apology.

      Sofia tsked. “It’s totally gone to his head. He’s like a different person.”

      “It happens to the best of them,” Lily said, and she and Sofia broke into a conversation about the team’s chances for the season.

      But I was too busy watching Aaron walk away. Wondering how we’d gotten to this point. Was he really so clueless that he didn’t know how I felt?

      Or had he simply decided to ignore the elephant in the room?

      Either way, it was too late now.

      I was dating Eli. And he was flirting and kissing cheerleaders at every turn.

      As far as I was concerned, he was free to sow his wild oats wherever he wanted.
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      Aaron 

      Cole was pissed at me.

      He sat across from me on the opposite side of the firepit, beer in hand, glowering at me while the rest of the guys from the team goofed around.

      “Come on, Kandon, one smile won’t kill you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What’s going on with you?” he said.

      “What? Nothing.” I sipped my beer, staring at the flames dancing above the pit.

      “You’ve been like a different person since the start of senior year.”

      “I haven’t—”

      His brow arched, and I swallowed the words on the tip of my tongue.

      He wasn’t entirely wrong. Things had been different since school started back. But we were seniors now, and I had a lot riding on this season.

      My entire life had been building to this moment. I was Asher Bennet’s son. He’d been a Rixon Raider back in the day. He and his best friends, Cameron Chase and Jason Ford, had won the championship in senior year, and each had gone on to play Division I football in college.

      Now it was my turn. I couldn’t really explain it, but it felt like a rite of passage. A legacy I needed to uphold. It was a part of me, the same way blood flowed through my veins and oxygen circulated my lungs.

      I’d never been the star of the team. I didn’t play quarterback or catch the eye of the top college recruiters. But I was committed and knew the game, and I worked my ass off for my team.

      And I wanted it.

      I was thirsty for it.

      So fucking thirsty.

      “Hey, Cole.” Madison Staines appeared, her big eyes drinking up the sight of my best friend.

      “Hey,” he said, barely looking twice at her.

      “I was hoping we could talk.”

      “Yeah, bro.” I chuckled. “You should go talk.” Maybe she could help him remove the giant stick from up his ass.

      “Not tonight, yeah. I’m busy.”

      Dejection shone in her eyes as she stuttered out, “O-oh, okay. Maybe another time.”

      “Seriously?” I gawked at him as she walked off. “Have you lost your goddamn mind?”

      “Lay off it,” he murmured. “I already told you, I’m not interested.”

      “That’s the thing though, you’re never interested.”

      He drained his beer and stood. “You should worry less about my love life and more about your own.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” His accusation plunked in my chest like a stone.

      Something caught his eye behind me and his lips pursed. “You’ve got company.”

      I glanced back to see Zara Willis strutting toward us. “Oh fuck,” I hissed under my breath. “You invited her?”

      “Like hell I did,” Cole said. “She must have found out from one of the guys.”

      “Ugh.” Just what I didn’t need.

      “Cole,” Zara said, reaching us. I kept my eyes on the flames, refusing to meet her heavy stare.

      “I’m going to get another beer. Try not to kill each other.”

      The traitorous motherfucker left me with her.

      “Can we talk?” she said.

      “We have nothing to say.” I glanced up at her. It was impossible not to trace her curves. Narrow waist, long smooth legs, and a rack most guys would die for. Zara Willis was a pretty package hiding a Grade-A bitch underneath.

      But she stood there twirling a strand of her glossy blonde hair around a finger, with lust and seduction shining in her eyes and fuck, it was hard not to be affected by that.

      “Come on, babe. Don’t be like that. I was a bitch.”

      “You can say that again.” I huffed.

      We’d kissed at a party the other weekend and Zara had gotten the wrong idea. Told everyone we were together… We weren’t.

      She dropped onto my lap, sliding her hands over my shoulders, smiling down at me in that way few guys could resist. “You know we’re destined, Aaron. You’re the football captain, I’m the cheer captain. It’s the natural order of things.”

      “I’m not looking to play games.”

      “Neither am I.” Her hands ran down my chest, and she curled her fingers into my t-shirt. “We could be so good together.”

      I stared at her. Big dark lashes framed her pretty eyes as she smiled at me. Most guys would kill to be me right now… so why the fuck did I feel like a heavy weight was pressing down on my chest?

      You know why.

      I shut that voice down. It wouldn’t get me anywhere good.

      “I’m not looking to go steady, Zara.”

      “Who said anything about going steady?” Her lips curved with devious intent. “But we could have some fun.”

      “Fun?” My brow lifted.

      Girls like Zara had fun until they got their claws so deep into you there was no backing out.

      “After last year, it’ll be good for optics.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. The team and cheer squad had suffered some bitter rivalry after Coach’s eldest daughter caught the eye of last season’s star quarterback. But he’d also caught the eye of the cheer captain. Things had gotten pretty cutthroat and caused Coach and his daughter Lily some heartache.

      “Come on, Aaron.” She smiled, her eyes heavy-lidded and dark with lust. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Heat snaked through me. Zara knew exactly what buttons to press. But she didn’t know my secret.

      I was in senior year and still a virgin.

      Because there had been a girl once.

      One of my best friends.

      The object of all my desires.

      Poppy Ford was everything I’d ever wanted. Sweet, funny, loyal. She was one of my favorite people in the whole world.

      There was just one glaring problem.

      She was Coach Ford’s youngest daughter…

      And my sister’s best friend.
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      “Good morning, Son,” Dad said when I entered the kitchen. “Where did you get to last night?”

      “Hung out at Cole’s.” I grabbed a juice box from the refrigerator.

      “You know, kid. I remember what it was like senior year. Riding the high of my final season, the parties… the girls…”

      “Relax, Dad, I know the deal.”

      He held up his hands. “All I’m saying is don’t lose sight of the end goal. If you think senior year is intense, wait until you get to college.” Gentle laughter rumbled in his chest.

      “You had Mom,” I said around a smile. “There’s no way she let it go to your head.”

      “You’re right.” Mom breezed into the room. “She didn’t.” She dropped a kiss on Dad’s cheek before heading to the coffee maker. “You were out partying again last night?”

      “Chilling. We were chilling,” I corrected.

      “Just don’t lose sight of—”

      “The end goal.” I moved around her but stopped to kiss her cheek. “Yeah, yeah, Dad already gave me the lecture.”

      “We’re not lecturing you, Aaron. We’re just aware you’re under a lot of pressure.”

      “Not this again.” Sofia shuffled into the kitchen, bleary-eyed and yawning.

      “Something you want to tell us, sweetheart?” Dad’s brow went up at her bedraggled state.

      “I didn’t sleep well. Is there coffee?”

      “Fresh pot,” Mom answered. “I’ll make it. Sit.” She went over and pressed her hand to my sister’s forehead. “Are you feeling all right?”

      “I feel fine. Exhausted, but fine.”

      “You let me know if you start to feel sick, okay?”

      “Sure, Mom.” Sofia dropped her head onto her arms and I glanced at Mom.

      “And you worry about me burning the candle at both ends.”

      “I’m fine,” Sofia murmured, lifting a hand in a small wave.

      “Where’s Ezra?” Dad asked.

      “Probably over at the Chases’.”

      “He’d better not—”

      “Morning.” Ezra clapped Dad on the back.

      “We were just talking about you.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Do you know when you and Ashleigh might want to go to New York yet?”

      “It’ll have to be a bye week or we’ll wait until after the season ends.”

      “Listen to you.” I chuckled. “Who knew Ezra Bennet could be such a team player.”

      He flipped me off behind Mom’s back.

      “It’s good to see you so motivated, Son,” Dad said. “After everything…”

      “Let’s not go there.” Ezra clicked his tongue.

      It had been a rocky few years for Ezra and our family. He was our foster brother—adopted brother now—and had found it difficult accepting things. Accepting that we loved the shit out of him and wanted to make him a Bennet permanently.

      “You’re right.” Mom smiled at him. “The past is the past. We’re only focusing on the here and now, and the future in this house.”

      “Is that official guidance counselor speak?” Dad’s laughter echoed through the room.

      “No, that’s Mya Bennet knows best speak.” She wrapped her arm around his neck and dipped her head to kiss his cheek.

      Ezra and I smiled. Maybe it was a bit gross watching your parents paw all over each other, but it had never really bothered me. I liked that they still had a spark. Sure, I didn’t want to see too much PDA, but their relationship, the way they’d weathered every storm that blew their way, together, was something to strive for.

      “Are you riding with Ashleigh?” I asked my brother, and he nodded.

      “You know, we could all ride together.”

      “Do you really want to ride with them?” Sofia’s head popped up. “They can’t keep their hands off—”

      “Less talk about hands and other body parts over breakfast, please and thank you.” Dad grinned, and I smothered another chuckle.

      “Okay, I’m out of here.” Ezra tore open his protein bar and waved it at us.

      “Ashleigh’s here already? But it’s still early.” Mom frowned. “Why do you need to go in so earl— oh. Oh.” Her eyes crinkled as me and Dad started laughing again.

      “And on that note, I’m out.” Ezra left and Mom turned her attention on me and Dad. “Should we be worried?”

      “About E? No way. He’s happy.”

      “Yeah.” Her expression softened. “He is, isn’t he?”

      “Life is good, my love.” Dad brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles.

      “Can you two please stop?” Sofia said. “It’s just too much cuteness for this time in the morning.”

      “At least you think it’s cute and not gross.” Mom smiled.

      “No way. It gives me hope.”

      “Hope?” Dad asked.

      “Yeah, you two were high school sweethearts and stayed the course.”

      “Something you want to tell us, Sofia?”

      “No. I just mean most guys of today are so… flaky. It’s nice to know that true love still exists.”

      “Oh, it exists, but it’s rare, baby.” Mom kissed Dad’s cheek again before going to the refrigerator.

      “What your mom is trying to say is that when you do find it, you hold onto it. But when you’re older, sweetheart. Much, much older.”

      “Typical,” Sofia huffed.

      “What? I’m just saying there’s no rush for all that.”

      “Ash,” Mom warned, and I fought a grin.

      This was typical them. Dad got carried away and Mom had to rein him in.

      I was definitely more like him than her.

      “You want a ride to school?” I asked Sofia, and she shrugged. “We’ll have to stop and get Poppy.”

      Her name rippled through me.

      There had been a time when I’d have been the first person at her door, wanting to ride together.

      But everything was different now.

      We’d grown up and things that once had meant nothing, now meant everything.

      “Aaron?” Sofia stared at me with a strange expression. “If you don’t want to—”

      “No.” I forced a smile. “We can get her.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m missing something?” Mom said. “Did something happen between you and Poppy?”

      “Nope,” I said at the same time as Sofia said, “She’s dating Eli Hannigan.”

      “Eli seems like a good guy.” Mom launched into a recital of all Eli’s good qualities. His gleaming GPA, successful swim career, his plans for the future. But I shut it all out.

      If Eli was who Poppy wanted, I was happy for her.

      I was.

      Even if it meant I’d lost her.
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      Poppy

      “Poppy. Aaron and Sofia are here.”

      Crap.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here. I snatched my cell off the desk ready to text Sofia and ask her what the hell she was thinking.

      But that would suggest I cared.

      And I didn’t.

      At least, that’s what I wanted her and Aaron and the rest of the world to think.

      I was done being the girl in love with her best friend. It was exhausting.

      My entire life, I’d been his best friend, his confidante, his partner in crime… but I’d never been his girl.

      I’d never been the girl he looked at and wanted to kiss or touch or love.

      Jesus, I needed to get a grip.

      Senior year had made everything more intense somehow though. Aaron had cheerleaders hanging off him at every turn. He was hot property. The guy all the girls wanted a piece of.

      That hadn’t been a big surprise. Aaron was gorgeous. Tall, dark, and handsome, he had his father’s piercing blue eyes, a tanned complexion thanks to his mom’s Latina roots, and some new ink that gave him that bad boy edge.

      What was surprising was the way Aaron ate up the attention. The first time I’d seen him in the cafeteria with Zara Willis—head cheerleader and vapid mean girl—draped all over him, I’d thought I was seeing things.

      Aaron had the attention of most of the girls in our class. Of course he wasn’t going to ever notice me. But Zara… did it really have to be her?

      “Poppy—”

      “Coming, I’m coming,” I yelled, stuffing my cell phone in my pocket.

      Checking my reflection, I grabbed my bag and swung it over my shoulder.

      “Morning, sweetheart,” Mom said when I entered the kitchen.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “You look a little flustered, are you feeling okay?”

      “Fine, I’m fine.” Plucking a banana from the fruit bowl, I went over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Busy day at the clinic today?”

      “Every day is busy.”

      “I might stop by later. I need my puppy fix.”

      “Great. I’m sure they’d like to see you. We just got a couple of dachshund puppies in and they are adorable. I sent Lily a bunch of videos yesterday… so cute.”

      “Cute, right.” Of course, she hadn’t thought to show me. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “I’d better head out.”

      “Okay, have a good day. Say hi to Aaron and Sofia for me.”

      “I will, see you later.”

      My heart fluttered wildly in my chest as I made my way out of the house.

      Sofia waved from the passenger seat in Aaron’s car, and I climbed in the back.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Sorry about the last minute change of plans. Jerk face asked me if I wanted a ride and I’m so freaking tired, I said yes.”

      “It’s fine.”

      I made the mistake of glancing up and Aaron caught my eye in the rearview mirror. Dropping my gaze, I found something on the floor interesting. Aaron murmured something under his breath, but I didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Big game Friday?” Sofia asked.

      “Every game is a big game, Sis. We’ve got a championship to defend.”

      “Don’t I know it. It’s all Dad and Jason talked about last night. They’re hailing Cole and Ezra, saviors of the team.”

      “Jeez, thanks. It’s not like I’m captain or anything.”

      “Aaron, I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m joking.”

      He wasn’t though. I heard the tightness in his words, the slight inflection in his voice. I knew him almost as well as I knew myself.

      At least, I thought I did.

      I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      “So who was at Cole’s last night?” Sofia changed the subject.

      “Just a few guys from the team.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “You couldn’t have a night off and hang out with your family?”

      “Jesus, Sofe, what do you want from me? I was there for a bit. I didn’t realize hanging out with my friends was such a big deal.”

      “Pissy much?” she shot back.

      “Whatever.”

      The two of them didn’t talk for the rest of the ride, and I didn’t want to get in between their spat so I kept quiet.

      By the time school came into view, the air in the car was thick with tension.

      “Thank fuck,” Aaron muttered, pulling into an empty parking spot and cutting the engine.

      “Come on, Poppy, let’s leave Mr. Ego to it.”

      “Sofe, that’s not—”

      “See you later, loser.” She smirked, shouldering the door and climbing out. I hurried after her, wanting to avoid any further awkward interaction with Aaron. But the universe obviously wasn’t done messing with me because Zara Willis appeared.

      But she wasn’t waiting on us.

      Sofia and I stood and watched as she sauntered over to the driver’s side and waited for Aaron to climb out.

      “Uh, hey, Zara,” he said, trying to wrestle her out of the way.

      “I had fun last night,” she said loudly, casting me a smug look.

      “I… yeah. It was—”

      “For real?” Sofia balked, moving closer to them. “You said you were with the guys from the team.”

      “I was. We were—”

      “Oh, Sofia, hi, I didn’t see you there.” Her saccharine sweet smile was laced with venom. “Poppy.” She barely looked at me, wrapping a hand around Aaron’s arm.

      My gaze zeroed in on where she touched him. There was so much ownership in it, it made my heart sink.

      That and the fact Aaron didn’t ask Zara to remove her hand.

      “I have to get to class,” I blurted, and without waiting for Sofia, I took off toward the building, willing my heart to calm down.

      He wasn’t mine.

      Besides, I had Eli.

      I liked Eli.

      But jealousy coursed through my veins as my heart failed to catch up with what my head already knew.

      Aaron wasn’t mine.

      He never would be.
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      “There you are.” Eli pressed his hand against the locker bank and smiled down at me. “How was the party last night?”

      “It was okay. How was your evening?”

      “Oh you know, a thrilling night of homework and annoying little brothers.” He dug his cell phone out of his pocket and pulled up a photo of Riley and Reese.

      “Aw, look at all that cuteness.”

      “You call it cuteness, I call it chaos. They run me ragged, and I can swim two hundred yards in one-fifty point eight.”

      “Impressive.” I grabbed the books I needed and closed my locker.

      “You should come watch me practice.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Yeah? I thought I’d have to work a little harder to get you to say yes.”

      “Half naked guys in itty bitty Speedos. What’s not to like?”

      “Oh, it’s like that, huh?” Laughter bubbled in his chest. “Can I walk you to class?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged, keeping a respectable distance between us. It wasn’t like we were dating, not really. We’d hung out a few times. Maybe shared a kiss in the library last week.

      My cheeks burned as I remembered his words.

      “You know, my friends told me you were a lost cause. Said that you and Aaron Bennet were a thing.”

      I’d instantly regretted it—not that I’d kissed him, but that I’d done it out of anger. Because a few days before, I had watched Aaron kiss Zara, and I wanted to get back at him.

      As irrational and futile as it was, I wanted to hurt him, the way he’d unknowingly hurt me.

      Eli seemed happy to go at my pace, but I could sense his confusion. I’d gone from hot to cold in the space of a second.

      “You know, we haven’t talked about what happened.”

      “I didn’t know we needed to,” I replied.

      “We don’t. But perhaps we should. If I overstepped—”

      “You didn’t. It was my fault.”

      “Whoa. Hang on, Poppy.” He gently snagged my wrist, tugging me out of the flow of bodies. “It was nobody’s fault.” Hurt shone in his eyes. “I don’t know about you, but I liked it. I liked kissing you.”

      “I… It was nice.”

      “But?”

      “But… I don’t make a habit of kissing strange boys.”

      “Is that what we’re calling it?” Humor danced in his eyes, and I found myself smiling.

      Eli was cute in a toned athletic dork kind of way.

      When we reached my class, he blocked my access, gazing down at me with a playful smile. “Go out with me tonight?”

      “I can’t tonight, I’m helping my mom at the clinic.”

      “Tomorrow then?”

      “Eli…”

      “Come on, Poppy. Give me a chance. I’ll make it worth your while, I swear.” He leaned against the wall, his bicep practically bursting out of his t-shirt. Damn they sure grew them good on the swim team.

      “Ah-ha.” He snapped his fingers and grinned again.

      “What?”

      “You’re thinking about it.”

      “I didn’t say that.” My brow quirked up.

      “You didn’t need to.” Eli’s laughter was infectious and I found myself laughing right along with him.

      And I almost found myself forgetting all about Aaron Bennet and his stupid traitorous lips.

      Almost.
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      “Is everything okay?” I asked Sofia as we headed to the cafeteria. She was quiet, unusually so.

      “Yeah, just tired.”

      “Maybe you’re coming down with something?”

      “I’m fine. How was English?”

      “Dull. The teacher wants us to write a letter to our younger selves.”

      “Sounds… exciting.”

      “Hardly.” I snorted. The only advice I had for my younger self was to never, under no circumstances, fall in love with your best friend.

      We entered the cafeteria, the rumble of chatter and laughter almost deafening. My gaze immediately went to the cluster of tables occupied by the football team.

      “Ugh, I can’t believe he’s still entertaining her,” Sofia murmured and I knew she’d spotted Aaron and Zara. She wasn’t sitting in his lap, but she might as well have been given how close there were.

      “Let him do his thing,” I said.

      “Seriously?” She frowned.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I don’t know… I just thought after you and Zara had a bitch fight over him…” Sofia trailed off, pity glittering in her blue eyes. Eyes she shared with Aaron.

      “It was hardly a bitch fight,” I scoffed. So I may have thrown a drink at her the night I saw them kissing and she may have tried to pull my hair out but it wasn’t that bad.

      Sofia arched a brow and I shrank under her knowing gaze. But then a ripple of irritation went through me and I said, “Did you really think we’d get to senior year and he’d realize that he feels the same about me?” The words soured on my tongue. “He doesn’t.”

      “I don’t buy it. I’ve watched the two of you dance around each other for years.”

      “Seems like he has a new dance partner now.” I cast another discreet glance in Aaron’s direction, hating the way my heart withered at the sight of him with Zara.

      “Poppy—”

      “Can we not do this?” I let out a frustrated sigh, swallowing the ball of emotion lodged in my throat. “He doesn’t see me like that.”

      He never has.

      “But you’d be so good together, I don’t understand.”

      “Friends. We’re friends.”

      At least, we used to be.

      “So you’re going to give Eli a chance?”

      I met her sympathetic gaze and forced a smile. “I am going to do what Aaron is doing. Make the most of senior year and forget about the things that aren’t important.”

      The second the words rolled off my tongue, I felt the lie in them. Because Aaron was important to me.

      I couldn’t ever imagine a time where he wouldn’t be.

      “Okay, but I’m going to go on record and say this is a bad idea.”

      “Sofe.”

      She held up her hands. “I’m just saying, Eli is sweet and nice and he deserves someone who can reciprocate his feelings.”

      “I like him,” I said as if it was that simple.

      “Well, that’s good. Because what a disaster it’d be if you were going out with him just to get back at my brother.” Her lips twisted with mild amusement but I didn’t reply.

      What was there to say?

      I did like Eli.

      But I loved Aaron.

      It was going to take time to bury those feelings.

      I owed it to myself to try though.
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      Aaron

      “Okay, gather in,” Coach Ford boomed across the field, and we all fell into line, forming a circle around him. “That was good, you’re looking strong. Cole, good job out there, son. You and Ezra are working those plays hard. But don’t become too dependent on him. Use your other players. Learn the plays. Memorize the shit out of them.

      “We had it easy last week, but Marshall Prep are going to come at us hard Friday, and we need that win.”

      “Hell yeah, we’ve got this, Coach,” I said, encouraging the rest of the guys to join in.

      As captain it was my job to get them amped, to lead by example. I might not have been quarterback but I knew these guys. I knew every player’s strengths and weaknesses, every play in the playbook. For the last three years, I’d made it my mission to be indispensable to the team. I wanted to win; I was hungry for it. Football was all I’d ever wanted, and yeah, maybe I wasn’t the best. But I worked hard and gave my all. That had to count for something, right?

      “Good, that’s what I like to hear. Okay.” Coach whipped off his ball cap and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Everyone hit the showers. Aaron, Cole, Ezra, a word please.”

      I glanced at Ezra and he shrugged. It was still strange watching him play nice with the team, but it was a welcome change. Ashleigh was good for him, and football seemed to be the right kind of outlet for all his pent up anger and frustration.

      “What’s up, Coach?” Cole asked when everyone else had left the field.

      “Just wanted to check in. See how you’re all feeling about Friday’s game?”

      “Good, I think we can do it,” I said.

      “I think so too. But I’m going to need the three of you to lead the younger players, set an example.

      “With Cole in a new position and Ezra new to the team, there’s been a lot of changes. Change can be a good thing, but it can also rock the foundations. I was pleased with how it went Friday, but we can’t become complacent.”

      “We’ve got it covered, Coach. Right, guys?” I looked to Cole and Ezra and they both nodded.

      “I’m not just talking about on the field. Being a Raider is more than that. It’s about the example you set off the field too. I know senior year can be kind of wild. Just don’t lose sight of the—”

      “End goal. Have you been talking to my dad by any chance?” I chuckled, but it came out strangled.

      “Ash told me he talked to you.” Coach Ford rubbed his jaw. “I’m going to level with you. Between the shit with Lily last year, and the stuff with Ezra and Nathan Carrick at the beginning of the semester, my limit on teen drama is at full capacity. I need the rest of the season to run smoothly. I’m counting on you guys to make that happen.”

      His eyes pierced mine, making me shift uncomfortably on the spot. I had a lot of respect for Coach Ford. He was my dad’s best friend, not to mention an NFL legend. He’d played alongside some of football’s greats before his career was cut short by an injury. But he’d never once complained, entirely devoted to his family and his team.

      The Rixon Raiders has gone from strength to strength under his leadership, growing to be one of the best high school teams in the country. That’s why we had to defend the championship this season.

      Anything else was simply not an option.

      But he was right, the team had gone through a lot of changes. We’d lost a lot of good players at the end of the summer. Experienced players who didn’t require tons of direction or hand holding.

      “Consider it done,” I said, the weight of the words sinking inside me. I didn’t want to let anyone down. Not my team, and certainly not Coach Ford and my dad. Success with the Rixon Raiders was my legacy.

      One I had every intention of fulfilling.

      “Glad to hear it. Now get out of here and get to class. The last thing I need is Principal Kiln on my ass about my players being tardy.”

      “He seems stressed,” Cole observed as we made our way toward the locker room.

      “There’s a lot riding on the season,” I said. “He wants to win again.”

      “Yeah, but come on, Aaron.” Ezra glanced at me. “It’s just a game.”

      “Blasphemy.” I snorted. “Surely you’ve been in Rixon long enough you must know by now that it isn’t just a game, E.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Cole murmured.

      “We’ll either end our final season as heroes, or we’ll be the ones who didn’t do it. I know which side of the line I want to be on.”

      “You need to lighten up, Bennet. Go get laid or something,” Cole muttered. “I’m sure Zara would be more than willing to—”

      “Would you stop with that shit?” I moaned.

      “What is going on there?” Ezra asked. “The two of you hooking up?”

      “It’s not serious.”

      “Looked pretty serious from where I was standing at lunch.” He smirked and I flipped him off as we entered the locker room.

      It was already emptying out but I soaked up the noise. Damn, I’d miss this next year but hopefully I’d be playing for the Pittsburgh Panthers or the Connecticut Huskies.

      If the call ever came.

      I shoved away the sinking feeling in my chest. I had three colleges on my list: Pittsburgh, Connecticut, and Iowa. But things had moved slow last year. Coach Ford and Dad constantly reassured me not to worry, that I still had time. But how could I not? I wasn’t like Sofia. I didn’t have my future all mapped out or a 4.0 GPA. I was an average student with average life goals. Except for football.

      Football was my shot at being something, at making my mark.

      “Hey, you okay?” Ezra noticed my sullen expression.

      “Yeah.” I gave him an easy smile. Because that’s what people expected of me. I was the laid-back one, the joker, the good guy. I didn’t take myself—or life—too seriously.

      “Hey, you guys want to go to Riverside after we’re done here?”

      “No can do, I’m meeting Ashleigh. We’re going out with McKay and Pen,” Ezra said, dragging his jersey over his head.

      “Of course you are.” I smiled. He and Ashleigh spent a lot of time with Gavin McKay and his girlfriend Penelope. But McKay was good people.

      He’d graduated from Rixon High last year and had helped Ashleigh through a hard time over the summer.

      I couldn’t resent Ezra or Ashleigh for wanting to do their own thing occasionally, they’d been through too much. And the fact he was here, talking to me and playing for the team was more than I ever dreamed of.

      “Cole?”

      “Yeah, why not. Beats going home and listening to my dad remind me of the important things in life.”

      “He still giving you shit?”

      “When he’s around, yeah.”

      Curtis Kandon was a real piece of work, but thanks to his job as a lawyer in the city, he was rarely around. And Mrs. Kandon was out of town a lot too, so Cole had been raising himself since we met in junior high.

      My life was the complete opposite. I had two parents who cared a little too much sometimes. A house full of love and laughter and life. But Cole didn’t complain. He just kept his head down and got on with it. Where football was the goal for me, it was a means to an end for him. If he wanted to go to college for anything besides law he needed a scholarship. I knew it was causing a lot of strain between him and his old man, but Cole being Cole didn’t like to talk about it.

      “Shit, man, I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry for. It isn’t your fault I drew the short stick where parents are concerned.”

      “Only one more year, man,” I said. “Then you can get out of here and never look back.”

      A strange expression washed over him, but he didn’t explain it, and I didn’t ask.

      Cole was entitled to his secrets.

      Just like we all were.
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      “And that is how you do it.” I slammed down my paddle and waggled my brows at Cole.

      “You’re a dick,” he muttered.

      “And air hockey king.” A grin tugged at my mouth. “Want to check out the food trucks? I’m starving.”

      “Sure.”

      We headed out of the arcade and onto the promenade. A couple of girls from school spotted us and waved.

      “She’s cute,” I said, and Cole shook his head. “What? It wouldn’t kill you to have some fun.”

      “I have fun,” he said.

      “When was the last time you got any?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Shit.

      I’d walked right into that one.

      “I fooled around with Zara the other night.” The second the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them.

      “Something I’d rather not talk or hear about.”

      “You really dislike her that much?” I asked.

      “Zara is toxic, and I don’t want to tell you what to do with your life, or your dick, but just… be careful. I know you want to smooth things over between the football team and cheer squad but it’s not worth the headache if you ask me.”

      “Relax.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “I know what I’m doing.”

      He gave me a look that said he disagreed but swallowed the words.

      “Oh, hey, Bennet.”

      No.

      Fuck no.

      I turned slowly, guiding Cole around with me to come face to face with Eli Hannigan. “Hannigan, what’s up?”

      “Just blowing off some steam.” He smiled. “This is Leo.”

      “You don’t go to Rixon High,” I said.

      “Nope, I’m an Eagle.” A knowing glint lit up his eyes as he referred to our rivals, the Rixon East High Eagles.

      “Then you’ll be ready for us to kick your ass on the field this season.”

      “Actually, I’m on the swim team. But I’m sure I could wipe the floor with you in the pool.”

      Cole smothered a laugh and I shot him a hard look.

      “I’m just messing,” the guy said. “Me and Eli go way back.”

      “I’m Aaron and this is Cole.”

      “I know who you both are. I might not play football but it doesn’t mean I don’t follow the game.”

      “How’s the new building?”

      Rixon East High had burned down the summer before last. All the kids were shipped to surrounding high schools in the area. It had caused a few problems for Coach Ford last season, especially when their star player Kaiden Thatcher turned up to play for the Raiders and fell ass over elbow for Coach’s eldest daughter Lily.

      “It’s good to be back.”

      Silence descended over us. Eli and I weren’t friends. I knew him because he knew Poppy. He liked Poppy. Which in my head pitted us as enemies. Because she wasn’t his.

      But she wasn’t mine either—she never would be.

      “So you’re Eli’s new girl’s friend, right? What can you tell me about her because this one is keeping things close to his chest.”

      “Leo,” Eli hissed.

      “What? I just want to know that the first girl to catch your eye in forever is worth it.” Leo smiled, but I was too caught on his words.

      Eli’s new girl.

      New girl.

      His girl.

      My chest tightened and I inhaled a sharp breath. “Me and Poppy go way back, yeah.”

      “So is she?” He stared at me expectantly.

      “Is she what?” I gawked, confused.

      “Is she worth it?”

      Fuck.

      Well that was the million dollar question, wasn’t it.

      No.

      Say no.

      But I pasted on a fake smile and said, “Yeah.” I almost choked on the words. “She’s worth it.”
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