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For Andrew, the best part of sunrise, sunset, and everything in between



One

SENIOR YEAR

It’s funny how they say a picture is worth a thousand words, because the one I’m looking at has me pretty speechless.

There’s nothing special about it. Not to anyone else, anyway. It’s a snapshot of me, Joel Hargrove, and Ben Collins after an impromptu game of basketball in Ben’s driveway on a sunny Saturday junior year.

The beginning of what was supposed to be something amazing.

But being that our friendships went up in literal smoke since the photo was taken almost a year ago, I have no idea why it’s currently staring back at me from the smudged surface of Jadie Donovan’s cell, posted to the school’s share site for everyone to see.

“So who put it there if it wasn’t you?” Jadie yells over the bustle around us on the football field, blinking lashes coated in electric-blue mascara. Her lips are painted silver, and spiral ribbons of silver and teal spring out from her glossy black ponytail. “I thought you were finally talking to both of them again.”

I sneak a peek at Meredith, who’s jumping up and down, waving her pom-poms a few feet to my left. She’s looking anywhere but at me, which I should be used to by now.

“I mean, we are. Sort of. But it’s not like this.” I hold up the phone, indicating the photo. Not even close.

Jadie shrugs and slips her cell into the back pocket of her jeans. “Guess you won’t be spotlighting that one on the blog this week. Not that a crap ton of people would notice if you did.” She shakes her head and returns her attention to the fancy black camera tattooed with RIDGEDALE YEARBOOK labels, flipping through her last shots of the game.

She’s talking about our newest endeavor—the one that rose from the ashes of our defunct cheerleading careers—as yearbook photographers and keepers of the Ridgedale’s Finest page, the site where students and administrators upload their snapshots of the school year. She’s also exaggerating its obscurity, just a little bit.

But I’m still hung up on the picture itself, and my eyes automatically dart to the metal platform in the center of the field, which is usually reserved for homecoming and graduation ceremonies. Because during tonight’s halftime, in addition to the usual performances by the dance team, cheerleaders, and marching band, we’re welcoming Mr. Hargrove—one of the algebra teachers and Joel’s father—back to Ridgedale after a yearlong tour in Afghanistan. Wearing his army fatigues, he’s an exception to the sea of silver, white, and teal. He waves at the crowd from behind a podium wrapped in a giant yellow ribbon. Joel, looking a little overwhelmed, stands next to his father with hands in his jeans pockets as he surveys the crowd.

As if he senses me staring, Joel looks over and catches my eye. His hand lifts in a hesitant wave.

“He’s got some nerve kissing ass to you and Ben all of a sudden,” Jadie says in my ear. She gasps and grabs my arm. “Do you think he posted it?”

“How would I know?”

I’m trying to act like it hasn’t occurred to me. But the minute Ben began sort of speaking to me again, instead of closing up like a sun-deprived flower every time I get within five feet of him, is when I sensed Joel circling cautiously, trying to close some of the distance between us. Searching for weak spots in my armor.

And now a picture of the three of us mysteriously appears where he knows I’ll see it. It’s a little too coincidental.

Before I can say anything else, Jadie brightens. “Let’s have someone take a picture of us. Now that we’re always behind the camera, we’re never in pictures anymore.”

When the “someone” she grabs is none other than Meredith, I stiffen. I know Jadie’s intentions are good. But her efforts to orchestrate a truce between Meredith and me have started to feel like theatrical demonstrations of, Look! I’m living proof that fights with Meredith Kopala aren’t a death sentence!

In Jadie’s case, it’s true. In mine, not so much.

I stand there, trying not to look uncomfortable as Jadie gives Meredith a quick tutorial on operating the camera. Then Jadie bounds over to me and puts her arm around my waist. We press our faces together, and I do my best to smile. In the few seconds it takes for Meredith to snap the picture and hand off the camera to Jadie, she doesn’t look at me once.

Probably because all she’d see is the traitor responsible for the blackened, ash-coated remains of what had been our junior-year homecoming float. And that wasn’t even the biggest thing I ruined.

As she rejoins the rest of the cheerleaders, I think about how strange it is to be standing in the middle of the football field when so much has changed. Not the hot-dog-and-popcorn-scented air crackling with competitive energy and celebratory yells and school pride—that’s exactly the way I remember it. But now that I’ve traded my teal-and-white pleated skirt and shell top for street clothes and a black camera a lot like Jadie’s strapped around my neck, the only indicator that I used to be part of the group of clapping, kicking girls to my left is the injuries. Hence the flesh-colored brace clamped around my left wrist and hand like a robotic glove.

Not to mention the damage that no one else can see.

A scuffling sound scratches through the speakers as Mr. Fielding, our principal, steps up to the podium. I ready my camera as Jadie jogs away to work a different angle. Mr. Hargrove waves at the crowd, then salutes the football players, who are lined up on the opposite side of the stage next to the marching band. The football players have removed their helmets, per Coach Simmons’s orders. Fielding lays his arm around Mr. Hargrove’s shoulders.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!” The crowd erupts into cheers as if he’d announced that everyone had won a million dollars. “Tonight is a very special night. Not only are our Ravens playing their very first game on home turf”—he pauses, waiting for the roar from the stands to quiet—“but we’re also here to welcome back our friend, algebra teacher extraordinaire and father to our very own Joel. Please give a hero’s welcome to Mr. Cedric Hargrove!”

The crowd explodes into a fresh frenzy, and my camera captures frame after frame of Principal Fielding proudly squeezing Mr. Hargrove’s shoulder while Joel maintains his uneasy posture in the background. On my other side, Meredith jumps and kicks so vigorously that my ponytail sways in the breeze her limbs create.

“Thank you, all. It’s so good to be home!” Mr. Hargrove says into the mic. He pulls Joel into a side hug while the stands roar. “I want to thank everyone who kept us in their prayers and who took care of my family while I was gone. Especially everyone who kept my boys in line.” He ruffles Joel’s blond hair, then waves to a spot in the stands, where I assume Joel’s mom and younger brothers are seated, before leaning back into the mic. “One of the things I get asked a lot before I leave for duty is ‘Are you scared?’ It’s been a long time since I’ve had to answer that question with ‘yes,’ and I’ll tell you why.

“During my first deployment, I was injured pretty badly. I woke up in the hospital with a collapsed lung, a broken leg, and a host of other nasty injuries, including a broken jaw. With all that time stuck inside my own head, unable to walk and barely able to talk, I did a lot of agonizing over what would happen if my family had to live without me.”

He stops and looks at Joel, who’s hunched into his jeans pockets like this is something he’d rather not remember.

“Now, you might think this is crazy,” Mr. Hargrove continues. “But what made me the most determined to get out of that hospital was the fact that I’d promised this kid”—he reaches for Joel’s shoulder—“that I’d teach him to ride a bike.”

Joel stares at his feet, looking like he’s wondering how this speech became about him and what he can do to stop it. And I’m wishing this story weren’t so endearing, because empathy is the last thing I want to feel for Joel.

“Summer came and went,” Mr. Hargrove says, “and I never got to make good on my promise. But somehow, when I finally did get home, what do I see but my boy, zooming around the driveway on a shiny blue bicycle that he’d taught himself to ride.”

He’s holding on to Joel like he’s afraid he’ll disappear, and Joel looks like he’s wishing he could do exactly that.

“I knew then that if I had to lay down my life defending my country, my family would find their way. Because they had a strong foundation of faith and courage and they were more than capable of forging their own path.” He hugs Joel to his side again. “So if there’s one thing that I want to instill in all of you, aside from ‘a squared plus b squared equals c squared,’ it’s that you have the power to do anything you put your mind to.” He turns to Joel, whose face is downright gray. “Anything at all.”

The crowd roars. I could’ve sworn Joel and his father didn’t get along, but Mr. Hargrove’s speech told a different story.

The words “I hate him” emerge from my memory as clearly as if Joel had come up and whispered them into my ear. When did he say that before?

Mr. Hargrove motions for Joel to take the mic, but he shies away. Someone in the crowd shouts Joel’s name, igniting more whoops and whistles to egg him on. When it becomes obvious that he’s not getting out of there until he says something, Joel steps tentatively behind the podium and swallows hard before leaning into the microphone.

“Thanks, everyone. Uh, it’s been a tough year without my dad.” With his voice magnified from every corner of the football field, the hitch of nerves is unmistakable. And I assume it has at least something to do with the other thing I hear: snickers from the token hecklers. My jaw tightens and my hands clench. Well, my right hand does. My left fingertips press into my brace. I’m not exactly the president of Joel’s fan club, but I have no patience for people who get their jollies off public assholery.

I scan the sea of teal jerseys, glad to see that Tyrell Davis, the quarterback and Jadie’s boyfriend, is scowling into the crowd. But it’s Noah’s eye that I’m hoping to catch. He’s not hard to find, being that he has biceps bigger than some people’s heads, long black hair that brushes his shoulders, and a jaw chiseled into a permanent state of Don’t mess with me. And since an injury kept him from dressing for the game tonight, he’s wearing his jersey with jeans and a black brace over the knee he reaggravated in practice earlier this week.

He might be new to Ridgedale, and he might’ve defected from the same rival territory as Joel, but I’m sure a stare down from Noah could end the sneering in two seconds flat.

Except that when I locate him, Noah is doing some sneering of his own—at Joel. Until he sees the disgusted look on my face, and then his eyes dart to the ground and he shifts on his feet.

Joel starts to speak again, but his words are lost in a loud screech of feedback. And then, as if the night had swallowed the field whole, everything goes black.

Cheers and chants morph into hollers of confusion. All around me, commotion swirls in the darkness.

“The power went out!” someone yells, as if that much weren’t obvious. I blink furiously to adjust my sight. My night vision has always been terrible, and all I can see are bright dots dancing in front of me where the grid of stadium lights were glowing two seconds ago. When I extend a hand and come in contact with nothing, I decide my best bet is to stay put. The last thing I need is to trip over something and add another broken bone to my running tally.

Except that’s when I hear Coach Tori shout, “All my girls, get over to the fence! Wait for my instruction!” I change my plan and shuffle toward the sound of her voice. That’s when I slam into another body. I shriek as hands clasp my arms, steadying both of us. I’m pretty sure it’s a boy—or maybe it’s a tall girl—until his fingers bump my brace and a very male voice says, “Macy?”

I know that voice, but I can’t tell who it is. Despite the chaos, he spoke as quietly as if we were the only two people on the field.

In the next second I’m aware of only two things: one, his hand has moved from my arm to the back of my neck. And two, his lips are pressed gently against mine.

There’s an instant of horror, a fleeting moment when I realize I shouldn’t let this happen. But there’s something about the way his mouth finds mine, tender and sweet and urgent and desperate all at the same time. It’s . . . familiar. It’s not so much a thought in my head as a reaction in every synapse of my body: I know you.

My hand dislodges my camera from where it’s squeezed between our bodies and then brushes the hem of a short-sleeve shirt as I ignore the minuscule part of my brain still capable of logic and make a clumsy attempt to pull him closer. I want to hold the back of his neck the same way he’s holding mine. I want to make him tell me who he is.

Except that I think I already know.

Then, as if my own thoughts have burst the magic bubble of that moment, he pulls back.

“Joel?” I gasp.

The air shifts with his retreat. I’m still standing with my hand in the air, fingertips warm from his skin, when the lights come on a second later. The collective cheer that rises in the stands registers as static in my ringing ears as I shield my eyes from the sudden glare. I whip around, scanning the turf. My heart is beating like I’d sprinted the entire length of it.

I don’t see anyone running away from me. I don’t see anyone close to me, period.

My mind is a million miles away. I don’t even notice that Jadie has jogged over until she grabs my arm.

“Oh my God,” she says. “That was so freaky! What happened?”

I wish I knew. It takes me a second to notice that I’m staring dazedly instead of responding, and to realize that she’s talking about the blackout.

Because no one saw the other thing that happened.

“It was really weird,” I finally say.

Inwardly I’m still freaking out, and Jadie is looking at me like I’ve spontaneously changed species.

But there’s no way that I imagined it. Someone kissed me in the dark. But why?

And more important—who?

I take out my phone and fumble to pull up the Ridgedale’s Finest page. “Who did you say posted that picture? The one of me and Ben and Joel?”

“Uh, I didn’t. It was anonymous, remember?”

Somehow, hidden identity has become the theme of the night. As I stare at our smiling faces and touch my still-tingling lips, I’m suddenly convinced that the timing of this photo’s resurfacing wasn’t an accident.

Because there’s a story behind it, or at least the beginning of one.



Two

JUNIOR YEAR

Football is no joke in the South, and homecoming is no joke at Ridgedale High.

That’s why the varsity cheerleaders are gathered around a trailer in Meredith Kopala’s garage, trying to figure out the best way to morph an old hay truck bed into a nightclub on wheels for this year’s homecoming parade. Our float’s theme is the Ravin’ Ravens, and so far the oversized cardboard boxes we scored from the grocery store don’t even come close to resembling the giant stereo and speakers in our concept sketch.

I’m helping Jadie measure paper circles for the face of the speakers when Meredith gripes, “This stupid thing is sagging in the middle.” She rips a piece of duct tape off the roll with her teeth, curling her lips so as not to smudge her lip gloss. There are two things Meredith is almost never without: the color baby blue and lip gloss. Not baby-blue lip gloss, though. She scowls when the box wilts despite her careful surgery over the seam. “Tape isn’t gonna cut it. We need something to prop it up.”

“Daddy will be home in half an hour,” Mrs. Kopala says from her post at the door that leads into the house. She and my mother are both leaning against the frame, sipping mugs of tea. “Spray-paint the boxes in the yard, and once they’re dry, he can build something to support them from the inside.”

“But Ben Collins is outside playing basketball,” Jadie says.

The floats are considered a school project, so parents technically aren’t supposed to help. It’s a rule that no one enforces and everyone breaks. Unlike the secrecy rule—nobody messes with that.

Every year the football players and the cheerleaders face off for the best float. It’s 100 percent an unofficial contest, but we take it as seriously as if every victory of the season were riding on it—no pun intended. Even the location of the float building is top secret, and changes every year, because the football team is notorious for pranks. They once spied into someone’s shed, saw the Best-Team-Under-the-Sun-themed float, and then replaced all the planets in the solar system with giant cutouts of their faces. Which makes no sense, since the floats are in their honor, but that’s jock brain for you. So the first rule of building homecoming floats remains Don’t Talk About Building Homecoming Floats. And definitely don’t take your props outside in broad daylight where possible moles can spot them.

It’s not surprising that we all scream when a basketball flies past the open garage door literally seconds after the words leave Jadie’s mouth, followed by a flash of dirty-blond hair and Ben Collins’s lanky limbs in pursuit.

“Sorry!” Ben calls, trotting back to the driveway with the ball against his hip. “Ball hit the backboard and bounced across the street.” He stops to catch his breath, and shrieks of protest bounce off the walls, the loudest cry being Jadie’s.

“You can’t be here, Ben!” she yells.

“Hey, relax!” Meredith says, bolting to her feet. “Ben is cool. He won’t say anything.” She turns a sunny grin on Ben’s shell-shocked face. “Right, Benny?”

“Hell, no. I’m man enough to admit that you guys scare the shit out of me.”

A burst of laughter sounds from the door, and my mother says, “I’m with you, Ben. I can’t believe how seriously they take this.” She walks away, shaking her head into her mug.

Football culture in Georgia is something my mom still hasn’t quite grasped, having gone to a small high school in upstate New York, where we lived until I was in fifth grade. There, it was no big deal—no parade, no fanfare. Not even a homecoming dance. I’ll never forget the way Mom’s eyes bugged out of her skull at the throngs of people the first time she came to watch me cheer. Or the perplexed, horrified look on her face when bare-chested, teal-and-white-painted boys charged through the oversized inflatable replica of a Ridgedale football helmet, each carrying a flag that spelled out RAVENS. They might as well have been wearing mammal-skin loincloths and waving clubs around.

Maybe it was silly, but football is a big deal. And I love it.

The tension in the garage breaks as we all chuckle at Ben’s remark, and he tosses the basketball into the grass before strolling inside to take a better look.

“So you’re in charge of smuggling the float this year?” he says, circling the trailer. “What’s the theme?” He jostles it a little, runs his hand over the surface like he’s testing it.

“Ravin’ Ravens,” I reply. “Does it pass inspection?”

Ben’s eyes flick up to meet mine. “Wasn’t that the theme last year?”

“No, that was Ravens Rock. We had a rock-climbing wall and a giant Indiana Jones boulder. This one is going to be a nightclub. Totally different.”

“Ah, I see.” Ben pats the trailer again, like he’s pronouncing it worthy. Then he picks up the sketches near Meredith’s leg. “This what you’re planning?” His eyes dart from the papers to the sagging boxes. “Need some help?”

A few of the girls, including me, blurt out “no” at the same time Meredith says, “Yes!” She turns to us, undoubtedly sensing the daggers shooting from our eyes. Letting our parents pitch in is one thing, but a guy who’s friends with half the football team? No.

“Guys,” she says, “Ben is amazing with his hands.”

Jadie snorts. “Oh really?”

Ben turns so red, he’s practically glowing, but Meredith rolls her eyes. “He built our doghouse, perv. And a bunch of other stuff, and he’s been my neighbor for five years. So I think I know when someone is trustworthy.”

“Thanks, Mer.” Ben runs a hand over his hair, which is thick and the color of beach sand. It stands straight up, then bounces right back into place like some kind of cartoon coif. “Trustworthy until Hargrove gets here, anyway.”

There’s a collective gasp. Joel Hargrove is new at Ridgedale. Not only is he a football player, but he’s a former member of enemy camp. He transferred from Mortonville, Ridgedale’s sworn rival. To some, that alone puts him only a step above the spawn of Satan. But add in the fact that Joel cost us the play-offs last year when he tackled Ken Davenport and broke his collarbone, and Joel pretty much is Satan.

And still, some of us can’t help but be curious about him.

Ben chuckles. “He’s coming over later to shoot some hoops. You’ve got plenty of time to blockade the door or rig booby traps or whatever you need to do.” When he’s met with nothing but aghast, anxious stares, he holds up his hands. “Seriously, I’m not going to say a word.”

“Okay, let’s do this fast, then,” Meredith cuts in. She explains the situation to Ben, who grabs a measuring tape and assesses the boxes from every angle, jotting down notes on the back of the sketches while she talks.

“This should be easy.” The tape snaps into place. “I can make crates out of some scrap wood I have in my shed. I’ll be right back.”

“Wait,” I call after him when he starts out of the garage, paper in hand. “You’re doing it now? What if Joel gets here early?”

Ben shrugs. “It’ll go a lot faster if you want to help me.”

If I gave any impression that I knew the first thing about power tools or woodworking, I didn’t mean to. But I kind of like the idea of learning, so I hop down from my stool and follow him up the driveway.

“So I haven’t seen you at the soccer field in a while,” he says as I fall into step next to him.

I almost forgot that my seven-year-old twin brothers, Aaron and Michael, are on a rec soccer team with Ben’s little brother. Lately I’ve gotten into the habit of staying home during their games, to take advantage of the rare quiet and get my homework done.

“Michael says I’m bad luck, because they lost the last two games I went to.” Still, I feel like a terrible sister. I make a mental note to watch them play next weekend. “Speaking of games, you were holding the giant cutout of Joel’s head on a stick at the last football game, weren’t you?”

I don’t mention that it distracted me for all the wrong reasons.

“Hey, he’s a nice kid,” Ben says. “Someone needs to get the ball rolling for everyone to stop treating him like a curse.”

We cross the street, heading toward the big white house with green shutters on the corner. “Why did Joel’s family move out of Mortonville, anyway? Is it because his dad teaches here?”

All I know is that if I’d taken down Ridgedale’s wide receiver during one of the most important games of the season, it would be the last place on earth I’d transfer to voluntarily.

“Mr. Hargrove taught over there for a while too. But he’s getting deployed to Afghanistan. I guess Joel’s parents wanted a house that was smaller and easier to maintain while he’s gone. They ended up in Willowbrook, right around the corner.”

In truth, we all kind of live “right around the corner.” The homes in our town are mostly clustered into subdivisions, with restaurants and businesses and shops lining the main roads. The entrance to Meredith’s and Ben’s community—called Scarborough Farms, though there’s nothing farmlike about the stately Colonials—sits directly across the street from the high school’s driveway. My neighborhood is about a mile down the road to the right, and Joel’s is less than half a mile on the left.

“Gosh, that’s so scary. My mother would be lost without my father.” Immediately I feel like an ass for being hesitant to get to know Joel. Everyone has been so focused on Joel-the-Mortonville-Pirate that no one, except Ben, has bothered to find out who he is off the field. And I’m glad it’s still early in the year, because there’s plenty of time to change that.

Ben leads me toward the back of his house. The yard is small but neatly manicured, and in the far corner is a toolshed built to resemble a little cottage. Next to it is a white-and-black doghouse with a nameplate that reads SULLIVAN. It looks a lot like the one in Meredith’s yard, the one I never realized Ben built, until five minutes ago.

“This shouldn’t be too hard,” Ben says as we head toward the shed. “You won’t need anything fancy. Might not even have to break out the nail gun.”

“Damn.” I snap my fingers with mock disappointment. “Hammers are so inferior.”

Ben stops so quickly, I almost trip over him. “Wait, have you really used a nail gun?”

“No,” I admit.

He grins. “Man, then I’m definitely not letting you near it. If you nail your foot to the ground and can’t cheer, Mer will rip my nuts off.”

“I think she has other plans for them.” I clamp my hand over my mouth and feel myself blush right to the roots of my hair. My natural color has always been strawberry blond, but if I looked in the mirror at this moment and saw it glowing a fiery magma red, I wouldn’t be surprised in the least. “That came out so wrong.”

Ben laughs, and there’s a sudden shyness to the set of his shoulders as he opens the shed door. “Mer’s a cool girl. Too cool for me.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She’s . . .” He motions at me, like whatever magic word he can’t conjure up is hidden in the fibers of my clothes. “She’s Meredith Kopala. And I’m not a jock.”

I step closer to him and put my hand on his shoulder, biting back a giggle and making my face as somber as possible. “Ben, this might come as a shock to you.” I lower my voice. “We’re not living in an after-school special.”

His eyes widen with feigned surprise. “No?”

“Nope. Cheerleaders date people who aren’t jocks. Jocks date people who aren’t cheerleaders. Those rules? It’s a conspiracy. They don’t exist.”

He whistles like I’ve blown his mind and ushers me inside, looking thoughtful. The shed is small but neat and smells like wood and mulch. Ben heads to the far corner, where slats of plywood and a few two-by-fours lean against the wall. “So you think it’s that easy, huh?”

I shrug. “There is a right and a wrong in the universe, and that distinction is not hard to make.”

“You did not just quote Superman.”

Ben gapes at me, and I try not to look too self-satisfied. I’m both surprised and impressed that he picked up the reference. “I have two brothers, remember? They’re obsessed. My mom actually framed that quote and hung it in their room.”

Though, I’m pretty sure she did it as an effort to keep them out of beast mode, a move of pure wishful thinking on her part.

“Come on,” Ben teases. “Don’t pin it on the testosterone in your house. I recognize a fan when I see one.” He points to the locket hanging around my neck. “I’ll bet that’s where you hide your S, huh?”

I clutch the silver heart. “I’ll never tell.”

He gives me an approving once-over. “Wow, who would’ve thought?”

“I’d also never tell if, say, you were thinking about asking Meredith to homecoming?”

His eyes fix on me, and in the light filtering through the shed window, they look almost the same color as his hair. “For real?” The piece of wood fumbles through his hands and clatters to the floor.

“Are you nervous just thinking about it?” I snicker.

“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t really thought about it. Okay, that’s a lie—I’ve thought about it. A lot,” he corrects, testing the plywood between his hands. “But I suck at figuring out if she’s flirting or just being Meredith. I mean, we joke around, and sometimes we walk to school together. But then she goes her way and I go mine. Separate circles, you know?”

Lately I’ve begun to suspect that Meredith’s feelings for Ben might be more than neighborly, but I choose my response carefully, wanting to convince him without selling out my best friend. “All I know is that if anyone else had gone near that float, Meredith would’ve come at them like a spider monkey. I’d bet money that if you asked her to homecoming, she’d say yes.”

He nearly loses the board again, then brandishes it when he regains his grip. “See, this is what happens. Everything’s fine when you’re friends with a girl, but throw in words like ‘homecoming’ and ‘together,’ and suddenly I can’t walk and chew gum at the same time.”

“Guess I’d better handle the nail gun after all.”

He actually lets me too. Only a couple of times, since my job is mostly “hold this,” but when I’m not keeping boards steady like a champ, I take great pleasure in pulling that trigger. We work pretty quickly, and soon we’re carrying a rectangular crate for the body of the stereo back to Meredith’s garage.

“The speakers will be a little trickier because they’re taller, but I can throw something together tomorrow if you want,” Ben says, smiling proudly when we’re met with cheers and claps. He sets the crate on the trailer, and Meredith helps him slip the box over it.

“Perfect!” she exclaims, ruffling his hair. “Nice job, Benny.”

Ben backs away with a shy smile, pushing his hair into place even though it didn’t go anywhere.

“Glad I could help. I should jet, though. Joel’ll be here soon, and I have to act natural.”

He waves good-bye, and we wave after him until Meredith closes the garage door.

“I guess we’re not getting much more done today,” she says. “You guys can stay for lunch if you want, but I’m not bringing the boxes outside for spray-painting with a Mortonville Pirate right across the street.”

“Former Pirate,” I point out.

“Once a Pirate, always a Pirate,” Anna Chen butts in. “He is a hot Pirate, though.”

“Blasphemer,” Meredith shoots back.

I start gathering stray shards of cardboard and paper from the trailer bed to take my mind off the fluttering in my stomach. My insides dance like this every time I think about Joel, and it’s been happening for longer than I care to admit. Talking to Ben seems to have made it worse, which probably explains why the next words that tumble out of my mouth are in Joel’s defense.

“I’m pretty sure a player’s loyalty is to the game, not to the team. He didn’t have to play here if he didn’t want to. Besides,” I add before anyone can argue, “Ben told me Joel’s dad is being deployed to Afghanistan soon. I’m sure Joel has a lot more on his mind than football.”

The murmur that goes up through the garage tells me I’ve won Joel a sympathy vote. Especially from Jadie, who was adopted from China as an infant. She’s never spoken to her birth parents and has a huge soft spot for people who lose theirs.

“Still,” Meredith says. “We need to be careful around all the guys. But him especially.”

I fight the urge to point out that letting Ben help with the float despite his buddying up to Joel doesn’t exactly qualify as “careful.” But I’ve seen the way Meredith lights up around Ben, how she ruffles his hair the way she did moments ago. I’m convinced that she didn’t grant him exemption so quickly on the off chance that her family might need to borrow a cup of sugar one day.

The rest of the girls head inside, where my mom and Mrs. Kopala are putting together egg salad and tuna sandwiches. I hesitate, staring through the small window in the garage door at the spot where Ben’s basketball is still lying at the edge of the Kopalas’ driveway.

“I’ll go with you if you want to bring it back,” Jadie says through a mouthful of mayonnaise and egg. I swear she appeared next to me out of nowhere.

I’m assuming Ben has a spare if he hasn’t come to retrieve his ball, but part of me wonders if the new light I shed on Joel has Jadie thinking what I’m thinking.

I hop off the float and dump my paper scraps in the trash. “Let’s go.”

*  *  *

When we get outside, Ben and Joel are walking up the street together. My breath catches in my throat, and Jadie murmurs, “Geez, he really is hot.”

It’s unfair to other boys, really. Joel could easily be a movie star. Blond hair—much blonder than Ben’s—blue-green eyes, a smile that can knock the wind out of you like a quarterback sack. No complaints here about the broad shoulders and flat stomach, either. Joel Hargrove really hit the jackpot in the genetic lottery.

“Hey,” Ben calls when he sees us. He eyes the basketball I dribble as we approach them. “Are you challenging us to a game?”

“We thought it might be kind of hard to play without your ball,” Jadie says. She swipes it from me in one swift move and passes it to Joel. He looks surprised, but recovers quickly and breaks out that Hollywood smile.

“Nice,” he says. He offers his hand to Jadie first, then me. “I’m Joel. I know we met at the preseason banquet, but remind me what your names are again? They introduced me to ten thousand people that night.”

Jadie chirps her name, and I follow it up with, “Macy.” I’m surprised I remember my name, because all I can think about is how warm his hand felt in mine. “How do you like Ridgedale so far?”

He gives a lackluster, one-shoulder shrug. “I’m still getting used to it, but it could be worse.” I get the feeling that’s his stock answer, the thing he tells people instead of flat out, “It sucks.” And it makes me feel terrible.

“It’ll get better,” I say. And the way he holds my gaze, like he has every intention of holding me to that promise, makes me want nothing more than to keep it.

“Starting now,” Ben agrees, nodding toward the ball. “Are you guys up for some two-on-two?”

“I don’t think—” I start to say, but I’m cut off by Jadie’s bony elbow jabbing my ribs.

“Totally,” she says, and I know she got the same vibe from Joel’s response as I did. She turns to me. “You and Ben versus me and Joel?”

And before I know it, we’re running up and down Ben’s driveway, dribbling and passing over the asphalt, laughing and sweating in the bright end-of-August sunshine. It doesn’t take me long to realize that Ben is some kind of basketball ninja, so when I’m not sure about a shot, I find a way to pass to him. But Joel has some sweet moves himself, and Jadie is a scrappy little thing, so when Ben and I score the final two points, it’s by the skin of our teeth.

“Good game,” Joel says, holding his hand up for a high five, which I oblige. “I’m impressed.”

“Never underestimate a cheerleader.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” He smiles at me, a real one without reservation this time. It’s something I could definitely get used to. I’m so busy thinking as much that it takes me a second to register Jadie’s hand next to my face.

“Hey, don’t leave me hanging!” she shouts into my ear.

I laugh, slapping her five. “Come on. Meredith probably thinks we got kidnapped.” I grab my cell phone off the retaining wall, but then decide that one more minute won’t hurt. I hold my phone out to Jadie. “Wait. I want a picture of the winning team.”

Jadie makes a face. “I don’t know about winners, but I can take a picture of the cheaters who think they beat us.”

Ben and I convene beneath the net. He slings an arm around my shoulder and says, “Take the picture, quick!” before balancing the ball on his pointer finger.

“Totally missed it,” Jadie says, shaking her head. The ball clomps toward the garage door. “Do it again.”

Ben runs to retrieve it and comes back to my side. “Okay. This time on three. One . . . two . . . THREE!”

Moving fast, I make a Rosie the Riveter–style muscle, and Ben flashes a huge grin as the ball is once again steadied on his fingertip like an orange-and-black leather globe. But then, as the camera clicks, another arm wraps around me. A third person pops into the frame, and before we know what’s going on, Joel’s face is right between Ben’s and mine.

When Jadie hands back my phone with the picture on the screen, I giggle. Joel and I are grinning, and the basketball hovers in space next to Ben, where Joel’s photobomb knocked it from its orbit. Ben is looking at him as if to say, What the hell happened?

It’s a question I’ll ask myself many, many times in the months that follow.
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After the blackout, Principal Fielding reclaims the podium to apologize for the glitch, apparently caused by the power company doing some work down the road. Then the game goes on like nothing happened. But the more I think about it, the more I’m wigging out. Jadie’s reaction when I tell her what happened doesn’t help either.

“Someone kissed you?” Her face contorts like she caught a whiff of something foul. “That’s assault! How gross.”

She, of course, has a point. Who bumps into a girl in pitch-blackness, kisses her, and then walks away without another word? But I didn’t have to kiss back. I chose to. Because it was so far from gross.

And honestly, the first thing that struck me was how familiar it seemed. Like a reminder of something I’d lost. Or someone.

Maybe someone who’d dredge up an old photo from the depths of obscurity and put it where he knew I’d see it.

Even though Joel’s name was the first word to leave my mouth following the kiss, I backpedaled on my hasty conclusion almost immediately. But there were only three people in that picture—Ben, Joel, and me. If my theory is that the picture and the kiss are somehow connected, then Ben is an automatic no, because he’s not here. Jadie and the other girls will see him later, at Buck’s Diner, where the football players will walk in yelling “COLLINSSS,” and he’ll reply “Suuuup!” before dishing up fries and floats for the post-game feeding frenzy we’ve dubbed Friday Night Eats.

And obviously I didn’t kiss myself. Which leaves Joel. I have no idea where he’s disappeared to, but he was onstage when the power went out. Which means he would’ve had to find his way off the platform and over to me in pitch-blackness. It doesn’t seem likely, but it’s not impossible.

It’s very possible, though, that the picture and the kiss have nothing to do with each other. People share throwback pictures on the site all the time. And no one could’ve planned for a freak blackout, so it makes zero sense that someone posted the picture and then waited for their opportunity to sneak up on me.

It’s strange, but every time I remember the likelihood of the kiss-and-the-photo-being-unrelated phenomena, I find myself alternately tracking Noah Granger’s every move and avoiding his gaze like the plague. It’s not like I’m wishing for it to be him. I’ve spent the past few weeks making it crystal clear that We Are Not a Thing. And yet if I superimpose his face onto the memory of that kiss, it’s kind of difficult to remember why I’ve been fighting so hard to stay in the friend zone.

Maybe the world doesn’t implode if a Mortonville Pirate kisses a Ridgedale Raven. Even if there are some serious sparks.

I shake off the thought, opting to study every boy on the field instead. I snap picture after picture in the hope that my lens will see something I don’t—a wink, a secretive look, a flare of someone’s freaking nostrils—any indication that those stolen seconds in the dark were our little secret and not just mine.

When the cheers die down after the final buzzer finds Ridgedale victorious over its visitor, Noah trots over to me. I can’t help but hold my breath.

“Hey,” he says. “Fielding’s offering hot dogs on the school if we go to Fuddruckers instead of Buck’s tonight. You’re in, right?”

Oh.

Call me crazy, but if I wanted to craft the perfect follow-up to a secret, electric kiss, I probably wouldn’t lead with hot dogs. Something deflates inside me. But before I can answer, Joel reappears and jogs up to Noah’s side.

“Hey, Mace,” he says like we’re old pals and not ex-friends. Like he has no grasp on the depth of my contempt for him. “My dad convinced Fielding to spring for hot dogs. You need a ride?”

“She can ride with me,” Noah says, his tone a dismissive block of ice.

“Relax, dude.” Joel gives him a derisive once-over before turning his attention back to me. “Either way, you coming?”

I’m not very hungry, though my answer would be the same regardless. “Thanks, but I’m gonna pass tonight.”

Arms wind around me before I even realize Jadie has bounced over to us. “You pass every Friday night,” she says. “We’re going to keep asking until we wear you down. I’m not a cheerleader anymore either, and I still go.”

“That’s different. Your boyfriend is on the team.” Not to mention there’s way more to it than that, and Jadie knows it.

Noah raises a hand. “Uh, hi. Boy who’s your friend and also on the team, right over here.”

I give him my best regretful smile. “No, thanks. My parents are here. I’ll head out with them.”

“Do you want me to skip out and make you s’mores instead?” Jadie asks.

Jadie is the only person I know who can microwave chocolate and marshmallows into stew. So I tell her I have a bag of S’mores Oreos to keep me company, which leads to her usual fake retching and staunch declaration that Double Stuf Oreos are the only Oreos worth eating. Normally I’d go to bat for my equal-opportunity Oreo eating, but in all honesty, the solitude of my bedroom is the only company I want right now. Nothing is making sense to me, and I need time to sit and process all the questions in my head. So I concede, say my good-byes, and start toward the stands.

“Mace?” Noah calls after me, and I turn around. “See you Monday?” He fixes those smoldering eyes on me as one side of his mouth quirks up into a smile, and my heart stops.

That’s the kind of look I’ve been waiting for.

I’m tempted to backtrack, to stick around after all. But as I hesitate, I spot Joel watching me a few feet away. The way he’s looking at me, like he wants to say something but isn’t sure he should, sets off a flutter of warning in my belly. He turns and walks off as if he’s thought better of whatever he almost said.

In a sudden burst of bravery, I open a text message and type: DID YOU WANT TO TELL ME SOMETHING?

It’s not until I’m dropping into the backseat of my parents’ car that Joel’s response vibrates in my hand:

LOTS OF THINGS.

LIKE? I type back.

I wait for an answer that never comes, my temple pressed against the window and my wrist throbbing dully beneath my brace. Joel’s face is still flashing through my mind long after we get home. Meredith’s, too.

I keep thinking about the way she would look at me only through the lens of Jadie’s camera. Last year we talked about being roommates if we got accepted to UNC, and scheduling all our classes together. Now I think I’ve become invisible to her. I’ve thought the same thing about Joel, about Ben. I’ve asked myself a thousand times how we went from being friends to floating around one another like ghosts, acting like we no longer exist on the same plane. The picture on the Ridgedale’s Finest page is proof that at one time our friendship was real. As I stare at it again on the screen of my phone, I have to wonder—hope?—if maybe that’s the point someone was trying to make in posting it.
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