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TO NATE—

Who’s a good sport about his mom writing kissing books

    (sometimes at his track meets)

and is only slightly embarrassed by it. I think.






CHAPTER 1 THE KISS


WORD ALWAYS TRAVELS FAST AT Oread Heights High.

But this latest nugget of gossip probably shattered the sound barrier. Or at least a school record.

“MillieMillieMillie,” Hannah squeals from behind me, bouncing up and down in her Vans, giant water bottle sloshing in the side pocket of her backpack, out of breath like she’s sprinted down the hall. I eye her upside down from where I’m bent over, trading a massive geometry textbook for an equally massive biology textbook. We really need to switch to ebooks. “You’ll never guess what just happened!”

“I won’t have to guess, because you’re about to tell me.”

“True,” my best friend agrees as I zip everything up and straighten. I sling the backpack onto my shoulder, and agile Hannah artfully dodges to the side to avoid both the swinging bag and a likely concussion. “I’m about to combust. Are you ready?! Please tell me you’re ready!”

I elbow my locker shut and lift a brow. “Does it matter if I am?”

“Not in the slightest,” Hannah confirms, bright brown eyes dancing. She clamps a hand onto my wrist and points us down the hall. Logan Lockhart, a boy from my study hall, grins at me while coming from the opposite direction, and I manage a quick wave as Hannah yanks us into motion. “Walk with me.”

I laugh. “We have the same biology class in four minutes and lunch after that. Walking with you is literally what I do every day at this time.”

“Stop snarking and start listening.”

Shoulder to shoulder, or as close as five-foot-nothing Hannah Silverman-Perez can manage on tiptoes next to me—because even though I’m only fourteen, I’m taller than nearly every female teacher at the school—the gossip flows like a fire hose.

“Cassidy Briggs and Aiden Thompson were just caught making out in the janitor’s closet by the gym!”

I scrunch my nose. “The one with the extra basketballs and the pommel horse with suspiciously leathery skin?”

“No! That’s the supply closet.” Hannah violently waves a hand in front of us, knocking both of us off-balance enough to drill her shoulder into one of the Spring Fling fliers taped to the brick wall. She bounces off like it’s nothing, today’s pink cotton dress fluttering prettily. “The janitor’s closet is next to that. Anyway, do not focus on the closet, focus on the actions in the closet and the people involved. The head cheerleader of the freshman squad and the captain of the Mathletics team who is not her boyfriend were caught kissing.”

“Okay—”

“I know! It’s hard to believe, but there’s a video! Check it.”

Hannah whips out her phone and shoves it under my nose before I can ask her not to. And yes, that really is Cassidy, in full cheerleading gear, caught with geeky Aiden among teetering jugs of bleach and a few knocked-over brooms in the janitor’s closet.

“They’re not kissing,” I point out. Sure, they’re in the closet, but they aren’t actually touching in any way. They could’ve been in there conspiring to cheat on a math test or something nefarious but nonphysical. There could be several reasons they’re being marched to the principal’s office by the PE teacher.

Hannah snorts. “They obviously were. Look how disheveled they are.” Okay, they are disheveled. Cassidy’s ponytail is usually effortlessly perfect, but she’s got random pieces dangling from her bow, and her mouth is very pink. Meanwhile Aiden looks like he wants to melt into the industrial-grade school tile as he straightens his rumpled hoodie. “It’s not hard to fill in the blanks, even without independent verification from two people who were there in the hallway—which I have.”

She scrolls up, and yes, two texters on her thread confirm they were there when the door opened and saw Aiden and Cassidy in the act before they sprang apart.

Secondhand mortification turns my stomach in knots. The way Oread Heights chews through gossip, this will be everywhere soon. I just want to make sure Hannah isn’t the one hitting the button. “Please tell me you’re not going to send that video to anyone?”

“Did I send it to you? No.” She scoffs. “I waited to tell you in person.”

That’s when I notice the time stamp. “Waited? This happened barely a minute ago.”

“I know!” Hannah exclaims. “That video landed in my texts before they’d even finished their walk of shame to the principal’s office.” She thrusts both hands in the air, phone gripped tightly, triumphant. “The yearbook spy network is vast and undefeated!”

“Does that earn you some sort of award or…?”

Hannah rolls her eyes. “And now you’re one of the first to know, BFF o’ mine.”

I’m not convinced that’s a good thing. “Thank you?”

“You’re welcome. This is groundbreaking ninth-grade information,” Hannah agrees, dead serious. “Not everyone has immediate, real-time access to the most important stories this school has to offer.”

But by the time I arrive at study hall two periods and a lunch with Hannah later, not only has every single member of the freshman class heard about the kiss in the janitor’s closet, a few lightning-fast rumors have already outpaced reality.

“I heard,” Owen King whispers to our corner of study hall the second Ms. Walker slips out to refill her SWIFTEA coffee mug, “that Cooper hid an AirTag in Cassidy’s cheerleading bow and tracked her to the closet.”

“That’s complete bull,” Madison Mendez scoffs with a pop of her off-limits gum. She’s not a cheerleader, but she is on the dance squad, and so I guess it does figure that she knows more about the structural integrity of ponytails and decorative bows than Owen.

“How do you know?” Owen shoots back.

Next to him, Logan just shakes his head with a grin that actually isn’t all that different from the one he shot me in the hallway earlier. He’s Owen’s BFF and backs him in all things—including spreading rumors, apparently. Okay, Logan’s not spreading the rumor, but he isn’t stopping Owen’s nonsense either.

This is the fourth version of the story I’ve heard against my will since Hannah’s gossip ambush. Two others also involve Cooper Tsai, Cassidy’s boyfriend (ex-boyfriend?), while the final one inexplicably includes a cameo from Thelma, the ageless lunch lady who’s reportedly worked the Oread Heights cafeteria since the school’s founding fifty years ago.

For personal, Mom-shaped reasons, I hate both lying and liars to the point that Hannah has been known to call me Honest Ashford and suggest that I dress as “Honest Abe” Lincoln for Halloween. I can’t just listen as the tale spins further away from the actual truth, so I do my best to ignore the three other people at my table.

I start typing in the same quote from Lord of the Flies that I’ve been trying to transcribe for the past two minutes as Madison begins counting on her perfectly manicured fingers. “Cooper’s not in the video, for one—”

“Because he’s out of frame,” Owen argues. “Dude is just stunned that his girlfriend would suck face with the king of nerds.”

“Please don’t call it ‘sucking face.’ That’s just crass.” Though I’m trying really hard to keep my eyes on my school-assigned laptop, it’s hard to miss the blur of Madison’s hands flying up to cover her face in disgust in my peripheral vision.

This only seems to encourage Owen, who laughs and mashes his fists together in an obvious impression of what was going on in that closet. “Crass, but you know it’s accurate. Word is that it was Aiden’s first kiss, and even if that’s wrong, I guarantee that guy had no idea what he was doing—I’ll bet that mouth has more suction than a vacuum cleaner.”

From the next table over, Hudson Fisch bursts into a guffaw. “Like you’ve ever cleaned anything in your life, Owen! I’ve seen your room, bro. There are undiscovered organisms flourishing under the piles of clothes.”

Motivated by a number of giggles from his own table, Hudson continues in a solid impression of a David Attenborough nature documentary voice, “The natural world is indeed wondrous, but few places on earth compare to Owen King’s bedroom when it comes to the sheer number of newly discovered species—”

“Huddy”—Logan cuts off Hudson with a good-natured shove—“I was there when you didn’t shower for a week at eighth-grade Boy Scout camp. Don’t come at Owen about bacteria.”

“Ugh, stop it with the bacteria,” Madison sighs, waving a hand. “Kayla just sent me a clip shot from a different angle.” Suddenly all three boys are both quiet and leaning in, Hudson totally out of his assigned seat to peer over her shoulder as she hits play at full volume. “See? Cooper isn’t there.” Madison stabs her screen. “This is taken from the other end of the hall—”

They devolve into further arguing over a shadow in the frame. Like, don’t we all have a paper due Monday in English? How is one supposed to explore the themes of Lord of the Flies with this mess going on? Not to mention, literally everything beyond the video—including this newest one—is speculation, even if the kiss was witnessed before the phones came out.

I’m over it.

“Guys, it’s just a kiss.”

I say it to the table, and I don’t actually expect anyone to respond, because they’re clearly as obsessed as Hannah and her yearbook buddies, but then Logan looks me right in the eye and announces, “It’s not just a kiss—it’s a scandal.”

“A scandal?” I scoff. Because seriously, not him, too. “How so, Lockhart?”

Logan grins. Like he’s thrilled I challenged him. “The quarterback losing his cheerleader girlfriend to the king of the nerds? Scandal.”

I squint at Logan. I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic, not with his expression. I smirk. “Cooper’s not the quarterback—he’s third string. He just stood on the sidelines in his jersey, chewing gum, watching us lose.” As a tuba player in the marching band, I’ve spent a lot of time watching the school’s dreadful football team, so I know my stuff.

“Ouch, Ashford. Kick the guy while he’s down.”

“It’s the truth.” I shrug, Honest Ashford to a T. “As is the fact that you guys are wasting stupid amounts of energy on a kiss that you didn’t take part in.”

I hope my logic will make them think twice before pouring on additional conjecture. Instead, it seems to make them think harder to justify their obsession.

“Yeah, okay,” Madison admits, even as I pointedly return my attention to my paper, “but that kiss and the fact that they got caught was a total message.”

A message? Seriously? Where can I get this level of dissection and apply it to this English paper?

Owen and Hudson start back up with Madison, deciphering whatever message Cassidy and Aiden are trying to send to Cooper and everyone else in ninth grade. But Logan is still mostly facing me, dark eyes lost in thought, as one of his long legs jangles up and down. At first I think perhaps I’ve convinced him to use his brainpower on actual schoolwork, but it turns out he’s just figuring out another angle to defend his argument.

“I mean, let’s look at it this way—you’ve kissed someone, right?”

The question is a lead-in to whatever else Logan’s planning to say next, something for me to just nod along to. Unfortunately for me, two things happen at once.

One: I don’t nod, because I haven’t kissed someone. And I hate that anyone would think it’s their business. I mean, poor Aiden, isn’t this already bad enough without that speculation?

Two: the second the question is out of Logan’s mouth, the rest of the conversation hits the brakes too. The entire table is suddenly, terribly, overwhelmingly silent.

When I lift my eyes from my computer screen, Logan isn’t the only one staring at me—Owen, Madison, and Hudson are too.

A smirk rises on Owen’s face. Madison’s eyes are wide. Hudson mouths, Well?

Logan blinks. “Millie, I—”

“You seriously haven’t kissed anyone?” Owen asks, a laugh in his tone, matching the quirk of his lips. “Did you just admit that?”

I didn’t admit it, because technically I had no reaction at all.

But this distinction doesn’t matter.

Now the weight of attention comes at me from every single angle, the classroom dead quiet. Waiting. I’ve always been proud of my height, but in this very moment I really wish I weren’t so visible. That I could disappear into my seat.

My survival instincts kick in, overriding every other impulse.

“Yes, I have!”

It comes out as a reflex. Even if it’s a lie.

And though I always tell the truth, the words just keep flowing—lie after lie.

“I didn’t hear you.” I gesture toward the keyboard. An excuse. Then, to the whole group: “I mean, obviously. Yes, I’ve kissed someone.”

Owen arches a brow. “Oh really? Who?”

“Look,” I say coolly, even though my heart is beginning to race. “I’m not subjecting my boyfriend to your Google searches for the next hour.” My boyfriend? Where did that even come from? Apparently, under duress, my mouth operates independent of my brain.

Leaning forward, Owen brandishes his phone like a challenge. “Would it take an hour because the links are never-ending or because he doesn’t exist?”

“You’re impossible.”

“You’re lying.”

“I am not!”

Now my own voice is loud. Panicking, I plow ahead, feverishly hoping I’m digging myself out of this mess instead of deeper in. Good old Honest Ashford is nowhere in sight.

“He’s a junior at Rockfort,” I improvise, name-dropping the fancy private school two towns over from Mount Oread. “You wouldn’t know him. It’s too bad you don’t, because he’s super great. Actually, he came with me to Winter Formal, so you guys probably saw him then.”

Logan’s brows touch. “I didn’t see you at Winter Formal.”

That’s because I didn’t go.

Instead of piling on another lie, I whip my hair over my shoulder like it’s a closing curtain. For a moment the room is silent—so silent I’m terrified everyone can hear my pounding heartbeat—but then Owen sits back, seeming to check his reflection in his phone screen, all nonchalant.

“Well, if you’re so serious and he’s so great,” Owen says, “you’ll have to introduce him to your study buddies at the Spring Fling.”

Though Owen does very little actual studying during sixth period, he gestures between himself, Logan, Madison, and Hudson. Logan is kind enough to glance down at his notebook, but the other three stare at me, waiting. I open my mouth. Close it. Then, because I don’t want anyone to put words into my mouth again, I squeak out, “Maybe.”

Owen squints at me. “What’s his name again—”

“Aw come on, guys!” His words die at the exclamation from Ms. Walker, hugging her steaming coffee cup at the classroom threshold. “This is study hall, not social hour. Owen, whatever you have to say to Millie can wait. Hudson, in your seat now. Back to work, let’s go.”

Ms. Walker sets down her mug and claps her hands, watching everyone shift into serious study mode. Hudson scurries away, Logan straightens in his chair, Owen slips his phone into his pocket, and Madison cracks open her copy of Lord of the Flies.

Absolutely mortified, I face my blinking cursor with flaming cheeks and a sinking feeling in my gut.

What on earth have I just done?






CHAPTER 2 SPINNING LIES INTO THE TRUTH, RETROACTIVELY


“WHAT HAVE I DONE?” I groan, finally saying aloud the words that have plagued me all day as I face-plant onto my bed with a squeak of the springs after school.

“By the looks of this video, quite a lot with that junior from Rockfort,” Hannah replies, eyes on her phone screen as she closes my bedroom door.

Unfortunately, the click of the latch doesn’t fully drown out erratic exclamations from my twin brother James into his headset as he gleefully plays video games with his besties on the other side of the wall like nothing is wrong.

Literally everything is wrong.

Owen taped my word vomit and then sent it to half our grade with the text Cool story, bro. My video hasn’t outperformed the kiss in the realm of gossip, but I still want to melt into the earth’s core.

“That is the opposite of helping, Han,” I mumble into a face-full of duvet.

“Being up front about the problem is best,” Hannah says sagely, perching on the edge of the bed. “Denial only makes it worse.”

I flip over, auburn hair blanketing my face. Maybe I can spend the rest of high school behind a curtain of hair. Surely that’ll be less embarrassing than this.

“Of course I know denial makes it worse; denial is what got me into this mess! How hard would it have been to tell Logan that my kissing résumé was none of his business? Or to just come out and say, Yeah, I’ve never been kissed. So? Or even turn it around on him and ask Logan if he’d been kissed? Like, what was I thinking?”

“You weren’t.”

I groan. “I don’t even remember half of what I said—it all just came out in a rush.”

“Would you like to watch the video again?” Hannah asks in the same voice she uses to get her toddler sister to reconsider tossing her dinner across the kitchen. “I’m sure that would jog your memory nicely.”

I groan again. “I know you’re kidding, but I would like to murder Owen, or at least dunk his phone in that one toilet that always backs up by the band room.”

“Doing something as immature as stealing Owen’s phone and dipping it in dookie will only further the collective—and regrettably true—belief that you made up a fake boyfriend.”

“I know. I just—why did I do that?”

“Because you’re human?”

“But I don’t lie!” I shoot up to a seated position. “Honest Ashford. Not even fibs or white lies. Ever since Mom.” And with just a few rather uncalled for questions from Logan Lockhart and his stupid best friend, I completely went off the deep end.

Hannah freezes at the mention of Mom. In the year since my parents’ breakup, Mom is a specter, never talked about, never acknowledged, even as the fingerprints of her familial destruction remain everywhere. Six months of lying to our faces, six months of totally cheating on Dad. Now a year post-separation and the eventual divorce.

And, because Mom has the timing of someone who’s memorized the script, the phone in my pocket buzzes. I pull it out, and it’s her, texting the very one-sided group thread she has with James and me.

LILLIAN ASHFORD: HOW WAS SCHOOL THIS WEEK?

I chuck the phone onto the beanbag in the corner with a cathartic “UUUUUGH.”

After a long beat in which James gets loud enough that it’s impossible to tell if he’s winning or losing whatever game he’s playing on the other side of the wall, Hannah places a consoling hand on my ankle, right over one of today’s blue Pac-Man socks. “Look, the good news is that something will happen tomorrow—or even tonight!—that will be way more interesting than your little study hall rant, and everything will just blow over.”

She makes a sweeping motion to further the point. Hannah really can be the eternal optimist. I want to be. But I can’t, not about this. Of course I want to be kissed, and I still think it’s really no one’s business when or how that happens, but then I made it everyone’s business by telling such an obviously untrue story.

“Even if that does happen”—and I’m skeptical, because a super-boring couple of days would be just my luck—“I still know I lied about both the kiss and the boyfriend. I’m a big fat liar.”

My voice cracks on the word “liar.” I wince and flop back onto the bed.

Hannah is completely unfazed. “Okay, then we make it true.”

“Han—”

“Retroactively.” Hannah springs off the bed and begins pacing from one end of my room to the other, a plan forming behind her big brown eyes. “First off, we need to change your kissing status ASAP. That’ll go a long way to retroactively negating the first part of the lie. Bonus, a kiss might instantly help achieve the second part of the plan, which is to get you a boyfriend that you can show off at the next available school function.”

I peer back at her with a single eye open. I can’t help but wonder if she has ulterior motives—Hannah recently started dating a sophomore named Rafa Acela and has lamented many times how amazing double dates would be. “Yeah, but I can’t just kiss anyone or believably call that person my boyfriend. I already made up the perfect guy.”

“A junior at Rockfort, I know, I know. As does everyone else.” I wince, yet again. “But here’s why it doesn’t matter: you’re going to break up with him. It’s not like your breakup will be a public event. You’ll say it happened, and that you found someone new. No one is going to hunt down your old boyfriend when a new one is right there.”

I literally feel so seasick, I grip the sides of the full-sized mattress. “That doesn’t make me feel better, Han.”

“Because we’re just talking about it, not doing it. The mood lift is in the doing.” Hannah waggles her eyebrows. “Especially the kissing.”

I cover my face with my hands. “Oh God, the kissing. How am I going to get anyone to kiss me after they’ve seen that video?”

My BFF remains calm and enthusiastic.

“Look, as someone who has kissed and been kissed,” Hannah starts, “I can tell you that this problem will practically solve itself. You’re cute and willing and all you’ve got to do is find an equally cute and willing dude.”

“Impossible.”

“Not impossible.”

Crawling back onto the bed, Hannah peels my hands off my face one at a time, hauls my dead weight back to a seated position, stares me right in the eye.

“Look, there are more than two hundred and fifty boys in our freshman class. Surely you wouldn’t mind kissing at least a tenth of those boys.” Here she pauses and asks, “You are still just interested in boys, yes?” It’s a good question, considering we have plenty of classmates who have recently realized or announced that they’re queer. When I nod, she continues. “And a large percentage of those boys wouldn’t mind kissing you back. So this is what we’re going to do. We’re going to sit here and make a list, and once we have our list, we’re going to make a plan.”

I dug this hole, and Hannah Silverman-Perez is determined to yank me out.

She really is the best of friends. Even if I do somewhat suspect she’d love for me to have someone to be distracted with when she’s distracted by Rafa.

“Okay. Fine.” With my agreement, she squeezes my hands and does a little shoulder shake. “My yearbooks are on the bottom shelf of the bookcase.”

Hannah laughs so dramatically, her chocolate curls bounce. “No, no, your eighth-grade yearbook won’t work for this. Two middle schools feed into Oread Heights—you’d miss half the eligible population. Not to mention a lot can change between eighth and ninth grade. Do you remember my curtain-bangs phase?” Hannah shudders at the memory (and they truthfully weren’t a good look), before flashing a wicked smile. “We need the most up-to-date information possible and, lucky for you, I’ve got it.”

Hannah taps on her school-issued laptop, and the entire ninth-grade class pops up in neatly lined rows across a double-page spread PDF. Five-hundred grinning faces in full color. Hannah pivots the screen toward me. “Et voilà! Proofs of this year’s edition of The Wing.”

The Wing is the Oread Heights High yearbook. Hannah is on the staff and beloved by all the senior editors, who want to carry her around in their pockets. Still, from what I’ve seen, the hierarchy in the yearbook staff is basically akin to the military, and Hannah is technically a lowly grunt. Even if she is dating a less-lowly grunt, because Rafa is some sort of assistant sports editor. I arch a brow. “Are you supposed to have that?”

Hannah’s grin widens. “I wouldn’t have access if they didn’t want me to have it. Duh. Perks of being the beloved, trusted, baby freshman.”

There’s no arguing with that. Even if I feel… uncertain about this exercise.

Before today’s debacle, I figured my first kiss would just happen naturally. Like at a summer camp or at a school dance or after a date. This feels like I’m trying to pick a puppy out at the animal rescue based on a photo and assumptions alone, without having any idea if we’re a true fit. And joke’s on me because I can’t even have a puppy—Dad’s allergic.

Sighing, I haul the computer onto my lap and scoot backward until I’m propped up against a small army of pillows.

Starting with Adib Aabadi (already taken), Xander Abbott (my second cousin), Cutler Adams (on a first-name basis with our golf-cart cop, Officer Josh, in a bad way) we settle in and page through the entire Oread Heights freshman class. After too long, I discard the laptop and wind my arms across my chest. “This is hopeless.”

“It is if you make an excuse for everyone. You aren’t Goldilocks.” Hannah collects the computer onto her lap and furiously taps backward through the pages dedicated to the freshman class. “Literally any of these boys could be just right.”

“Or too popular, too taken, too cute—”

“Too cute,” Hannah scoffs before waving her hands as if erasing a classroom whiteboard. Clean slate. “Look, let’s pretend those labels don’t exist. If we were just perusing these pictures cold and you didn’t know anything about any of these guys, who would you pick? Who would you want to kiss? Forget the boyfriend part, focus on the smooch. Who would you want to be caught in a closet with, huh?”

“Well, no one, given how that went for Cassidy and Aiden.”

“Millie, please, for the love of God, just—”

The door to my room bursts open, and James leans in, wireless gamer headset smooshed over his floppy fawn-brown hair. “Hey, you guys in for Pizza Panic? Dad’s ordering.”

“Dude, knock first,” I grumble.

James grins. “Why? It’s just Hannah.” Then, aiming for his headset microphone, he yells, “It’s not like you were making out with your boyfriend whom I’ve never met.”

“Ugh, shut up!” I throw a pillow at him, which he dodges, because when he isn’t yelling into headsets or watching every movie ever made from his spot on the couch in our basement rec room, he’s actually pretty athletic. Unlike me. Proving that point, my pillow lands about two feet to the right of James, knocking down ballet shoes I thumb-tacked to the wall when I literally hung up my dancing dreams a few years ago. They thud morosely to the old hardwood planks.

My brother laughs, then pauses as someone in the headset says something. “What do you mean ‘not cool’? You saw the video!” James literally screeches like some sort of tropical bird. “Freaking hilarious, Caleb.” He rolls his eyes and then pins them back on us. “So, Hannah, are you staying for pizza or what?”

“She is,” I answer, because we still have work to do. “Kaythanksbye.”

I launch another pillow, but James is quick, dodging into the hallway fast enough that the projectile bounces off the back of the door with a soft thud.

“You know, people think twins are soooo supportive of each other, but I can state for the record that is untrue.” I turn to Hannah for confirmation that James is, indeed, the worst, only to find her smiling. Widely. Weirdly. Suspiciously. “What?”

“What about Caleb?”

I blink. “Caleb—James’s Caleb?”

“Yes—”

Hannah’s cut off when the door swings open again. This time, instead of James, it’s Dad. He pokes his head in, necktie loose and dress shirt rolled up to the elbows, the perfect picture of a civil engineer powered down for the weekend. “Is everything okay, girls? I heard a thud.”

I shrug. “Just my social life going splat, no big deal.”

Dad eyes the ballet shoes, pillows, and small chunk of plaster missing from the wall. He runs a hand through the close crop of his silver-flecked brown hair. Instead of asking me why I obviously threw pillows, he simply sighs. “Should’ve known that was literal. I’ll get the spackle—”

“Dad. Just go chill on the couch; the wall can wait.”

“Seriously, Mr. A. We’re good. It’s good. Everything’s good,” Hannah informs him with rosy efficiency.

“A little heavy-handed, Hannah Banana, but I’ve learned when it’s best not to push back.” He retreats into the hallway. “I’ll give you a holler when dinner arrives.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I say at the same time Hannah replies, “Thanks, Mr. Ashford.”

The second the latch meets the doorframe and the floorboards in the hallway squeak with Dad’s retreat, Hannah snatches up both my wrists, leans close to my face, and picks up right where she left off.

“Caleb Pilakowski. He’s cute, he’s nice, he’s sporty—heck, he just stood up for you to your brother even though they’re best friends.” I guess that is what he did, now that she points it out. “I mean, what about him?”

For emphasis, Hannah discards my wrists, types his name into the PDF search bar, and in seconds, Caleb’s school picture is smiling up at us. Hannah zooms in. Golden hair, just a little too long from summer, tan skin from cross-country-season prep, friendly smile.

He’s all the things Hannah just listed off—cute, nice, sporty.

And he really did call James “not cool” for giving me crap.

All good traits. But admittedly, he didn’t come to my mind as a possibility for this whole exercise because, well, he’s Caleb.

He’s to James what Hannah is to me.

Even if he has been objectively crush-worthy since about fifth grade. Which, coincidentally, was the same year Caleb walked me home from the movie theater downtown when my twin ditched me to watch some film our parents wouldn’t let us see. James was livid because he got grounded for theater-hopping, while Caleb got a gift card to the penny arcade for “doing the right thing” in making sure I made it home safely. He definitely scored a lot of points with me (and my parents) that day.

But if I’m going to kiss Caleb, he’s got to want to kiss me. And while our long-term acquaintance plays in his favor, I’m not so sure it plays in mine. I’ve never cared much about what anyone thinks of me, and that means most of elementary school and all of middle school were more awkward than Hannah’s unfortunately styled curtain bangs.

“You’re doing mental gymnastics to exclude him, and we both know you’re too tall for gymnastics of any kind. Caleb’s perfect. Deny it.” Right on cue, a hot flush begins to crawl up my neck. Hannah’s smile widens. “You can’t deny it. You can’t because he’s perfect.”

Now I’m sure my cheeks are turning pink right along with my neck. Probably my ears, too. Geez. “Okay, yeah, I mean he’s been cute forever, but he’s Caleb.”

“No buts, your buts aren’t any good here. There is no reason you can’t go for that.”

I grimace and try again. “He’s James’s best friend?”

“BLERT.” Hannah makes a game-show-buzzer noise. “Wrong. Unimportant.”

“I don’t have a single class with him?”

“BLERT. Not an excuse.”

“It’s kind of hard to get someone to kiss you if you’re never around them without your brother?”

Hannah is again undeterred. “That’s what extracurriculars are for!”

“Extracurricular what? He doesn’t do clubs, he’s a jock—”

“Correction, he’s a runner. He did cross-country with James, right?” At this I nod, because we’re both aware that we spent many a fall afternoon walking home together while James ran the neighborhoods around Oread Heights with Caleb and the rest of the team. “And James is signed up for track and field, which starts practice next week, yes? Which likely means his good friend Caleb is also signed up.”

I hold up a hand, processing.

“You’re saying you think I should join the track team to be around Caleb Pilakowski in hopes that I can get him to kiss me and maybe become my in-the-flesh boyfriend?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m calling it Operation Chasing Caleb.”

It is catchy. It is accurate. It’s also completely impossible.

I gesture to my entire lower half. “Han, you do know I basically have both the motor skills and the leg length of a newborn giraffe, right?” There’s a reason ballet wasn’t going to pan out for little baby Millie.

“BLERT. Not an excuse. Track is a no-cut sport. You show up, and the coaches will find a spot for you. End of story.” Hannah purposefully and dramatically elbows me. “Or the beginning of one. A love story, perhaps?”

“Very clever.”

Hannah grins, partially because she knows she’s indeed very clever, but mostly because she’s expectant and waiting. Yet again, she waggles her eyebrows. “Sooooo?”

“Let me think about it.”



I think about it through dinner. Through James making dumb kissy faces at me when he’s forced to abandon his headset and eat at the table with the rest of us. Through all the texts blowing up his phone and the sly way my twin grins as he types until Dad tells him to put it away and tell us about his day. Through the reappearance of that smirk when it’s my turn to describe my Friday and I purposefully omit everything after lunchtime.

What do you mean “not cool”? You saw the video! Freaking hilarious, Caleb.

Finally, when James has long returned to his video game campaign, and Dad disappears into the living room to turn on the Jayhawk game, I toss my final Pizza Panic crust onto my plate, lean back in my chair, and tell Hannah, “I’m in.”

“You’re in?!” she squeals, then, lowering her voice and dialing up her facial expressions: “Operation Chasing Caleb is a go?”

I blow out a deep breath. “Let’s join the track team.”

“Yesss!” Hannah claps. But then the words sink in. “Wait. That was plural.”

For the first time since stupid study hall, I find it in myself to truly smile. “It was, because you’re joining with me.”






CHAPTER 3 THE FIRST HURDLE


ON MONDAY AFTERNOON, HANNAH AND I arrive at the Oread Heights football stadium (go, Eagles!), our new running shoes squeaking on the rust-orange track. We’ve changed into shorts and quarter-zip tops, Hannah’s daily dress—a gauzy, lilac shift—and my less impressive jeans and T-shirt ditched in the locker room.

I’m not usually a nervous person, but the combination of trying two things far out of my comfort zone at once—pursuing Caleb and going out for track—has my stomach in knots. I’ve never really done something like this because after two sessions of dance (see my discarded shoes, RIP), Mom made a crack about how James was “the athletic one,” and my sports endeavors dwindled to channel surfing on YouTube TV.

“You said this was a no-cut sport but not that there’d literally be four hundred kids here,” I whisper as we take in the massive crowd of people milling all over the place. “How are we supposed to find him?”

“It’s two hundred at most. And he’s two inches taller than you. That’s got to count for—”

“Okay, listen up!” Coach Reed yells into a bullhorn from atop an aluminum bench pulled square with the football field. She’s a tiny woman with a big whistle. I have her for geometry and can confirm that she’s a total badass. “We’re going to divide you up by grade to get you checked in. Freshmen, you’re at the north end zone with Coach Tolley. North is that way. Sophomores—”

“Well then, now it’ll be easier,” Hannah muses, gleefully grabbing my hand.

We head toward the top of the track curve. Like Coach Reed, Coach Tolley stands atop an aluminum bench. Unlike his boss, he’s a tall stretch of man, all dark brown, athletic limbs. He’s wearing the kind of Oakleys that look like they need their own speed limit.

“Have a seat in the end zone. If you’re over here, you’re a freshman. If you’re not a freshman, skedaddle.”

With that, at least five people scurry away. As folks settle onto the cement-hard EAGLES end-zone lettering, I use every bit of my height to scan the shifting crowd. But instead of Caleb, or even James, the first face I see that I know well isn’t one I’ve anticipated—or hoped for.

“Of course Logan would do track,” I mutter to Hannah.

“Oh, Logan? Where’s that weasel?”

“Ten o’clock.”

Hannah pivots to line herself up with my particular angle, then lifts to her tippy toes. “Got him. Oh, and Owen’s with him.”

“Two peas in a pod.” Owen’s already clocked me and elbowed Logan, whose head immediately snapped up. He seemed to wave, maybe? Or he could’ve just been brushing a hand through his dark hair.

“Oh, hey, there’s James, right behind Logan.”

I spot James, his back to us, talking to someone bent over—tying a shoe? Getting seated? A hand comes up and tugs my brother down, and…

There’s Caleb.

His mop of blond surfer hair is instantly recognizable with an unobstructed view. That knot in my stomach constricts. I can’t believe we’re doing this. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “Should we go sit by them?”

Without answering me, Hannah clamps her fingers around my wrist and begins dragging me through the bodies toward the boys.

Hannah seems to know everyone—because of course—and spends time waving at people while also being very determined to reach our destination. More than once, when asked if she wants to sit with someone, Hannah just grins and breezily replies, “Oh, we told Millie’s brother we’d sit with him.”

This ploy works perfectly, until, well, it doesn’t.

“If you’re standing right now, I need you to sit. Just pop a squat, my friends. Do not take another step,” Coach Tolley warns, and though his eyes are hidden with those reflective shades, I feel like they’re pinned on the pair of us. “Prove to me that you can listen to instructions. Being a good listener will be crucial to your chances for success in this sport.”

I’m not interested in being called out the very first day, so I immediately drop. Hannah, though, still has her eyes on the prize, which is an open sliver of space by Caleb about five feet away. “Mills, what the—”

“Just sit,” I hiss.

I don’t like our location—right next to Logan and Owen—any better than she does, but the reward isn’t worth the risk of embarrassment. And, considering that about three seconds later Coach Tolley calls out a handful of freshmen by name for goofing off at the goalpost, I’m very glad Hannah listened to me for once.

Coach Tolley is the freshman guidance counselor by day and runs through the forms, roster, and instructions with speed, care, and unflinching precision.

In less than thirty minutes more than a hundred of us have been divided into two initial groups—track and field, naturally, though a few kids, like Owen, petitioned to be in both—then divided again into coed subgroups for stretching and warmups.

After warmups, we’re supposed to be directed to a section of the track devoted to each of the running disciplines—sprints, middle distance, distance—and will be allowed to try out whatever interests us the most this week. We won’t have to settle on a discipline until next week, and new kids can join until then too.

Per Operation Chasing Caleb protocol, Hannah and I plan to just go wherever Caleb goes.

But luck is immediately on our side, because by virtue of where we sat down, we’ve been divided, then divided again with Caleb, but also James and Logan. Very promising.

Then it gets better.

“Hey, Millie,” Caleb says, a little breathless, as he slaps James’s hand, sending him into a down-and-back of the football field as part of our warmup.

An electric charge suddenly fizzes through me.

“Hey, Caleb.”

We’re probably a foot apart, and though I’ve spent roughly the past ten years in the company of Caleb Pilakowski, he suddenly looks very different now that he is something I want. Every positive Hannah deftly listed on Friday night is magnified.

He’s cute—undeniable from the tip of his chin to the slant of his smile, the cornflower blue of his eyes, and the perfect drape of his sun-kissed hair. He’s nice—greeting me first, going out of his way to say hello. He’s sporty—long legs and arms studded with a noticeable layer of muscle I’m pretty sure he didn’t have even a few months ago.

Caleb props his hands on his hips, EAGLES XC tech shirt straining against his chest in a way that seems to confirm the fact he’s grown stronger even since the fall. “James didn’t tell me you were doing track.”

I shrug and look at my brother, huffing past the fifty-yard line, clearly sprinting to show off. “He was probably hoping I wouldn’t actually show up.”

That’s the truth, after all.

“Sounds about right,” Caleb agrees, flashing a smile. Then, astoundingly, he pats me on the back. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

Before I have any time to react, he walks away in search of his water bottle among the sea of them in the north end zone.

“Oh my God, he touched you,” Hannah breathes in my ear. “He totally thought about your physical body and made contact with it.”

If anything, Caleb didn’t think a thing about it. It was automatic, something he’d do to any friend or even acquaintance. “I doubt that’s what it was.”

Hannah rolls her eyes. “Says you. That could’ve been payoff for years of longing from afar. Just because he made it look nonchalant doesn’t mean it was. I happen to know he’s in seventh-period drama.”

“Okay, stalker.”

“I don’t stalk—I use my resources.”

Hannah winks a little too hard, and I laugh, just as James thunders in and slaps the hand of Logan, who takes off down the field.

“Nice job, Jamesie.” I hold up my own hand for a high five. But my brother leaves me hanging as he bends over to catch his breath. “Don’t die on your trip down, Mills. Track isn’t for weaklings.”

With a playful shove, I scoff, “I gave you a legitimate compliment, loser.”

“And I gave you legitimate advice, sis.” James unfolds to his full six-feet-and-still-growing height and shoves me right back. Unlike Caleb, he doesn’t have a tech shirt on; instead it’s a Lord of the Rings joke shirt I got him for our birthday last May: MORDOR FUN RUN PARTICIPANT. Not sure if it’s a compliment or a diss that he’s out here, sweating in it. “Your reputation can’t take a fake boyfriend and cardiac arrest in the same seven-day period.”

Ouch. James isn’t going to let me forget my lies any more than my own conscience is going to.

“Something tells me you got all the empathy genes in utero,” Hannah mutters, staring daggers at James’s back as he stalks toward Caleb.

That isn’t totally fair but also isn’t completely wrong. At least lately.

“He’s kind of been a jerk for the last year. Puberty or Hurricane Mom. Or both,” I say in James’s mild defense before a blur of movement catches my eye—Logan is sprinting, only yards away from slapping me in for a down-and-back.

“Geez, Logan’s a fast weasel. Way faster than I ever would’ve expected,” Hannah muses, shock in her voice. Hard agree.

I crouch down as I’ve seen others do—knees slightly bent and ready to move—and pin my sights on Logan. He’s nearly the same size as James but hasn’t truly grown into his height yet, long limbs still gangly. But in motion? Even I can admit he’s fluid and maybe sort of… elegant? Not that I’d ever tell Logan that.

I’m still pretty pissed at him for the study hall debacle.

Yet I plaster on a tight smile and raise my hand. And when his dark eyes meet mine as we slap palms, I manage to say “Good job, Lockhart” a breath before taking off.

Though I’ve been designated nonathletic, I feel pretty confident that I can run decently at a short distance thanks to my recent semester of PE. And, unlike the boys, I’m going to treat this down-and-back as exactly what it is: a warmup.

Caleb, James, and even Logan totally used this run across the field as an audition of sorts. There are hundreds of kids here. Literally no one is watching the freshmen, exclaiming, Look at the wheels on that one!

Literally no one.

So I focus on myself. My long stride, my steady breathing. The muscles in my legs stretch and contract in time with each inhale and exhale. I keep my arms loose and low, eyes pinned a few feet in front of me as the turf and painted lines chug by.

Honestly, the turf feels a little different without the weight of a tuba and the stiffness of my marching band shoes. Springier maybe? Or maybe I just feel weird because (a) I never wear shorts at school (soooo much leg), and (b) I traded my usual novelty socks (often mismatched, for the sole purpose of annoying Hannah) for white athletic ones. Hard to tell because nothing is normal in this moment.

At the end zone, I loop around an orange cone and back the way I’ve come. In the distance, Hannah is clapping and jumping up and down like this is a race. It isn’t, but still, my eyes slide right—Bo Helms; my eyes slide left—Lily Lin-Smith. I could totally beat them if I try.

So I try.

Before I know what I’m doing, my stride is picking up. I use every inch of my leg length to gain ground. A yard ahead. Now two.

By the time I slap hands with Hannah, I’ve beaten both Bo and Lily by at least a whole five yards. It wasn’t really a race, especially if two-thirds of the entrants were oblivious. But still, it feels good.

“Go, go, go!” I yell at Hannah as she takes off down the field, her short legs churning like they’ve waited their whole life for this moment.

The about-face of Hannah from teammate/cheerleader to dead-serious sprinter is so surprising, even to me, that I cough out a laugh as I try to catch my breath. I need some water, but I need to watch Hannah fake race the entire field more.

“Hey, this is your bottle, right?”

I spin and there’s Logan. It is indeed my water bottle in his hand, Hannah’s and his own trapped between the crook of his elbow and his chest. “Um, yeah. Thanks?”

Logan shrugs. “Once a water boy, always a water boy—no matter the sport.”

Accepting my bottle, I squint at him. “I thought you were the basketball manager?”

“It’s mostly water bottles.”

He smiles a little and shoves his dark hair to one side. “Listen, Millie, I—”

“Where’s everyone else?” I ask, suddenly realizing that we’re alone. I know I cut him off and that’s rude, but I’m here for one reason only. And right now, I don’t see Caleb or even James hovering nearby or getting a drink. Which is a problem.

Logan drops whatever he’s about to say and resets. “With the distance kids. They just left with Coach Lopez.”

Coach Lopez is the cross-country coach. Caleb’s and James’s cross-country coach. The sport where they ran literal miles in the fall. “Wait. They left? As in the stadium?”

“Well, yeah. No point in running a dozen laps around a track this full.” Logan peers at me. “You could catch them. Or try. See those girls over there? They’re with them.”

I do indeed see the four willowy blondes exiting the stadium more than a football field away, their ponytails bobbing as they make a beeline toward the maze of residential and downtown streets surrounding the high school.

There’s absolutely no way I can catch the girls, let alone the boys, and still have the energy to run however many miles they’re running. Maybe when my BFF is done making enemies in the warmup, we can solve this. Hannah is zeroing in on the cone in the opposite end zone. It’s obvious the girl the next lane over is fully aware that she’s in an unspoken race—

“It’s Ashford, right? Millie?”

I spin away from my thoughts and toward the deep voice splitting the space between myself and Logan. Standing there, eyes still completely unreadable behind huge, mirrored lenses, is Coach Tolley.

“Yes, sir, Coach. Tolley. Sir.”

Though I’ve fumbled his title, he nods, white teeth flashing in something that might be a smile. “Were you a dancer, Millie?”

I’m so surprised by this question that I blurt, “For like two seconds.”

“Two seconds is good enough with a stride like that, my friend.”

Someone was watching us warm up.

Not only did Coach Tolley watch me, now he’s currently going out of his way to talk to me. “Do you have any experience with hurdles?”

I gape at him. “Hurdles?”

“I’ll take that as a no.” He chuckles. “I find dancers and cheerleaders have the flexibility necessary to build proper technique. With your height and background, you could be a natural.”

A natural? At hurdles? I nearly laugh. This entire afternoon is supposed to be about getting in front of Caleb, who technically ran away from me, and now a coach is recruiting me to run and jump over things because of thirty seconds of warmup?
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