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Matched Hearts: A Sapphic Romance

Glitter Bradley


"She cheated on me. He cheated on you. What do you say? Want to settle the score?"



Kate Wilson, a hot-headed Dragon striker, and Rosie Connelly, an uncredited behind the scenes Sea Lion captain; witness Kate's on and off again boyfriend and Rosie's ex-girlfriend kiss during the final mini soccer game of the season. 


After a fight breaks out on the field, both squads are forced into community service, where their coaches hope to ease tensions between their teams before a possible rematch. Because of a series of back-and-forth pranks that end up destroying the Sea Lions' field, both groups are issued an ultimatum by their respective coaches: band together and become one ultimate team or be disqualified from the long-awaited two-day long Mini Soccer Washington State Tournament. 

While the players struggle to cohabitate, no one expected that team bonding would result in Kate and Rosie dating; little do they know it's a fake dating scheme both girls secretly cooked up to get back at their cheating exes. 


When your rival is exes with your ex-boyfriend's girlfriend, things can get complicated, especially when you start fake dating to settle the score and accidentally kickstart real feelings. 


Chapter One 


Our last game of the season was an away game against the Sea Lions.


Winning the championship in Columbia County meant our team would progress to the Mini Soccer Washington State Tournament. Almost nobody knew about the competition, but it was the sole reason any of us Dragons joined the school's under-funded and underappreciated team in the first place; the promise of the two-day long playoffs in Seattle that was exclusive to the small pool of championship county winners in Washington. 

Nobody on our team cared about being the best in our state. We focused on the part where we got to spend three glorious nights in the Bolton hotel, lounging in fluffy bathrobes, taking advantage of the indoor hot tubs, and sneaking out of the hotel rooms at night. Hungover games against the other teams were all part of the deluxe experience. 

The only way to get there was to win against our town rivals who'd beat us last year and ended our two-year winning streak. 


It was the final year of high school for most of us on the team and our last opportunity for us all to avail of the getaway together, so under no circumstances could we lose to the Sea Lions again. 

Eduardo Santiago stood in between the aisles in the bus on the way to the Ridgeway Institute and gave us an inspiring captain speech. Every goal we scored unlocked a new hotel add-on. Score one and you could raid the hotel's mini-fridge without him stopping you, score two and you could throw a hotel room party, and score over three goals, and he'd let us sneak into the Bolton pool at night for a private Dragons' bash. 

That's why he was captain. He knew the best way to motivate us: bribery 

I otherwise spent the rest of the journey ten-minute drive listening to a Phil Collins playlist and got my head in the right mindset to win. 

The Sea Lions' school sat on the outskirts of town. Their high security gates took forever to get through, but once inside, my team wasted no time clambering across the cobblestone path and sprinting inside toward the fancy guest locker room. It seemed like a lot of wasted energy. By the time I made it inside, they fought over who got first dibs on the pristine benches like we'd be in there for over fifteen minutes. 

Royal blue lockers, graffiti-free shower stalls, and large cubicles split the space into three distinct sections, making it easy to slip away unnoticed when Dan Liu showed off the impressive high-pressure shower spray. 

I leaned against a locker on the other side of the room. It had the number seven painted in yellow below the ventilation holes, matching the number on my jersey. 

It was hard to appreciate the fancy ribbon stuck to my assigned locker, the lovely citrusy scent permeating the air, or the fact no dirty socks laid around when my boyfriend spammed my phone with video call requests. 

My thumb hovered over the screen. 

While he might've been my boyfriend, we were also on a break, and he wasn't supposed to contact me until later tonight. 

Red long red nails appeared out of nowhere and declined the call on my behalf. 


"Really, Izzy?" I complained. 

"You know my brother's rules. No relationship drama allowed before a game." 

Eduardo didn't have many team policies, but that was one everyone followed. This team, our practices, and the games were a place to escape from everything else going on in our lives. It helped that none of us dated each other. That was the unspoken rule no one had dared break in the four years since Eduardo had started the school's team. 

"There's no drama here." I resisted the urge to unlock my phone and instead settled for twisting the silky tips dangling on my shoulder between my thumb and index finger. 

"Yet," she said, plucking the device from my hand with a disapproving frown. "We need everyone's entire focus on winning. Especially today of all days. You know they're going to be gunning for us since Coach Connelly bailed on them for us this year. The dude ditched his freaking daughters. That's cold." 

"I doubt they took it personally." She gave me a skeptical look. "What? Job transfers happen all the time." 

"From a rich kid private school to a loser public school? You don't think they took that personally? I know I would. It's like he took the job to get away from them. I don't blame him. One of his daughters picks him up from all our practices. She watches the end of them in her creepy yellow car. If that doesn't tell you they're obsessed, I don't know what to say." 

I scoffed at the imagery. "No one cares about mini soccer enough to spend their evenings spying on their rivals." 


"I do!" 

"That's embarrassing, I'm embarrassed for you," I teased, prompting her to bat my shoulder. "Do you spy on them too?" 

"I'm not a freak," she denied. "I care enough to spy if I had to, not that I do. You care too, bitch." 

"Not enough to stake them out." 

She waved me off. "My point is, don't underestimate the lengths they're willing to go to win." 

"Their dad's car might have broken down?" 

"Assuming our enemies have rational reasoning is what will make us lose. So, what do we do? We assume the opposite. What's going to happen when they see their old Papa cheering us on?" 

"Cry, maybe? I don't fucking know." 

"No! Think, Kate. They'll be seething," she corrected. "The only thing is their daddy issues might give them Hulk-level strength. We need to be prepared to use that jealousy to our advantage. Keep them unfocused. So that means we've got to keep our heads on the game. Capiche?" 

"Grass, goals, yada yada. I'm focused," I said, snatching the phone back in time to see Carter's face appearing on the screen again. 

"Don't do it, Kate," she warned. 

"He's just going to keep calling until I answer." 

"What's the point of you guys being on a break if you don't take advantage of the block button? You know you want to. I know I want to." 


"He gets anxious when we don't talk," I said. 


She exaggerated a yawn. "Boohoo." 

The longer we didn't speak, the more restless he became. "This has been our longest break yet." 

"Which you've hopefully used to get a proper perspective on things?" 

That had been the point. 

Whatever I had been doing in the last month before our break, he had to be there, too. 

It had all started when I'd started painting on Friday evenings to decompress after the school week. He'd lounged on my bed and disrupted my grove by playing Star Wars movies in the background. If I'd watched whatever cooking show my aunt and I'd agreed to when she came back from one of her shifts at the hospital, he wanted to be on the other end of the phone. Or he'd show up and try and convince me to go on an impromptu date when I was busy tossing a baseball with my cousin in our front yard. 


From there, it'd only gotten worse. He'd waited in the bleachers during mini soccer practice. He'd suddenly wanted to have my phone password and to have access to my social media. He'd constantly asked who I was talking to and had become suspicious of my friendships with Dan and Eduardo. He'd gone as far as joining me and Eduardo for a jog and only stopped following us when an orange cat came out of a random driveway on Coach Connelly's street and chased him away. 

The only way to end the suffocation and to save the relationship from deteriorating further than it already had was to take a break from each other. Now it'd been two weeks, and I'd hoped in that time apart it might've made him see it was healthy to have boundaries. And for me, well, I hadn't known what I wanted to do, but I'd forgotten what it was like to do things by myself. 

It was almost time for our break to end. 

"I promised him we'd speak about us today," I said. 


"Sure, today, but not right this second. He knows the game starts soon, and don't say he doesn't because he made you guys set up that freaky conjoined marital-esque calendar." She raised an eyebrow. "So, it's decided, he can wait a few more hours before you dump him." 

"Izzy." 

"Please tell me you're dumping him," she said, and when I didn't offer an immediate response, she asked, "What are you going to say, then?" 

His face popped up on my phone again. 

"I don't know," I answered. It depended on if he saw my side of things or not. 


"Then there's no point speaking to him, right?" 

This time, she waited for my approval and declined the call more delicately. 

She had a point. I'd been going back and forth between working things out and breaking things off with him for two entire weeks. It had taken me ignoring him for seven days straight for him to understand we were on a break, and that it wasn't just an agreement in the heat of the moment. My silence hadn't been enough hint for him to stop blowing up my phone. 

The one thing I wanted him to understand was: we could be together without being together twenty-four-seven. 

I'd deactivated or made all my social media private and no longer shared my location with him so I could hang out with friends unbothered. 


I'd taken Eduardo's offer to become jogging partners seriously, went camping with Dan and Izzy, I'd finally watched the first season of The Great British Bake Off with my aunt, and even napped without being on high alert for Carter's unexpected company. 

"No relationship drama," I promised, earning a nod of approval. 

"Good girl." 

My phone buzzed again. "I'll just let him know I'm alive." 

"Until he suffocates you to death," she mumbled, sitting on the bench in front of me with a sigh. 

"Fine—fine, here," I said, tossing her my phone. 

"Yes, babe!" She patted the space next to her on the bench. "Now let me do your face paint. I'm going to make you look like the fierce, scaly bitch that you are." 

She was right; now wasn't the time to think about Carter or the fact our relationship was rocky. We had to win the game today by any means necessary, even if that meant dumping my relationship problems at the back of my mental queue. 

She took her time on the single stripes of warrior paint on each of my cheeks before we got changed into our black and red uniforms. 


The blue and yellow-tipped ribbon hung on my locker was the same color as the Sea Lions' jersey and since this was my temporary locker; it would not stay there long. 

"Forget the two-ply toilet paper and the free deodorant samples. You've got a freaking ribbon!" Izzy said, leaning against the locker beside me. 


"It feels like a bad omen to me." 

"Wear it and really freak them out," she said, tugging the ribbon loose. 

White foam spurted from the holes in the locker and shot directly into my eyes, blinding me. The effect was immediate. Burning. Fire raged behind my eyelids. Hell came for me by gouging my eyes out first with shaving cream. 

"Fuck!" I yelped. 

"Told you they'd be gunning for us," she said unhelpfully. 

I rubbed my eyes, eyes stinging, and tears streaming down my face. "Help me!" 

"Stop swinging your arms around then!" she ordered. 

"I'm going to kill whoever did this. Kill them!" 

She gripped my wrist and stopped me from throwing random punches all over the place. "Easy tiger! It's just the best smelling shaving cream ever, no big deal." 

"Easy for you to say!" 

Izzy ignored my complaints and led me toward one of those fancy automatic sinks that were motion activated. She shoved my head below the faucet, so my cheek pressed against the solid porcelain, but my face wasn't a good enough trigger for the damn thing to work. She waved beneath the tap, shoved my eyeballs beneath the stream and repeated the process until all the white gunks disappeared. 


My hair had become loose from its ponytail and random strands of hair clung to my wet face. The front and back of my jersey stuck to my skin. I looked at the mirror and cringed at the black lines that Izzy had painted on me smearing down my cheeks. 

Great. I looked like a drenched rat. 


Coach Connelly banged on the locker room door, interrupting the rest of the team fawning over the fruit basket they'd found. Eduardo grabbed the basket from Dan and held up a packet of grapes, motivating the team to follow him out on the field to warm up. 


The trick didn't work on everyone. Dan leaned against the door frame and pressed his hand against the other side, blocking my exit. He took in my messy entire. A nasty grimace took over his face. The dream-like trance that the scented soaps and the expensive showers had trapped him under had fallen. 


Every visible muscle of his twitched and his heaving chest was hard to miss with his shirt off. The vein in his neck throbbed. That couldn't be healthy. 


"We're not playing shirts and skins, Dan," I said. 


"Shame, right? One look at me and they'd faint." From overwhelming fear of his gigantic muscles or drooling over his eight-pack, he didn't specify. "Speaking of knocking them out, you got a revenge plan cooked up yet?" 


"I'm still recovering." 

"Right. Well, I was thinking—" he began. 

"Do you know why they pranked us, Dan?" Izzy asked before he could finish. 

"Pranked Kate, you mean," he corrected. 

"That could've happened to anyone," I said, cheeks warm. 


"But it happened to you," he said. 


"Fine," I said. "I was the sucker, okay? Now it's time for one of them to be sucker-punched." 

"You point. I'll punch," he said, smashing his fist into his palm. 


"No, no! You both getting like this?" Izzy said, motioning toward his clenched jaw and fists. "That's what they want. You're distracted. They'd only need to resort to psyching us out if they're afraid they'll lose. We need to forget the petty battles." 

"And focus on the game?" he asked, cracking his knuckles. 

"On the war," she clarified. Dan's muscles relaxed. Her work here was done. She pushed herself off the wall and twirled her finger toward the locker-room. "But if you want to raid the lockers and steal the deodorant samples?" 

He saluted and walked by us. "Tell the coach I'm using the shitter." 

"Save some of the two-ply toilet paper to wipe Kate's face with," she ordered, grabbing my arm, and leading me out of the room. "Come on, let's get out there. Maybe the sun will dry you up a little." 

The Sea Lions almost blinded me, and Izzy thought Dan stealing their rich kid locker supplies made us even? It wasn't enough. But she was right; winning took priority. 

I sucked it up and let Eduardo lead the warm-up circle in silence. 


Focus on the war. 

That's the mantra that got me through warmups. 

The Sea Lions' blonde captain led a group wearing blue shorts and yellow jerseys to the opposite side of the field for their pregame huddle. But only one person from the cluster stood out. The brunette who marked me every year pranced right into the middle of the group, jostling two blue ribbons that hung from her ponytail. 

Her sunny disposition faded away into a gradual, cautious frown the moment she made eye contact with me. The rest of her team halted in their various stretching poses around her. A mix of emotions ran over the girl's face as she stared unabashedly at me, making my mouth dry. She was intense. But why was that energy directed at me? 

Her shocked state slowly transitioned into her planting her legs wide while raising her chin high with pride. 

My chest tightened. 

Blue ribbons. 

She'd been the one who pranked me. 

It'd been easier to put aside my anger when we were alone on the field. All traces of Izzy's mantra disappeared. It was time to focus on the only person wearing ribbons who gloated right in my face that she was the one behind the prank in the locker room. 


This meant war. 

I'm so excited to share this with y'all! Hope you like it :) 


Chapter Two 


Of fucking course the Sea Lions won the coin toss.


They chose to start the first half in possession of the ball. The glare of the sun didn't annoy me half as much as their captain boasting that "tails never fails" or the ribbon girl showing her captain support by raising a cocky eyebrow at me. 

That settled it. They would not keep the ball for long. 


Our opposition's captain nudged the ball toward the prankster and sprinted into our half. I let others on my team monitor the runner. I charged toward the ball and toward the girl who hadn't moved a muscle like she had all the time in the world. 

Screw that. 

She (embarrassingly) easily sidestepped me at the last second and thumped the ball down the left side of the field. It soared in the air, got lost in the sun's rays and landed a yard ahead of her running captain. 

The blonde gained control of the ball before anyone else. She bypassed our defense one by one, starting by shouldering Liza out of the way, leaving Eoghan in the dust, then she spun to get by Dan, whacking him in the face with the end of her ponytail. 

She shot the ball with a scary precision and force that even Eduardo never stood a chance. 

The ball hit the back of the net. 

We were already down one-nil in under fifteen seconds. It had to be a division record. 


"Shit, shit, shit," I muttered. 

"Couldn't steal that, huh?" the ribbon girl asked, jogging backward to get repositioned before we resumed the match. 

Clearly not. 

I didn't give her the satisfaction of stating the obvious. 

My silence either made me look like a dumbass or my red eyes glaring at her meant she'd caught on that it'd been me who'd fallen for her immature prank. 

The obnoxious girl marked me, so where I roamed halfway toward the middle of the small field, she followed and had the pleasure of getting me all to herself. Their much tamer defender set their sights on Izzy. It didn't matter how many times Izzy and I switched sides, the Sea Lions' defense clung to us and refused to swap markers. 

I tried to ignore the defender for the next fifteen minutes, but it proved impossible. The sunshine made the blue fabric in her hair sparkle like she'd doused it in glitter before the game. 

The shiny material set me off. 

She spun, she twirled, and she danced her way from my grasp like she somehow knew that my goal was to yank the stupid looping ribbons from her hair instead of chasing after the ball. 

My antics didn't go unanswered. She'd busied herself by messing with me. 

She'd scooped the ball out from under me and saved their team from an attack, she'd knocked shoulders with me when the ball was on the other side of the field, and she'd dug the back of her heel into the ground in strategic spots, so I'd trip at the most inconvenient times. 

She twirled the ribbon and flashed one of those grating sunny smiles in my direction every time she annoyed me. 

It was like she had a personal vendetta against me. 


The last time I'd seen this chick had been at the end of the season last year at our annual game against each other. She'd never been this on my ass before. Did the rush of winning against us last year make her ultra-competitive? Or had staying at the Bolton Hotel motivated her to win by any means necessary even if that meant mild psychological warfare like wearing her locker room prank's calling card on the field? 

All those potential reasons still didn't explain why she hyper-focused all that bad energy on me. 

Izzy called out my name from the wings, snapping me out of my pondering just in time to gather control of the ball that rolled in front of me. The girl who had my mind preoccupied was nowhere to be seen. Her mistake. 

I sprinted with the ball into the box and was on track to goal with no one to intercede except their goalkeeper. 

I prepared to strike. 

Bottom left corner. 

Someone slammed into my side and knocked me to the ground. Their foot connected with the ball, so my shot went wonky too. 

I rolled onto my back; the wind knocked out of me. They landed on top of my upper body, forehead whacking against my chin with an 'oomph.' 


The ball sailed out of the way to their other defender, who helped the ball up the other end of the field. 


"Ow?!" I said, gasping for air, feeling the entire weight of their body across my body. 

"Shoot," she whispered. 

Of fucking course it was her. 

"There was no reason for you to belly flop on me," I complained. 

She pressed her palms against the grass on either side of my head and pushed herself up and into a position where she sat on my stomach and pinned me down. 


Strands of her hair fell and dangled above my face in gentle little wisps that kept getting caught on my lips. 

The world, along with my heart, froze. As did every thought inside my brain. Why? Her eyes were the shade of acorns, just bright enough to shine in the shadows. I kept my stare on the grass and then tilted upward to the sky, but when I was brave enough to meet her gaze again, a shiver of golden light raced down my spine. 

My heart pounded, blood rushed through my ears, warmth shot up down my neck and chest, and her breath fanning against my skin made my lips tingle. 

"What the hell is your problem?" she asked. 

My eyes widened at my momentary lapse of rational thought. How long had I been staring at this ridiculously pretty girl? 


"What?" I asked, assuming I'd gone and given myself a concussion. 

"Don't play dumb." 


"I'm not playing anything," I said, and it was only after the fact that I'd processed the insult to myself. 

"You've been glaring at me the entire game as if I did something to you." 

Right. The game. She wasn't talking about my attention on her face. 

Wait a second. "You did do something to me." 

"It's my job to stop you from scoring." 

"Now who's playing dumb?" I asked. 

"I figured you didn't know since you spent half the time chasing me and not the other way around." 

She had a point. 

Fuck. 

I pressed my cheek against the grass and ignored her. The Sea Lions' captain stood on the opposite side of the field, on the outskirts of the box, laughing right in Dan's face. The ref had to place his hand between them to break them up. That explained why he hadn't intervened with us yet. 

That drama should've been the perfect distraction from the girl on top of me and her pouting lips, but I was staring at them again. 

Fuck. 

Get it together, Wilson. 

"We don't have time for this. We're still in play." 

"Actually, we scored," she pointed out, which, yep, they did. It was embarrassing I'd missed that. "It's not nice when something's done behind your back, huh?" 


I tried rolling her off me, but she gripped my wrists and pinned me down. 

"Get the hell off me already," I demanded. 

"No." 

"No?" 

"No!" she repeated. "Not until you agree to stop. I don't care what made you a hot mess, but you need to shove your feelings down instead of trying to take me down by my hair!" 

"All I'm feeling is you," I said, jerking my hips upward to buck her off. 

"Seriously?" 

That might have been inappropriate, but it was true. "I'm a hot mess? Gee, I wonder how that happened? You're the one playing dumb! You started it with your stupid ribbons in the locker—" 

She didn't let me finish. "You're deranged! I've seen you clambering at the back of my head all game. I understand you have a problem with taking things that aren't yours but leave me and my ribbons alone. You got that?" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"You know what I'm talking about." 

"You keep talking in fucking riddles! I'm not the one tackling people and holding them hostage and taking away their agency," I pointed out because that was the only thing for certain I knew about this girl. 

She pushed herself up and walked away. "At least I was aiming for the ball." 

"Do I look like a ball to you?" When she didn't answer, I called out to be annoying, "Not going to help me up?" 

"Nope!" 

"Now that's just poor sportsmanship." 

"You're wrong," she said, walking back over to me and holding out her hand. Her nails were coated yellow with two blue dots and a curve. A cute smiley face. A truce. I hovered my hand inches from hers, and at the last second, she pulled away and walked off without a backward glance. "That's poor sportsmanship." 

"Come on!" I called after her. 

"Next time don't bring your hair kink to the game!" 


I let out a very unattractive, "Gah!" 

I was done. 

We were going to freaking lose. 

The Sea Lions led by two goals versus the Dragons' lousy score of zero. 

And it was all my fault. 

The ref must've sensed my internal screaming because he blew the whistle and called for half-time. 

The Dragons gathered at our home dugout. We sat on the bench under the shade while Izzy paced back and forth in front of us, muttering obscenities under her breath. 


We drank from our team water bottles, waiting for Coach Connelly who'd been quiet the entire game to make his way over. He was nowhere to be found. He probably got sick of us playing like crap. Or had gone to the bathroom. Or was already fast-tracking transfer paperwork back to the Ridgeway Institute. 

We could've used words of wisdom right about now. 

Izzy wound tighter and tighter until she couldn't hold it in anymore and exploded into a stressed-out rant. 

"This can't be happening. This can't be happening. Mom is here, Eduardo! She's finally here, and she sees us suck? It's a miracle she hasn't left yet. Two goals got by you, seriously?" Izzy said. 

"They shouldn't have gotten the chance to shoot on goal in the first place," Eduardo said, pointing his glove in the defense's direction. 

"Don't pin all the blame on us," Eoghan defended. 

"It's not like we've taken any chances to even the score," Liza backed him up, making deliberate eye contact with me and Izzy. 

"What happened to focusing on the war, Kate?" Dan asked. 

I glared off into the distance to the opposite side of the field at the prankster who had her head thrown back in laughter. 

"Battles make up the war, Dan," I said. 

Izzy blocked my view of the girl taunting me and said, "You're foaming at the mouth." 

"That's the girl who pranked me," I pointed out. 


"Which one?" 

"The one with the ribbons in her hair." 

"Rosie Connelly?" 

"She's giving me the evil eye, right? I'm not making that up in my head?" Rosie met my gaze at that precise moment and stuck her tongue out. How mature. I refocused on Izzy who looked like I'd shot her in the face. "You called it—they're out to get us. Screw her! I'm going to rip those ribbons right out of her skull!" 

"Look at me." Izzy gripped my shoulders and made sure she held my attention before continuing, "That's Coach Connelly's daughter. Their captain is Dorothy Connelly, his other daughter. You know what that means, right? Coach might be on our team, but he sees one hair harmed on their heads and we'll be goners. Say goodbye to Sleepless in Seattle." 

My fists clenched. "So, because she's the coach's daughter, she gets away with tormenting us?" 


"Yes." 

"How is that fair?" I demanded. 

"Never said it was, Wilson, now everyone stop whining like little babies and listen up," she said, letting go of my shoulders and placing her hands on her hips. No one so much as moved. "They might have beaten us last year, but we beat them for two years straight before that. We have it in us to win, but more importantly, we have a reputation to win back. Get off your asses and fight!" 

Eduardo clapped. "She's right, you guys. We're better than this. Whatever personal feelings we're having, forget them, forget everything but the game. It's not too late for us to win this thing!" 


He marched back onto the field and toward the goalpost without another word. 


Dan followed me to the center circle. Izzy had obviously assigned him to watch over me while we waited for the ref and the Sea Lions to join us on the field. I didn't want to be babied, but I also didn't want Izzy to lecture me again. Everyone knew it was my fault we were losing. 

Not one goal. 

Not one solid opportunity for a goal. 


The Sea Lions sauntered into position, looking primed to get back into the thick of things whereas the Dragons appeared battered and unfocused and not ready to win. Fuck. But the most infuriating thing was I still couldn't focus on anything other than the fresh blue face paint resting below Rosie's eyes and a growing sunny smile that begged to be wiped off. 

She used one hand to cover Dorothy's on her shoulder and the other she used to wave at me. 

She might've had the face of an angel with her perpetual doe eyes and pouty lips, but her freaking waving was demonic. 

"Bro, she's playing mad mind games," Dan commented, snatching my hand that had a middle finger pointed in Rosie's direction. "You heard Iz. Ignore the girl." 

"Hard to do when she's marking me, Dan." 

"Pretend she's Carter." 


"Low blow." 

"Yeah, yeah, I'm a dick, but you haven't looked at him once today and we need that spirit for the game." 

"Wait—what?" 

Dan pointed toward the near-empty bleachers. 

The sun made it impossible to see anything. But then it diverted enough to make Aunt Mae and her son Nick visible at the bottom step of the bleachers. They sat with Sheriff Santiago next to the barricade separating the very few fans from the field. Nick wore a half-formed black and red scarf around his neck that Mae had tried knitting this week and she wore a generic white t-shirt that said, 'Go Team!' in red. 


Dan tilted my chin up. 

My boyfriend sat a few rows above my family and Izzy and Eduardo's mom. A light blue Beanery shirt hung out of his unzipped backpack, which he'd never be caught wearing outside of the café. He stuck to dark-colored clothing when not at work, which today included his dark blue denim jacket. His short, curly black hair waved in the breeze and his green eyes focused on Dan's arm wrapped around my shoulder. 

I slipped out of Dan's hold and sighed. 

Fuck. 

I couldn't deal with that right now. 

"He still thinks we're fucking, huh?" Dan asked. 

"Ugh, Dan!" 

"What? Look at him! He's thinking about us doing it right now." 


"You're thinking he's thinking of us doing it." 

"And you're thinking that I'm thinking that he's thinking we're doing it." 

"Gross." 

"Yeah, no shit, but he looks like he's going to hack my body into pieces with his scrawny video game-player arms." 

Carter really did. He aimed his yearbook camera at us and snapped away. 


"If he confronts you—" I began. 


"One pinkie to his chest and he'll back off," he said, not easing my worries. "Say the word if you want me to confront him. You point and I'll punch." 

"You'd kill him." 

"In one hit," he confirmed. 


The ref blew the whistle. 


Movement in my peripheral vision forced me to look away from the ref. Rosie Connelly danced and whipped her hair back and forth, flashing the ribbons everywhere. 

This could not stand. 

"Let it go, Kate!" Dan called after me while the ref called for the second half to start. 

Spoiler alert. 


I couldn't let it go. 


Chapter Three 


The second half only grew more intense.


Our midfielder, Jasmine, resumed the game by lobbying the ball across the field for me to chase. 


I raced shoulder to shoulder against Rosie Connelly down the wing. Her elbow jabbed into my waist and tried to ruin my momentum. But I refused to back down (even though I bruised like a stupid peach.) 


There's no way she'd beat me; not with those ribbons flapping in the breeze and whipping against my mouth. Either the sun dried my lips to the point of cracking or a ribbon flicked against my skin and gave me a damn paper cut. The metallic taste only fueled my need to beat her. 


My legs and arms pumped so hard I thought they'd unlock my joints and my breathing came out in quick, hot short bursts that made me feel like a real-life dragon. 

She matched my every step and even got a touch to the ball before me, tapping it out of reach toward the corner arc. I arrived there first, but she backed me up right next to the corner flag, so my knee touched the flimsy plastic and didn't leave me any choice but to raise my arms and use my back as a shield. 


Her body heat radiated against me and made the muscles surrounding my spine twitch. 


"Ever heard of personal space?" I asked, moving my arms to match her movements while trying to get my breath back and come up with a plan. 


She gripped the bottom of my jersey and attempted to hold me in place while her foot jabbed around my legs. 


"Is this close enough?" she asked. 

"Screw you, Connelly," I muttered, spinning around, whacking the ball against her knee and catching her off guard. 


I faked a right and used my weaker left foot to loop the ball between her legs. It's a shame I shot behind her before she knew what was happening because I would've loved to have seen the look on her face when I yanked one of the loose ribbons from her hair. 


Alas, I had more important things to focus on, like keeping the ball from going out of play. It was a miracle that I crossed the ball into the box without Rosie intercepting it. 


It landed right in front of Izzy, who dribbled around her marker with relative ease. My heart thrummed in my chest, spreading a pleasant warmth through my body. It was the first time I didn't mess up this game. Now all Izzy had to do was get a shot by the goalie and get our team back on track. 

"You've got this, Iz!" Dan shouted. 

"Yeah, she does!" I agreed, thrusting my hand out and snapping the ribbon in the air like a whip. 

My positivity didn't last long. 

A force bulldozed me to the ground and out of the confines of the playing area. 


Okay, maybe it was only a shove in the back. 


A light nudge. 

Fine—a tap. 

And I tripped over my own feet. 

Still, I ate grass. 

So not cool. 

"My bad," Rosie said, brushing her hands off the other like she'd taken out the trash. 


"Your bad?" I repeated, wiping my mouth free of grass. "I didn't even have the ball?" 

She knelt in front of me, rested her hand over my shoulder and had a sympathetic pout that made my insides burn. To anyone else, it would've looked like a picture of concern. But her eyes gave her away; they blazed with annoyance. 

"I told you to leave me and my ribbons alone." 

Her gaze drifted to the taut fabric caught in my hands. So maybe I deserved the shove. But the ribbons came out easily from her hair. It wasn't like I'd hurt her. But that didn't mean I'd give it up without a fight; she didprank me. 

She went to grab the ribbon. 


I whipped it back at the last second and held it above my head as far away from her as possible. 

Wrong move. 


She crawled over me at lightning speed, pinned me down, snatched the ribbon, snapping it in two and trapped me by my wrists out of spite. 


In hindsight, leaving my body exposed like that had been a bad idea. 

The glossy ripped ribbon acted as a barrier between one of her palms and the skin of my wrist. The other piece toppled over and covered half my face. 

An increase in shouting stole our attention away from the death stare competition between us. 


Who cared what happened to me when Izzy blasted the ball so it sailed right into the top right corner of the goal? 


Rosie must've thought the same because she rolled off me and sat on the grass with an unimpressed, kind of sad frown. It was the type of expression that pulled at heartstrings. 

No. 

She brought this on herself. 

"Would you look at that?" I said instead, nodding toward the cheers erupting from the rest of my team. "Someone scored behind your back this time. You know what they say about karma. I didn't know she worked this quickly." 

"Leave me alone," she grumbled, clutching her index finger to her chest. 


Izzy headed down to our half of the field and got enveloped in hugs by our teammates. They were not at all interested in what was happening with us. A few of the Sea Lions noticed their teammate who still hadn't gotten up from the ground beside me. Rosie's sister in particular appeared increasingly suspicious with a narrowed gaze swapping between me and the girl beside me on the grass. 


Izzy had said not to fuck with the Connelly sisters for a reason. 

"No one's believing this little act you're putting on," I commented, trying to bait her into getting up before her dad came back and saw her there. 

"My finger feels weird," she defended. 


It looked swollen. "Maybe you have chubby fingers?" 

"Maybe you're annoying." 

"You're throwing a tantrum over a ribbon. Grow up." 


She remained on the ground, but she sat up with her head buried behind her knees. "Go away." 

"Are you actually hurt?" I asked, squinting at her. 


"None of your business." 

"Because if you are, let me help you up," I said, offering out a hand, feeling bad because her finger had grown a little red. 


She peeked at me before slapping my hand away. 

"I guess I'll go fuck myself then," I mumbled. 


She didn't react, too busy inspecting her index finger to care about me. 

The Sea Lions' other defender stampeded along the goal line next to the corner arc toward us. I walked off and tried breathing through the tightness in my chest, narrowly avoiding getting bumped by Dorothy Connelly and her team. They'd sprinted from deep within the Dragons' half and huddled around the girl on the ground. 


The ref soon joined them. He brought the whistle to his lips and made the hand symbol representing injury. 


Coach Miller stormed onto the field next, heeding the ref's assessment, throwing his baseball cap on the ground, and pushed his way through the Sea Lion players toward the apparently hurt party. 


I scoffed. 

She was really taking this faking thing far, right? 

The ref pointed at me and then at the ground in front of him, signaling me over. 

I froze mid-step, rerunning the sequence of events in my head over and over. 


Why was he calling me over? She'd barged into me. 

The sound of the whistle pierced my ears. 

"Wilson, get over here!" the ref yelled when I made no motion to move. 


Was the goal disallowed? The one time I contributed positively to the game, and I still fucked it up. 


How bad was this supposed injury? 

The Sea Lions stopped talking when I broached the circle and made space for me reluctantly. 

Rosie remained on the grass and held her finger to her chest. Her face was flushed pink; a light color. Whether the shade was from holding her breath, exertion, or sunburn, it was a color that complimented her soft features; a perfect snapshot for a painting. 


The mental image burned itself into my mind. It unnerved me enough to look away. 


A raven-haired girl with a bob cut and red streaks knelt in front of Rosie and distracted me. She tried brushing away a fallen strand of the brunette's hair, only to be smacked away by Dorothy who had positioned herself behind Rosie without me noticing. 

"Well, what are you going to do?" Dorothy demanded. 


"I'd like to know too," Izzy said, setting her hand on my shoulder. 


I'd been too absorbed by the drama to notice my best friend having my back. 


"Explain your side," the ref asked me. 


He must've seen all the cocky waves and winks in my direction? She hadn't been subtle. The only way he would have dismissed those gestures was if he thought she was being friendly to me, but there was a distinct lack of niceness to her actions. 


Hell, she'd trapped me on the ground for two minutes straight—twice. 


"She knocked me over," I began, only to stop when he held up his hand. 


"Then why is she the one on the ground?" he asked. 

"She put herself there," I explained, and when he didn't look like he believed me, I pointed toward my lip. "Look, she even drew blood." 

"So, you thought you could, what? Fight?" 


I opened and closed my mouth. "Of course not—" 

"Brawl on my field? Where's your coach? I've had enough of your crap this game." He turned his attention to the girl on the ground. He held up a red card to each of us. "Both of you. If you can't play nice, you can leave. Now." 

"Sure, that makes sense, let's red card the victim of a brutal assault who needs medical attention," Dorothy said, wrapping her arms around her sister's middle. 


"Kate didn't even do anything," Izzy defended me. 


"You're treading on thin ice," the ref warned both of them. "I'm this close to calling off the game altogether." 

"I'm fine, I'm fine, Dotty, stop," Rosie dismissed unconvincingly enough to make the back of my throat thick with guilt. 

Dorothy might've had a bad attitude (and false accusations) but she was right. Rosie's finger looked red and inflamed. There's no way she could've faked that. It could've been something non-urgent like a sprain or maybe it got broken? Could she bend it? Was it stiff? How bad was the pain? 


I couldn't bring myself to ask, but I knew someone more than qualified to get answers. 


"My aunt is a doctor. She's here in the bleachers," I said, pointing in the direction where my aunt was perched forward and ready to come over if needed. 

"I'll walk you over," the girl in front of Rosie offered. 

"No, Hazel, get lost. If anyone's taking her, I am," Dorothy argued, pulling her sister inward and away from Hazel. 


"She's my . . ." Hazel began. 


"She's your nothing," Dorothy cut Hazel off, shooting her a penetrating stare that even sent chills down my spine and it wasn't even directed at me. "Not anymore. You made sure of that. You'll probably get distracted by your side piece. Again. Who were you busy ogling while someone else got by you and scored?" 

Sidepiece? 

Wait a second. 

Hazel and Rosie were together? Or had been? 

Rosie got cheated on? By her freaking teammate? 

Shit. 

How painfully awkward. 


The silence resulted in the ref clearing his throat. 

Rosie's chin dipped onto her chest and her cheeks burned redder than before. She didn't deserve to have her personal business aired out like that in front of everyone. 


A few people whispered about who the sidepiece might be, making the tension worse, including my team who had turned up behind me at some point. Everyone's guesses ranged from Dan (who loved the attention) to Liza who looked like she'd vomit on the spot and finally to a dude called Marvin who was apparently Rosie's best friend. 


This was why Eduardo's silent rule of not dating teammates was a good one. We could lose the game horrible and still be on good terms with each other. 

Hazel removed herself from the situation and stormed off to the middle of the field. 


Everyone breathed easier. 


"That leaves me then," Dorothy said. 


"We've gone through enough time as is. Number seven, you take her," the ref ordered, patting me on the back. 


A loud wave of protests comes from both teams, myself and Rosie included. 


The referee blew the whistle right into the faces of anyone that shouted their objections. He ordered a two-minute water break to calm everyone down and gave Coach Miller a chance to talk to his teams to organize their strategies for the remaining ten minutes of the game. He made use of his own time by searching for Coach Connelly who was still AWOL. 


Both teams dispersed, leaving Rosie and me alone to walk off the field. 

It could've been worse. 

At least both teams lost a player. 

Rosie had been so on my ass all the time that I hadn't made any meaningful contributions to the game. Maybe the Dragons could make a comeback with both of us off. 


Every cloud has a silver lining, right? 

She refused to make any form of eye contact. Public embarrassment did that to a person. But she wasn't the one who stepped out on her relationship. 


She didn't deserve to be shamed. 


Not for that at least. 


"Look, if there's anything seriously wrong with you, my aunt's a great doctor and she'll fix you up. So don't worry about it." 

"How do I know you're not messing with me?" she asked. 


"Because, unlike some people, I take sportsmanship seriously." 

She must've believed me or was in too much pain to argue because she walked the rest of the way toward the bleachers without an argument. But she side-eyed me as followed her up the steps toward my family. 

Mae scanned me from head to toe first before she ushered for Rosie to sit down beside an open first aid kit next to Nick. 


Three rows above them sat my boyfriend; Carter. 

Thanks for reading! Posting another update tomorrow to make up for last week. Also in case you didn't know, Night Owls and Summer Skies became a WEBTOON! 


Chapter Four 


The sun radiated out of my boyfriend's pores.


Apollo himself couldn't have shone brighter. I'd focused so much on the game and my rivalry with Rosie Connelly that I'd blanked that he sat here watching from the stands. 

He couldn't stay still; his knee jumped up and down and his fingers danced against his glaring camera. It was as if I'd come home from war and he was a giddy dog that didn't know what to do with himself and so just wriggled in one place. 


Carter opened his arms wide enough to hug the world. 

This reaction wasn't what I expected at all. 

Tension drained away from my shoulders and I had the inability to form a proper response. 


Obviously, a mental switch had flipped since he'd glared daggers at me for my side-hug with Dan earlier on the field. 


He realized Dan was harmless. 


Maybe the break had been good for him-for us. 

We had a chance now. 

I should've waited until after the game to talk to him, but blanking him while he smiled at me so sweetly would've been rude. 


He'd turned a corner. That deserved acknowledgment. It deserved to be celebrated. We didn't need to say anything serious right now anyway. There'd already been an airing of dirty laundry today. I didn't plan on stripping down anytime soon and from the looks of it, he didn't either. 

It'd been two weeks, and I'd missed him. 


And he'd missed me, too. 

"I didn't know you were coming," I commented, ruffling my cousin's hair on my way up the steps to join Carter temporarily. 


"I didn't either, but my boss let me off early, so here I am," Carter informed me, taking off his jacket and placing it on the space next to him. He motioned for me to sit down as he retrieved something from his backpack. "I brought you a celebratory smoothie. It was supposed to be for after the game, but you're here now . . ." 

He handed me an see-through plastic cup the Beanery logo plastered across the middle. It was full with a thick dark pink substance. 


Cranberry Crush. 

A terrible crawling sensation down the flesh of my throat made me recoil. 

"Your favorite," he said, pushing it out farther toward me. 

"Thank you," I replied, offering a forced-smile and taking it. 


I hated Cranberry Crush. 

I'd already told him that before. I didn't have the heart to tell him again, not when he held his breath, waiting for me to take a sip. So, I did, and tried not to wince too hard. I shivered on purpose and made it seem like it was the cold sensation that caused me to flinch and not the god-awful flavor attacking my tastebuds. 

"I know we agreed not to talk until tonight, but it's your most important game of the season! What sort of boyfriend would I be if I wasn't here to document it? You looked totally badass before you got slammed to the ground. Twice. You deserved a penalty the first time! You didn't deserve that red card either. She's been playing dirty all game. I don't know how the ref missed it all. Someone touched the ball with their hand right in front of his face and he missed it. I think he's partially blind?" 


Someone else had noticed! 

Too bad he couldn't have said anything to the ref when it mattered. But at least I had back up for when Izzy would confront me later for creating a mess of things with one of the Connelly daughters. 


"Right?" I remained standing and nodded toward the camera, having an idea to make Izzy less mad at me. "Do me a favor? Get a good photo of Izzy, for her mom?" 

"Got it." 

"Thanks," I said, leaning forward and squeezing his shoulder. "We'll talk more later, okay?" 

"You're sent off, remember?" he reminded me. 

"I know," I began, not wanting to hurt his feelings and ruin the good mood we'd established, "but I don't want to be distracted. This game means a lot to me. I want to see it through even though I'm not playing. You get that right?" 

"Like when I die in a D&D campaign. I watch from the afterlife." 

I exhaled in relief. "Thanks, Carter." 

"Before you go," he said. "It's just earlier, with you and Dan." 

I groaned, already feeling a horrible pressure building behind my eyes. "Carter." 


His mouth curled in the way it did right before we fought. "You looked cozy, okay? His hand was over your shoulder, Kate. And it was dangling lower than it should've. Like, hovering over your boobs." 

"Please don't make this a big deal. He didn't touch me like that." 

"Well, it looked like he did from here," he said. 

"He's not that type of guy. He's Dan. We've known each other since we were babies. He's basically my brother. He was barely hugging me." 

"No guy should be hugging you." 

"That's . . ." I closed my eyes and exhaled. Calling that the stupidest thing I'd ever heard wouldn't help. "If hugging me is so bad, why haven't you ever said anything about Izzy? She's a Koala Bear on a bad day." 

"That's different," he said. 


"Because she's a girl?" I guessed. 

His jaw clenched. "Don't make this something it isn't. I'm an ally, okay? Like who you like, I don't care. Point is, she doesn't want to fuck you." 

"Dan doesn't-" 

"There's only one reason a guy is friends with a girl and you know it," he cut me off. 


"That is not true." 

"You have to trust me on this, okay?" 

"Trust me, Carter. Trust me." 


His shoulders sagged and his clenched fists went limp. 


"Fine," he said, his soft voice allowed my stomach to uncoil. "If you get to do what you want, I get to do what I want." 

My stomach flipped. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

He refused to answer and refused to meet my gaze. 


"Kate?" my aunt called, waving me down to her. 

"Go," Carter said before I could respond. 

I was going to argue back, but he was right. 

It wasn't the time or place to fight. 


My aunt interrupting us was a convenient excuse to get a breather. My heart rate needed a chance to get back to normal. It'd sky-rocketed more than when I'd run on the field. 


It thumped so loudly that I barely concentrated on the conversation between the doctor and the patient. My system needed to cool off. Stat. 

I sat beside Nick and stole a yellow coloring pencil from his stash. I drew the sun in the top right corner of the page and made it all broody and angry to match my boyfriend. 


Nick focused on creating blood spatters over the girl wearing the Dragons' uniform. Her auburn hair and blue eyes looked eerily like mine. And the player on top of the auburn-haired girl had identical ribbons to the defender getting treated beside us. 


Carter thought I looked a badass cheater and my cousin thought I was a loser who got beat up. 


Great. 


I took a page out of Nick's handbook and made blood seep from the sun. 

Mae had knelt in front of the girl she inspected. 


"What's the verdict?" I asked. 


"It's only a bruise, right?" Rosie asked, wincing as my aunt examined her finger. 

Mae stood up and scribbled on a tiny sticky-pad she always took around with her and said, "I'm afraid not. It looks like you have a minor sprain. You need to rest it for a few days and keep it elevated. No strenuous activity." 

"I understand," Rosie said. 

"Katie, I'm going to need you to sit with your friend," Mae said. She sensed my protests from a mile away and finished with, "I'm sure she'll appreciate your company while me and Nick go to get some ice and a compression wrap sorted." 

"You realize she got me sent off for no reason?" I reminded my aunt. 


"Thank you for your help, but I don't need a babysitter," Rosie added. 

Mae might've been smiling, but her eyes told me she was serious. She replied, "I'm sure you don't, honey. What's golden rule number two, Nick?" 

"Be kind and gentle," my cousin rhymed off, already stuffing his notebook and coloring utensils into his backpack. 


May clearly didn't trust Rosie enough to be here when she returned. Her instincts were spot on about her patients. The defender was ready to make a run for it at the first opportunity possible, if her body language was anything to go by. 


So why give her that chance? 

I relented, not wanting to cause any more trouble, and not wanting Rosie to do anything stupid, because I'd get blamed for it. 


Mae, noticing me settling in, smiled, held Nick's hand, and headed down the bleachers toward the school. 

I counted to ten in my head and briefly thought about hiding under the bleachers, but then I glimpsed at the girl's face. She looked like a kicked-puppy. There was probably a decent human being somewhere that deserved company while she waited for further treatment. 


She lifted her head at the sound of me clearing my throat, looking affronted and unsure with my lingering presence. 


I sat beside her anyway. 

Neither of us said a word for the next couple of minutes, both pretending the other didn't exist. 

A dull ache made its way through my calves and the only way to relieve the sensation was by tapping my foot. The sound of the studs clacking broke through the awkward atmosphere. 

"Boyfriend problems?" she asked, letting me know she'd overheard my conversation with Carter. 


Hazel, the cheating girlfriend? Ex? Well, she kept glancing over in our direction. 


So, two could play at that game. 


"Girlfriend problems?" I snapped back, nodding toward the subject matter. 

"Like you don't know." 

"Not my fault your sister aired your girlfriend problems like that." 

"Ex-girlfriend." 

"And it's none of my business, right?" I said pointedly. 

She sighed loudly. 

The heat got to some players, mostly the Dragons. 


Both Eoghan and Jasmine laid on the ground with cramping legs. Eduardo and Izzy stretched their teams' legs out. The clock ticked on and we didn't have time to waste. The Sea Lions didn't protest the brief lapse in the game and took the time to drink from bottle waters and talk amongst themselves. 

This was a shitshow. 

The cramping players got back up with a helping hand and limped along the field, determined to continue. 

"Face it. You've already lost," she pointed out. 

"You sure about that?" 

"Three-one," was all she said. 

"Three-two," I pointed out as Izzy blasted another goal into the back of the net while the Sea Lions were distracted. "We're on the rebound." This time my voice was confident. "We beat you before. We'll do it again." 

She made eye contact with me before asking, "You mean like last year?" 


No. 


My lack of response didn't impress her. 


The Dragons kept pressing and the Sea Lions kept defending. 

The game grew more intense the closer it came to the final whistle. 


Rosie didn't sit perched at the end of her seat like me. She stared down at her empty hands, face slack, and eyes dull, which didn't sit right on her face. 


It wasn't my place to give comfort her. If it was anyone's, it was her dad's. Speaking of which, where was he? He wasn't in the dugout, and he certainly wasn't in here beside his daughter. Where else could he be? 

"Where's your dad?" I asked, inching toward the aisle. 


"He's not coming back," she said, voice monotone and sure. 

A little paternal love had to sound good right about now. "Coming back? From where?" 

"You heard your aunt. It's only a sprain, don't bother him." 

Maybe I should've gone and got Coach sooner. 


Both teams decided it was the perfect time for a full-on brawl on the field. 


Not a single person opted out of a scuffle. There were tangled limbs, water bottles used as weapons, and grass shoved into opposing players' mouths. And all that was in between the shouting and the wailing from both blue and yellow and red and black uniforms. 

Sheriff Santiago no longer sat in the bleachers, and she wasn't on the field either. The only people who tried to stop the madness were the ref and Coach Miller. 

Dan pinned a Sea Lion called Marvin down on the ground beside the hedge gate leading out of the field. He threatened him with the spit hanging from his mouth. Marvin's head rocked from side to side, trying to gauge when the spit would drop. His hips jerked and his legs thrashed in his attempts to get his assailant off, to no avail. 

Eduardo held back his sister and her violent and out-of-control limbs from chasing after Dorothy Connelly, who chanted the 'We Are the Champions' song while carrying the game's soccer ball above her head. 


Behind her, Hazel charged at my unsuspecting boyfriend, who wasn't even on the team. Why the hell was he on the field, anyway? He had no business among the players. 


He fell over ridiculously easily. He squirmed around, having his wrists pinned above his head. His frame froze when he saw who had knocked him down. She winked at him like it was a game. 

The referee blocked my boyfriend from view and blew his whistle in vain. 

"Stop this nonsense!" the ref yelled. 

No one listened. They fought and would fight until their final breath. Or so Dorothy screamed at the top of her lungs. The Dragons held their own. We could've used that energy during the actual game, and we wouldn't have been in this mess. 


I remained in the bleachers, planning on putting the same level of effort into the brawl as the game. 


Izzy wiggled loose from her brother's grip and charged toward Dorothy, who had her back to her. Izzy shoved the blonde to the ground and wrestled her onto her belly, pushing her face down into the mud. The blonde shrieked and pounded her fists against the field. 

I couldn't help but laugh, which was cut off by a pinch to my side that hurt like a bitch. 

"Stop laughing at my sister getting hurt," Rosie demanded, reaching out to pinch me again. 


I slid away from her, backing down from the provoking. "Oh please, you're not exactly going out of your way to help her, are you?" 

She stood up. I gripped her wrist before she could storm into the scrap. 

"What do you think you're doing?" I demanded. 


"What does it look like I'm doing? I'm going to help my sister." 

"You heard my aunt; I'm pretty sure brawling counts as strenuous activity." 

"Why do you care so much?" 

She's right. 

I didn't. 

I held up my hands and backed away. 


She only got five steps away before my aunt's imaginary voice inside my head told me to follow the patient. Ugh, damn Mae. 

A figure came tumbling in my direction the moment I stepped onto the field. I dodged the flailing limbs of the guy in a Sea Lion jersey and pushed him away, so he didn't barge right into me or on top of Rosie, who didn't even try venturing farther onto the field. She probably realized that she wouldn't be able to do much of anything. 


Her sister had already gotten up and had Izzy pinned to the ground, anyway. She'd be okay. 


Mae still hadn't come back, so instead of catching a ride with her home, I settled on the ground beside Rosie, dodging her lame attempt to throw grass at me. I grabbed her wrist with one hand to stop her and snagged a spare water bottle from the ground with the other and held it across my lap, ready to whack anyone who came near me. 


"I don't need your protection," she said, trying to get loose. 


"In case you haven't noticed, this is the only patch of grass where there's nobody brawling," I said, earning a sour look. "I'm protecting myself." 

Dignity well and truly gone; she held up her middle finger with a smile that nearly made me laugh again. I dropped her hand. 


Dorothy and Izzy rolled in the grass near us, both shrieking, hands gripped in hair, fingers pinching skin on waists, and legs tangled so much that they were impossible to tell apart. 

"Oh, my goodness," Rosie whispered. 

"I'm sure Dorothy will be fine. She looks like a scrapper." 

A troubled expression came over her face. "No-no-I mean, I thought you were the one who Hazel-I was so sure it was you, she had pictures of you and everything-" 

"Spit it out, Connelly." 


"Look." 

I followed the direction of her pointed finger. 

Hazel and Carter were off in the distance together. 

They could've been blurs wrestling in the grass to a person with poor eyesight, but to someone with twenty-twenty vision like me, there was no denying it: Hazel and Carter shamelessly kissed like no tomorrow. 


Carter cupped her face with one hand and held the other behind her head, fingers looped through Hazel's short locks, holding her in place. 

Joining the brawl didn't seem like such a bad idea anymore. 

"So, your ex and my ex are doing that, together, right in front of us, their exes," Rosie said. 

"That is happening, yes," I said. 


"He's kissing her right in front of you, Kate, and that's all you have to say?" 

"What else is there to say?" 

Her head whipped around. "How are you being so calm right now?" 

"I don't know," I said, nearly snapping but holding my tongue. 

"They seem very familiar, Kate. Like this isn't the first time they've . . ." 

Made out? 

It looked that way. 

"We're on a break," I supplied after a long silence. 


"You're together?!" she shrieked. 


"We never established rules for the break," I defended, internally rolling my eyes at myself. "Stupid, I know. I thought it was obvious that we shouldn't go around kissing anyone else, especially opposing teams." 

"He's cheating on you." 

"Yes." 

"With my ex." 

"Yes." 

"Who also cheated on me." 

"Yes." 

"Probably with him." 

"Please don't tell me you think we're part of some cheater haters club now." 

"Of course not," she said, scoffing. 

"I guess this explains why you were such a bitch to me. You thought I was her sidepiece." 

"Yeah . . ." 

It all made sense now; why Carter didn't trust me anymore and why he was so convinced my relationships with Eduardo and Dan were inappropriate. He'd been projecting onto me for weeks. It'd been right in front of my eyes the whole fucking time. 

Liquid oozed from my eyes. 

"What the hell is going on here?!" Sheriff Santiago asked, reappearing and involving herself in the chaos. She grabbed the ref's whistle and blew it repeatedly until people took notice of her. 


The fight came to a swift end. 

The players backed down under her authority. Sheriff Santiago forced anyone to the ground who didn't back down right away. 

Izzy had abandoned her fight with Dorothy and instead sat beside Eduardo, who held his arm at an awkward angle and had his jaw clenched. 


Mae ran out onto the field with a med kit in one hand and Nick's hand gripped in the other. She surveyed the crowd, caught my eye, and came toward me. She scanned me for the second time that day, before kneeling beside Rosie. She quickly wrapped Rosie's finger in the compression wrap before moving on to the next patient. Eduardo tried his best not to cry out or whimper as Mae inspected his arm. It looked really twisted. Who the hell did that to him? 

Sheriff Santiago gave a stern talking to the students. Maybe, I should've been paying attention, but the memory Carter sucking Hazel's face otherwise occupied me. 


Carter had cheated on me. 

He'd cheated on me and made me feel like crap for not wanting him in my business all the time. 

He cheated on me in public, in a place he knew I was, without even casting a glance in my direction. 

I shuffled away from Rosie and shifted closer to my team. She didn't get to see me cry. 

The sheriff stopped lecturing us with and whispered with the referee. She, along with her son, Eduardo, and my aunt, got up to depart the field. 


Izzy had stood up to leave with them, but the sheriff waved her away, disappeared beyond the wall and headed to the hospital. My best friend sat down beside me and grumbled beneath her breath. 


I placed her hand on her arm and stayed quiet. 

"Are you crying?" she whispered. 


"Got punched in the face," I lied. 

"Shit," she breathed out. 


The Sea Lions' coach looked worse for wear, having separated some the players. Scratch marks marred along his arm, his cheeks were flushed, and his hair ruffled like he'd only got out of bed. 

Coach Connelly reappeared with not one scratch on him. The longer they spoke with the ref, the more the players whispered and glared daggers at the opposing team. 

The sudden rise in volume came after Izzy gave the middle finger to Dorothy. 

"Everyone stop talking!" The ref pointed down at the field and flailed his arms when no one listened. "Quieten down!" 

Dorothy raised her hand, and the Sea Lions quietened down. 

"Who won the game?" Dorothy asked. 

"There's a strong possibility my brother has broken his arm, and that's all you care about!" Izzy barked. 

"Excuse me for wanting to know if it was worth it," Dorothy mumbled. 


"Since all of you were animals, all records of this match are being wiped clean. After careful deliberation with Sheriff Santiago, we've decided meaningful community service is the only answer. Your coaches will give you the details once we've decided how you may give back to the community. Now, get off my field, and don't come back until you've had a serious attitude adjustment!" 

The coaches gathered their teams and led us off the field. The walk out of the grounds was a long one. Neither of the teams put up a fight with the referee or the coaches, but they did mutter amongst themselves and knocked shoulders with the opposite team when they had the chance. 


Rosie walked alongside Dorothy, who poked anyone who got too close. Hazel strolled ahead of the herd along with Carter, who had his arm tossed over her shoulder without a glance backward toward me. 

But do you know who did look back? 

Rosie freaking Connelly with her stupid ribbons. 


Chapter Five 


An email from Coach Connelly had landed in my student account after the game on Friday. The subject line read: Mandatory Volunteering. It'd detailed how he signed up the Sea Lions and Dragons to hold a car wash in the town square and out of the back of the Beanery car park.


He had to pick the one fundraiser that no one with a heart could bail on. 

Who could say no to raising money for the local cat shelter? 

The aim was to contribute positively to the local community while easing tensions between the two groups before our rematch. 

Any forms of violence from either team would result in an immediate expulsion. The word 'expulsion' was capitalized, red, underlined, bolded, and highlighted. It was a very desperate bluff, or it couldn't have been any clearer of a warning. 


Our first and hopefully last shift began on Sunday morning at ten. 

The bus door swiveled shut behind me and the driver took off from the school straight away. Coach Connelly usually sat up front with the driver, but the seat next to the driver remained empty today. His black SUV wasn't parked in the car lot, either. 

I made my way down the back and slumped into the chair beside Izzy. She was too occupied applying lip gloss to even offer so much as a 'hello.' But she lowered my head onto her shoulder and gave my hair a quick pat before focusing back on the handheld mirror in front of her face. 

My eyes were heavy, and my brain was fuzzy after two whole hours of sleep the night before. I was in no fit shape to entertain any conversation; conversations that would no doubt be about the fact I'd ghosted everyone since the game on Friday. 

That's what happened when you discovered your boyfriend had cheated on you and probably had been for a while. 

My lack of response hadn't stopped the team from sending piles of supportive messages all weekend long. 

They'd mostly consisted of Izzy updating me on Eduardo's condition, Dan asking if he could slash Carter's tires, then finding out that Carter didn't have a car, and offering instead to egg his house, and the rest of the team offering their anecdotes of how to get over someone. 


The only thing that kept me sane was snuggling up inside my dad's big black hoodie that he used to wear when he painted. He'd splashed the cuffs with yellows and blues and reds. It still smelled like him; a smokey cedarwood. It helped that I'd sprayed his cologne onto the hoodie before I left the house this morning; an extra boost to get through the day. 

I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand and snuggled my cheek against Izzy's shoulder. 

"You, my friend, look like you need to get stoned," Dan said from the seat in front of me, offering a rolled joint between his fingertips. He positioned himself upright, so he knelt backwards in his seat, and motioned toward my red eyes. "Had one already?" 

"Shaving cream, remember?" I reminded him, not wanting to explain that I'd cried in the shower earlier that morning because Carter's smelly Lynx bottle was next to the sink. 


"We've been talking about that," he said. 

"Without Eduardo chaperoning? That's dangerous," I said. 

Izzy glanced away from the hand-held mirror, hovered the lip-gloss an inch from her lips and ordered, "Hear Dan out." 

"Connelly getting you like that before the game wasn't cool," Dan said. "We should've had your back more." 

"The thrall of the hair curlers in their locker room blinded us," Jasmine joined the conversation, swinging around in the chair beside Dan. She unzipped her backpack, showing a purple and black device inside. "I grabbed one for you, actually." 

"You stole a hair curler?" I asked, peeking inside, flattered she'd thought of me. 

"Not exactly," Jasmine denied, biting her lip. "I stole one for me, you, Izzy, Liza and Eoghan." 

"I rock the Superman curl, huh?" Eoghan asked, standing in the middle of the aisle. 

A singular strand of his hair curled on his forehead. He blew it up and out of his face with childish glee. The bus driver shouted for him to sit down. But getting yelled at didn't ruin his good mood. He jumped back into his seat and twisted the curl, showing it off. 


"Can we get back on topic, please?" Dan asked, frustration leaking into his voice. 


"Don't forget about the other Sea Lion girl who stole Kate's boyfriend," Liza supplied, not even bothering to raise up from her seat a little. 


"Thanks for the reminder, Liza," I said. 

"Anytime," she replied. 

"Yeah, dude, that sucked," Dan agreed. "Point is, this shit isn't fair today. We need to focus on the actual war and that war is putting the Sea Lions in their place for good. Are you in?" 

The voice of reason at the game remained quiet today. 


"Izzy?" I probed. "You're in on this?" 

"The other Connelly broke my brother's arm, Kate. Two months in a cast is his worst nightmare. Even if we go to Seattle, he's just going to watch from the sidelines, and that's just plain wrong," Izzy explained why she changed her stance. "He's still wearing the same sweats as Friday, surviving on nothing but Jolly Ranchers. He hasn't even tried showering yet." 

Yikes. 

"Still sticking to that story, huh?" Liza asked. 

"Okay, so I pushed Dorothy, and she fell on my brother's arm," Izzy admitted. 


"I had Mr. Photographer recording the game yesterday," Liza said, referring to Carter. 

"Fine, Liza, I shoved her hard," Izzy admitted before muttering, "How was I supposed to know her head was harder than a load of bricks?" 

Dan placed his hand in between the aisle, and asked, "If you don't want payback for you, Kate, what do you say, payback for our fallen captain?" 


The team placed their hands on top of each other one by one and waited for me with bated breath. 


"Why the hell not?" I said, placing my hand on the top of the pile. 


"We do nothing today. That'll be too obvious. And we're not doing that one-two-three lame shit, but we're all in agreement, yeah?" Dan asked. 

The team simultaneously nodded and withdrew their hands. 


The bus drove around the roundabout. Our town center wasn't anything special; it had the Beanery, a bank, a hair salon, and general clothing and grocery stores. The park had the odd bench here and there, and an ice cream truck camped next to a lone tree near the sidewalk. 

Only one thing stood out among the mundane town. 

Carter and Hazel sat at an outdoor table beside the Beanery. They shared one cup and used two straws to drink from what looked like a pink smoothie. 

My stomach tightened. 

Cranberry Crush. 

That had to be a coincidence, right? 

Dan banged on the windows as the bus pulled over into the Beanery car lot. The cozy pair ripped away from each other. I didn't get to see their reactions beyond that because I hid behind Dan's towering back as we descended the bus. 

"One punch?" Dan asked, leaning against the side of the vehicle. 


"Did you plan a rebellion to defend my honor because you wanted an excuse to punch Carter?" I asked. 


"Did it work?" he asked, unaffected by my assumption. 

"No." 

"Fine. But take this. He doesn't get to see you look like shit," he said, offering the pair of sunglasses that hung on the neckline of his shirt. 

"You can be such a dick, you know that, Dan?" 

"Yup." 

"Thank you," I said, slipping on the glasses. 


He patted my arm and walked away. 


The team sought reprieve inside the café from the scorching heat while we waited for the Sea Lions to arrive. 

I was really starting to dislike smoothies. 

A high-pitched honk made my team stop goofing around outside the Beanery. A yellow minibus made its way toward the bus stop on the other side of the road beside the park. 

Coach Miller led his players off the vehicle and made them line up on the nearest sidewalk. Rosie was the last to get off. She wore blue overalls with a long-sleeved yellow shirt. All she needed was an ice-cream to finish the aesthetic. How could someone so adorable on the outside be so annoying? 

She thought her ex-girlfriend cheated on her with me. I got that. But the person she should've focused all that demon energy on was right there, slurping on her second Cranberry Crush of the day. 


The Dragons enjoyed their ice-creams and murmured who they had dibs on. It wasn't the type of dibs you'd be happy to be on the receiving end of, not unless you wanted to be kicked in the nuts and wanted ice cream shoved down the back of your shirt. 

Coach Connelly's Uber pulled into a spot two spaces behind the Sea Lions' bus. He spoke to them while gathering Rosie's blue denim backpack onto his shoulder. A grown ass man carrying a bag with a rainbow tailed unicorn plastered across the front elicited giggles from the Sea Lions, but neither of his daughters even cracked a smile. 

Both teams made their way over to the car wash zone in the Beanery's car lot. Coach Miller placed a sign that said 'Car Wash! Help the Local Kitty Cats!' and barricaded the entrance with a rope so no cars could come in and park while we set up. 


Three groups assembled. 

Hazel and Carter stood side by side, hands intertwined against his stomach. The Sea Lions positioned themselves next to the donation box table, and the Dragons took the space on the far right next to the washing equipment and the hose. 


While some students spoke to each other quietly, others created as much noise as possible. Dorothy opened a bag of chips and crumpled the packaging between her fingers. Dan slurped on the droplets at the bottom of his smoothie in retaliation. 


Rosie? Well, she was the only quiet one who messed with a ribbon between her fingertips, pulling it taut as she surveyed the car lot. 


Coach Connelly clapped and approached the groups with a tired smile. His eyes squinted and were red like my own. He hid the bags under his eyes by procuring yellow glasses from his daughter's bag. 


"Hey everyone. For those who don't know me, I'm Coach Connelly. That is Coach Miller, and today we are a team." 

Coach Miller jabbed a thumb into his chest, mustache ruffling as he greeted us. 

"We all know why we're here," Coach Connelly said. "The behavior at the game Friday was unacceptable. But let's not focus on that today, because today, as a unit, as a team, we get to give back to the community. The aim is simple. Work together seamlessly. Let go of grudges. Learn something that humanizes the opposing team. I'm sure complaining about the fact that you're here is a good ice-breaker." 

"What are we actually doing today, Dad?" Dorothy asked after his long rant. 

"We're going to pair up to run this car wash as efficiently as possible. We will donate any money raised today to our team sponsors. That's the Beanery for us, who are kindly letting us use their car lot today," he said, and motioned toward his daughter, "and for you guys?" 

Dorothy opened and closed her mouth, eyebrows squished together. 


Welp, what sort of team captain didn't know that? 

"It's still Furry Friends, Dad. You know Shirley, our neighbor? She's their lead volunteer," Rosie answered on her sister's behalf. 


"Right," he said with an over-the-top smile to counter Rosie's frown. 

"She's here to tell us what they plan to do with the money," she said, nodding toward a woman heading our way. 

"Hi! How are you all doing? I'm the Furry Friends' lead volunteer and it's so nice to see so many faces participating!" Shirley, a gray-haired woman who looked in her sixties, greeted the group and shook hands with the coaches. "I'm sure you don't want to listen to me ramble. I wanted to take the time to thank you all. There's only so much us volunteers can do at Furry Friends to make it the best place possible for our felines. We're going to be using the money you raise today toward an outdoor jungle gym, which you are more than welcome to visit any time you want." 

"You hear that, folks? Great incentive to do your best today," Coach Miller said. 


"That's right, we'll do everything we can to help you," Coach Connelly added, like he'd be in the trenches with us. 


"Thank you! You folks look ready to get started. That's all I wanted to say, so I'll leave you all to it," she said, offering a wave goodbye. 


But she didn't leave right away. She pulled Rosie away from the group and chatted to her while holding her hand. They looked like close neighbors. It was kind of sweet how Rosie smiled at her. 


Coach Connelly resumed his instructions. "Turn your surly frowns upside down. Make sure you put on sunscreen and come on up to see who you're partnered with!" 


He waved a bunch of papers. 


No one moved to get up. 

Dorothy gestured toward the space outside of the shaded area, lips curling in disgust. "Dad, due to the unexpected weather and us having not been prepared with the essentials, sunscreen, sunglasses, hats, bathing suits, and whatnot, I believe it is my duty, as captain of the Sea Lions, to move for the motion of dismissal of our attendance." 

"We watched the weather forecast last night," Coach Connelly mumbled. 


"These working conditions are bordering on torturous. Nay, they are torturous," Dorothy insisted. 

"I told you girls to pack everything you'd need. It's in the email I sent to everyone too." Whatever email he spoke about never landed in my inbox. No one else received the message either, based on everyone's blank faces. He opened Rosie's bag. "Cat food, cat treats, is that a laser pointer? Rosie? Get over here." 

"Dad?" she said, coming back to the group. 


"Care to explain why you have a catnapping kit?" 

"I have a sprained finger, so I thought I'd—" 

"If you can deal with kittens, you can hold a hose. Did anyone bring sunscreen?" Coach Connelly asked, scratching the back of his neck when no one answered. He leveled his gaze at the paper in his hands. "I take that as a 'no.' Listen closely, because these are the people you're assigned with. I don't want to hear any complaints about not being with friends. I want Dorothy, Eoghan, Hazel, and Izzy to take charge of the cleaning. Tim, Jasmine, and Dan control the flow of traffic. Kate and Rosie, you two will hose the cars down. Marvin, Liza, and Preston, you guys will be our donation box crew. Which leaves Akira and you. I'm sorry, you're not on the list. What's your name?" 

"Carter Baker," he introduced himself. 


He wasn't even on the team—why was he still here? 

"Kate's boyfriend?" Coach Connelly asked. I'd mentioned nothing about Carter to him before. But Carter had come to a lot of our practices, so Coach must've put two and two together. "It's nice to see you come along and support your school's team. Goes to show there's true school spirit to spread around." 

"Dad, seriously?" Rosie said. 

"What?" Her dad glanced back at Carter, who was still holding Hazel's hand. "Wait. Rosie, why is your girlfriend holding hands with a boy?" 

She hid her face in the palms of her hand. Fair enough if he didn't know about my breakup with Carter, but not knowing about his own daughter's relationship ending? That had to hurt. 

Dorothy muttered, "Unbelievable." 

Coach Connelly took the hint to move on and said, "Okay, Carter, you can join Akira in canvassing and sending people our way. Go team, go!" 

Everyone groaned. 

"There's one more thing. Shirley had these custom-made Furry Friends button pins for us to wear," Rosie said, plucking a few of them out of her backpack on her dad's back. 


"You heard her. Line up and pin a button on your shirts." Coach Connelly said. "When you're done, stick to your groups. I'll come find you with sunscreen." 

I joined the back of the line to get a cat button. By the time I counted to forty, I stood at the front of the queue and rocked back and forth on my heels. 

"You're not going to prank me today, right?" I asked. 

"Depends if you can keep your hands to yourself," she muttered, looping the button's pin through the fabric of my dad's hoodie. 


"I'm sure I'll manage," I responded. 


I might've responded with something wittier if I hadn't noticed the little cat doodle on the compression wrap still on her finger. 

I headed toward the hosing station and peered down at the button, only then noticing she'd stuck it on upside down. 

That counted as a prank in my book. 



Chapter Six 


Point, spray, and repeat.


It got boring real fast. 


The water at full blast barely removed the sudsy mess the clean-up crew sent our way. We had one hose between us and it only extended enough to reach one parking spot, keeping both Rosie and I restricted to the small rectangular space. 

Grown ass men drove to our station, took one look at our clothed selves, then at the girl who pretended she could barely hold a hose, and our lack of smiles and the result? They pouted aggressively. We destroyed their half-naked school-girl fantasy. Some honked and others threw trash out their windows. Pigs. 


Dan controlled the traffic and sent the creeps on their way when they showed signs of being entitled weirdos. 


I had to deal with the trash they threw out their windows. Rosie couldn't pick things up without straining her delicate little finger. I picked up the coffee cups, burger wrappers and half eaten burritos and walked all the way across the car lot to the trash can because we weren't allowed to traipse into the café without buying something. 

It didn't matter how many times I pointed out that this was a one-person job and that there was no proper drainage system except for one tiny drain, Coach Connelly refused to let either of us leave. 

We weren't the only ones who'd asked to switch jobs, and we weren't the most persistent either. 


Dorothy had kicked a bucket and accidentally doused Izzy's shins four minutes in. Izzy also had accidentallytripped over herself and slapped Dorothy in the face with a sopping wet sponge. Their soaked clothes hadn't been enough to convince either of our coaches to allow them to swap jobs. 


Their antics had tripled the coaches' conviction and made it harder for anyone else to plead their case. 


Rosie had played the injured card, holding her finger to her chest when her dad walked by, pouting when he asked if she was okay, and had threatened to get a doctor's note. Her dad had laughed in her face. 


She'd even gone as far as buying her dad a coffee and donut and he'd still said no, but he'd said no with a sugar high. 

He'd snapped his teeth into the donut, placed one hand on my shoulder and the other on his daughter's and mumbled, "The number one commonality in teenagers is heartbreak. Do with that what you will." 

What bullshit. 


What were we supposed to talk about? How we both got fucked over in exactly the same way ironically by the same people? How those we were supposed to trust the most betrayed us for each other? Was I supposed to care about her emotional wellbeing now because we'd both gotten our hearts ripped out of our chests? 

Like I said to her during the game, we weren't forming a cheater haters club anytime soon. But we were stuck together whether we liked it or not. 


I didn't even want to talk to my friends about what happened with Carter, never mind with a stranger; a stranger who'd assumed the worst about me. Someone who had no problem hating my guts without getting the full story. It didn't matter she annoyingly knew exactly what I was feeling better than anyone else. 


The last thing I wanted to do was talk to her about our cheating exes, however, the more time that went by in silence, the more I wondered why she was so freaking sure that I was the one who'd gone behind her back with Hazel instead of Carter. 

What had I missed? 

"Can you stop staring at me?" she requested, making me aware I'd zoned out while looking at her. 


"I'm not," I denied, shoving my hands deep into the pockets of my hoodie. 


"Your sunglasses are see-through." 

Dan wouldn't have wanted to embarrass me. Right? 

I reached up and held them out in front of me. Pitch black. "No, they're not," I said. 


"You wouldn't have checked if you weren't looking at me." 

And that was the unavoidable truth. 


I put them back on and willed my cheeks to cool down. The sun didn't help, and neither did the hoodie. The heat didn't deter my earlier thoughts. How had she made any connection between me and her ex-girlfriend? 

"Why did you think it was me?" I blurted out, unable to hold it in any longer. 


"Because you're standing right there?" 


I swallowed down a spiteful response. She was hardly a mind reader. I'd posed the question with no context. "Why did you think I was the one Hazel was cheating on you with?" 

Her postured stiffened. "You're really bringing this up?" 

"When else am I supposed to?" 

"Are you sure you want to know?" she asked, frowning. 


"I deserve an explanation, maybe not from you, but . . ." 

I wouldn't get the truth otherwise. 

She exhaled, resigned. "There were pictures of you on her phone." 

I recoiled, feeling like spiders crawled in-between my toes. "That's very fucking weird." 

"It was a picture of you goofing around in your bedroom. It looked intimate, I guess? Looking back, it was weird there were no pictures of you and Hazel together. Dotty's theory is she had it because she needed to know who to avoid," she told me, shrugging. "You'd have to ask Hazel to be sure, though. I'd just forget about it. Nothing they have to say now is worth anything anymore." 

I didn't care about Hazel half as much as I cared about Carter's thought process. 

The picture was still super fucking weird, though. 


That left one question. 

"When did you see the picture?" I asked. 


She hesitated. "A little over two weeks ago." 


More than two weeks? 

If Hazel had a picture of me on her phone two weeks ago, then Carter must've been seeing her for a while—longer than when we'd gone on a break. Holy fucking shit. The nerve of that guy. 

A car pulled into the parking space, putting an end to our conversation. It was her turn to hose down the vehicle, which she did with a suspiciously easy grin on her face, like we hadn't spoken about the fact her ex was the most calculated and deceitful person ever. 

She made silly faces at the toddler in the back seat of the car while she sprayed the windows. 


You would think knowing someone for less than forty-eight hours would mean their existence wouldn't affect you, but you'd be wrong. 


A lot of little details stood out about Rosie Connelly. The fact that her brown hair was down and cut up to her shoulders. Even the fact she allowed her hair down was a drastic change from the ponytail she'd worn at the game. 

She was preppy and girly; the very definition of the word pretty. She wore a buttoned up yellow shirt beneath her overalls with her sleeves pushed back to right before her elbows. Too many earrings to count hung in her ears, and her nails were painted black to match her the buttons on her shirt. 


There was a silver nose ring on her septum, one that hadn't been there during the game. So instead of looking into her eyes like a normal person, I was left staring at the recent addition to her face; if only not to focus on how crap I must've looked with my sunglasses propped high on my nose and one earbud hanging loose on my hoodie. 


It wasn't fair she could look this good and had seen the bags under my eyes that'd grown since yesterday. 


She was too focused on her reflection, fixing her hair to notice my internal crisis of what she'd thought of my appearance. 


"Still staring at me?" she asked when the car pulled away. 


I forced myself to not panic at getting caught for a second time. 

"Conceited much?" I responded. 


"Weirdo," she retaliated without a thought. 

"Loser." 

"Sore-loser." 

"Copycat." 

"Actually," she said, turning the knob on the wall, switching off the hose and keeping it in her grip. "Last time I checked; we were leading three-one." 

"Three-two," I corrected. "And you guys felt so confident that your team needed to break our captain's arm?" 

"Those are unfounded rumors. My sister didn't do that." 

"Video sources prove she did," I lied, knowing that Izzy had been the one responsible. 

She faltered before shooting back with, "You sprained my finger!" 


"I didn't even touch you! You, on the other hand, tried blinding me!" 

"I wasn't even part of the fight." She motioned toward me with the hose, spritzing droplets of water against my sunglasses. "In case you forgot, we were both benched?" 


"You're not seriously going to deny it, right?" 

"Deny what? I didn't do anything to you." 

"I meant before in the locker room with the shaving cream and the damn ribbons!" 

She stomped on the ground. "Can you stop with the ribbons already? I know you like my hair; you haven't stopped looking at me all day, and I'm not even wearing ribbons." 

My fists balled by my side. 


Dodging responsibility for her prank? What did I expect from her? She hadn't even apologized for all those pointed and vague comments during the game about how I stole her girlfriend now that she knew the truth. 

She took advantage of the drops leaking from the hose and sprinkled water in my direction. Another car drove into the parking space, making it my turn to assume responsibility for the hose. 


She held it out while avoiding eye contact with me. 


I could've taken it and sprayed her, but she probably wanted me to do that so she could go crying to her daddy and get me in trouble. 

Nope. 


I was not falling for it. 


I walked the short distance into the café, patting my jeans and found a five-dollar bill. 


The ventilation inside the café was a godsend and their blue raspberry slushies were even better. Water would've been a better option since all I'd drunk that morning was two cups of coffee, but it was right there for the taking. And after dealing with Rosie for forty-five minutes, I deserved to treat myself. 


"How's it going?" Izzy asked from behind me, joining me in the line. A puddle of suds gathered at her shoes, to the dismay of the worker behind the counter. 


"I haven't whacked anyone with a sponge so . . ." I teased. 


"I don't know how you're out there in that heat with that hoodie on," she said, ignoring my pointed jab. 


"Forgot to wear a shirt underneath," I said. 

"Got a tank on?" 

"Yeah, but I don't want to give pervs a show," I said, pulling the sleeve away from my arm. 


"You can show Carter what he's missing," Izzy suggested, earning a scoff from me, like I'd ever grovel for his attention again. "Good. Instead of giving you a dozen red roses, that dude waved a dozen red flags. I'm glad you see that now. Speaking of red flags, have you seen Dorothy around? She bailed to get sunscreen ten minutes in. Bitch is probably off getting her hair done or some shit." 

"Jealous?" 

"Of course I am." She showed me the ends of her hair. "Split ends galore." 

I shrugged, not having the energy to argue, and took my slushie to go. 


Izzy was right, of course. The heat had been growing and growing to where my stomach was in knots and my forehead could cook an egg. 

I returned to the hosing station and stood beside the car in the parking space. I placed my cup on the ground next to my shoe, grabbed the hem of my hoodie, and lifted it up to my forehead. The fabric got stuck in a clip in my hair. I relished in the breeze against my bare stomach. My muscles were stiff from the game and as embarrassing as it was to stand there like that, at least the black fabric blocked out the world. 


Sharp whistles came from across the car lot. 


I had to hand it to the pervs of the world. They were consistent across the board. It's like they had a manual for how to creep out teenage girls. 


I hauled the hoodie over my head, ready to shout at the culprit, only to notice the car missing from our station and replaced with Rosie who stood in the center of the parking space, glaring at me with the intensity of someone who thought I'd killed her puppy. 


On closer inspection, her gaze was glossed over like she was lost in thought. Her chest barely moved. Was she breathing at all? 

I cleared my throat and reached forward to check her pulse. She snapped out of her haze with a sharp inhale right before I could prod her. She wore a furrowed brow and a patch of pink crawled up her neck. 


"You can put down the pitchforks. I'm here, ready to do my job," I said, walking over and grabbing the tube from her. She didn't let up her glare. "You can also stop staring at me now." 


"Me? Me staring at you?" 

"What else would you call it?" 

"That's rich," she muttered. "You know what? Forget it, just forget it, you're stuck in your own world." 

She dropped the hose and stormed off. 


Ten cars and catcalls later, and she was still nowhere to be found. 


My tantrum lasted maybe five minutes, and even after I got back to doing my job. She'd bailed and showed no signs of returning. How much time did she need to get over wanting to punch me in the face? 

Not having her around was even worse than the spiteful comments muttered under her breath about how annoying I was. At least there'd been someone to share an eye roll with when a man opened his window and asked us to give him our best smiles. 


I visited Izzy on my second break not too long later. She'd sent me to hunt down the blonde Connelly sister who had been AWOL for an hour and Hazel Harrison too, who'd left the premises right after Coach Connelly gave us our assignments. 


Three of the freaking Sea Lions had bailed on the volunteering. They didn't care about the poor cats we were raising money for. 

Heartless. 


Of course, Coach Connelly's daughters got to do whatever the hell they wanted without consequence. 


If I was being forced to work, so were they. 


I started my search inside the Beanery. Coach Connelly sat in a corner booth with a laptop and drank coffee with Coach Miller. No sign of Dorothy or Rosie or Hazel. 


I went by the ice cream truck next, tying my hoodie around my waist and slurped on my slushie, only to hear meowing. I followed the noise, curiosity getting the better of me. 


There Rosie was, sitting against the trunk of a tree, her bag strap hooked on an outward piece of bark, licking an ice-cream cone with no cat in sight. 


Was she meowing? 

Lick. 

Meow. 

Lick. 

Meow. 

I stood in front of her, concealing a laugh at the sounds coming from her phone. My body cast a shadow over her face, but she didn't notice me, too absorbed by the video of an orange cat wailing. I kicked the sole of her shoe, making her yelp and drop her ice cream onto the dirt. There was no saving it. 


She ripped the earphones out of her ear and asked, "What the hell is your problem this time?" 

"I'm the one stuck in my own world, huh?" I said. "At least I was working, slacker." 

"Did my dad send you?" 


Coach Connelly didn't seemed pretty content inside the café. "I don't even think he knows you're gone." 

A strange expression flashed over her face before it morphed into one of annoyance. She went back to ignoring me. 

"Your dad kind of sucks," I said. 

"You're telling his daughter that, why?" 

"I'm just saying any person worth their salt knows how car washes sends up a bat-signal to creeps. He could've picked anything else for us to do. I mean anything. I would rather pick up trash on the highway than this." 

"Bash my dad somewhere else," she said, leaning the back of her head against the bark and focusing her gaze between the branches, only for her to yelp. "Oh, my—my eyes!" 

They grew comically wide and scandalized. It wasn't the response you'd expect from seeing a beehive. It was only when she hid her face behind her hands, muttering an 'ew' and 'didn't need to see that' under her breath that I stepped forward to see what planted the horrified expression on her face. 

And yeah, it was that bad. 

Carter was engaging in a quite different form of canvassing than Coach Connelly was aiming for. It was one thing to be sitting awkwardly on a less than sturdy looking branch, but it was another that Carter's hand was up in Hazel's shirt, and her hand hovered over his southern region, luckily over his pants. 


The visual made my stomach churn. 


"Shit," Carter said 

"Stab me in the eye," I muttered, backing away from beneath the tree. 


To which Rosie held up a twig and said, "Left or right?" 

"Preferably both." 

"I'll need a second twig. Hang on." 

And she searched around for one, a little too eagerly if you asked me. 


The duo up in the tree snapped away from each other. Hazel pushed Carter by the shoulders, sending him toppling over and onto the grass, where he landed beside my foot. 


"Hey Rose, didn't see you there," Hazel said, obviously lying, wiping her lip with her thumb and raising an eyebrow like she didn't just shove Carter out of the tree. 

Rosie remained quiet, chewing on her lower lip as she shoved cat treats into her denim bag. Hazel watched with keen interest as her ex scrambled to her feet. Rosie walked away farther into the park without a word, leaving me alone to deal with both of our exes. 


Typical. 

"Was it something I said?" Hazel asked, and the question itself sounded sincere, but the smirk playing on her lips said otherwise. 

"Like you don't know," I muttered. 

She hopped down, landing gracefully on the ground. She didn't spare Carter a glance as she walked away. "Well, that was fun, huh? Catch you later, Baker." 

Carter groaned on the ground, peeking at me with pained eyes. "Kate?" 


"This is what you call canvassing?" I asked, not having the same strength as Rosie to just bail. 


"That's rhetorical, right?" he said, standing up. 


"Yeah, I'm not getting caught up in whatever this is," I said, spinning around and walking away. 


"Wait!" he called after me. "Kate!" 

"Nope!" 

Footsteps got louder behind me. "We should talk." 

I spun back around, and he was much closer than expected, close enough for me to see the red smudged on his cheeks and his neck. 


I jabbed him in the chest. "Seriously? You want to talk right now? Right after you were kissing someone else?" 

"I know our talk didn't go as planned on Friday . . ." 

"Are you for real? You ambushed me at my game and got it on with someone on the other team?" I pointed out. He scratched the back of his neck. "And then, with no explanation, you show up today with her and sneak off with her?" 

"You're the one who didn't want to talk to me, remember? You wanted space, so I gave you space." 

"I think we have two different definitions of 'space' Carter." 

"I think we do too," he agreed. 

"Fine, let's make it official, then. I want nothing to do with you. You don't exist to me. Congratulations, Carter, the break is permanent." 


"Hold on, let's not get hasty, okay? I thought the point of taking a break was taking a break from each other. You can't punish me for doing what you wanted? For doing exactly what you did? It's not my fault you don't like it when the shoe is on the other foot." 

"I never did anything with anyone. We never agreed we could. The whole point in the break was you thinking I was cheating." 

"This is stupid. If you want to get back together, just say so. Don't play games." 

"You thought we were getting back together after you did this?" 

His brow furrowed. "We're on a break, Kate, breaks end." 

"This isn't some Friends episode! Do you think there's trust here now? You know what? No." This was crazy. No one was stupid enough to believe they could go off with someone else while they took time to themselves. "I'm done. Goodbye, Carter." 

Rosie had the right idea. The cold shoulder approach was the way to go. It looked like he'd cheated before our break. That's not something I was willing to find out. Not like this. Why give him the chance to lie to my face? 


Chapter Seven 


I speed-walked away from my ex-boyfriend, leaving him alone at the tree he'd for some reason thought was the perfect make out spot.


His voice gradually faded behind the sound of blood rushing in my ears. No amount of slushie could cool the rage that consumed my body from the inside out. Dealing with potential creeps again at the car wash sounded like a bad idea. I was this close to losing my shit. So, instead of taking my anger out on middle-aged losers with a shitty hose, I wandered in the opposite direction of the café and tried breathing through my residual irritation. 

Time alone only made my mind become a beacon for unwanted thoughts. 

Who did Carter think he was? Why did he think he could go off with someone else for everyone at the game to see and still expect to get back together with me? Stupid guy logic? Did he think I was that much of a pushover? That's what infuriated me the most; he made it seem like him chasing other girls was expected of him. 

Carter's hypocritical face burned into my mind and swept away the stinging sensation of my nails digging into my palm. 


That stupid dopey smile and those stupid oblivious eyes. How were they charming once upon a time? Could you lose feelings in a split second? The moment he'd kissed that girl, he'd zapped any love I had for him. 

He thought I was the crazy one for not jumping back into his arms. 


I should do the opposite and move on already. 


"What the hell, Dorothy!" 


Rosie's unexpected voice stopped me dead in my tracks. I came back to myself and recognized my surroundings. I stood outside a freshly painted white wooden canopy, having made it all the way into the middle of the park without realizing. I paused by the railing and glanced inside. 

Eduardo and Dorothy sat on a wooden bench. Well, he did. She'd planted herself on his lap, wrapped her hands around his neck, and left enough space not to touch his sling. A bunch of shopping bags and a McDonald's cardboard container surrounded them. 

Izzy hadn't lied when she said Eduardo hadn't showered since Friday. Was that Cheeto dust on his shirt? His golden blonde hair spiked in every direction, unlike his usual style of combing it back and spraying it to perfection. 


He noticed me and wiped down his neck, but that did nothing to rid himself of the hickeys on his skin. 

Rosie stood by the canopy's entrance with her back to me, rocking back and forth on her heels. 

"Hi," Dorothy responded to her sister with a bright smile, not noticing me or not caring enough to acknowledge me. 


"How can you go from planning revenge against him this morning to kissing him now?" Rosie demanded. 

"About that," Eduardo began, smacking his lips awkwardly. "She tried getting sunscreen in my hair, but she got me on the cheek and one thing led to another . . ." 


"That doesn't explain anything," Rosie responded. 


Dorothy pinned her sister with a condescending look and asked, "Do you know what's better than revenge?" 

"I'm sure you're going to tell me," Rosie muttered. 


"Going behind enemy lines and seducing them. It's hot in a 'I'm mortal enemies with your sister but I think we should make out to pass the time' sort of way. My adrenaline is pumping right now. He's scared his sister will hate him. And I'm . . . not averse to that." 

"What?" Eduardo asked, embarrassment forgotten. 

Dorothy tapped his face and said, "You knew what you were getting into." 

His face relaxed under her spell. 


He was a goner. 

Izzy was so going to lose her shit. 

"Dotty," Rosie said, pinching the bridge of her nose. "You were the one that instated the no dating the Dragons rule." 

"Eurgh. Gross. We're not dating. We're just two consenting rivals caught up in the moment, which might progress to other similar casual moments in the future," Dorothy informed her sister with a curl of her lips. "Looks like something you could do if you weren't busy judging me. What you're feeling is jealousy." 

Dorothy nodded behind Rosie's shoulder. 


The only thing behind her was me. 


What the fuck? 


Rosie noted my presence, made a face and spun right back around and curled her fists beside her side. 


All the rage Carter caused me popped like a lead balloon. Lightheadedness took its place, accompanied by a tingling sensation that swept up the back of my neck and across my face. Dorothy's insinuation was clear, as were Rosie's thoughts on the subject. 


"How are you always there?" Rosie complained about me. 

"Speak for yourself," I said, stomping up the steps and leaning across the barrier opposite her. 


"That's called convenience, Rosie, perfect for when you want to have some fun," Dorothy said. 

"You're not implying . . . ?" Rosie began. 


"Enemies to lovers? Why not? It's a popular trope for a reason. Look at us." Dorothy waved between herself and Eduardo. "Rival captains, equally passionate, one clearly better than the other. Let's face it. You could do with something steamy and fun after that whole Hazel drama. Who better to get it on with than another victim of cheating?" 

Rosie raised her hands and backed away from her sister, and when she came close to the railing beside me, she flung herself in the opposite direction with a shudder. "What is wrong with you, Dotty? She's the lastperson I'd ever want to kiss!" 

"Same!" I agreed, not liking the direction of that conversation at all, but Rosie's disgusted face was a little much. "But for the record, you're missing out because I'm a great kisser." 


She rubbed her eyebrow as if to ward off a headache, and said, "You have no coordination!" 

"At least I don't have . . . pouty lips! How do you control them?" 

"Expertly," she mumbled, glancing down at said lips. 

"Doubtful." 

"Why were you looking at my lips?" she asked. 

"They're right on your face!" 

"Looks like you both have something to prove," Dorothy interrupted. "Maybe you should kiss each other and find out." 

"Ew," I mumbled. 

"I don't want her slobber all over me," Rosie agreed. 

An impossible hotness spread across my face, neck, and ears. I raised my slushie cup, however, instead of pressing it against my cheek or drinking from it, I ended up tossing the drink in Rosie's direction. Why? I don't know. 


One second she winced while looking at me, and the next thing I knew, the blue liquid spilled out mid-air, missing the girl by an inch. 

She swirled around to face me. She bent down, picked the cup up, squared her shoulders before lurching toward me and tossing the cup up high so it turned mid-air and dropped around me all at once. 


Remnants of the slushie landed on my hair and the edge of my shoe. 


I kicked the cup back over to her, clipping her on the hip. 


Dorothy rolled her eyes at us and said, "And she calls me the immature one. Which leaves us with no choice. As captains, we must steer this sinking ship." 

"This seems like a pretty big iceberg!" Eduardo said. 


Dorothy and Eduardo continued a running commentary of complete nonsense while I leapt backward to avoid Rosie and her hands. I failed. She grabbed my arm holding the slushie and tried prying the cup from my fingers with her other hand. 


We played tug of war with my arm. I grabbed my wrist with my opposite hand. She clasped my arm with both hands, and together we swayed back and forth. The liquid inside the cup threatened to spill over with every yank, 


One of her hands slipped away. I took advantage and pushed my arm forward and slamming the plastic against her chest. 


The lid fell off. Blue gushed out, tumbling down her shirt. 


The sharp inhale. 

The wayward hands. 

The impossibly wide doe-eyes. 

It all accumulated into a frozen moment that made my throat tighten. Then, the back of my throat tickled, and a bizarre laugh escaped me, shaking my shoulders, and watering my eyes. I muffled my mouth with my palm, but it did nothing to stop the laughter from spilling out. 


"You didn't!" she stuttered, clutching her chest like she couldn't believe I had the gall to do that to her. She was partially right. It wasn't on purpose that time. 


She advanced toward me. 


I jerked away from her, hands up to shield myself. "Payback's a bitch." 

"Payback for what!? I did nothing to you!" 

"You got shaving cream in my eye!" 

"Not this again!" 

"Yes, this again!" 

She wiped down her shirt, brushing off as much of the blue slushie as she could. All she did was make sure the stain soaked into the shirt and even dropped onto the outside of her overalls. 


"What is wrong with you?" she snapped. "You'll say anything to make me the villain. You might not be the person Hazel cheated with, but you chased me around during the game for no reason. You have a weird obsession with my hair. Don't get me started on today. Do you know how many cats we could've helped if you got your head out of your ass? All you think about is yourself. I was right earlier, wasn't I? You're still hung up over the fact that you were going to lose. Suck it up!" 

An ugly and uncontrollable tightness took control of my stomach. "Me? Selfish? I was gone for five minutes. I dealt with creeps alone while you were off watching stupid cat videos! It's not like actual cats needed medical equipment or whatever. Oh, wait." 

"You're one to speak. You—" 

"The only difference is," I cut her off, "we can't all be spoiled daddy's girls who can get away with anything." 


"Shut up." 

"It's the truth!" I took a step closer. She didn't back off. We were inches away from each other, in each other's space, both unwilling to back down. "Or is there another reason you think you can get away with not doing work?" The question remained lingering in the air. Satisfied, I finished with, "I didn't think so." 

The sound of a sharp whistle penetrated the air, putting an end to our fight. 

Coach Connelly stormed from the opposite end of the park toward us, a whistle between his lips and an angry red flush on his cheeks. He looked like a grumpy Santa Claus stumbling toward us with his beard whipping in the breeze. 


He pointed at me, and then to his daughter, seeming to miss his other daughter alongside Eduardo, who jumped over the canopy's fence and hid behind its barrier. 


"What the hell is going on here? This is the exact opposite of peace, love, and harmony!" Coach Connelly yelled at us. 


What was going on here? 

That was a good question. 


The thing was Coach Connelly, one of your daughters wanted me to have an enemies with benefits sort of relationship with the other, which enraged Rosie and me to the point of trading blows with the help of a blue raspberry slushie cup? 


An explanation like that had to come from his daughter. I remained quiet while she crossed her arms and avoided her dad's penetrating stare. It looked like the both of us refused to engage in that conversation, except I wasn't the one shaking with unbridled rage. 


"I know you're both capable of speaking. We could hear you across the street. Coach Miller was kind enough to point out it was my daughter making a scene." Coach combed a hand through his hair, glancing over his shoulder to where Coach Miller watched us from the front of the Beanery. "Pick up your litter. Now. And both of you, I don't care who started what, but you're going to hug this out." 

She was the first to take a giant step backward. "I'd rather burn in hell." 

I nodded, agreeing with her and pointed out the obvious, "Look at her. Hugging her would be hell." 

"I am looking, and I'm sure you're part of the reason she looks that way," Coach Connelly determined. "We're not leaving until you both hug it out and that's final. I'm not having you both ruin what progress we've made between the teams." 

The coach gave his orders, crossed his arms, and waited. 


My stiff shoulders sagged. He wouldn't relent until we did what we were told. Not only that, until it was done with the maximum effort, like our drills at practice. Rosie made eye contact with me and the stubborn glint in her eye faded more and more by the second. She obviously realized the same thing. 


We approached each other at the same time. 


The shock had us rearing at the same time, too. 


Ugh, awkward. 


"Welp, we tried," I said, shrugging. 


"Hug," Coach demanded. 


"How about air-hugging?" Rosie suggested. 

Coach Connelly helped us along by gripping my shoulder, then gripping his daughter's shoulder, and pushing us until he forced us to mauver ourselves into a hugging position before we butted heads. 


I wouldn't have cared that I was shorter than her by at least two inches, but my height meant the icy slushie pressed against my upper chest and throat. My sharp inhale only spurred her on. She wrapped her arms around my back, clasping her hands together and pressed us together forcibly. 


"Why do I feel like I've been marked for death?" I muttered, wrinkling my nose. 

"Because we're in hell," she said pointedly. 

Coach Connelly cleared his throat. 

"Good job, ladies. Now, Kate, one last thing." 

"Yeah, Coach?" I said, distancing myself from his daughter and taking too many steps away from them both while rotating my shoulder, and wiping the skin on my chest, trying to stop the slushie from seeping into my tank top. 

"Give my daughter your hoodie and we'll pretend like this never happened," he ordered. 


"Dotty has spare clothes she can give me," Rosie interjected before I could refuse. 


"No, Dorothy doesn't," Coach Connelly said, holding out a waiting hand. "Come out and hand everything here." 

Dorothy shamelessly rounding the canopy, clarified, "Everything?" 


"Everything," he said. 

"Even . . ." 

"Everything!" Coach Connelly demanded. 


While Dorothy hopped back inside the canopy and retrieved her shopping bags, (tossing the McDonald's box toward Eduardo for safe keeping) Coach Connelly motioned for me to take off my hoodie. 


My fingers reached for the sleeves tied on my waist. "Coach, this is my . . . My favorite hoodie. I can't just give it away to a stranger." 

"You should have thought of that before you started a screaming match in the middle of the street." 

He waited until I untied the hoodie from around my waist and handed it over to his daughter before he went back to the Beanery. She took it while wrinkling her nose. The only reason I complied was the thought of Mae getting a phone call on her work shift about my insubordination over a hoodie. 

"Did your dad really make us kiss and make up?" I complained. 


"He made it seem like we did." 

It worked. Coach Miller had gone back to doing whatever he was doing before, and the rest of the Sea Lions and Dragons alike had gone back to doing their jobs. 

She held the hoodie out in front of her and sized it up. 


"Get your shirt off first before you put it on," I instructed. Drops of the icy substance still drooped down her neck, slithering its way down her shirt and probably in her bra, too. It would be too far to ask her to take that off too, right? Right. "No, screw it, go find a bathroom and clean yourself off first. You're a mess." 


"And whose fault is that?" she snapped. 


I ignored her. "I want it back in the same condition. I don't want to see anything on it. Make sure it's washed too. I don't want any trace of you left on it." 

"It's already covered with stains. Who cares?" 

"It's paint." 

"Does it really matter?" 

"Yes!" 

My serious tone shut her up. This time when she looked at it, she didn't seem to want to light it on fire, which was the only reassurance I got. 


"This is big." She inspected the inside of the collar. "It's a medium men's hoodie. This belongs to Carter. That's why you're so protective of it." 

"It's mine," I said, not bothering to correct her. She could think what she wanted as long as she gave it back in the same condition she got it in. "Look, you can wander around looking all smurfy if you want. I don't care." 


She swirled around and got out of my immediate space as I reached out to take it back. The same glint in her eyes that was there at the game returned, but this time, it was twice as annoying. The smugness and the gloating were worse because she took her time, flipping the hoodie back and forth, contemplating whether she'd put on the damn hoodie. 


And then she casually walked inside the canopy, pushed the overall straps to the side and off her shoulder, and started unbuttoning her shirt. She used the shirt to capture all the drops and to wipe away the mess before sending it sailing in my direction. It landed against my face, of all places. 


I ripped it away from me and dropped it to the ground. My gaze landed on her to snap at her for throwing dirty clothes at me, but my mouth went dry. 


She didn't have a care in the world. She turned the hoodie the right way while standing in only a black bra. The overalls held onto her hips for dear life. She lifted the hoodie up and onto her head, exposing her flat stomach. 


"You can be charged for public indecency," I said, breaking the silence, and cursing myself for saying anything when my voice came out all weird. 

She pulled the hoodie over her head and pointed out, "It's not like anyone other than you saw. What do you think?" 

It wasn't a serious question, but I took my time in answering, anyway. It wasn't the most flattering of hoodies to wear. She'd been right. It was slathered in paint, especially near the edge of the cuffs. It looked good somehow, despite her being too small to fit the hoodie. Maybe it was the way she brought her hair to one side or the fact she'd pushed back the sleeves. The yellow and blue paint stood out the most, complimenting the warm brown of her eyes. 


It wasn't the worst thing in the world. In fact, the icy feeling that had taken over my chest since we'd hugged fell away into a pool of warmth. She shifted her hair again, moving, so she was looking at me. I dropped my gaze to the ground, betrayed by my body's reaction. 


I swallowed and muttered, "Like it's too big for you." 

That was the simplest and honest way of putting it. It's not like she expected a compliment from me, of all people, anyway. We hated each other. It was something to remember while heading away from her and back to the Beanery's car lot. 

Carter was the last thing on my mind amid all that chaos. 



Chapter Eight 


Mae had eighty-hour work weeks as a second-year resident at Chesterfield's hospital. Her schedule varied week by week, however, she got one day out of seven free from all clinical and educational responsibilities. We were lucky those twenty-four-hours landed on a Sunday this week when Nick and I weren't stuck at school all day.


It wasn't often that the three of us could spend true quality time together all at once, so we didn't let the rare opportunity go to waste. We started our morning by heading inside a grocery store in our most comfortable sweatpants. Mae led us toward the best buys section. Igloo-style cat beds, non-stick frying pans and essential oils wax melts and a bunch of other crap you wouldn't otherwise buy if they weren't so cheap adorned the shelves. 

We got a kick out of picking at least one odd thing to bring home with us. It was usually something we'd never need in a million years, like frog candles, snow globes or piggy banks. It'd started when my aunt visited me as a kid. She'd take me to the store and my parents had no say in the wacky things we'd purchased. It'd been the one tradition that'd stayed the same in the last four years since she'd become my guardian when my parents died. 


Nick's squeaky shoes and an older couple bickering about the best brand of cookies to buy broke through the quietness inside the building and kept me awake. 

The arts and crafts section distracted Nick ahead of us. I went to join him, but my aunt held out her arm and stopped me in my tracks. 


"Hold on a second. I want to talk to you. It's nothing serious," she said, monitoring her son and examining a cheap cake decorating kit at the same time. "You've been quiet this morning, well, this week really. You can tell me anything, you know that, right?" 


"I know?" I said, playing dumb. 

"So, is there something on your mind?" 

"You want to have a heart to heart in the middle of a grocery store?" I asked. 

She checked the back of the cake kit box and waited. 

This is how we communicated. We spoke during car drives to school, through texts and phone calls, and behind the bathroom door while we got ready in the mornings. We had no choice. Our schedules forced us to get creative. 


And it worked. However, admitting my boyfriend cheated on me next to a bunch of crappy baking equipment wasn't something I wanted to do. I hadn't processed what he'd done yet. Was it really the best idea to admit to my aunt that her niece had gotten cheated on when she stood next to a bunch of sharp kitchen knives? Probably not. 


There was one other thing that I could whine about. 


"Dad's hoodie has been gone for a week and the girl who stole it hates my guts, so it'll probably come back smelling like bleach," I complained. 


"Anything else I should know about?" she asked, somehow knowing that wasn't what troubled me, although Dad's stolen hoodie annoyed me. 

She'd have to find out at some time. "I broke up with Carter." 


"I'm sorry, Kate." 

"It was . . . rough. I don't want to talk about it yet." 

"We don't have to. When you do want to talk about it, I'm here for you, okay? Because chances are, whatever you're going through, I have too. Please don't shut me out? Promise me?" 

"I promise." 


"Nick! Stay in this aisle. Don't make me chase you down or call the Sheriff on you." She refocused on me. "How's Eduardo?" 

His broken arm hadn't stopped him from sticking his tongue down our enemies' throat. That's not information my aunt needed to know, though. "He was shook up for a while, but he's more than okay now, trust me." 

"Good. Sheriff Santiago mentioned he was down. I'm glad he's feeling better now. He's always been a cheery kid. How about the Connelly girl? I've tried following up through your coach, but his phone always goes to voicemail and he hasn't returned my calls." 

"How am I supposed to know? It's not like I have her number or anything?" 

"You spent more time chasing after that girl than the ball. I'm sure you can track down her number and report back to me." 

"Whatever." 

"No, not 'whatever.' I'd like to know for my peace of mind." 

"Fine." 

"But no second-hand information. I want to speak to the girl myself." 

Which meant I couldn't pretend to get Rosie's number. Mae knew me too well. "I'll get her number for you, Doctor Wilson." 


"Thank you. But only if that's what she wants. Don't bully the number out of her. Now, what do you think, should we get this?" she asked, holding the cake kit up. "We can take out one of your mom's aprons." 

"Neither of us can bake, Mae," I dismissed her. 


"Hey! I'll have you know I can . . . I can put a mean English muffin in the toaster. Don't look at me like that. You never complain about them!" She broke out into a laugh. "Fine, fine. You got mine and your dad's baking genes. Your mom, though? I've never known a bride to make their own wedding cake, but what I'd give to get another slice of that beauty now." 

"I don't think we're the best people to recreate it." 

"I guess not." She smiled down at the kit. "You know, she bought an apron specifically for this situation back before she got with my brother. We must've been fifteen? It went something like, Forget Heartbreakers, I'm a Bread Baker. She had a special cupcake recipe, too. She said blowing out the candle was supposed to eliminate her exes from her system. I'm not sure how, but it worked? Except for your dad, of course, he stayed burrowed for years." 

Dad and Mom had been high school sweethearts that broke up before heading off to college. They'd spent seven years apart before my aunt coerced my mom into being her plus one at my uncle's wedding and six months later, my parents had gotten engaged and never looked back. It's a story I'd been told a million times by my aunt and other members of my dad's side of the family. 


I pretended to examine a bunch of animal-shaped cut outs. Now it'd made more sense why my aunt randomly wanted to bake with me so badly. She'd probably already found out about my breakup with Carter from Izzy's mom. 


I couldn't handle the idea of baking. It's what my mom, and I did for every special occasion, even after the first time I got my period. 


A ball developed at the back of my throat, making it awkward to swallow. 


"She always said she'd give it to you to wear after your first breakup," she told me. 

"We can always drop the apron and cake kit by her grave and see what happens," I said. 


"She'd love baking dirt cakes for your ex-boyfriend, as morbid as that sounds." 

She didn't push the baking idea anymore, understanding why I couldn't without me having to say. 

There was only one day a year I liked to commemorate my parents, and that was the anniversary of their death. That wasn't for a few weeks yet. I couldn't handle thinking of them any other days. It's like there was this mental barrier protecting my brain from breaking down every day except for their anniversary. Losing my shit annually seemed like a fair trade-off for a relatively normal emotional state for the other three hundred and sixty-four days. 

We worked our way into the middle of the aisle, continuing our shop of the non-essentials, essentials. My rejection didn't stop her from looking at baking trays, muffin cases, mixing bowls and baking scales. I browsed through a few cups. 


Nick called us over to him, his face a picture of pure delight. He waved a package in his hand. "This is so cool! It's an invisible ink set! It even comes with a notepad and everything! Can this be our top pick?" 

"Beats what I chose," I said, holding up a bunny cup that made my cousin's eyes widen. 


"Which one do you want?" Mae asked. 


"Both," he answered quickly. 

"You heard him," I said. 

"You did draw tiny secret rabbit faces on the tips of my fingers with magic markers when you were little, Katie." Mae wiggled her fingers in Nick's face before tossing the marker set into the shopping cart. "Both are our special buy today, no questions asked." 

"You're such a child," I said, handing the bunny cup to Nick to carry. 

"One of us has to be," she said. 


"Maybe that's why you're leaning towards specializing in pediatrics," I jabbed. 

"Point made. Adult mode activated. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can binge-watch Hell's Kitchen." 


"We watched that last time. You know you want to watch the Great British Bake Off," I said. 


"Why do you get to choose?" Nick demanded. 

"Because I'm older," I said. 


"You always say that," he grumbled. 

"Because it's always true." 

"I'll tell you what. I'll get fruits, vegetables and meats and you can focus on frozen and dairy products? Then we can meet at the front for snack selection?" Mae asked, ripping the shopping list in half and giving one part to me. "Ready, set, go." 

She made Nick grip the handlebars of the cart before shooting down the aisle and away from me. 


"A race? What are we? Five?" I yelled. 

"First one back chooses the show!" she called back over her shoulder before skidding around the corner. 

It wasn't a fair competition. It was two against one. I had to go to the store's entrance to grab a basket and then head to the frozen and dairy section, which was all the way at the back of the store. 

One thing became obvious; the perfectly split shopping list, the allocated sections of the food store? It was all predetermined by my aunt to set the odds in her favor. She'd planned the damn race before we'd even left the house. 

The revelation made me pick up my pace and jog through the aisles after I'd collected the basket. I dodged a cranky older lady with a walking stick and slammed the basket against an unimpressed student from Chesterfield High. 


A rush of cool air gushed out from one freezer and blew against my warm cheeks. It was only one out of a lengthy line of freezers down the aisle I had yet to scan through. 

Pizza, steaks, fish fingers, and garlic baguettes filled the space inside the basket, forcing me back to the front of the store to get a shopping cart. 


I'd well and truly lost the race. 


The windows by the store's entrance gave a perfect view of the car lot. One person walked their shopping cart to the trunk of their car, squeezing in the space between Mae's blue Toyota and the yellow bug one space over. 


A rush of nervous energy swelled in my stomach, and it wasn't until I studied the bug that the reason became obvious. It was familiar because it'd been at my mini soccer practices this year. And Izzy said Coach got dropped off by his daughter in an ugly yellow car. What were the chances? I never used to think twice about running into Coach Connelly in public before, but it was different now that I'd met his daughters. 


I snatched a cart, spun around too fast, and rammed it against a man's stomach. 


"Shit," I breathed out. 


"That's my bad, sorry," the bearded man said, gripping the end of the cart and steadying himself. "Kate! You have been dodging my request for a meeting." 

"Meeting?" I asked Coach Connelly, not having heard anything about any such requests. 

"Don't you check your emails?" 

Every day. There'd been none from him, just like the last time he mentioned emails at the car wash. I didn't want to backtalk him. 


I noted the basket full of candy and popcorn, ignored his question, and asked, "Sweet tooth?" 


"Dorothy says it's the perfect breakup package. Minus the stolen booze. Extra sugar, though." He reached out and patted my shoulder. "I know you experienced a breakup recently, too. It explains where your head was during the game." 


It's not like I found out about Carter cheating after the game. 

And it's not like my distractedness had something to do with his daughter tormenting me or anything. 

Oh wait. 

Again, I wasn't going to backtalk. 


"Sure," I agreed. 


"Hell, my daughter wanted to quit the Sea Lions and now I know why. A broken heart messes with your mind in a way no human should experience. I'm lucky my girls are here with me and not with their mother in New York, otherwise who knows if I would've survived after my divorce." 

"Right," I agreed, not adding to the conversation because that sounded way too personal for me to know. 

"Do you think I will impress the girls with the haul? Once Dorothy shops, she can't stop. So, I want to make sure we get everything we could need so we don't have to come back later." 

"It looks like you've covered your bases," I said with a half-hearted shrug, scanning the area for his daughters. "I'll see you at our next practice, Coach—Oh wait, there's something I wanted to ask you." 

"That's a coincidence. I've been meaning to talk to you, too. You can go first." 


"My aunt wants me to get your daughter's number so she can ask about her finger?" 

"It's on my phone, but I'm not sure how to get it. I click her name and usually she answers . . ." He dug for his phone in his jacket pocket and offered it out. "If you can find it, it's yours. Now my turn. With Eduardo's broken arm, we need a new captain." 

That hadn't even crossed my mind. 

He wasn't letting up his stare. 

"Me?" I asked. 


"You," he confirmed. 


"Eduardo's still the best choice," I said, scanning through his contacts. 


"Players get tunnel vision on the field. They don't listen to their screaming coaches or anyone on the sidelines. I need someone on the field driving the team forward and that person is you." 

"What about Izzy? She was the one who tried keeping the peace during the game?" I suggested, copying Rosie's number and sending it to myself through his email. 


"Izzy is levelheaded, but that's not what we need." 

I handed him back his phone. "I was red-carded in the last game." 

"Exactly. If your teammates see the person who lost control the most treat the competition with respect, they'll follow their lead. It'll work if you've learned your lesson." 

"I don't know, Coach." Leadership wasn't my thing, but it was in Izzy's wheelhouse. It came naturally to her. "My aunt's waiting on me, so I should . . ." 


"I can take the hint." He moved aside. "Think about it. That's all I ask. We'll be having tryouts soon. Let me know if you change your mind before then. Give your aunt my best." 

I pushed the cart in the opposite direction and sighed. 


I didn't deserve captaincy; Izzy did. It was my fault the game had gone to shit. I was the one who didn't listen to her when she said to leave Rosie alone. I was the one who was too distracted by stupid glittering ribbons to score a goal. And it was my fault tensions had risen so much that a brawl had broken out on the field. 


I wasn't much help after the game either, too locked up in my head to help Izzy organize sessions in the gym and coordinate early morning jogs through the woods at the back of the school. Throw in scheduled practice with the team and our entire week only comprised of one thing: getting prepped to take the Sea Lions down. 


Mini soccer wasn't as serious as the soccer season in the fall and our team wasn't all that physically coordinated or even into sports, but we were dedicated and needed the best person to take charge. That person wasn't me. 

Izzy was the only reason I'd joined the team in Freshmen year. She was why I stay motivated enough to attend school after my parents had died during winter break. She was the one reason I had a group of friends. 


She'd pushed and pushed and pushed me to reach my full potential and I just know she'd do the same for the team, given the chance. 


Coach Connelly needed to see that. 


Chapter Nine 


The shopping cart squeaking several steps behind me wouldn't have been so annoying if it didn't follow me, even when I turned right four times in a row inside the grocery store. The noise grew closer after each corner. I stopped by the dairy section and glanced to my left to give the person behind the loud wheels a death glare.


Rosie Connelly walked toward me while examining two different brands of chocolate chip cookies. One was a bunch of mini cookies, and the other was regular sized. 

Of course, Coach Connelly picked the wrong snacks. 

We hadn't seen each other since our fight at the carwash last Sunday. A full week of stable blood pressure vanished in a millisecond. 


There I was, in sweatpants splattered with old dry paint, a black tee that had a hole above my sternum and my hair was still wet from my shower two hours ago; a mess. And there Rosie stood, in the blue Sea Lions' shorts and a plain white t-shirt. Nothing special except the fact her olive-toned legs stretched out for days. 


Dorothy skipped around the corner with the shopping cart. She ditched it by the side of the aisle and wandered ahead of the brunette, blocking her path toward me. 


The only thing stopping Rosie from seeing me was Dorothy being a convenient and annoying sibling. How long could that last? It's not like I could leave the cart and hide in Mae's car. 


Oh yeah, Mae, I dumped the cart because my mini soccer team rival was in the same aisle as me and was looking at cookies. 


She'd never let me live it down. 


I could not move. 


"Come on, put down the cookies and talk to me," Dorothy's whiny voice interrupted my frozen moment of panic. 

Rosie held up the cookies and said, "Choose first." 

Dorothy whacked one packet out of Rosie's hands and sent it sailing behind Dorothy's shoulder. The packet skidded across the floor and stopped inches away from my foot. 


"Rude," Rosie mumbled, trying to get a peek over Dorothy's shoulder, but Dorothy mimicked her movements, blocking her view of both the cookies and me. 


"Quitting the team just because Hazel cheated on you is being a little overdramatic," Dorothy said. 


"Over dramatic?" 

"Don't be a coward." 

"Coward?" Rosie repeated. 


"Yeah. Coward," Dorothy confirmed. "You can't hide from your demon." 

"Facing my inner demons can wait until summer when I don't have to see . . . them every day." 

"Keep up. Demon. Singular," Dorothy corrected. "Hazel Harrison is the demon that tormented you. Her kissing the weirdo in the tree was . . . unfortunate. But you need to face her head on." 

Rosie dragged her fingers through her hair and avoided eye contact with her sister. "I don't need to do anything with her." 


"That's right-you don't. She might not be possessing you anymore, but she's a lingering ghost that's set on haunting you with a parade of boys and girls attached to her lips and hips. She's only doing it to get your attention. You quitting the team is exactly the reaction she's looking for. It's by time she found peace with your breakup. That you found peace." 

"It's only been three weeks," Rosie replied. 

"Really? It feels like you've had a permanent pout for two months," Dorothy joked before becoming serious. "I'm not letting that she-devil drive my sister away." 

"She's not the reason I'm quitting," Rosie defended. 

"Oh, yeah?" Dorothy said. "Let's look at all the other aspects of your great life. Your grades are fantastic, the cats at the shelter are going out faster than they are coming in, your friends are my friends, so I know there's no hidden drama going on there. You got a raise at work and you got into your top choice for college. There's one game left for crying out loud. We're practically at the finish line! You can't bail on me now. Not before Seattle. The only thing that changed is your relationship status. If it's not Hazel, then what is it? This isn't about Dad, right? How many times have I told you his problems don't have to be your problems? He's a grown-ass man. He can take care of himself." 

"It's not because of him," Rosie said firmly. 


"Is it because of Carmilla? You know she loves you. You're her entire world." 

Who the hell was Carmilla? What was wrong with their dad? What college did she get into? (That last thought might've been irrelevant.) 


"She's a free spirit, I know," Rosie mumbled. 


"Is it me? Am I being too hard on you as your captain?" 

"It's not you," she reassured her sister. "It's no one. I don't know; do I need a reason for change?" 

"When those changes mean spending less time together, yes. We'll be on opposite sides of the country in September. We've got to make the most of now and summer. It'll never be the same when we move, and you know it." 

"Don't be so dramatic, Dotty." 

"I'm being realistic." 

"We'll be fine." 

"Yes, we will. Because I'm going to handle Hazel," Dorothy promised. 


"Wait, what? No? How?" 

"Give me a week. Then you won't have change in the janitor's closet just to avoid bumping into her in the locker room. Yes, I know about that. You're not as quiet as you think you are. If anyone deserves to be running off with her tail between her legs, it's her. Not you." 

"Dotty . . ." 

"Also, I'm setting you up on a date and you're not leaving the team, and that's final." 

"What does a date have to do anything?" Rosie asked, exasperated. 


"Everything." 

"I don't get a say?" 

"Nope! Now let's split up. I can't believe Dad thought one shopping cart was enough for the party. Your birthday needs to be perfect. You only turn eighteen once. We need more of . . . everything! You go get that weird vegan milk chocolate you like and I'll handle the rest. I've got you." 

Dorothy didn't wait for a response and skipped away, spinning car keys between her fingers and left her sister alone. 


Rosie's arms hung by her side. She moved along the aisle with a heavy-footed walk that lacked energy, and her gaze bore blankly at the ground. 


I wasn't supposed to hear any of that conversation. Obviously. If Carter was at every practice, in our group chat, and on the team, I'd think about quitting my team, too. 


Empathy. Yuck. The number one killer of competitiveness. 


I grabbed the chocolate milk in front of me and clutched it tight in my hand. Who liked chocolate milk anyway? Vegan chocolate milk? How was that possible? Chocolate was chocolate and milk was milk. Why combine the two? 

I'd have to remove the burning image of her empty stare and drooping shoulders from my mind. Thinking of her as a kicked puppy was the opposite of what I needed for the rematch. 


It was better for everyone if she didn't see me right now. She glanced up and made direct eye contact with me just as I was about to escape the aisle. 


The appropriate response was turn and walk away, but I held a chocolate milk carton over my face and pretended everything was normal. 

The wheels of the shopping cart squeaked again and something hard knocked into my cart, banging against my knee. 


She cleared her throat. 

"Can I help you?" I asked. 


"Yeah, you can," she said, reaching out and lowering the carton. "You can quit following me." 

"I'm not following you." 

"You're everywhere I turn!" 


I had been standing there for a good three minutes, but she didn't know that. "We were scheduled for the game and the car wash. Your dad paired us together before you bailed. If you want to blame anyone, blame your dad." 

"It's obvious what you're doing," she said, tightening her grip on the cart's handlebars until her knuckles whitened. 

A spark of anger returned to her eyes, something that was much better than the distant stare she had earlier. I motioned for her to elaborate because it wasn't obvious to me and clearly, she was pent up about this. 


"You think you can pop up everywhere and intimidate me? You're wrong. I'm not some daddy's girl you can scare off easily. Whatever you're trying to do, it's not working, so just give it a rest, okay?" 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. Today was supposed to be a day of relaxation. I was supposed to be watching The Great British Bake Off with Mae, turning off my phone so I didn't have to see all the ways Carter bypassed the block button, and eating my weight of junk food; not facing off against my rival in the dairy section of the store. 


She could play the victim all she wanted, but we both knew the truth. She'd been the one who pranked me, who winked and made fun of me at the game. She'd been the one who sprained her own damn finger, and she'd been the one who went off in a huff at the car wash. 


And today, she was the one to approach me. Whatever backward, reverse psychology crap she was trying to pull, it wouldn't work. We were going to win the rematch, even if she tried to make me feel sorry for her. 


"So that's what I'm doing here? Intimidating you?" I asked. 


"Trying to," she corrected. 


"And here I thought I wanted some chocolate milk," I lied. 


"Joke all you want." She nudged my shoulder, so she stood in front of the refrigerator. She ran the tips of her fingers through the cartons as she scanned the items. "I'm not affected by you at all." 

"And that's not why you're quitting the Sea Lions, right?" 

She spun her head around, mouth gaped. "Who told you that?" 

"If you're going to have private conversations, maybe, you know, have them in private." 

A moment or two of uncertainty went by, lessening the impact of what she had to say next. 


"Maybe that's what I wanted you to hear." 

"Then you wouldn't have said that to me," I pointed out. "Maybe the real reason you're quitting is because you can't handle going up against us again. I don't blame you. I'd be scared too if I couldn't go to a game without breaking something. How is your nail, by the way?" 

She hid her pinkie finger behind her back. "Fingers heal. Your hoodie, though . . ." 

"Don't you dare!" I blurted out. Feeling my eye twitch and seeing her growing amusement, I switched tactics. "I'll sign your phone number up to so many spam sites, I swear." 

"How the hell do you have my number? Why do you have my number?" A hint of annoyance cracked into her tone, the first glimpse of her crumbling composure. I showed my phone and shook it in her face. She snatched it from me, quickly started typing and said, "Let me see." 


"Your dad gave it to me," I said, grabbing it back. "Oh right, my aunt's going to be calling you, by the way." 

"What? Why?" 

"To check in on you." 

"That's . . . nice of her," she mumbled. "The apple fell really far from the family tree, huh?" 

I made a show of glancing around, feigning ignorance. 


"It's okay. Not everyone can handle our intensity," I said. "Especially someone who's used to having her dad hand her everything." 


The moment her composure slipped was glorious. Anger flashed across her face. A heated flush crawled up her neck, and I had to force myself to ignore how attractive it looked. I'd take that secret to my grave. 

"Intensity," she hissed, leaning in an inch or two closer. I did the same, not backing down. "Pulling people's hair, starting fights but not finishing them? You're intense, sure, but what's the point in that when you still lose?" 

She didn't have the nose ring in today, and her lips were even poutier than usual if that was possible, pinker, and glistening with lip gloss. 


I opened my mouth to respond, but my phone buzzed in my pocket. It broke the spell of the heated moment, making me realize just how close our faces had gotten. I could feel her breath on my lips. Any closer and . . . 

I backed away at the same time she did, retching away from each other. She tapped her foot on the floor while I read the message from my aunt. 


Mae's text informed me she'd won the race and her second message asked where I was. 


"It doesn't matter anymore because you're quitting, right?" I said, placing my phone back in my pocket. 


"In your dreams." 

"You're staying on the team because of me?" I said, placing a hand over my heart. 


"Don't flatter yourself." 


"Don't have to when you do it for me." I stuck the straw through the chocolate milk and said, "Yum," and sipped on it. It tasted fucking gross. Like coconut and vanilla. I refrained from pursing my lips and spitting the liquid out. "You can thank me for your sudden resolve another time." 

She bristled at the comment. We both knew I had an effect on her despite her claims to the contrary. Her irises blew up while I drank through the straw, sending a thrill through my system. I pushed the cart in the opposite direction. 


"You took the last one?!" 

My last glimpse of her before turning the corner was of her mouth screwed up into a forlorn pout. 

Mae transferred items from the shopping cart into the trunk of her car. 


"I guess we're watching Hell's Kitchen tonight?" 

"I guess we are," I confirmed. 

"Why did you get that? You don't even like chocolate milk?" 

I shrugged. "I felt like having some today." 

Later that night when Mae and Nick were long gone to bed after our cooking show marathon, I stayed up staring down at the drawing in a notebook full of scribbles. Rounded shapes and softened curves, lips that so clearly belonged to Rosie. 


One click of the small UV flashlight and all traces of her disappeared. 



Chapter Ten 


Excitement, adrenaline, a cheering crowd, and manicured grass: these were all things that came to mind when imagining a playing field. Chesterfield High's grounds didn't live up to those expectations.


The groundskeeper didn't have incentive to keep the field in good shape for use after the important sports in our school like football and soccer season had finished in the fall. The students didn't show interest in lacrosse right now either. It's not like the school had enough money to fund a team, anyway. We only had a team because we'd spent every summer raising money for ourselves. 


The field remained a disaster even though months had gone by and it was the second month of Spring. Weeds sprouted out of control and the white paint lines coating the grass were like needles in a haystack. Hence why we loved playing at the Ridgeway Institute's pristine field so much. 

The groundskeeper only focused on trimming the field's borders and keeping the messy grass from invading the running track. The track only needed little maintenance, since it was made from synthetic rubber. It was fine for the runners to use. They ran the circumference of the field while our team headed to set up practice. 

Our current captain led a warm up after school inside the goalkeeper's box as we waited for Coach Connelly to arrive. We gave up on him coming after fifteen minutes into practice. He must've forgotten about us because we got no notice he wouldn't be showing up. 


Eduardo, donning a black baseball cap, led us in our training. He stuck two lines of multicolored disc cones on the mucky ground. There was more mud than there was grass, and even the grass that grew was yellow and gross looking. There wasn't much for the groundskeeper to mow. 


Liza occupied one line of cones and Eoghan used the other. They zigzagged between them and raced against each other. 


Eduardo led Izzy, Dan and me a few yards toward the rusted goal post that had gigantic holes in the net. He assigned me as the goalkeeper and ordered for Izzy to get by Dan and score against me and Dan was to defend against her attacks. 


Eduardo tossed the ball between them before returning to Eoghan and Liza to time their movement between the discs. 


"I can't believe it's April already. Senior year's going to be over before we know it," Izzy said, scooping the ball behind Dan only for him to block and gain possession, ending the attack. 

"Got to do better than that," Dan taunted, passing the ball to me to throw back into play. 

"I'm just warming up, Danny," Izzy defended. 

"Ready to blow this popsicle stand?" I asked, throwing the ball between the pair. 

"Hell yes! We'll both be in New York at the end of summer, Kate. Can you believe that? Starving art students in the Big Apple? I can't wait. You got to learn to walk faster, though," Izzy said through gritted teeth, bumping her shoulder against Dan's and knocking the ball from his foot. 


"Or—hear me out—everyone else needs to understand there's supposed to be a difference between walking and running," I defended. 


"Save the lifeguard act for summer," Dan complained. 


"It's a safety hazard," I mumbled. 


"You should sign up at the water park too, Dan. They're training a new batch of lifeguards next month for the summer. It's good money, and we could see you all the time," Izzy said. 

"Why does that sound like a threat?" Dan asked. 


"You're in?" I asked. 


"Nah, Dad needs me down at the auto shop." 

"We'll squeeze in more camping trips, then. But after that, hello New York! It's going to be awesome except for the part where Dorothy Connelly is going there too," Izzy said, scrunching her nose. "Did you hear her bragging about getting into FIT at the car wash? I can't escape her. She made her entire Instagram her fashion portfolio and it keeps popping up on my feed." 

"Not stalking her Insta might help," Dan pointed out, tongue sticking out in concentration as he mimicked her movements. 

"I'm keeping tabs on her, but that's beside the point," she deflected. "It's a big city. I want unfamiliar faces at every turn, okay? Not lame-ass blondes who dress up their cat in ridiculous bow ties and silk capes." 

"What about you, Dan? Can't wait to get out of here?" I asked. 


"I like to live in the present," he said, brushing me off. "New York's a big change. You guys nervous?" 

"We'll be okay. We have each other," Izzy said. 


"I'd take not knowing anyone but Izzy over running into judgmental people accusing you of stalking them at a grocery store," I said. 


"That's oddly specific?" Dan said, widening his stance, watching as Izzy did multiple stepovers. 

"Should I be offended?" Izzy added. 

"I ran into Coach Connelly," I explained. 


"He accused you of stalking?" Izzy asked. "Girl, what have you been up to?" 

"No, not him. His daughter Rosie did," I said. 


Dan spun as Izzy successfully got around him and shot the ball toward the goal, only to be saved by me. 


"I heard you got it on with her at the carwash?" Dan asked. 

The smile I had from saving the goal wiped off my face. "What? No? We didn't get it on. What the fuck, Dan? That was . . ." Well, two couples did. My ex and his new whatever she was. Mentioning Eduardo and Dorothy didn't seem like a good idea, especially if Eduardo hadn't told his sister yet or even planned on telling her at all. "Carter and Hazel. They were gross. Rosie and I, well . . ." 

"Kate threw down with her," Izzy said, motioning for the ball back. I threw it in their direction. "She had to give away her hoodie because she destroyed the girl's clothes with a slushie." 

"Damn dude, she got you hot and bothered," Dan commented. 

"You're using that phrase wrong, so wrong," Izzy muttered. 

"Whatever. Worked up," he corrected, rolling his eyes. "Don't let her drive you crazy. We'll get them back at the next game. I was thinking of dumping a bunch of grass in their lockers and slathering their uniforms in itching powder?" 


"We have to know when game is going to be first," Izzy said. 


"About the next game . . ." I said, gaining both their attention. Did Izzy need to know that Coach had tapped me for the captain's spot? She could never find out. It'd destroy her confidence. "Coach mentioned something about hosting captain tryouts." 

"What? When?" Izzy demanded. 


"Soon," I answered. "That's all I know." 

Izzy jogged backward, grinning, and said, "Eduardo's been the good cop, now it's my turn to be the bad cop. No. The freaking sheriff! Wait, does Ed know?" 

I winced. "I don't think so? I was hoping . . ." 

". . . that I'd be the bearer of bad news," she finished for me. 

"Think of it like practice for being the bad cop?" I suggested. 


"Fuck," she said, watching her brother on the other side of the small field. 


"You can make itching powder out of roses," Dan started up again, making Izzy smile again. 


Dan cheered Izzy up by coming up with ridiculous prank ideas for the next twenty minutes. 

Our movements became a little sluggish which was a problem since we had ourselves a sink or swim situation. If we stayed in place for too long, we'd be trapped and pulled under the depths of the sludge. Izzy learned this the hard way. 


Her right foot sunk into the ground. She spread her arms wide to regain her balance. That's when Jasmine joined practice. She swooped in and stole the ball, dribbling the ball around Izzy, only to fall face down into an extremely mucky patch of grass. The guys roared in laughter at both girls' unfortunate positions. 

Izzy called Dan over to help her up. She threw a pile of mud on his face once he came close enough. Goo draped over his black hair and slithered down his cheek. No one did or said anything for a moment. His fists shook by his side. He bent down to her level, whispered something dangerously close to her ear, and then smacked a pile of mud onto her face. 


We dog-piled onto each other, shouts loud, and laughter even louder again. Izzy's pained 'ow' was the shrillest out of all the noise. 


We engaged in an all-out mud war, slopping muck onto each other's backs and barging each other onto the ground. Eduardo tossed the ball into the mix and set up an aggressive game of every player for themselves. Each of us tried to score a goal against him and even though he made it a point to not go for the ball at all—none of us got one goal. 


My foot got stuck near the sidelines. I pulled my leg out from the mud, leaving my now dirty brown cleat behind. 


Maybe Dan was right. Rosie got me worked up too easily. This thing with her, whatever it was, could end if I got my hoodie back. Better sooner rather than later. 


I scrolled through my contacts and went to the letter 'R.' No new name had been added. But I'd inputted her contact details? Didn't I? Wait. She'd grabbed my phone. What if she'd deleted her information? 


I scrolled desperately and came across a new name I hadn't seen before. 
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I scoffed, gaining attention from a few members of the team. I waved their concerns away and focused on the phone again. 


I spent an embarrassingly long time looking down at the screen, trying to come up with something just as snappy to replace her contact's name with. Nothing came to mind other than ribbon girl and that was lame as fuck. 

I changed the 'Rule' to 'Sucks' and called it a day. 

Then came the hard part. My fingers hovered over the message field. What was there to say? Sorry I stole your chocolate milk. It didn't taste that good. Now give me my hoodie back? 


She'd block me on the spot. 
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Direct. 

Simple. 

Factual. 


She couldn't get offended and torch the hoodie in retaliation. 

Eduardo called for a water break and ushered everyone inside the goal keeper's box. We all sat down except for Dan and Izzy, who picked up the cones as punishment for starting the mud fight. 


Izzy made her way through the field toward us, brushing muck from her shorts and making a face at the state of her nails. She took out hand sanitizer and squirted a blob into her hands and jogged with her knees raised to get through the sticky mud. 


"You're a cruel, cruel, captain," Izzy complained, sitting down next to me and sticking her tongue out at her brother. 

"Not for much longer," Eduardo muttered, catching his sister's eye. Coach Connelly had told him. Good. I didn't want to rip that away from him. Neither did Izzy. "But I don't want to focus on that. I want to celebrate my last week as your captain. All of us are going out on Friday. Some girl is throwing a birthday party down at the docks." 

I ignored the new message on my phone and stared into space. A birthday party? What were the chances that the supplies Dorothy had gathered for Rosie's birthday were for the same party being thrown at the docks? The universe didn't hate me that much, did it? 

"You mean the Ridgeway docks? That one? How did you get an invite?" Izzy asked. 

Eduardo's cheeks burned. He made eye contact with me, panicked and said, "Well, I, there's people there I know." 

Yeah, Dorothy Connelly. 

Obviously, he hadn't told his sister about what they'd gotten up to last week. 


That's his business. 


Never get in the middle of sibling drama. 


"Who?" Dan pressed. 

"Kate knows them. She scored us the invites," Eduardo said, eyes pleading for me to agree and pulling me into the drama whether I liked it or not. 


"Yeah right, Kate doesn't know people outside us," Izzy pointed out, making everyone nod in agreement. 


She wasn't lying. 

"Third cousin. You wouldn't know them," I agreed with her brother, getting startled by my phone buzzing again. 
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That little . . . 

Dan cleared his throat and said, "See, the thing is, man, we've made a pact. We're coming for the Sea Lions. We can't do that if we're getting buddy-buddy with them at some lame party." 

"You're not going after them because of my arm, right? Because I don't care. I've still got my scholarship, and the doctors said I'll be good as new before September," Eduardo said. 


"Nope, not for you, for . . . Kate." Dan turned to me. "They did her dirty. Pranked her. Stole her boyfriend. Stole her hoodie. Accusations of stalking. You're with me, right Kate? No to the party?" 


I was too busy texting Rosie to care about our plans Friday. 
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I stood up and motioned toward all of them. "I don't care. You guys can do whatever you want." 

"So that's a 'no?'" Eduardo called after me. "Lame! What about your third cousin?!" 


"Team over blood. She understands the assignment," Dan defended me. 


Izzy responded with, "You did not just say that unironically, Dan." 

"Where's your loyalty?" Dan asked. 


"That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard. We're playing mini soccer," Liza said. "Why are you getting worked up over mini soccer?" 


"Mini soccer," Izzy repeated, mocking her. "And that is why you won't be captain and I will. Wait up, Kate! I'll drive you home." 

"You do remember that's my truck, right?" Eduardo said. 

"That you can't drive! Catch a ride home with Dan. I want to talk to Kate alone!" Izzy called over her shoulder. 


Izzy hooked her arm in mine as I read another text from Rosie. 
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Fuck it. 


I was going to that party and I was getting my hoodie back, whether it was her birthday or not. 


We'd changed out of our muddy clothes and showered before we got inside Eduardo's fast-food garbage covered truck. Izzy's wet, black and curly hair rested against her red Dragon sweatshirt. It had a black etching of dragon breathing fire on the front. 


She had stopped by the Beanery on our way home, leaving me alone inside the vehicle as she went inside. She banged on the passenger door with her elbow five minutes later, holding a Mango Madness smoothie in one hand and a Blueberry Blast in the other. I rolled down the window for her to shove my order at me. 


"I know what you're thinking. Yes, Carter was working, and no, I did not tip that fucker." 

I sipped on the drink and the sweet taste made all the neurons in my brain kick-start. It was good. I'd sworn that I'd never go back to the Beanery. That self-promise didn't include my best friend. 


"You need all the energy boosting agents you can get. Practice wiped you out, huh?" she said. 


"Sure," I said. 


I wasn't going to admit that Rosie's message had made me speechless. 


She hopped inside the truck and took off. I took another sip of the smoothie, already feeling relieved as the cold drink made its way down my throat. 


"You're not actually going to the Sea Lions' party Friday, are you?" she asked, grabbing the pair of sunglasses from the middle compartment, and placing them on her face. 


"It'll be Eduardo's last official day as captain," I said. 

"So?" 

"So, what he says, goes." 

"If you want a party so bad, I'll throw one at my house. Mom won't be there. Eduardo doesn't have to leave the house and we don't have to have another blow out with the Sea Lions." 


"By 'we' you mean me, don't you?" I asked. 


"If you get into another fight with coach's daughter, he's going to throw you off the team." 

She made me sound like a hot head. "That's not going to happen." 

"We don't have any substitutes. We already have to find Eduardo's replacement. Do you know how hard it will be to find a goalie? Don't get me started on the new captain. I hear she's got her work cut out for her to get her team into fighting shape." She gave me a sideways look. I motioned for her to look back at the road, which she did without question. "And you, you threw down with Rosie in a grocery store and that was without the help of alcohol." 

"We exchanged words, not fists." 

"You stole her chocolate milk." 

"You're making it sound like I punched her in the face." 

"All I'm saying is, when it comes to her, you've got a short fuse." 

She was right, of course. There was something infuriating about Rosie Connelly like no other. But I had some self-control. I hadn't demanded Izzy drive me to Rosie's house right after I got that last text message, had I? I didn't stalk Rosie on her social media either, unlike Izzy with the other Connelly sister. I wasn't even petty enough to point out my best friend's unhealthy obsession with Dorothy Connelly. 


"I'll be on my best behavior," I promised. 


"Why do you want to go so badly? I usually have to beg you to come to parties. You say team-bonding can wait for the field." 

"Eduardo wants to go," I said. 


She propped a straw from her plastic cup into her mouth, grimacing. "Again. And?" 

She wasn't going to give up, was she? "There's a chance Rosie's going." 

"Dude." 

"I want my hoodie back! Okay?" 

"Fuck it. We'll all come then. We can't have two of us invading their territory alone," she said, sighing. "Wait—this is perfect. This is the opportunity we need to get back at them without any chance of us getting caught by any of the coaches. Kate, you're a genius! Team bonding for the win." 

That hadn't exactly been what I'd planned, but who was I to say no? 
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Chapter Eleven 


Eduardo's truck had become even more of a mess since Wednesday's practice and was now on par with a garbage can. Bottles littered the floor, burger wrappers crunched between seats, and gym socks and shorts tumbled out of his backpack. The only good thing the vehicle had going for it was the smell of McDonalds overpowering the lingering scent of stale sweat.


There were only three seats inside the truck, so I sat squished between Izzy and Eduardo while Eoghan stretched out in the cargo bed all by himself. Izzy had convinced Dan to follow behind us to the dock party in his jeep with the other half of the team. 


Eoghan only hunkered down after the truck knocked against the curb on the side of the main road. I lurched forward even with my seatbelt on, but soccer-mom Izzy whipped her arm out in front of me and her brother. 


We entered a dirt road near the Ridgeway Institute and travelled into the woods. 


It wasn't an official road per-say. There were tire marks and gravel, sure, but there was a clear sign that said: No Entry. 

We weren't the first to ignore the sign that night and wouldn't be the last. Someone had made the effort of lighting lanterns and hanging them in the branches of the trees on either side of the road. There were even signs made of cardboard and paint. The 200m sign had a stick figure upside-down on a keg-stand and the 100m sign had two obscure stick figures feeling each other up. 

The team screamed from both truck and jeep at each bump in the road. They were like little kids in a bouncy house. 


"Can you get the losers to shut up? I need to focus on not ramming into a tree," Izzy complained, knuckles white around the steering wheel. 


"Knock it off!" Eduardo yelled. 


"Sir, yes, sir!" Eoghan yelled back, saluting through the window behind our heads. 


"Knuckleheads," Eduardo murmured. 


"Knuckleheads that you wanted to bring," Izzy reminded him. 

"That's right, because we need this. I need this," he said. "I don't know how you convinced the team to come, but thank you, Kate. It means a lot that everyone is here." 

Was that scary genuineness or extreme sarcasm? I couldn't tell. "I did nothing," I said, not taking any credit. 

"Kate's right. I convinced everyone to come," Izzy interjected, swerving to avoid hitting a stray branch. "We couldn't leave you two idiots alone in enemy territory. The only reason Kate's here is for her stupid hoodie and you? Kate's third cousin, huh? Do you think I'm stupid? 

"You thought hamburgers were called hand-burgers until last year," he said. 


"There's no ham in the hamburgers and you hold burgers in your hand. It makes sense! You know what? We're not debating this again. You're here for a girl and I'm here to figure out who she is." 

"Wait, what? Girl? What girl?" Eduardo asked just as we approached the end of the road toward the tree lining. 


We drove along the lake's shore toward the other cars parked near the grass behind the pier platform. From there, the view of the private school beyond the trees on the hill was clear. Anyone could have seen us gathering down at the lake with all the bright lanterns and fairy lights scattered around the area. No one was worried. Random Ridgeway students carried cases of beer without fear. Were those fireworks gathered beside the gigantic birthday cake? 


Izzy parked the truck, pulled the handbrake, unbuckled her seatbelt and brought something big and black up to her face. The darkness obscured the object. 


"Time to scout the area for Eduardo's mystery girl," Izzy said. "Dan, you've got the west side covered?" 

"Affirmative," Dan confirmed, his voice coming out of the thing in Izzy's hand while he pulled up beside us in his jeep. 


"You have walkie talkies?" Eduardo asked. 


"Eoghan?" Izzy asked, ignoring her brother. 

"East side covered," Eoghan said loud and clear. 


"You know your assignments. Go, go, go!" Izzy yelled. 

She scrambled out of the truck. Hollers echoed behind us as the team jumped out of Dan's jeep vehicle one by one. 


"Are they seriously on a manhunt for Dorothy?" Eduardo asked, watching as the group ran off. 


"If you wanted to keep your thing with her a secret, maybe you shouldn't have invited the entire team?" I said, patting him on the back. 


He groaned, resting his forehead against the dashboard. "I wanted everyone to get along first before I said anything about her." 

"I don't see that happening anytime soon." 

"Me either," he mumbled, turning his head so his cheek rested against the dashboard. "At least you're getting your hoodie back." 

"Maybe," I said. 


"Maybe?" 

"She didn't exactly agree." 

Rosie hadn't responded to my last text message at all. She'd seen and promptly ignored the message two minutes after I'd sent it. 


"So, you came on the off chance she brought the hoodie and is willing to give it back to you?" 

"I may have subtly threatened to ruin her birthday party if she didn't bring it." 

"It's a really good thing I won't be captain anymore because everyone is crazy," he said, yanking the keys out of the ignition and climbing out of his truck. 

I followed him and said, "You love it." 

The first hour dragged. 

Dorothy Connelly called out orders through a megaphone. The few Ridgeway kids that were already at the lake busied themselves setting up the place for the party. They set up tables full of beer, unfurled beach chairs, dumped kegs around the place, sprinkled glitter everywhere and hung obnoxious unicorn birthday banners wherever possible. 


Izzy and the rest of the Dragons had vanished and stayed gone since they'd jumped out of the truck. Either they were in the tree line waiting for Eduardo's secret hookup to approach him or they were off doing stupid crap in the woods. At least they had walkie-talkies in case one idiot wandered deeper into the trees alone. 


Eduardo and me hung out alone waiting for party to kick off. We took turns skipping rocks off the edge of the docks while dodging the balloons swaying from the four wooden posts around us. He was better than me even with his non-dominant arm. 

The second hour was awkward and full of fruity pebble beer. 


Eduardo ditched me when the party got into full swing and walked off into the woods alone, leaving me by myself with three empty beer cans. I was supposed to tell Dorothy to join him when she slowed down on barking orders. Rosie was here somewhere too or would be here soon. It was only a matter of time before she made an appearance. 


I looked over my shoulder to scan the perimeter for the hoodie-stealing-Connelly. 

A group of people ran toward the shoreline and splashed into the lake. They threw ping-pong balls at each other and hooted as one ball bonked off a guy's forehead: that forehead belonging to the one and only Carter Baker. 

He left his shirt and jeans on the grass and walked waist deep into the water two yards in front of me. He pushed one end of an inflatable raft, all the while avoiding all eye contact with me. He clearly wanted me to see him, even though he acted like I didn't exist. 


The Ridgeway Institute and the trees in between had their image stamped onto the mirror-silver lake. It was a much better view than my ex-boyfriend trying to get a rise out of me. That's what he had to be doing, right? He could've set up the beer pong raft anywhere else. 


The shrieks and splashing grew louder and louder. An uncomfortable heat swarmed my chest. All because my ex-boyfriend was right there setting up red plastic cups on the raft. 


He knew what he was doing. He had to have known. 

Was the hoodie worth waiting for? I could always grab it at the rematch. 


"Kate?" 

The sudden voice made my body jerk. The quick movement forced a stone out of my palm and into the water. It sank and disappeared quicker than Izzy had. 

Two sets of footsteps came from behind me. 


One belonged to Dorothy, who walked with a skip in her step along the outskirts of the water and near the ramp. She wore a pale blue bathing suit accompanied by a white and loose cardigan. Rosie hung behind her, wearing a sweater that was dark blue, bordering on navy with a big white, embellished collar paired with a skirt. 


Dorothy dragged her reluctant sister over to me, who clutched my hoodie to her stomach, looking like she'd rather be anywhere else but here. 


I turned my back and struggled to keep my composure. My ex waded through the water to the front and my rival came up behind me to probably push me in the back toward my ex. No place was safe. The previous calm lake had ripples from my nervous foot swirling around. 

"You're not pining for that mop-head who helped break my sister's heart, are you?" Dorothy said as a greeting, waiting at the steps leading up to the ramp. 

"Eduardo's gone streaking in the woods," I lied, turning and facing them. 


"I can't believe he went through with it! And without me! Unforgivable!" Dorothy hollered, scurrying away after her shocking statement. But I focused on the footsteps padding across the deck to me. 

Rosie gripped my shoulder, squeezing on the skin exposed above my neckline, and said, "You're not actually pining after him, are you?" 

"Once a cheater, always a cheater," I said. 

The words slipped out before my brain could think. 

We so weren't going to talk about that. I only came here for one thing and it had nothing to do with our exes. 

She bent down, using my shoulder as leverage, settled in beside me, and tucked her knees beneath her chin. Instead of facing the lake and watching the chaos, she faced me with big brown eyes full of something; something that wasn't irritation or anger or smugness at my misfortune. No. This was different. It made me too aware of the fluttering in my chest and the roughness of the ramp beneath my dancing fingertips. 

"I guess the cheater haters club is still together," she said. 


"Please, that's not a thing, we're not making that a thing, like, ever," I said, earning a disbelieving stare. "I'm not pining, not that it's any of your business." 

She tossed the hoodie in my direction. "Here's his hoodie back, the one you wanted so bad that you came all the way out here in the middle of nowhere to crash a party no one invited you to." 

"It belongs to my dad, actually," I revealed, running my finger over the paint covered sleeve. "You don't look exactly thrilled to be here." 


"What gave that away?" she asked, index finger pulling her collar away from her neck. 

"The fact that you're still talking to me. Misery loves company." 

"I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for you," she claimed. 


"Why doesn't that surprise me? Everything is my fault when it comes to you," I said, unable to hold back a laugh at the downward turn of her mouth, her pout more prominent than usual. 


"It's true! I was free to do nothing tonight after weeks of convincing Dorothy I was happy to be sitting and watching a rerun of well . . . It doesn't matter what it was," she said, clearing her throat. It had to be something embarrassing. "And then you happened." 

"You mean the fact you thought I was your ex's side piece." 

"Plus my sprained finger, the whole slushie thing, and you stealing my chocolate milk. My sister saw your obsessive texts on Wednesday and now it's her mission to throw the biggest party ever." 


"You could've said no to her," I pointed out. 


"You don't know my sister," she said. 

"She can't be that bad." 

"I said 'no' when she asked for my permission to get revenge on Hazel for me." 

"Why would you say no to that?" I demanded. 


"That's not the point." 

"It should be," I mumbled, but motioned for her to continue. 

"Dotty got the worst granny panties she could find, stitched Hazel's name onto them, smeared it with chocolate, dark chocolate, sprinkled them with rotten egg and then hung them up in the changing room for everyone to see after practice." 

"I feel like that's a poor example of the point you're trying to make. I wouldn't say no to Dan wanting to do that to Carter. In fact," I said, getting out my phone and thumbing out orders to him, "I wouldn't say no to that at all." 

He replied with a bunch of poop emojis. 


Fitting, sure, but not a confirmation. 


"My point is, she always gets her way," she finished. 


"All I'm hearing is, you're here for me," I said, standing up and wrapping the hoodie around my waist and reveling in her pinched expression. "Unfortunately for you, I got what I came for. Bye Connelly." 

I took two steps away before someone called me back; it wasn't by the girl I'd left behind. 

"Kate!" Carter yelled, shifting his way through the water until he planted his fingers on the edge of the ramp. He wetted his lips and asked, "Can we go for a chat?" 

"What is this? Love Island? Fuck no. We've got nothing to talk about," I said and then noted Hazel wading her way through the water toward us in a red one piece suit. 


"Did you ask them?" Hazel asked, stopping by Carter, and rested her cheek on his shoulder. 


"Ask what?" I said when it looked like Rosie wouldn't say anything. 


Rosie shifted backward and away from the conversation. Which was hard to do when she was hiding her face behind her knees and trying her best to be invisible at the same time. It's like she genuinely believed none of us could see her. 


"Us versus you two," Hazel said, waving toward the beer pong raft. "Since you seem to be all buddy-buddy now." 

"No thanks," I deadpanned, not waiting for her to elaborate further, and walked off. 

"I wonder what it is you two talk about?" Hazel yelled after me, making my steps falter; the implication was clear. "It's not like you have anything in common except . . . that's right. Us." 

I couldn't help it. The comment stopped me in my tracks. Carter and Hazel shared a knowing glance as I looked over my shoulder at them. Whatever. Who cared what they thought? I didn't owe him or her anything. 

I stormed toward the truck and failed to notice that someone had followed me until they gripped my wrist. 

"Slow down, Kate," Rosie said. 

"I got what I need. I'm going home." 

"Do you even have a ride?" 

My ride was probably still attempting to stalk Eduardo and Dorothy. "I'll walk." 

"Ten miles?" 

"I'll hitch-hike. Why do you care?" 

"Because you're a girl planning on walking alone through the woods in the dark," she deadpanned, coming to a stop. When that didn't elicit a response from me, she huffed but didn't make any more move to follow. "I'll take them on by myself. You'll only slow me down, anyway." 

I came to a halt and faced her. The challenging look in her eye was enough to make me forget where I was going. "Why do you want to play against them so bad? It's not like winning a stupid beer pong game is the perfect karma for them cheating on us." 

"It's not about the game," she claimed. 


"What is it about, then?" I asked. 


She opened and closed her mouth before her lips pressed together into a slight grimace. "Forget it." 

I stepped forward as she turned to leave. "You chased after me. You might as well tell me." 

She tapped a finger against her lip, weighing her options. "Don't you ever want to rub it in his face that you're happy? Happier without him? That what he did had no effect on you?" 


"It did have an effect on me," I admitted. What was the point of lying to her? She went through the same thing as me. 


She sure as hell remained mute whenever Hazel was around or brought up in conversation, yet she had no problem trying to put me down a peg or two when the opportunity arose. It'd affected her more that she'd like to admit. 


"But he doesn't have to know that," she whispered. 

Our exes caught my attention over her shoulder. 

Hazel sat at the edge of the dock while Carter tugged on her feet, gradually pulling her into the water. They both sunk beneath the dock and out of view. They came up, hair slick, bodies wet, pressed together, laughing, and spinning in circles. They kissed the daylights out of each other. 


Rosie stood with her arms crossed around her middle. She'd curled into herself twice and had tried making herself small around Hazel; once in the town square and also at the dock. She looked small now, but she was willing to go back to face them, with or without my help. 


That took guts. 

We weren't friends or anything, but we had a common enemy waiting for us. 


"I don't have a swimsuit," I said. 


"Same," she said, before spinning around, confident that I would follow. 

Which I did. 


Annoyingly. 

"One game. Consider it your birthday present," I agreed. 

"Have you ever played beer pong before?" she asked as we approached the dock again. 


"I've played drinking games. Flip cups, straight face, thumper . . ." I listed off the top of my head. "Never beer pong, though." 

"What are you? A frat boy?" 

"My point is, they're all in the same wheel-house. It'll be fine," I said and then asked, "You don't go out much, do you?" 

"It's hard not to with a sister like Dotty, but I don't drink that much," she admitted. 

"You're not much of a drinker, or you don't drink?" 

"Does it matter?" 

"It's not like we're competing in drinking games to defend our honor or anything," I said, only to be ignored. This would not end well. "I don't think I've ever regretted anything this quickly and this much before." 

"How hard can it be?" 

"You've jinxed yourself." 

"It's going to be fine," she repeated. "Hazel is a drowsy drunk." 

"And you've never been drunk." 

"And you watch Love Island!" she tossed back. 

That was a low blow. It was a guilty pleasure. I answered her anyway. "What can I say? I love love, but I hate the idea of losing to a pair of cheaters." 


They'd already seen us approaching. It was too late to back out now, even if we wanted to. 


The third hour? 


Well, that remained to be seen. 



Chapter Twelve 


The ramp creaked, alerting our competition to our presence. My already low confidence wavered at the sight of the duo. Carter wore navy trunks, and Hazel had a killer red one-piece suit on. They both looked great and prepared, unlike me and my beer pong partner, who were about to dip into the freezing water in nothing but our underwear.


It wasn't like I'd planned on hooking up with anyone tonight, so I'd grabbed the first pair of underwear from my dresser and called it a day. Maybe I would've yanked on a better pair if Izzy hadn't distracted me by singing obnoxiously while she'd blow-dried her hair. 

I was supposed to be home by now, curled up in my dad's hoodie on the couch, eating junk food and playing Mario Kart against Nick—not spending my Friday night with my ex while I wore lucky dip underwear. 

It didn't help that the couple tossed a ping-pong ball between them in the water while watching us. They spoke too low for me to hear, like they were exchanging secret ideas about how best to torture us. What more could they do? They'd done the worst and already cheated on us. Insisting we play beer pong against them made zero sense. Unless they wanted to rub salt in the wound? What would be the point of that? 

It was one thing to kiss Hazel at the game and in that stupid ass tree at the park; it was another to invite me to hang out with them and see them acting all lovey-dovey. Carter was stupid, but he wasn't malicious. Right? Hazel, though? She was an unknown factor. The only thing I knew about Rosie and Hazel's breakup was that Hazel cheated. That didn't exactly give her a glowing ex recommendation. 


I shimmied out of my jeans, bracing myself for the worst possible outcome: a white pair of boy shorts that would become see-through the moment they touched the water. 


Rosie's skirt fell to the ground and my hips froze mid-shuffle. She bent and scooped the fallen fabric up. Two symmetrical dimples sat at the bottom of her back, perfect grooves for somebody's thumbs. My thumbs. I shook myself out of those wayward thoughts but glanced even lower and all I could see was a sparkly unicorn walking across a rainbow plastered on her butt. 

My lips clamped together. 


Whatever was beneath my jeans couldn't be worse than that. 

She straightened and turned to face me, unbuttoning her shirt, one button at a time, unbothered by me pressing my fist against my mouth to aid swallowing back my laughter. 

"Dotty got them for me as an apology for her prank on Hazel," she said, offering a half-shrug. 

"An apology? Those?" 

She pulled her hair into a quick and messy ponytail. "I didn't want her to do it, remember?" 

"I mean, they're a gift?" I said, motioning toward her lower body. 

"I like unicorns," she admitted, a flush creeping across her cheeks, accentuating the freckle in her hairline. 

She was kind of cute. 

I mean, they were kind of cute, the underwear. 


Somehow, annoyingly, she pulled the unicorn underwear off. Not off herself physically. But they suited her. What the fuck, brain? 

"Do you have a problem?" she asked, disrupting the internal lecture I was about to give myself. 


"No, no problem. I still think she did you a favor," I said, heading toward the edge of the ramp, kicking off my jeans. "With the prank. Not the underwear." 

"Is there a guidebook on how to get back at your cheating ex that I don't know about? It doesn't matter what she does, nothing will measure up," she said, coming to stand beside me. 

"I mean, there's always murder." 

"Be serious." 

I motioned toward the lake and whispered, "There's four thousand fatal unintentional drownings in America every year." 

She pulled away from me; eyes big. "How do you even know that?" 

"I'm a qualified lifeguard." 

"I feel like I should report you, maybe?" 

"You'll wait until after, though, right?" 

She hesitated. "I guess?" 

"Good to know how far you'll go to get revenge, Connelly." 

"I don't think there's anything anyone could do that could really get back at someone for cheating," she said seriously. 


That day on the field when I first saw Carter and Hazel together, I'd never felt that shocked in my life. The way the rest of the field became obscure, how my ears rang, how I'd become catatonic; and how I wanted nothing more than to flee. 


The only time in my life that I'd felt worse than that was four years ago when I woke up from the car crash in a hospital bed and was told by a doctor whose face remained in perfect detail in my mind that my parents had died. 


Carter cheating on me wasn't a close second by any stretch, but it did come second. If Hazel felt any humiliation after Dorothy's prank, well, it was a start of much needed retribution. It was better than nothing. 

"What Dorothy did came pretty close," I said, mostly joking. 

"She doesn't wait for karma. She is karma." 

"We need to channel that energy now, okay?" 

"You're right." She lifted her heels off the ground, rising before saying, "Did you know unicorns bring good luck?" 

And with that, she jumped into the water. 

Nerd. 

I sat at the edge of the ramp and began lowering myself in, only then noting my black underwear and bra. Perfectly boring. The water stole the heat from the soles of my feet and sent an unpleasant chill down my spine. I ripped the band aid off and plunged into the water after her. The heat from the beer I'd drank earlier slipped away as I rose to the surface. 


Fuck. I rubbed my arms. This wasn't a good idea. My skin was rough with goosebumps and my blood froze in my veins. I was an ice cube with chattering teeth and hunched shoulders. All the while Rosie had the upper body of a mermaid with shiny, sleek, and dripping hair, and her lower half obscured from view. 

The water swept against my stomach as she waded toward me. The weight of the gentle waves was almost enough to topple me, and the calmness of the coldness was enough to make me sink. Like many of the classic descriptions of mermaids found sitting on a rock just off the shore, combing their hair, singing sweetly, and admiring their beauty in a hand mirror, I was the victim. I was brought into her clutches, waiting willingly to be drowned, spirited to her world, or eaten in the depths of the lake. 

She stood close enough for the warmth radiating from her body to reach me, making my skin tingle and my knees tremble. 

Getting drunk and playing beer pong in a cold ass lake in my underwear against my ex wasn't my idea of fun, but this wasn't the worst thing in the world. 

"Nice get-up, ladies," Hazel said, breaking me out of my trance. She tossed a ping-pong up and down in her palm, all the while pinning us a judgmental look. "Here are the rules. You toss the ball into a cup. The other team drinks. You miss? You drink. The team who finishes their cups loses. Simple." 

"What's the point of being in the water? We could've done this next to the birthday cake," I pointed out. 


"Why, the ambience, of course!" Hazel declared, trickling her fingers over the water with a flourish. "The fairy lights, the gentle caress of the water, our faces under the moonlight: it's cathartic." 

"Plus, Dotty has a security detail protecting the cake against stupid ideas like that," Rosie pointed out, eyeing the beer pong inflatable raft like it was an axe murderer about to hack her to bits. 

Screw it. They'd already gotten us into the water. They didn't need to have full control of the game too. 


"This game was set up in bad faith, so I'm changing the rules," I said. 

"Bad faith? We're all friends here. Right? Unless we're not?" Hazel whispered, brushing her thumb against her chin, a twinkle in her eye suggesting she knew something she wasn't supposed to know. "Anything you'd like to share with the class?" 

"Rosie doesn't drink. What type of girlfriend wouldn't know that?" I asked, and then reconsidered the facts. "I guess the type that's an ex." 

Rosie brushed her arm against me, giving me a gentle nudge and made a face that came from either tampering down her urge to laugh or the urge to smack me. 


Hazel's calm facade faded into a glower. Her steely gaze flickered between us before she said, "You really have nothing better to talk about than me." 

She'd probably be more hurt that she hadn't come up in conversation at all. Except for the whole potential drowning scenario. Oh and the fact she had pictures of me on her phone "Since you want to know what we talk about so badly, let's make this interesting," I said. "You land a shot; you get to ask a question. If you refuse to answer, then—" 

"It's beer pong. If you refuse to answer, you drink," Hazel said. 

That's exactly what I wanted to avoid. 

"I can see why it didn't work out between you two," I muttered to my partner. 


"It's fine, Kate, I knew what I was getting myself into," Rosie murmured back to me, but was loud enough for her ex to hear. 

Hazel snapped her fingers in agreement and said, "You heard her. She's fine. Besides, it's all in the genes. Her dad's a pro at this type of stuff, right, Rose?" 

What the fuck was that supposed to mean? Rosie shuffled back a few steps, so she stood behind me and gripped my wrist. I turned as she shuffled and covered her hand with mine, but the moment I saw her face, something changed. 

This was the first time she didn't stare at the ground when around Hazel and, in fact, she made solid and unwavering eye contact with her ex. The fire in her eyes burned brighter than ever before, shining with the reflection of the fairy lights. She pushed her shoulders back, slipped her hand from mine, and held her chin high. 

Now this person was familiar; no wringing hands or shifting around uncomfortably. She was in control. 

"Do you know what scary unicorns bring?" Rosie asked, holding her hands behind her back. 


"What?" Hazel asked. 


"A night-mare," Rosie delivered, face serious. 


A pun, seriously? That was her smack down? She was trying. She'd get her groove back—hopefully soon. 

Stifling a mixture between a laugh and a groan, I intervened, "Let's get this over with." 

Hazel lowered herself into the water, levelled her gaze with the raft and tossed the ball. Two bounces and it landed in one of our five cups. She stood up and raised her eyebrow. "Question for you, Kate," she said, while making direct eye contact with Rosie. "Do you think ultimatums are fair in a relationship? Like, I have unlimited access to your phone or that's it, we're done? It's a hard one, I know." 


That certainly wasn't a question about me and Rosie's conversations, which would have been summed up in three words: We trade insults. Hazel had asked a question she already knew the answer to. Carter had obviously spilled the beans on our relationship problems to her. The massive point of contention in our relationship had been his inability to leave my phone alone and the lack of trust that came along with it. It was kind of harsh to throw her boyfriend or whatever he was under the bus. 


Carter cleared his throat as the silence seeped in. He clawed at his stomach, creating red scratches above his bellybutton. He met my gaze. Sure, there was awkwardness, but there was an assured glint in his eye too, like he'd had the right to demand access to my phone. He was still sure that I'd cheated on him. 

If Hazel expected me to fold and drink, she had another thing coming. The question put her own boyfriend on blast and who was I not to entertain it? 

"What's a relationship without trust?" I answered somewhat honestly. "The moment you have to ask, the relationship's already over." 

"I like that answer," Hazel said, bright-eyed. 

"Context is important," Rosie interjected, tension visible in her neck and shoulders. Clearly that had been a minefield in their relationship. 


Hazel hit us with a question that got to both of us right off the bat. Shit. 

Carter, nodding, gestured toward Rosie in a silent agreement and found all the validation he needed from his girlfriend's ex, of all people. 


"You would think that," Hazel said to Rosie, having found her pressure point, and not afraid of pressing where it hurt. "It's a black and white question, but it's not for you. I already know your answer. Moving on." 

"Well, this is for you, Hazel. Do you think it's fair to hide sexual messages to multiple people from your partner?" Rosie asked. 

Hazel flicked her finger against a cup and said, "You haven't thrown a—" 

Rosie tossed her first ping-pong of the game and it landed straight into the back row into the middle cup, splattering beer up and onto Hazel's face. 

Hazel plucked the ball from the cup, downed the drink in one go and refused to answer. 

Rosie drew in a deep breath and released it before speaking, "Let me guess. Context matters?" 

"Not that I have to answer because, as you can see, I drank this cheap ass beer, but it does matter. Like, why is she doing it in the first place? What led her there? What's so wrong in the relationship that it got to that point? If context matters, then all context matters," Hazel said, projecting her voice, reinforcing who had the upper hand, before turning to her boyfriend. "Carter. Your turn." 

"That one time we were supposed to go to the water park, and you said you were sick, what did you actually do that day?" Carter blurted, clearly having his question prepared long before he threw the ball. He missed, wasting his first shot. "Let me just . . ." He gulped back a cup and got another ball ready. He ignored Hazel's swatting and threw his second shot of the game. This time, the ball went in. With a shaky laugh, he said, "Same question." 

"That was almost a year ago," I pointed out. 

"I still want to know," he insisted. 


"I wasn't feeling good," I said, not wanting to get into the details of that day. 

"What does that mean?" he asked. 

"You're only allowed one question," I pointed out. 

"Answering the question properly the first time might help," Hazel said. 

"You want a full run down? I took a long bubble bath." And in that bath, I'd cried while looking through photo albums of my family because it was the anniversary of their death. "Ate some nachos." I'd cried some more to the point Mae had to do breathing exercises with me to calm me down while I stuffed my face with nachos. "Then watched The Great British Bake off with Mae." And cried again, but this time I'd been snuggled beneath a blanket with my aunt holding me. "That's it." 

"And what was Dan doing there?" he asked. 

My mind went blank for a moment. Flashes of Mae removing herself from our cuddle pile on the coach to answer the door entered my mind. Dan hadn't even come inside the house that day. "He was dropping off notes from class because I was off from school. How do you even know he came by?" 


"That's—that's not—this is my question, not yours. You could've said it was your time of the month instead of being all mysterious about it," he muttered, avoiding my question, and making a noise in his throat, annoyed he'd wasted two beers on that question. 

"It's my turn," I said. I took my first turn and the ping-pong ball landed inside a cup. "Why did you send Hazel photos of me?" Carter's eyes bugged out of his head. He snatched the cup from the raft, downed the drink, and started sputtering so much that Hazel had to rub his back and take the crumpled cup from his clenched fist. "I thought so." 

They'd already drunk more than half of their cups. Two more to go until we won. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Hazel started the next round by overshooting and whacking me on the chin with the ping-pong ball. She raised their fourth cup in our direction and winked at us before gulping it back.


Rosie's turn came next; she held a ball between her fingertips and took in a small, steadying breath. A loud bang knocked her off focus, causing her to toss the ball behind her and slip backward into the water at the same time. A giant splash whipped against my face, startling me enough to almost lose my balance. 

Blue and red fireworks exploded in the sky above us. Its reflections danced over the lake and flickered over her face as she held her breath just below the water. At least she couldn't hear our rivals laughing at our expense from under there. She might've looked like a mermaid, but she sure as hell wasn't one with the water. 

She surfaced shaking like a leaf. Even her lips quivered. It must've been a shock to the system. She gathered her bearings and brought the nearest red cup to her lips. Her eyes screwed shut; determined, if a little slow to chug the drink. 

I never got an answer from her; did she not drink much or did she not drink at all? There was a vast difference between the two. If she drank sometimes, one drink wouldn't hurt her now. But she shouldn't have to drink because of a stupid game her ex roped her into if she didn't drink at all. 

Her face told me all I needed to know. 

I snatched the beer from her and sloshed the drink backwards so she didn't have the chance to take it back from me. 


"Kate," she protested. 


"You can't even stand upright sober," I pointed out, doing my best to keep my voice low to not embarrass her. She was my teammate, after all. If one of us was a laughingstock, both of us were. 

"I got spooked by the fireworks. It won't happen again," she whispered back. 


"If you drink, you'll face-plant and drown—" 

"You're a literal lifeguard." 


"—and saving you would go against every Dragon instinct inside me. Your dad would kill me if I watched you drown. Worse, he'd kick me off the team," I said before drinking from the cup and putting an end to the argument. "Besides, it wouldn't be fun to beat the Sea Lions if they're too busy grieving you." 

She threw her hands up in an 'I give up' gesture and didn't make another move toward me. 

"That is not part of the rules, and you know it," Hazel complained as I shuffled back and forth, trying to regain my balance in the water, and keep a grip of our second beer of the game at the same time. I drank the rest of the cup's contents, ignoring her comment and my jittery hands. 

"She's right, you shouldn't have done that," Rosie agreed, voice strained. 

"I'm not really into peer pressure," I said, wiping my face with the back of my hand. 

I grabbed a ping-pong and moved on from the conversation. My second turn wasn't much better than theirs. The ball didn't even make it past our side of the raft. I tried picking up the beer, but I missed the plastic container by an inch and slipped my hand into the water by accident. Obviously, the raft had floated away. Or I could've missed because my eyes were closed. Who knew? 


The third cup eventually made its way down my throat. 

Before I knew it, a ping-pong bobbed in one of our remaining two cups. 

How? 

"Kate?" Carter called my name. 


"What?" I asked. 

"If you had to rate my kissing skills between a one and a ten, what would it be?" he repeated, having thrown the ball into the cup. 

"I wouldn't rate it at all," I deadpanned. 

"Come on," he complained, blowing out a breath that rattled his lips. 

"Who can even remember?" I said. 

"We were together for a year, Kate." 

"How about you rate Hazel out of ten? Hmm?" I asked, switching it around on him. "That overlapped during those twelve months." 

"I'm a ten as I'm sure your teammate can tell you," Hazel said, motioning toward the fourth cup. "But that wasn't the question. Answer the question or drink up." 

He'd assume I was lying if I scored him only a one, so I drank up, which left them even with us, with one cup left each. 


Hazel landed her ping-pong in our last remaining cup on our side of the raft and weighed her options. She leaned her elbows against the raft and cupped her cheeks in the palms of her hands before asking, "Who was the last person you kissed?" 

My heart jolted within my chest. I thought she was asking me for a moment, however, she solely focused on Rosie. But of course she did. Why would the person who cheated ask that sort of question? Had she no shame? 

I would rather have drunk five more beers than admit the last kiss I'd shared had been with Carter. It'd been quick, a peck after class, before I went jogging with Eduardo around the school tracks. It hadn't been the most memorable kiss in the world. He was my last kiss, but he didn't get the satisfaction of knowing that. 

It wasn't my fault Carter had moved on before I even knew we were over. 

Rosie appeared indifferent. She smiled down at the remaining cup and ran her finger over its ridge. The more she ignored Hazel, the more Hazel rose from the raft and clasped her hands tighter across her stomach. I could feel it, the tightness Hazel must've felt in her stomach. And right when Hazel was about to snap, Rosie exuding calmness, maintained strong eye contact with her ex. 

This was it; this was the decider of the game. 

Rosie let the silence hang in the air before responding in a steady, lower-pitched voice, "Wouldn't you like to know?" 

Going by the sullen look on Hazel's face, she did, in fact, want to know. Desperately. 


Did that mean Rosie had kissed someone? Or hadn't? That she'd moved on? Or was trying to? Maybe it was with that Carmilla chick she and Dorothy had spoken about in the grocery store. What had Rosie called her? That's right. A free spirit. What did that even mean? Dorothy had said Rosie was Carmilla's entire world. If that was the case, why wasn't Carmilla here with Rosie? Where was she? 

"I guess we won," Hazel said, dark eyes still pinned on her ex. 

That's right. 

They did. 

I took our last cup before Rosie could. A burning sensation grew in my chest before I even downed it. This time my game partner didn't protest, too caught up in her staring match with her ex. 

The unanswered question lingered in the air. Tension grew thicker and thicker by the second. Beer lit a match in my stomach and amplified the fire in my throat. 

That's when the crowd that had gathered around the lake made themselves known. They stomped their feet against the ground and cheered for our opposition. Or cheered for how Marvin from the Sea Lions kicked a cup into a make-do goal post made from two keg stands. 

None of their faces belonged to any of the Dragons. Students from the Ridgeway Institute, along with some familiar faces of the Sea Lions, splashed into the water. They knocked Carter aside and picked Hazel up. They grabbed Rosie next. Marvin tossed her over his shoulder and paraded around in the water, leaving Carter and me to stand next to the raft alone. 

I stayed put; frozen. He looked at me like he used to, like nothing else mattered but the two of us because we'd loved each other and that was enough. A lump formed in my throat. I obviously hadn't been enough. Had I ever been? When had he decided I wasn't? 

He hadn't asked me if I'd moved on or if I'd forgiven him. He'd asked the most superficial question he could. It was like he didn't care about us at all. Worse still, he smiled at me like he'd won. And maybe, he had. I'd shown my hand too openly. I'd shown I cared. This was my fault. I should've answered his damn kiss rating question when I had the chance. I should've obliterated his damn world so he wouldn't look at me like that; like he knew why I didn't answer him. 

There was only one reason why he'd asked a question like that. He'd rated me. And he'd rated Hazel, too. I didn't want to know the answer. 

"You don't look so good," he breathed out, studying me. "You drank five beers in like, what? Twenty minutes? You should sit down somewhere. Here, let me help you out. You got a towel or something with you?" 

"Stay the fuck away from me," I warned when he reached out to grab my arm. 

He flinched. "I'm not . . . Kate, I'm not a bad guy." 

"I don't care about what type of guy you are, Carter, because you're not my guy anymore." 

"I know—I know I'm not, okay? That doesn't mean I don't care about you anymore." 

His concern made me want to puke. 


I fake-gagged and spun on my heels, stretching my arms out to keep my balance. I walked away from him and toward the shore one slow step at a time. 


Everyone at the party thought they'd won, and sure, that was humiliating, but between the four of us, we knew what actually went down. Rosie had destroyed Hazel. I'd chickened out and drank. I'd gotten too stuck in my own head about what he'd thought of me, that by not answering, I'd given him a blank canvas to make his own assumptions about what I'd thought. 

Carter had won, and Hazel had lost. 


Rosie had won, and I'd lost. 


That wasn't good enough. 


The water tilted on its axis, the land flipped on its head and the trees slanted sideways, but the trunks somehow didn't bend. A guy stood with a keg stand propped up in his arms and he gulped it back like no tomorrow. No way was that possible. Weeds trapped my feet under the water and slowed my progress, trying to suck me down into its depths. 

My ex splashed in the water behind me if I so much as wobbled. He only stopped in his tracks when I raised my hand above my head. There might have been a middle finger at play too that warned him off. 

Damn it. Carter was right. Five beers in twenty minutes had been a bad idea. That's not to mention the beers I drank with Eduardo, too. Let's just say it was no surprise that my body felt fuzzy, and it wasn't because of the gross floating algae rubbing up against my skin. 

I stumbled on the rocks on the shoreline, toppled to the ground, and skinned my knee. The one person who noticed raised a cup in the air and saluted the fall of the Dragon bitch. 


He didn't appreciate my middle finger, either. 

I gathered my clothes and the hoodie from the ramp and made my way all the way toward Eduardo's truck. He had to have had a band aid somewhere, right? Except he'd locked the truck after himself. I leaned my back against the door and poked and prodded at the gnarly scrape covered in lake water and pebble debris. It wasn't that bad. 

There were three options. 


One, go back to the party and sit on a beach chair in my underwear and pray no one bothered me. Two, head into the woods and find a dark spot and hope no one came up behind me while I stripped and changed. Or three, change in the truck's bed and try my darndest not to flash anyone. The answer became obvious when my body shifted back and forth despite being propped up by the truck. 


It may have taken me a few tries to get onto the truck, banging my scraped knee against the vehicle a few times too, but this option required the least movement. 

I knelt in the middle of the cargo bed, hissing at the frayed skin of my knee rubbing against the cool and bumpy steel. 


I reached around my back to unclasp my soaking bra, trying to keep my balance on one knee instead of two. My fingers stumbled against the clasp when footsteps stormed in my direction. 

"I lost the game for us, sure," Rosie shouted from behind me, "but did you really need to steal all my clothes? So mature, Kate!" 


. . . What? 


Chapter Fourteen 


One of the best feelings in the world was taking off my (wrong-sized) bra after a stupid wire had dug into my skin all day long. Yet that blissful relief wouldn't come close to taking off the soggy lake-water infested bra that made my boobs feel like ten pounds of fish. Or so I assumed. The annoyed voice shouted baseless accusations at me right as I was in the middle of undoing the clasp.


I scooted around inside the truck's bed to face Rosie, who approached the vehicle in her unicorn underwear. The only difference to her outfit between now and in the lake earlier was the super posh brown shoes treading through the grass too. They were clunky and way too big for her. Did they have straps? 

"Can I please have my clothes back?" she asked, stomping her ridiculously large shoes against the ground. 

"Are those clogs?" I asked. 

She raised her foot over the long grass so we could look at the wooden things together. I broke out into a laugh. They were gigantic. She had clown feet. 

"They're not mine," she denied, hiding the shoes back in the grass. "They belong to Marvin. He has Plantar Fasciitis. Or he says he does. They help with pain relief, apparently. Why are we talking about that? It's been a long night. I'm cold. I'm tired. Your captain—" 

"Former captain," I corrected. 


"—is holding my ride hostage somewhere in the woods. I need my clothes to go looking for her. I want to go home." 


"It's your birthday party. You can't just leave," I pointed out, settling onto the floor of the back of the truck. My injured leg stretched across the floor while I hugged my other leg's knee close to my chest. 

She rested her palms on the edge of the truck bed. "Why not? No one's here for me." 

"There's a lot of people here." 

"Do you see anyone waiting for me to blow out candles?" she asked. Not exactly. People danced around the bonfire, dared each other to jump out of trees, and stuffed their faces with cake. So much for Dorothy's protection detail. All of the cake, save for a few crumbs and a half-eaten slice, was gone. "There's always some sort of excuse to hang out here on Fridays. Like the football team winning a game or losing and everyone failing the same test, which happens a lot more than you'd think. They would've come here tonight, anyway. No one's going to miss me." 

That was kind of sad. "So, you've got no friends at your fancy school?" 

"That's not what I was saying at all? I have friends," she defended, searching the area. "See the guy with the afro by the bonfire? That's Marvin." 

"The drunk guy that's twisting that other dude's nipples?" 

". . . Yeah." 

"Are you proudly claiming those dudes as your friends?" 

"Maybe not proudly right now," she mumbled. "See why I want to go home? I don't usually mind playing babysitter, but not beside a large body of water and my sister galivanting in the woods in the dark, so I'm dragging them back to my house before they get anymore wasted. But I need my clothes first." 


"Buzzkill." 

"I'll twist youif you don't give back my clothes." 

I gasped. "Are you threatening my boobs?" 

"Kate. Please." 

"I didn't take your stupid . . ." Her unicorn underwear sparkled now. What type of underwear sparkled when it got wet? I gasped. "You really are a mermaid. What the fuck?" 

She pinned me with a wide-eyed look. "And you really are drunk." 

Unbalanced, sure, but drunk? 


"What? No?" I pressed my index finger against my nose. "See? I'm fine." 

"You're poking your cornea?" 


Shit. 

She ignored me while I tried pressing my finger to my nose. Vision in my right eye blurred and disappeared behind my finger. Double shit. Why couldn't I get this right? 


She climbed into the back of the truck, much more gracefully than I had, and scanned the very empty space beside me. She kept returning to one point next to my knee. It wasn't like her clothes were in here with me because I hadn't taken them. Not that I remembered, anyway. I turned to see what she was looking at. My dad's snug and warm hoodie by my side; that I planned on wearing to cover up the fact that I'd soon be braless. 

She didn't let up her determined gaze. 


Shit. 

I blurted, "Not this again." 

"I'm sorry for accusing you of stealing my clothes. Bad habit." She hunkered down so she knelt opposite me and we were face to face. "Be a decent human being." 

"I tried that once already tonight, and it didn't work out," I pointed out, waving behind her shoulder toward the lake. "Playing a drinking game with someone who doesn't drink is the definition of being human decent. Human . . . Decent. Whatever. You know what I mean. I played for both of us." 

"Are you seriously going to lord that over my head forever?" she complained, folding her hands onto her thighs. 


"It's not like you dragged me into a competition to prove we were better than our stupid cheating exes, only to throw the game or anything. Oh, wait. You did." 

"I never asked you to drink for me. You insisted." 

"Look where that got me. We never should've played beer pong," I muttered, resting my cheek against my knee. 

"What? It wasn't about the game, Kate. Didn't you see Hazel's face? It's exactly why we played against them in the first place." 

"Did you see Carter's face?" I countered, to which she frowned. "You got one over on your ex. Congratulations on proving you moved on. The only one of us that looked like they weren't happier without them was me." 

Her chin dipped down, and her gaze lingered on her fidgeting fingers. "I—I didn't realize. I'm sorry. She makes me so mad sometimes. I got so caught up in beating her, you know? I don't think I could've answered her last question, game or not, if that makes you feel any better." 

"Why not?" I asked. 

"Because I would've had to admit she was the last person I kissed, and I didn't want to give her the satisfaction of knowing, okay?" 

The tension in my body drained away. I drew in a deep breath through my nose. My chest expanded, letting me take more air in than I'd ever had in my entire life. 

It'd made sense. If she'd moved on, she wouldn't have needed to prove it with an impulsive decision to play beer pong. But that last question . . . the way she responded . . . Hazel hadn't been the only one she'd convinced. The kicker was, Hazel didn't know that Rosie hadn't moved on. Carter? He'd tended to me like some wounded animal he'd accidentally kicked. 

Rosie and I might've been in the same boat, but from our ex's perspective, we weren't, and that was the point in me agreeing to play in the first place: appearances. 

She moved so she sat at the edge of the truck bed with her legs hanging out. Her hands rested behind her, supporting her defensive pose as she swung her legs back and forth over the edge. 


The heavy silence endured. 

Goosebumps trailed along the skin of her arms; however, it wasn't the droplets from her hair that sent her into full body shivers. Hazel re-joined Carter at the beer pong raft. He nodded in our direction. Hazel's penetrating gaze zeroed on Rosie. 


The longer the staring match went on, the more the muscles in Rosie's back and arms tightened. It wasn't until my teeth hurt, I realized I'd been grinding them. 

Hazel still had a grip on Rosie, even if Hazel didn't know it. That had been the point of the game. Hazel didn't know it. Rosie made sure she didn't know it. Rosie had seen the opportunity and grabbed it with both hands. I hadn't, and it was my own damn fault. 

I swallowed the saliva swarming my mouth and covered my stomach with my hand, hoping to push down the toxic funk reeling inside my stomach. 

I sat beside her and ended the staring contest by gaining her attention. "What's her deal? Does she want you back or not?" 

"She enjoys toying with people," she answered, glancing at me from the corner of her eye. 

"That's not an answer." 

"That's the point. I never really knew what she was thinking, even when we were together," she admitted. 

"I had the opposite problem with Carter. I knew every thought that he ever had. Still, I didn't put the pieces together that he was cheating when he was practically screaming it at me." Carter and Hazel made their way out of the lake, sharing the last cup of the game between them like it meant nothing. Carter didn't even offer me a second glance. "I feel dumb every time I see him. I don't like feeling dumb." 

"I know what you mean. I thought I could handle it, seeing her everywhere, but every time I see her smug face, I wonder why?" 

"Why what?" 

"Why she cheated on me," she whispered, tipping her head side to side and then she froze. "Are you . . . Kate, are you bleeding?" 

"Huh? Oh, that. It's a minor cut. I'm fine." 

She hopped off the vehicle and placed her chilly hand on the injured knee, stopping my leg from bouncing so she could inspect the cut. 


"It's gushing," she said, wrinkling her nose. 

"What are you? A blood expert? The ones with pointy teeth? Fuck. What are they called?" 

"Vampires?" she asked. 


"A vampire! Yes! Leave it alone." 

"Blood is literally dripping down your leg." 

I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth and swatted her away. "Keep those fangs to yourself." 

She pressed a hand against my chest, holding me in place as she used her other hand to leverage my knee up by holding me under my thigh. Her slender fingers brushed close to the scrape but not close enough to cause me any pain. 

Her eyes tracked the one drop of blood dripping down my leg. Maybe it was to avoid looking at me, and that was for the best. How would I handle eye contact with the big, brown eyes when she stood between my legs? 

She glanced up at me through her eyelashes. Her eyes were dark and smoldering and her pupils were so blown you could only see black. 


She paused and examined my face instead of my knee. Her lips parted, a question resting on the tip of her tongue. She leaned toward me, standing between my legs, and with a softened tone, she asked, "Once a cheater, always a cheater. Do you really believe that?" 

"I don't know," I breathed out, heart pounding in my chest, keenly aware of my thighs pressing against her hips. It took everything to keep my mouth shut and all my power not to blurt out how she was so warm. It was as if she was sitting next to a fireplace. The warmth from a hot cocoa river drifted up all over my body. "The only thing I know is, I'm never taking him back." 

Her eyelashes stood out, long and dark, against olive skin. 

And her lips were so pink and soft looking. 


We were so damn close. 

I held my breath and kept it caught in my throat like it was the last bit of air in the entire world, feeling nothing but the sudden, simmering heat pooling low in my abdomen. 

Maybe it was the beers that made me lean closer and or the potential hypothermia that made me think kissing her was a good idea. 

Hooting followed by splashing of water drew me out of my stupor. Someone who sounded a lot like Izzy screeched like a hyena. 

Rosie left my personal space, brushing her hands over her stomach, as if swatting away the butterflies. 


"I thought we weren't forming a cheater haters club," she said, voice strained. 

"We're not," I replied. 


"Right." 

"This is a one-off meeting." 

"This doesn't mean we're friends or anything." 

"Exactly." 

"As you're not friend, can I borrow your hoodie now?" she asked. 

Her arms wrapped around her middle. She flinched as a drop of water from her hair dripped onto her shoulder. 


The bitter pout on her face said it all. She expected a firm 'no.' Her shoulders sagged increasingly by the second. The same kicked puppy posture from the grocery store after I'd stolen her chocolate milk returned full blast. It had gotten darker as the night went on. Everyone else was happy in their t-shirts and shorts, but for us it was different. The lake had doused us in a chill we couldn't get rid of. Staying in our wet underwear didn't help. 

She looked helpless. 


"Fine—fine," I agreed, standing up and grabbing the pile of clothes to slip on. "Only if you stand watch for me while I change." 

Eyes wide, rounded, with very few blinks, she stood still. She mock-saluted, spun around and stood guard. She bounced up and down on her toes without a word, afraid that if she said anything, I'd change my mind. Smart girl. A series of loud cracks and bangs pierced the air before that could happen. 


No flash of fireworks shot into the sky like everyone expected. The noise came from the tree line. A sudden blue and red light flashed from the dirt road in the woods. My hand paused by the clasp of my bra for the second time that night, 


A shout saying, "It's the police!" had everybody at the lake scampering either to their cars or racing toward the woods to hide, and the drunk or stupid, or both, dove into the water. 

The Dragons tore their way out of the trees amid the chaos and ran toward Eduardo's truck and Dan's jeep. Half of the team carried black plastic bags. They were full to the brim with something suspicious. 

Izzy pointed at me and yelled, "Keep your bra on! We've got to go!" She fiddled with keys by the driver's side of the truck. "Fuck." 

"Where's Eduardo?" I asked, leaning over the side of the truck, refusing to sit down. 

"Dan's looking for him. Sit your ass down." 

"Wait a minute, slow down. Have you been drinking?" I asked. 

"Of course not," Izzy said, before slamming the door shut and quickly reversing. 


"Wait! You're going to leave me high and dry? Like this?!" Rosie yelled after us, moving to the side so the truck did not flatten her like a pancake. 

I flung dad's hoodie out of the moving vehicle. 

"More like low and wet!" I called back. 


Izzy whipped the window behind the seats open and ushered for me to climb through. It wasn't the best plan to slide in while she was driving on bumpy terrain but apparently, she was in a rush. 


"What the fuck was that, Kate?" Izzy asked as soon as I settled into the passenger seat. 

"I could ask you the same question!" 

"Let's just say there'll be semi-naked people heading through the woods tonight," Izzy said, tossing a red and blue siren through the window and into the bed of the truck. 


We sped off into the darkness of the dirt road. I raised my fingertips to my lips as shadows created by the lanterns came in and out of existence across my face. I didn't want to kiss Rosie. I didn't. She was the opposite of that anything I wanted in a person. Rude, soft, argumentative. 

No. I didn't want to kiss her. 

Not even a little. 

Not even at all. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Flashbacks of my drunken shenanigans from the previous night had gotten so bad when I'd woken up that when Eduardo had text me asking if I wanted to go for a jog, I'd gotten up and ran to his house.


Every breath stung like a sharp icicle dug inside my throat and scraped all the way down into my lungs. The movement made me want to flop to the ground and die, yet it was still better than lying in bed and confronting all the ways I'd embarrassed myself at the party. 

If you had to rate my kissing skills between a one and a ten, what would it be? 

I cataloged every motion and contraction of my muscles; how my fingernails dug into the palm of my hand, the way my arms swung back and forth, and the sound of my sneakers thumping against the sidewalk. 


We were together for a year, Kate. 

I'm not . . . Kate, I'm not a bad guy. 

That doesn't mean I don't care about you anymore. 

I ran faster, pushing myself to the limit, hoping to block his voice from creeping into my thoughts and worsening my headache. The jazz music blasting in my earphones became a mindless buzz against my heavy breathing. The cool morning air did nothing for the swelling heat on my face. My cheeks absorbed the hues of daylight that snuck under my red hood. The hood didn't stop people from recognizing me as I struggled to keep momentum all the way to the Santiago house. 

My unfitness was only one of many reasons people could judge me. 


The beer pong game had been a total shitshow. Losing to my ex-boyfriend had been embarrassing. Losing to the person he cheated on me with? That stung too. Still losing after I'd bitten the bullet and teamed up with my rival, who hated my guts? That'd been plain mortifying. 

Oh, but all of that had been nothing compared to the fact that I'd gotten so drunk that I'd nearly kissed said rival. 

Once a cheater, always a cheater. Do you really believe that? 

Dark eyes, long eyelashes, and pouting lips. 


She'd looked so fucking pretty under the moonlight. 

And kissable. 

So kissable. 


Again. Humiliating. 

Drunk and horny Kate had been a mess. She'd bared zero reflection on sober and hungover me. They were two very separate people who couldn't be held accountable for the other's actions. 

"Wait! You're going to leave me high and dry? Like this?!" 

"More like low and wet!" 

"For fuck's sake," I heaved out, face now burning from exertion and embarrassment. 

Faster. I had to go faster. Much faster. 

My thighs burned, the soles of my feet hurt, and my heart thumped too painfully to feel any satisfaction when I arrived at the Santiago house without throwing up. 


An elderly couple sat next-door on their porch and in their pajamas. They drank coffee and watched as I struggled to walk up the driveway toward Eduardo. He waited on the steps with a bottle of water next to his feet. 


I snatched the drink and gulped it back. Tendrils came loose from my ponytail and stuck to my forehead. It wasn't a pretty sight. 


"You ran here," he said, eyes wider than usual. 


"Well, yeah, that's the plan, remember?" I reminded him, handing the empty bottle back. 


"Sure. There's a team meeting inside first," he said. 

"Team meeting? Everyone's here?" I asked. He stood up and scuffed his foot against the ground, avoiding eye contact. "Why does this sound like a shitty intervention?" 

"It's not, well, not yet," he muttered. 

On that ominous note, he led me inside. 


It was too bad my legs felt like jelly. I would've run all the way back home to avoid whatever waited inside otherwise. 


The team lounged in the living room. Liza and Jasmine took up residence on the couch. They pressed the soles of their feet together and pushed against each other in some weird competition. Dan and Eoghan sat in front of the couch, dodging the girls' flailing elbows and knees, and passed a dwindling joint between them. 

Izzy paced in front of the fireplace and maneuvered between the black trash bags full of the Ridgeway kids' clothes. She snapped her gaze to her brother as soon as he entered the room behind me. 


What the hell was going on? 

I took a seat beside Dan on the floor and asked, "Why does Izzy look like the world is ending?" 

"Still recovering from the beer pong game, Kate?" Izzy tossed over her shoulder; moodiness confirmed. 

"Do I want to know how you know about that?" I asked. 

"We had a good vantage point in the tree line while we waited for our prey to take off their clothes," she replied. 


"I'm not even going to touch how wrong that sounds," I mumbled. 


"Dude, have you even showered? You smell like a lake monster," Dan said, scooching closer to Eoghan and away from me. 

"Yes, I showered. I ran here, okay? At least I have an excuse. You reek of weed," I complained right back. 

"Want a puff?" he offered. 

"It's barely noon," I pointed out. 


"The secondhand smoke will help mask your smell for now," he muttered, waving the joint around like it was incense. 


"Can you guys not?" Izzy complained, flapping her hand in the air and dispersed the smoke. "You remember my mom's the sheriff, right?" 

"How can I forget? She has the best snacks in the backseat of her cruiser," Dan said. 


"You are missing the point. She'd a bloodhound for this kind of stuff," Izzy complained, snatching the joint from his hand and tossing it into the fireplace. 


"Stop stressing, everything's fine," Eduardo said, placing his one good hand on his sister's shoulder. 

"Yeah?" Izzy asked. "Then explain why the first team meeting you've ever called is when you're not even captain anymore. Something's wrong. I can feel it." 

"I need everyone to keep an open mind," Eduardo said, not easing his sister's worries. 


It all made sense now: Eduardo's nerves, the spontaneous team meeting and everyone's cluelessness. He wasn't worried about an intervention for me; he was worried for himself. 

He'd only met with Dorothy once since that day at the car wash. They couldn't be serious already? Why was he about to expose whatever he was doing with the captain of our rivals to our team so soon? They'd humiliated not only the Sea Lions but a bunch of random kids from the Ridgeway Institute and barely avoided getting kicked out of the party for trespassing just last night? 

It wasn't even twenty-four-hours since the prank. He couldn't have picked a worse time to pluck up the courage to come clean. 

Shit was about to hit the fan. 


Eduardo folded his arms behind his back and said, "I wanted things to progress more before I told you guys anything, but it's hard to do that when you're so intent on stalking me and getting me thrown out of places." 

"He called us here to boast about getting a girlfriend," Dan said, scoffing good-naturedly, lighting up another joint and twirling it between his fingers. 


"I called you here because I'm dating Dorothy Connelly and I didn't want my first date with her ruined by you guys," Eduardo said. 


An uneasy silence filled the space. You could hear a pin drop in the room. Dan's fingers froze. 


"Their captain, dude?" Eoghan asked. 

"He's fucking with us," Dan said. 

"She's pretty," Jasmine commented, only to get kicked by Liza. "I mean, traitor! Boo!" 

"Dorothy's not who you think she is," Eduardo defended. 

Dan's arm muscle tightened against my shoulder. "She broke your arm, Eduardo!" he barked. 

Eduardo blew out a noisy breath and protested, "That was an accident." 

"She breaks your arm; she seduces you when you're vulnerable. Convenient. Just because you're not our captain anymore doesn't mean you're not a Dragon, man," Dan argued. 

"Don't you think I know that?" Eduardo said, eyebrows furrowed. 


Dan continued, "I think you need a reminder. She's using you to get to us! She's going to dump you faster than you can blink. We're all here for a reason. Sure, it might not be for scholarships or college applications, but we're a team. You know that. You're the one who put us together. Where's your loyalty?" 

"Where's my loyalty? Where's my loyalty?" Eduardo asked, laughing not so nicely, but it wasn't mocking either. He looked at the ceiling, seeming to come to a decision. "I don't know if any of you have noticed, but Coach Connelly has checked out of this team." 


The silence that developed became uncomfortable. Coach Connelly had been scattered brained, sure, but that didn't mean he didn't care about the team anymore. Right? 


The more the quietness stretched, the more Eduardo clenched his jaw as if to hold himself back. That's not what we needed right now. If this was a meeting about coming clean, then he needed to tell us everything. 

"What do you mean he's checked out?" I asked. 


"I'm the one who's been here. Okay? I've been running practice. I've ordered buses. Hell, Dorothy set up that stupid car wash for Coach Connelly when Coach Miller tried to coordinate. I'm committed to this team." 

"Then stay committed!" Dan argued back. "Look at what they did to Kate. One Sea Lion girl stole her boyfriend. Another got to her before the game and knocked her confidence. Where were you when she was getting her ass beat yesterday at that beer pong game, Eduardo? Right, sucking face Dorothy Connelly. You were supposed to have her back. What he's doing is betrayal. Right, Kate?" 

Everyone turned their attention to me. 

The sudden ache in the back of my throat made it hard to swallow. I chewed on my inner cheek and brought my knees up to my chest. 


I should've run home when I had the chance. 


Eduardo's eyes bored into mine, pleading with me to back him up. Izzy's silence became more eerie and eerie by the second. Liza couldn't have looked more entertained by the drama, and Jasmine snuggled into Liza's chest to avoid the conflict. Dan, well, his energy flooded the room in an endless wave of rage. 

The thing was, Dan was right. They'd done all those things, but I couldn't open my mouth. Not for that. More drunken memories flashed before my eyes. Stupid big clogs. Nerdy unicorn underwear. Mermaid like hair. Rosie's brown eyes alit with fairy light reflections and determination. 

All my resentment and anger had burned away into something that wasn't enough to forbid anyone from dating the opposing side. Besides, there was a spark in Eduardo's eye that'd been missing since he'd broken his arm. How could I be the one to snuff out the light? 

"Look, nobody stole Carter from me. He made his choice, and no one's responsible for that but him," I clarified, because, well, maybe Hazel wasn't the nicest girl around, but she didn't force Carter to stray. 

"Dorothy's sister pranked you," Dan pushed. 

"Her sister did," I agreed. 

Dan scoffed and shook his head. Betrayed. He counted on me to have this back like he'd always had mine. Shit. Why couldn't he have chosen another issue to protest like the gross processed turkey that looked like slimy pancakes they served at school? Or how we were stuck with a shitty field to practice on? Something I could get behind? 

I angled my body away from him, not wanting to see his disappointment. I wasn't in charge. I wasn't the captain. It's not like I would've had the authority to tell someone who they could and couldn't date, even if I was. That's not something we did. That's not what this team stood for. 


So why did I feel bad? 

"Dorothy did neither of those things to Kate," Eduardo said. 

"A captain is responsible for the actions of their team," Dan shot back. 


"It's a good thing I'm not captain anymore because stealing their clothes last night? That's embarrassing," Eduardo responded. 

Dan got to his feet, swaying once, then twice before getting his footing. He took a step toward Eduardo, a puff of smoke following him. He swallowed, swallowed a second time, gaze burning into Eduardo, who didn't falter under Dan's scrutiny. Brown eyes met green. A charge surged around them, crackling and gathering under their intense stare. 

It was only when Eduardo placed his hand on Dan's shoulder that they broke out of their stand-off. Dan flicked his joint into the fireplace before storming out of the room. His departure left the air in the room thick with an uncomfortable tension. 

"I understand where he's coming from," Eduardo admitted. "But he's wrong about her." 

Izzy lowered herself to the ground and placed her head between her knees and said, "Eduardo, do you remember last year when you said Liza was the love of your life?" 


"He what?" Liza demanded. 

"And that was just from kissing her in a game of truth and dare," Izzy said. 


"This is not the same," Eduardo defended. 

"That's my point. It is," she said, planting her chin on her knee. "Can't you see? You're jumping in without holding your breath and hoping you don't drown. Look, Dorothy might be fine. She might not be an enemy getting behind our borders, but what if she is? Can you really tell me it's not suspicious at all? And if what you're saying about Coach is true, can we take the chance? Do we want to risk our chances of going to Seattle because you have a crush? It's our last year together. I want to make the most of it while we can." 

"I swear, Izzy," Eduardo implored, "if you knew her, you wouldn't worry at all." 

"I don't know her, Ed," Izzy said. 

"Let's fix that," he said, clapping. "Get to know her. She invited me to meet her friends tonight. It'll be a low-pressure hangout. You can leave whenever you want. Come and see her for who she really is." 

"I can't. I've got work and I've already passed on too many shifts." Izzy met my gaze. Oh boy. "Kate, you're going. You're the only one who I trust to chaperone." 

"That's a bad idea," I deadpanned. 


"Please," she begged. 

"Why me?" I asked. 

"Because you've had the most beef with their team. If you of all people say she's a good enough person for my brother, I'll believe you. Right guys?" 


The rest of the team nodded their agreement. As if they'd do the same in my position. Yeah, right. What a bunch of liars. Eduardo clasped his hands together and gave me his best puppy-dog eyes. 

"Fine," I said, groaning. "I'll go with you, but I'm observing, not participating. Got that?" 

Eduardo enveloped me in a hug that cracked the bones in my back. 

"You got it," he said. "Observation only." 

"Good." 

"Ready to run now?" 

"Ugh." I let my head slump into his shoulder. "Carry me outside." 

"Small price to pay." 

He carried me using his one arm out of the sitting room and dumped me back on the porch. Dan disappeared down the street ahead of us. 


Maybe Dan was right. This was a bad idea. 



Chapter Sixteen 


The steady shower stream washed away the grime and sweat after my jog alone. Eduardo had sat on his house's porch and kept me company by using his phone to shout encouragements via my earphones. He'd also timed me. It'd been the best he could do since he'd broken his arm and didn't want to risk further injury. He might not have been my captain anymore, but that didn't stop him from acting like he was. He'd always be the Dragons' captain, even if it wasn't officially. The dude was committed, and given his recent confession about Coach Connelly, maybe he was too committed. That was a problem to tackle another day.


The apple scented body wash replaced the smell of sweat and my lime face wash made me feel like a new, great smelling woman. The hot water soothed the muscles of my thighs and loosened the knots in my back. 


Steam coated the shower's door, creating an impenetrable bubble of warmth. The world didn't exist outside of the misty sauna; there were no dates to chaperone or betrayed buddies to stress over or rotten cheating exes to lose beer pong to. There was nowhere else in the world better to be. This was just what I needed after all the drama in the past twenty-four-hours. 


My sanctuary soon got blown up by my phone vibrating on the sink. 


Every thirty seconds came a new, annoying buzz. The notifications came in so quick it created a continuous vibration, shifting the device across the sink until it toppled onto the floor with an almighty smack. Each pulsation moved the phone closer and closer to the shower and toward me. It was possessed and had only one goal: ruining my afternoon. 

Carter's obsessive texts made my hangover kick start all over again. My head pounded and my throat was so dry. It had to be him, right? No one else would blow up my phone like that. My aunt was busy talking with Nick's babysitter downstairs before she headed to work. My friends just saw me at the Santiago house, so they weren't in desperate need to contact me. Which left only one person persistent enough to blow up my phone. 


Imagining what Carter had to say made my stomach churn. What else was there to say to each other? Congratulations on winning the game last night? Hope you got home, okay? Go fuck yourself? 

The hot water turned icy, jolting me against the shower's door. Suds covered my eyes, making it hard to slide the door open on the first try. Once out, I covered myself with a towel, knelt, and tried unlocking my stupid phone. Too much shampoo covered my face for the device to recognize me. Fuck. Could anything go right for me? 

A message from an unknown number appeared on the screen again. 
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My stomach rolled. Nausea crippled my belly. I just had enough time to grab the trash can before throwing up inside it. Ugh, gross. I panted, regaining my breath. The steam didn't feel relaxing anymore. It felt icky. Overwhelming. The air was too hot—too humid. I opened the window and let the steam out of the room, hoping it'd take my nausea with it. I sat on the floor, pressing my feet against the cool tiles, and embraced the side of the tub with my back. 


A distinct scratching sound came from outside the window a few minutes later. I swallowed hard and listened to the creepy noise. That wasn't Carter. No way. I wasn't that unlucky. A robber? A Peeping Tom? I had to check. I held my breath and peeked above the tub. A blob of orange shifted behind the blurry glass of the window, trying to haul itself inside by any means necessary. 

"Who the fuck are you?" I asked the cat who'd squeezed into the cracked window. 

The feline settled on the window-sill and blinked owlishly at me. Then it clicked. This was the damn cat that chased and hissed me while I jogged around Coach Connelly's street. I couldn't do a full lap of my usual route anymore because of this scoundrel. 

There was no mistake about it. This was the cat that terrorized Sheriff Santiago and it found its way into my bathroom. 

"Izzy's so not going to believe this," I muttered, trying to snap a picture of the animal, but my slippery fingers let me down. 


It didn't look away. It stared harder, if that was possible. The cat remained on the tightrope of the window, licking its paws and mewling at me. 


Its good looks, innocent face, and its evil little mind reminded me of a certain someone. 


Rosie. 


It was hard not to find similarities between the pair when the cat tormented me on my jogs, glowered at me while I was half-naked, and had the biggest puss on its face. Rosie had tormented me before she even met me and had a pout to match. Last night was different, though. Something had shifted. At least for me. I guess that's what happened when you formed a temporary alliance to defeat your exes. Plus, she'd taken care of my drunk ass. Not many people would've done that. She wasn't so bad. 

My phone rang again, breaking me out of my thoughts. Alcohol must've still coursed through my system. I couldn't go an hour without thinking about her. That wasn't normal. I blocked the unknown caller before scrolling through my notifications. 

Only one message stood out in the sea of spam from my ex. 
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What a low blow. She'd dragged me into the game and made me believe it was a good idea. How wrong was I. How wrong was she? How wrong of us. I shot her a text back. 
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The cat's paws squeaked as it slid down into the tub and continued cleaning itself. While it was minding its own business in there, I hopped back into the shower and rinsed out my hair, waiting for Rosie to reply. She didn't respond by the time I finished, yet she'd read the message four minutes ago. 
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Rosie's face flashed across my screen, nearly making me drop the phone. I didn't blink—couldn't blink, not believing my eyes. She was calling me? Why? I'd stare at the picture so long that my eyes welled. It took four swipes to answer.


"You're seriously asking for my sister's number behind your captain's back?" Her loud voice made the cat pause its cleaning to gawk at me. "That ping-pong ball didn't leave any brain cells behind." 

The irritated puss on the cat's face was a replica of Rosie's pout when she was annoyed. Something she wore around me a lot. Something she was wearing now, if I were to guess. 


And it was growing on me. 

I couldn't help it. I smiled. 


"I don't think he'd mind me renting out her services," I said, thinking of what she'd told me about her sister's prank on Hazel. It's not like Dan was going to do me any favors any time soon, not that I blamed him. I had to show Carter beyond blocking him that I wanted nothing to do with him anymore. 


"Are you calling my sister a prostitute?" 

What the hell type of conclusion was that? Pinching the bridge of my nose, I said, "And you say I have no brain-cells. I'm saying—" The cat leapt from the edge of the bath and toward me. I shrieked, dropping my phone onto the floor, and struggled to remove the cat's sharp paws from scraping against my bare chest. "—you orange freaking weasel! What the hell? Ow!" 

"Are you color-blind? Our jerseys are yellow." 

"Not you!" 

"Who are you talking to?" 

"This stupid cat!" I said through gritted teeth, prying the cat's nails away from me. I held it under its arms and glared into its tiny, beautiful, monstrous face. 


"Did you say orange?" Her voiced turned eerily cheery. "Does she have a blue collar? Fish shaped tag?" 

I got the cat under my armpit and checked. "Carmilla Connelly?" 

"You found her!" she cried. 


"More like she broke in," I grumbled, dumping the cat on the floor, which was the wrong move because she pounced on my feet and attacked my toes. Moving away only increased her instinct to kill. 


"What's your address?" she demanded, wasting no time. 


The worst cat in existence belonged to Rosie Connelly. That made sense. I couldn't believe I thought a freaking cat was someone that she was hooking up with. Thank fuck I never voiced that out loud. How embarrassing. What also made sense was using this situation to my advantage. 


"No hoodie, no cat," I deadpanned, dropping the towel from around my body and on top of the cat, stopping the attack. 


"You're seriously going to hold my cat hostage? How do I know it's even her?" 

"Do you know other Carmilla Connellys running around?" 

She paused before saying, "I need proof of life." 

"Same." 

She huffed. "It's a stupid, lifeless hoodie." 

"It's my dad's favorite hoodie." 

"I'm sure he can afford a new one." 

"That would be a miracle," I said, almost laughing at the morbidity before hurrying on. "Proof of life or no deal." 

"Fine." 

I put the phone on loudspeaker and positioned the cat on the lid of the toilet. She moved as quick as a leopard and paraded around the small space of the bathroom too quickly for the camera to register anything but a blurry orange fluff ball. I ended up holding down the capture button and got one good shot of her while she buried her head in the sink with her ass up in the air. That would have to do. 

The bathroom door rattled from three quick knocks. 


"Kate! I'm leaving now! Dinner is in the oven!" Mae yelled. 

"Thank you!" I called back. 


Unfortunately, Rosie was still on the other end of the line, speaking uninterrupted about needing to see a photo of Carmilla close enough to count her whiskers. 


I reached out to take her off loudspeaker, and put her on mute, but it was too late. 


Mae cracked open the door and asked, "Are you okay? You've been in there a long time." 

"I'm fine!" I reassured, spinning around so my back was to the door. 


"Is that your aunt?" Rosie asked. 


"Do I need to add laxatives to the grocery list?" Mae questioned at the same time. 


"You're in the bathroom with my cat?" Rosie asked. 


"My bad. I didn't know you were in the shower. Open the windows. You know I hate the condensation," Mae said, closing the door shut. 


There was a pregnant pause. "You're naked, with my cat?" 

I hung up. 

My entire face burned. 

Ugh. 


I would never live this down. 

But one problem at a time. 


I trapped the cat in the bathroom while I got dressed and blow dried my hair. I came back ten minutes later with a piece of ham and a bowl of water. However, there was not one but two stinky hairballs in the tub decorated by liquid vomit and two vomit covered paw prints stamped on the windows. 

My hostage had escaped. 
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@northlordstudios guessed who Carmilla was :D Next chapter is Kate chaperoning Eduardo and Dorothy. Guess who comes along? 


Chapter Seventeen 


It didn't matter how far I stuck my head out of the bathroom window or how much I begged, bribed, or threatened the orange cat to come back inside: nothing worked. Carmilla hung out in the neighbor's gutter, tiptoed to the opposite end of the roof and leapt off into oblivion. The elderly woman who took a nap on the sunbed in the yard below the window did not appreciate my loud, "No!" 

I sat at the edge of the bath with my face between my hands. Maybe I should call Rosie back to tell her what happened. How would she react? She'd remembered my jersey number after a full year had passed and knew which locker to prank. If that's how far she was willing to go over her ex—how far would she go to avenge her cat? 

It was impossible to predict. Which left one option: I'd have to go cat-hunting after chaperoning Eduardo's date. 

Izzy dropped her brother and me off at the Game Junction Arcade before she went to work her shift at the Splash N' Bash waterpark. 

My dad used to bring me here one Saturday a month growing up. He'd called them 'date nights.' The rows of machines, the glowing screens, the revving engines, and chiming pings from pinball games brought me back to a time when I had been a giddy kid whizzing through the dusty old carpets while Dad fended off a headache from the flashing neon lights. 


The ticket dispenser sat all the way to the back of the building; no doubt a strategy to encourage children to beg their parents for more money than needed. That's what I'd done, and it'd worked on my poor dad every time. 


Eduardo bought me ten tokens as a 'thank you' for coming along without putting up a fight. The machine juddered and failed to produce the tokens on the first try, so he whacked it until tokens spat out onto the floor. He bent down and scooped them up. This place hadn't changed one bit. 

The entrance's bell rang, catching my attention for a brief second, only for me to double-take. Not only did Dorothy glide across the room, but Rosie walked not far behind, one hand dug into her hoodie's pocket, and the other twirling a wisp of hair that fell loose from her hood. 

It wasn't any hoodie. It was my dad's. 

The so-called group hang with Dorothy's friends turned out to be an awkward double whatever with her sister. Izzy had already called me out for my hot-headedness around Rosie. She wouldn't have trusted me to chaperone if she knew Rosie would be here. 

Which meant Eduardo had tricked me after I backed him up. No wonder he sweetened me up with extra tokens. The liar. 

He gripped my arm before I could even think of bailing. 

I was supposed to meet Dorothy's friends. Not her sister. How was I supposed to chaperone properly when Rosie was here and under the impression I had possession of her cat, and could very well ask to do the trade after the arcade? I couldn't flat out ignore her or tell her the truth. She could brush up against random gum or spilled energy drinks and destroy the hoodie if she found out the true whereabouts of her pet. 

Fuck. 

This was going to be a long evening. 

"Did you plan this?" I asked Eduardo. 

The sisters caught my attention again while he stumbled over a response. Rosie dropped the hood and revealed her hair up in a messy bun that looked done last-minute, but still held together and looked good. The black hoodie hung low enough to cover most of her blue denim shorts. 

There was no glowering or a high and mighty smugness when she met my gaze for once, but an ear-splitting grin that made me stumble back in shock. My back hit the ticket machine, forcing out another token onto the ground. 

Eduardo found his voice and rambled, "Dorothy said Rosie was in a rut and in need of cheering up and apparently, she loves the arcade. Then for some reason she was in a great mood, and I thought that energy would be a good starter to ending our teams' feuds—" 

I held my hand up, stopping his rant, which Rosie must've mistaken as a wave toward her because she raised her hand back. She wiggled her fingers in greeting and skipped the rest of the way toward us. 

"Hey," Rosie said, rocking back and forth on her heels. 

"Thanks for coming," Eduardo said. 

"Of course, wouldn't miss it," she replied, turning her attention to me. "How's Carmilla?" 

A flashback reel of the cat crawling inside my bathroom window, attacking me, vomiting in my bathtub before leaping off the neighbor's roof to her freedom played in my mind. 


I cleared my throat and answered, "She's good." 

"Yeah?" 

"She's kind of wild," I admitted, earning a knowing and pleased nod from the cat's owner. 

"Who's Carmilla?" Eduardo asked. 

"Rosie's cat," Dorothy responded, reaching forward and pulling him for a hug that ended in him twirling her around like a ballerina. 

"That's an odd name for a cat," Eduardo commented. 

"That's what happens when you name something after some hot vampire," Dorothy explained, halting her spinning and leaned into his side. 

I gasped. 

No. 

This was too good. 

"Hot vampire, huh?" I asked. 

"Dotty," Rosie scolded, giddiness fading little by little. Her sister was too swept up in Eduardo to notice. 

"I knew you had a thing for vampires. You were way too interested in my blood last night," I said. 

All traces of frustration disappeared from her face. She leaned in close to me and whispered, "I name cats after vampires. You hang out with cats in bathrooms. Naked. I know who I'd rather be." 

Her words may have been the most embarrassing thing she ever said about me, but her eyes, this close, were so full of life and subtle hues, light like coffee mixed with cream. It didn't matter how many times I tried shifting my attention elsewhere; my eyes drifted right back to meet hers. 

She had the most interesting eyes I'd ever seen in my life; magnetic even, because the second I thought I had a handle of myself, little details pulled me right back in; like how long her eyelashes were and how they curled at the ends, or how with every passing second her pupils blew up, bigger and rounder, until her irises engulfed me in her small world. 

How the fuck could someone be so pretty? Even her eyeballs and eyeballs were gross. Damn it. 

Any rebuttable I may have formed got shot down by my stalled breaths and racing heart. 


Whatever dumb expression on my face morphed into a grimace. Nope. This wasn't happening. I couldn't get caught up in whatever spell she put me under. I must've still been under the influence of alcohol. The nearest exit was the entrance, and the farthest was the emergency exit behind the bumper car railings. Would it be lame to run out of here? 

Rosie took a step from me and clasped her hands behind her back. Dorothy and Eduardo made a game out of kissing each other on the face wherever they could. The compulsion to flee grew when she periodically glanced at me from the corner of her eye and offered a shrug, like she could feel the embarrassment radiating off me and took pleasure in it. 

Dorothy wrapped her arm around Rosie's shoulder and planted a wet and loud kiss on her cheek before asking, "Bumper cars first? Your favorite?" 


"You're the best," Rosie said, closing her eyes, not minding the gross affection. 

It got worse; Dorothy took out her phone and took multiple selfies of them together. And then Eduardo joined the huddle and the three of them messed around and laughed. Something about it made my stomach drop. I could barely stop myself from rolling my eyes as they walked together as a trio and tried tripping each other up. So, it was this easy to get along? What happened to beating us at any cost? Sworn enemies? They all got along like this was normal. 

This is exactly what Eduardo wanted. 

Dan would've hated this. 

Rosie slipped out of the huddle and asked me, "Something wrong? Scared?" 

"As if, Connelly," I said with a scoff. 

"What's up with your pout, then?" 

"I'm not pouting," I denied. "Fine. It's a little crowded here. The arcade doesn't need to be a communal thing." Even though that was the reason I came here. To supervise. She didn't know that, though. 

"That's kind of the point in arcades?" 

Why was I the only one between the two of us who had a problem with this turn of events? The more she remained calm about me being here, the tighter my fists clenched. Why wasn't she just as displeased as me? My presence hadn't been kept away from her like hers had been from me. Clearly. Yet she still came. Why? It's not like she was getting her cat back right now. 

She offered a bemused smile while I struggled to respond. 

I gave up and muttered, "That hoodie is too big on you." 

It was the worst comeback I'd ever given in my life. Especially since I'd already told her that once before. 

Unadulterated glee replaced her perplexed expression. She came toward me, close enough to make my skin tingle, but not enough to make any contact. The corners of her lips slid upwards, and it had the same energy as her winking at me. 

"Really?" she asked, examining me with unfiltered focus. "Is that why you're so distracted?" 

Now that question knocked me off kilter. 

What was she insinuating? 

My body froze in place, and a flush crept up my neck and across my face. Her new energy since the party kept me off kilter. This is why I should've left already. My body was betraying me at every turn. It couldn't help but react to her. 

Eduardo and Dorothy stopped feeling each other up long enough to involve themselves in a conversation with us. 

"You should get your tickets; we'll save a spot in line," Eduardo suggested. 

I pretended to watch a kid that rammed the Pacman machine controller and tried to regain my composure. I swallowed and swallowed again. There was no way I could stick it out here for a few hours. It'd been ten minutes, and my face was already an inferno. Any more heat and I'd pass out. 

"We'll meet you over there," Dorothy agreed. "I want a red car!" 

"Yellow!" Rosie echoed. 

The sisters hung by the ticket dispenser. Eduardo gripped my elbow and hauled me away. 

As soon as we were out of hearing distance, I rounded on Eduardo. "You lied to me." 

"Her sister is technically her friend—her best friend—family. They're always attached at the hip," he said, having prepped his argument. 

"Fine. But you heard Izzy. I'm here to chaperone, not to keep her sister company. Meaning, me and you? We're sharing a bumper car." 

"What? Kate, this is a date with Dorothy, not you." 

"Then why is she buying her own ticket?" 

"Because—wait." 

"What?" 

"That's sexist," he accused. 

It was totally and conveniently sexist. "Which is it? A group hang or a date?" 

"Come on, don't make this difficult," Eduardo mumbled. 

"I'm leaving." 

He clasped one hand on my shoulder and widened his eyes. "If you don't stick around, you won't be convinced she's a good person, and if you're not convinced, no way in hell will Dan or Izzy buy it either. You know how stubborn they are. It'll be an unnecessary drama for our last season ever. And Dorothy is a good person. I promise. Stay for me, please?" 


I looked past him, over to where Rosie and Dorothy tried to use the ticket dispenser. The machine refused to take their bills. The tips of Rosie's fingers slipped out of the hoodie's sleeves and pressed the buttons with enough force to knock out a rhino. 

Her wearing that hoodie today had to be a challenge, right? 

"Oh man, Kate," Eduardo breathed out. "This isn't about . . . I'm so sorry, I didn't even think. Does it remind you too much of . . . ?" 

The implication was obvious. My parents' car crash. The thought hadn't even crossed my mind. I don't think this place could have anything other than good memories of my dad. "He used to take me here," I confided. "I haven't been here without him." 

"We can leave?" 

"It's fine," I said, shaking my head. "I'll stay. Under one condition. I'm not sharing a bumper car with Rosie." 

He brought me in for a side-hug. "Wouldn't dream of it." 

The Connelly sisters joined us at the back of the line after they got their tokens. A bunch of preteens gathered in front of us, screeching and jumping up and down, while the people already inside the pen took off their seatbelts. Eduardo, feeling bad, hung back beside me while Rosie and Dorothy chatted with each other ahead of us. 

"The last time I came here was for my tenth birthday party. Can you believe that?" Dorothy said. 

"You threw up on Hazel," Rosie recalled. 


Dorothy shuddered at the memory. "Ten-year-old me knew what was up. Who thought free-for-all popcorn and ice-cream before bumper cars was a good idea?" 

"Pretty sure Dad," Rosie said, and then laughed. "Remember how she threw a slushie in front of your bumper car?" 

"Remember?" Dorothy asked, rolling her eyes. "That's how I crashed and projectile vomited all over her." 

"You could've won a world record for the distance," Rosie admitted. 


I scuffed my shoe against the carpet and sighed to cover up a laugh. The imagery was funny. Not her. Okay. Maybe she was a little funny. 

"She avoided me for years when you were through with her," Dorothy confided, earning a belly laugh from Eduardo. "Seriously. This one is a machine. You should avoid eye contact if you don't want her crashing into you all game. She puts the Crash in Crash Bandicoot." 

"She's right. No one can beat me in there," Rosie said, wiggling her eyebrows. 

"You can't win at bumper cars?" I pointed out. 

"Then obviously you've never played properly before," Rosie told me rather boldly. Her eyes flashed with the thinly veiled competitiveness I'd only seen from her on the field. "I can show you." 

"Me versus you?" 

"Whoever knocks against each other the most wins," she confirmed. 


"Fine." 

"We need prizes if it's going to be a proper competition." 

Me finding Carmilla was a long shot. There's no way Rosie would give me my hoodie back if she found out her cat was missing again. This was my only chance. Even though I shouldn't have to resort to winning a stupid game to get my hoodie back, if that's what it took, then that's what was going to happen. 


"If I win, then you have to hand over my hoodie right after. No hostage exchange." 

"You can't keep my cat." 

That wasn't the plan, but I needed time to find the stupid cat. 

"What's the matter? Afraid you're going to lose?" I taunted. 


"I'm not giving up my cat over a game of bumper cars," she repeated. "You can have her for one more day to say your goodbyes, but that's it, longer than that, and she'll find a way out of your house and we'll both never see her again." 

"One more day," I agreed because that's all I was looking for: more time. 

She paused, scrunching up her nose while she thought through her options. "If I win, we're going straight to your house and you're giving me my cat back." 

"Deal." 

"And I'm keeping this hoodie for Carmilla to use however she likes for a week." 

"Fine," I said through gritted teeth, almost spitting out that I'd keep her cat just to spite her. 


That's why she came here. It all made sense now. Nothing could've dampened her high spirits because she thought was so close to being reunited with her cat. 

It was too late to back out of the deal. I'd just have to win. 

We shook on it. Her long fingers brushed over my wrist, sending a pleasant jolt through my stomach. 


I ignored it. 


Let the game begin. 



Chapter Eighteen 


The problem with setting rules before a competition was not knowing the variables before the game started. 

A hoard of loud preteens dashed into the arena and stole all the bumper cars before we passed through the gate. A wad of gum made a horrible squelching sound under my shoe. Gross. Rosie leaned away from me and acted like I was infectious. At least she had an excuse to be repulsed this time. I didn't even want to be near me. 


Eduardo took advantage of the disgusting distraction and secured a red bumper car for him and Dorothy. Only one bumper car remained available. So much for his promise I wouldn't have to share with Rosie. He rebuffed all attempts at eye contact, focusing on helping his date inside the bumper without an ounce of guilt. 

Rosie and I made our way into the arena and shared suspicious glances as we stood on either side of the blue bumper car. 


Her fingertips flexed against the side of her bare legs. The image reminded me of one of those old cowboy movies where they bided their time before they whipped out a pistol and shot their opponent in the face. That's what it felt like: staring down the barrel of a gun. 


One attendant worked on getting everyone belted up. He first tended to the rowdy kids and didn't pay attention to the two teenagers having a silent standoff. 


Her intent became clearer by the second. She wouldn't abandon the bumper car, even if that meant sharing with me. Her determination told me one thing: she planned on being the one in control of the wheel. Did she expect me to sit beside her like a kid while she drove me around? 

"I guess we're stuck with each other," she said, inching forward. 

"Guess so." 

"Backing out?" 

"Not a chance," I said. 


We surged toward the bumper car at the same time. 


She jumped in first, tossing one leg after the other, and landed in the seat with a small thud. Her victorious clapping distracted me. My knee's cut banged against the point of entry. I cursed and leaned against the bumper car. The only problem was, I'd overestimated its height and tumbled backward into the seat where her shoulder broke my fall. 


She took advantage of my slanted state and squished me into the opposite corner so my legs had no choice but to hang out the side door. She leaned forward, removing my only sense of stability, forcing me to grab the steering wheel for dear-life. The angle took a lot of upper body strength, something I didn't have much of. She settled back into her chair with a satisfied sigh, not expecting me to let go of the wheel and let my head fall on her lap. 


"Comfy?" she asked. 

"I've had better cushions," I said. 


"Oh? Let me make it more comfortable for you, then." 

She used her elbows to keep me trapped, positioning one behind my head and one on my chest. 


Well, fuck. I'd lost. 


Her fingers drummed against the steering wheel and she wiggled in place. She squished me more and more into the corner of the seat with each boastful wriggle, and left a gaping space on her left. I looked past her through her dangling wisp of hair fallen from her bun and toward the small space of the ceiling flickering with neon lights. 

This was embarrassing. 

She'd made her point. 


"You can drive, okay? Let me up," I said, admitting defeat. 


"Nope. Change of plans," she said, leaning in to challenge me, making sure she had my attention. "First five minutes are mine and the next five minutes are yours. Whoever bashes against the most cars wins." 

"Why do you get to go first?" I asked, trying my best not to inhale the scent of her shampoo too deeply. Or was that body lotion? Either way, the pomegranate and lemon made my senses go haywire. I couldn't risk losing because she smelled too good to focus. 


"Go ahead," she said with a suspicious amount of ease. 


"I will." 

"You know what they say," she whispered, leaning back and tucking a fallen strand of hair behind her ear. "First is the worst and second is the best." 

"That's what kids say to themselves so they don't feel like losers," I said. 


"Yeah? We'll see who the real loser is." 

She flicked my forehead and took her hands off the wheel, allowing me space to sit up. The attendant waited for us to buckle ourselves in and made sure the belts were secure. He then stood aside and gave a thumbs up to the operator. 


"You better hold on tight," I warned, as the bumper vibrated and hummed and came to life. 


"I'll be fine." 

"Don't blame me when you get whiplash." 

"What am I supposed to hold on to? You?" 

I scoffed and replied, "In your dreams, Connelly." 

"You're right. We should have one rule," she said as the buzzer went off. "Keep your hands to yourself." 

"You're so tempted that you need to make a rule?" 

"I meant so we can't sabotage each other?" 

"Right. Trust me. That won't be a problem," I assured her. 

Except- 

Something slammed into the back of us right away. The knock forward snapped the seat belt against my chest and pulled me back hard against the headrest. 

Eduardo and Dorothy shot around us and shared a victory peck. 

Those fuckers. 

Rosie cleared her throat. 

I was about to defend myself against potential mocking comments, but noted how her gaze kept downward to her lap. My hand rested on her thigh. How did that get there? Fuck. I ripped away from her and ignored my burning cheeks while spinning the wheel in circles to get us out from the barrier. Touching her thigh didn't count. The buzzer had barely gone off. She didn't show any signs of boasting about her victory. It wasn't like I was sabotaging her. She wasn't even driving. 

It wouldn't have been so bad if we didn't get knocked again right into the wall separating us from the workers. 


This time, fresh grass and leaking gas infiltrated the surrounding air. A senseless, almost numb agony crossed my abdomen. Neon lights and shrieking kids vanished in a poof of smoke. Blood coated my mom's lips. Smashed pieces of the car's front window caught Dad's shredded black shirt. He wasn't in the driver's seat. 

A horrible screeching pierced the air. 


It came from me. 

A soft touch against my shoulder brought me back to the arena. My hands clammed up against the wheel, and my eyes bulged, taking in the arcade and refusing to blink in case it all disappeared again. The sound of my heartbeat trashing in my ears made everything else in the arena mute. 


"You okay?" Rosie asked. 

The tense expression on her face was enough for me to break out of my crumpled state. 

Get it together, Wilson. 


I swallowed and said, "Never better." 

I pressed my weakened leg against the pedal and yanked the wheel in the complete opposite direction, which led us back out onto the floor again. Bumper cars zoomed around in complete chaos. Screams and shouts overbore the squeals of laughter. The wheels of the metal poles whooshed against the mesh ceiling and the continuous transition of lights and shadows made my brain flip-flopped between reality and the past, making it hard to distinguish where I was and who I was with. 


Arcade. Arcade. Arcade. 

Loud, annoying kids. 

An electric hum. 

Pomegranate. 

Smokey cedarwood. 

Eduardo hooted and waved like he hadn't betrayed me. I shot him a shaky death glare and focused on him. I gave chase, zooming around bumper cars, avoiding perfect opportunities to bash into people, all to go after the pair cackling away like hyenas. They were my anchor to reality, and I wasn't letting them out of my sight. 


Rosie's judgmental stare burned into the side of my face. She delicately coughed. 


"Stop that," I warned. 


"First is the worst," she sang as I dodged another bumper car. 


"Like you can do better," I snapped. 


My fingers clenched around the wheel, hiding my trembling fingers. She should've gone first, after all. Not because of her childish insinuation that the first was the worst. What was she, ten? But because it was easy to sit there and pass judgment when she hadn't gone yet. There was nothing to compare herself with. The pressure was on me to set the standard. 


She blew out a deep breath, like my driving skills offended her. She pushed the sleeves of my dad's hoodie up and took my words as a dare. My body froze at the unexpected hand gripping my thigh. 


She pulled herself flush against me, so our legs pressed together, and our shoulders met. Her free hand covered mine on the wheel. Sliding our hands together, and placing her fingers in-between mine, she used her palm to spin the wheel, shifting us around in a complete one-eighty. 


Her body heat rushed through me in a blaze of lava. Her hand splayed on my inner leg held our thighs together to keep herself steady and her fingers brushed over my hand on the wheel, soft like burning butterfly kisses, pressing gentle tingles between my fingertips. My lips clamped together, blocking the gasp lodged in my throat. 


She held my hand to make a point, a point meant to show me how much better she was than me, but when I looked at her forehead scrunched in concentration, and her parted lips, I didn't want her demonstration to end, even if that meant a great blow to my ego. 

"It's not like driving an actual car," she muttered close to my ear, releasing a tingling breath against my ear. My stomach swooped. I hadn't even realized she was speaking or that she was moving our joined hands toward the bottom of the wheel. "You want to spin out of control." 

She helped spin the wheel, our hands flicking the bottom of the wheel like a cat kicking a ball of string with its hind legs. 


"See?" she asked. 


"Yeah," I said with little strength. 


My voice came out weak, and not cutting like expected. Her hands lingered on me, even when she'd finished taking control. I wasn't much better, unable to shake myself free from the warmth that she trapped me with. 


The chaos inside my chest took precedence over the anarchy around us. 

"I don't care if they're finally feeling each other up, Eduardo! Wallop them! Show no mercy!" Dorothy shouted from in front of us. 


Her sister's outburst startled Rosie enough to squeeze my thigh tighter. She ripped both hands from me, waving her fingers in front of her lap as if to scold them. That's when I realized she'd turned her legs away and the only point of contact was our shoulders, which I'd been leaning into. 


"And you know what they say about rivals," Dorothy continued. "Give them a common enemy and they'll become lovers." 

"That's not a saying," Rosie muttered through gritted teeth. 

The buzzer went off, signaling the end of the game. Our cars slowed in pace but still progressed across the floor for an inevitable head on collision. 


Dorothy raised her hands in the air, letting the bumper car free roam toward us. She said, "Pardon me for believing a first kiss shouldn't be somewhere where kids hide boogers." 

I took a deep breath, gripping the seat belt digging into my chest, glad to have Dorothy and Eduardo's bumper car slam into us so they couldn't see how my chest heaved as I fended off the sudden dizziness that had taken over. 


"Haven't we been through this already, Dorothy?" An odd tremble spiked Rosie's voice. That's right. We'd been in this exact situation before. "Like I'd kiss someone holding my cat hostage just for kicks." 


An unexpected pang shot through my chest. I wasn't holding her cat hostage. Not anymore. Not that anyone could keep the cat hostage. The freaking lunatic leapt off my neighbor's roof. She'd no excuse to think the worst of me. 


I wasn't the worst looking person in the world. Two years of braces made my teeth perfect. There was a sore spot growing under my skin on my jaw, but it wasn't visible yet. Running with Izzy and Eduardo and getting back in shape was a hard journey, but I was a little more toned now. My sense of style wasn't bad. 

Why wouldn't she want to kiss me? 

Whatever. 

It wasn't like I'd kiss her either. Not sober, anyway. 


"Good, because I'dnever kiss someone who smells like my dad," I said, pushing through the odd chill of my body, 

"That shouldn't be a thing you feel the need to clarify," Dorothy pointed out, while Rosie gawked at me like I'd said something inappropriate. 


"What?" I asked. 

"I smell like your dad?" Rosie asked. 

"A teenage girl version of him. Smokey cedarwood and pomegranate?" I confirmed. "It's the hoodie." 

"And if she wasn't wearing the hoodie?" Dorothy asked, narrowing her eyes at me. "What then?" 

"It's not like this is a double-date or anything," Eduardo found his voice and grunted like something hit him. He rubbed his belly and shot a confused look in his date's direction. Dorothy only smiled at the attendant, who helped her out of the bumper car. Eduardo turned his attention back on us, climbing out of the bumper car himself and helping us one at a time out of the bumper car. "So, are you sticking around some more, or are you going back to Kate's place? I know how eager you are, Rosie." 


The back of my throat tickled, making me a spluttering mess. 

"What?" I asked. 

"So you can give her back her cat?" he clarified. 

"Right," Rosie said, nodding along. "Right. Yeah. No surprise to anyone. I won." 

"What? How did you win?" I asked. "You didn't even drive!" 

"It's not my fault you broke the only rule we had, Kate," Rosie informed me with a much too smug grin, making Eduardo glance between us. 


"So did you. A lot," I exploded. 

"You forfeited the game first, remember? You broke the only rule we had. Anything after didn't count, because you'd already lost," she told me, flashing me a wink. When I went to argue, she headed for the exit, inclined her finger over her head, and said, "Come on. I'll drive." 

Eduardo waved his hands downward, motioning for me to calm down. Dorothy sauntered over and he got swept up in Dorothy. They made out in front of me. In front of kids. You know PDA was gross when sitting in a car with your rival to get her untraceable cat looked like the better option. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Rosie wasted no time leading us through the arcade toward the exit. A yellow claw machine caught her attention halfway out of the building, stopping her so abruptly that I smacked right into her back. Colorful unicorns sitting on the clouds attached to rainbows decorated the outside of the machine. 


Cheap and matted stuffed animals squashed up against the glass, looking like they'd spent a day with sticky-fingered toddlers who screwed around with safety scissors. Nothing inside looked worth spending a single dollar on. Their unappealing appearances didn't stop her from pressing up against the glass. She took her time in examining the stuffed animals and pretended like she wasn't gunning for the giant unicorn flopped right in the middle inside the machine. 


She turned to me after what felt like an eternity of her ignoring my exaggerated sighs. 

"Give me a minute?" she asked, face shining. 


"Whatever," I said, leaning my hip on the machine. Anything to buy time before we got back to my house was a good idea. 

She bit her bottom lip, fiddling with the controller on the machine. "I'm not good at these games." 

"It's not you. They're all rigged." 

"I don't know. I don't have the best hand-eye coordination." 

"Sucks for you?" 

"Play for me? Please?" she asked with a full-blown earnest pout. 

She held still, breath bottled in her chest. Her gaze darted to the unicorn and back to me, eyes growing rounder with each passing second. I didn't give her the reaction she wanted, so she clasped her hands in front of her stomach and willed her eyes into sparkling with unshed tears. She wasn't really crying, but her tears still tugged at something in my chest. Seriously? What was wrong with me? 


It came down to a matter of what would be worse: listening to her complain about the unicorn that got away as she drove me home toward the cat that had also gotten away or winning the unicorn for her. Maybe she'd be so happy about the stuffed toy she wouldn't blow up over the fact that her cat was indeed not at my house? 

A single tear drop hung for dear life on the edge of her eyelashes. 

My heart clenched. 


For fuck's sake. 


I bumped her to the side and focused on the game. 

"You're going all gung-ho for ugly pug, right?" I asked, feeding the machine a dollar. She clutched my wrist and made a panicked noise in the back of her throat. I nodded toward the middle of the machine. "Or do you want the toy that matches your underwear?" 

"It doesn't match my . . . " She hesitated before whispering, "underwear." 

"What was that? I couldn't hear you. It does match? Scandalous." 

"It doesn't match my underwear!" 


"Rosie! There are kids around! What is wrong with you?" I scolded, laughing at her horrified expression. 


"Oh my gosh," she whispered, fanning her face with her spare hand. 


"You're wearing them now, right?" I asked. 


Her hand trailed up my wrist and hugged my arm close to her chest, not trusting me to not run away. "Shut up and focus on getting me the unicorn." 

"I'm so right," I said, not avoiding the swat to my arm. "Wait. How many pairs of unicorn underwear do you own?" 

She groaned. "Why do you want to know?" 

"I think it's very important to know the character of the company I keep. Underwear says a lot about a person." 

She slapped the start button, putting an end to our conversation, but gave me my answer, anyway. She so had more than one pair. 

The machine juddered to life. The claw jerked into a slow movement, hovering above the prize. It lowered with careful ease and snapped the unicorn's silver collar. We watched with bated breaths as the claw rose into the air. The claw's grip on the toy slackened. Rosie clutched my upper arm tighter with every moment the unicorn hung in the air. The claw clung onto the tip of the horn and dumped into the winner's box. 

I handed the toy to her without commenting on her high squeals or the way she pressed the unicorn to her face and kissed the tip of the unicorn's nose repeatedly. 


She skipped the rest of the way out of the arcade, sunbeams bursting out from her pores. I followed behind, trying not to smile at the way kids watched her with awe. She swung the stuffed animal back and forth by the glittery horn and whipped the thing in my face before she swung the exit door open. 

She spun to face me with a light in her eyes that made me blurt a panicked, "Popcorn," before spinning on my heels back inside the arcade with my heart thrumming to the beat of the thumping music. I waited in line for popcorn and rolled my eyes at myself. Was that guilt churning in my stomach? Ugh. It was hard to see her so happy now when she wouldn't be when we got to my house. I stuffed my face as I walked across the car lot. I needed to get a grip of myself. 

She was busy buckling the unicorn in the middle of the back seat when I slipped into the passenger seat of her yellow bug. Its little hooves rested on the middle of the seatbelt. I shoved another handful of popcorn into my mouth and refused to comment on the adorableness on display. 


The car came to life with no problem. The seats vibrated, and the engine purred. She connected her phone to the radio and blasted Taylor Swift as loud as it could go, making sure there was no room for conversation. The popcorn in-between my lap distracted her. Every thirty seconds, she slipped her hand inside the box and plucked one out. 


I tossed the occasional popcorn at her head, determined to keep her focus only on the road. 

I clutched the edges of the seat for dear life, squeezing my thighs tight around the popcorn box, and moved with the motions when Rosie swerved in and out of the long, bendy road. 


She angled the mirror to catch a glimpse of the perfectly fine unicorn. 

"Will you make sure Richard is buckled in?" she requested. 


Of course, she'd named it already. 


"Maybe you should be more concerned about the living person in your car," I blurted out, unable to stop myself. 

She briefly glanced at me before turning the music down. "You froze." 

"What?" 

"Inside the arcade. When you were driving. You froze," she clarified, pausing before asking, "Why?" 

My chest puffed up, ready to spit something back, but my body deflated at the slacked frown tugging her lips downward. She wasn't attacking me. Not this time. She only pointed out what was obvious and was curious enough to find out why. 

The thing about uncomfortable conversations in a moving car was there was no escape. The discomfort in my chest wasn't because of her. I found myself speaking without my permission. "I got into a car wreck a few years ago," I admitted. 

Her eyebrows pulled down in concentration before saying, "Yikes." 

"Yeah, yikes," I echoed. "I didn't think it would affect me like this, though." 

"But it did," she said, her tone gentle. "How bad was it?" 

"Bad," I admitted. 

"I'm sorry." 

It wasn't her fault. She didn't know about the accident. She didn't know how something as silly as bumper cars could send me into some weird emotional spiral. 


The sole of my shoes rested on the edge of my seat, and my cheek pressed against my knee as I stared into space out the window, trying my best to be non-fazed at the conversation. It wasn't as big of a deal as my body made it out to be. It'd been a moment of panic. Nothing more. 


Yet all I could think about was how the nurse had confirmed my parents' emergency contact had been on her way to the hospital. And how Mae had burst through the door a few hours later and . . . 


Now wasn't the time to think about that. 


"You didn't give Carmilla milk, right?" she asked, changing topics after a few minutes of contemplative silence. Her fingers curled and uncurled around the wheel as we approached my street. "It's a common misconception. Cats are actually lactose intolerant." 

"No." 

She breathed out, shoulders sagging, relief obvious, humming along to Taylor Swift singing, "You made a really deep cut. And baby now we got bad blood." 

"I gave her my blood," I muttered. 


She froze for a second before pulling herself together and focusing on bypassing the parked cars along the street. She indicated before pulling to the curb in front of my house. 

Then, like in the bumper car, Rosie did something unexpected: she leaned her forehead against the wheel, and she giggled. It was a light and infectious sound that left me speechless. A patch of pink circled her cheeks, and her shoulders trembled. All because of a vampire joke. 

Damn, she really must've liked vampires, because it wasn't that funny. 

Only once she caught her breath and turned so her cheek rested against the wheel and faced me with sparkling eyes, I continued, "Gave is being generous," I said in a stage whisper. "She latched onto my neck. I'm surprised I'm here to tell the tale. Now that I think about it, your neck is looking pretty . . . salivating." 

She turned away, confining her laughter to a snort, pressing her forehead against the wheel and hid her face. She shook her head back and forth and collected herself enough to hold up her hand as if to say, 'No more.' 

A drawn out and aggressive beep penetrated the air. We both whipped our heads around to face it. 

Dan's jeep pulled in beside us. What was he doing here? Wasn't he angry with me? Izzy sat in the passenger seat, head bobbing and oblivious to us. She was supposed to be at work? Wasn't that the entire reason they forced me to go on Eduardo's date? Because she couldn't go herself? 

Eoghan, Jasmine and Liza sat in the back of the jeep, hands slapping together in the middle in some sort of play fight. Dan clearly got over his anger enough to hang out with everyone. Then again, neither Eduardo nor I were there with them, the actual people he was angry with, so that made things easier on him. 

Something didn't sit right. 

Dan rolled down his window, and I leaned across Rosie to do the same. 


"What are you guys doing here?" I asked. 

"What are you doing out here with her?" Dan asked, jerking his thumb in Rosie's direction. Izzy murmured something too low for me to hear, but Dan settled down rather quick. "You know what? It doesn't matter. It's good we found you. Come on, we have a strict schedule to keep." 

I tensed in my seat, glancing between him and Rosie, who hadn't said a word, and back to the gang, who had nothing but suspicious vibes rolling off them. "I-" 

"Dude, come on!" Dan cut me off, patting the side of his jeep. "Let's go!" 

"One second, Dan!" I said, waving him off. 

"Are your parents home?" Rosie asked, turning her back to the jeep. 

"I live with my aunt, but she left for work before our dat-before the arcade," I told her. 

Eoghan reached around Dan and pressed his hand against the horn. Rosie jerked away and rolled up the window, ignoring my teammates' complaints. She chewed on her lower lip, contemplating our options, before deciding, "I'll come by tomorrow." 

"Are you sure?" As soon as the question shot out of my mouth, I wanted to slap a hand over my mouth. This is exactly what I'd wanted. More time. 

She nodded, not noticing my inner conflict, too preoccupied by her own. "Carmilla needs time for me to prep her for the car ride home. She gets car sick," she explained, wrinkling her nose. 


"I do too," I admitted. 


"That sucks," she said. "She doesn't like being cooped up either, not when it's not her choice, so I can't dump her in here and go. I need to gently lead her in and make it seem like it's her idea. I don't know if you've noticed, but she's easily offended." 

So easily offended she'd vomit in a stranger's bathtub. 


"I don't know what you're talking about," I lied. 

"I'd say you didn't have her at all if I didn't know any better," she said with a wide eye look that made my heart stop, until I remembered I'd sent her photographic evidence. She didn't know any better. She dissolved into a breathy laugh, nudging me before leaning across me and opened the door on my side. "You should go." 

I climbed out of the car, taking the hint. Before closing the door, I asked, "What time tomorrow?" 

"Let me think. We've got practice in the evening and Dad might need a ride, oh and Dotty has a study group that I need to bring her to, and I have volunteering and work. Crap. I don't know? I'll text you?" 


"Sounds good. Just let me know," I said, shutting the door. 


The passenger side window rolled down. "Remember, no milk." 

"Only got o-neg in the house anyway," I replied. 


"Too bad. That's her least favorite," she said, pulling away and driving off. 


Judgmental and burning stares from the jeep bored into the side of my face as the yellow car drove away down the street. I clamped my lips together and refused to let out the huff of laughter that had been building deep within my chest. Rosie could occasionally be funny. So what? They were the ones who forced me to go on the date-Eduardo's date. It was their fault I was around her long enough to confirm her vampire obsession, to see out her bumper car skills and witness how she treated stuffed animals like living creatures, and living creatures like babies, and how she had more than one pair of unicorn underwear. 


Raindrops fell one by one onto my skin, not quite cooling my body down. I raised my palm into the air and marveled at how even twenty minutes later, I could still feel the tingles she'd left behind. I must've been allergic to her hand lotion or something because that wasn't normal. 


Chapter Twenty 


Rain pelted the jeep's windshield. Dan normally wouldn't have volunteered to drive, preferring the freedom to get high as a passenger. Right now, however, he drove behind Rosie's yellow beetle with a sour expression on his face. He took the occasional aggressive bite out of a cheese and ham sandwich he'd brought with him. 

He wasn't the only one who acted out of the norm. 

His jeep didn't have enough seats for all of us, so I sat on Izzy's lap. As she held me in place, she kept quiet, drumming her fingers against my stomach. This was the first time she'd used earphones and zoned out like this. She liked to crank the radio full blast and sing at the top of her lungs because 'music is supposed to be a shared experience.' 


Her calm humming spooked me. 

I peered through the front window to see what was ahead of us. It was pitch black outside. Not even one star shone in the sky. Only the moon's faint light and the small yellow street lamps lit up the road. 


The silence in the front of the jeep was a stark contrast to the bickering in the back. At least with Rosie driving, we had Taylor Swift to keep us company. 

Dan kept driving away from town and towards the Ridgeway Institute. 


"What are we doing?" I questioned. 

"We are following through with our pact. Ready to put the Sea Lions in their place?" Dan asked. 


"Didn't you guys already do that by stealing their clothes?" I asked, prodding a black bag filled to the brim with the Ridgeway school kids' clothes with my shoe. 

"So?" he asked. 

"Sending them half naked through the woods wasn't enough?" I asked. "I heard a kid got poison ivy down south, if you know what I mean. And a security guard caught one girl with some weird cupcake nipple tassels. I think they've gone through enough embarrassment." 

Eoghan poked his head through the middle of the front seats and asked, "Does the girl have a name?" 

"That was step one of the plan," Dan answered me, ignoring how Izzy shoved Eoghan's head back into his seat. 

"And step two?" I asked. 

"Is in motion," Dan said. 

"You mean following Rosie Connelly?" I asked. 


"We're not following anybody," he denied. 


"Like hell you aren't," I said, jabbing my finger toward the yellow car right in front of us. 


"Not intentionally," he corrected himself, rushing his hands to turn the steering wheel to make it around a sharp corner, finally straying from following Rosie. 

"Well, whatever the hell your plan is? Count me out. It's too cold and wet for whatever you're cooking up." 

"Liked your date that much, huh? Loyalties changed that fast?" he asked. 


"I–what–no?" 

"Then what's your problem?" 

I huffed and turned my gaze out the passenger window. 

What was my problem? 

We arrived at the lake ten minutes later. I intended to remain warm and dry in the jeep. My plans changed when a flash of orange raced from under the vehicle and into the blackness of the woods. Carmilla must've snuck under the jeep before we'd left my house. 

That little . . . 


So, there I was, walking in the rain behind the rest of the team, on our way toward the back of the Ridgeway Institute, making a 'pshing' sound over and over, hoping the cat would emerge from one of the trees. 

No lanterns or fairy lights guided us through the trees this time. Faint glimmers of mini flashlights that Dan had swiped from the one-dollar store barely lit up the path to the school grounds. Mucky paw prints marked the trail, leading me to believe we were going the same way as the cat. 


Twenty minutes of trampling through dirt, twigs, and leaves later, we emerged from the woods and came face to face with the back of the school's property. 


For such a fancy school that had enormous gates at the front, they sure had lax security at the back of the property. They didn't think students trampled all the way through the woods to party at the lake or that students would sneak through the woods to break into the school. 

Dan tossed a duffel bag over the fence and climbed across into the football field. He beckoned the others to follow suit. 


I scanned the area for any signs of the cat, and of course there weren't any. I played with the end of my necklace, twisting it over and over until the chain became a noose around my neck. Breaking and entering. For what? To get back at the Sea Lions? Was it worth it? The rest of the team took turns hopping the fence. They must've thought it was worth the risk. 

"Kate, come on, clock's ticking," Izzy said, lowering her knee to the ground so I could use it as leverage to hop the fence. 

"What happened to making sure Dorothy was a good person before doing anything?" I asked. "What happened to trusting me to make the right call?" 

She heaved my foot onto her propped-up leg and pushed me upward, so I had no choice but to shove my fingers in the holes of the fence to keep my balance. "Do you honestly think someone who hasn't even apologized for breaking his arm is good enough to date my brother? I sent you to chaperone because I knew you'd keep an eye on her, that you'd already been keeping an eye on her since the lake party." 

I dragged myself up, gripping the hoodie tossed over the barbed wire, processing what she'd said. 


The missing puzzle pieces came together at last. She'd lied to Eduardo about needing to go to work when he'd asked her to chaperone his date. She'd figured that I'd already known about the duo and used it to her advantage, trusting me enough to send me in her place to monitor Dorothy while she and Dan plotted another prank on the Sea Lions. The kicker? They'd left me out of the loop while using me in their plans. They had used me as a distraction. 

And Coach Connelly thought I'd be a good captain to the team. Yeah, right. I'd no idea about the prank at the lake party either. 

I hoisted myself over and tried gathering my thoughts. 

Did she not trust me? 

They'd picked me up after the date . . . but only let me in on the plan at the last second. 

For all I knew, the cat could've been rolling around in the grass right in front of me and I wouldn't have known. The floodlights were off, and darkness coated the property. I would've activated the floodlights by stepping onto the field, but had an inkling that was the exact opposite of the teams' plans. Honestly, they were a little frazzled, and I didn't want to poke the bear. 

"Where's the fucking rock?" Dan asked, scuffing his foot against the ground, checking every inch of the grass. 

"You left it opposite this part of the fence," Izzy recalled, landing with a thud onto the grass. 

"What's so important about a dumb rock?" I asked. 

"We tested the floodlights during the lake party while the security guards were dealing with naked Ridgeway asses. We laid out a bunch of rocks in spaces that don't trigger the floodlights," Dan explained, flexing his fingers, eyes remaining locked on the ground. "Maybe if we run fast enough, it won't turn on?" 

Izzy grabbed him as he took a step on the field, pulling him back. "No dumbass," she hissed. "You'll get everyone caught." 


"Do you have any better ideas?" he asked. 

"We dress them and toss them. It doesn't have to be perfect," she replied. 

"One wrong breeze and they'll be gone. We need to secure them," he argued. 

"Then we do that," she said. "We can set them up like scarecrows around the field." 

He scrunched up his nose and grumbled, "It won't hit the same. They're blowup dolls, Iz, not scary as fuck scarecrows." 

"Blowup dolls?" I repeated, eyebrows raised into my hairline. 

Ignoring me, Dan ordered, "Aim your flashlights along the edge of the field. We'll find the rocks." 

Rain came down in torrents, blurring our vision even more than the darkness could. It fell like a million little drum beats pounding against the ground. Its chaotic rhythm drowned out all other noise and left only a deafening roar reverberating through the night air. The sound was so loud it blurred the boundaries between the sky and the ground. 

The trash bags whipped back and forth in Eoghan and Jasmine's hands. Holy fucking shit. How long had they been plotting this scheme? Did they know we'd be doing this when they'd stolen the clothes? 

"Did you know Rosie would be at the arcade?" I asked Izzy, distracting myself from the stormy weather. 

"I might've given Eduardo the idea to invite her," Izzy admitted, wrapping an arm around my shoulder before coaxing us lower to the ground. I sank into her body, taking advantage of her warmth while she looked for the rock. 


I whined, "Why?" 

"I figured Dorothy would be too distracted by the ticking time-bombs to hook her talons into my brother any more than she already has." 

"You didn't send me to chaperone or distract them from whatever mess you've got going on here. You sent me to sabotage his date," I pointed out. 

"To keep tabs!" Izzy insisted before admitting, "And yeah, a little sabotage, but who knew your short fuse would create sparks instead? Like of all things to happen? Of all people? Rosie Connelly? Seriously? Way to defy all expectations, Kate. I thought you were too emo over Carter to even think of anyone else, but I guess I was wrong." 

"Sparks?" I repeated, face becoming hot as she nodded against my shoulder. "What planet are you on? She was driving me home. You're making it a much bigger deal than it is." 

"Dan said there was something a little fruity about you guys," Izzy said, shining her flashlight farther from our bodies. "He was right. Hot and bothered? Worked up? Turns out they were one and the same." 

"Oh, my goodness," I mumbled, shifting away. 

"It's mini soccer," she said. "Only people who have the hots for each other get into each other's personal space during a mini soccer game." 

"You're delusional," I said. 


Dan cleared his throat and said, "Found the rock." 

He picked up the duffel bag and slung it across his back. He took careful steps on the grass, leading us to the middle of the field. 

We spread out and got to work. Eoghan and Jasmine took rope and the clothes out of the trash bags and Dan removed deflated and folded blow-up dolls out of a duffel bag. Liza helped Izzy pair the clothing together. I was there, but had nothing to do with the dolls. Eoghan did all the work. He inflated them up with his mouth until Dan handed him a bicycle pump. This was semi-professional prankster shit. 

I stood off to the side with a strand of rope, flicking it around in the hopes the cat would spring out of thin air and attack it. 

"I mean, you and Rosie, you're both into girls, right?" Dan pointed out to me. 


"So?" I asked. 

"So, it makes sense if you guys . . . you know," he said. 

"It really doesn't," I said. 

"I didn't listen to him. Right, Dan?" Izzy asked. "I defended your honor, Kate! I said you're a fruitcake, sure, so is Rosie, so am I! That doesn't mean anything! Otherwise, me and you would've hooked up years ago. Besides, you'd never do that to us, not with her. That's what I told him. But you did. I guess all that pent up frustration makes sense now. Couldn't wait to bring her home, huh?" 

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Why did everyone think we had a thing for each other? First Dorothy and now my teammates? "Rosie was picking up her cat. That's the only reason she allowed me in her car." 

"Convenient how you of all people had that soul sucker of a cat. Why didn't Rosie go inside? Did we kill the mood?" Izzy questioned, handing me one doll for me to tie the rope around its legs. 


Releasing an exasperated breath, I explained, "She didn't come inside because I lost the cat." 

Izzy barked out a startled laugh and slapped a hand against my back. "Damn you're cold, Wilson. Lost, huh? Doing your own sabotaging, more like. See? I knew I could count on you! Not a single moment of doubt." She dipped her shoulder in Dan's direction before tattling, "Unlike some people." 

"She doesn't know I lost the cat, though," I muttered, tracing a circle on the grass with my heel. "There's no need to tell her either, not until I get my hoodie back." 

"That doesn't make any sense. If she doesn't know you lost her cat, why didn't she go inside?" Dan pressed. 

"Because she said it'd take too long to get the cat in her car while you guys waited outside." 

"Does the cat have a car phobia or something?" he asked. 

"And car sickness," I confirmed. "And an awful thing called stubbornness." 

"You used her for a ride home and she thinks you're holding her cat hostage?" Izzy asked. 

When she put it like that, it sounded bad. 


"Technically," I admitted. 


"Dude! That's even worse! That's plain savage. See, Dan?" Izzy knocked her fist against his shoulder and said, "Kate isn't fooling around with the other Connelly sister. She is a Dragon! A fire breathing badass! A scaly bitch!" 


"So, you're not hooking up with Rosie?" Dan asked. 

"No," I said. 

"That was a passionate response," he mumbled. 

"I mean—" I hissed, grabbing the maker from his hand and tossing it onto the field, "—no writing your name on the freaking inflatable boob." 

The team scrambled together and held their breath. 


"The floodlights, Kate! Are you trying to get security out here?" Dan asked. 

"Sorry! I forgot! You know what? I'm not doing much here, anyway. I'll get out of your hair and go looking for the cat." 

"Can't let you do that. We're sticking together," Dan said. 

"What happens if the cat cuts across the field?" I asked. 

"Well, shit," he said. "Fine. You can go." 

"Don't go too far!" Izzy said. 

"And keep your phone on," Dan ordered. 


"Okay, got it, Mom and Dad," I muttered, walking away. 

The team's silhouettes illuminated by flashes of light in the otherwise pitch-black night made it seem as if someone was watching over me as I walked the circumference of the field alone. 

It wasn't long before a faint sound caught my attention. The mewling grew louder and more insistent as I strained to make out the source. It was a quiet but plaintive sound, like someone crying for help. I lifted myself up onto my tippy toes, peering over the hedge separating the field from the rest of the school, and gasped. 


Carmilla. 

I lifted my phone and shone its flashlight in her direction. There she was. The orange cat walked to the edge of the school building, swishing her tail against the wall as she disappeared around the corner. Thorns pricked my skin in my haste to rush through the hedge's gate. I gave chase all the way around the property to the car lot. 

A blinding light stopped me dead in my tracks. It was so bright it seared my eyes. The yellow hue absorbed everything in its path and cast an eerie glow over me in its wake. I covered my eyes and stumbled back. My heart rate picked up and my breathing became shallow. The lights dimmed, revealing a car. Not just any car. A yellow freaking car. Fuck. 

Rosie. 


It had to be. No one else in Chesterfield drove a yellow car. Panic rooted me to the spot. My mind whirled with excuses, explanations, and justifications for why I was here; none of which I could utter. I came to prank your schoolmates? I came to catch your cat that I said was safe back in my house? Nothing came out when I opened my mouth. 

I couldn't breathe. 

There was only one option. 


I spun on my heels and ran back around the building toward the field. 

Rosie had seen me, and I had panicked and ran away like a coward. Damn it. 

"For fuck's sake!" I whispered-yelled as I reached where the others were. "We've got to get out of here. Now!" 

"I'm just putting the finishing touches on Dorothy's cardigan," Izzy said, swatting me away. 


"Someone's here!" I shouted. 

"Lead with that next time, Wilson," Izzy yelled back. She put Dorothy's cardigan on the doll before getting up from the grass. "Everybody, grab your stuff! Let's bail. Dan! Grab the duffel bag! Dan? Where the fuck is Dan?" 

"He said he was going to graffiti the dugout," Eoghan said. 

"He can't even draw!" Izzy complained. "Let's go. Now. He can meet us at the jeep." 

"You have the keys, right?" Jasmine asked. 

Izzy patted her jacket pocket, groaned, then shouted, "Split up and find that dummy!" 


This was a freaking nightmare. 


I spun around, searching for Dan, my heart thumping harder with each passing second. A lump of dread formed in my chest. What would happen if we got caught? Expulsion? Charges? 


What did Rosie think? Did she see me? It was possible Rosie hadn't seen me at all. Maybe her car lights flickered on and off automatically? What was she doing here, anyway? Who in their right mind went to school at night? 

A figure strolled out from the bleachers and jogged toward us. Dan wasn't what caught my attention, though. A blowup doll sat on the top seat of the bleachers. It had a curly wig fluttering in the breeze and was that a Beanery shirt? Was that supposed to be Carter? 

Izzy grabbed Dan's arm and dragged him to the fence. We hopped the barrier over less gracefully this time and tumbled through the woods until we made it to his jeep. 


Labored breaths, and a rowing engine filled the silence as Dan peeled out of the dock. 


"Ten out of ten. Would do again," Dan said, breaking the silence. 

Everyone burst into laughter. 


I tilted my head back and slumped against Izzy's shoulder. 


What was my problem? 

If Rosie had seen me—if she'd seen her cat? 

I'd be so screwed. 



Chapter Twenty-One 


I was stirred awake by the warm sensation of someone resting on my stomach. No matter how much I blinked, the darkness in my room didn't fade. The feeling of fingertips starting at my belly button and ending at the waistband of my shorts had my heart racing and completely blocked out any valid concerns I should have been feeling. 


My heartbeat echoed in my ears like the sound of waves in a seashell. 

The mysterious weight vanished. The lack of contact didn't make it any easier to breathe. Really, there was no excuse for my labored breathing except for anticipation. 

A familiar breathy laugh splayed against my lips, hushed and teasing, as a voice whispered my name, "Kate." 

Nothing obstructed my view when I opened my eyes this time. My gaze locked onto the culprit's lips, which were pink, wet, and glistening with a sparkling lip gloss. 


They pouted purposely out of reach. 

I glanced up, sucking in a sharp breath. 

Rosie. 

Rosie with her face hovering over me. Her eyes were a deep mix of acorns and forest, caramel on the surface, teeming with something dark underneath. Despite my efforts, I couldn't maintain eye contact. Our faces were so close. But the pressure of her hand on my chest limited how far my neck could reach. 

Tension filled the air between us, suffocating and building, and nothing seemed to lessen it. My eyes fixed on her mouth for the second time. For a moment, only a fleeting moment, I thought about kissing her. Just leaning in, pressing my mouth to hers, and tasting those pouting lips. 


I should've had the strength to stop, however, in the quiet darkness of the night, with her body pressed against mine, it was all too consuming to think rationally. We'd only just begun to have conversations that didn't end with one of us storming off in a fit of rage. 

I needed to move away. 


And yet- 

She cupped my face and disintegrated all my thoughts. 

"Kate," she murmured, her breathy laugh echoing in the room again. 

A rosy flush appeared on her cheeks, adding a touch of gentleness to her already pure gaze. But there was something new; an underlying current that hummed with desperation and an almost tangible energy that tried not to draw attention to itself. Whatever it was, it left my mouth dry, and my curiosity piqued. 

Her hand traced down my face, her thumb caressing my bottom lip with a gentle stroke. A sudden gasp broke the stillness of the room, and I wasn't sure who it came from - me or her. 

"It's funny," she whispered, voice low. 

"What is?" I asked, letting my eyes wander over the curves of her face, tracing the path of her long eyelashes and the tip of her nose before settling on those soft, full, and addictive lips. 


"That all you can dream about is me, me and my lips," she murmured. "It's funny because why would I kiss you when you lost my cat?" 


The next thing I knew, I shot up in bed. 

Alone. 

I wanted to kiss her when I was drunk. I wanted to kiss her in my dreams. So what? That did not translate to a sober reality. 

I tried to shake off the embarrassment of that painfully realistic dream-no-nightmare the next morning by enjoying a bubbly bath. That was hard when my foamy fingers held the guilt-inspired drawing I'd whipped up in the middle of the night above my head. 

It was an attempt at a missing cat poster. 

I had no option but to draw the miserable looking ginger feline. The only pictures on my phone of Carmilla were of her in my bathroom sink with her ass high in the air. There was no way I'd ask Rosie for a photo. Why give her a reason to worry if she hadn't seen me last night? 


I got out of the tub and toweled myself dry. The light rain filtering through my bedroom window didn't do anything to reduce the intense heat that was making my skin flush. Only putting on my red plaid pajama pants and black top didn't help cool me down either. 


A restless energy gripped my extremities since escaping the Ridgeway football field with my team. 


Who was I kidding? She'd seen me. She'd seen me chasing after her stupidly fast cat in her school car lot. Even if she somehow hadn't recognized me, my team had left a bunch of evidence behind in the field. Blow up dolls dressed in clothes stolen from a party where the Dragons mysteriously disappeared from? On the same night her sister went on a date with Eduardo? 


I was screwed either way. 


I left the poster on the nightstand, slotting a paint jar on it to keep it in place. 

I stood in front of the easel in the corner of the room. The leaves on the tree outside the window fluttered. The voices and laughter coming from the barbeque on the other side of the street only aggravated my headache. It all blended into a crowded, monotonous drone. 


Generally, when I stood in this exact spot, all my thoughts vanished, and a light, hollow feeling nested in the bottom of my stomach until I connected the paintbrush to the canvas. Then, with each stroke, a warmth would fill the void. Chaos usually infiltrated my brain until it got unleashed on the page with paint. But now I leaned away from the wooden easel and pressed my free hand against my quivering stomach. 

This would not work. 


A knock on my bedroom door cut through the racket buzzing outside the house and inside my head. 


I stayed put, and yelled, "Come in," not even stopping to think who could be on the other side, and not caring if it stopped the noise. But who did I give permission to enter my room? Mae wouldn't knock. She'd call out a warning before barging inside. And Nick? He would've already face-planted onto the bed. Same with Izzy. 


I quickly spun around, brush in hand, and saw paint flying in Rosie's direction who stood motionless in the doorway. Yellow splat against her face and her chest, covering her black volunteer shirt. The Furry Friends' logo on the right side of her tee remained unscathed. 

Her hand remained on the door knob and her mouth parted in shock. 

"What the fuck? Are you crazy?" I asked, accidentally snapping the paintbrush in two. She jerked back, shuffling back a few steps like I'd cracked a bone. I stabbed my wrist with one piece of the broken paintbrush to make sure I wasn't dreaming. No way was I getting tricked by my subconscious again. My skin stung. "This isn't a dream?" 


She dabbed her cheek with her index finger. Just when I was sure she was about to spin around and leave this awkward encounter, she nodded to herself before coming inside the room uninvited. 


I didn't move from the easel. I couldn't. Shock rendered me still. But as she rounded the room, I did a one-eighty until I faced the blank canvas and my bed. My raised eyebrow didn't stop her from sitting on the side of the bed. 

"Am I crazy?" Her tone implied she was supposed to be there, and I was the invader. She crossed her ankles before pointing to her chest. "Are you seriously asking me that?" 

"What are you doing here?" I asked. 


"Why do you think?" 

For her cat? Fuck. 


If she was here because she saw me at the school? Double fuck. 


I had to play this . . . cool. 


"Look, now isn't a good time. I'm the middle of a creative flow that can't be disturbed," I said, pointing at the girl with the end of my paintbrush. 


"Pretty sure the only thing you painted is me . . ." 

"What?" I asked, gaze darting around. Did I leave the notebook out? Wait, that was all drawings. Also, I used invisible ink. What did she see? 

"My shirt?" she said, pulling her neckline away from her collar. 


"Right." I heaved a sigh of relief. "I'm brainstorming. It's part of the creative process. Besides, you can't barge into my house and into my bedroom without my permission. How did you even get in here, anyway?" 

She rose, taking a deliberate step toward me. Her hands clasped behind her back as she answered, "I met your aunt on her way out with Nick. She said to tell you she's taking him to the park and she'll be back in an hour. Oh and that she'd bring me back an ice-cream to apologize for the whole sprained finger thing. She's . . . nice." 

"You could've shot me a text before coming over? Figured your dad would've taught you basic manners, but I guess that was too much to ask for," I said, dropping the end of the paintbrush into a jar of water. 

"That's rich," she replied, flexing her fingers against her jeans. 

Her nails were coated black except for a yellow smiley face with whiskers emerging from a pink button nose. I pressed the paintbrush against the corner of the page and replicated what I saw; failing to remove my attention from her cheerful attire. 


"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked when it didn't look like she'd explain without prodding. 

I glanced away from the easel. Her lips pointed downward. When I paid even closer attention, her neck was flushed, heart probably pumping harder than needed in self-righteous anger. 

Maybe her discomfort stemmed from the bone-like pencils on my desk and the red pretend waterfall encased in glass hung on the wall. It dripped in an endless and recycled current. Like blood. 


"Say what you came here to say," I said when the silence got too much. 


She stepped into my personal space, prodding me on the chest and confirmed my suspicions. "I saw you, Kate." 

"Congratulations. I've been told I'm quite the sight." 

"Not like that." 

"I reserve the naked tour for V.I.P guests, so if you don't mind . . ." 

Her eyes blazed and her jaw tightened in response-and her lips were redder than the dream-no-focus. She was mad. I couldn't get distracted by how they pouted much more prominently in real life. Fuck. 

"I saw you outside my school, Kate. I saw you scurrying out of the car lot. It doesn't take a genius to figure out who destroyed our field." 


I swallowed hard and looked up to the ceiling, so her lips couldn't distract me anymore. "I'm using my right to remain silent." 

"Oh my goodness, you're so childish!" 

I pointed to the two glittery sticker stars on my ceiling that shone in the dark. "All children, except one, grow up." 

"Okay, Peter Pan, except you're eighteen," she pointed out, pointing to the frame with a gigantic number eighteen that had a picture of the Dragons inside. "So grow up and admit what you did." 

"What can I say?" I asked, refocusing on her. Her slight pout made my knees a little weak. "There is a saying in Neverland that every time you breathe, a grown-up dies, so I'm not in any rush . . . . hey. Stop breathing extra hard." 

Her foot raised ever so slightly, and her chest puffed up, but at the last second, she planted her foot on the ground and exhaled. "That's all you want to say to me?" 

"Yeah," I said, stepping to the side, but she mimicked my movements, not giving me space to breathe. 

"You're not even going to deny doing it?" 

"I don't know what you're talking about." 

"Right. Of course, you don't. I'm not even going to ask you for my cat because we both know you don't have her. Not anymore, at least." She headed out of my bedroom, pausing by the door frame. Her hand fisted the fabric of her skirt. The way her back tensed and held her breath showed she was about to say something. "You left something behind, by the way." 


With a small wave, a cat's collar jingled in her hand. She left the room, shutting the door softly behind her. 

My racing heart had nothing to do with the way it looked like she was on the verge of passing out due to stress or the fact I'd accidentally ruined her shirt. Nor the image of her crestfallen face when she realized I didn't have her cat. 

And it certainly had nothing to do with the fact that I wasn't dreaming, or drunk, and all I'd wanted to do was to kiss her. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


There was no sign of the weekend's rainstorm on Monday. There was only the scorching sun and a dead heat that made me yearn for ice cubes down my back. Shitty air conditioning and smelly high schoolers who didn't know how to use deodorant made the entire day a living hell. 

I was stuck in my last class of the day, relishing in the breeze from the cracked window at the back of the room. One of my rosy cheeks rested against my fist while I doodled on the corner of my notebook. Abstract lines matched my unclear thoughts. 


The last few minutes of my AP Lit class dragged on. Mr Reid's high-pitched voice reading the part of Juliet Capulet didn't help. "What's here? A cup, closed in my true love's hand? Poison, I see, hath been his timeless end. - O churl, drunk all, and left no friendly drop. To help me after! I will kiss thy lips. Haply some poison yet doth hang on them. To make die with a restorative." 

The clock on the wall above the door ticked slowly while I fought the urge to zone out. It was a losing battle. Images of pouting lips flooded my consciousness. More than that pushed through. Brown eyes, fluttering eyelashes, and even charming lower back dimples. The fluttering in my belly and the flushing of my cheeks only increased with each image and flash. 

The last bell jolted me out of my daydream. My knuckles brushed against my jaw, swiping traces of drool that had dribbled from the corner of my lips. It was gross and embarrassing, but what was even more mortifying was the sketch of Rosie's supple lips in my notebook. The drawing was an exact replica of the way I had imagined them in my head, down to the smallest of details. I didn't even need her in front of me to double-check if it matched hers; I knew they were spot-on. The realization was even worse than the drawing itself. 

"Can you stay behind, Dan?" Mr. Reid requested, while everyone else headed out of the room in droves. 


"Nay can doth, boss. I hath't practice," Dan said, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. 

Mr. Reid pointed to a page on his desk with the end of his pen and said, "'Twill only taketh a minute." 

"Meet you outside the locker room. I've got something cool to show you," Dan said to me, blanking Eduardo as he walked up to the front desk. 


"Wonder what that's about?" Eduardo asked me, leaning too close to my table-to the notebook-for comfort. 

I couldn't respond, too busy clicking the invisible marker light off, and slamming the notebook closed. I hide it inside my bag. 


"Heat getting to you?" he asked, patting my back. 


"Something like that," I mumbled, blowing out a puff of air as we made our way out of the classroom. The hallway reeked of stale sweat. Better breathing in toxic teenage fumes than him seeing what was in my notebook. "I just want to go home already." 

"Too bad. I need a second pair of eyes at practice if Coach bails again. I'm hosting goalie try-outs today. I need youto test the candidates for me. Hit them with your best shot." 

"Shouldn't that be Izzy's job now?" I asked. 


"It should be, but she's been avoiding me since Saturday. She took my truck to school this morning. Without me. I had to catch the late bus." He scratched the back of his neck. "I'm giving her space to digest the whole me and Dorothy thing. She can't ignore me forever." 

"She'll come around." 

"What about you? Are you pissed at me, too?" 

"Why would you think that?" 

"I don't know. Dan's been avoiding me and you've been a little off today." 

"Off?" 

"Yeah, short answers, and you're jumpy." 

"It's the sun," I lied, not wanting to admit what I'd been so distracted by today-or rather-who. "It's suffocating." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yeah, I'm sure." I knocked my shoulder against his. "Who you date is none of my business." 

"Good. It's bad enough with Iz and Dan icing me out. I'm glad somebody doesn't hate my guts. I meant to say this earlier, but I appreciate that you came with me to the arcade. It meant a lot that you gave Dorothy a chance." 

"It's no big deal." 

"It is a big deal," he argued, sighing. "They'll get over it, right?" 

"Like you said, they just need to process." 

"You're right. I'm overthinking this. See you out on the field?" he called over his shoulder. 


"Yeah." 

Maybe he wasn't overthinking it. 


This . . . crush on Rosie was okay when it was a deep subconscious thing, something my regular thoughts could control, but to daydream about her? To have my heartbeat on tenterhooks, each thud acting as a reminder about how she made my body buzz both in the dream and inside my bedroom? How we'd breathed the same air, close enough to feel each other's warmth, how close our faces had been . . . See? 


This was a problem. 


A major problem. 

I rushed to the nearest bathroom and lowered my head into the sink, splashing water onto my face. The fire beneath my skin burned thicker. The mirror betrayed me. My pupils had blown so wide they looked damn near feral. No wonder Eduardo thought I was acting weird. I looked like a freak. I ran a shaky hand through my messy hair. 


Inebriated or not. Sleeping or not. I wanted Rosie. At least, physically. I could at least admit that. 


It wasn't like it was a full-blown crush or anything. No emotions were involved. No emotions except irritation and annoyance and all the synonyms in the word for dislike. In fact, this lust was a perfectly natural, hormonal, teenage reaction to a very pretty girl. Because she was pretty. Anyone who said otherwise would be an idiot. It'd be more concerning if I didn't feel this way. 

A physical attraction. 


The most superficial attachment someone could feel for a person. It didn't have to mean anything more than that. 


No one could ever find out. 

Not Izzy-not Dan. 


Not anyone. 


I wouldn't see Rosie before the rematch, anyway. There was no reason for us to see each other again. I didn't have her cat, so she got to keep my dad's hoodie fair and square. Which sucked. On the bright side, this annoying, and frankly, unhealthy urge to kiss her would be long gone before the rematch. The temporary lapse in my brain's chemical response to visionary stimuli would soon correct itself. It just needed a push in the right direction. Maybe I could draw her in the most repulsive outfits or something. 


I gave myself one last splash on the face before rejoining the traffic in the school hallways. 

Besides, it's not like I could entertain this attraction. Not for real. Rosie hated me. If she didn't before, then she did now that she caught us vandalizing the school. And not to mention the cat. That poor cat was still out in the wilderness because of me. She was probably all alone in the woods chasing the occasional squirrel or rabbit. My heart twisted. Shit. I needed to do something about that-not even for Rosie-but for the cat's sake. 

I headed toward the locker room once I gathered books and my gym bag for practice from my locker. Izzy popped out of nowhere, wrapping her arm around my shoulders and planted a wet kiss on my cheek. 


"Hey babe," she greeted. 


"Ready for practice?" I asked. 

"Ready for Coach to officially appoint me captain? Absolutely." 

We walked with our gym bags over our shoulders, moving through a bunch of students on their way out of school and home. 


"I wonder what the Sea Lions' reactions were like this morning," Izzy said, wiggling her eyebrows with a wide, infectious grin. "Hell, yesterday morning. I haven't heard anything yet." 

"I think I have an idea," I mumbled, my mind flashing back to Rosie's face when she'd been in my bedroom. 


"What did you say?" 

"Nothing," I muttered, waving her off. 


"Eduardo hasn't said a word, though. Dorothy would've told him what happened to the field, right? Is it weird we have heard nothing? It's totally weird, right? I think he's avoiding me. It's a good thing if he knows. That means she told him. This is the true test. How will she react?" 

"How do you want her to react?" I asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Do you expect her to take it on the chin and ignore it, or do something about it?" 

Footsteps stomped behind us. Someone pushed us apart before Izzy could answer. They squeezed into the middle of us so three bodies walked the hallways side by side. 


Dan wrapped his arm around my shoulder and held out his phone in his other hand and said, "Look at this." He showed a compilation of clips of security guards rushing toward blow up dolls from all angles. It was a real collaborative effort. One guard even tazed one doll. "Awesome, right?" 

"Dude," Izzy began. 


"I know," he said. 


"How?" she asked. "Is that even legal?" 

"The tazing or the recording?" he asked. 

"Both," she said. 


He slotted his phone back into his pocket and said, "Might've planted a camera on a boob or something." 

"Gross," I said. 

"Smart," he countered. 


Izzy flicked his ear and said, "Dumb." 

"Hidden in plain sight, baby," he said, shooting us a finger gun while dancing backwards before opening the door to the locker room. Instead of shutting the door behind him, he lurched back and whispered, "What the fuck?" 

He backed out into the hallway, muttering profanities beneath his breath. His chest heaved up and down and his fists clenched by his side. 


I mouthed a silent 'what?' at him and got no response. I peeked inside to see what had gotten him so riled up. 


Inside seemed normal at first glance, smelly socks, a flickering lightbulb, and cleats clacking against the tiles, but the second glance? That wasn't as normal. Yellow and blue invaded the room. It was full of people, but none of our team was there. Not one black and red jersey was in sight. 


The Sea Lions had invaded the entire space, using up entire benches, leaning against lockers, and wrinkled their noses at the place like it was a disgusting heap, which it was, but it was ours. 


So much for not seeing Rosie until the game. 

Fuck. 

I stood frozen under the doorway, a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach, staring at the girl who'd been in my daydreams all day long. Her back was to me, blue ribbons in her hair swaying from side to side with all the nonchalance in the world while she spoke to her sister. 


"Step aside, weirdos," Izzy ordered, nudging me in the back to head inside. 


"What? No! Back up," I hissed, fending off Izzy's hands on my waist. I spun around and grabbed her shoulders, holding her in place. 


No way was I going in there when my body's first reaction to catching a glimpse at Rosie was stupid butterflies and a racing heart. 


Izzy's eyebrows scrunched together. "Why are you being a weirdo, weirdo?" 

I tried pushing her out from the door, but Izzy overpowered me and pushed back. 


"Freaking abort, Izzy," I hissed. 


She pushed me into the room, and both of us stumbled into the lion's den. 


The Sea Lions team looked at us like we were gum under their shoes. And in response, Izzy hissed like a wild cat. 


Coach Connelly and Coach Miller shifted, but did nothing to address the animalistic noises or the judgmental stares. 


"Good. You're here," Coach Connelly said, clapping his hands, ignoring the growing tension in the room. "The Sea Lions' field, well, let's just say it's not fit for use. While they hold an investigation on what happened, we have extended the invitation for them to join us at practice today. I expect the car wash has given you the chance to be civil. Meaning, I don't want to hear any complaints today." 

"You can't be serious-" 

"What did I just say?" Coach Connelly cut Izzy off. 


Both teams complained under their breaths, not all of them quiet, but most of them were grunts or groans. I remained silent. It's not like I was happy that they were here, but I wasn't about to use up any energy wishing them gone. 

Dorothy stepped forward and crossed her arms. "Thanks, Dad. I don't know what we would've done without you. We'll be on our best behavior." 

At the back of the Sea Lions' group, in the darkest part of the lockers where a lightbulb didn't work, Rosie leaned against my locker, running a finger over the lock. 


For a second, it seemed I was too far back and hidden from view from her, but no. I knew Rosie could see me. I felt the weight of her gaze all over my body, crushing me, holding me paralyzed in place. The distance between us did nothing to make it feel any less flustered. We shared a long, silent look that seemed to freeze every bone in my body. 

I couldn't breathe. 



Chapter Twenty-Three 


The tension in the locker room was nothing compared to us heading onto the field. So, we trained separately as per our coaches' instructions. 


Coach Connelly sat on a beach chair he'd lugged onto the side-lines from Rosie's car. He wore yellow sunglasses in some lame attempt to hide the fact he was napping. His mustache fluttered in the breeze while drool dripped down his beard. Every few minutes, he roused himself long enough to take a swig from his hydro flask. It was obvious that he wouldn't be leading our practice today. 

Coach Miller took a more hands-on approach with the Sea Lions, guiding them through drills on the better side of the field. Eduardo, however, had us form a warm-up circle on the healthiest patch of grass on our side. He led us in a circular formation, counting out the number of walking knee hugs we did. 

Izzy nodded toward the snoring coach and asked, "Now isn't the best time to ask Coach Connelly about making me captain, huh?" 

"We don't want them seeing any weaknesses to exploit," I agreed. 


Izzy cast a suspicious glance toward the other team. "You're right. Let's talk about how Beach Blonde Barbie's hair is it not totally fucked up yet? Styling primer? Hairspray? Hair Cream? Wait a second. Is she wearing a fucking wig to practice?" 

"Who cares?" I asked. 

"Who keeps long hair down when they exercise, Kate?" Izzy asked, yanking her cleat out of the mud. "Somebody who's sending a message. She's telling me doesn't give a fuck about what happened to their field. She keeps looking at me like she's the one who has some evil plot cooked up. What is she up to?" 


Dorothy focused on leading the jumping jack circle and paid zero attention to us. Izzy had the right to be worried. It was Rosie who found out about our prank, and I'd screwed her over by losing her cat. She'd all the reasons in the world to want payback. Let's not forget she'd pranked me before she'd even met me because she'd assumed I'd sneaked around with her girlfriend behind her back. She was sure of what I'd done this time around. Not to mention that the last person who messed with Rosie had had Rosie's sister to deal with, too. 

I'd avoided looking in Rosie's direction ever since we left the locker room, afraid of how she'd react to me. One peek couldn't hurt, right? It wouldn't be like I'd be hurting anyone by looking at the girl from a distance. Her beaming smile and fast, strong jumping jacks scared the shit out of me. How could she be in such a great mood? It had to be fake. 


Underneath all that pep had to be rage. 

"Dorothy's going to strike back. I feel it," Izzy said, bringing my focus back to her. 


"She's already dating your brother," I commented, trying to think of the best-case scenario and shake off the unsettling feeling taking over my bones at the same time. Izzy fake-gagged. "She could think love is the best revenge? That she already won? Maybe she'll leave us alone?" 


"This is coming from the girl who told Carter the only hand holding you'll do is with a paintbrush and threatened to stab him with one if he so much as tried pointing a pinkie at you?" Izzy beckoned me close and whispered, "Since when do you think about 'love' that way?" 


"I'm talking about Dorothy's perspective." 

"Are you sure? Because I think a certain crazy cat lady changed your mind about letting love into your heart. Well, snap out of it, Wilson. She's a Sea Lion. They can't be trusted," Izzy warned, wagging her finger at me. "You can look. But you can't touch." 

"Can you not?" I asked, knocking her hand aside. 

"You've been eye-fucking her for the last ten minutes." 

"I have not!" I denied. "Okay, just once!" 

"Gross." 

"I meant, I looked at her once!" 

"Even worse!" 

"How?!" I demanded. 


"You've kept track!" 

"Like you're keeping track of Dorothy and her stupid, flawless hair! And you should. She did some fucked up shit to Hazel's panties after she found out about her cheating on Rosie. Who knows what she's going to do to us?" 

Izzy scolded, "Don't say panties." 

"Panties," I repeated, earning another groan from her. 

"Ugh. Kate! Stop! You know I hate that word! How do you even know Dorothy did that, anyway?" Eduardo called me over to the goalie's box before I could answer. "What does he want?" 


"I'm testing potential goalies for him," I answered, walking backward from her and toward her brother. 


"Why you?" 

"Because I'm the best striker?" I lied. 


"We both know that isn't true." 

She was right. But I had no business getting in the middle of sibling drama. 


"Kate!" Eduardo called again and I, being the loyal team player, turned around and ran over without hesitation. 


"You're not getting away that easily," Izzy called after me. 

"Sorry, captain's orders!" I yelled back. 


"Just wait until I'm captain, Wilson!" 

"Panties!" 

"Ugh!" Izzy groaned. "You'll all have to sign a no contact order with you-know-who!" 

That's totally something she'd do. But she wasn't captain, not yet. Besides, I'd only looked at Rosie once since practice started. No intervention was necessary. I had this. 


The first candidate stood on the goal line, running her gloves down the sides of her red gym shorts. The tacky texture of the gloves caught on the fabric, inching her shorts down her hips. She adjusted them and avoided making eye contact as I approached. 

Eduardo positioned the ball on the penalty spot and blew the whistle hanging around his neck. 


Game on. 


I charged towards the ball and sent it hurtling towards the net with a swift kick. She dove after the ball, which sailed past her outstretched hands and into the back of the net. What sounded a lot like glass crunched as she landed sideways. I hunched beside her and helped by pointing out stray bits of the broken glasses in the grass for her to pick up using her gloves. 


The sun hit the glass at an angle, reflecting a beam into my eyes and forcing me to avert my gaze towards the opposite side of the field. Coincidentally, that's where Rosie interlocked her fingers above her head and laughed at something one of her teammates said. It was the type of smile that highlighted her dimples and made her eyes shine. Her royal blue school gym tee lifted a few inches above her white shorts enough to reveal the flat of her stomach. 


A sudden flushed heat spread down my body. 


Damn it. 

This is why I didn't want to look at her. 

"For fuck's sake," I muttered, betrayed by my body's reaction. 


"Did you get cut?" the girl asked. 


I scoffed at myself and answered, "No. I'm sorry. Want to try again?" 

"Thanks, but I can't save anything if I can't see," she said, offering a wave as she left with her broken glasses piled into the palm of her gloves. 


Her sudden departure left my attention free to wander back to the other side of the field. 


Rosie caught me stealing another furtive glance. Both her eyebrows raised in some sort of expectation. My brain stopped working. I stood up and moved to the secluded area of the penalty arc, attempting to distract myself by doing keepie-uppies while waiting for the next candidate. 

No more looking. 


Next up was a confident-looking guy who took his position in front of the net. It was hard to get a read on him. He launched himself into the air before I could even say 'hi,' and executed a backflip that left me stunned. He misjudged the landing and fell hard on his back. I couldn't help looking behind me again, even as he lay there gasping for breath. 


Rosie had skipped into a new position at the back of a line her team had formed. They took turns running zig zags through a line of cones. She was in a great mood. Even standing next to Hazel didn't dampen her spirits. She shimmied her shoulders and laughed with her head tossed back. 

Like it was the most natural thing in the world: like they were friends. Maybe even more than that? 

My gaze darted between them. What. The. Fuck? What happened to making them think we were happier without them? She sure as heck wasn't doing that right now. How long had this been going on? 

I was too slow to wipe the baffled frown from my face. She caught me staring at her again. That was the precise moment someone knocked me over. Their heavy body pinned me to the ground until I rolled sideways, forcing them off me. I stood up and wiped the mud from my shorts, determined not to glance in Rosie's direction again. I didn't need to see her reaction as I spit grass out of my mouth. 

Sighing, I extended my hand to help the person up, but snatched it back at the last second when I noticed familiar black curls blowing in the breeze. Carter? No. It couldn't be. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again. He was still there. Had I hit my head too hard? 

"Hey," he offered. 


"What the hell are you doing here?" I asked. 


"Goalie try-outs?" he replied, using his glove to point toward the goal. 


"That makes zero sense. You get winded from walking," I pointed out, making it a point to walk away. 


"Asthma sucks. I brought my inhaler, though." He clambered to his feet so he could follow me. "My foster mom says I need to get more stamina if I want to continue working at the Beanery. It's not like she's going to fire me, but she's right. I'm too slow. So, here I am. I need Coach Connelly to confirm I tried if she asks." 

"You don't make the cut." 

"There's another reason I'm here!" he called after me. 

"I don't care!" 

There was no way that I was going to be the one who tested him. Scratch that. There was no way he was joining the Dragons, even if he got someone else to assess him. How did he even get onto the field, anyway? Wasn't Eduardo the one keeping track of the candidates? 


I scanned the field. Eduardo stood on the sidelines, busy chatting up a storm with Dorothy while both teams were busy running laps. Well, if Eduardo wanted to bail on tryouts, so would I. 


I walked off the field and headed toward the school, planning on waiting out the rest of practice in the locker room. Between being monitored by Izzy, seeing Rosie and Hazel getting on like a house on fire and having Carter show up out of the freaking blue, it was time to leave. 


Coach Connelly woke up precisely when I walked in front of his beach chair. 


"Wilson. How did it go with Rosie?" he asked. 


"What?" I asked, coming to a halt. 


"Goalie tryouts? Don't tell me you two aren't getting along." 


What was he talking about? I turned around and there Rosie was, waiting in the penalty area like she'd been there the whole time. 

"We're . . ." I hesitated, debating whether to snitch that she hadn't been helping. I'd already pissed her off enough. ". . . okay." 

"I was sure we were going to have another brawl on our hands today. Everyone seems to be civil. I'm glad to see progress since the car wash. Especially between you two. My Rosie doesn't get into disputes like that. She's a lover, not a fighter." He glanced toward his daughter, who of course had to point toward Carter waiting on the goal line. "Looks like there's still one person left to try-out." 

"He's not a good fit." 

"Has anyone stood out yet?" 


"Not really," I admitted. 


"Well, he might surprise you. Everyone deserves a chance. I'll end practice early when you're done with him. We all deserve a break. Because this sun is wowsa." 

Of course, the one time no one wanted Coach Connelly to be involved-or conscious-he was. I had no choice. I went back to the penalty box where Rosie stood to the side. She moved her foot, so the ball sat under her cleat. The closer I got, the more she shifted her attention behind me, like I was a see-through ghost. So that's how she was playing this. 


"Thanks for snitching, Connelly. Let's get this over with. I'll go first. Pass the ball?" I asked. She didn't move an inch. "You don't want to be here. I understand. But the quicker we get this done, the faster you won't have to see my face anymore. What doesn't make sense is why are you helping me?" 

She motioned toward her dad. 


"I didn't know Coach Connelly sleep-talked," I joked, earning no response. "You're still got that whole resentful vibe going. Which I get. I may have fucked up on a few things. Let's focus on the real enemy, though, right? Like, I don't know, not letting your cheating ex off the hook and not letting mine get onto my team?" 

Her body tensed, and her fingers flexed by her sides. Still no response. That was something. She made eye contact. Good. She was one poke away from responding. 


"Seriously, what's wrong with you? I thought you had more self-respect than this," I pressed, just go get a verbal acknowledgment. 


Now that did it. She snatched the ball from the ground, snatching it like a kid stealing the last piece of candy. She kicked the ball high in the air. I blocked the sun with my hand to see where it'd land. It came down and rattled against the goal post and bounced against several yards out of bounds. 


She let out a deep, gratifying sigh, leaving her hand anchored on her hip. 


I nodded, thumbing toward the ball's new direction. "Good talk." 

I waited a few seconds for something. Anything. Nothing. 


Hazel ran up to us and grabbed Rosie by the wrist and held her close. Not even sparing me a glance, Hazel nodded in my general direction and asked, "Is she bothering you?" 

Rosie pinned me with a blank stare and answered with, "No." 

She said it in a way that suggested I was nothing. 

Not even worth looking at. 

Well. 

Fuck. 


It was none of my business what Rosie did. She could make any mistake she wanted. 

I took the first turn taking a penalty against Carter, determined to prove that he was a shit goalkeeper. I gritted my teeth and focused all my energy on the ball. I took a deep breath and kicked it as hard as I could in the lower left corner. But Carter was ready for me and blocked the shot by swan diving and blocking the shot with his head. 


Shit. I missed. I glanced over my shoulder. Coach had his sunglasses on his forehead and was watching. He offered an encouraging thumbs up. Double shit. 


Carter passed the ball back and waited for the next shot. Rosie took a deep breath before she took her turn. She walked up to the ball, tapped it so it rolled toward the goal line, where Carter stopped it with his foot. 


She flopped to the ground dramatically. 

"What was that?" I demanded, nudging my cleat against her side. 


"Oh wow," Rosie breathed out, widening her eyes comically wide. "That was bad, huh?" 

"That's an understatement. That was . . . " I paused, watching her smile grow. 


Oh no. 


This is why she was so willing to help. 

She was going to make Carter look great. 


My attention shifted toward the sidelines where Coach Connelly offered a double thumbs up this time. 


The next ten minutes were hell. 


Rosie screwed up every single one of her shots. They ranged from missing the target by wide margins to missing the ball entirely. Carter believed he was the hot shit and got more confident with each shot he saved. Hazel settled behind the goal to watch her ex-girlfriend purposely fail and made Rosie smile and laugh at least eight times. That's right. I counted. They seemed to get on much better when I was in the middle of taking a shot-which threw me off-and meant Carter hadn't even let in one measly goal yet. 


I might've been semi-drunk when I'd agreed to proving to our exes we were better without them, but Rosie had been stone cold sober. Now look at us. Rosie was helping her ex get her boyfriend onto the Dragons' team and was laughing with Hazel and I . . . 

. . . I was going to hold her to our pact. 

I grabbed Rosie's arm before she could take her next turn and pulled her away from the box and toward the bleachers. 

"Hey! What are you doing?" she demanded, digging her feet into the ground. 


"I know what you're doing," I said, refusing to let go of her wrist. 


"I don't know what you're talking about," she said. 

"You haven't scored one goal." 

"He's impressive, right? I didn't think he'd be such a good goalie!" she said with a chipper fake smile. 


"He's not good and you're not bad." 

"I'm a defender." 

"So?" 

"I don't have a striker's foot." 

"I've seen you shoot before, so drop the act." 

"Me? Acting?" 

"You're missing on purpose," I said. 


"Nope," she denied. 

"Yes." 


"I'm just secure enough to admit when I'm not good at something. I don't lie just to make myself look better than I am." 

She wasn't being subtle. "Don't imitate me. I'm a bad person. Okay? I can admit that. I'm shitty. The worst. You're getting back at me by making Carter look good, so Coach will let him be on the Dragons. What does that say about you?" 

"If he's so bad, what's your excuse for missing every single shot?" she asked, grabbing my other wrist when I went to turn away, so we faced each other head on and had an equal grip on each other. 

My excuse died on my lips when her face fully came into view. Tendrils of her loose bun swung in the space between us and attached itself to her face. A delicate flush of anger highlighted her high cheekbones, adding a touch of fire to her already striking features. Her full pink lips parted with quick pants as she struggled to compose herself, revealing a hint of pearly white teeth behind them 


As her eyes flashed. They seemed to become even darker, almost like melted chocolate. A deep exhale escaped my lips, one that was embarrassingly both out of breath and awestruck. 

"Look," I said, swallowing hard, having her undivided attention. "About Hazel . . ." 

"No." 

"I've seen you all practice. You can't do this to yourself. She's not worth it." 

She avoided eye contact. Her shoulders sagged. "Let me go." 

"Do you know what you're doing?" 


"It's none of your business, Kate," she said, escaping my grasp and walking back without saying a single word. 


I stayed behind for an extra second to collect myself and sat at the bottom step of the bleachers. 


Coach Connelly's whistle blew, putting an end to our practice. 


All that ran through my head while everyone headed off the field were Taylor Swift songs and Rosie giggling at my shitty vampire joke in her car. 

And the fact she wouldn't laugh like that with me again. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


Both teams went their separate ways after practice. Some headed straight to their cars or to the buses that had stuck around for kids who did after-school activities, and the rest went inside the locker rooms. I didn't have it in me to shower straight away after witnessing Hazel brazenly walking arm in arm with Rosie in the school's direction. I remained at the bottom of the bleachers, wasting time on my phone until the Sea Lions left the premises. I was in no rush, anyway. Mae had to pick Nick up from baseball practice and then swing by the school to bring me home. 


My ex-boyfriend broke off from the colony of Sea Lions and waltzed across the field toward me. Why didn't he leave like everyone else? He snapped pictures of me with his yearbook camera like I'd signed up to be a model. He only stopped when I raised my middle finger at him. He approached the rest of the way despite every sign telling him not to come over. 


"You've been ignoring my calls," he pointed out. 


"Exes do that," I replied, raising a bottle of water, saluting him. 

He raised his hands in the air. "I come in peace." 

"I'm not in the mood for whatever this is." 

"I know," he admitted. 


"Why are you even here, anyway?" 

"Because my foster mom forced me. I didn't think I'd actually be a good goalie? Oh, and I came to take yearbook photos. But I mostly came to talk to you." 

There was zero point telling him that his success at saving goals was because of beginner's luck, Rosie's sabotage, and my temporary loss of sanity. It'd only turn into an argument. Instead, I nodded toward his camera. "You've got plenty of pictures of your girlfriend cozying up to her ex-girlfriend. Saves everyone an awkward conversation." 


"They were getting along pretty great, huh?" I let out a long, drawn-out sigh. Exes and small talk. The worst combination. He would've lost his shit if it'd been me acting like that today. "Right, get to the point, Baker." 

"Or you can leave?" I suggested. 


He sat next to me, his fingers wrestling together in what looked like indecision. "I want to say something first and then I'll leave you alone. This is going to sound so freaking corny. I miss you. Forget the drama and all the bad stuff. You were my friend. I miss having you around. It feels like there's something missing from my life." 

This is why I didn't want to talk to him. He sounded so heartfelt. It was like he genuinely believed what he said. "I don't know what you want me to say?" 

He clicked his tongue. "Right. It's my fault. I get it. I was a bad boyfriend." 

I stood up to leave and agreed. "No arguments here." 

"I was a jerk at the lake party," he rushed out. "I saw how quickly you moved on and . . . I was drunk. That's no excuse. I saw the beer pong game as the only way to get you to talk to me. It made me realize what an idiot I'd been. You would've drowned before talking to me or accepting my help. I guess what I'm trying to say is . . . I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I was a total asshole." 

My feet refused to move like total assholes. There was this little part of me that wanted to listen. It forced me to break the uncomfortable silence. "I don't know what to do with that information." 


"Nothing. You don't have to say or do anything. I don't want to fight with you. I don't think you do either." That was something we both could agree on. "No pressure, but why don't we hang out? Just once and see how it goes? Sober this time? Move on from all the bullshit? I figured since Hazel and Rosie are trying to be friends, we could too? The water park has a ticket sale going on, and I know how much you wanted to go before you started working there this summer." 


That was true. I'd wanted to go before, and maybe even with him. But now? That was the last thing I wanted. "We don't have to be friends to leave the past in the past." 

"At least we can say we tried. You can even bring your girlfriend if it makes you feel more comfortable, and I can bring mine. What do you say?" 

He patted me on the back as I coughed. "Girlfriend?" 

"You might've been trying to keep it on the down low to spare my feelings, but it was so obvious at the lake party." He avoided eye contact. "You couldn't keep your eyes off her today. She couldn't stop staring at you, either." 

There was only one person I'd been staring at today. But she'd been glaring at me. 


"Rosie," I murmured. 


"I didn't think my ex would go for my girlfriend's ex, of all people, but it is what it is." 

"Uh-huh," I mumbled, reflecting on practice and trying to make it make sense. If Carter and Hazel thought me and Rosie were going out, why were Rosie and Hazel acting all buddy-buddy? 


"So that's a yeah? You'll come?" Carter interrupted my thoughts. 


Well, shit. Was I supposed to tell him that I hadn't moved on? That I was still single and planned to stay that way for the foreseeable future because he'd blindsided me? 


No way. 


"I guess?" I said. 

He stood up. "You won't regret this, Kate." 

Fucking fuck. 

I was already regretting it, so, so much. 

"Hey Carter!" I yelled after him to retract that entire conversation, only to chicken out. "Don't tell Hazel. I want to talk about it with Rosie first." 

He gave a thumbs up. 


I watched his retreating figure all the way off the field. 


What the hell was wrong with me? 


Why didn't I say no? How was I going to convince Rosie freaking Connelly to not only go on a fake date with me, but with both of our exes too? She wasn't even speaking to me-not even acknowledging me. 


The remaining Sea Lions made their way onto their bus. The vehicle left as soon as the door swiveled shut, leaving the locker room safe and sound to approach. I headed inside the vacant space, planning on having a long ass shower and using that time to figure out what the hell to do. It was quiet for once except for the studs of my cleats clacking against the tiles. 


I whipped out my phone to text Rosie about why Carter thought we were dating. There's no way he could've come to that conclusion based on the beer pong game and today's practice. He'd nothing to go from. Not unless someone led him to believe it was the truth. And I had to segue into asking her to accompany me on the fake date, so I couldn't appear accusatory. 


Right before I hit send, that's when I noted I wasn't alone after all. 


Rosie was stretched out on a bench. 


She sat perched upright on the bench, her chin resting on her knees, which were pulled up to her chest. She swayed back and forth, nodding in time with the music in her earphones as she focused on massaging her calves. The rolled-up sleeves of her white undershirt revealed her long, slender fingers. 


Catching a glimpse of her royal blue gym tee snapped me out of my weird trance. 

I smacked a locker with the palm of my hand, making her jump. 


"We've got ourselves a funny problem," I began, rounding the corner. 

"I'm going to stop you right there," she said, taking out one earphone and letting it dangle from her chest. 

"Okay?" 

"Nothing you say is funny." 

I clutched my chest, gasping. "My heart is cracking in two. You know what they say about broken hearts? They're never put together the same." 


"I'm not doing this with you," she said, swinging around on the bench so both her feet hovered just above the floor. 


"Doing what?" 

"This whole back-and-forth thing we do," she muttered, wrinkling her nose at the ground, and kicked her cleats so they clattered on the floor. 


I leaned against the locker and crossed my arms. "That's a thing we do? Never noticed." 

"See? Everything you say is deliberately obtuse or a lie. Why should I even bother?" 

I heaved a sigh. She was right. Now wasn't the time to poke fun. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry about your cat." 

"Are you?" 

I nodded, for once, sincere. "I am. I really am. I didn't expect her to show up in my bathroom window. I genuinely planned to give her back to you. It went to hell so quickly. She escaped. You know what she's like. She torpedoed into my bathroom, zoomed around like a boomerang, vomited in my bathtub-" 

"Good for her," she muttered. 

"-and flung herself back out the window like she was never even there." 

"You're blaming the cat for your lies?" she asked. It sounded ridiculous when she put it like that. I kept quiet, unsure how to respond without enraging her even more. "You could've told me! I would've believed you. Because you're right. I know what she's like around strangers. But you kept me believing you had her this whole time when I could've been out searching for her. She's old. She needs care." 

"I went out looking, and I found her but you . . ." I stopped talking. 


"I did what?" 

I was so going to regret admitting this. "You turned up at your school and scared her away." 

"You . . . I can't believe you." 

"I'm not blaming you. It's just what happened." 

"Seriously. Just. Go away. Leave me alone. I'm not doing this with you anymore. I'm done." 

"Hear me out first." 

"No," she said, pointing toward the exit. 


I didn't even get around to asking about the whole rumor of us dating yet. "It's about Carter and Hazel." 

"I don't care!" she exploded, standing up. "I don't care. You said it yourself. We're not part of a cheaters haters club. Just because we went through the same thing at the same time, and they moved on with each other, doesn't make us the only people we can talk to about it." 

I held up my hands. "It's not like that." 

"It's exactly like that." 

And just like that, my patience evaporated. 


"You sound defensive," I said. Images of Hazel walking arm in arm flashed through my brain. Rosie smiling-smiling so damn hard her cheeks must've hurt. "It's almost like you've got something to hide." 


"I'm not the one keeping secrets." 

If Carter believed me and Rosie were together that meant Hazel did too. She hadn't wanted me around Rosie at practice. Hazel was jealous. Did Rosie know? "You want to know the real reason Hazel's hanging out with you?" 

"I don't want to hear anything from you. You can't infiltrate every part of my life, hold my cat hostage, lose my cat, lie about it, destroy my school's field, lie about it, and try to sabotage me when I try to move on with my life." She moved toward me so quickly that our noses bumped together, but I refused to step back and so did she. "You can't do all those things and expect me to want to talk to you." 

"You think you're any better?" I asked, tilting my chin up so we were making direct eye contact. I poked her right in the chest. "Everywhere I turn, you're there! On my field, in my favorite grocery store, the arcade, in the freaking bumper car and in my house! My bedroom! Hell, you can't even stay out of my fucking dreams. So, yeah, you're way worse. Screw you." 

The words hung bare between us, exposed and vulnerable, like being thrown out of a plane without a parachute. Our breathing came hard and fast. Bubble gum and mint mingled together in a tornado. 

In that moment, it was impossible to tell who moved first as our lips met with fervor that the impact nearly knocked me off my feet. The kiss was just so . . . us. It was a back-and-forth battle for control, a challenge to see who could one-up the other. That's how we were with each other. We were never one to back down without a fight. 


The fantasy, the daydreams, hell, even the nightmares. They didn't live up to reality. All thoughts of cheating exes and fake dating and all the other bullshit slipped my mind as soon as she touched me. 

I kissed back with an equal amount of feverish, tugging her closer so that there wasn't a single inch of space between us. Our skin connecting made me remember that neither of us had changed out of our practice uniforms. One of her bare legs squeezed between mine, yet it was she who moaned a muffled, needy whimper that echoed off the walls. 


All it did was spur me to spin us around so her back hit against my locker. My hands settled on either side of her head against the steel. My trembling fingers slipped against the condensation, and somehow the idea of touching her was too much, too intimidating, too uncontrollable. 

We drew away for some air, not straying very far, unwilling to depart fully. 


Her gaze flicked back and forth between my eyes, and downward toward my lips, never landing on one spot, like she was drinking me in. 


Between dark lashes and her widening eyes pleading for something, my breath caught in my throat. Her pupils were so dilated they looked black. 


She tugged at my tee, pulling me in closer, her breath tingling against my lips, more addicting than anything I'd ever tasted before. 


I closed the remaining distance, claiming her with my mouth, consumed by my selfish need to touch her. To kiss her. Hard. Her hands clutched my sides, her nails digging into my skin, as we moved closer together. I couldn't tell who was pushing who back, but it didn't matter. 


Our tongues twined around one another, exploring each other's shape and gasping at the new sensations like the softness of her lips and the warmth of her breath lingering with each touch. My palms caressed her cheeks and jawline, her skin like velvet beneath my touch. 


My hand trailed down and brushed against her hair, pushing it away from her neck and knocked against a solid lock that clanged against metal. A spurt of sticky, wet and fluttery yellow and blown glitter bombs exploded onto us from the holes of the locker. 


She yelped at the same time as I jumped back, waving my hand in the air to disperse the chaos. It didn't help. The damage was already done. Yellow and blue sparkly glitter slathered our hair and clothes. 


We stared at each other, neither willing to break the silence, and after a long moment, she ducked away from me and left the locker room without a word. 



Chapter Twenty-Five 


Remembering kissing Rosie was way worse than daydreaming about the fantasy. 

My tongue swiped across my bottom lip, recalling how it'd tingled for hours after the whole surprise lip locking incident in the locker room. That's the thing about memories: once you've lived it, felt the cushion of soft thighs between your own, indulgent hands balled into your shirt and slender fingers grazing your waist, and soft and pillowy lips that tasted like bubble-gum, well, let's just say it made it hard to focus on the present. 


Mae had assigned me (and by extension Izzy) to pick up Nick from his school and to babysit him for the evening. One minute, I was urging Izzy to speed up so we wouldn't be late for practice, and the next, I was lost in thought, doodling in my notebook with a magic marker that my aunt had bought me, wishing the drive would go on forever. 

The wind from the truck's open windows and the cold ice cream cup between my legs did nothing to help the intense bordering on hyperthermic blaze in my chest that made me feel like I was in a blast furnace instead of Eduardo's rusty old pickup truck. 

I failed to tie my shoelaces for the third time in a row. Nick made my attention span worse by laughing every time the knot came loose. Each failure made ice-cream droop from his face and onto his clothes and the seat. So, now Eduardo's truck smelled like McDonalds and vanilla ice-cream. 

Izzy pulled into the school car lot while I propped my leg up on the dusty dashboard. The sudden and harsh, squeaky breaking made me tug on the end of my shoelaces, so they became loose for the fourth time. 


Nick snickered and shouldered the door to get it open from the inside. I followed him out, first grabbing a squashed tissue box on the dash, and tossed it at him so he could clean himself up. 


"Come on, slowpokes!" Izzy hollered, leaping with an astonishingly high skip across the school's car lot, headed towards the field at the rear of the building. 

We couldn't move any faster. Nick's short legs couldn't match my pace. His box of a backpack didn't help either. 


Nick tugged on my hand and said, "We can't! Kate's breathing weirdly." 

"That's called wheezing, Nick," Izzy informed him, giving me a brief judgmental stare over her shoulder. She spun around, so she walked backwards and pointed at me. "That's what happens when you don't eat your vegetables." 

Nick played along by widening his eyes and asking, "Is Katie going to die?" 

"It's a real possibility," Izzy said while inspecting me. "You good there, champ?" 

"My lack of stamina is not the reason we're late," I said, sucking in a deep breath, because no, I wasn't good. "Also, I'm not going to die. Stop freaking him out. We're so late." 

"Don't blame the driver," Izzy said. "Beggars can't be choosers and all that." 

"You were dropping Eduardo off at physiotherapy anyway," I said. 


"I did you a massive, charitable, generous, favor," she replied. 


"The hospital's right next to Nick's school," I said. 


Ignoring me, Izzy finished with, "Besides, it's not like we could leave Nicky boy here alone." 

"You could've!" Nick wiped his chin, getting ice cream all over the sleeve of his shirt in his haste to defend himself. "I'm okay by myself. Look, I can even tie my shoelaces." 

He nodded toward my clacking and untied cleats. Between his sticky hands and the ice cream coating his chin and lips, he couldn't be taken that seriously. 

But it stung a little. 

"Yeah, Kate," Izzy sang. "He can even tie his shoelaces. All by himself. What does that say about you?" 

That I was a hot mess. 

It wasn't my fault that I had the attention span of a goldfish. It was Rosie Connelly's fault; ditching me in the locker-room to deal with the glitter bomb explosion. How selfish. The sparkly eruption was a real metaphor for how I felt after she left without a single word. 


A messy volatile mess. 


Not that Izzy knew. 


"Whatever," I muttered, dismissing their comments. 


"See? I don't need a babysitter!" Nick said. 

"Of course you don't, buddy," Izzy agreed, slowing down and tugging him close to her body so they swayed back and forth as they walked ahead. "But we want you to cheer us on from the side-lines. Hype us up, you know? We need all the sugar crazed support we can get. Even if we're a little late because of it." 


"We didn't have to stop for ice cream," I pointed out. 

"Yes, we did," Izzy argued, ruffling Nick's bobbing head in agreement. "I swear that ice cream truck music is run by Peter Piper or something. Besides, how can you say no to that little face?" 

I tugged Nick and his exaggerated pouting face back to me and said, "When we're going to have to run for one thousand laps in a row? Easily." 

"Relax," Izzy said. "Coach will understand. Hell, he probably doesn't even know we're missing. It's all good." 

Izzy took Nick's backpack and then I hauled him onto my back. We ran the rest of the way to the field. You'd think giving a piggyback to a kid would be easy, but my thighs burned, and my chest was all tuckered out. With the added weight on my back, my wheezing had gotten ten times worse. To make the situation even worse, Izzy didn't offer to switch and just kept laughing at me. 

The discomfort distracted me so much that I didn't notice who was down on our field until Izzy scoffed. 

Coach Miller and Coach Connelly, the dynamic duo, were back on the field, ready to ruin our day. They'd gathered both the Sea Lions and Dragons in a semicircle in the center of the field. Neither team looked happy. Dan's fists shook by his side while Dorothy got in his personal space, prodding him in the chest and challenging him to do something inaudible. Eduardo's name left her cruelly shaped mouth. Based on Dan's bared teeth, she'd hit a sore spot. 


Behind them, Rosie stood with her arms crossed and face grim like this had been going on for a while. She didn't look like a flushed mess like me. She looked good. How the hell was I supposed to recover when she was always right there to reignite this stupid flickering flame in my chest? 

"They're here again?" Izzy asked. 

"Are you surprised?" I responded, because yeah, we seemed to be bound by fate recently. 

Izzy wrinkled her nose and complained, "I guess not. They're like a freaking phantom itch. No matter how much you scratch, it'll keep on itching." 

"Like chickenpox?" Nick asked. 


Izzy snapped her fingers. "They are a bunch of chickens. Good analogy, kiddo." 

"Maybe we can skip practice just this once," I mumbled. 

We backed away at the same time. Coach Connelly caught sight of us and whistled us over before we could make our grand escape, making our presence known to not only the other coach, but to both the teams as well. 

Caught out, Izzy helped Nick off my back and brought him over to the field. I lagged behind them, clutching his backpack to my stomach. I checked inside to see what there was to keep him occupied while practice ran. Homework? Did I want him to hate me? A Rubix cube? Boring. A squashed chocolate bar wrapper? He could lick the rest of the melted chocolate off it, maybe? Although it looked like he'd already done that. 

I slumped to the ground on the outskirts of the group huddle and rezipped the bag. 

"Good. We're all here. I didn't want to have to repeat myself," Coach Miller began. Nick settled beside me on the ground and cuddled his backpack to his stomach. Izzy soon followed, dragging an annoyed Dan by his ear onto the ground beside her. "Everyone, you're going to want to sit down." 

"I have a bad feeling about this," I mumbled as everyone flopped on the grass. 

"For a while we thought the carwash bonding exercise worked," Coach Miller began. "That you could be civil enough for the rematch to take place. But imagine my surprise when I received emails, phone calls and text messages from our principal about sex dolls dressed in our uniforms flapping in the wind on our football field." 

"Kinky," Dan said behind his hand. 

Coach Miller wrinkled his nose and continued: "I didn't think much of it until Coach Connelly informed me of Sea Lion colored glitter shooting from their water systems. Showers, sinks, sprinklers. The whole lot. Which leaves us here, now, debating whether to allow a game between you, whether it's worth managing your teams at all." 

"Fear not, Coach Miller. In your absence, I will take charge of the Sea Lions," Dorothy declared, standing up and stepping forward in front of everybody. She spun around in a circle and gestured to her team in one fell swoop. "I can guarantee we played no part in any of that immaturity and no more incidents will occur under my leadership." 

Coach Miller clicked his tongue and said, "There will be no captains from here on out." 

"Are you saying there's no team anymore?" Rosie asked, scrambling to her feet. 


"We realize it's senior year for most of you. I don't want to yank one stress-free space from you," he said, not answering her question. 

"But?" I urged. 


"But," Coach Miller said, "we spoke to the officials at NFSH and came to an unconventional arrangement. We're prepared to give you one last chance. But there are certain conditions. Continuing to the Washington State Tournament is contingent on how you act today. Since we are classified in the same district, that means we can merge our two teams together. Meaning there is no need for a final game." 

"Dad?" Dorothy questioned, eyeing the dude who barely paid attention, too preoccupied by his phone. She snapped her fingers, earning a belated nod. "What the actual fu-" 

"We get it," Izzy said. "Our immature asses needed a good scare. Objective achieved. We're shaking in our boots. Even little Nicky there is shitting bricks." 

"Seriously, Iz?" I covered Nick's ears, giving Izzy a reproachful look. She winced and mouthed an apology. 


"Give us our real punishment now. We'll take it with no complaints," Izzy finished. 


Coach Miller shrugged and said, "There are no alternatives." 

"You can't be serious. Dad, tell me he's not serious?" Rosie asked. 


"This is your only way forward. Take it or leave it," Coach Connelly backed the other coach up. "Now, Coach Miller is going to take over for today while I sort some paperwork behind the scenes. There's no last chance after this. So, don't screw up." 

"You heard him," Coach Miller said. "Everyone get warmed up. Go, go, go! No! Not on opposite sides of the field. You're a team now. Gather up in one group. Over there." 

Everyone rose, grumbling, and went to warm up. I indicated to my cousin and then the bleacher, gaining approval from Coach Miller with a slight nod to take Nick off the field. I sat Nick down on the bottom row and unzipped his backpack. 

"Why does everyone hate each other?" Nick asked. 


"No one hates anyone," I denied, trying my best to ignore his skeptical wrinkling nose. "Okay, so maybe some of us don't get along. It's kind of like when you and Tom can't agree on what game to play and end up arguing. It's no big deal. Anyway, you've got water, you had your ice cream already, you've got some crayons and a notebook. That's you sorted for a while. Right? If you need to go to the toilet, come get me and I'll bring you. Don't go wandering off by yourself." 

"I don't wanna draw. Not here," he whispered, clutching his stomach. 

"Why not?" 

He barely looked up at me. "People could see." 

"What are you drawing? Is it a secret?" I asked, only to get a nod. "Oh. Fine. Here." I grabbed the marker from my ear and planted it in his hand. "It's an invisible marker. Your mom got it for me, remember? It means only you can see what you draw. You've just got to remove the light cap from the other end and click. See? Simple. So, you can keep your secrets all you want." 

"Cool," he breathed out, shining the light while he doodled. 

"Very cool," I agreed, watching as he tested the marker and shone a light on the page. "Stay put, okay?" 

Too distracted, he hummed. 

I left him to his own devices and joined the first ever practice where Sea Lions and Dragons were considered one team. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


Even though our current nameless combined team was supposed to mingle; everyone warmed up individually to avoid accusations of exclusion. It worked at first. Players spread out across the field with zero coordination and took part in random warmups. Groups of two or three formed under the radar as practice went on. While I bent over and touched my toes, Izzy shook her ass right in my face, and Dan greeted me by tugging on my hair from behind. 

A self-help guide to Conflict Resolution kept Coach Miller distracted. He didn't read the book to get out of running practice. He was ready to put us through the torture of whatever the hell he found in there. It didn't matter. I had other things on my mind. Like monitoring Nick and worrying about how to pluck up the courage to approach Rosie to ask her to one, be my fake girlfriend and two, accompany me on the double date with our exes. 

Halfway across the field, she kept her toes pointed on the ground while she spun her ankle in circles. She supported her left arm with the elbow crease of her right arm and stretched. 


Every so often, we shared eye contact. 

No smiles, no grimaces, and no glares. 


Just our eyes connecting. 


Well, the whole idea of associating her with ugly-ass drawings turned out to be a total failure. It backfired. It made me think about her even more. Forget my attempts at giving her evil mustaches and drawing her in silly hotdog costumes: I'd ended up doodling sunflower petals around her head when I'd been in Eduardo's truck because her sunny smile knew no bounds. 

Even if she by some miracle agreed to my fake girlfriend, between her ex always lurking close by and the rest of our teammates skulking around, there was no way to get her alone with no one noticing. It was embarrassing enough having to ask her in the first place, because there was a near one-hundred percent chance she'd say no, but to ask her in front of friends and former rivals? That wouldn't be a point in my favor. 


Maybe my hesitation was a sign to let the date idea go; to let Carter win. Besides, in what world would Rosie and I get through a whole date without trying to kill one another? 


Yet, when we'd kissed, it'd been so overwhelming that I was glad a glitter bomb had exploded. 

Otherwise, I wouldn't have torn myself away. It would not happen again. But if it did, it wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. Crap, no. But there she was, the sun hitting her just right, making the yellow and blue paint on her face glitter so she looked like a magical, kissable teenage freaking unicorn- 

"What did I say?" Coach Miller yelled, breaking me out of my thoughts. Everyone jumped away from each other in a lame attempt to pretend they were warming up alone. "Either do your own thing or mingle! You're one team now. Act like it or find yourself with no team at all." 


Izzy and Dan each took ten steps away from me. 


I stretched my neck from side to side, stealing one last glance at Rosie before immersing myself in warming up. The rest of the players on the field faded into the background as I kicked the ball, going through the motions of stretching, counting down the minutes until practice was over. My lackluster movements came to a halt when Carter jogged onto the field, twenty minutes late. 

He made the team. 

Great. 


I avoided eye contact with my ex and busied myself by checking on Nick and got him to tie my cleat laces before returning to the field. The players transitioned into lazing around. They didn't make a scene to avoid Coach Miller's next order. That didn't stop everyone from making faces at each other, though. 


So, I had no distractions, and neither did anyone else. Meaning everyone would see me talking to Rosie alone. Ugh. It was either embarrassing myself in front of my team and the enemy now or later in front of my ex-boyfriend when I had to tell him there'd be no date because I wasn't dating his ex's ex. 

The second thought made my stomach churn more than the first. 


It was now or never. 

I approached the brunette Sea Lion from behind, fists clenched close to my sides. That whole forgiving friendship thing Rosie had going on with Hazel had to be crap. Rosie must've been secretly itching to get back at her ex. If I got her to admit that, then maybe she'd open to the double date? 

"Can I talk to you?" I asked, making my presence known. 


"Hello to you too," Rosie replied, not sparing me a glance. 


At least she responded this time without me having to go through the effort of getting under her skin. Progress. Practically dating. 

"I want to talk about something you've been denying to me and probably yourself?" 


"Uh . . ." 

"Can we be real for once?" I pressed. 


She interlaced her fingers with bent elbows behind her head. She raised her arms high enough that her jersey rose an inch. The space between her shorts and shirt came into full view, exposing the dimples on her back. She moved her elbows gently backward and squeezed her shoulder blades together. 

Not that I'd looked. Nope. Not at all. I didn't even glance down once. 

"That sounds way too deep and I'm feeling kind of shallow today," she said. 


"What?" I said, mildly distracted. 

"I skipped lunch." 

"Funny. It's, uh, it's superficial enough for a one-word answer," I assured her, now steadfastly keeping my focus on the side of her face. 


"You're not going to ask me if I pranked you again, right?" she asked, facing me fully now. "We're one team now, so does it matter anymore?" 

"Meaning you did it?" 

"Like you broke into my school and vandalized it?" 

"Yes." 

"With freaking blow-up dolls-wait, what?" She dropped her arms to her sides and raised her eyebrows into her forehead. "You're admitting it? Why would you do that?" 


"Like you said. We're one team now. No games. Your turn. The truth." 

She shrugged out of one of her cleats and gripped my arm. She guided me to the ground, so I knelt. She put one straightened leg up on my knee and she bent with her opposite knee, bending slightly forward from her hips. For some reason, I didn't put up a fight. 

"What if I did?" she asked. 


"I knew it," I said, gripping the sides of my knee to keep my balance, grazing my fingers against the side of her sock. "Those damn ribbons gave you away. What's with your obsession with those ribbons, anyway? Don't get me wrong, they're not the worst looking thing in the world. Still, I'm curious." 

"Better than having paint or ink on my face every time you see me. You even have glitter in your hair. It's been days since our . . . the glitter explosion. What are you, five? Do you ever wash your face?" 

The fact she'd even hinted at the locker-room situation made me pause. How could she joke so casually about it? 


I removed my knee from under her foot, almost causing her to lose her balance. 


Carter was never going to believe I was dating this girl. It's like anything we said to each other turned into a round of bickering and jabs. It'd take all our mental energy to even keep our mouths shut, never mind offer compliments, or hold hands or convincingly kiss again. Well, maybe that last part could be convincing. 

I don't think I'd ever forget the little gasp she'd let out, the way her eyes had burned into mine, pleading, the pressure of her thigh between my legs, the slip of tongue, and her plump lips . . . 

I swallowed. 

She'd been staring at me expectantly. 


Right. 


"There's no running water without glitter at school, thanks to you and your band of misfits," I eventually said. 

"It's not like you have a working shower at home or anything." The sheer fact she was comfortable enough to use me as a stretching device and could maneuver with unhurried, casual movements made me swallow hard. "Is that ice-cream on your shirt?" 


Damn, I was a mess. "You try running with a kid on your back and see what happens." 

"Yeah, blame your brother. Real classy." 

"Cousin," I corrected, earning a blank stare, as if she was processing. "Babysitting for my aunt." 

"The doctor?" she asked. 


"The one and only." 

"The one who bought you laxatives?" 

"That's right," I confirmed, refusing to be embarrassed, even if that's not what happened in that bathroom the day she'd called me. She wouldn't believe me if I told the truth, anyway. "Constipation is nothing to be embarrassed about. Four million Americans suffer from frequent constipation. It's a nation-hell-a worldwide problem." 

"Good to know." She nodded toward Nick. He waved at us with a marker between his fingertips. "He must've soaked up all the cute genes in the family." 


"That's . . . subjective." 

"It's really not." 


"Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about us going on a double d-" 


Rosie winced, lowering herself down, clutching the back of her leg. "Ah, crap." 

I laughed. "Bet you want a laxative now, huh?" 

"Shut up-oh gosh." 

"What? What's wrong?" 

"Cramp." 

Oh. 

"Crap, crap, crap," she chanted, lowering herself to the ground using my arm. She clutched the back of her leg with a mighty frown. "It gets bad when it gets hot outside for some reason. Can you help me? Just hold my leg so I can . . . ? 

"Right," I agreed. "Okay." 

I knelt, and she wasted no time placing her sock-covered foot on my chest. The moment I touched the back of her calf, she squirmed, pressing her foot against me, so I nearly fell back. 


"Hold still," I ordered, and she tried her best. "Better?" 

The frown faded from her face. Instead of answering, she lifted her leg up from my chest. It kept going higher and higher, until she rested her ankle against my shoulder. 


Oh. 


I grabbed her leg to keep her steady. My hands might've worked on autopilot, but my brain? That was another story. It short-circuited. 

"Yeah, a little," she said. "Can you stay like that for a minute?" 

I nodded and noticed the unicorns coating her fingernails. 

"Unicorns again, huh?" I asked. 


"What?" 

"It's nothing to be embarrassed about. It's kind of cute in a totally weird obsessive way." 

Her cheeks grew pink. "Why are you looking?" 

"What do you mean? It's right there." She squirmed even more and pulled her shorts up, even though she had under armor on. "Oh! I meant your nails. Wait. You're wearing unicorn underwear again? Seriously?" 

"Forget it," she said, trying to remove her foot. 

I held on tight. "You really called yourself out, huh? Since you brought it up, you never answered my question. How many pairs do you own? Or do you just rewash the same pair and wear it every day?" 

She stared up at the sky and with a weakened voice said, "Please stop talking." 

"No judgement. Well, a little judgement. Don't worry though, our field? It's a safe place." 


"Just . . . Look, if you're keeping me here against my will just to make fun of me, you might as well help me too?" 

"How?" 

"Give me a massage?" 

"Connelly." 

"Is that a no?" 

"Yes." 

"Thanks." 

She'd purposely misunderstood my answer. 


I had no choice-if I wanted her to do me a favor-then I couldn't say no. 


Right? 

After a moment of hesitation, I allowed my fingers to dig into her calf. Every little crook of my fingers seemed to cause her muscles to quiver faintly. She propped herself up from the ground and came nearer, breaths getting more and more airy, a sound that I'd only heard in the locker room in the moment between kisses. 


Just like that, the stream of blood rushing in my veins heated and the only way to cool down was to stay still. My fingers paused, and my breathing somehow managed to tucker on despite the incredible heaviness that was my chest. 

"Can I . . ." I hesitated, not even knowing what I was going to say. 

"Yeah?" 

I swallowed hard, remembering the reason I came over here in the first place. The double date. "I need to ask you a favor." 


She leaned much too close. Every distinct shade of brown in her eyes sparkled, and every dusting of freckles on her nose couldn't be ignored. This limited space, well, it was a lot to handle. I barely heard anything over the thumping of my heart. 

"Don't you boss my team around." Dorothy's raised voice could be heard from miles away. "I'm the captain here. Not you." 

"Didn't you hear?" Izzy said, bunching the neckline of Dorothy's shirt in her hands and tugged her close. "We're one big happy family now. Your team is my team. You know what they say about mergers. People get axed. And we only need one leader. It sure as hell won't be you." 

"Well, it won't be you!" Dorothy shouted back. 

"I have a feeling it'll be neither of them," I muttered, backing out of Rosie's personal space. 

Rosie pulled her leg out of my grip, giving me a scrutinizing look, and asked, "What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Nothing. Nothing." 

But she didn't believe me. She stared and stared until, finally, something seemed to click. 

"Dad tapped you?" she said, leaning on her knees so we were eye level. It'd been a while since Coach Connelly approached me in the grocery store, but he did. He hadn't turned up to practice a lot since then, so maybe he'd changed his mind. "Of course he did. Well then, they're all yours. Get control of your team." 

All chances of her fake dating me went out the window. 

Fuck. 


"Let's be reasonable," I said. "You wouldn't be this angry unless you were tapped too." 

"I don't want to be captain." 

"We have something in common because neither do I." 

The space between us had evaporated. All that separated our faces was the fact if we'd leaned any closer, we would've lost our balance. 


A leg slipped between our faces and a hand knocked my shoulder backward. 


"Intense rivalry sex eyes on my field?" Dorothy said, gripping the back of her sister's shirt. She tugged Rosie up onto her feet and continued, "Hell no. This was okay when they had no chance of winning, but now? They destroyed our field! Mind warped Dad! They've dismantled our team. I know they're behind this bullshit merger." 

Rosie closed her eyes and mumbled, "Dorothy-" 

"You can scratch your itch with someone else. And you," Dorothy said, pointing at me, a cocky smile on her face. "I hope you like the present I left in your locker. I thought it was poetic. A full circle moment. Because I swear to you, Kate Wilson, where my sister starts, and veers off track, I will finish." 

Before I could process that information, that threat, Dorothy dragged Rosie away as Coach Miller motioned for everyone to do three laps around the field. 

Damn the Connellys and their penchant for exploding lockers. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 


Tensions between the groups only grew worse after we ran laps around the field. What was supposed to be three short rounds turned into an agonizing ten. Coach Miller had added an extra lap every time anyone shoved someone in the back or kicked dirt into another person's eye. By the time we returned to the center of the field and sat in a circle around Coach Miller, mud fingerprints covered Izzy's arms, and someone had ripped a piece of Dorothy's blue gym tee. Both acted innocent when the coach's attention strayed from his book. 

Each gulp of air into my shrunken lungs shot a sharp, stabbing pain under my ribs. It would've been embarrassing if everyone else weren't also some form of a sweat-bucket too. 


Running that much in one go left us too drained to bicker. Audibly, that is. We were still dirty and even more resentful than before. The glares while everyone waited on the ground around for the coach to do something intensified tenfold compared to the start of practice. It didn't help that every person sat sandwiched between a member of the opposite team. Hazel and Dorothy sat on either side of me with their clunky elbows jabbing into my side. 

I half-expected Dorothy to warn me away from her sister again, only this time loud enough for Hazel to hear. Of course, that could then prompt Hazel to ask about our up-and-coming double date loud enough for Rosie to hear and explode that plan right in front of my face. The thought alone made me try to keep my body parts away from the two girls next to me, afraid that any annoyance would set them off. 

Coach Miller flicked through his self-help book, not paying attention to the rolling of eyes, the scoffing, or the exchanges of judgmental stares. But what he did pick up on was the vibe. 


"The pushing, the glaring, and the whispering all need to end. You're a team now. You need to act like it. You need to rely on and trust each other. Otherwise, you won't get very far in Seattle. Either school won't pay for the trip unless we see true cooperation from you. That goes for all of you. In that spirit, let's start some trust exercises . . ." Coach Miller scanned each person and stopped when his gaze landed on me. "Kate Wilson. Let's start with you." 

"Why me?" My voice came out crackly. Everyone's focus turned to me. "We're going to sit in a circle and tell each other embarrassing stories about ourselves? Pass." 

Rosie, who sat between Izzy and Dan at the opposite end of the circle, retorted, "You can't talk to him like that. He's your coach, now. Show him some respect." 

"I'm sorry, what?" I asked, cupping my ear. "I didn't hear you over the sound of the unicorns galloping in your pants." 

Her mouth fell open; disbelief plain on her face. 

"What sort of twisted flirting is this?" Dorothy asked, earning a subdued and reluctant nod of agreement from Izzy. 

"She's obsessed with my underwear," Rosie explained, turning big, wide, and innocent eyes toward Coach Miller. "Coach, there has to be a rule against that, right?" 

"Do I actually have to establish a formal rule prohibiting players from discussing each other's undergarments? Because I will, Wilson," Coach Miller warned. 


"Not necessary," I replied. 


He sighed. "Prove it. If you two can get along, then everyone else can, too. Making the impossible possible. That's today's practice theme. Unity. Optimism. All that good stuff." 

"I'm not braiding her hair," I said. 

"I wouldn't trust you not to yank it." He motioned toward me and then Rosie. "Both of you get up and face each other." I stood up only after Dorothy's pointy elbow jabbed me again. We met each other halfway and positioned ourselves in the middle of the circle. "Now, Rosie, I want you to turn your back to Kate." 

Rosie crossed her arms and said, "You don't turn your back on your enemies." 

"This is not a war zone, drama queen," I pointed out. 

"Do as I say, Connelly." Coach Miller motioned for her to twirl, and despite what she'd said about respecting our coach, she planted her feet firmer on the ground. She maintained eye contact with me like I was about to get a rock and knock her on the back of the head if she dared let me out of her sight. Coach Miller rubbed the space above his eyebrow. "Do you know why people list facts about themselves and their families when held at gunpoint? It humanizes the victim. It makes the aggressor second guess whether they can take a human life." 

"Maybe it is a warzone," I mumbled to myself. 

"You'll never be a team if you can't see the good in each other. So, in that spirit, what I want you to do is, Kate, ask a question," and when Rosie opened her mouth to no doubt object, he amended, "an appropriate question about Miss Connelly's life. Once she answers and gains your trust, she will fall back and will have to trust that you will catch her." 

"Any question?" I asked. 

"Within reason," he said. 


"Coach," Rosie objected. 

"Nothing about her underwear, Wilson," he amended easily. 

The immediate question that popped into my head was: Why did she kiss me? Seriously, why? 

I'd been so overwhelmed by the kiss itself that the question that should've plagued my mind for days hadn't. Not once. One second, she'd listed all the reasons she (rightfully) hated my guts and the next she'd pressed my back into a locker and attacked my lips. I could replay every microsecond of that kiss in my mind, but couldn't understand why it happened in the first place. But she'd never tell me in a million years and to be fair, I wouldn't tell her either. Not in front of other people and not in private, either. And for that reason, that was the most interesting question to ask. 

Her fists were clenched by her side, prepared for something idiotic to come out of my mouth. 


Mercy. I'd show her mercy. I had to have her on my good side after all if I wanted her to agree to go on the double date with me. 


What else was there to ask? 


Asking her about why she was suddenly all buddy-buddy with her cheating ex seemed inappropriate, given what happened when I'd asked about that before. 

The last time we'd had a semi-decent conversation was in her car after the arcade. Her stuffed unicorn had sat buckled in, in the back seat and we'd joked about vampires and cats. That seemed semi-safe, if not a little embarrassing to answer. 


The perfect compromise. 

"I've got to know," I said, deciding on my question. "You like vampires, you like unicorns, you like cats and ribbons. What gives?" 

She squinted; distrust obvious. "That's your question, seriously?" 

"What can I say? I'm curious." 

"Think about me a lot, Kate?" 

"As much as one does about their arch nemesis." 

"Who's being dramatic now?" 

Coach Miller ordered, "Stop deflecting. Answer the question." 

Rosie pressed her lips together, stalling, and reluctant to answer like I'd asked the most personal question a person could ask. She brushed her thumb over her index finger's nail, highlighting the pink unicorn I'd looked at earlier. "They're cute." 

"Cute?" I repeated. 

"You're the one who asked." 

"Be more specific," Coach Miller ordered. "Even if you think it's stupid." 

"Fine, because," she started again, pausing, "because they sit at all ends of the spectrum. Vampires are predators. They're dark and mysterious and bloodthirsty. Unicorns are the opposite. They're light and innocent and magical. And cats?" She swallowed. "They're the perfect blend of both. Except they're not imaginary. They're real." 

My gaze averted to the ground where my cleat scuffed against the grass. Flashes of her cat flooded my mind: starting with the orange cat wiggling in my sink and ending at her scampering around at the Ridgeway Institute. 


Memories of how Rosie smiled in the car outside my house when she thought she was getting Carmilla back and how passionate she'd been about raising money for the cats at the car wash crept to the forefront of my mind. My stomach tightened. Like, she volunteered at Feline Good vet clinic and worked at Furry Friends on the side for crying out loud. There was no doubt about it. She loved her cat. 


Thickness grew at the back of my throat before I asked, "And the ribbons?" 

She flicked her hair to the side and offered an easy answer. "I like the way they look in my hair." 

They did look good; I'd give her that. 


"Good. Now, fall, Connelly," Coach Miller ordered. 

"Yeah, fall, Connelly," I echoed. 

She frowned and took a step back. "How am I supposed to trust she'll catch me?" 

"That's the thing about trust," Coach Miller said. "It's all about the leap of faith. You won't know if you can trust her until you do." 

At that, she took another step back. 

To be fair, my arms were sore and too weak to hold her up, but she didn't know that. 


"Do you want me to trip you? Because I can do that," I offered. 

"I can do it myself," she grumbled, turning around so her back was to me. 


"Really. It's no problem," I pressed. 

"Give me a second." 

I approached quietly; afraid any sound whatsoever would scare her off. I brushed my hand against her waist and prepared my aching muscles in my arms to catch her. She inhaled and exhaled and crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her chin to the sky. 

With what sounded like a murmured prayer, she fell backward. I caught her a little later than expected because her ass was two inches from the ground, but she hadn't tumbled over, so that was something. 

A mixture of boos and cheers echoed in the field. 


"See? You can trust me," I said, ready to release her. 


Rosie gripped my wrist on her waist so I couldn't pull away. 

"What?" I asked. 


"Now that I can trust you, I've got a question," she whispered. 

"Oh yeah? What's that?" 

"Why did you kiss me?" 

My legs nearly gave out and the space between the grass and sky spun. 

How dare she? 


How dare she? 

Before I could answer, or even think of formulating a response, Coach started speaking and people started moving. 

"The impossible, possible, everybody!" Coach Miller declared. "So, I want you to get into pairs and copy what they did. We won't return to practice until I see that every single one of you has completed a trust fall." 

Rosie let my wrist go free and moved out of my grasp, but not without giving me an indecipherable look first. 

What the fuck just happened? 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Coach Miller didn't pull the plug on merging the teams, despite not being thrilled with how the rest of the practice went. He had to end the trust fall exercise early when a full line of players thumped to the ground at the same time. 

Nick and I sat at the bottom of the bleachers after practice, taking turns doodling with the magic marker while we waited for Mae to come and pick us up. We drew a pretty rad and original mini soccer team. So, what if there was a sea lion-dragon hybrid crest on a blue and red jersey? It was nothing more than a coincidence. 


The Sea Dragons were a Nick Wilson original. 

For thirty minutes my gaze darted around the outskirts of the field, paranoid that Carter would tumble over to ask about our upcoming date or, worse, ask why I'd lied to him about dating Rosie in the first place. Worse again, capturing the moment he confronted me on camera and blasting it everywhere for everyone to see. It was only a matter of time before he told Hazel about the date and before Hazel spoke to Rosie about it. 


Rosie getting blindsided and blowing up my lie was inevitable, and really, it was a miracle that hadn't happened yet. 

All two of my attempts to ask her to be my accomplice had gone . . . unexpectedly. 


Was it worth a third shot? 

The last bus from the car lot pulled away from the school at the same time my phone lit up with a text from Mae. Nick leaned over to catch a glimpse. Mae was pulled to work a double shift and needed us to get a ride home on the bus home. 


Nick let out a low, "Oh, no." 

I sent a silent prayer to the mysterious and probably made up higher power in the clouds. Surely, there was one decent person left on campus who was prepared to give us a ride. 


We crossed the field and went into the car lot as quickly as we could before the last car shot off. Luckily, the girl was busy with something in her trunk and seemed in no rush to leave. Her head popped out of her trunk just as I was about to yell out to ask for a ride. She whipped her deceptively dark and dripping hair over her shoulder, revealing the side profile of none other than Rosie Connelly. 

Of course. 

The girl who had no qualms about asking me why I'd kissed her as if she hadn't been willing and, quite frankly, an eager participant. It's not like it took two to tango or anything. The audacity. And to think I had the manners to not embarrass her, only for her to swipe the rug from out under me. 

No shame. 

Nick pointed and asked, "Why don't we ask—" 

I placed my hand on his shoulder and spun us both around before she could see us, not willing to face any conversation with her just yet. "Nope." 

"But—" 

"I'll call Izzy." Except my phone screen remained black at the touch. How?! It worked two seconds ago. "You don't have a phone, do you?" He shrugged. Right. Mae didn't want to get him his first phone until he turned ten. "We can walk. Walking is fun." 

He strained his neck to look over his shoulder. His eyes widened as he did a double take. "She's the girl in your notebook!" 

"No, she's not," I denied, struggling to turn him back around. 


"Yes, she is!" He planted his feet, and we ceased walking. He flipped over numerous invisible pages of the notebook and shone the marker's light at the biggest picture I'd drawn in the truck before practice. He jabbed toward the page. "See?" 

"That could be anyone." 

"She's really pretty! Like a princess. Does she like sunflowers? Is that why you drew them all around her?" 

He got louder and louder with every word he spoke. 


"Does she smile like a sunflower?" he pressed, his voice came out in a rushed babble, oblivious to my rising mortification. "Does she smell like sunflowers? What do sunflowers smell like? Sunshine? Is that why you drew the sun behind her?" 

I let out a low, "Oh my gosh." 

"I bet she does smell like sunflowers," he concluded. 

The next thing he would ask was why was I drawing the pretty girl in my notebook and why I'd kept it hidden by using the magic markers? It was the exact reason I'd kissed her in the first place; because I wanted to. It was as straightforward as that. It was one thing admitting that to myself, but no one, especially my baby cousin, needed to know that information. 


Footsteps approached from behind. There was only one person besides us in the car lot. 

Nick spun around with a casual 'Hi' and it was only when Rosie offered a casual 'Hey' back that I turned, too. 


She'd changed out of her Sea Lion jersey and shorts. She was now dressed in a casual white tee and blue denim cut-off shorts. Her half-wet and wavy hair and dirt-free knees showed she'd been brave enough to use the showers in the locker rooms. Spurts of glitter sparkled on her arms and in her hair. 


Her makeup-free face and glitter-dusted cheeks made her look cute and innocent, causing me to lower my guard a bit, even though it was foolish. 

"Do you guys need a ride?" she asked. 

"Yep!" Nick answered and held up the notebook containing multiple drawings of her. He uncapped the marker and went to shine it on one page. "Is this yo–?" 

I snatched the notebook from him and held it behind my back. I wandered around in circles as Nick tried to grab it from me, ignoring Rosie's raised eyebrows. I ended up holding my palm to his forehead and kept him in place. 


"What he means to ask is," I said, maintaining my hand's position on his head, "are you offering us a ride?" 

"He's stranded with you," she replied. "I'm not heartless." 

"Right," I said, remembering how heartlessly she'd asked why I'd kissed her. 

She'd gone in for the kill. 

"But, no, you're right," she said, swirling her finger in my direction. "You're not allowed in my car." 

"You can't just take him," I said. 


"I'm not kidnapping anyone. But you're not allowed in the car. Not like that." She pointed toward the dirt on my legs and shorts. "Go shower first and maybe I'll change my mind." 


I began, "You can't seriously—" 

"While you do that," she cut me off, smiling brightly, "we'll wait in my car for you. Are you okay with that . . . ?" 

"Nick," he supplied, puffing up his chest. 


Rosie hunched over so she was eye to eye with him. "You don't mind waiting with me while she cleans herself up. Do you, Nick?" 

"Nope. Can we draw?" he suggested, unperturbed by her sending me away like a child. 

Rosie nodded seriously before asking, "What about unicorns?" 

"Unicorns?" 


"I have a thing for unicorns," she admitted. 


"Sure," he agreed. 

"That sounds fun." She grinned back, reaching out and bopping him on the nose. "I think I've got a spare notebook in my bag somewhere, and some pens, maybe. I haven't used crayons in a while." 

"That's okay, I've got a magical marker," he whispered, whipping the marker out from where he'd tucked it over his ear. 


"Ooh," she said, taking it from him and examining it. 


"I know. It's so cool," he said. 


"You'll have to show me how it works," she requested. 

He presented the marker and drew a line on his forearm. He demonstrated by removing the cap and shining the light toward his skin. Rosie oohed and ahhed. 


He jumped into the back of the car and vibrated in his seat while he waited for her to join him. She hesitated by the door, finally making direct eye contact with me. She seemed determined to help, not me, but Nick. A free ride was a free ride. It's not like we had other options. 

"Are you sure?" I asked. 

She slipped inside beside Nick, letting her legs dangle out the door. She replied, "Magical markers are way too tempting to turn down." 

Nick leaned over Rosie and poked his head out. "Katie, I need the notebook to finish my drawing." 

I couldn't say no without raising uncomfortable questions. I handed it over and held my breath as he flipped through the pages. He only shone the light when he got to the last page where we'd collaborated to create the Sea Dragons team. Rosie only looked when he tapped the page, beckoning for her attention. 

It was safe to say I never showered that fast in my life. I zoomed back out of the school with glitter and suds still slathered on my skin. 


Nick had passed out in the back seat and cuddled the unicorn I'd won for her at the arcade by the time I'd showered and changed into a spare set of clothes and came back to the car lot. He even had his seatbelt covering both him and the stuffed animal. His notebook laid closed on his lap. 


I released a long-winded breath. At least Rosie wasn't looking through the pages. 


She gave me a look over, hesitating at the glitter covering my hands, before she unlocked the car for me to climb into the passenger seat. Both of us were in silent agreement not to make this a bigger deal than it needed to be. 


Taylor Swift's voice crooned from the speakers the moment she turned on the car. The windows rolled down enough to blow cool air inside. It was a quick, albeit messy, way to dry Rosie's hair. She ignored the thin black hair tie on her wrist in favor of wearing the large yellow sunglasses, pushing the now wavy mess back off her face. 


Of course, the truce had to end after five minutes of blissful, if not an awkward silence. 

"I heard a rumor about us," she admitted, glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure Nick was asleep. 

My heart thumped. 


She knew. 

"You didn't tell people we . . . you know?" she trailed off, curling her fingers tight around the steering wheel. 


Oh, thank goodness. "I don't kiss and tell." 

"So, why are people assuming we're dating?" 

Ah shit. Hazel had told her. Why else would she be poking so much? "People or someone?" 

"Does it matter?" 

"If it's Hazel, yeah," I said. Rosie's back stiffened, no doubt to prepare for a fight. It was time to come clean. We came to a red light, giving her the freedom to turn her ire on me. "What did you say?" 


"That it was none of her business. Because it isn't." 

"Good," I said. 


"Just because it isn't her business doesn't mean there is business." 

"I know that. Look, I'll cut right to the chase. Carter thinks we're dating." 

"What?" She glanced at me before pulling the car away. "Why? How?" 

"Something about how we acted at your birthday party. I don't know. But about that favor I tried asking you earlier." 

"Please don't tell me you're going to ask what I think you're going to ask." 

"It's in both our interests to go on a double date with them—uh—together," I suggested. 


"You want me to go as your date on a date with our exes?" 

"Exactly." 

"You realize how crazy you sound right now?" 

"I mean, is it that crazy?" 

"Yes." 

She pulled into the side of my house and switched off the car. She didn't kick me out right away. That had to be a good sign, right? Except the longer the silence went on, and the more Nick's soft snores filled the space, the more my hands began to sweat. 


"Is that why you kissed me?" she asked. 


I gaped at her. "What?" 

Still looking out the window, refusing to look at me, she explained, "To convince me to go on this date? To try and manipulate me into doing what you wanted?" 

"No! Of course not! Why would you—how could you—" 

"Because it's the only thing that makes sense!" 

"That's not even remotely true!" 

She turned around, only she didn't stop to look at me. She turned and woke Nick up. "You're home," she told him, brushing the hair out of his face. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and offered a lazy smile. She smiled back at him. "It was cool hanging out with you, Nick. Thanks for showing me your magical marker. I might see you next time we practice?" 

"I think so? Gemma's still sick. Right, Katie?" 

"Right," I confirmed. 


"Bye Rosie," he said, bursting out of the car and waving as he ran to the porch. "Thank you! I'll keep your secrets forever!" 

Rosie waved back, still doing everything she could to avoid me. 

"That's a no, huh?" I asked. 

"No way in hell, Wilson." 

Babysitting Nick that night, while unexpected, helped prepare for the evitable embarrassment when Carter either called or texted lording the fact I'd lied to him. It also helped with the sting of rejection from Rosie. Where she saw ill intent and manipulation, all Nick saw in me was his cool older cousin who made a mean ham and cheese toastie. 


He sat at the kitchen table and spilled the beans on what he spoke about with Rosie while I put together a quick snack. So maybe I had an ulterior motive in making him his favorite food. He had a big mouth and so what if I let him talk about his new favorite person? He didn't need prompting. If he said anything about me drawing Rosie to her, I'd soon know. 


"Rosie thinks unicorns are real — but only people who really believe in them can see them. Do you think we can go looking for some together?" 

"Rosie gets to name all the cats at the shelter! Isn't that cool?" 

"Rosie lost her cat. She's really sad about it." 

"Rosie gives the best hugs in the entire world!" 

That last one I wouldn't know about. 

It was probably a little insane to be jealous of a kid. Right? 

"We should give her a present," Nick suggested, taking a huge bite out of his toastie. Melted cheese drooped down his chin. "Mom says when someone does something nice for you, you should always say thank you. Rosie really liked looking at my drawings. Will you help me?" 

"Help you draw something for her? It'll be more special if you do it yourself," I pointed out. 


"Well, what will you draw?" 

"Nothing?" 

"You have to thank her. She's your friend!" 

I hid a cough behind my elbow and refused the water Nick offered. If he meant friends who bickered to the point of kissing each other to shut the other up? Sure. I wouldn't mind us being best friends. 


"We can't use the magic marker," he decided. "She has to be able to hang it up and see it every day." 


He dug into his backpack and retrieved a bunch of coloring pencils and scattered them across the table. 


Rosie probably would make fun of me for entertaining this idea. Nick already began his drawing, hiding the page with the sleeve of his arm and sticking his tongue out in concentration. Then he nodded for me to get to work. 


If taking part meant distracting Nick from my previous drawings, well, there was no actual harm. I got to work without complaint. It's not like I had to give anything to Rosie, not as long as Nick thought I did. It would be fine. It's the thought that counts, anyway. 
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