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Description: A swoony new romance from the author of Sunkissed!
When her football-player boyfriend and now ex lands the podcast job
she’s been dreaming of, a girl takes matters into her own hands by
enlisting the help of his nemesis to get revenge.

Seventeen-year-old Finley has only ever had one goal: to become a
famous podcaster. This includes coming up with the perfect pitch to
land her on her school’'s podcast team. But when her football-
obsessed boyfriend, Jensen, decides to also try out—and uses her
idea—she’s left confused and betrayed.

Determined to get back at him, Finley and her friends try to find the
perfect revenge scheme, but quickly discover that Jensen is almost-
impossible to best. Keyword, almost.

By chance, Finley discovers a knack for kicking and decides to take
Jensen’s spot on the football team. To help her train, she recruits
Jensen’s cute but conceited nemeses, Theo. Soon the two discover
that their connection runs deeper than football. But Finley can’t let
herself get distracted, and Theo has secrets of his own. Is true love
really better than the perfect revenge?
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Chapter
one

THE CENTRAL CALIFORNIA COAST FOGclung to the hills that March morning,
which was why | had pulled on a flannel and beanie before leaving the house. |
should' ve taken the fog as a bad omen, but | was oblivious, aside from the nervous
energy coursing through me. | stood in a line, two people in front of me, seven
behind, outside our high school’s recording studio—a small building near the front
office—waiting for my audition.

| pulled off my hat and shoved it in my pocket. Ava, two steps ahead of me, was
practicing, mouthing words to herself. My script was on my phone, and | reviewed it
silently.

A set of arms snaked around my waist, surprising me. | let out a squeal and tilted my
head up to see Jensen’s smiling face.

“Hi, boyfriend,” | said, leaning back against him. “Come to wish me luck and help
me relax?’

He was wearing his football jersey. Even though football seasonwas long over, there
was going to be arally today where the football players did some sort of relay.

“Hey, babe.” He took in the line and the closed door of the studio. “This is it, huh?
The moment of truth.”



“Thisisit.” | drew adeep breath. It was finally time. Only seniors hosted the school’s
podcast, and they were in charge of auditions. I’d been waiting since freshman year
for this. Two and a half years of broadcasting classes where | learned about
soundboards and soundproofing and advertising and creative segues. About hot-
button topics and interviewing. All to prepare me for this moment.

“Did you finish writing your pitch thingy?’

| held up my phone, where my notes app was open. “I decided on the student
highlight feature.” This audition wasn't just to see how well we could speak on
microphone under pressure, but also to see what creative ideas and topics we might
bring to the team. One of my ideas was to interview a different student each week to
learn more about the people we went to school with.

“Really?’ he asked.

“You didn’t like that one?’ I’d practiced in front of him the night before on my at-
home setup. He' d nodded and laughed and clapped for me, like the perfect boyfriend
he was.

“No, it's good. | liked the weekly puzzle ideatoo.” That idea had been to give a short
but difficult brain teaser or puzzle at the beginning of each week, and the first student
to solve it and turn in the correct answer won a prize or extra credit or something. |
liked that ideatoo but didn’t feel like it would better our school the way learning the
stories of those around us would, and that was important to me.

“Y eah, those were the two | was deciding between. Y ou think the other one would be
better?’ | asked, trying not to get in my head now, in the eleventh hour.

“No, the interview idea is great.” His eyes traveled to the top of my head, and he
reached out and ran his hands down my long light brown hair. It had a dlight wave to



it, so it was always frizzy when there was extra moisture in the air.

“l was wearing a hat earlier,” | said, helping him in the smoothing process. “And it’s
not fair that you can see the top of my head better than most.” | was pretty tal, but
Jensen wastaller.

He smiled and kissed my forehead. “Y ou look cute.”

“Thanks.” | shook out my hands as the line moved forward.

Lincoln came out of the building, hisface alittle pale.

“How was it?’ | asked. | knew everyone here. We'd gone through the last couple
years together. Sure, we were now competition, but we'd always known that would
be the case. Only two people would be picked to be the voice of the podcast, and |
was dying to be one of them. Not only was it good experience, it led directly to an
internship at the community college as well.

“Brutal,” Lincoln said. “I stammered through several words.”

That was my main worry. That 1'd trip up on words. Use too many fillers. | didn’t
have the ability to edit my performance after the fact like | would in a normal
podcast. “I’m sure you did better than your brain is telling you,” | said to him now,

and maybe alittle to myself.

He held up crossed fingers, then kept walking. “Good luck, Finley!” he called over
his shoulder.

“Thanks!” | returned.

Ava, now the last person between me and the door, turned around and gave me a



nervous face. | reached out and squeezed her hand. “Y ou got this.”

She looked up at Jensen, then at hisfootball jersey. “Y ou’ re the kicker, right?’

“Yes. I'll be the starting kicker next year.” He was proud of that, and his face beamed
when he said the words. He'd been the backup kicker for three seasons, only got to
play the final game of last season because Theo, the starter, had been injured. And
now, Theo would finally graduate in June. | was happy about that. Theo was arrogant
and unhelpful and constantly criticized Jensen’ s ability in front of the whole team. He
was a bully and ajerk, and next year would be so much better without him getting in
Jensen’s head. They were supposed to be on the same team; | didn’t know why he
tried so hard to bring Jensen down.

“And how do you feel about your future starting spot?’ | said, holding up a fake
microphone.

He rolled his eyes and pushed my hand down. He didn't like it when | played
reporter. Especially in front of other people.
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“Didn’t you used to play soccer?’ Ava asked, looking at me. “Y ou both like to kick
things.”

“Balls. We both like to kick balls,” | joked back.

“Finley,” Jensen said in alow, reprimanding voice.

“Sorry,” | said, even though | thought it was funny.

| used to be a defender on the girls soccer team. But it took a lot of time away from
what | really loved—podcasts. That's what | wanted to do with my life, so | had quit
soccer after sophomore season to focus on that. Plus, my parents needed me at home
more. “lprobably couldn’'t kick a soccer ball twenty feet if my life depended on it

these days.”

Jensen let out a sharp laugh. “Anyone can kick a soccer ball twenty feet, babe. That's
not very far. Plus, a soccer ball basically rollsall by itself.” He winked at me.

“Oh, right, | forgot, afootball issomuch harder to kick,” | said, heavy with sarcasm.
“Itis,” hereturned. “The shape alone—"

| held up my hands, stopping him midsentence. “1 get it—you’ re a stud.”

He squeezed meinto ahug. “I try.”

The door opened, and Lisa came out.



“Herel go,” Avasaid.

That left me staring at the door.

“How are you feeling?’ Jensen asked.

“My stomach hurts.” | hugged his waist, resting my cheek on his chest. Even though
the last few years of my life had been preparing me for this moment, something in the

back of my mind told me that | still wasn’t good enough.

Jensen held me for several long minutes as | stared at the door, which was red with
rust streaks near the hinges.

“Did you know Marcos could juggle?’ | said, trying to focus.

“How doyouknow that?’ he asked.

“When | was preparing for this pitch over the last several months, | asked a few
people in my classes to tell me their hidden talents.” That was why | loved this idea
so much. It allowed me to learn about people.

“That’s cool,” he said.

“Maybe you could be one of my student interviews. Like a real interview,” | said,
waving my pretend microphone in the air. “Not one of my fake ones. | can ask you
about your rise to starting kicker and how it felt to wait in the wings for years.”
Assuming | was chosen. We'd find out today at lunch.

“Nobody wants to hear me complain,” he said.

“Everybody likes a good underdog story, Jensen,” | said.



“l guess.”

The door whined as it opened, and | let out a surprised yelp.

“So jumpy,” Jensen said.

“Kiss for luck?”’

He pulled me against him and gave me a passionate kiss in front of that whole line of
students, leaving me a little lightheaded. Cheeks flushed, | stumbled into the studio.

MY PITCH WENT WELL. REALLYwéll. | was warm and my voice was smooth
and | even got in a witty aside on the spot.My transitions were on point, and as |
stood and smiled at the senior interviewers and our broadcasting teacher, Mr.Whitley,
| felt pretty confident.

| stepped outside, where Jensen still stood near the front of the line. | was surprised to
see him. First period had started ten minutesago.
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“You didn’t have to wait for me,” | said, but it was sweet that he had.

He studied my face. “How did it go?’

“Great.”

His brows shot down, and | got the weirdest feeling he was disappointed by that
answer. | reached out my hand, ready to lead him away to where | could tell him al

about the audition and then try to make it until lunch without losing my mind.

“Actually”—he pointed at the door, not taking my offered hand—"1 think I’'m going
to try out.”

“What?' | said, my heart jolting in my chest. It seemed to understand his meaning
more than my brain did. | was so confused.

He didn't clarify; he just disappeared through the door with one small smile over his
shoulder.

Mason, who was next in line, pointed at the closed door. “Hetotally cut the line.”
Chapter
two

“YOU LOOK LIKE YOU’'RE GOINGto puke,” my best friend, Deja, said when |
found her in her first-period class. | waved to Mrs.Burns and pointed to Deja, asking



without words if | could take her. Mrs.Burns nodded, probably thinking | was here on
some official school business. | was not. This was absolutely personal.

| pulled her out of her seat and toward the door.

“What’ s happening?’ she whispered as we went.

| didn't speak until we were all the way out of the room, down the hall, and outside
under the nearest tree—atall eucalyptus, its bark peeling off in strips.

“Isyour grandma okay?’
| nodded and wanted to use that question to snap my focus back into perspective, but
| was on the verge of tears. “Do you know where Jensen is right now? Well, he's

probably done. It took me awhile to get to this side of campus from the studio.”

| swung my backpack to my front and dug my phone out. | wanted to see a message,
any message, from him explaining what just happened.

“You’'re not making any sense,” Deja said.

There was no message. “Sorry.” | pointed in the general direction of the front office.
“Hetried out.”

“Still not following.”

“For the podcast. Jensen tried out for the school’ s podcast.”

“Doestry outmean something different than | think it means in the podcast world?’

11 NO.H



“Tell meyou're lying!” Of course Deja would be as shocked and confused about this
as | was. As my best friend, she knew how long I’d been preparing for today. My
preparation predated Jensen. It amost predated Deja. I'd met her in sixth grade when
we both joined soccer. Unlike me, she was really good at it and had not quit last year.
And although she wasn’t happy with my decision and constantly tried to convince me
to rgjoin the team, we were still as close as ever.

“I’m not lying.”

“Areyou sure? Maybe it wasn't him. Maybe someone heard wrong...saw wrong.”

“Me. | was the eyebals on the scene. He literally walked in after me and said,I’m
going to try out.” | said that last bit in a deep, stupid voice.

“A joke?’ shesaid, till trying to make it make sense. “He' s pranking you.”

Was he? My sinking gut rose with that thought. “Maybe...” He wasn't a big
prankster, but occasionally we played jokes on each other. “Do you think he's
pranking me? Our one-year anniversary is this week. Maybe it's some anniversary

joke?’ | pushed my knuckle under my nose to relieve my burning eyes.

“1t would be agood one.”
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“You'reright.” | sniffled, kicking at a strip of tree bark on the ground. “It would be.
That hasto beit. Thereis no other logical explanation.”

“I mean, the only other logical explanation is that he's a terrible boyfriend, and
person, but he's not. He' s been decent.”

“A ringing endorsement,” | said.
“Well, anyone who hogs half my best friend’ s time isn’t myfavoriteperson.”

He was one ofmyfavorite people, though, and | needed what she was saying now to
be true. He wouldn’t do thisto me.

My phone, which | wasloosely holding in my hand, buzzed with a text from Jensen.
Where did you go?

“What is he saying?’ Degja asked.

| turned my phone toward her.

“Hmm. That doesn’t read likeJust kidding. Gotcha. Y ou should’ ve seen your face.”
“If thisisajoke, he'd play the long game. It'sajoke.”

To class,| typed back.Why?



Degalaughed. “You're going to pretend hisjokeisno big dedl. | likeit.”

“He deservesit,” | huffed. “I don’t find this very funny at all.”

“It'salittle bit funny.” She squeezed my arm. “Tell me how it plays out. | need to go
back to the class you just pulled me from.”

“Right...class. See you later when we can both laugh aboutthis.”

IT WASLATER. | WASN'Tlaughing. At all.

It was lunch hour, and we, the group of juniors who had tried out that morning, sat
outside the studio under some big shade trees. The studio was too small for us al to
squeeze inside. Probably another reason the senior team was pretty small—two
behind the mics, two on the soundboard, two researchers. Six people. | quickly
counted the people sitting around me. There were twenty-five of us. | had about a one
in four chance of making it on the team and a one in twelve chance of making it into
my dream spot as one of the hosts.

Jensen, who was apparently going to play out this joke to the bitter end, was sitting
next to me. He took my hand in his. When | saw him on the break between second
and third period, he spent the whole ten minutes complaining about how his English
teacher made them write poetry today and not a single word about his audition or
why he decided to try out. Since | was not going to give his joke the satisfaction of a
huge reaction, | didn’t say aword either.

The six outgoing seniors stood in front of us. Nolen, the leader of the group, held a
paper in his hand. He was well loved by the entire school, one of the voices we heard
every morning and afternoonover the announcements and twice a week on the
podcast, which was broadcast after school hours and I’ d listened to religiously for the
last five years.



“This year was very competitive. | know you' ve all been thinking about this moment
for years, and it’s not a decision we' ve taken lightly. We've analyzed and rearranged
and debated. But we' ve finally come to anearlyunanimous decision.”

Susie, the cohost, added, “Weamosthad two girls hosting the podcast next year. It
was this close.” She held up her pointer finger and thumb millimeters apart. “But we
decided to go another way. We decided to think outside the box, perhaps bring a new
audience to our show.”

New audience? Asin, they hoped some of the students who didn’t listen to the show
now would start listening because there was new blood involved? My stomach felt
like it was collapsing in on itself.

A smile broke out on Nolen’s face. “Jensen Ballard, dude, you made it as one of our
hosts.”

Jensen dropped my hand to pump hisfist in the air and let out a loud whoop. The rest
of the group clapped. One of the senior soundboard techs, standing on the far right,
kept her hands firmly in her pockets. She looked angry. Guess | knew who kept the
vote from being unanimous.

And | guess | knew this most definitely wasn't some elaborate prank Jensen had
thought up. My stomach was sinking again. The only thing that could salvage this
now was if | made it too. Jensen and | hosting the podcast our senior year
togethercouldbe epic. Maybe Jensen had pitched some sort of love hotline where we
could dole out relationship advice. Our sister school had done thata couple years ago
on their podcast. We'd be pretty good candidates for something like that. We had
been rocking our relationship...until today...maybe.

| felt eyes on me, as if my friends thought one less hosting spot was my fault. |
wanted to assure them that | was just as shocked as they were. That the big guy sitting



next to me with the wide smile on his face had not run this by me first.

“Avalester,” Susie said. “You made the other hosting spot. Congrats!”

Even though my stomach was now rock hard, | smiled over at Ava through the pain.
Would it have been me and her if not for Jensen?

He mumbled something from beside me, but | couldn’t hear him because blood
seemed to be pumping a direct route through my ears. My eyes were stinging again. |
was not going to cry over this. At least not in front of everyone.
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Nolen said my name, maybe announcing another spot filled, but | didn’t hear any
recognizable words beyond that. There was more clapping as someone behind me
gave an excited shout. My head throbbed to the beat of my pumping blood. Jensen
grabbed my hand and squeezed. | pulled it free.

He gave me a confused look. Was he really confused?

Oh no. | was going to cry. | couldn’'t be here anymore. | stood. Nolen had obviously
been in the middle of a sentence because he stopped.

“Finley?’ he asked, waiting.

“Nothing, sorry, | have an appointment.”

“Okay, thanks for your time.”

| gave a short wave and left the group. | half walked, half stumbled my way over a
grassy hill that led to the main corridor. Near the closest building, a group of students
sat around eating lunch. The girls were showing each other videos on their phones,
and some guys in their football jerseys were throwing empty chip bags and watching
seagulls chase after them. Theo, the starting kicker, and Jensen's mortal enemy,
leaned against the building, one earbud in, asif he was only barely interested in being
with hisfriends. Asif he was too good for everyone.

His eyes danced around me but never landed. | wasinvisible to him. Not that | cared.

| clenched my teeth, the football jersey he wore making my stomach even tighter. |



pulled out my phone.lt wasn't a prank,| typed into atext message to Degjaas | walked
past the squawking seagulls.

He's dead to me,she responded back fast. Then just as quickly added,Wait, does this
mean he actually made it?

Yes.

My phone buzzed with another text. This one from Jensen.Congrats on the research
spot.

| had made the team. | was one of the two researchers. This meant they liked my idea,
just not the way | presented it? | wasn't good enough. This meant my senior year
would be spent researching and developing potential podcast ideas for someone else.
Would | feel just as upset if that someone else wasn't Jensen? The first tear escaped
my eye and trickled down my cheek.

Another Jensen text buzzed through.l know this was all unexpected, for me too, but |
hope you can be happy for me.

| stared at those words he had typed into his phone while sittingunder that tree,
surrounded bymyfriends. Was | being selfish? Jealous? Definitely that last one.

|s this something you even want? Like really want? finally typedback.

Yes.

| released a sigh. Maybe | could eventually be happy for him. Just not today. Today |
was sad for me.

NOPE. | COULDN'T BE HAPPYfor him. Ever. Three things happened that



afternoon that made it impossible.

Dega and | had seventh period together, and next to me, she was bouncing between
scoffing and quietly cursing. We were listening to the afternoon announcements,
where the current podcast seniors were introducing next year’'s podcast team.
Apparently, | was supposed to be there in the booth, but had fled the scene earlier so
didn’t get those details. And Jensen hadn’t thought to tell me. Why would he? Secrets
were his new thing, apparently.

That was the first thing that made happiness for his newfound success an
impossibility.

The second thing was happening now while they interviewed him, the whole schoal,
including Deja and me, forced to listen during the last fifteen minutes of our last
class.

Susie had just asked him, “Tell the school, Jensen, the interesting idea you tried out
with.”

“Well, Susie,” he said, “we thought it would be fun for the schoolto be given a
weekly puzzle or challenge. It won't be some easy brain teaser. It will be something
you really have to think about. The first person to solve it will have a chance to win
prizes like maybe signed football gear or extra credit points for classes. If you have
cool teachers, that is.” He said this last bit with a charming laugh.

My fingers were curled around the edge of my desk, my knuckles white with the
pressure.

“Am | just angry, or was that your idea?’ Deja whisper-yelled next to me.

“Not the football gear stuff,” | mumbled. But the rest, yes. That jerk tried out with my



idea. My sadness from before was slowly bubbling up into anger, making my
eyeballs hot and my chest burn.

Over the speakers, Susie laughed, then directed a question to Ava. Our class was
losing interest, and low-speaking voices filled the room. Mr.Vasguez, sitting at his
desk up front, looking at his phone, didn’t seem to care.

“1 hate him so much,” Deja said.

My first instinct was to defend my boyfriend, but my clenched teeth made that
impossible.
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Nolen’s voice rang out over the speaker, “Thanks for listening, everyone. | believe
we have akiller team for next year.”

“But you're stuck with us,” Susie said. “For the rest of this year. Tune in today after
school for our regular podcast hour!”

“Have a great weekend,” Nolen said, and the others in the studio chimed in with
goodbyes as well.

Degaturned her entire body toward me. “That was torture. | don’t believe we'll have
to hear his stupid voice every day next year.”

“Yeah,” | said, and was about to say more when the words “Y ouall did great” camein
Susi€’ s voice from the speaker in the corner of the classroom.

“Turn off the mics,” | said, asif Nolen or Susie would be able to hear me.

“Was it everything you always dreamed of 7’ Nolen asked.

“Yes,” Avasaid with an excited sgqueal.

“Never thought about it until now,” Jensen said. “ So not really.”

Mr.Vasguez was staring at the speaker too, probably wondering if there was away he

could disable it from our end. There wasn't. It was controlled by the main panel in the
studio.



“Did you and Finley break up or something?’ Susie asked.

My heart jumped as | heard my name and registered the question. The rest of the
class had quieted as well, suddenly interested in this unscripted conversation.

“No. Why?' he asked.

“Why?" Deja snorted from next to me. “Idiot.”

“She' s wanted this since freshman year,” Susie said.

Seventh grade,l corrected her in my head.l’ ve wanted this since seventh grade.

“1 figured since you...” She trailed off, and now all eyesin the room were on me. |
could feel them drilling into me from all sides.

Jensen laughed alittle. “It’s not my fault she doesn’t have the voice, charm, or quick-
thinking skills to host a podcast.”

And there was the third thing. The nail in the coffin where our relationship would
now lay to rest.

| wasn't sure how Susie reacted to Jensen’s declaration, because everyone in the
classroom, as though at once, let out a collection of noises. grunts, gasps, sighs,
laughs.

“Settle down,” Mr.Vasquez said while giving me an assessing look. | wondered what
he thought | was going to do. Cry? Scream? My face felt hot, so | knew that at the

very least | was bright red.

“Yep,” | said aoud to lighten the mood and play this off like | wasn't crushed. “I’'m



known for my troll voice.”

The class laughed, and | forced asmile.

“Hot mic,” the deep voice of Mr.Whitley rang out over the speaker. Finally.

Jensen cussed right into that hot mic; then there was a pop, followed by severdl
seconds of complete silence. Everyone in the class burst out laughing again. Except
me and Degja, of course.

“Emergency meeting after school where we plot our revenge?’ | said.

“That or murder,” Dgja said.

“Let’s start with revenge.”

Chapter

three



Page 7

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 6:28 am

REVENGE: THE MOST EFFECTIVE WAY'to get over someone.

| had written those words at the top of a page in my notebook and held it up. We were
sitting in a diner in Old Town called the Purple Starfish. It did not sell fish, and
nothing was purple, not the walls or the booths or the tiles, not even any of the food.
But Degja’'s parents owned the place, so she was the only one allowed to make fun of
the name and she did, often.

The ocean, out the windows to my right, was rough today, the choppy water churning
in the bay. | appreciated its support.

“1 don't think that’s how the saying goes,” Lee said. His boyfriend, Maxwell, sat next
to him, leaning forward, elbows on the table. The four of us had become friends
freshman year when we were grouped together for a project in biology. The project
consisted of explaining a science concept in a creative way. Most of the class did
picture essays or science experiments. Maxwell hadsuggested we write a song
explaining evolution to the tune of “Look What Y ou Made Me Do” by Taylor Swift. |
swear, Leefell in love with him in that moment. We al did, redly.

“Direct your negativity at ideas for payback,” | said now, cradling my notebook. “Not
at my very correct page header.”

“What did Jensen say?’ Deja asked, mopping afry through a pile of ketchup from the
basket of fries she'd collected from the kitchen herself. She was supposed to be
working, but it was slow today. “Did he try to talk to you? Call you? Text you? |
want to know how he attempted to defend himself.”



| swallowed. | didn’t want to share what he said; it'swhy | hadn’t up until this point.
| was embarrassed.

“Whatever he said,” Dgja added, seeming to sense why | wasn't sharing. “It'sBS. It's
his way to makehimselffeel better.”

She wasright. | pulled out my phone and cleared my throat, trying to muster up even
more anger to outweigh the hurt. “He said, and | quote:lt was both of our ideas.
Remember? We brainstormed. And | told the seniors that, by the way. It was the only
reason you got picked for research and not left out completely. Because they thought
you came up with two pretty solid ideas.”

“No, hedidn’'t,” Maxwell said. “That’s messed up.”

“It's not true,” Deja said, putting her hand on my forearm. “You know that, right?
That wasyouridea. Y ou told me about it weeks before you brainstormed with Jensen.
And today you told me they almost picked two girls for the hosting spot. The other
girl was you, Finley. He shouldn’t have tried out, period, let alone stolen your idea to
doit.”

“Maybe the other girl wasn’t going to be me,” | said, my eyes on the window again.
Pelicans were diving just off the boardwalk, taking advantage of the fish a group of
sealions must’ ve corralled.

“It was,” Lee said, pulling my attention back inside.

| wasn’t so sure. Regardless, the thought fueled my anger.

“Did you talk to Nolen or Susie?’ Deja asked. “ Tell them he stole your idea?’

“And come off like the sore loser who wasn’'t chosen?’ | asked. “You redly think



they’d believe me?’ The idea of getting rejected again made me want to bury my
head in the sand.

“Y eah, probably not,” Degja said.

“What | can’t believe is that he's trying to take credit for your research spot while at
the same time stealing your dream spot,” Max said.

Icouldn’t believe any of this. That my boyfriend, of all people, had done this to me.
“My boyfriend,” | said out loud. “He's still my boyfriend.”

“You don't think he knows it'sover?’ Lee asked. “I mean, | would.”

“You should definitely make it official,” Maxwell said. “But no in-person meeting for
him. He didn’t follow any sort of social protocol in what he did. Y ou shouldn’t either.
First on the revenge agenda, break up with him over text.”

“1 have the best friends,” Degja said.

“To friends who love pettiness,” | said, holding up my Coke, trying to bring some
levity to this situation because otherwise | was going to burn from the inside out.

Lee and Maxwell bumped my cup with theirs, and Deja bumped with afry.

The front door of the diner opened, and a group of four guys walked in. The seagull-
teasing football players from school earlier. They had changed out of their jerseys. |
was glad to see Jensen wasn’t with them. Not that he would be, because his nemesis,
Theo Torres, headed the group. He had the slightest limp, reminding me of his injury
from four months ago. Something to do with his knee, if | remembered right.
Whatever it was, it had allowed Jensen to score a much-needed field goal in the last
game of the season. That clutch play, along with the fact that Theo was graduating,



pretty much secured Jensen’ s place as the starting kicker next year.

Jensen really was going to have a perfect senior year. His dream, my dream, he got it
all.

“Theo is so hot,” Maxwell mumbled.

“Hello, I’'m sitting right here,” Lee said.

“You know heis,” Max said.

L ee nodded. “Everyone knows heis.”
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Degagave Theo an assessing look. “Yes, | think everyone does...including him.”

I’d met him once before at a party | went to with Jensen, but we talked for less than
ten minutes. | was sure Theo, Mr.Popular, didn't remember. | gave him a quick
glance. “Idon’t think he's hot. And you’ re right—he’ s super cocky.” That was one of
the many complaints from Jensen over the last year. He was cocky and spoiled and
selfish with his time and not as good as he thought he was and on and on.

“Exactly,” she said.

Theo and his friends walked up to the counter, where Dgja’'s mom took their order.
He wasn't super tall, like Jensen, but he was strong. He had dark hair that he kept
long all over. His skin was a golden brown, and he had thick lashes that curled up,
making his eyes |ook like they were always smiling, mocking. His teeth were a bright
white. And he didn’t dress like he was about to work out at any moment like so many
of the football players, including Jensen, did with their athletic shorts and sloppy tees
or muscle shirts. He wore jeans and a purple tee with Vans.

“1 would be cocky too if | looked like that,” Maxwell muttered. Max was cute, but in
a boyish way. He had around face and a round body. A mop of red hair and freckles.
Lee was handsome too: an Asian guy with spiky hair, kind eyes, and full lips. And
Degawas gorgeous. She was Indian, with straight black hair and strikingeyes.

“He thinks he’ s the king of his friend group, the king of school,” | said.

“Isn’'t he?’ Lee asked. “I don’t really know Theo.”



“He doesn’t want to be known. He keeps his group small and acts like everyone else
Is beneath him. | don’t even know if he likes his own friends,” | added, picturing him
with his earbuds in earlier...well, one earbud, but still. “And he could ve been a
mentor to Jensen, but instead he kept him down.” | took a sip from my Coke.

“Retroactively, I’ ve decided Jensen deserved it,” Dgjasaid.

| nodded slowly. “Yeah, maybe.” | didn't know why it was hard for me to think of
Jensen’s past self as the same person who just screwed me over, but | needed to start.
“Beright back. | need topee.”

In the bathroom, | shut and locked myself into a stall and tooka deep breath. | hated
thinking about Jensen and the fact that | could be so wrong about someone I'd been
making out with for the last year. About someone | had genuinely cared about. What
did that say aboutme?

As | was laying the seat protector on the toilet, | took in the graffiti lining the door
and walls of the stall, written in colorful markers or ballpoint pens.Yogais life. The
cow’s name was Fred. | sell curses.| gave a breathy laugh as | used the toilet, then
flushed. After washing my hands, | joined the others at the table.

“How do your parents feel about all the bathroom graffiti?’ | asked Deja.

She shrugged. “It's a never-ending battle, so they’ve stopped trying to clean it up.
They only make me scrub the super-vulgar ones now.”

“Then come be my lookout,” | said. | had a couple markers still in my purse from the
posters we'd made for the last football game of the season, which was over four

months ago now. | really needed to clean out my purse more often.

“Y our lookout for what?’



“1 need to write a message in the boys' bathroom about Jensen.”

Maxwell laughed. “Y es! With his phone number, right?’

“For sure,” | sad.

“What are you going to write?’ she asked.

“Don’t worry, you won't be on scrubbing duty.”

Dejadlid out of the booth and followed me to the bathroom.

| glanced around. “Don’'t let anyone in,” | said, and kicked open the door with my
foot. “Hello?’

| was met with silence, so | stepped in, letting the door swing shut behind me. |
beelined it past the urinals and straight for a stall. | found an open space on the back
of the door and wrote:Looking for a good time or the love of your life? | could be
either. I make dreams come true (mostly my own). Text me.l added his number to the
end and was starting on alittle heart when the door creaked open.

“Don’t rush me,” | loud-whispered to Degja. “I’ m writing a masterpiece.”

When she didn’t respond, | peered around the corner and locked eyes with Theo,
whose brows rose in surprise. | would kill Dejalater.

“Did | make awrong turn?’ he asked, but he didn’t back out to look at the sign. He
just stared at me, knowing full well that | was the one in the wrong place, not him.

| capped the Sharpie in my hand and channeled my embarrassment into snarkiness.
“No, just posting some ads for the general public.”



He strode to where | stood, and his gaze went to the door.

Okay, fine, if | disregarded Jensen’s stories and the things | had witnessed, | could
see that Theo was hot. Even more so up close. The ends of his hair brushed along his
sharp jaw, and his shoulders seemed even wider this close. And he smelled good too,
like soap and vanilla
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“Wouldn’t joining an online dating site be easier?’ he asked.

| forced my gaze back up to his eyes. “It might. But thisis a gift for my ex, Jensen.
Thisis hisnumber.” Technically not my ex but on hisway to being my ex for sure.

“Jensen Ballard?’
“1 only want the highest-quality people contacting him.”
“Patrons of the Purple Starfish...bathroom?’

“Exactly.” | cleared my throat and shut the bathroom stall. “He’s told me a lot about
you, by the way. Good to meet you.”

Theo let out a scoffing laugh and looked around like this was the oddest place to meet
someone. It probably was. “Did you say yourex?’ he asked.

“Y eah, after what happened today...” | trailed off.

“What happened today?’

“You didn’'t hear?” Had he not been there for the end-of-school announcements?
Even if he hadn’t, the whole school was talking about it. The comments I’d gotten on

the way to my car earlier threatened to redden my cheeks now.

“No. What?' he asked. | couldn’t tell if he was serious in his ignorance. His
expression was completely neutral.



“Nothing. We just broke up.”

“And | should’ve heard about this?’ he asked in a condescending way.

| sighed. “Can | help you?’

He let out a single laugh. “Y ou’re the one in the guys bathroom writing sex ads for
your ex-boyfriend.”

| gasped. “It'snot a...I1t’sjust anl want him to get spammedad.”

“Nice.” He was judging me. He thought | was a bitter ex. And | was, but for perfectly
reasonabl e reasons!

| held out the Sharpie. “Want to add anything?”’

He smirked. “Y ou seem to have it covered.” With that he headedto a urinal. “Are you
going to stay for the show or...?" He reached for the button on his pants.

“I"'m leaving.” | walked to the door.

“Oh, and by the way,” he said as | gripped the handle, “we ve met before, but Miss
Soccer Star probably doesn’t remember.”

My mouth fell open as | rushed out the door. First, | wasn't a soccer star. Obvioudly,
having quit. And even when | had been on the team, | was just average. Degja was the
star. So he was probably mocking me with that title. Second, | had no idea he knew
any facts about me at all, let alone that | had been on the soccer team. Third, this
interaction didn’t really change my opinion about him or his personality.

Dga was back at the table. | gave her awhy did you abandon me?face as |



approached.

“Sorry,” she said. “I had to help my mom with drinks for a second. Nobody was
coming.”

“Theo camein,” | sad.

She laughed so hard she snorted.

“It'sfate, karma,” Max said.

| dlid into the booth, gripping the notebook | had left on the table. “What does it have
to do with fateorkarma?”’

“Fate is telling you that you should try to date him,” Maxwell said. Then he waved a
finger a my notebook. “He's your ex’s nemesis. That should be top on your list of

revenge ideas. Jensen would be crushed if you dated Theo.”

“No,” Dgjasaid. “You don’t need any more jerksin your life.”
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“Serioudy,” Lee said.
Max shrugged. “I’m just saying....”

| thought about it for a second. He was right—Jensen would be crushed. But even if
Theowantedto date me, which was a very low possibility at this point, | decided that
using someone to hurt someone else wasn’t going to make the list. “No, this list will
only include ways to stick it to Jensen. No collateral damage.” Not that | thought |
could damage Theo, probably the exact opposite, butstill.

“l have arevenge idea,” Lee said. “How about you only suggest terrible ideas for the
podcast. Since you' re the research specialist now and since he has no original ideas.”

“Yes, absolutely.” | wrote that down.

Theo and his friends across the diner laughed about something. When | looked over,
our eyes met. | raised my eyebrows in a challenge, and he smirked back. Great, he
was probably sharing the bathroom story. Asif | needed another reason for the whole
school to be talking about me. | turned my attention back to my friends. “First things
first. | have atext to compose.”

My phone was on the table, and | picked it up. It felt weird to break up with Jensen
over text. But why shouldn’t 1? He' d told the whole school | wouldn’t make a good
podcast host. | had spent hundreds of dollars on equipment and many years trying to
be justthat.

“Composeit out loud,” Lee said as he watched me staring at my phone.



“Dear Jensen,”| said.

“Nodear,” Deja interrupted.

“Jensen,” | said, deleting thedear.

“Jerk face?’ Maxwell suggested.

“Selfish pig?’ Lee offered.

| smiled. “I think I'll stick withJensen—that way he doesn’'t know what’s coming
right away.”

“Good call,” Lee said.

| turned my attention back to my phone.” Jensen, after today, | don’t think—"

“Too nice,” Dgjasaid.

| grunted.” Jensen, you know what you did.”

“And you know what | have to do,”Max said in a deep voice.

Dejalaughed.

“You know what you did,”| repeated.“Don’t pretend | should’ve seen this coming.
Don’t pretend that me feeling blindsided makes me a bad, unsupportive girlfriend.
Y ou are the one who destroyed anything we could’ve had....”| trailed off, not sure if
this was what | wanted to say at al. It was too little and maybe too much. He didn’t

deserve to know | felt destroyed. What | realy wanted to write was something
sarcastic likeJensen, it's been real but apparently not real enough because who knew



you were such ajerk.

“It'sgood,” Deja encouraged, getting me out of my head.

“Can you addbuttfaceto the end there?’ Maxwell said.

L ee reached out and patted my arm. “How about you just addit’s over.”

| nodded, typed those two words to the end of my text and pushed send.

It was over.

My eyes pricked, and | clenched my teeth to keep the tearsat bay. | looked at my
notebook full of half-baked, not-nearly-big-enough ideas for revenge. “He stole my
dream,” | said out loud. “I need to figure out how toobliteratehis.”

“Football?”” Max whispered reverently.

| nodded. “ Somehow, we have to take football away from him.”

Chapter
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four
| FIGURED.

“1 figured.” | read it out loud thistime to seeif it sounded different when spoken than
it did in my head. It didn’t. That was Jensen’s response to my breakup text. Not him
defending himself, not him trying to explain why he did what he did or that he was
sorry or that he would quit the podcast because he loved me so much. That he was
destroyed because he' d destroyed us.

| figured.

“Ugh!” | should ve sent the jerk text I'd composed in my head. | hit the steering
wheel with both hands.

| wasin my car, parked on the street in front of my house after coming home from the
diner. | had just pulled up and turned off the ignition when | got the text. |
screenshotted the response and sent it to the group chat Maxwell had started
titledPetty Queens.

He did not!Max responded first.

Dejawas next: There are no words to describe how much | hate him right now!

Sorry, babe.That was Lee.

Lee was picking up on my hurt side more than the others, and even though that was



so him of him, I didn’t want to be hurt. | wanted to be angry. Iwasangry.

Don't you dare respond to him,Deja added.

Wasn't planning on it.If | could delete him from my brain, | would. | settled for
blocking him on my phone. After that | gave a satisfied nod and climbed out of my
car.

| grabbed my backpack off the passenger seat and walked through the front door to
find my mom scooping something up off the floor and dropping it onto a plate.

“Hi,” | said, closing the door behind me. “ Grandma?”’

She blew at astrand of hair that had fallen across her eyes. “Yes.”

My grandma was one of my favorite people in the whole world. She was aso
becoming less and less like my grandma. She was in the beginning stages of
Alzheimer's, and some days were harder than others. My mom took care of her,
along with a nurse who came in the mornings while my mom went to work.

She took care of me the first twenty years of my life, I'm going to take care of her the
last twenty years of hers,my mom often said. | hoped Grandma had twenty years | eft.
| thought that was optimistic, but hope never hurt anyone, including me.

“What can | do?’ | picked up a carrot that had somehow ended up by the front door. |
tried my best to help Mom when | could because my dad worked a lot and my older
brother had moved outseveral years ago to go to college, but | knew Mom handled
the majority of the work.

Mom pointed at the plate she held. “Will you go make sure Grandma is in her
bedroom? That’s where she went after spillingthis.”



“Okay.” | set the carrot onto the plate as | walked by.

Mom called after me, “Did you go somewhere after school ?’

“Yeah, sorry, | should' ve texted. | went to the diner with Deja and the guys.”
“It'sfine,” Mom said. “Glad you had fun.”

| hadn’t said anything about fun. But | also hadn’t said anything about revenge, and |
would keep it that way too. Mom was all about forgiveness and moving forward with
dignity. And sure, that was all good in theory, but in reality, sometimes people

deserved alittle karma. And sometimes, karma needed alittle help.

| threw my backpack into my room, the first door on the right, as | walked to my
grandma’ s room, last door on the left, across the hall from my parents.

“Hey, Grams,” | said, letting myself into her room.

She was pacing back and forth mumbling something about how Mom should’ve
known she hated carrots. How she’ d always hated carrots.

“Hey, Grandma,” | tried again.
She stopped pacing and looked at me for a beat too long. | braced myself. She had yet
to forget who | was, but one day she would and | couldn’t handle that day being

today. Today was already terribleenough.

“Oh, Finley,” she said, and | let out a relieved breath. “Hello, my lovely girl. How
was school ?’
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“Just okay today.”
“Where is Jensen?’ Grandma loved Jensen. He always told her how beautiful she was
and would often sneak her little chocolate treats because my mom limited her sugar
intake. She would recount old movies to him, and he would tell her about the comic
books he'd read as a child. | did not want to tell Grandma her boyfriend broke up
with us. Well, | broke up with him, but he pretty much made the decision the second
he walked into that studio to steal my dream.
But | needed to just get it over with. “We broke up, Grandma.”
“What? Why?’
“It'salong story. | guess| didn’t know him very well.”
She clucked her tongue in disappointment but aside from that was camer than |
expected her to be. “That’s too bad. | wanted to show him my nails.” She held up her
hand. “Betsy did them.” Betsy was her nurse.
“Y ou can showmeyour nails.”
“lamshowing you.”

| laughed. “You are. They’re pretty.”

“I know,” she said.



“Areyou up for an interview?’ | had started a podcast about six months ago calledit’s
About Uswhere | interviewed my grandma about her life. Next to nobody listened to
it, but it was good to get her stories down while she remembered them. And it was
good practice for me. It's what ultimately gave me the idea for my audition. An idea
that had obviously done nothing for me.

“Not today, honey. Isthat okay?’ She lowered herself into a chair by the window.

“Of course.” | wasn't exactly up for the reminder of my failure either. “Can | get you
anything?’

“My book.” She pointed to her nightstand, where books were stacked.

Her room was relatively clean, but there were also things from when she lived in her
own house scattered throughout: an old clock that chimed every hour; Styrofoam
faceless heads holding her wigs, which she rarely wore anymore; stacks of old
magazines that she refused to throw away and would often flip through; a basket full
of oils and balms that she rubbed on her knuckles every night to help with her aching
joints. It wasn't alot, though.

About five years ago, Grandma started a fire in her house after forgetting about a pan
of hot oil she'd left on the stove. She ended up losing almost everything in that fire,
including her ability to live by herself.

| plucked the top book off the stack and handed it to her. “What’s it about?’ | asked.
“Love,” she said wistfully. “Like the best ones always are.”

My grandpa had died over ten years ago. Most of the time she remembered that.

Sometimes she didn’t. On both sides of the memory fence, my grandma was still a
hopeless romantic. Another reason | wasn't going to tell her about the jilted tale of



revenge | was now embarking on.

| left Grandma reading in her chair and made my way to the kitchen, where my mom
was loading the dishwasher.

“Sheisin her room safe and reading,” | said.

“Good. Thank you.” She added a plate to the bottom rack of the dishwasher. “How
did your audition go?’

“l made it onto the team as one of the research specialists.” | tried to say it with as
much excitement in my voice as | could, but it was a poor showing.

She turned off the faucet and faced me. Her hands were dripping water down to her
elbows, then onto the floor. “Honey, I’'m so sorry.”

| shrugged, a lump suddenly in my throat. “What can | say? They only want me for
my brains, | guess.”

“Good thing you have your own podcast,” she said.

| let out a fake laugh. “My podcast that has two consistent listeners? One of them
beingyou.No way I’ m going to get that internship now.”

“Not with that attitude,” she teased.

What other attitude was there? I’d worked toward this for years, and now | was facing
reality. | didn’t get what | wanted. The host spot directly led to the internship at the
community college. It was just afact. It had for as long as both programs had been in
existence. And that internship spot often led to the UC hosting spot. Jensen had more
than derailed my senior year today. He' d derailed my future. “It’s been a day, Mom.



Can | just whine about it for alittle bit before you expect me to save the world?’

She shook her head, a guilty ook coming onto her face. “I’m sorry. Of course. Whine
away.” She winked. “ Then save the world.”
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“Maybe an opportunity will come up next year where | can fill in or something. I'm
on the team.” Maybe Jensen would get sick...or move. A girl could dream.

She stood there, elbows dripping, studying my face. Probably looking for a crack,
wondering if | was going to break. | wasn’t. And if | kept telling myself that, it would
be true.

She finally grabbed a dish towel from the counter and wiped her hands and arms.
“You eating dinner with us, or did you eat with your friends?’

| let out a breath, glad she was moving on. “I only had fries.”
“Will Jensen be joining us for dinner as well?’

| couldn’t hold back the long sigh that escaped my body. We were going to get all the
hard topics out at once. “We broke up,” Isaid.

Mom, who had turned back to the counter, adding some utensils to the dishwasher,
whirled around. “What?’ She was holding a fork in the air, and her eyes were wide.
“Why?’

“1 don't feel like talking about it right now.” Or ever, redlly.

How could | explain to my mom that not only did | fail at making it into the position
I’d been working so hard for, but that it was stolen from me by my boyfriend who
had zero experience and, before today, zero desire? What did that say about my
ability? What did that say about myrelationship?



“Areyou okay?' she asked.

“I will be.”

“Grandmais going to be so sad.”

| laughed. “ She seemed fine, but she probably did like him more than | did.” My eyes
found a Zelda mug on the counter. My Christmas gift to my older brother, Corey,
who had come home for the holidays. Corey must’ve forgotten it. A flood of hurt
washed over me about how easy | was to dismiss, how underwhelming | felt in all
aspects of my life.

It'sjust amug, Finley.

“You had areally tough day,” Mom said.

| cleared my throat so | could speak normally. “I did.”

“And yet you seem...” She studied my face.

| smiled to sell it.

“...okay about all this?’

That's because | was going to be. | had a goal, a good one. It had taken over every
other emotion and thought in my body. Revenge. And | needed to make sure | wasn'’t
underwhelming at it.

Chapter

five



NOW THAT I’'D MADE THEpodcast team, instead of the normal broadcasting class
I’d been taking the first part of the school year, | got to switch over to the mentorship
program with the podcast seniors for the rest of the year. | walked the hall now,
heading toward the library conference room where that program would be held. Had
things happened differently, | would’ ve been practically skipping down the corridor
in happy anticipation, but asit was, | was trying my best to keep my head down.

It wasn't working. People were calling out things likeLet's hear that terrible
voiceorCharm is overratedorThink fast.All in reference to the things Jensen had
announced to the entire school about my subpar abilities. | was not looking forward
to seeing Jensen for the first time since Friday.

Jensen. What class was he going to have to drop to dlide into this hour? He hadn’t
taken a single broadcasting classin hislife.

“Now | understand the bathroom ad,” Theo said, falling into step beside me.

“What?” | had been so in my head that | hadn't seen him approach.Hadhe
approached? Or had we just both been walking in the same direction?

He tucked his earbud into his pocket. “Next time | visit that particular bathroom, 1'll
add aline or two.”

“What?” Was that the only word | knew how to say now? My brain wasn't quite
understanding what he was implying with this conversation. Was he just making fun

of me about the bathroom graffiti again?

“Theo!” someone called from across the way. “Therally Friday was epic.”
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He raised his hand like he was a celebrity who couldn’t be bothered to respond with
words.

“So epic,” | sad sarcastically. “You stood off to the side and watched your
teammates table surf.”

“Y ou know exactly where | was standing?’ he asked, that mocking glint in his eyes.

| was mad at myself that, yes, | had noted where he was standing. “Y ou too good to
participate in school-sponsored activities to unite the student body?”’

“Weall are, Finley.”

“Most of usaren't asked to,” | said. Only the elite.

“The bathroom ad,” he said, bringing us back to his initial topic, apparently the only
reason he was talking to me, and the one thing | didn’t want to discuss. “| heard the

story of why you broke up. Brutal.”

Of course he had. This was even more embarrassing than being caught in the
bathroom with a Sharpie. “Yeah, it’s no big deal.”

“No big dead? Theo asked, confused or appalled, | couldn’t decide. “The guy
publicly skewered you to the whole school. Spelled out all your weaknesses. That's

no big deal?’

| stopped and whirled on him. Somebody walking behind me nearly ran me over but



avoided me just in time, adding a “Good thing I’'m a quick thinker, Finley” to his
sidestep.

My face burned red, but | tried to ignore it. Theo had stopped as well and stood there
with an innocent expression.

“Those aren’t my weaknesses. | would've killed it as the podcast host. He has zero
experience,” | tried to say with confidence, but | sounded like | felt, defeated.

“He hasn't even started, and he already has the whole school talking about the
podcast. Maybe experience doesn’t matter.”

“Obvioudly,” | said, and continued walking, so over this conversation with a person
who | thought would’ ve been on my side about this. Maybe Theo didn’'t hate Jensen
as much as Jensen had claimed. Or maybe Theo was just trying to irritate me. It was
working.

The late bell rang overhead, and | glanced around to see the once-busy halls were
now empty. | would have to walk into my first day of mentorship late. Great first
impression.

“Good luck!” heyelled.

| flipped him off even though it really wasn't Theo | was mad at. | was frustrated at
the entire situation Jensen had created for me. Theo, | could ignore.

He just laughed as he walked away.
“Nice of you to join us, Finley,” Nolen said when | slipped intothe conference room

in the library. Headphones and microphones not plugged into anything sat on the
tablein front of him like we were going to do a mock podcast today.



There was an open chair by Ava on the end of the long table closest to me, so | took
it. “Sorry. Got held up.”

“We missed you at the end-of-day announcement Friday too,” Susie said.

“Yeah, | didn't know we were supposed to be there. Sorry.” My eyes drifted to
Jensen with a cold stare.

Surprisingly he was staring straight back and his eyes seemed soft, apologetic even.
That confused me more than if I’d been met with an equally cold stare. His actions to
this point hadn’t indicated any form of remorse. Maybe he'd analyzed things. |
quickly averted my gaze and pulled out a notebook. | turned back the front cover,
only to see my revenge list. | shut it and looked around to see if anyone noticed.

Everyone was focused up front.

Nolen smiled. “Since we have some new people in the group, for the next week we're
going to cover some basics of podcasting, to help get everyone up to speed.”

“Basics?’ | asked, unable to keep my irritation inside. For theonenew person in the
room?

Nolen stopped and looked at me. “ Everyone benefits from areview session.”

Thistime | did keep my words in my mouth.

“We'll make it fun,” Susie said. “Please partner up, and we'll hand out a review
sheet.”

No joke, Jensen met my eyes again. That was not happening.

| turned to Ava. “Y ou want to partner?’
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“Absolutely,” she said.

“Actually,” Nolen said to Ava, “I want you and Jensen partnering for most projects.
You need a jump start on some chemistry with each other and more practice
interacting since Jensen hasn’'t been part of our group for the last several years. |
promise you' l| thank me when it helps you interact more naturally on air.”

“Sorry,” Avawhispered to me.
“It'sfine.” It wasn't her fault Jensen was aruiner of all things.

“We'll walk around and give you tips and tricks for some of the concepts on the
sheet.”

Susie passed out the review, and Ava stood and tentatively made her way over to
Jensen at the other end of the long table.

| hadn’t noticed before, with the seniors filling in seats, but there was an odd number
of juniorstoday, which left me partnerless.

| leaned back in my chair and opened my notebook again. | was still working through
exactly how | was going to accomplish the goal of taking football from Jensen. But in
the meantime, I’ d been adding smaller ideas for revenge to the list as they came to me
or when Deja, Maxwell, or Lee suggested something good in our Petty Queens group
chat. Even though the list was decent, |I'd yet to actually do anything on it aside from
the bathroom thing, which had been more of awhim. It was time to change that.



“OUR REVENGE CHOICES TODAY, FRIENDS,”I said. “Are the following...”
Dga, Maxwell, Lee, and | were sitting in my carin the parking lot after school. “We
can sell all his things that he's left at my house for a couple dollars online and then
send him the receipt of what we sold.”

“That was my idea,” Dejasaid proudly. “I still likeit alot.”

“Could | get arrested for that?’ | asked, curious.

“l don’t think so,” Maxwell said. “He left them at your house. Assumed property?’

| wasn't sure if that was true at all, but | continued to read,”Make an online post
about his wrongdoing and hope it goes viral.”

“We' d kind of just have to pray to the social media gods for that one,” Lee said.
“Yeah,” | agreed. “Plus, the whole story makes me feel stupid. | really don’'t need
everyone knowing. It’s bad enough the entire school does. Theo even heard the story
today and approached me about it.”

“Speaking of gods, what did he have to say?” Maxwell asked.

L ee smacked his arm, and Max laughed.

“He just wanted to point out that since the whole school was talking about it, Nolen
and Susie made the right choice putting Jensen as the host.”

“Ew,” Dgjasaid, her dark eyesflashing irritation. “ Stay away from him.”

“What about Jensen?’ Lee asked. “You never said how the first time seeing him
again went.”



“He gave me puppy-dog eyes like he was actually sorry.”

“Heshouldactually be sorry,” Lee said.

“But if he was actually sorry,” Deja pointed out, “he would' ve quit the podcast once
he realized what he'd done. He' s not actuallysorry. He wants his cake, and he doesn’t
want you to be mad at him for eating it too.”

“That made zero sense,” Lee said.

“1 understood,” Maxwell said.

“What elseison thelist?’ Lee asked.

| scanned the page and settled on“Call his work and pretend he gave me bad
service?’He worked at atire repair place in town.

“Youcan't call,” Dejasaid. “They’ll recognize your voice.”

“I'll cal,” Maxwell said. “I am happy to assist in his downfall.” He pulled out his
phone and dialed.

Chapter
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SiX

“NO, GRANDMA, JENSEN WON’'T BEcoming over today. Remember, we broke
up?’

“You broke up?’ Her eyes went glassy. “Why?’

We sat in my room at my desk. | hooked up the headphones and microphones and
powered them on, making sure everything was properly plugged into the soundboard.

“Long story, Grandma.” And regardless of the things | was doing to get back at him,
like the call Max had placed after school on Monday, leaving a bad review at his
work, making him pay was still the first thing | thought about when | woke up. It
didn’t help that the gossip and comments hadn’t settled at school even though it had
been almost a week.

She flipped the headphones over but didn’t put them on. “I like long stories.”

It hadn’t occurred to me at first, but | now realized that at thisstage in my grandma’'s
ilIness this would be a story | was going to have to tell over and over again. So far, |
had told her every day since Friday. It was now Wednesday. And yet my stomach
still clenched as| said it. “He didn’t care about me. That’ s the bottom line.”

“Of course he did, honey. He told me he did all the time.”

“But at the end of the day, when he had to show it, he proved that words are just
words. Actions are more important.”



“Actions are very important,” she said.

“Let’s talk about you now,” | said, ready to change the subject. Maybe this would
help me forget about my problems for at least a little while. | put my headphones on,
and she followed suit.

My interviews with my grandma were a history of her life. We'd talked about her
parents and their love story and what she remembered about them; then we'd moved
on to her and her childhood. Her early school years. We'd left off with her moving
with her family to California from the Midwest when she turned fourteen and how
out of place she'd felt.

“How long did it take you to make friends once you were here, Grandma?’

“We moved into this little yellow house by the beach. You've seen it.” Grandma
always played with the cord of the headphones when she talked. Sometimes it made a
scratchy sound on the recording that | had to minimize in edits.

“I have. It was so cute.”

“1 miss that house.”

“Did you love it right from the start?’

“l didn’t love anything about this place from the start. | missedmy friends and my
grandparents. | missed the trees and how it would get so cold in the winter that |
could feel it in my bones. | didn't fedl that here. Every day | would go out to the

beach and wish | was back at my old house in my old life.”

“The Pacific Ocean is very offended by that,” | said with asmile.



“The ocean got over it years ago,” she joked back.

“What happened to change your feelings about this place?’

“Time, | guess. And exploring. I'd spend hours in the rocks and tidepools. Sometimes
the sand on the hill was smooth like glass and I'd side down it on my bare feet,
leaving trails behind me. During off season, I'd sit on the deck of one of the locked
lifeguard towers and watch the surfers. It was there | met a surfer named Andrew for
the first time. He walked over, his board tucked under his arm, and asked if | was
ready to save him should the need arise.”

“And what did you say?’

“1 said,I”’m not equipped to save anyone. We' d both end up drowning.Then he said,So
you' d just watch me go down.l responded withl’d scream, at the very least.”

| laughed. “ A very morbid first conversation, Grandma.”

“Heliked to joke around, | learned. It was part of his personality. Everyone seemed to
know and like him. He' d secure us free baked goods from the shopkeepers and free
boat rides.”

“Y ou went on boat rides with strangers?’

“Yes, especially during whale-watching season. The wind was cold and would whip
through my hair as | stood searching the water for them. We once went on a fishing
boat too and helped pull up traps. It was a different time.”

“Not that different. Never go on boat rides with strangers, listeners.”

“Who islistening?’ Grandma asked. “ Anyone we know?’
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“Basicaly Mom,” | said. “Maybe Corey if he's not too busy forus.”

“Hi, Corey,” Grandmasaid. “Come visit me.”

“Hewasjust here,” | said.

Grandma was thoughtful for a moment. I'd edit out her silence later. It was
interesting to me how she could remember her childhood in detail but last week was
hard for her. The doctor said that was typical of her illness.

“Tell me more about this surfer,” | prompted. “It sounds like you became friends.”
“Yes, wedid. He was afirecracker.”

“Likeyou?’ | asked.

She patted my hand. “Like you, baby girl. Keep your explosive spirit. It will help you
make your dreams come true.”

| swallowed, a lump rising up my throat. Maybe | wasn't like my grandma thought
because all my dreams seemed to be dlipping through my fingers. Maybe I’d never
had a tight hold on them to begin with. “I’m trying, Grandma.”

“1 know you are.”

| shifted the subject back to her. “ So, uh, Andrew?’



“That first meeting was an entire year after we moved here. | was fifteen. | would
walk the beach as the sun rose, and he was out there nearly every morning. I’d end up
at that lifeguard tower, watching. He was like a skater on ice, graceful and athletic.”
“Sounds like he was a pro or something.”

“He was very good. | didn’t think he noticed me. But then he came out of the water,
asking me if I'd save him. Months later, he approached me again with his board and
said,Do you want to take it for a spin? said,l don't know how to surf.He said,Y ou

learn things by trying them, not by watching them.”

| took her hand in mine because she was twisting the cord again and | didn’t want the
feedback. “What did you say?’

“l said,| learn things faster with ateacher.”

“Grandma, you were aflirt,” | said with alaugh.

“He was very handsome and | hadn’t experienced much rejection yet, so | was bold.”

“Is that what makes us less bold? Reection?’

She met my eyes, and it was like her soul could see into mine. “It certainly has the
ability to make us second-guess ourselves, doubt our abilities. Don’'t you think?’

| nodded, which was such a rookie podcast move. Listeners couldn't hear a nod.
“Yes, | agree,” | said, finding my voice.

“But | wasfifteen and | thought | could conguer the world,” she said.

“What did he say when you implied he should teach you?’



“He said,I’m an excellent teacher.And he was.” She pointed to some pictures | had up
on my wall of me and Deja and Lee and Maxwell. “Can you get my pictures, hon? |
have some from that summer.”

| cringed. | hated reminding her of this fact, but she forgot often. “Um, you had a
house fire and lost your pictures.” She seemed to be having a good memory day
today, so | thought she could handle thatnews.

“Oh...right. My surfboard? That wasn’t in the fire. | can show you that.”

“Uh...l don't think you had a surfboard,” | said. | didn’t even know my grandma had
ever surfed. This was the first | was hearing about it. “Did you actually learn how to
surf that summer?”’

“l did have one,” she said. “Andrew gave it to me. He'd painted on it. It was
beautiful. | had it.”

Sometimes she went from zero to agitated really fast, and | sensed that was going to
happen now. “You did,” | said, trying to appease her. “I don't know whereitis.”

She settled a bit. “I better go ask Debra if she's seen it.” Debra was my mom.
Grandmatook off her headphones and left me sitting there at the desk.
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“That's it for today,” | said. Her exit might’ve been abrupt for me, but | needed to
make it a little less so for my audience. “Thanks for listening. If you have any
guestions you'd like to ask my grandma, feel freeto DM me on my linked socials.” |
amost felt stupid saying that. My family could text me if they wanted Grandma to
answer specific questions. They’d yet to do that.

| stopped the recording, then went back and listened to it from the beginning to make
edits. The episode was about ten minutes. Keep them short to match people’'s
attention spans was my thinking. But that strategy obviously hadn’t helped. No new
listeners were adding my podcast to their queues. Nobody was stumbling upon it. Not
that | thought my grandma's story was a gripping tale, but | did think, even by
accident, that it might get afew more listens.

My stats hadn’t budged, though. Two whole listeners had heard the last episode.

| sighed as my recorded voice said anotheruh.l needed to curb my use of filler words.
And when had | started laughing like that?

There was a knock at my door followed by my mom stepping into my room. “What's
so funny in here?’ she asked, obviously having heard my attempts to rerecord the
perfect laugh.

“How come nobody told me | laugh like a hyena?’

“What?’

| pointed to my recording equipment.



“I love your laugh. It’s cute.” She kissed the top of my head.

“Real-life cute, not on-air cute.”

“Not sure what that means,” she said. “But Dad made dinner. It's ready.”

“Okay, I'll beright there.”

She walked back to the door. “Don’t fake your laugh,” she said, and then was gone.

| listened one more time to the replacement laughs | had recorded. | decided on one,
then meticulously blended it into the existing dialogue. “Yes, better,” | said when |
listened thistime.

| stared at the publish button, ready to release the episode into the world, but |
paused. What was the point? | could just email it tomy mom and brother. They were
the only ones who cared.

| closed my computer without pushing publish.

Chapter

seven

“A PARTY,” | SAID THEnext day as | intercepted Deja getting out of her white
Honda in the school parking lot.

“What?’ she asked. “It’stoo early to read your mind.”

Lee and Maxwell had parked close as well, and Maxwell called out while heading our
way, “Y ou better not be discussing plans without us!”



“We need to find or throw or be at a party where al the football players are,” | said
when they reached us.

“Why?" Lee asked.

“Oh!” Maxwell said. “So you can look hot and Jensen can see you and you can make
out with another guy?’

“No.” | sighed, adjusting my backpack on my shoulder. “I told you I’m not going to
use someone el se to punish Jensen.”

“Just be up front with said other person. Say,Can | make out with you because of
what Jensen did to me?l guarantee anyone would say yes.”

“Y oucannotmake that guarantee.”

“Then why the party?’ Lee asked, bringing us back to the point.

“1 need to infiltrate the team, somehow turn them against Jensen.”

“Can the team vote him out?’ Lee asked.
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“l wish,” | said. “No, the coach makes those decisions.” Even though | didn’t know
much about the inner workings of football, | knew this was true from soccer. “But if
the whole team is against him, maybe he'll quit or at the very least be completely
miserable. And that will make me happy right here.” | pointed to my heart.

“He'll be so embarrassed when the whole team hates him,” Max said with a giddy
look of anticipation.

Thefirst bell rang.

“Yes, | agree with your party idea,” Dgjasaid. “Make that happen.” The guys nodded
as well, and since our classes were in different directions, like every morning, we
went our separate ways.

As | walked across the parking lot, | must have been in my head, not paying attention,
because a car squealed to a stop inches from my leg. | met Jensen’s eyes through the
windshield. One hand had flown up out of instinct and was now resting on the hood
of his car. My other hand was on my chest in surprise.

He threw his car into park, right there in the middle of the lane, and jumped out. “Are
you okay? Did | hit you?’

| took several deep breaths and straightened up, assessing. Had he? My heart was
racing, but my body felt intact. Untouched. “No, you didn’'t. I'm fine.”

Relief poured down hisface. “ Sorry, babe. | mean Finley. | didn’t see you.”



“Y oudoknow how to say that word,” | said. My backpack felt tight on my shoulders,
and | wondered if | was sucking in too much air. Again, | tried to slow my breathing.

“What?' he asked. Someone laid on their horn behind him. He looked back, and his
face went dark. | wasn't sure why. To me, he said, “Sorry?ls that what you' re saying?
That | should apologize for the podcast thing?’

“For saying | was terrible to the whole school ? For stealing my idea? Y es!”

“l don't think that's what you're really mad about. You're really mad about me
earning your spot. The other stuff doesn’t matter toyou.”

Anger coursed through my veins. How dare he tell me what | wasreallyangry about.
And how dare he be so wrong. The car behind him, a black BMW with tinted
windows, backed up and parked.

“All of it matters, Jensen,” | said.

“Well, I'm sorry,” he said in aquiet voice.

If | thought those words would help at al, | was mistaken, they didn’t.

Theo exited from the BMW and on his walk past us said, “Move your scrap metal,
Second String—it’sin everyone’' s way.”

Jensen shot him alook but didn't reply. A week ago, Theo's dig at Jensen’s place on
the football team would’' ve made me mad. Today, not so much.

Jensen’ s eyes were back on me and he said, “1 should...”

“Go,” | said. “I don’t want to talk to you.”



His shoulders rose, then fell. “Once you’ re done being angry, can we just—" He took
a step forward, attempting to brush myarm.

| stepped back before his hand connected. “Never. | will never be done.”

He sighed, climbed into his car, and, since | was now out of the way, continued down
the lane. | whirled around. Ahead, | saw Theo. | increased my speed, not to catch up
with him, but because | was going to be late. We stepped onto the curb from the
parking lot at the same time. His soapy vanilla scent invaded my space.

He gave me a sideways glance. “Y ou get back together with your boyfriend?’

| gasped. “After what he did? Never.”

“Didn’'t you say what he did was no big deal ?’

“1 lied because you were annoying me.”

He let out a surprised laugh.

| pushed ahead but then hesitated, slowing until he was by my side again. “Y ou’re not
throwing a party this weekend, are you?’

“This weekend? Asin tomorrow?”
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“Or the day after.”
“Y ou looking to party?’
| was so notlooking to party.“ Something like that.”

He was thoughtful for a moment before he said, “Yes, there will be a party at my
place this weekend.”

“Can | come?’ We walked toward the science building. | wasn't sure what he had
first period, but that’swhat | had.

“Didn’'t you flip me off the other day?’ he asked.
“Yes, | did.”
He smiled. “And now you want to come to one of my parties?’

And now | needed to be in a place where a large number of football players would be
gathering. “Yes.”

He tilted his head toward me, giving me the once-over, asif deciding if | was worthy
enough to attend. “Just don’t announce it on the podcast. I’ m not inviting the world.”

Of course he wasn't. “One, | don’t announce anything on the podcast. | don’'t speak.
Two, that’s not the kind of thing we would put on the podcast.”



“What would you put on the podcast?’ he asked as we rounded the first building and
entered the covered corridor.

“You've never listened to it?”

“Isit good? Should 17?7’

“1 don’t know your taste. Some years are better than others. | likeit.”

“You've been listening to it foryears?’

“No comment.” | didn’t want to discuss just how deep Jensen’s betrayal went with
Theo, of all people.

He didn’t seem to need me to elaborate. “ That’ s some serious dedication for someone
to come along and steal it out from underyou.”

“Are you the king of unhelpful statements?’

“Just keeping it real.”

“Well, don't,” | said. “My life is already real enough right now.” Who knew that one
decision ayear ago, the decision to date Jensen, would change so much of my future.
In the alternate universe of my life where | didn’t date him, would he have still tried

out forthe podcast without my idea, without seeing me practice? “Today would've
been our one year,” | realized out loud.

“Redly?’ he said. “Do you want me to say happy anniversary or...what's the
protocol on this?’

“Definitely no.”



“At least you dodged a bullet, right?’

“Did I, though?’ It felt like I’d been hit right in the heart. My future self bleeding
everywhere.

He reached out, without thinking, it seemed, and squeezed my arm, as though
validating my pain. Then, just as fast, his hand was back at his side. So fast, | thought
maybe | imagined it.

“What was your idea for the podcast?’

“What?’ | asked, still confused over the unexpected contact.

“You said Jensen tried out with one of your ideas. What was the oneyoutried out
with?’

Hadl said that? | didn’t think | had told him that Jensen tried out with my idea.
Whoever ended up telling him the story of what happened must’ ve known. “I wanted
to interview a new student every week. Get to know our classmates better.” |
shrugged, feeling a little embarrassed by the idea now. It obviously wasn’'t as good as
| thought.
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“They thought that was too boring?’ he asked, as if those werehisthoughts on why |
didn’t make it.

| held back a sigh. “Guess s0.” | stopped outside the science building wondering if he
was going to follow me in, but right when | grabbed the handle, he turned the other
way. “ So the party?’ | called after him.

“Tomorrow at seven, Soccer Star!”

“A SEGWAY?" JENSEN ASKED. “ISN’'Tthat one of those two-wheeled electric
scooter things? Finley and | rented one of those over the summer. Right, Finley?’

The heads around the table swung in my direction.

When | didn’t answer, Susie said, “No, Jensen, asegue.A smooth transition from one
subject to the next. You should have some in your arsenal for when you need to
change topics quickly so it won't be so jarring for the listeners. Eventualy they’ll
come to you more naturally, but for now, memorize afew.”

“Oh, right. Okay.” He was wearing the headphones that weren't plugged into
anything. “Which ones do you suggest?’ He smiled at Ava, and | swear | watched her
swoon. She'd been slowly softening to Jensen since she'd been assigned his partner
on day one.

They’d been practicing for the last thirty minutes. Going over the basics, like we'd
been doing all week. The rest of the class was filling out forms with terminology
related to their specialties. It was hard to concentrate, though. Jensen’s voice was so



loud that | kept getting distracted.

“He doesn’'t know what a segue is?’ Rachel, the girl sitting next to me, asked under
her breath.

“Sure he does. It s an electric scooter,” | responded sarcastically.

“You have the patience of a saint, Finley,” she said. “Not sure | could’ve stayed on
theteam if | were you.”

Little did she know that my rage ran deep. “I couldn’t let him take it al from me.”
But really, he already had.

My attention was drawn back across the table, where Ava was looking at Jensen’'s
phone now. “Y ou’ ve been getting these weird messages all week?’ she asked.

“Yes, | must’ ve gotten added to some spam list.”

My entire body went still. He was getting messages from my bathroom ad. He was
going to be embarrassed in front of the whole class. I'd get to see some karma play
out right before my eyes.

Avaread a message out loud:” Sitting in the not-so-purple bathroom thinking of you.”
“l liked that one,” he said.

“Why would they say what color the bathroomwasn’'t?’” she asked.

“I have no idea,” he said.

Avabarked out alaugh as she read another. “I’'m glad | ate dairy today so | could find



you.These are funny. We could totally use these as a short feature on the podcast. We
could call itMessages from the Spam Folder.Or something like that.”

“Who Likes Spam,” Jensen suggested. “On the Menu for Today: Spam.”

“That’s not half bad,” Avasaid.

Karma,l wanted to scream,you’ re supposed to be on my side!

Chapter

eight

“AND THEN HE SAID,ONthe menu for today: spam,’l said the next day as we

pulled onto Theo's street. Deja was driving, and she glided to a stop two doors down

from his house and shifted her car into park.

“Ugh,” Lee groaned.

“And people liked that? They were eating up his Spam puns?’ Max asked.

“1 see what you did there,” | said.

“1 couldn’t help myself.”
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After realizing the bathroom ad hadn’t brought him even the tiniest amount of
payback, | had spent the past twenty-four hours at half-hearted and mostly failed
attempts at revenge. Like stealing Jensen’s mints from hislocker, which | still had the
combination for (he didn’t notice), contacting his ex via DM and asking for any dirt
(she had none—"“He was very nice to me,” she’'d said), and asking Dga’s parents if
they’d put upJensen can’'t eat hereon their marquee(they wouldn’'t, even after Degja
said, “But, Mom, he is the worst and completely humiliated Finley, please!”). They
didn’t budge.

“Maybe | readly should make out with a random stranger tonight if it means Jensen
will actually feel some kind of sting,” | said. | wasn’t going to, but | was beginning to
think more and more that he wasn’t going to feel anything no matter what | did. That
he didn’t care enough about me to have anything | did make any kind of difference to
him.

“Yes!” Max said from the seat behind me. “1 support this.”

“No,” Dgasaid. “I do not. | thought tonight was the night you were going to infiltrate
the football team and see if you can turn them against him.”

“Itis” | agreed. | needed to focus on that. It was the only thing that might work.
“Oh!” | lifted the Target bag I’ d brought full of the things Jensen had left at my house
over the last year. “| brought a bunch of his stuff to burn in the bonfire. Do you think
Theo will have a bonfire?’

Degashrugged. “1’ve never been privileged enough to come to one of his parties. Did
he have one |ast time?’



“Yes, hedid,” | said. “But I’ ve only been to the one.”

“Were we even invited tothisone?’ Lee asked.

“Wait,” Dgjasaid, eyes wide. “Were wenot?”’

“He had to expect I’ d bring my friends, right? | wasn’t going to come alone.”

“That would’ ve been madness,” Maxwell teased.

“What are we waiting for?’ Lee asked as we all sat in the car, no one making the
initial move to exit the vehicle.

“People,” | said.

“What?' he asked.

“There are hardly any cars.” | pointed at the street. “We must’ ve come too early.”

“l thought we were late—fashionably late,” Deja said, checking the time on her
phone.

The neighbor’s house that we had parked directly in front of was dark, the shades
drawn, the porch light off. But | could still tell it was a fancy house. This whole
neighborhood was nice oceanfront properties. Theo was obviously loaded.

“We should’'ve brought something besides this bag of burnables. An appetizer?
Chips?’ | hadn’t thought much of it before because I’ d assumed a lot of people would
be here. Parties like that didn’t require contributions. Ten-car parties? That was a
different story. “Let’s go get something...or, you know, go somewhere else entirely. |
heard the drive-in is playingThe Purge. That sounds very cathartic right now.”



“No, it'sfine,” Leesaid. “It will be fine. We're not leaving.”

“Jensen isn't here,” | said, noting the cars on the street. He often ended up at parties
where the rest of the team was, regardless of who was throwing it.

“That’s a good thing, right?’ Lee said. “You don’t want him here if you're trying to
get in good with the rest of the guys.”

“She looks hot,” Maxwell said. “Iwanted him here.”

“Youdolook hot,” Deja said with anod. “Like arave goddess.”

“1 don’t know what that means.”

“It means you look like you're ready for a dance party, all wildwavy hair, smoky
eyes, and flared jeans. | loveit.” Max opened his car door, making the final decision
for al of us. “We can't let that go to waste.”

L ee gripped both my shoulders from behind. “Y ou got this.”

| took a deep breath. | had this. Make friends with the football players. Turn them
against Jensen. Make football the least fun part of hislife. Mission accomplished.

“1 bet more people will come later,” Maxwell said. “That’s how these parties work.
They last al night.”

He was probably right. We weren't exactly the party type. I'd been to a total of two
parties my entire high school career so far, both while dating Jensen. Ourfashionably

latewas most likely everyone else’ sway too early.

| pushed my door open and stepped onto the sidewalk.



Page 23

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 6:29 am

“The bag,” Maxwell said, pointing to the floor of the passenger seat, where | had left
it.

“Shouldn’'t | leave it here until later?’
“If you leaveit here, you'll never doit!” Degacalled, already several steps ahead.
“Fine.” | scooped up the plastic Target bag by the handles and shut the door.

“Did Jensen have any backlash from that message Maxwell left at his work?' Lee
asked.

Theo's house was lit up from the path carved through the lush grass to the wide porch
adorned with rails and colorful potted plants.

“I’ve heard nothing,” | said. “Knowing my luck, he probably got a promotion from
it.”

“How?’ Lee asked.

“Who knows. He seems to have awish granter waiting in the wings of hislife.”
“I want one of those,” Maxwell said.

“Weall do,” | said.

“| feel like we should knock,” Dejawhispered once we made it to the porch.



“As opposed to?’ | asked.

“As opposed to walking in without knocking,” she said. “Like | would ve done if
double the cars were out front.”

“It’ s definitely a knocking situation,” L ee agreed.

The door was very tall, made of some dark wood with iron accents. Maxwell pounded
on the door with the side of hisfist. A couple minutes later, the door swung open and
awell-dressed woman stood in front of us. She had smooth dark hair and red lipstick.
“Hello,” she said. “Can | help you?’

“We're herefor...um...the party?’ | said it like a question. “Theo invited us.”

Her eyebrows popped up into an expression I'd seen on Theo's face before. At first,
she had looked at us with mild interest, but after my statement, she studied each of us,
from the top of our heads down to our shoes. Now was not the timeto look like arave
goddess or to be gripping a Target bag, like 1I'd just come from shopping. The
expression on her face told me she agreed with my internal thoughts. She stepped

back from the door anyway, opening it wider. “Come in. I’'m Theo’s mother.”

She was definitely not acall me by my first nametype of mom.She was anl will run
for president one day and you will not be surprisedtype of mom.

“I'm Finley.” | stepped inside first. My friends followed, introducing themselves as
well.

“Should we take off our shoes?’ Lee asked.

Mrs.Torres was wearing shoes, but | completely understood why he asked. It felt like



we needed to take off our shoes.

“No, please,” she said, looking at our feet. | sensed we'd just been insulted, and |
wasn't sure why.

She closed the door softly and led the way through atiled entry, which housed a table
topped with a large flower arrangement and a huge piece of contemporary art on the
wall. We walked down a short hall and into a massive great room. On one end was
the biggest kitchen | had ever seen in my life. On the other end was a heavily-
furnished-and-yet-still-had-plenty-of-space living room. In between those two spaces
was a long table. And at that table was what must’ ve been Theo's entire family and
extended family. That was what it seemed. There was nobody our age. Just many
adults, probably aunts and uncles, even a grandparent or two, and afewkids.

On the island was a large cake with the wordsHappy 75th Birthday, Abuelaon top.
Definitely not the kind of party we were expecting.

“Theodore,” Mrs.Torres said aswe all came to a stop. “Y our guests are here.”

Theo glanced up from his plate of food, then did a double take, his eyes traveling
over my outfit and back to my overly made-up face. He said something in Spanish |
didn’t understand and the whole table laughed. A smirk played on his lips. That little
punk.He had done this on purpose. Was he bored? Had he done this to entertain
himself? A surge of rage pulsed through me. Like | needed more humiliation in my
life right now.

“Sorry we're late,” | said to the oldest-looking woman at the table. Because even
though Jensen had claimed over the hot mic to the entire school that | didn’t have
good enough quick-thinking skills to host a podcast, | thought | did. “Happy
birthday.” | dug into the bag of Jensen’s stuff | held and pulled out a Harry Styles
vinyl. “A gift.” | set it on thetablein front of her.



The woman gave me awide smile. “Thank you so much.”
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Theo stood now. “Abuela, thisis Finley and her, uh...friends.” He obviously didn’t
know their names. Why would he have bothered to learn those?

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

There were no more chairs at the table, but Theo pointed to a breakfast nook tucked
at the back of the kitchen and raised his eyebrows at his mom. She gave a small nod.

“Thisway,” he said to us.

“Do we get the kids' table?” Maxwell said under his breath as we made our way
through the kitchen to the second table. It was surrounded on one side by bay
windows. | could make out the ocean in the distance, the moonlight glowing on the
surface of the water, but that was about it.

For a second, | thought Theo was going to drop us off at the table and rgoin his
family, but he sat down. We did too. The noise at the other table, which had gone
completely silent when we were announced, picked up again, a low vibration of
VOICeS.

“Theodore, huh?’

“Yes.” Theo laughed alittle. “Y ou actually came.”

“l thought it was areal party,” | said with narrowed eyes.

“You asked if | was having a party,” he said. “You didn’t ask what kind.”



“The wordpartyimplies what kind,” | said.

Max popped his eyebrows. “If you were looking for an excuse to getushere, you just
had to say so.” When saying the wordus,he put his hand on my arm.

| batted it away.
“I'm Max, by the way,” he said. Dgja and Lee introduced themselves as well. Dga
had a look on her face that said she wasn't happy. That this just confirmed he was a

jerk and | needed to stay away from him. | agreed.

“Nice to meet you,” Theo responded. “Do you want to eat? There's food on the
island. Y ou can help yourself. The plates are on the end.”

Lee and Maxwell exchanged a look, then rose simultaneously and headed for the
food.

“They’re dating, right?’ Theo asked.

“Do you have a problem with that?’ | asked.

“No, | don't. It wasjust a question.”

| took a deep breath. | was not going to let him get to me. Or at least not make it so
obvious that he was.

“I’m getting food to0.” Deja stood. She tried to pull on my arm, take me with her,
probably not wanting to leave me aone with Theo. But she didn't need to
worry—there was no danger in leaving me with him, my irritation toward him was
only growing. | gave her aslight nod, and she let go.



Then it was just me and Theo. He leaned against the back of his chair and nodded
toward the Target bag | still clutched. “My grandma looked like a Harry Styles fan to
you?’

“Believe me, it was the most appropriate gift in here.”

A lazy smile came onto his face. “ Should | be worried about what else isin there?’

“It's some stuff Jensen left a& my house. | was going to burn it in the bonfire |
assumed you’ d be having.”

He chuckled. “Nice.” He sounded like he meant it. Like he was happy | was burning
Jensen’ s things.

“Why do you hate him?’ | asked.

He narrowed his eyes at me like my question was some sort of test. Instead of
answering, he asked, “Why doeshehateme?’

“You hogged his spot for three years. Didn’'t even have a single sick day...until that
last game. Are you the healthiest high school student on earth?’

Theo's eyes flitted to the table behind me full of his relatives, then back to me. He
held his arms out to the sides. “| mean, look at me.”
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“1 don’t think viruses care how hot you are.”

He let out a single laugh. “1 was referring to my peak physical condition, but thank

you.
“That’ swhat Jensen said...about you.”

“He appreciated my peak physical condition?’

| shook my head. “No. He said you were full of yourself.”
“Who else am | going to be full of?’

“Said you thought you were better than you are.”

“1 was definitely better than him.”

“And now? Are you better?’ | asked. “From your injury?’ My eyes drifted down to
his knee, covered by hisjeans.

His eyes went hard. “What do you know about my injury?’

“Just that it knocked you out of the last game of the season.” | had seen him on
crutches a few times at school directly following that game, and he till limped a
little...although | hadn’t noticed a limp since that time in the diner, so maybe he
didn’t. “And that Jensen got to play in agame for the first time.”



“Yeah...,” he said, looking a me like he wanted to say more, but before he did,
Maxwell and Lee returned with plates of delicious-looking enchiladas, rice, chips,
and guacamole.

“Thisisthe kind of partyllike,” Maxwell said as he sat. “ Just saying.”

“Excuse me for a moment,” Theo said, all formal, seeming to forget we were his
peers and not the people across the room. When he left and reclaimed his chair at the
big table, | was sure we'd lost him for good. He started what looked like a heated
conversation with his mom. Probably telling her that he hadn’t meant for me to come

and that he was sorry | had ruined their night with my presence.

“So for real,” Degja said, “do you think he did this just to embarrass you? Are you a
jerk magnet? Should we leave?’

“1 don’'t know,” | said as an answer to all her questions.

“We're not leaving before | finish my food,” Maxwell said.

Lee narrowed his eyes in Theo's direction, his fork full of enchilada, cheese
stretching from the plate to the tines. “| say we stay. | sense he might surprise us.”

Chapter

nine

ABOUT FORTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, THEO Sfriends started arriving in
clusters. Two or three or four at a time. At least twenty people from school and the

football team were here.

“He lied to us,” | said, standing on the patio of the now-lit-up backyard. It was an



amazing yard. I’d seen it before—this was where the last party of his | attended had
taken place. A large pool was steps from the patio, surrounded by resort-quality patio
furniture. Beyond that was an expanse of grass where some guys had started a pickup
football game. Past the grass was a rock garden, swirly patterns twisting along the
ground made with different colors of rocks and interspersed with succulents and
potted plants. Vines, dripping with flowers, climbed up an arbor that arched over a
section of the stone path. There were side fences separating them from the neighbors,
but the back of the yard transitioned straight to the sandy beach, making it look like
the ocean itself belonged to them as well.

“He told us the wrong time,” | said. “This was the party he knew | wanted to go to.
Hewantedto make me uncomfortable.”

“He'san evil genius,” Lee said.

“Or just plain evil,” Deja amended.

“He' s something,” Maxwell agreed, wiggling his eyebrows as he watched him catch a
football.

My mind drifted back to the last time I’d been here. We'd come in through the side
gate. Jensen had immediately left me to go throw the football with some friends. I'd
sat on one of the lounge chairs by the pool and watched the lights under the water
change colors.

“There' s no hidden pattern,” Theo had said from where | hadn’t noticed him sitting
alone ten feet away. “It goes red, blue, green, purple, red, blue, green, purple.” If he
knew the order so well, I'd wondered what life events he’d contemplated while
staring at those lights.

“Areyou sureit’s not blue, green, purple, red, blue, green, purple, red?’ I'd said.



He' d chuckled. “1 guessit depends on when you started paying attention.”
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“At just theright time,” | had said with asmirk in his direction.
“Morelike alittle too late,” Theo had said.

“Because your opinion isthe most true?’ | asked, narrowing my eyes.
“Mostly because thisis my pool.”

Our conversation had been cut short by a football landing in the pool and splashing
water all over the two of us.

“My bad!” Jensen had called.

Theo had gotten up and brushed off hisjeans. His eyeslit upas he looked at me. “Isit
just with me, or does he always fedl threatened?’ With those words, he'd walked

away.

“Earth to Finley,” Max said, shaking my arm and pulling me out of the memory I'd
nearly forgotten. “When does Operation Infiltrate the Football Team begin?’

| looked at the guysin their pickup game, suddenly not sure what exactly | was going
to do or say to them but knowing | needed to do something. “ Soon.”

“What’ s up with the funky soccer net?’ Deja asked.

On the far right of the yard was one of those freestanding nets kickers used to
practice. I'd never seen one in a backyard, just in the stadium at school. Jensen



definitely didn't have one. Maybe that’s why he stayed the backup kicker all those
years. “It'sfor kicking afootball,” | said.

“Let’sgo check it out,” Maxwell said.

Next to the net was a large storage cabinet, its doors open. Inside were all sorts of
football gear: pads and orange cones and more footballs, even one of those rolling
sticks that distributed chalk powder into straight lines.

“Theo’skind of obsessed,” Dgja said, running her hand along a shelf.

Maxwell retrieved a ball and ran twenty feet away from us. “Ready?’ he called.

“For what?’ Lee asked.

“I’m going to throw it to you.” It was less of a throw and more an underhand lob that
landed at my feet.

| picked up the ball and twisted it in my grip. Maxwell joggedback to us. | held afake
microphone to my mouth. “Maxwell, how does it feel to have thrown an unreceived

pass that lost the game?’

He ignored my microphone like he usually did and twirled around with his arms
outstretched. “It feels amazing.”

“1 think it’s called an uncompleted pass,” Lee said.

“That doesn’t sound right either,” Dgja said. Then she pointed. “ Try kicking the ball
into that net.”

| made a show of putting my fake microphone on the ground. “Like Jensen told me



numerous times, kicking a football and kicking a soccer ball are two totally different
things,” | said, eyeing the net. “ Soccer balls basically kick themselves.”

“I’'m sorry, what?’ Deja said. “I’m beginning to think he wasn't hiding hisjerk at all.
You just didn’t recognize it.”

“No,” | said defensively. “He meant that a soccer ball isround and it’s easy to put in
motion.”

Dea scoffed. “So easy. | basically tell it where to go and it does my bidding.”

“1 guess hewasmaking it seem like it took no talent to play soccer.”

“Not cool,” Lee said.

Had he done that with other things? Nice-guyed his insults? Tried to one-up me in
everything? Felt threatened when he wasn’t the best? How had | not seen it before?

Was that why he tried out for the podcast too? To prove he was better than me?

“Am | blind?’ In my indignation | held the football out in front of me and drop-
kicked it, like | used to do with the soccer ball.

| could tell right when the ball hit my foot that it wasn’'t going to go where 1'd
intended it to go—in the net. My foot struck theball at an odd angle. It veered to the
left, flying through the air, much farther than | realized it would go. It hit some guy
all the way across the yard, who was standing next to Theo, on top of the head.
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The guy looked around confused. So did Theo. He picked up the ball, then glanced up
at the sky like God himself wanted to join their game.

The guy with the ball they’ d been using held his up asif to show he hadn’t done it.

| rolled my eyes and decided to solve the mystery for them. “Sorry!” | screamed,
cupping my hands around my mouth. “Can we have it back?’

At the sound of my voice, Theo searched the yard directly surrounding them until he
finally discovered us beyond where he' d been looking.

| held up my hands when he saw me like | was really going to catch the ball if he
threw it from there. Could he throw it this far? Obvioudy not, because he sad
something to the other players and headed our way. The rest of the group resumed
their game.

“You throw that, Soccer Star?’ he asked, but he was really looking at Maxwell and
Lee as he approached, like they were the only ones he believed could ve

accomplished the feat.

“She kicked it,” Deja said, collecting the ball from him. “What do you think about
that, Mr.Starting Kicker?’

“You kicked it?" That seemed to be even more unbelievable to Theo. “From here?”’

| pointed at the net, ready to admit it wasn't as amazing as he seemed to think it was.
“l was aiming for that.”



His eyes drifted to the net, then back to me. “Y eah, accuracytakes some work. But
your power”—he raised his eyebrows—*“that was impressive.” He gave me a nod of

respect.

Maxwell raised his hand. “What’s it called when you throw a ball to someone and it
hits the ground?’

He furrowed his brow. “An incomplete pass?’

“Oh!” we al said at the same time.

He chuckled, then turned to rejoin his friends.

“You think | could be better than him!” The words came pouring out as if some
subconscious part of my brain thought them up, because the fully functional part of
my brain was shocked by them. This was the first time I'd kicked any sort of ball in

nine months. Who did | think | was?“If | practiced.”

Theo stopped, turned slowly, then gave me a once-over almost as intimidating as his
mom's.

Dgamade aweird noise | couldn’t interpret. Did she think it was aterrible idea?
Max gave a surprised “Huh.”

And | just stood there as Theo assessed me from head to toe, seriously considering
my question. He closed the distance between us and asked in a serious voice, “You

want to be the kicker for the school football team?”

“What? No. | don’'t know if | could getthatgood. | just want to show him up. March
onto the field one practice, kick a field goal in front of the whole team, and then



shrug Elle Woods style and say,What, like it's hard?’ Maybe it would humiliate him
so much that he would quit football.

“Epic,” Maxwell said.

“Whynottry out to be the kicker for the team?’ Lee said. “Itwould accomplish your
goal of taking it from him. And his suffering would last al year, just like what he did
to you.”

Could 1?

Theo stood there silently, as if waiting for me to make the decision. But | wasn’'t sure
if it was so he could laugh in my face or tell me how to make it happen.

“When are tryouts for next year’ steam?’ | asked.

“Second Saturday in April,” Theo said.

That was only a month away. Not nearly enough time.

That's when | saw Jensen, over Theo's shoulder, join the football players on the
grass. He gave fist bumps and said something with a laugh like he was perfectly fine.
Like hiswhole life hadn’t been yanked out from under him last week. Instead, he was
acting like he was about to clam his crown as king of the school and wear it our
entire senior year. In his hand was my Target bag and he was digging out his stuff
like it was Christmas morning.How did he getthat?

“Yes,” | said. “I want to try out to be kicker for the football team. But | will only try
out if all of you objectively tell me after | practice for the next four weeks that you
think I can make it. | am not going to set myself up to be embarrassed again.”



Maxwell raised his hand to the square. “I swear on my life | will tell you if you suck.”
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The others nodded. “Andthis plan...this goal...this whatever”—I looked at each of
them—"it doesn’'t leave this circle. If I’'m going to fail, this time, I'd like it to be in
private. Or at least as private as a failure kept between five people can be.” My eyes
stopped on Theo. He was the wild card. | trusted everyone here except him. He could
march over to the group, that now includedJensen, this second and share the news
like it was the joke that he probably thought it was.

“Are you kidding?’ Theo said. “I’m not going to tell anyone. But promise me | can
be there when you earn the spot from him.”

| nodded slowly, remembering what my grandma had asked that surfer boy all those
years ago. There was one more necessity to this plan if it was going to work. Jensen
used to tell me Theo was selfish with his time. Never wanted to help him when he'd
ask for pointers. But it was the only way. | couldn’t see myself getting good enough
fast enough without him. “Will you teach me?”’

Theo didn’t hesitate at al when he said, “ Absolutely.”
Chapter
ten

“WE COULD’VE HELPED YOU,” DEJAsad as we all drove home together from
the family dinner party turned real party turned secret-keeping party.

| left minus Jensen’s stuff, not because I'd burned it in the nonexistent bonfire but
because he’d marched in and took it without asking like he seemed to be doing with



everything in my life. Did he just go around looking in bags, or did someone tell him?
The only person who knew outside our group was Theo.

“You didn’t have to ask the devil himself,” she said.
“1 couldnothave helped,” Max said. “I know nothing about kicking anything, really,
but especially a football. The devil will be a better teacher, what with all his devil

powers.”

“Jensenis the devil,” | said. “I needed to recruit a helper to take him down even if that
helper is—"

“A devil aswell?’ Dgjasaid.

“In your world there are multiple devils?" Maxwell asked.

“I’m hoping he’'salesser devil,” | said. “A demon maybe?’

Degalaughed. “Aslong as you know who you made a dealwith.”

“Believe me, | know,” | said, pulling a wipe out of my purse and scrubbing off the
remains of my lip stain.

“1 think you made a deal with someone who wants to see Jensen suffer as much as
you do,” Lee said.

“Does he, though?’ | asked. “And why? Because he was a little annoying on the
football field? It doesn’t make sense.” Deja was right—could | really trust someone |

hadn’t trusted for so long?

“Whatever the reason, five...,” he said, pointing at all of us and then back toward the



house to indicate Theo, “like-minded people can accomplish alot.”

“Did Jensen try to talk to you tonight?’ Dea asked, looking over her shoulder and
switching lanes.

“Didn’'t even look at me.” | dropped the pink-smudged wipe back into my purse.

“That you know of,” Maxwell said.

“It's going to feel so awesome to march in there and take his football position.” |
tried to say those words with confidence, but | was feeling far from confident.

“l guess that’s the one silver lining in this deal,” Deja said. “When did Theo say he
could help you?’

“Tomorrow. He said we are starting tomorrow.” | tugged on the top of my seat belt,
lengthening it, then letting it slide into place.

“Motivated,” Max said. “I likeit.”

“We don't have a lot of time.” | was sure that was the only reason he suggested
tomorrow. He knew that four weeks was pushing it as| much as | did.

“Apparently I’'m still going to have to share you with aboy for awhile,” Dgjasaid.

“Yeah, but | think you support it more now than you ever did before.”

Shelet out along laugh. “If Jensen suffers as aresult, | do.”
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“YOU'RE UP EARLY,” GRANDMA SAIDthe next morning. “lsn’t it Saturday?
Time to sleep in and procrastinate homework or surf.”

“l1 don't surf, Grandma. Apparently, that’s you.” | sat at the kitchen table eating
oatmeal coated in brown sugar and sliced bananas. | had a feeling Theo was going to

kick my butt today, and | wanted to make sure | ate enough to support a butt kicking.

“You should. It'sfun.” Grandma sat next to me eating her own bowl of oatmeal. Hers
had bananas but only a small sprinkle of brown sugar.

“Tell me more about your surfing. How long did it take tolearn?”
“Andrew Lancaster taught me nearly every day for an entire summer.”
“Every day? Did you get really good at it?’

“Not particularly, but | had fun.”

That wasn’t the pep talk | needed this morning. “I’m going to pretend you became a
competition-ready surfer.”

“Why would you pretend that?’
“Because | have big plans, Grams, and | need some inspiration.”

“You're good at everything you do,” she said.



Goodwas the right word. | was pretty muchgoodat things | tried. But good didn’t
make me a star soccer player. Good didn’t make me the host of the school’ s podcast.
And good would definitely not turn me into the starting kicker. | needed to be beyond
good. | needed to be exceptional.

“Wait. Andrew Lancaster?’ | asked. “Isn't that the famous painter?’ The Andrew
Lancaster I'd heard of was a pop painting icon. Especially famous around here
because he grew up on the Central Coast. He' d died about five years ago, but his art
lived on. An art installment of his works traveled the country. He painted on
surfboards and tires and old road signs and records and anything he could get his
hands on, it seemed.

“Yes, he painted. | told you that. He painted my surfboard. Mine was the first one.”

“Really?’ Could that be true? My grandma had owned the first piece of art painted by
Andrew Lancaster? “What happened to that surfboard again?’

“1 don’t know.”

“Isit part of hisart installment?’

“No, my friend borrowed it, and | never got it back. Shelost it, | think,” she said, like
| hadn’t just asked her what happened to it and she hadn’t just told me she didn’'t
know.

“Huh. Maybe we can find it somehow.”

“Maybe,” she said.

“l have to go.” | kissed her cheek, rinsed my bowl out in the sink, and loaded it into
the dishwasher.



“Bye, honey.”

“Mom! Dad! I'll be back |ater.”

Mom poked her head out of her bedroom on my way to the front door and gave my
outfit—running shorts and a tee—a once-over. “Where are you going?’ she asked.

“To work out with a new friend. And then maybe grab lunch.” | only said that last
part because | had a feeling this would take a while. | wanted a cushion of time to
work in. | didn't want to tell my mom what | was really doing until | knew it was
even the dlightest possibility.

“Okay,” Mom said. “Also, I'd like to meet this new friendsoon.”

“Sure.” Not happening. | wasn't even sure if Theo thought of me as his friend. |
certainly didn’t think of him as mine.

My phone buzzed with atext to our group chat as | left the house.Kill it today,was the
message from Dgla. She must’ ve had to work if she was up this early.

Lunch tomorrow? typed back.

I’m in and I’m sure the guys will be too when they wake up.
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Sleeping,Maxwell responded.Y our buzzing woke me up.

Put your phone on do not disturb, goof,| quickly texted back, then climbed in my car.
My drive over to Theo's house was uneventful. Y es, we were doing this at his house.
Yes, | felt like | was imposing. But he’ d been the one to suggest his place and it made
the most sense because he had the net and the gear and it wasn't as public as the

school where anybody could wander in and see what we were doing.

His house seemed even bigger during the day. We' d exchanged numbers before | |eft
his party the night before, and | shot him atext as | walked the path to his front door.

Here.

Above the text was the one he' d sent last night:Okay, see you at eight-thirty.
The clock on my phone said eight-twenty-eight.

| scrolled up to read the whole exchange that had landed me on his porch.

He was the first to initiate contact at 10:43p.m., right as I'd gotten home:Were you
serious about stealing the kicking spot?

| had texted back:So serious.

Ready to start training then?



S0 ready.

My house tomorrow still work?

So there.

Am | going to regret this?

Probably.

Okay, seeyou at eight-thirty.

| knocked on his door, hoping he' d beat his mom to answer it since I'd warned him
with atext.

He did. The door swung open to reveal a sleepy-eyed Theo. He had afew pillow lines
on his cheek, and his hair was ruffled. He was dressed, wearing some workout shorts
and atee...well, unlessthat’swhat he slept in, it was hard to tell.

“Hey,” hesaid. “Comein.” He was barefoot but holding a pair of socks.

“1 didn’t wake you, did 17?7’

“I look that bad, huh?’

| wasn't sure Theo could ever look bad. He actualy lookedkind of adorable with
dleep face. “No, you look good, | mean fine. | mean— Never mind.”

He let out a low chuckle and led the way down the hall. “You look good and fine

”

too.



| knew he was mocking me, so | rolled my eyes. “Is your mom okay with all this?’
“What's all this?’ he asked, plopping onto a kitchen chair and pulling on his socks.
“Me. You. Not like...me and you...like me being here, you teaching me. Wow, what
IS wrong with me?’ | didn't normally stumble on words, or | tried not to, but |

seemed to be doing that alot when it cameto him.

“Not sure,” he said, looking up at me through his lashes. “Sometimes | have that
effect on people.”

“You did not just say that.”

“1 only speak the truth.” He stood and retrieved a pair of shoes by the island. “Did
you bring your soccer cleats?’
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“Should | have?’ The shoes he was holding were regular running shoes. “1 don’'t even
know if | have them anymore.” They were probably somewhere under a pile of
clothesin my closet.

“Did Jensen never tell you that kickers usually wear soccer cleats?’
“No, hedidn’'t.”
“Huh. Maybe in the back of his mind he always knew you could steal this from him.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I've kicked a football once. Not sure I’'m stealing
anything from anyone.”

A scar ran down his kneecap, and | studied it as he tied his shoes. He brushed his

hand once over his knee, catching me staring. | averted my gaze. “What happened?’ |
asked.

“Partially tore my ACL the practice before the last game.”

“Oh, right.” His injury. | didn't redlize it had been so serious. “You had to have
surgery?”’

“Yep,” he said, standing, his single-word answer and his body language telling me he
didn’t want to talk about it. He gestured toward the back door with his head. “Let’s

go see what you got before we hit the weights.”

“Hit the weights?’ | asked. “What does that mean?’



“You've lifted weights before. I’ ve seen you in the weight room at school.”

| hadn’t been in the weight room since soccer season last year. He'd seen me? “|
wasn't sureif it meant something else in kicker terminology.”

His eyebrows popped up like he was trying to decide if | was as stupid as | seemed.
“1t means the same thing.” He opened the back door, and soon we were out by the net
and the shed with a football that he'd put on a small plastic stand on the grass. The
ocean and its rhythmic waves made up the background noise.

“Don’t | just drop-kick it?’ | asked, looking at the ball.

He leveled me with a stare.

“l takeit that’sano.”

“Tell me you know how this game works.”

| cringed. “I mean...mostly?’

“1 have to teach you how to kickandall the rules and regulations of the game you want
to play?’

“You don'thaveto do anything,” | said. “This is probably the worst idea anyway. |
can leave right now and save us both alot oftime.”

“No need to overreact.”

“1’m not overreacting. I’m just reacting.”

He held up his hands. “Don’t be mad.”



| looked at his hands and his doe-eyed expression. “ Does that usually work for you?’

“Girlsaren’t usually mad at me.”

“| find that hard to believe.”

He smiled.

“And I’'m not mad at you,” | said.

“See, it worked.”

| shook my head and gave a reluctant smile. “1 will research the rules and regulations
of football on my own. But afew pointers would be nice.”
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He straightened his shoulders and proceeded to tell me the difference between a
punter and a kicker and how Jensen wasn’'t a punter. How punting was more about
power (which was apparently why a beefy guy named Greg did that) and kicking was
more about accuracy. How the ball was normally held for afield goal, but we'd start
by practicing with the plastic stand.

When he was done explaining, Theo picked up the ball and walked until he stood in
front of me. “Y ou ready?’

No. “I think.”

He squatted down and ran a hand down the back of my right calf until he held the
heel of my shoein his palm.

| barely contained the shiver that went through me. “What are you doing?”’

He placed the football on my instep. “Don’'t kick with this part of your foot. Wedge
kicks aren’t as accurate. Y our boyfriendloveswedge kicks.”

“He’' s very muchnotmy boyfriend.”
“Right. Jensen does a wedge kick. It's why he's not as accurate as he could be. He
has gotten better, though, so you're not going to be able to walk into this position.

Plus, he has experience.”

“And he'saguy,” | said.



He didn’t try to pretend that wouldn’t make a difference. “And he's aguy. But Coach
is pretty cool. If you're better, you're better.”

“Then let’s make me better.”

He stared up a me from where he was still squatting down, still holding my foot. He
seemed to be taking thisjob very serioudly.

“No wedge kicks. Got it,” | said.

“Right. | want you to kick with this part of your foot.” He stuck the ball on the big
bone toward the inside of my foot but close to the shoelaces.

| swallowed and took my foot from him. “Okay.”

He replaced the ball on the holder and then took about three steps back from it and
two to the left. “Pretend there’ s an invisible line going from the center of my body to
the left of the ball. That’s the line | want you to drive aong.” He turned and looked at
me. “You’re aright-footed kicker, yes?’

“Yes.

“That's what | thought. You'll plant with your left foot to the left of the ball. Y our
right leg will swing through and strike just to the left of the seam there.” He
mimicked the motion without actually kicking the ball.

“Areyou going to kick it?’ | asked.

“No,” he said shortly.

“Why?’



“Thisisyour session,” he said.

“And that means you can’'t kick it? | think it would be good for me to see how it's
supposed to look. Wait...can younotkick anymore?’ | pointed to his scar. It ran along
his left kneecap, which | was just now noticing was his planting leg. If it was weak, it
would probably affect his kicking alot.

“I"'mworking onit,” he said defensively. “It’s only been four months.”

“I’m not judging you. | just didn’t realize. Doesit throw off your balance?’

“We're not talking about me,” he said. “Kick the ball.”

“No need to overreact,” | said, quoting his earlier line.

“You asked me to teach you. You don't think | can teach you because | can’t kick a
ball right now?’

“Idefinitelydidn’t say that.”

“Then let me teach you.”
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“You don’'t want to actually talk or get to know each other at al. Got it,” | said.

He sighed, like he'd run out of patience for me. This was going to be a long four
weeks. “What do you want to know? That | got hit so hard in practice that | lost my
college offer and that I'm trying to figure out what my future looks like without
football?’

My breath caught in my throat, and his gaze went to the ground as if he immediately
regretted saying that. “I’'m sorry,” | said. I thought podcasting was my future, so |
get it.”

“And it’s not anymore?’

“It will be harder,” | said. “What about you? You don't think football can be your
future anymore?’

“It will be harder,” he mimicked.
“In the meantime, you' Il help me with revenge?’ | asked.

“Yeeesss,” he said on an exaggerated sigh as if | was finally coming around tohisplan
instead of him being part of mine.

“Okay, okay, let’s get started,” | said, squaring my shoulders and facing the ball.

Chapter



eleven

“AM | GETTING WORSE?’ lasked after a kick landed me on my butt. | was ready
to sayNever mind, this was a bad idea.My face felt hot, and | knew it was probably
red. “| feel worse.”

“Surprisingly, no,” Theo said. “Y ou’re getting the motion down. Y ou don’t have the
right shoes either, so there's that. Bring your soccer cleats tomorrow; they’ll help
with traction.”

“Tomorrow?’ | asked, standing and wiping the grass off my hands and backside.

“Well, whenever you come next.”

“Tomorrow will work.” Between school and homework and responsibilities at home,
really, we probably only had weekends. And there weren’t very many of those left, so
he was right, | needed to come tomorrow.

“Weights time.” He led me back to the house, where | assumed a weight system
must’ ve been set up in the garage.

But it was more than that. Way more. He basically had a gym.And not in his garage
either. A dedicated room in the house. Mirrored walls, a stationary bike and eliptical,
free weights but also machines with ropes and pulleys. A punching bag hung from the
ceiling in the corner.

| hit the punching bag as | took a lap around the gym. “This is better equipped than
the school weight room. Must be nice.” | added that last sentence under my breath.

“Itis,” he answered. And | wasn't sure if that was a response to my first sentence or
my second. | didn’t ask him to clarify. “How often do you lift?" he asked.



| cleared my throat. “1 used to lift alot.”

“1 didn’t ask how much you used to lift.”

“| know! But that was the better answer.”

He laughed. “ So never?’

“Pretty much.”

He gave asingle nod. “Legs every other day until tryouts.”

| widened my eyes. “Are you trying to give me Hulk legs?’

“Youwon't get Hulk legs.”

“Have you been waiting all your life for the opportunity to torture someone? Is that
why you agreed to this? Is that why you have alittle gleam in your eye right now?”’

Hedidn't deny it. “Grab that squat bar off the wall.”
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“UGH,” | GROANED IN PAIN.I lay on the black rubber-tiled floor of Theo’s gym,
my legs twitching even though theyweren’t working anymore. He expected me to be
able to kick tomorrow? | wasn't sure I’d be able to move. Sweat dripped down my
temple, and | swiped at it with the back of my hand.

| held a fake microphone to my mouth. “How does it feel to have killed your trainee
on day one?’ | threw my hand in the air, pointing my fist toward him.

He walked over, pretended to tap it for a sound check, then leaned down and into my
hand said, “Feels like my trainee needs to toughen up.”

| froze, looking up at him from my place on the floor, his face upside down in my
view.

“What?’ he asked.

| dropped my hand to the side. “Nothing,” | said, having a hard time shaking the
surprise of him actually playing along.

“How are you with extreme cold?’ Theo didn’t seem dead at al even though he'd
done a lot of the workout alongside me. He had definitely favored his left leg. I'd
tried not to notice and | absolutely didn’'t point it out after how defensive he'd been
about hisinjury, but he did.

“In what context?’ | asked.

“In the context of being surrounded by floating chunks of ice.” He pointed to a



windowed door in the room that led outside.

| pushed myself up to sitting with a grunt. “I’m confused.”

“There’san ice barrel out there.”

“A what?’

“I’ll show you.”

He led the way out the door to a small patio on the side of the house. A black barrel
with a three-step stool jutting off the sidestood on one corner of the cement. Against
the house was a full-on ice machine, like the ones at hotels. He lifted the door and

began scooping ice into a bucket.

“Your whole house is set up like an NFL star lives here. Wait, is your dad an NFL
star or something?’

He looked over his shoulder at me as he poured the first bucket of ice into the tall
barrel. It made a sloshing noise as it hit the water. | should' ve stopped him. | really
did not want an ice bath. | hadn’t even brought a swimsuit.

“Pretty sure the whole school would know if my dad was an NFL star.”

“Maybe aretired one?’

“No.” He moved back to the machine to fill the bucket again. “My dad played in high
school.”

| turned a slow circle. From this side patio, | could see the shed and kicking net in the
backyard. My circle finished with me looking back through the windows into the



decked-out gym. His parents had put a lot of money into his football career. |
wondered if they were just as upset as he was about his injury. This house, this setup,
showed that they expected alot of him.

He stepped back from the barrel and held his hand out to the side like an invitation.

| groaned again. “1 don’'t have a suit.”

He looked at my running shorts like he didn’t understand what | was saying.

| sighed. “Fine.”

| was wearing a sports bra under my tee. So what if my shortsgot wet. | toed out of
my shoes, peeled off my socks, and approached the three small steps that would end
in more torture. | took a deep breath, took off my shirt, threw it on top of my shoes
behind me, then went for it. It was cold...freezing...and | was only shin-deep. My
arms were shaking from holding myself out of the water.

“1t works better if you get all theway in,” he said.

“Just hold your stupid horses. It’s cold.”

“My horses aren’t stupid,” he said. “They are very intelligent.”

My toes were now numb as | lowered myself another inch. “Do you actually have
horses?’ | asked, not really surprised.

“No, | don’t. But my figurative horses are smart.”
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My chin quivered with the cold, my teeth clicking together, making an actual sound.

“Once you get al theway in, I'll start the countdown.” He held up his phone to show
me the timer on his screen.

| lowered myself immediately with a hiss of air. The back of my legs bumped into
something. “Isthere aledge in here? Isit this barrel’ s intention that | actually sit for a

length of time, asif thisis some sort of leisure activity?’

“Yes, it's adtting ledge. But since your lips are purple, you will only stay in for one
minute. That ledge will help you exit.”

My skin felt like it was being pierced by a thousand needles. “I can't last one
minute.”

“Forty seconds now. Y ou can last forty.”

| shivered even harder now. “How long can you last in here?’

“1 usually do three minutes. Sometimes five.” Histimer said thirty seconds.

“l can't, | can't. | need to get out,” | said, my breath gone, the needles still stabbing
my legs and chest now. | wasn’'t sure my numb legs were coordinated enough in their

current state to exit the barrel, but | moved to the edge.

He seemed to sense my concern and said, “I’ll help you.”



| nodded, my teeth still clacking away, my skin on fire. | stepped onto the ledge and
then swung one leg over the side. He put one foot on the bottom step, and | braced
my hands on his shoulders as | pulled the other leg out. | now sat on the lip of the
barrel, my hands on his shoulders, staring down at the step that seemed too low to
reach from this position. Who designed this thing?

“Just slide down,” he said. “I'll help.”

“Am | going to hurt you?’ | said through my shivering lips.

“You're not going to hurt me. | have you.”

“| don't feel had.”

He reached up, took me by the waist, and lifted me up and around until both my feet
were on the patio next to the steps.

| gasped in a cold breath of air. Oh. | was had.

A cabinet of towels stood to the right of the door. He got one and tossed it to me.

“Thanks,” | said. | felt stupid for not staying in for the full minute. But it had felt
impossible while | wasin there.

“No problem.”

“Your turn.” | wrapped the towel around my shoulders, then nodded to the barrel.
“Y ou need to prove this five-minute claim.”

He smiled but was obviously competitive because he was shoeless and shirtless and
in the barrel in less than ten seconds. “Ah,” hesaid, resting his chin on his crossed



forearms, which were draped aong the edge. “So relaxing.”

| pulled out my phone and made a show of turning on my timer. His breathing didn’t
even sound strained as the seconds ticked away.

“You hide your pain face well,” | said as he passed the two-minute mark.

“You do not.”

“No, | don’'t. My grandma says my face is always giving me away. She says it's
because | have such a pure heart that it shines out my eyes.”

Theo scoffed. “Does she know your pure heart has turned evil for the next four
weeks?’

The smile that had been on my face moments before wavered.

He threw a piece of ice in my direction. “Don’t lose heart now. We both know he
deservesit.”

The timer passed three minutes. “I better go.” It felt like I’d been here for hours even
though it was only ten o’ clock.
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He vaulted out of the barrel. It was really unfair how good he looked doing it. |
averted my eyes as he grabbed a towel.

| tugged my shirt back over my head and collected my shoes. | started to hand him
the towel when he said, “Y ou can bring it back tomorrow.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“You did good today, Soccer Star.”

“Stop calling me that,” | said.

He just chuckled. If he knew | played soccer, he must’ ve knownl wasn't that great at
it. That Deja was the actual soccer star. | wondered if that’s why he found it so funny.
That hit anerve.

Was one session enough? Could my friends take over the job of training me now?

| closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Four weeks. Just four weeks. “See you
tomorrow.”

Chapter
twelve

MY EYES FLEW OPEN, ANDeven that small movement made me groan with pain.
| rolled onto my side and groaned again. Every muscle in my body was sore. My



bones felt sore too. Like my muscles were clinging on to them for dear life. | reached
for my phone ever so slowly and sent a text.

Need arecovery day. Can’t move.

Theo texted back a few minutes later:The best thing for sore musclesis to work them
out.

| literally can’t move.

You're still in bed? Of course you can’t move. Get them warmed up and meet me in
thirty minutes at the school. We'll lay off weights today.

Fine. P.S. You re mean.

| rolled out of bed, literaly, and landed on my hands and knees on the floor. From
there | crawled to the bathroom, barely able to pull myself onto the toilet. After
washing my hands, | crawled down the hall.

“What are you doing?’ Grandma asked from where she sat at the kitchen table.

“I”’m warming up my muscles.”

“Since when do you wake up early both weekend mornings?’ Dad asked. | hadn’t
noticed him from floor height, but he sat next to Grandma.

“Since | enlisted the punisher as my trainer,” | mumbled.

“What?’ Dad asked.

“Nothing.” | crawled to a chair and used its rungs to heave myself to standing. Then |



walked to the cupboard where we kept the medicine and found a bottle of ibuprofen.

“Are you training for something?’” Mom asked. She was at the table as well. It was a
regular family reunion.

“Yes,” | said. If | lived through today, Iwouldneed a good excuse for al the working
out I’d be doing. And she just gave me that excuse. “ One of those mini triathlons.”

“Really?’ she asked.

“When? Where?' Dad added.

“I’ll send you the website later.” Asin, when | found one. There had to be someone
hosting one of those things somewhere. “It will answer all your questions.”

“Is Jensen competing with you?’ Grandma asked. “He'd do wonderful at something
like that.”

| sucked in some air. “No, Grandma. Jensen and | broke up. Remember?” And he's
not good ateverything,| wanted to add but kept it to myself. His current track record
proved that thought wrong anyway.
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“Did you break his heart?” Grandma asked. “ That poor boy.”
“More like the other way around,” | said.
“You still owe me that long story,” Mom said, pointing her spoon at me.

He stole my dream.Why couldn’t | say that?| know, | know. When my bones don’t
hurt.” | downed a couple pills with a glass of water.

“Well, I'm glad you're doing a triathlon,” she said. “It's nice to see you trying
something new.”

“Right,” | said, then, changing the subject, quickly asked, “Did you listen to the |atest
podcast | emailed you?’

“1 did. It was so good. Why didn’'t you publish it?’

| waved my hand through the air. “Because you're the only one who listens. But
that’s not why | asked. Did Grandma ever tell you that she was friends with Andrew
Lancaster? That he painted her a surfboard?’

“I’m gitting right here,” Grandma said.

“Did you tell my mom?’

“I think s0,” Grandma said.



“You never told me that,” Mom said, and she looked at me like she thought maybe it
hadn’'t really happened. Like Grandma wasn't entirely in her right mind. Like she'd
made the whole thing up. But that hadn't been my experience with her early
memories. Most of those had been spot-on.

“1 don't tell you everything,” Grandma singsonged. “Andrew was a beautiful painter.
Hedidn't know it at first. But | did.”

“Hedidn't know it?" Dad asked, asif she'd told ajoke.

“No, some people need to be told what they’re good at,” Grandma insisted. “And |
told him. I'll show you a picture.”

“We don’t have any pictures, Mom.”

“Why?" she asked.

“The fire. Remember?’

“Oh, right. What ashame.” She stirred her oatmeal around in her bowl.

“Was it awood board?’ | asked, remembering what Andrew was famous for.

“Balsa wood with a waterproof finish over the painting,” Grandma said. “You
would' veloved it.”

“I'msure |l would've,” | said.

“But Cheryl Millcreek borrowed it and | never saw it again,” she said.

“Who's Cheryl Millcreek?’ | looked at my mom.



“I"'m not sure,” Mom answered. “1’ ve never heard that name before.”

“Someone who doesn’t return things, that’s who,” Grandmasaid.

“She sounds terrible,” | said.

“Finley,” Mom chastised.

“What? She does.”

Mom shook her head.
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The clock on my phone told me | didn’t have much time left. “| have to go. Let’stalk
more about this Cheryl person later,” | said, shuffling my way out of the kitchen, my
muscles screaming again after the short break 1’ d given them.

“A mini triathlon is supposed to be fun!” Mom called after me.

“I’m having the time of my life!” | called back.

Chapter

thirteen

“OUCH, OUCH, OUCH, OUCH,” Iprovided as sound effects for my walk from my
car in the parking lot to where Theo was leaning against the back of his, watching my
slow progression. | placed the folded towel 1'd taken from his house the day before
onto the trunk next to where he was leaning.

“Such ababy,” he said, twisting toward me, like he wasn't in any pain whatsoever.
“Areyou not sore at all?’

“Not at al.”

| reached out and sgqueezed his triceps. He sucked in some air. | laughed. “That’'s
what | thought.”

“Fine. A little sore.”



“ S0 youarehuman.”

He nodded toward my foot, then said, “Put your heel on the bumper for some
hamstring stretches.”

| obeyed, making more pained noisesas| did.

“Why’ d you park so far away from me?’ he asked.

“In case anyone drives by. They can’'t see our cars together here at the school on a
weekend.”

“We don't want anyone to think our cars are involved in an inappropriate
relationship?’ he asked, his voice as sarcastic as his question.

| pointed in the general direction of the football field. “I told you, this arrangement
cannot get back to Jensen or...”I’ll be made to look like an even bigger fool if | fall at
thistoo.

“Or what?’ he asked when | didn’'t say my fear out loud.

“1 don't know—he'll stop it, or he'll know what’s coming, or he'll start training extra
hard.”

There was asmilein his eyes when he said, “I’ ve seen that man train extra hard. I'm
not worried.”

“Theo.”

“Hewon't find out,” he said in an even voice.



“Great. We're on the same page.”

“Great.”

| pulled up a browser on my phone as | continued to stretch. “Do you know of any
mini triathlons happening around here in the next couple months?’

“No. Part of your payback? Did Jensen hate triathlons or something?’

“No, it's what | told my parents | was doing, you know, instead of admitting what
I’m really doing.”

“Weren't they also pissed at Jensen for stealing your spot?’

“| haven't told them.”
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“Why?’

“l don't know. Maybe I'm still trying to pretend it didn’t happen.” Maybe | didn’t
want to tell them he'd so easily stolen the spot I’d worked incredibly hard for. Maybe
they’d think that meant | wasn’'t good at the thing | wanted for my future if someone
with zero experience could steal it that easily from me. They’d think | was afailure.

| found a mini tri taking place in Pismo Beach, only about thirty minutes from us. |
turned my screen and showed Theo. “The second Saturday in April. Same weekend

asfootball tryouts. It’s serendipity.”

He squinted at my phone, then read one of the captions under the picture of the ocean,
“Swim with the sharks? Is that their selling point?’

“1 assume the biking and running portions are not with the sharks,” | said.

“Too bad.” He gestured toward my foot. “Other leg.”

| put my other foot on the bumper, screenshot the page, and forwarded it to my mom.
My phone buzzed with what | assumed was my mom’s response, but it was Degjain
the group chat:We still on for lunch at the diner today? | work till 1. But after that.
Maxwell:l need to hear al about training with the hottie.

Lee:!l’m right here.

Me:l can hardly sit or stand. But yes!



“Do your parents think a triathlon with the sharks is a bad idea? He obviously
thought that’ s who | was texting.

“Oh, no, just Dgja and the guys confirming lunch today.”

“We're going to lunch today?’

“Not you. Me,” | said. “With my friends.”

“Got it,” he said.

“Wait, do youwantto come?’

“Absolutely not,” he said, straightening up and beginning to stretch beside me.

“Good, because after you pranked us into coming early to the party on Friday, you
wouldn’t be welcome anyway.”

“Early? You were late.”

“No, | mean the real party.”

He laughed. “My grandma's birthdaywasthe real party. | invited other people after
you got there because | realized you were embarrassed.”

| paused and reassessed that night. How he' d talked to his mom, probably asking if he
could have friends over. How she’d argued with him for a couple minutes but then
conceded. “Why did you invite mein the first place? Y ou knew I’ d be embarrassed to
cometo afamily party.”

“1 didn’t expect you to come. | had kind of thought you were kidding.”



“Nice,” | said.

“1 know you don't think so, but | really am anice guy.”

| didn’t know what to believe about Theo. My instincts were telling me to keep him
at a distance. Between what I’d experienced with him and the stories I'd heard from
Jensen, | was wary. “My muscles say otherwise.”

“Your muscles are going to love me.”

“Both my brain and body hate you right now,” | said, meeting his eyes.

His mouth curved into a half smile, and he nodded toward the school. “Let’s learn
some football.”

We headed through the halls toward the field.
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“1 didn’t invite Jensen to the party, by the way,” he said as we walked. “ Someone else
must've.”

“1 figured.”
“But it was good, right? He saw you looking hot.” He winked my way.

“Are you saying | don’t aways look hot?’ | asked. Two could play at his ultra-
confident game.

“Nope.” But that’s all he said. He didn’t elaborate. Safe answer.
“Did you tell Jensen about his stuff, by the way?’ | asked.

“His stuff?”’

“The stuff | brought to your house that | wanted to burn?’

“1 didn’'t talk to Jensen at all that night. | wanted to kick him out but got distracted
with your revenge plan, and that sounded like a better idea.”

Who else could’ ve told Jensen about the bag? Had Theo’ s mom overheard me?

We arrived at a large chain-link gate that during the school week was open but was
now very much closed, with a chain, a padlock and everything.

He let out a grunt. “Since when do they close the field?’



“Outside of football season? Almost always. We once got locked out of soccer
practice.”

“And you didn’t think to say this on our walk over?’

| shrugged. “I thought you had popularity privileges. That you got the janitor to open
it up or something.”

“No privileges,” he muttered. Then he looked up at the top of the gate as though
assessing its scalability.

“1 am way too sore to climb this,” | said before the idea became too firmly planted in
his mind.

“Here, step in my hands.” He assumed position, hands clasped, legs braced, shoulder
against the fence.

“l am not climbing this, Theo,” | said, unmoving.

“Come on, you won't hurt me.”

“I will hurtme,” | said.

“1’m beginning to think you’ re stubborn,” he said, dropping his hands to his sides.

“Maybe you're the stubborn one. Follow me.” | walked aong the fence line as he
trailed behind.

“Do you know a secret way onto the field?’

“I might.” If it hadn’t been fixed since last year.



The football field and the soccer field were one and the same at our small beach-town
school. And last year, the entire girls' soccer team had ended up here at midnight. It
had been the day before Deja s birthday; someone started a group chat that we should
all meet at midfield at midnight because she was turning sixteen, and apparently this
was the way to show how specia that was. When we couldn’t get in, we found an
opening on the far side of the field where the school fence shared a wall with the
adjoining walking trail and neighborhood. We'd all squeezed through it and played a
game of soccer in the dark.

| must’'ve been wrapped up in the memory, because | didn't hear the voices until
Theo grabbed me around the waist and pulled me behind the janitor’s shed. The
voices were on the far side of thefence, moving along the walking trail. Theo's arm
was still around my waist, both our backs pushed against the building, listening
intently. It sounded like a group of kids.

He clearly came to the same realization, because he said, “See, I’'m a vault with your
secret.”

“Such a vault,” | agreed. Our breaths were heavy with the panic of the moment. |
knew this because my right shoulder was tucked into his | eft.

His fingers tightened on my waist before he dropped his arm, retrieving it from
behind me. “I think we're safe now.”
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| nodded, but neither of us moved.

After several more breaths, | pushed myself off the wall and peered around the corner
of the shed. Most of the fence was crawling with morning glory vines, its purple
flowers and green leaves providing athick cover. “We' re good.”

We reached the corner. | pushed on the fence, revealing how the sides were only
connected to each other at the top and bottom.

His eyebrows popped up. “What kind of delinquent are you?’

| stepped through the opening. “The kind that realy didn't want to have to climb
today.”

He laughed, following me through.

“And if thisyear’s team is anything like last year’s, then there should be...” | kicked
aside some leaves that covered a hole revealing a soccer ball. | picked it up and
bounced it severa times from one knee to the other. It was a little dirty but aired up,
which let me know that either Dgja had carried on the midnight birthday tradition
with others or someone else had. For a second | was hurt | hadn’'t been invited, but
I’d done it to myself when | dropped out.Moved on with my life. | gave one last
bump with my knee, sending the ball flying toward Theo. He caught it.

“Not too sore to knee a soccer ball, | guess.”

“1 have put on my brave face,” | said.



“That’'swhat your brave face looks like?’

“What does yours look like?’

“No wincing is involved.” He dropped the ball and tapped it to me. Without a word
we passed it back and forth as we walked to the middle of the field.

“Does football start with a kickoff too?’ | asked when we stopped.

“Yes,” hesaid. “But that'll feel easy after you master this.”

“If you say so,” | responded.

“Then the opposite team returns it and game play starts. The driving toward the
endzone.”

“1 thought you were going to make me learn the rules on my own,” | said.

“Yeah, well, we're here.” He backed away from me, putting space between us so he
could kick the ball farther.

“You better watch out. If you keep helping people like this, they might take your
School Jerk title away.”

“Who awarded me that title? Jensen?’

“ Among other people,” | said.

“And you agree?’

“1..." | hesitated.



“It’ stime to start forming your own opinions, don’t you think?’

My mouth opened and shut. | wanted to say that | had plenty of my own opinions, but
| wasn't proving that very well. | wasfinally able to stutter out, “Jensen has taken
over your spot in my book. But you still hold the cocky title. Walking around with
your earbudsin all the time with that face and that body.”

He raised his eyebrows. “| was born with two of those things. Can't really helpit.”

“But you think you' re better than everyone.”

“You must agree that I’m the best to some extent. Y ou chose me to teach you, after
al.”

“l was desperate,” | said.

He smirked. “ Good to know.”
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Chapter
fourteen
WHEN | WALKED IN THEdiner with Theo, Max’s smile turned big, Lee's curious,
and Deja’s dlipped off her face. She must’'ve just gotten off work because her hair
was pulled up and she wore a green collared shirt. Even the uniforms at the Purple
Starfish weren't purple. Now that | thought about it, maybe her parents were

marketing geniuses.

After Theo and | had finished our training session and headed back to our cars, I'd
said,| mean, everyone hasto eat.

He' d responded,!’ll follow you over.

| gave Max a small shake of my head now. He had the ability to make this weird with
his revenge-dating and make-out talk, and | didn’t want him to.

“Nowhow are we going to talk about him?’ Maxwell asked when we got to the booth.
“Serioudly,” Deja agreed but for much different reasons.

“He doesn’t mind being talked about in front of hisface. He kind of likesit,” | said.

“1 do,” Theo said. “It'show | feed my ego, right, Finley?’

“lI never sad your ego was fed by others. | think you do a good job feeding it



yourself.”

Lee's eyebrows popped up. “Two days in and you already have banter? That seems
fast.”

“We' ve had banter since arguing over pool lights,” Theo said.

“When was that?’ Lee asked.

| looked at Theo. | honestly didn’t think he remembered that discussion from a year
ago. Hejust stared back at me with an even expression.

“You're only calling it an argument because | disagreed with you,” | said. “It was
probably the first time that has ever happened.”

“Second,” he deadpanned.

“I"'m liking this origin story,” Maxwell said.

“An origin to what?' Theo asked, and that knowing smirk of his came onto his face.
But | didn't know what he thought he knew because the only ending our story was
going to have was us bringing Jensen down together.

Maxwell and Lee sat on one bench seat, and Deja sat across on the other. It redly
wasn't a booth for five, but Deja slid as close to the window as possible as though
both Theo and | were going tobe able to fit in the space left. Despite his wide frame,
he seemed to think we would too, because he sat down, leaving a small end forme.

| was just about to drag a chair over when he grabbed my hand and pulled me down
next to him.



“So how isour girl Finley doing in her training?’ Max asked.

| put my hands under my chin. “Yes, how am | doing?’

“Shewhinesalot,” he said. “ Something about sore muscles.”

| elbowed him. “Watchit, or I'll show you how well | can complain.”

Dga s mom called a number, and Lee stood up. “Our fries. Don’'t talk about anything
interesting while I’m gone.”

“Wewon't,” | said.

“Hurry, then,” Maxwell said.

We were al slent, as if we really couldn’t say anything at all without Lee present.
Out the window to our right sailboats dotted the bay, most anchored in place, one
moving slowly in the distance. Lee came back quickly and set down two big orders of
fries. It's al we ever ordered here even though we aways said we were meeting for

lunch. Fries counted as lunch to us.

Theo wasn’t having it, though. “Where is the real food?’
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Degagasped. “Thisisreal food.”

“Finley needs protein,” he said.

| let out a breathy laugh. “ Okay, Coach.”

“No, I'm serious. Y ou should order something else.”
“I'll eat at home later.”

“Let me out.” He twisted his upper body toward me like | was going to move
immediately.

“Why?’ | asked.
“1’m going to order you a burger. Which one do you want?’
“1’m good with fries.”

“No, you're not. You have to take care of your body if you want to maximize our
training.”

“| take care of my body. Like | said, I’ll eat more when | get home. Fries are just our
tradition.”

“It’s important to get protein within an hour after you work out. Stand up.” He was
attempting to move me by pushing his thigh against mine.



| held on to the table and dug my feet into the ground. “We hardly worked out. We
kicked a ball around. Y ou taught me about downs and positions and penalties.”

“But you're still recovering from yesterday—you need to eat.”

“You're not my boss.”

“You really are stubborn,” he said.

“Youreally are stubborn.”

He must not have been trying before because after my statement he put real effort
into his force and | dlid down the bench, barely getting my feet under me, saving
myself from falling.

“Ouch,” | hissed, my muscles protesting the effort. | wanted to rush the register
before he got there, but I’d only brought a few dollars to contribute to the fry haul. |
hadn’t brought burger money.

“Hey, Mrs.Patel! Don't serve him!” | yelled to Dgja’ s mom behind the counter.

She thought | was kidding and just laughed in my direction.

| huffed and turned my attention back to my completely silent friends, who were all
staring at me with wide-eyed expressions. “What?’

“Readly?” Max said. “I didn’t knowallmy dreams in our revenge plot were possible.
You really are going to fall for your ex-boyfriend’ s nemesis, and it isn’'t even going to

be that hard.”

“No,” Dgjasaid. Then, under her breath, with a glance toward the register, added, “Is



he always that controlling?’

“l wouldn't call it controlling,” Lee said. “He was worried.”

“And protective,” Max agreed.

“What would you call it, Finley?’ Deja asked.

“1...” My first thought was to defend him. Agree with the guys. But maybe | had let
my guard down a little. | couldn’t do that. Wouldn’'t. Not when 1'd just been burned
by someone so bad that | could still feel it in my chest. Someone who | thought was
nice. Theo didn’t even pretend to be nice. “He's stubborn. Probably too stubborn.”
Always thought he was right. Arrogant people weren't careful. | needed careful.

“Exactly,” Dejasaid, asif that was al she needed to hear to back up her thoughts.

“He smells really good,” Max said. “Would it be weird if | just stuck my nose on his
shirt?’
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“Even my grandmawouldn’t do that, and she’s gotten pretty bold lately.”

“Oh, speaking of, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Dgja said. “Did you stop posting
your podcast for some reason?”’

My head whipped in her direction. “Have you been listening?’

“Yes! | love your grandma. And the story was just getting good. Her family moving
to California. Her hating its guts. What happens next?’

| scrunched my brows together. Was that where | had left off? “ Get this,” | said. “ She
met a surfer boy and claims that boy was Andrew Lancaster.”

“The painter?’ Lee asked.

“Yes! And apparently he taught her to surf and gifted her apainted surfboard. Not
only that, she's the one who convinced him he had talent. Hers was the first board he
ever painted.”

“What? Why haven't you postedthat?’ Maxwell asked.
“Because | thought my mom and my brother were the only ones listening, but

apparently it’s just my mom and you.” | nudged Deja with my elbow. “My brother is
getting a strongly worded textlater.”

“Don’'t tell him | tattled,” Dga said. “But do you think it’'s true? Do you think your
grandmareally knew Andrew Lancaster? Was his muse or whatever?’



“I don’t know. My mom doesn’t think so. But Grandma has such a clear memory of
her early yearsthat | think it might be true.”

“1 need to listen to your podcast,” Lee said.

“I want to see this painted surfboard,” Maxwell said. “Is there a picture online
somewhere?’

“That’s the thing,” | said. “She supposedly lent it to a friend one summer, never to
seeit again.”

“What'sit look like?” Lee asked.

“What's what look like?’ Theo asked, coming back to the table and sliding in next to
me. | tried to scoot as close as | could to Deja, but even so, his thigh and shoulder
were pressed up against mine, distracting me for a moment.

“Her grandma’ s surfboard,” Lee answered for me.

“Right, yes,” | said.

“Your grandma surfs?’

“Well, not anymore, but she used to, | guess. The problem is that | don’t know what
the board looks like. We have no pictures.”

“Ask her on your podcast so | can hear,” Deja said.

“You have apodcast?’ Theo asked.

“Not really,” | answered, but Dejasaid, “Yes,” at the sametime.



“It hastwo listeners,” | said.

“A podcast is only real with a certain number of listeners?’ Lee asked.

“You know what | mean,” | said.

They all pretended like they didn’t.

“We should try to find the surfboard,” Deja said.

“l don’'t have muchto goon,” | said.

“Try to get more, then,” she said. “Like the name of this terrible person who
borrowed and didn’t return it.”
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“Oh! Cheryl Millcreek. She was the terrible friend.”
“Did your grandma go to high school here?” Theo asked.
“Yes.

“So did mine. Maybe she can ask some of her friends if they knew her. I'll talk to

her.
“Youwill?’ | asked.

Mrs.Patel brought over the burger right at that moment. She set it in front of Theo
with asmile.

“Thank you,” he said, and did it over to me.

Why was he here? Why did he want to help me? It couldn’t just be that he saw me
kick a ball and Jensen annoyed him. He was giving up too much of his time for such
weak motives. And it was obvious he didn't do things out of the goodness of his
heart. I’ d add that to the list of things | was working on at the moment—find out why
Theo Torreswas really doing this.

Chapter

fifteen

“DO YOU KEEP OLD YEARBOOKShere?’ | asked the librarian, Mrs.Hughs, the



next day at school during lunch break. The night before, my mom and | had spent
hours looking through family pictures. While it was fun to walk down memory lane,
there were zero pictures featuring the surfboard. Not that we thought there would be,
since the surfboard predated my mom, but we thought we'd at least try.

“Yes, we keep old yearbooks,” she said. “What year are you looking for?’

“Sixties?’

“Follow me.” She led me up the stairs and to the back corner, then presented the wall
of yearbooks. “They’rein order, so you'll find the sixties over here.”

“Thanks,” | said.

“You looking for grandparents?’

“Sort of.”

“Good luck.”

First, | went to last year’s yearbook and pulled it down. | flipped through till | found
Jensen. | pulled a sticky note out of my backpack and wrote the wordsworld's
worstboyfriendwith an arrow and stuck it next to his picture. It was silly and
immature, but it brought me a sense of satisfaction. Someone at some point in the
future, maybe his grandkid, would see that and ask him about it. The thought that
even in fifty years he might have to defend what he'd done to me made me smile. |
shut the book and dlid it back into place. The 1960s section was on the far left all the
way on the bottom, so | sat down and pulled one out.

Where are you?The text from Deja buzzed through on my phone.



In the library. I’ll be out in a minute.

What' s in the library?she asked.

Y our mom,| retorted.

Tell her to get back to work. The library is no place for people who want to make
money.

Shetold meto tell you that you' re grounded for that comment.

| knew Degja, and she probably rolled her eyes while reading my last couple joking
texts.Whatever secret mission you're on, hurry.

| will.

The upstairs section of the library was a loft area that had a half wall overlooking the
bottom floor. It allowed the noise from the lower level to drift up perfectly. That's
how | heard a group of guys come in talking about the school’ s podcast.

“Does anyone even listen to it?’" someone said.

“1 only listen to comedy podcasts. And only when |I’'m driving.”
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“Nerd,” someone else said, and they all laughed.

| dlid the book onto the floor and inched my way to the wall. | wondered why
someone had introduced the subject of the school’s podcast if none of them listened
toit. | moved to a crouch, held on to the edge, and pulled myself up until just my eyes
were above the wall. | should’'ve known. A group of football players now sat at a
round table. | could only see half the group. They were probably talking about the
podcast because Jensen had joined and was at the center of drama because of it.

“l listened to it once,” one of them said. “So boring. Who comes up with the topics
anyway? Some teacher who forgot what it was like to be in high school 7’

They all laughed again.

“Nice,” | muttered. Not that I'd been responsible for any topics yet, but | would be.
So much for Nolen's plan to get football players to listen. They apparently thought
that onlytheirinterests were worth listening to. | slid back down the wall.

“What brilliant ideas would you come up with?’ | heard the calm voice of Theo ask.
My heart and breath seemed to stop in order to listen better. “What would entertain
you?’

“1 don’t know,” someone said. “ Sports recaps?’

A smattering of laughter sounded.

“Bad-date recaps,” someone else said to even more laughter.



When nobody else offered any ideas, he said, “Not as easy asit seems, isit?’

“Chill, Theo. We didn’t mean anything by it. What’s your problem?’

“l don’'t have a problem,” he said. “Never listened to the thing and definitely won't
start listening now.”

They all laughed.

My breath came back to me, and my heart started beating double time.

| grumbled about how we wouldn’t want them to listen anyway and went back to my
spot by the shelves, searching through the yearbooks until | found a small grainy
picture of Cheryl Millcreek. | snapped a pic with my phone and flipped through the
rest of the book to see if she was shown anywhere else. | found her in one other spot:
the Surf Club. She stood with a striped board next to her and a serious expression on
her face. | took another pic.

Downstairs the football guys had changed the subject to some pickup game they’'d
played over the weekend and were asking Theo why he wasn't there.

“1 had other plans,” he said.

His other plans were me. I'd sworn him to secrecy, though. Was that the only reason
he wasn’t saying he was with me?

They were getting so loud that | was surprised Mrs.Hughs hadn’t shushed them. | put
the yearbook back and took pictures of Cheryl’s other years as well. | had ten minutes
left of lunch, and | hadn’t eaten anything. My still-sore muscles reminded me of what
Theo said about feeding and taking care of my body. Hopefully my friends had some
leftover food, because | didn’'t have time to get anything from the food trucks or



cafeteria.
| pushed myself off the ground and stood at the top of the stairsfor several breaths. If
| kept my head down, maybe he wouldn’'t see me. And even if he did see me, he

wouldn’t say anything, surrounded by his friends like he was.

| scurried down the stairs and was heading to the door when Theo said, “Soccer
Star!”

| turned, and the whole table was staring at me. All with varying degrees of smirks on
their faces. | narrowed my eyes at him.

Theo's smirk was worst of all, like the world was a joke to him. “Tell the guys about
the podcast.”

“What about it?’ | asked.

“How hard it isto come up with ideas.”

“Why? It's not like any of you are listening to it,” | said. “But ask Jensen—nhe’s the
expert now.” | turned toward the door again.

“I would listen if there were interviews of other students!” Theo called after me. |
immediately remembered how he' d called that idea boring before.

“Ugh,” someone at the table said. “That’ s the worst idea yet.”

“Not as easy as you thought,” someone else said with alaugh.

There were other words | couldn’t make out.
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| kept walking. The library door was heavy, and my still-sore legs didn’'t help as |
struggled for a moment to open it.

“1 don’t think it’sworking,” one of the guys said.
“Lift weightstonight!” Theo called. “It will help flush out the lactic acid.”
| shoved my way out into the hall in amix of anger and embarrassment.

Once | found my friends, the first thing | said was “He's goingto tell everyone, and
Jensen will find out and ruin our revenge plans.”

Half a sandwich was sitting in front of Deja, and | picked it up and took a bite, then
sat down next to her.

“Who is going to do what now?’ Maxwell said.
| summarized what happened in the library.
“And how isthat going to ruin everything?’ Lee asked.

“Don’'t you think people are going to wonder why he's telling me to work out?
Realize he' s probably training me to kick?’

“Probably,” Dgjaagreed. “He' sanidiot.”

“Nobody will think twice about it. He's an athlete,” Max said. “He was just trying to



be funny.”

“Well, it wasn’t funny,” | groaned, burying my head in my hands.

“You also have trust issues,” Max observed, and | groaned again.

Dgasaid, “He doesn’'t deserve your trust.”

Lee put his hand on my arm. “Y our real trust issues are because you got screwed over
not that long ago by someone you trusted with your whole heart. Y ou're skeptical of
anyone who's coming in the wake of that. It’ s totally understandable.”

“Yes! | have aright to be screwed up,” | said, and smiled gratefully hisway.

“What secret project were you doing in the library anyway?’ Deja asked.

“1 was looking for a picture of Cheryl Millcreek that | can feed into the internet. The
lady who borrowed my grandma's surfboard. If | find her, maybe she'll remember
what happened to it.” | didn’tknow why it was suddenly so important for me to find
this surfboard. Maybe because it was a missing piece of my grandma’'s past that
might bring her some joy. And making her happy was very important to me. It was
the one spot of sunshinein my life right now. | needed that.

Chapter

sixteen

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?" THEvoice of my grandma pulled my head away from
my laptop in surprise.

“Not much,” | answered, closing my computer.



| couldn’t tell her what | was really doing—a deep internet search for Cheryl. At least
not until | had some solid leads. | didn’t want to get her hopes up. And so far, my
leads were anything but solid. I'd taken the picture of Cheryl I'd found in the
yearbook the day before and reverse image searched it. It brought me to the Facebook
page of a woman around my mom'’s age named Alice who had labeled the picture
asmom in high school.Her last name was not Millcreek; it was Slater. | sent a DM
that 1 knew would go to her “other” box and probably never get seen, telling her |
thought her mom knew my grandma and that 1'd love to ask her afew questions. I'd
pressed enter, then stared at the chat screen like she was going to answer me back
immediately.

So yes, Grandma scared me with her question. “What areyoudoing?’ | asked.

“1 am trying to decide what to wear for my date with your grandpa tomorrow.”

Unless she was referring to his ghost, which | was 99percent sure she wasn't, | knew
grandma was having a bad memory day. Bad memory days were hard because if we
tried to correct her, she would get confused and upset. Sometimes even angry.
Usually, it was best to just go along with her.

“I’ll help you find something in a minute. Can we have a chat first?’ Because if her
mind was in the past, maybe it was a good time to get her words out, to talk about it. |
held out the headphones for her.

She sat down next to me. “You'll have to take me to my house before the date so he
knows where to pick me up.”

Even if | did take her to her house, which | couldn’t because other people lived there,
she wouldn’t recognize it. After the fire, it had to be torn down and rebuilt. It was a
completely different house.
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“Yes, for sure,” | said, helping her put on the earphones. “Tell me about your very
first date with Grandpa.” I'd cut this section about my grandpa and add it into a later
interview when we' d reached this portion of her history.

“We were in the same math class together in college. | was better, by the way. | think
Lawrence just talked to me because he was hoping he could get some free tutoring.”
I’d heard this story many times, but it made me smile every time.

“Not cool, Lawrence,” | said.

“That’s how | made my money, though. Even with his baby-blue eyes, he was not
getting my brain for free.”

“Way to be afeminist, Grandma.”

“He had to take me to dinner first,” she said, ruining my feminist comment.

“Y ou gave him free tutoring after he bought you dinner?’

“It wasn't freeif | got food out of it, now wasit?’

“You have me there.” | adjusted the headphones on my ears and reminded myself to
watch my filler words. “What about your first date with Andrew Lancaster? Did you

have one of those, or was he just your surfing instructor?’

“Andrew. | haven't heard hisnamein along time.”



| didn’t remind her that she literally said his name a few daysago.

“He was teaching me to surf. We were ditting out there in the water on our boards
waiting for awave, and he said,If | catch the next wave, will you go out with me?And
| said,We are out.He shook his head and said, To dinner.| said,And if | catch the next
wave, will you go out with me?He gave a grunt and said,And what if neither of us
doWhich was areal possibility, by the way, because the waves that day were terrible
and | wasn't a great surfer. But then he said,And if neither of us catch a wave, we
should go out.”

| controlled my laugh thistime, kept it civilized. “That’ s socute.”

“He was pretty cute.”

“Was this before or after you convinced him he could paint?’

“You knew he could paint?’ she asked. “Have you seen his paintings?’

“Some of them.”

“They’re amazing.”

“They’re pretty cool. Which one of you caught the wave that day?’ | asked.

“Hedid. | got tossed by it.”

“Do you remember what the surfboard he painted for you looked like?’

Her brows came together in thought. “I don’t remember, but it was really beautiful.”
That wasn't helpful at all.



“Did you know he turned into a really famous painter around here, Grandma? Did
you ever go to any of his showings?’

“Probably. Ask Lawrence. His memory is better than mine.”

Grandpa had been gone for along time.lhardly remembered him. But it made me sad
that she had to remember she missed him over and over again.

“YOUR GRANDMA TEXTED ME.”

| had just walked into the conference room in the library and sat down when Jensen
said that to me from across the table. We weren’t the only two here. Ava sat beside
him, and Nolen was at the whiteboard writing down our assignments for the day.
“What?’ | asked. Did he not understand | never wanted to speak to him again?

“Your grandma texted me.”

My curiosity got the better of me. “What did she say?”’
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“Asked me to come over. Had some old movies she wanted to show me.”

“1 told her we broke up,” | said. “Y ou know she has memory issues. Just ignore her or
block her.”

“You want me to block your grandma?’ he asked, like that was the most hurtful thing
anyone had ever suggested he do.

“Yes, it's super easy.”

“You would know,” he said, like | was going to deny | had blocked him.
| didn’t. | said, “Yes, lwould.”

“Whatever,” he muttered. “1’m not blocking your grandma.”

“Y ou responded to her, didn't you?' Jensen always had to play the nice guy even in
the midst of screwing someone over.

“Why wouldn’t 1?7’
“Because we broke up, Jensen.”

“So I’'m supposed to be mean to your grandma now? That's part of the breakup
rules?’

“She won’'t remember if you don’t respond.” | made a mental note to take his number



off her phone when | got home.

“1 told her I’d come by.”

“You did what?' | asked even though | heard him perfectly fine. “No.”

“Sheinvited me, Finley. I’d feel bad not going.”

“That’ swhat you feel bad about? That?’

Herolled his eyes, like me still mad over him sitting in this room was ridiculous. “I’ll
just say hi and tell her we broke up.”

“You think it will be different coming from you? That you have this magic power to
make her remember? Don’t go to my house, Jensen.”

“Y ou don't have to be there.”

“I’'m serious.” And | was getting more serious, more angry by the second. “Don’t go
to my house.”

“Cam down, it'sfine.”

“Excuseme? Don’t be an—"

“Hey, look what | found.” The voice came from the chair to my right.

| swallowed down the end of my sentence and looked over to see Theo, an excited
look on his face, holding out his phone.

“What? | was so confused. First of all, seeing him here in my class, was



disorienting. Second, | hadn’t talked to him since the library incident two days ago
and | was still kind of irritated with him. Plus, my irritation with Jensen was seeping
out of my pores at the moment.

| had no idea where he’d come from or how long he’d been there. I'd obviously been
so focused on my conversation with Jensen that | hadn't noticed him come in. |
looked around the table; a lot more people had come in during our talk as well and
they were all silent, pretending to look at phones or search through backpacks or
write in notebooks, but it was obvious everyone had been listening to us.

“Look.” Theo waved his phone under my nose, like he didn’t care that the entire table
was in our business. Had he heard thewholeexchange with Jensen?

| glanced down at his phone. The Facebook page I’ d found the night before of Cheryl
Millcreek’ s daughter was pulled up.

“Should we message her?’” he asked. His expression told me he was invested. Yet he
wanted my permission before reaching out toher.

“| dlready did,” | said.
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“You aready messaged her?’

| nodded. “1 found that last night.”

“And you didn't tell me?’ he teased. “Gotta get to class. Tak to you later.” He
paused for a moment, meeting my eyes, his expression seeming to ask if | was okay. |
was not okay, but | gave him a slight nod. With that, he got up and walked toward the

door like that was the most natural interaction in the world.

The late bell rang out a sharp tone. When the room fell into silence again, Jensen
said, “He' sjust doing that to bug me.”

| leveled him with a stare. “Doing what?’

“Talking to you,” he said. Someone on the other side of the room giggled. | could ve
sworn someone else said “1 agree” under their breath.

Ava backhanded him on the arm. “Not everything is about you, dude.”
“But thisis. | guaranteeit. Y ou should be careful because he' snot.”

If only he knew just how careful | was being. But | wasn’'t about to tell him that.
“You're the person | should’ ve been warned about, Jensen. | think I’ m good.”

“Oh!” someone to my left said, as though that was the worst insult | could’ ve given.

Jensen sighed like he was the one who should be frustrated over this interaction. “Do



what you want, Finley.”

| balled my fists near my thighs but did not respond how | wanted to. I'd already had
too much of an audience for too much of my drama lately. | wasn’t going to feed the
gossip machine.

Nolen stood at the head of the table. “Okay, | know we're in the entertainment

industry, but let's keep the drama to a minimum during class. Yeah?' He looked at
me like | had somehow caused all the drama.

My clenched fists became tighter on my lap.Do not make any comments, none at al,|
told myself. You will just end up looking like the bitter ex-girlfriend. | probably
aready did.

Chapter

seventeen

| RUSHED OUT OF THEconference room and then the library it was connected to
after class, still seething, glad lunch was our next period, because | wouldn’t be able
to concentrate on another class right now. | reached the hall, where | literaly ran into
the strong arm of Theo, stopping me in my tracks.

“Hey, whoa, slow down, you okay?’

“Why are you here?’ | snapped, stunned by his appearance in front of me.

“Sometimes we sit in the library at lunch,” he said. “But also, you seemed upset
earlier.”

“Did you hear what he said?’ | looked over my shoulder, and when | saw the rest of



the class, who hadn’t been as quick to the door as me, now exiting, | clamped my
mouth shut.

“Come here,” he said, leading me out of the building and down the hall, then around
a corner where he stopped. “What’s going on?’His look of concern, so different from
his normal teasing smirk, was throwing me off.

“Jensen. My grandma texted him. He wants to visit her.”

“Your grandma texted him?’

“ She keeps forgetting we broke up. She has Alzheimer’s.”

“I’'m sorry,” he said.

“Yeah.” My chest was tight and my eyesfelt hot.

He put his hands on my shoulders but didn’'t say anything, just took a few breathsin
and out. | found myself mimicking his actions until my chest loosened. “How did you
do that?’ | asked.

“1 didn’t do anything,” he responded, but his hands still felt warm and steady on my
shoulders. My hands, | realized, much to my surprise, were gripping the sides of his

shirt.

| dropped them and cleared my throat, feeling emotions rise up my neck. “I’m okay,”
| said, nodding once, then twice, maybe three times.



Page 51

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 6:29 am

“It's okay if you're not.”

“I am. I'm good.” | took a step back, out of his reach, swallowing hard as | looked
around. This wasn’'t a populated area at lunch—most people ate in the courtyard or
cafeteria—but it wasn’'t empty either.

“About the library the other day,” he said. “Did | do something wrong?’

“You were being stupid,” | said. “Annoying.”

“1 seem to accomplish that alot.”

“Yes, you do.”

He chuckled alittle, his smirk settling back into place. “You're mad at me.”

“No, well, sort of. You don’'t have to pretend you'd listen to my podcast idea when
you already told me it was boring.”

“| never said that.”

| shook my head in disagreement. “Y ou especially shouldn’t say it right after you told
your friends you’ d never listen to the podcast.”

“Because Jensen is the host.”

Oh.



“An-and also, | thought we were trying to keep our distance so people wouldn't talk.
But then you tell me to work out in the library and you come to my class today.” |
pointed behind us.

“l didn’t think you meant we couldn’t talkat al,just that you didn’t want anyone
seeing us on the football field together.” He whispered that last part. “We can't be
seen togetheranywhere? You were at one of my parties.... People know we know
each othernow.”

“But that was before we had a plan. And now we can’t...we shouldn’t talk.”

Herolled his eyes. “Y ou' re pretty annoying too, you know.”

“Yeah...well...” Everything he'd said was true. | had been fine talking to him before.
Didn’'t think anything of it. | was overreacting. Nobody was going to make the jump
that us hanging out together meant anything about Theo training me to kick unless
they saw us in the act. And if they were going to make that jump, they would’ ve
made it already. Probably at his party.

He smiled. “No need to be so paranoid.”

“It'sjust...l want this to work so bad. | need him to have some kind of consequence
for what he did. And | don’t want him to see it coming.”

“l get it. But I'm not going to stop talking to you in public. Atthis point, |
thinkthatwould be more suspicious. Iwilltry to be more careful about the things | say
if you'reworried. | didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, Soccer Star.”

“Serioudly, stop calling me that.”

“Why does it bother you?’



“Because even when | played, | wasn't great. And you probably know that.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Plus, | quit.”

“Huh.”

“What?’

“Y ou need to work on that.”

“Getting better at soccer?”’

“No, your confidence. If you don't believe in yourself, you're never going to get the
position over him.”
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“Easier said than done. Oh,” | said, pulling a twenty-dollar bill out of my pocket. |
held it out for him.

“What’ s that for?’
“For the burger you bought the other day.”

“Right.” He took the bill without a fight and put it in his pocket. For some reason he
didn’t seem happy with this exchange. “What did Cheryl Millcreek’ s daughter say?’

“What?’
“You said you messaged her. What did she say?’

“She hasn't responded. | doubt she'll ever see my message. It's going to be in her
spam folder, or wherever non-friend messages end up.”

“You didn’'t request her asafriend?’ he asked.
It hadn’'t even occurred to me. “Should | have?”’

“Yes!” he said. “At least that will appear in her notifications. She'll look at your pic
and think you’ re her niece she never remembers the name of or something.”

“You've aready characterized her as aterrible aunt?’

“We can only hope,” he said with asmile.



| pulled out my phone to send the request, and he shifted so he was looking over my
shoulder.

| clicked on the blue button. “ Requested.”

“Good,” he said.

| looked up at him. He was still next to me and our noses nearly bumped. We both
took a step back at the same time.

“1 better go.” He nodded toward the library, where his friends were probably waiting
for him.

“Yes, of course. Thanks for...” | trailed off, not sure how to explain to him just how
much he had calmed me down after the Jensen thing.

“Anytime,” he said, seeming to know exactly what | was talking about. And then he
was walking away. “Oh, Finley,” he said, turning around and walking backward a

few steps.

Maybe he needed to go back to calling me Soccer Star because my name on his lips
set off adifferent kind of fire. “Yeah?’

“Publish another episode. It's an interesting story.”

| THINK HE'S LISTENED TOmy podcast!l wrote in our group chat after school that
day as| was setting up to record another episode with my grandma.

Who?L ee asked.

Theo! Why would he listen to my podcast?



Because it's good.Maxwell responded.l’ ve been listening to it too. Post the one where
she talks about Andrew. Y ou haven't posted it yet.

| sat down in my chair and pulled up my stats bar on my computer. Sure enough, my
last episode now had five hits. | moved the cursor over the publish button on the
waiting episode but hesitated.

“You ready for me, Finley?’ Grandma asked, and | released the mouse.

“Yes, comein.”

She settled in quickly today, like she was ready to talk about Andrew. | was glad
because | was ready to hear about him.

“Last | heard you lost the bet on the surfboard and so he got the privilege of taking
you out. Where did he take you on your first date, and how was it?’
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“We were young and neither of us had ajob at the time, so he packed up a lunch and
drove me down the coast to this beach with a series of caves. I'd never seen anything
like it. We ate and talked, and he drew a picture in the sand with a stick that was so
detailed, | didn’t understand how he could’ ve done it.You're an artist,l said.No, just
someone with lots of pictures in my head,he responded. And, Finley, that was an
understatement. Everywhere we went, he drew. On napkins and park benches and
newspapers. Even on my hand sometimes.”

“What did he draw?”’

“People, mostly. Or parts of people. Eyes or lips or ears. Sometimes hair that |ooked
like waves with another person surfing in the locks.”

“Isthat what he drew on your surfboard?’ | asked.
“Something like that,” she said hesitantly, obviously still not able to recall the details.

“If you can remember anything more specific, maybe our listeners can help us find
it.”

“What listeners? Are they listening right now?’
“No, | have to edit and work on the sound quality of our recording, and then | publish
it. Then they listen to it.” At least, that was what | used to do. Before | stopped the

last step of that process several episodes ago.

“Kind of like aradio show,” she said.



“Yes, trug,” | said. “The surfboard?’ | added, trying to get her back on track.

“I remember it was beautiful. And | didn’t understand how Andrew couldn’t see that
he was an artist.”

“You'reright,” | said. “How couldn’t he?’

“He thought a real artist was trained and had the right supplies and a specific amount
of experience and was recognized by others.”

“Oh,” | said, understanding why he might feel that way. “So he drew you a picture in
the sand on your first date and then what?’

“ And then we took off our shoes and walked along the waterline, leaving footprintsin
the wet sand, until we came to the caves. The tide was coming in, so we couldn’t

explore them much, worriedwe would get trapped. As we stood inside that cave and
the water lapped over my bare toes, he pulled me close and...”

She paused and didn’t go on.

“He kissed you?’ | asked, unable to wait for her to finish her sentence.

“Hedidn’'t,” she said. “He was going to, but | turned and pointed out to the ocean and
said,Look at that otter.”

“Why, Grandma?’
“Because | was scared. |I'd never been kissed, and | wasn’t sure | was ready for my

first one to happen while | was worried about the tide and the caves and getting
stuck.”



“What did he do?’

“He looked out at the water too and said,| think that’s a sealion.”

| smiled. “Was it?’

“There was no otterorsea lion.”

| gave atempered laugh. “ That was sweet of him.”

“He didn’t have to correct me,” she said.

“But it was fakel”

“Exactly.”

| reached out and squeezed her hand. My mom was wrong. “Y ouknewAndrew
Lancaster. That’s so cool. Y ou amostkissedAndrew Lancaster.”

“Oh, we kissed. Just not that time.”
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My eyebrows popped up. “Oh, really? When did you finallykiss?’
“Wouldn't this be the time you leave the listeners wanting more?’
“Areyou trying to steal my job?’ | asked.

“Never.” She dlid the headphones off and set them on the desk.Her eyes seemed
distant tonight. Far away. Maybe even a bit sad. “I love you, baby girl. Thanks for
that walk down memory lane.”

| stood and gave her a hug. “Thanks for sharing it with me.”
When she pulled the door shut, | relistened to the episode.

“He thought a real artist was trained and had the right supplies and a specific amount
of experience and was recognized by others,” my grandma’s voice said over the
Speakers.

My stomach churned. It wasn’t the same. Unlike Andrew, I’d already put myself out
there. | wasn't picked for the school podcast. And the past podcast episodes | had
published were still sitting there, not listened to, proof that | was obviously doing
something wrong. The publish button stared back at me as my grandma's words
continued over the speaker: “Wouldn't this be the time to leave your listeners
wanting more?’

| sighed. At the very least, my friends wanted to listen to it. | could give them that. So
after athorough edit, | pushed publish.



Chapter

eighteen

AS | WALKED THROUGH THEparking lot at school Friday morning, a sea of
pastels greeted me—pink potted flowers and light green balloons and lavender
bouquets. It took me approximately fifteen strides to remember it was Bring on
Spring. Every year, on the first day of spring, the student council sold flowers and
candy and balloons to raise money for prom.

Last year, Jensen had bought me two dozen pink roses. | received four in every
period, each with a handwritten note. I’d saved those notes, | remembered. Where
were they now? Somewhere in some box in my closet or under my bed. Today
seemed like a good day to destroy them. | never did get to burn his things at the party
aweek ago. He' d somehow walked away from that night in possession of all of them.
“Hey,” Theo said, suddenly at my side. “Thoughts on the first day of spring?’

“1 was just thinking that it felt like a good day to burn things.”

He smiled. “Not afan of flowers?’

“What about you?’

“1 have received gifts every year. I'm hoping to get afew thisyear.”

“You have?’ | asked. “From who?’ | had no idea what Theo’s dating history was. As
far as | knew, he hadn’t had a girlfriend. At least not one that went to our school. But

there were often girls hanging out with their group, so maybe | was wrong.

“From my many admirers. Be honest, are you sending me one this year?’



“ Absolutely not.”

“Asyour coach, | thought you would be more grateful. | see where | rank.”

“I’m not burning any of your stuff, so you're not at the very bottom.”

| stepped to the side of the hall, pulling him with me and turned to face him. “Be
honest—am | wasting my time? And yours?’

“You're going to have to be more specific. Are you talking right now? If so, the
answer isyes, alittle. Or are you referring to the upcoming weekend activities?’

“Y ou know what I’'m talking about,” | said.

He went quiet for amoment, as though taking my question to heart. So | believed him
when he met my eyes again and in a sincere voice said, “It's only been a week.
Technically only two days of training. But | would’ ve never agreed to thisin the first
place if you didn’'t already have a natural ability. Muscle memory from your years of
soccer, I’'m guessing. And on top of that you're picking upthe technique fast, Finley.
You're driving the ball straight. That's a good sign. Do you want to add more
practices?’

“More?’ | aready thought | was asking too much of him.
“1 have time today, if you want.”
As though someone couldn’t wait a second longer, a small potted succulent was

suddenly shoved between us. We both looked down. | reached for it without thinking,
when the girl who held it said, “Theo, happy spring.”
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My hand dropped quickly to my side.
“Thanks,” Theo said, turning a smile on the plant giver. “Is this from you?’ Most of
the time the gifts were delivered by the leadership students as we sat in class. But
there was also an option to buy them and deliver them yourself.

“There’ sanote,” she said, and then squeezed his biceps and scurried away.

“Nice,” | said. “If thisis your reality year after year, I'm suddenly seeing why your
ego has grown to thissize.”

“It’ s not my fault people are drawn to me,” he said.

| pushed myself off the wall where | had been leaning for our talk and continued
walking. “I guess I’m covered in repellant.”

He laughed. “Are you? | don't think you’ re using the rightkind.”

| sighed. “We're not practicing today. I’ll feel too pathetic. And besides, one of those
notes will probably be an invite to some date tonight. | wouldn’t want you to miss
that.” | nodded toward the pot in his hand.

“ S0 youaregoing to send me one of these and ask me out,” hesaid.

“You wish.”

“Maybe | do,” he said.



My stupid stomach fluttered to life with his words, surprising me. We were not going
there with him, | reminded it. HE's too arrogant, too annoying, too risky. My body
didn’'t get to forget that this soon. “Maybe it's your turn tosenda gift for a change
instead of always getting them,” | said.

“Maybeitis.”

Those were the words we parted on that morning, so when | was sitting in podcast
class, brainstorming some topics | could research and the door swung open with a
delivery, my heart skipped a beat. And that beat doubled in speed when a potted daisy
was placed in front of me.

Across the way, Jensen’s full attention was on me. He had the earphones that weren't
plugged into anything on his head and the microphone pulled up close. He'd been
doing another mock episode with Nolen watching on, but now he was quiet.

| unfolded the little attached card. My brain literally thought it was going to say:Go
out with me tonight. Life is about taking risks. —Theo

Much to my relief, it did not say that. What it really said wasSmile big and try to
blush. It will drive you-know-who crazy. —Deja

| couldn’t blush on command, so | quickly lowered my eyes to the table and forced a
smile. Then | brought the flower to my nose and took a sniff. For whatever reason,
that caused me to let out the loudest sneeze known to man. The class laughed. There
was the blush I’ d been instructed to produce earlier. | lifted my hand in a small wave,
thanking my audience.

“Who isit from?’ Avaasked from where she sat next to Jensen across the table.

“Um...Theo,” | lied. Why did | lie? | could vejust said | didn’t know. | could’ ve said



a secret admirer. | could’'ve said anyone else. But | knew Jensen was listening and |
knew | did that for him, and | hated myself for it.

“Really?’ she asked, asif she didn’'t believe me. “He's always the pursued and never
seems interested. Until now, | guess.”

“No, we'rejust friends,” | said.

She lifted her eyebrows. “ It seemslike alittle more than that.”

| looked back down at my podcast topics notes, desperate to move past this.

My eyes couldn’t stay focused for long, though. They traveled from the paper in front
of me to where Jensen and Ava sat. She was laughing at something he said. They
weren't even taking notes, or practicing anymore it seemed. They were literaly just
talking. Was this how all of next year was going to be? We would have to scramble
around doing all the work while they worked on their chemistry and connection? The
seniors overseeing us now would be gone, giving them even more freedom to do
what they wanted.

As if sensing he was being watched, Jensen looked my way. “Can | see the podcast
topics you’' ve come up with?’

| almost said no but then noticed Nolen was watching. I’d already been on the wrong
end of dramain here, so with a groan that could only be heard in my own head, | did
the notebook down the table. Jensen stopped it with a hand to the top. He read
through the ideas I’'d come up with and then narrowed his eyes a bit. “These are a
good start,” he said. “A little on the predictable side, though. | thinkour year should
be more out of the box, entertaining for a larger audience.” He dlid the notebook
back. “Keep trying.”



Acid rose up my throat and | swallowed it down. Did he really think he was the
leader in here now? How about this idea for a podcast:How to get away with
murdering your ex-boyfriend who is now a total jerk. Is that outside of the box
enough? Relatable to alarger audience?

The door opened again and another gift was brought in—a single rose. This one was
delivered to Jensen. He smiled and blushed on cue.

Chapter
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nineteen

| WAS STILL SEETHING WHENI got home, ready to find old notes to light up in
flames. | must’ve been so in my head that | didn’'t notice an extra car out front
because it wasn't until | walked into my house and saw Jensen sitting on the couch
with my grandma that | knew he was there. Had | seen his car | could’ ve prepared

myself. But instead, | let out the loudest and crudest cuss word in my catalog.

My grandma gasped. “Finley!” She was holding one of the potted flowers from
school that no doubt Jensen had brought for her.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked. “ Get out of my house.”
“Finley,” Grandma said. “What' s gotten into you?”’

Jensen didn’t move. Didn’t even pretend like he was going to stand and leave. “She
texted me, Finley. I’'m here for her, not you.”

Grandma patted Jensen’s arm like that was the sweetest thing he' d ever said. “You're
here for both of us, dear.”

“Grandma, we broke up. | don’t want him here.”
“When did you break up?’

“Jensen, I’ m serious.”



“You seem to be,” he said. “Can we just talk?’

| wasn't sure if he meant him and my grandma or him and me, but either way, my
answer was the same. “No.”

“Finley,” Grandma said, her voice shakier than before. “That's enough. Let's sit
down and have a nice afternoon.”

“You'’ re upsetting her, Jensen. Y ou need to leave.”

“Only one of usis upsetting her,” he said.

Mom came in at that moment from wherever she' d been at the back of the house. She
took in the scene. | waited for her to tell Jensen to leave, but instead she nodded
toward the kitchen, indicating | should follow her. | did.

“Grandma s having an off day” was how she started.

“So you let my ex-boyfriend in the house?’

“1 thought maybe he told you he was coming?’

“Hedidn't.”

“That maybe you guys made up,” she said.

“Wedidn't. Not at all.”

She clasped her hands together. “Can we just...Can you just...l don’t know...play
along for now? He seems to be helping her.”



“Play along?’ | asked.

Mom sighed. | saw the exhaustion behind her eyes.

“I"'mjust going to leave,” | said. “Maybe that will be better for everyone.”

“Maybe,” she said, surprising me.

| clenched my teeth, keeping the bad words inside this time.

“I’ll text you when he leaves,” Mom said.

“Great plan,” | said sarcastically, whirled around, and left. As | passed Jensen, my
grandma’s arm hooked in his, a memory flashed through my mind of this very scene
from months ago. Only that time we were all together and laughing. Those happy
feelings rushed through my body followed by a surge of sadness. I'd been so busy

being angry at Jensen that the sadness shocked me. | pushed it down and left through
the front door, pulling it shut behind me, trying to find my anger again.
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In my car, | texted the group chat:Jensen showed up at my house pretending to be
concerned about my grandma.

Degaresponded first:l shouldn’t have sent you that flower today. My bad.
Lee was next:l amost sent you aflower too. Glad | didn’t.

And finaly, Maxwell chimed in withl did not almost send you aflower. | was hoping
one of you losers would’ ve sent me one. But noooo.

| sent you one,L ee responded.

You'rerequired. | meant my best friends.

| used my last ten bucks to make Jensen jealous,Deja said.

“Gah!” | threw my phone on the passenger seat. They were supposed to rage with me,
not get in afight over flowers. | pressed the ignition button in my car and drove to the
only place that might help me right now.

| DIDN'T KNOCK ON THEO’ Sdoor. | didn’t want to ruin his day, but | didn’t think
he'd mind if | let myself in throughthe side gate to use the equipment. | hoped his
parents weren’t having some Spring Day dinner party or something.

The yard was full of its normal things, no decorated tables awaiting guests or party

planners scurrying about setting up. The sun was heading toward the ocean, but it was
gtill very much lighting the day as | stomped toward the shed. | pulled out some



footballs and a plastic stand and got to work. | was obvioudy still in my school
clothes—jeans and a sweater—having discovered Jensen immediately upon entering
my house. The jeans were constricting and the sweater was hot and floppy, but
neither of those things stopped me from kicking ball after ball, drawing on every
ounce of anger.

Some hit the net, but most flew above it, off to far corners of the yard. 1'd kicked
through the pile, collected the balls, and started again when a voice behind me said, “|
hope you’ re not imagining my face on those footballs, because I’ d be very insulted.”
“Jensen. It'shisface,” | said, kicking another ball. “His stupid, ugly, entitled face.”
“What happened?’ Theo asked.

“I’m just going to murder him, that’s all.” | kicked another ball.

“Finley, come on, you' re going to hurt yourself.”

“How exactly? By kicking the ball too hard? Is that a thing?’ | drove my foot into
another ball. Despite my snarky response, the top of my foot was actually starting to
sting. | wasn't wearing the right shoes, just an old pair of Converse, but | didn’t care.
“Isthis how you got hurt?’

“No,” hesaid evenly. “Itisn't.”

| kicked the next ball, the last one in my second-round pile. | began to collect them
again.

Theo followed me, gathering some as well. We both dropped our armload back at the
starting point, and then | placed one on the plastic stand.



“Finley,” he said.

| kicked. “You said we could work out today, right? I'm working out.”

“Let me at least loan you the right clothes for this.”

The next ball | kicked went off the side of my foot and careened to the left, landing in
a patch of wildflowers. | stomped my foot in afit of frustration. “You lied to me. Y ou
said | was doing well, wasn’t wasting your time, but I'm not and | am. Why am | till
doing this? I’'m not going to be able to beat him, am 1? He's going to win it al. The
place on the podcast, the football spot. He even got a stupid flower today.”

“Didn’t everyone?’

| picked up aball, then paused. “Who is giving him aflower after what he did to me?
They think he’'s a catch? He' s already moved on?’

“Would that bother you?” Theo asked.

“No...I don’t know. | told someone you gave me a flower when you didn’t. | don’t
think she believed me, but | told myself | was never going to do that.”

“Dowhat?”’

“Use someone to get back at someone else.”

“Are you using me?’



Page 58

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 6:29 am

“No...” | looked at the net and nodded toward it. “Maybe | have been all along. |
didn’t meanto. I...I"m sorry.”

“You're not. | knew what | was getting into and why. You know I’'m not his fan
either. | volunteered.” His eyes traveled to the ground, then back up to me. “Y ou got
agift today?’

| nodded, and repeated what he' d said. “Didn’'t everyone?’

“From who?”

“Degja. Shedid it to make Jensen mad.”

“And did it?

“He showed up at my house when he knew | didn’t want him there. So maybe.”

“He showed up at your house?’

“Yes, and instead of kicking him out, my mom told me | was upsetting everyone and
that | should leave.”

“That’s messed up.”
“Thank you!”

He stared at the ball | held. “1 wish | could kick Jensen’s facetoo.”



“You can,” | said, extending it toward him. “I’ve seen you working out. You're
strong.”

He looked down at his knee and shook his head. “I need more time.” He let out a
sigh. “I should’ ve gotten you a gift today. Candy or something.”

My heart stuttered in my chest. “What?’

“| wanted to.”

“You did?’

“1 thought about how it would make Jensen mad too.”

“Right.” | placed another ball and kicked it hard. That one was Theo's face.

When | turned around to get another, Theo was there, right in front of me. Close.

“No more,” he said. “Not like this, in the wrong clothes and the wrong shoes with the
wrong mindset.”

“Oh, please, just turn off your coach mode for a minute and let me vent,” | said,
trying to step around him.

He stepped in front of me.

“Stop, Theo. | need to do this. | need to practice.”

“You don’t need to do thistoday. We'll practice tomorrow.”

“No, | need to today.”



“Why?’

“Because | do.”

“Why?" he pressed.

“Because I’m running out of time,” | said. “We only have three weeks.”
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He shook his head, not buying that excuse. “Why?’

“Because he’s in my house, with my grandma to make me sad or something, and it's
working. | don't want to be sad! I'm angry! | was with him for an entire year. |
listened when he complained; | helped him with homework and sat through all his
comic book explanations. | brought him breakfast burritos to school once a week! |
woke up early to make those. And all he did was take my future from me. I'm mad at
myself for feeling even an ounce of sadness.”

It wasn’t until Theo pulled me into a hug that | realized | was crying. | thought about
pushing away to get myself under control and wipe my face, but he held me tight. It
felt good in hisarms, so | melted against him.

He didn’'t say anything for a long time, just rubbed my backand breathed in when |
breathed out, his heartbeat steady against mine. His mouth rested ever so lightly
against my forehead.

After what felt like an eternity and my tears had dried and the only feeling left was
exhaustion, Theo said against my head, “You're allowed to be sad over the loss,
Finley.”

“I"'m not anymore. I'm over it.” | mean, really, | was. Not over what he'd done but
definitely over him. That's why the feeling surprised me so much. Maybe Theo was
right, I had been holding on to so much anger that | hadn’t quite processed the loss
yet. | had now. Thiswasal | was giving myself.

He hummed thoughtfully, the noise vibrating through my chest. “Y ou made that jerk



weekly breakfast burritos?’

| let out a breathy laugh. “I know, right? | was more pathetic than | realized.”

He held on to my upper arms and created some space between us, studying my face.
For what, | wasn't sure. “He didn’'t take your future.” He met my eyes with the

statement, making it even more sincere.

| shrugged. Between the hosting spot and the internship that went with it, he pretty
much had.

“Y ou have more talent than he'll ever have. He didn’t deserveyou.”

My heart raced with his words but also with the intensity in his eyes as he stared at
me. “You don’t know that,” | said.

“l do.”

| pushed his chest, finally breaking our connection. “Thanks...friend.” The word
tasted wrong in my mouth, and | hated that. Iwantedto be his friend and forget that
my body was suddenly tryingto tell me it wanted more. | couldn’t have more. Not
with him. Not when | didn’t fully trust him. | didn’t even fully trust myself.

And yet, | didn't stop him when he pulled me back into his arms again. In fact, |
leaned in. And when he whispered, “You're not wasting my time,” | let myself
believeit.

Chapter

twenty



MEET ME HERE AT 9.

The text was followed by an address in Atascadero, a town about twenty minutes east
of us. It was eight now.

When 1'd left his house the day before after being comforted through my breakdown
(something a good night’ s rest hadn’t erased the embarrassment of), he’d said to be at
his house at eight-thirty. This was a change of plans.

| thought we were training today,l responded. | needed to kick. Watching more than

half the footballs I’d kicked the day before land far from the net, | knew | needed
every second of practice | could get.

We are. Seeyou at 9.
“Bossy,” | said to my room. An image of yesterday, our chests pressed together, my
forehead against his lips, flashed through my mind, and | had to brace myself on the

edge of my bed.

My phone buzzed again and | thought Theo was adding somesort of instruction to the
morning, but the text was from Lee in our group chat.

Congrats on the views, Fin. Your last episode wasfire.

What are you talking about?

Y our podcast.

My brows shot down, and | went to my laptop at my desk, where | pulled up my stats

bar. It told me forty-five people had listened to the installment | had published three
days ago. “The Almost Kiss’ was what | had labeled the episode. | was confused.



Sure, forty-five wasn't that many, but it was more listeners than all the previous

episodes combined.
That’sweird,| texted back.

Why isthat weird?
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To go from five to forty-five from one episode to the next is odd.

It was a good episode. Maybe it got shared.

Did you shareit?l texted.

No.

That leaves my mom and Deja. Not sure they have that kind of social media power.

Thanks,Dgla chimed in.Waking up to an insult is refreshing. But you'reright, | didn’t
shareit. Didn’'t you say Theo waslistening to it. Would he have shared it?

Theo hugged me yesterday.Deja saying his name easily pulled the confession out of
me. | obviously needed to talk it through.For along time.

What? she responded.No!
Followed by aReally?from Lee.
And then | reiterated that we were friends,| texted.

Why would you say that after he did that?Lee replied. | could hear the confusion in
the text.

| don’t know why | said it...it felt right?



Degja was first to respond withLike how when someone saysl love youand the other
person saysthank you? That kind of right?

No, it was more like | was having a breakdown after the Jensen at my house thing and
he was comforting me and | didn’t want him to get the wrong idea or for him to think
| was getting the wrong idea. That kind of right.

L ee texted:| think you mean you didn’t want him to get the rightidea.

Wait, do you like him?'Deja asked.Is that why you' re analyzing this so much?

No!l insisted.

Good,she texted.Don’t let him charm you into letting your guard down. He has a
reputation for areason. Stay focused on your goal. No more jerks.

Max was the last to the group chat, and he must’ ve caught up on all the texts because
all he said wasl have given up my beauty sleep for your denia ? Disappointing.

Y ou guys have been entirely unhelpful lately. | have to go.

“WHAT IS THIS?' | ASKEDstaring at the red barn Theo and | stood in front of.
Bleating sounds rang out in the distanceand Theo had his signature teasing grin on his
face, so | knew he was up to something. “A goat farm? Why are we at a goatfarm?”’

Even just twenty minutes inland, the March weather was much colder without the
Pacific Ocean tempering it. | hadn't prepared well enough. | was in my workout

clothes—shorts, a sports bra, and atank top. | rubbed my arms.

Theo took off his sweatshirt and handed it to me.



“No, it'sfine. I'mfine,” | said.

“l know you are. Take it anyway.”

| let an indignant breath out of my nose but pulled on his sweatshirt. Immediately his
scent enveloped me. The soapy vanillawarmth I’d come to associate with him.

“Let’sgo—it startsin five minutes,” he said, walking toward the barn.

“What starts in five minutes?’ | asked, following him. Before he answered, | saw the
chalkboard sign attached to the wall beside the open door of the barn. It read:Goat
Yogal turned my stare on him. “1 thought we were training today.”

A couple brushed by us and into the barn. Now that we were closer, | could see the
back doors were open as well. They led out to afenced-in field where yoga mats were
set up. Walking around and through and over those mats were...goats.

“Thisisfor training,” Theo said, turning back when he realized | had stopped. “Focus
isimportant. Thiswill help you focus.”
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| narrowed my eyes. “Is this about yesterday?’ As if | aready wasn't embarrassed
enough about what had happened the day before, now he changed our whole training
session to take care of theissues he obvioudy thought | had? “You think I’'m too
distracted? Too sad? Too preoccupied with Jensen?’ Which was ironic, considering
Dejathought | was too preoccupied with him.

“No, well...yes. But there are so many other distractions you' || have to shut out when
kicking. The sounds of the crowd in the stands, the coach, the pressure of your
teammates counting on you. Everything. You have to learn to shut out the world
when you' re staring down the line and driving toward that ball. It's just you and the
uprights. This—" He pointed toward the people that were settling onto mats. “This
will help you learn to shut things out and find your focus.”

“You're annoying,” | said, crossing my arms. But | walked through the barn anyway,
toward the class because he was right—I did need to learn to shut out the world.

Maybe this would help.

Soft music played through a portable speaker near the instructor. “Find your mats,
everyone, and we' |l get started.”

Pellets of goat poop littered the ground as we walked toward two open mats in the
back corner of the space. Theo stepped out of his shoes and onto his mat, where he
sat cross-legged facing the instructor.

“Have you done this before?’ | asked, following suit.

“I have,” he said.



“You have?’

“1 told you, kicking takes focus. All of us have distractions, Finley. Not just you.”

| sat down and pulled my hair back into the holder I'd brought. “What are your
distractions?’ | whispered this because aside from the music and the bleating goats, it
was very quiet.

“Right now?’ he asked with asmirk. “You.”

My heart thumped heavy in my chest seeming to think he was admitting to
something. It took me too long to realize he just meant that | was literally distracting
him from yoga in this moment. A goat approached me, pushing its head into my
shoulder before bounding off to someone else.

“Can everyone assume Easy Seat,” the instructor said.

I’d never done yoga before, so | watched closely, bending my body into the shapes
demonstrated, most seemed to have animal names. | felt clumsy and wobbly as| tried
to assume one-legged positions or wide stances. My discomfort came out in breathy
laughs and mistakes that turned my cheeks pink. | concentrated hard on each pose,
trying to get it right, do it exactly like the instructor showed us. Half an hour of
various poses later and | wasn’t succeeding.

Theo, on the other hand, was perfectly focused, his movements confident and strong,
even when agoat had bounced off hisleg.

“Slowly transition to Warrior Two,” the instructor said.

| copied her position, lunging with my right and turning my back foot, my upper body
and arms turned as well. Theo lunged with his opposite leg, probably the correct one,



which resulted in us facing each other. He met my stare. His expression was both
relaxed and steady, like his body was. He seemed so comfortable here, so
comfortable in his own skin doing this. | felt the opposite—out of place and unsure of
myself. Ready to abandon the rest of class and go sit in the car. | knew | looked
ridiculous, wobbling every couple seconds, trying to ground my feet like the
instructor was saying, tighten my core. Nothing was helping. And Theo was still
staring.

Stop distracting me,| mouthed.

One side of hislips formed a half smile. And then a goat walked beneath me, between
my legs, throwing me off-balance. My arms made wide circles to try to save me, but
al they seemed to do was propel me to the ground. | landed straight on my buitt,

letting out ayelp as| did.

“Sorry,” | said, clamping my mouth shut and scrambling to untangle myself from the
goat that was now straddling one of my legs.

Theo rushed to my side to aid me in the process. After what seemed like minutes but
was probably seconds, the goat was free and jumping to his next victim.

“You okay?’ Theo asked, giving me a hand up.

“I’'m unharmed,” | said, hoping al eyes weren't on me. | refused to look around to
find out.

Then the instructor was speaking again. “It's time to start our cooldown. Can
everyone take child’'s pose?’

This was a face down position on the mat, knees tucked into chest, arms above the
head relaxed.



“I"d like everyone to focus on their breathing,” she continued. “Breathe in all the
good energy and happy feelings and positive thoughts. Breathe out negativity and
self-doubt and bad energy. Relax each muscle group starting at the tips of your
fingers and then your hands and arms, the tops of your heads, your brows, your eyes,
your cheeks. Let go. Loosen your neck and shoulders....”

| listened and breathed and relaxed. Let myself feel the weight of my body and how it
connected with the earth. A goat climbed onto my back, its hooves digging into my
shoulder blades. | tried to shut it out, focus. | was vaguely aware of the instructor
thanking everyone for coming. The goat settled in on my back, lyingdown. Now |
could fedl its little heartbeat, its warm solid body. My forehead on the mat felt heavy,
like it would take alot of effort to lift my head. And why would | when | could just
stay here with a goat on my back and forget everything else? All | let my mind think
about was my breathing. In and out, my chest rising and falling.

The sound of metal hitting metal, probably the gate banging closed, startled me and
the goat and it jJumped off. | sat up. Theo was pulling on his shoes.

He smiled at me.

“Did you share my podcast?’ | asked, pushing the hair that had come loose from my
ponytail out of my face.
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“What?’

“My podcast. It had a bunch of views this week. | was just wondering if you shared
it.”

“Did you post another episode?’
| sat back and picked up my shoes from the corner of the mat. “I did.”

“And you don't think it can have a lot of views because it's good and people just
naturally wanted to share it?’

“Who would’ve been the first one to naturally share it, if not one of my friends,
though? Some stranger?”’

“Why not?’

“l don’t know. | guessit’s possible. My grandmais a natural storyteller.”

“You are good at helping people tell astory naturaly,” he said.

| loosened the laces on my shoes so | could pull them on, not sure that was true.
“I'll havetolistentoit,” he said.

“Youdon't haveto.”



“Let merephrase that: | want to listento it.”
| glanced around. The instructor was filling a trough with food for the goats, and they
had all gathered around her, bleating and jumping. “This was cool. Thanks for

bringing me.”

“| started yoga after...” He brushed his hand over his knee, asif that action said it all,
and stood up. “I don’t usually come to the goat class, but | thought you'd like it.”

“1 would totally come again if | hadn’t been so terrible at it.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t get graded.”

“1 graded myself.”

“Y ou need to stop doing that,” he said.

“Doing what?’

“Being so hard on yourself.”

“I’m just being honest. Redlistic.”

“Or you give up if you're not immediately perfect, to save yourself from...” Hetilted
his head as if assessing the many ways that sentence could end. “Embarrassment?
Disappointment? | don’t know—I’m still trying to figure that part out.”

“You can stop analyzing me now.” | tied my laces and stood.

“I’m trying to help you succeed.”



“You think I’m going to quit the whole kicking thing?’

“It crossed my mind. Especialy after you' ve said you might multiple times now.”
“I’m not the only one who quitsthings.” | nodded toward hisknee.

“That’ s different and you know it.”

“Is it?" Our eyes were locked on one another, and mine moved back and forth
between his, atension that wasn’t all negative building. Maybe it wasn’t negative at

al. My body felt tight but also alive. | was the first to break the standoff. “I’m not
going to quit.”
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“Good.”
“And stop analyzing me,” | huffed.

He smiled. “But I'm really good at it.”

“You're not.”
“Fine, I'll stop.”
“Good.”

We headed toward the exit, waving and thanking the instructor as we did. My phone
buzzed in my pocket with a notification. | pulled it out as we walked through the barn
toward the gravel parking lot and our cars.

“Oh,” | said in surprise.

“What?" Theo asked.

“It's Alice, Cheryl Millcreek’ s daughter. She sent me a message.”

Chapter

twenty-one

“ASK YOUR THIEF OF Amother what she did with my grandma’s surfboard,” Max



said, waving his hand at my phone. “ That’s what you should say.”

“I’m obviously not going to say that,” | said. It was the following day. Theo and | had
just finished an evening workout at his house because his mom had hosted a brunch
that morning and didn’t want us there working out. We now sat on the boardwalk
behind the diner, waiting for Dgla, who was closing up inside. “I actually want her
help.”

“1 thought it was good,” Theo said.

Max gave him ahigh five. It was just the three of us. Lee was at some family dinner.
A pelican was trying to land on the rounded top of a post at the edge of the
boardwalk, its feet slipping and its wings flapping with each failure. The sun sat atop
Morro Rock, about to sinkbehindit.

| should've answered Alice back the day before, but | didn’'t want to sound
accusatory, and every message |I'd composed and erased over the last twenty-four

hours had sounded exactly that. Maybe not as bad as Max’ s suggestion, but still.

| pursed my lips and said, “How about justl heard your mom was a surfer. So was my
grandma. I’'m looking for a board they might have shared?’

“That’s good,” Max said.

“It is,” Theo agreed. “She might actualy be willing to respond to a message like
that.”

| typed in the words and pressed send. My back was leaned up against the railing
running along the edge of the wooden walk that separated the restaurants from the
bay. | could see Degja sweeping through the windows of the Purple Starfish.



Max must’ ve seen her as well because he said, “I’m going to hurry her along.”

“You just want to score leftovers,” | said as he walked toward the door.

“Isthat a possibility?’ Theo asked, ready to follow him.

“I’ll report back,” Max said, and pushed the heavy side dooropen.

Theo watched him go, then settled onto the ground beside me, his shoulder bumping
mine.

“1 watched some videos this morning of you kicking afootball,” | said. I'd been to all
the football games earlier this year even though Jensen rode the bench. But the truth
was, | hardly watched the games. | mostly talked to my friends. Or we' d buy food or
make fun of the uniforms. 1’d only gone to support Jensen. And I'd never seen Theo
kick aball before finding the videos that morning.

His head turned toward me. “What? Why?’

“l used to watch tape all the time for soccer to improve my form and identify
mistakes. Y ou never did that?’
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“Of course| did. | just...Where did you find tape of me? Y ou asked Coach?’

“No way. | found some online. People post football games to Y ouTube all the time. |
just had to dig through the footage to find you.” And | had found him. I’d even found
some clips where the poster had zoomed in nice and tight on his kick. His form was
beautiful—smooth and strong and almost graceful. “Y ou looked...”

Our legs were stretched out in front of us, my right running alongside his left. He was
gtill in his shorts from our workout, and my eyes studied his scar. It seemed so
innocent there, like it wasn't big enough or dark enough to represent what it had
taken fromhim.

“1 looked what?’ he asked, his hand brushing over his knee.

| captured his hand in mine to stop his mindless habit. Or maybe to let him know that
| hadn’t meant to stare. “Y ou looked beautiful.” My throat felt tight with the word.

“Are you mocking me?’ he asked, squeezing my hand. His lips twitched into a smirk.
“No, I’'m not. | promise. | want to kick like that.” | started to pull my hand away, but
he held on, bringing it over to hislap and running afinger aong each of my knuckles.
A shiver went throughme.

“1 want to kick like that again too,” he said, hisvoice low.

Despite the fact that his finger was gliding over my skin, causing goose bumps to
form over every inch of me, | wasn't sure if hewas feeling anything. He seemed to be



lost in his thoughts, absent-mindedly moving his body.

“You don’'t think you will?" | asked.

“Do you know what happens when you’'re an only child? All your parents unfulfilled
potential rests on your shoulders, and even when it's something you want for
yourself, you feel triple the pressure to achieveit.”

“That’shard,” | said.

His shoulder was getting heavier against mine. | looked over at him, and his eyes
locked with mine.

| was very aware that my hair was greasy, and my skin sticky from our workout. |
gently took my hand from him and shifted sideways, tucking my legs beneath me and
looking out at the water. It was choppy and a dark blue with the setting sun. A dinner-
cruise boat was slowly moving in the distance.

“Isit an otter?” Theo asked, bringing my gaze sharply back tohim.

“What?' | asked.

“An otter,” he said again, not looking at the water at all, instead, his eyes still on me.
Had he listened to the podcast? Was he referencing the words my grandma had said
to avoid a kiss? And did that mean he had been about to kiss me and | had stopped it
with my sideways shift away from him? My stomach fluttered with that thought.

“1 thought it looked more like asealion,” | said back.

He gave a breathy laugh. “That was a really good episode. | can see why it has so
many views.”



Hehadbeen referencing the podcast, then. But wasiit just that? A reference? And what
did I want it to be? | felt like anything, even akiss, with Theo was complicated. There
was too much baggage surrounding us. Too many people would think we had ulterior
motives. Even my best friend didn’t support it, saw the complications, thought he
wasn't right for me. And maybe | still didn’t fully trust him either.

“Yeah, um...thanks. My grandma is pretty cool.” | was facing Theo, my legs crossed
in front of me and my elbows resting on my knees. He still sat with his back against
therailing and hislegs stretched out in front of him.

“Hopefully Alice gets back to you soon,” he said. Again, his finger found my skin.
Thistime gliding over my kneecap. But this time, instead of seeming to be in another
world, hiseyesdidn’'t leave mine.

| swallowed. “Y eah, hopefully.” My voice sounded breathy.

“When' s your next interview with your grandma?’

| trapped his finger in my fist, mainly so he’'d stop causing jolts of electricity to shoot
up my leg, but also because despite everything I’d said about how complicated we
were, | wanted to touch him too. “I can’t really plan them. It just depends on if she's

up to it or not. Some days are better than others.”

“1 hope you get to it soon,” he said. “I need the kiss.” His smirk was back. The little
punk knew exactly what he was doing.

| dropped his finger and playfully shoved his shoulder.

He chuckled. “What?”’

“You know what,” | said with alaugh.



“That’ syour real laugh,” he said.
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“What?’

“Why do you fake laugh on your podcast?’

“For the general good of the listeners,” | said. “To save theirears.”

“Your real laugh is better,” he said.

| reached out to shove his shoulder again, and he captured my wrist, tugging me
forward in the process. | caught myself on his knee, and he sucked in some air. |
immediately recoiled. “I’m sosorry.”

“No, it's okay.”

“l didn't mean to.” My eyes zeroed in on his leg, my hands hovering above his scar,
as if | could feel from an inch away if | had somehow caused an injury. “Are you
okay? Did | hurt you?’

“I'mfine. It wasjust reflex. Y ou didn’'t hurt me.”

“I"m so sorry.”

“Finley,” he said, and | raised my gaze to his. “I’'m not that fragile.”

“You'refine?

“I"'m fine. And it wasn't your fault. I’m the one that pulled you closer.”



My heart beat heavily in my ears. My hands, no longer hovering over his knee, had
instead come to rest on it. We were close. His eyes were bouncing from my eyes to
my lips, which suddenly felt dry. | sucked my bottom one into my mouth.

“Good news!” Max’s voice broke through the silence, and my body practically flung
itself into the ocean, startled by the words. “There were leftovers, and | have decided

to share them.”

Theo pushed himself off the ground and joined Max on the bench, where he'd set a
basket of fries and a couple burgers. “You areasaint.”

“Have never been called that before, but I'll take it.”

Dega emerged from the side door looking harried. “1 wish | could hang, but I’'m going
to play soccer.”

“Play soccer?’ | asked.

“Some of us are getting together to stay conditioned for summer league.”

“Oh.”

“Y ou wrote Alice back, right?’ she asked.

“Yes, | did.”

“Good,” she said with asmile. “1 hope we find the board. | can’t wait to seeit.”

“Metoo.”

She gave a double-handed wave and disappeared down the walk.



Max took another bite of burger, then stood. “I didn't realize she wasn’t going to
hang with us. Thisthird wheel isleaving now.”

“You're not athird whedl,” | said. “We're just—"

“Friends?’ Max said. “Y eah, yeah. | know. I'll see you at school tomorrow.”

He left, and Theo picked up the rest of the remaining burger and came to sit on the
ground next to me again. He handed me the food.

| took abite without arguing thistime. | was pretty hungry after our workout.
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“Deja hates me,” he said.

| practically choked on the bite I'd just taken, but managed to chew and swallow
without incident. “Hateis a strong word.”

“So I’'m not wrong,” he returned.

“She doesn’'t know you. Doesn’t trust you.”

He narrowed his eyes and then gave a slow nod.

“What?’ | asked.

“You haven't been talking about me with your friends. Telling them...anything.”

“No, | have...” Hadn't 1? In my haste to prove him wrong, | blurted out, “I told them
we hugged for along time on the first day of spring!”

His brows popped up.
That was the wrong thing to say. “I mean, just because | was trying to...I was
embar— | didn't want you to...See, | taked about you,” | finished in an
unspectacular fashion.

“ S0 based on what they now know, they think I’ m the cocky jerk who hugs you?’

| smiled. “Yes.”



He shook his head but gave a breathy laugh. “ Great.”

“They know you’ re helping me. That’s gone along way with Max and Lee.”

“But not with Dgja.”

“She’'swary. Doesn’'t understand why you’ d want to helpme.”

“She doesn't...oryoudon’t?’ His question was accompanied by a hurt expression.

| hesitated before | said, “Her?”

“Ouch,” he said.

“l have trust issues. Big ones. I'm sorry. I’'m really trying to work through them. |
want to work through them. | like you. | mean, not like...It'snot that...Asafriend.”

“I’'m helping you because | like to right wrongs,” he said. “And Jensen has racked up
alot of wrongs.”

“Do you go around righting all the wrongs at school or just this one?’

“Just this one...for now.”

Chapter

twenty-two

“ITSTIME TO TALK ABOUTdate two with Andrew, Grandma. The people want

to hear it,” | said a couple days later. The last episode was now at two hundred views,
and | was getting daily messages on my social media asking for the next part. People



loved my grandma. | understood. She was lovable.

“They’re going to be disappointed with how underwhelming it was,” she said.

“| doubt it.”

The blinds on the window in my room were open today, and she was distracted by
some kids who were riding scooters on the street outside. But she wasn't playing with
the cord to her headphones, so that was good.

Despite her distraction, she answered my question. “In the summer, on the first
weekend of the month, a band would come to the beach and perform. It was free and
| went a lot, but this time, Andrew asked me to go with him. He picked me up in a
convertible he'd borrowed from his grandpa, and we drove it to the packed parking
lot by the rock.”
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“Do you remember which band was playing that night?’

“lI wish | did. It would make for a better story,” she said.

“Either way it's agood story.”

“They were usualy local bands who mostly played cover songs. They'd get together
one summer and were broken up by the next. Moved on with their lives to things that
actually paid money.”

“Sounds like some things never change,” | said.

“And so many other things do,” she said, her eyes still on the window.

“Wasit afun date?’

“It was loud and crowded and, yes, very fun. He bought me a hot dog and a
lemonade, and we sang and laughed. That was the night he told me he was working
on apainting for me.”

“Did you know it would be on a surfboard?’

“l had no idea. | asked him if | could see it, and he told me to have patience. Then a
slow song came on and he looked at me and said,Do you know how to slow dance or

do you need to stand on my feet?’

| smiled. “He didn’t give you the option to say no.”



“l didn’t want to say no.”

“So did you dance or stand on his feet?’

“A little of both,” she said with a smile. “I coiled my arms around his neck. He had
long hair that came past his shoulders, and it was wavy and soft. | played with it as
we swayed back and forth.After I’d rejected his last attempt at a kiss, | could tell he
was waiting this time, even though we were close, staring into each other’s eyes. If |
wanted akiss, | was going to have to initiate.”

“Did you?’

“It was romantic, but | didn’t want my first kiss to be in the middle of a crowd. So no,
we danced and held each other, sand pressing between our toes, the moon bright
overhead, but we didn’tkiss.”

“Sounds like a lot of excuses, Grandma,” | teased. “When you were redly just

scared.

“l was,” she admitted. “I liked him at this point, but | didn’t quite trust him. He was
the type who could have any girl he wanted. Why me?’

“What did he say to change your mind?’ | asked, hoping she had some insight
because | completely understood where she was coming from. “To convince you.”

“He didn’t say anything. He just kept being him.”

“I LIKED YOUR LATEST EPISODE,” Jensen said. “ Seems like everyone else did as
well.”

We were outside, heading toward the cafeteria for some reason. Nolen had been



intentionally vague when we got to class, saying we were going on a field trip of
sorts. And now we were walking across campus. The seagulls sounded louder when
the hallways were empty like they were now, and their squawks echoed aroundus. |
was just about to jog ahead, ignore him, catch up with Ava, when Nolen turned
around.

“You have a podcast?” He walked backward with the question. He had obviously
overheard Jensen’ s words.

“l do,” | said. “It's about my grandma'slife.”
He slowed down until 1’d caught up, then started walking beside me, on the opposite
side as Jensen. “What was significant about her life?’ It was a rude question, but |

knew what he meant.

“Nothing,” | said. “And everything. She was just a normal person, but the way she
tells her story makes it interesting.”

Jensen could’'ve said that | helped her tell an interesting story, like Theo had, but
instead he contradicted me and said, “She dated Andrew Lancaster.” As if that was
the only thing that made her story worth telling.

“The painter?’ Nolen asked. “That’sreally cool.”

“1 think it’s less about the fact that he was a famous painter and more about the fact
that he was just aregular guy, faling in love.”

Jensen and Nolen shared aglance as if that wasn't true at all.
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“1t has over a thousand listens now, and we have talked very little about his painting
life,” | ingisted. | still couldn’t believe a thousand people had listened. 1'd only
recorded and posted the latest episode two days ago.

“Wow, that’'s impressive,” Nolen said. “Good job. That's hard to do as an indie
podcast.”

“Thanks,” | said.

Jensen mumbled something under his breath.

“What?’ | asked.

“| shared it on my Instalast week.”

“What?' | asked again.

“Y our podcast. | told peopleto listen to it.” Hewas the one who had shared it?

Nolen let out a surprised hum. “That was good of you. Hopefully your support of our
podcast will drive some numbers our way as well.”

We were approaching the cafeteria, and Nolen, who had fallen to the middle of the
pack while talking to us, seemed to realize he was the leader here. He gave us a nod

before rushing to the front.

“You're something else,” | said. Jensen shouldn’t have been able to surprise me with



his actions anymore, but he still managed to.

He seemed to think that was a compliment instead of the sarcastic insult it obviously
was because he said, “You' re welcome.” And not in a snarky way.

“Ugh,” | groaned. “Don’'t talk to me.” With those words, | really left to find Ava.

“What are we doing here?’ she asked as we walked through the doors of the cafeteria.

It had been awhile since I’d eaten in the cafeteria, but | suddenly remembered a time
last year when it was raining out and nearly everyone had piled into the building from
where they normally sat in the courtyard or front lawn. It was packed, and there were
no seats as | looked for Jensen or my friends. | wasn't watching where | was going in
my search and nearly ran into Theo. He'd prevented the crash with a quick hand to
my elbow, and then hekept walking. That memory immediately washed out the bad
taste in my mouth left by the conversation with Jensen.

It wasn't raining now, and the cafeteria was empty. It was Thursday and | hadn’t seen
Theo much this week. Just a couple times while passing in the halls. His earbuds in,
his hands in his pockets. He'd give me a nod and a smile, but didn’t try to catch up
with me or walk meto first period like he’ d been doing the week before. After seeing
him so much last weekend, it felt a bit like withdrawal. | wondered if 1'd hurt him
more than | realized on Sunday when | said | didn’t trust him. The acidic taste was
back in my mouth.

“I’m not sure why we're here,” | said to Ava.

“Okay!” Nolen called as we stopped in front of a table with two cafeteria trays.
“Features are short side stories that can be told in regular reports as part of the bigger
podcast. For example, Jensen thought a fun feature could be a weekly review of the
cafeteria food. He also thought this would be a way for more people to have a voice



on the podcast.”

“Jensen?’ | said with a scoff, not ableto keep it in. “Features were literally something
| wrote in my topics notebook that he looked at.”

“1 didn’t know whatfeaturesmeant when | saw it in your notebook,” he said.

| pursed my lips together, forcing myself to shut up because the look on Nolen’s face
said that he thought | was acting immature.

He continued as if | hadn’t interrupted. “1 would like you each to put in abid. Asto
why you’'d be good for the job as feature reporter. 1’d also like to hear a few other
ideas for features. It will begreat on-mic practice and could lead to a bigger role on
the podcast if they’re well received.” His gaze fell on me with those words.

Maybe | was being ungrateful, but this felt like a consolation prize. A pat on the head.
Or maybe Nolen was looking at me because he wished he'd picked me instead of
Jensen, who knew next to nothing about podcasting.

“Thanks, once again, Jensen,” Nolen said. “For this great idea. Thisis what happens,
people, when you bring in an outsider. It might seem threatening at first, but there is
something to be said about fresh blood.”

| almost rolled my eyes but held back. He talked a little bit more about features, and
when he was done people asked if they could actually try the food on the table. That's
how class ended. | held back as everyone quickly left the cafeteria, then approached
Nolen and Susie, who were cleaning up the trays from the table.

“Hey, guys, can |...?7" How did | even start this? | really didn’t want them to think |
was a sore loser, but Jensen taking credit for my ideas again today was ssmmering in
my chest. “1 had that feature idea written in the notebook he looked at.”



Nolen nodded. “Y ou have good ideas. We're glad to have you on the team.”

Susie just gave me a sympathetic |ook.

Right. They didn’t care. | turned toward the door.

“Finley,” Nolen said.
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“Yeah?’

“We amost picked you,” he said. “We did. And had Jensen not tried out, we
would' ve. But your main problem is that you're in your head too much. We can see
you thinking. Trying to get it just right.Y ou need to relax behind the mic. Let yourself

make mistakes. Mistakes make you more relatable.”

“1 have afeeling Jensen will be very relatable, then,” | said. | couldn’t help myself. |
understood what Nolen was trying to say, but too many mistakes were just messy.

Chapter

twenty-three

I’'LL SHOW HIM FRESH BLOOD,| texted that day after school as | headed through
campus to my car, recounting what had happened during podcast class in a string of
long, ranty texts. | hadn’'t told them at lunch. | had still been seething, and we had
been surrounded by people | hadn’t wanted to overhear my rage-filled monologue.
What does that mean?Max responded.Are you going to stab him?

| let out alaugh, then typed:l want to.

Let’ s stay out of jail,Lee responded.

Fresh blood,| typed again.Nolen actslike it's an original idea. Features are basic.



Deja said nothing. | wondered if she was driving, on her way to work. | realized |
didn’t know her schedule. Usually, | asked her every Sunday. | hadn’t asked her this
week.How did soccer conditioning go on Sunday, Deja?

Again, there was no response. She was definitely on her way to work. It was
Thursday. She normally worked on Thursdays.

| reached the parking lot, and as | tucked my phone away and stepped onto the
asphalt, | saw Theo across the way, heading for his car. | looked both ways to make
sure there was no traffic and rushed to catch him. He had his earbuds in, so it was
pointlessto call out hisname. I got to him right before he reached his car, though, and

| plucked one of them out.

His head whipped in my direction, alook of confusion or irritation on his face. When
he saw it was me, that look transformed into a smile.

“Hi,” | said. “What are you doing?’

He pointed to his car. “ Going home. What areyoudoing?’

“Trying to channel yoga teachings because Nolen is driving me insane. He's a Jensen
fanboy, | think.” | was trying to forget the other things he said. Because the bottom
line was that he' d admitted | would’ ve made the host spot had Jensen not tried out.

“1 think there' saclub,” Theo said.

| held up his earbud. “Why do you always walk around with these? You don’t like to
talk to anyone?’

“l talk toyou alot.”



| shouldn’'t have let myself be flattered by that, but | did. “Y our friends annoy you?’

“I like music.”

“Well...” | held out his earbud for him, and he took it. “This is one of the reasons
people think you’ re asnob.”

He smirked. “So I’ ve heard.”

| remembered that first night I'd met him, how he knew the order of the pool lights.
“You spend alot of time in your head.”

He shrugged. “I have alot to think about.”

“What are you thinking about now?’ | asked.

“1 was wondering what you were doing tonight?’

“Tonight?’

“Yes, that thing that comes after today.”
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“Funny. Nothing. Why?’Was he about to ask me out?

“Meet me at the elementary school at seven?’

“For training?’ | shouldn’t have been disappointed. | needed to train.

“Yes”

“On a Thursday night?’

“Yes”

| nodded, and his smile grew.

“Good. I'll seeyou there.” He pointedly put his earbud back in while staring at me.

| laughed, and he climbed in his car. | turned and walked to mine. It was then |
realized that Iwantedto trust Theo. He was making it easy.

| HEADED TOWARD THE FIELDbehind the elementary school slowly, a mass of
kids occupying the space. My soccer cleats dangled over my shoulder by their laces. |
looked at my phone again.

Meet me on the soccer field,the text from Theo read.

Did he not realize there would be some sort of game going on? His car had been in
the parking lot, but | didn’t see him.



The school sat on ahill, and from here | could see the ocean and giant Morro Rock in
the distance. The wind kicked up, sweeping hair across my face. | pulled it back into
a ponytail and secured it with the holder I'd brought. Next to the school was a park
and an older couple was playing pickleball on the courts. The sounds of the ball
hitting the racket and the kids screaming mingled in the air.

As | got closer to the field, | could see long strips of colorful material dangling off
white belts strapped around the waist of each child. A couple footballs were being
tossed as well. My eyes scanned the bleachers, where afew parents sat watching.
“Finley!” Theo was waving at me from the middle of the field.

| finished the walk to him. “Hi,” | said. “What are you doing?’

“1 help coach flag football on Thursdays.”

“Oh.”

“Coach T, my shoe' s untied,” alittle boy said, stopping in front of him and lifting his
foot.

“It sureis.” Theo took a knee and tied the boy’ s shoe; then he ran off with his friends.

When Theo stood, a slight wince colored his expression. | found myself wincing right
along with him. | relaxed my expression before he noticed.

“Everyone, gather round!” he called, and as he did he pulled something out of his
pocket. It wasn't until he was slinging it around my waist that | realized it was one of
the belts that al the kids were wearing. “Finley has never played flag football
before!l”



What? How? Oh no!were some of the words | was able to decipher through the
collective shout of the kids around us.

“Y ou think we can teach her?’ he asked.

“Yes!” they all screamed at once.

He tugged on both ends of the belt, which forced me closer to him. Then he was
threading one end into the metal buckle piece of the other end. He was bent over for
the task, his hair brushing my cheek in the process. “I know what you’ re thinking,” he
said quietly.“Someone will suspect.But if this somehow gets out, you can say
volunteering looks good on résumes. Y ou' re here for volunteerwork.”

| hadn’t been thinking much of anything with his hands brushing against my waist
and his hair tickling my cheek, but it was obvious he had thought it through. “Are you
going to play too?’ | asked, noticing he wasn’t wearing a belt.

“Yes, Coach, play!” one of the girls said.

“I'll play,” he said, freeing another belt from his pocket.

“Yay!” The cheer was loud.
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He buckled on his belt.
“Oh, look what | finally found.” I lifted my cleats off my shoulder.

“Nice.” He took them from me and flung them toward the sidelines. “We'll use them
later.”

The next five minutes were spent teaching me the rules, which were mostly the same
as regular football, except no tackling was involved. By the time the ball was placed
on the scrimmage line, | thought | had it down, despite the fact that twenty kids were
yelling different things at me the whole time. Theo had assigned me to the yellow
team and himself to the red, so we stood on oppositesides of that invisible line,
staring at each other. He' d made me the quarterback, which | thought was really rude,
but my plan was to get rid of the ball as quickly as possible after each snap.

That plan was harder said than done. The kids were fast. My yellow ribbons were
torn from my belt after each snap three separate times. On the fourth down, Theo
whispered to the line of kids something that | suspected went,Let her throw the ball.

“Don’'t go easy on me!l” | called.

He laughed. “Fine, don’t go easy on her, team.”

This time when the ball was snapped, | backed up more, and my pocket of protectors
actually protected me as | looked down the field for someone to throw it to. A dark-

haired little girl was open on the right, and our eyes met. | chucked the ball, very
poorly, but she managed to catch it. Just as | released the ball, Theo was by my side,



tugging one of the ribbons on my belt. The Velcro must’'ve been super strength
because the action threw me off-balance and | careened into his chest. His arm
wrapped around me, possibly to keep me from falling.

“Too late,” | said, with asmile, against his chest.

“Lucky pass,” he said.

“Taent,” | assured him.

“Maybe you're trying out for the wrong position.”

| laughed. “Y ou're right—I should just try out for all the positions.”

Shouts upfield drew our attention away from each other, and he released his hold on
me. Down the way, my little teammate had made it all the way to the endzone. | let
out awhoop and high-fived the kid next to me.

| held my fake microphone up to my mouth. “Coach Theo, youhave now witnessed
the person you literally just taught the game to throw a touchdown pass to take the

lead. How does that make youfeel ?’

He took my hand in his and brought it up to his mouth. “1 feel like | need to show you
how it’s done.” With those words, he went to collect the ball.

Kids trailed after him, like shadows, mimicking his every move, it seemed. Once he
had the ball, he turned and said something that made his shadows laugh. My heart
gave alurch.

Then we were back to the game, him playing quarterback this time and, apparently,
me making it my one and only goal to relieve him of a ribbon. | would race around



and through and past players, reaching for the red material.

On his third completed pass, he narrowed his eyes at me after my falled attempt,
playfully swatting my hand away from hiswaist. “I’m not even who you’ re supposed
to be after.”

“Oh, you are,” | said. “You are.”

He laughed. A laugh that lit up hiswhole face. “ Get back to your side.”

The little boy next to me looked up when | was standing in my place. “Y ou go that
way and block Micah from catching the ball.” He pointed behind me,

“Or we can all go after Coach,” | said, whispering to the kids around me. “Do you all
want to go after Coach?’

They nodded in unison, and that time on the snap, we rushed Theo. | got behind him
and wrapped my arms around his, pinning them to his sides as a gaggle of kids ripped
the ribbons from hisbelt.

“Cheaters!” heyelled. “All of you are cheaters.”

The kids howled with laughter as | released him, and he turned to face me.
“Especialy you,” he said. “The biggest cheater of all.” He scooped me into his arms
and lifted me off the ground, spinning once. | tensed, worried about his knee, but he
just set me back down and shouted, “Ten-yard penalty!”

“Worth it!” | said.

“You're abad influence,” he said.



“Thank you,” | called over my shoulder as | headed to my team.

The rest of the hour was more straightforward; we followed the rules and both teams
scored a couple more touchdowns. And then it was over. Parents were collecting their
kids, and kids were saying goodbye as the lights on the field clicked on. Then it was
just Theo and me standing midfield with a pile of belts and a couple of footballs.
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“That wasfun,” | said.
“Y ou were good with them.”

“Y ouwere good with them.” | sat next to the pile of belts and began reattaching some
ribbons that had come loose. “How long have you been doing this?’

“1’ve been helping out during off season since”—he shrugged like it was no big dedl,
sitting down next to me—*“freshman year.”

“Yourealy areanice guy.”

Helet out asingle laugh. “Y ou're still not convinced, are you?”’

“I am!” | said. “You are.”

“1 don’t know how to respond to that.”

“Thank you?’ | suggested.

“Thank you?’ he said, keeping the question in hisinflection and everything.
“I"'m sorry it took me thislong to truly believe it. It's my issues, not yours.”
“Oh, | know.”

This time | laughed, then picked up a handful of belts. “What do we do with all this



stuff?”’

“There’ s amesh bag by the bleachers.” He stood, and again | saw the wince as he did.

| couldn’t help myself and asked, “Is your knee bothering you more than normal ?’

“Just alittle stiff. It'sfine.” He scooped up the rest of the belts.

“I'm sorry,” | said.

“Don’t be.”

“Isit because of all the extra practices you're putting in withme?”

“They’re good for me.” He deposited the belts into the bag, then picked up a ball.
“Do you have timeto stick around for a bit longer? Practice kicking?’

| looked at his knee. “Are you sure?’

“You'll be the one kicking, not me.” He handed me my cleats that | hadn’t noticed on
the ground near us.

“Thanks.” | squatted down to change out the shoes | was wearing for my cleats. |
hadn’t put them on in a year, and they felt tight...snug. | stared out over the field,
little white bugs floated above the grass, beating their wings.

“Y ou miss soccer?’ he asked.

“l miss bonding with a team, hanging out with Dga more,” | confided. “But |
honestly don’t miss soccer. I’ [l miss podcasting.”



| met his eyes. They were a golden brown and seemed to want to say something.

“You're analyzing me again.”

He smiled. “| don’t understand. Why do you have to missit?’

“Well, for one, my grandma's story will be done or she won't be able to tell it
anymore.”

He nodded in sympathy.
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“And for two, | need more than a personal podcast. | need better equipment and more
training. And at the school 1I’'m planning to go to, there is one path into their podcast
program and it will be taken by Jensen and Ava.” And | couldn't move away. Not
anytime soon. Not only could | not afford it right now, but | wanted as much time as
possible with my grandma.

“The internship?’ he asked.

“Yeah,” | said.

“Maybe you need to make another path. Submit your personal podcast to them. Show
them there shouldn’t only be one path.”

“Maybe,” | said.
“You're scared to do that?”

“It'smore that | don’t think it will work. So yeah, | guess I’ m scared. These past few
weeks have shown me I’m more of acoward than | ever realized.”

“You're not a coward.” He spun the football on his palm. “What you're doing right
now, with this, is beyond brave.”

| laughed. “ Revenge?’

A half smile crept onto hisface. “Well, that too.”



| snatched the ball from him. “I appreciate the pep talk, Coach, but we have to turn
me into the best kicker in the land.”

“In theland?’ he asked.

“Fine, I'll settlefor top ten.”

He smiled. “Stop grading yourself. All you need to be is better than one particular
kicker.”

| gave asingle nod. “1 can do that.”

“Yes, you can.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and | pulled it out. It was a Facebook notification.
When | opened it, | found a message from Alice waiting.

“What?" Theo asked. | must’ ve gone still.

| turned the phone toward him, and we read it together.

There's a shed in the back of my mom’s house if you want to come look through it
for the surfboard this weekend. Y ou’ re welcome to.

“Tell her yes!” he said in excitement. “Let’sdo it.”

Chapter

twenty-four

“SO YOU DIDN'T KISS THEboy on the first date or the second. What about the



third, Grandma?’ | asked her the next night at our setup in my bedroom.

The comment section on the Instagram posts | was linking the podcast to were
blowing up just as much as the podcast itself. People | didn’t know from all over
were leaving comments asking for the next episode or talking about how cute my
grandma was. They were aso giving me suggestions on where to search for the
surfboard. I'd followed a few promising leads but had found nothing yet. | was
excited for the following day, when Theo and | would search Cheryl’s shed. That felt
like the most solid lead yet.

“Our third date was in Paso Robles,” Grandma said. “The summer had just ended,
and the county fair was in town. We went on afew rides, and then he tried to win me
a stuffed animal at the balloon dart game. He had many theories on why he was
unsuccessful.”

“Oh yeah? What were his theories?’

“The darts weren’t sharp enough, the balloons were underinflated. Y ou know, typical
excuses.”

“Tell me that you took over and popped a couple balloons.”

“Of course | didn't. The darts weren't sharp enough and the balloons were
underinflated,” she said with awink.
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| laughed.
“1 did win ring toss, though, and got alittle goldfish in a bag.”
“An actual goldfish?’

“Yes, | ended up having her for three years. She was a hardy thing. | cried when she
died.”

“I"m sorry.”
“Metoo. You think | can convince your mom to let me have a goldfish?’

“Ask her for acat,” | said, asif Mom didn’t listen to this podcast and would readlize |
was trying to use my grandmato get the cat | always wanted.

“I"ll try.” She smirked, seeming to know my motivation.
“So you won a goldfish and had to carry it around the rest of the night?’
“They gave me aticket, and | collected the goldfish at the end of the date.”

“Smart. That way you had two free hands for all the hand-holding | assume was
happening.”

“There was some hand-holding,” she said.



“Did he make his move at the top of the Ferris wheel ?’

“He was still waiting for me to make the move after my regjection.And the top of the
Ferris wheel should’ ve been my number one choice. But instead, it happened more
unexpectedly.”

“1 like unexpected.”

“We were walking through the big tent where all the FFA kids had their animals on
display in pens. The whole tent smelled like...well, it smelled like a place where a
hundred farm animals were being housed.”

“Romantic,” | teased.

“In the far back corner was a petting zoo. Three or four lambs and three or four goats
comingled with a handful of kids.”

“1 recently did goat yoga. Goats can be both adorable and big jerks at the same time.”

“Goat yoga? What' s that?”’

“It'syogain afield while goats use you as their playground.”

“Sounds...counterintuitive.”

“It was actually surprisingly relaxing,” | said. “I take it your petting zoo didn’t
involve yoga poses.”

“No yoga poses, but a goat did use me as his playground. | was standing there
minding my own business trying to pet one of the lambs when a goat headbutted me
from the side, knocking me right into Andrew’s arms.”



“Do you think Andrew bribed that goat with feed?’

“lI wouldn’'t rule it out. Because there | was, wrapped up in Andrew, saved from
landing on the urine-soaked ground. He pulled me up to my feet, and | think he was
about to ask meif | was okay when | pushed onto my toes and kissed him.”

“What did he do?’

“He was surprised at first. He went till, but then his hands went around my waist and
he kissed me back.”

“Did all the children in the petting zoo yellGrosslat the top of their lungs?’
“I’m not sure what anyone else did. | was in the moment. Everything else vanished,

the noise, the people, the animals. It was just him and me, kissing like we were
alone.”
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| smiled, imagining it. “Asfar asfirst kisses go, how was it?’
“He was an excellent kisser,” she said. “And it was even better for having waited.”

THEO CLIMBED IN MY CARSaturday morning after we finished our workout. |
was still alittle sweaty from all the lunges we did at the end of our session.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t take my car?’ he asked.

“Areyou acar snob?’

“Yes.” He smiled to let me know he was at least partialy joking.
“We're taking my car, and you aren’t going to judge the trash.”
“l don’'t see any trash,” he said, looking around.

| kept my car relatively clean, but there was an empty Taco Bell cup in the drink
holder. | pointed to it.

“I’m judging you,” he said.
“Fair.”

“What's the plan?’ he asked, buckling his seat belt. “Are wemeeting your friends
there for the surfboard search, or are we picking themup?’



“Oh...neither.” | actually hadn’'t told them. It hadn’t even crossed my mind. Dga
probably worked today anyway.

“Just us, then?’ he asked.

“Just us.” | pulled away from the curb.

“Areyou nervous?’ he asked.

“About it just being us? Yes, very.”

“Funny,” he said. “No about thisvisit.”

“Yes. I’'m worried that the board isn't going to be in the shed. That I'm getting my
hopes up. | really want to find it for my grandma while she still has good days.”
There was a hair tie around the gear shift, and | twisted it several timeswhile | drove.

“I"'m sureit’ s hard to watch her slowly lose more of herself.”

“Itis. That'swhy I’'m on thismission, | guess. It feels like something | can control in
the whole process because so much of it Ican’t.”

“You like to control things? | hadn’t noticed.”

| playfully smacked his arm. “I’ll have you know that | barely edited my most recent
episode.” Which was true. I'd kept my loud laugh and even afew filler words, telling
myself | needed to worry less about how other people saw me and more about being

authentic.

“It was areally good episode.”



“You listened?’ | asked, glancing hisway. Was he going to mention the kiss?

“1 did.” He turned his attention out the window. “ Thanks for letting me come today.”

“Can | ask you a question?’ It was something |I'd been wondering since reading the
Facebook message from Alice with him on Thursday after flag football.

“Y ou sound serious. Should | be scared?’

“No, it's just...why did you want to come? Why are you interested in finding the
surfboard?’

“You're aways questioning my motives,” he said. “I wanted to come because your
grandma’ s story is super interesting and | want to see this surfboard.”
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Of course, | thought. The same reason over a thousand people had listened to the
podcast. Why else did | think he’ d want to come?

“Woas that the wrong answer?’ he asked when | didn’t say anything.

“No, it's a very solid reason.” | smiled at him to sall it. “I’'m glad so many people
care about my grandma.”

“She’sacool lady.”

“Sheis.”

Chapter

twenty-five

WE PARKED IN FRONT OFa bright blue house. Its lawn was a collection of
wildflowers. Metal formations that could ve been trash but aso could’ ve been art
littered the yard. The front porch was full of mismatched pots that all housed dead or

dying plants.

We stopped on the porch, and Theo turned to me with an encouraging look, making it
obvious that he believed | should be the one to knock.

| did just that—gave three short knocks.

The door swung open, and a woman appeared. She had salt-and-pepper curly hair that



was pulled into a ponytail on top of her head. She had the kind of tan leathery skin
that told me she was probably a surfer herself or at least spent a lot of time on the
beach. She wore coveralls splattered in paint. Was she a painter too?

“Hi,” | said. “I'm Finley Lucas. Charlotte Fox’ s granddaughter.”

“Yes, hi. Let me show you out back to the shed. It's a mess, but you' re welcome to
take any surfboards you find in there.”

| wondered if she would be as willing to give up a surfboard if she knew that it was
painted by Andrew Lancaster. | was probably supposed to tell her that was a
possibility now, but my mouth wouldn’t open. I'd tell her if | actually found it. “Is

your mom here? Can | ask her some questions?”’

“My mom passed away last year. I'm still going through all her stuff. That’swhy I'm
here this weekend.”

My mouth opened, then shut, then opened again. “Oh. I'm so sorry. | didn’t know.”
“It’ sbeen hard. But lifeislikethat, isn’t it?”’

| nodded, a knot forming in my stomach at the news.

“Follow me,” she said.

The storage shed was more of a large workshop. It was huge. One of those metal
structures that could’ ve easily fit two or three cars. When we reached the door, Alice
turned to us with acringe and said, “I’m afraid you’ re going to have to wade through

alot of junk to seeif thereis anything real.”

“That’sokay,” | said. “We appreciate you letting us ook at all.”



When she left, Theo faced me. “Y ou okay?’

“What? Y eah, of course, thisis exciting.”

Hetilted his head like he didn’t believe me.

| did not want to discuss what the news of Cheryl’s death did to my insides. It wasn't
that Cheryl had died. It was sad, but | didn’t know her. It was that she was my
grandma’s age. And now she no longer existed. Like Andrew. | didn’t want to think
about that atall.

“Let'sgoin,” | said.

He turned the handle to reveal the contents of the shed. There was furniture and boxes
and tools and canvases and books all stacked haphazardly on top of each other nearly
ceiling high.

“What are the odds we'll find a surfboard in here?’ | asked.

“Very low but not zero?' he said.

“What are the odds you’ re going to want to help me at all in the future?’
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“Higher.” He took a single step inside. That was about as far as he could go. “Let’s
move things outside so we can create some sort of path through the mess.”

“Sounds good.”

About an hour passed and we'd finally gained some ground. We had moved bigger
pieces of furniture outside the shed, and | was winding my way through others.

“Everything is seconds away from crashing to the ground in here,” he said. Boxes
were stacked precariously high, the piles leaning against one another at odd angles. It
was all coated in dust and spiderwebs, and | could feel alayer of both on my skin and
hair.

“Yeah, it's crazy. Be careful,” | said. | wouldn’t be able to live with myself if he got
injured while helping me.

Theo was unstacking a tower of boxes, moving them one by one outside. When the
stack was low enough, | climbed over it, deeper into the building. That’s when | saw
the unmistakable shape of a surfboard against the far wall. It was covered with some
sort of drape. | pointed, and Theo nodded, a smile spreading across hisface.

“Do you think that’s it?’ he asked.

“Maybe.” My heart was racing. The path to reach that surfboard was not clear and it
took a lot of maneuvering, but finally, | reached the stack of boxes that covered the
bottom half of the board. | assessed them, giving them a little shake, and then began
climbing.



“What are you doing?’ Theo asked, from right behind me.

“1 just want to take off the cloth and see if it’'s even the board before we try to move
these boxes through that maze we barely squeezed through.

Worry colored his features. | couldn’'t decide if he was worried that this wasn't the
board or that the boxes were wobbling a bit beneath me.

He answered my question when | slowly stood and he said, “Please, Finley, be
careful. Maybe | should climb up there.”

“You absolutely should not. Thisisall me,” | said.

One of his hands reached up and wrapped around my ankle, holding me steady.

“Will you catch meif | fall?’ | teased.

“If you fall, I will be buried beneath this pile of boxes.”

“1 better not fal, then.”

He mumbled something under his breath that | didn’t understand as | reached for the
yellowing fabric.

“Cross your fingers,” | said, and pulled it off. Beneath the drape was just a basic foam
surfboard. My hopes crashed to the ground.“No.”

“That sucks,” hesaid. “I’m sorry.”

“It' swhatever,” | answered, trying not to let the disappointment settlein.



“Will you sit now...please?’ he said, his hand still on my ankle.

“Am | stressing you out?’ | asked, pretending to lose my balance.

“Finley, | swear,” he said.

| laughed and lowered myself to sitting before he took me by the waist and lifted me
off the box.

“My hero,” | said.

“Do you want it?" he asked.

“Uh...what?’

“The board. Alice said if we found one, we could have it. Do you have a surfboard?’

“I don't.”
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“Do you want it?’

It wasn’t the one | wanted, but why not? It could be fun to try. “Do you think we can
get it out of here?’

“Yes, | just need to move the boxes you didn’t let me move before climbing them.”

“1 was too excited.”

He shook his head, but a small smile snuck onto his face as we began shifting things.
The second box | attempted to move was heavier than | anticipated, and it fell to the
floor, its contents spilling onto the cement.

“Ugh,” | said, squatting down.

“They’'re pictures,” Theo said, joining me in the cleanup.

| collected a stack and flipped through them. They were old pictures, some warped
and yellowed but many well preserved. Iflipped through them, changing from a squat
to a sit on the ground. | had just planned on depositing them back into the box, but
when they looked like they were from the same time period as the ones | saw in the
yearbook, | kept flipping.

“What did your grandmalook like when she was a teenager?’

“1 don’t know if we'll find my grandmain these, but maybe a picture of the board?’



| was wrong; after going through several piles of pictures, | found something that
made my heart jJump to my throat—my grandma with what | could only assume was
the painted board. She was standing on the beach in the cutest bikini, the board
upright, it’s bottom stuck in the sand and her practically hugging it, abig smile on her
face. Tears pricked my eyes and warmth spread throughout my body.

“Did you find something?’ Theo asked.

| passed him the picture.

“Thisisamazing,” he said. “Y our grandma was a babe.”
“I know.”

“You look like her.”

My cheeks went hot because Theo basically just called me a babe. “Not really,” |
said.

“You do,” he assured me. “And this board. It's awesome. Now | want to find it even
more.” He passed the picture back to me.

The board was an eye. A huge sideways eye running the entire length of it. Not just
any eye, my grandma’s. The color on the picture was faded, but | knew if we found
the board, it would be the vibrant greens and browns that made up her eyes. | swiped
at atear that had escaped down my cheek.

“What'swrong?’ Theo asked.

“Her friend is dead, and she's going to fade and seeing her like this’—I held up the
picture—"it’s hard. Amazing, but hard.”



“| getit,” he said.

“l can’'t wait to show her this picture.”

“Should we look for more?’

“Do you have time?’ | asked.

“1 came here for you,” Theo said suddenly, an intensity in his voice. He pointed to the
picture. “Your grandma’s story is interesting and | know how much it means to you,
but...I came here foryou.”

Chapter

twenty-six

WE HEADED THROUGH THE YARDback toward my car. Theo held the
surfboard. | had the pictures tucked into my bag. Before we reached the gate, Theo
pointed to a hose snaking through an extra-long patch of weeds against the side of the
house. | immediately felt the dirt on my skin again at the thought of being able to
wash it away.

After Theo's confession earlier, | had met his stare with what | could only assume
was a terrified expression. It was redlly just a reflection of feeling my heart explode
in my chest. I'd nodded and said thank you or something equally stupid, and we
finished looking through the pictures. I'd found a couple more. Then we'd freed the
surfboard, and now we were heading to the front of the house to talk to Alice. But not
before using the hose.
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| set my bag down by the house, and he propped the surfboard against the wall. Then
he twisted on the spigot and followed the tangled line until he found the end.

“Here,” | said. “I'll hold it so you have two hands to wash.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why don't | trust you?’

| gasped. “I’m so trustworthy.”

He didn’t seem to believe me but handed over control of the hose. | held it extra still
while he scrubbed his hands and forearms. He had really nice forearms, al corded
and strong. Then he cupped his hands and splashed water onto his face. Dirt dripped
down his temples and chin.

“Not even closeto clean,” | said.

He tried again, this time running his hands up and down his face. A few streaks
remained on his forehead, and | motioned him forward. He leaned closer, and |
dipped my hand in the stream of water and then ran it across his forehead and by his
ear. | studied his skin closely, making sure | got it all. When | finished, he was staring
at me.

| gulped. “All done.”

“Your turn.” He gestured for the hose, and | handed it over.

| replicated his cleanup, scrubbing my hands and arms, then my face. And in turn, he



helped me with the remaining streaks | couldn’t see, his hand running gently over my
cheek and then right below my bottom lip. His eyes carefully traveled my face until
my insides were hot and melty.

We must’ve drifted closer together at some point because suddenly the stream of
water from the hose he held was pouring down the front of my body.

| yelped and jumped back. “You did not!” | scream-laughed. “That is so cold!”

“It was an accident!”

“1 trusted you!”

He laughed. “1’ msotrustworthy!”

“Obviously not!” | wrestled for the hose.

He held on tight. “1 don’t deserve reciprocation!”

“Y ou more than deserveit.”

“| was distracted!”

“1 was distracted too, but did you see me pour water down your fully clothed body?’

He laughed, then somehow managed in one swift motion to grab me by the arm and

twist me around, pinning my back and arms against his chest. The hose in his other

hand was still pouring water off to our left.

“No fair,” | said, kicking my feet.



His cheek was against mine, and | could feel him smiling. “ Truce?’

“Truce?’| asked. “Nothing has happened to you. A truce can only be called when
both people have been victims.”

“Isthat so?’

“That isvery so.”

“Okay, if you insist.”

Before | realized what that meant, he sprayed water into the air so it was raining
down on both of us. He loosened his grip on me, and | turned in his arm so | could
look him in the eyes and say, “Y ou are so annoying.”

“But you still like me.”

Water dripped down his face and onto mine, and his smile turned serious. His hand
holding the hose fell to his side, dropping it so water now flowed through the weeds
and wildflowers at ourfeet. My wet hair continued to drip onto my forehead and
shoulders and arms. His now-free arm joined his other one around my waist, pulling
me closer. He paused for a moment, searching my eyes. | wondered if he was waiting
for me to make a move because | had rejected a kiss on the boardwalk. But before |
had even finished that thought, his mouth was on mine, hot against my cold lips. |
sucked in some air, but then my hands traveled up his chest and around his neck, into
his wet hair. My tongue brushed past his lips and tasted his mouth. His hands moved
from my waist, up my back until they gently cupped my face.
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He felt amazing against me, warm and steady. He tasted good too, like mint and cool
air. My entire body felt like it was being dipped in that barrel on his back porch. Both
hot and cold tingles all over.

“Did you find it?" a voice called from behind me, and Theo pulled away. | wanted to
pull him right back. | was breathless and lightheaded when | turned to see Alice
walking toward us.

Theo shut off the hose and pointed to the board. “No, this isn’t the one we were
looking for, but we thought we' d take it for aspin.”

| smiled at his words, the same ones Andrew had said to my grandma all those years
ago.

“Please do,” Alice said, finally reaching us. “It probably misses the ocean.” She
looked over Theo' s shoulder at my car. “You're going to put it in there?’

“We are going to attempt,” he said, his brain obviously much more functiona than
mine, because as | was trying to think of responses to each of her questions, he was

already answering them.

“We found some pictures,” | finally spit out. “Of my grandma and the board we're
looking for.”

“Oh?’ she said.

| pulled the photos out of my bag and handed them to her. “Have you seen this



board?’

Alice squinted. “You know, it does look vaguely familiar. I'll ask my sister about
it—maybe she' s seenit.”

“Canl...?" | gestured to the pictures. “Can | have those?’

“Yes, you can.” She placed them gently back in my hands.

“Thanks,” | said. “We didn’'t quite make it al the way through the shed. Is there any
way we can come back, maybe when you' ve emptied it out more?’

“Of course. I’'ll keep you updated. It might take awhile.”

“Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” she replied, and then she was heading back to the house. Theo
picked up the board, tucked it under his arm, and made his way to my car. |
straightened my shirt, did the pictures back into my bag, took a deep breath, and
followed after him.

He was studying the trunk. “ This board is longer than yourcar.”

“My back seats fold down,” | said, opening the trunk, then walking around to the side
door to release the seat latch. “It's definitely going to hang out, but I’ ve seen people
do worse.” It was a beach town; the roads were full of surfboards being transported in
various ways. | once saw aguy riding a bike holding a board.

“True,” he agreed as he dlid the board into my trunk.

| joined him to help with the task. Our eyes met over the board. My insides still felt



melty and my brain mushy. We both |eanedforward but were immediately stopped by
the barrier between us. | tried to shove the board farther into the car, but it got caught
on the front seats, not budging another inch, three feet still hanging out the trunk.
Theo came around the end, and then my back was pressed against the taillight and my
front was pressed against him.

“Do you know how long I’ve wanted to kiss you?’ he asked before his mouth
covered mine.

“Three weeks?’ | guessed, against his lips, referencing the day in the bathroom. The
day I’ d realized how hot he was.

“Longer than that,” he said, his hands diding around my waist. “And it was worth the

wait.

Chapter

twenty-seven

WE KISSED!!!!

| typed that into the group chat, and as | was about to hit send, | hesitated. 1'd just
dropped Theo and the surfboard off at his house, where we talked about going surfing
in the near future, when the weather warmed up more. Before we could even get
through that conversation we were making out. Me, stretched over the center console
practically in hislap, his handsin my hair. He was such a good kisser.

Perhaps it was that giddy high coursing through me that had me typing those words
into the group chat after he left my car and disappeared into his house. | was still
parked on his street, my lips tingling from the kiss. But | hesitated. This wasn't an
over-text type of announcement. | had to tell them face to face. Especially when only



one, possibly two, of them would be excited about this news. | wasn't ready for my
after-kiss high to disappear just yet.

There was a knock on my window, and | yelped.

Theo stood there, hand pressed against the glass.
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| powered down my window.

“What are you doing?’ he asked. “Texting your friends about kissing some hot guy?’
| smiled. “Something like that.”

He leaned forward and placed akiss on my lips. “Isthat why you’ re blushing?’

“I’m not—it’sjust hot.”

“It'snot hot at all,” hesaid. “In fact, I'm alittle cold.”

| laughed and pushed the upper half of my body out the window to kiss him again.

“For training tomorrow,” he said between kisses, “let’s go to Cal Poly. Kick through
their uprights.” Cal Poly was a state college about twenty minutes away.

| sat back in my seat. “We're alowed to do that?’

He shrugged. “I’ ve trained there before. | guesswe'll see.”
“Am | ready for that?’

“It' stime.”

“WHAT ARE YOUR COLLEGE PLANSnow that football is off the table?’ | asked
as we worked our way through the Ca Poly campus the next day toward the football



field.

He was quiet for too long, taking in our surroundings. The campus was beautiful,
sandwiched between rolling hills; it had asmall-campus feel even though it was
relatively big. Maybe my relative was skewed, though, since | hadn’t been on alot of
college campuses and my high school was on the small side.

| grabbed hold of his hand because | wanted to be closer to him. Ever since we kissed
the day before, I’d wanted to be near him. If | was being honest with myself, that
feeling had started long before we kissed. “Wait,isfootball still on the table?’

“Yes,” he said quickly. “No...I don't know.... Probably not. I'd have to try for a
walk-on position, and even in my prime, walking on is not the easiest way to get on a
team. What about you?”’

“I don’t think I'll play football in college,” | teased.

“Maybe you'll get scouted next year,” he joked back. “No, but have you thought
more about the internship? Sending in your podcast. It’s gotten so popular.”

“Jensen did that.” | said out loud what had been brewing in my brain since last week
when he'd told me. “He' s the one who shared it on his socials. He' |l probably write it
as one of his accomplishments on his application.”

Anger flashed across Theo's face, and he stopped. | turned and looked at him. “He
took credit for your views?’ Theo's voice waslow.

“He felt the need to point it out, yes. And beyond that, the real star of the show is my
grandma. Jensen and my grandma are the reasons the show has done anything.”

“Stop saying stuff like that, Finley.”



“ Stop saying the truth?’

“He doesn’t get to claim your successes anymore. And in less than two weeks, he'll
be put in his place.”

| wondered if that was true. He had easily won the hosting position, he'd get the
internship. And he might easily win his kicking spot.

Theo nodded asif that settled it, and we kept walking.

We reached the football stadium and walked through the entrance and onto the field. |
stopped in the end zone, breathless. It was huge, and | felt overwhelmed, to say the
least. “Not sure this is a good idea for my first time actually kicking through

uprights.”

“It only seems bigger,” he said. “It’s the same size as the high school field, there's
just more”’—nhe spun a circle while pointing—* other things.”

“Right,” | said.

“So are you ready?’
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“I think so,” | said.

He rolled his entire head. “Finley. You know this. You have to get pumped up. Get
some blood flowing through your veins. Are you ready?’

HY%- . -H
“Scream it!”

| laughed and looked around; the field was empty, and the stadium seats were mostly
empty. A few people ran the steps, exercising. It was a Sunday, so the campus had
been pretty quiet on our walk.

He moved so he was standing in front of me and jumped a few times, then indicated
he wanted me to do the same.

| jumped.
“Areyou ready?’

“Yes!” | felt like | was on the soccer field again about to start playing. In soccer we'd
al huddle together and yell out positive affirmations. Things likeWe're the best, We
can run forever, Kicking balls is fun, Bury the enemy.That last one wasn't so
positive, but it always made Degja laugh. She was the most supportive teammate ever
when working for the same goal. And when we weren’'t on the same page, like now,
in my relationship with Theo, the lack of support was glaring.



“Again!” Theo shouted.

“I"'m ready!”

“Good! Then let’'s go!” He ran to the twenty-yard line, and | followed. There, he took
off his backpack and retrieved a football, then squatted down and held it in place.
We'd practiced this last time after flag football. Him holding the ball instead of
placing it on the plastic ring. It took awhile to get used to. | kept thinking | was going
to kick his hand. But he moved it out of the way fast enough every time. Right now,
he looked at me with a sweet smile. “It's all about muscle memory. Just do what
you'’ ve been doing. Don’t even think about it.”

| shook out my hands.Don’t even think about it. Don’t even think about it.I drove
forward and connected with the ball. It flew through the air and straight down the

center.

Theo' s hands shot in the air like I'd just scored the winning points in the Super Bowl.
“That was amazing. And it went far! Really far. We can back up ten yards.”

Theo grabbed another ball and was already running back to the thirty.

“And did | tell you!” he yelled over his shoulder. “The goa posts are narrower in
college. So it will be even easier on our field.”

| followed after him, walking, not running like he was. “They’re narrower here?’
“Yes!” hesaid when | reached him. “Y ou are brilliant!”
The wind picked up, whipping through my hair and twisting it around in front of my

head. He pushed it out of my face and placed his paims on my cheeks, staring into my
eyesin boyish excitement. “ There’ swind!”



Coach Theo, who had turned to Kissing Coach Theo, was adorable.

With his hands still on my cheeks, | pushed forward and kissed him. “ Does that mean
| am done for the day? We can make outnow?”’

He wrapped an arm around my waist and spun mein acircle. “No! It means we get to
practice in the wind! Y ou get to learn how to adjust your kick.”

| laughed and held a fake microphone up to my mouth. “Coach Theo, how are you
feeling after your hard work helped an ex—soccer player make afield goal?’

He brought my hand to his mouth. “I'm feeling like she needs to kick about a
hundred more today.”

“She thinks fifty sounds more doable.”

He laughed. “I’'m seriously super impressed. We probably should’ve come here
earlier.”

“And does watching her success make you want to kick a ball today?’ | asked, fake
microphone still in hand.

The giddy excitement that had been on his face melted rightoff.

| lowered my hand, dropping the reporter act. “Will you?’ | asked softly. I'd watched
him do so many physical things now, and aside from the occasional wince, and the
dight favor he showed his left knee, | sensed what was stopping him was more
mental than anything.

“We're working on your kick. In the wind,” he said, squatting down to hold the ball
in place. “I don’t...If I...Just pay attention to how the wind is blowing and adjust



your swing in the opposite direction. It might take a couple attempts to get the hang
of it.”
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| squatted down next to him. “I guess I’'m not the only one afraid to put myself out
there.”

He sighed and shifted so he sat all the way on the ground. | joined him.
“I’m not afraid, Finley. The doctor said...” Hetrailed off.
“The doctor told you not to?’

“No, I’ve been cleared.”

“Then what?’

“l just need to...”

“Try?’ | said. “ See that it’s going to be fine? Come on.”
“No, |—"

“Please,” | said.

“Ihavebeen kicking,” he bit out. “ Every day for awhile.”
| blinked several timesin surprise. “Y ou have?’

He nodded.



“And?’

“And it’s not good. I'm weak. Unsteady.”

“I'm sorry,” | said.

He ran his hands down his face. “It’s fine. Maybe you need to learn when to keep
trying and | need to learn when to give up.”

| pulled him into a hug. His breaths were short, irregular, like he was on the verge of
panic. “I’'m sorry,” | said. “Maybe you need to take some pressure off. Learn how to
kick for the fun of it again. Without your whole future sitting on your shoulders.” |
knew how heavy that weight was.

“Maybe. I'm just...” He held me against him and drew in some air until his breathing
was steady and even.

“Yoga?’ | asked, resting my head on his shoulder.

He gave aquiet laugh. “You, actualy.”

“Your charming lines don’t work on me,” | said even though | was now smiling.

He laughed and pulled us sideways onto the grass. | rolled onto my back, and we both
stared up at the sky, our legs and hands interlocked. Clouds floated lazily across the
blue backdrop.

Eventually, he propped himself up on his elbow, staring down at me. “Have you ever

thought about being a sideline reporter? You' d actually be really good at it. You get
this glimmer in your eye during your fake interviews.”



| shook my head. | actually had thought of it but always quickly dismissed it. “I'm
not good with live stuff. | need the security of being able to edit out my mistakes.”

“1 think your unscripted commentary is some of the best when you're interviewing

your grandma.”

“Yeah, but...”

“But you want to be perfect?’

| looked toward the uprights. “I’ m trying to be less hard on myself.”

“l get it. | obviously have insecurities too.”
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“And here | thought you were cocky.”

He leaned down and brushed his lips over mine. “It’s all forshow.”
Chapter

twenty-eight

| HAVE TO TELL MYfriends. | have to tell my friends. Those were the words that
circled my brain as | headed to school the next morning. I'd been putting it off, but it
was time because they would see us together. | actualy wasn’'t sure what kissing
Theo meant as far as school life went. We had discussed nothing about how public or
private we planned on being with this after spending the weekend kissing.

The day before, we'd spent another hour at the stadium. Every ball I'd tried went
through. We' d kiss between kicks and water breaks.

I’d dropped him home that day without either of us saying anything likeSo we' re cool
with the general public seeing us do this or no?l wasn’'t sure how | felt about going
public. | still had the very valid fear that people would think | was only with Theo to
get back at Jensen. Maybe it would be better to keep the kissing to ourselves for now,
like the whole kicking thing.

On my way to sleep, my brain decided that Theo was a private person anyway, who
liked to keep his relationships private. After all, I'd never seen him in a relationship.
But he was Theo Torres, he had to have been in one. The way he kissed proved to me
he'd done it before. But regardless of how little I wanted the school to know, my



friends still needed to.
| wanted them to. | wanted them to be excited for me. | wanted Maxwell to squeal
and Leeto tell meto trust again and Deja...| just wanted her to be okay with this. To

not actively be against it. | didn’t think that was too much to ask.

| parked my car and waited, my nerves buzzing while | watched for their cars. 1I'd
gotten here early. | hadn’t planned on it, but my energy was heightened this morning.

Maxwell and Lee arrived together, only parking a few spots down from me. | got out
of my car and waited for them to do the same.

“Hey, girlie,” Maxwell said, giving me a side hug. “L ooking cute today.”

“Thanks.” | looked down at my jeans and green sweater.

“How was your weekend?’ Lee asked. “How’ s the training going?’

“Good. | can kick afootball.”

“Nice,” he said. “Operation Revenge is getting closer.”

“Yes, for sure. Oh,” | said. “Also, | found some pictures of the surfboard this
weekend.”

“You did?’ Maxwell asked. “Show us!”

“Show uswhat?’ Deja asked, joining us.

“The surfboard. | have actual pictures of it.” | swung my backpack around and took
my binder out. I'd dlid the picturesinside the front protective pocket.



Her eyeslit up. “What did your grandma say?’
“1 haven't shown her yet.” | had wanted to do a podcast the day before, revealing the
pictures to my grandma, but she was having an off day. | hoped that sometime this

week she would feel up to it, because | was so excited.

| handed Degja the pictures, and she looked at them, flipping through as the boys
peered over her shoulders.

“Oh, wow,” she said. “It’s cooler than | even imagined.”

“Right?’ | said.

“We have to find it now.”

“Where did you get these?’ L ee asked.

“Alice answered my DM and told me about a shed her mom had. Theo and | went
over on Saturday and looked through it. We didn’'t find the surfboard but found
those.”

“You and Theo?’' Deja asked.

“Yes,” | said. “After training.”
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She handed me back the pictures. “We wanted to help you find the board.”
Maxwell nodded.

“l didn’t think you’d want to dig through a dirty shed.” The truth was, | was being
selfish. | had wanted to be alone with Theo.

“I"'m the one who has been listening to your podcast forever. I'm the one who was
excited about the board. Y ou took Theo?’ She was hurt. We hadn’t even gotten to the
bigger admission.

“I"'m so sorry,” | said, realizing my misstep. | really should’ve brought my friends. |
hadn’t thought anyone would care this much. | was surprised when Theo asked to
join. | tucked the picturesinto my binder and zipped my backpack shut.

Then, in a show of terrible timing, a pair of arms wrapped around me from behind
and a kiss was planted on my cheek. “Hey,” Theo's low voice said into my ear.

“Good morning.”

My eyes were on my friends who all had varying degrees of shocked looks on their
faces.

“And I’'m out,” Dgjasaid, and with aflip of her hair, she walked away.

“Wait,” | started, taking a step to go after her. But Theo's arms were still around me,
holding mein place.



“Just give her sometime,” Lee said, putting his hand on my shoulder.

Theo dropped his arms and dlid into place beside me. “What happened?”’

“This happened,” Maxwell said, pointing between us, his shocked expression turning
into one of pure delight. “I need all the details.”

“1 thought you told your friends,” Theo said.

| closed my eyes. If | had to see one more hurt expression this morning, | was going
to have to take a sick day.

“l had started to text them but decided it was better in person. | was just about to tell
them,” | said. “And then...”

Thefirst bell rang, and | looked up, like the sky had made that happen.

“I"ll work on Deja,” Lee said. “You can tell usall about it at lunch.”

| nodded as he grabbed Maxwell’ s hand and they walked away. Maxwell looked over
his shoulder and mouthedOM Galong with a silent scream. | smiled but only halfway.
I’d screwed everything up.

“I’'m sorry” was thefirst thing | said when they were gone.

“Do you regret this weekend?’ he asked.

| turned to face him. “No. Not at al. Do you?’

11 NO.”



“Theo!” someone called as he walked by. “ Scrimmage today after school 7’

“I’m busy after school!” he called back. “I’'min for Wednesday.”

“Cool!”

Theo turned his attention back to me.

“What are you doing after school 7’ | asked.

“I’ll bewith you,” he said.

“Youwill?

“When are you going to realize that | just want to be near you, Finley? All the time.”
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My heart leapt in my chest.

He looked at the ground and popped one eyebrow. | had taken a step back when he
was talking with his friend. Things seemed to click inside his head because he said,
“Y ou don’'t want anyone to know about us?’

“No, I...I wasn't sure whatyouwanted. And | didn’t want everyone to think | was
only with you because of ...”

“Areyou?’
“No!”
“What doyouwant?’ he asked.

“1...” | thought | was done caring about what people thought. That | was trying to be
more authentic. | knew how | felt and why | felt it. It was time to stop worrying about
how everyone else would perceive the things | did and start doing what made me
happy. “Ilike you. A lot.” | closed the distance between us, grabbed hold of the straps
of his backpack, and used them to pull myself up onto my toes. It wasn't some
passionate, tongues-blazing kiss. Just a soft, simple touching of lips. And yet my
whole body reacted, every hair standing on end.

The late bell rang, and we pulled apart.

A group of people walking by were staring. | recognized one guy as one of Theo's
friends from the library. His eyes tracked back and forth between us, and then he



laughed. | averted my gaze.

“You didn't tell your friends either?’ | asked.

“1 told my friends,” he said. “They didn’t believe me.”

“Why?" | asked.

“ After the way you ran out of the library that one day, they figured you weren’t afan
of mine. | mean, technically speaking, you weren't.”

| laughed. “Y eah, that day | wasn't.”

He smirked. “ See you later?’

“Yes.

Theo mumbled something about Jensen that | couldn’t quite make out, and then he
was gone. | scanned the area, but there was no Jensen. He must’ ve known, like | did,
that with a school full of gossip lovers, Jensen would find out about our kiss before
the day was over.

Chapter

twenty-nine

| WAS RIGHT; JENSEN FOUNDout | was kissing Theo Torres sometime between
first period and podcast class, because when | went inside and sat down, he sat down

next to me.

“What, Jensen?’



“You really have to ask?’

| stood up and walked around the table to Nolen, deciding to ignore Jensen. “Hey, |
was wondering if we could have a refresher on editing techniques for ambient noise
reduction.” I'd thought | had this down, but it was time consuming and | wondered if
Nolen had any shortcuts for the editing | had to do later.

He answered, “Sure, no problem. That’'s not your responsibility on the podcast, you
know that, right?’

“Yeah, of course. More for my personal podcast. And | think everyone could benefit
from it,” | said, thinking about how Jensen probably hadn’t thought once about how
heavy he breathed while talking into the mic.

| started to turn away when Nolen said, “Finley, | haven't gotten your bid for a
regular feature idea for next year’s podcast.”

That’ s because | hadn’t thought of one. “Um...I was thinking about...” My mind was
al over the place. “ Sideline interviews during and after high school sporting events.”

Susie, who must’ ve been listening from her spot at the table, said, “Ooh, | like that
one.”

Nolen gave aslow nod. “I like it too. Y ou could commit the time to watch games?’

“Right, I...” | wanted to say yes. Maybe this would help me get an internship. But
suddenly it occurred to me that | couldn’t watch the most popular sporting event our
school had—football. Because if al went well, I'd be a player. Maybe my need for
revenge was waning, because suddenly | wanted to say that, yes, | could. If | was
being true to myself, authentic, even though the thought of live interviews scared me,
that’s what | wanted more. My heart pumped so hard | could feel it in my throat and



temples.
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“Say yes,” Jensen said. | whipped my head toward him. | hadn't realized he'd
followed me around the table. “1 suggested the feature idea for you.”

Never mind. | still very much wanted to make him pay. “Yeah, actualy | can’'t,” |
snapped to Nolen. “I have a conflicting obligation during football games. Maybe
someone else could do it, though.” 1t seemed like my ideas were up for grabs anyway.
“What conflicting obligation?’ Jensen asked.

“Jensen, can you not,” | said, anger surging.

“Think about it,” Nolen said. “Y ou deserve a spot.”

“Okay, thanks.”

| headed back toward my seat, and Jensen was like my shadow. | turned. “Do you
even want the internship?”’

“What?’

“Next summer. The podcast internship at the community college.”
“Oh, isthere an internship? Y eah. That would be cool ,actually.”

| groaned. “Pleasg, just leave me alone.”

“Can we talk after class? It'simportant. | promise to leave you aone after that.”



| wasn't sure | believed any of his promises, but if there was a chance he was telling
the truth, that this really would be the last time he'd try to talk to me, | decided it was
worth it. “Fine.”

After class, | remained in my seat as the room emptied out. This room in the library
wasn't big enough to house normal-sized classes, so it was empty most of the time. It
had large glass windows so Mrs.Hughs could keep an eye on the students that used it.

“My friends are waiting for me,” | said. | already had a lot to smooth over there. |
didn’t need Jensen holding me up. “Y ou have two minutes.”

He was across the table from me, and he stood and paced, his arms crossed. “1 don’t
want you to get hurt.”

“Y ou mean more than you' ve already hurt me?’

“Yes. Isthat what you want to hear? | don’t want you to get hurt more than I’ ve hurt
you, but if you keep seeing Theo, you're going to.”

| stood. He'd already said this. He thought saying it again would make a difference?
“We'redone.” | headed for the door.

“l didn’t want to have to tell you this, but | realize that | have to now!” he called as |
reached for the handle.

| turned, and he came around the table and spoke low and fast. “Last month, at that
party at his house, Theo told someone that he was better than me in every way
possible. That he could kick better than me even with an injury. That he could steal
my girlfriend if he wanted to. It would be easy.”

| rolled my eyes. “ Toldsomeone? Who?’



“A friend.”

“And you believed it? Y ou know how gossip is. It gets twisted. Besides, I’m not your
girlfriend, so there was no stealing necessary.”

“But he'sjust doing this to show me he wasright.”

“You’re the one who lost me, Jensen. All on your own.”

“Mark my words, this has more to do with me than you think.”

“It has to do withme,Jensen. He likes me. Isthat so hard to believe?’

He looked at his hands, then bit hislip, his nervous reaction. “I...” He didn’'t want to
say whatever he thought Theo's motivation really was forstealingme. | nearly rolled

my eyes at that thought again.

“Y ou have to believe me.”
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“Actualy, Jensen, | don’t.”

“Hewas ajerk to me, Finley. A complete and utter jerk. | told you all the stories. Y ou
know. And now you’re with him and he' s going to hurt you. All so he can get back at

me.
“Leave me alone, Jensen,” | muttered, and opened the door. “Y ou know nothing.”
“You'll see, Finley! I'll proveit to you.”

MY FRIENDS WERE ALREADY SITTINGat our table in the courtyard at lunch. |
held in my groan as | collapsed onto a seat. Deja' s full attention was on her phone,
and she didn’t look up when | sat. Maxwell squeezed my hand, and it looked like Lee
was squeezing Degja’ s knee.

“I'm sorry,” | said. “I should've told you all everything that was happening. It all
happened so fast, and I’ ve been so preoccupied with my revenge lately. That's taken

over everything.”

“We were supposed to be part of the revenge thing too, until Theo took our places,”
Degjasaid.

“1 know.”
“1 thought you didn’t trust him.”

“Theo?’ | asked as the words Jensen spewed flashed through my mind.He's going to



hurt you. All so he can get back at me.

“Yes,” shesad.

| swallowed. “I didn’'t at first...but now | do,” | said. Because | did. How could | not?
He' d been nothing but kind to me. Whatever Jensen had heard from some mysterious
source was just his twisted way of trying to get back together with me. “1 kicked the
ball through the uprights for the first time yesterday. Easily. And | was good. And |
think | can actually make the team.”

“That's exciting!” Maxwell said.

“1 till don’t understand why he's helping you so much,” Dga said, not able to drop
the suspicions.

“Because he's anice guy,” | said. “And he likes me.” Was that so hard for everyone
to believe?

“He seems nice to me,” Maxwell said.
“I know you don’'t know him very well, and that’'s entirely my fault,” | said. “Will
you forgive me for cutting you guys out? | really didn't mean to. You are my

favorites, and | didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

She put her phone down on the table, finally giving me her full attention. “I just don’t
want to see you get hurt.”

“That’ s what Jensen said ten minutes ago.”

“Y ou’ re comparing me to Jensen?’



“What? No! | just need you to trust me. You're my best friend. Don’'t you trust me to
know what’ s best for myself?”

She let out a huff of air, then pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut.
| could tell a million thoughts were going through her head. Lee and Maxwell looked
on nervously as well, not daring to interrupt whatever interna struggle she was
having with herself. “I trust you,” she finally said, meeting my eyes.

“Good, because | need you.”

“It doesn't feel like you do.”

“l promise | do.”

She reached across the table. “Y ou have to include usin your life from now on.”

| grabbed hold of her hand and took a relieved breath. “1 will. | really think you're
going to like him. And | know he’'s going to like you guys. Y ou’re the best.”

She looked around. “Well? Where is he? We need to get started on grilling him.”

Maxwell let out a squeal, asif he'd been waiting for everyone to be on the same page
to properly celebrate. He smashed me into a hug. “I know this part wasn’t to get back
at Jensen, but it’s just icing on the cake.”

“DID I RUIN EVERYTHING WITHyour friends?” Theo asked after school later.
He' d just opened my car door for me, and now we both stood in the space between
theinterior and exterior.
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“No, it was my fault for not being more open with them. I’'m sorry for not telling
them. It’s not that I’'m not proud to be withyou.”

“Proud?’

“Yes, proud. And happy. It'sjust I’ ve been so distracted.”

“By what?' he teased, kissing my cheek.

“By this guy who is super hot and knows it.”

He chuckled. “I’ ve been distracted by a beautiful girl who can kick afootball.”
“1 can do other thingstoo,” | whispered.

He pulled me closer. “Onh, really?’

“1 didn’t meanthat,” | said, playfully pushing his chest.

He kissed me, and someone in the parking lot let out a*“Whoop!”

“Can | ask you something?’ | said, looking up at him.

“Yes.” He took awide-legged stance so his eyes were more level with mine.

Jensen’ s accusations flashed through my mind again. No, | wasn’t going to give them
avoice, put awedge between us, bring uptrust issues once again. | trusted Theo. He'd



earned that trust. “Why are you such agood kisser?’ | said. “Have you kissed a lot of
girls?’

He laughed. “Yes, tons.”

“No, seriously, have you had a girlfriend before?’

“1 have been very focused on football for avery long time.”

“Isthat ano?’ | asked, surprised.

“1’ve been on afew dates. Kissed afew girls. You are my first girlfriend.”

“Are you asking meto be your girlfriend?’

“Oh.” He smiled, and my heart melted. “Yes. Will you be my girlfriend, Finley
Lucas?’

| nodded and kissed him again.

Chapter

thirty

“I HAVE A SURPRISE FORyou.” It had been a tough week for Grandma, and it
took me until Friday to feel like she was ready to record another episode. | wanted to
document her reaction to seeing the pictures for the first time so that we' d always
have it to listen to. But depending on her reaction, | wasn't necessarily going to

publish it. Some things were just for my family.

| pulled my backpack onto my lap with awince. It had been a tough week for me too.



Since tryouts were now only eight days away, I'd been practicing kicking a lot with
Theo, and | was sore. My friends had even joined us for a couple of practices.

“What's the surprise?” Grandma asked now. She wore one of her wigs today with a
robe and house slippers. Betsy had painted her nails again, abright purple.

| retrieved the pictures and slid them across my desk to her. “1 found some pictures of
you with your surfboard.”

She picked them up and studied them close, not saying anything for along time.

“What do you think?’ | asked.

“It's beautiful, isn’t it? It was even more beautiful in real life.” Her eyes were lit up
with joy.
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“I believeit,” | said.

She turned one of the pictures sideways and held it beside her face so the eye on the
board was next to her eye. “He must’ve stared at my eyesalot,” she said.

| smiled and explained what she was doing into the microphone before | asked, “Did
he?’ My grandma’s story felt even more dreamy after having been thoroughly kissed
all week, the romantic feelingsin my body heightened.

She seemed amost giddy when she said, “He did. He thought they were pretty.”
“They are pretty,” | said.

“You have my eyes, baby girl.”

| squeezed her hand remembering how Theo had said | looked like her. My cheeks
went pink with that thought.

She ran afinger over the board in one of the pictures. “1 wish | could seeit in red life
again.”

“1 wish that too.” Hopefully she could.

Mom’s head appeared in my doorway, and when she saw | was recording, she took a
step back. | waved her inside.

“We have a special guest today,” | said. “My mom. Say hi,Mom.”



She leaned over and into the mic said, “Hello, people.”

| sucked my lipsin to keep from laughing.

Her eyeslanded on the pictures on the desk. “What are these?’

“| found them last weekend.”

Her mouth formed an O. “These are...?”

“She knew Andrew Lancaster.”

“1 told you,” Grandma said.

“You did,” Mom said.Where did you get these?she mouthed tome.

I’ll tell you after,| mouthed back, and pointed at the mic.

She nodded, then left my room.

“Listeners, I'm going to post these pictures on my Instagram so you can see them too.
If anyone has seen this board, please DMme.”

“1 wonder if I'd still fit into this bathing suit,” my grandma said with a smirk.
“I FEEL LIKE A PEEPINGTom,” Max said, binoculars pushed to his eyes, resting
on his stomach on aflat rock. It had been several more days of intense practices, and

I’d told Theo my body needed some rest before tryouts. He agreed.

“1 was going to saysniper,” Theo said. “We'reon a hill after all.”



Wewereon a hill. We had parked on the road and hiked up a barely visible trail after
we hadn’t been able to get past the gate and to the front door of the house across the
street. Nobody had answered the intercom box we had found to try to communicate
with the occupants. So now here we were with binoculars.

“Apparently I'm not as cool as you,” Max said to Theo as he handed off the
binocularsto Lee.

“Peeping Tom is more accurate,” | said. “We have no guns.”

“But we have a mission,” Dega said, surveying the house without the help of
magnification.

“Do people still sayPeeping Tom?’ Lee asked.
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“You al knew what | meant,” Max said. “So were there any other clues in the
message? Like who owns this place now and how we can get past the impenetrable
gates or contact the owner?’

“It amost looks abandoned,” Lee said, passing off the binoculars to Theo.

“The message just said this was where Andrew Lancaster lived the last ten years of
his life and that maybe the surfboard was somewhere on the property.” 1’d gotten lots
of tips from lots of different people in my DMs this week after publishing the latest
episode and posting the pictures of the surfboard to my Instagram. But most of the
tips didn't help. They talked about locations in different states where his art
installation had passed through. They mentioned people who were impossible to get a
hold of or information that was just completely wrong. | wasn't even sure if thistip
was right. If we were really looking at the house where Andrew had spent the last ten
years of hislife.

It was tucked in the hills off a small two-way section of Highway41, quite a bit off
the road. There were trees and greenery obstructing most of the view, but | could see
pieces of the house.

“You're a delinquent who doesn’t worry about things liked locked gates and security
cameras,” Theo teased, placing the binocularsin my hand. “What should we do?’

“Funny,” | said, bringing the binoculars up to my eyes. It was disorienting at first,
having everything in front of me magnified to that level. It took me a moment to find
the house, bits of brown shingles poking through the surrounding trees.



“We might not have guns,” Deja said. “But the person who lives there probably
does.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked, adjusting the focus wheel on top of the binoculars.

“| said,” Deja started, “that we—"

“No, not that.That.” | pointed with one hand, while still looking through the lenses.

“l see nothing,” Lee said.

“A corner of light blue. It looks like...Isit...a lifeguard tower in the back corner of
the yard?’

“Huh?’ Degjasaid. “Let me see.” She held out her hand for the binoculars, and | gave
them to her.

“We need more binoculars,” Max said.

“Oh, now you all think my dad’s bird-watching hobby is useful,” Lee said.

“Yes, tell him to take us next weekend,” Max said.

Theo was squinting. “It’s probably just a shed.”

“l swear it'salifeguard tower,” | said, taking him by the shoulders and turning himin
the right direction. He smiled, like my hands on his shoulders were the precursor to a
kiss. To be fair, he wasn't wrong.Everythinghad been the precursor to a kiss this

week. “Concentrate,” | whispered.

“l have no idea what you mean,” he returned, his hand brushingmy thigh. | was



standing behind him, higher on the hill, and | wrapped my arms around his neck. He
leaned back into me.

| kissed his cheek.

“1 think you're right. That's a lifeguard tower,” Degja said, squatting to get a better
view.

“Why would someone have that? Their backyard is ten minutes from the ocean.” It
felt significant. If this really was Andrew’ s old house, it had to mean something.

“We need acloser look,” Deja said.

“Let’'sgo,” | said.

The walk down the hill was faster than the walk up it, and soon we were standing
outside the gate again. | was looking through the binoculars into the backyard while
Maxwell was messing with the intercom box again.

“Hello,” he said, his mouth close to the speaker. There was no answer.

| combed over every inch of the yard meticulously until the blue was magnified in my
view again.

“Did Andrew Lancaster live here? Max asked the little silver box now, pressing
various buttons while he did.

| gasped.

“What?’ Theo asked. He was standing at my shoulder squinting through the iron bars
of the gate.
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“There are paintings on the lifeguard tower. Ocean and surfing scenes.” Andrew
painted a lot of things over his career, tires and road signs and trucks. This had to
mean we were at the right house. That Andrew used to live here.
“Andrew,” Dgja said softly.
It wasn't the surfboard, but maybe it meant the board was here somewhere.
Max was now saying “Let usin” over and over again into the speaker.
| lowered the binoculars and was about to suggest a walk around the property to find
aweak point, when the sound of something hitting metal rang out. Through the gate |
saw afairly large rock land on the ground, kicking up dust.

Max jumped back, and the others, who had been talking, went silent.

“What was tha—" Theo started to ask, when he was cut short by another rock hitting
theiron bars.

Lee ducked and covered his head as another rock came flying, over the fence this
time. “There’s someone in there.”

“Get out of here!” came the rough voice of a man from somewhere behind the trees.
The voice was accompanied by another rock. This one landed by my feet, bouncing

off the ground and hitting my shin.

| sucked in some air.



Theo pulled me back and behind him.

“Wejust want to talk!” | yelled. “Did Andrew used to livehere!”

“Leaveor I’'m calling the cops!” A big burly man came out from behind the trees.

“Nope,” Lee said, and rushed toward the car.

“Have you seen a surfboard?’ | yelled.

We watched the man wind up this time to throw the rock, and we all ran and piled
into the car faster than | thought possible.

Lee was laughing in the back seat while Theo started the car. He peeled out, tires
kicking up dirt before finding purchase on theroad.

After several minutes of silence, Max burst out laughing. “We almost died!”

“We did not amost die,” Dega said. “But Theo's pretty car aimost got a few new
dents.”

“lalmost got afew new dents.” | rubbed my shin.

“You okay?' Theo asked. “Y ou still going to be able to kick?’

“The most important thing,” Max joked.

“No, | just meant...”

| took Theo's hand. “I knew what you meant. I'm fine.” It actually didn't hurt
anymore, but there was a dirt mark from where the rock had hit. “ The ground slowed



down therock.”

“That was super exciting,” Lee said sarcastically. “Let’snot do it again.”

| nodded, but what | was really wondering was how | could get that man to talk to
me, to let me see that lifeguard tower.

Chapter

thirty-one

“WHY DID YOU BREAK UP?’| asked Grandma into the microphone. | was trying
to distract myself from many things: the fact that | hadn’t figured out how to get that
man to let us see the lifeguard tower, the fact that | had resumed practices after a few
days off and my muscles were sore all over again, the fact that in two days I’d be
trying out to be kicker for the school football team.

“Me and Andrew?’ she asked.
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“Yes,” | said.

“Thefirst time?’ she asked.

“Y ou broke up more than once?’

“We did.”

“Then yes, thefirst time.”

“Cheryl.”

My phone buzzed on my desk, and | cringed. | usually left my phone in my bag
during a recording session for exactly this reason.But the message on the screen from

Theo made me smile:Good job kicking today. Y ou are going to kill it.

| smiled and tossed my phone onto the bed behind me; I'd answer him when | was
done.

“Wait, Cheryl was the reason you broke up?’ | said, finally registering Grandma's
answer. “The girl you loaned your board to?’

“It was actually Andrew who loaned her my board.”
“Hedidn't!”

“They were in surf club together and her board had been damaged and Andrew came



and got mine without my permission.”

“He. Did. Not,” | said, this time emphasizing each word. “ That little punk.”

“It wasn’'t agood move.”

“ S0 you broke up with him?’

“1t was the jealousy speaking. | thought he had a thing for Cheryl.”

“How did you do it?’

“How did | break up with him?”’

“Yes, this was before texting,” | said, thinking about how | had broken up with
Jensen. Or at least how | had made it official.

“We were far from texting at the time. | guess | could ve sent him a telegram,” she
said.

| laughed.
“No, it was afoggy afternoon. Y ou know how it gets here sometimes.”
“Yes, for those not from Morro Bay, sometimes a morning or even an all-day fog

rolls in and clings to the big rock by the bayand floats out over the ocean. It’'s both
beautiful and haunting all at once.”

“The perfect mood for a breakup,” Grandma said. “He was surfing, and | waited for
him on the shore. He and Cheryl walked up together, my board between them. She
kept walking when she saw me. But he stayed.Y ou let her use my board?l asked. He



seemed confused, and | pointed at her. He said,What’s the big deal? I’ m the one who
gaveit toyou.”

| gasped.

“Yes,” shesaid. “So | screamed, Then she can have both of you!”
“And then?’ | asked, anger churning in my chest imagining the scene.
“Then they left. With my board.”

“WHAT'S GOING ON?’ | ASKEDMax, who was walking beside me. We' d gone to
my car at lunch to grab a sweatshirt from my trunk, because even though it was April,
it was cold today. It was Theo's sweatshirt, the one he had loaned me before yoga. |
hadn’t given it back, and | was glad for it. The smell of soapy vanilla still lingered on
the soft material, and it made me smile.

An afternoon fog had rolled in and clung to the grass and trees and hung in the air. It
made me think of my grandma and Andrew today. We were heading back through
campus. | pulled the sleeves of the sweatshirt | now wore over my hands. “I haven't
hadthis many people stare at me since Jensen broadcasted to the whole school how
terrible | was a month ago.”
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“Maybe they’re staring at me,” Max said, waving. The girl he waved to gave me sad
eyes, like she felt sorry for me.

“What wasthat?’ | asked. “Do | have something on my face?’

“Y eah, that was weird. And you have nothing on your face.”

“Do you think everyone found out I’ m trying out tomorrow? That it got |eaked?’
“How?’

“I don’t know.”

| saw Degja and Lee at our table in the courtyard across the way before | could hear
them. They were huddled over, sharing a phone screen. Degja looked up a me, as if

sensing | was there, then back at the phone.

Has she seen this? could see the question on Lee's lips even though | couldn’t hear
the words.

Dga s eyes were back on me again.l don’'t think so,her lips said.
A wave of panic went through me, my walk slowing to a crawl.
“What'swrong?’ Max asked, matching my pace.

| pulled my phone out of my pocket to see if | had gotten whatever mysterious



message they were looking at, but | didn’t have any notifications waiting.

Dega’'s shoulders rose and fell, worry etching lines in her face. Max, obviously
sensing something now too, cursed under his breath.

“Hey,” | said when | reached the table.

“1 have to show you something,” she said.

| swallowed, sinking onto the metal bench attached to thetable. “Is it bad? Maybe we
should wait until after my tryouts tomorrow.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she said. Her eyesflitted to the phone, then back to me.

“Finley, it won't keep that long,” Lee said. “You'll find out. Everyone knows.”

“Ildon’t know,” Max said.

“You will.”

“Where did Theo go?’ | asked, looking around, feeling the need for his steadiness
right now.

Dga s jaw tightened.

“He went to find you,” Lee said. “He must’ ve missed you on the walk.”

“Okay,” | said. “ Show me.”

“Areyou sure?’ she asked.



“What isit?

“A video.”

“A video?’

She nodded and handed me the phone without asking me if | was sure again. And
even though | wasn’t, | flipped the phone sideways and pushed play.

The video started in afamiliar backyard. It took me a minute to realize it was Theo's.
Someone was recording a pickup football game. Just several guysinformally passing,
catching, and running with the ball. It was obviously a no-contact-type game. When
the runner was touched, he stopped. Almost like flag football minus the flags. The
recording went on for less than a minute when thecamera focused on something in the
distance. It zoomed closer and closer until | saw that something was me. Standing on
Theo’ s back porch with Dgja, Max, and Lee.
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“Do you believe he invited Jensen’s girlfriend?’ the phone operator asked with a
laugh.

“He has balls,” someone else said.
“ Jensen stole his spot, so now he's going to steal his girlfriend?’
“It was the last game of the season; | wouldn’t really call that stealing.”

“Hey, Theo,” the phone operator called. “Would you call what Jensen did to you
stealing?’

Theo looked over. It was hard to tell if he knew he was being recorded, but his hand
rubbed over hisknee. “The hit?’ he asked.

“Yeah, you think he tackled you that hard after the play on purpose so he could kick
in the playoff game?’

| could see Theo'sjaw working. “Yes,” he said.
“S0 now you're going to get with his girlfriend?’

Theo's eyes shot to somewhere past the camera, probably to where | was standing
with my friends.

“You couldn’t steal his girlfriend,” someone else said. “I heard she's sworn off
football players now after the whole podcast thing.” | hadn’t sworn off anything at



that point, but it didn’t surprise me that a rumor like that had been spread.

“Oh, please,” Theo said, “I could steal her with my hands tied behind my back and
make her think it was her idea.”

| sucked in agulp of air, my eyesimmediately stinging.

They all laughed, and something must’ve hit the cell phoneor the person operating it
because the video abruptly changed to a picture of the grass and then some jerky,
blurry frames until the screen went black.

“Oh no,” Max whispered from beside me. “That’ s not good.”

My heart felt like it was at my feet.

“I'm sorry,” Dgjasaid, asif her showing me the video made this all her fault.

| squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. | wanted to run away and not look
back, forget everything that had happened over the last few weeks.

“What are you going to do?’ L ee asked.

That's when | saw Jensen walk into the courtyard, looking around. A slow fire started
in my belly and burned up my chest.

The others must have seen him as well because Deja said, “Remember when he
announced to the whole school that you would make a sucky podcast host?’

“Remember when he showed up at your house claiming it was because your grandma
texted him?’ Lee said.



“Remember when he said the podcast ideas you came up with for him were boring
and basic?’ Max said.

“Remember when the only podcast idea he came up with, the one he tried out with,
wasyouridea?’ Dejasaid.

| knew what they were doing. They were working me up. | was glad for it, but |
didn’'t need any reminders of how he'd screwed me over. “You think I’'m going to
give up?’ | asked, realizing that’s exactly what they thought. Knowing that my past
self probably would've in the face of this new hurdle. But I'd worked hard for this.
And maybe I'd fail, but | wasn’t going to give up. | had to see this through.

“No, we...” Dgjatrailed off.

“Maybe?’ Max said.

“Don’t worry, I’'m still trying out.”

Theo came skidding into the courtyard, frantically looking around. Before he saw me,
he and Jensen saw each other.

Jensen advanced on Theo like he was there to avenge me.
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| heard Theo say something like “Not now.”

Jensen kept advancing, but Theo was looking past him, at me. A mixture of relief and
sadness washed over hisface, and that’ s when Jensen punched him.

The courtyard erupted in screams, Theo and Jensen suddenly surrounded by people.
Theo had fallen to the ground with the unexpected punch to the face. | flew to my feet

and rushed forward, not thinking, only reacting.

“Get up!” Jensen was saying when | pushed my way through the crowd and stepped
in front of him.

“Stop,” | said.

“You're going to defend him?’ Jensen asked.

“I"m not defending either of you. I’ m telling you to stop.”

“Get out of theway,” he said.

Behind me, Theo climbed to hisfeet. “I’'m sorry, Finley,” hesaid.

| gave a single glance back, but before | could say anything Mr.Whitley was there.
“What is going on?’

Everyone around us started talking at once, but Max’s voice rang out above the
others. “ Jensen sucker punched Theo!”



Mr.Whitley looked at Jensen, who was seconds away from, most likely, confessing,
but was stopped when Theo said, “No, he didn’t.”

| gave Theo narrow eyes, but he wasn't looking at me.

“Hedidn’'t?" Mr.Whitley asked.

“Nobody punched me. | just fell, bum knee, you know,” Theo said in a disarming
fashion.

“You okay?’ Mr.Whitley asked.

“All good,” he said.

“Well, lunch isamost over. Let’sdisperse,” he said to the crowd that had gathered.

As people, including Mr.Whitley, left, Jensen said, “I don’t need any charity from

you.
“Believe me, it wasn't for you,” Theo responded.

| turned on my heel and fled. | knew Theo followed me, but | didn’'t stop until | was
amost to the parking lot. He didn’t try to make me. Finally, when there was nobody
around, | turned. “Are you too cool to tattle?’ | said. “He would’ ve been suspended.”
“Exactly,” he said.

“Exactly? Oh!” The tryouts tomorrow.

“You' regoing to beat him. Not me.”



“Ugh,” | grunted in frustration. The scent from the sweatshirt | wore surrounded me,
suffocated me. | wrestled it off my body and shoved it into his chest.

He barely caught it asit slid down him. “Finley,” he said softly.

My eyes shot to his knee covered by his pants. “Did Jensen cause your injury?’

“He' s the one that tackled me after the play, yes.” He furrowed his brow. There was a
red mark forming near his left eye. “I thought Jensen told you that. | thought you

knew.”

“I didn't.” | took a deep breath. “So that’s why you're doing all this? Why you
wanted to help me?’

“I"'m sorry,” he said.
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| turned again, needing to be anywhere but here.

“That video! | didn’t mean it! | had forgotten | said it because sometimes | say stupid
things that | don’t mean. Mostly because I’'m a cocky fool. | thought you hated me.
But I’d liked you long before then.”

My back was still toward him, and | closed my eyes. “Know when to give up, Theo,”
| said, and walked away.

Chapter
thirty-two

SHORT BLASTS OF WHISTLES RANGthrough the air as | entered the gates, at the
end of the football field, surrounded by my friends. They hadn’t left me alone since
the day before. | received texts every five minutes all afternoon from at least one of
them, and then Deja had showed up at my house about eight o’ clock telling me she
was sleeping over. | wanted to pretend | was fine, but | wasn't. | had collapsed into
her arms and let her talk trash on Theo and Jensen al night. It didn’t help. | had cried
alot. But today | had to switch the hurt to anger or | wouldn’t be able to function.

Groups of guys were being directed to lines.

“Don’'t be nervous,” Max said. “You're trying out for special teams, so you won't
have to do all the tackling drills and things. Just the stuff you’ ve been practicing.”

| looked at him, wanting to ask him how he knew that, if Theo had been texting him



things to say to me, but | didn’t need to. It was obvious. He just gave me an innocent
expression.

Coach Wallis glanced our way, said something to the assistant coach next to him,
then went back to directing the players. | couldn’t make out Jensen in the sea of
helmets, so | wasn't sureif he saw me yet, but some of the guys were looking.

The assistant coach jogged our way. “ Spectators in the stands, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Maxwell said, and the three of them gave me a combination of side hugs
and hand squeezes before they headed for the bleachers.

| didn’t move, and the coach gestured to the stands.

“I’m trying out for kicker today,” | said.

He studied my expression as though waiting for the punch line.

“Where should | go for that?’ | asked.

Coach laughed, but when | didn’t join him, he cleared his throat and said, “Oh, for
real? That’'s...actually pretty cool. You any good?’

“Yes,” | sad with as much confidence as | could muster.

“I’ll have you talk to Coach Wallis, then. We need to get you some gear. I’'m Coach
O, by theway. And you are?’

“Finley Lucas.”

“Good luck, Finley.”



The head coach, Mr.Wallis, wasn't as quick to be convinced. He stared at me for a
long time after | told him | wanted to try out. Eventually he asked, “Why? Is this
some publicity stunt or something?”’

“No, it's not. I'm good, Coach,” | said. “Give me a chance to prove it. I'm not asking
for any favors. Just the same chance as everyone else here.”

He clapped once. “All right. Let’s see what you got.”

After gearing up, he directed meto aline, and | joined it.

There was some shuffling to my left, and then Jensen was beside me. “What are you
doing?’ he asked. His eyes werefire.

“1 think I’'m going to try out,” | said, patting my helmet. Those were the same words
he'd used on me in front of the recording studio. They were burned into my memory
because of the shock surrounding them. | wondered if my words would be burned
into his memory now.

“Wh-what? What do you mean? For football? Y ou can’t.”

“It looks like | can,” | said. He didn’'t know yet, | realized, which specific position |
was trying out for. All the anger | had been feeling toward Jensen for the last several
weeks was combined with all the anger | was now feeling toward Theo. | was burning
with rage. | felt powerful, like nothing could stop me.

NEVER HAD | BEEN MOREgrateful for the last month of butt kicking than | was
today after being put through football drills. I was running and hitting standing pads
and doing fast feet in and out of the squares of rope ladders lying on the grass. All
while wearing bulky pads and a helmet. That wasn't exactly new. Theo had been
making me kick in pads and a helmet this last week. | felt hotter today, sweatier, but |



was keeping up. Not just because of the conditioning that I’d been doing, but because
therewas adrenaline coursing through my body that the day had finally arrived.
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The sun was burning through the fog as Coach began dividing the group into two
different teams.

“Special teams,” Coach O called out. “Follow me.”

| propelled myself into motion, falling into step beside Jensen.
“Really?’ Jensen asked.

“Really.”

“1 get what you're doing. This is payback. But you're taking the joke too far. You're
going to embarrass yourself. And Coach isn’'t going to be happy.”

“It'snot ajoke,” | said. “I’m trying out.”

He pointed to the uprights in the end zone. “ For kicker?’
“|t appears so.”

“Thisisn't as easy astrying out for a podcast.”

“Maybe it is,” | said, because | wanted him to think | hadn’t worked at al for this
when | stole it from him.

“The only person this is going to hurt is you,” he said. “When everyone is talking
about you on Monday.”



| shrugged. “I’m used to it by now. Ever since your lovely schoolwide announcement
about how much | suck as a podcast host, I’ ve been the subject of alot of gossip.”

“That’s not what | said,” Jensen said, with a scoff.

“That’'s exactly what you said, Jensen, except you were more specific. You spelled
out the exact ways | sucked.”

“Y ou’ re remembering things how you want to remember them.”

“Maybe you’'ve atered your memory to help yourself feel better,but | know what |
heard,” | said. He didn’t get to change history because the roles were reversed now.

“Did Theo put you up to this?’

“No, this was my idea. It has nothing to do with Theo.” Regardless of the fact that |
now realized Theo had a bigger interest in seeing Jensen go down than | originally
thought, this was always my plan.

“l wasn't trying to hurt you,” he said.

| shrugged. “Neither am |.” Except that was a lie. That's al | was trying to do. |
wanted this to hurt. Bad. | wanted him to feel it in his bones when | took this from
him. | wanted him to be scared. But so far, he only seemed mildly annoyed and
distracted.

“Well then,” he said, as if coming to some sort of acceptance. “Good luck.” He stuck
out his fist like he wanted me to bump it. We had never fist-bumped before in our
lives. He was pretending he was a bigger person than me because he wasn't
threatened yet. | did not fist-bump him. | was obviously not even close to the bigger
person.



“We'll start at the ten-yard line and work our way back from there,” Coach O said. “I
want to see three kicks at each stop. One center, one on both sides of center. Then
we' ll practice with some defenders trying to block you. Who wantsto go first?’

A guy in front of me raised his hand. | assumed he was a freshman or sophomore
because | didn't recognize him or the other guy. There were four of us hoping to
score the spot. | didn’'t care what order we went in as long as | was before Jensen. |
wanted to get in his head.

“Okay, great,” Coach O said. He gestured to someone behind me, and Theo came
running up. His left eye was now a purplishblack. My heart stuttered for a moment.

“Theo is going to help me out today with equipment and ball placement and such.”

| clenched my teeth. | hadn’t realized that was the case, but that was most likely his
role as outgoing kicker.

“Let’s see what you have,” Coach said.
Theo, who’ d been holding a mesh bag, began pulling out footballs.

“Doeshereally have to be here?’ Jensen asked. “That's a lot of pressure, Coach, to
have the starting kicker here.”

“You don’'t think there is going to be pressure in agame?’ Coach said.
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“1 mean, like, he’sjudging us.”
“1I"mjudging you, kid,” Coach said. “Suck it up. All right, Scott, place your ball.”

“It's not fair she gets her boyfriend here,” Jensen mumbled under his breath. If only
he knew how little Theo was helping my mental game right now. | was al over the
place.

Theo positioned a ball on a plastic holder on the ten-yard line, and Scott, the first
volunteer, approached him. Then he backed up and kicked. It made it cleanly through
the uprights. Maybe | had more competition than just Jensen for this. | hadn’'t really
considered I’d have to beat out more than one person. | squared my shoulders. Jensen
beat out twenty-four people for my coveted spot; | could beat three. The other new
guy kicked with the same resullts.

“I’ll go next,” | said, stepping forward.

Jensen had stepped forward as well, and when | did, he stopped and held his arm out
to the side like he was alowing me to go first. | didn’t say a word; my actions would
speak for themselves.

“You got this,” Theo said when | approached.

“| need to concentrate, Theo. Don't talk to me.”

He nodded, his eyes sad, hisjaw tight.



He placed the ball on the holder. From the side | heard a whoop. | knew it was Degja,
but | didn't look over. | didn’t want Coach to think that | thought of this as a joke. |
took my three steps back and one to the left.

| took a deep breath, then released it and drove forward.

Right before | got to the ball Jensen said loudly, “Don’t miss.”

| stutter-stepped, and my foot hit the ball at a weird angle; it shot straight out in front
of me, skidding along the grass. | held back a curse.

Theo growled and went charging toward Jensen. Coach pulled him back by his shirt.
“Cool off! Now! Go take alap.”

Theo put his head down and jogged away.

Jensen could barely contain the smug smile on his face.

“Jensen,” Coach said. “No antics. But, Finley, there will be distractions during a
game; you can't let them get to you.”

“1 know. I’m sorry.”

“Try again,” he said.

“She getsto try again?’ Jensen whined.

“Of course she does. Now, mouth shut.”

This time | put away all thoughts of anything but the ball. I tried to forget the
embarrassment of missing. Of other people judging me for it. | focused. This time |



connected squarely. It wasn't as strong a kick as | wanted it to be, but it made it,
barely flying on the inside of the far right post. That definitely wasn’t going to get in
Jensen’s head as much as | hoped it would. He proved that bykicking it right down
the middle and celebrating with an eyebrow raise in my direction.

We each completed our other kicks at that distance, and then Coach moved us back
ten yards. By this time, Theo was back from his lap around the field. His eyes were
dark, and he glared at Jensen while we took turns kicking again.

At this distance, | got my rhythm and confidence back. | kicked it firmly straight
down the center. After that | relaxed. As | relaxed and my kicks became more
confident and sure, Jensen’s became more wild and weak. By the time we were
finishing the thirty-yard line, he’d missed two kicks completely. Each flying far |eft.
The other two kickers had each missed one. Aside from my first botched attempt, |
hadn’t made another error.

“You haven't given up the wedge kick yet, huh?’ | heard Theo mutter after Jensen’s
miss, making sure he was close enough to Coach so he could hear. Coach was
making notes on his clipboard, | wasn't sure what, but | hoped next to Jensen’s name
it was something likeinconsistent wedge kicker.

Me winning could be good for ticket sales,| wanted to say, mocking one of the
reasons they’d chosen Jensen for the podcast.] could bring in a new, different
audience.l held my tongue because Jensen was spiraling. He didn’t need a push; he
was getting there himself.

He missed one more kick at the next distance. After his miss, he picked up the plastic
holder and threw it on the ground in frustration. It bounced and tumbled to a stop ten
feet away. The new guys missed two kicks at that distance. | still had a perfect record.
At thispoint, | was running on adrenaline and karma.



That energy took me through to the end, when after finishingmy last kick, over the
outstretched hands of some defenders that had been brought over, Coach jotted
something down on his clipboard, met my eyes, then said, “Where have you been?
Super impressive.”

Thistime | gave Jensen the eyebrow pop as | freed myself from my helmet and joined
the others waiting. | watched Jensen get his last kick blocked. He looked destroyed.
He hung his head, and unlike before, when he'd thrown the holder in anger, he just
gathered it like he was picking up a delicate egg and then jogged to where the ball
had landed.

Next to me Theo said, “You know you did it, right?’
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| wanted to ignore him, but instead | asked, “How do you know?”’
“First of al, I could read the notes Coach was making. Second, | watched you.”
The feelings of exoneration and triumph that | thought would course through me with
that knowledge didn’t. Instead, | felt like | was crashing down from the rage that had
been fueling me. | felt a bit like Jensen looked, walking slowly back toward us, his
knuckles practically dragging along the ground like the ball he carried weighed a ton.
| felt the weight of sadness over what | had lost weeks ago, over what | had lost
yesterday.
| felt lost.
Chapter

thirty-three

COACH BLEW HIS WHISTLE ANDgestured for us al to come forward. We
stepped into a half circle around him.

“Good job, everyone. WE' |l have the official list up on the locker room office door on
Monday.”

| raised my hand. “Um? The boys’ locker room?”’

“Oh.” He cleared histhroat. “Right...Yeah...Um, I'll put alist upinthe...um...”



“The athletics office?’ Theo suggested.

“Yes, exactly. Monday morning.” He pointed at the gear surrounding us. “ Stack gear
and pads and helmets back in the bin on the sidelines, please.” With those words he
left, probably to see if Coach Wallis needed help with the other group, which was still
going strong.

Jensen thew his helmet onto the ground, followed by his pads. Before he walked
away, he met Theo's eyes. “Y ou played the long game, but in the end, you got me.”

“Mel” | called after him. “Iplayed the long game!”

He didn’t turn around, and my outburst didn’t make me feel better.

The others had taken off their helmets and pads and stacked them next to Jensen’s,
leaving just me and Theo standing there.

“1I"m so proud of you,” he said.

“Don’'t,” | responded.

“1 wish | had a better explanation for why | said that. | didn’t even think it was true. |
thought you hated me back then, to be honest. | don’t even remember saying it. |
probably said it because | thought it sounded tough or cool or anything but how | felt.
It's how | keep my walls up sometimes. But I’'m learning how to drop them. | wasn't
trying to steal you. | wasn't trying to do anything but help you get back at Jensen.
And while doing that, | fell for you. Hard. Don’t quit us, Finley.”

“1 haven't even been myself these past few weeks. I’ ve been angry. Lost. How could
you want to be with this angry ex-girlfriend who only defined herself by her lost
dream unless you were doing it to get back at him?’



“You're telling me you haven't been yourself around me? That every second we've
been together you’ ve been overcome with rage and hopel essness? Is that your story?’

“No. Ugh.” | ran my hands down my face. “But it's been there, smmering beneath
the surface, and now it's gone. It boiled over when | saw that video, when | kicked
that last ball, and al I'm left with is...” What was | left with? | didn’t even know.
Emptiness? The realization that all this pushing and trying and sacrifice left mewith
nothing? With even less than nothing. It left me feeling the opposite of fulfilled.
11 Sharne.ﬂ

“You think I'm abad person?’ he asked. “That I’ ve been usingyou?’

“No, | thinkl’ mabad person.”

“We' ve been doing thistogether, Finley. If you arethan | am.”

“Y eah, maybe we are.”

His eyes were glassy...or maybe mine were.

My friends surrounded me then, Maxwell tucking me into a protective side hug.

“l knew | shouldn’t trust you,” Deglasaid. “And | wasright.”

“You messed up,” Leesaid.
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“I did,” Theo answered.

Maxwell let out a huff, as if he had thought he was going to have to add something to
Lee sdeclaration, but Theo admitting to it so easily took the wind out of his sails.

“We're leaving,” Dgja said, and | didn’'t stop them as they pulled me away. | didn’t
stop them as they led me to the parking lot telling me | did amazing and saying we
should celebrate my awesomeness with diner fries.

All | said was*“| need to shower first. Can | meet you all there?’

| GOT OUT OF THEcar back at my house thinking that maybe going to the diner
with my friends would make me feelbetter. Because all | felt now was nothing. |
wasn't proud of my performance. | wasn't happy karma gave Jensen what he
deserved. | felt emptied out.

| clung to the laces of my cleats as | walked in the house. The living room was full.
Mom, Dad, Grandma, and even Corey were gathered around the couch. They were all
wearing shirts with sharks on them and headbands with a fin sticking straight out of

the middle of their heads. | was confused. “What’s going on?’

“We were wondering the same thing,” Dad said, pulling off his headband and tossing
it onto the coffee table.

“What? Did you go somewhere today?’ | asked.

“Didyou?” Mom returned. She lifted a sign by her feet that had big sparkly words on



it that spelled outGO FINLEY'!

| was even more confused. “Did you try to go to the football stadium?’ Had they
closed the gates? How had they heard about me trying out for the position? And what
did sharks have to do with kicking a football?

“We were in Pismo, loser,” Corey said from where he sat on the couch. He had a
smirk on hisface, but | could tell even he was annoyed.

“Pismo?’ And then it hit me like a slap to the face. The triathlon I’d told them about
weeks ago. That was today. | was supposed to have confessed by now about what |
was really doing. And even if | hadn’t, | never expected them to actually go to the
triathlon. Especially not my grandma who didn’t get out that much. | could tell that
the morning exhausted her by how flushed her cheeks were. “Oh no.”

“Explain,” Dad said.

“I"m so sorry. | was trying out to be kicker for the school’ s football team.”

“Kicker?” Mom said.

“1 probably made it,” | added, as if that would help this situation. The emptiness that
had settled in my chest seemed to be double in size now.

“Jensen’ s position?’ Dad asked.

“Yeah...he, uh...he made it as host of the podcast.” | wished like never before that |
had explained the whole situation earlier.

“Oh!” Grandma said with a clap of her hands. “He’ll be so good at that.”



| bit the insides of my cheeks, reminding myself she didn’t understand how much
those words hurt.

“1 don’t understand,” Mom said. “He tried out for the podcast?’

“Yes, and made it. And | didn’t. I’'m sure you remember. And it sucked. And | was
angry. So | tried out for kicker.”

“And he's cool with that?" Corey asked.

“No! Of course he's not cool with that! That was kind of the point.”

My words seemed to be sinking in for everyone in the room except my grandma,
whose flushed cheeks were accompanied by drooping shoulders.

Corey’s eyes got wide, and then he smiled. “Nice.”

Mom'’s brows shot down. “Y ou tried out for revenge?’

“Revenge?’ Grandma said. “Finley wouldn’t do that. She's much too mature for
that.”

“I"m not, Grandma. Obviously, I’'m not...” My voice trailedoff.

Dad cleared his throat. “1 wish you hadn’t lied to us.” He nodded toward the sparkly
sign. “We walked around all morning looking for you. We were so worried.”
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“I’m so sorry. | didn’t mean for that to happen. | meant to tell you before now.”
“So what now?” Mom asked. “Y ou made it?’

“I think.”

“Congratulations,” Dad said, but he didn’t sound like he meantit.

“Thank you,” | responded, but | didn’t sound like | meant it.

“Are you...,” Mom started, “excited? This is a new dream of yours that you've
accomplished?’

“Yes,” | said firmly. “I’m super excited.” | was not even alittle bit excited. Thiswas
not a dream of mine. Not even close. The only dream this accomplished was exacting
revenge on Jensen. But what was |eft, a position on the team, was more of a burden

than areward, and | hated that.

“Imagine,” Grandma said in an ill-timed moment of clarity, “what you could’ve
accomplished if you spent that much time and energy doing something for yourself.”

| swallowed hard. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Corey jumped up from the couch and followed me down the hall. “I wish you
would’ve at |east toldme.l wanted to see the look on Jensen’s face. Worth it?’

“Yep,” | said, still trying to convince myself that it was. That | didn't just



wastemoreof my life on Jensen.

I'M NOT FEELING GREAT,ltexted the group after a shower.Today tired me oui.
Can we do the diner celebration tomorrow?

We already ordered fries! Get your butt over here,Dgja said next.

Rest,Lee said.We're good.

Nothing felt good. My family was disappointed in me. | didn’t feel the euphorial was
expecting after accomplishing what I’d been working toward. And Theo...My heart
squeezed in my chest and my eyes pricked, the first emotions I'd felt in hours....
Why did everything about that ending feel wrong too?

| crawled into my bed, pulled a pillow against my chest, and let the tears come.
Chapter

thirty-four

“I'M READY, FINLEY.” GRANDMA STOODin my doorway dressed in a colorful
dress with one of her wigs on. It looked like she'd put some makeup on as well.

“Ready for what, Grandma?’ | was in bed. It was Sunday, well past noon. I'd begged
out of the diner with my friends again. | wasn't ready to see anyone. | just wanted to
lie in bed all day. Maybe my brain would figure out my life for me if | let it think
about things long enough.

“For my interview.” She didn’t wait for my answer, just sat at my desk where I'd



been recording podcasts with her. | hadn’'t asked her to come in today, but it was
possible she was remembering another day where | had.

“Can we do it tomorrow? I’m not feeling my best today.”

She tapped her dlippered foot on the ground severa times, then pointed to her wig.
“I’m ready now.”

| closed my eyes and hugged my pillow to my chest.

“What’ s wrong, my sweet girl?’

“Everyoneis disappointed in me.”

“I"’m not.”

| wanted to tell her she had been yesterday. But what was the point of that? “ Thank
you.”

“What about you? Are you disappointed in you?”



Page 103

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 6:29 am
“l am,” | said. Because | was.
“How are you going to fix it?" she asked.
“l don’t know.”
She patted the chair next to her. “Come tell me about it, dear.”
And so | did. | pulled myself out of bed and sat next to her. She handed me the
headphones on the desk, and | chuckled but slid them onto my head. She put hers on
aswell. She'd seen me do this so much that she even knew how to connect them and
start the recording. | wanted to turn it off, but it didn’t matter. It's not like | had to do
anything with the audio. | could be the subject today.
“Tell me what happened?’ Grandma said.
“1 let anger take over my judgment. | thought I’ d feel better if | took something away
from someone who took something from me, but | feel worse. And now | have
something that | don’t want.”
“You're speaking in riddles,” she said.
“lI know.” | didn’'t want my grandma to be disappointed in me. It didn’t feel good
yesterday, and | wasn't sure | could handle her reaction all over again today. | didn’'t

want her to say that | was too good to do bad things sometimes.

But she surprised me by saying, “We al make mistakes. It's how we deal with our



mistakes that really define our character.”

“Can mistakes be purposeful, though? | did this very much on purpose. | knew what |
was doing.”

“You thought it would help you?”’

| breathed in. “I did.”

“But it didn’t.”

| shook my head, a podcast error. People couldn’t hear body movements. So | held
the mic closer to my mouth and said, “It didn’t help at all.”

“What are you going to do about it?’

“1 think | need to start over. | need to hit the reset button. | need to forget the last
month even happened. Maybe even the lastyear.”

“Now, now, honey. Don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

“What does that mean?’

“1’m sure some good things happened in the last month, the last year. Mistakes aren’t
all-encompassing. Things aren’'t only black or white.”

She was right. | was reverting to what | always did: quit. | wasn’t going to do that. |
didn’t want to do that. “Y ou're very smart, Grandma. Do you know that?”’

“Of course | do, dear.”



“S0 | need to keep the baby and throw out the bathwater?’ | asked.

“Exactly.”

| tried to think about the good parts of the last month or so. They were definitely the
things that didn’t involve Jensen. Like interviewing my grandma and searching for
her surfboard. Even though | still hadn't found it, the process had been fun and

interesting.

“Do you remember telling me about the boy who painted a surfboard for you,
Grandma?’

“Andrew,” she said.

“Yes, Andrew. | tried to find that surfboard, but the owner of his old house ran us off.
| wanted to find it for you.”

“That’ s sweet, honey. But | can’t surf anymore.”

| laughed. “I know, Grandma. | thought you might want to seeit.”
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“You are very thoughtful.”

“Sometimes.” For some reason Theo' s smile flashed through my mind, igniting a new
spark of sadness. “You broke up with Andrew when he made a big mistake. But you
said you got back together. How did you forgive himANhydid you forgive him?”’

“Well, for one, nobody is perfect. For two, his mistake injured my ego more than it
injured me.”

“Oh...” | thought about that. | wondered if that was why | felt mostly anger when |
thought about Jensen and mainly sadness when | thought about Theo. Because Jensen
had injured me, taken something important from me, and Theo had injured my ego.
Still wrong, but perhaps my pride was also involved in the equation, was part of the
reason | couldn’t get past it.

“Thirdly, there was the grand gesture,” she said.
“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“He did something big to prove that he cared about me. Something that meant he saw

me.
“What?’ | asked.
“It was a couple weeks after he lent my board to Cheryl. Iwas walking the beach, like

| did most mornings. But instead of watching the surfers, my eyes were on the ground
so | could throw stranded sand dollars back into the water before the sun dried them



up. | heard shouting up ahead and looked up to see a group of lifeguards surrounding
someone by one of their towers. Everyone was speaking in loud, angry voices.”

“Why?" | asked.

“At first, | couldn’t tell. But as | drew closer, | saw the person in the middle of the
group was Andrew. He held a paintbrush, his arms streaked multicolored.”

“What was he painting?’

“The tower,” she said with asmile.

“The tower?’

“The lifeguard tower where we first met.”

My mouth fell open. The lifeguard tower. Was that the one | had seen in the rock
thrower’ s backyard? “What was on it?’

“Surfing scenes, waves, a sun, and when | walked around the back, there was us.
WEell, not detailed versions of us, but our silhouettes, representing the first time we
met. The lifeguards were angry that he had defaced their property.”

“What did they do?”

“The police came, drove their truck right across the sand. Andrew had seen me at that
point, and he was saying things likel’m sorry | was so stupidandl shouldn’t have lent
her the board. You mean everything to me. | miss you.By this time, the cops were
pulling him toward their truck and he was yelling,I love you, Charlotte! Please
forgive me.”



“And what were you doing?’

“1 was running after him, saying,| forgive you! The tower is beautiful!”

“Did they really arrest him?”’

“They took him down to the station and gave him a serious talking-to. And in order to
get the charges dropped, he had to repaint the tower back to its normal, boring blue.”

My heart sank. “He repainted it?’

“Hedid.”

That meant the lifeguard tower we'd found probably wasn’t the real one. Had
someone made areplica? “ And then you guys got back together?’ | asked.

“1 showed up on the beach with a paintbrush early the next day because my dad told
me that was the day he was scheduled to repaint it. And there he was, blue paint and a
mopey expression on. He' d already painted over the front half, like he was saving the
back, saving us, for last.Need help? asked him. He turned and looked a me in
surprise, scooping me up and twirling me around. Then he carried me up the stairs
and inside, where my surfboard was leaning up against the back wall. | was so happy
to seeit, so happy to be with him that | pulled him into akiss.”

“Of courseyou did,” | said. “Y ou missed kissing the best kisser.”

She chuckled.

“Wait,” | said. “You got your surfboard back?’
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Shetilted her head, asif she had forgotten that part of the story until now. And maybe
she had. Maybe the more traumatic part of the story, when Cheryl borrowed it, was
what had stuck in her memory originally. “1 guess| did.”

Did that mean she really did lose that surfboard in the housefire? Or that it was
unfindable now? “How did he even know you were going to show up that morning?’

“Hedidn’'t. He hoped.”
“Hope,” | said. “That’s agood feeling.”
“Itis”

MY PARENTS WERE IN THEkitchen when | walked in that evening, talking
quietly to each other. They stopped when they saw me.

“I'm sorry,” | said. “For lying to you for the past month. And that you went out to
Pismo yesterday and wasted your morning searching for me with your costumes and
your signs. | didn’t mean to make you worry. | wish | had been there. Y our support
would’ ve meant a lot.” | brushed at an escaped tear. | told myself | wasn't going to
cry. “The universe has helped me learn some pretty big lessons, but if you feel like
you want to pile on some parent-specific punishments for my actions, scrubbing
toilets or weeding flowerbeds or whatever, | understand.”

My mom pulled out the chair next to her, and | sank into it.

“We're not horrible parents, are we?’ she asked. “Pretty understanding and



reasonable.”

“Very understanding and very reasonable.”

“Then why didn’t you feel like you could tell us everything that was going on?’ Dad
asked.

“Probably because in the back of my mind, | always knew whatl was doing was
wrong, and | didn’t want you to talk me out of it. | was angry.”

Mom nodded and then placed her hand over mine on the table. “If the universe has
taken care of the lesson portion of your actions, we'll forgo any further punishments.”

Dad met her eyes like that was not what they had previously discussed, but he didn’t
say anything, just joined Mom in patting my hand.

“I’ll do some extra chores this week for good measure,” | said.

Mom pulled meinto a hug. “1 know you're hurting and I’'m not entirely sure why, but
when you want to talk, we're here.”

“It'smainly stupid boys,” | said. “Being stupid.”

She squeezed me tighter. “I’ m sorry.”

Chapter

thirty-five

| GOT TO SCHOOL EARLY Monday morning because | had a mess to clean up.



The athletics office was on the back side of the front office, but when | tugged on the
handle to let myself in, it was locked. | knocked on the door.

The volleyball coach, Ms.Linus, came to greet me. “Hi, did you have paperwork you
need to turn in or something?’

“No, I’'m looking for Coach Wallis or Coach O.”

“They’re probably in their office.”

“They said they were going to post a list of who made the team here.” | scanned the
door and window to the right to make sure | hadn’t missed it. They were full of flyers
announcing fundraisers and game schedules and tryouts. No list of who made the
footbal lteam.

“They must not have done that yet. Try their office.”

“The onein the boys' locker room?’ That was the only one | knew of.

“Or just wait here.”

“Okay, thank you.”
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| didn’t want to wait here. | needed to catch them before they posted the list, not after.
So | went to the locker room. School didn’'t start for another thirty minutes, and the
rows of lockers | passed as | walked through it were free from people. | was grateful
for that. The offices were at the far back, and | kept my focus straight ahead, just in
case, until | reached the door. As | lifted my hand to knock, | noticed a paper taped to
the door.Varsity Football Roster,it read. My heart thumped hard in my chest as my
eyes scanned the list. At the far bottom | found the wordKicker.My finger traced a
line from the word to the name listed on the right.Finley Lucas.My breath caught in
my chest. Even though I’d been expecting it, a small voice in the back of my head
had told me maybe it wasn't true. The pride | hadn’t felt on Saturday, that | hadn’t
gotten to feel a month ago with the podcast, expanded in my chest now. I’d made it.
I’d worked hard toward something and then accomplished it. There was definitely a
deep sense of pridein that.

But...after my name were the wordsSecond String: Jensen Ballard.

| reached up and ripped the paper down in one fast motion, crumpled it into a ball,
and knocked on the door.

A muffled “Comein!” sounded through the metal.
| opened the door to find Coach O sitting at his desk. Coach Wallis's was empty.

“Finley,” Coach said. “You're here early. | was just about to hang another roster at
the athletics office. Congratulations.”

“No,” | said. “I mean, thank you. But | can't.” | walked the ball of paper | held to his



desk and set it on top. “I’m sorry. | can print and hang another one, but | need you to
take my name off it first.”

“Why?’
“Because | don't belong on the team. | have zero desire, and | tried out for all the
wrong reasons. My heart isn’'t in it, and | know how much work it will be. | want to

spend my senior year onmygoals, not on something that | only did to hurt someone.”

“I"'m disappointed,” Coach O said. “You were good out there. The team could use

you.
“Jensen is good. The team doesn’'t need me.” | needed me.

He stared at me for awhile, and | could see why players might be afraid of him. But
I’d already made up my mind, and this tactic of intimidation, if that was what it was,
wasn’'t going to work on me. | wasn't scared of losing my place on the team. That

was exactly what | was trying to do.

A voice came through the open door behind me amid the serious staring. “Coach, is
the list going up soon?’

| turned to see Jensen’s big body standing in the doorway. His face went dark when
he saw me.

“Just about,” Coach said. “Maybe you can talk Finley into—"

“Leaving,” | interrupted. | gave Coach a look that said,Jensen doesn't need to
know.“1"m going. You don’'t need to tell me again.”

But Coach wasn't having it, and he surprised me by saying, “You might want to



thank this girl, because she' s turning down the starting spot for you.”

“No,” | said. “Not for him.” | turned to face Jensen. “Not for you. For me. I'm
turning it down for me.”

His eyes shot to the ground, then met mine. “Y ou don’'t have to. Y ou earned it.”

“Like | said, this has nothing to do with you. | don't want it. But good luck next
year.” | swiped up the crumpled paper on Coach’s desk because | decided | wanted it
as a memento. “Sorry again. And thank you for the opportunity to try.” With those
words, | |eft the office.

Footsteps followed behind me, but | kept going.

“Finley, wait up,” Jensen said.

“Nothing has changed,” | said. “I still don’t want to talk to you.” My anger may have
expended itself on Saturday, but that didn't mean | was suddenly a fan of Jensen’s
again. What he had done was still messed up, and it said everything | needed to know
about him.

“I'm sorry,” hesaid. “I shouldn’t have done it.”

| stopped in the middle of the locker room and turned to face him. “No, you shouldn’t
have. But you did, so it's done.”

“Do you want me to drop out? To talk to Nolen? Is that why you did this?” He
pointed back toward the office.

“What? No. Once again, Jensen, not everything | do is about you. Keep both your
spots. | was being truthful. | did thisfor me.”



“But now | feel bad.”

| let out asingle laugh. “Now?’

“Yes. | didn't see what | had done as being wrong before. | didn't see it until
Saturday, when you tried out.”
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| studied his demeanor. He seemed sincere. Maybe hehadlearned a little empathy.
“And what about Theo?’ | asked, not planning to, but the words came spilling out.
“Can you see what you did to him was wrong? What you took from him? Have you
said sorry to him?”’

“Thatwas an accident,” he said.

| didn’t think that was true, but still, | said, “Then you should feel even sorrier.”
He huffed out a breath of air.

“Bye, Jensen,” | said, and left.

“NOLEN, CAN | TALK TOyou?’ | asked. He and Susie had just finished morning
announcements, and he was putting papers into his backpack, getting ready to head to
first period.

“1 told him he could,” he said. “Did he change his mind? Talk to you already?’

“What?’ | asked, confused, then remembered what Jensen had said twenty minutes
ago in the locker room. Had he approached Nolen about dropping out after our talk?
“No, not that,” | said now. “I didn't earn that. | want to commentate the football
games next year. Do live calls during the game and interviews after the game.
Teachers do it right now, but | think it should be a student responsibility. And |
actually think 1’d be pretty good at it. Not perfect, but I'd be willing to try.” That was
new for me. Putting myself out there when | felt unsure. When | didn’t have the
ability to editout my mistakes. “I just spent the last month learning all the rules and



regulations and terminology and plays and more than | ever thought | wanted to
know. | even learned to kick.”

He dlung his backpack onto his shoulder, not saying anything, and together we
walked out of the studio. “Y ou learned how to kick? Like through the uprights?’

“Y eah, Theo taught me. I’'m pretty good,” | said.

He laughed. “Cool. And yeah, that's a really cool idea. So you don’'t want your
podcast research spot? |s that why you' re telling me this?’

“Yes, | don't,” | said. | was quitting, but for all the right reasons.

“Okay, I'll reach out to the runner-up.”

“Thanks,” | said.

“You talked to Mr.Whitley about the commentator idea?’

“I did,” | said. Heliked it.

“Nice. So did you forgive him?’

“Jensen? Yeah.” Because | did. | didn’t have to like him, but | was done with the
anger.

“No...I meant Theo.”

“Oh.” | took a deep breath. “I don’t know yet.”

Chapter



thirty-six

“ISTHIS STILL ON?" CAMEa voice through the speakers.

| was sitting in seventh period, ready to be done with today. | felt like | had been in
school for weeks, but not because anything major happened. After talking to Coach
that morning and then Nolen, the day had actually been really slow. | found myself
searching the halls as | walked, in classes | found myself unable to concentrate, and at
lunch Dgja had said, “Why don’t you just text him? Find out where he is? Go talk to
him?’

Theheshe was referring to was Theo, of course. | hadn’t seen him all day. Not even a
glimpse of him. Had he stayed home? After telling him | didn’t want to talk to him on
Saturday, he had, in fact, stopped talking to me. | should’'ve been happy he was
respecting my boundaries, but maybe | had wanted him to try just one more time.
Wanted him to talk me into forgiving him. Not give up like | had told him to. But
maybe he was trying to growtoo. Accept what was in front of him. Maybe he had
assessed our relationship and found that it was based on anger and revenge and
decided that wasn’t a great way to start anything. Maybe it wasn't.

To Dgaat lunch, | had said, “You don’t even like him. Why would you want me to
text him?’

“Will you kill meif | say that | think | actually do like him. That he owned up to his
mistakes, that he' s just an occasional punk, and that you two were good together?’

“Yes, | will kill you,” I’d said.

“Y eah, probably a good choice,” she'd said.

But now, in seventh period, sitting next to me, she whipped her head around when



she heard the voice being broadcast into the room through the speakers.
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“Yes, it'son,” Nolen said. “ Theo has one more announcement to make for the day.”

“Yes,” Theo said. “I would like to invite anyone who can to come to the football field
after school.”

“Asinright now?’ Nolen asked.

“Yes, right now. Especially if you have been listening to or host a podcast calledit’s
About Us.”

“What is he doing?’ Deja asked next to me.

| wasn't sure, but maybe it was what my grandma had referred to as a grand gesture.
IT WAS HARD TO SEEmuch of anything as | walked through the open gates of the
football stadium because | was surrounded by people. Apparently, the whole school
decided to come see what Theo was up to. Max held one of my hands and Deja the
other as we walked. Lee was on Max’s other side.

“What are we hoping for?’ Max asked. “So | know how to react.”

“Serioudly,” Dgja said. “You’'ve been so quiet since his announcement. What do you
want to happen now?’

“l don't know,” | said, because | didn’t. | was just holding on to the hope that
whatever thiswas, it would make me feel better.



“l don't think all these people have listened to your podcast,” Max said. “I think
they’'reliars.”

“Hedidn't say it was arequirement,” Lee said.

My feet hit the rubber of the track that surrounded the field, when | started hearing
people say, “What isthat? Why isit here?’

| tried to stand on my tiptoes, but my view was still obstructed.

Dega started to drag us through and around people. We followed along like train cars
to her engine.

“Hello, everyone,” Theo's voice said into a microphone. There was feedback after his
words, and everyone groaned. “ Sorry, sorry. Is this better? Hello. I'm not really good
on amic. It's not my thing.”

This time there was no earsplitting whine. He was right; his thing was hiding in
earbuds and not talking, watching school relays he was supposed to participate in

from the sidelines, maintaining his privacy.

“l didn’t think this many people would come. Is Finley here? Has anyone seen
Finley?’ he asked.

A low mumbling of voices sounded, asif everyone started |looking for me at once.
“She’'s herel” Degja said, throwing up her hand.
And then | was surrounded even more, pressed in the middle of a group ushering me

toward what | could only assume was the middle of the football field. Was he going
to tell everyone | could kick? Make me kick in front of the whole school? Did he not



understand how | felt about that? Just as the thought went through my mind, | caught
aglimpse of bright blue through the bodies surrounding me.

“Isthat...?” And then | was in front of it—the lifeguard tower that | had only seen
through binoculars and an iron gate at Andrew Lancaster’'s old house. It took my
breath away. It was just like my grandma had described. A series of ocean scenes.
And | knew if | walked around the back there would be a silhouette of her and
Andrew. | thought he had painted over all this fifty years ago. But then at the right
corner of the face of the tower, next to the door, | saw his signature and the
year2015followed by the wordsin memory of first love.l was so preoccupied with the
structure in front of me that it took my brain a minute to wonder how it got here.

As if Theo could read my mind, he was speaking into the mic again. | looked around
and found him on the far side of the tower, a microphone in hand, staring at me with
soft eyes. “For those of you who haven't listened to Finley’s podcast, you might want
to so you can understand what thisis. It is a piece of her grandma’s history. And |
hope it can become a piece of hers too, because right now it serves as the symbol to
an apology | owe her.

“Most of you saw the video of me being a jerk. Of me actinglike Finley was a thing
to be had or owned or stolen. She's not. She has been hurt in very public ways over
the last several weeks, and | felt like she needed to be apologized to in a very public
way as well. Finley, there is no excuse for how | behaved, and | am sorry. But now |
would like to talk to her in private, so excuse me while | find out if she's still
speaking to me.”

He handed the mic to Deja. When had she left my side? Then he was walking my
way. Nerves and butterflies battled it out in my stomach.

When he reached me, he looked at the ground and then at me again. “I’'m...1...You
don’'t have to talk to me, but there’s...something more...up in...Will you...? | don’t



know why | can’t speak.”

I’d never seen him this nervous before. “| have that effect on people,” | said, quoting
his line from weeks ago.

He gave me a slow smile, probably unsure if we were allowed to joke with each other
anymore. | wasn’t sure either. He pointed to the tower.

Behind him, Dga had started a song on her phone, and she held the mic up to it. |
knew that was her way of giving us privacy, but suddenly it was very loud. Theo's

lips were moving, but | couldn’t hear what he was saying.

“It'sredly cool!” | yelled, nodding to the paintings.
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He shook his head. I’d obviously gotten whatever he'd intended to say wrong. He
held out his hand. | stared at it for severa long beats. Someone bumped into me,
pushing me closer to Theo. | placed my hand in his. He led me to the tower steps and
then up them. He opened the door and guided me inside. The door shutand did a
surprisingly good job of muffling the noise outside. | could still see all the movement
and bodies out the tinted windows, but it felt like we were in our own world.

There wasn't a surfboard inside like | was expecting. But painted on the wall was a
life-sized version of the board I’ d seen in the pictures. It was better preserved than the
paintings outside, more vibrant and beautiful. It made my eyes prick with tears.

“How did you...?" | had so many questions | didn’t even know where to start. “Y ou
got Nolen to let you make an announcement today? Y ou talked to the rock-throwing
man?’

He nodded. “Nolen was easy. The rock-throwing man—cCliff is his name—took some
work.”

“And how did you get this here? Mrs.Carpenter let you put a lifeguard tower on the
football field?’ Mrs.Carpenter was the principal.

He cringed. “1 didn’t exactly ask for permission. My cousin owns some heavy lifting
eguipment. | might be suspended now. But totally worth it.”

| widened my eyes. “Theo. You didn’'t have to be so dramatic about it. You could’ve
put it in the parking lot or on the beach or something.”



“This felt more right. This, the football field, is what brought us together. And
besides, if I'm not willing to take arisk, | don’t deserve areward.”

“What kind of reward are you looking for?’

“Forgiveness. I'm so sorry for what | said and how | acted in that video. And I'm
sorry for not telling you about my injury and the revenge | personally wanted against
Jensen. You were right. What we did wasn't good, and it was for all the wrong
reasons. And | wasn't trying to lie to you, but | can see how | did.”

“You told me from the beginning you hated him and that you wanted to get back at
him. It shouldn’t have surprised me that youhad a really good reason of your own.

Likel did,” | said.

“But the other part...,” he said. And | knew what other part he meant, the stealing-me
part.

“l know,” | said.

“That wasn't about him. | started liking you when you argued with me about the
correct order of pool lightsin my backyard over ayear ago.”

“1 don’t know that | wasarguing,” | said.

“Whatever it was, you were adorable.”

“| am adorable,” | said.

He smiled. “You are.”

“Forgiveness,” | repeated. “ That’'s all you want?’



“It’snot about what | want. Thisisfor you. What doyouwant?’

“You.”

As soon as the word exited my mouth, he pulled me against him. Our lips found each
other, smashing together in a not-so-gentle kiss that sent waves of pleasure through

my body.

My arms wrapped tightly around his neck, and his were holding me firm around my
middle, my toes barely brushing the floor. It felt like | was where | was meant to be.

| smiled against his mouth as something occurred to me.

“What?' he said with a smile of hisown.

“1 haven't posted my latest episode.”

“Yeah...,” he said, not following. He released his grip on me,and my feet found the
ground again. We stayed close, my hands on his chest, hisat my waist.

“S0 you have no idea that Andrew used this for his grand gesture too.”

“What do you mean? This wasn’t painted until 2015,” he said, referencing the date on
the outside.

“It was repainted in 2015.”
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“Really?’ he asked.

“You are amazing.”

He pressed hislipsto mine.
Chapter

thirty-seven

SOMEHOW, THEO HAD CONVINCED MRS.Carpenter to let him leave the
lifeguard tower on the football field through spring break, referencing art history and
local legends. Whatever he said, it worked, and now, on a Tuesday afternoon, we
were standing in front of said tower waiting for my parents and grandma to arrive
because another miracle had happened over the weekend, as well—Alice had
messaged me that she found the board in the shed. Which meant that somehow
Cheryl had ended up with it again, and | didn’t want to know how.

I’d hang on to the story of Grandma and Andrew in love in the lifeguard tower
forever...or at least until she met my grandpa.

My friends and | had gone and collected the board and placed it in the tower. We
weren't the only ones in the field. A few families walked around the structure,
looking at the somewhat-faded paintings. Y esterday a news crew had come out and
done a piece on it where they actually referenced my podcast.

“Are you going to wait inside or right here?’ Deja asked as | nervously wrung my



hands, pacing in front of the steps. At first Theo tried to hold my hand, help me relax,
but then he stopped and just smiled at me sweetly with each pass.

“You want her to wait inside and do what?’ Max asked. “Jump out and yell surprise,
scare her grandma?”’

“lsit asurprise?’ Deja asked.

“I mean, no?’ | said.

L ee gave me a confused face.

“1 told her,” | clarified. “But she might not remember.”

“Oh, right,” he said just as | saw Grandma, flanked by my parents, walking our way.
Corey had come as well, home for spring break.

Grandma’ s eyes were on the tower, a smile on her lips.

“Do you want me to record with my phone?’ Theo asked. “So you can be in the
moment?’

“Yes, please.” | rushed forward to meet her halfway.

“Thisisamazing, Fin,” Mom said. Dad and Corey agreed.

“Ilsn’t it cool?’ | said.

Dad gave up his place next to Grandma, and | hooked my arm in hers.

“Why isit here?’ she asked.



“Long story,” | said.

“I like long stories.”

“My boyfriend used it as a grand gesture.”

She squinted her eyes at me. “Are you confusing our stories?’

“No, I'm not.”

“Is this your boyfriend?’ she asked as we reached Theo. She’'dmet him at the house
both yesterday and the day before, along with my parents and brother, but new people
were harder for her to remember.

“Itis,” | said.

“Hi, I’'m Theo,” he said, shaking her hand. “Nice to meet you.”
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A rush of gratitude washed over me at how sweet he was.

“Well, aren’t you handsome,” Grandma said. She’d said that at both their previous
meetings, and he gave me a smirk at the compliment.

“Grandma, he already has a big head. He doesn’t need any more encouragement.”
“1 need all the encouragement.”

He really was handsome.

“Don’t mind my granddaughter,” she said. “She’'s a sassy one.”

“She definitely is,” Theo said.

“Areyou ready to go inside?’ | asked.

“l am.”

We dowly climbed the stairs, me and my grandma first and everyone else trailing
behind. | opened the door, and she stepped inside.

The sun shone bright through the windows, creating a hazy warmth. Her bracelet
caught some light and rainbows bounced off every surface, but she was focused on

the board straight in front of her as the group piled in behind us.

“lsn’t that something?’ she said.



It really was. We' d shined up the board as best we could, and the colors were vibrant
greens and browns, like my grandma’s eyes. Not only did he capture the shape and
color perfectly, but Andrewhad captured her character too, her kindness, her
curiosity. He obviously knew her and loved her.

“Should I give her a spin or no?’ she asked, and everyone laughed. Then she pulled
me into a gentle hug. “Thank you, my thoughtful girl, thisisvery special.”

| looked around the small room, where everyone | loved now stood, laughing and
talking, and | couldn’t remember if I’d ever been happier.

Two months later

“DO | HAVE TO TEACHyou all the rules and regulations of the game you want to
play?’ | teased, quoting him from the first time I’ d gone to his house to learn to kick.

Theo barked out alaugh and picked me up by the middle, marching toward the ocean.

“Don’'t you dare!” | scream-laughed, struggling to get out of his hold.

We were on the beach with our friends and a bunch of girls from the soccer team.
They’ d started a game, and Theo had nodded in their direction. “ Should we play?’

“Soccer?’

“Yes,” hesaid.

“Sure.”

“Do they play by the book here? Call out of bounds? Keep score?’ he asked.



He didn’t dump me in the ocean now, just set me down, twirled me toward him, and
kissed me.

“Keep it PG!” Max called from where he sat under a beach umbrella layering on
more sunblock.

“Do you really need more of that?’ | asked as Theo and | joinedhim.

“I’'maginger. Yes, | do.”

“He does,” Leeinformed me from where he sat on a blanket, a book in his hand.

“Do you two want to play soccer?’ Theo asked.
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“Unless we need to become stellar goalies to avenge some wrongdoing, we are
staying right here with our books and snacks,” Maxwell said.

Lying next to our beach blanket was the foam surfboard we' d found in Cheryl’ s shed.
We were going to take it out later, try our hand at surfing. Grandma had told us to
take her board when we |eft today as well, but we' d donated that one to the Andrew
Lancaster exhibit. That way it could be preserved and appreciated by more people.
Grandma had been part of the decision, but she forgot things like that.

“1 need to think of a wrongdoing for you to avenge,” Theo said to Max. “Because |
would like to see you become stellar goalies.”

“1 would like to see that too,” Max said. “But | don’t want to do any of the work.”
“You guys playing?’ Dejacalled from twenty feet away.

“Yes!” | called back.

We joined the game. Watching Theo kick a soccer ball mademe happy. He' d started
kicking for fun. Had taken some of the pressure off his shoulders. And doing that
opened him up to trying out for akicker position at the community college next week.
He still didn't feel like he was back to his pre-injury self, but he wasn't giving up.
Not yet. And | was glad because he was a beautiful kicker. | was probably biased, but

the way he moved was like dancing on air.

“Stop staring at me,” he said now, passing the ball to Deja and pulling me into a hug.



“But | don't want to,” | said. “And you were staring too.”

He placed aslow kisson my lips. “Y ou're right. Never stop.”



