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        One boy. One girl. Two feuding towns.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

        

      
        At some point, summer became my least favorite season. It begins the build toward the inevitable highs and lows of football. Losing isn’t a trait anyone looks for in a quarterback, and I never won when it mattered. Arlington University was supposed to be a fresh start. But infamy isn’t easily forgotten— especially when everyone knows my twin sister is dating my biggest rival. Constant reminders of their relationship have me just as on edge about Alleghany as I was in high school. Getting stuck spending a weekend sleeping across the hall from Natalie Jacobs doesn’t help matters. The popular, pretty blonde didn’t just celebrate each of my defeats—she literally led the cheer against me. Just my luck the last girl who should pique my interest is also the only one who ever has.

      

        

      
        NATALIE

      

        

      
        Spending the summer back in Alleghany, dealing with my parents’ problems, is the last place I want to be. I jump at the chance to spend a weekend away, visiting a college friend. I’m not expecting to know anyone else visiting her cottage on the Cape, much less come face-to-face with Glenmont’s infamous former quarterback. Not-so affectionately known as Sergeant Stevens on my side of the lake, Liam is still every bit the stoic, serious rule-follower I watched bark orders on the field for four years. Sure, he’s nice to look at—especially shirtless—but that’s where any interest begins and ends. The one thing Liam and I agree on is the rivalry between our hometowns isn’t a surpassable boundary. And if we did allow ourselves to cross it, it would only be for now…not forever.
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LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Fayetteville’s police station smells like burnt coffee and desperation. That’s my main focus—the unpleasant aroma currently burning my nostrils—as I hope and pray the stubborn Snickers bar I’m staring at will decide to finally fall.

      Another bang on the plastic front of the vending machine causes a teeter. The brown wrapper wobbles, then stays right where it was when I walked over. An air conditioner rattles in the window to my left, wheezing out the occasional blast of cold air.

      Empty-handed and three dollars poorer, I retrace my steps past the two college-aged girls talking with a uniformed officer and back into the waiting room that juts off from the right side of the building. It’s lined with uncomfortable plastic chairs resting on a rug that’s an unfortunate shade of brown. The air conditioning isn’t strong enough to fully erase the stagnant warmth lingering, but the smell of burnt coffee managed to find its way all the way in here.

      The waiting room is even closer to empty than it was when I left a few minutes ago. The elderly couple that was my only company is gone. I hope that means they found the cat they were here for.

      In the spot where the white-haired man was sitting, there’s now a girl who looks close to my age.

      She doesn’t look up, either when I enter the room or when I take a seat two down from her. Blonde hair hangs like a curtain across the side of her face, blocking most of her profile. I lean back, spread my legs, and bounce my knee, pulling out my phone to see if I have any messages from Matt.

      Nothing.

      Just one from my mom, asking if I’ll be home for dinner. I shove my phone back into my pocket, not sure what to tell her. If I let her know I’m waiting for Matt at the police station, I’ll have a flurry of texts or a worried phone call to deal with.

      My stomach grumbles, reminding me I haven’t eaten in hours. If I had any more cash on me, I’d walk back to the vending machine and try again. I lean my head back and stare at the ceiling, running through my schedule for tomorrow in my head. Lifeguarding at Glenmont’s country club. Running drills with my dad when I get home from work. Sam suggested we go see a new action thriller.

      Bored, I glance to the left at the girl next to me. Her hair is still covering most of her face. She’s slouched over, scrolling through her phone. I can’t see her face, but nothing is blocking the view of her long, tan legs or the hint of cleavage as the neckline of her dress sags forward a little. It’s one of those wrap styles that looks modest but shows a lot.

      Everything about her is flirty and girly, which I usually find off-putting. I have a twin sister, and we share a bathroom. Whenever Maeve has some special event to dress up for, I can bank on not being able to use the bathroom for hours. I find easy-going and relaxed attractive qualities, and that extends to appearance, I guess.

      But for some reason, I keep looking at her, pristine appearance and all.

      She’s hot.

      Easily one of the most attractive girls I’ve ever seen. It makes the perfectly straightened hair and bubblegum-colored dress more palatable. Her fingernails are painted the same shade as her dress.

      Her phone drops into her lap. Now, she’s slouched in a similar position to mine: legs straight out and head tilted back. Her nose scrunches as she picks at the pink nail polish, chipping away at the varnish.

      Since I’m already stereotyping, I’d say she’s not the type of girl I’d expect to see in a police station, even a small town one. She’s a contradiction of casual and perfectly put together. Effortlessly cool. She stands out—especially against the backdrop of drab surroundings. I notice details I wouldn’t usually pay attention to and soak up more of her appearance than just the fact she’s wearing a pink dress and has blonde hair.

      Until she catches me staring at her—and all I can focus on is the embarrassment of being caught looking at a stranger. Usually, I don’t pay close attention to anyone unfamiliar around me. I definitely don’t stare for long enough to get caught.

      “What?” she asks, in a sharp tone that would pair better with a leather jacket and heavy eye makeup than a ruffled dress and faint freckles.

      I shake my head, quick and insistent. I want her to look away before I do something even more stupid, like try to flirt with her. Most of the girls I interact with are ones I’ve known my whole life. I’ve never lived anywhere but Glenmont, Connecticut, and it’s an everyone knows everyone sort of place. I’m not sure what I would say to this girl, which sounds like a great reason to stay quiet. “Nothing.”

      She raises a brow before she goes back to picking at her nail polish. She definitely doesn’t try to strike up any more of a conversation with me.

      I’m used to being passed over. I’m never the smartest or the most athletic or the funniest guy in the room.

      I’m reliable.

      Responsible.

      Nice.

      No one wants to be called nice. It’s a stand-in for other words like average or serious or ordinary, used by people who don’t want to be that cruel but can’t be bothered to come up with a more unique adjective.

      The only time people pay close attention to me is when I’m on a football field.

      Football and I have a complicated relationship. It’s a legacy I inherited. My father played quarterback, and so did his dad. Both were high school stars who helped turn Glenmont’s football team into the powerhouse I joined as a wide-eyed fourteen-year-old.

      It was a role I’d started training for long before then. My freshman year was meant to be the beginning of something special, the payoff for years of extra practices and early weight sessions. I started high school confident—about football, at least—and it slowly eradicated over the course of the four years I spent failing to accomplish my main goal: beating Alleghany.

      “Hey.”

      The sound of the female voice—somehow familiar, even though I’ve only heard it once—jars me back to the waiting room. This is my first visit to a police station. I’m not sure if they’re always this empty on a Friday night, or just the ones located in small Connecticut towns.

      I roll my head a little to the left, trying to be surreptitious about the motion. The waiting room’s only other occupant is listening to what whoever called her is saying, tapping her partially painted fingers against the plastic arm of the chair.

      “I can’t tonight, Darcy,” she says.

      A pause follows, as Darcy responds.

      “No. I’m at Madeline’s. Right, yeah. No, I’ll be there tonight. Okay, bye.”

      She hangs up with a sigh and looks over, catching me staring—again. A blonde brow arches in a silent challenge. And I, for some unknown reason, meet it, saying the first thing that pops into my head.

      “Someone named Madeline lives here?”

      Gray-blue eyes collide with mine. They’re haunting, almost. The only part of her appearance that isn’t bright and shiny and enhanced. Her lips part to speak…right as her phone rings again.

      Her posture changes as soon as she looks at the screen. She stands, pacing a few strides away as she answers. “Finally checked your messages?” There’s a pause. A scoff. “Yeah, yeah. Great. Yes, that’s sarcasm.” The toe of her wedge sandal rubs a rapid rhythm against the ugly fibers of the carpet. If it were a flimsier surface, I’m confident there would be a big hole there now. “Whatever.”

      She hangs up and walks out of the waiting room without so much as a final glance my way.

      Disappointing because she was the only entertainment in here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After sitting in Fayetteville’s police station for the past hour, I’m already not in the best of moods as Matt pulls his truck up alongside the curb outside my house.

      Spotting the fancy car parked in the driveway sours the day further. Matt shifts into park, eyeing it too.

      “I thought Maeve doesn’t get back until Sunday?”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “What the hell is he doing here, then?”

      Heavy irritation coats each syllable Matt utters. If there’s anyone in Glenmont who hates Weston Cole more than I do, it’s Matt. For him, just like me, it extends beyond football. Maeve bruised his ego in high school, then turned around and started dating a guy Matt already loathed. Matt needs to get over it, but I can’t say that to him without sounding like a total hypocrite.

      Although he isn’t the one who has to see the guy on a regular basis.

      I do.

      “He’s come over a few times this week,” I admit. Something I haven’t mentioned to Matt precisely because of the annoyed expression I’m looking at now.

      “What? Why?” Matt asks.

      I shrug, looking at the driveway again. “His parents are getting divorced. Guess he wants to get out of the house.”

      “He has friends, doesn’t he?”

      I don’t answer the rhetorical question.

      “Don’t your parents mind?”

      My eyes leave the shiny car sitting in the driveway to give him an incredulous look. “You’re joking, right?”

      Both of my parents drank the Weston Cole Kool-Aid the very first time they met him. He brought my mom flowers and talked books, then proceeded to tackle the one topic my father can’t resist discussing—football. No matter what jersey you wear, my father respects any player with talent and drive. Unfortunately, Weston has plenty of both.

      “They love him,” I add.

      Because in addition to being a winning quarterback who apparently actually read Shakespeare, not just skimmed SparkNotes, Weston seems to be just as crazy about Maeve as she is about him.

      Matt scoffs. “I can’t believe they’re still doing long distance. I thought for sure that…” His voice trails as his hands tighten on the steering wheel.

      I know exactly what Matt thought. He thought that when Weston and Maeve chose different colleges, that would be the end of their unlikely relationship. That they wouldn’t last through the summer after high school, let alone make it through the first year of college.

      He wasn’t the only one who assumed—hoped—for that outcome. But our freshman year ended a month ago…and they’re still together.

      Maeve ended up at Arlington University, same as me and Matt. Weston got a full ride to Lincoln University. Unlike me, who rode the bench as third string, his golden arm landed him the role of Lincoln’s starting quarterback.

      Lincoln kicked our asses when we played them last fall. For the first time, I wasn’t the one on the field facing off against Weston, which I had mixed feelings about.

      I sigh. “I’d better head in, man. Let me know if you hear anything about your bag.”

      Someone took Matt’s backpack while we were playing pick-up at a park in Alleghany after work, which is why we ended up at the police station on a Thursday night. Since the crime rate in the county usually hovers right around zero, he’s hoping someone will turn it in and just grabbed it by accident. If not, he’ll have to deal with the headache of ordering new cards and IDs. His wallet was inside.

      “Yeah. Sure.” Matt’s voice is glum. “You’re on the morning shift, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Matt lifeguards with me at Glenmont’s only pool.

      “Four p.m. tomorrow?” he asks.

      I nod before climbing out of the truck and grabbing my football gear from the back. My feet drag as I head up the front walk, despite my grumbling stomach. I fish my house key out of the pocket of my mesh shorts and unlock the front door before pushing it open and stepping inside. My mom works in real estate and is insistent on locking it, even when someone’s home. I guess she’s heard too many stories about break-ins. Maybe I inherited my tendency toward cynicism from her.

      A cold blast of air conditioning sucks away the humidity lingering in the June night. Voices echo from the dining room. I drop my bag in the front hall and walk past the staircase, toward the back of the house. The scene in front of me is an annoyingly familiar one—my mom, my dad, and…Weston Cole.

      My eyes connect with my nemesis’s first. I don’t think it’s normal—to hold on to this much resentment toward one person. The emotions I feel from one mention of his name, or one glimpse of his smug face are like a tangled mess of rope.

      Some of it has formed from petty, childish grievances. He’s a better football player—a better quarterback—than I am. I know it, he knows it, my dad sure knows it, and so does anyone else who attended an Alleghany versus Glenmont football game during the four years we played against each other.

      I poured literal blood, sweat, and tears into preparing to lead Glenmont’s football team. Not just the years before starting high school, but every summer after. Training camps, extra drills, lifting weights, film sessions, memorizing plays until my brain felt numb. I did it all so I could beat Alleghany, and I never managed to.

      I’m not sure there are many—any—worse feelings in the world than failing at the one goal you set for yourself. Over and over and over and over again. I didn’t beat Alleghany—didn’t beat him—once.

      And then there’s Maeve.

      My twin sister is smarter than I am. Brave and driven and focused. I never made any attempt to interfere with her love life, especially when my friends or teammates asked about her. I trusted her to make smart decisions—until she chose to get involved with the one guy I never thought she would.

      I don’t think blindsided is the appropriate term to describe the revelation my sister turned down my best friend and fell in love with my worst enemy instead. More like getting hit by an eighteen-wheeler. I couldn’t see Matt and Maeve together. Her turning him down wasn’t much of a surprise to me. But Alleghany’s quarterback showing up at our house for dinner? Once? Twenty times? Without Maeve being home, like right now?

      Yeah, that’s a punch to the gut. Still.

      “Oh, good. You’re home.”

      I look away from Weston, at my mom. She’s already in motion, standing, heading toward the doorway that leads to the kitchen and disappearing inside.

      “I’ve got your plate all made up,” she calls.

      Probably worried I’ll eat in the kitchen if she doesn’t bring it out here.

      I pull out the chair across from Weston and take a seat. My muscles let out a sigh of relief as they relax. I pushed myself harder today than I should have, and the fact I’m already feeling the aftereffects is a bad sign. I’m going to have to pop a few painkillers before bed.

      “You and Matt have fun?” my dad asks.

      Unless it’s a session he personally oversees, he doesn’t consider any of my summer training to be contributing much to my progression off the bench. If not for the fact I think it would irrevocably alter our relationship, I think I’d be tempted to toss a football, turn around, and walk away at the end of our next session together, instead of standing around and listening to his critiques the way I always do.

      Under the table, my fists clench, then release. “Yeah, sure. Running drills till I almost puked. Had a blast.”

      “It’s not even July yet, Liam. If you overexert yourself now…”

      I tune out the rest of my dad’s lecture. That’s the problem with him—I can’t win. If I’m training too much, I’m burning myself out. If I’m training too little, I’m slacking.

      My dad is a fantastic football coach. If he hadn’t given up his job as head coach at Arlington University to be in Glenmont—not to mention manage his drinking problem, which as a family, we don’t speak about—he probably had a shot at making it as a coach at the professional level.

      But he can’t separate coaching from parenting. With Maeve, it led to a disconnect. He knows nothing about soccer. Never played it, never attempted to learn the nuances. When Maeve started getting offers to play in college, he was totally taken off guard. And I know Maeve resented my dad—resented me—for the way football always trumped soccer. It was worse in high school when my dad officially became my coach, not just unofficially, like he’d been all my life. But it hasn’t gotten much better since I started playing at Arlington. My father has ties there too.

      “Here you go.” My mom sets a plate of spaghetti and meatballs down in front of me.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, before taking a big bite.

      My father’s face is disapproving, suggesting he noticed I stopped listening to him at some point. Weston looks a little uncomfortable, I note with a grim satisfaction. He and I have reached an uneasy sort of truce. Essentially, it’s that we have an inescapable common denominator—Maeve—and that arguing with each other only pisses her off.

      I don’t like Weston Cole. I’m envious of his effortless talent and I think he’s an arrogant asshole. But as far as I can tell, he treats Maeve well. I know a couple guys on Lincoln’s football team, and both have told me they’ve never seen Weston with another girl.

      Maeve’s happiness is the only reason I’m glad that’s the case. I heard the stories in high school about him being with a different girl each weekend. Saw the Alleghany cheerleaders swarm him after games. As much as I’d love a good reason to take a swing at the guy, I don’t want it to come at the cost of my sister’s heart.

      “Did you and Matt have a nice time?” my mom asks.

      I sigh. “Yeah.” Shovel more spaghetti in my mouth.

      The silence that follows is awkward.

      “Are you working tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      My lifeguarding schedule is hanging on the fridge, so she must really be grasping for conversation topics.

      “I talked to Greta this morning,” my mother states, after another noticeable pause in conversation. “She’s excited to see us soon.”

      Greta is my father’s mother. She and my grandfather moved to South Carolina about a decade ago. Each summer, we go and stay with them for a week. This year’s trip is supposed to take place late July.

      I used to look forward to the visits as a reprieve from summer jobs and football camps. But slowly, as I grew older, they turned into less of a break and more of a continuation of preparing for the start of the season. Into disappointed comments from my grandfather and determined drills with my dad. Matt came along a couple of times in high school, but he declined last summer. I think an excellent guess would include Maeve in the reason he avoided the trip.

      “And meet you, Wes,” she adds.

      I choke on a chunk of tomato. Cough until my throat is clear. “What did you say?”

      “Wes is coming with us to visit your grandparents this year. Isn’t that nice, Liam?” Every word out of my mom’s mouth drips with warning.

      “Uh-huh,” I reply. “Nice is the first word I thought of too.”

      That earns me a patented you’re on thin ice look from my mom. My dad does nothing, which is his typical response. He may like Weston, but he’s still the Glenmont football coach. The rivalry between the two towns is alive and well in his mind. Hell, he encourages it among his players. Nothing fires up a team like a common enemy.

      And Weston fucking grins.

      It disappears quickly, but I catch it first.

      That’s the worst part. If I hadn’t seen him with his tongue down my sister’s throat and he didn’t drive a fancy car with an Alleghany Football bumper sticker, I might actually like the guy. He has a sense of humor.

      But he broke every Alleghany football record. Beat my team’s morale into the ground. I’m sure he’s done a lot more than just kiss Maeve, and he’s got my parents drooling over him as well. The only thing I can control is how I act around the guy.

      Call me childish, but I refuse to hand my approval over to him with everything else he’s taken from me.

      I swallow the final few bites of my dinner and shove the plate away. “May I be excused?”

      My mom glances at Weston. “Maybe you two could—”

      “I should get going, Stephanie. I told some friends I’d meet up with them tonight.”

      “Of course. Do you want any brownies to take with you?”

      “Sure, that would be great.”

      My mom disappears into the kitchen again.

      “Make sure you ice that arm tonight,” my dad tells Weston. “And do the exercises I showed you.”

      Weston smiles. “Yes, sir.”

      I figured he’d just shown up for dinner, but it appears that Weston has been here for a while. It should be a relief—my dad’s constant attention and intensity are exhausting. But there’s resentment too, that he’s training Weston—probably with a hell of a lot more confidence than he shows me—and that settles atop all my other complicated feelings where Weston Cole is involved.

      I shove away from the table. “I’m going to shower,” I mumble, then head upstairs without waiting for a response.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Alleghany parties haven’t changed since high school. Same people. Same games. Same music, even. I tap my fingers against the side of my Solo cup in time with the beat, grimacing at the mess I made of my manicure earlier.

      Jess and Madeline are leaning against the island across from me. Josh’s kitchen is huge, just like the rest of his family’s house.

      “Wes just showed up,” Jess comments, her eyes on the doorway.

      “Who cares?” Madeline replies. “He’s still with Maeve Stevens.”

      “According to Josh, she’s out of town this week,” Jess replies.

      I take a sip of my drink. The chilled burn of alcohol fills my mouth and slips down my throat, settling in my stomach. I wasn’t planning on drinking tonight.

      Maybe I’m more like my mother than I thought.

      I chase that worry away with another sip.

      “It won’t matter,” I counter, chiming in on their conversation for the first time in ten minutes. Weston Cole is a good guy, part of the rare breed of male who could get away with a lot but generally chooses not to. And I’m tired of hearing about gossip and parties and posturing. It used to be an escape and now it’s a taunt of all I used to care about.

      “You guys have history,” Madeline tells me. “And history repeats itself.”

      “Not always. He has a girlfriend.”

      “And if he didn’t?”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      There’s probably no maybe about it. I was more than a little disappointed when Wes ended our fling in high school for good. But that was almost two years ago. Wes may be the lethal combination of considerate and hot as hell, but there are lines I won’t cross.

      Cheating—either encouraging or participating—is not something I have any interest in. If they’ll do it to someone else, they’ll most likely do it to you. And if you want the opportunity to hook up with anyone at any time, stay single. Seems simple enough to me, but I know from personal experience plenty of people make a mess out of it.

      “You guys said you were coming right out.” Tory appears, bringing the strong scent of chlorine with her. She wrapped a striped beach towel around her waist, but her hair is dripping and there’s a trail of wet footprints across the floor. She grabs the Solo cup she left on the counter next to me and takes a long sip before looking around at the three of us accusingly.

      “We were about to,” Madeline states, while leaning against the island like she intends to stand here all night.

      Tory rolls her eyes.

      In high school, we were collectively known as the Fab Four. A moniker we all claimed was stupid, but guess what our group chat is called? Of the three of them, I’m probably closest to Madeline. But they all know the Natalie Jacobs who’s perfectly put-together, so I’m not sure any of them know me that well at all. We’ve stayed in close contact since graduating high school, despite the fact that none of them ended up at Boston University with me. Tory is at Rutgers, Jess went to Penn State, and Madeline goes to Bates, a small school up in Maine.

      “Oh hey, Wes.” Jess’s voice sounds breathy, and Tory and I exchange an amused smile.

      “Hi, Jess,” Wes replies. He smiles at Tory and Madeline, then looks at me. “Hey, Natalie.”

      “Hi, Wes,” I respond, with a tip of my cup that makes his grin broaden.

      He looks good tonight—really good. Tanned and tall and muscular. Wes has always been ridiculously good-looking, but there’s an ease to him now that there wasn’t in high school. A friendliness that makes him more attractive than the standoffishness he used to project.

      “You weren’t at the lake earlier,” I say. “Training already?”

      Wes runs a hand through his hair. “Sort of. I was at the Stevens’ for most of the afternoon.”

      “I thought Maeve is out of town?”

      Subtle, Jess.

      One of Wes’s eyebrows arches as he reaches into Josh’s fridge and pulls out a can of beer. “Yeah, she is. I’m trying to get out of my house as much as I can until my dad leaves. Plus, John and Stephanie are great.”

      He’s on a first name basis with them, I note. I also notice Wes doesn’t mention Maeve’s twin brother, who was Glenmont’s quarterback.

      Liam Stevens.

      He didn’t recognize me earlier, and I’m surprised I recognized him. I looked him up after leaving the police station, and I’m not sure why I bothered. Why I wondered what he was doing there the whole drive back to Alleghany.

      Better than dwelling on why I was there, I guess.

      “When is your dad moving out?” I ask.

      “Wednesday.”

      I nod, not wanting to ask more questions in front of everyone. Most of Alleghany found out about the Coles’ marital problems a few months ago. I’ve known about them for years. Our shitty home lives are a large part of what drew me and Wes together when he moved to Alleghany freshman year. Conversations about our parents’ poor decisions were a regular occurrence back in high school. And, as terrible as it sounds, I’m jealous of him now. I still have to pretend as if my life is perfect while he can talk about his problems freely.

      Something in Wes’s gaze makes me think he knows exactly what I’m thinking. We don’t talk as much as we used to, about anything, much less of substance. Partly because we don’t go to the same school any longer, but also since he and Maeve officially started dating.

      Chris Fields comes up behind Wes, slinging an arm around his neck. “Cole! Come on! You’re holding everyone up.”

      “They can wait,” Wes responds, popping the top off his beer and taking a long pull.

      “Yeah, see, you can say that, Cole. But if I go out there and tell all the guys that, I’m going to hear some shit.”

      Wes rolls his eyes and gulps down some beer. “Fine. Let’s go. See you guys later.”

      Every girl in the kitchen—except for me—says some variation of see you later back. I hide my smile behind my cup. As Chris would probably say, the Cole Charm hasn’t lost its potency over the years.

      Madeline, Tory, and Jess all head outside a few minutes later. I wander through the house until I find an open bathroom, use it, and then walk back to the kitchen. I add some more lemonade and vodka to my cup, then start toward the screen door.

      “Natalie!”

      I pause to give Darcy and Naomi—who’s standing next to her—smiles. They were both on the squad with me. “Hey, guys. How’s it going?”

      “Well, you and Wes both showed up, so it could be an interesting night.”

      I roll my eyes at Naomi, not bothering with more of a response.

      I didn’t have an issue with the way our classmates revered me and Wes in high school. It was entertaining, especially when we were hooking up. But it got uncomfortable once he started dating Maeve Stevens. It felt like people blamed me, almost, for not making it work with him. That if I’d tied him down sooner, he never would have become Alleghany’s source of pride and biggest disappointment, all at once. People still don’t know what to make of the fact he was the most successful player in town history and is also dating the daughter of Glenmont’s current coach.

      “Are you still dating that guy? Jake?”

      “No, we ended things before the semester finished.” And dating is a loose description of what took place between us, but I don’t say that. I’ve never been in anything I’d characterize as a relationship, which probably feeds the gossip Wes and I will get back together.

      I chat with Naomi and Darcy for a little while longer, then head outside. The air is cool but humid—typical June night. Almost everyone is down by the pool, laughing and splashing.

      I take a seat on the stairs that lead from the back deck down to the stone patio that surrounds the pool, focusing on the tiny lights wrapped around the railing. I swirl the contents of my cup around and then take a long sip, trying to shake myself out of the funk today left me in. Usually, I’d be down at the pool with everyone else, playing water basketball and trash-talking the guys.

      But I’m not even wearing a swimsuit. The last place I felt like going after leaving the police station was home, so I drove straight to Madeline’s instead.

      The wooden stair creaks as someone sits down beside me. I glance over, surprised to see Wes. I figured he was one of the shapes in the pool.

      “Same old shit, huh?” Wes says, looking down at the patio. Someone jumps into the pool, spraying chlorinated water across the gray pavers.

      I run my finger around the rim of my plastic cup. It’s a soothing motion. Predictable circles that lead to familiar spots. The opposite of my life. “Same old shit,” I agree.

      Wes tips his beer toward me. “Cheers.”

      I tap my cup against his can. “Cheers.”

      “How are you, Natalie?”

      “Fine.”

      “Come on.” He nudges my shoulder with his. “Give it to me straight, Jacobs.”

      I sigh. “I came here from the Fayetteville police station. I think that sums it up pretty well.”

      “What happened?”

      “She was wasted enough she thought driving was a good idea. I don’t know; I wasn’t home.”

      “She’s okay? She didn’t hit anyone?”

      “She’s fine. No one else was involved.”

      “Was that the first time this summer?”

      “No. First time I left her there, though.”

      Wes whistles, long and low. “Fuck. I’m so sorry, Nat.”

      “I keep thinking it can’t go on like this. And then it just…does.” I exhale, trying to let some frustration out with the sigh. “How are you? Things with your parents must be intense.”

      “Yeah… It’s weird. I’m relieved they’re getting divorced. My mom deserves better. But as bad as things got between me and my dad, it always felt like he and my mom were okay. Like we were still a family, as screwed up and dysfunctional as we were. Losing that…doesn’t feel like a relief. Even when I was pissed she stayed with him, some part of me liked having that. Does that make any sense?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “I also worry, sometimes, that it’s because of me. That my mom is doing this divorce for me, not herself.”

      “It’s her decision, Wes,” I say, softly.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We’re both silent. There’s a loud splash as Josh cannonballs into the pool, followed by several other guys copying him.

      “I’m considering transferring.”

      Wes drops the statement so suddenly it takes several seconds for me to process it. I look away from the party and stare at him. “Seriously?”

      He scuffs his sneaker against one of the weeds that has snuck up through the patio pavers. “Yeah. Seriously.”

      “Wow. That’s—wow.”

      Wes was courted by dozens of schools. Ending up at Lincoln University—home to one of the best football programs in the country—as a starting quarterback is a big fucking deal. Almost guaranteed to provide a shot at the pros.

      “Is there an issue with the team? Other players? Coaches?”

      Wes lets out a short laugh before rubbing a hand along his jawline. “No. Coach Alberts is great. So are all the guys. It’s got nothing to do with football. It’s—I don’t want to do another three years of long distance with Maeve.” He sighs. “I barely saw her all fall. We were both in season, adjusting to new teams. She spent half of winter break skiing with new friends. And then this spring, there’s been all this shit with my parents. Now she’s off at this fancy soccer camp.”

      “Can you transfer? I mean, you’re the starting quarterback for a Big Ten team, Wes. That’s not an easily replaceable position.”

      “The NCAA came up with a onetime transfer rule a couple of years ago. Before then, I would have had to get permission from Lincoln and then sit out for a year as a penalty for transferring. But now…yeah. I can transfer once and play immediately.”

      “Play for Arlington?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do they want you?”

      Wes grins, his first happy expression in this whole heavy conversation. “Of course they do.”

      I roll my eyes. “They’d give you the starting spot?”

      “They’d give me whatever I want. We beat Arlington 67-6 when we played them last fall.”

      “Don’t you need to decide…soon? It’s the middle of June.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “What did Maeve say?” I ask.

      He takes a swig of his beer and swallows. “I haven’t mentioned it to her.”

      “You…why not?”

      “Because she doesn’t seem to have any issue sticking with long distance.”

      “Oh.” I’m not sure what else to say in response. I’ve barely seen Wes and Maeve together, and we don’t usually discuss his relationship.

      “It’s not—it’s more complicated than I’m making it sound. Maeve has always wanted to go to Arlington. It’s her thing. Soccer gets a decent amount of attention there. And Liam is on the football team there.”

      For a split second, I consider telling Wes I saw Liam Stevens at the police station earlier. But for some reason, I don’t mention it. I want to pretend my visit there never happened.

      “Well, he already hates you, right?” I joke. “I wouldn’t worry about pissing him off more. It’ll be up to the coach who plays. He can’t blame you for that.”

      “I’m sure he’ll manage,” Wes replies, his tone dry. “Plus, the coach might be part of the problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Arlington made John Stevens an offer. His old head coaching job back.”

      “He used to coach at Arlington?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow.” Wes is considering leaving a program that’s arguably the best in the country to be coached by Glenmont’s former one. Despite his choice of girlfriend and the fact he only moved here freshman year, I know Wes feels some loyalty to Alleghany. Takes pride in his victories here. Rivalries unite and divide. “You must really love her.”

      I say it as a tease, an attempt at levity.

      But Wes’s response is serious. “Yeah. I do.”

      “I’m happy for you, Wes. I’ve probably never said that before. I’m sure she’s great—for a Glenmont girl.” I nudge his knee with mine, making him smile.

      “I didn’t think you cared that much about the rivalry bullshit.”

      “You didn’t think it was bullshit before you met her.”

      “Yeah, I did,” Wes counters. “I just liked winning, and the pranks were pretty fun.”

      “Pretty fun? You talked about the pool prank for weeks!”

      Wes chuckles. “Okay yeah, I did.”

      “See? You were on board with it, until her.”

      We’re both silent for a minute, watching our friends play around in the pool. I make eye contact with Jess, who’s sitting on one of the lounge chairs next to Madeline, watching me and Wes. She gives me a look I ignore.

      “I think you’d like her, if you got to know her.”

      I glance at Wes. “Are you being serious right now?”

      “Yeah. Maeve’s cool.”

      “Even if the rivalry was a non-issue, which we both know it isn’t, you kissed me in front of her, Wes. Remember? That’s not the sort of thing girls just forget. Plus, I’m assuming she knows we used to…”

      “She knows.”

      “And she wants to be friends with me?” He doesn’t answer, which gives me one. “That’s what I thought.”

      Wes sighs. “I’m sick of the Glenmont versus Alleghany shit. It feels like we have separate lives here too, you know? College was supposed to be a fresh start. But it’s a long-ass trip. And then when we’re back here, there’s no common ground. None of the Glenmont guys will even talk to me. Not when they see Liam still giving me the silent treatment. And now I’ve got to figure out all this college stuff while my parents are splitting up. I’m sure it will just be one more argument. My mom thinks my dad pushed me into Lincoln.”

      “Didn’t he?”

      He shrugs. “I knew he wanted me to go.”

      “I’m sorry, Wes. If there’s anything I can do…if you want to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thanks. Back at you, Jacobs.”

      I smile. Wes’s problems have been a nice distraction from my own for a little while. “Thanks.”

      Wes drains the rest of his beer. “I’m going to get back in. You coming?”

      “Nah, I’m good here.”

      “Okay.” Wes stands and walks toward the pool, leaving his empty beer can on one of the tables.

      My phone buzzes. I pull it out to see Dad flashing across the screen. After staring at it for a few seconds, I shove it back into my pocket.

      I sit there alone, picking at my nails until there’s no pink left.
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      “Liam!” Maeve calls.

      “Coming!” I yell back.

      Maeve returned from soccer camp a few days ago. I’ve barely seen her, busy lifeguarding and hanging out with the guys at the lake. Not to mention football. There’s always football. I had to work this morning, but Maeve and I are going to meet a large group of our friends at the lake for the afternoon.

      I yank a t-shirt over my head and make sure I have my phone and wallet before thundering down the stairs. Maeve is standing in the front hall, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. “Finally finished styling your hair?”

      “I literally got home from work five minutes ago, Maeve.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She grabs her bag off the floor and slings it over one shoulder. “Got everything? Let’s go.”

      “I’ve just got to grab keys.” I walk over to the hook by the door where the keys for the sedan we share hang. I shouldn’t have even bothered hanging them up when I got home.

      “You don’t need those,” Maeve tells me.

      “You finally bought your own car?”

      “Why don’t you buy your own car?” she counters.

      I roll my eyes. “What’s your plan to get there if we’re not taking the car? My legs are dead from training yesterday. There’s no way I can bike.”

      “Wes is outside. He’s coming with us.”

      “Maeve…” I groan.

      “I’m done with the separatist shit, Liam. I want to spend time with my boyfriend and my friends. It will be fun.”

      I highly doubt that. I won’t be the only one unhappy to see Weston.

      “Not my fault no one likes him.”

      “Bullshit. They’re following your lead, Liam.”

      I don’t have a retort to that because I know she’s right, to some extent. Maeve sighs and heads out the front door. I trail behind her.

      Weston is climbing out of a black BMW.

      “What happened to your car?” Maeve asks, glancing between her boyfriend and what appears to be a brand-new SUV.

      “You’re looking at it,” Wes replies.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I went with my dad yesterday. Parting gift before he left.”

      “Wow.” Maeve echoes my own thoughts. I know the Coles are wealthy, but this car must have cost fifty thousand dollars—at least. Maeve and I have been sharing the same ancient sedan since high school.

      “Do you like it?” Wes asks.

      “Yeah, of course. It’s just… I was kinda attached to the Range Rover,” Maeve replies.

      Weston smirks at her, and something tangible passes between them. Something that alludes to activities I’d really rather not think about my sister doing with anyone, let alone an Alleghany quarterback. “This car’s backseat is bigger.”

      Jesus Christ. I stride toward the car, not interested in listening to any more of their conversation. “If you guys keep talking like that, I’m going to drive myself.”

      It’s what I should have decided to do in the first place, probably. It’s a seven-minute drive, though. I thought I could handle being around them for that long.

      “Are you sure you know what happens in backseats, Liam? You’re acting pretty immature right now, and kids don’t know that shit.”

      I glare at Maeve. “You tricked me into spending time with him, and I’m the immature one?”

      “Tricked? You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Uh-huh. You were right. This is a real blast,” I say.

      I’m overreacting. I know I am. But her telling me I’m acting like a little kid only makes me want to dig in my heels and throw a tantrum.

      Instead, I silently seethe as we climb into the car and Weston pulls out of the driveway, listening to them bicker as Maeve connects her phone to start playing some decade-old hit. She’s always had random taste in music. I stretch my legs out as the familiar scenery of Glenmont’s downtown flashes by to the sound of “Shut Up and Dance.”

      The backseat is spacious.

      I pull out my phone to see a bunch of messages from Matt and Sam. I reply, letting them know I’m on my way, and then put my phone away. I should probably tell them whose car I’m riding in, but I don’t feel like dealing with the barrage of messages right now.

      It’s not until we’re almost to the lake that I tune back into Maeve and Wes’s conversation.

      “…making an effort,” Maeve is saying.

      “I guess.” Weston sounds reluctant.

      “You said you would be open to it if he tried.”

      “Yeah, because I didn’t think he would.”

      “When does he want you to come?”

      “Weekend after next.”

      “Fourth of July?”

      “Yeah.”

      They’re talking about Weston’s father, I gather. In addition to envy regarding his throwing arm, I’m jealous of his ability to stand up to his dad; something I’ve never been able to do. However unsavory the reasons for their estrangement are—I’ve only heard rumors, I don’t swap small talk with the guy, let alone anything of substance—I’m jealous Mr. Cole treats his son like one, not just another player on his roster.

      “He got tickets. For a Falcons practice,” Weston adds. “Three. Said I could bring someone.”

      “Chris will lose his shit.”

      It’ll never not be weird to hear my sister mention the names of guys who used to taunt me on the field so casually. Chris Fields gave me a bruise that lasted weeks junior year.

      Weston laughs. “Yeah. But I want you to come with me, not him.”

      I shift uncomfortably as I keep my gaze trained out the window. Do they really need to have this conversation right now?

      “He wants to book it right away. I think he’s worried I won’t come otherwise.”

      “Wes, I’m sure he meant it as a guy’s trip,” Maeve replies. “I don’t even think your dad likes me.”

      “Yes, he does. He asked about you yesterday, while we were car shopping.”

      “Like in a you’re still with her? way?”

      Weston chuckles. “Monogamy is a foreign concept to him.”

      Infidelity was included in the rumors going around about the Coles’ divorce, but this is the first confirmation I’ve gotten of that fact.

      “Miami is supposed to be fun.”

      “By fun, I assume you mean sweltering. No one goes to Florida in the summer for vacation, Cole.”

      Once again, Weston laughs. Granted, I haven’t exactly spent a lot of time around the guy, but I’ve never heard him express this much amusement. Express much of anything. “His new place has a pool.” He pauses. “Please, Maeve.”

      “If you want me there, of course I’ll go, Wes.”

      There’s a heavy pause in the car. With it comes the realization Maeve hasn’t stayed with Weston Cole just to prove a point to everyone who called her a traitor. The realization my sister is in love with a former Alleghany quarterback—the real thing, not teenage hormones—stings more than knowing he’s fooled around with her in the backseat of a car. The possibility I could end up with Weston fucking Cole as my brother-in-law one day suddenly hits me.

      “Thanks,” Weston says, gruffly.

      “Yeah,” Maeve replies, softly.

      I need to get out of this car. Thankfully, Weston parks at the lake about thirty seconds later. I’m the first one out of the SUV.

      The parking lot is crowded, but I know exactly where I’m headed. Our group always camps out by the volleyball net. I walk straight toward it, not waiting for Maeve or Weston. Maeve knows where she’s going too.

      Matt spots me first. He greets me with a wide smile that falls a few seconds later. “What is he doing here?”

      “What do you think?” I rummage around in the cooler someone brought and pull out a bottle of water. Cold droplets drip down the side of the plastic and onto my feet. I twist the cap off and take a long drink, watching as Maeve and Weston approach our group.

      Maeve heads for her friends first. Brooke, Sarah, and Maggie are all lounging on towels closer to the lake’s shore. I stand around with the rest of the guys, surreptitiously watching Maeve’s friends greet her with hugs and smile at Weston.

      Last summer, Maeve hung out with Weston alone. Whenever we had any sort of group get together with our usual crew, she’d show up by herself. She’s sending a message—to me, and to everyone else—that they’re a package deal now.

      “So that’s still going strong?” Sam asks.

      “What the fuck does it look like?” I drink more water.

      “You going to do anything about it?” Matt questions.

      I grit my teeth together. “Like what? Maeve can make her own decisions.”

      “So we’re all cool with Alleghany now?” Hudson Wells responds. “Kumbaya around the campfire and all that shit? After he—”

      “I was there, Wells,” I interrupt. “But she’s my sister and unfortunately, she’s in love with the guy. It’s not going away anytime soon.”

      Sam scoffs. “Isn’t he leaving for preseason soon? Lincoln has some crazy summer schedule.”

      “I don’t know when he’s leaving. We don’t swap schedules. He’s…he’s coming to South Carolina with us,” I admit.

      Matt’s lips thin—a sure sign he’s pissed off. We talked about him coming this year. If Weston is coming, there’s no way he will. But he says nothing.

      “He must be messing around on her,” Hudson states.

      I glance at him. “Did you hear something?”

      “C’mon Stevens. Alleghany girls ate that shit up. He’s the starting quarterback at Lincoln. There’s no way he’s not double-dipping. Get a photo, show it to Maeve, and that will be that.”

      “Like fuck I’d show her that,” I reply. “You didn’t see Maeve after Weston freaked out over that photo of Matt kissing her. I’d rather deal with Cole than see her like that again.”

      Matt shifts beside me. The same uncomfortable air around him that exists anytime that night comes up.

      “Then one of us can do it,” Hudson suggests.

      I sigh and glance over at the girls again. Weston is spreading sunscreen on Maeve’s face. “I don’t think he’s cheating on her.”

      Sam shakes his head. “Liam Stevens defending Weston fucking Cole. Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “I’m not defending him. I’m stating a fucking fact.”

      “Incoming,” Matt mutters.

      We all turn to see Maeve and Weston walking toward us. I don’t miss several of my friends checking Maeve out and, based on the scowl on Weston’s face, he doesn’t either.

      “Hey, guys,” Maeve says.

      A chorus of grunted greetings replies. Most of my former teammates consider Maeve a friend, which is a large part of the adverse reaction to Weston. Honestly, I don’t think many of them would have cared if he’d started dating a random Glenmont girl. Sure, people would have talked. But Maeve is my sister. Stevens and Glenmont football are practically synonymous. They’re the unlikeliest of the unlikely, which is why people still gossip.

      Her loyalties were supposed to be clear.

      “You guys using the football?” Maeve asks, bending down and picking up the one on the sand.

      “No,” Matt replies. “Why, you playing?”

      “Yep. Anyone in?”

      “Who all is playing?” Sam asks, giving Weston a not-so-subtle look.

      “Me, Maggie, Brooke, and Wes,” Maeve responds. She glances at Sam and winks. “You can be on Brooke’s team.”

      She’s playing dirty. Sam’s crush on Brooke is common knowledge among our friend group, obvious to everyone except Brooke herself, apparently. Whenever we go to the lake, me and the rest of the guys usually end up playing football and the girls opt to swim or sunbathe.

      If Weston Cole weren’t here, we would all be jumping on this—and Maeve knows that. It’s an ultimatum: play or keep ignoring Weston.

      All the guys look to me. They’re following your lead, Liam. Maeve’s voice echoes in my head, backed up by the challenge in the green eyes that match mine.

      “Fine. I’ll play,” I say.

      Once I’ve spoken, all the other guys agree to play as well. We form a loose circle in an open stretch of sand away from everyone else.

      “How are we deciding teams?” Sam asks. I read the subtext, along with everyone else. Who’s playing with Weston? These are my closest friends. Guys I’ve known since I was in diapers. But I can’t help but wonder if there’s some part of them excited to play with Weston, instead of against him. He’s broken countless records, both in Alleghany and at Lincoln. One year, and there’s pro buzz around him. Hudson and Sam are both receivers. I imagine every player in that position would love the chance to catch the sort of bullet Weston’s arm is capable of throwing.

      “Let’s do shirts versus skins,” Hudson suggests. “Liam should captain one team.”

      There’s a long pause as everyone waits to see if Maeve or Weston will suggest captaining the other team.

      “Maggie and Sam should captain,” Maeve says.

      It’s obvious to everyone in our group what she’s doing. Maggie lives in Alleghany. She and her mom moved there from Glenmont our senior year of high school. I have her to thank for my sister ever meeting Weston Cole, supposedly. She cheered for Weston, literally. And Sam is the easygoing, happy-go-lucky guy of our group. He takes football less seriously than Matt and I do. Out of everyone here, they’re the two most neutral options.

      “Fine,” Hudson says. “Sam, go.”

      “Why does he get to pick first?” Maeve asks.

      Hudson rolls his eyes. “Maggie, go.”

      “Wes.” Her response is instantaneous.

      We all look at her in shock. Even Weston looks surprised as he leaves Maeve’s side to stand next to Maggie.

      “You fucking serious?” Matt spits, vocalizing what we’re all thinking. It seemed like a sure thing Weston would get picked last. A not-so-subtle fuck you. A way to make certain he knows he’s unwelcome.

      Maggie shrugs. “I want to win.”

      The insinuation stings, and it’s not just an affront to me.

      “Sam?” I say, doing my best to look unbothered. Not last would have been bad enough, but first? If it wouldn’t make me look like the worst sport, I’d call quits on this game right now.

      “Maeve.”

      Another surprise. I expected Sam to choose one of the guys. I guess he thinks Weston will go easy on Maeve. It’s another nod to what we all know—Weston is the best player here.

      “Hudson.”

      “Liam.”

      Maggie and Sam keep choosing until we’re divided into two teams. We end up as shirts. I watch Weston pull off his Lincoln Football t-shirt and toss it to Maeve. It’s fucking bizarre, seeing my sister with the name COLE on her back. Sam shakes his head too, but I think he’s more annoyed by the fact every girl in the immediate vicinity is currently checking Weston out. The guy is ridiculously in shape.

      We move down the shore a little, to a spot closer to the rocks that is less busy. When we play on the beach, rules are usually loose. It’s basically one big game of catch with tackling and disputes over where the goal posts are.

      Lines are drawn in the sand, and we line up in loose formation. Maggie hikes the ball to Weston and Hudson sprints down to our end. The football leaves Weston’s hand in a perfect, arcing spiral. It’s a beautiful fucking throw, and it’s headed exactly where it’s supposed to go. Hudson barely needs to move. It drops right into his hands like the opposite pole of a magnet meeting its mate. Two steps, and he’s across the line into the “end zone.”

      “Fucking hell,” Sam mutters.

      My thoughts exactly.

    

  







            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          

      

    

    






NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      My father calls right as I pull into the parking lot of the Daily Grind. It’s my favorite coffee shop, and it’s in Fayetteville, so I rarely see anyone I know.

      I sigh before answering, leaning my head back and closing my eyes as I do.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “I’ve called you three times, Natalie.”

      “I was driving.”

      “People talk on the phone while driving.”

      “Well…I thought this family had racked up enough traffic tickets. You wouldn’t want me to get into an accident while driving just so you could berate me, right?”

      He sighs. “Honestly, this is the last thing I need, Natalie. Why do you have to be so difficult?”

      My fingers tighten around the phone. “Why are you calling, Dad?”

      “Your mother isn’t answering her phone.”

      “I’m not her secretary. If you can’t reach her, don’t call me.”

      “You’re the one living with her, Natalie. I’m relying on you.”

      “My attempts at supervising her ended with a DUI. I’m done, Dad. You don’t listen to anything I have to say when it comes to Mom. If you want to admit she needs help, maybe you should come home and do something about it.”

      I hang up and exhale, popping the door open and climbing out one-handed. My bag is heavy, filled with all the art supplies I thought I’d possibly need today.

      I head inside and order a coffee before settling at a small table in the corner. It’s early afternoon, so the place is mostly empty. The morning rush is long over. There’s a white-haired man doing a crossword a few tables over and a knitting group huddled on the couches by the pastry case.

      For a little while, I just sit and sip coffee. Then I pull out my phone and connect my headphones. Start my favorite playlist and open my sketchbook.

      I never draw what I’m looking at. I love how art allows you to create a unique depiction of something you’ve seen a thousand times before—or something you’ve never seen in person. Trying to imitate what’s in sight isn’t appealing to me.

      My first sketch is a happy dog with a lolling tongue and a tennis ball. I’ve always wanted a pet, but never had one of my own.

      My next is a dark, craggy cliff with ominous waves crashing against its sharp edges. I shadow in each ridge, shocked when I glance at the time and realize I’ve been sitting here for two hours.

      I pack up all my belongings and then get in line before a middle-aged woman to get a second coffee. The woman in front of me takes a long time deliberating between types of tea, asking about the list of caffeinated and then decaffeinated. Then the options for iced versus hot. I feel like reminding her the outside temperature is currently hovering in the high eighties, as she deliberates. In this weather, it will take an hour for a hot beverage to cool enough to drink.

      She finally decides, and then it’s my turn. I order an iced latte and wander down to the end of the counter, watching the barista brew the espresso and pour it over ice before adding milk.

      I can feel my phone buzzing in my pocket. It could be my dad, but I’m guessing it’s Madeline. We’re supposed to meet up at the lake.

      My drink gets set out on the counter. I stuff a few bills into the tip jar, grab it, and walk outside.

      I turn the corner and collide straight into a firm chest. My freshly made drink goes flying, coating the sidewalk with coffee, milk, and ice.

      Shit.

      “Shit,” a male voice says, echoing my thought.

      I glance up, freezing when I realize I know exactly who I just ran into.

      “I’m sorry,” he continues. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      Right now, I should be pissed. That coffee was an extra boost of some much-need caffeine after a mostly sleepless night. But instead, I’m thinking Liam Stevens is kind of…hot? Not even kind of—he is.

      Once I realized it was him at the police station, I avoided looking at him. I thought he might recognize me, and I didn’t want to deal with the rivalry on top of everything else that night. I cheered along the sidelines—against him—for four years.

      During those games, he was mostly wearing a helmet, not to mention a pissed-off expression.

      He looks different now, casually dressed in a pair of athletic shorts, a cotton t-shirt, and a ball cap. He’s in good shape from football, not overly built, but definitely muscular. I can attest to the chest I just bounced off being hard as stone. And his eyes are green. A brilliant, emerald shade that lightens when he looks at me, shaded by the brim of his hat.

      “Let me buy you a new one,” Liam offers, appearing oblivious to the fact I’m checking him out.

      I finally find words. If he recognizes me from the Fayetteville police station last week, he’s not letting on to it. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “I want to. It was my fault.” He glances down at the mess on the sidewalk that used to be my drink.

      I shrug. “Okay. Fine.”

      We head back toward the coffee shop, side by side. “I’m Liam,” he offers after a few steps.

      “I know.”

      He glances over, eyes squinting like he’s trying to place me. Maybe he is. “You do?”

      “I grew up in Alleghany,” I tell him.

      “Oh.” He digests that piece of information for a few seconds. “And you followed football?” I can’t quite identify the note in his voice. Cautious. Embarrassed, maybe? He knows it means I know his record against my town—oh for four.

      “Cheer captain,” I admit, then glance over so I can register his reaction.

      We’ve reached the entrance to the coffee shop, but Liam doesn’t reach for the door handle right away. He’s studying me like you examine a wild animal: wary and on guard.

      Then, he says the last thing I’m expecting. “You’re welcome.”

      I raise both eyebrows. “For what?”

      Liam opens the door and nods for me to go ahead, giving me a smirk that’s at odds with the thoughtful gesture. There’s an edge brewing beneath his calm exterior. “You had a lot to cheer for.”

      I tilt my head, studying him. Not counting the few words we exchanged in the police station—which I don’t—this is the first time I’ve talked to Glenmont’s quarterback. “You always gave it your all. Wes just—”

      I realize bringing Wes up is a bad idea after I’ve already said his name. Liam wasn’t an open book before, but his face immediately shutters blank. “Wes, huh?” He shakes his head and scoffs.

      “I just meant…” My voice trails because I don’t know what I meant. I’ve never interacted with anyone from Glenmont, really. And I was consumed with the drama known as my mother in the police station. I registered he was there, but I didn’t really absorb it.

      I don’t think Liam Stevens knows how well-known he is in Alleghany. Yeah, he lost. But he also invigorated the entire town. He didn’t make it easy for Wes. Everyone knew how hard he trained. How much he wanted it.

      And there were moments, during every time we played against Glenmont, when I’d see him. Watch him talking to his father—Glenmont’s coach. See his teammates look at him with the devotion of soldiers following a general into battle.

      Sophomore year, he sat on the bench, after Alleghany won. Just sat there, all by himself.

      That’s the thing about sports—you win or you lose. There’s no happy medium. No consolation prize.

      I wanted Alleghany to win. But looking at Liam—then, now—I think about what losing is like.

      Liam pulls out his wallet and passes me a five-dollar bill. “This should cover it.”

      He’s out the door before I can say anything else.

      And for once, I’m not sure what I would.
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      I debate between bringing my navy or my black swim trunks for a few seconds, then decide what the hell and tuck both into my duffel bag. I’m in a rush, already running late thanks to a group of middle schoolers who wanted to stay in the pool past closing. I pat my pocket to make sure I have my phone, keys, and wallet, then sling the strap of my bag over one shoulder and head downstairs.

      Maeve is leaning against the banister, her own monogrammed duffel at her feet. I suppose I should be grateful matching bags, matching backpacks, and matching lunch boxes were the extent of our mom’s attempts to coordinate her twins. We both ditched the lunchboxes and backpacks a long time ago, but the duffels have held up.

      “Mr. Perfect running late?” I ask, dropping my bag beside her and rifling through the hall closet for a fleece and a ball cap. “I doubt he had car trouble, since his is only a couple of weeks old.”

      Maeve scoffs. “You’re leaving, I hope?”

      “Yep.” I tug the ball cap on and stuff the fleece in my duffel.

      “Say hi to Parker for me.”

      “Yeah, I will.” Parker Davis was my randomly assigned roommate freshman year at Arlington. Despite our differences—he’s artsy; I’m athletic—we became good friends. He’s from Philadelphia, but his extended family owns a beach cottage in Chatham, out on the Cape. Parker invited me to visit for the Fourth of July weekend. “Have fun in Florida. Hear it’s supposed to be hot as hell this time of year.”

      Maeve flips me off.

      I grab my duffel off the floor and sling the strap over my shoulder. “Fly safe, okay?”

      Maeve’s annoyed expression melts away before she steps closer and gives me a quick squeeze. “Drive safe, big bro. The sedan is making that clanking sound again.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay. Don’t do anything stupid, like set off homemade fireworks.”

      I raise a brow. “Does that sound like me?”

      “No, not really. Lately, it seems like you take everything I say the wrong way, though, so I guess it was my way of telling you to have fun.”

      My fingers fiddle with the strap I’m holding. Things have been strained between me and Maeve this summer. They’ve been tense since she walked into my room and told me about her and Weston, honestly.

      It’s been an uncomfortable barrier lingering between us ever since. When Maeve spent time with him alone, and when we were at Arlington and he wasn’t, it was much easier to pretend like it was invisible. But Maeve seems intent on not tiptoeing around the issue any longer. Weston has come over for dinner almost every night this week. She brought him to a party Brooke had last weekend. I watched him laugh with a couple of my former linemen.

      The thing is, I get that the rivalry with Alleghany is stupid and pointless. Hating someone based on where they live is discrimination, not heroic. But I was supposed to be Glenmont’s hero. When I look at Wes, all I see are my own failures staring back.

      I get that Maeve is in love with the guy. It’s disgustingly obvious after spending any time around them, and I’ve spent a lot lately. Girls have always taken a backseat to football for me, but I don’t have to experience it firsthand to know that love doesn’t always come in convenient packages.

      It’s that most people don’t fall in love based on one glance at someone. Definitely not people with personalities like Maeve’s: thoughtful, deliberate, and considerate. The fact she spent enough time with Weston Cole to fall in love with him feels like a betrayal. Not of Glenmont—of me.

      If there was an easy way to move on from that, I would have already. And it’s nothing I can put into words without sounding immature and selfish. So I let it fester, hoping one day I won’t care as much and it will no longer matter.

      “Bye, Maeve,” I say, then turn and walk out the front door.

      The sedan is the only car in the driveway. My mom is at a showing and my dad is off golfing. I toss my duffel into the backseat and climb into the driver’s seat, cranking up the radio as I pull onto the street and take a left.

      Ten minutes later, I park in front of Daily Grind. They’re dead at this hour, the parking lot close to empty.

      Annoyingly, I think of her as soon as I climb out and walk into the coffee shop, same as I have the past few times I’ve been here since encountering Alleghany’s head cheerleader on the pavement outside.

      Natalie Jacobs.

      It was easy to find her name, not as easy to justify to myself why I bothered to look it up in the first place. I guess I didn’t like how she knew who I was, and I didn’t know who she was. It made me feel like I was at an unfair disadvantage; like I was running behind.

      She’s part of Alleghany’s most popular crowd, which I could have easily guessed just by taking one look at her. Girls who look like that don’t go unnoticed. Social media was plastered with photos of her with the football team and the cheerleading squad. Weston was in a lot of them.

      Curiosity played a role in the decision to look Natalie up as well. I was distracted when I literally ran into her—hurrying home from the morning shift and rushing to meet the guys at the park. Taken aback by one, running into her, and two, learning she was the person literally leading the cheer against me. Realizing we’d met off a football field before—at the Fayetteville police station. I didn’t mention that encounter. I wasn’t sure if she recognized me—she barely glanced at me that night.

      And I didn’t think I’d wonder; I thought it would be easy to forget about both interactions.

      It hasn’t been easy—but I shove all thoughts of her away as I order a large iced coffee and leave the coffee shop. This is the one weekend I’ll have all summer to not worry about football or have to work. The last way I want to spend it is thinking about a girl from Alleghany.
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      Three hours later, I park in a clamshell driveway behind a shiny Audi. It’s close to ten, even later than I hoped to arrive. Traffic coming here was terrible, which I should have anticipated, with it being a holiday weekend and all. I grab my duffel from the backseat and climb out, stretching after the long drive.

      I can’t see the beach, but I can smell it. A cool, damp breeze is blowing off the water, carrying a salty tinge that I can taste on my tongue.

      The porch stairs creak as I walk up them and reach the screen door. The paint on the white frame is faded and chipped in spots, contrasting with the gray wood shingles covering the side of the cottage.

      I knock once, absorbing the sound of laughter and chatter echoing inside. Parker told me his cousin was coming and inviting a friend, but aside from that, it would just be me and him staying here over the long weekend. It sounds like there’s a minimum of thirty people inside.

      Another knock goes unanswered.

      I pull the screen open. It creaks, but the sound is mostly muffled by the noise inside. The entryway is small. I cross it in a couple steps and walk inside what appears to be a living room. It’s crammed with at least twenty strangers. I push my way through the crowd and head into the kitchen.

      It’s a long, narrow room with appliances at one end and an eating nook on the opposite end. There’s a sliding door on the far wall that leads out to an attached deck, which is just as packed as the living room was.

      The kitchen has more breathing room. Enough to look around and spot Parker leaning against the wall talking to two girls. One has shoulder-length, dark brown hair. I’ve never seen her before.

      I’m expecting to think the same about the blonde standing next to her…but I don’t.

      I think Fuck instead.

      Natalie Jacobs spots me a few seconds after I see her. She strikes me as the type of person who’s good at schooling her emotions, but I catch the shock and annoyance flash across her face before she returns to looking casual and collected.

      It’s a strange sort of irony, how I was thinking about her earlier and now here she is. At least at Daily Grind, I was prepared to see her again. I have no idea what she’s doing here. I guess it’s possible her family has a summer place on the Cape. I’ve heard some families in Alleghany do. And based on my online research, she’s rich.

      I haven’t seen Parker since freshman year ended about six weeks ago. As I approach Parker, it’s surprisingly difficult to look away from Natalie and focus on the reason I’m here.

      “Liam!” Parker greets me enthusiastically before pulling me in for a hug. “You made it! I was getting worried.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Traffic was terrible.”

      “I figured. I was going to call you but got distracted.”

      “No kidding.” I glance out at the deck, which is also packed with people, ignoring the two girls standing close by.

      Parker grins. “Called a couple of friends. They called a dozen people. You know how it goes.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I don’t. I’ve never thrown a party in my life.

      “This is my cousin, Tessa. Tessa, this is Liam.”

      The brunette gives me a small wave with her free hand. The other palm is holding a bottle of beer. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you from Parker.” She smiles.

      I smile back, the prickling sensation of eyes on me crawling up and down my back.

      Tessa glances at the blonde standing next to her, and it’s a strange relief to let my gaze follow hers. To let my eyes look where they want to land. “Liam was Parker’s roommate at Arlington,” she tells the blonde.

      “Yep. I know exactly who Liam is,” Natalie says. “Glad I haven’t had the chance to grab a drink yet.”

      My eyes narrow. It’s at the tip of my tongue to ask her if she’s visited the local police station yet. But before I can decide if I want to escalate things, Parker asks, “You guys know each other?”

      Natalie and I say “No” at the same time.

      Parker’s forehead wrinkles with confusion. “Okay…but you do?”

      Natalie says “He’s from Glenmont” as I say “She’s from Alleghany.” Once again, we sound synchronized.

      “Oh, shit.” Parker chuckles.

      I explained the Glenmont-Alleghany rivalry to him, so he understands what that means. But it’s not something you can fully comprehend as an outsider, as evidenced by his amusement. Natalie and I are both stone-faced. Tessa just looks confused. Evidently, Natalie didn’t mention the rivalry to her friend.

      “You guys are good to be in the same room together, right?” he asks.

      When mine and Natalie’s response is to continue glaring at each other, the seriousness of the situation seems to sink in a little.

      “I’m sure Natalie knows how to play nice,” I say, in a tone that suggests the opposite.

      She scoffs.

      “Oh-kay…” Parker replies. “I can bring you upstairs. Show you where to put your stuff. The girls already claimed the biggest rooms, of course.”

      I take that to mean I’ll have to deal with Natalie more than just tonight. That she’s the friend spending the weekend. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      “Tyler just showed up,” Tessa says, looking toward the front door.

      Parker follows her gaze. “I should go say hi. I’ll be right back,” he tells me, then heads toward a tall guy who must be Tyler.

      “I’ll be right back,” Tessa adds, then follows after Parker.

      Leaving Natalie and me —alone.

      I grip the strap of my duffel bag. “How do you know Parker’s cousin?”

      “College.” Natalie looks amused. I realize why when she adds, “I never introduced myself.”

      Busted.

      “Would you rather I called you Alleghany’s head cheerleader?”

      She smirks. “No, I just think it’s interesting you looked me up.”

      “Better than being offended you knew who I was, and I didn’t know who you are.”

      “Well, once you’ve heard a guy is a pompous prick twenty times, his name starts to stick in your head.”

      “I suppose I’m the pompous prick?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      I exhale. “You’re staying here? All weekend?”

      “I think you got knocked on the head one too many times trying to find your receivers, Stevens,” she tells me. “That’s what Parker just said.”

      “Thought you might be reconsidering.”

      “I was here first. If anyone should be reconsidering, it’s you.”

      “You were here first? What are you, five?”

      “Right,” she drawls. “You can’t get over high school, but I’m the immature one.”

      “I’m over high school.”

      “You over losing to Alleghany every year too? ’Cause from where I was standing on the field, you took that pretty hard.”

      My molars grind together as I fight not to show my annoyance. “Yeah. That shutout Stevens chant you started was pretty catchy.”

      Natalie shrugs, the furthest thing from apologetic. “I grew up in Alleghany, just like you grew up in Glenmont. You don’t own the fucking rivalry, Liam.”

      I hate how I’m absorbing more than her words. How I’m paying attention to her expressions. To the defiant edge in her voice. To the jean shorts and white t-shirt she’s wearing.

      I’m the nice guy. The steady, approachable one who never gets drunk or handsy at a party. Who shows up—for class, for friends, for football. I thought those were the same traits I’m attracted to in a girl. But the rush I’m experiencing right now, talking with her?

      It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt.

      Natalie takes my lack of attention as purposeful rather than inexplicable. She huffs and turns to leave.

      Surprising us both, I stop her. I grab her arm like a reflex and drop it just as fast, shoving my hands in my pockets in case the strange urge strikes again. “I’ve been looking forward to this weekend,” I tell her. “I don’t want to spend it harping on the rivalry shit. Ruin it for everyone else.”

      Natalie crosses her arms. “You’re the one who can’t let the rivalry shit go.”

      “I’m saying I will, okay? For the weekend. As long as you do.”

      At that, she snorts. But Natalie drops her defensive posture. Her hands fall back to her sides. “You’re severely overestimating the amount of time I spend thinking about you, Liam Stevens.”

      I roll my eyes and hold out a hand. “Fourth of July truce?”

      Natalie takes it. But neither of us are shaking, so we’re basically just holding hands. “Ironic, for a holiday celebrating a falling out.”

      “I think the Revolutionary War was more than a ‘falling out,’” I reply. “I guess it’s not surprising the Alleghany school system plays fast and loose with the facts.”

      “Congrats, you just set a world record for shortest truce.”

      I surprise myself—not to mention her—by smiling. “For a cheerleader, you’re awfully focused on following rules.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean, does cheerleading even have rules?”

      Natalie’s eyes flash. For some reason, I really want to smile again. I enjoy arguing with her. Usually, mentions of the rivalry with Alleghany feel like rubbing a raw wound. Right now, it feels like an inside joke. I can’t figure out why. Because Alleghany and Glenmont are several hours away?

      “Newsflash, Mr. Backup to the Backup Quarterback. I could throw a football, no problem. I would like to see you perform a basket toss.”

      This time, I don’t hold the grin back. “How do you know I’m third string?”

      A wrinkle forms between her eyes, marring otherwise smooth skin. “What?”

      “You heard me the first time.” I raise both brows.

      Natalie hesitates for the first time. Then, “Some of the guys were talking about it.”

      “Making fun of me, you mean.”

      Her chin tilts up defiantly. But her words aren’t an attack. “Most freshman ride the bench.”

      “Uh-huh.” Weston doesn’t, and I think we’re both thinking it. But he hasn’t come up at all over the course of this conversation, and I’m glad. I’m sick of talking about him. “Do you cheer at BU?”

      Natalie blinks at me before recovering. A small, sly smile tips up one corner of her mouth. “Looked up more than my name, huh?”

      “Maybe I asked around about you. Not everyone is attached to their phone.”

      “You didn’t ask around.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I’m sure you wouldn’t want to explain why you were asking.”

      I shrug in response, even though she’s right. I was made the poster boy for the Hate Alleghany movement my freshman year at Glenmont High and it wasn’t a self-appointed title. It hasn’t moved along onto Glenmont’s current starting quarterback either. There was too much drama between me and Weston for a simple passing of the torch to end the saga. “Fine. I looked you up.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit, although the reason I’ve been standing here and talking to her for so long is a good place to start.

      To be honest, I’ve never really interacted with anyone from Alleghany, outside of their football team when we’d play them. And Weston, but not by choice.

      I painted all its residents with the same black and white brush and Natalie is splashing color all over herself.

      “Liam, Natalie, this is Tyler.” Parker and Tessa reappear with the same guy I saw by the front door. “His folks have a place a few doors down.”

      I smile at Tyler and receive a friendly grin in return. “Nice to meet you, man.”

      “You too.” That’s all the consideration I get. He’s spotted Natalie. “I’m Tyler.” He reintroduces himself, unnecessarily, and I have to forcibly keep my eyes from rolling.

      “I’m Natalie.” Her voice is sweet and flirty. No sign of fire or sass. “Your folks have a place around here?”

      “Yeah, super close by. You’re welcome to stop by anytime. Check out the house…and me.”

      Natalie looks him up and down. “Already did.”

      Tyler laughs.

      The rest of us might as well not be standing here. I can’t figure out why I’m feeling annoyed by the exclusion.

      “I can show you around upstairs, if you want?” Tessa offers.

      It takes me a minute to realize she’s talking to me.

      “Yeah, you guys go ahead,” Parker says. When Tessa isn’t looking, he winks at me.

      I’m not surprised. I’m the buddy that guys want to set up with their sisters or female friends. If I was looking for a girlfriend—or if I’d ever been into any of the girls nudged my way—it would be convenient.

      Tessa misses the exchange, but Natalie doesn’t. Her lips pucker like she’s sucking on a lemon as she glances back and forth between me and Tessa. I’m not good enough for her friend, apparently. At least I have better pick-up lines than Tyler, who’s taking the opportunity while Natalie is distracted to check out her tits.

      “That would be great, Tessa,” I say.

      She smiles, then gestures for me to follow her. I don’t look at Natalie, because I’m pretty sure ignoring her will piss her off more than any parting comment I could come up with. When I feel her eyes on my back all the way to the stairs, I’m confident I was right.

      As Tessa and I walk upstairs, there are a few hoots and hollers by partygoers assuming we’re headed upstairs for reasons unrelated to unpacking.

      Tessa’s cheeks are pink when we reach the top of the stairs. The cottage is larger than it looked from outside. I count six doors lining the hallway. Tessa points out two as the bathrooms. The bedrooms at the far end of the hall are hers and Parker’s. And the two closer to the stairs are the guest rooms, apparently.

      Clothing is strewn across the bed in one. “That’s where Natalie is staying,” Tessa confirms, following my gaze to the room exactly opposite the last option.

      “I figured.”

      “She’s never mentioned you before,” Tessa blurts, then blushes even redder. “Not that—I just meant…”

      “It’s fine, Tessa,” I tell her, smiling. “I’d be more surprised if you said she had mentioned me. It’s just this rivalry thing between our towns.”

      “Like the Yankees and the Red Sox?”

      “Sure. But life or death.”

      Tessa’s eyes widen. “Um, wow. Okay.”

      I chuckle. “I’m kidding.” Sort of.

      She smiles.

      “You go to BU?” I ask. Natalie never answered my question earlier, but I assume that must be how she and Tessa know each other.

      “Yep,” Tessa confirms. “Just finished freshman year.”

      “You like it there?”

      “Yeah, it’s awesome. It was super overwhelming at first. I’m from a small town, and both the campus and Boston felt huge. I’m pretty shy around strangers, so it was hard to meet people too. But I’m really happy there. They’ve got a great pre-med program.”

      “Wow. You’re pre-med?”

      “Yeah. I want to become a psychiatrist.”

      “Is that how you met Natalie? Did you guys have a class together?”

      Tessa eyes me for a second, making me think my segue wasn’t as subtle as I hoped. “Uh, no. I met her at a party, actually. She took pity on a wallflower and introduced me around.”

      “Oh. That’s…nice.”

      It is. And not something I would have pictured Natalie doing.

      “Yeah. I’m really glad she agreed to come this weekend. I’ve kind of gotten the sense her home life isn’t the best.”

      Abruptly, I’m glad Natalie never told Tessa about the rivalry between our hometowns. Because if she had, I don’t think Tessa would have confided that in me. And for some reason I’m not going to dwell on, it’s the most interesting information I’ve heard all night.

      “Oh,” is all I can think to say. On social media, Natalie’s life looks perfect. Proof appearances can be deceiving.

      Tessa seems to realize that’s something Natalie wouldn’t want shared with me. “I mean, she’s never said anything. I don’t really know.”

      “I won’t say anything,” I reassure her.

      She exhales. “Okay, good. I’m going to head back downstairs, assuming you don’t need anything?”

      “Nope,” I reply. “I’ll unpack a little and then see you down there.”

      “Sounds good.” She smiles, and then she’s gone.

      Leaving me staring at the messy room across the hall and thinking about the girl who will be staying in there.
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      I can’t fall asleep. I went to bed a couple of hours ago, and since then I’ve done nothing but stare at the ceiling and jump at every small noise.

      Nothing around me is visible. The curtains are drawn and all I can see is inky black. Hear the whoosh of the ceiling fan as it spins and occasionally stutters.

      I’m used to falling asleep to the reassuring hum of the central air conditioning in my parents’ house. The beach cottage relies on the sea breeze for cooling. But there’s a big storm coming in tonight, so all the windows are closed to literally batten down the hatches. The sheets don’t smell like lavender laundry detergent. And every few minutes, there’s a creak or a snap, and my body releases a fresh flood of adrenaline.

      Eventually, I give up. I’m sick of lying here, thinking about green eyes and messy brown hair. For some reason, that’s where my mind keeps wandering. Somehow, Liam Stevens got into my head. I can’t believe he’s here—sleeping across the hall from me. Encountering him twice recently seemed like a coincidence. This feels more like some twisted karma.

      I sit up, running a hand through the tangle of my hair and throwing the covers off. I climb out of bed and pull on a sweatshirt before opening my door and creeping down the hall. All the other bedroom doors are shut. I feel my way to the top of the stairs and down them.

      I turn on a lamp at the bottom of the stairs, worried I won’t be able to navigate my way through the unfamiliar furniture in the dark. Either it’s a new moon or the storm clouds are blotting out any light because there’s no natural illumination to rely upon as I walk through the living room and into the kitchen. I flip on the light for the back deck.

      Thunder rumbles in the distance as I unlock the sliding door and slide it open. The air smells like rain and salt and seaweed. There’s a gas grill to the right and a couch to my left.

      I make my way over toward the striped cushions of the couch, the rough wood of the deck rubbing against my bare feet. The cushions are damp, saturated with the humidity blown around by the breeze. I tuck my knees under my chin and stare out at the nothingness in front of me.

      Night blankets everything. The rhythmic crash of surf and occasional rumble is the only indication I’m looking at an uninterrupted view of the sea and the sky. The sound isn’t soothing, but it relaxes me in a way the creaks inside and the strange bedroom didn’t.

      I spend a lot of time bracing for something cataclysmic to happen. It’s a relief to hear incoming devastation and not have to worry it might be approaching. To have forewarning you should brace yourself for impact.

      My eyelids grow heavy. I lean my head back against the shingles of the house, feeling the ocean air coat my face and tangle my hair.

      There’s a low hiss to my right, a sound I immediately recognize as the sliding door opening again. My eyes fly open. I glance over and tense, all traces of sleepiness disappearing like hands cupping water.

      Liam says nothing as he walks to the railing. He saw me sitting here, based on the tight line of his shoulders. Then again, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Liam Stevens relaxed or at ease. He’s constantly on edge.

      Maybe we have one thing in common. I’m just better at hiding it than he is.

      He’s staring out into the night like he can actually see something, giving me an opportunity to study him uninterrupted.

      I know I have a type. The guys I’m attracted to are always confident and athletic. Brimming with cockiness and being bold enough to make the first move. I thrive on playing hard to get with the guys who are willing to chase.

      I can’t picture Liam Stevens chasing anything besides a football. I’m not sure why that intrigues me, why I’m wondering how Glenmont’s quarterback acts when he is interested in a girl, as I trace the curve of his broad shoulders and watch the wind ruffle the short strands of his hair.

      Liam turns abruptly, his movements displaying the coordinated ease of an athlete as a couple of strides eat up the distance between us. He takes a seat beside me, appearing far less aware of the short distance between our bodies than I suddenly am.

      Five inches. Maybe four.

      I’m excruciatingly aware of each one of them.

      He’s only wearing a cotton t-shirt and a pair of mesh basketball shorts, but there are no goosebumps appearing on his tan skin. I can feel the heat from his body radiating, tempering some of the wind’s chill. I can smell him—his body wash or his deodorant or his shampoo—some heady scent that’s entirely masculine.

      It feels strange, sitting here with him, listening to waves in the middle of the night. Oddly intimate, like we’re the only two people in the world right now.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” I finally say.

      “Nope.” He pops the P as he stretches his long legs out.

      I have never, ever paid attention to a guy’s legs. Abs? Sure. Crotch? Yes. Face? Absolutely. Biceps? Sometimes.

      But legs? Nope.

      I blame the way I’m looking at Liam’s on the fact I’m one, sleep-deprived, and two, there’s nothing else to really look at. The light above the door illuminates the whole deck, but nothing past the railing. It’s gray weathered wood or Liam’s legs.

      Liam crosses his ankles, and lines of muscle shift. I know plenty of football players who hate staying in shape. Heard the groans from Alleghany guys during practice as I ran routines on the track. Brian Baylor once told me I was lucky I just got to stand on the sidelines while the team did the heavy lifting.

      It’s obvious Liam does more than the bare minimum. He hasn’t been in season for months, but he looks like he could run a marathon without breaking a sweat. It doesn’t surprise me. Alleghany players started calling him Sergeant Stevens after a Glenmont player posted a video of a practice sophomore year. I wonder if Liam would be flattered if he knew. Wonder what fuels that level of intensity.

      “What were you doing at the Fayetteville police station?” His voice is quiet, yet I can hear every syllable perfectly, even over the sound of the surf. For a few seconds, I consider pretending like I didn’t hear the question. When I glance over, Liam is staring straight ahead, his face expressionless.

      I don’t think he’ll ask again. If I don’t answer, we’ll sit here in silence until one of us heads inside.

      Liam Stevens isn’t a guy who chases.

      So I tell him the truth, instead of saying none of your business. “My mom got arrested for a DUI.”

      He doesn’t say he’s sorry, or that sucks. “Did she hurt herself? Anyone else?”

      “No. She fell asleep at a stop sign.”

      “It’s happened before?”

      “The DUIs are new. I threw all the pills and alcohol out when I got home for the summer. I thought it would help. Addiction doesn’t work that way.”

      “Is your dad in the picture?” he asks.

      “The perfect family picture?” I scoff. “Yeah, he’s front and center. He’s not interested in anything behind the façade, though. Not acknowledging my mom has a problem. Not admitting never being home and sticking his dick in his secretary had consequences. He’s in denial and my mom is a disaster and I’m…God, I’m just so sick of it.”

      This is where most girls would say thanks for listening or you’re a good listener.

      I’m not most girls.

      “Never mind. That’s more than you needed to know.”

      “I asked.”

      “Not for details.”

      He laughs, and I glance over in shock. “I hate beer,” he says. “Tastes like total shit. Or maybe Matt just buys crappy beer. He’s a cheapskate like that.”

      He looks over, then away when he realizes I’m staring at him. That I’m listening.

      I have no idea where this is going. Maybe he’s trying to take my mind off my parents. I’m drawn in by what he’s saying—that he’s saying more than a sentence to me. By the husky, meandering tone of his voice.

      “I’d rather have water, honestly. But I’m known for always being the uptight, responsible guy, so I usually have a beer so no one says anything. But I only have one, even when I’m tempted to say fuck it and actually let loose a little. Because my dad is the most disciplined guy I know, but he almost chose booze over his wife and kids. I’m scared I might be the same way.”

      The confession settles between us; the words weighed down by substance and consequence.

      “What made him get sober?”

      “You’d have to ask him. I wouldn’t recommend it, though, since he likes to pretend Maeve and I weren’t old enough to remember it happened. It was his choice. Both to start drinking and to stop. Your mom is making her own decisions. That’s not on you, Natalie.”

      I should be focused on what he’s saying.

      I am.

      But I’m also absorbing how bizarre it is Liam Stevens just said my name without the slightest hint of resentment. How strange it sounds and how much I like it.

      I’m not sure what to say in response. I know the anecdote was Liam’s attempt at making me feel better, which was unexpected, to say the least. I also think it was his way of reassuring me he won’t tell anyone what I shared with him. Of letting me know I can trust him to some extent, by telling me something I doubt many people know. Small, football-obsessed towns love to gossip, about players and about coaches.

      I don’t know what to say in response, so I say nothing. I understand Liam a little more now; I get why he keeps such a close hold on control.

      I want to shake it.

      I want to surprise him.

      I want to remind myself—and Liam—there’s a reason the two of us have barely spoken before now.

      So when I glance over to find he’s already looking at me, I collide more than our gazes.

      My lips press against his. Once. Twice. He tastes like mint toothpaste. My face heats and something flips in my stomach as I pull back.

      I wait for him to react. To ask me what I’m doing or to laugh in my face. But he doesn’t react at all, aside from looking shocked. It throws me off-kilter. So much so, I literally stumble as I push myself to my feet, intending to head inside. A fumble that’s the polar opposite of the saunter I intended to end this encounter with.

      When Liam stands as well, I take a couple of involuntary steps back, creating some distance. For the first time, I have no idea what to say to a guy. No teasing comment or suggestive innuendo at the tip of my tongue.

      I just…stare at him, waiting for more of a reaction than total silence.

      My lips tingle with the distinctive aftertaste of mint, proof of what just took place between us. My eyes skate across features I’m suddenly curious about. Liam’s dark eyebrows are furrowed above his green eyes. His jaw is clean shaven and tensed. The pink lips that were just touching mine are slightly parted, like he intends to say something but hasn’t decided what.

      More seconds tick by between us.

      I should just go inside. There’s no good reason I should still be standing here. The wind picks up, blowing my hair across my face.

      That’s when Liam moves.

      He bridges the gap between us like he always planned to do so. His hand brushes the hair out of my eyes, tucking it behind one ear and then tugging it so my face is tilted up toward him.

      “Why the fuck did you do that?” Liam doesn’t sound angry, just confused. Like he’s really asking, and it’s not a rhetorical question.

      I stare at him, not sure what to say. Because I don’t have a good answer.

      Even if I did, I wouldn’t have had the time to share it.

      We’re kissing again, his lips on mine before I fully register he’s moved even closer. His body is pressing against mine, the heat erasing any chill from the breeze.

      I’m caged between his body and the wooden railing as his mouth slants, his tongue tangling with mine as everything deepens. Escalates.

      His hands move to my hips right as thunder booms, a deep clap that shakes the foundation of the house. A thrill skates across my skin, zipping down my spine and settling in my stomach. Something hard and hot presses against my belly, and a persistent thrum starts between my legs in response.

      He’s getting hard. Liam Stevens is hard for me.

      Usually, I’d consider this a non-event. A compliment, I guess, but basic biology.

      But this is the Glenmont quarterback with an erection because he’s kissing me, a girl from Alleghany. Liam doesn’t like me. I’m certain he doesn’t want to want me.

      But apparently parts of his anatomy are overruling his famous discipline. There’s a hard cock against my stomach and a talented tongue in my mouth expressing other things than anger.

      It’s a rush I’m not expecting.

      I didn’t think I cared what Liam thought of me. But I like this. Like the way he’s kissing me—as desperate for me as I am for him.

      A few of his fingers have found their way under the hem of my sweatshirt. But they don’t move farther in either direction.

      I like that too.

      I can’t remember the last time I kissed a guy just to experience kissing him. It’s usually a stop along the way to more intimate places. A way for a guy to start out pretending there’s not one thing he’s after.

      A loud crack of lightning cleaves the sky in two. For a second, it’s as bright as a sunny day outside. It breaks the spell—the loud sound and the flash of light.

      Liam jerks away and steps back. Shock covers his face. Either because we kissed in the middle of a major storm or because we kissed at all.

      I’m guessing it’s the latter.

      But I don’t wait to find out. The compulsion to see Liam’s reaction to me kissing him has disappeared.

      I toss out a “Night” and bolt, heading inside and hurrying up the stairs, not stopping until I’m back in my room. I rip the sweatshirt off me and crawl under the covers.

      It’s a long time before I fall asleep.
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      I wake up early, despite not getting more than a few hours of sleep.

      I grab my phone and check the time: quarter to seven. No matter what time I have to get up at, my body has become conditioned to wake up early. I spent high school lifting weights first thing in the morning.

      Whole lot of good that did me.

      I wait—for the stab of annoyance. For the reminder of failures to throb like a bruise.

      Neither appear.

      Maybe I’m getting over it.

      Maybe there’s only so long you can be consumed by something before you risk letting it consume you.

      And honestly? I’m sick of it. I can’t do a fucking thing to change my record against Alleghany. Getting up at six to lift weights and shower before school was the tip of the iceberg when it came to my dedication to beating them.

      Alleghany wasn’t better than me. Weston was. Is. He’s the starting quarterback for one of the top football programs in the country. ESPN commentators know his name. He’s got a good shot at getting drafted, and not at the bottom of the heap. Weston made Arlington’s starting quarterback—Cam Wilson—look like a PeeWee reject when we played Lincoln this past fall. Drive can take you far—but talent can’t be replicated. I could only work on one of those.

      Bright sunshine streams in through the window as I sit up in bed and scroll through the first few texts on my phone. There’s one from my dad, reminding me about the training I’m supposed to be doing. Another from my mom, sent last night, checking to see if I arrived safely. I respond, letting her know I did.

      The rest are notifications from my group chat with the guys, which I ignore. I toss my phone back on the nightstand and rub at my face before standing and pulling on the mesh shorts I dropped next to the bed last night. They’re a reminder—of something I’m trying not to think about.

      I open my bedroom door, revealing the empty hallway. For a few seconds, I stare at the closed door directly across from mine.

      This weekend was supposed to be my escape. From football. From lifeguarding. From dealing with my dad. From Maeve’s disappointed looks and Weston’s presence.

      Natalie’s presence here complicates that, and not just for the reasons I expected.

      I head downstairs and outside without encountering anyone. The air smells fresh and pure, a cleansed product of the storm last night. I stretch on the front porch, then start an easy jog down the quiet street. My breaths inhale and exhale in an even rhythm as my feet hit the pavement.

      At the end of the street, I take a left, heading toward the sound of surf. The road dead-ends at a small parking area that leads to a path between dunes and beach grass. I follow it, my sneakers sinking and dragging through the sand.

      A haze lingers above the water and veils the sun. The air is thick with saltiness and humidity that coats my skin and saturates my hair with stickiness. Bursts of a cool breeze blow about as I continue running, passing modest cottages and glass-fronted mansions. I’ve heard my mom talk about work enough to know that even the smallest homes I’m passing are worth a lot. Location, location, location, and all that.

      As I run, I finally allow myself to think about the encounter last night. I went downstairs for a glass of water and walked back up with the taste of a girl I should hate on my lips. Natalie Jacobs tasted like cinnamon and forbidden desires. After snooping through our shared bathroom this morning, I learned she uses cinnamon toothpaste.

      The forbidden is self-explanatory.

      She grew up in Alleghany. She’s friends with guys who taunted me mercilessly. With Weston Cole—and it wouldn’t surprise me to learn they’ve hooked up. Based on my understanding of Alleghany’s social dynamic, she was the queen to Weston’s king.

      All of those are indirect slights. Natalie celebrated—cheered—every loss I fought so hard to turn into a win. That feels direct—feels personal.

      She should hate me by default. But I’m the one with a vendetta. Not to mention, it’s much easier to move on from something when you’re the one who came out on top.

      I shouldn’t have walked out onto that deck. I was…curious, mostly. There are certain people you encounter who you can tell are hiding a lot below the surface. Or maybe I’m just more attuned to it since I’m one of them.

      I thought Natalie Jacobs was more than a perky cheerleader. More than the party girl or the popular girl with a rich family and a perfect life she portrays herself as.

      And I was right.

      Confirmation—an explanation for why she was at the Fayetteville police station that night—might have been enough to shift the way I see her. But I was partially prepared for an answer to the question I asked. Especially after Tessa’s comment about Natalie’s home life.

      I was not at all prepared for her to kiss me. I’m not sure if there’s anything else that could have shocked me more.

      And that’s exactly what it felt like—a shock. Like I’d been in a daze that she snapped me out of. It felt like a fever dream where everything is elevated and intangible at once.

      I’d never kissed a girl in the middle of the night during a summer storm before. Maybe that’s why it felt so different. I certainly wasn’t worried Natalie was kissing me because I play football, which is often the case at Arlington.

      I have no idea why she kissed me.

      First.

      Back.

      At all.

      My plan to ignore her all weekend just got a lot more complicated. Alleghany cheerleader or not, Natalie Jacobs is a total knockout, plain and simple. She caught my attention the second I saw her in that waiting room, and she would have, even if there had been a couple dozen other people packed inside.

      Which is also confusing. There’s never been a girl I paid much attention to, outside of when I’m actually around her. I was known at Glenmont High as being the serious, reliable guy. The one who never let loose and was always responsible. So was Maeve. We each had small, tight-knit friend groups with some slight overlap. We were—are—both athletes. Did well in school. Neither of us dated anyone seriously—until Maeve met Weston.

      At Arlington, I haven’t changed my behavior. I’m not in the team’s spotlight as much; I’m nowhere near as integral to the success. But practices and meetings and travel to away games didn’t leave time for much else, and it was easy to leave partying and girls off my list of priorities.

      That’s why it’s fucking ironic I’m having a hard time keeping Natalie out of my head. It’s never been an issue for me before, and she—of all people—should be easy to banish.

      That’s why it’s incredibly annoying that my blood is heating with desire when I think of last night, not hate. It could have gone a lot further than it did. I was a more than willing participant.

      And so was she.

      It’s a comfort and a curse.

      Comforting our attraction isn’t one-sided, which is somewhat reassuring. She should be loyal to Alleghany, not sticking her tongue in a Glenmont guy’s mouth. There’s a thrill to the forbidden, which we were both high on.

      And it’s a curse because knowing she was willing makes it more difficult to rule out the possibility of it happening again.

      By the time I turn around and start running back toward Parker’s place, most of the haze has burned away. There are a few other people appearing on the beach, with dogs or young children trailing behind. A golden retriever barks as I approach.

      “Sorry!” his owner, a girl who looks to be my age, calls. Based on the brief glimpse I catch of her, she’s cute.

      I consider stopping to pet the dog. Striking up a conversation. But there’s no immediate flare of emotion at the prospect. I feel apathetic, the way I usually do around girls.

      So I flash her a smile and a quick no worries wave and then continue running. It takes me another few minutes to reach the steps that lead up to the back deck. My gaze doesn’t linger on the couch or the railing.

      I’m excellent at repressing what I don’t want to think about. That and football are why I’m closer with our dad than Maeve. She holds the past against him, and I’ve always found it easier not to. But it has never extended to the Alleghany rivalry. Maybe some sick part of me enjoys torturing myself about it. And it’s always been my fuel on the field. If it extinguishes, I’m not sure what sort of player I’ll be.

      My steps stutter as I enter the kitchen. Everyone else is awake. Parker is standing at the stove, frying eggs. Tessa is rummaging through the fridge. And…Natalie is sitting in the breakfast nook, scrolling through something on her phone.

      “Morning,” I say, heading for the cabinet that holds the glasses.

      “Liam!” Parker greets. “Figured you were out running.”

      I nod as I fill a glass with water from the tap. “More scenic than my usual route.”

      Tessa shuts the fridge and smiles at me. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “Um, yeah. Great,” I say. Lie, rather. And I certainly don’t risk a glance at the one person in here who could testify to the lack of truth.

      “You didn’t hear the thunderstorm? The lightning?”

      I tense at the sound of her voice. Chug most of the water in the glass before meeting the challenging stare that’s aimed my way. “There was a storm last night?”

      Parker snorts. “Come on, man. I had three beers last night and I couldn’t sleep through it.”

      I shrug, more interested in why Natalie is bringing it up than answering Parker. I figured we’d be on the same page today about pretending last night never happened. It’s startling—and a little thrilling—that she’s mentioning the storm.

      “Well, jealous you slept through it,” Parker says, oblivious to the staring contest Natalie and I are having. “Want an egg?”

      I look away. Lose.

      “Yeah, sure. Thanks.”

      I drain the rest of my water as I watch him crack a couple more shells and start frying them.

      “Coffee?” Tessa asks, playing the part of host right alongside Parker.

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      She hands me the pot and a mug, lingering beside me as I pour like she’s waiting for me to say something else. My mind is blank. Blank of things to say, at least. I’m still trying to read the subtext in Natalie’s question.

      You didn’t hear the thunderstorm? The lightning? is on repeat in my head. Is she actually referring to the summer storm—or the energy between us? It’s dimmed in the daylight, but I can still feel it.

      “Want any milk?” Tessa asks, after I’ve poured some coffee into my mug.

      “Yeah, that would be great.”

      She nods and turns back toward the fridge.

      “I can get it,” I offer.

      “Not a problem,” Tessa replies, her head in the fridge.

      I catch Parker’s eye. He nods toward Tessa and smiles before raising his eyebrows. I shake my head. I hope he doesn’t think Tessa is interested in me, just that he’s wondering if I’m into her.

      Something about Tessa reminds me of Maeve’s friend, Sarah. They’re both quiet and sweet. Despite the fact Matt has always insisted Sarah has a crush on me, I’ve never gone there. Not just because she’s Maeve’s friend, although that certainly plays a role. Knowing Tessa is friends with Natalie? For some reason, that holds more significance in my mind. It’s annoying, but if it were possible to control how we feel—how we really feel, not how we tell ourselves we do—life would be a different experience.

      I take my eggs and coffee and approach the table where Natalie is sitting. She’s in her pajamas, which unfortunately is the exact same outfit she was wearing last night. The only difference in her appearance is her hair is pulled up instead of down. Her ponytail swings as she shuts off her phone and tilts her head to the side to watch me take a seat across from her.

      I hold her gaze, even as our knees accidentally brush under the table. She doesn’t pull away or react. She just watches me.

      My gaze moves first again, falling to the table so I can cut my eggs. Parker and Tessa migrate over from the kitchen. Parker takes the chair next to me and Tessa settles beside Natalie.

      “You’re not eating?” I don’t address her by name, but it’s obvious who I’m talking to based on how Tessa, Parker, and I all have full plates.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You should still eat something.”

      “Swap your major to health science and then you can give me nutritional advice, okay?”

      I roll my eyes, planning to let it drop. I don’t know why I said something to begin with. But then something registers. “How do you know what I’m majoring in?”

      There’s a split-second when she’s flustered, but she recovers quickly. “Did I say what you’re majoring in?”

      “You said I’m not majoring in health science. How the hell do you know I’m not?”

      Natalie glares at me. I wait, not dropping it. I’m not sure why knowing what she knows about me suddenly matters this much, but it does. “Wes mentioned you’re studying engineering.”

      I lean back. “Let me get this straight. You and Weston Cole were discussing my major? Why?”

      There’s a pink tinge to Natalie’s cheeks that I’d call a blush on anyone else. “We both took Physics this spring and hated it. Wes mentioned if you guys got along…he would have asked you for help.”

      I’m floored. I thought she was going to admit to looking up my football profile, which lists my major as engineering. “You and Cole talk a lot, huh?”

      Natalie’s glare intensifies, which I wouldn’t have thought possible. “We’re friends, yeah. I’m not a cheater. And neither is he.”

      She thinks I’m worried her friendship with Weston might threaten Maeve and Weston. That’s what I should be concerned with. Instead, I’m well, the closest thing to being jealous over a girl I’ve ever experienced.

      I cover that realization with bluster. “I don’t think Cole will cheat. He knows I’d love an excuse to fuck with him.”

      Hating Alleghany is familiar territory. I’m happy to head back there instead of dwelling on any contrary emotions where the blonde across the table is concerned.

      Natalie snorts. “Yeah, I’m sure he’s terrified. You’re on a real winning streak against him.”

      It’s exactly the sort of response I was prepared for. But it feels like a cheap shot. It hurts to hear—not the truth—but having to listen to Natalie defend Weston. Knowing she’ll always choose his side over mine.

      Stupid and ridiculous, because of course she will. A few kisses and a couple of confessions mean nothing against years of animosity.

      I say nothing, just stab my egg. There’s a flash of something besides superiority on Natalie’s face. A glimpse that suggests she might regret saying that last sentence.

      An awkward silence falls over the table.

      I’m sulking, and I hate that I am. I baited her into this conversation by noting her lack of breakfast, knowing it would likely lead to an argument. It was supposed to make me feel better, knowing boundaries were still in place between us. That our respective allegiances are stronger than hormones.

      Instead, I feel worse.

      Parker raises his orange juice. “To an epic weekend. And—” He glances at me. “To Liam and Natalie staying under the same roof and not killing each other!”

      I force a smile, and Natalie does too. I don’t want to make things uncomfortable for Parker and Tessa—more uncomfortable, I guess I should say—and that seems to be one instance of where we’re on the same page.

      Parker and Tessa begin discussing plans for the day. I keep my eyes on my plate as I shovel food into my mouth, nodding along to everything I get asked.

      Do I want to go swimming? Sure.

      Play football on the beach? Sure.

      Go into town to get sandwiches? Sure.

      “Tyler mentioned his family has a sailboat.” Natalie joins the conversation for the first time. Until now she’s mostly nodded along, same as me. “And that he’s planning to take it out tonight. I wasn’t sure what you guys had in mind, so I said I’d let him know.”

      “Sure it wasn’t more of a private invitation?” I mumble between bites of eggs.

      Natalie hears me. She leans back in the chair, crossing her arms. “You think I can’t tell when it’s a private invitation, Liam?”

      I think Tessa might murmur Uh-oh, but that might just be my own subconscious.

      I shrug, attempting to act like it doesn’t matter to me one way or another. “He was all over you last night.”

      “And you care why?”

      “I don’t care at all. I’m just explaining my reasoning.”

      “Your reasoning,” Natalie repeats.

      “Yes.”

      I look down at my plate and shove another forkful of eggs in my mouth, wishing I’d never opened it in the first place and hoping that will be the end of it. Usually, I have no problem staying silent. I’m never the guy who picks a fight. But this morning, I’ve said things to Natalie I knew would start an argument—twice.

      “Tell me, Liam, since you’re such an expert on male behavior—”

      I swallow and glance up.

      Natalie uncrosses her arms and leans forward, so we’re as close as the table will allow. Sunlight illuminates subtle glimpses of her features that were invisible last night—the only time I’ve been closer to her than this. “Is that what a guy does when he’s interested in a girl? Invites her sailing?”

      “My parents aren’t rich boat owners, so I have no idea.”

      Natalie nods, an infuriating, barely there smile playing on her lips. “What do you do, then?”

      “What do I do what?”

      “When you’re into a girl. What do you do?”

      Fucking hell. “Looking for pointers to pass along? Alleghany guys aren’t up to the task?”

      “They’re fine.”

      I laugh. “Not exactly a ringing endorsement. What about Weston?”

      “What about him?”

      “Didn’t you guys have a thing in high school?”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “People talk,” I reply.

      Natalie processes that for a minute. “You never answered my question.”

      “You never answered mine. And what the hell do you care, how I pick up girls?”

      “Like you said, people talk.”

      “About my flirting?”

      “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      I’m expecting another dodge of an answer. I’m certainly not expecting her to shrug and respond, “Because you’re hot.”

      It’s difficult to say which catches me off guard more—the words or the casual, assured way she says them.

      “Sounds like we should go sailing,” Parker says, nudging my arm. I’m not sure if it was intentional or not.

      He and Tessa start discussing coves and tide charts and something about an outdoor concert. I focus on my eggs and then help clean up from breakfast.

      Parker says he told some of his friends who live nearby we’d meet them down on the beach. Some of the names he lists off sound familiar, but there were too many new faces to fully absorb. I head upstairs and change into my suit and a new shirt, not bothering to shower.

      When I head back downstairs, Natalie is the only one around. She’s changed as well, into a dress with visible bathing suit straps. Her head is resting against the glass as she stares outside. She turns her head and raises a brow when I approach.

      “What the fuck was that?” I hiss.

      “Be more specific. I’m not a mind reader.”

      I jerk my chin toward the kitchen table. “Breakfast. What are you getting at?”

      “You sent some mixed signals last night.” She crosses her arms, adopting a defensive posture.

      “I sent mixed signals?”

      “I didn’t shove myself against a railing, Liam.”

      I cross my arms back, mirroring her. “You kissed me first.”

      “You kissed me back.”

      I have no good response to that. It’s a fact. I can deny it, sure, but she’ll still know the truth.

      I did kiss her back.

      “You guys ready to go?” Parker asks, suddenly appearing. Tessa is right behind him.

      I step back, even though Natalie and I weren’t standing that close to each other. Distance just seems like a good idea. “Yeah.”

      Parker leads the way outside. Tessa and Natalie are right behind, whispering to each other about something. I walk out last, closing the sliding door behind us.

      Once we reach the sand, Parker heads straight toward a group gathered near one of the lifeguard stands. I should have known by a couple of friends, Parker meant more. Guy is as friendly as I’m closed-off. I’m annoyed to see Tyler is among the group lounging in the sand.

      We reach everyone gathered and introductions are tossed around. As the outliers, Natalie and I receive the most looks. Aside from Tyler, there are two other guys: Gus and Colin. Both give me friendly smiles and hand slaps. There are a couple of other girls. One introduces herself as Layla, and the other gives me a wide smile.

      “Hey! You were running on the beach this morning, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm, smiling back. “You had the golden with you, yeah?”

      “Uh-huh,” she replies, her smile widening even further. She’s obviously pleased I remember her.

      Annoyingly, I’m more focused on how Natalie looks displeased.

      “I’m Audrey,” she adds.

      “Liam.”

      “Really nice to meet you, Liam.” She holds my gaze for a few seconds before glancing at Natalie. “Hey. You must be Natalie. Tessa has mentioned you before.”

      “Yep.”

      That’s all Natalie says. But there’s an edge to the syllable that has me glancing over to try and tell if she’s actually jealous. She’s looking at the ocean, her profile backlit by the bright sunshine.

      “Come get food, guys!” Tessa calls.

      Everyone crowds around the coolers. I grab a turkey sub and a soda, sitting with Parker and the rest of the guys. The girls end up on a nearby blanket. The gender segregation feels a lot like middle school.

      Gus and I talk about football, mostly. He played in high school but didn’t continue into college.

      After lunch, clothes start flying. The sun is hot and merciless, making the white-capped water look especially enticing. There’s the inevitable slew of side-glances as everyone strips down to swimsuits.

      One body belongs to a girl I shouldn’t be checking out. So, of course, that’s where my eyes go first.

      I’m not really prepared for the jolt of lust. Tons of girls parade past the lifeguard stand at work in skimpy swimsuits. I’ve never had much trouble staying focused on the job.

      But Natalie in a bikini? If she ever showed up at Glenmont’s country club—unlikely based on the address—someone could drown.

      Her eyes are on mine, watching me check her out. I swallow, glad we’re about to enter a body of cold water. My blood heats, especially when I register I’m not the only guy looking at her.

      I turn, abruptly, and jog toward the ocean. The temperature of the water is refreshing. I spend summers swimming in the pool or at the lake. The only other times I’ve been in the ocean have been when I was visiting my grandparents in South Carolina. Down there, the water is much warmer.

      I dive under the first wave I encounter, relishing the smooth glide as I swim underwater before surfacing again. Shouts and laughs follow behind as everyone else enters the ocean as well.

      My gaze stays on the horizon ahead for a minute. Dark blue water stretches into what appears to be infinity, only interrupted by the lighter shade of the sky.

      When I finally turn around, most of the guys are in up to their waists. The girls are closer to shore, cautiously entering the sea. All but one. Natalie is surging ahead, just as I did. Our eyes meet, the same way they seem to keep doing.

      She arches one eyebrow and I arch one right back.

      Natalie dives under a passing wave.

      And this thing between us feels the furthest thing from finished.
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      “So, what’s the deal with you and Liam?” Tessa asks.

      My fork full of salad wavers halfway to my mouth. We’re eating dinner before sailing in Tyler’s boat over to a nearby point for an outdoor concert. The boys have already finished eating and are upstairs changing.

      I chew. Swallow.

      “You know. Our…towns are enemies.”

      “Right, yeah, Parker said.”

      I nod. Crunch more lettuce and cucumber, feeling Tessa’s eyes on me the whole time. I sip some water and raise both eyebrows. “What?”

      “I just—there’s like this weird energy between you guys.”

      I scoff like it’s a ridiculous observation, not spot-on. “Like I said, we’re enemies.”

      “So…you’re not into him?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      Tessa nods. She believes me. She should. I kept my distance from Liam all day. All afternoon, at least. I made a point not to so much as look at him after we went swimming.

      “Audrey was asking if you guys had history,” she confides. “I didn’t really know what to say. She’s interested in him.”

      I arrange my features into a disinterested expression, followed by a nod. Act like I didn’t notice Audrey looking in the direction I avoided and like it didn’t bother me. I couldn’t gauge how Liam reacted to the attention, and that bothers me too. “Not sure why,” I mutter.

      Tessa grins. “Well, like you said at breakfast, he’s hot.”

      Not a reminder I need. Of what I said or how he looks. I have no idea what came over me this morning. Some ridiculous continuation of last night. He is hot, fine. But telling him is another matter entirely. It was an attempt to explain last night, I guess. To myself—and to him.

      I finish dinner and wash my plate. “I’m going to grab a sweatshirt.” After showering earlier, I changed into jean shorts and a t-shirt. Parker mentioned at dinner that it gets chilly out on the water, especially at night.

      “Mm-kay,” Tessa responds, looking at something on her phone.

      I head up the stairs, not realizing until I’m halfway up that Liam is headed down. We stall in the middle, him staring down and me staring up. The scent of his cologne wraps around me, blown straight in my face by the fan at the top of the stairs. My stomach flips.

      He’s wearing a pair of navy swim trunks and a gray t-shirt. I watch as he swipes a hand through his hair, almost like he’s nervous. “I was just…”

      Parker thunders down the stairs after Liam, clapping him on the shoulder. “You almost ready, Natalie?”

      I clear my dry throat. “Yeah. Just grabbing a sweatshirt.”

      “Kay. We should head out soon.”

      I nod, moving to the left so they both can pass. Liam’s arm brushes mine as he moves past. So does Parker’s, but my silly heart only reacts to the first touch. To Liam’s touch.

      “Tessa!” Parker calls. “You ready?”

      “Yeah,” she responds.

      I hurry up the rest of the stairs. For three nights, I seriously over-packed. Rather than grab one of the other two sweatshirts I brought, I pull on my favorite. It’s an oversized, crew neck style. The fleece lining has long since worn off, but it’s been washed so many times it’s just as soft.

      All it says on the front is Lake. I found it on some random website, but I’ve always associated it with the lake I grew up going to. The one Glenmont and Alleghany—and Fayetteville—all border. Technically, it’s called Fern Lake. There have been multiple attempts to rename it, but all of them have been unsuccessful. Because, of course, there’s no majority between the two towns. Glenmont wants to name it Glenmont Lake and Alleghany wants to name it Alleghany Lake. And Fayetteville—the tiebreaker—is happy sticking with Fern.

      I associate the soft material with lazy summers.

      Happy memories.

      And, now, with kissing Liam Stevens, since I had it on last night.

      I tug the sweatshirt down around my waist and then peer in the mirror above the dresser. I didn’t put on any makeup after I showered, not wanting to appear like I was trying too hard. My blonde hair dried with a slight wave, since I didn’t bother to blow it dry for the same reason. There’s a pink tint to my nose and cheeks from the time in the sun earlier.

      I can’t recall the last time I went to a party without a full face of makeup and styling my hair. I’m not sure why I don’t feel the compulsion to look perfect in front of Liam.

      Maybe it’s because I felt him harden against me when I was in pajamas and bare faced.

      Maybe it’s because I saw him visibly lose interest when Tessa asked me about a makeup sale during dinner.

      Maybe it’s because I want Liam to get a real glimpse of me and see past the assumptions he’s surely made. Surprise him—the way I did last night.

      I braid my hair and dab on a light layer of lip gloss before heading back downstairs. Tessa is waiting for me by the door.

      “Boys are in the car,” she tells me. Apparently, the marina is a bit of a drive.

      “Okay.” I pat my pocket to make sure I have my phone and then follow her outside.

      The sedan idling in the driveway has a Glenmont Football bumper sticker just above the Arlington University one. I don’t need to ask whose car we’re taking. I slide into the backseat, swallowing the comments that want to come out.

      One escapes too soon.

      “Nice bumper sticker.”

      Liam’s green eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror, and for a second, it’s like I can’t breathe. “You’re right. The Alleghany has something to cheer for one is much classier.”

      I have no retort at hand. He’s right. It was for a fundraiser.

      A Caamp song plays for the rest of the short ride to the marina where Tyler’s family keeps their boat. I have to bite my tongue to ask who chose the music. My mom’s family is from Ohio, which is how I know the band. None of my friends had ever heard of them. But I say nothing.

      If it was Liam who chose, I’ll feel conflicted. If it wasn’t him, I’ll be disappointed.

      We’re the last to arrive at the boat. It’s big—larger than I was expecting. The same group from the beach earlier is climbing aboard as we walk down the dock. Tyler, Gus, Colin, Layla, and…Audrey.

      Tyler gives me a quick smile of greeting and then is busy jumping between the boat and the dock, doing whatever needs to be done to set sail. He flirted with me at the beach earlier, and I’m conflicted over how I feel about him. I didn’t come here looking for a weekend fling. Plus, there’s Liam. Which shouldn’t be a factor but feels like one.

      Parker and Tessa climb right on board after everyone else, leaving me staring at the gap between the deck of the boat and the wooden boards of the dock.

      Liam is the only one still on the dock with me. I watch as he easily bridges the gap and boards the boat, watching how he grabs the rope railing and swings his leg over. I take a deep breath and pull the sleeves of my sweatshirt down so I can grip the soft material.

      I’m unprepared for the hand he offers. “Come on.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      Liam rolls his eyes, but his hand remains, waiting. A silent offer. I grasp it, enjoying how his fingers weave with mine as I push off from the dock and my foot lands on the boat.

      He doesn’t let go, even once I’m past the railing. I follow his gaze down to my sweatshirt.

      “Lake as in Glenmont Lake?”

      I roll my eyes. “You mean Alleghany Lake?”

      “Hasn’t Alleghany won enough?”

      Liam drops my hand and walks toward the rest of the group before I can respond. I follow, joining everyone else as we congregate toward the center of the boat.

      A few minutes later, we start to drift away from the marina. There’s a strong breeze, and it propels us away from shore quickly. Small waves buttress each side of the sailboat, rocking us back and forth as we head out toward deeper water.

      Tyler, Gus, and Colin hurry across the boat’s deck in practiced movements, tying and untying ropes as they shift equipment around. I stay out of their way, walking over to one side of the boat and looking out at the water. It’s different—being a part of it rather than just seeing the ocean in the distance or wading in from the shore. The wooden dock we departed from is rapidly disappearing, leaving nothing but sparkling water surrounding us in every direction.

      The sound of laughter drifts from the other side of the boat. It feels isolating—being around a group of people who obviously know each other well. The trip to the beach earlier was filled with inside jokes. Aside from Tessa, the only person here who doesn’t feel like a stranger is…Liam.

      Implied hatred breeds a lot of familiarity, it turns out.

      The two brief conversations—in the Fayetteville police station and outside Daily Grind—we had before arriving here were nothing noteworthy. Barely cordial.

      But I know a lot about Liam Stevens. More than I realized.

      I know that, toward the end of eighth grade, he got a concussion during gym class. It was before Wes moved to town. All of Alleghany was bracing for a dominant Glenmont in the fall and wondered if Liam Stevens would be playing.

      I know his birthday because Wes has talked about Maeve’s.

      I know where he lives and where he went to school and who his closest friends are.

      And, recently, I learned he groans in the back of his throat when he’s kissing someone.

      All that knowledge—and more—circles in my head as I wander down the side of the boat toward the front section that’s carving a path through the water. Toward the figure sitting and staring out at the water. Apparently, I’ve stopped ignoring him. Or pretending to, rather.

      “This seat taken?”

      Liam glances over, then up. “Not my boat.”

      Not the warmest of invitations, but honestly? Liam and I are on better terms than I ever thought I’d be with a guy from Glenmont, let alone him.

      He’s the guy from Glenmont.

      I sink down beside him, letting my feet dangle off the edge underneath the rope railing the same way he is doing. Stray splashes of white spray hit my calves, the salt making my skin tingle in each spot it touches.

      The boat lurches as a wave tilts us to the side. I quickly grab the rope, the fibers digging into my palm thanks to how tightly I’m holding it.

      Liam tracks the movement. “Not very nautical?”

      “I get seasick,” I admit.

      He stares at me for a few seconds, then starts laughing. It’s not a light chuckle. It’s a long, deep, genuine, loud laugh, and it puts an involuntary smile on my face.

      “Shut up.”

      “Why agree to come? Trying to impress Tyler?” The amusement drains from his expression.

      “By vomiting on his boat?” I raise a skeptical brow. “I’m not trying to impress him.”

      “You’re not.” It’s a statement and a question.

      I tilt my head so his blocks the setting sun. “You seem awfully preoccupied with Tyler.”

      Liam scoffs. “Just go to his place tonight if you’re wanting to hook up. I slept like shit last night.”

      Annoyance blazes inside of me like a match catching fire. “If I want to hook up with him—which I never said I did, by the way—I’ll do it wherever the hell I want.”

      He scoffs, then looks away, out at the ocean. “Whatever.”

      “Are you jealous?” I ask, quietly. Like a real question, not a taunt.

      “Why would I be jealous?”

      “Because you kissed me last night.”

      A muscle jumps in his jaw. “I thought we weren’t talking about it.”

      I say nothing to that. Just watch as the sun starts to dip below the horizon. Shades of orange and pink skim and shimmer across the surface of the ocean as the light slowly fades. Salty air tugs at the braid of my hair, pulling a few strands out.

      Liam is silent as well, which does nothing to distract me from the nausea swirling in my stomach.

      I wonder what we look like to anyone looking. Just a guy and a girl sitting side by side, I guess. Feelings aren’t visible. They only show what we allow to be seen.

      I’ve never worked harder to hide my feelings, and I think I’m still doing a terrible job of it.
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      It’s obvious where the concert is taking place. There are tons of other boats already loitering in the water offshore; the point is swarming with crowds that are visible from here.

      Tyler navigates us into an open stretch. There’s a lot of jargon tossed around that’s nonsensical—at least to me. Most everyone else on board seems to understand. It ends with us marooned in one spot with the help of a heavy anchor and slackened sails.

      Parker opens the cooler he carried on board from the car. Unsurprisingly, most of the liquid contents are alcoholic.

      I opt for seltzer since alcohol sounds like an especially bad idea on a queasy stomach. So does Liam, until Parker comments, “Come on, Stevens. You don’t have to be Mr. Responsible. Tyler is the one sailing us home.”

      Parker’s tone is light and joking, not mocking. He’s hoping Liam will drink because it’s a sign he’s having fun and letting loose; he’s not judging Liam for staying sober.

      It’s almost worse—the sincerity. I watch Liam deliberate for a second before swapping cans. Watch Parker grin at his friend and Liam match his smile.

      And I feel some bizarre urge to say something. To tell Liam he doesn’t need to prove anything to himself—or to anyone else. Instead, I reflect on all the times I’ve done something, simply because it’s what I knew was expected of me.

      I was at the top of Alleghany High’s social hierarchy—and I loved it most of the time. It was a part of my life I had total control over, versus the others I didn’t. And once I was there, I did whatever was necessary in order to stay there.

      Watching Liam sip a beer I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want, I wish I’d done more of what I wanted than what others expected. I’m being forced to look in a mirror and absorb the reflection.

      There are tons of other boats around. Laughter and exclamations drift across the smooth surface of the ocean. We’re in a small inlet—or cove, I’m not sure what the difference is—so the waves are buffered. More of a gentle lapping than the harsh rocking the journey here consisted of, and my stomach is relieved.

      Tyler approaches me after he finishes doing whatever it takes to anchor a sailboat. Liam was right earlier—I know nothing about boats. Aside from a cruise I took with my parents in elementary school, this is the extent of my exposure.

      “Having fun?”

      I mirror the smile he gives me. “Yeah, this is great.”

      There’s a quiet scoff nearby that could almost be camouflaged as clearing a throat. The boat is big, but not that big. We’re all huddled in the central area, not spread along the deck like we were during the journey.

      I’m pretty sure the sound came from Liam, but I don’t look to check. He can judge me for lying to Tyler. He probably thinks it’s an attempt at impressing him.

      The truth is, I just don’t care. Admitting I’m seasick will lead to questions I don’t feel like answering—to sympathy and well-meaning suggestions of how to feel better. And it simply doesn’t matter to me—whether Tyler knows I’m not as passionate about boats as he is. Whether he knows anything about me.

      It’s not out of character for me, it’s how I’m used to feeling around guys. What I’m not used to is being honest with them. I was more honest with Liam last night than I’ve ever been with anyone about my home life. Even Wes has only gotten small glimpses.

      I don’t wear my heart on my sleeve. I bury it beneath layers and layers of emotional Kevlar. People can’t exploit weaknesses they don’t know exist.

      But I let Liam in a little last night. Not only that, I opened up first.

      “Natalie?”

      I blink and refocus on Tyler. “What?”

      “A bunch of us are going to row to shore to grab some food. There are always tons of food trucks at these things. Wanna come?”

      “Uh…” I stall. Truthfully, the prospect of getting off this boat—especially now that it’s stationary—and onto a smaller boat, is an epically unappealing one. But I feel bad about blowing Tyler off, which is surprising. I don’t usually have any issue turning guys down.

      I tell myself it’s because he and Tessa are friends, and she’s the one who invited me here. But honestly? I’m worried it has more to do with the green-eyed, brown-haired boy standing a few feet away. I should want Liam to see another guy interested in me. I shouldn’t care it might mean Liam never kisses me again.

      Liam Stevens doesn’t chase.

      I smile at Tyler, hoping he sees it’s a sincere one. “I think I’d rather stay here, thanks. I’m not really hungry.”

      A small splash of disappointment lands on Tyler’s face. But it disappears quickly, like the surface of water returning to flat after a disturbance. “Okay. We’re getting a bunch of stuff for the group if you change your mind later.”

      I nod and thank him, holding my smile and not glancing to the left as the rest of the group decides whether to head to shore or stay. It turns into an even divide of boys and girls, with me, Tessa, Audrey, and Layla all staying aboard, and the five guys headed to shore.

      They lower the small rowboat into the water. It looks like it could comfortably seat two people, three if you don’t care about personal space. Parker and Liam are the two tallest but, as the only athlete, Liam is undoubtedly the most muscular.

      I watch with amusement—and so do the rest of the girls—as they work to one, get the dinghy afloat and alongside the sailboat, and two, decide on a seating arrangement.

      “I say we made the right call staying here,” Layla whispers.

      Tessa laughs under her breath.

      I smile, trying to watch the scene without focusing on any of the guys in particular.

      Tyler and Parker climb into the rowboat.

      “I’ll swim,” I hear Liam say, nodding to Colin as Gus climbs in as well.

      Without permission, caution flies out of my mouth. “Don’t be stupid, Liam. It’s getting dark out and there are boats all over the place.”

      Liam glances over and raises a brow. I choose to focus on the annoying quirk instead of the way everyone is paying attention to us. Listening to our conversation. I cross my arms, like I have a right to tell Liam what he should or shouldn’t do.

      “Careful, Jacobs,” he says. “It almost sounds like you’re worried about me.”

      I roll my eyes in a silent yeah, right. “It’s common sense. It’s a bad idea, right?” I look to Tessa, hoping for back-up. Out of everyone on board, I should be the person who cares about Liam Stevens’s well-being the least.

      Instead, I’m the only one speaking up.

      Tessa shrugs. “I’m not getting in the middle between you two.”

      I huff, because her response makes my reaction sound like something it’s not. I can hate the guy and not want him to get knocked unconscious and drown.

      Parker is the only one who meets my eye when I glance around. “Stevens can handle himself,” he tells me.

      I scoff. “Liam versus a boat? My money is on the boat.” I glance at Liam. “You should at least wear a life jacket.”

      I’m not sure if the indifference in my voice fools anyone—but it’s not for lack of trying. I don’t want to pay any attention to him. Most—all—of the time, I’m excellent at acting selfish. Not so much an act, even. I am selfish. Yet for some unknown reason, I’m currently more concerned with Liam’s safety.

      Liam smirks at my comment. But—shockingly—he grabs one of the ugly orange life preservers from the stack along the railing. “I’m a lifeguard, Nat. I’m not going to fucking drown.”

      I’m not sure if he registers the casual way he shortens my name—not sure if I misheard him. I’m entirely distracted by the fact he’s whipped his shirt off—that I’m staring at the same slabs of muscle I was pressed against last night and got glimpses of earlier.

      Liam isn’t overly bulky or built. But every muscle in his abdomen is visible, each indentation and every valley. Something warms in me at the sight, like a pot of water slowly creeping toward a boil.

      He snaps the buckles of the life jacket into place, blocking his abs from view.

      “Great,” I say. “Have fun.”

      Liam chuckles, then jumps into the water. Anxiety rises inside me like a nervous tide until I see his dark head bob above the surface and start swimming toward the shore.

      The boat takes off after Liam. I track his long, efficient strokes as they cut through the dark water until he’s blocked by another boat and out of sight. At least he wasn’t lying about being a good swimmer. A few seconds later, the rest of the guys disappear as well.

      Layla plops down on the boat deck, and the rest of us follow suit. I’m closest to the edge of the boat, so I dip a few toes in the water, feeling the cool liquid lap against my bare skin. It’s soothing. Calming.

      Tessa and Audrey are chatting about the band we’ve come to see perform.

      I zone in and out of their conversation as I lift and lower my feet in the water, enjoying the way all the surroundings diminish as the light slowly fades from the sky.

      It’s becoming more and more difficult to see what’s around us, and rather than find it disorienting, it’s more reassuring. There’s less to focus on. I can stare out at the dark and only worry about what’s going on inside my head, not what is happening around me. But inevitably, it also reminds me of late last night. Of staring out from the back deck and seeing nothing.

      I alternate sips and stealing glimpses out at the water.

      “So… What is Liam’s deal?”

      My attention is reflexive, an unconscious response to hearing his name. It takes a second for me to realize I won’t be absorbing anything of interest.

      I pause, can halfway to my mouth, when I realize everyone is looking at me to answer that question. I shrug and take a swig. “Hell if I know.”

      “He obviously has a thing for you.”

      Bubbles burn my throat as I half-cough, half-swallow.

      I’m not sure how to categorize last night. If it was a moment of weakness or a bout of rebellion. No matter the many things Liam and I diverge on, when it comes to the Glenmont-Alleghany rivalry, we’re consistent. It may be a stupid force, but it’s a solid one. He grew up playing for Glenmont. I grew up cheering for Alleghany. If you look up impasse in the dictionary, that’s what the definition will show. A no-go zone.

      None of the girls staring at me know what happened between us last night, yet they’re all staring intently at me. Looking like the wall between us is a boundary that can be breached.

      “He doesn’t have a thing for me. I officially met him for the first time yesterday, and I spent all of high school celebrating when he got knocked on his ass. Trust me, there’s nothing there.”

      If nothing is scorching kisses under a thundering sky.

      I keep that definition to myself.

      Layla chuckles before taking a sip of her beer. “If you say so.”

      I’m used to gossiping with girls about guys. But it’s never been under these sorts of conditions. I met Layla and Audrey today. Tessa and I are close, but we don’t go out and party together. We’re more friends who go to the library together and go on brunch dates.

      “You should flirt with him, A,” Layla suggests, then laughs at whatever expression is on my face. “You know, as an experiment. You’re into him, right?”

      Audrey’s face is red. “Layla! All I said is he’s cute.”

      “Hot, if you ask Natalie,” Tessa interjects, grinning.

      I roll my eyes.

      “He’s single, right?” Audrey asks me.

      “As far as I know,” I answer. Which I don’t actually—know. Gossip in Alleghany about Liam Stevens has mostly centered around football. Guys talk about how over-the-top he is. I’ve heard girls compliment aspects of his appearance I have a fresh appreciation for myself. But I’ve never heard anything about his love life. I know he went to senior prom with Brooke Jenkins—the head cheerleader of Glenmont’s squad—because she’s friends with Maeve and was tagged in a bunch of photos with Weston in them. I have no idea if they ever dated.

      And rather than default to my typical thought—I shouldn’t care—I want to ask him.

      Audrey shrugs. “Okay, sure.” She glances at me. “As long as you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” I tell her.

      The girls move on to other topics, gossiping about people I’ve never met. I keep my gaze out on the water, watching the lights from other boats refract across the wavy surface.

      Music begins playing. The chords drift across the ocean, carried by the wind. My stomach is still uneasy, but it feels a little more settled.

      “Want some, Natalie?” I glance to see Layla pouring pink liquid into cups.

      “What is it?”

      “My special Folk Fest concoction.”

      Apparently, that’s what we’re attending—a Folk Fest. It fits with the slower melody of the music.

      Layla holds a plastic cup out. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” I grasp it and take a cautious sip. It’s sweet with a lime aftertaste.

      “Boys are back,” Tessa says.

      I glance out at the water. Despite the sun’s disappearance, there are enough boats around to illuminate the dinghy steadily approaching and the figure in the water, swimming alongside.

      They’re all back onboard a few minutes later.

      I push away the relief I feel—watching Liam grab a towel, safely aboard—before it can fully register. I don’t move as my gaze lingers. He dries off and pulls his shirt back on. Shakes his head at something Parker says and fishes through one of the bags they brought back. His eyes land on me—or somewhere near me—and I hope it’s dark enough he can’t tell where mine are.

      Audrey approaches him. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I see her laugh and touch his arm. I look away, toward the lights of the stage on shore. Something similar to regret swirls in my stomach. A useless emotion that definitely shouldn’t be aimed at anything involving a guy from Glenmont. Audrey’s flirting should be a welcome reminder Liam has as little interest in me as I’m pretending to have in him.

      I sip my drink and listen to the music. It’s a relaxed, upbeat melody. The sort that sweeps you away and runs through your blood. I never thought I’d attend a concert by boat. After the experience sailing here, I’m not sure if I’ll ever voluntarily get onto a boat again, but there’s something magical about it—listening to music in the darkness while bobbing on the ocean.

      Lights from the surrounding boats and the shore refract off the wavy surface of the water, creating shifting patterns I wish I could paint. Each breath is scented with the taste of the sea and the smell of cooking food. I lean back on my palms and glance up at the stars, closing my eyes for a minute.

      A warm arm brushes mine. I startle, eyes flying open and drink nearly toppling.

      “Sorry.” The sound of his voice—deep, masculine, and smooth—sends shivers up my spine. My stomach clenches, looking over and seeing him sitting next to me, smelling like salt and seaweed. “Here.” Liam tosses a small box into my lap.

      “What is it?” I squint at the box, trying to read the letters in the dim light.

      “The lady at the store said they would help with the seasickness.”

      I wait for him to say more, provide some explanation on why he did something nice for me, but he doesn’t. Liam just leans back on his palms and watches the shore, mirroring me.

      “You got me seasickness bands?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You really didn’t need to do that.” I’m off-kilter and uncomfortable. I’m not used to people taking care of me or being thoughtful. Needing people and accepting help from people are two foreign concepts to me.

      “It wasn’t a big deal. They had a big display of them by the cash register. Evidently, you aren’t the first tourist to visit with a weak stomach.”

      “I don’t have a weak stomach. I did the whole fetal pig dissection in biology. Jeremy Rinner contributed nothing.”

      “We did cats at Glenmont High. Sarah Martin wasn’t much help either.”

      I unbox the bands and slip them on. My stomach feels better, but I think that’s more due to the distraction from the guy beside me than anything else. “Sounds like we would have made good partners.”

      The corner of his mouth I can see climbs up into a curve. “I’d prefer to partner with you on something that doesn’t involve a dead animal.”

      Like what? is on the tip of my tongue. But I swallow the question—because I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

      “Thank you,” I say instead.

      The acknowledgment feels heavy and clunky on my tongue. Unfamiliar. I don’t thank people often—or sincerely.

      I’m expecting a smirk or a gloat. Some mention of the rivalry and how unlikely me genuinely thanking him is. Instead, Liam’s only response is a barely perceptible nod and an unrelated comment. “This band sounds like a group I like—Caamp.”

      “Yeah, this song reminds me of ‘Misty.’”

      He glances over, surprise sketched on his face. “You know their music?”

      “You were playing them in the car.”

      Liam exhales some combination of a laugh and a scoff. “Interesting. I figured you mostly listened to pop ballads.”

      “Have you spent a lot of time trying to figure out my taste in music?”

      “I’ve spent too much time thinking about you, period.”

      It’s more honesty that I’m expecting. It sparks some of my own.

      “Yeah. I think I know the feeling.”

      We sit and listen to the whole concert together.

      It’s the best night I’ve had in a long time.

      There’s a fizzy, giddy feeling in my stomach like bubbles of champagne.

      And I tell myself it has nothing to do with the guy sitting next to me.

      But I’m pretty sure it’s a lie.
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      Liam opens the bathroom door and freezes when he sees me standing here. “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      I’ve never shared a bathroom with a guy before. It was strange getting ready last night—and this morning—seeing men’s deodorant and mouthwash lined up neatly against the sink. Somehow, it doesn’t shock me that Liam didn’t leave dirty boxers lying on the floor or toothpaste stuck to the sink. He even remembered to put the toilet seat back down. Madeline shares a bathroom with her younger brother and said he never does.

      “Sorry if you were waiting long.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      Drops of water drip from his hair onto his shirt, leaving darker spots on the gray material. “I forgot shaving cream.” He runs a hand along the line of his jaw, drawing attention to the light layer of stubble growing in. “I was going to ask Parker if I could borrow some.”

      I brush past him, unable to take the taste lingering in my mouth any longer. I grab my toothbrush and apply a liberal layer of cinnamon toothpaste. Shove it in my mouth.

      “Okay…I’ll—”

      “Wait,” I say. But my mouth is full of toothpaste, so it comes out in some garbled version of the word.

      Liam doesn’t move, as I walk to the shower, grab the orange bottle out of the stall, and then slap it in his hand.

      He glances down. “Mango honey?”

      I roll my eyes. Spit in the sink. “It’s probably nicer than whatever crap you buy.”

      “Probably,” Liam agrees. He pops open the lid and gives it a sniff. “Not sure if I want to smell like a tropical vacation.”

      I shrug and help myself to some of his mouthwash. Gurgle and spit.

      “So who’s the lucky guy?”

      “Excuse me?” I wipe my mouth.

      “It seems like you’re getting ready to make out with someone. Just wondering who it is.”

      I rest a hip against the counter and cross my arms. Despite his complaints about the smell, he’s using the shaving cream. Quick, efficient scrapes remove the stubble from his neck and jaw.

      “Who’s the lucky girl you’re shaving for?”

      He smirks, then winces as he nicks his cheek.

      I roll my eyes, then grab a tissue from the box behind the toilet and hold it out to him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      There’s a moment, as he stares and I stare back, where I consider kissing him. Again.

      So I blurt a sentence that will guarantee that won’t happen.

      “I threw up in the bushes when we got back.”

      Liam’s eyebrows rise as he pulls the tissue away, dabbing the small cut once more to ensure it’s stopped bleeding. It has.

      “Too much margarita, or the bracelets didn’t work?”

      “Both, probably.” I feel guilty admitting that since he got them. “Thank you, though. That was really…nice of you.”

      “I’m a nice guy.” He sort of scoffs after saying it, like that’s a demeaning characteristic.

      “Nicest thing a guy has ever done for me,” I admit, watching him wipe the excess shaving cream off his face with a bee-patterned towel and rinse the razor.

      “I’d say you must be hanging around the wrong guys…but you’re from Alleghany. So it seems implied.”

      I shouldn’t smile at that, but I do.

      “Holy shit.” He turns off the faucet and reaches out, his thumb running across my lower lip. “Was that a smile?”

      “Had nothing to do with you,” I lie.

      “Uh-huh.” He doesn’t move away, and neither do I.

      We’re close. Way too close.

      I can hear commotion downstairs and outside. But it suddenly feels like the world outside the white tiles and cheerful towels of this bathroom don’t exist.

      Liam takes another step closer, caging me between the marble counter and the heat of his body. My lungs struggle to pull in air and my heart races.

      Fuck, I think. This is bad.

      He tilts my chin up, studying whatever expression I’m wearing. I’d guess it’s some mixture of yearning for him and disappointment in myself. What I want and what I should want are two conflicting desires right now. He’s Liam Stevens.

      “How much do you hate me right now, Natalie?”

      “Lots.”

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “You’re the one who was hard last night.” I lean closer. “I barely even touched you. Imagine if—”

      He kisses me first.

      But I respond instantly, my body primed to react to his. We make out like we’re waging war with our mouths. Heated and hurried. Rushed and desperate.

      It’s a stolen moment. A pause in reality. And it ends before it really begins.

      A split second after Liam lifts me onto the edge of the counter, his name is called.

      “Liam!” Parker shouts. “What happened to you?”

      Liam’s hands tighten on my hips. But his mouth moves away, far enough I can focus on his face.

      “Liam!”

      “Yeah. Be right there!” he calls back.

      I try to move, but I can’t shift very far until he steps away.

      “We can’t do this, Natalie. You and me. Nothing can happen. I want it to—but it can’t.” His voice is low and rough, like tires crunching gravel.

      “If nothing can happen, then you should stop kissing me, Liam,” I snap.

      He exhales. “Yeah. You’re right. Nothing anyone will ever know about, though?”

      All traces of lust are gone. Liam studies me like a scolding authority figure with a total handle on the situation. In complete control and expecting obedience. A captain controlling a cadet.

      I want to shake his steely confidence. “I don’t date guys from Glenmont, and I go for football players who actually win, so suffice to say you’re not really my type.” I smile, the sweet, fake one that belongs to the bitchy Prom Queen. “No offense, of course.”

      There’s a beat of silence when I stare at him, and he stares back, and I’m worried he sees right through me. That there have been enough genuine moments between us that he’ll see right through the act I’m putting on.

      Then his jaw hardens. “Well, we both know you won’t have any trouble finding someone else who qualifies.”

      Liam steps away and walks out of the bathroom. A few seconds later, I hear his steps echo away as he heads downstairs.

      I lean back against the cool glass of the mirror hanging above the sink, wishing I wanted someone else.
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      I rise early again.

      Again, I’m out and running before anyone else has woken up.

      She’s getting into my head. Creeping under my skin.

      I’m not nearly as confident as I pretend to be.

      I care what people—friends and family—think, especially when it comes to football. My friends overlap with teammates. My family—my dad and my grandfather in particular—are invested in my success.

      Caring doesn’t extend to what girls think. I have plenty of teammates who I’ve seen try to use their jersey to impress a girl. Generally, I find it annoying when a chick comes up to me, asking about plays or listing off positions. I couldn’t care less if they know anything about the sport and find it irritating when they pretend to.

      It doesn’t matter to me what anyone from Alleghany thinks, either. I know plenty of people think that I do—that the years of losses made me ashamed, made me feel inferior. The truth is, the only thing that bothered me was letting down the short list of people whose opinions do matter to me.

      But I care what Natalie thinks.

      In a disturbingly short length of time, she’s affected me more than any girl ever has. It bothers me that I can’t tell what she’s thinking most of the time. That I don’t know if her indifference is an act or genuine. If she’s struggling the same way I am or if this is nothing but a game to her. A video of what took place between us last night would cost me close friends. I kissed her.

      Natalie never came back downstairs after the kiss in our shared bathroom last night. Tessa went up and checked on her while the rest of us played charades. She said Natalie wasn’t feeling well and headed to bed early. I know she was seasick. Just like I know she didn’t sleep well the night before. But I’m pretty sure she went to bed because of me.

      I was distracted for the rest of the night, tempted to break my one-drink limit for the first time since losing to Alleghany for the final time senior year. I would have gone back upstairs, if not for the fact I came to hang out with Parker, not pine over a girl.

      Plus, I don’t want Parker to have any suspicions about me and Natalie. If he mentions to Matt that he noticed something going on between us, it will bring down a total shitstorm on my head.

      And not just mine. I don’t know much about the dynamics in Alleghany. But Weston faced blowback about his involvement with Maeve. Natalie being linked to a guy from Glenmont? To me? I’m certain that wouldn’t go over well across the lake that separates our towns.

      I don’t just care what Natalie thinks, I also care about her. I want to ask more questions about her life at BU. About her parents. About growing up in Alleghany.

      Maybe it’s some silly fascination that will be easy to squash once I have the answers. Maybe it’s not.

      Either way, I’m returning to Glenmont tomorrow morning.

      Natalie Jacobs lives fifteen minutes away from me—at most. Glenmont and Alleghany are both small towns. But chances are, after tonight, I’ll never see her again.

      I’m so lost in my own head I barely have the presence of mind to stop running when I see a familiar face.

      “Hey.” I speak first, smiling at Audrey as I pull out my earbuds and wipe the sweat dripping off my forehead with the bottom of my shirt. In addition to barely paying attention to my surroundings, I also was running faster than usual, if the amount of sweat I’m producing is any indication.

      It’s not even that warm out yet.

      “Hey,” she replies, her cheeks turning pink.

      I’m not sure why I keep noticing how Tessa and the other girls I’ve met this weekend act around me. But if I had to guess, I’d say it has a lot to do with wishing Natalie was the one smiling back at me. There’s never been a girl I wanted to react before.

      “Happy Fourth,” Audrey adds.

      I completely forgot that’s today. I really am distracted. The holiday is the whole reason I’m here this long weekend.

      “Happy Fourth,” I repeat.

      “Any plans for today?”

      I shift my weight to my other foot, feeling the sand move beneath me. “Not sure yet. Just been doing whatever Parker plans.”

      Audrey smiles. “Yeah, he loves being social director around here.”

      “Yep, I noticed. He always had multiple things planned on campus, but I was too busy with football to do most of it.”

      “Right. Natalie mentioned you play.”

      “She did?”

      Audrey bites her lower lip, but it doesn’t totally curb the way the corners of her mouth curl up. “You know, for two people who ‘hate’ each other, you guys sure pay close attention whenever the other person is mentioned.”

      I roll my eyes at the air quotes. “We’re collecting intel. This weekend is like a reconnaissance mission.”

      She gives up on not smiling. “I’m glad Parker and Tessa invited you and Natalie. It’s usually way more boring around here.”

      I’d probably think the same thing about the Alleghany-Glenmont rivalry—that it’s amusing—if it didn’t keep finding new ways to upend parts of my life. “Yeah. Right.”

      Audrey laughs, then leans over to pat her dog. “I’ll let you get back to your run. See you later.”

      “See you.”

      I start running again, my steps laborious until I get back into the zone and pick up the pace, ignoring my screaming muscles.

      When I spot Parker’s cottage, I ignore the strong temptation to pass out in the sand and head for the ocean instead. The beach is mostly empty at this hour. I kick off my sneakers, pull off my shirt, and walk straight into the surf, diving under the first wave I encounter. Immediately, I feel cleansed. Refreshed.

      I bodysurf a few waves and then walk back onto shore, stopping to pick up my shoes and shirt. I’m sandy and salty by the time I reach the stairs and climb them to the deck. My sneakers get dropped and I toss my sweaty shirt over the railing.

      “It looked like you were drowning out there.”

      My eyes fly to the couch pressed against the side of the house, just past the sliding door. Natalie is sitting there. Her legs are propped up on the table in front of it and she’s holding a mug. Blonde hair flies around her face, loose and wavy.

      “Thanks for the concern.”

      She snorts and sips.

      I stand awkwardly for a moment while she stares out at the water. After some more hesitation, I finally walk over and take a seat next to her.

      “You never came back downstairs.”

      “I was tired.”

      A couple of kids run past on the beach, their shouts carrying in the wind.

      “Are we good?” I ask quietly. “I don’t want things to be…weird.”

      “Us being good is weird,” she replies. “But yeah. We’re good.”

      “Okay.” I glance over at her lap. A pad of paper is resting on her thighs, the color stark against her tanned skin. There’s an orange pencil case tucked against her thigh.

      “What are you doing?” I nod toward the pencils and the paper. “Drawing?”

      Natalie’s elbow shifts, so she’s partially blocking my view with her arm. “Yeah. I was just bored.”

      But I feel convinced there’s more to it than that. “You do that a lot?”

      “Get bored?”

      I huff a laugh, leaning my head back against the rough, salt-stained shingles. “Draw.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “What do you draw?”

      “Whatever I feel like.” She pauses. “I paint, too.”

      I say nothing. I feel like the less interest I show, the more she’ll share.

      It works.

      “I teach art classes at the community center. It’s—I don’t know. Something I just do for myself.”

      That last sentence lingers in my head. “Something you do for yourself.”

      “Yeah. Like you and football.”

      I snort a laugh that only stops when I spot her confused expression out of the corner of one eye. “Oh. You were serious.”

      “You don’t like playing?”

      “It’s not about liking it or not. It’s who I am. It’s what people associate me with. But the practices? The training? The expectations? I’ve never once felt like any of that was for me.”

      “Then quit.”

      I scoff. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “My dad would never forgive me. My friends, my teammates, would never understand. And…ever since I was a little kid, I pictured walking out onto the field I watched my dad coach on as the starting quarterback. Everything up until now was to get there. Even Alleghany. Yeah, it fucking sucked, losing every year. But the point of my high school career was getting to Arlington. So we’ll see if I ever make it.”

      I glance at Natalie. She has an odd expression on her face. Almost…guilt. Or uncertainty. It passes quickly, like a cloud passing across the sun.

      “If I tell you to do something, will you do it? Just do it, no questions asked?”

      Both my eyebrows rise. I can feel the crinkle form in my forehead. Possibilities race through my head. Kiss her again? Never kiss her again? Cut out talking about football? Get a hobby? Stop sitting down right next to her? “Why the hell would I agree to that?”

      “It was a yes or no question, Stevens.”

      This could go badly for a number of reasons. I’m not someone who takes promises lightly. And I definitely don’t make promises I intend to break.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you put a shirt on, please?”

      She asks the question very seriously. It takes me a second to absorb the request and then I laugh. “For real?”

      “Liam! You agreed, no questions.”

      “My abs bother you that much?”

      “Strike two,” she says, and I start laughing again. “They don’t bother me. They’re just…unnecessary.”

      “Unnecessary,” I repeat, grinning.

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “Whatever. Like you don’t know you’re hot.”

      I shrug. “No one’s said it to my face. Except you, of course.”

      My grin widens, and Natalie rolls her eyes again.

      “Well, I’d say the girls you hang around are idiots, but you’re from Glenmont. So it seems obvious.”

      She smirks, stands, and walks inside.
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      We spend most of the day on the beach with the same group as yesterday, swimming and relaxing on towels. By the time we return to the cottage around dusk, everyone is sandy and sunburned.

      Parker’s first question when I agreed to come this weekend was if I liked seafood. I told him I like fish, and he laughed. He and Tyler are scooping lobsters out of a cooler, while the girls carry bags of corn over. I go with Gus and Colin to collect seaweed from the outcrop of rocks offshore.

      When we return to the cottage, a big hole has been dug in the sand, filled with smoking embers and hot stones. Gus and Colin toss the seaweed on top, and I do the same.

      Lobsters, clams, and corn get placed on top, covered by more wet seaweed and then a tarp that Parker and Gus drag through the ocean first.

      “So,” I say, looking down at the covered hole. “We just buried dinner? In the sand?”

      Parker laughs, then punches my arm. “You’ll see.”

      The group dissipates, everyone heading back to change. Tessa and Tyler linger. So does Natalie.

      I don’t.

      I can’t tell if Natalie is interested in Tyler or any of the other guys. I shouldn’t care—if she’s kissed any of them. If she’s asked any of them to put on a shirt. If any of them know she draws.

      But I think those things were all unique to me, and that makes it harder. Makes it feel like those moments mattered. And moments that matter are harder to shake.

      I shower off the salt and sand quickly, not wanting to hold up the bathroom whenever Natalie comes inside. I use her shaving cream again, even though I barely have any stubble since last night. The smell has grown on me.

      I get dressed and head back downstairs. Parker is standing by the homemade oven, wetting the tarp again.

      “Need any help?” I ask, shoving my hands in the pocket of my Glenmont Football sweatshirt.

      I didn’t realize it was one I’d packed until I pulled it on. Debated changing, and then was annoyed I did. There’s no good reason I should be tiptoeing around the rivalry.

      “Nah, I’m good, man. Thanks. This just has to sit for a while longer.”

      I take a seat in a folding chair that’s been set up. There’s a whole bunch of stuff that wasn’t here before I went inside. Coolers and chairs and a big picnic table.

      “Where did all this stuff come from?”

      “Tyler and Gus dropped it off in Tyler’s truck. They decided to bring it over and then go and shower.”

      “Do you guys do this a lot?”

      “Drink on the beach at night? Yep. Pretty much all summer.”

      I chuckle. “Nah, I mean all the lobsters and stuff.”

      “No, we just do this for the Fourth. It’s a bigger production. Have you ever had one?”

      “A lobster?”

      Parker nods.

      “No.”

      “You’re in for a treat, Stevens.” He grins and leans over, opening one of the coolers. He pulls a beer out and tosses another one my way. “Cheers, man.”

      “Cheers,” I reply, twisting the top off and taking a long pull after we clink bottles.

      The cold beer tastes better than any other ever has. Something about the salt air and the moonlight and the smoke.

      “Thanks for inviting me, dude,” I say, looking at the white bubbles working their way up and down the shore. “This has been great.”

      “I didn’t think you’d come, to be honest,” Parker replies. “I know summers are insane for you. Almost as busy as fall, and winter, and spring…”

      I roll my eyes but smile. “I don’t like to half-ass things.”

      “Just your hatred for an Alleghany cheerleader?”

      The smile falls off my face. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Pretty sure I do, Stevens. I’ve seen you around girls. I thought maybe were gay, up until I walked in on you and what was her name? Josie?”

      “I think it was Jocelyn.”

      “Jocelyn. Right.” He chuckles. “Anyway, point is, you barely give girls the time of day, even when they throw themselves at you. I mean, do you have any idea how many chicks came up to me last year and started asking about you? They totally dig the silent, serious thing you do.”

      “Is there a point to this conversation?” I ask, then take another pull of beer.

      “My point, Liam, is that you give Natalie the time of day. I saw you guys out on the back deck this morning. You like her, and you can lie to me about that all you want. Lie to yourself, even. I know you’ve got this rivalry thing. But this weekend is your shot. Based on how you and Matt talk, you’re not going to run into her when you’re back in Glenmont.”

      “I don’t like her. I’m just trying to keep things civil. It would ruin the weekend for everyone if we were at each other’s throats this whole time.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.”

      Music interrupts our conversation. I turn to see Audrey, Layla, and Gus, walking down the beach toward us. A screen door slams, and I hear Tessa’s voice, followed by Natalie’s. “I’ll be right back,” she shouts. “I forgot a sweatshirt.”

      Tyler and Colin show up a few minutes later. We dig up the seaweed and food. Plates and drinks are passed around as the steaming food gets set on the table.

      Everyone takes seats at the picnic table. Parker passes out bibs that say Let’s get crackin, which I think is a joke until people actually start putting them on. I end up at one end, next to Gus.

      Natalie reappears, slipping into the other side, directly across from me. I avoid looking at her as I cut open my potato and spread butter on the corn. Our eyes catch as I reach for my beer.

      And hold.

      I try to fight it. I really do. But I start laughing. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Me? Look at you!” She starts laughing too.

      “This is literally the only sweatshirt I brought. Go check my luggage. And I know you brought others.”

      Gus is squinting at Natalie’s sweatshirt. “Alleghany Cheerleading? What’s wrong with that? Cheerleading is intense, man.”

      “It’s not the cheerleading part I have a problem with,” I say, using one of the silver utensils on the table to tap at the bright red shell of the lobster.

      Gus looks confused. Natalie reaches for the bib Parker offers her. “Not worried about your precious Glenmont apparel, Stevens?”

      “Why would I be worried?”

      She smiles as she ties the plastic. “I take it you’ve never had lobster before.”

      “Why do people keep asking me that?”

      “Well, I’m asking because you’re trying to use the cracker like a hammer and are under the mistaken impression you’re not about to be covered with lobster juice.”

      Natalie takes the metal from me and squeezes it around one of the big claws of her lobster. Pulls out some pink and white flesh and pops it in her mouth with a smile, then reaches out and washes it down with a sip of my beer.

      I get what she means about the juice. It sprays on her bib and floods the plate.

      And somehow, even wearing a ridiculous bib with lobster innards dripping down it, she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.
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      I roll over for what feels like the thousandth time. It’s shocking I haven’t fallen out of bed yet.

      I can’t fall asleep. Can’t get comfortable and can’t get my mind to shut off. Finally admitting defeat, I climb out of bed—it’s not a far distance, I was close to falling—and pull on a sweatshirt before tiptoeing over to the door and into the hall.

      Déjà vu churns in my stomach, warring with disappointment as I look at Liam’s closed door.

      I descend the stairs silently, familiar enough with the cottage’s layout that I can fumble my way in the dark. I flip on the deck light and open the sliding door, same as I did the first night here.

      The gust of salty air feels familiar and soothing. There’s a glimmer of moonlight that bathes everything in a silver, ethereal glow. The only sound is the crash of surf. Rather than linger on the deck, I walk down the stairs that lead right onto the empty beach.

      Cool sand gathers between my toes as I head toward the water. A breeze blows straight in my face, sending my hair streaming behind me like a banner. I don’t stop until my toes hit the water. I glance down, the coral color I painted them on Thursday visible through the clear water.

      I inhale deeply. There’s something about the scent of salty air. It coats my skin and fills my lungs, quieting the turmoil in my head. Each ebb and flow of the tide feels like it’s washing away anything and everything I’m worried about as I look out. There’s little to focus on, and that’s comforting.

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      The sound of his voice surprises and thrills me.

      I turn, watching him approach with his hands in his pockets.

      “I’m not. Now.”

      He grunts an acknowledgment as he stops beside me, looking out at the ocean while I steal glances at him.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” I ask.

      Liam shakes his head, his gaze staying on the waves.

      “Me neither.” Some reason—maybe how I was hoping he’d come out here—propels me to carry the conversation. “I’m not usually this much of an insomniac.”

      “Yeah. I always wake up early but never this early.”

      “Must be the ocean air.”

      “I’m pretty sure it has more to do with you sleeping across the hall, actually.”

      “Oh,” is the best response I can come up with.

      Liam glances at me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just…dreading going home tomorrow.”

      He sighs. “Yeah, me too.”

      “What are you avoiding?”

      “Football, mostly.”

      “Don’t you have a few weeks still?”

      “Officially, yeah. But I started preseason training months ago. You’ve got to work hard to get anywhere and work even harder once you do. And part of the reason Maeve and Weston—” He glances at me when he says Wes’s name. “Bothered me so much—aside from the obvious—was that I knew it meant there was a chance Cole could end up at Arlington. Maeve has talked about going there since we were kids. At the time, it sounded like the worst thing—Cole outshining me again. No chance I’d start on the same team as him. Not to mention treating him as a teammate instead of a rival. Now part of me thinks it would be an easy out.”

      Unwelcome warmth—a hot ember of guilt—burns in my stomach and spreads across my skin. It’s a flush the breeze doesn’t dissipate and the same one that appeared earlier when Liam mentioned his goals at Arlington.

      My conversation with Wes a few weeks ago takes on new relevance and meaning. He obviously hasn’t told Liam he’s thinking of transferring to Arlington. I wonder if he’s told Maeve. Or if he decided against it altogether.

      I alleviate a little of the guilt by admitting, “I was watching you earlier. You’re good, Liam.” He and the other guys played football on the beach for a bit this afternoon. Technically yesterday since it’s after midnight.

      I wait for a quip about how he doesn’t need feedback from a former Alleghany cheerleader. Instead, he says, “You’re the first person to ever tell me that.”

      I gape at him, stunned. “What? That you’re good?”

      Liam raises a shoulder, then drops it. “My dad has been my coach since I could hold a football. He doesn’t compliment until he runs out of critiques. So far…that hasn’t happened.”

      “That’s messed up. I mean, you’re playing for Arlington! You’re obviously good.”

      He smirks at me, but there’s something softening in his expression that makes my insides feel like the marshmallows we roasted after finishing dinner.

      “Don’t your teammates tell you that? Or a girlfriend?” My cheeks burn at that last question, and I really hope it’s dark enough Liam can’t tell.

      “We celebrate wins and console after losses, sure. But that’s a team effort. And I’ve never had a girlfriend.”

      “Never?”

      “Never,” he confirms. After a long pause, he asks, “Were you and Cole…”

      “No. No. We were expected. And it wasn’t just—I mean, we were friends, mostly. He told me about his parents a while ago. I’d tell him about my problems. We never dated. I’ve never really dated any guy.”

      Liam doesn’t immediately respond. I count each of the seconds it takes him to say something. After twenty-two, he asks, “Is that why you’re dreading going home? Your parents?”

      “Mostly my mom. My dad will be out of town for another week. She doesn’t do well when she’s alone. Or when I’m there. At all, really.” I sigh. “I keep thinking one of these times will be the tipping point. My mom will realize she needs help. My dad will run out of excuses. The cops won’t drop the charges after a call from some lawyer. It just…hasn’t happened yet.”

      Another lengthy pause. “We should go for a swim.”

      I glance at Liam, taken aback once again. Somehow, he keeps managing to catch me off guard. “What?”

      Liam pulls his shirt over his head in one smooth motion. It lands on the sand in a white puddle of cotton. My gaze lands on the thin trail of hair leading down into the waistband of his mesh shorts.

      He says nothing, just watches me look.

      “I’m, uh.” Embarrassingly, I have to clear my throat a couple of times. “I’m not wearing a swimsuit.”

      “Neither am I.” Liam yanks his shorts down and runs into the water.

      I stare after him, mouth agape. Before this exact moment, I would have laughed in the face of anyone who suggested I’d ever go skinny-dipping with Liam Stevens. Ever go skinny-dipping at all, honestly. It’s one of those things you joke about drunk, knowing you’d never actually go through with it.

      Except Liam—the guy known for being serious, for being intense enough, a smile is a rarity—is going through with it. His head bobs under a wave and reemerges darker than before.

      He glances back, still close enough to shore, I can see one eyebrow rise in a silent dare.

      I use one finger to motion spinning around.

      Liam’s shoulders shake with a laugh, but he obeys, turning so I can’t see his face and he can’t see me.

      The rapid thrum of my heart could rival a hummingbird’s. My breaths come quick and erratic. I can’t really believe I’m about to do this. I can’t believe I want to do this. My fingers fumble as I pull off my sweatshirt and drop it in the sand next to Liam’s t-shirt. I shimmy out of my sleep shorts and drop them in the pile as well.

      Chills break out across my bare skin as I stand in my underwear and a tank top. I glance over one shoulder, confirming there’s no one around. The beach is still silent and empty. None of the other houses have lights on.

      I take a deep breath, shed the last of my clothing, and run into the ocean. Cold droplets of water fly around as I move deeper into the sea, gradually adjusting to the temperature as more and more of my body is submerged.

      There’s something erotic about it—the feel of being naked in water. Or maybe it’s the guy glancing over and grinning that has lust swimming through my veins in heady doses.

      “It feels nice, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “It does.”

      I’m drunk on the sensations swirling inside of me. The knowledge it’s just me and Liam out here—and that we’re both naked. The water is calm tonight and we’re far enough out none of the waves are breaking yet. There’s just a slight bobbing sensation as they pass us on their way to shore.

      I lean my head back, letting the water soak into my hair. Reckless abandon seeps in. I spread my arms as far as they’ll go, combing through the water like it’s possible to hold. Like my grip is capable of anchoring me in one place. My feet leave the bottom, and I’m floating on my back. I close my eyes, breathing deeply.

      Swimming in the middle of the night is stupid. There could be sharks or stingrays. Rip currents. But I feel safe with Liam, and it has nothing to do with the fact he’s a lifeguard who would likely know how to handle those situations. Or maybe there’s different training for pool lifeguards. It seems too trivial to ask right now.

      I tilt my head to the left, so our gazes collide. A sharp thrill—like the shock of electricity—races through my system when I realize he was already looking. And that he can see everything.

      There’s no reason this should feel different from any other time a boy has seen me naked. I mean, the circumstances are obviously different. Vain as it sounds, I’ve never gotten any complaints. Ever since puberty, guys have made it clear they like what they see. But Liam isn’t looking at me like he’s salivating over my boobs or wants to grab my ass.

      He’s looking at me like he sees me. Really sees me. And the scary part is, I don’t think it’s an act. I don’t think he’s pretending this means something.

      “Fuck.”

      The word is an exhale. A whoosh. Spoken softly, reverentially.

      Suddenly, the few feet separating us feel too wide. I stop trying to stay afloat, letting my body sink beneath the waves. We’re still shallow enough I can touch the bottom. It takes me three steps until I’m so close to Liam I can see the water clinging to his eyelashes.

      “Too bad nothing is going to happen.”

      One corner of his mouth rises. My heart kicks into overdrive.

      “You think nothing is going to happen?”

      “That’s what you said last night.”

      “Do you want something to happen?” he asks.

      I’m honest. “Yes.”

      A broad hand lands on my waist. The water muffles nothing. The sensation of Liam’s hand running across my skin sends sparks flying everywhere. It explodes across my skin when he pulls me forward so our bodies collide.

      I inhale, sharply. Liam’s breathing quickens.

      “Do you want something to happen?” I whisper.

      Instead of answering, he kisses me. Everything else fades away—the water, the moonlight, the caw of a seagull flying overhead. There’s just the wet, sensual glide of Liam’s tongue in my mouth.

      He kisses me intentionally. It’s not sloppy or rushed. I surrender, letting him lead as I wind my arms around his neck and shove my hands into his hair. I’m not sure if I’ve ever kissed a guy while we were both naked. If I have, it never felt like this—this all-consuming, overwhelming sensation that feels like a more powerful force than the pull of the sea.

      Our bare skin rubs and glides. Loud, greedy breaths fill the air as Liam’s mouth moves from mine down my neck. I tilt my head back, trying to give him more access. His hand cups my left breast. I whimper as a zing of arousal settles between my legs.

      I moan his name and he swears. This time, the syllables are thick and rushed. His control is slipping, and I revel in it. My right hand leaves his hair and glides down his chest, tracing each ridge of his abdomen before descending lower.

      Liam grabs my wrist before I reach the erection brushing against the inside of my thigh. “Not here,” he tells me, kissing me again before I can say a word.

      “Worried you won’t last?” I tease when he pulls back for a breath.

      “I’m not worried. I know I won’t,” he replies.

      I stare at him, chewing on my bottom lip. There’s something attractive about honesty—about vulnerability. Something I’ve never noticed before. I like knowing Liam is that turned on—and that he has no problem admitting so. I’d take that over a guy who over-promises and under-delivers any day. And in my experience, that’s more often the rule than the exception.

      Liam’s arm curls around my waist as he spins me around so we’re both facing away from the beach. I lean my head back against his shoulder, looking out at the horizon.

      “This is my first trip to the beach,” I admit to the dark sky.

      “My family goes to my grandparents’ place every summer. They have a house on the beach in South Carolina.”

      “Is it like this?”

      Liam’s arm tightens around my waist. I’m not sure if it’s intentional or not. “No. It’s nothing like this.”

      I’m not sure how long we stand there like that. Time isn’t a trackable thing out here.

      I know I break the silence first. “Let’s go in.”

      His arm falls away. “Yeah, okay.”

      We swim the short distance back to shore side by side and dress at the same time. Neither of us looking, but neither of us not looking, either. Once we both have all of our clothes back on, Liam holds a hand out to me.

      I don’t hesitate before taking it.

      We’re both quiet as we walk across the sand and up the stairs. The light on the back deck is still on, shining like a beacon. But the house is dark and silent as we step back inside. Liam drops my hand to shut and lock the door before turning the light off. I walk toward the stairs; the only assurance he’s following is the occasional creak.

      At the top of the stairs, I pause. Liam brushes past me to open his door. For one split second, I think he’s going to walk inside and shut it. Instead, he grabs the waistband of my shorts and tugs me to him, kissing me with an urgency I’m not expecting after his languid exploration earlier.

      The door closes with a quiet click behind us and then we’re on the bed. It smells like him in here, something subtle and masculine. He hovers over me before dipping his head and kissing me. I bite down on his bottom lip softly, and Liam groans.

      Brief touches begin to linger longer as our damp clothes start to disappear. I savor the opportunity to touch him, running my hands over every inch of bare skin I can reach. We’re two magnets, barely moving apart before crashing together again.

      The only sound in the dark room is our heavy breathing. Liam hisses when I grab the hard length bobbing between us, running my fingers around the bulbous head and down the thick shaft, thrusting into my hand.

      “One sec,” he murmurs, the first time either of us have spoken since coming inside.

      Liam moves away. I’m not uncomfortable in my skin, lying out on display, but I’m aware. It feels overly sensitized and raw.

      A wrapper crinkles, as I relax into the soft sheets and spread my legs. He settles back between them a second later, as promised. It feels strangely right, having him there. Two puzzle pieces snapping into place. I inhale quickly, as warmth gathers between my legs.

      I know exactly what’s coming. He’s not inside me, but he’s right there. It feels natural for him to push inside me slowly. I can sense his eagerness, can tell he’s holding himself back—that he’s forcing himself to inch rather than shove. It heightens everything.

      I like that he’s taking his time to fill me. I like how this doesn’t feel like the fuck that was all I told him I wanted. I like that Liam isn’t in a hurry for this to end.

      Once he’s fully inside of me, we both still. I can feel his heart racing in his chest. The even rhythm of his breaths brushing my cheek.

      “You good?” he whispers. The quiet rasp sends tingles racing across my skin.

      “Yeah,” I breathe.

      He moves, and we both moan. I tilt my hips up and wrap my legs around his waist, urging him even deeper.

      Liam thrusting in and sliding out feels like relief. It feels so different than it ever has before. Deeper and meaningful and intimate.

      And rather than fight it—flee from it—I just relax. I let everything narrow to him and the spot where he’s stretching me.

      His muscles tense as I run my hands down his back. He’s still holding himself back, and his comment earlier comes to mind. I slip one hand between us, sliding down until I reach the bundle of nerves just above where he’s thrusting inside me.

      I moan as bliss spreads through me. As my inner muscles clench around him, coaxing Liam to completion.

      He groans my name when he comes. And he doesn’t pull away once he has. All of Liam’s weight is resting on his forearms, hovering just above me. His head lowers, kissing a trail along my jaw until he discovers my lips.

      It’s especially intimate—kissing someone while they’re inside of you.

      When Liam moves away, it feels like a loss. I don’t move, listening to the sheets rustle as he moves away and then lies down beside me.

      I should leave, make the short trip across the hall, but my limbs don’t cooperate. They want to stay right here, enjoying the lingering sensation.

      “I don’t usually sleep past six. I can wake you—before anyone else.”

      The sound of his voice heats my cheeks. He’s not asking me to stay, but he’s telling me I can.

      “Okay.”

      I close my eyes, deciding I’ll lie here for a bit and then sneak back across the hall.
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      She’s gone when I wake up.

      That’s the first thought I register. Waking up in bed alone is a regular occurrence, yet it immediately feels wrong. I’m worried about what it means, which is silly. Last night was a onetime thing.

      And it wasn’t a dream. My skin still has the sticky residue of salt water. The sheets next to me smell like her—like us. And the wrapper for the condom I’ve carried around for the past year is on the floor, a crushed tissue beside it.

      Natalie and I had sex last night.

      Part of me is rushing to unpack the potential repercussions, while the rest of me is just absorbing that fact.

      I knew there was a chance she’d be outside when I woke up in the middle of the night and walked downstairs. I didn’t think she’d be standing at the water’s edge, looking out at the ocean. I didn’t think through approaching her. I sure as hell didn’t think through suggesting we skinny-dip, or anything else that followed.

      But I don’t regret any of it. I liked being the guy who leaps, then looks, for once.

      After making the bed and cleaning up the room, I dress in my typical summer uniform: basketball shorts and a cotton t-shirt.

      I open the bedroom door and startle. “Jesus, Parker. What the hell?”

      Parker blinks at me sleepily from his spot against the wall at the top of the stairs. “Morning,” he mumbles, rubbing his jaw. “Didn’t want to miss your run. I need to get my ass in shape, and I won’t go out alone.”

      I don’t say what I’m thinking—that I was hoping to spend this morning’s run deciphering some of the feelings I have about last night. And I don’t ask if he noticed Natalie sneaking out of my room. If he had, I’m certain he would have led with that. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Parker gives me a side glance once we’re outside and jogging down the street. “Did you have fun last night?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “You should come back for Labor Day weekend,” Parker tells me. “Enjoy the end of summer. And Tessa will already be in Boston, so no chance of your ‘mortal enemy’ being around.”

      I laugh. In reality, I’m thinking Natalie has turned into an enticement instead of a deterrent. It doesn’t matter either way, though. “I’ll be back on campus for preseason.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Parker realizes. “Man, I don’t know how you do it.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      At least, I’ve never felt like I had one. My whole life, football has been a constant. I’ve always known exactly what was expected—seen the path laid out before me. And while my father has never handed out traditional praise, I know that he wouldn’t have kept telling me to pull on a jersey with Stevens on the back if he didn’t think I have what it takes to succeed in the sport.

      Playing against Alleghany was given extra weight because of the rivalry. There were plenty of other good teams we played and beat. If winning against Alleghany hadn’t been set as the metric for success, my high school football career would read like a very different story.

      “Well, see if you can play hooky for a weekend.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, knowing the chances are next to nothing.

      Being third string doesn’t give me a free pass when it comes to anything. Just equal responsibility and no playing time. My dad left a legacy behind—both as a player and as a coach. Messing with that isn’t much of an option.

      Parker drops it. We talk about plans for the rest of summer and about the start of sophomore year as we reach the beach and continue running. Halfway back to the cottage, I spot Audrey. Unlike the past couple of mornings, she’s not alone.

      There’s a girl with a blonde ponytail crouched down in the sand, petting Audrey’s dog. Something seizes in my stomach.

      We didn’t talk much last night. Certainly not about how we’d act around each other today—like it never happened.

      Flashes of last night are suddenly all I can think about, trailing my gaze along her tan legs and watching her hair brush her shoulder as she leans forward. My heart stalls and lurches when she looks up at me and Parker. I can see my own reflection in her mirrored sunglasses and am glad my ball cap shades my eyes.

      “Hey, Liam. Parker.” Audrey speaks first, giving me a wide smile I return.

      It’s a study in contrasts, watching her and Natalie side by side. Honestly, Audrey is everything I thought I would find attractive in a girl. Her smile is genuine and inviting, her posture relaxed and easy-going as she raises a hand to shade her eyes from the sun. I don’t need to spend any more than the limited time I’ve been around her to tell that Audrey is a nice person. She’d help a stranger in need. Show up when a friend needed her. What you see is what you get.

      Natalie isn’t smiling. Isn’t paying any attention to me. Her shoulders are tense as she focuses on rubbing the golden fur. The dog rolls over onto its belly, and that’s the first flash of emotion I catch on her face. And it’s so obvious, looking at her, that what you see is so much less than who she really is. And now that I’ve seen it, I can’t unsee it. Can’t look at her and just see a girl from Alleghany.

      Parker and Audrey are talking. It’s not until Audrey asks me when I’m leaving that I realize I’ve been staring at Natalie for way too long.

      “After breakfast,” I answer. “It’s my best friend’s birthday, so we’re throwing him a surprise thing tonight. I want to make sure I’m back in plenty of time.”

      “Oh shit, good reminder,” Parker says. “Totally forgot it’s Matt’s birthday today.” He pulls out his phone and types something.

      “That sounds fun,” Audrey comments.

      “Yeah, it’ll be a good time.” Especially since Maeve is still in Florida, so there will be no chance of a Weston Cole appearance. I’ve never felt less like dealing with the Alleghany rivalry than I do right now.

      “Tucker loves you,” Audrey says to Natalie.

      “He’s a sweet dog,” she replies, standing and flashing a quick smile. I can’t tell where she’s looking behind the sunglasses.

      “Do you have any pets?” Audrey asks.

      Natalie shakes her head. “My mom is allergic.”

      I wonder if that’s true. I don’t think it is. If I had to guess, I’d say her mom can’t be trusted to take care of an animal.

      Natalie bends down again, picking up a plastic cup I didn’t notice before.

      “You went into town?” I ask. I’m staring at my own reflection again.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s a long walk.” At least a mile, probably two.

      “I woke up early. Felt like walking.”

      I try to dig up any meaning in those seven words and come up empty-handed. I figured she woke up early, left my room, and went back to bed.

      Is it a bad sign she couldn’t sleep? Why does it matter to me?

      “We should keep moving,” Parker says. “Liam is kicking my ass. If we don’t keep running, I’m likely to pass out in this spot.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “See you back at the house, Natalie. Audrey, I’ll see you later, ’kay?”

      “Yep. Eleven by the second stand. I’ll be there,” Audrey responds. “Nice to meet you, Liam. Drive safe.”

      “Yeah, nice to meet you too. Thanks,” I reply, giving her another quick smile before starting to jog again.

      “She has a thing for you.”

      My stomach flips, but my voice stays indifferent. “We already talked about this last night, Parker. Natalie and I—”

      “I was talking about Audrey, Liam.”

      “Oh.”

      He laughs.

      “I came here to hang out with you,” I tell him. “Not to hook up with some girl I’ll never see again.”

      Laughable, considering that’s exactly what I ended up doing.

      Parker grins. “Good answer, Stevens. Good answer.” After a minute of silent running, he adds, “I was hoping you and Tessa might hit it off.”

      I side-eye him. “What are you? A dating app? You can’t seriously want me to date your cousin.”

      “Better you than some dick. Based on what Tessa has said, Natalie attracts a lot of douchebags. You know the type—like Wilson. I mean, it’s not surprising. Cocky shits like that want the hottest girl on campus. But a few of them have messed with Tessa. Pretended to be into her to get to Natalie.”

      Annoyance flares for a multitude of reasons. “Does Natalie know?”

      “No. Tessa wouldn’t tell her. Says there’s nothing Natalie could do anyway, which is true, I guess. I just worry about her. You get it. I’ve seen you get protective with Maeve.”

      I nod. Maeve’s relationship to me is no secret on Arlington’s campus. We both hang out with the athletic crowd and attend a lot of the same parties. The few times I’ve had to step in have been because a guy got wasted. Sober, I don’t think anyone would hassle her. And it’s the only perk I’ve acknowledged about the fact my sister is dating Weston Cole. It’s common knowledge she’s with him, and no guy I’ve met wants to get on his shit list.

      We reach the stairs leading up to the back deck of the cottage, both breathing heavily.

      Parker collapses in the sand, gasping for air dramatically. “If that’s what it takes to have a six-pack, I’ve decided it’s not worth the hassle.”

      I chuckle as I take a seat on the sand next to him. The rigorous training I put my body through has always been about being faster on the field. I know guys who joined football in middle and high school to bulk up and get attention from girls, but vanity only gets you so far. It takes stronger forces than that to fuel the commitment to running several miles each day and lifting weights in your spare time.

      We look out at the water for a while, then head inside for breakfast. Tessa has already toasted and buttered a bunch of bread. I make eggs while Parker brews coffee.

      Natalie returns as we’re all sitting down to eat. I’m hyperaware of her every movement, watching out of the corner of my eye as she picks up a half of toast and nibbles on it between sips of her iced coffee.

      “You still planning to head out first thing?” Tessa asks Natalie.

      “Yeah,” she replies. “I’ve got a bunch of stuff to take care of today.”

      I want to ask what. I’m curious where she spends her time, aside from parties in Alleghany and teaching art classes and getting coffee at Daily Grind.

      But I don’t ask. Whatever we were—it’s over.

      After finishing breakfast, I head upstairs. For a good minute, I stare at the bed before shaking my head and shoving everything into my duffle bag.

      When I open the door again, Natalie is walking out of her room with her bags. She has three, which I kind of want to tease her about. It seems overkill for a long weekend.

      Instead, I offer to take one.

      “You don’t need to do that,” she tells my extended hand.

      “Obviously. Just give me one, Natalie.”

      I think she’ll refuse. Insist on inciting the animosity that used to flare easily between us. She surprises me when she hands one bag over.

      Maybe I’m not the only one having trouble jumping right back on the hating each other bandwagon.

      Parker and Tessa are both waiting in the living room when we walk downstairs, wearing swimsuits. They’re both staying at the cottage for a few more days, and I’m sure they’ll head down to the beach as soon as Natalie and I leave.

      “Glad you came, man,” Parker tells me, slapping me on the back. “I’ll see you back on campus.”

      “Sounds good,” I reply, then give Tessa a quick hug and tell her it was nice to meet her.

      Then I head over to the door, where I dropped my bag, trying not to eavesdrop on Natalie’s farewell with Tessa.

      “…always welcome to visit,” Tessa is saying.

      “Thanks, Tessa. It means a lot.” Natalie doesn’t invite Tessa to come visit her, and it takes me a minute to realize I know exactly why.

      The girls hug. I’m unprepared for the bolt of jealousy when I see her hug Parker as well. His hands linger, maybe as a test I fail. He’s one of my closest friends, and she’s not mine to be possessive of. But my emotions don’t seem to care.

      I pop the screen door open and carry my bag—and Natalie’s—onto the porch and down the stairs. She follows a few seconds later. Neither Tessa nor Parker do. They’re probably already on their way down to the beach.

      “You’re good to get back?” It’s all I can think to say as she joins me in the driveway.

      Natalie nods, not looking at me. “Yeah. I’ll see you…” Her voice trails as she makes eye contact. “Actually, I guess I won’t. See you.”

      It’s my turn to nod. “Right. You won’t.”

      She shifts from foot to foot, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth—the way I did last night.

      “You should take 195. There’s less tourist traffic.”

      She rolls her eyes, finding my attempt at conversation just as lame as I am. “How about I just follow you?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” I pull my keys out of my pocket, fiddling with the rough edges of the hard metal. I pull in a deep breath. “Was it…okay?”

      She studies me for a moment. “It?”

      “Last night,” I clarify.

      “What? You want a review?”

      I shake my head, scoffing a little. “Forget it. Drive safe.”

      Natalie grabs my arm before I can step away. Reflexively, I glance at the front porch. There’s still no sign of Tessa or Parker.

      She sighs, then drops her hand. “Why are you asking? I know you came. That’s all most guys care about.”

      Something about her response chafes. Probably the casual insinuation that all I cared about was chasing my own pleasure. Plus the reminder she’s been intimate with other guys. “I’m asking because you’re the only one with something to compare it to.”

      The sentence settles between us, gaining substance and strength with each second that passes.

      “That was…you’d never…”

      I shake my head.

      Natalie stares at me, and I have absolutely no idea what she’s thinking. None at all. If she’s surprised or curious or disbelieving.

      When she speaks again, it’s anticlimactic. “I’ll follow you.”

      I nod. “Fine.”

      She didn’t answer my question, but hell if I’m going to ask it again. I walk toward the sedan, not looking back.
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      “Liam?”

      I drop my duffel by the banister. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      My dad is sitting in the armchair by the bookcase, looking through a binder I’d bet my life contains football plays. He leans back and runs a hand through the dirty blond hair Maeve inherited. Mine is darker, just like our mom’s. “Have fun?”

      “Uh-huh.” I lean a shoulder against one end of the opening that reveals most of the living room to the entryway. “Parker’s place was really nice. Right on the beach.”

      “Good. You ran every day?”

      I suppress the sigh that wants to release. “Yeah.”

      “Great.” He nods, approvingly.

      “Mom at a showing?”

      “Open house. It’s supposed to end at six.”

      “I’ll be gone. It’s Matt’s birthday tonight.”

      “Okay. I’ll set this—” He taps his pen on the binder. “In your room. Some new plays Coach Nelson called me up to discuss running. Wilson will get them at the start of preseason. If you’ve already got the routes memorized, it will look good, Liam. Really good.”

      I nod. “I’ll look at them tomorrow.”

      My dad smiles. “Attaboy.”

      I head upstairs to unpack my duffel and shower. Matt’s birthday is starting at the lake. Then we’ll likely end up at Brooke’s after dark. Her parents are notoriously lax when it comes to hosting parties.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m cruising down Glenmont’s short downtown section and past Glenmont High on my way to the lake.

      Sam and Hudson are easy to spot. Standing and spiking a volleyball back and forth over a line in the sand. They pause the game as soon as they see me.

      “Stevens!” Sam punches my shoulder. “How was Maine?”

      “I was in Cape Cod, asshole.”

      He grins. “Same beach.”

      Hudson’s greeting is more hesitant. Things have been slightly awkward between us since the day at the beach with Maeve and Weston when he suggested ways to split them up.

      “Hey, man,” I say, giving him a relaxed grin I hope conveys all is forgiven.

      I get exactly where he’s coming from. If it was Sam’s sister or Matt’s sister who fell for an Alleghany guy, I’d be on board with supporting a break-up. But it wasn’t. It was my sister. And as much as it kills me that she’s happy with Cole, she is. The grudge against him is getting harder to maintain.

      Plus, there’s a voice in the back of my head now whispering hypocrite.

      I get it now, in a way I never did before. How easy it can be to overlook a barrier—if it’s standing in the way of something you really want.

      Hudson’s expression conveys relief as he returns my smile. “Hey.”

      “How soon is Matt showing up?”

      “Twenty-ish minutes. Maggie told him her car wouldn’t start. Here’s hoping he doesn’t pull out any mechanic bullshit, trying to impress her.”

      “Nah, he won’t do that,” Hudson replies.

      “He has a savior complex. He just doesn’t show it to girls not named Maeve Stevens.” Sam glances at me. “She’s still in Florida with Cole, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm.

      “He came up to me on Thursday. In the parking lot of Mo’s. Guess he was dropping Maeve off?”

      I shrug, but he’s probably right. I had to work, so she wouldn’t have had a car. It should piss me off, Weston approaching one of my friends. But I’m as indifferent as I sound when I ask, “What did he say?”

      “Nothing much. Just being friendly…I guess.”

      “Huh.”

      Matt shows up about ten minutes later. We relax on the shore. Play spikeball. Swim.

      It’s the same as hundreds of other times we’ve done this exact thing. But there’s something that feels different, and I’m pretty sure it’s me.

      I was with Natalie a few hours ago. And now I’m here, back in Glenmont with my friends. I saw them all react to Maeve and Weston. Taking the rivalry seriously is seen as a point of pride. A hallmark of loyalty.

      Toward Glenmont. Toward football. Toward me.

      I’m lost in my thoughts for most of the afternoon. Once it gets dark, we head to Brooke’s, which is already packed with activity. I help myself to a burger and wolf it down while catching up with a few of the guys I haven’t seen in a couple of weeks.

      After I finish eating, I head out into the backyard to grab a beer. I should cut out alcohol altogether, now that we’re approaching the last month before preseason officially begins, but it’s awkward to stand around empty-handed while everyone else is drinking.

      I grab a beer and chug half of it in one go. Around me, everyone is starting to pair off. I slap a mosquito on my leg and stand, planning to head inside.

      Becca Collins opens the door to come outside as I approach. “Headed in?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Bugs are coming out.”

      Becca glances around, her nose wrinkling as she sees the insects swarming the lights. “Yeah, on second thought…”

      I laugh as she steps back inside, moving in after her and shutting the door behind me.

      “Missed you at the pool this weekend,” she tells me. “Tim was whistling at everyone.”

      I roll my eyes. Tim, a high schooler who also works at the country club’s pool, is notoriously whistle-happy. He blows the damn thing every chance he gets. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

      “I didn’t see you at the fireworks last night, either.”

      “Uh, yeah. I was out on the Cape this weekend. Friend from college has a place out there.”

      “Oh. Wow. That sounds awesome. I went to Martha’s Vineyard with my folks a few years ago. It’s beautiful out there.”

      “Yeah, it is,” I agree. “It was a lot of fun.”

      “You having a good summer so far?” Becca asks.

      “Not bad. Gearing up for football, you know.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, I’m not going to lie and say I’m not glad Maeve is out of town. First time I’ve been able to feel my calves since May.”

      I grin. “Yeah, that sounds about right, too.”

      Becca was on the Glenmont soccer team with Maeve. She continued on to play in college too, so she and Maeve train together most days.

      “You Stevens’ are crazy. But I snagged a starting spot, so constant pain it is.” She smirks, then sips from the can of hard seltzer she’s holding.

      “At UPenn?”

      Becca’s eyebrows rise. “Keeping tabs on me, Stevens?”

      “You’re friends with Maeve. Of course I know where you went to college, Collins.”

      “Oh-kay. Good to know.” Her smiles changes. There’s an edge of flirtiness. Of interest. If it’s been there before, I’ve never noticed it.

      This is by far the longest conversation we’ve ever had. I suddenly realize it could go somewhere. I could ask her to hang out tomorrow night. I could kiss her—more than kiss her. She’s from Glenmont. She’s friends with my sister. She’s a fall athlete; she gets the time and commitment it takes to prepare for an upcoming season.

      And all I can think about is standing in the ocean with Natalie less than twenty-four hours ago.

      “I’m gonna find Matt and head out,” I say. “I’m back to work early tomorrow.”

      “Maybe I’ll stop by.”

      “Sure. Sounds good.” My tone stays friendly, but I don’t offer anything else.

      “Last I saw, Matt was in the living room.”

      “Shirt on or off?”

      Becca grins. Matt has a thing about whipping his shirt off when he’s drunk. Sober, he’s as serious as me. A few beers in is another story. “On, but it was like twenty minutes ago, so who knows.”

      “Right. Good to see you, Becca.”

      “Yeah, you too.” She smiles before I head toward the living room.

      There’s no sign of Matt, but Sam is leaning against the wall by the fireplace. I weave through the crowd toward him. “I’m heading out.”

      Sam smirks. “Yeah, of course you are.”

      I roll my eyes. “You seen Matt? I was going to say goodbye.”

      “He headed upstairs with Amanda Lucas a few minutes ago.”

      “Okay. If he emerges anytime soon, tell him I left. I’ll text him too.”

      “Got it. Doubt he’ll be checking his phone.” Sam glances toward the front hall.

      “Yeah, no shit.” I follow his gaze. Brooke has appeared and is talking with Sarah.

      I shove his shoulder. “You should go for it, man.”

      Sam scoffs. “She’s not interested.”

      “She doesn’t know you’re interested, Jackson. Just saying, one of these days it’ll be too late.”

      “Are you some relationship expert now, Stevens? Last I checked, you’ve never been in one.”

      “We’re talking about you, not me,” I reply. “If there was a girl I was into like that, I’d do something about it.”

      Sam shakes his head. “Easy to say when you had the whole cheerleading squad after you in high school.”

      “Nothing happened between me and Brooke at prom. You know that, right? And I never would have said yes if I knew you had a thing for her.”

      “I don’t.”

      I sigh. “Okay. Whatever. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      Sam nods and bumps my offered fist.

      I head toward the front door, my own advice to Sam echoing in my ears like a taunt. Our situations aren’t comparable, though. There’s nothing keeping Sam from pursuing Brooke outside himself.

      There’s everything standing in the way between me and Natalie.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Sun warms my skin as I flip onto my back, inhaling the scent of coconut sunscreen and cherry Gatorade. A laugh I recognize as Chris’s booms to my right. Makes sense, since I’m in his backyard.

      “Natalie!”

      I shield my eyes as I sit up, watching Madeline approach and sprawl out on the lounger next to me.

      “Hello? I’ve been calling your name for the last few minutes.”

      “What is it?”

      Madeline huffs. “Are we going to Andy’s tonight?”

      “I can’t go anywhere tonight. I have dinner with my parents.”

      “Your dad is back in town?”

      “Yeah.”

      Madeline doesn’t know the extent of my dysfunctional family dynamic. We’ve been friends since we were little. She knows my dad has always worked a lot and that his job involves frequent travel. She remembers my mom the way she rarely is now: attentive and put together. The way she acts when my dad is back in town. She’ll spiral when he’s gone, letting him deal with the police calls and not answering his calls, probably to remind him she exists when he’s off doing who knows what with who knows who. Whenever he returns, she snaps out of it. Proving to him—and herself—she’s fine.

      It’s like living with two different people.

      Constant whiplash.

      “Aren’t you glad he’s back? He hasn’t been home since May, right?”

      “Right,” I reply, dodging her first question.

      I sit up, yanking the elastic out of my hair and redoing my ponytail. “I should get going. I told my mom I’d help with dinner.”

      Madeline laughs. “Do you even know how to cook?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      My dad told me at breakfast this morning he wanted to have a family dinner tonight—the first one in months. And the last one was a work event for him. We hosted the families of a couple of his bigger clients.

      Madeline shakes her head. “All right. Want to go to the lake tomorrow morning?”

      “I’ll text you,” I tell her.

      “Okay.” She stands. “Have fun with your family.”

      “Thanks.”

      I stand and gather up my stuff before heading toward the deck. Wes is standing by the grill with Josh. He breaks away and walks over when he sees me walking toward the door that leads inside.

      “Hey,” I greet, pausing.

      “Hey.” He lowers his voice. Steps closer. “You okay?”

      “I’m great.” I paste a bright smile on my face.

      Wes’s eyes scan my expression, looking for cracks. The last time we had a full conversation, I told him I’d just come from a police station. I get why he’s worried. And there was a time when this attention would have felt really good. Right now, I just feel drained.

      “You sure?” he asks.

      Plenty of people are nearby—and watching us. I know he won’t push any further. It’s well-known Wes and I share history. And he knows my family isn’t anything I want anyone gossiping about.

      “I’m sure.” If we were alone, I’d ask Wes if he’s told Maeve about transferring from Lincoln. But I can’t do that here. If it were common knowledge, a few dozen people would have mentioned it by now.

      Wes nods. “Okay.”

      I punch his shoulder. “I’m headed out. See you later.”

      “Okay,” he repeats.

      I give him one last smile before I leave.

      I take the long way home from Chris’s, stopping at Daily Grind in Fayetteville for a fruit smoothie. It’s close to empty inside; I don’t have to wait very long.

      Jess texts me a video right as my drink arrives. I push play as soon as I’m outside, smiling as I watch Chris attempting to backflip off the diving board and landing more of a belly flop.

      “Hey.”

      I freeze. In the week I’ve been back in Alleghany, it’s occurred to me this is probably the only place I could encounter Liam. But that possibility is very different from actually seeing him.

      I slip my phone in my pocket and look up. “Hi.”

      Liam looks at ease. He’s wearing a pair of red board shorts and a gray t-shirt with GUARD written on it in white block letters. His hands are tucked in his pockets.

      I followed him the whole way back from the Cape. Up until the Glenmont exit, one before the Alleghany one.

      I haven’t seen him since. Didn’t expect to see him before we both went back to school.

      Or possibly ever.

      If Maeve and Wes get married, I guess we’d probably both be invited to the wedding. But any hypothetical encounter was supposed to take place far into the future. Long enough for any awkwardness or familiarity to dissipate. So I could look at him and not hear You’re the only one with something to compare it to echo in my head, the way it is right now.

      “At least one of us was looking where we were going this time.”

      I smile in response.

      “How—how are you?”

      I play with my straw. “Okay. My dad is in town.” I glance around, making sure we’re still alone. We are. “It’s better when he’s around. She’s better. But when he leaves—and he always does—it’s worse. So…not looking forward to that.”

      Liam nods slowly. “If you ever need to vent, well, I’m a decent listener.”

      The offer means a lot, but I don’t say that. I’m terrible at accepting or acknowledging help. Especially if it’s someone whose opinion matters to me. “Not sure your buddies would approve.”

      He holds my gaze. “I wouldn’t be asking for their permission.”

      I swallow. “Same goes for you. If you want to talk about football, your dad…” I almost add girl advice but don’t.

      I’ve never been jealous over a guy. With Wes, I was possessive. We were each other’s natural counterparts, and I enjoyed the status that ensured. And yeah, I liked that he hooked up with me more than any other girl. It—he—was good for my ego. But that’s all it was. I liked how an association with him benefitted me.

      Liam with another girl? It wouldn’t affect anyone’s perception of me at all.

      But there’s a dark coil in my stomach at the thought. The same annoyance that appeared whenever I saw him talking with Audrey. It’s stronger now. More consuming. That was before we slept together. Before I knew I’m the only girl Liam has ever slept with.

      I know most guys don’t assign sex the same meaning many girls do. But it still feels like it holds some importance—the fact that he chose to take that step with me. If I hadn’t been so shocked when he told me, I would have asked. And it feels too awkward to bring up now, on a sidewalk along a parking lot between a coffee shop and a McDonald’s.

      Liam smiles. It’s the shift in expression that makes me realize I’ve been standing here, staring at him, for a lot longer than is generally considered to be socially acceptable.

      “Talking would be easier to do if I had your number,” he tells me.

      His grin fades to a small upturn of his lips as he stands and waits for me to reply.

      I—for some reason I don’t analyze—pull the crumpled receipt from my smoothie and a pen out of the tote bag holding my wallet and towel along with a random assortment of stuff I need to clean out. I should just ask for his phone and type it in. But part of me wants him to have to choose to add my number to his phone. To know he meant it.

      And, if he never contacts me, I can tell myself he lost the slip of paper.

      I scribble my number on the scrap of paper and hold it out to him. Our fingers brush as he takes it from me, sending shivers up my spine despite the summer heat.

      “Bye, Liam,” I say.

      “Bye, Natalie.”

      We stare at each other for a few more seconds before I start walking toward my car. I steal a glimpse over one shoulder once I reach the SUV, watching his long strides eat up the rest of the sidewalk and then walk inside the coffee shop.
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      I’m in a surprisingly good mood when I get home. The first thing I see when I walk inside is my dad on his phone. He’s wearing a suit.

      “Dad?”

      He glances up. “Natalie. You’re home early.”

      “You told me to be home early. Remember?”

      He doesn’t. It takes a minute for the confusion to clear from his face. “Oh. Right. Plans changed. Your mother and I are heading to the city for dinner. We’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

      “Natalie.” My father sighs. “You’re almost twenty. I didn’t think having your parents leave for the night would be an issue.” He tosses a few hundreds on the table. “Order yourself some dinner. Have a few friends over. You’re young. Enjoy it, sweetheart.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek. My mom walks into the kitchen. There’s no sign of the crumpled figure that’s spent most of the summer locked away in the master suite. Her blonde hair is up in a fancy chignon and she’s wearing an elegant silk dress. Her makeup is perfectly applied. My father gives her an approving nod, and I watch her preen under the silent praise.

      “What are you doing home, Natalie?”

      “I got hungry,” I say. My voice is flat and dull.

      “I don’t think there’s much in the fridge.” My mother glances at the appliance. “You should order some food.”

      “I already gave her money, Lindsay,” my father says. His voice is soothing. Assured. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yes,” my mother responds, patting her hair to ensure there isn’t a strand out of place. “We’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart.”

      I grunt in response, my fingernails digging into the soft skin of my palm as my parents walk out the door.

      Hating how much I care.
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LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I stare at the ceiling. Toss the football up and catch it.

      It’s eight thirty, and I’m home alone. My parents are at a dinner party and Maeve is out with Weston. My phone keeps lighting up with notifications I keep ignoring.

      My mind is filled with her.

      Glenmont and Alleghany are both small towns. Fayetteville is slightly larger. But still, the chances of randomly running into Natalie weren’t high.

      I can’t help but wonder why she went there, knowing there was a chance she might run into me. As far as I could tell, she was happy to pretend we never happened.

      The football falls to the bed. I shove one hand into the pocket of my shorts, extracting the piece of paper I’ve studied a dozen times in the past few hours. I memorized the series of numbers several glances ago, so I’m not sure why I keep experiencing the compulsion to look at it.

      It’s proof, I guess. Of something there’s no other evidence of.

      She gave me her number. She didn’t tell me to use it. Just offered to listen. Our situations aren’t really comparable. The pressure I’m under about football—my father’s expectations—aren’t a secret in Glenmont. Natalie’s situation is much more delicate.

      Do you give your number to a guy you never want to talk to again? Was it pity? Obligation?

      I wish I had someone—anyone—to ask. I have no idea how to handle things with Natalie. No expectation there would be anything to handle after we left the Cape. And rather than the prospect of doing nothing being a relief, it’s swamped me with second-guessing, wondering if she wants me to reach out. If she cares at all.

      It takes me an embarrassingly long time to decide on three letters and press send.

      Liam: Hey.

      My fingers are still hovering over the little keyboard, trying to decide what else to text her—I should say it’s me, right?—when three dots appear.

      Natalie: Original.

      Natalie: How long did it take you to come up with that?

      Liam: A while.

      Liam: It’s Liam, by the way.

      Like hell do I want her thinking she’s texting some dude from Alleghany.

      My phone buzzes a second later, with a number I now know by heart flashing across the screen.

      I answer but wait for her to speak first.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I repeat.

      “Do you want to come over?”

      “To Alleghany?” I haven’t crossed the town line since Sam came up with the idea to cover their football field with horseshoes.

      “That’s where I live, Liam.”

      “I know.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, warring with myself. “Is that a good idea?”

      “Probably about the same as you texting me.”

      “You gave me your number.”

      “You used it,” she retorts.

      I exhale. “Are your parents home?”

      “No, they’re gone for the night.”

      “Okay. Text me your address.”

      “Okay,” she says, then hangs up.

      A few seconds later, my phone buzzes with a new message from her. I climb off my bed and stand still for a minute, processing. Am I really going to do this? Go to Alleghany to see a girl?

      I am. And it was never really a question, which is concerning. Equally disconcerting is the cocktail of nerves and excitement heating my blood.

      I want to see her.

      There’s a curiosity unfurling inside me. I want to know if what happened between us on the Cape was unique to there. If it was a reaction to being in a different place around different people.

      And there’s a heady dose of desire mixed in too. I told myself that night was my one opportunity. I haven’t so much as kissed another girl since. But the prospect of kissing her and touching her again? It’s not an unappealing one. I wanted to kiss her in the parking lot earlier.

      I don’t change out of the shorts and t-shirt I put on after my shower earlier. I pull on an Arlington Football sweatshirt and spray on some cologne before heading downstairs.

      There’s no second-guessing on the drive. Nothing saying this is a bad idea, even though I know it is.

      The trip only takes ten minutes. The girl I can’t stop thinking about lives ten minutes away from my house. Under other circumstances, it would be cause for celebration. Instead, it feels like waving an open drink under the nose of an alcoholic. The closer temptation is, the harder it is to ignore.

      I knew Natalie’s family was well-off—she drives a fucking Audi, for Christ’s sake—but her house is even larger than I imagined. Easily three times the size of mine. I park just outside the garage doors, glad it’s after dark and there’s a tall hedge bordering the edge of the property. The last thing I need is one of her neighbors spotting the Glenmont bumper sticker on my sedan.

      I text her I’m here before climbing out of the car. She likes the message immediately.

      The rapid pulse of my heart echoes in my ears as I walk over to the patio that juts off the back of her house. As a general rule, I don’t get nervous. I’m an over-preparer—when it comes to anything that matters to me. Up until now, that list started with football and ended with school. I work hard to succeed on the field and in the classroom. Those have been my priorities, and they’ve gone hand in hand. I needed good grades to get into Arlington, and I needed to do well in my classes to remain eligible to play. And when you’ve spent all your time training and studying, it’s pretty easy to tell yourself you did everything you could.

      This anxiety is different. It’s the consuming flutter of a crush, coupled with knowledge of complications. Until Natalie, the times I talked with a girl—kissed her, touched her—felt like low stakes. If it happened, great. If it didn’t, so what? There was never anyone I was actively seeking out.

      I drove to Alleghany to see this girl. My presence here is an admittance she means something to me. In some ways, it’s convenient Natalie grew up with the same understanding I did. She gets the rivalry without me having to explain it.

      But it also means she knows the significance of this.

      I knock twice on the glass door, then shove my hands into the pocket of my hoodie. I’m looking into a kitchen as ostentatious as the exterior of the house. Expensive appliances and gleaming granite countertops.

      Natalie appears a few seconds later. She’s changed out of the dress she was wearing at the coffee shop earlier. Now she’s wearing jean shorts and a tank top, her blonde hair loose.

      I stare for a few seconds too long after she opens the door.

      “You coming in?”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat but say nothing else as I step across the threshold into the kitchen. I glance around, noting the display of crystal and the artwork on the walls. “Nice place.”

      “Uh-huh. My room is this way.”

      I follow Natalie into a hallway and up a sweeping staircase. She turns to the left at the top of the stairs and walks halfway down the carpeted hall before pushing open the door.

      I wait, but she gestures for me to walk inside first.

      Her room is girly. Almost everything is pale pink and white—the canopy bed and the fluffy rug and the pillows. There’s a tall stack of books on her bedside table and a photo collage above the desk.

      It smells good in here. Something light and floral and feminine. And like pizza, which I track to a box on her dresser.

      Natalie walks past me. “Come on.”

      There’s a set of French doors on the far wall. She flips a switch that lights up strings of twinkling lights, wrapped around the wrought-iron railing of a balcony. Then walks over to her dresser and grabs the pizza box along with a brown bag.

      “Can you grab those?” She nods toward the stack of blankets on the bench at the bottom of her bed.

      I walk over and pick them up before following her out onto the balcony. Watching as she spreads the blankets on the floor and opens the pizza box. The mouthwatering aroma of melted cheese, tomato, and oregano spreads. Natalie opens the paper bag next, revealing a few trays of sushi.

      “You hungry?” she asks, sitting down on the blankets and opening the lid of one of the sushi containers.

      “Yeah,” I answer, kicking off my sneakers and sitting down next to her. I heated up a frozen burrito around dinnertime, but that’s all I’ve had since lunch.

      She nudges the pizza box toward me. “You like pizza?”

      Since she’s only eating the sushi, I take that to mean she ordered the pizza for me. And that…that doesn’t seem meaningless. “Of course,” I answer.

      I devour three slices in the time it takes for her to eat a few rolls of sushi. I’m on my fourth piece when she suddenly stands and walks back into her room. A few seconds later, she’s back, a bottle of tequila in hand.

      Some mixture of apprehension and anticipation joins the pizza in my stomach.

      Natalie sinks back down beside me and unscrews the lid. She holds my gaze as she takes a sip, her face screwing up as she swallows.

      “You forgot the lime and salt.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      “What if I wanted it?”

      One eyebrow rises as she wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Natalie knows I don’t drink much. I’ve never had more than one beer.

      And if I’m drinking, there’s an implication I won’t be driving tonight. That I’ll be spending the night.

      “You want some?”

      There’s some compulsion around Natalie, to do things I wouldn’t ordinarily do. To surprise her—and myself. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing or not. I don’t seem to have any control over it either way.

      I hold her gaze as I reach out and grab the neck of the glass bottle. As I raise the circular opening to my lips and drink some of the clear contents.

      It burns—the whole way down.

      Natalie laughs at whatever expression I make.

      “Fuck.” I cough.

      “Was that really your first time?”

      I take another swig of tequila before answering, knowing she’s not talking about the liquor. “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to do it again?”

      “Yes.”

      She nods. Pops another piece of sushi in her mouth and follows it with more tequila. “It was, by the way.”

      “Was what?”

      “You asked if the sex was okay. It was more than okay.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I opt for nothing. I don’t want to be the dick fishing for compliments. I was genuinely asking before. And it couldn’t have been that bad if she’s interested in a repeat.

      She finishes the sushi and I polish off the rest of the pizza. Natalie lies down as soon as she’s finished eating, her blonde hair fanning across the blue blanket.

      I lie back as well, the bottle of tequila planted like a sentry between us. I can feel the alcohol taking effect, warming my blood, and loosening my muscles. Erasing worries and inhibitions.

      It’s a clear night. Every star in the sky is visible, twinkling against a black canvas.

      “The world looks really big from here.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “It does.”

      When I glance over, she’s propped up on one elbow, looking at me. I stare back, memorizing her face in the moonlight. “The guys call you Sergeant Stevens, you know.” She reaches out, running one finger between my eyes and down the bridge of my nose. “You’re always so serious.”

      “You’re the only person I talk to from Alleghany,” I reply. “So if you didn’t tell me, assume I don’t know.”

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “It’s a compliment, okay? The Glenmont team followed you like you were leading them into war.”

      “I had a lot to lose. And to prove.”

      Her hand falls from my face. I grab it before she moves away any farther, tangling our fingers on the blanket.

      Natalie looks down at our joined hands.

      “Nothing is going to change, Liam.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t date guys from Glenmont.”

      I smirk. “I don’t date girls from Alleghany.”

      Neither of us move.

      “Come here.” I lean back on my elbows.

      She straddles my lap, the heat between her legs settling right over the bulge in my shorts. Her hair falls around us, some fruity scent filling my nostrils. My hands fall to her hips, guiding her movements as she grinds against me.

      Her breathing quickens as her forehead falls to my shoulder. I feel her lips press against the curve where my neck meets my shoulder, just above the hem of my shirt. Gently at first, then with more urgency. She sucks the skin and I groan her name.

      My hand travels up her thigh and inside her shorts. She’s wet for me, and that knowledge thrills me like nothing else. Something warm and encouraging spreads through me, instead of the alarm bells that should be blaring. I shouldn’t want her at all. I definitely shouldn’t want her this much. Setting aside the fact Matt and the rest of the guys would consider this the highest form of betrayal, it won’t go anywhere.

      Natalie tugs at my sweatshirt. My shirt comes off with it. Her mouth lands on mine and we’re kissing again—messy and familiar and desperate.

      I pull my hand out of her shorts and yank up her shirt. She’s not wearing a bra underneath. I run my fingers across the soft flesh, watching her arch and react to my touch.

      Her hand reaches for my shorts, pulling the elastic waistband down until my dick appears. I tilt my head back and groan when she grips me, resisting the urge to thrust in her hand. I’m worried I’ll come from this alone.

      “Natalie.”

      I reach into my pocket, fumbling for the foil packet. She sits up and shimmies her shorts and underwear off, returning to my lap once I have the condom on.

      I have an Is this really happening? moment. It’s never been like this with a girl. I’m not thinking or worrying about anything—not focused on anything besides touching her. It’s the sweetest form of bliss. Lust clouds all my impulses as I lean into my basest instincts. My body knows what it’s seeking.

      When she sinks down, it’s even better than I remember. The wet heat, her breathy moans, the pleasure coursing through my blood.

      Her tongue runs along my bottom lip as our hips ride out an eager rhythm. “You taste like tequila,” she whispers.

      “So do you.”

      She laughs, a breathy one that skims across my lips and leaves a residue behind. It feels like we’ve done this more than once before. There’s an easy familiarity that comes with being around someone you care about. I just have no idea how—or when—she fell into that category.

      I barely last until she’s clenching around me.

      I wad the used condom up in a napkin and pull my shorts back on, not bothering with my shirt. The cool air feels good on my bare skin. Natalie wraps herself in one of the blankets.

      We lie down again, side by side. She’s close enough I hear every breath. My heartbeat gradually slows, leaving nothing but contentment behind. Again, it’s the last thing I should feel around her. But the lingering haze of tequila and the satisfying release from sex clouds any concern. I stare up at the sky and relax.

      “You don’t look serious.”

      I roll my head, looking at her.

      Upturned lips, flushed face.

      “This is bad,” I say.

      There’s a pause as her lips quirk, registering my words. Her smile hits me square in the chest, rattling around in my chest like spare change in a cupholder.

      “Yep,” she agrees.

      Then we both start laughing.

      And fuck if it doesn’t feel as intimate as the sex.
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      “Good morning, Natalie.”

      My hand flies up to my heart and my elbow collides painfully with the side of the fridge.

      “Shit. You scared me.”

      My mother waltzes past me to the espresso machine, acting as if being awake first thing on a Thursday is some normal occurrence for her. “Language, Natalie,” she chastises.

      I rub at my elbow as I lean back against the shiny stainless steel, staring at the back of her matching pajama set. “Is Dad coming back?”

      He left on Monday. If he’s already returning to Alleghany, it would be the shortest trip he’s taken in years.

      “No. He’s not sure when he’ll be back.”

      I don’t suppress the snort. Sounds about right. “Then why are you up?” I ask.

      Aside from the few days when my dad was just home, my mother hasn’t been up before eleven a.m. all summer. “I don’t appreciate the tone, Natalie.” She tucks a piece of blonde hair behind one ear.

      I scoff and shove away from the fridge, opening the door and pulling out one of the pre-made smoothies I usually have for breakfast. “Whatever. I’ll be home late.”

      “Not too late.”

      “Advice you should take yourself,” I mumble as I leave the kitchen.

      If my mother hears me, she doesn’t respond. I pull out of the garage and drive down the street, pausing extra long at the stop sign to grab my phone out of my bag and plug it in to charge. It’s hiding beneath the ball of gray fabric that’s been stuffed in there since Sunday.

      I keep driving, my thoughts filled with him. I know I’ll forever associate the taste of tequila with him. A permanent reminder the boy who doesn’t let loose slackened a little.

      For me. Again. I feel his kiss on my lips and his warm body next to mine like phantom touches.

      It never should have happened. I wish I could blame it on the thrill of the forbidden. But we talked for hours after having sex again. I can separate the two—the Glenmont quarterback and everything else that makes up Liam Stevens. But I shouldn’t. Doing so makes it too easy to admit that I like the guy. Jake and I had a fling all spring, and I barely thought of him when we weren’t together.

      Not an issue with Liam, that’s for damn sure.

      I park on the main street downtown, grab my smoothie, and head for the double doors that lead into the community center. Air conditioning laced with the scent of lemon cleaner and fresh flowers greets me.

      Rachel, the receptionist, shoots me a smile before continuing her conversation with the middle-aged woman and the little girl standing at the front desk. It sounds like they’re signing up for dance classes.

      I head upstairs, exchanging pleasantries with the staff members I recognize before entering the art room. It’s a wide, open space with a far wall almost exclusively made of windows. Easels and stools are neatly spaced through the room. Art in a myriad of mediums, colors, styles, and techniques lines the walls.

      I set up today’s assignment—a classic bowl of fruit—on the table in the center of the room reserved for that exact purpose. Then, I head into the supply closet to gather up supplies.

      This is where I store most of my art. Everything displayed in the main room was done by others who have taken classes.

      I’m not sure why I feel the compulsion to hide it away. The best way I can describe it is exactly what I told Liam—it’s something I do for me. Sharing something special to you with others invites commentary on it. Positive or negative, it makes it less yours.

      “Hey, Natalie,” Simone, the community center’s director, breezes into the room.

      “Hi, Simone,” I reply, starting to distribute clean sheets of paper at each easel.

      “New session today. More Sunny Dale residents. They’re really looking forward to it,” Simone tells me. “You’re the talk of the nursing home, apparently.”

      “I enjoy teaching them,” I say, honestly.

      I doubt many people my age spend much time around anyone over sixty-five they’re not related to. But I enjoy it. The group is entertaining and working here makes me feel like I’m doing something useful with my time. I’ll do whatever Simone asks me to.

      “Well, keep up the great work. We’re busy enough, I might add a couple more classes to the schedule, if you’re all right with that?”

      “Sure. Just send me the times.”

      “Will do. See you later, Natalie.”

      Simone smiles and heads back into the hallway. I finish setting up paper at each easel and drink my smoothie.

      My phone buzzes with a message as I’m gathering paintbrushes. My stomach flips when I see the name on the screen.

      Liam: Hey. Did I leave my sweatshirt at your place?

      I stand, five paintbrushes in one hand and my phone in the other, as I debate whether to respond right away. What to say. Both considerations come with a concerning confirmation: I care.

      Middle school was the last time I gave any thought to what a guy might think. I like when they chase, and the best way to ensure that happens is acting like you don’t want them to. The problem with Liam is I know if he thinks I’m uninterested, that will be that.

      I should be fine with us ending. We had sex and swapped some secrets.

      Fine.

      He’s a guy from Glenmont. He goes to a different college. He’s serious and intense and focused on football. There are lots of reasons why our hookup last week should be the last.

      Except, I’ve been disappointed, each day that has gone by without a message from him. Especially when I found his sweatshirt beneath the pile of blankets on my balcony.

      I set my phone down. Pick it up. Chew on my lower lip.

      Natalie: Yeah, you did. I’ve been meaning to text you.

      I wait and stare, but there’s no response.

      I shut my phone off, stick it in my bag, and finish setting everything up. Then I sit and sketch until it’s time to start the class.
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      Glenmont looks the same as the last time I was here—nearly two years ago. That trip was on a bus behind rows of burly football players. As a general rule, that’s the only time anyone from Alleghany enters Glenmont—when they have to.

      But here I am, and it hasn’t changed.

      A comforting and constricting reality about small towns, I guess. They never really do.

      I glance at the GPS, gauging the distance until the next turn. I’ve been to Glenmont before, but I’ve never been to its country club.

      Country club conjures images of immaculate landscapes and a building with columns—at least in my mind. The parking lot I pull into isn’t located near any of that. There’s a long, squat building straight ahead. It’s not falling down, but it’s not ritzy either. No arch above the entrance or expensive planters. The grass of the golf course stretches in the distance, sporting a few patches of brown.

      I park, grab my keys and bag, then climb out of my car. I walk along the side of the building and around back.

      The place is dead. I don’t encounter anyone until I reach the fence that surrounds the pool. Liam is crouched at the side of the pool, scooping some of the aquamarine water into a vial and capping it before standing.

      I push the gate, and it opens with a faint squeak Liam somehow hears.

      He turns and freezes.

      “Hey.” I wave. Wave.

      The left corner of his mouth lifts at the lame gesture. “Hey.”

      I glance around at the empty pool deck and lounge chairs. “Slow day?”

      “Pool closes early on Thursdays for cleaning. We’re busiest on the weekends.”

      “Right. That makes sense.”

      Liam rubs the back of his neck, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I was actually just about to head out…”

      “Oh. Yeah. I was just dropping off this.” I open my tote and pull out his sweatshirt, stepping forward and holding it out to him. “Here you go.”

      “You didn’t need to bring it all the way here,” Liam says, taking the balled fabric from me.

      “It’s not like it’s far. You never responded earlier, so…”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry. Haven’t checked my phone since lunch. I would have come over to pick it up, I just…wasn’t sure if I should.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to worry about it.” I flash him a small, tight smile. “See ya.”

      “Wait.” He grabs my arm as I turn to go, then immediately drops it. “Is everything okay?”

      “Of course.” I don’t mention my dad already left. Or the lingering happy spell my mom is still under.

      Twin lines form between his eyes. “Fine. I’ll go first. I’m going to South Carolina next week to visit my grandparents. My dad got his intensity when it comes to football from his dad. And Cole is coming with us. So, yeah. I’m dreading it.” Liam stares at me expectantly.

      I exhale. “My dad is gone. He lasted a whole three days at home. As far as I can tell, my mom hasn’t been taking any pills or drinking since he left. Which should be a relief. But instead, I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop. Worrying it will be worse this time once she does go off the cliff.”

      “Natalie—”

      I drop a shoulder and shake my head. “It’s fine, Liam. You don’t need to say anything. Don’t say anything, please.”

      He studies me. I can feel every inch his eyes swipe over. It scalds.

      “Want to see where we keep the towels?”

      I blink at him. What? “What?”

      “In here.” Liam steps to the left, opening the door to a small building—a shed, really—and walking inside. I glance around the still-empty pool area and then follow him.

      It’s tidy and neat. Like he said, most of one wall is lined with shelves holding stacks of white towels. There’s a whiteboard on another wall. That’s all I catch a glimpse of—before Liam crowds my space.

      “I was so fucking glad when I realized I left this.” He tosses the sweatshirt on a folding chair set up in the corner. The soft material brushes my arm. “That I had an excuse to text you.”

      I don’t respond to his confession. But I tilt my head back so I can see him better. There must be windows in here somewhere because I can see everything clearly without any lights on. The sun is still a couple of hours from setting.

      Liam’s lips lower to skim my jaw. Heat pulses and spreads from each inch he brushes. My hands grip the cotton of his t-shirt involuntarily, pulling him closer.

      And then we’re kissing. It’s greedy and desperate, seeking something we both know we shouldn’t want. It’s also familiar—because shouldn’t hasn’t been a strong enough deterrent.

      It feels like a potent form of relief when my hands hit his hot skin, creeping under his t-shirt as I grind against the growing bulge in his shorts.

      “I don’t have anything,” he whispers.

      Having sex again is a worse idea than kissing. But something in me craves the intimacy. Liam isn’t someone who lets loose easily or often. I want to witness it again. It gives me some strange form of satisfaction—of possessiveness—to see his guard lower because of me.

      I nip at his neck before pulling down the top of his swim trunks at the same time I sink to my knees.

      Liam’s sharp exhale echoes through the small space. “You don’t have to…”

      The words are half-hearted, at best. I move my hand up and down, enjoying watching him react to my touch. Watching him resist the urge to thrust.

      “Good thing I want to, then,” I say, before leaning forward and taking him into my mouth.

      Liam groans as I start to suck him. It releases a heady burst of power, hearing his approval. I want to make him feel good. Usually, I consider hookups an equal exchange of pleasure. I’m in an inherently demeaning position, one that often gets girls labeled as easy or too eager.

      But Liam is looking at me like I’m a deity on a pedestal. His hands are fists at his sides, the bottom of his abdomen a sharply defined V as he clenches his stomach muscles. I swirl my tongue around the bulbous head of his dick, and he hisses my name.

      I tease him with my lips and tongue. Graze my teeth. Fondle his balls.

      “Fuck, Natalie. I can’t—I’m going to—” He says my name again, as a warning I don’t need. I can tell he’s close to coming.

      The salty taste of his release fills my mouth. I swallow before shifting away and standing.

      All of a sudden, I’m self-conscious. Embarrassed. Hooking up during daylight hours feels intimate in a different way. Feels like a relationship.

      “I, uh, I should go,” I say, watching him adjust his clothes.

      Liam pulls his bottom lip in between his teeth. Nods. “Thanks for this.” He picks up the sweatshirt he dropped before.

      “That’s what you’re thanking me for?”

      Liam is all man. I wouldn’t describe anything about him as boyish—except for the flush working its way across his cheeks. He grins, and I feel the smile settle everywhere. “The blowjob was nice too.”

      I laugh. “Yeah. You’re welcome.”

      He leans forward and kisses me again. It’s nothing more than a quick peck—the type of affection you show someone you know you’ll kiss many times again.

      I offer him a quick smile when he pulls back.

      Then turn around and walk away.
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      Forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine…

      “Hey, stranger.”

      I reach fifty and relax my arms. Relief flows through my tired muscles as I flip onto my back and squint up at Maeve.

      She’s being dramatic. We sleep in the same house. Eat dinner together every night. We’re family—the furthest from strangers two people can be.

      But I know what she means. It’s been a long time since we felt like siblings. Since it felt like we were on the same team.

      “Hey.” I sit up, grabbing the water bottle I set on the stairs and propping my elbows on my knees. It’s nearly dark out, the sun almost finished with its descent. The temperature can’t be more than seventy, but my skin is steaming from the push-ups I just completed and the set of sit-ups before that.

      Maeve kicks the edge of the deck. “How’ve you been?”

      “Busy, you know. Fine. You?”

      “Yeah. Same.”

      I gulp some water, wipe my mouth, and sigh. “Spit it out, Maeve.”

      She sighs as well, sinking down onto the bottom step. “I have a favor to ask, and I need you to keep an open mind, okay?”

      I nod.

      I can add together favor and open mind. It will equal something I don’t want to do.

      Maeve picks at a stray piece of paint peeling away from the railing. “It’s Wes’s birthday in a few days.”

      Yep, there it is.

      “Oh, no! My gift will never arrive in time!”

      Maeve spears me with a glare. I mime zipping my lips.

      “I want to throw him a pool party at the country club.”

      “Great,” I drone. “You’ve got Girlfriend of the Year in the bag.”

      Maeve rolls her eyes. “I talked to Mike.”

      Mike is the club’s manager, and technically my boss, though he’s only a few years older, just out of college.

      “He said I can use the pool deck as long as a lifeguard is there. I’d ask Matt, but…”

      But Matt is the only person less likely than me to help out with Weston Cole’s birthday party. I sigh. “That means I’ll have to be at his party.”

      “And people think I’m the smart twin.”

      When I don’t do much as crack a smile, she rolls her eyes.

      “Please, Liam? I know you have your issues with him, and I get it. I really do. But he’s my boyfriend. I love him.”

      Dammit. She isn’t pulling any punches.

      “I know you do.”

      Following the moment with Natalie in the pool house earlier, I’m flooded with fresh reminders of how right it can feel with the wrong person. It softens me more than Maeve playing on my sympathy.

      “It would mean a lot to me,” she adds. “And him.”

      At that last comment, I snort. Somehow, I doubt Weston Cole is losing any sleep over the fact that he and I aren’t best buddies. “Yeah. Sure it would.”

      Maeve hesitates. “So?” Hope saturates the single syllable.

      “You realize you’re asking me to help host an Alleghany party? No one will want me there. I won’t want to be there. And I highly doubt Cole is going to tell off any of his buddies on my behalf. I could lose my job if shit goes sideways.”

      “I won’t let that happen. I talked to Chris already. He’ll handle the guest list from Alleghany. He promised it would stay under control. It’s a party, not a football game.”

      “Are you inviting our friends?” I ask.

      “That’s up to you. Brooke, Sarah, and Maggie will all be there. Becca said she’d come too.”

      I laugh. “Maeve. Up to me? Even if I show, there’s no way the guys will.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “I’d feel bad…taking your money.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re so stubborn, Liam. Just admit—every guy in Glenmont idolizes you.”

      “I’m stubborn? Just admit you’re trying to mix oil and water, Maeve. I mean, what’s the point of this?”

      “The point is that I want to throw a party for Weston and invite our friends—regardless of where they live. That shouldn’t be too much to ask!”

      “But it is!” I reply. “That’s what you don’t seem to get. You hooking up with Alleghany’s golden boy didn’t change things for anyone but you.”

      “Who cares where he lives? It shouldn’t matter!”

      “I didn’t come up with the rivalry, Maeve. It is what it is.”

      “You didn’t come up with it, but you’re perpetuating it.”

      “I don’t have to live my life based on your decisions,” I snap. “You want to date a guy from Alleghany, fine. That doesn’t change how I feel about anything.”

      Maeve shakes her head. “Wow. Thanks for the support, Liam.”

      “You knew what it was going to be like. Being with him. Don’t blame anyone but yourself—if things aren’t changing simply because you started hoping they magically would.”

      As I speak, I wonder, Am I talking to Maeve or myself?

      Maeve pauses. “So that’s a no—on the party?”

      I sigh. “It’s an I’ll be there,” I say, then roll onto my stomach and start another set of push-ups.
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      “Becca keeps looking over here,” Sam tells me.

      I grunt, my gaze focused on the beer bottle I’m holding. Condensation drips to the group in slow rivulets.

      My head is a mess. My conversation with Maeve, the time with Natalie earlier. Dread and anticipation for the upcoming season. Confusion and concern about the contrary ways I’m feeling. It all mixes together, making my head an uncomfortable place to be.

      “I’m hosting Weston Cole’s birthday party this weekend.”

      Sam coughs, spraying beer everywhere. “Come again?”

      “I’m hosting Weston Cole’s birthday party this weekend.”

      “Yeah, nope. I heard you right the first time, turns out. What the fuck, Stevens?”

      “Maeve wants to throw him one. Mike only agreed if a lifeguard was there. So…yep.” I swig some beer.

      “Shit.”

      “You’re invited. It’s super inclusive, apparently.”

      Sam scoffs. “Yeah. Fuck that.”

      “’Sup, guys?” Matt takes the open chair around the firepit.

      “Liam is hosting Cole’s birthday party this weekend,” Sam replies. “Should be a real rager.”

      Matt turns a confused expression on me. “The hell?”

      I shrug. “She’s my sister. I’ll show up and scowl the whole time. You guys don’t need to come. Probably better if you don’t, honestly.”

      “No way,” Matt says. “I want to go. If it’s open season on Glenmont girls, I’ll see how loyal Alleghany’s are. There were a few cheerleaders in blue…” He smirks.

      Sam grins, getting into it. “Hell yeah. Who was that one Cole would hang around? Fuck, she was hot. Natalie…”

      “Natalie Jacobs,” Matt supplies.

      My hand tightens around the bottle I’m holding, something dark and possessive snaking through my blood. I’ve never heard either Matt or Sam mention a girl from Alleghany before in any appreciative context. I’d think they were fucking with me—that they’d somehow seen us together—if not for the fact I know neither of them could have kept it to themselves.

      “Yeah, right,” Sam says. “Brooke was looking at her photos the other night. She knows her from cheer competitions and shit. Natalie was a real bitch to Maggie senior year, apparently.”

      “Would you have rolled out the welcome wagon if a guy from Alleghany joined our team?” I ask, picking at the wet label on the bottle.

      “Of course not,” Sam responds. “But that’s different.”

      I shrug. “Sounds the same to me.”

      “Sounds like you’re defending a girl from Alleghany.”

      “You’re the one talking about hooking up with her,” I remind him.

      “He’s just looking for ways to make Brooke jealous,” Matt adds, leaning back and kicking his feet up. “Watch this.” He looks around the yard until he spots Brooke talking with Sarah by the back deck. “Brooke!”

      Brooke walks over, cocking a hip like her usual sassy self. “What?”

      “You hear about this party with Alleghany?”

      “Wes’s birthday? Yeah.”

      All three of us collectively grimace at the friendly way she says his name.

      “You’re going?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are Alleghany cheerleaders going to be there?”

      Brooke’s nose wrinkles. “How would I know?”

      “You’re going to an Alleghany party,” Sam says. “Seems like your loyalties are shifting.”

      Matt and I exchange a look. Most of the time, Sam is the easy-going guy. Around Brooke, he becomes a bit of an ass.

      “I’m supporting my best friend by going to a party she’s throwing for her boyfriend, Sam. Sounds pretty damn loyal to me.”

      “She’s dating Weston fucking Cole, Brooke. When she chose him—that’s when your loyalty was supposed to end.”

      “Oh, really? So if Liam started dating a girl from Alleghany—you’d do what? Never talk to him again?”

      I shift, the hypothetical hitting a little too close to reality. I’m not dating Natalie. But I’ve definitely done things with her my friends would judge me for.

      That’s affirmed when Sam answers. “Liam would never put us in that position in the first place.”

      Brooke tosses her long hair over one shoulder. “Whatever. Have fun with whatever Alleghany cheerleader you’re after—hypocrite.”

      “As long as Natalie Jacobs is there, I will.”

      Brooke’s nostrils flare. “From what I’ve heard, she’s the love ’em and leave ’em type. Perfect for you.” She stalks off.

      “She sounded jealous, man,” Matt says.

      I’m silent, washing bitterness down with beer.

      She’s the love ’em and leave ’em type.

      Is that true? Probably. Natalie told me she’s never dated anyone seriously. That would extend to me—even if I didn’t want it to. Even if I started to see her as more than a hot hookup.

      The fact I’m thinking about it—about her—annoys me. I stand without saying anything, leaving Sam and Matt to talk. The remainder of my beer gets drained as I cross the yard, headed toward the cornhole set up near the nature preserve that borders the back of Sean Kennedy’s backyard.

      I feel like throwing something.

      “Any openings?” I ask, tossing the empty bottle in a bin with a loud clang.

      “Yeah. Sure. Here.” One of the guys hands me two beanies, his voice high-pitched and nervous.

      I squint at him. “What’s your name?”

      “Uh, I’m Peter. We had Calculus together, senior year.”

      “Right,” I say, even though I have no recollection of who he is. “Thanks.”

      “Of course.” Peter glances over at another guy I don’t recognize. “You’ve got a better arm than me.”

      I scoff. “That’s fucking debatable.”

      The beanie soars through the air, arcing in a clean descent that sinks right into the single opening on the board. It feels good. Feels like a victory, more so than the wins I’ve notched in front of screaming crowds.

      Peter and his friend exchange a grin.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket, staring at the screen. It would be a mistake—texting her. Logically, I know it. At best, I’ll look desperate and needy. She made me come harder than I ever have earlier and took off before I could reciprocate.

      But the reasons I want to see her have nothing to do with sex. I like being around her—I like that I can be myself. It’s all those sweeping declarations people make about a significant other—they make you braver, you feel happier around them, they inspire you every day—wrapped up in one messy package.

      That’s only if I overthink it. And that’s the main enticement about being around Natalie—I don’t. I’m not worried about anything else or focused on what I should be doing. I’m just…present.

      Our last messages are about my sweatshirt.

      And I wish I was the guy who always knew what to say. Who’s effortlessly suave, the way she is. I’ve never pursued a girl—I shoved the distraction to the side and only indulged in the easy. I used to think it was a testament to my dedication to football. Now, I think it might have been a matter of the right girl. Because fuck if Natalie doesn’t make me forget about the sport altogether.

      Liam: I’m cleaning up at cornhole.

      I’m shocked when she replies immediately.

      Natalie: Is that a euphemism?

      A smile tugs at my lips.

      Liam: No.

      Liam: I’m literally winning. At the game.

      Natalie: Happy for you. I know losing is a sore spot for you.

      Liam: That’s harsh.

      Natalie: That’s life.

      Liam: Yeah, you’re right.

      She doesn’t reply for a few more minutes. I toss three more bags into the hole.

      Natalie: How committed are you to seeing the win through?

      Liam: Barely to not very.

      Natalie: Daily Grind parking lot? Ten minutes?

      Liam: I’ll be there.
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      “This is weird,” Madeline states.

      I hum a vague agreement, my focus on the opposite side of the pool. When Chris texted me, saying Wes was having his birthday party at the Glenmont Country Club, I thought he was joking.

      Turns out he was serious.

      For the first time—ever—I’m at a party in Glenmont. We’ve self-segregated in a fairly even split, Glenmont on one side of the pool and Alleghany on the other.

      “I think you mean boring,” Tory says, leaning back against the lounge chair with a sigh.

      She’s right. For a party, this is pretty lame. On both sides of the pool, people have formed smaller groups they’re hanging out with, like me, Madeline, Tory, and Jess.

      Liam is talking to a girl with dark hair. I watch as she brushes her arm against his in a move that’s meant to look unintentional but lingers too long to be accidental.

      Maeve Stevens approaches them and gives the girl a hug. I doubt it’s the first time one of her friends has shown an interest in Liam—but it’s the first time I’m having to witness it.

      I stand. “Let’s shake it up a bit.” Gathering the hem of my cover-up, I start to pull it up, revealing the blue bikini I’m wearing underneath. “Three on three, Chris?” I call out.

      Music is playing, but I know my voice is loud enough to carry across the pool. I keep my eyes fixed on this side though.

      Wes’s best friend nods enthusiastically. Two of the other guys he’s standing with, Adam and Charlie, chime in as well. Word spreads through the entire Alleghany contingent quickly.

      Jess sighs. “Pool basketball? Guess I shouldn’t have spent an hour on my hair.” She fingers the curls in her light brown hair.

      “It’s a pool party, Jess,” I say.

      “We don’t usually go swimming though,” she replies, which is true.

      I’m feeling the urge to prove something. To myself, to Liam, who knows. We didn’t just hook up in Daily Grind’s parking lot a few nights ago. We also talked. Hung out. He didn’t mention tonight, though, and I’m not sure why. Did he not think I’d come?

      This is an important reminder.

      He’s on one side; I’m on the other.

      I walk over to the diving board, feeling plenty of eyes on me. My chin is up, my shoulders back. Each step is casual and confident. I’m no stranger to attention.

      I only allow myself to steal one quick glance at Liam—as I’m climbing the diving board ladder. He’s looking at me now, even though the Glenmont girl is still standing next to him.

      There’s an extra sway to my hips as I walk down the board, knowing he’s watching me. I bounce when I reach the end, testing it a couple of times before starting to build momentum. This was just going to be a way to get into the pool. But now that I’m up here, in front of everyone, there’s a thrill that lights me up inside.

      I propel myself upward, letting my feet leave the board and spinning and twisting through the air. It feels like flying, until I’m surrounded by cool, chlorinated water instead of air.

      I sink until my feet scrape the rough cement of the bottom, then kick back to the surface. Splashes sound around me as the boys jump in. Madeline jumps off the board, also executing a fancy flip. Someone produces a ball, and we crowd along the net set up along one side of the shallow end.

      “Good call on claiming the pool, Jacobs,” Chris tells me as we start to organize teams. Most of the Alleghany contingency—about thirty of us in total, mostly former cheerleaders and football players—is in the pool now, either actually swimming or just relaxing.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Fields.”

      He grins at me, then glances at the Glenmont side. “Hey, Cole! You playing?”

      I find Wes in the crowd. He’s talking to Maeve and holds a hand up in a one minute gesture.

      Chris laughs. “God. He’s so whipped.”

      “Do you think they’ll last?” I ask, watching them interact. Maeve is shaking her head and smiling at whatever Wes is saying. “They don’t even go to the same college.”

      Part of me is fishing. I have no idea if Wes has made a decision about transferring or if he mentioned his plans to Chris. We haven’t discussed it since the party when he first brought it up, back in June.

      “They made it this far,” Chris replies. He side-eyes me. “You asking for any particular reason?”

      I shake my head, laughing. “No, definitely not.” The last thing I need is Wes’s best friend thinking I’m harboring some secret crush.

      The sad irony is, I’m asking because of Liam. Because Wes transferring to Arlington will affect him directly, and every time I’m around Liam and don’t mention it, it feels like a betrayal.

      “Chris! Natalie! Stop flirting!” Adam shouts.

      I look at Chris. “Are you flirting with me?”

      He grins. “Nah.”

      “I sure hope not. I thought you’d have better game than that.”

      “I do. But I’m not using it on you. You’ll break my damn heart.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’d be more worried about my team beating yours.”

      Chris chuckles as we swim closer to the net. “Uh-huh.”

      The game starts organized and quickly descends into chaos. My eyes burn from chlorine and my cheeks hurt from smiling. Back in high school, I wouldn’t have been caught dead playing pool basketball. I would have been sitting up on the deck with a number of the people I’m playing with now with a full face of makeup and straightened hair, holding court. The less you interact with people who admire you, the cooler they’ll think you are. Or at least that’s what I thought at the time.

      My fingertips are pruned by the time I climb out of the pool. I squeeze the water out of my hair, not bothering with a towel yet. It’s a warm, sticky night.

      The drink table is set up on the Glenmont side, which I’m certain was no accident. Most everyone smuggled their own drinks in, but I decide to pretend like there’s not a water bottle filled with vodka stashed in my tote bag.

      I stroll right over to it, surveying the spread contents.

      “Hey, Nat.”

      I glance over one shoulder at Wes. “Hey!” I give him a wide, genuine smile. “Happy birthday!”

      “Thanks.” He grins. “I’d give you a hug, but you’re soaked and half-naked.”

      I can’t resist. “Never bothered you before.” I wink, so he knows I’m kidding.

      Wes laughs. “Pretty sure it would bother Maeve.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. This is quite the get-together.” I gesture, vaguely, toward the pool.

      “Yeah. I was hoping it might be a little more…relaxed.”

      “So, basically, your birthday wish was world peace.”

      “Basically.”

      “Hmmm.” I glance at the table again. “Is there are a bartender at this thing?”

      “What do you want?”

      “No clue.”

      “You liked that drink before junior prom.”

      I blink at him. “You remember that?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I didn’t think it would take this long to grab a soda.” Maeve Stevens appears.

      And that explains why Wes is standing at the drink table holding a drink, I guess.

      “Sorry, babe. I was just talking to Natalie.” Wes gives Maeve a smile. “I’m not sure if you two have ever officially met. Natalie, this is Maeve. Maeve, Natalie.”

      I offer a small smile. “Nice party.”

      Maeve looks like she’s trying to figure out whether I’m making fun of her or not. I’m not; I just can’t think of anything else to say to her. On top of the typical rivalry awkwardness, I have history with her boyfriend.

      Also, I gave her brother a blowjob in the shed we’re standing about twenty feet from.

      Not that she knows that, but I do.

      “Thanks.”

      An awkward bit of silence falls as Wes pulls a red can of cola out of the cooler and hands it to Maeve. Then he starts pouring the contents of a few different bottles into a red cup.

      “You don’t actually have to make me a drink, Wes,” I tell him. “I can fend for myself. It’s your birthday.”

      “Nah, I want to. One sec.”

      I glance at Maeve, who’s still standing there. We face off on either side of Wes, who’s mixing alcohol obliviously. Is she mad he’s making me a drink? Or does she just not know what to say either?

      “When are you guys leaving for South Carolina?” I take a stab at neutral conversation.

      “Next week,” Wes answers, leaning down to scoop some ice from the cooler. “I forgot I mentioned that to you.”

      He didn’t, I suddenly realize. Liam is the one who mentioned Wes was joining his family.

      I latch onto the excuse, mumbling a vague mm-hmm and deciding it’s best to stick to nonverbal conversation.

      Wes straightens and hands me the cup. I take a long sip. It’s tangy and a little sweet, the burn of alcohol evident when I swallow. I smile. “It’s good.”

      “Of course it is. It’s strong too. Fields’s ego won’t recover if you beat him at pool basketball again.”

      I laugh, but the amusement fades as soon as I register the two guys approaching.

      “You bartending for everyone, Cole? Or just the girls who have spread their legs for you?” one asks.

      “Fucking watch it, Crawford,” Wes snaps.

      The guy who spoke—who I now know must be Matt Crawford, infamous in Alleghany thanks to a certain photo of him kissing Maeve Stevens on our football field—glances at me. His eyes widen a little as they skim over my body.

      I hope he hits on me. It would give me a chance to use one of the retorts sitting on the tip of my tongue.

      “No offense,” he tells me.

      I snap my fingers. “Ah, shit. There went the last chance of any respect. If you’re going to try to insult me, at least have the balls to back it up. But I forgot, you’re from Glenmont. So you don’t have any.”

      If things were awkward in the group before, it’s nothing in comparison to now.

      Maeve clears her throat. “And this is my brother, Liam.”

      “Right.” I meet his gaze. “Barely recognized you not wearing your uniform and a scowl.” I’m not entirely faking the annoyance in my voice. I wonder if he would have said anything to his friend if Wes hadn’t. Liam’s features darken into a glare. “Ah, there it is. Now I recognize you.”

      “Natalie,” Wes warns.

      At the same time, Maeve chastises Liam. “Be nice.”

      Under other circumstances, I’d laugh. But we’re putting on too good of an act to mess it up. Except…I’m not sure if Liam is actually pretending. He looks genuinely pissed about something. I’m not sure what he has to be mad about. I was the one just called a slut.

      “Be nice?” Matt laughs. “She’s from Alleghany, Maeve. Their fucking head cheerleader. Remember the stories Maggie has told? Your boyfriend cheated on you with her!”

      “Enough, Matt,” Liam says. He doesn’t dispute anything Matt said, though.

      “You’re asking to get thrown out on your ass,” Wes tells Matt.

      “Is there a problem over here?” Chris appears, with Josh and Adam right behind him. Charlie ambles over as well, arms crossed.

      Liam and Matt both shift uneasily as the numbers rapidly shift in Alleghany’s favor. If we’re dividing down town lines, there’s three of them and six of us.

      “It’s fine, Chris,” Wes replies.

      “Uh-huh, sure,” Chris states. He glances at me. “You good, Natalie?”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “I’m good.”

      I think the situation is deescalating—until a couple more Glenmont guys approach. I don’t know either of them by name, but I recognize them as football players.

      “Check this out,” one of them says. “A whole bunch of Alleghany guys, a long way from home.”

      Maeve glares at the guy who spoke. “They were invited, Sam.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s just…none of us thought they’d actually show up.”

      “If Wes wants to have his party here instead of the pool in my backyard, he can,” Chris replies. There’s an edge to his voice. I watch him and Wes exchange a look laced with tension. Interesting. I have to say, I enjoyed Wes’s birthday party last year more than this one.

      “Ohhh, you’ve got a pool? I’m impressed, rich boy.” The same Glenmont guy who spoke before, Sam, sneers.

      “I didn’t buy four years of wins, did I?” Chris retorts. “You just…lost.” He grins, watching that comment land.

      Sam takes a step forward.

      Tension ripples in the air like a tangible thing.

      To my surprise, Liam is the one who breaks it. “We’re not doing this, Jackson,” he says to Sam. “Not here.”

      “Yeah, listen to your quarterback.” Josh taunts, jumping in. “He always makes the right call. Oh, wait…”

      Anger rolls off Liam in waves. His jaw is clenched so tightly it seems likely to snap. I bite my bottom lip, knowing anything I say will only make things worse.

      Sam takes another step forward.

      “Sam!” Liam barks.

      “Yeah, whatever.” Sam rolls his eyes and walks away. The other guy who came over with him leaves as well. After a beat, Liam and Matt do the same, heads bent together as Matt tells Liam something.

      “Who wants a drink?” Chris asks. All the tension has disappeared. He’s suddenly upbeat and chipper again.

      Wes sighs. “Take whatever you want. But do not start any shit with Glenmont, okay?”

      “Start? I was trying to end it.”

      Wes sighs again before walking off with Maeve. I take a long pull from my drink.

      “Some crazy shit, huh?” Charlie asks me, as the rest of the guys help themselves to drinks.

      “Yeah. Crazy shit,” I agree, gaze focused on Liam, who’s standing with the same group of guys he walked away with. Several other people have joined them as well, obviously asking what the hell happened over here.

      I glance away before Charlie catches me staring. If there’s any moral to the tête-à-tête that just took place, it’s that Maeve and Wes haven’t magically resolved the rivalry between the two towns.

      They might have made it worse.

      This thing with me and Liam is dangerous. It’s going nowhere. And if someone saw us in Fayetteville a few days ago, I’m certain this encounter would have turned even uglier. We’re playing with fire, and it was much easier to pretend we couldn’t get burned when I couldn’t see the flames. Right now, they’re blazing right in front of me, bright and hot.

      I take another sip and set down my drink. “Mind watching that?” I ask Charlie. “Restroom.”

      “Yeah, of course,” he replies. “I’ll be here.”

      “Thanks,” I say, then walk away.

      The doors leading into the clubhouse are just past the line of chairs on the side Glenmont has claimed. Getting to them requires passing everyone here with a Glenmont address, plus Maggie.

      I give her a small nod as I pass, which she returns.

      We came to an uneasy truce over the course of senior year. Matt was right—I wasn’t welcoming toward her. But I have a very difficult time believing he would have made an Alleghany guy joining his football team feel at ease. He listed me icing Maggie out as a reason I’m not to be treated nicely. If you ask me, it’s a brand of loyalty. I guess it only matters if I were loyal to his side.

      There’s no obvious indicator of where the restrooms are as I walk into the club’s building. I’m certainly not going to ask anyone from Glenmont for directions.

      After wandering around for a few minutes, I find the distinctive stick figure I’m looking for.

      The bathroom is empty. I quickly pee and wash my hands. My appearance isn’t quite as bedraggled as I thought. I finger-comb my damp hair and then open the door that leads back into the hallway.

      I’m startled—when I see Liam standing just outside the door. Arms crossed, wearing an annoyed expression.

      “Hey…”

      “Anyone else in there?” He glances past me, into the bathroom.

      “Uh, no—”

      Liam steps forward, forcing me to take one back.

      The door shuts behind him, leaving us in here, alone.

      I open my mouth. “What are you—”

      “Put some fucking clothes on.”

      I raise both eyebrows, registering his serious expression and deadly tone. “No.”

      “I’m not kidding, Natalie.”

      “You’re not the boss of me, either. I’ll wear—or not wear—whatever the hell I want. I’ll walk around naked if I feel like it.”

      Liam exhales a long, annoyed huff. He looks past my shoulder, his eyes swirling with hidden, green secrets. “I’m going to lose it,” he confesses. “If I hear one more guy make a comment about your tits or your ass, I’m going to lose it. And I know I shouldn’t care. I know it shouldn’t matter to me. But I do, and it does. So will you please put some fucking clothes on?”

      “I’m not yours, Liam.”

      “I know.” That’s his response. But he says it like he’s really saying yes, you are.

      “I’ll consider it,” I tell him.

      “Fine.”

      “Your sister hates me.”

      He shrugs. “So? She knew how I felt about Cole.”

      “Is that what this is?” I ask, gesturing between us. “Some sort of twisted revenge fantasy?”

      “No. That’s not what this is.”

      “Then what is it?”

      He doesn’t answer. He leans down and connects our lips, placing a burning, bruising kiss on my mouth. I kiss him back to the jagged rhythm of my heartbeat.

      This is bad, I think.

      Liam pulls back and looks at me.

      I wonder if he’s thinking the same things I am. If he’s also mentally retracing all the steps that led us here, trying to figure out when we became two people who get jealous. Who share kisses that feel like stealing breath and swallowing butterflies.

      “We should stop doing this,” I whisper.

      He nods, not looking surprised or offended. “Yeah. We should.”

      Nothing feels resolved, though, as he turns and walks out of the bathroom as quickly as he appeared. I swipe a finger across my lower lip, trying to brush away the residue of his touch. The way it tingles and lingers.

      When I enter the lobby, Wes is walking in from the pool.

      “Hey,” he says, spotting me.

      “Hey,” I reply.

      “You good?”

      “I feel like I should be asking you that.”

      “Yeah.” Wes blows out a breath. “Tonight was a nice idea. Just…”

      “Unrealistic?” I supply. “Waving a match around a powder keg?”

      He smiles. “Yeah. Both would apply, I guess.”

      I glance around, confirming we’re still alone. “I keep wanting to ask…are you still thinking about transferring?”

      “I don’t know what to think.” Wes sighs. “It’s a fucking mess. My dad called yesterday, telling me he got tickets for him and a bunch of his college buddies. To watch me play at Lincoln. Not that I should care. But…we’re in a decent place, for once. And if I want to go pro, Lincoln is the safer bet.”

      “Have you talked to Maeve?”

      Wes shakes his head.

      “Talk to me about what?”

      Shit. I glance at Maeve, who’s just walked inside. Liam is with her, and so is the brunette girl he was talking to earlier.

      This looks bad, I realize. Me and Wes talking alone.

      Bad to Maeve, and bad to Liam.

      “Talk to me about what, Wes?” Maeve repeats the question, her tone sharper than the first time.

      “I’ll, uh, I’ll be outside.” Maeve’s friend heads back outside, leaving the four of us alone.

      Before I can excuse myself as well, Wes says, “I’m considering transferring to Arlington.”

      Silence greets Wes’s admission.

      “And you told her?”

      Wes laughs, but it’s a humorless sound. “I tell you I want to uproot everything—my career, my future—to be closer to you, and that’s the first thing you say? Really, Maeve?”

      “Yeah.” Maeve crosses her arms. “I want to know why you told her something you should have discussed with me.”

      “I’m gonna go, Wes,” I say. “Happy Birthday.”

      He glances at me. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      I pass Maeve and Liam without looking at either Stevens, inhaling deep lungfuls of humidity once I’m back outside. The air out here holds slightly less tension than the oxygen inside.

      Charlie holds my drink out as I approach.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, sucking down most of it in one go.

      He studies me. “Are you okay?”

      Maybe I should start a tally, of how many times people ask me that. “I will be,” I reply.

      Then I finish my drink and dive back into the pool. The cool water doesn’t do much to wash away my irritation, but swimming and socializing offer some distraction.

      By the time I climb out, my fingertips are pruned, and the air temperature feels noticeably cooler. I towel off, half-listening to Madeline and Caroline talk. Josh comes over and grabs Caroline from behind, pulling her to his chest in a possessive move.

      I’ve always viewed public displays of affection as overdone and unnecessary. But watching Caroline lean back against Josh and giggle at something he whispers to her, I reassess. I imagine Liam doing that to me, whispering Put some fucking clothes on in my ear, and I feel hot all over.

      I drop the towel and pull my dress back on. Like a magnet, my gaze meets a green one across the pool. Liam’s eyes hold mine for a beat before they drop and realize I listened to him. Surprise and satisfaction flash across his face. I was expecting hatred after Wes’s revelation. But I suppose all along we’ve been proof you can hate someone and want someone at the same time.

      Liam looks away without any further acknowledgment—and we go back to acting like strangers.
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      The two people who were supposed to be getting along tonight—Maeve and Wes—aren’t speaking.

      It cast a pall over the rest of the party, to say the least.

      Maeve is silent as I drive the sedan back toward our house. A million questions swirl in my head, all without answers.

      Weston wanting to transfer to Arlington isn’t a shock. I spent a while senior year convinced that’s where he would end up in the first place.

      I’m mostly stuck on the realization Natalie knew.

      She knew.

      Weston transferring to Arlington would affect my life just as drastically as it would alter Maeve’s—maybe more. He’d be a direct threat to our current starting quarterback. He’d likely become the starting quarterback. Practices, weightlifting, meetings, meals, travel, games, strategy sessions, film nights—he’d be at all of them.

      “Did you know?”

      I glance at Maeve, who’s looking out the window, head resting against the glass and face tilted away. “Of course not.”

      But she knew, and she didn’t tell me.

      Maeve voices my thoughts. “He told her. Natalie.”

      My fingers tighten around the steering wheel as I turn left. “They’re friends.”

      Maeve scoffs.

      “Is she hooking up with his friend?” I ask. “Fields?”

      She glances over and gives me a confused look. “No idea. Wes’s friends don’t talk about that stuff in front of me. Why?”

      I shrug. “Just trying to figure out if that’s what set Fields off earlier. By the drinks.”

      “Pretty sure it was Matt being an ass that did it.”

      “He was trying to stand up for you, in his own way,” I say. That’s all I say to defend him. I’m pissed at him myself, but for other reasons than Maeve is.

      Neither Natalie nor Weston denied they’ve hooked up.

      And knowing they probably had was different than watching them smile and laugh together. It stung in a way I wasn’t expecting. Knowing he’s seen her so intimately fueled the possessiveness that made me kiss her in the women’s room.

      I’ve gotten protective over girls before. But possessive? Never.

      “I’d never seen them together before,” Maeve muses. “Aside from that one—aside from that one time. They make more sense.” She sighs. “Tonight was a total fucking disaster. I wanted everyone to see how things had changed…instead it just showed how much they haven’t. I’m so sick of it.”

      “No one will care about the rivalry at Arlington.”

      “You will. Matt will.”

      “I want to win. So does Matt.”

      I turn onto our street, immediately spotting the shiny SUV parked in front of the house.

      “He’s here.”

      Maeve sighs. “I know. I told him to come so we could talk.”

      I pull into the driveway. “Okay.”

      I turn off the sedan and step out of the car, giving Weston a slight nod as I head up the stairs and inside. Both of my parents are sitting in the living room. My mom is reading a book and my dad is poring over football plays. Both of them look over when I shut the front door.

      “Hey, honey,” my mom greets. “Where’s Maeve?”

      Before I can answer, Weston’s voice drifts in through the open screened window, answering his question. “…a lot of thought…transferring to Arlington.”

      I wait, but there’s no sign of surprise on my dad’s face. “You knew?” I ask him, disbelievingly.

      “We had conversations about college, Wes.” Maeve’s voice rises. “Lots and lots of them. We agreed on separate schools!”

      “Well, now I’m disagreeing!” Weston shouts.

      “I thought you were happy at Lincoln. You had an amazing season!”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with Lincoln, Maeve, and you know it.”

      “You said we were strong enough to make it.”

      “We are, Maeve. But—God, I want to go to parties with you. Have you at my games. I want to see you more than one weekend a month, if we’re lucky. Is that so hard for you to understand?”

      “Of course not. I just…I used to be known as Liam Stevens’ sister. Then I was known as Weston Cole’s girlfriend. At Arlington, I’m just Maeve. That will change—if you transfer.”

      “You’re my girlfriend no matter where I go to school.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s different, and you know it.”

      “So you don’t want me to transfer.”

      “We’ve never talked about it! You never told me you were considering it. This is a conversation we should have had together. Instead, you told the one girl you know I’m insecure about?”

      “There’s nothing going on between me and Natalie. She’s a friend. I told her after I met with coaches at Arlington.”

      “You met with coaches at Arlington?”

      “I wanted to know if it was an…option. Before I told you.”

      “And?”

      “I’m telling you, aren’t I?”

      “Because I walked in on you talking about it with someone else!” Maeve exclaims. “What did they offer you?”

      “Starting spot and a full ride.”

      My fists clench. Jesus.

      “So that’s it, then.”

      “That’s it, then? Maeve, you’re the only reason I’m considering this. You know why I accepted Lincoln’s offer.”

      “Isn’t it too late to transfer?”

      Weston laughs. “Maeve, they want me bad. They’ll bend whatever rules they need to, so long as it doesn’t violate anything with the NCAA.”

      There’s a long stretch of silence. “We should go into the other room,” my mom whispers. “Give them some privacy.”

      But none of us move.

      “It’s your decision, Wes,” Maeve finally says.

      “No, it’s not, Maeve.”

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. I was worried you might react this way. And what does that say about us, huh? I tell you I want to be closer to you, and your reaction is to push me away.”

      “That is not what I’m doing. Don’t you dare put words in my mouth, Wes. You said we were strong enough to get through these four years. You said you wanted to go to Lincoln. Don’t blame me for wondering why you changed your mind.”

      “Wondering? Maeve, I love you. I miss you. How is it hard to understand that I don’t want to be hundreds of miles away? That I’m tired of FaceTiming? That I’m sick of going to parties alone and having girls all over me?”

      “Is that what this is really about? You’re not getting laid enough?”

      Now, I wish we had stopped listening. Although it is amusing to watch my parents exchange an uncomfortable glance.

      There’s a long pause.

      “I’m going to go,” Weston finally says. “I need some time. Some space.”

      “We’re supposed to go to South Carolina in two days.”

      “Tell your family—tell them whatever the hell you want. I need some space, Maeve.”

      “I thought the problem was you have too much space? We were supposed to spend a whole week together, and now you don’t want to?”

      The voices grow more muffled, Maeve or Wes both moving further away.

      “You knew?” I ask my dad again.

      “Liam—” he starts, then is cut off by the door slamming and the rapid thud of steps up the stairs as Maeve comes inside.

      My mom sighs, shutting her book. “I’ll go talk to her.”

      She passes me and heads upstairs after Maeve, while I continue staring at my dad.

      He sighs. “It wasn’t my place to say anything. Not until he’d made a decision.”

      “If he transfers, I’ll never start for Arlington. You realize that, right?”

      “You don’t know that for certain, Liam.”

      I scoff. “Pretty sure I do.”

      “Liam…”

      I wait, but that’s all he says—my name. He’s never been good about communicating, about talking about anything unrelated to football. Or even things related to football if it doesn’t involve telling me what to work on, it appears.

      “Okay.” I scoff. “Great explanation, Dad.”

      Then I turn around and walk upstairs.

      He says nothing.
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      We leave for my grandparents’ early on Monday morning. As much as I was dreading Weston’s presence, I’d accepted it. Being stuck in the backseat with a silent Maeve feels strange.

      Everyone is silent. We’re probably the dourest foursome that’s ever headed on vacation together.

      It’s a long drive that passes slowly. The scenery is mostly rest stops and dead grass covering the median. It’s late dusk, almost nighttime, when we pull into my grandparents’ driveway.

      Their house looks the same as it did last summer. We only make the long drive down here once a year. It looks like my grandmother has added more plants to her already-expansive garden, but that’s the only noticeable change.

      My grandmother rushes outside before we’ve all climbed out of the car. I stretch as soon as I’m free from the tight confines, raising my arms over my head and cracking my back. The air has a salty taste that reminds me of the Cape.

      “You made it!” My grandmother makes her way through hugging us all, carrying the scent of something floral and fruity with her.

      My grandfather appears a couple of minutes later. Years haven’t diminished his stature or presence, just added a few more lines to his weathered skin.

      He greets my father with a gruff “John,” and kisses my mother’s cheek. He hugs me, then Maeve.

      “No Wes?” my grandmother asks, glancing over at us as a group.

      We all wait for Maeve to answer. Ever since the argument she and Weston had in our front yard that we all pretended we never heard, he’s been a taboo topic. Aside from a curt “Wes isn’t coming to Grandma and Grandpa’s” at breakfast the following morning, Maeve hasn’t so much as mentioned his name.

      And as someone who’s spent their whole relationship hoping they’ll break up, it’s surprisingly unsettling. It’s not just seeing Maeve upset. It’s just strange…not having him around.

      “Uh, no,” she says. “He had something come up with…football.”

      “Preseason already?” my grandfather wonders.

      “No. A—uh, he’s at a training camp.”

      He nods. “Maybe something you should look into for next summer, Liam.”

      I nod, resisting the urge to aim a glare Maeve’s way. She couldn’t have come up with an excuse that wasn’t football related? She knows how our grandfather is—knows exactly where our dad got his intensity.

      “Well, come in on, everyone,” my grandmother urges.

      I grab my duffle out of the trunk of the car, along with the bag of equipment my father packed, and head toward the house. I pause, right before reaching the path that leads up to the front door.

      The Atlantic Ocean stretches out into infinity, the glittering whitecaps fading from view as light drains from the sky. I watch the waves gather and crash, trying not to think about the last time I looked out at the sea.

      But, like all of my attempts to avoid thinking about Natalie, it’s futile.

      I’m staring at the same body of water we swam in together. She’s as unpredictable as a current and as fathomless as the rippling surface. She never does what I’m expecting and never lets me see the bottom.

      “Missed this view,” Maeve says, stopping beside me.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      I prefer it partially blocked by blonde hair and Parker’s cottage’s railing, though. That memory reminds me of the many other moments Natalie and I have spent together—alone. It still stings, knowing she kept Wes’s secret from me. It hurts more knowing she hasn’t reached out since.

      There’s been no explanation and no apology. It shouldn’t surprise me—and it doesn’t, really. It wasn’t her decision to share.

      It’s also a reminder I didn’t want—she won’t ever choose me.

      “You coming?” Maeve asks, as I continue to stand here and stare.

      “Uh-huh,” I say, finally looking away from the ocean and following her up the path that leads into the house.
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      I blink, trying to decide if I’m awake or not. Nothing changes. I’m surrounded by darkness still.

      My hand drapes over my eyes as I try to fall back asleep. I got home late from Madeline’s. If it’s still dark out, I couldn’t have slept for more than a couple of hours.

      A faint buzz answers the Why did I wake up? question. I fumble for my phone, which I usually charge next to my bed. I encounter the cord, but no phone. I keep feeling around, stretching my torso until I feel the jean jacket and crossbody bag I dropped on the floor before crawling into bed.

      Finally, my fingers hit smooth glass. I reach a little farther—and end up in a tangled mess of sheets on the floor.

      “Shit,” I grumble, rubbing my hip, which took the brunt of the impact.

      It takes a few minutes to slip out of the cotton sheets. I sit on my floor, exhausted and half-awake. More buzzing eventually moves me. I pull my phone out of the purse and answer the incoming call from an unknown number.

      “Hello?” I croak. My voice sounds like it belongs to a seventy-year-old chain smoker.

      “Is this Natalie Jacobs?” an unfamiliar woman’s voice replies.

      “Yes, who’s this?”

      “My name is Dr. Brown. I’m calling about your mother, Lindsay Jacobs.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’ll be fine. She was in an accident, but your mother was very lucky. Her car hit a telephone pole, but she was driving slowly. She only sustained a couple of minor injuries. Her blood alcohol level was extremely high. If the accident had involved another car, we would be having a very different conversation.”

      “I understand,” I whisper.

      “You’re listed as her emergency contact. She’s close to being discharged. Are you able to come pick her up?”

      “I—yes, I can be there soon. Lady of Grace, right?”

      “That’s right. We’ll see you soon.”

      “Okay.” I let the phone drop into the twisted tangle of my sheets.

      I wish I were surprised. This is the first time I’ve gotten a call from a hospital, but I know it’s been a possibility every time I see my mother’s car is missing. I wonder if the police are pressing charges. If my father will find some way to sweep this under the rug as well.

      She listed me as her emergency contact—not him. I’m not sure if it’s because she didn’t want him to know if something like this happened or because she didn’t think he would come if it did. I have no idea where my dad is right now.

      I pick my phone up again and tap his name in my contacts.

      It rings and rings with no answer.

      I tap it again.

      No answer.

      Again.

      No answer.

      I start crying at some point. I only realize when I taste the salt. When I feel the moisture on my lips. I swipe at them angrily.

      On the ninth try, he answers.

      “What is it, Natalie? I’m in an important meeting right now.”

      “It’s the middle of the night, Dad.”

      “Not in London.”

      “Mom is in the hospital.”

      A beat of silence. “Is she all right?”

      “I think so. I have to go pick her up.”

      More silence.

      “I am done, Dad. You hear me? Done. She could have killed herself. She could have killed someone else. I’m going back to BU in a few weeks. If you don’t come home, if you don’t help her get help, I’m not living here any longer. Not for breaks, not over the summers. And I’m sick of lying about Mom. A bunch of people from town have investments with your company, right? Do you want them all knowing our family is fifty shades of fucked up?”

      “Your mother doesn’t want me home, Natalie. And she certainly doesn’t want any help.”

      “That’s too bad. She needs it, and you know it. So get on the next fucking flight.”

      I drop the phone for a second time, then stand, pulling off the dress I wore to Madeline’s and changing into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt instead. I grab my phone and keys, then head downstairs.

      The clock on the dashboard of my car reads 4:58 as I pull out of the driveway and drive down the street, past the Coles’ house. Part of me wants to call Wes and ask him to come with me. He’s the only person in town who knows part of the situation with my mom.

      But I keep driving solo. He was at Madeline’s earlier, so I know he didn’t go to South Carolina with the Stevenses. Part of me feels responsible for that, since I was the one who asked him about transferring in the first place.

      The only other person I’d consider calling is Liam. But he is in South Carolina, not to mention we haven’t spoken since Wes’s birthday party. He’s mad at me, I’m assuming, for keeping the knowledge about transferring to myself. It wasn’t my news to share, and I don’t regret saying nothing. It’s an easy end to our…whatever; a clean break.

      At least that’s what I’m telling myself.

      The drive to Lady of Grace Hospital takes fifteen minutes. I park in the visitor’s parking and walk through the automatic doors that lead into the emergency room.

      The woman sitting at the desk has her hair up in a severe bun. She adjusts the sleeve of her pink scrubs and hands me a clipboard without looking up. “Fill this out, please.”

      “I’m here to pick someone up,” I say. “Lindsay Jacobs.”

      She looks up, studying me for a minute. I know I look a mess. I was too tired to take off my makeup before bed, my hair is up in a haphazard bun, and I realized in the car I put my shirt on inside out.

      “One minute.” Her gaze moves to the computer, and she clicks a few windows.

      I pick at my nails, a nervous habit I’ve tried to break.

      “Head straight down this hall, and then take a left,” the nurse instructs.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, then follow her directions.

      My mom is lying on a hospital bed, one arm flung dramatically across her eyes. I let out a sigh of relief when I see she looks completely normal.

      Her arm raises an inch when she hears footsteps. She glances at me, then away. “Good. You’re here.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “Miss Jacobs?”

      I turn to see a woman who looks to be in her mid-thirties. She’s wearing blue scrubs and a white coat. “I’m Dr. Brown. We spoke on the phone.”

      She holds a hand out, which I shake.

      “Yes, right.” I glance at my mom. “Is she okay to leave?”

      “Yes, she’s been discharged. She’ll have some abrasion on her chest from the seatbelt. And some bruising as well.”

      “Okay.”

      Dr. Brown looks like she’d like to say more, but she settles on nothing but a smile.

      “Let’s go,” my mom says, climbing off the bed and standing. She winces at first but straightens and heads for the door.

      “Where’s your car?” I ask once we reach the parking lot. “How bad is it damaged?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, looking away.

      I sigh, pulling my keys out of my pocket and unlocking the SUV.

      The first half of the drive is spent in total silence. Until I say, “I called Dad.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that, Mom? Really? And I’m taking all the car keys. You need to go somewhere, you tell me, and I’ll drive you. Except for the drugstore or the liquor store. You can walk there.”

      “I am your mother, Natalie Evelyn,” she snaps. “Do you think I don’t know all the times you’ve stayed out all night? Come home drunk? You need to—”

      “I’m doing exactly what I need to, Mom. You may be okay with living with the guilt if you kill someone, but I’m not.”

      “You shouldn’t have called your father.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “He’s handling an important deal in London. He won’t come.”

      He’d better. “More important than his family?”

      She doesn’t answer, which tells me she thinks the answer is yes. I do too.

      As soon as I park in the driveway, she climbs out of the car.

      “You’re welcome for picking you up, by the way,” I say.

      She shuts the door on my snarky tone. I sigh and lean back against the soft leather seat, inhaling and exhaling. It’s almost six now. The sun is rising. Pastels creep across the sky slowly, signaling the start of a new day.

      Exhaustion sags my shoulders and makes each blink last longer than it should.

      Once again, I’m startled awake by the sound of my phone. The buzzing does nothing to wake me up, in comparison to the spike of adrenaline when I see the name on the screen.

      I stare at Liam for so long that when I finally answer, I think the call already ended.

      “Hi.”

      “Shit.” He half-laughs, half-exhales. “I, uh, I didn’t think you’d answer.”

      “Then why’d you call?”

      “Good question.” There’s a beat of silence, and what sounds like waves in the background. “It put the ball in your court, I guess. On whether you called me back.”

      “So it was a test?”

      “I—maybe? Sort of. I—I also wanted to apologize. The bathroom at Weston’s party was a dick move. I don’t—I shouldn’t have…”

      I blame exhaustion for the next words that come out of my mouth. “I liked it.”

      His voice changes. Lowers. “Yeah?”

      I nod, then remember he can’t see me. “Yeah.”

      There’s a beat of silence. Then, “You knew.”

      “If it makes any difference, I wanted to tell you. And when he first mentioned it, nothing had happened between us.” That’s more of an explanation than I was planning to offer Liam. But something about this moment—about hearing his voice, the hurt in those two words—makes it spill out.

      “I got into this knowing where your loyalty is, Natalie,” Liam tells me. “I get why you didn’t say anything.” He’s silent for a minute, and I contemplate telling him the truth—that I was worried Wes transferring would affect me and him. That my loyalties aren’t as set as he thinks. “My dad knew too,” Liam adds, before I can speak. “That feels like more of a betrayal.”

      “He probably didn’t want to say anything until he decided about the coaching job.”

      There’s another pause.

      “What coaching job?”

      I realize my mistake immediately.

      “What coaching job, Natalie?”

      “Wes told me Arlington wants your dad to return as head coach if he transfers. I don’t know—I didn’t know you didn’t know. Maybe it’s changed, or—”

      “Or maybe my dad just doesn’t tell me shit.”

      He’s silent. Quiet enough, I can hear the sound of surf in the background again.

      “You’re at the beach?”

      “Yeah. My grandparents’ place is right on the water.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “Yeah, it is.” He hesitates. “I prefer the Cape, though.”

      I smile, then yawn.

      “Did I wake you up?”

      “No, I was up.” I could leave it at that. But I add, “My mom drove into a telephone pole in the middle of the night. I just got home from the hospital.”

      Liam’s sharp inhale echoes over the line.

      “She’s fine. I think the car is probably totaled, though. I’ll have to start hiding my keys, I guess.”

      “Jesus, Natalie.”

      “Yeah. I know.” I laugh, not even trying to pretend like this is a normal conversation to be having.

      “Your dad is gone?”

      “Yeah. I called and laid into him about coming home. We’ll see if it works.”

      Another lengthy pause stretches over the line.

      “I wish I was there.”

      Rather than say That would be a bad idea, I tell him, “Me too.”

      The silence lasts even longer this time. I’m guessing Liam was expecting me to say That would be a bad idea.

      “We should talk when I get back,” he finally says.

      “Okay,” I agree.

      “Okay. Bye, Natalie.”

      “Bye, Liam.”

      He hangs up. I lean my head back and close my eyes.
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      The next time I wake up, it’s to the sound of an Olivia Rodrigo song. The general message of the song is Men suck.

      I unlock my phone and stare at the call history. The latest entry is the incoming call from Liam Stevens.

      Maybe not all men.

      I’m tempted to roll right back over in bed until I remember why my alarm was set in the first place. I turn it off and climb out of bed, quickly showering and getting dressed in a cotton sundress.

      The hallway is quiet and empty, the door to the master suite shut. I ignore my growling stomach as I hurry through the kitchen, deciding it will be faster to stop for something on my way to the community center. I grab my car keys, along with the set for the convertible my dad stores in the garage but never drives, just in case.

      A detour to Daily Grind will be cutting it too close, so I stop at a chain in Alleghany instead, ordering a coffee and a bagel to go.

      I make it to the community center with only a few minutes to spare. I’m still setting up as my elderly students start to filter in. Today’s class is the most advanced I teach. I mostly supervise as they all work on their own individual projects.

      Worried I’ll fall asleep if I just sit here and do nothing, I pull out a drawing I haven’t worked on in a while and set to work as well.

      The hour passes quickly. I clean the brushes and straighten up the room before heading back home. I was supposed to go to the lake this afternoon, but I’m too exhausted. I need another few hours of sleep before going anywhere else.

      I stop at the pharmacy on my way home to pick up some painkillers for the headache I’ve had all morning. There’s a middle-aged man and his middle-school-aged boy in the aisle across from me, looking at the display of hair gel. A sales associate is standing with them, patiently explaining the differences between the brands. The father looks like he’s memorizing every word. The son looks like he’d rather be anywhere else.

      There’s something sweet and plaintive about it. I don’t have any memories like that with my own dad, and it’s nice to know there are parents like that out there. The man’s hair is cropped close to his head. The gel is obviously for his son, who keeps brushing floppy bangs out of his eyes.

      I pay for the painkillers and head home. I park in the driveway, walk into the kitchen, and freeze. “Dad.”

      “Don’t look so surprised, Natalie,” he tells me, looking up from the papers spread across the counter. “You certainly didn’t pull any punches to get me here.”

      “I shouldn’t have needed to, Dad,” I reply. “All I should have had to say was Mom was in the hospital. Hell, you shouldn’t have even left after the first time she got pulled over.”

      He tosses his pen down. “Life isn’t that simple, Natalie. I can’t quit my job just to babysit your mother. If you think she’s depressed now, see how she acts when the money well runs dry.”

      “So your plan is what? Do nothing?”

      “No. I’ve handled it.”

      “You’ve handled it? Handled what?”

      “Your mother is on her way to a facility in New York. At the end of her treatment, I’ll reassess what needs to be done.”

      “What—how—she’s gone? Just like that?”

      “You told me to handle it. I did.”

      “How? You’ve been home, for what? An hour?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      I shake my head, trying to compute all the changes taking place. “And when are you leaving?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’re what? You’re staying?”

      “Yes.”

      “I…what about London?”

      “I let them know there was a family emergency. Once you leave for school, I’ll decide what to do.” He picks up his pen and points it at me. “No parties and no boys.”

      “I—” I laugh, because everything about this is absurd. My dad shipping my mom off like a misbehaving child and now pretending like he’s parented a day in his life. “I’m nineteen, Dad.”

      “And you’re living under my roof. I want you home by eleven p.m., every night.”

      It’s a terrible thought to have, but my first is that maybe it wasn’t so bad living with a functioning alcoholic who mostly slept.

      “I could move out.”

      “You could,” he agrees. “But I’m not sure how you’ll afford BU and an apartment. How much do you make at the community center? Fifteen dollars an hour?”

      “You’re threatening to cut me off?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m threatening. You asked me to do something, remember?”

      I scoff. Anger is eating away at any exhaustion. “I’m going to change, and then I’m going to the lake.”

      He nods, already looking back at the papers. Must be something for work. “Be home by eleven.”

      My teeth grind as I pass him and head for the stairs. I pause, hand on the banister. “Are we able to visit her?”

      “I’ll ask.”

      Because of course he didn’t already. I shake my head, then head upstairs to put on my swimsuit.
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      I arrive at the lake an hour later, a large iced coffee in hand.

      Madeline and Tory are lying out on striped towels in our usual spot.

      “No Jess?” I ask, pulling my towel out and spreading it in the sand.

      “She’s baby-sitting,” Tory replies. “Or nannying. Is there a difference?”

      Madeline shrugs.

      I shed my shirt and shorts and then lie down on the soft towel, inhaling the scent of lavender from the laundry detergent. Take a long sip of coffee. Chances are high I’ll fall asleep lying here.

      I must doze off because the next thing I register is commotion. Male voices join our group. I rub my eyes and slide on my sunglasses, still squinting. The usual crowd has appeared, including Chris, Wes, Josh, Adam, and Charlie. Along with a couple of other guys I don’t know as well, Brian and Noah. They drop their stuff near us and then take off into the lake, swimming to the floating dock a little ways offshore.

      “I hooked up with Chris last night,” Madeline announces.

      Tory glances at her, sliding her sunglasses down her nose. “Last night?! And you’re telling us now?”

      “I was processing. I’ve known the guy since we were kids.”

      “Was it good?”

      Madeline hesitates. “Yes.”

      Tory laughs. “If you had to think about it, no, it wasn’t.”

      “It was just a little weird, at first. I mean…he’s Chris. I remember when he wore that Spiderman shirt every day of seventh grade.”

      “I mean, you do like that British guy,” Tory comments.

      “I’m talking about the animated cartoon, Tory,” Madeline replies, rolling her eyes.

      “If you’re so turned off by his middle school fashion sense, how did you two even hook up?”

      “We were talking about Wes’s birthday last week. I was asking about why Wes didn’t go on the trip with the Stevenses he was supposed to. Hunting for gossip, basically. Trying to figure out if he and Maeve broke up. Anyway, he was talking about what jerks the Glenmont guys were. And, I don’t know, it was kinda hot when he was like I was ready to punch Liam Stevens out. So, yeah, it happened.”

      “Why was Chris going to punch Liam Stevens?” Tory asks. “Far as I could tell, he was the reason that Glenmont guy walked away.” She glances at me. “Right? You were there.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I answer, glad my sunglasses are shading my eyes. I never thought I’d have to directly lie to my friends about anything involving Liam. Never thought there would be a me and Liam to lie about and never thought he would come up with anyone I know.

      “I’m kinda surprised he stepped in,” Tory continues. “Like, wouldn’t he want the party to turn into a mess? There’s no way he’s happy Wes is dating his sister.”

      “I have no idea,” Madeline replies. “But I do know he is hot.”

      “I noticed that too,” Tory replies. “Under all the football gear. Who knew?”

      “Did he and Brooke Jenkins date?”

      “Probably. She’s friends with Maeve Stevens.” Tory sighs dramatically. “I wish you two had hot brothers.”

      Tory and Madeline keep talking a mile a minute, thankfully about topics unrelated to the guy from Glenmont who incites a whole host of unfamiliar emotions in me. I’m sure if I asked them, they’d both laugh at the notion of Liam Stevens ever caring about a girl from Alleghany. Hot or not, he’s a former Glenmont quarterback. The Glenmont quarterback, in our minds.

      But that’s exactly what it felt like this morning—like he cared. Like I’m more than a summer fling to him.

      Sleeping with the enemy is one thing. It can be boiled down to actions, not emotions. Physical desires, not feelings.

      You have to know someone to care about them.

      I’m worried both apply when it comes to me and Liam. That I blinked, and this thing between us ballooned into something that matters. Dipped a toe in, and now the water’s over my head.

      I forcibly push all thoughts of Liam away and focus on my friends.
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      I let the secret Natalie shared simmer for a few days. Part of me is waiting to see if he tells me himself. Part of me knows it will end in an awkward dynamic that will affect the whole trip.

      Eventually, neither part cares anymore.

      I drop the football to the sand and gulp down some water. We’re on the beach, running drills. Well, I’m running drills. My dad is writing my final times down in the notebook that records decades’ worth of them. Early mornings on the beach remind me of the Cape, but I push those memories away. I don’t want them tainted by what’s about to take place.

      My dad closes the notebook and sips his coffee. “Tomorrow morning, we should—”

      “When were you going to tell me about Arlington?”

      He sighs. “This again? Liam, what Wes chooses to do is his bus—”

      “I’m not talking about where Cole plays. I’m talking about the coaching job Arlington offered you, Dad. Is that none of my business too?”

      “Liam, I—” I wait, and he tries again. “Liam…”

      I scoff and cross my arms.

      “The offer is contingent on whether Wes accepts the one they made him. I was waiting to see what he decided, because I knew—I didn’t want to upset things unnecessarily.”

      “So you’re planning to take it.”

      “It’s a really good offer, Liam. I’ve always wanted to coach at the college level again.”

      “And you’ve conveniently forgotten why it went poorly last time?”

      “Of course not. I know I made mistakes. But that was a long time ago. People change.”

      “They do, huh?”

      “I was going to tell you, Liam. Coaching offers get discussed all the time and don’t work out. I didn’t want you to rely on anything that might not work out.”

      I laugh. “You think that I’d be upset if you don’t get the job?”

      He looks confused. “Well…yes.”

      “Dad, I would be thrilled. I’d rather quit the fucking team than have you as Arlington’s head coach.”

      Confusion ebbs into shock. “What?”

      “Our entire relationship is you coaching me about football. Do you not see that? Do you ever think I might want to talk about something else? That I might want to watch a superhero movie with you instead of watch film? That I might want to go surfing, instead of running football plays until I can barely walk? This isn’t normal, Dad! You’re supposed to ask me about what classes I’m enjoying, not check on every grade to make sure I’m making the Athletic Honor Roll. Matt’s dad bought him a box of condoms when he graduated high school. Sam is salmon fishing in Alaska with his this week.” I shake my head. “I’m so sick of this! I’m tired of trying to make you proud and it Never. Being. Good. Enough.”

      I turn and walk away, leaving my dad speechless.
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      Maeve is sitting on the front steps when I walk outside the following morning.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hey. You running?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I come?”

      “Sure.”

      That’s it for conversation until we’re at least a mile from our grandparents’.

      “You’re up early,” I state.

      Maeve isn’t a late sleeper—I know she and Becca train early in the summers—but she’s not usually up before me.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” she responds.

      I grunt an acknowledgment. Maeve and I are close—we used to be closer before the Weston Cole of it all—but don’t discuss anything delicate. We never have. Our social lives are as separate as possible, considering we share a lot of the same friends.

      We don’t talk about fears or crushes. We celebrate each other’s athletic accomplishments and academic success. If anyone insulted her, I’d jump to her defense—and I know she’d do the same for me. But we’ve never made a point to discuss anything that matters—that makes us smile or cry. She didn’t tell me about Wes until she knew I’d hear it from someone else. And I’ve never considered telling her about Natalie.

      It doesn’t sink in until I’ve already thought it—that I just compared how Maeve feels about Wes to how I see Natalie.

      “So…you and Dad aren’t talking?” she asks.

      I’m not surprised she noticed. The awkwardness between the two of us after the conversation on the beach yesterday was obvious to everyone, I’m sure.

      I wasn’t expecting her to bring it up. I look over at her.

      “So…you and Wes aren’t talking?”

      Maeve glances at me. “You called him Wes.”

      “So?”

      “I just…I’ve never heard you call him that before.”

      “If you don’t want to talk about it…don’t. No need to make random comments to avoid talking about him.”

      “I wasn’t…” Maeve sighs. “Whatever.”

      Feet pounding pavement is the only sound for a while.

      “I don’t want him to transfer to Arlington,” she finally says. “And I can’t really explain why—to anyone, but especially to him. I like that we go to separate schools. Of course I miss him. But it’s also, I don’t know. It makes me feel like I can be me, you know? That I don’t have to go to parties and see girls all over him. That I can focus on soccer and not feel guilty for missing a football game. That people aren’t watching me every time I’m in the dining hall. He has to deal with that, no matter what. But I don’t.” She glances at me. “Does that make me sound like a terrible person?”

      “Yes.”

      She shoves my arm. “Shut up.”

      “Maybe it means something. That you’re okay with distance, and he’s…not.”

      “I think I’m trying to prove something to myself, more than him. When you fall in love, you’ll get it. It’s scary—wrapping so much of your happiness up in someone else. I feel like I need to keep proving to myself that I can be on my own without him.”

      “You can’t stand with one foot out the door, Maeve. Either you’re in or you’re out.”

      “That’s surprisingly insightful of you.”

      I smile. “Don’t sound so shocked.”

      “I figured you’d be celebrating because things aren’t good between us.”

      “Happy you’re sad? Come on, Maeve. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy, let alone my sister.”

      “I thought Wes was your worst enemy,” she replies.

      “You could do worse.”

      Maeve stops running. It takes me a few strides to realize, and then I circle back.

      Her face is all shock. “What did you just say?”

      I roll my eyes. “You heard me the first time.”

      “Nope. I’m pretty sure I had a stroke.”

      I huff a laugh. “Better than Fields, I guess.”

      Maeve shades her eyes and squints at me. “What is it with you and Chris?”

      I scuff my sneaker on the sidewalk. “I just don’t like him, is all.”

      “Well, duh. He’s from Alleghany.”

      “So are lots of people.”

      Eyes the same shade as mine narrow. “What does that mean?”

      I raise my arms and fold my hands behind my head. “My feelings didn’t matter when you started dating him, Maeve. Why do they matter now?”

      Maeve looks away with a sigh, out at the pier we’re nearly past. “It’s not that they didn’t matter, Liam. Of course, I felt guilty. Of course, I hated hurting you. It just…I couldn’t help how I felt. And I tried to. I really did.”

      Something in her earnest words resonates.

      I tell myself it’s the time that’s passed since I pulled on a Glenmont jersey and faced off against Weston Cole. It heals all wounds, right?

      Plus the fed up way I’ve been feeling toward football. It whitewashes a lot of the nuances when it comes to what I loved and what I loathed.

      But I’m secretly worried it’s because I can relate in a way I never was able to before. I couldn’t help how I felt sounds a lot like the magnetism that seems to draw me toward Natalie.

      I focus on the pier as well. “Dad is considering a coaching job at Arlington. He didn’t tell me himself. I found out from—I found out. He thought I’d be thrilled. Instead, I told him I’m sick of our relationship being about nothing but football. It’s fucking exhausting.”

      “Does Mom know?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you worried he’ll start drinking again?”

      “I’m not not worried about it. But mostly, I’m tired of being a player first and his son second. I know you have your own issues with him. Know it bothers you that he’s not as interested in soccer. But he’s always taken it to the opposite extreme with me, and it’s…I can’t deal with him as my actual coach again.”

      “I get it, Liam.”

      I nod. Without saying anything else, we start running again, down the pier and onto the beach. We pass the spot where I called Natalie three days ago.

      Halfway down the stretch of sand, I feel something hard hit my back. I stop and spin, staring down at a yellow frisbee on the ground.

      A blonde girl in an oversize t-shirt jogs over a few seconds later. “Oh my gosh!” Her eyes are wide, a hand covering her mouth. “I am so sorry. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I lean down to pick up the frisbee. So does she. The top of her head collides with my chin, and pain explodes along my jaw. I barely restrain the string of curses that wants to spill out. I rub the sore skin, eyes watering.

      If possible, the girl looks even more horrified. “Sorry,” she squeaks.

      “All good.” I manage a smile, even though it hurts my jaw, as I hand the frisbee back to her.

      Maeve makes a choked sound next to me. I’m sure it’s killing her not to start laughing.

      “I swear, I’m not usually this clumsy. Uncoordinated. The wind caught it, and then I thought you were already standing…”

      “It’s really fine.” I force another smile. “Have a nice day.”

      “Wait!” She steps forward as I start to turn around. “I’m hosting a party tonight, with some friends. We’ll be right here, under the pier. There will be beer and stuff. At the very least, it will dull the pain.” She smiles. “Come, if you want. You too.” She glances at Maeve, then jogs back down the beach, frisbee in hand.

      As soon as she’s a reasonable distance away, Maeve starts laughing. We’re basically to the end of the beach, by the time she regains control over her amusement. “Oh my God, that was funny.”

      “Glad you enjoyed it,” I say, dryly, as we climb the stairs that lead back up the sidewalk.

      “So, are you gonna go?”

      “Go where?”

      “To the party, Liam.”

      “Oh. Uh, no. Probably not.”

      “Why not? She seemed nice. Cute.”

      “You go hang out with her then.”

      “I got a pity invite, Liam. She was trying to figure out if we were together.”

      My nose wrinkles. “Gross.”

      “Agreed. Go and show her you’re single.”

      “She’s not my type.”

      “Because she physically assaulted you twice in about thirty seconds?”

      I roll my eyes. “No. She’s just…she’s just not.”

      “Is Becca?”

      “Becca, as in your friend, Becca?”

      “Mm-hmm. She’s not not interested. And I told her I wouldn’t say anything, but I know you. You never make the first move.”

      “I don’t think me dating your friend is a good idea, Maeve.”

      “Of course it isn’t. Unless you get married, and she becomes my sister-in-law. Then, it’s a great idea.”

      “I’m not looking for anything serious right now.”

      “Right,” Maeve drawls. “The standard motto of fuckboys everywhere.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Okay. Fine. I won’t bring it up again. I just think it’s a good idea for you to focus less on football. Maybe if you did, you wouldn’t be as bothered by everything with Dad. Just because it’s his number one priority doesn’t mean it has to be yours.”

      I say nothing to that, even though I know she’s right. Problem is, I don’t know how to separate myself and football. They’ve become so intertwined it’s hard to know where the sport stops and I begin. School has been important because good grades ensure I can play. Most of my close friends are on the team with me. And, honestly, a part of me loves it.

      But that’s not why I won’t be going to the party under the pier tonight.

      The only girl I would want something serious with won’t be there.
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      “Now I know why you never invited us over in high school,” Madeline says, taking a long sip of wine and then leaning back in the chair. “I would have tried to move in.”

      I smile as everyone laughs.

      We’re in my backyard, drinking wine and eating takeout. My mom has been gone for a week. I’ve barely seen my dad, but I’ve abided by his one rule, returning home exactly at 10:59 every night.

      When Madeline suggested we get dinner before the party in Fayetteville we’re planning to head to tonight, I offered to host. And since I never had before, everyone immediately jumped on it. Now we’re relaxing in the backyard.

      It’s not large—the house is big for this lot. But it’s well-manicured by a landscaping company my mother hired. All the plantings are green and lush, including sculpted bushes and blue hydrangeas. There’s a pergola that covers the patio, with wooden beams over it snaked by vines.

      Up until this week, I’d barely spent any time out here. I basically came home to sleep, nothing else.

      Tory leans forward to pour more wine. “Seriously.”

      “I thought you were driving,” Madeline tells her.

      “No, that’s Jess.”

      Jess shrugs. “Fine with me.”

      Gravel crunches. We all turn to watch the black Mercedes roll up the driveway.

      “That your dad?” Madeline asks.

      I take a large swallow of wine. “Yeah.”

      My muscles tense as I hear the car stop and the engine turn off. A car door slams.

      “He’s kind of a DILF,” Tory whispers to Jess.

      I roll my eyes at them. Ew.

      “Natalie.”

      “Dad.”

      “Who are your friends?”

      “Madeline, Jess, and Tory. You’ve met them all before.”

      He slips his keys into the pocket of his suit and adjusts his briefcase. “Hello again, ladies.”

      “Hi, Mr. Jacobs,” my friends chorus.

      “Make sure you clean all this up, Natalie.”

      “I will.”

      “And remember, eleven.”

      “It’s a Friday, Dad.”

      “I don’t care. Be ready to leave at nine a.m. tomorrow.”

      “Leave? Leave where?”

      My dad doesn’t answer. “Have a good night, girls,” he says, then walks inside.

      “You have a curfew now?” Madeline asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yep.” I stab my dinner with my fork.

      “That sucks. How much longer is your mom out of town for?”

      “I’m not sure.” I lean back, pulling one leg up into my chair and resting my chin on my knee.

      By the time we finish eating—and drinking—it’s after ten.

      “You guys should just go ahead,” I say, starting to clear plates.

      “We can still leave at eleven,” Madeline tells me.

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. We’d literally get there and have to turn around. Seriously. Go. Have fun.”

      It’s a surprisingly easy offer to make. I’m not bitter about missing the party. Fayetteville parties draw a much larger and more diverse crowd than Alleghany ones do. Usually, that would be an enticement. New guys. But for a reason that starts with an L and ends with an m, I can’t summon any interest in a random hookup.

      The girls all give me hugs before leaving. After gathering the remains of dinner, I dump the empty containers in the kitchen trash.

      I follow the trail of lights down the hallway to my dad’s home office that sits vacant most of the time.

      I knock a couple times on the ajar door.

      “Come in.”

      I push the door open as I lean against the doorframe.

      My dad glances away from the computer and leans back in his chair, looking at me expectantly. “Your friends left?”

      “Yeah. What’s tomorrow at nine?”

      “We’re going to visit your mother. It’s a two-hour drive. I want to get an early start.”

      “We are?” I figured it was a work thing he was taking me to, since my mom isn’t available for the “family man” image. “I thought you said she couldn’t have visitors until the end. It’s only been a week.”

      “I said I would check. I did, and we can go tomorrow morning. Do you not want to?”

      “I, uh—” Do I? Honestly, I’m not sure. My mom and I have never been close, and the past few years have built up plenty of resentment in our relationship. Enough issues that it’s hard to remember what it looked like before things got bad between her and my dad and our family essentially just became a façade. But once I leave for school, I won’t see her for months. I don’t want our last interaction to have been that trip home from the hospital. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      My father nods. “Nine a.m. tomorrow. It won’t be a long visit. I need to be back here by two thirty for a phone call.”

      “Okay.”

      I shut the door quietly behind me and walk upstairs. The buzz of wine lingers in my system, flushing my skin as I change into sweatpants and flop onto my bed.

      I scroll through my laptop for something to watch, but I’m not really registering anything on-screen.

      There’s a part of me—big, not small—that wants to call Liam. That wants to know what he thinks about visiting my mom. That wants to talk to him, period.

      But the wonderful thing about never putting myself out there with a guy has been never worrying about the fear of rejection. If I call Liam—if I let him know I have an investment, an interest in what happens between us—that’s a level of vulnerability I’ve never reached with a guy.

      With anyone, really.

      I was the most popular girl at Alleghany High. Everyone wanted to be friends with me, and that meant never worrying about someone’s response. At BU, it’s been easy to find a niche. The problem with Liam is he should reject me—the same way I should reject him—and not doing so is probably more of a cruelty than a kindness in the long run.

      All my tired, tipsy self cares about is the short sprint, apparently, because I pick up my phone and tap on his name mid-thought before I can really think it through. I shut my laptop and tap my fingers impatiently on the cold metal, listening to the phone ring.

      It rings and rings, long enough I think I’m headed to voicemail. After a quick internal debate on whether or not I should leave a message, I’m all ready to hang up.

      Except, he answers. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      I sound shocked to be talking to him, and I know he catches it when he chuckles and says, “You called me.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just…didn’t think you were going to answer.”

      “I was in the shower. Grabbed my phone as soon as I could.”

      “Oh.”

      A long pause dangles after the syllable. Does that mean he’s naked, right now, on the phone talking to me? I picture water droplets journeying through chiseled abs, then down lower.

      I should have FaceTimed him.

      Liam laughs again, deep and low. Like he knows what I’m thinking.

      “Everything okay?” His voice has changed. Now he’s serious. A little worried, maybe.

      “Yeah, fine. I just…” I’m not sure exactly why I called him. And the reasons I do have aren’t exactly ones I want to admit. “I was bored—wondering—I mean not bored, bored. Like, there are things I could be doing. I just—”

      I slap my free palm over my face, literally cringing. I can feel my insides shriveling. Thank God I didn’t FaceTime him. What am I even saying right now?

      “Some of my friends came over for dinner. I had some wine.”

      “Uh-huh.” He’s teasing me again. I can hear the lilt in his voice, as something that sounds like clothing rustles in the background.

      I swallow.

      “Just the one bottle or…”

      “Shut up.”

      He laughs again, and I grasp it like a treasure. Like a message in a bottle. In the limited time I’ve spent around him, I’ve decided Liam isn’t the type of guy who laughs when he doesn’t mean it. His laugh isn’t mocking. It isn’t a placeholder. And coming from a guy who showcases seriousness like it’s a trending style, it means more than it would coming from anyone else.

      I smile. It slides off my face slowly, the longer we both stay silent. “I think I do the same thing you do,” I say. “Test my control with addiction. Except, I drink a lot at once and then I don’t drink anything at all. Just to prove I can.”

      More silence stretches on his side. “I wanted to call you as soon as I got back to Glenmont,” Liam tells me. “But I’m leaving for Arlington next Sunday. I didn’t want you to think I was just…you know.”

      “Right. You could get that anywhere.”

      “I haven’t been.” Those three words are quiet, but they pack a wallop.

      I’m not sure why it matters to me, knowing I’m still the only girl Liam has ever had sex with. Monogamy has never been an appealing concept to me. Maybe it was spending my formative years knowing my father spent more time with his rotating door of secretaries than his wife.

      But I’m possessive over Liam. I’m not sure there’s another way to describe the burning sensation in the center of my chest.

      “I’m free tomorrow, after two-thirty.”

      “You teaching a class?”

      I play with a stray thread on the comforter. “Uh, no. I’m going to visit my mom.”

      “Visit?”

      “Yeah. My dad came home. Sent her to a treatment facility.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep.”

      “You wanna talk about it?”

      “Not now. Maybe tomorrow? If you’re free?”

      “Yeah, I can do tomorrow. Afternoon is perfect, actually. I’m working in the morning.”

      There’s an awkward pause, where we both know we need to decide where to meet, but realize options are extremely limited.

      “I’ll text you an address,” he finally says.

      “Okay.”

      Then there’s another lingering pause. I can hear his breathing. The exhales and inhales are soothing. Rhythmic. I close my eyes.

      Something about Liam feels solid and safe. Like I can rely upon him, when the reality is the exact opposite.

      “I’m glad you called.” His voice is soft. It sounds like he’s talking to a scared animal.

      And I realize it’s because he knows. Liam appreciates what it took for me to call him, what that decision signifies.

      I panic.

      I say, “See you tomorrow,” and hang up the phone, tossing it clear to the end of my bed—as far away from me as possible.

      Accepting you have an investment is different from someone else acknowledging it.

      Especially when there’s no possibility of permanence.
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      My dad makes the two-hour drive to Danbury, New York in an hour and forty-five minutes. I’m not sure if his harsh attitude toward the accelerator is because he’s eager to spend as little time with me as possible or he is eager to get this visit over with as quickly as he can.

      Either way, we arrive ahead of schedule.

      Danbury is a small town. It reminds me of Alleghany, a little. There’s a brief downtown section that encompasses all the usual necessities—library, post office, bank, gas station. Then we’re back amidst the lush greenery that made up the scenery for most of the drive here. Grass and leafy trees rush by in a blur of green, until I feel the car start to decelerate.

      My dad turns up a gravel driveway lined with trees and heads straight toward a three-story, white clapboard building. It looks the approximate size of an English estate or a billionaire’s summer oasis.

      “This is nice,” I comment, partly because the entire drive here was spent in silence, and I’m worried my vocal cords may no longer be working.

      “For what they charge, I sure hope so.” My father scoffs.

      I roll my eyes, not caring if he sees.

      He does. “Don’t be difficult, Natalie. The last thing your mother needs is more stress.”

      “Right. Because I was the one stressing her out.”

      He huffs as he parks. “We’re supposed to go to the gardens,” he tells me, as we climb out of the car.

      There’s a man with two small children walking on the gravel path that leads from the parking area to behind the building. My dad and I follow them.

      The gardens are an explosion of color. It’s a dazzling display that screams cheerful, which I realize is exactly what they’re meant to do. The flowers and the trees are an oasis, located in a place people rarely choose to come voluntarily.

      White picnic tables are spread throughout the grass. I spot my mom’s blonde hair at one of the farthest tables, located right next to a row of hydrangeas. I start her way, assuming my father will follow. He does, sighing dramatically as we pass a koi pond and then a patch of lilies. You’d think he was personally paying for each installment.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      My mother’s shoulders stiffen. Then relax, as I round the corner of the table and take a seat across from her.

      “Hello, Natalie.”

      She ignores my father—who’s hovering awkwardly at the end of the table—completely, which surprises me. I’m used to them pretending to be a happy couple around me.

      “You look good,” I offer.

      She does. The dark circles under her eyes have disappeared. Her hair has a natural wave to it, and her skin has a slight glow from the sun.

      “Thank you,” she replies. “Everything has been all right, at home? The maid has been coming on time? And the gardeners?” For the first time, she looks at my father, and I know she’s not asking about the hired help at all.

      “Yes. Everything is fine,” I assure her.

      “Good. That’s good.”

      We lapse into silence. It’s not uncomfortable, but it’s noticeable.

      “This is a nice spot,” I finally say.

      My mother nods. “Yes. It is.” After a beat, she adds, “They let us help out in the gardens, if we want.”

      “Have you been?”

      “Yes. I’ve also been doing some painting out here.”

      “You have?” I have hazy memories of making art with my mother when I was younger, but I haven’t seen her so much as pick up a pencil in years.

      “Yes. I’m rusty.” She laughs, and it’s the first time I’ve heard the sound in a while. “But that’s the beauty of art, isn’t it? You can make it whatever you’d like, and no one will know the difference unless you tell them.”

      “I know Simone is looking for someone to take over my classes once I’m back in Boston,” I say. “If you’re interested, I could mention you to her.”

      “Maybe. I’m not sure if I’ll…if I’ll feel up to it.”

      “Okay.”

      She talks more about the facility here, about the food and the library and the people she has met. She seems happy, seems thriving. But she never mentions the reasons she ended up here. She’s acting like it’s a vacation of sorts, a getaway. And this version of her has never fully slipped away. She’ll have days—weeks, even—when she’s completely normal.

      I worry this is just another hill. That she’s on the trend up, but she’ll hit the downside sometime soon.

      But I don’t voice any of those fears.

      “We need to go, Natalie,” my father eventually says. He’s stood—silently—for the entire visit. Anger sparks inside of me. I could have driven myself. He didn’t need to come. “Take care of yourself, Lindsay.”

      He walks away. I stand, glaring after him.

      My mom reaches out and grabs my wrist, waiting until I look at her.

      “I’m sorry, Natalie. Truly. About all of it—everything that’s happened. You deserve better.”

      I glance at my father’s back, hoping she sees exactly where my eyes have landed. “So do you.”

      She lets my arm go, and I start walking away after my father.
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      The absolute last person I’d expect to find waiting for me is standing next to my car as I leave the club after my lifeguarding shift. My steps slow as I cross the pavement, mentally bracing myself for some sort of standoff.

      “Hey,” Wes says, shoving his hands in his pockets as I near.

      “Hey,” I respond, unlocking the sedan and tossing my bag into the trunk.

      “How’s it going?”

      “Uh, fine. You?”

      He and Maeve are speaking again. I know that much. Wes has picked her up every night since we got back from my grandparents’.

      “All right.” He nods. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here.”

      “Maeve is—”

      Wes shakes his head. “This has nothing to do with Maeve. Well, I guess, like tangentially it does…” He sighs. “It’s about Arlington.”

      I tense automatically.

      “I’m not transferring.”

      “You’re not?”

      “No. It’s not—well, honestly? The only reason I was considering it was Maeve. I’m happy at Lincoln. Classes, the team, even Michigan. All good. And if she doesn’t want me at Arlington, well then there’s not much point, is there?”

      He rubs his jaw as I shift uncomfortably. “Maeve, well. She likes doing things her own way. But she also likes you a lot.”

      I’m trying to make Weston Cole feel better.

      The absurd thought occurs to me at the same time he acknowledges it with a shake of his head. “Never thought I’d see the day, man.”

      “Not a compliment,” I tell him. “I just don’t want to watch Maeve mope around the house.”

      “Yeah.” Wes’s amusement disappears fast. “I’m working on that.”

      “Good.”

      He sighs before running a hand through his hair. “I didn’t want you to find out about it like that,” he says.

      I’m surprised, and it must show on my face, because he grins.

      “Would it have been the worst thing, being teammates?” he asks me.

      “It would have been weird.”

      “Not what I asked, Liam.”

      “No,” I answer. “It wouldn’t have been the worst thing, Weston.”

      He nods, a hint of a smile tipping up one corner of his mouth. “You can call me Wes, you know.”

      I take the comment to mean he and Maeve are on better than just speaking terms. That his decision isn’t the end of them.

      “Yeah. I’ll think about it.”

      “Okay.” He starts to turn around.

      “Hey, Cole,” I call.

      He turns around. “Yeah?”

      “If you didn’t live in Alleghany and you weren’t dating my sister, I might actually like you.”

      Wes grins, then turns serious. “I can’t change anything about high school, and I wouldn’t change anything about me and Maeve.”

      I let that sink in and nod. He’s right about the first, and I respect the second in some way too. He’s good for Maeve. “I’ll try to get past it.”

      “It was never about beating you, Liam—for me. It was just about winning.”

      My throat tightens. “For me, it was always about beating Alleghany.”

      He studies me, expression somber. “Have you ever asked yourself why?”

      I know why. They were the games everyone else assigned relevance to—my dad slash coach, my teammates, my friends, my classmates, my neighbors. They were also the games I enjoyed the least, so saturated with expectations and anger it was hard to tell if it was a game I was playing in or a nightmare I was reliving.

      “It’s a team sport, Wes.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t play it for yourself, Liam.” He grips the back of his neck. “Look, maybe I shouldn’t tell you this. But I hope we’re getting past the point where everything I say pisses you off. Senior year, I had the best season in all of high school. People said it was because I wanted the sweep. Because I wanted the full ride. Truth is, I spent that summer before senior year falling in love. Not with the game—with a girl.”

      Wes glances away.

      “There’s this park in Fayetteville. Off Oak Street. Me and Maeve used to meet there when we were just getting to know each other. We played soccer, and she kicked my ass. And she caught throws. For hours, she’d just stand there and catch everything I threw, talking about the randomest shit. And do you know what I’d think about every time I got stressed on the field senior year? Thought about scouts or expectations? I’d pretend I was back there in that park, throwing the ball to her.”

      Wes makes eye contact again.

      “Find what matters more to you, Liam. People think focusing all of your energy into one thing is easy. It’s not. Even when you succeed, there’s always something you could have done better. And when you fail? There’s no distraction. Maybe I’m lucky. Maybe I’ve got a third sense of knowing where the ball should go. But I became a better quarterback the more I cared about other things.”

      He misreads the trepidation in my expression.

      “Just a suggestion. Don’t—”

      “No. It makes sense.”

      Wes raises a brow, studying whatever expression is on my face. “Okay. I’ll, uh, see you around?”

      “Yeah. See you.”

      I climb into the car and start it. The drive home only takes ten minutes. And I spend every single one of them wondering why Natalie is who I thought of when Wes said Find what matters more to you.
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      The only person home when I park in the driveway is my dad. I swallow the groan that wants to escape, seeing his car parked in the drive.

      I spot him as soon as I reach the porch, sitting in the living room.

      We’ve barely talked since I confronted him about the Arlington coaching job. I didn’t immediately realize when Wes told me he isn’t transferring, but that option is now off the table.

      I wonder if it should matter that he no longer has the choice. That he didn’t turn it down because I asked him to.

      He speaks as soon as I close the front door. “Liam.”

      “What?”

      There’s a sharp tone to my voice that I never used with my dad before our last conversation. I used to always treat him with deference—like an authority figure I was in no position to argue with. Like a coach.

      Now, I sound like a petulant teenager.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “Yep.”

      He sighs. “I’m not taking the job at Arlington.”

      “I know. I already talked to Wes. He told me he’s not transferring.”

      “They offered it to me, anyway.”

      I make eye contact for the first time. “They did?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you’re expecting a thank you, you’re not going to get one.”

      “Liam, look. I’ve made plenty of mistakes. I know that. So do you, and so does Maeve. But I’ve tried to learn from them. I’ve tried to do better. All you ever seemed to want to do was talk football. Play football. You’d suggest running plays after dinner. Extra film sessions. I’m sorry you didn’t feel like I could be your dad and your coach. That you didn’t know I’d be just as happy going salmon fishing with you, if that’s what you wanted.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “I’m sorry.” He hesitates. “I’ve got the rest of the afternoon free, if you want to order a pizza? Watch a movie?”

      “I—I, uh, I can’t, Dad.” And then, because I don’t want him to think I’m just blowing him off, I add, “I already have plans.”

      He’s disappointed but hides it quickly. “With Matt?”

      “Um, no. With a girl.”

      This time he’s surprised, and he doesn’t hide it. We’ve never discussed girls. “Oh. Okay. Is it…serious?”

      “No. I mean, maybe. But no. Not really.”

      His brow wrinkles, clearly confused about what to make of my answer. He can join the How do I feel about Natalie Jacobs club. It’s a confusing place to be.

      “Ah, okay. If you ever want to talk about it…”

      “Yeah. Thanks. I’m going to change and then head out.”

      “All right. I’ll see you later.”

      I nod. “Thanks, Dad.”
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      It doesn’t take me long—to change and drive to the spot I told Natalie to meet me.

      She beats me there. I park in a spot two spaces down from her car, watching as she leans against the bumper, spinning her keys around one finger.

      We’re in Camden, a small town close to the Rhode Island border. It’s usually touristy and crowded, especially during the summer months. Not many people from Glenmont—or Alleghany—make the effort to drive all the way here when there’s a lake in their own backyard. Which makes it perfect for our purposes.

      I’m not sure if Natalie has noticed me yet. She’s wearing sunglasses and a sunhat, appearing lost in thought as the keys spin. There’s a group of teenage guys gathered around a truck across the lot, most of them eyeing her.

      When I reach Natalie, I intentionally stop in a spot I know will block their view. I have no idea why I feel so possessive toward her. Natalie is more than capable of taking care of herself. Also highly relevant is the fact she’s not mine. We’re not dating. We’re not friends.

      But still, the thought of another guy checking her out pisses me off.

      She looks up, a slow, easy smile spreading across her face. I haven’t seen her since Wes’s party.

      I forgot how fucking stunning she is.

      There’s something magnetic about Natalie, some pull that draws me in. Up until very recently, I never could have imagined meeting a girl from Alleghany secretly. Yet here I am. In my head, I hear Maeve saying I couldn’t help how I felt and Wes telling me Find what matters more.

      I dismiss both thoughts. As far as I know, they’re still in some version of a rough patch. Neither is in a position to be giving me relationship advice. Wes probably meant for me to pick up a hobby, not sneak around with his ex…something. Earlier, it felt like we finally found some common ground. That some resentment had faded. But I’m also realizing, looking at the blonde in front of me, that I might be adding to the list of resentments, rather than crossing anything off.

      Beating me in football and dating my sister suddenly sound like nothing in comparison to knowing he has a history with her.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I repeat, watching her lips curve up. “Sorry I’m a little late.”

      “It’s 3:02, Liam.”

      “We said three,” I reply. “So, technically, I’m late.”

      I can literally feel any cool slipping away as I speak. I’m not just drawn to Natalie, I act like a middle schooler with a crush around her.

      She laughs, shaking her head as she stands.

      We cross the asphalt of the parking lot, walk down the worn grass path, and end up on the beach.

      “Have you been to Camden before?” I ask as we weave around blankets and bags left in the sand in search of a spot.

      I’m not at my wittiest around her, that’s for damn sure.

      “Yeah, a couple of times. It’s been a while, though.”

      I hum an acknowledgment to her answer, trying to quickly come up with something else to say. I’ve never been this unsure around her before, and I think it has a lot to do with the fact we’re meeting intentionally. It’s usually been some form of happenstance. Showing up somewhere and knowing she’d be there too, isn’t a normal occurrence.

      Not only did that not allow me time to get nervous, it also felt like a free pass. Like a coincidence that could be taken advantage of.

      Right now feels like something different.

      “This good?”

      “Yeah.”

      Natalie tosses a towel from her oversized bag onto the ground and sprawls out. I sink down beside her, staring out at the water.

      “One to ten, how much are you freaking out?”

      I glance over, but all I can see is her profile. “I’m not freaking out.”

      Her cheek lifts with a smile. “Bullshit, Stevens.”

      “Fine. I didn’t think we’d do this.”

      “Do what? Sit on a beach after you apologized profusely for being two minutes late?”

      “I didn’t—”

      Her cheek lifts higher.

      “Profusely is a mischaracterization,” I mutter.

      Her laugh is light and mesmerizing.

      “I didn’t think you’d call,” I admit.

      “Yeah, me either.” She looks over. “I can blame it on the wine, if you want.”

      “Was it the wine?”

      “I showed up sober.”

      “How do I know that’s not because you spent the morning at a recovery center?”

      A small indentation, like a comma, forms in the corner of her mouth. “Is that your way of asking me how the visit with my mom went?” Her gaze turns back to the lake. “It was fine. The place she’s staying is really nice. There are these gardens…you feel like you’re standing in the middle of a floral shop. Except better, because they’re all still alive and there’s trees and bushes and grass and everything, too…” Her voice trails. “She seemed relaxed. Content. It was nice to see, especially after the last conversation we had, after I picked her up from the hospital. But I wasn’t surprised. It’s always been that way with her. High highs and low lows. I never know what to expect, and that’s maybe the worst part. It’s a rollercoaster.”

      “You can’t react to the future, to what hasn’t happened yet,” I reply. “You can only live in the present and learn from the past.”

      “That was pretty insightful, Liam.” Her elbow nudges my side. “Maybe you should take your own advice.”

      “About us?”

      “And about football.”

      “I don’t want to talk about football.”

      “Okay.” She reaches into her bag again and pulls out a tube of sunscreen. I watch as she applies streaks of the white lotion in long, rhythmic sweeps. “I hang out with guys all the time, and it means nothing,” Natalie tells me.

      I snort. “Okay.” I think it’s her way of telling me not to read into this get-together, but all it accomplishes is annoyance. Now I’m irritated I’m here and frustrated by the circumstances.

      She leans closer and swipes sunscreen on my face, one straight line beneath each eye, just like the black ones I wear during games. War paint, as Matt always calls it. He’s dramatic like that.

      “I just meant,” Natalie says, holding my gaze as she leans back and tosses the sunscreen on her towel. “That we both know what this is. We’re for now, not forever.”

      “For now, not forever,” I echo.

      “Yeah.” She shrugs, then stands. Her dress comes up and over her head, leaving her standing in a bikini that shows a lot more skin than it covers. “Come on. Let’s swim.”

      I stand as well, shrugging my shirt off and enjoying the way her eyes trail over my torso. There’s something intimate and special about seeing someone you’re attracted to give an indication they’re attracted to you. It’s like communicating in a code only two people understand.

      Natalie bends over and grabs the sunscreen. Holds it out to me.

      I arch a brow. “You aren’t going to offer to apply it?”

      She rolls her eyes, tosses me the tube, and starts walking toward the lake’s edge. I watch her walk, hips swaying and hair bouncing. We’re surrounded by strangers. The sun is shining and the surface of the lake shimmers.

      And I let myself pretend this is nothing to shy away from. That this is normal—me and her.

      I slather some sunscreen on my shoulders and arms, swipe at the streaks she left on my face, and jog after Natalie. She’s still in the shallows, halfway up to her thigh. I wrap an arm around her waist and spin her, pulling her into the deeper section of the lake. She shrieks and laughs. Splashes me and giggles.

      Most of all, she makes it easy to pretend.

      We swim out to the farthest floating dock in lazy, even strokes. I’m a strong swimmer thanks to lifeguarding. But Natalie keeps up with minimal effort, her slender arms gliding through the water and occasionally brushing mine.

      I hang back once we reach the dock, letting Natalie climb up the ladder first. No one else has ventured out this far—we have the stretch of wood to ourselves.

      Once she’s up, I haul myself up as well. Streams of water drip away as I lie down on the sun-warmed boards and exhale. Natalie lies down beside me.

      It’s quiet all the way out here. Peaceful. The water nudges the edge of the floating dock, rhythmic and reassuring in tempo. The shouts on the shore are nothing but a distant murmur.

      “Liam.”

      “Yeah?” I let my arm fall off my face, where it’s been shading the sun. Turn my head, so I’m facing her.

      Seconds turn into minutes as I stare at her. The drops of water on her skin haven’t had time to dry. They slip down her tan skin and fall to the wood we’re lying on, occasionally encountering a freckle.

      Unfamiliar, unwelcome emotions rattle around inside me. I care about Natalie Jacobs. Way too much.

      “I had a dream about you last night,” she tells me, rolling her head toward me.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah.” She rolls her eyes, like she’s amused by the admission. Or embarrassed. I’m getting better at reading Natalie. At peeking behind the mask she holds up.

      I roll on my side, so I’m looking down at her. “Was it a good dream?”

      “Yeah.” She blinks up at me, a smile curving up the corners of the lips I fantasize about kissing.

      There’s a clump of wet hair stuck to her forehead. I push it aside, absorbing how her breath stalls. How her teeth sink into the flesh of her full bottom lip, chasing the blood away. My hand lands on her hip, feeling the dampness of the water at first and then the warmth of her skin underneath. “Was it a really good dream?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      My face moves closer to hers. Our breaths mingle, literally inhaling and exhaling each other. “What was I doing?”

      Natalie moves closer, pressing her body above mine and moving me onto my back. She hovers over me, her expression some mixture of mischievous and open. Mostly mischievous. Her fingers tangle with mine, and then her hand moves to her waist to cover mine. “You were touching me here.”

      “Just here?” I trail my fingers along the hem of her bikini bottoms, reveling in the way her abdominal muscles contract beneath my touch. Natalie can lie to me. Her body can’t.

      “And lower.” The words are a breath. An exhale that doesn’t separate where she stops, and I begin.

      I listen to her instruction, trailing one finger down between her legs. The wet polyester clings to her skin. I can feel each undulation and every shift, as she reacts to my touch tracing the outline of her swimsuit. Her legs fall open and her back arches, seeking more contact.

      “Fuck,” she moans.

      I ghost my lips up her neck and across her jaw. “We can’t do that here.”

      Two of my fingers slip beneath the hem, and we both groan. I flip us so I’m above her, covering her smaller body with my own. Shielding where my hand is in case anyone else ventures out this far.

      Natalie rides my fingers until she comes, her breaths coming in pants and gasps as I feel her clench, then relax. Her head is tilted back, the water dried from her skin.

      And I realize, suddenly, that this will be a moment I remember for a long time. That this warm, satisfied sensation in my chest that came from giving her pleasure and watching her shatter is one I’ll look back and compare others to. And I’ve learned—in my nineteen years alive—that is a rare thing. Especially under positive circumstances.

      I dip my head lower. Kiss her.

      “Tell me something no one knows about you.”

      She thinks about it. “I usually have trouble falling asleep. And when I can’t, I watch these military homecoming videos. You know, the ones when a soldier gets home from months of deployment. Sees his wife, or her husband. Kids. But my favorites are the dog ones. They’re so loyal. They don’t care how long you’ve been gone or resent that you left in the first place; they’re just happy you’re home. I guess I like being reminded there’s that kind of love in the world. Not just hate and jealousy and bitterness. So…yeah. I watch hours of them.”

      “You ever have a dog?”

      She shakes her head. “No. You?”

      “Nope. I like the idea of it, though. One day.”

      “Yeah. One day.”

      We lie there for a long time before swimming back to shore. I spent most of it wondering what one day could look like if we hadn’t grown up on two different sides of Fern Lake. If she hadn’t cheered for Alleghany and I hadn’t played for Glenmont. If she was more open and I was less serious. If we went to the same school.

      If our lives were compatible in any way.

      I’m terrible about living in the moment. About not thinking ahead—planning, worrying, wondering. Not contemplating the future.

      But right now, I try to. As we jump off the floating dock and start back toward shore, I soak it all in. The smell of summer. The heat of the sun and the glint of rays off the lake. The cool water sluicing off my skin.

      The girl swimming next to me.

      I memorize it all, and wish it was a moment I could live in forever.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Lots of swears are running through my head.

      I showed up in Camden thinking this would be some variation of a catastrophe. Proof Liam Stevens and I are nothing but a disaster in the making. Instead, it’s been good.

      Better than good.

      Perfect.

      I banked on that outcome more than I realized. I watch Liam toss the wrappers from the hot dogs we ate for dinner in the trash and realize part of me hoped this afternoon would be some form of a disaster. That we might argue, or I would no longer be attracted to him. We’ve argued—but not about anything serious. And the attraction is still in full force, if the short length of time it took me to come on the dock is any indication.

      To keep a short story short—I’m screwed when it comes to Liam Stevens.

      The taste of ketchup lingers in my mouth like a sweet tomato as I lean back on my palms. I can feel the sand through the beach towel I brought, the malleable grains shifting with each subtle movement. Light is beginning to drain from the sky, shading everything in shadows that grow increasingly darker. The water moves like a living thing, constantly moving and changing shape.

      Knowledge overrides senses. I know where I am—can absorb every sight and sound—but I’m more focused on how it’s affected by his presence. The air smells like summer and my heart feels light. But I know it’s because of the guy walking toward me, not the scenery.

      “Close call at the trash bins with a couple of birds,” Liam tells me.

      “Thank God you survived.”

      He huffs a laugh.

      The beach is mostly empty. All the families left a couple of hours ago and the groups of friends are steadily departing as well. There’s enough light to see, but little reason to stay—unless there’s nowhere else you’d rather be.

      I uncap the bottle of water I paired with my hot dog dinner and take a long sip.

      We should leave too. I know it. I’m sure Liam knows it. But neither of us have voiced it, and it makes me not want to.

      I screw the cap back on and toss the half-empty bottle to the side.

      There’s something special about dusk. Some magic to the in between, where it’s not quite night but no longer day. Light but nearing dark. One ending and another beginning.

      I glance over at Liam, who’s looking out at the water. I trace his profile like there will be a test on it later. There’s an intangible, dreamy quality to this moment, sitting here with him. Peace and ease and everything else that’s comforting to hang onto. Like a Polaroid you pull out to study when you’re feeling sad.

      Some people show you what you’ll get from the start. Both the pretty and the ugly.

      Liam exposes a lot…and nothing at all. Some of it is evident from the start—the drive, the determination, the dedication. But there’s more that shows itself slowly. The guy who ran into the ocean naked and called me at the crack of dawn. It’s reassuring and concerning—knowing there are layers I haven’t explored yet.

      “Remember when you told me you can throw a football?”

      “Yeah…”

      He looks over, a small, soft, secretive smile I never thought a Glenmont quarterback would aim at me playing on the lips that have spent a lot of time pressed against mine. “Wanna prove it?”

      “You brought a football?”

      “I’ve got one in my car.”

      He’s gone and back within a couple of minutes, a brown sphere tucked under one arm. There’s plenty of space to spread out along the shore now that most people have left. Liam hands me the ball before jogging away. About thirty feet, I’d estimate. At least he didn’t stop a few feet away and make a joke of it.

      “Let’s see that arm, Jacobs.”

      I position my fingers on the laces and throw it as hard as I can. The ball flies about ten feet—fifteen at most—before nosediving straight into the sand.

      Liam literally keels over, laughing so hard he can’t stand.

      “Shut up!” I call. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      He’s laughing too hard to form words. And the sound of it—deep, unchecked, genuine—makes me laugh as well as he scoops the football up and jogs back toward me.

      “Whatever,” I huff. “I doubt you can do a headstand.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay. I’ll show you. But first—” He grabs my hand and curls my fingers around the football. “You’re going to learn how to throw a football.”

      My fingers get spread along the laces. His hands adjust my hips and my shoulders, then my arm. Then he steps away. “Throw it.”

      I do. It’s not a perfect spiral, but it goes farther than my first attempt.

      I glance back at Liam, a proud smile on my face. “See that?”

      “You’re perfect,” he tells me. “Fucking perfect.” He sounds annoyed about it. Angry, almost.

      “I’m the furthest thing from perfect.”

      “Not to me.”

      “Maybe you’re an idiot.”

      “Maybe I’m right,” he replies.

      Then he jogs away to retrieve the football.
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      “We might get arrested.”

      “Shut up. We’re doing this.”

      I sigh as I unlock the door and push it open, turning on my phone’s flashlight and letting it illuminate the hardwood floors that lead toward the stairs. It turns out Liam can do a headstand, and he cashed in my doubt in his abilities by insisting I show him some of my art. Liam follows silently as we climb to the second level of the community center.

      It’s creepy in here at night. Familiar shapes look eerie and threatening. There’s also something thrilling about it. Forbidden. Something electric that lights up my blood and heightens my senses.

      The door to the second-floor studio where I teach opens silently. I leave it open as I walk over to the closet where I store my art. This door creaks; a wood against wood melody that sends shivers up my spine. I turn on the single bulb in here.

      My paintings hang on the far wall, across from the shelves that host tubes of paint and blank canvases. I face the wall of art, glancing over once at Liam’s impassive expression.

      “It’s not—I’m not sure if I love that one.” I point to a sketch of four dunes converging around one lighthouse. “I was kind of going for—”

      “Lost on land,” Liam says.

      My hand drops. “Yeah. Exactly.”

      I both hate and love that he grasped the concept so quickly.

      “That’s a favorite.” I motion toward a portrait of Madeline. Her face is turned mostly away, her hair flying out from a high ponytail that extends into the ribbons of a cheer pom held proudly overhead. The colors are dark contrasts—mostly navy and white—that stand in stark difference to the grassy background. None of the shapes are clearly defined. You have to look closely to grasp any concept and whatever you decide is what you’re looking for.

      “They’re good. You’re really good.”

      “I can handle criticism, Liam. Tell me what you really think.”

      “I just did.”

      I scoff. “Okay.”

      He turns toward me. “You don’t believe me?”

      “I’m not sure if you’ll tell me the truth.”

      “About what?”

      “About anything.”

      “I’ve never lied to you, Natalie.”

      “Fine.” I cross my arms. “Do you feel differently about the rivalry, since you and I—” My voice stalls, because I don’t know what to call it. Some terms sound too crude, others too intimate.

      “Since the Fourth?”

      I nod.

      “Yes.”

      That one word hits me like an electric shock. “Yes?”

      Liam steps closer, near enough I have to tilt my head up to see him. “If I treated sex like a casual transaction, it would have happened before you. After you. There was this girl in South Carolina.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I saw her every morning on my run, just like I saw Audrey every morning on the Cape. And my life would be way simpler if I reacted to seeing them the way I react to thinking about you.”

      His lips crash against mine, as hard as his words were soft. As aggressive as his sentences were gentle.

      Liam kisses me like there’s a championship on the line. Like I’m a Hail Mary pass for a final touchdown. There’s a brief battle as we both nip and suck and breathe.

      I want him.

      I won’t admit it—to him or anyone else—but right now, I acknowledge it myself.

      I want him—in a way now won’t fully satisfy. As part of moments I won’t ever get to have. Because if you got to choose circumstances, there would be a lot more happy people in the world.

      All I have is this—frantic kisses in a closet that smells like turpentine. It fuels the eagerness already present—up until Liam pulls away. He puts a foot of space between us, chest heaving.

      “I—” He mutters something that sounds a lot like a swear, running a hand through his short hair and gripping the back of his neck. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Why not?” I counter.

      “It’s not—this isn’t—” He tilts his head back, looking up at the ceiling. “That’s not what today was about.”

      “Then what was it about?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Sex is all we’re about, Liam.” My tone is sharper than I mean it to be, but I don’t correct it. Combativeness is more comfortable than the ease we were just enveloped in. “If you’re not interested, you should probably just leave.”

      “Of course I’m fucking interested.”

      “Then what are you waiting for?”

      I take a couple of steps back until I feel the hard cinderblock wall press into the ridges of my spine. My left hand tugs my dress up until the edge of my bikini bottoms are visible.

      Liam’s eyes follow the movement. It feels like my skin is lighting on fire. Like everywhere he looks leaves a trail of heat behind that catches and spreads in wild flames.

      He’s warring with himself, and the conflict is clear on his face. I’m not sure what is holding him back. If it’s the rivalry or he’s worried this will mean something to me. If it’s the fact that we’re inside a stuffy art closet in Alleghany or if it’s that the afternoon we spent together felt a lot like a date.

      Liam looks, but he doesn’t touch, and it pisses me off.

      “You know what? Forget it. There’s a party at Chris’s tonight. I’m sure some guy there will be happy to—”

      I stop talking when he kisses me. It’s difficult to form words when lips are pressed against mine.

      I’ve seen Liam angry—lots of times. He doesn’t storm or rage. It’s a quiet, precise anger. When Glenmont was losing, there was always a moment—or moments—when it seemed like his tightly leashed control was going to snap.

      It never did.

      Right now, I think I might be witnessing it. My dress is up, and my swim bottoms are down.

      There’s a strange brew of anticipation and relief—watching Liam tug down his trunks and roll on the condom. I didn’t think this would happen today—didn’t think I’d ever have the chance to have sex with him again. And I didn’t realize just how much I wanted it to until it’s right in front of me as a possibility.

      He’s returning to Arlington next weekend. Then after that, he won’t be home for months. Even if we see each other on breaks or next summer, it feels like it will be different. Like some magic will have dissipated.

      For now, I cling to it. Literally cling to him, savoring the sensation of him sliding inside. Liam groans as I clench around him, digging my nails into his shoulders. At first, the only sound is our heavy breathing. It fills the small space, joined by pants and moans. Liam moves faster, and I can hear the collision of our skin.

      My forehead falls to his shoulder as one hand moves up from my hip to my breast. He massages the sensitive skin, spreading arousal everywhere. I nip at his neck, sucking for long enough I’ll likely leave a mark. Liam’s hands tighten their grip on me as his breaths come even faster.

      I stop thinking. Stop caring. Everything is overridden by the flow of pleasure that trumps any reasoning and every response.

      We stand like that—me against the wall and him inside of me—until my heart rate slows and his breath evens.

      “Dammit.” He says the word once, then repeats it, this time with more vigor. “Dammit.”

      I turn my head to the side, so I’m staring at unopened tubes of oil paint instead of him. “You should go.”

      Liam’s breathing picks up again as he moves away from me. This time I know it’s not with pleasure and arousal.

      If there’s one word in the English language I don’t understand, it’s goodbye. What’s good about it? It’s an ending, and endings are never fully satisfying. Either you love something so much you never want it to end or you’re relieved it finally did. You want more or you wish there was less. There’s no relief. No happy in-between.

      I also hate the word complicated. It’s a label to slap on situations we don’t want to deal with or can’t change. A catch all for the relationships that don’t fall into clear categories.

      And that’s exactly what this is—a complicated goodbye.

      It shouldn’t be. I could have predicted this outcome months—years—in advance. It’s not just the rivalry itself. It’s all it represents.

      Sometimes people don’t end up together for stupid reasons. Because of silly miscommunications or ridiculous assumptions. But the thing with me and Liam is that our ending was written long before the beginning. There aren’t any unknown variables or surprise outcomes. It just…is what it is.

      This shouldn’t feel like a loss.

      I shouldn’t be wondering why life past him looks like a sparser thing. There are people you meet who you know will matter. And then there are people who you meet and think won’t.

      Liam definitely fell into the second category.

      But what I never considered was that he might not just matter—that he might matter most. Might become one of those people it’s difficult to picture life without.

      I glance over to see Liam adjusting his trunks. “I should, huh?”

      It takes me a minute—to remember what I said. “Yeah. You should.” I pause. “We’re in Alleghany, remember?”

      “Hard to fucking forget.”

      “We can’t,” I tell him. “Forget.”

      “Yeah. I guess not.” He scoffs, like he’s really saying the opposite. Like he thought we could.

      “You knew what this was,” I say, softly. “We both knew it couldn’t go anywhere—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.”

      “Good—um, good luck with your season. With football, you know.”

      Liam scoffs and rubs his jaw. He looks at the wall of my paintings for seconds that stretch to at least a minute. I grow increasingly uncomfortable the longer he stares. Art is personal for me. The only people who had seen them were the elderly students in my class I worked in front of—until him.

      “I can’t decide which is worse—that I can never win when it comes to this rivalry or that I’m worried I somehow let it because I don’t know what it’s like, getting something I want, for me.”

      I try to swallow the lump forming in my throat, but it refuses to budge. “I wish things were different,” I whisper.

      “When was the last time a wish came true just because you wished it?”

      “Liam…”

      He shakes his head and pulls his car keys out of his pocket, spinning them around one finger in brisk circles. “I need to go. Are you staying?”

      “Yeah. I’m staying.”

      “Okay. Have fun tonight.”

      At first, I think he’s referring to me spending more time in this closet. Then I realize he’s talking about the party at Chris’s I taunted him with earlier. My annoyance spikes in response to the ire in his tone. “I will.”

      “Bye, Natalie.”

      “Bye, Liam.”

      The keys stop spinning. Liam starts moving. Out of the closet and out of sight. Out of my life.

      I wait a minute, then walk out of the closet and over to the farthest wall of the room, lined with windows. Liam emerges a few seconds later, striding across the parking lot, climbing into his car, and driving away. I watch the red of his taillights until they totally disappear, then turn back to the array of easels.

      I set up a blank canvas, and I start to paint.
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LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I’m in a bad mood. I have been all week—a week that was supposed to be a last hurrah. A celebration of the end of summer.

      Instead, I decide it’s true—misery does love company. I’m surrounded by laughing, drunk friends, and I feel like sprinting until I can’t stand. I need some distraction from the shit inside my head, and watching Matt and Sam play beer pong isn’t cutting it.

      My knee bounces, something prickly and persistent wiggling its way under my skin.

      I stand, weaving through the crowded living room and into the kitchen. Two girls are standing in the arched opening separating the spaces. Both of them smile at me. I smile back but keep moving, not recognizing either of them.

      The kitchen is a little less crowded. I beeline for the fridge, swinging open the door and scanning the contents. I grab a bottle of water. Even one beer seemed like a bad idea, seeing as I’m leaving for Arlington early in the morning.

      Plus, I want to appear in total control. Like I have full autonomy over my choices, even if the reality is I feel the exact opposite.

      “Can I get one of those?”

      I glance over a shoulder at Becca. She’s smiling at me, hand outstretched.

      “Sure.” I hand her the plastic bottle I’m holding and grab a second for myself, shutting the fridge door and turning to face her. “How’s it going?”

      “Pretty good. I’m heading back to school tomorrow. You?”

      “Yeah, same. On both.”

      Becca nods as she twists the cap on the water. Her eyes keep darting to my neck.

      I have a hickey. One there was no chance of hiding. My short hair is no help, and it’s summer. I spend most of the time in t-shirts or shirtless. It’s faded some, but it still stands out against my skin.

      There’s a vague memory—sandwiched between the amazing sex and the tense goodbye—of Natalie sucking on my neck. But it didn’t occur to me that she might leave a mark until I woke up the following morning and spotted it in the bathroom mirror.

      If we were still on speaking terms, I’d ask if she meant to. If it was an intentional choice or heat of the moment, some power move or some signal.

      I’m stuck speculating instead.

      It could have been a final fuck you. Seeing your parents exchange knowing looks isn’t fun. Neither is getting teased by your sister or ribbed by your friends.

      She wanted to leave me with a reminder, make it hard for me to forget. I’m not sure if doing so was ever an easy possibility. But the fact she purposefully tried to make it hard hovers in my subconscious like an alarm that’s only been snoozed, never shut off.

      Maeve appears, slinging an arm around Becca’s shoulder and glancing between the two of us. “Whatcha guys talking about?”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out as the reflex, glancing at the screen and expecting to immediately stow it away. Instead, I freeze.

      Natalie: Can you come pick me up?

      Below it is an Alleghany address.

      I set the unopened bottle on the counter. “I have to go.”

      “Go?” Maeve laughs. “Liam, we’ve only been here an hour. Matt was saying he’s going to—”

      “I’ll be back to pick you up. After I—”

      “After you what?” Both of Maeve’s brows rise.

      “There’s just something I have to take care of.”

      I walk toward the front door before she has a chance to answer. I’m worried why Natalie would be texting me to come to Alleghany at this hour. The address she sent me isn’t her house. She has tons of friends. If she wants to leave a party, she should have options other than me.

      The drive to the address Natalie sent takes me fifteen minutes. As soon as I turn onto the street, I know which house I’m headed toward. It’s huge, almost as large as Natalie’s. Trash litters the lawn. Cars pack the driveway. Music is audible as soon as I park and step out of the car.

      I walk toward the front of the house slowly, wary of my surroundings. Me and a bunch of drunk Alleghany guys is not a situation I want to walk into.

      There’s a massive tree in the middle of the front lawn. I pause and lean against it, pulling out my phone. I don’t have any new messages from Natalie. Just ones from Maeve and the guys, wondering where I am.

      Liam: I’m here.

      I wait a couple of minutes, but she doesn’t appear and there’s no response to my text. I’m about to try calling her when I see a figure walk around the edge of the house. It draws closer, and I realize it’s her.

      I scan her over, looking for anything amiss, and find nothing.

      “Wow,” she says, stopping in front of me. “You came.”

      “You surprised?”

      “Yes and no.”

      I nod, then jerk my head to the left. Toward the sedan I had to park halfway down the street. “Let’s go.”

      “I shouldn’t have texted you. I know that. I just…I snuck out and Madeline picked me up, but now she’s busy and I really just felt like going home.”

      “Okay.”

      She steps closer before I can move away. Her fingers trace the bruise on the side of my neck.

      “You mean to do that?” I ask her, quietly.

      Her eyes meet mine, more gray than blue in the dim light spilling out of the windows. “What do you think?”

      “I think—”

      “Natalie! Is that you?”

      “Shit,” she whispers, then spins around and steps forward. Trying to block me.

      “I’m leaving, Brian. You should go back inside.”

      “You should stay,” Brian says. I assume it’s Brian Baylor, but I can’t get a good look at him past Natalie. His voice suggests he’s close to wasted. “Me and the guys were talking the other night. You’re never around anymore. And way less fun than you were in high school. You stop putting out?”

      Definitely Baylor. Guy has always been an epic ass, even by Alleghany standards.

      “I think you should shut your mouth, Baylor.”

      It takes him a minute to recognize me, but when he does, a wide smile stretches across his face. “Well, well, well. Liam fucking Stevens. You’re a long way from home.”

      “Only a few miles, actually.”

      “You here spying?”

      “On what? How many beers it takes you to fall asleep?”

      Brian looks between me and Natalie, his forehead wrinkling. Between the surprise of my appearance and the amount of alcohol he’s consumed, it’s taken him a minute to add up one plus one.

      “No fucking way. You’re fucking him?”

      Brian’s voice is loud. The music is still blaring, but I cast a concerned look at the house. If he keeps this up, someone will hear and come out to investigate.

      “Where’s your goddamn loyalty?” he asks Natalie. “You’re from Alleghany. You cheer us on for four years and now you’re letting Liam fucking Stevens between your legs? You’re ruined, Natalie. You think you’re too good for Alleghany dick? Good luck getting any now. You’re done in this town.”

      “You’re a sexist asshole, Brian,” Natalie replies. “Wes did the same exact thing, and you still kiss the ground he walks on. Grow the fuck up.”

      “You never won us any championships, Natalie. Wes can do whatever the hell he wants with whoever the hell he wants. But you can’t.” He looks her up and down. “We’ll find out how much he cares Stevens went after his sloppy seconds. He doesn’t know you’re screwing his girlfriend’s brother, does he? Talk about desperate.”

      My fists curl. I thought walking away was the best strategy for dealing with Baylor. I’m rapidly reconsidering.

      I step forward, so we’re only a foot apart. I can smell the alcohol on him. “Listen good, Baylor. You’ve always been my least favorite Alleghany player, which is a fucking accomplishment, so congrats. But tonight, you just made your way to the top of my shit list. I would love the opportunity to lay you out. Since you’re out here—alone—I’m going to assume you’re having a shitty night. So shut your mouth, go inside, and drink some water.”

      “You seeing this, Natalie? Glenmont’s golden boy is defending you. You must be one hell of a lay.”

      My jaw tightens to the point I’m worried something will pop. “I’m warning you, Baylor. Shut your goddamn mouth or I’ll shut it for you.”

      Brian laughs, too wasted to take me seriously. He’s banking on me having control of my temper. On the football field, I never lost control. Never let myself feel much emotion—positive or negative. Right now? I’m furious.

      “You won’t do shit, Stevens. You never do shit, which is why we beat your ass for four years straight.” Brian glances at Natalie. “We all know who’s the better quarterback. But only you can answer: who’s better in bed?”

      The control that’s been dangling by a thin thread snaps. I step forward, so I’m right in his face. “I told you to shut your fucking mouth, Baylor.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, yea—”

      I cock my fist and take a swing. My hand hits his face with a satisfying smack, forcibly removing the smirk Baylor was wearing. I have the element of surprise, plus the advantage of being sober.

      Brian stumbles to the side before ending up in the grass, one hand cradling what I think will turn into a black eye. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, fast and undiluted. I’ve been involved in fights before. Tempers run hot on and off the field, and I’ve pulled teammates apart. But I’ve never instigated a fight. It’s never been my fight. And it’s never involved someone I cared about.

      People are starting to filter out from the party, most of them with their phones out. I can’t let myself wonder or care what they saw or heard. I’ll deal with the consequences later.

      I start walking toward my car, Natalie right behind me. Neither of us say a word as I start the car and drive down the street.

      She speaks first. “Is your hand okay?”

      I flex my fingers. “Yeah. It’s fine.”

      It’s not until she asks that I realize I’m starting preseason training tomorrow. If I had injured my hand, that would have had serious repercussions.

      “Take a left up ahead.”

      I do as she says, flicking the blinker on and turning. A few turns later, I recognize her house.

      Natalie’s phone doesn’t stop buzzing the whole way. I can feel my phone vibrating in the pocket of my shorts.

      “You can stop here,” she says. “I’m going to sneak in. My dad set a curfew as part of his subpar parenting.”

      I do as she says, idling along the curb.

      “There are videos. It’s everywhere.”

      “Yeah, I figured.”

      “I’m so sorry, Liam. I shouldn’t have called you.”

      “I’m glad you did. It’s not your fault that Baylor came out. Or that he’s such an asshole.”

      “He is an asshole,” Natalie agrees.

      We’re both silent. I resist the urge to tap my fingers on the steering wheel to break it somehow.

      “Now always ends, right?” I finally say.

      “Right.” She unclips her seatbelt. “Good luck with your season.”

      “Thanks. You, um too. With cheerleading, you know.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      She smiles, then opens the door. I struggle against the strong urge to reach out and slam it shut. To trap her in here with me, for just a little while longer.

      Natalie climbs out and hesitates. For a wild second, I think she’s going to stay. Instead, she turns around and says, “The answer is you, by the way.”

      “The answer to what?”

      “What Brian asked.”

      And then she shuts the door.
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      Maeve is sitting on the porch steps when I pull into the driveway, leaning back on her palms and staring up at the stars. I exhale before turning off the sedan and climbing out. Shutting the door and walking over to take a seat beside her.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes.

      “Natalie Jacobs, Liam?”

      I have a response primed and ready to go. “You’re going to lecture me about getting involved with someone from Alleghany, Maeve? Really?”

      “So you are? Involved with her?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s a yes or no question.”

      I rest my elbows on my knees. “We’ve hooked up a few times, yeah.”

      “Why her? There are so many other girls you could get involved with.”

      “Girls from Glenmont?”

      “Or Arlington. Or anyone from anywhere who isn’t a bitchy cheerleader with a queen bee complex. You saw her strutting around in her bikini at Wes’s party. She’s a total—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence, Maeve.”

      Maeve laughs, but it’s a sad sound. “Liam. This is a game to her. You are a game to her. Maybe she’s trying to get back at Wes. Maybe she’s just bored. But she’s going to break your heart.”

      I scoff. “No one is breaking anything. And this isn’t a game. You don’t know her.”

      “And you do?”

      “I know a lot more than you do.”

      “Did you know she made Maggie’s life a living hell when she moved to Alleghany? Excluded her from everything? Did you know she kissed Wes in front of me? Did you—”

      “Yes, I knew all that.”

      Maeve pauses. Appraises me. “So you’re friends with her.”

      “Like I said, we’re complicated. Things got…complicated.”

      “Stop saying complicated like it’s an answer! There’s a video of you punching Brian Baylor at a party in Alleghany all over social media. You left Matt’s party to see Natalie Jacobs? Why?”

      “Because she asked me to pick her up.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, actually. I didn’t ask.”

      “She set you up.”

      At that, I laugh. “No, she didn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because we both wanted to keep it a secret, Maeve. She’s going to get shit about me, just like you’re giving me shit about her. You should have heard what Baylor was saying to her. That’s why I punched him.”

      “I did hear. There’s audio in the video, Liam.”

      “Then why are you asking me questions that make no sense?”

      “Because I don’t understand any of this! How did you even meet her?”

      “She’s friends with Parker’s cousin. She was at his family’s place on the Fourth.”

      “And you hooked up with her.”

      “Eventually, yeah.”

      “What do you mean, eventually?”

      “Jesus, Maeve. What sort of details do you want?”

      “I want to understand what’s going on, Liam! It’s like you’re a completely different person. You should have seen Matt and Sam earlier. They were both—”

      “I can’t believe you. I really can’t. You think I’m a different person? Maybe you finally understand a fraction of what I felt when you told me about Weston Cole. What has Natalie ever done to you, huh? To you, Maeve? You’re all about forgetting the rivalry and blurring town lines, and it’s all bullshit! Because instead of asking what she’s like or if she’s okay after what happened earlier, you’re trying to make me feel guilty about it. Well, guess what? I don’t. I would do it all over again if I could.”

      I stand and stomp back down the stairs, pulling the sedan’s keys out of my pocket as I walk.

      “Liam! Liam!” Maeve calls after me, but I don’t stop. I don’t listen.

      I just drive away.
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Cole gives me a wide smile when she sees me at the front door.

      “Natalie! It’s so nice to see you.”

      I smile back. “It’s good to see you, Mrs. Cole. How have you been?”

      Her smile wavers a little. “All right, considering.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”

      “You here to see Wes?”

      “Yeah, if he’s around.”

      “He is. Come on in.”

      “I’ll just wait out here, if that’s okay.”

      “Sure, I’ll grab him.”

      “Thank you.”

      Wes’s mother turns and walks into the entryway. I hear her call “Weston!” before I move farther from the door and take a seat on the front steps.

      A few minutes later, I hear his footsteps. Wes pauses before approaching me, which is probably a bad sign.

      “Are you mad?”

      He takes a seat on the step beside me. “No. You could have told me, though.”

      “Nothing to talk about.”

      Wes snorts at that but doesn’t comment otherwise.

      “How pissed is Brian?”

      “He was drunk off his ass. Chris drove him home to sleep it off.”

      “Do you think he’ll try to press charges?”

      “No. But I do think he’ll be pissed. You should tell Stevens to watch his back.”

      “That would require us talking, which I don’t foresee happening soon. Or ever.”

      Wes exhales. “I have no idea what happened between you guys. But icing him out now isn’t going to help, Nat. People aren’t going to drop this anytime soon. So you should at least talk to him and—”

      “I don’t know why you’re assuming I was the one who decided we were done.”

      It’s a lie. I do know. Even with Wes, who I let in more than most, I kept plenty of secrets. I’m not the girl who gets attached or takes a while to move on.

      “Oh.”

      “It’s fine it ended. We were going…nowhere.”

      Wes stays silent for a frustratingly long time. When he finally speaks, I sort of wish he’d stayed silent. “Do you love him?”

      Feelings for Liam aren’t anything I’ve allowed myself to consider. I’ve acted on instinct, mostly, when we’re together and avoided thinking about him when we’re not. But if I let myself…

      “I think I could.”

      “And if I know you at all, he has absolutely no idea.”

      “We would never work. We’re not compatible. It’s not even about the rivalry, not really. We go to different schools. He’s serious and uptight, and he has this crazy compulsion when it comes to football. He has priorities that don’t include me.”

      When I look over, Wes is smiling. “He punched Baylor out for you.”

      “Brian’s an ass all the time. Not to mention, he’s from Alleghany. He wouldn’t have done it if a guy from Glenmont said that shit.”

      “We’ll find out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I get what it’s like to be him right now. After everything came out about me and Maeve, plenty of Alleghany guys gave me a hard time. It’ll be worse for Liam. Plenty of guys from Glenmont will say that shit, and he’ll have to decide how he’s handling it.”

      I bite my bottom lip so hard I taste blood. “Fuck.”

      “He knew exactly what he was getting into, Nat.” Weston leans back on his palms. “Which tells me you’re not the only one who could.”

      “You don’t know him, Wes.” My tone is sharper than I mean it to be, so I soften it. “I just mean…”

      “I know what you meant. You’re right—I don’t. But…”

      “But nothing.”

      We’re both quiet. The silence is broken by a quiet chuckle. It grows into a laugh.

      I look over at Wes. “What are you laughing at?”

      “You get how fucking ironic this is, right? Me and Maeve? You and Liam?”

      “I get it’s a mess, yeah.”

      “It’s weird too.”

      “Really weird,” I agree.

      “Who would have thought that…”

      Wes’s voice trails as we both register the driver of the car pulling up to the curb.

      “I’m going to go,” I say, as Maeve climbs out of the silver SUV and starts walking straight toward us.

      Wes doesn’t argue. He just nods.

      Unfortunately, there’s just one path up to his house. Unless I cut across the lawn and make it obvious I’m avoiding Maeve, I have to walk right past her.

      Surprisingly, she stops a few feet away. I was expecting the silent treatment, but she speaks first. “Hi.”

      I hesitate. “Hi.”

      “I was, uh, hoping to run into you.”

      “Here?” I raise both eyebrows.

      “No. I actually came to ask Wes where you live. He wasn’t answering his phone, and I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Did you bring eggs? Toilet paper?”

      She half-smiles. “No.”

      “What’s the back-up for then?”

      Maeve follows my gaze to the brunette siting in the passenger seat of her car. “Becca and I were training this morning. I wanted to come see you first thing, but she convinced me to wait until more normal hours.”

      “I’m surprised she’s not busy moving in on Liam.”

      Surprise, and maybe a little amusement, flash across Maeve’s face. “Interesting,” she muses.

      Rather than ask what is interesting, I say, “I should go. I need to get to work.”

      “You have a job?”

      I huff an unamused laugh before continuing to walk.

      “Wait!” Maeve calls. “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to sound so…”

      “Shocked?” I supply, turning back around. “Look, Maeve. You don’t like me. I get it. I can’t change my past with Wes or where I live. Everything Maggie has told you about me is probably true. Did she deserve to be ostracized? Probably not. But that’s how this stupid rivalry works. As long as everyone stays on their side of the line, no one gets hurt. Maggie crossed it, and so did you. What happened after is not on me.”

      “What about Liam?”

      “What about him?”

      “He crossed the line. So did you.”

      “Liam and I are done, Maeve. And honestly, that’s how I feel about this conversation too. So just stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours. Shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      I turn to leave again. This time, Maeve jogs around and blocks me. I glance over one shoulder at Wes, who’s watching this whole interaction. He shrugs at me. No help whatsoever.

      I sigh. “I don’t know what the hell you want—”

      “Liam isn’t talking to me,” she interrupts.

      “Sounds like a you problem.” I sidestep, but she mirrors me.

      “I underestimated how he feels about you.”

      Maeve studies my face closely, like that statement was a test she’s looking for an answer to. I keep my expression carefully blank.

      “Liam was pissed when I told him about me and Wes. I’d never seen him that mad. Even when we were kids, he’d never throw tantrums. He just bottles it all up inside. I thought nothing could rattle him more than me and Wes. But last night, he was so angry. At Brian, on the video, when he was saying those awful things to you. And…at me, when I told him you were a terrible person playing games with him because you were bored.”

      She waits for me to react to that last sentence, but I don’t.

      “Liam has always taken the rivalry super seriously. It’s personal to him. I knew how he’d react about Wes, and it’s why I never pushed him too hard about accepting our relationship. This summer, it finally felt like he was moving past it. He wasn’t as resentful or bitter. I thought enough time has passed. That he was finally sick of holding a grudge. But it was you. And I was so shocked last night, I didn’t really think about what that meant.

      “Liam doesn’t chase girls. And you don’t strike me as the type to chase after a guy. Liam bolted out of the party last night as soon as you texted him, and—”

      “Maeve,” I interrupt. “Listen. I don’t know why we’re having this conversation. If you and Liam got into a fight, then you need to talk to him. Ambush him on a run when you’re back on campus. Bring him a coffee. You’re his sister. Whatever you said, he’ll get over it.”

      “I wasn’t the bigger person,” she says. “I judged Liam for how he reacted to me and Wes, because I told myself he should care more about my happiness than the rivalry. But when the roles were reversed, I wasn’t the bigger person. I reacted just as badly as he did.”

      “If you’re looking for some sort of forgiveness—”

      Maeve shakes her head. “You want to know the point of this conversation? My brother is in love with you. I wanted him to get over the rivalry, but I wasn’t sure he ever really would. I didn’t consider the possibility, and if I had, I probably would have seen it sooner. He kept asking me about Chris after he saw you two at Wes’s birthday party. And there was this girl in South Carolina who hit on him, and he—” Maeve stops talking when she sees my smile. “What?”

      “This is the same girl who hit him before hitting on him, right?”

      She raises one brow. “He told you that story?”

      I shrug. Liam mentioned the incident while we were eating dinner on the beach, after seeing a couple playing frisbee. I laughed so hard I almost choked on my hot dog.

      “You should call Liam,” Maeve states.

      I shake my head, trying to process the absurdity of Maeve Stevens saying those four words to me. “We’re done. We both agreed. He’s busy with football, and I’m headed back to Boston soon. It was never going to last, and no one was ever supposed to know. Just because the second isn’t true anymore doesn’t mean the first one changed too. It’s kind of sweet you came to talk to me—even if it’s just because you feel guilty—but it was totally unnecessary. Bye, Maeve.”

      I step around her and start walking toward my house, not looking back once. Even as My brother is in love with you echoes around my head.
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LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I gain a new appreciation for the metaphors between sports and religion as I stare down at the field from my vantage point in the stands.

      Seats that hold thousands on game days are entirely empty. There’s something humbling and sacred about sitting in a space with so much capacity, all by yourself.

      My phone buzzes. I cap my Gatorade and pull it out of my pocket without shifting position. My legs are propped up on the back of the seat in front of mine, my posture slouched.

      I’m exhausted. Physically drained after a three-hour practice this morning. But there’s a mental toll I’ve never struggled with before. I’m not sleeping well. I should be in the athlete dining hall with the rest of the team right now, loading up on calories. Instead, I’m sitting here, alone.

      “Hey, Dad,” I answer the phone.

      “Hi, Liam. How’s it going?”

      “Fine.”

      “Classes going well?”

      “Yeah, they’re fine.”

      “You still liking that Aerodynamics one?”

      I half-smile, my first attempt in a while. My cheek muscles feel stiff and under-used. “Yeah.”

      My dad is making an effort, I’ll give him that. He’s cut back on the football talk with me—even though I’m sure he talks to Arlington’s coaching staff on a regular basis. And he’s made a point to ask me questions about other topics. Except, all that really consists of is school, now. The one time he asked me if I was going out with the same girl again, I replied with a curt “No.”

      He hasn’t brought it up again since. There’s a chance he’s seen the video.

      I throw him a bone, recapping this morning’s practice and running through my schedule for the rest of the week. His lack of questions confirms my suspicions he talked to Coach Nelson, but it doesn’t bother me as much as it once would have. There are worse things than having a parent so invested in your pursuits—in your success.

      For example, Natalie’s don’t seem to give a shit.

      I shut down the thought as soon as it appears, same as I have every time she crops up in my thoughts, which is far too frequent.

      I finish the conversation with my dad and hang up, checking the time on my phone. Still an hour and a half before afternoon practice. I tilt my head back, wondering if I’ll be able to fall asleep in this slouched position. I feel more tired than I have in a while, which is a good sign.

      My eyes are drifting closed when I hear the creak of a rusty step. I squint into the sun, watching the slight figure approach. For a split-second, I think it’s her, and it feels like my heart is flying out of my chest. But then I realize it’s my sister. Disappointment and lingering annoyance sharpen my tone. “Soccer field is on the other side of the athletic center.”

      “I had no idea. Thanks.” Maeve’s voice drips with sarcasm as she drops into the chair next to me.

      “How did you get in here?” Aside from game days, access to the football stadium is supposed to be limited to players and coaching staff.

      “I have my ways.”

      I don’t ask for details because I don’t really care. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Yep. Got that memo in the past month you’ve barely spoken to me.”

      “Great. I wasn’t trying to be subtle.”

      Maeve sighs. “Liam, I’ve apologized a dozen times.”

      “I know.”

      It’s a dozen more than anyone else has. And most of my friends said worse about Natalie than Maeve did. But I expected it from them to an extent. I thought Maeve would be more understanding.

      She’s apologized for what she said. But she’s never once said she didn’t mean it. Doesn’t believe it. Plus, I’m in a generally unforgiving mood.

      “Brooke and Sam went on their first date last night.”

      I glance over, surprise temporarily erasing annoyance. “Seriously? He finally asked her out?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How did it go?”

      “That’s classified girl talk.”

      I roll my eyes. “Who am I going to tell?”

      “Um, Sam?”

      “I’m not talking to Sam.”

      “You will,” Maeve predicts.

      “We’ll see. I’m good at holding grudges.”

      “No shit.”

      A reluctant smile tugs at my lips. It disappears when she asks, “Have you talked to her?”

      Tension replaces my amusement. I hate how I’m affected by just one mention of her. Unfortunately, Natalie isn’t the girl you just get over. She’s the one you can’t stop thinking about.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re done. I’m sure she’s busy with classes. Cheer.” Guys. Parties.

      “Funny. She told me you were busy with football.”

      “You talked to her?” I glare at Maeve. “What the fuck did you say?”

      “Relax, Liam. I was nice. I told her all the same things I’ve been trying to tell you. And…”

      “And what?”

      “And I get it. I get why you like her.”

      I scoff, partly to cover up my surprise. I expected—hoped—Maeve would support me, no matter what. But I wasn’t thinking she’d warm to Natalie much. At all.

      “When did you talk to her?”

      “Right before I came back to campus. Weeks ago.”

      Disappointment settles in my stomach, even though I assumed that’s when it must have been. Whatever their conversation consisted of—and I probably don’t want the details—it didn’t end with Natalie reaching out. I haven’t talked to her since I dropped her off at her house that night. She didn’t even message me on my birthday a few weeks ago.

      “Maeve, I know you mean well. But I really don’t want—”

      “What are you going to do instead, Liam? You look exhausted. Matt said you’re messing up in practice. Mom keeps texting me, worried about you. You haven’t gone to a single party since we got back. I haven’t seen you talk to a girl. If you want Natalie, go talk to her.”

      I blink at her, then laugh. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not? Everyone already knows.”

      “She’s out of my league,” I mutter.

      “Liam.” Maeve laughs, then stops when she catches sight of the murderous glare I aim her way. “Liam,” she says again, softer. “She’s not.”

      “I act like an idiot around her, Maeve. I don’t know what to say or do half the time.”

      “That’s not a bad thing. It just means you like her.”

      “I don’t think I was a game. But I think I care—more than she does. She’s probably hooking up with someone new already.”

      “Go find out, Liam. Stop torturing yourself about it.”

      “I have practice this afternoon. I can’t just leave.”

      “I’ll cover for you with Coach. Here.” Maeve pulls the sedan keys out of her pocket and presses them in my palm. She took the car to get groceries this morning.

      My fingers close around the warm metal. I can’t believe I’m considering doing this. From the start, I never let myself entertain seeing anything through with Natalie. Never pictured a future, let alone the forever we both dismissed.

      But I want it—want her.

      Maeve’s right, I am torturing myself imagining her with other guys, out dancing and drinking. I wonder what she’s drawing. How things are with her parents. What her friends said when they found out about us. If she ever thinks about me.

      I miss her.

      I stand and start down the steps.

      “You’re welcome!” Maeve calls after me.

      I shake my head and smile as I head toward the parking lot.
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      I’ve been to Boston before, but never to BU’s campus specifically. I didn’t realize how ingrained it is in the rest of the city. I find a parking spot and walk along the street, taking in the buildings branded with the university’s logo. Everything is sleek and new, bustling and busy. I can picture Natalie here.

      I should call her. The campus is huge, stretching for blocks and blocks. I have no idea where she lives, which classes she’s taking this semester. I’m not going to just randomly run into her.

      But if I call her, I have to know what I’m going to say. I can’t just look at her and try to figure out if she’s happy or annoyed to see me.

      Eventually, I find the football team’s practice field. And I must have some good karma coming my way, because there’s a group on the running track around it that looks a lot like a cheerleading squad.

      I approach the metal bleachers and take a seat about halfway up, watching as they run through a routine and scanning the group for a blonde ponytail. They’re on the opposite side of the field, so it’s difficult to make out faces from here. Finally, I see her.

      Natalie was right. There’s no way I’d ever be able to do half of what cheerleading consists of. Self-absorbed as it sounds, I’ve never been focused on what cheering happens during the games I play in. I’m always fully focused on my role on the field, not what’s taking place on the sidelines or during halftime.

      They stop for a water break after about ten minutes. The stands are shaded, but the field is in full sun. One figure breaks away from the group and starts this way. There’s some excited muttering across the aisle. I’m not the only guy watching the practice, and it’s no surprise why.

      Natalie is wearing a pair of tight spandex shorts and a sports bra. Her blonde hair is up in a high ponytail, loose strands pulled back with the aid of a sports headband. Her face is flushed from the heat.

      She climbs up the stairs, stopping when she reaches the row where I’m sitting. “What are you doing here?”

      Maybe I should have called, after all. I can’t glean anything from her expression, no relief and no reluctance.

      I say the first thing that pops into my head. “You look hot.”

      Her eyebrows rise with surprise, but she doesn’t comment on the compliment. She repeats the question. “What are you doing here?”

      “I want to talk to you.”

      “Okay. Talk.”

      “Finish your practice first. I’ll wait.”

      “I usually shower and change after.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      “And go to the dining hall.”

      I smile, because now I’m pretty sure she’s testing me. Trying to figure out how dedicated I am to talking to her. “I’ll wait.”

      “Look, if this is about that night, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you. I’m sure you’re getting all sorts of shit about—”

      “It’s not about that.”

      Natalie tilts her head as she studies me, a little suspicious. “You don’t have to sit here. I can text you once I—”

      “I want to watch.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly. Then she nods. “Okay.”
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      I’m leaning against the side of the bleachers, watching the BU football team run drills, when Natalie reappears. Her hair is wet, darkening the shoulders of the pink t-shirt she’s wearing.

      “Spying?”

      “Just observing.” The football team came out shortly after Natalie and the cheer squad left for the locker rooms.

      “Shouldn’t you be at practice?” she asks.

      I nod. “Yep.”

      “So…why aren’t you?”

      “I had to take care of something.”

      She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, glancing out at the field, then back at me. “And what are you taking care of?”

      “Let’s go somewhere else. Are you hungry, or did you already eat?”

      Natalie reaches out and grabs my arm. “Liam. What the hell is going on? Just tell me what’s going on and stop being weird about it.”

      “Just while we’re standing here?”

      She glances around. “Why not? You think I’m going to freak out about it?”

      I shove my hands in my pockets. “I don’t know how you’re going to react. That’s the problem.”

      “Liam. Seriously. Just tell me, whatever it is.”

      I blow a long breath out. “What if I want forever?”

      Not exactly what I planned to say. I was going to ease into it. Ask her how she’s been. Test out her mood, see if she mentioned another guy.

      But, yeah.

      There it is.

      Cards on the table.

      Natalie stares at me, her face an expression of shock. Whatever reason she thought I was here, it didn’t involve that word.

      Forever has weight. Meaning. Substance.

      It’s not what you toss out when you’re considering committing to something. It’s the seven letters you use when you’re trying to hold on tightly. There’s an inherent permanence, an association I’m not sure either of us ever imagined might exist between me and her.

      Since it doesn’t seem like she’s going to respond, I keep talking. “You said we were for now, not forever. And I get why you said it, I do. But as soon as you did, I wanted to argue. We’re complicated, and I get that. You’re right—I am getting shit from my friends. But we went into this with an expiration date, and I don’t want there to be one. Maybe you’ve already met someone else. Maybe you meant for now, and you never wanted us to be more. But it’s been driving me insane, not knowing. So…that’s why I’m here. Because I want to date you, and for people to know that we’re dating. For now to not be over.”

      Her hand falls from my arm. I swallow as she looks away, fiddling with her hair. “Liam, I—”

      My heart free falls out of my chest and lands on the pavement with a smack. But my expression doesn’t betray a single twitch. “It’s fine, Natalie. You don’t have to explain.”

      I’m already mapping out the rest of this interaction in my mind. An awkward goodbye, followed by a long drive back to Arlington. Watching Maeve struggle between relief and pity when I tell her what happened.

      “It’s just, I don’t—”

      “Seriously. You don’t have to say anything. I’ll just go.”

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “If you’d let me get a full sentence out, I’d tell you that I am hungry, and we should go to this pizza place down the street.”

      All of a sudden, my heart is back in my chest. I stare at her, pulse pounding. “Yeah?”

      Natalie nods. Smiles. “Yeah.”

      Then she steps forward and kisses me.

      Her touch hits me like an electrical shock, sparking my blood and skittering up my spine. I pull her closer, as close as I can, kissing her back. It’s a release, a relief, letting the feelings that have been bottled inside loose after weeks of not seeing or talking to her. It’s funny how people can imbed themselves in your life in ways you never ever notice until they’re gone. How the stolen moments we spent together turned into so much more.

      My body doesn’t really care we’re standing out in public. I react to her touch like we’re completely alone, kissing her like she’s oxygen and water and everything vital. Like I can live off this alone.

      “I missed you,” she mumbles, tucking her head under my chin and keeping the contact between us, even once our lips separate. It’s a soft confession, spoken like a moment of weakness. Natalie isn’t used to relying on others, I know. Acknowledging she noticed—missed—my absence is close to a love declaration coming from her. I’m not ready to say those words, and I doubt she’s ready to hear them. But I feel them between us, sprouting like a plant that’s just been placed in soil after months in a pot. There’s space for it to grow now, where there wasn’t any before.

      “I missed you too,” I whisper, kissing the top of her head.

      “Do you really want to do this?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” I repeat.

      Natalie laughs, and the happy sound soothes the scared part of me that’s spent the last few weeks worrying that we would always be over before we ever really began.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around.” She grabs my hand and tugs me forward.

      And I follow, because right behind her is exactly where I want to be.
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      “How’s football going?” Natalie asks, as we walk along the Charles. Bikers and joggers and dog walkers pass us by.

      I take a sip of the iced coffee I got after we finished lunch before answering. “We don’t need to talk about it.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’ve been playing like crap lately,” I admit.

      “So, if I make it to a game, you’ll be fourth string?”

      I roll my eyes at her sass, but honestly, I missed it as much as everything else about her. “You’d come to a game?”

      “Isn’t that a thing girlfriends do?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then…yes.”

      Her acknowledgement sends a thrill through me. Natalie Jacobs is my girlfriend.

      Bizarre in the best way.

      “How’s your mom?” I ask.

      Her left shoulder lifts and drops in a small shrug. “Hard to tell. She’s still got a few weeks left at the treatment center.”

      “What about your dad?”

      “I haven’t talked to him since I left for school. We mainly discussed my mom, and there’s not much to say on that front these days. So…” She shrugs again.

      “Yeah. I never realized just how much my dad and I talked about football until we stopped. Now it’s, I don’t know, awkward.”

      “Don’t you guys talk about…”

      “About?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have a normal relationship with my dad. Like school? Movies? Food? Has he ever bought you hair gel?”

      My brow furrows with the randomness of the last one. “My hair just looks like this, Nat.”

      She scoffs.

      “We talk about school—in the context of keeping my grades up for football. We don’t watch movies—we watch film. If we go out to eat, whatever I get is supposed to fit with my training regimen.”

      “You’ll figure out a new normal. Football wasn’t going to last forever anyway, right?”

      I nod as we take a left.

      Natalie points out more buildings as we walk. BU’s campus is huge—easily twice the size of Arlington’s.

      “And this is my apartment building.”

      I glance up at the tall structure we’re stopped at. “It looks nice.”

      “It’s nicer inside.”

      I smirk as she steps closer. Her fingers sneak under the hem of my shirt and graze the skin of my lower abdomen. I exhale heavily. “I’ve got a six a.m. practice tomorrow, Nat.”

      “So?”

      “So, I can’t spend the night. I don’t want you to think I just came for…that. This isn’t just about sex for me.”

      “Did you—have you—” She glances away. “Never mind. It’s not—”

      “There hasn’t been anyone else.”

      I watch her smother her relief. “Don’t do that.”

      Her brow wrinkles. “Do what?”

      “Pretend not to care. If it would have bothered you, don’t act like it wouldn’t have. I want you to care, Natalie.”

      “I care.”

      “Good.”

      “Would it have bothered you? If I had been with someone else?”

      “If?”

      She nods. “Yeah. If.”

      That single syllable tells me more about her feelings than anything else she’s said.

      “I don’t think bothered is the right word. I’ve laid awake at night for the past month, wondering if you were with some other guy.”

      Her hands drop. She uses one to tangle her fingers with mine as we walk into the lobby. It’s airy and minimalistic—white walls and marble floors. Natalie gestures with her free hand as we walk, pointing out the entrance to the fitness center and the lounge. It’s a hell of a lot nicer than the house I’m living in with Matt and some of my other teammates, but I’m barely paying attention to the luxurious surroundings, just nodding along as she talks.

      Anticipation and adrenaline flood my system, knowing what’s about to happen.

      Natalie glances over at me once we’re in the elevator. “You’re not listening.”

      “Nope.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You could have just—”

      I kiss her, cutting the admonishment off with a gasp. She arches against me, surprise quickly giving way to arousal. Her hips roll against mine, and I’m immediately hard.

      Natalie smiles against my mouth before her lips move to my neck. “So impatient.”

      It’s not just physical pleasure I’m chasing, as incredible as it feels. It’s the release of relief, knowing she wants this too. Knowing she’s mine in a way I never thought she could be.

      Her tongue flicks against my neck before she sucks the skin. I groan and press against her, letting her feel every inch.

      “The guys are going to give me shit for that.”

      “And the girls will know you’re taken.”

      “Fuck.” I pull her lips back to mine and our kiss deepens.

      Natalie has never shown any possessiveness toward me. She’s aloof and detached most of the time. And while I’ve seen glimpses of vulnerability, caught moments where it seemed like she felt more, up until today, it never really felt solid. Having her claim me in any way is the biggest turn on I’ve ever experienced.

      We stop kissing when the elevator doors open, but we don’t stop touching. I’m right behind her as we reach her apartment, and she fumbles with her keys. She rubs her ass against my straining dick, letting out a breathy moan as my hand creeps under her shirt.

      The keys fall to the carpeted hallway.

      “Shit.”

      We’re both breathing heavily. I lean down and grab the keys, fitting one in the lock and hearing it disengage. “You made it look so hard,” I tease.

      “Shut up, Stevens.”

      I’m laughing when she kisses me again. We stumble into her apartment. I barely have time to shut the front door before she’s pushing me in the direction of what I assume is her bedroom.

      “Wow. I feel very single right now.”

      I freeze at the sound of the unfamiliar voice, and Natalie does as well.

      There are two girls sitting on the couch. One, I recognize. Tessa has her feet up on the coffee table and is painting her nails. The chemical scent burns my nose, something I would have noticed if I weren’t so focused on Natalie. The other girl, I’ve never seen before. She has brown, curly hair and an economics textbook spread across her lap.

      “Tessa. Claire. I thought you guys had class,” Natalie says, tugging her shirt down.

      “Clearly,” the brunette, Claire, comments, smirking.

      Tessa gives me a small wave. “Hey, Liam.”

      “Hey, Tessa.” I give her a sheepish smile, then shove my hands in my pockets.

      “Liam, this is my other roommate, Claire. Claire, this is Liam. My, uh, boyfriend.”

      Claire’s eyebrows just about hit her hairline when she hears the title. I probably look surprised as well. Because I know it’s a detail we just discussed, but it feels different, actually hearing her say it. In a good way. The best way.

      Tessa looks triumphant. “Knew it.” She glances at Claire. “Liam came to the Cape house this summer. He and Natalie hate—” Hate gets encased in air quotes. “Each other.”

      “Really,” Claire drawls. “You guys are like the plot to a romantic comedy.”

      Tessa laughs, then glances at her phone. “We gotta go, C.”

      “They needed McGregor Hall for some Admissions presentation, so class got pushed a half hour,” Claire explains, standing and shoving the textbook into a backpack on the floor.

      Tessa stands too, carefully slipping on a pair of flip-flops and following Claire toward the door.

      “Have fun fuc—I mean, hating each other,” Claire calls over one shoulder. Tessa laughs, waves, and then they’re both gone.

      I glance at Natalie.

      She smiles. “My room is this way.”

      I follow her down the hall and to the left. Her bedroom here is decorated similarly to the one back home. I don’t manage more than a quick glimpse before Natalie’s pulling off her shirt, and I’m fully focused on her.

      She grins as the pink fabric hits the floor. “Come hate me.”

      I pull off my own shirt, stalking toward her and hooking her waist with my arm, so we end up in a heap on the bed. Natalie laughs as I struggle with my shorts, slipping off her own and straddling me.

      I let her take over, impatience and desire heating my blood as her hands tug the fabric. Her bare skin grazes mine as the last barrier between us disappears, hitting my system like a high. I wasn’t a monk before her. I’ve fooled around with other girls, and it never felt like this.

      So I ask a question I’m not sure I want the answer to. “Was it really better?” I ask. “Or were you just—”

      Natalie instantly grasps what I’m asking. “You think I lied to you about that?”

      “I just know you’re used to…I want you to enjoy yourself.”

      Her hips lower, so we’re touching everywhere. So I can feel how wet she is as her hips rock against mine. She rubs herself all over me, and it’s a painful, blissful torture.

      “Trust me, I’m enjoying myself.” Her hand grips me, positioning me right where I’m dying to sink inside.

      But I’m still thinking rationally enough to realize something is missing. “I’m not wearing anything.”

      “I know.” Natalie leans closer, her hair falling in a blonde curtain as she breathes the words against my mouth. “I wasn’t lying, Liam. It’s never meant anything with anyone else. It’s never felt like this with anyone else. Never done this—” She lowers her hips a little, so I get a taste of what it would be like—being inside her bare. “With anyone else.”

      My hands grip her hips as I choke out her name. I forgot how incredible this feels. It’s not just the intimacy of what she’s offering or the knowledge she hasn’t offered it to anyone else. It’s the lack of second-guessing. Every other time we’ve had sex, I’ve thought it could be the last. This time feels right. Certain. Permanent.

      “You’ve wrecked me, Natalie Jacobs. Ruined me for anyone else.”

      “Good,” she tells me. “You ruined me too.”

      I flip us so I’m hovering above her, staring down at flushed cheeks and finger-tangled hair. I watch her expression change, wash with pleasure as I hook her leg on my hip and sink inside wet, tight heat. Natalie moans, her fingernails digging into my shoulder blades.

      I don’t have the patience to go slowly. My head drops to the curve of her neck as she clutches my back. We grip each other like life rafts, like something cataclysmic will happen if we choose to let go.

      Our hips rock in a frantic rhythm, chasing the high forming where our bodies are connected. I slow my pace, pulling all the way out before thrusting back in. Natalie writhes beneath me, her breaths becoming pants as she tries to force more friction between our bodies.

      “I’m so close.”

      “I know. I can feel it.” I thrust harder—deeper, moving her a few inches up the bed.

      “Please, Liam. Liam. Fuck.” My hand moves the way I’ve learned she likes, and then she’s clenching around me, riding the waves of release. I let go too, filling her in a foreign, addictive sensation.

      Her lips meet mine, kissing me like she never wants to stop.

      And I get it, more than I ever have before. Why Maeve looks so giddy right before Wes comes over. Why my mom stayed with my dad, back when he gave her reasons not to. How people start fights and end friendships over this feeling.

      Why something that can seem important one minute can seem insignificant the next.

      Like a rivalry between two towns.

      Our breaths even and skin cools. Natalie uses a couple of tissues to clean the mess I made between her legs before lying back down beside me and nesting her head beneath my chin.

      An air-conditioning vent blows a cool breeze across the room. As long as her hands are on me, I feel warm.

      “You don’t have to leave yet, right?”

      My arms tighten around her. “No. I don’t have to leave yet.”
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NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I shift my car into park and then turn it off. Glance over at the empty patio under the pergola. All the furniture was cleared away a few months ago and stored for the winter.

      I climb out of the car and tighten the belt of my peacoat. It’s especially cold today, winter’s chill erasing the lingering warmth of fall. I cast a cautious look at the house as I pull my suitcase out of the trunk, rolling it over the few leaves that have fallen on the driveway since the landscaper was here.

      The kitchen is empty, but the lights are on. I unbutton my jacket, letting the warm air seep through the cold fabric. “Mom?” I call out, hesitantly. Something is cooking in the oven. I can smell the herbal aroma and hear the occasional sizzle.

      My mom walks into the kitchen a few seconds later, smoothing the front of the buffalo print apron she’s wearing. “Welcome home, Natalie,” she says, giving me a small smile.

      “Thanks. It smells good.”

      “Good. It should be ready in a couple of minutes.”

      “Okay.” I slide my coat off and hang it up on the row of hooks by the door. “Is Dad home?”

      “Yes,” my dad answers, walking into the kitchen.

      I watch in a state of shock as he walks over to the oven and uses a potholder to pull a roast chicken out. He opens a drawer and rifles through the contents. “Did you move the meat thermometer again, Lindsay?”

      “I told you it goes with the serving utensils.”

      “And I told you it makes more sense closer to the oven. It adds two minutes every time I have to look for it in the right place and then go farther away to find it in the wrong spot.”

      My parents continue to bicker about the meat thermometer. I keep staring. Seeing them together is nothing new. Neither is seeing them argue. But something feels different about this. They’re arguing, but neither of them appears actually angry.

      I go upstairs to stow my suitcase in my room. When I come back downstairs, my dad is carving up the chicken and my mom is spooning vegetables onto plates.

      There’s no mention of the meat thermometer, and I don’t ask where it ended up. I just watch them. I’ve talked to my mom on the phone a few times since she left the recovery program and came back home. My dad has called even less frequently. Our calls have been short but free of conflict.

      I had no idea what to expect, coming home for Thanksgiving break. But it wasn’t this—a dynamic that feels both natural and normal. My mom isn’t wearing a fake smile and my dad doesn’t look like he’d rather be anywhere else.

      I’m not sure if it will last. It probably won’t—most things don’t. But I decide to take it for what it is, for as long as it does.

      We sit down at the kitchen table, instead of in the formal dining room. My parents both ask questions about school. About my classes. My friends. Eventually, Liam comes up.

      My parents have lived in Alleghany for two decades, moving here shortly after I was born. They know about the rivalry. But I guess one upside of the fact they both mostly checked out of my life in high school is that neither of them made much of the fact I’m dating a guy from Glenmont.

      We’re even going to the Stevens’ for Thanksgiving dinner in a few days. The holiday itself is the only day Liam has off over break, thanks to football. I was nervous about inviting my parents, for reasons wholly unrelated to the rivalry. Mildly shocked they agreed to go when I passed along the invitation.

      Tonight has relaxed my worries a little.

      After dinner, I head to Chris’s. None of Brian’s dire predictions about me becoming a pariah came true. There have been plenty of comments made to my face, and I’m sure people have said a lot worse behind my back. But I’ve never been ostracized from a party or completely ignored. Most people are just more skittish around me. It’s like walking around with a contagious disease or having food on your face no one wants to tell you about. Except, in my case, I know exactly why people are acting strangely around me.

      I talk to Madeline, Tory, and Jess for a while, the three people acting totally normal around me, catching up with them in person for the first time since the end of summer. Tory is dating a new guy and Madeline just found out she got a public relations internship for next spring she really wanted.

      I head to the bathroom after an hour or so, running into Chris in the hallway on the way back to the kitchen. I pause, letting him decide whether to talk to me. Unsurprisingly, the football guys have been the most disbelieving group when it comes to my relationship with Liam.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      “How’ve you been?”

      “Good,” I reply, honestly. “I’ve been really…good.”

      He nods. “Good. So…you and Liam Stevens? That’s for real?”

      “Yeah. For real.”

      Chris hums an acknowledgement. “It looks serious.” He sips on his drink. “I saw that photo he posted.”

      “It is serious.”

      He’s referring to a photo Liam posted from his visit to BU last weekend. I’ve gone to visit him at Arlington a few times, but we both prefer when he comes to me. There’s more to do in Boston—Arlington doesn’t have much off the immediate campus. And I don’t go to school with anyone from Alleghany. Several other people from Glenmont, besides Liam, ended up at Arlington. He’s also better known on campus, so people are more likely to stare when we walk around together.

      “Wes says we’re being too hard on you.” Chris studies my reaction to that statement closely.

      I shrug. “I’d probably act the same way toward you if you ended up with a Glenmont girl.”

      Chris keeps staring.

      “Is he here?”

      “No. He had practice. Guy’s dedicated, I’ll give him that.”

      “Yeah, he is,” I agree.

      Chris starts walking toward the kitchen, and I fall into step beside him. “Want a drink?” he asks. “I hid all the good stuff in the cabinet above the fridge.”

      “That’s where the good stuff always is, Chris.”

      He grins. “Yeah. So?”

      “I’m good, thanks. I’m not drinking tonight.”

      “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      I choke on a laugh. “No. Definitely not. Just driving.”

      “Thank God. Where would the kid live? You and Stevens would have to move to Fayetteville.”

      “Your mind sounds like a scary place to be, Fields. And I’d make Liam move to Alleghany, obviously.”

      Chris laughs. “There’s the cutthroat cheer captain.”

      I roll my eyes as we walk into the kitchen, immediately noticing the two new additions.

      Maeve and Wes are standing by the kitchen counter, talking to Josh. They both glance over as Chris and I walk back into the kitchen.

      I swallow, a little nervous all of a sudden. Wes and I haven’t talked much lately. He’s reached out a couple of times, checking in. But our conversations have been brief. I didn’t want to put him in the middle any more than he already is.

      Maeve and I have talked even less since the conversation in the Coles’ front yard. I’ve seen her when I’ve been at Arlington to visit Liam, but that’s it. She’s been friendly but stiff around me, like she’s not sure what to do or say. I feel the same way. I’m not sure if she doesn’t like me or if she thinks I don’t like her. There are a lot of awkward entanglements to wade through between my friendship with Wes and the fact Liam is her twin brother.

      “Hey, Natalie.” Wes appears totally at ease as I approach, dropping his hand from Maeve’s waist to give me a quick hug.

      “Hey,” I reply. “Congrats on the win.”

      He grins. “Thanks.”

      Lincoln is having another amazing season, and from what I’ve heard, Wes deserves most of the credit.

      “Your dad was there?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It was good?”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “I’m glad.” I smile at him, then glance at Maeve. “Hi, Maeve.”

      “Hey, Natalie.”

      An awkward pause lags.

      “I, um. This is for you.” Maeve hands me a small box that’s been carefully wrapped.

      “Wow. Thanks.”

      “It’s from Liam. I just wrapped it.” She rolls her eyes. “He did a shitty job.”

      Maeve plays it off as nothing, but I take in the perfectly folded edges and the curled ribbon. She took some time to do this. It’s a gesture—a small one, but still an endorsement. She contributed to something Liam wanted to do for me, and it makes me think maybe there’s more room for a friendship between us than I thought.

      “Thank you. That was really nice of you.”

      She shrugs but smiles up at Wes when he wraps his arm back around her waist.

      I open the carefully wrapped box and pull out a silver keychain. There’s a single lobster charm on it.

      I smile.

      “Is that a crab?” Chris asks, peering at it.

      “It’s a lobster,” I inform him, staring at it for another few seconds before carefully tucking it into my pocket of my jeans. “I’ll, uh, I’ll be right back.”

      I walk out the door that leads to the back deck. The backyard is empty, the pool covered for the coming winter. I lean against the railing and pull the keychain out again, also grabbing my phone and tapping his name.

      Liam answers on the second ring. “Hey.” His husky voice does more to warm me than the thin sweater I’m wearing.

      “Hi. I got your gift.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Yeah, I love it.”

      “I thought it was a good reminder of that night. Plus, lobsters mate for life, so it worked with the forever theme.”

      I run my fingers along the ridges of the claws. “It’s perfect, Liam.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m going to freeze out here. I ducked outside to call you. I’m teaching a class early, so I’ll probably leave soon. I’ll call you then, okay?”

      “Okay. I love you, Natalie.”

      I smile. “I love you too.”

      Then I hang up and hurry inside.
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      TWO YEARS LATER

      I blink at the scoreboard. Once. Twice.

      All this is familiar. The smell of torn grass. The heavy weight of my pads. Despite the cool air, I can feel the sweat rolling out of my helmet and down the back of my neck. I’m surrounded by steely determination. By guys looking to me to lead them.

      I blink again.

      But the numbers don’t change.

      We’re winning.

      It’s not an entirely foreign concept. This has been Arlington’s best season in nearly a decade. We’ve gelled well as a team and every guy has stepped up.

      But we’re playing Lincoln University. The dark green jerseys down the field symbolize the team that has topped the Division I rankings for the past four years.

      Matt slaps my shoulder. “You ready, Stevens?”

      His eyes are alight with excitement, visible underneath the bars of his helmet and the smudged black on his cheeks. Every guy on the team is buzzing with the anticipation of notching a W against Lincoln. We’re the obvious underdogs.

      But Matt gets what this really means. His level of anticipation mirrors mine.

      I glance at the scoreboard a third time. Less than a minute left. We’re ahead by two touchdowns.

      Football is a team sport. Each team has eleven guys on the field. There are plenty of variables beyond any one person’s control.

      But still…

      I could beat Weston Cole.

      This is the last time we’ll ever be on a football field together. He’s entering the draft, but I’m not. Whenever Arlington’s season comes to an end this year, that will be the end of my athletic career.

      We lost to Lincoln by seventeen points last year. I played half the game after our starting quarterback got a bad sack. By then, Lincoln had all the momentum. The final score could have been much more embarrassing.

      This entire game, I’ve been waiting for the shift. There were moments against Alleghany when I thought there was a chance. When winning felt like a realistic outcome. And hope can be the cruelest of fates. Dreams within reach are especially painful to watch slip away.

      I don’t hate Weston Cole. Not anymore. In a bizarre twist my high school self never would have seen coming, I like the guy. I’d be more shocked if he didn’t eventually become a permanent part of my family than if he does. He and Maeve are more solid than ever.

      But he’s still the reason I never beat Alleghany.

      Some small part of me will always associate him with that failure. It doesn’t matter that the jersey he’s wearing today is Lincoln green instead of Alleghany blue. In my head, the field I’m on is Glenmont High’s. And for the first time, I’m seeing a scoreboard that inflates my chest rather than deflates it.

      “Liam!”

      I glance over at Matt, who’s starting to look a little worried. “Let’s finish this.”

      Instantly, his worry turns back into excitement.

      Seconds seem to stretch into hours. Lincoln calls a timeout. The home crowd is screaming. It’s a night game, so the massive lights are on, flooding the stadium like a spotlight. Play resumes. I throw a short pass to Taylor, one of the receivers. We gain eleven yards. Ten seconds are left on the clock now, and we’re still in possession of the ball. I call a new play. Nine. Scan my receivers. Eight. Seven. They’re both well-covered by green jerseys. Six.

      The crowd starts chanting the final few seconds down. I spot an opening in the line and dive toward it, clutching the football in my arms so tightly I can’t feel anything else.

      “Five! Four! Three! Two! One!”

      I sneak between the line and get tackled, right as the final whistle blows. Some of my teammates come to my defense, pushing the green jerseys away. Another whistle blows as the referees separate the two colors.

      “Game’s over, boys,” one of them says.

      I sit, holding the football and staring at the grass stains on my knees, in complete and total disbelief.

      We won.

      Matt is yelling. The other guys are celebrating. I nod and smile and try to take it in, but I can’t. Not yet. It doesn’t feel real. I’m like a wet sponge, unable to absorb anything else.

      I walk over to the bench, taking a seat and yanking my helmet off, running my hands over my face and into my hair.

      This is what beating Weston Cole feels like.

      I rub my face some more, trying to absorb the sensation.

      “Liam!”

      I glance up to see a green jersey walking toward me. I stand, taking in another surreal moment. My teammates give the opposing quarterback wary looks. A few are also awed.

      Wes reaches me and holds out a hand to shake.

      I surprise us both by turning it into a hug. “You played well, man,” I say.

      “Nah, be a dick about it, Liam,” he tells me, grinning. “You beat our asses.” Wes punches my arm and walks away, back toward his own bench.

      I get swallowed by a mass of congratulations.

      The crowd is still standing and screaming, and I finally let myself look. I know approximately where the family section is located, but I’ve never let my attention waver from the field during a game. Or even after. I usually head straight to the locker room with the rest of the team.

      But this is a moment I want to share. I spot them and start that way. The security guards are busy keeping fans from coming on the field. They’re not worried about me walking off. I hop the short barricade and take the steps up to the third row in few easy strides. My mom is at the far end. She gives me a big hug and then steps aside quickly, so I can reach my dad. She knows what this moment means—to the both of us.

      My dad doesn’t say anything at first. He grips the back of my jersey tightly as he embraces me, and we stand like that for a minute. “Proud of you, son,” he finally says, his voice thick with emotion.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He pulls back and smiles. I move on to Maeve. She’s wearing Wes’s home jersey, but despite Lincoln’s loss, there’s a wide smile on her face as she gives me a hug. “Congrats, Liam.”

      Finally, I reach Natalie. She wraps her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist, holding me tightly despite the fact I’m sweaty and grass-stained.

      “I love you.”

      I whisper it back, suddenly grateful that this victory never took place in high school. Because if it had, she wouldn’t be celebrating with me. She’d have gone to Alleghany to commiserate, and I’d have been in Glenmont celebrating.

      And all I want is to be in the same place she is.

      Forever.

      

      
        
        THE END
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