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 INTRODUCTION 
 
    I'm not New Girl anymore. 
 
      
 
    I have friends. 
 
      
 
    And I have Trevor. 
 
      
 
    Friends I trust and a boy I love. 
 
      
 
    Things should be easy.  
 
      
 
    But things are never that easy. 
 
      
 
    Never that simple. 
 
      
 
    Because I also have enemies. 
 
      
 
    Old and new. 
 
      
 
    And they aren't happy that I'm happy. 
 
      
 
    So the target is still on my back. 
 
      
 
    And it's bigger than ever. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: Winter is the second book in The Sunset Beach High series. It contains mature themes, sexual content, and profanity. If you're not a fan of those things, this isn't the book for you. But if you like serious stuff mixed with lots of bad words and some sweaty sex, THIS IS THE BOOK FOR YOU. It is the second in a four book series. 
 
   


  
 

 ONE 
 
      
 
    “So you're the one.” 
 
    I'm coming out of the surf. My board is tucked under my arm and my thighs are burning from the hour I just spent chasing waves. It's December and both the air and ocean are cold. It's not winter like in other parts of the country, but it's cold for Sunset Beach.  
 
    I push my wet hair from my face so I can get a better look at who's talking to me. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You're the one,” he says again. 
 
    I take a good look at him. Maybe six foot two, short black hair, green eyes. He's wearing white board shorts and nothing else. He has to be freezing. He's lean and tan, his arms corded with muscle. There's a diagonal scar cutting across his chin.  
 
    Definitely not hard on the eyes. 
 
    “I'm the one what?” I say. 
 
    “The one I keep hearing about,” he says, smiling. “You're the one.” 
 
    “Um, okay?” I say. “Do I know you?” 
 
    He thinks, then shakes his head. “No. Not yet, anyway. You will, though.” He smiles again and it's a great smile. “Presley, right?” 
 
    “That's right,” I say. 
 
    He scans the beach before looking at me again. “I'm kind of surprised we haven't met yet. This is pretty much my beach.” 
 
    “You own the beach?” 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    “Pretty sure the state of California owns it,” I tell him. “Someone may have taken your money.” 
 
    He laughs. “I heard you were funny. That's cool. I like funny chicks.” 
 
    Chicks. 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    “Good to know,” I say. “And I gotta go.” 
 
    “You don't wanna stay?” he asks. “Get to know me a little better?” He smiles again. “I promise, I'll show you a good time.” 
 
    “Not interested in staying and not interested in your good time,” I tell him. I move to get around him and he shuffles his feet in the sand to cut me off. I sigh. “Really? We're gonna do this?” 
 
    “We can do whatever you'd like, Presley,” he says, then chuckles. 
 
    I hate that he knows my name. “Get the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    He throws his hands back in mock surrender.  
 
    And I hear laughter off to my left. I look in that direction. 
 
    Two more guys, both with great tans and plenty of muscle, are watching us. 
 
    I look back at the guy in front of me. “Go play with your boyfriends.” I start up the beach past him. 
 
    “I heard you were tough,” he says behind me. “I like tough chicks, too.” 
 
    Chicks.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    “Too bad I don't like assholes,” I say over my shoulder. 
 
    “Not what I heard,” he says. “Trevor Robinson's a first class asshole.” 
 
    I stop in the stand at the mention of my boyfriend's name and turn around. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He's laughing and so are his friends. “You heard me. “First class asshole.” 
 
    “You must be pretty tough to say that when he's not here,” I tell him. “Probably be a little different if he was here.” 
 
    He laughs some more. “Or not. Your boyfriend doesn't scare me, sweetheart. I'm not some punk ass from Sunset Beach.” 
 
    “More like just some punk ass period,” I say and turn back around. 
 
    “But you tell him I said hi anyway,” he calls behind me. “You tell him Kane says what's up. And you tell him how wet you got when you saw me.” 
 
    His buddies laugh some more. 
 
    I turn around again. “Oh. You like me?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I'll do more than like you,” he says. 
 
    I shake my head. “This is awkward.” I point with my index finger, first at him, then at his buddies. “I thought you guys were all...together. My bad.” 
 
    For the first time since he showed up, his cocky smile fades. 
 
    I give him the finger, turn around, and head for the parking lot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
    “Just spread your legs wider,” Trevor says. 
 
    I spread my legs wider. 
 
    “Now ease yourself down on top of it.” 
 
    I ease myself down. 
 
    “Feel that?” he says.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Feel good?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Rock back and forth a little,” he says. “Just to get a feel for it.” 
 
    I rock back and forth to get a feel for it. 
 
    I look at him. He's smiling and I know what he's thinking. 
 
    “You're enjoying this way too much,” I tell him. 
 
    “I'm thinking about what it would be like to be the bike,” he says, his smile growing. 
 
    We are in his driveway, and I'm straddling his motorcycle. I told him I wanted to learn how to ride it and it's the first time I've sat on it without him in front of me. 
 
    “You know what it's like to be the bike,” I tell him. “Pretty sure you found out last night.” 
 
    “I have a bad memory,” he says. “I need to be reminded, Pres.”  
 
    His grin is wicked. He's wearing a pair of navy board shorts and long sleeved T-shirt. His blond hair is tousled in a perfect way. His skin is the color of caramel, darkened so brown by the sun in summer that his tan doesn't even fade in winter. There's two days worth of stubble on his face and his ice blue eyes are sparkling. 
 
    Maybe I will remind him. 
 
    “Now what?” I ask. “Is there a key or something?” 
 
    “Right there on top. See it?” 
 
    I look down at the panel in front of me and spot the key just below the speedometer. I turn it to the right and the engine purrs to life beneath me. Goosebumps pop on my shoulders. 
 
    Trevor walks over and puts his hand on the small of my back. I'm out of my wetsuit, but I'm still in my bikini, and his hand on my bare skin triggers more goosebumps. I wanted him to come surfing with me, but he had to help his dad with something at his office. So I'd gone straight to his place after my surf session and my encounter with Kane. 
 
    Whoever the fuck he is. 
 
    “Put your hand up there on the throttle,” he says. “And just barely rotate it forward.” 
 
    I do as he says and the engine growls under me. 
 
    “Left side is the brake,” he says. “Just like a regular bike.” 
 
    I used my left hand to clamp, then unclamp the brake. I rev the engine again, a little harder this time. 
 
    His lips find the back of my neck. “You look so fucking hot on that thing.” 
 
    I shiver, but lean back, pressing my neck against him. “You're trying to distract me.” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He laughs and his lips tremble against my neck. “Good.” 
 
    Good.  
 
    That's the right word for where Trevor and I are at. It was a rough start and we both made dumb mistakes. But once we started being honest with one another about what we wanted, things smoothed out. He is still an arrogant prick at times and I'm impulsive and do things to piss him off. But there's less of that. 
 
    And more of things like me straddling his motorcycle in his driveway while he kisses me. 
 
    He stands up again. “That's really all there is to it then. You just need some practice. Key is to go slow at first. And watch out for assholes in cars.” 
 
    “Assholes in cars?” 
 
    “They won't see you,” he says. “They literally won't see you. It's like you're invisible. Can't tell you how many times I've had to stick my foot into some idiot's door because they were trying to change lanes into me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “Maybe I don't want to ride it then.” 
 
    “Don't be afraid,” he says, his fingers caressing my back. “Just takes some practice. You can do it. I know you can.” 
 
    I look at him. “You sure?” 
 
    He smiles and nods. “Positive.” 
 
    I believe him. He makes me feel safe and he doesn't lie to me. And he makes me think I can do most anything. I never would've thought I'd say those things about him, but now? 
 
    I say them all the time. 
 
    I just want things to stay smooth. 
 
    I think about mentioning Kane and coming up to me on the beach.  
 
    But I don't care about Kane and I don't want Trevor to fly off the handle. 
 
    I turn the key and the engine shuts off. I swing my leg over the bike and put my arms around his neck. I kiss him hard on the mouth. 
 
    “Come on,” I whisper. “Let's go inside. And go for a ride.” 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    “Bitch, you didn't text me all weekend,” Bridget says. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “Sorry. I suck.” 
 
    It's Monday morning and we are driving to school, Bridget behind the wheel of her Mini and me in the passenger seat. It's become our routine now and it feels like I've known her forever. I can't imagine having moved to Sunset Beach and not meeting her. I've never had a best friend before, but I do now. 
 
    “It's fine,” she says. “I figured you were with Trevor. Which explains the sucking.” 
 
    We laugh and I punch her in the arm. 
 
    “Stop,” I say. “But, yeah. We spent most of the weekend together.” 
 
    She pulls into the drive-thru line at our go to coffee place. “Things are good?” 
 
    “Yeah, really good,” I say. “Like, really good. I feel like I should be worried or something.” 
 
    “Well, you went through a lot of shit,” she says. “Maybe that's a good thing.” 
 
    We did go through a lot of shit.  
 
    “Like, maybe it makes you stronger,” she says. “As a couple. Like, you trust one another more. I don't know.” She orders at the speaker for both of us, then looks at me. “But what would I know? I can't seem to find a decent guy to save my life.” 
 
    I put my hand on her arm. “That's because boys are fucking dumb and they don't know what they're missing out on.” 
 
    She makes a face. “I don't know. Starting to think I should go lesbian. Just be easier.” 
 
    We both laugh and she pulls us up to the window. 
 
    “Maybe we should set you up,” I tell her. “Trevor can probably--” 
 
    She holds up a hand. “Stop right there. You've somehow managed to tame the hottest bad boy any of us know. And that's awesome. But me?” She shakes her head. “No way. I am too fragile for a bad boy. I need the super nice, super sweet kid who doesn't want to hurt my feelings.” She pauses. “But who also looks like Ryan Reynolds and knows how to get me off.” 
 
    We both laugh again.  
 
    The guy in the window gives us our total and it's my turn to pay and he passes our drinks back to us with my change. She pulls out of the drive thru lane and back onto the road. 
 
    “Is Trevor still threatening to kill Derek?” she asks. 
 
    “Not every day,” I tell her. “More like every other day now.” 
 
    Derek Morgan. The heir to Trevor's throne as the kind of Sunset Beach High, if Trevor ever gave it up. And also the asshole that set me up in a horrific way.  
 
    “Probably should've killed him that night at his house,” Bridget says. “Made the world a better place for all of us.” 
 
    I shrug. I don't like reliving that night for a hundred different reasons. For what was done to me and what Trevor did to Derek. It was like one giant nightmare that was all too real. I was more than happy to move past it. 
 
    Or, move past most of it, anyway. 
 
    “What do you think would've happened if you'd gone to the dance with him?” she asks. 
 
    The dance was the Fall Ball. Derek had invited me and in a moment of anger at Trevor, I'd agreed to go. But the entire thing had been part of a bigger set up. Derek and his girlfriend actually found an opportunity before the dance to try and get me, so we'd never gotten that far.  
 
    Thank god. 
 
    “I don't know,” I tell her. “And I don't want to know.” 
 
    “You know Holly left right?” she says. “Gina told me on Saturday.” 
 
    “No, I didn't know that,” I say. “Good fucking riddance.” 
 
    Holly Nichols had done her best to latch onto Trevor and I'd punched her in the face. Not my finest moment, but she'd deserved it. Somehow, she'd gotten together with Derek to plot her revenge, killing two birds with one stone. She'd started beating the crap out of me at a party after I'd been drugged before Bridget arrived to get in the way. Trevor showed up soon after that and put an end to all of it. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess her parents wanted her out,” Bridget says, turning into school. “Kind of surprised they didn't wait until the end of the semester at Christmas break. But she is gone.” 
 
    “Good,” I say. “I don't ever need to see her again.” 
 
    “I hope her nose heals crooked,” she says. “Like a boxer's.” 
 
    We laugh and she parks her car in her designated parking spot, the one she painted over the summer. Maddie and Gina are already there, standing in front of the the spot. Gina is giving us each the middle finger and Maddie turns around and shakes her ass in our direction. 
 
    “Dumb bitches,” Bridget says, laughing. 
 
    Bridget is my best friend, but Maddie and Gina are both a close second. We've become a foursome, our own little gang of girls. Even though I didn't grow up with the three of them, I feel like I did.  
 
    “You whores are late,” Gina says as we get out.  
 
    “We're not late,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Bell's gonna ring in five,” Maddie says.  
 
    “So we're not late,” Bridget says. 
 
    Gina unzips her backpack and pulls out a small box. “Late if you want a donut.” 
 
    “And she made me wait for your asses,” Maddie says, reaching for the box. “Gimme.” 
 
    Gina pops the top of the box open. Four oversized cake donuts, covered in icing and rainbow sprinkles are inside.  
 
    “Oh god,” Maddie says. “Gimme.” 
 
    We each take one and Gina tosses the box in the trash can on the sidewalk. I take a bite and it's sugary and cakey and amazing. 
 
    “I'm gonna be so fat if I keep eating these,” Gina says, staring at the donut in her hand. “But I don't even care.” She takes an enormous bite. 
 
    “Not possible,” Maddie says, wiping at her mouth with the back of her hand. “You never gain an ounce.” 
 
    “I'm blessed with a good metabolism,” she says. 
 
    “And you fuck like a rabbit,” Maddie says. “That burns a shit ton of calories.” 
 
    I laugh and have to put my hand to my mouth to keep from spitting donut everywhere. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Gina says, then eyes me. “And perhaps that's why you're looking so fit and trim this morning.” She narrows her eyes. “How many times did you do it this weekend with Mr. Blue Eyed Sex Bomb?” 
 
    I finish my donut, then lick the frosting off my fingers. “That was delicious. And a lady never tells.” 
 
    Gina frowns. “Lady?” She looks at each of us. “I don't see any ladies around here.” 
 
    “Good point,” I say. “I think it was six.” 
 
    They all howl as the bell rings. 
 
   


  
 

 FOUR 
 
      
 
    Trevor is standing at my locker, flanked by his two best friends, Brett and Jake. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Trevor says, leaning against the locker door. “Thought you weren't coming.” 
 
    “Bitch was having a donut,” Gina says. “Back off, pretty boy.” She glances at me. “She was considering having...six.” 
 
    I smack her in the arm and all three of the girls crack up. 
 
    “You had donuts?” Jake asks. “You have anymore?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Gina says. “Only four.” 
 
    “Rude,” Jake says. “Shoulda brought some for all of us.” 
 
    Maddie rolls her eyes. “Get your own. We aren't your slaves.” 
 
    Jake grins, his brown eyes lighting up. “But you could be.” 
 
    “In our fucking nightmares,” Bridget says. 
 
    “More like a dream come true,” Jake says. “Try it. You might like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might also like setting myself on fire,” Bridget says. She smiles at me. “I'm out. Catch you at lunch.” 
 
    Maddie follows her and Gina gives me a quick hug, shows her middle finger to Jake, then hustles after them. 
 
    “Your friends need to learn some manners,” Jake says. 
 
    “It's not my friends who need the lessons,” I tell him. “Try not coming off like such a gorilla and one of them might be interested some day.” 
 
    “I don't need their pity interest,” Jake says. 
 
    “Please,” Brett says, speaking up for the first time. “Pity interest would be better than the nightly dates you're having with your right hand.” 
 
    Jake frowns and gives him the finger. 
 
    Trevor laughs and shakes his head, then looks at me. “We're cutting out after first period. Waves are gonna be firing. You wanna come?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I tell him. “I have this thing called class? Maybe you've heard of it?” 
 
    “Such a good girl,” Jake says. 
 
    “Such a moron,” I fire back. 
 
    “Ignore him,” Trevor says. “I figured you'd say no, but thought I'd ask. It's cool.” 
 
    I start to say something, but I notice Brett. He's standing there, his arms folded, staring at the ground like he's trying to memorize it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask. 
 
    He doesn't answer and Jake pokes him in the arm. He looks up, startled. “What?” 
 
    “Presley asked if you were okay,” Jake tells him. 
 
    Brett glances at Trevor, then at me. “Oh. Yeah. I'm good. Sorry. Just tired.” 
 
    It seems like more than that, but I don't ask him anymore as the bell rings. 
 
    Trevor pulls me into him and kisses me. “If you come with us, we could make a quick stop at my house.” 
 
    “I'm sure we could,” I tell him, patting his chest. “But no. You boys have fun.” I kiss him. “But not too much fun.” 
 
    “Get a fucking room,” Jake says. 
 
    “We'll get two,” Trevor says. “One for us and one for you and your hand.” 
 
    Jake's cheeks redden. 
 
    “Play nice, boys,” I tell them. 
 
    “We don't know how,” Trevor says. 
 
    I kiss him one last time, then start backing away because I know if I don't, I'll stand there forever kissing him and being late to class. 
 
    I smile at him. “I'm aware.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    Shanna Becker is already sitting in her seat when I get to art class after lunch. Her long dark hair is draped perfectly over her shoulder.  
 
    Shanna Becker is a full-on bitch, by the way. 
 
    She eyes me as I sit down. “Did you hear?” 
 
    I ignore her and check my phone. 
 
    “Derek's kicked off the football team,” she says. “And it's your fucking fault.” 
 
    I laugh. “It's my fault you tried to drug me and he was part of the plan? Really? My fault?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “You act like we tried to, like, murder you or something. Such a fucking drama queen. It was a joke. And it's ancient history now. Get over it.” 
 
    “A joke,” I say. “To spike my drink with some roofie, then let someone attack me while I couldn't defend myself? That's your idea of a joke? You're dumber than I even thought.” 
 
    She shifts in her seat. “Please. We could've done way worse. We probably should have.” 
 
    I remember how the dizziness came over me in Derek's pool house and how I was so confused about what was going on. I remember having to sit on the bed so I didn't fall over. I remember Shanna showing up. I remember Holly's hand smashing into my face and not being able to fend her off because my arms were so heavy that I couldn't lift them. It's been a couple months since it happened, but I remember every single detail. 
 
    I look at Shanna. “You know, my dad's still thinking about it.” 
 
    Her eyes flit in my direction. “Thinking about what?” 
 
    “Going to the police,” I tell her. “He wants me to. Do you think the police will think it's a joke?” 
 
    Her eyes flit away and a bit of color rises in her cheeks. “You told your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know he's a lawyer, right?” 
 
    She doesn't say anything. 
 
    “I mean, even if we don't go to the cops, he still wants to sue you,” I say, leaning a little closer to her. “And that would mean suing your family, too. Can you imagine how big that story would be? I can.” 
 
    Her face reddens some more. “You're not gonna do that. And I wasn't even the one that hit you. I didn't even touch you.” 
 
    “No, but it was all your plan,” I remind her. “You were the one who got Derek to invite me to the dance so you could do it that night. You were the one who moved the plan up when you realized you could use Holly against me and that Derek's pool house was a perfect place to do it. And I know you're the one who fucked with my drink.” I smile at her. “And I know that when push comes to shove, Derek and Holly would tell their lawyers the same thing. Because they'll have to get lawyers, too. It'll be such a big mess. Huge, really.  
 
    She swallows hard, but doesn't say anything. 
 
    “And what will your parents think?” I ask. “I mean, I don't know them, but I can't think they'd be super happy with you, Shanna. Right?” 
 
    She glances at me. “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    I smile at her and lean back in my seat. “Derek's lucky that the only thing that's happened to him so far is getting kicked off the team. Because there might be more coming in his future.” I snap my fingers. “And I didn't even think about college.” 
 
    She can't help herself. “What about college?” 
 
    I laugh and raise an eyebrow. “Really? You haven't even thought about that?” 
 
    “Thought about what?” 
 
    I lean toward her again. “That you'll never get in if I tell everyone what you did. You think UCLA is going to want some girl who drugged a classmate? You think USC is going to admit some girl who set up an assault? For real?” 
 
    She immediately starts chewing on her bottom lip and I know I've finally hit the right nerve. She can't hide it. I have no doubt she doesn't care a bit about what she did to me, but I know she cares a whole lot about herself.  
 
    “That would really fuck things up for you, wouldn't it?” I whisper. 
 
    She chews harder on her lip, then glances at me again. “Fuck off.” 
 
    I laugh and lean back in my desk again.  
 
    I have no intention of doing any of those things. I didn't tell my dad what actually happened. I don't plan to go to the police. I'm not going to sue. Maybe I'm too chicken to do any of those things, but I also don't want to explain to my father everything that's happened to me. I know how stressed he's been about moving me to Sunset Beach and about his new job. I don't want to add to his stress level because I'm handling it all.  
 
    I look at Shanna. 
 
    But I'm happy to let her sweat it out. 
 
    Because I'll never forget what she did. 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    I'm putting my books in my locker when the girl comes up to me.  
 
    Art class ended and Shanna couldn't get out of her seat fast enough. She was the first one out the door, no doubt to share my threats with her friends.  
 
    And I'm fine with that. 
 
    Spread the fear. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    I take my time gathering up my things and getting to my locker. The hallway is nearly empty when the girl I don't know comes up to me. 
 
    “Can you...tell me where the office is?” she asks. 
 
    I look at her. She's my height and beautiful. Big blue eyes, long blonde hair without a strand out of place, perfect skin. Her white tank top hugs all of her curves the right way and the red denim shorts she's wearing are super cute. Her fingernails and toenails are painted the same shade of red. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, then point behind her. “Down that hallway and to your right.” 
 
    She nods slowly, smiling at me. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you new here?” I ask, straightening the books on the shelf in my locker. 
 
    “Uh...yeah,” she says, a little unsure. “I mean, not to Sunset Beach. I lived here and then I moved and now I'm back. It's a long story.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, not sure what she means. “This is my first year here.” 
 
    “And you're a senior?” 
 
    I look at her. “How did you know?” 
 
    She smiles. “Well, your locker is in the senior hall.” 
 
    I laugh. “Right.” 
 
    “So, I kinda figured.” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell her. “I'm Presley.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she says. “Do you like it here? I mean, so far?” 
 
    I think for a moment, then nod. “Yeah. I do. A little rough getting started, but now it's pretty good.” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, then nods. “Yeah. Sort of hard going to a new school for senior year, right?” 
 
    I nod. “For sure.” 
 
    She leans against the locker next to mine. “What are the guys like?” 
 
    It's a pretty forward question and I'm not really sure how to answer it. “Okay, I guess. Like any school. Some jerks, some who aren't jerks.” I smile. “Just have to weed through them.” 
 
    “Weed through them,” she says, smiling. “Yeah. Totally.” She looks around the hallway. “I don't like the jock types. I'm more of a surfer boy girl. You know?” 
 
    I sling my backpack over my shoulder. “Plenty of those here.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It's Sunset Beach,” I tell her. “I think everyone surfs.” 
 
    “Everyone? Even the girls?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don't know.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    I hesitate, then nod. “I do. Or, I should say, I try.” 
 
    “Is it hard?” she asks.  
 
    I shrug again. “I don't know if it's hard. I'm just not sure I'm good at it.” 
 
    She nods. “Right. Well, maybe one of those surfer boys can...teach you a few things.” Then she laughs. “Right?” 
 
    I laugh. “Maybe. I don't know.” 
 
    “I'm sure they like seeing a girl out there on the water with them,” she says.  
 
    “I'm not sure about that,” I tell her. “But I manage.” 
 
    “And you get to be close to them.” 
 
    “Close to them?” 
 
    “To the surfer boys,” she says. 
 
    I'm not sure if she's just boy crazy or what she's getting at, but I smile because I don't want to be rude and I remember what it was like for me on my first day. “I guess. And, hey, I don't want to be rude, but I need to get going.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she says. “Me, too.” She pauses and stares at me, then smiles again. “It was nice meeting you, Presley. I'll see you around, I'm sure.” 
 
    She turns and walks down the hallway toward the office. 
 
    The shorts really do look amazing on her and she walks like she knows it. It's not a bad thing, but I'm slightly envious of both the shorts and her confidence. I know that I didn't walk into Sunset on the first day with that kind of confidence. I have friends and a boyfriend now and I still don't have that kind of confidence. 
 
    She pauses at the end of the hall and turns around. She holds up a hand and waves at me. 
 
    I wave back. 
 
    And she turns the corner and is gone before I realize she never gave me her name. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Hey, bitch. I wanna talk to you.” 
 
    I'm in the parking lot and I hear Derek Morgan's voice behind me.  
 
    I turn around slowly. “You must be mistaking me for Shanna.” 
 
    “I'm not mistaking you for anyone but you,” he says, frowning.  
 
    “Oh. You said bitch, so I thought you meant her.” 
 
    It takes him a moment to get what I'm saying. “Whatever. Did you hear?” 
 
    “Hear what?” I say because I want to hear him say it. 
 
    “That I'm off the team,” he says. “I'm done with football here. They won't let me play.” 
 
    “Well, that's a real fucking shame,” I tell him. “And, yeah. I heard. Forgive me for not giving a shit.” I smile. “Actually, I take that back. I did give a shit. I was pretty happy when I heard.” 
 
    He looks away and puts his hands on his hips. He's wearing a blue long sleeved T-shirt that hugs his broad chest and gray basketball shorts. The running shoes on his feet are untied. His dark hair is tousled and he's terrific looking unless you know what a prick he is. 
 
    He turns back to me. “That's fucking with my future, Presley.” 
 
    “You mean, sort of like fucking with mine?” I say. “Like, letting someone drug me and then letting someone else beat the shit out of me?” 
 
    “Come on,” he says. “That was one night. That's not your future. If I can't play ball, my scholarship offers come off the table. When I tell my dad, he's gonna freak.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?” I ask. “Because you're a fucking joke if that's what you think. And why do you think it's my fault anyway?” 
 
    “I got called in because they heard I had a party at my house a couple of months ago,” he explains. “They were told there was alcohol. Who else would've ratted me out?” 
 
    “Isn't the season almost over?” I ask. “Maybe your coach just decided you suck.” 
 
    “We still have playoffs,” he says. “And fuck you. I know it was you who ratted me out.” 
 
    “Ratted you out,” I say. “Like you're in the mafia or something. Well, I hate to break it to you, but I didn't say shit to anyone here at school. But like I told Shanna. I still might.” 
 
    His face screws up in anger. “You can't do that.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I'm already fucked,” he says. “You tell them about...everything else and I'm done. I won't even be able to walk on at a school.” 
 
    “Boo fucking hoo.” 
 
    “Come on, Presley.” 
 
    “Maybe you shoulda thought of all this before you decided to invite me to the dance,” I tell him. “Or invite me to your party. Or take me into your pool house. Or just be an asshole in general. What you did was fucking criminal and you're lucky you're not in jail.” 
 
    He looks down at the ground. “You don't wanna do this.” 
 
    I can't believe what I'm hearing. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He looks at me. “You don't wanna do this. And if you were going to go to the police, you already would have.” 
 
    “Are you daring me?” I ask him. “Are you seriously daring me?” 
 
    “I'm just saying that if you were going to the police, you already would have done it,” he answers. “And you don't want to make enemies like this.” 
 
    Anger boils my gut. The fact that he is trying to turn it all around on me and make it seem like I've done something wrong is infuriating. Yes, he's right about my not going to the police. But suggesting that I'm the one that has to worry about making enemies? That I should be afraid? 
 
    Fuck. That. 
 
    “You wanna threaten me?” I say. “Then threaten me. I'm not afraid of you or Shanna or Holly or any of the other assholes in your shitty little posse. I don't give a shit about making enemies or whatever you want to call them. But I'll never forget what you did to me and if you think I feel even an ounce of sympathy because you can't put on your shoulder pads and throw your stupid fucking football around, you're an idiot.” 
 
    “It's about more than that,” he says. “It's about my future.” 
 
    “Oh your future?” I say, raising my eyebrows. “Let me think about that.” I frown. “Fuck your future, Derek. It's your own fault. I'm sure you'll figure it out.” I turn to head to the parking lot to find Bridget. Then I stop and turn around again. “And make sure you let me know what schools you do get into.” 
 
    He folds his arms across his chest. “Why should I?” 
 
    “So I can make sure and send each of them a letter,” I tell him. “Telling them about a night in your pool house. Do I send it to the football coach or the admissions office? What do you think?” I smile at him. “You know what, I'll just send one to both. Just to make sure and cover all the bases.” I let my smile fade. “Don't ever lecture me about enemies again.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Bridget drops me at home. I don't tell her about the crap with Shanna and Derek because I'm tired of it. I don't want to hash it out anymore. I just need a break. 
 
    And I just need to surf. 
 
    I get inside and quickly change my clothes, pulling on my bikini and my black and yellow wetsuit. I give my board a quick wax in the garage, then tuck it under my arm, hop on my bike, and head down to the beach.  
 
    The smell of the ocean grows stronger the closer I get. The sun is still high in the sky and when I pull into the parking, I take a deep breath, and all of the tension that's built up inside of me runs out. The water is navy blue, streaked with long waves of white, and the lineup is crowded near the pier. Even in winter, the ocean is inviting. 
 
    I park my bike behind the lifeguard shack and tuck my sandals under the front wheel. The sand on the concrete boardwalk feels warm and familiar. The sound of the water rushing in and back out causes me to take another deep breath. 
 
    The ocean is my savior. It has been ever since we moved to Sunset Beach. It's the one place I know I can go and let everything out. Just looking at the water makes me feel better. I was nervous about moving all the way across the country when my dad told me we were moving, but now I can't imagine not being able to ride my bike to the ocean with my surfboard under my arm. 
 
    I step onto the sand and let my feet sink into it for a moment, then make my way down to the water. I strap the velcro leash around my ankle and scan the surfers in the water. I see Brett and Jake, but don't see Trevor. 
 
    Which is almost unheard of. 
 
    I wade into the water, the temperature shocking me for a moment as it always does. Then I push my board forward on the surface of the water and jump on top of it. I paddle into the wall of white water coming at me, then push down on the board and dive underneath it, squeezing my eyes shut until I pop back up on the other side. I shake the water free from my face and continue paddling out past the break. 
 
    Brett is straddling his board, his dark, wet hair slicked back off his forehead, and he holds up a hand. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, paddling up next to him. I slide up into a sitting position. “How is it?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It's okay. Was flat for awhile, but it's picking up now.” 
 
    Jake comes up on the other side of me. “Except he can't ride for shit today. Like he's a grommet all over again.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Brett says, but there's not much behind it. 
 
    A few months earlier, I would've been panicked to be out in the water with them. In fact, there was one day that they threatened me and cut my leash, sending me into shore. But now that Trevor and I are together, Brett and Jake are like my brothers. They tease me, they give me a hard time, but they are also keeping an eye out for me. It's one of the reasons I don't fear Shanna or Derek or their threats. 
 
    I've got my own friends now and they are far scarier. 
 
    “Where's Trev?” I ask, scanning the lineup of surfers again, wondering if I've just missed him. 
 
    They exchange a look and Brett drops down to his chest. “He left a bit ago. Was hungry.” 
 
    “Is he coming back?” I ask. 
 
    They exchange looks again and Brett shrugs. “Don't know.” He paddles off to his right, taking his spot in the lineup. 
 
    I look at Jake. “Where'd he go to eat?” 
 
    Jake runs a hand over his face and shakes the water off of him like a dog. “Don't know. He didn't say.” He smiles at me. “You shoulda come with us this morning. Was pretty nice out here.” 
 
    “I wish,” I say. “Maybe another day.” 
 
    He nods in Brett's direction. “You should go get in while waves are still coming. Probably gonna die soon.” 
 
    I nod, drop to my stomach, and paddle out behind Brett. I wait my turn and when it is, a really nice almost four foot wave rises up and I paddle hard in front of it. The wave lifts me up and I pop to my feet. I wobble a little, but bend my knees a little more to get my balance. I move the nose to my right and the board slides down the face. The same thrill that rolls through my stomach every time I drop in makes its way through my body and I know I'm smiling as I cut through the ocean. 
 
    I ride with Brett and Jake and the others on the water for an hour. I marvel at how good the two of them are, their boards seemingly glued to their feet, as they carve and dance on top of and through the water. People stand on the shore and watch them. They are that good. When Trevor is with them, it's like a mini-competition each time they are out here, as they each try to outdo the other two. It's years of doing that that's made them so good. 
 
    I'm just happy to stay on my feet and not drown. 
 
    The wind picks up and the water flattens out. We paddle in. My arms and legs are fatigued, but in a good way. 
 
    I rip the leash off my ankle. “Are you guys sure he's coming back?” 
 
    They both slide off their boards and bounce to their feet. 
 
    Brett pulls off his rash guard. “Thought he was. But maybe not? I don't know.” 
 
    Jake just shrugs as he reaches behind his neck and pulls down on the zipper of his wet suit. He wiggles out of the neoprene suit and rolls it down to his waist. “Maybe he thought it just looked like shit out here.” 
 
    “He never thinks it looks like shit,” I say, frowning. “He'll sit and wait for hours for waves.” 
 
    They exchange another look and both of them shrug again. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I ask. “You two are acting like a couple of weirdos.” 
 
    “He's been weird all day,” Jake says, gesturing at Brett. 
 
    Brett frowns. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “You have,” Jake insists. “Don't know what's up with you.” 
 
    Brett picks his board up out of the water. “Nothing's up with me.” He looks at me. “I don't know, Pres. I thought he went to get food. Maybe his dad called him or something.” 
 
    That is definitely a possibility. His father has started bringing him into his office to help with paperwork and other stuff that his father thinks is important. Trevor isn't crazy about it, but he also doesn't stand up to his dad. It's the one person Trevor doesn't stand up to. 
 
    “That might've been it,” Jake says, rubbing at his chin. He pops his board out of the water and tucks it under his arm. “I heard Derek was looking for you.” 
 
    “He was,” I tell him. “And he found me.” 
 
    They both look at me. 
 
    “Relax,” I tell them. “I don't need his ass kicked. Yet. I handled him.” 
 
    Brett frowns. “What the fuck did he want?” 
 
    “Just to hassle me,” I say. “But I handled him. It's fine.” 
 
    “He shouldn't be messing with you,” Brett says. 
 
    Jake nods in agreement. 
 
    “He won't be,” I tell them, looking at each of them. “Trust me. You don't have to do anything to him.” 
 
    “What if I just want to?” Jake asks. 
 
    “Leave me out of it then,” I tell him. “You do what you want, but you don't have to do anything for me.” 
 
    “Trevor know?” Brett asks. 
 
    “I haven't seen him since this morning,” I say. 
 
    He nods and the three of us walk up the sand. 
 
    “Get your bike,” Brett says. “We'll give you a ride.” 
 
    “You don't have to.” 
 
    “I know that,” he says. “Get your bike and we'll give you a ride.” 
 
    My legs are tired from the water so I get the bike and push it over to his truck. Jake lifts it up and puts it in the back, then takes my board and lays it on top of theirs. He tosses me a towel from the cab and I wrap it around myself before I slide into the truck. I scoot to the middle of the bench seat. Brett is already behind the wheel and Jake climbs in behind me. Brett turns the truck on, then whips the truck out of the parking stall, the wheels spinning against the sand and asphalt. Jake laughs and shakes his head as I lean forward, bracing my hands against the dash. The truck fishtails and Brett spins the wheel in the opposite direction, the tires screeching against the ground. The tires catch and the truck jerks forward and we jump forward out of the parking lot. 
 
    “I might've been safer on my bike,” I say. 
 
    Jake laughs, but Brett says nothing, staring straight ahead, one hand on the wheel, his other arm hanging out the window. 
 
    I elbow him in the side. “Hey. Are you alright?” 
 
    He glances at me like he's just realizing I'm in the car next to him. “What? Yeah, I'm okay.” 
 
    “You don't seem okay.” 
 
    He keeps his eyes forward. “How do I seem?” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “He hasn't had sex in two weeks,” Jake says. “He's probably just sad.” 
 
    Brett cuts his eyes at him. “You offering to help me out?” 
 
    Jakes throws his head back and laughs. 
 
    Brett looks at me. “I'm fine. Just tired is all.” 
 
    It seems like more than that, but I don't say anymore. 
 
    He pulls the truck into my driveway. Jake jumps out and pulls my bike and board out of the back. I take the board from him and tuck it under my arm. I hold the bike up. “Thanks.” 
 
    Jake nods. “Yep. And, seriously. If Derek comes at you again--” 
 
    “He won't,” I say, cutting him off. “It's done.” 
 
    He eyes me for a second, then nods. “Okay.” He climbs back up in the truck and pulls the door closed behind him.  
 
    “Hey,” I say. 
 
    He looks down at me through the open window. 
 
    “Do you guys know some guy named Kane?” I ask. 
 
    It's been bothering me since the guy came up to me on the beach. I don't want to ask Trevor because I'm afraid he'll freak out, so I decide to try with them. 
 
    Jake stares at me for a long moment. “You mean Kane Tressle?” 
 
    “I don't know his last name,” I tell him. “Big guy. Surfs. He came up to me at the beach the other day. He knows Trevor.” 
 
    Brett leans across the cab so I can see his face. “He came up to you?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The fuck did he want?” Brett asks. 
 
    “Just the usual bullshit,” I tell them. “He knew who I was and he knew Trevor. He said to tell Trevor hi or some stupid shit like that, but I could tell it was to piss him off. I didn't say anything. But who is the guy?” 
 
    “A real dick,” Jake says. 
 
    Brett nods. “It's a long story. He goes to Del Sol. They used to be friends. Now they aren't.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Hey. Did Trev really go to get food?”  
 
    He makes a fist and knocks it twice against the door. Then he nods. “Far as I know. Ask him when you talk to him.” 
 
    Brett backs up out of the driveway and they take off down the street. 
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
    I go inside and shower. I change into a T-shirt and an old pair of shorts. I'm brushing through my wet hair when my dad comes through the door. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, pulling immediately at the tie knotted at his neck. He tosses his keys and shoulder bag on the kitchen table. “How was your day, Pres?” 
 
    “It was fine,” I tell him from my spot on the couch. “How was yours?” 
 
    He makes a face and pulls harder at the tie. “Don't ask. You hungry?” 
 
    “Starving.” 
 
    He sighs and walks into the kitchen. He pulls the fridge open and stares into for a few seconds, then does the same with the freezer. He pulls a frozen pizza out and holds it up. “This work? I can do a salad.” 
 
    “That works,” I say. “And I can do the salad if you want to change.” 
 
    He gives me a tired smile. “That would be awesome.” 
 
    He turns the oven on and pulls the pizza from the box. He goes to change and I put the pizza in the oven and throw the salad together. He comes back out in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. There are dark circles around his eyes. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” I tell him, pulling plates from the cabinet. 
 
    He opens the fridge again and pulls out a beer. “I am exhausted. Work is killing me.” 
 
    I set the plates on the table. “Trevor's dad?” 
 
    He purses his lips for a moment, thinking. “Not him, per se. Just...everything. A lot going on and still a lot to do. I'm going to be up late tonight.” He gives the same tired smile from before. “But enough about me. How are you?” 
 
    I tell him how the day was, but leave out the bad parts. I tell him about surfing and I can tell he's not really listening. He's already thinking about the work he's going to jump into after we eat.  
 
    I pull the pizza from the oven when it's done, slice it up, and put it on the table next to the bowl of salad. 
 
    We're halfway through the food when he gets up to get another beer and clears his throat. “I talked to your mother today.” 
 
    “I'm sorry.” 
 
    He shoots me a look. “Easy, alright?” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “She's on me still about Christmas break,” he says, pulling the beer from the fridge. He twists the top off and tosses the cap on the counter. “Do you have any thoughts?” 
 
    The pizza no longer looks appetizing and I push my plate away. “My thoughts are there's no way I'm going to see her, just like I said I wasn't going for Thanksgiving.” 
 
    He comes back to the table and sits. “You know you can't avoid her forever, right?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “Presley,” he says. “I'm serious.” 
 
    I know he's serious because we've already had this conversation. My mother lives in Washington with her new husband, who she left my dad for. I have zero desire to spend a second with her, much less go visit her over the holidays. But she's pushing the issue and he's trying to play mediator and there's no way I'm getting on a plane. 
 
    “At some point, she's going to push harder,” he says. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He leans back in his chair. “In the divorce agreement, she has visitation rights. She's legally entitled to time with you. And if I know her like I think I do, at some point, she's going to remind us that she can make it happen if she really wants to.” 
 
    My stomach knots. “Can she?” 
 
    He thinks for a moment. “Well, because of your age, it's a little complicated. If we went to court, a judge is going to give you a significant say in where and how you spend your time. But a court will strongly encourage you to at least compromise in some way to not shut out a parent if there's no real reason to shut the parent out.” 
 
    “Isn't hating her a real reason?” I ask. 
 
    He frowns and picks up his beer. “You don't hate her and no, it's not. You may think you hate her and you may think you don't want to spend any time with her, but a court will at the very least push for you to give it a shot.” 
 
    The thought of spending time with her and her new husband makes me want to spew up the pizza I've just eaten. We weren't close before they got divorced and when I found out why, it just got worse. Even our phone conversations are hard. I don't feel like I know her and I don't want to get to know her. 
 
    “I'm not saying you have to go for Christmas Day,” my dad says. “I don't want you to go. But if we're going to tell her no, then I think it makes sense to offer up another alternative. Maybe send you up for a weekend or something. That feels like a compromise and I'm willing to back you on that if you don't want to do the holiday.” 
 
    “I don't,” I tell him. “I won't go.” 
 
    He nods as he sips the beer. He's heard me say it before. “Then we need to look at the calendar and see what weekend might work. We can offer that to her and see what happens.” 
 
    “Can I just fly to the airport and we can have lunch there and then I can just get right back on the plane and come home?” I ask. 
 
    He frowns again and shakes his head. 
 
    “Just thought I'd ask,” I tell him. 
 
    He finishes the beer and sets the empty bottle on the table. “Alright. I need to do some work. You have homework?” 
 
    “Some, but not much.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “What about Trevor? Is he coming over?” 
 
    My dad knows Trevor and I are together now. He suspected it before I came clean to him, but it took me punching a girl in the face and then Trevor rescuing me from Shanna and Derek for me to tell him the truth. It's complicated because Trevor's father is his biggest client, so it feels like we're mixing business with pleasure or something. I know that somewhere in the back of his mind, he's worried that if we break up, it could  have an effect on their working relationship. 
 
    But I don't ever see us breaking up. 
 
    “I don't think so,” I tell him. “But I haven't talked to him since this morning. Not sure what he's doing.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asks. 
 
    I stand and pick up the empty plates. “Yeah. We're not attached at the hip.” 
 
    He holds up his hands in mock surrender. “I was just asking.” 
 
    “I'm not one of those girls, Dad.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I carry the plates to the sink. “I'm not one of those girls whose entire life is going to revolve around their boyfriend. That isn't me. It won't ever be me.” 
 
    “I'm not disappointed to hear that,” he says. 
 
    I grab the leftover pizza and pull a plastic bag out of the drawer to put it in. “Those girls suck.” 
 
    “At least you aren't judgmental.” 
 
    “Ha. Whatever. I'm just telling you that I have my own life and I don't have to spend every waking second with him. He's not like that, either.” 
 
    “Good to know,” he says, standing up. “Alright. I'll be in my office if you need me. And thanks for putting dinner together.” 
 
    “And cleaning up.” 
 
    He smiles. “And cleaning up.” 
 
    He leaves and I get to work on the dishes. I glance at my phone on the counter. The screen is blank. No missed texts and no missed phone calls.  
 
    I frown. 
 
    After my defiant speech to my father, I feel like a bit of a fraud. 
 
    Because I'm wondering why I haven't heard at all from Trevor since the morning. I know that I should just text him and see what he's doing. He's probably left his phone in his truck or it's dead. He's a boy and it's amazing that he even knows how to operate his phone. 
 
    But a little tiny spark of anxiety ignites inside of me. 
 
    Why haven't I heard from him? 
 
   


  
 

 TEN 
 
      
 
    My dad comes into my room twenty minutes later and tells me he needs to actually go to the office because there's stuff there he needs. He's apologetic about having to go, but I tell him it's no big deal. He tells me not to wait up. 
 
    I finish my homework and am thinking about texting Trevor because I still haven't heard from him when my phone chimes. I scramble to get it off my nightstand, thinking it might be him, but then feel deflated when I see Bridget's name on the screen. 
 
      
 
    What are you doing? 
 
      
 
    Just finished homework. You? 
 
      
 
    Trying to decide if I want to go down to The Hump. Supposedly a bonfire. You down? 
 
      
 
    I'm not sure that I am. I've showered, I'm in sweats, and I'm tired. And I'm still hoping Trevor will text. I'm not really into the idea of heading down to the beach and hanging out. A quiet, empty house sounds better to me at the moment. 
 
      
 
    I think I might be in for the night. 
 
      
 
    Come on. I think I want to go, but I don't to go alone. 
 
      
 
    Gina and Maddie? 
 
      
 
    They're already there, which means I have to drive alone. Come on. We don't have to stay long. 
 
      
 
    I don't know. 
 
      
 
    Is Trevor there? Is he on top of you? Is that why you don't want to go?? 
 
      
 
    OMG STOP. No, he's not here. I don't know where he is. 
 
      
 
    Probably at the bonfire. COME ON. PLEASE??? 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. I know she won't let up until I say yes. She'll wear me down by being funny and polite. It'll be annoying, but it'll also break me and I'll end up saying yes. So I decide to skip the whole song and dance and cut to the chase. 
 
      
 
    Pick me up in 20 minutes. 
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    For the beginning of the week, The Hump is kind of raging. 
 
    The Hump is a strip of land near the bay, named for the giant grassy hill that sits next to the parking lot. There are bonfire rings on the sand next to it and at least two of them are lit up as we pull into the parking lot. The grassy hill is littered with kids from school and people are standing in the sand around the fires and down near the water. 
 
    “I'm not drinking,” I tell her. 
 
    “I'm not, either,” she says, guiding her Mini into a parking spot. “Maybe.” 
 
    We laugh and she shuts off the engine. 
 
    “I'm serious,” she says. “We don't have to stay long. Just check it out, then we can bail. I was just bored at home and my mom was on my case about...everything.” 
 
    “My dad was on my case about...my mom,” I tell her. “So kind of the same thing.” 
 
    “She still wants you to come up to Washington?” 
 
    I nod. “Yep. And he says I have to go.” 
 
    “Ugh. That sucks. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “Me, too. But he's at least saying I don't have to go for Christmas Day, so that's a plus, I guess.” 
 
    “A small win,” she says. “Come on. Let's go find the other two clowns.” 
 
    We get out of the car and cross the parking lot. We immediately spot Maddie and Gina at the bottom of the hill, both of them with red plastic cups in their hands. Gina lets out a squeal when she sees us and comes running over, crashing into me, and swallowing me in a giant, drunken hug. 
 
    “You came!” she says. “You really came!” 
 
    “Uh, yeah?” 
 
    “We didn't think you would,” Maddie says. “Bridge said you were being a weasel about it.” 
 
    I look at Bridget. 
 
    “Well, you kinda were,” she says. “I had to talk you into it.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say, pulling myself out of Gina's grasp. “I'm here.” 
 
    Gina's eyes go big. “I just saw a junior kid I've never seen before and Maddie bet me fifty bucks I wouldn't blow him before the night is over.” 
 
    “You won't,” Maddie says. “You're too chicken.” 
 
    Gina tilts her cup in her direction. “Please. That boy is fine looking. You think he's going to turn down an offer from me?” 
 
    “I don't think you're gonna offer,” Maddie counters. 
 
    Gina thinks for a moment, then nods. “You might be right. I might just do him instead.” 
 
    “And that wouldn't count and you'd owe me fifty bucks,” Maddie says. 
 
    The four of us laugh and I'm glad I got out of the quiet, empty house. Their banter never fails to amuse me and it feels good to laugh with friends.  
 
    We make our way down to the sand and the heat from the flames in the fire rings feels good. People are laughing and talking. There's music playing from somewhere. 
 
    I look down the sand and I see Trevor with Jake and Brett. They are sitting there and he's leaning back on his hands, his hair moving in the breeze off the water. 
 
    My heart skips for just a second, like it does every time I see him. 
 
    “I'm gonna go talk to Trevor,” I tell them. “I'll be right back.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Gina says. “You will not. You're gonna ride him right there in the sand, chica.” 
 
    I smack her in the arm. “I am not.” 
 
    “That boy is smokin',” she says. “I would and I wouldn't even care if you all watched us.” 
 
    We all laugh and I shake my head as I head down the beach. 
 
    Trevor is in mid-sentence when he sees me. He lifts his chin in my direction and holds his hand up. It's like he's greeting a friend and it doesn't feel right. Brett and Jake turn in my direction, too. 
 
    “Hey,” I say when I reach them. 
 
    “Hey,” Trevor says. He's in a white long-sleeved T-shirt and pale blue shorts that are almost the same color as his eyes.  
 
    “Where's your crew?” Jake asks. 
 
    “Back there,” I say. “And they aren't my crew.” 
 
    He smiles. “Coulda fooled me. Good looking crew.” 
 
    “We aren't a gang,” I tell him. 
 
    “You could be,” he says. “This gang of hot chicks who...bang guys like me.” 
 
    Trevor backhands him in the chest, but laughs as he does it. Brett pulls his hands out of the sand, claps them together to shake the sand off, and stands. “Come on, Romeo. Let's give the happy couple some privacy.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jake says, wide-eyed. “Are you guys gonna do it? I could film it and put it up on one of those sites. I'd share the profits with you. Maybe sixty-forty?” 
 
    Trevor goes to smack him again, but Jake scrambles to his feet, cackling. Brett shakes his head as they head up the beach, toward the bonfires. 
 
    I sit down on the sand next to Trevor. “I didn't hear from you all day.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I got busy.” 
 
    “Too busy to text me?” 
 
    He eyes me. “I thought we weren't gonna be that kind of couple.” 
 
    We'd had a conversation a couple of weeks earlier and we both agreed – we didn't want to be tied to one another. We wanted to be a couple, but we didn't want to be the couple that texted each other every thirty seconds and ask each other permission before we did anything. I meant it, but now it felt different after not hearing from him all day. 
 
    “You could've texted me,” he says. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I just figured you were...busy. I thought I was gonna see you after school at the beach.” 
 
    He digs his toes into the sand. “Yeah. I was there for a little while.” He smiles. “You shoulda come with us this morning.” 
 
    “Class,” I say. “Which, uh, you had, too.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Class is boring. Waves are not.” 
 
    “Waves won't get you to graduation,” I say. “Or into college.” 
 
    He makes a face. “Whatev. It'll be fine. Not like my classes are hard.” 
 
    I put my hand on his arm. “What's up with you?” 
 
    He looks at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don't know what I mean,” I say. “But something isn't right. I can tell.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “You can tell. Like you've got ESP or some shit.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    He laughs and puts his hand over mine. “I'm fine. Swear.” 
 
    I don't believe him, but I can tell he doesn't want to talk to so I leave it alone for the moment. “What did you get to eat?” 
 
    He looks at me, confused. “To eat?” 
 
    “After school,” I say. “Brett and Jake told me you left to go get food.” 
 
    He looks at his feet as he digs them into the sand again, then lifts them up, the sand falling off of them. “Oh. Yeah. I got a burrito. I was hungry. Hadn't eaten since breakfast.” 
 
    Something seems off about his answer, just like something seems off about...everything. I know if I press him, though, we're just going to end up arguing over it. Whatever it is, he's not ready to share it with me. 
 
    “Kane,” he says. 
 
    It takes a moment to register with me what he's talking about. “The guy at the beach.” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. Brett told me he came up to you. That motherfucker is bad news.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He looks at me. “I'm serious, Pres. Bad fucking news.” 
 
    “Okay,” I tell him, squeezing his arm. “He came up to me and he knew who I was.” 
 
    He snorts. “Of course he did. Fuck him.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, I fucking know him. He's an asshole. And he's fucking with you to fuck with me. That ain't gonna fly.” 
 
    “Who is he?” I ask. 
 
    “Doesn't matter,” Trevor says. “He's an asshole. And he won't bother you again.” 
 
    “I can handle him,” I say. 
 
    He looks at me, about to say something, then his eyes drift past me. “Aw, shit.” 
 
    I turn around and squint into the dark. I see someone coming toward us. I squint harder. 
 
    Then I realize it's the girl I met at school earlier, the new girl. 
 
    I turn back to Trevor. “You know her?” 
 
    He doesn't say anything, but he's watching her as she comes up to us. She's in a white sweatshirt and the same red shorts she wore to school. “Hey guys.” 
 
    Trevor doesn't say anything. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. “How are you?” 
 
    She holds up her red cup. “I'm great.” She looks past me at Trevor. “How are you, Trev?” 
 
    Trev. 
 
    The way she says it doesn't feel right. 
 
    At all. 
 
    I look at her again. “You two know each other?” 
 
    She raises a perfectly pluck eyebrow and an amused smile spreads across her mouth. “Do we know each other?” She looks at Trevor. “You haven't told her about me, Trev?” 
 
    Trev. 
 
    Trevor doesn't say anything. 
 
    “What the hell is your name, anyway?” I ask. 
 
    Her smile grows. “He hasn't even told you my name.” She shakes her head, like she can't believe it. “My name's Athena. And, yeah. We know each other.” She looks at Trevor. “Don't we, Trev?” 
 
    Trev. 
 
    Trevor shuffles his feet in the sand. 
 
    “Yeah, we know each other,” she says, looking at me again. Her smile gets bigger. “Trev's my ex.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Not just my ex,” Athena says, smiling. She looks at Trevor, then me again. “I was his first.” 
 
    I know she wants it to hit me like a rock and it does. Even though I know I wasn't the first girl he was with, having her throw it out like that definitely is a stomach punch. 
 
    “Jesus, Athena,” Trevor mutters. “Could you maybe not?” 
 
    “What?” she says, feigning innocence. “She asked if we knew each other. I'm just trying to be honest with her.” She shifts her gaze to me again. “We were together for...well, for what seemed like forever. Then my dad took a job up in San Francisco and we moved.” She spreads her arms wide. “But I'm back now.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I say. 
 
    “I mean, we did break up,” she says. “It's not like I just left and we tried the long distance thing.” She glances at him. “He wanted to, but I said no.” 
 
    Trevor shakes his head, but doesn't say anything. 
 
    “I didn't think that was fair to either of us,” she says to me. “Too much distance, too hard to keep it going, you know?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I say, wishing she'd shut up. 
 
    “So we definitely broke up,” she continues. “He wouldn't even talk to me after I left. So fucking stubborn.” She smiles. “But you probably know that.” 
 
    Trevor's hand touches mine in the sand and I pull it away. I'm not sure why, but I feel like I'm caught in the middle of something he should've prepared me for.  
 
    “And then I found out he had a new girlfriend,” she says. “You.” 
 
    I think about our conversation at the locker earlier that day. I knew there was something that didn't feel quite right and now I know what it was. She already knew who I was and she was giving me the once over. 
 
    “I was pretty shocked,” Athena says. “I mean, he told me he was done with relationships after I broke up with him. Was just gonna be hit and runs after that, right, Trev?” She smiles. “That's what you said.” 
 
    “Can you just get the fuck out of here?” he says, staring at her. “I really don't need your bullshit.” 
 
    Athena tilts her head to the side. “You want time with your new girlfriend? That it?” 
 
    I'm glad it's dark so that she can't see the blood rushing into my face.  
 
    “That's cool,” she says, nodding. “I'll give you that. For now.” She looks at me and the smile fades. “I just wanted to put you on notice.” 
 
    “On notice?” I say. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She folds her arms across her chest and takes an extra second staring at me. 
 
    I managed to not whither into a whimpering baby and stare right back. 
 
    “I get it, Presley,” she finally says. “I really do. Trev is...so many things. Totally the hottest guy in school by a lot, right? He's funny. He's smart when he feels like showing it. He's sexy as hell on that surfboard. And he totally knows his way around a bed.” She tilts her head to the side again. “I guess I shouldn't assume you already know that.” 
 
    “I fucked him last night,” I tell her. “Is that what you mean?” 
 
    My attempt to throw a punch of my own misses completely and she chuckles. “Of course. He wouldn't be wasting time on you if you kept your legs crossed. That's cool. You totally know what I'm talking about then. So I really get it. You think you've found the guy. Because he really kind of is.” She pauses. “But here's the thing.” She smiles again. “He's mine.” 
 
    I wait for her to say more, but when it doesn't come, I burst out laughing. I can't help it. There's a boatload of emotions running through me, but I can't keep from laughing. 
 
    “Am I supposed to be afraid now?” I ask her. “I mean, I know you spent a lot of time preparing that speech so I don't want you to feel like it was a total failure. If you had some vision in your head of how I was going to react, let me know and I'll do my best to play it out if it'll make you feel better.” 
 
    For the first time since she came up to us, the amusement in her expression flickers. She wasn't expecting my response, at least not in the way I'm delivering it. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “I'm not fucking around here, Presley,” she says. “Your best move right now is to walk away.” 
 
    “Jesus, Athena,” Trevor says again. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “I'm serious,” she says, still focused on me. “If you're even a little bit smart, you'll walk away now.” 
 
    I stand up and brush the sand from my legs. “So you think I should just gracefully bow out here? Because you're back in town and want him back? I should just step aside?” 
 
    “It would just be the easiest thing for you to do,” she says. “Trevor and I, we're supposed to be together. Our lives were intertwined. They still are. He and I are inevitable. If you try to fight that, you're just going to get hurt.” 
 
    “So you're doing it for my own good,” I say. “Right? Just looking out for me?” 
 
    She smiles. “I really am. I'm sure you can find someone else. Maybe.” 
 
    The same rage I felt when I punched Holly Nichols in the face fires inside of me. But I tamp it down this time. I swore I'd never punch anyone again and I meant it. 
 
    But there's no fucking way I'm stepping aside, especially for this bitch. 
 
    “You think you know what he wants?” I ask.  
 
    She glances at him, then smiles at me. “I know what he wants. I've always known.” 
 
    “Really?” I say, raising an eyebrow. “So you know he wants this?” 
 
    Confusion spreads across her face. “Wants what?” 
 
    I turn and step over Trevor's legs, then drop down so I'm straddling him, my knees in the sand and my hips against his. I take his face in both of my hands and kiss him, letting my tongue snake into his mouth. I feel his hand on the small of my back. I move my hips against him several times, then slide my right hand down off of his face and slip it between us until it's between his legs.  
 
    I pull my mouth away from his and turn around. “This. I mean, he's like a rock now. This is clearly what he wants. But you knew that, right?” 
 
    Her mouth jams together in an angry little slash and her eyes fill with fury.  
 
    I smile at her. “You should probably just walk away.” I pause. “Unless you wanna watch?” 
 
    Her lips pinch together for a moment as she glares at me. “You're a bitch.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don't know.” 
 
    “Just remember I tried to give you a chance,” she says, backing away. “Just remember that.” 
 
    “And you just remember that I don't give a shit,” I tell her. “Just remember that. And this, too.” I turn back around and kiss Trevor again. 
 
    When I finally pull away from him and turn around, Athena is gone. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Trevor lifts up into me. “Are we gonna finish?” 
 
    I stand up off of him. “No, we're not gonna finish. She's your ex?” 
 
    “I thought she made that pretty clear. Yeah.” 
 
    “Is this why you've been acting weird tonight?” I ask. 
 
    “I haven't been acting weird,” he says, frowning.  
 
    “Yeah, you have,” I say. “Did you know she was back in town?” 
 
    He looks away. 
 
    “And you fucking didn't tell me?” I say. “Awesome.” 
 
    “What? I'm supposed to let you know the location of all my ex-girlfriends?” he says. “How about my one night hook ups? You want those, too?” 
 
    “She's not a one night hook up,” I say. “You fucking know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I really don't, Presley,” he says. “Explain it to me.” 
 
    “How did you know she was back in town?” I ask, ignoring his command because I know he's just trying to move the argument in another direction. “How did you know?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “Because it does,” I say. “Because it really fucking does.” 
 
    He sighs. “She texted me.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don't even know. A couple of days ago maybe? I honestly don't fucking remember.” 
 
    “Did you respond?” 
 
    “No,” he says, shaking his head. “Swear to god. I thought about sending her a picture of my middle finger, but I didn't send her shit.” 
 
    “But you've seen her?” I say. “Because it didn't seem like you were shocked to see her here tonight. It didn't seem like the first time you've talked to her.” 
 
    He looks away again. 
 
    “Don't fucking lie to me, Trevor,” I say. “Don't treat me like some random hook up. Unless I am.” 
 
    “You aren't,” he says, standing up. “You know that. You aren't.” 
 
    “I don't know it right now,” I tell him. 
 
    He puts his hands on his hips and sighs again. “She showed up at my house. She's been there twice.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking christ,” I say. “And you didn't tell me?” 
 
    “Why? So you could go ape shit on me like you're doing right now? What was the fucking point?” 
 
    “The point is to tell me,” I say. “So I know that your fucking ex is back in town and apparently has plans to try and fuck her way back into your life.” 
 
    “You're better than she is,” he says, stepping closer to me. 
 
    I pull back. “Thanks for the compliment, but I'm not in the mood to hear it. When was she at your house?” 
 
    “She showed up last night,” he says. “I told her to get lost.” 
 
    I'm not sure I believe him. “And the second time?” 
 
    He chews on his lip for a second, clearly not wanting to tell me. 
 
    My stomach knots. “Don't lie to me. Please don't lie to me.” 
 
    He looks at me for a long moment. “She was there today after school.” 
 
    I take a couple seconds to process that. “After school. When you were supposed to be at the beach. With me. And when you said you were getting food or some bullshit like that.” 
 
    “I didn't tell you that,” he says. “Brett told you that. Because they didn't want to say anything.” 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “So they knew, too? They knew she was back and that you were with her?” 
 
    “I wasn't with her, Pres,” he says. “It's not like that. It's more complicated than that. If you would calm down, I'd explain it to you.” 
 
    But I'm not calm and I don't want him explaining anything to me. I feel sick, like I want to puke all over him. I don't care what the reasons are. I'm furious that his ex-girlfriend is back in town, that she's not making it a secret that she wants him back, and that he didn't tell me about it. I had to find out about her in the worst way possible. 
 
    From her. 
 
    “I can't do this right now,” I say, turning away from him.  
 
    He grabs my arm. “Pres, listen to me. If you'll--” 
 
    I yank my arm out of his grasp and glare at him. “I'm not fucking listening to you. I don't want an explanation. I don't want anything from you right now.” 
 
    “Don't be like this,” he says. “Come on.” 
 
    “Don't be a fucking liar,” I say. “Come on.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. 
 
    I turn and head up the beach, the wind and the tears stinging my eyes as I walk away from him.  
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I very quickly change my mind about not drinking and find a tower of red cups back near the bonfire. There are several bottles of vodka near the concrete fire ring. I grab one, twist off the top, and fill my cup halfway. I down it in two swallows, then refill it. I set the bottle back down and move away from the fire, the heat warming my face to an uncomfortable degree.  
 
    Or maybe it's the vodka. 
 
    I look around for Bridget or Gina or Maddie, but don't see any of them. The good news is that I don't see Athena, either. I sip the vodka and wander up the beach, away from the fire and Trevor. 
 
    I know that Athena was trying to piss me off and I'm mad because I let her. I should've ignored her and let her run her mouth, but I gave her my attention when she didn't deserve it.  
 
    But I am more angry with Trevor. 
 
    I don't expect him to give me the rundown on every girl he's ever had...anything with. I don't want him to. But whatever was between him and Athena feels significant and it feels like he was trying to keep it from me. At the very least, he admitted to not telling me the truth about where he was after school and that sucks. We haven't been together long and I don't expect either of us to be perfect, but hiding things from me feels bad. I know that I would've been a little bitchy if he'd just been upfront and told me that his ex-girlfriend was back in town and wanted to talk to him, but knowing about it and being bitchy about it would be a lot better than having it sprung on me by the bitch herself. 
 
    “Are you still breathing fire?” a voice says behind him. 
 
    I turn around. 
 
    Brett is standing there. He's wearing a black hoodie and gray shorts. His hands are shoved into the pockets of the shorts. 
 
    “Maybe,” I say. “So stay back.” 
 
    He holds his hands up. “Don't breathe on me then. I didn't do anything.” 
 
    “You fucking covered for his dumbass,” I say. “So yeah you did.” 
 
    He thinks for a second, then nods. “Okay, got me there.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But, look. This isn't what you think.” 
 
    “What do I think it is?” I ask, taking a sip of the vodka. “Are you in my head?” 
 
    He gives me a half smile. “Okay. What do you think it is?” 
 
    “That his ex wants to fuck him and he's making time for her behind my back,” I say.  
 
    “You're half right,” he says. “The first part? Yeah, she seems down with that. But you're wrong about the second part. He's not making time for her. Athena is just...doing her thing.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means she's...Athena,” he says, rubbing at his chin. “She's in your face. She's a bitch. And she gets after it.” He pauses. “He tell you anything about them?” 
 
    “Not really,” I say. “She just said they used to be together.” 
 
    He pulls his hands from his shorts and shoves them into the pocket of his hoodie. He kicks at the sand with his barefoot. “So, they were together for most of sophomore year. Kinda hot and heavy.” 
 
    “Vomit.” 
 
    “I'm just telling you what's what,” he says. “You don't wanna hear it, I'll shut up.” 
 
    I sigh. “Tell me.” 
 
    He nods. “Okay. So. Hot and heavy. They were all in, you know? Then her dad took some job up north and her family moved. Trevor wanted to stay together, but--” 
 
    “She broke up with him,” I say. “Yeah, she made sure to mention all that to me.” 
 
    He laughs. “Of course she did. So she moved and broke up with him. He was sort a wreck for awhile. Jake and me? We were actually kinda glad because we didn't really like her all that much. She's a clinger and insane jealous. Over everything. Her act is fucking tired.” He shrugs. “But she and Trev were together, so whatever. We were glad, though, that she was gone. He went off the rails a little, but understandable. Nothing terrible. And then he got over it. Like, for real. He was over her. It wasn't an act.” He pauses. “Then you showed up this year and he's all in again. On you.” 
 
    I look into the cup, then take a sip. 
 
    “Yeah, she called him or texted him or whatever she did,” he says. “But he didn't call her back. He didn't text her. He asked me if he should just block her. I actually told him no because I thought that would just make it worse, just piss her off even more if she found out.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don't want that,” I mutter into the cup. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Brett says. “I thought it would just make her push harder. And his dad called him home this afternoon because her dad was there and they're super tight. She was there and Trev knew it. He tried to get out of it, but his dad wasn't having it. And you know what his dad is like, right?” 
 
    I do. He's the only person that really seems to have control over Trevor.  
 
    “So he went home,” Brett explains. “Not because she was there, but because his dad told him to get his ass home. So, yeah. I'm sure she's happy to give you some bullshit lie about him coming home with her there, but it wasn't like that.” 
 
    I swirl the vodka in the cup. “Why didn't he just tell me that then? Why make up some bullshit about getting food and just ignore me? He could've told me.” 
 
    Brett laughs. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “He could've told you?” he says. “Seriously? Look at you. You seriously just lost your shit because you found out about her. He knew you'd go off and he didn't want you to. He was going to tell you, obviously. I mean, she goes to our school. It wasn't gonna be a secret. But you blew your top before he could even explain.” 
 
    I flex my toes in the sand. He's not totally right, but he's not totally wrong. I believed Athena's story before giving Trevor a chance to explain anything. It doesn't excuse the bullshit about why he wasn't at the beach, but he's not wrong about me blowing up at him. 
 
    “He can trust me,” I say.  
 
    “I know,” Brett says. “I told him that and so did Jake. He just didn't want you to freak out. It had nothing to do with trying to keep anything from you or wanting to get with her sorry ass. That's one hundred percent the truth, Presley. I swear.” 
 
    I believe him. “Okay.” 
 
    “I was sorta hoping you'd punch her in the face when you met her,” he says. 
 
    “Shut up,” I say, but I'm laughing as I say it. 
 
    He laughs, too.  
 
    “I don't need that kind of problem again,” I say. “I thought about it, but I don't want that kind of problem.” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. I hear you.” He looks out at the water. “Problems fucking suck.” 
 
    There's something in his words that I can't quite pick out. “I know I asked you this earlier, but are you sure you're okay?” 
 
    He coughs and kicks sand from his feet. “I'll be fine.” 
 
    “You'll be fine?” I say. “That means you aren't fine now.” 
 
     A small smile crosses his lips. “I hate when girls are smart.” 
 
    “No, you don't,” I say. “That's bullshit.” 
 
    He looks down at his feet. “Whatever. I'm fine. I'll be fine.” 
 
    “Why don't I believe you?” I ask. 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “The only thing you need to believe is that Trevor is into you and not Athena Atkins.” 
 
    “Athena Atkins?” I say. “Jesus. Her name even sounds like some shitty Disney villain.” 
 
    He laughs again. “Whatever. Just know that he isn't in to anyone but you. It ain't her. It's you.” 
 
    I finish the vodka. “Thank you. For telling me all that.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “And I'll try not to go ballistic with him again,” I say. 
 
    “You will,” he says, smiling. “Seems like it's in your blood. But, whatever. Just don't let her blow up what you've going with him.” 
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I have something to tell you,” Bridget says. 
 
    It's the next morning. After I talked to Brett, I went back to find Trevor, but couldn't find him. I assumed he was pissed at me and, in truth, I'm still angry with him. I decide to let it all chill out for the night and catch a ride with Bridget later on. She's quiet on the way home and doesn't say much, but now, on our way to the coffee shop before school, she apparently has something to tell me. 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” I say. 
 
    “I may have hooked up last night,” she says. 
 
    I dramatically brace myself against the dashboard of her car. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Stop it,” she says, then laughs. “It's not that shocking.” 
 
    “Do you have those heart paddle things? I think my heart just stopped.” 
 
    She reaches out and swats at my arm. “Stop!” 
 
    I sit back in my seat. “Details, woman.” 
 
    She turns us into the drive-thru lane of the coffee shop. “I don't kiss and tell.” 
 
    “Do you have sex and tell?” 
 
    “Oh my god stop,” she says. “I didn't sleep with him.” 
 
    “What did you do with him?” I ask. “And who is the him?” 
 
    “Nothing I needed birth control for,” she says. “But close.” 
 
    “I can't believe you didn't tell me this last night!” 
 
    “You were in a bad mood,” she says. “I didn't want to be all like 'hey I just hooked up, sorry your night was shit.' You know?” 
 
    “I get it,” I tell her. “Was I really in that bad of a mood?” 
 
    “Um. Yes.” 
 
    “Ugh. Sorry,” I say. “I didn't mean to be.” 
 
    She pulls up to the speaker and orders our drinks. 
 
    I hand her money. “Here. I'm buying today since I was a bitch last night.” 
 
    “You don't have to buy.” 
 
    “Take it,” I say. “Yes. I do. I'm sorry.” 
 
    She takes the money. “It's fine. I assumed it was Trevor stuff.” 
 
    I lean back in the seat. “Do you know this Athena Atkins?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” she says. “Total first class bitch. I saw her yesterday in the halls and wanted to puke right on her little feet.” 
 
    “She came and introduced herself to me yesterday,” I tell her. “And then again at the beach last night. When I was with Trevor.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she says, inching the car forward in the line. “No wonder you were in a pissy mood.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, nodding. “She basically told me that she's taking him back.” 
 
    “Gross. What did you tell her?” 
 
    “I didn't tell her anything,” I say. “I straddled Trevor on the sand and dry humped him while she was standing there.” 
 
    She throws her head back and laughs. “Oh my god!” 
 
    “Yeah, but then Trevor and I ended up fighting anyway,” I say. “So it ended up being fucked up.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she says. “That sucks.” 
 
    “They were pretty tight?” I ask. “When they were together?” 
 
    “You want the truth or you want me to make you feel better?” she asks. 
 
    “Truth. Always.” 
 
    “They were pretty tight,” she says. “Together a lot, he wasn't screwing around her. At least as far as I know. They were definitely a couple. I heard that she broke up with him, but I don't know if that's true or not.” 
 
    “Sounds like it's true,” I say. “From what I heard last night.” 
 
    The guy in the window hands her our drinks and she passes mine to me. She gets us out of the drive-thru and back onto the road. I stick the straw in my drink and take a long drink of the iced coffee. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” she asks. 
 
    It's the same question I've been asking myself all night. I trusted him before I knew about Athena. We worked through our crap and got on the same page. I felt safe with him. 
 
    But now I don't know. 
 
    “I'm not sure,” I say. “He didn't seem interested in her last night. Brett told me he's not. But I don't know. If she was the one that broke up with him and now she's back and she wants him?” I look out the window. “I don't know.” 
 
    She pulls us into the school lot and into her spot. She turns the engine off and looks at me. “I'm sorry, Pres. I don't know what to tell you. I want to tell you trust him, but I don't want to be wrong. I think you just have to talk to him and then see how you feel about it.” She smiles. “If it's any consolation, I'd pick you.” 
 
    It's a sweet thing to say. “Thanks.” 
 
    The bell rings and we have to hustle across the lot. 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “We never finished talking about last night and who you hooked up with!” 
 
    She pulls the door open to the building. “I guess I'll just have to keep you in suspense for now then.” 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rumor has it that one of you bitches hooked up last night,” Gina says, looking at me and Bridget. She points a french fry in our direction. “And I wanna know who it was.” 
 
    It's lunch and we're at The Hamburger Hut in our normal booth. I'm trying to suck a chocolate shake through the straw and I look at Bridget. 
 
    “Given that Presley has Trevor fever, I'm going to guess that it was our Miss Bridge,” Maddie says. “So spill it, chica.” 
 
    “I've decided to not kiss and tell,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Oh, fuck that shit,” Gina says, not bothering to hide her offense. “Give us the goods.” 
 
    Bridget shakes her head. “Nope. We'll wait and see if anything comes of it.” 
 
    Maddie leans across the table. “Did you come...of it?” 
 
    We all laugh, but Bridget shakes her head again. “I'm saying nothing.” 
 
    “I know they didn't have sex,” I tell them. “She did admit that to me this morning.” 
 
    “Traitor,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Hmm,” Maddie says, tapping a finger to her lips, thinking. “But that really only rules out one thing. There's, like, a whole lot of other things that could've happened.” 
 
    “And I'm not telling you about any of them,” Bridget says, picking up her burger. “So move on.” 
 
    “Bitch, we're gonna find out,” Gina says, pointing the french fry again. “You know I won't stop until I get the details.” 
 
    “You won't find out,” Bridget says. “He's not talking, either.” 
 
    “This feels like a challenge,” Gina says. “Are you challenging me?” 
 
    Bridget takes a big bite of the burger, sets it on the wrapper, and wipes her hands with a napkin. “I am.” 
 
    We all laugh again.  
 
    Gina pops the fry in her mouth and rubs her hands together. “It's on. It is so on.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Maddie says, looking across the table and over my shoulder. “Queen Bitch is coming this way.” 
 
    I don't turn around because I know who she means. 
 
    Shanna stops at the edge of the table, her pals Jessica and Lisa right behind her. “It never fails how trash gravitates toward more trash. It's like how in the ocean it all ends up in one place. This table is like the ocean.” 
 
    “And you're like a shitty public restroom that never gets cleaned,” Gina says. 
 
    Shanna waits for the punchline. 
 
    “That's it,” Gina says. “I don't have a clever metaphor for you. You're just foul and gross.” 
 
    Shanna's cheeks redden. “Fuck you, Gina.” 
 
    “Not on your best day, bitch,” Gina says.  
 
    “Whatever,” Shanna says, then turns her attention to me. “I guess Trevor is wising up.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. “Did he try to run over you in the parking lot?” 
 
    She smiles. “Hardly. I hear you two are on the outs. He's probably...bored.” 
 
    “You heard wrong,” I say. 
 
    “Did I?” she says. “I don't think I did.” 
 
    I look down at my food. “Fuck off, Shanna.” 
 
    “See, I knew I was right,” she says. “I told you I was coming for him. You were smart to get out of the way. Less embarrassing that way for you.” 
 
    I look at her. “You can keep saying it, but it won't make it any more true.” 
 
    “I mean, for real,” she says. “Your little new girl act played out in a hurry. He's clearly looking for something a bit more...adult.” 
 
    I know she's just trying to wind me up. It's working, but I don't want her to know that. “Next time you see us together, you can apologize to me. I'll be happy to rub your ugly fucking nose in it.” 
 
    “If there's a next time,” she says. “If.” 
 
    “Could you keep moving?” Maddie asks. “I don't want to catch your herpes. That shit is contagious.” 
 
    Shanna's face reddens again and she walks away, Jessica and Lisa trailing faithfully behind her.  
 
    “The fuck is she talking about?” Gina asks as soon as they're out of earshot. “Is something wrong with Trevor?” 
 
    “It's fine,” I say. “It's going to be fine. His fucking ex is back and just trying to cause trouble. But it'll be fine.” 
 
    “I saw that bitch yesterday,” Gina says, making a face. “She's been a bitch since, like, second grade. Swear to god.” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “I heard her dad lost his job up there,” Maddie says. “That's why they came back.” 
 
    “Great,” I say, looking at my food, but no longer feeling hungry. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Bridget says, putting her hand on my thigh. “It's gonna be fine. Bitches are being bitches. You know that. Trevor's into you.” 
 
    I really hope she's right. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I don't see Trevor at school the rest of the day. Bridget drives me by the beach after school, but his truck isn't in the lot. She offers to take me by his house, but I pass, telling her I'll figure it out later. 
 
    After I get home, I knock out my homework and wait for my dad to get home for dinner. Except he calls and says he's going to be at the office late and to eat without him. I make a sandwich, stare at my phone, and then decide to hop on my bike and head to Trevor's house. 
 
    I've been stewing over the whole thing all day. I'm still mad that he felt like he couldn't tell me the truth, but I'm trying to understand why he felt that way. I'm not sure here's anything he could've told me about Athena that wouldn't have made me mad. I just wish that he would've trusted me to not freak out. 
 
    As I ride toward his house, the wind blowing in my face, I realize that I'm being slightly hypocritical. I want him to trust me, but I'm not offering him the same thing. I've already started jumping to conclusions without really knowing anything. I'm asking for something that I'm not even giving him and that's not cool.  
 
    I pull into his driveway and park my bike next to Trevor's motorcycle. His truck is at the furthest end of the crescent shaped drive, right in front of his dad's Land Rover. There's a white BMW convertible parked behind the Land Rover that I don't recognize. I run a hand through my wind blown hair as I walk to the door, trying to make myself look a little more presentable. 
 
    Mr. Robinson answers the door, a beer in his hand, smiling. “Presley. So nice to see you. It's been a few days. Come on in.” 
 
    I step into the foyer and he closes the door behind me. I hear voices out in the living, but don't see anyone. 
 
    “I've got a few friends over,” he says. “Business and pleasure, I suppose. How are you?” 
 
    “I'm alright,” I say. “Is Trevor home?” 
 
    “Yep, he's downstairs,” he tells me. “Just got a text from your dad. Sounds like he's at the office still?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I guess I'm working him too much,” he says. “Sorry about that. He should be home for dinner with you.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I say. “He's busy.” 
 
    Mr. Robinson takes a quick sip from the beer. “How's school? Trevor never tells me anything.” 
 
    “It's good,” I say, because I'm not sure what else to tell him.  
 
    “Classes are fine?” 
 
    “Yeah, more or less.” 
 
    “Have you figured out yet where you're applying for next year?”  
 
    “I've sent in my applications,” I say. “We'll see where I get in.” 
 
    “Trevor's been dragging his heels,” he says. “You probably knew that, though.” 
 
    I don't know that because we've barely talked about it. 
 
    A woman comes up the short steps from the living room, a wine glass in her hand. She has silky blonde hair and is wearing a red romper that should look ridiculous on her, but actually looks terrific. “Frank, what are...oh, I'm sorry. I didn't meant to interrupt.” 
 
    “You're not interrupting,” he says, gesturing for her to come over to us. “I want you to meet someone.” 
 
    She smiles and her red stiletto heels click against the tile. 
 
    “Jennifer, this is Presley,” he says. “She's Trevor's friend. “Presley, Jennifer.” 
 
    She shifts the wine glass to her left hand to shake my hand. “A pleasure, Presley.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I say. 
 
    “I've known Jennifer for over a decade,” Mr. Robinson says. “Her husband, Tom, and I used to work together. Then he thought he was too good for me and went off on his own.” 
 
    He and Jennifer laugh at the joke I don't really get. 
 
    “And now he's come crawling back,” Jennifer says, smiling. She looks at me. “We're just kidding. My husband and Frank have been friends for years and they can't seem to resist the opportunity to work together when it arises. We've just moved back to Sunset Beach.” 
 
    I'm not sure what to say. It feels like one of those adult conversations that I've been included in out of politeness rather than necessity. “Oh. That's nice.” 
 
    “We love Sunset,” she says. “It's very nice to be back. Have you lived here long, Presley?” 
 
    “No, just since the summer,” I answer. “I moved here from Virginia with my dad.” 
 
    “Her father is Stephen Baxter,” he says. “Who I was just telling you about.” He looks at me. “I was complimenting your dad and all the work he's been doing for me.” 
 
    “It sounds like he's been a life saver,” Jennifer says.  
 
    “I hope so,” I say, again not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Presley was just telling me that he's back at his office,” Mr. Robinson says. “I need to message him and tell him to knock off for the night.” 
 
    “He likes working,” I say. “And he might not leave even if you tell him to.” 
 
    They both laugh at that. 
 
    “You're going to Sunset Beach High, I assume?” Jennifer asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Lovely,” she says. “My daughter is as well. She was extremely nervous about moving back here. Hard to leave friends, then try and rejoin them.” She smiles. “Maybe the two of you can bond a bit over being new here in different ways.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say. 
 
    “She's downstairs with Trevor,” Mr. Robinson says patting my shoulder. “And I think we've kept you long enough.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Jennifer says. “It's a pleasure to meet you. And I'm sure Athena will feel likewise.” 
 
    Hearing that name is like taking a hammer to face. “Athena?” 
 
    “My daughter,” she says. “And she'll be thrilled to meet someone else who is new to Sunset for their senior year.” 
 
    I look down the stairs that lead to Trevor's room. 
 
    I doubt very much that Athena Atkins will be thrilled to see me. 
 
    And the feeling is mutual. 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    She is sitting on the edge of his bed. Her back is to me. Trevor is on the floor in front of her, facing her, leaning back on his hands. There's at least six feet of space between them. 
 
    Which is more than I imagined in my head as I walked down the stairs to his room. 
 
    He looks up when he sees me in the doorway and looks surprised. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Athena twists around from her spot on the bed. Anger flashes through her expression for a moment, but it's quickly replaced by a big smile. “Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged.” 
 
    “Shut up, Athena,” Trevor says. 
 
    I try to focus on the fact that he's telling her to shut up and not the fact that he's sitting in his room with her. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    “I'm not really into threesomes,” she says, ignoring him. “And if I was, I'd be into someone who...didn't look like you.” 
 
    “Her parents came over,” Trevor says, standing up. “She came with them. I didn't know she was coming.” 
 
    “You have to defend yourself to her?” Athena says, laying back on his bed. “That's pretty sad.” 
 
    He frowns at her. “Would you shut up?” 
 
    She grins at him. 
 
    He looks at me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I don't even know,” I tell him, because it feels like the closest thing to the truth I can give him. “We didn't talk all day and I wanted to talk to you. But I think this was a bad idea.” 
 
    “Coming over here?” 
 
    “Everything,” I say. “Everything.” 
 
    Athena points a finger at me. “Smart girl.” 
 
    It takes everything I have to not rip that finger off and shove it down her throat. 
 
    “Ignore her,” he says. “She's just...doing her thing. I'm not interested.” He looks at Athena. “I'm not interested.” 
 
    “Oh, Trev,” she purrs. “You just need to be reminded of what you've been missing. You don't have to replace the varsity with the JV anymore.” She glances at me, then back to him. “The varsity is back and ready to play.” 
 
    “Get out,” Trevor says to her. 
 
    “Come on,” she says. “You don't really want me to go upstairs, crying my eyes out, and then explain to my parents...and your father...that you were rude to me. Do you?” 
 
    It catches him off guard and he doesn't respond. 
 
    “I'll go,” I say. “I shouldn't have come anyway.” 
 
    “Right about that one,” she says, then giggles. “Keep it in mind for future visits.” 
 
    The anger is bubbling up in my gut. I hate the way she looks, the way she talks, and the way she's laying there. On his bed. And I hate knowing she's been in it before. It all is making me sick to my stomach. And I know it's not going away. She's here to stay and there's nothing I can do about it. I understand that her father may have some business with Trevor's, but it still angers me that she's sitting here in his room with him. I wanted him to refuse to sit there with her or talk to his dad about it. 
 
    But he clearly hasn't done either of those things. 
 
    “Did you tell her we're having dinner this weekend?” Athena says, looking at Trevor. 
 
    He glares at her. 
 
    I hold my hands up. “I don't wanna know. I'm out.” I turn and walk out of the room. 
 
    He catches me at the bottom of the stairs, his hand grabbing at my elbow. “Wait.” 
 
    I pull my arm out of his grasp. “I don't wanna do this. I don't have the energy for this.” 
 
    “Energy for what?” he says. “There's nothing going on here.” 
 
    “But, yet, you're sitting in your room with her,” I say.  
 
    “Because she came over with her parents,” he says. “Her dad does business with my dad. What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    “Keep her out of your room, maybe?” I say. “Maybe let her know that you aren't interested in talking to her anymore? Those would be good places to start.” 
 
    “It's not that easy,” he says. “Come on. Don't be like this.” 
 
    “All I'm hearing is that you have unfinished business with your ex,” I tell him. “And I don't have time for that bullshit. I'm not the girl who's going to sit around and wait for you to make up your mind.” 
 
    “I already made up my mind,” he says. “And it's you. You know that.” 
 
    “I don't know anything except that bitch is sitting on your bed,” I tell him. “And until that stops happening, I'm out.” 
 
    I turn and head up the stairs. 
 
    “You are being a fucking baby,” he says when I'm halfway up. “A serious fucking baby.” 
 
    The way he says it just ignites the anger I'm feeling. I wheel around. “The fucking baby is in your room, whining because she broke up with you and can't have you back. Except apparently your ego likes hearing that. So I don't think it's me that's the fucking baby.” 
 
    He makes a face like he's eaten something sour. “So what do you want?” He jerks a thumb over his shoulder. “Should I go back in there and do her? Just so then you'll be right about everything? Is that what you want?” He shrugs. “I can go do that if you want.” 
 
    “You're an asshole,” I say. “A serious fucking asshole.” I turn and continue up the stairs. 
 
    “You didn't tell me what to do, Pres,” he says. “I guess I'll have to decide on my own.” 
 
    “Yeah, you fucking do that,” I say, storming to the top of the stairs. I wheel around. “You go ahead and stick your limp dick in Athena's diseased vaj. With any luck, it'll fall off inside her and you'll be together forever.” 
 
    “Presley!” 
 
    I freeze and turn toward the voice. 
 
    Frank Robinson is standing there in the entry way. Jennifer Atkins is next to him and there's another man next to her. Based on the stunned looks on their faces, they've clearly heard what I had to say. 
 
    Trevor has a hand over his mouth, covering what I know is a smile. 
 
    “Is...is everything alright?” Mr. Robinson asks.  
 
    My face feels like it's on fire and all I want is to get out of the Robinson house. 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “And I have to go.” 
 
    I turn and stride over to the door, practically running through it and away from Trevor Robinson's home. 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    I ride home, fueled by anger and tears.  
 
    I'm covered in sweat by the time I get there. I throw my in the garage – literally, throw it – and head into the house. I take a long shower, crying out my frustration under the water until all the hot water is gone and the temperature goes lukewarm. I dry off, pull on a T-shirt, and sweats, and take longer than normal to brush through my hair. 
 
    I know that I am jealous, but I also don't know the truth. I'm not sure if I'm being unfair or if Trevor's just jerking me around. I know that I don't want to be jerked around, even by the one guy that I know I love. I'm not going to be a part of some shitshow soap opera. I need more from him, but I don't know how to get it. 
 
    But I also don't want to be the crazy, possessive girlfriend, either. I don't want to be the girl who freaks any time he looks at a girl, much less talks to one. I want to be secure in our relationship, to trust him and how he says he feels about me. That's hard to do, though, when his ex is lying on his bed, basically begging him to fuck her. 
 
    I hear the front door open. I drop my brush on my bed and head to the living room, grateful not to be home alone any longer. 
 
    “Hey,” my dad says when I come out of the hallway. “What's going on?” 
 
    I shake my head and plop down on the sofa. “Not much. You look tired.” 
 
    He gives me a half laugh and sits down on the other end of the couch. “An understatement. You get some dinner?” 
 
    “I made a sandwich.” 
 
    He wrinkles his nose. “I'm sorry. I really did plan on being home tonight.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I tell him. “Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    He hesitates, then nods. “Yeah, hopefully.” He reaches out and pats my barefoot. “How was your day?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. 
 
    “I want more than okay,” he says. “Give me some details. I feel like we're barely talking these days.” He holds up a hand. “And I know that's my fault because I'm never home.” 
 
    I spend a few minutes telling him about my classes, about what I ate for lunch, and about how Bridget and I stop for coffee every morning on our way to school. I know those are the things he's looking for so he can picture what my day's like.  
 
    “You surf after school today?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Go to Trevor's?” 
 
    I hesitate, then nod. “Yeah, for a little bit.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow.  
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “What what?” he says. “You don't seem so sure about that part. Something happen with you two?” 
 
    I shrug. “It's a long story and probably just dumb.” 
 
    “Frank texted me,” he says. 
 
    I sigh. “I should've known.” 
 
    “I'll ask again,” he says. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We had a fight,” I tell him. “There was yelling. Mostly by me.” 
 
    “Ah, okay,” he says. “I can listen if you want?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. It'll be fine. Tell me about your day. What do you do all day?” 
 
    He laughs again. “Not sure where to start. I'm on the phone. I'm on the computer. I'm drafting contracts. I'm skipping lunch. And dinner.” 
 
    “You want me to make you something?” I say. “You can't not eat.” 
 
    “I'll get something,” he says. “In a minute.” He rubs at his chin. “And I'm just...trying to work out problems all day long.” 
 
    “Problems?” 
 
    He takes a deep breath, then exhales. “Lots of contract stuff. That's normal. That's sort of what I do, I guess. I find the issues in contracts, then try to come up with solutions.” He rubs at his chin again. “It's just that here, there's a lot more going on. A lot more problems. And I feel like I'm not coming up with the right solutions.” He waves a hand in the air. “But I'm now I'm just complaining. I'll get it figured out.” 
 
    I feel like there's more to it, that he's keeping something back. “Are you okay, Dad?” 
 
    He nods. “I am, Pres. I am. I'll figure it out. I always do.” He points at me. “Are you okay? Because I'm getting some vibes here that maybe things aren't peachy keen.” 
 
    I want to unload on him. I've always been able to talk to him, ever since I was little. After the divorce, we had lots of long, intense conversations. He always listens to me and he never judges. He never makes me feel dumb. He's an excellent listener and I know that most of friends can't say the same thing about their parents. So I want to tell him everything about Trevor and Athena and Shanna and Derek and really let him know what school's been like. Because I know he'll have advice for me or be able to point out something that I'm missing. 
 
    But I also know that will add to his list of things to worry about and that is the last thing in the world I want to do to him. 
 
    I smile at him. “I am okay.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “I don't have a dentist appointment,” I say. 
 
    It's the next day and I'm in math class, my second period of the day. A student runner showed up in my class, handed a blue slip to my teacher, who then called me up, and handed it to me. 
 
    “Well, this says you do,” he says. “Maybe go down to the office and get it sorted out. This says I'm supposed to release you right now for a dentist appointment.” 
 
    I look at the slip. I've seen them before. People get them all the time when they have to leave school. 
 
    Except my dad said nothing about taking me to the dentist. 
 
    But my name's on the slip and the teacher is shrugging, telling me to go figure it out. 
 
    I sigh, walk back to my desk, gather up my stuff, and head to the office. 
 
    When I turn the corner that leads to the admin offices, Trevor is standing there. 
 
    “What the hell?” I say. 
 
    He's smiling. “I'm here to take you to the dentist.” 
 
    I hold up the slip. “You did this?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says. “Come on.” 
 
    “What? No. I can't. Wait,” I say, shaking my head. “Are you saying you schedule a dentist appointment so I could leave school?” 
 
    He laughs. “No. I called the front office and pretended to be your dad and I told them you had a dentist appointment so they'd send you a blue slip.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Come on,” he says, reaching for my hand. “We need to talk.” 
 
    I pull my hand away. “No. I don't wanna get in trouble.” 
 
    “You won't, I swear,” he says. “I've done this a thousand times. Trust me.” 
 
    Trust me. 
 
    “Look, if there's any problem, I'll take the blame,” he says. “I'll tell your dad or the principal or whoever that I did it and you had no clue. Cool?” 
 
    “Where are we going?” I whisper. 
 
    He smiles at me and reaches for my hand again. “Just come on.” 
 
    The smile weakens me and I let him pull me down the hallway. I'm checking over my shoulder the whole time, convinced someone is going to come running after us and tell me how much trouble I'm in. But we make it out the door and to his truck in the parking lot. I climb up into the passenger seat and he drives us out of the lot at a normal speed, which might be the first time I've ever seen him do the speed limit in the school parking lot. 
 
    He heads toward the beach, but pulls into the drive thru of a taco shack on the way there. He orders a couple of breakfast burritos and hands me the bag when he gets them. Steam drifts from the bag and they smell delicious. 
 
    The beach is mostly empty and he guides the truck into a spot up against the boardwalk. The sand is smooth and the ocean is like glass, with barely any waves rising out of it. 
 
    I hand him the bag when he turns the truck off 
 
    “Don't you want one?” he asks. “I got two.” 
 
    “I ate breakfast.” 
 
    He makes a face and pulls one out. He pulls off the foil and more steam wafts into the cab. Bits of egg and bacon are leaking out of the sides of the fluffy tortilla. 
 
    I hesitate, then take it from him. 
 
    He laughs. “Thought so.” 
 
    We eat in silence for a few minutes, watching the water and enjoying the food. It's weird being here in the middle of the morning, when I know I should be sitting in a desk, trying to memorize equations.  
 
    And I'm still not sure why we're here. 
 
    When he finishes, he wads up the foil and drops it bag in the bag. I do the same. He folds the top over the bag and sets it on the floor. Then he leans back against his door, looking at me. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “I figured this was the only way I could get you to listen to me without running away,” he says. 
 
    “Kidnapping me?” 
 
    “Call it what you want,” he says. “But you've been a serious pain in my ass the last couple of days.” 
 
    “Me? I've been a pain in the ass?” 
 
    He nods slowly. “Yes.” 
 
    “If you brought me here just to tell me how much I suck, then I'm happy to walk back to school,” I say. 
 
    “I didn't say anything about sucking,” he says, smiling. “Yet.” 
 
    “Trevor, I'm serious,” I tell him. “I'm not in the mood to listen to any bullshit.” 
 
    “Then listen very carefully to this.” He leans across the cab and I press myself back into the door. “I. Am. Not. Interested. In. Athena.” 
 
    There's an intensity in his eyes that's been missing. It makes me want to believe him. 
 
    “I shouldn't have lied about going to get food when I should've met you down here at the beach,” he says. “My dad called me home and I went. I should've been upfront and I wasn't. I won't do that again. I swear. But I haven't lied to you about anything else. I haven't called her. I haven't texted her.” He pauses. “And I haven't touched her, Presley. Not once. I'm not interested in her.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to think when I show up and she's in your room?” I ask. “Think about if it was reversed. You would've lost your mind.” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, I would've. And you'd have to talk me down the same way I'm talking you down. Look, I can't control who my dad does business with or invites to our house. I just can't. I'll do my best to stay away from her if that's what you want, but I can't sit here and tell you she'll never be in my house again.” 
 
    It's a fair answer, but not one that makes me any happier. I know that he doesn't have any control over that stuff, but giving Athena more opportunities to wear him down is enough to make me sick to my stomach. I need to give him more credit than that, though. Just because she wants him doesn't mean he wants her. If our relationship is real in any way, I have to trust that what he tells me is the truth. 
 
    But that's hard for me. 
 
    I lean back against the door and fold my arms over my chest. “Tell me about her?” 
 
    He laughs. “Like, what? Her likes and dislikes or shit like that?” 
 
    I frown. “No. I mean, like,...whatever went on with you guys.” 
 
    He lays his arms across the back of the seats and runs a hand through his hair, looking out the windshield for a second, before turning back to me. “Okay. We went to elementary school together. And middle school. And you know how you just sort of get paired up with someone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Pres, I'm trying here.” 
 
    “I'm serious,” I say. “I don't know. I didn't have friends in Virginia and I didn't have some boyfriend all the way back in elementary school. So I don't know.” 
 
    He studies me for a second, then nods. “Okay. I think in maybe third grade she passed me a note. Something about liking me. You know, that shit where you check a box, yes or no?” He laughs. “Just something dumb like that. But from then on, we were sort of just looked at as a couple or whatever you call little kids who don't know shit but pretend to like each other.” He pauses. “She was the first girl I kissed. In seventh grade.” 
 
    “Gross,” I say. 
 
    He laughs. “Hey, you asked for this shit. I can stop any time.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    He smiles. “Glutton for punishment.” 
 
    “Shut up and keep talking.” 
 
    He laughs again. “Okay. So, yeah. Middle school dances and all that shit. It was just like we were supposed to be together and with our parents spending time together, it just sort of seemed like...that's the way it was gonna be. People just start assuming you're going to be a couple or fucking whatever you wanna call it.” He pauses. “I wasn't crazy about that. So I started fucking around.” 
 
    “Meaning, what?” 
 
    “Messing around with other girls,” he says. “I didn't want to be looked at as, like, the class couple or whatever. I'm so not down with that shit. And people were already talking about us like that's how we were gonna end up.” He shakes his head. “I wasn't cool with that.” 
 
    “But you stayed with her,” I say. 
 
    He hesitates, then nods, like he doesn't want to admit it. “Yeah, more or less. I mean, we did the on again, off again, drama bullshit at the start of high school. But that doesn't really mean anything. Tenth grade, I guess, we sort of got serious. Or, as serious as you can be in tenth grade.” 
 
    “This is still turning my stomach,” I tell him. 
 
    “I can stop at any time.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    He laughs again. “If you say so. Tenth grade we get serious, eleventh is the same. Some fighting and shit like that, but we're definitely a couple.” 
 
    “And you're definitely having sex,” I say. 
 
    “That was before junior year.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Look, you're asking for this and I said I wouldn't lie,” he says. “So you gotta deal with what you're gonna hear.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “You wanna know when we had sex?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” I tell him, but there's a morbid curiosity that I can't shake. “I don't want those details. But she was your first?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. And there were others after her before we got serious.” 
 
    “I didn't need to fucking know that,” I tell him, my stomach lurching. 
 
    He laughs. “I thought you wanted a full rundown. Names, positions--” 
 
    “Oh my god shut up,” I say. “No. I'm asking about Bitch Face only.” 
 
    He laughs again. “Right. Just trying to make sure I cover everything.” 
 
    “You're so full of shit and you're enjoying this way too much,” I say. 
 
    He smiles. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    He glances out the windshield at the water. “So, we're together. And then she tells me she's moving. Had no idea it was coming and I wasn't ready for it.” His smile dims a little. “I didn't know how to handle it. I thought she was gonna wanna stay together, so I asked her first. You know, trying to be in charge and all that shit. And I think I had it in my head that a long distance relationship would be, like, cool or something. I don't know.” He pauses, then looks at me. “But she told me no. She didn't wanna do it and we were over.” 
 
    All of this is a side I haven't seen from him before. He's pulling back the curtain on a part of his life that feels different from the part I know. I like it. It makes me trust him. 
 
    It makes me love him more. 
 
    “So she leaves and I just sort of start running through chicks,” he says. 
 
    I hold up a hand. “Stop. I don't wanna know.” 
 
    He laughs. “Right. Sorry. But I was pissed and I think in my head, I thought that if I did that, it would make me feel better and piss her off. I don't know if it pissed her off. Hell, I don't even know if she knows. But it didn't make me feel better.” He pauses, staring at me. “Until I saw you on the beach.” He reaches out and puts his hand on my cheek. “I saw you on that board, then saw you on the beach, and I just knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” I ask, pressing his hand to my cheek. 
 
    “That I had to have you,” he says. “You were all sassy and shit when we came up to you and that was even hotter.” He laughs. “You walked away from us and I told the boys you were gonna be mine. No fucking doubt.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Ask them,” he says, lowering his voice. “Ask them what I said.” 
 
    I don't say anything because I don't really think he's lying. 
 
    “And I hadn't thought about Athena for a second since I've been with you,” he says, those eyes bearing down on me. “Not a single second until she texted and showed up. And I didn't care about seeing her or any of that shit. The only thing I thought was that I didn't want this to fuck things up with you.” 
 
    “Well, you're off to bang up start,” I tell him. 
 
    He laughs and nods. “I know. But I'm trying. And I'm telling you, Pres. You're the one. Not her. I don't care what she says or does. It's not her.” He leans forward and brushes his lips with mine. “It's you.” 
 
    My heart hammers inside my chest for all the right reasons. I put my arms around his neck and pull him into me, kissing him for a long time. He's given me the words I need to hear. I'm still scared that he's going to break my heart, that he's feeding me some line, but I also think he's telling me the truth. And I try to focus on that. 
 
    He pulls away for a moment. “If you keep kissing me like that, we aren't getting you back to school.” 
 
    I slide down the door, underneath him, and pull him down on top of me. “Dentists take forever. We’ve got time.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    “Get in,” Maddie says. 
 
    It's lunchtime and I'm standing next to Bridget's parking spot, but her car is gone. I'm wondering where she is. It's weird for her not to show up. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask. 
 
    Gina leans across from the passenger seat. “No clue, but she bailed again. Come on.” 
 
    I get in the back of Maddie's car and we head out of the lot. 
 
    “I saw her car was gone as soon as we walked out,” Gina says. “And she bailed on coming over to my house last night. Didn't text me until middle of the night.” 
 
    “What was her reason?” I ask. 
 
    “She didn't give me one,” Gina says. “Just said she was sorry she didn't come over and she'd see me today at school. Which, uh, she has not.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat. “Where would she go?” 
 
    “You guys want something other than burgers?” Maddie asks from behind the wheel. “I'm not feeling that scene today at The Hut.” 
 
    Gina and I both agree and Maddie drives us to Juanito's, a small taco shack across the road from the beach. We order our food and take a seat at the wooden picnic table next to the shack. It's quiet and I can smell the ocean. It's nice to be out of the fishbowl scene that The Hut normally is.  
 
    “So what do we think is going on with her?” Maddie asks, sticking a fork in her taco salad. “Is it this new dude?” 
 
    Gina unwraps the wax paper from her burrito. “Has to be. Has to be.” She glances at me. “She said anything to you?” 
 
    I shake my head, pulling the paper off my taco. Steam wafts upward and I lean back. “Nothing. I mean, she told me she hooked up with a guy, but not with who. I don't think I know anymore than you do.” 
 
    Gina bits off a big chunk of the burrito, then takes a long drink from her soda. “This better not be another Evan situation.” 
 
    “Who's Evan?” I ask. 
 
    Maddie rolls her eyes. “Seriously. If it is, this is gonna suck.” 
 
    “I know,” Gina says. 
 
    “Who the hell is Evan?” I ask again. 
 
    “Evan was Evan Alrbright,” Gina says. “Tenth grade. Bridget's first real boyfriend. And he put the douche in douchebag.” 
 
    “And the bag in bag,” Maddie says, spearing a piece of carne asada with her fork. “Total asshole.” 
 
    “And Bridge couldn't even see it,” Gina adds. “Like, it took forever for her to figure it out.” 
 
    “Didn't she walk in on him doing Erica Whatsherface?” Maddie asks. 
 
    “Erica Braggard,” Gina says. “And yep. And that still almost wasn't enough for her to kick his ass to the curb.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “Back up. Who was he?” 
 
    “I don't even remember how they got together,” Gina says. “I just remember that once they were together, they were together. Or at least she thought they were. I think we both knew something was up.” 
 
    “I knew that kid was a dick in sixth grade,” Maddie says, shaking her head. “Little fucking weasel.  But he was pretty good looking and he decided he liked her and Bridge never really had a boyfriend before, she sort of went all in.” 
 
    Gina bites off another chunk of burrito and take a drink from the soda. “But the fucker was cheating on her almost immediately. We sort of thought that and tried to tell her, but she wasn't having it.” She spreads her arms wide. “She was in love and blind to everything.” 
 
    Maddie nods in agreement. “Totally. She didn't see anything expect his baby blues. And his naked ass, apparently.” She looks at me. “They were doing it left and right. He was her first.” 
 
    I nod. “Got it.” 
 
    “But while he was sleeping with her, he was also dicking around with about three other girls,” Gina says. “It sort of got obvious, but she didn't wanna see it. Maddie and I were losing our minds.” 
 
    “And she just wasn't hanging out with us anymore,” Maddie says. “And, like, I got it. She had a guy and she was into him and that's cool. We don't all have to be attached to the hip. But she was totally ghosting the shit out of us. We didn't see her for lunch for weeks and then she'd tell us she'd meet us after school or at The Hump or whatever.” 
 
    “And...nada,” Gina says. “She was just out. And she'd apologize and stuff and it was fine. We were probably irritated more than mad, but it was starting to stuck. And that was mainly because we knew Evan was an asshole.” 
 
    Maddie nods in agreement. 
 
    “So what ended up happening?” I ask in between bites of the taco. 
 
    “Well, we staged an intervention of sorts,” Maddie says, breaking off a piece of the shell serving as her salad bowl. “We pried her away from that asshat one night and took her to dinner.” 
 
    “And I literally said 'hey, he's fucking around on you,'” Gina says. “I literally had to say it out loud.” 
 
    “How did she react?” I ask. 
 
    “She was pissed,” Maddie answers. “Super pissed. We could barely get her to listen to us. But once we got her calmed down, she started paying attention. And then she called him and asked him.” 
 
    Gina laughs. “Right there at the table with us. It was kind of awesome. And of course that peckerhead told her he had no idea what we were talking about, that we were full of shit, blah blah blah. But we'd planted the seed and I think she was on guard.” 
 
    “So when she walked in on him taking Erica Whatshername from behind at Pete Yelich's house, she wasn't totally surprised,” Maddie says. “But it stung. Hard.” 
 
    I think about how I reacted to the idea of Trevor even being near Athena. I can't imagine walking in on him having sex with her. My stomach turns. 
 
    “She finally shook loose of him,” Gina says. “But it took some work. And I think she's been gun-shy ever since. Which I get. And which is why I do 'em and ditch 'em.”  
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    “But this not showing up for lunch thing?” Maddie says, pointing her fork at me. “This is exactly what started happening. And I don't want to jump to conclusions because may it's a totally different thing.” She shakes her head. “But this is just what it was like before. Or at least it feels like it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Gina says, nodding. 
 
    I know their concern is more out of worry than feeling like Bridget has ditched us. If I've learned one thing about these three girls, it's that they don't do the whole back-stabbing, jealous thing with each other. They don't judge, they don't meddle, and they support.  
 
    The way girlfriends should. 
 
    I ball up the wax paper from the taco. “I guess there's just one thing to do then.” 
 
    They both look at me. 
 
    I smile. “Figure out who this dude is so we can figure out if he's good enough for Bridge.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker!” Brett yells. 
 
    It's after school. I've managed to avoid both Shanna and Athena after I get back to school from lunch and I walk to the lot to see if Bridget is around. Her parking spot is still empty. Trevor's truck is nowhere to be found and I'm contemplating the walk home when I hear Brett yell. 
 
    He's standing next to the truck, his hands on his hips, staring at the truck like he wants to set it on fire. 
 
    I walk over to him. “You okay?” 
 
    “Do I look okay?” he snarls. “No, I'm not okay. I'm fucked, as usual.” 
 
    “Okay,” I says, surprised by his anger. “What's wrong?” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I'm just...screwed.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He gestures at the truck. “Because this piece of shit won't start again. And Trev and Jake are nowhere to be found to help.” 
 
    “Can I?” I ask. “Can I help?” 
 
    He looks at me for a second, trying to decide if I'm serious. “Do you know how to drive stick?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Can you learn really fast?” he asks. 
 
    “I don't know. I can try.” 
 
    “The battery is dead,” he says, waving at the truck again. “I don't have cables, but I can usually get it jumped by popping the clutch.” 
 
    “Literally no idea what you're telling me,” I say. “But if you show me what to do, I can try.” 
 
    He pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Shit. I'm gonna be late.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He shoves the phone back in his pocket. “Nothing. Okay. Get behind the wheel and I'll show you.” 
 
    “You want me to actually drive it?” I ask.  
 
    “No, not really,” he says. “Just get in and we'll try it.” 
 
    I get into the cab and throw my back in the passenger seat.  
 
    He comes up next to me. “Okay. See the three pedals. That extra one on the left is the clutch. It goes all the way down to the floor. Step on it.” 
 
    I do, then nod at him. 
 
    “What I'm gonna do is push the truck,” he says. “When I start, you're going to keep the clutch all the way down. When I tell you to, you're going to jerk your foot off of it and pop it.” He stares at the hood. “With any luck, it'll start.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I ask. “How?” 
 
    “Just trust me,” he says. “If it doesn't...I'll fucking figure it out then.” He nods at the wheel. “Go ahead and turn the key so it's on and there's power.” 
 
    I fumble with the keys then turn them. The lights on the dashboard flicker to life. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “It's in neutral. Put your foot on the clutch and push all the way down.” 
 
    “Do I push anything else?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No. Just keep it down until I tell you to let it go. I've got to get us moving.” 
 
    I step on the clutch, then push the pedal all the way to the floor. The wheels shift a little and the truck wobbles backward. Brett groans once, then twice, and then the truck starts moving slowly forward. 
 
    “Just keep us going straight,” he yells. 
 
    I touch the steering wheel lightly with my hands and keep us in the aisle between the two rows of parked cars. He gets the truck moving quicker now until it almost feels like it's driving itself. 
 
    “Now!” he yells. 
 
    I slide my foot off the clutch, it pops back up, and the truck jerks to a halt. I lurch forward against the steering wheel. The truck bounces and coughs for a second. 
 
    And then I realize it's running. 
 
    Brett jogs up to the door. “Awesome. Scoot over.” 
 
    I push my bag to the floor and slide over to the passenger side. He climbs in and pulls the door closed behind him. He he moves the gearshift, revs the engine for a moment, then looks at me. “You did it. Thanks.” 
 
    “I literally don't know what I did,” I tell him. “But you're welcome. Can I get a ride home as payment for my services?” 
 
    He laughs and nods. “I can definitely do that.” 
 
    He gets us out of the lot and the truck drives fine. 
 
    “Do you have some place you have to be?” I ask. “You seemed kind of out of sorts back there.” 
 
    He shrugs, but watches the road. “Yeah, kinda, but it'll be okay. I'll get there.” 
 
    “If you can't take me home--” 
 
    “No, it's fine,” he says, cutting me off. “Really. It'll be okay.” 
 
    “Where do you have to go?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me. 
 
    He glances over at me. “You don't miss a thing, do you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You've been all over me,” he says. “You picked up immediately that something was wrong and haven't let it go.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    He coasts to a stop at the stop sign. “Okay, this is totally on the down low, alright?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “My dad's having some money trouble,” he says. “He had to fire nearly all of his employees because he's out of money to pay them. So I'm helping him out.” 
 
    “Shit,” I say. “I'm sorry. That sucks.” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. It does. He's stressed out. My mom is stressed out. I'm stressed out. He runs a construction company. We've always had money. Always. And now, apparently, we don't.” He pulls away from the stop sign. “Which explains why I'm still driving this piece of shit.” 
 
    Nearly every car in the Sunset Beach lot seemed new and expensive. His truck wasn't that old or beat up, but it wasn't the big, sparkling ode to spoiled kids that most of the cars in the lot were. I just thought he liked his truck.  
 
    “And now I'm told that college may be a...problem,” he says. “Like, he burned through what was my college account and it's gone. Literally fucking gone.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” I say. “I'm so sorry. Wow.” 
 
    “And it's just weird, you know?” he says, chewing on a fingernail for a second. “Like I said. We've always had money. We live in a nice house. I've got all this shit I probably don't need. I totally take having all that stuff for granted. And now?” He shakes his head. “I guess it's gone. I don't even know what's happening. I don't know if we have to move. I don't know if I can go to college.” He sighs. “All of it.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Brett,” I say because it's the only thing I can think to say. “I'm really sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he says. “So, anyway. I need to get to his office and help him with whatever he needs help with. Paperwork, phone calls, shit like that. And I know if I'm late, he's gonna jump all over me because he's already stressed.” 
 
    “You really don't have to take me home,” I tell him.  
 
    “We're almost there,” he says. “And you helped me. I owed you.” 
 
    “You could've paid up at a different time.” 
 
    He shrugs. “It's fine.” He glances at me. “And thanks for letting me unload all that. I guess I needed to. Can't always say that shit to the guys.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I tell him. “Really. My life sort of imploded a year ago when my parents divorced and then my dad told me we were moving here. So I get it.” 
 
    He nods but doesn't say anything else until he pulls into my driveway. “You and Trev get your shit figured out?” 
 
    “I think so,” I tell him, pulling my bag from the floor. “I don't know. I thought I had it all under control when it was just Shanna. Now I've got Athena to worry about.” 
 
    He smiles. “You don't have anyone to worry about. It's cool. Trust me.” 
 
    I want to trust him. I want what he says to be true. But I'm still having a hard time getting it all straight in my head. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I'm trying to be cool with it all. I really am.” 
 
    “Athena's a piece of work,” he says. “But you handled Shanna. You can handle her, too.” 
 
    I hope he's right. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    “You ditched me yesterday,” I say. 
 
    It's the next morning and we're on our way to school. Bridget is on time and we've just backed out of my driveway.  
 
    She winces as we head down the street. “I know. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Where were you?” I ask. 
 
    “I...I just forgot that I had some place to be,” she says. 
 
    “At lunch, too?” 
 
    She sighs. “Yeah. Maybe. I don't know.” 
 
    “Bridget,” I say. “Talk to me. Tell me what's up.” 
 
    “I'm superstitious, alright?” she says. “I don't want to fuck this up.” 
 
    “Fuck what up?”  
 
    “Whatever...whatever it is I'm doing,” she says. She glances in my direction. “Yes. It's a guy. Same guy I hooked up with the other night. But I'm afraid if I talk about it, I'll jinx it or something.” 
 
    “How will you jinx it?” I ask. 
 
    “I don't know,” she says, her fingers flexing on the steering wheel. “I just know that my relationships have always blown up in the past when I get ahead of myself and I don't want to do that this time. That way, if it ends up being nothing, I don't have to take a million questions from people and have them look at me like they feel sorry for me. I hate that shit.” She shakes her head. “I don't ever want to go through that again.” 
 
    It's a fair answer, though I'm not totally sold on all of her reasoning yet. 
 
    “You know I won't say anything,” I tell her. “You want to tell me anything, I'll keep it right here.” 
 
    She brings us to a stop at a red light. “I believe you, Pres. I really do. But I...I'm gonna wait on this one. And I swear I'll get my shit together and no more bailing on you or Gina or Maddie. Because I know that isn't cool.” She pauses. “They stuck with me another time when they didn't have to and I don't want to do that again.” 
 
    “Was that the Evan guy?” I ask. 
 
    She looks at me. “How do you know about Evan?” 
 
    “They told me at lunch,” I explain. “Not in a bad way. I think they're just worried that it could turn into the same thing. But, for real. It wasn't a bad thing. They were filling in the blanks for me and they're worried about you. I am, too.” 
 
    “You don't need to be,” she says, smiling. “I promise.” 
 
    “Would you tell if I did?” I ask. 
 
    The light turns green and we start moving forward. “Probably not.” 
 
    We both laugh. 
 
    “But this isn't Evan again,” she says. “I'm going slow with it. I like the guy. A lot. But I'm not jumping in with both feet. And, for me, that means keeping everything on the down low.” 
 
    I get it. She doesn't want a bunch of nosy people sticking their noses where it doesn't belong, creating drama. Nothing brings down a relationship faster than drama. I can't blame her for wanting to stay quiet about all of it. 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “And it's totally cool if you need to see him after school and can't give me a ride. Just let me know. I won't ask questions.” I pause. “Or maybe just one.” 
 
    She laughs. “You can ask, I just might not answer. And I won't ditch you. Yesterday was just...there was a window and I went with it.” 
 
    “You realize how mysterious you're making all of this sound, right?” I say. 
 
    We pull into the drive thru line at the coffee shop. She orders our drinks at the speaker and we pull forward to get them. She doesn't say anything until we pull out and back onto the road. 
 
    “You know how easy it is for people to decide they know something before they actually know anything?” she asks. 
 
    I stick the straw in my drink and take a long sip. “Yeah. People love to judge.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she says. “I mean, I do it sometimes. I try not to, but I do. So I'm not trying to make this sound mysterious. I swear I'm not. But I also don't want people thinking they know anything about me until I know what I think about me.” 
 
    “You aren't making any sense,” I tell her. “But maybe I'm still tired.” 
 
    She laughs. “Until I decide if I want to be with this guy, I don't want anyone else giving me their opinion. Does that make sense?” 
 
    I think about how everyone was telling me to stay away from Trevor. Everyone had a reason and everyone was more than happy to share their opinion with me. I didn't even know him. So I had to fight through all of that to get to know him. And even then, when we were first together, people were telling me it was a mistake. If I'd listened, we wouldn't be together. 
 
    So I get what she's saying. She wants to decide for herself about this guy without all of the outside interference.  
 
    “Alright,” I say. “I will do my best from asking questions or making you feel guilty for keeping me in the dark. I can't promise to be perfect, though.” 
 
    She turns us into the parking lot at school and slides into her parking spot. She turns the key and the car goes quiet. “I don't expect you to be perfect. I just need...a little time. But I promise to not just disappear anymore. That wasn't okay when I did it with Evan, it wasn't okay when I did it yesterday, and I'm not gonna be that shitty friend. I'm going to tell Gina and Maddie that, too.” 
 
    “This must be one interesting guy,” I say. “For you to protect it all like this.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkle and the corners of her mouth flare upward. “He is.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    “What does your dad do for Trevor's?” Maddie asks. 
 
    We're at lunch and it's all four of us. Bridget has made amends with the other two and the four of us have again decided to bail The Hut in favor of Juanito's. We're at the picnic table with our food and the ocean in the distance. 
 
    “That's not random at all,” I say. “My dad's a lawyer. He helps him with contracts and stuff. I don't really know the details because it sounds like the most boring thing in the whole world. Why?” 
 
    She frowns. “So, Trevor's dad is an investor, right? One of those guys who takes his money and tries to find the next big thing and invest in it so he can make even more money.” 
 
    “You are boring me,” Gina says, making a face. “But Trevor's dad is hot.” She looks at me. “If Trevor ages like that and you stay with him, you'll be having babies for days.” 
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    “I think you know more about what his dad does than I do,” I say to Maddie. “Trevor doesn't really talk that much about it. There's kinda some tension between them.” 
 
    “Well, that's what he does,” Maddie says. “It's venture capitalism.” 
 
    Bridget looks at me. “Maddie is going to be the rich one at this table. She likes money, she likes to talk about money, and she has a ridiculous understanding already of economics.” 
 
    “I can't even add,” Gina says. “Numbers pain me.” 
 
    Maddie makes a face. “Whatever, drama queen.” She looks to me again. “I heard that his dad is working on some big new deal. Some sort of app. I wondered if your dad had said anything.” 
 
    “Isn't that, like, illegal?” Bridget asks. “If she did hear something, she can't really tell you, can she?” 
 
    Maddie frowns again. “Please. She's not an investor. She's not bound by the SEC bylaws. It would just be hearsay anyway if she knew anything about an IPO.” 
 
    We all stare at her for a moment. 
 
    “You are the biggest fucking nerd I know,” Gina finally says. “It's a good thing you're hot or you'd never find a boy.” 
 
    We all laugh again. 
 
    “I'm not interested in boys,” she says. “Only men. Or boys who resemble men.” 
 
    “I can't help you,” I tell her. “My dad and I don't really talk about his work. All I know is that he's working like crazy and super busy and barely home.” 
 
    “I heard it's some sort of crazy app,” Maddie says. 
 
    “How the hell would you hear that?” Gina asks, her mouth full of taco. 
 
    “I know things, bitch,” Maddie says. “Okay, fine. My dad was talking about it. I have no idea how he knows. But it's some sort of app like Snap, but has some other stuff it can do and my dad was talking like it might be the next big thing.” 
 
    “Because your dad totally uses Snap?” Gina says. 
 
    Maddie slaps her arm. “No, but he knows computers and software and money. So when he talks about that shit, I listen. Even if it would make your eyes glaze over.” 
 
    “And then some,” Gina says, shaking her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” I tell her. “I'm no help.” 
 
    Maddie shrugs. “Was worth asking. What's the tension between Trevor and his dad?” 
 
    I break a tortilla chip in half. “Not totally sure. I know some of it is that his dad wants him to go into business with him and it doesn't seem like there's any room for a conversation about that. Like, it was decided for him. Trevor hasn't said much, but he seems sort of resigned to it.” 
 
    Gina leans back from the table. “Hold up. You're telling me that Trevor Robinson, aka the hottest dude at Sunset, the craziest, most in your face dude at our school, is going to school and is going to end up...in a suit?” 
 
    I shrug. “That's what his dad wants and it doesn't sound like Trevor has told him no.” 
 
    Bridget makes a face. “That sucks.” 
 
    I nod. It does suck. I've tried to bring it up several times with Trevor, but he always moves away from the subject. I don't want to push him, but I know that it's weighing on him more than he tells me.  
 
    “I didn't think anyone could tell that kid what to do,” Maddie says. “Wow.” 
 
    “Like I said. I don't know for sure,” I tell them. “He won't talk about it with me. But I know that when his dad brings it up, Trevor totally stops talking.” 
 
    “I can't see him wearing a suit,” Gina says. “I mean, before you came along Presley, I only imagined him naked.” 
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    “I don't do that anymore, though,” she says. “I don't want to be disrespectful.” 
 
    We all look at her. 
 
    “Okay, I still totally do,” she says. “But way less than I used to.” She leans across the table toward me. “It would be super cool if you could, like, get us some pictures.” 
 
    We all howl with laughter. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “Not telling,” Trevor says. 
 
    We're in my driveway and I'm sitting behind him on the motorcycle. It's Friday night. My dad is working late. I got home from school, took a shower, ate a quick dinner, and then got ready for Trevor. He's five minutes late getting there and now I'm wondering where he's taking me. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Nope,” he says, looking over his shoulder. “Just have to wait and see.” 
 
    “I could make you tell me.” 
 
    “Fat chance.” 
 
    I slide my hand down between his legs. “Really?” 
 
    “Fuck,” he says. 
 
    I rub my hand against his shorts. “Tell me.” 
 
    He looks over his shoulder again. “That's not going to get me to tell you, but it will make me take you inside, throw you up against a wall, and tear your clothes off.” 
 
    I move my hand back to his waist. “Fine.” 
 
    “I didn't say to stop.” 
 
    “I'm aware,” I say. “You want more, then tell me.” 
 
    He laughs. “I'm not telling you.” He twists all the way around so I can see his entire beautiful face. “But I'll get more later.” 
 
    He's not wrong. 
 
    He revs the engine on the bike and we shoot out of the driveway. I press myself into his back, my stomach jumping up into my throat as we pick up speed. He barely slows for the stop sign, then guns it forward and we take off like a rocket ship. 
 
    I resist the urge to scream  and try to keep my eyes open as my hair flies in the wind. 
 
    He aims us away from the beach and toward the canyons that line the east side of Sunset Beach, deep gorges and hills that cut through the land. We race up one hill and he guns it as we crest the top. I swear we catch air before we speed toward the bottom, my stomach once again doing it's best to try and leave my body. We climb another hill and this time I know we leave the ground for just a second before we land again and jet down the hill. He slows the bike and makes a right hand turn into the canyon. There's a chain blocking the access to a dirt road with a sign informing us that the road is closed. He maneuvers the bike around the end of the chain, through some short bushes, and onto the dirt road. 
 
    “Is this illegal?” I ask. 
 
    “Most definitely,” he says. “So don't tell anyone.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You'll see,” he says. 
 
    I think about reaching between his legs again to see if I can get more out of him, but I don't want him to crash the bike, so I don't. Instead, I press my face to his back and try to keep the dust from the trail from getting into my eyes. 
 
    We ride deep into the canyon, the walls high on both sides, and round a bend. I hang onto him and move my head off to the side to see what's in front of us.  
 
    And all I see are people. 
 
    “What the hell?” I say. 
 
    Trevor laughs. 
 
    The bottom of the canyon is filled with people and I immediately start recognizing faces around me from school. There are lots of motorcycles, a few cars, and lots and lots of people. I can't count, but if I have to guess, it looks like nearly a thousand. The sun is dipping low in the sky and much of the bottom of the canyon is lit by car headlights.  
 
    Trevor brings the bike to a halt and cuts the engine. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” I ask. 
 
    He gets off, then lifts me off. It's such a condescending, chauvinistic thing to do, but I love the feel of his hands on my hips and how I feel weightless when he picks me up. 
 
    He sets me down. “Friday Bike Fights.” 
 
    “Friday what what?” 
 
    He laughs and grabs my hand. “Come on. You'll see. And don't be pissed at the girls. I told them I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “They knew about this and didn't tell me?” I ask. 
 
    “Everyone knows about this,” he says. “It's been going on for years. People come down here and race through the bottom of the canyon. Winner take all. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? Like, gambling or something?” 
 
    “Sort of,” he says. “Winner keeps the loser's ride.” 
 
    “You're lying.” 
 
    He laughs and squeezes my hand. “I'm so not.” 
 
    “And everyone's just here to watch?” I ask. 
 
    “Pretty much,” he says. “Unless you're racing.” 
 
    “How many races are there? Is it all night?” I ask. “This is insane.” 
 
    “Usually only like five,” he says. “Sort of like an undercard and then the main event. Like, a big one. Usually for expensive cars or bikes or whatever.” 
 
    I look around. People are laughing and drinking and having a good time. It's not unlike the parties I've been to at the beach.  
 
    Except it's in a canyon and people are going to race. 
 
    No big deal. 
 
    “Bitch!” Gina screams. “There you are!” She runs up and hugs me, spilling a little of whatever's in her cup on my arm. “Shit! Sorry!” 
 
    I laugh. “It's fine.” 
 
    Maddie comes up next to her. “Surprised?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Gina punches Trevor in the arm. “This dickhead made us promise not to tell you. Such a drama king.” 
 
    “Shocking you kept your big fucking mouth shut,” he says, but he's smiling. 
 
    Maddie holds up her red cup. “The free booze you supplied us with did it for me.” 
 
    I look around. “Where's Bridget?” 
 
    Maddie and Gina both frown. 
 
    “Definitely not here,” Gina says. “I haven't seen her and she's not texting us back.” 
 
    “Same old, same old,” Maddie says, shaking her head. 
 
    I can't help but be disappointed. She promised me it wasn't going to be like this. It was fine if she was off with her new boyfriend somewhere else, but not responding to the texts wasn't cool. 
 
    “First race!” someone shouts and a roar goes up from the crowd. 
 
    Gina lets out a piercing scream and Maddie laughs. 
 
    Trevor pulls me through the crowd, Gina and Maddie trailing behind us. We find Brett and Jake standing near what looks like a start line. They each slap hands with Trevor. 
 
    Jake grins at the girls. “Ladies. Nice to see you. I look forward to hooking up with one of two later on. Or both. Your call.” 
 
    “I'd rather get fucked by a raccoon,” Gina says, frowning. “But, hey. Thanks.” 
 
    He laughs and looks at Maddie. 
 
    “Oh, you fucking wish,” she says. “Not a chance.” 
 
    Jake cackles. “We'll see. We'll see.” 
 
    Two guys on small dirt bikes get up to the start line. They shake hands, then look at what's in front of them. It's a narrow strip of dirt road, just like the trail we came in on. The canyon walls close in on the trail, looming over the straightaway. There are cars parked all the way down the makeshift track with their lights on. The lighting isn't great, but I can just make out the end. It's about two hundred yards in the distance. 
 
    “Down and back,” Trevor says. “First one back wins.” 
 
    “And losers fucking walk home,” Jake says. 
 
    Brett smiles. “Long fucking walk out of here if you lose.” 
 
    A starter pistol fires and I jump. The dirt bikes roar and kick up clouds of dirt as they take off, the crowd roaring. They get smaller in the distance. More dust kicks up when they reach the end and head back in our direction. The engines get louder as they come back at us and so does the crowd. The guy on the left crosses the line in the dirt first as they whip past us. More roars go up from the crowd. 
 
    I crane my neck to get a better look. They both come to a stop. The loser gets off and hands his keys to the guy that beat him. The winner offers his hand and after a second, they shake hands. The crowd roars again and the winner is surrounded by his friends. A few people come up to the loser who is staring at the ground, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else but there. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Jake says. “Our boy's never had to walk and it ain't starting tonight.” 
 
    I look at him, confused. “Our boy? Who?” 
 
    No one says anything. 
 
    Trevor raises an eyebrow and suddenly I get it. 
 
    Trevor's racing. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    “You?” I say, then shake my head. “No. Don't.” 
 
    He laughs. “It'll be fine. I've done it before.” 
 
    “He's main event,” Jake says. “He can't bail now.” 
 
    “Main event?” I say. I look at Brett. He gives me a quick nod. I look at Trevor. “Tell me you're kidding.” 
 
    He leans down and kisses me. “Not kidding, Pres. Don't worry.” 
 
    But I am worried. I saw how fast the bikes went. I see how narrow the racing space is. And I know Trevor doesn't like to lose. 
 
    I squeeze his hand. “Please don't. I'm asking you not to.” 
 
    “I'll be fine,” he says, looking at me. “I promise.” 
 
    “Your boy can fucking race,” Jake says. 
 
    “Great,” I say, my stomach now a tight ball of nerves. 
 
    We watch the next three races and nothing happens that changes my mind. If anything, I'm more nervous now because at the end of the third race, both bikes flipped as they each tried to get to the line first. Both riders ended up being fine, but not after a few anxious minutes. All I can picture is Trevor flipping his bike and breaking his neck. 
 
    “It'll be okay,” Maddie whispers in my ear after the crash. “Trevor's good. He'll be okay.” 
 
    I nod, but I'm not feeling it. 
 
    At all. 
 
    Trevor, Brett, and Jake leave to go get his bike and I stand there with Gina and Maddie. The sun is gone completely now and the only lights in the canyon are the car headlights.  
 
    “I feel sick to my stomach,” I say. 
 
    Gina puts her arm around me. “He'll be fine. He's been racing for forever. Jake wasn't lying. He's never lost.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” I mutter. 
 
    “I'm surprised anyone would even race him at this point,” Maddie says. “Do we know who he's going up against?” 
 
    Gina shakes her head and squeezes my shoulder. “Nope. But it won't matter. He's gonna win and he's gonna be fine and you'll be off banging at his place in just a little bit.” 
 
    I force a laugh, but nothing feels funny at the moment. 
 
    I see the guys coming back with the bike as the crowd parts to let them through. Trevor's expression is different now. He's staring straight ahead, his jaw locked. He's focused. 
 
    It would be sexy as hell if I wasn't worried he is going to die. 
 
    They push the bike to the start line and Brett is checking the tires when I hear a voice that sounds familiar. 
 
    “Goddamn, Robinson,” the voice says. “I'm seriously surprised you showed. Thought for sure you'd puss out.” 
 
    I follow the voice to the edge the crowd until I spot where it's coming from. 
 
    My stomach knots again. 
 
    The asshole from the beach. 
 
    Kane Tressle. 
 
    Trevor looks at him, but doesn't say anything. 
 
    The two guys that were at the beach with Kane push a bike up next to Trevor's, it's red and white with fat tires and gleaming chrome pipes. It looks brand new. There's a small vanity plate attached to the back of the seat that reads “FCK OFF.” 
 
    Kane walks over to the bike. “But you asked for this so it's going to give me a serious hard on to watch you bitch walk out of here tonight.” 
 
    You asked for this. 
 
    Trevor asked for the race. 
 
    With Kane. 
 
    And I know it's about me. Because Kane came up to me on the beach and because I told Brett and Jake and because they told Trevor. He'd had a plan all along to get back at him for threatening me and this was it. 
 
    “Then I'll take your piece of shit bike home and sell it for parts,” he says, folding his arms across his chest. “And I'll send you a picture each time I send something away. Bit by bit.” 
 
    If Trevor's listening, he's not showing it. He's just staring at him, not saying a word. 
 
    “But before we get started, I thought we'd make it a little more interesting tonight,” Kane says, his eyes sweeping over the crowd. 
 
    Until they stop on me. 
 
    He smiles. “I knew you'd be here, sweetheart.” He tilts his head to the side, grinning at me. “Probably missed me.” 
 
    A murmur rushes through the crowd and I can feel eyes on me. 
 
    “Get on the fucking bike,” Trevor says. “Race or get the fuck out.” 
 
    Kane laughs. “So impatient, Robinson. I'm getting there. Just saying hi to your girl. While she's still your girl.” He looks at me again. “Don't worry, sweetheart. When your boy loses his bike, I'll take you home.” He smiles. “I'll give you a ride.” 
 
    Trevor lunges forward, but Brett's already in front of him, his arms wrapped around him, whispering in his ear. Trevor's eyes are locked on Kane, who just laughs. Brett waits a second, then slowly releases Trevor. 
 
    Trevor doesn't move. 
 
    “You up for something a little more interesting?” Kane asks.  
 
    The crowd cheers behind him. 
 
    “Tell me,” Trevor says through gritted teeth. 
 
    Kane milks the crowd, waiting a few seconds. “I thought we could...double up.” 
 
    “The fuck are you talking about?” Trevor says frowning. 
 
    “Let's each take a passenger,” he says. “I'll take my girl.” He turns and looks at me. “And you take yours.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I can feel all of the eyes on me again. 
 
    And I'm scared shitless. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Gina whispers. “Fuck that shit.” 
 
    “The fuck are you talking about,” Trevor says. “You know the rules. We race down and back. Winner takes all.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the fucking rules, Robinson,” Kane says. “But let's have some fun tonight. Unless you're too chicken shit.” 
 
    Trevor glances at me. 
 
    “Come on,” Kane says. “She looks like she's up for it.” He looks at me. “Aren't you, sweetheart?” 
 
    Trevor shakes his head. “You know the deal. Race straight up or it's off.” 
 
    Kane is still looking at me. “Sweetheart. It won't take long.” He smiles. “You should be used to that.” 
 
    Part of the crowd snickers. 
 
    He's a gigantic asshole. He's trying to make look Trevor bad and do the same thing to me. I don't know the rules of their racing, but he's an asshole who needs to be put in his place. 
 
    I walk over to Trevor, my heart banging on the inside of my chest. “I'll do it.” 
 
    “You don't have to,” Trevor says. “He's fucking around because he's an asshole.” 
 
    “I know I don't,” I say. “But I will.” 
 
    “Your girl has bigger balls than you do, Robinson,” Kane says. “Looks like she wants in. Good for you, honey.” 
 
    Trevor ignores him, his eyes focused on me. “You sure? You don't have to. He can fuck off.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” I tell him. I take a deep breath. “I trust you.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth flickers into an almost-smile.  
 
    He looks over me at Kane. “Alright. She's in. Which one of your boys is riding behind you?” 
 
    The crowd laughs and Kane's smile dims for the first time since he called me out. The butterflies in my stomach feel like flying elephants. 
 
    “No worries,” Kane says, doing his best to recover. “My girl's here and she's ready for this.” He looks to the crowd on his side. “You ready, babe?” 
 
    The crowd shuffles a bit, then parts. 
 
    It takes a moment for her to emerge. 
 
    And then the flying elephants in my stomach feel more like razor blades. 
 
    Because Bridget is standing there, looking at Kane. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Trevor laughs, disbelieving. “What the fuck?” 
 
    I ignore him and march past the bikes and Kane until I'm right in front of Bridget. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I didn't know,” Bridget whispers. “I swear I didn't know he was racing Trevor.” 
 
    “Kane is your new guy?” I ask. “He's the one?” 
 
    She hesitates, then nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    I can't believe what I'm hearing from her. And I can't believe she's standing there. 
 
    “Bridget,” I say. “Come on. He's a bad guy. Trevor told me.” 
 
    Her mouth sets in a firm line. “And this is what I was afraid of. That you and everyone else would judge. This is exactly what I was afraid of.” 
 
    “I'm not judging,” I say. “But did you listen to him? He's a massive asshole. He was a massive asshole to me on the beach. You know that.” 
 
    “I don't know anything,” she says. “Except that you're doing exactly what I knew you'd do.” She shakes her head. “This is exactly why I didn't say anything. And if he wasn't racing Trevor, you still wouldn't know.” 
 
    I took her by the elbow. “Well, I do know. Come on. Let's not do this.” 
 
    “Ladies, we are ready,” Kane says. “Let's go.” 
 
    Bridget swallows. “I'm riding with him. He's not who you think he is. And I don't care who you think he is. I'm riding.” She pushes past me and goes over to him. He grins and puts his arm around her, smiling first at her, then at me. 
 
    I walk slowly back to Trevor. 
 
    “The fuck is going on?” Trevor asks. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I say, shaking my head. “I have no clue.” I look at Maddie and Gina. They both are wide-eyed. “We didn't know she was with him.” 
 
    “She's really with him?” he asks, looking over my shoulder. “Bridget is with Kane?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” I tell him. “I...I literally have no idea what's going on.” 
 
    “Hey, asshole,” Kane yells. “Are we doing this or what?” 
 
    I turn around. Bridget is already on the back of his bike. She won't look in our direction. 
 
    Trevor looks at me. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “We're doing this.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    “Just hang on to me,” Trevor says over his shoulder. “Especially when we get down there. Don't let go and lean in whatever direction the bike goes.” 
 
    I swallow and nod. 
 
    The bike rumbles beneath us. Sweat trickles down my neck. I purposely make sure I'm looking away from Kane and Bridget. 
 
    But I can't stop thinking about them. 
 
    He was the guy she hooked up with? And he was the guy she was ditching us for? 
 
    It doesn't make any sense. 
 
    Trevor revs the engine. 
 
    “Riders ready?” a voice yells. 
 
    Trevor revs the engine again. 
 
    I hear Kane's motorcycle rev. 
 
    I press myself into Trevor and lock my hands around the middle of his body. 
 
    The pistol cracks and I jerk against him, even though I know the shot was coming. 
 
    The engine roars beneath us and we take off like we're coming out of a slingshot. It's nothing like leaving my driveway. It's the steep drop on a roller coaster with no time to get ready. The force of the bike pushes me backward, but I manage to hang onto him and pull myself back into him. He's like a tree that can't be moved. 
 
    The noise from the bike is deafening and the wind rushes past us as if we're riding into a tornado. I keep waiting for us to slow, but we only go faster. I force my eyes open, but everything is a blur. 
 
    “Hang on!” Trevor yells and I feel the bike finally start to slow just a fraction. 
 
    I can see the tall, orange cone that we have to navigate to get around and then head back. Just to our left, I see Kane and Bridget, maybe half a motorcycle length in front of us. Trevor moves the bike out wide to make the turn. Kane does the same thing. 
 
    And I realize we'll smash into one another if one of them doesn't take a different path.  
 
    The back wheel starts to move right and it feels like we're falling. My stomach jumps, I scream, and hold on tighter to Trevor. But then I realize he's moving to make the U-turn and we're sliding so that he doesn't have to brake as much. It feels like we're out of control, even though I see his foot down and where he's angling the bike. 
 
    And I see Kane doing the same thing across from us. 
 
    We are on a collision course. 
 
    “We're going to hit them!” I scream. 
 
    Trevor says nothing as he gets the bike into a slide as we head for the cone. 
 
    “Trevor!” I scream. 
 
    Dust rises off the ground in waves, but I can them starting their turn on the opposite side. 
 
    We'll be head to head and if neither of them gives, there will be a head on collision. 
 
    Panic courses through me and I'm clutching onto his shirt. 
 
    As we come around the cone, Trevor makes a hard, last second move to the inside and Kane is forced to go wider as the back of our bike kicks out and we get pointed back in the direction we've just come. 
 
    We are around the cone first. 
 
    Trevor's wrist flicks and the bike screams forward again. I turn and look behind us. They are around the cone and coming up behind us. 
 
    And the look on Kane's face is fury. 
 
    He closes the distance quickly, his front wheel even with our back.  
 
    And then he moves closer. 
 
    I can reach out and touch them they are so close. 
 
    Trevor moves a fraction to the right, trying to give us more room. 
 
    Now Kane's front wheel is to the middle of our bike.  
 
    And he moves to the right again. 
 
    Trevor moves over again. 
 
    And I can see what Kane's doing. 
 
    He's trying to squeeze us. 
 
    Because the canyon narrows at the finish line. 
 
    There's an embankment on the right, almost like a ramp, that will block our path to the finish line. 
 
    Our front wheels are almost even. 
 
    And Kane moves another inch to the right.  
 
    Bridget is tucked in behind him, looking the other way. 
 
    And her leg bumps mine. 
 
    That's how close we are. 
 
    I look forward and I see we're running out of room. 
 
    Trevor will have to drop back or we'll run right up the embankment. 
 
    Except he's not slowing down. 
 
    “Trevor!” I scream over the engine. “Slow down!” 
 
    He doesn't react. 
 
    And he doesn't slow down. 
 
    The walls of the canyon are creeping closer and the embankment is twenty feet in front of us. It's a wedge of dirt that jumps out from the wall, angling upward, and blocking our path.  
 
    Trevor flicks his wrist. The engine whines louder and we lurch forward. 
 
    And I realize he's not dropping back. 
 
    He's going for the embankment. 
 
    I'm screaming incoherently, but he's laser-focused on what's in front of us. I squeeze my arms around his body, my fingers interlocked at his stomach, I squeeze my eyes shut, and I've never been so afraid in my life. 
 
    I feel the front wheel hit the embankment and we tilt upward. 
 
    And then we're weightless. 
 
    I force my eyes open. 
 
    We are in the air, soaring forward, leaning to the left, our back wheel cutting across Kane's path in a way that puts the wheel in front of his face. He throws a hand up to protect himself and his bike instantly slows. 
 
    We land, the bike bouncing against the ground, and wobble for just a second. But Trevor keeps us upright, sends us shooting forward, and we are across the finish line. 
 
    First. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Trevor brings the bike to a stop and we are swallowed by a crowd of people. My heart is racing and I'm nearly hyperventilating. Adrenaline courses through me and my back is caked with sweat.  
 
    Terrifying and exhilarating. 
 
    Trevor hops off and looks at me. His face is caked with dirt and sweat. “Are you okay?” 
 
    My throat is dry and I can't find the words, but I nod. 
 
    He gives me the half smile. “Sure?” 
 
    I look around at the mob of faces surrounding us. Gina and Maddie are both jumping up and down, screaming their heads off. People I've never seen before are clapping him on the back and saying things in my ear that I can't make out. 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    He leans down, kisses me, then lifts me off the bike. 
 
    Weightless again. 
 
    He sets me down and finds my hand with his. He squeezes it. 
 
    I try to squeeze it back, but I'm shaking. 
 
    We make our way through the cheering crowd, heading back toward the finish line. The crowd parts just enough for me to see Kane still sitting on his bike. Bridget stands next to him, her hand on his back, consoling him. 
 
    It's still strange to see her with him. It's like seeing a shark with a dog. It doesn't fit. 
 
    Trevor pulls me along until we are a few feet away from them.  
 
    Kane finally looks up, his face a mask of rage. 
 
    Trevor smiles. “I'm gonna need the keys to your shitty bike.” 
 
    Kane glowers at him. 
 
    “And I've got your number,” Trevor says. “So I can text you the pictures when I part it out. Probably sell the wheels first.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” Kane growls. 
 
    Trevor laughs. “Get off my fucking bike, asshole.” 
 
    It takes him a moment and I think that maybe he won't, that maybe he'll refuse and won't turn over the keys. I don't know the rules, but I'm already gearing up for a fight. 
 
    But then he swings his leg off the bike and stands next to it. Bridget is next to him, holding on to his arm. She won't look at me. 
 
    “This isn't over,” Kane says, shaking his head.  
 
    “It actually is,” Trevor says. “I hit the line first. That's the end of the race. And why we're standing here now, waiting for you to give me your bike.” 
 
    He flips the keys at Trevor, but Trevor is ready. He snatches them out of the air and quickly drops them in his pocket. “There we go. Good boy. Maybe I won't part it out. Maybe I'll put some Hello Kitty stickers on it instead and sell it for fifteen bucks.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Kane snarls.  
 
    Trevor laughs. “Sure.” 
 
    We stand there for a moment, Kane looking like he's ready to explode, Trevor smiling at him. 
 
    And Bridget is still not looking at me. 
 
    She looks smaller next to Kane, like kid next to an adult. Her eyes are everywhere, except on me. Her arms are around his, like she's hanging on for dear life. I wonder if she knew what was happening tonight. Did she know Kane was riding against Trevor? And did she know Kane was going to insist that we ride with them? I have so many questions. 
 
    But she won't even look at me. 
 
    Kane points a finger at Trevor. “It's not over.” 
 
    “Dude, I already explained it to you,” Trevor says. “It's over. Now get the fuck away from my new bike.” 
 
    Kane stares at him for a few seconds, then moves his gaze to me. His eyes are filled with hate and anger and it's all I can do to not look away. I don't want him to think I'm scared of him. 
 
    But I am. 
 
    Then he smiles at me, baring his teeth in a way that reminds me of vampires. “I'll be seeing you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I'll probably be on your bike,” I blurt out. 
 
    The crowd around us cheers and laughs. 
 
    His ugly smile disintegrates and he starts walking away. His arm slips from Bridget's grasp. She glances at me for the first time, then walks quickly after him. She tries to hold his hand, but he's either not paying attention or doesn't want to. Her hands slides to his wrist and they walk away from us like that. 
 
    Trevor leans down and kisses my cheek. “You fucking rock, Pres.” 
 
    As I watch Bridget walk away with Kane, I don't feel like I rock. 
 
    I'm just sad. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
    We hang out in the canyon for another hour or so afterward. We talk with Brett and Jake and Maddie and Gina. The boys are amped up by what we've done and the girls just keep asking me if I'm okay. 
 
    “I would've shit myself,” Gina informs me. “Right there on the back of the bike. In public.” 
 
    It's funny, but I don't feel much like laughing.  
 
    Because all I can think about is Bridget. 
 
    Brett rides Kane's bike out of the canyon and Trevor and I are on his. The wind is colder now and the adrenaline is wearing off. I'm tired and my body aches. 
 
    And so does my heart. 
 
    When the bike stops, I'm lost in thought, and I sit up. 
 
    We're at the beach. 
 
    The water is dark, the wind is coming in steady, and the sand is empty. 
 
    “What are we doing?” I ask. 
 
    “I need to rinse off,” he says, getting off the bike. He pulls his shirt off and smiles. “I hate all this dirt and shit on me.” 
 
    “Uh, you ever heard of this thing called a shower?” 
 
    He laughs. “Uh, yeah, smart ass. But sometimes I prefer to jump in the ocean.” He lifts me off the bike and sets me down on the pavement. “You wanna join me?” 
 
    “No, because I'll freeze my ass off,” I tell him. 
 
    He opens a rear compartment on the bike and pulls out a thick, plaid blanket. He hands it to me. “This should keep you warm while you wait.” 
 
    We walk down to the sand and I wrap the blanket around me. He strips down to his boxers and jogs down to the water. I sit down in the sand and watch him dive into the water, popping up on the other side of the black and white waves. He swims out a little ways, then turns around, and heads back. He rises out of the ocean like Aquaman, water dripping from his entire body, the boxers clinging to him in all the right places. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    I unwrap the blanket from my body and spread it on the sand so he has somewhere to sit. He sits down next to me, leaning back on his hands, and takes a deep breath. 
 
    “Aren't you freezing?” I ask. 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “Nope. Feels good.” 
 
    “Freak.” 
 
    He laughs and nods. “Yep.” 
 
    We sit there for a few minutes, watching the waves, not talking.  
 
    “What is she doing with him?” he finally asks. 
 
    “Literally no idea,” I tell him. “Like I told you. I had no idea. We knew she'd hooked up with someone and that they were seeing each other, but she wouldn't tell us who it was. Now I guess I know why.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “She doesn't know what she's doing.” 
 
    “What's his story?” I ask. 
 
    He wipes some of the water off his face and runs a hand through his wet hair, pushing it all back in a big, messy mop. “I don't even know where to start with him. Well, we were friends in grade school.” He shrugs. “We were the biggest and the fastest kids, so we played sports and all that. It's like with Athena. We got pushed together. And it was fine. We were kids, so we were friends. But then he got super competitive. About everything. We couldn't ride our bikes to the beach without it becoming a thing. It was stupid.” He shakes his head. “So I just sort of got tired of it. And, you know. You get older and it's easier to drift to other people in middle school. So we had other friends. But it pissed him off.” 
 
    “That you weren't friends anymore?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. And it wasn't even that we weren't friends. We just weren't hanging out. But he took it personally. And, like, it's never gone away. His family moved to Del Sol in eighth grade and some people told me it was so he could actually play sports against me. I don't know if that's true or not, but it sort of seemed like it was.” He smiles at me. “Joke was on him, though, because I bailed on sports when I got to high school.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He wrinkles his nose. “Because I just got tired of it. Too much bullshit. And all the parents were assholes. Football parents wanted me to play football, basketball parents wanted me to play basketball, and baseball parents wanted me to play baseball. Everyone wanted me to concentrate on one sport and it just got stupid. I just decided I'd rather surf. So I quit all of it. Fuck it, you know?” 
 
    I nod. “Sure. Do you miss that stuff, though?” 
 
    He thinks for a moment, then shakes his head. “Not really. Playing ball with shitheads like Derek and Kane?” He shakes his head again. “Fuck no. And all the time it took was crazy. I'm happy surfing.” He smiles at me. “And being with you.” 
 
    I lean into him. “Thanks. Same.” 
 
    He turns back to the water. “But Kane's just never let it go. When he realized I wasn't playing anything anymore, he decided to focus on surfing because he knew he'd find me out here. It's always something. It's fucking exhausting. And I've just seen him do some ridiculous shit.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like punch a guy in the face because he thought it was funny,” he says. “Like slash some tires because they were parked in a spot he wanted. I've heard other shit, too, that I'm not sure is true, but I don't know. He's just a bad dude. That's all I can tell you.” He glances at me. “And I've heard awful shit about him and girls. So. Be prepared.” He looks at me for a long moment. “I guarantee he came up to you on the beach because he found out we were together. Just trying to start shit. And it wouldn't surprise me at all if he's messing around with Bridget because she's connected to you.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “That seems like...a lot?” 
 
    “I know it does,” he says. “But he's a lot.” 
 
    The waves are rolling in rhythmically, small flat lines of white that disappear when they reach the shore. Over and over again.  
 
    “So you're telling me I should be worried,” I say. 
 
    “I'm not telling you anything except that Kane is an asshole,” he says. “I know she's your friend, but if she's stepping into his world? Look out.” 
 
    I nod. I'm not sure how I want to handle it. Her reaction to me in the canyon wasn't what I was expecting. I need more time to think on it before I do or say anything to her. 
 
    “What will you do with his motorcycle?” I ask. 
 
    Trevor shrugs. “Sell it, probably. I'm not gonna take it apart and sell it because that's a pain in the ass. I was just trying to piss him off.” 
 
    “You'll really sell it?” I ask. 
 
    He looks at me. “Why wouldn't I?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I say. “It's just sort of weird that you take his bike because you beat him in a race.” 
 
    “That's the deal,” he says. “Don't play if you can't pay. And fuck him. If it was someone else?” He shrugs. “Maybe I'd handle it differently. But Kane? I'm selling that shit and I won't think twice about doing it.” 
 
    “Just asking,” I say. “Not telling you what to do.” 
 
    He covers my hand with his. “And thanks for tonight.” 
 
    “What did I do?” I ask. 
 
    “You rode with me,” he says. “And I know you were scared, but you got on anyway and you did it. You trusted me.” His eyes sparkle in the moonlight. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You don't have to thank me,” I tell him. “I wanted to do it.” 
 
    He laughs. “No, you didn't. But you did anyway.” He winces. “But you may have broken a rib, hanging on to me.” 
 
    “Maybe if you didn't drive like a fucking maniac.” 
 
    “Maybe I was just trying to get to the finish line so you'd let go and I could breathe again.” 
 
    I slap him in the chest and he falls onto his back, laughing. There are beads of water still on his chest and his boxers are still clinging to him.  
 
    I climb on top of him and lay my hands flat on his chest. I lean down and kiss him softly. His hands crawl up my back and into my hair and I kiss him harder. He pushes his hips harder up into mine and my tongue slithers into his mouth. He groans softly as I push my hips down against him. I can feel him against me. I reach down with one hand and find him in the wet boxers. He groans again.  
 
    “Take my shorts off,” I whisper. 
 
    He unbuttons them and pushes them down my thighs. I tug on the waistband of his boxers and pull them down.  
 
    He grabs the edges of the blanket and wraps it around me, covering us up. I move my hips until I find him, then push down.  
 
    He groans and pushes all the way up into me. 
 
    My breath catches and I lean down, pressing my hands into his bare chest, my lips brushing his.  
 
    We find our rhythm. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper. 
 
    His hands grip my hips as we move, keeping us as one. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispers. “Always.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
    Bridget doesn't show up on Monday morning to take me to school. 
 
    I'm not surprised, but it still bugs me. She ignores my texts all weekend, so I know I might have to ride my bike, but it still bothers me. I've texted Maddie and Gina, but they haven't heard from her, either.  
 
    So we come up with a plan. 
 
    An intervention, of sorts. 
 
    And it's the same thing I learned from Trevor. 
 
    We take turns calling each other in and telling the office that our daughter has a doctor's appointment before lunch. The office arranges to send each of us a blue slip. Then I call again and arrange for one to be sent to Bridget. 
 
    I'm waiting outside of her classroom when she comes out with a confused look on her face. When she sees me, she slows. “What are you doing, Presley?” 
 
    “Waiting for you,” I say. “Early lunch. Come on.” 
 
    She stops. “Why? No. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I told you,” I say. “Early lunch. My treat.” 
 
    “I don't want to go to lunch with you,” she says. 
 
    It's sharp and ugly and it stings. 
 
    She sighs. “Sorry. I didn't mean it like that.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I say, trying to brush it aside. “But we're going to lunch.” 
 
    “You can't make me,” she says. 
 
    “You ignored my texts,” I tell her. “You didn't talk to me after the race. You didn't pick me up this morning. At the very least, you can have lunch with me.” 
 
    She looks down. I'm trying to make her feel guilty and I'm hoping that it's working. 
 
    She looks up. “Okay.” 
 
    We walk to the parking lot and Gina and Maddie are waiting in Maddie's car at the curb.  
 
    Bridget slows down. “I thought it was just us.” 
 
    “It's not,” I tell her. “It's all four of us. They deserve lunch, too.” 
 
    She purses her lips, then continues walking to the car. She gets in behind Gina and I walk around and slide in behind Maddie. 
 
    We drive in silence to Juanito's. When we get there, I ask her what she wants. 
 
    “I'm not hungry,” she says. 
 
    I order her a taco anyway.  
 
    We are at the picnic table, our food in front of us, when I break the ice. 
 
    “I'm sorry we surprised you with the blue slip,” I say. “But I was pretty sure you would've ignored me if I'd invited you to lunch.” 
 
    She doesn't say anything. 
 
    “What's going on, Bridget?” I ask. “Just talk to us.” 
 
    She picks at the paper that holds the taco. “Nothing's going on.” 
 
    “Nothing's going on?” Gina says. “You're ghosting the fuck out of us and running around with Kane Tressle. That's way more than nothing.” 
 
    “I'm not running around with Kane,” Bridget snaps. “We're going out. We're together.” 
 
    “Just like that?” Gina says, frowning. “You go from no boyfriend to dating...him? And you don't even tell us? What the fuck, Bridget?” 
 
    “Because I knew this is how it would go,” Bridget says, folding her arms across her chest. “I knew this is what happen.” She looks at me. “I literally called it.” 
 
    I can't deny that. 
 
    “Bridge, look,” Maddie says, trying a calmer approach. “Think of how this looks to us. All of a sudden you're with this guy and we don't know why or how it happened or anything about it. Add to that the fact that you're ignoring us and I don't think it's bullshit that we're wondering what's going on with you.” She smiles. “It's not to get in your face. It's just that...it's you. So we care.” 
 
    Bridget's expression softens a little, but she still seems wary. “I saw how you looked at me on Friday. What's the point in even talking about it?” 
 
    “I think we were surprised,” I say. “That might explain the looks.” 
 
    “You can fucking say that again,” Gina says, not bothering to hide her anger. 
 
    Maddie touches her shoulder. “Surprised is the right word, Bridge. We had no idea. Again. Put yourself in our shoes. What if I'd been the one who showed up like that and you had no warning? How would you have felt?” 
 
    Maddie is way better at this than Gina or me. She's keeping everyone calm, but asking the right questions. 
 
    “Okay, I'm sorry I didn't tell you about him,” Bridget says. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “You don't have to apologize,” I tell her. “You don't owe us an apology for that. It's your business.” 
 
    “Then what are we doing?” she asks, cutting her eyes at me. “I thought that's what you wanted.” 
 
    “I think what we want is to make sure you're alright,” I tell her. “That's all. And, yeah, I guess maybe we do want to know a little about what's going on. Wouldn't you?” 
 
    She looks down at the taco, but doesn't touch it. “I guess.” She sighs. “Okay, look. I get that you don't like him. I didn't like him before I got to know him, either. But he's not what you think.” 
 
    Gina shakes her head, but doesn't say anything. She grabs her drink and sucks hard on the straw. 
 
    “We hooked up that night at the beach,” she says. “I was walking down by the water and he was, too. We started talking and things just...went from there. I didn't say anything because I honestly didn't know what was going to happen. But he called me and we went out and we've just been together. He asked me to come on Friday. I knew you guys would be there because I knew it was going to be Trevor he was racing against.” She looks at each of us. “But, at that point, I didn't know what to say to you guys. I knew it was going to suck, so I just let it go. And then...it all happened.” She shrugs. “So that's it.” 
 
    Gina rolls her eyes. “That's not just it, Bridget. Jesus. Okay, fine. You were holding back because you didn't know if it was just a hook up or whatever. That's fine. But not talking to us? Ignoring us? Then ignoring us again on Friday at the races? What the fuck?” 
 
    She was far angrier than Maddie or I was and, as usual, she wasn't holding back. 
 
    “Because Kane told me if I talked to you guys, you'd just tell me to break up with him,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Kane,” Gina says, not hiding the disgust in her voice. “Kane told you that. Because he knows us so fucking well. And you listened.” She shakes her head and looks at Maddie. “This is fucking stupid.” 
 
    “It's not fucking stupid,” Bridget says, an edge in her voice I haven't heard before. “I really like him. And you don't. That isn't my problem. It's fucking yours.” 
 
    “We don't know him,” Maddie says. “How could we like or dislike him?” 
 
    “Yeah, because we didn't talk about him before, right?” Bridget says. “You just magically have forgotten all the shit we used to talk about him now?” 
 
    Maddie thinks for a moment. “Well, no. But if you're telling me he's different, I'm willing to listen.” 
 
    Bridget looks at me. “And what about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “I'm sure Trevor told you all sorts of shit about him, right?” she says. “Don't tell me he didn't.” 
 
    I consider lying to her, but figure it's pointless. “He did. But, like Maddie said. If you're telling me it's different, I'm willing to listen.” 
 
    “Oh, bullshit you are,” she says, frowning at me. “Trevor has you wrapped around his finger. And his dick.” 
 
    My cheeks go warm and I look down at my food. 
 
    “Hey, fuck you, Bridget,” Gina says, standing up. “Presley's been the one who's been so worried about you and wanted to do this. So fuck you for being a bitch like that. You wanna go fuck some asshole, fine. But you don't get to be a rotten bitch about it.” She shakes her head. “I'll be in the car. I'm not hungry anymore.” She stalks off toward the car. 
 
    The three of us sit there in silence for a minute. 
 
    “I don't wanna do this,” Bridget says, standing up. “I shouldn't have let you talk me into this anyway.” 
 
    “Come on, Bridge,” Maddie says. “Sit down.” 
 
    “No,” she says, shaking her head. “I'm done with this.” She looks at me. “Whatever he told you, it's a lie. Kane told me all about Trevor. He's worse than we've ever known. He's a pathological liar.” 
 
    I look at her. “If you say so.” 
 
    “You'll see,” she says. “And don't come crying to me about it when you figure it out.” She shakes her head. “You swore you wouldn't do this. You swore you wouldn't judge. But here you are.” 
 
    “I haven't said shit,” I say, the anger rising up inside of me. “I've been on your side. But you aren't even listening. You've just decide that you know what you think you know. I'm not sure how we're supposed to reason with someone who's so fucking defensive.” 
 
    “I'm not defensive!” she yelled. “But I'm not sure what else I'm supposed to do when my friends are attacking me!” 
 
    “No one's attacking you,” Maddie says. 
 
    “The fuck you aren't,” Bridget snaps. “You fucking kidnapped me and brought me here to tell me how I don't know what I'm doing. You already told Presley about Evan, as if this is even the same thing. So spare me your bullshit.” She looks at me. “And spare me Trevor's.” 
 
    She storms away from the table and Maddie and I watch her walk down the street, disappearing around the corner. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Trevor says. “That's crazy.” 
 
    It's after school and we're on the beach. I've been angry since lunch and I texted him and told him I was going surfing after school, with or without him. He texted back and said he'd take me home to get my board. We don't talk much on the way there. I run inside, change into my bikini, and throw my board and wetsuit in his truck and as we drive to the beach, I finally tell him about what happened at lunch. 
 
    “Crazy is one word for it,” I tell him. “She just lost it completely.” 
 
    “Fucking sucks,” he says. 
 
    We pull into the lot at the beach and get out. I don't even look at the water to see what the waves look like. I don't care. I just need to get out there. 
 
    I pull the neoprene suit on over my biking and grab the board out of the back. Trevor pulls on a rash guard, once again proving that he's inhuman. The water temperatures have dropped, but he rarely needs anything more than the short sleeved T-shirt in the water. I need to check him for gills. 
 
    We walk down the sand to the ocean and I hesitate when the icy water washes over my bare feet. I take a deep breath, take a couple more steps, then drop the board into the water, and start paddling. I push the board down under a small wave, letting the chilly water swallow me up. I come up on the other side and take a deep breath, throwing my now wet hair back. 
 
    The ocean is home. 
 
    The lineup is non-existent and we have the water to ourselves. The waves suck, but I don't care. They are windblown and mushy and the sets are inconsistent, but I'm happy to paddle and ride whatever shows up. Trevor mostly straddles his board outside the break and watches. He's a wave snob. 
 
    After an hour, my muscles ache and my arms are heavy. We paddle in and I drop my board in the sand, sitting down next to it. Clouds are rolling in above the water, giving the sky an angry, uncertain look. 
 
    “You were tearing it up out there,” Trevor says, sitting down next to me. 
 
    “Was I? Didn't feel like it.” 
 
    He nods. “You were. Like you were mad at the world.” 
 
    “I kind of am,” I say, still breathing hard and trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “I get it,” he says. “Rough day.” 
 
    “And then some.” 
 
    “He's going to hurt her, Presley,” he tells me. “He knows she's your friend and you're with me. It's all connected and he knows it. I don't know what it is, but I swear to god this isn't some coincidence.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and the feeling starts to come back in my numb toes. “What if it is?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if it is all a coincidence?” I ask. “What if Kane didn't know that she and I are friends and they just hooked up and it turned into something else? That isn't impossible, is it?” 
 
    He stares out at the water for a moment. “Impossible? No, I guess not. But I don't think it's very likely that this isn't a set up.” 
 
    “Why not?” I ask.  
 
    “First, he came up to you on the beach,” he says. “He knew who you were. He did his whole act. So he already knew you or about you or whatever. Second, he goes to Del Sol. Our schools, they don't really party together. We're rivals. But he just coincidentally shows up at a party we're having at The Hump?” He shakes his head. “Doubt that very much. But let's say it's true. He's just magically there somehow coincidentally. But then he also manages to hook up with your best friend? While you aren't around?” He raises an eyebrow. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    The way he says it, it does all sound insane.  
 
    But not impossible. 
 
    “She also said that Kane told her you were the one lying about him,” I say. 
 
    He laughs. “Of course he did. What would you expect?” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “Wait,” he says. “You don't believe that, do you?” 
 
    I put my head on his shoulder. “No. I'm just over the drama. It's bullshit. And if Bridget is going to get hurt, I don't know what to do about it.” 
 
    “There's nothing you can do about it,” he says. “If she doesn't see it and she doesn't want to listen, there's nothing you can do. You're gonna have to let her figure it out on her own.” 
 
    I know that he's right, but it doesn't make me feel any better. I want Bridget to listen to me, to trust me. And I don't want to be the cause if she gets burned. I hate the drama. I hate the lying. I hate all of it. 
 
    “Don't ever lie to me,” I say. “Please.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” he asks. 
 
    “Because I don't want you to hurt me,” I tell him. “Just always be honest with me. It will always be better that way.” 
 
    He puts his arm around me. “Alright. Same goes for you. Don't ever lie to me.” 
 
    “I won't,” I tell him. “I won't.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Check your phone,” Gina says. “Right now.” 
 
    It's Wednesday night and we're at The Hump. I haven't heard a word from Bridget since we pulled her out of class on Monday. I saw her once in the hall, but she was gone before I could even decide if I was going to say anything to her. Maddie was picking me up for school and Gina was giving me rides home and the three of us were having lunch together.  
 
    And it was all still weird. 
 
    I didn't want to go out on Wednesday, but my dad was at the office and Trevor was hanging with Brett and Jake, so I didn't have a good excuse when Gina said she and Maddie were coming to get me. 
 
    I was standing near the fire, sipping vodka and Sprite from a cup, when she came up to me. 
 
    “I thought you were chasing that sophomore kid,” I tell her. 
 
    “I was,” she says. Then she takes me by the arm and drags me away from the fire and from the people around the ring. “Presley. I'm serious. Check your phone.” 
 
    “For what?” I ask, confused. 
 
    She's clearly nervous. “Do you want me to just show you?” 
 
    “Show me what?” 
 
    Maddie comes running up, a panicked look on her face. “Jesus, Presley!” 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I ask. 
 
    Gina pulls out her phone and starts tapping the screen. “It started showing up on Snap stories. It's fucking everywhere. I don't...I don't even know what to say.” 
 
    “If you don't show me I'm going to lose my mind,” I tell them. 
 
    Maddie is pale, shaking her head. 
 
    Gina finally stops tapping her phone, then looks at me. “You're sure you wanna see this?” 
 
    I rip the phone from her hand. “See what?” I look down at the screen. 
 
    It takes me a second to realize what I'm looking at. 
 
    Then I realize it's a photo of me. 
 
    Without any clothes on. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whisper. 
 
    “I don't know where it came from,” Gina says. “It just started showing up like ten minutes ago.” 
 
    I'm on my back in the picture and you can see...everything. It looks like I'm on a bed. My legs are spread wide and my hands are under my boobs, pushing them up. 
 
    But there's something wrong. 
 
    “That's not me,” I say. 
 
    They both look at me like I'm crazy. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Gina says. “That's your face, Presley. I stared at it for a long time to make sure. That's you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it's my face,” I tell her. “But that's not my body.” 
 
    They both lean in to look at the screen. 
 
    “I mean, you wouldn't know unless you've seen me naked,” I say. “But there's a scar on her thigh, near her hip. I don't have that. And my stomach isn't that ripped.” I shake my head. “It's not me.” 
 
    They stare at the screen, then me, then back at the screen. 
 
    I can tell they don't believe me. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I say. I give the phone back to Gina. I set my cup in the sand and unzip my shorts. I push down on the left side, until the shorts and my underwear are below my hip. “Look.” 
 
    They both lean down. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gina says. “It's not you.” 
 
    I lift up my shirt to show them my stomach. “And look. I don't have muscles.” I point at the phone. “She does.” 
 
    They look between me and the phone. 
 
    “You're right,” Maddie finally says. 
 
    “I know I'm right,” I say, pulling my shorts back up and zipping them up. “I know what I fucking look like.” 
 
    “It looks so much like you,” Gina says. “I mean, it is your face. And the body size is right. And you have nice boobs.” 
 
    It's funny, but I don't feel like laughing. 
 
    “The problem is unless you're going to show everyone your leg and stomach, no one's going to know it's not you,” Maddie says. “Because that is your face.” 
 
    I took the phone from Gina again. It really is my face. And it really could be my body. 
 
    But it's absolutely not. 
 
    “Who the fuck did this?” I whisper. 
 
    Maddie starts to say something, but her eyes drift past me, then narrow. “I might have an idea.” 
 
    I turn and look. 
 
    On the other side of the fire ring, I see Shanna. 
 
    With Athena. 
 
    And they are laughing. 
 
    At the phone in Shanna's hand. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    I pick up my drink and storm across the sand. “Hey!” 
 
    Neither of them look my way at first. 
 
    “Hey!” I scream again. 
 
    This time, they both turn toward me.  
 
    Shanna quickly shoves her phone in her pocket. “Oh, hey what's up, slut?” 
 
    “You fucking did it,” I say. “You fucking did it.” 
 
    “Did what?” Shanna says, smiling. “I don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    “I knew you liked attention,” Athena says. “I just didn't realize you wanted everyone to see...everything.” 
 
    I launch my drink at them, covering them both in what's left of my vodka and Sprite. Athena screams and shuts her eyes, stumbling backward. Shanna turns away and stumbles. 
 
    I tackle her and take her down to the sand. I get her hair in my hand and shove her face into the sand. “You fucking did it!” 
 
    Hands are pulling at me and lifting me off of her, but her hair is in my hands and I'm not letting go. I jerk her head up with me as I'm being pulled up and she screams. 
 
    “You fucking did it!” I yell again. 
 
    Someone stronger than me is prying my fingers from her hair and then I'm on my feet. Gina is in front of me, between me and Shanna. Some guy I don't recognize is holding my arms and I can't wrangle free of him. 
 
    “You crazy bitch!” Shanna says, sitting up in the sand. Half her face is covered in sand, my drink having created a paste on her cheek. “You crazy fucking bitch!” 
 
    I look at Athena who is still wiping at her eyes. “And you're next!” I try to get loose, but the guy is stronger than I am and he holds me in place. 
 
    “Chill,” Gina says. “Just chill.” 
 
    “You want me to chill?” I say to her. “Are you fucking kidding me? First she drugs me, now this? I will not fucking chill!” I look at Shanna. “I am going to fucking kill you!” My chest is heaving and I can't catch my breath.  
 
    Shanna gets to her feet and brushes the sand from her face. “You are such a fucking drama queen. I don't know who took that picture of you. I just shared it because I thought everyone needed to see how nasty you are.” She looks me up and down. “Not my fault you let people take pictures of you like that.” 
 
    I scream and lunge, but the guy still has hold of me. Gina pushes back on my chest.  
 
    “Seriously,” Athena says. “If you don't want people to see what a skank you are, maybe don't let your boyfriend take pictures. Like it's our fault.” 
 
    My lungs are burning and I'm shaking. I want to grab each of them and throw them into the fire. 
 
    “Come on,” Maddie says in my ear. “We'll take you home.”  
 
    I look around. Everyone on the beach is standing there. Looking at me. 
 
    And checking their phones. 
 
    It doesn't matter that it's not me. 
 
    The perception is already that it is. 
 
    I'm the girl in the picture and I'm not going to be able to do anything about it. It's out in the world and there's no pulling it back. It doesn't matter who did it.  
 
    It's done. 
 
    The tears start welling in my eyes and the last thing I want is for them to see me cry, to see that they've gotten to me. 
 
    I look at Maddie. “Okay. Take me home.” 
 
    She studies me, then nods. “Okay.” 
 
    I shake free of the hands holding me and, for a moment, I consider charging both of them again.  
 
    But I know it won't change a thing. 
 
    Instead, I turn and walk away from them and let the tears pour out of my eyes on the way to the car. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY SIX 
 
      
 
    I cannot look anyone in the eye. 
 
    It's the next morning and I'm at school. Maddie and Gina picked me up, but we don't really talk on the way. They each hug me and head to class. I'm standing at my locker and I'm afraid to look anywhere but inside of it. I can't imagine how quickly the picture spread overnight. I assume it went out like a brushfire with no one to fight it. There will be fewer people that haven't see it than have.  
 
    I mess with the books in the back. 
 
    It doesn't matter that I know the truth. It doesn't matter that I know it's a Photoshopped picture of my face on someone else's body. It doesn't matter that it's a just a picture of me supposedly naked. It'll be sexualized. It'll be treated like I've done something wrong.  
 
    And it won't go away. 
 
    I think about making it my mission to figure out who did it, but I'm not sure what the point is. It could be Shanna or Athena or Derek or someone I don't know. There's nothing to do if I get the answer. The picture doesn't go magically away. 
 
    The internet is forever. 
 
    A hand touches my shoulder and I jump. 
 
    “Sorry,” Trevor says. “Didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    I don't turn around. “It's okay.” 
 
    He leans around me and kisses me on the cheek. “You okay?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Jake just punched a kid in the parking lot who was looking at it,” he says. “That make you feel better?” 
 
    I snort. “No.” 
 
    “I think I broke a finger,” Jake says. “Show some gratitude.” 
 
    I turn around. Brett and Jake are both standing behind Trevor. Jake holds his hand up. One of his fingers is red and swollen. 
 
    “Maybe don't punch people,” I say. 
 
    He looks at Trevor. “Her telling me not to punch people is kinda hilarious.” 
 
    I can't help but laugh. 
 
    When I got home, I called Trevor. He'd already seen it and he knew it wasn't me. He asked if I wanted him to come over. I told him I did, but that my dad was home and it wasn't a good idea. So we talked for an hour and I cried and told him everything I was worried and mad about. He listened and asked me what I wanted him to do. I told him there was nothing for him to do, but it made me feel a little better that I at least wasn't having to convince him that the picture wasn't me. 
 
    “I'm gonna go find Morgan,” Brett says. “See you clowns later.” 
 
    “Derek?” I say. “Why's he going to find Derek?” 
 
    Trevor shrugs. “Make sure he doesn't have an interest in photography.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It doesn't matter who did it.” 
 
    “The fuck it doesn't,” Trevor says. “If he did it, then he'll pay.” 
 
    I frown. “This isn't a movie. Don't be stupid.” 
 
    “I'd love to punch that asshole,” Jake says. 
 
    “Stop,” I say. “Both of you. There doesn't need to be any punching. The bigger deal I make over it, the longer it's going to stick around. It's out there. It's not me. I can't change what people think.” 
 
    “I can,” Trevor mutters. 
 
    “No, you really can't,” I tell him. “You can run around here, beating the crap out of everyone, and it won't make the picture disappear. And what could it possibly get me? An apology? What good does that do?” I shake my head. “I don't want even want that from whoever did it.” 
 
    The bell rings and I turn and close the door to the locker. 
 
    “It's not okay,” Trevor says. 
 
    “No shit it's not okay,” I say. “But you know what's not okay, either? People are looking at me like I've done something wrong, but I haven't. Even if that thing was real, I wouldn't have done anything wrong. It's a picture of someone's naked body. Why the hell should that make me feel like I've done something wrong?” I frown at him. “I'm thinking I should take a real picture of myself and put it out there. Fuck everyone. I'm not embarrassed of what I look like and it doesn't say anything about me that I'm ashamed of.” 
 
    “Don't do that,” Trevor says. 
 
    “Why shouldn't I?” I say. “I'm serious. Why shouldn't I? How does it change who I am? I'm sick of people treating girls like shit because they show up in pictures like this. It's bullshit.” I look down the hallway. “Maybe I should just take my clothes off now and go to class naked.” 
 
    “Don't,” Trevor says. 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because I don't want everyone seeing how hot my girlfriend is,” he says. “Then I really would have to start kicking asses because they'll all start hitting on you.” 
 
    I can't help it. 
 
    I laugh again. 
 
    But I mean what I say. 
 
    It's all bullshit and I shouldn't be hiding in my locker. 
 
    I sling my bag over my shoulder. “I'm going to class.” 
 
    “We're walking with you,” Trevor says. 
 
    Jake nods. 
 
    “You don't have to,” I tell him. “I'm fine.” 
 
    “Has nothing to do with you being fine,” he says. “I know you are.” He takes my hand. “We're just gonna make sure you get there fully clothed.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “You look exhausted,” I say. 
 
    It's the next morning. I make it through the school day just fine. Shanna won't look at me in art and that's just fine. I have a paper due in English, so that keeps me at home, and I end up going to bed early.  
 
    But it looks like my dad stayed up all night or something. There are dark circles around his eyes, his hair is a mess, and he's moving slowly. 
 
    “Mmmm,” he says, sitting down at the table across from me. He holds the coffee cup to his lips, sips from it, then sets it down. “Was a late one.” 
 
    “It's been a lot of late ones,” I say, finishing my eggs. “I think you need a night off.” 
 
    He frowns. “No such thing, I'm afraid.” 
 
    “Is this all Trevor's dad?” 
 
    He takes another sip of the coffee and leans back in his chair. “Mostly, yeah. He's got some new things in play and I'm just trying...to get everything in order.” 
 
    I think about the conversation I had with Maddie. “Is it the app thing?” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “And how would you know about any app thing?” 
 
    “Just...conversations.” 
 
    “From Trevor?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No.” 
 
    He squints at me, like he's trying to read my mind. 
 
    I hold my hands up. “Forget I asked.” 
 
    “It's not that you asked,” he says. “It's that you know. There's a lot of...secrecy around some deals because they require it for a number of different reasons. I'm wondering how something like that might leak out.” 
 
    “I'm not trying to get anyone in trouble,” I say. “I was just asking a question.” 
 
    He frowns. “Hmm. Alright.” 
 
    “But this is what's keep you up at night?” I ask. “And away from home all the time?” 
 
    “He's got a lot of irons in the fire,” he says. “And I'm sort of in charge of the fire. Which is a good thing because the fire is making us a lot of money. But it's also a lot of work.” He pauses. “And I'm sorry I haven't been home. I feel bad.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I tell him. “I know you had to do what you have to do.” 
 
    “Still. Hopefully, one of these nights, I can actually be at home and we can have a normal dinner,” he says. “And watch a movie. Or fall asleep early.” 
 
    “It's okay, Dad,” I say again. 
 
    “And go car shopping,” he adds. “I know we've put that off. But we'll get to it. I promise.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I tell him. I pick up my empty plate and take it to the sink. “Do you want me to make you something to eat?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, I'll grab something on my way in. How are you, Pres? Really. How are you?” 
 
    I rinse the plate and put it in the dishwasher. “I'm okay.” 
 
    “Just okay?” he asks. “I feel like I know nothing about what's going on in your life right now.” 
 
    “It's just school stuff,” I tell him. “Nothing exciting.” 
 
    “We need to start looking at schools for you,” he says. “For next year.” 
 
    “I know. 
 
    “Any ideas?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not really.” 
 
    “Well, start getting some,” he says. “Make a list. We'll go visit.” 
 
    I want to ask when, but I don't want to make him feel guilty. I know he means well, but it's hard to envision him getting free from work long enough to be able to drive or fly somewhere to check out a college.  
 
    “Okay,” I tell him. “I will.” 
 
    He finishes his coffee and stands up. “Okay, good. I need to get a move on. You want me to drop you?” 
 
    “Maddie's coming,” I say. “I'm covered.” 
 
    “Where's Bridget been?” 
 
    With a psychopath. 
 
    “Just...busy,” I tell him. “But I'm covered. Go.” 
 
    He walks over and gives me a hug. He kisses the top of my head. “I miss talking with you.” 
 
    “I'll be here,” I tell him. “When you get a break.” 
 
    He lets go and grabs his car keys from the table. “Let's hope that's soon. Real soon.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “I think we should kidnap her,” Gina says. 
 
    “Yeah,” Maddie says. “Hold her hostage.” 
 
    It's Friday night and we're at The Hump. We each are holding a red cup, but I'm not drinking because I'm driving Maddie's car. I feel guilty that they've been hauling me around and I never have to worry about staying sober. So I've volunteered to just drink Sprite all night. 
 
    “We can't kidnap her,” I tell them. “What would that do anyway?” 
 
    “We could deprogram her,” Gina says. “Just tie her to a chair and get her to spit it all out.” 
 
    “I think you've been watching too many really bad movies,” I tell her. 
 
    “It's just gonna have to play out,” Maddie says. “We can't force her to do anything.” 
 
    I nod because I think she's right.  
 
    Gina makes a face. “I don't like that answer.” She looks around. “I might have to kiss a boy to make myself feel better.” 
 
    “I mean, there aren't many boys left that you haven't kissed,” Maddie says. 
 
    “You say that's like a bad thing,” Gina says. “It's like I'm collecting data on all of them.” 
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    “Where's Trevor tonight?” Maddie asks. 
 
    “They were gonna surf,” I tell her. 
 
    Gina shakes her head. “I cannot tell you how weird it is that you guys aren't attached at the hip.” 
 
    “Why is it weird?” 
 
    “Because that's what people do in high school,” she answers. “They act married before they actually are.” 
 
    I shake my head. “We aren't like that. We talked about it. Neither of us wants that. We want friends. And we don't want drama.” 
 
    “Whoever would've thought that Trevor Robinson was...a grownup,” Maddie says. “Never would've guessed.” 
 
    Gina lifts her cup in the air. “So you're telling me that if you went over to that group of junior boys over there by the fire and struck up a conversation, he'd be fine with it?” 
 
    I look at the boys. “No. Probably not.” 
 
    “And you'd be fine with him striking up a conversation with that snooty looking sophomore over there?” Maddie says, pointing. 
 
    I follow her finger. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I say. 
 
    They both laugh. 
 
    “But that's different than letting us each spend time with our friends,” I tell them. “I like hanging out with you guys. And he has Brett and Jake.” 
 
    Maddie leans in close. “What do you think those three talk about?”  
 
    “Same shit we do,” Gina says. “Girls. Food. Fucking.” 
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    Gina stands up. “Alright. I'm gonna go find some virgin lips.” 
 
    “Wait,” Maddie says, standing with her. “I'll come, too.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Gina says. “Threesome. Now there's an idea.” 
 
    “I meant I would come with you to look for boys,” Maddie says. “I'm not putting my tongue in your mouth.” 
 
    “Yet,” Gina says. She looks at me. “Wanna come? You can supervise or something.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. You two go have your fun. I'll find you later.” 
 
    Gina grabs Maddie's ass and Maddie jumps.  
 
    “Let's go, hottie,” Gina says. “If I can't find a boy, I'll kiss you.” 
 
    “Not in your wildest dreams,” Maddie says. 
 
    I laugh and watch them make their way down the sand. I finish the Sprite in my cup and stand up, brushing the sand from my legs. The wind is cold off the water, the warm nights having morphed into much colder ones. I pull the hood on my hoodie over my head and walk past the first, then up the sand. 
 
    The beach is filled with kids, some making out, some drinking, some chatting. I wave at a few people, but mostly keep to myself. When I reach the point, I see Bridget coming at me. Her head is down and she's walking quickly. 
 
    “Hey,” I say when she reaches me. 
 
    She looks up startled. It takes her a moment to realize it's me. “What?” 
 
    I sigh. “Nothing. I just saw you coming and thought I'd say hi. My mistake.” 
 
    She looks at me like she doesn't understand the words I'm saying. “Why aren't you with your boyfriend?” Boyfriend comes out like it's a bad thing. 
 
    I start to answer, but I realize I don't want to fight with her. I shake my head and keep walking. Saying nothing is the best option I have.  
 
    She doesn't say anything and she doesn't follow me.  
 
    I'm almost out to the point when I see people walking toward me. I tuck my chin down against the wind and shove my hands into the pocket of the sweatshirt. 
 
    “Lookie here,” a familiar voice says. “She came looking for me.” 
 
    I don't have to look up to know the voice belongs to Kane Tressle. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY NINE 
 
      
 
    I can't keep walking because he and his two goon-like friends are blocking my path. I turn around to head back where I've come from, but he scrambles around me and blocks my path in that direction. 
 
    “Why you in such a hurry, sweetheart?” he says, smiling. “You just found me.” 
 
    “Wasn't looking for you,” I say. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Come on. It's nice and quiet down here. Let's have a little fun.” 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stands up and I palm my phone inside the pocket. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “Where's your boyfriend?” he asks. “Isn't he normally trailing behind you?” 
 
    “He's back up the beach,” I lie.  
 
    He studies me for a moment, then shakes his head. “Nah. If that asshole was here, he'd be with you.” He smiles. “It's our time, sweetheart.” 
 
    The two guys behind me laugh. 
 
    I changed tactics. 
 
    “Where's Bridget going?” I ask. 
 
    “Don't worry about her,” he says. “It's just me and you now, honey.” 
 
    “You done with her?” I ask. “Used her and now you're done with her? Just like we all told her you'd do?” 
 
    He laughs. “Oh, you wish, honey. Bridget is just fine. Maybe a little upset tonight, but she'll be back.” He grins at me. “Trust me. She'll be back.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I say, then take a step around him.  
 
    He puts his hand on my arm. “Come on. Don't be in such a hurry. We could--” 
 
    I catch him flush in the ear with my phone, smashing it as hard as I can against the side of his head. He jerks back and yelps. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Don't fucking touch me,” I say. I look at his friends. “Don't fucking touch me. Ever.” 
 
    My heart is racing. I know if they decide to, they can do whatever they want to me. I've taken my one shot and that's all I'm going to get. I hope it's enough. 
 
    “You fucking little bitch,” Kane says, his hand on his ear. He pulls his hand away, examines it, then puts it back on his hear. “You are going to be so sorry.” 
 
    I back up toward the water, then sidestep past him. I'll run if he makes a move toward me and I'll scream as loud as I can. I don't even know if my phone works after using it as a hammer on his skull. 
 
    But he doesn't move. He just watches me, a slow smile spreading across his face.  
 
    It's scarier than if he'd come after me. 
 
    “You are going to be so sorry,” he says again. 
 
    I've got some distance on him now and I finally turn my back to him. It takes everything I have in me not to turn around. I'm scared to death, but I don't want to give him the satisfaction of letting know he's scared me. My chest is heaving and I do my best to control my breathing. 
 
    “Thanks for a good time, Presley,” he calls from behind me. 
 
    Just hearing my name come out of his mouth makes me want to puke. 
 
    I hold up my middle finger high in the air and keep walking. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door startles me. 
 
    It's Sunday night. I got home from the party on Friday night and spend Saturday surfing with Trevor. It's a good day. My dad is home on Sunday morning and he makes breakfast and we walk on the beach in the afternoon. He's already prepared me that he needs to go into the office in the evening to get ready for a Monday morning meeting, but we have a really nice Sunday catching up. 
 
    So I'm lying on the couch, half-heartedly reading through a history assignment when the knock on the front door surprises me. I set my book on the coffee table and walk to the front door. 
 
    Bridget is standing there when I open it. 
 
    Her palm crashes into my cheek before I can react, white, hot light racing through the side of my face.  
 
    I stumble backward, in pain and confused. 
 
    “You fucking bitch,” Bridget growls. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes closed for a second, trying to regain my equilibrium, then open them again. There are tears on her face and hate in her eyes. 
 
    “What?” I say, my hand on my ear now, trying to fight off a ringing that's taken hold. 
 
    “You. Fucking. Bitch,” she repeats, enunciating each word carefully. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “With me?” she asks, wide-eyed. “Are you fucking kidding me? Are you seriously fucking kidding me?” 
 
    “No, I'm seriously fucking not,” I say. “I have no idea what's going on. I'm not used to opening my door and having my ex-best friend slap me in the face. So maybe you could elaborate a little bit more on why I'm such a bitch.” 
 
    “I knew you couldn't be happy for me,” she says. “I knew it. Everything is about you. Has to be about you.” 
 
    The ringing subsides and now I just have the throbbing in my cheek. “What is about me?” 
 
    “Everything!” she cries, on the verge of hysterics. “Everything is about you!” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose and try to stay calm. “Bridget, I have no idea what you think I've done or why you're so angry with me. So just tell me so we can get this over with. As far as I know, I've done my best to stay away from you because that's what you wanted. So I have no idea what you think I've done to you or what is about me or why I'm such a bitch.” 
 
    She stares at me, then lets out a jagged, ugly laugh. “I can't even believe this. I can't believe you're pretending you didn't do anything. How fucking typical.” 
 
    “You can either tell me what you think I'm pretending I didn't do or you can leave,” I say. “Your choice. But I'm shutting the door in five seconds if you don't start making sense.” 
 
    She smiles at me, but there's no pleasantness in it. There's no friendship. She hates me now and I have no idea why. 
 
    “You probably didn't think anyone would find out,” she finally says. “Much less film it.” 
 
    “Film what?” 
 
    “You thought you could just do it and get away with it,” she says, like I haven't even spoken. “Or just deny it. Like you're doing right now.” The smile creeps back on her lips. “But it's on video and there's nowhere for you to hide. Everyone is going to know who you are. What you are.” The smile disappears and her eyes fill with tears. The hate vanishes, replaced by utter sadness. “I hate you, Presley Baxter. I will hate you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    She turns and walks away. 
 
    I stand there for a moment, frozen in place, baffled by what's just happened. I watch her pull away from the curb. I finally go over and close the front door. 
 
    I put my hand to my face. My cheek is still throbbing. 
 
    What exactly did I do? 
 
    My phone vibrates on the coffee table. 
 
    What does she think I did? 
 
    Who told her that I did something? 
 
    She can't possible be that upset over my hitting Kane with my phone. 
 
    My phone vibrates again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    I realize it's going crazy. 
 
    A knot forms in my stomach. 
 
    I walk over to the table and pick up the phone. It's vibrating like it's stuck. I'm afraid to turn it over and look at the screen. 
 
    I'm thinking it's going to be another picture and somehow, it's going to explain why Bridget slapped me and called me a fucking bitch. 
 
    I turn the phone over. 
 
    The screen is covered in notifications. 
 
    I swipe it open. 
 
    I'm wrong. 
 
    It's not a picture. 
 
    It's far worse. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY ONE 
 
      
 
    It’s a video. 
 
    Most of the notifications on my phone are from Snap. I’m getting tagged as people are sharing the link. My breath is ragged and my finger shakes as it hovers over the screen.  
 
    I’m afraid to look.  
 
    But I know I have to.  
 
    I open up one of the notifications and touch the link.  
 
    It takes me to a video sharing site.  
 
    For porn.  
 
    My stomach convulses.  
 
    I can see my face on the frozen image of the video, just above the big, black play arrow.  
 
    I take a deep breath, then play it.  
 
    And a weird, animal-like cry escapes my mouth.  
 
    I’m naked and I’m straddling a guy, my hands pressed to his chest, my hips grinding against his. His hands are on my ass and he’s lifting up into me.  
 
    I can’t stop looking at myself.  
 
    It’s me, but it’s not. It’s my hair and my face and looks like my body.  
 
    But it’s not quite right.  
 
    There’s sound and I have to listen closely.  
 
    The moaning and groaning turns my stomach.  
 
    I guess it could be my voice, but it’s hard to tell because there are no words being spoken.  
 
    It’s just grunting and sex.  
 
    I wipe the tears from my eyes.  
 
    It’s most definitely not Trevor I’m on top of. He’s bigger and heavier. His face is obscured by a pillow, the edges having ridden up, blocking his face.  
 
    I’ve never had sex with anyone but Trevor.  
 
    I know it’s fake.  
 
    But most people won’t.  
 
    It’s too real.  
 
    I’m not sure how it was done, but someone had made a video that absolutely looks like I’m having sex.  
 
    And loaded it up to a porn site.  
 
    The fake me is moving faster now and now she’s screaming as she writhes in pleasure. She collapses on top of the guy, breathing heavy, nearly passed out.  
 
    The camera shifts angles, moving upward just a bit, above the edge of the pillow.  
 
    And my knees buckle.  
 
    Because it’s Kane Tressle’s sweaty, ugly face looking back at me.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FORTY TWO 
 
      
 
    I’m on the floor of my living room.  
 
    I’m crying.  
 
    I can’t believe what I’ve just watched.  
 
    I don’t know how they did it, but this isn’t like the picture. They created an image of me and brought it to life.  
 
    And it looks like I fucked Kane Tressle.  
 
    I scream and throw my phone across the room.  
 
    Bridget’s anger now makes sense. Everything she said now makes sense. She thinks I had sex with her boyfriend.  
 
    And why wouldn’t she? 
 
    It looks real.  
 
    It is real in the sense that it’s a video of two people having sex.  
 
    But I know it’s not me.  
 
    The only time I ever touched him was when I hit him with my phone.  
 
    But now it’s out there.  
 
    I’m not stupid.  
 
    I know that most of my school and who knows how much else of the world has seen it by now.  
 
    I know it.  
 
    My friends will know it’s not me, they’ll believe me.  
 
    Trevor will believe me.  
 
    But I know no one else will.  
 
    I crawl across the living room and grab my phone.  
 
    I text Bridget.  
 
      
 
    That isn’t me.  
 
      
 
    She doesn’t respond.  
 
    I text Gina and Maddie. 
 
      
 
    That isn’t me. 
 
      
 
    They don’t respond.  
 
    I text Trevor. 
 
      
 
    That isn’t me. 
 
      
 
    He doesn’t respond.  
 
    I wipe angrily at the tears on my face and call him.  
 
    It goes right to voicemail.  
 
    “That isn’t me,” I say, my voice hoarse and tight. “It isn’t me.” 
 
    I hang up and stare at the phone. 
 
    One of them will text me or call me.  
 
    I know it. They are my friends. They have to know that what they're seeing has been manipulated and faked. They have to know that it's not me, that I'd never do anything like that. 
 
    They'll call. 
 
    I look at the phone. 
 
    But they don’t.  
 
    And now I realize I was wrong.  
 
    Not even my friends believe me.  
 
    I am alone.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FORTY THREE 
 
      
 
    I consider telling my dad I’m sick so that I can’t go to school, but I know that will just prolong the inevitable.  
 
    No one has texted or called.  
 
    I am alone.  
 
    I get myself dressed but don’t eat because I know I’ll just vomit back up anything I try to put in my stomach. I wait until my dad leaves, then pull my bike out of the garage.  
 
    Because I know that no one is coming to pick me up.  
 
    My stomach is clenched the entire ride to school. I feel as if everyone is looking at me as I pedal through the parking lot. I pull the bike into the rack and lock it up. I see Maddie pulling into her parking spot, Gina in the passenger seat. 
 
    I hesitate, then walk toward them. 
 
    They both stay in the car. Gina nods in my direction and Maddie's eyes find me. Gina says something to her, then they both get out. 
 
    “It wasn't me,” I blurt out. “You have to know that.” 
 
    “Presley, come on,” Gina says. “We aren't fucking stupid.” 
 
    “I know you're not,” I say. “That's why you have to know that isn't me.” 
 
    “Who is it then?” Maddie asks. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I say, tears stinging my eyes. “I have no idea. But I swear it's not me. For twenty different reasons, it's not me.” 
 
    “Did you talk to him on Friday night?” Gina asks. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Kane.” 
 
    I start to say no, then remember my walk down the beach. 
 
    “Bridget said she passed you on the beach,” Maddie says. “And Kane was down there.” 
 
    “It wasn't like that,” I say. “I literally had to hit him with my phone.” 
 
    “Why didn't you tell us that?” Gina asks. 
 
    “I don't know,” I say. “Because I didn't think it mattered?” 
 
    “Or because you were gonna fuck him,” Maddie says. 
 
    My heart nearly stops. “You honestly can't believe that.” 
 
    “Here's what I believe,” Gina says. “You left on Friday night and went somewhere. Bridget said it was after she had an argument with him and you passed her on the beach, headed toward where he was. I don't know what the fuck happened, but I know what I saw on that video. You fucked Kane.” 
 
    “I didn't!” I cry. “I don't know how that thing was made, but I didn't have sex with anyone! You guys know me! You know I wouldn't do that with anyone, much less him! You know that!” 
 
    They exchange looks. 
 
    “I don't know how you fake that video,” Maddie says. “It's not like the picture. If I look at it a hundred times, a hundred times it's you riding him.” 
 
    I look away because I can't stop the tears.  
 
    “I just don't get why you'd do it,” Gina says. “I know we were all mad at Bridget, but come on. And you're with Trevor. Now you're just sleeping with everyone.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. “The only person I've ever had sex with in my whole life is Trevor. That's it. The only one.” 
 
    “Then explain the video,” Gina says. 
 
    I want to. I've never wanted anything as much in my whole life. But I can't. 
 
    “I can't,” I say.  
 
    Gina laughs and shakes her head. “Well, alright then. Look. I know what I saw. I won't be able to unsee it. What you did was...awful. Because you did it to Bridget and with that ogre. I don't know if you were drunk or if I just read you wrong or what, but I just sat in my room last night and couldn't believe it.” She stares at me. “And I don't want to be friends with anyone who'd do that shit to someone.” 
 
    “Me either,” Maddie says. 
 
    They walk past me, leaving me alone in the parking lot. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    I'm standing at my locker, trying to get the tears to stop, when I heard the footsteps behind me. A bubble of fear rises up inside of me, not knowing who is standing there or what they're going to say to me. I'm thinking that I should've stayed home after all. 
 
    Finally, I turn around. 
 
    Trevor is looking at me. 
 
    Jake and Brett are behind him, looking at me. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Trevor asks. 
 
    “It's not me,” I say.  
 
    He laughs. “Seriously? That's what you're going with here?” 
 
    “It's not me,” I say again. 
 
    “Everyone knows it was you,” Jake says, frowning at me. “Try again.” 
 
    “It's my face,” I say, my voice shaking. “And I know it looks like me. But it's not me.” I look at Trevor. “And fuck you for thinking it's me.” 
 
    “Fuck me?” he says. “You go and fuck the guy that you know I hate the most and now it's fuck me? That's incredible.” 
 
    “It's not me,” I repeat. “I've never touched him. And you should know that.” 
 
    “I know you told me to go hang with the boys on Friday,” he snaps. “I know you were talking with Kane on Friday night. And I know it looks like he got you off pretty good.” 
 
    “It's not me,” I say again, desperate for him to listen to me. 
 
    “What is it then?” Brett asks. 
 
    He's the only one of the three who doesn't look like he wants to kill me.  
 
    “I don't know,” I say. “I just know that it's not me. The picture wasn't me and this isn't me.” I look at Trevor. “I shouldn't have to explain this to you. You know I'd never do this.” 
 
    “All I know is what I see,” Trevor says. “And what I saw was you getting a pretty good ride from Kane Tressle.” 
 
    The words are like razor blades to my heart. He's looking at me like he can't stand the sight of me.  
 
    “What you saw is what someone wanted you to see,” I tell him. “I can't explain it and I don't know who did it, but it's not me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake says. “And Santa is super fucking real.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I snap. 
 
    “Looks like you would,” he says. “But I wouldn't stick my dick anywhere near your nasty snatch after it's been on Tressle.” 
 
    The razor blades cut deeper, sharper. The tears start again. 
 
    Trevor steps closer to me. “I thought you were different. I thought you were the one.” 
 
    I don't say anything, tears falling off my cheeks onto my toes.  
 
    “But you're just like the rest,” he says, his voice lower. “Just like the rest. I'm guessing I wasn't even your first.” 
 
    “Not true,” I whisper. “So not true.” 
 
    “You wouldn't know what true is if it bent you over and took you from behind,” he snarls. “I'm done with you.” He leans in closer. “And you're done here. Remember that. People listen to me here. I'm going to make sure every last person at this school sees that video so they know who you really are. A lying, cheating skank.” He backs up away from me. “Don't text me. Don't call me. And don't look at me. Ever again.” 
 
    I stare at my feet, unable to even meet his gaze. 
 
    “Fucking waste of time,” he mutters. 
 
    He turns to leave and I wait a moment before looking up. 
 
    Both he and Jake are already to the corner of the hall, their backs to me, walking as fast as they can, Jake saying something in his ear. 
 
    Brett is hanging back, just behind them, still looking at me, like he's trying to figure something out. 
 
    I look down again. 
 
    I know I can't go to class. 
 
    I can't gut my way through the day. 
 
    I feel sick to my stomach. 
 
    I have to get away from everyone. 
 
    I look up again to see if Brett is still there. 
 
    But he's gone. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    I grab my bike and ride home. I call the school and tell them Presley Baxter will be out today because she's not feeling well. I get in my bed and pull the covers over me, shutting my eyes, trying to make it all go away. 
 
    But it won't go away. 
 
    It's not going anywhere. 
 
    So, instead, I just cry. I'm not sure for how long, but it's a long time. My makeup is running and my pillow is a stained mess of tears and mascara. I'm sobbing so hard the bed is shaking beneath me. Finally, the tears stop and the shaking stops. My room is quiet and I force myself to sit up. 
 
    My throat hurts and my eyes are swollen. I get up and go to the kitchen to get a glass of water. I open the fridge and reach for the water. 
 
    But the beer below it catches my eye. 
 
    Pacifico. My dad's favorite. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I leave the water and pull the bottle of beer out of the fridge. I find a bottle opener in a drawer and pry the cap off.  
 
    I down the beer in three long gulps. 
 
    I set the empty beer bottle on the counter. 
 
    I giggle. 
 
    I'm home in the middle of a school day. The entire school thinks I'm a slut who cheated on my boyfriend with my best friend's boyfriend. And I'm getting drunk. 
 
    I'm a fucking cliché. 
 
    I throw the empty bottle in the trash, the beer settling heavily in my stomach. I walk back to my room and catch a look at my face in the mirror. My eyes are swollen, red knots and my mascara is smeared all over both of my cheeks.  
 
    I strip out of my clothes and step into my shower. The hot water is starting to go lukewarm when I puke up the beer I pounded. By the time, I'm steady again, the water has gone cold. 
 
    I dry off and pull on clean clothes, then sit on the edge of my bed. 
 
    “Get it together,” I say out loud. 
 
    Because I don't have a choice. 
 
    My life isn't going to stop because someone's done this. I'm going to have to get up each morning and go to school. I'm going to have to graduate. 
 
    And I'm going to have to figure out who did this to me. 
 
    And why. 
 
    I already have a couple of candidates in my head. It's not hard. 
 
    I just have to figure out the how. 
 
    But I know things are different now. 
 
    Not one person gave me the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    Not Trevor. 
 
    Not Bridget. 
 
    Not Gina. 
 
    Not Maddie. 
 
    None of them. 
 
    And I won't forget that. 
 
    Ever. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY SIX 
 
      
 
    It's late afternoon and I'm just pacing the house when the doorbell rings. I stare at it for a moment, remembering the night before when there was a knock and Bridget was on the other side of the door. It rings again and I force myself to walk over and open the door. 
 
    “I figured you were home,” Brett says. “Can we talk for a second?” 
 
    “I don't need you to tell me what a whore I am,” I say. “So, no.” 
 
    He holds up a hand. “That's not why I'm here. I mean, it is. But I know you're not.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, wondering if this is some sort of trick.  
 
    “I believe you,” he says.  
 
    I step out of the way and let him in. I close the door behind him and we both stand there awkwardly. His hands are in the pockets of his shorts and he looks nervous. I walk over to the couch and sit down on the edge of it. I fold my arms across my chest. “Okay. I'm listening.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his dark hair and takes a deep breath. He looks around the living room, then back at me. “I believe you.” 
 
    “You said that,” I say. “Why? What changed?” 
 
    “I believed you this morning,” he says. “I just...I don't know. It all just went to shit.” 
 
    “You don't say.” 
 
    He points at the couch. “Can I sit?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He walks over and sits across from me. He scratches at his head for a second. “When I saw it last night, I didn't know what to think. On one hand, it totally looks like you. There's nothing really weird about it and it looks...like you. At least your face.” He pauses. “But on the other hand, I just knew you wouldn't do that.” 
 
    For the first time, I feel like someone is actually listening to me. 
 
    “Like, I know how you are with Trevor,” he says. “I know how you are with everyone. You aren't like that. So I'm supposed to believe that you fucked the guy who you know Trevor hates and that's running some game on your best friend?” He shook his head. “I just don't see it.” 
 
    “It's not me,” I say. 
 
    He nods. “I believe you, Presley. You don't have to keep telling me.” 
 
    “Then why doesn't anyone else believe me?” I ask. 
 
    He leans back in the couch. “I don't know. Because it looks so real, I guess? Because it's painful for them to look at?” 
 
    “But the know me,” I say. “You're sitting here telling me you know I wouldn't do that. Why aren't they?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don't know. I tried to talk to Trevor, but he's still on fire over it. I think just the idea of it has him not thinking straight. He's...not in a good place right now. He's pretty hurt and pretty fucking pissed off.” 
 
    “Well, I can't undo that because I didn't do anything,” I say. “There's not much I can do if he doesn't believe me.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “So we need to figure out exactly what that thing is. Because I feel like that's the only way we're going to convince people that someone set you up.” 
 
    “You keep saying we,” I say. “You're Trevor's friend. He isn't going to like that you're trying to help me.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair again, then tucks his hand behind his neck. “Trevor's absolutely my best friend. He has been since we were eight. A couple of little shitheads on surfboards, thinking we were cooler than cool. That isn't gonna change.” He pauses. “But you're my friend, too. And I know how he feels about you and, right now, he's too angry to think logically. He will. Eventually. But we may have to help him.” 
 
    I tuck my legs underneath me. “If I have to convince him, I'm not sure there's much in the future for us. If he really thinks I'd do something like sleep with Kane, then he doesn't know me at all.” 
 
    “That's for you two to work out,” he says. “I can't fix any of that. But I don't think it's fair that someone is doing this to you and everyone is just buying it. I can't explain it and I don't know how it happened, but I know it's bullshit.” 
 
    “Now you sound like me,” I say. 
 
    “I may sound like you, but no one's treating me like they're treating you,” he says. “So it's not even close to the same. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “And thanks for being the one person who is at least thinking that it doesn't make sense.” 
 
    He nods. “I'm sorry I can't convince the others.” 
 
    I shrug. “Nothing you can do about that.” 
 
    He stands up. “Maybe there is. This isn't some random bullshit. You know it's Shanna or Athena.” 
 
    “Or Derek or Kane,” I say. “Any or all of them. And it's not a coincidence that it happens after the picture didn't really do anything.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. 
 
    I lean back in the couch. “Jesus. Why can't Trevor think like you?” 
 
    “Maybe I can convince him,” he says. 
 
    “He shouldn't need proof,” I say. “He should know it's not me.” 
 
    “I guess,” he says. “I've got a couple things I'm gonna check out. I'll call you later on, okay?” 
 
    I stand up. “Okay. And thanks. For real. For coming over and for believing me.” 
 
    “Don't thank me,” he says. “Until we figure it out.” 
 
    I walk with him to the door and open it for him.  
 
    He turns and looks at me. “Are you okay? Like, really okay?” 
 
    I think for a moment. “No, not really.” 
 
    “You aren't gonna do anything are you? If I leave?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like...I don't know,” he says. “I know it has to be hard and I get why you left school and I don't know. I just don't want you to...do anything.” 
 
    His concern is sweet and I appreciate. “I'm not gonna do anything like that. I came home, pounded a beer, and threw up in the shower. I'm miserable, but I'll live. The puking was as much pain as I plan on inflicting on myself.” 
 
    He smiles. “Good. Just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “Can I hug you?” I ask. “I just...need to hug someone.” 
 
    He hesitates, then nods. 
 
    I step into him and hug him. He puts his arms around me and pats me awkwardly on the back. I can't help but laugh. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    I step back. “That was the most grandfatherly hug of all time.” 
 
    He makes a face. “You might be fighting with Trev, but you're still his girlfriend. I don't want anyone making a video of us.” 
 
    “Good point,” I say. 
 
    “I'll call you later,” he says. 
 
    I watch him walk down the sidewalk and disappear around the corner. 
 
    I take a deep breath and exhale. 
 
    At least there's one person in my corner. 
 
    Now I just need to figure out who isn't. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “How was school?” my dad asks. 
 
    He's actually home for dinner and it forces me out of my funk because I don't want to tell him how the day really was. 
 
    “Uh, it was okay,” I tell him. “I came home early because I wasn't feeling so hot.” 
 
    He's putting the pasta on the table. “You're sick?” 
 
    “I'm okay now,” I assure him. “I just wasn't feeling great this morning.” 
 
    “You still wanna eat?” 
 
    I'm actually starving because I haven't anything to eat all day. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    He puts the pasta on both of our plates and passes me the salad. 
 
    “How was your day?” I ask.  
 
    He grunts. “Hard. Long. And I've got more to do tonight.” He holds up a finger. “But I'm not going back to the office. I'll work from home.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, secretly happy that I won't be home alone. “What was hard about it? Actually, what do you do all day long anyway? I know you're a lawyer, but what does that mean? You always used all these analogies to describe it.” 
 
    He chuckles and stabs a piece of lettuce with his fork. “It's a lot of paperwork and phone calls and meetings. Right now, I'm working on something that isn't my area of expertise, so I'm having to learn on the fly. But there's a lot of money involved and Frank is really pushing hard. An old colleague of his is back in town and he brought him something and he's just super hot to trot on it. So there's a big learning curve.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    He eyes me. “I'm not really supposed to talk about it. It's all confidential.” 
 
    “Because I'm gonna go blab about it,” I tell him. 
 
    He laughs. “Actually, you'd probably understand it better than I would.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It's for phones,” he says. “Computers and tablets, too. But the intended use is for phones. It's an application. An app.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what an application is, Dad,” I say. 
 
    “Just making sure,” he says. “So, it's an app. And, honestly, I don't really have to do much on the technology side. I have to make sure we're covering all of the legal ins and outs, so that when we take it to the market, it's ours and ours alone. I also have to make sure that the right paperwork is in place to cover all of the finer points in creating it. And I have to keep pretty detailed records on every step in the process for investors. And I have to keep those investors informed of what the status of the app is.” He smiles. “I think your eyes might be glazing over.” 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “No. I'm just listening. So the idea is, they create a big, popular app, it takes off, and they all make money on it. Right?” 
 
    He hesitates, then nods. “Yeah, in a nutshell, I guess. But plenty of apps fail every day. Frank really believes in this one and I think there's some potential, so he's willing to risk his money. My job is to make sure we're covered on the legal side, so that no one else can say they had the idea first. Or something like that.” 
 
    I wrap the pasta around my fork. “What's the app?” 
 
    “I knew you were gonna ask that,” he says. “I'll do my best to explain. I can't give you the name because that really is protected and not even sure we've settled on one yet. They want to market it to new parents, but I think the expanded use will actually be a much larger market.” 
 
    “Now my eyes are glazing over.” 
 
    He laughs. “Right. Okay, so, basically the app itself will use artificial intelligence to animate a photo.” 
 
    “Glazing. Over,” I tell him. 
 
    He takes a drink of his water and uses his napkin to wipe his mouth. “Let's say you have a picture of a brand new baby. What the app will do is take the photo and make it...come alive, for lack of a better way of saying it. You could turn the picture into a 3-D photo. You could make the baby talk. You could do all sorts of things with it. It sounds silly, but that segment of the market, meaning new parents, spends a ton of money on fun, novelty things like what this app might be.” 
 
    “So it's like Photoshop?” I say. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Not really. Think of Photoshop as an almost antiquated program compared to this. This can take your photo and do anything you want with it. I could put a picture of Abe Lincoln into it and make it talk.” 
 
    I set my fork down. “So like a video?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, absolutely. I mean, it can do other things, but video is definitely a possibility. There are other things similar in the market right now, but the capabilities in this thing are about a hundred times greater.” He smiles. “But think how funny it would be if you have a brand new baby and you could send a video of the baby talking to his or her grandparents? Or riding a bike?” He pauses. “Kind of funny, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, goosebumps popping on my forearms. “So, you could basically take a photo of anyone and make it do...anything?” 
 
    He nods. “That's the goal. And it won't look cheap, you know? Usually you can spot those doctored videos a mile away. But with this, you won't even be able to tell.” He points at my plate. “I could literally take a pic of you and make it look like you were eating socks, if I wanted. And it would look just like that's what you were doing. It would be nearly impossible to tell it was a fake unless you knew beforehand. It breaks down every piece of the image and then recreates them, but in a way that lets the app manipulate them.” He shrugs. “I don't even know what all that means, but that's how it was explained to me.” 
 
    I look at my food and I'm no longer hungry. “Have you guys, like, tried it?” 
 
    “You mean made sure it works?” he asks. “I haven't, but the software guys obviously have. I know Frank has a beta version on his phone. And I think Jerry does, too.” 
 
    I look at him. “Jerry?” 
 
    “That's Frank's old colleague,” he explains. “It's basically his idea, but he needed Frank's money to make it go, so they're essentially partners now on the whole deal.” 
 
    I think for a moment, letting the pieces click into place. “What's his last name?” 
 
    “Jerry's?” he says. “Atkins. His daughter goes to school with you. Athena, I think it is?” 
 
    I nod slowly. “Yeah. Athena. Athena Atkins.” 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Kane was definitely talking to Athena,” Brett says. 
 
    I make it through dinner without breaking anything and tell my dad that I need to do some homework. I close the door to my room. I text Brett and ask him to call me. He calls me almost as soon as I send it. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “I talked to a couple of girls I know at Del Sol,” he says. “I really thought Kane had to be involved in all of this, so I thought that might be best place to start. Anyway, these girls both said that Athena was in their parking lot after school last week. She gave him a ride somewhere one day. So they were together.” 
 
    “That makes perfect sense,” I say. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I tell him what I learned from my dad at dinner. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he says when I'm done. “They did it.” 
 
    My free hand is balled up into a fist. “If she had access to that app, she absolutely did it. And if she got him to play along or to just let her film him first, it would've been easy to put me in the video, based on what my dad said. They would've just needed a picture of the two of us and they could do whatever they wanted.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” he says. 
 
    “But how do we prove it?” I ask. “How can we prove she did it?” 
 
    The line is quiet for a moment.  
 
    “We need her phone,” he says. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I say. “Super simple.” 
 
    “I might have an idea,” he says. “If I can get it, then what?” 
 
    “Then we see if the app is on there,” I say. “That's the first thing. And if it is, I'm assuming it would have the file they created and maybe the links to the upload? I don't know. But if the app is on there, that would be a start.” 
 
    “I'll pick you for school in the morning,” he says. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just let me pick you up,” he says. “You're going, right?” 
 
    My stomach turns at the thought, but I know I can't hide forever. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm going,” I say. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “I'll come by in the morning.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Not exactly sure yet,” he says. “Just be ready like a half hour before school. And don't tell anyone.” 
 
    “Who the fuck would I tell?” 
 
    He laughs. “Good point.” He pauses. “Sorry, I shouldn't laugh.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I tell him. “I'll be ready in the morning.” 
 
    We hang up and I lean back on my pillows.  
 
    I'm not sure how I'll sleep because I'm too wound up. There are too many questions working through my brain. What if we're wrong? Or what if we're right? Then what? Do we show everyone what she did? Do we just tell them? Or do we give her a taste of her own medicine? 
 
    I lay there for a long time, thinking about the possibilities. 
 
    All of the possibilities. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY NINE 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    I'm getting into Brett's truck and I can barely contain myself. I slept a total of three hours at the most and I'm completely wired, wondering what he did and what he found out. 
 
    He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a phone. It's in a pink phone case, with the word bitch spelled out in rhinestones on the back. “Hers.” 
 
    I take it from him. “Holy shit. How did you get it?” 
 
    “You don't wanna know,” he says. “And we need to work fast because she's going to know I took it.” 
 
    “How did you get it?” 
 
    He backs up out of the driveway. “Can we just talk about that later?” 
 
    I look at him. “I feel bad. You did this for me.” 
 
    “I did it for you and Trevor,” he says. “I'm fine.” He shifts the car and we take off down the road. “The password is her name spelled backward.” 
 
    “You've gotta be kidding me,” I say. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nope. I checked. It works.” 
 
    “How the fuck did you get that?” I ask. 
 
    He glances at me. “Seriously. I don't wanna talk about it right now.” 
 
    I'm dying to know what happened, but I focus on the phone instead. I slide my finger across the screen, then type in the password. The screen unlocks.  
 
    “I'm in,” I say. 
 
    “Told you it worked.” 
 
    I scroll through the pages of her apps, but I'm not seeing anything that looks right. “Did you look at her phone after you got it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “Look at the very last page, second to last row. It looks like a giant L or something.” 
 
    I scroll to the page and I see it. It's an L written in cursive.  
 
    “The file's on there,” he says. “I saw it. Along with some practice ones.” 
 
    I open the app and start exploring. I find the files, but I don't open them. I don't want to see myself having sex with Kane ever again. I walk myself how to create a video and it's stupidly easy, like copy and paste. I can't find anything that links to the uploads, but I don't need to.  
 
    Athena is the one who did it. 
 
    “I'm going to kill her,” I whisper. 
 
    “Well, that would probably mean you'd end up in jail, so I really don't recommend that,” he says. “But yeah. You should be pissed.” 
 
    I am beyond pissed. She has broken my life for fun and it wasn't even hard to do. She destroyed my relationships and my reputation with about five minutes of work in the app. I can't imagine ever doing that to anyone. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    “What do you wanna do?” Brett asks as we drive. “I think you tell Trev.” 
 
    “Fuck Trevor,” I say. “He didn't believe in me. He doesn't get to know yet.” 
 
    Brett sighs. “Okay.” 
 
    “I know he's your best friend, but I'm serious,” I say. “He didn't trust me. That isn't solved because we figured this out.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I get it. But what do you wanna do?” 
 
    “First things first,” I say. 
 
    I copy the app and send it to myself. Then I erase all traces that I've done that. I copy the files in the app and send those to myself, too. I erase the fact that I've done that. I'm tempted to just erase her entire phone, but I want the app on there. As evidence. I take out my own phone and snap several pictures of it, making sure the case is visible and showing that the app is in the screen. I don't want there to be any doubt that she used it and created the video. 
 
    Then I delete the app from her phone. 
 
    I drop it on the seat because I don't want to touch it for a second longer than I have to. 
 
    Brett glances at it on the seat, then me. “Now what?” 
 
    “Tell me what you did to get it,” I say. 
 
    “Presley, I don't--” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    He stops at a red light and bites his bottom lip for a moment. “Fine. She used to like me. She came after me one time when she and Trev were on a break or whatever the fuck they were doing. I turned her down, obviously. But she was always pretty obvious about liking me.” He shifted in his seat. “So, I, uh, reminded her of that.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I say. 
 
    “I went to her house,” he explains. “Told her some bullshit about how Trevor was crazy to have broken up with her and that he was dumb for moving onto you.” He glances at me. “I didn't mean it.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. 
 
    The light changes to green and we start moving again. “Her parents weren't home. I started laying it on pretty thick and she was into it.” He shrugs. “I took one for the team.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I say. “You fucked her? To get the phone? For me?” 
 
    “I'm not discussing details,” he says. “All I'm gonna say is that I stayed until she fell asleep, grabbed her phone, then bailed.” 
 
    “You didn't have to do that,” I say. “You shouldn't have done that.” 
 
    “You wanna clear your name?” he says. “You wanna let people know what she did?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Now you can,” he says. “It's all good.” 
 
    “But, shit, Brett,” I say. “You...you didn't have to do that.” 
 
    “You don't even know what I did,” he says, smiling. “And you won't. And let's be honest.” 
 
    I look at him. 
 
    “She might be a bitch, but she is kinda hot. Not like it was all torture.” 
 
    I punch him in the arm and he laughs.  
 
    “But we gotta decide what you wanna do,” he says. “Like, now. Because she's gonna be looking for me at school. I can lie about having the phone, but she's gonna know something's up.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Pull over before we get to school,” I say. “We can get it all done then.” I pause. “And Brett?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Seriously,” I tell him. “Thank you. I owe you.” 
 
    “You don't owe me shit, Presley.” 
 
    He may not think so, but I know that I do. 
 
    And I won't forget it. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY 
 
      
 
    I wait until lunch to make my move. 
 
    The school day is pretty much a continuation of the day before. People are looking and whispering around me. My friends won't look at me. I catch Athena laughing with Shanna as I walk past. 
 
    But I'm happy to wait. 
 
    I eat lunch in the computer lab, but I finish fast, so that I can get to the audiovisual center on the other end of campus. Every day after lunch, they broadcast the day's announcements via video screens in each classroom.  
 
    It's perfect. 
 
    I find the room and push open the door. Two girls are sitting at a desk with multiple computer monitors in front of them. One is hunched over the keyboard, typing furiously, but the girl closest to me turns in my direction. She's wearing a super cute pair of purple cat-eye glasses. 
 
    She frowns at me. “We're about to do announcements.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I wanna buy some time.” 
 
    “You wanna what?” she says. 
 
    “Look at me,” I say. “Do you recognize me?” 
 
    The girl starts to say something, but then her expression changes. “Oh, shit. You're the girl.” 
 
    I force a smile. “Yeah. The girl.” 
 
    She taps the other girl on the arm, who looks up, annoyed. “What?” 
 
    The first girl points at me and the second girl takes notice of me for the first time. She studies me for a second. “You're porn girl.” 
 
    “Is that my name now?” I ask. 
 
    She winces. “Fuck. Sorry. Not how I meant it. You were...in the video.” 
 
    I nod. “I was in the video, yeah. And it's okay. I get it. But I need some help.” 
 
    They look at each other, then back at me.  
 
    “What kind of help?” the girl in the glasses asks. 
 
    I tell them what I want. 
 
    They look at each other. 
 
    “I'm not sure we can do that,” the girl in the glasses says. 
 
    “What's your name?” I ask. 
 
    “Michelle,” she says, then points to her friend. “This is Abby.” 
 
    Abby holds up a hand. 
 
    “My real name is Presley,” I tell them. “And it's nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Hi,” Michelle says again. 
 
    “What will it take for you to help me?” I ask. “Because I'm pretty much willing to offer up anything I can.” 
 
    They exchange looks again. 
 
    “What's on the video?” Abby asks. 
 
    I tell her. 
 
    She makes a face. “I hate her. She's an asshole.” 
 
    “You don't even know,” I say.  
 
    “Why do you want us to play it?” Michelle asks. 
 
    “Because she's the reason I'm now known as Porn Girl,” I say.  
 
    “What?” she says. 
 
    “That isn't really me in the video,” I explain. “I know you won't believe me, but it's a fake. She created the whole thing. In an app that can take any picture and manipulate it any way.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Abby says. 
 
    “Deep fake shit?” Michelle asks. “For real? I've read about that stuff, but never seen it.” 
 
    I nod. “For real. The whole thing was a fake to...do whatever it did to me.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Abby says. 
 
    I'm not sure they believe me, but it seems like they do. 
 
    “Jesus,” Michelle says. “That's awful.” 
 
    “I'm aware,” I say. “And that's why I want this played.” 
 
    “Is there anything...bad on it?” Abby asks. “On the one you want us to play?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not a single word. No profanity, no sex, nothing. It's like the opposite of the video she put me in. It's literally someone talking. There's nothing in it that will get anyone in trouble. I swear to you.” I pause. “The only thing that might get you in trouble is actually just playing it.” 
 
    They exchange nervous looks. 
 
    “I'm willing to take the blame,” I say. “I don't want you guys to get in trouble.” 
 
    They exchange another look. 
 
    “We could say you got in here and locked us out,” Abby says. “Like, we had no control.” 
 
    “I'm fine with that,” I say. “I'll go with whatever story you want me to tell. I'll leave you out of it.” 
 
    Michelle starts to say something, then shakes her head. “No. I think there's another way and it's probably more believable.” She looks at me. “What kind of file is it? Can you send it to me?” 
 
    “Just a video file,” I tell her. “I can email it or text it?” 
 
    “Text it to me right now,” she says, pulling out her phone. 
 
    She reads me her number and I type it into my phone. I attach the video to the message and hit send. “Okay, it's sending.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” Abby asks. 
 
    “I'm just going to upload it and run it,” Michelle says. “At the end of the announcements.” She looks at me. “The calendar stuff is all pre-recorded and I'll attach it to that. Then we'll just say we have no idea how it got in there?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. “I really don't want you getting in trouble.” 
 
    “We'll be fine,” she says. “None of the teachers really know how this stuff works anyway.” She looks at Abby. “You know they don't. We can convince them of anything in here.” 
 
    Abby hesitates, then nods. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “And you shouldn't have to deal with anymore of this crap than you already have,” Michelle says. “At the very worst, I'll get detention or something for letting it happen. But they'll never know where it came from.” 
 
    “And you're sure you're cool with that?” I ask. 
 
    She looks at her phone. “It just came through.” Then she looks at me. “Yeah, I'm cool with that. I think it's time we stop letting shitheads like Athena pull this shit and get away with it.” She nods. “I'm cool with it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Abby says. “We'll do it.” 
 
    I want to hug both of them. “Thank you. So much. I owe you.” 
 
    “You should go,” Michelle says, spinning in her chair, back toward her computer. “We'll get it set up. But you don't want anyone to see you in here.” She glances at me. “And so you can watch it.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I make it to my seat in class just before the bell rings. 
 
    My heart is beating like crazy and my palms are sweating. 
 
    The teacher closes the door and tells us we'll get started after the announcements. 
 
    I look at the big flat screen above the whiteboard and wait. 
 
    Five seconds later, it flickers on. 
 
    Michelle and Abby greet everyone with a couple of silly jokes, then start running down news related to the school. 
 
    The drama department is putting on a production of Mamma Mia. 
 
    The girls basketball team is playing in an away tournament this week. 
 
    Yearbook purchases are due. 
 
    I lay my hands flat on my thighs, pressing my palms against my jeans, waiting. 
 
    There's a small feature on the student of the week, a tenth grader who just earned her black belt in judo. 
 
    Then Michelle looks at the camera, smiles, and says “And now, here's a recap of everything that should be on your Sunset Beach calendar for the upcoming week.” 
 
    Dates and events start to roll upward on the screen, yellow letters on a blue screen. 
 
    Then the scrolling stops and the screen flickers. 
 
    Then Athena's face is on the screen. 
 
    My hands ball into fists on my thighs. 
 
    “Hi,” she says, her hair and makeup just perfect. “I'm Athena Atkins. And I need to apologize.” 
 
    Most of the kids in my class have been ignoring the announcements, but now they're watching, all of them staring at the screen. 
 
    “I've done something awful,” Athena continues. “And I want everyone to know.” 
 
    I look around the room.  
 
    Even the teacher is now watching the screen. 
 
    “I lied,” Athena says. “Actually, I made a video that lied. About Presley Baxter.” 
 
    The majority of the room turns in my direction. 
 
    “That video you all saw?” Athena says. “Because I know you all saw it because I made sure you all saw it. That video was a fake. I made it because I was jealous and because I wanted to embarrass her. And I just want to say I'm sorry.” 
 
    My face is hot, the blood surging into my face. 
 
    “I shouldn't have done it,” she says. “But it was all computer generated. I know there will be consequences for what I did. There should be. What I did was terrible. But I just want everyone to know that it wasn't real and that I'm sorry for what I've done.” 
 
    The screen goes black. 
 
    A murmur of whispers ripples through the room and people can't help themselves from glancing at me. 
 
    Even the teacher is looking at me, like he's trying to figure out what he should say to me. 
 
    I look down at the desk top. 
 
    There's nothing for him to say. 
 
    There's nothing I want him to say. 
 
    I got what I wanted. 
 
    The corners of my mouth flicker like it wants to smile. 
 
    But I know it doesn't. 
 
    Because I don't. 
 
    Because I may have gotten revenge on Athena.  
 
    But it doesn't really fix the things I care about most. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY TWO 
 
      
 
    “Hey, bitch!” 
 
    I'm unlocking my bike from the rack after school and I've been waiting for it since the video ended. 
 
    Shanna wouldn't bring her eyes near me in art.  
 
    Which is the way I prefer it. 
 
    But I've been waiting for Athena. 
 
    And now she's looking for me. 
 
    I pull the lock off the body of the bike and tuck into the holder beneath the seat. I don't turn around. 
 
    “Hey, bitch!” she yells again, her voice closer now. “I'm talking to you.” 
 
    Every iota of rage I've felt toward her is bubbling inside of me. It's her voice that starts the fire. It's her voice that reminds me of everything she's done to me. 
 
    I let my bike crash to the ground and I turn around. 
 
    The noise from the bike hitting the pavement startles her and she slows her walk, looking at me, then the bike, then me again. “What the fuck did you do?” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    She marches closer to me and I see people following behind her. I assume they've been waiting for this. 
 
    “That wasn't me,” she snarls at me. “I didn't apologize to anyone! How the fuck did you do that?” 
 
    “Same way you did,” I say. “Same exact way.” 
 
    She studies me for a long moment, her eyes narrowing. Then she whips out the phone with the rhinestones. She runs her finger across it and scrolls furiously. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Missing something?” I ask. 
 
    “I...no...what the fuck did you do?” she demands. 
 
    “Same thing you did,” I say. “Same exact thing.” 
 
    She looks at her phone, then me again.  
 
    I look at the size of the crowd around us, then look at her. “Thanks for apologizing. It doesn't fix anything. But I'm glad you admitted what you did.” I wave my hand around. “So everyone would know the actual truth.” 
 
    Her jaw quivers. 
 
    “But there's still one piece of the truth that people don't know,” I say. “Right?” 
 
    “I have no idea what the fuck you're talking about,” she growls. 
 
    I see Gina, Maddie, and Bridget in the ring of people. I see Shanna and her little crew on the opposite side.  
 
    Good. 
 
    I want them all to see. 
 
    To know. 
 
    “I wasn't convinced you really would know how to create the video from scratch,” I say. “You don't seem smart enough to me.” 
 
    She bares her teeth, like an animal that wants to attack. 
 
    “So I figured that you found a video and worked with that,” I say. “Just put my face over the girl's. Put Kane's over the guy's. With his permission, of course.” 
 
    She stares at me. 
 
    “But you were even lazier than that,” I say. 
 
    Something flashes through her eyes.  
 
    “Did you know that in that app you can work backward through your...projects?” I say. “That you can start at the finished product and work back to what you started with? I mean, if you're too dumb to delete the source material.” 
 
    She licks her lips. 
 
    “You just filmed yourself and Kane,” I say. “Had a little fun to...have a little more fun, I guess?” 
 
    Her cheeks go pink. “That...that isn't true.” 
 
    “No? You didn't just put my face over yours and load it up?” I ask. “That wasn't you riding him like a cowgirl?” I pull out my phone. “Let's check and see.” 
 
    Her eyes go right to my phone and she tries to say something, but nothing comes out. 
 
    “Maybe you're right,” I say, opening my phone. “It's hard to believe you hate me enough to both sleep with my best friend's boyfriend and then put my face on your body, right?” I laugh. “I mean, who would do that shit? I'm probably wrong. Let me double check.” 
 
    “Don't,” she whispers. 
 
    I look at her. “Don't what?” 
 
    Her hands are shaking. “Don't.” 
 
    “Don't what?” I ask louder. “Don't what, Athena?” 
 
    “I did it,” she whispers. “I did everything you just said.” 
 
    I march up to her so that we're nose to nose. “A little louder for the people in the back. Or I'll fucking rent the biggest fucking screen I can find and show this fucking thing in the parking lot.” I hold my phone up. “Now or never.” 
 
    She stares at me and I see something in her eyes I've never seen before. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    “I did it,” she says, her voice louder now. She clears her throat. “Everything she just said, I did.” 
 
    “One more time,” I say. “So there's no doubt.” 
 
    She looks at the ground. 
 
    “Right now or I hit play, then rent my big screen for a second showing,” I say. I raise my phone in the air. “Now.” 
 
    “I did it!” she says in a loud burst. “I fucking did it, alright? Just like you said!” 
 
    I hear “holy shit” and “oh my god” from all different places in the ground. 
 
    I bring my phone down and close it. I shove it back in my pocket and turn to my bike. 
 
    “I want that video,” she snaps. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I say, picking up the bike. 
 
    “Then how do I know you won't show it to anyone?” she asks. 
 
    I throw my leg over the bike. I look at Bridget. She's staring at me, her mouth open in a tiny circle. The crowd has quadrupled in size since it all started. 
 
    I throw my leg over the bike and look at Athena. “You don't.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY THREE 
 
      
 
    I delete the videos as soon as I walk into my living room because I don't ever want to see them again. I drop my bag in my bedroom, strip my clothes off, and walk into my shower. I stand there for a long time, rinsing the day off of me.  
 
    When I'm done, I dry off, I pull on shorts and a T-shirt, and grab my phone. I dial a number I haven't dialed in a long time. 
 
    “Presley,” my mother says when she picks it up. “This is a surprise.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, sitting down on the edge of my bed. “I...I've been busy.” 
 
    “I'm sure,” she says. “How are you?” 
 
    “I'm okay,” I lie. “How are you?” 
 
    “I'm much better hearing from you.” 
 
    I swallow hard. “Yeah. Hey, Dad said I should call you and maybe figure out having me come up there during Christmas vacation or something.” 
 
    The line buzzes for a moment. 
 
    “He told me you weren't very hot on the idea,” she says. “I don't want to force you to come, Presley.” 
 
    “You're not,” I tell her. “I...I want to come. Not for like the whole time, but for a few days maybe?” 
 
    “I would very much like that,” she says and her voice sounds funny. “When do you want to come?” 
 
    The bed squeaks underneath me. “I don't know yet. Maybe I should talk to Dad first? See what he thinks? Then maybe you guys can figure it out? I can talk to him tonight when he gets home.” 
 
    “That's fine with me,” she says. “I don't have anything planned. I was hoping you'd change your mind.” 
 
    “Okay,” I tell her. “I'll talk to him and then he can call you.” 
 
    “That would be great,” she says. “Presley?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you okay? It's not that I'm not thrilled to hear from you or that I don't want you to come to Seattle,” she says. “But this a pretty abrupt change from out last conversation.” 
 
    I push the wet hair from my face. “I'm fine. I just thought I should call because it's getting close to break and we have to buy a ticket and all that.” 
 
    The line buzzes again for a moment. 
 
    “Okay,” she says. “Talk to your dad and then let me know. I'm thrilled that you're coming, Pres. I really am. It'll be so good to see you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Same.” 
 
    We hang up and I toss the phone on my bed. I put my head in my hands. 
 
    I'm not sure if calling her is the right thing. I'm not thrilled about going, but I know my dad wants me, too. 
 
    And I know, that right at this second, it sounds far better than spending my Christmas break in Sunset Beach. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    My dad calls to say he'll be at the office late. I'm not surprised and tell him that's fine. I also tell him I've talked to my mother and we need to figure out when I'm going. He's surprised, but says he's glad and we'll talk about it in the morning. 
 
    I text my mom to tell her that and she responds ten seconds later, telling me that is fine by her. 
 
    I'm warming up a piece of pizza in the microwave when the doorbell rings. I ignore it and pull the pizza out and put it on a plate. It rings again. 
 
    I sigh and go to answer it. 
 
    Bridget is standing there. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Do you wanna go to a party?” she says. 
 
    It's a weird question, given everything that's happened. “Uh. No, not really.” 
 
    “It's kind of for you,” she says. 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “People were pretty fired up about...today,” she says. “They wanted to celebrate.” 
 
    “Celebrate what?” I ask. 
 
    “I don't know,” she says. “What you did. Fighting back. Winning.” 
 
    “I didn't win anything,” I tell her.  
 
    “I'm sorry, Presley,” she says, tears pushing out of her eyes. “I'm so sorry.” 
 
    I lean against the door. “It's okay.” 
 
    “I jumped to conclusions,” she says. “I know I shouldn't have believed it. I know that.” 
 
    “But you did,” I say. 
 
    She nods. “Yeah. I did. And I don't know what I was doing with Kane. He was obviously using me. I just wanted a boyfriend and I chose the wrong one. I was too dumb to see it.” 
 
    “You aren't dumb,” I tell her. “You saw what he wanted you to see. And what Athena wanted you to see.” 
 
    “It doesn't make it okay,” she says. 
 
    “No, it really doesn't,” I tell her. “But I get it.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” she says. “So, so sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. 
 
    She hesitates, then leans forward and hugs me. I stiffen against her, then wrap one arm around her and pat her back.  
 
    She pulls back and wipes at her eyes. “Do you forgive me?” 
 
    I think for a moment, then nod. “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    She forces a smile onto her face. “Are we cool then?” 
 
    I think again for a moment. “I'm not sure.” 
 
    Her smile fades. 
 
    “You didn't trust me,” I tell her. “You really thought I'd do that. I'm having a hard time with that. I can't just forget that. It can't just go back to the way it was before.” 
 
    She blinks, then nods. “Oh. Right.” 
 
    “I do forgive you, Bridget,” I tell her. “Really. I'm not mad. I just don't know how to go back to being friends like we were before.” 
 
    She nods. “Sure. I get it.” 
 
    “It's not that I don't want to,” I tell her. “But I'm not sure I know how to do it.” 
 
    She looks at me for a moment, then looks away. Then she turns back to me. 
 
    “You wanna try?” she asks. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath. “I hear what you're saying. It hurts, but I get it. But I don't want to give up on being your friend. I screwed up, so I'm the one that has to make the effort. I'm willing to do that. If you'll give me chance.” She pauses. “So what I mean, is do you wanna try being friends again?” 
 
    I hesitate, then nod. “Yeah, but I'm not sure what that means. Or how long it'll take.” 
 
    “No promises,” Bridget says. “I get it. But let's start now.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Come to the party with me,” she says. “We don't even have to hang out if you don't want. But just come.” 
 
    I don't want to go. I'm really not thrilled with the idea of being looked at anymore than I already have been. And I know it will be awkward with Bridget. I'm not lying about being willing to try, but that doesn't make it any easier to learn to be friends again. 
 
    But I also know that I'm going to have to face people again, I'm bored, and I want her to know that I do actually mean it. 
 
    “Give me ten minutes to get ready,” I say. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    I need something to calm my nerves when we get to the beach. 
 
    The conversation in the car on the way over is stilted and awkward. Neither of us knows what to say and we end up just driving in silence. It's not bad, but it's certainly not what it used to be. When we pull into the lot, Maddie and Gina are already there.  
 
    I wish I'd had a drink before I left the house. 
 
    Gina holds up a hand as we walk over. “Hi. You came.” 
 
    I look at Bridget. 
 
    “I told them I was going to try and convince you,” she says. 
 
    “We owe you an apology,” Maddie says. 
 
    “A really big fucking apology,” Gina says. 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “We suck,” Maddie says. “We believed it, we turned on you, and we shouldn't have. I'm sorry, Presley. I'm embarrassed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Gina says. “I feel like an asshole. We fucking blew it and I'm so sorry we didn't believe you.” 
 
    I nod. “Thanks.” 
 
    We all stand there awkwardly for a moment. It's like with Bridget. I appreciate the apologies and I accept them.  
 
    But it's going to be very hard to forget that they didn't stand by me and they thought I was capable of doing what Athena made it look like I did. 
 
    Gina hands me a cup. “Rum and Coke. Cool?” 
 
    I take it. “Thanks.” 
 
    We all stand there, drinking for a minute. 
 
    “Well this is super fucking weird,” Gina says. 
 
    It breaks the ice and we all laugh. 
 
    It feels good to actually laugh. 
 
    “Really wanted to see that actual video,” Gina says. “Not gonna lie.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It's gone.” 
 
    “I told her I knew you'd delete it,” Bridget says. “She didn't believe me.” 
 
    “You didn't want to hang on to it?” Gina asks. “For, like, insurance?” 
 
    I shake my head again. “No. And I'm not sure I would've hit play if she wouldn't have said no.” 
 
    “Why not?” Maddie said. “What she did was horrific.” 
 
    I think for a moment, trying to find the right words. “Because, yeah, she fucked me over. No doubt. But should anyone be shamed because they had sex and because it's on video? I don't think so. I mean, I think the act of sleeping with another girl's boyfriend is way worse than the act itself. But everyone would've focused on the fact that she was having sex and acted like that was the bad thing.” I made a face. “I'm so tired of girls being treated like we should be ashamed of having sex. I hate Athena. She's the fucking worst. But I'm not doing that to another girl. Ever. I don't care who it is.” 
 
    They look at each other. 
 
    “You're better than I am, Presley,” Gina says. “Because I would've played that shit all over the place if she'd done that to me.” 
 
    I shrug. “Maybe. And I'm not saying that would've been wrong. I'm sure she'll look to get me back. That's fine. But I'm not doing that to her or anyone else. We can all be shitty to one another in our own way, but girls shouldn't give boys more ammo to treat us like shit.” 
 
    “A-fucking-men,” Maddie says. 
 
    Bridget puts her arm around my shoulders. “Gina said it and she's right. You're better than we are.” 
 
    I don't know if that's true, but I hope they're listening. 
 
    Because I mean it. 
 
    I wanted Athena to apologize, but I wasn't going to slut shame her.  
 
    I don't have it in me. 
 
    And it ultimately wouldn't change anything. I know that even though I called her out and she admitted to making the video, there will still be people who think it was real. I'll still be Porn Girl. I'll be the girl on that video.  
 
    Just not to everyone. 
 
    And I have to be content with that. 
 
    “Have you talked to Trevor?” Bridget asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “He's here,” Gina says. “He was looking for you.” 
 
    My stomach does a little flip-flop. “If he wants to talk to me, he'll find me.” 
 
    “You don't want to talk to him?” Maddie asks. 
 
    I shrug. “I'll talk if he wants to, but I don't need to track him down. He was the one who said he was done with me.” 
 
    There is a tension that settles in the air. I know what they're thinking. They want to know if I'm going to go to him and try to make up like I'm doing with them.  
 
    But I didn't seek them out and I'm not seeking him out.  
 
    He broke up with me. 
 
    When I didn't do anything wrong. 
 
    And I'm not sure we can fix that. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY SIX 
 
      
 
    I've been at the party for an hour, pretending to have a good time, when he finally comes to me. 
 
    I see him coming up the beach, walking with a purpose, striding across the sand. He's wearing blue shorts and a long-sleeved black T-shirt.  
 
    My fingers tighten around the cup as I stand near the fire and wait. 
 
    He spots me, lowers his chin, and keeps coming. 
 
    He reaches me and stands there for a long moment, staring at me, his head tilted to the side, like he's trying to figure me out. 
 
    I stare back. 
 
    “I wanna talk,” he says. 
 
    “Good for you,” I say. 
 
    He starts to say something, then stops himself. He looks down at the sand for a second, then back at me. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “My mouth is working,” I say. “Yours seems to be. I think that means we can.” 
 
    He shoves his hands in his pockets. “I'm serious, Presley.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    I'm angry with him. He didn't believe in me. He didn't trust me. He thought I was capable of the worst possible act. He was the one I trusted the most, the one I knew would have my back. 
 
    But I was wrong. 
 
    He takes a deep breath. “I'm trying here. Can we please talk?” 
 
    I can't put it off forever, so I nod. 
 
    We walk away from the bonfire and I know everyone standing there is watching us leave, wondering what's going to happen next. 
 
    Same. 
 
    We walk up the sand a ways until we're past the hump and near the point. There are a few scattered people around, but for the most part, we're alone. 
 
    My stomach knots. 
 
    “I saw the video,” he says finally, as he comes to a stop. “The one of Athena.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. 
 
    “Why didn't you tell me?” 
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
    “That it was all a fake,” he says. “That it wasn't you.” 
 
    “I actually fucking did,” I say. “You just didn't listen to me.” I shake my head. “You didn't believe me.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “And just so you know. The video of her was fake, too. I made it using the same app she used to create the one of me.” 
 
    He looks at me. “What?” 
 
    “The same app she used to create the video of me and Kane? I used it to make the video of her apologizing and admitting what she'd done.” 
 
    He thinks for a second. “Why didn't she tell anyone that?” 
 
    “Because she actually did make the fake video of me,” I say. “All I did was create a video that had her say what she should've said. I threatened to show the real video of her and Kane. There was nothing for her to do. Because what she said in the video I made was the truth.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “That's fucking crazy. And I heard you threatened her. I woulda thought you would've played it.” 
 
    “I didn't need to,” I say. 
 
    He shuffles his feet in the sand. “I'm sorry, Pres.” 
 
    The wind pushes off the water and I brush the hair from my face. “Me, too. Me, too.” 
 
    “I should've believed you,” he says. “It just seemed so real. You were...there. I didn't know what to think.” 
 
    “And I guess that's the problem, isn't it?” I say. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You didn't know what to think,” I tell him. “That it didn't even really occur to you that I never would've done that. And no matter how much I denied it, you didn't want to hear it. You were certain it was me.” 
 
    He hesitates, then nods. “Yeah. I guess so.” 
 
    The wind comes up again and I wrap my arms around myself. 
 
    He steps closer to me. “I'm really sorry. I thought you cheated on me. And it broke me.” 
 
    I look at him. “I wouldn't do that to you. Ever.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “But you don't. Because if you did, you would've listened to me. You would've at least given me a chance. Brett was the only that one believed me.” 
 
    He nods slowly. “I know. He told me from the start he didn't believe it. I got pissed at him, too.” 
 
    “He helped me,” I tell him. “He helped me figure out what happened.” I pause. “And that should've been you, Trevor.” 
 
    He looks away from me, toward the water. 
 
    My stomach is one giant knot. 
 
    And my heart hurts. 
 
    Trevor looks at me again. “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    I nod. “Yep. Same as Bridget and Gina and Maddie. I can forgive them and I can forgive you.” 
 
    He watches me. “But?” 
 
    The wind rushes up again and I push my hair off my face so he can see me. “But I don't think we can go back to the way it was.” 
 
    His mouth sets in a firm line. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you were the one person I trusted,” I say. “You were the one person who I thought wouldn't turn on me. The one who'd always believe in me.” I pause. “And you bailed on me almost immediately. When I saw that thing, I knew everyone would walk away from me. Almost everyone. I was sure you wouldn't.” I pause again. “But you did. And I can't forget that.” 
 
    “Can you really blame me?” he asks, an edge in his voice now. “That thing looked fucking real, Presley. How was I supposed to know it was a fake?” 
 
    “You weren't,” I tell him. “But you were supposed to know I'm not fake. That I'm not the girl who would do that shit to you.” I look at him. “And you didn't know that.” 
 
    “I do know that,” he says. “Come on. Let's not make this worse.” 
 
    I laugh. “What exactly is worse for you? I'm the one that has the fucking scarlet letter on me now, even with the truth out there. I was the one alone on the island. What exactly was so bad for you? That people thought your whore girlfriend cheated on you with your enemy? Boo fucking hoo.” 
 
    He looks away. 
 
    I know that my words are hurting him. I want them to.  
 
    Because he hurt me. 
 
    And because things are different now. 
 
    He looks at me again. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    I shake my head. “There's nothing you can do.” 
 
    He blinks several times and laughs like he can't believe it. “So we're just...over?” 
 
    Tears sting my eyes. “I don't know what we are right now. But we aren't together.” 
 
    “Presley, come on.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. You don't get it. You're never going to get it. You turned on me and you were the one person I knew wouldn't do that. And I was wrong.” I look at him and he's blurred through my tears. “I was wrong about you.” 
 
    He steps closer to me. I can smell the soap on his skin, the shampoo from his hair. All I want to do is hug him. 
 
    But I won't let myself. 
 
    “This is fucked up,” he says. “Super fucked up. You love me. I love you. I screwed up. Don't end this because I made one mistake.” 
 
    I look up at him. “You thought I made one mistake and you ended it. How is this any different?” 
 
    He doesn't say anything. 
 
    Because there isn't an answer. 
 
    “So I should just, what? Leave you alone?” he asks. 
 
    I hesitate, then use every bit of strength I have to nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking christ,” he mutters. “I can't believe you're doing this. Don't.” 
 
    “I'm not doing anything,” I tell him. “It's already done, Trevor. I can't be with someone who doesn't trust me and who thinks I'm capable of something like that. I don't want to wonder how you see me.” I look at him. “Because now I know.” 
 
    He looks away and shakes his head. 
 
    Tears roll down my cheeks. 
 
    Then he turns back to me. 
 
    “Look at me,” he says. 
 
    I wipe the tears from my eyes and look at him. 
 
    He's angry and hurt and a whole lot of other things.  
 
    “You have no idea how I see you,” he says. “And now you'll never know.” 
 
    He brushes past me. 
 
    The tears start again. 
 
    But I don't turn around. 
 
    I stay there on the sand, letting the wind hit me, and I cry. 
 
    I cry. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I'm not sure how long I stand there, but I know it's a long time. I know that I walk in the opposite direction for awhile, trying to calm myself down, to get a handle on everything. I take a couple of deep breaths before I decide I'm ready to head back and find Bridget and the other girls. 
 
    I turn around. 
 
    And Kane Tressle is walking toward me. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I slow my pace, thinking maybe it's a coincidence, that he isn't coming because it's where I'm at. 
 
    But I know better. 
 
    “Figured you needed some company,” he says as I get closer, smiling at me. “All down here by your lonesome.” 
 
    “You figured wrong.” 
 
    “A girl like you should never be alone,” he says, looking me up and down like I'm a piece of meat. “I'll keep you company.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I say, stepping near the water to try and get around him. 
 
    He slides over and cut me off. “I feel like you and I got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    “There's no right foot,” I tell him. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “Nah, you and I need to spend some time together,” he says, smiling. “Because you know what I'd really like?” 
 
    “I don't care what you'd really like.” 
 
    He leans closer to me. “I'd like to do what we did in that video. For real.” 
 
    I can't think of anything I want less in the world and my stomach turns.  
 
    I try to go in the other direction, but he cuts me off again, bumping into me.  
 
    I step back. 
 
    “You and Robinson aren't together anymore,” he says, stepping toward me. “Let me show you what you've been missing.” He winks. “You'll realize you wasted all that time on him when you coulda had me.” 
 
    I'm too far down the beach to scream and get anyone's attention. I know he's a better swimmer than I am if I go to the water. I feel like my only option is to try and run, but I'm certain he's faster than I am.  
 
    I take a breath, trying to calm myself. 
 
    “Maybe go find Athena,” I say, trying to buy time to think. “She seems into you.” 
 
    He laughs. “Ha. I suppose I could, but that was a one time thing.” 
 
    I look at him. “So you knew?” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Knew? Honey, that was the plan all along. Hook up with your whiny little friend, then make it look like you cheated on both her and Robinson.” He laughs. “And it worked.” 
 
    Until now, I'm not sure if he'd been a willing participant or just a guy making a sex video with Athena. But now I know. 
 
    It was all a set up from the start. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Because fuck Trevor is why,” he says, frowning. “Fuck that guy. I knew messing with you would be the fastest way to fuck with him. And that meant fucking with your friend first.” The frown changes to a smile. “Or I guess I should say just fucking your friend.” 
 
    “You're so fucking gross,” I say. 
 
    “You'll change your mind,” he says, stepping closer to me. “When we're done.” 
 
    I make a fist and swing as hard as I can for his balls. 
 
    But he's ready for it.  
 
    He catches my arm in mid-swing, stops it, and puts his other hand on my hip. He sweeps my legs out from under me with his foot and I go down to the sand. He goes comes down on top of me. I'm trying to get out from under him, but he's too strong. He has my arms pinned above my head in the sand and he's looking down at me. 
 
    “Just relax,” he says. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Panic wells up inside of me and I scream. Or, at least, I try to before he slaps a hand over my mouth. He's got both of my wrists in one hand above my head and his hand now clamped over my mouth. I'm screaming against his palm, but it's like I'm silent. I try biting at him, but he's got his hand in a way that I can't grab on to it. He's too big, too strong. 
 
    He grinds his hips against mine. “You like it when it last awhile? Or you just want it quick?” He smiles at me. “How about if I--” 
 
    He's lifted up off of me before he says another word. 
 
    I'm screaming and it fills the darkness. 
 
    Kane goes flying over me, his body landing in the sand. 
 
    And I see Trevor, rage in his eyes, going after him. 
 
    I sit up, gasping for air. 
 
    They wrestle in the sand for a few seconds, rolling back and forth. Trevor brings his arm back and his fist smashes into Kane's face. His head snaps back into the sand. Trevor gets all the way on top of him and punches him again. Kane's arms fall to his sides. Trevor stands, grabs one of his arms, and drags him to the water.  
 
    Then he rolls him over. 
 
    Face down. 
 
    “No,” I croak, my voice hoarse and raw. 
 
    If Trevor hears me, he doesn't react. He puts his hand on the back of Kane's head and pushes it down into the water. 
 
    “No,” I say again, getting up. “Don't.” 
 
    Trevor pushes him further into the water and keeps Kane's face in it. 
 
    Footsteps thunder on the sand behind me. 
 
    I turn. 
 
    Brett and Jake both race past me, so fast that I wince. I spin around to see Brett wrap Trevor in a bear hug and tackle him into the water. Jake pulls at Kane's feet and drags him up into the sand.  
 
    Trevor and Brett are thrashing around in the water until Brett gets him around the waist and lifts him up. He spins them around and they tumble to the sand. 
 
    Jake lifts Kane's head up. Blood cloaks his face. He coughs and spits water everywhere. 
 
    Jake drops his head to the ground and goes to help Brett with Trevor.  
 
    Trevor is stalking the sand like a lion, but they stay between him and Kane.  
 
    Because he'll kill him if he gets to him again. 
 
    Finally, Trevor slows, his hands on his hips. 
 
    I wipe the sand from my mouth. 
 
    Trevor looks past Brett and Jake, past Kane, to me. 
 
    “I'm okay,” I say. 
 
    He doesn't react. 
 
    I want to go to him. To thank him. To hug him. To kiss him. To tell him I love him. 
 
    Because all of those things are true. 
 
    But saving me from Kane doesn't change everything. 
 
    I'm grateful. 
 
    But he still hurt me. 
 
    I can't forget that. 
 
    I look at him and I want to tell him all those things, hoping the words might fix what's broken. 
 
    But I know they won't. 
 
    So, instead, I turn and walk away. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “You have everything?” my dad asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “I'm good.” 
 
    It's the first day of Christmas break and he's dropping me at the airport. We're at the curb, pulling my bag from the trunk. I've decided to spend the first few days before Christmas at my mom's in Seattle. She's thrilled. My dad is trying to act like he's okay with it. 
 
    I'm just looking for some breathing room. 
 
    “You sure you don't me to go in?” he says. “At least make sure you get through security?” 
 
    “I'll be fine,” I say, pulling the handle up on my roller bag. “You don't have to wait.” 
 
    He frowns, but nods. “Alright. Make sure and let me know when you get through. And when you get to your gate. And when you're on the plane.” 
 
    I laugh. “I'll be fine, Dad. I've been in an airport before.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he says. “This is just weird. I'm not used to sending you off like this.” 
 
    “Just a couple days,” I tell him. “And, yeah. It is weird.” 
 
    He points at my bag. “I put a couple of things in there for you. For when you're on the plane?” 
 
    “In my bag?” 
 
    He smiles. “Just some stuff to keep you busy. And snack on.” 
 
    I laugh. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    He puts his arms around me. “I won't drag this out anymore. Be safe and have a good flight. I love you, Pres.” 
 
    I squeeze him. “Love you, too.” 
 
    He lets go of me, smiles again, and walks to the driver's side. “Get inside and get in line.” 
 
    “On it,” I tell him, pulling my bag onto the curb. I wave at him. 
 
    He waves back as he pulls away. 
 
    I haven't told him about the video or what Athena did or what Kane tried to do. I need some time. But I'm going to tell him. After Christmas. I don't want to keep things from him.  
 
    But I also don't want to dump all of that on him right before I leave. 
 
    The airport is busy and it takes forever to get through security. By the time I'm done, I have just enough time to grab a coffee and sit at the gate for a minute. I unzip the pocket he said he put things in and look inside. I pull out a couple of magazines and a bag of M&M's. I laugh, shake my head, and shove those into my purse, zip my roller back up. 
 
    They call my group to board and we snake our way through the jet bridge. I find my seat, throw my roller into the overhead, and slide into my window seat. I put my purse under the seat and text my dad to let him know I'm safely on the plane and that I'll text when we land. 
 
    I lean back in the seat. 
 
    I'm exhausted. From everything. I'm hopeful that I can get along with my mom for a few days. And her husband. It won't be easy, but I'm willing to try. 
 
    The flight attendant announces that the plane is boarded and the doors are closed. We pull back slowly from the gate. I watch the men outside the window guide us out of the parking spot, waving their orange wands.  
 
    We taxi slowly to the runway and I grab my purse from beneath the seat. I tear open the bag of M&M's and pour a handful into my palm. I grab one of the magazines my dad gave me and lay it across my lap. 
 
    And I see the edge of an envelope poking out of it. 
 
    I pull the envelope out and flip it over. 
 
    There's a Post-It note on it. 
 
    “Trevor dropped this off last night,” my dad's handwriting says. “He asked if I'd give it to you when I took you to the airport. Just following orders. Love you.” 
 
    I pull the Post-It note off and my name is written on the envelope. It's not my father's handwriting. 
 
    It's Trevor's. 
 
    The plane jerks forward and we pick up speed. 
 
    I slide my finger under the flap of the envelope until it's open. A piece of paper is folded into thirds inside. I pull it out. 
 
    My stomach jumps as we lift off the ground. 
 
    I unfold the paper. 
 
    And my stomach jumps again. 
 
    It's the drawing he did of me that I'd found in his room before we were even together. A detailed sketch of my face that startled me the first time I saw it, as much because I didn't know he was an artist as because it was my own face on the page. 
 
    But there's more now. 
 
    He's drawn himself in behind me, his head looking over my shoulder, his cheek against mine, his eyes closed. 
 
    It is breathtakingly gorgeous. 
 
    I run my finger along the lines of his face. 
 
    And then I notice the words at the bottom of the page, written in small, block lettering. 
 
    “This is how I see you. This is how I see us. I won't give up. T.” 
 
    The plane banks to the right and we're out over the Pacific. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    It's how I see us, too. 
 
    I'm not sure how we get there, though. 
 
    I want to, but I'm not sure if we can. 
 
    But maybe we can. 
 
    I look out the window at the ocean beneath us, then back to his drawing of us. 
 
    Maybe we can. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Hey Awesome Reader! 
 
      
 
    Thanks so much for reading WINTER, the second book in the Sunset Beach High series. I hope you loved it! If you did, it would be AMAZING if you'd take maybe two minutes and leave a review at Amazon, telling everyone how much you enjoyed it. Reviews really make a difference! (And then go tell 19 friends about the books!) 
 
    The response to FALL was awesome and I'm hoping WINTER hits readers the same way. And don't worry – the next book featuring Presley, Trevor, and the rest of the Sunset Beach High crew is on the way. In fact, SPRING is now available for pre-order by clicking right here and it'll be out August 27th! You'll love it – I promise! 
 
    Keep on reading! 
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